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  Kim has a trunkful of emotional baggage, but when she discovers BDSM, it’s like everything suddenly seems clear. She feels blessed that her long-time boyfriend, Cole, is willing to walk that path with her and let her explore what she needs.
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  Chapter One


  


  “There are only three ‘secret rules’ you need to worry about in BDSM.” Tony Daniels held up his hand and ticked off each point with a finger as he listed them. “Everyone must be a human, consenting adult. You’d think that’d be a given, but no, sometimes there are idiots who need all three points specifically clarified.”


  The class of twenty-two people, and a few scattered others who’d joined them that Saturday night, chuckled in amusement.


  Tony continued. “Secondly, everyone must either be having fun or getting what they need from the dynamic or play. And third, no one can be harmed by the play or dynamic.” Tony arched an eyebrow at them. “As opposed to ‘hurt,’ because some people will get a mite pissed off if you don’t hurt them during your play.”


  More laughter, louder this time and sounding a bit more comfortable.


  “So why do we do it? Well, there are as many reasons as there are people in the lifestyle. There is no easy answer to that question, because everyone’s different, and everyone has their own reasons. We are swimming upstream, here. We aren’t choosing to do this because it’s ‘easy.’ It’s not easy. It’s the difficult path. It probably took most of you a lot of deliberation and thinking to make the choice to come out here tonight. Walking along the straight and narrow path is the easy way, the ‘normal’ way. The socially acceptable way. That’s a no-brainer.


  “But we’re not doing that. We could be at the movies or at a sushi bar or at putt-putt golf right now. We’re not. We’re here. Why? Because something inside us needs this, for whatever reason. Some of you might have always felt like this and thought there weren’t others out there like you. Or maybe your life circumstances were such that you couldn’t explore it until now. Or you stumbled across something—a book or movie, whatever—and something so deeply resonated within you that you realized it was something you’d never even known you were missing before. And once you were aware of it, you couldn’t ignore it.”


  Mason Lange listened from the back of the social area side of the dungeon. He was seated at a table, next to Tony’s wife and slave, Shayla. He leaned in. Keeping his voice low, he whispered, “Kaden lives on.”


  Shayla smiled. “I almost feel like I know him,” she softly replied. “I never met him. I wish I had. I didn’t move down here and meet Tony until a couple of years after Kaden passed.”


  “That was Kaden’s newbie talk. Practically verbatim.”


  “Marcia and Loren give the same variation of the talk when they teach it.”


  “Kaden loved to talk to newbies. He enjoyed sharing this with people who were interested in it.”


  Sitting in Venture tonight, it was hard for Mason to believe how far the BDSM club had come in the ten-plus-years since it first opened. He’d been there the night it had started as nothing more than an idea on Kaden and Leah’s pool lanai. He remembered the first night it’d opened, and now to see it expanded, double its original size and thriving, was fantastic.


  A living legacy.


  Mason had been one of the original Suncoast Society munch group members, around for the club’s opening and a regular attendee until a new job took him out of state. To Nebraska, of all places.


  No, wasn’t much of a kink scene there. Not one that he’d found, anyway. Well, not much of a kink scene that had a lot of eligible gay males to whom he was attracted. What he found, however, was a pretty good paying job in IT for the past almost eight years.


  The job and benefits, for him, were the only reasons he’d found worth living in Nebraska. He was sure it was a wonderful place, great people, all of that, but not exactly on his bucket list of places to retire to. At the time, he’d wanted the money and the benefits.


  That didn’t mean he hadn’t kept a few headhunters in mind over the years. He’d looked for an opportunity to eventually work his way back to Florida. The native Floridian had despised the cold winters with a passion. He’d nearly wrecked the first time he had to drive in snow.


  Mason moving back to Florida had kind of torqued Freddie a little bit, but it wasn’t like they’d been married. Hell, they’d only been dating for six months. Mason wasn’t even in love with the guy, much less wanted to live with him. Mason had told Freddie he wouldn’t object to Freddie moving to Florida, but Freddie would have to find his own place to live and a job so he could support himself. It wouldn’t be any charity, and Freddie definitely would not be staying or living with Mason.


  Those conditions had sort of pissed Freddie off, which only sealed the deal for Mason. Not that Freddie had come right out and said he was pissed off. No, he’d acted all passive-aggressive and whiny, cycling back and forth between the two, trying to slowly chip away at Mason.


  Okay, fine. Hell, Mason could count on both hands with fingers to spare the number of times he’d let Freddie spend the whole night with him, and the guy was going to take ’tude with him?


  Nope.


  Now that Mason had been back in Florida for two months, Freddie was suddenly hot to trot to find a job there and move. No coincidence that it was supposed to be another wickedly cold winter in Nebraska. He’d done more than hint around a few times already that he’d like to come visit Mason. Mason had quickly shut him down every time.


  Mason knew what would happen. Freddie would come to “visit” and never leave.


  No. Fucking. Way.


  Freddie had never lived anywhere else other than Nebraska. Mason felt sure that the chance to get out of Nebraska was also playing a part in Freddie’s thought processes.


  Not that he could blame the guy. Freddie’s family was a bunch of assholes.


  And not because they were from Nebraska. They were originally from New York City, even more surprising. Surprising that they would turn out to be homophobic assholes, that was.


  From outside, Mason heard the faint sound of a motorcycle pulling into the parking lot and shutting off. Within seconds, Leah burst through the door from the office lobby, spotted Mason, and let out an ecstatic squee that made everyone laugh as she rushed across the space and practically threw herself into Mason’s arms for a hug.


  “Well, hello to you, too, sweetie,” he said.


  Tony playfully cleared his throat. “Can I keep going, Leah?”


  Leah’s face turned an adorable shade of pink. “Sorry.” She settled into a chair at the table on Mason’s left side, hooking an arm through his and laying her head on his shoulder.


  On Mason’s right side, Shayla leaned around him. “Hey, what am I? Chopped liver?” Her smile and tone belied her words.


  Leah’s face deepened in color. “Ohmigosh, sorry!” She draped herself over Mason to hug Shayla.


  Mindful of not wanting to interrupt Tony further, Mason whispered, “Where’s Seth?”


  “He’s—” The lobby door opened and Seth poked his head in, glancing around and homing in on his wayward wife and slave.


  Question answered.


  Mason lifted an arm in greeting and Seth walked in. He carried two motorcycle helmets and had a small bag slung over one shoulder. Quietly he joined them at the table, leaning in to hug Mason and Shayla before sitting on Leah’s other side.


  This was the first night Mason had had a chance to get out and meet up with his friends. Between the move, the new job, and settling in, the past eight weeks had passed in a blur. He’d wanted to try to eat dinner with everyone at Sigalo’s earlier that evening, but he’d overslept from a well-needed nap.


  Tomorrow night was the monthly Suncoast Society munch. He definitely planned to be there for it, to finally get a chance to reconnect in person with many of his old friends. Some of whom he hadn’t seen in years.


  Since Kaden’s funeral.


  Mason knew Leah far better than he knew Seth. He’d known Leah and Kaden through the Suncoast Society. He’d met Seth a few times at Leah and Kaden’s for vanilla dinners and gatherings before Seth knew about the other side of his friends’ relationship.


  Mason felt shitty that he hadn’t been around for the three of them when Kaden was sick, due to his job and living out of state. But Mason was happy that Kaden had paired his wife and best friend together. A truly perfect match, one Mason wouldn’t deny was also bittersweet.


  Mason knew Kaden had talked to Tony about all of this, because Kaden had talked to him as well. Unfortunately, living out of state meant he couldn’t make his friend any promises, although he would have done his damnedest to help out had he lived locally.


  Tony’s BDSM101 class took an hour. Normally, it was a class Marcia or Loren taught, but they and their other halves were both taking a well-deserved night off from teaching at the club. They’d be at the munch tomorrow evening, as would a bunch of Mason’s old friends who’d agreed to attend to welcome him home.


  When Tony finished answering questions, he ended the class, turned down the house lights, and turned up the music. Club members who’d shown up during the tail end of his class gathered their gear to start playing while Tony joined them at the table.


  Mason stood to give the man a long hug.


  “God, it’s good to finally have you back,” Tony said after they parted and he took the chair on Shayla’s other side. “What the hell possessed you to move out there in the first place?”


  This had been a frequent subject of teasing on the other man’s part for the past eight years. “Well, you know. Temporary insanity, good benefits, excellent pay. Stuff like that.”


  Tony grinned. “You could have kept working for me.”


  “I know. Part of me wishes I had, too.” Mason shrugged. “Hindsight’s twenty-twenty, and all that bullshit. It’s all good. I’m finally home, where I belong, and I’m not leaving again.”


  Mason had worked at Asher Insurance for several years before the itch to try to find a higher-paying job hit him. He’d left to work for a local financial company, which went out of business less than a year later.


  Unfortunately, Asher couldn’t hire him back at the time because they had no openings in Tony’s department. Leading Mason to search elsewhere.


  Now Mason was running a division of the IT department at the newly expanded headquarters of an online DIY travel arrangement company based out of Sarasota. They’d been in business for over seven years, with a lot of solid growth under their belt, including recently buying up two competitors and folding those operations into theirs. Not much chance of them suddenly shutting down the way his last Florida job had ended.


  “So are you settled in?” Tony asked. “At the condo, I mean?”


  “Yeah. As settled in as I’m going to get. Finally got the last boxes unpacked this week. I’m officially a Floridian again.”


  “Don’t want to buy a house, huh?” Leah asked.


  “No, not going to jinx myself.” Mason smiled. “Besides, I sort of got spoiled not having to mow or do yard work the past eight years.” He’d rented an apartment in Nebraska. Moving back to Florida, he’d found an older condo that needed some upgrades and freshening up, but was a far easier purchase on his wallet than a home would have been. Not to mention the absence of any external upkeep on the grounds meant his free time was his.


  And he planned on spending as much of his free time as he could catching up with his friends.


  Seth smirked. “I didn’t think the Arctic tundra had much call for landscaping.”


  Yes, all his friends, even the submissive ones, had taken great pains to send him pictures of Florida beaches every winter, teasing him with sunshine and balmy temps while he was ass-deep in ice and snow.


  “I won’t miss my ice scraper, that’s for damn sure.”


  “You toss it?” Tony asked.


  “Hell, no. Repurposed it. It’s in my toybag now.” Mason smiled. “Makes a great slapper.”


  Chapter Two


  


  Mason enjoyed talking and getting caught up with his friends, watching others play. As he got involved with the community again, he’d have a talk with Marcia and Derrick about volunteering at the club as a DM, like he used to. Wasn’t like it would interfere with his own play time.


  Mason didn’t have anyone to play with, and hadn’t for…well, a while. Freddie hadn’t been kinky. At all.


  Another reason Mason wasn’t eager to have Freddie move to Florida, much less move in with him.


  Mason had tried to make friends within what passed for a kinky community while in Nebraska. It wasn’t that the people weren’t nice—in fact they were very nice. And he had made a lot of friends, both kinky and vanilla, gay and straight.


  Unfortunately, nothing more than friends. A guy could only sit on the sidelines for so long and watch others playing without being able to play himself before he called it a lost cause and gave up.


  Which was basically what he’d done. Other than going to the occasional munch just to stay in touch with people and not become a hermit, he really hadn’t had any kind of a kinky life.


  Online dating wasn’t his thing, and he wasn’t into one-night-stands. He needed to have an emotional connection to a person before he could be in a relationship with them.


  Okay, question answered.


  As he sat there, surrounded by his friends, he truly understood what had been missing in his relationship with Freddie.


  Yes, the guy was nice enough, at first. Handsome, fun in the sack, but Mason hadn’t felt anything…deeply romantic for the guy. Especially not once he realized Freddie, despite eagerly agreeing in the beginning that he was kinky and submissive, was about as kinky as a flat, straight stretch of Nebraska highway.


  And Freddie damn sure wasn’t submissive.


  Yeah, Mason had been falling out of what little lust he’d had for the guy for several months, even before the new job had materialized. Hell, he hadn’t even told Freddie he was flying down to Florida to interview for the job until he’d already done it and had fielded a very snarky phone call from the man at the time. Freddie had decided to drop by his apartment unannounced on his way in to work that evening, and had wanted to know where the hell Mason was when he “should” have been home.


  Which had irritated the snot out of Mason the Dominant, so he’d flat-out told Freddie where he was and what he was doing.


  That had immediately earned Mason whiny apologies and less-than-subtle hinting about moving Freddie to Florida with him.


  Thankfully, Mason had never given Freddie a key to his place in Nebraska.


  Yeah, Freddie needed to stay in his rearview mirror. With two full months of space and over a thousand miles between them now, despite Freddie’s increasingly plaintive daily phone calls and texts, Mason knew he had to firmly end things between them once and for all.


  Again.


  Officially, they were free to date whomever they wanted. When Mason had last seen Freddie in Nebraska two weeks before his move, he’d refused to sleep with him that night and had left things settled—so Mason had thought—that they were on a permanent hiatus and nothing more than friends in an attempt to try to spare Freddie’s feelings.


  Although Freddie seemed bound and determined to ignore that.


  Maybe it was the fact that Freddie was only twenty-five and Mason had four months before he hit forty-five. Nearly twenty years and a lifetime of experiences separating the two of them made Mason less inclined to want to try to make things work with the guy long-term when he could already see how doomed they were.


  Best to have this out now.


  In his shirt pocket, Mason felt his cell phone buzz from a phone call. Without taking it out, he reached in and hit the button on the top to silence it as he rose. “Be right back. Need to check this.”


  He had a work phone but left it in the car. They knew if there was an emergency and he didn’t answer his work phone to call him on his personal cell.


  Walking out to the office, Mason pulled the phone from his pocket to see who’d called.


  Freddie.


  Dammit.


  As if thinking about the guy had conjured him.


  Mason had already sent three calls from the man to voice mail earlier that day. Freddie hadn’t left him any messages yet—


  Scratch that. His voice mail notification bubble popped up, indicating a new message.


  With a sigh, Mason stepped outside the office, away from the entrance, and played the message.


  “Well, I guess you’re just too damn busy to talk to me. If you decide you want to talk to me, give me a call.”


  Fuck him. Mason angrily punched the delete button and seriously considered adding Freddie to his blocked caller list.


  Thank god I never gave him my work number.


  He was about to put his phone away and head inside the club again when his phone buzzed with a text message alert.


  YRU not ANSWRING ME?


  Mason felt his right eye begin to twitch. No, he was no English major, but he despised text-speak with a passion and had told Freddie that countless times.


  Okay, this was starting to go beyond pissing him off. Mason could tell that if he didn’t respond to Freddie soon, this kind of bullshit would continue, cycling between petulant and nearly sickeningly sweet apologies until Freddie got what he wanted.


  Freddie might not consider himself to be kinky, but he was definitely being a brat.


  Mason called him.


  Freddie answered before the first ring even went through. “Oh, my god, I was getting so worried about you! Why haven’t you answered your phone? I thought you didn’t have to work today?”


  Mason decided that this was the time for Freddie to see the real him. The Dominant, the sadist, the man who would no longer tolerate this kind of bullshit. The side of him he’d mostly kept cooped up around Freddie because he hadn’t wanted to be an asshole to the guy.


  The side he probably should have shown Freddie all along instead of pulling back and settling, which wasn’t fair to either of them.


  “Because I’ve been busy, and I’m out with friends tonight. What did you want?”


  There was a long pause from Nebraska before suspicion layered the younger man’s tones. “What friends?”


  “Not that it’s your business, but old friends I haven’t had time to see since I’ve been back. What did you want that was so urgent?”


  Freddie predictably switched to the sweet voice. “I miss you. I wanted to talk to you.”


  “We’ve talked every day this week. I told you yesterday that I am not available to talk at your whim.” Freddie worked at a credit card call center and frequently worked nights, so his daytime waking hours were spent texting Mason, or so it felt like.


  Freddie’s behavior also seemed to be cyclical, settling down for a couple of weeks at a time after Mason had to put his foot down before slowly ramping up again.


  They were now approaching the upper limits of Mason’s tolerance for this.


  “Don’t you miss me?”


  Mason pinched the bridge of his nose. “We’re friends. Just friends. Please stop doing this. I told you that I’m not doing a long-distance relationship, and that you need to go out and meet new people and find someone else. Start dating.”


  “I’ve been looking online for a job down there,” Freddie quickly said, totally ignoring the latter half of Mason’s statement. “I was thinking about applying where you’re at. Wouldn’t that be great? Tell me the name of the company you’re at, and I’ll apply. You could put in a word for me with HR there and maybe we could commute together and everything.”


  Oh, fuck no.


  Mason, fortunately, hadn’t told Freddie the company’s name, although anyone who wasn’t a total Google idiot could probably figure it out. Fortunately, Freddie usually wasn’t ambitious, or able to remember a lot of fine details that he didn’t think were incredibly important.


  “No, I’m not going to do that.”


  Another long pause from Nebraska. “Why not?” Petulant hurt crept back into Freddie’s tone.


  “Because for starters, I don’t think it’d be a good idea to be working at the same employer. Secondly, I told you that you are a free agent now. We are not a couple, and we have not been a couple since before I moved. Go out and meet…someone.”


  Mason had almost said someone your own age, which he knew would be a horrible mistake because then Freddie would go off on him like crazy. Apparently it was an emotional trigger, courtesy of his asshole family.


  Aaaannd back to whiny petulant voice. “Is that what you’re doing tonight? Meeting someone?”


  “Again, that’s none of your business. I was honest about myself from the start.” Time to go for broke. “You aren’t kinky. You aren’t submissive in the slightest. You damn sure aren’t a masochist, and—”


  “But we had a lot of fun in bed!”


  “And I told you from the get-go that we needed more than that to make a long-term relationship. I warned you from the very beginning that I would be honest with you and I wasn’t making you any promises. I’m a Dominant who needs at the very least a submissive partner. Preferably a masochistic one. Hell, you’re still figuring out who you are. I thought you wanted to go back to school. Didn’t you say your mom told you she’d help you out with that if you did?”


  “But I miss you.”


  Mason tried not to hold it against the guy, but he was over this and definitely over Freddie and his cute bubble ass and eager mouth. Which in retrospect weren’t nearly as cute when considering all the bullshit he’d had to put up with during their time together and since then.


  “Tell me, exactly, what do we have in common?” Mason asked.


  More silence. “We have fun in bed.” Mason could practically picture Freddie’s pout based on the man’s tone of voice.


  “You hate my music. You don’t like the same books or movies that I like. You don’t—”


  “They say opposites attract.”


  “I think going back to school, there, would be a good option for you. You’re single, so hopefully your family will quit being a dick to you for now. Use the money your mom is willing to throw at you to go get a degree. A two-year, at least. You might even meet someone while you’re in school. That would be the most likely place to meet new people.”


  “But I don’t want to live here anymore.” Whiny.


  God, that grated on Mason. Why had he put up with Freddie and that whiny shit for so long?


  Oh, yeah. A five-plus-year-long dry spell, at the time, when he’d met Freddie.


  Ugh.


  Never. Again.


  “Freddie, I’m hanging up. My friends are waiting inside for me.”


  “Inside where?” Whiny gave way to petulant again. It’d be funny if Mason was watching someone else go through this. In fact, he’d counsel a friend to grow a pair and just cut all contact with the guy.


  Not nearly as amusing when it was happening to him, and not nearly as easy to do. He didn’t want to be a dick, although it seemed Freddie was bound and determined to force him into that role.


  “One more time. Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m at a BDSM club. You need to go out tonight with your friends.”


  Then again, Mason couldn’t name any friends Freddie had that hadn’t been his own to start with. Mason had made plenty of vanilla friends, straight and gay, while in Nebraska.


  Freddie…not so much.


  Now Mason could see why. Freddie clung like a damned sandspur when he got his hooks into you.


  Freddie’s pendulum swung back to sweet. “It’s not the same without you here.”


  Mason bit his tongue not to say it, that if Freddie wasn’t being such a clingy whiner and would go out, he might actually have friends of his own.


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Freddie. You’re not moving down here to live with me, and you’re not coming down here and staying with me even just to visit. If you move down here, we’re still only going to be just friends. Stay up there. You don’t have any kind of degree that will help you get a better-paying job down here. I have been honest with you from the start. I will be your friend, and I will give you encouragement, but that’s all. Nothing more. Just friends. You have a life to live, I have a life to live. The end.”


  Maybe he should have been an asshole and cut off all contact with the guy months ago when he knew for certain he was moving to Florida, but he’d felt genuinely sorry for Freddie. Figured that maybe Freddie would pick up some life skills he didn’t get from his asshole family.


  Freddie was the youngest of five siblings, three older brothers and a sister. He’d come out to his family two years before, but they basically treated him like it was a phase he was going through.


  Mason had only met them twice, and Freddie had introduced him as just a friend both times.


  “Why are you being so mean to me?”


  It was like talking to a teenager.


  And this is why I don’t want kids.


  “I’m not being mean.” Mason rubbed at his forehead. “You want mean? Here’s mean. I’m a damn sadist, so I can give you mean. If you want to stay friends with me, you will start adulting, quit guilt-tripping me, and grow the fuck up. We are not in a relationship. I broke up with you before I left Nebraska. We are not ever going to be in a relationship, other than friends, ever again. Period. I’m damn sure not putting myself through this kind of bullshit with you again. You want to stay friends with me? Start acting like one. Stop calling and texting me every day and get out and find someone else to try that whiny act on, because it’s not working on me. I’m getting off here now. Do not spend all night calling or texting me, or you’ll force me to block your number. Good night.”


  Mason hung up before Freddie could reply. He stared at his phone for a moment, irritated and more than ready to block Freddie’s number if the guy immediately called him back or texted him.


  He didn’t.


  After a few moments, Mason took a deep breath and slid his phone into his shirt pocket before heading inside.


  He also fought the urge to feel like the world’s biggest asshole. This was exactly the kind of scene he’d hoped to avoid with Freddie, but the guy refused to grok the message.


  I have a life to live. I refuse to feel guilty just because he doesn’t know how to have one.


  Chapter Three


  


  Early Sunday evening, Cole Singleton nervously drove south on US 41, heading for his girlfriend’s apartment to pick her up. He and Kim had been dating for nearly two years now, and while she hadn’t exactly dropped a bombshell on him the other night when she’d brought up going out tonight, it certainly had been an unexpected surprise.


  She wanted to openly explore BDSM by going to a munch.


  Before now, they’d had what he’d already considered a frisky sex life. He’d readily gone along with her wanting him to blindfold her in bed, or tie her hands, or talk dirty to her, but now he wasn’t sure to what other lengths she wanted him to go.


  And he wasn’t exactly comfortable trying to force himself into a more heavy-handed role.


  When she’d brought it up, about going to the munch, she’d also immediately insisted that if he said no they weren’t going, that she’d drop the subject and not mention it again.


  Which had made him feel guilty, because he loved her and wanted her to be happy.


  The least I can do is go with her tonight and see what’s what.


  He was no prude. He’d seen Secretary and Fifty Shades of Grey, but he couldn’t identify with the Dominants in those movies. He wasn’t a sadist, he didn’t consider himself fucked up, and he didn’t have mommy issues.


  Of all his friends, he was probably the most boring when it came to being well-adjusted.


  Hell, even in college, his girlfriend at the time had gotten him and a guy friend of his drunk and they’d had one hotter-than-hell night together.


  Most of which he unfortunately couldn’t remember, between the tequila’s effects and his horrendous hangover the next day. What he could remember and fill in the blanks about had been pretty hot.


  Hot enough to give him a chub when he thought back on it. Even though he vaguely remembered some of the experience, including intimate contact between him and the other guy, especially gauging by the feel of his ass the next morning, it didn’t leave him freaked out or questioning his sexual identity. Sure, he’d had sexual thoughts about guys before. He’d never met one to seriously turn his crank to the point of wanting to get more curious about it than just a fantasy or two, though. He was into women, but he could appreciate a nice, tight ass on a guy.


  Maybe it was his family’s accepting nature. He had a younger cousin, Art, who’d come out as gay over ten years earlier. The strongest reaction from anyone in the family had been from Cole’s aunt, Art’s mom, who’d wondered if any future husband of her son would allow her to help plan their wedding. And how would she throw the bridal shower? Would it be for Art, or Art’s husband?


  It didn’t matter that, at the time, Art hadn’t even had a boyfriend, much less a love of his life. Still didn’t, but Cole’s aunt was a “be prepared” kind of person and wanted to make sure she still got to help put together a lavish wedding for her only child.


  We are a pitifully boring family. Although considering the potential alternatives, he knew he was damned lucky.


  He’d even admitted that one-off, sexy college experience to Kim. A long time ago, in fact. They’d been talking about their experiences and fantasies and he hadn’t wanted any secrets like that between them to come out later and freak her out. He also hadn’t felt right keeping it a secret. Knowing her history, he’d wanted them to have fully open lines of communication, where she’d feel completely safe talking to him about any- and everything.


  Yes, in retrospect this new development absolutely shouldn’t come as a shock to him. Kim had divorced an idiot two years before they’d met, a guy whose idea of kinky was taking his socks off before sex.


  Not only had Kim’s interests been far wilder than her ex’s, but her libido had, too. Cole had no complaints about their sex life whatsoever.


  Uncharacteristically, Kim had blushed and fumbled when she tried to explain this all to Cole the other day. She’d finally ended with, “I just want to talk to other people face to face, who do this in real-life, and get some perspective and information about it.”


  Sure he’d agreed to it. Her ex had shut her down at every turn and taken any special requests on her part as an insult to his manhood.


  A long time ago, Cole had decided he wouldn’t be like that with her. That if they ever reached a point where their interests didn’t match up any more, they could part as friends, but he wouldn’t stifle her personality. He wouldn’t try to make her conform to just make himself comfortable.


  Besides, this was just dinner. Dinner at a decent steakhouse where he knew he’d get a prime rib that would be absolutely delicious, based on past dining experiences there. If it meant talking to people and allowing Kim to express herself and explore, fine. Maybe she’d talk to people tonight and that’d be the end of it.


  If not…well, he wasn’t a worrier. He’d deal with anything else if or when it came.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim was ready to go when Cole arrived. She lived about twenty minutes away from him, in south Sarasota. Not the best apartment complex in the world, but at least it wasn’t in a high-crime area.


  When he’d dropped a hint months earlier that he wouldn’t be against having discussions about her eventually moving into his house with him, she’d deftly and gently dodged the matter in such a way that he knew not to bring it up again. If or when she wanted to, she would.


  Her marriage and divorce had stolen most of her self-esteem, her confidence. She’d married Craige at nineteen, right out of high school. He’d gone to college and she’d put off her own education to help get him through school at Craige’s insistence. Then when it came time for her to go, he announced the money wasn’t there.


  Despite the fact that his parents had paid the man’s way through school, and they had plenty in savings. Or she could have taken out student loans…except he refused to let her do that.


  Craige had also wanted her to have kids, which she’d told him from the start she wasn’t even sure she wanted.


  They’d struggled along for almost twelve years before Kim finally had enough. She divorced Craige after one too many arguments where he’d rubbed it in her face that he made more money than her, and that if she didn’t like the way he did things, there was the door, and to not let it hit her in the ass.


  Unfortunately, she’d lost the house and a lot of stuff in the process, but she was free and now being paid alimony that would continue for another three years. Not enough in total to pay for a four-year college education, but she was putting it into savings and starting to take online classes.


  Cole wasn’t sure if Kim would ever be able to fully repair the rift in her relationship with her parents and two older sisters, a rift largely caused by her relationship with Craige. Cole had met them before, last Christmas, and they seemed like nice people, if a little standoffish with Kim.


  He’d also seen his lively, vibrant girlfriend fold up on herself like an old rag, holding herself back, being quiet, a side of her personality he hadn’t witnessed in her before.


  More leftover carnage courtesy of Craige, Cole was sure, but they hadn’t really talked much about that day since.


  Not for lack of trying on his part.


  He parked next to her car and walked around to her apartment. On the first floor, but on the far side of the building, at least her corner unit had a great view of a nearby pond. She greeted him at the door with a kiss, her brown eyes sparkling, her long reddish-brown hair down and loose around her shoulders.


  “I’m ready.” She squeezed his hands. “Thank you again for this.” Kim wore a pair of jeans, a dressy blouse he loved seeing her in, and a pair of short boots with chunky heels that raised her five-five frame an additional three inches. At six one, it wasn’t like he minded if she wore heels.


  “I’m paying for dinner tonight,” he said. “No arguing. Got it?”


  She blushed, again not a normal activity for her. “Thank you.”


  He had a decent job at a home health care company. He’d started working there while in college, a part-time clerk in their billing department. Now he was a regional manager of operations in charge of four counties. He owned his own house, and he could afford to pay for their dinners. Plenty of times she would argue with him and fight him when he offered to pay for things, wanting to pay her own way.


  He understood why, how she was still in many ways coping from what she’d been through. Against the erroneous image she had of herself, courtesy of Craige and his asshole family.


  Tonight, however, he would take a stand.


  Hell, she wanted to give BDSM a try? Then he could put his foot down and be in charge like this, at least.


  Even if it might be all he could make himself do.


  Chapter Four


  


  Kim York felt a mix of fear and excitement rushing through her as they got into Cole’s car and headed for the restaurant. She didn’t think she had the words to tell Cole how much she loved him for doing this for her. Even if nothing came of it, it meant a lot to her that he was willing to try, to step outside his comfort zone.


  Because he loved her.


  Just like he hadn’t brought up moving in together again. He’d left it an open-ended topic, one she knew he wouldn’t venture into unless she mentioned it first.


  Another reason to love him. Almost enough to make her want to start talking about it again.


  I really need to quit being a chickenshit.


  She also loved that Cole had taken the initiative and insisted on paying tonight, even though she’d been the one who’d asked to go to this. Tonight she wouldn’t argue with him. It was too close to the end of the fiscal month for her, and she was running dangerously low on cash for expenses. The absolute last thing she wanted to do was dip into her savings, use her alimony for something like this.


  One more reason to love Cole.


  But she’d thought she’d been in love with Craige, too.


  Scratch that. She had been in love with Craige. What she’d also been, however, was too damn young and naive to get married. Which everyone had warned her about, but she’d ignored, thinking she knew better.


  Her parents and two older sisters had warned her and pretty much done everything but disown her over it. She was still rebuilding that strained relationship with them. Hard to do when they lived in Orlando and she lived in Sarasota, but this was where Craige had wanted to move to after college, where he’d gotten a job.


  Where what few friends she’d had left after the divorce were located.


  She reached across the seat and laced fingers with Cole. “I love you.” She had to force herself to speak up over the radio, even though it wasn’t turned up loud.


  He gently squeezed her hand. “Love you, too.”


  “I mean it. If this is too weird, or if you hate it, or—”


  “Honey, it’s okay. I’m keeping an open mind. I already told you that.”


  “But I—”


  “This is just dinner and talking to people.” He gently squeezed her hand again. “I’m not Craige,” he softly said, silencing her.


  This was a conversation they’d had with embarrassing frequency.


  She nodded. “I know. I just want you to know I really appreciate this.”


  “I know you do.”


  They rode for a few more moments in a comfortable silence, other than the radio. “I’m sorry.”


  He glanced over at her but didn’t reply.


  Another frequent conversation.


  Somehow, even though Craige hadn’t been physically “abusive,” per se, she’d left their marriage feeling like little more than poor white trash. He’d come from money and his family had rarely missed an opportunity during family gatherings to subtly remind her of the fact that she’d come from hardworking, middle-class parents, or the fact that she hadn’t attended college.


  Didn’t matter to them that the last point was Craige’s fault.


  For years she’d struggled as she thought she had to straddle some invisible line. For years she’d also worked to mold herself into the “perfect” spouse until the realization had hit her one day that no matter what she did, she’d never be perfect in the eyes of Craige or his stuck-up family.


  Thus she’d decided to quit trying.


  Hence followed the rapid implosion of the fantasy that had never existed in the first place.


  To this day, even though she knew it was a construct in her own mind and not the perception of others, she struggled against the feeling that she maybe wasn’t as good as other people. That maybe Craige and his family were right in their assessment of her.


  Cole had been more than patient with her on that point, lovingly scolding her about it when he caught her doing it. Cole’s family had never made her feel anything but at ease when she was among them.


  Maybe one day I’ll get my act together.


  How could she move in with him and plan to spend the rest of her life with him when she still felt like she was a few embers away from being a Dumpster fire in terms of her emotional development?


  It wouldn’t be fair to him. Although he’d been exceptionally patient with her in the time they’d been together.


  Far more patient than Craige had ever tried to be with her.


  When they pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot, Kim was shocked to see so many cars there on a Sunday evening. She knew the Suncoast Society munch group was meeting in a private banquet room in the back, and to ask the hostess for the “computer group.”


  But she hadn’t honestly thought there’d be a lot of people here.


  Maybe most of the cars are people here to eat and not part of the group.


  “What if we know someone in there?” she asked.


  Ever calm, her bastion of sensibility, Cole shrugged. “So?”


  “It won’t…embarrass you if we do?” Not to mention she’d feel guilty as hell about it.


  “Well, if they’re there, then I guess they’re there for the same reason we’re there, right?”


  “Oh. True.” She was lucky that she had a fairly anonymous job. She worked the main desk as the receptionist and administrative assistant at an insurance agency down in Venice. Her boss, Emery Nadel, was an easygoing guy. He’d just married his husband, Sean, now that gay marriage had become legal. They had three adopted kids, two of them twins who’d been Emery’s younger sister’s children. She and her husband were brutally murdered when the twins were just a couple of months old.


  Although Kim wasn’t sure if gay would automatically translate into “okay with kinky shit” if this ever got out. Hopefully it wouldn’t be a problem.


  She definitely didn’t want to do anything to screw up Cole’s job.


  Wait. I’m worrying over nothing.


  This was just dinner. The website assured people that it was a safe way to meet others and get information.


  Wasn’t like they were actually going to a dungeon or anything, although she had visited the website for Venture, a local private BDSM club.


  She wasn’t sure she was quite ready for that step yet.


  She wasn’t even sure she was ready for this step.


  All she knew was that it had taken her a while to reconcile the fact that what she wanted with Cole was far different than what she’d had with Craige. The kind of domination Craige had basically engaged in throughout their entire relationship wasn’t the healthy kind, even if, technically, she had gone along with it and he hadn’t, technically, been abusive.


  Just an asshole.


  Hailing from a family of assholes, but they’d cloaked their assholery in a disguise of money and prestige and she’d fallen for their silent bullshit narrative that she wasn’t as good as them from the start.


  A mistake she’d never make again, although not a mistake she ever expected to make with Cole. He was the polar opposite of her ex in all ways. While it wasn’t that she had complaints about her relationship with Cole—because she didn’t—she did wish there was a little bit of an…edge to it on occasion.


  Maybe that wasn’t even the right word, but that was the whole point, that she was so new to this world she wasn’t even sure how to speak the language yet. Kim knew romance novels couldn’t be guidebooks, either. Looking for stuff on the Internet meant she had a hard time sorting the wheat from the…well, porn. Maybe her Google-Fu skills just weren’t good enough. She had given up trying to find information about BDSM in general and knew her best bet was to come talk to people actually involved in this.


  Cole ended up leading the way and speaking with the hostess, who directed them back to a private room. Inside, there were over a dozen round tables that sat anywhere from eight to twelve people apiece. It took Kim a second to take in how absolutely normal and…boring everyone looked. The median age appeared to be middle-aged, with extremes at both ends, from a couple of women who barely looked legal, to an apparently married couple who might very well be octogenarians.


  Okay, then.


  A woman offered them a friendly smile as she walked up to them. “Hi, my name’s Shayla. You both have that ‘what am I doing here’ look.” She wore a leather collar around her neck. At least, Kim assumed it was a collar.


  Cole laughed and took over the interaction, much to Kim’s relief. “You sound like you know what to look for.”


  Shayla shook hands with them. “I sure do.” She turned and pointed to a man, who was talking to another couple. “That’s my husband and Master, Tony. We’re the hosts of the group tonight.”


  “I’m Cole, this is my girlfriend, Kim. And yes, we’re both new. This is our first event. Ever.”


  “Excellent. Are you meeting anyone here in particular tonight, or would you like me to introduce you around and help you find a place to sit?”


  “Introductions would be greatly appreciated, thanks,” Cole said.


  Kim’s nerves tightened in her gut as she held Cole’s hand while they followed Shayla around the room. She knew she’d never remember all the people’s names, but everyone seemed very nice. They ended up at a table in a far corner of the room where only one guy was currently sitting.


  “Mason, do you mind if I seat Kim and Cole with you? This is their very first time to an event, and they’re completely new to the lifestyle.”


  “Not a problem.” The normal-looking man, wearing khakis and a button-up shirt, stood and indicated two chairs next to him that were leaning against the table. “Seth and Leah asked me to save them two seats here, but the rest are free.”


  “Wonderful,” Shayla said. “Mason’s one of our old-timers, but he’s been living out of town for several years and just moved back a couple of months ago. This is his first munch with us in quite a while, so he’s almost like a newbie.” Another couple entered the room. “Aaaand if you’ll please excuse me, I think I see another new couple I need to go greet.”


  Kim focused on the guy. Hazel eyes, brown hair, clean-shaven. Dressed like he worked in an office.


  Average. Nice-looking guy.


  Cole stuck out his hand. “Cole.”


  They shook. “Nice to meet you. Mason.”


  “And this is my girlfriend, Kim.”


  Mason hesitated before extending his hand. “May I?” he asked Cole.


  Cole frowned. “Huh?”


  Mason smiled. “It’s always considered polite protocol for a Dominant to ask permission before shaking hands with another Dominant’s submissive.”


  “Oh, um, yeah. Sure. No problem.”


  Now Kim had one question answered and didn’t know if the little thrill that raced through her as she shook with the man was from knowing he was a Dominant, or that Cole was automatically seen as being in charge of her.


  One thing she had read that resonated with her was that the brain was the biggest sex organ in the body. That sometimes it was as much about how you psyched yourself up for something as it was the actual things you did.


  Maybe that was true.


  One way or another, she suspected she was about to find out.


  


  * * * *


  


  As more people arrived and dinner got underway, Kim forced herself to try to relax. Their table had filled up, the previously mentioned Seth and Leah appearing, another new couple sitting next to them, as well as three people Kim wasn’t sure how to process at first.


  Not that Tilly, her husband, Landry, and their partner Cris weren’t nice, because they seemed very nice. It was Kim’s obvious confusion about their situation that finally made Tilly giggle.


  “We’re poly,” she volunteered to Kim, who blushed.


  “Sorry?”


  “It’s complicated,” Landry offered. He had a slight accent, maybe French, but Kim couldn’t quite place it. “Don’t worry, some days the two of them keep me guessing as well.”


  “That’s because it’s more fun that way,” Cris playfully added.


  Mason shook his head and leaned in. Kim had ended up sitting next to him, on Mason’s left side, with Cole to her left. “Landry’s a sadist and enjoys confusing people,” Mason explained. “So does Tilly. Cris and Tilly mix it up with each other depending on their moods, and Tilly’s sort of our group’s appointed pit bull. If she thinks someone’s messing with one of her friends in a bad way, she’ll put a hurting on them.”


  “That’s for sure,” Cris said.


  “Hey,” Tilly said, slightly indignantly. “I’m the sweetest sadist you’ll ever hope to meet.”


  “I heard about the can of wasp spray in your car,” Mason told her.


  “That was prudent,” she said. “And I turned out not needing it, either.”


  “Wasp spray?” Kim asked.


  Tilly shrugged. “If you ever need a good makeshift blowtorch, it’s wonderful.”


  “Uh…”


  “Tilly,” Leah playfully chastised, “don’t scare the newbies.”


  Tilly’s face broke into a beaming grin. “Sorry. It’s a really long story. Improvised defensive weapon.” She shot a frown at her husband. “Master Fussypants here won’t let me get a concealed carry permit.”


  Everyone else at the table, besides Kim, Cole, and the other new couple, of course, immediately said, “Prison orange is not your color.”


  “Harumph!” Tilly rolled her eyes. “Fine.”


  Mason leaned in again. “As you can see, friendships sort of blur the lines and become like adopted family. Even when idiots like me move away for a while and come back.”


  “Hey, that was your fault, Mase,” Tilly said. “You should have known better than to try to move away from the kink capital of the world.”


  “Sarasota?” Kim asked, now feeling really confused.


  Nearly everyone laughed and again, in unison, said, “Florida.”


  Chapter Five


  


  Mason thought the new couple next to him was absolutely adorable. Leah and Seth had joined them at the table, as well as another newbie couple, and Tilly, Landry, and Cris.


  If Tilly didn’t scare the newbies off, they’d probably keep coming around.


  Cole and Kim had been dating for about two years, but even though they were in a stable, permanent relationship, they didn’t live together. There was a divorce alluded to in Kim’s past as to the reason she hadn’t yet moved in with Cole.


  “So do you have a submissive?” Kim asked Mason.


  It hadn’t come up yet that he was gay, so this seemed as good a time as any to put it out there. “No man in my life right now,” he said with a smile, hoping this didn’t freak them out. “Hoping to find a single and kinky submissive guy, now that I’m back in Florida.”


  “I have a cousin who’s single,” Cole said. “But I can’t vouch for the fact that he’s kinky.” He smiled, a friendly, honest smile. The kind that put Mason at ease.


  Mason felt a little tension roll from his shoulders. Question answered, they were open-minded. “We have a saying in the lifestyle, that you have to fish in the right pond. I’m hoping that being back in Florida means I start getting nibbles again.”


  “I told you,” Landry drawled from across the table. “I’ll loan you Cris if you want to borrow an ass to stripe.”


  “Don’t I get a say in that?” Cris joked.


  “No,” Landry teased right back.


  Even though Mason considered all three of them to be friends, Mason still couldn’t get past having first met and known Cris when Cris was Tilly’s Master…and then hearing how he’d up and left her. Yes, he knew the whole story now, as did all their friends, but Mason would leave striping Cris’ ass to Landry and Tilly.


  “I appreciate that, Lan, but I’m sure compared to you he’d think I was just swatting flies off his rump. Not that it’s not a shapely rump, Cris. No offense.”


  Cris, who’d been taking a sip of his iced tea, tipped his glass toward him. “None taken.”


  The longer Mason talked with Kim and Cole, the more easily the conversation between the three of them flowed. They both asked a lot of questions, and he could tell from their questions that they were adorably clueless but eager to learn.


  Just from watching them together, studying their body language, Mason could see how much Cole loved Kim, yet that she’d been the driving force in getting them there tonight. At least Cole appeared to be genuinely open-minded about this. Cole didn’t seem to be humoring Kim simply to shut her up, just based on the questions he was asking.


  That boded well for their continued long-term success.


  Lucky girl.


  Cole had distracting blue eyes that Mason kept finding himself wanting to stare into the longer they talked.


  Straight and taken, buddy. Forget it.


  Now that Mason was living back on the Suncoast, and settled into his new condo and new job, he wanted to become active again in the local lifestyle community. If he didn’t meet anyone to date and play with that way, he’d start filtering into more events in the gay community.


  But the first item on Mason’s list was to reconnect with all his old friends in the Suncoast Society and at Venture.


  As he talked with Kim and Cole, he kept getting sidetracked by people coming up to talk to him, or going over to talk to other people. Tilly, Landry, and Cris, who’d been absent for a while working out in Los Angeles, were also playing social butterflies and hardly at their seats long enough to eat. Seth and Leah were busy talking with the other couple at their table.


  Finally, about halfway through dinner, Mason made Cole and Kim an offer.


  “Sorry it’s so busy tonight. A lot of people here I haven’t seen in a while. If you want, we can meet somewhere one night this week and have dinner and talk some more. Then I’d be able to give you my undivided attention.”


  He watched Cole’s reaction more than Kim’s. The man immediately nodded. “That’d be nice, thank you. We’ll take you up on that. I’m sorry that I’m not better prepared tonight with questions. I honestly wasn’t sure where to start.”


  “I kind of blindsided him with all of this,” Kim admitted.


  Cole smiled. “Not exactly.”


  They’d already voluntarily admitted some of their bedroom activities to Mason, and they were definitely falling closer to the vanilla end of the scale. Which was absolutely fine, nothing wrong with that. It was easier to educate someone who didn’t already have a bunch of deep-seated, wild-assed, unrealistic fantasies that could never be made real.


  Mason suspected the fact that he was gay somewhat reassured both of them, although he hadn’t seen Cole react negatively to any of the other Doms in the room.


  Another thing that was a not uncommon issue with some guys. Sometimes, when it was the woman bringing the couple into the lifestyle, the vanilla male partner felt threatened and saw any male Dominant as an automatic threat, real or perceived, to their relationship. Usually perceived and not based in any reality other than the guy’s already shaky ego and inherent insecurities.


  It was refreshing to not only have an in-depth conversation with someone this new to the lifestyle, but who was openly looking for guidance and advice without any kind of defensive mode being engaged.


  At one point, when Kim had left the table to go use the restroom, Cole took the opportunity to ask Mason a question he sensed had been on the man’s mind all evening.


  “What happens if she ends up wanting to do stuff I just…can’t do? I love her, but I don’t want to make her miserable.” Cole’s focus was on the hallway where Kim had gone. “Do I just make the decision to let her go so she can be happy and find what she needs?”


  Wow. Had Freddie only been this open-minded and not a jealous sandspur, maybe they’d still have something resembling a relationship, albeit a long-distance one.


  “For starters, don’t panic,” Mason reassured him. “It’s not automatically an either-or situation. It’s common for people to start out overwhelmed in this and then quickly grow into loving things they’d been terrified of at the start. It’s also very common for couples to have agreements where one or both partners can play with others. Not every person knows every technique. Like fire cupping. Not everyone does that. So if someone wants to get that done, it’s okay for them to go play with someone who does it. Or if one partner is Dominant, but they’re not a sadist, they might green-light their masochistic submissive partner to play with a sadist under certain rules.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. It’s all about communication and trust.”


  Cole slowly nodded. “I hadn’t thought about it like that before. I mean, about…division of labor, so to speak.” He smiled again, and Mason couldn’t help but smile back.


  “Take me, for example,” Mason said. “I’m not a service Top. Not my thing. Before I moved away, there used to be a friend I’d meet at the club, and she liked to be caned. Really heavy play. Lucky for her, I enjoyed the hell out of caning her. Her husband didn’t like doing that, but he let her play with me. I wound her up, returned her to him, and he got to do whatever it was they did after they left the club.”


  “Are they here tonight?”


  “No, unfortunately they moved to Washington state a few years back. And nothing against service Tops. In your case, it might be a good idea to get to know some reputable ones who frequently play at the club. They can help you and Kim figure out what it is you do and don’t like.”


  After Kim returned, Mason was curious to see how Cole would handle their conversation in her absence.


  Again the man surprised him. Cole immediately summarized their conversation to her, finishing with, “So what do you think?”


  She looked a little like a deer in the headlights. Adorably overwhelmed. Enough so it turned his sadistic crank another notch.


  That wasn’t a gay or straight thing for him. It was completely related to the situation and individual people for him, not tied to a gender or sexual orientation at all.


  “I…I didn’t know that was a thing,” she said, looking to Mason. “How would we go about doing that?”


  “I think the safest thing is to start by coming to the club on a regular basis and attending classes. I’m planning on being there this coming Saturday afternoon for Seth and Leah’s flogging 101 demo, if you’d like to go. It’s free, and you don’t have to participate. You can just watch. Some of us are going out to dinner between that class and the evening play session, too, if you’d like to join us. And you can come back with us later to the evening play session.”


  “We’re not members, though,” Cole said.


  “The classes are open to non-members. You can attend that night as my guests, or you can join.”


  Kim still looked a little terrified. Like maybe she was beginning to think she’d gotten in too far over her head. “I thought it’d be hard to join.”


  Mason grinned. “Naw, it’s easy. They dropped the blood oaths and new-moon goat sacrifices a few years back.”


  Cole immediately laughed, but Kim’s eyes widened, like dinner plates, before she realized he was teasing and started laughing, too.


  Another half turn of his sadistic crank.


  Hmm. This could be fun.


  Cole looked down at her. “It’s up to you, honey. I’m fine with going, if you’d like to.”


  She looked like she was trying to decide if the net positioned just below where she was about to jump off the cliff was real or not.


  Finally, she turned to Mason and nodded. “Thank you. That’s very kind of you. Yes, I’d like that.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That morning, after Mason had gotten up and found another text from Freddie, he’d set the man’s number to mute all activity. Calls, voice mails, and texts. Later that evening, once the munch had broken up and after exiting the restaurant, Mason sat in his car and scrolled through his phone.


  He had four texts from Freddie and a missed call where the man hadn’t left a voice mail.


  The texts weren’t as snippy in tone as they had been yesterday, but Mason could tell they might head in that direction.


  Rather than calling Freddie, because Mason didn’t want to reinforce that kind of behavior in the guy, he opted to send him a tersely worded text.


  Had dinner with friends. Heading home. Good night.


  He was going to slide his phone into his shirt pocket when he saw a reply come in from Freddie.


  Can we tlk few min 1st?


  Mason opted to ignore the barely readable text and returned his phone to his pocket. He had spent the entirety of his “relationship” with Freddie holding back, trying not to be a dick once he knew Freddie wasn’t really submissive or kinky, despite the man’s assurances when they’d first met that he was. And Mason had openly revealed all of that to Freddie at the start.


  Maybe if I hadn’t been so lonely, I wouldn’t have missed the warning signs.


  Mason was done with that. He’d told the guy to move on, that they were finished, just friends. He was under no obligation to be anything but his honest self with the guy now.


  And in retrospect, Mason realized he had tolerated a lot of behavior from Freddie over the past several months that he never would have tolerated from a submissive or a slave.


  I wanted a relationship. I was tired of being alone.


  He’d settled, tried to rein himself in, and it had come back to bite him in the ass in a massive way.


  Never again.


  Settling sucked for more than one reason.


  As he drove home, Mason replayed the evening’s conversation with Cole and Kim in his mind. There was something interesting there with the couple, and not just Cole’s drop-dead gorgeous blue eyes, either.


  Too bad the boy’s straight and taken.


  He’d caught sight of the guy’s ass in his khakis and yeah. Yeah, he’d gladly tap that. Or spank it. Or cane it.


  Or—


  Dammit, I need a submissive.


  Hell, not even a submissive. At this point, he’d settle for a masochist of either gender just to let loose on for an evening. He could take care of the sexual tension with his own hand, that wasn’t a problem.


  He hadn’t been able to beat someone’s ass in too damn long. Draw a moan or a whimper from someone, raise welts and bruise flesh.


  He’d missed being able to play. To be himself.


  Maybe I shouldn’t have dismissed Landry’s offer to borrow Cris quite so quickly.


  Being in Nebraska, Mason had to keep the fact that he was gay not quite on the down-low while at work, but down low enough that it didn’t raise any eyebrows or cause any ripples. There were actually lots of gay men in his urban corner of Nebraska just outside of Omaha. But the few eligible gay men he’d met, who he’d been attracted to, were…


  Taken. Or, well, Freddie. Early on after he’d started dating Freddie, when Mason had mentioned the possibility of trying to also find a male submissive to play with, Freddie had pretty much freaked out.


  Mason had never mentioned it again. Especially considering he hadn’t really found anyone else besides Freddie, so it wasn’t worth the hassle of mentioning it.


  When Mason had gotten the lead on the job here in Florida, he’d already been considering backing away from Freddie for a number of reasons. Flying down here to interview for the job had been a burden off his mind, to do it before Freddie had found out about him doing it.


  Okay, answers that question. Who the fuck was the adult in that relationship, again?


  Damn sure hadn’t been him if he couldn’t stand up to the guy, when Mason considered himself to be a Dominant.


  I guess I deserve to deal with this bullshit now since I let it drag on for so long.


  He parked in his spot at the condo complex and got out to head to the front door. When he pulled his phone out of his pocket at the front door, he found another text awaiting him from Freddie.


  PLS talk 2 me. I miss U.


  Unlocking the door, Mason headed inside and fought the urge to slam it behind him. He didn’t appreciate Freddie making him feel like a heel, and he didn’t appreciate being guilt-tripped.


  Although he’d stuck his own head in the sand and ignored Freddie’s flaws during their short-lived relationship.


  Thank god I didn’t get a land-line put in. I’d never get rid of him.


  Mason headed for the bedroom to try to get some sleep.


  Chapter Six


  


  Cole couldn’t help but notice how quiet Kim was after dinner as he drove them back toward her apartment.


  “You all right?” he finally asked ten minutes after leaving the restaurant.


  “Yeah. Just a lot to think about.” He was focused on the road but out of the corner of his eye noticed that she turned to look at him. “What did you think?” she asked.


  “I think we have a lot to talk about, huh?”


  “Yeah. Are you really okay having dinner with Mason on Wednesday? And going to the club Saturday?”


  “Of course. I wouldn’t have agreed to it if I wasn’t.”


  He’d exchanged cell numbers with the guy before leaving the restaurant. Even better, Mason had invited him to feel free to text him if he had questions or wanted to talk about all of this before Wednesday. There was also a site called FetLife that Mason told them about and gave them his username to look up. He’d welcomed them to friend him there. Cole planned on signing up tonight.


  More quiet from her.


  He finally broke the silence. “Kim, look, I love you. As I’ve told you before, I’m willing to…explore things with you. I don’t want to hold you back.”


  “But I don’t want to lose you by being stupid, either.”


  “You won’t lose me. I’m not going to be okay with you screwing around on me with every guy who looks at you. But if we work on this and I find I can’t do certain things for you, I’m okay with the other option Mason talked about. Letting someone else do that for you. If that’s what you want. I need you to be honest with me, though. Don’t not tell me stuff just because you think you’re sparing my feelings. We can figure this out together. I’ve told you about me and the things in my past. I’m not threatened by helping you try to figure this out.”


  Although he hadn’t mentioned that part of his sexual history to Mason over dinner. A drunken, bisexual experimentation in bed wasn’t exactly something you talked about upon a first meeting, although he’d found it amazingly easy to talk to the guy.


  More silence. When Kim finally spoke, her voice sounded soft and near tears, a tone he usually didn’t hear unless she was talking about her time spent with Craige—and beating herself up for it. “Thank you.”


  He reached across the seat, found her hand, and gently squeezed. “I was able to admit my past to you. I trust you. You’re the only other person I’ve ever told that story to. If I can trust you with that, I think I can trust you with this. Besides, like he said. For all we know, I might grow into this. If you can be patient with me, we can work this out together. We need to not rush into anything, and we need to take our time, like he said. Everything I heard tonight, I was fine with. The only way we’ll fuck us up is if we rush things and don’t take our time.”


  She sighed. She didn’t speak again until he slowed to make the turn into her apartment complex. “Can you come in for a while?”


  That was her code for “spend the night.” And that meant he likely wouldn’t be signing up on FetLife that night, either.


  Normally, with Mondays as crazy as they were for him, he’d say no to staying over on a Sunday night, unless he’d brought everything he needed with him to stay over so he wouldn’t have to go home first thing Monday morning.


  Tonight he suspected she wanted to talk some more, or at the very least be reassured that he didn’t think less of her for all of this.


  Fucking asshole Craige.


  The fucker had damn sure done a number on her self-esteem over the years. As much as Cole hated the thought, he almost wished Craige had taken a swing at her. Even Kim had admitted that if Craige had ever been physically abusive, or more overtly verbally abusive, she would have left a lot sooner.


  Instead, Craige had insidiously pecked away at her, bit by bit, until there wasn’t much left of her confidence.


  “Of course,” he said.


  It was a little before ten, and she led him straight to the bedroom.


  Time to put some of this new knowledge into action.


  Before she could start getting undressed, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, waiting.


  He felt it. The familiar tipping point where she went from being there with him to being his. As if she melted a little bit, her bones turning to jelly as she molded herself against him.


  Lifting his lips from hers, he softly said, “Get undressed, do whatever you need to do in the bathroom, and meet me in bed.”


  The smile lighting her face in the dim room filled his heart and soul.


  He could almost hear Mason’s voice in his head. Start slow.


  Okay, so far, so good. No, he hadn’t always automatically taken charge in the bedroom. Frankly, sometimes he was so tired he could barely think by the time they’d made it to bed together. If one of the things that made her happy was him consciously stepping up a little and being like this more often, he could do that.


  Easy.


  As she started to get ready, he noted the slight pep in her step now, which made him smile.


  Thank you, Mason.


  Yes, absolutely he was glad they’d gone tonight. Even better, Cole was glad Shayla had met them at the door, introduced them around, and then seated them with Mason. What if the roll of the dice had them blindly stumbling in and finding a corner somewhere and not talking to anyone all evening?


  It felt like puzzle pieces fitting together the right way. While he still didn’t know what the future would hold, he had a positive outlook and a lot less worry now.


  At least he could grab a shower there at her apartment in the morning. They both kept that kind of stuff at the other’s place. While she was getting undressed, he stripped and got ready for bed, sitting on the edge and waiting for her to join him in the bedroom. When she did, he held out a hand to her.


  She walked over to him, almost looking bashful now.


  He loved it.


  As she placed her hand in his, he pointed at the floor in front of him. If she balked at anything he asked of her, of course he’d stop and back up, talk to her.


  But she didn’t. She sank to her knees in one fluid motion, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for her, and rested her head against his leg. Then she let out a soft, contented sigh.


  Okay, then.


  So far, he hadn’t hit anything that would make him uncomfortable.


  Yeah, it was pretty sexy having her right…there.


  Where his cock had started inflating.


  All these thoughts spun through his brain at warp speed. Faster, even.


  He still held her hand. After gently squeezing hers, he released it and cupped her face in his hands. Tipping her head up and back, he stared into her eyes.


  “Rule one,” he softly said. “Anything I do that makes you feel uncomfortable or that you don’t want to do, you say so. Immediately. Okay? I can’t do this if I’m not sure if you’ll stop me if I go too far.”


  She nodded.


  “Rule two, we go slow.”


  Another nod.


  “Rule three…this has to be fun for both of us. If it’s not fun at any time, I’ll promise you that I’ll say so, but you have to promise me, too.”


  She nodded.


  Stroking her cheeks with his thumbs, he studied Kim’s expression as she looked up at him. He loved her. He knew he could spend the rest of his life with her, if she’d let him.


  He eased her closer, toward his cock, smiling as her mouth opened, ready, willing, eager.


  She wanted to completely engulf him but he forced her to go slow, controlled how far he let her go down on him, took his time.


  Savored it.


  Thinking about it a little more, he gathered her hair into his left hand, snugly fisting it, controlling her with it.


  Another of those soft sighs escaped her and her eyes started to flutter closed.


  “Look at me,” he ordered.


  When her eyes snapped open, something inside him twisted in a good way.


  Oookaaay…


  Mason had told him about this. That the more they tried, the braver they’d get.


  That made perfectly good sense.


  Especially right now.


  “I want to watch you do this,” he softly said to her. “So when I tell you to keep your eyes open, I want them on me.”


  She softly moaned around his cock, which was now about halfway inside her mouth. He felt her struggling a little, trying to go deeper.


  “Hands on your thighs,” he added, earning himself another delicious sound from her mouth.


  Oooh, this was, by far, the best blow job he’d ever had. And Kim gave damn good blow jobs to start with. Even on a bad day she could roll his eyes back in his head.


  Since he wouldn’t let her do this at her pace and speed, she used her tongue, tasting and exploring, stroking his shaft with it, tracing every ridge and vein and exploring his slit.


  Sometimes, he could get her off just by fucking her. Not usually. Most of the time she needed help, or he needed to get her off a different way. It was hit and miss, frustrating for her but fun for him because he loved prolonging her pleasure. He was thirty-six, so it wasn’t like he was good for three in one night like he was when he was younger. He usually had one good one, and that was that. Especially if he was tired.


  His real fun lay in keeping her going, getting her to come and then making her come over and over again once he got her started. He only got to come once? So what?


  Something about the sounds she made, the helpless look she always wore once he got her started, had always made him want to keep doing it to her. He never understood guys who wanted to get their girl over as fast as they could just to get it over with.


  To him, that was the fun in it, keeping her going, holding her there.


  Another piece suddenly clicked into place for him. He’d never really seen that as a Dominant thing before, just being a conscientious lover.


  Eventually, he started letting her go deeper, faster, but he didn’t want her to get him off like this. Not tonight. Tonight he wanted to finish inside her, preferably while she was coming around his cock at the same time.


  Before she got him too close to the edge, he used the handhold in her hair to pull her off his cock and coax her to her feet. Then he bent her over the bed, still keeping one hand in her hair, and nudged her feet wider apart with his.


  “Hands flat on the bed and keep them there,” he said.


  She complied immediately, her back arching as he stroked her ass with his free hand. His fingers trailed down the crack of her ass, between her legs. He was shocked to see exactly how wet she was, her juices running down her thighs as he slipped a finger inside her pussy.


  Another moan escaped her and she started trying to hump his hand.


  Slowly teasing her, he added a second finger to her pussy. Now she was deliciously moaning, whimpering, lost in the sensations.


  Not that he ever had any trouble getting her off before, but he did notice she seemed really deep into it a lot faster than usual tonight.


  Hmm.


  The amount of stuff he did not know about all of this was scary. At least he knew he was stupid about it. He wondered if this was the subspace he’d heard about.


  When he pulled his fingers from her pussy and started stroking her ass, she let out another moan. Hesitantly, he lightly slapped her ass a few times before sliding his fingers back into her pussy.


  Her moans grew louder.


  Cause and effect?


  Be safe, have fun, and do no harm. Apparently he was fulfilling all three of those requirements at this time. His own cock was aching, throbbing, and more than a little perturbed at him for making her stop doing what she’d been doing.


  Cole alternated fingering her, playing with her clit, and slapping her ass for a long time, almost fascinated by watching her reactions. Finally, when he knew he was about to bust a nut just watching her, he stepped between her legs and slowly fed his cock into her pussy. She tried to fuck herself onto him, but he pressed a hand down in the middle of her back.


  “I’m in charge,” he said. “You just enjoy this.”


  She moaned as her hands fisted the covers.


  Oooh. Me likey.


  He reached around her with his other hand and started playing with her swollen clit again. As he did, he slowly rocked his hips, taking his time so he didn’t blow too soon, wanting to time it just right.


  He didn’t have to wait too long, either. Kim’s back arched as she cried out at the same time he felt her pussy contracting around his cock.


  “That’s my good girl,” he said through gritted teeth as he held back his own impending release long enough to know she’d really rolled through hers. Then he grabbed her hips and started fucking her, hard and fast, not holding back.


  Her moans mixed with the sound of their flesh slapping together as she kept coming and coming. He couldn’t hold it back any longer, though. It just felt too. Fucking. Good.


  He plunged deep inside her one last time, holding still there as he filled her, bracing his hands on either side of her on the bed while he caught his breath.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim lay there, trying to catch her breath and figure out what the hell just happened. Yeah, there’d been plenty of times before Cole had taken charge in bed, but this had felt…different.


  In a good way.


  A damn good way.


  He nibbled at the nape of her neck. “You okay?”


  “Yeah,” she whispered.


  “Love you.”


  She lifted her head and nuzzled it against his chin. “Love you, too.”


  “Why don’t we snuggle?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  He chuckled. “Did I fuck your brains out?”


  She turned her head and kissed him. “Uh-huh.”


  He helped her up on legs that felt like they’d barely support her. They curled up together in bed, her snuggled in his arms, her head against his chest.


  “Talk to me, babe,” he said. “What are you thinking?”


  “I’m thinking I really liked that,” she said.


  “Was it a good start? About where you want it to be? Too much?”


  “Definitely not too much.”


  “Okay. Give me some feedback.”


  “I want more,” she made herself say. “Not just in bed, but out of it, too.”


  He nuzzled the top of her head. “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. That’s the problem.” She tipped her head up so she could look at him. “I know you’re busy and have a lot to do. It’s not like I want you to micromanage me. I’m just not sure exactly what it is I want yet. I’m still trying to sort out why this feels so okay and so right and why what Craige did…wasn’t.”


  “Fair enough.” He kissed her, and she wanted to lose herself in it, and him.


  “I trust you,” she said. “I don’t think I ever really trusted him. I don’t think I could. But I trust you.”


  “That’s why I’m so desperate not to fuck this up,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason had returned home after the munch with his mind swirling, unfocused despite Freddie’s texts.


  Damn, it’s good to be home.


  He’d never truly warmed up to living in Nebraska. It’d been a necessary evil, in his mind. It wasn’t even the state’s fault. He was a Florida boy, through and through, and being land-locked in the middle of the country had been a miserable experience for him, even if he never got out on the water much. The winters were butt-clenchingly cold, the summers were miserably hotter than in Florida, and he’d missed all his friends.


  Not for lack of trying on Mason’s part to warm up to his adopted state, but the fact that he could never make himself actually buy a home there, despite very reasonable housing prices, told him something.


  It wasn’t home. Never had been, never would be.


  Florida was home.


  The condo complex where he’d purchased his unit was an older one, with mature oak and pine trees that cast plenty of welcomed shade in all the right places and lent an air of isolation behind the eight-foot wooden fence that surrounded the entire complex. The common areas were landscaped, but allowed to be more free-form and natural-looking than strictly manicured. A walking trail threaded through the complex, and the pool area in the center of the grounds was a gorgeous oasis. There was a retention pond that had been allowed to look natural and was home to birds of various species. He could stand on his small screened lanai and look over at it and relax, enjoy, and simply…be.


  Without a damn lawn to mow.


  He’d looked at several places when he’d flown back for his interview in the hopes that he’d get the job. That way, when he received word he’d made the cut, he already had his choices narrowed down.


  Maybe he’d buy a house one day. He’d had one before moving to Nebraska and had downsized because of the move. What a pain in the ass that had been, staging and selling the place.


  For now, he’d be happy where he was, the best of both worlds. Home ownership in an apartment.


  It also looked like he’d lucked out meeting Cole and Kim. They seemed very nice, easily people he could become friends with.


  Cole’s gorgeous blue eyes would likely stay with him for a while, too, haunting Mason’s thoughts as he rubbed solo orgasms out.


  Hey, just because the guy was het didn’t mean Mason couldn’t fantasize about him. He felt no guilt in that whatsoever.


  In fact, that night, as he lay in bed and tried to go to sleep, he realized rubbing one out was exactly what he needed to do to relax. And it was Cole’s blue gaze he imagined as he stroked his cock, thinking about how the man would look with Mason’s cock buried to the root between his lips.


  Wondering if the guy was loud in the sack, or a soft moaner.


  It didn’t take Mason long to get over. He grabbed a couple of tissues from the box on his nightstand to clean up before rolling over, finally able to shut down his mind and drift into sleep.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Monday morning, predictably, was crazy for Cole. He managed to get out of bed early enough to grab his shower at Kim’s before she got in there, grabbed a travel mug of coffee and a good-bye kiss from her, and made it home with enough time to change and get to work with barely minutes to spare. Fortunately, the day was busy, full of meetings that kept him from dwelling too much on his new personal developments.


  Or the memory of how sexy Kim sounded last night as he made her come.


  How happy she looked this morning.


  Mason texted him around lunch time.


  Hope last night didn’t freak you guys out. :)


  Cole smiled as he pondered a reply. He’d really liked Mason. The more he thought about it, he realized he hoped they could spend more time talking with him over the near future. He felt comfortable talking with the man, an easy rapport he didn’t always feel with others. Not that Cole had trouble making friends, but he didn’t feel he could just open up and talk about his sex life to most of them, either.


  He suspected Mason would end up being a sounding board more than a few times as he and Kim muddled their way through this new aspect of their relationship.


  Thank goodness.


  Knowing that it’d be too easy to screw things up, it was reassuring to have someone to turn to for advice when he needed it. Maybe it was naive to feel that good about someone so soon after meeting them, but Cole had learned to trust his instincts.


  He trusted Mason.


  He’d also had similarly good feelings about Seth and Leah, and Tilly, Landry, and Cris. Seth had taken a moment to reassure Cole that he’d also felt lost—and worse—when he’d first dipped his toe into BDSM.


  At least the circumstances of Cole and Kim’s entry into the lifestyle didn’t come with an imperative, finite, and tragic timeline, or the accompanying emotional baggage. Compared to what Seth and Leah had gone through, Cole realized he should relax and embrace the experience, wherever it led, and try not to worry too much in the process.


  Have fun.


  Easier said than done, though.


  Mentioned in passing, he’d heard part of the conversation between Leah, Seth, and the other couple. That sometimes couples couldn’t grow together, and when they hit upon BDSM they grew apart, one partner going on to embrace it and the other leaving to find a vanilla partner.


  He didn’t want that to be him and Kim. He loved her. Being with her felt right. He’d had other girlfriends before, and none he could honestly say he would have been willing to take the risk of spending the rest of his life with.


  Hell, Kim had been the first one he’d wanted to ask to move in with him, and she’d shot him down.


  Gently, and he understood why, but still.


  Cole realized he was still staring at his phone and hadn’t yet replied.


  No, not freaked out. :) I don’t scare that easily. Looking forward to talking more Wednesday night. Thank you, again, for that.


  That was the truth. He was absolutely looking forward to seeing Mason again.


  Talking to him.


  Yeah, talking to him. Seeing him to talk.


  He jumped when his phone vibrated in his hand with a reply from Mason.


  Good to hear. Feel free to text, e-mail, or call me. You might get my voice mail during the day.


  Cole texted him back, hoping he wasn’t appearing too eager.


  Thank you. I will do just that.


  As he set his phone down, he realized getting any work done that afternoon might be more difficult than he thought.


  


  * * * *


  


  That night, Cole decided to take Mason’s advice about not freaking out over what he saw on FetLife before they had their next talk.


  Sage advice, it turned out, because had he found his way to FetLife before he’d met and talked to Mason, no way in hell would he have gone along with any of this, no matter how much he loved Kim. It absolutely would have freaked him out, which would have been disastrous in the long run. He would have shut Kim down, she would have sadly agreed, and it would have sat and festered between them, with him feeling guilty and her possibly feeling resentful.


  Probably leading to a bad outcome for their relationship.


  Definitely not a situation he wanted to create for a variety of reasons. The first and foremost reason being because he loved the hell out of Kim.


  Note to self, never freak out without sitting down and talking things out first.


  He and Kim didn’t talk very long in person on Monday night. He had dinner there, but went home. Kim was working on a tension headache because she hadn’t made time to go get her eyes checked and possibly get glasses, like he suspected she needed. She spent all day on a computer at work, and he’d personally seen how she squinted, but she hadn’t wanted to admit she needed them yet.


  She’s an adult.


  He couldn’t force her to do it.


  As he sat on his own couch that night, he stared at his laptop screen and realized it was a damn good thing he hadn’t found FetLife before the munch.


  He did, however, via Mason’s profile, find the profile for the club, Venture, and the club’s group. It would make it easier for him to keep track of events and befriend people online.


  But…holy crap.


  When he viewed some of the trending pictures on the site, he understood Mason’s cautions. It would be too easy to fall into the trap of thinking things like “those people” and “that’s definitely not me” when looking at what others were up to, when the truth was that a lot of what he was seeing wasn’t even real-life, but produced content by models and photographers, amateur and professional alike. Or, like on Facebook, people who were simply attention hounds and posting whatever would get them the most likes and comments.


  He sent Kim a text. Be careful signing up for FetLife. No face pics.


  He also sent her the username he’d created.


  She called him. “Um, funny you should say that.”


  “Why?”


  “I…” She sounded like she swallowed hard. He actually heard it over the phone. “I’m on the site now. I’m thinking maybe I shouldn’t be on the site. This is…some of this stuff is kind of scary.”


  Relief filled him. “Like Mason warned us, be careful and only give out information to people we trust. What name did you use?”


  She told him, and he quickly found her profile. She’d set it up, as Mason had suggested, with the age of ninety-nine, and listing her location as Antarctica, a common ploy for people to avoid being trolled based on age and location.


  “Okay. I see you.”


  “Oops, Melanie’s calling me. Is it okay if I get off here and talk to her?”


  “Of course. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” Her voice changed, subdued. “Thank you for this.”


  And then she was gone.


  Setting the phone aside, he friended her on FetLife. A moment later when he checked, she’d already added him as her Master and listing that she was collared to him.


  The smile filled his face even as he felt…vaguely uncomfortable. He added that he was her Master and she was his slave. He’d also listed himself as being ninety-nine and from Antarctica.


  When he found Mason’s profile, he friended him and sent him a private message telling the man it was him.


  Mason accepted the friend request and replied to his message.


  Just remember, you only have to do what you two want to do.


  It was reassuring.


  Kim quickly friended Mason as well, and then he didn’t see any other activity from her.


  Probably still talking to Melanie.


  He liked Kim’s friend, one of the few people who’d stuck by Kim during her divorce from Craige, but Melanie’s personal life was a hot mess. She was likely calling Kim to commiserate about whatever crappy thing Melanie’s boyfriend of the week had done that past weekend. She was nice, and smart, but a total doormat when it came to guys.


  Cole spent the rest of the evening perusing FetLife, especially local groups and events. Mason pointed him toward Tony and Shayla’s profiles, as well as Seth and Leah’s, and Tilly, Cris, and Landry’s. Cole was still having trouble reconciling a lot—okay, most—of what he was seeing on the site with real life. He didn’t want to cause Kim pain or hit her any harder than he had with his bare hand. He damn sure didn’t want to make her bleed.


  While he’d agree that some of the rope bondage pictures were beautiful and artistic, he personally didn’t have the patience to learn that.


  Medical play—nope. Make that a hell nope. Just getting regular blood tests at his doctor every year nearly made him pass out.


  Finally, he closed out the site and shut down his computer. Everyone at the munch had warned both of them to go slow, to not get overwhelmed.


  Overwhelmed was pretty close to where he was at that moment. And his mind was still spinning when he went to bed. As he was about to drift to sleep, the amusing thought hit him that maybe now he did have a way to order Kim to go get her eyes checked.


  Hmm.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole and Kim didn’t get to talk much on Tuesday night. Kim had Melanie over to dinner so the woman could pour her heart out to Kim regarding her latest romantic disaster.


  Wednesday morning, Cole anticipated staying over at Kim’s later, just in case, and brought what he’d need for in the morning so he wouldn’t have to go back home after dinner.


  Part of him was hoping Kim would ask him to stay over so they could talk after. Immediately process whatever they discussed with Mason that night.


  If their initial dipping of their toes into the kinky pool Sunday night with the munch and their interlude after was any indication, Cole was hoping for similar results tonight. The few days to digest everything had apparently helped Kim get her head around things, because when he picked her up and she got in his car, he asked her if she had any other thoughts she wanted to talk about before they sat down with Mason.


  Boy, did she.


  “Forget all the…crazy stuff,” she said to him as he drove. “The blood and stuff. That’s a no for me.”


  “Okay.”


  She sounded more animated than usual. “And I think the rope stuff is pretty. But I don’t think I’m ready for anything like that. Maybe a little rope on my wrists or on my ankles or something, if you wanted to.”


  He glanced over at her at a stop light and realized she was blushing, but she was talking.


  “I like it when you tie me up like that,” she continued. “Or when you hold my wrists or hands over my head when we’re in bed. I like feeling your weight on me. I like it when you make it so I can’t move because you’re pinning me down. But it’s because I trust you. Does that make sense?”


  Not really, it didn’t, but he wasn’t about to disagree with her or stop her, much less interrupt her. He nodded.


  Kim was at least talking to him. As she appeared to grow more confident that he wasn’t going to freak out, the depth and breadth of their conversations was exponentially expanding.


  He hoped it’d continue. Maybe it would be the next step she’d need to take to finally feel comfortable with him broaching the subject of their future together. He loved her and was reasonably certain he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. Her scars from Craige ran deep, though, and interfered with her being able to move on for fear of her making another, similar mistake.


  Bailing on her wasn’t an option for him, either. Not unless she decided she wanted to end things between them or she committed a breach of trust so heinous, in his opinion, that he’d be forced to say good-bye to her.


  Still, it would be nice to be able to…plan. She didn’t want to have kids. Okay, no big deal. He was going to be thirty-seven in a few months and, frankly? He was having fun with life. If that made him a selfish bastard to be okay with not reproducing, he’d own that, every last bit of it.


  “And forget about any of the crazy gang-bang stuff,” she said. “I mean, I get it, some people like that, whatever. That’s not for me.”


  Another silent worry rolled from him, even though realistically he’d understood with her trust issues that it wasn’t a fear he’d have to worry about.


  “There was a couple of things I thought were really…parts of them were really hot.” Her voice softened a little, but not the way it had in their earlier talks.


  “Tell me, sweetheart. I want to hear.”


  “Well… This is embarrassing.”


  “It’s not embarrassing if it turns you on.” Another stop light allowed him to look at her.


  Her face was glowing red. “There were some pictures of women tied up and…they used a vibrator on her. Forced orgasm play, they call it.” Her lower lip caught under her teeth. “That doesn’t sound…bad.”


  He fought the urge to giggle. “No, that doesn’t sound bad at all.”


  “And I wouldn’t mind wearing a collar and cuffs. I saw some that were very pretty.”


  He reached over and rested his hand on her thigh. “Would you like me to get you a collar and cuffs?”


  Her fingers laced through his. “I think that’d be your decision,” she said, her voice now back to the uncertain territory. The scared territory.


  The “please don’t make fun of me” territory.


  He squeezed her hand. “I think you’d look absolutely gorgeous wearing a collar and cuffs and nothing else.”


  Her thumb slowly stroked the back of his. “Yeah?”


  “Absolutely. When have I ever turned down a chance to have you naked?” He smiled, relieved when she smiled back.


  Whatever he had to do to keep her smiling like that?


  He’d do it in a fucking heartbeat, with absolutely zero reservations.


  Especially if it meant she’d keep talking and opening up to him like she was now.


  Chapter Eight


  


  They reached the restaurant five minutes early, and Mason was just climbing out of his car when they pulled in.


  Cole hoped it wasn’t breaking a protocol by automatically hugging the shorter man, but Cole restrained himself from doing more than hug Mason when what he wanted to do was hug Mason, lift him off the ground, and spin him around in joy at the progress Cole had already made with Kim.


  The restaurant wasn’t too busy, fortunately, and they were able to ask for a booth in the back where they’d have privacy to talk without being overheard.


  Once they were settled and had their orders put in, they started chatting.


  “I meant to ask you the other night,” Mason said to Cole. “Are you originally from the area?”


  “Yeah. Born and raised here in Sarasota. What about you?” Cole asked. “You have family in the area?”


  “My dad,” he said. “My parents divorced years ago and my mom remarried. She’s over in the Miami area.”


  “Did your dad remarry?” Cole asked.


  “No,” Mason said. “He’s an asshole. He’s my father, and I love him, but he’s still an asshole.”


  “Sorry,” Kim said.


  “No, it’s all right. Even he admits he knows he’s an asshole.” Mason shrugged. “At least he’s honest about it and has accepted it. I mean, he’s not an asshole all the time. But he needs the right woman. I finally realized—although I didn’t tell him this—that he’s really dominant. He needs the right kind of woman, and he doesn’t seek out submissive women. It’s like he wants the most dominant, feisty woman he can find, and goes after that kind of woman.”


  “Which doesn’t work out well,” Cole said.


  “About as well as throwing gasoline on a car fire,” Mason said. “Kaboom.” He held his hands up, mimicking the explosion. “And then she gets pissed off and leaves him. Rightfully so. And then he’s like, ‘I don’t understand why that didn’t work out.’”


  “Did you ever think about telling him?” Cole asked.


  Mason snorted. “No. He’s a very stubborn Dominant. If I told him what I thought, he’d dig his heels in harder and keep screwing things up in his life just to try to prove me wrong. He’s an adult. If he hasn’t figured it out by now, he never will, and it’s not my job as his son to tell him.”


  And they were at the crux of why they were there to talk.


  “Did you guys have any questions for me about all of…this?” Mason asked.


  Before Cole could even decide what to ask first, Kim launched herself into the conversational pool like a cannonball. “What’s forced orgasm play?”


  Mason had been starting to take a sip of his water. At her question he started laughing, but apparently choked on it, and started coughing. Which made him laugh more. As he got himself put back together and mopped up the water with his napkin, he smiled.


  “What part of ‘take things slow’ did I forget to clarify?”


  That made Cole laugh. Especially when his gaze locked with Mason’s for a moment and…something. Maybe he was being stupid, but it felt like something passed between them.


  And then Mason’s focus was back on Kim.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy. Shitballs. Okay.


  Kim’s question had caught Mason a little off-guard. Didn’t help that he was a klutz and temporarily forgot how to swallow—not usually a problem for him in several ways—and made himself look like an idiot in front of Cole.


  Them.


  Not just Cole.


  Dammit, he had to force himself to stop staring at the man’s eyes. If he wasn’t careful, he’d sit there and be crushing on Cole all night.


  Kim turned a little more pink in the face. “I saw it on FetLife and we were talking, and he was asking me about stuff I thought I might like.”


  “Ah. Okay. Fair enough. It’s pretty much what it sounds like.” He smiled. “Women are lucky in that most guys usually can’t have multiple orgasms. Women are built differently, and there are some sadists who like to make a woman safeword by orgasming her to that point.”


  Kim looked a little dubious now. “It doesn’t sound bad.”


  “Oh, it’s not bad. I have yet to see a woman who doesn’t enjoy it, but those same women will also tell you don’t think it’s not torture just because it’s fun.”


  “Have you done it?”


  “I have a Hitachi that’s seen plenty of use in those kinds of scenes.” He tried to keep his focus on her and not Cole. “Like I said, I’ve played with women before.”


  “I don’t want my next question to sound wrong,” Kim said, “but…aren’t you gay?”


  He shrugged. “It’s still fun. Sadism is sadism. I’m not anti-woman by any stretch of the imagination. I’ve slept with women before. I’m not stupid enough to say I’ll never again in my life ever sleep with another woman, either, because, hello, Landry. Gay man now married to a woman and apparently enjoying a hearty sex life with her and Cris, from the things I’ve witnessed at private parties.”


  Mason attempted another sip of water and this time succeeded in not choking himself with it. “Not that that’s violating their privacy by saying it, because he’ll flat-out tell people that when he’s talking to them. But it’s safe to say when it comes to romantic relationship partners, I’m pretty much gay. Won’t take ‘flexible’ off the table, though. When it comes to playing, however, gender is irrelevant to me.


  “Now, where it can sometimes matter is the more intimate kind of play I do in private with someone. If I’m in a relationship with them, and we’re somewhere alone, or at a private party where the rules are looser than at Venture, then yes, my play would definitely take a more intimate and sexy turn.”


  He had watched Cole’s reaction as Kim talked and noted the man was also paying attention to her. Not in an “I don’t have anything to say” kind of way, but more a, “I don’t want to interrupt her because she’s finally talking” kind of way. Cole actually looked a little amazed to hear her talking.


  Mason would keep her talking, then. “Out of curiosity, why did you choose the slave and Master designations for your profiles on FetLife?”


  She looked a little confused. “I’m his slave…right?”


  Mason smiled. “You can be, if that’s what you want to be.” He gently started drawing her out, explaining the differences, prompting her to ask questions, Cole finally asking a few questions of his own when it was obvious he’d become confused on a point or two.


  By the time their food arrived, the delightfully clueless and eager couple had come to the realization, on their own, that they might want to modify their relationship labels. That she considered herself “owned” by Cole, but more a submissive and a pet than an actual slave. When Cole learned what a Master tended to be labeled as, he agreed he was more an Owner and Dominant than a Master.


  “I don’t want to piss anyone off,” Cole said as he started cutting his steak.


  “No, don’t get me wrong,” Mason told him. “You can label yourself anything you want. But I didn’t want the two of you to start getting confused or thinking you ‘had’ to do things a certain way because other people who called themselves those labels did things those ways. You can call yourselves whatever you want and do whatever you want.”


  “What do you consider yourself?” Kim asked him.


  “Right now? I consider myself a Dominant, a Top, and definitely a sadist. How much of one I am depends on who I’m playing with. In the past I’ve been an Owner and a Master with partners both romantic and just for play.”


  Cole seemed to be studying him. “You can own someone you’re not in a relationship with?”


  “If I own them, I’m in a relationship with them. What kind of relationship is the question.” Mason took a bite of his pork chop. “A romantic relationship and a play relationship can be mutually exclusive things. Remember what I said Sunday night about people having play partners outside of their romantic relationships?”


  “Would you consider playing with me?” Kim asked.


  Fortunately, Mason hadn’t been taking a bite of food or a sip of water when she asked that.


  He glanced at Cole, trying to gauge the man’s reaction to her question. Cole almost seemed as eager to hear the answer as she did.


  “I wouldn’t discount it,” Mason said, hedging his bets. “I would definitely be willing to help you and Cole experiment with things to try things out. Demonstrate. But that’s a big difference, I think, between what you’re asking me and the point we’d have to reach together to do that.”


  They both looked confused. Adorably so.


  “In other words,” Mason clarified, “Let’s take things slow and see what happens. I’ve seen guys go from not wanting to do anything to becoming pretty damn good Tops. And if that’s not you, Cole, and you decide okay, she wants to do things, I absolutely would be willing to talk more about it at that time.”


  That seemed to make her happy.


  Even more interestingly, Mason’s answer appeared to relieve Cole, from the way the other man visibly relaxed.


  As if glad to know this wasn’t a burden he’d have to shoulder alone.


  It was nearly two hours later when they left the restaurant. And still they stood outside at their cars for another thirty minutes and talked until Mason glanced at his phone and realized he had three missed texts from Freddie. Still, he used it as an excuse.


  “Not trying to cut you off, but I didn’t realize how late it was and I have an early day tomorrow. See you Saturday at four at Venture?”


  “Absolutely,” Cole said, his gaze boring into Mason’s.


  Mason was glad Cole opted for another hug. He paid close attention to when the other man ended it so he didn’t let it get creepy.


  Although Mason easily could have stood there all night hugging the man. Cole was six one to his own five eleven, and it’d been a long while since he’d been with a guy taller than him.


  Hugging Kim felt easy as well. She was a sweetheart, and he had enjoyed seeing how much more open and talkative she was tonight compared to the munch Sunday night.


  “And, seriously, either of you, feel free to call or text or e-mail or whatever between now and then.”


  “We’re not bugging you, are we?” Kim asked.


  “I’ll tell you if you are,” Mason said, pointing a finger at his face and circling it. “Dominant, remember?” He smiled. “I’m perfectly capable of setting a boundary.”


  After one last good-bye, he got in his car and waited until he saw that Cole had got his car started to pull out of the space and head home.


  Not only had that been a fun evening, it’d been productive.


  Absolutely, he’d probably play with Kim, if they asked. He wouldn’t give them a definitive yes yet, of course, because he wanted to encourage Cole to stretch his wings a little. And he wanted more time to make sure Kim wasn’t…


  Well, crazy.


  The unread text messages awaiting him on his phone from Freddie were plenty enough reminder of that.


  But all things considered…


  Yeah, he’d play with her.


  Part of him kind of hoped Cole discovered an inner submissive during the process, too.


  Because I’d damn sure play with him.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Thursday morning, Mason was finding it hard to keep his mind on his work. His dinner with Cole and Kim the evening before, and their conversation, kept running through his thoughts, distracting him.


  Sure, he’d played with women before. Plenty of times. Both to help teach someone a technique, or as a demonstration, and as a long-term play partner. He wasn’t really a service Top, though. Yet he suspected he’d be getting to know the couple a lot better over the next weeks and months.


  But he was gay.


  Still…


  He liked both of them as people. Given enough time, he sensed they could easily become good friends, both of them. The kind of people he would gladly associate with not just in the kinky world, but in the vanilla one as well. He could see going out to dinner with them, to the movies, having them over for dinner with other friends, the whole nine yards.


  Barrier one, passed.


  He knew it wasn’t like he was now intimately familiar with them and they might not still turn out to be douchey in some way, but usually he was a pretty good judge of people.


  Just like the fact that he hadn’t followed his initial instincts to keep Freddie at arm’s length had come back to bite him in the ass.


  Thank goodness for the mute function on his phone, because after basically ignoring Freddie’s texts last night and responding with a simple good-night text of his own, he’d awakened that morning to ten texts from the man, vacillating between sweet and borderline psychotic.


  I guess if I was a true sadist I could fucking block him and be done with it.


  But just because he was a sadist didn’t mean he wanted to be a dick. The last thing he wanted to be was a dick. Even with damn Freddie. His father was a dick, and he was not his father. Refused to be like the man.


  Kim and Cole were different. He definitely felt…something for the couple. Intellectually, for sure. People he enjoyed talking with, the kind of people he knew he could get lost for hours with in conversation.


  Hell, they’d done exactly that at dinner, their topics veering from kinky issues to vanilla ones and back again effortlessly.


  They were both nice people. Okay, make that barrier one, and being people he could be vanilla friends with barrier number two.


  As far as other concerns—they both had jobs, their own places, vehicles. He didn’t give a crap if they were rich or poor, but they seemed to have their shit together.


  He sat back in his chair and stared at his monitor. Yep, another red flag he’d ignored with Freddie. Freddie most definitely did not have his shit together, fiscally or emotionally.


  Why had I let him talk me into a relationship?


  Oh, yeah. He was cute and available and I was a lonely fucking idiot who ignored warning signs and moved too fast because Freddie wanted to move at warp speed.


  As soon as he’d realized Freddie definitely wasn’t a submissive or a masochist, he should have never taken things to the next level, should have chilled everything down and friend-zoned him. Not even for fuck buddies, as clingy as the man had turned out to be. Although Freddie had put on a good mask in the early days and didn’t let his crazy show, at first.


  Mason had wondered after Saturday night’s conversation with Freddie if that was really the end of it. The texts he’d awakened to that morning didn’t bode well for that. There’d been a time a few months earlier, once he’d told Freddie he was moving, where Freddie had pulled a snit like this. Mason had pretty much told him there was the door, which had turned Freddie’s attitude around one hundred and eighty degrees real quick.


  Which helped Mason put the brakes on something else. Even thinking about Kim in terms of being play partners was moving things along way too fast. Lots of ground to cover before that point, especially since she didn’t even know what she’d like.


  Cart before the horse. Waaaay before the horse. Cole didn’t even know what he’d be comfortable doing or watching them do together. Mason knew he’d have to go slow, start simply, and hopefully with things that Cole himself could get into. Mason would stay away from any orgasm play with her for now, unless it was teaching Cole how to do it.


  Lots of talking and communication.


  No, that didn’t mean he’d avoid any and all pitfalls with the couple, but it was a start. They were both curious, had open minds, and Cole wasn’t reluctantly doing this. He was being honest and open that he wasn’t sure what he’d be able to do, but that he did want to try to work out whatever accommodations they could so that Kim could get what she needed. Or at least to give her the ability to figure out what she needed.


  More important still? Cole was willing to admit that he might be able to learn and grow and enjoy this, but wouldn’t hesitate to back out if he couldn’t and still support her trying to do what she needed to do.


  Mason could tell how much they loved each other. Only an idiot could miss that.


  Now if I could just find a guy like that for me, things would be spiffy.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was nearly lunch time when Mason’s phone buzzed with a text from Cole, thanking him again for the night before, but he also saw one there from Freddie that he hadn’t seen earlier.


  How RU?


  Mason stared at the text. There was a fine line between being an asshole and being firm, and he still didn’t want to be one more dick in a long line of dicks in Freddie’s life, staring with Freddie’s own family.


  Yes, Freddie didn’t just have issues, he had subscriptions. And no, he knew he wasn’t the cause of Freddie’s issues, and it didn’t mean he had to let Freddie walk all over him. He didn’t want to cut all ties with the man if they could still be friends.


  He could still be friends. He didn’t know if that was something in Freddie’s emotional DNA, however.


  He waited until he was ready to leave to text Freddie back.


  Heading for lunch.


  The reply came almost immediately, as if Freddie had been sitting on his phone and awaiting Mason’s reply.


  Which, of course, he probably had.


  Where U goin?


  To eat with coworkers. Have to go. Driving.


  Freddie knew he did not text and drive, so hopefully that would buy him an easy out.


  He’d felt sorry for Freddie, who initially made a great impression. It was hard to see how damaged the guy was, at first.


  Until he got his hooks into you and tenaciously clung to you and didn’t want to let go.


  Like a fucking sandspur. The harder you tried to get rid of him, the more tenaciously he clung to you.


  That got really old, really fast.


  Another reason to go slow with Cole and Kim.


  Mason didn’t want to start getting emotionally invested in a relationship with them just to come to a similar realization as he had with Freddie.


  Going slow was never a bad thing. If anything, it would build up the anticipation for all of them and allow them the chance to avoid any missteps.


  He would hate to lose Kim and Cole as friends, if they were destined to be at least that.


  If events led to a chance to play, to unleash his inner Dominant and sadistic side for a change, he’d gladly do that, too. He had no problem going home and rubbing one or two out after building up a good head of Toppy energy. He was the kind of Dominant who could separate and compartmentalize the two sides of himself in that way. It was admittedly a lot nicer when the partner he was playing with was also a sexual partner he could then vent his sexual tension with, but it wasn’t a requirement for him for play.


  Especially with a woman.


  Because, duh. Gay man. He’d been with women before sexually before finally admitting and realizing he was gay and accepting it. He’d even enjoyed his experiences with women, but realized that while he might still be homoflexible for the right woman, he was definitely more gay than bi.


  At least Cole wouldn’t have to worry about that, then. Mason could understand where having a gay man play with his girlfriend would definitely be one of those reassuring things to put a het man’s mind at ease.


  Although Mason wouldn’t deny he’d likely be using frequent fantasies of Cole while rubbing out his own orgasms. Man had a nice, tight ass, gorgeous blue eyes, and from what he could tell a decent body.


  If Cole ever decided he wanted to take a walk on the bi side, Mason would be hard-pressed to come up with any reasons not to help him make that happen.


  Hmm.


  Okay, so there was a really nice fantasy he’d keep to himself, and one he might make use of as soon as that night after getting home.


  Revving his engine up by topping Kim, and letting off steam sexually with Cole.


  Oooh, yeah.


  Wouldn’t ever happen, of course, but oooh, his hand and cock didn’t care about statistical probability when it came to wank fodder.


  Thank goodness for that.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time Mason finally returned home that night, he felt exhausted. He’d spent the afternoon dodging several more texts from Freddie. He’d finally put him off by saying he was in the middle of a crisis at work…


  And then he’d had a crisis at work.


  As if making it come true.


  Dammit.


  No, it wasn’t Freddie’s fault, but it sure was coincidental.


  Maybe the Universe is trying to tell me something?


  One of the departments had made a software patch upgrade off-schedule without warning him first, and it’d borked three different processes, spilling over into user-side site issues that had all hands scrambling to get it up and running again.


  And now it was after ten o’clock, Mason hadn’t even eaten dinner yet, and he was so fucking glad to be back in Sarasota where he could find halfway decent food at that time of night and grab take-out.


  He settled on his couch with his personal laptop and his Chinese food and turned to a music channel on the cable TV. Classic jazz tonight, something to soothe his nerves.


  He had an e-mail from Cole. He’d seen it come in earlier that afternoon on his phone, but he’d been so busy that he couldn’t do anything about it. Plus Mason wanted to be able to type his reply and not just bang something out on the phone.


  Thanks again for last night. We really enjoyed talking with you, and appreciate you taking the time to go over things with us. We’re both looking forward to Saturday, and had some really productive talks when we got home last night. Can you recommend any good sites on BDSM with realistic information and articles and stuff?


  Mason smiled. Why, yes, he could. He had them bookmarked. He copied off the list and hit reply, pasting them into the e-mail before typing in his reply at the top.


  Remember when reading anything that it’s just that particular person’s opinion. You don’t “have” to do anything, other than safety issues. Don’t let anyone define what you guys want to do but you two.


  And I am very happy to answer your questions. It’s good to see you taking the time to research and learn and not jump in without knowing anything.


  He sent it and then turned his computer off before he ended up time-sucked into browsing.


  As he used chopsticks to eat his chicken lo mein right out of the carton, Mason took a deep breath and forced himself not to look at his phone.


  The Freddie issue would have to be dealt with sooner or later.


  Preferably sooner.


  He just…didn’t have the brain power or energy for it right then.


  And he damn sure didn’t want to text Freddie and get sucked into another round of texts with him, alternately getting aggravated and feeling like a dick.


  He’d much rather sit back and relax and think about how nice his chat the night before had been with Kim and Cole.


  Looking forward to Saturday.


  Damn, he was really looking forward to Saturday.


  It was their eagerness, their enthusiasm. He was able to see BDSM through a newbie’s eyes again.


  Remember why he’d been attracted to the lifestyle in the first place.


  Mason always had fantasies growing up, but before he realized that not only was being gay okay, but so was being kinky, he’d had to settle for fantasies that he didn’t understand and had felt guilty for in the beginning.


  Of course, it was in college when he really got it. And the Internet helped him out there.


  As he sorted out his sexuality, he dipped a toe into the gay leather culture. He realized that wasn’t exactly for him, but definitely on the right track as his train of thought.


  That all led to…here. Forty-four, single, kinky, and already crushing on a straight guy he barely knew whose girlfriend might eventually, one day, possibly end up being his play partner.


  Sigh.


  He stared into the carton of noodles.


  They held no answers other than a pitifully obvious metaphor to how mixed up his life felt right then in some ways.


  He had a…type. He didn’t want to date outside his type, because, duh, Freddie happened.


  Cole was definitely his type.


  And Cole was straight with a girlfriend. And not apparently submissive.


  Rethinking Landry’s proposition to loan him Cris was looking better every day.


  He had a toybag full of items that hadn’t seen the light of day in too damn long, other than to occasionally unpack and repack it so his floggers and other things didn’t get warped or folded.


  Ooh, need to take that Saturday.


  Show and tell. There was that, at least. He could have vicarious fun watching Kim and Cole learn and explore. He wouldn’t begrudge them that spark of exploration. He remembered it well. It was fun to help ignite and fan that spark in others.


  Just like Kaden used to do.


  If nothing else, helping newbies out helped Mason keep Kaden’s spirit alive, in some small way. That was a more than good enough reason for him to do it.


  Once Mason was full he put his leftovers in the fridge and walked to the bedroom.


  One more text from Freddie.


  He opted to ignore it.


  Freddie would have to take a hint.


  Mason headed for bed, thoughts of Cole’s blue eyes dancing in his head.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Kim could barely contain her excitement as Saturday dawned. She and Cole had another long talk the night before. She’d slept at his house Friday night so they could spend the day together and then take his car that evening.


  She lay there in his bed and stared at the ceiling, not wanting to get up and wake him yet.


  This is happening!


  The more questions Cole asked of her, the more he talked with her, the more she loved him and the more her heart soared. He’d once again helped crush the memories of what she’d been through with Craige, proved that her trust in Cole had not been misplaced.


  At that point, she didn’t care if he could be a “perfect” Dom for her. He had become the perfect guy for her. He was loving and willing to try. Or if he couldn’t do something, to let her do it with someone else, as long as she always came home to him.


  She thought he was still underestimating himself and his abilities, but that was okay.


  Today she’d be able to see, in person, stuff she’d only read about so far. It made her nervous to take this step, but she was reasonably sure that the class today would be a safe starting point. It wasn’t very likely that several people would recommend taking a beginner’s class if it wasn’t safe.


  The more time they spent talking to Mason, the more comfortable she felt with him. After what she’d been through with Craige, she didn’t trust easily.


  At all.


  It was odd that she did feel she could trust Mason. But unless she saw any red flags crop up, she’d trust her gut. It didn’t hurt that Cole appeared completely at ease with the man.


  He rolled over and hooked an arm around her waist from behind. His breath tickled the back of her neck.


  “Awake?” he mumbled.


  “Uh-huh.” He rolled her over to face him.


  His blue eyes still looked full of sleep. “At any time this evening, if you feel uncomfortable—”


  “I know. I promise I’ll speak up.”


  “And if at any time I feel uncomfortable, I’ll say so, too.”


  She nodded, hoping he wouldn’t feel uncomfortable.


  He stretched, offering her what still looked like a sleepy smile. “Let’s get a shower and go get some breakfast.”


  “I can cook for you,” she offered, hoping he’d accept.


  “I was thinking more of taking you out to breakfast.”


  “Oh.”


  Now he frowned. “What’s that look for?”


  Dammit. He really could read her well. “Nothing. Breakfast out sounds fine.” She’d already worked out a fantasy in her mind of cooking him breakfast, naked, and serving it to him.


  “Kim.”


  He didn’t say it harshly. There was a determined, quiet force to it. Like a velvet-covered crowbar. He’d eventually get it out of her, now that he’d determined there was more behind her answer.


  She knew it’d do no good to deny it, so she admitted her fantasy to him.


  He sat up. “Normally I’d say that’s a damn wonderful idea.” He captured her hand and pulled it up to his lips. “But we’re going to have a whole evening immersed in kinky stuff. Mason said we need to go at the slower partner’s speed. That’s me.”


  He held her hand pressed against his chest and she could feel his heart beating. “I love you, but I want to make sure I don’t go too fast, either of us, and get burned out. Okay?”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  “Besides, I’m being a little selfish. I was thinking we could go to that place not too far from that used bookstore we haven’t gone to in a while.”


  Ooh. That did sound good. They hadn’t had time to make it there in several months. Two stories and not too far from the main street in downtown Sarasota, it was in an old brick building and had a great atmosphere. They’d easily spend hours wandering through it.


  He smiled. “I saw that look. You like that idea.”


  Her face heated. “That’s spooky.”


  “I know.” He grinned. “Get used to it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They had a wonderful morning together, returned to Cole’s place and grabbed showers and changed clothes, and got ready to go meet Mason at Venture. By the time they arrived at the club for the flogger class, Kim was glad Cole had made the suggestion about going to the bookstore.


  Her nerves had fled her while they’d eaten, talked, browsed.


  Not enough time to feel nervous.


  Plenty of time to remember all the reasons she loved this man, though. They’d first met at the bookstore, and on that day had ended up in one of the quiet alcoves there, sitting in chairs and talking and in general hitting it off.


  She’d noticed his blue eyes right away, and while it wasn’t something to base a full relationship on, the way he’d talked to her without pressuring her for another meeting, or for her contact information, she’d been willing to suggest they meet there again the next Saturday morning.


  Four Saturday mornings later, she’d not only given him her info, but had gone on a couple of “real” dates with him.


  Now, here she was, sitting outside a BDSM club with him.


  She made no move to open her car door. “Do we just go in?”


  Cole wore that amused little smirk he sometimes got. “I would guess so.”


  “I mean, I wouldn’t want to just bust in there and break a rule or something.”


  His smirk widened. “That’s Mason’s car over there.” He pointed. “And he told us to come in when we got here.”


  “Oh.”


  His smirk faded. “Second thoughts?”


  She unfastened her seat belt. “Just…nervous.”


  “How nervous?”


  “Not nervous enough to cancel.” She looked over at him. “I’ll be okay. Just can’t believe we’re here, is all.”


  “I would love a chance to punch Craige in the nose sometime,” he muttered.


  “You’ve said that before.”


  “I still mean it.”


  They got out and walked into the office. A young woman behind the counter offered them a friendly smile. “Here for the class?”


  “It’s our first time here,” Cole said, taking the lead. “Ever. We’re supposed to meet Mason.”


  “Oh, sure. He told me you were coming.” She handed them forms to fill out after checking their driver’s licenses against something in the computer. “I’ll go get him while you fill those out.” She walked around the counter and out through another door.


  Kim had kept her gaze focused mostly on Cole, but now that they were alone in there, she had a chance to really look around. Various things she’d read about, implements, paddles, collars—stuff from books and the Internet come to life—hung on the walls for sale.


  “Wow,” she muttered. “I thought it’d be…smuttier.” Unlike an adult toy store, which she’d visited a few times with Cole, there wasn’t a naked boob or bare ass to be seen.


  It was actually sort of…boring.


  “Let’s get these filled out, sweetheart,” he said, pointing at the clipboard in front of her.


  They were ready by the time the woman appeared with Mason. “Glad to see you guys,” he said, shaking hands and then hugging them.


  “Can we just join now and not worry about it later?” Cole asked.


  Kim looked up at him. They’d talked about joining, because it was only a dollar more than the Saturday night entrance fee, and they’d get the night for free, but they hadn’t settled the matter yet.


  “Sure,” the volunteer said. “I’ll give you voucher cards in case I’m not at the counter when you come back later tonight.”


  Cole pulled out his wallet. “Then let’s do that.” She started to reach for hers in her purse, but he stopped her. “No, I’m paying for this, sweetheart.”


  She swallowed hard as she stared up into his intense blue gaze. “Yes, sir,” fell automatically from her lips.


  “Good girl.”


  Kim felt her panties instantly soak, and she was glad she had a couple of spare pairs in the duffel bag she’d brought with her.


  Mason smiled. “See? It’s easy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  This was the other reason Cole had wanted to skip a kinky breakfast. He didn’t want to end up wearing himself out by tonight, in addition to kinky burnout.


  The surprise on Kim’s face when she realized exactly what words they’d just exchanged tweaked Cole’s cock, getting its interest.


  Okay. That’s not so hard.


  Well, okay, I’m getting hard.


  He could step things up for her some when they were together, as long as she didn’t expect it all the time. They could even have kinky weekends.


  “I’ll give the tour and the newbie talk, if that’s okay?” Mason asked the volunteer.


  “Sure. Leah and Seth said they’d vouch for them, too.”


  “Thanks,” Cole said. It was definitely not the experience he’d imagined in his head. This could be a gym, for all he knew.


  Excluding the kinky paraphernalia hanging on the office walls.


  Once they were finished with the paperwork, and he’d handed over a credit card for their membership fees, he took the vouchers and stuck them in his wallet. Then they signed in and they followed Mason through the door to the dungeon proper.


  It was still early, another fifteen minutes before the class was due to start. They said a quick hello to Seth and Leah before Mason started showing them around. The two warehouse bays had a large door cut into one wall, connecting the two sections. Mason gave them a tour and explained all the rules, including pointing out the lists of “reminders” strategically placed all over. When he finished with the tour, he led them over to where Seth and Leah were setting up for the class.


  They had a wide variety of floggers hanging from a small equipment rack, as well as laid out on a table they’d pulled over.


  “You can touch them, if you want,” Leah said, picking one up from the table and passing it handle-first to Cole. “That’s one of my favorites.” It was long, the soft and supple falls feeling more like fine, expensive suede than an implement of torture.


  Kim fingered a couple of the falls. “This…doesn’t look like it hurts.”


  “It doesn’t,” Leah said, taking it back when Cole handed it over. “It’s a nice mop flogger. He uses it as a transition implement, either for warming me up or stepping me down.”


  “Unless you snag a piercing with it, or hit someone in the eye,” Seth said.


  “Or the balls,” Mason added.


  Seth held up a fist and Mason bumped with him.


  “Yikes,” Cole said, wincing at that mental image.


  “The goal isn’t automatically to inflict as much pain as you can,” Seth said. “It varies by partner, how much the bottom wants to take, how much the sadist wants to give. Some people want a more sensual level of play, and some people just want the crap beaten out of them.”


  “A masochist says, ‘Beat me!’ and a sadist says, ‘No,’” Mason joked.


  Leah groaned, a smile on her face. “That one’s old.”


  “But it’s still funny.”


  Cole felt like his gaze locked with Mason’s for a moment, and he had to pull his focus away and back onto Leah and Seth. “That’s a heavy flogger, though,” Cole observed, pointing to the one they’d just fondled. “Weighs a lot.”


  “Yeah,” Seth told him. “Kind of like giving a massage with it.”


  Leah seemed to shiver with pleasure, based on her smile. “A sexy massage.”


  Seth shook his head. “Hey, at least you’re able to take your time and learn this at your own speed,” he said, hooking an arm around Leah and pulling her in close. “Some of us got tossed head-first into the deep end of a very cold lake and had to start doggy paddling.”


  The couple exchanged a glance Cole couldn’t interpret, but made him feel a little sad for them. When he looked at Mason again, that man had his gaze cast downward, a contemplative expression furrowing his features.


  Then Cole remembered the story he’d heard at the munch about Leah’s first husband and Master, Kaden.


  “I–I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


  “No,” Seth said. “It’s okay. We can all smile when we talk about him now. He lives on through all of us and this place. Through what we do here. That’s what he wanted. I can’t think of a better way to honor his memory.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Cole, Kim, and Mason settled into chairs as Seth and Leah got started. Cole watched, trying to focus on what Seth was staying, as Leah started stripping as if there wasn’t anyone else in the room with them. She ended up in a black thong and a black sports bra that almost looked like a bikini top.


  Umm…


  Mason softly snickered and leaned in. “I’m surprised he lets her strip down that much. Kaden used to let her do the classes naked. She spent most of her time at home naked. It’s been an adjustment for both of them. Leah told me Seth’s a little territorial but in the good ways.”


  “Huh.”


  Cole could have been sitting in a certification class for work instead of in the middle of a dungeon. Seth went over safety, differences in material, and demonstrated techniques on Leah.


  The floggers ranged all the way from—literally—bunny fur to heavy, braided leather, to wicked-looking black PVC material with the falls cut into sharp points at each end. There were also a variety of floggers made from oddball things like knotted paracord and window screen spline. Seth taught the class how to evaluate a flogger’s material and how to approach testing it without harming the bottom you were flogging.


  Cole also liked that Seth and Leah both emphasized things such as safe negotiation practices, how to recognize if someone you were playing with wasn’t being safe, and how to stand up for yourself as a bottom. Then there was giving valuable feedback to the Top so they’d know how the bottom was doing.


  Going through all of that took the better part of an hour.


  Seth called for a break for people to stretch their legs, grab a drink of water or snack, or use the bathroom. When they reconvened, they’d get to the actual hands-on part of the class.


  Cole finally noticed the bag Mason had brought with him, a large, black rolling suitcase. “What’s that?”


  “My toybag,” he said. “You’re welcomed to try out any of my floggers, although I don’t have nearly as many as Seth and Leah. Feel free to use anything in here tonight, too. Everything’s been wiped down and is clean.” He looked a little melancholy himself. “Not playing with anyone right now, anyway. So it’s not like I’ll be using them.”


  When the class started back up again, some of the people there began undressing. Mostly women, but a few guys, too. If not fully naked, at least from the waist up. Some of the people already had a flogger or two with them.


  Kim expectantly looked up at Cole. “I brought a bikini like Mason suggested.”


  Cole glanced at Mason.


  “It is easier to demonstrate without clothes on,” Mason said. “Not mandatory to get undressed, though.”


  “Just keep your jeans on and put the bikini top on,” Cole told her.


  She grinned and didn’t even bother to go to a changing alcove. She stripped her shirt and bra off like the other women had and donned the bikini top.


  Seth and Leah—who’d put on a long T-shirt that hung past her ass—walked through the students and helped people with their technique. Cole and Kim were lucky that they had Mason all to themselves, and Mason helped Cole figure out how to do it.


  Kim sat on her knees in a chair, backward, since there wouldn’t have been enough benches or crosses for everyone. Several others did the same, either on their knees or astride their chair.


  Cole tentatively started waving one of the leather floggers in Kim’s direction, but he was quickly finding that he wasn’t comfortable with the thought of actually hitting her with it.


  He turned to Mason and tried handing the flogger to him. “I’d feel better if you showed me.”


  Mason didn’t take the flogger. “Are you actually okay with that?”


  “I wouldn’t be asking you to do it if I wasn’t.” Mason still wasn’t taking the flogger yet, though.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason walked around the chair and knelt down to talk to Kim. “Are you okay if I do this?”


  “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  She obviously wasn’t in subspace, because in the several swings Cole had taken in her general direction with the flogger, he’d succeeded in stepping farther away from her, not closer. Mason wasn’t even sure if any of the falls had actually touched her.


  “You’re okay with me demonstrating flogger techniques on you to Cole?”


  “Of course. I trust you.”


  He stared into her brown eyes. For some reason, he had a fleeting feeling that this was a big deal for both of them, a huge step, but he couldn’t understand why, exactly. Wasn’t like he hadn’t helped out with demos before.


  This felt…different.


  “This is called negotiation,” he reminded her. “Even for something as innocuous as this. I might be a sadist, but I need consent before I do anything.”


  She smiled and nodded. “I consent to you flogging me.” She grinned, making him chuckle.


  “You’re a little bit of a smart-ass, huh?”


  “You got that right,” Cole said.


  Mason looked up and caught Cole’s gaze again. Those damned blue eyes.


  Cole was smirking.


  Mason fought the urge to reach down into his jeans and adjust his cock, although it was starting to throb more than a little. “And you’re okay with me flogging her?”


  Cole nodded, still holding the flogger out to him. “I would prefer that you flogged her.” His smirk faded. “Give me time to adjust to this, please? Taking charge in bed is one thing. Once I see how it’s done and she’s liking it, maybe I’ll be able to handle it.”


  “Okay. Fair enough.”


  Mason stood and walked around behind Kim, this time taking the flogger from Cole, who acted like he couldn’t get rid of it fast enough. Cole stepped back out of the way while Mason leaned in to talk with Kim again.


  “You’re okay with me touching your back, shoulders, sides, and arms?”


  “Anywhere you want.” She grinned up at him.


  He felt his inner Dom and sadist, which had lain dormant for far too damn long, wake up and lazily stretch. He arched an eyebrow at her and dropped into Dom tone. “What was that?”


  The smile froze on her face, adorable. When she spoke again, she sounded more subdued.


  Subby.


  “You can touch my back, shoulders, sides, and arms, sir,” she softly said.


  “And your hair?”


  “Hair?”


  “Hair.”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  He arched his eyebrow again.


  “Yes, sir,” she said.


  So fast it probably surprised her, he reached out and grabbed her ponytail, not roughly, but firmly, and eased her head back.


  Now his cock was definitely stretching and waking up, too. He leaned in, his lips close to her ear. “Good girl,” he whispered before shifting her hair off her back and over her right shoulder, so he’d be less likely to catch it with the falls. Then he put a hand on the back of her head and lightly pressed forward, getting her to put her head down.


  “I don’t want to hit you in the face.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy…fuck!


  Now she wasn’t just wet, she was afraid she might end up with a wet spot on her jeans at this rate. Her heart thundered.


  Good girl.


  Yes, Cole had said those same words to her out in the office, but…


  There was something way different in how Mason said it and the way Cole had said it.


  Like he meant it.


  Like unless she was certain he was harming her, no way in hell would she even think about disobeying Mason.


  It was like he’d drilled right through her brain into some place she didn’t even know existed and flipped a switch that lit up previously unknown parts of her nervous system.


  When he spoke again, it sounded like he was standing a few feet behind her. “Red means stop. Yellow means ease up. Green is good. When I ask you for a color, you say a color, or everything stops. Okay?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good girl.” This time when he said it, it was more conversational, automatic, even. But now that the way he’d said it a moment earlier was imprinted on her soul, no way in hell could she forget it.


  “I’m going to start with this flogger, very lightly at first. If at any time it hurts, or you need me to stop, say red and I’ll stop.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  She flinched a little when she felt him drape the falls over her flesh. It was a very soft suede flogger, one he admitted he didn’t use a whole lot but had wanted in his inventory.


  He swished it back and forth across her skin, up and down her back and shoulders, before she felt him start to swing it. Lightly at first, pretty soon he was picking up force and speed.


  But it still felt good. In fact, it felt great. Almost like a massage. Her pulse slowed as her eyes closed and she savored the sensations, the feel of it, the smell of the suede carried on the breeze from each impact.


  “Color.”


  “Green, sir.” She didn’t even stop to think if that was an etiquette breach. They could sort that out later. She suspected if she wasn’t supposed to call him that he would have said so immediately.


  He stepped up the intensity even more, now each impact feeling kind of thuddy. Her stress and tension had completely melted away as she relaxed into the flogging and his rhythm.


  It actually startled her when he stopped. Then he touched the back of her right shoulder. “Color.”


  “Green, sir. We’re not done, are we?”


  He chuckled and stroked her hair, tucking some stray strands back over her shoulder. “Not yet, pet.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason froze as he realized what he said.


  It’d been an automatic response.


  The last woman he’d played with, they’d been play partners for a couple of years. The agreed-upon nickname for her had been “pet,” since that’s what her husband and Master called her. Her husband had suggested it, to keep from jarring her out of her headspace with two separate terms when Mason finished playing with her and handed her back off to him for aftercare, which the man enjoyed doing before he started his sensual sadistic play with her.


  “I’m sorry,” Mason said, jarred out of his own headspace now. “I shouldn’t have—”


  “What?” Cole asked, frowning. “I thought she liked what you were doing.”


  Kim lifted her head and looked over her shoulder at him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Sorry, force of habit. Calling you ‘pet.’ I—”


  “What’s wrong with that?” Cole asked. He looked genuinely confused.


  “I shouldn’t have presumed to—”


  “I don’t mind,” Kim chirped. “I kind of liked it.”


  Mason looked at her and arched the eyebrow again, silencing her.


  Focus back on Cole.


  Cole shrugged, those blue eyes of his boring into Mason’s soul. “I don’t have a problem with it if she doesn’t.” He grinned. “If I get her a collar she’ll sort of be a pet anyway, right? I think it fits. Besides, it’s what’s on her FetLife profile. I figured it was just that.”


  Relief flowed through Mason. “If you’re both sure?”


  “Yeah,” Cole said. “She can make the call. Doesn’t bother me.”


  Mason turned back to her. Those big, brown eyes of hers, so eager, so willing.


  “I’m fine with it, Mason. Are you okay with me calling you ‘sir’?”


  He pointed at Cole, and they both looked at him.


  Cole shrugged again. “Unless you want her to call you ‘ma’am’ or something, I’m fine with it.” He smiled.


  Okay, so they’re both snarky smart-asses.


  And Mason loved it. They both had great senses of humor.


  “Okay. So pet and Sir it is.” He walked back to her and grabbed her hair again, making her tip her head back to stare up at him. “Make sure that’s ‘Sir’ with a capital S when you say it.”


  She grinned, catching her lower lip under her teeth for a moment. “Yesssss, Ssssir.” Another wide smile.


  He couldn’t help laughing. He gently pushed her head forward and once again adjusted her hair. “That’s it. Poke the sadist. Go right ahead, pet. Next thing you know, you’ll be telling me I hit like a girl.”


  “Is that a bad thing to do?” she asked, a playful lilt in her tone even though he couldn’t see her expression.


  “Uh, yeah. Note to the pet, never tell me I hit like a girl. Unless you don’t want to be sitting down much the next day.”


  “Duly noted, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole didn’t have the words to express his relief that the two of them were getting along so well and apparently didn’t need his help or input from that point forward. Mason tried to involve him in the different floggers and techniques. Cole appreciated Mason’s consideration, and realized exactly what Mason was trying to do, but the thought of using one of them on her, even though, logically, Cole knew he wouldn’t be harming her, still…well, turned his stomach.


  He was better off watching.


  Especially since the viewing angle he had was awesome. He could see Kim’s ass in her jeans.


  And Mason’s in his.


  In fact, he realized he wasn’t watching what Mason was doing so much as he was watching Mason.


  That is a man whose cock I wouldn’t mind sucking.


  He really liked the guy. He didn’t want to engage in complicated fantasies, especially so early in their relationship with the guy, and mess things up between them.


  Cole was only human, though.


  And the guy filled out the swath of denim perfectly, from his waist to the black leather motorcycle boots on his feet.


  In fact, one time, Mason turned and Cole felt his face heat when the man’s hazel gaze captured and held his own. Cole felt like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, because at that moment his mind had been pondering what it would feel like to slide his cock up the man’s ass.


  Mason’s lips quirked in a smile. “You all right?”


  “Just watching.”


  Cole was almost sad when it was over. Kim’s back wasn’t exactly red, just a little pinkish, and already the marks were starting to fade.


  “Did it hurt?” Cole asked her when she stood, a little wobbly, and he reached out to steady her.


  She wore a calm, gorgeous smile. “No, it felt great!” Even her voice sounded a little…dazed.


  Cole looked at Mason. “Subspace,” Mason said. “I think we achieved it there toward the end. You feel kind of floaty?”


  She nodded.


  He caught her arm and eased her down onto the chair. “You sit there. Let me get you a bottle of water.”


  Cole forced himself not to watch Mason’s ass as the man walked over to the kitchen area. Instead, he looked down at Kim. “Was it fun?”


  She nodded, still sort of dazed-looking. “Can we do that again tonight?”


  His stomach turned. “Mason can. Is it okay if I just watch for now? I don’t want to do something I can’t undo.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  Mason returned with the bottle of water, removed the cap, and made sure the fingers of both her hands were firmly closed around the bottle before letting go.


  “Drink that,” he said. “I should have made sure to have one ready for you, sorry.”


  “Can she play with you again after we get back from dinner?” Cole asked him. Kim looked happy, and he wanted to keep her looking that happy and not let her have time to think about asking him to try topping her the next time.


  He was more than happy to sit back and watch the two of them together.


  Especially with the doubly good view.


  Might be the closest I ever get to that guy’s gorgeous ass, anyway.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but he sensed Cole wasn’t lying about this. He looked at ease, almost relieved.


  “If Kim wants to play, feels like playing, sure. I’m fine with that.”


  “Can we try other things, too?” she asked.


  Cole’s blue gaze drew Mason in, held him without even trying.


  Absolutely, there are things I’d love to try…with your boyfriend. “If you want to, sure. If Cole’s okay with it.” Hell, playing with Kim was probably the closest he’d ever get to Cole’s ass.


  Not that she didn’t have a nice ass, because she did. He was gay, not blind.


  “I’m okay with you doing to her whatever she wants you to do,” Cole said.


  “Beware of blanket yeses,” Mason cautioned.


  “It’s not a blanket yes. If she says yes to something I’m not comfortable with, don’t worry, I’ll speak up then. But if she’s okay with something, I want her to see what she likes and me be able to watch someone who knows what the heck he’s doing do it to her. She won’t know what she likes unless you’re showing her. After we figure that out, then I’ll figure out what I’m comfortable trying to learn so you can teach me.”


  Mason returned his focus to Kim. “How about you finish that water, get dressed and freshen up, and then we can go to dinner with the others?”


  Her smile looked beautiful, happy.


  And he’d done that to her.


  “Yes, Sir,” she said.


  His cock twitched. Oh, yeah. “Good girl.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Mason really wanted to ride over to the restaurant with the couple, but didn’t want to be pushy and suggest it himself.


  Fortunately, Cole suggested it, and Kim happily and eagerly seconded it.


  Would have been rude to refuse, right?


  Right.


  First he wanted to freshen up, and while he was in the stall he took the time to adjust everything so that he wouldn’t give himself another painful cock wedgie when it hardened up again.


  Oh, it definitely would harden up again if he played with Kim after dinner. Not just from playing with her, but the knowledge that Cole was watching him play with her.


  Kim automatically headed to the backseat when they walked out to their car after Mason dropped his toybag in the trunk of his. She was also asking him rapid-fire questions about the implements she’d seen in there while he’d been putting the floggers away.


  He was tempted to put a ball-gag in her pretty little mouth just to see her drool around it and be able to talk to Cole, uninterrupted, for a few minutes.


  But he mentally shelved that thought and answered her questions.


  Although he didn’t totally discount the idea of using a ball-gag on her at some point in the evening.


  Dinner was good, fun. They sat toward one end of the table, near Seth and Leah, and Mason spent most of the time answering their questions about stuff and working on hard and soft limits for the evening with Kim and Cole.


  By the time they were to return to the club, Mason wouldn’t deny he had a decent chub in his pants. It’d been so long since he’d gotten to play that even a chance like this was welcomed.


  Kim was ready to do more, eager, and Cole was perfectly happy letting her test her limits.


  Earlier in the evening, Venture wasn’t as busy, so Mason opted to play sooner rather than sadistically drawing out the suspense for her until later. He grabbed a couple of towels and a fleece throw from the free rack of them—and a bottle of water from the kitchen area—and headed over to a bench on the “new” side of the dungeon.


  As he was unpacking his bag, Cole pointed. “What’s that?”


  Mason looked at the zip-top bag he was pointing at. “Oh. Heh.” He picked it up and handed it to Cole. “Needs new batteries, but feel free to borrow it. It’s a remote controlled vibrating egg.” He smiled at Kim. “Meant to be used internally, if you get what I mean.”


  “Ooh,” Cole said. “Really? I can use it on her?”


  “Sure. Just don’t lose track of it, please. You’ll get more use out of it than I have in years. I hope it still works. The battery types are printed inside the unit and the controller. The egg is waterproof. The wire sort of hangs out as an antenna.” His smile widened to a grin. “Maybe next weekend you can make her sit through dinner while you play with the remote under the table.”


  He swore she gulped.


  Cole started laughing. “Oooh, buddy. Thank you. This kind of sadism I can totally get behind.”


  “I’m helpful.” He waggled his eyebrows at Kim. “Very helpful.”


  “Yes, Sir,” she softly said. “You sure are.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim was glad Cole was okay with her getting naked for their play. She trusted Mason not to grope her on purpose.


  Mason spread a towel out on the bench for her. “Okay, ground rules,” he reminded her. “Green, yellow, red. There will be a few times tonight I deliberately take you to a red, just to make sure you’re not holding out on me. Don’t worry about hurting my feelings. I need to be assured that if I go too far that you’ll safeword. Got it?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I won’t be restraining you tonight, either. We’ll have to work you up to that. But do you want a ball gag to bite down on? I can fasten it loosely.”


  She liked that he was apparently looking ahead to future play, because she already was. “Please, Sir.”


  “Good girl.”


  Warmth fired through her, liquid lava in her veins.


  Yes, she loved Cole, but this was something different. Something she’d never felt before.


  Something she’d never realized she’d needed before.


  He buckled the ball gag loosely enough around her head that she could easily spit it out of she wanted to. Then he helped her get into position on the bench.


  Cole sat on one of the empty couches a short distance away.


  He smiled and gave her a thumbs-up.


  Mason gathered her hair in his hands and pulled her head back. “Ready, pet?”


  “Yes, Sir,” she mumbled around the gag.


  He smiled, wide and making her horny. “Oh, yeah. Gag-speak. I fucking love hearing gag-speak, by the way.”


  He released her hair and walked around the bench. He stroked her back, one hand settling at the base of her spine. She flinched a little at the first bare-handed swat, but before long he was stepping up the pace, building her up, and she was realizing something else.


  She really liked it.


  Not just liked it, but that her clit was now throbbing, and if Mason was paying attention he could probably see a wet spot forming on the towel under her legs.


  He paused. “Color, pet.”


  “Green, Sir,” she mumbled, wishing he’d get.


  Back.


  To.


  It.


  She didn’t know how long she lay there, but a couple of times he did use implements on her that made her sit up and yellow, once even red.


  And every time, he stopped, talking to her, encouraging her.


  Telling her what a good girl she was for safewording.


  The fuzzy, hazy mellowness of the earlier flogging was nothing compared to the velvety swirling abyss she was now willingly submerged in. She never wanted this to stop.


  And when he draped the fleece throw over her, she felt like trying to grab his hand and pull him back, to make him keep going.


  She heard Cole’s voice in her ear. “How you feel, sweetheart?”


  She gave him a thumbs-up.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason helped Cole get her over to the couch, where she curled up in his lap. Then he quickly packed his stuff and cleaned the bench so he could join them.


  He didn’t want her going through this without him for her first time, so if she started crying, or something like that, he could reassure her that was a normal reaction.


  He’d gone a little harder on her than he’d originally planned, but he could see how she reacted, eagerly taking it, wanting more. She would have lain there another hour or more for him and taken everything he’d give her, he was sure.


  Not wanting to burn her out her first time, he’d reluctantly ended it despite his cock wanting him to keep going.


  Oh, yeah. Tonight he’d definitely be rubbing one out when he got home.


  Or maybe even more than one.


  When he sat on her other side on the couch, she changed positions to lay her head in his lap. Mason hesitated to touch her, looking to Cole for guidance.


  He eagerly nodded.


  Okay, then.


  Another quick fantasy of maybe having Cole sandwiched between him and Kim in bed flitted through Mason’s mind and made his cock throb.


  Damn.


  He wasn’t a woo-woo kind of player, but he definitely believed in an exchange of energy between participants when the chemistry was right. He rarely felt it this deeply this soon, however. It was almost like he could see her energy reaching out, teasing him, begging him to play with her. And his inner sadist had definitely been up for the challenge.


  Mason stroked her hair as she snuggled deeper into his lap. “Did you have any questions?” he asked Cole.


  “Nope.” He had her feet in his lap and was stroking her legs, massaging her. “Looks like you had things under control.” He smiled, a genuine, open smile without a hint of tightness in his face.


  “Did anything make you…uncomfortable?”


  “Not because of what you did.” Now Cole’s smile faded. “Look, seriously. If you’re happy playing with her, I’m happy to watch you guys play. I’m not wired to enjoy this the way you do. I’m okay with that.”


  Mason didn’t want to get too excited or act too eager. That this might have been the luckiest break he’d had in a while didn’t escape him. Meeting this couple, the perfect combination of events, and possibly a play partner?


  Excellent.


  “Not to sound…weird or anything,” Mason said, “but if we’re going to play together regularly—and hear me all the way through—we need to exchange test results.”


  “What kind of test results?” Cole asked.


  “STDs, HIV. I just had a set done a few weeks ago when I saw my new doctor down here. But even though we’re not having sex, this kind of play can involve…well, intimacy.”


  “Okay,” Kim said, finally lifting her head to look at Cole. “He’s trying to be a gentleman and not say that I probably left a huge-ass wet spot on the towel.” She flopped her head back down into Mason’s lap.


  Mason laughed. “Um, okay, sure. What she said.” Wasn’t exactly what he’d meant, because she’d been the one to originally broach the subject of orgasm play at dinner the other night and suspected it would end up being one of the boxes they eventually checked in their play.


  And if Cole randomly decided to swing for the other team, Mason wouldn’t have to worry about that, either.


  Cole seemed to grok the rationale. “Ah. Sure. We’re monogamous, but yeah. Of course, that’s fine. No worries.” He gently poked her hip. “Call your doctor Monday and get it done. I’ll get mine done.”


  “Health department does them, too,” Mason said. “Very quick to get them back.”


  “Cool,” Cole said.


  And he certainly seemed cool with it.


  Down, boy.


  Mason’s cock was screaming for attention. He could imagine it was Cole lying there in his lap, the man’s lips tantalizingly close to his cock…


  No.


  Slow down, be careful.


  He couldn’t lose his heart to this couple and be as bad as Freddie. He still needed to get out, meet people. But if he met a cute guy who wasn’t kinky, who was okay with him playing…


  That wouldn’t be bad at all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole was still so hard when they got back to his place that night he thought he could probably punch a hole in the Drywall with his erection.


  When Mason had mentioned exchanging test results, he’d almost said something stupid, like, “Sure, you can fuck me!”


  But yeah, that made sense.


  He’d stopped at a drugstore on their way home and purchased batteries for the egg.


  Then he had Kim strip and get on her hands and knees on the bed. He tested the egg, found it worked, and grinned as he slid it inside her.


  She moaned.


  He turned it on the lowest setting and patted her on the ass. “Stay right there.” He fetched a condom, lube, and a towel from the bathroom. After he stripped, he got her lubed up and slowly slid his cock into her ass as he bumped up the setting on the egg.


  Her shoulders dropped to the mattress as she loudly moaned.


  Holy hell!


  Between the feel of her coming around his shaft, and the feel of the egg vibrating inside her, he was already close to exploding.


  He held still, playing with the egg’s settings and enjoying her reactions.


  When he got it set where he wanted it, with her moaning and coming, he slowly started fucking her.


  He closed his eyes and imagined it was Mason’s ass he was fucking, picturing the way the guy had looked at the club.


  No, he hadn’t watched Mason’s hands, but his body, focusing on the intent look on the man’s face, his brown hair, not too short, not too long, casually styled.


  He’d love to plunge his fingers into that hair as he fucked the man’s mouth.


  Or feel Mason’s hands in his hair as he reciprocated.


  Cole felt his release closing in quickly. He thumbed the controller to high and started fucking Kim hard and fast, her moans only adding to his as he finally exploded and filled the condom.


  He found the remote and turned the egg off, chuckling. “Wow. I will be sure to thank Mason for the use of this.”


  She gave him a thumbs-up.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason didn’t even bother unloading his bag when he got home. He went straight into the bathroom, stripped, climbed into the shower, and quickly stroked his cock into exploding in record time.


  Damn.


  Thinking about Cole and those blue eyes the guy had almost immediately got him hard again.


  Not something he’d been able to do in years.


  He didn’t argue with it, either. He sank to the shower floor, leaned against the wall, and stroked his cock while he fingered his ass with his other hand. He didn’t even bother getting out to find a butt plug.


  Didn’t take him long to empty another load into his hand, either.


  He sat there for a minute under the spray, eyes closed.


  Shit.


  He was already emotionally invested in the couple.


  How the hell did I end up here?


  Regardless, he knew he’d have to be careful. Very careful. He didn’t want to be an asshole and rush too fast, or the asshole that fell for them when they didn’t feel that way about him.


  He slowly climbed to his feet, soaped up, rinsed off, and then made his way to bed where he collapsed.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Tuesday night, Mason headed over to his father’s house after work. They were supposed to go out to dinner, Mason’s treat, and Mason driving.


  While Mason ate Sunday lunch with his father a few times since his return to Florida, this was the first time he’d been to his dad’s house in a couple of years. They would be out later that evening, and Mason didn’t trust his father’s nighttime driving. Mason preferred not to have him on the streets after dark.


  Loved his dad? Of course he did. Neither his dad nor his mother had been abusive to him growing up, or disowned him when he finally came out to them.


  His parents just had no business ever getting married to each other in the first place.


  Mason rang the doorbell when he arrived. From somewhere inside, he heard his father’s voice bellow in reply.


  “Come in. It’s unlocked.”


  Mason opened the door and was pleasantly surprised to find the house…not a pig sty. Corbin Lange wasn’t a hoarder, but he wasn’t the world’s best housekeeper, either. Both due to his personality and his arthritis. Since Mason’s dad was currently single, it wasn’t like there was a woman in his life to keep everything tidy, either.


  “Wow,” Mason said as he looked around. “You finally hire a maid?”


  His father walked in from the kitchen, a slow, ambling shuffle that Mason realized was a lot worse than it’d been eight years ago when he’d moved to Nebraska.


  “Sort of. Kid next door is in college. I pay her cash to come in once a week and do a thorough clean, and she stops by another two nights a week to tidy up.” He grinned. “Cheaper than dating or a damn divorce.”


  “Ah.” Well, nice to know he wasn’t taking advantage of some poor woman and playing on her sympathies.


  “You come alone?” his dad asked.


  “I’m not dating anyone right now, Dad. Told you that.” This was a familiar verbal joust they engaged in.


  He shrugged. “Told you if you do, you can bring them.”


  “I would if I was dating someone.” Wow, this was going to be an interesting night. He could see it already. “I tell you that every time.”


  “So how’s that guy you were seeing in Nebraska?”


  “Don’t know. I told you, we’re just friends now. We weren’t really compatible for more than friends.”


  “Sounded like you said he wanted more?”


  “He did, but the guy’s twenty years younger than me. I never should have gotten involved with him in the first place.”


  “Heh.” His dad laughed. “Coulda told you that myself. Too young ain’t worth messin’ with. Don’t even bother tryin’ to be friends with him. Not worth the aggravation. Believe me, I know that. Look at me and your mother, for instance. Better off ignoring each other.”


  “I don’t want to be like that, Dad. I’m—”


  more evolved


  “—trying to be nice.”


  Trying not to be an asshole, like his father could be.


  Yeah, like Corbin Lange was a paragon of romantic relationship dynamics.


  Not.


  His father snorted again. “Tryin’ to stay friends with him won’t get you anything but trouble. Trust me on that one.”


  Mason was currently ignoring Freddie, though, and hadn’t replied to any of the man’s texts since Saturday. Mason had too much fun with Cole and Kim on Saturday and wanted to focus on his life there in Florida. Reconnecting with old friends, and making new ones.


  Fortunately, there’d been nothing from Freddie yesterday, and then this morning the whiny, plaintive tone had started in again. Only three texts today so far, but Mason was still planning on holding off replying to him until at least tomorrow. The last thing he wanted was to get the kid wound up again.


  Freddie…well, no, he didn’t want to totally ghost Freddie and be a dick like that, but if the guy couldn’t take a hint and either back off or accept reality, he might have to put his foot down again. Maybe this time Freddie would take the hint without Mason having to resort to the nuclear option of blocking him.


  He hoped.


  “Why don’t you want to discuss your life with me?” his father asked. “I told you, I’m fine with it.”


  “I appreciate that, Dad. I’d tell you if there was anything to tell. I work, I go home. I’m barely settled into my condo, so I haven’t had time for hobbies.” Mason fought aggravation. From one extreme to the other. Freddie, whom he couldn’t share any details with about his life, to his dad, who wanted details he didn’t have to give.


  None that he would want to share with him, anyway.


  His dad ambled his way toward the front door. “I’m not like your mother. I don’t freak out.”


  “Let’s go eat.” Mason didn’t even want to go there with the conversation. If his dad started on a tear about Mason’s mom, that’d be the entire conversational subject of the night, rehashing stories that Mason had heard dozens of times since he hit eighteen and his parents’ unofficial moratorium on going after each other in front of or to him fell by the wayside.


  They never should have been married.


  They headed to a seafood restaurant that Mason hadn’t been to in years. He was shocked when he moved back to find it was still open. In downtown Sarasota, on 301, it was a mainstay of the area and served delicious food.


  At least he hoped it still did.


  Once they were there and seated, his dad stared at the menu. “What do you think looks good?” he asked Mason.


  Mason sighed. “You know you need new glasses, right?”


  “No, I don’t. It’s dark in here and the print is tiny.”


  “Okay, Dad. Sure.”


  Mason used an exceeding amount of patience to get through the dinner with his dad. He knew he shouldn’t feel like that, because he was lucky his dad was still in relatively decent health. Both his parents were.


  Still, it was one more adjustment to make.


  Then again, I’ll take dealing with him over dealing with Freddie.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was nearly nine o’clock by the time Mason returned home. He’d meant to text Cole earlier to check on Kim.


  Hopefully it wasn’t too late. He decided to send the text.


  Hey, just wanted to make sure Kim’s still doing okay.


  He was heading for bed a little later when his phone buzzed with a text. He ignored the notification for a new text from Freddie to read the reply from Cole.


  She’s begging me to go to the club again this weekend. :)


  Mason sat there on the edge of the bed and contemplated his reply.


  Finally, he settled on one he hoped didn’t come off as douchey.


  Let me know if you want to meet for dinner and go to the club. I don’t have any plans.


  Cole’s reply arrived before Mason could even set his phone down.


  I’ll say yes now or Kim will smack me for not confirming. :)


  Mason smiled. He wouldn’t call Kim a brat, or even pushy. He could feel the excitement in the couple Saturday night and remembered how good that energy felt.


  Eagerness.


  A safe eagerness he wouldn’t have to worry about turning into something psychotic.


  He hoped.


  Then I’ll tell Tilly we’ll have two more for dinner and see you at Sigalo’s at the same time. :)


  Another quick reply.


  Thank you for all of this. We really appreciate it.


  Another thing to make Mason think. How many times in their relationship had Freddie ever said thank you?


  Rarely.


  You’re welcome. I’m having fun, too.


  Speaking of Freddie, he thumbed through the messages. Freddie was now at work and shouldn’t even be on his phone, but that rarely stopped the guy. Freddie had sent him another couple of plaintive, pitiful messages meant to invoke sympathy and hopefully a response.


  Mason deleted them.


  Freddie could wait another day. Or two.


  Or hell, even longer.


  Mason plugged in his personal and work cells and crawled under the covers.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole stared at his phone, deep in thought.


  Kim wasn’t the only one who wanted to go to the club again this weekend. Cole knew he wouldn’t be up to doing a lot of the things he saw, but he knew he could do some of them. And he felt comfortable, both from watching Mason and from talking to others about Mason, about Kim playing with the man.


  It didn’t hurt that he enjoyed watching the man as he’d worked with Kim.


  Stop thinking like that.


  Mason was a good-looking guy. Not the Hollywood, gym rat, fake kind of good looks. The kind of good looks Cole was attracted to, a real, average person with a nice personality.


  Okay, so Mason’s nice ass didn’t hurt, either.


  The night in college kept coming back to mind. He knew his fantasies needed to remain firmly in the realm of fantasy. Not to get ahead of himself.


  Not to do anything to screw this up for Kim. It was a relief to know that he could pass off the things he wasn’t comfortable doing to someone else more capable, who would also enjoy doing them.


  Everyone would be happy.


  He texted Kim.


  Mason’s okay with getting together again on Saturday. Okay?


  She replied faster than he’d expected.


  YES!! :)


  He smiled. I called that one right.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim’s heart raced as she stared at the phone. She knew she had a grin on her face, a silly, shit-eating grin she might be embarrassed to own up to were she not alone.


  Hell, yes, she was okay with that.


  She quickly texted him back. Thank you. Love you.


  He replied.


  Love you, too. Talk to you tomorrow. Good night.


  She couldn’t stop thinking about Saturday night. It’d consumed every spare moment of her thoughts yesterday and today at work. While driving to and from work.


  What they’d done Saturday night had completely opened her eyes. She got what not just Mason, but everyone had warned about going slow. It would be too damn easy to throw herself into this without a second thought.


  It felt that good, that natural.


  That right.


  Like a missing piece had slipped into place, a connection made deep inside her soul.


  No way she could go back to the way things had been before, and she hoped Cole didn’t want to, either. It was okay with her if there were things he wouldn’t want to do, as long as he was still okay with her doing them. She would do everything in her power to make sure he didn’t feel excluded, to give him every say in the process.


  She didn’t want to lose him now that it looked like they’d hit a whole new level of intimacy in their relationship. Not for lack of trying on his part before now, granted. She was definitely the one dragging her feet.


  That he hadn’t once belittled her for any of this, or acted disgusted, or like he was only doing it for her…that was huge.


  Massive.


  She used the bathroom one more time and curled up in bed. Yes, she wished she was with Cole tonight.


  Or Mason.


  Okay, so Mason was gay. Even better, right? That meant she could safely lust after the guy, guilt-free, and not have a heavy conscience over it.


  Right?


  That was her plan, in theory, at least. She didn’t even know when she’d slid into the lusting category. He was a nice guy they’d had dinner with and talked with, and then…


  Then they’d played.


  So, fine, she’d admit that maybe what people had warned her about in terms of getting caught up in the energy of a new play relationship might be exactly what was going on here. She got it. It made sense.


  She loved Cole. She didn’t care if Cole lusted after a woman as long as he never followed up on those impulses with anything other than coming to her to release his horny energy.


  Period.


  She wasn’t some closed-minded, jealous woman who was insecure about how her guy felt. Cole loved her. Hell, any man who’d put up with her and her issues was definitely in love.


  Closing her eyes, she tried to go to sleep as visions of Mason danced through her memory.


  Of the feel of his hands on her.


  The feel of his implements.


  The feeling of letting go and knowing nothing bad would happen to her.


  Trusting.


  Maybe this was what she’d finally needed to get over her fear of letting go all the way to Cole and moving in with him, or…more.


  Maybe.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Over the next couple of weeks, Cole took great pleasure tormenting Kim with the vibrating egg, which turned out to be none the worse for its forced hiatus. They’d already used up several sets of batteries in it. The past two Saturdays playing with Mason had opened Kim’s eyes in a way she’d never imagined possible.


  She even enjoyed texting with Mason every day, making sure to call him Sir—capital S.


  The Thursday after their second play date at the club, Cole texted her that morning.


  Change of plans. Come to my house after work. Bring a change of clothes.


  She stared at the text for a moment. She thought they were supposed to be going out with Mason for dinner.


  Oookaay?


  Cole’s reply told her he wouldn’t be giving her any other hints.


  ;)


  When she texted Mason good-morning and asked about the change in plans, she knew it was a joint plan, because his reply mirrored Cole’s.


  ;)


  What have they planned?


  She didn’t know, but she was damned well looking forward to it.


  Mason wasn’t there yet when she arrived a little after six, but Cole grabbed her as soon as she walked in and kissed her, hard, grabbing her by the hair.


  Which she’d quickly learned over the past two weeks was a nearly instant way to drop her into subspace.


  “Get naked, freshen up, and bring me the egg and the controller,” he said.


  She raced to do it. They kept the egg in the master bathroom, in a drawer in the vanity. When she returned to the living room she processed that he was wearing shorts and nothing else, and had moved a large, padded ottoman into the living room and moved the coffee table out of the way.


  He’d also draped a large beach towel over the ottoman.


  He held out his hands for the egg and controller, then pointed at the ottoman. “Lengthways.”


  His meaning was clear.


  Nervous excitement raced through her as she got into position and felt one of his hands caress her ass. “Big night for you, baby,” he said. “I arranged a special little surprise with Mason for you.”


  Her pulse raced, eager excitement filling her. Yeesss!


  Whatever they planned to do to her, she wanted it.


  She didn’t even need to hear what they wanted to do to her.


  Her and Cole’s sex life had been even hotter ever since two Saturdays ago. When he’d discovered that sliding the egg into her pussy and turning it on and then fucking her ass at the same time made her head explode, he’d turned it into an almost nightly occurrence when they were together.


  And fun was had by all.


  Plus they’d exchanged test results with Mason, which she was hoping meant that the men might be planning some forced orgasm torture play for her.


  Her pussy was already wet when Cole inserted the egg into her and turned it on low, making her moan. Then he slipped a leather blindfold over her eyes and buckled it in place, followed by the ball gag.


  When she heard the knock on the door a few minutes later, she was too busy enjoying the sensations to even pay attention.


  It was Mason’s warm chuckle that brought her mind into focus, especially when he reached out and stroked her head.


  “Such a good pet.”


  She’d know his voice anywhere, even in a crowded room. She was so keyed into him now she could pick him out anywhere, the way she could Cole.


  More, even.


  She heard them setting something up, maybe even the sound of Mason’s toybag.


  Then Cole spoke in her left ear. “I know we’ve talked about this before, and you’ve okayed it, but I’m asking again. Are you all right if Mason helps me do orgasm play on you? Touching you?”


  She nodded, trying to mumble around the gag “Yes! Please!”


  Mason laughed. “Mmm, gag-speak.”


  She felt the tension building as the men took their time getting ready. Then she felt Mason lay something across her back she recognized as one of his acrylic paddles, one of the light, stingy ones she wasn’t fond of but willingly took because every time she did, he called her his good girl.


  And she craved that. Needed it.


  Wanted it.


  Cole spoke. “Going to do a little prep work.” She felt him lubing her ass and she moaned, understanding whatever the men were about to do was going to far outdistance anything they’d been through before.


  Good thing Cole had put the towel down, because she knew she was dripping wet.


  Then Mason picked up the paddle and, with one hand planted between her shoulder blades, started smacking her ass, the sides of her thighs, the backs of them, stingy but the exquisite sensation only making her hornier as the egg pulsed away inside her pussy.


  He changed paddles, making her squirm and whine but she wouldn’t give him any other color than green. It felt too damn good, and he wasn’t even smacking her as hard as he had last Saturday.


  Then he stopped and Cole slid his cock into her ass, making her moan.


  Mason’s hand appeared in her hair, holding her head pressed against his, keeping her still. “Good girl,” he whispered in her ear. “Such a good girl. Got an egg in that wet pussy, Cole’s cock up your warm, stingy ass, and you’re being such a good girl for me.”


  She whined, whimpering, wanting more, needing more. Wanting to feel his paddle again.


  “Cole and I were talking, and he’s interested in seeing if we can make you come really hard by spanking you at the same time.”


  “Mm-hmm!”


  She felt him press a kiss to her temple. “Good girl.” Then, he was gone.


  He straddled her on the ottoman, the warmth of his body filtering to her through his jeans. He reached around her with one hand. Suddenly, she felt something cool pressing against her clit.


  “Pet, meet the Hitachi.” He switched it on at the same time he started smacking her with the light, stingy paddle again, and Cole started fucking her ass.


  Her world…unhinged was the only accurate descriptor she could think of. The vibrator catapulted her into outer space before a supernova blew her nervous system apart at the seams. That’s what it felt like, at least.


  Mason settled some of his weight onto her to keep her from squirming as Cole fucked her ass and she was contemplating the thought that maybe she’d just died and there was a Heaven after all.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason wasn’t exactly unhappy about the close quarters. He wondered if Kim was even coherent enough to feel his erection pressing against her spine through his jeans. Mason stopped paddling her, dropped the paddle, and focused on keeping the Hitachi pressed against her clit.


  He managed a glance up at Cole just as the man came, his eyes dropping closed, and Mason fought the urge to sit up and kiss him, suck on his lower lip, tongue-fuck his mouth.


  As Cole caught his breath, Mason didn’t look away fast enough and Cole’s gaze impaled him when he opened his eyes.


  Another of those moments, one Mason wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or just wishful thinking, where it felt like he connected with Cole.


  Like maybe Cole wanted to connect with him.


  Finally, Cole pulled out and went to clean up while Mason retrieved the paddle and got Kim rolling through another series of deep, loud moans he was sure would be making an appearance in his fantasies the next time he rubbed one out.


  Which would probably be thirty seconds after he got home, or sooner.


  If he didn’t lock himself in Cole’s bathroom and do it before he left.


  Finally, she started mumbling, “Yellow,” and he shut off the Hitachi and got off her.


  He unfastened the ball gag but left the blindfold in place. She started laughing, belly laughs that turned into crying, and quickly into laughter again.


  Mason sat on the floor next to her, his head against hers as she nuzzled him, cradling her head on his shoulder.


  “Good girl,” he mumbled. “Such a good pet.”


  She finally started taking long, steady, deep breaths and he realized she’d worked her way through it. Meanwhile, Cole had gone to clean up and returned, now wearing shorts.


  He met Cole’s gaze and was both a little surprised and pleased to see his smile.


  Then he gave Mason a thumbs-up.


  Mason gave him one in reply.


  Cole settled on the couch and watched them, his body language totally relaxed and Mason wondered if maybe, one day, his dreams might come true.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole collapsed on the couch and watched Mason with Kim. What he wanted to do was go over there and kiss the man, unzip his jeans, and help him take care of what looked like a generous erection.


  Finally Mason removed Kim’s blindfold and helped her sit up. She blinked, her expression glazed.


  Subspace.


  Even he could recognize it.


  Sure, he didn’t mind participating in this kind of fun. Mason could get his rocks off—well, figuratively, even though Cole wished it was literally—with the sadism, and he could, well, get his rocks off.


  Kim seemed to enjoy it.


  Mason stood and she reached out and grabbed him around the legs, pressing her face against his thigh.


  Sigh.


  He wasn’t even shocked to realize he wasn’t jealous.


  Mason stroked her hair. “Did you enjoy that, pet?”


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  “Feel like getting dinner?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl. Go clean up and get dressed.”


  She went to go do it.


  Mason sank onto the other end of the couch.


  Cole held a fist out to the man, and Mason fist-bumped with him.


  “Dude, that was…that was hot,” Cole said.


  “Didn’t weird you out having me that close?” Mason wore a gorgeous smirk.


  Cole met his gaze. “Not at all.” Take the hint. Please, take the hint!


  Mason’s smirk widened into a smile. “See? You get started, and soon enough, you find stuff you enjoy. Everyone’s a winner.”


  “Yeah. Everyone.” Cole realized he needed to get dressed, too, if they were going to go out. As he went to do so, he cursed his cowardice, his inability to just nut up and admit to Mason that he was attracted to him.


  But that would first mean telling Kim, and he didn’t want to screw this up for her. Not when she was the happiest he’d seen her in ages.


  The last thing he wanted to do was blow this for her.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  They’d been playing with Mason for nearly a month when Cole knew it was time to further test the waters with Kim. They’d had yet another successful weekend, culminating with dinner Sunday evening at Cole’s, cooked and served naked by Kim, before they bid goodnight to Mason and he headed home. And Cole wanted to talk to her.


  Really talk.


  It was time to start pushing the envelope. To see where Kim was at, if she was holding back anything, good or bad. If she was ready to move forward and was too scared to admit it, or if she was being pushed too hard, too fast, and was scared to admit that as well after she’d been the one to start this whole process.


  Kim was spending the night at Cole’s and would head to work directly from his place the next morning. They were cuddled in his bed, TV on. He hit mute on the remote and sat up to face her.


  “I’d like to talk.”


  She nodded and wore a nervous look, but he knew they needed to have this conversation.


  “I’ve said from the start I don’t want to screw us up,” Cole said.


  “Me, either,” Kim admitted in that tiny voice that convinced Cole she had more on her mind than she was comfortable openly admitting.


  “What aren’t you telling me, sweetheart?”


  It took her a long moment to finally speak. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way.”


  Cole wasn’t sure if he should feel hopeful or scared. “About what?”


  Her voice barely made it through the air from her lips to his ears. “I have…fantasies.”


  Yes. Hope kicked fear in the nuts. He leaned in closer, arching an eyebrow at her. “Aaand?”


  Her face turned a gorgeous shade of deep pink. “About us.”


  “Just about us?”


  She slowly shook her head. “About Mason playing with us.”


  It was all he could do not to give a vigorous fist pump. “Like what?” He hoped he’d managed as casual a tone of voice as he’d planned to use.


  She reached out and slowly stroked his arm. “Like maybe the stuff you said you…” She didn’t continue. He wasn’t sure she could, her fear choking her voice off.


  “Stuff I said I did in college?”


  She nodded.


  “You mean you’ve fantasized about me and Mason being together?”


  She nodded.


  He gently cupped her chin and made her look him in the eye. “I’ve had some fantasies myself. Want to hear some of them?”


  Her eyes widened a little. “Yes.”


  “Before I say anything, fantasies are always okay,” he said. “Never feel ashamed about them, all right?”


  She nodded, her chin still resting in his fingers.


  “And if there are ever some fantasies you might want to try to take to the next level, just talk to me. The worst I will ever do is say no. I promise I’ll never ridicule you. I’ll never berate you. And I’ll never, ever get mad at you. I swear.”


  Tears filled her eyes, breaking his heart as they rolled down her cheeks. “Okay.”


  He wasn’t sure if he should press forward, but if her fantasies were dovetailing with his, then it would mean she would soon feel better.


  He hoped.


  “I’ve fantasized about the two of us doing more to you than just topping you together,” he said. “Way more.”


  “More?”


  “Mm-hmm.” He smiled. “Way more.” He paused for deliberate dramatic effect. “Like one of us fucking your gorgeous mouth while the other fucks your beautiful ass.”


  Her sharp intake of breath told him all he needed to hear, so he continued. “Or maybe things even progress to a point where I’m fucking you while he fucks me.”


  Her lower lip caught under her teeth, her breathing growing shallow.


  He leaned in, his lips hovering near hers. “Or maybe I’m fucking his ass while he fucks yours.”


  Her soft gasp hardened his cock.


  Bingo.


  “I wouldn’t mind getting my cock sucked by him, either. Or seeing what it’d be like sucking his. Or even better, holding your hair while you suck him off, so I can watch you take it. I’m attracted to him. He’s a nice guy. If you were attracted to him, too, that’d obviously be a great bonus. Now, sweetheart. Would you like to tell me your fantasies?”


  “That,” she whispered. “All of that and more.”


  He closed the last little gap between them and kissed her. “Then I think we should have a talk with him and see if he’d be okay with maybe adding more to our play.”


  “Yes, please,” she said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Part of Kim’s soul knew she shouldn’t have been shocked about any of this. How many times had she fantasized about maybe watching Cole with another guy?


  Countless times. Then when Mason came into their lives, he’d become the perfect focal point for some of those fantasies.


  All right, for all of those fantasies.


  The thought of being sandwiched between the two men had her pussy wet and her clit throbbing despite the weekend of forced orgasm scenes the men had put her through, taking her to a point where she thought she’d be good for at least days following.


  The thought that Cole was not only okay with it, but had been riding the same wavelength as her, turned her on beyond anything she ever thought possible.


  He rolled her onto her back and easily slid his cock inside her. She found her body responding, already trained to a certain extent.


  What if this was Mason sliding his cock inside her?


  She shivered at the thought, the good kind of shiver, amplified when Cole grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head. She wrapped her legs around his waist, trying to move with him, her swollen clit rubbing against his body in almost the perfect way to get her over.


  He leaned in and nuzzled the side of her neck. Then he let out a delicious little growl before he bit down on the side of her neck.


  Her world unhinged, sending her into orbit. He started fucking her hard and fast to finish with her, even with his teeth still clamped onto her flesh.


  “I love you,” she whispered.


  He sat up and smiled down at her without releasing her wrists. “I love you, too, sweetheart. Feel better?”


  She nodded. She felt a lot better.


  It never should have worried her. Considering how Cole had handled all of this, it had been her own silly fears, her own hangups.


  Goddamned Craige.


  She hated that what she’d lived through still had such a strong hold on her psyche.


  Maybe I need counseling.


  No maybe about it. She did. She should. But when she looked at some people and their issues, hers seemed minor by comparison. Was she being ungrateful to the Universe for what she had? Was she being neurotic for no good reason?


  They cuddled together to go to sleep, and she soon felt Cole’s breathing deepen and slow against the back of her neck. Doubting herself had become a way of life for her that she still had trouble shedding even after two years with Cole’s gentle, steady love.


  They were supposed to have dinner with Mason on Wednesday night. He was coming by Cole’s, and play had been hinted at by both men.


  It hadn’t taken Kim long to realize both men liked to tease her and keep her guessing.


  She didn’t mind, of course. It was fun.


  She closed her eyes and tried to go to sleep, suspecting her dreams would be filled with thoughts of Mason.


  


  * * * *


  


  Wednesday evening, Mason pulled up at Cole’s house almost the same time she did. She knew he’d left his toybag there rather than haul it home again, and when her gaze caught his, she felt her pussy clench, juices already flowing.


  He walked up to her. “Ready to play, pet?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Calling him that felt right. Perfect.


  Hell, she felt the slide into subspace already.


  By the time the two men finished with her an hour later, she felt like she’d melt into a puddle. Cole had laid a towel on the couch, and she was now stretched out between the two of them, her head in Mason’s lap, and starting to doze off.


  And they hadn’t even eaten dinner yet.


  “So,” Cole said, “Kim and I want to talk to you about something.”


  Her eyes popped open. Yes, this had been at the back of her mind, too, but subspace had driven all other thoughts away once the men had tag-teamed her.


  “Sure,” Mason said.


  Cole laced fingers with her and took a deep breath. “There’s something I need to tell you, and it’s something I haven’t told anyone but Kim. Needless to say, I’d appreciate you not repeating this.” He started telling Mason about the night in college.


  Kim looked up, into Mason’s face, but his gaze was fixed on Cole.


  When Cole finished telling Mason the story, he seemed to lose track of where he was going and ended with, “So. I guess what I’m trying to say is…if you’re maybe interested in doing…more, I might be interested in trying…more.”


  Mason remained silent for a long time. Almost long enough to unsettle her until he licked his lips and took a deep breath. “More?”


  Cole nodded. “More. Not as your submissive. I mean…sexually. Like you always say, no’s an acceptable answer and won’t hurt my feelings. Seriously. But if you’re interested in me, I’m…interested in you.”


  Mason started stroking Kim’s hair again and she struggled not to drop back into subspace. “What about Kim?”


  “And her, if you want to. I mean, we both understand if you don’t want to with her and just want her to watch, or…whatever.”


  Mason stared down into her face. “What about you, pet?”


  “Yes, Sir. I’ve…” Hell, the man had seen her literally spread wide open. “I’m attracted to you. But the thought of watching you is pretty hot, too, even if you’re not attracted to me like that.”


  He stroked her hair some more. “If we do this, take things further, I want to do it slowly.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He looked at Cole. “And I’d want to collar her as my submissive.”


  “Sure.”


  “You’re okay with that?”


  “Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “Meaning I’d have your permission to play with her however I wanted, whenever I wanted?”


  “Doesn’t mean she and I can’t have sex, right? And I should clarify, I’m not saying I want to get spanked. But I’m not against…well, if you want to start doing more with me while we play with her.”


  The heat in Mason’s gaze could melt concrete. “Like having her suck me off while you fuck her?”


  She heard Cole suck in a breath. “Or more.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason was doing his best not to come in his jeans. The thought of Cole…


  He couldn’t help running his fingers through Kim’s hair. “And you’re okay with this?” he asked her.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He looked over and spotted Cole’s erection.


  Part of him was screaming to go slow.


  And part of him was screaming to let his cock free.


  Baby steps.


  “Looks like Cole wants to fuck another load of cum into you,” he said to her.


  Her lower lip caught under her teeth and he knew they had her. She liked dirty talk during their scenes, he’d learned.


  “You want to suck my cock while Cole fucks you?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She tried to roll off him but he gently cupped a hand around her throat, holding her in place.


  “Wait,” he said. “I have rules.”


  Hell, Cole had already started getting up and shoving his shorts down, but he paused, listening.


  “If at any time you want to stop, you need to say red. Even if we’re in the middle of something. Do not let me go too far.”


  “I promise, Sir.”


  He looked at Cole. “That goes for you, too.”


  He nodded. “Yeah.”


  Mason’s focus returned to her. “I’ll get you a collar to wear. Obviously, your relationship with Cole comes first, as does our jobs. But other than that, if you’re going to be my submissive, you’re going to follow my rules.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “The morning and evening texts are now mandatory.”


  She nodded.


  “You need to change your FetLife profile to reflect what we now are.”


  “What about you and Cole?” she asked.


  He looked at Cole. “Leave that to the two of us to figure out.”


  Cole smiled.


  Mason let her get on her knees between his legs. He helped her unfasten his jeans, freeing his cock from his briefs. Cole shoved his shorts down and off and yes, exposing a cock Mason felt his mouth water over.


  Kim’s mouth closed over Mason’s cock about the same time Cole sank his cock inside her pussy, making her moan.


  Mason held her head steady, not letting her move yet, her moans almost sending him over the edge.


  Cole fucked her, hard, fast, and Mason could tell when she was close to coming. The whole time, even when he wouldn’t let her move, she was sucking, licking, trying to do anything to get him over.


  He leaned in to speak in her ear. “Good girls always swallow,” he whispered before starting to move, still holding her head. She moaned, groaning as the orgasm hit and that tripped him over the edge and started a chain reaction that made Cole come.


  As his balls emptied into her mouth, Mason sat there, holding her in place, realizing they’d crossed a line.


  He just hoped it wasn’t a bad thing when the future ran up to meet them.


  “Grab the Hitachi,” he told Cole, who dove for it and quickly got it pressed against her clit and turned on.


  She screamed her orgasm around Mason’s cock and he felt himself stirring again.


  Damn.


  He held her head in place and kissed the top of her head. “Good girl,” he said. “Now you let Cole make you come for us.”


  He finally looked down her body and spotted Cole’s smile. Mason waited until she’d sucked a second climax out of him to nod to Cole to stop.


  She practically collapsed, melting into Mason.


  “Feel like staying in for dinner, pet?” Mason asked her.


  She weakly nodded.


  Cole laughed. “I’ll call in pizza.”


  As he went to do that, Mason leaned over, holding her. “That was perfect, pet. Such a good girl.”


  She nuzzled her head against his. “Thank you, Sir.”


  Yes, this felt right. It felt good.


  Then why did it terrify the fuck out of him that he might screw it up?


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Kim’s pulse raced as she awaited Mason’s arrival at Cole’s house Friday night. They’d already eaten dinner, and Mason had said he’d grab something before he got there.


  Really, if the guys left it up to her? She didn’t want to leave the house to go to the club or go out to dinner all weekend. She’d rather they stay there and play, able to do what they wanted, whatever might happen, and not have to pull back because of the club’s rules. She loved the club, but she wanted more tonight.


  A lot more.


  Wednesday night had been beyond amazing. After Mason had left, Cole had bent her over the bed and fucked her pussy again, making her kneel and suck his cock clean when they finished.


  And she’d loved it.


  She hoped beyond hope that tonight they wouldn’t leave the house at all.


  When Mason got there, she was ready, wearing collar and cuffs and nothing else. He smiled but quickly led her to the bedroom, where he bent her over the bed and clipped her wrists behind her.


  “Stay.” He patted her on the ass and went out to talk to Cole.


  She lay there, her nipples rubbing against the bed and adding to her torment, her juices already running down her legs.


  The men soon returned, both of them naked, and carrying various implements. They soon got her blindfolded and the vibrating egg slid inside her pussy. She didn’t even have time to process that before the first smack of a paddle landed across her ass cheeks.


  She suspected it was Cole in charge of the vibrator control, because he sat on the bed by her head and had her sucking his cock while Mason went to work on her ass with implements.


  Time flowed, impossible to track. She was so deep in subspace that when Mason started lubing her ass, all she could do was lie there and enjoy it with the egg pulsing in her pussy.


  Cole pulled his hard cock out of her mouth and she felt him climb out of bed, but wasn’t sure what was going on, except that he cranked the vibrating egg up to high and her world dissolved.


  All she knew was she was about to get fucked.


  And she was going to love it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason leaned over and slowly worked his condom-clad cock into Kim’s ass as she squirmed and tried to fuck herself against him. He didn’t bother chastising her to hold still. It was more fun to watch her struggle against the restraints in her eagerness to have her ass filled and fucked while the vibrating egg in her pussy continued to torment her.


  He was aware of Cole standing close on his left, watching, the man now slowly stroking his own cock with his left hand. And then Mason was buried to the hilt inside Kim’s tight ass, pinning her down with his weight for a moment as he took a few deep breaths to regroup. He didn’t want to explode right out of the gate. He wanted this to last.


  They’d decided to blindfold her so maybe she wouldn’t know who was where, the excitement, the anticipation helping to build things up even more for her.


  Finally, when he knew he could move without coming immediately, he slowly started fucking her, feeling the vibrating egg in her pussy through the thin wall of muscle and the way her body kept coming, caught in that delicious web he loved tangling her in.


  Then he felt Cole’s right hand, fingers trailing down his ass, coming to rest on the back of his left thigh.


  Mason closed his eyes to hold back and not explode. Cole leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Fuck her good. I love watching your ass like that.”


  Mason finally opened his eyes again and turned his head to meet Cole’s gaze. With his cock deep inside Kim, Mason paused what he was doing and reached over, cupping his hand around the back of Cole’s neck and pulling him in for a kiss. He fucked the other man’s mouth with his tongue, Mason’s cock throbbing as Cole just as eagerly tongue-fucked him back.


  Mason couldn’t start moving again at first, but when he did, he kept his forehead pressed against Cole’s, his hand around the back of the other man’s neck as he stared into his eyes.


  “Fuck her hard, Mase,” Cole encouraged. “She likes that. Make our pet scream.”


  Our pet.


  Mason had to let go of Cole and grabbed both her hips again, now slamming his cock into her ass, flesh slapping against flesh, her moans ratcheting up around the ball gag, her body now contracting even harder around him and the vibrating egg.


  Cole’s hand disappeared from Mason’s thigh and reappeared behind Mason’s neck, this time Cole kissing him, tongue-fucking his mouth in time with Mason’s strokes as he fucked Kim.


  Then Mason felt it, his climax erupting from deep inside his balls, harder and more explosive than any he’d had in…a while. A long while. He slammed home one last time, Cole swallowing his satisfied groan even as Mason held still inside her while his cock pulsed and filled the condom.


  Then, his cock still inside her, he leaned over, grabbed Cole’s hips, and engulfed the man’s cock with his mouth, sucking hard.


  Cole let out a deep, needy groan and grabbed hold of the back of Mason’s head with both hands, his fingers digging into Mason’s scalp. A rumbling, satisfied noise escaped Cole as Mason deep-throated him and then Mason tasted the man’s cum, swallowing it, loving the way Cole bucked his hips against his face to milk every last drop out.


  And then it was like the universe contracted until it was just the two of them there, still, while Kim trembled and moaned beneath him with the vibrating egg inside her forcing her body to do things she’d never dreamed it could.


  Without relinquishing Cole’s cock, Mason blindly groped around on the bed for the remote and switched the egg off. Kim let out a noise that was a cross between relief and disappointment before she seemingly melted into the bed.


  Mason finally released Cole’s softening cock and straightened, now wrapping both arms around Cole and kissing him again. Exploring, this time. Slow and easy but definitely not gentle. Cole’s arms engulfed him and the man wasn’t shy about pressing his body along Mason’s side.


  When Cole came up for air, he whispered, “I hope that’s what your ass looks like when you’re fucking my ass. That was hot as hell.”


  Impossibly, Mason felt his own cock stir inside Kim’s ass. Something about the two of them did something to his libido, jump-starting it.


  “I start fucking your ass, I might not want to stop,” Mason warned.


  Cole grinned, those blue eyes of his unhinging something inside Mason. “Who says I’d want you to stop?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole hadn’t been certain, at first, how he’d react to seeing Mason fucking Kim. He knew he was secure in his love for her, and secure about her feelings for him, and knew that what she felt for Mason might be strong, but different. And what Mason felt and did for her were things Cole just couldn’t give her.


  What he hadn’t expected was the initial wave of jealousy when he watched Mason’s cock slowly slide into her ass.


  Not because Mason was fucking her.


  But because Mason wasn’t fucking him. And because he wasn’t fucking Mason.


  Oh. Wow.


  That’s when Cole knew whatever he had to do to make this work between the three of them, he had to do it. To keep this going.


  As Cole had started stroking his cock while he watched them, everything slipped into place for him, why he’d found it so easy to talk to Mason all this time, to watch him with Kim.


  Because he’d found a guy he was definitely attracted to. A guy for whom he wanted to blow past that line in the sand with and for.


  Not that he loved Kim any less or found her any less attractive. But if he could have Kim and Mason?


  That was utter perfection.


  Kim was pretty much asleep as the men worked together to get her all the way up on the bed, her restraints unfastened, and cleaned her up with a warm, wet washcloth. Cole fished the egg out of her and they took everything into the bathroom.


  Cole reached into the shower and started it, catching Mason’s hand and pulling him in with him.


  “My turn now,” he said, pulling Mason into his arms and kissing him.


  Mason quickly took charge of the kiss and him, stepping forward to press Cole back against the tile wall, both their cocks inflating between them.


  “You’re not a sub or a masochist,” Mason finally said when he came up for air. “What do you want from me, exactly? Or are you feeling subby now?”


  “This. You. Can you be her Master and sadist and my regular boyfriend at the same time?”


  “Master?”


  “Master.”


  Mason’s hazel gaze studied him for a long time, and Cole was almost afraid he’d crossed a bad line he hadn’t known was there.


  Then Mason’s smile lit his face. “I guess if you can be her boyfriend while she’s my slave, there’s no reason why I can’t be your boyfriend, too.”


  “And then that makes her our pet.”


  “You think she’ll be okay with this when she wakes up?”


  “She’s already okay with it.” Cole grinned. “I got her wound up a few nights ago with a fantasy about us tying her up and teasing her while we did each other and made her watch us together.”


  “Oh, you did, did you?” Mason reached between them and wrapped his fingers around both their cocks, pressing them together in his hand. “And what were we doing to each other in that fantasy?”


  “A little sixty-nine to start with. Then you flipped me onto my back, threw my legs over your shoulders, and fucked my brains out.” Cole’s gaze never wavered from Mason’s.


  Mason’s eyes narrowed. “And I didn’t let you come until you fucked my ass, I hope.”


  “Absolutely.”


  Mason grabbed the back of Cole’s neck with his other hand and kissed him, hard, bruisingly, in a way neither of them ever kissed Kim.


  Both their cocks were hard and throbbing.


  “So what do you want to do now?” Mason asked him when he let Cole come up for air once more.


  “I want to suck your cock. Then I want to bend over and feel your cock in my ass.”


  “So much for going slow,” Mason said.


  “To hell with slow. I want this. I want you.”


  Mason stepped back so that Cole could sink to his knees. Cole had a few flashes of that night in college, of sucking his friend’s cock at some point, of having his cock sucked by the guy while he kissed the girl, but goddamned tequila got in the way of the full memory. As he held Mason’s cock with one hand, he opened wide and slowly swallowed it, loving the soft moans he pulled from Mason and the way the man’s hands rested on his head.


  “Oh, fuck yeah, buddy,” Mason whispered, drawing in a hiss. “That’s real good. Don’t do it too long, or I won’t last inside you.”


  Mason only let him suck his cock for a minute or two before he pulled away and leaned out of the shower to get the lube and a condom.


  Before Mason could rip the condom package open, Cole stopped Mason. “No. If you want to, I want to feel you.”


  Mason stared at him for a long moment before leaning in to kiss him again. “I put a load into your ass bareback, your ass fucking belongs to me and no one else. Got it?”


  “And Kim.”


  Mason smirked. “Unless she magically grows a penis, your ass still belongs to me.”


  “That go both ways?”


  “You better believe it. I’m serious. I know we’re all clean because of the tests, but once we do this, none of us fuck around with anyone else, wrapped or not. Period. Got it?”


  Cole nodded. Then he leaned in and kissed him. “That means I get to put a load into your ass next, right?”


  “Fuckin’ A, it does.”


  Cole grinned, the mental image making his cock throb. “Then tomorrow morning, you’d better wake her up by putting a load up her ass, too. Seal the deal. We’re a twofer, you know.”


  Mason tipped Cole’s head to the side and nipped along his neck. “On your fucking back, buddy. Let’s do this.” The hunger in Mason’s voice made Cole’s cock throb even more.


  Cole lay down on the shower floor and held his legs back and out of the way. As steam filled the bathroom, Mason worked lube into Cole’s ass, slowly scissoring his fingers back and forth to stretch him.


  “Don’t be all girly about it,” Cole said, gritting his teeth as he tried not to come from how good it felt. “Fuck me.”


  “Don’t want to ruin it for you.” Mason added more lube, grinning down at Cole as he made the man hiss while he worked three fingers inside his ass. He knelt over him and pressed the head of his cock against Cole’s rim. It was all Cole could do not to buck his hips and impale himself.


  “Last chance,” Mason said. “I can wrap it.”


  “Shut up and fuck my ass.”


  Mason slammed home, making Cole cry out from the pleasure-pain of the intrusion and nearly blow his load. Mason grinned down at him as he held still, his balls pressed against Cole’s. “Better hold onto that load, buddy. Fair’s fair.”


  But that was better than good. Cole didn’t want tender and cuddly from the man. He wanted rough, he wanted hard fucking.


  As Mason finally started moving again, he pulled Cole’s legs over his shoulders. “So what have you been fantasizing about, hmm?”


  “About spending the night some night, waking up to take a shower with you, and you send me to work with a load of your cum in my ass and I put a load of my cum in yours.”


  Mason thrust hard several times, gasping, his eyes falling shut. “Goddammit,” he muttered. “I didn’t mean to blow that fast. Sorry.”


  Cole pulled him down and kissed him. “Then let me put a load in you and call it even.”


  Instead of completely changing positions, Mason pulled out, let Cole put his legs down, and raised up on his knees to lube his own hole and Cole’s shaft. Then he slowly impaled himself onto Cole’s cock while Cole bit down on his lower lip and struggled not to explode.


  Only when Mason’s ass was pressed against his hips did Cole breathe again.


  Mason stared down at him. “I think tomorrow morning we start out both of us putting a load into our pet at the same time,” Mason said as he finally started to move.


  Cole’s hands settled on Mason’s hips as the man fucked him. His ass felt tight and gripped Cole’s cock, hot, hungry, different than Kim’s and so fucking good.


  “You in her pussy, me in her ass,” Cole said. “Like you said, fair’s fair. We mark our pet the right way.”


  Mason leaned in and kissed him. He bit and sucked Cole’s lower lip as he bounced up and down on Cole’s cock, until Cole couldn’t hold it any longer. He thrust up into Mason, digging his fingers into Mason’s hips and holding him still as his balls pumped his load into the man’s ass.


  “Fuck,” Cole whispered. “That was so good.”


  Mason didn’t seem to be in a hurry to move. He braced himself with his hands planted on the shower floor on either side of Cole. “You and I will need some alone time on occasion, too.”


  Cole nodded. “Yeah.”


  Mason’s gaze hadn’t left Cole’s. “You think she’s going to be okay with that?”


  “Yeah. She gets both of us. Why wouldn’t she be?”


  Mason seemed to be studying his expression. “How long have you been attracted to me?”


  “I think from the first night we met you. I didn’t realize how much until I started watching you and Kim play together. That’s when I realized I wanted to fuck you. And really wanted you to fuck me.”


  “How did you feel watching me fuck her earlier? Be honest.”


  Cole grinned. “Jealous that she got to fuck you before I did.”


  Mason smiled down at him before leaning in to kiss him again. “So I’m a gay sadistic Dominant, I have a masochistic submissive straight female pet, and I now have a straight boyfriend. How’d I manage that?”


  “Just lucky, I guess.” Cole wanted to spend the whole night running his hands all over Mason’s body, but he settled for cupping the man’s ass. “I’m a straight guy with a girlfriend and a gay boyfriend.” He squeezed Mason’s ass. “A boyfriend with a delicious ass.”


  Mason arched an eyebrow at him. “You and those gorgeous blue eyes of yours. I think I was into you that first night, too. I just never realized I’d ever have a chance with you.”


  “Hey, what about my ass?” Cole teased.


  “Your ass is fantastic. And hopefully next time I’m fucking it I’ll be able to last longer.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They untangled from each other and stood under the spray, soaping each other up, hands sliding over and around and down.


  Mason’s ass pleasantly ached from Cole’s cock. It’d been too damn long since he’d had a nice cock in there. Freddie…well, Freddie hadn’t exactly been well-hung. Mason had toys bigger than Freddie.


  And he’d never gone bareback with the guy. Not even for oral. He’d rarely let Freddie fuck him, and even then never with Freddie on top.


  He trusted Cole, and he trusted Kim. Deep in his heart he suspected they’d never betray his trust.


  His fingers found their way between Cole’s ass cheeks and he pressed for entrance, swallowing the man’s moans with a kiss as he did.


  He spread his own legs a little wider as Cole’s fingers found their way to his ass, too.


  “I want to spend a whole day alone in bed with you,” Cole gasped.


  “I’m not going to promise I won’t get a little toppy with you in bed from time to time.”


  “I don’t fucking care.” Cole pressed his lips against the top of Mason’s right shoulder and bit him, sucking, stirring interest in Mason’s cock.


  Which shocked the hell out of Mason, but he wasn’t about to complain.


  “Been a long time since I had a guy who could hold his own with me,” Mason said.


  In a flash, Cole had grabbed a handful of Mason’s hair and kissed him, hard, sucking on his tongue, pressing him against the wall even as his finger slid deeper into Mason’s ass.


  “Like that?” Cole said.


  “Oh, fuck yeah.” Mason’s cock had hardened all the way—uh, holy crap—and he noticed Cole’s also stirring.


  Before he knew it, Mason was on his back on the floor, with Cole pounding away at his ass with that gorgeous cock of his, and those big, beautiful blue eyes pinning his soul in place.


  “Don’t you fucking come,” Cole said. “Gonna suck the next one out of you.” He smiled down at him. “Fair’s fair.”


  But with the head of Cole’s cock hitting his sweet spot with every stroke, and his legs up over the man’s shoulders, it was all Mason could do to not explode. Especially with the friction of their bodies keeping his cock trapped between them.


  Just when he thought he couldn’t hold it back any longer, Cole sat up and made one last thrust, head back, eyes closed. “Yes!” he gasped, breathing heavy as water beaded and rolled down his body.


  Mason wanted to freeze this moment in time. He stared up at Cole, trying to memorize every line, every muscle, every angle, every curve. With it equal between them, without a D/s dynamic there, they could just be themselves, two guys who wanted to screw each other’s brains out.


  Mason had never had a partner like this before, where he not only didn’t have to hold back, he didn’t have to try to sate those urges, either. He had Kim for that. This was emotion and raw, hungry passion, and sex, but it was a level playing field between them.


  And it was hotter than hell.


  When Cole finally opened his eyes and smiled down at Mason, Mason thought the guy almost looked a little drunk from the lopsided grin on his face. He pulled his softening cock from Mason’s ass and kissed him, then kissed his way down Mason’s body to his cock.


  One hand circled the base, the other cupped Mason’s balls. As Mason guided his head, Cole proceeded to lick and suck one more load out of Mason’s balls, swallowing every drop before crawling back up Mason and kissing him.


  “I think we’ve used up all the hot water,” Mason said.


  Cole shrugged. “Ask me if I care.”


  They stared into each other’s eyes for a long, silent moment. “So how do you like having a gay boyfriend?” Mason teased.


  “So far, I’m loving it.”


  Mason stood and helped Cole to his feet. “Let’s wait on the ‘L-word’ discussions for now. You might hate me and this in a week when I’ve humped you into a coma.”


  “See, that’s where you’re wrong. Because I watched you fuck her ass and saw that you enjoyed it.” Cole smiled. “If you’re horny and I’m not in the mood, I’ll simply call for Kim. You realize all I have to do is point at the floor and she gets wet, right? Even if she’s not in the mood, she can’t help it. I tried experimenting yesterday, and even though she said she wasn’t in the mood for sex when I asked her before I did it, just telling her to kneel and nothing else, there she was, wet and ready and pretty soon was begging me to help her come.”


  “Wow. Tony’s right. Operant-conditioning is a heartless bitch.” Mason arched an eyebrow at Cole. “What happens if that backfires on you and I manage to condition you to get horny?”


  Cole kissed him. “Yeah, but what if that works both ways, buster?” He smiled. “I’ve seen you adjust your pants when you have her on her knees or over a bench. It gets you every bit as horny as it does her.”


  Mason started to argue when it hit him that he couldn’t. Cole was right. “Huh. Wow.” He started to come up with another snarky comment when he yawned. “Okay, water’s cold and now I’m yawning. Let’s get to bed before I pass out.”


  A few minutes later, Kim didn’t even stir when they climbed into bed. She was stretched out on the far side, so Mason got in the middle and spooned against Cole.


  It felt good. Damned good.


  “Good night, boyfriend,” Mason said.


  Cole chuckled. “Good night to you, too, boyfriend.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Mason awoke before Kim or Cole. In sleep, Kim had rolled over and snuggled against him. He’d rolled over to face her, and now it was Cole spooned against his ass, Cole’s arm draped around him.


  Wow.


  It’d been a long, long time since he’d awakened with these kinds of aches and pains. Good aches and pains.


  The kinds of aches and pains that told him he’d been well and truly fucked in the good way.


  Twenty minutes later, somehow, he’d ended up on top of Cole, fucking his ass while Cole and Kim sixty-nined, Kim on the bottom.


  He didn’t hold back either, fucking the man hard, deep, long, enjoying every sexy moan and groan he pulled out of Cole while Kim squealed and moaned under him.


  Then they collapsed on the bed again.


  Mason finally got up to clean up and dispose of the condom he’d used. He didn’t like to go bareback all the time.


  Kim followed him into the bathroom, and before he knew it, he had her bent over the counter, this time with his cock in her pussy, and Cole was sliding his cock up Mason’s ass.


  Eventually, they stumbled into the shower and back to bed, where more sexytime happened.


  Mason was the one to finally say it. “Let’s just skip dinner and the club tonight, huh?”


  Kim leaned in and kissed him, long and hard. “Thank you, Sir.”


  He smiled. “You say that now, pet. You haven’t endured a whole day of me and Cole torturing and fucking you.”


  She grinned. “You haven’t endured a whole day of me and Cole fucking you, Sir.”


  He thought about it. “Very true. Touché. But I’m looking forward to it.”


  “So am I, Sir.”


  They looked at Cole, who lay flat on his back, eyes closed. He peeled open an eye to look at them before he held up a thumb in agreement.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Mason left work at four on the nose and headed straight for I-75. He’d be meeting his mom and stepdad for dinner at a restaurant in Weston, just on the eastern end of Alligator Alley. Should take him right around three hours or so, if traffic held.


  Yeah, he was selfish. He’d admit it. He didn’t want to give up a day with Kim and Cole and do this on a Saturday or a Sunday. Besides, it wasn’t like he hadn’t already driven over to Miami three times to visit with them in the first two months since his return to Florida.


  He’d seen them more often in those first two months than he had in the year before he’d moved from Florida to Nebraska. Yeah, he’d flown home to visit them and his dad—and his dad’s girlfriend of the moment—during Christmas holidays while he’d lived out of state.


  And it wasn’t like he didn’t talk to them at least once a week on the phone.


  He plugged his phone into his car’s sound system and cranked up the driving playlist he’d put together for today. Songs guaranteed to get him a speeding ticket if he wasn’t careful.


  It didn’t take long for his thoughts to drift to Kim and Cole. What they had…he didn’t know if it’d last, but he was damn sure hoping it would. It was the best of both worlds for all three of them.


  He’d even found himself politely rebuffing requests over FetLife to play with others now that word had spread locally that he was back. He thought about the relationship statuses all three of them had on the site.


  I need to tweak my About Me section. This wasn’t a “problem” he’d ever had before. Even with other partners in the past, there was never an issue with him picking up play or play partners, within certain boundaries.


  He didn’t want to now. He’d keyed into Kim’s energy and wanted to keep following it wherever it led him. She both challenged him as a Dominant and she eased his mind. She took what he dished out and asked for more, even though he’d left the direction loose and hazy in terms of eventual goals.


  He didn’t have any. He wanted to keep this going, whatever this was. He loved watching her face as she discovered things about herself that she didn’t know, and it made him hard as granite when he looked over and saw the smile on Cole’s face while they played.


  And now that sex with Cole was on the table, too, he enjoyed the hell out of the way the man responded after play was over and more fun began.


  He could tell it revved Cole’s motor, watching them together.


  Settling into his seat, the music fading into background noise, Mason lost himself in thoughts and memories of their play. Planning what new diabolical things to toss at Kim next.


  The feel of Cole’s fingers trailing down Mason’s ass and resting on the back of his thigh as he’d leaned over and fucked Kim’s ass that first time.


  The breathy, needy sound of Cole whispering in his ear that first night two weeks ago when the universe shifted, righted on its axis, and perfection entered Mason’s life.


  Fuck her good. I love watching your ass like that.


  The memory of Cole leaning over while Mason was balls-deep in her pussy and Cole had just filled her ass and kissing him as she lay spent between them.


  Yeah, he’d be rubbing one—or more—out when he got home that night. He’d be getting home too late to bother Cole or Kim on his way home.


  He’d been with a couple of women before he finally came to terms with the fact that he was gay and preferred being with guys. While topping a woman got him hard and horny because of the sadistic aspect of it turning his crank, he’d never realistically thought, regardless of what he’d told Cole and Kim that second night they’d talked, that being with a woman like this again was in his future.


  Ever.


  But it wasn’t just with a woman, was it? It was more like a package deal. Kim and Cole, Cole and Kim. He wouldn’t get one without the other.


  Surprised him to realize he didn’t want to, either. It was perfect this way.


  Whether it was her going down on him while Cole fucked her, or the two of them fucking her together, or him fucking her while he watched her deep-throating Cole—or any other permutation in between—it was perfect.


  The night he’d put Cole on the bed and fucked him while Cole and Kim sixty-nined.


  And vice-versa, himself in the middle and the hoarse, throaty sound of Cole ordering her to suck every last drop out of Mason’s balls even as Cole exploded and filled Mason’s ass.


  God, had it only been two weeks since that night the world changed?


  It felt like the three of them had been together forever, a forever in the good way.


  The road stretched out ahead of him, and he looked forward to the journey.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim lay facedown on the bed, arms clipped behind her at the leather wrist cuffs, ankles also cuffed and clipped as well as being bent back and clipped to her wrists.


  Firmly seated deep in her ass was the biggest butt plug Mason had worked into her to date.


  And in her pussy was the vibrating egg, which Cole was currently experimenting with the settings, not high enough to get her off, but changed often enough to make her moan around his cock, which was filling her mouth.


  In one hand he held the remote. The other he had tangled in her hair, using it to direct her motions, including working with her on deep-throating him and holding it longer each time.


  “Such a good girl,” he cooed, the giggle implied in his tone. It wasn’t the same as with Mason, but it was just as good in its own way. He was enjoying this, meaning she’d enjoy it as well, even if she wouldn’t drop into subspace the way she did when Mason had control of her.


  The TV was on but Cole apparently wasn’t paying attention to it. He lay propped up on pillows against the headboard, legs spread wide, knees bent, while she lay between them.


  They’d been doing this for at least an hour so far, and he hadn’t let her make him come, and he hadn’t let her come yet, either. Her jaw ached, and fortunately he’d put a towel under them to keep from making a huge wet spot on the bed with her drool, but she wouldn’t safeword for this.


  She was enjoying it too damned much.


  “Your Sir is going to be so proud of you when I tell him how long you did this,” Cole said, his grip shifting on her head a little. “Especially with that big butt plug in your ass. He showed me the next one he wants to train you to take. It’s almost as big as our cocks. He said he can’t wait until the day he gets you trained to the point where he can send you to work wearing it all day.”


  Another little ripple of pleasure streaked through her as she moaned. He’d changed the vibration setting again. Still not enough to make her come, just get her really, really close.


  “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


  She tried to mumble an assent around his cock and knew he’d understand her.


  He did, chuckling. “Sir’s going to get a good report from me if you keep this up, baby.”


  “Mmm…”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole wished Mason was with them. That he could stare into the man’s hazel eyes, read the dark passion there as they controlled her body.


  The other night they’d tied her up, stuffed her ass with a butt plug and her pussy with the vibrating egg, and turned her around while they stretched out on either side of her in the bed, kissing each other as they made her take turns sucking their cocks. Between kissing each other, they took turns licking and sucking on her clit.


  The evil grin on Mason’s face when he’d come up for another kiss from Cole, his lips tasting like her juices, and him softly suggesting they get her a clit hood piercing to make things even more interesting for all three of them.


  The way his own cock had throbbed at that thought even though she hadn’t currently had her mouth around his shaft.


  The memory of coming home the other night to find Mason sitting on his couch, watching TV while Kim was on her knees, naked, hands bound behind her and Mason’s cock down her throat.


  Dropping everything in the chair to kneel behind her, shove his pants down, and slide his cock inside her wet pussy.


  Then his own moans as Mason had got up and changed positions, knelt behind him, donned a lubed condom and then slid his cock up Cole’s ass to fuck him…


  Cole’s eyes dropped closed as he thumbed the controller to high, deep-throated her, and came down her throat as her moans as she tumbled over the edge added to his pleasure. He let her writhe on the bed for a couple of minutes before taking mercy on her and shutting off the controller. He reached down, unclipped her wrists and ankles, and snuggled her against his side.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  “Love you, too,” she whispered back.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason had never been to this restaurant before, but his mom had picked it. Part of a country club they were members of, it sat on the edge of a wetland and overlooked a beautiful lake that reflected the deep purples of the last vestiges of sunset.


  They were already there when Mason arrived, and had been seated a few minutes earlier. When the hostess led him back to the table, Mason was more than a little surprised to see a third person sitting with them, his back to Mason.


  As Mason walked up, he realized the guy wasn’t bad-looking. When his mom spotted him, she smiled and stood to give him a hug.


  “There you are. Sweetie, this is Carlos Santiago. He’s a friend of ours.”


  Carlos stood, just an inch or so taller than Mason, and extended his hand with a smile. “Nice to meet you, Mason. Your mom has told me a lot about you.”


  “Nice to meet you, too.” Hell, a couple of months ago it would have been damned nice to meet the guy. Black hair, large, brown eyes, swarthy complexion, and that barest trace of a Cuban Spanish accent that told Mason the guy was probably born in the States to parents who’d come to Miami from Cuba.


  Dressed nicely, too. To the nines. Mason had worn slacks and a button-up shirt to work today and that’s what he still wore, but he felt dowdy compared to this guy.


  Mason shook with his stepdad, Hank, before taking the chair across from his mom and to Carlos’ left side.


  And Mason knew exactly what his mom had planned from her pleased smile.


  Great.


  Mason couldn’t really explain to her that he was in a relationship right then. He still needed to have quite a few talks with Cole and Kim since their previous dynamic had slid off the road and into a beautifully smooth ditch before he could announce anything definite to his parents about his relationship status.


  Not that he usually made a big deal about that to begin with.


  He supposed his parents could have been real assholes when he came out, but they hadn’t. They’d used up their animosity toward each other to the point that they hadn’t had anything more negative than a shoulder-shrugging reaction to his news that he was gay.


  Which he wasn’t complaining about.


  But…


  As the conversation bounced around, his mom doing everything but trying to coerce the two of them into a wedding date, he felt worse and worse for Carlos. Sure, he would have gladly gone out with the man, maybe even gone to bed with him…before.


  Before Kim and Cole.


  Hell, even a few weeks ago.


  Before.


  Before being Kim’s Dominant had transformed into Cole becoming his boyfriend as a beautifully unexpected part of the deal.


  They sat there for a couple of hours before his mom claimed that it was late and they had to go, but welcomed the two men to remain and sit and…chat.


  Get to know each other.


  Once his parents left, Mason decided to get it over with as soon as possible. They paid their tab and headed out to the screened deck overlooking the lake. As they leaned against the railing, Mason bit the bullet.


  “Listen, I need to be honest with you,” Mason said. “My mom doesn’t know this, but I’m sort of in a…complicated relationship.”


  The man’s rich chuckle rumbled deep within him. “I’m sure you are.” Carlos leaned back against the railing and crossed his arms over his chest. “Your mom doesn’t know this about me, obviously, but I’m definitely a pitcher and not a catcher.” He smiled. “And I think you’re playing by the same…rules that I do, no? Unless I’ve completely misread you. If so, my apologies.”


  Mason laughed and nodded. “You didn’t. I’m a Top. And it’s even more…complicated than that.”


  “Don’t feel bad. I didn’t want to hurt your mom’s feelings. She’s been after me for a while to come meet you, once you moved back to Florida. I thought it best to get it over with.” He shrugged. “I’ll admit that when I first saw you I was intrigued, but it didn’t take me long to realize that while we might become good friends, we probably wouldn’t be good in a relationship together.”


  “Too many Doms?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Thanks for understanding.”


  “Eh, it was worth a shot,” Carlos said. “He’s a very lucky man.”


  Mason snorted. “It’s waaay more complicated than that.” And they ended up moving to the bar on the far side of the deck, Carlos drinking a Coke while Mason ordered iced tea, and they continued talking.


  By the time Mason finished the story, Carlos looked impressed. “You’re right. That is complicated. But it sounds like it’s working for all three of you.”


  “Needless to say, we’re still figuring out whatever this is. I can’t exactly bring Cole—or Kim and Cole—over and introduce either of them as a significant other until I figure out exactly what this means long-term for all three of us. But it’s looking promising.”


  “It can mean whatever you want it to mean.” He smiled. “At least your parents probably won’t disown you like mine did.”


  “Ouch. Sorry.”


  “It’s all right. I’m still friends with my very first boyfriend. We hooked up when I was eighteen. His parents sort of adopted me. Mine finally started inviting me to family gatherings again, once they realized my brothers and sisters weren’t cutting me out of their lives. I don’t bring anyone with me, though, when my parents will be there, and they pretend that their eldest son isn’t ‘one of those queers.’” He used air quotes around the last part.


  Mason hadn’t planned on staying and talking as late as he did, but it felt good to have someone to talk to who understood. Well, sort of. Carlos wasn’t attracted to women at all, even as a Top. They exchanged phone numbers and FetLife names and parted company a little before midnight.


  As Mason drove west across the Alley, he realized his morning alarm was going to go off far too early the next morning for his liking.


  He also realized that he definitely needed to settle whatever this was between the three of them in his mind, define it, categorize it, label it.


  He didn’t want to end it. The exact opposite.


  He wanted to do whatever it took to keep it going.


  Preferably permanently.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason hadn’t even had a chance to talk to Cole and Kim the next day beyond good-morning texts when his mom called him at work.


  “So? What’d you think of Carlos? You two seemed to hit it right off.”


  What had happened to her during the eight years he’d lived in Nebraska? His mom had never tried to fix him up before when he lived in Florida.


  “Um, he’s very nice. Seems like a nice guy.”


  “Nice?” His mom almost sounded hurt. “That’s all?”


  He’d laugh if he knew his mom wouldn’t take it the wrong way. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “You sort of blindsided me there, Mom. I wasn’t expecting someone else at dinner.”


  “Well, I didn’t think you’d mind.”


  “I didn’t say I minded.” Bite the bullet, asshole. “It’s just I’m sort of already seeing someone. And it’s pretty serious.”


  “Oh.” A moment of quiet from Miami. “Why didn’t you tell me that? And why didn’t you bring him to dinner?”


  “Because schedules didn’t line up and we’re still kind of feeling our way around. But I’m serious about…them.” Which would be sooo much closer to the truth than she actually knew…


  “Now I just feel silly. Here I talked you up to Carlos.”


  “Mom, it’s okay. I told him. He understood. I think Carlos and I would be more just friends, anyway. He’s a nice guy. And I appreciate you going through the trouble to invite him.”


  That seemed to mollify her. “So when do we get to meet your guy?”


  He hoped she couldn’t hear his aggravated sigh on her end of the phone. “We’re not there yet, Mom.”


  “I just…you know. Since gay marriage is legal and all now. I mean, I don’t want to miss anything.”


  Maybe it was his exhaustion from not enough sleep, but he wasn’t sure what she meant. “Huh?”


  “Your father and I didn’t give you a very good family growing up. I don’t want to screw up anything else in your life.”


  Great. This wasn’t what he needed this morning. “Mom, I love you, you know that. You didn’t screw up anything. I’m not gay because you and Dad fought like crazy and got divorced any more than you’re straight because your parents were married for fifty years.”


  “But you said it’s serious?”


  Gawd, he’d almost prefer jousting in texts with Freddie to this. “We are serious, yes. But it has only been a few weeks and we’re exclusive and once the time is right I’ll introduce you. It’s complicated.”


  “Well, okay.”


  He wasn’t sure his mom was open-minded enough to accept him being in a poly relationship, but he wasn’t going to leave Kim behind and march Cole around and pretend Kim didn’t exist.


  Eventually, he’d figure it out, but that morning was not the time to do it. “Mom, I really have to go. I’ve got a lot of stuff I’m juggling this morning.”


  “Okay. But I want to meet your guy sooner rather than later.”


  Grrreeeaaat. “You will, but not in the next few weeks. I’ve got a downtime coming up that I have to prep for, and it’s taking every last ounce of extra attention and time that I’ve got.”


  “Well, let me know when, then.”


  “I will. Gotta go. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.”


  He stared at his phone. How would his parents react to meeting Cole and Kim? If they were going to be part of his life, he wasn’t going to hide them like a dirty secret. He might have to figure out how to explain around the poly aspect sometimes, but he wouldn’t deny he loved both of them.


  Problem for another day.


  He focused on his work. When a text came through from Freddie, he spotted it only because he’d had his phone lying face-up on his desk.


  He ignored it and got back to work.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Mason stared at the status report on his computer screen for the better part of fifteen minutes before he realized he wasn’t even starting to comprehend any of the information there.


  His mind was on Cole.


  Just thinking about him made Mason hard.


  It was Tuesday, and despite having spent most of the weekend naked and fucking with Kim and Cole in Cole’s bed, or on Cole’s couch, or on other various, sturdy horizontal surfaces in Cole’s house, Mason was fucking horny.


  He and Cole had a date tonight.


  A solo date.


  Mason hadn’t felt this nervous since he was twenty-one and slept with his first guy after a couple of dates with him.


  He didn’t want to fuck this up. With Cole, or with Kim. He’d worried that Kim might be jealous and react badly to him wanting alone time with Cole, but she’d once again surprised him in a good way. She’d smiled at the news and joked that she’d enjoy a chance to curl up in bed and actually watch some of her shows that she’d only gotten to hear with her back to the screen and a cock down her throat.


  “You guys need some alone time together,” she’d said, steadily meeting his gaze with the expression he’d come to learn meant she was totally serious and telling the truth. “I get alone time with Cole all of the time. And I’m going to get alone time with you. I don’t need to be with one or both of you every second of the day.”


  She’d been fine with it, in other words.


  Unlike—


  Nope. He chopped that thought off at the ankles before thoughts of his pesky little ex could grab hold. In fact, Freddie had sent him several texts that Mason had ignored over the weekend, nothing on Monday, and then several again this morning.


  Mason didn’t respond to them.


  Tonight he wanted no expectations, nothing but honesty and whatever happened between him and Cole.


  When he arrived at Cole’s, even though he’d been there plenty of times before, it felt…different.


  Way different.


  Walking up to the front door, his stomach threatened to knot up in a bundle of nerves.


  What the hell’s wrong with me?


  He didn’t even have to ring the bell, because Cole opened the door before he was even halfway there, standing in the doorway and wearing a pair of jeans, shirtless and barefoot, waiting for him. His hair looked damp from the shower and all Mason wanted to do was—


  In three steps he was through the door and had shoved it closed behind him as Cole reached for him. He dropped his overnight bag and kicked it out of the way.


  Next thing Mason knew, the taller man had turned them around and pinned Mason against the foyer wall, kissing him.


  Fuck it.


  Mason’s cock howled for attention. He grabbed Cole’s hips and ground his against him, forcing him back from the wall and turning them both, pinning Cole this time and taking over.


  “I couldn’t think about anything but this today,” Cole admitted when Mason let him take a breath.


  “Me, either,” Mason growled, hooking his fingers over the front waistband of Cole’s jeans and dragging him into the living room. He pushed him down onto the couch and fell onto him, kissing him again.


  Fuck slow, Mason wanted his cock deep inside this man, his mouth or ass, he didn’t care, and right that moment.


  He sat up and yanked his shirt off, tossing it to the side. He reached down and tweaked Cole’s nipples, tugging on them. “You realize by the time we finally collapse tonight we’re both going to have sore asses and empty balls, right?”


  Cole grinned up at him. “Oh, fuck, I hope so.”


  Mason ripped the man’s jeans open and started tugging them down, licking and nipping, biting as he worked his way toward exposing Cole’s cock. He wanted hard and rough and tumble. He wanted to see what the man was like when he wasn’t holding back out of fear of hurting Kim in the bad ways.


  Wanted to show the man what loving another man could feel like.


  Cole was fumbling with Mason’s belt. “You have too many goddamned clothes on, Mase. Why didn’t you just show up naked?”


  “Think that might have gotten me stopped by the po-po, buddy. Not to mention, I have a dress code at work.”


  He shoved Cole’s hands away and unfastened his belt and jeans. When Cole’s fingers finally closed around his shaft, Mason wanted to howl with pleasure to finally, finally have this man to himself for a few hours and be able to completely let loose.


  Yeah, Mason held back in some ways with Kim. She wasn’t a guy. Cole wasn’t a masochist, but he’d get it.


  Cole slicked Mason’s pre-cum over the head and down his shaft. “Come up here and fuck my mouth,” he said.


  Mason climbed up him and did that, moaning as the hot, wet heat of Cole’s mouth swallowed his shaft.


  Mason paused, holding deep for a moment before easing back out again. Then he pulled out. “Hold on.”


  He got up, finished stripping, then turned and climbed on top of him sixty-nine. He swallowed Cole’s shaft, enjoying the answering moan that vibrated through his cock as Cole reacted.


  Mason lifted his head. “Yeah, that’s it. You keep moaning like that and you’re going to be swallowing before you know it.” He went deep again, fondling Cole’s balls, realizing the man had shaved them.


  How had he missed that fact before?


  Oh, yeah, they’d all been too busy fucking.


  Then Mason realized he didn’t want to blow his load like this. He sat up, climbing off Cole—whose moan was in disappointment that time—and grabbed his hand.


  He pulled Cole to his feet and led him to the bedroom. “Come on. I need to fuck that ass.”


  He’d picked up extra condoms and his favorite lube for this night. With Cole on his back on the bed, legs spread wide, Mason smiled down at him as he worked three fingers into the man’s ass.


  “This time, I’m going to go slow, because I want to savor that nice ass of yours,” Mason said. “So don’t you dare come, because then I want you to pound that cock of yours into my ass.”


  “Not sure if holding back’s going to be an option,” Cole said. “I’m close now.


  Mason reached down with his free hand and encircled the base of Cole’s cock. “Maybe we both need to invest in cock rings,” he said as he pressed and held. Cole got nearly the same delicious look Kim did, his lower lip caught under his teeth, as Mason finished prepping him.


  Then he let go of Cole’s cock, wiped the lube off his hand, and rolled on a condom.


  This time, he pressed slow, easing the knob of his cock past Cole’s rim and pausing to savor it. He leaned forward to kiss the man. Cole’s legs were draped over Mason’s shoulders, and he pressed the man’s thighs against his chest.


  “Don’t you fucking come,” Mason gasped, “or I’ll stick that damn vibrating egg in you and turn it on high.”


  “It’s at her place.”


  “Dammit.” He took his time, enjoying the way Cole tried to fuck back against him, whining for Mason to go faster, harder.


  “There will be plenty of time for me to fuck you hard, buddy,” Mason said, “but not many other firsts like this. Let me enjoy it.” He buried himself to the hilt inside Cole, their bodies pressed together, and held still for a moment.


  Staring down into Cole’s blue gaze, Mason didn’t want to admit this was love. It was too soon for those declarations. Way too soon. This was fun, this was friendly, and this was, for the time being, permanent.


  It was damned well good enough.


  Finally, he started moving, fucking Cole, feeling the release building inside his balls and slowly expanding until he was practically driving Cole up the bed.


  Then it happened. He threw back his head, wanting to scream in victory at the feeling of his balls pumping their contents into the condom, relief and release and all alone with this man.


  Mason kissed him, trying to catch his breath and not wanting to let Cole go. He felt Cole’s pre-cum smearing between them and knew the man was eager and ready to reciprocate.


  He finally, reluctantly got up and cleaned up. When he returned, Cole was already stroking his cock. “How do you want me?” Mason asked.


  “Hands and knees,” Cole hoarsely said. “Ass in the air. I want to be able to really fuck you this time.”


  Mason climbed onto the bed, his head on the mattress. He moaned at the feel of Cole’s fingers probing and lubing his ass.


  “I think this is why I love fucking her ass so much,” Cole said. “Because I think of you, like this, when I do.” Cole’s free hand reached around Mason and stroked his cock, cradled his balls.


  Finally, Cole sheathed his cock in a condom and pressed the head against Mason’s ass.


  Mason thrust back, impaling himself.


  “Fuck me hard,” he growled at Cole. “Hard and deep.”


  Cole grabbed his hips and the sound of him fucking Mason filled the bedroom, their flesh slapping against each other, their bodies in sync.


  Mason fisted the sheets and fucked back against him, wanting to howl with the pleasure of finally, finally having a partner who got it, who could give him what he wanted and needed.


  Who could leave him weak in the knees and the soul.


  Cole pulled him up onto his knees, his arms wrapped around Mason, and bit the back of his shoulder. “God, I’ve wanted to do this to you for a while.”


  Mason’s cock stirred. Cole dropped a hand down to it and started stroking.


  “This is why I was always fine with you playing with her, because I wanted to play with you, too. Only like this.”


  Mason groaned as Cole’s fingers squeezed his cock. Damn, it felt good to have someone else’s hand there.


  Cole shoved him forward again, pinning him to the bed and fucking him, grabbing Mason’s hands and holding on, lacing fingers with him as he fucked him. Mason’s cock rubbed against the bed and the friction finished hardening him again, made him moan.


  Cole came with several hard, deep thrusts that Mason wished would never end.


  “Fuck yeah,” Cole said.


  Before Mason could react, Cole pulled out, flipped Mason over, and started going down on him.


  Mason grabbed Cole’s head and fucked the man’s mouth. Not gently, not tenderly, actually fucking his lips and making him take it, enjoying the moan Cole made when he tasted Mason’s cum rolling over his tongue.


  “That’s right,” Mason gasped. “You take every drop. She swallows, and so do I.”


  Cole did, licking and sucking and even after Mason finally eased his grip on the man, Cole continued licking his balls until Mason pulled him up into his arms and kissed him.


  “How was that?” Cole asked.


  Mason laughed. “Fucking amazing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After showering, they collapsed into Cole’s bed, but neither could fall asleep.


  Mason knew the other man was still awake and he finally said something. “Cole?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Know what I’m thinking?”


  Cole sighed. “That we’re missing our pet?”


  “Bingo.” Mason sat up. “Your car, or mine?”


  “Both. We’ll spend the night at her place and leave for work from there.”


  Mason leaned in and kissed him. “You, my fine man, are a genius.”


  Cole climbed out of bed. “I wouldn’t say that.” He found clothes to pull on and caught Mason’s hand before he could head out of the bedroom to gather his stuff. “I do still want time alone like this with you. Date nights. Us time. I think we need that.”


  “Me, too.” He kissed Cole. “Maybe just a few hours here and there instead of whole nights.”


  “The bed’s too damn empty without her in it with us.”


  “Agreed.”


  They headed to her place. Cole produced the key, and Mason was glad their pet wasn’t a gun owner. She was asleep in bed when they stripped and slid in on either side of her, startling her awake.


  Mason leaned in and kissed her. “Sorry, pet. Didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “What are you guys doing here?”


  “We couldn’t sleep.”


  She sat up. “You didn’t fuck each other’s brains out?”


  “Oh, we did that,” Cole said. “But there was a certain someone missing from our bed when we were finished.”


  Mason pushed her back down onto the bed and kissed her, reaching down to finger her pussy.


  Cole chuckled. “Oh, yeah, since we’re all awake, might as well.” He leaned in and started sucking on one of her nipples, rolling and pinching the other one between his fingers.


  Mason impossibly felt his cock stirring at the sound of her moans. Holy hell, was there no end to his libido with the two of them?


  They got her angled on the bed and Mason turned, rolling her on top of him in a sixty-nine while Cole started to fuck her. Mason dug his fingers into the flesh of her ass, pinching, scratching her with his nails and quickly dragging her down into subspace while Cole slapped her outer thighs with his hands. Mason didn’t bother with finesse, sucking on her clit hard and driving her into her first of many orgasms.


  Her deep, rolling moans as the first orgasm erupted out of her finished hardening him as the vibrations echoed through his cock and balls.


  “Yeah,” Cole gasped from up top. “That’s a good girl. Let your Master get you right where you need to be for us.”


  Mason’s cock exploded as his brain processed what Cole had just said. As he lay there still licking and sucking her, Cole also came, and Mason closed his eyes as he tasted Cole’s cum mixed with her juices.


  While the two of them had talked about it that night in the shower, they hadn’t really talked about it again and Mason hadn’t been sure Cole had meant it or not. He’d been fine leaving it lay while they worked out whatever this was between the three of them.


  When Mason rolled her off him, he sat up and kissed Cole. “Did you mean it?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” In the dim light, Cole was meeting his gaze. “You’re not just her Dominant, and we both know it.” He smiled. “You’re her Master, her owner. Why not admit it? I said it that night in the shower.”


  “You’re sure you’re okay with that?”


  “As long as she is.”


  She held up a thumb of approval.


  Mason kissed him again. “Why?”


  Cole nibbled Mason’s lower lip. “I’m selfish. I want you to have every damn reason to stay and keep doing this with us. I see you with her, and it feels right. If calling you her Master even while we’re boyfriends helps cement whatever this is, I’m good with it.”


  “Okay.” He looked at Kim. “I guess we need another FetLife status update.”


  Another thumbs-up.


  This time, the men curled up on either side of her as they tried to go to sleep.


  “Oh, yeah,” Cole said. “This is what I meant. This is perfect.”


  “Yeah,” Mason said. “You’re right. It is.” And considering he had a hellacious downtime coming up shortly, he wanted every last minute of perfection he could get. The week before the downtime, he would hardly have any time with the two of them, and he’d soak up every available second with them now.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  It was almost midnight Thursday night. Mason was not only exhausted, he was extremely sleep-deprived. The planned downtime, that should have had him going home by noon after getting to work at one a.m. Thursday morning, had gone sideways, hard, without lube or a kiss. A process that they hadn’t expected to goof up borked their whole scheduled plan when a database server randomly and coincidentally crashed and created a cascade effect from hell.


  Mason was now at about twenty-six hours since he’d gotten any sleep.


  When he pulled into his parking space at the condo he sat behind the wheel for a moment before he realized he needed to shut the damn car off and go inside or he was going to fall asleep right there.


  Doing that took some brain power he wasn’t even sure he possessed. Finally, he got the ignition turned off, managed to snag the handle of his messenger bag that he used as a briefcase, and began to trudge his way toward the front door.


  Lock it, asshole.


  He held up his left hand, where he held his keys, and hit the button.


  After accidentally setting off the car’s panic alarm, which woke him up, he turned and got that shut off and hit the lock button on the key fob.


  “Mase!”


  He squinted in the darkness as he spotted someone hurrying toward him, and it took him right up until the person was about ten feet away to finally realize who it was.


  Maybe I fell asleep and this is a nightmare. “Freddie?”


  “I’ve been waiting hours for you! Where were you?”


  Nope, after squeezing his eyes tightly shut and opening them again, there stood Freddie.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Freddie had looked like he was trying to swoop in for a hug, but at that tone, definitely tired and aggravated Dom tone, the younger man pulled up short. “Aren’t you happy to see me? I wanted to surprise you. Where were you?”


  “I am sooo not in the mood for this,” Mason said as he started to turn and head for his front door.


  “But aren’t you going to invite me in? I’ve been waiting for you. For hours!”


  Mason wheeled around. “Why, Freddie? Why have you been waiting for me for hours when you didn’t even know when the hell I’d be home? That’s just stupid!”


  He realized he was yelling when Freddie recoiled.


  He also realized he didn’t care.


  “Because when we’ve been talking,” Freddie said, “you said you usually get off work around six. I was going to surprise you.”


  Mason stared at him for a breath or two. If he didn’t get inside and horizontal in the next few minutes, he was going to keel over where he stood.


  I’m nearly forty-five. I’m too old for this fucking shit.


  The work bullshit and the relationship bullshit. “I have been at work for over twenty-four hours. I’m tired, I’m worn out, I’m aggravated as hell, and I need to go to sleep.”


  He once again turned to go.


  That’s when Freddie caught him by the arm. “Please? I just want to come in and see you. I waited all this time for you. I haven’t seen you in nearly six months and—”


  Mason wasn’t sure when he’d dropped his stuff, but the next thing Mason knew, he’d also yanked his arm free of the other man’s hand, turned, and was shoving Freddie down the sidewalk. “Do you no longer comprehend English? I said I’m tired, and I never asked you to wait for me. Had you said you were going to, I would have said absolutely not. In fact, forget you know where I live.” That had been a mistake for sure, giving Freddie his address in the first place when he moved.


  Mason forced himself to stop moving and pulled his arms back, away from Freddie. “Get out of here!”


  “Why are you being such an asshole? I love you and I want to be with you. That’s why I’m here!”


  Nightmare. Has to be. That was the only logical explanation. The only thing that made a lick of sense.


  The kid actually looked like his feelings were hurt.


  “Let me get this straight. You show up at my door in the middle of the night when I’ve had zero fucking sleep, after the single most horrible day of work in my damn life, and you expect me to, what, take you inside and make love to you or something? All I want to fucking do is go to sleep.”


  From the look on Freddie’s face, he could tell that’s exactly what the kid had hoped.


  Mason shook his head. “Unbefuckinglievable. So you thought you’d just visit and drop by unannounced and—”


  “I’m not visiting. I moved down here.”


  Mason’s mouth snapped shut as he attempted to process that. “What?”


  “I moved down here to be with you. I wanted to surprise you.”


  Slowly shaking his head, Mason turned and grabbed his stuff before he walked up to his door. He didn’t even bother looking back at Freddie.


  If the little fucker keyed his car or something tonight, he’d file a police report about it, but he was done. Done trying to act nice, done talking, done thinking, and done being conscious for the next eight to twelve hours, give or take.


  He unlocked his door, walked through, then locked it behind him, forcing himself not to slam it. It’d be a miracle if he hadn’t awakened any of his neighbors with the screaming.


  And he double-checked that he’d locked it behind him, because he was so fucking exhausted, he couldn’t even remember in the time it took him to turn around if he had locked it or not.


  Dropping his shit onto the couch, he made sure the screen door onto the lanai was locked, as were the sliders leading out there.


  Then he started stripping and by the time he faceplanted naked in the middle of his bed, he was already asleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  It was Mason’s bladder that awakened him some time later Friday morning. He didn’t even bother looking at the time on the cable box, or trying to figure out what the hell he’d done with his phone. He stood there in the bathroom, staring at the wall over the toilet while he peed, trying to remember the nightmare he’d awakened from.


  Freddie.


  Fucking Freddie, chasing him with a goddamned chainsaw or some bullshit, dressed like a groom and wanting to marry him or kill him, he apparently wasn’t picky which one.


  Fuck.


  Then his eyes widened as he remembered his encounter with the guy last night when he got home.


  That drove some sleep out of his system. He finished, shook, flushed, washed his hands, and grabbed a pair of running shorts from the hamper in the bathroom.


  It was a little after ten in the morning. He found his phone on the couch. He had good-morning texts from Cole and Kim, but no missed calls from work and no texts from work—cool.


  Several missed calls and no voice mails from Freddie, as well as a couple of dozen texts, the last one in the chain reading Sorry I bortered U. Talk L8R aftR U sleep.


  Between the horrendous typos and the text speak, Mason wanted to reach through the phone and strangle the guy.


  Mason grabbed his keys and headed out the front door. His car sat parked there, and it didn’t look like it’d been keyed or scratched. All four tires were inflated, both mirrors in place.


  Walking around behind it, he saw the taillights were still intact and unbroken, nothing amiss with his shiny new Florida manatee plate that he’d opted for when he’d registered his car.


  Nothing apparently wrong with it. He had a locking gas cap, so he knew that unless Freddie had fucked with his brake lines or something, he couldn’t have dumped anything in his gas tank.


  Looking around, he didn’t see anything out of place, no sign of Freddie’s car, or what he’d been driving in Nebraska, at least. An old Chevy something or other that had seen better days.


  But it wasn’t parked anywhere around that Mason saw.


  He couldn’t remember seeing it there the night before, either, but he’d been so exhausted and out of it that Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster could have been performing fellatio on each other on top of a UFO in the next parking space with Elvis running crowd control and he wouldn’t have noticed it.


  Making his way back inside—remembering to lock the front door behind him—he found his work cell and checked it. A few routine morning status reports in addition to the paperwork tornado triggered by the problems with the downtime, but nothing he couldn’t let sit until he’d gotten another couple hours of sleep.


  He quickly texted Kim and Cole in a group text so he wouldn’t have to repeat himself. Fortunately, they’d both already understood that things were a disaster at work and that he’d be out of contact for a while.


  And neither had sent him snippy texts, either.


  God, I love those two.


  On his way back to bed, he scrolled through Freddie’s other texts. Since he’d put the guy on mute status on his phone, he hadn’t even noticed any of the texts the night before. It’d been so nice to have several days of absolutely no texts from Freddie.


  Several of the texts were asking where he was, what he was doing, that kind of thing. Hints that, since Mason now knew Freddie was in Florida, he could tell exactly what they meant.


  Fuck.


  He was beginning to get seriously creeped out now. Unfortunately, he was also still too exhausted to try to ponder the full implications.


  He put both phones on their chargers on the bedside table and had just gotten to sleep when his work phone buzzed.


  Fuckity fuckballs.


  Blindly reaching for it, he snagged it without knocking his personal cell off the table, dragged it to his ear, and somehow answered it.


  “Mason Lange.”


  “Sorry to bother you, Mason, but we have a problem.”


  It was one of his weekend supervisors, a guy who’d been scheduled to come in today to cover for the downtime crew getting the day off. Except it looked like none of them would get the day off. A new process added during the downtime had suddenly halted, and restarting it hadn’t fixed the problem.


  Worse, it had triggered another cascade effect they were having trouble getting in front of. There was already a page out to the team responsible for the software, but it was serious enough that it was starting to affect web customers and meant that Mason had to be involved in the callout.


  Rolling onto his back, Mason stared up at the ceiling. “Okay. Give me about twenty minutes to get vertical and caffeinated and out the door, and I’ll join the conference bridge on my way in to work.”


  So much for more sleep.


  He started the coffee and jumped into the shower while it was brewing. By the time it was finished, he was dressed and ready to go. No shave this morning, they’d have to put up with the rugged look from him as he managed to not dump his travel mug of coffee all over himself getting into the car and pulling out.


  A brief second of panic hit him before he glanced over and realized he’d clipped his ID badge for work to the passenger side visor the night before. He unclipped it at the first stoplight and attached it to his belt loop, where he usually wore the retractable holder. He preferred it to a lanyard, because he’d had a nasty habit of almost accidentally strangling himself with those before for some reason.


  As he sipped his coffee and drove to work, his work phone in speaker mode on the conference bridge call, the furthest thing from his mind was Freddie’s bullshit.


  It was nearly four o’clock that afternoon by the time they had that new problem solved, and Mason hadn’t even begun to dig into handling the reports and writing the overview of what had happened during the downtime.


  And it was supposed to be his movie night with Kim and Cole.


  Aw, dammit.


  The last thing he wanted to do was cancel on them. The second last thing he wanted to do was cancel on them via text message. He couldn’t make it another late night and be able to drive home, and at this point, his Saturday night plans with Kim and Cole were looking dicey as well, if they kept having problems like this at work. Tonight he planned on leaving work by six, taking his laptop home, working on the planned conference bridge call while trying to hammer out reports on his laptop, and then collapsing at some point.


  He stepped into a private conference room where he wouldn’t have to worry about anyone overhearing him and closed the door behind him before he called Cole.


  “Hey, you,” Cole said. “Knew you’d pop your head up eventually. Everything okay?”


  He slumped into a chair. “No, buddy, it’s not.” He gave the man a quick overview of the electronic excrement that had hit the ventilation device—not even getting into the Freddie part of the equation—and ended with, “I’m really sorry, but I’m too tired to go out tonight, and I have too much to do. If I don’t do this, it’ll mess up tomorrow night for us.”


  “It’s okay, seriously. Work has to come first.” Mason loved that Cole’s voice sounded completely sincere, not a hint of whiny tone or passive-aggression. “I’ll tell Kim for you. You sound like you were run through a woodchipper.”


  “I feel like it. Come to think of it, I can’t even remember when I ate last. I think it was last night. You don’t have to do the dirty work for me, though. I’ll call her and break the news to her. I owe her that much.”


  Especially since, the more he thought about it, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually talked to her on the phone that week, or if he had even talked to her since Sunday.


  Shit. Bad Dom, no cookie.


  “I’m not far from your place,” Cole said. “Can I at least pick you up something for dinner on my way home and bring it over to you and drop it off? I’m worried about you. You’re going to make yourself sick if you don’t eat.”


  Mason started to say no before he paused. He hadn’t seen either of them since Sunday, and it was already Friday.


  And he might have to cancel Saturday on them at this rate.


  Dammit.


  He’d admit it. He was selfish. He didn’t want to cancel on them tonight, even though he had to get some work done or else he would have to cancel Saturday night.


  The easiest solution hit him. “Would you two mind coming over to my place tonight and just spending the night there? I might not be able to do more than sit on the couch and stare at my work laptop, but maybe Kim could cook us dinner.”


  Cole chuckled. “That sounds like a great plan. She would jump at that.” His tone changed. “And so will I. She’s been trying to do stuff for me all week. I’ve tried to take up the slack for her, but it’s not working out well for either of us without you in the mix. I know you’re not going to be in Dom mode tonight, but I think even just sitting there next to you with her head on your feet would make her feel better. Getting to cook and serve you dinner would probably make her over-the-moon happy.” He hesitated. “And I miss you, too.”


  More unintended guilt. No, with the prep time for this whole shitstain of a downtime, Mason had been barely able to think that week, much less do more with Kim than their ritual texts, or trade texts with Cole.


  “Okay, then that’s our plan,” he told Cole. “You guys come over at eight tonight. Let her cook us whatever she wants, plan to stay the night, both of you, and we’ll go out for breakfast in the morning at some point.”


  “Thanks.” Another pause. “And if you want a neck rub before you collapse later, I’d be happy to do that.”


  Mason’s eyes closed as he imagined the feel of the man’s firm hands on his flesh.


  Cole’s mouth around his cock.


  Yeah, this was not a permutation he’d ever imagined. He hadn’t had time lately to think, but with the situation brought into bright, clear focus…he did love both of them.


  Was in love with both of them. With Cole as a partner and a lover, and with Kim as his kinky little masochistic slave pet. Differently, but just as deeply in various ways.


  “Hey,” Mason said. “Thanks for being so patient with me this week.” He jumped without looking. “Love you. Sorry it’s taken me so long to say that, but I love you.”


  He heard Cole’s soft sigh escape over the line. “Love you, too, Mase. I’ll tell her about tonight for you.” A smile entered the man’s voice again. “And you know she’s going to ask me what she should cook. I have no preference what we have.”


  “Then please tell her to make my favorite.”


  “You’ve got it. See you in a few hours.”


  “Yeah.” When they ended the call, Mason sat back in the chair and set the phone facedown on the conference table. He didn’t want to look and see Freddie’s texts from the night before, and he hadn’t deleted them yet.


  He didn’t want to see if there were more texts and voicemails today. Right now, he just wanted to process that little bit of heaven wrapped up in a very simple phone conversation with Cole.


  No, he absolutely did love Cole and Kim. With so many of their friends being poly, it wasn’t like it was unheard of. Once he could get past this whole stupid downtime and its problems, he’d sit both of them down, tell them how he felt, and see what they wanted the next step to be.


  Answers my question.


  He’d fished in the right pond and reeled in the catch of a lifetime. He could marry either one of them. Or they could marry each other and he’d collar her permanently.


  That’d have to be a joint decision.


  I love them.


  A quiet, easy peace settled over him.


  I. Love. Them.


  Not just loved them as friends, or as lovers, but was in love with them. Both of them. Something deeper than he’d ever felt before. He’d loved before, been in love before, been infatuated and lustful and all sorts of emotions in between tepid like and fiery passion.


  But nothing had ever felt like this. Like the path had finally led him to his true destination.


  Like he’d finally found his true home.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Cole stared at his phone. He thought Mason sounded like shit, and that worried him. He suspected his man was on the verge of collapsing, as hard and much as he’d been working.


  If it wasn’t for the fact that he selfishly wanted to see Mason, and knew Kim wanted to see him, he would have made sure Mason went home, got some sleep, and maybe even cancelled Saturday night’s plans so Mason would rest.


  And then Mason crossed “the line.”


  Said the words.


  It was both the same and different, at the same time, the level of love Cole felt for Kim. Just as deeply.


  He called her, wanting to catch her before she left work so she’d have time to go by the grocery store on her way home.


  “Good news or bad news?” he asked after she answered.


  He almost giggled at her sad tone of voice. “Bad news.”


  Maybe I do have a little sadistic streak in me after all. “Mason’s had a really rough couple of days at work and needs to cancel going out tonight if he wants any hope of being able to go tomorrow night.”


  “Oh.” He heard her sigh. “Well, what’s the good news?”


  “Mason said we can come over and spend the night with him tonight, and you can cook us dinner. Before you even ask, he said make his favorite. I’m assuming he meant your meat loaf. But he has to actually work while we’re there.”


  She was already squeeing, though. “You ass. I thought this was bad news!”


  He chuckled. “Did you just call me an ass, pet?”


  “Sorry,” she quickly said. “I didn’t mean that!”


  “Uh-huh. That’s okay,” he said, definitely warming up to his inner junior sadist. “I’ll tell him you said that and let him deal with it.”


  She let out another squeak. “Sorry. Love you.”


  He fought the urge to giggle out loud. “Love you, too, sweetheart. I’ll be at your place at seven thirty to pick you up. Shop on the way home and be packed and ready to go to Mason’s when I get there.”


  “Yes, s—” She caught herself. “Okay.”


  “If you want to call me sir, especially after the week we’ve had, it’s okay. I just don’t want you to think I’m farther along in this than I am.”


  “I know. It’s okay.” Another hesitation. “Are you really okay with this?”


  He thought about the way Mase had said I love you earlier. Kim might have gotten to fuck the man first, but Cole was happy to be first in this way, even if it was just a technicality. “Sweetie, I’m really okay with this.”


  “You’re not jealous?”


  “Are you?”


  Her voice went even softer, kind of what she sounded like close to subspace. “Is it okay for me to say I think it’s fun watching you two together?”


  He chuckled. “Well, it’s usually fun for me watching you two together, too. I won’t lie and say that I like watching the heavier play you two do, but I’m getting more used to it. I like reaping the benefits of the aftermath from both of you. That part’s a lot of fun for me.”


  “And we’re both horny then,” she added.


  “Well, there is that. That’s a good bonus for me.” Hell, his cock was already at half mast just thinking about it. Maybe Mase would enjoy a show between the two of them tonight.


  I can only hope.


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason finally shut down his laptop a little after eleven. He still had to sit in on a conference bridge call, where the vendor’s tech department was feverishly trying to figure out why their equipment was suddenly flipping out on them. It had been narrowed down to a firmware problem, but just what, no one could tell them yet. The vendor’s tech department was trying to replicate the problem on their end.


  First making sure his phone was on mute, Mason pulled Cole in for a long, lingering kiss. Staring into Cole’s gorgeous blue eyes, he knew he was head over heels into the man. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too, Mase.”


  Then Mason reached down and hooked a finger through the front D-ring on Kim’s collar and tugged, making her sit up and look up at him.


  “I love you, too, pet,” he said, enjoying the way her eyes widened in surprise.


  “I love you, too, Sir.”


  “I want to have some talks this weekend. The start of some serious talks. All three of us. Together.” He looked up at Cole. “We’ve only officially been together-together for a month, and I’m not saying we should all move in together tomorrow. But I love both of you. I’ve never felt more sure about anything. I’d like to start talking about where we’d like to go from here in the future.”


  He made a point of focusing on Kim’s brown eyes. “For starters, I want our little group to be it. Just the three of us, and no one else. Except maybe if it’s a case of a play technique I don’t know and we talk about it first. But no sex, no sexy play, and no regular play partners outside our pack.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  He looked back to Cole for confirmation. “Hey, no complaints from me,” Cole said with a gorgeous smile. “Between the two of you, I’m exhausted in the happy way.”


  Mason leaned in and kissed Kim. “Pet, go get the little red acrylic paddle from my bag. That one you don’t like.” He released her collar and she went to do it without complaint or question.


  Mason reached up and palmed Cole’s bulge, which hardened under his hand. “If I signal to be quiet because I have to take the mute off, be quiet.” He smiled. “But I think our girl needs a few marks on her before we collapse tonight.”


  She returned, knelt in front of him, and held up the paddle.


  “Good girl.” He took it from her and laid it on the couch next to him before sitting forward and sliding off his shorts. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. “Hands and knees. Get to work on my cock.”


  She practically dove for his member, which was already starting to harden. After kissing Cole again, he said, “Well, get naked and fuck her, buddy.”


  Cole grinned. “Don’t want me to save it for you?”


  “Maybe I’ll fuck one out of you in the morning while you’re fucking her,” he said.


  Mason stroked her hair with his left hand while picking up the paddle with his right. Before Cole finished stripping and got into position, Mason reached over her back and smacked her ass cheeks, hard and fast, alternating between them and making her moan around his cock.


  Yep, that finished hardening him and Cole both.


  “You can come as much as you want, pet,” Mason ordered her, “but you will not stop sucking my cock until I tell you to.”


  Cole knelt between her legs and fed his cock into her pussy.


  “Is she wet?” Mason asked, locking gazes with Cole.


  “Fuck, yeah, she is.”


  Mason smiled, watching Cole’s face, imagining it was Cole’s mouth around his cock. “Fuck her hard,” Mason said. “Ream her out and make her come.” He cupped his hand around the back of her head and eased his cock deep into her mouth, almost to the point of gagging her. He liked using this light, stingy paddle because he could also smack her upper arms with it.


  Which is what he proceeded to do, making her whimper and moan, her body caught up in the tornado between pleasure and pain.


  Right where he wanted her, and right where she wanted to be.


  Cole held on to her waist and started thrusting hard, fast, deep, driving her deeper onto Mason’s cock with every stroke. Mason slowed his breathing, pacing himself, his cock throbbing with every smack he landed on her flesh with the paddle.


  Finally, he felt her scream as her first orgasm hit and that’s when he forced her to take his cock deep into her throat, muffling her cries and almost sending him over the edge. He set the paddle aside and started actively fucking her mouth, mirroring Cole’s rhythm and driving deep as Cole withdrew, giving her no respite now that she’d slid over the edge into that abyss, her body at their mercy.


  “Fuck our slutty little pet,” Mason gasped, trying to hold back until Cole came and knowing Cole could hold back even longer than him. “She’s going to go to bed tonight filled at both ends with our cum, just like a good little pet should.”


  “Wish I had the energy tonight to work up a second load to put in her ass,” Cole said. Kim moaned again at his words, both of them turning Mason’s crank even harder.


  Cole’s grin lit Mason’s heart afire. He handed the paddle over to Cole, who smacked her hard on the outsides of both her thighs, making her squeal before another series of deep, rolling moans escaped her.


  Yep. Subspace achieved, and their masochistic pet’s path to needing pain mixed with her orgasms had reached a new level.


  “Such a good girl,” Mason said. “Such a good pet for us. You make us so proud.”


  Her moans were almost continuous now, and Mason knew her orgasms around Cole’s cock would soon send his lover over the edge. As Cole’s strokes grew faster, harder, shorter, he dropped the paddle and took a couple of last thrusts before he buried his cock deep inside her, his own groans echoing hers.


  Mason quit holding back and exploded, Kim’s nose pressed against his belly as he shot his load deep down her throat. He felt her muscles as she swallowed, struggling to keep up. Waiting, he eased back just before he thought she might start gagging and made her stay there. Crooking a finger at Cole to lean in, he kissed the man, twining his fingers through Cole’s hair as he kissed him.


  This was perfection. Absolute perfection.


  He patted her head. “Stay right there. You don’t have to suck, but you have to hold my cock in your mouth. Get comfy.”


  Cole pulled out and settled on the floor next to her, leaning against the couch, his head resting against Mason’s thigh. Mason kissed the top of his head. “Finger her and see if you can’t torment her into another one or two.”


  He grinned up at Mason. “Don’t want to torture her with the Hitachi?”


  “Not tonight. Oh, shh.” He lifted a finger to his lips as he picked up his work phone.


  Another reason he’d been able to hold back. He’d had one ear on the conference bridge, listening in. He took the phone off mute, made a comment to the vendor techs in response to one of their questions, then put it back on mute.


  He grinned at Cole, who was now fingering Kim’s pussy. “Make sure when you’re done you make her lick your fingers clean.”


  “Of course.”


  Mason stroked Cole’s hair and leaned back against the couch, his work phone in his other hand.


  Talk about multitasking.


  It was nearly one o’clock in the morning by the time they headed for bed. Mason had finished his first round of reports, the conference bridge call was over, and Cole had finger-fucked another couple of orgasms out of their pet.


  They started to climb into bed when Mason had an idea. “Cole, you on the far left side over there.”


  The man climbed in.


  Mason climbed in next to him, but lying at an angle, so he could use Cole’s body as a pillow. Then he patted the bed next to his left side for Kim to cuddle sort of between them, curled up the way she liked to be. She draped an arm around Cole while nestling her ass against Mason’s body.


  “Yeah,” Mason said. “That’s perfect.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole lay there awake long after Mason and Kim had both gone to sleep. In the dim light, he stared down at them and couldn’t believe how lucky he was.


  He got the girl…and the guy. A twofer.


  Hot damn.


  No, he absolutely wasn’t jealous of Mason and what he had with Kim, because he understood. There were things about her, things she needed. Things he wasn’t able to do for her. Just like there were things Mason needed that Cole couldn’t give him, either. They could give each other that, complement each other, fill in the missing pieces.


  When Cole wanted to check out and just be for a little bit, Mason could take over, to give or receive that rough and tumble fucking Cole couldn’t bring himself to do with Kim. Not without fear, at least. Kim filled needs within him, too. And when Kim wanted cuddles and loving and the warm and fuzzy side of things, she came to him for that.


  There were no losers in this arrangement.


  Sure, he could be a dick about it, but why the hell should he? Wasn’t like being in love with Mason was a hardship. Maybe if he was a completely straight guy without any attraction to another man, it might be a different story.


  This felt right. It felt good. And over the past several weeks, he’d seen Kim’s internal fears and lack of confidence beginning to slough off like old, dead skin, revealing a new woman.


  If that was yet another side-effect of all of this? Great, he’d take it. She was now talking about the future. Not just including him, but including Mason.


  He could choose to resent it or embrace it, and embracing it felt a hell of a lot better to him.


  He was about to close his eyes and go to sleep when he thought he caught sight of a shadow moving outside, cast against the blinds from the security lights in the complex. But when he looked again, he didn’t see anything.


  And it certainly wasn’t worth disturbing the other two for an owl or something that probably flew across the field of light outside, or maybe even a figment of his imagination.


  With the sound of their breathing to lull him, Cole closed his eyes and settled into sleep.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  By Saturday afternoon, Mason was finally feeling pretty confident that he’d be able to go to dinner and the club with everyone else. Their hardware vendor had apparently tracked down and remedied the firmware issue. Knock on wood, their systems were all green and showing no issues.


  About. Fucking. Time.


  He’d known when taking the job that he’d have some elephants to eat. He’d already been warned about the desperately needed upgrades and systems merges that the company acquisitions had triggered.


  But he’d expected to implement several things in stages and not have massive meltdowns in the process.


  At least things would get easier from here on out.


  He hoped.


  He was also looking forward to spending a leisurely Sunday with Cole and Kim,


  Hopefully naked most of the day, maybe not even leaving bed except for coffee, food, and bathroom breaks. Not even all-day sex, but snuggling and talking and watching TV.


  Heavy on the snuggling and talking options.


  Especially the talking.


  It was time to start nudging Kim a little more out of her comfort zone. He understood her past pain, but it was time for her to decide to move forward. Either she trusted Cole, at least, or not. He wouldn’t pressure her, because despite his feelings, they’d only known each other for a couple of months.


  Trusting Cole enough to move forward would be her first step to being able to trust him, too.


  Ideally? He’d like to have all three of them living under the same roof, preferably in the same bed. He could easily see the three of them like that.


  Unlike Freddie.


  Yeah, he hadn’t done either himself or Freddie any favors there.


  Speaking of…


  Mason wasn’t sure he even wanted to deal with that mess right now. After the verbal reaming he’d given Freddie the other night—which Mason would be the first to admit had been conduct unbecoming a Dom, but the man’s sudden appearance had caught him totally off-guard—maybe that had been what was needed to get the guy out of his hair for good.


  Seriously? Freddie had moved here?


  Mason still wasn’t sure he believed it, that maybe it was a sympathy ploy on Freddie’s part to get Mason to invite him to move in, but no way in hell.


  Maybe if he’d never met and fallen in love with Cole and Kim he might be soft-hearted enough to go have dinner somewhere at a neutral location with the guy, but definitely not now. And especially not if Freddie really had moved down here.


  Mason absolutely did not want Freddie anywhere near those two.


  He got a shower, dressed, shaved—finally—and prepared his stuff for the club as he exchanged flirty texts with both Kim and Cole. They’d left earlier so Mason could wrap up a couple of reports, leaving his Sunday free for them. Cole would pick her up and then they’d meet him at Sigalo’s at six. They’d swing back by Mason’s condo to drop off Cole’s car and their stuff, and so that Kim could change clothes for going to the club.


  Meaning they’d have a quick opportunity to start winding her up in ways they couldn’t at the club.


  Oooh, yeah.


  That woke up some interest in his cock.


  In fact, tonight he’d like to finish off the night fucking her while Cole fucked his ass. That was a permutation they hadn’t done in a while.


  Aaaand now I’m hard.


  He still didn’t have to leave for nearly an hour yet and he ended up staring at the string of text messages from Freddie.


  And the pending voice mail he hadn’t played, left over from earlier that day. He took a deep breath and played it rather than leaving it hanging over his head all night.


  “You need to call me and talk to me. Don’t push me on this. You owe me an explanation, and you owe me an apology. I love you. Don’t make me do something I’ll regret.”


  The tone of the man’s voice disturbed Mason. Not quite threatening. He wasn’t sure if Freddie was saying he’d do something to Mason, or to himself. Mason decided to keep the voice mail just in case he’d ever need it as evidence if his car got trashed or something.


  I’m sick of this shit. Time to Dom-up and do this.


  After his thumb hovered over it for a moment, he hit Freddie’s number in his contact list.


  At first, Mason was kind of hoping the call would go to voice mail. That he could be an über-dick and just leave a succinct message for Freddie to tell him no more, that he was going to be blocking his number.


  Then the guy answered.


  “Mason?”


  Damn. “Yeah. Look, here’s the thing,” Mason said without preamble. “You caught me off-guard the other night. I’m sorry I yelled at you, but the message remains the same. There is no relationship between us.”


  “I moved down here to be near you.”


  Mason rubbed at his forehead, trying to keep this conversation civil. “I left absolutely no doubt about my opinions on that when I moved down here. We are no longer in a relationship. I have repeatedly told you that. Do not try to guilt-trip me with this.”


  “Are you seeing anyone else?”


  He wasn’t going to lie to the guy, but he didn’t want Freddie knowing his business, either. “I’m in a relationship.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Because it’s none of your business. I don’t understand what’s not clear about that.”


  “You said we’re friends.”


  “And you’ve made it abundantly clear that you’re going to try to shove against and fail to respect that boundary as hard and as much as you can. Moving down here and showing up unannounced at my place is proof of that. Unfortunately, it’s also proof that I cannot be friends with you.”


  Now Freddie’s tone turned shocked, whiny. “Why not?”


  “Because friends don’t do that to friends. And they damn sure don’t leave threatening voice mails for them.”


  “Why did you lie to me?”


  “I didn’t lie to you about anything.”


  “You fucking did lie to me!”


  “Lie to you? About what?”


  “You didn’t tell me you were seeing anyone!”


  “You never asked. Had you asked, I would have said yes. I don’t know what more you want from me. You’re being unreasonable considering I’ve spent the past several months telling you we are nothing more than friends and encouraging you to go out and find someone else. When I moved, I told you it was over, and that we were just friends.”


  “But I love you!”


  Mason’s creep-meter swung all the way over and pegged out at eleven. “I’m sorry, Freddie. You’re refusing to live in reality. I didn’t want to resort to this, but I’m going to block your number once we finish this call. Do not call me, do not e-mail me, do not come by my place.”


  “But—”


  He chose the nuclear option he knew would probably firebomb the salted earth he left behind. “Go find someone your own age, Freddie.”


  “How dare you! I—”


  “Good-bye.” Mason hung up on him and his ranting. Before Mason could maneuver through the contact screen to block him, Freddie called back. Mason ignored it and went back to what he was doing.


  The pop-up message asked, Block this number?


  With not a little regret, Mason hit the confirmation button.


  He hated to do that. Even in previous break-ups he’d managed to stay friends with his exes. Sometimes they’d left, sometimes he’d left. This was the first time he’d ever had to completely sever contact with someone.


  It made him sad to do it, although he suspected Freddie would never think that. He’d really hoped maybe Freddie would have picked up some healthy coping skills while they were friends. Learned some relationship skills from someone other than his fucked-up family.


  Matured as a person.


  Unfortunately, Freddie had moved himself from friend firmly into the “liability” category. And Mason refused to have someone like that in his life. Especially not when he had Cole and Kim.


  Maybe I should rent a car for a few days.


  No, that wouldn’t work. If Freddie was going to stalk him, as soon as he showed up in his own car, it’d be a target. Well, at least their complex had security cameras in the parking area and at the entrances. If something happened, he’d file a report.


  Meanwhile, he’d probably better have Cole and Kim use the parking lot on the other side of the building. He could let them in through the sliders so they wouldn’t have to walk all the way around his building, but no reason to subject them to that.


  He probably doesn’t know where I work.


  Freddie wasn’t one to take initiative, usually. It shocked him that the guy had even moved down here, although Mason would never know the details now. It wouldn’t be outside the realm of possibility for Freddie to track him down at work by Googling details or even following him to work.


  Thank goodness for campus security. Their complex held three other tech companies and they had a manned gate, a guard on duty twenty-four-seven. For their building, Freddie wouldn’t get past the front security desk without a guest badge.


  I’ll have to warn them.


  Shit.


  This was aggravating to the max.


  I’ll have to warn Marcia and Derrick. Again, he’d never given Freddie the name of the club, as far as he remembered. But there was only one BDSM club known in Sarasota, and it was Venture. He couldn’t get the guy banned from Venture unless there was a restraining order or Freddie violated their rules or something. Mason wouldn’t want to subject his friends to someone who appeared to be unbalanced.


  Might mean having to keep a low profile there for a couple of months, too.


  Dammit.


  He took a deep breath. Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. It wouldn’t be beyond the realm of probability for Freddie to change his phone number and try again. Okay, for the next couple of weeks, he wouldn’t answer any unknown numbers, and if Freddie popped up again, he’d block him. Again.


  Or change his own number.


  Which would fucking suck, because he’d had it for over ten years, had kept the same number when he’d moved to Nebraska just so he wouldn’t lose contact with his friends and family here in Florida.


  He sat there for a moment, feeling relieved, sad, and more than a little worried.


  Maybe over nothing.


  Hopefully over nothing.


  And at some point tonight, he’d need to have a serious talk with Cole and Kim about Freddie. He’d mentioned the guy in passing, briefly related some of the issues he’d had with him not taking the hint, but hadn’t told them yet about him showing up the other night.


  When he hadn’t been working since then, he’d either been sleeping or snuggling with Cole and Kim and definitely not thinking about Freddie.


  Maybe instead of getting Kim wound up before the club he’d use their time after dinner to talk about this.


  Might be best.


  Wanting to have as much time as possible later, he opted to load his toybag into the trunk now. After checking all the windows and doors were locked, he headed down the walk, popping the trunk with the button on his key fob. It was already dark as he rearranged a couple of things to make room for the bag.


  Need to get a new one. This one’s kind of old and heavy. And getting heavier.


  That made him smile.


  He didn’t pay any attention to the headlights coming toward him as he closed the trunk and turned to make the walk back to the driver’s door.


  He didn’t have time to register the pain, the sensation of falling, immediately followed by more pain.


  Then his world shifted to black.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Mason’s car wasn’t in the lot at Sigalo’s when Cole pulled in at five ’til six. Kim practically bounced and vibrated in the passenger seat next to him.


  And she didn’t even have any insertable vibrators in place, either.


  He smiled. “Calm down. We’ll have all night and tomorrow with him.”


  “He said the L word!” She grinned. “To both of us!”


  Cole knew all about this because he’d read about it. NRE, or new relationship energy, as the poly people dubbed it. He felt it, too.


  This was like when he and Kim first started seeing each other all over again and had bridged that step to the next level, the stage when both of them knew it was serious and that they didn’t want it to end.


  Neither of them wanted this to end with Mason.


  “Do we wait for him?” she asked.


  “It’s okay. Let’s get inside and grab our seats. We can reserve one for him.”


  He sent Mason a quick text. We’re here, going inside. See you soon. Love you.


  They weren’t the first arrivals. Tilly and Cris were there, although Landry was absent. “No big guy tonight?” Cole teased.


  Tilly wore her leather collar, the one even Cole knew meant Cris held the reins tonight. “No,” Cris said with a smile. “He offered to stay home and do baby duty tonight. I think he’s worn out from work this week and wanted to stay home.”


  “How goes the property search?” Kim asked as she took the cloth napkin from the place setting on her other side and draped it over the back of the chair next to her to hold the seat for Mason.


  “Working on it,” Tilly said. “Ideally, I’d like some property maybe out in east Venice, not too far from the gang.” That was her nickname for their three friends she worked with.


  Ross and Loren showed up then, nearly at the same time as Ed Payne and his wife, Hope. Tony and Shayla soon followed, and others.


  By now it was a quarter after, and still no Mason.


  Totally unlike the man to be that late and not text.


  “Did he text you?” Cole asked Kim.


  Frowning, she dug her phone out of her purse and looked. “No.” She realized now what time it was. “I hope everything’s okay.” He watched her text Mason.


  “What’s wrong?” Tilly asked from across the table.


  “Oh, probably nothing,” Cole said. “Mason’s apparently running late.”


  Tilly smiled. “Master’s prerogative.”


  Cole hooked a thumb at Kim. “Her Master, not mine. He’s my boyfriend.”


  “At least someone else finally gets the ‘it’s complicated’ designation around here,” Gilo teased from the other end of the table.


  Cole laughed at that, but sent Mason another text at twenty after. You’re starting to worry me. Everything okay? Where are you? Do you want me to order for you?


  Instead of slipping the phone back into his pocket, he laid it on the table in front of him, next to his plate where he could see it.


  It was 6:35, and still no text.


  Cole couldn’t help the fear starting to congeal in his stomach.


  Kim looked down at his phone, then up at him, her brow furrowed with worry.


  He reached out and gently squeezed her hand and seized the only thing that he could think of that would make Mason leave them hanging like this.


  “I’d bet that something blew up at work again.”


  “What?” Tony asked, his ear catching the tail end of that.


  “Mason was telling us something about the downtime they had on Thursday giving him a massive headache. A process or something kept fouling up. He was dealing with it yesterday, all the way into the afternoon, and even late last night on a conference call. He had to finish some reports this afternoon.”


  Tony knowingly nodded. “He might be driving here now and talking on his work phone. Mason’s a good guy. He wouldn’t stand you up without a serious reason like that.”


  That Tony immediately thought that reassured Cole.


  Of course it had to be that.


  It was 6:42 and they were already eating their entrees. Cole picked up his phone and sent another text.


  Should I order a to-go for you? Love you.


  When Cole’s phone rang almost immediately from Mason’s number, Cole decided to tease him a little. “So, do I need to bring your food to you for another night at home while you work, or will you make it here to eat with us, buster?”


  “Who am I speaking with, please?” the male voice asked, chilling Cole.


  Cole was already rising, hurrying away from the table.


  He didn’t recognize the male voice, but he recognized the tone. Professional. Courteous.


  Like a cop.


  “This is Cole Singleton. Who are you, and why are you calling from my boyfriend’s phone?”


  “Mr. Singleton, my name is Captain Charles Borreantz from the Florida Highway Patrol. You’re Mason Lange’s boyfriend?”


  He’d hit the front door and stood in the cool night air, trying not to hyperventilate. He realized not only had Kim followed him out the door, but so had Tilly. “Yes. Please, tell me he’s okay? He’s supposed to be here for dinner.” God, that sounded stupid to even his ears, but maybe if he kept talking, Mason would be okay.


  “Mr. Singleton, Mr. Lange’s been in a very serious accident…”


  At some point, he realized he was staring into Tilly’s eyes and she now had his phone. He didn’t know when that had happened, except that it was at some point between the trooper giving him details about what happened and then to what hospital the ambulance had taken Mason. Kim was in his arms, her arms tightly wrapped around him, his around her, and Tilly had taken over.


  “We’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Thank you, officer.” She hung up and snapped her fingers at Cole. “Give me your keys.”


  “What?”


  “You’re not driving. Give me your keys.”


  “But our—”


  She snapped her fingers again. “Cris will pay the checks and follow us with our food.” Her hand was still out.


  Reaching into his pocket meant letting go of Kim with one arm, but he managed it and somehow fumbled his keys out and into Tilly’s palm. She raced back inside and reappeared at lightning speed with both her purse and Kim’s, as well as both their jackets. She hustled them into the car, Cole opting to get into the backseat with Kim.


  “How is he?” Kim tearfully asked him.


  He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “I don’t know, pet,” he said.


  Tilly drove like a demon with the entire chorus of angels on her ass and shooting holy water at her through a fire hose. A drive to that hospital would normally take about twenty minutes. Tilly had told the officer they’d be there in fifteen, and she made it in eight.


  They were no sooner climbing out of the back seat when Tilly hustled them into the ER, found out where they needed to be, ushered them through getting visitor badges, and got them to the correct waiting room where a state trooper and a Sarasota County deputy were also waiting.


  Mason was in surgery, and that’s all anyone could tell them at that moment. A nurse would come update them as soon as they had news. Tilly hit hard and heavy on the fact that Cole was Mason’s boyfriend so no one would give them any grief, and then she tackled the question that had been on their minds.


  “What the hell happened?” she asked after turning to the two officers.


  The trooper was apparently heading the investigation, which Cole knew was bad.


  Very bad.


  They usually only brought troopers in when there was serious injury or death.


  “From witness statements, Mr. Lange had apparently just put something in his trunk when a car hit him and kept going. We’re still—”


  “Wait, what?” Tilly asked. “In his trunk?”


  “He was still at home?” Cole managed.


  The trooper nodded. “He was in the parking lot at his condo complex. Several witnesses saw it happen. The car sped off. They’re looking at security camera footage now to see if we can get a license plate.”


  The trooper explained how the force of the impact knocked Mason through the air, where he slammed into another parked car before bouncing off of that and hitting the sidewalk.


  “So whoever it was…they just kept going?” Cole asked. “How could they do that?”


  “Unfortunately,” Trooper Borreantz said, “this is not an uncommon occurrence. The driver was probably either drunk, driving on a suspended or revoked license, or isn’t supposed to be driving at all under the circumstances. Or it could be a stolen car.”


  He held out a plastic bag. Cole stared at it, mentally and emotionally unable to process the contents, at first. Fortunately it was Tilly who finally reached out and took it from the trooper. Inside lay Mason’s wallet, keys, watch, spare change and bills from his pocket, and his phone. Cole kept Kim’s face pressed against his shoulder so she didn’t see it, especially when Tilly took it and tucked it into her purse to hold on to for him.


  “Thank you,” he mouthed to her.


  She nodded and engulfed Kim in a hug from the other side.


  The trooper and deputy had questions for them about Mason, his activities that day, their plans. Routine questions. They were in the middle of that when the deputy received a phone call on his cell. A moment later, he was showing them a video on his phone, which Cole wouldn’t let Kim watch.


  It was a clip of security footage from one camera that caught the way the driver deliberately veered across the lot and into Mason, sending him flying. And another shot, taken from near the front gate, showing the rear of the car leaving the complex, including a clear shot of its Nebraska license plate.


  “They’ve already run the number,” the deputy said. “Registered to a Fred Stacker from Omaha.”


  “Fred? Tilly, can I have…?” He pointed to her purse, then his ear, not wanting to say it out loud around Kim. He could tell she was barely keeping herself together, and he knew if she totally lost it, he might not be able to stay strong for her.


  Tilly dug Mason’s phone out of the bag and handed it to him. It took Cole a couple of tries, but he finally got it unlocked. He hadn’t known Mason’s code, but had seen him unlock the phone enough times he knew the pattern the man used.


  He went to texts and pulled them up. Sure enough, there was a thread there from a contact marked Freddie.


  He showed it to the trooper and deputy, who quickly frowned. “And a call to him not too long before the accident,” the trooper said. He read Freddie’s number off to the deputy, who wrote it down. “We’ll have the phone’s location tracked. We’ve got law enforcement going to his address in Nebraska to see if anyone knows where he is right now. Who is this guy?”


  “He’s Mason’s ex. Mason broke up with him before he moved back to Florida. Months ago, now.”


  “When Mr. Lange moved back to Florida?” the deputy clarified.


  “Right. I know he’s told both of us that Freddie kept bugging him,” Cole said. “He’d told the guy a lot of times that he wasn’t going to be anything but friends with him.”


  “I think we have motive,” Tilly snarked.


  Cole shot her a glance, but the black look on her face shocked him.


  She looked like she wanted to mow the guy down herself.


  “It looks like it,” the deputy said. “Guy can’t take a hint and goes off the deep end.”


  Most of the others arrived then, including Landry and Cris, who’d apparently run home to get the man and drop their daughter off with friends. Neither Cole nor Kim had any appetite to finish eating their food. They all sat quietly waiting for word from the OR. The officers left their cards and information and a case number, promising to call when they had any new information. After Cole unlocked Mason’s phone and changed the settings so it didn’t require a log-in, the officers took it as evidence, promising to get it back to them as soon as possible.


  Kim sat curled up in Cole’s lap, her head resting against his shoulder, her feet in the chair next to him. He held on to her, afraid to let go.


  “What about his parents?” Tilly somberly asked. “Do you have their information?”


  Cole forced his brain to engage through the hazy curtain of shock and anger and grief threatening to engulf him. “Probably on his phone. I’ll have to go to his place and see if he’s got it written down anywhere. His dad’s local, but his mom’s in Miami.”


  He realized he was stroking Kim’s hair, an unconscious gesture, not even so much to comfort her as to comfort himself.


  It was two long hours later when a tired-looking doctor in scrubs came out to get Cole to talk to him. He took Cole, and Kim and Tilly—who Cole had snagged by the hand—into a consultation room off the main waiting room to talk.


  “How is he?” Cole asked, terrified of his answer. Kim had a death grip on his left hand, and Tilly had reached over to take his right, squeezing it with both hands, stroking his hand, comforting.


  “His condition’s serious,” the doctor said. “I’m concerned mostly about the swelling…” Cole checked out after that, letting Tilly take over and ask the questions. The prognosis was literally up in the air because they couldn’t tell what the long-term effects of Mason’s injuries would be. And no way to begin to tell that until he woke up.


  Which wouldn’t be for several days, at least. Not until the brain swelling went down from the head trauma. He had a skull fracture, and when Cole saw that Tilly was paying attention and grokking the details, he tuned the rest out. He was doing good not to throw up already.


  The details would shove him over the edge.


  And then there were still the risks of complications from Mason’s punctured lung and the surgery to remove his spleen and stop other internal bleeding. His left wrist had fractured, as had his left clavicle, but those were minor compared to everything else. Miraculously, he’d only sustained bruises on his legs, no fractures, breaks, or joint injuries.


  Once the doctor finished talking and answering their questions, he led the three of them back to the surgical ICU, where Mason had been taken.


  The man was barely recognizable, tubes and monitor leads and—


  Cole closed his eyes and swallowed, hard, not wanting to lose his dinner.


  I have to be strong.


  It was Kim’s soft, choked sob that realigned his world. He pulled her into his arms as Tilly crowded in close on her other side and wrapped her arms around both of them.


  “Be strong,” Tilly whispered. “Remember, he might be able to hear you, even though he’s sedated. Tell him you love him. Tell him we’re all here for him. Hell, order him to get better. But don’t give up.”


  He stared into Tilly’s eyes and took another deep breath.


  “It’s okay,” she silently mouthed to him. “I’m here.”


  Only when Cole was sure that he wouldn’t throw up did he finally untangle himself from the two women and move over to Mason’s bedside. He stood on Mason’s right and slipped two of his fingers under Mason’s palm, lightly stroking the back of Mason’s hand with his other.


  Leaning in, he brushed a kiss against Mason’s cheek before pressing his lips to the man’s ear.


  “I love you, Mase. Please come back to us. We don’t care how, but we both need you and love you.”


  After Kim got to lean in and kiss him, too, Cole and Tilly led her back to the waiting room.


  That’s when Cole realized both Kim and Tilly were still wearing collars. When he tried to take Kim’s off, she clamped her hands around it and shook her head.


  Tilly reached over and laid her hand over his. “It’s okay,” she softly said. “We’re beyond that right now. She needs it.” She unfastened her own and wrapped it around her right wrist several turns before buckling it again.


  With a sad sigh, he held Kim close, rubbing his cheek against the top of her head and wishing he could comfort her…more.


  That was impossible, however, because he knew nothing could comfort him. How could he expect to comfort her when she was hurting just as badly as he was?


  It was nearly one a.m. when Tilly finally corralled them and talked them into leaving the hospital. They all needed sleep, and for now, at least, there wasn’t anything to do.


  But Cole and Kim didn’t want to go home.


  Cris took Cole’s car keys while Tilly rode with Landry. They drove them to Mason’s condo.


  There was a big dent and paint scrape along the back of Mason’s car. Cole sent Kim on ahead into the condo after making sure Tilly had the keys, while he and Landry and Cris looked at the result.


  He wouldn’t let Kim see that video the deputy had shown him. He couldn’t.


  Just thinking about it, and now seeing the scene of the attack in person, filled Cole with anger. As he stared at the spot on the sidewalk where he knew Mason had landed because of the blood stains, he clenched his fists, struggling not to scream in rage and anger and grief.


  Landry and Cris stood on either side of him, hands on his shoulders.


  “Remember that you must be there and stay strong for Mason and for Kim,” Landry quietly said. “There will be time for anger—later. Right now, you must do what must be done.”


  “I don’t know what to do,” Cole admitted. “I thought I did. A few months ago, I would have known exactly what to do. How do I comfort her and be strong for her when I need him? How the hell did I fall in love with him so fast?”


  “We are complicated creatures with very basic needs,” Landry said, no hint of humor in his tone. “We need love, stability, strength to lean on. You’re both in shock right now, and rightfully so. But you have all of us to lean on. Don’t try to shoulder it on your own.”


  He let the men take him inside. Kim was already curled up in Mason’s bed, his pillow in her arms and sobbing into it as Tilly sat next to her and looked up at their entrance.


  “Try to get some sleep,” Landry said from the bedroom doorway. “We will be back tomorrow morning to pick you up at nine and take you to the hospital.”


  Tilly stood and walked over to him. Hugging him, she whispered in his ear, “I left Mase’s stuff on the dining room table.”


  He nodded, still frozen, still processing.


  The three of them left, and he forced himself to go lock the door after them.


  There on the table sat the plastic bag, and Mason’s keys.


  He turned off the lights and returned to the bedroom, kicking off his shoes and stripping before rounding the bed to where Kim lay.


  “We need to get you undressed, pet,” he said, choking back his own tears.


  It was like undressing a child, a doll. She didn’t want to let go of Mason’s pillow and part of him wanted to wrench it from her, shove his face into it, and inhale.


  Finally, after setting his phone alarm to wake them at eight, he was able to get into bed with her, the pillow between them as he cradled her against him and closed his eyes.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  Kim lay there the next morning in the dim, grey light, wishing it had all been a really bad nightmare.


  But the fact that they were at Mason’s, and he wasn’t there, was proof enough.


  Cole lay asleep next to her, stretched out on his side and facing her. Even in sleep he looked as agonized as she currently felt.


  She carefully got out of bed and shut off his phone alarm so it wouldn’t awaken him, then went to use to the bathroom. When she emerged, Cole had, in sleep, pulled Mason’s pillow to him.


  Hugging herself, she choked back a ragged sob and hurried out to the kitchen. It was only 6:30, and she didn’t want to wake him up any sooner than necessary.


  With her arms still wrapped around herself, she stopped in the middle of the kitchen.


  She should…Coffee. Breakfast.


  But he wasn’t there to do those things for.


  He wasn’t there.


  Her knees unhinged and she sank to the floor, still hugging herself, silently sobbing, rocking herself. Even as she knelt and touched her head to the floor, gulping in painful breaths and trying to stay quiet.


  He’s not here.


  Last night had been a blur. A painful, agonizing blur where every beat of her heart repeated the same thing.


  Master.


  Master.


  This wasn’t fair to Cole. She knew how much he loved Mase, too, and knew he was struggling to deal with his own pain, much less unsure how to help her through hers.


  It took her a while to pull herself together. On shaky legs she stood and washed her face in the kitchen sink, blowing her nose in paper towels. Trying to breathe, trying to think.


  He needs me.


  More importantly, she knew Cole needed her to suck it up so he could have the time he needed to grieve. Cole would do his damnedest to be strong for her to his own detriment. They had to face this together, as partners. She didn’t own the rights to falling apart.


  Mason was her Master. But he was Cole’s boyfriend. More than that, his partner. She saw the love in the man’s face when he looked at Cole. The same depth of emotion she saw when he looked at her.


  And that crazy little fucker was still out there, somewhere.


  Maybe I’ll be the one wearing prison orange if I get my hands on him first.


  She was glad Cole hadn’t let her see the video footage last night. That’s not what she wanted in her brain. It was bad enough seeing Mason in that hospital bed.


  She didn’t need another nightmare. She was already living one.


  After getting the coffee started she returned to the bathroom and started the shower, standing there, staring into the mirror as steam filled the bathroom. With a deep breath she unbuckled her collar and laid it on the counter before getting in to shower.


  Mason’s shampoo, Mason’s soap. She used it instead of hers, wanting to smell like him.


  I have to pull it together.


  Still, she broke down again, quietly sobbing with her forehead pressed against the tile wall.


  He’ll make it. He has to make it.


  Only when she had cried that out of her system did she get out, wrapping her wet hair in a towel and grabbing Mason’s robe from the back of the bathroom door.


  It took every ounce of will she had not to pull some of his dirty clothes out of the hamper and smell them.


  Cole was still asleep when she quietly got his keys and walked outside to get their bags from the trunk. She refused to look at the back of Mason’s car as she did. Overnight the sprinklers had come on and washed the last traces of the accident from the sidewalk.


  I need to make him proud of me.


  She knew Mason would want her to be strong for Cole, not make him shoulder this alone. It was only that thought that kept her vertical as she carried their stuff inside and then returned to the bedroom to check on Cole.


  Still sleeping.


  She fixed herself a cup of coffee and drank a few swallows of it before making Cole’s the way he liked and carrying them both to the bedroom.


  He was lying pretty much in the middle of the bed. As if seeking out her or Mason in his sleep.


  She set the cups down and plugged his phone into Mason’s charger. It was nearly seven now.


  After hanging the damp towel back in the bathroom and combing out her wet hair, she sat on the bed for a moment, behind Cole, and stared at him.


  I can do this.


  She kept Mason’s robe on and stretched her body out along Cole’s back, her arm around his waist, her other slipping under his pillow and cradling his head. At first she wasn’t sure he’d awakened, until she felt the silent sobs wrack his body.


  She kissed the top of his head. “I’m here,” she whispered. “We can do this.”


  He pulled her arms tightly around him as he cried, the sound breaking her heart, her soul, shattering her into a million pieces a second time. She held on to him, afraid to let go for fear of losing him to his grief, needing to be his anchor as much as he was hers.


  “I can’t do this without you,” he finally said.


  She closed her eyes and pressed a kiss to the nape of his neck. “I know. I can’t do this without you, either.”


  He finally let go of Mason’s pillow and turned in her arms, now wrapping his around her and staring down into her eyes. Those sweet blue eyes of his.


  “I know you need me to be strong for you. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize.” She forced a smile. “We’ll take turns falling apart.”


  He kissed her, and she wasn’t sure when it went from soft and gentle and comforting to devouring and possessive and frantically desperate.


  Then he rolled on top of her, the robe falling open as her legs parted for him, wrapping around him, his cock sliding home with a sigh from both of them as he laced fingers with her and pinned her arms over her head.


  Her eyes dropped closed, her body taking over, on total auto-pilot as his lips crushed hers in a kiss she hoped never ended.


  “Eyes open, pet,” he hoarsely said.


  She obeyed.


  One perfect moment they both needed, a connection, a reminder. They didn’t just belong to him, they belonged to each other as well. They’d desperately need that through the coming weeks…and months.


  Cole rested his forehead against hers as he slowly fucked her, not for pleasure, and she knew it.


  His soul called to hers through his gaze and she answered, trusting, letting herself go and fall into subspace, needing this and him and completely unapologetic.


  “Come for him,” Cole whispered. “You come for him. Show me what a good girl you are for him.” He squeezed her hands tighter, his strokes harder, deeper than she was used to from Cole.


  The way Mason unapologetically fucked her. The way Mason fucked him. Deep and raw and without holding back.


  She tipped her hips back slightly and there was the spot.


  Cole continued to channel him. Even his voice sounded deeper, the inflection Mason’s. “Be his good pet. Be his good girl.” He forced her head to the side with his and nipped at her neck. “Good pets come when they’re told to.”


  He bit, hard, and she fell over the edge as he started slamming his cock into her, not a hint of gentleness and driving even more pleasure through her until he finally came with a grunt of his own and fell still, his weight pressing her into the mattress.


  She pulled her hands free and wrapped her arms and legs around him as he started trembling. He tried to get up but she wouldn’t let go, making him stay there.


  And then his tears started again. She let him roll them to their sides as she held him.


  “Let it out,” she whispered. “It’s okay.”


  “I love him,” he said.


  “I know. I love him, too. He’s ours, and we’ll fight for him. We’ll fight as hard as we need to and get him home and healed up.”


  She stroked his hair as she stared into his eyes. “I think this is for the best.”


  He frowned. “What?”


  “Not…this. I meant us. You and me. We already love each other. We already trust each other. We can do this for him. I’m going to fall apart. You’re going to fall apart. It’s okay.”


  “We need to try to contact his parents today.”


  “I think he has an address book on his desk.”


  “If we can’t find one, I can try getting into his laptop and get his contacts from there.”


  Her fingers stroked his forehead, caressed his lips. “I’m not just his pet,” she said. “I’m your pet, too.”


  A sad smile curved his lips as he pressed a kiss to her fingers. “I’m sorry I’m not better at all of that for you.”


  “It’s okay. Master told me I’m very well-trained. I’ll help you.”


  “You smell like him.”


  “I took a shower.”


  “Guess you need another one now.”


  She smiled. “That’s okay. I don’t mind smelling like you, too.”


  “I want you to be able to lean on me. I should be strong enough to do this for you.”


  She pulled both hands free and cupped his face in her hands, staring into his eyes. “You’re not just his boyfriend. You’re more than that to him, and he’s more than that to you. He said he wanted to talk a lot this weekend about the future with us. So I know we’re more than just boyfriend and girlfriend to him, too. And—”


  His phone rang. She was closer and reached for it, not recognizing the number as she passed it to him.


  Cole sat up. “Hello? Yes, this is Cole Singleton…”


  She sat up, untangling from him, watching his face.


  He frowned, then a hard, angry set to his jaw turned his expression murderous. “Good. Thank you for calling me… No, I just woke up. We’ll be heading there soon… Okay, thank you.”


  He hit end and stared at the phone.


  “Yeah?”


  He didn’t meet her gaze. “They caught the little fucker at one of those crappy old motels up on 301, just north of Sarasota, near the airport. About two hours ago. He was packing to leave.”


  “So he’s in jail?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Call Tilly and them and tell them. They can call Ed. Have him handle this. I don’t want him to bond out. Have Ed fight for bail so high they won’t let him out.”


  “Good point.” He sat up and made the call while she sat there, her arm around him, her head against his shoulder. He draped an arm around her while he talked to Tilly and assured her he could drive them to the hospital, but would appreciate her coordinating the legal end of things for now.


  Once he ended the call with Tilly, he plugged his phone back into the charger and looked down at her. “Shower?”


  She smiled. “I had one.”


  He cupped his hand around the back of her neck and kissed her. “Funny, that wasn’t a request, pet.”


  “Then I guess I’m taking a shower with you, sir.”


  He smiled. “Good girl.”


  


  * * * *


  


  With a few swallows of coffee in him and standing under the spray, Cole was feeling a little more awake. He didn’t want to process whatever it was that swept through him earlier.


  It didn’t matter.


  His own little version of an emotional breakdown.


  Kim pulled her damp hair back into a messy bun and got into the shower with him, scrubbing his back for him, falling into a familiar pattern that was a small comfort to him as well.


  It was like he was with them, in a way. Helping them keep it together for each other.


  When they got dressed, he picked up her collar from the bathroom counter and carried it out into the bedroom, where he snapped his fingers and pointed to the floor.


  Without hesitation, she sank to her knees, waiting.


  He smiled. “You’re right, you are well-trained.”


  “I try, sir.”


  He buckled it around her neck and held out a hand for her, helping her up and pulling her into his arms.


  “Bagels. For both of us,” he added. “I know you’re not hungry, and neither am I, but we need food in us.”


  “Yes, sir.” When she turned to go do it, he delivered a swat to her ass. Not a playful one, but a hard one, the kind Mason would deliver.


  She cast a smile over her shoulder. “Looks like I’m not the only one well-trained, sir.”


  “He’s a good teacher and I pick things up. Food. Let’s get moving.”


  He went in search of an address book and found one on Mason’s desk in the spare bedroom he also used as a home office.


  It was close to eight o’clock by that time, so he called Corbin Lange first.


  It wasn’t until the other man’s phone was ringing that Cole realized he had no idea how to approach this conversation except directly. Mason had told them he’d told his dad he was dating.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, I’m sorry I’m calling so early. Is this Corbin Lange?”


  “Who wants to know?”


  “My name’s Cole Singleton…”


  The man’s tone changed immediately once Cole told him what had happened. “Holy hell. Thank you for calling me, Cole. I’ll call Louise for you. I have her number.”


  “I’m sorry I didn’t call you last night, but the police have his phone and I needed to find his address book here at the condo. It was so late when I got back—”


  “It’s okay, son,” the man said, a gentle tone that nearly took Cole’s knees out. “We couldn’t have done anything last night, anyway. Let me get some coffee in me and I’ll be over to the hospital in an hour or so.”


  Kim had their bagels ready. They quickly ate and headed out, and Cole even remembered to grab Mason’s wallet and slip it in his pocket in case they needed any of his information.


  They’d just walked into the waiting room when Tilly hurried in, homing in on them, Landry not far behind.


  “How is he?”


  “We just got here,” he said.


  They went back and the nurse in charge of Mason’s care for the day got the on-call doctor to come in and give them an update. No changes from earlier. He was still listed as critical, but stable. His vital signs were good, and all they could do was wait.


  Cole noticed Kim’s earlier strength seemed to disappear now that they were there with him. Tilly hugged them. “I’ll go out to the waiting room and catch anyone who shows up and hold them there.”


  “Thanks. We’ll be out in a couple of minutes.”


  The nurse gave them privacy, so Cole pulled the sliding door closed, as well as the curtain. He sat in the chair at Mason’s right and reached over to curl his fingers around Mason’s.


  Then, without taking his eyes from Mason’s battered face, with his other hand he snapped his fingers and pointed at the floor in front of him.


  Kim dropped to her knees, her head in Cole’s lap as she softly cried. He stroked her hair with one hand and stroked Mason’s fingers with the other.


  “I promise to do the best I can, Mase,” he told him. “I’ll take care of our pet, but I’m absolute shit at training her. We need you for that.” He was pleased to hear her shnurfled laughter against his jeans. “We need you, buddy. I hope you can hear me say that. We need you, and we love you.”


  He caught one of her hands and made her stand up. She leaned in and kissed Mason’s cheek, whispering to him before getting out of the way for Cole.


  Cole stood and leaned in, stroking the stubble on Mason’s cheek. “You’ve got a boyfriend and a pet eager to have you home. Don’t disappoint us. We love you.” He pressed his lips to Mason’s cheek, lingering.


  After a deep breath he draped an arm around Kim’s shoulders and led her out of the unit and back to the waiting room.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Corbin Lange apparently gave Mason his good looks, although Mason hadn’t inherited the man’s blue-grey eyes. In his mid-sixties, at Cole’s best guess, he was nearly as tall as Cole and had aged well.


  I wonder if Mason will look like that at his age.


  That was a wistfully painful thought he shoved aside as he, Kim, and Tilly talked with the man, alone, in the consultation room.


  The older man sat and traced the fake wood pattern of the conference table while Tilly went through the litany of Mason’s injuries and the current holding pattern in terms of prognosis. No one could or would give them any indication of what the future might hold.


  He didn’t look up from the table. “So don’t bullshit me.” He finally met her gaze. “We looking at full recovery? Life as a vegetable? What?”


  “We don’t know,” Tilly honestly said, her palms flat against the table. “Either of those, or somewhere in the middle. It’s impossible to say until his cranial swelling goes down and they can do detailed neurological testing.”


  Kim had snagged a box of tissues on their way in and was working on her third from it.


  He glanced at her and then at Cole. “You’re his boyfriend?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  He slowly nodded. “And that makes her, what? Mason’s submissive or slave or whatever?”


  Cole felt heat and then cold flash through him at the same time. “I…I don’t know what you want me to say.”


  Corbin leaned back in his chair. “The truth.”


  He glanced at Tilly, who was unhelpfully stunned into silence, apparently.


  Cole took a deep breath. “Mason said Friday night he wanted to talk to us about planning for the future, together, and—”


  He waved him quiet. “Simple question. You his boyfriend? Yes or no.”


  “Yes.”


  He pointed at Kim. “She his girlfriend, too? Or whatever you want to call it?”


  Cole nodded. “Yes, sir. She’s our girlfriend.”


  He nodded. “Thank you. That’s what I needed to know. His momma’s not against him being gay, but not sure how she’ll feel about this. I needed to know to run interference. Louise gets something stupid in her head, hard to change it.” He snorted. “I won’t cause trouble for you guys. I’m guessing you’re something special to Mason, from the way he was talking about you.”


  Cole choked up. “Thank you, sir.”


  “How involved you want to be with his care?”


  “We will take care of him.”


  Corbin’s gaze narrowed. “Even if he’s a vegetable?”


  “We love him,” Kim tearfully whispered. “He’s alive. That’s all I care about. I want to take care of him.”


  The man’s expression softened. He reached over and patted her shoulder. “Sorry. I know I’m an asshole.” He blew out a long breath. “Okay. You said they caught the little bastard that did this to him?”


  “Yeah,” Cole said. “They did.”


  “I bet it was that pest he dated from Nebraska. Last time I had dinner with Mase, he was telling me about the guy. I told him he should have blocked him a long time ago, but he didn’t want to be a dick about it.” He shook his head, disgust on his features. “My son being a nice guy nearly got him killed.”


  “The cops will probably want to talk to you about that,” Tilly said.


  “They give me five minutes with the little asshole, they won’t need to talk to me about anything.”


  Cole now completely understood why Mason had talked about his father the way he did. And he liked the man. Cole had honestly been worried about a worst-case scenario of having to fight Mason’s parents to help care for him. At least one parent was on their side.


  “You and me both,” Cole said.


  “Hey, you two would look even worse in prison orange than me,” Tilly snarked from across the table.


  Corbin glanced at her. “You into this stuff, too?”


  Tilly now had her hands clasped on the table in front of her. “Not with them, no. I have plenty enough of my own confusion at home, thanks. But yes, we’re all…friends in common, as they say. Similar interests and relationship dynamics.”


  Corbin stood, wincing. “I’m glad you two want to help him. I’ve got this damned arthritis and I’m lucky to get around on a good day. I was afraid you were going to be all thanks, but no thanks.”


  Kim hugged the guy. “Please don’t take him from us,” she tearfully begged.


  Cole wasn’t sure how to peel her off the man, but then Corbin hugged her back. “No, honey. Don’t worry. I can tell you care about him.” He finally let her go and grabbed a tissue from the box on the table. “Let’s get this over with. I want to see my boy.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole left Kim in the waiting room with Landry and headed back with Corbin and Tilly. Corbin had hooked an arm through Tilly’s and Cole trailed behind, now seeing the man’s slow, pained gait compared to theirs.


  When they reached the room, Cole stepped in close when Corbin actually rocked back on his heels at the sight of Mason in the bed.


  “Motherfucker,” the man muttered as Tilly tightened her grip and Cole prepared to help catch him if he passed out.


  Cole couldn’t fault him. His stomach still churned in a bad way.


  They got him into the chair on Mason’s right side and Cole moved to stand at the end of the bed while Tilly stood next to Corbin and explained things to him.


  The man’s eyes filled with tears that spilled down his face. Cole spotted a box of tissues and grabbed them, passing them to Tilly for him after taking a couple of his own.


  Corbin quietly sat there for a moment, apparently processing things, slowly nodding his head. “I know you told me out there it was bad, but… This is bad, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, sir,” Tilly said. “It’s bad. But he’s stable.”


  “But it’s still bad.”


  “Yeah. It’s still bad.”


  Slowly nodding his head, Corbin reached out and touched Mason’s right hand, which lay on top of the covers. “He in any pain?”


  “No, sir. He can’t feel anything right now. He’s completely sedated so his body can try to heal itself.”


  “And his brain.”


  It took her a moment to answer. “And his brain. Other than monitoring him, medicating him, keeping him hydrated, and keeping him comfortable, there isn’t much they can do for him right now but let his body heal. The type of skull fracture he has, there’s no surgery they can do or anything they can…fix. Everything they can fix, like his wrist, his internal injuries…that’s all they can do for him at this point. They’re talking about putting in a feeding tube sometime over the next few days so they can get him nutrition. For right now, they want to let some of the trauma to his body stabilize first. Especially in case they have to take him back into surgery.”


  More slow nodding as Corbin apparently tried to process that. Cole realized he’d rested his own hand on one of Mason’s feet, which were encased in pressurized cuffs to help prevent blood clots, and he’d been stroking Mason’s toes where they peeked out at the end.


  Corbin noticed, his gaze slowly rising to meet Cole’s. “Please close the door, son. So the three of us can talk.”


  Cole reached behind him and slid the room’s door shut, nodding to the nurse, who was sitting just outside at the station between Mason’s room and the one next to it and working on a laptop.


  Corbin’s gaze was still fixed on Cole’s when Cole turned back to him. “I wouldn’t blame you if you want to bail on him,” Corbin said, his voice choked. “This is a lot, and you’re not married to him. I mean…this is bad.”


  Cole shook his head. “I’m not bailing,” he quietly said. “Neither of us. I love him. We both do, me and Kim. He’s my boyfriend, and he’s her Master.”


  The older man seemed to be pondering that. “He meet her first?”


  “Kim and I were together for two years when we met Mason. He started teaching us about BDSM. She’d wanted to try it. It’s not really my thing, so I gave them permission to play, and then things got…”


  “Complicated,” Corbin said.


  This whole time, Tilly stood there, quiet, arms crossed over her chest, listening.


  “Yeah. Really complicated. Stop me if I’m giving you too many details.”


  “Did I say stop? I want to know who the hell you two are to my son. Keep going.”


  Cole took a deep breath. “I gave them permission to do more…things, because, frankly, I kind of liked watching them. Both of them. And Mason and I started talking and I was…curious. Then he and I got involved romantically. So now we’re boyfriends, Kim’s my girlfriend, and Mason is Kim’s Master.”


  “Two years with her, huh?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “How long you all been with Mason, then?”


  “Mason and Kim have been play partners for about two months. Mason and I have been lovers for about a month. A little over. As have Mason and Kim.”


  Corbin sat back in the chair. “After a month, only a freakin’ month, you’re ready to take care of a guy?”


  “I don’t expect you to under—”


  “It was a simple question. Yes or no?”


  “Yes. We were supposed to start talking this weekend about the future. Mason said he wanted to talk about the future. A future with all three of us. This changes nothing for me. I love Mason. I still love him, I’m going to love him. And if you try to fight me and Kim about this, we’ve got a couple of friends who are attorneys who will keep you busy until Mason’s awake enough to tell you himself how he feels about us. I don’t care if he’s back to his old self or he never gets out of that bed. I love him. I know he loves us. That’s all I need to know, because I know if I was the one in that bed, he’d be fighting this hard for me, too.”


  The man went quiet for a long time, staring at Mason before swinging his gaze onto Cole once more. When he spoke again, the man’s voice sounded choked, breaking.


  “When Mase and I…went to dinner…last week, two weeks ago, whenever it was…” He paused, wiping at his eyes. “I always tease him a little. Ask him if he’s met anyone.”


  He reached out and stroked Mason’s hand again. “Usually he laughs it off.” His fingers rested on top of Mason’s hand. “Every time. Changes the subject.” He patted his son’s hand. “Not that night.”


  Corbin blew his nose and looked up at Cole. “He said, ‘Dad, I met a guy. Name’s Cole. Long story. Kind of complicated.’ I asked complicated how, and he wouldn’t tell me. But he had this look in his eyes. He smiled in a way I ain’t seen him smile since he was a kid. Said, ‘Mom’s gonna shit a brick.’ Which, of course, made me laugh. I said well, lots of stuff can do that, son. He said, ‘No, this is different. But I’m happy. And I hope when I can introduce them to you, you’ll be happy for us.’ Now, at the time, I thought I misheard him. Or some frickin’ royal ‘them’ he meant, meaning you. One guy. So I says, ‘You in love with this Cole?’ And…”


  His voice broke. Tilly handed him a couple more tissues. Cole realized he’d been holding his breath and had to suck in a lungful of air or pass out.


  Finally, Corbin could continue. “And he’s wearin’ this smile, right? This whole time, he’s got this gorgeous smile. He says, ‘Yeah, I’m in love, Dad. I think this is it.’”


  He finally looked at Cole. “So if you gonna abandon my son, treat him like some sort of liability, do it now, while he’s unconscious and don’t know any better, and me and his mom and stepdad, we’ll take the blame for running the two of you off. You say you’re gonna stay by his side, then you better live up to your word, or I’ll be sitting in the county jail with that little fucker after I run over you.”


  Cole’s vision blurred and he wiped at his eyes. “I love him, sir. I love him as much as I love Kim. And she loves him. I promise you, we won’t let you or him down. Whatever it takes, whatever he needs, whatever we have to do, we’re here for the long haul.”


  “Okay.” Corbin slowly nodded and had trouble getting up from the chair. There wasn’t room for both Cole and Tilly there, and since she was already there, Cole let her help the man up.


  Corbin walked down to the end of the bed and opened his arms to Cole for a hug.


  Cole didn’t care that he was crying now as he hugged the man. “I love him so damn much, sir. I don’t want to lose him.”


  “My son’s got a stubborn streak in him,” he said, patting Cole on the back. “Every bit as big as the one I got. Anyone can fight back from this, he can.” He stepped back and Tilly handed out another round of tissues. “Your parents know about all this?”


  “Not yet. They’ve met Mase, but it was before he and I were involved. They think he’s a good friend of ours.”


  “And her parents?”


  “I’d rather not talk about her parents.”


  He snorted. “Assholes?”


  “Complicated.”


  “Fair enough.”


  The way he said it, sounding almost like Mason, nearly broke Cole’s heart.


  “Let’s go back out there so I can talk to her,” Corbin said. “Kim’s her name?”


  “Yes, sir.” Cole slid the door open.


  He stopped, sadly smiling. “Heh. Explains something else, then.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A few weeks ago, I was jokin’ with him. Told him he needed to get a puppy or a pet or something, and I thought he’s gonna wet his pants how hard he laughed, and he said, ‘Got it handled, Dad.’ Guess he meant Kim, huh?”


  Cole cast a loving look back at the man in the bed, then his gaze settled on Tilly, who wore a smirk.


  “Guess he did, sir.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Kim was sitting with Corbin’s arm around her shoulders and going through another weepy stage when Louise and Hank Schorfield entered the waiting room a little after noon.


  Corbin spotted them first and reached across Kim to poke Cole in the thigh to get his attention. Corbin tipped his head toward them.


  Cole stood, recognizing them from pictures at Mase’s condo. Louise led the way, her hazel eyes twisting Cole’s heart and tearing it from his chest. Now he knew where Mason got those.


  He stuck his hand out. “Hi, I’m Cole Singleton. Mason’s boyfriend.”


  “Hello.” She shook with him. “My husband, Hank. You must be the man Mason told us he was dating.” She glared down at Corbin. “Hello, asshole.”


  Corbin smirked up at them. “Long time, no see, cunt. Hank.”


  She glared down at Kim. “At least this one looks legal.” Hank reached out to touch his wife’s shoulder, but she shook him loose.


  Cole remembered Mason mentioning the two had a contentious relationship, but…holy hell.


  Corbin hooted and grinned up at Cole. “Oh, please, let me tell her? Please?”


  Across the way, Tilly snickered. Landry leveled a dour gaze at her. “I’m sorry,” Tilly said. “I like the old coot. I can’t help it.”


  Kim was, fortunately, oblivious to all of this. Between her exhaustion and grief, she wasn’t paying any attention.


  Cole opted to try to divert the conversational train. “Um, Mrs. Schorfield, this is Tilly. She’s a family friend, and a nurse. She’s helping us all negotiate—”


  Tilly slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her laugh, and Corbin and Landry didn’t help things any by laughing with her.


  “—our way through this.”


  “Sorry,” Tilly said. She stood and shook hands with the woman. “I’m sorry. We’ve got a baby at home, and none of us got any sleep last night, and I’m sort of punchy when I’m sleep-deprived. Tilly Cardinal-LaCroux and my husband, Landry.”


  Cole tried glaring at her but Tilly avoided eye contact with him. Then again, maybe that was better, because maybe she was trying not to laugh.


  I know Mason will laugh about this when I tell him.


  That thought nearly took his knees out.


  Not so much that thought, exactly, but the one that followed on its heels, that he hoped Mason would be able to understand him and get the joke.


  That was a bucket of cold water on his emotions.


  Cole had Kim stay behind with Corbin and Landry while he went back with Tilly and Louise and Hank, as they’d told Cole to call them. Tilly’s mode turned somber and professional as she gave them the same run-down she’d given Corbin, including the fact that they just didn’t know what Mason’s prognosis was going to be, and the wide range of possibilities for the outcome.


  They were standing around Mason’s bed, Louise dabbing at her eyes when she softly spoke to Cole.


  “Did you know he came down to have dinner with us a couple of weeks ago?”


  “Yes, ma’am. He told us.”


  She forced a smile as she patted Mason’s right hand. “I’d tried to fix him up with a friend of ours. I didn’t know he was dating you then.” She finally looked at Cole. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to disrespect you.”


  He hoped she felt as charitable about the situation when she learned the full truth. “It’s all right. It’s…complicated.”


  “That’s what he told me when I called him the next day.” She shook her head. “Honestly. I’m a modern woman. I don’t want to watch whatever you two do in your bedroom, but I love my son.” She turned her focus back to Mason, her husband draping his arm around her shoulders.


  Tilly and Cole were standing at the end of the bed. Tilly grabbed his upper arm and held on tight with a death grip, her lips now pressed together in a thin, tight line. Then she rested her face against his shoulder like she was trying not to cry.


  “Oh, please,” she whispered. “Let me tell them!”


  “Bad girl, no cookie,” he whispered.


  That only made it worse, Tilly now choking and snorting and trying to make it look like she was crying, and failing miserably.


  “Excuse me,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”


  He gave her credit for trying. She nearly made it to the ICU’s doors before she started bawling with laughter that rang through the entire unit before the door swung shut on the sound.


  “She’s a nurse, huh?” Hank asked.


  “Used to be. She works for a movie production company now. She’s actually known Mason a lot longer than I have. They were friends even before he moved to Nebraska.”


  Louise’s eyebrows went up. They looked drawn on with a pencil and Cole couldn’t…stop…staring at them. “Oh! Wait, I thought she looked familiar. I think we’ve met her before, at a Christmas party at Mason’s, years ago. She had a boyfriend named Cris.”


  “Still does.” Cole squeezed his eyes shut as he realized what he’d said. “I mean, her husband.”


  Movement caught his eye. Tilly reappeared behind him in the unit’s doorway.


  “I thought she said her husband’s name was Landry?” Louise now sounded confused and suspicious.


  Tilly clapped a hand over her mouth and tried to disappear again, but Cole snagged her arm, dragged her into the room, smiled at the nurse as he held up a finger, and slid the door shut again.


  Tilly had her fingers wrapped around the footrest of the bed and was staring down at Mason’s feet.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, still struggling with her laughter. “The baby woke up when we got home after we picked her up from the sitter, and she would not go back to sleep, so I didn’t get any damn sleep last night…” And her words devolved into laughter again.


  Cole hung his head. This wasn’t exactly how he’d envisioned meeting Mason’s parents.


  “You’re supposed to be the kick-ass one!” he hissed.


  She laughed harder, shaking her head back and forth. “Sorry. Temporarily out of order.”


  “Are you sure she’s a nurse?” Hank asked.


  “This is…complicated.”


  Tilly leaned over, snorting and laughing, trying to keep it quiet, bracing herself against Mason’s bed.


  “Tilly, you’re not helping!”


  “I warned you, dude! Nut up and get it over with. Or I can tell her alll about Landry and Cris, your call.”


  He sucked in a deep breath. Hell, this couldn’t be any worse than dealing with Kim’s family. “I’m Mason’s boyfriend,” he said. “And Kim is our girlfriend.”


  “Bok,” Tilly muttered before giggling some more.


  “Kim?” the couple asked.


  “The woman out in the waiting room, with Corbin? She’s not with him. She’s with me and Mason.”


  Louise’s drawn-on eyebrows knitted in frustration. “But…Mason’s gay. She’s a girl. I know how someone being gay works and—”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s the hang-up?” Tilly said, still giggling. “That she’s got girlie parts and not that one plus one plus one doesn’t equal two?”


  “We’re poly,” Cole said, glaring at Tilly.


  Tilly stuck her tongue out at him.


  Spanking her was actually looking fairly tempting.


  “Poly?” Hank asked.


  He gave them a scaled-down version of the talk they gave Corbin, without any mention of BDSM.


  He could tell from the looks on their faces that they didn’t approve, but weren’t sure how to deal with it.


  “Look, as Kim and I already told Corbin, we’re going to take care of Mason. We were already talking this weekend about making things permanent long-term between the three of us. He’s our boyfriend, and we want to be in charge of his care.”


  Louise looked conflicted. He got it. This was her only child, and Mason’s future was still up in the air.


  On the other hand, she wasn’t a spring chicken, she didn’t live locally, and here were two people who loved Mason and who were ready to step in and take care of him.


  “As I already told Corbin,” Cole continued, “if this is going to be a problem, I’ve got a couple of friends who are lawyers who will be more than happy to go to bat for us, and they know how Mason feels about us. When Mason wakes up, he’ll—”


  “No,” she quietly said, stroking Mason’s hand. “I won’t fight you on this. As long as you don’t try to keep me from my son and you let me be part of this.”


  “I would never keep you from him, ma’am,” Cole promised. “And think of it this way. It’s not just me, it’s me and Kim. Two people. Of course we’ll welcome any and all help you’re able to contribute, but we are dedicated to him. He’s…he’s our life. We’re in this for life. We want to be his caretakers for as long as he needs us to be.”


  “Did Corbin try to keep you from him?” Louise asked.


  Now Tilly had composed herself. “He was…understandably cautious, at first,” she said. “He wanted to make sure Cole and Kim really meant what they said. He gave them an easy out, saying he would take the blame for running them off if they wanted to bail on Mason.”


  “He did, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  Cole didn’t imagine he spotted the barest hint of a smile there. “That asshole,” Louise softly muttered, but she almost said it…fondly.


  Hank patted her shoulder. “Don’t you think it’s time to bury the hatchet?”


  “In his head?”


  Tilly snorted.


  Louise let out a sigh and turned to Cole again. “I don’t hate Corbin. Anymore. I haven’t hated him for a long time. It’s just easier to…stay in a habit, I guess. He said they caught the asshole who did this to Mase?”


  “He’s in custody, yes.”


  “Good. If there was ever anything to unite the two of us, it was Mason. I promise to try to keep the snark to a minimum.”


  “Aw,” Tilly said. “I was having fun.”


  “You’re sleep-deprived,” Cole reminded her.


  “I’m not dead.”


  After a few minutes, they returned to the waiting room. This surgical ICU was a more intensive unit, and they limited how much time and how many people could be at a patient’s bedside at any given time. Cole had been told that once they stepped Mason down to the regular ICU, he’d be allowed to spend more time at Mason’s bedside, and even sleep there, if space allowed.


  Corbin wore an evil grin. “So how’d the cunt take the Master and slave news?”


  Tilly collapsed, laughing, against Landry’s shoulder.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  The trooper and deputy from the night before arrived around one to talk to them and update them about what was going on. They also returned Mason’s phone to Cole, who slipped it into his pocket. He’d have to contact Mason’s employer and notify them what happened.


  The guy would be arraigned the next morning and likely wouldn’t make bail. His family in Nebraska was apparently disowning him, now that they’d learned what he’d done, and he was pretty much broke. Because he was a flight risk, the state attorney was going to push for no bond, or at the very least a high bond.


  Friends filtered in and out, bringing them lunch and coffee and offering support. Cole felt like Tilly had answered the same medical questions about Mason’s condition a thousand times, and wondered if he should just get a voice recording of her saying it to play.


  Cole felt drained, and guilty for feeling that way when Mason lay unconscious and fighting for his life in a hospital bed.


  Other than being able to take turns going back and visiting with Mason, there wasn’t a whole lot any of them could do. Cole didn’t want to leave him there alone all night, but the doctors and nurses assured Cole and Kim that Mason would be kept under sedation for at least several more days. There was no chance of him waking up right then. They didn’t want him to, to speed his healing.


  This wasn’t how their relationship was supposed to go. They’d just started to take things to the next level.


  They were supposed to be able to enjoy their lives.


  Why couldn’t that little fucker find someone else?


  Why’d he have to try to kill Mason?


  He didn’t realize Kim had asked him a question until she laid her hand on his arm and gently shook it.


  “I’m sorry. What?”


  She tipped her head toward Tilly, who’d dozed off on Landry’s shoulder.


  More guilt, that now their friends’ lives were also upended.


  “If you guys want to go,” Cole told him, “it’s okay.”


  Landry looked exhausted, too. “Thank you. I think I shall pull husband rank.”


  “Huh?” Tilly said, lifting her head.


  “Come along, my vicious little Redbird. Time for you to take a nap.”


  Tilly frowned. “What happened?”


  Landry stood and held out a hand to her. “Life is happening, love. We cannot do anything else this evening. We need to get home and rest.”


  Cole knew how exhausted Tilly must have been when she didn’t even try to argue. She hugged Cole and Kim, and Mason’s parents, and let Landry lead her out of the waiting room.


  Louise and Hank were getting a hotel room. After exchanging cell phone numbers with Corbin, Louise, and Hank, Cole led Kim out to his car. He didn’t know where to go, at first, until he found himself driving toward Mason’s condo.


  No plants to water, no pets to take care of, but for that moment he couldn’t stand to be anywhere else.


  Kim didn’t seem inclined to argue, either.


  It wasn’t until they were inside he realized she’d been wearing her collar all day. “Sorry, sweetheart. I should have taken that off of you at the hospital.”


  She vigorously shook her head, tears welling in her eyes.


  They cuddled on the couch, the music on. The last thing on Cole’s mind was romance. Exhaustion had set in, and he knew they needed to go home. Or, at least, he had to get Kim home. Her car was there, and tomorrow would be crazy enough.


  “Can we go see him in the morning?” she asked. “Please? Before work?”


  He glanced at the time. “Let’s go to your place to spend the night. We’ll stop by my house on the way so I can get what I need.”


  “But…this is closer.”


  He didn’t have the energy to fight her tonight. “Honey, your car is at your place.”


  “I want to sleep in his bed.” Her tiny voice broke Cole’s heart.


  It was hard to argue with her. He wanted to sleep in Mason’s bed, too.


  Unfortunately, life called. “We’ll take his pillows with us. We will stay at your place tonight. I’ll stay with you. If there’s any change in his condition in the morning, I’ll call you immediately. You need to go to work.”


  He suspected keeping her in some semblance of a routine would help her cope with this better.


  Finally, he convinced her to get up and get moving again. Nearly ninety minutes later they were at Kim’s apartment. After calling the hospital to check on Mason, Cole collapsed into bed with Kim, with her arms wrapped around the pillow Mason usually used.


  Cole didn’t even mind that she wanted to hold it between them as she lay facing him.


  Smelling his lover’s scent was comforting to him, too.


  He just hoped that it wasn’t the last time he’d ever be able to bury his face in Mason’s scent like that.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, Cole felt disoriented despite knowing he was in Kim’s bed.


  She still lay facing him. It didn’t look like she’d moved during the night.


  He’d awakened ten minutes before his alarm and he shut it off to let Kim sleep a little longer.


  He needed a couple of minutes alone to get his head on straight anyway.


  After using the bathroom, he went to the kitchen to start the coffee. It didn’t help that when he opened the cabinet where Kim kept the bags of coffee, the first one he saw was Mason’s favorite.


  Dammit.


  He got the coffee started. He’d brought his phone out with him and called the hospital to check on Mason.


  Still stable, no change. Sometime today they’d be doing another CT scan to check the swelling, but they didn’t know when yet. They’d likely fit him in on the schedule between other patients, meaning there was no telling when.


  After hanging up, he poured coffee for himself and Kim and fixed their mugs the way they liked, sipping his as he carried hers in to her. He set them both down on the bedside table on her side before leaning in to gently nudge her awake.


  “Hey, sweetheart. Morning.”


  He wasn’t sure she was awake yet, until she shuddered, then started crying.


  With a heavy heart, he slipped into bed with her, behind her, spooning around her. “I called the hospital already. He’s unchanged, but not any worse. He survived the worst of this. It’s just a matter of being patient until he comes back to us.” It was hard enough to deal with his own pain.


  Trying to comfort her on top of that was even more difficult.


  He could barely hear her voice when she finally spoke through her tears. “Do you really think he’ll come back to us?”


  “I know he’s a tough guy. Tougher than me, that’s for sure. I know it’ll be a hard road sometimes, but I have no doubts that he’ll come back to us.”


  None that he’d voice aloud in front of her, anyway.


  Not yet, at least.


  She finally released the pillow and rolled to face him. He wrapped his arms around her, stroking her hair.


  “I love you,” she said. “Please don’t leave me.”


  “Baby, I’m never going to leave you. I promise. Not unless you want to leave me.”


  “I don’t mean…leave. I mean…” She sniffled.


  He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “I’ll do my best. I don’t want to make you a promise I have no control over. I’ll always do my best to come home to you. How’s that?”


  She finally looked up at him. “Okay.”


  “Are you going to be okay to drive today?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Maybe you should think about calling in.”


  A heavy sigh escaped her. “I can’t. Well, I mean, I can, but I don’t want to do that to Emery. And I might need the paid time off later when Mason’s…awake. If I use up all my paid time off now, I won’t have any later.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Plus Kim knew if she went to the hospital today and spent all day there, she wouldn’t want to leave. She’d put her whole life on hold until Mason was awake and able to talk to her and order her to get back to doing what she needed to do.


  And she suspected Mason wouldn’t want her to do that.


  She more than suspected that. She knew it.


  No, he’d need her more later, when he’d need her. It only made sense. Cole had some medical background, even though he wasn’t actively involved in patient care. He knew way more of the lingo than she did.


  Besides, she needed to try to put on a brave front for Cole. She wasn’t the only one hurting and didn’t have the patent on pain right now. It would be all Cole could do to deal with Mason’s recovery. The last thing she wanted to do was saddle him with trying to deal with her, too.


  Time to put the big-girl panties on.


  Cole took a shower with her, holding her for a moment before they got out. Before they left to go their separate ways, he kissed her one more time.


  “Will Emery be okay with that?” He nodded, indicating her wrist.


  She’d wrapped her collar around her right wrist and fastened it, like she’d seen Tilly do with hers at the hospital.


  “Yeah. It’s just a bracelet. Right?” She stared at it, imagining Mason’s fingers buckling it around her neck and the sense of peace she always felt when he did.


  Like her world had righted and settled and was the way it should be.


  She choked back the sob that wanted to break through at that thought.


  She made it to the office first, the way she usually did. Technically she was the office manager, which really didn’t mean a lot. She wasn’t an insurance agent, even though she knew a lot about the business now, stuff she’d absorbed through osmosis over the past several years. Emery had hinted several times at being willing to compensate her to get her license, but…


  She’d never had confidence in herself before. Never wanted to be so permanently tied to a job like that. She’d started working there while still married to Craige, and against his wishes.


  This job had paid for her divorce, for her ability to support herself, get her apartment, pay her bills.


  She handled phones and mail, paperwork, general office stuff, made sure everyone got things to the accountant who worked for them and another business part-time, helped make sure any checks or money taken in there was deposited and the records noted.


  And she made sure they always had coffee and office supplies.


  Chief bottle-washer.


  She got the alarm shut down and the lights and everything turned on, the computer systems started, and sat at her desk to go through the voice mails from over the weekend…


  And that’s where Emery found her sitting, sobbing, when he walked in ten minutes later.


  He got her into his office and put tissues into her hand before he sat in the other chair in front of his desk. “Honey, what’s going on?”


  She found herself sobbing out the story to him, no longer worried if he’d be freaked out about the poly stuff, barely remembering to stay away from the BDSM part of things. If he was keyed into that lifestyle enough, he’d probably grok the intricacies, though.


  “Why are you here?” he gently asked. “Why didn’t you go to the hospital? We can manage. I wish you’d called me Saturday night. I would have told you to take time off.”


  She shook her head. “He’s not going to know I’m there.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “He would want me to work right now. When he’s…” She realized she couldn’t say it, because there was a small part of her who wasn’t sure he would eventually wake up.


  And she was afraid to say anything that might jinx his recovery process, no matter how stupid that sounded.


  “I need to work right now,” she said. “Cole said he’ll call me and keep me updated. He’s going to stop by on the way to work. He called to check on him before we left my place this morning.”


  She finally realized Emery was staring at her not with revulsion or even a bland disinterest, but with genuine concern.


  “I hope my revelations about our personal situation don’t…make you think less of me.”


  “No, of course not. Hey, you were there and supportive of me when Sean was in that wreck, and everything else.” He smiled, kindly and radiating warmth. “I also have friends who are poly.” He leaned in to hug her. “And trust me, your situation is tame compared to some of the animals I call family and friends. And I say that with all love and affection meant for them, too.”


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Cole’s pulse thundered as he walked into the hospital, got a visitor’s pass, and headed to the ICU.


  He hated that he now knew the way by heart, with no hesitation.


  The nurse was the same one he’d spoken to, and had cared for Mason yesterday. She gave him a few minutes alone with Mason.


  Cole sat in the chair on Mason’s right side. He slid his hand through the side-rail and carefully slipped his fingers under Mason’s, trying not to disturb any of the IV tubes or monitor leads.


  “You have to get better, buddy,” Cole softly said. “I need you. I love you. Kim needs and loves you. We can’t do this without you. I don’t care what shape you’re in when you wake up. We’ll deal with that when that happens, and we’ll take care of you. But I need you, man. Please, come back to me. To us.”


  Tilly had told them to speak to him. That they didn’t know what Mason could or couldn’t hear. What he could or couldn’t process. To talk to him, order him back, tell him they loved him.


  To make sure to keep talking to him, and to not stop.


  Mason’s bruises had started to morph into dark, angry shades of blue and purple and greenish brown that turned Cole’s stomach.


  Maybe I should go to that fucking hearing.


  No, then he’d be in jail with the little fucker who did this.


  Hmm.


  He sighed. No, that was a baaad idea, one Mason himself would likely nix. He had to take care of Mason, of Kim, of Mason’s parents. He needed to step in and do this for the man he loved, and for the woman he loved.


  Finally, he stood and leaned in, kissing Mason’s cheek.


  “I need to go to work. I’ll keep calling and checking up on you. And your mom and stepdad and dad will be here. Tilly said she’d get people here, too.”


  He finally forced himself to leave, stopping to talk to the nurse on his way out and alert her to the fact that Mason might have a bunch of visitors today, and to reassure himself that she had his and Kim’s cell phone numbers.


  As he sat in his car in the parking lot, he realized that he still had to notify Mason’s job.


  Dammit.


  He called his own job to let them know he was running a little late without getting into graphic details. Then he drove to the campus where Mason’s employer was located, stopping at the guard shack.


  Five minutes later, and with a visitor’s ID badge, he was standing in the building’s lobby, awaiting someone to talk to.


  One of the supervisors who worked under Mason emerged and led Cole to a nearby conference room to talk. Cole kept the facts brief.


  “I don’t know when he’s going to be able to come back to work,” he told the guy, who looked shell-shocked. “Right now, we’re in wait and see mode.”


  “Can he have visitors?”


  “He can, but he’s not conscious, and the visiting time and number of visitors is limited.”


  “Can I give you my cell number, and you can text me with updates? I’ll pass the word along to everyone.”


  “Thanks.” Cole did just that. “Let me know if there’s anything else I need to do for now.”


  “I’ll talk to HR and let you know. Man, I’m really sorry. We kind of need him around here, he’s amazing.”


  Cole fought the wave of sadness threatening to overwash him. “Yeah, he is. And so do we.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole called Kim and briefly updated her after he arrived at work and before he walked into the building. Tilly texted Cole when she arrived at the hospital a little after nine, reporting that Mason’s parents were there, too.


  At least there were boots on the ground, so to speak.


  Like Kim had rationalized, Cole knew he had to work, had to focus on his job now, and save his accumulated time off for when he’d really need it once Mason was up and moving and ready to come home.


  Or go to a rehab facility, which had also been mentioned.


  Since no one knew yet exactly what Mason’s abilities would be, or what care he’d require, all that was up in the air.


  A little before noon, he took a quick walk down to his own HR office in the building and gave them a heads-up that he had an ongoing family emergency. He stayed away from specifics, citing privacy issues and an ongoing criminal investigation, all of which were true.


  When Ed called him a little after noon, Cole closed his office door to talk to him. “Don’t keep me in suspense, please.”


  “No bond. As I expected. The DA who caught the case is a good one. He’ll nail the little bastard to the wall. There’s video evidence, his cell phone pings, the stuff they pulled off Mason’s phone—all of that makes this a slam-dunk. Oh, and…” Ed hesitated.


  “What?”


  “Physical evidence.”


  Cole closed his eyes as he leaned back in his chair. “Just tell me.”


  “Blood on front-end damage on the guy’s car. You signed permission forms for them to take a sample from Mason at the hospital, so they’re still waiting on the results. But when it comes back as Mason’s blood, that’s it. Get this, little asshole tried to claim he hit a deer Saturday after he left his hotel.”


  “He’s not a Florida boy, is he?”


  “Nope. No deer in Sarasota. Not in the city. Maybe out in the eastern part of the county.”


  “Thanks for keeping me posted.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll stay on top of this for you. How is he today? Any change?”


  “Not yet. Tilly’s been texting me updates all morning.”


  Ed hesitated. “As his attorney, I have to make certain judgment calls. I know he loves you and Kim, but I don’t have paperwork for you from him. Your names aren’t on anything. If his parents start trying to fight you guys, legally there might not be too much I can do.”


  “I hope that won’t be a problem. They seemed relieved that we want to take charge.”


  “Okay. Good.”


  When Cole got off the phone with Ed, he checked in again with Kim. She sounded a little weepy, but it was a relief to know she was handling things as best she could.


  “What did Emery say when you told him?”


  “You mean after I got done snot-sobbing on his shoulder?” she asked. She punctuated that comment with a sad chuckle. “He understands and said he’ll work with me on time off.”


  “That’s good.”


  “Yeah.” She hesitated for a moment. “What do you want me to do about this evening?” she asked, almost sounding timid.


  It took him a moment to realize she sounded close to dropping into sub mode.


  “Let’s both go to our respective places after work, pack for several days, and meet up at Mason’s. Then we can go to the hospital together from there.”


  “Thank you.”


  He really hoped she didn’t try to rely on him for that, to be a “Sir” to her. He didn’t think he could emotionally handle it at that point.


  Hell, it was all he could do to remain vertical right now and not curled up into a fetal position.


  How could they go from a fucking high point of Friday night and Saturday morning, of starting to dig into the topic of where to steer their complicated emotional ball of whatever it was that they had, to now trying to claw their way out of an emotional tar pit?


  “Love you, sweetheart,” he said. “I need to go eat something for lunch. Make sure you get something to eat.”


  “Em brought me a salad. I’m staring at it right now.”


  Cole sighed. “Please eat. You need to. You can’t get sick. I need your help. I can’t do this alone.”


  “God, we’re a mess, aren’t we?”


  “Yeah, but no matter what, we’ll figure our way out through this. Together.”


  “Together.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the way to the hospital that evening with Cole driving them, Kim tried not to obsess on a future not yet certain for Mason. Seeing the deep lines in Cole’s face when she met him at Mason’s condo also drove home the fact that she needed to try to be strong for him.


  Mason had a CT scan that afternoon, Tilly reported, and the good news was that it did look like the swelling was starting to marginally decrease. But Mason still needed to stay in the ICU for now.


  Mason’s mom and stepdad weren’t there, but his dad and Tilly were. Tilly greeted them with a hug when they walked into the waiting room. “Hey. No change.”


  “Is that bad?” Kim asked.


  “It’s…expected,” Tilly said. “This is a healing process at this point. As long as he doesn’t have any infections or other complications, it’s just waiting for Mason’s body to do its own thing and heal.”


  She walked back with them to Mason’s bed. Kim briefly closed her eyes and swallowed hard when she saw his face, his bruises in stark contrast to his pale skin.


  The anger—rage that washed through her.


  This isn’t fair.


  They were happy. They had everything they wanted, and more.


  They had Mason.


  What right did that guy have to think he could try to take Mason from them?


  Tilly rested a hand on Kim’s shoulder. “You okay?”


  Kim shook her head before opening her eyes.


  It wasn’t a nightmare. It was real, and it was their life for the foreseeable future.


  “PT came by today and—”


  “PT?” Cole asked.


  “Physical Therapy,” Tilly clarified. “Sorry. Force of habit. They came in today to evaluate him. There are exercises we can start doing for him to keep him from having as many issues…”


  Kim and Cole both paid attention as Tilly unhooked the air-activated boots that covered Mason’s feet and lower legs, like large blood pressure cuffs. Then she showed them how to manipulate, stretch, and move his legs and feet without jiggling him too much. Exercises that should be done ideally several times a day.


  “And the good news is that hopefully in a few days they’ll be moving him into a different ICU section. He’ll be stepped down from there based on how he does. Right now, he needs the ICU monitoring because of the skull fracture and swelling. But when they move him, you’ll be able to spend more time with him then.”


  Kim studied Cole’s face. Not only did he bear deep lines around his eyes, around his sweet mouth, but he looked as heartbroken as she felt. And, of course, she knew he was.


  “Thank you for all your help, Tilly,” Kim said as she put the boots back on Mason under Tilly’s watchful eye. “We couldn’t have gotten through this without you.”


  “Well, I have to go back out to LA next week, so I want to do as much as I can while I can. But I’m a phone call or text away. If something happens you don’t understand, call me, day or night, and put me on the phone with whoever it is and I’ll talk to them for you. Seriously, any time of day or night.”


  It was nearly midnight by the time they left the hospital. Mason’s dad had left earlier, as had Tilly.


  “We never ate dinner,” Cole said.


  “I think there’s still leftovers in Master’s—” Her jaw snapped shut on that, trying to seal the choked sob inside her and not let it out.


  Cole reached over and patted her thigh, squeezing. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Call him Master.”


  “I’m torn between feeling numb and feeling shredded inside.” Her hand found his and she laced fingers with him.


  “I know. Me, too.”


  When they returned to Mason’s condo, they fixed a quick dinner together and then collapsed into bed. She’d brought Mason’s pillows back with her from her place.


  “I love you,” she whispered against Cole’s chest. “I never want to forget to say that to you in case it’s the last thing I ever get to say to you.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “I love you, too, sweetheart. And ditto. But you’re not allowed to go dying on me and Mason or anything.”


  She snuggled even closer. “Neither are you.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Wednesday night, Cole was at Mason’s bedside in the ICU when they came to take him for another CT scan. Cole had already made Kim go back to Mason’s, the exhaustion and the stress wearing on her in a painfully palpable way.


  He couldn’t deal with his own pain and hers, so he’d somehow faked a “masterly” tone to order her to get some sleep. Corbin had dropped her off on his way home.


  Now Cole was alone with Mason.


  Well, except for the medical staff.


  “Can I go with him for the scan?” he’d asked the nurse.


  She offered him a kindly smile. She’d been the nurse on duty when Mason had been admitted to the ICU after surgery. “Sure. Come on.”


  Cole followed along to radiology, even helping transfer Mason to the machine, and standing back in the control room with most of the staff.


  “Can you tell if there are any differences?” he asked as they finished up the scans.


  The nurse touched his hand and gave him another of those smiles. “They can, but they’re not allowed to. We’ll hear from his doctor. I’ll make sure to page the on-call to see if we can get a reading sooner than in the morning.”


  “Thanks.”


  Cole helped get Mason transferred back to his bed, which they’d rolled him in down to the radiology department. It was over an hour later when a doctor about Cole’s own age walked in with a laptop and closed the door behind him.


  “Mr. Singleton?” He reached out to shake hands before pulling up a rolling stool the nurse sat on to work on Mason’s chart.


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I have…guarded news.”


  “Guarded?”


  “There is improvement. I’m going to leave notes for neurology for in the morning to do another evaluation. We might be able to move him to the other side of the ICU. Now, I know that’s not a lot of good news, but as long as he continues to improve, we might be looking at bringing him out of sedation in a few days.”


  Cole didn’t want to let hope flare in his chest. He wanted to stomp it down and keep it under wraps so he didn’t jinx anything.


  He damn sure didn’t want to tell Kim yet and instill false hope in her.


  He finally returned to Mason’s a little before four a.m. He’d already decided to call in to work, both due to his exhaustion and because he wanted to talk to the doctor himself that morning.


  And if Mason was moved, he wanted to be there for it.


  He curled up with Kim and got a little sleep, at least.


  The next morning, he sent Kim off to work with a stern order to try to actually work, and that he would be with Mason all day. Tilly arrived at the hospital five minutes after he did, and they were sitting by Mason’s bed when the neurologist did rounds.


  Cole was happy to have Tilly there. Between his own exhaustion and feeling completely overwhelmed, he needed Tilly to translate the medical jargon and break it down to salient points he could understand. Yes, he worked in the medical field, but not like this.


  “So we’ll move him to the other side this afternoon,” the doctor summarized. “As long as he continues to improve, we’ll do another CT scan and then look at getting him awake.”


  Cole’s focus snapped into place. “Awake?”


  Tilly slipped her arm around his waist. “Awake.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Cole waited to update Kim with the latest news until they’d actually moved Mason. In this side of the ICU, while the number of visitors at any given time was limited, the time they could spend there wasn’t.


  Cole could practically camp out there if he wanted.


  After Tilly and Cole talked with Mason’s new nurse and he was settled into his new space, Tilly went out to update Mason’s parents and the friends who’d stopped by to see him.


  Cole collapsed into the recliner that was at Mason’s bedside and stared at his face. The NG tube they’d put in on Tuesday while Cole was at work still…his own stomach rolled a little. He knew it was necessary to make sure they could feed Mase, but…


  No, medical play definitely wasn’t a fetish he’d ever have.


  Although he knew he’d need to force himself to get used to this. If Mase never woke, up, or if Mase was completely incapacitated, he could have an NG tube for a while. Or, Tilly had warned, possibly a permanent feeding tube inserted into his stomach.


  It wasn’t an eventuality Cole wanted to think about just yet. If it happened, he’d deal with it then.


  He focused on Mason’s closed eyes. The bruises on his face and elsewhere were starting to fade from blackish purple into a deep blue, the lighter bruises taking on sickly greens and browns.


  The million-dollar question, of course, was that no one knew what kind of damage he’d sustained, neurologically speaking. Yes, he wasn’t brain dead. They knew that. But what kinds of rehab he’d need after they got him awake again, that was still in the air. Mason had sustained a traumatic brain injury, and what little Cole had Googled left him not wanting to read any more because he didn’t want to know the worst-case scenario.


  Tilly had reluctantly told him, after some prodding on his part, that if the best-case scenario came true, Mason might be discharged from the hospital in a few weeks and go home and be almost fine.


  Or…not.


  She also cautioned him, as had the doctors, that Mason might face months or years of intensive rehab care.


  It was just too soon to tell.


  Cole wanted to focus on the positives. He wanted to believe the man he loved—they loved—would come back to them whole and loving them.


  If Mason didn’t…they’d cross that bridge when they came to it. He’d meant every word he’d said to Mason’s parents. He would spend the rest of his life caring for Mason, if that’s what it took. He wouldn’t abandon him just because of this.


  Even if the worst-case came to be, he’d never see Mason as a liability.


  Just like if it was Kim in that bed, he’d never abandon her, either.


  He reached out and stroked Mason’s right hand. “Come back to us, buddy. Please. We love you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It was ten days after the attack, on a Tuesday evening. Since they’d moved Mason from the surgical ICU to the other side of the unit, Cole had been camped out at Mason’s bedside in the ICU as much as they would let him. He had to work, but spent most nights there, showering at Mason’s since his place was the closest to the hospital. During the days, even though Tilly had gone to LA, she’d assembled a crew of their friends to come in and sit with Mason in rotating shifts so he was never alone even while Cole and Kim had to work.


  Even if Mason wasn’t conscious, Cole didn’t want him left alone.


  Cole and Kim helped bathe Mason, made sure to do the physical therapy exercises on his legs every time they were there visiting, and learned as much about his care as they could from the nursing staff so they could participate.


  Cole didn’t want to say it aloud to Kim, that these might be skills they’d have to know to teach any daytime caretakers Mason had once he was moved out of the ICU.


  Especially if he needed long-term care at home.


  This evening, Kim had to go home to sleep despite how early it was. She was falling apart at the seams, and Cole currently wasn’t strong enough to hold it together for her right then. He’d ordered her to go home and sleep. Well, to go to Mason’s and sleep.


  Cole wasn’t getting good sleep anyway, so he figured he might as well be sleeping there at Mason’s side.


  Earlier that day, they’d started decreasing Mason’s medication, wanting to bring him slowly out of the induced coma to make sure his body would tolerate it. Because he was still on the ventilator, they’d put restraints on his hands so he wouldn’t try to pull the breathing tube. Tilly had warned Cole of this happening, that they’d want to verify his ability to breathe on his own before removing the ventilator.


  Also, they wanted the breathing tube kept in place in case they needed to immediately sedate him again.


  Cole couldn’t help but think Mason might find it ironic that he was the one now tied down.


  Another reason he’d sent Kim to Mason’s, because when she’d spotted the restraints earlier she had burst into tears. Although the staff didn’t understand the true reason for her distress.


  Because it was too much of a grim reminder of what she was missing.


  He got it, because it’d made him cringe when he’d arrived earlier and saw them.


  So here he sat, staring at Mason while the nurse sat on the stool with the laptop cart and worked on charts and monitored Mason’s readings.


  One moment, Cole was sitting there, staring at Mason’s face. He’d closed his own eyes only for a second, then opened them again.


  Mason was staring at him.


  It took him a moment to process that, to feel the catch in his throat, to force himself to sit up, stand, lean in close. “Hey, buddy. Welcome back.”


  The nurse looked up and walked around to the other side of the bed. “Hello, Mr. Lange.”


  Mason’s gaze didn’t waver from Cole’s. Cole’s vision doubled, tripled as tears filled his eyes.


  He didn’t care. Mason was awake, looking at him.


  The nurse raised her voice just a little. “Mr. Lange, I’m Rosie, your nurse. Can you please look at me for a moment?”


  Slowly, Mason’s gaze shifted, looking at her, apparently trying to focus on her.


  She smiled at him. “Very good. Can you please blink for me?”


  Cole choked back a sob as Mason slowly blinked.


  “Excellent. I’m going to get the doctor to come in to see you. Cole is right here with you. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  She left, and Mason seemed to follow her with his gaze before it slowly swung back onto Cole.


  “I love you,” Cole said. “I love you so fucking much, I want you to know that.” He gently grasped Mason’s right hand with both of his. “Kim loves you, too. I sent her home to sleep. It’s almost eight o’clock at night.”


  He didn’t want to overwhelm Mason with the full details yet.


  Like how much time had passed.


  There’d be plenty of time for that.


  Mason tried to lift his left hand and realized he couldn’t. When he tried to look that way, Cole distracted him. “Hey, no, look at me,” he said.


  Not just a distraction for Mason, but he didn’t want to stop staring into Mason’s gaze. He wanted to look into those hazel eyes and never stop staring.


  The nurse returned with a doctor. Cole leaned in and kissed Mason’s forehead before letting go of his hand and moving out of the way, watching as they put Mason through a series of basic commands and tests, including seeing if Mason felt pain in his feet, could move on command.


  The whole time, Mason’s gaze seemed to seek out Cole when the doctor wasn’t asking him to respond directly by looking somewhere specific or blinking.


  Finally, Cole breathed out a sigh of relief when the doctor turned to the nurse. “Let’s go ahead and check his breathing, see if he’s able to breathe on his own. If so, we’ll go ahead and pull the breathing tube.”


  One more victory.


  That took another hour, Cole once again standing out of the way while they did it, the sound of Mason’s weak cough like music to Cole’s ears.


  No sleep for me tonight.


  He’d be calling in to work tomorrow, because he’d want to sit up all night and be there, awake and aware and ready to respond to Mason.


  I’ll need to text Kim in the morning and tell her to call in. She could sit there with Mason while he went and got some sleep.


  The nurse warned Cole that Mason might go back to sleep, due to the effects of the sedation, and not to count on him being too awake or aware this soon. That it might be days before he was really coherent.


  Cole didn’t care. Mason was awake.


  That meant, as far as Cole was concerned, that any prognosis was possible. Including the best-case scenario.


  Finally, Cole was once again able to sit at Mason’s bedside. They kept his hands restrained for now because of the NG tube. They’d replaced the breathing tube with a cannula delivering oxygen directly into Mason’s nose.


  Cole reached over and clasped Mason’s right hand once more.


  Mason had closed his eyes, but at Cole’s touch opened them again and looked at him.


  The nurse brought in a cup of water and sponge swab. “Don’t give him anything to drink yet,” she cautioned. “But you can wet his lips with that, and dab a little in his mouth.”


  Tilly had brought in a couple of tubes of lip balm that they’d been using to keep Mason’s lips from getting chapped.


  Cole struggled not to cry. He knew he’d need to be strong for Mason now. “Hey, buddy,” he softly said. “Pet’s at home asleep. I thought about waking her up, but I’m going to be selfish, and she needs the sleep.”


  He reached over and stroked Mason’s hair with one hand, maintaining his grip on Mason’s hand with the other. Maybe now that he was on the mend, they’d be able to give him a real bath, with running water, instead of the dry shampoo they’d been able to use in his hair, and even then only over the past couple of days. The doctors hadn’t wanted any of that done to him early on, wanting him to remain as still as possible.


  Cole had used a cordless electric razor on Mason a couple of times, trying to keep the stubble down to a minimum. He was due for another shave, and now they could get his full face.


  “Squeeze my hand for me, please?” Cole whispered. “I know talking’s going to be hard right now, but squeeze my hand to tell me you love me.”


  Faintly, Mason squeezed Cole’s fingers, making Cole smile.


  “We’ll get you up and around soon. You just relax and focus on healing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Pain.


  Holy fuck, pain the likes of which Mason couldn’t ever remember feeling before in his life. Not even a kidney stone he’d once passed had hurt this fucking badly, and he’d been convinced he was dying then.


  Not just pain, but it felt like he couldn’t even think. Like his brain was wrapped in cotton gauze, and putting together two words was barely possible.


  From context, he was able to gather he was in a hospital. Either that, or Hell, except that Hell probably wouldn’t feature Cole sitting next to him.


  What. The. Actual. Fuck?


  He didn’t know how long he lay there, staring at Cole. There’d been nurses and a doctor—again, through context, not actually knowing what the hell had happened—and a vague recollection of coughing.


  His left shoulder and arm, especially his wrist, really hurt, but when he tried to move it, he couldn’t. He couldn’t move his right arm, either, but he wasn’t sure if that was because Cole had a grip on him or not. He tried wiggling his toes again, and while it seemed he had something on his feet, he could see the sheet moving, feel his toes moving. And when he tried sending orders to his legs, he could move them a little.


  Once again he focused on Cole and those blue eyes he loved and tried to figure out what happened. What had happened, obviously. From the look on Cole’s face, the deep lines, the worry, it couldn’t have happened that day.


  What day was it, anyway?


  He tried to sweep his vision around the room but couldn’t tear himself away from Cole’s gaze.


  The last thing he remembered…


  He tried to remember what the last thing was he remembered. He could recall some vague, ghostly dreams. Feeling lost. The sound of sirens. Pain. The feeling like he was flying…


  Freddie.


  Okay. He remembered working, the little fucker showing up at his door…


  Had Freddie done…this to him?


  Wait, that wasn’t right.


  He took a deep breath, his throat hurting, his chest aching. Dinner.


  He was supposed to have dinner with Cole and Kim and the others.


  He’d…


  Cole was his anchor. He squeezed the man’s hand again despite the pain he felt throughout his body and focused on those blue eyes.


  He remembered Friday night. He remembered…


  Wanting to talk. Wanting to talk to them about this being permanent. Telling them he loved them.


  And then…


  Things were fuzzy. Saturday.


  His gaze slipped from Cole’s as Mason focused on a whiteboard on the wall behind him. A nurse’s name was written there, but more importantly was something else.


  Tuesday.


  Trying to do math felt incredibly hard…like scaling a mountain, but he managed it. Three or four days—gone.


  Fuck.


  So much he wanted to ask Cole, but it felt like he couldn’t talk, too tired to talk, too much energy to expend to make his mouth work right.


  He managed to open his mouth a little to flick his dry tongue over his lips. He vaguely tasted cherry.


  Cole released his hand, grabbed a cup and a swab, and dampened Mason’s mouth and tongue only enough he could actually swallow.


  More was coming into focus.


  More pain, unfortunately.


  But he was hooked up to IVs, monitors. His head hurt like a motherfucker and he definitely didn’t want to move that.


  He tried licking his lips again and Cole this time produced a stick of lip balm and swiped it over his lips.


  Cherry.


  One mystery explained.


  Mason took a couple of deep breaths and hoped Cole could hear him.


  “What…happened?”


  Something that looked like rage flashed across the man’s normally placid features, startling Mason into a deeper level of consciousness than even the pain he was feeling.


  “Freddie,” Cole finally said. “Hit you with his car. He’s in jail. You were supposed to meet us for dinner at Sigalo’s and didn’t show. I texted you, and the FHP called me.”


  “Saturday…?” It was all Mason could manage.


  Cole sadly nodded. “Last Saturday. It’s ten days later. Your mom and stepdad were here for several days and went home two days ago. They’ll probably be back this weekend, now that you’re awake.”


  Mason was still trying to process that.


  Ten days.


  Ten.


  Cole apparently read his mind. “I talked to your job. They’re aware of what’s going on.”


  Ten.


  Fucking.


  Days.


  Even though it felt like trying to climb Mt. Everest, Mason managed another word.


  “Pet.”


  “She’s home sleeping. Well, at your place. We’ve been staying there because it’s closest to here.”


  I can do this.


  “Phone.”


  Cole frowned. “Not sure what you mean, buddy.”


  Mason didn’t know if the word had come out differently than he’d intended it, or Cole just didn’t understand what he meant.


  “Phone.”


  “I have your phone, Mase. It’s at home.”


  Mason tried again, fighting his exhaustion and frustration and pain. “Pet…phone.”


  Cole’s eyebrows went up. “I ordered her to get some sleep.”


  Mason swallowed and tried one more time. “Phone.”


  “You sure you want me to call her? She’ll be here in the morning.”


  Mason squeezed Cole’s hand. It was easier than trying to talk again.


  Cole dug out his phone and put it into FaceTime mode to call Kim’s phone. Cole held the phone so Mason’s face was visible in the window, and when Kim answered, it was yet another shock to Mason’s system. She looked haggard, drawn, and not just from being awakened from a sound sleep.


  From her red, puffy eyes and swollen nose, she’d been crying.


  A lot.


  “Mason?”


  Cole spoke up. “Sorry to wake you up, pet. Look who’s awake and demanded I call you.”


  She started sobbing. “Mase, I love you. I–I’ll get dressed and be right there, I—”


  “Stay,” he said, hoping Cole could hear him, not sure if she could.


  “He says to stay, pet,” Cole said.


  Mason squeezed Cole’s other hand, which still held his.


  “But…I want to come see you.”


  “Sleep,” he said. “Morning.”


  Damn, he’d never take talking for granted again.


  “Did you catch that?” Cole asked her.


  “I couldn’t hear him.” Tears rolled down her face. She’d turned on a bedside lamp and he saw, yes, she was in his bed.


  Poor pet.


  That thought almost made Mason cry, and he didn’t want to cry right now.


  “He said sleep, morning. I think he means get some sleep and come in the morning.”


  Mason squeezed Cole’s hand in an affirmative.


  “Yeah, that’s what he meant,” Cole said. “He just squeezed my hand.”


  “How long’s he been awake?”


  “Not long. I can tell you now what I was going to tell you in the morning—call in to work and come in after you get some sleep. I’ll sleep tomorrow during the day. And make sure you get some breakfast before you come in.”


  Mason squeezed his hand to get his attention. When Cole looked at him, Mason said, “Go sleep.”


  Cole smiled at him. “Sorry, buddy. You’re not my Master.” He leaned in and kissed Mason. “I’m overruling you. I’m staying here. Besides, I’m too tired to drive right now. I’d at least need a nap anyway.”


  Mason stared up into Cole’s gaze and knew even if he tried to overrule Cole, the man would just disregard it.


  That man needs a spanking.


  Which he knew he’d never give Cole, because the guy didn’t get into that.


  But he could spank pet by proxy.


  Maybe.


  One day.


  He shifted his focus back to the phone. “Love you. Sleep.”


  “I love you, too, Mase. I love you so much. I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Good girl.”


  She choked back a sob and managed a smile for him. “Thank you, Master.”


  Cole leaned in. “I know this isn’t going to be easy, but try to go back to sleep and not worry.”


  “Okay. Love you.”


  “Love you, too, sweetheart. See you in the morning. Bring me breakfast.”


  “Okay.”


  Cole ended the call and smiled at him. “Thank god you’re awake. She’s a pet who really needs two owners, not just one.”


  Mason closed his eyes and smiled, trying not to laugh. It’d hurt too damn much. The more awake he became, the more he realized he had pains elsewhere. His gut, for starters. Felt like he’d been sliced open.


  His fucking head was the worst, though.


  “How bad?”


  Cole ran through a litany of stuff, as if he was now intimately familiar with the terminology.


  Of course he is.


  The nurse, who’d stepped out for a moment, returned. “Mr. Lange, are you in any pain? I can get you some pain meds. The doctor left orders for them.”


  “Please,” he said.


  She looked at Cole. “Fair warning, it’ll probably knock him out again. But not like the last time.”


  “I don’t want him to be uncomfortable.”


  “I’ll be right back.” She left them alone again.


  Cole leaned in close once they were alone. “Let me say it again—I love you, I love you so fucking much. Don’t you dare fucking die on me, because I love you, and Kim loves you, and we need you in our lives.”


  Mason squeezed his hand hard and long. “Love you, too.”


  He continued staring into Cole’s eyes after the nurse returned with the medicine and pushed it into his IV. The world started going fuzzy, Cole’s blue eyes fading into blackness as the pain began a slow retreat.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  Cole texted Tilly after Mason went back to sleep and gave her the update. She called him almost immediately, sounding happy and warning him not to worry if Mason was groggy and sleepy for the next several days. With that update issued, he managed a long nap overnight. He asked the nurse to please wake him up if Mason woke up, but Mason slept through the night.


  When Kim arrived at 5:28 the next morning, Cole wondered if she’d even gotten any sleep. Her hair was damp from the shower, and she carried a travel mug of coffee and a bagel wrapped in foil and in a zip-top bag.


  “Is he awake?” she whispered as she kissed him. Fortunately, she looked happier than he’d seen her look since the ordeal began.


  She looked hopeful, too. She wasn’t wearing any makeup and had pulled her damp hair back into a ponytail, but some of the deep lines that had plagued her face lately seemed diminished.


  “Not right now. He’s just sleeping, though. Pain meds.”


  “Oh.”


  Mason’s eyes opened and Cole heard her choke back a happy sob. “Hey, Master,” she whispered as she leaned in to kiss him. “You ready for a day with your pet?”


  He managed a weak smile for her. “Good girl.”


  Cole choked back a laugh of his own. Even like this, Mason was still trying to do his best. “Oh, dude, I can’t wait to get you home.”


  “Why are his hands still restrained?” she asked.


  “The feeding tube. They want to wait a little while, let him have some time to fully awaken, before they try leaving them off. They don’t want him to pull it out.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  Cole let Kim have the recliner on Mason’s right side and he took the other chair, which he dragged over to sit next to her. With the ventilator out of the room, it was almost like they’d doubled the space.


  Cole ate and drank his coffee as he watched her stare into Mason’s eyes, her fingers curled around Mason’s hand.


  Thank goodness Mason had finally awakened, and seemed to be reasonably coherent. The worst was over. Maybe a long road to recovery lay ahead of the man, but two key hurdles had been jumped.


  Mason woke up.


  And Mason seemed able to think, reason, recognize them, and respond.


  He damn sure seemed to have retained his stubborn, Dominant streak.


  How much he’d lost remained to be seen, but Cole was hopeful.


  More than hopeful.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim had sworn to herself that today she would be strong, she’d try not to cry, even happy tears, and she’d show Cole he could finally relax and not be in charge for a while. That she could do this.


  The truth was all she wanted to do was curl up in the bed next to Mason, rest her head against him, and cry with relief that he was finally back.


  Once Cole finished eating, said good-bye to them, and headed home, Mason squeezed her hand to get her attention.


  She stared down into his eyes, her tears already starting.


  He managed a quirky little lopsided smile for her. “My good pet.”


  Never again would she take for granted the little things, with him or with Cole. Simple pleasures, like kneeling before him, her forehead on his feet. Or stretched out on the couch with her head in his lap.


  Feeling his body pressed against hers in bed.


  Making him coffee.


  All of it.


  She wanted it all back, and she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him and with Cole. All fear was now gone when it came to that. Life had slapped her in the face and shown her a far greater fear.


  The fear of losing it all, of wasting time. Of not treasuring what she had and living life to the fullest.


  She’d stared into that darkness and it’d stared right back at her. She’d cowered but hadn’t run.


  She could do this.


  Tilly chose that moment to FaceTime her. Kim answered the call, but before she could speak, Tilly did.


  “Put that goldbricker on the phone,” she said, a smile on her face.


  Kim managed a laugh and held the phone much as she imagined the way Cole had held it last night.


  “Hi,” Mason said.


  Tilly grinned. “There you are. Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Rip Van Winkle called. Get yer ass better.”


  He smiled again. “Trying.”


  “I know you are. I just called and got Cole and he told me to call Kim. I just wanted to put eyes on you myself. I’ll be out here for a couple of weeks yet, but like I told them, any questions, text or call me, day or night. Or if you need me to run interference with the medical staff.”


  “Thanks.”


  Her voice sounded like it cracked. “Yeah, well, thank me by getting better. You owe me a Sigalo’s lasagna,” she teased.


  He smiled. “Sorry.”


  “Hey, just be glad I’m not in jail with that little fucker or you’d never see me in anything but prison orange again.”


  “Not your color.”


  Tilly laughed. “Damned right, it’s not. By the way, I absofuckinglutely love your father.”


  Kim laughed as Mason scowled.


  “You heard me right,” Tilly said. “Great guy.”


  It sounded like Mason snorted.


  “Have Cole tell you that story when you’re feeling up to hearing it,” Tilly said. “It’s a hoot and a half.” In the background, it sounded like a baby cried. “Whoops, there’s my cue. You guys relax. It’s easy cruising from here on out.”


  “Thanks, Tilly,” Kim said.


  “Thanks,” Mason added.


  Kim ended the call to find Mason staring at her.


  “What story?”


  Kim wasn’t sure what he meant. “Huh?”


  “Tilly said story.”


  “I’m not sure. I—” She didn’t want to admit to Mason, not now, anyways, how out of it she’d been at first. “Cole and Tilly and your dad came back here the next morning. We didn’t know how to contact him Saturday night. We found your address book Sunday morning at your place and called him. This is actually the second bed you’ve been in. They had you in a more critical section earlier.”


  The nurse walked in at that moment and held up a syringe. “Time for pain meds. How you feeling?”


  “Hurting.”


  “That’s what I figured. And I want to give you this now, because they’re talking about moving you as soon as they can after rounds are over. Give it time to kick in and make you more comfortable.”


  “Moving him?” Kim asked.


  “Yep. His stats all looked good overnight, so they’re going to move him up to a room. We’re actually full here right now. Not a single bed open. They want to get some of the less critical patients moved over here from the surgical ICU side.”


  “Oh. That’s good, though, right?”


  “Very good. We’ll wait for them to call that there’s a room ready, and by late this morning at the latest, you’ll have a little privacy.”


  She started pushing the IV medicine. As Mason’s eyelids started to droop moments later, Kim leaned in and kissed him.


  “Love you,” she whispered to him.


  “Love you, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason’s dad arrived a little later, and he was there when the doctors made rounds. As the nurse had said, they signed orders to transfer him up to a regular room. They wanted to wait at least another day to pull the feeding tube, and then he could slowly start trying clear fluids for a couple of days. And as long as someone was with him and able to intervene, he could have his hands free for now.


  Before lunch, they made the transfer, and Leah, who’d been on Tilly’s schedule to come in that day, made sure to pass the word and give everyone the updated room info.


  Kim let Mason’s dad have the more comfortable recliner next to Mason’s bed. She’d dropped the side-rail down by Mason’s feet and laid her head against his leg, one hand still holding his. Mason was asleep.


  While Leah was out grabbing them lunch, Corbin spoke.


  “I’m glad he’s got the two of you in his life,” he said. “I wasn’t sure at first, but I can see it. He’s a lucky guy. Thank you for standing by him.”


  “Thank you for not making us leave him.”


  He shifted in the chair. “I think Louise wasn’t sure, at first. But she told me before she left to go home that she likes you two.” He smiled. “Damned crotchety old cunt, anyway.”


  Kim snorted. “You two don’t hate each other, do you?”


  “Nah. Too many years passed for that.” He sighed. “Obviously, it’s not her fault. She’s been with Hank for, geez, twenty years now. Something like that. I’m just not…cuddly.” He focused on her. “You haven’t even told your parents about all of this, have you?”


  “Not about the…accident. No.” She couldn’t bring herself to call it an attack around Mason. Even though yes, that’s exactly what it was. “They’ve met Mase.”


  “What do they think about this?” He circled a finger in the air, his implication clear.


  The three of them.


  “Mason didn’t really tell them the full truth. He wouldn’t let me introduce him as our partner. We introduced him as a really close friend. I’m still trying to rebuild my relationship with my parents. He worried telling them we’re poly would be a…liability right now.”


  “Your ex must have been a piece of work.”


  “Took me too many years to see that,” she admitted. “Too many years to break away.”


  “I decided if I wasn’t any good as a husband, at least I could try to be a halfway decent father. Why would I cut my son out of my life because he’s gay? That’s just stupid. I wish that I’d met you and Cole under better circumstances, but I’m glad he’s got you two.”


  “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”


  “Softy.”


  They both looked. Mason’s eyes were open, that lopsided smile on his face. He was staring at his father.


  “Well, there you are. Sleeping your life away.” He sat up and pointed at Kim. “That poor thing there, crying her eyes out over your ass. You need to hurry up and get better.”


  Mason’s smile widened. “Love you, Dad.”


  “Yeah, well, love you, too. Even though you scared years off me and the cunt’s lives.”


  “Dad.”


  He grinned. “Aw, come on. She calls me asshole.”


  It sounded like Mason sighed. Then his gaze focused on Kim.


  And he rolled his eyes.


  She burst out laughing, not realizing she was crying until Corbin had shoved tissues into her hands and draped an arm around her shoulders. He’d stood and made her take the recliner.


  “You’ve got a shitload of friends,” Corbin said, now dabbing at his own eyes. But he wore a smile. “Glad to see that.”


  “Behave, Dad.”


  “I am. Hey, I even called the cunt this morning before they moved you and told her you’re awake. They’ll be back sometime this afternoon.”


  Mason looked at Kim. “Sorry.”


  “For what?”


  He pointed the fingers of his right hand, which had been freed, at his father.


  His father laughed. “Yeah, well, another reason to hurry up and get better, so they don’t have to put up with me anymore.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On day sixteen, a Monday, Cole took another family leave day to spend it with Mason. He was in Mason’s room when Mason’s boss showed up.


  “Hi. Sorry, didn’t know you had company.” He’d come to visit Mason a couple of times, both before Mason woke up and once he’d been moved to a regular room. Cole had texted Mason’s coworker every day with updates as to his condition.


  “Hey, come on in.” Mason hit mute on the TV remote. He was still having headaches and pretty bad dizzy spells, but they’d removed his catheter and as long as he had help and used the walker they’d provided, Mason was allowed to get up and go use the bathroom and even walk around some.


  It was a slow process, but Mason had insisted on pushing himself, trying to work his way to getting released directly home and not to a rehab center. He still had some balance issues the doctors weren’t sure would get better or not, but he was coming a long way from where he’d started. He had just been changed over from a bland diet to a normal diet two days earlier.


  The guy eyed Cole. “I, uh, can come back later. I have some work stuff I need to talk to you about.”


  Apparently, Mason picked up on the guy’s nerves the way Cole had. “Don’t worry,” Mason said. “This is my boyfriend, Cole.”


  “Um, okay.” The guy pulled up a chair. “Look, there’s no easy way to say this but to say it. Unfortunately, you’re going to be out of work for a while. And considering the…circumstances of the case, the higher-ups determined this is a liability for the company, and—”


  “Wait,” Mason said. “What?”


  The guy sighed. “They’re invoking the six-month probation clause. That you can be dismissed without cause. But, they also said they’re going to give you six months’ severance pay. And you can keep getting insurance, but you’d have to pay for it all yourself.”


  Cole wanted to punch the guy. When he started to stand, Mason reached out with his right hand and touched Cole’s arm. “It’s okay, buddy,” he softly said.


  After staring at the guy for a moment, Mason spoke. “Six months, huh? A liability. Gee, thanks. I did more in the months I’ve been at the company than anyone else before me.”


  “They know. That’s why they’re offering a generous sev—”


  “Yeah, I get it. I’ll make sure to turn in my badge, phone, and laptop.”


  “They said once you’re all healed up, you can apply again if we have vacant positions.”


  “But I’m a ‘liability,’” Mason said.


  The guy had no reply.


  He finally stood. “HR will contact you by next week to go over everything. And they’re also not marking you as terminated for another three weeks, so they can give you the paid vacation time and salary.”


  “How generous of them,” Cole snarked.


  “I’m sorry. This wasn’t my decision. I tried to get them to change their minds, but…” He sighed. “Apparently one of the major stockholders is some really religious guy and pushed the CEO to replace you when he found out you’re gay.”


  “That’s actionable,” Cole said.


  “No, it’s not.” Mason sounded resigned. “The contract I signed had a ‘no cause’ probationary period. They literally can just say I’m fired and give me no reason.”


  “But he just gave you a reason.”


  “Doesn’t matter. I don’t have the energy to fight it. I’d rather take the severance package and go if they don’t want me there. Fuck it.”


  “Sorry,” the guy said. “I’ll make sure I bring all your personal stuff from your cubicle.”


  “Thanks.”


  When they were alone again, Cole studied Mason. Mason unmuted the TV and stared at it, refusing to look Cole’s way.


  “Talk to me,” Cole said.


  “What’s there to talk about? I’m a liability. You heard him.” He stared at Cole for a moment. “I’m a burden.”


  “You’re not a burden.”


  Mason seemed to deflate. During all the time Cole had spent with the man since he’d regained consciousness, Mason hadn’t once broken down.


  Cole walked over to the room door and closed it before returning to Mason’s bed. Then he dropped the side-rail and did what Kim had done plenty of times lately, climbed in with him.


  He wrapped his arms around Mason. “Stop holding it in. Let it out.”


  “Dammit,” Mason whispered, finally crying. “Not fucking bad enough being a nice guy nearly got me killed, it got me fucking fired, too.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “It’s not okay. How the hell am I going to find another job that pays that much around here?”


  “We’ll figure it out.”


  “But I have bills to pay, and—”


  Cole kissed him, waiting until he felt he had Mason’s attention again.


  “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “You told us you wanted to discuss the future before all this happened.” Mason had only fuzzy, disjointed memories of Saturday before the attack. He’d regained some, but not all of them. “The future is that you’re going to move in with me and Kim. Either we sell or rent your condo. We’ll figure out the job situation when we get to that point. The only damn thing I give a shit about is getting you healed up enough to get you home where you belong.”


  Mason stared up at him. “I thought I was the damn Dom?”


  Cole smiled. “I keep telling you, you’re not my Dom. Well, You’re my Dom, just not my Dom.”


  Mason finally chuckled. “Did I tell you today how much I love the two of you?”


  “Not yet.” Cole finally climbed out of the bed, not wanting the nurse to walk in and think they were doing something naughty. “But please keep saying it. I’m just glad you’re around to say it.”


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Cole left Mason talking to his parents and intercepted Kim outside in the parking lot when she arrived that afternoon after work. He led her over to a bench in front of the hospital to talk in private.


  “We need to talk,” Cole said, clasping her hands in his. “One of us needs to marry Mason. Immediately.”


  “What?”


  “His boss came in earlier to talk to him. They fired him.”


  “What? How can they do that? Is that even legal?”


  “Less than six months at his job. The hiring contract specified a probationary period, meaning they can let him go for any reason before the six months is up. At least they gave him six months’ severance pay so they didn’t look like complete assholes. But he needs to go on someone’s health insurance because he’s going to need ongoing care. Yours, or mine. I don’t care which, but we—”


  She stared at him. “You.”


  Cole studied her. “Are you sure?”


  She nodded. “I want you to marry him.”


  He pulled her hands up to his lips and kissed them. “I always thought I’d be marrying you one day, sweetheart. That I’d eventually be able to overcome what that bastard did to you.”


  “I know.” She took a deep breath. “I want it to be this way. I’m not sure if I’d ever be able to get married again. I love you. You don’t know how much I love you. Especially after all of…this. But maybe the Universe had different plans for us than we thought.”


  “You have to move in with us. I can’t do this without you. I need you, and I need your help. And so does he.”


  “Okay.” No hesitation at all.


  He smiled. “Wow. Takes me marrying another guy to finally get you to agree to move in with me, huh?”


  Finally, something to laugh about as she let him pull her into his arms. She pressed her face against his chest. “Promise me he’s going to make it.”


  He stroked her hair. “He already has, pet. We just have to get him back on his feet now and heal his heart and soul in addition to his body.”


  “I love you, but I love him, too.”


  He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “I know. I feel the same way. I need both of you in my life. It’d be empty if I lost either of you.”


  “When can we do the wedding?”


  “As soon as possible.”


  “Wait, he doesn’t know you decided to do this yet, does he?”


  “Not yet. I wanted to talk to you about this first and give you a chance to do it, if you wanted to, before going in and telling him this is how it will be.”


  “You know me better than that. Besides, you’ll be a better husband for him.” She smiled up at him. “You’ll be able to keep him in line and make him follow the doctor’s orders better than I can. I cave too damn easy. All he has to do is use ‘the voice’ on me, or arch a damned eyebrow at me, and I’m melted butter. Hell, all he has to do is give me ‘the look’ and I cave. You know that.”


  “True.” He palmed her cheek. “Honestly? You’re okay with this?”


  “Honestly. I still have…stuff in my head. My stuff, not your fault or his. Stuff I need to work through. It wouldn’t be fair to him for me to marry him right now. I think in the long run, it’ll be easier on me being the pet of two really hot, loving guys I know will never abandon me. I’ll never feel…trapped. Again, that’s me, not because of you or him. Moving in together is terrifying but I want to do it for him and you and this. Because I love both of you.”


  He stared down into her sweet brown eyes. “We’ll never abandon you, sweetheart. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And him.”


  “And you’re a man of your word. So is he. Which is why I’m okay with this.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Before they headed inside, Kim stopped him. “Can I ask him for us?”


  “Ask him what?”


  She poked his arm. “Propose. Ask him to marry you.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah. His parents will be leaving soon. We’ll have him alone.”


  There was a lull between Mason’s parents leaving and other visitors arriving around seven thirty.


  Before Kim could get the words out, Mason arched an eyebrow at her. “What’s up, pet?”


  She looked to Cole for help, the words caught in her throat.


  He wasn’t any help, apparently enjoying her discomfort. “You said you wanted to do it, sweetheart.”


  “Do what?” Mason asked.


  Cole pointed at her.


  She gathered her courage. “Master,” she said, keeping her voice soft, “will you please marry Cole.”


  He frowned. “Say what?” He looked at Cole, who once again pointed at her.


  Mason turned back to her. “Marry Cole?”


  “Please?”


  “Okay, what did I miss? Did I pass out again?”


  “Cole’s health insurance is better than mine. Gay marriage is legal now.”


  “But Cole’s not gay.”


  Cole snorted. “Yeah, I don’t think the State of Florida actually cares about that part, Mase.”


  This was going off the rails. “Master, please. Will you please marry Cole?”


  “You’re seriously proposing for him?”


  “I asked him if I could.”


  Mason looked at Cole. “Okay. Let me back up. Why is she proposing for you?”


  “Because she asked to.”


  Mason rubbed at his forehead. “Start over, please.”


  “Cole asked me if I wanted to marry you, or if I wanted him to marry you. I told him I wanted him to marry you, but asked if I could actually ask you.”


  Mason stared from her to Cole and back again. After a long moment, he said, “Technically, pet, as my slave, you need my permission to make a decision like that.”


  Her insides turned gooey. No, since that first morning, she and Cole hadn’t had sex. They’d both been either too tired, upset, or both to be in the mood.


  At the tone of Mason’s voice, and now with him giving her “the look,” she felt the start of a fast, unstoppable slide into subspace.


  She couldn’t speak above a whisper, determined to make this happen for the men she loved. “Master, please. I love you, and I love him. I’m going to move in with you and Cole, too. We can’t all three get married.”


  He held out a hand to her. She took it and let him pull her in for a kiss. Cupping her cheek with his other hand, he gently asked, “Is this what you really want? You don’t want to marry Cole, or marry me?”


  “I want to be with both of you. I don’t need to marry either of you to be with you both and love you both. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to marry either of you. But I don’t need to do that to love you both and live with you. Hey, that’s a pretty big hurdle for me.”


  He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I know it is.” His eyes studied her. “Ask me one more time. Like I wasn’t an idiot and messed it up the first time around.”


  She smiled and squeezed the hand holding hers. “Master, will you please marry Cole? I want to spend the rest of my life with both of you. I’m happy being your pet, and his pet. I know I’m loved. And I want you two to get married.”


  He pulled her in for a kiss. “Yes, I’ll marry Cole. On one condition.”


  “Yes, Master?”


  “You have to wear a wedding band, too. Okay, two conditions. You pick out the wedding bands.”


  Relief filled her. “Yes, Master. Thank you.”


  “Oh, don’t be so quick to thank me.” He let go of her and turned for Cole to lean in and kiss him. “You just wait until our first night back home where I can hold our honeymoon proper.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  “Remind her she said that,” he told Cole, who grinned.


  “I sure will.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason pretty much had to order Cole and Kim to go home and get a decent night’s sleep that night. Fortunately, Ed was stopping by, and Mason was able to talk to him about the latest personal update.


  “I can talk to Pat Donnelly about pushing through a marriage license for you guys,” Ed told him. “Unless you want to wait until you’re out of here?”


  “No, Cole got a little toppy with me and said he wants to do this as soon as possible. I don’t have the energy to fight him. Not that I want to fight him. He’s right about the insurance.”


  “We could try a legal challenge to the termination. Claim discrimination.”


  “No. If I don’t have the energy to fight Cole, I damn sure don’t have the energy to fight what I’m sure is probably a very legally valid employment contract. I’ll take the severance pay and bank it against medical bills.”


  “I’ll get the paperwork started for you two, then.” He hesitated. “I’m guessing you want paperwork for Kim, too? Like what I did for Landry and the others?”


  “Yes. Whatever we need to legally make her our partner.”


  “I’ll set you guys up a trust. That’s easiest.”


  “Thanks.”


  He smiled. “You thank me now. Those two are going to be like drill sergeants when you get home. They’re going to make Tilly look like a pussy by comparison to get you up and on your feet again.”


  Mason laughed. “Yeah, but you know what? I’m looking forward to that. I came so close to losing happiness. Not about to risk losing it again.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Friday evening, the small hospital chapel, which was only meant to hold about twenty people, was overfilled and at standing-room-only capacity with the vanilla-est kinky wedding of the Suncoast Society’s history. Judge Pat Donnelly, whom Mason had known before the move to Nebraska, performed the ceremony personally as Cole and Mason exchanged vows and rings, Kim actually doing the honors of slipping them onto the men’s fingers.


  Then they slipped hers onto her finger before Pat announced the men legally hitched. Mason made Cole kiss Kim before he kissed her, then the men exchanged a kiss. Mason sat through the whole thing in his wheelchair, but had managed to put on a pair of slacks and a nice shirt.


  Tilly had even flown in to make sure she got to witness it first-hand, and because of the locale, anyone with small kids was still able to attend, since it was vanilla- and child-friendly.


  The wedding reception was on hold until Mason was released and they could do it at the club.


  That would definitely not be child-friendly.


  Later that night, when it was just the three of them alone in the hospital room and Mason had changed back into a hospital gown, Mason patted the bed and motioned to Kim to climb in next to him. He draped an arm around her shoulders, snuggling her close even as he reached over and laced fingers with Cole.


  “Thank you for loving me,” he said, kissing the top of her head and looking over to Cole to receive a kiss from him. “I hope you don’t regret saddling yourselves with me.”


  “Hey,” Cole said. “Husband says don’t talk like that.”


  “So does the pet,” Kim mumbled against his chest.


  Mason chuckled and rubbed his chin in her hair. “Pushy pet.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “I’m keeping track of how many you owe me, you know.”


  “I’m sure you are.” She finally looked up at him, but she wore a smile. “And I’ll be happy to take every last one of them, after you’re home.” It’d been a running game he’d stumbled across, seeing how she brightened when he’d first joked about giving her strokes if she got too mouthy.


  Now he made a point of calling out an infraction, real or made up, at least once a day. Just to see her smile like that.


  He’d do whatever he had to do to keep her smiling.


  Just like she was smiling up at him now.


  “Master says pet’s stuck with me, too.”


  Her smile widened. “I hope so, Master.”


  He couldn’t believe tomorrow was three weeks since Freddie had tried to kill him. “I guess we need to plan a move, huh? Two moves, actually.”


  “Already working on it,” Cole said. “We’re moving her next weekend. Already have the help lined up. What we need to decide is moving you.”


  “I guess I’m not really needed for that process, am I?” Mason admitted.


  Cole smiled. “I might or might not have already started packing up your kitchen stuff.”


  “Ooh. Hubby’s taking charge. Me likey.”


  “Don’t get too used to it. Once you’re back on your feet, I’ll be happy to be partners in playing with the pet, but I’m no Dom.”


  “I don’t mind,” Mason assured him.


  “I think one Master is enough,” Kim said. “Master, Hubby, and pet.”


  Cole reached over and stroked her hair. “Are you happy, sweetheart?”


  “Yes. Once we’re all together again, everything’ll be perfect.”


  “No, perfect is when Freddie gets convicted,” Cole said, his dark tone surprising Mason.


  When he studied Cole’s face, he saw traces of murderous intent there. “Hey, prison orange isn’t your color, either,” Mason reminded him.


  “I think Tilly would hurt me if I was able to do bodily damage to Freddie before she could.”


  “I’d hurt both of you,” Kim said. “Either that, or your dad would totally be pissed off if we beat him to it.”


  “I have a feeling Freddie better never see the outside of a jail for a long, long time,” Mason said. “I don’t want my loved ones and friends in prison over the jerk.”


  Chapter Thirty-One


  


  “This fucking sucks,” Mason said as he stared into the bathroom mirror. It was three months after the attack and he still had balance problems. He was supposed to use his walker, even in the house, but he hated it.


  Cole knew it made Mason feel old and feeble, even though the physical therapists Mason saw two times a week insisted he was making progress and improving.


  Cole and Kim didn’t want him worrying about work yet. With Mason’s condo now being rented out, and with their combined incomes, they were doing okay financially.


  Still, Cole knew it grated at Mason’s core that he wasn’t able to help support them.


  Even though it was three weeks before Christmas, and Kim and Cole had decorated the house to the nines, Mason was having trouble transitioning out of humbug mode.


  Cole stood behind him and slipped his arms around Mason’s waist. He rested his chin on Mason’s right shoulder and met his gaze in the mirror. “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  “Not as sorry as I am that I didn’t tell that fucker off and cut all ties with him before I left Nebraska.”


  Kim walked in, dressed in a robe. “We okay?”


  Cole tipped his head at her, calling her over.


  She walked over and stood on Mason’s left side, her arms around him. “We’ll be there with you, Master,” she said.


  “I know. And I love you for it.” He kissed her. “Sorry you’ve been dragged into this. I’m just glad it was me he went after and not either of you. It creeps me out that he was hanging around the night before.”


  That had come out as part of the investigation. Freddie had been spying on them, heard the three of them inside together as he lurked outside Mason’s condo.


  The shadow Cole had seen Friday night.


  Thankfully, Freddie hadn’t hurt either of the people Mason loved.


  Cole knew Mason would have been the one wearing prison orange if Freddie had.


  “We’ll get through this,” Cole said. “Then life will get back to normal.”


  “I can’t believe the jerk is fighting it,” Kim said, her tone dark. “There’s video footage of what he did. There’s evidence. People saw it happen. What more does anyone need?”


  Cole kissed Mason’s shoulder. “The state attorney said the trial should take less than two days. Depends on how fast it takes to seat the jury.”


  “And then what?” Mason said. “I’m still a burden to you guys.”


  “Not even,” Cole said. “We love you, you’re my husband, and stop talking like that.”


  “Who’s going to hire me after this. After it’s all over the news?”


  He turned Mason and made him look him in the eyes. “Stop. So far, the media’s been very kind. Nothing salacious.”


  “Then why did they fire me?”


  “Because they were assholes,” Kim said.


  “You’ll find another job,” Cole assured him.


  “If I’m lucky.”


  “Please don’t talk like that,” Kim softly said.


  Both men looked at her, and Cole recognized her expression. He’d seen it enough times in their talks early on, about her experiences with Craige.


  Mason let out a weighty breath. “Sorry, pet,” he said, pulling her in for a hug. “Dark thoughts, and all of that.”


  “You should go see a counselor, Mase,” Cole said. “I know I didn’t put my foot down about it earlier, but—”


  “Okay.” His quiet tone broke Cole’s heart.


  “You have been through a lot,” Cole said. “And it’s not your fault.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “No,” Kim said. “It’s that little asshole’s fault. You were being a nice guy.”


  “Sweetest sadist there ever was, and look where it got me.”


  “And I could have stood up to Craige a lot sooner than I did. I didn’t have to marry him. I could have chosen my parents over what I thought was my happiness. You could have cut things off with him and felt like a jerk over it and it could have changed you in worse ways from the inside out.”


  Wow. Cole stared at her, her brown eyes full of pain.


  “At any time,” she said, “Cole could have put the brakes on this whole thing with us. Could have reined me in. Said we were done with this, and I would have let him do that. It would mean the three of us weren’t together. Do you honestly think I would trade that for this? For you?”


  She reached up and cupped Mason’s freshly shaven cheeks. “I’m still working on my fear. I’m getting stronger. Time for you to nut up, Master.”


  Mason finally smiled down at her. “That’s five, pet,” he quietly said.


  “If I tell you to go fuck yourself, will it earn me ten?” She grinned.


  He let out a chuckle and pulled her in for a hug, burying his face in her hair. “How about we call it fifteen and done?”


  “Sure.”


  He reached out for Cole, who sandwiched Mason between them.


  “Thank you both for being so patient with me,” Mason said.


  “That’s because we love you,” Cole said. “Nothing’s changing that. Ever.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason was surprised to see his dad and his mom and stepdad all sitting together on a bench when he and Cole and Kim arrived at the courthouse.


  And they didn’t look like they were about to rip each other’s throats out, either.


  Mason had opted for the walker after all. He’d wanted to use his cane, but Cole had put his foot down, listing a litany of reasons why it made sense to use the walker. Including the fact that the jury would be even more sympathetic to him as a victim if he was hobbling around with the walker.


  The main reason for using it, though, had been that Cole insisted if Mason wouldn’t use the walker, he’d make Mason wear Kim’s pink bike helmet to protect his head in case he lost his balance and fell.


  No way in hell was Mason doing that.


  At least he didn’t have a headache today. Kim had come armed with peppermint oil and his medications, and snacks, in case he started to get a migraine from the stress and the excitement.


  But he was bound and determined to see this through.


  He had to.


  He was actually more worried about Cole and Kim today, that they might want to take a swing at Freddie and get themselves into trouble.


  His mom pointed at the walker. “Why didn’t you bring the wheelchair?”


  “It’s in the car, Mom,” Cole said with an adorable smirk. “Mr. Indestructible here wanted to use his cane and nothing more. I had to threaten him with the helmet.”


  She glared at Mason. “You don’t have to rush stuff. You need to do this smart. You hurt yourself and set yourself back, especially if you hit your head—”


  “I know, I know.” Mason sat at the end of the bench, next to his father. “I’m listening to them.”


  “Good.”


  The state attorney handling the case walked up. “Let’s go talk in private,” he said without hesitation.


  Cole and Kim exchanged a confused look before helping Mason get to his feet so he could lead the way, the two of them hovering close behind him.


  Good, it wasn’t just him, then, who thought maybe something was going on.


  When they were in a small conference room, the door shut, the attorney wasted no time. “He wants to take a plea deal. His attorney offered it up. He pleads guilty to aggravated assault and does five years, no time off, and ten years probation. And loses his license for fifteen years after that. Full revocation, not even a stipulation for work.”


  Mason frowned. “As opposed to…what?”


  “I still want to take this to trial. But I’m obligated to bring this offer to you, because you are the victim.”


  “How much jail time could he possibly get if we take it to trial?”


  “If he’s found guilty on attempted pre-meditated murder, he could easily do ten years or more. That voice mail message he left you really helps nail that one down, in my opinion. Probably more than ten years, based on the evidence we have and the other charges. But we’re also going to offer lesser charges for the jury to contemplate so he doesn’t skate free on a technicality because some idiot in the jury room doesn’t want to sentence him that long.”


  “You think you’ve got enough?”


  “We have the videos from the security cameras. We have the text message record and the phone calls. The voice mail he left you. He confessed to doing it, and there is absolutely no evidence that anyone else was in his car besides him. We have physical evidence, and we have witnesses.”


  Mason opted to defer to Cole. “What do you think?”


  “I think you need to do whatever means you’ll sleep well at night. I’m good with you making the call you need to make for you. We’ll support you either way.”


  Mason studied his hands, which lay on the table. On the one hand, a sure-fire slam dunk, they could go home and celebrate, and it was done.


  On the other, an unsure option that could have Freddie do more jail time, but not guaranteed.


  An option that meant dragging himself—and the people he loved—through a trial.


  He looked across the table at where his dad sat.


  “Make the little fucker pay,” his dad said.


  Mason returned his attention to Kim.


  “Mase, he said it before, and I’ll say it, too. We’re here with you regardless of what you decide to do. You do what you need to do. We will support you either way.”


  Mason focused on the attorney. “You’re sure he’ll get convicted?”


  “Nothing is a sure-thing. I’m very confident. Let’s put it that way. I’ve convicted people on less solid evidence. Even if the jury doesn’t convict him on the most serious charges, the likelihood is he’ll do at least that same amount of time as the plea deal.”


  “Then let’s do this,” Mason said. “Unless he wants to change his plea deal to at least fifteen years in jail, no time off.”


  “I’ll let them know. You all can wait here. I’ll be back shortly.” The attorney left the conference room.


  Mason took a deep breath. “I hope I don’t regret this.”


  Cole patted him on the shoulder. “He needs to pay for what he did.”


  The attorney returned five minutes later. “No-go. We’re going to trial. You can wait out in the hall, if you want.”


  “What about jury selection?”


  “I’m guessing a couple of hours, if that. If you’d like to go eat or something, and I’ll call you when to come back. We won’t start the trial portion before one, at the earliest.”


  “We’ll wait.”


  They found a waiting area with more comfortable benches. When Tilly came hustling up a few minutes later, she sounded out of breath. “What’d I miss?”


  “We’re going to trial,” Cole told her. “He wanted a plea deal, the prosecution made a counter-offer, and he refused it.”


  “Good. I hope they put him under the jail.” She gave hugs all around and then settled on a bench. “You still doing your PT?”


  Mason snapped her a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Smartass.” She smiled “It’s good to see you up and about. All you people need to stop giving me scares. I can’t take the stress. Landry, Abbey, Laura, Betsy. Hell, Reed got fucking air-lifted by the Coasties. For a damn gall bladder attack.” She snorted, then her face turned sad. “Leo and Eva just about killed me, the two of them. Between his car wreck and her issues with the baby. And then Sofia…”


  She jabbed a finger at him. “I might be a nurse, but you guys aren’t allowed to keep scaring me like this. I’m only human. I’m going to start requiring my friends live wrapped in bubble wrap.”


  “I’m glad we’ve got you, though,” Kim softly said. “We love you.”


  Tilly almost looked…embarrassed. “Yeah, well, I love you guys, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mason wasn’t sure how he’d handle testifying against Freddie. It was weird seeing him sitting at the defense table, in a rumpled, oversized button-up shirt and slacks that had probably come from a thrift store. He had a public defender, and the state attorney had confirmed Freddie’s family had completely disowned him over this.


  The man glared at Mason as Mason was sworn in and prepared to give his testimony.


  The state attorney was ten minutes in to walking Mason through the events that led up to the night of the attack when Freddie stood and started shouting.


  “All I wanted to do was love you! Why couldn’t I have moved to Florida with you?” He tried to round the table, but a bailiff and his defense attorney tackled the guy, even as Mason’s dad and stepdad had to hold Tilly back, who’d started to stand and go after Freddie.


  The judge banged his gavel while calling for order and getting the bailiffs to get the jury removed until things were calmed down.


  Mason remained where he’d been sitting, waiting, watching.


  Freddie was sobbing, screaming nearly incoherently.


  “Fifteen minute adjournment,” the judge ordered. “Counselor, get your client under control or he’ll be in full irons and a gag.”


  Mason’s gaze somehow had locked onto Tilly’s.


  He totally blamed her for freezing and starting to laugh at that.


  Mason clamped his lips together, trying not to laugh, but that made Tilly laugh even harder, until Mason was faking a coughing attack to hide the fact that he was laughing his ass off.


  Freddie might end up in some nonconsensual bondage after all.


  It actually took the better part of a half hour before the jury was brought back in, the judge instructed them to ignore the defendant’s outburst, and the case resumed. When the state attorney finished his questions, the defense attorney stood.


  “No questions, your Honor.”


  Mason wasn’t sure what that meant until the judge turned to him. “You’re excused, Mr. Lange.”


  Mason slowly stood, not having to fake how much he was hurting today, and letting the bailiff loan him a helping arm to get down from the stand and to his walker.


  Freddie glared at him the entire time.


  Mason didn’t even look at him, his gaze focused on where Cole, Kim, Tilly, and his parents were waiting.


  They all helped him out into the hallway, where he hugged Tilly. “You damn troublemaker,” he said.


  She grinned. “Hey, I can’t help it. That was some funny shit right there.”


  “What happened?” Cole asked. He and Kim might be called to testify, so they had to wait in the hallway.


  “What’d we miss?” his dad asked.


  “You didn’t hear the judge threaten to put him in irons and gag him?” Mason asked.


  His dad shook his head. “We were too busy trying to keep Tilly out of prison orange.”


  They only had to wait another hour for the trial to finish. The state attorney had just come out to tell them that the jury had the case, when one of his paralegals hurried out to call him back in.


  He stuck his head through the door. “Jury’s back.”


  Mason and Cole exchanged a glance. “Is that good?”


  “Hopefully. Come on.”


  They all returned to the courtroom. Freddie was escorted in by bailiffs, who had him in full irons. They hooked his leg irons to a ring in the floor, but unlocked and removed the ones from his wrist.


  Then the judge and jury returned.


  Mason sat between Cole and Kim, holding their hands while the clerk delivered the verdict to the judge. He read it, returned it, and then asked the foreman to read it.


  “We, the jury, on the first charge of attempted premeditated murder, find the defendant guilty.” He worked through all six primary charges that had been filed against Freddie.


  All guilty.


  Freddie tried to turn, but the leg irons kept him from moving. “I hope you rot in hell!” he screamed at Mason as the judge once again gaveled for order. The defense polled the jury—which Mason realized meant asking them all what their verdict was.


  Unanimously guilty.


  Ten minutes later, it was done. There’d be a sentencing hearing, but Freddie would most likely not only do the minimum fifteen years in jail, but probably more than that.


  “Now what?” Mason asked the state attorney when he walked over to talk to them.


  “I’ll let you know. Do you want to be here for the sentencing?” It was scheduled to be held in two weeks.


  Mason looked at Cole and Kim. “I don’t know. Keep me posted. Maybe not. Not unless I need to be here.”


  “You can give a victim’s impact statement. Or you can write one to be read in court.”


  “He needs to go under the jail,” Tilly muttered. “How’s that for an impact statement?”


  “Keep me posted,” Mason replied. “I’ll let you know.”


  Two weeks later, Mason was there. He hadn’t told Kim and Cole he was going, confiding in Tilly and asking her to keep it quiet. They’d missed enough work.


  And he didn’t want them anywhere near Freddie, even though the man couldn’t do anything else.


  And he used the wheelchair that time, Tilly pushing him up to the podium, where she stood behind him, ready to steady him. It’d been a damned cold day, and he’d barely been able to walk due to his pain.


  “As you can see, your Honor, my life has changed forever, all because I was a nice guy. I didn’t want to be a jerk and tell him to go screw himself.” Mason hadn’t prepared a statement, preferring to wing it.


  He looked at Freddie. “I told him repeatedly we were just friends, and he couldn’t handle reality. So for trying not to be a jerk to the guy and cutting him out of my life totally, he tried to kill me. His family were jerks, and I thought maybe by being a friend to him that I could be a positive influence. Had I known what would happen, I never would have gotten involved with him, even as just a friend.”


  He gripped the podium. “Because of this, I nearly died. I lost my job. This stressed out my family, my friends, the people I love. I will live with the effects of what he did to me for the rest of my life. All because I tried to be nice. I’m normally not a vindictive person, but I hope you give him the maximum sentence possible. Because I now have a life sentence of dealing with my injuries. And so does my husband.”


  He knew he didn’t have to add that last part, but it would be an extra knife in Freddie’s heart.


  Five minutes later, the judge was sentencing Freddie to twenty years in prison, a mandatory fifteen of them to be served with no time off.


  Mason glared at Freddie as he was led from the courtroom.


  When it was done, he sat there for a moment, deep in thought.


  Tilly finally rested a hand on his shoulder. “You okay?”


  He nodded. “What’s it say about me that part of me still feels a little bit sorry for the guy? Not excusing what he did, or forgiving him for what he did. But his shit for a family didn’t help matters any.”


  She patted his shoulder. “The true liability is you’re too fucking nice, dude.” She smiled. “Watch out or I’ll recommend they revoke your sadist union card.”


  He smiled. “You wouldn’t do that to me. You love me.”


  “Damned lucky I love you guys. Now let’s get you home before your spouses figure out we’re not there and kill me for not giving them a heads-up.”


  But later that night, after dinner and once they were alone, Mason did tell them how he’d spent his day.


  Kim looked a little…sad. “Why didn’t you tell us?”


  “Because I’m done with him. I don’t want him in our lives any longer. And this happened because of me, not because of you two. I wanted it handled by me. And from this point on, the focus of my life is you two.” He kissed Kim, then Cole. “You guys faced fear head on. It was time for me to do the same thing.”


  He’d thought he might be in a mood to play when they went to bed, but he wasn’t. Instead, he ordered Kim to suck Cole’s cock and lay there with the man cuddled against him.


  Meanwhile, Kim sported a brand new vibrating egg that was twice as powerful as the other one was. And Mason had it turned up to the highest setting, which had her coming, squirming on the bed, moaning around Cole’s cock.


  Mason lay there, his lips just above Cole’s. “That’s it. Let our pet suck one out of you, buddy.”


  Okay, so maybe he could get it up after all. Looking down into Cole’s blue eyes, the sounds he was making, the sounds she was making, Mason’s cock started getting hard. He slanted his mouth over Cole’s and kissed him, swallowing his moans as Kim swallowed his cum.


  Next thing Mason knew, he was on his back, Cole kissing him, and Cole had fisted Kim’s hair, pulled her off his cock, and onto Mason’s.


  “Time for you to give me one, buddy,” Cole teased, flicking his tongue over Mason’s lips. Kim moaned as another orgasm ripped through her, courtesy of the vibrating egg. Cole kept a hand in her hair, guiding her movement as he stared down into Mason’s eyes.


  Mason reached up, cupped the back of Cole’s neck, and pulled him all the way down for a kiss while his orgasm rushed through him. Kim’s happy moan as she tasted him quickly changed into another moan of pleasure while the egg did its job.


  Mason found the remote and turned it off as he coaxed Kim back up and kissed her. “Such a good girl.”


  “Thank you, Master.” She plopped onto the bed, right between them.


  “Did that egg wear you out?” Mason asked.


  “Uh-huh.”


  He snuggled against her side. Tonight he wanted her in the middle. He and Cole both draped their arms over her. “Not going to go take it out, huh?”


  “Too tired,” she muttered.


  Mason practically giggled. Last time she’d fallen asleep with it in, he and Cole had awakened her the next morning by starting it on the lowest setting and slowly increasing it until she awoke moaning and squirming in the middle of the bed.


  He met Cole’s playful gaze.


  Cole winked, and Mason winked back.


  Yep, same wavelength.


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  


  Cole had just finished cooking dinner when the doorbell rang. He rushed out to answer it, catching Mason’s eye where the man had apparently left the bedroom and settled on the couch without permission.


  “I thought I told you not to get up without help,” he said to Mason on his way past.


  “I didn’t want to bug you. I got it.”


  “You fall and hurt yourself again, you’ll end up in a rehab facility. Then what are we going to do about kinky showtime, huh?” Mason had lost his balance the day before in the shower. Fortunately, he and Kim had both been home to stabilize him and call 911.


  Which Mason had insisted they shouldn’t call, but they ignored him.


  Well, Cole ignored him while Kim was once again left smiling and shrugging at being overruled by Mason’s husband.


  Six hours later they were home again after radiology scans showed Mason hadn’t hit his head or done any worse damage to himself than he already had, just some bumps and bruises.


  So Cole had ordered him to use the walker for the next several days, and not to get out of bed without someone helping him.


  Which, of course, Mason was busy ignoring.


  Damn Dom.


  Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and Cole was off from work until January second. Cole pulled up short to find Tony Daniels at their front door.


  “Hey, come on in.”


  “Sorry I didn’t call first. Just got off work. I won’t be long. How’s the patient?”


  Cole closed the door behind him and led him through to the living room. “You can ask him yourself.”


  “Hey, Tony.”


  “Hey, slacker.” Tony grinned as he walked around the couch and leaned in to hug the man. “Good to see you up and about. Sort of.”


  “Yeah, sort of.”


  Tony settled into one of the chairs. “Real quick, and hate to put you on the spot like this, but can you work?”


  “Doing what?”


  “Well, for now, you’d be working under me as a DBA. Not exactly the pay you were at, I’m sure, but I have an opening I’m hiring for and they haven’t posted it yet. No one in the department or in any of my other departments wants to post for it. I can bring you in as a probationary hire.”


  Mason didn’t look exactly happy. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice right now.”


  “The good news,” Tony added, “is that in a few months I’ve got another guy who’s going to be leaving. One of my supervisors. Two levels up from what you did before. You’d be eligible to post for that when it’s available. Probably still less than you’d like to make, but honestly? You’d be the front-runner in terms of experience and skills.”


  Cole stood behind Mason, behind the couch, and rested his hands on his shoulders. “He’ll take it.”


  Mason looked up at him. “Do I get a say?”


  “You already said. I’m just emphasizing.”


  “You don’t even know if I can do the job.”


  “If Tony says you know how to do the job, who am I to argue?”


  “My husband has spoken,” Mason joked.


  Tony grinned. “Amazing how that happens, huh?”


  “So when do I start?”


  “Technically, you have to interview first.”


  “When is that?”


  “Right now.” Tony smiled again. “And you need to talk to HR, but I told them the circumstances and that you’ll call for an appointment.” He pulled a business card out of his pocket and handed it to Mason. “Mandy’s already gone for the day. Call her first thing on the twenty-sixth and set it up. And get me a copy of your resume, ASAP.”


  They heard the front door open, followed by Kim’s voice. “Is that Tony’s car?”


  “Yeah,” Tony called out. “Hey.”


  She popped her head around the corner. “Hey, you!” She started toward him for a hug, then hesitated when she spotted Mason sitting there, and she froze.


  Mason laughed. “Of course it’s all right, pet. I told you, Tony and the gang, they’re fine.”


  She swooped in for a hug as Tony stood. “Staying for dinner?”


  “No, just wanted to get the gold-bricker back on his feet.”


  “Huh?”


  “We’ll fill you in later, pet,” Mason said. He held a hand out to Tony. “Thanks, man. Guess after all these years, I end up working for you again, anyway.”


  “Hey, look at it this way, you’ll be going up the food chain. Almost where I was when you left the first time.”


  “I’m not going to complain. Thank you for this. Seriously.”


  “Least I can do. Oh, and even better? No morality clause in your contract since you’re not management yet. Lucky you.” He smiled. “They don’t care about the trial or any of that. Especially since it all happened before your employment starts. You wouldn’t start with us for at least two weeks, after the holidays, so that’ll give you time to arrange transportation, if you need to. Or you can carpool with me for a while until you’re driving again. I told them that, honestly, you’re the only candidate I want to even consider for the job. Since you’re a previous employee with a spotless record, they’re fine with all of that.”


  Kim’s expression darkened and Cole almost wished Tony hadn’t even mentioned the trial. “Hope that fucker rots in jail.”


  “How’s your job going?” Tony asked her.


  “My boss has been really wonderful throughout everything,” she said. “He said that everyone has stuff in their closets, and that I’m a great employee, and he really didn’t care as long as while I was there I did my job well. I’m really lucky. Considering he had a crazy ex in his past, too, he kind of understands.”


  “Oh,” Tony said. “That’s right. That’s the guy whose husband shot and killed the intruder over on Manasota Key a couple years back.”


  “Yeah. At least there weren’t any kids involved in our situation,” she said.


  Tony returned his focus to Mason. “So, can I tell them it’s a yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Great. I’ll get with you to confirm your start date next week. Call Mandy first thing the day after Christmas. She’s got kids in school and took a long break at Thanksgiving. She’ll get you set up in the system and all of that.”


  “He will,” Cole said.


  Mason looked up at him. “When did you get Dommy?”


  “I’m not. I’m husbandy.”


  Tony grinned. “Sounded Dommy to me.”


  Once Tony left, Kim went to get undressed. Cole turned to Mason and jabbed a finger at him. “You don’t get that call made, I will go Dommy on your ass.” He leaned in and kissed him. “Even if we have to figure out a ride share for a while, we’ll do what it takes to get you back to work.”


  “I’ll do it. I promise.” They had a house full of people coming for dinner tomorrow night, including Cole’s parents, his parents—both sets—and Kim’s family.


  Another secret Tilly-assisted mission last week that Mason had done and waited until it was over to tell Cole and Kim. He’d wanted her parents to know the full truth, and why Kim was scared to tell them.


  Fortunately, despite being taken aback by the poly revelation, they revealed they’d been kind of scared to say too much to her for fear of driving her away again after what had happened with her marriage to Craige.


  And that they really did want to reconnect with her. If it meant accepting her poly situation, they would, even though Mason understood they wouldn’t be mentioning that to everyone else. They’d still refer to Cole as her boyfriend, and introduce Mason as their good friend and roommate.


  Rightfully, Cole and Kim had both been irritated at him that night when he’d told them what he’d done. He was also glad that after Kim called her parents and talked to them for the better part of an hour, she emerged from the bedroom and curled up on the couch with her head in Mason’s lap.


  “Better, pet?”


  “Yeah. You’re right. They’re…okay.”


  And that was that.


  Now they would be coming to dinner, her parents, her sisters, and their husbands.


  There’d been one other Tilly-assisted secret mission he’d gone on outside their ken, fortunately three days ago, before his tumble in the shower.


  He slipped the ring box from his pocket and when Kim emerged from the bedroom, wearing her leather collar and wrist and ankle cuffs, and nothing else, he called her and Cole over.


  He kept the box hidden in his hand when he pointed at the floor in front of him. She knelt, and he opened the ring box, removing the diamond solitaire.


  “Early Christmas gift, pet. Left hand.”


  She held it up. Her eyes widened as he slipped her wedding band off, put the solitaire on, and then replaced the wedding band. He cupped his left hand under her chin. “Pet, will you do the honor of wearing my ring permanently, in place of a collar when you can’t actually wear a collar? Something you can wear all the time and proudly show people and not have to worry about explaining? Something you never have to take off, ever?”


  She nodded, tears pooling in her eyes. Happy tears. “Yes, Master. Thank you.”


  “I love you, pet. I think tonight we need to change our FetLife designations, right?”


  She smiled. “Yes, Master.”


  “You may take a picture of your rings on your hand and post them as your new profile pic.” She currently had a picture of her collar around her neck, no part of her face visible.


  “Thank you, Master.”


  He looked up at Cole. “Come here, you.”


  Cole smirked. “I’m not kneeling.”


  Mason patted the couch next to him. “I’m serious.”


  Cole sat.


  Mason took another ring from the box, another band, this one in a different pattern than their wedding bands. He took Cole’s right hand and slipped it onto his ring finger. “I wanted to pick this ring out. I’m the luckiest guy in the world. A beautiful pet, and a handsome husband. I can’t ask for more.”


  Cole smiled and leaned in for a kiss. “I suppose I should go get one of your presents now because I can’t give it to you tomorrow in front of everyone.” He disappeared and returned a moment later, handing Mason a business card.


  It was for a local place Mason knew did quite a bit of piercings for the kinky community.


  And it was an appointment card for the evening of the twenty-seventh.


  “What’s this for? I’m not getting pierced.” He’d had enough medical procedures to last him a lifetime, thanks.


  Cole smiled and pointed to Kim. “Oh, she doesn’t know yet. That’s to get her clit hood piercing done. You’d mentioned a while back that you thought it’d be nice to get that done.”


  She gulped as she looked up at them.


  Mason started laughing. “Check under her. I think she just piddled on the carpet.”


  Cole grinned. “She better not have.” He sighed. “And to get my nipples done. I’ve been thinking about it. If I don’t like it, I can take them out. I like how it feels when you play with them.”


  “Oooh.” Now Mason’s cock had fully hardened. Yes, Kim had already consented to letting them get her pierced.


  She’d just thought they’d forgotten about it, since it’d been so many months earlier.


  But the thought of both of them getting pierced, even if Cole wasn’t his submissive… Yeah, definitely hot.


  He shoved his shorts down and off and pulled off his T-shirt. “Pet, come here. Hop on. Cole, go get the lube and a condom.”


  Cole arched an eyebrow at him. “Mase, dinner’s going to be ready in ten minutes.”


  “Won’t take us that long. And bring the new egg.”


  She moaned as she straddled him on the couch and impaled herself on his cock.


  “Now sit there like a good girl and wait,” he said, smiling. He hooked a finger through the D-ring on the front of her collar and pulled her in for a kiss. “Just think, once that piercing heals up, you’ll be even more sensitive down there. We’ll be able to have all sorts of fun with you.”


  Yep, her eyes had glazed over. “Yes, Master.”


  Cole returned, naked, and a condom already over his stiff cock. He quickly got her ass lubed and slid his cock into position, Mason’s cock twitching at the sound of her moans.


  “Hold her hands behind her and fuck her beautiful brains out.”


  Cole did, Mason struggling to hold back his own release as he played with her nipples. “Maybe next Christmas, we’ll get your nipples pierced and be able to hang little jingle bells from them like Ross does to Loren.”


  She moaned, lost in subspace.


  “That’s it. Let him fuck our sweet, sexy little pet. A pet who’s going to spend allll day Christmas Day tied up and squirming on our cocks in one way or another.”


  Kim was trying to rock against them. She’d admitted one fantasy she’d had was spending Christmas Day like that with them.


  They planned on making it happen for her.


  He could feel Cole fucking her through the thin wall of muscle separating their cocks inside her. Their pet, his husband.


  Perfection.


  He grabbed her chin, holding her, making her look him in the eye. “Go ahead and come for me, pet. You know you like it when we fuck you like this. You can’t hide it. You’re our sweet little slut, and believe me, we love fucking you to the point your brain shuts down and your clit takes over.”


  That did it. Her body clamped down on their cocks as she tipped over the edge. Mason grabbed her hips and started fucking her, coming about the same time as Cole. Cole pulled out first, and Mason held out his hand for the new egg and the controller.


  She hadn’t seen this one yet, and it was even bigger than the other two. Cole had released her arms and went to clean up. “Raise up, pet.”


  She did, Mason’s softening cock falling from her. He slipped the egg inside her, giggling out loud when she moaned at the feel of it sliding in.


  Then he hit the switch and giggled again when she cried out as she came, her head dropping onto his shoulder.


  “She like it?” Cole called out from where he was cleaning up in the master bathroom.


  “I think so. That wasn’t even high.” Mason adjusted the egg some more, Kim nearly collapsing on top of him.


  He grabbed her by the hair and made her go down on him. “Clean me up, pet, then go clean yourself up in the bathroom.”


  She came at least one more time while she was doing that. Then he took pity on her and turned it down onto low when he let her get up to go to the bathroom.


  She kind of wobbled a little on her feet, but she headed down the hall.


  Mason snickered, waited, then cranked it up to high. He heard her cry out from the bathroom and Cole started laughing. He emerged, dressed in shorts and nothing else.


  “That was mean.” But he wore a smile.


  “Hey, I just wanted to test the range.”


  He snickered. “Uh-huh. Suurre.”


  Mason turned it back down to low and the moaning from the bathroom quieted.


  Mason pulled his shorts on and went to wash his hands in the guest bathroom. Kim emerged from their bedroom, expression glazed and glaring at him. “I nearly fell in the toilet.”


  He giggled. “Then I suggest you better figure out how to get used to it. Oh, get a towel to sit on for dinner.”


  “Yes, Master.” She turned around to go do it and he delivered a stinging slap to her ass.


  She turned and smiled. “Love you, Master.”


  “Love you, too, pet. Merry Christmas.”


  He washed his hands—again—and headed for the kitchen.


  “Dinner’s—hey. Where’s your walker?”


  “In the living room. I used the walls and couch for balance.” He slid into a chair at the table. “See? Safe.”


  Cole rolled his eyes and leaned in for a kiss. “Damn stubborn Dom. Love you.”


  Mason hooked a hand around the back of his neck and pulled him in for another kiss. “Love you, too. Merry Christmas.”


  Cole picked up the remote from where Mason had left it on the table, and cranked it up to high.


  They both laughed as Kim squealed in the hall.


  Cole grinned as he turned it back down. “It is now.”


  Chapter Thirty-Three


  


  Mason awoke feeling achy and sore.


  Dammit.


  The forecasted winter weather front must have made it through. Februaries in Florida could be balmy or brutally bitter—sometimes from one day to the next, depending on the frontal boundaries.


  It was a Friday, meaning he needed to get his ass out of bed and get ready for work. Tony was a great boss, but now that Mason was back up to what currently passed for full speed in his life, he knew Tony also wouldn’t hesitate to razz him about being late too many times.


  As Mason slowly forced himself up into a sitting position, his area of awareness expanded and he processed that he was alone in bed.


  “Pet,” he called out.


  “Coming, Master.” She hurried into the bedroom, a steaming mug of coffee in one hand and two ibuprofen tablets in the other. “I was just coming to wake you up.” She set the coffee on the end table and handed him the glass of water from there. “There you go.”


  “Thank you, sweetheart.” Now more awake, he heard the shower going. From her damp hair, he suspected she’d already showered. “Cole in the shower?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He switched out the water for coffee and took a few sips. Then he handed the mug back to her and held out his right hand. “Okay. Help me up.”


  “It’s cold out there.”


  “I figured.” The house felt comfortable. He knew Cole had set it to sixty-eight the night before, and he heard the air handler kick off in confirmation.


  Sure enough, Cole was still in the shower. He stepped inside with him.


  “Hey, you,” Cole said as he leaned in for a kiss. “I was just finishing up. Want me to scrub your back?”


  “Please.” Mason turned and leaned his forehead against the tile, closing his eyes as the warm water sprayed on his aching body. He was one massive ball of pain this morning. Yes, they’d all warned him that this would likely occur, at least at first. He might be up and mobile, but his body was still healing, and in some ways medical science couldn’t even understand. Such was the legacy of the injuries he’d survived.


  At least he was still alive, something he could appreciate far more now looking back on the experience than he could at first. Several months since the accident, he was still a long way from a full recovery, and he had only just been cleared to drive again a couple of weeks earlier.


  Cole scrubbed his back for him, finishing by pressing his body along Mason’s back and wrapping his arms around Mason’s midsection. “Do you want me or Kim to drive you?”


  “No, I’ll manage it. I just need to stand under the hot water for a while.” Once again settled in and working at Asher Insurance, it was amazing how easy it’d been to absorb back into the culture there. A few people he knew from his earlier stint still worked there, too.


  And had he just stayed there, he might have been even farther along than he was now.


  Then again, had he been “meaner” to Freddie when he broke up with him, he might not have lost his other job.


  Maybe my dad was really onto something after all.


  Cole made him turn around and look at him. “I know that tone of voice, dude. Talk to me.”


  Kim was absolutely right. Cole was their balance. Mason could divert Kim’s concern for him, but Cole wasn’t so easily swayed. Especially after his time spent with Kim and dealing with her issues.


  “Just stuck in my head right now. I’ll be okay. The weather and the pain. That’s all.”


  Cole finally nodded and kissed him. “Warn Tony when you get there that you’re hurting today. They might let you come home early.”


  “I will.” No might about it, they would. But Mason hated doing that. He hated feeling like he wasn’t pulling his own weight.


  Hated feeling borderline useless sometimes.


  He finished his shower to find that Kim had already made the bed and laid his clothes out for him, making him smile. She was in the other bathroom getting ready so she wasn’t in his way, plus she needed to use a mirror that wasn’t all steamed up so she could do her hair and makeup.


  “Thank you, pet,” he called out as he reached for his boxer shorts. They were more comfortable to wear when he was in pain. No elastic to rub and pinch.


  “You’re welcome, Master,” she called back.


  She’d even set his comfortable sneakers on a towel on the bedspread so he wouldn’t have to bend over to pick them up off the floor.


  She thinks of everything.


  Mason was sitting on the edge of the bed and struggling with his shoes when Cole walked in. Without a word, he knelt in front of Mason, gently pushed his hands away, and tied them for him.


  Mason let out a sigh.


  Cole sat back. “Ask for help, dammit.” He lowered his voice and hooked a thumb toward the door. “Call for her to do it for you. She’ll jump to it. Let her.”


  “I don’t like being helpless.”


  “You’re not helpless. You’re in pain. There are plenty of people out there with arthritis and stuff younger than you who can’t do it. Why the hell you think they make shoes with Velcro?” He grinned. “Maybe get some of those old man shoes like your dad wears.”


  “You sound like a man who wants a spanking.”


  Cole smiled as he stuck his tongue out at Mason. Then he stood and held out a hand to him.


  Mason accepted it and stood, letting Cole pull him into his arms. “I love you both so much,” Mason said. “Thank you for standing by me.”


  Cole stared down at him. “You’re my husband. I love you. ’Til death do us part, and all of that. I’d have married you even if all of this hadn’t happened. This just pushed up the timeframe. I know you’re not going anywhere, we know she’s damn sure not going anywhere, and I’m happy with our odd little family.”


  “Is she really happy?” Mason asked.


  “Yeah, she is. It took a lot of stress off of her by us getting married. She didn’t have to worry about trying to get past her issues so fast. It freed her to be able to just enjoy what we have and work through stuff at her own speed. I really think she’s better off this way.”


  “How about you just ask me?” Kim said from the doorway.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kim walked in and wrapped her arms around both men. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you I’m happy with this.”


  She held up her left hand and wiggled her fingers at Mason, especially her ring finger where the matching wedding band lay.


  “This means more to me without the piece of paper than it would if we had it. It means you want to be with me. You’re not forced to be with me. At any time, you could take it from me and say, ‘Bye.’ And I know you’re not going to do that because that’s not who you are. Either of you. Stop worrying about me. I’m fine. If I’m not, I’ll tell you.”


  Mason slipped one arm around her waist. “Mason to Kim time, not Master and pet. You aren’t upset I married him?”


  “Oh, for crying out loud, Mase. How many other ways can I say it? I’m not upset. I’m happy.”


  Yes, she got it. They were both conscientious men.


  But it was annoying having to reassure them all the time that she was okay.


  “I just want to make sure.”


  “How about this? I promise you that if any time I feel neglected in this arrangement, I’ll speak up. Frankly, I never thought I’d ever find myself safewording for sex. It’s an interesting and not a bad problem to have.”


  One or both of the men were horny nearly every night. She’d quickly learned they meant it when she could safeword if she wasn’t in the mood, and then they’d take care of each other.


  Which was, honestly, hotter than fuck to watch anyway.


  Mason let go of Cole and stroked her hair with his other hand. “Mouthy pet.” His lips curled in a smirk.


  “Yes, I am a very mouthy pet.” She leaned in and kissed him. “Very damn mouthy. So mouthy that I deserve to have a cock stuffed in my mouth when Master gets home tonight. Maybe two.”


  “Challenge accepted,” Cole joked.


  “I don’t feel left out, or like a third wheel,” she assured them both. “I actually feel a little guilty sometimes, because I feel like I’m kind of the center of the universe when I’m with you two. Yeah, I’m good with what we have, and I have no desire to change things up. I promise to speak up if I ever feel any differently. I love both of you, and I know you both love me and each other. If we had to stop all the BDSM stuff today for some reason, yeah, that would suck, but I still love both of you and know we’d still have each other. That’s all I care about.”


  Mason hugged her. “All right, sweetheart. Sorry. Just making sure.”


  She reached out and poked Cole. “Yes, I always thought one day you and I would be getting married. Frankly, that scared the shit out of me for all the reasons. My reasons, not yours. I get the best of both worlds now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sunday evening was the monthly Suncoast Society munch. Of course they were going, because they’d missed enough during Mason’s stay in the hospital and subsequent recovery.


  They ended up seated at a table with Seth and Leah, Tilly, Cris and Landry, and two new couples who looked borderline terrified.


  Kim offered the woman seated closest to her a smile. “So how did you get interested in BDSM?” she asked.


  The woman blushed. “I’m in a group on Facebook. They were talking about some of these books and…here we are.”


  “Ah. Well, just remember that forming your idea of BDSM on fiction can be a liability to figuring out what’s right for the two of you. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do, especially just because someone’s talking about it.”


  After a couple of hours, a great meal, and socializing with their friends, some of whom hadn’t seen Mase since before the accident, Kim exchanged phone numbers with the woman and her husband who she’d talked with the most.


  “Feel free to text or call if you have any questions, or would like to get together for dinner to talk. And we’ll be at Venture this weekend. There’s going to be a rope class.”


  “Rope?” The woman looked interested.


  “Shibari. One of my favorite things. Great class for beginners.”


  The woman looked up at her husband. “Okay, sure, if he’s okay with it.”


  “I actually liked the rope pictures I saw,” he said.


  “Good.” Kim smiled. “Some of us even go out to dinner after the class. You’re welcomed to join us.”


  “Thanks,” she said. “We’d like that.”


  As they rode home, Kim in the backseat and Cole driving, Mason glanced back. “Sorry we kind of abandoned you for part of the evening. That couple you were talking to seemed nice.”


  “They are. They’re interested in rope.”


  “Ah. Bringing a couple of newbies over to the dark side, are we?”


  She giggled. Rope had become her new favorite thing, and Cole had actually found he liked tying her up.


  And he was good at it.


  “Of course. The cookies are better over here.”


  Mason smiled at her. “You got that right.”


  


  


  THE END
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