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Chapter One



Coop sat on his couch, legs stretched out, the boots on his feet resting on the back of his naked slave, Hunter, who currently crouched on his hands and knees on the floor. All Hunter wore was his leather collar, and the matching leather wrist and ankle cuffs.

“Deadpool is, by far, my favorite in the series,” Coop said. They were currently watching it on TV.

On the other end of the couch sat Todd, Hunter’s boyfriend. Unlike his boyfriend, Todd was fully dressed in a short-sleeved pullover and a pair of denim shorts.

“I don’t know,” Todd said. “It was good, but I’m not sure it was my favorite. And they sort of fudged his origin story from the comics.”

“Admit it, he’s too snarky for you. You’re just not snarky. I like snarky, because I am snarky.”

Todd snorted. “Here’s my shocked face.” His expression went flat, lips pressed into a thin, straight line. Then Todd broke into laughter. “Yes, you are snarky.”

“It’s my personality. Coping mechanism growing up.”

“I’m lucky my family was easygoing,” Todd said. He had short, red hair, green eyes, and looked like he might explode if exposed to too much Florida sunlight.

Which was weird and ironic, since he was a third-generation native Floridian on both sides, a completely rare and endangered species.

Todd stood. “Going to grab a beer. You want anything?”

“Nah, I’m good.” He gently nudged Hunter’s hip with the heel of his right boot. “And that’s his job, anyway. You need anything, pup?”

Hunter, who still sounded subspacey from his earlier beating, shook his head. “No, Master.”

Coop gently rubbed the toe of his boot along Hunter’s ass. “Good boy.” He propped his foot on Hunter’s back again.

Another five minutes in that position, and Coop would let Hunter return to a kneeling crouch at his feet, his forehead pressed against the tops of Coop’s leather boots, one of Hunter’s favorite positions.

They were nearing the final part of their Saturday play session, where Coop would ramp the man up one last time and then Todd would finish him off sexually. Coop, while he didn’t mind watching and being an ancillary part of that, wasn’t sexually involved with either man.

Especially since he was straight and had a girlfriend.

But they couldn’t scene at the club. Hunter had an extremely complicated family relationship. He was so deep in the closet because of them that he’d need GPS and a searchlight to find his way out. Todd and Hunter were, as far as Hunter’s family knew, friends and roommates.

Nothing more.

So these play sessions happened here at Coop’s house, or at a private party at one of their friends’ houses, not at Venture, and definitely not at the men’s duplex. Hunter couldn’t afford the risk of being seen doing this by someone his family might know. His mom’s cousin lived in the other side of the duplex, meaning she might overhear impact play, or ask uncomfortable questions about Coop coming over too often.

Hunter’s asshole father was holding a million-dollar inheritance over Hunter’s head, a trust left to Hunter by his grandfather. As the trustee, Hunter’s father could delay the disbursement of the remainder of it to Hunter until he was forty, and had, so far. Hunter would be thirty-five in three months, and once again eligible for the disbursement…unless his dad yanked his chain and held it back like Lucy and the football with Charlie Brown. The kids were only eligible for it starting at age twenty, and then every five years after that, until they turned forty. Then they had to receive the trust.

Considering Hunter worked for his family, under his father’s thumb, it wasn’t like he had an easy way of escaping the man’s attention. And the only way Hunter could remain eligible for the disbursement was if he was working for the family business, a chain of jewelry stores. If it didn’t happen this time, it meant another five years of hell for the man.

Every once in a while, Coop hooked up a female friend of his from Venture or the Suncoast Society to attend a family function with Hunter, to be his beard. Hunter explained his frequent girlfriend rotations by telling his family he was worried about picking the wrong woman, someone who might only want him for his future inheritance.

So far, Todd, Coop, and their friends had helped Hunter keep his secret.

Coop felt Hunter tense when the doorbell sounded. Coop carefully pulled his feet off Hunter’s back and stood.

“Stay there, pup.” Anyone standing at the front door couldn’t see into the living room anyway.

He wasn’t expecting anyone to drop by that afternoon. He wasn’t supposed to see Bethany for several hours yet, to pick her up around eight to take her out to dinner.

Todd popped his head around the corner from the kitchen. “Need us to clear out?”

“No. Whoever it is, I’ll get rid of them.” Coop walked into the foyer and glanced back to verify that, yes, everything was concealed from view by the back of the couch and the foyer wall.

When he looked through the viewfinder, it surprised him more than a little to see Bethany standing there. He opened the door, standing in it, one arm on the door and the other resting on the frame, blocking her entrance.

“Hey. What’s up?”

She arched a carefully sculpted eyebrow at him. “Can I come in, Ned?”

“Hunter and Todd are here.”

“I know.”

He opened the door wider and stepped aside to let her pass. She never came over on the afternoons he spent with Hunter. That was one of their negotiated boundaries. She pecked him on the lips as she walked by and set her purse on top of the bookshelf in the foyer.

Like she was planning on staying for a while.

“No offense, but why are you here?” he asked as he closed the door behind her.

“I got off work early today. Thought I’d come by and we could maybe spend a few extra hours together.”

He didn’t want to completely blow her off. “You’re welcomed to come back and hang out later,” he said, “but I promised Hunter until six. I told you that. You know today is his afternoon.”

The shadow of a frown crossed her brow. “It’s just a couple of hours early.”

“Yeah, exactly my point. You get to see me several nights a week, whenever you want. He only gets two long sessions a month, if that. I’m not going to take that away from him.”

She glanced into the living room. Todd emerged from the kitchen with his beer and sat back down on the couch.

She leaned in and dropped her voice. “Can we go talk?”

“About what?”

“Alone, Ned. Please?”

This can’t be good.

He nodded and walked her past the living room to the hallway. “Pup, don’t move until I get back.” He caught sight of Bethany’s expression in the reflection from the glass in a picture frame as she passed.

How she looked down at where Hunter remained in position, more than a flicker of disgust tweaking her carefully guarded smile.

He led her to the back bedroom, which was a combination home office and guest room, and the farthest from the living room. There, he shut the door behind them.

Leaning against it, he crossed his arms over his chest and stared at her. Mindful of Hunter’s hyperawareness, Coop kept his voice low. “What’s going on?”

“I’m your girlfriend. We’ve been together for a little over a year now. We’ve talked about moving in together.”

He wasn’t sure where she was going with this. “Yeah?”

“Shouldn’t I take precedence to…that?”

He’d give her the benefit of the doubt. “To what?”

“To what you do with him.”

“Well, you’re not a masochist, you’re not submissive, and I was honest with you from the start that I’m not giving this up with him. I am the only person he can trust to do this with, and he’s my friend.”

“He has a boyfriend.”

“Yeah, who isn’t a sadist, or a Dominant. Why is this a problem all of a sudden?”

“Because I got an interesting offer for my condo I’m thinking about taking. Meaning I could move in here in a couple of weeks, if I did. Or sooner. Frankly, I don’t want that going on in my space. I wanted to give you time to be able to rearrange things.” She glanced at her manicured fingernails. “Oh, and we’ll need to figure out what to repaint the living room.”

“What’s wrong with the color of my living room?”

“It’s boring, for starters,” she said. “We need to put some color into this place. It’s okay, I’ll help you do that. And we’ll get rid of your couch and stuff because we’ll use all of my living room furniture.”

Coop took a couple of deep breaths before responding, choosing instead to stare at her.

Did he love her?

He thought so.

Maybe.

Could he live without her?

Absolutely.

And there’s my answer.

“Would you mind clarifying your bottom line here, babe?” he finally asked so he wasn’t risking nuking this on just a misunderstanding.

She sat on the guest bed and leaned back, her arms behind her, which shoved her boobs out. Granted, she had nice boobs.

“It’s not like you’re having sex with them,” she said. “You’re just friends. Shouldn’t the woman you love, the woman who is in your bed, take precedence? I don’t mind you being friends with them, really I don’t. Or if you went to that club thing you do. Or even go over to their place to do it. Like I told you before, once we’re living together, that kind of stuff has to stop happening here. I can’t have a guy naked in my living room if my parents suddenly show up. Or my sisters or brother.”

“And that’s a hard limit for you?”

She nodded. “It is. What don’t you understand about that? I thought I made that clear to you, and you agreed to it.”

Nope, that’s not how the conversation had gone. “You said you wished I could find another way to do this, and I told you this was how I did it.”

“Well, yeah. And I told you I didn’t want it happening here and you’d have to change it once we were living together. Same thing.”

No, not really. Not by a long shot.

But he didn’t say that out loud. Because Ned Cooper wasn’t a total idiot. What he opted for was, “We left it agreed that, if we moved in together, you would make it clear to your family they have to call before they drop by. That I don’t like unexpected visitors in my space.”

She laughed. “Well, duh. If you aren’t doing that stuff here, what difference does it make if they drop by? You know I’m close to my family.”

He slowly nodded, something hitting him in the head. Something he’d thought about before, but hoped he was wrong. They had a lot of fun together, and not just in bed, either. They had a lot of the same interests. She was open-minded—to a certain extent—even though she wasn’t kinky or submissive in the slightest. She didn’t mind if he pursued BDSM as long as he wasn’t having sex with others.

All reasonable concessions.

This, however, was taking things in a new and different direction.

A direction they had not yet discussed despite her beliefs that they had already settled it.

Maybe she had settled it, in her mind, and was convinced she’d convince him of that.

“What if I don’t want your parents and family just dropping by whenever they feel like it?”

She cocked her head at him. “I’m not telling them they can’t stop by.”

“I didn’t say they can’t stop by. I’m saying calling first is a mandatory policy around here. That’s non-negotiable. I told you that.”

In fact he was already feeling more than a little irritated at Bethany for her intrusion into Hunter’s time when she knew how important this was to him.

“Now you’re just being silly. Come on, Ned. Go get rid of them and let’s have some fun.” She offered him a sexy smile.

Well, a smile he’d thought was sexy up until now.

Unfortunately, she’d just managed to push every last one of his buttons, buttons he’d cautioned her about not pushing from day one of their dating.

Hard limits he’d warned her he wouldn’t change, were non-negotiable, and that if she couldn’t accept that, or him the way he was, they wouldn’t be a good fit.

He stared at her for a moment, weighing his options. “Wait here for me, okay?”

She flashed him a wide smile. “Now you’re talking, baby.”

A smile he now recognized as her I win smile.

A smile he’d seen more and more of over the past several weeks, but hadn’t paid much attention to. Looking back at it in context, he could see where that smile appeared when she’d forced yet another concession from him, chipping away at all the things he’d told her he wouldn’t do.

Until now.

He closed the bedroom door behind him and headed down to the other end of the house. In the garage, he grabbed two empty boxes and quickly returned, not bothering to look into the living room where he felt Todd’s questioning gaze following his journey.

In the guest bath, he quickly gathered up all her things that she’d been bringing and leaving there. From his master bathroom as well, and he emptied the drawer he’d given her to use to keep a few things there, like spare underwear, shorts, T-shirts.

A quick sweep through the closet snagged a sweater and pair of shoes. One last walk-through, and he sat both boxes just outside his front door.

When he returned to the guest room, Bethany stood and walked over to him, a triumphant smile on her face as she draped her arms around his neck.

“See? Now we can play. You’re just not used to a large family, that’s all. It’s no big deal. Not like we’ll be walking around naked all the time or something. You’ll get used to having them around, I promise.”

He gently peeled her arms off him and laced fingers with her, leading her out of the bedroom and down the hall. She resisted a little when they passed the master bedroom.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

Then she realized Todd and Hunter were still in the living room. “Hey, I thought I heard them leave?”

He didn’t stop until they were in the foyer, and she stood between him and the front door. He reached over, picked up her purse, and handed it to her before reaching around her to open the door.

“Bethany, I do love you. At least, I thought I did, because I thought you understood me. It’s obvious we’re not a good fit for each other. I’m sorry I wasted your time all these months by ignoring the little signs you’ve been sending out. I could have saved us both this. I wish you nothing but the best, and hope you meet someone who will obviously be a better fit for you. Good-bye.”

Her gaze narrowed. “Good-bye? You’re breaking up with me?”

“Yep.” He pointed to the two boxes on the stoop. “There’s your stuff. If I find anything else, I’ll send it to you.” He hadn’t left anything at her house except a toothbrush, deodorant, and shaving supplies.

Not like he’d miss those. Thank god she doesn’t have a key.

“Ned, what the hell? You’re seriously choosing them over me?”

“No, I’m choosing my life and being authentic over you. You have chosen to ignore nearly every hard limit that I clearly laid out to you when we first started dating. Hard limits I’ve repeatedly told you in our discussions were non-negotiable. If I let you move in, you’d be miserable, I’d be miserable, and I’d be kicking you out in a few months. This saves us both a lot of grief.”

“Not if you’d just freaking listen to me!”

“Uh, no. See, that’s the whole point. This is my house. This is my life. I warned you from the start that there were parts of me that were non-negotiable. I am a Dominant, and this is how I am.”

“No, you’re just being stubborn. It’s called making concessions and being a freaking adult!”

“What concessions are you making then?”

“Well, letting you do that stupid stuff with them, for starters.”

Aaaand that was the last nail in the coffin. He’d tried to educate her about BDSM. Tried to tell her why he needed this. Why it was a part of him, and how miserable he’d been when he’d tried to suppress that side of himself in the past in a misguided attempt to make a relationship work.

“Good-bye, Bethany,” he said, stepping forward so she’d have to step back and out onto the front porch. “I’m really sorry things had to end like this.”

He didn’t even slam the door in her face. He gently shut it and locked it.

She pounded on it. “Goddammit, Ned! Come out here and talk to me!”

He calmly turned away and walked back to the couch, retaking his seat.

She eventually stopped pounding and yelling. Finally, he heard her car peel out of his driveway.

Hunter was sitting up on his knees, shock on his face as he stared at Coop.

“Did I say you could sit up yet, pup?” Coop sternly asked.

Automatically, Hunter dropped back into position so Coop could prop his boots on his back.

He also sensed Todd’s gaze on him. “Um, dude, are you okay?” Todd asked.

“Yep.”

“What happened?”

“Long story, and should have happened sooner.” He nudged Hunter with his heel. “You want to stay until later tonight? All night, if you guys want to?”

Hunter nodded. “Yes, Master. If it’s all right with Todd.”

Coop looked over at Todd.

“Coop, what the hell happened?”

He let out a sigh. “I’ll tell you later. I’m serious. If you guys want to stay, I’m good with that.”

“Okay. Yeah, sure. We were going to go home, order pizza, and watch TV anyway.”

“Good.” Coop sat up again, planted his boots on the floor, and slapped Hunter hard on the ass. “Beer, pup. In the bottle. Now.”

Hunter leapt up and bolted for the kitchen while Coop sat back and stared at the TV.

Even Deadpool couldn’t make him laugh right now. Maybe he should have talked things over with her. Or asked her to leave and scheduled a sit-down for next week when he could better control his emotions.

But she’d obviously been positioning herself to worm her way into his house permanently for weeks or longer. Selling her condo? Repainting his living room? It sounded like she’d been in full-on planning mode without him. Definitely walking all over the boundaries he’d told her were non-negotiable, like people just dropping by without calling first.

No. He could see that writing on the wall. He’d divorced his first wife after ignoring lots of red flags and warning signs and trying to change himself, and he had sworn he wouldn’t repeat that misery.

Hunter hurried back with the beer, kneeling before him and presenting it to him. Coop took it from him, then reached out and ruffled his dark brown hair.

“Good boy. Thank you. Head down.”

Hunter dropped into a crouch, his forehead pressed against Coop’s boots.

Coop realized that Todd’s gaze was focused on him, not on the movie. He finally looked over at his friend. “What?” Coop asked, although even he knew how tired he sounded.

“You really okay, man?” Todd asked.

“Yeah.” He glanced down at Hunter’s bare, rounded back. He could easily tell his friend what was going through his mind, but this wasn’t about him.

This was Hunter’s time, and Coop didn’t want to do anything to pull his friend out of that headspace. They could always go out to dinner a different night to talk.

But while he could nearly always find someone to play with, either through his friends at the Suncoast Society, or through Venture, Hunter couldn’t.

No way would he abandon his friend like that. Not when Coop knew how much Hunter needed this, and him.

“I’ll be fine,” Coop said before taking a long pull from his bottle. “Life goes on.”


Chapter Two



“Getting settled in your new place?” Mikayla asked Dani.

“Not much to get settled into. Just a small apartment.” Dani hadn’t yet had her friends over to see it since she’d only been there two weeks. She’d just finished getting it exactly the way she wanted two days earlier.

And she was still recovering from the pain that, and the rest of the move, had caused her.

“You could have stayed here with us. I told you that.”

Dani suppressed a shudder. It wasn’t a comment on Mikayla and Carson and their housekeeping skills, but a testament to Dani knowing herself.

“I know, and I appreciate it. I really do. But I’m not going to do that. You know me. You lived with me in college.”

“Which is why I offered. Because I know a lot of your triggers and I don’t have a problem accommodating you.”

True. If she could live with anyone with a minimum amount of stress, it’d be Mikayla.

Dani stared out the window to Mikayla’s private, fenced backyard that lay past the screened pool cage and lanai. “What I have is plenty big enough for me. No maintenance. Easy to take care of.” Dani smiled. “Not much bigger than our dorm room was.”

“God. That place was so freaking tiny.”

“Yeah, but we had some fun.”

“That we did.” Mikayla sat back and took a sip of her iced tea. “Are your parents dealing with it okay?”

“Yeah. They can’t understand why I didn’t just move back in with them permanently. I needed a fresh start in a lot of ways. If I’d stayed there, Clayton would have always been bugging me, or them. Or my parents would have wanted to strangle me after a few more weeks of living with them. They were getting tired of me reorganizing the kitchen and their closets and dressers all the time.”

Dani reached out and slightly adjusted the long teaspoon she’d used to stir sugar into her iced tea. It’d been slightly askance, and now lay perfectly perpendicular to the table’s edge. “Fresh start. New life.”

Mikayla’s brow furrowed. “Are you afraid of Clayton?”

“Of that dork?” Dani snorted. “No. He wasn’t abusive. Well, not physically abusive, although I’m sure some might say what he was trying to do there toward the end was mental abuse or something. I’d already decided to leave him. The accident sort of made up my mind for me and gave me a perfect buh-bye opening. If I’m going to be single, might as well do it somewhere warm.”

“I heard that.”

Dani slowly traced vertical lines in the condensation on the side of her glass, turning it as she went. “I needed a clean break, away from him. Away from everything.”

She didn’t want to admit it was also in some ways like a knife in her gut to live that close to a career she couldn’t reasonably expect to have any longer.

“When do you get the payout?”

“My lawyer said I should see the direct deposit in my account by tomorrow.” Dani took another sip of tea. “Even better that I’m down here when I get it. No Clayton trying to schmooze me. Not that it’s a lot, anyway. Not nearly enough.”

But the settlement she received when the cab company’s insurance threatened to drag things out for years if she took the case to trial was better than nothing. They’d picked up all her medical expenses from the accident, which happened when the cab driver fell asleep at the wheel and wrecked, and would pay all accident-related medical expenses for the next two years.

She’d been lucky to get away with “only” a broken pelvis and a back injury.

The cab driver had died.

Her lawyer had been able to show negligence, where the cab driver had been working over twenty-four hours straight, as well as how the company had falsified some of his logs in the past. Other drivers testified to the company’s shady practices.

Unfortunately, it’d also put an immediate end to her career in theatre. Hard to dance and sing on stage when even walking was tough on some days. Not to mention her carefully controlled anxiety and OCD had spiraled out of control during her physical rehab period.

Years of progress…gone in one screeching, grinding impact.

Since those were “pre-existing” conditions before the accident, she couldn’t get the insurance company to pick up the tab for that, either. She would also apparently be in pain for the rest of her life.

At least she still had her voice. A friend of hers had hooked her up with doing voiceover and audio work, so at least she could do that from home. Mostly narrating e-books, and she wasn’t exactly making a living wage doing it yet.

Mikayla cocked her head and leveled her gaze at Dani the way she used to when they were going to school. “You’re alive, at least. Something I’m extremely grateful for. You scared the shit out of me, girl.”

“Alive. Yeah, that’s something.”

“It could have been worse. And now you have a new challenge. You know you love a challenge. I’m glad you moved back here, even if the circumstances sucked.”

It felt so good having a friend who understood her. Who got her. Mikayla had roomed with Dani for four years and hadn’t killed her in her sleep. Even better, Dani knew she had personally grown and developed some healthy coping skills due in no small part to Mikayla’s love and patience and gentle pushing.

Dani shrugged. “It was a no-brainer. Cold really sucks now. Makes me hurt worse. When you joked that I should move back down here, it sort of hit home. It’s a hell of a lot cheaper to live down here. The money will go a lot farther. Last longer.”

“You know I’m going to talk you into volunteering at the club, right?” Mikayla grinned. “We always need people. Jenny is always looking for new victims—eh, volunteers.” She grinned.

“I’m not looking for play right now, much less a relationship. I told you that.”

“For the front desk.” Mikayla leaned forward. “Derrick and Kel would kill to have someone like you on their staff. And it’ll get you out of the house.”

She thought about it. “It would do that. Bound and determined to take me under your wing again, huh?”

“Duh. What are besties for?”

During college, it’d always been Mikayla dragging Dani out to meet people or go to dinner, always taking into consideration her personality. Sometimes, Dani could people just fine, if she knew a majority of the people and the situation or location was familiar.

Sometimes, it had been all Dani could do to crawl out of bed and make it to class. Plenty of times had it not been for Mikayla, she wouldn’t have.

Put her on a stage, she was fine. Or working as a waitress. Or working retail.

Social settings nearly crippled her unless she knew the person or people well and didn’t feel self-conscious around them.

Like Mikayla.

“The munch is tomorrow,” Mikayla said. “Carson and I will pick you up at six. Besides, we want to see your new place.”

A ripple of fear sent shivers through Dani, and not the happy funtime kind of shivers. “Munch?”

“Suncoast Society. And it’s our treat, so no bullshit arguing with me, right? Most of the people there make it to the club every so often. Great bunch. I want to introduce you around.”

“You want me to not have any reasons to refuse being a volunteer at the club.”

Mikayla’s smile widened. “Duh.”

After another hour of chatting, Dani felt exhaustion setting in and had to call it a day and head home. Driving wasn’t easy for her now. Between having spent years in New York City and the surrounding boroughs, and taking public transportation, driving felt weird.

Considering the lack of adequate public transportation in the Sarasota area, and her aversion to riding it anyway since her accident, she didn’t have many options.

Her Ford Edge was easy to drive and made her feel safe. It was only two years old, and her father had insisted on buying it for her when her parents and brother had moved her down to Florida three weeks earlier. He told her she could pay him back when she got her settlement.

Which she suspected meant he wouldn’t cash the check when she sent it to them.

They’d helped her set up her apartment, spent some time catching up with aunts and uncles and cousins who still lived there in Sarasota, and then…

Left.

Alone.

She loved it.

That she didn’t miss Clayton at all was quite telling.

I should have left him a long time ago.



* * * *



Dani had just finished recording another chapter in the audiobook she was working on when her cell phone rang.

“Hi, Mom.”

“How are you doing, honey?”

“No better or worse than I was yesterday.”

“You know I’m going to keep calling.”

“I know. And I love you for it.”

Her mother’s sigh stretched through the line from New York. “Clayton stopped by again today.”

Dani kept her voice even, steady. “Yeah?”

“You sure you don’t want me to give him your info?”

“Don’t you dare.” Dani still had her old cell phone in case someone wanted to contact her, but she only checked it every couple of days. She’d purchased a new phone upon moving to Florida, and gave everyone strict orders not to share her number with anyone. They could give out her e-mail address if someone needed it.

She had Clayton’s e-mails set to go straight to her trash folder.

“I think he really misses you.”

“You were the one who didn’t like him when you first met him.”

Another sigh. “Yeah, but I think he’s changed. You didn’t see how he was when you were in the hospital those first few days.”

Oh, she knew how he was. Clueless and self-absorbed, as always, but handsome and charismatic enough that people tended to overlook those traits in him.

“I saw how he was in the months before the accident. I was about ready to leave him anyway. I can’t live with someone right now, Mom. Especially not him. And you saw what happened when he didn’t give them Dr. Ramirez’s name.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” Her mother’s tone darkened. “He didn’t beat you, did he?”

It was all Dani could do not to burst out laughing. “Nothing like that. Look, he’s not a bad guy. He’s not evil or horrible, just a dumbass. We weren’t right for each other. You know I’m not easy to live with, and me being cooped up at home a lot was not going to help the situation any. I’ve moved on. He needs to move on, too.”

Yeah, of course Clayton beat her. On a regular basis.

But it wasn’t like she didn’t ask him to. And he never violated her safeword when it came to play.

All things Dani couldn’t tell her mom.

Plus there was a damn good reason Dani hadn’t let Clayton be her Master instead of just her boyfriend and Dominant, and why she had kept her own bank account. The guy was horrible with money management. He had looks, amazing skills in bed, and was sexy as sin.

Unfortunately, he was also as smart as a box of rocks, and self-absorbed in a way that directly conflicted with Dani and her personality.

Thank god I never married him.

After finally getting her mom off the phone, Dani took a break and curled up on the couch to watch TV. Life was…well, as peaceful as she could manage, anyway.

One of the things topping her to-do list was to find a new counselor in Sarasota. Her one from New York had given her a list of referrals in the area, but she hadn’t made the calls yet. She already had a new GP who agreed to write her scripts for her meds after reviewing her medical records and talking to Dr. Ramirez on the phone, so Dani wasn’t desperate to just latch on to the first or even twenty-first counselor she talked to.

She’d lucked out with Dr. Ramirez in New York and had been seeing him for over eight years. She knew whoever she picked here would have to be a good fit for her. Dr. Ramirez would still work with her over the phone until she found a replacement locally.

Living alone and getting settled into her own place had helped lower her stress levels immensely, meaning her anxiety and OCD were far easier to control. She loved her parents dearly, and appreciated them letting her live with them after she left the physical rehab facility, but remaining with Clayton would have been out of the question.

Work had been a welcomed respite before the accident. The controlled and expected chaos of a theatre production was something she could dig into and enjoy, completely focus on her job. Between jobs, the audition and rehearsal periods were more distracting chaos of a different kind, especially when sandwiched into whatever table-waiting job she had to take to make ends meet.

Sitting at home and staring at the walls wasn’t an option while living with a man who refused to understand how him loading the dishwasher wrong or not folding clothes properly could potentially throw her into a panic attack now.

Something she was convinced the fucking sadist sometimes did on purpose just to see her freak out about it because he never truly understood her issues.

Or maybe he really was just that clueless.

Creatively channeling her energies into her career was a way she’d managed herself and her mental health over the years.

Clayton had expected her to be at his beck and call when she wasn’t working and they were actually together at home. Not an unreasonable request of a Dom, especially since it was usually only a few hours a week. But she was his girlfriend, not his slave, not his mommy. And when he’d started talking about finding someone else to add to their dynamic, a “true slave” to help fill in the gaps, that had been when Dani knew she’d be moving on sooner rather than later.

Then the accident.

Then rehab and recovery.

Then moving in with her parents.

All of that while filing the lawsuit.

Then fending off Clayton’s “concern” for her well-being, which was coincidentally timed with one of her friends accidentally mentioning to him her impending lawsuit settlement.

Um, yeah, nooo.

Her parents hadn’t wanted her to move to Florida, but she had missed it. This gave her the perfect excuse. With her nest egg, if she was careful, she could comfortably live for several years just on the settlement money. She’d be earning a living from her voiceover work long before that happened, though.

She hoped.

I’m only thirty-one. Plenty of time to rebuild my life.

The more she thought about it and let it settle in her brain, the more she was liking the idea of volunteering at the club with Mikayla. She hadn’t actually been to Venture before, but she’d heard plenty about it from Mikayla.

Another reason she would take her time interviewing doctors, because Dr. Ramirez had understood why she enjoyed the BDSM lifestyle and hadn’t condemned her for it. She hoped to find another doctor locally who was as open-minded and accepting of her lifestyle.

Settling was out of the question.

Settling was history. Settling was in the past.

Settling was moving in with Clayton when she’d been between acting jobs and was waiting tables at a pub not far from his work when she’d met him. He and a group of friends had been there for a munch, using the pub’s back room.

Yes, going to the munch tomorrow night might be fun. If she felt overwhelmed, she’d go sit out in the car and wait on Mikayla and Carson to finish dinner.

But she was ready to stop letting life happen to her and try to get a handle on it once and for all.

Now was as good a time as any.


Chapter Three



Todd felt badly about whatever had just transpired between Coop and Bethany, but if Coop wanted to talk about it, he would.

Since it was obvious Coop did not want to talk about it, best to leave it alone for now. Maybe he simply didn’t want to talk about it in front of Hunter, for all Todd knew.

One of the things he loved about Coop was how the man totally got Hunter, and instinctively seemed to know what to hold back around him. Coop understood in a way few people did how Hunter would fixate on something negative, especially if he thought he was in any way to blame for it, and practically drive himself into a full-blown panic attack over it.

Coop was able to settle and refocus Hunter’s mind in positive ways. Allowed him to fully relax and let go and be at peace for a while. They’d been playing together for nearly four years now, and Todd considered Coop not just a friend, but family.

Okay, yeah, he not-so-secretly lusted after the man and wished Coop was bi, so it was no hardship to watch him and Hunter playing together. He and Hunter had invoked Coop’s name plenty of times during bedtime fantasies. Hunter felt the same way about Coop, but neither man would ever try to pressure Coop for more than he was willing to give. Early on they’d put it out there that if Coop was ever willing to experiment, so were they, and left it at that.

It spoke to the man’s confidence and character that he was flattered and not the slightest bit offended or squicked out about that, either. In fact, plenty of times during their play sessions, Coop brought Todd in as the sexual partner for Hunter to get him off while Coop played with Hunter.

Todd didn’t think it was his imagination that more than a few times he spotted Coop adjusting an ample bulge in his jeans after some of their sexier sessions. They’d handled blood tests early on as well, since the very inherent nature of their play meant incidental contact could happen. Todd and Hunter were monogamous with each other—Coop-fueled fantasies notwithstanding—and any time Coop had a romantic partner, she also got tested before he had sex with her, and she had to stay monogamous to him.

Well, guess we don’t need to worry about Bethany anymore.

Todd had never really liked Bethany. Neither had Hunter. Some of Coop’s previous partners, all of whom he’d parted ways with amicably, had become friends. Bethany had raised red flags early on in Todd’s mind, but it wasn’t his call. That she was vanilla and not kinky and had no desire to associate with him and Hunter, other than the initial sit-down meeting Coop had insisted on when they first started dating, was telling.

But again, he wasn’t the one who’d been sleeping with her.

In Todd’s not so humble opinion, Coop could do a lot better than Bethany. He could tick off at least five single kinky females who frequented Venture and the Suncoast Society munches without even having to think about it.

On the TV, Deadpool was still tormenting and taunting Francis. Todd tried to get his mind back on the movie but was finding it difficult. He managed to contain his curiosity until the movie ended and Coop gave Hunter a five-minute break to go use the bathroom and stretch.

Todd followed Coop out to the kitchen. “Okay, short version, please?” Todd whispered.

Coop frowned and kept his voice low. “There isn’t a short version. But her terms were not acceptable.” He tipped his head toward the hall. “I’m not giving up playing with Hunter, and I’m not giving up my privacy. Damn sure not giving up control of my house.”

“Yikes. Sorry, man.”

He shrugged. “It is what it is.”

“That’s very Zen of you.”

“Only way to be about it. It sucks she wasted my time and hers by being like that, because it basically means she’d thought this whole time she’d change me instead of accepting me the way I am. I was open and honest with her from the start about my terms. She should have taken me at my word.”

Coop glanced out into the living room. “We can talk about this later. I don’t want Hunter taking this personally or thinking he caused this. He didn’t.”

“Gotcha.” He held out a hand to Coop. “Thanks, man. I’m sorry this happened, but thank you for putting him first.”

Coop pulled him in for a hug. “You think I’m going to blow off true friends for a woman who wasn’t completely open and honest with me, think again.”



* * * *



Maybe I should give being bi a shot.

At the rate he was going, Coop wasn’t exactly averse to the idea. Could he pick up play or even sex from single female subbies at Venture or the munches?

Sure, but he wasn’t going to be that guy, the one who went through partners more often than some guys changed their shorts.

He needed to have an emotional connection with a person.

He’d thought he had one with Bethany. Outside of bed, since that’s where a majority of life was spent. It was a happy bonus they’d seemed simpatico in bed, other than she wasn’t kinky. She’d claimed willingness to let him do his thing as long as there was transparency.

Won’t make that mistake again.

Usually he didn’t date vanilla women. This had been a fluke.

He also knew from past experience that if he hooked up with a single female submissive, sometimes they got possessive and jealous if they couldn’t be there for the play sessions with Hunter, even though there wasn’t any sexy stuff going on between Coop and Hunter directly. Incidental contact and having Todd join a scene wasn’t sex, and Coop was always honest with his other partners what went on between him and Hunter and Todd.

He walked back into the living room and resumed his seat on the couch. Hunter returned a moment later, hurrying over when he realized Coop was back on the couch. He dropped to his hands and knees in front of him, forehead on the tops of Coop’s boots.

Coop reached down and ruffled the man’s hair. “All right, pup. Is pizza okay for dinner with you guys? My treat.”

“Yes, Master,” he said. “If it’s all right with Todd.”

Coop looked over at Todd, who gave him a smirk. “Dude, I told you we were going to have pizza anyway.”

“I know. Just checking.” He gently tapped Hunter on the top of the head. “Take Todd’s shoes and socks off and give him a foot rub, pup.”

“Yes, Master.”

Coop sat back, left leg crossed over his right, and smirked at Todd. Todd knew where this was going to lead, because this was part of their routine. By the time Hunter got done giving the other man a foot massage—including sucking the man’s toes—Todd’s shorts would be tent-poled.

Depending on Coop’s mood, sometimes he paddled or caned Hunter while Hunter blew Todd, either to completion or just to fluff him enough that Todd could then fuck Hunter’s ass. When the fun ended like that, Coop would stand at Hunter’s head, a tight grip in his hair and his face pressed against the front of Coop’s jeans until Todd had finished fucking him, then making Hunter hold his orgasm back while Todd jerked him off until Coop gave him permission to come.

He mixed it up for the guy. Todd was always willing to play along.

For the past year, Coop frequently scheduled date night with Bethany right after playing with Hunter, so he could start off getting a blowjob from her before dinner. He’d tease her and keep her on the edge until after dinner, when he’d be ready for round two.

She’d never minded him being dominant in bed with her. In fact, she’d loved that, even if it was on the vanilla end of the scale by his standards and he’d frequently found himself fantasizing about play with Hunter to get himself over that second time.

More and more often, when he played with Hunter, Coop ended up hard and throbbing.

And Todd and Hunter had a key to his house, but he’d never given Bethany one despite her frequent hints.

Well, crap.

Sometimes when they played on a Friday night they’d start so late that the two men slept over in the guest room and left in the morning after the three of them went out to brunch together. Or sometimes he had Hunter cook them breakfast and serve it.

Hmm.

“You guys have plans for tomorrow?” Coop asked Todd.

“Not really. Laundry and a couple of chores.”

“Is my boy keeping up with his chores like he’s supposed to?”

Todd’s shoes and socks were now off, and Hunter was working on Todd’s left foot. Todd reached up with his right foot and stroked Hunter’s arm. “He’s been a very good boy.”

Coop liked that Todd wasn’t threatened by Coop and Hunter’s dynamic. Todd participated as much as he wanted, usually as the beneficiary of Coop’s orders to Hunter. Coop and Todd frequently had lunch together, at least once or twice a week. Not even so much to discuss the care and feeding of the slave that was Hunter, but as friends.

After taking another swallow from his beer, Coop made up his mind. “I think after dinner, I’ll give my pup a special reward for being such a good boy.”

He uncrossed his legs and turned so he could reach Hunter’s still pink ass with the toe of his right boot. He lightly ran it up and down the crack of Hunter’s ass, including along the back of his balls.

Hunter automatically spread his legs wider and let out a soft moan.

Hunter would be expecting sexy play.

He wouldn’t be expecting this.



* * * *



Hunter felt himself drop back down into subspace as soon as Coop issued the order to give Todd a foot rub. He loved this, being able to serve them. When he felt the smooth leather of Coop’s boot rubbing against his ass, it finished hardening Hunter’s cock immediately.

Those damn boots. Gawd, he loved them. The smell of them as he knelt with his head pressed against them. Plain black motorcycle boots, soft and supple from years of wear, with that intoxicating scent. How many times had he licked and kissed the leather? Worshipping his Master through them?

Any time Coop had the boots on, it went a long way to dropping Hunter into subspace.

No doubt about it, he was a well-trained pet.

“Don’t stop what you’re doing, pup,” Coop ordered as he rose and went for his phone. After calling in the pizza, he returned to the couch and sat at an angle so he could watch the show, legs crossed at the ankles, the toe of his boot rubbing against Hunter’s taint.

Thank goodness Coop didn’t have carpets. When Hunter finished doing this, he knew he would undoubtedly have a huge puddle of pre-cum under him. He was already throbbing, aching, and not for the first time that day.

For a guy who wasn’t gay or bi, Coop sure could rev Hunter’s motor.

Just one of the many things he loved about the man.

Recriminations wanted to slide into his conscience and he forced them away. This was Coop time.

Master time.

While he felt bad about Bethany leaving, he wouldn’t deny having a chance to spend the night here was a welcomed opportunity. He didn’t get to do it very often.

Maybe Master will let me cook Him breakfast in the morning.

Sometimes Hunter’s schedule allowed him little snippets of time here and there where he could stop by Coop’s and do things for him, even if Coop wasn’t home. Not even play, but clean his kitchen floor—which was usually clean anyway—or scrub his shower, anything.

Something.

A chance to serve him.

He did those things at home for Todd, but it was different. Todd wasn’t comfortable with a “dynamic” between them. He definitely appreciated what Hunter did for him, no doubt about it. Todd had learned over their six years together that Hunter didn’t see doing things like that for Todd as taking advantage of him. He wanted to do those things for Todd.

Todd had even grown more comfortable with giving Hunter the occasional scratch on the head and a “good boy” thrown in here and there. Todd taking control of him in bed wasn’t an issue, at least. He had no problems with that.

But it was…all the other stuff that Todd wasn’t comfortable doing.

The stuff that quieted Hunter’s mind.

Considering that Todd had to remain his hidden “dirty” secret from his family, Hunter felt horrible about that, even though Todd didn’t seem to have a problem with it.

If Todd ordered Hunter to stop playing with Coop tomorrow, he would. He loved the man that much.

It’d been Todd who’d figured out Hunter was so much calmer with the Master/slave dynamic in his life. When Hunter’s panic attacks had started spiraling out of control, and Hunter was afraid of his family—especially his father—finding out about that as well, Todd had learned if he took control it helped calm and sooth Hunter.

After doing some research, Todd had stumbled onto the fact that a friend of his was actually involved in the local BDSM scene. Tony Daniels had been a former co-worker of Todd’s at Asher Insurance, albeit in a different department, before Todd moved to another company. It’d been Tony who’d introduced them to Coop.

From that point on, Hunter had made great progress. Especially when he changed psychologists and started seeing Ted as a patient. Hunter’s previous doctor had been a psychiatrist who’d prescribed medications and hadn’t been so great with getting to the root of the problem.

He’d wanted to treat the symptoms and then explore the causes. Unfortunately, one of the medications he’d put Hunter on had disastrous effects he’d barely been able to conceal from his family, suicidal thoughts and manic episodes that had frightened the crap out of Todd, who lived with him.

Ted, being in the lifestyle, was willing to try a different and non-traditional approach. He’d worked with Todd’s GP and started from ground zero, weaning Hunter off everything and trying a combination of intensive therapy with participation from Todd and Coop, and experimenting with much milder medications that had far fewer side effects. They’d also changed Hunter’s diet, forcing him to decrease his caffeine intake, and to quit drinking sodas, diet or otherwise. Hunter’s sleep patterns gradually improved as a result, which contributed to helping him manage his other symptoms.

After a year, Hunter was down to only using the Xanax on an as-needed basis. Sometimes, something as simple as a quick phone call to Coop or Todd could derail his panic attacks. Ted had worked with Hunter on identifying triggers and warning signs, so that if Hunter felt unable to stop the attack, then he could medicate himself.

Now, after seeing Ted as a patient for three years, Hunter felt far more stable than he ever had in his life. He also recognized that once he could get his inheritance and quit working for his family—and move somewhere not owned by his family, and go back to school, and come out of the closet about his relationship with Todd—that would probably help with a majority of his remaining triggers.

As Hunter massaged Todd’s feet, knowing exactly where and how much pressure to apply, he tried not to let his mind race ahead to what else might be in store for him, now that Coop had a whole uninterrupted night to play with him.

Whatever it was, he knew he’d enjoy it.

Because he was a good boy.


Chapter Four



Coop knew how to keep Hunter guessing, how to draw out the anticipation. The pizza arrived, interrupting the foot rub Hunter was giving Todd. Coop answered the door and carried the boxes into the kitchen, leaving Hunter on his hands and knees on the living room floor when Todd followed Coop into the kitchen.

After fixing his own plate, Coop put a couple of pieces on another plate, grabbed a handful of napkins, and carried them out to the coffee table.

“Stay,” Coop firmly ordered Hunter, who’d looked up at his return.

Hunter dropped back down into his crouch.

Coop poured himself a glass of iced tea, and a glass of ice water with a straw for Hunter.

Todd was still fixing his plate and drink.

“Mind if I step things up with Hunter tonight?” Coop softly asked him.

Todd’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“You guys said at the start you were open to anything sexual happening if I wanted to go there. Does that still stand?”

A slow smile engulfed Todd’s face. “Oooh. Uh, yeah.”

“Easy,” Coop cautioned, flattered but not ready to go that far yet. “I just want to know where the boundaries are, if there are any.”

“Our hard limits are still the same,” Todd said. “Sexy play and outright sex have been and still are on the table.”

“Okay.” Coop headed back to the living room with the drinks.

Once he settled himself on the sofa, he laid one of the napkins on his thigh, over his jeans, spread his legs, and patted his thigh. “Pup.”

Hunter sat up, moved between Coop’s legs, and rested his chin on the napkin. This would be logistically a little easier in shorts, and Coop wouldn’t have to worry about sauce on his jeans, but that would mean changing clothes.

And he wanted his boots on for now because he knew Hunter loved them.

He also had plans.

Coop ate his first piece of pizza while Hunter watched him, his eyes as big and round as any dog’s might be. Only then did Coop take one of the pieces for Hunter and start feeding it to him, holding it, and stroking the top of Hunter’s head with his other hand when he wasn’t giving him sips of water.

No, Coop wasn’t quite ready to walk all the way on the bi side tonight, but there was nothing wrong with testing the waters. He didn’t glance over at Todd, whose gaze he felt practically burning a hole into the side of his head from eager anticipation.

When Hunter finished his first piece of pizza, Coop did something he hadn’t done before—he pushed his index finger into Hunter’s mouth.

“Lick my hand clean, pup.”

Hunter’s eyes fell closed, a soft moan escaping him and vibrating around Coop’s finger as his skilled mouth and tongue eagerly laved Coop’s finger.

Daaammnn…

Yeah, that hardened his cock. He was a guy. Plenty of times he’d had a woman lick his fingers like that, which usually led to a blowjob.

He couldn’t help it that he’d conditioned himself.

After Hunter had spent time with each finger, Coop dried his hand on a napkin and tried not to focus on his painfully aching cock, which now struggled to break free from his jeans.

“Good boy,” he said, stroking Hunter’s hair with his other hand. He picked up his next piece of pizza and ate it while Hunter patiently waited.

Coop wasn’t sure that Todd had even eaten during that show. He’d appeared frozen, a slice of pizza in his hand held halfway up to his mouth.

Not wanting to lose his nerve, Coop focused on the TV. Hellboy was now playing.

After he finished that slice, he once again had Hunter lick his fingers clean before he fed Hunter his next slice.

And so it went for another twenty minutes.

He could see Hunter’s cock bobbing between the man’s legs, hard, a thin string of pre-cum leaking onto the floor under him. When they were both finished eating, Coop grabbed Hunter by the hair, made him scoot back, and eased his face down to the puddle.

“You know the rule, pup. Clean it up.”

He didn’t release Hunter’s hair as the man eagerly licked it up, his ass wiggling in the air.

“I think I have a horny pup. Are you a horny pup?”

Hunter shook his ass even more. Coop hadn’t put the butt plug tail in him today that he sometimes had Hunter wear.

“Such a good boy. While you’re down there, I think there’s a pair of boots that need licking.”

Coop felt Hunter’s soft moan even through the leather as he moved to do it. Coop never made him lick the soles, just the tops. After several minutes of that, he released Hunter’s hair and sat back.

“Go ahead and take my boots off, pup. Give me a foot rub.”

He felt Hunter’s hands eagerly trembling as the man fulfilled the order. Next to them, Coop was aware Todd now had a hand on his crotch and was squeezing his bulge.

Yeah, this was going to get sexy fast.

Coop unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall open along his stomach. Then he watched Hunter massage his bare feet.

Damn, it felt good. And when Hunter’s lips closed around his toes, he thought he might cream his briefs right there.

“Good boy,” Coop hoarsely said.



* * * *



As always, Todd let Coop set the pace. Todd didn’t know where or how far the man wanted to go tonight, but he also didn’t want to jump the gun and do something that might spoil the mood or make Coop reconsider this new direction.

Watching the two of them together, however, had his cock ready to explode. If Coop didn’t let him fuck Hunter soon, or let Hunter blow him, he was going to jerk off right there.

Then Coop unbuttoned his shirt and Todd had to still his hand for fear of exploding. He’d seen the guy shirtless before, but there was something damned sexy about the way he lay stretched out, Hunter at his feet, the dark treasure trail leading down under the belt of his jeans, the dusting of dark hair across his chest…

He wanted to lick every inch of him. He wasn’t altogether sure he didn’t lick his lips over that thought.

“Sit up,” Coop finally told Hunter. Todd knew just from the look on Hunter’s face that he was as deep in subspace as if Coop had just beaten his ass. “You want to come, pup?”

“Yes, Master,” Hunter said.

“Then you need to put a condom on Todd and one on yourself,” he said. “And hand Todd the lube so he can get your ass ready.”

Hunter reached for the strip of condoms on the coffee table, wrapped Todd, who had stood and shoved his shorts and briefs down as soon as Coop had said it, and then wrapped himself.

Todd took the tube of lube from Hunter and as he knelt behind his lover, he realized Coop had unfastened his belt and his jeans and pulled them open and his briefs down, exposing his cock. Legs spread, Coop had his left hand buried in Hunter’s hair, pinning his head against the inside of his thigh while Coop slowly stroked his own cock with his right hand.

Just inches out of reach of Hunter’s skilled lips.

And what a nice cock it was, too. Every bit as nice as Todd had fantasized it would be.

Todd nearly came right there. In fact, his cock twitched as he breathed through it, finally remembering what he was supposed to be doing. He slathered himself with lube and then worked plenty into Hunter’s ass.

“Here’s how this’ll work, pup,” Coop said. “Eyes on me, and you can stroke your cock. But you’re not allowed to come before me and Todd. You do, I’m hog-tying you and caning your ass. Got it?”

“Yes, Master.”

At this rate, Todd knew he wouldn’t last more than a few strokes, so unless that lovely piece of meat sliding back and forth in Coop’s hand could hold out, Hunter might be able to avoid that caning.

Todd knelt behind Hunter, his fingers around the base of his cock as he slowly fed it into Hunter’s ass and let him get used to it. Once he was all the way in he held still, caressing Hunter’s back before his hands settled on the man’s hips.



* * * *



A few stray brain synapses in Hunter’s brain had managed to comment on how fucking hot this was, and what a nice cock Coop had, before they were drowned in the soup of endorphins released by him sinking into the deepest subspace he could ever remember experiencing before.

He stared into Coop’s blue eyes, absolutely in love with this man, his Master, and wishing he could wrap his lips around the head of the man’s cock. Not daring to even touch his own cock until Todd’s was deep inside him, Hunter instead focused on Coop and whatever this new step was in their dynamic.

Pre-cum had pearled at the slit and as Coop slowly stroked his hand up and down his cock, he slicked it along his flesh. About eight inches and cut.

Hunter could only imagine how good it’d feel having that cock plowing his ass.

Maybe one day, if I’m a good boy for him.

He wasn’t quite so far gone to not realize that today probably would not be that day. That taking things this far likely was an even bigger step for Coop than he was normally comfortable taking.

But he could smell him, the salty, musky scent of him, wanted to bury his head between Coop’s legs and lick his sac, rim him, deep-throat that gorgeous piece of meat and feel it throb in his throat as he swallowed every drop of cum from his balls.

Holding onto Coop and the couch with his left arm while half-draped over Coop’s lap, he finally reached down with his right hand and carefully wrapped his fingers around his throbbing shaft. Coop still tightly fisted Hunter’s hair with his left hand, his gaze boring into Hunter’s.

“Good boy,” Coop whispered, stroking faster, his wrist twisting at the top of every stroke, down and back up again.

Behind him, Todd started fucking him, slowly, taking his time, apparently close to exploding already.

He could understand why. This was hotter than fuck, not being able to reach that prize, not being allowed to touch it.

As if reading his mind, Coop spoke. “I know what you want, boy. You’ll get what I give you tonight, though, and we’ll see where things go from there. Who’s my good boy?”

“I’m your good boy, Master.”

Coop’s fingers dug a little harder into Hunter’s scalp. “That’s right. You’re my very good boy. Good boys get rewards.”

Every thrust Todd took threatened to shove Hunter all the way into Coop’s lap. Or, maybe that’s what Todd was trying to do. One of their hottest mutual fantasies was of Hunter being spit-roasted between the two men.

Only a few inches separated his lips from that cock. A cock he’d gladly spend hours worshipping, if Coop would let him.



* * * *



Part of Coop was tempted to let Hunter go and let him do what he could tell the man wanted to do.

Coop wasn’t sure he wanted to cross that bridge tonight, though.

Baby steps.

Cocks couldn’t be unsucked. Although he suspected if or when he did get to that point that Hunter would probably blow his mind in that department.

He watched Hunter’s eyes, those sweet, eager brown eyes. The trust in them.

Hunter would turn himself inside out trying to please Coop. It was reasonable to assume the last thing on Hunter’s mind at this moment was his jerk of a family, or work, or stress, or anything other than the fact that he was trying not to disobey Coop.

There was a huge temptation to bust an aching nut as fast and hard as he could—and at the same time, he wanted to draw this out, make it last. In their four years together, they’d covered a lot of ground in terms of play. Not many firsts left for them within their mutual hard limits.

This was a first.

A big first.

He felt Todd pounding away at Hunter’s ass, every thrust shoving him against Coop’s lap. It’d be so…fucking…easy…

To see-saw the man between them.

Finally, before the temptation grew too much for him to handle, Coop sped up his strokes, sensing Todd was close. Then he felt that sweet, familiar ache as his balls drew up and spurts of cum shot out of his cock, all over his abs. Hunter licked his lips as Todd let out a groan and fell still.

“Now, pup,” Coop said, barely able to catch his breath, his cock still in his hand.

Hunter frantically pumped at his own cock maybe three or four times before his back rounded and his eyes fell closed, yet another familiar sound escaping him.

Coop pulled Hunter up his lap by the hair. “Clean up my mess, pup,” he hoarsely said. Still holding his cock, he moved it out of the way, his hand still cupped around it as Hunter worked his lips and tongue over Coop’s abs, eagerly, softly moaning.

He loosened his grip, now stroking Hunter’s hair. “Good boy. Such a good boy. A treat for a good pup.”

Yeah. Just the feel of the man’s lips on him was already starting to reawaken Coop’s cock in his hand.

Once Hunter had licked up every bit of his juices, Coop pulled his hand from his cock and held it out so Hunter could lick that clean, too. His cock remained semi-hard, definitely thinking about getting interested again.

Hmm.

He was forty-three, not twenty-three. Even with Bethany it would have taken him probably an hour to reawaken that much interest in him that soon.

There was an element of rapturous joy in the way Hunter kept looking up at him, lovingly, as if absolutely he considered this a reward.

Hell, it’d been all he could do to get Bethany to swallow sometimes.

Before he was tempted to let Hunter see if he could suck another one out of him right then, Coop patted Hunter on the head and then tucked his cock back into his briefs.

“Good boy. Go ahead and clean up.”

He waited until Todd and Hunter had headed for the guest bath to get up, not even bothering to zip his jeans, and head to the bedroom to change into something more comfortable.



* * * *



They spent the rest of the evening watching movies, talking, Coop keeping Hunter down in subspace by periodically pulling him over his lap and giving him a bare-handed spanking.

Around midnight, Coop knew he wanted to come again, and could tell Todd was sporting wood, too. 

Hunter had been hard and horny most of the night.

Coop stood and pulled his shirt off. “Okay, pup. On your back on the couch. Let Todd fuck your mouth.”

Todd immediately stood and stripped, and seconds later was pumping away at Hunter’s mouth.

Coop finished stripping and stood there watching them for a moment as he stroked his own cock. Yes, Todd had a fairly gorgeous ass, too. Especially watching the muscles in it bunch and flex as he slowly fucked Hunter’s mouth.

Coop grabbed Hunter’s ankles and picked up his legs, shoving them up and wide apart. From the happy moan Hunter let out, Coop was sure Hunter thought he was about to get fucked, but not quite.

Coop knelt there, his right hand on his own cock, his left wrapping around Hunter’s. Hunter let out another, louder moan, causing Todd to glance over his shoulder at what was going on.

“Fuck, yeah,” Todd whispered, briefly locking gazes with Coop and smiling at him before returning to what he’d been doing.

“Suck that cock, pup,” Coop ordered as he started stroking Hunter’s cock. “Don’t you dare come before I tell you to, either.”

Pinned down on the couch, Hunter was in heaven, at their mercy. It felt strange stroking another man’s cock while he stroked his own, but not a bad kind of strange. He’d had incidental contact with Hunter’s cock countless times in the course of play, or while topping him. But he’d never jerked him off before like this.

Something else to take his time with, he let Todd have fun and set the pace, Coop getting himself close to the edge and staying there, riding it, waiting for Todd to finish before he went any farther.

After a few minutes, he noticed Todd’s strokes getting faster, shorter, harder, one of the man’s tells he was about to come.

“All right, pup,” Coop said. “You can come.”

He started stroking his own cock harder and faster, exploding as Hunter frantically started rocking his hips back and forth, actively trying to fuck Coop’s hand before his juices mixed with Coop’s all over Hunter’s abs.

Todd recovered enough to get up off the couch. Coop used his fingers to mix the sticky, gooey load together, fingerpainting it all over Hunter’s stomach before reaching up to feed it to him. Over and over he scooped it up, Hunter’s lips closing over his fingers and his tongue sucking, working, trying to get every bit of it.

Between loads, Todd would lean in and deeply kiss Hunter, almost making Coop wish it was him Todd was kissing.

Something else to build up to. To Coop, that was an intimate act, almost as intimate as fucking or a blowjob.

One step at a time. One horny baby-step after another.

And Todd, only thirty-five, was already getting hard again.

Lucky bastard.

Coop slumped back onto his heels and lightly swatted Hunter on the bare ass. “Good boy. I think I’m going to head for bed now. The rest of your night is free to do what you want, and I think Todd has plans for you.”

A flicker of disappointment flashed across both men’s faces, Coop noticed, but they didn’t try to push him for more, or for him to join them.

“Thanks, man,” Todd said. “See you in the morning.”

Coop peeled himself off the couch. “Yep. Try not to wear him out too much tonight.”

Todd grinned. “He’ll be ready for whatever you want to dish out to him in the morning.”

Coop headed to the bedroom. A few minutes later, he heard the two men go into the guest room, but he noticed they didn’t close the bedroom door.

A silent and implied invitation, in case Coop decided he wanted to join them.

After a quick shower to rinse the sweat and dried cum off him, Coop headed to bed.

Across the hall, he heard Todd plowing Hunter’s ass in the guest bed.

Maybe I should have invited them to join me.

He closed his eyes. The mental image of lying there while Hunter blew him while getting his ass reamed by Todd came to him in crystal clarity.

His cock twitched.

Then a yawn distracted him.

Not tonight.



* * * *



Hunter held on for dear life. Todd had Hunter’s ankles over his shoulders and his arms pinned over his head as he fucked Hunter’s ass.

“Yeah, you’re in trouble now, dude,” Todd said. “I’ve blown two loads today, and with the condom, I can hold out for a little while.” He grinned down at him. “That was so fucking hot. I think in another couple of weeks we’re going to be able to make that fantasy of yours come true if this keeps up.”

Gawd, he hoped so! Being totally owned by his Master and his lover like that, with real cock at both ends, being used and fucked and filled? That would absolutely be a dream come true. He could show Coop how perfect it could be, that he wouldn’t need anyone but him and Todd to take care of him, in bed and out of it. He knew Todd would love a chance to swallow Coop’s cock, too.

Between their bodies, Hunter’s cock had inflated, the friction of skin against skin and the sensation of Todd’s cock hitting him in the sweet spot with every thrust doing the job.

Todd leaned in and kissed him, fucking his tongue into Hunter’s mouth. “Tasting his cum on you like that was hot. I thought earlier he was going to have you blow him while I was fucking you, and I damn near almost came just thinking about it.”

Todd’s green eyes in this dim light were too dark to pick up the different subtle shades there, but his gaze bored into Hunter’s. “You’d like to be our fuck toy, wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, please!”

“Maybe I’ll suggest to him we hog-tie you on your back and one of us can sit on your face while the other fucks you. He gets a sample of that tongue of yours up his hole, he won’t want to move.”

Hunter whimpered, already close to coming again thinking about that. How it’d feel having his nose buried against the man’s flesh while he rimmed him.

“Gonna have to talk to him about making you wear a butt plug more,” Todd gasped, already sounding close to coming. “If we’re both going to be using your ass, you’re going to need to be ready for it.”

And that was all Hunter needed to get a shove over the edge. He moaned as his cock pumped cum over both of them, their bodies now sliding back and forth in his slick juices.

“Fuck yeah!” Todd took one last thrust, burying his cock deep inside him before leaning in to kiss him again. “Love feeling your ass coming around my cock.”

“Love you.”

He smiled, nipping the side of Hunter’s jaw. “Love you, too, buddy. For life, you know that.” He didn’t move yet. “I hope he wants to do more with you. Even if he doesn’t want to mix it up with me, that was fucking hot watching him use you like that. Even if that’s all he ever does, the kind of stuff he does, I’m good, because it was fun to watch.”

Relief filled Hunter. Now that his brains were starting to return, Hunter had wondered how Todd would react. “Thank you.”

He grinned as he sat up and released Hunter’s hands. “Hey, thank you. You’re doing all the hard work, buddy.” He withdrew, then pulled Hunter up into his arms and kissed him. “Let’s grab a quick shower and then get to sleep.” He reached around him and squeezed Hunter’s ass. “Hopefully Coop has sexy plans for you for the morning.”

Hunter hoped so, too.


Chapter Five



Hunter never attended the munches. He was too terrified of being recognized, and Todd didn’t like to go without Hunter. Coop didn’t blame them for that, either, and he wouldn’t order Hunter to go when he knew the man couldn’t enjoy himself even if Coop did order him. Maybe once everything was settled with Hunter’s family and Hunter no longer feared the fall-out.

Until then, Coop would attend stag.

Earlier that morning he’d sat on the couch with Todd and let Hunter give Todd a blowjob while stroking Coop’s cock with his hand, Coop’s hand over Hunter’s and guiding his movements. Then, after Hunter had swallowed a load of Todd’s cum, Coop had Hunter lick up the mess on him.

And they did some serious talking. Both Todd and Hunter were eager to take things farther, but understood they’d only move at the slowest partner’s pace.

Ironically, in this case Coop found himself to be the slowest partner. In this way, at least. He wanted to settle into this new normal with them before doing anything more. He’d rather let the desire simmer and burn and build slowly. It would be all the sweeter when he finally did cross another bridge with the men. No way would he risk nuking what they had just for sex.

He still wouldn’t call himself bi. Not that he had anything against the label, and yes, he could appreciate a well-built guy’s physique the way he could a well-built woman’s, but so far it was only Hunter, and Todd by extension, that he felt this attraction toward.

Considering it took them four years to get to that point, a few more weeks or months wouldn’t kill any of them.

It might actually prove to be another important tool in Coop’s arsenal to help focus and distract Hunter, dragging out the anticipation. Something good that Hunter could fixate on in his free time.

Keep Hunter horny and wanting more.

Hunter’s birthday is in three months. Hmm.

But despite all of that, now that Coop found himself officially single again, even with the slight increase in complication of his dynamic with Hunter and Todd, Coop was going to attend the munch and have fun. Coop enjoyed the munches. He didn’t give a shit if someone knew about this aspect of his life.

Frankly, anyone who knew him wouldn’t be shocked to find out he was a Dominant.

He was a department manager overseeing fifty people at a local call center for a cable company. Mostly he had to deal with his customer reps, but occasionally they had to escalate a problem up to him to deal with a customer personally. He had to be calm, cool, and collected, because his CSRs caught enough rations of shit from the general public. The last thing they needed was a jerk of a boss coming down on them.

That didn’t mean he didn’t expect good work from them or hold them to exacting standards on their end. It also meant they knew he was fair and would consistently enforce company policies without playing favorites. They always knew where they stood with him.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to work weekends. He’d been there long enough, over twenty years now, that he’d built up seniority.

The munches were a welcomed respite for him. On occasion he bumped into someone he knew there, but since they were there for the same reason he was, it didn’t bother him or make him nervous.

He also didn’t have any kind of morality clause in his employment contract. They didn’t care what he did on his time as long as he passed random drug tests all employees had to go through, and that he didn’t get arrested for a violent crime.

It wasn’t exactly where he’d expected his degree in literature would get him, but the job he’d started out in part-time during college had ended up becoming permanent. Then advances and raises kept him there.

Now?

Why would he want to leave? He had it pretty easy compared to some people he’d gone to college with.

He had benefits and decent pay.

He was, overall, happy.

Tonight, Tony and Shayla were hosting the munch. When he reached the steakhouse where it was being held, he tipped a nod toward the hostess at the front door as he headed straight back to the private room they always reserved when they held it at this restaurant.

Ross and Loren were there talking to Tony and Shayla when Coop walked in.

“Coop!” Loren immediately swooped in to hug him, followed by Shayla. Their respective Doms followed, without the swooping.

“Hey, man,” Tony said. “Glad to see you.” They shook hands.

“Mikayla and Carson are bringing a friend with them,” Shayla said. “Not new to the lifestyle, but she’s new to the area.”

“Ah.”

“We figured we’d sit you with her, if that’s okay?”

“Um, sure.”

“We actually have a specific reason,” Tony said. “Mikayla said she’s dealing with pretty serious anxiety and OCD. I immediately thought of you, since you’re used to Hunter.”

“Might be my lucky night, then.”

Ross scowled. “Huh? Is Hunter okay?”

They all knew Hunter and Todd from the private parties, and Tony had been the one who’d introduced Coop to Hunter and Todd in the first place.

“Oh, yeah, Hunter’s fine.” Coop related the short and sweet version of his unexpected breakup with Bethany, whom none of them had actually even met, since she’d refused to go to the munches with him.

Dammit, that should have been another red flag.

Tony let out a low hiss. “Oooh, sorry.”

“Hey, shit happens.”

“You’re taking it rather well,” Loren said.

“Honestly? I’m sure anger will set in after a few days. Right now I’m still stunned she thought after a year of me consistently saying the same exact things that she’d change my mind on any of them. And the utter brass balls that she expected me to move her into my place and give up playing with Hunter there.”

“If you ask me,” Shayla said, “it was kind of a consent violation on her part.”

“Not kind of,” Coop said. “Totally was a consent violation. I guess that’s why I’m not more upset over it. I’ve known Hunter and Todd way longer than her. I made it clear to her from the start that giving them up as friends, or giving up my play relationship with Hunter, was a deal-breaker.”

“He’s lucky to have you,” Tony said. “I’m glad that worked out for him with you. I feel badly for the guy.”

The door opened and they all turned, immediately quieting. They never talked about Hunter around others who didn’t know him and understand his need for secrecy. Not in identifiable ways, at least.

It was Mikayla and Carson. Behind them trailed a woman who immediately tweaked Coop’s interest. Not because of her looks, although she was cute. Black hair loose down past her shoulders, and brown eyes, she was about seven inches shorter than his own six one.

It was the look in her brown eyes, her body language, her wariness that pinged his interest.

She could have been a twin to Hunter in how her gaze anxiously yet analytically swept through the nearly empty room once, then started going table by table, as if trying to decide upon the location of the least threatening place to sit.

He liked a challenge, too. He wouldn’t deny it.

Mikayla and Carson walked over, their friend trailing them by a few steps. She held her purse tightly in front of her much in the same way Hunter always held his messenger bag when he had it with him. Not just a crutch, but a type of shield.

Mikayla made the introductions, leaving Coop for last. He watched how Dani didn’t reach out to shake hands with anyone, instead offering a tense smile and a nod of her head.

He immediately mirrored her gesture and smiled in return. “Ned Cooper, or Coop. Either one.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Before anyone could suggest where to seat them, he immediately pointed toward a table in the back of the room, near a large column that partially obscured it from view. Its location meant people wouldn’t constantly be walking back and forth behind it.

“How about that table, if that’s all right?” he suggested. He’d have a quick word with Tony about possibly skipping her for the introductions.

He wasn’t sure if being made to give an introduction would trigger her or not, but he wanted a chance to feel her out first.

She seemed to evaluate the table, then gave him a nod and another tense smile. “That looks fine, thank you.”

He let her lead the way, and sure enough, she picked the seat he thought she might, the one closest to the column, affording a little privacy. He sat on her left, and Mikayla took the seat immediately on her right.

It was the same kind of seating arrangement Hunter would pick when they went out to dinner together. Hunter preferred a corner, or a wall to his back, or an alcove even, if possible. Or a deep booth with high dividers. They had several restaurants the three of them dined at on a regular basis, and not just because of the food.

Because Hunter felt safe and wasn’t likely to get anxious.

Shayla followed them over. “How about we tip the other chairs up?” she suggested to Coop. “I’ll seat Mike and Jenny, and Tilly, Landry, and Cris with you guys. That’ll fill it up.”

“Perfect.” He helped her do that, then laid his napkin over the back of his chair to reserve it. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Dani, Mikayla, and Carson before he headed over to where Tony and Ross were now talking to another new arrival.

He touched Tony’s shoulder and leaned in. “When you do the intros,” he softly said, “start with Carson and work toward me. If I shake my head, just skip Dani and come right to me. I’ll feel her out before.”

“Understood.” Tony clapped him on the shoulder and Coop headed back to the table.



* * * *



Dani didn’t know what it was about Ned, or Coop, as others called him, but something about him felt…soothing. He wasn’t playing the “I am Dom” game with her, either. He’d put her at ease and she realized ten minutes in, as the room started filling and her agitation ramped up, that he didn’t leave her side. Not hovering, but…

Almost instinctively playing a buffer. A ground. An anchor of calm.

Which she damn sure needed, considering the way her pulse was pounding, her heart fluttering like a bird was caught in her chest and struggling to escape.

She wondered what Mikayla had told everyone before they got there, if this had been prearranged and he’d been warned about her condition.

“What brought you to Florida from New York?” he asked.

“A career-ending accident,” she said. “A literal car wreck that turned my metaphorical wreck of a life upside down for good.”

“I’m sorry. What did you used to do?”

“I was a dancer and singer. It was the dancing part where I took the hardest hit. I was getting some halfway decent chorus parts. Mostly off-Broadway, but I worked on several Broadway productions.”

“Yikes. I’m sorry.”

“It is what it is,” she said. He cocked his head at her, smiling. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing. That’s one of my favorite sayings when I can’t control something.”

Might as well toss everything out onto the table. If it doesn’t scare him off, nothing will.

“I’d already been planning on leaving my boyfriend. He wasn’t much of a Dom anyway, to be honest. More a kinky guy who decided he wanted to be poly and bring a ‘real slave’ into the mix. And with physical rehab, my anxiety and OCD exploded. It was get back to walking or learn to quit rearranging the peas on my plate, so walking won, obviously. I decided that was as good a time to leave as any.”

“Where are you from originally? You don’t sound like you were raised in New York.”

“Florida, years ago. I was born and raised down here. Mikayla and I roomed together in college at USF. When my parents moved up to New York for my dad’s job just after I graduated college, I went, too.”

“Ah, that makes sense.”

“Then I had to stay with my parents for a while after I got out of the physical rehab facility. I decided Florida was a better choice for someone with pins and rods in their back, instead of an icy New York winter.”

“True. So what do you do now?”

“I’m living off the insurance settlement, but I’ve started doing voice work. I can work from home, on my computer, in my PJs, at any time of day or night.”

“That’s cool.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you have a new doctor here yet?”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry. I meant…” He glanced around and dropped his voice. “My boy has to be very discreet, but he has severe anxiety. His psychologist is really good, and he’s involved in the lifestyle.”

Another puzzle piece for her to try to fit into place as she relaxed. She would not have pegged him to be gay.

“Ah. Thank you. I do have a list my doctor in New York got for me.” She pulled her phone out and called up the list from her e-mail and showed it to him.

He smiled. “Ted Collins. That’s him.” He looked up and let out a laugh. “Would you like a personal introduction?”

There was something a little odd about how he said it. “Um, sure?”

She wasn’t expecting it when Coop returned her phone and stood, walking across the room to a group of three men and a woman who had just entered.

After a moment, he peeled off with one of the men and headed their way.

Coop stepped out of the way so the other man could lean in. Not uncomfortably, but to be at the same eye level as her.

“Dani, this is Ted Collins,” Coop said.

She let out a laugh. “No shit?”

The man smirked. “No shit.” He withdrew his wallet from his back pocket and handed her a business card that, sure enough, proclaimed him to be Ted Collins.

“I guess this is my lucky night, huh?”

“Coincidental. Might I ask who referred you to me?”

“Well, Coop, for starters, but he said you treat a friend of his. My doctor in New York, Dr. Ramirez, gave me a list of counselors down here.”

“Ah, very cool. Yes. I specialize in OCD and anxiety disorders, as well as helping people who are hoarders.”

She shuddered. “I’m not a hoarder.”

“That’s not exclusive,” he said. “Just a specialty. Send me a text or an e-mail and I’ll let you know what appointments I’ve got available for an initial consultation. That’s free. I even take some insurance plans.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t have insurance for this.”

“I give cash discounts and use a sliding scale.” He straightened and stepped back. “Have a good dinner, and I look forward to talking with you again.”

“Thanks.” She fingered his business card. Not pretentious, smoothly printed, no embossing, decent weight cardstock.

She took a picture of it with her phone, sending it to her scanner app for filing, and tucked the card into her purse. She’d enter the info into her contacts when she got home.

Coop retook his seat. “Hope you didn’t mind that.”

“No, I appreciate it. That was pleasantly unexpected.”

Mikayla, who’d been talking to someone else on the other side of the room, finally returned. “Was that Ted?” she asked Coop.

“Yep.”

“Oh, awesome.” She tapped the table in front of Dani instead of tapping her on the shoulder to get her attention like someone else might. “Ted is really good. Sweet guy. I’m friends with them and their wife, Essie.”

“Their wife?”

“Ted and his brothers, Josh and Mark, are poly with Essie. Mark’s her legal husband, but they all consider themselves married to her.”

“Oh.” Well, it was nice to see that this was an open-minded group. She wasn’t against poly in theory.

It’d been the sneaky-ass way Clayton had tried to go about it, and the end-runs he’d played with her trying to get her to agree to it, after she’d told him up front she wasn’t interested in having another woman in their dynamic for sex. If he wanted to add a guy, she’d have been all for that.

He hadn’t. He was okay with her being bi—which she wasn’t—but he hadn’t wanted anything to do with another peen.

And when she’d suggested she could go out and get another boyfriend, too, he’d also been against that.

One-peen policy in action.

Nope.

“My boy’s boyfriend and I have both sat in on sessions with Ted and my boy,” Ned told Dani. “I really like Ted.”

She stared at him, certain she’d misheard him. “Huh? Your boy’s boyfriend? You’re poly?”

“No. I’m recently single as of yesterday. My boy is my slave.” He smiled. “It’s…complicated.”

Mikayla snorted on Dani’s other side. “That’s one word for it.”

“I’m sorry. I know it’s none of my business.”

“There’s a privacy component involved,” Coop told her. “I’m straight. I’m my boy’s Master and he’s my slave, but my boy is gay. He lives with his boyfriend.”

“Who’s…gay?” She was totally confused now.

“I would suppose so. But his boyfriend isn’t a Dominant or a sadist. All three of us are friends though. I broke things off yesterday with the woman I was dating.”

It clicked. “Oh! Okay. Now I’m tracking.”

At the front of the room, Tony called for everyone’s attention to get the evening started. Five other people, a triad and a couple, had joined them at their table.

Coop leaned in, but not uncomfortably so, and dropped his voice. “They do introductions here,” he whispered. “If you don’t want to, let me know. I already arranged a signal with Tony.”

That answered her question about whether or not Mikayla had talked to someone in advance. “Actually, I don’t mind public speaking. It’s the one-on-one that kills me.”

“Feel free to tell me to back off if I’m overwhelming you.”

She stared into his blue eyes. “Actually, you’re not. You’ve been very kind.” She finally reached out and quickly squeezed his wrist before drawing her hand back. “Thank you.”


Chapter Six



Coop had thought it a massive stroke of luck that Ted had arrived when he did. He hoped Dani clicked with him enough to start seeing him. He knew from Hunter how difficult it was to find the right match sometimes.

As Tony went around the room, when he reached their table he locked gazes with Coop, who gave him a quick nod, before calling on Carson to go first.

Some people stood for their intros and some didn’t. Dani pleasantly surprised Coop by standing when it was her turn.

He sensed a subtle change in her that he couldn’t explain. “Hi. I’m Danielle, or Dani. Not new to the lifestyle or the area, although I’ve lived out of state for several years. I’m recently single, and identify as a submissive. Fair warning, I’m not a doormat.”

The way she said it, and with her smile, drew laughter from the group. “Mikayla’s already warned me she’s going to have me volunteering at Venture, so I’m sure I’ll be seeing some of you around here and there.”

She eased herself down into her chair and Coop realized she did move a little stiffly.

He also immediately noticed how several of the single Doms, and the ones who liked to pick up extra play, had perked up when she’d mentioned her single status.

Why that set off prickly tendrils of territoriality in him, he didn’t know.

After the intros concluded, Dani leaned in close. “Can I ask a favor, since you seem to be on Mikayla’s good side and so far on mine, too?”

“Sure.”

“Can you keep being a buffer for me? Maybe even feel free to give folks the wrong impression tonight? Great thing about the lifestyle, I can avoid touching people I don’t know and not piss them off.”

She reached out and touched his wrist again, much as she had earlier when thanking him. “Since you seem to be educated on the subject, I’ll explain it as part of my condition, for now.”

He stared into her brown eyes. Flecks of honey and amber made them look warm, sweet, soft. “I’d be happy to.”

Sure enough, one guy jumped up from a far table and made an immediate beeline for Dani almost as soon as Tony had started to sit.

He heard Tilly mutter under her breath. “Shit.”

“I got it,” Coop said.

Tilly glanced at Dani, then him. “You sure?”

He smiled. “Prison orange isn’t your color, and Dorken isn’t worth it.”

“Dorken?” Dani asked.

“His real name’s Darren,” Mikayla said, “but that’s our nickname for him.”

He rounded the table, standing so uncomfortably close behind Mikayla that Carson actually draped his arm along the back of Mikayla’s chair and bent his elbow to force the guy back a step or risk taking a ball-tap.

“Hi there!” Darren brightly said, sticking out his hand. “Name’s Darren. Welcome to the area.”

Dani looked up at him and smiled. “Hello. Nice to meet you.” She glanced at Coop, who gave her a slight shake of his head. That widened her smile when Tilly loudly cleared her throat from across the table.

Darren’s smile faltered as he realized Dani wasn’t going to take his hand. “Oh, sorry.” He kept his smile pasted to his face and looked at Coop. “May I?”

“Sorry, she’s not comfortable shaking hands. Maybe another time.”

“Um, oh. Okay.” He stuck his hands on his hips. “Sorry, no disrespect intended. I thought you said you were single.”

“I am,” she said. “But I’m also under the protection of Coop, Carson, and Mikayla.”

Tilly cleared her throat again, a little more loudly.

“And Tilly,” Dani added.

Coop nearly laughed out loud.

Wow, she learns fast.

Darren blanched as he glanced over at the woman, who had one eyebrow dangerously arched and her arms crossed over her chest.

Cris and Landry, Tilly’s men, were making no efforts to hold her back, either. Landry, in fact, looked particularly amused by the whole situation.

“Well, okay.” Darren offered another smile, which now looked decidedly nervous. “Um, welcome, and hope you have a good dinner.”

“Thank you.” Her smile widened, bright, cheerful, even. “Nice to meet you.”

Darren left, heading to another table to talk to someone.

Dani smiled at Tilly. “Now I know why they put you at my table.”

Tilly grinned. “I’m sort of the unofficial momma pit bull of the group.”

“I’m getting that. Thanks.”

“She’s also an extreme sadist,” Coop only half-teased. “She was a nurse.”

“Technically, dude, I still am a nurse,” Tilly playfully shot back. “Just because I didn’t renew my license doesn’t mean I’m not.”

“What do you do now?” Dani asked.

“I torture Hollywood executives.” She grinned. “It’s a lot of fun.”

Mikayla broke out in a giggle fit and leaned in to give Dani the quick version about Tilly’s job at a production company, and her business partners, although Mikayla didn’t name names.

“Oh! That’s great.”

Tilly was taking a sip of water and shrugged. “It’s a living.”

Four more Doms took a run at Dani in the next fifteen minutes, and each time, she responded even more brightly and playfully to them, as if growing more comfortable with the charade.

Which, obviously, she was.

By the time their entrees arrived, she’d reached out and touched Coop’s arm a couple more times.

He also noticed how she constantly adjusted her silverware, immediately separated her food on her plate when it arrived, and kept drawing vertical lines in the condensation on the sides of her water glass.

When dinner finished a couple of hours later, Coop walked the three of them out to Carson’s car. He again noticed the stiffness in Dani’s gait, a slight limp.

“Thank you for a lovely evening,” Coop told her. He still hadn’t reached out to touch her yet, letting her initiate all contact with him.

“Thank you for not asking me a lot of questions,” she said. “You seem to get me.”

That was something Todd had said a lot to him about Hunter. “Not my first rodeo,” he said.

“Are you busy Tuesday night?” Mikayla asked him. “I’m making dinner. Would love to have you over.”

“You are?” Dani asked her.

“Yes, and you’re coming even if I have to send Carson after you.”

Dani rolled her eyes, but gave Coop a what are you going to do? kind of resigned smile. “I guess I’ll be at Mikayla and Carson’s for dinner on Tuesday night.”

“I’d like that. Thank you. Feel free to look me up on FetLife and send me a friend request, if you’d like. Mikayla’s got my info.”

“I need to make a new profile,” Dani said. “I don’t want my ex knowing my new one.”

Uh-oh. “Is he a problem?”

“Oh, not like that. I’m just done with him, and don’t want him able to figure out my new profile. Fresh start.”

“Ah. Mikayla, do you have my number?”

She whipped out her phone. “I think so…” She read the number off and he noticed how Dani quickly punched it into her phone, too.

Seconds later, his phone buzzed with an incoming text.

Dani smiled. “There’s mine.”

“Thanks. Feel free to text or call me.”

“Ditto. Although I prefer texts if you do, because if I’m recording I can’t answer a call. I can call back.”

“Understood.”

She looked like she was momentarily torn before she stepped in, gave him a quick one-armed hug, and stepped away again before he could even lift his arm.

Mikayla immediately stepped in to give him a long, strong hug. “Thank you!” she whispered in his ear before stepping away.

After holding the back door open for Dani, he closed it and stepped away with a final wave before heading to his own car.

Dani intrigued him.



* * * *



“Well?”

“Yes, he seems nice.”

Mikayla triumphantly grinned. “Score! And he just broke up with his girlfriend. That’s perfect!”

“Rebound subby. Wooonderful,” Dani drawled.

“He’s not like that.”

“Look, I really appreciate you engineering my own personal guard Dom for dinner, but you don’t have to try to fix me up.”

“Hey, dinner just as friends,” Mikayla said. “You’re going to need to meet people anyway.”

“I met people.” Including Jenny, who was the head volunteer and the volunteer coordinator for the club. Dani would be working her first shift at the front desk that coming Friday night with Mikayla.

“You know what I mean.”

“I’m okay being single,” she said. “Maybe I’m better off single.”

“Friends,” Mikayla shot back. “You need friends. I’m facilitating.”

“You’re trying to play matchmaker. College wasn’t so long ago I can’t remember the signs.”

“You complaining?”

“I didn’t say that.” Dani thought about her newest phone contact.

“I know his boy. Coop is really good with him. Very kind and patient. Eh, for a sadist, anyway.”

“What is the deal with that?”

Mikayla turned in her seat as far as her seatbelt would allow. “His boy is in the closet due to his family. He works for his family and they’re jerks. They also don’t know about his anxiety or other issues.”

“How can they not know?”

“They just don’t. He hides it from them. Coop plays a huge part helping him manage his symptoms. So even if you are only friends with him, like tonight, you saw how quickly he grokked your situation and how he stepped in to buffer you.”

“And I saw that you let him.”

She grinned. “Duh. Better him than me. I would have been hitting a bitch. Well, a bastard. Damn Dorken. Actually, scratch that. Dorken is a little bitch. I bet he couldn’t take a punch.”

“If I come to dinner Tuesday, will you back off trying to shove me and Coop together?”

“Absolutely, positively, maybe.”

Once Dani was home alone she took another shower, standing under water as hot as she could stand it. It helped her relax and de-stress, which actually wasn’t as severe an issue tonight as she’d thought it might be.

Mikayla had looked up Coop’s FetLife profile on her phone and emailed the link to Dani before they’d dropped her off. With a long T-shirt on to sleep in, Dani crawled into bed with her laptop, created a new FetLife account, and pulled up Coop’s profile.

He had no face pictures or other identifying info on his profile.

On the other hand, there was also no self-aggrandizing, bombastic bullshit, either. The feed indicated he’d updated his profile description earlier that afternoon.

He listed himself as single, a Dominant, Master of “someone not on FetLife,” and in a “pack” with “someone not on FetLife.”

He was also one hundred and two years old and a resident of Antarctica.

Which always amused her when she saw someone had that listed. She was currently ninety-nine, and a fellow Antarctican.

Antarcticite?

She didn’t know what they were called, but she liked how brief and to the point he was in his About Me description.

I frequent the Suncoast Society munches and Venture. I’m single and open to play, in some situations. Not looking for a new relationship right now, just friendship and possibly play. I have a slave, and my time and relationship with him comes first and is non-negotiable.

The feed didn’t tell what about the description had changed in his latest update.

I guess I can ask him that Tuesday night.

She sent him a private message to let him know it was her before clicking the friend request button. She had a few friends from New York she’d need to send friend requests to, but only after confirming they wouldn’t reveal that info to Clayton.

Life was far simpler without him whining to her that he wished she’d give him another chance.

Funny how the “domly guy is domly” dude could whine like a little bitch when he realized I was coming into money.

Yes, she knew Mikayla was right. She had friends up in New York. Kinky and vanilla, although in the theatre circles she moved through, sometimes there was a lot of overlap between the two, directly or indirectly.

What she hadn’t had in New York were many very close, trusted friends like Mikayla. While some people wore their anxiety or whatever they dealt with on their arms like a badge of honor, she’d always been very careful to try to conceal that part of her as much as possible. It was a weakness. It was a drawback.

She’d been very successful at doing that…until the accident had thrown her for a loop.

She was starting over again in Florida for a lot of reasons. Not just the weather, either. She needed to rebuild herself from the ground up, and the person who knew her adult self the best, who could help her do that, who Dani knew she could lean on for support, was Mikayla.

Having Miky’s support worked once. There was no reason it couldn’t work again.

I hope.


Chapter Seven



“Well, is that the best you can do?”

It was only ten thirty Monday morning, and Hunter was already working on a migraine.

That always happened whenever he had to fill in on the sales floor, instead of being hidden away in the business office, where he preferred to be.

He hated working sales.

Hated it.

Haaated it.

He had an accounting degree. He ran the office, did the paperwork, the taxes, the bookkeeping, the payroll.

He wasn’t a gemologist. He knew the basics from being around it all his life, but he didn’t care about jewelry other than as line items on an expense spreadsheet or purchase invoice.

This morning’s events were stressful enough that not even revisiting memories of his weekend play with Coop could help shift his mood or stave off the throbbing behind his eyes.

“Ma’am, that’s our sale price. That piece is already discounted fifty percent. I can’t go any lower than that.”

She stared at the ring. He could tell she really wanted it.

“My husband said that jewelry stores mark stuff up a lot and I shouldn’t take the first price without negotiating first.”

Fine. Ask Publix if they’ll negotiate the price of a loaf of bread with you.

That’s not what he said, though.

Even though he reeeally wanted to.

“We’re currently running a sale. Retail on this ring is usually five hundred. That is the sales price.” They were still making close to a hundred dollars on it. He’d be damned if he’d go down any more on it.

She tried it on again and held her right hand out in front of her, looking at the ring. Gold setting, six small diamonds around a blue topaz center stone. Yes, they made a little profit on the markup, but they’d had to start cutting their margins over the past couple of years due to the economy. Hell, it’d been all Hunter could do to talk his father into start buying scrap gold from people to help boost their bottom line.

The chain of five jewelry stores that their grandfather had started over fifty years earlier had been in serious straits before Hunter finally convinced his father of that. They’d also added an eBay store to help with things. One of their part-timers had moved from sales into running that full time there in the main office.

It’d helped keep them afloat.

I cannot wait to get the hell out of here.

“I can throw in a free jewelry cleaning kit, if you’d like,” he offered, more to try to move her one way or another so he could get her out of there.

She smiled. “I’ll take it.”

“Wonderful. Will that be cash or charge?”

“Charge.”

As he rang up the sale, he made sure to have the other clerk on duty, one of their part-timers who’d been with them for years, enter her employee code into the terminal before he started the transaction. He was paid salary, since he was family and management. Their sales clerks received a small commission in addition to their hourly wages.

It would irritate his father if he saw Hunter doing that, but Hunter didn’t care. He wouldn’t screw one of their sales staff out of a commission.

Finally, Margie arrived. His sister-in-law and the wife of his eldest brother, Terry, she was technically the store manager.

“Thanks, Hunter!” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek as she hurried by. He’d known it was coming and managed not to recoil from her. “I’m really sorry about this. The closing took longer than we thought.”

“So the house is yours?”

“Yeah. Well, will be, once everything goes through. We can’t actually get the keys until the end of next month, when the sellers will be out of it. Which is fine, because we haven’t closed the sale on ours yet. Then we’ll still have to paint it and stuff before we move in. And it even has a pool.”

“Great. I’m going to get back to my office.”

“Okay. Thanks again.”

After punching in his security code to open the door, he managed to keep himself from running through the door to the back.

Barely.

Their corporate headquarters was located at this store. Which was a way of saying they had the biggest building. It was also where their repair shop was located, jewelers who repaired, resized, and otherwise modified pieces or made custom jewelry. Fortunately, it was only ten minutes from the duplex he and Todd shared with one of his mother’s cousins.

A duplex his father owned and had inherited from Hunter’s grandfather. He and Todd lived there rent-free since Hunter worked for the family business, one concession his father had volunteered instead of the disbursement when Hunter turned twenty-five. They split expenses, but it allowed both of them to put money into savings every month.

Unfortunately, it also meant having to be very discreet when home, since the nosey cousin on his mom’s side living in the other side of the duplex liked to keep her eye on them, and she wouldn’t hesitate to report things back to Hunter’s parents.

Ever since Coop and Hunter had been involved, several times Coop had fixed Hunter up with women, to have them come over and be seen there with Hunter when Todd wasn’t around, or to attend family functions with Hunter, to help put on an act.

The charade exhausted Hunter.

He settled in at his desk in his office, the door shut against further intrusions. He’d planned to work on quarterly taxes this morning for their smallest store down in Venice before Margie had called him in a panic and asked him to help fill in until her arrival.

Three. More. Months.

He tried not to get his hopes up. If he did, surely that would jinx things, insuring his father withheld the disbursement for another five years, locking him into his employment there.

He wanted that money. It would be more than enough for him and Todd to buy a house of their own, for Hunter to go back to school, and to escape the weight of this job.

Which he hated.

After Hunter had said he didn’t want to be a jeweler, his father had only agreed to paying his college tuition when Hunter agreed to obtain a degree in accounting. Something Hunter could still use for the business.

The way Hunter’s grandfather had set up the trusts, the grandkids had to work for the family business to be eligible. In return, they received health care benefits—as did their spouses and children. He’d wanted to make sure that the business stayed with the family once he wasn’t around to oversee it any longer.

By his way of thinking, if the kids had to make the jewelry business their life, they’d be reluctant to walk away from it after several years invested in it.

He’d wanted to make sure it wouldn’t be sold off to some other company and split apart upon his death. One of the other benefits was if the kids worked for the family business for at least ten years, it would keep paying their health benefits, and that of their spouse and kids.

Even if they didn’t work there any longer.

Those stipulations were fine for Terry or Kent or any of the others who actually enjoyed this business.

Hunter never had, and never would.

He’d wanted to be a writer. Get a degree in literature, maybe become a teacher so he could still earn a living.

Even in high school, his father had pushed and pushed him. Of the six kids born to Dolores and Barry Morgan, Hunter had been different even as a baby. Fussy, colicky, “sensitive,” “emotional.”

If he had a penny for every time he’d heard the words, “Gee, lighten up,” from his five siblings, he wouldn’t need to work for his family.

He’d realized during his teen years that he was gay, but also knew in his family that would likely go over as well as a rat in the potato salad at a church social. He’d tried dating girls in high school and college, even attempting to lose his virginity to one, but he’d accepted that part of him would have to stay hidden. At least once he’d hit eighteen his parents quit forcing him to go to church every Sunday. In that way, he was treated equally to his siblings, and pretty much all of them had stopped going to church.

One less heaping of guilt to deal with every week.

They’d all taken a cue from Terry, who’d claimed it was cutting into his valuable study time for college, about the only argument their father—and grandfather—would accept as valid. Frank Morgan had been a strict churchgoer. He’d died when Hunter was eleven, but with Hunter’s father being the only child, the weight of carrying on the family business had passed to him.

Their father had literally been raised in the back of the original store, learning the trade from when he was old enough to stand on his own two feet and not shove semi-precious stones up his nose. It was in Barry Morgan’s blood.

Hunter was the odd one out, in more ways than one.

I’m ungrateful.

Their parents had been strict growing up, but as kids none of them ever lacked for anything. They’d learned a strong work ethic that had pretty much been the only thing—along with a heaping portion of secret guilt—to get Hunter through his degree in college. Once his father was convinced Hunter could still be an important part of the business without being able to tell a princess cut from a princess sleeve, he’d eased up considerably on Hunter.

Meaning instead of it feeling like a tank crushing his shoulders, Hunter felt like an SUV had been parked there.

Hunter didn’t even care that when he left the family business it probably meant his parents wouldn’t want to speak to him ever again. Especially after he married Todd and added him to his health insurance plan, which was better than the one Todd had at his job.

But there wouldn’t be a damn thing they could do to stop him then.

That thought finally brought a smile to his face and helped him beat back the headache threatening to knock him on his ass.



* * * *



Todd stared at his monitor, unable to focus. Even their Monday morning meeting hadn’t been able to hold his attention.

His mind wandered back to the events of the weekend. It pleasantly shocked him that Coop had taken the step he had with them. No, he knew it didn’t necessarily mean it’d lead to anything else happening, but the fact that Coop was comfortable enough with them to do what he had meant the door might be opening.

He’d be fine with that.

There were selfish reasons aplenty for that. He was attracted to Coop, he knew Hunter would only benefit from a closer relationship with the man, and if Coop could get his needs met with them, maybe there was less of a chance of the man one day meeting a woman who might make him re-evaluate his relationship with Hunter.

How he’d tossed Bethany out on her ear aside, Coop was a guy. It spoke volumes to how he felt about Hunter, but it also wasn’t reasonable to expect the guy to want to stay single.

Maybe we can start sleeping over more.

Being a submissive wasn’t exactly encoded in Todd’s DNA, but he’d gladly roll over and let Coop do the driving and bottom to him in bed if it meant a long-term permanency Hunter could count on. No hardship there.

Guy wasn’t badly hung, either. He’d long suspected Coop’s cock wasn’t anything to laugh at, based on the size of the bulge he’d spotted on more than a few occasions. Seeing it in the flesh—literally—had Todd licking his lips and wanting a chance to taste him firsthand.

If I could just figure out a way to engineer Hunter giving him a blowjob…

It wasn’t that Hunter could suck the chrome off a trailer hitch, although he could. It was the skillful, sexy way he did it, including deep-throating the recipient all the way to the balls.

Todd hadn’t been Hunter’s first male lover. The first boyfriend Hunter had was while Hunter was in college, and had been fifteen years older than Hunter. The man had taught Hunter some mad skills, too. Skills Todd was now the happy beneficiary of.

Hunter and Todd had met and become friends while in college. At the time, Todd hadn’t been interested in anything more than friendship and being occasional fuck buddies with Hunter, because he knew Hunter was deep in the closet and would firmly stay there.

Then there was the night six years ago when Hunter had shown up at his doorstep, drunk off his ass, literally during a tropical storm, sobbing that he thought maybe he wanted to die. Todd had brought him in, stripped his sopping wet clothes off him, got him into the shower where he held him…

And never stopped holding on to him.

He’d always been attracted to Hunter as more than just a friend. But Todd never thought Hunter would ever be ready to take that step toward a relationship with him, so he’d pursued other relationships, never really satisfied. Fortunately, the night Hunter had shown up at his front door, Todd had been single.

Pretend to be nothing more than roommates around Hunter’s family? Sure. That he could do, if it meant the rest of the time was theirs, and that once Hunter had his inheritance they could drop the act and get married.

Todd had given up trying to talk Hunter into walking away from the money. Todd didn’t give a shit about the money. He understood why it was important to Hunter, but if he had to choose between being broke and happy with Hunter, and Hunter being miserably tied to his family, he’d choose being broke. They could make it work somehow. He’d already told Hunter he’d sign a pre-nup.

So Todd moved in—conveniently after his apartment building sustained damage from the storm, giving them the perfect excuse—and from that point on, Todd knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Hunter.

He’d known about the man’s struggle with anxiety. No shit, if he’d been raised in that family, and forced to work for and with them, he’d likely be anxious most of the time, too.

Adding Coop into the equation wasn’t a bad thing, no matter how Todd looked at it.

Todd sent Hunter a text message at noon to check on him.

How’s my buddy?

Even though Hunter kept his phone locked and never left it where someone could see it, Todd always kept his text messages on the neutral side when Hunter was working. It didn’t raise Hunter’s stress levels that way.

It surprised him when Hunter actually called him a moment later.

“Hey, everything okay?” Todd asked.

“Just a long morning.” As Hunter talked, Todd leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and recalled the scene from Saturday evening as he had his cock buried in Hunter’s ass and watched Coop jerking off.

When Hunter finished describing his morning, which Todd recognized as a way for his guy to deal with the stress and anchor himself, Todd wasn’t expecting the next comment.

“Are you okay?” Hunter asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”

“I…I wanted to make sure. After…” Hunter trailed off and didn’t finish.

Todd wanted to walk a line between reassuring him and not triggering him while at work. “Buddy, I’m great. We had a fantastic weekend, and I’m looking forward to doing it again. Soon. And hopefully frequently.”

No mistaking the relief in Hunter’s voice. “Me, too,” he softly said. “Thank you.”

When Todd finally got off the phone with him a few minutes later, Hunter had sounded more relaxed. He was glad to hear it, because he didn’t want his guy stressed out at work. Especially about personal stuff. Hunter had made so much progress that anything Todd could do to keep that progress from backsliding, he would. No matter what.

And if that meant pretending they weren’t anything more than roommates until Hunter’s dad quit being an asshole and handed over the money, that’s what he’d do.

He just wanted his guy to be happy and to enjoy life. If he could make that happen, he’d be happy to do it.


Chapter Eight



Monday, Coop’s mind wandered any time he had free time. Which wasn’t much, since it was a Monday. He’d exchanged his usual morning texts with Hunter, checked in with Todd to make sure Hunter—and Todd—were really okay, and kept thinking about Dani.

I need to tell them about her.

Dinner with someone wasn’t anything to worry about. But on the off-chance dinner tomorrow night eventually developed into something else somewhere down the road, he didn’t want to just spring Dani on Hunter. That was the fastest way to trigger him.

Coop knew the chances were Dani would eventually become nothing more than a friend. If that was the case, hearing her name come up from time to time wouldn’t send Hunter’s mind recklessly spiraling out into the what-if wilderness.

If on the off-chance something did develop with her, Hunter would be prepared for that, too.

Although the hurdle any woman had to jump to make it to relationship status with him had just been raised a few more inches. No way he’d give ground, unless Hunter and Todd decided they wanted to back things up.

Any woman who wanted to be part of Coop’s life would have to accept him the way he was, and that meant they’d have to accept Hunter and Todd’s roles in his life.

Whatever those roles were or morphed into.

It’d take an exceptional woman to accept that their guy would have a gay slave and potentially be his lover, too.

And the lover of his gay slave’s gay boyfriend.

Yeah, that’s not at allll complicated.

Coop sat back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment. Last night he’d gone home and rubbed one out while reliving what he’d done that weekend. Truth be told, it’d been the least stressful weekend he’d had in…

In a year.

No coincidence that same timeframe covered the time he’d spent dating Bethany, too.

Dammit. I’m a fucking moron.

If Dani decided she eventually wanted to be play partners, he’d be happy to discuss that possibility. In all honesty, while he still considered himself straight, he didn’t have the energy to go through carefully vetting another romantic partner. If a perfect one sprouted somewhere in outer space and fell into his lap, maybe he’d rethink that position.

For now, he was honestly curious to see what might happen with Hunter and Todd. Wasn’t like he was worried about having kids. He’d gotten a vasectomy years ago, while still married to his ex and beginning the divorce process, because he’d decided he did not want kids after that fiasco.

What he wanted was a low-stress personal life. He didn’t consider Hunter stressful, even with all of Hunter’s emotional baggage. The time he spent with Hunter and Todd was something he looked forward to, cherished.

Hell, they were in a relationship. Four years in. It’d have to be an exceptional woman who could make him want to shift away from what was starting to look like a pretty definitive course.



* * * *



Dani spent Monday morning working, recording two chapters before taking a break. She still had to go through and edit previous chapters. Eventually, she hoped to use an editing service, which would increase her productivity.

Fortunately for her, this was a case where her OCD worked in her favor. She learned new skills quickly, and editing to assure the quality control for the audio files was something she’d picked up rapidly, even faster than her friend had thought she would.

Now she could take her mind off of that and let it drift to dinner the night before.

Ned Cooper.

She’d be seeing him tomorrow night, and that fact fed a slowly growing bubble of nervous tension in her gut that she recognized all too well.

One she’d run from while undergoing her physical recovery.

One she knew from college that, no matter how big it got and how bad it felt, if she’d just trust Mikayla, and fall back to her anchoring exercises, she could breathe her way through it.

Mikayla had never put her in a position of danger, real or perceived. Mikayla loved her. And she would only introduce Dani to people she trusted.

I have to start somewhere.

She’d watched people last night. It was something she was damned good at, no thanks to her coping mechanisms. Other than the people Ned had buffered her against, everyone else, including irascible Tilly on the other side of the table, had genuinely seemed to like the guy.

She wasn’t interested in jumping into a relationship. Eventually, however, she would like to find a trusted play partner, a very patient person who could understand her triggers both physical and emotional, and who wouldn’t have a problem accommodating them or her reduced mobility.

If Ned was already used to dealing with someone who had severe anxiety, she’d keep her options open with him for now.

Meanwhile, she’d get to know the locals, the cliques—because there were always cliques—learn her volunteer duties, and slowly start working herself into to something that, at least on the face, appeared to be a normal life.

Step by step.

Tiny steps.

The club first, where she’d feel comfortable—she hoped—with the members and wouldn’t have to explain this part of herself to anyone. As her network of friends slowly expanded and she learned who she could honestly trust and rely on, and who she had to keep at arm’s length, she could eventually think about maybe figuring out how to expand her vanilla circle of friends.

Friends she could drop everything to go out with, because the anxiety of missing out on fun time with them would outweigh her anxiety over whatever it was she thought she needed to be doing at home.

In this case work, but she could work any time now.

She had a freedom of time she hadn’t had in the better part of a decade. Maybe that had been the whole problem from the start.

Instead of building her foundation, she’d escaped. Moving to New York with her parents had been traumatic, in a way, and yet opened avenues to her that might not otherwise have been available.

She wouldn’t trade her time in New York for anything, although if she could have one decision back, she would have faced her anxiety and forced herself to call for an Uber, instead of getting in that damned cab despite her hesitation and gut instincts when she’d flagged him down.

The sound of the accident, of the man’s screams, still haunted her at night. The ripping and tearing of metal as they flipped and she’d been violently thrown around in the back seat, and how helpless she’d felt as the driver had bled to death, choking on it as he died, and she’d been trapped and injured, unable to help him.

Closing her eyes, she reached over with her left hand and pinched the inside of her upper right arm, hard, in the sensitive, fleshy part. Hard enough to finally make her gasp.

I’m home, in my apartment.

This apartment is my new home.

They painted it just before I moved in because I can still smell the paint a little.

Outside is a large pine tree that three squirrels like to chase each other around every morning.

I can sometimes hear the sirens from the trucks leaving the fire station three blocks away, if the wind is right.

Deep breath.

And another.

Pulse now slowed, she opened her eyes, walked over to the TV in the living room, and turned it on. She switched it to one of the digital music channels, a soothing jazz station. Listening to the music, she slowed her breathing even more, in time with the tempo, until pretty soon she was trying to anticipate every note, every chord.

The first several days after the accident she’d spent medicated out of her mind. Not just for the pain, but also because she couldn’t stop crying, would awake screaming from nightmares, and they weren’t exactly sure what to do with her after tests for illegal drugs in her system came back negative.

Until she’d finally come around enough during day five or six and begged to speak to Dr. Ramirez.

Doctor who?

Once that mess was straightened out, he’d immediately ordered she get put back on her meds, of which she was going through withdrawals because of the sudden stoppage.

She’d been damn lucky to not be having convulsions.

Dani didn’t want to get into it with her mother and father standing right there, but when she’d later laid into Clayton about it, about how could he not have told someone there about her doctor and her medications, he’d looked clueless.

Some damn Dom.

He wasn’t a Dom. He was barely a boyfriend.

She’d asked him to leave her alone that night. After phone calls to a couple of friends, and handing her keys to them, she’d begged them to go over while he was at work and move all of her stuff out of the apartment and take it to her parents’ house. Every last bit of it.

Of course Clayton had shown up at the hospital again after that, acting distraught.

She’d ordered him out.

Dr. Ramirez had left orders with the staff that they were to call him, day or night, if she needed him.

She’d needed him.

He’d shown up and interceded for her with her parents, talking to them about her anxiety, her OCD, and that it was vital to her recovery to have their love and support about this.

He’d been able to get through to them that any boyfriend who couldn’t even be bothered to think about mentioning that she was on medications, and that she had a psychologist, wasn’t someone she could rely on or trust.

And what she’d needed was stability, reliability, people she could trust, especially during her recovery process.

Then Mikayla had flown up and they cried together and Dani promised her she’d think about moving back to Florida.

There was no way, even could she physically recover enough to resume her grueling schedule, that Dani could make herself get back on that stage. Every day. Deal with new directors and choreographers and chorus members every time a production ended.

Go through the emotionally draining process of auditions while juggling another job to pay the bills.

At least with the audiobooks and voiceover work, she didn’t have to look people in the face and drive herself crazy trying to interpret their reactions. They listened to her samples, and either they asked for more, or they didn’t. Most of the time, she never even knew if they’d considered her or not, unless someone specifically asked for a particular audition piece to see if she was a fit or not for their project. Even when she actively chose a project to audition for, she didn’t know if they’d even listened to her clips or not. Taking the personal aspect out of it helped her better deal with it in her head.

That was…a blessed relief, honestly.

She’d had fun with her job before. She’d never had any false illusions that she’d be a headliner in a production. Especially not at her age. Her eventual goal had been to become a director, a producer, maybe even a playwright or choreographer. Who knew? The technical side of theatre had fascinated her as much as the performance side of it. But it was all an act. All of it, even the technical side of it. No one expected people to not be acting in some way to get through life. That meant she could fake her way through her days from when she walked out her front door until she returned home again.

All of that, all of those coping mechanisms…gone.

She’d faked her way through her whole life with a lot of tricks that had required a monumental amount of energy on her part. Energy she no longer had due to pain and trying to get through everything else.

Mikayla called her that evening. “Do I need to send Carson over tomorrow to bring you?”

“No. I won’t cancel.”

“That’s not why, but okay.”

“If I’m hurting too bad to drive, I’ll shoot you a text tomorrow so he can plan to come get me.”

“Wow. No arguing or bantering? That sounds—”

“Like college?”

“Yeah.” Dani knew if she waited Mikayla out that her friend would get to her point. She always did. “It’s not just the accident that changed you, is it?”

Mikayla was probably the one person in the world she could talk to like this, who would get it and her.

“I think I need to re-enroll in Miss Miky’s School of Social Coping Skills for Fucked-Up Coeds for an immersive refresher course.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She let out a sigh. “When we saw you last year, I could tell something was really wrong, but I knew you wouldn’t tell me unless you were ready to.”

Carson and Mikayla flew up for a vacation in the Big Apple and had come to see her in the show she’d been in at the time. They’d spent several early afternoons together having lunch and Dani showing them around her adopted hometown. The women tried to get together at least once a year, in addition to frequent texts, phone calls, and social media.

And it had happened just at the start of Clayton’s latest round of bullshit. A couple of months before the accident.

“I wasn’t ready to admit it yet,” Dani said. “I wanted to make sure he was really being a tool and not just going through a phase.”

“Because some changes are easier for you to deal with than others. Gradual versus sudden.”

“Yeah,” Dani said. “Just a frog in a pot.” It was an old axiom, and definitely one Dani knew applied to her life.

“A degree at a time. Pretty soon, you’re swimming in boiling water.”

“I know.”

Mikayla knew how hard some changes were for Dani to make. How it took psyching herself up to the point that she couldn’t not go through with the change.

Like trying to leave Clayton.

It took an even bigger change she had no control over to make her mind up for her.

The accident had been the pot of boiling water Dani had been dropped into and immediately jumped out of.

Metaphorically speaking.

Her personal situation with Clayton had been a slowly simmering soup for several months prior to the accident.

“So I received a message on Facebook today,” Mikayla said.

Dani didn’t even hide her groan. “Do I want to know?”

“Oh, he misses you and would love to know where you are and how you’re doing. And for me to tell you he misses you.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I sent him an animated gif of Beyoncé from her Formation video. You know, the one where she’s flipping a double bird.”

Dani snorted. That was totally something Mikayla would do. “How’d he take that?”

“I don’t know. Once I saw that he’d seen it, I blocked his ass so he couldn’t reply.”

“Ah.”

“Carson’s already blocked him.” She sighed. “You know, he was doomed from the start.”

“Who?”

“Clayton. Not just because he was a tool, either.”

“Okay, then why?” Dani wanted to hear this one. It had to be good.

“Because his name was too close to Carson’s. It’d get confusing. You need a guy with a nice, short, one-syllable name.”

“Like…oh…Ned?”

“Exactly. Hey, there are worse names than Ned. Or Coop.”

Aaaannnd there we go. “Please don’t start pushing in that direction.”

“I’m not pushing. I’m cautiously guiding.”

“I kind of got the impression he’s sort of involved with his slave.”

“I’m not saying you have to date him or even play with him. Let him become a friend. Don’t push him away just because you’re scared.”

“I promise I won’t do that. Push away, I mean. I know I need friends.”

“Wow. You’re not arguing with me? You sure you’re okay?”

“I think I’m actually more okay now than I’ve been in years.”

“Do you have an appointment with Ted?”

“Yes, Mom.”

Mikayla laughed. “Sorry, but you know me.”

“I’m going on Friday morning to talk to him for an initial consult. I already coordinated with Dr. Ramirez, who is going to talk to him on the phone before then. Plus I sent him the pdf of my records to review.”

“Excellent. At least OCD makes you an excellent self-advocate for your care.”

“That’s one point in my favor, I guess.”

“Stop. Hey, so, dinner Friday before we hit the club. Carson said he’ll pick you up on his way home, we can eat here, and then we’ll drop you off on the way back.”

“That’s not out of your way?”

“Nope.”

“You don’t want me able to escape, do you?”

Mikayla let out a laugh. “Welcome to the Dark Side, baby girl. We have awesome cookies.”


Chapter Nine



Late Tuesday, Dani soaked in a tub filled with hot water and rosemary-mint Epsom salts. She had to leave in an hour to go to Mikayla’s, and her whole body felt like a throbbing toothache. Not to mention her heart had been periodically racing throughout day, likely from the stress over that night’s dinner.

This has to be more than just the accident.

She’d had injuries before. It was part and parcel of being a dancer, duh. She’d soldiered on through pain and exhaustion and crampy periods and blisters on her feet and swollen, aching joints.

All with a smile on her face, staying on tempo, hitting her marks, and singing on-key.

This felt…different.

I need to get a new GP.

Yes, she’d pushed herself hard the past several weeks. The ride in the moving van down from New York, not that she’d had a whole heck of a lot of stuff, but her mom had insisted on giving her some pieces from their house, stuff she’d grown up with and hadn’t taken when she’d moved out the first time.

Getting the apartment set up.

The stress of settling in and settling down somewhere new.

The munch.

If the pain was limited to her back, neck, and pelvis, she’d agree it was from the accident.

This was more. Even her hands and feet hurt when they shouldn’t. It was something she’d noticed more and more over the past couple of months. At first she’d attributed it to the accident, but her gut was telling her this was different.

The last thing she wanted to do was go on heavy painkillers, either. Yes, pain made her anxiety worse, exhausted her, and exhaustion increased her anxiety, and anxiety caused pain. A hellishly ironic cycle, chicken and egg.

She needed to get back into doing yoga or something. There were positions she wouldn’t be able to do now, but at least stretching. She wasn’t used to this. Her apartment complex had a nice workout room on-site, and she’d already made use of the treadmill and a recumbent stationary cycle to keep herself in shape. It wasn’t her weight so much as her muscle tone. She wasn’t used to feeling weak, soft.

Vulnerable.

At five six, she had always been a little on the large side, as far as dancers went, but definitely would never describe herself on either end of the spectrum in terms of weight. By her own norms, she was only five pounds heavier than her average weight, although at a month after the accident she’d weighed in at fifteen pounds heavier.

Yoga might have been out of her grasp, but yoga pants damn sure were her friend back then.

Finally, she dragged herself out of the tub and dressed in a loose, comfy jersey-knit sundress that didn’t chafe or scratch or feel the slightest bit uncomfortable. Something she’d normally just wear around the house.

If Coop didn’t like that, it was his problem.

She wasn’t going tonight to impress him. If anything, she wanted to see if he could deal with imperfect her as a friend. Mikayla and Carson wouldn’t be so eager for her to spend time with Coop if they didn’t think he was a nice guy.

She arrived twenty minutes early, before Coop. Mikayla already had the door open before Dani made it all the way up the walk. A delicious cloud of aroma wafted out around her, making Dani’s mouth water.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“My chicken broccoli fettuccine, just for you? Yes, it is.”

“Oh, my god, I love you.” She kissed Miky’s cheek on her way in the door.

“I know.”

Dani turned. “Wait, is this a bribe?”

“Absolutely.”

“You’re sneaky.”

“Yeah, well, Coop’s single and a nice guy. I figured if I rewarded you for coming over tonight with your favorites you might be willing to spend time here, either with him or other safe people of our choosing.”

“Ah.”

Miky grinned. “Yes, I admit it, I’m being sneaky. I dangle good food in front of you, it’ll get me the desired results a lot faster.”



* * * *



Coop still wasn’t sure how to broach that conversation with Dani. If he brought up too much too soon he worried she might think he was trying to pressure her for play. If he didn’t give her all of the details, she might think later on he was trying to keep stuff from her.

Play it by ear, I guess. Maybe I’ll ask Mikayla how to handle it.

He arrived ten minutes early and found he wasn’t there first, shooting that plan out of the water. An SUV he didn’t recognize sat in Mikayla and Carson’s driveway. He parked his next to it before he grabbed the fruit salad he’d picked up at Publix on his way there from work and headed up the driveway.

The smile Mikayla wore as she opened the door before he even made it up the driveway told him pretty much everything he needed to know about tonight. That, and the fact that she looked like she was about to vibrate in place from happiness that he was there.

“Easy, momma,” he said, keeping his voice low as he hugged her one-armed so he didn’t drop the fruit salad. “Don’t go marrying us off just yet.”

“It’s that obvious, huh?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“Dammit, she told me that, too.”

He handed over the fruit. “Whatever you made smells delicious.”

“Thanks. Come on in.”

She led him into the living room, where Carson was sitting and talking with Dani. Carson stood to shake with him, but he noticed Dani didn’t stand.

Although she did give up a winning smile and leaned forward a little toward him, extending her hand.

“Nice to see you again,” Dani said.

“Likewise.” He liked that she squeezed his hand before letting go.

Carson stepped around the coffee table and took the matching chair so Coop could sit next to Dani on the couch. He was careful not to jostle her when he lowered himself to the seat.

“Honey,” Mikayla called out. “Can you come help me for a minute?”

“That wasn’t obvious at allll,” Dani called back, showing a smile that already had Coop wondering how he could coax her into repeating.

“Shut up, you,” Mikayla called back.

Carson smiled as he stood. “Excuse me while my obvious excuse has been issued.”

“They love you,” Coop said when they were alone again.

“Yeah. I love them, too.”

“Do you miss living in New York?”

“I can’t let myself miss it because I can’t do it anymore. So it doesn’t matter.”

He turned so he could face her. “I like how direct you are.”

“Hang around for a while. I’m told I go from direct to obnoxiously blunt in .25 seconds.” The corner of her mouth turned up a little.

“You sound like you’re not a doormat.”

“Last time I checked, I didn’t have welcome printed on my forehead.” Yep, definitely the start of a smile.

He liked how feisty she was. “So were you able to coordinate with Ted?”

“Yes, thank you very much, by the way. I was a little surprised to actually meet him there.”

“I hope he’s able to help you as much as he’s helped Hunter.”

“You sound like you’re not just a Master, but a good friend to him.”

Crap. Perfect opening. “It’s…complicated.”

Her head cocked. “I come from the world of theatre. Can’t be more complicated than that.”

“Oooh, yeah.”

“Complicated how?”

He wasn’t sure how to proceed, not a problem he was used to having. “You’re sure you want to know?”

“If you’d like to tell me, sure. If it’s none of my business, that won’t hurt my feelings, either.”

“Okay. I’m not sure what Hunter and Todd and myself are, exactly. They were there when I gave Bethany the boot last weekend, and I had them stay the whole weekend.”

“Ahh.”

There was a subtle intonation there. Not bad, but assuming just a little too much. “Not quite there,” he said. “We took things a step or two farther than we had in the past.”

“So you’re…still single?”

“The reason I updated my FetLife profile Sunday was that I spent the past year wasting my time with a partner who ignored what I told them about me and what I was and wasn’t willing to compromise. So while I am open to eventually having a relationship with someone else, they have to understand completely that I won’t give up my friendship or my relationship with Hunter and Todd. Even if my relationship has firmly moved from Master/slave/slave’s boyfriend to some sort of poly situation. I won’t compromise. Play is different. But I don’t just go hooking up for sex.”

“They’ll always come first.”

“Exactly. And due to the complicated nature of what it looks like might be happening, they’d also have to meet and sign off on anyone I had a relationship with.”

“And for play?”

“Definitely for play, too. Bethany wouldn’t even socialize with them with me, like at a restaurant.”

“Ugh.” Her nose wrinkled.

“Exactly. The good thing is, without Bethany, now I can work around Hunter’s schedule more flexibly with my free time.”

“So you’d never just grab a new partner, bring them home, and tell Hunter to deal with it?”

He frowned. “Hell, no. Ohhh. Let me guess.”

She cocked her fingers at him like a gun and pulled the trigger. “No fair guessing that fast. Domly dom was domly.”

“I learned my lesson. This time, I date in the right pool. No ’nillas.”

“What would it take to consider playing?”

“With you?”

She looked around before looking back at him and smiling. That smile.

He’d made her smile.

“I don’t know. Can you handle a mouthy, not quite so agile, has lots of issues play partner?”

“Maybe.” He offered her a smile in return. “You don’t know what I like to do, though. Maybe I’m too hard-core for you.”

“Dude. I was a chorus dancer in New York City. I think you have that backward.”



* * * *



Dani really liked Ned. She couldn’t help it. It was just something about him. Something soothing. Playful.

No bullshit.

They talked for a few more minutes before dinner was ready and Mikayla called them to the table. When she went to stand, she realized she’d gotten too comfy and was having trouble.

Ned had stood, but was waiting. No swooping in to help her, no leaving her behind.

Just…waiting.

“Sorry. I think I need a hand.” She held hers out and he let her hold on to him as he helped her stand.

“No problem. I like giving a hand.” He winced.

She laughed. “Duuude.”

“I know, I know. At least you don’t have to worry about me doing Domly Dom mode.”

“That’s such a relief, you have no idea.”

She decided to keep her hand on his arm all the way into the dining room. Then he helped her ease down into her chair, and helped her scoot it in. He was a gentleman.

When she glanced at her friend, Mikayla wore a grin. “Honey, tone it back. You look like you’re going to poison Gotham’s water supply.”

Ned roared with laughter. “Are you sure you didn’t know Tilly before now?”

“Why’s that?”

The other three looked at each other. “Prison orange isn’t her color,” they recited before laughing.

By the time dinner ended, Dani was tired, but she also realized she didn’t feel the slightest bit stressed. Having “alone” time with Ned was even better than chatting with him at the munch.

“Will we see you at the club this weekend?” she asked him. “I’m volunteering there Friday and Saturday night.”

“You snagged another victim, huh?” he teased Mikayla.

“Duh.”

“Not me,” Carson said. “I’m exhausted from work this week and it’s only Tuesday. And I have a hellish week ahead of me.”

“Maybe I’ll stop by then,” Ned said. “I was actually wondering if you’d be free on Thursday,” he asked Dani. “For dinner. My treat.”

She could be a total tool and say she didn’t know why she said yes, but she absolutely understood why she said yes.

Because he was hot, and nice, and sweet, and…

Where was I going with that?

“Yes. I’d enjoy that, thanks.”

“Yes!” Mikayla not-so-quietly cheered.

Dani slowly shook her head. “Could you try to be a little less obvious? Just a little?” She held her thumb and forefinger just barely apart. “One tiny little bit? Dial it back down to eleven or something?”

“Hahahaha. No.”

Dani looked at Ned. “You sure you want to go out with me? Crazy bestie is part of the overall experience package. Figuratively speaking.”

“I’ll see you an overprotective bestie and raise you Hunter’s family, to whom he’s deep in the closet.”

“Yeah, I guess it could be worse.”

“Of course it can,” Mikayla helpfully said in her no-bullshit way. “You could have been that cab driver.”



* * * *



When Dani had to leave to go home, Coop walked her outside to her SUV, where they stood and talked for a while longer.

“Thank you for tonight,” she told him. “I appreciate you being so cool about my crazy brain.”

“I actually think you’re being cooler about the fact that I’m a sadist who has a slave.”

“For the record, if we decide to play together at some point in the future, I wouldn’t mind seeing if we can head in that direction.”

“I think I’d probably like that, too. But we’ll need to work toward you meeting Hunter and Todd before we can go that far. Just to give you warning about that.”

“They sound like great guys.” He followed her gaze and saw that Mikayla was watching them through the front window. “I’m looking forward to meeting them,” she added.

“She’s going to want a detailed report of what we talked about, isn’t she?”

Dani grinned, and he thought maybe it was a bad idea to feel this good about someone this soon. “What do you think?”

Sure enough once Dani had pulled out of the driveway, Mikayla was standing in the doorway waiting for him to walk back. “Well?”

“I thought Tilly was a hard-core matchmaker,” he snarked. “You make her look like a pussy.”

“Geez, don’t tell her that.”

“What, do I look suicidal?”

Mikayla’s smile faded. “Thank you. Seriously, Ned. Thanks.”

“Just don’t go hunting me down to hurt me if we don’t become anything other than friends.”

“I’ll settle for friends, just to know she’s got someone else in her court who understands her.”

“She seems fairly well-adjusted,” he said. “I’m curious why the overboard treatment.”

“Because I met the so-called friends she had up there. And the dumbass ex. They weren’t friends. They were acquaintances. In college, she met people. Knew people. Not just people who’d walk away when things got heavy or deep, or dark. You’re good with Hunter, and you know how to handle the dark. She needs people like that in her life.”

“I hope you’re not putting more faith in me than’s justified.”

“No, I’m just saying that you’re a good guy. I want her to have good people in her life.”

“A guy who might beat her?”

“A guy who might free her and let her really be herself instead of an act she thinks she has to keep up for everyone else.”


Chapter Ten



Ned knocked on Dani’s door at ten minutes before seven Thursday evening. She opened it wearing what she hoped was a playful smile.

“You’re a little early. You were a little early Tuesday night, too.” She let him in and didn’t miss how he waited for her to initiate the hug, which he seemed happy to receive from her.

“I’d rather be early than late.”

“Fair warning, preventable lateness and ambiguity on timeframes are triggers for me. I’d rather you text or call me if you’re running late to let me know.”

“Well, good news, I come well-trained in that department. Hunter gets twitchy if I’m not there within five minutes of my stated arrival time.”

“A well-trained Dom. Imagine that.”

“Yeah, not very Domly of me, huh?”

She snickered. “Let me get my purse and a jacket. Thanks for not getting scared off by Miky or my issues.”

“It’s fine. You’re not a serial killer, right?”

She turned, looking horrified. “Well, not anymore.” A slow, playful grin filled her face, making him laugh.

She liked the sound of his laugh. She liked it even more that he totally got her snark and enjoyed it. Second on the point of contentions list with Clayton had been how he’d never gotten her sense of humor, while she could have her friends and coworkers rolling on the floor laughing.

As they were walking out to Ned’s SUV, he said, “I’m glad you like to be forthright with stuff. That makes my life easier. Please don’t ever hold back because you think it’ll overwhelm me or I’ll think it’s stupid. I need to know what your triggers are. It’s no fun for either of us if I accidentally trigger you and we have to spend our time together with me trying to apologize and undo whatever it was I did.”

“I’ll tell you, don’t worry.”

How many times had Clayton practically—or literally—rolled his eyes when she told him something? When she clearly stated a trigger and he either “forgot” it or walked all over it. After their first six months of dating, after they’d moved in together, he’d quit being attentive to little details like that.

But…

Warm water and a comfy soup pot had kept her trying to overcome those speedbumps. Throwing herself into her work helped, too. Sometimes there’d been weeks where they spent less than six hours together awake at any given time, depending on her work schedule and his, when the theatre was dark, when he had days off.

No time for the water to start boiling.

Dammit. Stop thinking about that tool tonight.

Ned held the door for her and offered his arm for her to hold on to as she carefully climbed in. “Is this too high for you? I could always swap cars next time with Todd or Hunter.”

“No, it’s okay. I drive an SUV, remember? I prefer them, actually.”

He looked like he wanted to smack himself. “Of course you do. And you survived a car wreck. Sorry.”

“Uh-huh.” She smiled. “No worries.” He looked adorably doofy in a Domly kind of way.

Once he was sure she was safely tucked inside, he closed the door, rounded to the driver’s side, and got in. “Thank you for trusting me to drive.”

“If I’m going to maybe eventually be trusting you to tie me up and beat my ass, I’d better be able to trust you to drive my ass.” She tossed him a playful smirk.

“Did I happen to mention snark is a massive turn-on for me?”

“Good to know.”



* * * *



Yeah, Coop knew he’d be going home and rubbing at least one out tonight. Definitely. He understood that people could be stress-snarky.

Dani seemed to be truly snarky-snarky, but not in a mean way.

It wasn’t just turning him on. It was making him want to give serious consideration to turning his back on every last damn common-sense rule out there when it came to dating and BDSM dynamics in general and having some really serious conversations with her right now to keep her from slipping through his fingers.

That frightened the crap out of him.

Especially on the heels of what he’d just been through with Bethany, and where things seemed headed with Hunter and Todd.

Despite everything she’d been through and was currently dealing with, that Dani kept a sense of humor and was able to express it amazed him. And if it was simply a defense mechanism she used, even better, because it spoke volumes to her personality.

How long had it been since Bethany had been playful or made him laugh?

Too damn long.

Fuck. I am not going to spend this date thinking about Bethany. That’s done and over with.

Wait, was this a date-date, or just dinner?

They hadn’t specifically said it was a date.

When they arrived at the restaurant, he was horrified to realize it was their karaoke night and the place was busy. “I’m so sorry. Usually we eat here other nights of the week. It’s—”

“It’s okay,” she said, giving him a smile. “As long as they can get us a booth.”

“For privacy?”

“No, chairs are harder on my back.”

“Oh, sorry.”

She patted him on the arm. “You can stop apologizing now. I’m comfortable with you. That was the massive hurdle. I don’t know how Hunter’s anxiety manifests, but if I have a strong, familiar anchor, I’m good. I did shows for hundreds or thousands of people. It’s not anonymous crowds that bother me.”

“Okay.”

They were shown to a booth that was fairly close to the area where the DJ had set up. It meant a low, quiet conversation wouldn’t be possible. He was about to suggest another restaurant anyway when Dani reached out before she sat down and snagged a binder from a pile of them on a table next to their booth.

After they gave their drink orders to the waitress, she flipped open the binder. “Oooh, let’s see what he has.”

“Sorry?”

“Songs.” She quickly scanned the lists. Aha!”

There were some slips of paper and a pen tucked into the binder’s front pocket. She pulled them out and wrote her name and three numbers onto a slip and handed him the paper. “Would you mind taking that up to him for me, please? You’re more mobile than I am.”

“Oh, sure.”

He walked the paper up to the DJ, who put it in line with four other slips already in front of him. Apparently they were just getting ready to start.

Dani was looking at the menu when he returned to the table. “I think I’ll take a cheeseburger and fries. That’s hard to mess up.” She smiled “I don’t get brave with food until I’ve eaten somewhere a few times.”

This was definitely going to be a different experience than with Hunter. “That’s good to know.”

She leaned in. “Do you like to sing?”

“I can’t carry a tune in a bucket.”

“Oh, well.” She shrugged. “You’re good-looking. I guess you can’t be perfect.” She grinned.

He liked that she kept him slightly off-balance. “God, I hope you and Hunter and Todd get along.”

“Me, too.”

They hadn’t received their food yet when the DJ called Dani’s name five singers in. She stuck her hand up and waved at him, slowly easing herself up and out of the booth and making her way around the tables.

Now intrigued, Coop sat back and studied her. He could see where she was a person used to being confident with her body, but what the accident had done to her gave her a stiffness that didn’t look natural. Like she was fighting with her own body. He couldn’t imagine the pain she’d been through and still felt.

Could he actually top her?

That was something they’d have to work out. He didn’t want to harm her. If all she wanted was some sensual play, he’d be okay with that. He could beat Hunter’s ass for his sadistic fix.

As she picked up the mic and the music started, he recognized it was a song by Pink but didn’t catch the title. Then…

He couldn’t explain it except that, suddenly, it was like another person stood there. Dani was gone and a Dani-lookalike had emerged. A woman who sang to the crowd, used the stage, made eye contact with the audience.

It sent the good kind of chill down his spine.

If that was a hint of who she’d been before, he wished he’d seen her perform on a larger stage.

By the time she finished, the audience had all been watching her, paying attention to her, and went nuts with applause and cheers. He’d even missed the fact that their food had arrived while she was singing.

Then she switched the mic off, slipped it into the stand, and his Dani reappeared, slowly and stiffly walking back to their table where she retook her seat.

He stared at her.

“Well?”

“Wow.”

“I miss performing sometimes,” she admitted, picking up a napkin and tucking it into her lap. “I’ll pay for this tomorrow though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll be stiff as a board from pain. But I need to move sometimes. My body needs it.”

He was still trying to process that this woman before him had made those sounds up on stage. “You blew me away.”

She grinned. “Not the only thing I can blow.” She took a bite of her burger.



* * * *



Dani knew she’d have to fess up to Ned that this was actually a stress reliever for her. A hit.

A fix.

For a few blessed minutes, she’d seen the inside of a theatre and the audience wasn’t there to eat, but to watch the show. And she’d brought her A-game to give them their money’s worth.

On stage, she could shove everything else out of her head—pain, worry, stress, anxiety—and focus.

Here, too, although the pain she now felt made sore feet or monthly cramps pale in comparison.

Where he’d seen karaoke as a potential trigger because of Hunter, she’d seen Nirvana. And not the grunge rock band.

Only after her third and final song was over and they were sitting there talking did she finally admit it to him.

He cocked his head and studied her for a moment. “I thought you said you were comfortable with me?”

“I am. That’s not a lie. This is…like a bonus.”

“No way could I ever get Hunter to one of these nights.”

“Then if we keep going, this could be one of our things. He won’t feel jealous about something he won’t enjoy anyway, right?”

“I hope.”

“You’re worried he might not like me.”

“I’m cautiously optimistic.”



* * * *



It wasn’t exactly a lie. Coop had stopped by Hunter and Todd’s the night before to talk to them privately, wanting to actually see Hunter’s reactions.

He could tell the man wasn’t going to be an easy win-over for Dani.

“That means,” she said, “you already think this could end before it begins.”

“No. Hunter processes change slowly. After what we just went through with my ex, he’s understandably nervous.” He had put his hands on the table and she’d reached out and met him, curling her fingers around his.

“One thing I insist on,” he said, “one of my rules is complete honesty. No lies. At all. Not fibs, not white lies to spare feelings.”

“I’m fine with that, but is that for my benefit, or are you leading to something else?”

“It’s more a blanket statement. Hunter admitted he’s nervous about this. And I told him that, no matter what, nothing changes between him and me.” As he met her gaze, he again noticed how similar her expression looked to Hunter’s.

Like a matched set. “You have to be able to accept me and them, and whatever happens with me and them. I can’t promise you I won’t go on to have full-on sex with either or both of them. You and I would need to exchange test results, all of that.”

“What if I decide to have a boyfriend on the side?” she asked, looking curious.

“That’d have to be discussed as well. I was more hoping that I’d be your boyfriend if you and I were having sex, but I won’t say absolutely not when we’re not even playing yet.”

“But he’d have to pass group muster?”

“Yeah. And agree to be monogamous to the group. Meaning with you.”

“But you’re not taking that off the table outright.”

“No. Why would I?”

He didn’t understand her smile. “Just for the record, if you and I are sleeping together, and are boyfriend and girlfriend and not just playing, I probably wouldn’t want another guy in my life. I was just curious to see what your reaction to the possibility would be.”

“Let me guess, your ex was a hell-no kind of guy?”

“Wow. You’re really good at this game.”

“No, if I was, I wouldn’t have dated Bethany for a year.”

“Look at the bright side. You ditched her in time to meet me. Lucky you.” She grinned. “Possibly two anxiety-ridden submissives. Now spell it out for me, who’s the masochist, again?”

He gently squeezed her hands. “Oooh, I’ma gonna spell it out for you who’s the masochist, all right, I get the chance.”

Her steady gaze never wavered from his. “Gonna show me how to make the chimichangas?”

His eyes widened. “You tell me you love Deadpool and I’m liable to propose to you right now.”

She let go of his hands and pulled one hand into the sleeve of her jacket so that her fingers barely showed as she wiggled them. “I bet you’d feel huuuge in this hand.” Then she grinned again.

He roared with laughter, which fortunately was lost in the sound of the crowd cheering for the latest singer as they wrapped up their song.



* * * *



If Dani wasn’t already feeling pain and exhaustion creeping up on her, she would have invited Ned in to talk some more. But it was nearly eleven when he walked her to her front door, where she turned and gave him a long two-armed hug, trying him on for size.

He felt perfect.

“I’ll let you tell me when I get to meet them,” she said.

“I’ll work on Hunter. Meanwhile, I guess you and I will need to keep spending time together.”

“Come to the club tomorrow night. I’m going to be a wreck. Feel free to sit in the office with us and chat, if you can.”

“I’ll do that.”

She stared up into his eyes. “That no-lying rule goes both ways, right?”

“Right. And I promise, as long as Miky doesn’t kick me out of the office tomorrow night, that I’ll come. Uh, to the club.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“Like I said, I’m pre-trained.”

After he left, she headed straight for the shower to stand under the hot water and think about the night.

While physically exhausted and drained, mentally and emotionally she checked in and realized she was…good.

Wow.

All she could do was hope that Hunter and Todd welcomed her to the fold. Until then, she had a life to try to get back to. Starting tomorrow with her first meeting with Ted.


Chapter Eleven



Dani and Ned had been talking, e-mailing, meeting for dinner, and texting for over two weeks now. Dani nervously studied her reflection in the bathroom mirror on a Tuesday night. There was a definite urge to go change clothes, but she beat it back with slow breathing and anchoring herself to the moment.

The bathroom tile feels cool under my feet.

I can smell the tub cleaner I used.

I can smell my shampoo.

I can hear the TV out in the living room.

She’d opted for jeans and a loose blouse she could wear one of her soft, shapeless camis underneath instead of a bra. The way she felt today, a bra would only chafe her flesh and irritate her and add to her discomfort.

If Ned couldn’t understand the girls had to be free-range today, then they weren’t going to be a good fit. At least she would be comfortable in the process.

She also knew Ned wouldn’t be having her meet Hunter and Todd if he didn’t think they’d at least get along. After what he’d told her he went through with Bethany, and the direction his relationship was moving with Hunter and Todd, he wouldn’t risk all of that just to have to send her packing. If he thought the two men wouldn’t accept her, or that she couldn’t accept them, this meeting wouldn’t be happening and they wouldn’t have even gone down this road in the first place.

I need to trust him.

She did trust Ned. She hadn’t pushed for anything else yet despite how close she knew they were getting, and neither had he. But it already felt like she’d known Ned for years. And she felt more comfortable calling him Ned than Coop for some reason she couldn’t explain yet, but wanted to.

In typical Ned fashion, he understood and didn’t have a problem with that.

In retrospect, she could already see how her relationship with Clayton differed from this. Clayton hadn’t been her first play partner, although he’d been her first dip into the D/s dynamic end of the pool and not just the play end of things.

Clayton had been a different “style” of guy, artsy and suave and cool. He’d loved what she did for a living, they’d had some friends in common, and before she knew it she’d slipped into a kind of routine with him. From there, dating, to play. Then to moving in together.

And it had been fun, in its way.

She might still be battling her way through that relationship jungle were it not for the accident.

Things with Ned felt…easy. Comfortable. Familiar in a weird sort of way. Almost scary-easy, although Ted and Mikayla both warned her not to drift too far into self-sabotage territory.

Which she was well aware she had the potential of doing.

When Ned knocked on her door two minutes early, she smiled as she peeked through the viewfinder before unlocking the door for him. Only once so far had he run late, and that had been an unavoidable work issue that he’d texted her about as soon as he’d realized it.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir.” Even though they’d had discussions, they hadn’t formalized anything yet. Still, it felt comfortable calling him that, and he didn’t mind if she did.

“Let’s go introduce everyone.”

“Do you think they’ll like me?”

He turned, taking her hands in his. “I hope so. It’s not Todd I’m worried about so much as it is Hunter. Please don’t feel—”

“He’s got issues like I do, and if he wigs out, it’s more about him than me.”

“Yeah.”

“But if he doesn’t like me?”

He didn’t answer at first. “I can’t force this on either side. I understand that I might have to give Hunter an adjustment period. Especially after Bethany. But if we get through that and he absolutely can’t accept you…I honestly don’t know what I’ll do. I won’t jettison what I have with him. I’m sorry.”

“I get it. I want honesty from you.”

“It might be easier on him since you’re a woman and not another guy.”

“What about when you play at the club with someone?”

“That’s different, in his mind. It’s limited, situational. Not…”

“Not a relationship.”

“Right.”

She took a deep breath and reached over to pinch the inside of her right arm. “Let’s do this.”

“What did you just do?”

Heat filled her face. “It’s a trick I use.”

“To do what?”

The heat increased. “To help short-circuit things. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.”

“Dani, if you’re not up to doing this tonight—”

“I want to be pushed in some ways. If you let me back out of tonight, I might want to back out every time. If anything else is to ever happen besides us being friends, this has to happen. I get it.”

He looked concerned.

“I’m serious, Ned.”

“Okay.”



* * * *



Hunter had to take a Xanax, and Todd noticed.

“I can call Coop and postpone this, if you need to.”

Hunter shook his head.

Todd pulled him in for a hug. “This’ll be okay.”

“Why’d he have to meet her now?”

“At least she’s not like Bethany.”

“We don’t know that.”

“Give her a chance. Please? He seems to really like her.”

“And he just met her two weeks ago. Two days after breaking up with Bethany.”

Todd made Hunter look up at him. “Coop has to be able to live his life.”

“Why can’t he give us a chance?” Hunter hated that he was whining. And he knew he was whining.

“Babe, you are his slave, his boy, his pet. He loves you.”

“He’s not in love with me.”

“You can’t be everything to everyone. I let you play with Coop and we’re doing more with him. You don’t think that was hard for me at first, in the beginning?”

Hunter stared at him in shock. “What?”

“Yeah. You don’t think I was jealous as hell in some ways, until I got to know Coop better? Had he been gay, there’s a damn good chance I wouldn’t have let this happen, or been able to deal with it.”

Hunter didn’t have a reply.

“Your first thought every morning is you have to text him,” Todd said. “When you play with him, I might as well not even be there. And I get it. It’s okay. I love you. I never thought I’d be as okay with it as I am now. It’s good that he wants to explore more with us now. I like that. But I was an adult about this at the beginning. That’s the only way I was able to let us get here.”

Hunter took a deep breath. “Sorry. I love you.”

“I know, and I love you, too. I’m not trying to guilt-trip you. I know part of this is the anxiety talking. I get that, too. But think about it this way—she has anxiety and OCD. If Coop wants to play with her, or more, would you want to deny her the chance to possibly feel as good as he makes you feel? To help her the way he’s helped you? This isn’t about sex. This is about everything.”

More guilt. “No, I wouldn’t want to be a dick.”

“Exactly. Let Coop be Coop. He’ll be happier that way. What happened when a woman he dated for a year tried to pressure him?”

“He kicked her out.”

“He kicked her out,” Todd echoed. “Immediately. Without even discussing it with her or giving her a warning. Do you honestly think he’ll throw you over for someone he just met? Let your logic talk through the anxiety before you answer me.”

Hunter took a deep breath. “Coop’s always put me first before others.”

“Exactly. Another reason I’m good with this. Because I know he’s not going to fuck you over. If you can’t trust him or yourself, can you at least trust me and my judgment?”

“Yes.” He laid his head against Todd’s chest and focused on his breathing while Todd held him and nuzzled his chin against the top of Hunter’s head. “I trust you,” Hunter finally said. “And I trust Coop.”

“Don’t let the anxiety win.”

“It’s so hard sometimes.”

“I know, babe. I know.”



* * * *



When they reached the restaurant, there were two men standing outside Dani recognized as Todd and Hunter from pictures Ned had shown her. She resisted the urge to pull a mask into place and treat this like an acting role despite the anxiety threatening to rise in her. They needed to get to know the real her as much as she needed to get to know the real them.

That’s the only way any of this would work.

She noticed that Ned didn’t shy away from letting her hold his arm as he walked her from the car over to where they waited. When they reached them, Ned gave Todd a quick hug, then he hugged Hunter and held it for a moment, whispering something to him.

A flash of jealousy exploded in her and she examined it before discarding it. It was her anxiety talking, and she knew it. She wanted that to be her Ned was interacting with in that way.

It very well could be in a few months. But Hunter was there first.

Todd was a cutie, green eyes and short, red hair, about two inches taller than Ned’s six one. Hunter had deep brown eyes and dark brown hair and was about five inches taller than her five six. When Ned stepped back from Hunter, he let Dani take his arm again.

“Todd, Hunter, this is Danielle Webb. Or Dani.”

“Dani,” she said, offering them a smile. “Mind if we do gentle fist bumps instead of hugs or shaking hands?”

Todd, she was happy to see, apparently grokked her immediately and offered his fist with a smile. “Nice to meet you, Dani. Coop’s told us a lot about you.”

She bumped with him.

Then there was Hunter. Under normal circumstances, she’d definitely be attracted to the cutie. But the wall of wariness he wore like a thick winter cloak felt far too familiar to her.

The irony of this situation did not escape her. While the circumstances were somewhat different than what she’d been through with Clayton, especially since the transparency hadn’t been there with Clayton, she knew she needed to be respectful of what Hunter had with Ned.

He finally offered up a fist. “Nice to meet you,” he said in a voice far more quiet than she’d expected.

She gently tapped fists with him, but noticed the way Ned’s head cocked.

“Dani, Todd, would you mind going on in ahead of us and giving us a minute?”

“Sure,” Dani said, hoping Hunter understood she didn’t want to take Ned from him. “No problem.”

She headed inside, Todd swooping around to get the door for her. They stood inside, not walking up to the hostess station yet.

She watched through the glass doors as Ned put a hand on Hunter’s back, between his shoulders, and walked with him over to the cars, standing in the shade to talk.

“I’m sorry,” Todd said. “It’s nothing personal.”

“I know. I go through it, too. I get it.”

“Hunter’s worried that—”

“That I’m going to take over and take Ned away. I get it. He told me about Bethany.” She looked up at him. “Sorry. I’m just nervous. But I’m not trying to do that. I don’t really think I could, even if that was my goal. We all need to get through the rapids together and talk it out and see where it goes. I’m the odd man out here. It’s Hunter’s anxiety talking.” Her focus returned to the window, to watch the men outside.

When she looked back at him, Todd seemed to be re-evaluating her.

“Dude, believe me, I sooo get it,” she said. “I really like Ned and want this to work out. I’m not going to be Bethany and be a bitch about Ned and his time, either. I know there might even be some pissing contests going on between me and Hunter at first, if this lasts. I promised Ned that I’m going to try to keep talking and adulting and reminding myself when I trigger that it might be my anxiety, and he’s promised to try to work through things with me when I do.”

“Wow,” Todd softly said. “You do get it.”

“Uh, yeah. Because I’ve got it.” Her gaze returned to where Ned was now hugging Hunter. “You have no idea how much I’ve got it.”



* * * *



This was not how Hunter had wanted to start tonight. All the way over, he’d pep-talked himself into not acting like this. To be friendly and warm and welcoming.

To make his Master proud.

He’d not only fallen flat on his face about all of that, he’d made it even worse. The picture Coop had shown them of Dani hadn’t done her justice. She was cute, big brown eyes full of expression, her black hair pulled back into a ponytail that Hunter could envision Coop using to hold her head in place while she blew him.

He couldn’t help it—that’s where his brain first went.

And he felt so ashamed of himself for all of that as he stood there in Coop’s arms in the parking lot with him trying to talk Hunter through it.

“I promise you, boy,” Coop said. “I absolutely promise you that I won’t dump you for anyone. Dani understands you come first, and that you’re here to stay.”

“Yes, Master,” he said.

“You’ve made me so proud in how much progress you’ve had. Don’t feel guilty about triggering over this. I expected you to trigger and knew there wasn’t a way to get through it except to get through it.”

That made him feel even worse. That his Master had a better grasp of his brain than Hunter did.

“I’m sorry, Master.”

“Stop apologizing.” He looked down at Hunter, the sight of Coop’s blue eyes calming him. “You need to sit next to Todd tonight, though, if a corner booth isn’t available.”

“Yes, Master.”

“And I promise you, even if she and I start dating and playing together, it won’t change what you and I and Todd have. I’ve already told her that, too.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.” He smiled. “She knows that sex between you and me and Todd is a likely possibility and she’s okay with that.” His smile faded. “And if you can’t deal with her, then I won’t pursue anything but friendship with her. But you can’t control who my friends are, just like I don’t control who your friends are. I will at least be friends with her, if she’ll let me. So even if you veto anything else, understand that you will likely have to get used to her presence in my life.”

“Yes, Master.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I’m triggering. I want to be able to get through this and say yes.”

“Then let’s take tonight as a trial run.” He released Hunter and stepped back. “Okay?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Good boy.”

He followed Coop into the restaurant. Luckily, they did have a corner booth available, his favorite seat. He sat next to Coop with his foot touching him, comforted by the contact.

As he stumbled his way through the dinner, trying to meet Dani’s gaze and talk to her without staring at his plate, Todd constantly patted him on the thigh from where he sat on Hunter’s other side. After they parted ways, they watched Coop’s SUV pull out as they sat there letting the A/C cool the car.

“I fucked that up miserably,” Hunter said. “She’s going to hate me.”

“It’s just one dinner. Give it time.”

“This isn’t fair to him.” His hands twisted together in his lap. “I can’t just tell him no. I know this is me, not him or her.”

“Just be honest with him that you need more time.”

He took a deep breath. “Okay.”



* * * *



Dani stared out the window as Ned drove her home.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“He’s going to say no,” she quietly said. “Be prepared for that.”

“It’s just one dinner.”

“It’s more than that for him. It’s okay.” She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “At least we can be friends.”

“Will you—” She heard him take a deep breath. “That’s your anxiety talking,” he said, his tone calm and quiet. Not accusatory, not impatient. “We’ll have a few more dinners together before I ask him for a verdict.”

“Okay.”

He earned mega points for not losing his patience with her. “I know saying not to stress is pointless and an insult, but please try to have faith.”

“I’m a realist. But thank you for trying.”

Once he left her, she headed for the shower and contemplated taking an extra Xanax. As she stood and let the hot water run over her, physical pain throbbed throughout her entire body even as her heart fluttered almost painfully in her chest.

For the first time since moving back to Florida, she cried.



* * * *



Coop texted Todd that he was on his way over before he pulled out of Dani’s apartment complex. Twenty minutes later, Todd opened the door for him as Coop walked up.

“Bedroom,” Todd said.

Coop walked in and found Hunter curled up on his side in bed, crying.

Shit.

He felt horrible the guy had triggered so badly. Kicking off his shoes, he climbed into bed with him and spooned along his back.

“Did Todd give you a Xanax?”

“Yes, Master.”

More guilt for Coop. Hunter had permission not to call him that there at the apartment for fear—no matter how unrealistic—that Hunter’s cousin might overhear.

“I swear,” Coop told him, “even if you say no, nothing changes between us. I won’t be resentful or petty about it.”

Hunter finally rolled to face him. “Yes,” he mumbled against Coop’s shirt.

“Huh?”

“You can see her, Master. However you want to see her. Play or sex or both.”

He made Hunter look up at him. “I cannot in good conscience see her if you—”

“I want you to see her. I know this is me, not you. I know this is my issue to get through. I’ll probably act out and trigger and I need to do that. I know if I do and work through it with you, it’ll be better in the long run. I’ll be stronger.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “I trust you. And I trust Todd. Todd liked her. I can’t trust myself, but I can trust you two. I remember how you threw Bethany out. After a year. I know that I’m important to you.”

He ran his fingers through Hunter’s hair, gently rubbing his scalp. “Such a good boy,” he cooed. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Hunter tucked his head against Coop’s chest again. “Can you stay until I fall asleep, Master?”

“Sure.”

It only took ten minutes, the Xanax this late in the day, on top of the other one he’d had earlier, knocking him out.

Coop carefully untangled himself and got up, grabbing his shoes and carrying them to the living room to put them on.

“Thanks,” Todd said. “I was worried about him.”

“He says he wants me to see her.”

“I know. He told me that, too.”

“But does he mean it?”

“He wants to.”

“I don’t want to do something to make this implode.”

“The only advice I can give you is don’t reschedule stuff for him in favor of her. And let’s try to have dinner together again soon. And can I have her number?”

“Why?”

“So I can text with her. I want to try to talk Hunter into doing that.”

“Again, why?”

“Because it’ll help.”

Coop pulled out his phone and texted Dani. She replied almost immediately that yes, it was okay to give them her number. So he texted it to Todd. “I’ll let you give it to Hunter in the morning.”

“Thanks.” He stared at his phone for a moment. “Promise me something.”

“What?”

Todd’s green gaze pierced Coop’s. “You’ve been amazing the past four years. Please don’t blow my trust in you now. Because Hunter trusts me as a reliable gauge about what’s going on. If you blow this, it won’t just be you he doesn’t trust anymore. It’ll be me, too.”

“I swear.”

Todd nodded.

Coop hugged him. “Thank you. I won’t let either of you down.”

“I have to admit, it would be kind of hot having all four of us together at some point in the future. I wouldn’t mind watching you spank her.”

“Really?”

Todd shrugged. “She’s cute. I’m gay but I’m not blind. Duh.” He scratched at his neck. “Just out of curiosity…are you eventually going to look into having one big puppy pile for all four of us, sexually speaking?”

“I don’t know. It’d depend if you and Hunter and Dani wanted that.”

“Would you want that?”

“It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Coop finally admitted. “But I’m not going to push for that. If everyone eventually decides they’d like that, great. I’ll just be happy for them both to reach the point that they don’t mind me playing with them at the same time.”

“I think Hunter could eventually get to that point when he sees she’s really not a threat to him. I think part of that will be you getting more comfortable with us sexually, though.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

Todd smiled. “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t want to fuck your ass when I do.”

“You gonna buy me dinner first?”

“Oh, I’ma gonna buy you dinner, all right.”

Coop chuckled. “I know. Slow and steady. We’ll get there, I hope.”



* * * *



Todd saw Coop to the door and locked it behind him before heading to bed. Todd had really liked Dani. That she’d handled things as well as she had tonight spoke volumes.

As he stripped and climbed into bed with Hunter, he kissed the back of the man’s neck. Bless his heart, Hunter was trying as best he could. Todd believed Hunter wanted to be okay with all of this. As long as Coop could keep Dani in line, and stick to his word, Todd thought Hunter would eventually be okay with this.

He hoped.



* * * *



Coop called Dani after pulling out of Todd and Hunter’s.

“Hey,” she said.

“Are you okay?” She sounded sniffly.

Like she’d been crying.

“Just recovering from tonight. Why did they want my number?”

“Todd’s going to start texting with you.”

“What about Hunter?”

“He’s asleep now. I’m leaving there. He said yes.”

“Yes?”

“To us dating and playing.”

“Really?”

“But I think he’s pushing himself. So we’ll need more group dinners.”

“O-okay.”

“You thought he’d say no.”

A hard laugh escaped her. “Honestly? I was convinced of it.”

“Ground rules. I won’t cancel plans with Hunter for you, and vice-versa.”

“Understood.”

“I won’t try pushing you two together except socially. But if the two of you could get to a point where you could be comfortable with me playing with both of you at the same time, that would be amazing.”

“Only if I get to watch you with them.”

“I don’t know if Hunter would be comfortable watching me with you like that.”

“That’s fine. I’m okay with it being one-sided.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Duly noted.”

She seemed to let out a heavy sigh. “So where do we go from here?”

“How about I make you dinner Thursday night and we see what happens?”

“That sounds like an open invitation.”

“It was.”

She seemed to be considering it. “Could you clarify that?”

“If you wanted to come over, and let me make you dinner, and maybe we could discuss hard and soft limits, and then whatever you wanted to do after that. And you’re welcomed to spend the night, if you’d like.”

“I’d love an over-the-knee, bare-handed spanking, since it’s been over six months since I’ve had one, followed by some mind-melting orgasms. And a good, hard fucking after that.”

Holy hell. Maybe he should have waited for this conversation. Talk about distracted driving.

“I think that sounds like a plan.”

“You don’t see that as topping from the bottom?”

“No, I consider it laying a blueprint for me to follow until I get a feel for the territory.”

She took another deep breath. “I cried in the shower when I got home,” she softly admitted. “I was convinced he’d tell you forget it, and that this call was to tell me that.”

Coop considered his response. “For future reference, normally not telling me the full truth up front would earn you a few paddle strokes. But because we haven’t negotiated that yet, consider that a stern warning.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Fuck. The way she said that had his cock throbbing. “So, to be perfectly clear, you want me to play with you and us to have sex on Thursday.”

“Yes, please.”

“One of the things I’m going to negotiate with you is that you don’t get to masturbate without permission. Which I’ll give you if you text or call me. Not while I’m with Hunter, but you get what I mean.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I hope we’re not moving too fast here.”

“I want to move fast. Because if he changes his mind, god only knows how long it’ll be until I have a chance to get laid again. No offense.”

He could tell he’d have to get used to this, to her directness. “None taken. And by the way, I am going to use safewords. And I will honor them.”

“You’d better, or I’ll tell Tilly.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

Holy fuck. She was going to keep him on his toes, for sure. “Then I’ll expect you to text me in the morning when you wake up. And every morning when you get up. And at night before bed.”

“I have a request.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t manage me if you think Hunter’s going to change his mind. Don’t hide that from me and drop it on me. Keep me posted every step of the way, good and bad.”

“Deal.”

“Then good night, Sir.”

“Good night…pet.”

“Ohh, I like that.”

“Good.”

“Oh, uh, another thing.”

“Yeesss?”

“Please don’t use the same terms of endearment for us. I think Hunter will probably agree with me there.”

“That’ll be easy.”

“Thanks.”

A few minutes after that call ended, he pulled into his driveway and sat there for a moment.

This was big. Huge.

Scary.

It would be easy to back up, put on the brakes, and stop everything. Reset to just after Bethany left and before he’d met Dani.

But…he didn’t want to.

Life was short, and if he could make this work…

Todd would have told him absolutely no if he thought Hunter couldn’t handle this.

His phone buzzed with a text from Dani.

Good night, Sir.

He smiled and texted her back. Good night, pet.

He headed inside.


Chapter Twelve



Coop played dirty and got a recipe from Mikayla that she guaranteed Dani would love. Despite that, and despite another talk with Hunter last night, face to face, where he assured Coop he meant what he’d said, Coop felt…nervous.

Hell, he hadn’t felt like this about Bethany.

Arrgh!

Dani arrived five minutes early. She carried a small duffel bag and froze at the front door, lifting her nose. “No,” she whispered.

He smiled. “Yeah.”

“Miky gave you her Swedish meatball recipe?”

“Yeah.”

“That bitch! She won’t even give it to me!”

He laughed as her grin broke through and she stepped in to hug him. “Hello, Sir.”

He sighed in a good way. This was what contentment felt like. “Hello, pet.”

He wasn’t prepared when she rose up on her toes and kissed him, just brushing her lips against his, but still.

“Please tell me spankings and orgasms are still on the menu for tonight. I’m so fucking horny I can’t see straight.”

“Yes. I’ll save the teasing and denial for once we’re more comfortable with each other.”

“Thank god for that.”

He couldn’t help but be pleased by her reaction to dinner. They ate at his dining room table, which he’d set per Mikayla’s instructions.

Dani’s gaze narrowed. “She didn’t come over and help you, did she?”

“No. She took a picture of a place setting and texted it to me.”

“Of course she did.” She adjusted her knife next to her plate, making sure it and her spoon were exactly parallel to each other and perpendicular to the table’s edge. “Sorry. I know it’s weird that at home or in private I eat a certain way, and out at a restaurant it doesn’t matter as much.”

“I get it.”

“You do?”

He nodded. “Anxiety’s a bitch, so I’m sure OCD is, too. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

He wouldn’t let her help him clean up the kitchen this time. He’d already done the worst of the dishes and it took him less than five minutes to rinse the rest and put the dishes in the dishwasher.

Then he joined her on the sofa. “So…where do you want to start?” he asked.

“I’d say with the fucking and orgasms, but I know that’s going to wait.”

“How about instead of defining broad hard and soft limits tonight we talk about what we will do tonight to save time?”

She nodded. “Deal.”

“Bare-handed spanking, both of us naked?”

“Hard to have sex with clothes on.”

He laughed. “You have sex on the brain.”

“Let me clarify. It’s been over six months since I’ve had a spanking or orgasms.”

He froze. “What?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You never mentioned that.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“I just assumed you—”

“I don’t like to masturbate without permission,” she said. “I know that’s a weird thing. Let me clarify. I didn’t feel like masturbating until I met you. Then I figured if things were going to progress, I could wait a little longer.”

He leaned in and kissed her, not probing, just sweetly testing. “Then how about our current rule for now will be you have permission to masturbate whenever you want, as long as it’s not the day we’re going to be together. Then you have to get permission. And you have to tell me after you do.”

She seemed to be studying him. “Yes, Sir.”



* * * *



Dani wanted the orgasms now, dammit.

She also knew she’d have to earn them.

Yum!

“No anal tonight,” he said.

“Good, because I’m waaay out of practice there.”

“What position can I safely spank you in?”

“Over your lap on the couch or bed won’t hurt me. And bare-handed on my ass and the backs of my thighs won’t hurt me, either. Harm,” she corrected. “Won’t harm me.”

“And sex?”

“Yes, please!”

“Positions, pet.”

“Missionary. Or me on top. Or doggy style. If I’m not restrained, I can position myself. If you want to tie me up, on my back is safe.”

“Spreader bar while you’re on your back?”

“Oooh, naughty Dom. Yes, please.” She liked that he wasn’t reprimanding her for her snark. It felt good to be able to be herself and not weigh every word.

“So what’s in the bag?”

She showed him. Leather cuffs and collar, along with clean clothes for in the morning.

“Condoms, yes or no?”

“Well, we already exchanged test results, and I’m on the pill. So unless you have magic sperm to overcome that and your vasectomy, I’m okay without them.”

He stood, holding a hand out to her. “Then let’s go play, pet.”

Her heart hammered in her chest as she took his hand and he led her to the bedroom, carrying the bag for her.

There, he slowly undressed her before letting her undress him. She felt subspace beckon as he buckled her cuffs and collar on her. She’d bought them for herself a few years earlier, before she’d even met Clayton, so there was no emotional charge to them like that.

“Hold on,” he said, disappearing for a moment. When he returned, he was grinning as he held the items up.

A short spreader bar.

And a Hitachi vibrator.

“Oh, fuuuck me,” she happily whispered.

He kept the spanking short and sweet and more of a how-ya-doin’ kind of intro. She could tell he wanted to get to the orgasms as quickly as she did.

Tonight, she was okay with that. She could feel in his swats to her ass and her thighs that he was holding back, afraid to harm her. His fingers lightly stroked the scar on her upper back.

“Please don’t let me do anything to make this worse.”

“Sir, in all honesty, right now you’re making it better.”

When he finished with the spanking, he rolled her onto her back, clipped her wrist cuffs together with a snap clip, then tied her arms over her head. He clipped the spreader bar into place and withdrew something else from the bedside table.

A small ball gag.

“Yes, or no?” he asked.

“I’m a screamer, so yes.” She opened her mouth wide and he buckled it into place.

He lifted the Hitachi and smiled. “Ready?”

She mumbled around the gag. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl.” He pressed it to her clit and stretched out next to her, watching her. “Come.”

He flipped the switch on, and the world disintegrated around her.



* * * *



Yeah, the gag had been a good idea. As the first orgasm hit her, she let out a scream of ecstasy the likes of which had his own cock hard and ready to fuck her. With her unable to move away from him, and with the spreader bar keeping her legs open, he held the vibrator in place, only easing up a little to give her a chance to catch her breath before pressing it against her again.

Ah, forced orgasm play. One of his favorite things.

He watched her face, her eyes. “Such a good girl for me,” he said. “Very good girl. Coming so hard for me. Poor pet. I promise I’ll keep you well orgasmed.”

She writhed and moaned, but every time he asked for a color from her, she gasped, “Green,” before he pressed the vibrator against her clit again.

Finally, after about thirty minutes, he knew he couldn’t take any more. He switched off the vibrator and set it aside as she caught her breath. He wanted to taste her, to fuck her, to make her his.

Yes, tonight was light and easy, both to give him time to adjust to playing with her, and her time to adjust to him. But it was also so different than play with Hunter. Not better or worse, either. Just…different. A far more sensual level, different kinds of responses.

Hunter wanted and needed the pain and strict control.

With Dani, it was more like fine-tuning her to the right frequency and keeping her there.

Only the labels on the dials were gone, and the frequency kept changing on him.

Challenge accepted.

It’d been over a year since he’d played like this with a woman, the deep, intimate contact. Impact play at the club was one thing.

“Does pet want me to lick her pussy?”

With Dani’s ankles forced apart by the spreader bar, she bent her legs at the knees and drew them up, leaving her deliciously open and exposed.

Unable to help himself any longer, he leaned in and swiped his tongue up her clit, swirling it around and down again, into her pussy.

The deep, needy moan she let out around the ball gag made his iron-hard cock throb.

He stretched out next to her on the bed, smiling, propped up on one elbow. He reached down with his other hand and played with her clit, teasing her.

“Such a little exhibitionist my pet is,” he said. “I like it when my pet’s a dirty girl for me. So open and willing.” He carefully gauged her reactions, making sure he wasn’t going too far.

From the way her chest rose and fell, the flush creeping up her neck, the tone of the soft whimpers escaping her, he knew she loved it.

Leaning in, his lips just above her mouth, he softly asked, “Does my pet like it when I talk dirty to her?”

He translated the plaintive whine into an affirmative when she nodded her head.

He kissed her, lips and tongue teasing her lips around the ball gag. He slid two fingers into her pussy and slowly stroked, noting the way her moans changed, deepened. Needy.

“Oooh, I think I found one of my pet’s good triggers,” he said. “When we’re alone, you can be as dark and dirty as you want to be, and I’ll love you even more for it.”

Another moan in reply, her eyes now started falling shut.

“Eyes open, pet,” he sharply said, bringing her focus back to him, her whines changing tone once more.

“Good girl.” He played with her clit before sliding his fingers back into her pussy. “I can’t wait until you and I can play with Hunter and Todd here,” he said. “I can beat his ass and then fuck you while Todd fucks him.” He leaned in close. “Would you like that? Let them watch me spank you and then fuck you?”

“Mmm-hmm!”

He smiled. “You’d like watching me with them, wouldn’t you?”

“Mmm-hmm!”

“Oooh, my dirty little pet likes to watch and be watched.” He kissed her again. “You realize the price for watching is being watched, right? They’re going to watch how my pet likes to worship my cock.”



* * * *



It wasn’t just the sexual portion of the play that had burrowed into her brain. Even before that, Ned had dropped her into a deeper subspace than she’d ever felt before despite him going easy on her. It was just the way he was. Nothing mattered, nothing pierced through the veil except him, his voice, his touch.

Even her bad pain, for the moment, wasn’t so much gone as just not being processed.

Floaty and free, she never wanted this to end. Hell, he could sell tickets and do her in front of a stadium full of people if he wanted, as long as he could keep this feeling going. He made her feel safe. She knew he’d never do anything to harm her.

If he thought it was safe, she’d willingly follow him wherever he led her.

Just to keep feeling this.

He removed the ball gag and immediately replaced it with his fingers. She sucked and licked them, tasting her own juices. What she really wanted was a crack at that cock of his.

He watched as she worshipped his fingers like they were his cock. “Such a good girl. I like the thought of having you and Hunter all trussed up next to each other, head to toe, being able to watch the other get fucked.”

Okay, yeah, that idea was hot. She whimpered around his fingers to let him know she thought it was a great idea.

His eyes narrowed. “Maybe after I fuck your pussy I’ll let Hunter lick my cock clean.”

Oh…fuck me. If he’d had his fingers on her clit, she would have come over how hot that mental image was.

“Ooh, my pet likes that idea. Oh, heh. Don’t worry, no ATM in reverse.” He arched an eyebrow. “Although…I could let you lick my hand clean after I jerk him off.”

Just when she’d thought she’d hit the basement of her subspace, he revealed a hidden door she didn’t even know was there and tossed her right through it. Another moan and she eagerly sucked on his fingers, hard.

“Would my pet like to be involved like that? Play with both of you, back and forth? Not make you play with each other, but you being able to see how I top him?”

She nodded as much as she could with his fingers deep inside her mouth.

“And my pet’s okay having them watch me do all sorts of dirty and depraved things to you?”

She nodded again. If they were a couple of obnoxious trolls, it’d be different. She thought Hunter and Todd were cuties. Todd had texted her first yesterday, which led to a phone call between them.

Then she’d texted Hunter first, surprised when he’d responded, which had led to them eventually talking on the phone last night.

Hunter had admitted he wanted to get through this, and she promised him that she wouldn’t interfere with what he and Ned had, or would have in the future.

If anything, she was kind of envious of Ned being able to be sexual with them. Not jealous, not really that. Being able to be there when they played would, she realized, be a good thing. To feel involved in his life and know she was on his mind, even when he was with them. It would make the times he was alone with them and she wasn’t there a non-issue.

He sat up with a smile and dove between her legs again, his mouth latching on to her clit and making her explode so hard she thought the top of her head would come loose. Then he unclipped her ankles from the spreader bar, set it aside, and fed his cock into her pussy.

Leaning forward and with his arms braced on either side of her, he held his lips an inch over hers. “That makes me so fucking hard, thinking about being able to play with both of you together like that. Fingering you and making him suck my hand clean. Making you suck his cum off my fingers. My two pets there for my pleasure.”

Pleasure…holy fuckballs, yes, please. His cock was hitting her perfectly like this, her already sensitive clit rubbing against him with every stroke and sending her spiraling toward another orgasm. 

She’d thought sex had been good with Clayton. He’d been conscientious enough to make sure he got her off one way or another. But this…

This was like a primal circuit had connected between them. Like Ned knew exactly where to reach inside her brain and tweak the settings for maximum efficiency.

Like he’d put maximum effort into figuring her out.

“I can make Hunter come. Then while I’m waiting for him to recover, I can sit there with the Hitachi and keep you coming for as long as I want.” A deliciously evil grin filled his handsome face. “Oooh. Forced orgasm play in front of Hunter. Yes, that will definitely be one of the first boxes we check off the list. Maybe I’ll even use the Hitachi on you at the same time I’m jerking him off.”

She came over that mental image, unable to keep her eyes open.

“Oh, good girl!”

He started fucking her hard, fast, his lips crushing hers as he caught up and exploded inside her, filling her, his moans swallowed by her until he finally fell still on top of her. She wished her hands were free so she could hold him, stroke his back, run her fingernails up and down his spine.

Without breaking their kiss, he reached up and fumbled around until he found the snap clip and released her arms.

It’d be too easy to fall in love with him.

He finally lifted his lips from hers. “I didn’t hear a single yellow, much less a red in there, did I?”

She smiled. “No, Sir.”

“Be honest. Did I even come close to a yellow?”

“Not even with the dirty talk, Sir.”

His gaze seemed to study her face for a long, comfortable moment. “I’ll talk to Hunter and see if he’ll eventually be comfortable with me topping you in front of him.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“In theory…” He hesitated.

“Yes?”

“If I was to say eventually I would love it if we could work you and Hunter up to a point where I can play with you together-together, like tying you two up to each other and making you do things to each other…” He didn’t finish.

He didn’t have to. “I’d be okay with it if he is.”

“You sure?”

She faked a distressed tone. “Oh, Sir, please don’t make me play with the hot guy with the cute ass!”

He chuckled. “He does have a cute ass.”

“I don’t want to come between…eh…” She smiled as he laughed. “I don’t want to do anything that will nuke your relationship with him.” Her smile faded. “He was here first, and I get it. I was on the other end of that with Clayton. I understand that, and I respect that. I don’t want him to feel threatened by me.”

“Good. I’m glad you feel that way. And thank you for texting and talking with them. Hunter and I talked after you did yesterday. He said he appreciated you reaching out to him.”

“I won’t swear that I won’t feel jealous or threatened or whatever from time to time. I’m human. But I promise I’ll try to talk my way through it with you if I do. And I want you to call me out if you think I’m reacting like that, but please respect me enough to understand if I don’t agree with you about my reasons for feeling like that.”

“Agreed.” He sat up. “You keep this up, you might find yourself stuck with me for another forty or fifty years.”

She grinned. “Yeah, you say that now, having just busted a nut. You might not feel like that after you’ve been through a few bad trigger episodes with me. Or a few full-on panic attacks.”

He stretched out next to her, once again propped up on an elbow. “Your ex wasn’t very intuitive, was he?”

“Not really, no. That might work for some women, but not for me. It was okay enough for me before, when I had the energy to deal with it. But not…after.”

He palmed her cheek. “Don’t think about that tonight. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

She covered his hand with hers. “I can’t not think about it,” she said. “Every time I move, I feel it somehow.”

In fact, now that she was coming down from her subspacey bliss, she was feeling a little achy. In the good ways, but still, it was only a matter of time before the bad pain returned.

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“Not in a bad way.” She turned her face to kiss his palm. His flesh tasted sweetly salty. “I know you can go harder on Hunter than you can on me, and that’s okay. But I don’t want you to be afraid to play with me, either. I trust you.”

“Which is why I want to be careful. I don’t want you to stop trusting me.”

She stared up into Ned’s blue eyes. A little grey, a little sky blue, a few flecks of sapphire here and there. “Short of cheating on us, lying to us, or violating our safewords, I don’t think it’s possible for me to not trust you.”

“Us?”

“Me and Hunter. If you did that to him, I wouldn’t trust you not to do it to me, too.”

“Ah.” He laced fingers with her, resting their hands on her tummy. “I’ll make sure to come up with stuff to do with each of you that’s special, that I don’t do with the other.”

“I’m guessing you don’t mean like fucking my pussy.”

He laughed. “I was thinking overall things. Not physically impossible things.”

“We can go to the club to play sometimes,” she said. “If I’m feeling up to it. I know he doesn’t want to do that.”

“Good point. But what if after he’s free of his parents that he wants to go to the club?”

“Ah.” They mused it over in silence for a moment. “You don’t have to decide that tonight, Sir.”

He wrapped his arms around her, snuggling. “Good, because I think my brain is worn out tonight.”

She knew hers was.

And as she let out a yawn, she realized that the thought of falling asleep next to this man didn’t fill her with any kind of anxiety.

If anything, she felt more at peace than she had in a long, long time.


Chapter Thirteen



“What should I get Hunter for his birthday?” Dani asked Todd.

Todd smiled. “Still haven’t decided?”

“You haven’t told me if my ideas are good or not.”

“I told you anything Deadpool will be a hit.”

He was over at her place, helping her make dinner. Ned had gone to pick Hunter up and have a few minutes of alone time with him.

They were now eight weeks into this new dynamic. Hunter had relaxed a lot around Dani, now that he realized she was sticking to her word. She made a conscious effort not to text or call Ned while Hunter was with him, including having permission not to send good night texts if he and Hunter were spending the night together.

And he gave her the same courtesy.

Todd had gone grocery shopping for dinner and brought it over. Hunter would go home with him, and Ned would spend the night there with her.

She actually found Todd a very soothing person to be around, even though she obviously didn’t have the same level of intimacy with him that Ned and Hunter did.

“Any word from his parents about the inheritance?”

He frowned. “No. Dicks.”

“Is he still freaking out over the move?”

“Yeah. I told him to just tell them no, that he can’t help. That he made plans. That’s why Coop’s going to come help.” He turned to face her. He’d been chopping carrots on the cutting board. “Again, seriously, thank you for letting Hunter have your day. I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”

She shrugged. “I really want him to like me.”

“He does like you. It’s just…you know what it’s like.”

“Yeah, unfortunately, I do.”

It’d taken her a couple of weeks to get over having the three men at her apartment, much less using her kitchen. Forcing herself not to go behind Todd or Ned and rearrange everything.

They rotated dinner nights. Sometimes there, sometimes Ned’s, sometimes the men’s place.

And Todd had gone out to karaoke with her one night, even getting up to sing with her, while Hunter and Ned had a quiet night alone at Ned’s place.

“If it means anything, he’s way past the ending it phase. He’s been talking more and more about working toward watching you and Coop play.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Ironically, he’s okay with you watching him and Coop play.”

She knew the men had progressed some sexually over the past several weeks, even though they weren’t full-on fucking each other quite yet. One thing Ned had voluntarily held back and reserved for Dani—unless or until Hunter could make that final hurdle and be comfortable with a free-for-all—was he didn’t kiss either man on the lips. That was something for her alone, for now.

And while it sounded silly on the surface, she understood why Ned wouldn’t do any anal play with her. He’d told Hunter that was for him and Todd, unless or until, same as with the kissing. No way would she begrudge that, even though it was something she enjoyed as part of the overall sexual menu.

“How are you doing with all this?” she asked him.

He shrugged. “I’m here for the food.” He grinned, making her laugh.

He could always make her laugh.

“Seriously.”

“I’m more worried about Hunter. I’m okay with whatever happens as long as he doesn’t get hurt. Everything else is extra.”

“I hope his dad eases up.”

“Me, too.”

“Does it bother you having to be on the down-low around his family?”

“No. I thought it might, but when I focus on him and keeping him calm, it becomes secondary. After six years together, I’m not going to piss and moan about that. I love him.”

“Once he’s free, you guys can get married.”

“Oh, he’s already planned it in his head. Of course.” He smiled. “You know how that goes.”

“I know.”

“He wants to do it on the beach, figures most of his family won’t be there. Wants to have Loren marry us, Tilly be the maid of honor, and Coop be the best man.”

“Does that make you the bride or the groom?”

He laughed. “I don’t care.”

“What about your family?”

“They know about Hunter, and they know that Hunter isn’t out to his family, and why. They don’t know about the rest of it, just that Coop’s a good friend.”

“It’s going to break him if his father doesn’t give him the money this time, won’t it.”

Todd’s expression turned grim. “Fair warning, it was bad last time. Real bad. I’m glad we have Coop, and I apologize in advance if I have to ask you to give over some time for Hunter.”

“No, I understand.”

“I’ll take you to karaoke, if it’s any consolation.” A smile peeked through.

“You really liked that, huh?”

“Yeah. That was fun. I don’t get to do stuff like that a lot with—” He clamped his mouth shut on that comment.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I won’t tell him. I get it.” In that way, Todd was also a buffer for her in public the way Ned was. She trusted him, and it helped put her at ease.

“It’s weird, because in some ways you two are like identical twins, and then in some ways you are completely different.”

“Then it’s good we can be friends, right?”

“Right.” He dumped the carrots into the sauté pan.

“Anything I can do to help out, if…well, I will.”

“Thanks.” He stared out the window for a moment before turning to her. “I mean it when I say thank you. Because no one Coop’s ever dated before understood Hunter the way you do. I wish Hunter could get over his feelings and accept you the way you’ve accepted him, but I know part of that is his anxiety. So thank you even more for being patient. I know you have your moments, too, and I get that and don’t blame you. You’ve been…you’ve been amazing. Thank you.”

She hesitantly reached out and hugged him, relaxing into it before stepping back. “Thanks for understanding where I’m coming from,” she said.

She heard the front door open and close and stepped out to greet the men. Ned leaned in for a kiss while Hunter had deliberately turned, as if looking at a picture on her wall that he’d studied in the exact same way a dozen times before, or more.

When he knew the kiss was over, he turned and gave her a smile she knew was forced now, but would ease and become more genuine as the evening went on.

“Hey, sweetie.” She held up her fist for a bump, now a running joke between them.

His smile loosened a little as he bumped with her. “Hey, Dani.”

“Todd has assured me that I will love what he’s making.”

“It’s one of my favorites.”

One of the things Hunter had done was learn exactly how she liked a table set. She could count on every time she ate there with them to find Hunter had completely seen to every detail.

That’s how she knew he was, in his own ways, trying as hard as he could.

Another reason she was willing to be patient.

The past couple of months had been amazing, and she knew if she could be patient and wait him out, eventually he would be okay with all of this in every way. Because the end result of having all three of these men in her life would be worth it as well.



* * * *



Hunter had gotten to the point where going over to Dani’s didn’t nearly put him into hysterics. They were sort of bobbing around each other without actually touching, both of them anchored to Coop, with Todd helping keep the peace.

He still wasn’t sure why he was more okay with Dani spending time with Todd than he was with her spending time with Coop. Not even because of the sexual aspect of it.

If Todd came home and said he wanted to have sex with Dani, Hunter knew he’d be okay with that, and he didn’t understand why.

At least she was okay with not trying to force hugs and stuff just because. They had that in common.

And they did have other things in common, even though they hadn’t really spent any “alone” time together.

Coop had told him that, after his brother’s move, and after Hunter knew about the inheritance, Coop would expect Hunter and Dani to spend time together alone. Dinner, a movie, something. That they needed to start bonding.

But that it could wait until the other stresses were settled first.

He tried not to think about his birthday. He’d wanted to spend it alone with Coop, but his mother had already told him she expected him—and his “friends”—to come over for dinner that night.

He hoped that meant something good, but he wouldn’t go there. He had already convinced himself he would be stuck for another five years.

At least, that’s what he tried to talk himself into.

After dinner and sitting and talking for a while, he knew it was time for him and Todd to head home. Dani cleared out of the living room while he and Coop said good-bye.

Coop had him kneel, head on the tops of his bare feet, while he reached down and smacked Hunter on the ass, once, on each cheek.

“Good boy,” Coop said. “You’re my very good boy.” Then he had Hunter rise up on his knees and pressed his face against the outline of his cock through his shorts. “You be my good boy tonight, okay?”

“Yes, Master,” he whispered against that wonderful cock.

Coop stroked his hair. “I’m very proud of you, of how you’ve been doing.”

Coop’s words churned Hunter’s gut in a good way. “Thank you, Master.”

Finally, after a final hug, they were out the door and Todd was driving them home.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.” Hunter smiled. “I’m his good boy.”

“Yes, you are.”

“What did you and Dani talk about before we got there?”

“She’s trying to decide what to get you for your birthday.”

“Really?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You won’t tell me, will you?”

“Nope.” He grinned. “Coop has his sadism, and I have mine.”



* * * *



Coop pulled Dani into his arms. “You all right?”

“I’m good, Sir.”

He studied her for a moment. “Thank you for switching weekends with Hunter.”

“Todd and I already had this convo. It’s okay.”

She’d gone to the munch last month with him and was now listed on his FetLife profile both as them dating each other and as his submissive. She seemed to be growing more comfortable with her local group of friends, much to Mikayla’s delight. She’d even been over to friends’ houses with Ned and the guys for dinner or parties.

Volunteering at the club was easy and fun for her. She’d gotten hooked up with Nate for fire-cupping and acupuncture and even saw him as a patient now in his office. It helped her with her pain. She also got to watch scenes she knew she couldn’t do because of her body, but it was fun to get ideas for Coop to try on her.

Coop damn sure wasn’t complaining.

Now if I can just get Hunter over that last hurdle.

It would have to wait until the stress over whether or not he’d get the inheritance was settled. He and Todd were both worried about Hunter’s state of mind. Hunter was chafing under the weight of his responsibilities at the store, in addition to the money.

Coop couldn’t blame him. He got it. Hunter felt he was living a lie, which to Hunter ran contrary to what he wanted to be doing.

And he hated to lie. Even to preserve the peace within his family.

“If there’s anything I can do to make things easier,” she said, “let me know.”

“I appreciate that, pet.” He kissed her, deeply, slowly. “What I’d like is to sixty-nine with you until we wear each other out.”

She grinned. “I can handle that, Sir.”

As they headed to the bedroom, he shoved other thoughts out of his head.

The future would be what it was. Tonight, he had Dani. He would give her his all.

At least tonight he had a little peace. Hunter had told him he was trying to work his way toward being okay with them all playing together.

Now all Coop had to do was be patient.


Chapter Fourteen



Coop awoke fifteen minutes before his alarm went off that Saturday morning and headed for the kitchen first thing. Hopefully, him pitching in with the move would help keep Hunter calm and focused and better able to deflect any snarky comments his family threw at him today.

This is the kind of bullshit I avoided by breaking up with Bethany when I did.

He wasn’t close to his family for a good reason. He could tolerate most of them one at a time, but all together they were too much for him to deal with without using profanity. He knew it wasn’t logical, but once he’d gotten over the fact that it was just the way he was, and just the way they were, he lived a lot more comfortably in his own skin.

Odd, because he could tolerate large groups of people just fine. But something about that particular group of people, and they sucked all the potential fun right out of dysfunctional, thanks to two sets of grandparents who hated each other and who had made sure to do their level best to keep their grandkids walking on eggshells around them, not to mention tugging on their adult children.

It was okay to get together with his family on the occasional holiday, but not even his own brother and sister dropped by without calling ahead several days first and checking schedules. Coop liked his alone time. So did his siblings. He needed it to recharge.

Being with his friends didn’t drain him. Playing with Hunter, or Dani, didn’t drain him. That kind of energy helped him relax.

He’d been in close contact with Todd the past couple of days. Hunter’s anxiety was ratcheting off the scale, and he’d been heavily relying on his Xanax.

Poor guy.

After Coop had a mug of coffee ready, he headed back to the bedroom to pull on some clothes. He wanted to get over to Hunter and Todd’s place a little early, give his boy a pep talk to help keep him centered and calm today and hopefully not as reliant on the medication, if they could avoid it.

Coop wasn’t against Hunter using the meds, but if he used them too frequently, he could become dependent upon them in an unhealthy way. When Hunter wasn’t worried about his family shit, he was calm, centered, and focused, and rarely had to use the Xanax.

Damn assholes.

Coop felt badly for Hunter. Stuck in a family business he hated, under his father’s thumb and dependent upon them for his income and his housing, and unable to be his authentic self around them with the man he loved. Yeah, he got it, that Hunter was an adult and should be able to break away and make the hard choices.

But Coop also knew Hunter and how hard that was. How deeply entrenched Hunter’s “don’t disappoint” ethos was branded on his soul. Combined with being in the closet, and his anxiety, and everything else, it was a recipe for disaster.

Coop nuked himself a breakfast sandwich to eat during his drive and arrived at Todd and Hunter’s duplex twenty minutes early. Todd already had the door open for him as Coop walked up.

From the look on Todd’s face, he knew it was bad.

“How is he?” Coop whispered, well aware the cousin next door could be listening or watching from her front window.

Todd hooked a thumb at the hall. “He’s puking his guts up in our bathroom.”

Coop let out a sigh and walked back to the master bathroom as Todd closed and locked the front door behind him. He found Hunter kneeling, eyes closed, practically hugging the toilet.

Coop knelt next to him and draped an arm around his shoulders. “How you doing, buddy?”

“Why can’t I get through this?” Hunter whispered. “Why can’t I just tell them to go fuck themselves?” Tears squeezed out from under his eyelids and ran down his cheeks.

“It’s all right. But I need you to take some deep breaths for me, okay? We need to get you calmed down before we go.”

“I’m sorry I’m dragging you into this, Master.”

Oh, wow.

He knew Hunter was in bad shape if he wasn’t even worried about using the title there at his own place.

Coop rested his chin on top of Hunter’s head. “You’re my friend first. Don’t ever forget that. We wouldn’t be doing what we do if we weren’t friends. Plus you’ll have Todd and me there with you today. Remember what we talked about. Let the comments wash off you. Smile and go to your happy place. Look to me if you need to. Don’t let them upset you. If things get bad, I’ll fake a migraine or hurting my back or something. You’re my ride, so you have to take me home, right?”

“Right.” He spit, then dry heaved again.

Coop felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Todd, handing him a cup of water. He passed it to Hunter, who rinsed and spit into the toilet.

Hunter leaned on him, nuzzling tightly against him. “Thank you, Master. I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing.” He raked his fingers back and forth over Hunter’s scalp the way he did when they played, another “good boy” gesture the man enjoyed. Soothing. “Breathe.”

Hunter took a hitching breath, let it out, then another.

“Look at me.”

Hunter finally did. His eyes appeared red, eyelids puffy. He’d been up for a while, Coop would guess. Maybe even all night.

“How many Xanax have you had this morning?”

“None yet, Master.”

“You can take one now, but you need food in your stomach. Okay? Put two in your portable pill case, and give it to me. I’ll hold it for you today.”

“What if they—”

“Stop.” He cradled Hunter’s face in his hands. “What’s our rule about what-ifs?”

“I don’t second-guess Master,” he immediately replied.

Coop kept his voice low. “You’re going to be my good boy today,” he said. “You’re going to be fine. Todd and I will be there. Nobody is going to hurt you today.”

It would take every ounce of self-control Coop had not to blast Hunter’s asshole family. He knew he couldn’t do that, because it would unleash a fiery rain of hell down on Hunter’s head. And if helping his brother move was making Hunter this upset, Coop going nuclear on Hunter’s family might push his friend over the edge.

His job today was to keep an eye on Hunter, do his best to be a buffer between his boy and Hunter’s asshole family, and call it a day if things got too bad.

Best-case scenario, they’d spend a few hours with them, Hunter would have to dodge a few snarky remarks from his siblings and parents, and then they could get the hell out of there.



* * * *



Todd swallowed back his hate, his bile, his anger.

Not at Coop.

No, that man, if he would let Todd, would get the best blowjob of his life from Todd for how he was helping Hunter cope with today.

Todd had to control his hatred of Hunter’s family and the hell his lover had been through for his whole life. He was a very sensitive soul raised in a family of clueless, insensitive, controlling assholes.

To be fair, under other circumstances, and with someone of a different temperament, maybe they’d be fine people. But Hunter wasn’t built to let shit roll off his back like that. He took every barb personally, and to heart, and it had eaten away at the very core of his soul. Like if the rest of his family had scaly, impervious dragon hides, Hunter’s had grown in backward, so instead of things not sticking to him, every little nuance got wedged in deep against his skin.

Coop understood that. Coop knew that to smooth things over and soothe Hunter, one had to approach him from a different direction.

Thank god for Coop.

When Tony had introduced Todd to Coop, Todd had his doubts, at first. A straight guy topping a gay guy?

But it had been the best thing to ever happen to Hunter in terms of helping him manage his anxiety. He’d made leaps and bounds of improvement over the past four years.

Todd never felt jealous over what Hunter and Coop had together. Todd knew he wasn’t a sadist, and he didn’t have the demeanor to be a Master the way Coop was with Hunter.

Todd watched as Coop kissed the top of Hunter’s head, helped him to his feet, and helped him get cleaned up. Todd had learned early on it was best to just stand back and wait for Coop to wave him in, if necessary. Hunter responded better to Coop when he didn’t saddle himself with worry about how Todd was doing or feeling or handling watching them.

Once Coop had gotten Hunter moving with an order to get dressed and make himself something to eat before he took his medicine, Todd hung back, giving Coop a tip of his head to indicate he wanted to talk.

Only after Hunter was out in the kitchen did Todd speak, keeping his voice low.

“Thanks for this today.” He stuck his hand out.

Coop looked at it and then pulled Todd in for a hug. “How long has he been this bad?” he whispered in Todd’s ear.

“Today’s the worst. He’s been getting bad for a couple of days, though. I told him to text you, but you know how he is. He’s worried about bugging you.”

Coop patted him on the back and nodded before breaking their hug and stepping away to head for the kitchen.

Why can’t he be bi? Todd let out a wistful sigh before following the two men out to the kitchen.



* * * *



They took Todd’s car, with the ready excuse that it had more leg room in back than Hunter’s.

They weren’t about to tell anyone that Coop had an SUV.

Hunter rode in the back while Coop rode shotgun. The Xanax had helped calm the man down, and Coop had the extra pills in his pocket. If he thought Hunter was close to a panic attack, he’d make him take one and dissolve it under his tongue, the way the doctor had told Hunter he could.

Hopefully they could avoid that.

“What I don’t understand,” Todd softly grumbled, “is why if Terry is doing so well, he can’t hire a freaking moving company to do this.”

Coop agreed with him but he wasn’t going to add to Hunter’s stress over it by kvetching. They’d help load the truck, follow them to the new house, and unload. Coop had met one of Hunter’s sisters and one of his brothers before, but it sounded like the whole family would be out in full force today.

When they pulled up in front of the house in north Sarasota, there were already half a dozen cars parked along the street in addition to the moving truck. The neighborhood, north of Fruitville Road, wasn’t the most expensive in the area, but it was a far cry from the projects. Manicured lawns, mature trees, and carefully detailed mid- to high-priced cars parked in driveways told a story of quiet tropical lifestyles lived in financial ease.

Todd and Coop hung back and followed Hunter up the walk and inside, where the flurry of activity was centered. An older woman Coop knew was Hunter’s mom from pictures he’d seen was directing a harried-looking younger woman Todd identified as Terry’s wife, Margie.

“Mom, I’ve got this,” Margie said. “I told you I already had a plan.”

“And I told you, I’ve done this before. You can’t pack the truck like that. Hunter, there you are. Go upstairs and help your brother and dad get their bedroom furniture.”

“Okay.” He bolted for the stairs.

Coop glanced at Todd and knew the man’s thinking likely mirrored his own, that this was a rocky start to the day.



* * * *



If Hunter had to choose between facing his father or disobeying his mother, he’d pick throwing himself into a pit of rabid, horny raccoons.

Unfortunately, there were no pits, and no raccoons, horny or otherwise.

So he decided not to argue or even hesitate. He headed upstairs, where he found his dad and Terry in the master bedroom and in the process of trying to break down the bed.

“Uh, hey.”

His dad glanced in his direction from where he was kneeling on the floor, near the head of the bed frame, and unscrewing it. “Finally. Did your friends come?”

“Yeah. They’re downstairs.”

“Fantastic,” his dad snarked. “Your mother will probably have them wasting time organizing the dishes by color before they’re loaded. That woman can waste more time, I swear she can.”

Terry joined in. “If Margie doesn’t divorce me by the end of the day, it’ll be a miracle. I tried to tell Mom I’d just hire a moving company, and she freaked out. Next thing I know, she’d put out orders to everyone to be here today.”

“That’s your mother,” his dad said.

“What can I do?” Hunter asked before they got fired up on a fast-moving mom-hating rant-fest. “She sent me up here.”

“Start hauling stuff downstairs,” his dad told him. “Like lamps and stuff. Set them off to the side. And the boxed stuff. Then start pulling out the dresser drawers and moving them downstairs. Keep the damn things in order, for crying out loud. It’ll make moving the dressers easier. We’ll put them back in once they’re on the truck and reverse it when we get there.”

With something to do that didn’t involve talking to his father or Terry, Hunter set to work, glad to be out of any potential line of fire.

Thank god for Coop and the Xanax. Without either one, he was sure he’d never make it through this day.

Why can’t I tell them all to go to hell?

Oh, yeah. I’m sort of held hostage by them with money.

That was something he couldn’t stop loathing himself for, either.


Chapter Fifteen



An hour into loading the truck at Terry and Margie’s old house, Todd still wasn’t sure how this day would play out. He’d barely been able to have two seconds alone with Hunter to check on him. Instead, Todd was pretending to have to ask Hunter questions since he wasn’t familiar with the house.

Maybe I should have called Tilly as backup.

Even he wouldn’t cross that woman when it came to her sticking up for her friends, but he was afraid her take-no-prisoners approach to defending those she felt responsible for might only add to Hunter’s stress in this case.

Todd was in the kitchen with Margie, helping her wrap and pack dishes, when the first warning sign popped up.

“So, is Hunter dating anyone right now?” She gave him a sidelong glance he didn’t need psychic powers to interpret. “He hasn’t brought anyone to dinner or mentioned any girls in a while.”

“You know how he is,” Todd said. “I keep setting him up with women and he finds a reason to push them away. I’m taking a break from playing matchmaker for a while or I won’t have any single female friends left.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Really.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah.” He forced a laugh. “I mean, you know, a guy can only do so much for a friend.”

“Friend. Got it.”

He hoped his face didn’t turn red.

About that time, Coop returned to the kitchen after carrying a couple of boxes out to the truck. Todd was hoping to change the subject when Margie turned her focus on him.

“So, I’ve heard Hunter mention you before, but he’s never mentioned if you have a girlfriend or not.”

Todd would have thought this was funny if it wasn’t Hunter’s peace of mind at stake.

Coop looked so cool, he could have sent the Titanic to the bottom of the Atlantic. “No current girlfriend,” Coop said, his gaze locking on Todd’s.



* * * *



Coop knew Todd hadn’t heard the discussion he’d just accidentally eavesdropped on out in the front yard. Hunter’s father and brothers, Kent and Dell, along with younger sister Sascha, had been engaged in what sounded like familiar speculation, based on the context.

Hunter was currently upstairs packing one of the guest bedrooms, and the four of them had been talking in the garage, out of line of sight from where Coop stood.

“I’m telling you,” Kent insisted, “I think Hunter’s gay.”

“Yeah,” Dell agreed. “He and Todd have lived together how long now?”

“Don’t be stupid,” their father said. “Hunter’s had girlfriends.”

“Girlfriends we only meet once or twice before they go away,” Sascha said. “And he never talks about them. It’s always ‘Todd, this,’ and ‘Coop, that,’” she added.

Crap.

He was going to owe both Todd and Dani apologies by the end of the day. Todd, he suspected, would be okay with it, understanding why.

Dani might be a little pissy about it, understandably so, but hopefully he could count on his girl to do the right thing, or else he’d horribly misjudged her.

He hurried back into the house and to the kitchen, where Todd wasn’t alone. Pulling him aside to talk would be even more suspicious, so he started pitching in there to wait for an opportunity to talk.

He got that opportunity when Margie was called out to the living room by Hunter’s mom.

Coop walked over to him. “We need to talk,” he quickly whispered to Todd.

“Is Hunter okay?”

“We’re going to have to—” The door to the utility room opened.

Coop grabbed Todd and kissed him, pretending to be surprised only once he knew everyone passing through from the garage to the kitchen had gotten an eyeful.

Coop stepped back, hoping he wore a guilty look and doing his best not to laugh at the shocked expression on Todd’s face. “Sorry,” Coop said to them. “Just sneaking a kiss with my boyfriend.”

But it was worth it to see the triumphant smile on Hunter’s father’s face as he turned to his three children. “See? Told you.”

Todd still stood there, wide-eyed and staring at Coop. “Sorry, babe,” Coop said to Todd. “I know you told me hands-off today. Guess I blew our cover.”

Margie walked in. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, I’m about to let the ‘see I told you sos’ fly with my other children,” Hunter’s dad said.

“Huh?”

Sascha crossed her arms over her chest. “Stop it, Dad. I get it. I was wrong.”

Coop slid an arm around Todd’s waist as Hunter’s dad pointed at them. “Hunter didn’t tell us you two were gay.”

“Well,” Coop said, “he was trying to protect our privacy.” Coop smiled at Todd. “And Hunter’s the reason we met in the first place.”

It seemed to have the desired effect. Hunter’s father waggled a finger at his children. “You three should be ashamed of yourselves, thinking like that about your poor brother. Just because he’s not like the rest of you doesn’t mean he’s gay. Sheesh.” He left the kitchen, shaking his head in disgust.

Coop didn’t bother stopping the man to tell him he was being hypocritical. He’d take the win and savor it later.

The other three siblings also retreated, leaving Margie standing there in confusion. “Uh, what’s going on?”

Todd looked like he was still in shock.

“He caught me sneaking a kiss with Todd. Sorry.”

“Huh?”

He pulled Todd a little closer. “We’re dating. Hunter…” He pretended to be making sure the coast was clear and dropped his voice. “Hunter warned me that his dad is sort of old-fashioned and not to do any PDAs. I got careless. Sorry.”

Now she’d finally caught up with and boarded the completely erroneous train of thought Coop wanted her to ride. “Oh! Oh. Heh. Yeah, he’s kind of a dick about that. Sorry.”

She quickly glanced around and dropped her voice. “Crap, hope he didn’t hear me say that. I personally don’t care. I know Sascha’s been convinced for years that Hunter’s gay. You probably just burst her bubble. No offense, to tell you the truth, I was beginning to think so, too.”

“Ah.” Todd was still silently standing there next to him. Coop took it up a notch and let go of Todd to step in close to Margie. “If I tell you something, please don’t tell Hunter I told you.”

“What?”

“Hunter is sort of dating a friend of mine right now. She really likes him, but you know Hunter. He pushes people away if he gets spooked. We’re trying not to jinx this because we both really think they’d be good together. That’s why we’re keeping it a secret.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Dani’s a sweetheart.”

“Dani?”

“Short for Danielle.”

Her eyes widened again. “Oh! I’ve heard him mention spending time with a Danny before, but I thought it was another guy.”

Todd had finally regained the power of speech and let out what Coop knew was a forced laugh. “No, she’s definitely not a guy.”

“I wish you could get Hunter to bring her to dinner at the new house tonight. Just burgers on the grill. It’d really shut up the others if you could.”

“I can call her. But it might piss off Hunter if we just spring it on him. You know how temperamental he can sometimes be.”

“Oh, true.”

He’d laugh if the stakes weren’t so high. Todd had gone silent again and was watching them like a ping-pong match.

Then Hunter himself walked in and the three of them turned to stare at him.

When Coop saw Hunter’s face go red, he knew he had to act quickly. The familiar reaction in the man meant he was close to an anxiety attack.

Margie turned on him. “Hey, please don’t be upset with me, but I asked Coop if we could invite your friend Dani to dinner tonight.”

Hunter’s gaze immediately sought out Coop’s. He met and held it, hoping his boy would be a quick study.

“Dani?” Hunter asked.

Margie grabbed Hunter’s hands. “Please don’t be mad at them. I think it’s sweet you were trying to cover for them being gay. Dad and the others accidentally walked in on them kissing.”

“Kissing?”

Well, on the plus side, the confusion in Hunter’s voice told Coop the impending anxiety attack had been derailed.

Temporarily, at least.

“Yeah,” Coop said, “I goofed up. I know you warned us about no PDAs, but I didn’t think your dad and the others would walk in on us. Sorry. And I just made her promise not to tell you we told her about Dani.”

Coop arched an eyebrow at Margie, enjoying that she went red in the face, meaning she was at least a little embarrassed about not holding the secret longer than most people could hold their breath.

Which he’d expected, counted on, and had worked in his favor.

“Dad’s not going to care Coop and Todd are dating,” Margie told Hunter.

“He’s…not going to care Coop and Todd are dating?”

Coop struggled even harder not to burst out laughing. There were two conversations going on right now—actually three if someone counted Coop overhearing the garage discussion—and only he was privy to all of them.

“And then I told Margie you’re dating Dani,” Coop said. “Look, dude, you know we love you, but I’m going to go ahead and put it out on the table. Dani’s great for you. Maybe she’s not going to push you, but as your friends, we’re going to.”

Coop resorted to a little subtext that would hopefully sail right over Margie’s head. “Boy, heh, you need to not push Dani away. Ask her to come over to dinner tonight. Just burgers.”

“I… I…” Hunter swallowed hard, still meeting Coop’s gaze. “I…don’t know if she can or not.”

Bless his heart, Hunter was really trying so damn hard to stay true to their do not lie rule.

Coop made a mental note to praise and reward him for that as soon as he could.

Margie, her back to Coop and Todd, pulled Hunter in for a hug even as Hunter’s confusion obviously grew.

Coop silently mouthed, “Good boy,” to Hunter and nodded, hard. “Well, how about we give her a call and ask her, huh?” Coop said as Margie released Hunter.

“Um…I—”

Todd found his voice. “Coop, you should probably call her. You’ve known her longer. She can’t ever say no to you. Neither can I.”

He reached out and slapped Coop on the ass, hard, a playful twinkle in his green eyes.

“Sure.” Coop pulled out his phone. “Oh, my battery’s low.” He held out his hand to Todd. “Can I have the keys, babe? I’ll use your car charger while I talk.”

“Oh, sure.” Todd fished them out of his pocket and dropped them into Coop’s palm.

He headed straight out the utility room door and down the driveway to where the car was parked, leaving Todd and Hunter in the kitchen with Margie.

Actually, his battery was fine.

He didn’t want there to be any chance of anyone overhearing what might be a very interesting and difficult conversation.



* * * *



The only reason Dani answered the phone was because Ned had caught her during a potty break between recording chapters.

“How’s the move going, Sir?”

“Um, heh, funny you should ask that.”

Something about his tone of voice gave her a feeling that, whatever he was about to say, she wouldn’t like it much.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“You didn’t have any plans for tonight, right?”

He knew damn well she didn’t. This can’t be good. “I thought you were going to spend it with Todd and Hunter to help him recover from today.”

“Yeeaah. Uh, slight change of plans.”

“Is everything okay?”

“I need to borrow you tonight.”

“Huh?”

“Long story short, Hunter’s family thinks I’m gay, that me and Todd are dating, and that Hunter’s been secretly dating you.”

“Say whut?”

“Exactly what I just said.”

She reached over with her left hand and pinched the inside of her right upper arm, hard.

Nope, she was wide awake.

Unfortunately.

“How did I get dragged into this?” Screw protocols, this wasn’t what she’d signed up for.

“Dani, please. I’m not going to order you to do this, because I know that’s the fastest way for you to tell me to go fuck myself. I’m begging you, as a friend, asking a favor for another friend. A mutual friend. Please?”

She liked Hunter, but she wasn’t sure yet if she could honestly call him a friend, much less wanted to pretend to be dating him. She barely knew him. “Why can’t he just tell them all to go fuck off?”

“You know why, sweetie. We’ve been through this. The two of you are very much alike in many ways. Please? I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important. It’s a yes or a no answer.”

She definitely wouldn’t be getting any more work done today, that was for damn sure. She felt her gut tighten, her blood pressure soaring.

“You’re asking me to willingly go over and have dinner with a bunch of strangers while pretending to be Hunter’s girlfriend? Are you new here? Do you not remember everything we’ve discussed the past couple of months? Or are Hunter’s feelings more important to you than mine?”

“That’s not fair, and you know it. Either you say yes, or you say no. You’re lashing out at me because this is unexpected, and it’s triggering you, and I’m sorry about that.”

It was his even, steady, patient tone of voice that, ironically, drove her to tears. “Then why ask me to do something like this if you know it’s going to trigger me?”

“Sweetie, please, it’s only because I have faith in you. Pretend it’s an acting role. Pretend it’s an improv gig. I’ve seen you stand up in front of a bar full of complete strangers and absolutely own it and bring down the house. You can handle a backyard full of people for an hour or two.”

She closed her eyes against the sting of tears. “What if I say no?”

He let out a sigh. “I can’t and won’t force you to do this. I will not order you to do this. If you say yes or no, it’s your decision, not mine.”

“And I guess if I say no then that’ll be it between us, huh?”

“No,” he quietly said. “It won’t. I know this is far outside of our negotiated limits. You’re absolutely right, you didn’t sign up for something like this. And no, I don’t think Hunter’s feelings are more important than yours. I’m not asking you to do this as your Dominant. I’m asking this as a friend, and I’m really sorry I’ve put you in this position. If you refuse to do it, I’ll just have to lie and tell his family that you’ve already made plans for tonight that you can’t get out of. I was hoping that it would get Hunter’s family off his back for a while if you could come over and meet them. But I’ll make it work somehow if you won’t.”

That would mean forcing him to lie. For her.

She already knew what her eventual answer would be. “What if I can’t do it? What if you’ve got a lot more faith in my abilities than I do?”

“I promised I would never do anything to harm you,” he said, still using that soft, gentle tone. “If I thought this would harm you, I never would have asked you to do it, as your Dominant, or as your friend.”

“But I’m the only single person you know who will be home tonight to ask, right?” She knew she sounded bitter and didn’t care.

“No. I said the first name that popped into my mind while trying to protect him. I’ll admit it. I also wouldn’t hesitate to stand up for you if I needed to. I see what you go through, what you both go through. I won’t lie and say I know what either of you go through because I’m not wearing your skin. If it means anything to you, I feel horrible that I’ve put you in this position. I can hear you crying, I can hear the stress in your voice, and I hate that I’m the one causing it. I promise, if you say no, nothing changes between us. At all.”

That finished her. No snark, no pettiness, not even a hint of impatience colored his tone. “You’ll need to come get me,” she choked out. “I’ll need to take an extra Xanax.”

“That’s fine. I’ll be happy to do that.”

“And you’ll need to give me a pep talk before we leave. So plan accordingly.”

“Understood.”

She sniffled before drawing in a deep, shuddering breath. “What time?”

“I’ll come get you around five. Shorts and a T-shirt, casual. It’s just a backyard cookout.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. This means a lot to me. You have no idea how much.”

“Yeah, well…I hope it means a lot to Hunter.”

“It does, I’m sure. And you and I can spend all day together tomorrow, if you want.”

“I thought tomorrow was Hunter’s day?”

“I think under the circumstances that he’ll be okay giving it up for you.”

“He’d better.”

Another of those soft sighs. A disappointed one. Not passive-aggressive, either. “There isn’t a competition between you two.”

“It feels like it sometimes. I mean, I know you’ve been playing with him for years longer than you and I have even known each other. It’s just really confusing to me emotionally sometimes. You say he likes me, but most of the time he doesn’t want to see me with you.”

“I know, sweetheart. I’m sorry. And I know sudden changes like this throw you off.”

“No shit. Ya think?”

He didn’t reply.

Fuck. At the rate she was going, she wouldn’t blame him for breaking up with her tomorrow.

Another deep breath before she spoke again. “So you’ll be here around five, Sir?”

She wasn’t expecting his next comment. She’d expected a lot of things he might say, anticipated pretty much everything in a split second.

But of all the possibilities, she hadn’t hit upon his actual words.

“I love you, pet. I’ll text you as soon as I’m underway and know how long it’ll take me, but I’m planning to be at your place around five, yes.”

“What?” She couldn’t manage anything over a whisper.

“I love you, pet.” He softly chuckled. “I know this isn’t easy for you. Anyone willing to at least try under these circumstances is someone I’m proud to love and call my pet. And I’m very proud of you for saying yes, even though I know you’re scared to death.”

Now her heart pounded for a totally different reason. “I love you, too, Sir,” she said.

After he ended the call she sat there, staring at her phone and wondering if she’d had some sort of weird break with reality.

She reached over and pinched herself again, just to make sure.

Nope, still not dreaming.

He’d never belittled her, never discounted her issues, never berated her or tried to goad her into something.

Empathy.

What if their positions were reversed? What if it was Ned lying to protect her and asking Hunter to do something like this for her?

She knew, despite his personal feelings, that Hunter would step up, immediately and without hesitation or thought for himself, simply because Ned asked it of him. Not even because Hunter considered Ned his Master and the ultimate final authority, and that she was Ned’s pet and property, too.

But because Hunter trusted Ned.

The question was, did she trust Ned? Really trust him?

The quiet, calming response floated up from her subconscious.

I trust Ned.

Anyone else looking at this from the outside, without the insight into her and Hunter’s issues, might shake their heads in aggravated disgust. She knew that, because she’d dealt with it plenty of times with Clayton. Giving lip service to knowing she was sometimes crippled by anxiety and her OCD and yet not actually caring, or worse, thinking it was all in her head.

Which, yeah, it was in her head, but it wasn’t something she had willful control over. No one would choose to live like this, respond like this.

Be afraid like this.

Ned understood. Ned had taken it as a simple matter of fact and not once had he ever made her feel self-conscious over it.

She’d seen him deftly handle Hunter and take him from the all-too-familiar brink of a panic attack and bring him safely back to grounded reality.

Hell, Ned had done that for her, too.

Isn’t this what I’ve always wanted? To feel like I could really let go and submit?

To trust?

Well, duh. She finally had that guy. And it was a relief.

She could only imagine what a relief it was to Hunter to have Ned’s calm, soothing influence in his life.

And how much fear Hunter must have felt when Ned introduced her to them. It didn’t matter that Ned had tossed Bethany out the door when she’d challenged him. Bethany hadn’t been kinky. Bethany hadn’t been submissive. If she were Hunter, she would feel terrified that Ned had met someone he could not only have sex with, but with whom he could fulfill his sadistic and Dominant urges, too.

Despite his obvious reactions, Hunter had, overall, treated her with far more grace from the very beginning than she’d been treating him. Especially considering how much he had to lose. She was lucky that she wasn’t dependent upon an asshole family for making a living, housing, or having a financial carrot dangled over her head like he was.

That, on top of not being able to openly love the man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with.

Taking another deep breath, she saved her work in progress and headed to the bathroom to grab a shower.

If she was going to perform in front of an audience, by god, she’d show up ready to break a leg and get a standing O from them.

Or, if she was lucky, maybe Ned would give her as many Os as she could handle later on as a reward for being his good girl.


Chapter Sixteen



Margie had left the two of them alone in the kitchen. Hunter had gone from feeling afraid he was going to throw up from the stress, to confusion, to absolute gut-wrenching terror of another kind.

Hunter was no dummy. Dani tolerated him in Coop’s life, and she was more than smart enough not to pull a Bethany with Coop. Hunter did his best to talk the talk, but in his heart, he knew the truth.

How long it took Coop to decide Dani was the complete package remained to be seen, but the writing was already on the wall. Until now, Coop had never dated someone as perfect for him as Hunter could see Dani was. Only an idiot who didn’t know Coop would say they weren’t perfect for each other.

In fact, if Hunter let it play out in his mind, he could envision the entire series of events, from their play dates growing more infrequent, their dinner nights evaporating from the schedule, then his daily text message rituals becoming scattered and infrequent. Morning and evening text rituals would disappear entirely as Coop’s time became swallowed up with Dani. Hell, he could beat her and then fuck her. Why frustrate himself with him when Coop could have all he wanted in one pack—

Todd snapped his fingers in front of Hunter’s face. Hunter looked to see Todd’s green eyes staring into his. “Stop,” he whispered. “Coop will be back in a minute and give you a Xanax.”

“She’s going to take him from me, isn’t she?”

“Stop. Take a deep breath and hold it.”

Hunter did.

“Slowly let it out.”

Hunter did.

“Where are you?”

“In Terry and Margie’s kitchen.”

“What do you smell?”

“Newspaper and cardboard boxes.”

“Take a slow, deep breath and let it out again.”

He did, his pulse calming as Todd walked him through it to help derail the impending panic attack and ground him.

“Good,” Todd said, keeping a safe distance between them in case Hunter’s family returned. “When Coop gets back, just keep breathing.”

“How do we do this tonight?”

“We take it one minute at a time.” They heard others approaching and Todd flashed him a smile before he picked up a box and carried it outside. Hunter’s mother and Margie entered the kitchen, passing Todd as he left the kitchen.

“Oh, there you are,” his mom said. “Margie said we might have an extra for dinner tonight?”

“Uh, maybe.”

His mom patted Hunter on the shoulder and gave him that smile he knew all too well.

The bless your heart smile. “I don’t know why you push women away, sweetheart. You’re a handsome man.”

“I told you,” he mumbled. “Grandpa always warned me about being careful.”

Breathe. In…out…

“You take everything so literally. You always have. Besides, if you decided to get married, your dad would give you the trust to help out. And the lawyers told you it’s not marital assets. It’s outside of that. So even if something happened, no one could touch it.” She pulled him in for a nearly choking hug. “I just wish you’d let us into your life. You’re always so closed off.”

“Sorry,” Margie silently said from where she stood behind his mom, sending Hunter an apologetic smile.

But if it meant his family didn’t think he was gay, the extra stress would be worth it. Especially if it meant his dad would finally quit dangling the damn trust over his head and let him have it.

Freedom.

It wasn’t like Dani would give him cooties. He’d just pretend she was another female friend playing a role, like others had in the past.

As long as she didn’t torpedo this for him on purpose.



* * * *



Coop returned to the house, grabbed a cold bottle of water from the cooler in the garage, and headed into the kitchen. He’d already twisted the top off it and had the pill in his hand when he handed them to Hunter, who was alone in the kitchen.

“Under your tongue. Dissolve it.”

Hunter did, nodding, taking a swig from the bottle to help wash the nasty taste out of his mouth. Coop had never taken one himself, but from what Hunter and Dani had both told him, he knew they had to taste like ass.

Not even good ass, either.

“Good boy,” Coop whispered before heading out of the kitchen and into the house. Once that pill kicked in in a few minutes, he knew Hunter would be okay for a couple of hours.

The trick would be getting him through the cookout that night.

Maybe I’ll be the one needing a Xanax by then.

At least if he had to, he could foist Dani onto Hunter later in terms of taking her home and providing an easy out for the two of them. But they’d have to leave at some point so Hunter could get his car.

And he really didn’t want Hunter driving today, if it could be avoided.

He damn sure wouldn’t want Dani driving.

Shit.

He ran into Todd coming out of one of the upstairs bedrooms with a box in hand.

“Well?” Todd asked.

Coop nodded. “She’s coming,” he whispered. “Told her I’d pick her up at five.”

“We can all ride together tonight from our place,” Todd whispered back. “Leave your car there.”

“I could kiss you right now,” Coop said, not even joking. “That’s perfect.”

Todd grinned. “Yeah, well, if it’s anything like the kiss you gave me earlier, I wouldn’t mind.” He teasingly blew Coop a kiss before he headed downstairs with the box.

Coop hadn’t even had time to contemplate that yet. Yeah, he’d have to be playing Todd’s boyfriend. He wouldn’t deny it hadn’t exactly been a hardship kissing the man.

At the time, Coop would have tongued a T-Rex’s taint if it would have helped Hunter.

Kissing Todd was far easier than that.

Far more enjoyable, too.

Shoving that thought out of his mind for now, he headed into the bedroom Todd just exited to grab another box to haul downstairs.



* * * *



Somehow, Todd and Coop got Hunter through the rest of the move. Later, when the men returned to Todd and Hunter’s place to clean up and change, Coop grabbed a quick shower in the guest bathroom before dashing out to pick up Dani.

As Todd and Hunter climbed into the shower in the master bathroom, Todd wrapped his arms around Hunter and held him.

“This’ll be okay, buddy. Trust in Coop.”

“It’s not Coop I’m worried about,” he muttered.

“He wouldn’t let her do this if he thought she’d sink it. You know that.”

Hunter didn’t answer.

Todd worried about him. Coop had wanted Hunter to wait to take another Xanax until he returned with Dani, before they left to return to Terry and Margie’s new house, so it’d kick in about the time they got there.

Todd was wondering if maybe he shouldn’t give Hunter one now.

Or, maybe…

He reached up and fisted Hunter’s hair, kissing him hard before pressing down on the top of his head.

As if Todd had reached into Hunter’s brain and flipped a switch, the man sank to his knees and immediately engulfed Todd’s cock in his mouth.

“Good boy,” he whispered, holding on to Hunter’s head with both hands and slowly fucking his mouth.

One of the fastest ways to short-circuit Hunter’s brain was this. Over the past couple of years, Todd had paid attention to Coop and what he taught him about triggers good and bad. Coop had helped Todd set a couple of good ones in Hunter.

Usually involving sex, which Todd didn’t see so much as a Dominant/submissive thing as a taking charge in bed kind of thing.

Something he had absolutely no trouble doing with Hunter, either.

Fortunately, Todd liked taking charge in bed, even though there were times he enjoyed being the catcher instead of the pitcher.

He slid one hand around to the back of Hunter’s neck and started fucking his mouth, hard, enjoying the way Hunter skillfully deep-throated him without hesitation. When Hunter grabbed onto the back of Todd’s thighs, he said, “Hands behind your back.”

Hunter immediately complied, letting out a soft moan that vibrated all the way through Todd’s cock and into his sac.

Yeah.

Todd hadn’t exactly planned on doing this right now, but…

Hell, it was helping Hunter, and it felt good, so why not?

It didn’t take him long to come with his cock deep down Hunter’s throat. As he stood there recovering, he stroked Hunter’s hair, pulling the other man’s arms around his legs, tenderly whispering to him.

Finally, knowing they were getting close to reaching the end of the hot water, he pulled Hunter to his feet. “Let’s finish up.” He reached down and squeezed Hunter’s cock, which was rigid. “That can wait until tonight, when I reward my good boy.”

Hunter looked up at him. “Love you.”

“Love you, too, buddy.” He slanted his lips over Hunter’s for one last kiss before turning him around and lightly slapping him on the ass. “Get washed up. Don’t want to keep anyone waiting.”



* * * *



Hunter wouldn’t deny he’d needed that little mental reset. He now knew he could wait until Coop returned with Dani to take his Xanax. Maybe even longer.

Then again, not knowing how this evening would go, he wasn’t sure going without a Xanax was a good idea.

I need to trust Coop.

He did trust Coop. He wouldn’t be playing with him, submitting to him, owned by him if he didn’t trust Coop.

Still, it was difficult to silence the throbbing staccato in his brain, the one that wanted to conjure up every bad possible thing, every worst-case scenario, and blow it up on steroids as an absolute certainty for the evening.

His birthday arrived in two weeks. He’d be thirty-five, and eligible for the disbursement again.

If he received it, he would no longer be beholden to his parents, or to the company. It would have to pay his health benefits, as a member of the family, but he would no longer be required to work for the company.

If his father denied him the disbursement yet again, Hunter knew it would absolutely be because his father was a dick. Everyone else who’d received theirs already did so no later than thirty-five. Hell, Terry got his at thirty, when he was marrying Margie, and Kent received his at twenty-five, when he said he wanted to go to a jewelry design school in Florence, Italy, after he’d already graduated from the Rochester Institute of Technology in New York.

They were both out of the shower, dressed, and ready by the time Coop pulled into the driveway at a quarter before six.

Please let her be kind, at least. Please let her understand how important this is to me. Please let her know I don’t want to come between her and Coop.



* * * *



Coop had been prepared for a lot of things when he jogged up to Dani’s door and knocked at one minute before five, but the sight that met him when she opened the door wasn’t one of them.

“Uh…you heard me say backyard cookout, right?”

She slowly twirled, the hem of the sundress flaring slightly as she did. She’d styled her hair in a casual up-do that accentuated her long, graceful neck. She reminded him a little of an auburn Grace Kelly, casual chic, someone who would show up every damn last one of Hunter’s relatives.

“Well?” she asked.

“You look abso—are you wearing makeup?”

She looked up, batting her eyes at him. “You like?”

“I…” He stared. “What’s going on?” She never wore makeup.

“You told me to treat this like a stage role. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

He’d expected to find her barely functioning, possibly surly, likely a snarky ball of anxiety that he’d have to give a quick spanking and teasing to in order to help even out her mood.

Not…not this brightly burning candle of self-confidence.

“Uh…pep talk?” Which was their codeword for dropping her into subspace.

She straightened a little, her facade faltering. “I don’t know if this mascara is waterproof or not,” she said, waving her hand at him to make forth with the deets. “Just…list for me all the reasons this is important to Hunter, please.”

He carefully studied her. He couldn’t afford for her to break down in the middle of the evening.

Rather, Hunter couldn’t afford for her to break down. “Are you sure you’re up for this?”

“Yes.” The smile he recognized as fake returned, supernova in its brightness. “Just…please.”

He took her hands and tucked them against his chest. “Hunter needs his dad to think that you’re his girlfriend. That you’ve been secretly dating him for a while. We haven’t told them much beyond that. None of the BDSM stuff, obviously. We said you’re a friend of mine. If you want to use your entire backstory minus the BDSM as part of your act, go for it. It’ll make it easier for Hunter.

“Hunter’s grandfather left all the grandkids each an inheritance. His dad has been holding Hunter’s share back. Hunter wants to try to get his dad to give it to him so he can quit and go back to school, but if his dad knows he’s planning on quitting immediately, he’ll likely hold it back as long as possible. That means Hunter would be stuck working for his dad for another five years. If Hunter can get away from working for his family, it’ll be a huge stressor off him.”

She nodded. “Okay. There’s my motivation.” Another falter, her expression fading before she yanked it back into place again. “I need you to do something for me tonight, Sir,” she softly said.

“Anything, pet.”

“Uh, don’t call me that tonight, for starters, while we’re doing this. Not that I don’t want you to, but it’ll be too confusing. If I’m going to own this, I need to fully own it. Don’t look me in the eyes if you can avoid it, because I don’t want to break down crying. Don’t check in with me unless I signal you to. Or with Hunter. Let me handle Hunter.”

That was like the blind leading the blind…across a busy intersection at rush hour in Manhattan.

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely. I can handle Hunter. We don’t want his dad to think I’m a mooch. Well, problem solved, I have my own money and job. I can keep Hunter focused. I’m a trained professional.” She snorted. “Literally. I love improv.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “You are sooooo spending some quality time with the Hitachi tomorrow, sweetheart. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir. Now let’s get going before Hunter worries himself into a puking spell.”



* * * *



Hunter let Todd answer the door. Hunter stood in the kitchen, staring at the bottle of Xanax like a dog staring at a cookie jar.

All that was missing was the drooling.

He heard Todd let Coop and Dani in, but he didn’t go greet them.

When he heard them walk into the kitchen, he turned, his gaze darting up when he saw the sandals on Dani’s feet.

Pretty sure his jaw dropped, his eyes swiveled sideways to Coop, who was smiling. “I present your girlfriend, Miss Danielle Webb.”

She didn’t walk over to him, she glided, despite the pain he knew it had to be causing her. She smiled up at him, taking his arm and hooking hers through it.

“Hello, Hunter. I missed you, sweetie. I’m ready to meet your family.”

Speechless, he looked from her to Coop and back again.

“She’s asked to stay in character,” Coop said. “I’ve told her she’s on a loose leash. Tonight, you’ll be her boyfriend, and she’ll be your girlfriend.”

“I hope they don’t mind it took this long for me to work up the nerve to meet them,” she said, still staring intently into his eyes. “I’m very self-conscious around strangers since my accident. I know it’s in my head, but my doctors warned me it might take me a while.”

He swallowed hard, his throat dry. “H-how did we meet?”

“Through mutual friends, silly.” She rested her head against his chest as if this were perfectly natural for them. “Mikayla and her husband had me over for dinner when you were there with Ned and Todd, and he and Todd introduced me to you, since you’re roommates. We hit it off immediately.”

He heard a dry click in his throat when he tried to swallow again. “And how long ago was this?”

“Oh, almost three months?”

That was about how long ago she’d met Coop.

“I still don’t do well in large crowds of people in social settings yet,” she added, still snuggling against him as if getting used to the contact, trying him on like a coat or a sweater. “The accident was very traumatic. You’ve been so sweet and patient with me, trying not to overwhelm me.”

“Put your arms around her,” Coop said.

Hesitantly, Hunter did, knowing he couldn’t act like this in front of his family. They’d never buy it.

Taking a deep breath, he let it out again and pretended like he meant it. If Dani could work up the courage to do this for him, he couldn’t blow the opportunity just because he wasn’t used to hugging her.

She reached her arms around him and looked up into his eyes. “Let me lead tonight,” she softly said. “I’m great at improv. Just follow my lead, and this will be easy-peasy. I promise. We’ve got this.”

He looked over her shoulder at Coop. “Master, I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You can, and you will,” he said. “I trust her. Do you trust me?”

“Yes, Master.”

“I trust her,” Todd said.

“She’ll keep you from having an anxiety attack,” Coop said. “She knows the tricks as well as you do. Let her be your anchor tonight. She and I have already talked.”

“But…” He licked his lips, trying not to stare at the Xanax bottle. “I don’t want to lie.”

“You’re not lying,” Coop insisted. “And good job, you, earlier, for dodging around stuff. I did notice that. You’re acting. That doesn’t break any of our rules. I give you permission to say or do whatever it takes to convince your family Dani’s your girlfriend.”

Todd draped an arm around Coop’s shoulders. “Does that mean I get another one of those kisses from you tonight, mister?”

“Maybe. If you’re a good boy,” Coop drawled without taking his gaze off Hunter and Dani. He reached down and delivered a hard slap to Todd’s ass.

Todd let out a snort and dropped his arm. “This should be an interesting evening.”



* * * *



Coop wouldn’t deny feeling the slightest twinge of jealousy watching Dani with Hunter. Only because they were both his, and it killed him that he couldn’t openly march in there with one on each arm and Todd on Hunter’s other side and just be authentic the way they could at Mikayla’s or any of their other friends’ houses.

He had to pretend he didn’t love that woman so damn much that he ached when he couldn’t be with her. He’d fought labeling that sensation until today, when he couldn’t deny it any longer.

And Hunter. He loved him, too, even though he knew his claim to Hunter’s heart was secondary to Todd’s. Still, in some ways, Hunter was his. In the ways Todd didn’t mind him being.

Dani wore a playful smile. “Yes, so what is this kiss I heard about? I’m intrigued.” She stood with her arm hooked around Hunter’s. “I want to see a repeat, since that was supposed to be my special thing.”

“Me, too,” Hunter said. “I missed it.”

Coop turned to Todd. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to kiss the guy, but as they’d eased farther into their wacky little world, he’d imagined the first time he really kissed either man in a romantic way that it would have been…romantic.

“Want me to take the lead?” Todd snarked.

“I’m the big spoon,” Coop said.

“I’m two inches taller than you,” Todd quipped.

“I’m eight years older than you.”

“I’m—”

“Kiss him!” Dani and Hunter yelled.

Coop stared up into Todd’s green eyes.

Then the bastard dipped his knees, dropping down to Coop’s height. “Better?” He grinned.

“Asshole.” But Coop grabbed him and kissed him, hard, pleasantly surprised when Todd grabbed him back and pulled him close, their bodies now pressed against each other. With his lips slanted over Todd’s, he finally closed his eyes and flicked his tongue over the seam of Todd’s lips. Then the other man’s mouth opened for him and their tongues met and tasted and started dueling for control of the kiss.

Coop reached a hand up into Todd’s short, wavy hair, so different than Hunter’s or Dani’s, and tried to grab a fistful of it to hold him in place.

Todd ground his hips against Coop’s, his fingers digging hard into Coop’s ass, even through his shorts.

Aaannnd I’m hard. Fuck.

He wasn’t the only one. The stiff outline of Todd’s cock rubbed against his through their shorts and briefs.

He stepped forward, roughly pushing Todd back against the counter, pinning him there and holding him in place, taking charge, asserting his control while trying to maintain his own.



* * * *



“Holy fuck,” Hunter muttered.

Dani could sympathize. They stood there, heads tipped to the side like a couple of pet poodles, intently watching this sexy scene play out in front of them.

She didn’t know about Hunter, but she found it hotter than fuck.

They tipped their heads the other way, watching as Ned braced one hand against the upper cabinets even as he kept kissing Todd. Todd now had one leg hooked around Ned’s and was rocking his hips against the man, frantically humping him, one hand on Ned’s ass and the other splayed in the middle of Ned’s back to hold him in place.

Dani and Hunter looked at each other. Hunter’s wide-eyed amazement likely matched her own.

“I don’t know about you,” she whispered, “but that’s got me hot.”

He grabbed one of her hands and placed it on the front of his shorts, where his cock was also hard. “Question answered?”

“Uh-huh.” They turned back to watch the two men, Hunter pulling her hand from the front of his shorts, but he laced his fingers through hers, not letting go of her.

Well, at least he’s more comfortable with me now.

Ned and Todd were locked like that for a good two minutes, at least, writhing together before Ned finally lifted his mouth from Todd’s.

“Stop fucking squirming around,” Ned growled at him. “Hold the fuck still.”

“I can’t hold fucking still,” Todd growled back. “It feels too goddamned good!”

“I know it feels good, that’s the fucking point!”

“I’m not a girl!”

“You’re humping my leg like one!”

“I can’t help it, Coop, you got me fucking hard!”

“Well, fucking hold the fuck still, and I’ll take care of that for you!”

It looked like Ned was reaching for Todd’s belt to unfasten it when Dani realized these two had fallen completely down the rabbit hole and forgot they weren’t alone in the kitchen, and that they had places to be.

Then Hunter giggled.

She cleared her throat. “Um, gentlemen?”

The men froze. Ned looked over his shoulder at her, while Todd, who’d hopped up onto the counter and had both legs now hooked around Ned’s hips, peered around Ned.

She held up her left wrist, where she actually was wearing a watch, for once. A pretty little piece of costume jewelry her mom and dad had given her back in high school.

“Not to interrupt your fun, but I think we have a cookout to attend, don’t we?”

Both Ned and Todd seemed at a loss for words. “Uh…” they echoed.

“Maybe I should drive,” Hunter said. “I haven’t had a Xanax yet. Let them have the backseat.”

“Looks more like they need a room,” Dani teased.


Chapter Seventeen



Todd ended up driving, because they took Todd’s car. So Dani and Hunter sat in the backseat and she made herself stay in character, including reaching over and holding hands with Hunter during the ride to his brother’s new house.

He finally seemed to be relaxing into the role thrust upon him.

She gently stroked her thumb along his, occasionally squeezing his hand to get him to look at her, where she’d give him a smile.

They didn’t talk much during the ride, both of them more amused to watch Todd and Ned in the front, the silent, smoldering looks the two of them kept exchanging.

No one had given or received an orgasm once they peeled themselves off each other in the kitchen. They’d both taken a couple of moments to freshen up, try to unharden their cocks, and then rejoined Hunter and Dani in the living room, where the two of them were sitting on the sofa.

Dani had been working with Hunter, trying to find the most comfortable and natural-feeling cuddle position for them. Because if they didn’t have this nailed down now, it’d be impossible for either of them while in front of his family.

She had faith in him, knew he could pull this off if she could keep his attention focused on her. He was used to following, she was used to being independent. Meaning even though she was submissive to Ned, she had no problem taking charge and leading when called for.

Like right now.

When they reached the house, they had to park on the street because of all the cars. Fortunately, it was a quiet, upscale neighborhood without any through-traffic. Todd drove down the street a little farther and then turned around so that he could park with Dani’s side of the car closer to the sidewalk. When the car came to a stop, Hunter got out and walked around to her door, opening it for her and helping her out.

She rose up on her toes to brush a kiss over his lips. “Thank you, sweetie,” she said, no longer Ned’s girl.

She was Hunter’s girlfriend. That’s who she’d stay until they were safely away from there later tonight.

He forced a smile and she took his hand in hers, lacing fingers with him. “We’ve got this,” she whispered to him. “Do I look okay?”

“Yeah. You look beautiful.”

She reached up and palmed his cheek. “Thank you.”

This had to be more difficult for him than for her, and not just because of the stakes involved. He was used to contact with Todd and Ned, but not with her. They’d both adjusted to being around each other socially, and even in the context of their relationship with Ned, but this was the most physical contact they’d had since they’d met.

He gave her a curt nod before she hooked her arm through his again and he slowed his steps to take into account her reduced mobility. She’d opted for flat sandals, both for comfort and for practicality. She didn’t want to be in more pain than necessary, or accidentally turn an ankle and face-plant in front of his family.

She’d had gorgeous shoes she’d given to friends before moving from New York, some cherished pairs making the move with her. A few pairs she couldn’t bear to part with but knew she might never wear again, except while her ankles were in the air, remained in her closet.

The sandals she currently wore she’d bought upon returning to Florida. Completely impractical for New York except in spring and summer, they could be worn nearly year-round in the Sunshine State. Except—ironically—during summer downpours.

They were also stable shoes she could comfortably wear for hours without fear of death by accidentally self-inflicted misadventure at a family cookout.

Todd and Ned followed them, and she hoped both were enjoying the view they were getting, of Hunter’s cute ass and how she absolutely fucking owned that dress.

The hard-on Ned had sported when he picked her up had been evidence of that. She’d seen the dress the week before and splurged on it because it’d only cost her twenty-five bucks after discounts and a coupon. She’d planned to wear it for Ned, but this was a worthy cause.

If she could help Hunter get his inheritance, it meant he could finally find the happiness he yearned for. It felt like the bad plot of an old Broadway farce. All they needed was Cary Grant and an escaped chimpanzee or something.

She felt zero nervousness as they approached the front door. The worst of her nerves, her stage fright, she’d already dealt with before Ned picked her up. She’d worked through her pre-show jitters with a short series of exercises she’d never in her life thought she’d go through again.

When Hunter tensed next to her, she tightened her grip on his arm and leaned in. “You’re doing great, sweetheart,” she whispered, a term that she’d never heard Ned or Todd use with him. She wanted to stay away from any term of endearment the other men had ever used, unless she had to pull out a “boy” or “pup” or something similar to focus him.

“I don’t feel great.”

“You’re going to rock this.” She reached out and rang the doorbell before he could, his arm relaxing just a little in her grip, more naturally flexing.

When the woman answered, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, her eyes widened a little when she saw Dani and Hunter standing there. “Hey, Hunter. Is this Dani?”

Dani hated that Hunter hadn’t had the opportunity to make the introduction himself and have a chance to take ownership of their roles.

So she improvised. Stepping closer to him, molding herself against him, she played nervous even as she pressed the fingers from her other hand against the inside of his wrist, on a pressure point there she knew helped control nausea.

“Hi, I’m Dani,” she said, noting with satisfaction how Hunter’s head whipped toward her in alarm at her soft, shaky tone. “Nice to meet you.”

“I’m Margie,” she said, starting to extend her hand.

As soon as Dani shrank even more against Hunter’s side, his inner actor finally kicked in. He reached out, angling his body to shield Dani.

“Sorry, Margie. I should have said something earlier. Dani’s very sensitive to touch. It’s a long story, part of what happened in her accident.”

Bingo. Atta boy.

Margie’s eyes widened a little more, and Dani almost felt sorry for her.

Almost.

And it wasn’t even a lie, what Hunter had said.

“I have a lot of pain issues,” Dani said. “I’m sorry.”

“No! No, it’s okay,” Margie said, stepping aside to let them in. “I’ll make sure to warn everyone.”

“I hope people don’t think I’m being standoffish,” Dani said, allowing more fear into her tone. She turned slightly, in the foyer, and pointed at the back of her dress. “There was some nerve damage when they had to stabilize my spine.”

Above the top of the low back on the dress, she knew from using a hand mirror to check, you could see most of her scar.

An audible gasp erupted from Margie. “You poor thing!” She turned to Todd and Ned and waved them in, closing the door behind them. “Oh, come on out, let me go in and warn everyone to be careful. Can I get you a pillow or something?”

“I just can’t tolerate a hard chair for long. I’m sorry to be a pain in the—”

“No!” Margie waved her off. “Not at all! My sister had to have spine surgery, and it was horrible for her. I totally get it. Come on out to the back.” She raced ahead.

Todd and Ned stepped up on either side of them, staring after her in stunned silence.

Hunter held up a fist, low, to Dani.

She bumped with him.

They followed Margie toward the back of the house.



* * * *



Hunter wasn’t stupid enough to get his hopes up just yet. The night was young, and there was still plenty of time for something to bork their plans to convince his family he was a horny het dude.

But even he had to admit Dani was not only playing her part note-perfect, she had him convinced of it, too.

Well, besides the fact that he was forcing himself not to watch Todd and Coop and the way they were interacting. If he did watch them, he’d get horny.

And that might not be a good thing in this particular context.

Margie cleared two of her kids off a cushioned rattan settee on the lanai so Dani and Hunter could sit there. At one point, when Hunter got up to get Dani a drink, Hunter’s mom cornered him in the kitchen.

“She’s absolutely wonderful!” She smacked him on the arm, hard. “Why haven’t you brought her around sooner?”

“Because, Mom, she’s nervous around strangers. Please, go easy on her. And definitely do not do that to her!” he said as he rubbed his arm. “She has horrible pain issues as it is.”

“Well, we wouldn’t be strangers if you had introduced us sooner! You are bringing her to dinner next week at our house. Oh, and we’re having your birthday dinner next week.”

Now Hunter’s stomach threatened to upend. “Mom, let me work her into the family gently, please? If it hadn’t been for Coop and Todd also begging her to come tonight, she probably wouldn’t have.”

That was the wrong thing to say, because she frowned. “Well, why not?”

Shit shit shit! “Mom, a guy died in that car accident, okay? She watched him die and couldn’t help him. It was very traumatic for her. And like I said, she has a lot of really bad pain, even though she does a great job of trying to hide it. Please, tonight was a huge step for her. She knows Coop and Todd, and she’s friends with them. Having them here with me is helping her relax a little because she knows them.”

“Oh. Well, fine. All four of you are coming to dinner next week. Wednesday.” She nodded before turning, settling the issue.

Shit! “I don’t know what Coop and Todd’s schedules are with that change, and let me feel Dani out first to make sure she’s not overwhelmed. Please?”

“It’s your birthday party. We had to move it because Kent told me tonight he’s going out of town the week after. I’ll ask your friends and confirm with them and then we can ask her. You won’t know if you don’t ask.”

He didn’t know if he could deal with that. At least with everyone else around, including grandchildren, his parents’ attention was somewhat divided.

“I’ll promise I’ll ask her, but I’m not going to force her if she doesn’t feel ready. Or if she’s in a lot of pain that night. Now, I’ve talked to her psychologist, and I’m not going to do something to push her away.” Time to nut up and make the chimi-fucking-changas. “I really like her. I don’t want to screw this up.”

That made her stop and turn, studying him. “You really like her?”

“Yeah. Like, really like her.”

“As in you’re in love with her?”

“I don’t want to say that yet. I want to say that, but we haven’t known each other that long. I want to be cautious.”

His mom approached him again and dropped her voice. “Is she the one?”

“Maybe. But if you scare her off, I swear I’ll never forgive you.”

She shocked him by throwing her arms around him and hugging him, long and hard. Finally, she said, “I was really beginning to think you were gay. Not that I wouldn’t still love you, because I would, but you know your father.” She finally let go of him. “I just want you to be happy. I promise I’ll go easy on her.”

“I mean, what’s not for Dad to love about her?” he said, hoping this wasn’t pouring on too much schmaltz. “She’s got her own money and asked me about a pre-nup before I could even bring it up. To protect her settlement money. So no, she’s not a gold-digger. But please don’t expect her to want to work at the stores if this does work out, because she can’t physically manage it. She’s rebuilding her life, and I want to be a part of that.”

Well, as a friend, but close enough…

“I’ll handle your father,” she said, patting him on the arm. “Just don’t push her away if she is the one.”

“I won’t push her away, Mom. I promise.”

His mom left the kitchen and he felt like a bad case of the shakes were about to hit him. He finished dumping ice into the cup for Dani and getting her some water before returning to the lanai.

He handed it to her and carefully sat, making sure to keep up the pretense of her being far more disabled than she really was.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said, leaning in for a quick peck on the lips.

As his eyes met hers, he couldn’t help but smile back. “You’re welcome, sweetie.”

She winked.

He winked back.

Then she tipped her head onto his shoulder and he found it easy to let his arm settle around her shoulders.



* * * *



Todd tried not to watch Hunter and Dani together as the evening progressed. It wasn’t that he was jealous of her, because he wasn’t. Especially because of what she was trying to do to help Hunter. He knew the strain she was under and he loved her for doing it for Hunter.

It was because after that hella fucking hot kiss Coop had sucked out of him earlier, it was too easy for him to start engaging in what-if fantasies of him, Hunter, and Coop together in bed.

Hell, the four of us. Why not include Dani? He might not be fucking her, but he wouldn’t mind watching Coop fuck her.

Watching Coop’s ass while he fucked her.

Fucking Coop’s ass while he fucks her.

Oooh, baby.

Aaaaand he was hard again.

Dammit.

He’d done so good, too, trying to beat back his earlier chub.

That had been one of the fucking hottest kisses of his life. And yeah, had Dani not interrupted them, the next step would have been…

Well, he wasn’t sure what it would have been, but had Coop ordered him to bend his ass over that counter to get fucked, he would have been willing to do it without a second thought.

And from the way Coop had been hard, there was no doubt in his mind there would have been orgasms involved.

As the evening went on, every time he touched Coop, or the man touched him—not even sexually, either, just innocent stuff like a hand on an arm—his cock threatened to tent the front of his shorts. Hunter’s family was eating up Dani’s act like it was the best mac and cheese they’d ever had, apparently totally in love with her.

Everything seemed to be going well. They’d made it through dinner and were all now lounging around and talking, some people enjoying the new pool, some of the kids inside playing video games. A great evening. Fun, even, despite not being able to talk with Hunter much because of the circumstances.

Then he accidentally locked gazes from across the lanai with Hunter.

He hadn’t meant to. He understood why Dani had specifically asked Coop not to look her in the eye, because he’d seen it happen to Hunter before. That intense, intimate eye-to-eye contact triggering an emotional response when tensions were already running high.

Hunter ripped his gaze away from Todd’s before Todd could look away first, and he saw how the man’s fist suddenly tightened into a ball next to him.

Another tell, Hunter digging his nails into his palm to try to rein in the reaction before it spun out of his control, much like Dani pinching herself.

Dani flashed Todd an angry glare before she reached over to Hunter and took his other wrist in her hand and started rubbing it while she was talking to Sascha. 

Shit.

Todd wouldn’t blame her if she laid into him over that, either. All her hard work tonight. Everyone loved her. If Hunter’s dad didn’t give him the inheritance this time around, it was because his dad was an asshole, not because of anything Dani did wrong.

Hell, Todd even believed she was in love with Hunter.



* * * *



Dani wanted to kill Todd. She’d felt Hunter suddenly tense next to her, and when she glanced away from where Sascha was droning on about something, she realized exactly what had happened when she followed Hunter’s gaze across the lanai.

Shit. Time to exit, stage left.

She grabbed Hunter’s wrist and pressed her fingers into it, just using a little bit of nails to grab his attention. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but would it be okay if you took me home? I forgot to bring my meds with me, and I’m really starting to hurt. I thought I could hold out longer. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, uh, sure.”

She also didn’t let go of his wrist when he stood, knowing if she did he risked a full-on meltdown. She needed him anchored on her, at least until she got him into the car and safely away from there. It’d been nearly three hours already.

If it hadn’t been for the fact that she’d been enjoying “acting” and the reactions she was getting from Hunter’s family—including his father—she would have been ready to bolt out the door as soon as dinner was over.

She hadn’t needed much in the way of lies. She’d been able to use her whole backstory—only omitting the BDSM stuff—to win them over and entertain them. It felt like the night had been a win.

Until now.

Hunter helped her to her feet and Margie, Sascha, Hunter’s mom—who’d insisted that Dani call her “Mom”—and Hunter’s other sister, Elaine, all gathered around.

“Thank you so much for coming tonight,” his mom said, not reaching in for a hug.

Which was a good thing, because Dani was keeping an eye on Hunter out of the corner of her eye and his gaze was now firmly fixed on his feet.

Dani applied a little more pressure to his wrist with one hand and quickly reached out to touch the older woman’s arm with her other before withdrawing her hand.

“Thank you for being so understanding about my…issues.” Dani flashed what she hoped came off as a nervous smile. “Hunter kept telling me you guys would be wonderful to me. I’m so sorry I dragged my feet all this time.”

“Well, hopefully you’ll feel up to coming over to dinner this week,” his mom said. “Wednesday. We’re celebrating Hunter’s birthday early, because Kent has to be out of town on business the week after.”

“I’ll try to be there,” Dani said. “I can’t predict what my pain levels will be from one day to another.”

“I understand, dear. It was very nice to finally meet you. We hope we’ll see more of you.”

After a round of good-byes and getting Coop and Todd moving, they headed back to the car, Dani clinging to Hunter’s arm as if she needed the help.

What she was really doing was digging her nails into the flesh of Hunter’s inner arm. He’d started trembling, his breathing unsteady and ragged, his tone dull and soft as he’d said his good-byes.

When they were in the car and pulling away from the house, Dani waited until they were a safe distance away to unbuckle her seat belt and slide over to Hunter, pulling him against her, his head tucked against her chest, her arms tightly encircling him.

His arms slipped around her, holding on to her, and now he sucked in choppy gasps of air.

“Shh,” she whispered into his hair, running her nails along his scalp. “You did good, sweetheart. Such a good boy.” He hadn’t even needed a Xanax during the evening.

“Is he okay?” Coop and Todd both asked.

She held up a hand to silence them. If they were going to do this, she’d have to accept every invite his parents gave her, make it look like she was pushing herself to do it for them to please them, keep the act going.

That meant Hunter had to trust her.

“I can’t keep doing this, Dani,” he moaned, barely above a whisper.

“Yes, you can. You did it tonight, sweetheart. You did so good.”

“Coop and Todd can’t come with us every time. That’ll look weird.”

“That’s okay. We got this. You got this. Where are we?”

“In the back seat of Todd’s car.”

“What do you smell?”

She was aware of the warmth of his breath against her chest as he sniffed. “Vanilla something.”

She fought the urge to giggle. “Vanilla oil. Do you like vanilla?”

“As a food, yes. As sex, it doesn’t do much for me, sorry.”

Relief washed through her. If he could joke, despite how horrible he still sounded, it meant he was coming back from the brink of his panic attack.

“Then I’ll make sure I always wear vanilla oil when we see your parents so you can smell it and feel calm and safe with me.” She nuzzled her cheek against the top of his head.

She didn’t know if the men up front could hear Hunter’s side of the conversation or not, and frankly, she didn’t care.

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you so much for all of this. I know how hard it was for you.”

“Hey, it’s what friends do for each other.”

“I’m sorry I started to—”

“It’s okay,” she gently said. “I fixed it before it became a problem. That was my job tonight. And it’ll be my job every time we’re around your family, for as long as you need me to do it, to keep you grounded and focused and there in the moment with me. Partners in crime, okay?”

A soft snort escaped him at that. He finally lifted his head and looked her in the eyes. “Partners in crime. I like that.”

She cupped his face in her palms. “Any time you need me, I’ll be there for you.” She realized even as she said it she wasn’t just giving him convenient lip service, either. Sometime during the evening she’d shifted her perspective from fellow pet of a common owner, to true friends, to feeling downright protective of the man.

Especially after hearing some of the snarky comments his brothers made to him, until they’d learned Dani’s story and had been taken in hand either by their women—in the case of Terry—or their sisters or mother to back off their teasing of Hunter around Dani.

As much as Todd loved Hunter, and as much as Dani knew Coop cared for him, they couldn’t fight this battle for him on the front lines, even if it was emotionally killing the two men inside. Hunter needed her.

I can do this. It’ll help me focus.

Of course it was an avoidance technique. Fuck it, it was for a good cause. If she could help Hunter get his inheritance now, at least there’d be one really good deed in her life she could unashamedly lay claim to.

If they had to get him through another five years…well, she’d do that, too.

She’d led a relatively charmed life before her accident. She hadn’t realized how charmed it’d been despite the surface flaws that had been her fault for not tending to sooner. Helping Hunter get through this would be a life-long reminder to herself of why she had to keep working with Ted and focus on her own issues.

“You’re not wearing your seatbelt,” he noted.

“I know. Are you all right?”

“Yeah. Go ahead and buckle up, please.”

She studied his face for a moment to see if he was really back and grounded or just trying to divert her attention. Seeing he looked more relaxed, and appeared to be breathing at a slower, steadier rate, she leaned in and brushed one more kiss across his lips before scooting back to the other side of the seat and buckling up.

But she reached over and held out her hand for his.

He took it.

When she squeezed, he squeezed back.


Chapter Eighteen



Coop didn’t want to get into a “discussion” about what had happened until they were safely inside Todd and Hunter’s place. He didn’t want Hunter’s cousin spotting anything out of the ordinary if she was spying on them, like he frequently caught her doing when coming and going.

Before he could, though, Dani caught Coop’s hand and led him into the kitchen.

“You need to spend the night with Hunter,” she whispered.

Conflict immediately smacked him squarely in the head. “I promised you time.”

“I’m good. He needs you. He needs to decompress. Take him to your house tonight.”

“I…” He stared at her.

Dammit, he was the Master.

Okay, he was Hunter’s Master. He was her Dom.

He reached out, cupped the back of her neck, and kissed her. It wasn’t lost on him that he normally kissed her far more gently than he’d been kissing Todd earlier in that very same kitchen.

“We all go to my house tonight,” he finally said. Taking her hand, he led her back to the living room, where Todd was hugging Hunter. “Everybody pack for overnight. Sleepover at my house.”

“Why don’t you take Dani and go on ahead,” Todd said. “We’ll be along.”

“We can’t,” Dani said, pointing toward the dividing wall. “Because Hunter’s mom will hear about it at some point from his cousin. Hunter and I need to leave together if we’re going to be gone all night.”

Todd nodded, kissing Hunter before he released him. “Then you go with them. I’ll pack for us and follow along in a little bit.”

“Hold on,” Dani said. She walked over to Hunter and took his hands. “Are you okay with this?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I trust you. After tonight, I know I can deal with anything as long as you’re on my side. I want to do this. All four of us playing.”

She pulled him in for a hug. “Thank you, sweetie.”

“Do we need to swing by your place?” Coop asked Dani.

“No, Sir. I packed comfy clothes in case I needed them.” She pointed to the small bag she’d brought with her that still sat in the foyer where he’d left it after carrying it in for her earlier, not having thought about its contents.

“Good girl.”

They headed out again, Coop and Hunter getting into the front of Coop’s SUV while Dani took the backseat.

Once they were on their way again, Coop reached over and patted Hunter’s thigh. “I’m proud of you, boy,” he said. “You did good tonight.”

“Thank you for calling Dani,” he said. “I’m sorry I doubted you.” Coop worried about him. The tone of Hunter’s voice told Coop how exhausted the man was.

He glanced at Dani in the rearview mirror, where he could see she wore a pleased smile. “Our girl did good tonight. Real good. I’m proud of both of you.”

Her smile widened. “Someone mentioned Hitachi time at some point.”

“Ohhh, you’d best believe it.”

He let out a sigh of relief to shut the engine off in his own driveway. Hunter carried Dani’s bag for her while Coop helped her out. Inside his front door, with it closed behind them, he pulled them both close. With his hands cupping the backs of their necks, he kissed Dani, then stared into Hunter’s eyes for a long moment before leaning in and tenderly kissing him.

When he lifted his lips from Hunter’s, the man tried to follow him and not lose contact.

“Relax, boy,” he told him. “We’ve got all night and tomorrow. There will be plenty more of that. As long as you’re up for it.”

Hunter looked up at him, his sweet brown eyes similar to but different than Dani’s.

“Thank you, Master. I am.”

Coop smiled. “Yes, you thank me now.”

Dani giggled.

He had them both naked, cuffed, and collared when Todd arrived and locked the front door behind him. He set a duffel bag on the couch and shot Coop a smirk.

“As I was leaving, Louise ‘just happened’ to step outside to walk that little dust mop of hers and ask where everyone was going.”

“What’d you tell her?”

“I told her I was going to spend the night with a friend, and as far as I knew, Hunter was spending the night with his girlfriend.”

“Technically not a lie,” Coop said, grinning.

“I know, right? This’ll be easy.”

“Speak for yourself,” Hunter grumbled.

Coop caught the ring on the front of Hunter’s collar, pulled him in, and stared into his eyes. “In this one way, I’m giving Dani control over you. Understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Good boy.”

“So now what?” Todd asked, standing there with his hands on his hips.

Coop released Hunter’s collar and walked over to Todd. He grabbed him and pulled him in for another one of those hard, crushing kisses from earlier. “If I’m not mistaken, there’s a boy who’s been fantasizing about getting spit-roasted. Dibs on his ass.”

“What if I want you to fuck my ass?” Todd rumbled against the side of his throat.

“That can be round two,” Coop said.



* * * *



Dani wasn’t sure what was going to happen but hoped that it happened soon.

She was hornier than fuck now that the sexy, primal grunting and kissing part of the program had resumed.

Oooh, yeah.

Ned led them into his bedroom. After ordering Dani to lie down on the bed on her back on the far side, he used snap clips to hook her wrist cuffs together and then tied them to the headboard. He grabbed the short spreader bar and hooked it to her ankle cuffs, a smile on his face.

“Stay right there, sweetheart.” He retrieved the Hitachi and an extension cord and she wouldn’t deny she was wet and horny for it, even though all he did was tease her by laying it on the bed between her legs, not touching her clit, switched off.

He grabbed Hunter’s collar and kissed him again, reaching down with his other hand and stroking the man’s cock. “Go grab a towel from the bathroom to put under you, boy,” he said. “Unless you want to do my laundry tonight. And grab condoms and lube from the bathroom.”

He released Hunter and spun him around, delivering a swat to his ass.

Then Dani watched as Ned and Todd stood face to face for a long moment. Ned grabbed Todd again, kissing him hard. “Not sure I’m ready to get my ass fucked yet,” Ned said when he let him come up for air. “You okay with that?”

“Yeah,” Todd gasped. “Just want to feel that cock of yours inside me.”

She licked her lips as she watched Ned unbuckle Todd’s belt and unfasten his shorts, shoving them and his briefs down before slowly stroking Todd’s cock. Ned let Todd unfasten his, then the man sank to his knees and engulfed Ned’s cock with his mouth, both men letting out needy moans that Dani echoed from her spot on the bed as she watched.

Ned’s heavy-lidded eyes took her in, her helpless position. “Don’t worry, my sweet pet. You were a very good girl for me. You’ll be well rewarded.” He held her gaze as he rested a hand on the back of Todd’s head and slowly fucked the man’s mouth.

Holy…shit!

Yes, she’d watched some really good gay male porn in her time.

This was even better. She wished she was on her knees with Todd, helping him worship Ned’s cock.

Hunter returned with the items and then Ned made Todd get up while he had Hunter climb onto the bed on his hands and knees.

Hunter had time to flash her an almost bashful smile before his eyes dropped closed and he let out a moan as Ned knelt behind him and started working lube into his ass.

Todd got onto the bed, at the head, legs spread and drawn up at the knees so Hunter could reach his cock with his mouth. When Todd realized she was watching, he dropped the leg closest to her so she could see better. He had both hands resting on the back of Hunter’s head.

“He can deep-throat me all the way to the balls,” Todd proudly said.

She licked her lips, wondering if Todd and Hunter would end up being on the menu, too. At this point, she’d do whatever Ned asked of her with the two cuties.

Hunter’s eyes flicked open briefly, locking gazes with her for only a moment before they dropped closed again as he loudly moaned around Todd’s cock. When she looked down his back, she realized Ned had sheathed himself in a condom and was working his cock into Hunter’s ass.

“Oh, that’s my good boy,” Ned praised as Hunter flexed his hips, impaling himself on Ned’s cock.

Dani realized her little whimper of need had been out loud and not just in her mind when Ned smiled down at her. “Patience, pet. I haven’t forgotten you.” He worked his cock all the way inside Hunter’s ass and held still for a moment before reaching over for the Hitachi.

Oh, f—

She didn’t even have time to finish the thought, because Ned’s gaze locked with hers as he switched the vibrator on high and then pressed it to her clit. Unable to close her legs, she felt the first orgasm immediately swell and explode inside her as Ned chuckled.

“There’s my good girl,” he said. She felt him start moving, Hunter’s moans in counterpoint meaning fun was being had by all. “There’s my very good girl. Thinks she’s getting a show, but she’s actually giving us a show.”

Something about the tone of his voice drilled right into her, in a different and even better way than when they were having sex alone.

Ned apparently sensed it, too. “Oh, yes. My very dirty pet, giving my boy and Todd a show, too. I think my pet likes showing off for you two. She likes showing what a good, horny girl she is for me.”

She tipped over the edge again, loudly, writhing against her bonds and knowing now that Ned had her spinning in that cycle he wouldn’t stop until he was ready to stop. When a hand closed around hers, she held on, not knowing who it belonged to and too far gone to care.

“Good girl,” Ned said, the bed now shaking, hard, as he fucked Hunter. “And good pup, too. Such a nice ass.”

She heard Hunter let out a moan when the shaking momentarily stopped and the vibrator was pulled away. She had time to crack an eye open and see that Ned had his other arm around Hunter’s waist and was jacking him off, and it was actually Hunter’s hand holding hers.

Then Ned spotted her watching. “Good girl.” He pressed the vibrator against her clit again and she was off to the races once more.

Hunter’s grip tightened on her hand as his moans increased in tempo.

“Make him come first,” Todd gasped. “It’s amazing feeling him squeezing my cock as he comes.”

“Good idea,” Ned said.

Dani was too far gone to care who was coming. She could barely catch her breath, her heart pounding in her chest, fluttering, as her orgasm broke free and took her over the crest. Then Hunter cried out, and Todd gasped.

“Yeah, that’s it, buddy,” Todd said.

“Fuck, yeah.” Ned groaned. “Oh, holy hell, yeah, that’s good,” he moaned before the vibrator disappeared and shut off.

The bed started shaking again and she managed to open her eyes in time to witness Ned’s orgasm with his cock buried in a guy’s ass.

As silence descended, she realized she still had hold of Hunter’s hand and started giggling.

The men waited her out.

“I’m glad you didn’t do that during sex, pet,” Ned said. “What’s so funny?”

“Technically, I guess if the question ever gets asked if me and Hunter have slept together, the truthful answer is yes.”

He started laughing, too, and lifted his head, letting Todd’s spent cock fall from his mouth. “I didn’t think about it like that.”

Ned nodded at her hands, and Todd reached up and freed her. Not letting go of Hunter’s hand, she reached over with her other one and stroked his head. “Thank you.”

He gently squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”

The men untangled themselves and went to clean up. Before he stepped into the bathroom, Ned unclipped the spreader bar and leaned in to kiss her.

“Are we okay?”

She smiled. “We’re fantastic, Sir.”


Chapter Nineteen



From Sunday morning until Wednesday, a kind of boot camp happened at Ned’s every spare moment they could get together. They all spent every night at Ned’s, Dani working with Hunter and trying to get him comfortable with her and working on trying to make him seem like he’d been dating Dani for a while.

By Wednesday night, with a combo of frequent cuddling, and even having them sleep in the same bed, Dani had Hunter convinced he could pull this off.

She hoped.

She wasn’t sure if his confidence came from within, or was born from their stated confidence in him.

She was convinced he was convinced he could do it, and she’d be damned if she’d admit otherwise to anyone, not even Ned. Not with her fear of him or Todd inadvertently telegraphing something to Hunter and accidentally blowing him out of the water.

Before climbing into Ned’s SUV on Wednesday night, Dani spoke with Hunter, alone, in Ned’s guest bedroom.

“You’ve got this,” she said, holding his hands.

“I’ve got this.”

“We’ve got this,” she said.

“We’ve got this.”

“Follow my lead, and trust me, all right?”

He nodded.

“Let me be your strength tonight. I’ll be there for you, I promise. I’ll get you through this. You follow my cues, and if you have any feeling like you might be about to panic, you look to me and me alone. Got it?”

“Got it.”

Her own heart was racing, fluttering. Had been more frequently than usual for the past few days, but she attributed that to the stress they were all under trying to get Hunter ready for tonight. She’d had these episodes on occasion for a couple of years now. One doctor had attributed it to stress and her anxiety, since she didn’t have anything really show up on her exams.

Dani had dressed up and worn makeup, making sure Hunter was dressed spiffy, too. They even held hands on the way over.

And she wore the vanilla oil. Ned and Todd had added a little bit of operant conditioning to the mix over the past couple of days, having Dani hold the bottle of oil near Hunter’s nose, stroking his hair with her hand, while they edged him and kept him begging for release.

Even after just a couple of days, if he smelled vanilla it practically made him horny. But it did the trick, making him associate the scent with sex, with Dani.

She hoped it was enough.

His parents lived in a nice house, but not a mansion by any standards. There were already three cars parked in the driveway, with room for one more, so Ned parked there.

“Did you grow up here?” Dani asked Hunter.

“Sort of. I was twelve when they moved here.”

“Ready?” she asked.

He finally reached for the door handle and got out, walking around to help Dani out.

She cupped his face in her hands. “You’ve got this.”

He nodded, but she could sense the tension building in him already.

Ned and Todd walked ahead of them, holding hands in case anyone was watching from the house or pulled in after they did. But when they reached the front door, they stepped aside for Dani and Hunter, who reached out and rang the bell.

His mom answered, broadly beaming. “There’s the birthday boy!” She hugged him, then stopped herself before she hugged Dani. “I’m so glad you could make it, honey. How are you feeling?”

“I’m in pain. I’m sorry, Saturday night took a lot out of me.” She looked up at Hunter while clinging to his left arm. “But I didn’t want to miss his birthday party tonight.”

“That’s so sweet.” She held her hand out to Dani, who reached out with her free hand and quickly squeezed once before letting go. “Well, come on in. You’re a little early, but Hunter you always were. Such a good boy like that. We’ll do your presents after dinner,” she added, pointing to a sideboard in the living room where there was already a gift bag.

“Oh, thanks, Mom.”

Dani squeezed his arm again as they followed her inside. Terry and Margie must have owned the other car, because they were in the living room, their three kids excitedly discussing something in an adjacent room. It sounded like a video game was in progress.

His mom, Delores, had reserved the couch for Dani and Hunter and basically shepherded them there.

“Can I get you anything to drink, sweetie?” Hunter asked Dani.

“No, I’m good, thank you.”

She didn’t want to let go of Hunter. Even better that they thought it was because of her, and not because of Hunter. His stress had ratcheted up and tensed his entire body. She didn’t blame him, because her own pulse was racing, fluttering.

Todd and Ned were talking to Terry and Margie, keeping the focus off of Hunter, when more people started arriving. Hunter had to actually get up and shake hands, hug people, for fear of looking rude, but he always returned immediately to Dani’s side.

Then his mom called everyone in for dinner, to the dining room. Hunter helped Dani with her chair, and then sat next to her. Throughout dinner, she kept her foot hooked around his, while Todd and Ned had been seated down on the other end of the table, which had actually had another folding table stuck on one end to make more seating.

Better that way, because no risk of accidentally catching Ned’s or Todd’s gazes. The kids had all been seated in another room together, leaving the adults free to talk.

His dad stood to get their attention. “Thank you, everyone, for coming tonight. We had to make changes because of Kent’s work schedule, and he didn’t want to miss helping Hunter celebrate his thirty-fifth birthday.”

He pointed to Dani. “And even better, Hunter’s brought his girlfriend tonight. We were so happy to meet you, my dear. May you have many more family dinners with us for years to come.”

“Thank you,” she said, hoping her voice sounded terrified enough.

Hunter completed the act by reaching over to pat her on the arm.

“Up until a couple of weeks ago, to be honest, I wasn’t going to give Hunter his inheritance. I wasn’t sure that it was the right time yet. Then we met Dani. She seems to have brought about changes in him that we didn’t even know about.”

When Hunter tensed even more next to her, she reached over, her hand on his thigh, and dug her fingers in as hard as she could through his slacks. Her own pulse throbbed, harder than she’d ever felt before.

I really need to cut down on the coffee and iced tea.

But Hunter didn’t speak, didn’t move. He stared at his plate and she worried for a moment that he might explode, but he didn’t.

“I’m going to have the trust issue Hunter his inheritance,” his father finally continued.

Hunter laid his hand over hers and gently squeezed.

“Hunter has made many valuable contributions to the business over the years, and perhaps I haven’t always thanked him for that or recognized him the way I should.” He held his wine glass up and toasted Hunter. “Thank you, son.”

Everyone, including Dani and Hunter, picked up their glasses. Because of the way she felt, Dani had opted for water with her dinner, while Hunter had iced tea, although many people had wine.

“Thanks, Dad,” Hunter said.

“We’ll be going through this over the next week,” he told Hunter. Then he smiled. “And if there’s a wedding to be had, don’t worry. Your mother and I will be paying for that.”

Dani did her best to look slightly embarrassed, but then one of Hunter’s dingbat brothers started slapping the table. “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” and the rest of the family chimed in.

Dani looked at Hunter. She winked at him and leaned in, kissing him, pleased when he responded. She laid a hand on his cheek, caressing him. Before they both sat back, she whispered in his ear, “Good boy.”

It was…an amazing transformation. His whole body relaxed, which was more than she could say for herself.

“Thank you,” he whispered back.

She took a sip of her water as she started feeling a little lightheaded.

“When is the wedding, kiddo?” Terry chimed in from across the table.

“We’re not there yet,” Hunter said. “Give us some time.”

“Hey, she looks crazy about you. Not like some of those others. Put a ring on her while you’ve got her.”

“We’ll figure that out as we go,” Dani said to spare Hunter having to answer.

“Who wants cake?” his mom asked.



* * * *



Fortunately for Dani, Hunter appeared much more relaxed, because as the evening progressed, she felt like shit. The lightheadedness kept returning, even as she drank more water.

Hunter started opening presents. His brothers Kent and Dell, despite their wives trying to get them to shut up, gave him “friendly” ribbings from time to time about when he would marry Dani and start popping out kids. Margie kept giving Terry a warning stink-eye look, apparently to keep his mouth shut.

Fortunately, the kids had been given cake and left to run wild in the family room.

Finally, after about the twentieth stupid line from Kent and Dell, Dani had enough. She didn’t know if it was because she now really felt like shit and maybe she was—

Oh, fuck.

Maybe this was a panic attack, new symptoms.

She found herself rising and turning to face the two dick brothers. With her hand on Hunter’s shoulder, she glared at them.

“Do you have any idea how hard your brother works?” she softly asked.

The room went quiet.

“Do you have any idea how much of his heart and soul he puts into that business? No, he’s not a jeweler, but he’s been doing his best. He stresses so much to make sure everything’s right in the books. You have no idea. I’ve heard him talk about it. Have you even talked to him about it? Or do you think because he’s ‘just’ an accountant and runs the office that he’s worth less than you are? Well, do you?”

She realized how loud she’d gotten only after everyone had started staring at her.

“He might be your little brother, but he works his ass off. I don’t appreciate you talking to him like that.”

Hunter reached up and cupped his hand over hers, but she was on a roll, pissed off on his account and ready to smack the two jerks.

“We weren’t going to say anything about this yet,” she said, “because we’d just started talking about it. I begged him not to say anything, because I didn’t know if I could handle meeting all of you. He told me what a loving family you were, and I wanted to meet you, but you two have done nothing but pick on him all night.”

The two men exchanged guilty looks.

“I love him, but frankly, if this is how you treat him, I can’t deal with that. I won’t ever separate him from his family, but he deserves better from you.”

A collective gasp broke the silence.

Hunter stood and gently pulled her into his arms, protectively.

Lovingly.

She gasped for breath and wished her heart would stop racing, pounding, fluttering. She didn’t dare look toward Ned and Todd, sure that both men were probably ready to spring into action.

“I’m sorry,” she gasped, hopefully loudly enough that the others could hear her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’m sorry.”

“Shh, it’s okay, baby,” he said, holding her a little more tightly.

She clung to him. “No, it’s not. I’m not okay,” she whispered, feeling the world pulling into a tight, black pinprick of light that went dark.



* * * *



When she opened her eyes, she was lying down, Hunter hovering over her with her hand clutched in his. “Dani?”

“What…what happened?”

“You passed out, baby. It’s okay.”

“I’m sorry.” She tried to sit up, but she felt woozy, her heart still fluttering, racing.

“Don’t sit up,” he said. “Do you need your meds?”

“I…I don’t know. Maybe.”

Delores walked into her field of vision. “I called 911.”

“Mom!” Hunter said. “I told you not to do that!”

“Then let them check her out and see if she’s okay!”

Dani started to panic when she heard the siren outside, flashbacks hitting her, and she realized she was clutching Hunter’s hand with a death grip.

“I’ve got you,” he said, staring into her eyes. “I won’t leave you.”

“I’m sorry,” she tearfully whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

He stroked her hair, palming her cheek. “Shh.” He leaned in and kissed her as someone opened the front door, and ushered the paramedics in.

Well, shit.

Now she felt damned stupid. A panic attack, and here she’d promised Hunter she’d take care of him.

As the EMTs checked her out, one of them taking her pulse and listening to her heart with a stethoscope, she saw him frown. In a moment, they had her hooked up to a monitor and then all three men on the crew were frowning and talking into their radios.

“She really should go to the hospital,” one told Hunter. “Her pulse is extremely elevated, and there’s an unusual rhythm…”

She tried to focus on Hunter, her grip on his hand tight and unbreakable. “Please don’t leave me.”

“I won’t, baby. I’m riding with you.”

“We’ll follow you,” Todd said from somewhere behind them.

And then there was a blur as she was transported to the hospital, shuffled through intake, and more doctors agreed no, this wasn’t just a panic attack, and yes, she needed to be admitted until they figured out what was going on.

They gave her medicine to slow her pulse and put her in a room, and Hunter never left her side. The meds also left her woozy and confused, fuzzy.

His mom and dad had come to the hospital, following along behind Todd and Ned.

Finally, his mom and dad wanted to come in and see her, and Hunter let them.

“I’m so sorry, dear,” Delores said. “They didn’t mean to upset you. They’re really sorry. They just don’t understand their brother the way you do.”

“I’m sorry I got so upset. I shouldn’t have.”

Hunter had settled on Dani’s right side and took her hand again. Now she had an IV in her left, and she struggled not to have another panic attack over memories about her previous hospital stay.

“Baby, it wasn’t you,” Hunter assured her. “How long have you been having problems with your heart?”

“I…I don’t know. I mean, it races sometimes. But that’s just anxiety.”

“No, it’s not. They’re going to do tests, an echocardiogram, ultrasound, some other stuff. Did any of your doctors ever mention a heart issue?”

Fear started to settle in. “No.”

His father laid a hand on Hunter’s shoulder. “We can discuss the trust stuff this week. I’ll get the paperwork started tomorrow, and we’ll arrange everything by next week.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

Finally, they left.

“Where’s Ned and Todd?” she whispered.

“In the waiting room. Mom sort of ordered them to stay there. She wanted to come in first with Dad. They’ll be up in a couple of minutes. I’ve texted them.”

He sat next to her, still holding her hand.

“Thank you for staying with me.”

He cupped his hands around hers and brought it to his lips. “I’m here for you. I’m not leaving.”

“What do they think is wrong with me?” she asked.

“They don’t know yet.”

The thought of a night alone in the hospital terrified her, but she wouldn’t make him stress himself out.

Although, maybe this was the drugs working on her, but he certainly seemed calm.

Todd and Ned came in, and she started crying again when Ned leaned in and kissed her. “Are you all right, pet?”

“I’m scared, Sir.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Todd stood at the foot of the bed, his hands on her feet.

And Hunter still held her hand, not moving, not even for Ned.

“I’ll stay with her tonight,” Hunter said.

Ned turned to him. “It’s okay. I’ll stay with her.”

“No, it’s not okay,” Hunter said. “She was doing this for me. I want to stay with her. I’ll be okay.”

Ned and Todd exchanged a glance.

“Please,” Hunter said.

“Are you sure?” Todd asked.

“Absolutely.”

Ned leaned in again and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Are you okay with him staying tonight?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He turned and cupped Hunter’s face in his hands. “Take good care of her,” he said before kissing him.

“Yes, Master.”

Still, Hunter held her hand.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Nearly midnight.”

The two men briefly conversed in the corner before returning. “We’ll be back in the morning,” Ned said. He leaned in and kissed her one more time, on the lips. “Love you, pet.”

“Love you, Sir.”

He stroked Hunter’s head, holding on to him for a brief moment before releasing him. “Love you, boy.”

“Love you, too, Master.”

Todd leaned in to kiss him. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Then Todd squeezed her wrist, just above where Hunter was holding her hand.

When they left, she looked up at him. “Where will you sleep?” she asked.

“There’s a recliner in the corner. I’ll pull it over here next to the bed.”

“Okay.”

He stayed there, though, holding her hand. Even as she was about to drift off to sleep, she saw him staring at her, watching her.

“Thank you, Dani,” he whispered.

“For what?”

He offered a smile. “For everything.”


Chapter Twenty



By the next afternoon, they knew what her heart was doing, but not why. They deemed it safe to discharge her, with a prescription to control her heart rate and a referral to see a cardiologist.

As the three men drove her to Ned’s, Hunter sat in back with her and she stared out the window.

Every time she’d awakened that night, he’d been there next to her, holding her hand. Every time the nightmares dragged her kicking and screaming out of sleep, he soothed her.

He had to be exhausted, and he looked it.

“We’ve already got you an appointment with a cardiologist tomorrow,” Todd said.

“I don’t have insurance.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ned told her. “We’re getting you in as an emergency and we’ll figure the money out later.”

She finally nodded.



* * * *



By the next week, they were all still staying at Coop’s and frustration reigned. It was possible she’d need a procedure to take care of her arrhythmia, but until they isolated the source of her problem, the doctor couldn’t tell her anything else and didn’t want to just start trying things. She hadn’t had another episode like the night at Hunter’s parents’ house, and the medicine they now had her on seemed to be helping, but it was only a stop-gap measure.

Coop didn’t know what the future would hold, but he knew they needed to handle something.

Dani needed to be taken care of, and she needed to go on someone’s medical insurance. Her anxiety had ramped up because of all of this, and he didn’t want her to be alone.

Yes, she could pay for insurance, but depending on what they found, he worried it might mean she’d end up blowing through her settlement.

“I have the perfect solution,” Coop said as he stared at Dani and Hunter. “Hunter will marry Dani. That will shut Hunter’s family up once and for all and get them off his back, and it means Dani will have health insurance through Hunter’s company.”

Hunter hadn’t told his dad yet that he was quitting.

But what better excuse than having to take time off to take care of his new wife?

The two looked at each other before looking back at Coop. “Sir?” they said in unison.

Todd ran a hand through his hair. “It’s evil and diabolical, but I like it. It’s the ultimate fuck-you to Hunter’s dad, even if only we know about it.”

“But what about you two?” Hunter asked.

“What about us?” Coop asked.

“That’s not very fair to you two, is it?” Dani asked.

“Life’s not fair, pet. I’m more worried about your health and not putting you into bankruptcy because of it. My health insurance is okay, but Hunter’s is better. That, and with the inheritance, and all of us combining our earnings, we’ll be able to take care of you and still have a comfortable life. We’ve got more than enough room here at my house to live together.”

“We…could always have a double wedding,” Todd slowly said.

That earned him confused looks from the other three. “Huh?”

His slow grin split his face. “Double wedding.” He looked at Coop. “Me and you, and Dani and Hunter. A fuck-you to the IRS, so we can file as a married couple instead of two singles and save on our taxes.”

Coop stared at him for a long moment before he burst out laughing. “Dude, if you seriously want me to marry you, I expect you to at the very least drop to one knee.”

Todd did just that, grabbing Coop’s left hand and staring up at him with puppy dog eyes. “Marry me, and let’s make Hunter’s dad’s head explode.”

“Even though I’m not gay and you’re not my slave?”

Todd sucked Coop’s index finger into his mouth and swirled his finger around it before letting it go with a soft, wet pop. “Keep telling yourself that. I can see what it does to you. Unless you want me to stop giving you blowjobs and letting you fuck my ass, you might not be gay or bi, but you’re definitely heteroflexible where me and Hunter are concerned.”

Her first night back, Dani hadn’t felt like participating, but had asked if the men would mind giving her a show.

She hadn’t had to ask twice.

Coop stared down at Todd, finally reaching out and raking his hand through the other man’s hair. “Yeah, I don’t know what the hell I am anymore, to be honest. Not that it matters, I guess. Fuck it, life’s short, and I have no desire to get rid of any of you.”

He pulled Todd back to his feet. “I am insisting on being head of household, though.” Coop arched an eyebrow at him. “You might not want your ass beat, and that’s fine. But I’m in charge.”

“Like I give a shit about that, buddy.” He grabbed Coop by the ass and ground his hips against him.

Yeah, Coop wouldn’t deny he was hard, and the friction of the other man’s hard cock rubbing against him through their clothes wasn’t helping that situation any.

Or, maybe it was.

“You’re a brat.”

“I’m your brat.” He kissed Coop.

Coop finally fisted a hand in the man’s hair and pulled his head back. “I’m serious. The only way this confusion is going to work is if I’m in charge.”

“Just don’t go thinking you’ll talk me into being a slave, or beating my ass. I’m not, and other than the occasional bare-handed swat, I don’t enjoy pain.”

“I’m not asking you to be my slave. And I can beat their asses.” He smiled.

“I have a condition of my own,” Todd said.

“And that is?”

He circled a finger, indicating the four of them. The two kneeling, and them. “Just us. This is it. You have Dani, you have Hunter, and you get me as a bonus toy. This has to be enough. Even for play.”

Coop looked down to where Dani and Hunter were kneeling. “That a deal you two can live with?”

“What about like with Nate for fire cupping?” Dani asked. “That really helps with my pain.”

Coop looked at Todd. “It’s your condition. You decide.”

“I’m not talking demo stuff, or Dani needing something like that to help her pain management. I’m talking full-on play partners, scenes, romance, that kind of thing. Like if Hunter wants to have Scrye or Kel fly him, I’m fine with that. But I mean no more regular play partners like what we do.”

“I can live with that condition,” Coop said.

Dani and Hunter nodded.

Coop pulled Todd back in for another kiss. “Is this when the celebratory orgy is supposed to happen?” Coop asked.

“Gawd, I hope so. I’m so fucking horny I can’t hardly stand it.”

“I have a condition, too,” Dani said, her voice sounding so scared and tiny it pulled Coop up short and made all three of them look at her.

Coop let go of Todd and turned to her. “What’s your condition, pet?”

“The three of you kind of have a thing going now,” she said, speaking so softly he could barely hear her. “I mean, I get it. But sometimes I sort of feel left out. Not physically, because come on, the Hitachi. But…”

He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “Emotionally I feel left out sometimes. At least once, if Hunter and I are going to get married I…I mean, I want it to be more than just convenience. I want to feel connected to him. I don’t want his family to suspect anything. And Todd, if I’m sharing you with him, too.”

The utter depths of his stupidity hit him squarely between the eyes. “You want Hunter and Todd to make love to you, too.”

Her cheeks were an adorably deep shade of red. She nodded. “At least one time each.”

Coop scrubbed his face with his hands. “Gawd, I’m a fucking moron.” He walked over to her and held his hands out to her to help her to her feet. He also waved Hunter to stand. Pulling her to him, Coop kissed her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I never meant for you to feel left out. Does it bother you watching us together?”

She shook her head. “No. That’s actually kind of hot. Which sort of made it harder for me because I didn’t think Hunter and Todd would want me.”

Todd stepped in and took her from Ned, holding her tightly. “Sweetie,” he said, “I’m sorry. I never meant to make you feel like that.”

“Me, either,” Hunter said.

Coop tipped his head to Hunter, indicating he was free to step in and hug her from behind. He did, his arms encircling her waist as he laid his head against the back of her shoulder.

Coop draped his arms around them. “So why don’t we make tonight’s celebratory orgy about loving our girl?” he suggested.

Hunter spoke up. “May I ask for something, Master? As Hunter, not as your boy.”

“Sure,” Coop said.

“Can Dani and I have some alone time now? Free alone time? To…do whatever we want together?”

“Uh, okay,” Coop said. “Sure. As long as it’s okay with her.” She nodded. “How long?” Coop asked.

“Probably no more than an hour,” Hunter said. “Right now.”

Coop exchanged a puzzled glance with Todd. “Is it okay with you?”

Todd shrugged. “As long as somebody sucks my cock tonight, or lets me fuck them, I don’t care how or when it happens. In fact, maybe I want my alone time with her now, too, when he’s done.”

Dani’s cheeks grew even more pink, the flush all the way down her neck and into her chest, but she nodded.

“Do you feel up to it?” Coop asked her.

“Yes, Sir,” she said. “I do.”

“Well, that’s settled, then,” Coop said. He pulled Hunter, then Dani in for kisses before sending them down the hall with playful swats to their asses. “Have fun. Love you, both.”

“Love you,” they said in unison.

He smiled. “Yeah, stereo. Love that.”

Todd stood next to him as the bedroom door closed. With his voice low, he said, “I’ll bet you a blowjob he can’t finish inside her.”

“What?”

“I know my guy. He’s nervous, worried, and the three times he’s tried to be with women in the past, he couldn’t keep it up fucking them and ended up with either a handjob or a blowjob.” He shrugged. “Just sayin’. I know that’s why he asked for alone time with her, because he’s nervous and doesn’t want to feel embarrassed in front of us. I hope it doesn’t disappoint Dani, or that she takes it personally.”

Coop turned to him. “I’m not saying Hunter’s not gay, but I know male anatomy, since I happen to possess some. Stimulation is key. Considering I was persuaded to visit the heteroflexible side of the scale and enjoyed my time there so much I decided to hang around and set up camp there, it’s not beyond the realm of possibility to believe Dani can’t coax at least one out of him via her vagina.”

Todd smirked. “You saying she’s got a magic pussy?”

“I’m saying that I know my girl’s skills, and my boy’s willingness to please. If you’re really serious about betting me something, let’s make it interesting. I’m willing to put my ass where my mouth is and bet ten hard fucking swats from the nasty paddle that he’ll successfully fuck and finish inside her.”

“That’s nothing,” Todd said. “When I win, you’ll just grin and bear it. If we’re going to put up a serious wager, then I want something more than that.”

“What?”

Todd leaned in. “If you’re right, and you win—which I know won’t happen—you can smack my ass thirty times with that goddamned thing, as hard as you want, with no safeword. However. When I win, I get to ride your ass bareback, with your ankles around my ears so I can watch the look on your face when I come and put a load of my own in you.”

Todd held out his hand, meeting Coop’s gaze with his. “Fair’s fair, right? Isn’t that one of your mottos, that you’re not willing to ask of a submissive what you wouldn’t be willing to do yourself under other circumstances? I let you fuck Hunter, and I let you fuck me. Now I want to fuck you.”

Coop shook with him. “Deal. Just fair warning, you won’t be sitting comfortably tomorrow after I tear your ass up.”

Todd’s smirk widened. “Neither will you.”


Chapter Twenty-One



Maybe I should have thought this out better.

Dani hadn’t really thought before speaking. But Ned’s declaration that she and Hunter would get married had kind of caught her by surprise. Not that she had a problem with it, because she didn’t. In the past few months she’d seen the depths of dedication Ned had for Hunter and Todd, and herself.

She didn’t need to know more about him than that. She trusted him, Todd and Hunter trusted him, and if he thought this was the best solution to a sticky problem, she’d agree and go along with it.

With Todd and Hunter both being gay, it wasn’t that she resented Ned’s time or play with them. But she didn’t want to get lost in the shuffle, either.

As Hunter closed the bedroom door behind them, a bashfulness she wasn’t used to feeling overcame her. Here they both were, naked, and wearing collars and cuffs, and suddenly she felt like crawling under the bed instead of on top of it.

“We can just…talk…if you want to,” she offered up, now wishing she’d never opened her mouth and hoping she hadn’t triggered Hunter into being on his way toward a panic attack.

He held his hand out to her, staring at her with those sweet brown eyes of his.

Had she ever felt this nervous in her entire life?

She reached out and took his hand.

His cock wasn’t exactly shriveled up, but he wasn’t an eager little beaver, either. Having seen his cock flaccid to full-on ready to explode, she knew he wasn’t anywhere close to being completely into this.

He pulled her into his arms and looked down into her eyes. “Just you and me,” he said.

She nodded.

“Any hard limits?”

“I think we’re beyond that, Hunter.” His body felt warm against hers, and she let her arms encircle him, holding him, skin to skin in a way they’d never embraced before.

“You know what I mean. I’m serious. Nothing else happens until we talk.”

“Same hard limits I have with Sir.”

“This is Hunter and Dani, not pet and boy,” he said.

“Then why are you asking me for hard limits?”

“Because I love you and the last thing I want to do is fuck things up between us.”

It took her a moment to process what he’d said. “You love me?”

“Yeah. Just like I love Todd and like I love Coop. Well, I mean, not just like I love them. I love all three of you, but in different ways and for different reasons.”

“I love you, too.” And she did. As soon as she said it, she knew it was true. Todd, too. Like he said, in different ways than she loved Ned, but she loved them all.

“So what don’t you want me to do to you?”

“Please don’t break my heart,” she whispered.

He gently cupped her face in his hands and leaned in, slanting his lips over hers and kissing her. “I’d put a serious hurtin’ on anyone who ever tried to hurt you. Even Ned. Well, harm. Not hurt.” His lips quirked in that adorable little smile he had.

“We’ve never really talked like this before,” she said.

“Well, when we’re together in a setting like this, one or both of us usually has either a ball gag or a cock in our mouths.” His smile widened, making her smile.

“True.” He held her again, standing there, her cheek pressed against his bare chest. “Can you teach me that thing you do to deep-throat them? I wish I could do that.”

“Right now?”

“No, but sometime.”

“Sure.” His fingertips slowly stroked up her spine, making her shiver in the good way and press herself against him.

They were both stalling, and she knew it.

She took a page from Todd’s playbook and started teasing his left nipple with her tongue, flicking it and enjoying his sharp intake of breath. He rewarded her by sliding one hand up into her hair, cupping the back of her head, and firmly holding her there.

“If you’re going to tease me, baby, do it right,” he whispered.

She wrapped her lips around his nipple and sucked, nipped, her hands dropping down to his ass and digging her nails in.

“Mmm. Yeah.” His voice sounded hoarse, almost needy. “Like that, baby.”

Hell, she’d seen the men together how many times? She should be able to do this without any trouble. She knew what he liked and needed. If she could give him enough of it, maybe she could get him to overlook the fact that she had an innie instead of an outie between her legs long enough to get him over.

After a few minutes, using the hand on her head he made her switch sides, and she started tormenting him there.

If she wasn’t mistaken, what she was doing upstairs was waking up the downstairs shift, too. When he nudged her feet a little wider apart with his and then dipped his hips, she realized how much effect she’d had on him as his semi-stiff cock slipped between her legs and started rubbing against her clit.

That made her whimper against his flesh, earning her a tighter grip on her head as he slowly rubbed his cock back and forth against her clit.

“There you go, baby.” His breath felt warm against the top of her head. She used the grip she had on his ass to grind herself back and forth until she was the one doing all the work and his hard cock was easily sliding against her clit from her juices.

“Do you think you can come for me like this, baby?” he asked.

She didn’t know, but she was sure willing to try. Hunter was shorter than Ned and Todd, only five inches taller than her, giving him a slightly different angle. And his cock wasn’t quite as long as the other men’s were, but he was a little thicker. He kept one arm wrapped around her body and the other on her head, moving her back and forth from one nipple to the other as she lost herself in what she was doing.

“That’s it,” he softly urged. “Use my cock and make yourself come.”

Harder, faster, she rocked back and forth until she felt the tingle just starting, growing, building until she let out a cry of pleasure he muffled against his flesh as the orgasm burst inside her.

“Good girl.”

He backed her toward the bed and gently lowered her onto it. He grabbed one of the pillows and tucked it under her head and then pushed her thighs apart. “The bad thing for you,” he said, an evilly playful sparkle in his eyes, “is that I’ve seen how many times you can come in any given night.”

She gulped.

“The good news for you,” he said, “is that I’ve seen how many times you can come in the space of an hour, and the thought that I get a chance to make you feel that good is, as you can see, turning my crank. But I’ll also take pity on you because whatever I do to you, I know Todd. He’ll want to match me and take it up a notch, meaning you’ll be worn out before Coop even gets a chance.”

He grabbed the base of his rigid cock and stroked himself a couple of times. “I could let you suck me off, but there’s one thing I’ve never done before, and I think this might be my chance to rectify that.”

“What thing?”

Hunter leaned forward, his arms braced on the bed on either side of her head. His cock rubbed against her clit again as he lowered himself over her, his lips by her ear. “I’ve never come inside a woman before. I know I’m gay, and I know I can make you come because, duh, mission accomplished. But I’m genuinely curious to see if I can do it now. I do know what my eventual goal will be, though.”

Her throat felt dry, the way he talked, not just his words, making her heart race in the good way. “What?”

He nipped her earlobe. The warmth from his breath swept through her body. “On our wedding night, I will fuck that gorgeous ass of yours bareback and put a load inside it.”

She knew the whimper escaped her because he chuckled. Then he sat up and did something she never thought she’d see him do.

He took his collar off and laid it on the bedside table, followed by his wrist and ankle cuffs.

Then he settled between her legs and used his thumbs to spread her labia wide open. His breath scorched her swollen, throbbing clit as he slowly swiped his tongue up from her pussy to the top of her clit and back down again, making her moan.

Which apparently was like waving a raw steak in front of a starving tiger. He dug in with gusto, licking and sucking and quickly driving her up the slope a second time. But when she came this time, even though she tried to wiggle free, he wouldn’t let her. He reached under her thighs, which were now over his shoulders, and grabbed her wrists, holding her in place as he slowed and gentled his mouth over her clit.

Stop? Oh, no. He didn’t do that. What he did was keep her at a slow simmer for a few minutes instead of letting her catch her breath. And even though she’d been trying to squirm away from him just moments earlier, now she was rocking her hips back and forth, begging him not to stop.

Now Hunter had a rhythm going, a sexily sadistic one she realized all too well where it would lead. He’d lightly suck on her clit, not getting her off, easing up to tease her more before going back to work on it, then fucking her with his tongue while she cooled down a little. Back to her clit. Around and down and up again, until she realized she was softly begging him to please, please let her come!

No telling how long he held her in that sexy purgatory until he eventually released her wrists and sat up with a pleased smile on his face.

And, she was happy to see, a very stiff cock.

Which he wrapped his fingers around the base of and slowly stroked. “This what you want, baby?”

She nodded.

He crooked his finger at her and pointed at it. Knowing she’d pay for it tomorrow, she ignored the zing of pain in her back as she quickly twisted around and dove for his cock. He kept one hand around the base of it and the other on her head.

“That’s it, baby. Give it a little love before I fuck you with it.”

She swiped her tongue around the head before taking him as far as she could into her mouth. His hand felt firm, but not forcing, as he kept a grip on her, letting her bob up and down a few times before taking her new toy away from her.

“Okay, baby. That’s enough or I’ll blow. On your back. Spread your legs wide for me.”

She knew what he wanted. Assuming the very same position he’d taken more than a few times for both men, her arms hooked behind her knees and holding her legs as wide open as she could manage.

He knelt over her, smiling down at her while slowly swiping the head of his cock up and down through her juices. “I can’t wait to fuck your sweet ass on our wedding night,” he whispered. “And I’m going to take you exactly like this, too,” he said. “I’m going to have to talk to Coop about stepping up your anal training and getting you a bigger butt plug.”

Easily sliding in to his balls, he didn’t move at first, his eyes dropping closed. “Yeah,” he whispered. “That feels good, baby.”

He pulled her legs around his waist as he slowly started thrusting, his arms braced on the bed again. Staring down at her, he smiled. “I just had a very evil thought.”

She held on to his arms, not realizing before now how leanly muscled he was. It wasn’t something she’d paid a lot of attention to before. “What?”

He leaned in and kissed her, tasting of her juices. “I wonder what your ass would feel like if I’m fucking you the same time Coop or Todd’s fucking your pussy.”

Whether it was that hot mental image, or the perfect way his body was rubbing over her swollen, sensitive clit, she felt her pussy contract around his cock.

“Oooh, someone wants to experience DP,” he teased. He wrapped his lips around her left nipple and nipped, sucking on it, repeating the action with her right and making her moan. His cock seemed to hit places inside her Ned’s didn’t, not better, just…different.

“Look at me, baby.”

She stared up into his gaze, transfixed, wonderfully trapped and wondering why she’d ever felt the slightest bit jealous of him before.

“Tell me what you want. Ask me for it.”

“Please make me come.”

He thrust, harder. “You can do better than that, baby. I hear how dirty you are for him. Beg me for it.”

“Please fuck me and make me come. Please empty your balls in me and fill me up with your cum, and please use me!”

“Good girl,” Hunter grunted, picking up the pace.

And whether it was those two words, or his body, she didn’t know, but she tipped over the edge, her nails digging in and holding on as it felt like her universe shredded around her. Her body squeezed his cock and she watched as his lower lip caught under his teeth and he let out a familiar sounding gasping cry of his own before slamming home one last time and falling still.

She wrapped her arms around him, holding him in place. His breath eventually slowed in her ear before he started nuzzling the side of her head.

“I have a request,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Make sure you pack your cuffs and collar on our wedding night.”

“Yes, Sir.”

They both went still for a moment.

“Do you mind if I call you that when it’s the two of us alone?” she asked, almost afraid of his answer.

“No,” he eventually answered, almost sounding deep in thought. “Actually, I think it helps.” He kissed her.



* * * *



“Helps, how?” Dani asked.

Hunter managed to roll them onto their sides without his cock pulling out of her. With her nestled in his arms, he tried to think about how to word his answer. He was still trying to process how he’d managed to make love to this woman without getting mired in a full-blown panic attack of his own.

“I think,” he finally said, “I’m so used to serving, this is kind of like that. Making you feel good. That makes me feel good.”

She felt right snuggled in his arms. Not that he didn’t enjoy snuggling with Coop or Todd, but they were both bigger than him, and this felt…different.

He draped a leg over her.

“How much more time do we have?” she asked.

“I can go get Todd, if you want.”

“No, please? Not yet. I’m enjoying this.”

Well, whaddaya know?

“Are you really okay marrying me?” she asked.

“Are you okay marrying me?”

“I asked you first.”

“I honestly don’t care who I’m married to,” he said. “If it gets my family off my case, all the better.”

“What’s your favorite color?”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Green.”

“I’m scared,” she softly said.

“Of what?”

“Something horrible happening. This feels too easy.”

“You survived a car wreck, and now you’ve got other health stuff we can’t even figure out yet. I think we earned easy the hard way. Besides, you’ve never endured Christmas dinner with my mother.”

That earned him an adorable giggle.

“Oh, you think I’m kidding? You’re going to need every last one of your acting skills around her.”

“Or my Xanax.”

“You have to share them with me. Community property, you know.”

Another giggle, and she settled even more comfortably in his arms.

“I have a rule of my own,” he eventually said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Don’t ever fake it with me. I’m not going to lie to you and say I’ll be able to repeat this particular performance every time we’re together from my cock’s end of things. I’ll always do my best to get you over, but never fake it with me.”

“Deal. As long as you promise never to feel bad if you have performance issues with me. I think the fact that they were teasing and edging us all morning helped both of us.”

“True.”

They lay there in comfortable silence for a few more minutes.

“You’re not jealous of me, are you?” he asked. “And be honest with me. Coop loves you. What he and I have is not what you and him have. I saw him and Bethany together. Well, not like I’ve seen you and him together. But Todd and I were there the day Coop literally showed her to the door. He’s relaxed with you in a way I haven’t seen him in a while.”

“I was jealous at first, sort of. Well, not sort of. Not like ‘girl, I’m gonna claw your eyes out’ kind of jealous, though. I think I was more envious of the bond you two had. What he could do for you.”

“That’s you, now, too. You get that, right?”

“Yeah.” She took a breath. “Are you jealous of me?”

“I was scared in the beginning,” he admitted. “You know what it’s like. My brain could come up with fifty thousand ways things would go wrong for me because of you coming into his life. If I didn’t ground myself a lot, it’d eat me up. But I have Todd. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love Ned. All this has only brought us closer, and I trust him more now that I see him with you. Because I know that’s him. That’s who he is. It’s not an act or a mask.”

She lifted her head and looked him in the eyes. “Me, too,” she said.

“I hope you want to do this again with me,” he said. “This was fun.”

“Yeah. It was, and yeah, I do.” She kissed him. “I’m going to ask Ned if you and I can be alone on our wedding night.”

He smiled. “Well, it should be okay. I mean, he and Todd should be alone on their wedding night.”

They both cracked up over that.

“You know what Shayla said one time?” she said.

“What?”

“She said Tony has no problems using a strap-on on her if he’s tired or already came.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Is that a hint?”

“Just a helpful suggestion.” She had an adorable twinkle in her eyes. “You know, a contingency plan. To take the stress factor off you. Maybe that will help, knowing you have a backup plan ready.”

“Ah. Trying to help me mitigate my anxiety, huh?”

“Maaaybe.”

“You’re a very helpful pet, huh?”

“I try.”

“This deal kind of short-changes you,” he noted.

“How?”

“Well, Todd and Ned both have pets, plus they get to play with each other. Now I get you as a pet. You don’t have a pet.”

She managed to wiggle a hand between them and cup his sac. “Oh, I don’t need a pet,” she said. “I was busy enough with just one Sir. Having a Sir, a husband, and a whatever Todd is going to be will keep me plenty busy.”

If he hadn’t just busted a nut a few minutes earlier, what she was doing to him probably would have gotten him hard immediately. For now, his cock was able to inflate to interested, but I’ll get back to you soon status.

“How much time do we have left?” she asked.

He glanced at the clock. “I don’t think it was a finite limit, but there’s nearly twenty minutes left in the hour.”

She sat up with a smile. “I feel sorry for you guys.”

“Why?”

“Because you guys only get to come a few times, if that, in a day, and I get all I can handle.” She swallowed his cock again.

He threaded his fingers through her hair, knowing that despite how good it felt, he wasn’t close to being ready yet.

“Good girl,” he hoarsely said. “Practice makes perfect.”


Chapter Twenty-Two



At the one-hour mark, Coop was done waiting, and so was Todd. They headed down the hall to go knock on the door when it opened and Hunter emerged. He barely had time to dodge out of the way before the two men crowded through the door just in time to see Dani getting up and heading for the bathroom.

“Back on that bed, pet,” Coop ordered.

Looking confused, she immediately complied. “Sir?”

“Spread ’em,” Todd said.

Coop would have laughed if it hadn’t been for the stakes involved. Not that he didn’t one day want to let Todd and even Hunter fuck him.

But not under those terms.

It was a matter of pride.

And he got that it made him a stupid man, and he didn’t even care.

Dani let out a squeak as Todd shoved her thighs apart when she didn’t move fast enough. He buried his face between her legs, her squeak turning to a moan.

Coop reached up and snagged the D-ring on the front of her collar with his finger. “Stay right there, pet.”

“Dammit,” Todd grumbled when he lifted his head moments later.

“Ha!” Coop leaned in and kissed her, hard and deep. “Such a good girl. My very good pet.” He caught sight of where an understandably confused looking Hunter stood in the doorway. “Come here, boy.”

He did, and Coop pulled him in for a kiss, too. “Good job, buddy.”

“I hate that fucking paddle,” Todd griped. “The fucking thing’s going to disappear one day.”

“I’ll get a meaner one,” Coop promised. “And you’ll eventually lose another bet.”

“Bet?” Hunter asked.

“No offense, boy,” Coop said. “Todd was thinking you might not be able to finish inside her. I was betting on both her and you that you would.”

Now Dani sat up, her hand around his wrist. “Wait a minute. You two bet on us?”

“Just a friendly little wager.”

“What the hell, Ned?”

“Hey,” Todd said. “He bet on you two. Be pissed at me for betting against you.” The room fell deathly silent. “And…as I say that I realize that might not have been the wisest thing to say.”

Anger filled her face. “Let me go, Ned. I’ll get the fucking paddle and beat his ass.”

“Down, pet.”

“Are you kidding me? I—”

Apparently, Todd was a fast study, and had picked up on the fact that the quickest and surest way to short-circuit her ire was to distract her. He bent his head to her pussy again and Dani’s fingers trying to pry Coop’s hand off her collar quickly became her fingers tightly gripped around his arm and holding on.

Once Coop was convinced it was safe to let go of her, he did and backed off the bed, grabbing Hunter’s hand. “See you in an hour.” He dragged Hunter out of the bedroom, closing the door behind them.

“What’s going on?” Hunter asked.

“Sorry, buddy. We weren’t thinking you guys would be upset. We’ve had friendly little wagers before.”

“Yeah, when all four of us were in on it. And he bet against me?”

Coop realized how sideways this had gone and suspected there’d be more than a little damage control involved. He rested his hands on Hunter’s shoulders. “We didn’t mean for it to come off sounding mean. He was just going by your…past experiences with women.”

“What?”

“Okay, I can see I’m making this worse, not better.”

“She was genuinely upset when she suggested us being together, Ned.”

“Can we focus on that for a minute, please? Are you two okay?”

“Uh, yeah, probably a lot better than you two will be when she finally gets her brains back. I hope you didn’t just destroy her trust in you two.”

Shit. “It didn’t start out like that. Todd was just joking he’d bet me a blowjob that you wouldn’t be able to finish inside her, and—”

“Oh, you two stupid fucks.” Hunter sank to the couch, head in his hands. “I just spent the past hour in there with her, building her trust in me, and you two clowns fuck everything up?”

“Well, we don’t know how bad this is.”

Oh, who the hell was he kidding? This was bad, and he knew it.

Coop only hoped it wasn’t a “just nuked his whole personal life” level of bad.

Hunter looked up at him. “Seriously?”

“I—” They heard Dani’s loud moan from the bedroom. It silenced both of them as they stared toward the hallway.

Then they looked at each other. “Were we that loud in there?” Hunter asked.

“Well, yeah. Kind of.”



* * * *



Todd wasn’t an idiot. He’d been with Hunter long enough, and knew enough about Dani, to see the pattern.

His only hope to salvage this train wreck was to hold on tight, make her come, and apologize profusely as she floated down from her orgasmic high.

Maybe she wouldn’t castrate him and Coop.

Although he suspected they’d be doing damage control for a while. In retrospect, yeah, the two of them could have handled that a lot more…smoothly. They’d spent the past hour listening to the two of them in here obviously having some sort of fun, and gigging each other with verbal barbs, so that neither one of them had been thinking straight by the time they’d rushed in.

Although kudos to Hunter for the performance, despite the beating Todd knew he would be taking as a result.

Now if they could keep Dani from hating the two of them—especially him, since technically the bet was his fault to begin with, and he’d bet against Hunter—they might be able to keep doing whatever it was this was that they were doing.

He drew Dani’s torment out, well aware that at any second the fingers buried in his hair and holding on as she ground her pussy against his face could easily be ripping that same hair out at the roots.

He tried to pace himself, listening to her moans, prolonging it as long as he could until he knew he needed to get her over or risk her not being able to get over at all. As she came down from it, he stretched out next to her, holding her.

The exact moment Dani’s brains had dusted themselves off and plugged back into her body was obvious by how her body stiffened in his arms and she tried to shove him away.

Only he held on tightly, including wrapping his arms around her, keeping her face pressed against his chest. He knew he’d have to apologize and keep apologizing until she settled down.

“Baby, I’m sorry,” he said. “We weren’t thinking. I wasn’t thinking. We’ve had those little bets before, like which of you could suck us off faster. It started like that in my mind and you know us two stupid idiots. We were sitting there, listening to the two of you and poking at each other. I’m sorry. We didn’t do it to hurt you. I’m actually relieved I lost. Well, not that I lost, but that Hunter and you were…you know, successf—”

“Shut up, Todd,” she said.

But she’d stopped fighting him, at least.

He wasn’t sure how long he should wait before trying to apologize again, but after an uncomfortably long moment, she broke the silence. “How could you bet against him?”

“It wasn’t in a mean way, I swear. I was actually kind of worried about you.”

“Me? Why?”

“I was afraid if he couldn’t come with you that you might take it personally.”

“What am I, twelve?” She winced. “Ew, wait, that came out wrong.”

He snorted but resisted the urge to comment.

She let out a sigh he hoped meant maybe he’d salvaged things enough for her to talk and not just storm out the door.

“Say it,” she said.

In an uncharacteristic feat of restraint, he pressed his lips to her forehead. “No, running my mouth got you upset at me in the first place.” He hoped Coop thanked him later.

“I’m kind of mad at both of you, actually.”

Dammit. So much for that plan. “Don’t be mad at him.”

“What were the stakes, anyway?”

“After a couple of back and forths, it was if he won, I would take thirty strokes from the nasty paddle. If I won, I’d get to fuck his ass bareback, with him on his back and his legs over my shoulders.”

“Wait, why is that part of the wager? You guys have been together.”

“Not in that permutation, no. Hunter and I have rimmed him and fingered him, but he hasn’t quite gone all the way like that yet with either of us. He’s fucked both of us. He’s blown both of us.”

“So you only went down on me to see what had happened?”

“No!” Crap. Just when he thought he was in the clear, defeat was cruelly snatched from the jaws of victory. “I was going to do that anyway. I wanted to make you moan the way Coop does and the way we heard Hunter making you moan. I was a little jealous, actually.”

Gawd, he hated admitting that.

“Jealous?”

“Yeah.”

“Of me and Hunter being together?”

“No. Of Hunter maybe doing a better job of it than me. I’ve had girlfriends in the past.”

When her shoulders started shaking, his heart sank. He thought she was crying, sobbing, trying to hold it in…

Until she rolled onto her back out of his arms and he realized she was laughing her ass off.

He rolled onto his side, his head propped up on one arm, and waited her out.

As she lay there snorting and snickering, she finally met his gaze. “You two are fricking idiots.”

“Get used to it twenty-four-seven, babe. I’m sure we can easily out-idiot this situation, hands down.”

This time when she went quiet, he sensed the true shift in her body language. When she reached out for his face, he wasn’t afraid of getting slapped. She cupped his cheek. “Well, you did pretty good, especially considering how pissed off I was.”

“Survival instincts kicked in. I figured I’d better hold on until the ride came to a complete stop.”

That time she actually giggled and he wanted to cry with relief. If he could keep her laughing, he had hope.

She leaned in and kissed him. “Can I please go use the bathroom now? You two interrupted me.”

“Sure.”

She got out of bed. He watched her backside, the way her hips swayed, the limp she still bore and always would, the sweet curve of her ass, the scars just below her shoulders, until the door shut behind her.

He sat up on the edge of the bed to await her return, afraid to even move for fear of screwing up.

He hoped Hunter wasn’t too upset at him and Coop, but he needed to handle this fire first and make sure it was completely out. If Coop couldn’t handle Hunter, they were doubly fucked in the bad way.

He heard the toilet flush, the sink run, and then she opened the door and emerged from the bathroom. He held a hand out to her and again relief filled him as she came to him and took his hand.

Looking up at her, he felt a catch in his throat. She and Hunter trusted him and Coop, and they’d nearly fucked it all up over something stupid.

“Would you mind if I go out and check on Hunter and Ned?” she asked.

“This is your time, sweetheart, not mine. I’m here for you, as long as you want and need me.”

She leaned in and kissed him before heading back to the living room.

Todd sat there and stared at the floor. He should have damn well known better than to make a bet like that with Coop. And especially not reveal it the way they had. All his years with Hunter had taught him that.

I am an idiot.



* * * *



Dani had made the conscious decision while in the bathroom to forgive the two morons. They hadn’t meant to be mean about their bet, even if they did come off looking like a couple of jackasses.

Yes, she’d eagerly participated in some of their friendly wagers before. It wasn’t worth holding a grudge over, that was for sure.

Both men looked up when she walked into the living room. Ned had started to rise, but she pointed at him. “You stay right there.”

“Okay.” He sank back into his chair.

Hunter watched her from his seat on the couch. She stood in front of him and wrapped her arms around him. “They’re just idiots,” she said. “Please, don’t be mad at them.”

“Did he really bet against me?”

She made Hunter look up at her. “He didn’t mean it like that. I know it’s a complicated issue, but I feel really honored that you trusted me enough and felt comfortable enough with me to be able to be with me in the first place. He was worried that I might get upset and feel less-than if I couldn’t get you over.”

“Well, that’s stupid,” he said. “Of him,” he quickly added.

She raked her hands through Hunter’s hair before throwing a dark glare at Ned. “You know last week, the blowjob contest? How we were both on our knees and they were yakking away at each other while we’re trying to get them off? It was sort of like that. They were just idiots who came off wrong.”

His grip around her tightened. “You weren’t the one he bet against.”

“I know. I get it, sweetie. But think of it this way. Would you bet for or against me in tennis against a pro?”

He didn’t answer.

“Exactly,” she said. “It’d be nothing personal.”

He let out a sigh.

“If it makes you feel any better, Todd was listening to you and me together and wondering if he’d be able to do as good a job as it sounded like you were doing.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

He kissed her tummy and looked up at her. “Did I really do a good job?”

“Hey, I’m trained not to fake it. You did damn good. No complaints from me. Besides, I’m your pet, right?” She smiled.

He returned it. “Right.”

“What?” Ned asked.

“We decided I’m Hunter’s pet, too,” she said, not breaking eye contact with Hunter. “Since I luck out and get three cocks to play with, being his pet is fine. Todd has a pet, you have two pets, so Hunter should get to have a pet.”

“Ah,” Ned said. “No argument from me.”

She looked at Ned and crooked a finger at him to come hither, which he did. “Yes?”

She kissed him. “With all due respect, Sir, you’re a fucking idiot.”

“I know. And yet you let me collar you.” He grinned, making her laugh.

“Yeah, I know. Which of us is the bigger idiot, right?”

“Right.”

“Hey, Todd?” she called out. “Come here.”

A moment later, he walked in. “Yeah?”

“Okay, group hug time,” she said. “And Hunter, do you want to say anything to him?”

Hunter stood and stared at him. “The least you could have done was give me a handicap instead of straight-up betting against me.”

Todd pulled him into his arms. “Hey, can I say I’m glad I lost the bet? I’m so damned proud of you. And more than a little jealous. Kind of set the bar high there, buddy.”

“Okay,” Dani said. “I’m laying down the law right now, no more side wagers about sexual prowess.” She poked Ned in the chest. “And just for being jackasses, you still have to pay up on the wager. Both of you do. I’ll flip a coin or something to see who gets to go first.”

“Dammit,” Ned and Todd grumbled.


Chapter Twenty-Three



With everyone soothed and egos unruffled, Dani and Todd returned to the bedroom. She shut the door behind them and started working on the buttons on Todd’s shirt.

“Maybe I’m going to ask Sir to let me deliver a few of those swats to you myself,” she told him.

“I’ll let you,” he said. “I’m really sorry you thought Hunter and I wouldn’t want to be involved with you.”

Her hands fumbled.

Yeah, that’s what had started all this, wasn’t it? Her own neurotic anxiety, instead of speaking up a lot sooner.

Wait, why didn’t I speak up sooner?

His hands covered hers. “Babe?”

“I really need to learn to not overthink things,” she said, resuming what she was doing.

“Are we really okay?”

“Yeah. Relationship growing pains, I guess. It’ll happen.” She skimmed her hands across his chest, up to his shoulders, easing the shirt off and down his arms.

He was two inches taller than Ned’s six one. His body hair was fine and thin and a lighter reddish hue, almost blond, compared to his red hair.

Catching her chin, he gently tipped her head back so she had to look into his green eyes. Not emerald, like that bullshit in romance novels, but fern green and the Gulf on a good, quiet, calm day. The deep shadows of piney flatwoods, and of palmettos in the shade.

She’d never really looked before. Not deeply. Not like this.

She’d never really looked into him before, or let him look into her the way he was staring into her eyes, seeing her.

They’d been friends or whatever this weird wackiness was that they had. They’d revolved around each other, in their own orbits, waving to each other but not exactly synchronized.

And now…

Now they were colliding, with an extinction-level event. The old going away and something new being created.

The question remained unanswered which one was the target and which was the comet.

This was a turning point for her, she knew. She could be swallowed up by the dust and inferno or let it remake her from the ground up.

Totally her choice.

She had a long, unknown future ahead of her. Was it weakness to want to have something good, something hers, something solid to lean on?

Was it fair to go this alone?

Was it fair to think only one man could handle her and her issues, to saddle Ned with the entirety of her uncertainty?

Was she being greedy?

“Talk to me,” Todd said.

Even the resonance of his voice touched her in a different way than Ned or Hunter. She totally got why Hunter loved him so dang much.

“I don’t want our lives to get fucked up with all of this.”

“They won’t. It’ll just get better. Hunter will be able to relax more around his family, and they won’t have a problem with the four of us living together, because they’ll think they have a handle on the situation.”

“What happens if I get worse and they can’t figure out what’s wrong with me?”

“I don’t understand the question.”

“What…happens?”

He frowned, gathering her hands in his and tucking them against his chest. “We’re a family. What happens is we take care of you. The three of us.” He kissed her, and it was different but every bit as good as with Ned or Hunter.

Just…different.

He skimmed a hand down her side, then slipped his fingers between her legs. She didn’t think it was possible for her to come again, but apparently he’d been paying attention to Ned and his techniques. As Todd’s fingers gently circled her clit, she felt her body responding to his touch.

He rolled her onto her back and entered her like that, slowly, tenderly, gazing down into her eyes the entire time. “If I’d known you wanted me to do more with you, I would have.”

“I think I was afraid of you saying no.”

“I’d never say no to you, sweetheart. Not after what you did for Hunter.” His cock felt different inside her than Ned’s or Hunter’s, but just as good. He even had a different kind of rolling hip action at the bottom of every thrust that soon had her swollen, sensitive clit responding to him and sending her spinning through another orgasm.

“Good girl,” he whispered before taking a couple more thrusts of his own, groaning and falling still, his lips pressed to hers.

She stroked her hands down his back, learning the landscape, settling into this new world. “I’m really scared,” she admitted.

“Of us?”

“No.”

Todd snuggled her close. “We’re not abandoning you, sweetie. You’re stuck with all three of us. Hunter might be the lucky one getting to actually marry you, but we’ll all be there for you just the same.”

After a few minutes, he carefully untangled himself from her and walked over to the bedroom door to open it.

There stood Ned, smiling. “About damn time,” he joked as he walked in, Hunter behind him.

She propped herself up on her elbows. “Hunter, go find the nasty paddle.”

He froze, torn between looking at her and Ned, who arched an eyebrow at her.

Finally, Ned rolled his eyes and started unbuttoning his shirt. “All right, fine.”

Hunter spun on his heel to go find the paddle.

She smirked at Ned. “Take comfort in the fact that Todd’s going to be getting his ass spanked while he’s fucking you.”

Todd turned to her. “Huh? What?”

“You heard me, mister.” She grinned. “And now that you’ve just busted a nut, you’ll last longer the next time.”

“You sure she’s not a closet sadist?” he asked Ned.

“I’m beginning to wonder that myself.

“Oh, quit pouting, both of you,” she said. “Ned, you’ll get to watch his face while he gets spanked.”

“Ooh, that takes some of the sting out of this.”

“Speak for yourself,” Todd grumbled.

“Never bet against the pet,” Ned warned him. Hunter returned with the paddle. “Either of them.”

“I don’t think he will again,” Dani noted. “Especially after Hunter gets done with him.”

Hunter grinned as he held up the nasty paddle. The nasty part came from it being made out of a very hard wood that made it sting and hurt like a motherfucker when smacked with it. And it being a little on the skinny side, it actually hurt worse because the impact was concentrated in a smaller area instead of being spread out.

A few minutes later, and Ned was on his back, holding his legs behind the knees while Dani kissed him and swallowed his moans as Todd slowly started working lube into his technically virgin ass. Hunter also took pity on his Master and reached between Ned’s legs, stroking the man’s cock until he was finally rocking back and forth between Todd’s hand and Hunter’s.

Todd’s cock had reinflated, apparently at the thought of being the first to tap Ned’s ass. “First load ever in there will belong to me,” Todd said as he pressed the head of it against Ned’s hole.

“I want him looking at me, Dani,” Todd hoarsely said, staring down at the man.

Dani watched Todd’s face and knew there was more than just lust painted there. Propped on her side, she reached between them, her focus also now on Ned as Todd’s cock breached him for the first time.

“Fuck,” Ned gasped.

“Mmm-hmm,” Todd whispered. “Yeah, that’s fucking good. Keep stroking him, baby.”

“You can get the first round of swats out of the way once you’re balls-deep inside him,” Dani teased. “I’m thinking five rounds of six swats each.”

“Fuck,” Todd muttered.

Hunter turned Ned’s cock over to Dani’s hand as he got up to stand behind Todd. “I’ll keep track,” Hunter said. “Don’t worry.”

Dani wondered if Hunter would have the heart to hit him full out when the first smack landed and Todd let out a yelp and practically fell on top of Ned.

“Fuck!” He looked over his shoulder at Hunter. “Is that really how hard he hits you?”

Hunter grinned and nodded. “He hits me harder.”

“Shit, hold on. Don’t want to be accused of welching on this bet.” He braced his arms on the bed, Ned reaching around him to hold him in place while Dani’s hand was basically trapped between them and still wrapped around Ned’s cock. “Okay. Go ahead, and don’t pull any punches.” He leaned in and kissed Ned, then Dani.

Hunter delivered the next five swats in quick succession. “How you doing?”

Todd lifted his head. “Get the next round out of the way,” he groaned. “This fucking sadist is going to squeeze my cock off in his tight ass, he’s so excited.”

“Damn straight,” Ned quipped. “My pets can take it. So can you.”

“Fuck.”

Hunter delivered the next round of six swats to Todd’s ass before Todd slowly started to fuck Ned. “I gotta say, man. I love Hunter, but this is a mighty fine piece of ass I’m tappin’ right now.”

Dani tipped her head and peered up at him, clearing her throat.

“I haven’t tapped your ass, darlin’. Yet,” he added, smiling. “I think on our joint honeymoon that Ned and I should get to double up on you.”

“I promised Hunter he could fuck my ass first.”

“Good. That’ll loosen it up for me.” He kissed her.

“He’s talking too much,” she teased when he let her come up for air. “He needs another round, Hunter.”

“Coming up.”

Todd didn’t get himself braced in time, another yelp escaping him, along with a string of grumbled motherfuckers, goddammits, and son of a bitches.

“Hey, only twelve more,” she said as he started fucking Ned again. “You’re doing great.” In her hand, Ned’s cock had twitched every time he heard the smack of the paddle against Todd’s flesh.

Todd started moving again, adding some extra hip thrust at the bottom of every stroke and making Ned grunt.

Dani couldn’t lie, it was fucking hot.

She took turns kissing the two men, enjoying being a part of this, wishing she’d spoken up sooner.

Only thing that would be better would be if Hunter was fucking her instead of manning the paddle.

By the time Hunter got done delivering the last of the swats, Todd was definitely having a hard time processing the sensation. Sweat dripped off his brow as he had to catch his breath, his face contorted in a mix of pleasure and pain she knew all too well. She was slowly stroking Ned’s cock when Hunter climbed back onto the bed behind her, rolling her fully onto her front. Before she realized what his plan was, he had his cock fed into her pussy and was starting to fuck her.

Todd held up a hand and they high-fived. “Eiffel Tower,” Todd joked.

“You didn’t learn a damn thing just now, did you?” Ned teased.

“No,” Dani said. “Because an Eiffel Tower is from both ends.”

Ned held up a palm for a high-five from Hunter, and got it.

“A spit-roast, dumbasses.”

“I’d say challenge accepted,” Ned said, “Except there’s no room for your head in there in this position.”

“Challenge accepted,” Todd said, scooting back toward the edge of the bed, dragging Ned with him, until Todd’s feet were on the floor and he had Ned’s legs in the air. “Have at it.”

Ned grabbed her by the hair and guided her head to where her hand currently was.

Being a good girl, she went, enjoying the moan Ned let out, echoed by Todd.

“Fuck, baby,” Todd groaned. “His whole ass twitches when you do that. Keep it up.”

She was aware of Hunter and Ned high-fiving each other. “Now it’s an Eiffel Tower,” Ned said. “Start fucking me like you mean it, Todd.”

He did, shaking the whole bed, and Dani, and Hunter, who was also busy trying to time his movements with Todd’s. Ned reached under her and his fingers found her clit.

“Good girl,” he said as she moaned around his cock. “Try to give us another one.”

She sensed all three men now holding back, waiting on her. Just as she was about to lift her head and tell them not to wait on her, Todd reached down and stroked her hair while Hunter leaned forward and cupped both her breasts in his hands, playing with her nipples.

Houston, we have ignition.

And that triggered the chain reaction. Her pussy contracting around Hunter’s cock helped him make it over. Her moaning triggered Ned, who was now trying to hump his hips against her as he filled Dani’s mouth with his cum. That triggered Todd, who pounded his cock into Ned’s ass with a few final strokes, until he fell still.

Hunter helped ease Dani onto her side. “I know something we’re going to need,” she said.

“What?” all three of them asked.

“A shower.”



* * * *



Hunter and Dani untangled first.

“Go on,” Coop told them, starting up into Todd’s eyes. “We’ll be right there.”

Hunter helped her out of bed and into the master bathroom, where Coop heard them get into the shower.

Todd hadn’t moved, his softening cock still inside Coop’s ass. “We okay?” He lowered Coop’s legs.

Coop crooked a finger at him to lean in, and Todd did. Coop cupped a hand behind Todd’s neck and sucked on his lower lip. “I think someone might like getting spanked more than they were letting on,” he said low enough the other two couldn’t hear.

“That thing was miserable.”

“Am I right?”

Todd leaned in and sucked on Coop’s mouth. “I might let you spank me bare-handed from time to time,” he said. “Maybe while Dani or Hunter are sucking me, or I’m fucking them. Not with that goddamned thing.”

Coop pulled Todd’s head down so he could whisper into his ear. “He went easy on you. And I felt your cock twitch every time that paddle landed.”

“Yeah. It fucking hurt.”

“Amazing thing, the human brain. Can be rewired to process pain as pleasure, and vice versa. Gonna have to experiment on my new hubby.” He nipped Todd’s earlobe and felt the man’s cock twitch inside his ass. “Even if it means I get one of them to help me do it while you’re fucking my ass.”

“Fuuuck,” Todd whispered. He nuzzled the base of Coop’s throat and grazed his teeth across the man’s flesh. “What the fuck did I just sign up for?”

Coop waited until Todd’s gaze was focused on his. “You signed up for life. If you can’t do that, don’t lead them on.”

“Oh, you’re stuck with me for life, all right.” He grabbed Coop’s hands and pinned them over his head on the bed, thrusting his hips again. “Just remember that payback’s a bitch.” He smiled. “And so am I.”

“My bitch.”

“I’m not going drag for the wedding.”

“We’ll see.”

Todd arched an eyebrow at him. “I’m serious, Ned. I’m wearing a tux.”

“I’m sure not wearing the dress.”

“Hey, I proposed to you.”

“Women’s lib.”

“You—” He started laughing and then leaned in, kissing Coop. “You son of a bitch,” he lightly said. “You’re already inside my fucking head. Jerk.”

“I think the word you were looking for was ‘sadist,’ but okay.”

Todd sat up and carefully withdrew, then extended a hand to Coop and helped him up.

“Hand me that paddle,” Coop told Todd.

“I’m done with that paddle.”

“Not for you, for Dani and Hunter.”

“Why?”

“Just one swat each,” Coop said, heading for the bathroom. “For making a side deal with each other about their wedding night without permission.”

“You’re not going to overrule them, are you?”

“Hell, no. I’ll help hold her down for him.”

Todd snorted. “Maybe I’ll be holding you down on our wedding night.”

“You got that backward, but okay. Challenge accepted.”


Chapter Twenty-Four



Six weeks later, they were getting married at Tilly, Landry, and Cris’ new house they’d just built on five acres, not far from where Lucas, Leigh, and Nick lived.

A whirlwind wedding had been put together, without Dani having to do anything except stand where she was told and try things on. Her parents and brother had arrived from New York the night before to be there for the ceremony.

The doctors still didn’t have any definitive answers for her yet. She’d be wearing a holter monitor for a month after the honeymoon weekend was over to see if they could capture any cardiac events on it.

Hunter had been calmer and more serene in the past six weeks than in the past months she’d known him. He’d be telling his father he was quitting after they got back from their honeymoon.

Todd privately confided to her that it was the most peaceful he’d ever seen Hunter, including during college.

Tilly looked at Abbey. “Hey, look at us. We’re now the normal ones.”

Abbey smirked. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

Mikayla fussed with Dani’s veil. “Do I really look okay?” Dani asked her.

“Holy cow, you look gorgeous,” Mikayla said. “You’re a prettier bride than Ned is.”

Tilly laughed. “I thought Todd was the bride?”

“I think they’re still negotiating that part,” Abbey said, getting up and going over to the window to peek at the backyard. “There seems to be a discussion going on.”

“Is that code for a male bride catfight is about to break out?” Mikayla asked. “Because I sooo want to see that.”

“Naw,” Abbey said. “They’re too dull for that. And I actually think Hunter stepped in, found his balls, and settled it for them.”

“Really?” the other women asked, turning.

“Looks like it. Oh, Todd’s pouting.”

“Bride,” the other women said in unison.

“Probably.”

“What’s the big deal?” Tilly asked. “I thought they’d sort of settled the ‘who’s on top’ question already?”

“Not really,” Dani said. “They’re still fumbling around. Todd discovered he likes being in the driver’s seat sometimes, and Ned’s not exactly a full-time passenger. I don’t really know what this is that we have, except I love all three of the goofballs.”

“Orange,” Tilly said.

“Huh?”

“It’s orange.”

Abbey turned back to her. “Not sure we’re following you, there, sunshine.”

“It’s like the word ‘orange.’ It’s unique. Nothing rhymes with orange. It stands out on its own, linguistically and as an image. That’s what you guys are together. I mean, Essie and her guys, they’re brothers, duh. And ew. They keep handsies to themselves. Several triads in our crazy little solar system. But you guys are kind of unique. You’re a quad, but you’re also two couples.”

“More than that,” Abbey said, ticking them off on her fingers as she talked. “The obvious, Ned-Dani and Todd-Hunter. Then you have Dani-Hunter, Ned-Todd, Ned-Hunter, and Todd-Dani. Did I miss any?”

“Good luck shipping all those combos with nicknames,” Tilly said. “You’ll have Dunter, Nodd, Tonter, Neni, Nunter, and Toni.”

Dani thought about that for a moment. “Yeah,” she softly said. “I guess I am a couple with Todd, too. I love him. I mean, I love all three of them. Our ‘normal’ pairing is me and Ned, and then Todd and Hunter.”

But lately, she’d found herself snuggling on the couch plenty of times with Hunter, or even with Todd, if Hunter and Ned were playing or otherwise occupied. Todd loved BBC America. Ned enjoyed many of the same books and music she did. Hunter understood her love for cartoons and anime and could recite plenty of the same lines with her.

How many times had she fallen asleep in bed next to one man just to wake up next to a different one?

Not that she was complaining about that.

Because she wasn’t.

The men were still trying to work out the logistics of a bigger bed. They were beginning to think about putting two queen beds together in the master bedroom, which would mean moving the other furniture out of the master bedroom and mounting the TV on the wall. For now, while the four of them could play in the king-sized bed, all four of them sleeping in it was challenging. One or two of them usually ended up drifting into the guest room and crashing there for the night.

There was a knock on the bedroom door and her father stepped in. “Ready to start?”

“Yeah.”

The women filed out, hugging her, leaving her alone with her dad.

“You sure this is what you want?”

“Yeah, Dad. I love him.”

Technically, not a lie…just an omission of the other two.

“Not sure I understand the double wedding thing.”

“Todd and Ned are family,” she said. “It’s what I wanted.”

“Bride gets what bride wants.”

Twenty minutes later, after Kel got some pictures of Dani with her family, they were in the backyard and heading toward where Loren was waiting to hitch them.

Loren’s knowing smile threatened to send Dani into a giggle fit, but she somehow reined it in.

But it was her three men standing there in identical tuxes that had her attention. Ned had already warned her that she’d be getting fucked in her wedding dress when they got home.

And home was where they were going for their honeymoon.

She stared up into Hunter’s eyes and couldn’t have told anyone what she said. She just repeated what Loren told her to say, and when Hunter kissed her, he slipped his hand behind her neck and held her when he kissed the crap out of her, stealing her breath and making her want the men to fuck her right there.

Except it was a vanilla wedding, as far as those things went. Most of their friends in attendance were kinky but in vanilla mode. Not to mention all their family who was there.

And then it was time for Ned and Todd to tie the knot.

Dani, holding onto Hunter’s arm, watched with great amusement as the men said their vows and then Ned grabbed Todd and kissed him.

Even more worth it, seeing the look on Hunter’s dad’s face when they did.

After the reception, they were finally able to escape back home, where Hunter got to carry the bride over the threshold.

Ned made Todd walk.

Inside, with the door locked behind them, Todd started loosening his tie. “He carried her. You made me walk.” He sniffed. “You callous bastard.”

“You’re heavy.”

“Well, the bloom’s off that rose already, huh?”

Ned grabbed him by his loosened tie, pulled him in, and kissed him. “If someone wants their ass fucked, they’d better get naked.”

Then Ned turned and scooped her up, dress and all, and carried her to the master bedroom. “Better not have panties on under there, pet,” he warned. “Or that’ll be five.”

“No panties, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

“Hey, I didn’t get to kiss her yet,” Todd called from the living room.

“Then move your ass.” He set her on her feet, staring down at her. “Because someone’s getting their ass fucked today.”

It didn’t take them long to get stripped and have her riding Ned’s cock, with Hunter working his cock into her ass. 

Which wasn’t difficult, considering she’d been wearing a butt plug all morning.

And Ned had the Hitachi ready to go.

Todd stood back and waited until Hunter was in position so he could work his cock into Hunter’s ass.

Ned kissed her. “Welcome to married life, baby.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Now hold your dress up like a good girl so I can use the Hitachi on you. Whose idea was this dang poofy dress, anyway?”

“Yours, Sir.”

“Oh, right.”

The men had time in the weeks since Dani and Hunter’s little side deal to refine their plans for this wedding night celebration. Hunter still got to be the first of them to fuck her ass.

Having both men inside her, filling and stretching her, felt amazing. They’d all been teasing her with talk about their plans ever since they’d started planning the wedding.

This was the first of many things they planned to do to her—and each other—tonight.

Hunter wrapped his arms around her and started nibbling on her neck. “Ready, baby?”

“Yes!” she gasped, horny and hot and ready.

They spent the night before teasing and edging her and not letting her come, to make sure they had her good and ready for this moment.

Ned switched the Hitachi on and pressed it to her clit.

Dani felt like sobbing with relief as the first orgasm slammed into her, the sensation of her body clamping down on both cocks so amazing she had no idea how she didn’t pass out.

“That’s it, baby,” Hunter murmured in her ear. “Enjoy this, because once you’re done, we’re going to fuck and fill you.”

“I’ll catch you on round two,” Todd said from behind Hunter.

She had to brace her hands on Ned’s chest to keep from collapsing, and he kept the Hitachi pressed against her, relentlessly making her come.

Finally, Ned’s voice pierced through the veil. “Look at me, pet,” he said.

She forced her eyes open, staring down into his blue gaze. “Yes, Sir.”

“One more, then we’ll fuck our sweet girl and you can take that dress off.”

“I’m not putting it on,” Todd said. She felt Hunter get shoved against her. “And I’m fucking horny. Can we please start fucking now?”

She rested her head against Hunter’s shoulder as one more orgasm rippled through her.

Hunter kissed her as he started moving, started fucking her, the friction of his body and Ned’s below her, even after Ned switched off the Hitachi and pulled it away, drawing one last, small orgasm from her.

“Good…girl,” Ned grunted as he started fucking his cock up into her. She wasn’t sure which man came first, but they were soon all moaning and coming and she realized she was the luckiest woman in the whole world.

Orange.

There was nothing else like it, and no place else where she’d rather be than right here.

As she lay there on top of Ned, catching her breath, Hunter flipped the skirt of her dress over her head. “Don’t move, sweetie.”

She gave him a thumbs-up.

She felt Hunter and Todd get out of bed. It felt like she and Ned were in their own little mini tent. He stared up at her and pulled her down for another kiss.

“Love you, pet,” he whispered.

She smiled. “Love you, too, Sir.”

Hunter and Todd returned, helped her pull her dress off over her head, and got her cleaned up. Then she curled up next to Ned. “We could buy a new house,” she said. “Bigger bedroom. Then put two king-sized beds in it.”

Hunter, their household accountant, shook his head. “Nope. Two queens—”

The other three started laughing.

“Ha ha.” He sat on the end of the bed and stroked her feet. She loved his foot rubs, especially when they usually led to sex. “We’re going to be smart on how we spend our money. I won’t be working, and she needs to take it easy.”

They’d keep her apartment until the lease was up, able to use it for a mini retreat if two of them wanted to get away overnight.

“Are you okay, Dani?” Todd asked. “Feeling okay?”

“Just tired. Long day. And I didn’t sleep good last night because someone didn’t let me come.” She looked at Ned.

“Is that a request to keep coming?” he asked.

“Oh, shit, baby.” Todd chuckled. “You’re in trouble now.”

“I don’t mind.” She rolled over to face him, leaning in and kissing him. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

“So…” She giggled. “Which one of you two was the bride?”

Ned laughed. “Not me.”

“You were a very handsome bride,” she told Todd.

He rolled his eyes. “You’re lucky you’re cute and I love you.”

“Oh, believe me. I know how lucky I am. I’m the luckiest woman on the planet.”





THE END
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