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Suncoast Society

Beware Falling Ice

Rachel’s only flying back to Sioux Falls because it’s her brother Justin’s college graduation. The last thing she wants to do is confront her painful past and the people who made it that way. Florida is her home. Other than her beloved little brother, her friends are her “family.”

Native-Floridian Andrew is Rachel’s friend and play partner. Having been burned recently by an ex, he’s not in a hurry to commit. Fortunately, neither is Rachel. But as the weekend progresses and misadventures abound, the two take chances neither expected. Especially when a sudden death in Rachel’s extended family forces her to spend far more time with them than she’d planned.

When an unexpected ice storm traps them in Sioux Falls for the week, the heat rises in their hotel room. Now, if the two can survive a myriad of self-inflicted accidents—including attack vibrators and an unintended off-label use of hand sanitizer—they might just be able to survive anything.
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Chapter One



“Well, that’s not something you see every day.”

Andrew Holt had been talking to his friends, Glen and Wade, and sitting with his back to the dungeon. It was more Tony’s tone rather than his words that prompted Andrew to turn and look.

Over in one corner of what they’d dubbed the “old side” of the dungeon area, a guy had broken out a blowgun and was in the process of shooting darts at his submissive’s shapely ass. She was hooked up to one of the St. Andrew’s crosses with her back to her Dominant, and let out an adorable squeak around her ball gag every time he landed a shot.

Immediately followed by a slew of giggles from her.

Andrew cocked his head as he watched them. “Is that allowed?” There were now three of the needle-like darts stuck in the woman’s ass.

Tony, who wasn’t on DM duty tonight, seemed to be considering it. “Well, we don’t allow gun play. But that’s not a firearm. We do allow needle play. There’s nothing in the rules that says the needles can’t be shot out of a blowgun. Plus they’re in a corner, so it’s not like they’re endangering anyone. And his aim seems pretty accurate. I’m calling it good. His subby’s apparently not complaining or calling red. Guess we’ll need to clarify that in the rules, though. Just when I think we have all the bases covered, some kinky genius raises the bar.”

It was early on a Saturday evening, just a few minutes after eight, and the Lifestyle 101 class Tony had taught earlier had ended not too long before. The nightly play session was officially open, and this couple seemed to be the first ones scening.

“Who’s DMing tonight, anyway?” Andrew asked. Sometimes he stepped in to help DM when they were slammed or had a volunteer call off.

Tony looked around. “Shit,” he muttered. He got up and headed to the office. When he returned a few minutes later, he wore his DM name badge. “I guess the answer to your question about who’s DMing is that I am until Derrick gets here. He called a couple of minutes ago. They had a flat tire on their way here from Sigalo’s. The other two aren’t here yet. They’re not due until eight thirty. Usually we only need one DM this time of night on an average night. Lucky thing I hadn’t left yet.”

Andrew snickered. “Lucky you. Where’s Shayla?”

“She went out to a movie with Leah and Loren earlier, then to Sigalo’s with them. She’ll be home by the time I get there. Hopefully with the dinner I asked her to bring me.”

“Not out plotting with Tilly on how to bring about the end of my single status, huh?”

Tony smirked. “Fair warning, those women are bound and determined to fix you up with Rachel.”

“Not that I’m not flattered, because I am. Right now, I’m not looking for a deeper relationship with Rachel, and I don’t think she is with me, either. Play and friendship? Sure. But I’m still recovering from putting out that emotional Dumpster fire that was my ex. Frankly, I’m a little gun-shy.”

“Understandable.”

Andrew had a thought. “Kandy hasn’t been around, has she?”

“Marcia revoked her membership and permanently banned her after that night she went batshit and started screaming at you because you refused to play with her since she was drunk. Especially after she tried to set your car on fire.”

Glen and Wade both snorted, drawing an irate glare from Andrew.

“Dude,” Glen said. “I’m sorry, but it was hysterical considering we weren’t on the receiving end of it, okay? She sounded like fucking Minnie Mouse as she ranted at you. Just because I’m gay doesn’t mean I’m stupid or blind. She was ten gallons of crazy in a two-gallon bucket.”

“Word,” Wade said. “Rachel is…p-perfect for…you. Get off your damn…ass and c-collar that woman before you…lose her.”

The men exchanged a fist-bump.

Andrew chose to ignore Wade’s last comment. “Kandy hid her crazy quite well at first. I didn’t know how messed up she was until I was already in love with her. I tried my damnedest to help her, but when she’d suck me in and have me thinking she was really trying to work her way through things, she’d stop trying and revert.”

“And who was the Dom in that relationship?” Glen asked.

“Yeah, no shit.” Andrew sighed. “I felt sorry for her. She’s got a lot of mental crap she never worked through, and at her age, it looks like she never will. I’m not going to sacrifice my life, happiness, and peace of mind for someone who, no matter how much I love them, won’t do the work they need to do. Life’s too fucking short. I got sick and tired of always being screamed at for stuff that was only in her head. That night was the final straw. I gathered all her shit from my house and dropped it off at her place. Just left it outside her door and didn’t even ring the bell. Then I changed my locks. Left her a note that if she showed up at my house, I’d call the sheriff’s office on her.”

“Smart man,” Glen said. “Don’t keep making a mistake just because you invested a lot of time and energy into making it.”

“A little late, but yeah. Finally got smart. Only took me a couple of years is all.”

Two years and three months, to be exact.

He’d counted.

They sat there and chatted as they watched the blowdart scene play out. A few other assorted members stopped to watch the unusual activity as well. By the time the man finished with her, he’d stuck at least fifteen darts in each of her ass cheeks.

Then he took great pleasure in slowly removing them, one by one, swabbing each mark with an alcohol-soaked gauze pad as he dropped the darts into a plastic food storage container presumably filled with alcohol.

She let out more squeals and groans—and giggles—throughout the process.

“She’s adorable,” Tony said. “Love how she always giggles during a scene with him.”

“He’s a fucking sadist, though,” Glen observed.

Tony turned and arched an eyebrow at him. “Duh.”



* * * *



About twenty minutes later, Derrick hustled in, although he looked like he was moving in a weirdly stiff way. He was followed by his wife, Marcia. The original founders and owners of Venture, they were now partners with Kel and his slave, Mallory.

Unfortunately, Kel and Mal were out of town that weekend, teaching a bondage photography class in Atlanta.

“Sorry, man,” Derrick said to Tony. “I owe you.”

“No worries.”

“No, Derrick owes me,” Marcia said. “I’m the one who changed the tire.” She held up hands that were filthy.

“Uh, you don’t have AAA?” Andrew asked.

She smirked. “An hour wait time. No, thank you. I’ll change the damn tire myself.”

“I told you I’d do it,” Derrick muttered.

She looked like she wanted to backhand him, and just might, were her hands not filthy and had he not been her Master as well as her husband. “Uh, no. Your back’s screwed up enough as it is, thank you very much. Sir.”

Even Andrew could hear she tacked that on for the snark. “How’d you do that?”

If a Dom could blush, Derrick did. “I tripped.”

Marcia was already heading over to the big sink in the kitchen area. She turned. “Oh, tell them the whole story. Mr. Dom thought he was being slick and used a dildo on me while we were playing at home the other night. He dropped it, but it hit the floor, not the bed. He didn’t realize it, and when he got out of bed, he stepped on it, and it rolled under his foot. He hit the floor and refused to let me call 911. I had to call Nate and Leo to come help me get him off the floor, and Nate gave him a treatment right there to help. We spent two hours the next morning in the damn chiropractor’s office after spending an hour at the doctor getting X-rays to make sure he didn’t do any serious damage.”

Andrew, Tony, Glen, and Wade exploded with laughter.

“It’s not funny,” Derrick muttered.

“No, it’s fucking hysterical,” Tony said as he took his nametag off. “Hey, what happened to SSC?”

“Or RACK?” Andrew chimed in.

“Sounds more like…PRICK t-to me,” Wade added with a sadistic grin.

“Assholes. Where’s the compassion, you fuckers?” Derrick headed over to the doorway leading to the other side of the dungeon, leaving the other three men laughing again.

Marcia returned, drying her now-clean hands with paper towels and wearing a smugly pleased smile.

Tony snorted. “He’s going to make you pay for that later when he’s feeling better. You know that, right?”

“Yeah. But it was sooo worth it. I told Dom Dumbass I thought it hit the floor and he told me not to worry about it. That it was his job to worry about stuff like that. So consider this his touching the stove moment.”



* * * *



Andrew had his implement bag out in the trunk of his car, but he hadn’t brought it inside yet. He wasn’t sure he’d be playing with anyone tonight, and didn’t want it inside in case someone he didn’t want to play with asked him to play.

He could always say he didn’t have his stuff without pissing someone off. That he was just there to socialize.

He wasn’t a pick-up player, unless it was someone he knew pretty well and had played with before.

“You meeting Rachel tonight?” Glen asked.

“I don’t think so. We didn’t make any firm plans. I just didn’t feel like sitting alone at home.” Yes, he could have gone to Sigalo’s, but he hadn’t felt like that, either.

Other than playing with Rachel, he hadn’t felt like much of anything lately, except stuck in a rut.

Worse, he knew it.

Wade cocked his head. “What’s g-going on w-with Rachel? I… thought you g-guys were an…item?”

“We’re just friends. We play together, but she’s refreshingly independent and not looking for anything other than play and friendship right now.”

Glen’s brow furrowed. “That sounds like a man protesting too much.”

“That’s what I-I was g-going t-to say,” Wade chimed in.

Andrew slumped in his chair. “I feel like a freaking failure, all right? I let myself get played by Kandy. I’m trying to regain my equilibrium. Things with Rachel are calm, peaceful, and copacetic.”

“And Rachel’s not trying to set your car on fire while in a drunken rage,” Glen added.

“That, too.”

“That’ll teach you to go out with a girl named ‘Kandy,’” Glen teased. “I’d honestly thought that was like her FetLife name or something.”

“Glad you guys are my friends,” Andrew said. “I’d hate to see how you’d skewer me if you didn’t like me.”

“Naw, you don’t want to see that.” Glen grinned. “We’re both sadists. We could rip you a new one without breaking a sweat.”



* * * *



By the time Andrew left Venture a little after midnight, he’d helped spot a couple of suspension scenes, chatted with some acquaintances besides Glen and Wade, had three different submissive women hint but not come right out and say they’d like to play with him…but he hadn’t played.

He would also be attending the Suncoast Society munch tomorrow night and catching up with friends there. Two of the women who’d hinted at play said they’d be there, too.

He was forty-four and wasn’t going to waste time playing games. If someone wasn’t adult enough to come right out and tell him what they wanted, he wasn’t going to try to pry it out of them and later be called a predator.

Kandy had put him off of emotional DIY projects. He wanted a functional adult for a partner, not a Dumpster fire he spent more time putting out than he did enjoying the relationship.

Kandy had hinted around in the beginning.

That was mistake number one, he realized. Falling into that trap and not recognizing the signs sooner.

Rachel hadn’t hinted when they’d first met. They’d talked, built a rapport, and she’d outright asked him if he was interested in playing with her, and she clearly defined her hard and soft limits.

Like a freaking adult. And that was after she’d watched him play with a couple of different people, and had asked around about him before approaching him.

He’d kind of hoped maybe she’d show up that night and they could do something. If nothing else, Rachel was always fun to talk to. She left him smiling and relaxed him in a way not too many people did. They’d had dinner together several times, vanilla dinner, alone, where they’d talked not just about lifestyle stuff, but about…stuff.

This was another reason he hadn’t outright asked the three hinters if they wanted to play. Had Rachel shown up, he wanted to be available to play with her. She was his preferred play partner lately.

He loved that she had a job crunching numbers and data, something he could easily relate to. He was a work-at-home programmer for a software company and only had to go in to the office a couple of times a month for meetings.

Most of his contact with real humans, outside of a conference bridge call or text messages, came from his lifestyle activities.

And the practically literal flaming end to his relationship with Kandy, after he’d tried so hard to help her and invested so much time and effort into putting up with her bullshit, had really shaken his self-confidence in many ways.

Maybe he wasn’t such a good Dom if he couldn’t even help Kandy when he’d been in a relationship with her.

The world wasn’t his to save singlehandedly, no.

But still…

After bidding everyone good-night, he returned home, a house he was happy to see still standing and hadn’t been set on fire.

Everyone assured him the more time that passed, the less chance there was of Kandy doing anything. If she tried to, she’d bring the wrath of Tilly and the gang down on her head faster than anything.

Okay, so Tilly is really good for something. I can forgive her the matchmaking attempts.

Because when Tilly had come flying out of the club that night, to see what the everloving fuckety hell—in Tilly’s colorful way of saying things—was going on, Andrew wouldn’t deny he relished the look of sheer terror on Kandy’s drunk-ass face.

The woman hadn’t been so drunk she hadn’t been able to stumble back in fear, drop the lighter she’d held, and beg Tilly not to kill her.

Tilly had lit into her, threatening to make Kandy regret the day she’d ever been born if she so much as even looked at Andrew again—a threat he was happy to stand back and let Tilly make for him—and that if Tilly ever set eyes on Kandy again around any of her friends, or the club, Kandy would be damned sorry.

Then a couple of good Samaritans had driven Kandy home and made sure she got inside her house while Landry and Cris had finally coaxed Tilly back into the club.

Andrew had blocked Kandy’s phone number, removed her from his FetLife profile and blocked her there, too, and moved on with his life.

That’d been over six months ago.

Six peaceful months.

Maybe it was time to try to reach out again. The guys were right. Rachel was a nice woman. He could see if she wanted to play more often, or shift their hard limits. Or maybe do more…vanilla stuff.

Friend stuff.

Like see a movie or something.

Hell, maybe he should take a solo trip somewhere. Anywhere. It’d been forever since he’d left the Tampa Bay area, other than a week in Atlanta for a training class two years earlier.

I’m pitiful.

Not wanting to sink into a needy or self-pity mindset, he tabled his mental discussions with his brain and headed for bed.


Chapter Two



“Please, Rache. You have to come. I need you there. I want you to be there. Please?”

She rubbed at her forehead. It’d been three years since she’d last seen her little brother. Video chatting on Skype a couple of times a week wasn’t exactly the same thing.

He continued when she didn’t answer right away. “If you can’t afford it, I’ll buy you a tick—”

“I can afford it,” she said. “That’s not the problem.”

The problem was, Justin had made the mistake of telling one of his cousins exactly when he was graduating from the University of South Dakota.

The answer to that was in two weeks.

Said meddling cousin had put it on Facebook as an event without even asking Justin first. Before Justin had turned around, their uncle had decreed it a family celebration, and half their extended family from South Dakota and Minnesota and other parts had all marked they were coming.

Over thirty people.

Now there was a huge-ass barbecue scheduled to be held at their uncle and aunt’s house after the ceremony, and Justin was sort of…stuck.

It wasn’t every day someone in their family graduated as a doctor. It didn’t matter that Justin was a biologist specializing in cancer research, not a medical doctor doing patient care.

That’d brought every last relative crawling out of the woodwork to put in an appearance.

Including a few cockroaches.

“Please, Rache?”

She knew she couldn’t punish her little brother for the misdeeds of others. “Okay.”

“Oh, my god, thank you!”

“So what are you doing after graduation?”

“I already have applications out at several labs. Minneapolis, Chicago, Indianapolis. I’ve still got a month at my current job before it ends.”

“That’s good. That you’ve put out applications, I mean.”

“Yeah. Gets me out of here. There’s another lab job open here at the school I can have if I want for next term, so worst case, I’m stuck here for another full term. Hopefully I hear back from someone before then.”

“Well, that’s something.” She’d opted for a four-year degree in economics from USD, which she had parlayed into a career as the head cost analyst and financial auditor for Manasota Electric Co-op. It was a fancy way of saying “company bean counter,” but she wasn’t going to bitch.

She had a job that paid her a better than fair wage, she had benefits, and she lived somewhere that didn’t require an engine block heater or ice scraper for half the year.

“Thank you, sis. I really appreciate it. I know you and Uncle George don’t get along well.”

That was an understatement of gargantuan proportions, but she couldn’t let him know that. At least, not yet. She’d shielded Justin from the worst of the old bastard’s bad side while they were kids. Justin knew she and their uncle didn’t get along, but he didn’t know exactly why.

Once Justin graduated, she could tell their uncle to go fuck himself, and then she could walk away from all of them for good.

Except for Justin, obviously.

Justin was the only “family” she truly had left.

The only family she’d willingly claim and wanted to remain close to, at least.

They talked for a few more minutes before getting off the phone. Rachel stood and fetched her bottle of peppermint oil, rubbing some on her forehead to help with the headache. Sometimes she could stop a headache before it really cranked up good if she did that. It meant she wouldn’t have to resort to ibuprofen. She hated taking pills if she didn’t have to.

She knew there were people who might think she was some sort of New Age nut, but she’d experienced a lot of help from natural remedies.

Didn’t mean she wouldn’t give her left pinky for an Aleve if her cramps got too bad, though.

It just meant she was willing to try the milder route first.

“Medicine” was too much of a bad reminder of their mom.

Reminding Rachel of keeping the meds out of Justin’s curious little hands.

Reminding her of setting all the pill bottles out on the counter every morning.

Reminding her of carefully counting everything out into each pill case every morning when she was only twelve, her mom too weak and her mind too fuzzy to reliably do it, their dad working hard, trying to pay for her medical bills and medicine.

Reminding her of those final days, of flushing everything down the toilet after they got home from the funeral just a few days after her thirteenth birthday.

Reminding her of the sound of the empty bottles as she dropped them into the garbage bag while their dad softly sobbed in the living room.

Some things she just couldn’t deal with, and as an adult, she didn’t have to.

So she set her course trajectory to avoid them.

At thirty-three, so far, that plan of avoidance had served her well.

Had served her well once she’d left South Dakota, anyway.

Justin was only twenty-eight, had his entire life ahead of him, and she’d kept him isolated from the ugliest parts of their childhood. It was what a good big sister did.

The least she could do was go watch him walk across that stage as he claimed his hard-won distinction.

Somehow, she’d make herself go do it.

She just wasn’t sure exactly how quite yet.



* * * *



Rachel had planned to go to the club that night and hopefully scene with Andrew, but her headache didn’t abate. She relented and took an ibuprofen, used more peppermint oil, and applied a cool, damp cloth to her forehead.

That kept the miserable thing from drifting into migraine status.

This was all from stress. She knew that.

Didn’t mean she could control it.

Maybe therapy is where I need to be.

Not that she hadn’t done a lot of reading and work and support groups on her own already.

She’d make herself go to the munch tomorrow night. She needed to get out and take some time for herself. Work had been stressful lately, with some routine audits that had been borked all to hell when the IT department decided to do an upgrade in the middle of their audit, and her department lost three days of work when it turned out their backups had failed. They’d had to go back and do it all over.

The audit was now complete, she still had a job, she hadn’t been incarcerated for taking a page from Tilly’s playbook and threatening to kill anyone in the IT department who’d screwed things up for them, and she was due some vacation time anyway.

So she’d have to spend a little of it in fricking South Dakota.

There were worse places to spend it, she supposed. If it wasn’t for her brother, she damn sure might be tempted to try to find some of those worse places, just for the comparison.

After adding some lavender oil to the diffuser by her bed to help her relax, she tried to go to sleep.



* * * *



By the time Rachel finally dragged herself out of bed Sunday morning, the headache had disappeared, but she was regretting promising Justin she’d travel to South Dakota for his graduation.

Which made her feel like the shittiest big sister ever.

She wasn’t a little girl anymore, though. She wasn’t a teenager trying to keep her head down and powering through every day and just doing her best trying to not lose herself.

She could suck it up and deal with it.

And with Uncle George.

She lived in a small one-bedroom condo, so it wasn’t like she had much to do in the way of chores. No yard work, no gardening. She thought about heading over to the beach but realized it was a Sunday in spring in Sarasota. If the beach wasn’t chock full of spring breakers, it’d be chock full of straggling snowbirds who hadn’t gotten the hell out of the Sunshine State yet.

In the middle of pondering her options, Terrie called.

“You’re going to the munch tonight, right?” Terrie asked by way of greeting.

Rachel immediately felt like she was on her guard. “Probably. Why?”

“I need backup.”

“I thought Mark was coming?”

“He got called in to work, and I need an extra set of arms to wrangle Lynn.”

Rachel relaxed. “Ah. Okay. Yeah, I’ll go.” She didn’t need a lengthy explanation about what Terrie meant.

She knew.

“Good. I’ll come get you first. Lynn won’t be able to back out on both of us.”

That meant backing out at the last minute wouldn’t be an option for Rachel, either. Hopefully Andrew would be there. She’d thought he said he was going. “You sure dragging her out to a munch is the best thing?”

“It’s been nearly two years. If we don’t drag her out to events, she won’t come. It’s hard enough to force her out of her Evil Writing Lair of Evil as it is.”

Terrie was Lynn’s best friend, as well as her author PA. Rachel was good friends with both women, but they were closer to each other than Rachel was to them. “I’ll back you up.”

“Good. I’ll be at your place about six. That’ll give us plenty of time to force her into the shower and real clothes if she’s not ready to go when we get there.”

“Sounds like you have a plan.”

“I always have a plan. Kind of part of my job. See you at six.”

Well, that sealed it. No way Rachel would back out on Terrie. Especially if it meant helping get Lynn out for an evening.

She headed to the bathroom. That was a chore she could do, clean the bathroom.

Busy work.

Get-her-out-of-her-head work.



* * * *



Rachel was waiting when Terrie wheeled into a parking space in front of her condo five minutes early. Rachel got in. “How bad is she?”

Terrie didn’t need clarification. “She was doing better for a while, and I honestly thought maybe she’d finally turned the corner.” Terrie started backing out of the parking space. “But then I realized she’s still wearing her collar.”

“Maybe it’s a comfort.”

“At this point, it’s an unhealthy crutch.”

“Has anyone heard from him?”

“Nope. He completely dropped out of the community.”

Rachel studied her friend’s face. “Aaannnd?”

“Busted, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“She doesn’t know it, but I did some poking around one day while I had to look up something else on the county clerk’s website. Apparently, he filed for divorce several months ago.”

“Maybe that’s why she’s still wearing her collar.”

“No, she doesn’t know about that. She would have told me immediately if she did. She just won’t move on.”

Pot, meet kettle. “There’s no law that says she has to move on in a certain amount of time. People don’t just magically heal from a broken heart.”

“Don’t you tell her I looked that up, either. I’m not saying I’m trying to shove her into some random Dom’s arms, but she’s almost completely withdrawn from life. She’s self-medicating.”

Rachel frowned. “Drinking? Drugs?”

“Writing.”

Confusion set in. “Um, isn’t that how she makes her living?”

“Before all of this, she used to have a set schedule, take time off. Free time. Now, she barely sleeps. She’s lost over thirty pounds. I had to force her to go shopping for new clothes with me because her old ones were falling off her body.”

“Well, maybe it’s how she’s handling it.”

“It’s not healthy,” Terrie insisted. “And I swear he shows up around here, I’m going to rip his balls off myself if Tilly doesn’t beat me to it.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Rachel said. “Remember, she and Cris got back together.”

Terrie’s expression turned dark. “That’s different.”

But Lynn was ready when they arrived. The woman certainly did seem far more quiet and subdued than usual, although Rachel had only seen her a few times over the past several months, usually at vanilla get-togethers at Terrie and Mark’s house.

“We’re going to be really early,” Lynn said from where she’d climbed into the backseat. “Why are we so early?”

“You know me,” Terrie said, glancing at Rachel. “I don’t like to be late.”



* * * *



They made a stop along the way for Terrie to top off her gas tank, which put them at the restaurant at exactly the right time, just a few minutes early.

Which made Terrie happy.

They walked inside and took a moment to see who was there and which tables still had available seats. Terrie led the way and walked over to talk to Tony and Shayla while Rachel glanced around.

Then Rachel spotted Andrew at one table. When he looked up and smiled, he waved to her.

And yay, there were still several chairs left at his table.

“I got our spots,” she told Terrie before she headed over.

He stood for a hug. She loved how despite him standing about seven inches taller than her own five five, her body fit perfectly against his. His brown hair bore the barest traces of grey, even though he was forty-four. And his brown eyes could look either adorably playful or deep and mysterious, depending on what “mode” he was in—Andrew the friend, or the Dom who could make her weak in the knees when they played.

“Good to see you here,” he said.

“Yeah, glad to be here.”

He glanced around her to where Terrie and Lynn were still talking to Tony and Shayla. Dropping his voice, he asked, “How’s Lynn doing?”

“Eh.” She shrugged. “She’s vertical and Terrie dragged her out of her writing cave.”

“Gotcha.”

They were sharing a table with Ned, Hunter, Todd, and Dani, a poly group that their circle of friends had given up trying to figure out. Ned was straight and married to Todd, who was gay and Hunter’s boyfriend, who was gay and Ned’s slave and had married Dani, who was straight and also Ned’s slave and girlfriend.

Yeah.

Tonight, Hunter and Dani were in the center of their group, with Todd seated on Hunter’s left and Ned seated on Dani’s right.

“How are you feeling?” Rachel asked her. “The doctors have any answers for you yet?”

Dani frowned. “No. They said I have fibromyalgia, likely triggered by my accident and surgeries, but nothing to explain the cardiac issues. The meds they have me on have helped with the symptoms, though. So they’re basically throwing their hands up in the air and saying they don’t know, but it’s working, so screw it.”

“Wow. That really sucks.”

“Tell me about it.”

Terrie and Lynn joined them. After another round of greetings, they were approached by a waiter to take their drink orders.

Rachel had ended up taking the seat next to Andrew, with Lynn stuck between her and Terrie.

“I meant to come by the club last night,” Rachel told him, “but I ended up with a headache that wouldn’t go away.”

“Oooh, sorry. No worries. Although you did miss a great laugh.”

“What happened?”

He repeated the story of Derrick and Marcia and the dildo misadventure, which even Rachel had to admit was funny as hell.

Lynn had caught that, too. “I should put that in a book.”

“Yeah, that’s one of those ‘too funny to believe’ kinds of things,” Rachel said.

“Not as funny as having a coughing fit when you’ve got a butt plug in,” Hunter muttered from his side of the table, which made his other three companions roar with laughter.

“I’m guessing that’s not really a dinner-appropriate story?” Andrew asked.

Ned shrugged. “I thought it was hysterical at the time,” he said with a grin. “Then again, we don’t have carpets.”


Chapter Three



Rachel enjoyed the Suncoast Society munches. She frequently attended several local coffee times and other munches, but this group was, by far, the friendliest and most welcoming. She’d discovered Venture through them, made friends, and even met play partners. Most recently Andrew, who wasn’t a creeper, and who was a nice guy who’d become a good friend.

A “relationship” wasn’t on her radar, though. Not right now. Didn’t need one, didn’t want one, and she had too much going on in her brain already to deal with one.

Plus a relationship meant getting serious about putting her mental and emotional house in order. She’d gone through a period of serial dating failures not long after moving to Florida. That had taught her she was not only hardwired to be kinky, but that she wasn’t exactly “relationship” material yet.

Being a free-range submissive suited her far better at this time in her life. Andrew seemed happy with the status quo, and it wasn’t like he was pushing her for more.

Was it lonely?

She wouldn’t deny it’d be nice to have someone to cuddle with at night, but she wasn’t stupid enough to think that another person could make her “whole.” Her small and carefully cultivated circle of friends knew her, loved her for who she was, and didn’t judge her. Beyond that, she had a wider circle of acquaintances who helped fill her time when she had a desire for human contact.

That was all she needed for now.

During her time in the BDSM lifestyle, all too frequently she’d witnessed firsthand people jumping into relationships way too quickly and then the resulting nuclear blast when things detonated in an ugly and irretrievably broken way.

Andrew, for example. Even he was the first to admit he ignored warning signs early on with Kandy, signs that he should have paid better attention to.

Rachel’s life wasn’t a science experiment. To attempt to see what might work, fail, and try again.

No, thank you.

One day, sure, she knew she’d let someone in, let them past her defenses, allow them a glimpse inside her darkest, ugliest closets. If they ran away, fine.

If they still embraced her for who she was, then she’d see what happened. Maybe that person might eventually be Andrew. She didn’t know, and right now, she wasn’t going to stress over it, either.

Until then, she was fine in the friend zone.

“What’s new with you, anyway?” Andrew asked her.

“I guess I have to fly to South Dakota in two weeks. Not looking forward to it.”

“Why not?”

“It’s my little brother’s graduation. He’s getting his doctorate.”

They hadn’t done a lot of talking about their families, so she didn’t blame Andrew for his obvious confusion. “Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Oh, it is. Unfortunately, the rest of the family found out about it when it got posted on Facebook by one of the cousins. Now, it’ll be a freaking invasion.”



* * * *



Andrew paid close attention to what Rachel didn’t say rather than what she did. Even more attention to her body language.

The scowl and deep furrows in her brow told him lots of things, just not the whys of how she felt.

“Not fond of some of your family, I take it?”

“Understatement of the century.” She sipped her water. “But once Justin’s graduated, I can write the rest of them off for good and pretend they don’t exist.”

“You’ve never really talked about your family before.” He thought maybe her parents were deceased, but he was more than a little ashamed to admit he didn’t even know that for sure.

Some friend I am. I deserve to be alone.

“That’s because there’s not much to talk about. Not looking forward to going. Especially not looking forward to going alone.” She let out a bone-weary sigh. “I’m tempted to pay someone to go with me just so I don’t have to face them by myself.”

Something pinged his intuition. “Are you afraid of your family?”

Another shadow briefly darkened her features before she seemed to shake it off. “Not all of them. Just one person in particular. And fear is a very strong word. But I don’t know a better one right off the top of my head. Not a physical fear, because I’m an adult now. Just…more emotional than anything, I guess. I don’t want to ruin this for my brother. I wish I had someone to be a…I don’t know. A buffer for me against them.”

Andrew fought hard not to jump to a lot of conclusions about why she had those kinds of feelings, because none of them led to good places. If she wanted to tell him, she would. “When are you flying up?”

“I need to book my flight tonight. If I wait too long I won’t get a seat. I’ve been putting it off today, and I felt too crappy to do it last night. It’s in two weeks. Last weekend of April. If I can’t get a flight, I’ll have to drive up.”

“I’ll go with you.”

She looked a little taken aback and he hoped he hadn’t just fucked up whatever it was they had by making the offer. “What?”

“I mean,” he quickly added, “if you don’t think that’s creepy for me to offer. As long as I have Wi-Fi access and can check in with work, I’m good.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. I haven’t taken vacation time in a while. I’ve got a lot of accumulated time off coming.”

She stared at him for a long, quiet moment. He was starting to think that maybe he’d accidentally nuked their friendship when she finally seemed to make up her mind.

“Oh, my god!” She threw her arms around him for a hug. “Thank you! Thank you so much! I’ll pay for your ticket and hotel room and everything.”

“You don’t have to do that. If you want to share a room to save expenses, I’m okay with that, though. Totally up to you.”

“Uh, I will pay for your ticket, and thank you!” She whipped out her phone and swiped open an app. “I can book our flights right now.”

He smiled. “Before I have a chance to back out?”

That finally pulled a smile out of her. “Sure.”

“Seriously, though. Let me pay for my own ticket.”

“Nope. You’re not my Dom. You can’t tell me what to do.” She stuck her tongue out at him, but the playful smile on her face was worth it. That was a running joke between them.

He’d seen her smile before, heard her laugh, had frequently been the reason for her smiling or laughing.

But something felt different this time.

Like a weight had lifted from her shoulders.

He was okay with that. If he could help her out, why not do it for a friend?

“We have to fly out of St. Pete-Clearwater International,” she said. “The direct flight to Sioux Falls is cheaper that way. Otherwise, it’s a pain in the ass and way more expensive. We have to fly Corning Airways.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Cool.”

He gave her his personal information as she booked the flights.

Well, now I’m committed.

At least it was a trip. A vacation of sorts. He had no emotional investment in the events, other than being there to support Rachel. It was on a weekend, just a Friday and a Monday out of his work week, so it wasn’t even like he’d be missing a lot of work.

That meant he could be completely available for her.

The only downside so far was they’d have to be at the airport around five thirty in the morning for the flight up.

“Sorry it’s such an early flight,” she said.

“No worries. We can grab a hotel room close to the airport in Clearwater and catch a shuttle over. And that will be my treat.”

She looked up at him, and this time when he stared into her green eyes he saw more than just gratitude there.

“Thanks,” she said. “I won’t even argue with you.”

She e-mailed him a copy of the itinerary and hotel information for up in Sioux Falls. By the time dinner ended, it seemed Rache was in a far better state of mind than she’d been when she’d first sat down next to him.

Before parting ways for the evening, she gave him a long, strong hug out in the parking lot.

“Thank you again,” she softly said, low enough Lynn and Terrie couldn’t hear her. “I really appreciate this. I owe you big time.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said. “I’m happy to help you out. We’re friends, right?”

“Yeah, but this is kind of going above and beyond. I really appreciate it.”

He looked down into her green eyes. “Stop, please. I’ve been wanting to get out of my rut anyway. Going out of town for a weekend will do me a lot of good.” He grinned. “And I am a sadist. So watching you be uncomfortable around your family’s a bonus.”

Fortunately for him, she took that the way he’d intended and he won another laugh from her.

He loved hearing her laugh.

I need to make a point of making her do that a lot more.

After one final hug, he watched her climb into Terrie’s SUV and the three women headed off.

Tilly walked up behind him. “Why is she still a free-range subby, dude?”

Andrew turned to her. “Because I don’t want to make a mistake like I did the last time. I can tell she’s not exactly pushing me for more right now.”

“Don’t wait too long. That’s all I’m saying. Just because you got burned once doesn’t mean you’ll get burned every time. It’s been, what, five or six months?”

“Yeah.” He glanced back to where Terrie’s taillights had disappeared as she turned onto the main road.

Cris and Landry were talking with Tony and Shayla over near the restaurant’s entrance. Tilly lowered her voice, which was absent any and all snark.

“From what I’ve seen, Rache is a class act. No drama, not even a hint of it around her. I’ve seen the two of you play, and I’ve seen you both play with others. You two have a natural rapport together that’s almost magic when you’re playing. Quit wasting time and talk to her before she gets away.”

“Well, we’re going to be spending a weekend together out of town in two weeks, so we’ll have alone time together.” He filled her in.

Tilly grinned. “Here’s your chance to play the white knight.” Her smile faded. “Slay her metaphorical dragons.”

“What if I don’t like what I find out?”

She shrugged. “Then you haven’t lost anything much. But if you don’t at least see what might happen, you’ll kick yourself in the ass when she gets away from you and you’re watching some other Dom playing with her.”

She poked him in the shoulder with her finger before she headed back to Cris and Landry, leaving him standing there to ponder her words.

Fishing his keys out of his slacks, he headed for his car.

Tilly was right, of course. He knew it.

Now all he had to do was figure out a way to get past his own fears.



* * * *



Rachel texted Justin while Terrie drove them back to Lynn’s.

Flight, hotel, and rental car booked. Bringing a friend with me.

He must not have been busy because he responded almost immediately.

:) Yay! Thank you!

Okay, this would be worth it to see Justin. Who knew when she’d get another chance to spend time with him like this? Especially once he started a new job somewhere else in the country. He’d busted his ass to earn his doctorate. Once he landed a new job and moved, opportunities to spend time with him might be even fewer and farther between.

It made her feel like a shitty older sister, too, that she’d bolted and ran away from South Dakota as soon as she’d graduated college.

Pencil me in for all day on Sunday, k? Going to stay in SF and drive down.

He responded a moment later. Absolutely! Who’s UR friend?

She wasn’t sure yet how to approach this without outright lying to him. Which was something she didn’t want to do, yet telling him the full truth wasn’t an option, either.

Guy I know. Not boyfriend, just good friends but will say he’s bf. UG won’t hassle me with him there.

Justin wouldn’t need a translation of that abbreviation, or further clarification of her statement. He’d seen it plenty of times growing up, but had been too young to stand up for her, and too young to know the full truth.

In fact, she’d insisted he didn’t stand up for her and make waves for fear of their uncle coming down on him, too.

Ah, gotcha. UG and AK and their herd will all be there. Confirmed today. :(

Rachel’s stomach knotted up tight. It’s OK. Not chickening out now.

Love you, sis.

She smiled. Love you, too, bro.

She tucked her phone back into her purse.

“Everything okay back there?” Terrie asked.

“Yeah. Just updating my brother.”

“Bet he’s happy you’re flying up,” Lynn said.

“Yeah, he is.”

“That was really nice of Andrew to volunteer to go with you.” Lynn’s voice sounded a little…lost. “He seems like a nice guy. You two should try dating.”

Rachel met Terrie’s gaze in the rearview mirror. Bless Lynn’s heart, despite her own trials and tribulations, she still tried to put her friends first. “We’ll see. Maybe. If he doesn’t completely disown me as a friend by the time we get back to Florida. My family’s nuts.”

“You could have asked Tilly to go,” Terrie joked.

Rachel snorted. “That would have been fun, turning her loose on everyone.”

“I’d pay money for that show.”

“Yeah, but prison orange isn’t her color, and I have a feeling my uncle would manage to step on her last nerve right from the get-go. I don’t have that kind of bail money available.”

“And you’re not worried about Andrew getting into it with him?”

Rachel wouldn’t deny the fantasy of Andrew getting into her uncle’s face and backing him the hell down appealed to her on a visceral level. “Hopefully having Andrew there will keep my uncle in line and make it a non-issue. I’m there for my brother and no one else. That’s who I’ll focus on.”

“Good for you,” Terrie said. “And try to have fun while you’re there. See some sights or something.”

Rachel snorted. “You’ve never been to eastern South Dakota, have you?”

“No. Why?”

Rachel stared out the window at the darkness passing by outside. “Never mind,” she said. “It’s not like you’ve missed much.”


Chapter Four



Rachel awoke Monday morning at her usual time, just before five o’clock, still feeling light in spirit. No, she and Andrew weren’t in any kind of a formal “relationship” like that, but she did feel safe with him.

She never would have let him top her in the first place if she didn’t feel safe with him.

That he had the trust and respect of pretty much everyone in their circle of friends didn’t hurt, either.

After working out in the exercise room at her condo complex, Rachel returned home to get ready for work. All during her workout, her mind had wandered, as it always did. One of the things she thought about was their early negotiations, how Andrew had said he liked that she was forthright and open with him about what she did and didn’t want, her limits, her expectations. No guessing, no false coyness.

No games.

She’d been too busy while growing up to contemplate her sexuality as a teenager. Too busy dodging her stupid uncle’s advances, until she’d got smart enough to scare the fuck out of the man so he started wanting to lock his bedroom door at night.

Then in college, she’d been studying and working, and then…

Florida.

Once here, she’d had a chance to breathe, to try to get to know herself.

After a string of irritatingly predictable relationship failures, she took a step back and re-evaluated where she wanted to be in life.

That’s when she stumbled across the Suncoast Society.

From that point on, she knew what and who she wanted to be. It was just a matter of finding the right partner and not settling.

And getting over her fear of committing to the wrong person, but that was secondary.

Because so far, she’d managed to not-commit her way into staying single, even though it wasn’t exactly the worst problem to have as a woman.

Standing in the shower, she realized something.

I hope I didn’t just fuck up my relationship with Andrew.

Seeing the crazy nuts that her family tree sprouted from might send him running in the opposite direction.

Then again, if it did, it meant he really wasn’t worth her time or effort anyway.

It would also mean that she’d horribly misjudged Andrew all this time, and that her person picker was still FUBARed.

Of course, better to find that out now, rather than after she’d done something stupid like thrown herself at him and slept with him.

At least she wouldn’t try to set his car on fire.

Then again, compared to what he’s been through, I might be his ideal woman.



* * * *



Andrew crawled out of bed about a quarter ’til nine Monday morning to the smell of his coffeepot finishing its brew cycle.

After pouring himself a mug, he took it and his phone into the bathroom, where he sat for his morning constitutional as he perused his e-mail. They had a ten o’clock conference call meeting on Monday mornings. It looked like nothing had borked over the weekend, at least. He’d received nothing but the normal status reports and updates he expected.

That’s a relief.

Then he spotted the itinerary for the trip with Rachel in his personal e-mail.

Oh, yeah.

Before he finished, he fired off a quick e-mail to his supervisor that he’d be out of town that particular weekend, taking off Friday and Monday. He knew it wouldn’t be a problem, because he rarely took days off despite being bugged to do so to use up some of his accumulated vacation and personal time.

The rest of Andrew’s morning went as Monday mornings usually did, the meeting, catching up on e-mails, checking code people were turning in for their projects, and going through project status reports. He didn’t have time to think about his impending trip.

Or Rachel.

When he finally took time for lunch and to grab his shower, he had time to think about her.

He really liked her. He had from the moment they’d first met, but he’d sworn after the disaster that was Kandy there was no way in hell he would chase someone for a relationship. He’d take things slowly, cautiously, and make sure a woman wasn’t batcrap bonkers before even thinking about pursuing a relationship outside of the dungeon, other than as just friends.

And, so far, they’d successfully done the “just friends” thing.

Friends with spanking bennies, but nothing sexual. Not even orgasm play. Not that he didn’t want to do orgasm play with her, and she’d even made a couple of comments about it lately, but they hadn’t crossed that bridge yet. It had been a hard limit for her at first, and she’d have to be the one to broach that subject if she wanted to change it.

It was a good problem to have, at least.

Better than worrying about her setting my shit on fire.

This would be a good opportunity for them to spend time out of their element, away from their comfort zones. He could meet her brother, learn more about her, get a chance to relax and see what happened. They’d have several hours on a plane to talk going up and coming back, in addition to a whole weekend together.

He only hoped that, after the weekend ended, they would still be friends and he didn’t do anything to fuck up what they already had.

Mainly because he knew Tilly was right. If he kept dragging his feet, he risked Rachel getting away simply because he was still gun-shy over what he went through with Kandy.

When he thought about that possibility, he realized it hit him deep in his gut, in a bad way. Almost as bad as a ball-tap.

He didn’t want to lose Rachel. There had to be a happy, healthy medium between being in hot pursuit of her and opening the door to inviting discussions with her about possibly doing more.

Maybe it’s about fucking time I nut up and try to win her over.



* * * *



After arriving at work, Rachel’s Monday morning wasn’t any more crazy than normal, fortunately. While the utility provided critical services, her department wasn’t part of that.

At one point late that morning, she crossed paths with John Gilomen in the hall and exchanged smiles and nods.

Last time she’d seen him outside of work, it’d been at Venture, the BDSM club. He’d been on his hands and knees, cuffed and collared, while his wife, Abbey, topped him.

Then they’d switched and he’d topped Abbey.

Wasn’t Rachel’s thing, but the two of them had been together for a couple of years now and looked deliriously happy together.

Rachel and John also had a mutual agreement to never even hint about their extracurricular kinky activities while at work. Not even if they were in the parking lot. They didn’t discuss work while at kinky events, either.

She’d actually freaked out the first time she’d spotted John at the club, but he’d recognized her and walked over to talk with her.

Fortunately, before either one of them had changed out of street clothes.

He’d assured her that what they did in their private time was just that—private.

It surprised her that she hadn’t run into more real-life acquaintances while in the kinky community, but it wasn’t like she was going to wish that to happen, either. It wasn’t her family she was worried about, and most of the friends she currently had were people she’d met within the lifestyle, so again, a nonissue. She was more concerned about work, even though she didn’t have a morality clause.

Late that afternoon, she received a text from Andrew.

I panicked a little when I saw it’s 40 degrees in Sioux Falls today until I saw it’ll be in the 70s next week.

Unable to hold back her laugh, she replied.

It’s sort of the reverse of FL weather. Wait a little bit and it’ll change.

He replied.

Fair warning. It’s cold when we go, I’m spanking you. :)

Another laugh escaped her.

Promise? ;)

She didn’t even have time to put her phone down.

Wait. That was supposed to be a threat. I WON’T spank you if it’s cold.

Nope. Too late. Challenge accepted. I win either way.

Dammit.

That was one of the things she loved about Andrew. He didn’t take himself or what they did so seriously that they didn’t have fun.

He made her laugh. A lot. Whether it was during a scene or during dinner together.

Maybe it was time she quit being scared of moving forward and talked to him.

If their friendship survived their weekend together, she vowed that was exactly what she’d do. She wouldn’t have a future if she let her past continually dictate the terms under which she lived her life.

That had kind of been the whole point of getting the hell out of South Dakota in the first place.



* * * *



Rachel stopped on the way home for groceries. As she put them away, she had a depressing thought.

I’m really stuck in a rut.

She’d grown so comfortable in her routine that she’d felt absolutely zero desire to do anything about it.

Is this where I want to be twenty years from now?

It wasn’t that she couldn’t be alone, because, duh, she was.

Wasn’t exactly what she wanted to be, though.

She glanced over at her phone. She and Andrew had been trading text messages off and on all afternoon following their initial exchange.

Why am I being such a pussy about this?

She stared at her phone for another long moment and then picked it up.

Hoping she wasn’t about to make a mistake, she tapped out a text and sent it before she chickened out.

I was thinking that if the trip doesn’t scare you off for good maybe we can talk about renegotiating hard limits when we get back to do more than we have been?

She tried not to hold her breath, but now she was really wishing she’d had one of those time delay apps on her phone that people used to help prevent drunk texting.

I need one to prevent stupid texting.



* * * *



Andrew stared at his phone, unsure whether he’d just hit the lottery or a land mine.

Whatever he did, he couldn’t fuck this up.

Desperately did not want to fuck this up.

Finally, he risked a comeback.

Well, since your crazy seems to fit well with my crazy, I’m thinking maybe that’s a good idea. :)

He closed his eyes and silently prayed in a way he hadn’t since he was seven and stopped believing in the Tooth Fairy, Santa, the Easter Bunny, and Jesus all on the same night when he was at a slumber party and Wade Wilson’s older brother ripped their childhood fantasies out from under them because he was a sadistic fuck even at the age of ten.

His phone vibrated in his hand.

He cracked one eye open and dared to peek at the screen.

She’d replied.

:)

He leaned back in his desk chair, threw his head back, and let out a howl of relieved success.

If he could make her smile and keep her laughing, maybe he had a chance of not scaring her off.

And he really didn’t want to scare her off and breathtakingly fuck this up.

The realization slammed home that there’d been plenty of times, despite being in love with Kandy, that he’d hoped one of their fights would end up with her walking away from him and never returning so he didn’t have to be the bad guy and break it off with her.

He’d prolonged the inevitable by not walking away from Kandy sooner, thinking he was helping her and not wanting to be the reason she didn’t get help.

Thinking if he did enough, tried enough, supported her enough, that she’d heal and become better. Wanted to uphold the promises he’d made her.

Mistake number one.

Especially since she hadn’t revealed a lot of her personal baggage to him when they’d first met. It wasn’t just the person with the problem who sometimes had the problem. Sometimes the people who loved them were just as screwed up by trying to help them instead of standing back and forcing them to find their own way.

He’d been Kandy’s safety net, despite trying to help her with her issues. Because no matter what, she always bounced off him instead of fully hitting bottom and getting the help she really needed. The only reason he hadn’t pressed charges against her that final night at the club was because he hadn’t wanted the club to get that kind of attention for his stupid personal problem.

He didn’t know if Kandy ever received the help she needed, but it wasn’t his problem.

Not anymore.

As callous and cold as that might sound, he knew he couldn’t make Kandy be healthy. Especially not at the risk of his own mental and physical health.

He’d done all that he humanly could for her before she’d burned through his last ounce of goodwill and his last nerve.

So far, everything about his experience with Rachel had been different—and better—than his relationship with Kandy.

Everything.

He always looked forward to seeing her, never dreading their time together.

Anticipation of the good kind.

Just like he was anticipating their trip.

Especially now.

Not that he hadn’t wanted to take their relationship to another level, a more sexual and intimate level, but he hadn’t wanted to push her.

Scratch that.

He’d been a chickenshit motherfucker and hadn’t wanted to screw up what appeared to be a fairly stable, predictable, safe play relationship and friendship.

Especially the friendship part. Because to have anything more between them than just being friends and play partners, their friendship had to be solid first.

That had, admittedly, been a fault on his part with Kandy. He thought a great rapport while playing—and later in bed—and a few shared interests were enough.

They hadn’t started out as friends.

And it had ended in flames.

Almost literally.

Smiling after he re-read Rachel’s texts, he set his phone down and went back to work.



* * * *



Rachel and Andrew met for dinner Thursday night to clarify and firm up the logistics. Still a week away from their planned departure, Rachel wanted Andrew to know if he decided at the last minute he couldn’t go that she wouldn’t hold it against him.

He leaned forward and met her gaze, holding it. “Are you trying to tell me you don’t want me to go with you?”

“No!” She swallowed hard. “I really don’t want to screw us up. I mean, I know we’re not an ‘official’ us, but you know what I mean. I hope.”

He reached across the table and took her hands in his, sending her heart racing. “I know what you mean. I don’t want to screw this up, either.”

“Just keep in mind there’s a dang good reason I left South Dakota as soon as I could.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t hold your family against you. I’m going on this trip to support you.” He let go of her hands after a final squeeze. “I booked our hotel room in Clearwater. Free airport shuttle. We can drive up together and leave my car at the hotel for free.”

“Okay. Thank you. I appreciate that.”

He shrugged. “It’s a little selfish on my part. It means I can sleep in Friday morning when we fly out. Otherwise, we’d have to get up really damn early and drive. This is better.”

“I still appreciate it.”

“So is there anything I need to know going into this weekend? I mean, I’m assuming we’re not going to mention exactly how we met.”

She wasn’t sure how deeply she wanted to get into all of that right now. “Mutual friends,” she said.

“Ah. The old socially acceptable standby.”

“Not a lie.”

“No, it’s not.”

“I’ve mentioned you to my brother once or twice, but not the details. Obviously. He knows we’re friends.”

“I’ll follow your lead.”

“If I end up implying or outright saying we’re more than we are…”

Thankfully, he seemed to sense where she was going with that. “I’ll play along, don’t worry. We’ll handle any and all discussions we have about reality at a different time.”

Relief filled her. “Thank you.” She took another risk. “I do want to talk about…stuff. Loosening our hard limits and doing more. I just need the stress of the trip off my plate first.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Not to freak you out or put pressure on you, but there’s no one in my life right now but you. I’m not looking to change that any time soon unless you tell me you’d rather we cool things off. I agree that I’d like to see if we can do more, but I’m not in a rush.”

He let out a laugh. “Damn, I sound like the most wishy-washy guy on the planet. Don’t tell anyone. They might revoke my Dom card.” He puffed up his chest and pointed at her. “Bow before Dom Zod, dangit.” He grinned.

She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her laugh. “Your secret’s safe with me,” she finally managed. “I promise.”

He held out his right hand, little finger extended. “Pinky swear?”

She grinned and hooked fingers with him. “Pinky swear. As long as you promise to beat my ass at the club Saturday night.” Her smile faded. “I really need some stress relief.”

“Hmm. You’re asking a sadist to beat you. If I was horribly sadistic, I’d say no, but apparently I’m a softy.”

She loved his smile. “Lucky for me.”


Chapter Five



Andrew picked Rachel up at her condo Saturday night and they first headed to dinner with everyone at Sigalo’s. Rachel didn’t miss Tilly’s knowing smile and nod of approval to see them arrive together at the restaurant.

Maybe if their friends were all on board with this, they might have a shot at lasting for the long haul.

If meeting my family doesn’t scare him away.

Of course, if that’s what happened, then Andrew wasn’t worth being in a relationship with anyway.

Somehow, she suspected Andrew would be up to the challenge.

Well, she hoped he was.

All through dinner, Rachel fought the urge to hurry things along and rush. If she was going to trust Andrew, she needed to show him enough respect not to top from the bottom. In her everyday life, she was in charge at work and of her personal life.

This was a new step for her.

Because until now, she really didn’t have anyone she could trust and lean on like that. She hadn’t had someone to reliably lean on since before her mom died. Her dad hadn’t been around much after that, even if it was by necessity and not his choice. Then her dad died, and the last person she really trusted was gone.

She’d had to be the adult for Justin, as much as she could be, the person he could lean on. He’d only been eight when their mom died, but Rachel had felt he was more like her son than her little brother. She was the one who’d made his lunches and made sure to push him hard, academically, made time in her schedule to get to his cross-country and school events—all of that.

Stepping back and turning off her brain had been a hard thing to learn to do, but she enjoyed every play session with Andrew more than the previous one. The more frequently they played, the better they got to know each other, the more comfortable they grew together, and the better each session was.

Snuggling with him for aftercare was pretty nice, too. 

While she’d watched countless forced orgasm scenes at the club or at private parties, until now she’d personally been hesitant to go there. It wasn’t even a trust issue for her as much as it was a self-conscious issue.

What if she couldn’t come during one of those scenes? She didn’t want to hurt Andrew’s feelings or leave herself feeling less-than.

But we’ll have a weekend together.

A weekend where she’d likely be eager to get out of her head for a few hours here and there.

They weren’t the first of the dinner group to make it to the club, and the open play session was already in full swing by the time they arrived. After getting checked in and bringing in their things, Andrew wrapped his arms around Rachel from behind, his chin comfortably resting on her right shoulder.

“You still feel like playing tonight?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“That’s not the answer I was looking for.”

She glanced back at him, spotting the hint of a smile on his face.

“Yes, Sir, I still feel like playing.”

One thing she’d never had to worry about was him crossing her boundaries, violating her hard limits. If anything, he always left her wanting a lot more in a scene, stopping well before she was ready to.

Everything she’d ever read or heard about good Tops told her that was one of the signs of a good one.

There was always time to do more later, but he couldn’t un-do something that went too far.

“A little mouthy for someone about to get their ass beat, aren’t you?”

She pulled his arms more tightly around her. “I’m kind of hoping that’s what happens tonight. I need the mental vacay.”

Even their bodies felt right snuggled together like this, with clothes separating them.

“Looks like Eliza and Rusty already claimed our favorite bench over on the new side,” he said. “I’ll go put our stuff over there and we can socialize while we’re waiting for them to finish.”

“Thank you.”

He kissed the side of her neck before walking over to where he’d left his implement bag, grabbing it, and carrying it through the doorway to the dungeon addition everyone still called the “new” side.

There was a mix of friends and strangers in attendance tonight. Not everyone who’d gone to dinner had come to the club to play. Tilly and her guys, for example, who had left their daughter with other friends to babysit while they ate. Tony and Shayla had opted to go home since Shayla wasn’t feeling very well.

Rachel knew quite a few of the regulars at Venture but hadn’t been a member for as long as Andrew had. She walked over to where Kel’s wife and slave, Mal, was sitting at one of the tables in the social area and joined her to chat.

“So how are things with you?” Mal asked after they hugged.

“Other than not looking forward to next week’s trip, peachy.” She filled her friend in.

Mal’s expression clouded, darkening. “What is it about asshole uncles?” she muttered.

“Oh, that’s right. Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”

Mal waved her off. “It’s okay. Water under the bridge. But at least you’ll get to see your brother again.”

“I am looking forward to that.” Andrew had stopped to chat with Scrye and June on his way back. “As long as the weekend doesn’t scare him off.”

Mal glanced over where Rachel was looking. “Him? I don’t think Godzilla could scare him off you. I’ve watched you two play. He’s crazy about you.”

“Should that worry me?”

Mal let out a chuckle. “Hey, I’m the resident queen of poor self-image, okay? Just let whatever happens, happen. You’ll spend the rest of your life kicking yourself in the ass if you don’t even try.”



* * * *



Andrew kept tabs on Rusty and Eliza’s scene and had Rachel ready to step in as soon as they vacated the bench. He preferred this one, tucked away in the corner of the new side, with fewer distractions from people socializing and talking nearby.

It allowed him to focus fully and not feel self-conscious that he was putting on a “show” for other people. It also provided fewer distractions for Rachel, less of a chance of her being pulled out of subspace once he got her into it.

Rachel stripped while Andrew readied his implements, getting them laid out on the rack Eliza had just vacated after her scene ended. Other than their snuggling for aftercare following a scene, Andrew didn’t have any rituals—elaborate or otherwise—with Rachel regarding the start and end of their play. He’d never felt right instituting any since they weren’t dating or sexually intimate, and technically they were only play partners.

If that status changed, however, he knew what he’d want to do.

He’d want her to start every scene kneeling before him, her forehead against his feet so he could stare at the gorgeous, rounded curve of her back and ass before he put his marks all over her flesh.

And he’d have her wearing a collar of his choosing.

When his cock twitched over that thought, he tried to shove it out of the way and focus. Too many guys let their dicks or their egos overrule common sense and boundaries.

He refused to be that guy.

Rachel trusted him, and unless or until they firmly agreed to move the boundaries, he wouldn’t take any chances and do anything to blow her trust in him. He knew first-hand how easy it was to lose trust in someone, having been on the receiving end of it with Kandy.

Once Rachel was naked and straddling the bench, he used rope to bind her arms and legs to it the way he always did before stroking his fingers down her back, stopping at her waist.

“Ready?” he asked.

She wiggled her ass at him, a playful cue he loved.

They had fun.

Yes, there was sadism and tears and swearing and marks, but it was fun first and foremost.

If it wasn’t, what was the point?

She always pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail for their scenes. He liked that because it gave him a ready handhold. He grabbed it now with his left hand, pinning her upper body to the bench as he smacked her left ass cheek with his bare hand.

She wiggled her ass at him.

“Good girl,” he said before smacking her right ass cheek.

Back and forth he went, up and down her ass and the backs of her thighs, increasing the force of his swats until she writhed under his hands. Finally giving her a respite, he leaned in close to her left ear.

“Color, pet.”

“Green, Sir.”

Yep. Subspace achieved. He could tell from the slight slur in her speech.

His cock twitched in response.

Yes, he’d be rubbing at least one out in the shower later, after taking her home. No doubt about it. Playing with her always left him horny.

Still, he’d take horny over dreading seeing her, the way he’d gotten with Kandy at the very end, always on guard and never sure if he’d be dealing with the sweet and lovable woman or the psycho bitch from hell.

Rachel was always sweet, always a joy to spend time with.

That’s my answer right there, isn’t it?



* * * *



As always happened when Rachel played with Andrew, she dropped hard and fast into subspace. It seemed they’d only been playing for a few minutes when he wrapped up their session with several hard strikes from a cane that she knew would leave some red lines which would disappear in a couple of days.

Then he untied her, wrapped a blanket around her, quickly wiped down the bench and gathered their stuff, and led her over to one of the aftercare couches to snuggle.

This was the best part, closing her eyes and resting there with him, enjoying the rush of endorphins still surging through her system and safely tucked against Andrew’s body.

No one in the world but the two of them.

She wasn’t a bounce-right-back kind of player. At least, not anymore. Not since she’d started playing with Andrew and realized how deep their sessions put her into subspace.

She was definitely glad she wasn’t driving tonight. All her stress had temporarily melted away while tied to the bench and being worked over.

I really need to put orgasm play on the table.

Because she couldn’t imagine anything that might make their scenes better than adding that to the mix.

Finally, when she felt ready to people again, she rolled over in his lap and looked up into his face. His brown eyes stared down at her as he stroked her cheek.

“Welcome back, pet.”

She offered him a smile. “Thank you, Sir.” It’d be so easy just to keep calling him that. Even outside of the dungeon.

Don’t rush.

“Was that a good enough stress relief for you?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

She didn’t mention the hard bulge she felt pressed against her shoulder. She felt a little badly about that, but he’d never, not once, pressured her for sex. Not that they could have sex there at the club, but they could always start playing in private, at his house. The walls of her condo were paper-thin and wouldn’t be conducive to any kind of loud play.

Even more reason for me to talk to him about expanding our boundaries.

She found one of his hands and laced fingers with him. “Thank you for this.”

“The pleasure is all mine, pet.”

That. Yeah, hearing that word also did good things to her.

She’d seen him play with others before. She never would have played with him in the first place if she hadn’t.

She was the only one he called pet.

And he was the only one she’d ever felt comfortable calling Sir.

“Whatcha thinkin’?” he asked.

She offered him a smile. “More like what I’m feeling.”

“Feeling what?”

“Feeling really good.”


Chapter Six



They texted all week and talked on the phone a couple of times. Andrew picked her up a little before six Thursday evening, and they stopped for dinner in Clearwater before checking into their room there. It was located just minutes from the airport, and Andrew could leave his car parked there for free over the weekend.

He collapsed face-first onto the bed closest to the AC unit along the far wall. “Yay, a bed I don’t have to make.”

“A whole weekend of beds you don’t have to make. Oh, hope you don’t mind but, when I stay somewhere, I usually don’t have housekeeping service the room. I prefer my privacy.”

He rolled over. “That’s fine, as long as you don’t hog all the towels.” He grinned. “Or the toilet paper.”

If nothing else, she’d have a fun weekend alone with a guy she was looking forward to getting to know better. “I promise if we run out of TP, I’ll walk down to the front desk and get us more.”

“Atta girl. Take one for the team.” He rolled back onto his stomach. “Just promise not to molest me in my sleep or awaken me before daylight. Except on Monday.”

“So I can molest you on Monday?”

He snorted and rolled onto his side to face her. “I thought you wanted to have some talks first? I’m okay with wild hotel monkey sex.”

“Depending on how Saturday goes, I might let you liquor me up and spank the hell out of me Saturday night to get my mind off things.”

He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed and meeting her gaze. “In all seriousness, if you want to play this weekend, all you have to do is ask. I’m never going to force myself on you. And if you want to get drunk and have me be your DD, I’m good with that, too. But I won’t play with one or both of us drunk.”

“No morning remorse, huh?”

“Well, maybe, but without the annoying hangover or missing memory.” He patted the edge of the bed next to him and she moved to sit next to him, cuddling with him like they did during aftercare following a scene.

With his arms folded around her, her head against his chest, it was horribly tempting to say fuck the flight and fuck the trip and just spend the whole weekend there in that room with him.

“Thank you again for coming with me,” she softly said.

He kissed the top of her head. “Hey, even if this is as sexy as the trip gets, I still mean it that I’m happy I could be here for you as a friend.”

She looked up at him.

Part of her wanted to throw herself at him right then.

Fortunately for her, he wasn’t that kind of Dom. He was a gentleman, even if he could shred her ass and leave her feeling the good kind of pain and bruises.

Before he could pull away, she brushed a kiss across his lips. “Sorry about the drinking comment. I wasn’t thinking about what you went through with your ex.”

His expression softened. “I appreciate that, but that wasn’t why I said it. I mean it that I don’t want to fuck things up with you.” He smiled. “And if I take really long showers this weekend, and you need to use the toilet, you might have to knock to interrupt me. I’ll leave the door unlocked and promise not to peek.”

“Yeah, well, if you come out of the bathroom and hear a weird buzzing noise, you might want to go back into the bathroom again for a few minutes.”

He snorted. “Maybe we need to discuss orgasm play sooner rather than later. Not like we didn’t exchange test results already.” They had early on, because it simplified things in case they’d decided to take their play to a more sexual level. No extra delays needed. Neither of them had been sleeping with anyone else, and Andrew wasn’t doing any intimate kind of play with others.

“How about we tentatively schedule a session for Saturday night after I survive the afternoon with my family?” she suggested. “I’ll probably need a spanking and orgasms then.” She stared into his eyes, hard. “And I’d be happy to give you a blow job. Or…more.”



* * * *



Holy…fuck.

Somehow, they’d taken a hard left turn—and he did mean hard—from teasing and playful into sexy and serious.

“How about we call that a date?” he said after swallowing to regain spit so he could talk. “With the caveat that I won’t hold it against you if you change your mind. You haven’t had to try to wake me up early in the morning. You might hate me before we even get to the airport tomorrow.”

She had this adorable little snorting laugh that he loved hearing her make. “I’ll take you grouchy and undercaffeinated over some of my relatives.”

“Again, don’t be so sure.”

He opted to wear a pair of boxers to sleep in that he’d brought specifically for that purpose. She wore an oversized T-shirt and panties—more than she normally wore when they scened, but it still looked sexy on her.

Fortunately, he had his laptop open on his lap, and the sheet pulled up, so she couldn’t spot his reaction to her choice in sleepwear.

Man, this might be a longer weekend than I thought it’d be.

Unless, that was, Rachel was serious about taking things further.

His usual routine after they played and said good night for the evening, either outside the club or after a private party, was for him to go home, take a shower, and masturbate to memories of playing with her.

Just like he’d done after dropping her off at her place last Saturday night.

Okay, so I’m a fucking idiot.

The “perfect” woman for him had been in front of him the whole time. He’d just been too scared of getting burned again—or scaring Rache away—to grow a set and say something.

Some fucking Dom I am.



* * * *



When the power plant alarm blared in his right ear from the nightstand between the beds, Andrew frantically groped for it to shut it off. That’s when he realized the TV was on, but muted. It was the only light in the room other than the bathroom light.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Rachel said.

“Oh, my god,” he moaned. “It’s fucking eaaarrrlyyy.”

“You are not a morning person, are you?”

He peeled an eye open and stared at her. It looked like she’d already gotten her shower, dressed, and packed before his alarm even went off.

Somehow, without waking him in the process.

Okay, so she’s a ninja subby. “No I’m not a fucking morning person. I already warned you about that.” He lifted his head. “Why are you even vertical? How are you vertical? I don’t smell coffee.”

“I’m used to getting up early.”

“What time is it?”

“Almost five.”

“Almost?” His head flopped back onto the pillow. “Motherfucker,” he muttered. “I’m beginning to think you’re a damn sadist.”

“Want me to make you a cup of coffee?”

“You’d better, because I take absolutely zero responsibility for anything I say before coffee. Or even during or immediately after coffee. My body needs some time to get the caffeine absorbed and processed so the peopling skills can kick in and make the world safe against me and my evil superpowers. There’s a damn good reason why I work from home and this is one of those reasons.”

She giggled.

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Are you seriously vertical and dressed and ready to go right now?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Been ready for about fifteen minutes.”

He finally rolled over, closer to the edge of the bed. “Motherfucker,” he muttered again with a sigh. “This is damn early.”

“I know.” Her voice changed. “And I really appreciate it.”

It was her tone of voice that finally sliced through the tendrils of sleep tenaciously clinging to his system. Yes, that was it. He had a metaphorical dragon to slay for this particular lady.

With a heavy sigh, he dragged himself into a sitting position. “How long do I have to get ready?”

“We need to be downstairs for the airport shuttle in thirty minutes.”

“Okay.” He sat there for a moment as she started getting the little kid-sized coffeemaker going. “Sorry if I’m grumpy today.”

“No worries. I understand.”

He finally forced himself up onto his feet and grabbed everything he needed for his shower. “For the record, since we’re sharing a room this weekend, I’m not bashful, although I won’t walk around buck-naked. Unless you ask me to.”

She gave him a smile he was torn between wanting to love and terrified of because it wasn’t caffeinated. “Don’t worry. You’ve seen me naked plenty of times. If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t have asked you along or roomed with you.”

He’d almost made it to the bathroom when he turned. “You might regret having me room with you after a couple of days of me and not enough caffeine in me.”

“This is our only early morning. Other than when we fly out on Monday. But we gain an hour today, so it won’t feel as bad getting up early Monday. Plus we won’t have to be up so early that morning.”

“Okay. Good.”

He started the shower and let it get nice and hot while he used the toilet. Holy hell, there were nights he went to bed about this time of morning, especially if he’d had to handle an overnight crisis at work.

Weren’t many mornings he willingly arose at this godforsaken hour.

I must really like her a lot.

By the time he dragged himself out of the shower fifteen minutes later, he decided to skip shaving and he smelled coffee.

Her head appeared around the corner, where he stood brushing his teeth in the basin and vanity area of the bathroom, which was open to the rest of the room.

“How do you like your coffee?”

“Black with extra sugar, please.”

She flashed him a smile that was almost scary in how awake she looked before disappearing again. Within seconds, she reappeared with his coffee and set it on the counter for him. “There you go.”

Before she could disappear again, he caught her hand and made her look at him. “Thank you.”

She grinned. “You look like a rabid dog.”

He smiled. “Not the worst thing I’ve been called.”



* * * *



“Motherfucker,” Andrew muttered. “You gotta be shitting me.”

Rachel’s guts were already tied in knots. So far, their morning was not going well. The airport’s terminal building was under construction, and the airline used a weird tablet-based check-in system and a very confusing temporary stanchion barrier maze that had sent them through three different lines before they reached the right ticket counter to check their bags.

Then, in security, Andrew had been randomly selected for extra screening.

She was glad she’d stuck her vibrator in her checked bag, and taken the batteries out of it.

Once they made it through security, she’d dashed off to get him another coffee from a snack bar located in the gate area while he’d gone to use the bathroom. Then they’d taken seats at the gate, where two different babies were screaming their displeasure at the early morning voyage.

And now they were queued to board, except apparently the jetway was broken or also under construction. The gate attendants were herding them out an emergency exit and directly onto the tarmac to board, via another dizzying path that wound through a maze of cones and stopped twenty feet from the building. They could see three planes lined up, but they’d have to hike through the muggy Florida morning and then climb what even Rachel had to admit was a sketchy-looking portable ramp.

As they started moving forward, their phones ready for digital boarding pass scanning, the guy at the front of the line, who’d already gone through the door, stopped and turned around.

“Which plane are we getting on?” he called back.

All three planes had one of the sketchy-looking ramps butted up against them.

“Oh!” the head gate attendant said. She reached for a microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, you’re boarding the middle plane. The middle plane.”

Andrew turned around and arched an eyebrow at Rachel.

“Sorry,” Rachel silently mouthed before he placed his phone facedown over the scanner.

By the time they took their assigned seats, Rachel was beginning to wish she’d sprung for a more expensive series of flights out of TIA. They were both sweating like crazy, she’d felt like the dang ramp was going to collapse under them, and the plane was hotter than hell. She offered to swap seats with Andrew to give him the window seat, hoping he might be able to take a nap on the way up.

She really felt sorry for him.

As he settled in and pulled down the window shade, he closed his eyes. She got out her small travel-sized bottle of hand sanitizer that she loved. She bought it from the same company where she purchased her essential oils, and it had a pleasing aroma of clove and cinnamon. Squirting some in her hand, she vigorously rubbed them together.

The last thing she wanted to do was pick something up flying.

He had cracked open an eye to watch her do that. “What is that?”

“Hand sanitizer.” She offered him the bottle. “Want some?”

“If I’m going to die on this flight, it likely won’t be from germs.”

“True.” She tucked the bottle away in her bag under the seat in front of her.

“Do me a favor, huh?” he asked.

“Yeah?”

“If we crash, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. At least I’ll go with a good companion by my side.”

He reached over, felt for her hand, and laced fingers with her.

“Deal,” she said, squeezing his hand. “And ditto.”


Chapter Seven



Andrew managed to catch a little bit of a nap during the flight. Then he’d bought a cup of coffee from the flight attendant—which cost him four whopping dollars—in enough time to drink it before they landed.

The airport in Sioux Falls was far smaller than he was used to. Not that he’d done a lot of flying in his life, but it was always out of and into Tampa International, which was huge by comparison. As were the few other airports he’d been through, such as Atlanta, LAX, and JFK.

They had a very short walk past the baggage claim area to the rental car counter, and only five people ahead of them in line. He walked over to wait for and grab their luggage off the carousel. It was a little confusing, because they both had nearly identical black suitcases—as did nearly three quarters of the passengers on their flight, apparently. He had made his way over to Rachel by the time it was her turn.

“We might have some nasty weather this weekend,” the all-too-chipper rental agent said when Rachel gave her name. “Would you like to upgrade to an all-wheel drive vehicle?”

“Sure,” Rachel said.

“Wait, weather?” Andrew leaned in close to Rachel and dropped his voice. “Is that a scam to try to get you to shell out more money?” he whispered in her ear.

“Nope. It’s an adequate warning.” She patted him on the arm. “But thank you. It’s only an extra five dollars a day. That won’t break me.”

“Okay.” He wouldn’t complain. She was paying for the rental.

“Any additional drivers?” the clerk asked, shooting a pointed glare his way. “It’s extra if there is.”

“No,” Rachel said. “Just me.”

“She’s my chauffeur this weekend,” he said, glaring back at the woman, who finally blinked first and looked down at her terminal.

Rachel was the former local and would be doing the driving. Trust went both ways. If she could trust him enough to tie her up and beat her ass, the least he could do was trust her driving.

He hoped.

As they gathered their bags and headed for the exit, he stared out at the grey, ominous sky. “Looks like rain.”

“Probably.”

The chilly air slapped him in the face when they stepped outside. “Holy crap. I didn’t expect it to be this cold.” He stopped to pull his windbreaker from the front pocket of his suitcase and put it on.

She grinned as she glanced over her shoulder at him. “This is balmy by South Dakota standards this time of year.”

She kept walking toward the rental car parking area.

“Fuck,” he muttered, wondering if he’d gotten himself in over his head as he followed her.



* * * *



Andrew helped Rachel load their bags into the back of the Toyota SUV and then patiently waited while she adjusted the driver’s seat, steering wheel, and mirrors.

She also dabbed more hand sanitizer into her palm and vigorously rubbed it in. He’d noticed that she wasn’t a germophobe, but come to think of it, he’d seen her use that stuff a lot before, like at the club. He’d belatedly recognized the scent after asking her about it on the plane.

He blamed his slow brain on an obscenely early wake up and too little coffee.

He liked that Rachel never wore perfumes, instead opting for the oils she used. She frequently wore one in particular he liked that was a sweet blend of vanilla and other scents he wasn’t sure of.

I’ll have to ask her about that.

She offered him a smile when she noticed him watching her. “Sorry. Guess you’re used to driving, huh?”

“This is a new experience for me,” he admitted. “I’m a little bit of a control freak.”

Her smile transformed into a sunny grin that suddenly made all the aggravation of that morning well worth it. “Just a little,” she said. “But that’s okay. I kind of like that about you.”

“Where’s our hotel?”

“Here in town.”

“I thought we had to be south of here for your brother’s graduation?”

“That’s about sixty miles south,” she said. “In Vermillion. Everyone else might stay down there, but we’re staying up here.”

“Hoping to avoid them?”

“Yep.”

“Ah.”

She glanced in the rearview mirror before backing the car out. “Yeah. I’d rather drive an hour each way than stay down there and have them wanting to ‘socialize.’”

“Do we have a ready excuse as to why we’re staying up here?”

“I’m going to be spending time with a friend I don’t get to see often enough.” She glanced at him.

“Ah. I’m guessing I’m the friend, if pressed?”

“Wow. You catch on quick.”

“Will you be able to actually spend some time alone with your brother while you’re up here?”

“Oh, yeah. We’re spending time together Sunday. He’s coming up here for brunch with us and then we’ll show you around town.”

“I don’t have to tag along. I can stay at the hotel, if you want alone time with him.”

“No, I wouldn’t want you to miss out on the world-famous Sioux Falls.”

“World-famous?”

“You haven’t seen how flat most of this fricking state is. Okay, so maybe they’re not world-famous falls, but they’re pretty much the only thing that passes for a tourist attraction in this town.”

“Freezing-ass spring weather, tornadoes, and flat lands. I cannot imagine why you moved to Florida.” He smiled.

“Because it was either Florida or San Diego or Maine. I wanted to get geographically as far from South Dakota as I could manage.”

“No Alaska, huh?”

“It’s freaking colder than South Dakota, so that’s a hard no. And I really didn’t want to live in Hawaii. Too expensive.”

They were still too early to check into their hotel, so they stopped for lunch at a restaurant not far from there.

This time, he insisted on paying.

“You don’t talk about your parents much,” he noted once they had their food and a full pot of coffee sitting next to him to refill his cup as needed. “And feel free to tell me to shut my face chasm if it’s a touchy subject.”

That coaxed a smile from her. “Face chasm? You’ve been hanging around Tilly and her colorful mouth too much.”

He liked making Rachel smile but wondered if there was a secret side she’d been hiding, well masked from him, that might expose a hidden vein of deep dysfunction that would send him running.

He hoped not. He also accepted that running away might make him a shitty person, but he’d done the dysfunctional codependence dance once and had no desire to repeat it.

Stand by her as a friend? Sure, absolutely. But it would mean nothing else—including play—would happen between them from that point on.

He wasn’t a masochist.

Especially not an emotional one.

She stared at her plate for a moment. “It’s been me and Justin for several years now. After Mom died, Dad did his best. He was up in North Dakota a lot, even before she died, but he didn’t want to move us up there. He worked for an oil company, lived in one of their work camps. Not the best place for kids. Not the one he lived in, anyway. And there wasn’t a decent town nearby where he could settle us. Plus before that, the hospital and Mom’s doctors were all here in Sioux Falls.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. Now she wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I was only thirteen when we lost her. Justin was eight. I’d spent a couple of years pretty much as her primary caretaker. Dad worked his ass off to pay the bills and be home when he could, but his medical insurance was really crappy. Her meds were expensive. Breast cancer. And surgical expenses. That didn’t help. So once she died, Justin and I had to live with my aunt and uncle. My mom’s brother and sister-in-law.”

When her expression darkened, Andrew felt his stomach take a dangerous roll. “Why do I have a feeling I know where this story is going?”

“Fortunately, it didn’t go as far as it could have,” she said. “But it was bad enough.”

“What about your brother?”

“Oh, Uncle George was fine with Justin. They treated Justin like one of their own three sons. They never had any girls, and it’s probably a damn good thing, too.”

“Why didn’t you tell your dad?”

“Because he had enough worry on his plate. Justin was okay there, and I kept my head down and my grades up as high as I could. I knew it’d be the word of a teenager against a man and his wife, so it wasn’t worth the extra grief I knew it’d earn me. Besides, it wasn’t Dad’s fault.”

“Did you report your uncle to the cops?”

“No. He never did anything I could have reported. Besides, we didn’t have any other place to go, really. Then Dad was killed while on his way back to North Dakota after my high school graduation. Truck driver fell asleep and hit him head-on. He had life insurance, and we got a settlement from the accident, so that paid for my college and Justin’s. I got the hell out of South Dakota as soon as I could find a job anywhere else, which luckily was Florida. We each got half of the settlement. After college, I used what was left of mine to move down there, get a job, and buy my condo. Justin used all of his and then some on getting his doctorate.”

“How long’s it been since you saw most of your family?”

“Not long enough.” She let out a sound between a groan and resignation. “Oh, you gotta be shitting me.”

He’d been sitting with his back to the door and realized she was looking over his shoulder. “What?” He turned to follow her gaze.

A man and woman, followed by five kids of various ages, were making their way over with big grins on their faces.

“Rache?” the man in the lead called out. “Is that you? How the hell you doin’?” 

She smiled up at the guy, but her expression looked more than a little sickly. “Hi, Jack, Jill. Long time, no see.”

As she stood to hug them, Andrew thought he’d misheard her.

Hoped he misheard her, because he’d be cracking up like hell all weekend if Jack and Jill were going to be part of the festivities.

Without even asking if they wanted the company, much less asking the waitstaff if it was okay, the rowdy brood started pulling tables together to join them.

Rachel looked like a woman in desperate need of a drink or a Xanax as she introduced everyone to Andrew, leaving him labeled as her “friend” and the assumption being that he was her boyfriend.

“So,” Jill said, sounding more than a little like an extra out of Fargo. “What’re ya all doin’ up here, eh?” Andrew didn’t miss how Jill and Jack both seemed focused on him, as if dying to know more about him.

“We’re staying over at the East Lodge, and—”

“Really?” Jack practically crowed. “So are we! We had a Groupon for it, and my brother wanted to stay up here so we can do some shopping. And the kids wanted to stay someplace with an indoor pool. This is great!”

Yep, Rachel had gone from looking like she needed a drink to looking like she needed a puke bucket. “Oh. That’s…coincidental.”

Her gaze settled on his. Andrew felt torn between wanting to burst out laughing and wanting to pull her into his arms and comfort her.

So much for her plan to avoid her family.

“Sorry we can’t hang with you folks this afternoon,” he said, grabbing the first excuse he could yank out of his ass when Rachel looked lost, “but we’ve already made plans to go visit with one of my friends after lunch.”

Jill perked up. “Oh, ya don’t say? Are ya from up here, then?”

“No, but he is.” Andrew smiled, enjoying the looks of confusion on Jack and Jill’s faces.

He thought Rachel might have snorted, but he wasn’t sure.

Oooh, made her laugh.

It was funny how, despite the early morning, his seriously undercaffeinated state, and now this, Rachel’s laugh could still stir interest in what should by all rights be a dead zone below his belt.

Andrew was glad that they already had their food. No reason for them to delay and eat with the others. Rachel followed his lead and started shoveling her food into her mouth nearly as fast as he was at that point. While the cousinly brood was still trying to make up their minds about what to order, Andrew was already signaling for their check.

“So, then. Do ya all want to catch up and have dinner together, then?” Jill asked.

Andrew took point, sparing Rachel. “I’m sorry. We’d love to, but we’ve already made plans. I don’t get up here often enough and kind of got locked in. But maybe we’ll catch up with you tomorrow at some point.”

He caught Rachel by the elbow and led her out the door.

“Oh, my god,” she whispered as they hustled across the parking lot. “Thank you!”

“No problem. Now please take my ass to a store where I can buy a jacket.” He shivered as he waited for her to figure out the fob and unlock the car. “I’m freezing my nuts off.”

It felt like the temperature had dropped while they were inside eating and the windbreaker offered him little in the way of warmth over his short-sleeved shirt.

“What do we do after that?” she asked. “I don’t want to go back to the hotel and get caught by them.”

“Let’s go see if we can check in real fast first,” he said. “Before they get done. They’ll be a good hour, probably. Then we can go shopping and figure out what to do after that.”

“Good idea.”

Fortunately, the hotel had a room available for them, and they quickly unloaded their bags there. They were on the second floor, near a stairwell leading to a side exterior door opening onto where they parked.

A quick escape without having to use the main lobby entrance, which was visible through the glass windows surrounding the swimming pool.

He set both their suitcases onto the floor along the wall next to the dresser. “Shopping?” he asked.

“Yes. Let me use the bathroom first.”

While she did, he looked around. The room wasn’t bad at all. Better than he’d expected, actually. It was clean and looked like maybe it’d been refurbished recently. They had a microwave and a fridge, and while the coffeepot was small, at least it was bigger than the one that morning in the other room.

Yay.

He walked over to the window, which allowed them a perfect view of the side parking lot and their rental car. He’d have to figure out what vehicle the cousins were driving so they could avoid them. In the distance, a block to their east, he spotted a Walmart sign peeking over the top of another building. The sky still looked dark and dreary, and even without the room’s AC unit being on, he could feel how chilly it was outside through the window glass.

She emerged and washed her hands. “Okay, thanks.”

“How about the Walmart over there? All I need is a hoodie or something. Another layer. I only brought this.”

“We can, but that’s between the restaurant and here. They might stop there.”

“Good point. Let’s go somewhere else.”

They ended up at a Target a couple of miles away in the other direction, where she talked him out of a South Dakota State University Jackrabbits hoodie and into a University of South Dakota Coyotes one for the same price.

She smiled. “We have to represent. You show up in yellow and blue, they’re liable to lynch you.”

“But I like the colors on that other one better.” Now he was just yanking her chain and could tell from her adorable smile that she darn well knew it.

“It doesn’t matter.”

He studied the mascot. “Go Coyotes?”

“Go Yotes.”

“Ah. How’d they end up picking a jackrabbit as their mascot, anyway?”

She smiled. “Who picks a cow?” She pointed at his green and gold windbreaker with the USF mascot embroidered on the upper left chest.

“It’s a bull, thank you very much. The USF Bulls. That’s strong. Macho.”

“It’s bullshit.” Her adorable smile widened. “Now Gators, I get that. The state’s crawling with them. The Seminoles. Hurricanes. Okay, those are logical. I understand where they come from. But bulls?”

“Hey, I’ll have you know Florida used to be the largest beef state, decades ago. Don’t dis your adopted digs, my dear lady.”

“Not dissing. Just sayin’.”

“Sounds like you’re dissing.”

“Did I hit a nerve?” She grinned.

He stepped in close and stared down at her, dropping his voice. “Just remember that during your next spanking, young lady.”

“Promises, promises.”

They headed for the checkout. “Since it looks like I’m not getting my nap,” he said, “where are we going next?”

“Might as well show you the falls.”

“Can we stop for coffee?”

“You didn’t get enough at the restaurant?”

“There’s never enough for the time of morning I had to get up.” In the car he pulled the tags off his new hoodie and put it on under his windbreaker. He’d swear the temperature had dropped another five degrees in the few minutes they’d spent inside the store. The wind had picked up, too.

She swung through a drive-thru to get him a large coffee and then they were off again. He loved looking at the different styles of architecture, both houses and older buildings in downtown, than he was used to seeing in Florida.

“What about your family?” she asked. “We kind of got caught up talking about mine.”

“Mine is boring and ordinary. My parents are still married and live up in Tampa. I was an only child.”

“How’d you end up moving to Sarasota?”

“My job. And I like the beaches better down there.”

“Lucky you.”

“Yeah, I don’t have any complaints about my family. Other than their reactions to Kandy proved to be annoyingly accurate after the fact.”

“How so?”

“My mom really didn’t warm up to her. Mom was nice to Kandy, but I could tell she didn’t like her. Kandy didn’t like Mom, either, which should have been a huge red flag, because everyone loves my mom.”

“What about your dad?”

“He asked me what the hell I was doing with a crazy woman.”

She laughed. “He went for blunt honesty, huh?”

“Yeah. I let it roll off me, because normally they weren’t like that and by then Kandy’s crazy was starting to show a little more. But I thought she would get better. I kept her away from them, mostly.”

“Do they even know about the final blow up?”

“Nope. I just told them I broke up with her. At least they never said, ‘See we told you so.’”



* * * *



Rachel wound her way through downtown, trying not to get distracted by all the changes. It looked like the whole district was undergoing massive revitalization, and it definitely looked a lot less grungy than she remembered.

Fortunately, despite the good-by-Sioux-Falls weather for that time of the year, and probably because it was a school day, Falls Park wasn’t crowded when they arrived. She found a good parking spot and walked with Andrew over to the edge so he could see it better.

Andrew wore his new hoodie under the windbreaker, his hands jammed deep in his pockets. “Holy hell, it’s even colder here.” After snapping a couple of pics with his phone he put it away and rubbed his hands together.

She’d brought a long leather coat with her and had carried it on the plane, a pair of lined leather gloves tucked into the pockets. For this kind of weather, it was enough for her. “It’s South Dakota. Wouldn’t be unheard of for us to have snow or ice this time of year.”

He stared at her like she’d just said she was an alien from Mars. “Fucking seriously?”

She nodded, struggling not to laugh.

He pulled his hood over his head. “What the hell is wrong with you people?”

“Hey, why do you think I wanted to move to Florida? I haven’t worn this coat since December, and that’s only because it was raining and chilly that night. Some people think we’re the crazy ones for willingly living in hurricane country.”

“Yeah? Well, I don’t see people flocking to move to South Dakota from Florida, so go figure.”

“Did you at least bring more jeans with you?” He was wearing a pair, as well as sneakers.

“Yeah, one pair besides these. And a pair of slacks for Saturday. I didn’t think I’d need them. I brought shorts to wear back home on Monday. I ought to spank you for this on general principles.”

She wrapped her arms around him from behind. “I thought you were paying attention to the weather.”

“I was. Last I checked a couple of days ago, it was supposed to be in the seventies this weekend.” He pulled her arms tightly around him. “You’re enjoying the hell out of my discomfort, aren’t you?”

She giggled. “Immensely.”

“I ought to spank you for that, too.”

They walked along the edge of the river, down the path toward the visitor information center. There, they took the elevator up to the observation deck, where Andrew snapped a few more pics before quickly retreating to the warmth of the gift shop.

“So it’s going to be too cold for a barbecue Saturday, isn’t it? Maybe that works in our favor.”

She pointed out the door where a couple was walking down the path in shorts and sweatshirts. “It’s South Dakota, and it’s not snowing. So that’d be a no, it’s not too cold.”

He muttered something under his breath. “You people are freaking crazy.”


Chapter Eight



Andrew had mostly defrosted by the time they returned to the hotel. After driving around the building, Rachel didn’t spot any Minnesota license plates and hoped that Jack and Jill had brought their own car. She’d been so shocked to see them at the restaurant—and eager to escape them—that she hadn’t thought to look while there.

“So who were Jack and Jill and their herd, doncha know, eh?” he asked once they were safe inside the room with the door locked and the TV on. He sat down on the bed closer to the AC unit.

His imitation of Jill’s accent was dead on. “Justin and I lived with Uncle George and Aunt Karen, the Gaeles. Jill is Uncle George’s niece, his sister Coral’s daughter.”

“If your uncle was your mom’s brother, that makes Jill your cousin by your aunt, right? Or am I just that sleep-deprived?”

She thought about it. “Yeah, sorry. My mom got along better with Aunt Coral than with Uncle George. I kind of think of them as a separate family.”

“Then why didn’t you guys go live with them?”

“Well, they lived outside Green Bay, Wisconsin, for starters. That was too far away, and two states away. Justin and I begged Dad not to send us that far. And they had seven kids of their own. Which I believe most of them are supposed to be coming this weekend, too.”

“Don’t suppose you had relatives located somewhere south of the Arctic Circle you could have lived with, huh?”

She snorted. Some people might have been put off by his dry humor, but not only was she used to it, she liked it. It mirrored her own and put her at ease. She never felt like she had to censor herself around him.

“Just like native Floridians grow up used to humidity and heat,” she said, “we grow up used to ice and snow.”

“More like your brains are frozen by it. Blocks of ice in your heads.” He still wore both the jacket and the hoodie, but he’d kicked off his shoes. “So where are Jack and Jill from? And, seriously? Their names?”

“Yeah, I know. It’s been a source of amusement ever since they started dating. They live over in Minnesota. Mankato.”

“You might as well have said Mars, because I have no clue where anything is around here.”

“It’s not far.”

He flopped backward onto the bed. “I really should check in with work, but I feel like I’m worthless right now. You said we gained an hour?”

“Yep. But we lose it again on Monday when we fly home.”

“Damn.” He let out a sigh. “Would it bother you horribly if we just called in a pizza for dinner later and didn’t go anywhere?”

“That would suit me just fine.”



* * * *



Rachel had texted Justin earlier when they’d landed, but he’d been at work. He called her around three that afternoon. Andrew had dozed off on his bed, on top of the covers, exactly where he’d landed upon their return.

Including still wearing both layers.

“You guys in your hotel?” Justin asked.

She kept her voice down. Despite the TV being on, she didn’t want to wake Andrew. She wanted to risk leaving the hotel room and possibly running into her cousins even less.

“Yeah. Get this. Jack and Jill, and Jack’s brother and his family, are all staying here, too. At the same damn hotel. We ran into them while we were eating lunch.”

Justin burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny.”

“No, it’s freaking hysterical.”

“Watch it, buster.”

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded barely able to contain his laughter. “That’s some luck you’ve got.”

“Yeah. Tell me about it.”

Justin seemed to hesitate.

“What’s up?”

“You’re still coming to the barbecue tomorrow, right? It’s at Uncle George and Aunt Karen’s.” That was just outside of Beresford, about a half hour south of Sioux Falls, almost halfway between Vermillion and Sioux Falls.

She swallowed back her old ire. “Yeah. We’ll be there.”

“Thanks. Everyone’s meeting there at noon. I didn’t bother suggesting we just meet after the ceremony, because Uncle George and Aunt Karen took over. They’re doing cold cuts for lunch and then the barbecue. So I guess I’ll be there, too. The graduation’s at four down in Vermillion, then everyone’s coming back to their house for the cookout.”

“You’re going to ride with me and Andrew down to graduation, right?”

“Yeah. That was my plan, as long as your friend doesn’t mind.”

She glanced over at Andrew. He lay there with his mouth open, but he wasn’t snoring. He hadn’t snored the night before, either.

He wasn’t just cute like this—he was fricking adorable.

“He won’t mind,” she said. “He’s here for me.”

“I think it was nice of him to volunteer.”

“Yeah. It was. So what are you doing for dinner tonight?”

“Uncle George already invited a bunch of people over for dinner,” Justin said, sounding disgusted before his voice turned hopeful. “You can come, if you want. Both of you.”

Like the cowardly chicken she was, she side-stepped giving a clear answer. “I’m surprised Jack and Jill didn’t mention that earlier.”

“I’m not sure if they even know. I think this was a bunch of cousins on Aunt Karen’s side, and some of my friends and Uncle George’s friends, Michael, Morland, and Isaac’s friends, all them. This kind of blew way out of proportion. It feels like Uncle George is parading me around like a trained poodle.”

“That would be like him.” She finally threw herself on the sword. “Want me to come down?” She heard a text message arrive on her phone but she ignored it.

At least in this way she’d give her brother her full attention.

“I’d say yes, but a couple of my friends already agreed that I could ride up from Vermillion with them, then one of them will suddenly get a call that they’ve got to help someone. Since I rode with them, it gives us all an out.”

“What if George just has someone else drive you?”

He hesitated. “I hadn’t thought about that. I’m sure we’ll work around it. But the guys from work wanted to take me out tonight anyway, so we’ll meet up with them. Hey, you could drive down and join us there.”

Part of her felt like a shit of a big sister for not jumping at the opportunity. As she stared at Andrew and realized how exhausted he was, and what a pain in the ass this weekend was for him—and how tired she was—she decided to go with feeling like a shit.

“Not that I don’t want to, but I’ve been up since before four o’clock local time. I’m really wiped out. Besides, I’ve got you all day Sunday. With the way my luck seems today, we’d probably run into a cousin or something down there, and they’d get word back to Uncle George. Then you’d be up shit creek with him tomorrow.”

“Oh. True. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. This is your weekend. You worked hard for it. You’ve earned the right to celebrate.”

After chatting for a few more minutes, she finally ended the call with him.

“If you want to go down there tonight,” Andrew said, startling her, “we can. Don’t stay here on my account. We can always go back to the rental car place and add me. I’ll pay for it and drive if you’re too tired.”

“But you’re tired, too.”

He pushed himself up into a sitting position. “That’s not the point.”

“I really need some decompression time,” she admitted. “Being with you is fine. I know you, I’m comfortable with you. I really don’t want the extra stress tonight. Tomorrow will be bad enough.” She glanced at the text message that had come in. It was from work. “Shoot. I need to call work.”

He turned to face her, his legs dangling over the edge of the bed. He patted the mattress next to him, and she got up and moved to sit there.

Draping his arm around her shoulders, he tipped his head against hers. “Are you going to be okay this weekend? Do I need to step up my game and really play boyfriend for you, and not just friend?”

She let out a breath, “Maybe. If you don’t mind.”

Now that she was here, lots of old fears and pain and grief had tried to flood her memories. Living in Florida, it’d been too dang easy to shove all that mental crap out of her thoughts and focus on the present and her new life and friends.

With the chilly South Dakota wind blowing outside under a steel grey sky, it wasn’t so easy to do. The grief-stricken teenaged girl trying to help raise her little brother—and then struggling through college after losing their father—had never really had a chance to focus on herself and heal. Getting through college had allowed her to stuff her feelings, and then moving and starting a job had further allowed her to lock all that crap away and not think about it.

She had never really had someone to lean against the way she was literally and figuratively leaning against Andrew right then.

“Whatever you need me to be for you this weekend, let me,” he said. “I don’t mind. In fact, I want to do it for you.”

“Thank you.” She looked up into his brown eyes. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

“How about you risk me driving to that Walmart over there and grabbing us some snacks for the weekend while you check in with work?”

“You don’t want me to go with you?”

“The cousins would recognize you. Or any other cousins who might be lurking. I can hopefully dodge Jack and Jill and their Humpty-Dumpty herd if they’re in there.”

“Oh. Good point.”

He kissed her temple. “Good girl.”

A warm shiver ran through her. He called her that during their scenes, just like she called him Sir.

But they never called each other that outside of their scenes.

“Thank you, Sir.”



* * * *



Andrew wouldn’t deny hearing her call him that did lots of good things to him. He hated that she seemed…not upset, but she wasn’t sounding as confident as she had earlier.

“Unless you don’t want me to drive the car,” he said. “I can walk that far.”

“No, it’s okay. I don’t mind if you drive it.” She pointed to the dresser. “The key fob is over there.”

“How about we watch TV or pull up Netflix on one of our laptops tonight?”

“That sounds like a great plan. We’ve never really had a TV night together.”

“Okay. Cool.”

“You might want to pick up an extra jacket or sweatshirt for tomorrow night,” she suggested.

“Good idea. Thanks.”

She stood and went to use the bathroom. While she was gone, he heard his phone go off where he’d left it on the dresser. He’d grabbed it and was looking at the screen as he reached for his suitcase and put it up on the bed.

But when he unzipped it and opened it, he immediately realized his mistake when he saw the vibrator tucked inside the pocket.

Whoops.

He quickly rezipped it, set it back on the floor, and grabbed his suitcase just in time before Rachel emerged from the bathroom.

She started to chuckle as she washed her hands.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Are you going to spend the whole weekend wearing all those layers?” she asked.

He realized he was still wearing the hoodie and the jacket. “I just might. How cold is it out there, anyway?”

“Probably midfifties.” She smiled. “I bet I can warm you up.”

“I bet you can.” He retrieved his electric razor from the bag and plugged it in to charge. Then he grabbed the key fob. On his way to the door, he paused. “Need anything from Walmart?”

She grinned. “Condoms and lube?”

He wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. So he leaned in and kissed her. Not a deep, long one, more a friendly one. “It’s not nice to give a Dom blue balls. He’s liable to retaliate the next time you scene.”

“Who says I’m kidding?”

And on that note she smiled and headed for her phone.

Aaahhh.

He headed downstairs, carefully checking for any sign of the cousins before hurrying across the parking lot to the rental car. The wind was ripping, sharply cold by his usual standards. This would be a rare winter day in Florida. A couple of minutes later, he was in Walmart and had a cart. He picked up some Starbucks coffee drinks, bottled water, snacks, microwave popcorn, and then headed over to the men’s clothing section.

He found a touristy sweatshirt with various South Dakota scenes printed on it, a slightly heavier jacket, as well as a pair of plain sweat pants. On his way to the check-out counter, he detoured through the health and beauty section.

He added a box of condoms and a small bottle of lube to his purchases.

He also gave himself brownie points for not detouring through the kitchen and sports sections and picking up things like spatulas, wooden spoons, and table tennis paddles.

By the time he returned to the hotel, he was beginning to second-guess the last-minute purchase of the condoms and lube.

What if she was joking?

Awwwkwaaarrrd.

He opened the condom box, took the strip of three out, and flattened the box. Likewise with the small bottle of lube. He put the condoms and bottle of lube in his jacket pocket and on his way inside the hotel, he dumped the boxes into the garbage.

If she wasn’t joking, great.

If she was, then only he would silently be cringing.


Chapter Nine



Andrew felt like he was in a cheesy spy movie as he glanced around before bolting up the stairs to their floor. As quickly as he could, he hurried down the hallway to their room and let himself in.

Rachel was sitting at the desk with her laptop out and was talking on the phone.

He quietly shut the door behind him instead of letting it swing shut. While she was on the phone and distracted, he slipped the condoms and lube into his suitcase and then turned to put the drinks in the fridge to cool.

Mission accomplished.

If she’d been joking, no harm, no foul.

If she wasn’t joking then he was prepared.

He changed into the sweat pants and a T-shirt and checked his work e-mail while Rachel was on her call. Fortunately, he didn’t have any fires of his own to put out. So when she finished, he was watching TV with the volume still turned down low.

She closed the lid of her laptop, got up, and climbed onto his bed with him, curling next to him.

“Hello.” He bumped up the sound on the TV. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just some aggravation.” He’d be lying if he said he didn’t like the way her body felt pressed against him. “Any chance I can have that spanking now?”

He looked down into her face. “Are you all right, sweetie?”

“Not really, no.”

He set the remote aside and rolled to face her. “Talk to me.”

It wasn’t so much talking as it was crying and sobbing, his heart breaking for her.

Whatever lurked in her past and had her upset had really done a number on her. By the time she finished crying, he’d gotten up and brought the box of tissues from the bathroom vanity to her. She pulled several from it, and he set it on the nightstand between the beds, next to her bottle of hand sanitizer and several small bottles of oils, before pulling her back into his arms.

I’m a fucking asshole.

No, he really hadn’t had a lot of in-depth conversations about her past with her. Being a young teenager and having to help care for a dying mother while taking care of her little brother was hard enough.

Then to lose their dad the way she did, and not have anyone safe to lean on, to rely on, would be hard on anyone.

He wanted to take her pain away.

That’s when he caught himself.

Shit.

That kind of thinking had gotten him in trouble trying to help Kandy.

As she quieted, at first he thought she might want to start talking now that the tears were out of her system…

But a soft snore escaped her.

He would have laughed if it wouldn’t wake her up.

After he adjusted his position without waking her, and so she wouldn’t cut off the circulation in his arm, he reached behind him to find the TV remote.

This wasn’t the worst position to be in, or the worst person to be in it with.



* * * *



Rachel startled awake to find herself pressed against Andrew, draped over his chest.

The last thing she remembered…

Oh, boy.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

She didn’t dare raise her head yet. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologize. Obviously, you needed to vent. That’s what I’m here for.”

She sat up, looking down at him, her hand on his chest. “You must think I’m a wreck.”

When he didn’t immediately answer, she must have telegraphed her fear in her face because he reached over, caught her hand before she could pull away, and laced fingers with her.

“I screwed up before,” he said. “With Kandy. I know better now. I know I can’t ‘fix’ you if you’re broken. I can and will walk along beside you if you need me to, or if you even want me to, if you’re willing to do the work. Seriously willing. Maybe it’s time for us to have our talk now.”

She didn’t pull her hand free. She liked having the contact with him. “I don’t really talk about my past a lot. At all. I know I’m lucky. There’s no horrific trauma there.”

“Your parents died.”

“I meant…I wasn’t molested. Emotionally, yeah, I went through the wringer. I admit it.” She risked meeting his gaze. “I’m not looking for someone to fix me. I don’t think another person can magically make me a whole person. I’m already a whole person. I’ll admit I probably shouldn’t have stuffed my feelings for all these years.”

Reading his expression wasn’t going to give her any answers. He also didn’t interrupt her.

“I don’t know what you went through with Kandy that we don’t all know about,” she eventually added. “I’ve got a job, a home, a car. I don’t have an unusual amount of debt. I don’t have any substance abuse problems. I don’t drink in excess. My biggest problem is I don’t know how to open up to someone and trust them.”

He gently squeezed her hand. “You seem to trust me.”

“But you didn’t even know my parents were dead until recently, did you?”

An expression flashed across his face that she couldn’t interpret. “No, not for sure,” he quietly said. “And that’s my fault for not being a better friend and asking.”

“See, that’s kind of my point. Not even Terrie and Lynn really know a lot about me. They know my parents are dead, but beyond that, they don’t know much. I dodge and weave around things so I don’t have to think about them, much less talk about them.”

“Then what are you asking of me?”

“Don’t let me avoid dealing. Make me face things. Melt that icy barrier around my brain.”

That had the intended effect. He smiled.

But he didn’t interrupt her.

“I like how you can turn my brain off and I follow you,” she said. “I like that I can trust you. I want to learn to open up and trust you all the time. That’s on me, not you.”

He sat up and kissed her. A slow, gentle exploration with his hand lightly cupped around the back of her neck. “Then let’s see what happens as we go through this weekend.”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Stroking her cheek, he smiled again. “You don’t have to call me that if you don’t want to. Yet.”

“What if I want to?”

“Then maybe you should get used to it, because I like it. Just keep in mind that you’re not the only one scared to let someone in. Unlike the last time, where I ignored my gut instincts at every turn and did what I thought was the ‘right’ thing to do simply because I’d promised her I’d be there for her. I’ll tell you right now, though, that there won’t be countless chances.”

“Deal.”

This time, she leaned in and kissed him, enjoying how he took over and took control of it.

Until right in the middle of it, when her stomach loudly rumbled, making both of them laugh.

“Wow,” he teased. “Thanks.”

“Sorry. What time is it, anyway?”

“Eight local time. So nine our time.”

“Yikes. No wonder I’m hungry. Sorry I crapped out on you.”

“That’s okay. I napped, too. Can we still find a pizza place that will deliver?”

“Oh, absolutely. This is Sioux Falls, not Nome, Alaska.” She brushed a quick kiss across his lips before getting up in search of her phone. She went to pull the curtains closed. “Yikes.”

“What?”

“It’s raining.”

“Then even better we’re staying in.”

She used her laptop to look up a place close by and call in their order. Out in the hallway, she heard a door open, and then froze as even over the sound of their TV she heard a familiar voice.

“Jack! Why are they still in the pool?” The door slammed shut on the rest of Jill’s comment.

Her gaze locked with Andrew’s, who immediately burst out laughing as he fell over onto the bed.

Shit.

Well, there went her plans for a nice loud spanking.

And she really needed a spanking.



* * * *



Andrew immediately felt horrible about laughing, but the look on Rachel’s face, a mix of sheer horror and terror, set his sadist giggling.

He got up and went over to her, pulling her into his arms.

“Fucking seriously?” she whispered. “Right fucking next door? The same hotel wasn’t bad enough?”

Great. I’m going to be cock-blocked all weekend by the cousins. “We’ll just have to avoid them,” he said.

“What about breakfast?”

“We’ll go out to eat somewhere else. My treat.” He made her look up at him and kissed her. “I’ll worry about keeping us from getting ambushed by the cousins. Do you trust me?”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl.”

After going to wash her face and clean up, she grabbed one of her bottles of oils and dabbed a little on her forehead, rubbing it around.

“What’s that? Oh, peppermint. Never mind, I can smell it.”

“It’s good for headaches.” She picked up another bottle and dabbed some on her wrists before rubbing it in, and along her neck. “Lavender. Helps relax me.”

“I take it you’re not big on medicine?”

He wished he hadn’t said it when the frown filled her face. “Not after what Mom went through, no. I mean, I’m not a nut. I do use stuff for headaches if I need to, or if I get sick or something. But I try to manage as much as I can like this.”

Well, it was a refreshing change from Kandy, who seemed to bounce around from medication to medication once she’d started seeing doctors.

None of it had helped, of course, because no one was treating the source of her issues or insuring she followed through. That he had been more deeply vested in her outcome than she had was telling.

Wait, stop. You’re done with that and her. Idiot. You have Rachel right here with you.

There was that.

The pizza arrived within twenty minutes, much to his surprise. They sat on his bed and ate it right out of the box, with it between them.

“So tell me more about Rachel Rede,” he said. “I know you’re thirty-three and what you do for a living. What are you looking for out of life?”

She nearly choked on her slice as she started laughing. “Wow. No subtlety there, huh?”

“Might as well rip the bandage off and do this right.”

For a moment, she stared off into space. “I’d like a nice, boring, happy life.”

“Boring?”

“I don’t mean vanilla boring. I mean uneventful in the ugly ways. I don’t like drama.” Her smile faded. “Maybe that’s another reason I’ve sort of isolated myself.”

“Are you close to your brother?”

“Not as close as I’d like to be geographically. I wish he’d move to Florida. We talk a lot. Several times a week. But tomorrow will be the first time I’ve seen him in three years.” She took a bite of her slice. “What about you?”

“I want a woman who won’t try to set my shit on fire.”

“I solemnly swear I am not a pyromaniac.”

“Thank god for that.” Time to nut up and put on my Dom panties. “So what are we talking about, here? Are we going to put sex on the table?”

She froze, then nodded before her gaze locked with his. Those gorgeous green eyes of hers. Sometimes they looked more hazel, sometimes a lush fern green. “Yeah,” she softly said. “If you’d like to, I’d like to.”

“How about we give this a trial run for a few weeks and we can adjust as necessary.”

Another nod.

“If the term boyfriend and girlfriend wigs you out,” he said, “we can call each other fuck buddies, if you prefer.”

She finally smiled. “Okay.”

“And we’ll be exclusive. For play and sex. I mean, play we can negotiate. I know you enjoy Nate’s fire cupping and stuff, and I don’t do that.”

“No sexy play. No orgasm play.”

“With me?”

She smiled, reassuring him. “With other people besides each other.”

“Gotcha. Sorry. I’m a slow Dom, sometimes.”

“That’s okay. I prefer you like this.”

“Why?”

“Because you aren’t afraid to admit you aren’t perfect. And I’m not afraid to point out to you when you aren’t. That makes me feel safer.”

“Oh, I can safe the hell out of you, girl. I’m horrible at remembering dates, I sometimes get distracted by the TV, and—”

“Point made, Sir.” She giggled.

He reached over and touched his finger to the tip of her nose. “And I love making you laugh. You have a beautiful smile.”

“You’re the first person who’s really made me smile like this before.”


Chapter Ten



After dinner, they cleaned up and Andrew pulled her to her feet and into his arms. “How about I fire up my laptop with some dope tunes and we go take a nice shower to relax us before the next step?”

She snorted. “Dope tunes?”

“I did mention I’m not exactly hip, right?”

She draped her arms around his neck, pressing her body along his. “That sounds great.”

He lightly smacked her ass. “Then get those clothes off, pet.”

She tossed him a sexy smile that finished hardening his cock. While she stripped and headed for the shower, he retrieved the condoms and lube—making sure the lube was ready to actually use and the safety seal removed from the inside of the bottle—and set them on the nightstand next to her oils and hand sanitizer.

He heard the water running in the shower and got his laptop playing an XM Radio channel through his account. Nice jazz to soothe and set the mood. He hit mute on the TV so they could use it as light and turned off the other lights in the room before stripping and following her into the bathroom.

Yes, he’d seen her naked before. Plenty of times. And during the course of their play he had permission to touch and torment her breasts, but other than spanking her ass, or using implements on her, they had kept orgasm play off the menu.

He pulled her into his arms, his hands sliding down to her sweet, spankable ass. He loved that she wasn’t stick-thin, had rounded curves and plenty of padding in her ass so he could leave his marks on her.

And he loved leaving his marks on her. Loved the way it made him feel, knowing she took that for him because she enjoyed it and wanted it.

The trust she had in him.

He stared down into her green eyes before slanting his lips over hers.

And there went his cock, nice and hard and ready to play.

It’d have to wait.

Before he got that far, he’d make sure he blew the top of her head right off with pleasure, make her come until she begged him to stop.

Because he’d been dying to hear what she’d sound like coming for him, and coming hard.

As the bathroom steamed up around them, he gave thanks for bottomless hotel water heaters as he lowered his lips to her left nipple and gently teased it, sucking, licking, making her gasp and moan and whimper.

Yeah. Just like that.

Every time she tried to reach for his cock, he gently pushed her hand away until he’d leaned her against the wall and knelt, going down on her, teasing and tormenting her clit, loving the sounds she made.

Then she buried her fingers in his hair, moaning loudly as she came under his mouth.

Atta girl.

He was more than a little certain that the last thing on her mind at that moment was shitty relatives or any bad things from her past.

He’d already known from their play that she kept herself trimmed short down there, and he held on to her thighs as he buried his face in her pussy and licked, sucked, teased, and generally spent quite a while on his knees and introducing her to this side of him.

Who said Doms weren’t supposed to do this? Doms could do any damn thing they wanted.

And what he wanted to do was show her how good this was and could be, so if any doubts came creeping around in her brain, she’d have these kinds of memories to weigh those thoughts against.

Stacking the deck in his favor.

With his cock screaming for attention, by the time he shut off the water and they got dried off, she was recovered from their first round and eager for more. He held her, kissing her as they backed across the room to his bed. She fell back on it and he climbed on top of her, kissing her, pinning her arms over her head as he nibbled his way down the side of her neck to her breasts. There, he gently nipped, enjoying her moans, applying more pressure until her moans turned needy and hungry and sounding like she did when he had her on a bench and was working her over with a cane.

He nipped and bit his way down her tummy, to her thighs, which he pushed apart and left bite marks up and down the insides of.

Then she surprised him, rolling him onto his back. “Please, let me go down on you, Sir.”

“You do that, I’m going to need a helping hand for round two.”

She grinned. “With pleasure.”

He gasped as she engulfed his cock, his hands holding on to her head as his balls exploded and made an Atlas rocket launch look like a spitball by comparison.

He groaned with relief, frustration, and embarrassment. “Fuck. Sorry.”

She giggled, sitting up and licking her lips.

At least she was a swallower.

“Someone hasn’t been laid in a while.”

“I’m so sorry, sweetie. I—”

She silenced him with a kiss. “Challenge accepted,” she whispered before heading down there again.

He closed his eyes, one hand settling on her head as she went back to work, bobbing up and down on his shaft. Her warm, sweet lips and tongue felt like magic against his cock. He thought for sure it’d be at least ten or fifteen minutes before he’d be able to recover.

Fortunately, he was wrong. Within a minute, he felt interested twitches from his cock.

Never taking his eyes off her, he reached over to the bedside table for the bottle of lube. “Here, baby,” he said. “And I bought condoms. See? This Dom follows orders.”

She looked up at him. “We don’t need them. I’m on the pill. As long as you haven’t been with anyone since we traded tests.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

She sat up, squirting a dollop of lube into her palm and then dropping the bottle onto the bed as she stared into his eyes. She stroked him with one hand and her clit with the other, only taking seconds to get him fully hard again.

They both gasped as she impaled herself on him. Grabbing her, he rolled them over, kissing her, on top of her and now in control again as he fucked her. “God, you feel so fucking good, baby.”

“You, too.”

The scent of cinnamon and cloves wafted through the air.

“What oil are you wearing?” he asked. “I love it.” His cock started tingling, feeling warm.

Something about her tone startled him. “Um, Andrew? What was in that lube?”

“I don’t know, it was—fuck!” His cock had suddenly gone from tingling to burning.

“Ow!” She scrambled out from under him and found the bottle. “Oh, fuck! That’s my hand sanitizer!”

She bolted for the bathroom, but it was a tie between the two of them trying to get through the door without even turning on the light, wanting to climb into the shower as they both now sported burning body parts.

He didn’t mean to turn the water on cold—which in that part of the country came out ice-cold, unlike Florida’s lukewarm “cold” water—and they both let out screeches of shock until he got it turned to warm. They started rinsing off, Andrew finally reaching out of the shower and fumbling for the light switch so they could actually see what the hell they were doing.

And as their gazes met, it was Rachel who started giggling first, making him laugh, until they were both holding on to each other under the water and the laughter rolled out of them.

Finally, once they’d gotten the hand sanitizer off of them—and in Rachel’s case, out of her—and their flesh no longer burned, he wrapped his arms around her and held her under the water.

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking about your bottle of stuff being there.”

She giggled again. “Okay, I’m calling red on doing that again.”

“Sex?”

She looked up. “No, silly. Sanitizing body parts other than hands.” She draped her arms around his neck and stared into his eyes. “You’re going to hate me by the end of this weekend, aren’t you?”

“I think you have that reversed.”

“This wasn’t your fault.”

“Um, yeah. It kind of was. I’m the one who grabbed the wrong bottle.”

“But I should have recognized it by the scent. I—”

He kissed her, shutting her up. Reaching between her legs, he slowly slid one finger along her clit, lightly teasing her until she started responding.

Now that it wasn’t under chemical assault, his cock also started to inflate. This time when he slid his cock into her, with her pressed against the tile of the shower wall, there was nothing but moans of the good kinds from both of them.

He found her hands and laced fingers with her, pinning them against the wall, over her head. He slowly fucked her, his tongue mirroring what his cock was doing to her pussy, her soft moans of pleasure rolling through him like an aphrodisiac.

This. Barring their initial fumble, this was what he wanted to do to her. To make her feel good, to show her how good things might be between them.

To show himself the best reason of all to ditch his fear and try to build something more, something lasting, with her.

He finally hit upon just the right angle to fuck her, where his body stroked against her clit with every thrust and pretty soon, she was coming again. He sped up, waiting, timing it, finishing after she did and letting her swallow his satisfied groan before falling still buried inside her.

Releasing her hands, he turned them around, his back to the wall and holding her pressed against him, his forehead touching hers. Her hands slid down to his hips and around, resting on his ass.

“Now that’s more like it,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. “Premature launches and unintended disinfecting aside, that’s what I’m talking about.”

She softly giggled. “You know Lynn’ll want to use all that in a book, right?”

“Who says I’m telling her?”

“Oh, come on. That was hysterical.”

“Sure, it’s hysterical now. It wasn’t so hysterical a few minutes ago when it felt like my cock was covered with Napalm. You weren’t exactly giggling, either, my dear.”

“Hottest pussy you’ve ever fucked, I bet.”

Now it was his turn to snort with laughter. He held her tightly, his face pressed into her wet hair. “You might be sick of me after this weekend,” he warned. “You’ve unleashed a monster. You’ll be peeling me off you any time you stand still for too long.”

She met his gaze, her green eyes boring deep into his soul. “So what does this make us?”

“I don’t care, as long as whatever label you want to use is prefaced by ‘monogamous.’”

“I meant where do we go from here?”

“Back to bed. My bed. And leave your damn hand sanitizer on the dresser.”

She laughed. “Yes, Sir.”


Chapter Eleven



They spent the rest of the evening talking, defining limits and boundaries—not very many—before they made love again and fell asleep.

The next morning, Rachel awoke in Andrew’s bed, draped over him, his warmth a nice contrast to the chill in their room. She got up, dashed over to the AC unit and bumped the heat up a few degrees, then hit the bathroom before returning to bed.

Based on the light outside, it couldn’t be much later than seven, meaning they could sleep in.

As she snuggled against him again, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer. “No fair escaping.”

“I wasn’t, Sir.”

He opened his eyes and stared at her. “We okay?”

“As long as I keep the hand sanitizer off the nightstand, yeah.”

He snorted. “I can laugh about that now, but I’ll admit I was beginning to think we were cursed. The cousins, my quick-draw cock, that. Holy hell.”

She stroked his arm. “You haven’t even met most of my family yet. You sure you want into this madness?”

He kissed her, one hand cupping the back of her neck.

Why had she waited this long to have sex with him?

Oh, yeah. Stupidity.

He rolled on top of her, his body pressing hers into the mattress, his hands finding hers and pinning her hands over her head. “Stay,” he whispered before disappearing under the covers.

She didn’t have to wonder long what he was doing. He nudged her thighs apart and buried his face between them, making her moan.

As she squirmed against his mouth, his talented tongue and lips did delicious things to her clit and pussy. It didn’t take long for him to make her come the first time, but he was an overachiever. He barely let her cool off, drawing circles around her clit with his tongue, before he started working her up again.

This time, he took her right to the edge, but didn’t let her get over. One finger, then two slid into her pussy, followed by a third.

Just as she thought maybe he was about to get her over, he stopped.

“You got batteries for that vibrator?”

She had to swallow before she could form words. “Yes, Sir. In my suitcase.”

He was up and out of bed, and when he returned a moment later, he clicked the vibrator on, then off again. He rolled her over and nudged her onto her knees, shoulders on the bed, ass in the air.

She moaned into the pillow as he slowly started fucking the silent vibrator into her pussy, not happy until he had it all the way in, apparently.

Then she felt him reach for something, followed by the cool feel of lube down the crack of her ass.

“This is lube,” he confirmed. “I double-checked.”

Her breath came in quick gasps, knowing what he was about to do.

She’d confessed to him the night before that she’d wanted to try anal with him.

She just hadn’t expected him to be this frisky without coffee.

He leaned in and bit her right ass cheek, hard, then her left. “I want you to think of this every time you sit down today,” he said. “That way, any bad thoughts in your brain will have to struggle against the memory of me doing this to you, and you wanting me to do it to you again.”

He turned the vibrator on low as he worked one, then two, then three fingers into her ass, slowly stretching her and making her moan, but not letting her get off yet. Then he wiped his hand on a towel he’d also brought out, grabbed one of the condoms and sheathed himself in it, and slowly pressed the head of his cock against her ass.

She moaned, trying to rock back and forth against him but his hands held her hips still. “Shh, pet. Let me drive.”

She squirmed and begged him to go faster, but he wouldn’t be rushed. The low, humming vibration of the toy buried in her pussy still wasn’t enough to get her off, just enough to offset the burning pinch of how stretched she felt by his cock and the toy at the same time.

It was only when she felt his thighs pressed against the backs of hers that he let go of her hips and stroked her back. “Okay, baby,” he said. “Go ahead and fuck me.”

She started rocking, pushing up on her arms and thrusting back against him, loving how full she felt with his cock and the toy stuffed inside her. He reached around her and felt for the vibrator’s switch, turning it to high.

Rachel’s arms gave out as the orgasm slammed into her. With her face buried in her pillow, she cried out in pleasure, writhing against Andrew and impaling herself even more deeply as the hardest climax she’d ever felt in her life washed through her. Andrew grabbed the toy and started fucking her with it, even as he fucked her with his cock, see-sawing them back and forth inside her, drawing out her release and triggering another one.

She bucked against him hard, wanting both him and the vibrator deep inside her, but he let out a pained gasp and fell over backward.

Glancing over her shoulder, she realized Andrew was now collapsed on his side on the bed, moaning—and not the good kind of moan—with his hands cupped over his balls.

The vibrator fell out of her and onto the bed, where it merrily thrashed around on the sheets.

“What’s wrong? What happened?”

He shook his head, eyes closed, still moaning.

It was only when she switched on the bedside lamp that she realized what must have happened, and horror filled her.

“Oh, my god! Are you okay?” She caught the runaway vibrator and switched it off.

He winced and nodded, but didn’t speak.

“Did I get you in the—”

He nodded. It took him a couple of minutes, but he finally dragged himself out of bed and into the bathroom to clean up. She sat there, feeling horrible, guilty.

At the rate they were going, one of them was going to be flying home in a body bag.

He slowly returned to the bed, sat, and fell backward onto it.

Leaning in, she kissed him. “I’m so sorry.”

“Go clean up. Then come back here. I think I want to spank you for that.”

“I deserve it.”

“Not very nice to nail a guy in the balls during sex.”

“Can I kiss them and make them feel better?”

“Maybe in a little while. Once they crawl back down from where they’re hiding inside me.” He glared at the vibrator. “Here I thought I was being a smart guy.”

“If it means anything, I loved it.”

“Oh, I could tell you loved it. I was loving it, too, right up until the moment you reared back against me and the vibrator nailed me square in the nuts.”

She couldn’t help it. She snickered.

Fortunately, he was staring right into her eyes and started snickering, too.

Before she knew it, they were both roaring with laughter, holding on to each other on the bed, her draped over him.

She leaned in and kissed him. “Thank you,” she said. “You have no idea how much all of this means to me. I’m really sorry we seem to be cursed this weekend.”

He let out a sigh. “Yeah, well, I’m looking at it like this. If we survive the weekend, hopefully we have nothing but smooth sailing from this point on, right?” He reached up and touched the tip of her nose with his finger.

“Right.”

“I’m still spanking you, though.”

She grinned. “Then let me go get cleaned up.”



* * * *



It’d been years since Andrew had taken a ball-tap, accidental or otherwise.

He’d forgotten how miserably horrible they felt.

The thought of getting to spank Rachel, though, might just coax the boys into wanting to play again. He knew they’d need to take their showers and get moving to go eat breakfast if they wanted any hope of avoiding the cousins, but for right now, he wanted to try to salvage the morning.

His original plan had been to leave Rachel feeling thoroughly wrecked in a very good way, with some nice bite marks on her well-fucked ass, so that every time she sat down today she’d think about what they’d done.

That’d been his intention, at least.

She still might think about it, but she’d probably be laughing instead of horny.

Wait. Was that such a bad thing?

Well, his balls weren’t very happy about it, but if it achieved the same overall effect, to distract her, okay, he’d take one for the team.

Actually, this made about the third one he’d taken for the team, if having to get up so fricking early yesterday and then the dick disinfecting last night were both counted.

While she was cleaning up, he turned on the TV and grabbed himself a Starbucks drink from their fridge. It would do until he got real coffee in him shortly.

Rachel returned from the bathroom and he settled her facedown over his lap, his right hand caressing her ass and his left with a firm grip in her hair. He’d raised his right hand and was about to smack her when he heard a door open and then loudly swing shut across the hall.

“Wait for me!” a kid yelled.

“Connie!” Jill called out. “Be quiet! People are trying to sleep!”

Andrew closed his eyes as he felt Rachel’s body go stiff across his lap.

Dammit.

“I cannot catch a fucking break this morning,” he muttered.

She started to sit up, but he held her down. “Are you safewording, pet?”

“No, Sir, but—”

“Either safeword, or lay back down and get comfy.”

He wasn’t sure which way this was going to go until she finally relaxed across his lap again. He reached between her legs, which parted for him, and slowly worked two fingers into her pussy.

“Good girl,” he whispered.

Her hips started rocking in time with his actions, until she was actively humping his hand.

That’s when he pulled his fingers free and quickly gave her several really hard, fast swats, alternating between ass cheeks, before plunging his fingers into her pussy again.

It had the desired effect. She was off-balance, couldn’t focus, and the last thing on her mind was any noises out in the hall.

He repeated this cycle several times, until the last time when he fingered her, playing with her clit until she was moaning and grinding herself against his hand. With the hand in her hair, he pulled her up and then put her on her knees on the floor in front of him, his legs spread wide.

She eagerly devoured his cock as he cradled her head in his hands and held her there.

Finally.

No quick-draw, no ball-taps, not even irritating hallway interruptions. Just a really great blowjob that soon had him moaning before he finally came, filling her mouth while holding her there and waiting on her to swallow.

“Such a good girl,” he whispered, stroking her hair.

She looked up at him, his limp cock still between her lips. He wanted to keep her like that forever, freeze this perfect moment, the trust and contentment on her face.

He urged her back up and kissed her. “Go get the shower started, baby,” he softly said. “I’ll be right there. We need to get ready and get dressed. Then we need to get moving and find something to eat.”

“It’ll only take about thirty minutes to drive down there.”

“I know. But you can show me around town after breakfast. Unless you want to risk running into the cousins?”

“Good point.” She headed for the bathroom.

After finishing his coffee drink, he followed her.

At least one thing had gone right this morning.

So far.

Although the day was still young.


Chapter Twelve



They took a shower together, with Rachel happy to engage in a little sexy shower play with Andrew in the process.

Both of them survived the experience uninjured, much to their relief.

When they crept down the stairwell to the first floor just before nine o’clock, they didn’t see any sign of the cousins. The overcast day felt damp and dreary and threatened rain. Andrew had brought his new hoodie with him, in addition to the two jackets. While he wore slacks and loafers this morning, he’d also brought jeans and sneakers to change into later, as had Rachel.

She drove them to a restaurant far enough away from the hotel she suspected they wouldn’t run into any relations. As Andrew savored his coffee, he smiled at her over the top of the mug.

“See? Morning salvaged.”

“Sorry about earlier.”

“Let’s try not to repeat that exact set of circumstances. Next time, I’ll make sure your ass is tied down tightly and immobilized.” But he smiled, telling her he wasn’t upset.

Lynn’s going to laugh her ass off.

Justin called her while they were eating.

“You haven’t chickened out yet, have you?”

“No, smartass. We’re at breakfast.”

“With the cousins?”

“Nope. We left the hotel undetected.” Under the table, Andrew’s foot found her leg. He started running the toe of his shoe up and down the back of her calf to distract her, as well as teasing the tip of his tongue along his lips, trying to crack her up.

“That’s a miracle,” Justin said. “Aunt Karen told me that Jack’s brother’s there, and so are two of Jill’s sisters and their kids, Morland and his family, and a few others.”

She closed her eyes and groaned, but Andrew must have sensed it wasn’t the good kind of groan. He reached across the table, tapped her on the arm, and silently mouthed, “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head at him. “Well, we’re just lucky, I guess. We’re using the excuse that we’re meeting up with friends of Andrew’s while we’re in town.”

“Hopefully you’re safe, then. What time are you getting to George and Karen’s?”

“As late as possible.”

“I told them I’d be there about noon. Please?”

She sighed. “Yeah, we’ll be there about noon.”

“Okay…because there’s been a slight change in plans.”

Something about his tone of voice grabbed her full attention. “What kind of change?”

“Um, tomorrow there’s going to be a wake at their place.”

“Please tell me Uncle George bit the dust?” She felt like a horrible person for saying that, but it just sort of popped out.

“No. I don’t know all the details yet, but Aunt Karen called me a little while ago. Aunt Wyndie died in a car wreck last night.”

“What?”

“Yeah.”

“But…she was like the only one of them halfway worth talking to.” Well, except for their Aunt Coral, whom they rarely saw anyway.

Wyndie Gaele had been their mother’s oldest sibling, an unconventional woman who’d refused to get married despite having several live-in boyfriends over the years. As far as Rachel knew, their aunt didn’t have any children, and she would have been in her late sixties or thereabouts. She’d not had a lot of love for her younger brother, George, although she’d gotten along fine with Aunt Karen and their three sons, Michael, Morland, and Isaac.

Wyndie had also been fiercely independent, a hunter and fisherman who homesteaded on her property and believed all the libtards would take her guns and shove her into a FEMA camp to die there, one day. And she’d been rumored to have a pretty good drinking habit.

In other words, about the norm for that side of the family. Except she used to give Justin and Rachel really cool gifts when they were little.

Like real archery sets, none of that Nerf garbage for her nieces and nephews.

Her belief was that kids should learn personal responsibility at a young age, and if they accidentally killed each other, then they weren’t being careful enough.

“I know, right?”

Rachel wasn’t altogether sure that maybe she was still asleep and the events of that morning so far were a really weird dream. “What happened?”

“I don’t know all the details. Something about she hit a deer.”

Rachel knew it was too good to last, that their lucky streak of all of an hour vanished in a stiff South Dakota breeze. “You’re kidding me?”

“No. Apparently, Morland was literally a couple of minutes behind her in his car when it happened.”

Andrew intently stared at her, obviously trying to figure out what was wrong. She held up a finger to him to hold on as she kept speaking to Justin. “All those times Dad joked when we were kids that Bambi was going to get even with her one day.”

“Apparently, he finally did.” She could tell Justin was only one snarky comment away from bursting into laughter.

“Holy crap.”

Did it make her a horrible person for imagining a suicidal deer dressed as a kamikaze pilot and holding a katana jumping into the middle of the road?

Maybe.

She still snickered.

“Why isn’t he canceling the graduation party today?”

“Because it’s Uncle George, that’s why. He said anyone who wasn’t here today should be able to get to his place by tomorrow for the wake. Anyone who has to go home tomorrow and can’t make it can remember her today at the wake-slash-graduation barbecue.”

“Wait. We have to have two days of a wake on your graduation weekend?”

“Yep.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I think we’ve hit a new low, even for this family.”

“Yep.”

“I’m sorry, kiddo.”

“Yeah, well, it is what it is. Tom and Kerra have been laughing their asses off this morning over it. I know Dad would be nearly shitting himself laughing.”

“Yeah, he would.” Despite needing the man’s help, Rachel’s father hadn’t hidden from his children his dislike of his brother-in-law, although he had gotten along with Wyndie okay, despite not agreeing with her on 99.9 percent of any given topics.

By the time Rachel got off the phone with Justin, she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t need to stop by a liquor store on the way to her uncle and aunt’s house to buy herself some of those small airplane-sized bottles to take to the cookout.

Since she didn’t have any Xanax, and lavender oil wasn’t nearly strong enough for this job, she stared at her plate for a moment before Andrew finally got her attention.

“Are you all right?”

She took a deep breath. She’d fully intended to slowly let it out, but it erupted as laughter she had to cover with her napkin, because she burst into tears that switched over to laughter again before she finally managed to get herself under control.

“Yeah. Just…yeah.” She filled him in.

He earned massive brownie points with her for trying not to laugh.

“I’m really sorry about your aunt.”

“Yeah, me, too. Worse, though, now I’m going to have to go both days.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s Uncle George. If Justin didn’t live around here still, I’d say fuck it. But I don’t want the cousins ostracizing him. You don’t have to come tomorrow, if you don’t want to.”

“Like hell I’ll let you go alone.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. That’s kind of the whole point of me coming with you this weekend, remember?”

“Yeah. Thanks. I hope you don’t regret it.”

“If I was going to regret anything, it would be not checking the label on that bottle before handing it to you last night.”



* * * *



Rachel drove Andrew around downtown Sioux Falls again, even letting him talk her into stopping at a used bookstore downtown to kill a little more time.

Eventually, they had to head south.

The closer they drove to Beresford, the more Rachel felt tension ratcheting in her gut, tightening her nerves until she wasn’t sure she might not need to pull over and puke along the side of the road.

“Are you okay?” Andrew asked.

“God, I feel like such a pussy,” she said. “Not the good kind, either.”

“Your uncle?”

“Yeah. He was a jerk, but countless people have relatives who were jerks. That doesn’t mean they’re scared of them.”

“You were thirteen when your mom died and you had to move in with them. You lost your dad five years later. That’s a huge trauma for a kid. I’d say your feelings are perfectly valid.”

“I was kind of hoping for a ‘suck it up, buttercup’ kind of response.”

“Sorry. I don’t think that’s what you need right now. I think you’re needlessly beating yourself up over some pretty valid emotions. You don’t need to explore them all in depth this weekend, but you need to let yourself have the freedom to experience them and not feel any particular way about having them. They just are.”

She glanced at him. “I’ve gotten really good at stuffing my emotions.”

“Then one of the first things you need to work on in the future is learning not to do that. I’d rather you be honest with me, even if you think it’s painful, than stuffing what you feel and not letting yourself work through it.”

She stared at the road ahead. On either side, miles of rolling farmland stretched out under the threatening sky. They’d passed through several patches of misting rain so far, but nothing horrible. Although, based on how she felt, she wouldn’t be surprised if they ended up with snow by the end of the night, even though she hadn’t looked at the weather report that morning, between accidentally ball-tapping the guy she really wanted to be her boyfriend and Dom and then trying to sneak out of the hotel undetected.

“Thank you for being so patient with me,” she said. “I really do appreciate it. I know the last thing you want is another crazy person.”

“You aren’t my ex,” he said. “I’m completely willing to do whatever I can for you, because I can tell you want to change the way you deal with things.”



* * * *



Andrew felt horrible for Rachel, that she was under such stress. He knew that there wasn’t a lot he could do to take that stress away, other than to be there for her.

On the other hand, inwardly his sadistic side was loooving the hell out of this.

He couldn’t help it. It was funny as hell. Considering the most controversial thing that ever happened at his family gatherings was someone not putting enough seasoning in their potluck dish, he figured he could both support her and secretly snicker.

George and Karen Gaele’s house sat on five acres of land, a nondescript house and nondescript property, no better or worse than any others around them. There were already close to a dozen cars parked scattered across the large front yard.

When she shut the car off, she sat there for a moment, staring at the house.

“They haven’t seen you yet,” he helpfully suggested. “We could take off and claim a flat tire or something.”

“Smallpox? Godzilla attack?” She looked over at him and despite her smile, he didn’t miss the tight lines in her face.

He took her hands in his. “When we get back to the hotel tonight,” he said, “I promise that I will distract you so you are unable to think about anything except what I’m doing to you.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She took a deep breath, finally nodding. “Sorry I’m being so stupid about this.”

“Stop that,” he said. “Lean on me.” He kissed her. “Okay?”

She nodded again and reached for the door handle.

A guy came racing out the door and charging down the front yard toward her, picking her up and swinging her around. From the way she greeted him, Andrew realized this had to be Justin.

Finally, after the siblings had a moment together, they turned toward him.

“Jus, this is Andrew Holt. For the weekend, call him my boyfriend.”

They shook. Justin had the same green eyes and brown hair that Rachel had, and stood maybe four inches taller than Rachel’s five five, and built slim. “Andrew. Nice to meet you. Thanks for coming with her.”

Andrew somehow managed not to snicker at that comment, his brain immediately going to a really wrong place. “Glad to finally get to meet you. Heard a lot about you.”

“So how bad is Uncle George?” she asked.

“Hadn’t talked to Aunt Wyndie in over five years, and he’s in there sobbing and putting on a show like he just sat on his pet dog.”

“Grreeaat.” Rachel looked up at Andrew. “Uncle George is a drama queen. I guess I should have mentioned that.”

“Well, this is shaping up to be an interesting day,” Andrew said, cracking Justin up.

“I like him, sis. You sure he’s not your boyfriend for real?”

She met Andrew’s gaze. “We’re still trying to decide that. If he doesn’t run screaming after this weekend, we can figure it out later.”



* * * *



Of course, it turned out that many of the cars already in the front yard were the cousins who’d stayed at the hotel. Including Morland and his brood, and Jack and Jill and their kids.

They had only been there five minutes, and Rachel was in search of a cup of coffee for Andrew and herself in the kitchen when Morland walked in.

So far, Rachel had avoided having to speak directly to her uncle, because he was currently surrounded by a sea of family. She did give her aunt a hug, though, and introduced Andrew to her.

“You heard?” Morland asked by way of greeting.

“Yeah, I’m—”

“Damnedest thing I ever saw,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Thing jumped right through her windshield.” He leaned in. “I think she might have been a little tipsy.”

“The deer?”

“No. Aunt Wyndie. We’d met her for dinner. Supposed to head to Sioux Falls to the hotel last night, and she’d had a couple of beers with dinner. You know how she was. Couldn’t tell her nothing.”

“Was she supposed to come here, too?”

“Nah. She hated Dad. She gave me a card to give to Justin for her. We just had to drive the same way. She pulled out before we did, and we got caught at a light.” He leaned in. “It decapitated her.”

Rachel leaned back, hoping she’d misheard him. “What?”

“Yep. Looks like its hooves did it.” He drew a finger across his neck. “Blood everywhere. By the way, I have pictures of the wreck.” Morland whipped out his phone.

Shocked, Rachel stared at him. “Pictures?”

“Yeah. Of the wreck. And her.” He started swiping through his phone.

“Wait a minute. You took pictures…of Aunt Wyndie’s wreck?”

“Well, yeah. And of her. We came up on it right after it happened.”

Rachel blinked, taking a moment to process that. “Why did you take pictures?”

He stared at her like she was stupid. “I told you, we were right behind her when it happened. Once I realized she was dead, I took pictures. I thought someone, you know, might want to see them. Not like I could do anything to help her.”

Her jaw gaped. “See them? Who would want to see pictures of her like that?”

He shrugged. “Dad. Other family.”

“What family? The Manson family?” She grabbed his hand. “Put that damn thing away. What the hell is wrong with you? You cannot be this stupid. Seriously.”

Horrified, she glanced over to see Andrew struggling not to burst out laughing.

She gave him credit for trying, at least.

Maybe, if this wasn’t her family, and someone hadn’t gruesomely met their death in the most ironic way possible, she’d be laughing her ass off, too.

Morland actually looked hurt. “Don’t have to be a bitch about it,” he mumbled as he finally slipped his phone back into his pocket.

“Morland. You cannot go showing those pictures to people! Show some respect for the dead. You need to delete those things off your damn phone!”

“It’s not like I made her wreck. Besides, Dad wanted to see them.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed, desperately trying to stave off her impending tension headache. “Okay. I cannot believe I actually have to say this to a functional adult. It is not appropriate to take pictures of dead people and then go showing them around to the family of said dead person, much less to anyone else!”

“The state troopers took pict—”

“Are you a fucking state trooper?” When a few people glanced their way, she dropped her voice. “Unless you are a crime scene tech investigating a crime or an accident, no, it is not appropriate!”

“I didn’t think you liked her anyway.” Now he sounded more like a petulant three-year-old than a man on the far side of forty and closing in fast on the home-stretch of fifty.

“I actually did like her, and that is totally beside the point, Morland!”

Andrew suddenly and suspiciously started coughing and turned away, but he wasn’t fooling her in the slightest.

From the way his shoulders were shaking, she could tell he was trying not to laugh out loud.

Well, there went pretty much what little chance I might have ever had of him possibly wanting to see me long-term.

Sharing genes with a doofus who made the Voorhees family of Camp Crystal Lake look like the Broadway cast of The Book of Mormon was usually the fastest way to a swipe-left.



* * * *



Andrew knew that laughing during what was, he supposed, what passed for a funeral in this family would be bad form and probably upset Rachel.

That was the only reason he was trying to hide it.

This was fucking hysterical.

Other than the accidental sanitizing, and the ball-tap, he’d never enjoyed himself more than he was at that moment.

I need to remember to tell Lynn all this when we get back. Maybe she could use it in a book or something.

If nothing else, she’d laugh. Hopefully.

And that was something she hadn’t done much of lately.

It would also mean a story to take the focus off Derrick’s dildo-triggered slip and fall.

Morland had just sulked his way out of the kitchen when Justin reappeared. “Hey, Rache? Uncle George wants to say hi.”

Andrew knew it wasn’t his imagination that her entire body stiffened, fight or flight responses at war.

He reached over and caught her hand, pulling her in and kissing her. “I’m right here,” he whispered.

She nodded, but looked like she was on the verge of tears.

Justin led the way as they threaded through crowds of family into the back of the house where the living room was located. There, a man who made Jabba the Hutt look like the after picture for Weight Watchers spilled over a strained recliner.

Andrew also didn’t miss how Justin stayed close to his sister, not that Andrew was now worried about the elder man trying to harm Rachel.

George Gaele looked like the only thing he was about to harm was the creaky recliner struggling under his bulk.

“There she is,” the man croaked, sounding like a former smoker. When Andrew spotted the vaping rig on the table next to the recliner, he realized the man was still a smoker. “How you doin’?”

Rachel’s smile appeared more strained than the recliner. “Hello, Uncle George.”

A momentary power struggle seemed to pass between them, but Andrew admired Rachel for not looking away and making her uncle look away first.

“So what are you doing now? Justin said you’re a bookkeeper?”

Andrew suspected only he spotted the strain in her smile. “I’m the head cost analyst and financial auditor for the second-largest independently owned electric company in the state of Florida.”

The older man’s jaw worked. “Huh.”

Andrew suspected Rachel was mentally shooting the guy a bird.

Then George glared at Andrew. “And who’s this?”

Andrew opted to kill the man with kindness, since it looked like a heavy coughing attack might do that job nicely anyway. He stuck out his hand.

“Andrew Holt,” he said. “Rachel’s boyfriend. Sorry to hear about your sister.” He glared at the older man, refusing to even blink, much less break eye contact with him.

He also made sure to vigorously shake hands with him, squeezing back when the uncle tried a bullshit move of squeezing hard, and taking some satisfaction in the fact that the older man finally winced a little and let go first.

“Ah.” George Gaele looked away, toward where one of his sons was talking, unwilling to meet Andrew’s gaze again. “Glad you could make it. Isaac? Did you pick up that vaping juice for me like I asked?”

Aaand they were apparently dismissed.

Son of a bitch.

After that little silent confrontation, there would be a talk between him and Rachel at some point that weekend, in private, about what she’d endured as a kid.



* * * *



Rachel watched the silent power struggle play out between the two men. At war within her, her memories of the standoff between her and her uncle, the years of mental and verbal torment that followed, and the truth of the current reality that no way in hell could her uncle ever try to hurt her again, much less succeed. In any way.

She thought about the night when she was fourteen. He’d been more than a little drunk and her aunt had been at a church meeting or something. Justin had already gone to bed, and she’d been sitting at the kitchen table and studying.

He’d stumbled into the kitchen for another beer, turning to stare at her while she tried to ignore him.

Then he’d walked over and stroked her cheek. “Gonna have to keep the boys away from you. Keep you all to myself.”

The shiver that had raced down her spine felt evil, cold, and prickly. Before she’d even realized it, she’d jumped up, snatched a butcher’s knife out of the drainer by the sink, and turned, stalking toward him.

Even back then he’d been obese, slow, clumsy. When he’d tripped and fallen backward on his ass, she’d leaned in.

“Aunt Wyndie taught me how to gut and field-dress a deer when we were at her place last month.” Her fear tasted sick and sour in the back of her throat. “Said I was better at it than a lot of guys. That I had a real talent for it. Wonder if I could gut you just as fast?”

He’d apparently been too drunk to see how badly her hand shook, or hear how her voice trembled.

It didn’t matter. The impression that she was more than slightly psychotic had overridden everything else in his drunken brain.

“I’ll…I’ll—”

“You say anything, and I’ll tell Aunt Karen and the cops that you got drunk and tried to rape me, you fat bastard. And if you ever try anything else to me again, I will gut you and they’ll call it self-defense.”

She’d stepped back then, giving him plenty of room to get up and get out of the kitchen.

Heart pounding, she’d picked up the beer bottle from where it had landed and fallen over, spilling its contents, cleaned up the puddle, and returned the knife to the drainer.

Then she’d sat back down. That’s where her aunt found her when she’d returned home twenty minutes later—studying.

Innocent. Smiling at her aunt. Saying that she thought her uncle had gone to bed a while ago, because she hadn’t seen him for over an hour.

He’d never mentioned the incident, either.

From that point on, however, Rachel slept with her bedroom door locked. Her uncle never again tried anything like that, although he did start berating her and saying nasty things to her when they were alone.

Like she was destined for failure. That she would probably end up failing out of school and becoming a welfare mom.

That he hoped she failed so he could laugh in her face when she came begging him for help.

But he’d never said those things around adult witnesses. Justin had overheard some of it. Not the worst, but enough.

She didn’t care. Uncle George took great joy in all the love and affection he bestowed upon Justin, thinking he was torturing her even more.

If Justin was happy and doing well in school, that’s all Rachel cared about, even if the evil bastard thought he was driving a wedge between the siblings.

He wasn’t. He’d only brought them closer together without realizing it.



* * * *



That virtual pissing contest over, Andrew felt slightly smug over the look of relief on Rachel’s face as he draped an arm around her and they made their way out of Uncle George’s throne room. Justin followed. They ended up back in the kitchen, the three of them, nursing cups of coffee.

“Can we leave yet?” Justin muttered.

“Not yet,” she said. “Still an hour away.” At least they could leave sooner than the others, because they were driving Justin down to Vermillion and he had to be there early to line up. Meanwhile, more family had arrived, over two dozen of them. Justin had gone out to meet the latest round of arrivals before ducking back into the kitchen with Rachel and Andrew.

“No fair escaping without me,” Justin said.

Andrew liked the man. He could easily see the sibling resemblance, not just in appearance, but mannerisms.

One of the cousins wandered into the kitchen in search of soda. “Hey, Jus. How you doing?”

“I’m okay. Just wanting to get this over with.”

“You didn’t bring anyone with you today? Girlfriend?”

Justin’s face went pink. “No, I’m single.”

“Ah. I got a friend in Vermillion I could fix you up with.”

“I’m good. Right now, I’m busy with finishing up at work, and I’ll be moving when I get a new job.”

“Oh. Okay.”

The guy finally left, and Andrew noticed Justin visibly relaxed.

Interesting. “You think about moving to Florida?” Andrew asked.

“A lot. But it’s not in the budget right now. Besides, I need to see if any of the jobs I applied for pan out.” He glanced around and dropped his voice even more. “Then I can get the hell out of here.”

“You don’t actually live here, do you?”

“No, I share an apartment with a friend of mine in Vermillion. I meant here in general.”

“Ah. I’m tracking.”

“This area is a great place to be from,” Rachel added.

When Justin had to go talk to yet another set of arrivals, Andrew pulled Rachel in close. “You’re doing great, pet,” he whispered in her ear.

Her voice sounded a little shaky, but relieved. “I feel sort of silly now. I mean, I could power-walk my way away from him. I really feel like I wasted a lot of years hating the guy when I look at him now. I could have had things a lot worse than I did back then.”

“You were a kid,” he said. “That’s powerful stuff. Besides, we wouldn’t have had our close encounter of the sanitizing kind if I hadn’t come with you.”

She started giggling.

He loved hearing that sound from her and vowed he’d do everything in his power to keep her making it.


Chapter Thirteen



The day grew colder and chillier, with light rain intermittently falling as the sky darkened from light grey to purplish steel. Rachel found herself keeping one ear out for warning sirens, something she’d had a hard time getting used to when she’d first moved to Florida.

That there weren’t any.

When the three of them were finally alone in the car, Andrew having volunteered to take the back seat, silence settled over them, for a moment.

It was Justin who started laughing first, followed by Andrew, with Rachel eventually joining in.

“We’re horrible people,” she muttered. “A woman’s dead.”

“The Deer-inator,” Andrew said, which made Justin roll with laughter. “Die Hard 7: Bambi Gone Bad. Star Trek 23: The Wrath of Bambi. On Point: Rogue Deer Killers.”

“Don’t encourage him,” she said.

“Which one?” both men asked.

“Both of you. Either of you.” Yeah, she smiled. It felt good to be with Justin again, and it didn’t hurt that Andrew seemed to share their dark sense of humor.

“You cannot deny there is a poetic kind of justice in a woman who spent her life hunting deer getting killed by one,” Justin said. “Especially in this family.”

“I cannot believe Morland took pictures!” She smacked her hand against the steering wheel. “And he was going to show them to everyone! What the hell is wrong with the people in this family?”

“I wouldn’t ask that too loudly,” Justin teased, hooking a thumb and pointing at Andrew in the back seat. “Not if you’re trying to nail him.”

She shot a glare at her brother, but his playful smile drew one from her in reply. “I did warn him ahead of time. I just didn’t realize how dire that warning would prove to be.”

The sky grew darker the farther south they drove. “Glad this is indoors,” Justin said. “Would have sucked to get rained out.”

“Guess this means we’ll all be stuck inside George and Karen’s house later,” she muttered. “Wonderful.”

“Or, look at it this way,” Andrew said. “It could be an easy out. With everyone crowded in there, we’ll be able to sneak away.”

“Greeaat,” Justin said. “Leave me alone with them.”

“You’re the party boy,” she said. “You’re stuck. Sorry. But at least they like you.”

His smile faded. “Sorry, Sis.”

“Not your fault. We’ve talked about this before.”

“Uncle George can be a real asshole to Rachel sometimes,” Justin said over the seat to Andrew. “I don’t understand why.”

She caught Andrew’s gaze in the rearview mirror and held it for a moment, willing him not to say anything.

He winked.

Relief filled her. Yes, he was tuned in to her, in an eerily accurate way.

I could easily fall head over heels in love with him.

That wasn’t a bad thing, but she didn’t want to race through the obvious and logical stages of courtship just to get her ass handed to her later in a bad kind of way.

Today, she wanted to focus on Justin and making it through the rest of the day without publicly lambasting her uncle in front of the family.



* * * *



Andrew really liked Rachel’s little brother. One other good thing about driving Justin to the graduation ceremony was that they were able to be there plenty early to get good seats after picking up programs at the entrance. The ceremony was being held in an enclosed arena stadium that reminded Andrew a lot of the USF Sun Dome in Tampa.

“I wish Mom and Dad were here,” she softly said, even though the closest people to them were rows away. “They’d be so proud of him.”

“They’d be proud of you, too, I’m sure.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t get a Master’s degree and a doctorate.”

“Yeah, but look at what you do for a living.”

“Not like I’m going to save lives like he will. He’s going to be a cancer researcher. Help people like Mom.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “Try to help other families not lose loved ones.”

He draped an arm around her shoulders and held her close. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” Yeah, this day had to suck for her for several reasons. Her brother had been so young when they’d lost their mother.

Rachel had been on the front lines of it, barely even a teenager, trying to help her parents out.

She’d lived through it.

“I’m so damn proud of him,” she said. “I love him so much. I just want him to be happy.”

“I think that’s what he wants for you, too.”

“I promised Mom before she died that I wouldn’t let him drop out of school. That whatever I had to do to make sure he got through college, to make it happen.”

“Then you did good.”

“Not really. I bolted when I got the chance, to get away from here.”

“But you are a big reason why he’s here. Stop discounting what you did.”

That was the extent of their private conversation, because, unfortunately, the rest of the herd had apparently followed only minutes behind them. Andrew heard Jill’s voice calling to them.

“Rache! Andrew!” He looked to see her turn and call down to someone from where she stood at the stairs closest to the section of seats they picked. “Yoo hoo! I found ’em!”

Rachel sank down in her seat. “Shit. I knew that was too easy.”

Before long, the rest of the clan had taken seats surrounding them, Morland’s two young grandsons sitting in the row ahead of them and taking turns playing games on someone’s smart phone.

At least someone reached over and silenced the phone.

He felt Rachel’s tension ratcheting through her even though he didn’t spot her uncle, at first. Finally, he gathered from what someone else had said that her uncle, who couldn’t handle the stairs, was in a seat down on the floor.

Andrew reached over and laced fingers with Rachel, gently squeezing her hand.

It looked like they were just about to get started when Rachel started giggling. Puzzled, he followed her gaze to the row in front of them, where the two boys, maybe five and six or so, were playing their video game.

On the screen was something that resembled a fucked up cross between a voodoo doll and a gingerbread man. The kids were having a blast punching him, pummeling him…

And what had started Rachel giggling, shocking him.

She leaned in. “It reminds me of Tony with a violet wand!”

That nearly finished him off. He found himself struggling not to laugh out loud as, one row below them, the two little kinksters in training were zapping the crap out of the cartoon figure on the screen.

Finally, someone confiscated the phone from the two kids and made them pay attention as the ceremony started.

While Rachel took pictures, Andrew made sure to get video of the ceremony for her to rewatch later. Finally, once all the graduates had been called and the ceremony ended, Rachel and Andrew stood to file out with everyone else.

“Let’s make sure we get pics of you and Justin alone together,” Andrew whispered in her ear.

That would prove harder than he thought it might. Andrew ended up having to get a little Domly with one of the cousins, a teenaged girl who apparently was infatuated with Justin and who wanted to be in every picture with him. After making sure he got several really good pictures of the siblings together, Andrew backed off so they could get all the pictures out of the way and then get out of there.

That took nearly thirty minutes, and only ended because it started raining. Andrew had to turn the girl around—he thought her name was Tina—and send her back to her parents when she tried to grab a ride with them.

If he’d had his own car there, he would have let Rachel and Justin be alone. He felt they needed the time together.

Justin had stashed his cap and gown on the backseat and stretched out in the front passenger seat, where Andrew once again insisted he sit.

“Do we have to go back to their house?” Justin asked. “We can grab some takeout and go to my place here in town.”

“Nice try.” She finally managed a smile. “But we won’t abandon you. I’m really proud of you. Sorry you’re being upstaged by Aunt Wyndie.”

“At least she’s not doing it deliberately,” Justin grumbled. “Unlike Uncle George.” He glanced back at Andrew. “I know I’m sounding ungrateful, but honestly? Sometimes I wish Dad had moved us to the work camp with him. We could have stayed there. Maybe he’d still be alive.”

“Stop, Jus,” she said. “Shit happens.”

“It’s not fair how Uncle George treated you all those years. I knew you thought I was too young to see it, but I did. He hated you, and I never understood why. Aunt Karen always took his side. I hated that, too, that he treated you like that and me like I was one of their own kids.”

“It’s done.” Andrew didn’t miss that her fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “We’re adults, it’s over, and we’re not beholden to them anymore. I know you love some of these crazy people, and they love you. I don’t begrudge that.”

Justin stared out his window. “You left because of how they treated you.”

“I left because just like you’re going to leave here, there are other places to live.”

Andrew sensed something more, something below the surface, but that maybe the younger man wasn’t ready to say it yet.

Hmm.



* * * *



They ended up staying at her uncle’s place until just after eight, when Andrew pretended he had a work crisis he had to go back to the hotel room to take care of with his laptop. Justin managed to duck out of there about the same time.

Just for coming up with that reason to escape, Rachel knew she could be in love with Andrew, even if she wouldn’t admit that right now. The cousins were still there and would be for a while, meaning no chance of them figuring what room they were in yet.

If it hadn’t been for the fact that Rachel wanted to clear her mind without the distraction of conversation, she would have shoved the keys at Andrew and let him drive them back to Sioux Falls.

As it was, she felt completely and utterly drained. With the heavily overcast sky, it meant the land was dark, dreary, oppressive, not even any stars to look at.

Tomorrow, everyone was scheduled to meet up at George and Karen’s again for lunch.

She hated saying good-night to Justin, but she’d had enough of Uncle George’s act, as much as she could stand. One minute he’d be all teary and practically sobbing over Wyndie’s death, then the next he’d be laughing and telling ribald jokes, as if his sister hadn’t died.

It all depended on his audience.

She’d return tomorrow only because Justin would be there, and she wanted to spend time with him. Hopefully they could get out of there early enough to go grab dinner somewhere, just the three of them.

While she wanted to spend time with Justin, she also wanted him to spend time with Andrew.

Because the more time she spent with Andrew, the more certain she was that she didn’t want to fuck this up with him. She wanted to see what they might be able to have together.

When they returned to the hotel, they ended up in the shower, Andrew pinning her to the wall and making love to her, but also helping her shut off her thinking brain, taking over, taking charge, taking her.

She dropped to her knees to suck his cock into her mouth, but he wouldn’t let her finish him there. After they dried off, he ordered her onto the bed and grabbed his belt. Hope filled her that he was going to use it on her, but he used it to bind her wrists over her head.

And then he knelt between her legs and alternated sucking and licking her clit with biting the insides of her thighs, until she was deliciously spinning down into subspace hard and fast and begging him to finish her.

Andrew was not a man to be rushed. He knelt over her head, smiling down at her. “Someone said something about kissing them and making them better after this morning.” He lowered his sac over her eager mouth, and she gently licked his balls, laving her tongue over them, moaning when he reached behind him and tugged on her nipples.

At least this encounter didn’t seem cursed. He knelt over her in a sixty-nine, getting her over several times and teasing her with only letting her suck on the tip of his cock before finally fucking her mouth and letting her suck a load of cum from his balls.

He turned around, released her hands, and pulled her against him. “Better, baby?”

“Better, Sir.”

He kissed her. “I’m telling you, I really like the way that word sounds coming from you.”

“Then maybe I’ll keep saying it.”

“Keep talking like that, and you’ll have to, because I won’t want to let you go.”


Chapter Fourteen



Rachel awoke Sunday morning with her body pressed against the warmth of Andrew’s side and wishing the whole world would just go.

The hell.

Away.

She didn’t want to move.

Ever.

Well, maybe to go to the bathroom, because her bladder was sending her ten-minute warning signals, but not leave the room until they had to leave for Florida.

Which filled her with guilt because she couldn’t leave Justin alone to shoulder the burden of dealing with their family today. She also knew her brother well enough to know that he would still go and put in an appearance because he believed it was expected of him despite the original plan having nothing to do with Sunday or him.

Ugh.

If it wasn’t for the fact that Justin was still there, locally, and in a way beholden to their uncle, she would have said fuck it and pulled the covers over her head and paid better attention to which bottle of clear goop she smeared all over their privates before bumping same said privates together.

Andrew rolled toward her and pulled her tightly against him. “You awake?” he mumbled.

His voice sounded deep and sexy and throaty and…

Sigh. “Kind of.”

“Hope you don’t regret what we’ve done this weekend.”

“Only the accidental sanitizing. And giving you that ball-tap.”

A sleepy laugh escaped him. “Yeah. I mean everything besides that.” He gently caught her by the chin and made her tip her head back so she was looking into his eyes. “We good?”

“I’m good. I hope you’re good. I mean, you’ve been good, very good, but I hope—”

He kissed her, slowly, tenderly. “I’m very good. And so were you.” Back to snuggling. “I have to say, meeting the rest of your family, besides Justin, has been…interesting.”

“Please don’t hold them against me.”

Another laugh. “No, don’t worry. I would have been enjoying the hell out of the crazy show even more as a spectator, except I knew how stressed you were.”

“Gee, thanks. I think.”

“I didn’t say ‘fuck that shit’ and walk away. I get bonus points for that, don’t I?” He nuzzled the top of her head. “Especially after you sanitized and ball-tapped me.”

She snickered. “Yeah. I’m never going to live those down, am I?”

“Eh, the sanitizing was mutually our fault. The ball-tap was accidental. That one tops Derrick’s fall on a dildo story, though.”

“True.” She started laughing. “I wish I’d been there to see Marcia telling you all about it. I bet it was hysterical.”

“That’s what we all thought. This must be Karma busting me for laughing at him.”

“I guess so.”

He let out a long breath. “You really want to be the one to tell everyone this story, don’t you?”

“Please? I never get funny stories like this to tell!”

“Please, what?”

She nuzzled the side of his neck, nibbling on his earlobe. “Please, Sir,” she whispered in his ear.

“Mmm.” He rolled her onto her back, him on top of her. “You keep up that kind of talk, you’re going to find yourself doing it for a long, long time.”

“Promise?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

He propped himself up on his arms and she felt his hard cock rubbing against her. “Depends on whether or not you get sick of me.”

“You don’t have the crazy family.” She wiggled her hips so his cock…slid…perfectly…there…

They both let out sighs. She held on to his arms as he leaned in and kissed her. “I’m not sleeping with your crazy family, and I don’t have to live near your family. All I care about is you. And so far, I’m loving what I’m seeing.”

“Even though I brought you to crazy cold windy land?”

“Even though. Shh. Time for fucking.” He kissed her again while he slowly rocked his hips, his cock deliciously hitting every good nerve ending inside her body, including a few she’d never even realized existed before now.

Damn.

Usually, she couldn’t get over just like this, but so far he was running a pretty decent track record. This morning was no exception, and as she stared up into his brown eyes, she felt subspace teasing, calling to her.

With his lips just over hers, he whispered, “Come for me, pet.”

It wasn’t the hardest orgasm she’d ever had, but she’d still check it off in the win column.

“Good girl,” he said, speeding up, fucking her harder, faster, grinding his hips against hers until he finished, kissing her and moaning into her mouth as he came and pumped her full of cum.

“Stay,” he said.

She wasn’t sure what he was doing when he got up, but then he immediately returned with something in his hand. She didn’t have time to look before he was sliding it between her legs.

“Be my good girl,” he said as he flipped the switch, turning it on high.

With his juices adding extra lubrication, he had no problem at all fitting the entire thing inside her, making her moan.

“Yeah, I’m keeping my balls safely away, don’t worry,” he said. “Roll over.”

She did, having a hard time not humping the toy inside her. He skimmed one hand up her body, pinning her by the back of the neck. With the other, he stroked her ass cheeks.

“Time to step up our play, pet.” He started spanking her on the ass and along the backs of her thighs, the pain of his swats contrasting with the pleasure of the vibrator buzzing inside her. 

She moaned into her pillow, sensory overload threatening.

“Come again if you can, pet. Otherwise, you’re waiting until tonight to come.” He alternated hard swats that came close to making her call yellow with raking his nails up and down her flesh, even leaning in and biting her.

Finally, he reached between her legs and started fucking her with the vibrator and that tipped her over the edge. Her back arched as she fucked herself onto the toy in time with his hand, her toes curling as he kept the orgasm rolling through her. Eventually, he pulled the toy out and switched it off, pulling her against him.

“There,” he said, kissing her forehead. “A little stress relief.”

She shivered, not cold, but recovering from what she’d just felt. “Thank you, Sir.”

“And I didn’t even have to take a ball-tap in the process.”



* * * *



After a shower and getting dressed, they once again passed their newbie ninja real-world training and snuck out of the hotel without crossing paths with any of the cousins. The weather hadn’t improved from the day before, either. If anything, it looked worse. Cold, damp, and drizzly.

At breakfast, Andrew watched her eat, just sitting there, holding his coffee mug and observing.

It took her a few minutes to realize she was being studied.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re smiling.”

“So?”

She sat up a little straighter. “That’s your ‘I wonder what she’d do then’ smile. I’ve seen you wear it too many times.”

He leaned forward, motioning for her to do the same. Keeping his voice low, he said, “I was picturing you wearing my collar.”

He sat back, loving how adorable she looked when her face went red.

That had been exactly what he’d been doing, though. Weighing whether or not he wanted to find her a special collar that wouldn’t look like a collar, or get her something obvious.

Or, maybe both.

They weren’t exactly there yet, but he was feeling pretty good about his chances, unless something horrific happened between then and when they flew home tomorrow.

Actually, he wasn’t looking forward to their weekend ending. He was having a lot of fun. Going home alone wasn’t exactly very appealing now.

“I’d like to talk about that at some point in the future,” he continued. “Doesn’t have to be this weekend, obviously.”

She nodded, her wide eyes turning his crank. 

He bet if he slid two fingers between her legs right then, he’d probably find she was wet.

He was going to ask her that when her phone rang. She glanced at it before answering. “Hey, Jus. What’s up?”

Andrew sat back and sipped his coffee. They didn’t have to be out of there for a while yet, so he was taking his time, enjoying this with her.

“Yeah, we can come get you.” She rubbed at her forehead. “You sure that’s what you want to do?…Yeah, okay. No problem. We’re at breakfast right now, though. So it’ll be a while. …Okay, love you, too.” She hung up and sat back. “Change of plans.”

“He wants us to come get him, so that when we leave, he has to leave, too.”

“You are so damn good at this game,” she said. “Seriously.”



* * * *



Part of her wanted to confess everything to Justin—who Andrew really was, what their relationship was like…everything.

But she also knew she couldn’t.

The first problem being that she didn’t know exactly what the two of them had. Would this become more? Would this last?

Would Andrew run screaming in terror the moment they landed in Clearwater?

The second problem being that she loved her brother and didn’t want him worrying about her, or judging her. She hoped he wouldn’t judge her.

She damn sure didn’t want him worrying. Or want him hating Andrew if this did keep going and Justin got the wrong idea about him. While she and her brother were close, he hadn’t seemed comfortable having discussions with her about relationships—hers or his—so they’d silently come to a mutual agreement over the years that they really didn’t talk about that.

These are complications I am not used to having.

Once she moved to Florida and knew Justin would be okay, she hadn’t worried about what anyone thought of her but herself.

She didn’t have anyone to worry about but herself. Justin was a thousand-plus miles away in a different state.

Adulting was hard enough to start with, and this was definitely not Adulting 101 territory. 

After they finished eating, they made their way down to Vermillion. She hadn’t visited Justin’s apartment before but was relieved to find it was in a decent area, and not condemnable.

She also got the distinct feeling that Justin wanted to talk to her about something.

When Andrew excused himself to use the bathroom, she finally asked Justin about it. “Why am I getting the feeling there’s something you want to talk to me about?”

He glanced toward the hallway, where the bathroom was. “I…do. It’s okay. It’s…” He took a deep breath. “Another time. It can wait.”

“Is something wrong?” Flashbacks of her mom telling her she was sick came to mind, of how she’d acted very much like Justin was now.

It didn’t help that both of them strongly resembled their mom.

“No, nothing’s wrong. I just really don’t want to go back to Uncle George’s today. I know it makes me a horrible person—”

“No, it doesn’t. Believe me, I don’t want to go, either.”

He stared at her. “Did he…did Uncle George…” He stared at the floor. “He didn’t ever…”

“Ever what?” Anger filled her. “Why? Did he do something to you growing up?”

“No! No, not me. I…are you okay?”

She hugged him. “Let’s just say that I’m glad Aunt Wyndie taught me how to shoot and how to gut a deer. He was an asshole to me, said a lot of mean things to me over the years, but he never touched me.”

Technically that wasn’t a lie, but she still felt a little bad about telling it.

“I’m sorry he treated me different.”

“It’s not your fault, Jus. He’s an asshole. He was the adult. Mom and Aunt Wyndie didn’t get along with him. Aunt Coral can barely stand him. It’s his problem, and it’s something I’ve…” She was drifting into full-on lying territory now and didn’t want to. “I’m an adult. I’ve moved on. I’m living my life the way I want to. It’s all right.”

It wasn’t “all right,” but it was as all right as she could make it, and she didn’t feel like admitting anything else to him.

Besides, that was in the past, and it didn’t matter any longer. Not now that she’d successfully faced down the demon from her past and realized that living well had truly been the best revenge.



* * * *



They only tolerated Uncle George for a couple of hours before heading out. Rachel and Justin knew Aunt Wyndie would not only not want that kind of gathering for her, she’d damn sure hate that it was George holding it.

And in his own house, to boot.

They ended up back in Vermillion at a small Italian restaurant, quiet, which suited Rachel just fine. She was tired of being forced to put on a fake face. At work was one thing, but she liked her job and the majority of people she worked with.

In her personal life, Rachel only hung around with people whose company she enjoyed. No faking required.

This…this required expert-level faking skills she wasn’t sure she could keep up with at that point in her life.

She’d used up her reserves of those during adolescence and her teen years, then later during college.

Justin again acted somewhat jumpy, like he wanted to talk but couldn’t make himself do it with Andrew there.

Andrew noticed.

“Would you like some alone time with your sister? I don’t mind, seriously. I feel badly I’ve been hogging her this weekend.”

“No, it’s okay. Really.” He took a deep breath. “I wasn’t expecting this weekend to get so…crazy. Crazier. Totally nuts.” He glanced Andrew’s way. “Guess if you’re not running yet, you don’t mind too much.”



* * * *



“As I already told Rache, it’ll take more than crazy relatives to scare me off. I wouldn’t be worth having a relationship with if I ran for the hills over something like that.”

Andrew wasn’t sure what Justin wanted to talk to Rachel about, but he knew there was something.

He suspected he had a good idea what that something might be, but it wasn’t his place, and he wouldn’t go tossing out wild guesses that might be totally wrong. He’d just met the man.

Although based on his years in the lifestyle, and time spent around a widely diverse number of people from all over the rainbow, his gut instincts told him his hunch was correct.

When they finished eating, it was full dark outside, even though it wasn’t sundown yet. A cold wind blew, cutting right through the sweatshirt and jackets Andrew wore. Hurrying toward the rental car, he said, “I cannot believe anyone willingly lives in this shit.”

He noticed Justin wasn’t in a hurry. “This is mild,” he teased.

“Ease up, Jus,” she playfully warned. “I’m feeling the cold, too. He’s a native Floridian. This is full-on winter to us.”

Back at Justin’s apartment, Andrew waited in the car, moving to the front seat while Rachel walked her brother to his door and hugged him, long and hard.

Andrew bumped the heat up a little, too, while he waited.

When she returned, she wiped at her eyes as she climbed behind the wheel.

He reached over and rested his hand on her thigh. She placed hers over it and squeezed before buckling her seat belt and driving out of the complex.

The ride back to Sioux Falls was mostly quiet, Andrew sensing how hard this was on her, leaving her brother behind yet again. Back at the room, they quietly packed and laid out clothes for in the morning before he gave her a good, hard spanking and then made love to her after she’d cried.

The cousins had already checked out, so she wasn’t worried about anyone overhearing.

As she fell asleep in his arms, Andrew nuzzled the top of her head.

Please, don’t let me fuck this up.

Because the more time he spent with her, the less willing he was to let her go.


Chapter Fifteen



Early Monday morning, Andrew was just about to roll over and wrap his arm around Rachel when her cell phone beeped with a text message.

“Shit,” she muttered as she rolled away from him to grab it.

Dammit. A chance lost.

“Shit!” She turned on the light.

That sounded serious. “What?” He propped himself up on one elbow.

“Our flight was cancelled.” She got up and padded over to the window. He couldn’t help but watch the adorable swell of her ass and hips as she did.

She really had a deliciously spankable ass.

Maybe one day I’ll find out how fuckable it is, too. Hopefully without any ball-taps.

As she pulled back the blackout curtain, she groaned. “Fucking hell!”

“What?”

She pulled it open wider and pointed.

Suspecting he wasn’t going to like what he was about to see, he finally sat up, climbed out of bed, and walked over next to her.

He stared. “Um…” He blinked. Frigid air oozed through the glass and poked at his bare skin.

“Ice storm.” She turned from the window and headed over to where the TV remote was and turned the set on, to a local station.

“…Yes, Robert. This system definitely caught some people by surprise. The school district has announced closures, as have many non-essential government agencies. But as we started telling people late yesterday here at Channel 9, there was a really good chance of a serious level of ice that we aren’t used to seeing this time of year, even here in Sioux Falls…”

Andrew was having difficulty processing exactly what it was he was seeing. He’d seen snow on TV before, even though being a native Floridian meant he’d only seen flurries in real life.

The parking lot and cars below looked encased in shimmering ice. It’d be pretty…if it wasn’t…so…

Much.

“Well, crap,” Rachel muttered.

“So…what does this mean, exactly?” he asked before he reached down and bumped up the heat on the room’s AC unit.

“It means we’re not flying out today. And since the airline only flies on Mondays and Fridays, unless we drive to another airport somewhere, we’re not flying home until Friday.”

“Then we can drive. Can’t we?”

She didn’t respond. When he looked away from the window and at her, she was staring at him like he’d just sprouted a second penis.

He had to glance down just to make sure he hadn’t sprouted a second one, or something equally horrifying.

When he glanced back up again, she was still staring at him.

“What?”

“Drive?” Her tone sounded full of disbelief.

“Um…yeah?”

“You don’t have much experience in this department, do you?”

“What part of ‘native Floridian’ did I not make clear?”

“We cannot drive in that shit.” She pointed at the TV. “They’re salting the roads but it’s an ice emergency. Do you see many cars moving around out there?”

He glanced out the window again. Actually, he didn’t see any cars moving around out there.

“Do you really think we can go anywhere in this?” she asked.

“Um…I’m going to go ahead and guess nooo?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Hey, you’re lucky I’m not awake yet,” he said. “I’d spank your ass for that eyeroll.”

“Is that before or after you tried to kill us in a fiery car crash from driving on the ice?”

He wouldn’t deny he loved her playful smirk. “How can it be fiery if it’s icy?”

“Oh, you have no idea. If the water main’s frozen and they can’t put it out—”

“That was rhetorical snark.” He walked over to the bed, shivering a little as he did. He climbed back into bed and pulled the covers over him. “Well, if we can’t fly out, does that mean we can go back to bed for a little while? What time is it anyway?”

“Almost five thirty.”

“Almost five thirty?” He stared at her. “How can you act so fucking casual when you say that? ‘We just hit an iceberg. Godzilla’s eating Manhattan. It’s almost five thirty.’ And how can you even be conscious right now without coffee? What are you, some sort of demon or something? Did I spend the weekend having really good sex with an alien parasite or a thing that’s going to kill me and now I’m going to have a little demonoid sprout out of my chest?”

“Because I’m used to getting up every morning at five for work, and it’s actually almost six thirty Florida time. Why? What time do you usually get up?”

“Whenever the hell I want to, because I’m usually working until one or two in the morning. Jesus Christ, I’m seriously calling early mornings a hard limit right the fark now.”

She smirked again. Hell, it was so freaking early and cold he couldn’t even manage morning wood over that adorable expression of hers. “Can you call a hard limit if you’re the Dom?”

“Uh, yeah. Perk of the rank.” He pulled the covers back. “You want to come back to bed, or summon some of your familiars, you South Dakota demon girl?”

“Ooh, talk hexy to me, bad man.” She walked over to close the curtains before she climbed back into bed next to him.

Snuggling with her felt right. He even liked the way her shampoo smelled. “What are we going to do about breakfast?”

“I was going to say we eat downstairs. The cousins left yesterday. I have to talk to the desk and extend our stay. And we need to venture over to Walmart and get you some freaking clothes.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re going to freeze your ass off, that’s why.”

“Not if I keep it planted right here in this hotel until Friday. Don’t they have a laundry here?”

“We have a microwave and a fridge. That means we can get booze and food and stay shit-faced, if we want to. Just one little walk over to Walmart.”

“I have to work. I can do it naked and in bed, but I need to remain a reasonable facsimile of sober.”

“Okay. So I’ll get shit-faced and blow you while you do whatever you’re doing.”

“Ooh, baby. You keep talking like that, you might make me start begging you.”

“Are Doms supposed to beg?”

“If they’re getting blown well and want to stay that way, uh, yeah.”

She giggled.

That made him smile. He was still too sleepy and cold to get hard though. “Shh,” he said. “Sleepy time now, sexy time later.”

“Yes, Sir.”

From her tone he knew she was joking, but there was something he really liked about that.

Maybe she’s the one.



* * * *



Maybe he’s the one.

One-night stands—or one-weekend stands, in this case—weren’t her thing. Andrew had surprisingly slid right under all her usual defenses and before she knew it, he’d popped up right there.

In her vag.

And maybe more than a little in her heart, too, which was far more scary than being in her vag. At least she could make him wear a condom if she needed to.

How the hell did she keep herself from doing something stupid like falling in love with him?

She didn’t want to be in love. Being in love meant getting her shit together.

She was doing a pretty good job of imitating a functional human being right now. She didn’t need a really nice guy coming along for her to fuck up her relationship with him and then shatter her closely held denial.

“What’s wrong?” he muttered. “Did the demon comment offend you? Should I have said something more politically correct like ‘otherworldy-origined’?”

Rolling over to face him and tuck her head against him, she let out a sigh. “I’m scared.”

“I thought you grew up in this shitty, illegal weather?”

“About us.”

“I was trying to give you an easy out.”

“Is this where I insert the joke?”

“Maybe, because my cock’s too cold to want to play right now and insert into anything other than thermal underwear. Please tell me Walmart sells thermal underwear.”

She finally looked up into his eyes. Sweet brown eyes.

“Please tell me we didn’t fuck this up?” she softly asked.

That seemed to wake him up a little. “I’m not playing you. I’m not interested in wasting time playing relationship games. You know I had a really bad time before, so no offense if I don’t offer you your own key just yet.”

She snorted. “Good. That means you won’t expect me to clean your house.”

“I suspect there’s at least one or two fuglies in your emotional history, from what I saw this past weekend.”

She felt her face heat. “Yeah,” she softly said. “Maybe.”

“Okay.” He snuggled her closer. “We won’t fuck this up as long as we take our time and just sort of be us. No pressure, no games. We were friends, and now we’re…”

“Fuck buddies,” she said, finally chuckling.

“Monogamous fuck buddies,” he clarified. “And play partners.”

“Absolutely.”

He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers. “I’m still declaring early mornings as a hard limit,” he said. “During weekends, when you’re not working.”

“I can live with that. I like to sleep late on the weekends.”

“See? Negotiations are easy. Why do people have to complicate shit?”

“I don’t know. You still want me to call you ‘Sir’ when we get home?”

“I was hoping for Sir Domly Disinfected Dick, but I can live with Sir for short, if you don’t mind it.”

He did make her laugh. He definitely had that going for him. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much, so hard, and for so many consecutive days.

I could get used to this.



* * * *



I could really get used to this.

She even felt right snuggled in his arms.

“Sorry about that,” she said.

“Yeah, well, kind of my fault for not remembering there were two bottles on the nightstand. And it did lead to really hot shower sex, so I consider us even.”

“I’ve never really let anyone get close enough to me that I had to tell them about me.”

Her scared tone more than anything dragged his mind fully back into the realm of the awake.

Tipping her face up so he could look into her eyes in the dim light from the TV, he said, “Whatever you tell me, regardless of how things end up eventually working out between us, it’ll never go any farther than just us. I promise.”

“Thanks.”

He brushed his thumb over her chin. “Was there someone else besides your uncle at the festivities yesterday that I should go take a drive and visit as soon as the fucking roads defrost so I can punch their lights out?”

She smiled, but it looked sad. “Sorta not kinda.”

“That’s a heck of an answer.”

She snuggled more tightly against him and told him about his prime target—George Gaele—and how he’d treated Rachel once she and Justin were living under his roof.

And bless her heart, how she’d stood up to the son of a bitch, even as a kid, and held her own against him. And how her aunt and cousins had followed George’s lead in treating her like crap, directly or indirectly.

“I’d had enough shit to deal with losing Mom, and was a surly-as-hell teenager, and could fucking outshoot the nutbag, thanks to Aunt Wyndie. Plus, I knew how to gut a deer. Again, thanks to Aunt Wyndie. So after that night in the kitchen, Uncle George must have realized he probably shouldn’t lay hands on me in any kind of way because he was so fucking fat and slow even back then that I could have turned him into sushi before he could take a second step toward me.”

“So he didn’t beat you or physically molest you?”

“No. Although he did give me a lot of emotional beatings over the years. He thought he was using Justin as a weapon against me all these years. Treating him like a son, and treating me like shit.”

“What about your aunt? Didn’t she ever question that?”

“I will admit that I used being a surly teenager to my advantage against him to remind him not to try touching me again. She only saw my behavior. He was always careful not to do it in front of her. But she was pretty cold to me, and so were my cousins.”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “Can I go kill him now?”

“No killing. It’s over with. He wouldn’t even look me in the eye this weekend.”

“I noticed. I figured he was afraid of me.”

“I think he was. You could have kicked his ass.”

“A damn cheeseburger could have kicked his ass. What is he, close to five hundred pounds? I’m surprised they didn’t have to rent a U-Haul to carry him in.”

“He wasn’t that big. Now all that’s left is for me to try to get over it once and for all in my head. I spent a lot of years stuffing and ignoring what I’d lived through. I had Justin to focus on. Then when I moved, I could ignore it and not deal with it. I didn’t have to, living down in Florida. I could shut down that part of my brain and not think about it. Yesterday finally drove home that I built this up a lot more in my head over the years by not dealing with it. I was really glad to see that living well is still the best revenge, and all of that.”

“You can say that again.” He kissed the top of her head. “You know, I’d like to backtrack a little.”

He felt her tense in his arms. “About what?”

“The whole ‘monogamous fuck buddies’ label.”

“And?”

“I was kind of hoping we could go with boyfriend and girlfriend. I can understand if you don’t want to change up our play dynamics yet. But honestly? Despite all the aggravations and irritations and misadventures, this has been the best weekend I’ve had in a long time. And it’s because I spent it with you.”

She looked up at him again. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. Thank you. Thank you for trusting me, and thank you for asking me to come with you.”

It took her a long time before she answered, and he was starting to think maybe he’d pushed her a little harder, misread her, took things just a hair too fast.

“Okay. I’d really like that. Boyfriend and girlfriend.” She kissed him.

His cock tried to stir, realized how cold it was, and said fuck this shit, defrost first and try again later.

“I’d also be okay,” she added, “if you wanted to be my Dominant. I’ll let you make that call. But I don’t want us to have any stricter rules yet than we already have, except the monogamous part.”

“And we don’t play with others without asking first.”

“That go for you, too?”

“Absolutely. If you didn’t notice, I’ve kind of limited myself to playing with only you lately. I really haven’t wanted to play with anyone else.”

“Me, either.”

“Then those sound like boundaries I can easily accept, if you can.”

Her smile almost—but not quite—stirred his stubborn cock out of hiding.

“I can.”

He closed his eyes. “Good. Dom Says let’s sleep in a little while longer, then.”

Her sigh sounded content, happy. “Thank you, Sir.”

“You’re welcome, pet.”


Chapter Sixteen



They arranged things with the hotel—which Andrew insisted on paying for this time.

She didn’t argue.

She also had to call the rental car company and arrange for an extended time, as well as she added Andrew as a driver, just in case.

The hotel had a hot breakfast bar, self-serve, in an alcove off the main lobby. Today, there were only a couple of people in there besides them, none of them any relation to Rachel.

After eating, they headed over to the side door to make their trek to Walmart. After checking weather reports, it looked like there were several weather fronts that would be sweeping across the center of the country over the next several days. After weighing their options of a hazardous two-day drive, or just waiting and flying home on Friday, they decided to wait it out.

She noticed how apprehensive he looked. “You sure you want to try this?”

He stared at the slick parking lot. “Not really, but I relish the thought of freezing my balls off even less. You sure they’re going to have winter stuff in Walmart? This is spring. Don’t they have like bathing suits and stuff?”

“This is South Dakota,” she said. “We’ve had ice storms in May.”

“Greeaat. I should spank you for this, but that would be a reward.” He didn’t move.

“You want me to try to get the car?” she asked. “Since it has automatic locks, maybe it won’t be frozen. We could try to defrost the windshield. I’ve got an old gift card I could use as a scraper.”

“No.”

He still didn’t move.

“Or give me your sizes, and I’ll go.”

He glared at her, which made her smile.

She stuck her tongue out at him.

“You do that now,” he softly warned, in case anyone could overhear them, “the tongue thing, and you’ll get spanked for it.”

“Maybe that’s what I’m hoping for.”

“Dammit, you need to stop using reverse psychology on me. Red. Hard limit.” He stared at the slick surface.

“Stick toward the sides,” she said. “Follow me. And don’t walk under overhangs, or trees or stuff, if you can avoid it.” She pointed up. “Beware falling ice.”

“I thought that was just something out of A Christmas Story.”

“No, people really can and do get hurt by falling ice.”

“Terrific.” He stared.

“Whatever you do, don’t rush, and don’t stop in the middle of a driveway.”

“We’re crossing a parking lot. A couple of them. And a road.”

“I know. It’ll be okay. Move slow, walk like a penguin.” She took the lead, knowing if she didn’t, he might chicken out.

The hotel had already salted the sidewalk around the building. She stuck to sunny spots on the black pavement until she reached a grassy strip. Andrew only wobbled once.

She made the mistake of thinking they were home free when they crossed the road and reached the store’s parking lot. She was more focused on watching where she was going than checking on Andrew.

That was her first mistake.

She caught sight of something in her peripheral vision and realized Andrew had veered off-course and was heading toward the sidewalk, along the shaded northern end of the building.

“No—”

Too late. Andrew let out a scream as he pinwheeled his arms and went down faster than a discounted chocolate bunny the day after Easter.

She hurried over to him. “Are you okay?”

He held up a finger. “Don’t touch me,” he softly said.

“But—”

“Just let me regroup and catch my breath and regain my dignity.”

She couldn’t help the giggle that burped out. “I tried to stop you. Stay out of the shade, I told you.”

He let out a sigh and sat up. “That’s two right there.”

“Two what?”

“Paddle strokes, when I find a suitable replacement for a paddle in that store.” He carefully made it to his feet and this time, she held on to his arm, guiding him, not letting go until they’d reached the safety of a salted section of sidewalk.

Inside, he stopped and stretched before slowly walking over to the cart corral area to grab one.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Remind me to add Epsom salts and ibuprofen to our shopping list.”

He bought jeans, socks, a couple of sweatshirts, a warm jacket, a knit hat, and warm gloves. They also added slip-on ice cleats for their shoes, which the store carried in the shoe section. He bought another small suitcase, because he wasn’t about to leave brand new clothes behind, and didn’t have room for it all in the suitcase he’d brought with him. She picked up a couple of extra things as well, which she could stash in his suitcase for the return flight.

They detoured through sporting goods, where he grabbed a table tennis paddle. After Andrew arched an eyebrow at her, the item went into the cart.

As did a package of clothesline from hardware, a couple more boxes of condoms, and a full-sized bottle of lube.

He grinned. “If nothing else, this week will educate you on my knowledge of pervertibles.”

She shivered in the good way, her clit throbbing. “Yes, Sir.”



* * * *



The ice cleats, gloves, hat, and coat helped make Andrew’s return trip to the hotel far more tolerable. They also bought some more snacks, including a couple of microwaveable meals, in case they were still iced in that night. It’d be cheaper than ordering pizza, too.

She let Andrew lead the way, now that he knew it, and did her best not to laugh at how cute he looked waddling his way across the parking lot like a Domly penguin. Back in their room, he adjusted the temperature of their AC unit warmer.

“Get naked, pet,” he said.

“Yes, Sir.”

He started putting things away and walked over to grab the new paddle and package of rope, which he tossed into the middle of the bed. “I think we’re going to go for attempt number two with anal this morning.”

He’d also purchased disposable gloves, and extra batteries for her vibrator. A cheap sleep mask became a blindfold, and twenty minutes later, she was on her back, tied up, extra pillows under her hips boosting her ass in the air, the vibrator buried in her pussy, and Andrew’s cock balls-deep in her ass.

And she was coming around the vibrator and his cock.

“Much better, pet,” he said. “Good girl.” He took a slow stroke out with his cock before sliding deep inside her ass again. “Such a good gir—”

Knock knock knock. “Housekeeping!”

“Fucking seriously?” he muttered. “No, thank you!” he called out. “We’re fine.”

Rachel froze, hoping one of them remembered to throw the deadbolt and the safety latch.

The sleep mask lifted and Andrew stared down at her with what she was beginning to think of as “the look.”

“That’s another five for not making sure the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign is out, pet. How many are we up to?”

Her hands were tied above her head so she couldn’t easily shrug. “I don’t remember, Sir. I think ten is a good number.”

“I think that’s more than I owe you, but I won’t argue with you.” He tugged the sleep mask back into place and she felt him lean, reaching for something.

Followed by the feel of the paddle against her outer thigh. “Five on each leg. Count.”

He smacked her hard, too, her body at war now, trying to process pain and pleasure and the fullness in her ass and pussy. By the time he landed the last promised stroke, she was coming again, harder than before.

“Yeah, that’s what my pet likes, doesn’t she?” He started fucking her ass, slamming his condom-clad cock home over and over again, his body bumping against the vibrator, too. It forced her to remain in an orgasmic spiral, coming and coming, until he finally finished with a loud grunt of his own.

The vibrator switched off, and now that he was still, she could hear and feel his heavy breathing.

He reached down and removed the sleep mask again, leaning in to kiss her. “That’s better,” he said. “Almost. I am bound and determined that I will fuck your ass at least once this trip without interruption.”

She giggled. “Yes, Sir. Good luck with that.”

He got up to dispose of the condom and clean up.

Also, to put the sign out.

She remembered that, with her hands full earlier when they’d returned, she’d pulled it out of the lock so he could insert his key card, then she’d forgotten to put it back into place.

He got her untied and she cleaned up while he started filling the tub.

“After that fall, I need to soak or I won’t be able to move tomorrow,” he said.

“Ooh, wait.” She went through her oils and pulled out rosemary and peppermint. Using their ice bucket and the plastic bag liner for it, she mixed him up a batch of Epsom salts with the two oils added.

“There you go. Try that. If you mix the oils in with the Epsom salts, it blends better. Otherwise, the oil just floats on top of the water.”

He sniffed it. “This is witchcraft, isn’t it? I was right in my earlier assessment that you’re like a demon or something based on your early mornings.”

But he smiled.

She pulled him in for a kiss. “Try it. When you get out, I’ll give you a massage.” One of the items on her shopping list had been a small bottle of almond oil.

A horrible thought hit her. “Wait…you’re not allergic to nuts or anything, are you?” she asked.

“I’m only allergic to fire. And, apparently, ice.” He grinned, making her laugh.



* * * *



Andrew knew he wouldn’t ever give her a hard time about her oils. Between the soak, and then her amazing back rub after he got out of the tub, he hoped he’d at least be able to walk tomorrow.

After a nap, he called work to let them know what had happened with their flight, and to arrange to work remotely from the hotel room for the rest of the week.

Unfortunately for Rache, there wasn’t as much she could do for her job remotely. She could take phone calls and answer e-mails, but unless someone sent her files and reports, she couldn’t log in remotely the way he could.

But she had vacation time due to her, so she took some of that.

And she had fun lying between Andrew’s legs, holding his cock in her mouth while he was on a conference bridge call.

He loved looking down at her, seeing the way the corners of her eyes playfully crinkled, and knowing she was having fun.

Sure, this week would be aggravating in terms of logistics…but damn.

He’d received his wish to have more alone time with her. Maybe by the time they finally made it back to Florida, they’d have solid answers for each other about where they wanted “this” to go.

If he had his way, he’d be doing his best to convince her this was a good thing that should keep happening.

Not there, in South Dakota, of course. Back home together, in Florida.

Because the more time he spent with her, the more he realized this felt right.

And the more he realized that the thought of losing her ripped him to shreds.



* * * *



Once Andrew was off another call, Rachel took a few minutes to call Justin.

“We’re stuck here until Friday.”

Justin started laughing. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. They cancelled our flight. So if you want to get together for dinner once the roads are safe, let’s do it.”

“Okay. How about tomorrow night?”

“If it’s safe.”

“It’s supposed to be in the upper fifties tomorrow. It’ll be melted.”

“Terrific.” They’d just purchased stuff they’d probably never need again.

“What’s wrong? I mean, besides the obvious.”

She told him about their sojourn to Walmart—including Andrew’s introduction on how not to walk on ice—and he started laughing.

“That’s hysterical. We didn’t have nearly as much ice down here this morning. The roads are pretty much clear and safe in town.”

“Tell your brother I’m flipping him a bird,” Andrew said without looking up from his laptop.

“What’d he say?” Justin asked.

“Sir said to tell you he’s flipping you a bird, but he’s not really. He’s just joking.”

“Remind him I think it’s funny a guy his age has never seen ice or snow before.”

“If that was an age joke,” Andrew playfully shot back, “tell him to stuff it. I’m only forty-four.”

“Should I just let you two talk?” she asked.

Then she realized…had she just called Andrew “Sir” to Justin?

Shit, shit shitshitshit!

She’d have to be more careful about that. Around the rest of their friends, it wouldn’t matter.

But Justin was family, and vanilla.

Shit!

When she finally got off the phone with him, Andrew looked up. “You realize you called me ‘Sir,’ right?”

She fell backward onto the other bed. “Dammit! I was hoping I hadn’t done that. What do I do?”

“Leave it alone and see if he brings it up. If he doesn’t, fine. If he does, you need to decide what you want him to know. The easy out is the little white lie about Southerners saying sir and ma’am all the time to everyone, and you picked up the habit.”

“He won’t have remembered hearing me say it any other time.”

“That’s where things get tricky. Or you tell him I’m spanking your ass on a regular basis. Your call. I’ll support you either way.”

She didn’t like that option, either. Not that she was against others knowing that Andrew was spanking her ass, but she didn’t want Justin knowing that.

He was her little brother.

And she wasn’t entirely sure he’d be okay with it. Considering he was the only family she had left, she damn sure didn’t want to do anything that might possibly alienate him.

The rest of the day she spent watching TV, watching Andrew, curled up next to Andrew naked in bed—and getting another spanking by Andrew, just for funsies—and then cuddling with Andrew.

This was starting to become a habit.

One she didn’t want to break.

A really good habit.

They ended up nuking their microwave dinners that night, eating cuddled up in bed while watching a Christmas movie on TV.

“I can’t believe I’m watching Christmas movies in April and freezing my ass off,” he grumbled. “It’s witchcraft, I tell you.”

Despite his earlier fall, and the sudden change in plans, his playfulness remained intact.

She wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d become moody and sullen, but he hadn’t. He’d immediately thrown himself fully into making the best of the situation with her.

If this isn’t love, then I damn sure don’t know what the hell it is.

Although declaring love for him would have to wait a little while. No, they hadn’t just met. It wasn’t some “instalove” situation. They weren’t strangers who’d only met yesterday on the Internet. They’d been friends—and closer—for months.

Still, this was the first time they’d…gotten this intimate. It was a crazy weekend, and they needed more time like this together before she could really label it with any degree of certainty.

But it sure felt good.

And it sure felt the way she hoped love was supposed to feel, the way she’d always hoped it would feel.


Chapter Seventeen



Tuesday morning, Rachel awoke half-draped across Andrew’s chest, one leg thrown over his.

“Don’t you dare move,” he muttered. “Unless you have to go to the bathroom. In that case, you can move, but only if you promise to get your sweet ass back here immediately.”

She snuggled closer. “I’m good for right now, Sir.”

“Good.” He reached up, found her head, tangled his fingers in her hair, and pulled her in for a kiss. “Is it daylight outside?”

She lifted her head. “Yes, Sir. Barely.”

“Crap.” He let out a sigh. “I do have to work today for a while, at least. So we have something we need to get out of the way before I start that. Spanking or fucking?”

“Why does that have to be an either-or choice, Sir?”

“Mmm. Good point. Such a clever pet. Spanking, and then fucking.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”

“You have got to be the most agreeable sub in the history of the planet.”

“And I won’t set your stuff on fire.”

“Even more brownie points in your favor.”

When she finally crawled out of bed, she stopped to look out the window. At least everything had pretty much thawed outside. Maybe tonight they’d be able to have dinner with Justin. She turned on the morning news to catch the weather, verified the Do Not Disturb sign was still out and that the deadbolt and security bar were both latched, and then hit the bathroom.

When she returned, Andrew wore a silly, playful grin and had the bottle of lube in one hand, and the paddle in the other. He was holding them up, offering one, then the other, back and forth, making her laugh. She was about to say something when her phone went off.

He frowned. “Okay, I’ll be glad to get home just so we can have coitus uninterruptis.”

It was Justin calling. “What’s up, bro?”

“I looked at the news and the roads are clear enough to drive on.”

“I just woke up a little bit ago, but yeah, looks like it.”

“I was thinking we could eat at that Mexican restaurant I really like up there. Paolo’s Cantina?”

“Sure. What time?”

When she finally got off the phone with him a few minutes later, she’d once again had the feeling there was a subtle current of subtext she was completely missing in her conversations with her brother.

Or, maybe he’d picked up on aspects of her dynamic with Andrew and he didn’t approve.

She really hoped that wasn’t the case.

Andrew had his head cocked to the side, studying her. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Dinner with him tonight.”

“Do you want to go alone? I’ll stay behind, if you’d like.”

“No. I want you there.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe he’s just overwhelmed from the weekend. I don’t know.”

Rachel had heard yesterday via e-mail from one of the cousins that there wasn’t going to be a formal funeral for their aunt. Her attorney had piped up that her will specifically forbade one being held. She’d apparently left everything to one of the local animal shelters, which was already taking care of the animals she’d left behind upon her death.

Whatever was going on, the little nagging voice in her gut said something was up with her brother.

She just hoped it wasn’t something bad.



* * * *



They had spanking, then fucking, then a shower. She went down to the breakfast nook to fix them something to eat and bring back to the room while Andrew got started working and jumped on his first conference bridge call of the day.

She kept herself busy watching TV, reading her Kindle, and napping cuddled next to him.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had time off like this, time off to just…relax. Even on her weekends, she usually had things to do, cleaning—something.

This was a nice problem to have, even if it had been forced upon her.

Andrew had offered to drive them to dinner, but she declined, just in case there might still be patches of ice on the road. They made it to the restaurant before Justin and were seated at a table by the time he arrived. Andrew insisted she sit on the other side of the booth so she could sit next to Justin.

His rationale was he got her all week, and then at home, so he was more than fine with her sitting next to her brother.

She thought they had a pleasant meal, although Justin seemed…withdrawn. Finally, when Andrew got up to go use the restroom, Justin leaned in close.

“Sis, are you okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, are you okay?”

“I’m not happy our flight got cancelled and Andrew and I are missing work, but yeah, I’m okay. Why?”

“That’s not what I mean.” He glanced in the direction Andrew had gone. “I mean, is he abusing you?”

Her eyes widened. “Huh?”

“I heard the way you were talking to him Saturday and Sunday. What the hell is going on? Do you need help? I can help you get away from him.”

She couldn’t help it. The giggles escaped her, and by the time Andrew had returned from the restroom, she was outright laughing so hard she could barely keep it quiet so that the rest of the diners didn’t stare at her.

As Andrew sat down, the confusion on both his face and her brother’s only made her laugh harder. It took her several minutes to compose herself, and once she finally did, she leaned in and hugged Justin, hard.

This wasn’t a conversation she’d wanted to have, but now that it was on the table, she’d have it and get it over with and pray her brother still loved her on the back side of it.

“Sweetie, you’re adorable. No, Andrew isn’t abusing me.” She glanced over the table at Andrew, to his arched eyebrow, and struggled not to burst out laughing again.

Focusing on her brother, she dropped her voice. “Before this trip, Andrew and I weren’t sleeping together, but we were good friends and play partners.”

“Play partners?”

“We’re kinky. You know, like Fifty Shades, only without the bullcrap and in real-life. He was my Top.” She looked at Andrew. “I guess now, after everything that’s happened this weekend, we’re boyfriend and girlfriend and still deciding what other labels to include in that mix.”

Andrew smiled at her, and that sight threatened to dampen her panties right there.

Why had she waited to pursue more with him, exactly?

Justin, however, seemed stunned into silence. She focused on him and forged on. “We both go to a BDSM club back in Sarasota. That’s how we met.”

“I thought you said you met through mutual friends?”

“We did. I just didn’t tell you those mutual friends were kinky friends. You never wanted to talk about relationships, remember?”

“Oh. Yeah.”

She plowed on. Now that it was out there, she wanted it all out there. “I like getting my ass spanked. Andrew likes spanking my ass. It works for both of us, and it’s all consensual.”

Justin still looked confused. “Um…uh-huh.”

“It’s okay. We both have a lot of friends in the lifestyle.”

“Lifestyle?”

“People who have similar…non-mainstream interests we have.”

“There’s…a club? What is this club? Like, what, a sex club?”

“No. Ironically, they don’t allow sex there.”

“Oh. Okay.” He still seemed confused and very deep in thought, so she didn’t interrupt him.

“So…you’re happy?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. This weekend’s made me even happier. Are you okay?” She didn’t want to ask but forced herself to. “Does this make you want to not be around me?”

“What? No! I…” He looked from Andrew back to her. “If you want this, and you’re happy, okay. I’m fine with it.”

Relief filled her. “Obviously it’s not something we talk about with people who aren’t in the lifestyle.”

“Well, obviously. I get that. I won’t tell.” It took him a moment to speak again. “Do you know…gay people?”

Something about his tone really dug into her brain and held on. “I have gay friends, yeah. We both do. And straight, bi, cis, het, trans, mono, poly, swingers—just about every shade of the gender, sexual identity, and relationship rainbow. Why?”

She hoped her brother hadn’t turned into a raging homophobe in the years since she’d left South Dakota. Their parents had been very liberal, and she’d tried to instill those values in her little brother as much as possible while growing up.

Justin’s face turned a deep shade of red. His hands clasped together on the table in front of him and he apparently found them very interesting. “Does it bother you? What they do?”

She honestly wasn’t sure what the heck he meant. “Does it bother me what who does?”

Andrew reached across the table and laid a hand over Justin’s. “Neither one of us cares what anyone else does, as long as they’re doing it with consenting adults. Nothing you say or confess will shock us. If there’s something you’re trying to work up the courage to admit to us, believe me when I say it’s fine.”

Well, the tone Andrew had used shocked her. Gentle, kind, but lovingly firm.

Like he’d already adopted Justin as a little brother.

She stared at Andrew, not quite sure why she felt Andrew had just grokked something she was still missing.

Justin took a deep breath and whispered, “So it wouldn’t bother you if I admit I’m gay?”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

Andrew didn’t let go of his hands, though. “No, not in the slightest.”

When Justin finally looked at her, the tears in his eyes broke her heart. “What about you, sis?”

She threw his arms around him, and he pulled his hands free to hug her back. “Baby bro, I don’t give a shit if you’re gay or straight. Long as you’re not, you know, molesting children or animals or dead people, I honestly don’t care. Is that what you wanted to talk to me about the other day?”

“Yeah.” He clung to her like he was drowning, desperate. “I was so scared you’d be mad.”

“Why would I be mad?”

“I don’t know. I just…I haven’t told anyone else about it. Just you two.”

“Is this why you always avoided the topic when I asked how you were doing, if you were dating anyone?”

“Yeah,” he quietly admitted. “Tom—my roommate—he doesn’t even know. I was scared to let anyone find out.”

She finally made him look at her. “Jus, you’re my baby brother. I want you to be happy. Are you dating anyone now? Did you keep someone hidden because you were afraid to introduce them to me?”

He shook his head. “No. I kind of saw a guy last year for a couple of months, but I was so busy with my studies and my thesis that I couldn’t deal with it then, so I broke it off. He was in the closet, too, and we were both scared someone might find out. We never even slept together.”

She pulled him in for another hug. “I love you. You being gay is nowhere on the really freaking short list of things that would shock me or make me stop loving you, okay? Seriously.”

He started crying, her heart breaking for him. “I’ve missed you so much. I was so scared to tell you. I was afraid you might not want me anymore.”

She held on tight, wishing she could afford to just move him to Florida with her right that moment. “You knew I had gay friends in college. Why would you think that would bother me?”

“I don’t know.”

She felt a tap on her shoulder. Andrew had reached across the table with a handful of napkins, which she gratefully accepted and pressed into Justin’s hands.

“Okay,” she said. “You haven’t heard anything yet from any of the jobs you applied for, right?”

“Right.”

“Then why don’t you come to Florida for a vacation of your own after your job ends here? You can stay with me, we’ll introduce you to our friends, and you can chill out. What do you say?”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“My treat,” Andrew firmly added. “I’ll buy your ticket.”

When she looked across the table at him, he had an eyebrow arched at her, making her smile.

“Thank you, Sir,” she softly said.

That drew a smile from him. “You’re very welcome, pet.”



* * * *



Justin still had a couple of weeks at his current job before he could come visit, so that worked out well. While they sat there, Andrew pulled up the airline’s app on his phone and booked Justin’s flight for him.

Rachel felt a weird sense of déjà vu sweep over her.

“We’ll come pick you up at the airport,” Andrew told him after e-mailing him the flight info.

“Thank you,” he said, still clutching Rachel’s hands in his. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

“Well, if none of those jobs pan out for you,” Andrew said, “how about you move down to Florida and start looking there? Lots of hospitals and universities and stuff. You could probably find a job down there easily.”

“I’ll think about it. I’d like to see if I hear anything back from where I applied first.”

“There’s nothing keeping you here, right? That is, if I understood Rachel correctly.”

“You’d be okay with me moving down there?” Justin asked.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Andrew asked. “You’re her brother.”

“Heck, you could move in with me for a while,” Rachel said. “I mean, my place is small, but I have a sleeper sofa.”

“Or he can stay with me,” Andrew offered. “I have a spare bedroom and plenty of room. Or, you can move in with me, and he can live at your place.” When he smiled at her, she smiled back.

“I still can’t believe you’re being so cool about this,” Justin said.

“Why would you think I wouldn’t be?” she asked.

Justin shrugged. “I guess I’ve been around this group up here for too damn long. First couple of years away at college were almost like a vacation. I didn’t have to feel like I had to watch every little thing I said or did, but the more I paid attention, the more I realized that I still couldn’t be me. No matter where I went, someone either knew Uncle George and Aunt Karen, or I was related to them somehow.”

“Give serious thought to it, all right?” Andrew asked. “If the expense is an issue, I’ll pay for a moving truck for you.”

“I appreciate that, but I’ll figure out the money somehow. It’s not like I have a lot to move. I’m sharing an apartment with my friend, Tom. A lot of the furniture is his. I have the stuff in my bedroom, a little bit from the kitchen, and a few bookshelves. Plus I still have a couple of pieces that were Mom and Dad’s in the storage unit.”

“Even better,” Rachel said.

He let out a sad sigh. “Do you think Mom and Dad would be ashamed of me?”

“No!” She pulled him in for another hug. “They weren’t like that. Not at all. They’d be as damned proud of you as I am for getting your degree. You worked your ass off.”

Justin excused himself to the bathroom. When he returned a couple of minutes later, he’d cleaned himself up and pulled himself together before sliding back into the booth with them.

“Sorry I’m so emotional today.”

“It’s okay,” Andrew said. “I know this has been a tough time for you. It’s got to be hard missing your parents, and then all the other stress.”

He nodded. “Yeah. Exactly.”

Rachel decided if she hadn’t been “in love” with Andrew before, she definitely was now.

After the weekend they’d just survived, the fact that Andrew wasn’t running for the door and screaming in fear proved he just might be tough enough to handle her and her issues.

Which, when she thought about what she’d been through, and how reasonably well-adjusted she was compared to many of the whackadoodles in her family, maybe she wasn’t as bad off as she’d always thought she was.



* * * *



“Thank you for being so patient about all of this,” Rachel said on the ride back to the hotel later.

Andrew focused on her. Since she was driving, he could watch her. “Why wouldn’t I be patient?”

“It’s just…a lot. Then to buy his ticket for him, I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”

“Hey, I didn’t have a little brother growing up. Now I have an adopted one. I’m cool with that.”

She smiled, and he knew he wanted to keep her smiling like that for the rest of their lives together.

“I thought he wanted to tell me something the other day, but this wasn’t what I thought it’d be.”

“I kind of had a feeling,” Andrew said.

Her head snapped around. “What?”

He shrugged. “Just a feeling. A hunch.”

“I had no idea he was gay.”

“See, I’d never met him before. I was viewing him with much different eyes than you. Just leave it that my Dom senses were tingling.”

“You think he’s a sub?”

“I’d be willing to bet on it. And when he’s down there for vacation, let’s pencil in some time to introduce him around. Glen and Wade, Leo and Jesse, Reed and Lyle, Cody and Justin, Landry. All the others.”

“Why, because they’re Doms?”

“No, because they’re gay.” He thought about it. “Well, some of them are kinda sorta gay. It gets confusing to keep everyone straight.”

She snorted. “Pun intended?”

“Oh. Heh. Yeah, really.”

“Let’s not let Landry play with him, though.”

“Well, not exactly our call, pet, but why?”

“He’s a fucking sadist.”

“So am I.”

“He’s a tough fucking sadist.”

“I thought you liked Landry?”

“I do,” she said. “I love him to pieces. He’s amazeballs. He and Cris topped me once before I met you.”

“Once?”

“Nice enough guy, but he plays out of my league. I could tell he was really holding back with me. That made me uncomfortable, because I was afraid he wasn’t enjoying it.”

“I’ve never known Landry to violate a safeword.”

“Oh, he didn’t. I didn’t even have to call yellow. I trust him totally. That’s not even my point, though. I’ve seen him play with others and while I enjoy watching him play, I spent the first part of my scene with him wondering if I was going to have to safeword, and the second half of it worried that he wasn’t having a good time because he was holding back. I never dropped into subspace, either.”

“Ah.” Having seen the trio play, and having seen both Cris and Tilly bottom to Landry and each other, he grokked what she meant.

Landry as a sadist made him look like a pussy.

They arrived at the hotel. Before she shut the car off, he reached over and laid his hand on her arm. “Don’t ever worry about hurting my feelings in a scene,” he told her. “Tell me to go harder, tell me to ease up. I don’t want to be worried about you worrying about me.”

She smiled, and it hardened his cock. If it wasn’t so damn cold out, he’d be tempted to reach over and finger her and tease her.

“I don’t worry about you like that, Sir. I trust you. I think that’s why I can fall into subspace with you.”

He reached up and tightly fisted her hair, tipping her head back so he could graze his teeth along her throat. “Like this?”

“Uh-huh!”

He chuckled. They did have excellent rapport, in a scene and out of it. “If we were home, you’d be in a dress or skirt and no panties. You realize that, right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Do you want to know why?”

“Because Sir wants it?”

“Excellent answer, pet, but not exactly the one I was looking for. So I could easily tease you and get you nice and wet before we went into the restaurant, and then enjoy the look you wore all through the meal as I kept you simmering.”

Her chest rose and fell with her breathing, and he knew if they were inside and she was naked that a sweet pink blush would have risen up her chest and into her throat already.

He nibbled on her earlobe. “I think I have a pet who needs a spanking so she can earn her fucking.”

“Yes, Sir!”

“Then let’s get moving.”

She opened the door so fast he started laughing when she got tangled in her seat belt and realized she hadn’t unfastened it yet. By the time he reached their hotel room door, she was already inside and yanking off her coat and shoes.

He made sure the Do Not Disturb sign was in place before deadbolting the door and throwing the security bar. “Good girl,” he cooed. “Such a good pet.”

Thirty seconds later, she was on her knees in front of him, totally naked and fishing his cock out of his jeans.

He stared down at her as she worked her mouth over him, not even the cold a match for his pet’s oral talents.

They were both plenty worked up.

I have to be careful not to push her too hard too soon.

It would be too damn easy to do that, to make a mistake.

The problem was, he felt pretty sure he was in love with her. His heart was already at stake.

After letting her do that for a couple of minutes, he bent her over the edge of the bed while he finished undressing. Then he got the vibrator out, worked it into her pussy, and turned it on low.

Like that, he pinned her to the bed with his left hand between her shoulder blades, and then proceeded to paddle her with the right. He took his time, alternating hard, fast bursts of strokes with lighter ones, keeping her guessing, the vibrator distracting her and helping her process the pain differently. Andrew loved the way she moaned and flexed under his hands as her body struggled to make sense of it all.

Finally, his own cock was aching, leaking, throbbing to feel her mouth again. He put the paddle aside and lay back on the bed. “On top of me, pet. Sixty-nine. Let me finish you off.”

She moved so fast he almost wasn’t ready for it.

Then he saw stars as something painfully nailed him dead center in the middle of his forehead, making him yelp.

She turned. “What’s—oh, no!”

He rolled onto his side, his hands pressed against his forehead. On the bed next to him, the vibrator, which had slid out of her pussy and conked him right between the eyes, happily hummed away.

She grabbed it and switched it off.

“Ice, pet. Please.”

“Yes, Sir!” She yanked on her long coat and grabbed the ice bucket and her room key before racing out the door, barefoot.

“Motherfucker.” He rolled onto his back and opened his eyes, the pain starting to decrease. She returned with the ice and made him an icepack, which he wrapped in a hand towel before pressing against his forehead.

“Gee, how’d you get that bruise, Andrew?” he snarked. “Oh, I’m the repeat victim of a vicious attack vibrator.” He stared at her. “Thank god it didn’t give me a concussion. I’d have to lie to the ambulance crew and say I slipped on ice, because no way in fucking hell am I admitting I got a concussion from a vibrator.”

He wasn’t sure which of the two of them started laughing first, but before long they were both flat on the bed, crying tears as they laughed.

“We’re gonna get a plug-in Hitachi,” he said. “I can’t remember hearing anyone being attacked by one of those things. That goddamned vibrator of yours is out to kill me. Did you buy it from a sex magick voodoo shop or something? Did you interrupt some old crone’s orgasms and she cursed you? Did you get it on Craigslist with a sketchy message—one vibrator, free, barely used, hasn’t killed anyone…yet?”

She snorted. “I’m so sorry, Sir. But you realize we just set the bar really high for funny stories, right?”

“At least you haven’t coughed a butt plug out.”

“Yet.”

“True. There’s always a first time. Note to self, no anal play during allergy season.”


Chapter Eighteen



They made it through the rest of the week with no more vibrator attacks or ice storms. Friday morning, they quietly sat at the gate while awaiting their call to board, fingers laced together, her head tipped over onto his shoulder.

They’d gotten checked out of the hotel, the rental car returned, their checked bags checked, and made it through security with no problems—a shock to both of them.

“We good, pet?” Andrew softly asked.

“Yeah.” She squeezed his hand. “We’re real good, Sir.”

He released her hand and draped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. “So I guess you got yourself a Dom now.” He kissed the top of her head.

“I guess I do.” She smiled up at him. “That means you got yourself a subby.”

He looked so exhausted, but the smile he gave her threatened to start her clit throbbing again. “Yeah. I sure do.” He kissed her. “And, FYI, early mornings are still a freaking hard limit.”

“I’ll do my best, Sir.”

He smiled. “We’ll get a room tonight at the hotel we stayed at before. I already booked it. I don’t feel like driving home tonight. One more night won’t matter since tomorrow’s Saturday anyway. We’ll grab breakfast in the morning before we head home.”

“Thank you.”

He gently tipped her chin so she had to look into his eyes. “I mean it. I’m in this for the long haul if you are. I think after this week it’s not a matter of if we can make this work, but making sure we don’t stop working at it.”

“I always thought I was fucked up before all of this.”

He snuggled her against him again. “Not by a long shot. You’ve been through a lot, and maybe there are things you’ve held in and held back so you didn’t have to deal with them. But trust me when I say this feels way different than what I went through before.”

“Thank you for trusting me.”

“That goes both ways,” he reminded her. “I’m not saying I think this will be magic. I think we’ll both have to work our butts off. And I want to do that. I think this is worth it. If you’re willing to work, too.”

“I am.” She closed her eyes and loved the feel of his shoulder under her head. “Nothing has felt this right before. Ever.”

“Ditto.”

When the gate attendant finally called them to queue for their flight, Andrew went first, scanning his phone, then waited for her to scan hers. At least Sioux Falls had a jetway, which was a good thing because it was still chilly as hell outside, and rainy.

As they settled into their seats, he slid the armrest up and out of the way so he could more easily hold hands with her during the flight.

Laying her head onto his shoulder, she closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and realized this was the most peaceful she’d ever felt in her entire adult life.



* * * *



Halfway through their flight, the flight attendants had to stop the drink service due to extreme turbulence.

“You gotta be shitting me,” Andrew mumbled. He stared at her. “Next time, pet, we’re driving. Period.”

She held his hand a little more tightly as another bump jolted the plane. “Agreed, Sir.”

The rest of the flight was annoyingly bumpy. He wasn’t exactly a scared flier, but he didn’t do a lot of it.

That meant a bumpy flight wasn’t a fun flight.

Finally, as they made their final approach to St. Pete-Clearwater International, Andrew stared into Rachel’s eyes. He had hoped maybe during the weekend they’d grow a little closer, but the events—despite the aggravations—had surpassed his wildest dreams.

He knew he was in love with her.

“Love you, pet.”

When she smiled, the last tiny bit of hesitation in his brain melted and fell free, disappearing. “Love you, too, Sir. But we’re not going to die.”

“I damn sure hope not. That’d be horrible irony.”

But as the wheels touched down on the runway, they were all thrown forward against their seat belts as it felt like the pilot stood on the brakes and the engines wound up to a scream. Andrew would have sworn as the plane made a hard left turn at the end of the runway that one of the wheels might have raised up, just a little.

Finally, they were parked outside the terminal and had to wait as one of those dinky, shaky ramps was wheeled into position. Incredibly, as they deplaned, Andrew winced as he realized they still had one of the jet engines running, screaming in their ears as they headed down the ramp.

And then they were stuck on the ramp as the guy at the bottom stopped and tried screaming at one of the crew on the tarmac to get their attention.

“Which way are we supposed to go?”

Finally, someone hurried over and started waving people around construction barriers and toward a double door at the end of the building.

When Rachel glanced back at him, he shot her a scowl. “Driving,” he screamed over the sound of the engine. “We’re driving next time, dammit.”



* * * *



They checked into their hotel room, this time a single king-sized bed. They dropped their luggage, stripped, and climbed under the crisp, clean sheets. He passed her the TV remote before pulling her close.

“Dom says subby picks the show today.” He closed his eyes and snuggled tightly against her. “After a nap, we can decide what we want for dinner.”

“Yes, Sir. Sounds like a great plan to me.” She found a sitcom and left the volume just loud enough to drown out noises from around them, but not so loud they couldn’t nap.

When she awoke some time later, from the color of the light around the curtains she guessed it was close to dusk. Andrew had draped an arm around her and had molded his body along her backside.

Yep, this is what content feels like.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, startling her. He still sounded half asleep.

“About what?”

He made her roll over and look at him. “I was going to call ‘dibs’ on you, but that sounds kind of childish and unDomly. I figured the next best thing I could do to make sure you don’t get away from me is to propose to you. Will you marry me? I promise I’ll do a better job of proposing once I get you a ring, but I realized we were one bad turbulence bump away from maybe not even landing safely.”

She was still trying to process what he’d just said. “Marry you?”

“Yeah. Uh, unless I just horribly misjudged things and put my foot in my—”

She kissed him, shoving her tongue into his mouth and softly moaning as he took over and took control of the kiss before finally letting her speak again. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Yes you’ll marry me, or yes I just horribly—”

“Yes, I’ll marry you!”

He grinned. “Not saying we have to get married tomorrow. But I’d hate to have to kick some other Dom’s ass because he tried to snipe you out from under me. Calling you ‘just’ my girlfriend or ‘just’ my submissive doesn’t feel right. I love you a lot more than that. I think I’ve loved you for the past several months, but I was too scared to even think about it, much less admit it.”

He kissed her this time, slow and deep and making her forget there was a world outside their hotel room.

“Trial period, then?” she finally asked when he let her up for air once more.

“Trial period. Otherwise known as an engagement by everyone in the vanilla world, I do believe.”

“Even after all the crazy you saw?”

“Considering how normal you appear to have turned out, I’m not holding them against you. Justin seems rather well-adjusted, too, all things considered.” He nuzzled his head against hers again. “We’ll hold a collaring first. See how we do from there. Everything goes okay, then we make it permanent.”

“I’d like that.”

“So would I.” He rested his forehead against hers. “I would really like that. Because after this week, I realized that the thought of going back to my life the way it was depresses the hell out of me. I didn’t realize how lonely I was before I spent this week with you, or how much I’d been fighting myself to not admit that I really, really love you.”

“Me, either. I mean, I knew I was whacked in some ways, but…yeah.”

He stared into her eyes. “My life is, so far, way better with you in it.”

“Me, too. Mine, too. I mean—”

He kissed her. “Can you handle having a goofball for a Dom?”

“Only if you can handle having a headstrong Yotes fan for a subby.”

“Yeah, I think I can handle that. Although if we rooted for the Jackrabbits, just think of the ‘fucking like bunnies’ jokes we could make.”

“There is that. And who says we can’t make those jokes anyway?”

“True.”



* * * *



The next afternoon, inside Rachel’s condo, Andrew stood there holding her.

Rachel didn’t want him to let go.

“I don’t want to say good-bye to you,” he admitted.

“Me, either.”

“Want to go to the club tonight?”

Rachel thought about the mountain of mail, laundry, and other things she had to do.

“Yes, Sir. Please.”

“Want to spend the night at my house tonight?”

“Yes, Sir. I’d like that very much.”

He stared down into her eyes. “I’m beginning to rethink something.”

Her heart fluttered in a really bad way. “What, Sir?”

“I think I need to give you a key. It’ll make things way easier coming and going.”

Her heart’s fluttering changed to racing, but the good kind. “I thought you didn’t want to give me a key yet?”

“Do you want a key?”

This was big. She knew that, for Andrew, this was nearly as big as an engagement ring.

Especially after the shit Kandy had put him through.

“Yes, Sir. I would love that. Do you want one for my condo?”

“That’s up to you, pet. I won’t order you to do something like that.”

She untangled herself from him, walked over to the drawer in the kitchen where she kept a spare key, and brought it to him. “I trust you.”


Chapter Nineteen



Rachel sat at the table while Lynn shoved another magazine under her nose. “How about that one?” It was a Thursday night, and they’d be heading to the club soon for a secret get-together that everyone apparently knew about but her.

Andrew was going to meet her there after taking care of a few errands. Well, she suspected she knew exactly what was going to happen tonight, but she’d pretend Domly Dude had kept all his secrets.

Tomorrow, Justin was flying in, and they’d be going to pick him up. Tonight, Terrie and Lynn had been tasked with driving her and making sure she got to the club on time.

Unfortunately, her two friends had decided to turn the time before that into an impromptu wedding planning session, bringing armfuls of magazines with them.

“How many of these are you going to make me look at?”

“All of them,” Terrie said, sitting down with another armful of magazines, which she dumped on the table. “Andrew said he wanted you in a beautiful dress.”

They’d barely been back from South Dakota for two weeks, and already their wedding plans were in full swing. “I thought the bride was supposed to decide this?”

“You do get to decide this,” Lynn said. “But your Dom has issued orders. I think he wants to lock you into this before you change your mind and run away.”

“He’s not your Dom,” she muttered. “You don’t have to be an accomplice.”

“Ha!” Terrie pointed at the magazine under Rachel’s nose. “Sorry, but you don’t scare me, and Andrew does. We were issued marching orders.”

“Maybe Tilly will help me.”

“Don’t count on it,” Lynn said. “I think he already talked to her.”

“Dammit.”

“Hey, you get full control of the menu,” Terrie reminded her.

“Menu? I just wanted snacks and cake. Somehow, that morphed into a fricking formal dinner. I don’t want a ‘menu.’”

The other two women started laughing. “Uh, yeah,” Lynn said. “Again, good luck with that. Andrew said he’s only doing this once in his life, and he wants it to be an experience to remember.”

“At least he let me pick who not to invite,” she said. “Most of the dipshidiots from up north wouldn’t be able to attend even if they knew about it. They can’t afford to come down. And no, before you say anything, I swore Justin to silence. They aren’t on my Facebook account, either, so there’s nothing for them to see.”

“Good,” her friends said.

Lynn giggled. “I’m sooo putting all of this in a book.”

Rachel shot her a dark glare. “You are enjoying this far too much.”

She shrugged. “I’m a feral and free-range sadomasochistic switch.” She grinned, even though hints of her sadness peeked through. “Whatcha gonna do about it?”

“Nothing.” Rachel flipped the page. “Because you’d enjoy it no matter what I did.”

“True story.”

Terrie cocked her head and studied Rachel. “You do realize that most people are happy about getting to do the whole bride experience, right?”

“I am happy. I just…I wish he wanted to do something simple. And we’re not even getting married until December. Why do we have to do this now?”

“You have to plan. It seems like I remember hearing someone telling their Dom that whatever he wanted to do was fine with her.”

“Yeah, but what straight guy goes this batshit planning a wedding?”

Lynn leaned forward. “One who’s really crazy about the woman he’s about to marry and is fighting like hell to make sure he keeps her for life.” She looked away. “Unlike some guys.”

Rachel reached over and squeezed her hand. “His loss.”

“Yeah, well…” Rachel could see normally stoic Lynn struggling not to break down. “Let’s figure out what wedding dress you want before your Dom decides to try his luck taking my sarcastic ass down a peg,” Lynn said. She reached up and wiped at her eyes.

Rachel’s gaze locked with Terrie’s. The other woman gave Rachel a quick shake of her head before speaking. “I’m thinking take a look at some of the colors besides white, and I don’t mean ivory. I’m talking like electric blue or purple or something striking.”

Lynn nodded, even as she suddenly turned and stared at the opposite wall for a moment. “Yeah, that’d be cool. Tilly wore a really pretty corset and skirt for her wedding to Landry.”

Crisis averted.

Rachel felt horrible that Lynn’s attention had drifted down that dark and painful path of her own situation. “Justin’s still trying to decide if he wants to apply to labs down here. He’s going to give it another couple of weeks to see if he hears anything. If he doesn’t hear back, then we’re going to help him move. Let him live at my place until he gets his own place and a job down here.”

The other scenario Andrew had insisted he was serious about, that Justin could live in her condo, and she could move in with him.

Hell, she was practically living with Andrew anyway. They’d spent every night together since their return, usually at his place. He had a house of his own and that meant spanking and moans as loud as they wanted without the neighbors hearing every word.

“We’ll help,” Terrie said. “Mark’s from up around there. His brother still lives in that area. Well, in Omaha. Not that far. He’d love a chance to go up and see him. Ooh! Lynn, if you come with us, it’d be tax deductible! Just write a book with South Dakota in it.”

Rachel studied her friend’s expression. “Maybe,” Lynn said. “We’ll see. I wouldn’t handle an ice storm any better than Andrew did. I’m a native Floridian, too, remember?”



* * * *



When they reached the club, even though it was supposed to be closed tonight, there were several cars parked outside.

But not Andrew’s.

Still, Rachel followed Terrie and Lynn inside, through the empty office and to the playspace. It looked like a large buffet dinner had been set out. Besides a lot of their friends, Terrie’s husband Mark was there, having come right from work.

No Andrew.

Loren sat at one of the tables with Ross. “Well, there’s half of the coup—”

Andrew burst through the office door at a dead run. “Sorry I’m late, I hit traff—” He tripped, falling flat on his face and sliding a couple of feet across the floor.

The women all exclaimed and hurried over to him, except for Tilly, who sat laughing her ass off with most of the men.

“Motherfucker,” Andrew mumbled as he picked himself up off the floor.

“Are you okay, Sir?” Rachel was doing her best not to laugh, but it was hard.

Damned hard.

“Yeah.”

“At least the vibrator didn’t attack you that time.”

“Oh, this I gotta hear,” Tilly snarked.

Andrew playfully jabbed a finger at her. “Shut up, you. Mocking later.” He pointed at the floor. “Serious Domly shit now.”

Tilly stuck her tongue out at him. “You two need a fucking padded room, is what you need. And not for the crazies, either. Because one of you—Andrew—is going to end up as a Darwin Award winner, you keep this up.” Tilly had already heard about the ice incident and the accidental sex sanitizing.

Loren cleared her throat. “Well, if we’re all here and ready?” Rachel noticed Kel and Mal were there, too, ready to take pictures and video.

“Yeah,” Andrew said. He caught Rachel’s hand and led her to the front of the room. “I haven’t found exactly what I want yet for one of the items, but I found something that I do like and know you can wear all the time as a day collar.”

He pointed at the large pillow someone had put out already.

Her legs trembling, Rachel knelt, glad to be on the floor.

She wasn’t sure she could remain standing anyway.

For some reason, this made her even more nervous than the thought of a wedding, despite the smaller crowd.

This was serious. Not that a wedding wasn’t serious, but that Andrew was certain about taking this step with her.

She felt sure, too.

That absolutely terrified her.

It meant no longer being able to run, no longer being able to pretend. The barrier she’d kept around her heart had melted away, unable to keep Andrew out.

And it meant that despite knowing what she’d been through, he still wanted her and loved her.

He pulled a small satin bag out of his pocket. From it, he withdrew a stainless steel chain mail bracelet. “Right hand, pet.”

She held her hand up and watched as he fastened it around her wrist. Yes, she could wear it to work, anywhere, and no one would know its true meaning except the people she wanted to know.

After fastening it around her wrist, he took her hand in his. “I love you, Rache. I know what finally led to this was a crazy week, but it basically capped months of me already knowing, but ignoring, how I felt about you. I didn’t want to admit what I felt for you because it meant making myself vulnerable again.”

He stared down into her eyes. “I know some guys make it a point of pride to pretend they’re invincible and tough and Domly and whatever. That’s not me, and that’s not the kind of guy I am. If I screw up, I own it. If I can’t do something, I own that. But it means I can’t lie about what I feel, either. Not anymore. Feeling stuff means possibly getting hurt. It means opening myself up to someone else.

“I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. More importantly, I trust you, and I hope you trust me. I want to spend the rest of my life upholding your trust in me, protecting you, walking by your side and helping you fight the battles I can, or at least backing you up in the battles I can’t fight for you. I want you to know that by giving you this, it means I don’t see you just as someone to own. I see you as the person I was meant to be with who will challenge me, who will force me to be the best person I can be, so that I can walk beside you and help you to be the best person you can be.”

He leaned over so he could kiss her hand, which he still kept cupped between his. “Will you please accept this collar and be my slave?”

She struggled and failed to hold back her tears. “Yes, Sir.”

He helped her to her feet and then pulled her in for a kiss. “Just one more thing,” he said.

He drew something else from his pocket and dropped down onto one knee.

Now she was really crying.

He opened the ring box. “Will you please marry me?”

Unable to talk, she nodded, hard, still crying as he slipped the ring onto her left ring finger and then stood to pull her in for another hug. This she hadn’t expected. She didn’t even realize he’d bought her an engagement ring yet.

Their friends burst into cheers and applause before crowding around to congratulate them.

Tilly walked up and smacked Andrew on the shoulder. “Asshole. You made me cry.” She hugged both of them. “Congratulations, you two. It’s about damn time.”

Someone had handed Rachel tissues, and as she looked around, she realized Lynn wasn’t there. She caught Terrie’s grim gaze and the other woman pointed toward the doorway leading to the far side of the dungeon and shook her head.

After a couple of minutes, and as everyone started moving toward the food, Rachel leaned in to whisper to Andrew.

“I’ll be right back.”

He grabbed a kiss from her first before she headed to the bathroom over on the “new” side.

Lynn stood at one of the sinks, her hands braced on it, staring down into it, her tears falling.

Rachel walked over to her and hugged her.

“I’m sorry,” Lynn whispered. “I’m really happy for you guys. I am. I just…needed a minute.”

“It’s okay,” Rachel gently told her. “We’re worried about you.”

“And you know what? If he walked through the door right now and pointed at the floor, I’d drop to my knees just like that, as if we hadn’t been apart for a single day.”

“I know.”

It was a complicated situation that Rachel knew Terrie was upset over on behalf of her friend, but Rachel got it.

Sometimes, you just couldn’t control how you felt. You couldn’t turn it off. Especially love, and especially when neither of them had wanted to break up in the first place.

It made her own issues pale in comparison, and made Rachel glad Andrew had come into her life when he had.

“God, I want you two to be happy,” Lynn said. “Please, I need to see a happy ending for someone so damn bad right now, you have no idea.”

Rachel didn’t mention what Terrie had told her before, the night of the munch, about the divorce filing.

No reason to go there.

“Just know that we love you and we’re here for you.”

“Thanks.” Lynn stepped back, grabbing a paper towel to blow her nose. “I’ll be out in a few. I just need to clean up.”

“Okay.”

She finally headed back to the group. Andrew arched an eyebrow at her, but she shook her head, earning her a nod in reply.

Even that, how they could say whole sentences to each other without a word.

Her heart broke for her friend, but there wasn’t anything she could do to help her.

Hell, I can’t even fix her up with my brother.

Justin had already asked if he could come to the club while he was visiting with them, another reason they’d wanted to do this tonight and not tomorrow.

While she didn’t mind her brother going to the club, she didn’t want him watching them play. And if he did turn out to be a subby—or even a Top—she didn’t want to watch him play.

That was straying too far into creepy territory for her personally.

She suspected he would feel the same way.

But take him out, introduce him around, and let him meet their friends? Oh, absolutely. Without hesitation.

After dinner, a couple of people left, and a few started playing. Andrew crooked a finger at Rachel, coaxing her over to one of the spanking benches.

“Naked, pet.”

She smiled as she focused on him and started stripping. At some point, he’d gone out to his car and brought in his implement bag. Just climbing onto the bench already started her down the rabbit trail into subspace. By the time he had her securely tied to the bench, she was there.

He leaned in to whisper in her ear.

“You’ll get your orgasms at home, pet. But right now, I want to stripe that beautiful ass of yours.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He kissed her forehead. “Good girl.”

He started hard and fast, taking her right to the edge of safewording almost immediately and keeping her there, but also driving her deeper into subspace than she ever remembered going before. Paddles, canes, crops—she knew that she would enjoy the car ride tomorrow to pick up Justin, feeling every bruise the entire way.

When he finished, he bundled her in a blanket on the couch, cleaned up the bench and put his implements away, then joined her.

“We can’t stay long, pet,” he said. “It’s almost time to leave.”

“Yes, Sir.”

She didn’t care.

She’d be going home with him.

Every night, for the rest of her life, she’d be going home with him.

And that was just fine with her.





THE END
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