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Chapter One

 

An e-mail sent out by Tony Daniels to specially selected members of the Suncoast Society munch group:

 

November 1

 

Dear Friends,

I know it’s early, but with everyone so busy for the holidays, I decided to send this out now so people could plan ahead.

Seth and Leah would like to invite you and your significant and non-significant others to their home for a Christmas/Holiday/ (insert your preferred choice here) Kinkmas Party. Or, if you’re into CBT, a Nutcracker’s Ball.

Sorry, but that joke never gets old.

Dress up (or undress) for the holiday spirit and a sexy night of kinky festivities, or whatever decks your balls or trims your tits.

We’re having another rigging contest. You know what that means—prizes! Yes, we’ve already disqualified the usual offenders from winning the recreational category to keep things fair, but we’re having two categories this time—occasional and close enough to pro—so the two groups can compete fairly amongst like skillsets.

 

May whatever deities there are help the experts’ poor rope bottoms, because you know the competition will be fierce between them.

Also, since it’s the holidays, we’re having a white elephant gift exchange. If you’d like to participate (optional) please bring a wrapped gag gift of $10 or less in value to toss into the pile.

The event takes place Saturday, December 15.

RSVP to Tony BEFORE Monday, December 10. Directions and gate access code will be sent to those who RSVP on Tuesday, December 11.

 

Arrive after 6:00 p.m.

Dinner will be at 7:00 p.m.

Stay and play until ???

 

There is a heated pool and a hot tub. If you’d like to use them, bring a towel and a bathing suit. The towel is mandatory, but the suit is optional.

Please bring a side dish to share, and beverages of your choice. There will be a main barbecue dish provided (beef and chicken).

 

HOUSE RULES:

 

1) Please arrive in non-fetish attire. The neighbors are very vanilla and we do not want to upset their peaceful world.

2) Dress for a sexy holiday barbecue. If you want to change (or strip) after dark for sexy play, that’s okay, too.

3) Don’t bring uninvited guests (we usually say yes if you want to add someone, but please ask first), and please don’t talk about the party to anyone not on the guest list.

4) NO drugs. No smoking inside (outside on lanai ONLY in designated area).

5) Alcohol is allowed, but you must bring your own and play responsibly.

6) Please leave the parking spaces near the house free for people bringing play furniture. If you wish to bring play furniture, please coordinate with Ross, Seth, or Tony.

7) The house is on a septic system, so no…


Chapter Two

 

Now…

 

“I don’t understand why we can’t just place orders for snack trays, subs, and desserts from Publix,” Karina Glaussen snarked. “They’re good, and cheap. A fraction of the price of this ridiculousness. And the venue is so expensive.”

Leah resisted the urge to rub her temples and show weakness. The octogenarian had done her level best to simultaneously take over the Christmas fundraiser as well as shirk all duties she claimed she wanted to volunteer for. The only reason Leah hadn’t ordered her out yet was because the woman’s husband had left a sizable endowment to the foundation upon his death six months earlier, and Leah knew it would be impolitic of her to kick the old bat out, even if the gift couldn’t be revoked by the estate or the cantankerous old widow. Being a widow herself, Leah tried to be sympathetic, except Karina had been an obnoxious canker sore even before her husband died.

But Leah had nearly reached the end of her patience.

“This is a formal dinner,” Leah said in what she hoped came off as a patient tone. The other ten women gathered around the conference room table were staring at Leah in hope, possibly tinged with desperation. “It is always a formal dinner when I run it. That’s the way we do it, and when I took over years ago, it proved worth it.”

“Well, I don’t think it’s an effective use of funds. I didn’t do it like that.”

Leah drummed her fingers on the table. “The years I was unable to function as the winter fundraiser chair because of my personal situation, our donations plummeted nearly seventy-five percent despite an eighty percent ‘savings’ in the dinner costs due to using that type of format. In other words, we tripped over a ton of hundred-dollar bills while trying to pick up pennies.”

Leah didn’t have to mention the old bat had been “in charge” those years and had refused Leah’s suggestions and even scoffed at the detailed project plan Leah had tried to give the woman. A blueprint Karina could have easily used to follow what Leah had been doing.

Everyone at the table already knew that. “In contrast, with myself back in the chair and returning to a tried and true format, our donations rebounded and even exceeded previous years despite the economy. Would you like to see the spreadsheets?” Leah arched an eyebrow at her and waited.

“Well…why can’t we do a potluck, then? And maybe find a church or something to hold it at.”

Leah snapped. “Because this is not a church social, Karina. And we’ll be having a cash bar, of which we also get a cut of the proceeds. No offense, but you had a couple of years to do it better than I did despite your years of bitching at me about how I did do it, and you didn’t do it better than me. So why don’t you sit back and enjoy the fact that you don’t have anything to do now other than try to gripe about how we do do it, hmm?” Leah stared the older woman down, ignoring the audible gasps from the others.

Well, except Loren, who sat at the far end of the table and not-so-silently snickered.

Karina blinked first, her face going red. “You’re certainly being very rude.”

Leah’s voice dropped, channeling Kaden as she always did in these situations, the way she’d seen him handle opposing counsel countless times when she’d accompanied him to depositions and meetings.

“Ooohh, honey, you haven’t seen rude yet. That was me being polite. Now, are you done wasting our time here, or are you going to actually help? I’ll be happy to assign someone else your duties if you’re unable to perform. I know at your age it can be difficult to get out as much as you might like.”

“Ssss, burn,” Loren whispered, which prompted a round of nervous laughter from everyone else in the room.

Leah, however, didn’t even blink as she continued staring Karina down.

The older woman finally sat back, her arms crossed over her chest as she glared at Leah.

Leah took a deep breath and shot Karina a don’t fuck with me, bitch look as she started speaking again. “As I was saying, we put out bid requests, and once again, Cartierie’s Catering came back with the best price. Considering that they’ve handled the dinner for us for the past twelve years, not counting the few years they weren’t hired because other avenues were unsuccessfully explored”—she shot Karina a dirty look—“I think they are definitely a wise choice. I have already confirmed they can meet our deadline with the agreed upon menu. Show of hands?” Leah raised hers.

Loren’s shot up immediately, quickly followed by everyone else’s.

Except Karina’s.

The woman glared at the other eleven faces around the table before slowly raising her hand. “I still say it’s a waste of money, but apparently my opinion doesn’t matter.”

Leah flashed her a Kaden grin. The kind he used to don when he’d just skewered someone in a deposition or hearing. “That’s all right, Karina. Embrace the future. It’s a good thing.”

 

* * * *

 

“Holy shitballs,” Loren muttered as she and Leah crossed the parking lot and headed toward Leah’s car. “That woman is freaking miserable to work with. Remind me again why she’s still on the committee?”

“Donald Glaussen’s two-million-dollar endowment.”

Loren snorted. “Probably the only thing he was endowed with.” She wiggled her fingers. “Such tiny hands he had. You know what they say.”

“You might be right. She was equally miserable even before he died.”

Leah hit the button on her key fob and the horn of her Lexus sedan chirruped as the doors unlocked. She stared at Loren across the roof after setting her purse and messenger bag on the backseat.

“I mean, does it make me a horrible person for not being more sympathetic to her? I was only married to Kaden for twenty years. She was married to her husband for something like forty.”

The women climbed into the car. As Leah cranked the engine and got the AC going, Loren spoke. “Honey, it doesn’t matter if she was married to him four or four hundred years. She’s a miserable cunt, and I don’t use that word loosely, you know that. Hell, the years she was in charge I wanted to strangle her. There were a few nights Ross was close to ordering me to quit the committee because I’d come home from a meeting ranting about her bullshit. She’d bulldoze over everyone else and ignore what we told her to do despite our votes and just authorize shit we didn’t agree to.”

Leah fingered her day collar. “I wish you guys had told me. I would have come back sooner to run it.”

“Seriously? No. You were doing what you needed to be doing, and that was taking care of you and yours.” Loren sighed. “Sweetie, believe me, we love having you back. Your worth to the foundation has been more than proven. The second year she was in charge, George did everything in his power to try to ‘gently’ suggest to her to step aside and she wouldn’t. If it hadn’t been for her husband and his money and influence, George would have found his balls a lot sooner and kicked her off the committee.”

“It’s a good thing Tilly wasn’t available to volunteer this year.” Leah smiled. “Although I would have paid good money to see her go after Karina in there just now.”

“We don’t have enough bail money.”

“I’m sure we could start a fundraiser for her.” Leah glanced over her shoulder before backing out of the parking space. “Lunch?”

“Yeah. Since you’re driving, I’ll treat and I’m buying myself a damn drink. I sure as hell need one after that bullshit.”

 

* * * *

 

“Any word from Tony about replies from the guest list yet?” Loren asked Leah once they were seated in the restaurant and the waitress had brought their drinks and taken their lunch order.

“He told Sir last night that he’s already received fifteen firm RSVPs, and ten more likely-maybes. At this rate, we might have an over-full house.”

“Holy crap, that’s nuts. He just sent the e-mail out yesterday.”

“Tell me about it.” Leah played with the condensation on the side of her glass of iced tea. “I’m still recovering from Halloween, and Sir’s already emptying the storage unit of Christmas stuff and bringing it to the house. My garage looks like the flipping North Pole took acid and exploded.”

“Is he still using the plans?” Loren quietly asked.

“He’d laminated the originals, made copies, laminated the copies, and is working from those. He wants to have it ready to light on Thanksgiving night.” She stirred the ice in her glass with the straw. “Sometimes I wonder which one of us this time of year is harder on.”

“Look, if it’s too much, Ross and I can hold the party. Or I can ask Tilly if we can have it there. Or even Abbey and Gilo’s. I know it’s a lot on top of everything else, including the banquet.”

Leah slowly shook her head. “No. I want to do it, and so does Sir. He would have wanted us to do it.”

She finally met Loren’s gaze. “I won’t say it gets easier, because it doesn’t. It doesn’t hurt less, and it’s never going to stop hurting. I just…I’ve learned I can live with it. For now. I don’t want to and wish I didn’t have to, but I have Sir, and he’s got me.” She refocused on her drink. “I refuse to think about the future. I can’t. I don’t want to. Master wouldn’t have wanted me to do that. Besides, the private party will be my reward to myself for surviving this damn fundraiser without killing Karina.”

Loren, bless her heart, tried to redirect the conversation. “He would have been so proud of you today, giggling his ass off. He loved watching you go after those people like that.”

Leah forced a smile she didn’t feel. “I always channel him when I do that. I remember how he was and what he did and I do that. If it was good enough for Kaden, it’s more than good enough for me.”

 

* * * *

 

After a long lunch and driving a slightly tipsy Loren home, Leah headed south to see what would await her with Seth and his Christmas display preparations.

The garage door stood open, the Ridgeline backed up to it and Seth, shirtless, unloading what appeared to be a full load of plastic storage tubs. She grabbed her messenger bag and purse from the backseat of her car and walked over to give him a kiss.

“Busy day, Sir?”

He grinned in a way she hadn’t seen him smile in a while. It was good to see him smile like that. “Still have about four more loads to go. Maybe five. Then I can start laying stuff out in the garage and checking lights.”

“I’ll get changed and help you.”

“No, love.” He leaned in for another kiss. “Go inside and relax today, okay? You’ve been working nonstop on the fundraiser.” He frowned. “That old bat give you trouble today? Kreskin?”

Leah snorted, knowing he’d said it deliberately. “Karina. And she did. I took care of her.”

“That’s my good girl.” He rubbed noses with her. “Tony told me we’ll have a full house for the party. I suppose you’re going to try to coax me into a pair of bike shorts again for the rigging contest?”

“I didn’t think you’d want to compete this time, since we’re the hosts.”

“Hell, yes, we’re going to compete. If you want to, and you want me to be your bunny, I will. I’ll take one for the team.” He grinned. “Just be prepared to rig with a vibrating egg up your pussy, love.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

She couldn’t help but laugh. As if a stiff breeze had just blown away the cloud of emotional funk surrounding her, her spirit brightened. “Skills test, Sir?”

“Absolutely, baby.” He paused. “I mean, I don’t mind doing it. But if you’d rather ask one of the girls—or guys—to be your bunny, it won’t hurt my feelings. I’ll leave that up to you.”

She considered it. “I don’t know. Scrye said Justin really enjoys flying, but Glen and Wade don’t do suspensions.”

“I want you to enjoy yourself,” Seth insisted. “And I don’t want you worrying about me. I’m serious that if you want me to be your bunny, I will. Or if you want to ask someone else to be your bunny first, that’s fine, too. I’m okay with you asking Justin if he’d like to do it.”

“I’ll think about it. Let me talk to Wade and Glen to see if they’d even be okay with it first before I see if Justin would be interested in doing it. Then I guess I wouldn’t have to worry about the guests if you weren’t in the contest.”

“Even better. Sounds like a plan.”

She started to head inside, then stopped and turned. “Did you eat lunch, Sir?”

“I—” His mouth snapped shut. “Shit. No.” He laughed. “Bad Dom, no cookie. No wonder my stomach’s growling. Okay. You can make me lunch. Something not heavy, though, please.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Inside the front door, she set her stuff down, stripped, and buckled her leather collar around her neck without taking her day collar off. Already feeling more grounded and centered, she gathered her clothes and on her way through the living room she paused by the urn and gently stroked its side.

“Good afternoon, Master,” she whispered. “I love you. Thank you for being with me today. I felt you there.”

Then she pressed a kiss to her fingertips and touched the urn’s lid before heading down the hall to their bedroom.

 

* * * *

 

Once Seth had eaten lunch and taken off again for another trip to the storage unit, Leah tidied up the kitchen and broke out her laptop to work on fundraiser business. It kept her busy and had been a welcomed distraction this time of year.

It helped keep her mind off Kaden and the loss they’d faced.

People who didn’t know this side of her, who didn’t know about the charity work she did and never saw her like this, probably would never imagine the slave they saw at Venture was a kick-ass, take-charge event organizer.

She’d learned from the best, spending plenty of time with Kaden in the early days, working at his office as an administrative assistant, filling in during leaner times when the budget wasn’t there for extra staffing when he and Ed were first starting out in their practice together.

She’d absorbed so much watching him and Ed both work. The two talented attorneys had built a successful practice by hard work, skill, and brains. They hadn’t had a hand-out from rich parents to get them started.

They’d fought for and earned every penny they’d made.

And it’d made her proud when Kaden had told her he didn’t want her to work anymore, but if she wanted to volunteer, to go for it.

So she had.

It’d been gratifying to take those same skills she’d learned and honed in the legal office and bring them—and her extensive local Sarasota area contacts—to the job.

Even more gratifying to hear the pride in Kaden’s voice when he told people about what she did, and how he’d attend every event and step back and watch, supporting her.

Believing in her.

 

* * * *

 

“So how many more blow-ups are you going to order, Sir?”

Leah knelt on top of Seth, who lay facedown on their bed. A little after eleven that night, and she was working on his sore back, which he’d twisted earlier unloading the last load of the bins from storage into their garage.

“More blow ups?” All innocence.

“I was balancing the checkbook earlier. I saw the order, Sir.”

“Oh. Heh. You saw that, huh?”

“Mmmhmm.” She leaned in and nipped his left ear. “We are running out of storage space. And where are you going to set them in the yard?”

“We still have yard space left.”

“In the backyard.”

“That’s still the yard.”

No, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—be upset with him. She loved him, and knew this meant as much to him as it did to her in some ways.

A part of Kaden kept alive.

When she finished on his back she snuggled with him. “I’m sorry, love,” he said, already sounding drowsy. “I think I’m worn out for tonight.”

She kissed him. “That’s all right, Sir. I am, too.”

As they snuggled together, Leah tried not to think about the nights—all too few, indeed—where she’d drifted off to sleep securely bookended on either side by both men.

The memories she had of those nights, she’d cherish them for the rest of her life.


Chapter Three

 

Then…

 

Kaden stood and stared at the Christmas tree set up in the corner of their small apartment. He’d turned off all the lights in the small living room, the speckled, multi-colored glow cheerily illuminating the space and giving it a magical feel.

Her first real Christmas.

The first real one she could remember.

Scratch that. The first happy one she could remember. There’d been too many holidays in her life that she’d tried to forget, or weren’t memorable because she’d been stuck in foster care, or—later—working through them so coworkers who had real families could take off and spend it with them.

Kaden had purchased an Our First Christmas ornament emblazoned with the year and prominently hung it on the front of the tree.

Leah walked up behind him and slipped her arms around his waist, resting her chin on his shoulder. “What’s wrong, Master?”

He laid his hands over hers and pulled her arms more tightly around him, his thumb stroking her engagement ring and wedding band. “Nothing’s wrong, love. Everything’s perfect.”

“Then why are you staring at it like that?”

“Because I wish we could do…more.”

“More?”

“More.” He turned, embracing her and pulling her close. “I’ve always wanted to go crazy at Christmas once I had my own place and my own family. It was always a fun time at our house when I was growing up. Seth and I loved helping Dad put up the yard decorations and lights every year.” His expression clouded. “I wish Mom hadn’t sold all those wooden cutouts Dad made.”

“Maybe she couldn’t deal with the memories.”

He let out a snort. “No, it was more my stupid sister wanting my mom to hurry up and sell the damn house and get moved out.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“She wanted Mom living closer to her so she could mooch off her more easily. One of the things Dad and I used to do together every year was put up the Christmas lights and stuff on the house. It was our thing. He had sports with my brother, and Denise was…Denise.”

“This isn’t just about missing your dad, is it?”

“No.” He stared at the tree, his gaze thousands of miles away.

“Seth’s staying safe. He told you he was.”

“I miss him. He’s my best friend and I’m scared to death for him. I know he’d lie to me about his safety so I don’t worry, because he knows I’d lie to him for the same reason.”

Leah gently cupped his cheek and made him look her in the eyes. “Please stay positive. Don’t imagine the worst-case.”

“I’m trying not to, but it’s damned hard. I’m a lot closer to Seth than I am my own brother.” He finally offered her a sad smile. “I can’t wait for you to meet him.” They’d said hi already over the phone and video chats, but not in person.

“I’m sure I’ll love him.”

“He’s a great guy.”

“Of course he is. He’s your best friend.” She stared into his grey eyes. “We could have waited to get married until he returned. I would have been okay with that.”

Kaden leaned in and kissed her. “No. You scared one life out of me already, love.” A playful smile filled his face, driving away all shadows. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I wasn’t about to let you get away a second time.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

He took her hand and led her to the couch, where he sat, pulling her into his lap to snuggle. “I promise you, one day, I’m going to build you your dream house. Every detail that you pick out. It’ll be all ours, from the foundation up.”

Never in her life had she felt as loved as she did with this man. Sometimes, she wondered when the other shoe would drop, when something bad would happen. Except he knew her darkest demons and hadn’t run from her. In fact, he’d chased her down into those shadowy hells, took her by the hand, and slowly, gently led her toward the light.

Without a hint of judgment or disgust. He’d embraced everything she was and wanted to hold and heal her.

Like hell she’d ever leave him. Never.

“I don’t care where we live, Kade.” She draped her arms around his neck. “I told you that. This place is fine, and it’s not that expensive with both of us working.”

“I don’t want you to have to work,” he said. “I want to make enough money for us that you can do whatever you want to do. Or that you can go back to school, if you want. I want to spoil you rotten.”

“We don’t need to settle that tonight. I’m going to keep waitressing for now. Let’s get you graduated and into law school.” She wiggled her ass against his lap. He’d already administered her daily spanking earlier that evening, but it had left her frisky. He’d also left her unfucked, making her wait.

One of Kaden’s eyebrows slowly arched skyward, making her even wetter than she already was. “Was that a butt wiggle I just felt?”

“Maaaaybe.”

 

* * * *

 

Kaden tried not to think about the unsettling dream he’d had the night before, of him standing in front of a Christmas tree much like this one, only larger. And not in the apartment, but in a house that, while not familiar, not even a house he’d ever set foot in before, was one he knew he owned.

Only on that tree had hung two First Christmas ornaments. This one…and another for Seth and Leah.

An ornament he instinctively knew he had purchased—and the dream had felt so damned real.

So real that last night when he’d awakened in a cold sweat, after making sure Leah was still safely sleeping next to him, he’d gotten out of bed and walked out there to stare at the darkened tree just to assure himself there was only one ornament.

He wouldn’t tell her about the dream, either. One of many weird dreams he’d had since the night he’d accidentally figured out the secret to keeping her safe.

This one had differed in its specificity, though.

Usually, his anxiety-ridden dreams were about him not being aware enough to keep up on things, to help her process emotions and keep her on an even keel. That he would fuck up, not do enough, and come home to find her dead by her own hand.

Last night’s dream had felt so strange—and not in a good way—he didn’t even want to write about it in his journal. As if that might give it weight and make it real.

Not that he didn’t want Seth and Leah to hit it off. He did. Absolutely. Their names on the ornament wasn’t what unsettled him. It was the date, a little over twenty years into the future.

In his mind, he hoped that maybe when Seth came home from his time in the military, perhaps his wife and his best friend would immediately hit it off. So much so that Seth would fall in love with her the way he’d fallen in love with her.

Because Kaden wasn’t sure how he’d do it alone. And if he couldn’t do it alone, how was he supposed to keep her safe?

He needed Seth.

Someone to help him keep her safe from herself.

Someone to love her the way he loved her.

He shook it off as he drew his arms more tightly around her, real and warm and willing flesh and not what was obviously a stress-induced dream.

“Ready to go to bed, then, love?”

Leah gave him a playful pout. “Not to sleep, Master?” she softly asked.

He nuzzled her nose with his. “Is that a request?”

“Maaaaybe.”

“I think someone will need to earn her orgasm tonight. I’m thinking someone will need to wear a butt plug while she gets eaten out and then while I fuck her sweet pussy.”

Her lower lip caught under her teeth as her fingers played with his shirt buttons. She nodded.

“Is that agreement, love?”

“Yes, Master,” she whispered.

He nuzzled her ear with his lips. “Beg me.”

Her breathing quickened. “Please put the butt plug in me, Master. I want to feel your cock fucking me with it inside me.”

In this way, he didn’t mind dominating her. Finding ways to help her reclaim her sexuality, to enjoy herself while making new, better memories with him, even while he forced himself to do the things he’d discovered she needed from him.

Things that kept her safe from herself.

In fact, she’d gone nearly three weeks so far without an intentional injury, her longest stretch to date since they’d started the spankings. She had actually come to him and asked him earlier for the spanking, recognizing that she needed it.

Hence why he had made her wait for her orgasm, so he could build it up even more for her. Reward her in the ways he was discovering she loved. Some operant conditioning to help reinforce the healthy behaviors and maybe help her grow stronger.

It helped him feel less guilty.

He turned her on his lap, her back pressed against his chest and his left hand gently cupped around the front of her throat. Right now, she wore one of his T-shirts and nothing else. It was a little chilly, and he hadn’t wanted her to be cold. Spreading his legs forced hers wide apart, and he slid his right hand down, under the shirt, between her legs.

Her shaven pussy was slick with her juices. She moaned as he tormented and teased her with two fingers, sliding them up and down her clit, teasing the entrance between her legs and back up again.

“I think I’m going to give someone an extra special spanking after I put that butt plug in her,” he whispered in her ear. “Warm that sweet ass up before I fuck your pussy. Would you like that?”

She undulated against him. “Yes, Master.” Her eyes had fallen closed, her voice dropping the way it always did like this.

Yes, the sex was hotter as a result of what they did, but had someone told him he’d be in a relationship where his wife wanted and needed to be spanked every day to maintain some measure of functional sanity, he’d have hit them.

Except…this was better than the alternative. Of seeing new burns or cuts appear on her body on a regular basis.

When he’d suggested maybe going to talk to someone, a psychologist or counselor, she’d immediately withdrawn from him in a way he could physically feel, like a wall going up, as if he’d gouged a hole in her trust in him. He’d backpedaled at the speed of light but only after securing her promise that if he thought she needed it, he would order her to go and she would go.

That had been…well, three weeks ago.

Leah’s childhood had been horrible and marked with tragedy and abuse. She had no reason to trust “the establishment.” They had failed her at every turn.

She owned his heart and soul. He’d do anything for her. If he needed to man up and do this for her…well, he’d do it. Even her boss at the restaurant had mentioned it yesterday when Kaden had stopped by on his way home from classes just to say hi.

That whatever he was doing for her, to keep doing it, because she seemed to be a new woman.

Happier.

Smiling.

Kaden turned her on his lap, standing with her in his arms, her arms draped around his neck as he carried her down the hall to their bedroom. There, he laid her on the bed and pulled the T-shirt off her before rolling her onto her stomach.

“Stay,” he ordered, biting her hard on the right ass cheek.

She let out an adorable little squeal but remained where he’d put her, in the position he’d put her.

After he stripped, he climbed back onto the bed and started biting her ass, the backs of her thighs, along her shoulders, enjoying the way she moaned and squirmed and made all sorts of eager noises that told him she loved what he was doing to her.

But her hands remained where he’d put them.

She was his good girl, trying so very hard for him.

To obey him.

He ended up sitting next to her, on her left side, facing her ass and resting his weight on her back while he stroked her ass with his right hand. “Good girls get rewards,” he said.

Dipping his hand along the seam of her ass, between her cheeks, he slipped two fingers into her pussy, unable to hold back his chuckle when she wiggled against him, wanting him deeper.

“Someone wants another spanking.”

“Yes, Master,” she mumbled.

He gave her several hard, barehanded swats on the ass before getting up and retrieving a towel and her butt plug and the bottle of lube from the bathroom.

“On your knees, love.”

She assumed the position she knew he wanted her in, shoulders on the bed, ass in the air. Working slowly, he took his sweet time lubing her ass before gently inserting the butt plug into her, fucking her with it and teasing her clit with his other hand as he did.

By the time it was fully seated inside her, she was moaning, thrusting her hips in time with his fingers on her clit, and ready to do anything he wanted.

He rolled her onto her back and knelt between her legs. “Who’s ready for their orgasms?”

“Me, Master,” she moaned.

He lowered his mouth to her clit, slowly tracing it with his tongue and enjoying every whimper and cry she made. It hardened his cock in a nearly painful way, making it throb.

Knowing she couldn’t get off like that, he took his time, circling her swollen clit with his tongue, playing with her with his lips, sliding his tongue inside her pussy and tormenting her. He loved this time with her, knowing her mind was nowhere except right there, with him.

No horrors of her past to torture her in the bad way.

No bad memories.

No thoughts of harming herself.

Nothing but him and her and the love they were making.

Nothing but them and the breaths she was taking.

He worked to rebuild her, carefully milled her, until he couldn’t hold it back any longer and took her over the edge and he willed her to come.

To give it all to him.

The pain and the pleasure and the love and the hope.

If she’d just give him enough rope to hang himself in her love.

He grabbed her thighs and held on and kept her coming, kept her rolling and not stopping until she finally begged him and had to safeword.

Then he rose up, entered her, savoring it, cherishing the smile on her face as he bottomed out inside her, feeling the butt plug embedded in her ass.

Leaning in, he slanted his lips over hers, kissing her hard, loving the feel of her hips rolling and rocking against his as she tried to gain traction and rub another one out against his body.

Dropping his full weight onto her, he kept kissing her, finding her hands and holding them over her head, pinning her down to the bed even as she hooked her legs around his.

“No, love,” he mumbled without breaking their kiss. “My rules, my turn.” One hard, deep thrust that drew another moan from her.

Her fingers closed around his as he waited her out, for her to settle down so he could take another thrust and not worry about exploding in her yet. He wanted this to last.

Staring down into her green eyes, he lost himself, willingly, knowing to the depths of his core that he’d spend the rest of his life with her.

Slowly, he alternated kissing her with fucking her, working her toward one last orgasm, one he could share with her. No rush, this was all he wanted, the only place he wanted to be, with her.

Anywhere was home with her.

Wherever she wanted that to be.

Eventually he picked up the pace, watching her face and gauging her, the grip she had on his hands tightening as she drew closer.

He held his lips just over hers as he thrust. “That’s it, baby. Give it to me. Give me what I want.”

Finally, she did. With the butt plug inside her taking up even more room, he felt every wave of pleasure sweeping through her pussy as her body milked his cock. Only then did he finally allow himself to climax, filling her, falling still as he kissed her.

When he released her hands she wrapped her arms around him, stroking his back as he gently kissed her, long, sweet explorations while his cock softened inside her.

She let out a pleased sigh. “Thank you, Master.”

Before sitting up he rubbed noses with her. “Better?”

“It’s always better with you.”

He helped her out of bed and into the bathroom, where they took a shower and cleaned up before returning to bed.

This time to sleep.

As he gathered her into his arms, he deeply inhaled the scent of her hair.

“Love you,” he whispered.

She snuggled even more tightly against him. “Love you, too.”

As she settled into a peaceful sleep in his arms, he felt his own peace slip over him.

Tonight, at least, she’d have no nightmares.

Neither would he.


Chapter Four

 

Then…

 

Seth looked up at the knock on the bedroom door. He was already awake but hadn’t started moving around yet.

“Seth?”

“I’m awake.”

The door opened, Leah’s smile lighting the way as she walked in, a cup of coffee in one hand. “How you feeling?”

“Hurting.”

She set the coffee on the bedside table. “I’ll get you a glass of water so you can take your pain meds.”

Before he could protest that she didn’t have to do that, she was gone, like a flash.

By the time she returned, he’d managed to get himself sitting upright in bed. “Man, the damn surgeon made it sound like this’d be a breeze.”

He started to reach for the bottle of pills, but Leah pressed the glass into his hand and grabbed the bottle from the bedside table for him, shaking one into his palm.

“There you go. You’re not supposed to stretch and reach for stuff. Let me take care of you. That’s what I’m here for.”

He stared up at her. What did it say that his best friend’s wife took better care of him than his own first two wives had? “Thank you, Leah. I really appreciate it.”

Her smile warmed his heart. “That’s what friends are for. I wouldn’t be a very good friend if I didn’t take care of you. You’re not just a friend—you’re my family.”

He swallowed the pill and chased it with water. Then she swapped the glass out for his mug of coffee.

“Once you’re out of bed, I’ll get you settled on the couch and make you breakfast.”

“I can eat cereal, honey. You don’t need to cook for me.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m cooking you breakfast. Don’t argue with me.”

He gave her a left-handed salute as he sipped his coffee. “Yes, ma’am.”

She giggled. “That’s right. You just listen to me and everything will be fine, sir.”

 

* * * *

 

When Kaden got home, he changed clothes before settling in a recliner in the living room to watch TV with Seth. “How’s your pain?”

“Hurts, but I’ll survive. You know, I can go home. I feel kind of weird about Leah taking care of me like this.”

“Why?”

Kaden’s grey gaze didn’t waver in the slightest.

“Why? I mean, she’s your wife.”

“Yeah? So? You’re our friend. If I don’t have a problem with it, and she doesn’t have a problem with it, why do you have a problem with it?”

Seth stared at him. “You’re not…jealous?”

“Why would I be jealous?”

“I don’t want to do anything to mess up our friendship.”

“Dude. You’re family. Enjoy the pampering.” Kaden smiled as he held up his bottle of beer in a salute. “Besides, you’ll hurt her feelings if you don’t let her take care of you. She loves to do that. Relax.”

“If you’re sure.”

“Oh, I’m sure, buddy. I’m sure.”

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

The next morning, Seth rested for a moment as he rubbed at his hernia scar. Every once in a while if he overdid it, he felt it ache a little. Yesterday had been a lot of work getting everything over to the house from the storage unit.

At least this morning it was relatively cool, pleasantly but unseasonably so. To the point he’d told Leah to wear PJs because he didn’t want her to be cold.

As he opened another plastic storage tub so he could test the lights stored in it, he tried not to think about those last two Christmases.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t help it.

Every year got a little easier, but the loss still ached deep in his soul. The Christmas Kaden had been able to help some…

And then the last one, where he really couldn’t.

Still, getting the lights and displays up, once the work was done and he could sit back with a beer and admire it, would lighten his soul in some ways. Sometimes, he would turn it all on and sit on the front stoop and think about Kaden. Imagine him enjoying it from somewhere “out there,” if that was even possible.

He knew Kaden would want him to go on and enjoy it. Both himself and Leah. To enjoy life.

Sometimes, it was hard to put that into practice, although the theory was sound.

To be fair, with every month that passed, the keen, sharp edge of his pain dulled a fraction. A tiny smidge. Not so much lessening as him growing used to it, settling into it, wearing it.

Becoming more comfortable with it.

Because it would always hurt. There would always be a void. A chasm.

A Kaden-shaped desert in which nothing could grow but his memories of the man.

Somehow, Seth knew he’d keep plowing through that desert until he could do it with his eyes closed.

Leah walked out into the garage. “Are you overdoing it?”

“Trying not to. Why?”

“You’ve winced a couple of times.”

“Did I ever tell you you’re spookily observant?”

“Yes, Sir.” She walked over and sat next to him, leaning against him. “Ready for a break?”

“I still have a bunch more tubs of lights to test.”

“Can I help?”

“What about your banquet stuff?”

She smiled. “I can delegate when I try.”

“Not a total control freak, huh?”

“Not totally. Only about you.” She rested her head against his thigh and looked up at him. “Have to take care of my Master.”

He reached down to stroke her hair. “You do an amazing job of that, sweetheart. No complaints from me. But I want you to focus on that for now. This is good for me. I need to do this. It’s cathartic, in a way.”

“I have your tux hanging in our closet,” she said. “I picked it up from the cleaners yesterday.”

“Monkey suit, huh?”

“You look so handsome in it.”

He touched the tip of her nose. “It still gets you horny, huh? Seeing me in it?”

She smiled. “Yep.”

He wasn’t looking forward to going to the banquet in a few weeks.

Too many memories.

It reminded him of the empty house, how he’d screamed and cried out some of his grief while Leah and Kaden were gone, spending a weekend alone at his insistence, at a beachside resort on Longboat Key. He’d made the plans in secret, leaving a note in the car for Kaden and taking a taxi home from the banquet.

The second-to-last Christmas.

Kaden’s second-to-last Christmas.

“Go get back to work, sweetheart.”

“Yes, Sir.” She stood, kissed him, and returned to the house.

If he let her, she’d do nothing but take care of him. It wasn’t an unpleasant thing, but right now he needed the freedom to delve into his thoughts and memories without her hyper-observant nature studying his every expression.

He needed to think about Kaden.

He needed to remember.

He didn’t know when the grieving would end, but this time of year it was harder to mask it.

He got back to work on the lights, needing the distraction and the connection to his friend.

To the past.

And he tried not to think about that banquet, about watching Kaden and Leah together, about knowing it was likely the last time Kaden would attend one of them.

The same tux he’d worn to that one.

Yet he couldn’t bring himself to buy another one.

In a way, it was funny to think back to how he’d worried about what others might think about him or Leah or Kaden, to see the three of them together.

Now, it wasn’t even a blip on his screen.

He got it.

He’d give anything to have Kaden back, the three of them together and happy.

Fuck what anyone else thought about it.

It was rare that anyone hadn’t heard about Kaden’s passing now, but he dreaded the banquet. There might likely be people in attendance who hadn’t heard, and who might wonder who he was, why Leah had remarried so quickly.

Okay, so he did give a fuck in that way. He didn’t want anyone thinking badly about Leah.

She worked too damn hard and did so much good for the charity. They were already close to raising a record-breaking amount that year.

No coincidence she was running it.

And here I am, stringing Christmas lights.


Chapter Five

 

Then…

 

“I hate that fucking cunt,” Leah grumbled as they drove away from Seth and Kelly’s house. “I fucking hate her!”

“Easy, love,” Kaden said. “She’s Seth’s wife. Show a little respect and restraint.”

She glared at Kaden. “Fine. I hate that fucking bitch. Better?”

Seth had reluctantly—after Kelly had obviously goaded him into revealing it at dinner—told Leah that he was selling his Harley.

“I can see someone’s getting a session when we get home,” Kaden drawled. “Including some time in a ball gag.”

“It’s not fair! Just because she hates the motorcycle doesn’t mean he should have to sell it! He loves it!”

“You love it.”

“Well, yeah!”

She heard him make that sigh and knew she wouldn’t have to wait long for him to say whatever was on his mind.

“Did it ever cross your mind that perhaps it’s not the motorcycle she’s afraid of?”

“Not my fault she doesn’t like riding it and I do. She’s married to him. She can ask him to take her out any time. And she sleeps with him every fucking night.”

“Love.”

“I’m sorry, Sir, but she’s just jealous!”

He glanced at her, right eyebrow arched.

He might as well have said the duh because it was more than implied.

Leah crossed her arms over her chest and knew she was sulking but didn’t even care. “I still hate her,” she mumbled.

“You’ve made that quite clear, love, but if you don’t want her completely cutting Seth off from us you’re going to have to hide that fact better than you are now.”

“He wouldn’t do that. You’ve known him forever. We’re his friends.”

“She is his wife, and we have to respect that, regardless of our feelings on the matter.”

“I wish he’d never met her.”

Another of those sighs, and this time he reached over and patted her thigh. “I know, love. I know. I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Because he met her through the wife of one of my friends, who thought she was helping by introducing them. I didn’t realize how serious he was about her until it was too late to talk to him.”

“I hope she cheats on him and he divorces her and—”

“Love.”

That was an order and she damn well knew it. She fell silent next to him.

 

* * * *

 

A couple of days later, when Seth had managed to get away to join Kaden for drinks one evening after work, he looked glum.

“What’s wrong?” Kaden asked, although he suspected.

“Well, it’s the end of an era.” Seth played with his car keys, which he’d laid on the table after the waitress took his order.

“The Harley?”

“Yeah. Guy picked it up today and I deposited the money in the bank. Cash.” He slowly shook his head. “At least Kelly’s happy.”

“She’s the only one.” Kaden winced, realizing he’d said it aloud. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

“No, it’s okay.” He sat back. “How upset is Leah?”

“Pretty upset.”

“Sorry.”

“She’ll have to get over it. Not your worry.”

“But you’re my friends.”

“That’s why she’ll get over it.”

Seth went silent for a moment, not speaking again until after the waitress had set his beer in front of him. “Did it really not bother you that Leah rode with me? Kelly said you guys…talked.”

“No, it didn’t bother me. If it had, I would have said something or not let her do it in the first place.” Kaden tried to tamp back his anger. He wouldn’t put it past Kelly to outright lie to Seth to try to drive a wedge between them. She’d struck Kaden upon their very first meeting as a needy, insecure woman.

“I made a mistake, didn’t I?” Seth asked.

“I can’t answer that for you, buddy. I don’t ride a motorcycle. I’ve never liked them myself, but I trusted you, which is why I let Leah ride with you.”

More fiddling with his keys. Seth acted far more quiet and subdued tonight than Kaden could remember seeing him in a while.

“If I ask you something, do you promise to tell me the truth?”

Kaden leaned forward. “Of course.”

Seth took a deep breath. “Kelly basically said you implied you’d be glad I sold it because Leah was getting too close to me.”

“I never said that. I never said anything that could even be remotely construed like that. On the contrary, it was Kelly asking me in a roundabout way if I was really okay with Leah riding with you. I told her absolutely I was, because I totally trusted you with Leah and with her safety.” It took every ounce of Kaden’s training and experience standing up in front of juries and facing off against opposing counsels to not explode in anger.

And, once again, his instincts had been proven right.

Seth slowly nodded.

“Look. If our positions were reversed, would you trust me?”

Now Seth met his gaze. “Dude, of course I would. You know that. Kelly rode alone with you how many times?”

“All right. If it was your brother, and your positions were reversed, would you trust him?”

“Well, yeah. Duh.”

“There you have it. I consider you my brother, Seth. Closer than my actual brother. If Kelly took away some impression other than that, she’s flat wrong.”

That was close enough to calling Kelly a lying bitch, and Kaden didn’t want to push it.

Maybe this would finally be the straw.

He hoped.

“Yeah,” Seth eventually said. “I was afraid of that.” He finally leaned back in his chair. “I wish I hadn’t agreed to sell it, but she was hammering me hard about it lately. Just from that I should have guessed and made her admit she’s jealous. I finally gave in because I was sick of her constantly going off over it. One less thing for her to bitch about, you know?”

Relief popped like a bubble in Kaden’s chest. If Seth had finally identified her behavior, it’d only be a matter of time before he started putting all the pieces together and got tired of it.

Then Kaden could bide his time until Seth was single again and approach him.

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

Later that morning, Leah stared at her laptop screen. The meeting yesterday hadn’t been as aggravating as she’d worried it might.

Now that she was back in the saddle, the project would run like clockwork.

No matter what.

And it was still only the beginning of November, so she didn’t need to worry that there wasn’t time for course adjustments if needed.

The project plan on the screen in front of her was blurring, she’d stared at it for so long, but she still felt like she was forgetting something. Before, it felt like she could put one of these events on in her sleep.

But now it was a struggle to focus, in a way she wasn’t used to.

Get your head back in the game, woman.

Today the weather felt uncomfortably cool and damp due to a cold front that’d passed through overnight, bringing rain and unseasonably chilly temps with it. That meant she wore PJs and fuzzy Crocs at Seth’s insistence, since he didn’t want her to be uncomfortable.

Seth had come in a while ago and was now in the den, working on his computer in there and doing their monthly accounting after having spent a couple of hours working out in the garage. He took point managing their properties and finances, even though she usually helped him do that. But with her energies now focused on the fundraiser banquet, he’d told her he wanted that to be her priority.

In some ways, it was good to be back to working on the annual fundraiser banquet.

In others…

It wouldn’t be the first one she’d attended without Kaden, but it would hurt the most. Another “first” to get through.

I really am a masochist to volunteer to do this shit every year.

It had originally started not because she’d wanted to do it but more because Kaden wanted her to have something to do, and he knew she’d be good at it. He’d “voluntold” her for the position when a friend of his had mentioned they were looking for a new Christmas banquet fundraising chair.

Another reason she likely wouldn’t permanently step down any time soon, unless Seth told her to.

Kaden had believed in her and in her abilities. He’d proudly sat next to her at nearly every banquet she’d helped run.

Then there was the last one, his second to last Christmas—

Stop it. Those thoughts threatened to take her down a road she didn’t want to travel at that moment. It’d been a long while since she’d thought about killing herself, and going too deep into the Kaden rabbit hole would likely take her straight there whether it was where she wanted to go or not.

She had Seth.

She had her memories.

She had her orders.

She sat up when Seth emerged from the office just before lunchtime. “Can I make you something to eat?” she asked.

He looked horrible. “No, sweetie. I’m going to lie down and take a nap.”

“Are you feeling all right?”

“Just tired. I didn’t sleep well last night. I think I overdid it yesterday and this morning.”

She knew he hadn’t slept well, because he’d tossed and turned and she’d awakened several times because of it.

Not that she’d ever say that, because she didn’t want him feeling guilty.

And she suspected she knew exactly what was behind his poor sleep, because it wasn’t the first night he’d done that. He’d put on a good front for her yesterday when he was unloading stuff into the garage, but he couldn’t fool her.

Sitting back, she stared at where he’d disappeared down the hallway and thought about one of the orders she’d been given. One of the index cards Kaden had left specifically for her and she hadn’t shown Seth.

I guess it’s time I do it. I think he needs it.

Pulling up her calendar, she started planning and reaching out to their friends.

Time to have a small, private dinner, sometime after Thanksgiving and before the big Christmas play party, all while working on the fundraiser banquet.

Sleep? Who needs sleep?

 

* * * *

 

Leah already had those plans well underway by the time Seth emerged from their bedroom nearly two hours later. He still didn’t look rested, but at least he didn’t look unhealthy.

Yes, she had her own paranoias to get over.

Bad memories she simultaneously didn’t want to think about and yet didn’t want to forget a second of, because they’d been the last months of Kaden’s life.

In some ways she had control of their life. Their calendar was one such way.

“Oh, Sir? The first Saturday in December, we’re having a small dinner party.”

He stopped in his tracks on his way to the kitchen and turned. “Why?”

“Not a play party. Just dinner for close friends. Ed, Pat, Ross, Derrick—like them. Nothing formal. For my birthday, but I don’t want it big.” She offered him a smile. “I should have told you about it earlier. I’m sorry.”

That wasn’t exactly a lie…

“That’s way early for your birthday. I thought we were celebrating it at the play party?”

“I know, but we did that before, and I’d rather it be quiet this time. If that’s all right with you? It’ll be easier on me.”

“Even though it’s like three weeks early?”

“The first falls on a Saturday. The second Saturday is the banquet, and the third Saturday is the play party. And we’re not having a big Thanksgiving dinner here since we’re going to Tilly’s.”

He finally nodded, but it looked like heavy weights had settled on his shoulders. Part of her wanted to cancel right then, but that was even more proof she needed to follow through with it.

“Okay. If that’s what you want, that’s fine with me, sweetheart.”

“Can I make you something to eat?”

“No, I’m just going to grab a sandwich. You keep working.”

Leah let out a sigh she hoped Seth couldn’t hear.

Even from the grave, Kaden the control freak was still right, and still running the show.

 

* * * *

 

Later that afternoon, before dinner, Leah was able to convince Seth to run her to the grocery store on the motorcycle to pick up a couple of things she really didn’t need. They hadn’t taken the bike out in a couple of weeks. A present from her to Seth that second-to-last Christmas with Kaden, a special thing for just the two of them.

A motorcycle he’d never have to sell, because she enjoyed their time together on it.

And she was now his wife.

As she’d hoped, with her arms wrapped around him, both of them wearing their leathers and helmets, she felt him relax some. He’d even given her an easy smile as he walked down the aisles with her and carried the hand-basket for her.

As they were checking out and he pulled out his wallet, he glanced her way. “You didn’t really need this to cook dinner tonight, did you?”

About this she couldn’t lie to him. “No, Sir. You seemed to need a ride.”

He handed the money to the cashier and waited for change. “I did,” he said, smiling again. “Thank you, sweetheart.” He leaned in for a kiss from her.

Their dynamic wasn’t always M/s. It couldn’t be. Seth needed “normal” time and so did Leah, both for working and for their personal lives. Seth had made that clear up front, and she was fine with that.

What she’d had with Kaden in the early days was completely different both in structure and origin.

Kaden had saved her life. Of that, she had no doubt. If it hadn’t been for him, she would have been dead decades earlier, either by her own hand or from someone else’s.

He’d also taught her how to live, how to enjoy life, and not just merely survive it.

Now…

Now, with everything they’d gone through, and with what Seth did for and with her, it’d helped her in countless ways. Tempered her soul with the fires of grief and loss, hardened her.

There were still times she was tempted to hurt herself, but Seth was eerily clued in now, almost hyper-vigilant in some ways. He nearly always stepped in before she asked him to. There were the times she swam or ran herself to exhaustion.

Or threw herself into a project, the way she was now with the banquet, their dinner party, and the kinky Christmas play party.

Multiple projects not allowing her much in the way of free time.

No time to think in dangerous ways, to let her mind stray to the dark places Kaden tried so damned hard to erase before he left.

On the ride home, she held on and closed her eyes, feeling the bike between her legs, Seth’s solid, rock-steady presence in front of her, and the past blurred a little with the present.

How she’d loved those times, riding places with him, knowing Kaden was right behind them in the car.

The only thing that would have been more perfect most of those times was if it had only been the three of them, without Kelly tagging along.

Seth had always been theirs.

It just took them a while to finally make it happen.


Chapter Six

 

Then…

 

Kaden caught Leah’s gaze in the bathroom mirror, the playful smirk she threw him over his shoulder from where she stood behind him.

“You planned this for my birthday, didn’t you, Master?”

He turned, grinning as he pulled her in and smacked her ass with his bare hand. “No fair guessing. A Dom’s got to have a few secrets.”

“You want to surprise me for my birthday, celebrate it in July or something.” She rose up on her toes to kiss him. “Thank you, Master. I promise I’ll try to act surprised.” She headed out of the bathroom, presumably to find something to wear besides her collar and wedding rings.

“Did Tilly let it out of the bag?” he called out.

“No, Master,” she called back. “Seriously. I guessed. You told me who was coming and who else would you invite?” He heard her sigh even from the other room. “Well, besides Seth, and I’m guessing Paula put the kibosh on that.”

“Sneaky slave,” he muttered to himself before turning back to the mirror. Startled, he flinched, thinking he saw…something.

For a fraction of a second, he would have sworn he saw Seth’s face staring back at him, but looking older, worn.

Aged.

That was…a difficult subject. He had invited Seth to come tonight. And Seth had immediately and readily agreed. Then he’d called Kaden back an hour later and sadly apologized that he couldn’t attend after all.

Apparently, Paula had suddenly declared they had plans already and couldn’t make it to Leah’s party.

Figures.

Although he had hoped Seth would fight a little harder.

Honestly? Seth’s marriage to that woman had lasted longer than Kaden had thought it might. Paula barely tolerated him and Leah in Seth’s life, and Kaden wouldn’t deny the feelings were mutual.

This time, he’d had to stop and give Leah a heavy play session the day of Seth’s wedding, before he left ahead of her to join the wedding party, spanking her hard to help her stay focused and quiet and not stand up and protest the wedding.

Bless her heart, she’d looked near tears watching Seth take his vows.

Then again, it’d been all he could do to hand the ring over when required and not pitch it out into the audience, grab his friend, and shake him while asking what the hell he thought he was doing marrying someone so obviously wrong for him.

The cracks in the facade were there even before they said their vows. Paula constantly texting and calling Seth during the one evening a week when he and Seth got together to chat for an hour or two, and Seth’s increasing irritation over it.

About the only time she ever texted Seth normally.

The rest of the guest list for tonight consisted of kinky friends, but it wasn’t a play night. Seth would have been the only one not clued in—and Paula, had she come with him.

Kaden had just finished shaving when he heard his cell phone go off with a text message from where he’d left it charging on the bedside table.

“Love?”

“Yes, Master. I’ll bring it.” Still naked, she carried it in, handing it over without looking at who the text was from.

“Thank you, love.” He leaned in for a kiss as he punched in his code to unlock it. Since he used it for business as well as private calls, Leah knew not to check it unless he specifically asked her to.

When he did that, usually it was with her tied up, only her hands free so she could hold it while he did a skills test on her with a vibrator, or a cane, or something equally devious, making her read it out loud to him.

His eyebrows shot up. “Oh!”

She stopped. “Master?”

He smiled, breathing a sigh of relief. “One extra for dinner tonight, love.” He quickly replied and sent the text before handing the phone back to her.

“Who?”

“Seth.”

A smile filled her face. “Just one?”

“Apparently, whatever their plans were have fallen through, and Paula isn’t feeling well. But he asked if he could still come.”

She let out a happy squee that warmed his heart before she bounced up for another kiss. “Yay!”

Arching an eyebrow at her settled her down and focused her attention on him. “What’s our rule, love?”

“Master sets the pace with Seth. If he’s still married, he’s off-limits.”

“Exactly. This isn’t a divorce decree by any stretch, but it’s certainly a good sign that he’s finally standing up to her. Patience, love.”

Her smile returned. “Yes, Master.”

“Go get dressed. The blue sundress Seth loves. No panties.”

Her smile widened and she practically bounced out of the bathroom.

Once he was alone again, he turned back to the mirror. Obviously, what he thought he’d seen earlier had been a trick of the light, of his imagination, worry about his friend.

Maybe even a premonition. Who knew?

One thing was certain—he had a very happy wife, now that the one person she wanted to be there besides himself would be able to attend.

And if Leah was happy, he was happy.

Especially where Seth was concerned.

 

* * * *

 

Kaden wasn’t sure what made him happier, seeing how happy Leah now acted to know Seth would be coming to dinner that night—without Paula—or just the mere fact that Seth was coming to dinner tonight.

Without Paula.

As Seth’s best friend, Kaden had been careful not to push too hard. That was the woman Seth had claimed to love.

Then again, he’d also loved Kelly…and they’d gotten divorced.

This time, I need to step in sooner and make sure I say something.

Kaden still wasn’t sure how to broach that, but until Seth was single, it didn’t matter.

Seth arrived before the other guests did, and Leah’s happy squee as she hugged him warmed Kaden’s soul. He waited for his own hug from Seth, and then Seth handed Leah a small, wrapped box. Inside, a delicate, colorful blown glass Christmas tree.

“It’s beautiful! Thank you!” She hugged him again before hurrying over to a shelf in the living room to make room for it, where it would be prominently displayed.

“I know how much you two love to do Christmas up big. I thought it could be a little something to have year-round.”

“I love it!” She smiled as she turned, meeting Kaden’s gaze. “What do you think?”

Kaden patted Seth on the shoulder. “I think it’s perfect.”

Later on, after the other guests arrived and they’d had dinner, Seth and Kaden were standing out on the lanai and talking, out of earshot of the others.

“Sorry Paula isn’t feeling well,” Kaden said, testing the waters.

Seth snorted. “Yeah.”

Kaden turned to him. They stood on the other side of the small pool. One of the things Kaden wanted to do when they eventually built their new house was make sure the pool was larger, large enough for Leah to do laps in, and that it was isolated enough he could practice with his whips outside without worrying who heard.

“Tell me the truth,” Kaden softly said.

Seth’s shoulders slumped. “She’s not sick. She’s pissed off at me for calling her out.”

“About what?” Kaden suspected, but wanted Seth to say it out loud, give voice to it.

Recognize it on his own.

“Remember when I had to cancel because she said we had plans?”

“Yes?”

“So…I was wondering about that. She hadn’t mentioned any plans until I told her you’d invited us. I didn’t poke her or say anything else, either. This afternoon, I asked her. I said, ‘So, when are we leaving and what do I have to wear tonight?’ And she looked at me like I was crazy and asked what I was talking about. I reminded her of what she’d told me when I’d accepted the invitation tonight, and…” He sighed. “Blank stare. Totally. She was grasping at straws.”

Kaden nodded but didn’t interrupt.

“Finally, I said, ‘Leah’s birthday party is tonight. When Kaden first invited us, I told you I’d told Kaden we were coming, and you told me we already had plans, so I had to call him back and cancel. What are the damn plans?’ I said it just like that, too. And she got really quiet before going off on me, accusing me of accusing her of lying. I asked her again what our plans were, and she said she didn’t know what I was talking about. So I said fine, then I was going to see if I could still come tonight. She asked me about her coming, too, and I told her I didn’t think that was a good idea. Then she kept at me and I put my foot down and told her no, I’m coming without her, she could go do whatever the hell she wants tonight because frankly, I didn’t care.”

When he didn’t continue, Kaden finally broke the quiet. “And?”

“She was pissed. But I knew if I brought her with me, she’d make me miserable and she’d want to leave early.”

Seth glanced over to where Leah was currently talking with some of their friends. “I hoped Leah would like it. I wanted to be able to give it to her and smile and relax and not worry about being grilled over every little reaction I had to her reaction on my way home tonight.”

Kaden patted him on the shoulder, leaving his hand there. “You always have a place to stay with us, if you ever need it. Day or night. Any time. I’d be upset if you didn’t knock on our door.”

“Thanks. I might have to take you up on that. Paula…she’s pissed. Really pissed. Kind of threatened me if I came without her tonight.”

“What kind of threat?”

“The kind of threat that means when I get home she’ll be issuing me ultimatums, and I’ll probably be calling Mike on Monday morning and finding out what I need to do next. I don’t want to be married to someone like that.”

Kaden knew exactly who Mike was—Seth’s attorney, a friend of Kaden’s, and who’d handled Seth’s divorce from Kelly.

“Stay as late tonight as you’d like, man. Or if you want to just sleep here, the guest room is always open for you.”

“I might take you up on that. I don’t feel like dealing with her tonight.” Seth stared out at the small backyard. “Might just get myself more than a little drunk and text her I’m sleeping it off here. Sad thing is, it’ll be the truth. Because I’d rather get drunk than go home. What does that say about my marriage?”

Kaden didn’t have any sage wisdom to offer that wouldn’t make Seth feel worse or tip his and Leah’s hand prematurely. “You’re family,” Kaden said. “That means you always have a place here.”

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

“I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” Seth muttered as he finished shaving. “These are our friends. It’s just dinner.”

“Exactly.” Leah hugged him from behind, meeting his gaze in the bathroom mirror. “They are our friends. Family.”

Left unspoken, they’d also been Kaden’s friends. Many of them Seth had known, met through Kaden and Leah. But Seth hadn’t known they were kinky until…

He didn’t want to go there in his head tonight. Not now. Even if part of tonight’s purpose was to raise a glass in Kaden’s memory while celebrating Leah’s birthday early.

Tonight’s dinner was just that—dinner and reminiscing. Ed and Hope, Pat and Lyla, Tony and Shayla, Ross and Loren, Walt and Holly, Derrick and Marcia, Mason, Cole, and Kim, Gilo and Abbey, and Scrye and June. They were the ones who could come to this private dinner. Tilly, Cris, and Landry had been invited but couldn’t make it because of their schedule, as had a couple of others.

This was…the core.

The start.

The birthplace of the Suncoast Society.

Well, some of the people, their partners hadn’t been around back then.

Tonight was casual, barbecue and memories, a toast.

The only reason Seth was doing this was Leah had asked him to. She’d wanted a quiet, peaceful, relaxing evening with their friends.

“I’m okay,” she said, echoing his thoughts.

“That’s spooky, babe.”

“I could see it in your face. I’m okay. I feel strong. That’s why I wanted to do this.”

“I know.” He patted her hands, where they’d settled on his midsection. “Let me finish shaving.”

In all honesty, he…just wasn’t feeling Christmasy this year. Not really. Not in a social kind of way. He just didn’t have the energy to be…chipper. He hoped he was putting on a good enough front for Leah, but maybe it was finally having survived the fallout, now he was experiencing a long-delayed reaction.

Absolutely he wanted to decorate the yard and house, yes.

But he wanted to cocoon himself with Leah within its walls, stare, and reminisce. He didn’t want to…people.

It was a feeling he knew would come and go, too. Because he might wake up the next morning eager to get their holiday play party plans finalized.

This, too, shall pass.

The sad melancholy.

Christmas had been Kaden’s holiday, and Seth would always honor it and his friend.

There were too many good memories embedded in his brain not to.

Yet now he’d hit a point where with Leah solidly grounded and doing well in a way even she admitted she never believed possible, and with their financial and personal lives in order…

It allowed him to finally notice the gaping void in his soul.

He could and would fake it. He’d been doing that.

Until his dying day, he’d carry Kaden’s final words in his memory, the sound of his best friend taking his final breaths.

The feel of curling up next to him in bed, Leah on Kaden’s other side, both of them holding him as the ultimate control freak finally released his tenacious grip on this plane and…continued on without them to whatever came next.

Seth wished he believed in heaven or reincarnation or any other number of religious ideologies where he could pretend Kaden was frolicking with a whip and rope bunnies and enjoying the hell out of himself.

Seth had nearly talked himself out of believing that the Halloween sights at the party they’d thrown last year had been spectral visions of the man.

Even though he wouldn’t tell Leah that. If it made her feel better to think that, so be it.

Maybe I need to go to the doctor. Maybe I’m depressed.

As he looked into the mirror once more, for a brief moment he thought he saw Kaden’s grey gaze peering at him.

Closing his eyes, he counted to three. When he opened them again, it was just his own face staring back at him.

Okay, I definitely need some time with friends to take my mind off things. Obviously, I’m exhausted and too deep in my own head.

 

* * * *

 

Leah knew Seth had only gone along with this for her sake.

There was a secret she’d held back from him, though. One of the few cards left by Kaden for her alone, given to her by Ed before they’d even thrown the first Halloween party following Kaden’s death.

Instructions for her about Seth.

 

Love,

Once Seth knows you’re okay and he’s not obsessing over you, he might get depressed. Maybe, if you feel up to it, have a private dinner at the house with the old gang. The original gang. You know who I mean, love. The old-timers. God knows they heard enough about Seth from me that they might be able to gently help him refocus and center himself. Ground him.

I can’t tell you exactly when to do this. That’s up to you based on how he’s doing. But I know that man nearly as well as I know my own mind, and I know if our positions were reversed, I’d be feeling like that. If you don’t have the strength to do it, I understand, but I think it’d really help him.

Don’t give up on him, sweetheart. If you’ve made it this far, I know you’ll be okay with him. Let him know he doesn’t have to be strong all the time. I know I can’t change what’s happened, but I wish I’d said something to him years ago, when he split with Kelly. I should have, and you were right. I did the best I could back then, love. Perhaps I tried to control things too much. Too exacting.

Do what you feel is best, but please, don’t let my best friend slip away from life and living. Don’t let him dwell too long or deeply. Help him see there are others who can be there for him now, who he should lean on when he needs to. Tell them that. Tell them why you need the dinner for him. Tell them that I asked them to please do this for Seth.

I love you, Leah. I know you can do this. I know you’re strong enough. And I know you’ll always make me proud.

 

At the time, she’d sat in Ed’s office and sobbed as she read it, because…well, she knew.

Kaden was right. So, so right. With Seth feeling confident knowing she was okay, and with their college classes now behind them, and their real estate management doing well…

The void in their life was now unavoidably there for Seth. How many times had she caught him unconsciously turning Kaden’s wedding band on his finger? The one Kaden himself had put there just before he died.

But until now, she really hadn’t felt it was the right time, or that Seth was hitting a deep enough low, that she needed to do this. He’d always bounced back before she’d given serious thought to holding that dinner.

Now, with the anniversary of Kaden’s death rolling up on them again, it was time to do this.

For Seth.

And when she’d personally called everyone to invite them, she’d done just as Kaden asked and told them why she wanted to have this dinner. Told them what Kaden had asked of her.

The ghost of Kaden past helping out in the present.

Or would that make it the ghost of Kaden present helping in the future?

In retrospect, they realized everything he’d prepared, he’d done so in the early months right after his diagnosis, completing them and getting them out of his way so he didn’t have to worry about anything.

Kaden the control freak.

Even with everything Leah had to do for the banquet, this was no burden for her. Not really.

Seth was now her Master and husband. These people were her true extended family. The ones who’d been there as much as they could for them when they needed them the most.

The ones who’d understood.

The ones who’d keenly felt Kaden’s loss in their circle, not just his death but his absence, and who had strived to carry on his philosophy to the next generation of people finding their way to the lifestyle.

To welcome newbies, to help educate, to teach safety and fun and finding their own way without guilt and without saddling themselves with preconceived notions.

Extend hospitality and kindness to those who were struggling to come to terms with their truths, sometimes following years of self-denial.

To make sure they always had a place to feel like they were at home.

Tonight would be about embracing that, and the people she loved.

All while remembering the man who was the reason they were all there to start with.


Chapter Seven

 

Then…

 

“Do you think many people will come?” Leah asked Kaden.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. This has been a format that works well in other places, from what people have told me. I don’t see why it wouldn’t work here.”

They’d reserved the back room of a Sarasota bar and put out a couple of Internet ads that it was the start of a munch. Something Kaden had learned about in his travels to other cities, something kinky people did to come together in a safe, vanilla way, in public, so they could meet without worrying about exposing themselves literally or metaphorically.

A man walked in, hesitating as he glanced around.

She watched as Kaden took point as he smiled and walked over. “Here for the Suncoast Society?” He’d opted to call it that for efficiency, and so that it sounded innocuous, nonthreatening.

The newcomer smiled. “Yeah.”

“Kaden.” He extended his hand.

The man shook with him. “Tony. We’re the first ones?”

“Looks like it. This is my wife, Leah.”

Tony nodded to her, but made no move to shake with her. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s okay, love,” Kaden told her. “You may shake hands tonight, if you wish.”

She stepped forward, extending her hand. “Nice to meet you, Tony.”

Another couple entered, and after the introductions to Ross and Loren, more people arrived, singly and in couples.

By the time Leah and Kaden left that night, they’d met twenty people who’d shared their kinky interests and agreed they’d like to get together again. E-mail addresses had been exchanged, and Ross had volunteered to help Kaden e-mail everyone before next month, as well as offered to let people give out his e-mail address to anyone else who might be interested in getting together.

Leah had known she and Loren would become close friends and had spent much of the evening together talking. Tilly, who’d come with her Master, Cris, would likely become another fast friend.

“Did you feel it, love?” Kaden asked, breaking the comfortable quiet in their car.

“Master?”

He wore a pleased smile. “Something new, something big. Something good. We need something like this in this area. Remember how we fumbled through things? This is great. We can help people avoid the pitfalls and be safe.”

“We can’t keep meeting in bars, though.”

“No, I agree. We’ll move to a restaurant in a couple of months. Maybe switch to different ones.”

“There were quite a few single women.”

“I noticed that. Even more reason to keep things safe.” He glanced her way. “Maybe we can eventually start having private dinners after we get to know people.”

“I’d be okay with that.”

“Loren and Tilly seemed nice.”

Of course he’d noticed that. He always paid attention to Leah even when she thought maybe he wasn’t. “They are.”

“Ed and Pat had mentioned possibly stopping by tonight but I guess they decided not to.”

That surprised her. “Our Pat and Ed? Really?”

“Really. Ed and Hope aren’t quite like us, but I told him a long time ago about us so he didn’t think badly. He’s the one who found out Pat and Lyla are in the lifestyle, too.”

“Well, Pat’s a judge. He’ll probably have to be very careful.”

“Oh, I’m sure.”

Quiet settled over them again.

“Master?”

“Yes, love?”

“Thank you for doing this. I know I was…hesitant at first, but thank you for being patient with me. This was fun. I feel better to know others like us.”

He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Me, too, love. Me, too.”

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

Seth already had the door open as Tony and Shayla made their way up the front walk. He greeted them with hugs, taking the offered bottle of wine from Shayla. Tony carried a casserole dish.

“Glad you guys could make it.” Seth didn’t have to force a smile with them. These were their friends, and thank god for Tony in those early days when…

After.

Tony and Ed had helped Seth keep Leah alive until she was strong enough to want to keep going.

He walked them over to the kitchen, where Leah was putting the finishing touches on the foil veggie pouches that would go on the grill.

“Hey!” She washed her hands and hugged them both. Tonight, no one was off-limits for hugs. These were all pre-approved friends, over half of them having been personal friends with Kaden.

Seth’s nerves stemmed from that more than anything. Sometimes, he wondered if they measured him against Kaden. He knew it wasn’t rational, but it was what his brain did.

He was only human.

Ed and Hope arrived next, which Seth thought was a little ironic. “You don’t have any more cards, do you?” Seth asked him. “I know you said you didn’t, but…you don’t?”

Ed smiled. “No. I don’t. I don’t know if he left any others around, but I don’t have any.” His gaze narrowed, curious. “You sound disappointed.”

“No, I’m not. In a way, it was kind of nice getting them, though.”

“He planned it all.”

“You ain’t kidding.”

“I don’t have any others,” Tony offered. “And he didn’t tell me who he might have given any to.”

“It’s all right,” Leah said, sending Seth a smile that let him know she really was okay. “If any more show up, they do. If not, we can always look at the old ones when we need to.”

They could have had a play party by the time everyone arrived. Leah had asked people to bring a side dish or something to drink, if they wanted, but no gifts. To donate to a charity of their choosing in Kaden’s memory, if they insisted, but she had everything she needed.

And she had Seth.

As they settled out on the lanai, the evening pleasantly cool enough, especially with the ceiling fans on, Seth relaxed as they talked.

Leah was the one who steered the conversation to Kaden, which Seth was a little surprised about, but he didn’t deter her.

If she wanted to talk about him, she had every right to.

“That first night,” Tony said, his fingers twined with Shayla’s. “I remember thinking as I walked back toward that room that I’d take a look around and leave if I didn’t like what I saw. I didn’t realize I was going to be the first one besides you two.”

Shayla smiled at her husband and Master. “You were at the first munch?”

“Yep. One of the originals.” In his other hand, he held a bottle of beer and he gently swirled it a little. “So many years ago, but it feels like yesterday. I can’t believe where we are now.”

“You can’t believe it?” Derrick joked, prompting a round of laughter. “That son of a bitch somehow talked me into opening a dungeon.” More laughter followed. “If I’d known where we’d be now, we might never have showed up that first night.”

“If you’d known?” his wife Marcia teased. “Open a dungeon, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.” More laughs. “Ah, Kaden the control freak.” She held up her glass of iced tea in a toast. “To Kaden. I wish he could see where we are now.”

Everyone focused on Leah.

Seth looked at Leah, too, but she wore a smile he knew meant she was okay. She held up her glass and took a moment to compose her thoughts.

“He’d be so happy to see where we are. Venture is double its size and the membership has exploded. When he and I stumbled into the lifestyle, it was by accident and in a way it terrified him. I know you all pretty much know the basics, and I trust you all that it won’t go any farther than us.

“Kaden wanted to spare people what he went through. Wanted people to know they weren’t alone. Wanted a safe place for people to learn. To Kaden.”

“To Kaden,” everyone echoed, taking sips of whatever they were drinking.

“I wondered how long it’d take him to bring Seth into the inner sanctum,” Ross said.

“Me?”

“Yeah. He talked about you all the time.”

“Honestly?” Tony said. “None of us ever thought it would take as long as it did. We always had to remember not to talk about kinky stuff around you even though it felt like you were one of us.”

Seth glanced at Leah, who wore a playful smile. “It’s true,” she said. “Remember, we kept missing our chances to bring you in.”

“One of us, one of us,” Pat, Walt, Mason, and Scrye chanted, prompting more laughs.

“Oh, my god,” Hope said. “Remember how Kaden nearly had to sit on Leah when Seth met Jackie?”

“Man, I thought she was going to spend a couple of weeks tied up and getting spanked,” Pat said.

Seth stared at Leah as she reddened a little in the face. Kaden and Leah had told him after the fact some of that, but not so many details. “Really?”

She nodded, but they were surrounded by sadists.

“Yeah,” Tony said. “I thought Kaden was going to take a contract out on Jackie himself just to shut Leah up.”

“I missed the worst of that,” Mason said, “but I remember talking to him and him mentioning that Leah wasn’t happy about that.”

Loren let out a laugh of her own. “That’s the understatement of ever.”

Leah leaned in and rested her head against Seth’s shoulder. “I might have been pretty mouthy.”

The next couple of hours shed new light on his friend in a way Seth hadn’t seen before. By the time everyone cleared out and headed home, leaving Seth and Leah alone, he now viewed his old friend with new eyes.

Standing in the kitchen, he made Leah look up at him. “Point made, sweetheart.”

“What?”

“Don’t what me. You’re not innocent.”

She hugged him. “I had a card,” she softly admitted. “Ed gave it to me a while back, but I wasn’t supposed to say anything then.” She summarized its content and Kaden’s instructions.

He rubbed his chin along the top of her head. “I get it. I was always a part of his life in ways I didn’t know.”

“Yes, you always were.”

“I’ll be okay, love. Just readjusting. Settling in.”

“Are you sure?”

He met her gaze. “I’m sure.”

“Because I don’t doubt if there are ghosts that Kaden would come back and get me for not taking care of you.” She smiled up at him.

“Hopefully we’re both living up to his standards.” He hugged her again. “All we can do is try.”

 

* * * *

 

Then…

 

Kaden stretched out in bed and held his arms open for Leah. She wore a beaming grin he could see even in the darkened room.

“Seth’s spending the night!”

“Yes, love. But you know our rule.”

“I know.” She snuggled tightly against him. Thankfully, with her happy mood and the unexpected development, she didn’t need a scene from him tonight.

Wouldn’t be possible with Seth in the guest room, anyway. No way to possibly hide the noise.

“It’s a start,” he reminded her. “So be patient, please?”

“I will.”

He kissed her temple. “He hasn’t even left her yet. Don’t get impatient. He’s our friend first and foremost. All we can do is try to be there for him.”

“Yes, Master.”

Her tone told him she was already trying to plan things in her head.

Nuzzling his face in her hair, he fought the urge to chuckle.

If she was happy, he was happy.

Now to keep her happy and figure out how to talk to Seth and coax him into moving in with them once the inevitable happened and Seth was divorced again.

Because he couldn’t think of anything better than having his best friend living with them, part of their dynamic, helping him take care of Leah.

A backup, just in case anything ever happened.

Insurance that Leah would always be cared for.

And never having to say good-bye to his best friend again or worry about someone coming between them.

Other than Leah, who wanted nothing more than to be firmly between them both.

Kaden couldn’t wait for that to happen and enjoy blowing her mind.

He’d just have to have patience. This was one thing he couldn’t control, no matter how much he wanted to.


Chapter Eight

 

Then…

 

The Friday night of the banquet, Kaden had suspected Seth was up to something, but he didn’t want to ruin his friend’s plans, whatever they were.

It was difficult for him to convince Seth that yes, he was okay with him there, in their lives.

There.

In every way.

Not without revealing to Seth and Leah the full extent of his plans, what he’d already prepared.

He didn’t want to overwhelm them when he already felt overwhelmed and wanted to keep that from them as much as possible. The last thing they needed to know was how scared he felt.

Not for himself so much as for them.

In his heart and soul, he was at peace about his fate. The cancer absolutely would kill him, the only question was when. He’d said the good-byes he wanted to say to them, issued the orders to Leah—and to Seth—to go on. He’d recorded instructions to be played later.

He’d already lived through his funeral and their wedding, because he’d planned them, even though they didn’t know it yet.

He wanted to focus on them, on making sure they understood how much he loved both of them.

He appreciated Seth not wanting to be a third-wheel and intrude on his time with Leah, but that’s not how Kaden saw it. Not in the least.

He saw it as spending time with his best friend.

Time that was quickly slipping through his fingers, and time he understood Seth would need with him every bit as much as Leah did. Maybe even more, considering he’d known Seth all his life and Leah half that time.

Leah had her dream now, and Kaden didn’t want to deny her a second of that, of the two of them giving her the love and support she’d need.

It sucked. It wasn’t fair. And Kaden hated that he’d been too chickenshit years earlier out of fear of driving Seth away, hadn’t pressed Seth harder, hadn’t tried more to get this to happen then.

Years ago.

When it would have made Leah so happy—and him by default—and when it would have made his own life far easier.

Having the two of them to love and watch her all these years might have sped her healing to the point that he wouldn’t have to worry about her life when he passed.

Right now, he was still on the cusp, not quite sure how she’d do once he was gone. He hoped everything he’d put in place would be enough, that the time spent now with Seth would anchor her to wanting to live.

Anchor her to Seth.

He had no way of knowing, and no matter how much of a control freak he was, that was beyond even his extensive plans.

Tonight, Leah not only looked gorgeous physically, but emotionally. This strong, take-charge part of her that he wished permeated every ounce of her soul and not just what others saw.

He wished she was strong enough for herself, the way she could be strong for others.

Wished she fought as hard for herself as she did for others.

That’s where he and Seth came in.

To fight for her where she couldn’t.

Seth had been a little reluctant to sit at the table with them, still worried about “appearances.” Another thing Kaden loved him for, although he didn’t give a flying shit what anyone thought about him, as long as people understood what Leah would need…after.

Kaden knew this was his last banquet, and knew it’d be the last time he saw many of these people, even if most of them weren’t aware of it. He made a point of seeking those out he wanted to talk to, so that their last memory of him would be a good one, hopefully alleviating their later guilt.

Still, many of them he wouldn’t reveal the truth to. He didn’t want this night marred by people giving their sympathies to Leah.

This was her night to shine. To rightfully accept the accolades due her for the wonderful job she’d done organizing the fundraiser.

He noticed that Seth slipped outside at one point, and was about to go after him when Seth finally returned, glancing around as if to make sure Leah hadn’t noticed his absence. When he returned to the table, Kaden arched an eyebrow at him, but Seth just smiled and shrugged.

Then the dancing started. Kaden tossed a wink at Seth before he took Leah’s hand and swept her up and out of her chair before she could protest. Giggling, she let him lead her out onto the floor and memorized every line in her face as she smiled up at him.

“You’re beautiful, love,” he said. “I’m so proud of you.”

She rested her face against him. “Please don’t make me cry, Master.”

“I mean it. Look at what you’ve done. Again. Not the first time. Everyone’s having a great time, and you once again topped previous records. You deserve to be proud about that.”

He noticed when Seth stood and eased his way out, so Kaden made sure to keep Leah facing away from him. He suspected his friend needed some time alone, maybe even some air, and didn’t want Leah seeing and going after him immediately.

He leaned in and kissed her, her green gaze captivating his heart and soul the way it always did. “I am a very happy man, love.”

“I’m happy, too, Master.” She started to glance toward their table but he turned, preventing her from seeing Seth wasn’t there. “Do you think Seth’s having a good time?”

“I’m sure he is. But he’s not used to these things like we are. He hardly knows anyone here the way we do. It’s okay to let him take it in his stride.” He arched his eyebrows at her. “The way we’ve had to let him take a lot of things in stride, love. Never forget that.”

A genuine smile. “Yes, Master.” She didn’t care if anyone could hear her, obviously.

After two more songs, he felt a little tired but didn’t want to let her know that. Instead, he opted to let her see that Seth wasn’t at their table.

“I wonder where he is?”

“I saw him head outside,” Kaden honestly told her. “He probably just wanted to breathe in the night air for a moment.” He kissed her. “Why don’t you go check on him?”

“Yes, Master.”

That gave him his opening. He headed back to his seat and settled in, quickly getting into a discussion with one of their tablemates about something up before the board of county commissioners.

After one song, Leah returned, looking…not sad, but he couldn’t quite interpret it.

She returned to her seat next to Kaden and he leaned in.

“Yes?”

“You were right. He needed some air.”

He kissed her cheek. “See? No worries.”

A little later, when Leah was up dealing with something about dessert, Seth slid over a seat to speak to him.

“Hey. Need to talk to you.”

“What?”

“When it’s time to leave, the two of you go on without me, okay?”

This explained the bags he’d seen in the trunk of the Lexus earlier, but hadn’t asked Seth about, knowing he’d reveal it when he was ready.

Still, he played dumb. “What?”

“Don’t ask questions, dude.” Seth glanced around. “It’s my birthday present to Leah, and my Christmas present to both of you. Don’t let her call me either. You’ll find a note in the car explaining it. I want you both to have fun. Don’t you dare let her spoil this for me.”

Finally, the explanation. He leaned in and hugged Seth. “Thanks. How will you get home?”

“Already under control. Just keep her on a leash.” He laughed. “Well, you know what I mean. I’ll see you guys sometime late Sunday.”

Kaden knew he’d have to keep Leah on a literal leash to keep her away from Seth, from not spoiling Seth’s plans. “Okay. I appreciate it.”

Seth waited until Leah had left the room again to make his way outside.

When Leah returned, she glanced around. “Did he go outside again?”

Kade leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Sir left orders for you, love.”

He watched her throat work. “Yes, Master?” she whispered.

He’d slipped a hand up her thigh, under the table where no one could see. His fingers had pushed her dress up enough he could reach under it, to her inner thigh. “You’re all mine for the weekend. I don’t know everything he’s planned yet, but until late Sunday, you are to do everything I say. Understand?”

“I—” He pinched her, his own cock hardening as her training took over and she realized this wasn’t negotiable. “Yes, Master.”

He cocked his head as he smiled at her. “Such a good girl.”

 

* * * *

 

Finally, when they were able to leave, Kaden found the note in the Lexus and chuckled as he read it. “We have our orders from Sir, love.”

She wore a pouty expression. “He didn’t even say good-bye.”

Kaden grabbed her chin and kissed her, hard, until she melted and he felt her body responding. “You will obey Sir, and you will obey me. Understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

Glancing around, he realized there wasn’t anyone close enough to see what they were doing, and the lot was dark enough to conceal them. He shoved the hem of her dress up with his left hand, sliding his fingers between her thighs.

Her legs automatically spread for him.

He cupped the back of her neck with his right hand as he slid two fingers into her pussy.

She hadn’t been allowed panties tonight.

A moan escaped her.

“That’s more like it,” he said. “My good girl, doing as she’s told. I need to know that you will obey your Sir the way you obey me.”

“Yes, Master,” she gasped, already trying to hump his hand.

“Hold still.”

She fell still even as another whimper filled the car.

“This is Sir’s birthday gift to you. You don’t want to be ungrateful, do you?”

“No, Master.” She already sounded like she was slipping into subspace.

“It’s also his Christmas present to both of us. And I plan on enjoying it.”

Less than an hour later, they were checked into their room and Kaden had opened the bottle of champagne. He made Leah strip, except for her heels and the formal leather collar he’d buckled around her neck from the items Seth had included. Then Kaden had turned off the lights in the room and opened the balcony doors. They stood on the secluded balcony and sipped champagne as the cool Gulf salt air swept over them. It was dark and the moon just a sliver, meaning no one who might be on the beach could see them.

He’d only shed his jacket. He moved behind her, his cock hard in his tuxedo slacks and pressing against the seam of her bare ass. “How many times have I fucked you while wearing this, love?”

She tipped her head back. “Not nearly enough times, Master.” She wiggled her ass against him, making him even harder.

He finished his champagne, took her empty glass from her, and set them on the small table out there. Then he grabbed her by the hair and kissed her, hard, tipping her head back almost to the point she lost balance, before lowering her to her knees.

“Then if someone wants a good fucking, I suggest they get busy showing their Master how eager they are.”

He glanced around but spotted no one who could see them as she unzipped his fly and fished his cock out, engulfing it.

Cradling her head in his hands, he buried his cock to the root in her mouth, holding it and waiting a long moment before withdrawing. She held on to his thighs, her control now totally ceded to him as he fucked her willing mouth.

“Sir included some interesting toys, love. You’ll spend some of the weekend with a butt plug in. I expect we’ll be getting delivery or room service.”

She moaned in agreement as her tongue did delicious things to his cock. He tightened his grip on her head and slowed his pace, afraid if he blew too fast that he might not be able to get it up for her again that night.

One of the bad effects he’d noticed lately. Not just his body’s stamina the cancer was eating away.

After a few minutes of that, he brought her back inside and slapped her on the ass. “Hands and knees, love. On the bed.” He closed the balcony doors as she complied.

Walking back to the bags, he dug out lube, a butt plug, and one of the nitrile gloves Seth had handily provided.

Spending several minutes teasing her while he lubed her ass, he finally started fucking the butt plug into her rim as she moaned and rocked her hips against him.

“Maybe I’ll make you wear it home,” he said. “So Sir can fuck your sweet ass when we get back Sunday evening.”

Her back arched as her moans rolled through her.

Yep, she was deep in subspace.

Once he had the butt plug seated inside her, he stripped off the glove and flipped her onto her back. Shoving his pants down enough he could fuck her, he slowly entered her, smiling as she did her level best to get him to fuck her faster, harder, deeper.

Nope.

He’d take his time and savor this.

After draping her legs over his shoulders, he pinned her wrists over her head. He could have put the leather cuffs on her, but didn’t want to just yet.

He loved holding her down and knew she enjoyed it as much as he did. When he looked back at the early days, he could almost laugh at himself and his reactions to the whole situation then. Understandable reactions, because he’d had no clue what he was doing except trying to keep her safe the only way he knew how.

Blindly flailing through the dark and hoping to grab hold of an answer to protect her from herself.

After that first night, when he’d totally lost his shit and spanked her, he’d sworn to himself he would never, ever lay a hand on her again if he wasn’t one hundred percent sure he was in complete control of his emotions.

Especially fear.

That had been a hard one, because there’d always been a level of fear in the early years. Fear of harming her, of going too far, of not going far enough. He’d had to refine that definition to mean terror, and illogical and irrational lack of control.

Measured worry and careful caution were good kinds of fear that had helped him learn so much in their years together.

Controlled fear.

Slanting his lips over hers, he kissed her, swallowing her needy moans, savoring every moment.

Trying to freeze it in time, absorb it into his cells, into his DNA. Whatever happened next—in the grand scheme of things—he wanted part of this and every moment to be carried with him into that, if possible.

The goodness.

The passion.

The love.

Slowly fucking her, he patiently bided his time, knowing from the way she rocked her hips below him that she was trying, working her way up that slope. He lifted his lips from hers.

“Come for me, love,” he whispered. “Give it to me. Be my good girl.”

She raised her head, trying to chase his lips and kiss him again. He smiled, still just out of reach. “No, you do what I said.”

Another whimper, more rocking, a slightly desperate sound to her breathing as she struggled to make it, to follow his orders.

To please him.

The slick walls of her pussy pulsed around his cock, the butt plug deeply seated in her ass making her feel even tighter, more delicious as he fucked her. He ground against her clit at the bottom of every thrust, loving the way her body responded to him, loving this, loving her.

Her body tensed as he felt the first quakes sweep through her. That’s when he started fucking her hard, releasing her hands and bracing himself against the bed for traction as she undulated underneath him. He felt her muscles squeezing his cock.

“That’s it, love. Perfect.” It didn’t take him long to catch up and explode, filling her, falling still as he stared down into her eyes before kissing her again.

“Love you, Master,” she whispered.

He smiled down at her. “Love you, too, love.”


Chapter Nine

 

Now…

 

Seth sat at the table and tried to stay grounded in the present, not lose himself in the past. He wanted to be here.

Now.

For her.

As Leah stood at the podium and addressed the attendees while she introduced their keynote speaker, Seth tried not to overlap tonight with that night just a few years ago.

He tried not to think about the unoccupied chair on the other side of where Leah’s seat lay. Ironically, it was a county commissioner whose afternoon flight back to Sarasota from a meeting in Tallahassee was canceled, and he couldn’t make it.

The Kaden spot.

It was tempting to close his eyes and allow time to mix and flow and think about that night. Here, in this very same venue.

Fortunately, they’d changed the paint and decor since then, so it wasn’t nearly as painful an experience.

After dinner, there was dancing and dessert. He allowed Leah to lead him out onto the dance floor, instead of the solo dance they’d shared in the atrium the last time.

Maybe he wasn’t the best dancer, but he held her and swayed in time and let her lead him around, lost in her beautiful green eyes.

Always lost in her.

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered.

“For what, love?”

“For coming tonight. I can see it in your eyes.”

He gathered her close. “See what?”

She gently nudged him with her right elbow. “I’m fine. I’m glad I’m doing this again.”

“Sorry, babe.” He held her closer, not wanting her to see his face. “It’s just one of those things for me to go through.”

“I know.” They swayed in time with the music for another song before she looked up again with a smile. “Have I tortured you enough?”

“I’ll dance as long as you want.”

“I think I’m ready for dessert. Can I get you something?”

He kissed her. “You know what I like. I’ll meet you at the table.”

He was settled back in his seat when she returned with two cheesecakes covered with strawberries.

“Thank you, love.” He leaned in for a kiss from her.

“You’re very welcome.”

By the time they left later that night, Seth had managed to pull himself out of the worst of his funk.

“Did you have fun?” she asked.

He rested his right hand on her thigh, easing up the hem of her dress as he did. “I’m about to have even more fun here shortly.”

She giggled, helpfully spreading her legs. “Panty check, Sir?”

“No, you’re my good girl. Besides, in that dress, I would have spotted panties on you a mile away.”

At the next light, he had her dress up around her hips and was slowly finger-fucking her with his right hand.

“Is this considered distracted driving, Sir?” she teased.

“Well, apparently I’m not distracting you enough, because you can still form words.”

When the light turned green, he pulled his hand from her pussy and made her suck his fingers clean. He repeated this at every red light he caught—which, with careful timing on his part, was nearly all of them.

When they turned into the main entrance to their complex and were waiting for the gate to open, he smiled at her. “Naked, sweetheart.”

Her eyes widened, but she unbuckled her seatbelt and complied without complaint. This time of night, no one would be out, and if he parked right in front of the house she could make it from the car to the front door unseen from the street.

It was a little cool, but not too cold.

When he pulled into the driveway, she sat there, naked except for her jewelry and her shoes.

He grinned, reaching over to tweak her pebbled nipples. “Someone’s either excited or chilly.”

“The two are not mutually exclusive, Sir.”

The automatic timers on the Christmas display had already shut off, leaving the front yard shrouded in shadows. “Ready to go inside? Or would you like me to light the display again and walk you through it like you are right now?”

“Inside, please, Sir.”

“Good girl. Go unlock the door. I’ll be right there.”

A sprinter couldn’t have made it as fast as she did—in heels, no less—to the front door and got it unlocked.

He chuckled as he got out.

When he closed the door, he let out a startled shout and whirled around.

For just a moment, he would have sworn he saw a man standing behind him, reflected in the glass of the driver’s door window.

A smiling man.

A man who looked just like Kaden.

But…

Impossible. He’s just been on my mind tonight. Had to be my own reflection.

And if he moved just right…it did look like there were two of him.

The two different security lights casting drastically different angled shadows.

Laughing at himself, he followed Leah inside.

 

* * * *

 

Leah felt a thrill race through her as she hurried inside to turn off the alarm. Sometimes, Seth pulled little tricks like this out of thin air, an adrenaline jolt combined with an endorphin rush she couldn’t deny turned her on and got her hot.

The irony was, he only did things like this when he knew there was little to no chance of them getting caught.

It didn’t lessen the impact any.

She got the Christmas tree lights turned on and admired it, especially the two First Christmas ornaments hung prominently at the front. Seth followed her inside a moment later, pulling her into his arms.

“How’s the pool, baby?”

“I had the heater on earlier. It should be nice.”

He swatted her on the ass. Go check.” He shrugged off his tux jacket and started working on his tie.

She hurried out to the lanai and checked, found it comfortably warm, and turned to return to the house. She pulled up so short she nearly fell over, then laughed at herself. For a moment it almost looked like there was another man in the house, until she realized it was just Seth’s reflection hitting the sliders at an angle because of the lights from the Christmas tree.

Seth had already kicked off his shoes and was working on his shirt buttons when she returned to the living room. “It’s perfect, Sir.”

“Excellent.” He pulled her against him, his hands on her ass and his hard cock pressing against her bare pussy through his slacks. “Then go take your shoes off, grab some towels, get a band for your hair, and meet me out there.” He kissed her. “Hurry.”

He was already in the pool when she returned to the lanai. Joining him in the water, she swam over to him, wrapping her body around him, loving the feel of his hands on her ass.

“Hello, baby.”

“Hello yourself, handsome. I’m glad I got a picture of us at the banquet.”

“Maybe if you’re a good girl, I’ll let you earn tux privileges.”

She giggled. “Ooh, tell me more, Sir.”

“Let you walk around naked except for those sexy heels you were wearing, and we can play rich international playboy and sexy ingénue.”

“That’s one combo I don’t think we’ve hit yet.”

He rocked his hips against hers, his stiff cock rubbing along her clit and making her pussy throb even more than it already had been by the time they pulled into the driveway. Then he dipped his knees, rising at the perfect angle and impaling her pussy with his cock.

She bit down on his shoulder to stifle her happy moan, making him chuckle in reply.

“Mmm. Bitey. Someone’s going to pay for that.”

He slowly fucked her as she clung to him, his lips nibbling down her shoulder to her upper arm where he nipped, making her squeal.

“Uh huh. How do you like it, baby?” He lifted her up and slammed her back down onto his cock, driving another moan of pleasure from her.

Oooh, she loved pool sex with him. He could get aggressive and rough and not worry about either one of them hurting their middle aged bodies.

He fucked her like that for several minutes, not quite getting her over but she didn’t care. The joyful way he was fucking her soothed her heart and soul.

It meant he would be okay.

Walking her back over to the stairs, he pulled out but she didn’t have time to complain about that. He flipped her over, lining his cock up with her pussy from behind before sinking deep inside her again.

This time, he reached around her, his right hand settling on her clit and his left playing with her nipples. “Give it to me, baby,” he rumbled in her ear.

That was all it took. Between the feel of his cock fucking her and his fingers on her nipples and clit, she fell over the edge, her back arching as pleasure ripped through her.

He fucked her harder, faster, driving his cock deep inside her. “That’s my good girl,” he said, soon finishing and filling her, falling still as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.

Sinking into the water, only their heads exposed, he cradled her body against his. “Better, baby?”

She drew his arms tightly around her as she tipped her head back onto his shoulder. “I’m looking forward to sleeping late in the morning.”

“Me, too.”

Neither made a move to get out. Leah was content to stay there with him and stare up at the starry sky through the pool cage screen. “That tux is sexy.”

He nuzzled the side of her neck. “I’m tellin’ ya, we can role-play. Or I can be sexy Dom in a tux.”

“Be careful, Sir. I might take you up on it.”

With the worst of their nightmare now in the past, they had this together, their senses of humor.

Fun.

Playfulness.

In a way sometimes Kaden hadn’t been able to be with her out of…well, his well-placed fear. Later and toward the end, yes, absolutely. But the start of their relationship had been built not just on their love for each other, but also on his fear of her harming herself, and her fear of opening herself just to be harmed again.

It was a while before they’d been able to really have lighthearted fun.

Ironically, it was after Seth had returned home from his time in the military and had officially entered her life.

He shifted her in his arms until he was holding her. “Can we do Creature From the Black Lagoon role-play now?”

She draped her arms around his neck. “You’re no monster, Sir. Plus, you already ravished me.”

He waggled his eyebrows at her but that was interrupted by a sudden yawn that made her giggle before she started doing it, too.

“Okay. Sorry. Guess I’m worn out,” he said.

“It’s okay. Maybe bed is best.”

He carried her out of the pool, setting her on her feet so they could grab towels and wrap them around them. They headed inside to grab a quick shower to rinse off the smell of chlorine from the pool before curling up in bed together.

Snuggled tightly in his arms, she sighed. “This was a good night, Sir. Thank you.”

“I’d thought about maybe taking you somewhere for the weekend, then decided maybe we needed to make our own memories this weekend.”

She draped a leg over his. “I think I like this better. I’d rather spend tomorrow alone with you.”

“No Sigalo’s? Or the club?”

She thought about it. “I’d rather not. I want some quality snuggle time on the couch with you, now that the fundraiser is over. I have a meeting on Tuesday, but other than that, I’m done until next year.”

“Or they hook you into doing another fundraiser.”

“There is that. They were hinting around to see if I was interested in doing the spring fundraiser.”

“Oooh. Bigshot.” He nuzzled his face in her hair. “I’m okay with that if you want to. It’s your choice.”

“I haven’t decided yet. I will admit I remember his warnings to us to enjoy life and to take time to play. I know it’s for a charity, but…I don’t need to stay busy now. If that makes sense? I like doing the winter fundraiser. It’s my thing. I’m proud of what I do there, but it’s not like I need the distraction now.”

“I get it. I think.”

“You do?” She tipped her head back to stare into his eyes.

“Yeah. Some things are easier now.”

“Yeah. Exactly.” She snuggled in again. “Especially with you in my life.”

He was quiet for a moment. “At some point, we need to have a talk.”

“I really don’t want to do that tonight.”

“That’s why I said at some point.”

“Don’t ask me to make you a promise I don’t know I can keep, Sir,” she quietly said. “Because I don’t want to lie to you. I honestly don’t know how I’ll react and, dammit, I told you I didn’t want to have this conversation now.” She poked him in the ribs. “Don’t harsh my mellow.”

He chuckled. “That’s my line.”

“Yeah, well, I like it. I’m claiming it.”

“Sorry, love.”

She laid her hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat. “I promise to enjoy every minute of time we have together. How’s that?”

He nuzzled her head again. She loved it when he did that. “It’s all I can ask, love.”


Chapter Ten

 

Then…

 

Leah loved Seth for giving her the weekend alone with Kaden after the banquet…but even Kaden had assured her he didn’t resent her wanting to get back home to Seth.

It just didn’t feel right if it was only two of them. It only felt right, complete, when all three of them were together. And not simply in bed, either. Seth wasn’t merely a friend or a lover—he was a life partner to both of them.

She knew she’d have to eventually get used to being alone with Seth, but that wasn’t something she wanted to contemplate yet, and wasn’t something she’d spend time thinking about now.

There’d be plenty of time for that—later.

Too much time, in fact.

Sunday morning she lay in bed with Kaden, snuggled against him, her ear pressed against his chest and listening to his heartbeat as he played with her hair.

“I want to talk, love,” he said.

She closed her eyes. “Yes, Master?”

“I know I promised to keep these discussions to a minimum, but I need to be sure. I need to have an honest talk with you, Leah. Are you all right with what I’ve arranged?”

A deep breath to give her time to hold back the choking sobs that struggled to break free. “I’m never going to be okay with you dying, Kade. I’m still angry with you for not wanting to at least try chemo or radiation. But I get it. I didn’t watch your father die the way you did.”

She finally opened her eyes and tipped her head back so she could look up into his grey gaze. “I’m never going to be okay with losing you. Ever. And while I know Seth’s strong enough to be there for me, what happens if he’s not strong enough for himself? What if…at some point in the future he gets me through it and I lose him because I’m not strong enough for him?”

He palmed her cheek. “You’re strong enough for each other. If I didn’t think that…” He stroked her flesh. “I know it in my heart. You guys love each other. If I could make it twenty-plus years with you, he’s strong enough to get you through this, and you’re strong enough to be there for him.” He offered her a sad smile. “Neither one of you might be strong enough for yourselves, but you’re strong enough for the other. That’s why I know this is going to work. Both of you need to trust me.”

“I don’t want to disappoint you,” she whispered.

“Love, you’ll never disappoint me as long as you don’t give up. On him, or on yourself.”

 

* * * *

 

Later that evening, once they were home and settling back in with Seth, Kaden walked out to the kitchen to get a drink of water. He stood there, staring out at the pool in the waning light and closed his eyes.

A vision came to mind, of Seth and Leah standing in the kitchen, making breakfast together, a bright, sunny late morning from the look of the light outside.

Alive. Happy.

Together.

He opened his eyes and found himself still standing in that same spot in the kitchen and darkness creeping up outside. He’d had quite a few of these “daydreams” lately. No doubt his brain trying to help him through this, imagining them going on and being okay, together.

Because he knew he could never be at peace unless he knew the two people he loved most in the world would be okay once he was gone.

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

Late the morning after the banquet, Seth and Leah spent that bright, sunny Saturday morning cooking breakfast together. Now the next “big” event would be the Christmas play party next Saturday night.

“You don’t think anyone will be irritated if I win again, do you?” Leah asked.

“No. Why would they?”

“It’s our house. Last time, it was at Gilo and Abbey’s. You don’t think they’ll claim home-court advantage?”

She could tell Seth was humoring her. “No, babe. It’s secret ballot, just like last time. No one will know how anyone else voted.” He leaned in to kiss her. “I know Justin’s happy about you asking him to be your partner. Frankly, so are my balls. Besides, Glen and Wade are looking forward to seeing you string their boy up.”

She giggled. “Yeah. They told me about their plans. Kind of a kinky Christmas gift to him.”

Seth pulled her in for a kiss. “Maybe one of these days I’ll enter a rigging contest with you as my bunny and give you a flying fuck.”

Rubbing her hips against his, she stared up into his eyes. “Maybe I’ll let you, Sir.” Hell, he rarely let her play naked at the club now. Only at home or the private parties, or if they were teaching a class where clothes got in the way of the demo.

At the private parties, though, Seth had come into his own and felt more free. Including one time a few months earlier, where Seth had taken Max, Sean, and Cali up on their offer to use one of their bondage frames at a party at Tilly’s. Seth had given Leah a heavy spanking and fucking on it that still made her hot just thinking about it.

“That reminds me,” he said. “I need to e-mail Tony and Ross about the play furniture situation and the final RSVP count.”

She smiled. “Going to be a full house.”

“Sometimes those are the most fun.” He grinned. “Especially with this crowd.”

“I can’t wait to see what people bring for the gift exchange.”

“Did you already get ours?”

“Of course. Two discount dildos from the bargain bin at the adult store up in Sarasota.”

He snorted. “I thought we were supposed to get gag gifts?”

She held up a finger and walked out of the kitchen to retrieve them. She returned, holding them up, enjoying Seth’s look of shock.

“Um…what the hell?” He took one from her, staring at it.

“Apparently they weren’t big sellers.”

“I can’t imagine why,” he drawled as he wiggled the dildo, which was wrapped in a plastic bag with a cardboard label stapled to the top. “What is it supposed to be?”

“I think a tentacle.” Leah shook the other one. The one Seth held was neon orange and chartreuse, while the one she held was neon green and blue. “I mean, can you see trying to clean them?”

He returned it to her. “Just goes to prove the point.”

“What point, Sir?”

“Rule 34. If there is something, there’s porn of it. Or, in this case, a sex toy.”

 

* * * *

 

Tuesday afternoon, Leah and Loren met Shayla for lunch after their fundraiser meeting ended.

“So how did it go?” Shayla asked. “Any trouble?”

“Better than expected,” Leah said. “I was a little worried we might not get our numbers back up so soon after Karina did her level best to sink the whole event, but we pulled it out.”

“She’s too modest,” Loren said. “Leah kicked ass.” She pointed at her friend. “Singlehandedly, she pulled in some corporate sponsors Karina never would have managed to snag.”

“She would have if she’d just followed my project plan,” Leah snarked. “Not like I didn’t learn how to be a control freak from the best.” She took a bite of her salad. “I left her a complete and detailed project plan, week by week, with contacts for all our past donors, especially the corporate sponsors. I don’t think she even looked at the damn thing.”

“I know she didn’t,” Loren said. “I even made a point of being bitchy that first year and calling her out at one of the first meetings that your plan covered everything she was trying to reinvent. She shot me down. I had a copy open on my tablet at the time.”

“Well, it’s a moot point now.” Leah smiled. “George told me at the banquet that he’d be suggesting to Karina, if she tried to volunteer again, that they appreciated her offer but already had a full slate of volunteers for the planning committee.”

“Yeah, good luck ever getting out of this gig now,” Loren said. “You’d have to d—hey, how’s your salad?” She shoved a bite into her mouth.

Leah stared at her before she burst out laughing. “Honey, it’s okay.”

Shayla looked unsure and sat there with her mouth shut.

“Me and my mouth,” Loren muttered once she’d chewed and swallowed. “Sorry.”

“Guys, I’m okay. Honestly. It’s not like it was before. It’s okay.”

“I wish I’d known him,” Shayla softly said. “He sounds like he was an amazing guy. Sir always talks about him.”

Leah smiled. “He was.” She pointed at Shayla. “You’ve got yourself a damned good one, too. Kaden talked to Tony back then. If Kaden hadn’t been able to get Seth to agree to it, Tony said he’d help out.”

She took a deep breath, knowing the only way to desensitize herself to the pain was to keep working through it. “The only reason Seth was able to get any sleep those first few days…after…was because of Ed and Tony taking turns watching me. Literally sitting there and watching me. I think it was Tony’s idea to hide all our knives. I mean, it felt like the logical part of my brain had checked out and locked itself up. I was staring out at the world and…just not there. My heart and emotions were totally in control. Like there was no filter and no brakes. Like I was willing to run myself right off the cliff. And I would have, if it hadn’t been for them.”

Leah smiled at her friends when she realized they looked a little uncomfortable. “Come on, don’t be depressed. That’s not what he wanted.”

“Sorry, sweetie,” Loren said. “I didn’t mean to make you go back there.”

“No, I’m serious. It’s all right. I’m glad I can talk about it now. I got to this point because of Seth and our friends. And because of the plans Kaden made for us.” She smiled as she shook her head. “Some people say being a control freak is a bad thing, but in this case, it not only saved my life, but it might have saved Seth’s, too.”

“How?” Shayla asked.

“Because if he hadn’t had me to take care of, Seth might have killed himself, directly or indirectly. I believe that with every cell of my body. I wasn’t the only one Kaden was trying to protect, and he damn well knew that when he set this up.”


Chapter Eleven

 

“Crap. Love, is there another propane tank in the shed?” Seth called to Leah.

“Yes, Sir,” Leah called back through the open kitchen sliders. “I told you that I got it refilled.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks, love.” Of course she had. It felt like he’d forgotten his brain today, though. He disconnected the nearly empty propane tank from the grill and carried it out of the lanai to the shed.

Realizing he’d need keys to open the lock, he set the tank down and turned, flinching as he stared at the part of the Christmas display that wrapped around the side of the house. He’d swear he saw a shadow of someone walking through it, then realized it was just one of the moving inflatables.

I really need to get hold of myself. No booze for me tonight.

He’d felt jumpy all afternoon, like someone was watching him even when Leah wasn’t home. Despite checking the house and outside several times, he couldn’t shake the sensation.

Finally, he’d decided to willfully ignore it. He’d slept fitfully the night before, his dreams plagued with memories of Kaden. Not bad dreams to have normally, but at this time of year, so close to when he’d died, and with the Christmas display and other Christmas trappings all over the place…it was too much.

He hadn’t said anything to Leah about it, either, not wanting her to worry about him.

He could deal with it. He just needed to work his way through it.

One more milestone, of sorts.

A night spent chilling with his friends, talking and laughing, watching kinky activities, maybe even some play with Leah later—he’d wear himself out and it’d be fine.

He just needed to get through it.

After retrieving his keys to unlock the shed, he swapped the nearly empty tank for the full one and returned to the lanai to hook it up and get the grill started. He wanted to start roasting some of the veggies now, and he could keep them warm in a metal dish on the back of the grill. The chicken and beef wouldn’t take too long to cook.

Leah stepped outside. Since it was relatively warm tonight, she was decked out in a sexy Mrs. Claus outfit—a teeny bikini top and a short, matching red skirt, in the theoretical sense of the term, trimmed with white faux fur. She wore a leopard-print Santa hat, and her red velvet collar was trimmed with little jingle bells that merrily tinkled as she walked.

“Did you find it, Sir?”

“Yes, love. Thanks.” He test-fired the grill and then shut it off again. “Okay, that’s ready.” The sound of a car rolling up the driveway reached him through the open windows in the house. “Someone’s a little early.”

Leah walked back to the sliders. “Oh, Ross and Loren. They probably have the frame and benches.”

“Okay.” He walked past her, leaning in for a kiss as he did. “Get the vegetables ready to grill. I’ll go help him.”

He passed Loren on the front walk and she kissed his cheek in passing. She carried a casserole dish and two small gift bags. “She inside?”

“Yep. Go on in. No kinky accoutrements yet?”

“Yet being the key word. Sir Stinkeye packed a whole bag of goodies to string on me for the contest.”

“That’s Master Stinkeye to you, wench,” Ross called from where he stood at the back of the truck. “And don’t you forget it.”

Ross was driving Kel’s truck, since Mal and Kel couldn’t get out of family plans tonight. He’d sent his portable suspension frame and a couple of benches from the club. Ross had the tailgate down and the topper hatch up and was leaning in.

“Let me help,” Seth said.

“Thanks. I don’t know if this shit’s getting heavier, or I’m getting older.”

“Probably a little of both. Shame they couldn’t come tonight.”

“Well, Kel confided in me something that they’ll be announcing later, but said I could tell people here tonight. They didn’t want to miss dinner with his mom and Chelbie’s family because Mal’s pregnant and they wanted to tell them.”

Seth froze, turning to look at him. “She is?”

He nodded, smiling. “Three months along. They wanted to wait to say anything to anyone until they were sure everything was okay. She’s due in early June.”

“That’ll put a crimp in Kel’s wild side for a while.”

“Yeah.” Ross smiled, but it looked sad. “I don’t think he minds.”

“I didn’t think he wanted kids.”

“No, they hadn’t really decided one way or the other yet. Apparently, it was an oopsie situation that got decided for them. She was on the pill and everything. But he’s not unhappy about it, from the way he sounded. And neither is she.” Seth didn’t realize he’d sighed until Ross patted him on the shoulder. “You and I are in the same boat,” Ross softly said.

“It’s not that we can’t,” Seth said. “That’s not what upsets me. It’s that Leah’s choice was taken from her. That’s what pisses me off. What she had to suffer back then. I totally get why Kaden did what he did early on to protect her. It’s probably a good thing I was overseas, because if I’d known what she’d been through back then, I would have been begging Kaden for us to track the fuckers down and do something. Well, at least to her foster brother. Her father was already in jail.”

Ross squeezed Seth’s shoulder before releasing him. “Like I said, we’re in the same boat.”

Seth had actually tracked down Leah’s birth father, although he didn’t tell her he’d done it. Kaden had left Seth information about the man, as well as the information he’d gathered about the foster brother who’d raped Leah repeatedly when she was fourteen, abuse that had gone unreported by her for fear of her ending up on the streets.

The father was still in prison, his last two parole requests refused.

He was due up for another next year.

The foster brother was also in jail for—no shocker—sexual assault. He would be eligible for parole in three years.

Seth wasn’t sure how, but he planned to be at the parole hearings to testify against them. Ed promised to keep him apprised.

They got the frame inside and assembled, including placing the MMA mats under it that they’d also borrowed from the club. Then the benches. Cali, Sean, and Max would be bringing two of their benches as well.

Seth had already propped the playroom door open, so people could use the equipment in there.

“It still feels like we’ll turn a corner and see him standing there,” Ross said.

“Yeah.” Seth let out a sigh. “You ain’t kiddin’.”

 

* * * *

 

Tony and Shayla were the next arrivals, soon followed by others. As the large box for the white elephant gifts started to fill, Leah smiled.

Shayla walked over and peered into it. “I got ours from the discount bin. You should see them.”

Leah stared at her. “Tentacles?”

“How’d you know?”

She snorted. “Well, let’s just say that I have a feeling if others went shopping where we did, we might be able to film our own kinky tentacle porn flick tonight.”

Wade, Glen, and Justin arrived then, Leah greeting them with hugs. “Didn’t let your boy chicken out, huh?” she teased. “Going to let the girl fly him?”

Justin smiled, so adorable. “I’m looking forward to it. Is this where the gifts go?” He held three small, wrapped presents.

“Yep. That’s the goodie box.” She exchanged a glance with Shayla and fought the urge to laugh.

The men continued on as the door opened behind them and more guests arrived, including Cali asking where Leah wanted the two benches they’d brought.

Within an hour, they had a full crowd, food was grilling, and the house was bustling with cheerful Christmas music and kinksters in a variety of dress—and undress.

At one point, Leah stood next to Kaden’s urn as she watched everyone for a moment. Turning, she smiled as she kissed her fingertips and then touched the urn. “Merry Christmas, Master,” she whispered. “Hope you’re enjoying it.”

She headed out to the lanai to watch Ross and Loren at the suspension frame.

Considering he’d not only broken out rope, but several battery-powered strands of Christmas lights, Leah was looking forward to seeing what the kinky rigger had in store.

 

* * * *

 

Loren knew she could safeword and, of course, Ross would stop whatever plan he had made.

But she also knew if she did that it’d spoil his fun. He wouldn’t do anything to violate her hard limits, and his off-beat bondage creations were now legendary amongst their group of friends.

“Better not be any markers in there, buster,” she warned as she watched him emptying his bag under the suspension frame.

He grinned. “I’m no idiot.” He leaned in for a kiss. “You said that was a hard limit, and I’ll honor it.”

“You’d better. No derpy blinking dog collar light tags, either. I hated those damn things.” She stared down at her nipple rings, which were currently unadorned, a condition she was reasonably certain would change soon enough.

“Nope. Not this time.” He continued unpacking the bag.

Considering he’d given her a hard spanking and fucking earlier at home, she suspected he wasn’t going to do any of that to her there at the party.

He wanted to focus on winning the contest. Since he’d only be going up against Scrye and Tony, with Kel not in attendance, he knew he had a better chance of winning their category now.

Meaning he’d likely pull out all the stops.

Loren wasn’t sure she liked where that might lead, but she was along for the ride. She loved the gleeful giggles that always escaped him when he did something like this, the boyish smiles that took years off his features.

If it meant some moments of sucking up her own pride all in the name of her Master and husband being happy, she’d gladly do it.

He’d insisted she wear a pair of red, strappy gladiator heels she had, and soon his reasoning became clear. He tied a red and green rope harness on her, chest and hips, secure and comfortable but not very decorative. When he ran the belaying lines and hoisted her, sitting up, her legs spread and knees bent, he quickly tied her off and leaned in, grinning.

“Comfy?”

“Uh-huh. Why are you wearing your Joker face?”

He giggled but didn’t answer her as he turned and unzipped another bag he’d brought. When he turned and started arranging what had been in it, she groaned.

The three-foot Christmas tree, one piece, fluffed out and fit perfectly under her. “You’re the tree topper.”

She let out a sigh as people around them started laughing, realizing what he was up to. Then Ross got busy decorating her and the tree with lights, ornaments—including being hung from straps on her shoes—as she sat there and waited for the ordeal to end.

“At least I can’t walk around like this all night,” she said.

His head popped up. “Oh, can’t you?”

“I will safeword right now, Ross.”

He stuck out his lower lip in a pout. “Not even a couple of strands of lights?”

Rolling her eyes as several more people started laughing, she finally blew out a breath. “Fine. Nothing on my nipples, though.”

He giggled and set back to work. Fortunately, he’d wrapped the very top branch of the tree, where the topper would go, with several layers of plastic wrap, so she didn’t have scratchy fake tree needles poking her pussy.

By the time he finished, he’d also stuck a small Santa hat on her head to complete the ensemble.

Tony could barely stop laughing long enough to take a steady picture of her while everyone applauded Ross’ latest kinky creation.

“Top that, Scrye!” he called out to their friend, who was sitting with June in his lap and talking to a couple of others. “I’ve just cooked your goose good.”

Scrye turned to look, then did a spit-take into June’s hair with whatever he’d been drinking as he started laughing.

With all the attendees now roaring with laughter, Ross took a bow while Loren waved a hand, both of which Ross had left free so she could hang onto the ropes to shift herself around.

Finally, Tony checked the pics. “Okay, I got it, but I don’t think we’ll need pics to remember this. You’ve topped yourself, man.”

“I’m going to take some, too, if that’s okay.”

“Sure.” They made sure no one else was in the shot as Ross got several pictures of Loren.

“Smile, honey,” he told her.

She did, flipping him a bird. “Can I get down now, Master Sadist, Sir? Before I get a case of termites or root rot or something?”

He grinned and walked over, moving the tree out of the way as he stepped in to kiss her. “God, I love you so much. You’re such a good sport.”

“Those end up on FetLife, I’ll kill your fucking ass.”

He kissed her again. “Nope. I promise, just for us.” Within ten minutes, she was back on the ground and untied. She removed the uncomfortable shoes in exchange for flat sandals, and since he took pity on her and went ahead and removed all her decorations, she donned a long T-shirt with a picture of a drunk reindeer on it so she could help him pack everything and clear the frame for Scrye and June to have their turn.

Once they were out of the way, Ross headed to the bathroom. She grabbed his phone, which he’d left sitting on top of his rope bag, to look at the pictures.

Yes, this time, he’d outdone himself. She’d have to text a couple of them to Tilly and her guys. They’d laugh their asses off.

The last picture, though…

Stepping off the lanai and into the kitchen where the light was better, she pinched and zoomed in. There’d been a window behind them that looked into Seth and Leah’s den, and the blinds were closed. No one was between them and the wall where the window was. The blinds were obviously closed, undisturbed.

Still…

Her heart froze as she turned and stared at the large portrait hanging on their living room wall. A picture of the three of them, taken at Animal Kingdom before Kaden’s death.

She’d known Kaden for years.

Staring at the phone again…

There was no doubt in her mind the fuzzy image visible in the reflection in the window was Kaden.

Her heart raced and she thought about deleting it…

When she zoomed out again, it was barely visible. Maybe it was just Tony or Seth or someone in the background, reflecting off the glass.

She didn’t even have her glasses on.

That has to be it. I’m simply seeing things.

Hitting the home button and locking the phone, she carried it out to the lanai and set it on Ross’ bag. If he noticed anything, he’d tell her.

Right now, all she wanted was a good, stiff drink.


Chapter Twelve

 

Tonight, Susan was totally at the mercy of her two men. There were plenty of times when the three of them played that Grant topped both of them, but tonight he wanted their sole focus to be her.

And they were entering the rigging contest.

Not that she honestly thought they had a snowball’s chance in Sarasota of winning, but it was more about the fun. Darryl’s son, Kyle, lived with them but was spending the weekend with his mom, and Darryl had managed to get tomorrow off from his job as a church organist, swapping out with another organist so he could sleep in after tonight’s late playtime.

Leaving them free to enjoy a night with their friends.

Considering what she’d just learned the day before, and hadn’t told her men yet, she didn’t want to miss tonight’s party. It would possibly be the last one the three of them could attend together for a while.

Not that she minded.

When they arrived, she’d excused herself from her guys by saying she had to use the bathroom. While they were still getting their stuff out of the car, she found Leah and pressed a small, wrapped box into her hand.

“I need a favor,” she hurriedly whispered, pulling her friend aside. On the box, clearly marked, was a tag for Grant and Darryl.

“What?”

“Put this somewhere and when it’s time for the gift exchange, make sure you or Seth or someone gets the guys’ attention and give this to them.”

Leah arched an eyebrow. “Do I want to know?”

“You and everyone else will know after they open it.” She smiled.

Leah hugged her. “Leave it to me, sweetie. And congrats.”

“Thanks!” She hurried to the bathroom before her men made it into the house. She didn’t want them to see and spoil the surprise.

It’d been all she could do not to tell them, but she decided she’d rather do it like this. These people had been like her family. She wanted to share this good news with them. In all honesty, she’d begun to think she wouldn’t be able to get pregnant, even though technically it’d still been less than a year since they’d started trying. But the last two months her periods had been nonexistent, and she’d had some nausea.

Except she’d been too busy at work to really notice. She’d had plenty of stressful times following John’s death where her period had been nothing more than cramps and really pissy moods, with no bleeding. Something her doctor had told her was normal when someone was under a lot of stress, combined with not eating right.

But she had been eating right lately, and while her stress was the good kind now, related only to running the car dealership, she hadn’t automatically thought about the most obvious answer.

It looked like she would be due in July. Yesterday’s appointment had been her annual check-up, set the year before with her regular doctor, not even her ob-gyn. But when she’d mentioned to her GP her symptoms, he’d had her do a quick pee test.

Fortunately, her ob-gyn had an opening that afternoon and was in the same medical complex and confirmed the diagnosis.

On her way home, she’d hatched her little plan to tell them, picking up the extra gift after stopping by the adult store and raiding their discount bin for three gifts for the white elephant gift exchange tonight.

Lucky for her, she’d grabbed the last three of a perfect contribution to the exchange.

As the evening progressed and Grant and Darryl stripped her to start tying, she couldn’t contain the urge to giggle. Her men weren’t going to suspend her, but taking a page from Ross’ playbook, they’d brought plenty of Christmasy decorations to deck her out in their own variation of a kinky tree.

In fact, Ross currently had poor Loren suspended from the frame with a small Christmas tree under her, both of them lit up nearly as bright as Seth and Leah’s front yard, making it difficult for Tony to get a good picture for the contest voting.

“Glad they’re not in our category,” Grant said with a smile. “We’d lose hands-down.”

“I don’t know,” Darryl said. “We still might lose. We’re up against Leah. She’s liable to kick all our asses.” Three other couples besides them and Leah were competing in the amateur category.

It took them the better part of an hour, the men focusing on decorative elements using different colors of rope.

When they finished, they called Tony over to take the pictures. Scrye and June were still in the middle of their scene when Leah and Loren called for everyone’s attention for the present exchange.

Scrye crooked a finger at the women to bring the box over, and he plucked two gifts from it and set them aside to open later, leaving the women to set the box on an empty lounger on the lanai.

Grant and Darryl had just finished untying Susan and were making no moves to get the presents.

“Don’t you want to get our presents?” she asked Grant. She was still naked.

He smiled. “You go get them, sweetheart.”

So she walked over to do it, dropping Leah a wink as she grabbed three other presents and brought them back to her guys. She’d spotted the box in Leah’s hand, kept safely back from others accidentally grabbing it.

Once the large box was empty, Leah held up the last one. “Hey, Grant? This one’s got you and Darryl’s names on it.”

He looked up from where he was coiling rope. “Huh?”

Leah waved it in the air. “Santa must have left it.”

Susan noted that Grant immediately looked to Darryl, whose brow also furrowed in confusion, before they both looked at her.

She shrugged, hoping in the dim light that they couldn’t spot the blush she felt creeping up her neck.

Grant stood and walked over to take it.

Meanwhile, around them, people were erupting in laughter as they opened their presents.

“Someone tell Tilly we’ve got next year’s Halloween party pool game locked in.” Loren held up a tentacle dildo, as did about ten other people.

Susan giggled, suspecting from the weight and shape of their three presents they were about to add to those numbers.

Meanwhile, Grant had returned to them, shaking the small box. About six inches square, it was light, and wouldn’t rattle.

He finally opened it, both men freezing as they stared at the contents, their gazes swiveling to stare at her.

Grant finally spoke, sounding weak. “Sweetheart? Is this from you?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice trembled. “What is it?”

Darryl was the one who pulled out the two small felt Santa hat ornaments. She’d picked them up, remembering having seen them weeks earlier when out shopping.

On both, in shimmering white iridescent thread, was embroidered the word Dad.

“Oh, those.” She nodded. “Yeah, those are from me.”

“You’re going to have a baby?” Grant asked, now sounding choked up.

“July. I found out yesterday.”

“We’re going to have a baby?” he screamed.

She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”

They set the box down and pulled her to her feet, both men letting out identical whoops of joy as they kissed her.

Except…

Grant apparently wasn’t paying attention to how close they were to the pool, and as Darryl tried to grab him to keep him from going in, all three of them landed in it with a splash that started everyone else laughing again, along with cheers and applause, congratulating them.

Fortunately, the men had left their phones and wallets in her purse, knowing that at some point they’d likely get into some sexy time. With Grant in front of her and Darryl behind her, they held her tightly, taking turns kissing her.

“I love you so much, baby,” Grant said. “You sneaky slave. I should spank you for not telling us.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise. It was a surprise to me,” she admitted, filling them in.

The men hadn’t brought spare clothes, but Seth got them shorts and T-shirts they could change into, and let them go straight into their bathroom through the sliders to change. Susan had grabbed her bag, which also had some of their play stuff in it.

After the men stripped and dumped their clothes into the shower while they dried off, Darryl rooted through the bag and came up smiling, holding up a vibrator, condom, and lube. “I think someone needs a celebratory fucking.”

“Agreed,” Grant said, grinning.

Which was how, moments later, she was backed up against Darryl, his condom-clad cock deep in her ass while Grant worked his into her pussy. She rested her head against Darry’s shoulder as he played with her breasts, his hands cupping them, fingers teasing her nipples.

She had a feeling the men wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off her for the next several months.

Grant kissed her, swallowing her moans as he slowly fucked her. “That’s it, sweetheart. Enjoy being spoiled rotten.” He grabbed the vibrator and slid it between their bodies, against her clit. There, he flipped it on.

She had to hold on to Grant’s shoulders to keep from sliding to the floor. The orgasm that hit her, with her ass and pussy being deliciously stretched by the two cocks filling her, was only intensified by Darryl pinching her nipples.

“That’s it, sweetheart,” Darryl mumbled in her ear. “Knew we’d eventually catch up with you.” He nipped her earlobe, rolling her nipples between his fingers as he did, rocketing her into yet another orgasm that left her barely able to breathe.

“Not nearly done with you yet,” Grant said, nibbling on her lower lip. “I want several more out of you.”

She didn’t know how long they stood there, holding her, fucking her, making her come, until Grant finally switched the vibrator off and set it aside.

“I think she’s done.” Grant grabbed her hips and the two men seesawed their cocks inside her, building, fucking her, until finally Grant, soon followed by Darryl, came.

If it wasn’t for the two of them holding her upright, she would literally be in a puddle on the floor. Grant held her while Darryl cleaned up, wringing their clothes out and moving them to the sink so they could all hose off in the shower.

Once they cleared out of the bathroom, Darryl got with Leah to toss their clothes in the dryer while Grant settled on the couch in the living room to snuggle with Susan.

He rested his hand on her stomach. “I wonder which of us did it.” He smiled. “Not that it matters, seriously. I don’t care.”

She laid her hand over his. “I don’t care either. As long as he or she is healthy.”

“You do realize you just flipped my ‘overprotective daddy-to-be’ switch, right?”

She smiled. “I’m betting that’s times two.”

Darryl returned to join them on the couch. Fortunately, it was still early enough in the night that the men’s clothes should be dry before they had to leave.

“We planning baby names yet?” Darryl asked.

“Not yet,” Grant said as Darryl’s hand joined theirs on her tummy. “I hope Kyle’s going to be okay with being a big brother.”

“He’s going to love it,” Darryl assured her. “He did ask me a few months ago if we thought we might have kids.”

“He did?” she asked.

“Yeah.” His smile faded. “He was worried about what would happen.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Grant asked.

“Because I handled it. He wasn’t sure if there’d be room for him, and I told him duh, he’s our son, of course he’s not going anywhere. Once he heard that, he was fine.”

“His mom did a number on his head,” Susan groused. She couldn’t talk about Kyle’s mom around him. Well, she could, but she’d sworn she wouldn’t say anything negative about the woman in front of the boy. Teenager, now.

“Yeah,” Grant said. “Thank goodness he’s got us in his life.”

“And now we have a reason to always have game night at our house no matter what, because I’ll have the baby.” She smiled. “No moving it around anywhere.”

Darryl sat up, staring at something.

“What’s wrong, buddy?” Grant asked.

Darryl seemed to be fixated on Seth and Leah’s Christmas tree. “Nothing.” He sat back again. “Trick of the light, I’m sure.”

“What?” they asked.

“Just thought I saw someone standing there.” He rubbed at his eyes. “Obviously, I’m more tired than I thought.” He nuzzled in close to Susan. “Sir, I know we were both going to be toppy tonight, but can I talk you into beating me in a little while?”

Grant reached over and ruffled Darryl’s hair. “I think we can arrange that, buddy.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

June quickly stripped as Scrye started unpacking their rope and whatever implements he’d planned to use on her tonight. Her hair was still damp from where she’d had to rinse the soda out of it that Scrye had blown on her as he’d laughed.

“I have a feeling we might lose this year, Sir,” she said.

“Well, I can’t say it’d hurt my feelings if we did. I’ll admit, the man’s a kinky genius. What Ross lacks in technique he makes up for in sheer absurd originality. If I’m going to lose, they’d either be way better than me, or crazier.”

June snorted. Then she stretched, already looking forward to the feel of the ropes on her flesh. Ever since she’d stopped teaching gymnastics for kids and focused on yoga for adults, Scrye had loosened up a lot, not worried about marking her like he used to.

Maybe what she’d been through the year before had also helped loosen his mind a little in regards to that. The day she’d had to shoot a man to save her friend’s life. Although there were parts of that day she would never discuss with Scrye.

He didn’t need to know.

There were a lot of things he never needed to know about her.

About ways she’d made things right.

Tonight, however, she was looking forward to this, regardless of whether they won or not. Her sadistic husband had left her horny and on edge all day, teasing her, not letting her come, getting her worked up and making sure that by the time he got her in his ropes tonight she’d be begging him to do anything to her, just to get relief.

In fact, she felt her clit throb as she saw him set the vibrator out, the battery-operated one he used on her in situations like this. Along with a nasty oak paddle that hurt like fuck, the most severe cane he owned, and a riding crop she wasn’t really fond of, either.

She had no idea what he had planned, other than it would—it’d better—end with her getting at least a couple of orgasms out of it. If he fucked her in the process, she was fine with that, too.

More than.

He stepped behind her, wrapping his huge arms around her, engulfing her in his embrace, sliding his hands up to her breasts and squeezing.

“Who’s my good girl?” he whispered.

She felt the slide into subspace start as if the basement floor had been yanked out from under her. “Me, Sir,” she whispered, leaning against him.

He wrapped the first coils around her as she closed her eyes and absorbed him, absorbed this, let go completely.

Moving with him, instinctively feeling where he needed and wanted her, her breathing slowed and deepened as the world fell away around them. It was her and her husband—her Master—the man she loved with all her heart.

The man who’d saved her soul and sanity so many years earlier.

He worked quickly and quietly, the years between them spent doing this needing no words. Just the feel of his hands on her flesh, the slide of the ropes across her skin, the way she flexed and tensed as he tied her, knowing exactly what points he would be concerned about the tension.

She didn’t even open her eyes when he lifted her, her hands automatically reaching overhead to grab the ring and hold on, resisting the urge to show off and play in the ropes the way she sometimes did when Kel let them in to Venture and they had the place to themselves.

Being a former gymnast had its perks.

He took up the slack and she let go with one hand, then the other, feeling his hand in the center of her shoulders as she leaned back until she was held only by the ropes.

Ahhh.

Now working quickly, Scrye bent her legs, tying them bent at the knees and wide open, and she knew there would be a fucking in her immediate future. He also tied her arms under her, wrists together, rendering her completely helpless.

Once he had everything secured, she gave one last wiggle to settle the ropes and make sure there wouldn’t be any jarring slips in the tension before letting go of conscious thought.

He kissed her, his hands caressing her cheeks. “Say it,” he whispered.

“I belong to Sir, mind, body, heart, soul, cunt, and ass. I serve Sir at His wishes, at His whim, whenever and wherever He demands. Everything I have and am belongs to Sir, to give to Him when He demands.”

He leaned in and bit down on her right nipple, just hard enough to make her gasp and send another flood of moisture to her pussy. Her clit throbbed, not helped any by the way he’d made sure to tease her as he tied the hip harness part of the assembly. Then he bit her left one, sucking on it a little before raising his head. “Tony’s going to take the pictures. Turn your head to the right, away from the camera.”

She did, sensing him step back and out of the way for a moment. When Scrye returned, he kissed her, her gentle giant, her husband.

Her Master and her sanity.

His hands roamed her body, pinching, stroking, caressing and spanking. Unable to move, all she could do was lie there and enjoy and endure and hope he didn’t take too long to make.

Her.

Come.

He stepped away again, and she still didn’t open her eyes. When he returned, she felt the cool, flat surface of the paddle against her ass cheeks.

“Someone’s got to pay before they play,” he warned.

And then…it started.

He didn’t hold back, either, the paddle stinging and burning as each swat landed against her flesh. Her back arched as she processed the pain, her nervous system thrown into a confused soup as he switched on the vibrator and pressed it against her clit.

“Aaahhh!” Pleasure slammed into her, even as he kept smacking her with the paddle, every orgasm tempered and improved by the pain. At some point, he changed implements, sliding the vibrator inside her as he went after the outsides of her thighs on both legs with the riding crop.

Not holding back, either, he fucked her with the vibrator as hard as he smacked her with the riding crop. Harder, even.

Now he had her and he knew it. Her body was caught in a cycle of pleasure and pain and more pleasure. She rolled down an endless hill, Scrye alternating now between fucking her with the vibrator and holding it pressed against her clit.

There was a pause she recognized as him stepping away to switch implements again, giving her only a moment to catch her breath before the vibrator returned.

And this time, her husband wielded the cane.

He took measured strokes across the backs of both ass cheeks with it, especially in the crease between her thighs and cheeks. Sharp, biting strokes that would likely leave her with gorgeous welts the next day.

Finally, another break where she gasped for air. This time, he stepped between her thighs, shoving them apart even farther as his cock slid home inside her.

“Last round, girl.” He pressed the vibrator against her swollen clit and with his cock buried deep inside her pussy, she came, squeezing him, her body rocking as she tried to take him in even deeper, bouncing against him and simultaneously trying to squirm away from and closer to the vibrator.

Once he was satisfied she’d climaxed enough, he finally switched off the vibrator and grabbed her hips, fucking her hard, fast, deep, and not taking long to pump a load of cum into her. After catching his breath, he pulled out, spun her around, and she had her mouth waiting to suck his cock clean.

“Good girl.” He tenderly stroked her cheeks as she worked at his cock, hoping maybe to be allowed to do it long enough to get him up a second time and knowing he probably wouldn’t let her do that right now, even if he could get it up again that soon. They weren’t spring chickens, either of them.

Finally, he pulled his cock from her mouth and tucked it back into his shorts before grabbing her and tipping her up, his arms around her. “Good?” he whispered in her ear.

She finally opened her eyes, meeting his gaze, smiling. “The best, Sir.”

He quickly got her down, draping a fleece blanket around her and moving her and their stuff out of the way so someone else could use the frame. He led her into one of the guest rooms and sat her on the bed there to finish untying the chest and hip harnesses while she smiled at him.

“Thank you.”

He leaned in for a kiss. Anyone who didn’t know him thought he was a big, scary biker. Anyone who knew he was an accountant knew he was a big teddy bear, unless someone messed with his family or friends.

“Forgive me for teasing you today?”

“Of course, Sir.”

She took a deep, happy breath and then did a double-take as she thought she caught a glimpse of something in the mirror over the dresser, at the end of the bed. But when she looked again…nothing.

“What’s wrong?” She looked to see him staring at her.

“Nothing. Tired.” She smiled. “Spacey.”

Because that was the only explanation for what she’d thought she saw, a face in the mirror. “What’d we get from the gift exchange?”

He pointed at the bag. She dug into it and found the wrapped presents, immediately giggling as she held them up.

He snorted. “Well, damn.” The two tentacle dildos were like the ones they’d bought, only one was orange and blue, and the other was yellow and green.

Bulls and Gator colors.

“Now I understand why I thought I heard them talking about giving them all to Tilly.”

“That store better appreciate how much business this group gives them,” he noted.

“Word.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

When Scrye and June finished with the frame, Leah walked over to where Justin stood with Glen and Wade.

“You ready to fly?” Leah asked Justin.

He nodded, a nervous smile creasing his face. He was such a sweetheart, and Leah had really enjoyed getting to know him. He kind of felt like a little brother to her, in some ways.

“I really appreciate you doing this, Leah.”

“Hey, you’re doing me and Seth a favor.” She grinned. “And especially Seth’s balls.”

That made Justin laugh, as did Glen and Wade, who lounged nearby to watch.

“Oh, we have plans for his balls later, all right,” Glen joked.

She was sure they did, especially since Glen had brought a small coil of paracord with him and had dangled it in front of Justin’s face, which made the guy turn beet red in an adorable way.

The blatant love between the three couldn’t be missed and it warmed Leah’s heart.

This was exactly the kind of thing Kaden had been for. People finding happiness. She had a feeling once Justin was up and immobile, the two men were going to have their way with him.

Especially since they’d requested she suspend Justin approximately hip-high…to them.

Leah was nothing if not helpful to her friends.

She’d changed into shorts and a T-shirt for tying. Justin wore a leather jock, but the front of it snapped off. She suspected once she turned him over to his men that portion of his “clothes” would soon disappear.

And she wasn’t complaining that the men had provided their own rope, purchased from the same place she’d bought hers, for her to tie him with.

No doubt there’d be a lot of the men’s DNA all over it when they finished their part of the fun once the tying was done.

For now, she worked on first tying his hip harness. She went for functional, sturdy, paying attention to where the wraps were supporting his weight because he’d be in the air for a little while.

The chest harness wasn’t difficult, either. She also tied gauntlets around his lower arms and legs because Justin’s men had requested it. She’d be suspending him on his back, face-up, which was easy in terms of weight distribution.

It took her nearly thirty minutes to finish the harnesses, tie them together, and then start running the belaying lines through various points on the harness and up to the hard point ring on the swing.

She tightened the ropes to the chest harness. “Lean back and take up the slack.” He did.

She noticed Glen and Wade had both stood and were watching but not making any move to step in yet. She was determined to do this by herself. She’d flown Seth without help, and Justin wasn’t as big as Seth.

I can do this. I had a good teacher.

Part of her imagined Kaden watching from somewhere, the pleased smile on his face, the one he always wore when he was proud of her.

The sudden prickle of tears in her eyes startled her, and she took a second to rub her face against her shoulder, on her shirt, to brush them away since she couldn’t let go of the belaying ropes yet.

Then Seth was there, as if materializing out of thin air, hovering just at the end of the frame. “Sweetheart?”

She doubted even Glen or Wade could hear his low tone. Shooting him a smile, she shook her head. “I’m fine. Just a ghost from the past is all.”

He nodded, but then stood there, arms crossed as he watched.

It was obvious he wasn’t leaving now.

When she refocused on Justin, she noted his concern. “I’m okay. I just thought about Kaden for a second.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No.” The smile was genuine. “It was a good memory. A good thought. The kind of thoughts I need to have. That’s why we do this—for fun and to teach others. Now lean back. Put your weight on it.”

He did. Once she was convinced the chest harness lines were secure, she took up the extra slack on his hip and leg lines. “All your weight back into the harness.”

He did, swinging a little as she hauled on the belaying ropes to bring him off the ground. He lay with his head higher than his feet, but some tweaking of the ropes finally got him where Glen and Wade had requested. She tied off the ends of the belaying lines, securing them and then stepping back, checking her work.

Next came securing his arms under him, per Glen and Wade’s request. She used quick-release knots for those, and for his legs, which were bent at the knees, tied so they were spread wide open, like an upside-down hogtie.

Once she double-checked everything, she held her hands up to indicate to Tony she was ready for him to take the picture.

Glen, Wade, and Seth all gave her a soft round of applause. When Tony was done, she stepped back out of the way for Glen and Wade to have their fun.

“How long we have?” Glen asked her.

She shrugged. “That’s up to Justin. Keep checking his hands and feet and ask him how he’s doing. Any numbness or tingling, he needs to come down immediately.”

 

* * * *

 

Justin had been a little fearful—in the good way—of Wade and Glen’s plans for him at the party. They’d assured him that if he safeworded they’d take it no further than Leah suspending him…

But he didn’t want them to stop.

Helpless and immobile, he stared up at Glen, who stood at his head, which he held cradled in his hands, his blue eyes gazing down into his.

“Daddy like,” Glen whispered. With one hand, he let go of Justin’s head and unfastened his shorts, shoving them down to expose his stiff cock.

Justin already had his mouth wide open and ready when Glen slid his cock between his lips. Both of them let out moans, Glen of pleasure and Justin of happiness to be doing this for them, trusting them. He closed his eyes since all he could see was Glen’s balls and inner thighs from that upside-down angle, anyway.

Meanwhile, he was aware of Wade having unsnapped the front of the jock. He squeezed Justin’s cock, which went from firm to rock hard at the other man’s touch. He was aware of Wade doing something, then Justin recognized it.

The paracord.

Wade was wrapping his cock, from his balls up, in the paracord. Meanwhile, Glen languidly fucked his mouth, sliding in deep and holding it before withdrawing again, in no hurry to come.

“Keep Daddy nice and hard, boy,” Glen’s voice rasped. “Once Wade gets your cock trussed up, we’re going to take what’s ours and fill you at both ends.”

It was hard for Justin to focus on any one place. Wade’s thumb kept rubbing along the tip of Justin’s cock, teasing him and smearing his pre-cum around. The paracord didn’t give at all, forcing his cock to stay hard, making him throb even more.

Wade finished that and disappeared for a moment, making Justin moan in disappointment.

“Don’t worry, boy,” Glen assured him. “He’s not done yet.”

Sure enough, Wade reappeared, fingers probing and lubing Justin’s ass before Wade’s condom-clad cock pressed for entrance.

Another moan escaped Justin, needy, muffled around Glen’s cock.

“Yeah, that’s right, boy,” Glen whispered. “We’re going to fuck you good tonight. You keep moaning around my cock like that. That’s so good.”

With Glen in total control of his head, Justin couldn’t do anything more than lick and suck and take it, worshipping Glen’s cock as best he could with no control over his movements.

He felt Wade’s hands on his hips, holding on to the harness as he fucked his cock deep inside Justin and held still, both of them moaning, pulling one out of Glen in answer.

“Yeah,” Wade muttered. “Per…fect.”

The two men held still for a moment, until the point Justin started squirming, trying to fuck himself even more deeply on both cocks, stretching, rocking.

Glen reached up with one hand and tweaked the ring in Justin’s right nipple, then the left one. “Is our boy eager to get used?”

“Mmmhmm!”

“Oh, yeah,” Glen said.

The two men started a slow rhythm, picking up speed as Justin lay there between them, swinging back and forth in the ropes from one cock to the other, until the men were seesawing him between them, hard. One long, rolling moan erupted from Justin, pleasure having long since pulled him down into subspace. He wished this could go on forever, no end. They’d put him in a sex swing before at home, but this was different, even better, the bite of the rope into him in places only making the pleasure that much sweeter, stronger.

One of Wade’s hands closed around Justin’s cock, over the paracord, but it was Glen who spoke. “If you can come, boy, do so. Otherwise, you’ll hold it until tomorrow.”

The rope felt coarse against his cock, but the friction was just pleasurable enough, combined with Wade’s experienced hand, and with the feel of Wade’s cock sliding over his prostate with every thrust, to finally get him over.

His back arched in the ropes as he screamed with pleasure. Glen buried his cock deep in Justin’s mouth, muffling the sound and his own grunts louder anyway as his balls exploded and pumped hot spurts of cum down Justin’s throat.

“Yeah, that’s what Daddy wanted,” he gasped.

Wade finished, too, his throbbing cock filling the condom in Justin’s ass, and the three of them fell still.

Glen eased his cock just far enough out of Justin’s mouth so he could breathe, but he didn’t fully withdraw. His fingers stroked Justin’s cheeks. “Such a good boy,” he whispered.

Wade pulled out and disappeared for a moment, presumably to clean up. Justin was finally aware of sounds filtering in, the party still in full swing around them,

When Wade returned, Justin jumped when he felt something pressing against his ass. Glen’s hands tightened on him again. “Hold still, boy. You wear this until we get home.”

He whined a little around Glen’s cock, the large butt plug stretching him more than Wade’s cock had as Wade slid it into place.

“Ooh, Daddy likes it when you whine, boy,” Glen said, his cock twitching with interest against Justin’s tongue. “This is a special one, too.”

Justin twisted in the ropes as the butt plug began vibrating. His cock, which had started softening, immediately hardened again, straining against the paracord it was still wrapped in.

Wade chuckled as he snapped the front of the jock back on. “Good…boy.”

Glen finally pulled his cock out of Justin’s mouth and smiled down at him. “Merry Christmas, boy. Enjoy your early present.”

The men put themselves back together and helped Leah get Justin stood upright on his feet.

“We’ll take it from here, if that’s okay,” Glen offered to Leah. “I mean, he kind of spooged all over the place.”

She laughed. “Glad those are your ropes and not mine, or you’d be washing them for me.”

Justin had closed his eyes again and was leaning against Glen, the larger man’s arm around him. “We’ll be washing them tomorrow, too.” He placed a kiss on the top of Justin’s head. “What do you say to Leah for flying you, boy?”

Justin forced his eyes open and spotted Leah’s playful smile. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She held her hands up. “I’m not a ma’am, but I was happy to do it. Glad you had fun.”

“Th…anks, Leah,” Wade said, his stutter coming through a little. “We ap-preciate it.”

“Any time, guys.”

 

* * * *

 

Leah picked up her paramedic scissors and rope cutter that she’d left lying next to the frame when she’d stepped out of the way and let Seth drape an arm around her shoulders. He led her inside, down to their bedroom door, and inside.

He cupped her face in his hands. “Answer me truthfully. Are you all right?”

“Yes, Sir. I’m fine.”

His gaze searched hers.

“I am, really. I just had a thought about him.” He pulled her in for a hug and she breathed deeply, inhaling his scent. “It was good, though.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. Sometimes it’s the good memories and thoughts that make me cry, not just bad ones.”

“I think he would have enjoyed watching you do that.”

“That’s what I was thinking. He liked it when I did new things like that.”

“He’d be so proud of you, love.”

She closed her eyes again. It was too easy to imagine Kaden in every corner of this house. The reason she knew she could never live anywhere else.

Because he was here, and on nights like this she felt his presence the most, in all of their friends, in all the energy.

The good things. The good times.

The good people.

“I think he’d be proud of both of us,” she whispered. “Because we kept going.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

Gilo and Abbey, who hadn’t entered the rigging contest, were appointed the vote counters. Pink squares were passed out for the amateurs, and green for the sort-of pros. Everyone marked their choice on the slips and put them in a box sitting on the lanai table once everyone had finished rigging and Tony displayed all the pictures for comparison on the TV on Seth and Leah’s patio.

After everyone had finished voting, Gilo and Abbey took the box into the den and shut the door behind them, dumping the slips out onto the floor to sort first by color, then by vote.

“I’m betting it’s Ross and Leah,” Abbey said as they sorted them. “That’s my guess.”

“I suspect you’re right.” He paused, smiling.

“What?”

“Just thinking about Kaden. I wonder if he ever dreamed what Leah might one day go on to accomplish as a rigger.”

“I don’t know if she would have if he hadn’t died,” Abbey said.

“But she helped him teach.”

“Teach, yes. Rig other people like that?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” She seemed to be thinking about it. “You knew him longer than I did. I don’t know how to explain it. But it wasn’t until after we lost Kaden and she was with Seth that she started rigging.”

Gilo sat back, thinking about it. “I never heard Kaden tell her she couldn’t do something like that. Is that what you think?”

“No.” She glanced up at the desk, where a dark computer monitor sat, her gaze skipping back to it as she tried to process what she thought she’d just seen.

Gilo’s gaze narrowed, and he turned to see what she was looking at. “Ab?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. Trick of the light.”

He glanced back again. “What?”

“I thought I saw something in the monitor. Had to be a reflection from the window over there.” She pointed to where the blinds were drawn across the window that looked out onto the lanai and pool.

They weren’t getting any counting done. “What’d you think you saw?”

“I—nothing.”

He let out one of those sounds. “Abbey. What’d you see?”

“I don’t know, John.” Now she wanted to hurry up and get the counting done and get the heck out of there. “It doesn’t matter. It’s late and I’m tired and it was a trick of the light.”

He reached over the pile of slips and grabbed her wrists, gently but firmly, in the way that let her know he wasn’t going to let her flip him into bottom mode, and he wasn’t going to give up until she finally answered his question.

She stared at the monitor, now unable to stop looking at it. Dropping her voice to a whisper, she said, “I thought I saw him.”

“Who?”

“Kaden.”

What unsettled her even more was his reaction. He didn’t smile, didn’t laugh.

Didn’t let go of her hands.

“What?” she whispered.

“This stays between us,” he said in a grave tone she rarely heard him use. “I’m serious.”

“Well, yeah, I’m not going to tell them—”

“I saw something earlier.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“I was standing in the kitchen, alone, and thought I saw someone standing in front of the tree. Swear to god it looked just like him, and when I started to walk over to see who the hell it was…they disappeared.”

They stared at each other for a moment.

“Yeah,” she finally said, her voice shaky. “We don’t say shit about this to anyone.”

He nodded and released her wrists so they could get the counting over with, both of them now moving at warp speed, all fun vanished from their task.

Frankly, all she wanted to do now was get the hell out of there and go home, but since it wasn’t even midnight yet, it would look weird if they just boogied out the door.

At least she’d predicted right—Leah by a clear majority, and Ross by a landslide.

 

* * * *

 

Tony was waiting for John and Abbey when they emerged from the den.

For a second, he thought they looked…scared?

“You guys fooling around in there?” he joked.

John shook his head. “No, sorry, just got caught in memories.” Tony didn’t miss how he glanced at Abbey before forcing a smile.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m tired, long week at work, and her back’s been bothering her a little.”

“I thought you were okay since your surgery?”

Abbey’s smile looked a little forced as well. Tony hoped his friends weren’t having trouble they weren’t admitting to. Gilo and Abbey were a beloved fixture within their circle of friends, Gilo having been around since the start of the Suncoast Society.

“Just the weather changes. This time of year, sometimes it aches. I overdid it this morning out in the yard.”

“So, who was it?”

They both froze. “Who was what?” they asked.

Tony spread his arms and stepped forward, herding them back into the den and shutting the door behind him. “Look, guys. You’re friends. If there’s something wrong, please tell me. I won’t say anything, but you’re seriously freaking me out.”

They exchanged another glance before looking at him. “Kaden,” they whispered.

“What?”

John took over, explaining what he’d seen, and what Abbey’d seen.

Then, he relaxed, relieved. He pulled his phone out and swiped through to a picture he’d taken of Shayla and Leah together earlier, taken in front of the kitchen sliders, out on the lanai.

Pinching it, he zoomed in and turned his phone around to show them.

Their eyes widened as they sucked in identical shocked gasps.

“Then I guess you’re no crazier than I am.”

“Fuck,” John whispered, taking the phone from him to look.

No doubt about it, it was Kaden. Transparent and faint, but there was no way, from the angle of the shot or the lighting, that it could be a reflection.

“So…I’m in agreement we don’t say shit to them,” Tony said. “If we’re not imagining things, then no doubt Leah and Seth have already been seeing things and aren’t saying anything. Deal?”

They both nodded, John returning Tony’s phone. In the picture, it looked like Kaden was standing behind both women, in the middle, smiling at Tony.

“Let’s go announce the winners,” Tony said. “They’ll think there’s fuckery afoot if we don’t get out there.”

“What do we say if someone saw us come back in here?” Abbey asked.

“Tell them you saw a cockroach or something and were trying to get it and were too embarrassed to tell Leah or Seth.”

John lifted an eyebrow in disbelief, but Abbey actually breathed a sigh of relief. “Of course!” She hugged Tony before hurrying for the door.

John hesitated, then stared at Tony. “He’s still around.”

Tony slipped his phone back into his pocket. “Yep. Frankly, it doesn’t surprise me.”

 

* * * *

 

Nearly three in the morning, and everyone had finally headed home, giving Seth and Leah their house back. It didn’t feel lonely with just the two of them there, but it had been nice having their friends surrounding them.

The laughing, the energy, the friendship and love embracing them.

Now Leah wanted to breathe and relax and…remember.

It didn’t hurt as much now. It would always hurt, but now more like a dull, throbbing ache of an old poorly healed injury, not the agonizing misery of a body part being forcibly ripped from her like in the beginning.

Leah stood in the darkened living room and stared up at the Christmas tree. Multi-colored shadows cast by the tree’s lights speckled the walls and ceilings in a cheery way that masked her melancholy well enough.

At the front of the tree prominently hung the two First Christmas ornaments, the one for her and Kaden, and the one Kaden had given her and Seth on his second-to-last Christmas.

She closed her eyes, once again remembering the old apartment and their first Christmas together. The early days.

Hard days, sometimes, before she learned to fully let go and trust Kaden to help her start to heal, but those were times she’d never trade for anything.

I miss you, Master.

“What’s the matter, love?”

Her eyes popped open and she whirled around, almost expecting to see Seth standing right there.

But that had not been Seth’s voice softly speaking in her ear.

Her gaze fell on the picture hanging on the wall, the one of the three of them taken toward those final days, at Animal Kingdom. The one Kaden instructed be displayed at his public memorial.

And Kaden’s urn.

“Nothing, Master,” she whispered as she ran her hands up and down her arms to smooth the gooseflesh. “Nothing’s wrong, Master.”

Except that I miss you with every breath.

She jumped as the sliders from the lanai opened and Seth walked in, carrying one of the trays they’d put the cooked chicken on. Still a couple of pieces left. “Do you want to save this, sweetheart?” He looked up at her.

Still holding herself, she had to swallow before she answered. “Yes, Sir. Please.”

He stopped, staring at her for a moment, head cocked.

She knew that expression.

Evaluating.

Weighing.

Observing.

No shocker there, since he’d learned from the best.

The same exact look Kaden would have given her.

“Are you all right, love?” he asked, his tone now halfway between Seth and sadist.

Nodding, she smiled as she started toward him. “I’m good, Sir. Seriously. Just…processing. In a good way. It was a long night. And I’m tired. Really tired. Still can’t believe what Ross did with Loren. That was hysterical.”

She watched him sigh with relief. “If you’ll take care of this, I’ll bring the rest in for you. We can leave everything else until morning.”

“Thank you.” She offered him a quick kiss after he set the tray on the counter, then caught his arm and pulled him in for a longer kiss. “Thank you.”

“You said that, sweetheart.”

“I know. But I really do appreciate it when you help. I feel a little guilty I’m not doing more.”

“Honey, you worked your ass off with the fundraiser. You aren’t slacking. Far from it. I told you when you went to work for them again that I planned on taking up the slack around here.” He lightly patted her ass. “I’m really proud of you for taking over again with that. From what I’ve heard from Loren, they missed having you as the chair.” With one last smile, he headed back out to the lanai to bring in more food.

She tried to forget what she’d thought she heard as she set to work bagging the chicken to put in the fridge. In the morning, she’d strip the meat and chop it to make chicken salad. Out of the corner of her eyes, she caught a reflection in the kitchen window that looked out onto the lanai.

It felt like her heart stopped as she froze and stared.

Kaden.

She didn’t turn, didn’t move, knowing damn well if she did look where his reflection stood in the living room that he wouldn’t be there, and when she turned back to the window, he’d be gone.

But…

It was Him. There.

And he wore that smile.

The one He always wore when He was proud of her.

After a slow nod, he faded, and her breath caught in her throat as she whirled around to find…

Nothing.

This wasn’t like the night of the Halloween party, where they caught glimpses here and there, easily explainable tricks of the light.

That had been no trick.

And she knew her husband’s voice.

She jumped, letting out a scream when Seth opened the sliders and stepped in juggling a couple of large serving bowls in his arms.

“Sweetie? What’s wrong?”

Unable to say it, she realized the tears were falling even before she felt Seth’s arms wrap around her. He sank to the floor with her as her knees finally unhinged, her now blurry gaze focused on where He’d been standing.

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she whispered.

“You’re scaring me, love. Do you need to—”

“Seth, listen to me! I keep seeing Kaden! I don’t mean like at Halloween that time, either. I’m hearing him, too!”

He glanced into the living room, where she couldn’t stop staring, then back to her. “What do you mean?”

“I swear I’m not making this up. I keep seeing him. I keep catching glimpses of him, and I just heard him speak to me earlier. Right before you came in with the chicken.” She sobbed as he slowly rocked her in his arms. “I swear I’m not making it up!”

 

* * * *

 

Seth wasn’t sure if he should feel relieved or terrified. Of course the ghost of his best friend metaphorically popped up around every corner of their lives, especially in the early days when Ed or someone would give him one of the many index cards or CDs of video messages and instructions on how to go on once he passed.

What Seth hadn’t wanted to admit to Leah was that he thought maybe he’d been going crazy himself.

“I know, baby,” he softly said.

She sat back and stared up into his face. “What?”

“I know. I’ve…seen and heard a couple of things I can’t explain, either. Since I started putting up the Christmas display, actually. So for a while now. Since last month. Even on the night of the private dinner.”

She stared at him for a moment. “Why the hell didn’t you say something?”

“Because for starters, I thought I was imagining it. Secondly, I didn’t want to trigger you. And third…I wasn’t sure if it was real, or my brain making it up to make me feel better. Not to mention how busy you were with the fundraiser. Maybe we’re both just exhausted and—”

“Seth, I was married to him for over twenty years. I know his voice. I heard him.”

Seth looked around, what he could see of the living room from where they sat on the kitchen floor. “I know, sweetie.”

“You believe me, don’t you?”

He held her a little tighter against him. “Yeah, I do.”

“Is it him?”

“I hope so.”

“Really?”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “Remember what he said in that last card we got from him at the Halloween party? That he would try to watch us if he could? Maybe…maybe he is. I don’t know. I don’t claim to have all the answers. But it makes me feel better knowing he’s hanging around, if he really is.”

She finally relaxed against him. “Me, too,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“I don’t want you to think I don’t love you.”

“Baby, I know you love me. I love you, too. But I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t miss the hell out of him. But can I ask a favor of you, please? Not as your Master, but as your husband?”

She looked up again. “Of course.”

“Let’s not talk about this to anyone. Not even Loren or Tilly or Tony or any of the gang.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want them thinking we’re…the bad kind of crazy, for starters. And I don’t want to freak anyone out. I want this to be our secret. Just for us.”

“Why do we see him more at the parties and this time of year?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the energy of everyone, or the season. I don’t know. Do we have a deal?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“No. As Seth and Leah.”

She nodded. “I promise not to tell anyone else.” She sat up again and looked around. “I don’t think anyone else would believe us if I did tell them.”

Suddenly, Seth started laughing.

“What?”

He smiled. “How many of those fucking tentacle things were in that bargain bin, anyway? Tilly’s going to laugh her ass off when she hears about that.”

“I don’t know, but I’m donating the ones we ended up with to the cause. Bobbing for Boners and Dildo Diving will become classic kinky pool party games.”

 

* * * *

 

Then…

 

He wished the pain would just.

Go.

Away.

But it was so damned hard to let go. To relinquish control.

Closing his eyes, he breathed, feeling himself falling, but slowly, like…

He didn’t know what it was like. He had no frame of reference for this sensation.

Is this it?

At some point, he opened his eyes and smiled, finding himself standing in the front yard and staring at the Christmas display.

No pain, no fear.

Freedom.

There was a bright light, just like some people claimed. Except it came in the form of strands of LEDs and ornamental inflatables.

If I’d known it’d be like this, I would have given up sooner. Let go of all control so they could start over.

Looking up at the clear night sky, the sprinkle of stars scattered over the black, he closed his eyes, now knowing he could return whenever he wanted to check in on them.

It didn’t even bother him he wasn’t in control any longer.

All he knew was peace.

 

* * * *

 

Now…

 

He watched them from the living room. He’d always watch over them, because he loved them.

And he knew they loved him, too.

Eventually, Seth helped Leah up off the kitchen floor. After Seth finished bringing in the food and they put it away, Seth made one final patrol around the house and turned off all the lights before they headed for bed.

He turned and walked over to the darkened Christmas tree, to the two First Christmas ornaments hanging prominently in the front.

Now he knew.

Everything was as it should be.

 

 

 

 

 

THE END
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