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Suncoast Society

Happy Spank Patrick’s Day

Cali, Max, and Sean are hosting a kinky St. Patrick’s Day party for the Suncoast Society. From unicorn shibari photo shoots to crazy party games, it’s bound to be a wild night—even if Cali’s bondage-loving cat, Baxter, has been confined to a back room for the duration of the festivities. 

Yet it’s not all fun and games. Before the party even happens, tragedy overshadows the evening, driving home the point that life is short and uncertain, friends are everything, and each moment should be fully appreciated. It also brings a lingering, unsettled question back to the forefront for the triad. 

For tonight, they’ve been asked to carry on, and that’s what they’ll do. But as the party plays out around them, will their future path finally solidify in their minds, or will it leave them with more doubts and questions than answers?
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Chapter One

 

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

 

February 19…

 

Dear Friends,

Are you recovered from Valentine’s Day? No? Well, Max, Sean, and Cali have volunteered to host the Happy Spank Patrick’s Day party. (There are only so many kinky holiday name variations I can come up with, sorry.) You and your significant (or non-significant) other(s) are invited.

It’s time for the wearing of the green! (Or black and blue and red…asses.)

Dress up (or undress) for a sexy night of kinky festivities, fun, and frivolity.

Thanks to someone *cough Ross cough* using a Christmas tree as an insertable, we’ve had requests not to have an actual rigging contest during this party to give the rope bottoms a chance to recover their pride from the past few. There will be a suspension frame available, though.

And, thanks to everyone apparently shopping at the same place for their Christmas party white elephant gifts, we’ll have a “Trying for Tentacles” pool game, for those who feel like taking a dip. (Prizes!)

The event takes place Saturday, March 18th.

RSVP to Tony before Monday, March 13th. Directions and parking instructions will be sent to those who RSVP on Tuesday, March 14th.

 

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 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, Tony, or Max. Due to street parking, please pay attention to the parking instructions that will be included in the confirmation e-mail.

7) No flushing anything down the toilet that isn’t toilet paper or didn’t come from inside your… 


Chapter Two

 

“Wow. So far, it looks like we’ll have at least forty for the party Saturday night.” Cali looked up from her phone, from the e-mail with the latest list Tony had sent her. “And he said there are fifteen more maybes from the pool of people he allows to give maybes, or who had valid reasons for being a maybe.”

It was Thursday afternoon, and the final plans were underway. Cali was conferring with her neighbor and best friend, Essie.

Essie nodded. “That’s a good-sized party. This whole street will be packed. My guys are going to leave their vehicles at work tomorrow evening and carpool back here together in my car so people can use our driveway and yard to park in, too.”

They were sitting on Essie’s lanai. Essie’s baby boy, Eddie, lay soundly sleeping in his play crib next to her.

“I bet your mom’s looking forward to babysitting tomorrow.”

“She can’t wait.” Essie’s smile faded. “I can’t believe everything that’s happened. It feels like it was yesterday that I was flying back here from Spokane after getting that call.”

“How’s she doing?”

“The house is gorgeous. She’s finally finished everything major she wanted to do, including painting. And she baby-proofed it, too. Eddie’s got his own room there now. It was my room. The backyard is a kid’s paradise. She looks twenty years younger, no kidding.”

Cali tipped her head as she studied her friend. “How are you doing?”

Her heavy sigh hovered over the table for a long moment before dissipating. “I’m still angry,” she quietly said. “More than I thought I should be. Ted finally called me out on it and I’m going to start seeing Doyle. Professionally,” she added, even though she didn’t need to. “Now that he’s back in town, he can take me on as a side client. When he’s out of town, we can have phone sessions.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Nothing for you to apologize for. You didn’t do anything wrong. Mom keeps apologizing, too, and I’m not even angry at her, if that sounds weird. I’m mad at my father for being a hoarder. I know that’s as irrational as hoarding is, but it’s how I feel. I see how happy Mom is now, and it sucks that she couldn’t find that happiness with the man she chose to stand beside all those years. Why he had to push us away with a mountain of garbage…”

She took a long, deep, shuddering breath. “But that’s in the past. And I need to learn to get past it. Becoming a mom sort of drove it all home for me a lot harder than it had before, made me finally face it. Which is what Doyle’s going to try to help me with.” Essie forced a smile. “So when are we throwing Mal a baby shower? I thought we’d hear something from Chelbie by now.”

Cali thought about that. “You know, I haven’t seen either one of them online the past couple of days. I wonder if we’re holding a surprise shower or letting Mal in on it?”

“Chelbie had mentioned maybe a surprise party. But we talked before the Valentine’s Day party. I’ll need to ask her. She’s the one planning it.”

“True,” Cali said. “Chelbie’s her bestie.”

“Make sure someone talks to Tilly,” Essie said. “Find out her schedule. You know she’ll want to be there.”

“I’ll e-mail her once we talk to Chelbie,” Cali volunteered. “I know Tilly’s out of town right now. They’re not coming tomorrow night.”

“Aw.”

“Loren and Ross will be there.”

“Ooh. That’ll be fun.”

“Loren’s added Christmas trees to her hard limits.”

Essie laughed. “I bet that’s a first.”

“With this group? I wouldn’t be too sure.”

 

* * * *

 

Baxter, her cat, greeted Cali when she returned as if she’d been gone a year instead of an hour for her daily walk down to her best friend’s house. Picking him up, she carried him to the extra bedroom that served as their home office.

Her full-time job was running the Two Crafty Bastards Toys website and fulfilling the orders that came in. Her two men, Max and Sean, were master kinky craftsmen. It wasn’t profitable enough for them to quit their day jobs, but she’d been running the site for well over a year now.

Baxter was responsible for their popularity. Max and Sean had jokingly doped him up with catnip once and then tied a rope harness on him and posted the pics online.

They went viral almost immediately.

Now, people stopped by their website as much for pictures of Baxter’s playful “pussy bondage” as they did to shop.

Not a bad problem to have.

Baxter now had a whole closet of special little outfits for various holidays and occasions they dressed him up in for photo shoots. Then they sometimes Photoshopped him into pics of Sean tied up in a variety of ways.

In fact, she needed to finish processing the latest batch to get them ready for their promotion. She was still trying to decide which one to use.

They’d created St. Patrick’s Day photo shoots before with Baxter, but she didn’t like reusing old pictures for promotions. Posting them on social media was different.

This one, they hadn’t needed to Photoshop Baxter into it. He’d willingly played along.

She shook her mouse, waking the computer up. On her screen where she’d left off, Sean crouched on his hands and knees, dressed as a unicorn—resplendent in a latex full-head mask, multi-colored rope bondage harness, latex front hoof mitts, and a rainbow butt plug tail—with Baxter sitting on his back. The cat had been dressed as a leprechaun, and Sean held one front hoof up and was pointing to a Halloween cauldron filled with gold-foil-wrapped chocolate coins.

Happy St. Patrick’s Day, y’all.

What she couldn’t decide was the background to put behind it. She’d tried a few different ones, and none of them were really thrilling her. She had until tomorrow night to figure it out, because that was when she was changing the website header and activating the special holiday code for the sale that would run through the following weekend.

She was still sitting there when Max texted her that he and Sean were on their way home from work.

Smiling, she saved her work and got up to start dinner. Coming up on nearly two years with Max and Sean, sometimes she still wanted to pinch herself. The two men were like an answered prayer.

Lately, the men had broached the topic of marriage, now that the gay marriage ban had fallen. When the three of them got together, they’d “co-collared” each other, since they were all switches, and the men had added Cali to all their assets and legal paperwork as a partner.

Before, the men hadn’t been able to get married. Now…

Now she kind of wanted them to get married, even though the men had mentioned her maybe marrying one of them. They’d been together twelve years before she’d met them, first as friends and roommates, then literally forced together as lovers by an abusive ex-Domme of theirs…until the men realized they really liked the lovers part of things.

Exit the abusive ex-Domme, and the men’s bond only strengthened.

Then Cali had lucked into them after her ex had left her in the lurch. She wasn’t much of a believer in fate or religion, but it sure seemed like life had settled down for her. Had she not been left, she never would have been with the men and enjoying this life she now loved.

And her ex, who’d dumped her for someone he’d met on FetLife and moved to Miami to be with her, was now apparently single again and had returned to the Sarasota area.

Not that she cared, frankly.

One nagging issue that kept pecking at her brain was the one thing she couldn’t make up her mind about.

Having kids.

Part of her wanted to have a baby.

Part of her didn’t.

More than enough of her didn’t that she knew she needed to think things through carefully.

She had arguments on both sides, for and against.

When Essie had her baby, Cali assumed she’d get some sort of subconscious mental nudge one direction or the other but…

Nada.

She didn’t mind babysitting for her friends at all. But there was neither a deep longing when handing him back over to his parents, nor was there desperate eagerness to be rid of him.

Max and Sean had assured her that the decision was totally hers, and however she decided was fine with them. She believed them, too.

And yet…

She couldn’t decide.

She’d finally confessed the extent of her relationship with both men to her parents when they came for a visit last Christmas. There wasn’t any way of getting around it, either.

Cali refused to deny her relationship to either man, so that meant the truth had to come out. It helped that her parents lived in Montana, and while they didn’t enthusiastically embrace her “lifestyle choice,” they didn’t harass or disown her over it, either. Once the initial discomfort passed, the holiday visit had gone well.

She’d also glossed over what she did for a living, leaving it at managing several online websites. Which was technically correct.

Just not specifically correct.

She still ran the animal shelter’s website, where she’d been working when she became involved with the men.

She had dinner ready and on the table by the time her men arrived home from work. Max pulled her in for a kiss first. With his dark blond hair and lean and lanky build, he was her more dominant man of the two of them. Both men were switches, but the “default” mode had seemed to settle into Sean being happy deferring to Max.

Sean, with his playful ways and crisp blue eyes, was a little stockier than Max, but their talkative guy could always cheer Cali up or make her smile. He pulled her in for a kiss once Max relinquished her.

“Have you heard from Kel today?” he asked after releasing her.

“No. I thought he was coordinating with you guys?”

“Last we heard from him,” Max said, “was when he texted us on Monday that he’d drop the suspension frame off tonight so we can set it up and get it ready.”

“You want me to call him?”

Max frowned and pulled out his phone. “No, he said he’d be here. I don’t want to bother him if he’s busy.” He scrolled through texts. “He said he’d be here by eight tonight. It’s not critical. We can always go pick it up tomorrow or something.”

“Did you get the St. Patrick’s Day header done yet, babe?” There was so much joyful hope in Sean’s expression that Cali burst out laughing.

“Not yet. I can’t decide on a background.”

“Aw.”

“You’ll get your moment of humiliation, don’t worry.”

“I’m beginning to think it’s his kink,” Max snarked.

“I would never be so selfish as to deny Baxter his spotlight.” Sean bent over to pick up the spoiled “star” and give the tuxedo cat some love.

Baxter head-bumped Sean’s chin and loudly purred.

“We’re going to need more of those small acrylic paddles,” Cali said as she reached over to pet Baxter. “They always sell out when we run a special.”

“I already ordered stock material,” Max said. “We can pick it up Monday.”

“Quit playing with the pussy so we can eat,” Cali teased.

Sean laughed at the now old joke before he set Baxter down. “Yes, ma’am.”

She bumped him with her hip. “Don’t get me too used to hearing you say that, buster.”

He bumped her back. “Maybe I’m in need of a good double-topping tonight.”

“Ooh,” Max said. “Someone’s frisky.”

“He’s always frisky,” Cali said. “Maybe we need to start looking at chastity belts for him.”

Sean pouted. “I’m not that bad.”

Cali and Max exchanged a glance before they burst out laughing, “Yeah, you are,” they said in unison. 


Chapter Three

 

They’d already eaten dinner and had just finished cleaning up the kitchen when they heard Kel’s truck backing up in their driveway.

“And see?” Max said. “There he is.”

They figured it’d be easier to get Kel’s frame moved over that evening so they didn’t have to worry about shuffling cars or dodging people Saturday. And Kel had a paid shoot scheduled for Friday night, meaning he couldn’t deliver it then. Plus, they were going to borrow it through next week for a few more shoots with Sean and Baxter.

They walked out to greet Kel, Cali a little disappointed to see Mallory wasn’t with him. He’d already gotten out, his back to them as he opened the rear hatch of his truck’s topper and the tailgate.

“Hey, daddio,” she joked. “How’s Mal doing?”

When he turned, not only did she, but Max and Sean also visibly reacted. Kel looked…horrible.

“Not good,” he softly said, slumping against the tailgate.

Cali felt a chill settle deep within her. “What happened?”

But as Kel started crying, in Cali’s heart, she already knew.

They quickly got him inside, onto the couch, as he started choking out the story.

“She started having cramps on Tuesday morning and we headed to the doctor immediately. They told us to come in. And…” He sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. “The baby was in distress. They rushed Mal in and tried and…” He shook his head, unable to continue.

“Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry.” She hugged him tightly, now feeling horrible about what she’d said to him outside. “Me and my stupid mouth.”

“It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

“Why didn’t you call us? We would have come be with you guys and—”

“Mal wouldn’t let me. Mal only wanted me and my mom, and Chelbie, Rich, and Nick, and Chelbie’s parents. She begged me not to call anyone else then. Tilly’s overseas right now and Mal didn’t want her flying home for this.”

Cali tightly hugged him again. “I’m so sorry. Is Mal all right?”

“She came home from the hospital yesterday afternoon. They did an emergency C-section, because she’d felt the baby moving before we got there, and they hoped maybe they could…” He broke down sobbing again. “They couldn’t save the baby. She’d already died and they couldn’t…”

Max and Sean moved in to hug him. “I’m so sorry,” Max quietly said. “What can we do for you?”

“Mal…she’s devastated. I mean, we both are. I’ve been kind of numb. At least I can focus on her right now. Please don’t call her yet. She asked me to ask people not to call her yet. They warned me that it’s normal to want to withdraw for a while.”

“Do they know what happened?” Cali asked.

“Not yet. We opted for an autopsy. To know. Sometimes, they say it just…happens.” He took another deep breath. “I called Landry because I wanted to find out where Tilly was. On the off-chance Tilly was here, I wanted her there. But she’s in the UK right now. He said he’ll handle telling her tonight.”

“Call Doyle for help,” Cali said. “Or Ted.”

Kel slowly nodded. “That’s a good idea. I hadn’t thought about that. Needless to say, we won’t be here this weekend. I doubt Chelbie and her guys will either.”

“I feel bad you brought this tonight,” Sean said. “If we’d known—”

“Mom and Chelbie’s with her right now. Mal told me to come do it. I just…” He looked desperately lost. “We painted the nursery last week.” Silent tears rolled down his cheeks. “Everything looked so good last week at the doctor’s visit. We did everything right.”

A harsh laugh escaped him as he wiped at his eyes again. “Mal’s even been aggravated at me because I’ve refused to play with her, even though the doctor said I could. She got really mouthy with me last weekend and we kind of got into a fight about it because she was upset that I wouldn’t even spank her. I didn’t want to risk anything, right? I mean, we made love, but…”

He dissolved into more tears. “Now she’s trying to blame herself for getting upset, even though the doctor told her no, that’s not what caused this.”

“Do you want us to keep this secret for now?” Max asked.

He slowly shook his head. “Please tell our friends for us. I mean, don’t post it on Fet, but tell people who are coming to the party. Ask them to spread the word, please. And not to contact Mal yet. If they want to contact me, that’s fine, but she specifically asked me to ask people that. She’s in shock and doesn’t want to talk to anyone right now. I need to focus on her. You can give them my number, if they need it. And Chelbie’s. Chelbie volunteered to take calls, too. Once Mal’s feeling up to reaching out, she will.”

Cali studied her friend. She’d never seen the man look so…utterly lost. Sean stepped away to get a box of tissues from the guest bath.

“What can we do for you? How are you doing?” Cali asked.

Another shuddering breath escaped Kel. “I don’t know. And…I don’t know.” He slowly shook his head. “Like I said, I’m able to focus on her. I need to be strong for her. I have to. I don’t have another option.”

“You need to let someone be strong for you,” Max said. “This isn’t just Mal grieving. You can’t stuff your feelings.”

“I know.” He took a tissue Sean offered him and blew his nose. “This is really the first chance I’ve had away from her to…process. You guys are the…first I’ve told. Besides Landry.” He looked haunted, hollow.

“Please call Ted or Doyle,” Cali said. “Or even come talk to us. I’m here all day. I don’t know the right things to say, but I’ll listen, if that makes any difference.”

“Thanks. One thing I found out, that I never knew, was Mom had two miscarriages before she got pregnant with me. She and Mal are really close, too, so that’s helped. Mom gets it.”

Feeling helpless, Cali looked to Max and Sean.

Max took over. “Just know that whatever you need, we’re here for you. If it’s someone to listen to you, or you need help taking care of stuff around the house, or whatever it is you need. Call us. Please?”

“Thanks. I will. I guess I keep hoping this is a nightmare I’m going to wake up from. And I don’t. We weren’t expecting her to get pregnant and had finally wrapped our heads around the fact that we were going to be parents, and now…”

Sean handed him more tissues.

Kel’s voice sounded thick, heavy. Hoarse. “The staff was…very caring. They took care of her and bundled her up in blankets and a little knit hat and everything and brought her in to us so we could hold her. Just a little of her face peeking out. And Mom was able to take some pictures for us.” Kel started sobbing again, eyes closed, as the three of them held him.

None of them interrupted him, letting him grieve. “We opted to have her cremated,” he whispered, as if he barely had the strength to say it. “They…gave us options. We’d already decided on her name weeks ago. Melissa Michelle, after her mom and mine. She was going to be our little M&M…”

Cali closed her eyes even as she kept her arms wrapped around him, feeling her men’s arms around them both, too.

It took Kel several minutes to finally regain his composure and sit back, more tissues pressed into his hand by Sean.

“Thanks, guys. Sorry to broadside you with this.”

“Hey, no,” Max said. “We’re here for you. Seriously.”

“Maybe we should cancel Saturday night,” Sean said.

Kel shook his head. “Absolutely not. I appreciate the thought, but we’d feel worse if you guys did that. Please, seriously. We want people to come and have a good time and not focus on us. It’s…it’s life. You have no reason to feel guilty for having a good time.”

Kel went to freshen up. While he was gone, the three of them silently held each other, a little more tightly than before.

After helping Kel unload the frame and getting it assembled on the lanai, and following a final round of hugs, they stood in the driveway to watch as he drove off.

“I’m going to walk down to Essie’s for a minute,” Cali quietly said.

Max laid a hand on her shoulder. “Want us to go with you?”

“Only if you want to.”

“I’ll go lock the house and grab my keys,” Sean said.

Max laced fingers with Cali as they waited for him to return. Then Max turned and stared at her with his intense brown gaze. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He pulled her into his arms, his chin resting on the top of her head. When Sean rejoined them, they walked down to Essie’s house with Cali in the middle, the men holding her hands.

It was Ted who answered the door, his smile immediately darkening a little. “Hey. Come on in. Is something wrong?”

 

* * * *

 

Max opted to take point on this, suspecting Cali was still processing. “Yeah. Are the others available?”

“Sure. This sounds bad.”

Max nodded.

They followed him into the living room, where Josh was watching TV. “Hey, guys.” He stood for hugs.

“I’ll get Mark and Essie.” Ted headed down the hallway.

Josh scowled. “Oookay. What’s going on?”

“We’d rather only tell it once,” Max said.

Ted soon returned, followed by Essie and Mark. She seemed to suss out the situation immediately and made a beeline for Cali to hug her.

“What’s wrong?”

They all sat. “Kel just brought the frame by for Saturday night,” Max said. “And…” He struggled for a way to explain this without sounding like a cold bastard. “Mal lost the baby Tuesday morning.”

Essie gasped, her hand covering her mouth as tears spilled down her cheeks. “No! Oh, no.”

Mark and Josh, who’d ended up on either side of her on the couch, held her.

Max repeated what Kel had related to them, including his admonition to have the party go on as scheduled and for people to enjoy themselves.

“We’ll get the e-mail list from Tony and send out a note tonight about it. But we wanted to tell you guys in person since we’re right here.”

“I’ll reach out to Kel,” Ted said. “I don’t specialize in grief counseling, but if they want to talk, I’m here. Or I can help them find someone, if they’re interested in that, if Doyle can’t help.”

“I know he’ll appreciate that,” Max said. “I don’t know what else any of us can do, other than be there for them if they need anything.”

“Sometimes,” Ted said, “that’s all you can do.” 


Chapter Four

 

When they returned home, Cali stopped by the office, grabbed her laptop and cell phone from her desk, and brought them into bed with them. None of them were feeling much more than snuggly, still trying to absorb what had happened.

Yes, tragedies had struck their close-knit group before, but this felt even more…unfair, somehow.

Especially considering both Mal and Kel had lost family under tragic circumstances. Kel’s father and both of Mal’s parents were killed by drunk drivers.

The baby had been an unexpected yet bright and shining moment in their lives. Something everyone was happy for on their behalf.

While Sean and Max decided on what to watch on TV, Cali called Tony, knowing he’d probably still be up.

He answered. “Hey. Looking like it’s going to be a great party.”

She plunged right in. “Yeah. Listen, can you please forward me the list of e-mails for everyone who’s coming to the party?”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

This time, she told him instead of letting Max do the dirty work.

“Oh…wow. That sucks. Man. I’ll send Kel a text. Yeah, of course I’ll forward it to you. Give me a minute, because I need to fire up my laptop.”

“Thanks. I wanted to pre-warn everyone. And if they wanted to drop off cards or something here, we’ll make sure they get delivered to them.”

“Of course.” He sighed. “I never know how to react in a situation like this. I feel so bad for them.”

“I think all we can do is be there for them and let them tell us what they need.”

“I guess you’re right. Okay, let me get that sent to you.”

“Thanks.”

She ended the call and stared at her phone for a long moment.

Sean tipped his head onto her shoulder. “Want me to send the e-mail?”

“No, I’ll do it.” She shoved thoughts out of her head, dark thoughts trying to creep in.

 

* * * *

 

Sean worried about Cali. The news had hit them all hard, naturally, but Cali especially so.

If he had to guess, it wasn’t just because Mal and Kel were their friends.

Over their heads hung the faint cloud, the question left unanswered and unaddressed for a while. They had tabled the discussion of whether or not to have a baby simply because Cali wasn’t sure.

For his own part, Sean vacillated back and forth all the time on the issue, but was determined not to let his feelings influence Cali’s.

He loved Max, and he loved Cali. He considered himself blessed, especially when factoring in the heartache he and Max had gone through in the past when they first got together.

He knew Max’s thoughts echoed his. They’d had more time alone to discuss this during their drives to and from work every day.

Cali, however, had sort of closed off on the topic following their last discussion on the matter at the Kinko de Mayo party they’d hosted a while back.

He didn’t look over her shoulder and read her e-mail even though she was snuggled between him and Max on the bed. When she finished typing, she re-read it, made a few adjustments, then silently tapped both of them to read it.

 

Dear Friends,

Kel asked us to pass this information along to everyone. Please don’t post it on Fet or social media, per their request, but Kel said you can quietly mention it to people who might know them.

We’re sad to break the news that Kel and Mal lost the baby on Tuesday. We don’t have any information other than that, except that Mal is out of the hospital and home recovering.

Per their explicit request, please do not call or contact Mal at this time. She also doesn’t want any visitors right now. You can text or call Kel, or Chelbie, but Mal understandably needs some time and space to focus on healing. Kel or Chelbie will let you know when it’s appropriate to call or visit with her, so coordinate with them.

Please respect their wishes on this. If you’d like to bring a card or something for them to the party, we’ll make sure to get everything to them.

Also per Kel’s specific request, they want us to have the party Saturday night as planned, and want us all to enjoy ourselves. They said they want people to come and have a good time, so we’re going to honor their request and do just that.

 

To the bottom of that she added Kel and Chelbie’s cell numbers before signing all three of their names.

“What do you think?” Her voice sounded sad, quiet.

Sean nuzzled her head, kissing her temple. “I think it’s perfect, sweetheart.”

“Me, too,” Max echoed.

Taking a deep breath, she hit send and then closed the laptop. Then she climbed out of bed to take her laptop and cell back to the office.

Sean looked at Max, to find him staring after where she’d disappeared through the doorway. When he turned to meet Sean’s gaze, Sean knew the sorrow in his partner’s brown eyes matched what he himself felt in his heart.

He reached over to squeeze Max’s hand, comforted when Max squeezed back.

When Cali returned to bed, she snuggled tightly between them just as Baxter strolled in and jumped up to find himself a spot at the end of the bed.

Sean rolled to face her, lacing fingers with her, their hands resting on her tummy. On her other side, Max had also rolled onto his side, laying his hand over theirs.

“You all right, sweetie?” Max asked.

Her sigh said no. “I’ll be okay. I’m still processing.”

Max used the remote to set the timer on the TV. Then he settled into place next to her, his head tucked against her shoulder. “Love you, sweetheart.”

“Love you, too.”

Sean smiled. “Ahem.”

“You know I love you, smartass.” Max lifted his head. “And I know you love me, because you wouldn’t have put up with me for so many years if you didn’t.”

“Heh. True story.” Sean kissed Cali. “Love you, babe.”

“Love you, too.”

But long after both Cali and Max had fallen asleep, Sean still lay there wide awake and staring at the TV. While during all their talks about having a baby, before they’d tabled the topic, they’d discussed the impact upon their lives and upon Cali running their business, but they’d never discussed…this.

Not once.

The possibility had never come up, had never been something to figure into Sean’s private musings on the subject, either.

He’d just…blocked it out.

Now, it kept him awake.

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Sean and Max grabbed their shower together as they usually did while Cali got the coffee ready and made them something light for breakfast. They both worked for Sarton, a Sarasota-based builder.

Sean didn’t miss that Max acted unusually quiet, even by his normally sedate morning standards.

He draped his arms around him and waited until Max stared into his eyes. “You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound all right.”

“Just…still bummed out.”

Sean leaned in and kissed him, slow and tenderly. Not in a trying to get into his ass kind of way.

An I love you kiss.

Max pulled him in close and returned it before resting his forehead against Sean’s. “I don’t know why I never thought about this possibility before.”

“Reading my mind again, dude. Spooky.”

They heard Cali enter the bathroom. “Coffee’s here.”

Max whispered in his ear. “Let’s not talk about this to Cali this morning, okay? Unless she brings it up.”

“Deal.”

They pulled apart as Cali peeked in through the shower curtain. “Y’all ain’t in there having shower sex without me, are you?”

Sean was no idiot. He could tell their girl’s attempt to force good humor.

“Not yet,” Sean snarked. “He’s a buzzkill. Blah-blah, can’t be late. Blah-blah, getting fired bad.”

This time, her smile looked genuine. “He’s right. You’re running a few minutes behind. You need to be out of here in fifteen minutes or you’ll hit bad traffic.”

Max leaned in to kiss her. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

She disappeared. She’d get her shower later, after they’d cleared out. While showering with all three of them was fun, in the morning when the men were trying to get out the door, it wasn’t usually practical. That’s why they saved three-way showers for weekends or holidays.

Max’s gaze caught his before he leaned in to kiss Sean. “Let’s get moving,” he said. “We don’t want to be late.”

 

* * * *

 

Max suspected Sean’s feelings echoed his, but they really couldn’t talk about it until they were alone in the car and on the way to work. Sean’s normally frisky blue eyes bore a hidden weight this morning beyond simply not wanting to wake up and go to work.

Once they were on their way in, with Sean driving today, Sean was the first to say it.

“Almost doesn’t feel right having a party tomorrow night.”

“Kel specifically asked us not to cancel it. It’d be more disrespectful to cancel.”

“I know. I’m just saying, it doesn’t feel right.”

“Tell me about it.”

Sean reached over and laid his hand on Max’s thigh. “Cali hasn’t brought up the subject of kids lately.”

“I know.”

Another couple of minutes of quiet. “Neither have you.”

Max took a deep breath. “I know.”

Sean glanced over at him. “I think this means the three of us need to have a talk, don’t we?”

“I know. Just…not right now. Let’s get through tomorrow night. I have a feeling it might get a little emotional as it is.”

“You want her to bring it up first, don’t you?”

“Uh, yeah, I do.”

Sean squeezed his thigh. “I think you and I hard-shifted in the same direction last night.”

Max stared out the window. “Yeah.” He laid his hand over Sean’s, curling his fingers around Sean’s.

 

* * * *

 

Cali refilled her coffee mug before heading into the bathroom to grab her shower. A night of not sleeping well had already taken its toll on her before she’d even got her day started.

She was deliberately stalling and she knew it.

Her next step after a shower, now that she’d already loaded the dishwasher, made the bed, and scooped the crap out of Baxter’s litter pan, would be to fire up her computer and check her e-mail.

Which…she didn’t want to do.

Because she already knew—strongly suspected—there’d be replies to her e-mail to everyone last night.

And she wasn’t sure she wanted to face that yet.

Much less, she wasn’t sure she could face that yet.

Standing under the spray, she tried to empty her mind for a few minutes. She had an enviable, if not slightly unconventional life.

Okay, very unconventional.

Two fantastic guys. A great house. A fun job.

Did she really…need anything else?

More to the point, did she want anything else?

At one point, she thought maybe she did. The idea of having a baby with Max and Sean looked like a great idea. Then…

Then they’d agreed to table the discussion until later, because she wasn’t sure.

Now she felt even less sure.

If she really wanted a baby, surely the urge would have hit her or something.

Right?

But she’d never thought about something like this happening.

Does it make me selfish?

She knew her guys wouldn’t mind having kids, but they’d also said the decision was hers and they wouldn’t try to sway her one way or the other.

That they’d still be happy even if she decided she didn’t want kids.

She had no reason not to believe them.

The list of reasons to not have a baby seemed to be slowly growing without her even thinking about it. She agreed living in fear wasn’t a good thing. But when all she could think about was the negative impact to their lives…

Just to buck that and to live up to some sort of universal ideal was not a good reason to have a baby. Even she knew that.

After getting out of the shower and dressing, she walked into the office and sat in front of the laptop. Taking a deep breath to steel her nerves, she hit the power button to boot her computer up and waited.

She sipped her coffee while Baxter jumped up on the desk and meowed at her.

“I know,” she muttered, finally reaching over to click on her e-mail.

It looked like over half the people she’d e-mailed the night before had replied.

Sigh.

After checking the e-mails, she looked through a couple of new orders that had come in overnight.

Stalling.

Her coffee was only half-full, so she got up and walked out to the kitchen to top it off.

Still stalling.

Baxter had followed her out, loudly protesting he was about three pieces of kibble short of a full bowl of food, so she refilled it for him.

Stally McStallerston.

Eventually, she let out a groan. “Sac up, girl, and get this done.”

She grabbed her coffee mug and headed for the office. 


Chapter Five

 

“You’re hovering again.”

Chelbie felt her face heat. “Sorry, but I don’t know what else to do.”

Mallory’s blue eyes were red, her face puffy. “I feel bad that you’re here when you have work to do.”

“Have laptop, will travel.” She sank onto the couch next to her best friend. “Besides, Kel outranks you. Sorry. He asked me to stay with you today.”

“This is interrupting your life, though.”

“Kind of part of the territory of being a bestie. I know you’d be there for me. Just try to keep me away.”

Mallory leaned against her and Chelbie draped an arm around her friend. “I feel bad about how deeply this hurt him,” Mal softly said.

“I know I don’t have perfect words for this, but please stop blaming yourself. We’re more worried about you. All of us. Because, hello, we lubs you.”

Mallory sniffled, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “How’d this all get so fucked up? Here I was, stupid me, thinking I got the happily ever after I’d always wanted.”

“You still do, sweetie. I know this hurts, and no one expects you to magically get over it. But Kel’s not going anywhere. You two will eventually find healing.”

Chelbie struggled to hold her own tears at bay. She knew all the “experts” said breaking down in front of a grieving mom was okay and healthy, but Mallory wasn’t just anyone.

She was Chelbie’s best friend.

What would Tilly do?

Tilly would likely be strong and kick-ass. She desperately wished Tilly was there, not thousands of miles across the Atlantic Ocean.

Tilly had already called late yesterday to talk to Kel after Landry had broken the news to her. Fortunately, before the e-mail went out.

Chelbie had finally silenced her cell phone so Mal wouldn’t hear the text and ring tones and voice mail alerts from people wanting to get information on how the couple was doing, or if there was anything they could do for them.

Right now, Chelbie wanted to focus on her friend.

She also knew Mallory was surrounded by a huge adopted family who wanted to embrace her, but they couldn’t force themselves on her.

And Mallory had begged for space, despite Kel quietly confiding to Chelbie, Nick, and Rich that he had a gut feeling letting her totally withdraw was the wrong call.

But even he wouldn’t force her to people yet, not even for well-meaning, loving friends who wanted to reach out to her.

Goddamn, I love that fucking sadist.

The only bright point in this whole shitshow—other than their friends amassing in the wings to swoop in to help when Mal was finally ready to let them—was Kel.

Chelbie knew he was grieving, absolutely gutted. She’d found him sitting in the nursery—Mal’s old bedroom—last night after Mal had fallen asleep with the help of a light sedative prescribed to her by her doctor.

And he’d been silently crying, heart-wrenching tears rolling down his face as he slowly rocked himself back and forth there on the floor, his arms tightly wrapped around him.

Without a word, she’d walked in and sat behind him and hugged him, holding him as he cried.

He was trying so fucking hard to stay strong for Mal. Not that she’d ever had any doubts about his love for her bestie or their unborn daughter, but it was one of those snapshot of the soul kind of moments she knew she’d carry with her to her grave.

His raw, unfettered grief.

So fucking unfair, too. Two beautiful people who’d found each other, each having survived tragedy and loss in their lives, more than enough for one lifetime already, and now…

This.

Chelbie knew, second to her own two men, that she’d defend Kel to the death against anyone who dared utter so much as a bad word about him.

Especially not after the silent battle she’d witnessed playing out in the normally calm, mellow man.

Mallory spoke again, breaking into Chelbie’s thoughts. “You guys should go to the party tomorrow night. You were looking forward to it.”

Chelbie thought she’d finally and gently quashed this yesterday. “Honey, I’d rather be here with you guys. I realize at some point you will need alone time, but you need to rest. The doctor said you’re not supposed to lift or strain right now. If nothing else, consider it free housekeeping.”

Not to mention she honestly worried about her friend’s state of mind.

“I want people to still go have fun. It’s not their fault my life’s shit right now.”

Internal warning alarms sounded in Chelbie’s mind. “Sweetie, I’m a big girl. I can make my own decisions. There will always be another play party. I’d rather spend my time with you right now, and that’s my decision to make. I’d get it if you ordered me out of here, but I’m hoping you won’t do that.”

Mal didn’t so much lean into Chelbie’s lap as she folded, crying again. Fortunately, Chelbie could reach the box of tissues on the coffee table. Chelbie knew this wasn’t just grief, although that was enough of a reason. It was as much a compounded effect of the physical trauma to Mal’s body, the emergency C-section, as it was the emotional trauma.

“People have survived worse than this,” Mal tearfully said. “Why am I a basket case?”

“You’re not ‘people,’” she gently said. “You’re you. And whatever you’re feeling right now is valid, unless it’s you trying to blame yourself for this. Because you didn’t do anything wrong. You’re going to grieve and hurt and it sucks and it’s not fair. And I desperately wish I could make this better for you. We all do. But all I can do is sit here with you and help you as much as I can. I’ll listen to you, I’ll hold you. But I won’t let you blame yourself for it.”

“Thank you.”

“Hey, that’s what besties are for, sweetie.”

 

* * * *

 

Mallory had retreated to her bedroom to take a nap before lunch when Tilly called Chelbie. Chelbie stepped out onto the back porch to take the call, not wanting Mal to overhear.

“Hey, Tilly.”

“How’s she doing?”

Chelbie didn’t want to lie to her. “I don’t know. Asleep, at the moment. Mentally…not good, right now.”

“Understandable. How are you doing?”

“I don’t think I’ve really stopped to think about it. How I feel doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Don’t ignore your need to grieve, too.”

“I’m not ignoring it. I just don’t want to deal with it right now. I want to focus on her and on Kel.”

Chelbie heard Tilly’s sigh even from across the ocean. “How is he doing?”

“Not good. Trying to hold it together for her. I tell you what, that man is amazing.”

“Make sure Cali and her guys still hold the party, okay? I read the e-mail, but still, assure people yes, go, have fun.”

Chills ran down her arms. “I don’t know if any of us feel much in a party kind of mood.”

“Well, I can understand if you and your guys don’t, but as cold as this sounds, life goes on. Mal and Kel want everyone to have the party, so have the fucking party. I mean…you know what I mean.”

Tilly sighed. “Look, when I went through what I went through losing Cris, though not the same thing, I didn’t expect everyone to drop their lives for me and my problems and my grief. It would have made me feel worse. I already felt guilty enough as it was for the disruption to their lives with me in the hospital. Love them, support them, and let them tell you what they need. The party going on is something they need. Don’t discount their feelings or wishes.”

“I know you can’t help it, but I wish you were here.”

“Believe me, so do I. That fucking husband of mine actually colluded with Leigh and Lucas. Yes, I have a movie to run, but dammit, I wanted to be there with you guys.”

“What’d they do?”

“Threatened to cancel all my credit cards so I couldn’t buy a ticket home.” She harumphed. “Jerks. It’s only a thirty-million-dollar budget movie, for fuck’s sake.”

Chelbie managed a chuckle. “It’s okay. We know you want to be here.”

“Yeah. All kidding aside, yes, I know there are times I can’t be there to fix things for my friends. There will be more times in the future with all the new stuff I’m doing with work. I have faith in you, kiddo. I know how much you love Mallory. You can do this. Carry the torch for me. It’s what I’ve always done. Especially since we lost Kaden.”

Chelbie felt tears prickling her eyes again. “I can’t fix this for her and I wish I could.”

“I know, sweetie. Sometimes we can’t fix things. Sometimes, we can’t even make things right. All we can do is hold the ones we love and be there for them as they make their way through the darkness.”

From Tilly’s end, it sounded like someone was talking to her in French. Tilly spoke to them, irritation and impatience thick in her tone despite Chelbie not understanding her words.

“Sorry. I need to go. Apparently we have a diva. One of the actors needs me to go Dommey on his ass to get him out of his fucking trailer for his next scene because he’s a puss and thinks it’s too damn cold outside. Fucker.”

“Have fun.”

Tilly laughed. “I don’t think you know what that word means. Give everyone hugs for me. And take some time for yourself. Make sure you’re leaning on your guys for support for you.”

“Will do.” Once Tilly ended the call, Chelbie stared at the phone.

When does the feeling like an adult part kick in?

Right now, she felt pretty damn useless.

After a few minutes to try to pull herself back together, Chelbie headed inside to get some work done while Mal was still napping.

 

* * * *

 

Kel had wanted to cancel his planned shoot today, but Mal begged him not to. He’d left Chelbie with Mal while he went to the warehouse to prepare his equipment and get everything loaded in his truck.

While there…

He sat in the office and cried. Fortunately, Doyle and Mal weren’t home, giving him some privacy. He didn’t feel right going up to the apartment, even though they were renting from him, without asking them first.

Despite it ripping his heart into shreds, he pulled out his phone and looked at the picture of the last ultrasound they’d had, the week before.

Everything normal.

Good.

Their daughter moving around and…alive.

He couldn’t bear yet to look at the pictures his mom and the nurses had taken for them. Even though you could barely see the tip of her nose in them…he knew she wasn’t alive in them.

How do I move past this?

He didn’t even know how to try, where to begin.

I wish Tilly was here.

He let himself cry for about twenty minutes before pulling himself together and using the downstairs bathroom in the warehouse area to wash his face and clean himself up.

He didn’t want to break down in front of Mal, if he could help it. Not like that and not right now. He needed to be strong for her, even if he couldn’t be strong for himself.

More than anything, it was the utter helpless feeling washing over him, drowning him. He’d always been able to take care of Mal, to “fix” things for her, even before they were together as an official couple.

And now…

He couldn’t.

It wasn’t fair. He knew whining about that to himself was pretty damn useless, too, after what he went through losing his father. Life wasn’t fair.

Life was a fucking bitch.

You could have the perfect life and get hit by a car while crossing a street because you didn’t look in the right direction.

But why’d it have to happen now?

When life had felt perfect for the first time in forever?

He was getting ready to leave when Tilly called him. So he parked himself in a chair at the desk and answered. “Hey.”

“Hiya.” She let out what sounded like a sigh. “I just talked to Chelbie a little while ago. So how are you doing?”

He started to lie to her, to tell her he was holding up all right, then it all came spilling out of him.

And once again, he was a snotty mess of tears.

“Like I just told Chelbie, I wish I could be there for you guys. I’m sorry I can’t be.”

“I know.”

“I’m there with you in spirit, though. I’ll always be there with you guys in spirit. I know you’re hurting, but I know both you and Mal are tough enough to make it through the pain. It won’t always hurt this bad.”

“I know.”

“And if some asshole tries to use the ‘it’s God’s will’ bullshit line on you? Tell them I gave you permission to punch them for me by proxy.”

Finally, he felt he could laugh. “Thanks.”

“Lean on everyone. If you need Lan or Cris, call them to come over. Okay?”

“Thank you.”

“Well, I love you guys. So do a lot of other people. Let them in as soon as you feel you can do it without being overwhelmed. They want to be there for you. But don’t neglect self-care. Either of you. Take care of yourselves first.”

Once he got off the phone with her, he returned to the bathroom to wash his face again.

Staring at himself in the mirror, he tried to remember the dark days of grief in the aftermath of his father’s death. His mom’s hollow, grief-stricken gaze.

How even then he’d tried to take care of her as much as she’d done her best to take care of him.

Mallory had been much younger when she’d lost her parents. Still a child. The two of them had so many plans and dreams they’d talked about already, things she wanted to do with their daughter, things her parents had been denied, things she’d been denied.

And now…

Once again, dreams cut short.

Shoving those thoughts aside, he finally headed out. He wanted to stop by home first to check on Mal before driving to his scheduled shoot.

Moving forward would suck, and suck hard. Yet…

He knew that was the only way through this hell.

To keep moving through it.


Chapter Six

 

Saturday morning, Cali had risen before her men. She now sat in the office with a mug of coffee and stared at the image on her screen.

She’d gone with a rainbow background for the website header. It matched the theme, but more importantly to her, it was a symbol of what had been lost.

Yesterday had been spent answering e-mails and texts and calls and talking to people, listening to them.

The kinky counselor is in.

Somehow, she’d been unofficially designated by default to be the sounding board, the comforting ear following the devastating news. People had contacted Chelbie and Kel to see if there was anything they could do or needed, but it was Cali who’d ended up unintentionally bearing the brunt of people needing to unburden themselves about what happened.

God, I wish Tilly was here.

And now she wished they weren’t the ones holding the party tonight. Because then it’d be easy at the last minute to have a headache or cramps or Ebola or something to excuse them from having to go.

Having to people.

Cali had talked to Chelbie late yesterday afternoon. A lot of people were going to bring cards to the party for Kel and Mal, and Cali had wanted to get a few more stock answers ready for questions that would invariably pop up.

And, once more, Chelbie had reiterated that the couple wanted the party to go on. That they appreciated the love, but seriously, everyone was to get their consensual kink on without them.

After closing her laptop, Cali grabbed her coffee mug and headed to the kitchen for a refill, Baxter on her heels. She hadn’t even fully dressed yet, just an oversized T-shirt and panties. She left the sliders to the lanai cracked open for Baxter to come and go as he pleased and he followed her out there as she took a seat at the table.

The bondage frame sat there, waiting.

Normally, she’d enjoy the sight of it on their lanai, knowing it meant happy festivities were soon to follow.

I really need to quit staring at my navel.

But even thinking that felt…harsh.

Cold.

Callous.

She was still sitting there, Baxter now in her lap, when Max joined her, leaning in to kiss her before sitting on her right, his own mug of coffee in hand.

“Sean still asleep?”

“Yep.” He reached out and laced fingers with her. “Thoughts?”

She shrugged. “Just waking up.”

“Don’t lie to me, sweetheart.”

“I’m…not. Just mixed feelings about tonight.”

“Me, too.”

She stared at him. “Really?”

“Yeah. I’d have to be an insensitive asshole not to feel this way. I’m a sadist, not a sociopath.” He squeezed her hand. “We’ll get through this, collectively, the way we’ve gotten through other things. Look at when Mason was in the hospital. None of us thought it was improper to continue on with life. Or when Leo was in his accident. Or when Eva had her complications with Kenny. Life…happens. I remember when Cris left Tilly. She insisted we keep things going. And…Kaden.”

She studied his profile. He stared at their backyard but she knew from the look in his eyes that his heart was reliving the past.

“What we do transcends us,” he finally said. “Now, if we just turned our backs on them, sure, that’d be heartless and immoral. We’re not doing that. We’re honoring their wishes.”

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I might not feel up to playing tonight during the party, but I do want our guests to have fun and enjoy themselves. I might have to paste a smile on, but I’ll do it. Remember, not everyone knows Mal and Kel the way we do. Some people barely know them, especially if they don’t go to Venture. Would you expect them to feel the way we do?”

“That’s true.” She picked up her mug with her other hand and took a sip. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

 

* * * *

 

Max knew this was far from the best time to bring up the topic, so he stayed away from it.

But before too much longer, in the next couple of weeks, he needed to sit Sean and Cali down and tell them he’d decided he’d prefer they didn’t have kids. While he and Sean had obliquely agreed about that during the drive to work yesterday, they hadn’t specifically clarified it.

Hopefully it wouldn’t break Cali’s heart in the process.

Before now, they’d always said that was something they’d leave up to her.

He loved their life together. He loved being able to throw parties like this—usually. He loved not having to hide who they were, or their kinky toys.

He loved the life they’d built together, the three of them. What had been good before Cali had turned into perfection he’d never dreamed possible.

The last thing he wanted to do was change it.

They both looked when a yawning Sean shuffled out the door, coffee in hand. “Why are we up so early?” He slumped into the chair on Cali’s left.

“It’s not early,” she said. “It’s nearly ten.”

“And we have work to do,” Max added. “Not just getting ready, but we have to put in some time in the workshop today to replenish stock.”

“Oh.” Sean sipped his coffee. “I guess I’m not getting morning shower sex out of either of you buzzkills this morning, am I?”

Damn, he loved that man. Sean’s sleepy smile warmed Max’s heart. Sean always seemed to have an instinctive knack for dropping the right line at the right time to make them both smile and lighten a dark mood.

“How about afternoon shower sex?” Max countered. “If you can keep up with me in the workshop.”

Sean sighed. “I’m not getting laid today, am I?”

Cali giggled. “You sound like you need to take some vacation time off from the vanilla job.”

“If I do, Mr. Slavedriver here will just have a list of shit for me to do.” He flashed Max a wide, fake smile.

“Or I will,” Cali added.

“Hey, at least it’s not like what Everett does,” Max lightly countered. “I could have you slaving over a hot forge for hours every day making shit.”

Sean slowly nodded. “True. There is that.” He studied his coffee cup. “Two Crafty Bastard Toys is like being quadroamorous or something.”

“That’s not a real word,” Cali said.

“It is to me.” Sean took another sip of coffee. “I mean, I’m not complaining. I just wished we weren’t in that bad kind of sweet spot where we aren’t making enough money from it to quit and do it full time, yet it takes up all our spare time.”

Another reason, Max knew, to not have kids. Their free time, what little they now had, would absolutely go out the window. The website made enough to pay Cali a salary, with the extra going into paying down the mortgage on their house. At the rate they were going, they could have the house paid off in less than ten years, well ahead of schedule. And that would give them even more breathing room.

“Well, you guys will have to start teaching me more about the production end of things,” she said. “So I can help take up the slack.” She finished the last of her coffee and stood to get a refill. “Because the new header is up, and I’ve already had some orders come in this morning.”

She headed inside, leaving the men sitting there.

“Shit,” Sean muttered. “I’m never getting laid again, am I?”

Max chuckled. “Don’t worry. We’ll bust your nut somehow.”

 

* * * *

 

Sean knew his role in their triad. He was more the trickster, the funny guy. The one to lighten the mood.

And he didn’t mind that at all, especially when he sensed things weighing heavily not only on Max’s mind, but on Cali’s, as well.

“How do you think the party will go tonight?” he asked Max.

“I don’t know. Hopefully once people get here and get settled in they’ll start having fun.” He smiled. “I can always tie you up like a piñata. Let people take a whack at you.”

Sean sighed. “Fine. I can take one for the team if I have to. Nobody can accuse me of not being a good host.”

That finally drew a laugh out of Max.

They returned to the house, but Cali wasn’t in the kitchen. Max continued on to their bedroom while Sean found Cali in the office, on her laptop, Baxter perched nearby and trying to “help.”

“You all right, babe?” Sean asked.

“Yeah. I think tomorrow I’ll want to chill out, though. And I don’t think I’m going to feel much like playing tonight.”

Sean set his coffee on the desk and wrapped his arms around her from behind. “Hey, it’s okay,” he softly said, rubbing his chin over the top of her head. “Let’s just have fun socializing with everyone tonight. No expectations.”

She rested her hands on his arms. “Sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. It’s fine.” He stared at her screen. “So what do we need to focus on making first?”

“Those rectangular acrylic paddles. We go through them the most. I’m thinking about raising the price of them by a couple of dollars and see what happens.”

“Go for it. If sales slow down, we drop the price again. No harm, no foul. We can make six of them in an hour, and they cost us three dollars each in terms of raw materials. The oval ones take a little longer.”

She reached forward, logged into the site’s backend interface, and changed the price, adjusting it up by five dollars.

“Have I told you lately how much I appreciate everything you do around here? Not just running the business, but I mean for us. Taking care of us.”

She turned her chair around, slipping her arms around his waist as she pressed her face against his bare stomach. “You’re welcome. Thank you for making me feel appreciated. Both of you.”

He kissed the top of her head. “We love you, babe. You brought something into our lives we didn’t even know was missing.”

Before he knew it, she’d lowered the waistband of his shorts and had sucked his cock between her lips.

Like hell he’d fight her. He threaded his fingers through her hair and held on, slowly rocking his hips in time with her deliciously hot mouth.

“Oh, fuck, baby. Yeah.”

She slid her hands around to his ass, digging her fingers in, holding on tightly as she blew him, adding delicious, sweet pain to the pleasure she was giving him.

“Good grief,” Max said from behind him. “You talked her into it, huh?”

“No,” Sean gasped. “She did this all on her own.”

Cali let go with one hand and gave Max a thumbs-up before grabbing Sean’s ass again.

He wanted to hold on, but it felt too good. She was too good, knowing exactly how and where to lick and suck his cock, flicking her tongue along the slit, stroking the glans. It didn’t take him long before his balls drew up tight and he was shooting his load down her throat.

As he recovered, he stood there, holding her, her face pressed against his skin, stroking her hair.

Then he stared down at her, grinned, and dropped to his knees. She let out a squeak of protest as he grabbed her panties and yanked them down her legs. Then he shoved her thighs apart, pulled her forward in her seat, and started reciprocating.

Glad this is a leather chair.

He let out a startled yelp when he felt something touch his balls, and started to look back when Max grabbed him by the hair and shoved his face into her pussy again.

“Oh, no, you don’t. You keep doing what you’re doing. Don’t mind me.”

Now satisfied it wasn’t Baxter trying to take a swipe at his family jewels, Sean went back to work. With his arms hooked around Cali’s thighs and her hands buried in his hair, he flicked at her clit, laving his tongue up and town her labia, loving every moan she made and how she wiggled, tipping her hips to give him better access. Even slinging her legs over his shoulders.

Max worked Sean’s shorts lower and then Sean felt cool lube and a finger probing his ass, making him moan.

That made Cali moan in return.

It didn’t take Max long to start working his condom-clad cock into Sean’s ass, reviving interest in Sean’s cock.

“Yeah,” Cali gasped. “That’s so hot, watching you two.”

Sean closed his eyes and ate her out with gusto. No similes needed, because he set every ounce of energy he had toward making her feel good. Showing her how he felt about her.

Loving her.

He let out another groan as Max bottomed out inside him before he slapped Sean’s ass. “Yeah, buddy. You get to be the middle this morning.” Max’s fingers grabbed hold of Sean’s hips. “Enjoy, buddy. Make her come before I do, and maybe I’ll get you off a second time. Otherwise, you’re wearing a vibrating butt plug all day and you’ll be in fucking misery.”

Well, if that is how he wants to play it.

He circled her clit with his tongue before wrapping his lips around it and sucking hard. She squealed, which immediately turned into a long, low moan as she tipped over the edge.

“Aw, you fucker,” Max said. He buried his cock deep in Sean’s ass and reached around to start stroking Sean’s cock. “Guess it’s your lucky day.”

Now Sean was fucking himself back and forth between Max’s hand and cock, all while seeing if he could coax another one out of Cali. Sometimes, in the morning, they could get several out of her if they tried really hard, even though all of them were usually more of evening sex people than morning ones.

Meanwhile, Cali had a good handful of his hair, a tight grip on it that felt good in that hot sex sort of way he loved.

He loved this, them.

Everything about it.

Yes, there’d been some mornings they’d been late to work because they’d ended up having sex, the three of them.

Or one or both of them had taken her as soon as they’d walked in the door in the afternoon.

Why would he ever want to give this up? Any of it?

I don’t.

And that basically was the final nail in that argument.

“Come on,” Max coaxed. “Use that mouth on her. You know I love hearing you make her come for us.”

Another thing. Even though it was one or the other of them—usually, sometimes both at the same time—it was always still them.

She was theirs, just like they were hers.

Cali tipped over the edge again, and Max’s grip tightened on Sean’s cock. “Okay. Squeeze my cock with that ass of yours, buddy.” He started jacking Sean faster, harder, and Sean held on to Cali as he started fucking back against Max’s cock with gusto.

“Yeah, there’s my guy.” Sean felt the release building, a little slower this time because he wasn’t exactly a teenager anymore, but it didn’t hurt that Max’s cock, at that angle, was pressing against his prostate.

Who didn’t love a good cock in their ass?

He sure as hell did.

Cali leaned forward, stroking his hair now. “Come for us, baby,” she urged. “Give it to him.”

That did it. She always had that effect on him, whether it was the two of them tag-teaming him, or she and him ganging up on Max. Orgasm number two blasted out of him, coating Max’s hand with cum.

“There you go,” he grunted as he started moving again. He didn’t even bother wiping his hand off, grabbing Sean’s hip and fucking him hard and fast, grinding against his ass and working up to his own orgasm a few strokes later.

As they collapsed onto the office floor, Cali slid out of the chair to join them there on the carpet.

“Dude, you spooged me,” Sean mumbled.

“Technically you spooged yourself,” Max said, wiping his hand all over Sean’s back and making Cali laugh.

“Meow.”

They looked to see Baxter sitting right there, staring at them, his tail curled around his feet and the tip of it flicking at them.

“Did he watch us that whole time?” Sean asked.

“I don’t know,” Cali said. “I was a little distracted.”

“Probably,” Max said. “He’s a perv.”

“Pervy pussy,” Sean said, the familiar joke making them all chuckle.

Max sat up and untangled himself from Sean. “Well, guess we’re getting a shower now. Anyone want to join me?”

Sean stuck his hand up. “Ooh, pick me!”

Cali kissed him. “Wasn’t an either-or choice, dude.” She stood. “Let’s go de-spooge. I think I’m awake now.”

Sean climbed to his feet, grabbing Cali’s discarded panties from the floor since Baxter had started eyeing them.

Wouldn’t be the first time the cat ran off with underwear. Hers or theirs.

Add panty-sniffing to his bondage fetish.

“You are a perv, buddy.”

Baxter flicked his tail at him. “Meow.”

Sean followed Cali and Max out of the room. “Wait for me.”

Baxter followed. “Meow.”


Chapter Seven

 

They weren’t the first there, but there were only a couple of cars parked in front of the house when June and Scrye arrived. In fact, Scrye was still outside bringing their things in when June headed inside, carrying the casserole dish. She set it on the kitchen counter with the other food and sought Cali out.

Pulling her aside, she gave her a long, strong hug before fishing the card from her bag to hand to her. “Please tell them they can call us. Day or night. I already texted Chelbie, but please reiterate to them that we’re there for them.”

Cali nodded. “I will. Thanks.”

“Have you talked to her? Mal?”

“Not yet, no. I talked to Chelbie this morning. They’re…as good as can be expected. It’s going to take a while.”

“It will. My older sister had a miscarriage at four months. It devastated her. But she later went on to have two beautiful girls.”

“I’ll go put this with the others.”

June went to find a spot for their stuff in a corner of the living room. Scrye had promised her a rope scene tonight, which meant a good, hard fucking in the process.

She hoped.

The e-mail about Kel and Mal had sort of taken a little of the starch out of both of them. Yes, life happened, and bad things happened to good people. While bad things had befallen some of their group, for the most part, they were well-insulated from the worst life threw at them.

It was a reminder.

A place June struggled not to go in her mind. Not even that morning on Manasota Key, but a dark night in the past, in a deserted clearing next to a river.

A place not even Scrye could venture with her, much less know about.

A dark place she’d take with her to her grave.

A place she’d had to go, for July’s sake.

For justice’s sake.

Scrye walked in, his bags in hand. “This us?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir.”

He dropped his rope and implement bags next to hers and she rose up on tiptoes to kiss him. “You sure your back feels up to doing this?”

“I’m sure.” He delivered a hard, bare-handed swat to her ass before grinding his hips against hers. Tonight, he wore shorts, and the hard outline of his cock pressed against her through them. “So’s that.”

She grinned up at him. “Goody.”

June didn’t want to play immediately. She wanted to spend some time with their friends first. And as more people arrived and the house started to fill with energy, she felt the subtle undercurrent of melancholy usually not present at these gatherings. To a lesser extent than what they’d all felt in the aftermath of losing Kaden, but still palpable.

June stood on the lanai and stared at the frame and then a wave of sadness hit her as she realized it was Kel’s frame.

Duh, of course it is.

She felt like an idiot. How many years had she known the guy?

Scrye walked up behind her, slipping his massive arms around her and nibbling on her neck. “How you feeling, baby?”

She stared at the frame. “I hope they’re okay,” she softly said.

One of the things she desperately loved about her husband was his ability to—usually—pick up on her thoughts.

He had the occasional man moment, but for the most part, he hit the mark.

“I’ll text Kel tomorrow and check in with him,” he said. “See how they’re doing.”

She turned in his arms and stared up at him. “Thanks.”

“We can’t force ourselves on them. All we can do is be there.”

“I know.”

“I know you want to mom her, both of them, but they’re not your kids.”

“I know.” She rested her head against his massive chest. “I just remember how happy she was, and now…”

He stroked her back. “I know, sweetheart.”

Sean appeared, wearing a green headband with bobbing green pigtails and tinsel bouncing with every step. “Hey! Glad you guys could make it.”

They stared at his headband, June finally snickering. “That’s some fashion statement.”

He rolled his eyes up, as if to look at it, and pointed at his head. “You mean this?”

Somewhere, music was playing, currently something by Godsmack. Sean started bobbing his head in time to the music like an ’80s hair band singer, making the green pigtails spastically bounce around.

He looked like a demented Dr. Seuss character.

“Made you smile, though, didn’t it?” Sean grinned before heading off to talk to other partygoers.

Scrye chuckled. “That boy’s just not right in the head. Nice, but not right in the head.” He focused his attention on her again. “Ready to play?”

“Yes, Sir.”

The MMA mats had already been set up under the frame before the first people played on it, and now the space was free again. June grabbed her bag while Scrye grabbed his, and they made their way over to the frame.

She got naked while he unzipped his rope bag, withdrew coils of rope, and started preparing.

“Green ropes?” she asked, eyebrow arching. He hardly ever used them, preferring black or red or royal blue.

He grinned. “Figured why not. Tie to the party’s theme.”

A previous player had left behind their climbing carabiner hard point secured to the frame for others to use for the evening. Scrye left it, but tied his own ring in place next to it and then tested it while June stretched and prepared for whatever he had in mind for her tonight.

At least the evening was warm enough she didn’t have to worry about being chilly on the lanai.

Yay, Florida!

As Scrye started tying her, June closed her eyes and let her mind begin to slip into that wonderful place she always went during their scenes. Her form of subspace, her focus tightly drawing in until only Scrye and the rope remained. His hands on her, lingering, cupping her breast or fingers tugging on a nipple to tease her as he worked to create a rope harness on her.

Time disappeared and folded in upon itself. She could have stood there ten minutes or an hour as he worked, she didn’t care. This was one of her favorite things, to have him all to herself, his full focus, his mind on her and the rope and not on accounting or any myriad workaday issues in their lives.

Just them.

Just the dance they did.

The side of him that could only come out like this, free, unleashed, the big man’s sadistic side reserved only for her.

When he had her ready to suspend he guided her hands up over her head so her fingers could wrap around the ring. She felt the belaying ropes in place and as she lifted her feet from the mats, he took up the slack and she felt the harness pull against her, fighting gravity as she flew. She wiggled a little, settling in, testing everything so she could have him make adjustments as needed.

Tonight he’d chosen to suspend her facedown. He held his arms under her to support her while she released the ring, easing her into place where she gently swung under the frame. Bending her legs back at the knees, he bound them into place, tying her so her thighs lay wide open, exposing her, unable to pull them together. Then he tied her arms behind her, and her hair, forcing her head up.

With that done, he gave her a push, spinning her around and back again, making sure the rig was secure. When she felt him buckle a soft blindfold around her head, she knew she was in for a ride.

He stepped between her legs and squeezed her ass cheeks, hard, making her moan. She’d have purple imprints of his fingers in her flesh tomorrow, and she’d enjoy looking at them in the mirror every time she went to the bathroom.

He knew that.

He stepped away, and she started when she felt his fingers on her nipples. “Hold still.”

She whined as he clipped the nipple clamps in place, lightly tugging on the chain connecting them. “That should distract you,” he teased.

He also knew damn well it’d make her hornier than hell.

Next came bare-handed spanking, a warm-up, getting her flesh nice and pink before he started whatever the next step would be. His overall pattern didn’t vary much. Some impact play, then fucking her, if he felt like it, then her sucking his cock clean. Sometimes sucking him first before he fucked her. If he was tired or had already busted his nut earlier in the day, sometimes he focused on her.

But not tonight. She could feel the hard outline of his cock brushing against her through his shorts tonight. Tonight would be a fucking kind of night, and she always loved it.

Loved him.

He laid a couple of implements on her back. She couldn’t tell what they were, but as the first impact landed on the outside of her right thigh, she recognized a light acrylic paddle, one they’d bought from Max and Sean a few years back.

She lovated it—the stingy sensation blurring with pleasure when Scrye pressed one, then two fingers into her pussy and started slowly finger-fucking her as he smacked her.

Writhing in the ropes, June struggled to get over, knowing he was drawing her pleasure out on purpose but still hoping she could sneak the first one in before he realized it. He alternated sides every few swats, and before she realized it he had three fingers deep inside her pussy.

“That’s my good girl,” he said. The implement disappeared, quickly replaced by another paddle she recognized upon the first smack across her ass as a stingy wooden one she also hated.

That was irrelevant.

Her body couldn’t lie, clenching his fingers as he teased her, not giving her quite enough traction to get over yet. Oh, she knew he would absolutely make her come—or he’d not dare let her out of the ropes.

But once he started revving her engine, she was on his timetable, not hers, no matter how badly she wanted it.

He leaned in and bit her left ass cheek, then her right one, making her moan and squirm even more, trying to hump his hand even though she couldn’t achieve much from the way she was suspended.

“Such a horny girl,” he teased.

That tone. Ohhh, she knew it well.

The tone that said he really wanted to play tonight, and she was going to have to wait on him to finish her off. They couldn’t play like this at the club because of their rules. Well, they could to a certain extent, but they didn’t like to. And at home they really didn’t have a good rig for suspension.

But at the private parties, he could completely drop all pretenses of being a big teddy bear and have fun the way he wanted.

Which was totes fine with June.

He slowly worked his way through different implements, including teasing her with a pair of vampire gloves, lightly running them all over her body and even giving her ass a few swats.

It felt like forever until she felt his cock brush against her lips. She immediately opened, loving how he grabbed her head and fucked her mouth. She tasted his salty pre-cum and knew he wouldn’t let her do this for too long before he moved to the main event.

“That’s my good girl,” he hoarsely said. “Suck my cock, baby.”

He fed it down her throat until her nose was pressed against his body, easing back again, slowly, teasing her. She’d learned to deep-throat him early on, loving his reaction to it. Especially when he realized it meant he could fuck her face hard, use her, and she could take it without problem.

There were times her guy was a romantic teddy bear, and times he was a vicious sadist. And everywhere in between.

She loved all his aspects, just the way he loved her gentle little girl side and her sexy slut side.

The trust they had carefully cultivated, with over twenty years of marriage between them, meant they’d long ago left any hang-ups behind.

June knew how damn lucky she was, and she never took him for granted.

Once he’d taken as much of her skilled mouth as he could without exploding, he withdrew, spun her around, and easily slid his cock home inside her drenched pussy, filling her.

The first flutters of an orgasm tried to carry her over, except he stopped right there.

“No, you don’t get off that easily, baby,” he said. She heard the smile in his tone and knew exactly how his eyes would look, crinkled at the outer edges, his lips curled in a smile with his beard and mustache almost but not quite hiding them.

In jeans and leathers he looked like a badass biker. In a suit and tie, no one suspected he was anything other than a mild-mannered accountant.

He’d left one last implement on her back. It was this one he now grabbed. As he dragged it over her flesh, she immediately recognized it as another of Max and Sean’s kinky creations, a double-sided paddle, slightly floppy because it was made from rubber diamond tread. It looked fairly sedate but packed a fucking punch. And every impact made the chain on the nipple clamps swing, adding to her torment.

And it was with this last implement he started smacking her thighs and ass, her pussy clenching around his cock with every impact. She even felt his cock twitching inside her, enjoying her reactions to it as much as she was enjoying this whole scene.

Finally, he dropped it and she heard it hit the mat. He reached under her, stroking her clit with his fingers before lightly pinching it. “Come quick, or you’ll have to hold it.”

He rolled her clit between her fingers and that was all it took after all that prep work. She exploded, moaning, loving it when he grabbed the harness with his other hand and started fucking her even as he forced her to keep coming.

“That’s right, baby. Who owns this sweet cunt?”

“Y-you do, Master!”

“Bet your ass…I…do!” He punctuated the last several words with his cock before burying it deep inside her with a satisfied groan. “There you go.”

He stroked her legs with both hands before untying them so she could stretch them out. Then he spun her around again and she already had her mouth open to lick him clean, the taste of their juices mixed together rolling over her tongue as she slowly, lovingly sucked him.

He tenderly stroked her hair. “Such a good girl.” He pulled her off his cock and she assumed he tucked it away in his shorts. Then his hands cradled her head.

“Say it.”

She’d been already starting to climb back into consciousness, but his hard, commanding tone yanked her back down into subspace the way it always did.

“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.” Normally, she only said it to him in the morning and at night, kneeling before him or next to him, depending on what he wanted.

But when he wanted her to say it any other time, it was always a sure-fire way to pull her mind exactly where he wanted it focused.

“Such a good girl.”

He quickly untied her arms and hair, scooping one arm under her body as he loosened and released the belaying ropes so she could get her feet under her. Still keeping one arm around her, he worked quickly to remove the belaying ropes from the harness so he could ease her down onto her towel, which he’d apparently positioned during his own prep after he’d blindfolded her.

He still didn’t remove that. First the nipple clamps, his mouth moving in to suck at her nipples and ease the pain, the left and then the right, as he removed the clamps and blood came rushing back into them. Next, he worked to untie her, no doubt coiling his ropes as he did. She heard the sound of them hitting the rope bag as he finished coiling each one and tossed them in.

Once the ropes were gone, he draped a fleece blanket around her. “Stay,” he whispered.

He disappeared, but only for a moment, before he returned and helped her up and away from the mats. Still blindfolded, she let him guide her across the patio, then heard the sound of a slider being opened and the feel of carpet under her feet. He took her to the sofa, where he sat and then pulled her into his lap, cradling her against him.

“Such a good girl for me,” he whispered.

“Thank you, Daddy,” she whispered back.

He chuckled. “You know that makes me want to fuck you again. Be careful.”

Smiling, she tucked her face against his chest and relaxed, knowing she was utterly safe in his arms and content to let the world stay away for a little bit longer, before he removed her blindfold.

Her island of calm, her rock, her lighthouse.

He always had been.

Her sanity in more ways than he realized.

Hopefully ways he’d never even know about, if she was lucky.

For now, the last thing on her mind was that night.

And for that, she was extremely grateful. 


Chapter Eight

 

Bill and Gabe had just left home and were on their way to Cali’s when Bill asked it.

“You’re carrying, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” she mumbled.

He let out a sigh. “Do I need to make it a hard rule?”

“No, Sir,” she mumbled. “I was going to lock it in the trunk anyway. I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The ‘big deal’ is that we are off the clock, and you know damn well I’m carrying. I thought we’d agreed that when we’re going to a party, you don’t carry.”

“Nooo, technically you said you wished I wouldn’t carry.”

At the next red light, he stared at her, his right eyebrow arching skyward. “Gabe,” he quietly said. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course I trust you. I wouldn’t have married you if I didn’t trust you. It’s everyone else I don’t trust. You know as well as I do how fast shit can go downhill.”

“This isn’t a human trafficking raid. This is a BDSM party. These are our friends. Friends we trust.”

“And if June hadn’t been carrying that day on Manasota Key, when they’d gone out there to do tai chi and walk on the beach, she and Betsy might have died. And June’s a civilian. Light’s green, Sir.”

She breathed a slight sigh of relief as Bill turned to start driving again. “Okay. New rule, sweetheart. Daddy’s good girl is not allowed to carry at a private party without permission. And by carry, I mean on your person, in your purse, or by any other means. Understood?”

Gabe knew she could safeword for it…but knew Bill was counting on her not safewording for it. “Yes, Sir.”

“Say it back to me so I know you aren’t trying to find a loophole.”

“I’m not allowed to bring a firearm with me to a private party without asking Daddy’s permission first. Happy?”

“No. Try it again without the loophole.”

She felt her face heat. “What loophole?”

He actually pulled over, into a convenience store parking lot, shifted the car into park, and turned to face her. “Gabe,” he quietly said. “Either you trust me to keep you safe, or you don’t. Now say it so we can go to the party, or safeword, or option three, we can go home and have a talk about this and I’ll call Ethan and Brita and tell them we aren’t meeting them there. Your choice.”

She stared into his hazel eyes, melting, finally letting out a huffy sigh. “When going to private parties, I won’t bring any weapons, as defined by Florida’s concealed carry statutes for civilians, or weapons which are allowed to be carried by active law enforcement officers, without Daddy’s permission.”

He smirked. “Good girl. I think. What else do you have?”

She snorted “A collapsible baton in my purse. But to be fair, probably half our friends carry those in their toybags.”

“If they’re a Top, yes. Did you suddenly become switchy and fail to tell me about it?”

She scowled. “No, Daddy.”

He laughed and leaned in for a kiss. “You’d think after a couple of years with me that you’d be used to this by now.”

When they reached Cali’s house, he held out his hand. “Give it to me.”

Gabe somehow managed to hold back her frustrated grumble as she removed the gun, her private sidearm, a .380, from the sticky-pouch holster in her purse. She popped the magazine and removed the chambered round before handing the firearm and ammo to him.

“I’ll let you keep your badge and your baton,” he teased. “How’s that?”

“Thank you, Daddy.”

“I don’t see Ethan’s car. They’re probably not here yet. You sit here while I lock this up.” He popped the trunk and got out to lock her firearm—and probably his, too—in the gun safe mounted in his trunk.

Gabe didn’t know Ethan and Brita as well as Bill did. Bill had worked with Ethan, Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office detective, on joint task forces, and the two had become friends as a result. Brita was a retired sheriff’s office detective and former military. After being injured on the job, she’d taken a disability pension. Gabe still worked as a special agent for the FDLE out of the Sarasota office. Human trafficking and crimes against children were her areas of expertise.

Unfortunately, there were plenty of cases for her to work on.

Brita and Ethan had only recently started making it out to private events. Since Ethan was still active law enforcement in Sarasota, they didn’t want to take the risk of going to Venture. They didn’t even come out to the munches, although Brita had once met them at Sigalo’s for a Saturday night dinner.

The two weren’t exactly an official couple, but Gabe was still unclear as to why. Bill had mentioned it was something to do with Brita not wanting to label it, and he hadn’t wanted to pry. They were sort of a mix between friends with bennies and dating, now dipping their toes into the kinky end of things.

After how she and Bill first started out, Gabe understood complicated relationships.

Bill shut the trunk and walked around to open her door and offer her a hand. They’d been able to park on the street, in front of Cali, Max, and Sean’s house at the end of the cul-de-sac. There were a few other cars there already.

“Did you bring the card?” he quietly asked.

Her mood immediately shifted, somber. “Yes, Sir.” She held it up.

He pulled her in for a kiss. “Good girl.” After opening the back door, he handed her the casserole carrier with their contribution to the potluck dinner, then grabbed his toybag. After locking the car, he led her to their front door and rang the bell.

Max answered, greeting them with smile and hugs. “Glad to see you guys made it.”

“Wouldn’t want to miss it,” Bill said. “God knows we miss enough of them from work.”

“Yeah, that must suck. Come on in.”

Gabe waited for him to shut the door before handing him the card. “That’s for Kel and Mal.”

His smile tightened, drawn. “Thanks. I’ll go put it with the others.”

“Any updates?”

“Chelbie said Mal still doesn’t want to see anyone yet, but she appreciates the love and concern.”

“How’s Kel doing?”

He shrugged. “Chelbie kind of hinted it’s hit him really hard, too. Obviously. But you know us stubborn Doms. I’ll go put this up.”

“Oh,” Bill said. “If you’ll let me know when Ethan and Br—”

The doorbell rang, cutting Bill off.

Max held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” He opened the door, and there stood Ethan and Brita.

“Ah, perfect timing,” Bill said. “Max, these are our friends, Ethan and Brita.”

“Ah, you look familiar,” Max said, welcoming them in. “I think we’ve met before at other parties.” More people were approaching. “I’ll let Bill and Gabe show you around. They’ve been here before.”

Gabe fell in step with Brita as Bill led the way, talking with Ethan.

Brita leaned in. “Ethan made me leave my sidearm at home,” she muttered. “Rat bastard.”

The laugh felt good. “Sir made me hand mine over when we got here. He locked it in the trunk. He also instituted a new rule that I’m not allowed to carry at a private party without permission.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“And you let him?”

Gabe shrugged. “I trust him. Besides, he let me keep my badge and my baton.”

 

* * * *

 

Brita wasn’t as familiar with some of the members of the Suncoast Society as Ethan was. When they’d ventured into this…whatever it was, she’d been desperately worried not to out him at work. To the point that she didn’t want to attend the munches with him, even though he’d said he was fine with them going to the events. Still, he’d given in to her on that point.

For now.

He’d accompanied Bill and Gabe to several of the private events before trying to talk Brita into attending with him.

Yes, her logic brain knew he was a big boy capable of taking care of himself. He had clearly stated that he wanted her to leave that worrying to him.

It didn’t make her anxiety go away. Fortunately, he was patient and understanding and willing to give her time to grow more comfortable at her pace. If she was ever going to trust someone, she’d trust Ethan. She’d known him for over eight years now, and if she couldn’t trust him, she had no business being in a relationship with him.

As Bill and Gabe introduced them around, Brita tried to relax…and couldn’t. Not due to any fault of the other partygoers, but due to her own training and PTSD.

And the fact that she felt naked without a firearm strapped to her.

BDSM was something she wanted to explore more in-depth with Ethan, but she wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t too broken to be able to fully enjoy it, no matter what Ethan said to the contrary.

She knew Bill and Gabe were relatively light players on the BDSM scale. It wasn’t even impact play that bothered her. She knew the people here were all consenting adults. Nothing happened that hadn’t been agreed upon ahead of time.

It was…the people.

Not even the people in particular. Just…people.

Crowds.

It was something she was working on, and being at a private home was easier than, say, a crowd in public. It was easier for her to release her hyper-vigilance in a situation like this than at a concert, for example.

Thank god Ethan’s patient.

The man was practically a saint to put up with her. And tonight he kept his arm draped around her shoulders, her five-seven frame fitting perfectly against his six-two.

Eventually, though, Ethan noticed her discomfort.

Ethan leaned in, waiting until she met his gaze. “You all right?”

She gave him a quick nod. She didn’t want to get into a “discussion” right now. Not there, surrounded by mostly strangers.

Not the best place.

She still wasn’t even sure what niche she fit into in regards to BDSM. She knew she loved Ethan, especially since he’d been amazing and not forced her into a commitment she wasn’t ready or able to make yet. They were exclusive, even if she didn’t call them boyfriend and girlfriend.

They were…friends.

Good friends.

Friends who fucked.

Frequently.

They mingled and while Gabe and Bill went to go play, Brita and Ethan ended up chatting with Cali and Max, two of their three hosts tonight. Brita had seen the e-mail Cali had sent out, but she wasn’t sure she’d even met Kel and Mal.

Ethan, however, had. And had even brought a card for them, which he’d handed over earlier, upon their arrival.

“I didn’t get to ask you earlier. How are they doing?”

Max shrugged. “As well as can be expected. We’re going to check in with Chelbie tomorrow and coordinate dropping off the cards for them.”

Someone else needed Max and Cali’s attention, and the two of them headed off.

Brita leaned in. “Remind me which ones they were again?”

“Who?”

“Kel and Mal? I thought Mal was that singer guy.”

“No. Mal short for Mallory. She worked the phone table at the Valentine’s Day party.”

Brita gasped, heat filling her face at her stupidity. “Oh, my god,” she whispered. “She was so happy! They were deciding on names and everything.”

Ethan grimly nodded but didn’t reply.

Neither of them had biological kids, and Brita knew she didn’t want any. Ethan was still close to his stepson from his previous marriage, and Brita doted on her eight-year-old niece.

That was as close as Brita wanted to having children.

But…

She remembered the couple now, Kel frequently checking in with his wife, happily telling people about their plans, including they were getting ready to put the nursery together.

Nope.

Even more reason for her to hold fast to her decision.

She had enough stress and worry in her life now. She didn’t need the additional worry of kids of her own. While she enjoyed time spent with her niece, Jordan, she practically panicked if the little girl was out of her sight, even though Brita knew that was an irrational response.

But she’d seen too many bad things happen to people, including to children, in her line of work. And she’d gotten shot after responding to a domestic dispute, her injuries compounded by falling off a porch onto a low, concrete wall, while trying to protect a little boy from his mother’s drunk and raging boyfriend.

“Want to go snuggle and watch?” Ethan suggested.

“That sounds good, thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

It’d taken Bill a lot of patient loving to work Gabe up to finally feeling comfortable getting fully naked even at the private parties. Now, once he firmly took control of her during play, she could shut her mind off and give herself to him and enjoy where he took her.

Made her feel not-broken.

Tonight, instead of a bench, Bill had opted to stake out a quiet corner in the living room and started using his growing shibari skills on her to securely truss her up.

At home, he frequently used handcuffs on her. Fast, easy…and since they both had regulation cuffs, accessible.

Now she sat, naked on a towel, blindfolded, with her legs tied bent at the knees and her arms secured behind her, leaving her open and vulnerable. Obviously tonight there wouldn’t be any of the lighter impact play he sometimes engaged in with her.

Bill pulled her back so she lay against him and reached around to play with her nipples. “Someone’s going to have to earn these orgasms tonight.”

Gabe swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

“Is my good girl going to suck my cock in front of everyone after we’re done?”

She arched her back to push her breasts against his palms. “Yes, Sir.”

Bill increased the force of his pinching, until a soft moan escaped her. Her clit tingled, throbbing from both the anticipation and from what he’d started doing to her.

“Then my good girl also needs to wear a butt plug for me. Because by the time we get home, I’m going to be ready for a second round.” She felt him reach for something, then came the feel of it touching her, sliding around until he found her rim. “Right there?”

Nervous, she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good girl.” Bill started pressing it against her rim, a smaller one, one she could easily take. As he slowly fucked the lubed toy into her, she had to bite down on her lower lip to stifle her moan.

“That’s it. Take it for me.” She couldn’t really move to help him, either, from the awkward angle she was at, with his right arm reaching down between her legs in front of her.

After a few minutes of teasing, brushing his thumb across her clit as he worked the butt plug into her ass, he finally got it seated in there.

“Good girl.” She felt him pick something else up.

The click and hum reached her ears a split second before he pressed the head of the Hitachi against her clit. Between the sweet fullness in her ass, and the relentless vibrator, her orgasm started immediately.

Now she didn’t have time to feel self-conscious in the least, because she was too busy trying not to scream at the pleasure slamming through her.

I’m fucked.

Bill would keep her there, coming, giving her very brief breaks before starting on her again, until she finally had to safeword. There were many kinds of sadism.

This happened to be his particular flavor of it.

Not that she was complaining. She wasn’t.

Time did that funny little thing it always did when he dropped her into this headspace. It stretched and folded in on itself, especially with the blindfold in place and forcing her to focus only on the sound of his voice and the sensations washing through her. At some point, she finally found herself gasping red and he shut the vibrator off immediately as she lay there panting in his arms.

His low chuckle rumbled in Gabe’s left ear. “Let me know when you’re ready to finish this, sweetheart.”

Oh, yeah. There was that.

He helped her roll over onto her knees, her arms still bound behind her and the blindfold in place. Right now, there could have been two or two hundred people watching them, she didn’t care.

He stood, cradling her head in his hands as she felt his stiff cock touch her lips. She opened wide, enjoying the way he moaned as she laved her lips and tongue from the head all the way down to the root.

“That’s it, baby,” he said, taking over again. He slowly fucked her mouth and Gabe knew Bill would draw it out, savoring it. Already she was missing the vibrator but knew better than to hint at that.

It would mean another long session with it if she did.

Finally, he started thrusting faster, a little deeper with every stroke, until he was full-on fucking her mouth.

“Get ready.” A groan escaped him as she tasted his hot cum pumping out of his cock. After a couple more strokes, he fell still with his softening cock still in her mouth, her trying to lick and suck every last drop from it before he finally laughed and pulled out.

Then he sat again, helping her lean against him. He pulled a fleece throw over them. “Give me a minute and I’ll untie you, baby.” His lips brushed against her cheek. “Love you.”

A contented sigh escaped her. “Love you, too, Sir.”

He nuzzled his lips against her ear. “And the butt plug stays in until we get home. I was serious about that.”

She smiled. “Yes, Sir.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Leanna and Sharon hadn’t been to many of the private parties, but they felt honored they’d recently been added to the special list and allowed to take part in them. As they stood on the lanai and watched Scrye and June’s suspension scene, Leanna wrapped her arms around Sharon’s waist and rested her chin on her shoulder. In the dim light, Leanna’s dark brown skin contrasted sharply against Sharon’s pale complexion.

“I think we’re going to need to join the rope group at Venture,” Leanna whispered in Sharon’s ear. “That’s hot.”

Sharon leaned back against her wife. “Yes, Ma’am. That is hot.”

Leanna pointed through the sliders, where Bill was putting Gabe through a forced orgasm scene. He’d also tied her up, but they sat on a towel on the floor, off in a corner.

“That’s hot, too. Forced orgasm play.”

Sharon shivered in her arms. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Leanna’s teeth lightly grazed down the flesh of Sharon’s neck. “I think we will be adding that to our repertoire.”

“Ma’am’s choice.”

“Such a good girl.” Leanna watched Justin, Glen, and Wade talking with Leah. Another suspension was about to start, meaning Leah would have to wait before she could fly Justin. And with the three men involved, it was likely to be hot, if it was anything like their scenes at previous parties they’d been to.

“Too bad Lee and Arlin couldn’t be here tonight,” Leanna said.

Their friends had also been invited, but Lee had to work today covering a game. Because of being a public figure, he also didn’t attend Venture very often. Having been an NFL kicker, and then an EPSN sportscaster, and now a local sportscaster, kind of put him out in the public eye.

Before the current suspension could really get started and be interrupted, Sean and Cali walked outside with a bucket of…something. Now both of them wore matching green headbands with the green pigtails and tinsel on them. As Sean talked, they bobbed with his every motion.

“Okay, folks. Thanks to everyone shopping at the same place for white elephant gifts for the Kinkmas party, we now have tentacles galore. Don’t worry, they’re all unused.” He held up the bucket. “Three of them are marked, one, two, and three. First, second, and third place prizes.”

Sean and Cali started tossing the bucket’s contents into the pool, where everyone started laughing as they watched the tentacle-shaped dildos in a wide variety of hideous neon color combinations sink to the bottom.

“The rules are easy. One at a time in the pool, and you have to use your mouth to pick it up. Only one tentacle per person until either all three winners are found, or everyone who wants to play has had a turn. If you find a winner, you’re done. Everyone who wants to play, line up at the shallow end.”

Cali did her best imitation of a game show hostess, her headband bobbing as she talked. “Tell them what they’re playing for, Sean!”

“Oh, right. First prize is a fifty-dollar gift certificate to Sigalo’s, thank you to Scrye and June for generously donating that.” A round of applause rippled through the crowd.

“Second place is a twenty-five-dollar gift certificate to the same adult store where you sadists bought these monstrosities, courtesy of Tony and Shayla.” More laughter.

“And third prize is two free entry passes to Venture, courtesy of Marcia and Derrick, who aren’t here tonight. If you’re not a member, you’ll have to pay to join, though. Okay, so who’s first?”

People started jostling for position. Sharon had started to laugh…until Leanna released her and poked the back of her shoulder. “Strip, baby girl.”

Sharon’s laugh dried up. “Ma’am?”

Leanna grinned. “You think I’m dunking this hair in that pool, girl, think again. Strip. You’re a good swimmer.”

She wondered if Sharon was going to safeword and refuse to do it. It was rare Sharon safe-worded, but it was also rare that Leanna made her do something like this.

With a sigh, Sharon started stripping, neatly folding and handing her clothes to Leanna. Once she was left in nothing but her wedding rings and her metal chainmaille formal collar, which could get wet, she headed over to get in line with the other eight contestants who’d opted to play.

Cali walked over, grinning. “Oooh, you are a sadist.”

“I know, right? Girl worked for thirty minutes on her hair tonight with a flat-iron. I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t put salt in my coffee in the morning or something.”

Cali snickered and held her hand out for a fist-bump.

Sharon’s blonde bob would be a wet mess by the time she came out of the pool. At least her girl was a natural blonde, the carpet matching the drapes.

Or would match, if she didn’t make Sharon keep herself shaved down there.

Unlike Cali, Max, and Sean, Leanna and Sharon weren’t switches. Sharon had no desire to be toppy, and Leanna had no desire to be topped.

At all.

“Ready?” Sean called out.

All the competitors signaled they were.

“Then…go!”

Rusty was first in line and jumped in, slicing through the water and diving down to get one, coming up with it in his mouth on the first try. He swam over to the side by the ladder, where Sean stood waiting to take it from him.

“Sorry, not a winner. Next!”

Leanna could barely control her giggles as she watched the sour looks Sharon continued to shoot at her during her wait to go in. Leanna had even fetched her two towels from their bag so she could dry off when she got out.

She knew her girl was likely hoping all three winners would be found before it was her turn, but no such luck. Only the third-place one had been located.

As Sharon started wading in down the stairs, Leanna let out a whoop. “Go on, baby girl. Git you some in there!”

Resigned, Sharon picked her target and dove under, coming up with one in her mouth.

When she swam over to the ladder to hand it to Sean, he looked at it before holding it up. “First place!”

Leanna let out another whoop as Sharon, her hair plastered against her skull, climbed out and took one of the towels Leanna offered her. “Good job, baby girl! I’ll even let you out of your spanking tonight for that one.”

The smile was obviously forced and all the funnier for it. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Hey, at least I don’t let you wear makeup to these parties.” She reached over and playfully smacked Sharon’s bare, wet ass. “You’d look like a raccoon right now.”

Another snarky smile. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Aw, don’t worry. Imma gonna reward you real good.” She pulled her in for a kiss. “Guess who gets to take a ride on the Sybian for being such a good girl for me.” She nipped Sharon’s bottom lip.

Sharon swallowed hard, Leanna loving the way her throat worked. She’d wanted to try the device, but had been too chicken to the last couple of times. After talking it over with her, Leanna had sussed out Sharon wanted to try it, but also wanted to be ordered to try it to help her get over her fear.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Leanna grabbed her hand and led her toward the living room. “And looky there, you’re already naked. Don’t even have to get undressed.”

There was no one currently using it, either, everyone either playing, or watching the suspension that had just started, or watching the contestants looking for the last winning tentacle dildo.

A phrase Leanna never in her life thought she’d ever utter, right up there with “rogue national park.”

Sharon watched as Leanna decided on which attachment to use on her, picking one that wasn’t too thick or long. It wasn’t that she didn’t think her girl couldn’t take it, but she wanted to go easy on her for her first ride.

After rolling a condom onto the toy from the pile of provided ones, she attached it and then started playing with the controller to get a feel for the settings.

Sharon watched, but didn’t say anything.

A couple of people were now watching them from a discreet distance, two girls playing together always drawing a crowd. Leanna hoped Sharon would trust her on this and not safeword before the fun could even begin.

She stood and pointed at it. “All right, girl. Saddle up.”

Sharon nervously stared at it for a moment. Leanna leaned in and kissed her, reaching between her legs to find her wet. “Aw, my baby girl’s a little nervous, but you want it, don’t you?” She slid her finger between Sharon’s lips to suck, the other woman’s eyes dropping closed before she finally sank to her knees and hiked a leg over it, impaling herself on the mounted dildo.

Leanna stood behind her so Sharon could lean back against her legs. “Imma gonna start it slow, don’t worry.” She turned it on and slowly edged the vibration setting up.

Immediately, Sharon gasped, squirming on it.

“See? That’s nice, isn’t it?” She bumped it up a little more, smiling as Sharon’s head dropped back against Leanna’s thighs. Her eyes were closed, pleasure already taking over.

“Now let’s see how this feels.” She started the rotation, drawing more moans from Sharon.

Yeah, this was hot. She wouldn’t deny it. Hot enough she might drag Sharon home early to get her some. She loved making Sharon lose her mind at one of these parties, but she preferred to wait on her own pleasure. Some things she liked keeping at home behind closed doors.

That was one of them.

“You might as well start coming now, because I’m not letting you off this thing until I say so, or you safeword.” She tweaked the setting up on both the vibration and rotation and that sent Sharon over the edge. She even reached back, her hands wrapping around Leanna’s calves, holding on tightly as she moaned her way through the first one.

Leanna grinned, playing with the settings, up and down, giving Sharon just enough respite to cool her down so Leanna could jam it to the floor and send her over the edge again.

Finally, it was the sight of the current suspension scene wrapping up that decided it for Leanna. She let Sharon finish out her latest round of orgasms before shutting the Sybian off. Sharon slumped back against her, gasping for breath.

Leanna leaned in, draping her arms over her shoulders. “How’s that?”

She nodded, apparently unable to talk.

Leanna kissed her. “Good girl. Now get your adorable ass up off that thing so we can clean it for the next victim. I don’t want to miss watching Leah’s suspension.”

Ten minutes later, they were snuggled together in a lounger on the lanai with a prime close-up view of Leah suspending Justin.

It wasn’t the suspension Leanna enjoyed watching so much as it was what Glen and Wade would invariably do once their boy was up in the air.

“You a’right?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Sharon said.

“Fun?”

She nodded.

Leanna nipped her ear. “Stay awake. I got plans for you when we get home, baby girl.”

Sharon snuggled a little closer. “Yes, Ma’am.” 


Chapter Ten

 

Justin had felt relief that Glen and Wade didn’t toss him into the tentacle competition. He was already hyped up enough over the suspension and what he knew would happen during it.

These sessions always got him wound up.

Then again, it didn’t help that Glen and Wade hadn’t let him come in three days, and had spent every moment alone with him keeping him in a state of sexual need.

Sadists.

Which was one of the reasons why he loved them.

Now he stood between them, watching and waiting and dressed in nothing but the leather jock he wore when Leah suspended him. Not that she was squicky. She didn’t mind suspending him if he was fully nude.

He was the one who’d asked Wade and Glen for the article of clothing, such as it was. He didn’t want to…leak all over her.

And at this point, he was so hard and horny, he knew there was a wet spot on the inside of the cup from pre-cum.

Glen reached over and tugged on Justin’s left nipple ring. “You ready to play, boy?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Adding to his extreme sexual tension was the fact that, in preparation for tonight, the men had made him wear one of the largest butt plugs they had the past two nights, and most of that morning.

Which also added to his frustration, because it pressed right against his prostate.

Something else that amused the two men, especially when he was on his knees servicing their cocks while they kept him hard and horny and desperate for relief.

Yeah, the jock was a great idea. Last thing he wanted to do was accidentally come all over Leah because her arm brushed against his cock or something.

He wasn’t sure what the protocols were for that situation, but suspected it might be considered something approaching the rude end of the scale, no matter how unintentional.

When the frame was cleared, Leah waved him over and Wade picked up the bag of rope. They always brought their own for her, since they tended to get a lot of DNA all over them by the time they were done. In fact, one of Justin’s Sunday duties following a party was to wash the rope and put it out to dry so it’d be ready for the next play party.

Leah smiled at him. “I’m surprised they didn’t toss you into the pool.”

“So am I.”

“Don’t want to wear him out,” Glen teased. “We’ve got plans for him.”

Now that he was one of Leah’s regular rope bottoms, they sort of had a routine. There were just a couple of positions Glen and Wade liked him tied in, based on their plans.

Tonight he’d be sitting up.

After one final stretch, he held still for Leah to start tying the harness on him. This part always took the longest, and she’d played with a couple of different variations before settling on the one she was using now because it would be the most comfortable for him for round two.

It took her nearly thirty minutes before she placed the belaying lines and got him in the air. Then she secured his legs, bent at the knees, and checked everything one last time before stepping out of the way.

“He’s all yours, guys.” She moved to the end of the frame, where her husband, Seth, stood waiting for her. There she stood, his arms around her, while they watched.

In her hands, a pair of rope scissors at the ready in case of a problem. Despite knowing Glen and Wade would take care of them, and despite the men telling her they didn’t mind if she wanted to go on and do her own thing, she never left the area until they were done with him and had gotten him down. The men always untied him after, so she wouldn’t have to.

But she was just that conscientious, which was one of the reasons he enjoyed being tied by her.

And Glen and Wade certainly didn’t mind her watching, either.

Neither did Justin. Because by the time his two owners started hitting their stride, he wouldn’t care how many people were watching them.

Glen and Wade stripped and grabbed their implements, Wade unsnapping the front of Justin’s jock.

Wade smiled at him. “H-how’s our boy?”

“Horny, Master.”

“Well, we’re going to take care of that for you in a minute,” Glen said. He leaned in and sucked on Justin’s lower lip. “Daddy’s gonna make it all better for you.”

Justin softly moaned, his cock twitching with need. When Glen’s voice hit that deep, rumbling tone, Justin knew he was in for a ride.

Wade stepped behind him, using a paddle on him, no warm-up tonight. As he did that, Glen stood in front of him, teasing him, lightly tugging on Justin’s nipple rings. Then he palmed Justin’s balls.

“Lucky for you, Wade forgot the paracord. He took it out the other night and never used it and forgot to put it back in.” He squeezed Justin’s balls, just to the point of almost pain before releasing his grip and starting again. “Otherwise, you’d have a paracord wrapping right now.”

Justin wasn’t sure he wouldn’t have exploded during that process anyway. And as Wade paddled his ass and the outsides of his thighs, the pain almost tempering his need, Glen teased and tormented his cock and balls and nipples, keeping him hard and leaking pre-cum down his shaft.

It’d been several weeks since the two of them had tag-teamed him like this, and Justin was looking forward to it. Usually, it was one or the other of them at a time, or sometimes both if they were spit-roasting him between them. But they didn’t do this all the time, saving it for special occasions.

Like play parties.

Justin’s flesh burned from every paddle stroke, but he knew he could take it, knew Wade wouldn’t push him too far. It seemed like the two men knew his body better than he did at times. And sure enough, just as Justin was about to gasp a yellow, Wade stopped the paddle strokes and his hands caressed Justin’s hot flesh.

“N-nice red ass, b-boy,” he whispered in Justin’s ear. “H-how I lllike it.”

Justin heard the paddle hit the mats. The men did something, and then Justin felt a gloved hand probe his rim, cool lube being applied.

“Grease him up good, Dub,” Glen teased, his blue gaze drilling deep into Justin’s soul. “I want to plow our boy hard and deep.”

A moment later, Glen rolled on a condom and stepped in close, dipping his knees a little to slide his lubed cock inside Justin’s ready ass. Behind him, Wade had also prepared and started nudging his cock into Justin’s ass alongside Glen’s.

Justin’s eyes dropped closed, another moan escaping him as he breathed through the familiar, pinching burn. He knew it’d get better in a moment if he rode it out, their cocks settling into place as if made to be right there.

“Mmm, yeah,” Glen whispered. “That’s what I’m talking about. Our boy’s tight ass taking his Sirs’ cocks. Open your eyes.”

Justin forced them open, Glen’s grin meeting him.

“Say it, boy.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” He felt Glen’s cock twitch inside his ass.

“Thank you for what, boy?”

This darker, more devious side of Glen always melted Justin to his core. Glen’s “Daddy” mode wasn’t the slightest bit gentle, he was primal and rough and Justin felt addicted to him in that way.

“Thank you for fucking your boy’s ass together.”

Behind him, Wade wrapped his arms around Justin, gripping the backs of Justin’s thighs as he adjusted position.

And like that, they found that happy spot, and Wade’s cock was pressing Glen’s tightly against Justin’s prostate.

Justin moaned, gritting his teeth and trying to hold back.

Glen slicked Justin’s pre-cum down his shaft, holding on to Justin’s cock with one hand, and the harness with the other. “Hold it until we say so, boy,” he warned. “Or you’ll get caned when we’re done.”

Justin knew they meant it, too.

Which would mean more teasing and sexual torture, because the men had done a fine job of training his body to get horny over pain.

Again, not a complaint.

The men started fucking him, Justin desperately holding on to the ropes and trying to hold back his orgasm. They fell into a seesawing kind of rhythm while Wade bit down on Justin’s left shoulder and held on tight.

Just one more thing to try to process in the overwhelming mix of pleasure and pain swirling through his body.

Glen started stroking Justin’s cock. “Okay, boy,” he said. “Can’t last as long as I thought I could tonight. This is too fucking sexy. Get your nut off before I do, or you’ll have to hold it until tomorrow.”

Justin gasped with relief as a moan took its place. His balls erupted, coating Glen’s hand with his cum. But Glen didn’t stop, jacking him harder and faster, knowing him, and knowing he could quickly build him up to a second one like this.

Which, he did. Justin’s cock never went fully soft. Behind him, Wade grunted, still biting down even as he fucked Justin’s ass.

“Yeah, boy,” Glen said. “Get the second one out of the way. You earned it.” This one took a little longer, but the men had trained him so well, conditioned his body for it, that it was only a minute or so later before his ass was clamping down on their cocks again.

“That’s it.” Both men came nearly at the same time, falling still inside him, Justin’s head lolling back against Wade.

Wade sucked on Justin’s shoulder, finally licking and kissing the spot before lifting his head to look at it. “Nice one.”

Justin let out a laugh. “Thank you, Master.”

The men hugged him tightly between them. “L-love you, boy,” Wade whispered in his ear.

“Love you, too, Master.”

Glen rubbed noses with him. “Love you, boy.”

Justin grinned. “Love you, Daddy.”

Glen’s cock twitched. “Ooh. You might get seconds later before we leave, you keep that up.”

Justin grinned. “You won’t hear me complaining.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

After Justin, Glen, and Wade finished playing and were in the process of cleaning up so they could clear the frame, Cali turned and focused her attention to where Keith and Scott were playing on the lanai. The two men had come to the party tonight without Noel, Scott’s wife and Keith’s slave, and the third in their trio. She’d stayed home with their baby son tonight.

Keith had been busy trussing Scott up in green plastic wrap from his neck down, mummifying him standing up, except for his crotch region. Scott also wore a leather hood and ball gag.

That wasn’t all.

Keith had fastened a parachute ball stretcher around Scott’s scrotum, from which extended small chains.

From the chains hung a small pink, plastic bucket, not much larger than a drinking cup.

Keith noticed her watching. “Well? What do you think?” he asked with a grin.

“What’s this?” Cali asked.

“New party game.” The sadist’s brown eyes practically twinkled as he held up a handful of what looked like plastic bracelets in different shapes. “Sort of like ring toss, but not. Want to play?”

Sean walked over, his headband bobbing as he paid far too much attention. “How’s it played?”

Keith turned and tossed one of the plastic bracelets into the bucket. It clattered in with a soft rattle. “Most in wins. You stand back a few feet and take turns throwing. If it’s a tie, take another step back and do it again.”

Sean shrugged. “That sounds simple enough.”

Keith retrieved the bracelet and handed Cali and Sean each a set. Cali ended up with ones that vaguely looked like the shape of Hello Kitty’s head, while Sean ended up with hearts.

“I’d say it’s fun for all ages,” Keith said, “except…not.”

“Little X-rated for kiddies to play,” Cali snarked.

“Exactly.” Keith grinned. “Go ahead.”

Cali and Sean exchanged a look. “Glad Max isn’t seeing this right now,” Sean quipped. “I have a feeling it’d be giving him a lot of ideas.”

“Like you don’t drive the bus over yourself all the time,” Cali said, pointing to his green headband.

“Yeah, that’s a good point.”

“You’re the one who ordered yourself the damn unicorn mask for the latest website shoot, if you’ll recall.”

Sean grinned. “True.”

“Does it hurt him if we hit him in the cock?” Cali asked.

“No, but good point.” Keith walked over, his back to them and blocking their view. When he stepped out of the way, Keith had used a small clip to hook the PA ring through the end of Scott’s cock and fasten it through the plastic wrap, holding it out of the way.

Keith grinned. “There we go.” He reached in and gave Scott’s cock a few strokes, which hardened it and made the man whine.

Whether it was in pain or pleasure, Cali wasn’t sure, but since Scott wasn’t safewording, she wasn’t about to interfere.

Sean laughed and leaned in to Cali. “Sorry, but I’m calling red on a PA piercing right now. Or any other piercings that aren’t my ears. I might be a masochist, but I have limits.”

She glanced at his headband. “Ditto.”

As they played, taking turns tossing what turned out to be ten bracelets each, they ended up with spectators who all wanted a turn.

“This is almost a solid second place to Ross using a Christmas tree as a dildo,” Tony joked.

“No,” Gilo said. “Scrye teasing Baxter with the Sybian was second. This is a close third.” He leaned in to his wife, Abbey. “And yes, red. On the piercing.”

She laughed. “I was going to say, we’ve done mummification before.”

He draped an arm around her shoulders. “Even I have my limits, sweetie. You of all people should know that.”

Tonight, Cali wasn’t sure what “mode” the couple was in. Usually, if Gilo was bottoming, he was already changed into his “slave gear” as he dubbed it. But he was still in street clothes, as was Abbey.

Sean beat Cali by one. Stepping aside to let Rusty and Eliza have a try at the new game, Cali turned to Gilo and Abbey. “Are you guys playing tonight?”

He shrugged. “We’re still…negotiating. Neither of us is feeling very bottomy right now.”

“I didn’t say I wasn’t feeling bottomy,” Abbey said. “I said I wasn’t feeling like getting my ass beat.”

“Ah.” He leaned in and kissed her temple. “Basically the same thing, though.”

“Eh, true.”

After everyone who wanted to play had a turn, Cali watched as Keith removed the ball-stretcher and bucket, laid Scott facedown over the end of one of their loungers, and then used a knife to carefully slice away a section of plastic wrap from his ass down to just above his knees.

Then he broke out a riding crop and a cane and started going to town with that.

Gilo, who’d been heading inside with Abbey, stopped to watch with her.

“Holy shit,” he muttered. “I thought I was a masochist. He makes me look like a wuss.”

Scott’s ass bore angry red welts from the crop and cane, but Cali had actually seen the men play a lot harder than that before. Finally, Keith set the implements aside, removed Scott’s ball gag, dropped his own shorts, wrapped his cock with a condom, and started fucking Scott’s freshly beaten ass.

Abbey joined them. “Okay, so that’s hot.”

“I know, right?” Cali said.

“I don’t mind watching guy on guy,” Gilo said, “but I’ll stick to a strap-on when it comes to receiving, thanks.” He draped an arm around Abbey’s shoulders and kissed her. “Nothing against you poly people,” he teased Cali.

“No offense taken. I know it’s not everyone’s cuppa.” Still, watching Keith’s tight ass bunch and flex as he plowed his slave’s ass was a fun way to spend a few minutes.

I’m glad we had the party tonight.

Now that things were in full swing, people were enjoying themselves, laughing, playing. Good energy swirled all around them, nearly palpable.

Max walked up behind Cali. “Whatcha watch—ooh, that’s hot.” He wrapped his arms around her.

“That’s what we were just saying.”

Keith finished off, then rolled Scott over, and jerked him off. The other man came in about three strokes. Keith leaned in and kissed him, hard, whispering something to him. She spotted Scott’s smile as he said something in return.

Then Keith grabbed his knife again and, using the gut hook on it, quickly cut Scott free before going to clean up.

Gilo turned to Abbey. “I guess now you want me to find colored cling wrap, huh?”

She smiled. “No, I’m not picky. We can use clear.”

 

* * * *

 

Jake sat on the sofa, while Ben sat on the floor between Jake’s legs, naked and on a towel, his back to Jake. They’d been watching Keith and Scott out on the lanai, their kinky party game that everyone really got into before it turned into a super-hot beating-and-fucking scene that had Jake hard and throbbing.

Jake ruffled Ben’s hair and leaned in. “Might have to try that with you some time. Alone at home, that is.”

Ben tipped his head back, smiling. “Alone at home, I’m game for a lot of stuff, Sir. You know that.”

Yes, Jake knew that his husband and slave was not only game for a lot of stuff, but eager to push himself in nearly any way Jake asked of him.

“You feel like trying out the latest Doom tonight?”

That was the model name for Cali, Max, and Sean’s bondage frame line. A funny joke.

Meet your Doom!

Ben nuzzled Jake’s leg. “I think Sir could easily persuade me to do that.”

Jake raked his nails over Ben’s scalp. “You do, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir.”

They hadn’t had time to have sex that week, much less play. Work had been crazy, and they’d both been putting in long hours due to a huge, complicated manufacturing job that had come in. They’d actually thought they might have to work that morning, until Friday afternoon’s test run had produced a customer-approved proof widget.

Jake called nearly everything they made a widget. Didn’t matter what it actually was, they were all widgets to Jake.

Between that and household chores and yard work that still had to get done at home, fun activities had taken a back seat to real life.

And what Jake wanted to do now was put a nice, red glow on his boy’s ass, give him some good marks, and then fuck his ass while giving him a reacharound.

Except…Jake’s ears perked up as he heard someone riding the Sybian in the corner of the dining room, a woman’s low, happy moan filtering through, underlaid by the distinctive hum of the ridable vibrator.

Then again…

When he stared down at Ben, he noticed Ben’s attention had also turned toward the source of the noise.

Hmm.

While it was more common for women to ride the Sybian, Jake had watched men tackle it, too.

And it was hot to think about Ben sucking him off while his ass was impaled by the thing. Jake had recently added a vibrating butt plug to his toy collection and loved torturing Ben with it.

Jake leaned in. “Go get my bag and meet me at the Doom bench.”

Ben didn’t hesitate, grabbing his towel and hurrying off while Jake stood and walked over to the now vacant bench. The dark blue metal frame was padded and completely adjustable for nearly any configuration the Top wanted.

He was still familiarizing himself with it when Ben rejoined him. Jake patted the bench. “Up.” He wanted to time this so that when he finished with Ben on the bench, he could take him into the dining room and put him on the Sybian.

A nice, happy finish.

Literally.

He didn’t even bother strapping Ben down to it, wanting to be able to move him fast when the Sybian came free. He started with a bare-handed spanking, warming him up, before switching to one of his harsher paddles. He tempered it by pulling his strokes at first, reading Ben’s body language before working him up to harder hits that would sting like hell.

From there he went straight to a cane. Same thing, lighter strokes at first, increasing the force, until he left a row of long welts across Ben’s ass and he was flexing his hips in time with the impacts.

Then he caught Ben’s collar by the D-ring in front. “Come on, boy. Surprise for you.” He led him to the Sybian and noted with glee Ben was still deep in subspace, the glazed look on his face turning Jake’s crank.

And Ben’s cock was hard, rigidly standing in front of him.

Jake quickly set the machine up and helped Ben lower himself onto it, impaling his ass with the dildo. Standing in front of him, Jake unzipped his jeans and fished out his cock.

Ben immediately gobbled him to the root, holding on to the backs of Jake’s thighs.

“Good boy,” he crooned. “Just like that.” He started playing with the controls, giggling when Ben yelped at first, followed immediately by a low, long moan of pleasure.

Jake left it set right there as Ben eagerly worked on his cock. “Okay, boy.” He buried his fingers in Ben’s hair. “Get me off, then you can come. If you come before me, you’re going to ride that thing for ten minutes on its highest setting while I cane your ass. Don’t think I won’t.”

Ben whimpered even as he redoubled his efforts. That might not have been a threat to some, but Jake suspected Ben knew him well enough to know it wouldn’t exactly be pleasurable.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Ben’s skilled, hot mouth eagerly sucked and licked Jake’s cock, and it wasn’t too long before Jake felt his climax closing in. “Get ready, boy. Don’t spill a drop.”

He held the back of Ben’s head as he thrust deep, all the way to the root and came down the man’s throat. Almost immediately, Ben’s grip on Jake’s thighs tightened as he let out a long, deep moan when his own climax exploded…

All over Jake’s jeans.

“Well, fuck,” he lightly said. “That was a logistical miscalculation.” He shut the Sybian off as Ben looked, then started laughing.

Jake grabbed him by the back of the head. “Get busy, boy. Clean up as much as you can off me, then we need to get a wet paper towel or something.”

Ben got busy. Fifteen minutes later, they’d cleaned Jake up, cleaned up the Sybian and got it ready for the next user, and were cuddled together on the floor, out of the way, with Ben draped across Jake’s lap.

“Thank you, Sir,” Ben mumbled. Jake suspected he might even doze off.

“You’re welcome, boy.”

“That was fun.”

“Yeah, it was. Except getting my jeans spooged on.”

Ben snorted. “Sorry, Sir.”

“No, that was my fault. But I expect you to remember it for the next time. If it happens again because you didn’t remind me to wrap you, then it’s ten hard ones. Cane strokes,” he clarified when Ben snorted in amusement.

“Yes, Sir.”

Actually, it looked like maybe a few people had left. “Once we’re done snuggling, let’s get you dressed and think about heading home.”

Ben yawned. “Yes, Sir.”

He ruffled his husband’s hair. “You’re so fricking adorable.”

Ben opened his eyes and smiled up at him, lifting his head for a kiss. “So are you, Sir.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

Finally, around three o’clock in the morning, the last partygoers had left and they’d finished the worst of the cleanup. Tomorrow would be the day they’d work together going through the house and cleaning from top to bottom.

For now, Cali sat in a chair on the lanai and stared at the pool, her green headband on the table in front of her. With the deafening quiet around her following the raucous energy of the party, it almost felt like a form of subdrop.

Still, she couldn’t get the sound of Kel’s sobbing out of her mind from his visit Thursday night.

The strong man’s tears.

The bad kind of pain, the kind that would never heal.

The hollow, empty grief in his eyes.

I can’t go through that. I won’t go through that, and I won’t put my guys through that.

Maybe it made her selfish. Maybe it would make her self-absorbed, but would it be fair to bring a child into the world just for…what, reasons?

When she looked at the overall “list” in her heart, the pros and cons, she knew she didn’t want to have a baby. Not really.

Baxter walked over after checking things out and twined himself around her legs.

“Hey, buddy.” She reached down and picked him up, cuddling him close.

She heard the sliders open and close and the sound of footsteps as Max and Sean joined her.

“You all right?” Max asked.

“Yeah. Just thinking.”

Sean pulled out a chair and sat on her right. “About what?” His green headband bobbed, until he took it off and laid it on the table with hers.

Max took the chair on her left.

Cuddling Baxter close, she took a deep breath. “About kids.”

“This is déjà vu,” Sean said.

“Shh!” Max scolded. “Go ahead, sweetie.”

“I really don’t think I want to have kids. I know I said I’d think about it, but…I have. With everything that’s happened, on top of a long list of reasons, I really think the best choice for me is not to have any. I’m sorry.”

The men didn’t respond at first. Sean, for once, let Max take the lead.

“This isn’t arguing, but how did you come to that decision?”

“I’ve been leaning this way for a while, even though I didn’t realize it. Like we talked about before, I thought maybe when Essie had Eddie that it would kind of…you know…inspire me to make a decision.”

“And it didn’t?” Sean asked.

Cali didn’t want to admit it, but knew the men wanted honesty from her, no matter how hard and painful.

“No. I mean, he’s great. For them. I come home and walk into the office and don’t have to hide the latest kinky creation I’m photographing to list on the website. Or I can get up in the morning and walk out to make the coffee and Sean can bend me over the counter and we don’t have to worry about getting caught. We can start out watching a movie and it devolves into pegging your ass. Or any number of kinky permutations. Having parties like this. It made me realize that I like what we have and I don’t want to change it.”

The men nodded, but didn’t reply.

“I just don’t…feel it. Motherhood, I mean. I had thought I did want a baby, but the more I’ve thought about it, I realized I wasn’t sure if I wanted a baby because I wanted a baby, or because I thought I was supposed to want a baby. Does that make sense?”

Sean leaned in and kissed her, his blue gaze meeting hers. “Perfectly. And I love you. We love you. We told you, we’re more concerned about us. The three of us.”

Max leaned over and kissed her next. “Ditto. Everything he said, and yes, I love you, too.”

“You’re really not upset?”

Sean made a soft sound she couldn’t interpret. “Babe, we’ve always told you—and we mean it—that the decision is yours. Totally.”

“Do you want us to go ahead and schedule vasectomies?” Max quietly asked.

Something about his tone pulled her focus onto him again. His brown gaze had dropped to his hands, which rested on the table.

“Are you all right?”

He slowly nodded. “This is partly about Kel and Mal, isn’t it?”

There was no good reason to deny it now that it’d been brought up. “Yeah. That was kind of the final factor for me. Again, maybe it makes me a shitty person, and if so, I’ll own it. I don’t want to risk going through that. There’s enough grief in the world. Why court more of it?”

He faced her again. “It gutted me, too. I mean, hearing the news from him about what happened. I’m sorry, but I don’t ever want the three of us to have to go through that. I hope that doesn’t make me sound like a horrible person either, but at least we can be horrible together, if it does.”

She shoved Baxter at Sean and threw her arms around Max. “Thank you. I love you.”

A relieved sigh escaped him and he kissed the side of her neck. “Okay. Good.”

Sean snorted. “Well, add me to the horrible person list, then.”

They turned to look at Sean. He wore that handsome smirk Cali adored as he stroked Baxter’s head. “I mean, when we lose this little guy—hopefully not for years and years in the future—I don’t know how I’m going to deal with that. But to lose a baby?”

He stared at Baxter. “I’m a coward, I’ll admit it. And maybe I’m selfish, too. Fine. Cali’s right. I like being able to walk around and be a big damn kid whenever the hell I feel like it. All three of us.”

She reached out and held both their hands, Sean depositing Baxter onto the table. “Okay, then,” she said. “Maybe it is best if you guys get vasectomies. I don’t want to force you to do it, but—”

“You don’t have to force us,” Max said. “I want to. It means we can permanently table the discussion and not worry about it. I was hoping you’d say you didn’t want a baby, because I was worried if you said you did how you’d take the news that I…didn’t.”

“When did you decide that?” Cali asked.

“Probably about the same time you decided you didn’t. And for pretty much the same reasons. Talking to Kel was kind of the last piece.”

They stared at Sean.

“Yeah, me, too. We’re a strange lot, aren’t we?” He slung an arm around Cali’s shoulders. “Of course I’ll get snipped for you, babe.” He pressed a kiss to her temple before resting his head against hers. “It’s the easiest solution.”

Sean’s smile faded, shifting back into a more somber tone. “I really feel badly for them,” he said. “I wish there was something…more we could do. I mean, nothing can fix this. Not a damn thing. Nothing can fix it or make it right. It’s horrible and it’s sad and it’s not fair. They’re great people. Why did this have to happen to them?”

Cali knew it was clichéd, but it felt like a literal weight had lifted from her shoulders. “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate this. And would you mind if we just cuddled tonight? I kind of want to chill.”

The men stood, holding their hands out to her, both of them smiling. “Cuddling sounds great, sweetheart,” Max said.

“Ditto,” Sean echoed.

 

* * * *

 

Early the next morning, Cali awoke before her two men, but from the way Sean was pressed along her back and had both an arm and leg draped around her, there was no way she could move without waking him up. Then there was Max, who lay in front of her, his head tucked against her shoulder, snuggled tightly against her.

Wedging her firmly between them.

Fuck it.

She didn’t have to pee, so she closed her eyes and lay there, listening to the two of them breathing. In the grey light of early morning trying to sneak around their window blinds, she realized this was perfection.

There was absolutely no logical reason for her to feel sad for their sake.

Sean’s arm tightened around her waist, and now she felt his stiff cock pressing against the seam of her ass. “I know you’re awake, babe,” he mumbled. His hand dropped, between her legs, playing with her clit.

Before long, he was sliding his cock inside her wet pussy and Max had finally started waking up.

“Are we morning fucking?” he mumbled. “Because if not, take it somewhere else so I can go back to sleep.”

“We’re morning fucking,” Sean said, still playing with her clit.

“Oh, good.” Max leaned in and kissed her, working lower to suck on her nipples, lower still, his mouth replacing Sean’s hand on her clit.

Until Max lifted his head. “Don’t come yet, Sean.”

“Aww.”

“Hold it. Let’s get her worked up and fill her up right this morning.”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

She whimpered, now realizing even though she had a death grip on Max’s head that he wouldn’t get her over yet. He’d make her beg for it.

And earn it.

His tongue traced circles around her clit, stroking along it, flicking it, basically working her right up to the edge without letting her fall over. Finally, he sat up and looked into her eyes.

“Tell us what you want, baby.”

She forced her eyes open, staring into his sweet brown gaze. “Please fuck me. Both of you.”

“Excellent.” He got up and immediately returned with lube, a couple of condoms, and a towel.

“Insurance,” he joked, holding it up before he ripped the pouch open and rolled it on.

Sean pulled out and sat up, rolling her onto her stomach so he could lube her ass.

She pulled her knees under her, giving him a better target and eager to feel them filling her. They hadn’t done this in a little while, and she always loved the feeling of both of them inside her, like they were one.

It didn’t take Sean long to get her ass lubed and loosened so he could fuck her without hurting her. Max slid under her so she could impale her pussy on his stiff cock while Sean started working his cock inside her.

Ooooh…yeah.

Once Sean’s cock was buried inside her ass, he reached around and started playing with her nipples while Max played with her clit.

“Be a good girl for us, baby,” Max said. “Show us how good it feels.”

They let her set the pace, the pinching burn quickly turning into wonderful fullness as their cocks filled her pussy and ass. Max’s fingers knew what to do, and it didn’t take her long to feel the first orgasm making the climb inside her nervous system.

The men felt it, too.

“That’s it,” Sean said. “Ride our cocks, baby.”

Max built her up, watching her, timing it so that when she exploded, her body clamping down on them, they started moving, taking over and fucking her in a well-synchronized way. It didn’t take them long to come, Sean first, then Max, all of them collapsing on top of each other in a heap.

The end of the bed bounced. “Meow.”

“Goddammit, Baxter, not now,” Max said. “Can’t you see we’re cuddling?”

The cat walked over and head-butted Max. “Meow.”

Cali couldn’t help it. The giggles escaped her, and then became contagious as Sean started laughing, too.

“You know,” Max said as he reached out to stroke Baxter’s head, “I sometimes miss the days he wouldn’t come near me.”

 

* * * *

 

It was a little after three in the afternoon when the three of them drove over to Kel and Mal’s house. After Max had checked in first with Chelbie, Kel had called him back and invited them over, but with a caveat.

“Don’t feel bad if Mal doesn’t come out.”

“No, it’s okay. We understand, and we won’t stay long.”

They also wanted to bring them some of the many leftovers from the party the night before, way more than they’d be able to eat anyway. Chelbie was the one who answered the door for them, even her trademark red hair looking duller that day, her guys Rich and Nick walking into the hallway from the living room to greet them with hugs and take the food from them.

Kel emerged from the master bedroom a moment later, forcing a smile Cali wished he wouldn’t.

“Hey, guys.” He hugged them. “She’s asleep right now. She took a sedative after lunch and I don’t want to wake her up.”

“That’s fine,” Cali gently assured him. “We just wanted to bring you guys food and these.” She handed him the stack of cards, her heart breaking as his eyes widened before tears started rolling down his cheeks.

She suspected Chelbie had already grabbed tissues when they first arrived, because there she was with them, pressing some into his hands.

“Thanks,” he hoarsely said.

Cali had counted the cards last night. They had thirty-five of them.

He leaned in for another hug as Chelbie took the cards from him and passed them to Rich to hold. Max and Sean moved in to hug him, too.

“Thank you guys,” Kel said, his voice choked. “Please tell everyone thanks for us. It might be a little bit before we’re out and about again. I don’t want to rush her.”

“We know,” Max said. “Everyone understands.”

“June said her older sister has…been through this, too,” Cali said. “She said before they left to call her if you want to talk to her, and she’ll give you her number. You aren’t alone.”

“I know.” He nodded, finally letting go and stepping back. “It’s just not how we thought things were going to go.”

Cali knew she was close to breaking down and really didn’t want to cry in front of Kel. Not after everything he’d been through. “Please give her a hug for us. We love you guys. We all do.”

“Yeah,” Sean quietly said. “We love you guys a lot. We’re here for you.”

“Whatever you need,” Max said.

Kel nodded. She suspected he wasn’t sleeping, probably worried more about Mal than taking care of himself, but hopefully Chelbie was on top of that. “Thanks. We love you guys, too.”

It was actually Chelbie who walked them out, all the way to their car, where she hugged them again. “Thanks, guys.”

“I hope this was okay,” Max said. “I hope he didn’t feel obligated to invite us over.”

“No, it was fine,” she assured them. “I think this is good. I hope this will help Mal see there are a lot of people who love her. She’s trying to shut everyone out, including Kel. While we knew to expect it, we’re not sure how to stop her from doing it.”

“Is she going to be okay?”

Chelbie crossed her arms in front of her, running her hands up and down her arms. “I don’t know. Eventually, probably. Kel’s mom said it took her several months to get on an even keel again and past the most crushing part of her grief to allow her to even attempt to function. It’s not something that goes away, and everyone deals with it differently. She’ll live with this for life. And Mal feels guilty even though the doctors told her she didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Do they know what happened yet?” Sean asked.

Chelbie shook her head. “It just…happened. There’s a couple of genetic tests Kel okayed to have run, but they take weeks to come back. Right now, there’s not really an answer. In some ways that’s worse for Mal, because we can’t point to something and say, ‘See? You did nothing wrong.’”

Cali nodded. “Yeah.”

After another round of hugs, the three of them climbed in and silently headed home. Inside, Baxter greeted them, loudly scolding them for daring to leave him home alone.

She scooped him up and held him, Max and Sean surrounding her to hold her as she cried.

“We made the right decision,” she said. “I wondered if I’d doubt myself, but now…it’s even stronger.”

“Me, too,” Max quietly said.

“Ditto,” Sean added.

They stood there holding each other while Baxter happily purred in Cali’s arms.
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