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Is Lara’s life complicated? Not really. On the evening of her divorce, she dumps her jerk fiancé while at dinner with him, her now ex-husband, Everett, and Everett’s boyfriend, Wylie. That’s where she meets their hunky neighbor, Brad, and his teenage son, Mark. That’s not complicated at all.

Dr. Brad Jarred is well aware some people assume he’s little more than a Florida Cracker cowboy, but he’s actually an accomplished chemist running his family’s ranch while being a single father. He loves Lara’s spirit…and her strong will. She’s exactly the kind of take-charge woman he’s longed to meet and love. One thing’s for certain: at least Everett and Wylie are rooting for a relationship to flourish between the couple.

Now that Lara has the kind of guy she’s always wanted, can she be the woman Brad needs? More importantly, will Mark accept her in their lives? And why won’t her whackadoodle ex-fiancé leave her alone?
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Chapter One

 

Fuck.

My.

Life.

Lara knew she was luckier than many people. Still, today’s bullshit was starting to get to her, digging under her skin. She’d tried to talk Steve into not coming with her, but he’d insisted, showing up at her apartment to pick her up despite her telling him three different times that morning not to come.

In addition to telling him not to come every single time he’d mentioned it over the past couple of weeks.

In this case, it was easier to pick and choose her battles, although she’d be sitting him down later once they were alone to let him know it was unacceptable for him to not listen to her and to simply override her wishes, no matter how noble his intent might be.

I can see we will have to have a serious talk. Soon.

Especially since she was supposed to be moving into his place next week.

They had been butting heads off and on over the past several months, and even more frequently over the last several weeks, but she’d thought it’d been nothing more than the usual relationship growing pains everyone went through.

Correction—she’d hoped that’s what it was.

She’d ignored her instincts. Now…

Shit.

Logistically, if she didn’t move in with Steve, it’d be a massive pain in the ass. She knew the apartment complex already had her place rented out, since she’d given them ample notice, and the complex was full.

A little nagging thought had told her to check on that situation the other day. It’d be four months before they had another apartment her size ready to rent, two before she could get a smaller one. They were at capacity.

She’d have to move next week, regardless. Moving in with a guy she was increasingly starting to realize wasn’t the right guy for her, however, wasn’t an option.

He’d acted in a way that, at first, had seemed charming. Sophisticated. Debonair, even.

Yes, there were warning signs she’d ignored and shouldn’t have. She’d hoped she was wrong.

Well, maybe I can borrow the Tin Can from Everett.

She wasn’t desperate for a man. Living in her ex-husband’s travel trailer would be preferable to making a horrible mistake by moving in with the wrong man.

Huge-ass engagement ring on her finger or not.

From the moment Steve had appeared at her apartment that afternoon to pick her up, until they’d reached the courthouse, he’d been going on, and on…

And on.

So she’d tuned him out, looking out the window and mostly nodding, ignoring him.

“Then, there’s getting you moved. We’ll have to decide what to get rid of,” he’d said as they pulled into the parking lot. “No reason to bring what we won’t keep.”

Now he had her full and undivided attention. “What do you mean?”

He laughed. “Well, all that crap you have isn’t going to fit into my house. We’ll have to get rid of a lot of it. Leave it out by the Dumpster or something.”

She stared at him for a moment, not quite sure, at first, that she’d heard him correctly. “Uh, we already talked about this. I told you, I’m not getting rid of my stuff. We already agreed what you were getting rid of so my stuff would fit.”

He snorted. “And I was humoring you, honey. Do you honestly think I’m going to get rid of my furniture? Do you have any idea how much it cost? You know you don’t know anything about decorating. I can’t blame you, though. You’ve been stuck in a cheap apartment for all these years. That junk you have is worthless. Why would I want it in my house?”

She bit her tongue on what she’d been about to say and didn’t wait for him as she got out and headed inside, forcing him to jog to catch up with her.

One question answered. This day is not going well at all, and likely to get worse before it’s over.

At least she and Everett were on good terms. And she adored Wylie, Everett’s boyfriend.

Steve managed to catch up with her at the door. Walking inside, she found that her attorney wasn’t there yet, but Everett and Wylie were.

She took a deep breath and forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Everett Cannon, Wylie Young, this is my fiancé, Steve Ewing.”

“Doctor,” Steve added with a too-tight smile as he shook hands. “Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, especially over the last couple of months, it’s like I know you already.”

She recognized that carefully schooled look on Everett’s face.

He already hated the guy. “Oh,” Everett said. “That’s nice.”

Lara didn’t feel much like making small talk at that moment, still trying to digest what Steve said about her furniture and the best way to handle him. So as they sat and waited, she shut up and prayed Steve would do the same. Finally, her attorney arrived, and they started going over everything one last time. Lara and Everett were using the same attorney since the divorce was uncontested. Everett couldn’t afford to file by himself, and until Steve had proposed to her, she’d had no reason to.

What, she was supposed to fight getting a divorce despite the fact that Everett admitted he was gay and had now moved on with his life and had finally found a great boyfriend who was a sweetheart and perfect for him?

No, of course not.

And she had thought she was getting married soon.

Until a few minutes ago.

As she listened to the attorney, she stared at the ring on her hand.

Was it really worth it, though? The longer she stood there and compared Steve to the two men she considered friends, the more doubts gnawed at her. Steve had always resisted her attempts to get him to mingle with her friends.

And she flat-out hated his.

Once they were done talking to the attorney, they sat to wait some more.

Adding to the day’s aggravation was the fact that their court hearing had been delayed due to the judge having a family emergency. They’d been given the opportunity to reschedule. She’d met Everett’s gaze, shrugged, and suspected he’d also been about to say reschedule, when Steve spoke up for her.

“We’ll wait. This has gone on long enough. I can’t imagine it’ll take long.”

Lara glanced at Everett.

“It’s okay, hon,” Everett assured her. “Whatever you want to do. You want to hit Mama Suarez’s for an early dinner when we get out of here?”

She grinned and answered without even thinking about Steve’s opinion on the matter. “I haven’t been there in a while. Absolutely.”

“Where?” Steve asked.

“Oh, it’s a great Mexican place—”

Steve snorted.

Lara shot Steve a look, but turned to Everett. “I would love to eat there after we’re done.”

She got it. Part of it was that Steve was older than her. He’d never met Everett and Wylie before. Maybe he was feeling a little…inadequate. And, she assumed, he’d wanted to come today to support her.

What Steve seemed to miss was that she’d feel far more supported if he’d shut the hell up and sit there and not say a damn thing.

He leaned in and started to mutter a protest to her, probably about the choice in restaurants. He usually ended up with the last word on where they ate if he didn’t like the choice.

Not today, Satan.

Lara glared at him and dug a knuckle into his thigh.

“What?” he asked, rubbing at the spot.

“Just stop it,” she hissed, hoping Everett and Wylie hadn’t heard them.

That finally shut Steve up, allowing her to start chatting with Everett and Wylie.

Which she did, ignoring the chilly glare she felt boring into the back of her neck as she focused on her ex and his new guy.

She genuinely felt happy for Everett. She’d moved on past her pain and anger a long time ago. It wasn’t like Everett had cheated on her, either. Hell, after they’d separated, she’d gone out on dates with guys. The only reason she was going through with the divorce was pressure from Steve, since he’d proposed to her.

She would have been perfectly happy staying married for now and just being engaged, if it’d been up to her. Everett wasn’t making the money she was, and she hated knowing he’d felt uncomfortable and obligated by owing her money. Yes, he’d already paid back his half of the divorce, but she hadn’t wanted him to feel…

Pressured.

It was nice being friends with him again. That part of their relationship she’d absolutely missed.

Finally, the bailiff called them into the judge’s chambers for their hearing. The attorney had already told them it should be brief, and that the judge might ask them a couple of questions each as a matter of formality, especially since Everett technically was representing himself.

Lara had started to follow Everett and Wylie when Steve’s hand closed around her wrist and jerked her back.

“Slow down,” he grumbled.

She yanked her hand free and leaned in. “Don’t you ever do that again.” Turning on her heel, she hurried to catch up, not giving a shit if Steve followed or not.

If forced to choose right at that moment, she wouldn’t be moving in with Steve. Not unless his attitude improved. This was a side of him she’d never seen before, and she damn sure didn’t like it.

No way in hell would she tolerate it, either.

The hearing lasted about twenty minutes. When they emerged from the judge’s chambers, the attorney went through things with them, like the timeline to get the final papers. With that complete, he bid them all good-bye and she tucked her copies of the papers in her purse.

Everett leaned in and spoke with Wylie, looking like he asked him a question, because Wylie nodded.

Then, Everett held a hand out to Lara. She took it and he led her a few feet away, out of earshot of Wylie and Steve.

When he took both her hands in his, it was all she could do to not cry from the sadness in his blue-green eyes.

“I’m sorry, Lar.”

“Ev, it’s okay.” She smiled up at him, a smile she didn’t feel but hoped he wouldn’t see through. “You will be at my wedding, FYI.”

“Absolutely.”

“No, I mean you will be. You’re going to be my maid of honor.”

If I even have a wedding.

But there wasn’t any reason to get into that right then. Not at the risk of activating what she knew would be Everett’s protective mode and send him hunting after Steve.

He laughed. “I am?”

“Yeah.” She hugged him. “I’m always going to love you, Ev. You’re a good man, and Wylie’s a lucky guy.”

“I’m always going to love you, too. And if Steve breaks your heart, I’ll kick his ass and have backup with me.”

Aaaand there’s protective mode. “I don’t doubt it.” Stepping back, she smiled. “I’m glad we can be friends again.”

“Me, too. We need to start having movie night again. Wylie and I will buy a new couch the three of us can curl up on and we can introduce him to our favorites.”

She didn’t bother to correct him to add Steve to that invite. She couldn’t imagine Steve wanting to join them, and like hell would she let Steve tell her no.

“Wylie’s not jealous of me, is he?”

“No. Why would he? Steve’s not jealous of me, is he?”

The last thing she wanted to do was lie to Everett. She gave him a little shrug.

“I don’t want to cause you trouble.”

“You won’t. I’m not giving you up as a friend, so any problem he might have, he’ll have to deal with.” She hooked an arm through his. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

“Okay. Me, too.”

When they split up to head to their respective vehicles, she noticed Steve wasn’t in a hurry to follow her across the parking lot.

She turned, hand out. “Give me the keys.”

He scowled. “Why?”

“Because if you’re going to act like a damn toddler, I’m not going to let you drive, and I’m not standing in heat in the parking lot for five minutes because you’re fricking stalling. Give. Me. The. Damn. Keys.”

She didn’t blink.

“Watch your language with me,” he huffed.

“I’m not a child. I’m damn sure not your child. Give me the fucking keys, or get in the damn car. Now. Suck it up. We are going out to eat with them, and you will behave yourself.”

Finally, he brushed past her and headed for the car.

When they were inside the car, he started to say something and she cut him off.

“Let me tell you something right now, Steve. I don’t know where this attitude problem of yours came from today, but you’d best get rid of it.”

“My attitude problem?”

“Yeah. This passive-aggressive bullshit. Starting with showing up today after I told you multiple times not to come. If you hadn’t come, you wouldn’t be forced to eat where I want to eat for a change. And I’m not getting rid of my furniture. So knock it off.”

“You didn’t even bother to ask me if I wanted to eat there. This is a mistake, I’m telling you.”

“I didn’t ask you because this day isn’t about you. And I don’t understand what’s a mistake?”

“It’s not right you spending so much time with them.”

“They’re gay! What is your problem?”

“It’s…unseemly.”

“Seriously?”

“What will people think?”

She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation with an adult in this day and age.

“Uh, they’ll think we’re friends. You don’t get to pick my friends. If we’re going to play that game, you can get rid of all your friends right this damn minute, because most of them are fucking assholes. You don’t like it? You can drop me at the restaurant and go home. Don’t think I won’t send you home in front of them. I don’t know what your first two wives were like, but I’m no pushover.

“You asked me to marry you. Now, I’ve been very lenient with you over the past couple of months, and that was my fault. But that stops today. Right now. You said one of the things you admired about me was how independent and outspoken I am. Well, guess what? I am. You have a problem with that? Say so.”

He didn’t speak as he pulled out of the parking lot.

She glared at him. That’s what I thought. 


Chapter Two

 

Mama Suarez’s wasn’t an expensive restaurant, but the food was good, plentiful, and the atmosphere comfortable. Lara had eaten plenty of meals there with Everett and their friends over the years, the family-run establishment one of their favorite places to eat.

Boy, had she missed it.

Steve had engaged what she guessed he thought was chilly silence mode for the entire short ride there.

Frankly, it was a relief not to have him talking.

And doesn’t that tell me something?

She glanced at the ring on her left hand. He’d made a big deal about making sure she’d added it to her renter’s insurance policy due to the value. Sure, it was pretty. Gorgeous. Dr. Steven Ewing, ophthalmologist, wasn’t only successful at work, he came from a family with money.

Unfortunately, it showed in more ways than one, ways she was only recently starting to notice.

Uncomfortably notice.

Actually pay attention to.

Things she’d seen as sophisticated and worldly before now grated on her as pretentious and annoying.

Like the way Steve slowly stared around the restaurant’s interior as they were led to a table, obviously dismissing it as a horrible choice far beneath his usual standards.

Fortunately, they’d beaten the dinner rush to the restaurant, giving them a table to themselves on the far side of the dining room. She’d ended up seated across the table from Everett, with Steve on her right and sitting across from Wylie.

Lara focused on Everett. “Remember the night I made you snort salsa out your nose?”

He chuckled. “How could I forget? I was picking crap out of my nose for days, it felt like.”

“Hey, it cleared out your sinuses.” She grinned. “You’re welcome.”

Wylie and Everett both laughed.

She ignored Steve’s silence.

Wylie turned to Everett. “I have to hear this story, Ma-an.”

She caught Everett’s gaze, smirking, not about to reveal she suspected Wylie had nearly slipped and called Everett “Master.”

Everett had admitted to her their unconventional relationship dynamic, which was fine with her. It made sense. When looking at her life, she was “dominant,” too.

It hadn’t been fair of her to make Everett pull back and suppress that part of his personality just because she was also very dominant. The more time she spent with Everett and Wylie, the more she could see they really were perfect for each other.

She also felt guilty Everett had tried so hard to change for her, to be someone he wasn’t.

Because he’d loved her.

As she told the salsa story, remembering how much fun that day had been, she fought back a sweeping wave of melancholy.

Did she really love Steve?

She didn’t have the same kind of “fun” with Steve that she’d had with Everett. Not even the ren fair kind of stuff, but just in general.

“…so then I said, ‘Rowlaff,’ like the guy had, and this one here had just taken a huge bite of chips and salsa. Right out the nose.”

Everett smiled and took a sip of water. “Still burns just thinking about it. I’d rather snort soda through my nose than spicy salsa and chewed up chips.”

Nearly forgotten, Steve spoke from next to her. “Well, you must be used to pain, doing what you do.”

She turned and stared at Steve. His pursed lips, furrowed brow.

Oh, no, he didn’t.

“What do you mean by that?” Everett finally asked when he’d let the uncomfortable silence settle for a moment.

Lara recognized that tone of voice all too well. That was Everett gearing up for a verbal battle if she ever heard one.

The thing was…did she side with Ev, or with Steve?

Honestly? Ev.

And that was the revelation that made her mind up for her.

Guess I won’t be moving in with Steve next week. Probably won’t even be engaged to him by next week at this rate.

Steve blundered on, apparently oblivious to the fact that he was digging himself a hole with a backhoe in turbo mode.

“Well, I mean, what you do for a living. Welding and…stuff. People like you probably get hurt all the time.”

Across the table, it looked like Wylie tensed, as if to stand. She saw Everett move his arm under the table, like he laid a hand on Wylie’s thigh to hold him back.

She would let Ev fight this battle. She’d seen him take on asshats before.

Frankly, she was enjoying it.

She also knew Steve had just stumbled onto one of Ev’s massive triggers, people looking down on him for not being college educated or rich.

This ought to be good.

“I’m not just a welder,” Everett said, his tone arctic in temperature. “I’m a metalworker and a blacksmith. It’s a dying art.”

“My parents showed and jumped horses while we were growing up.” Steve wrinkled his nose again. “There are lots of farriers out there. They even have training schools for it.” He let out a scoffing laugh. “That’s not exactly a ‘dying art.’”

Now she really wanted to smack Steve. “Ev’s not a farrier. I’ve told you that several times now. He’s an artisan.”

How many times had she defended Ev’s career to Steve?

Plenty.

Steve arched his eyebrows as he studied his menu. “If you say so.”

“What the hell, Steve? What’s gotten into you?”

He slapped his menu onto the table. “All I’ve heard from you the past few weeks is Ev this and Ev that. You just divorced the guy. I get it. You probably didn’t want him to fight the divorce, so I assumed you were being nice to them so he’d go through with it. But how much longer do I need to put up with you hanging around with…them?”

She was trying to decide whether or not to shove the engagement ring up his nose or up his ass when a boy’s voice caught their attention.

“Ev! Wy!” A smiling teenaged boy ran over and leaned in to hug the two men from behind. Right behind him followed…

Hellooo, sweetie.

“What are you guys doing here?” the kid asked.

“Having dinner, buddy,” Ev said.

“Duh. Dad had a parent teacher conference and picked me up. Why are you in suits?”

“We just got done with the final divorce hearing. You and your dad want to join us? We haven’t ordered yet.”

“Can we, Dad?”

The mystery hunk shrugged, glancing at her, then Steve. “Sure, if it’s okay with everyone.” He nodded at Lara and removed his ball-cap. “Ma’am.”

Something in her stomach flipped in a good way.

In a way Steve had never made her stomach flip.

In a way it used to flip over Everett.

Oooookaaaaay, then. Question answered.

She still wasn’t sure what orifice she’d shove Steve’s engagement ring into, but it wouldn’t be on her finger by the end of the night.

“Absolutely,” Wylie said, immediately jumping up to help pull the neighboring table against theirs.

Ev handled the introductions. “Brad and his son, Mark, live across the road from us. He grazes cattle in our pasture, and Mark’s been helping Wylie before and after school, and on the weekends. Mark worked with the previous owner, too.”

Steve’s chin tipped up just a hair as he studied father and son. “So you’re a farmer or a cowboy?”

Lara shot Steve a dirty look, but now she realized who the two newcomers were. She hadn’t yet met either one before today, even though she’d heard about them from Ev and Wy.

“Do a little of a lot of things,” Brad drawled, smiling. He’d ended up seated on Everett’s right, Mark seated across from his father, on Lara’s left. “Was my family’s place and I took it over. My dad had a stroke and couldn’t run it anymore, so he and Mom moved into an assisted living community where she’d have help with him. I grew up there, at the ranch. We moved back when Mark was two, and Mark’s lived there ever since.”

“So you’ve been running your parents’ place since then?” Everett asked.

“No, sir. Not full-time. Not at first, anyway. Sold off a lot of property they used to own so they could buy their condo and give them plenty to live off of. Kept five hundred acres and the main house. I still freelance from time to time for extra money, when it suits me and fits into my schedule around Mark’s school activities and stuff.”

Brad took a sip of water from the glass the waitress had set in front of him.

Steve chose that moment to break his silence. “Freelance doing what?”

Lara winced at his tone. Why didn’t I notice how insufferable he was before now? She hoped Brad and Mark didn’t hold Steve’s attitude against her.

“Chemist. I’m a consultant.”

Steve let out a harsh-sounding snort. “Chemist? Is that a euphemism for cooking meth or something?”

“Steve!” She backhanded his shoulder. Hard.

“I was just kidding, sheesh. Lighten up.”

A slow smile creased Brad’s handsome features, and Lara didn’t know why, but it made her panties wet. “No, sir. I have a PhD in environmental chemistry from USF. I do a lot of work in the citrus and agricultural industries.”

Ah, that’s why he smiled like that. He went in for the kill.

How many times had Lara watched Everett toy with assholes in much the same way over the years?

And it had gotten him laid plenty of times, too, when she’d jump him as soon as they were home. She loved the predatory way he’d play with them.

Seems Brad had a streak of that in him, too.

Brad took another sip of water. “I also hold several lucrative patents, including one for an organic fungicide I developed as part of my doctoral thesis. I’m currently working with a state Department of Ag grant study on fertilizers that will help reduce the toxic algae problem rainwater run-off is creating in Lake O and on both coasts.”

Holy. Shit.

She immediately turned her back on Steve and started chatting with Brad and Mark.

It was that, or she was going to tell Steve to go fuck himself right there. His utter rudeness to everyone was the final straw in what she could clearly see—now—was a doomed relationship.

Brad wore a clean button-up short-sleeved work shirt, faded jeans, and work boots. His worn baseball cap currently resided in the chair next to him.

He didn’t look like a rich, semi-retired chemist. He looked like a good ole Florida Cracker cowboy.

A very handsome Florida Cracker cowboy.

Steve kept his mouth mostly shut, except to sullenly place his order when the waitress came around to take their orders.

Once that was done, Lara smiled at Everett. “So when are you and Wylie going to get married?”

“And which one of you two is the girl?” Steve added.

Lara turned on him again, jaw gaping. “What the actual fricking hell, Steve?”

Brad spoke, his tone now sounding low and cold. “Buddy, don’t you have eyes?” Nothing remained of Brad’s previously friendly tone, much less his Old Florida drawl. “Or are you just that damn stupid? They’re both men. Neither of them is a woman.” His words sounded as sharp and piercing as any piece of steel Everett had forged.

And Lara’s panty status went from probably wet to definitely soaked.

Overlaid with mortification that Steve was even there in the first place.

Steve’s face went red as he glanced at Everett and Wylie and then Brad and Mark, and finally Lara.

“Come on.” Steve forced a laugh. “I was just joking. Can’t anyone at this table take a damn joke?”

“Wasn’t funny,” Mark said, also glaring down the table toward Steve. “Jerk,” he added.

Brad didn’t make his son take it back, either.

Lara knew she’d be handing that ring back to Steve in the car.

That’ll teach me to not listen to my instincts. “Apologize, Steve. Right now.”

“I’m not apologizing for a joke. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Me? What the hell is wrong with you? Where is all this garbage coming from all of a sudden? You’ve never acted like this before.”

Not all at once, at least.

“Look. I’ve been very patient with you over the past several months. I even stood up to my dad for you. He told me I could do better than—”

“Stop right there.” Everett shook off Wylie’s grip on his arm as he rose. “Don’t you dare talk to her like that.”

Steve also stood, pulling his keys out of his pocket. “Come on, Lara. Let’s go. I knew this was a bad idea, coming to dinner with them, but once again, you didn’t listen to me, and I was right.”

She stared up at him. “No. I’m going to stay here and enjoy my dinner with my friends. You can leave, if you want.”

“You rode with me. You are my fiancée. Get up. We’re leaving. Now.”

Oh.

No.

He.

Didn’t.

She coolly smiled at Steve, held up her left hand, pulled the ring off, and laid it on the table.

Then she flipped him off. “Problem solved. Have a nice life, asshole.”

“You don’t want to do this.”

“You’re right. I don’t want to do this, but apparently you aren’t the man you pretended to be the past several months we’ve been seeing each other. And thank god I discovered it now. If I have a choice between sitting here and eating an enjoyable dinner with my friends, or leaving with a guy who’s apparently a douchebag in disguise, I’ll stay with my friends, thanks.”

Steve snatched the ring off the table. “Last chance. I’m not kidding. I walk out that door, it’s over between us. I’m done with you not listening to me, and I’m done with this nonsense.”

“She said leave,” Everett said. “We’ll make sure she gets home safely.” She glanced his way and realized his fists were clenched.

Oh, shit.

Brad also rose, slowly pushing his chair back. “Mark and I will be glad to drive her home, Ev.”

Lara smiled up at him. “Steve, go whine to your daddy that the bitchy woman hurt your fwagile widdle feewings.” Her smile faded. “Guess I shouldn’t have ignored my instincts when you talked about your two exes being hard to live with. You’re the common denominator, aintcha?”

Once Steve had turned on his heel and stormed out, Brad walked around the table and settled in next to Lara.

She offered him an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. Guess that wasn’t the best first impression, huh? Let’s try this again without the douchebag hanging off me.”

She held out her hand. “Lara Cannon. Ev’s…well, ex-wife, as of about an hour ago. And happily single.”

Brad returned her smile and shook with her, his friendly drawl back. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. Dr. Brad Jarred. Official Florida Cracker. Single dad. That’s my son, Mark.”

She turned to shake with Mark, who gave her a bright smile. “Hi. Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Nice to meet you, too, sweetie. I feel like I know you already from talking with Ev and Wylie.” Lara smirked at Everett. “Now I really owe you dinner,” she told him.

“Why?”

“Because you just saved me the cost of another and far messier divorce.” When she blew him a kiss, Everett blew her one back. 


Chapter Three

 

For the next hour, Lara didn’t have to think about anything except what a great time she was having.

The best time she’d had in months, quite frankly.

She laughed more than she had in months, she enjoyed Brad’s company, and not once did she get Ev to snort salsa out his nose despite her best efforts to crack him up.

And she did everything humanly possible not to think about Steve.

Or the fact that she now had to find a place to live, and figure out how to move, in the next couple of days.

Shit.

When it came time to leave, Mark spoke up. “Dad, can I ride home with Ev and Wy, if it’s okay with them? I want to get started on my homework.”

Brad looked briefly torn. Everett spoke up. “It’s okay with us. We were going to stop by Publix on the way home, though.”

When Brad glanced at Lara, she knew that was her chance.

“If Everett and Wylie trust you to drive me home, I’m fine being alone with you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Brad said, smiling. Then he opened his wallet and handed Mark a credit card. “That’s the ranch card.” He pointed a finger at him. “One container of ice cream. And the rest of the groceries we need. I also want to see the receipt, so don’t go sneaking junk food, either. Do you have a copy of the list?”

“On my phone.”

“Okay.” He hugged his son, then shook with Wylie and Everett. “Thanks for taking him home.”

“No worries,” Everett assured him. “Take your time.”

Lara gave Wylie a quick hug, then Everett. She whispered in his ear. “I just did the right thing, didn’t I? Please tell me I did the right thing.”

He kissed her cheek. “You’re going home with him, aren’t you? Text me later to let me know you’re home safe, or I’ll be calling you.”

He released her, giving her a wink when she stepped back.

As she followed Brad over to his truck, she loved that he opened and held the door for her.

Something “sophisticated” Steve had never done.

“Sorry it’s not very fancy, ma’am.”

“Please, don’t apologize. I’m not a stuck-up snoot like Steve.”

Still, Brad held out his hand to help her step up into his truck, waiting until she was settled to close the door.

It figured that her first foray into a serious relationship post-Everett was doomed. She’d mistakenly thought maybe she needed to find someone…different from Ev. Someone…

Snooty.

And it wasn’t that she wanted a snooty guy, either. She loved Ev and always would. She’d always genuinely supported him and what he did for a living, had never felt ashamed of him. Not many people could take a piece of metal and turn it into a functional and beautiful work of art the way he could.

Steve had appeared charming and sophisticated, at first. She’d felt seduced, chased.

Desired.

And he hadn’t been bad in bed, either. After years of being married to a man who turned out to be gay, the increasing issues in that department had been explained. Hadn’t been her fault.

Having a guy who actively sought her out for sex had been…well, great. Reaffirming.

A good boost to her ego, for sure.

She wasn’t saying it was the best excuse. Nobody was perfect, least of all her. She knew that and had been willing to overlook certain…things about Steve’s personality that hadn’t exactly been ideal.

Today was the last straw, however.

Figures it took my gay ex-husband making me see the truth about my fiancé.

After giving Brad directions, she settled in. “So you were born and raised in Florida?”

“Yes, ma’am. Only child, though.”

“Oh.” Now another wave of melancholy flowed through her as she waited for the inevitable.

“You?”

“I…had a brother.”

He got points for being quick on the uptake. “Ah. I’m sorry.”

“Thanks, but not your fault.” She swallowed back her emotions. Sometimes it was like this, hitting her hard even this many years later. “He killed himself. It’s part of the reason it took Everett so long to finally come out to me. He didn’t want to dump that on me on top of losing Cameron.”

“Ev strikes me as a good and honorable man.”

“He is.” She stared out the windshield. “Wylie seems to be a really nice guy. I’m glad they found each other.”

“Mark’s partial to him. He’s enjoyed helping him out, poor guy.”

“Poor guy?”

Brad let out a chuckle. “Talk about a fish out of water. Before Wylie moved here, he’d never mowed grass, much less run a tractor. It’s been a pretty harsh learning curve for him. Bless his heart, he’s apparently working hard to learn everything.”

She warily eyed him, wondering if she’d already screwed up in her evaluation of Brad. “‘Bless his heart’?”

“Not the insult kind of meaning.” He glanced her way. “I don’t have a problem with him and Everett. They’re great guys. I’m glad they’re working on the place. It’s nice having someone across the road doing something with it and not turning it into a housing development.”

“I was under the impression the previous owner’s will said it couldn’t be developed?”

“I guess so. I admire Wylie for taking this on.”

She actually felt a little inadequate next to Brad, now that she knew he was a doctor, as well as ran a ranch and was a single dad. “Is it hard to juggle running a ranch with what you do?”

“No. I have Mark’s help, and I have a guy who works for me a few days a week. The cows are grazed in fenced pastures, so it’s not like I have to range ride. I don’t do gardening. I’ll get my produce from Publix, thanks.”

“Too much work?”

“Maybe if I was tackling homesteading the way Wylie is, I might want to. But the return on my investment of time and money isn’t worth it. I don’t want to lose spare time I could be spending with Mark. He’s my priority.”

And there was another hurdle to feel her way around. “Must be hard being a single parent.”

“Easier now that he’s older. He’s a responsible kid. And Breanna, his mom, she and I get along fine. She travels a lot for work, though.”

“It’s good that you get along so well.”

He shrugged, and while something about the gesture seemed easy, she sensed a slight tension in him. “Sometimes, people just aren’t compatible. With her job, she let Mark make the decision who he wanted to live with. We agreed we didn’t need to pay each other support, but we split his expenses when he needs stuff. She comes over for dinner sometimes, when she’s in town. I’m usually the one around anyway. We got married too young and probably shouldn’t have.”

“I don’t have that excuse.” She had a thought. “How old are you?”

“Forty-four.”

“Oh.” A laugh escaped her. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have thought you were that old.”

The corners of his mouth turned up in an adorable smirk. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“You’re adorable.”

“How do you mean?”

“The ma’am and sir stuff.”

Another shrug. “I was raised by Southern parents.”

“So was I.”

He smiled. “Fourth generation native Floridians?”

“Oh. Well, no.”

“So how old are you?”

This man was nearly Steve’s age, and yet had acted as if he was hers. “Thirty-two, same as Ev. Twelve years younger than you.”

“Ooh. Younger woman. I guess I’ll have to step up my game.”

She laughed.

Something else Steve hadn’t been able to do a lot of, especially over the last few weeks.

She didn’t want their evening to end yet, and they were less than a mile from her apartment complex. “Do you have time to come in and chat for a little while?”

He turned to smile at her, his brown eyes looking darker in the dim light, something about his smile dampening her panties yet again. “I’d like that very much, ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad had felt a little uncomfortable at the restaurant, at first. He’d disliked Steve almost on sight.

Couldn’t say he was surprised when Lara gave him the heave-ho. Especially after the way the guy ran his mouth.

Brad had seen his fair share of those kinds of assholes over the years, and always loved the shock on their faces when he informed them that he was no poor, dumb, redneck hick, like they’d assumed.

The truth was, he probably had more money in the bank, and a far more valuable retirement portfolio, than most of them.

There was something about Lara that intrigued him. He liked the way she stood up for herself. He suspected there was far more to the story between her and Steve before he and Mark had arrived at the restaurant than he’d been privy to witnessing.

Lucky for him.

Because the way she’d told the man to go fuck himself had hardened Brad. Fortunately, everyone else had been too focused on the asshole’s departure to notice him adjusting himself.

Her apartment complex was a nice one. Not the richest, but definitely not a slum. She directed him where to park.

“Next to me. I’m the Cadi.”

He hoped he stifled his disappointment. “Nice car.”

“It was my treat to myself. It’s also a business expense, since I use it to drive clients around to look at properties. We deal mostly with high-end residential listings. That means I have to look the part. They don’t necessarily like to buy from someone with a Honda. Doesn’t exactly set the right image, you know.”

He relaxed a little. “Ah. Well, that makes sense.”

He walked around to the passenger side to help her out and offered her his arm for the walk up to her door.

She let out a sigh. “And I’m going to have to figure out where the hell I’m moving next week.” She let go of him to dig her keys out of her purse.

“What do you mean?”

“I was supposed to move in with Steve. And that’s not happening now.”

“Ah.” That she was probably better off for it was something he knew should remain unsaid.

Unless she said it first.

“Yeah.” She unlocked the door and he followed her inside. “The whole ‘go fuck yourself’ issue. And I’m not apologizing to him for it, either.”

“No offense? Why were you with him?”

“I’ve been asking myself that. I’ll probably be asking myself that for a while. Turns out it wasn’t the smartest decision I’ve ever made.”

Her apartment wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t tiny, either. Neat, tidy, and with a homey feel that put him at ease. On one wall hung family pictures, including many of her and Everett. In one corner, a large stack of boxes, as well as bare shelves on bookcases and the entertainment center, spoke to her impending move.

“Nice to see you and Everett are still friends,” he noted, nodding to the pictures.

“I always have loved him. I always will. As a friend, but he’s a great guy. At first, when he admitted he was gay, it was a shock and I was angry. Eventually, I got past that.” She reached out and touched one of the pictures. “I’ll be packing these up on Saturday. I just… Can I get you something to drink?”

He wasn’t an idiot and didn’t miss how she’d wanted to change the subject. “Soda or water’s fine, thank you, ma’am.”

A picture of a much younger Lara, and a man and woman he assumed were her parents, along with another guy who looked younger than her, was hung in the center of the picture display.

“That was Cameron,” she told him as she walked out with a glass of soda in hand and handed it to him. “He struggled with severe depression for years.” Her weighty sigh was nearly enough to make him tear up. “It finally won.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I kept track of Ev through Eve.”

“I’m sorry?”

“His little sister. We’re friends. I worried about Ev. I didn’t want to lose him, too. Not like that.” She offered him a sad smile. “Can I be frank?”

“I’d prefer it.”

She stared at the picture. “I told Ev early on in our relationship that he was a little too ‘bossy.’ That was more about me than him, and I didn’t even know it at the time. It wasn’t fair to him. Bless his heart—in the good way—he twisted himself to be less bossy for me. Because he loved me. It wasn’t until recently that I understood why, and tonight sort of drove it all home for me.”

She fascinated him. “How so?”

“I’m not a woman who’s a pushover. I’m going to have to accept that I need a guy who doesn’t feel threatened by the real me. And he’s going to have to accept me the way I am. Steve had been pushing and pushing, and even though I’d been pushing back, I can look back and see now I was definitely not the kind of woman who should be with a guy like him.” Her cheeks suddenly went pink. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to come off like I was being…”

“Pushy?”

She laughed, and he knew he wanted to keep her laughing. The beautiful sound filled his soul and set something deep within him aflame.

“I mean sounding like I’m hitting on you,” she said.

“Maybe I like being hit on by you.”

The pink in her cheeks deepened. “What kind of woman would that make me, then? Dumping her fiancé the day she gets divorced, and then going home with her ex-husband’s next door neighbor?”

“Lucky?”

Her laugh sounded a little easier. “Sorry. Normally I don’t come off sounding like this.”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the way you’re sounding now.” Except he wished he could drop to his knees in front of her and worship her.

“You’re very sweet.”

“So about the whole moving issue. Can I make a suggestion?”

“Sure.”

He met her gaze. “I have a big house. It’s just me and Mark. And I don’t have a problem with bossy women. I’ll let you in on a little secret, ma’am.”

“What’s that?”

He knew this was a risk, but one he had to take. “One of the biggest reasons Breanna and I split up was that I wasn’t dominant enough for her. I wanted her to take charge more, and she…didn’t.”

 

* * * *

 

Lara wasn’t sure which of his statements had shocked her more. That he’d offered to let her move in with him, or that he basically was admitting to her that he was…what was the word? Submissive?

Or maybe it shocked her more that she was already giving serious thought to taking him up on his offer. “Move in?”

“In your own room. With your own bathroom. You can store your stuff in the garage that won’t fit. Even if it’s just for a little while, until you can find a new place. Mark and I will gladly help you move. I have a trailer.”

She studied him. “Glad I’m not the only pushy one.”

“Sorry.”

“No. Don’t be.” She crooked a finger at him and headed for the couch. “Let’s talk.”

Am I insane to be contemplating this?

He followed. “We’ll draw up a lease, too. So it’s official. Obviously, you’re welcomed to come by and look at it first to see if you’d even be interested.” He frowned. “And I’d want to clear it with Mark, of course.”

She sat on one end of the couch. “I don’t know. I’d have to know more about you first.”

“Ask away.”

This would be telling, and something she should have known was a deal-breaker when Steve hadn’t known it.

She stared at him. “‘She turned me into a newt.’”

He smiled. “‘I got better.’” Even delivered with the right British accent.

Lara leaned in. “‘We’re all stories in the end.’”

He met her gaze and leaned in a little himself. “‘Just make it a good one.’”

She shivered and forced herself not to climb him like a jungle gym. “What do you take to a party?”

He grinned. “A banana. Why? What do you take?”

“You’d damn well better not be gay.”

“Not the last time I checked, no.”

“What’s the answer to life, the universe, and everything?”

“Forty-two.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “I really want to kiss you right now.”

He set his glass down on a coaster on the coffee table. “I should warn you, I cry every time the Doctor and Rose say good-bye at Bad Wolf Bay. Don’t even get me started on River Song’s story arc. That guts me every time.”

“And you’ve been living across the street from Ev all this time, huh?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Jumping his bones on our first technical date…baaaad.

She leaned in closer. “Can we go out to dinner tomorrow night? Alone? No offense, not that I don’t want to spend time with Mark but—”

“Yes, ma’am. If you’ll let me pick you up and pay for it.”

She smiled. “I love pick-up trucks.”

He let out a sigh, reaching out to brush a strand of hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “I’ve dated women who said they liked being in charge and got tired of it pretty fast.”

“There will be times I want you to take charge in bed. But when it comes to our relationship? Honestly? I need to call the shots. Just ask Ev. He was married to me.”

He met her gaze, heating her to her toes. “DC or Marvel?” 

“Yes,” she said with a grin. “Star Trek or Star Wars?”

He smiled. “Yes.”

She closed the gap, kissing him, knowing this was stupid and frankly not caring. “How do you look in a kilt?” she mumbled against his lips.

“I don’t know,” he mumbled back. “I’ve never worn one before, but I suspect I’m about to be ordered to.”

They’d ended up with her on top, him on the couch. She sat up, bracing a hand against his chest. “And if I order you to wear one?”

He caught her hand and pulled it to his lips, kissing it. “I’m a good boy. I do what I’m told. Long as it doesn’t mess up work or interfere with my son.”

“Oh, gawd, no,” she agreed. “And as horrible as this might make me sound, I really want to sleep with you right now. So please tell me no, not tonight.”

He kissed her hand again. “Would you settle for a foot rub, then? While we get to know each other?”

A soft moan escaped her. “What’s the other shoe?”

“Ma’am?”

“The other shoe that’s going to drop. You have bodies buried in your backyard? Your ex is boiled-bunny crazy? The house is haunted by a ghoul that needs a fresh sacrifice and I’m it?”

He smiled. “I’m a single dad with a fourteen-year-old son who’s about to turn fifteen, I’ve always had to be wary of women who were too eager to run after me when they found out I’m rich, and usually when I tell them I’m submissive, they run away because they have the totally wrong idea about what that means to me.”

“I’ll settle for a foot rub tonight.” She sat back on her heels, feeling a rush of excitement she hadn’t felt in…

Since she and Ev had first met.

Certainly not something she’d ever felt with Steve.

And isn’t that sad?

She’d kicked off her shoes when they’d arrived. As she started to present her feet to him, she pulled back. “Kids.”

“What about them?”

She tucked her feet under her, cross-legged. “How do you feel about kids?”

He frowned. “Pro, considering I have one. Not sure what you mean.”

She swallowed hard. “Hypothetically, how would you feel about more?”

He sat up, facing her. “I’d always wanted more kids.” His head took on a curious tilt. “I wouldn’t have thought your ex-fiancé to be much of the kids kind.”

“He wasn’t. I’d pretty much resigned myself to not having any.”

“Okay, so all kidding aside, let’s be serious for a moment.” He held out his hands to her and she only hesitated for a moment before putting hers in his. “Let’s assume best-case scenario. Mark’s okay with this, you move in, we get along, and things…progress. Five years from now. Where would you see us?”

His brown gaze intently peered into her soul, it felt like. No bullshit.

No bluster.

“Happily married with one or two more kids, and Mark,” she softly said.

“Still living at the ranch?”

“Still living at the ranch, but we’ll need to figure out how I’m going to work, because I won’t quit my job.”

He smiled. “Don’t want to be a kept woman?”

“Not kept down, no.”

He leaned in and brushed a kiss across her lips. “Lucky for you, I enjoy being a stay-at-home dad. I won’t sell or leave the ranch. It’s my home, and it’s Mark’s home. We’ll have to work around my freelancing, on occasion.”

“Agreed.”

“You mind helping out with chores from time to time?”

“We talking doing laundry or birthing cows? Because, sorry, not sorry, I’m not sticking my hand up a cow’s cooter for love or money.”

He laughed. “Around the house.” He glanced at the living room. “I suspect you’re not a secret hoarder.”

“You won’t laugh at my Deadpool pj’s, will you?”

His eyes widened. “Where did you get Deadpool pj’s?”

She squeezed his hands. “We’re starting to sound like we’re in a relationship already.”

“We are, aren’t we?”

“No smoking. No illegal drugs. No excess drinking. You cheat on me, you’ll see me at a level of meanness that’ll make my restaurant performance look gentle.”

He winced. “Please tell me you like or are okay with guns?”

“I am, in responsible and sober hands.”

They stared into each other’s eyes for a long, quiet moment.

“Then it kind of sounds like we’re talking about a relationship,” he said. “Thank god we’ve got a teenager who can chaperone us until we get to know each other better.”

“Being a responsible adult is a real bitch sometimes.” She smiled.

“Yeah. Tell me about it.” 


Chapter Four

 

Brad lay in bed Thursday morning, five minutes before his alarm was to go off, and listened to the sound of Mark already up and about in his bathroom.

First barrier…passed.

When he’d talked to Mark last night after his return from Lara’s, Mark had eagerly been on board with the plan…

Almost as if there was something Brad didn’t know going on in the background.

Well, something beyond what Brad suspected was already going on.

But how do you come out and ask your son, who was almost fifteen, if he was gay?

Especially when you might be wrong?

Not that he minded or cared. His main concern was that if Mark and his “friend” Jacob were involved, he worried about their general safety, and other…issues. He’d had the obligatory responsible parent talk about reproduction with Mark a couple of years earlier after Mark had asked the question. At least being raised on a working ranch, Mark knew the mechanics of biology.

He’d brushed over the topic of sexual orientation with the lightest of brushes, trying to keep the discussion age-appropriate at the time. It wasn’t good or bad in his mind, it just was. Although there were people out there not nearly as understanding or tolerant.

He hoped the way he lived his life spoke to his son about how he viewed the world. Like how he interacted with Everett and Wylie.

But he also hadn’t gotten into a more in-depth discussion with Mark at the time about things like HIV and other STIs that Mark would need to know about, straight or gay or otherwise oriented.

Brad finally got up and shut off his alarm before it went off. His time spent talking with Lara last night had felt amazing. He’d never had such an instant rapport with someone before. Even with Breanna.

He could spend all day staring into her hazel eyes. His good luck that Steve was an asshole and she dumped him.

No way would he be a stupid fuckwit and screw up.

From the way she’d been so willing to accept his admission about wanting a female-led relationship, it made him suspect she wasn’t a stranger to D/s dynamics. Maybe even Everett and Wylie had that. He wasn’t sure, it was simply an educated guess based on what he’d seen and heard between the two men.

Scary easy. That’s what this was.

But no way would he turn his back on the chance.

She could finally be the perfect woman for him. Maybe this was all meant to be?

She had her own life, so she wasn’t some mooch looking for a free ride. Independent and strong-willed without being a bitch.

Except to Steve, who totes deserved bitchiness after how he’d acted.

Even not knowing Lara very well yet, Brad knew and trusted Wylie and Everett. They seemed to be good men. The fact that Everett and Lara were still friends and obviously still cared about each other spoke volumes.

This was definitely worth giving a chance.

If nothing else, he and Mark would have a third person hanging around for a while to make the place a little less lonely. Make that a fourth person, counting Jacob’s increasingly frequent visits.

He made his way out to the kitchen where Mark had already started the coffeepot for him. He heard Mark’s shower running and as he poured himself a cup of coffee, he leaned against the counter and tried to see what the bad side to this could be.

Not much.

Even Lara admitted if it didn’t work out, she knew she could probably ask Everett to borrow the Tin Can for a few weeks until she got a new apartment. Or she’d get herself a hotel room, or stay with Everett’s sister.

She had options, and had even offered to back things up, if he wanted, and use one of them instead of moving in with him and Mark.

At least she enjoyed the foot rub.

He smiled to himself, wondering if the moans of pleasure she made as his fingers massaged her feet were anything like the moans of pleasure he’d love to draw from her in bed.

He’d also taken a long, hot shower before bed last night so he could rub one out.

Mark emerged from the bathroom and walked into the kitchen. “Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“I was thinking more about Lara moving in.”

Fear curled through him. “Yeah?”

“I still like the idea.” He opened the fridge to get milk for his cereal.

He relaxed. “You don’t mind me going out to dinner alone with her tonight?”

“No. We’re still having dinner at Ev and Wy’s tomorrow night, right?”

Brad studied his son as Mark poured his cereal into his bowl. This was the something else he suspected was going on, although he wasn’t yet quite sure what it meant.

“Sure. Jacob still coming?”

“Yeah. He’s looking forward to meeting Lara.”

Are. You. Gay?

It was the question he desperately wanted to ask and didn’t know a good way of asking. He could only hope if he was right that Mark would eventually come out to him and trust him to support him.

“Good. Is he still spending the night tomorrow night?” He hadn’t yet caught them doing anything that he could use as a logical segue into a discussion. Nothing more than a few whispered conversations, unless the boys had snuck out once he’d been asleep. Not very likely, since he was a very light sleeper himself.

“If it’s okay with you. We’re going to go horseback riding Saturday after I’m done at Wylie’s. I told Wy I’d ride the fence line for him.”

“Yeah. That’s fine. Just remember to give Jacob Hera. She’s the gentlest. I don’t want him getting hurt.”

“I will.”

Once Mark was out the door to Wylie’s to take care of his chores there before catching the bus, Brad retrieved his phone and considered sending Lara a good-morning text.

Except it was still not quite six in the morning yet. One thing he didn’t know about her, despite how long they’d talked last night, was if she was a morning person or not.

Maybe I’d better wait a little bit.

 

* * * *

 

Thursday morning, Lara drove to work feeling…

Light.

Lighter than she had in a long damn time.

Which was another sad statement about her relationship with Steve, wasn’t it?

Fortunately, she didn’t have anything at his place she was worried about losing. Maybe a pair of shoes and some toiletries, but she hadn’t left anything there, and he hadn’t left anything at her place.

Didn’t that say something about them, too?

The one main thing she still worried about, however, was due to the discussion she’d had on the phone with Everett last night after Brad had left.

Everett told her Mark confessed he was gay, and wanted their help breaking it to Brad. A dinner at Ev and Wylie’s house tomorrow night, so that she could be there to take Mark’s boyfriend Jacob home in case things went badly.

Everett’s hope was that, based on Brad’s reaction to Steve’s comments at the restaurant, and his previous behavior, that he’d be okay with it. Still, Mark was scared and Lara loved Everett for wanting to help the kid out.

But if Brad turned out to be an asshole after all…

That would basically mean things ending between them before they even started.

When she arrived at work, the receptionist smiled.

“Wow. You look like a happily divorced woman.”

“Met a great guy last night.”

Tawny frowned. “Um…what?”

Lara held up her bare left hand and wiggled her fingers. “Yeah. It’s that confusing.” Tawny followed her to her office as Lara told her the basics.

“So…let me get this straight. You told your rich doctor fiancé to fuck off, and let a guy you just met take you home? And you’re going out with him tonight?”

“Not a random stranger. My ex knows him.”

“Is that the scruffy guy who came in here a while back to talk to—”

Lara whirled on her, pointing a warning finger at her. “Do not. He works hard for a living. He’s a good man, a talented man. He’s ten times the man Steve is.”

Tawny arched an eyebrow at her. “And gay.”

“Is this going to be a problem?”

Tawny held her hands up in surrender. “I call them like I see them. You want me to tell you hell, no, it’s not at all crazy for you to be ditching a rich doctor for a Florida cowboy? Sure.”

“An even richer doctor, thank you very much.”

“Say what?”

Lara relished the look of shock on Tawny’s face as she filled in that little blank.

“Oh. Well, why didn’t you say that to start with?”

“Because his income bracket is irrelevant. You can’t buy a good soul or nice personality.”

Once Tawny had returned to her desk, Lara sat behind hers and opened her e-mail. That’s when her phone buzzed from an incoming text.

Brad.

Thanks for last night, ma’am. Looking forward to tonight.

She sighed. Oh, fuck me, he even uses proper English in texts!

One of her pet peeves was text abbreviations, which, shockingly enough, Steve insisted on using, claiming he was a busy man.

It had taken her three weeks of refusing to respond to Steve’s texts to get him to stop using those stupid abbreviations with her. That had been a hard-won battle, to be sure.

Another clue I ignored.

She stared at Brad’s text and re-read it several times, trying to decide how to respond.

Fuck it, we decided not to play games with each other.

She typed.

I enjoyed it, too. I’m also looking forward to tonight.

That’s when Everett texted her.

Mark said we’re on for dinner here tomorrow night.

Cool.

Fear crept in again. Logically, she hoped Brad would be okay with Mark’s revelation. She also felt a little weird that she knew something about Brad’s son that he didn’t know.

Especially something this major.

She switched back to her thread with Brad.

What do I wear tonight?

Something nice. Your preference, ma’am. Dressy.

This would be a welcomed change from Steve either outright or silently judging her every move. No more of him arching an eyebrow at some fun, flirty dress that Ev had loved her in.

No more lectures about how a woman in her profession shouldn’t dress “like that” because it could set the wrong “tone.”

And she had several outfits she would be donating to charity during the move. Outfits Steve had insisted were “better for her.”

More “mature.”

Jesus fucking shitballs, what the hell happened to me?

She wondered if this was what people felt like after escaping cults. In retrospect, while she’d thought Steve was good in bed, he hadn’t been that good.

Not when combined with the sexual tension she’d felt last night just from a couple of kisses and a foot rub that might have been PG-13 on the outside, but certainly triggered X-rated sensations in her panties.

 

* * * *

 

Lara had just returned from lunch when her personal cell rang.

Steve.

Already regretting it, she answered his call. “Yes?”

There was a slight hesitation. “Are you ready to talk like an adult?”

That only reinforced her decision. “Since you’re apparently not ready to quit acting like an asshole, that would be a no.”

“You can’t treat me like this. You need to talk to me.”

“Why? I thought I was perfectly clear last night.”

“You can’t tell me you’re simply going to walk away from someone like me!”

She rolled her eyes, even though she was alone in her office. “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

She noticed he hadn’t even bothered to try to text her last night to see if she got home safely. Which was fine, but his words this morning rang exceptionally hollow as a result.

“Look, fine, you want to hang around with those people, we can—”

“What part of we’re over did I not make clear to you last night? And ‘those people’ have names.”

“I know yesterday was stressful for you, but you acted like an immature brat.”

“I acted like a brat? For starters, I asked you not to come. You are the only thing that was stressful for me yesterday, you and your attitude.”

“I saw the way that guy was looking at you last night.”

“You mean Doctor Jarred?” Yeah, she’d admit that was an immature dig, but he deserved it.

“You know I have contacts and can help you out in Sarasota. At the fundraiser on Saturday night you will be able to meet some of the area’s biggest names.”

“I don’t need your help, thanks.”

“You mean you’re going to turn down a chance to be married to someone as rich as me?”

She snorted despite the increasingly creepy vibe the conversation was taking. “I don’t know how much more plainly I can say it, but yeah. Besides, you aren’t the only rich man in the area. Far from it, and there are plenty far richer than you, not that money is my goal. I wish you well, but we’re through. Have a good life.”

He’d started to say something else about Brad when she ended the call and then went in and immediately blocked his number.

That was…weird.

Honestly? She had no idea why Steve would call and act like that. He didn’t strike her as the forgive and forget kind of guy, either. There’d been no ambiguity in her words last night, as far as she could remember. And she’d given him the ring back, so it wasn’t like he had that to hold over her head.

Yes, they were supposed to go to some stupid charity thing that weekend with his parents, but no way in hell was she going now, obviously.

Besides, she’d moved on. The Universe had showed her telling him off had absolutely been the right thing.

Hopefully, she’d chosen the right path. But one thing was for certain—Steve was definitely not the path she wanted to choose, and it irritated her she didn’t see through his bullshit sooner.


Chapter Five

 

At least Lara’s day had turned around by mid-afternoon. She sold one listing, which totally lifted her mood into orbit, and she’d received two offers on another before the deadline closed. Now it was up to the seller to go through all the offers they’d received and see what they’d accept.

By the time she got home, she was looking at dinner that night as the cherry on top of the delicious sundae of her Thursday.

She grabbed a shower and fixed her hair the way she wanted, a loose, flirty style Steve would have frowned over—

She groaned.

Fuck. Me.

Why the hell had she not seen all this before?

Worse, why had she tolerated it? She thought she’d been winning battles left and right with him…

And that was the sum of it, wasn’t it? Things between them had frequently felt like battles.

It’d never felt like that with Ev. Ever.

There’d always been a give and take with him.

Even more poignant in retrospect when she realized everything he gave up in an attempt to make her happy and make it work.

She grabbed a couple of large garbage bags from the kitchen pantry closet and quickly rid her closet of the “Steve approved” outfits and shoes she’d purchased mostly because of him. It wasn’t that she didn’t have any business suits or more somber apparel, because she did.

That’s when something hit her.

My sales have gone down since I started dressing to Steve’s “standards.”

Another groan.

And he was the reason she’d bought the Cadillac instead of an Audi, like she’d wanted. He’d insisted she was better off with it.

I’m an idiot.

She set the bags by the front door so she’d remember to put them in the trunk of her car in the morning. She passed a donation center drop-off where she could leave them on her way to work.

One less thing to deal with during her move.

She chose a fun, mid-calf, flowing sundress, very dressy, layers of gauzy material and a handkerchief hem with a beaded bodice. And she put on a pair of stiletto pumps that she usually couldn’t wear to work because they weren’t that comfortable, and Steve had hated because they put her at his height.

Somehow, she suspected Brad wouldn’t mind.

They also made her legs and ass look fabulous.

Ready to go when Brad knocked on time, she opened the door and nearly swallowed her tongue.

Her Florida Cracker cowboy chemist doctor was dressed in a designer suit and tie.

He smiled. “Good evening, ma’am. Ready to go?”

She swallowed hard, nodded, and realized she’d basically forgotten how to speak English.

His smile widened. “You look beautiful, ma’am. I take it I’m dressed all right?”

Nodding so hard she knew she risked looking like a bobblehead, she gave up trying to speak.

She grabbed her purse, a wrap in case the restaurant was chilly, and her keys. Her hands shook so badly she dropped her keys as she tried to lock the door behind her, but Brad swooped in and picked them up, locking the door for her before handing them to her.

“There you go, ma’am.”

“Th-th-thank you.”

There was more than a little playful evilness in his smirk as he extended his arm for her to hold on to for the walk to his truck. “You still want to take my truck tonight?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“It’s not a Cadi.”

“The AC works, and it’s clean inside. That’s all I care about.”

He helped her up into the passenger seat, and she held on to his hand, keeping him from pulling away. She pressed it against her thigh.

“You look really nice,” she finally said.

“Thank you, ma’am. I haven’t had a reason to dress up in a while.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad hoped she didn’t see the stiff bulge fighting for freedom in his slacks. He’d hoped seeing him dressed like this would make a nice impression…and apparently, it had, based on her reaction.

He smirked to himself as he climbed behind the wheel and got them headed toward the restaurant, an expensive seafood bistro on Siesta Key. He hadn’t eaten there in a while but loved their food.

Wouldn’t hurt his budget, and he wanted to impress her.

Yes, playing dirty, he’d totally own that.

Of course getting his hopes up this soon was crazy and irresponsible.

At this point, he wasn’t sure he cared anymore. His thoughts had been consumed by Lara all day, to the point he’d barely gotten a damn thing done and it was lucky he hadn’t been needed to do any thinking today. Just chores around the ranch and picking Mark up after his summer school classes.

When they arrived, he walked around to help her out and loved that her heels made her taller.

“Do you have a problem with me wearing heels?” she asked.

He smiled. “You want me to answer honestly?”

“Yes.”

“I love high heels on a woman. They put her boobs closer to eye level.”

Her eyes widened before she burst out laughing, grabbing his arm tightly and holding on to maintain balance. “Well, I did want honesty.”

“Let me guess, Steve didn’t like heels on you?”

“No. He said they looked trashy. I think he didn’t like that they put me at or over his height.”

“I’d suspect you’re right.” She held his arm during the walk inside, where their table by the window, overlooking the bay, was ready for them.

“Order what you want,” he insisted as they started perusing the menu. “Don’t worry about the prices.”

He felt a little measure of satisfaction when her eyes widened. He thought she might have muttered holy shit under her breath, too.

“So, tomorrow night after dinner,” he started.

“Yes?”

“Did you want to come over to our place to look at it so you can make your final decision? Or did you want to drive by tonight once we’re finished here?”

She met his gaze. “I think tomorrow is soon enough. I’d like to spend tonight talking some more. I suspect my answer’s going to be yes anyway. But I want alone time with you first. We won’t get as much of it as we’d like once I’m living there.”

Dinner was amazing. The more time Brad spent with Lara, the harder her fell for her. Deeply.

Irrationally.

In a way he’d never felt about someone before.

Her sense of humor and intelligence shone through. Steve wasn’t just an idiot, he was a fucking moron to treat her the way he had.

My good luck, for a change.

When they finished dinner, she surprised him. “We’re not far from the beach, right?”

“Right. Why?”

“Mind if we go walk?”

“Sure.”

He drove them to a public access point and she kicked off her shoes while he pulled off his loafers and socks and left his blazer in the truck. Walking down the sand, she stared out at the Gulf.

“You ready for an uncomfortable question?” she asked.

“Sure.”

She faced him. Without the heels, she was about five eight, five inches shorter than his own six one. “What are we talking about when you mean you want me to be in charge? How far are we talking?”

His heart fell. Maybe reconsidering her views on the dynamic had backed her off somewhat. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”

“Beyond the relationship itself. And yes, I agree we need a prenup to protect your assets and mine, not that I have a lot. Are we talking outright BDSM?”

He stared down into her eyes. “It depends on how far you want to take it.”

“No. I want to know what you want. I did the whole ‘husband settled for less than he really needed’ thing before. I won’t put someone else through that. I need to know, ballpark, what are we talking about? Impact play? Pegging? I need honesty from you now. I need to know you aren’t holding back.”

His heart and cock both twitched at the same time and for different reasons. His cock, because two deep fantasies he’d long had, she’d just hit right on the head.

His heart, because he was worried where this was leading.

“Perhaps. We’ll be limited by Mark being around, and your comfort levels.”

“I’m not an experienced Dominatrix or something. I’ve never done that before. I don’t know what I’m going to enjoy or like doing, or even feel comfortable doing. Will that be a problem?”

His mental racing pulled up short, a record screech in his brain as he processed what she’d said. “Ma’am?”

She stepped in close and reached up to palm his cheek. “I can’t promise you I can be some hardcore bitch in latex for you.”

“That’s not what I want.”

“Then what do you want?”

He laid his hand over hers and kissed her palm. “I don’t want to be humiliated. I don’t want to be tortured. I want to take care of you, to serve you. Under the right circumstances, to be your play toy. If you need me to take charge, then that’s what I’ll do, too. My Lady’s obedient knight. Not her doormat.”

She stepped in closer, draping her arms around his neck. “Ev said there’s a BDSM club in Sarasota.”

His hands slipped around her waist, and from the way she leaned in, he knew she didn’t care she could feel his erection making a return.

“I’ve heard about it but I’ve never been.”

“Would that interest you?”

“Maybe. We might meet people like us there who can be mentors. I’m not looking to have wank-fodder fantasies fulfilled. I don’t want to dump a heap of unrealistic sexual fetishes on you, either. I’m first and foremost interested in having a loving life partner who will appreciate what I bring to the relationship and respect me for it and see the value in it.”

“Like Ev and Wylie.”

It wasn’t a question.

He nodded. “If that’s what they have, then yes. To me, being able to let go to someone is the ultimate act of trust, and it’s a mental vacation for me. I have a ranch to run and a son to raise and on the side, I have my other business and research projects to stay on top of. To me, letting go is a stress reducer. Taking care of you is an honor, to make sure you’re happy. Something tangible I can do, right that moment, and see you smile or hear you say thank you.”

She smiled. “So if I did tell you I wanted to experiment with pegging you?”

He swallowed hard, his cock throbbing. “We can try it. If I physically can’t do it, I’ll tell you.”

“You do have a very nice ass.”

“So do you, ma’am.”

She cupped one hand around the back of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss, long and slow. He knew a soft moan escaped him, and he couldn’t help it.

When she broke the kiss, she still stared into his eyes. “And if there are times I tell you I need you to take charge, even outside the bedroom?”

“I want someone I can take care of. If you tell me that’s what you need from me to take care of you, then I still see that as serving you. We both have to get what we need out of this relationship for it to work.”

“What if I asked you to drop to your knees for me right now?”

They unhinged as if on command. He held her hands in his as he stared up at her and felt a small measure of satisfaction that her gaze had widened slightly in surprise. Obviously, she hadn’t expected him to do it.

“I can’t do this in front of Mark. And I assume you have the discretion not to do this in the middle of a crowded grocery store or something. But as long as one of our rules is we don’t do anything to interfere with the other’s jobs, or expose ourselves to others, or permanent harm to each other, there’s not much I won’t do for you, ma’am.”

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

“Is that a good holy shit, or a bad one?”

In the moonlight, he could see her throat work as she swallowed. “Depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether me leaving a damp spot on your truck seat will be a problem or not.” 


Chapter Six

 

Lara stared down at Brad, her heart galloping in her chest. She legit had not expected him to do that. Had she said the same thing to Steve, asked him to kneel, he would have laughed at her. Definitely wouldn’t have taken her seriously, even if she’d meant it seriously.

Then again, they wouldn’t be walking on the beach, either.

“I like when you call me ma’am,” she finally managed.

Brad smiled up at her. “Maybe it should be with a capital M.”

“I like that even better.” She squeezed his hands. “I’m really scared.”

“Why?”

“Because this is moving so damn fast and feels so right.”

“Maybe it’s our lucky break.”

She tugged on his hands for him to stand, and he did. She slipped her arms around him again, enjoying the feel of his wrapping around her.

“Give me a reason we can’t sleep together tonight, please?” she asked. “Because I’m liable to start begging.”

He chuckled. “I don’t have any condoms. And, no offense, even though it’s been years since I’ve been with someone, I probably should get a new round of tests done first, just to be safe.”

“Ah. Damn logic.” She hadn’t gone bare-back with Steve at his insistence despite the fact that she was on the pill.

He hadn’t wanted kids and wanted insurance to that effect.

Still, she knew she should probably get her own round of testing done. “I’ll call my doctor and make an appointment, too.”

Standing there being held by him, he felt solid and safe, the way Ev used to make her feel.

And there was still tomorrow night to get through. If he was an asshole to his son, no matter how much she was already falling for him, she wasn’t going to be with him, much less move in with him.

“Wait…years?”

“Yep. Because I wasn’t going to disrupt Mark’s life for a one-night stand, and I wasn’t going to bring someone into his life if I wasn’t sure about them. So I refused to sleep with someone just to get off. I have two perfectly working hands, thank you.”

“And you’re sure you’re not gay?”

He chuckled. “No, Ma’am. I’m definitely not gay. Nothing against Ev or Wylie, either. Just not my particular preference. Lots of straight men enjoy receiving anal play. Not quite sure yet if I’m one of them, but if that’s what you wanted to do, we’d find that out.”

She looked up at him. “So if I ordered you to buy a butt plug to start working toward wearing it all the time for me?”

The corner of his mouth quirked up into a handsome smirk. “I guess I’d go shopping then, wouldn’t I, Ma’am?”

Holy…fuckballz. That mental image was hot.

Here was a man who was obviously capable of taking care of himself. Definitely not someone at first blush she would label as anything less than “manly” or “masculine.”

And he was willing and eager to bend himself to her will because…he wanted to.

Yeah, that was hot.

Really hot.

Thermonuclear panties level hot.

Lara pulled him down for another kiss, which was even better than the last few she’d had from him. “Let’s go back to my place to talk,” she gasped when she finally managed to find the will to break their kiss.

“And another foot rub?”

“Oh, hell, yeah.”

 

* * * *

 

Once they were back at her place, and she’d changed into a T-shirt and shorts, they sat on her couch with the TV playing but unwatched as they talked.

She wished she could suss Brad out more thoroughly without revealing Mark’s secret ahead of time, but there wasn’t any way of doing that, really.

Her feet lay in his lap, where he was doing delicious things to them with his callused hands. The man could give a nearly orgasmic foot rub, that was for damn sure.

“Were you close to the previous owner of Wylie’s property?” she asked, mostly for something to talk about.

Brad had left his blazer and tie in the truck, and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. He wore an undershirt beneath that, and had rolled his sleeves up.

Still hot.

“I’d known him all my life, but I can’t say I was especially close to him. I did some work for him when I was a kid, part-time in the summer and stuff. Mark and I kept an eye on him the past couple of years as I started to notice his health declining. Always friendly with him. He had us over for dinner, or he’d come to our place. Sometimes I took him to run errands when he needed to haul heavy stuff and he wasn’t sure he could manage it by himself. Then he’d usually buy me lunch or send a pizza to our house later.”

He smiled, his gaze developing a faraway look. “He was a good man. That’s why I’m glad Everett and Wylie are there now. I think he’d like them.”

“I’m glad Everett was able to set up his workshop there. He seems really happy.”

Brad let out a snort. “Glad that other fucker hasn’t come around again.”

“Who?”

“Wylie’s ex.” His fingers paused as he frowned. “Didn’t they tell you about that?”

“No.”

He started rubbing her foot again. “Massive jackass. Nearly put my foot up his ass. Me and Ev would have, if it hadn’t been for Wylie and Andy holding us back. That was the day they were moving Ev’s equipment and metal over from the other place.”

He told her the story of the guy showing up and Brad riding over to check on Ev when he had a gut feeling there might be a problem.

“That sounds like Ev,” she said with a smile when he finished telling the story.

“Sorry?”

“He’s protective.” She stared at his hands for a long moment, thinking how much they reminded her of Everett’s. “I think that’s why I didn’t tell him the full truth about me and Steve. I didn’t want him worrying about me. He spent enough time worrying about me over the years. I wanted him to think about himself for a change.”

When she looked up, Brad’s brown gaze was focused on her. “What?”

“I think it’s good the two of you are friends.”

“Me, too.” This was her perfect opportunity to get a hint in a logical way. “Their relationship doesn’t bother you? Ev and Wy?”

“No. Sorry, I thought I made that clear yesterday. Why should it bother me?”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Sorry. Just wanted to make sure. I’m a little gun-shy now after Steve. I won’t make that mistake a second time. Everett and Wylie will be a part of my life as friends and adopted family. I’m always going to love Everett like that.”

“Understandable.” He switched to her other foot and she knew she’d be using her vibrator on herself before she went to sleep. “It’s not like you hated each other when you broke up. Like Breanna and me. We got to a point where we couldn’t ignore that it wasn’t working for us anymore. We both knew she wasn’t going to be happy in the kind of relationship I wanted and needed, and I wasn’t happy in the kind of relationship she wanted. And then when she got promoted, huge pay raise but also a lot of traveling, I wasn’t going to tell her no, don’t do that. We parted ways before we could resent each other. Better for Mark that way.”

“Do you guys celebrate holidays together?”

“Sometimes. We’re flexible. We have a custody agreement, but both of us have made adjustments to fit the other’s schedule. Like there was a week I had to go to Tallahassee to testify in state hearings about one of my studies, and she took time off from work to stay at the ranch with Mark.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Mark knew what chores needed to be done. We have animals we can’t abandon. My part-time guy took care of what Mark couldn’t. And Mark had school.”

“Do you think Mark will have a problem with me being in your life if this does become permanent?”

He smiled. “Mark doesn’t hesitate to speak his mind. If he was going to have a problem with it, he wouldn’t have volunteered to ride home with Ev and Wy from the restaurant last night. He was deliberately giving us alone time.”

“Ah.”

“He thinks he’s slick, but I was that age, once. I remember how slick I thought I was.”

“Are your parents still alive?”

“Yeah. Dad’s not doing so well. He’s mostly bedridden, but the place they live, it’s their own little apartment. Nursing staff comes in and checks on them several times a day, and he has a caregiver that rotates through their area a couple of times an hour to help Mom out with him. Mom’s stubborn. She likes to do as much of it as she can. It’s a good place. What about your parents?”

They got to talking about families and childhoods. By the time he finally stood to leave a little before eleven, she had a feeling tomorrow night would not only go well, but would be a huge stepping stone to the next chapter of her life.

As she stood at the front door and kissed him one last time, she deliberately rubbed her hips against his, amused by the soft moan he made.

“That’s a little mean, Ma’am, teasing me like that.”

“Hey, I’m the one with wet panties from that awesome foot rub.”

She loved his sexy smirk. “They are, huh?”

“They sure are.”

He stared down into her eyes. “Let’s agree to something,” he softly said.

“What?”

“Let’s agree to at least two weeks living together before we discuss going any further than being just roommates.”

“Okay. But why?”

“I don’t want you to feel like there’s any pressure. And two weeks will give you a chance to see me every day and get sick of me by then. Even if we decide to stay roommates, if you like living there, we can keep doing that for as long as we mutually agree on it. Think of it this way, you’ll be close to Ev and Wy.”

This was…miles apart from Steve. Once he’d proposed to her, he’d insisted she get divorced and move in with him immediately. She’d been able to stall him with the logical excuse that she wasn’t going to break her lease.

Still…

Why did I not see all of this before?

This, so far, felt so easy, easy in a way nothing had felt with Steve. Around Steve, she’d felt awkward and like she’d had to earn his praise.

Like he’d wanted to change her.

This felt nothing like that.

Not in the slightest.

“You might change your mind after seeing how grouchy I am in the morning before coffee. I’m not a morning person.”

He brushed his lips across hers. “Have you ever had your man bring you coffee in bed every morning to wake you up?”

Her heart—and her clit—fluttered anxiously to see what that was like. “No.”

He smiled. “Then prepare to be spoiled rotten, Ma’am.”

Even after he’d left, she watched through the viewfinder until he drove off, the taillights of his truck disappearing around a corner.

Turning, she slumped against the front door.

I’m sooo screwed.

But, for once, at least it was in the good way.

She hoped. 


Chapter Seven

 

When Brad got home, Mark was still watching TV in the family room, his schoolbooks stacked on the coffee table.

Brad carried his blazer and tie in his hand. “I take it you finished your schoolwork?”

“Yes, sir.” He sat up and looked at Brad over the back of the couch. “How’d your date go?”

“I think it went well.” Brad draped them over the back of a chair at the dining room table and walked over to the couch, where he sat at the far end.

“I really like her. I think we have a lot in common. But for right now, she’s going to be our roommate. That means I need you to show her courtesy and give her privacy. I catch you in her room without her permission, you’re going to spend every free moment of time you have for the rest of this summer helping Harold string new fencing in the south pasture. And no texting or phone or computer, either.”

“Yes, sir. I promise. Do you think you’ll start doing more than dating?”

He hoped so, but that’s not what he said. “It’s way too early to have that conversation. Let’s get her moved in. If she and I decide to start dating, that’s our business.”

“It’s just that I really like her, Dad. And I liked how you were smiling at dinner last night when you were talking to her. You looked happy in a way I haven’t seen you look before.”

Brad didn’t have a response for that, so he settled for, “It’s too soon to tell. Go on and head for bed. Brush your teeth.”

Mark gave him a hug and gathered his books to put them in his backpack and get everything ready for in the morning. Right now, he was in summer school classes for advanced students, which would boost his already high GPA over 5.0 by the time he finished. Mark was determined to study civil rights law in college, and apparently their deceased neighbor had wholeheartedly supported that desire.

That was Brad’s best guess, based on the sizable trust Bob Meselin had bequeathed Mark in his will, earmarked specifically for Mark’s college education.

Which was actually overkill, because he and Breanna had set up a pre-paid college fund for Mark when he was born. Still, whatever was left over after Mark finished law school, he could use for a car, or living expenses, or to buy a house or something. When Mark started driving, he’d have Meselin’s old truck, which the man had also left to Mark. It wasn’t in bad shape, a good starter vehicle for a kid learning how to drive.

Especially a kid on a ranch, who’d need a utility vehicle.

Once he knew Mark was down for the night, Brad headed to his own bedroom at the far end of the large house, what had been his parents’ room when he was growing up. After hanging up his blazer, he undressed and climbed into the shower.

Closing his eyes, Lara’s face immediately came to mind.

Yeah, he’d have to make sure he took things slow, because right now, it’d be too damn easy for him to fall in love with her. It was great the initial vetting was made easier by her being close to Everett and Wylie, men he trusted.

That would also make it infinitely more awkward if things didn’t go well between them.

Hence even more reason to be careful.

As he stroked his cock, he let his mind wander. Dropping to his knees in front of her had felt so damn…right.

Perfect.

The way she hadn’t pulled back at his admissions, something that happened far too often to him in the past.

Another reason he tried to get that on the table immediately, and why he always waited to sleep with someone, because why open himself up to more heartache?

It didn’t take him long to work himself up to an orgasm while wondering what she would sound like if he was on his knees between her legs with his face buried in her pussy. And as he stood there in the shower and caught his breath, he realized he was already dangerously in love with her.

 

* * * *

 

Lara’s nerves buzzed all day Friday. She wished it was dinner time so she could get it over with and find out if her potential Prince Charming was another toad in disguise.

The suspense was killing her.

If she’d badly misjudged the man, she’d consider taking up residence with Everett and Wylie, invest in noise-cancelling headphones, and settle for being their fruit fly for the rest of her life, because…damn.

Hell, living in the Tin Can in their backyard would look good if she committed that epic level of fail in judgment.

Brad had started out texting her good morning a little before nine, a habit she was quickly growing to enjoy.

And she loved the way he now referred to her as Ma’am. Not sarcastically, not resentfully.

Willingly.

Eagerly.

They texted back and forth during the day. Brad actually had a grant committee meeting today and wasn’t working at the ranch. By the time Lara arrived at Wylie and Everett’s a little after five, her nerves were nearly shot. She couldn’t talk with Everett about anything because Mark and his boyfriend Jacob were there.

Jacob was adorable and, at first blush, appeared to be a polar opposite to Mark. Willowy and soft-spoken, and looking younger than Mark despite being a couple of months older, he had shaggy blond hair and wore wire-rimmed glasses. He was also polite and a sweetie, and she desperately hoped their lives weren’t about to get more difficult once dinner started.

Then Brad arrived, his hair damp from the shower, he wore shorts and a pullover short-sleeved collared shirt.

When she leaned in and kissed him, he smiled. “Hello again, Ma’am.”

She couldn’t help it. She had it bad for him. “Why, hello to you, too.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad got the distinct feeling he was being set up.

For what, he wasn’t sure yet. The fact that Jacob was here, however, and the way his son and his “friend” kept sneaking nervous glances at each other made Brad strongly suspect a big reveal of some sort.

If so, that would be a huge load off Brad’s mind.

Finally.

So he played along, acting clueless and enjoying dinner and the conversation. In fact, they’d been debating the merits of Tom Baker over Peter Capaldi in the starring role on Doctor Who when Mark spoke up out of the blue.

“Dad, did you know Mr. M was gay?”

Ooookaaay.

Brad set his fork down. “How did you know that?” He’d long suspected it, from when he was a teenager, but had never let on, because to him it hadn’t mattered.

“It was the morning after the Pulse nightclub shooting. I was upset and he asked me what was wrong. He hadn’t seen the news yet. After I told him, he showed me a picture that used to sit in a frame on his bedside table. A picture of him and a guy from a long time ago, and the other guy was military.

“Told me it was him and an old friend who died fighting in Korea. Then he touched it and started crying, and I’ll never forget what he told me. ‘Mark, never deny who you are, or who you love, or you will die filled with regret. Love who you are, and love whoever you want to love.’ And he told me a little about the guy.

“He didn’t admit he was gay outright, but I know from how he said it. And I think that’s also why he never got married.”

Brad slowly nodded. “He was a good man. It’s a shame he was lonely for so many years.”

“You know how you wondered why he left me the trust for law school?”

“I was curious, yes.”

Brad noticed Jacob had reached over and taken Mark’s hand.

“It’s because that morning, I told him I was gay, and that’s why I wanted to go into civil rights law.”

Oh, thank god. Finally.

Relief filled him as he stood and rounded the table to hug Mark. “It’s okay, buddy. I knew you’d tell me when you were ready to.”

Mark broke down crying. “You knew?”

It took every ounce of self-control Brad had not to burst out laughing. “Uh, yeah. I pay your cell phone bill. The number of texts between you two is like any two kids who are dating. I’ve seen you and Jacob together for how many months now? I figured when you felt you could tell me, you would. I didn’t want to push you in case I was wrong or you weren’t ready to come out. I was glad when Wylie and Everett moved in. I was hoping maybe you’d feel safe admitting it then.”

Brad hugged Jacob next. “Do your parents know?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay.” He stared down at both boys. “We need to have a talk about safe sex. Not right now, I’ll spare everyone that. But I want to know you kids are safe. I’m not stupid, and I was fifteen once, and I never got a talk. So you’re going to get the one I wish I’d had. Okay?”

The boys nodded.

“And we’re going to have some dating rules. You’re only fifteen. Well, almost fifteen.” He ruffled Mark’s hair. “At least I don’t have to worry about you getting a girl pregnant and her father wanting to hunt you down.”

Brad noticed Lara dabbing at her eyes. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded and stood to walk around and hug the boys, and then him. Her gaze lingered on his for a moment before she leaned in and kissed him. “You’re a good dad.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“This was kind of a planned dinner, yeah.”

“And if I was an ass, we wouldn’t be moving you in Sunday?”

“Guilty.”

He chuckled and pulled her in for a long hug. “Two teenaged boys underfoot a lot. You going to be okay with that?”

“Insta-family. Yeah, I’m good with it.”

 

* * * *

 

Lara struggled not to break down in relief over how well Brad took the news. Once dinner ended and they’d assisted with the clean-up efforts, Brad, Mark, and Jacob loaded into Lara’s car for the ride across the road, since they’d all walked over.

Large oak trees obscured the house from the road, but the rambling one-story ranch-style house looked large from where she parked next to Brad’s truck in the front yard. Off to the back, in the waning twilight, she spotted two barns, and a couple of horses standing at a fence and looking at them.

Unlike Wylie and Everett’s house, the structure was made from concrete block. As she followed Brad inside, she immediately felt even more relief when she realized the house was lived-in, homey, and definitely not a disaster area.

“This is nice.”

“My parents built it when I was a little kid. I don’t remember the old house that my great-grandfather built. They tore it down. A tree went down in a storm and fell on the roof. It wasn’t worth rebuilding it, so they put up a larger, more modern house.”

He led her into the kitchen, where he flipped on the light. Here it looked modern, with granite countertops and light, glass-fronted cabinets giving the eat-in space an airy feel. The stainless steel appliances looked expensive, based on her professional experience. Spacious, it was at least twice the size of her kitchen at the apartment.

Even better, it was spotless.

“Wow.”

“IKEA,” he said, smirking. “We redid it about three years ago. The old Formica cabinets were just…bleh.”

“And the avocado stove,” Mark added.

“Yes, there was that,” Brad said. “Although the fridge we had was only ten years old. It got moved out to the garage for overflow and sodas and stuff.”

“Smart.”

“That door over there opens onto the back porch. Sometimes we eat out there, if it’s cool enough.”

He showed her the dining and family room areas, which looked like was where they spent most of their time. There was also a “formal” living room area, which actually held a desk. “I do my paperwork here,” Brad said. “I like the view out the back of the house toward the pastures.”

Down the hall, at the very end, was the spare bedroom that would be hers. The bathroom wasn’t attached, but it was right next to her bedroom.

“These would be yours,” Brad said. “Mark has his own bathroom, and we rarely have so many guests at one time that anyone would need to use your bathroom.” There was another spare bedroom between what would be her bathroom and Mark’s room, and it held a treadmill, weight bench, and elliptical machine. “Feel free to use these, too, if you’d like.”

Mark and Jacob had remained behind in the family room to watch TV. Lara dropped her voice. “I like it.”

“I downloaded lease forms. All we have to agree on is a price, although I’d let you stay for free, if you wanted. Just chip in for groceries.”

“Oh, no, you don’t.” She tapped him on the chest. “I pay my own way. Name a reasonable price.”

He cupped his hand around her right and lifted it to his lips, his gaze never leaving hers. “Three hundred a month plus groceries, Ma’am?” He kissed her hand and she suppressed the urge to moan and toss herself at him.

“That’s not much, considering most of my stuff will have to go in your garage.”

“Well, some of your furniture can fit in here. The living room’s mostly empty. Heck, if you wanted to turn that into your own space, go ahead. As long as I can keep my desk in there and still work when I need to.”

“Five hundred a month plus groceries. I’d probably be spending at least two hundred a month on a storage unit.” The fact that he hadn’t mentioned her getting rid of any of her furniture hadn’t escaped her.

The left corner of his mouth curled up in a sexy smile she wanted to kiss. “Five hundred a month it is, Ma’am. On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“When we go out on dates, you let me pay.”

Well, it wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it. “Deal.”

After they signed the paperwork and she got her copies, Brad walked her out to her car after she said good-bye to Jacob and Mark. Standing in the front yard, she let him fold her into his arms.

No denying it felt perfect.

“I didn’t want to say this around Mark, but I’ve been struggling for months how to approach the subject with him if he was gay or not. I thought he was, but I didn’t want to say anything when I wasn’t absolutely sure. I hoped he’d come out to me.”

“How will his mom take it?”

“Probably be fine with it.” He chuckled. “She once joked she hoped we never had to talk an angry dad out of shooting him because he got a girl pregnant.”

“Wish granted.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “I won’t deny I’m nervous about us right now. I don’t want to screw this up because it feels so right.”

“Me, either.”

“Do you need me to come over tomorrow to help you with anything?”

“No, I’ll be ready for everyone on Sunday morning.” Brad, Mark, Everett, Wylie, and Everett’s friend, Andy, would be helping with the move. “And I will insist on buying everyone pizza after for helping me.”

“Yes, Ma’am. I won’t fight you on that one.”

“Good.” She didn’t want to leave. “It’s quiet out here. I really like that.” While her apartment complex wasn’t a hotbed of noise pollution, it was in a populated area.

“When it’s really late, and the sky’s clear, we can see the different meteor showers.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. And Mark has a telescope we got him when he turned ten. A good one. He can show you Saturn and Mars really clearly. It’s amazing.”

“That sounds like fun.”

His lips were so close, right there. So she rose up on her toes and kissed him, lingering, still not wanting to leave.

“Two weeks, huh?” she asked.

Another soft chuckle. “Yes, Ma’am. Two weeks. I think we’re mature enough to know by then whether or not dating will suit us.”

“Are all you scientists so logical?”

“Sometimes, yes.” This time, he kissed her. “And sometimes we struggle to hold on to what little sense it feels like we have.”


Chapter Eight

 

Early Saturday morning, Lara stared at the apartment she’d called home for the better part of a decade.

A good chunk of that spent with Everett.

She hated taking a full Saturday and Sunday off when weekends were frequently her best sales days. Except it’d been because of Steve, since he didn’t work weekends.

Fortunately, Everett was free that weekend to help and didn’t have to be at a ren fair or other event.

Today would be spent packing and preparing everything for tomorrow’s actual move. She already had some things packed, the boxes stacked in the corner of the living room and in the spare bedroom. Like kitchen items she didn’t need, knick-knacks, the time-consuming stuff to pack that would take forever. And things like books, DVDs, and other easily packed items.

D’oh. Now she understood why Steve had never placed any kind of priority on helping her move beyond insisting it be on a weekend when it was convenient for him. He’d planned on shit-canning a lot of her stuff.

Guess I showed him.

Today she’d finish packing everything else, making sure to label her critical boxes that she’d need right after the move. She’d left the pictures on the wall until today, because when she’d first tried to pack them, the sight of the empty, gaping spaces had brought tears to her eyes.

She was in her bedroom emptying out her closet when someone rang her doorbell. Not expecting anyone, she was a little shocked to see Steve standing there when she looked through the viewfinder.

Crap. It’s like I thought about him and he showed up.

Taking a deep breath, she opened the door. “What do you want?”

Fuck being polite, he was interrupting her packing time.

“You blocked my phone number.”

“Yeah? So?”

“Can I come in?”

“No. I don’t understand why you’re here.”

“Because you’re being childish, and my parents are expecting us to be there tonight.”

She literally laughed in his face. “No, seriously, what the fuck?”

“Don’t you use that—”

“Fuck you, asshole.”

He waggled his finger at her. “Now you listen to me. It’s time to stop this nonsense. You can’t just walk away from me.”

“Uh, watch me, jerk.” She slammed the door shut behind her, locking the deadbolt for good measure.

He actually had the nerve to ring the bell. When she went back to her bedroom to continue packing, ignoring him, he started pounding on her door.

That’s. It.

She grabbed her cell phone and called 911. Five minutes later, two deputies were dragging Steve off her doorstep in handcuffs when he refused their order to leave without her talking to him again first.

Now she was feeling more than a little creeped out as she watched them literally dragging a kicking and screaming Steve and having to bodily lift him to put him in the back of the car.

One of the deputies filled out the report and gave her a copy of his business card, with the case number written on the back. “You’ll want that for filing a restraining order, if you go that route.”

In the back of the marked cruiser, Steve was ranting, screaming.

She let out a shudder. “How long will he be in for?”

“Resisting arrest and trespassing, probably until this afternoon or tomorrow. Depends on whether or not he can make bail.”

“He can make bail,” she muttered.

“You have an attorney?”

“Yeah.” She fingered the business card.

“Might want to bring him into this, then. He can guide you through the legal process.”

“Thanks.”

She walked inside and closed and locked the door, the shakes hitting her then. Collapsing onto the couch, she fought the urge to break down crying.

Instead, she texted Brad.

You will NOT believe what happened. Steve just got hauled out of here in handcuffs.

Instead of texting, Brad called her. “Say what? What happened? Are you all right?”

She told him, not understanding his momentary silence.

“Get ready,” he said, his tone sounding dark, determined. “I’ll get Ev and Wy and we’ll be over shortly.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Ma’am, please do not argue with me. We need to get you moved out before he’s released from jail. Mark and I can come back tomorrow and get anything we don’t get today.”

“But…I have to vacuum and clean and everything after the furniture’s moved, and—”

“And I’ll do it for you, Ma’am.”

It was the quiet strength in his tone more than his words that finished her, shattered her resolve. “Thank you.”

“Let me go sweep the trailer out and call Ev and Wy. We’ll be there in less than an hour.”

Actually, Everett and Wylie were there in under thirty minutes, in Wylie’s truck. Everett’s friend Andy pulled in with his truck minutes later.

Everett looked ready to murder someone. Lara genuinely hoped Steve didn’t return, especially with the men there, because he’d likely get his ass kicked.

“Did he hurt you, babe?” Everett asked as soon as he walked through the door when she opened it for him. “And why didn’t you call me when it happened?”

“I’m fine, just a little shook up. And it happened so fast. I wasn’t expecting to rally the troops for today.”

Then Brad arrived, looking like an angry man on a mission.

If it hadn’t been for the others, she might have been tempted to say fuck waiting and drag him into her bedroom to fuck him.

Except…when she hugged him, she felt something hard and lumpy in his back waistband, under the work shirt he wore untucked over his jeans. He caught her hand and squeezed before moving it.

“What’s that?”

He smiled, but it looked tight, worried. “Insurance.”

Her eyes widened as she realized what it was. “He’s not dangerous.”

“You sure? That’s pretty crazy behavior for someone to exhibit. I have a concealed carry permit, don’t worry.”

Everett looked over from where he’d been emptying the last of the kitchen cabinets. “You’re carrying? Good. I need to get me a license.”

Realizing the thickening testosterone wasn’t going to thin out as long as they felt she was in danger, she gave up trying to talk them down. They were determined men, and basically unloaded her apartment as fast as she and Wylie could get the boxes packed.

Three hours later, she was unbelievably staring at bare walls and empty rooms. Wylie had vacuumed the bedrooms while she’d wiped down the kitchen and master bathroom. The guest bath had already been cleaned and emptied earlier in the week.

Finally, a half-hour later, when she realized she was ready to walk out of there for the last time, Everett pulled her in for a hug and kissed the top of her head.

“Remember the day we moved in?”

“Yeah.” She sniffled. “God, we didn’t even have a decent bed.” She laughed. “Stupid rain soaked our mattress and box spring and we threw them out. We had an air mattress we slept on in the living room to watch TV.”

“Lot of good years here. But it’s okay. This is a good thing, sweetie. At least I’ll feel better knowing you’re just across the road and safe.”

Hell, had dinner last night gone badly, she’d be sleeping under the same roof as Everett again, since the men had offered her one of their spare bedrooms if she needed it.

She picked up her purse and keys from where she’d left them on the counter. “Guess I don’t need these anymore.” She pulled the apartment and mailbox keys off her keyring.

Fortunately, she hadn’t forwarded her mail to Steve’s house. Two weeks ago, she’d rented a PO box around the corner from her office, one she had to pass to get there anyway. All her mail was already going there now.

Steve had groused about it at the time, but it’d been another of those niggling little instinctive reactions.

Like checking on rental vacancies at her apartment complex.

“If you want to go ahead and turn those in to the office,” Brad said, “we’ll head out and start unloading.”

“I’ll ride with her,” Everett offered.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’ve got it.”

“In case Steve comes back.”

“He’s right,” Brad said. “I’d feel better if you let him ride with you.”

“He’s not going to come back this fast. They towed his car. He loves that damn thing. Even if he made bail, he’ll still be trying to get that handled.”

“Or he’ll have someone bring him here,” Wylie said. “Or hire an Uber or a cab. Hey, I have a crazy ex, and all three of these guys saw how nuts he was. We’re speaking as the collective voice of experience.”

With Andy nodding in silent agreement, she realized they weren’t going to let her be alone. But…

Instead of bridling her, it actually felt caring. She knew it was because they were worried, and not because they were trying to pressure her against her will.

Totally different from…

Okay, I need to wipe his name from my damn mind.

“Okay.”

The others headed out, leaving her and Everett behind. He pulled her in for one last hug. “Sad?”

“Kind of. I’m kicking myself in the ass that I let him pressure me into dropping my lease. I should have kept it. But he used logic on me and convinced me it was a waste of money to keep renting when I could be living with him.”

“It’s okay, honey. Like you said, he’s an asshole.” He rested his hands on her shoulders and waited until she looked up at him. “Get a concealed carry permit.”

“What?”

“You know I told you a couple of years ago when you first started showing houses that you needed one. A way to protect yourself. Remember that woman who was killed five years ago? And then that serial rapist who attacked four women realtors before the fifth one who did have a permit shot him?”

Her stomach shrank. “Yeah.”

“Let Brad teach you to shoot.”

“I don’t know if I could shoot someone.”

“I saw you fight. You absolutely could.”

“That was SCA, and we weren’t trying to kill each other.”

“You dang sure whacked Rusty good that one time.”

“That was accidental,” she muttered.

“You fought well.”

Although at the time, it hadn’t exactly been accidental. She’d wanted to win the combat and had given it all she had.

She hadn’t meant to draw blood on her friend, just get in a good hit, and he’d readily forgiven and forgotten the incident, even congratulating her on her win.

Still…

“And Steve’s actions are seriously crazy,” Everett said. “Him going to jail is going to escalate things. You should think about a restraining order. Especially since I’m guessing he knows where you work, since you said you met through your job. You need to call Eve and talk to her about what you’d need for a restraining order.”

The anger in Steve’s expression, in his words. That was not a man she recognized.

At all.

That she’d come so close to nearly moving in with him terrified her on a visceral level.

Not only had she not known him a fraction as well as she thought she had, maybe there was a deeper, darker side to him.

“Maybe you’re right,” she finally admitted.

“About which one? Carrying a gun, or calling Eve?”

“Both.”

“I know I’m right.”

They walked out, locking the door for the last time. Everett reached out and touched it.

“You know, I’m glad I was able to help you do this,” he quietly said. “This feels right, doing it together.”

She slipped her hand into his for the walk to her car. “Yeah, it does.”

 

* * * *

 

Getting out of there wasn’t as easy as turning in a key. The manager had a receptionist in the office to watch things while returning with them to the apartment to check it out and sign off on it before releasing the deposit refund check.

“Fair warning,” Everett said. “Her ex came by earlier today and had to be arrested.”

The woman looked at him. “I thought you were her ex?”

“Everett’s my ex-husband,” Lara said. “He means my ex-boyfriend, who I broke up with on Wednesday. He was acting unhinged this morning and wouldn’t leave. When the deputies arrived, he fought them, so they arrested him.”

“The point I was making,” Everett continued, “was please pass the word not to release her personal information to anyone. Not her forwarding address, nothing.”

“Oh, we won’t. Don’t worry about that. We have strict privacy policies about that kind of thing.”

It only took a few minutes for her to inspect the apartment and ensure it was to her satisfaction before they returned to the office.

On the walk back to her car, Lara handed Everett her keys. “You drive, please,” she quietly asked.

He stopped. “You sure?”

“Yeah.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett had shifted from pissed off on Lara’s account to worried about her state of mind. Yeah, she was absolutely a tough woman, but he also suspected there were a lot of emotions rolling through her right now that she hadn’t even admitted yet, much less dealt with.

As he opened the passenger door for her, she hesitated and stared up at him. “Can I ask you something and you keep it private?”

“From Wy?”

“No, it kind of involves him, too.”

“Okay.”

“Can I talk to you about…what you do?”

“What we do?”

“The…stuff. Fifty Shades stuff.”

“Ah. How about you get in, we crank the AC, and we can talk while we ride.”

“Thanks.”

Once they were out of the apartment complex—and Everett was certain no one was following them—he relaxed. “First, text Brad, please, and tell him we’re on the way so he doesn’t worry. Then ask away, sweetie.”

She quickly texted him. “How do I know if I’m being a good…what is it? Dominant?”

“Well, it’s a lot of communication. You talk. Forget the books. You make what you want in terms of your relationship. I’m guessing you and Brad have started talking about that?”

“Yeah. Some. We’ve agreed to wait a minimum of two weeks before we try officially dating or anything. Just be roommates and get to know each other.”

“I’ve got to tell you, Lar, I’m loving him already.” He shot her a playful smile that in the past had always managed to get her to smile for him.

It didn’t fail him this time, either. “You love-love him, or like his ass-love him?” she asked.

“The two don’t have to be mutually exclusive. In all seriousness, he seems to be a great guy. Mark’s a very respectful kid. And from what Mark said on the way home from dinner on Wednesday, he’s firmly in camp When’s the Wedding.”

“He is?”

“Yeah. No subtlety at all, either.”

“But back to my question. How do I know if I’m any good at it?”

“I can’t answer it for you in any concrete way. What Wylie and I have is different from what you’ll have with Brad, and not just because we’re gay and you’re het. I’m still learning. Wylie’s been in the lifestyle for years, and he’s been a great teacher. He likes a lot of impact play and bondage and stuff. And what we do might not be anything like what you and Brad want to do.”

She stared out the windshield. “How do I know if I’m going too far?”

“He should tell you. Look, to be blunt, Wylie is my slave and I’m his Master. I haven’t formally collared him yet, but we want to have a ceremony and—”

“Can we come?”

The speed of her question caught him off guard. “Yeah, of course, if you want to.”

“That’s awesome! Thank you.”

“Anyway, as I was going to say, we use safewords even though he’s my slave. Some people don’t, but that’s how I want to do it. The point I was trying to make is you don’t have to do it the way we do it, or the way anyone else does it. Brad strikes me as a pretty Alpha kind of guy. I’ve seen FemDom couples, and Female-Led Relationships, like Rusty and Eliza, and—”

“No. Way! Rusty and Eliza? Oh, my god, that makes total sense.”

He winced, but knew their friends wouldn’t have minded him “outing” them to Lara, of all people. “Yeah, maybe you should talk to her, too, about all of this. Or our friend, Tilly. But you’ve seen Rusty. He is a masochist, but normally, if you didn’t know they were kinky, you wouldn’t assume he was submissive to her, would you?”

“No.” She let out a laugh. “Can I admit something?”

“Sure.”

“This is stupid when I look at it now, but I always loved watching them together. When I griped at you in the beginning about not being bossy? I was thinking a lot about what they had.”

He started laughing. “Yeah, if we’d known about all this before, and I hadn’t had my head up my ass, we could have gotten everything straightened out and saved you some wasted years. I’m really sorry about that, sweetheart.”

She reached over and rested her hand on his thigh, the way she used to when they were together. “Please don’t apologize. I wouldn’t trade our time together for anything. I needed you. I wouldn’t have made it through losing Cameron without you.”

He covered her hand with his. “And I guess I wouldn’t have met Wylie, either.”

“And I wouldn’t have met Brad.”

At a light, he looked at her. “Hooray for my head up my ass, huh?”

She smiled. “In this case, yeah.”


Chapter Nine

 

They had a good talk during the ride to Brad’s. Everett assured her she could always ask him questions.

Easier than ever, now that she would be living across the road from him.

She noticed Mark and Jacob weren’t around when they pulled in and she walked inside to see Brad had already supervised swapping out the bed in the room for hers, as well as getting the other furniture in there moved out to make room for what they could.

“Where’s the boys?”

He kissed her. “They’re still out riding. I suspect they’ll be gone for several hours.” He smirked. “Hopefully behaving themselves.”

“Behaving?”

“Being careful, I should have said.” He motioned to the room. “Is this okay, Ma’am? Or would you prefer we arrange it differently?”

“No, it’s great, thanks. Sorry to put you out sooner than we’d planned.”

He grinned. “Oh, nooo, please don’t make me spend an extra night under the same roof with you.”

“Smartass.”

He wiggled his eyebrows at her and leaned in to whisper, “Your ass, Ma’am.” He headed back outside as she turned to watch him walk away.

Aaaand there went her panties. Totally soaked. Living under the same roof with him would be a sweet kind of torture, and…

Shit!

She wondered how she’d manage to sneak in a vibrator sound check. If it could be heard by Mark…

Dammit. It might be a really long two weeks, in that case.

 

* * * *

 

Jacob and Mark arrived home from their ride shortly after Lara and Ev reached Brad’s. The boys pitched in to help immediately, without even being asked, as soon as Brad told them why the move was happening today.

They’d almost finished unloading everything from the vehicles and trailer and were still in the process of getting everything moved into the house and rearranged when Eve drove up.

Lara shot Ev a look. “Did you call her?”

He grinned. “Text.”

Eve looked ready to do battle when she walked up and hugged Lara. “Okay, so who’s the fucktard, and what do I need to do to him?”

“I thought you were a corporate attorney?”

“I am, but I have friends. What happened?”

Lara felt guilty talking while everyone else was working, but Brad made her retreat to the kitchen to talk while they continued moving her in. After she told Eve the story, the woman pulled out her cell and noted Steve’s name and the information Lara could recall off the top of her head.

“Okay, so I’ll get this going and see if we can get you an RO. Might not be enough to get one, but I’ll talk to a friend and let them make the call. If we try for one knowing it won’t be granted, that could risk pissing the guy off even worse.”

“I damn sure don’t need that.”

“Exactly.”

“So do I basically have to hope he won’t escalate this, or wait until he actually hurts me to do something?”

“That’s the catch-22. Try to be careful leaving work, though.”

“Why?”

“So he doesn’t follow you.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

Now the idea of a concealed carry permit was sounding better. “But I’m showing houses. Most of the time alone. Sometimes people meet me there, and sometimes people come to the office and they ride with me.”

“Even more reason you should have one.”

With everyone ganging up on her, Lara knew she needed to look into it.

Once Eve had left, with a promise to call Lara and keep her posted, Lara rejoined the moving effort. Pretty much everything was in her bedroom, furniture-wise. She’d already hung her clothes in the closet there. Some boxes marked Bedroom had been stacked in the exercise room to keep them out of the way until she could unpack them.

Deciding to tackle the bathroom first, she started emptying those boxes. It was about the same size as the one she’d used all the time at the apartment, so at least it didn’t feel like downsizing in that way. As she emptied boxes she broke them down to be put out in the garage and saved.

Just in case.

She hoped she wouldn’t be moving again, but she was a realist. After what she’d just been through, she knew she couldn’t afford to romanticize life any longer.

Taking care of herself had to be her priority. She’d done pretty well between healing from Everett and then meeting Steve. What she’d forgotten to do was always listen to her gut instincts.

Too many times she’d ignored or let things slide with Steve.

Never again.

She heard a noise in the doorway and turned to see Brad standing there with a box in his hands.

“These were your pictures that had been hanging on the wall. Did you want me to hang them for you?”

Part of her loved him for the offer.

Then…reality poked its head in and knocked.

Hard.

“Just sit the box in my bedroom, please. I’m not ready to hang them yet.”

“I don’t mind.”

“It’s okay. That can wait.”

“You can hang them wherever you want. I don’t mind.”

“I—” She snapped her mouth shut on the irritation struggling to break through. Instead, she walked over and leaned in to kiss him. “Thank you. Just put them in my bedroom, please.”

His melancholy expression nearly softened her reserve. “Yes, Ma’am,” he quietly said, heading that way.

Oh, boy.

 

* * * *

 

It almost felt like she’d spookily read his mind. Brad set the box on the bedroom floor, out of the way.

He’d hoped if she’d let him hang the pictures for her that it might be another reason to help convince her to stay. After the events of that morning, he wouldn’t blame her if she needed some time to herself and moved out into a place of her own.

It was almost six in the evening when they finally hit a stopping point. All her stuff was either in the garage, or inside the house where she could sort through it. Lara ordered several pizzas for everyone, and Andy’s wife, Charlotte, had come over to help, too.

As they sat at Brad’s dining room table, the first time it’d been used by so many people in at least a couple of years, he tried not to stare at Lara.

He didn’t want to creep her out, but he couldn’t help but want to let out a victory whoop that she was living with them.

“I wonder what the shit-stain told his parents,” Lara said.

“Steve?” Everett asked.

“Yeah. I blocked their numbers, too, and his work number. I don’t think he’s smart enough to know how to spoof a number, although he might use a burner.”

“Can you screen calls?” Brad asked.

“I can, except that screws me working. I use my personal cell.”

“You should probably get a new cell phone,” Wylie suggested. “I had to do that. Only give the number to friends and family, and tell them not to give Steve the number.”

“Yeah. I should probably do that.”

Exhaustion had settled over her features. She’d pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail, but stray strands stuck out all over now and her hazel eyes looked weighted down by the day’s events.

“Thanks again, everyone,” she said. “I really appreciate the help today.”

Everett patted her shoulder. “You know we have your back.”

Brad nodded in agreement but didn’t say anything. There wasn’t much else to be said without sounding like an idiot.

Eventually, everyone else left, until it was just Brad, Lara, Mark, and Jacob. The boys were immersed in a movie on the family room TV. Brad and Lara still sat at the table, him at one end, her just to his right.

He reached over and laid a hand over hers, his thumb gently stroking hers. “Is there anything I can do for you, Ma’am?” he softly asked.

A sad smile curved her lips. “No. It’s finally settling in. Everything happened so dang fast. I’m…shell-shocked, I guess. I still can’t understand Steve’s reaction.”

“I know we talked about two weeks, but we can take longer than that. I don’t want to pressure you.”

Her smile widened. She turned her hand over, palm up, to lace fingers with him. “Oh, no, you don’t. No weaseling out on me.” She squeezed.

He squeezed back.

“When do you think he’ll tell Breanna?” she asked, tipping her head toward the family room area.

“She’s out of town until late Tuesday. We’re supposed to have dinner with her Wednesday night.”

“Good luck.”

He smiled. “Oh, no, you don’t. You’re coming, too, unless you have to work.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. If nothing else, because Mark and Jacob trust you. And, again, if Jacob needs a ride out of there immediately so that Mark and I can deal with her.”

“Ah.” She slowly nodded. “Okay. I can meet you wherever after work.”

“Sounds good.”

“Now, if you don’t mind,” she said, “I’m going to take a shower and collapse. I know I have a ton of stuff to do still, but I’ll tackle it tomorrow.”

“We’ll help.”

“Thanks.” She leaned over and brushed a kiss across his lips before standing and heading for the hallway.

Sitting back in his chair, he wondered if she really would stay.

All he could do was hope and pray.

 

* * * *

 

Lara had gotten most of her clothes put away in the dressers and closet. There was still a bag of stuff she didn’t wear as often, rapidly dumped into a garbage bag for faster transport, but she didn’t need anything out of there tonight.

She grabbed a T-shirt, shorts, and panties, and headed for her bathroom.

It felt…weird. Sure, she’d traveled, and spent nights at Steve’s, but this was her new home, and the adjustment period had come at her faster than she’d planned.

In her mind, she’d planned how she’d spend tonight. Eating leftovers from the fridge to help get rid of them, sitting in front of the TV and watching old movies, then one last night of sleep in the room she’d spent a considerable number of years in while remembering her time with Ev.

She wouldn’t trade those years for anything. Sure, they’d had bumps that had progressively worsened. Seen now in retrospect, with the truth out, she felt guilty he’d tried so hard for her.

That was true love, even if not the kind she’d needed and wanted from him.

Scary how easy her rapport with Brad had come about. She knew a good chunk of his expectations, and he knew hers. They would apparently dovetail nicely when it came to personalities and relationship roles.

There would be no continuous, subtle battles for dominance like she’d had with Steve.

I’m an idiot.

Another side effect of hindsight, she could clearly see Steve’s pattern. Giving in but pressing later, her “reminding” him and him getting testy, but pulling back. And again. And again.

Frequently, with her giving in, at least in part.

Hell, she’d bought clothes he’d insisted she needed as part of her wardrobe. And the first time he took her to meet his parents, he’d basically ordered her to go change out of the nice dress she’d been wearing into one of his “approved” outfits.

To avoid the fight, because he was being an idiot, she’d claimed the moral high ground and changed and called him out on his childish behavior.

But, then again, he’d won, in his brain, even if he had apologized later and acted all sweet and charming.

Never. Again.

If a relationship between her and Brad was to last long-term, he’d have to get used to the fact right off the bat that he would not be controlling her. He might want her to be dominant, but she’d also be hands-off in a lot of ways. She didn’t want a puppet, she wanted a willing partner. One whose spirit she didn’t crush in the process. There had to be a happy middle ground so they both got what they needed and wanted.

At least I have Everett and Wylie to talk to.

After letting the hot water soak the worst of the aches out of her body, she returned to her bedroom and shut the door behind her. Turning on the TV, which for now sat on her dresser, she found an old movie, set the timer, and crawled under the sheets.

Even the window was on a different side than she was used to, facing to the east, not the south. The blinds were drawn, but she realized she might have to look into getting a blackout curtain to hang behind them.

Guess I might end up becoming a morning person at this rate. 


Chapter Ten

 

Lara didn’t even want to open her eyes the next morning.

Everything hurt.

Hurt in a bad way she hadn’t felt since she’d stopped doing SCA because she didn’t have time for it anymore.

Ugh.

When she rolled over toward the window, she squinted as a sliver of sunlight snuck between two of the blinds and hit her right in the face.

Double ugh.

That meant blackout curtains would top her list of things to buy. During work days, not so bad. But on her days off, she liked to sleep in late.

Finally forcing herself to sit up, she realized she smelled coffee brewing, but didn’t hear anyone moving around in the house. She’d removed her shorts for sleeping, but instead of pulling them on she grabbed her bathrobe and donned it. Bathroom, then to the kitchen, where someone had left her favorite mug on the counter, next to a clean spoon and the sugar shaker.

Huh.

She vaguely remembered mentioning to Brad yesterday when they were packing up the last of her kitchen supplies that the Deadpool mug was her favorite, but it’d been a passing comment, a brief moment of shared geekdom.

And he remembered.

It touched her.

She found both milk and half-and-half in the fridge, along with her two containers of flavored creamer from her fridge. She’d never even seen them move those. All the contents of her fridge had been put in the one out in the garage.

Or so she’d thought.

Looking deeper, she spotted a few of her leftover containers, and some of her condiments that weren’t duplicates of theirs.

Too caffeine-deprived to contemplate that at the moment, she grabbed her Irish cream-flavored creamer, poured some into her mug, added an extra spoonful of sugar, and poured her coffee.

It was…

Her favorite. A mocha-flavored one she bought at Publix. When she opened the cabinet directly above the coffeemaker, she found her coffee sitting in there with theirs.

Well, what do you know?

Wandering into the living room, she realized it was after nine o’clock, later than she’d planned on sleeping today because of everything she had to do. There appeared to be no sign of the boys or of Brad.

That’s when it hit her.

Duh, they’re taking care of the animals.

She returned to her bedroom and pulled on shorts to resume unpacking. It was nearly eleven when she heard the front door open and close again. She looked up as Brad walked down the hall, stopping in her doorway.

“Good morning, Ma’am.”

She shivered. Yeah, she loved that.

Stepping over to the door, she greeted him with a good-morning kiss that did far more to wake her up than the coffee had. “Good morning.”

He smiled. “Can I make you anything for breakfast?”

“I’m okay. I’ll grab something later.”

“I don’t mind.”

She thought about it. He was offering. “Okay, sure. Whatever you feel like making.”

His smile widened. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She pulled him in for another kiss before he could leave. “Where are the boys?”

“Over at Wylie’s. Mark’s teaching him how to use the front-end loader.”

She snickered. “I know I shouldn’t laugh, but that’s funny.”

“Yeah, Wylie’s trying so hard. He’s learned a lot, though.”

They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. “Two weeks, huh?”

“At least.”

She leaned against the doorway. “Part of me says this is right, and give it a chance, and part of me is saying I fucked up with Steve, which is proof I need to be alone for a while longer.”

“Which part is winning?”

“I don’t know.”

“Which part do you want to win?”

“Whichever part won’t screw up my future life.”

 

* * * *

 

By Sunday evening, Brad knew Lara was mostly unpacked. At least, she was mostly unpacked with the things she’d need immediately. Boxes of DVDs and books sat in the corner of the family room, and some of them had been unpacked onto shelves in the formal living room, where they’d put her bookcases.

She still hadn’t asked him to hang the pictures for her, and he didn’t press the issue, knowing he needed to give her time and space.

She had, he proudly noted, enjoyed the pancakes, eggs, and bacon he’d made her for breakfast. Maybe if he could spoil her in little ways, she’d swing hard toward the staying side of the pendulum.

After dinner that evening, which she helped cook, Brad had to take Jacob home. She opted to stay behind, while Mark went with them. It was when they were alone on the way back that Mark spoke up.

“What do we have to do to talk her into staying, Dad?”

“Just be ourselves. If it’s meant to be, it will be.”

“I really like her. Sorry we weren’t around when you had to leave yesterday.”

“It’s all right.”

“Do you think Mom will like her?”

“I don’t know. I hope so, not that it matters to me if she does or not.”

Mark went silent for a few minutes. “Do you think Mom’ll be okay when we break the news to her on Wednesday?”

“I know she’s supportive of the LGBTQ community. And she’s got friends and co-workers who are—”

“I meant when we tell her Lara’s living with us.”

Fortunately, he’d hit a red light, so it gave him a moment to focus on Mark. “She’s just our roommate. Our…tenant.”

Mark arched an eyebrow at him.

“Well, that’s my story and I’m sticking to it. For now,” Brad mumbled as the light turned green.

Sometimes, he suspected his son was smarter than him.

 

* * * *

 

Lara barely had time to think from Monday to Wednesday, much less stress out over the upcoming dinner with Brad’s ex. And she hadn’t had further contact from Steve, either. Eve had confirmed that going after a restraining order likely wouldn’t succeed without more action on Steve’s part first, so Lara dropped that idea.

Eve reported Steve had bonded out late Saturday evening and had a hearing date scheduled in three weeks. Based on Eve’s friend’s experience, and Steve’s lack of an arrest record, the SA would likely let him plead out to a lesser charge in the misdemeanor range and fine him, or probation, without further jail time.

But it was a start. If Steve tried to mess with her again, they had a paper trail now, and future incidents wouldn’t be looked on as lightly.

Lara headed straight to the restaurant—Mama Suarez’s—from work.

Another pleasant irony, it was one of Brad and Mark’s favorite restaurants. Hence why they’d happened to show up there the previous Wednesday.

That has to be a good sign, right?

Brad, Mark, and Jacob were already there when Lara arrived, but Breanna wasn’t.

“She got caught in traffic, Ma’am,” Brad explained when he stood to give her a hello kiss and pull her chair out for her. “She texted a few minutes ago. She’s about ten minutes out.”

“Okay.” Jacob looked nervous. She reached over the table and patted his hands. “This’ll be okay. I feel it.”

He nodded but didn’t reply.

She suspected from the way Mark’s arm moved that he’d reached under the table to pat Jacob’s leg to comfort him.

They were adorable together.

The thought of them possibly one day getting caught up in violence, like what had happened at the Pulse nightclub, broke her heart.

The thought that, in the past, all of the victims had also been adorable teens simply wanting to live their lives in peace and seeking happiness.

“Everett said I need to look into getting a concealed carry permit,” Lara said to Brad. “Can you help me do that?”

“Sure. I think he’s right, by the way.”

“I know he is. That mess with Steve weirded me out. But I’m not sure I could carry a gun and shoot someone.”

“Well, Florida’s permit allows people to carry non-lethal weapons, too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Batons, stun-guns—”

“Batons?”

“Yeah. Like collapsible batons. You can fit one in your pocket, but they’re wicked.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because that might be where I need to start until I can get a gun and become proficient with it. I have no problem hitting someone. Just ask Everett. We used to do SCA events together.”

“There’s a gun show this weekend in Bradenton. They usually have concealed carry classes there. Want to go?”

“I’m working Saturday morning. How about Sunday?”

“Sounds great.” He smiled, and she realized how much she loved seeing him smile.

Breanna arrived a few minutes later. The woman wore her long, blonde hair pulled back in a professional ponytail at the base of her neck. She also wore a business suit with a skirt, and flats. Her makeup was tasteful, but restrained.

“Hey, everyone. Sorry I’m late.” She swooped in to hug Mark, then Jacob, shaking with Brad.

She focused on Lara and held out her hand. “Hi, Breanna Stoltemyer. Mark’s mom.” Her smile didn’t look forced, either.

“Nice to meet you. Lara Cannon.”

Breanna immediately took the seat on Mark’s other side, which happened to be at the end of the table between Mark and Brad, who sat on Lara’s left.

As she sat, she giggled, looking around. In a deep voice, she said, “I’ve gathered you all together here today…” which made Mark and Brad start laughing. Lara and Jacob smiled, and when the boy looked across the table to Lara, she sent him a wink.

Obviously, this was an old family joke the two of them weren’t in on.

Breanna picked up her menu and let out a sigh. “So what’s the special tonight, guys? I’m starving.”

“First,” Brad said, “we need to get something out of the way.”

A frown flitted across her features. “What’s going on?”

“Well, for starters,” Brad said, “Lara’s living with us for now. Don’t know if it’ll be permanent or not, or if it’ll develop into more between us, but I wanted full transparency. We’ve always agreed not to hide it from each other if we’re dating, because of Mark.”

Breanna laid down her menu and offered Lara a warm smile. “Congratulations. I swear he’s not a serial killer. But did he warn you he and Mark are annoying morning people?”

Lara couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I got that memo.”

“You said for starters.” Breanna clasped her hands and rested them on the table in front of her. “What’s the second topic of discussion?”

Brad sent Mark a glance, and it took Mark a moment to finally point back to his father.

Meanwhile, Lara could tell the boys were holding hands under the table, much the way they had Friday night during the reveal.

Brad reached over and found Lara’s hand under the table. “Well, I’m not going to drag it out. Mark’s gay. Jacob is his boyfriend.”

Breanna looked confused. “Okaaay. And?”

Lara fought the urge to bust out laughing and managed to conceal it.

“That’s it,” Brad said.

Breana focused on the boys. “You’d better be using condoms—”

“Ahem.” Brad raised an eyebrow at her. “I’ve asked them to…wait a while before doing anything that requires their use.”

“Or, for crying out loud, we were teenagers.” But she didn’t sound angry.

“I know, but I’ve already sat them down and explained STIs in graphic detail to them, and the importance of knowing someone’s medical history and insisting on test results.”

Breanna snorted and leaned in conspiratorially toward Mark. “How uncomfortable was that?”

Mark nodded, going pink in the face.

She patted his shoulder. “In all seriousness, okay, maybe your dad’s right. Don’t rush things if that horse isn’t out of the barn already.” She scowled. “Or is it cows out of the barn?”

“Horse,” Mark and Brad both said.

“Ah. Okay. I love you, and literally, so what if you’re gay? I went through seventeen painful hours of labor to bring you into this world, and if you think something like that will make me stop loving you, think again.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Her tone turned serious once more. “I am worried about your safety. Both of you. Please, promise me you’ll be careful. There are plenty of jerks out there.”

The boys nodded.

She leaned in to kiss Mark’s cheek. “Now, is that the full agenda of tonight’s meeting? Or can we get some salsa and chips, because I’m starving.”

 

* * * *

 

Breanna was going to drop Jacob off at home before Mark went home with her for the night. She’d take Mark to his summer school classes in the morning.

As Brad drove them home, Lara left her hand resting on his thigh, his hand covering hers.

“I’m glad Breanna took that so well,” Lara said.

“Me, too. I thought she probably would. I know Mark thinks she’s kind of flighty sometimes, but she’s not a bad mom.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

He shrugged. “It’s the truth. I refuse to put my son in the middle of things like a chew toy. He loves her. It’s not like she was a horrible person or cheated on me or anything. We simply grew apart.”

“She seems like a nice person.”

“She is.” He glanced her way. “I hope you don’t mind we sometimes have her over for dinner, or she comes over for holidays.”

“No, that won’t bother me.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“So much for our chaperone tonight.”

He lightly squeezed her hand. “I was literally just thinking that.”

“Good thing we both have to be up early for work in the morning.”

“I’m up now,” he muttered.

She perked up. “Reeeaally?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Well, maybe tonight someone can sit on the floor and give me a really nice foot rub.”

She wasn’t sure the noise he made wasn’t a whimper. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Did that just get you up a little more?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She grinned. “Good. Glad to know I’m not the only one with blue balls.”


Chapter Eleven

 

The gun show went well. Brad sat in on the class with Lara and she received her certificate of completion. Now all she’d have to do was get the rest of the requirements taken care of and submit everything. Filling out the form, getting her fingerprints taken, and then a passport picture.

As they looked around the show floor, Brad showed her different guns he thought would be a good fit for her, and explained why. While she was purchasing a collapsible baton from one vendor, Brad was looking over a handgun at a table across the aisle. By the time she’d finished her purchase and turned, he was digging his wallet out of the back of his pants and producing a credit card, his driver’s license, and another ID she realized was his concealed carry permit.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m buying myself another gun, Ma’am.”

“Uh, why?”

“Because I want to.” He smirked. “You can use it to practice until you decide what you want to carry and buy one for yourself. Also, Mark will enjoy shooting it at the range.”

She silently fumed, suspecting he’d just purchased her a gun.

Before they’d left, he’d also purchased a couple of different holsters for it, a storage case, ammo, extra magazines, and had instructed her on what ear muffs and safety glasses to get for her practice time.

They were finally returning to the truck when she confronted him. “They literally covered in class that it’s illegal to buy a gun for someone who isn’t qualified to have one. What’s it called…straw man purchase?”

He smirked. “I bought myself a gun. I have a concealed carry permit. I am qualified. The nine millimeter I carry isn’t always practical. This is a .380. It’s lighter.”

“And you’ll basically give it to me to use.”

“There’s nothing illegal about that, either. It’s not illegal to own a handgun without a concealed carry permit, and it’s not illegal to shoot one, either. It’s not even illegal to transport one or have it loaded in your home.”

His sexy, playful smirk melted her panties as much as it annoyed her. He leaned in close to kiss her. “Ma’am, if we’re together long-term like I hope, my guns will be your guns, too. Community property.” He opened the passenger door for her, waiting for her to climb in.

Aaand that’s when she realized her guy might be submissive to her, but he damn sure was an Alpha.

And, she realized, she liked it.

 

* * * *

 

Everett walked over later that afternoon to invite them to have dinner with them.

“And what are you doing next Saturday?”

“Nothing, I don’t think. Why?”

“We’re having our collaring at a friend’s house. You’re welcomed to come.”

Mark wasn’t back from his weekend at his mom’s house yet, so they could talk openly. “Is that the kinky stuff we were talking about?”

“It’s an unofficial wedding of sorts,” Ev confirmed. “Like a commitment ceremony. Don’t worry, it’s not a play party. It’s just dinner.”

“I’d like to go, Ma’am,” Brad chimed in from where he was currently sitting on the floor and rubbing her feet.

God, she could barely think when he did that. It felt so damn good. “Okay. Just let us know where and what time.”

“Oh, can you guys drive me? I kind of want to surprise Wylie with what I’ll be wearing. He’ll drive himself, and we’ll ride home together later.”

“Oooh, so I’m sort of helping give you away?” She grinned.

“Kind of, but not exactly.”

“Sure.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. “I’m really happy for you two. So when’s the wedding-wedding?”

“Eh, we want to give that a few more months. We haven’t been living together very long.”

After he left, she patted the couch for Brad to sit next to her. Once he did, she laid her head in his lap and stared up at him. “Will Mark be here that night?”

“No, he’s supposed to be at Breanna’s. I needed to switch weekends with her. She’s got a business trip coming up.” He laced fingers with her. “So, here’s a question.”

“Shoot.”

“In the past, if I have to go out of town, she usually stays here with him, so he can take care of the stock and his chores and stuff. Should I have her do that, or would you be okay being here with Mark?”

She thought about it. “I’m okay with either option. But some Saturdays, I have to work.”

“That’s okay, I’m not worried about during the day. Another year or so, and I won’t mind him being alone for a weekend. Especially with Wylie and Everett across the road.”

“I don’t mind. I mean, if she suddenly turned bitchy or something, that’d be a problem.”

“No, she’s not like that.”

She stared up into his eyes. “Next Saturday marks two weeks.”

His brown gaze met hers, steady, strong. “I know, Ma’am,” he said.

“Honestly? I don’t want to wait that long.” In fact, the more time she spent with Brad, and Mark, the more convinced she was that this was the right call.

What she had with Brad felt totally different than her relationship with Steve, and so similar in the good ways to what she’d had with Everett.

Minus the husband being secretly gay part.

“I know, Ma’am. Me, either.” He raised her hand to his mouth and feathered his lips over it. “But I’m a man of my word. And just think about how eager I’ll be for you by waiting another week.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, making her laugh.

 

* * * *

 

Lara didn’t know why she felt so nervous. It wasn’t like it was their first date, technically.

Although, other than the normal stress from the move, the last two weeks had been the best of her life.

Tonight they took her car—at Brad’s suggestion, not hers—to drive Everett to the collaring ceremony.

She would have been just as happy in Brad’s truck, but Brad had made a valid point that the Cadi would make a better impression for the men’s big day.

But she let Brad drive, and Everett opted to ride in the back seat despite her offering shotgun to him.

“So these are the people you said have dinner every week at Sigalo’s?” she asked.

“There, and the once-a-month munch. That moves around.”

“And they go to that club?”

She and Brad had discussed going, but hadn’t had time to investigate it further.

“Yep. I’ll introduce you to Tilly. And Rusty and Eliza will be there, too. Oh, and Rebecca and her guys.”

“Rebecca?”

“The woman who makes chainmaille jewelry? With the dog?”

“Oh! Really?”

“Yeah. Who knew there were so many kinksters among our ren fair friends?”

 

* * * *

 

Brad was looking forward to tonight, and not just because of what he suspected would happen when they returned home later.

He was looking forward to attending his first event like this, meeting others involved in the lifestyle, people who would not only accept him for who he was, but understood that this was who he was.

No judgment.

Tonight he’d also worn a suit, which he’d planned to do even if Lara hadn’t asked him to. He wanted to look his best for her. What people like Steve didn’t understand was that he was as comfortable in a suit, or a tux, as he was in jeans and work boots.

He didn’t care.

He wasn’t big on pretentiousness, but he did believe in dressing appropriately, which was why Mark learned how to correctly tie a tie before he was ten. Brad saw it as his responsibility to make sure his son grew up the same way he had. Brad’s mother had pounded it into his head from an early age that you should always dress appropriately for whatever it was you were doing.

If he was going out to eat with Lara in the evening, he dressed up. If they were meeting for lunch somewhere casual, he didn’t change out of his work clothes.

Lara didn’t seem to have any complaints about his attire, and never hesitated to jump into the truck with him. When he’d realized the dust from the driveway was getting her car dirty every day, he’d offered to invest in mulch to put down, at least from the road to the yard, but she’d declined. She had a car duster she used once she reached work, and right after she returned home, which took her all of five minutes to use, plus she ran it through a car wash once a week.

He’d even driven her around the ranch the other afternoon when she returned home early from work. A private tour he’d enjoyed because he could see how much she liked the property.

Breanna had never really been comfortable there. She had been raised in Tampa, in a house in a small subdivision, and had never quite settled in as a rancher’s wife once they’d moved back, like he’d hoped she might.

Another reason it hadn’t worked between them.

Lara, on the other hand, wanted to learn how to ride horses, and had talked about maybe planting a small herb garden outside the kitchen, using raised beds like Wylie had.

When she’d talked about that, it’d taken every ounce of will Brad had not to go rushing out to buy everything right that moment to make it happen for her.

That his parents had fallen in love with Lara when the three of them visited earlier in the week hadn’t hurt, either.

The final point was Mark. He was obviously growing fonder of Lara by the day, and the two of them had settled into what appeared to be a good, solid relationship.

They reached the address and Ev read off the gate code for Brad to punch in. When they rolled up to the house, Brad had to admit he was impressed. It was large, but it wasn’t like they had a perfectly manicured yard. It looked…like real people lived there. Wylie’s truck sat parked with other vehicles.

Brad got out and rounded the car to open the door for Lara, holding his hand out for her to take. She smiled up at him as she got out. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Ma’am.”

They hadn’t yet settled on her label for him. He was fine with boy, but it wasn’t something she could easily call him around Mark.

And, she was in charge. What she called him had to be a title she was fine with.

Everett was pulling on his blazer. “Well, this is it. How do I look?” He’d gotten a haircut and shaved that morning, forgoing the sometimes scruffy look he took on.

“Handsome as ever,” Lara said. “Totally not rapey Viking.”

“Rapey Viking?” Brad asked.

“Yeah, Eve and I tease him when he lets his hair and beard get long. He’s totally hotter like this, though. Wylie prefers it, too.”

“The things we do for our subbies, huh?” Ev teased.

She laughed, winking at Brad. “Yeah, the things we do.”

 

* * * *

 

Despite Everett’s earlier reassurances, Lara still hadn’t been sure exactly what to expect. She knew logically he wouldn’t have misled her, but this was a totally new area for her.

Forget nervous butterflies. It felt like a flock of dragons were storming around inside her stomach. She felt grateful that she hadn’t eaten anything for lunch, or she might be spending a lot of time in the bathroom instead of socializing and watching and learning.

Plus, she didn’t want to miss the collaring. She was genuinely happy for the men and hoped this was the start of a fantastic life journey for them both.

They deserved happiness.

With her arm hooked through Brad’s, they walked to the front door. The man who answered it was dressed in slacks and a dress shirt, and wore a tie.

He didn’t look…odd.

Then again, she supposed she and Brad, hell, and Wylie and Everett, didn’t look “odd” either. They all looked like “normal” people.

Cris’ other partners, Tilly and Landry, were also very nice people. Lara wasn’t quite sure what their relationship dynamic was, because Everett had tried to explain it to her…and she was still confused.

“Ev tells me you might want to pick my brain about some stuff,” Tilly said.

“Yeah, maybe.” She still had her arm hooked through Brad’s, and tightened her grip a little more. “Not sure what we’re doing yet, exactly.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Tilly assured her. “Make sure to get my cell number before you leave. Or Wylie and Ev have it. You can always text me, although I might not be able to talk on the phone.”

With Everett now present, they were ready to get started. As Lara stood nearby with Brad, she blinked back an unexpected round of tears.

It was so much like a wedding, including the vows the two men said to each other. Hell, it was better than the wedding she and Ev had in Las Vegas. That had been a spur-of-the-moment decision during a trip with friends. They’d already been living together, and had discussed marriage, but hadn’t firmed anything up when he’d popped the question there.

This…

It both saddened her to realize how hard Ev had tried to make her happy over the years, and how much of their life together had been lived without truth. Not on purpose, and not bad years, certainly.

But what she was now witnessing was no doubt the beginning of a life-long commitment. She could see it in every glance the two men shared, the tone of their voices, the words they spoke.

Resting her head against Brad’s shoulder, she struggled not to cry.

She wanted that. What they had.

What she and Brad had…it felt like maybe the beginnings of that. Yet, now she had a target. A tangible goal.

A benchmark she knew they’d have to hit in their own relationship for her to be certain it was for life.

Because she didn’t want to go through another divorce.

And she damn sure didn’t want to waste the rest of her life.

 

* * * *

 

As they drove home alone together after dinner, Brad didn’t push Lara to talk. He felt her wanting to digest what they’d seen and heard. Although she did lay her hand on his leg and he covered it with his.

They were about halfway home when she spoke. “So what did you think?”

“I thought it was a beautiful ceremony.”

“About the piercing.”

Brad wasn’t an expert in BDSM by any stretch, but he knew the captive bead earring Wylie now sported in his right ear was his permanent “collar.” Something he would wear all the time without drawing undo attention to himself.

And Brad now knew the meaning of the bracelet Wylie always wore on his right wrist.

“Is that a question you’re asking me in general, or for a specific, personal reason?”

“Yes.”

He smiled and squeezed her hand again. “If you mean would I get pierced for you? If we’re at that point in our lives, yes, I would. But I sometimes have to appear at public hearings for the programs and studies I work with. I don’t need to be totally vanilla, but I need to look professional. I think a standard ear piercing would be better. More discreet. Plus I have Mark to think about. Once he’s eighteen, that no longer becomes as much of an issue, though.”

She didn’t answer at first. “But you wouldn’t object to it?”

“Ma’am, if we’re at a point in our relationship where you want to collar me, and I say yes, we’re at a point where I’m basically ready to marry you. It’s a commitment, one I won’t take lightly. That means if you want to pierce my ear, I will. I do, however, draw the line at other piercings. Not my thing, and I’d appreciate you respecting that limit.”

“Of course. I’d never do that.”

“Thank you.”

When they reached the house, he got out and opened her door for her to help her out.

She hesitated, staring into his eyes for a long, quiet moment. “I really don’t want to sleep alone tonight,” she said.

They’d both gotten updated tests, and she was on the pill. That was a discussion they’d already had so it was out of the way.

He slipped his arms around her and kissed her, long, sweetly, taking his time and savoring her. She pressed her body along his, definitely able to feel his erection through his slacks.

“Your bedroom or mine, Ma’am?” he asked when he broke their kiss.

She didn’t try to step away from him. “Yours.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

It was impossible for Lara not to make one last comparison to Steve in her brain as Brad led her to his bedroom.

She hadn’t felt a fraction this nervous—much less excited—when she and Steve had made love the first time. It’d been so nice to finally have a partner again, and she hadn’t realized how over the years the passion had waned between her and Everett until after the fact.

Shoving all of that out of her mind, she focused on the here and now.

On Brad.

In his room, he plugged his phone into a speaker and put on some music before returning to her side. Pulling her into his arms, his hands slid down to cup her ass as he stared into her eyes.

“What would Ma’am like me to do?”

She kicked off her shoes and slipped her arms around him, under his blazer, loving the feel of his muscles rippling against her palms. He wasn’t a gym rat but physically working every day kept him lean and in shape, much like Everett.

She rose up onto her toes to kiss him, grinding her hips against his and feeling his erection pressing against her. While she hadn’t seen it in person yet, she suspected he had nothing to be ashamed of.

Letting go and enjoying the kiss, she closed her eyes and felt him slide one hand up her back, fingers tangling in her hair, holding her firmly in place.

Yeesss.

Just his kisses alone were scorching, hot, seductive.

Honest.

He held nothing back, comfortable in his own skin and even sexier for it. When he finally broke their kiss and lifted his mouth from hers, she stepped back and pointed at the floor.

He immediately dropped to his knees the way he had that night on the beach.

She didn’t realize her moan had been out loud until he smiled.

“Why wouldn’t I drop to my knees, Ma’am?” he said with a playful smirk. He leaned forward, his mouth perfectly at pussy-level. He rubbed his nose against her mound through her dress and panties. “All the better to eat you out, my dear.”

Her hands closed around his head, holding him in place. He pulled her dress up and over his head, his fingers hooking into her panties and yanking them down.

Warm breath brushed against her clit, and then—

She needed to hold on to him then, because the feel of his tongue slowly swiping up her clit nearly took her knees out. His hands closed around the backs of her thighs to keep her from escaping him as he licked and teased her clit, up and down, circling it, exploring, eagerly taking his time as if he’d been given his heart’s desire.

Something about the sight of his back, his blazer, made need ripple strongly through her. This man—definitely Alpha by anyone’s definition—wanted her. Wanted to be hers. Was she even worthy of his trust?

One thing for certain, she wasn’t about to give up trying.

Lara found herself grinding against his mouth, softly moaning in time with his tongue’s strokes across her throbbing clit. The man was like secret sin in a suit. It didn’t take him long before she felt the first tingles start, quickly swelling and bursting free as her climax roared out of her, better than any she could remember in…ever.

Apparently, he wasn’t finished. He didn’t stop, easing up just enough to give her time to catch her breath before she soon found herself once again thrusting her hips in time with his tongue. Except…sneaky subbie guy had a plan, apparently. Now that he’d gotten her over once, this time he played with her, working her close and easing up. Before long, she found herself whining, pleading for release.

Needing it.

He sat back on his heels, a pleased smile plastered across his face. “What’s wrong, Ma’am?”

“Arrgh!” She leaned over and kissed him, hard, tasting herself on his lips.

When he stood, he scooped her up and tossed her onto the bed as if she weighed nothing. Still dressed, he crawled onto the bed, shoved her dress up again, and settled between her legs.

Now his tongue fucked her pussy, his lips wrapping around her clit so he could lightly suck on it, teasing, getting her over quickly but still not stopping. Even as she caught her breath, his tongue still played with her, lightly flicking just enough to keep her interest.

Holy…crap!

Not only had she just survived the two biggest orgasms she could ever remember, her body was already charging up the slope once more with a screaming, “Yes, please!” can-do spirit.

Unheard of, for her.

It felt like he had a supernatural read on her body’s nervous system, able to take her from overwhelmed to needing more in a few slow, expert flicks of his tongue. At some point, she realized she was begging him to make her come again. This time when he sat up, he crawled up the bed and planted his hands on either side of her head.

 

* * * *

 

Smiling down at her, he loved how desperate she looked, the way she’d sounded coming all over his mouth, the taste of her.

“What would Ma’am like me to do now?”

“It’d better involve fucking and orgasms.”

He leaned in to kiss her, eventually working his way down her neck to the hollow at the base of her throat. “Does Ma’am want me to use a condom?”

“No, we got tested.”

“Just wanted to make sure.”

Her hands settled on his head, trying to urge him south, but he slowed even more. Sure, he wanted her in control, but he also wanted to take his time. Especially this time, their very first time.

And hearing her come was quickly becoming his favorite sound in the world.

He pulled the low bodice of her dress down, exposing her right breast. Freeing it from her bra cup, he sucked her nipple into his mouth. His cock painfully throbbed at the sound of her moans, the feel of her fingers raking across his scalp and digging in. He lowered his weight onto her, pinning her there as he teased her nipple and her desperation increased.

After slowly kissing his way across the valley between her breasts, he repeated the treatment with her left breast, until finally she started begging again.

“Brad, please!”

Sitting up, he helped her pull her dress off, and she quickly discarded her bra over the edge of the bed before throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him again.

Easing her back onto the bed, he almost couldn’t hold back his pleased giggles from the way she started humping herself against his thigh.

Grazing his teeth across one nipple, then the other, they were tightly peaked by the time he started kissing his way south once more, down her tummy, toward her shaved mound.

Once again he settled between her legs, resting them over his shoulders as he lapped at her pussy. He didn’t want to end this just yet. Obviously he’d shut down her brain, and he knew how hard she worked. This was one time he wanted to make sure she only focused on the pleasure he was giving her, and making sure he’d thoroughly satisfied her before he got off.

He was likely good for only one, so he was fine with waiting. It would make it that much better once he finally did.

Her fingers never left his head, handfuls of his hair tightly gripped in her hands as he loved her.

Yeah, maybe it was just a little bit of the fact that he wanted to savor how much his ego needed this moment, to remind himself he was capable of taking care of a woman.

That didn’t hurt at all. Especially given how many years it’d been for him.

After bringing her right up to the edge yet again, he sat up and shrugged off his jacket, dropping it onto the floor. He kicked off his shoes and loosened his tie so he could pull that off.

She grabbed it and yanked him in, kissing him. “If someone doesn’t get their cock inside me and make me come right now, they’re not going to be allowed to come for a week.”

He nearly came right there. “Yes, Ma’am,” he gasped, struggling not to explode in his briefs.

She released his tie and he quickly shed the rest of his clothes. Lara was reaching for him even as he knelt between her thighs, and it was her hand that closed around his cock to guide him inside her ready pussy.

“Fuck me hard,” she ordered. One hand closed around the back of his neck and pulled him in for a long, deep kiss, her tongue fucking his mouth.

He had to take his time sliding inside her slick channel. It was that, or risk an early lift-off.

And if she ordered him not to come for a week…well, he was a good boy.

Now that they’d taken this step, he damn sure didn’t want to go back any.

Once his cock bottomed out inside her pussy, he paused, resting his forehead against hers. “Give me a moment, Ma’am, please? I don’t want to come just yet and I’m really close.”

Her legs wrapped around him and her heels dug into his ass. She ground her hips against him, squirming, even as she lifted her head to kiss him again.

“You’ve got a fucking hot mouth on you,” she gasped. “Where the hell did you learn that?”

“I told you, Ma’am. I’m a good boy. I like taking care of my woman. In every way.”

“That’s not taking care of me. That’s like genius level sex right there.”

She kissed him again, but the slight distraction had the effect he belatedly realized she’d been after. Just enough thinking to allow him to regain control over his body and allow him to start moving again.

Bracing his hands on either side of her head, he stared down into her eyes as he started fucking her, hard, the way she’d ordered. As he pistoned his hips against her, he watched her expression change. A soft, almost pleading expression as her body responded and took over control from her brain.

She looked gorgeous, her brown hair spilling all around her on the pillow, he lips parted, eyes half closed.

When her fingers hooked around his shoulders, digging in, he knew she was close. He pounded his cock into her until she arched her back against him, another of those gorgeous cries escaping her.

That was all it took to get him over. The climax raced through his body, pausing just long enough in his balls that it felt like his cock would detach from how hard the explosive pleasure broke free. He filled her, not stopping until he was empty and he was sure she’d finished.

With arms and legs she captured him, holding him in place, pulling him in for another kiss. Languid and satisfied, sweet, exploring.

When he lifted his head and stared down into her hazel eyes, he felt like, for the first time in his life, he was exactly where he belonged, and with whom he belonged to.

“Better, Ma’am?” he asked.

 

* * * *

 

Maybe it was the playful way the corner of his lips quirked up in a handsome smirk as he said it, but she started giggling. “Oh, that was amazing. Sooo damn good.” She slid her hands farther down his back, to his firm ass. Lightly raking her nails across his ass made his cock twitch inside her.

Which apparently surprised him, if the expression on his face was any indication.

“What?”

“I was about to tell you I was one and done for the night, but you might have just proven me wrong.”

She made him roll onto his back, and this time she knelt between his legs. Swallowing his cock, which was generous even soft, it didn’t take her but a few minutes to get him hard again.

When she felt his hands stroking her hair, she lifted her head. “Hands behind your head.”

He complied, but his cock twitched in her hand.

“Oooh, you like that, huh?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he admitted.

This time, she settled in. With one hand cupped around the base of his cock, she lightly massaged his balls with the other, until he was rocking his hips in time with her movements and softly moaning.

“If you can’t come for me in the next couple of minutes,” she said, “you have to hold it until tomorrow night.” With that, she swallowed him deep. He was a good nine inches, at least, and just thick enough to be pleasant in her pussy or in her mouth without choking her.

His balls almost immediately tightened and she barely had time to prepare to swallow.

And that started her laughing again, as soon as she was able to.

She rejoined him, loving the way he pulled her into his arms and kissed her without hesitation. “What’s so funny, Ma’am?”

“You are a very good boy. You came almost immediately.”

He laughed. “Yeah, well, please keep in mind I’m forty-four. I might not be able to do that every night. In fact, I’d be willing to bet I won’t be able to do that every night.”

She snuggled tightly against his side, one leg draped over his. “That’s fine. Considering how good you are with your tongue, I suspect that won’t be a problem.”

After a few minutes, he got the covers pulled over them and she closed her eyes.

“Ma’am?” he quietly said.

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

She opened her eyes and tipped her head back so she could see him. “You’re welcome, but for what?”

He brushed his thumb across her lips. “Thank you for trusting me. And for not freaking out when I admitted…this to you.”

“Considering my last husband admitted he was gay, and my ex-fiancé turned out to be a douchebag, you wanting me to be in charge is not exactly shocking. Especially since it fits perfectly with my personality. I don’t have to worry about you calling me a pushy bitch when I want to be in control.”

That sweet, sexy smile again. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She kissed him. “Let’s get some sleep. I have a feeling I’m going to be feeling pretty horny in the morning. And I’m going to want someone to cook me breakfast naked after giving me a morning orgasm.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Oh, and someone else will have to earn their morning orgasm.”

He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “Yes, Ma’am. Gladly.”

As she settled in again, she realized this was the most right she’d felt in a long damn time.

And that terrified the fuck out of her. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Lara felt a moment of disorientation when she awoke the next morning.

Until she remembered whose bed she was in.

Said person lay stretched out next to her, smiling with that sinfully wicked mouth of his. “Good morning, Ma’am.”

“What time is it?”

“After nine.”

She winced. “Oh, shoot. You have to go take care of the animals, don’t you?”

“Not this morning, Ma’am. I arranged for Harold to come over this morning and do it. Planned ahead.”

She stared up into his brown eyes. “You did, huh?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She hooked a hand around the nape of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss. “Such a good boy.”

She immediately felt a hard cock pressing against her thigh. Reaching down, she wrapped her fingers around it. “Someone likes being a good boy, hmm?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Okay, so far, they hadn’t done anything even close to blipping her personal weirdness radar. If a lot of what he needed was this?

She was damn good with that.

The idea of getting a little creative and exploring things in bed appealed to her, too.

“What time will Mark be home today?”

“Not until at least five, Ma’am.”

“Good.” She rolled on top of him, loving how his cock easily slid into her pussy. “Then you stay naked all day until then.”

His hands settled on her hips. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She sat up, resting her hands on his chest. A light dusting of dark hair flowed across his pecs down to a treasure trail whose destination she was currently impaled on. Slowly rolling her hips against his, she took his right hand and placed it against her clit.

“Get me off,” she softly said. “Don’t you come, though.”

His gaze looked soft, unfocused, and yet at the same time deep and dark and filled with smoky passion.

“Yes, Ma’am.” He started playing with her clit, his other hand reaching up to tease her nipples.

Inside her pussy, she felt his cock twitch, eager, hard.

And he would be definitely needy for a while this morning. With Steve, getting her off had been his means to the end of being able to get himself off. She wanted to see if Brad was the man he said he was before she could fully commit her heart to him.

Although it was ridiculously easy in a scary kind of way to label what she felt for him “love.”

Already.

He seemed to know her body better than she knew herself. As she fucked herself on his stiff cock, his skilled fingers drew her closer to release. Bouncing on his cock, a curious sort of freedom overtook her. This felt…right.

Real.

Like there was a connection between them she’d never felt before with anyone. Deep, true, and without any expectations except to be honest with each other. Like they’d been together years instead of this being their second time together.

Leaning forward slightly pressed his cock perfectly against all the right places inside her pussy, nerves firing and pleasure coursing through her body.

“Yessss!” she hissed, rocking harder, faster, every bounce driving his cock deep inside her. When she tipped over the edge, she threw her head back and gasped, shocked at how strong it felt.

Happy that, for now, she felt powerful in a good way.

She slumped onto him, loving the feel of his arms wrapping around her.

And the feel of his stiff cock still buried inside her.

She kissed his chest. “Coffee?”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She smiled. “No argument?”

“No, Ma’am.”

She nipped his chin. “I’ll give you a reward after breakfast.”

A soft sigh escaped him. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“I really like it when you call me that.”

“I really like calling you that.”

Even the tone of his voice sounded…content.

Not pushy, not pissy.

“Can we talk for a minute?”

“Of course.”

“Why are you okay with this arrangement?”

He seemed to need a moment. “Are you talking us specifically, or why I want you to lead? Or something different?”

“Let’s start with the second.”

He rolled to face her, lacing fingers with her. “I knew what I wanted to do early on, before high school. I wanted to help people, especially farmers, ranchers, people like that. The more I learned—a lot of that while helping Mr. Meselin across the road—the more I was able to narrow it down. Our state has been hit hard, especially the citrus industry. Freezes, citrus canker, greening—those things are eroding one of the foundations of our state’s income. Those industries employ a lot of people. Families. Some people sold out to developers and ways of life were lost.

“Then when I found out more about Big Sugar and what it’s also doing to the environment, the toxic algae blooms from run-off, it helped me find a narrower focus. I wanted to help.”

“Not sure I understand how that applies.”

“I’m getting there.” He seemed to need a moment to choose his words. “I knew I’d need a way to make a living so I could always keep the ranch going, even if it wasn’t self-supporting. I saw that in the future. That was the fire burning within me at that time, that I didn’t want to see this land, which my great-grandfather bought and worked, have to be sold. There was more. I had hints about my personal side, but I didn’t know anything about that yet. Not really. I just thought I was a bit of a freak and kept it to myself.

“When Dad had his stroke, I’d already nailed my first patent and was working on more. I knew I could do both, be a chemist and keep the ranch running. That stoked my fire. Then Breanna and I had Mark, and I was even more determined to keep the ranch going. That fire allowed me to keep pushing through, even though my personal fire was slowly dying and I didn’t realize it at the time.

“We had to sell land for my parents to have money to live on, though. A lot of it was property my dad had invested in early on, so that was okay. It wasn’t the original homestead we had to sell. I worked my ass off. Even then, I knew there was another side of me, though. Needing to be of service, and not just being helpful through what I do as a chemist. Personally, I needed that, as well.

“Unfortunately, Breanna had no desire to have that kind of a dynamic. By that time, I knew about Domination and submission. I wasn’t a freak. It was everyone else who thought men couldn’t be Alpha at the same time they were also submissive who was crazy. There was a different kind of fire burning within me, but it was starting to completely die out, and I wasn’t very happy.

“Except, I had massive responsibilities. To my parents, to the ranch, to Mark. And to Breanna. But we were adults and talked it over and finally decided we couldn’t meet each other’s needs anymore. Thankfully, she was understanding, and she got it. She’d seen it in me and agreed it would be for the best.

“In a way, that was a huge burden off my plate. I decided then that I wouldn’t settle for less in my personal life, even if it meant that I was alone. Because I needed a partner I could let go to and get my mental break from time to time. I wasn’t going to pour energy from a fire that was already almost cold and dead into a relationship that couldn’t help me rekindle it. Eventually, what little’s left of the fire will consume your soul before it goes out, and it’ll leave you dead inside if you can’t give it anything to burn.”

Her heart ached for him. “That’s beautiful and sad all at the same time.”

“It is what it is. I am who I am. I’m not trying to wax poetic. But when a person gets to a point that their fire is going out, they need to make a decision. I wasn’t happy letting that part of me simply die. But I had to shake it off and keep going. I didn’t pull energy from other parts of my life. I have a lot of responsibilities. Serving you isn’t a drain. It’s a way for me to recharge.”

“So how is taking care of me different from your other responsibilities, like taking care of the ranch, that do drain you?”

“Because I can let go. For a period of time, anyway. I’m not asking you to micromanage my life, and I’d hope you know me well enough by now to know I’m not being lazy. You couldn’t begin to run the ranch by yourself right now—I grew up doing what I do. But being with you stokes that personal fire deep within me. It makes me happy, and that helps me get through the rest of what I do in life. I trust you. Having that personal fire burning in my hole spreads throughout the rest of me.”

She couldn’t have held back her giggle if she tried. “Fire in your hole, huh?”

He scowled, before he burst out laughing. “Yeah, sorry. Guess when I say it like that it takes on a new meaning, huh?”

“Ya think?”

He kissed her. “I’d actually reached a place where I was at peace with being alone. Then you came along and when I knew you were okay with this arrangement, I felt alive in a way I haven’t ever felt before.”

She rested her chin on his chest. “You’ll be okay if I can’t be really, like, crazy or anything with this? I don’t see myself being one of those porny Dominatrixes.”

“That’s fine. I’m not looking for that. It’s a comfort to me to know that, in this part of my life, I can take care of you and let go to you. Because I trust you.”

She reached up and ran a hand through his hair. “I like your hair short like this.” She stroked his cheeks. Morning stubble, but not too scruffy. “And I like that you shave. I loved Ev, but I hated the rapey Viking look.”

“I prefer to shave, Ma’am.”

She stared up at him for a long moment. “I wasn’t exactly kidding about the butt plugs.”

He smiled. “I picked up a couple. The only thing I ask is that we start slow.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “You did?”

“Planning ahead, Ma’am.”

She sat up. “Go get them.”

He did, bringing them back. Three of them, a very small one, and two larger than that, but none of them huge. “I figured that we’d ease me into it, if that’s what you wanted. I do have condoms and lube. I researched.”

“Of course you did.”

“It makes them easier to clean.”

“Ah.”

She picked up the smallest one and held it up. “Let’s see how you cook breakfast distracted by a hard cock and a stuffed ass, then.”

His eyes took on that soft quality once more. “Yes, Ma’am.”

He’d not only purchased condoms and lube, but gloves, as well. Once they’d both had a chance to use the bathroom, she had him kneeling on the bed, hands and knees, his head touching his arms.

Lara wasn’t exactly a stranger to anal play. She and Ev had tried it a couple of times early on in their relationship, her receiving, but it wasn’t her favorite thing and it’d eventually fallen off their sexual menu.

After prepping the smallest butt plug with a condom and lube, she donned a glove on her right hand and generously coated her fingers with lube. With her left hand, she slowly stroked his cock as she played with his ass.

“Stop me if it hurts,” she said.

“Yes, Ma’am.” Even his voice sounded slightly slurred, but he slowly rocked his hips in time with her movements. She took her time working one finger inside him, being careful to go slow. After adding more lube, she worked a second finger into him, loving how responsive his body was under her hands. Every time she sensed him tensing a little, she’d still her fingers in his ass and stroke his cock more to distract him.

That apparently was a winning combination.

Once she knew he was comfortable with two fingers, she worked on slowly fucking the butt plug into his rim, using the same procedure. It was slightly smaller than two of her fingers, so by the time the widest part of it slid through his rim, the base settling against his ass, he let out a gasp.

Then she released his cock with a final squeeze and peeled the glove off inside out.

“Here,” she said. “Take care of that, wash up, and let’s get coffee and breakfast.”

He slowly turned to face her, leaning in to kiss her. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She grinned. “Someone’s horny, huh?”

He nodded. “Very.”

Caressing his cheek with her left hand, she whispered, “Someone’s being a very good boy for me. When we finish breakfast, I’ll make sure my good boy is well rewarded.”

 

* * * *

 

Sure, a couple of times on his own in the shower, Brad had played with his ass with his fingers. Then there was, of course, his yearly exam.

There was something so erotic about having Lara playing with him, teasing his cock and him knowing he wouldn’t get relief yet. The fullness inside him once she’d inserted the butt plug, and the way it pressed against his gland.

He wanted to drop to his knees in front of her and stay there all damn day.

Except it’d be hard to cook breakfast like that.

They wouldn’t get a lot of chances like today, so he’d make full use of it.

Once he’d cleaned up, he walked out to the kitchen to make coffee, fully aware of the butt plug with every step he took.

That would take some getting used to, if he wanted to work up to the larger ones for her. He could only imagine how good those would feel.

She joined him a moment later, wearing one of his T-shirts, which hung past her ass.

Looked sexier than any damned fancy lingerie, that was for sure.

She wore a playful grin and perched on the counter next to the stove, where she could easily reach out with a bare foot and play with his cock with her toes while he cooked their breakfast.

“How’s the ass?”

“Full, Ma’am.”

She grinned. “Good. This is fun.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail with an elastic band, and like this, she looked sweetly beautiful in a morning mussed kind of way.

He could easily see him spending the rest of his life with her.

“Are we going to start spending every night together, or would you rather not yet?” she asked.

He had to struggle to focus. “Ma’am?”

“I didn’t know, because of Mark, what you’d want to do.”

“Oh. No, he’s old enough to understand. And he likes you.”

“Then I have an idea for a rule I’d like to run past you.”

“Yes, Ma’am?”

“Every weekday morning, since you’re up and moving first, when it’s close to time for me to wake up, you can bring me my coffee, kneel next to my side of the bed, and be my personal alarm clock.”

He swallowed hard, struggling not to come from that mental image. “Yes, Ma’am. I’d love that.”

“You sure?”

“Absolutely.” That was something they could easily do outside Mark’s ken.

She wore an intense gaze. “Then I guess,” she quietly said, “it would be safe for us to tell Mark you and I are in a relationship. If you want to.”

 

* * * *

 

He trusted her. That much was certain.

Lara was more than willing to go along with this, slowly, feeling their way through it.

He leaned in to kiss her. “I really want to, Ma’am. He asked me the other day if we were dating yet.”

“He did?”

“He indicated he would appreciate it if we’d hurry up and get to it, because he really likes you.”

“Then I guess he’ll get his wish.”

“I was thinking about having a birthday party for him here. It’s in four weeks. And I’d like to invite Breanna and her parents.”

“Can your parents come?”

“As long as I request a transport and assistant for them in plenty of time, yes. They’ll bring them out in a special van, with a nursing assistant. We did that last Christmas.”

“Okay.” She ran her toe up and down the outside of his right thigh. “Maybe someone should be wearing a butt plug that evening, too.”

His hands froze, and for a moment she thought maybe she’d just bumped up against an invisible wall.

Then she watched as his throat worked while he swallowed, followed by a nod. “Yes, Ma’am,” he hoarsely said.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Ma’am. I’m trying not to come. You told me not to.”

“Really?”

He nodded.

“Interesting.” Yes, she and Everett had a decent sex life. Steve had been…well, meh, in retrospect.

Here was a guy she’d nearly talked into an orgasm.

Okay, so the butt plug was probably helping there, but he was naked and rigid and hadn’t even gone the slightest bit soft since she’d put the butt plug in him.

Maybe that made her a freak, too, but she didn’t care. It was hot. And it made her feel powerful.

She leaned in. “Maybe later today you should take me out and teach me how to ride a horse while wearing one—”

He dropped the spatula onto the stove and grabbed her, kissing her. “Ma’am,” he said, “I’m desperately trying to obey you, but I’m gonna come if you keep talking like that.”

She made him step back, slid off the counter and onto her knees, and sucked his cock into her mouth.

He barely had time to rest his hands on her head before he let out a deep, guttural groan she felt to the core of her being and a flood of hot cum pumped into her mouth.

When he finished, she stood and kissed him before climbing back up onto the counter. “Better not let my bacon burn,” she said, grinning.

He had braced his hands against the counter while catching his breath. Then he looked at her, grabbed her head, and kissed her, hard, tongue-fucking her mouth and taking her breath away.

“Yes, Ma’am,” he said when he finally released her. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“I’ll always reward my good boy. And I meant it about the butt plug and horseback riding.”

He nodded. “I assumed you did.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

Holy…shit!

Here Brad had thought Lara was the best partner he’d ever been with, and she’d just blown that bar out of the water.

Literally.

She kept him on his toes in a way he not only loved, but knew he’d quickly become addicted to, at this rate.

By the time they finished with breakfast he was already horny again. After he finished the dishes, she led him back into the bedroom by his cock and climbed up onto the bed. Stripping off the T-shirt, she spread her legs.

He didn’t need a command. He dove between them, using his mouth to home in on her clit and start building her up to another orgasm.

Her hands settled on his head, firmly stroking but not with a desperate hold like the previous night. “Good boy,” she gasped. “Get me off, then you can fuck me.”

He redoubled his efforts, wanting to make her happy.

Wanting to serve her.

Desperate to be her good boy.

I’m so screwed.

Despite how new this was for both of them, in everything they did in bed and outside of it, it felt like they were perfectly aligned.

As if reading each other’s minds.

It scared him in a multitude of good ways, he wouldn’t deny it.

It felt…easy.

Right.

He toyed with her despite how the butt plug amplified every movement he made and transferred need straight to his cock. He didn’t want to rush her, didn’t want to get this over with.

He wanted to draw it out and give her every reason to enjoy it.

To want to keep doing this, with her.

This wasn’t about his pleasure, it was about hers. Giving her pleasure gave him pleasure.

Her moans started soon after. From the way her grip tightened on his head, he knew she was done being patient and teased. He used the tip of his tongue to flick the underside of her clit, and it was like her body unhinged. He kept her coming and coming, loving the sounds rolling out of her, until she eventually started tapping on the top of his head and trying to squirm away from him.

That’s when he lifted his head and smiled. “Better, Ma’am?”

She crooked her finger at him.

He crawled up to her and it was like she pulled him in with a sexy gravitational force. His cock was buried inside her pussy, her arms and legs wrapped around him, her mouth kissing him, before he realized what had happened.

No hardship to go with it, he started fucking her hard, fast, her slick pussy grabbing at his cock, him grinding against her and being rewarded with hearing and feeling her come one last time as her sensitive clit allowed him to fuck one more out of her.

Only then did he stop holding back, the butt plug bumping into his prostate with every thrust and intensifying his own pleasure.

She wouldn’t let him pull out, either, holding him there, still kissing him, her fingers now trailing through his hair.

When she finally let him raise his head to stare down at her, she wore a gorgeous, sated smile.

“How was that, Ma’am?”

“Fabulous.” Her fingers stroked his hair. “Let’s grab a quick shower and then you can take me horseback riding.” Her index finger touched the tip of his nose. “Butt plug out for the shower, then back in for riding.”

He gulped. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Nervous?”

He nodded. No reason to deny it.

Her smile widened. “Just think. Every time from this point forward when you’re on a horse, you’ll think about today and get hard.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” She was right, and he knew it.

 

* * * *

 

Once they’d rinsed off, Lara had fun helping Brad put the butt plug back in. They dressed and then walked up to the paddock where three of the horses currently were. All three walked over to the fence at their approach, whinnying and shoving their heads out for attention.

She reached out to pet them, marveling at their size.

“I’ll warn you now,” Brad said. “They’re like big dogs. Really big dogs. Including leaning against you. They won’t mean to hurt you, but you need to stay aware around them. These three we use the most. The others are out grazing in the bigger field. I rotate them out so they can all graze, but this makes it easier for Wylie to catch one of them when he needs to go ride his fence line.”

“I bet that was another learning curve for him.”

“It was, but Mark taught him how to ride and he’s really picked it up fast. He can groom and tack one of them totally by himself now. He’s welcomed to borrow them anytime. Some of them were Mr. M’s horses, anyway. He gave them to us when he knew he was getting too old to ride or take care of them.”

He grabbed two halters and lead ropes off a nearby hook on the wall of the horse barn, under an overhang, and then slipped in through a gate. He quickly caught two of them and led them out while Lara held the gate for him.

He tied one of them to a hitching post and the other, a dappled Appaloosa, he hooked to cross-ties and started grooming it. “This one’s Hera. She’s the gentlest, and the one we let Jacob ride. She’s also the one we started Wylie on.”

“How’s Jacob doing with that? Learning to ride?”

“Mark says he’s getting more comfortable, but he’s still careful with him. Doesn’t let him gallop. Hera’s good because if you put her with one of the other horses, she’ll just follow unless she’s got an experienced rider on her making her go a different direction. So even if someone doesn’t know how to ride, as long as they can hang on, they’ll be fine.”

He showed Lara how to brush her out and saddle and bridle her. Then he moved Hera, tying her reins to the hitching post before bringing the other horse over, a brown one a little taller and sturdier looking than Hera.

“This is Chap. He’s a working horse. We use him most with the cattle, because he can rope and cut.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

He smiled. “Means he’s used to working.”

“I’ll be honest with you that while I’m looking forward to riding, I’m not much of a cowgirl. I hope you don’t want me to learn how to do that.”

He paused brushing the horse to look at her. “Honestly? I don’t have a problem with it if you never want to do anything.”

“I would like to garden. I’ve lived in an apartment so long, I haven’t had a garden.”

“I’m more worried about us, and chores inside the house. If you’re helping out like that, anything else, as far as I’m concerned, is extra.”

She kissed him. “How’s the butt plug?” She sent him a wicked grin.

“I’m sure it’ll make riding interesting, Ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad suspected he was either going to cream his briefs during their ride, or he was going to strongly regret agreeing to the butt plug and have an extremely sore ass in the bad way.

Only time would tell.

The first thing he wanted to do was get Lara comfortable in the saddle. Not only would he feel horribly guilty if she got hurt, he suspected Everett would kick his ass.

He helped her mount Hera and waited until Lara had her feet securely in the stirrups and was ready. He clipped a lead rope to Hera’s bridle and handed Lara the reins.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m going to make sure you’re comfortable in the saddle.” He led her around the area in front of the barn first, correcting her posture, before leading her back into the paddock where Gaucho was standing by the fence and whinnying because he wasn’t getting any attention.

Brad opened the gate and led Hera inside, closing it behind them. Then he unclipped the lead rope and stepped back. “Okay. She’s pretty good at reining. Take the reins in your left hand and sort of sweep them slowly to the left while you lean a little that way.”

She did, and Hera slowly started to turn.

“Okay, stop. Do that with your right.”

Lara did, Hera slowly turning to the right.

“Aren’t you supposed to use your feet or something?”

“Yes, but I don’t want you trying that yet. Do it again, to the left, then the right.”

Lara did, Hera responding a little faster that time. After a few minutes of that, he knew Lara was ready to continue.

“Okay, good. Now here’s how to make her walk forward and then turn.”

He explained how and where to use her legs, in combination with the reins, and how to sit back and pull the reins back to make her stop. Then he stepped away again and let her walk Hera around the paddock a few times, all while Gaucho kept trying to nose him for treats or attention.

When Lara brought her to a stop in front of where he sat perched on top of the fence and petting Gaucho, she was practically at his height. “How’d I do?”

“You’re still on her, and she moved for you. I’d say you did good. Now watch me.” Climbing down the fence on the outside, he got Chap and mounted him, basically putting him through the same moves she’d just done.

It didn’t help his concentration any to feel the butt plug firmly pressed against his prostate and moving around in there with every step the horse took.

His cock hardened immediately, pressing against his briefs.

Holy cow.

He had to take a swallow to form spit. “You’re not using your feet quite hard enough. On her, it’s okay. But on another horse, like Chap here, he might just turn and look at you like you’re an idiot.”

“They’ll do that?”

“Damn right they will. I don’t know about horses trained on Eastern-style tack, but a regular old working horse, it expects you to know what the hell you’re doing, usually. Unless it’s a horse used to dudes from a riding stable or something.”

He opened the gate and let Hera through, having to use Chap to keep Gaucho from wanting to follow them out. The buckskin let out an irritated whinny when Brad closed the gate. The gelding pawed at the ground and snorted.

“Why’s he doing that?” she asked.

“Because he’s mad at me for not taking him out.”

“Does he bite?”

“No. Like I said, big dog. Really big dog.” He dismounted Chap. “Hold up. I need to check her cinch.”

Sure enough, the sneaky mare had blown out while being saddled. Brad tightened her cinch and then remounted Chap. “Okay, let’s go.” He led Lara through another gate and into the south pasture, their largest. It also led down to a pretty wetlands area.

“This is gorgeous,” she said as they rode. He kept them at an easy walk, not wanting to make her first ride a hard one, or more painful on her tomorrow than necessary.

“I love it here. There have been times on the weekends when Mark and I will pack a lunch and ride out here and eat. I hope one day he’ll want to build his own house out here.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. I’ll leave the property to him. I’ve never made him promise to hold on to it like I promised my mom and dad, but I suspect he’ll do what he can to take care of it.”

“I thought he wanted to be a lawyer?”

“He does. Best of both worlds. He can find someone and pay them to take care of the ranch work. The cattle pays most of the bills all on their own, between the head I have at Wylie’s and here. I’ve got investments that I likely won’t go through in my lifetime, so he can tap into that to pay expenses. If he’s smart, he’ll be able to leave it to any kids he might have in the future.”

He turned to stare at her. “Then again, any kids we might have, he’ll have to share it with them. Maybe they can run it.”

 

* * * *

 

Lara felt her heart pounding. Yeah, they’d already sort of talked about this, but obviously they hadn’t settled anything. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. If that’s what you want to do. Have kids.”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

He turned Chap around and leaned in to kiss her. “No pressure. Seriously. I’m happy we reached this point.”

“Me, too.”

But…in reality, she knew she was already far beyond the point of no return.

She loved him.

Was in love with him.

It was damned easy for her to see their kids—one or two more, maybe a third, who knew?—living their lives here on this same property.

She could see herself planting a small garden and spending free time riding with Brad around the property.

She could see herself sitting by Brad’s side at Mark’s eventual wedding to some hopefully great guy. Maybe even Jacob, if the kids were lucky.

She could see it all.

And she wanted it all.

Staring at him, she leaned in with a smile. “How’s the ass?”

“Stuffed, Ma’am.”

“And your cock?”

“Hard, Ma’am.”

“Good.”

When they returned to the barn and got the horses untacked and turned out into the paddock, she pulled Brad into the tack room and closed the door.

“Pants down.”

He immediately unbuckled his belt and pulled his jeans and briefs down.

His cock was hard, all right.

She knelt in front of him. “Hands behind your back.”

He complied.

“Keep them there. Good boys get rewards.” She sucked him down, loving the deep, rolling moan washing through him.

 

* * * *

 

Holy…fuck!

He’d thought he had a pretty decent libido before meeting her, but never would he ever have masturbated this much.

Ever!

Even if he had, he knew damn well he couldn’t have come this many times in this rapid succession.

But there he was, struggling to remain upright as she blew him. He desperately wanted to grab her head and fuck her face, but kept his hands behind him as she’d ordered.

She was sooo good with her mouth, and used her hands to roll his balls along her palm, lightly tugging exactly how he liked as she deep-throated him.

It only took him a minute to explode, and hard. She held on to his thighs, the only thing keeping him standing. When she stood, she kissed him and he barely remembered to keep his hands behind him.

“You can move your hands now.”

He grabbed her and kissed her, hard, not wanting to let her go until he’d shown her how he felt. He cupped the nape of her neck with his left hand and the right splayed across the ass of her jeans so he could grind against her.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” he said when he finally let her come up for air.

She almost looked like she wobbled a little on the release, but she wore a smile. “You’re very welcome.” 


Chapter Fifteen

 

When Lara awoke Monday morning feeling achy in the bad way from horseback riding—and achy in the good ways from Brad riding her—she was pleased to find the man kneeling on her side of the bed and smiling at her. He’d awakened her by gently stroking her cheek and calling her name.

“Good morning, Ma’am.”

She rolled over to kiss him, immediately spotting her steaming mug of coffee sitting there. “Wow. If you’re trying to spoil me…good job, you.”

His smile widened. “Yes, Ma’am. And thank you.” He was already dressed in a work shirt and jeans.

She sat up. “Okay, serious moment. This won’t mess up your daily routine, will it?”

“No. Because I’m usually waiting until now to go out there anyway. This is perfect timing. Mark’s already left for Wylie’s and to catch the bus.”

She crooked her finger at him to lean in again for another kiss. “So, loophole for you. If you ever have to get moving earlier than I need to get up, just leave me a good-morning sticky note on my bedside table and make sure my alarm will go off.”

He sat on the edge of the bed. “Yes, Ma’am. And frankly? This is the good kind of talking that I really appreciate. To me, this is all wrapped up in what we’re doing. I’m happy taking this slow for you. Because I want it to last.” He stared into her eyes.

She felt her heart slipping even closer to admitting she loved him. “Me, too.”

After one last kiss, he was up and gone.

Getting out of bed, she grabbed her bathrobe, and her coffee, and headed down the hall to her bathroom to start her morning.

She was at work, sitting at her desk, when her office phone rang a little after nine. “Good morning, Lara Cannon.”

“It’s time you drop this bullshit charge so I can get on with my life.”

She’d been perusing listings for a client to show them when they arrived for their appointment at ten. She pulled up short at the tone of the man’s voice, as well as his words.

“Who is this?”

Although, before the man answered, her brain had already clicked into place. “You know damn well who this is. Do you have any idea how embarrassing it was to have to explain to my parents and friends that I was arrested because you’re a bitch?”

She sat back, fury trying to take over. “Let me tell you something. You are the crazy man who showed up at my apartment and wouldn’t leave. You are the one who fought with the cops when I had to call them. Whatever consequences you need to face for that, that’s on you.”

Steve’s preliminary hearing was next week. The state attorney’s office had told her they shouldn’t need her testimony beyond the initial report, unless he refused to plead guilty and forced it to go to trial.

“Drop the fucking charges, Lara. I don’t want this fucking bullshit on my record.”

“Are you threatening me, Steve? Because if you are, let’s do this. Take it to trial and it’ll be in public record how you treated Everett and Wylie, and the things you said to me. Right there for anyone to find and read. I would strongly suggest you take whatever plea deal they’re offering you, because the last thing you want is me testifying on the stand about your behavior. Now, if you contact me again, I will get a restraining order against you. Again, public record.”

Trembling, she hung up and stared at her office phone. He’d dialed her direct number, not the main office number, because otherwise Tawny would have buzzed it through on a different line when she transferred the call to her phone.

He didn’t call back.

She picked up her cell phone and called Eve’s cell, quickly updating her.

Eve didn’t sound happy. “He said that, huh? Crap. Still probably not enough for a restraining order, but I’ll put a call in to the state attorney who caught the case and let them know Steve was trying to interfere with a witness. They might want to twist his arm to take the deal before they add witness tampering charges to the mix. I don’t understand why he’s fighting this. They’re offering him a misdemeanor plea deal that doesn’t even come with any jail time, just a minor fine and an anger management course. He goes a year without any other offenses, it’ll be expunged from his record. Frankly, he was lucky. If he was a young black kid instead of an old rich white guy, he’d already be convicted and doing five years in the state corrections system for it.”

“So what do I do?”

“Absolutely nothing. If he calls you again, hang up. Don’t let him drag you into a conversation. If he shows up, call the cops immediately. And whatever you do, do not threaten him. Besides, dropping the charges isn’t up to you at this point. He still resisted the officers. That’s beyond your control. They don’t let that shit go in this county, even if the original charges they were called for were minor and dropped by the victim.”

“Can’t get a restraining order, huh?”

“I’ll talk to the state attorney and ask if we can get one as part of the plea deal. Maybe he’ll voluntarily agree to one. If not, they can ask for it as part of sentencing.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

When Lara ended the call, she sat back and tried to quiet her brain. Eve didn’t sound horribly worried, meaning Lara knew she shouldn’t be.

But the whole conversation with Steve had felt…odd.

Weird.

Off.

That Steve would keep up this behavior in the first place bothered her.

And Eve had peeked at his previous divorce cases. There were no allegations of abuse or stalking in either one, just “irreconcilable differences,” which could mean anything from we don’t want to be together anymore, to we hate the sight of each other’s cheating asshole faces.

After getting up to use the bathroom and refill her coffee mug, Lara forced herself to get back to work.

She wouldn’t waste any more of her life on that loser, and regretted she’d ever gone out with him in the first place, much less had agreed to marry him.

Thank god I came to my freaking senses.

 

* * * *

 

Monday afternoon, when Lara arrived home early from work, she didn’t see Brad’s pickup truck parked in its usual spot. That wasn’t unusual, except that when she’d texted him she was on her way home, he’d said he’d meet her there.

The front door was unlocked, meaning he had to be around. They didn’t leave the door unlocked unless they were close. She walked inside, setting her laptop bag and purse on the dining room table.

“Brad?” She knew Mark wouldn’t be home until later, over at Jacob’s with him. Jacob’s parents would bring him home after dinner, leaving her and Brad ample free time to have their own fun.

Then, through the windows, she spotted Brad’s truck parked in the back yard.

Walking out through the kitchen door, she saw him standing out there—shirtless, yum!—working on…something.

“Is that a raised bed?” She walked outside to join him and tried not to drool over him. The four-by-four frame was laid out on top of several layers of weed cloth, the brown, plastic sides locked together.

“Do you like it, Ma’am? I went ahead and bought a pre-made one.” The truck’s tailgate was down, and several bags of dirt and compost were stacked on the bed.

“What kinds of plants are those?”

“I got you some starter plants. Rosemary, basil, chives, mint, squash. And tomatoes. Plus several kinds of seeds. I figured I’d let you plant what you wanted. They weren’t expensive. And we can save what seeds we don’t plant now and use them later.”

“This is amazing.” She started to hug him, but he held out his hands.

“I’m all sweaty.”

“So?” She threw her arms around him, loving the sound of his laughter. “I was married to a blacksmith, don’t forget. And spent my fair share of years in SCA and hanging around ren fairs. I know sweaty and grody. If I was on my way to work, maybe that’d be different.”

He kissed her. “Want to help me mix the dirt and decide where to put everything?”

“Yes.” She started to return to the house, then turned. “Beer?”

He smiled. “Yes, please, Ma’am.”

She hurried and changed clothes, then returned to him with a beer for him and one for her.

“Thank you, Ma’am.”

“I should be thanking you. How much do I owe you?”

“Not a thing. This will be fun.”

“I thought you said you didn’t want to garden?”

“Not a big one like Wylie has. Salad greens and fresh herbs for cooking? That’s different. We’ll use that. I love mint in my tea. Fresh mint? Even better.”

He unloaded the bags of dirt while she manned the shovel and started mixing everything. Once they had it filled and mixed and leveled, she decided where to put the plants. He’d also purchased several packages of seeds of mixed salad greens.

Laying all the seedlings out first, then she decided what she wanted where in terms of seeds. “Do you have any suggestions?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Honestly? We didn’t grow much produce. We raised cattle, and Dad was an electrician. So…”

“Publix?”

He smirked. “Publix. Or Mr. Meselin across the street. We’d buy stuff from him seasonally. He’d put out watermelons, black-eyed peas, strawberries, all sorts of stuff. And oranges.”

“How’d he sell it?”

“The melons, peas, and berries were U-pick. The other stuff, he’d set up a stand at the road under a picnic tent and sell them. And eggs. Jerky. Stuff like that. The oranges, he had a company come in every season to pick all but two rows of trees and they paid him. He used the rest himself, or sold them in his stand.”

“So that’s how he earned spending money.”

“Yeah. He raised cattle, too, until the last few years. Then me renting pasture from him helped also. And he received social security.”

She decided where to plant everything based on how big stuff would get, and they started planting. By the time she’d finished her beer, she was filthy, tired, and happy.

“There’s a hose bib right there on the side of the house,” he said. “I can rig a timer and sprinkler to water it every day.”

“No, I’ll do it myself. This is really cool. Thank you. I can’t wait until I can start making my own pesto with fresh basil from my own garden.”

She caught a glimpse of his smile. “What?”

 

* * * *

 

Brad couldn’t quit staring at her. She was gorgeous. Even dirty and sweaty and sitting there on the grass staring at their new garden box.

He loved her.

Sinking down next to her, he draped an arm around her shoulders. “Want to grab a shower together?”

“No other chores today?”

“Just cleaning up this and then dinner.”

“I think I could be persuaded into a shower with you, mister.” She cocked her head.

“What?”

“Just…thinking.”

“And?”

She leaned in, nuzzling his nose with hers. “Mister,” she whispered. “I think I like that. What I can call you around others.”

He smiled. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She grinned. “Yeah, I really like that.” A sad sigh escaped her. “It’s nice coming home to peace and quiet like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, nothing. Steve called me at work this morning and—”

He leaned back. “Wait, what? Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”

“Because I didn’t want to think about it.”

“What’d he say?”

“He told me to drop the charges, and I basically told him to go fuck himself. Then I called Eve, and she said she’d call the state attorney’s office and inform them what happened.”

“Okay. This week, we will go to the gun range and practice. You’ve been putting me off long enough about that.”

“My permit hasn’t come back yet.” She’d checked and had confirmation that the state had received everything, but it would probably take a couple of weeks to process it.

“Even better. You’ll have time to practice before it gets here.”

“I can hit the crap out of shit with my baton. Besides, Steve being an ass on the phone does not automatically equate to Steve’s going to do more than be an ass on the phone.”

“Doesn’t mean he won’t, either.” He took her hand and pressed it against his chest. “If something happens to you, I’m going to end up in jail because I will hunt the fucker down and kill him. Don’t think I won’t. Everett will probably be sitting next to me in the cell.”

“True.” She knew it was true. Absolutely.

“Please humor me?”

“Dinner and shooting date?”

He smiled. “We’ll take Mark with us. He’s been wanting to go. How about tomorrow? I’m picking him up after summer school. Mama Suarez’s?”

“How can I resist that?”

“You can’t.” He leaned in for another kiss. “Because I want to make sure you’re safe if I’m not around to help you.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad didn’t want to scare her, but he completely believed Steve might be the kind of guy to go off his nut and attack someone. She’d wounded his pride, and he wasn’t a man used to accepting that.

Not only had she wounded his pride, she’d stood up to him and kept standing up to him, exacerbating the injury.

They finished picking up the garbage left over from planting and tidied the area. Then Lara joined him in his shower to clean up.

Which quickly led to them getting dirty.

He sank to his knees and eagerly went down on her, enjoying the sounds she made, sounds he was quickly growing addicted to.

He loved her.

He knew this, and knew it’d probably sound weird if he admitted it to her this soon.

But…he was sure.

Pretty damn sure.

That meant he’d bide his time until he knew she was on the same level he was.

Meanwhile, he slid two fingers inside her pussy and finger-fucked her as she squirmed on his mouth and he licked and sucked her clit. When she came, she grabbed his head and held on tight, mashing his mouth against her pussy and nearly making him come from how sexy it was.

Once she’d released him and slumped against the wall to recover, he stood and leaned in for a kiss.

Then Ma’am came out to play. “Turn around,” she hoarsely ordered. “Hands against the wall.”

He didn’t hesitate, didn’t question.

She leaned out of the shower for something and when she pulled the shower curtain closed again, he realized she had the tube of lube in her hand. His head dropped as she pressed two lubed fingers against his rim and slowly started fucking them inside him as she jacked his cock with her other hand.

Pressing a kiss against his back, she said, “If you can’t come before I get bored, you’ll have to wait until at least tomorrow night to come.”

That hardened his cock even more. A moan rolled from him, unbidden, as his hips flexed in time with her motions. He started fucking himself back and forth, between her hand on his cock and her fingers in his ass.

She nipped the back of his shoulder. “Be my good boy.” Then her fingers twisted in his ass, brushing over his prostate, and—

“Yes!” he gasped as he exploded, his hot cum covering her hand before the shower spray washed it away.

She giggled, her lips still pressed against him, her fingers still in his ass.

“What’s so funny, Ma’am?”

“Your ass kind of squeezed my fingers. That was cool.” She slid her fingers out of his ass then used soap to clean up before letting him pull her into his arms.

Slowly kissing her, he stared down at her. “You’re just dying to reenact Happy International Women’s Day from Deadpool, aren’t you?”

She grinned. “Maaaybe. Don’t lie and say you don’t want it.”

He sighed. “It’s like you’re reading my damn mind. That’s not fair.”

She draped her arms around his neck. “I need at least one tactical advantage over you.”

“Why?”

“Because every time you get between my legs, it’s like you switch my damn brain off. I can’t control myself with you.”

He nuzzled the side of her neck. “Are you complaining, Ma’am?”

“Absolutely not. That wasn’t a complaint, more of an observation.”

They stood there, snuggling for another long, peaceful moment. “This feels right,” she said.

“I know.”

“Really right.”

“Yeah.”

She looked up into his eyes again. “Are we crazy for falling this hard this soon?”

He kissed her again. “Maybe, but I’m not going to question it when it feels more right than anything ever has before.”

“Me, either.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Three weeks later, and the three of them had settled into a routine. They didn’t bother trying to sneak anything past Mark, admitting to him that Lara was sleeping in Brad’s room. They didn’t want to insult his intelligence by trying to make excuses if he saw her coming or going from there.

And, as they’d expected, Mark was fine with that development.

Although there were plenty of times they shooed the boys over to Wylie and Everett’s house to give them a couple of hours alone in the evening.

Hours usually spent in bed behind a locked door.

She’d not only worked Brad up to the largest butt plug he’d had when they first started, he’d bought three more in increasingly larger sizes.

Lara wouldn’t deny she’d been shopping around for the perfect strap-on rig.

And she’d had a friendly chat with Mark and convinced him that he didn’t have to call her “ma’am.” With Brad already calling her that, it sort of squicked her out a tad. While the boy had understandably been confused at first, she’d fibbed, a little.

“It makes me feel old, sweetie,” she told him. “As long as you’re saying please and thank you, I’m good. Seriously. Just call me Lara, or Lar. Whatever’s more comfortable for you.”

Mark had looked to Brad for guidance. “Son, it’s all right. She’s asking you. It’d be rude not to follow her wishes.”

“Then why do you call her ma’am?”

Lara and Brad exchanged a quick glance, but Brad took point. “Because it’s a term of endearment. A private joke. Like she calls me mister.”

Fortunately, Mark had let it drop after that.

And Lara had taken Brad and Mark over to her parents’ house for dinner and to introduce them all. Fortunately, it seemed that everyone got along, and they were even happy to hear that she was now living across the street from Everett, and that he was doing well.

Steve was finally convinced to take a plea deal, which included a permanent restraining order against him. Since she’d heard nothing else from him before or since then, she hoped that was the last of it and he was out of her life for good.

When summer school classes ended, Jacob and Mark started spending a lot of time together, both at their house and over at Wylie’s, helping him out. While Lara wouldn’t have pegged Jacob to be much for manual labor, the boy was trying to learn skills handy for knowing not just around the ranch, but for life in general.

Even better, her seedlings were doing great, and the seeds they’d planted were sprouting.

Lara had taken that Tuesday off from work due to working the Saturday before. Brad was out of town, from late Sunday until Wednesday evening, up in Tallahassee giving committee testimony about one of the studies he’d worked on.

That meant she was on her own until Mark returned home.

She decided to stroll over to Wylie’s and visit with him, since she saw his truck was parked by the house, meaning he was home. The boys had spent the afternoon over at Jacob’s house because Jacob’s mother was going to take them to the movies while she went shopping at the mall. Lara didn’t expect Mark home until after six.

She found Wylie out in his garden. “Hey, you. My garden’s not nearly as impressive as yours.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call this impressive.” They had several raised beds going strong, plus Olive had helped Wylie out by helping him make a high tunnel, both to start seeds in as well as to help extend the growing season, even though they usually had a mild winter this far south.

“Looks better than mine. So what’s new?”

He shrugged, smiling. That’s when she spotted the ring on his left hand.

She grabbed it, yanking it closer for a better look. “He proposed?”

“Yesterday. We went to the county courthouse and got our marriage license. We’ll go back Thursday afternoon to get married.”

“Uh, did Tilly approve this plan?” She’d become close friends with the woman, even though most of their communications happened via text, e-mail, or over the phone due to Tilly’s schedule.

“We haven’t told anyone else yet. This just happened yesterday.”

She whipped out her phone and texted Tilly.

Within seconds, Wylie’s cell phone rang.

When he answered and hit the speaker button, Tilly’s voice exploded from it. “What do you mean you’re getting married at the courthouse?”

“Uh, hello to you, too?”

“Nooooo, no no no. Nuh-uh. You are not getting married without me and Lan and Cris getting to be there, and my ass is in LA until Friday night. So back up the bus, bucky.”

“It’s okay, Til. We don’t want there to be any trouble.”

“There won’t be. We’ll have it at our place. I’ll get Loren and Landry and Cris on it and she’ll do the ceremony.”

Lara grinned. “Busted,” she softly said.

He stuck his tongue out at her.

“Who was that?” Tilly asked.

“The snitch who just ratted me out.”

Tilly’s tone changed, brightened. “Oh, hey, Lara.”

“Hi, Tilly.”

“Glad you’re there. That will save me an extra call later. Can you please help Lor coordinate with my two heathen men to arrange these two dudes a proper shindig?”

“I certainly can. It’d be my pleasure.”

“It has to be vanilla,” Wylie said. “If you’re forcing me into a ceremony, I want Everett’s parents and sister there. And Mark and Jacob. They’re kids.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s fine. We can do vanilla with the best of them. Lar, do you have Landry and Cris’ numbers?”

She scrolled through her phone. “No, just yours.”

“I’ll text them, and Loren’s to you when we get off here. Saturday afternoon, two o’clock. Now, off you go.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lara and Wylie both said, making them laugh.

Tilly laughed, too. “Smartasses.” She hung up.

Seconds later, Lara’s phone started vibrating with a series of contact info forwarded by Tilly.

“Thanks for ratting me out,” Wylie said. But he wore a smile, so she knew he couldn’t be too upset.

“Hey, you’d probably rat me out, too.”

“True. I would. So when are you two getting married?”

She shrugged “We’re still in the getting-to-know-each-other stage. We’ll get there.”

He smiled, but it looked evil. “I’ll make sure you don’t escape Tilly’s wedding planning clutches.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “Yeah, well, since Ev and I got married in Vegas, I’m actually looking forward to having a ceremony with family and friends around, so ha.”

 

* * * *

 

When Brad returned home from Tallahassee late Wednesday evening, he found Lara in the living room. With her furniture in there, they were now spending as much time in there as they did the family room. The boys could have their privacy, and they could have theirs.

“Hey, you,” she said, giving him a hug and kiss.

“What are you doing?” He turned to look at the wall and realized she’d been hanging the pictures she’d had on the wall at the apartment.

“I hope this is okay,” she quietly asked.

He pulled her in again for another kiss, this one hard and deep. “I hope this means you’re here for good.”

She smiled. “If you want me for that long.”

“You’d better believe it, Ma’am,” he whispered, aware of Mark and Jacob in the next room.

Then his son appeared in the doorway. “I offered to help her, Dad, but she wouldn’t let me.”

“It’s okay, son. I know. That’s fine.”

He nodded and left them alone again.

Lara smiled. “Bless his heart,” she whispered, “he was nearly in tears.” Her smile faded. “I finally told him it was something I needed to do for me, because of my brother. He was worried he was going to get in trouble with you for not helping me, and I told him he wouldn’t.”

“He is my son, that’s for sure.”

“He went out and weeded my garden with Jacob before I realized what he was doing.”

He laughed. “Trying to make up for it, huh?”

“I guess.” She rested her head against his chest. “You’re a great dad. And Breanna’s not a bad mom.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I notice you didn’t say great.”

“I said not-bad. Okay, she’s good. She’s just…flakey, as Mark says. Not in a bad way.”

“No, she’s not really flakey. She’s just a different personality. She doesn’t have the kind of good ole common sense some of us have. She’s great at her job, but if she didn’t make good money, she couldn’t afford a repairman every time something breaks.”

“Or you or Mark fixing it.”

“Or me or Mark fixing it.” He smirked. “Thank you for not being jealous over that.”

“Hey, I’m the one in your bed every night. I’ve seen no signs of her being a bitch. She was even sweet to me at Mark’s birthday party. You’re good with Ev.”

“Ev’s gay.”

“Yeah, but still. Steve was jealous of him.”

“Because Steve’s a douchecanoe.”

“I’ll give you that.”

 

* * * *

 

That Saturday afternoon, they were all gathered at Tilly’s house for the ceremony. The men hadn’t emerged yet, and Tilly was running around to make sure everything was perfect. They would actually be back there the next weekend for a private play party, where Tilly, Abbey, and Eliza were going to help tutor Lara on impact play techniques.

Neither she nor Brad were sure if it was something they’d permanently add to their routine, but they were both increasingly curious about it.

Lara had invited her parents to come, but they’d already booked a cruise with friends of theirs and couldn’t change the date. They’d asked for someone to record it so they could see it later and wanted to go out to dinner with the men once they were back from their cruise.

Eve had come by herself, but she homed in on them when they’d arrived, Lara and Brad, with Mark and Jacob.

“Mark, just the man I want to talk to.”

“Ma’am?”

Lara blamed Brad for making her giggle, because he’d glanced her way and winked.

“I have a friend, Kimbra, who’s an attorney in Sarasota. She’s a partner in a firm. Different firm than I work for. She’s handling a lot of civil rights and immigration cases now. I told her I knew a kid who’s interested in specializing in civil rights law, and she told me to extend to you an offer to come clerk for her any time. Even before college, if you want. I can arrange for us to go to dinner next week so you can meet her. She’s eager to talk to you.”

“She is?”

“Mmm-hmm. She’s the lawyer who handled getting Louis Olson freed not too long ago. He’s the one—”

Mark’s eyes widened. “I know that case! He was wrongly convicted of murdering his step-father and mother, and attacking his sister!”

Eve smiled. “You heard about it.”

“Yes, ma’am. His case is one of the reasons I want to go into civil rights law.”

She held out a hand for a fist bump. “I’m suitably impressed, grasshopper. Good job, you.”

He bumped fists with her. “Thank you, ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad knew he’d probably pay for making Lara giggle later, but he didn’t mind in the least. It always cracked him up to see her reaction to Mark calling someone else ma’am.

Everett arrived, dressed in the same suit he’d worn for the men’s collaring. As everyone gathered on Tilly’s lanai for the ceremony, Lara kissed Brad. “I think that’s my cue.”

“And Mark’s.”

Everett had asked Lara to be his best man, and Wylie had asked Mark to be his.

Brad hoped Mark realized what an honor that was, and how much respect Wylie had for him to do that.

Jacob, now alone, eased over next to Brad. “Thanks for bringing me.”

Brad patted him on the shoulder. “Hey, they kind of see you as part of the family, too. So do I.” Jacob was still shorter than him by a few inches. The boy smiled up at him.

Considering the boy took after his father, who was six five, Brad suspected Jacob still had some growing to do.

He didn’t know if the boys were being sneaky about things. He and Jacob’s parents had both talked to the boys, given them information, and had to trust them. When the boys were over at their house, Jacob was once again spending nights in what had been converted to the guest room.

At least if the boys were sneaking around, there wasn’t any worry about an unintended pregnancy. And after showing the boys pictures of what could happen if they didn’t practice safe sex, various nasty STIs and their effects, he felt reasonably sure the boys would use condoms if they weren’t going to stay exclusive.

Everett’s dad had insisted on walking Wylie down the aisle, arm in arm and everything. They were following Leo’s daughter, Laurel, who apparently had cornered the market on being the flower girl for any weddings held among people she considered friends and family. It was freaking adorable. Olive and Otto had adopted Wylie, as had Eve, much in the same way they’d welcomed him and Mark into their lives.

Wylie wore the same suit he’d worn for their collaring, and as Brad glanced around, he spotted a few now-mutual friends who were also kinky. Like Everett’s boss, Leo, and Leo’s family, among others.

But today, with kids and vanilla family in attendance, it was a semi-traditional wedding ceremony. Since the men had said their vows to each other for the collaring, they’d let Loren use a standard ceremony for today.

Except Brad caught the one key difference, and was sure plenty of others in attendance had, as well.

Everett got to say “…love, honor, and care for…” while Wylie’s vow went, “love, honor, and obey.”

Tilly, who’d walked up next to him without him realizing it at first, had her young daughter riding on her hip. She caught Brad’s eye and winked, making him smile.

He winked back, and didn’t say anything as she moved to stand next to Cris and Landry.

“…I now pronounce you husband and husband. You may kiss your man, mister.”

Everett gave Wylie a brief, family-friendly peck on the lips before they hugged. He saw Everett whispering something to Wylie, and suspected it was not very vanilla.

He was happy for them. Truly, honestly happy. They deserved it, and Wylie especially, after Everett had confessed a small fraction of what Ralph had apparently put Wylie through before they’d broken up.

Then Everett turned to Lara and they shared a whispered moment before he kissed her, followed by a long hug.

This had to be melancholy for both of them, and he got that. He didn’t feel the slightest bit jealous of her relationship with Everett.

Especially not after he’d learned how losing her brother to suicide had nearly destroyed her.

In fact, he’d be forever thankful to the man for standing by her side, not putting his needs above hers. For taking care of her.

Had he not, who knew if she might not even be there now for them to have met in the first place?

Once the ceremony was over, the buffet, catering from Mama Suarez’s, was opened for everyone. Lara rejoined Brad and hooked her arm through his before rising up on her toes for a kiss.

“You look happy, Ma’am.”

“I am.” She rested her head on his shoulder. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For getting along with them. Not every man would be so charitable.”

He took her by the hand and led her off to a quiet corner. “Lar, I promise, I will never get between you and Ev. He and Wylie are kind of like the brothers I never had. You’re not the only one who ended up with an instant family when we got together.”

She hugged him tightly. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?” she whispered.

Yes, they’d finally found the courage to say it to each other a few weeks back. As he held her, he buried his face in her hair. “I love you, too, Ma’am. More than I can begin to tell you.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

Mark and Jacob headed across the road on horseback late Sunday afternoon to go take care of the stock, check the fence line for Wylie and Everett, and then cut and retrieve a pregnant heifer for Mark’s dad. At least Jacob’s riding skills had strengthened, so Mark wasn’t as worried about him as he had been when he’d first taught Jacob to ride.

Although he still gave him Hera. The gentle Appaloosa was a great starter horse for any new rider.

His dad and Lara had encouraged them to take as long as they wanted. No rush.

And to call once they’d found the heifer and were on their way back.

“I think they wanted alone time,” Jacob said as Mark dismounted, unlocked the combination padlock, and walked his horse through after letting Jacob go first.

Mark laughed. “Smart thinking, Captain Obvious. Dad’s crazy about Lara.” While it would have been easier to leave the gate open and unlocked for their return, he locked it behind them, remembering his dad’s admonition about the crazy guy who’d been annoying Wylie awhile back.

“I think the feeling’s mutual.”

“I really like her, too. I hope they end up getting married.” Mark swung back up into the saddle and took the lead again, Hera placidly following along behind him.

“When are the guys coming back?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. So we’ll need to take care of the stock in the morning.”

“Am I going to have to help you get the cow? Because you realize I don’t know what to do, right?”

Mark looked back at him with a smile. “I can get her. Just stay off to the side out of the way. Hera’s not a cutting horse.” He patted the neck of the gelding he rode. “Chap, here, he’s trained. He’s a working horse. He’s used to cutting and roping.”

Mark wouldn’t deny he would enjoy showing off a little for Jacob.

“That was kind of neat yesterday,” Jacob said. “Seeing them get married.”

Mark swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

Jacob’s gaze met his. “College first.”

Mark nodded, his face heating. “Yeah. College first.”

“You’re going to make a kick-ass lawyer.”

His face felt even hotter now. “You’re not exactly stupid.”

“Didn’t say I was. And that’s cool that Eve’s friend will let you clerk for her.”

“Yeah.” He couldn’t stop thinking about that. He’d worried that maybe he’d have to settle in Tampa or Orlando or Miami to do the kind of work he’d wanted to do, and it was like the answer to a question he hadn’t even finished formulating.

In Sarasota.

Like it was meant to be.

They tied the horses to the hitching post outside Wylie’s barn. Jacob helped him get the chicken tractor moved from the garden and back to the coop, and the chickens shooed inside and secured for the night. The goats were eager to see them, and Jacob almost got mobbed by the three growing kids.

“What’s Wylie going to do with the baby goats?”

“I don’t know. He’s been going through Mr. M’s notes. I think he wants to try milking them and making cheese and stuff. He’s really starting to get the hang of everything.”

Once they’d finished all of that, and after Mark had checked the drip watering system for the garden, they returned to their horses. Mark helped Jacob mount first. Hera had tried to blow out her cinch again when Mark had saddled her, and he’d had to adjust it the first time Jacob mounted her at his house. So he checked it again now, just to be sure.

After he was satisfied Jacob sat secure in the saddle, Mark collected Chap’s reins, mounted, and had started leading the way east to the side gate into the pasture when Jacob spoke.

“Mark?”

It was Jacob’s tone of voice that caught Mark’s attention.

Mark swung Chap around and saw Jacob staring at the men’s house.

From the way the late afternoon light shone through the living room windows from the west, they could clearly see someone moving around inside.

“Call 911,” Mark ordered. “And stay here.” Before Jacob could stop him, Mark headed for the house, urging Chap into a full gallop. Apparently the intruder realized they’d been spotted and had started out the front door.

Mark didn’t even think before acting. He’d already grabbed the lasso and ran up on the guy, dropping it right over him as he passed, dallying it around the saddle horn and pulling it taut, yanking the man’s feet out from under him.

The guy hit the ground with a thud and screamed bloody murder. Having perfectly snagged the intruder around both ankles, Mark dragged the guy through the grass while the man screamed.

With the lasso secured around the saddle horn, Mark urged Chap to keep moving forward at a trot, instead of turning to back up and keep the rope taut like he’d been trained. The poor horse was likely confused as to why, if they had the critter roped, Mark hadn’t jumped down to secure him with the tie-down rope.

The guy didn’t stop screaming, either. Now that Mark had him, he didn’t want to stop moving for fear the guy might have a gun.

Yeeeaaah, didn’t quite think this through.

He dug his phone out of his shirt pocket and called his Dad. “Hey, um, Dad? I need some help.”

“Help?”

“Yeah. Bring a gun.”

“What?”

“Hurry.”

“Wh—”

“You’ll see. We’re in the yard by the guys’ house.” He hung up and glanced back, the guy still unable to get free. Mark stayed on the grass, avoiding the gravel driveway.

Although the burglar would deserve being dragged through that, for sure.

During one pass, he spotted Jacob on his phone, struggling to keep Hera in place with his other hand on the reins.

“Cops are on the way,” Jacob yelled.

“Go let my dad in at the gate!”

Jacob finally got Hera moving down the driveway, urging her into a bouncy trot, a gait Mark was afraid Jacob might not be able to sit.

“Let me go!” the guy screamed.

“I don’t think so, asshole.”

When Mark spotted his dad’s truck racing down their driveway toward the gate, that’s when he spun Chap around and started backing him up a step at a time, keeping tension on the rope.

“Keep your damn hands up,” he yelled at the guy. “You fucking move, I’ll take off with you again.”

Jacob had got the gate open and waved Mark’s dad through, mounting and racing back up the driveway after him even as Mark heard sirens approaching in the distance.

When his dad rolled up in the driveway, he and Lara jumped out of the cab.

And his dad was armed, the twelve-gauge Mossberg pump shotgun in his hands.

Mark sat back in the saddle. “Whoa, boy.” He grabbed his tie-down rope and jumped down from the horse, rolling the guy onto his stomach and dropping hard onto his back with his knees, tying his hands behind him.

“You’re going to be fucking sorry, kid.”

“Shut up or I’ll tell my horse to run with you.”

His dad moved in. “Mark, did you seriously just rope someone?”

“Kind of.” Mark got up and returned to Chap, climbing back into the saddle.

The guy still had some fight in him. “I’m going to fucking sue—”

His dad loudly racked a shell into the chamber. “I’ve got a shotgun, asshole. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll lay there and shut up.”

The man fell silent.

“What the hell’s going on?” Lara asked.

Jacob was still on the phone. Mark got his attention. “Go back down to the gate and wave the cops in.”

Jacob gave him a thumbs up and headed for the driveway again, this time looking a little steadier in the saddle.

His dad walked over to Mark and looked up. “Okay. What’s going on, Mark? Now.”

“We caught him coming out of the guys’ house.”

“And you honestly thought the best option was roping him?”

“I really didn’t think that part through, Dad. Sorry. Just kind of reacted. Instinct.”

His dad laughed as he slowly shook his head. When two marked deputy cruisers roared around the curve before their driveway and slowed, Brad carried the shotgun back to the truck and closed it in there.

The guy started to struggle and Mark backed Chap up a couple of steps, dragging the guy, now facedown, with him. “I warned you.”

The guy fell still.

The two cruisers rolled into the yard, both deputies getting out, hands on their sidearms while Mark’s dad explained what happened.

When the deputies stopped laughing, they handcuffed the guy and only then did Mark finally get down again and coil his lasso and tie-down ropes.

The man was a mess, grass stains all over his shirt, a scrape on his cheek. “I’m going to fucking sue you, kid.”

“Good luck. You’re lucky I didn’t have a gun on me, asshole.”

“Mark,” his dad said. “Language.”

“Sorry, sir.”

The deputies bent the guy over the hood of one of the cruisers and searched him as they read him his rights.

His dad approached, leaning in to get a look at the guy. “Hey, wait a minute. I’ve seen him before. His name’s Ralph.”

One of the deputies found a wallet on him. “Yeah, Ralph Carter. California. You know him?”

“He’s the ex of the property’s owner. I was here the last time he showed up, and they ordered him off the property then. They warned him if he came back they’d get a trespass warrant against him.”

“I want my goddamned attorney,” the guy said. “Right now.”

“You’ll get one,” the second deputy assured him. He turned to Mark. “This isn’t your property?”

“Our friends’ property, sir. We’re watching it for them. They’re on their honeymoon. I work for them doing chores and taking care of the animals. Dad rents pasture space from them for our cattle.”

The deputy turned back to Mark’s dad. “You’re the dad?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m assuming from what you said this guy isn’t supposed to be here?”

“No, he’s not. I can get the owner on the phone for you right now.”

Jacob had dismounted Hera and walked over to Mark. “That was cool.” He lightly punched Mark’s arm. “Stupid, but cool.” He smiled.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Jacob hugged him. “I was scared that guy was going to pull a gun or something.”

“I didn’t think it all the way through.”

Then again, he’d heard his dad telling Lara about the day the jerk had shown up. Had he known this was the guy, he would have run Chap right over him after roping him.

Whoopsies.

Or, at the very least, dragged him through the gravel a few passes.

After the deputies finished talking to Wylie on the phone and locked the guy into the back of the cruiser, they focused on getting statements from Mark, Jacob, Brad, and Lara.

“The guy’s saying you boys attacked him,” the first deputy said. “Not that we believe him.”

“No, sir,” Mark said. “He ran when he realized we saw him in the house. I roped him just a few feet from the front porch.”

“I got some of it on video before I called 911,” Jacob said. Mark looked at him, Jacob’s smile playful. “Sorry. I know I should have called 911 first.”

“Let’s see it,” the deputy said.

Jacob queued it up and everyone watched, the deputies laughing again. Jacob had stopped filming once Mark was halfway around the yard the first time dragging the guy.

But it clearly showed the guy had emerged from the house and tried to run.

“Well, that’s pretty conclusive,” the second deputy said as he gave Mark a high-five. “He was trying to say he hadn’t been inside the house at all.”

“Then he’s a liar as well as a burglar,” Mark said.

The deputies had Wylie’s permission to go look around the house while Wylie and Everett were on their way over from their hotel. Brad and Lara accompanied one of them to see if they could tell if anything had been disturbed, while the other stayed back to keep an eye on the prisoner, who was now ranting and raving from where he sat in the backseat of the cruiser.

He’d apparently broken a window on the back kitchen door and let himself in that way.

A third cruiser arrived, pulling into the yard and parking behind the first two.

Jacob leaned in close. “That was sooo cool.” He felt for Mark’s hand, his fingers squeezing Mark’s.

Mark grinned. “Thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

Ev tried to gauge Wylie’s emotions. From the sound of the call from Wylie’s end, something had happened at the house, but Ev wasn’t quite sure what yet. Once Wy ended the call, Ev pounced.

“What happened? Are Mark and Jacob okay?”

“Um…yeah.” Wylie looked…stunned.

“What? Tell me.”

Wylie finally focused on him. “Ralph was just taken into custody. He broke into our house.”

“What? Ralph Carter, your ex?”

“Yeah. That’s not even the weird part.”

“How is that not the weird part?”

“If I heard the deputy correctly, Mark roped Ralph from a horse and dragged him around the yard before the cops got there.”

Ev stared at him, certain he’d misheard him. “Say whut?”

“Just what I said. You heard my end of the conversation. They’re going to call us back in a few minutes once they finish going through the house. I told them we’d head over.”

Ev looked around the hotel room. “So much for our honeymoon.”

“Sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Ralph,” Wylie darkly muttered. “My ex. That kind of makes him my fault.”

“And time for us to get the security system installed. Sorry I put that off.”

“I was the one who didn’t think we’d need it here of all places.”

Ev hated how sad he looked. Their refuge violated. Invaded.

“Did he take anything?” Everett asked.

“They found thumb drives on him, but don’t know if he stole stuff or had them with him.”

“You brought your laptop with us, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Well, let’s drive home and see what’s going on.”

Wylie let out a sigh as he stared at the room. “It was fun while it lasted. I’ll start packing.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. We’ll come back later. I can’t believe this will take that long.”

They got dressed and headed downstairs to Wylie’s truck, Everett driving. It took them thirty minutes to make it home.

Three marked county sheriff’s cruisers sat parked in their yard, and it took Everett grabbing Wylie’s arm and physically pulling him back to keep him from going over to the cruiser and taking a swing at Ralph.

Ralph currently glared at Wylie from where he sat handcuffed in the back seat.

Brad walked over. “Sorry about this, guys.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Everett said. “Did I hear Wylie say Mark lassoed him?”

Brad started laughing. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. When Lar and I got here, Mark was dragging him in circles around the yard, afraid to stop in case he had a gun.”

“Why didn’t he just call the cops?” Wylie asked.

“That’s what I asked him. He said he reacted instead of thinking.”

Everett looked around. “Where are they?”

“I sent them on to go check the fence and get one of the pregnant heifers and bring her home. That’s what they were supposed to be doing when they realized he was inside the house. He must have broken in, seen them, and waited to see what happened. They’d taken care of the chickens and goats and were on their way to the gate when Jacob looked back and saw him in the house.”

“Where is Lara?” Everett asked.

“She’s back at our house. I wanted to wait to see what you wanted to do.” He leaned in and dropped his voice. “Plus, Mark called me and told me to bring a gun. I had my shotgun. I wanted her to take it home so it didn’t make the deputies nervous.”

“Ah, gotcha.”

Wylie flipped Ralph off from where he stood. “How bad’s the damage?”

“Just one pane out of the kitchen door. I already nailed a piece of plywood over it until you can get someone out here to fix it. Hope you don’t mind I rummaged through the workshop.”

Everett shook with him. “Of course we don’t mind. We appreciate it.”

Brad walked them over to the deputies, one of whom then escorted the men through the house to see if anything was missing.

Wylie felt rage sweep through him. At least Ralph hadn’t destroyed the place. Or had time to do much, whichever the case was. It looked like the desk he used in the living room had been rifled, and their bedroom closet door stood open when he distinctly remembered closing it. Ralph must have just broken in not long before the kids showed up.

“I’m glad he didn’t hurt them,” Wylie said as they stood in the living room.

The other deputy walked in, holding a plastic evidence bag containing several flash drives. “Are these yours, sir? We found them on him.”

Wylie took the bag and stared at them. “No, those aren’t mine.” He had a thought. “But have a computer forensics expert look at them. I have a feeling he was looking for my laptop and was going to drop a software payload into it.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because Ralph is my ex, and also my former business partner. Software developer. A friend of mine who does business with him told me Ralph had a run in with a hacker a few months back. That wasn’t long after I’d been brought in by that same friend to consult with them on a licensing deal with Ralph.

“They told me Ralph accused them—and me, by default—of being behind the hack. But my friend was able to prove the attack came from overseas. Wouldn’t shock me, though, if Ralph was going to try some sort of revenge. Or industrial espionage, at the very least.”

The deputy took the bag back. “I’ll note that and log them in as evidence. Glad you said something. We would have given them back to him as personal property when he makes bail.”

“We were partners for years. I never knew him to randomly carry around flash drives in his pockets.”

“Gotcha.”

They walked outside again, locking the house up. “We’ll get an alarm installed this week,” Everett told Wylie.

Now having spoken to the men, the deputies were able to finish their paperwork and take Ralph away. A wrecker was already en route to get his car, which was apparently parked down the road past the house.

“Remind me to clean out the fridge when we get home,” Wylie groused once they were in the truck and heading for the hotel.

“Why?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him to have done some bullshit to our food.”

“I don’t think he was in the house long enough to do anything. Lucky timing on the boys’ parts.”

“I know exactly what he was going to do,” Wylie said. “He was either going to drop a payload into my laptop to implicate me in what happened, or he was going to put a virus in my laptop to destroy it, or he was going to look for info on Landry’s company.”

“Or all of the above,” Everett said.

“Yeah.”

“I know I said I wouldn’t ask you, but I’m pulling rank. Is there anything tying you to what happened?”

“No. I had all the files stored on a TOR site, and used spoofing and a VPN to do everything. Untraceable. Plus, they were files I’d taken off his own laptop one night when he was asleep. He’d been a real shit with me and started a fight. That was before I found out he’d been cheating on me. I felt petty later and wasn’t going to do anything with them, but then I found out he was cheating on me and opted to keep the files as insurance. I saw the backdoor was still not patched when I was there with Cris and Landry, and I didn’t say anything about it.”

Everett glanced at him. “You realize I have no idea what most of that meant, besides laptop and files, right? You have a short version answer you can give me that makes sense?”

Wylie smiled. “It was literally untraceable, Sir.”

“Okay. Good. That’s what I needed to know.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

With Mark at Breanna’s until late Sunday, Lara and Brad had the house to themselves. She helped Brad with his Saturday morning chores on the ranch, enjoying knowing that his cock was hard the whole time because he was wearing a butt plug.

“Chores are fun,” she teased as they were driving back to the house in his pickup after checking on a couple of pregnant heifers in one of the far pastures.

He arched an eyebrow at her. “I’m going to need to start wearing a padded jock or something. My dick’s going to be chafed at this rate.” He reached down to adjust himself.

Tonight they’d be going over to Tilly’s at eight for the private party. Everett and Wylie had offered to let them ride with them, but Lara had demurred since she didn’t know when she’d want to leave the party.

She spent the rest of the day enjoying edging Brad as he took care of chores inside the house naked. He now had a leather collar that they only broke out when Mark wasn’t home.

He spent all day wearing that, too.

And the butt plug.

At one point, she pinned him against the kitchen counter and spanked him with one hand while stroking his cock with her other. The sounds he made as she did that turned her on, soaking her panties right through.

To the point that she dragged him over to the sofa and she rode his face to two hard orgasms.

Brad not only enjoyed it, she’d had to force him to let her up when she’d tried to get up and he’d pinned her down to the couch to go down on her again.

Her faithful knight was as addicted to making her come as she was to his mouth.

The deeper they dove into kink, the more she realized she had no desire to humiliate him, or degrade him in any way. But he loved being kept on edge, as long as there was an eventual orgasm in it for him, and she loved the nearly desperate quality his body took on as he worked to please her to earn it.

This wasn’t some weak-willed man, or a man with no physical strength. He enjoyed teasing her as much as she enjoyed teasing him.

And there were plenty of times when they couldn’t do a lot because Mark was home, so behind closed bedroom doors she’d wind Brad up and then let him go to town on her in any way he chose.

Totally a win for her.

He was both her Alpha wolf and puppy plaything, in one hunky package.

Before they were going to get their shower, Brad left the bedroom and returned a moment later with his hands behind him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

He walked over to her, kneeling in front of her. “Lar, maybe I should wait to do this, but it feels right to do it now. I love you. I don’t know how much more proof I need to know I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

He held up the ring, which suddenly doubled and tripled as her eyes filled with tears. “Will you marry me?”

She dropped to her knees and kissed him, hard. “Yes!” she squeaked as he caught her left hand and slid the beautiful ring onto her finger. A diamond surrounded by blue topaz, her favorite—he’d obviously listened.

Hell, now she realized he’d slyly pumped her for that information once, when they were watching a TV show about independent gem hunters.

“I love you,” she said, kissing him again and throwing her arms around him.

“You didn’t have to get on the floor with me.” He wore that sexy smirk.

“We’re partners,” she said. “Yes, we do this, but we’re still equals, even when we’re Ma’am and mister. We’re still Lara and Brad, and don’t think I don’t remember that. I do.”

Eventually, they dressed and headed for the party. She had him wear a suit—no briefs—and she wore a flirty sundress she hoped would be appropriate. They’d left the butt plug at home because she honestly wasn’t sure what the night might bring.

She couldn’t stop wondering at the ring on her hand. Far nicer than the one Steve had given her, it felt right being there.

Just like she felt right being with Brad.

 

* * * *

 

Brad had thought about waiting to pop the question until tomorrow, then decided not to wait.

He was done waiting.

Lara was the right woman, finally. She loved him for every part of him, not just the convenient parts. She didn’t see the fact that he wanted to submit to her as a weakness, either.

It truly didn’t get any better than this.

Plus Mark had been constantly hinting around about when the wedding was going to be.

It’d make Mark happy to come home tomorrow night and find out they were finally on a trajectory toward matrimony.

Tonight’s party would be interesting. He’d been wanting to try impact play and knew Lara did, too, but she was worried about hurting him in the bad way.

Once they reached Tilly’s, they saw that Everett and Wylie weren’t there yet. Landry was the one who answered the door when they rang. Brad carried the tote bag with a couple of towels in it, and bathing suits in case they decided to swim or use the hot tub.

Per Lara’s instructions.

“Welcome again. Come in.”

Lara kept her right arm hooked through Brad’s. “Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate Tilly giving me a lesson.”

“No worr—what is that?” Landry held out his hand, indicating her left hand.

She grinned, wiggling her fingers at him. “Not even an hour old yet.”

“May I be the first to offer congratulations then?”

“Sure.” She hugged him, then instead of a handshake, Landry hugged Brad, too.

Tilly rushed in. “Congratulations? What’s going on?”

Landry pointed, and Tilly didn’t wait. She grabbed Lara’s hand and let out a squeal before she nearly tackled her with a hug. “Congratulations!” She also hugged Brad. “About damn time!”

Before they could get out of the entryway, the doorbell rang and Tilly reached out to open it.

There stood Everett and Wylie.

They didn’t even get a word out when Tilly grabbed Lara’s hand and shook it in their faces like Lara was a ragdoll. “Look!”

Both men’s faces broke out into beaming grins. “Congratulations, honey!” Everett said, stepping in to hug her, then Brad. Wylie, too.

Everett patted him on the shoulder, dropping him a wink. “Good job, you. I approve.”

Lara stuck her tongue out at him. “Don’t need your approval, Mr. Viking…but I’m glad we have it.” She smiled.

Instead of the subdued lesson Brad thought Lara would get, the first hour of the party was spent with Tilly happily showing off both newlyweds Everett and Wylie, as well as their newly engaged status, to all the other guests.

“You might not understand,” Cris whispered to Brad at one point when he’d slipped away to refill Lara’s soda, “but Tilly loves happy endings for her friends. The literal ones. There’s nothing she loves more than seeing the people she cares for have their dreams come true. Thanks for indulging her.”

He patted him on the shoulder before heading off to talk to another guest.

Brad turned and stared across the kitchen and through to the living room, where Tilly had hooked an arm through Lara’s, Loren on Lara’s other side with an arm around her shoulders, as they talked to Abbey and Gilo.

He had friends. Acquaintances. Business associates and even some cousins.

Never had he ever felt as close to a group of people as he felt to these people, the Suncoast Society group.

Like an adopted family.

A very kinky adopted family.

Hopefully, when Jacob and Mark were old enough, if they were still together, Brad could introduce them around to some of their friends.

From what he’d observed, he suspected Mark was his son in more ways than one. And while seemingly gentle, Jacob was definitely the Dom of the two.

It’d be nice to have a trustworthy group of people he could entrust the boys to—once they were of legal age, obviously—to give them guidance and protection.

Although he’d definitely have to make sure he wasn’t anywhere around when the boys were, as far as play parties went.

He had no desire to witness that, or have Mark watch them play.

He was open-minded, but there did come a limit.

 

* * * *

 

It was nearly ten o’clock before the lesson got underway. Before Brad even removed so much as his tie, the women went through quite a few implements with Lara, showing her how to use them, where to use them, how to test them on herself to see what they’d feel like so she’d know exactly the effect it was causing.

And as Brad watched her learning, he knew he could trust his fiancée not to harm him.

It was a half an hour before Lara was ready to actually try anything on him. She’d opted for four implements—a leather strap, an acrylic paddle, a wooden paddle, and a riding crop. The other women filtered away as Tilly remained behind to supervise from a discreet distance.

Lara turned to him and offered him a smile before she pointed at the floor.

With his gaze never leaving hers, he dropped to his knees in front of her.

He never grew tired of that, of being able to stare up at her.

She reached down for his hands and squeezed them. “Like they said, green, yellow, red, okay?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Go ahead and get undressed and get on the bench.”

He did. While he did that, she spread out one of their towels on the bench for him.

He nervously climbed into place and closed his eyes when he felt Lara’s hands on his shoulders. She drew her fingers down either side of his spine, slowly, a sexy imitation of some of the back rubs she’d given him over the past couple of months.

Back rubs that invariably ended up with them making love.

She placed a lingering kiss at the base of his spine before she slid her fingers up his back again, repeating it.

His cock hardened, throbbing. He couldn’t help it. Her touch always had that effect on him, even if it was something as innocent as her hand caressing his cheek.

After a few minutes, she started in with light, bare-handed swats that picked up in strength until he felt a comfortable warmth drop over his consciousness. Likely subspace he now knew, but she had dropped him into that state many times before, just from what they already did at home.

Before long, she seemed to gain confidence. She started using the strap on him, lightly at first, picking up the pace and intensity of the strokes the more comfortable she got with the strap. It still wasn’t what he’d call painful, but then again, he was used to working on a ranch. Every time she asked for a color, he said green.

When she moved to the acrylic paddle, that started to feel stingy. He squirmed a little, then flinched when she reached between his legs and palmed his sac.

She slowly stroked him. “How you doing?”

“Green, and horny.”

She leaned in and bit his left ass cheek. “You’ll get your reward for being a good boy.”

The wooden paddle…okay, that’s when he started feeling the yellow. She found the upper limit between green and yellow and stayed there, his ass now feeling hot and stinging all over.

It was the riding crop that pushed him over the edge into red, and only after she’d given him nearly a dozen strokes first that lay firmly in the green zone.

She walked around to his head and kissed him, her fingers buried in his hair. “Ready to go home and fuck your Ma’am for being such a good boy?” she whispered.

He reached out, pulled her head in, and started tongue fucking her mouth. He didn’t let go of her, either, until she was softly moaning and he knew he had her feeling as needy as he was at that moment.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

Brad hoped they weren’t being rude to anyone by how fast they said their good-byes and left the party, but by eleven thirty they were back home and practically ripping each other’s clothes off by the time they hit the door.

Once they were in the bedroom she grabbed him by his stiff cock and led him into bed. He flipped her onto her back, her ass at the edge of the bed, and knelt so he could bury his face in her pussy. With her thighs spread wide, he planned on eating her out until she safeworded, and then slinging those gorgeous legs of hers over his shoulders so he could plow her deep.

After the long day’s edging, his balls were ready to empty and if she didn’t let him come soon, he was liable to explode from spontaneous combustion.

When she tried to push his face away, he grabbed her wrists and held on tight, tracing her clit with his tongue and teasing her, licking, sucking, until he’d built her up to yet another orgasm.

That time when he got her over, he stood, lining his cock up with her pussy and thrusting hard. She tried to urge him faster, harder, but now he knew he was in the driver’s seat, and he was going to fill her up. He leaned in, pressing her thighs against her chest, once again holding and pinning her hands on the bed.

“I’m going to fuck this sweet pussy as long as I want to now, baby,” he hoarsely said. “You kept your pet on the leash all day long. Now, it’s my playtime. This is my reward.”

He leaned in and kissed her, swallowing her moans and enjoying the way they bored straight through to his balls. He ground against her body at the bottom of every thrust, rubbing against her clit. He’d become an expert at her body in their time together and knew he could fuck one more out of her like this, especially at this angle.

Pretty soon, he felt and heard her making those sweet, mewling sounds he knew meant she was close and struggling to make it. He picked up the pace until he pounded his cock deep into her wet pussy with every stroke. He’d just about crossed the point of no return when he felt the walls of her pussy clenching, grabbing at him.

He lifted his head. “Yes!” With a few last, hard thrusts, he fell still inside her. He released her wrists and her arms immediately encircled him, her lips seeking his.

Catching his breath, he untangled from her and climbed up onto the bed with her. “Oh, my god. One of these days, Ma’am, my balls are going to explode and you’re going to break your toy.”

She giggled. “You can always safeword.”

“I think I like it better when I take over and you funish me later.”

Because, really, it wasn’t punishment. Not really. It was definitely fun.

Oh, noes, don’t make me rub your feet, Ma’am.

Especially when he’d discovered how hot it made her when he sucked on her toes, like a shortcut straight to her clit, nearly as intense as when he played with her nipples.

She held up her left hand and stared at the ring. “It’s beautiful,” she softly said. “I love it. It’s perfect.”

He laced fingers with her, kissing her hand before tucking it against his chest. “Just like you’re perfect.”

“I’m not perfect.”

“You’re perfect for me,” he amended.

She rolled to her side, draping herself over his chest. “And you’re perfect for me.”

He nuzzled noses with her. “Whatever you want to do for the wedding, whenever you want to have it. I’d like Mark and my parents and your parents to be able to be there, though. And Ev, Wy, and Eve. Their parents. Jacob and Breanna.”

She smiled. “Tilly.”

“Well, duh. I’m surprised she isn’t already planning it.”

“Oh, she is. She started asking me questions tonight.”

He laughed. “I should have known.”

“How’s the butt?”

He wiggled against the sheets a little. “Not bad. More importantly, though, how’d you feel doing it?”

“I didn’t mind it. I liked it. I don’t think I can ever play as hard as Tilly and Abbey play, though. I’d rather keep it on the fun and sexy side.”

“Agreed.”

She settled in, snuggled tightly against his side. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“Do you still want to have kids? More kids?”

He nuzzled the top of her head. “If you want to. Only if you want to.”

“Okay. I was thinking maybe after we get married we can start trying. I don’t want to wait in case I have trouble getting pregnant. And I’d like Mark to be around at least a little to get to know his little brother or sister.”

When he’d thought the moment couldn’t get any more perfect…it did. “Absolutely, sweetheart. Whatever you want.” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Lara groaned with relief as she climbed into her car at the office and got it started, sitting there for a minute while the AC kicked on and took the worst of the day’s heat out of the cabin. It was close to sunset, but the car still felt like a toaster oven.

Three closings today meant a damned good paycheck in the bank, but she was now thoroughly exhausted and feeling brain-dead as a result of the days of hard work leading up to the successful conclusion.

It was three weeks since the weekend of the men’s wedding and the arrest of the burglar. Ralph had finally made bail, but he was facing an array of charges he wouldn’t easily buy his way out of.

Especially since Eve had talked to the state attorney’s office, to a friend of hers there, and found out that the computer forensics specialist had found a virus payload on one of the thumb drives, designed to mimic the one that had hit his business months ago.

A plot to try to frame Wylie.

There were apparently people looking into the case from a federal angle, since now one theory had been posed that it was actually Ralph who’d set up the original virus in an attempt to frame Wylie. Cris and Landry were talking about suing Ralph and his company, and according to them, rumors had it that Ralph was financially desperate now and had lost over fifty percent of his staff to other companies in the wake of the cyber attack and the breaking news of him breaking into Wylie’s house.

It was, in other words, a crazy mess.

Instead of texting Mark, she called him just before she pulled out of the parking lot.

“I’m on my way home,” she said when he answered. “Want me to pick up anything for dinner?”

“No, thank you. I’m okay. I’m eating with Wylie and Everett. They made plenty for you, too. Want me to bring your plate home with me?”

“Yes, please, and tell them I said thanks. That’ll save me a stop. I’m exhausted. I’ll see you after a while.”

She hung up and tossed her phone into her purse, where it sat on the passenger seat. She’d initially been nervous about being left alone with Mark—and Jacob—not sure if there’d be any friction between her and them without Brad around.

Fortunately, the kids had been as good for her as they were for Brad, and this was the third time since she’d moved in that Brad had to be away for several days.

At least he’d warned her before his first time away that Mark usually made the morning coffee, so she wasn’t weirded out by that.

Except…if she had to guess, Jacob, despite his outward appearance, was probably the more dominant of the two boys. Still, they had several years of school ahead of them, plus college. That was a lot of growing and maturing between now and then. They might not even be friends anymore at that point.

At one red light, she felt her baton digging into her hip, so she fished it out of her pocket and laid it next to her purse on the passenger seat. Her concealed carry permit had arrived two weeks earlier, but she still didn’t feel comfortable enough to carry the gun all the time.

The baton, absolutely. With a flick of her wrist, it would extend and deliver a bone-crunching wallop to its target. It was something she could easily use after the years she’d spent beating on friends with weapons in SCA.

Tomorrow, after Mark finished his chores, they’d be going to the shooting range. She was taking the whole day off and had already told everyone that, since she’d worked the previous Sunday.

It was a little weird that Mark would be helping her with her shooting instead of Brad, but then she smiled.

Now I know how Wylie feels.

Brad had assured her that Mark would be an excellent replacement teacher for her. And she knew that the kid could shoot, because she’d seen him do so at the range several times already, including with the gun she’d be carrying.

Yes, the one Brad had purchased at the gun show.

She refused to carry the damn gun until she was confident with it, and the more she could practice, the sooner Brad and Ev would get off her ass about not carrying it.

It wouldn’t help her if she couldn’t use it, or she didn’t feel she could shoot someone. At least with the baton, it reminded her of her time in SCA, combat with friends. She could beat someone.

If her attacker had a gun…well, maybe she’d end up shot for bringing a baton to a gun fight. But she knew her reaction time would be better with the baton. For now, at least.

It was a relief to round the final curve and see their driveway in the distance in the waning light. It sucked that Brad wouldn’t be home until next week, but at least he’d be coming home to her.

And she wasn’t all alone. Technically.

Although Mark hadn’t returned home yet when she parked in front of the house, if the dark windows were any indication. Sure enough, the front door was still locked. Shoving her baton into her pocket to free a hand to fish her house keys from her purse in the growing dark, she got the door unlocked and the inside lights turned on. Leaving the door unlocked for Mark, she set her purse down on the dining room table and kicked off her shoes on her way through to the kitchen.

I earned a beer today.

She heard the front door softly open and close. “I’m in the kitchen. So what’d the guys make for dinner tonight?”

When he didn’t respond, she turned and let out a scream to see Steve standing in the dining room.

“So you ditch me for a younger, richer guy, huh? You know how much trouble and money you cost me, you ungrateful bitch? Now I have a fucking criminal record, thanks to you.”

She fortunately had her former SCA combat reflexes and speed on her side. She screamed and threw the nearly full bottle of beer at him, managing to get the back door unlocked and open before he could reach her. Still screaming, she ran across the back porch and hit the screen door, shoving it open and tripping as she jumped down the steps.

Landing on her right side, she instinctively tucked and rolled, the baton painfully digging into her right hip before she scrambled to her feet and tried to run again.

The delay, however, had allowed Steve to catch up with her. He tackled her, his hands trying to lock around her throat even as she kicked and fought and scratched at him. She did manage to break his grip and get rolled over onto her back, but then he dropped his weight onto her again and once again started to choke her. She smelled booze thick on his breath, oozing from his pores like a cloud.

Finally, her clenched fist hit dirt. Grabbing a handful, she closed her eyes and turned her head as she jammed it up into his face, the heel of her hand crunching into his nose, forcing him to release her throat as he let out a scream of pain. She kicked free and scrambled out from under him.

That’s when she was able to pull the baton from her pocket and flick it open, rounding on him.

“Bring it, asshole.”

He lunged at her again and she side-stepped, nailing him hard in the right side with a solid hit as he passed, dragging a pained howl from him.

“I’m going to kill you, you bitch.”

“You can damn sure try.” Figuring out why he’d snapped would have to wait until later as her fight reflexes took over, much like that day she’d been sparring with Rusty. Only this time she was furious, and the stakes were far higher.

Plus, she wanted to draw blood.

Steve didn’t look as sure of himself this time, but he charged her anyway. The aging and self-important ophthalmologist, whose idea of a hard day’s exercise was playing eight rounds of golf while carrying his own clubs once a month, had no clue how to respond to her as her years in SCA kicked in.

She feinted left, dodging right at the last second. That time, she landed a hard, jarring strike against his left shoulder with a sickening crack, the blow driving him to his knees. Turning with the follow-through and gaining momentum, she took another hard swing at his upper left arm, causing another satisfying crack before she side-stepped out of his reach, to his left.

Now he was screaming in agony.

Plus he was a lefty, which was why she’d chosen to go for that side.

“Come on, you dumb motherfucker. That all you got?” She was actually hoping he’d come after her again so she could take another whack at him, this time at his head.

She thought he was going to be stupid enough to try to get up again when she heard a shotgun rack behind her just before the blast of the shot made her jump and dirt exploded inches away from Steve’s right knee, making him freeze.

“Mister,” Mark yelled from right behind her, “I didn’t miss on accident. But you so much as blink and I’ll blow your damn head off. See if I don’t.”

She turned to see the boy standing there with the same shotgun Brad had grabbed that afternoon Ralph had shown up. “Oh, thank god!”

He wouldn’t take his eyes off Steve and had both hands on the shotgun, the stock pressed against his shoulder.

“Ma’am, my phone’s in my back pocket. Please call the cops.”

Refusing to drop the baton, she fumbled the phone out with her left hand and hit the emergency call button before slumping to the ground on her ass. Finally, her right hand painfully unclenched, the baton rolling from her grip and landing in the grass as she waited for the call to connect.

“911 operator. What is your emergency?”

“A man just attacked me at home! My step-son came in and has a shotgun on him now…”

After getting her info, they kept her on the line.

Mark spoke up. “You’d better go out to the front yard, ma’am, and meet them. Tell them I have him covered so they don’t get the wrong idea.”

Mark sounded far older than his years, almost like his father.

Scrambling to her feet, she ran around the house as she relayed that info to the operator. “And he’s only fifteen, so please, make sure they know that before they get here.”

Now panicked about Mark’s safety, she was waving and screaming at the first deputy who rolled up in a marked cruiser.

Who turned out to be one of the ones from the day at Wylie’s, she was relieved to see.

She ran up to him. “Mark’s holding a shotgun on the guy. The boy who lassoed the intruder that day. Please, don’t hurt Mark!”

The deputy got out and drew his sidearm. “Where are they?”

“Outside in the backyard. Please don’t—”

“Stay here.” He ran around the house, shouting for Mark and announcing himself as a deputy. She was waving down the second cruiser racing up their driveway, lights flashing, as Mark came running around the side of the house to join her.

Without the gun.

She nearly tackled him with her hug, her tears finally breaking through. “Are you okay?”

He started laughing. “I need to ask you that. Once he cuffed the guy, the deputy told me to set the shotgun down and back away and come wait here with you.”

She directed the second deputy around back as a third, this one with lights and sirens going, turned into their driveway, the cruiser kicking up more dust in its wake as it raced toward the yard.

Refusing to let go of Mark until she was sure it was safe, she kept her arm around his shoulders. “How’d you know?”

“I saw you drive up. I was heading down from Wy and Ev’s when I saw that guy park on the side of the road with his lights off, just before our driveway. Then he got out and started running toward the house.”

“Why didn’t you call the cops or tell the guys?”

“I didn’t think that through. I was closer to the road than their house when I saw him. It happened so fast and I was too worried about him hurting you. The front door was unlocked, and by then I could hear you screaming. I grabbed Dad’s shotgun and came after him.”

Ev and Wylie ran up. “What happened?” Ev said. “Are you guys okay?”

An ambulance running full lights and siren came racing down the road, slowed, and turned up their driveway, too. That’s when the three deputies marched Steve, handcuffed, around the side of the house.

“Oh, you gotta be shitting me,” Ev growled, but fortunately, Wy held him back when he tried to take a step toward them.

The first deputy who’d responded walked over. “Son, I left the shotgun on the back steps, empty, safety on. The shells are on the ground where she dropped her baton. Don’t get them until after we leave, okay?”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.”

He held up his hand for a high-five. “You probably saved your mom’s life. He had a hunting knife on him.”

Now her tears came. “Holy shit!”

Everett and Wylie crowded around her and Mark and held both of them until she calmed down enough the responding deputy could talk to her. They pulled Mark aside to get his statement first, to give her more time to calm down, having him walk them through what happened.

Ev and Wy comforted Lara. “He saved my life,” she tearfully whispered.

“Sounds like you got a few good hits in yourself, sweetie,” Ev said, still sounding worried and protective. “Damn glad you had that baton on you.”

“Oh, my god, he might have killed me for sure if I hadn’t.”

“And that’s why I told you carrying was a good idea.”

A wave of nausea swept through her. “If I had locked the door, Mark would have been facing him alone outside in the front yard. He could have hurt or killed Mark!”

“Somehow,” Wylie said, “I think Mark would have gotten the better of him. Outrun him, at least. Element of surprise.”

Once the deputies finished talking to Mark, he waited outside with Ev and Wy while she walked the deputy through the house and explained exactly what had happened.

“Will they keep him in jail this time?” she angrily asked as she hugged herself.

“He’ll be facing a number of charges, including armed home invasion and felony assault. Might even be more, depending on what the state attorney thinks. Wouldn’t be shocked if there was an attempted murder charge added to that.” He jotted something in his notebook. “That boy’s sure something else. He’s a one-kid crimestopper. You and your husband are obviously doing something right.”

She didn’t bother correcting him. “Thank you. He is a great kid.”

“At this rate, steer him toward being a deputy.”

“He wants to be a civil rights attorney.”

He laughed. “At least he’s using his superpowers for good instead of evil.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Nearly two hours later, it was finally just the four of them. Lara and Mark would need to go to the sheriff’s office tomorrow to go over their statements. The Sarasota TV station had also shown up when they’d heard about it on the police scanner. Then they’d interviewed Mark and Lara, and a sheriff’s PIO, who also showed up when it was apparent this would be a news story.

Not many home invasions were stopped by a teen with a shotgun, who’d also captured a burglar from horseback with a rope.

Everett and Wylie also announced they were going to spend the night there with them, no arguments.

Lara didn’t have the energy to fight them when Mark nodded his agreement.

“Okay, fine. I’m too tired to argue the point. I haven’t even eaten dinner yet. And I need a shower from rolling around in the fricking dirt.”

She had, at least, gotten the spilled beer wiped up off the kitchen floor from where the bottle had landed.

“Your dinner is in the fridge,” Mark said. “I put it in there when I was walking the deputy through what I did.”

She laughed, pulling him in for a hug. “Thank you, sweetie. Let me shower off first and I’ll heat it up.”

She was in the shower when someone knocked on the bathroom door. “Yes?”

A startled yelp escaped her when she heard the door open.

“It’s just me,” Ev said.

She peeked around the shower curtain and saw only his arm stuck through the cracked-open door. In his hand lay a phone. Not hers, probably Mark’s, from the looks of it.

“Uh, kinda busy. Can’t this wait?”

“Uh, no. Your other half is on the line and implied he’d kick my ass if I didn’t hand the phone over ASAP.”

“Sorry, Lar!” Mark yelled from what sounded like the bedroom doorway. “I told Dad you were in the shower!”

“For god’s sake, Ev. Bring it in. You’ve seen me naked before.”

He pushed the door open a little wider and stepped in, closing it behind him. She reached for her towel, dried her hand, and then held her palm out for the phone.

“Can this wait until after my shower?”

“Uh, when my phone’s blowing up from friends and my mom, hello, in Sarasota, asking me why my son and fiancée are on TV talking about an armed home invasion, no. This absolutely cannot wait.”

“Shit. Um, heh, yeah. Hey, guess what happened tonight?”

Brad let out a groan. “Are you all right?”

“I’m…fine. I’ll probably hurt like a motherfucker in the morning, but I’m sure Steve will be hurting a hell of a lot worse.”

“According to the TV report, they said he had several broken bones, so yeah, probably. Why didn’t you call me?”

“Because it happened kind of fast, and the cops and TV people literally just left a little bit ago.”

“What happened?”

Ev stood against the door, leaning, arms crossed and smirking at her.

“He apparently followed me home from work. Yes, you and Ev were right, I needed the baton. And yes, you were also both right, I need to get comfortable carrying a gun. Happy?”

Ev’s smirk widened and he gave her a thumbs-up.

“And I hope you’re not jealous my ex-husband’s standing in our bathroom and seeing me naked.”

Brad finally laughed. “No, I’m not jealous, because hot news flash, he’s gay. And no, I’m not happy I was right about you needing to carry. Are you really okay?”

“Thanks to Mark, yeah.”

“Mark said you were holding your own when he got there. He sounded extremely impressed. I’d use the word awestruck.”

“He probably stopped me from beating Steve’s brains in.”

“Well, considering Mark admitted to me that he wanted to blow Steve’s brains out, that’s fair enough. Especially since he knows, legally, he could have gotten away with it because you were in danger. You both showed enviable restraint, in other words. I’ll drive home and be there in about four hours.”

“Why?”

“Uh, seriously? You’re asking me why?”

She cleared her throat. “Someone needs to let me finish my shower. When I do that, and get dressed, and get my dinner heated up—that I still haven’t eaten yet—then I’ll call you back and we can talk. Am I making myself clear?”

She wasn’t sure Brad was going to let it go, but then he laughed. “Yes, Ma’am.” Then a pause before his tone turned concerned again. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m…physically, I’m fine. Shaken up. Please don’t cut your trip short. I’m serious. Ev and Wy insisted they’re spending the night here with us tonight. We’ll be fine. He won’t be bonding out of jail anytime soon.”

“Okay. Love you. Go ahead and let me talk to Mark again, please.”

“Love you, too. I’ll hand you off to Ev.”

She returned the phone to him and Ev started talking to Brad as he left the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

She closed the shower curtain and stuck her face under the hot water.

Holy crap, she’d never in her wildest dreams ever thought she’d go through something like this.

Especially not at the hands of someone like Steve. The deputies, based on the bottle of booze they’d found in Steve’s car, and the way he’d smelled, guessed he was probably highly intoxicated.

She didn’t care, but it might have given her the added advantage.

He’d also ranted to the deputies that he’d tried to go out on three dates, but all of those dates had Googled him, found the restraining order and arrest from before, and then cancelled.

Basically, he was blaming her for that. Not that she’d accept that blame. It rightfully lay on Steve’s shoulders.

When she emerged from the bathroom, she’d wrapped her hair in a towel and had pulled on a T-shirt and shorts when someone knocked on the bedroom door.

“Come in.”

Ev opened the door.

In his hand he held a freshly opened beer.

She held out both hands. “Gimme. Please. Bless you, my man.”

Smiling, he passed it to her. “I had a feeling you’d want it after your other one tragically gave its life in your defense.”

She sat on the end of the bed and took a long pull from it. “Did this really happen or am I lying in a hospital bed in a coma or something?”

“It really happened.” He sat next to her and draped an arm around her shoulders, kissing her temple. “Thank god Mark was here. Again. Although maybe Brad should get him into SCA or something, because…dayamn. That boy’s got balls.”

She laughed. “I know, right? He’s going to be a kick-ass attorney one day.” She took another long swallow. “I kind of fell back on my SCA training, too.”

“I don’t know if you heard the cops or not, but they were going to transport Steve to the ER first to get his arm and shoulder looked at before they booked him. The paramedics think you broke his collarbone and his upper arm, maybe even a rib or two, but he wasn’t critical enough to transport via ambulance.”

“Good. Hope he felt every goddamned bump in the driveway and on the ride there.”

He chuckled. “You beat the crap out of him. I’m so proud of you.”

Mark knocked on the doorframe. She looked up. “Hey, kiddo.”

“By the way, sorry I called you ‘ma’am’ earlier. I know you said you preferred I not do that.”

She started laughing, even as Ev snickered next to her for an entirely different reason. She opened her arms to Mark. “Come here, buddy.”

He walked in and she hugged him. “No worries. You did good.”

“Can I ask you something, though?”

“Sure.” She lifted the bottle to her lips and started to take a large swallow from her beer.

“Is it really that you don’t want me to call you ‘ma’am’ because Dad calls you ‘ma’am’ for the same reason Wy calls Ev ‘sir’?”

Ev started pounding on her back as she choked, painfully snorting beer out her nose and mouth and spraying it all over Mark and herself, Ev cackling like a maniac the whole time.

“Aaand there’s my payback for the salsa out my nose,” Ev said as he got up to bring a towel from the bathroom. “Long time coming, but I’ll take it.”

 

* * * *

 

After changing her clothes and recovering from forcibly hosing beer through her nostrils, Lara headed out to the kitchen to heat her dinner.

Yes, she’d told Brad she’d call him, but she owed the kid an answer.

Especially since he’d saved her life.

She carried her hot plate of food out to the living room, where Ev was still smirking in Brad’s recliner. Wylie had run home to lock everything up and grab their pillows and stuff for that night.

Mark sat on the other end of the sofa from where she settled.

Best to dive right in.

“You know how sometimes people who are in a relationship have pet names for each other?” she started.

Mark nodded.

“Well, your dad and I have something like that. He calls me ‘Ma’am’ and I call him ‘mister.’” She knew she didn’t need to get into an explanation of the capital and lower-case letters right then.

“Because you’re in charge?” Mark asked.

Oh, boy.

Ev snickered.

“You’re not helping,” she told him.

“I’m not here to help, I’m here to watch and enjoy your discomfort.” His grin widened.

“Yes, your dad and I have a…dynamic where he likes me to take charge, the way Wylie likes Ev to take charge.”

“To be fair,” Ev said, “she was kind of like that with me, too. But I didn’t call her ‘ma’am.’” He winked at her.

Okay, so maybe he was helping.

“You didn’t?” Mark asked.

“No. Lara is a strong-willed woman. Takes an even stronger man to be with her. Like your dad. You saw her beat up that guy.”

“That was so cool. I almost didn’t interrupt you, but then I realized if he pulled a gun or something I might not be able to react in time.”

“Yeah, it was cool. You should have seen her in SCA years ago. She’s got DVDs somewhere of a few of her combats.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

Lara shoveled food into her mouth and let Ev take over, apparently feeling pity for her after her hard evening.

“And it’s not uncommon in SCA for people to call other people titles, either. Mi’lady, or sir, or lady, or lord. Whatever. It’s a sign of respect.”

“Dad calls Grandma ‘ma’am.’”

“Your dad was raised right. I’d probably call her ma’am, too, if I ever meet her.”

“Oh. So why is it weird if I call you ma’am? Dad told me to call women older than me ‘ma’am.’”

She cleared her mouth of food. “You know on TV, sometimes in old shows the husband and wife call each other Mother and Father, but the kids call them Mom and Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“Kind of like that. He doesn’t mean it the way he means it when he says it to someone else. Just like I wouldn’t want you calling me honey or sweetie, even though I call you and Jacob that all the time, and your dad means it a different way if he calls me that than when he calls you guys that.”

“Oooh. Okay. I get it. You might want to call Dad back soon. He made me promise to remind you.”

Ev pushed himself up out of his chair. “Where’s your phone? I’ll get it.”

“In my purse on the table. Thanks.”

She was still eating—and Ev had brought her another beer because she’d finished what was left of the first—when she called Brad.

“Hello, Ma’am.” She heard the smirk in his voice.

“Hello, yourself, mister. I’m sitting here in the living room with Ev and Mark and finally eating my dinner.” She heard the front door open, Wylie announcing it was him. “And Wy just got back.”

“Good.” She heard a TV running in the background. “I’m back at the room and just watched the video online. The PIO sounded suitably impressed at your self-defense moves.”

“Yeah, well, Steve’s lucky all I had was a baton and not something bigger. If I’d had a gun on me, I wouldn’t have had time to get a shot off. He was right on top of me.”

“You still need to let Mark work with you this weekend.”

“If I can actually move tomorrow, we’ll go to the gun range to practice after we go review our statements with the cops.”

“Okay. Thank you.” It sounded like changed positions on the bed. “I love you, Lar. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”

She wished he was there. She wanted to curl up and cry now that the adrenaline rush had faded and she was actually able to have two thoughts to herself. “Love you, too.”

“I’ll let you finish your dinner. If I need to come home early, I will. Just say the word.”

“No, I’d rather you get your work done so you’re home-home.”

Once they ended the call, she dropped her phone onto the couch next to her and looked up to see all three of them smiling at her. “What?”

“Nothing,” Everett said. “Just glad you’re all right. I knew Steve was a douche that first time we met him at our divorce hearing, but I had no clue he was psychotic. At least I was just gay.” He grinned as both Wylie and Mark laughed.

Maybe it was the effects of the beer, maybe it was being surrounded by three people she loved and considered family, but she laughed with them.

Once Mark was off to bed and Wylie had retreated to what had been her bedroom to get their things arranged for the night, Everett moved to sit next to her on the couch, draping an arm around her.

“You ready to let it out?”

She nodded and slumped over onto him, the tears now flowing hot and heavy.

He didn’t say a word, simply sat there with her, one arm comfortingly wrapped around her shoulders, his other hand stroking her hair.

How many countless tears had she shed just like this over losing Cameron?

Too damn many.

And once again, it was Everett to her rescue.

“If nothing else,” he softly said once the worst of her tears abated, “you know that kid has a heart of a freaking lion. No horrible step-parenting fights to go through with him.”

That finally made her laugh, which came out more as a snotty snort. He reached over to the coffee table and plucked a couple of tissues from the box there, handing them to her.

“No,” she finally managed after blowing her nose. “No power struggles. He’s a great kid. Him and Jacob both.”

Everett helped her sit up. “And he’ll be a big brother, eventually, I’m sure.”

She slowly nodded. “We’ve talked about it. Me and Brad, I mean. Yeah.”

Everett cradled her face in his hands, waiting until she met his gaze. “I love you, Lar, and I’m so happy for you. Truly I am. I’m sorry I pulled away from you after I left. I couldn’t deal with my guilt.”

“I love you, too. I know. It’s okay. I was pretty angry and hurt at first. Thank god Eve was there, though. She’s like a sister to me.”

“Hey, question, has she mentioned anyone she’s dating?”

“There went our moment.”

He kissed her forehead and released her. “I’m serious. I get the feeling she’s dating someone but not saying anything about it. I mean, she mentioned a couple of times going out on a date.”

“No. Why? Want me to poke around?”

“Yeah. Just out of curiosity.”

“I’m surprised Mom and Dad haven’t asked her.”

“That’s the thing, I don’t think she’s told them.”

“Huh.”

“Exactly.”

After one last hug, they split up and she retired to her bedroom, closing the door behind her.

Everett had made a point of going through the house to ensure all the doors were securely locked.

As she curled up in bed, she pulled Brad’s pillow over to snuggle with. It smelled like him because she’d held off doing the laundry.

I wish he was here. 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

“These are really good,” Lara said. “What are they?”

Everett shrugged. “I don’t know.” He looked around, finally pointing to a woman dressed in a pink corset and matching skirt. “They were from her tray.”

Lara flagged her down, waving without getting up.

The woman smiled and headed their way again. “Yes, ma’am?”

“What are these? They’re delicious.”

“Savory pork and cranberry puff pastries.”

“That’s the sweetness,” Everett said.

“Did you want more, ma’am, sir?”

Lara nodded. “Oh, yes, please.”

The woman leaned in and offered her the tray. Lara plucked two, then a third, from the tray. Everett also added two more to his small appetizer plate.

“And the pets, ma’am?”

Lara looked down to where her bare feet were resting against Brad’s back. He knelt on a towel, naked except for his leather play collar, wedding band…

And the butt plug currently humming away in his ass.

“Sure, put two down there for him, please. Thank you.”

“And your pet, sir?”

Everett laughed. “He can have two also. Don’t want to spoil his appetite. Thanks.”

The woman skillfully dipped her knees and set the treats on the empty plates in front of the two men. Wylie, similarly attired as Brad except for the addition of leather wrist and ankle cuffs, and a leather leash attached to his collar, also knelt on a towel in front of Everett.

Brad and Wylie looked up at their respective owners. Lara ran her big toe down Brad’s spine, stopping at the top of his ass crack.

“Hands behind you, mister,” she said. “Mouth only.”

Brad rolled his eyes, but he obediently tucked his hands behind him and leaned forward to reach for the treat.

When he did, she bumped up the setting on the butt plug and both she and Everett laughed as Brad moaned and struggled not to fall over.

Wylie now wore a nervous look as he glanced up at Ev. His butt plug, apparently, was the standard, non-vibrating kind.

Everett wasn’t nearly as sadistic as Lara was finding herself to be in some ways.

Ways that Brad definitely enjoyed as much as she did.

“You can use your hands, boy,” Everett told Wylie.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“But I do like your style, Lar.”

She giggled. “Oh, he’ll make me pay for it later.”

“I’m sure he will.”

Brad was still struggling to upright himself and reach the plate without breaking her command not to orgasm, apparently. Taking some pity on him, she turned the remote control down to the lowest setting.

That seemed to help, and he finally ate his treats.

They’d gotten married at their house, with Tilly and company in attendance. Brad’s parents had been able to attend, as well, and Breanna had also been invited.

It’d been a good day, and while Lara had worn a formal wedding dress, she’d wanted the celebration to be more casual.

Plus she’d had Mark be her best man, stealing him out from under Brad’s nose before he could ask him.

Then again, when she’d reminded Brad that Mark had saved her life, he’d smiled and snagged Everett to be his best man.

Life was good, made better by the fact that Steve had recently been sentenced in a plea deal that meant he’d spend at least fifteen years in prison before he was eligible for parole. They’d agreed to drop the attempted murder charge that could have easily bumped it up to twenty-five years, minimum, with the other charges added in.

Tonight’s party was at Tilly, Cris, and Landry’s house. It was a semi-formal kinky dinner party. Unlike the one where Everett and Wylie had officially met for the first time, at this one, owners were allowed to have their submissive halves dress however they wanted, including fully naked. Not quite a play party, although that would follow later, there were plenty of predominantly women, and a few men, being put through their paces by their owners.

The serving staff were all volunteers, mostly single submissives but a few taken ones voluntold by their owners to help out, as well. No one was allowed to touch them or be improper with them, except for their owners, if owned.

Wylie and Brad weren’t the only guys sitting on the floor, either, although not all of them were naked. There were also plenty of women on the floor, naked and dressed, although some people had opted to let their submissives stand or sit next to them.

That was the great thing about tonight’s dinner—it was whatever you felt like doing.

Dinner would be served in less than an hour in a large, air-conditioned tent just off the lanai in back. Before then, Lara would have Brad get dressed—butt plug in—and sit next to her. Once that happened, she’d let him freely speak again.

Apparently, Wylie was happy sitting naked on the ground for the rest of the night.

Lara and Brad had talked that morning, and she’d been ready to keep him dressed and wearing a collar the whole night, until Brad asked if they could do a little…more.

After letting Brad make his suggestions, she’d opted for the arrangement they were now in. She’d nixed the idea of a leash, even though he’d asked for one.

She preferred her attack pet to willingly stay next to her, although she knew in Wylie and Everett’s case, Wylie liked being leashed, because to him it was a comfort.

To each his own.

As far as payback for the butt plug and eating the appetizers without his hands, she knew once they were home and the fucking portion of the night began that Brad would make her come until she was finally the one to safeword.

Not switching, exactly. He always deferred to her. But it was fun having him literally at her fingertips out of bed, and then being able to switch her brain off when in it.

Eventually, she turned off the butt plug and ran her bare toe up Brad’s spine. “Go put your clothes on for dinner.”

He stood and turned, leaning in to kiss her. When she reached out and stroked his hard cock, his head dropped, a soft moan escaping him. After a final squeeze, she released him.

“Have fun tucking that into your slacks,” she said with an evil grin.

He looked up, dark passion filling his brown gaze. “Yes, Ma’am,” he said before leaning in to kiss her again.

This time, he sucked on her lower lip as he pulled back, that sexy, sneaky smirk on his lips as he headed toward where they’d left their things.

Everett chuckled, drawing her attention.

“What?”

“He’s hung. Good job, honey.”

She grinned. “Your boy’s not shabby in that department either.”

“Oh, I didn’t say he was.” He leaned forward and ruffled Wylie’s hair. “I’m perfectly happy with him. And for those times our natural equipment is too tired to cooperate, neither one of us minds breaking out the stunt cocks.”

She snickered. The only time they had to break out the stunt cock was when she wanted to plow Brad’s ass with it. And during those times, it was a toss-up which one of them enjoyed doing that more. There’d been plenty of times when she’d given him a choice, he’d begged for it.

Especially if she had him tied up, held the dildo in her hand and fucked him with it like that instead of in the strap-on harness, and she was going down on him at the same time, making him beg for permission to climax. Their sex life was currently approaching a level of hot she’d never imagined possible, and which made their early days together look positively vanilla by comparison.

Especially now that they were actively trying to get pregnant.

She was watching for when Brad returned a few minutes later, his collar still in place, but now wearing slacks and a button-up shirt. She’d instructed him to stay barefoot, though.

As he walked through the doorway and headed over to where they were sitting, she thumbed the controller and grinned as he bit down on his lower lip, a slight hesitation to his step before he continued on toward her.

“Damn. That man has serious self-control,” Everett noticed.

“Tell me about it.” She grinned. “If I put a cock ring on him, I’m the one calling red before he’s finally allowed to come.”

“I can imagine.”

If someone had ever told her she’d be sitting there one day having that kind of conversation with Everett, especially following their divorce, she’d have told them they were crazy.

Now?

It felt like the most natural thing in the world, quite honestly.

He was her best friend, despite their shared history. Or maybe because of it. She’d also given both Everett and Brad carte blanche permission to talk to each other about her, allowing Everett to give Brad painful details about losing Cameron that, to this day, she still couldn’t bring herself to talk about.

Which allowed Brad more insight to her state of mind.

And he’d given Brad plenty of tips on how to survive her bouts with PMS.

She bumped the remote control down again as she smiled up at Brad. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Ma’am.” It almost sounded like he was clenching his jaw to maintain control.

 

* * * *

 

Ooooh, she was one Ma’am who was going to get one hell of a fucking later.

As soon as she finally let him.

He’d never dreamed his life would end up like this.

And he couldn’t be happier.

They had settled into their “knight and his Lady” dynamic quite nicely. He was hers to use and play with as she desired.

She didn’t mind the times he took over in bed and fucked her silly. It was a great compromise—they both got what they wanted…

And hopefully before too long, they were going to be expecting.

Hell, he was usually nailing her every morning and night now. It would likely happen soon.

They weren’t going to stay very late for the play party portion of the night. Mark was at Breanna’s for the weekend, and they wanted to make full use of their nakey time.

After dinner, and making sure they said their good-byes, they’d head home.

And the knight could have a little fun.

They made their way over to the dinner tent to take their places there. He didn’t want to rush through dinner, though. He enjoyed being able to get up and get her food for her, refill her glass, all those little chores. It was nice not having to hide this part of himself like he did around Mark, not having to “vanillify” things between him and Lara.

When it was time for dessert, he brought theirs over and started to sit at the table when she stopped him and pointed at the ground.

His cock had softened, because she’d turned off the butt plug while they were eating. But at that, his erection sprang to life again in a nearly painful way.

Still, he dropped to his knees.

Dessert was strawberry shortcake, and she picked up his bowl and a spoon and grinned. “Ready?”

He struggled not to drop into subspace. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She spoon-fed his dessert to him while alternating bites of her own. Next to them, Wylie, naked, had happily spent the entire meal being hand-fed by Everett. Brad enjoyed things like that between him and Lara when he knew she was having fun with it. For his part, he could take it or leave it.

It was only fun if she was enjoying it.

There were times they’d sneak otherwise innocent-seeming kinky moments into their lives. Like during cooking dinner, she might feed Brad a taste of something, dropping him a wink if Mark was around and she couldn’t put Brad on his knees.

As time went on, they were getting progressively more creative.

Once Mark was eighteen, and if he started asking questions before he left for college, of course Brad wouldn’t lie to him. He’d keep it age-appropriate, however.

And Brad had totally approved of Lara’s explanation to Mark the night of the attack about titles and how they used them.

One day, Brad knew, they’d have to have an uncomfortable conversation with Mark about their dynamic. Even though they wouldn’t flaunt it in people’s faces, they wouldn’t hide it.

Then again, they had discussed having another baby after this one, once she got pregnant. At least one, possibly another. Not immediately, because Lara was only thirty-two. They had time.

No rush.

With a little one around, they could get away with things late at night, after a baby was put down for the night. Or subtle things that would fly over a toddler’s head.

Not so much with a teen who was far wiser than his years.

Once they’d finished dessert—and Brad didn’t even attempt to pressure her to leave—they said their good-byes and departed after final hugs with Wylie and Everett.

On their way out to her car, Lara kept her arm hooked through Brad’s. “I’m glad you get along so well with them.”

“I like them. I liked them even before you and I met. That’s kind of why I trusted you so much. I knew if you were on good terms with them, that had to be a good sign.” He held the passenger door for her.

“Did I ever tell you how much I love you, mister?”

He smiled and leaned in to give her a kiss. “Love you, too, Ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

When they returned home, she knew it’d be too easy to let him fuck her silly, but there was something she wanted to do tonight that they hadn’t done yet.

She sat in the middle of the bed. “Go get a towel, lube, glove, and the smallest butt plug we’ve got.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “The smallest?”

“I don’t think it’s fair I make my pet do something I’m not willing to try, too.”

A slow smile filled his face. “Oooh, one stuffed Ma’am’s ass, coming up.”

What felt like seconds later, he was bouncing into bed with her with all the necessary supplies. She wasn’t even sure if she was going to enjoy the process, but fair was fair…

Until he totally played not fair. He straddled her in a sixty-nine, playing with her clit even as his finger slowly worked to breach her ass. She was too busy focusing on licking and sucking him, and enjoying what his tongue was doing to her clit, to even notice when he finally worked her up to two fingers.

When he eventually slid the butt plug inside her, he made her come as he did. It felt like her body sucked it right in.

He sat up, grinning. “That’s the second smallest one. I knew you could take it.” But before she could say anything he’d stripped off the glove, lobbed it into the bathroom, and turned around to go down on her again.

Another orgasm later, she felt like a jelly-filled sponge when he rolled her over onto her hands and knees and took her from behind.

She whined, knowing he could last longer like this, and knowing he’d probably make her safeword before he did.

Sure enough, after he’d slid his cock inside her, she heard him turn on the vibrator, which he’d also snuck into bed, and reached under her to press it against her clit.

It seriously felt like she exploded. Between the double fullness with his cock in her pussy and the toy in her ass, and the vibrator, she cried out and fisted the covers.

“Oh, yeah. Ma’am’s in trouble now,” he teased. “Going to fuck this sweet pussy of yours like this. Look how hard you’re coming for me, baby. Maybe this is even the way I should fuck you every time to get in there nice and deep.”

Another hard climax slammed into her, pulling a moan from her.

He reached under her with his other hand and started teasing her nipples. “Yeah, my Ma’am likes this. I can feel your pussy, nice and full. Bet that toy feels great in there, doesn’t it?”

She managed to mumble something she hoped passed for English.

Time swirled and compressed and finally, she safeworded. He dropped the vibrator without even turning it off, grabbing her hips and fucking her hard and deep.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he grunted before his orgasm hit and he thrust one last time, staying buried inside her.

He didn’t let go, either, staying just like that. When she tried to roll over, he held on to her. “Oh, no, you don’t,” he teased, grabbing the vibrator and reaching under her again. “Ma’am’s going to get ridden until I get it up again and empty another load inside you…”

 

* * * *

 

Six months later, the four of them were crowded into an ultrasound tech’s room, the three men smooshed along the far side, Brad standing closest to Lara’s head and holding her hand.

Mark would have been there, except he was in school and had tests today that Lara didn’t want him to miss.

The tech eyed them as she walked in and closed the door behind her. “Oookaaay. I’m going to take a wild guess and assume she’s Mom, but who’s Dad?”

Wylie and Everett pointed to Brad, who raised his hand. “Hi.”

“And you two gentlemen are…?”

“Her ex-husband and his husband,” Brad said.

Lara smirked up at him. “Uh, yeah, like that didn’t complicate things any.”

“Hey, she asked, Ma’am.”

“Not the oddest I’ve dealt with,” the tech said, sitting at the console. “Actually, come to think of it, I did have another group in here a couple of years ago, a woman and her husband, and her ex-husband and his husband.”

Everett laughed. “I wonder if that was Leo, Jesse, Eva, and Nate?”

The tech’s gaze narrowed. “I’m not allowed to breach patient confidentiality, but that would be a danged lucky guess, unless you knew them.”

“Leo’s my boss. They’re family friends, too. They recommended the doctor.”

“Ah.” She smiled. “Well, we do love recommendations. Let’s take a look.”

Ten minutes later, they were all staring at the screen. “Did you want to know if you’re having a boy or a girl?”

Lara and Brad exchanged a glance, then Lara nodded. “Yes, please.”

The tech highlighted something on the screen. “Looks like you’re having a little girl.”

Lara squeezed Brad’s hand tightly. She honestly hadn’t cared what their baby’s gender was, as long as it was healthy.

But she’d also decided she wanted to have at least two kids.

If she hadn’t castrated Brad by then, she’d give thought to maybe having a third.

His mother was already busy crocheting baby blankets for them. Lara didn’t have the heart to remind her they lived in Florida and wouldn’t need quite as many as she was making.

Once the exam was over, Everett and Wylie left with the technician to give Lara and Brad time alone. He helped her sit up, kissing her.

“A little girl,” he whispered, smiling.

“I’m glad you enjoy rubbing my feet, because I’m barely going to be able to see them, much less reach them.”

He grinned. “Oh, Ma’am, you’d better believe it. Love you so much.”

“Love you, too.”

Later that night, after Mark had gone to bed and they were cuddled in their own bed, she laced fingers with Brad.

“How’s your fire doing?” she softly asked.

He rolled onto his side. “You wanting into my hole, Ma’am?” He grinned.

“I’m trying to be serious.”

He leaned in and kissed her. “I feel more alive than I ever have before. I don’t recognize who I was before I met you. I didn’t realize how hopeless I’d felt. My fires are bright and blazing.”

Mark had confided to her the week before that his dad seemed like a new person, happier than he ever remembered seeing him.

Then he’d given her a big hug, told her he loved her, and apologized that he didn’t feel right calling her “mom, but he loved her like one.

She’d assured him she didn’t mind what he called her as long as it was polite.

And not “ma’am.”

“Maybe I should start calling you Daddy instead of mister.”

His cock hardened against her thigh.

“Shit,” he muttered.

She giggled. “What?”

“Uh, I don’t know if that’s a good reaction for me to have.”

“As long as it’s only to me.”

“Yeah, I mean I don’t know if I need you reinforcing that particular trigger.”

She snickered. “I’ll behave…Daddy.”

He rolled over on top of her, tickling her, which quickly turned into fucking her. She’d discovered being pregnant was a blessing and a curse. If she wasn’t puking, she was hornier than hell…and apparently extra-sensitive. It only took him a couple of minutes to fuck her happy, leaving himself happy in the process.

As he collapsed next to her, she giggled.

“What?” he muttered into his pillow.

“You practicing for the next one already?”

“You’d better watch it, young lady, or this pet will do just that, you wait and see.” She whimpered, making him lift his head. “What?”

“Nothing.”

His gaze narrowed. “No, no no. That’s not how this is played…” He grinned. “Young lady?”

She chewed on her lower lip.

He leaned in, grinning. “Oooh. Now someone has ammunition against Ma’am.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Never said I was fair. Just nice to know when you’re fucking me ragged that at least I have a little leverage against you.” He kissed her before pulling her into his arms. “Love you, Ma’am.”

She closed her eyes. “Love you, too, mister. You and your hole.”

He snickered. “It is a rather nice one. Thanks for noticing.”

 

 

THE END
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