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When Max, Sean, and Cali throw a Suncoast Society party, it’s usually a doozy. Unfortunately old, painful memories are uninvited guests when they get unexpected news about someone from their past. While others are celebrating, the triad is examining their emotions.

Not even Baxter high on catnip, a repentant T-Rex, or a pregnant and hormonally psychotic bestie’s snark can completely lift their mood over what’s happened.

But when a karmic opportunity presents itself to do the right thing, can their hearts and peace of mind handle being kind, or will they take their friends’ sound advice to walk away?
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Chapter One

 

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

 

November 1…

 

Dear Friends,

 

The winter holiday season is upon us, and Max, Sean, and Cali have volunteered to host a Spanksgiving Day party. (I make no apologies, because that one wrote itself.)

You and your significant (or non-significant) other(s) are invited. Dress up (or undress) for a sexy night of kinky festivities, fun, and frivolity.

The event takes place Saturday, November 22nd.

RSVP to Tony BEFORE Monday, November 17th. Directions and parking instructions will be sent to those who RSVP on Tuesday, November 18th.

 

Arrive after 6:00 p.m.

Dinner will be at 7:00 p.m.

Stay and play until ???

 

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

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

 

HOUSE RULES:

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

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

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

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

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

6) Please leave the parking spaces near the house free for people bringing play furniture. If you wish to bring play furniture, please coordinate with Max, Tony, or Ross. Due to street parking, please pay attention to the parking instructions that will be included in the confirmation e-mail.

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


Chapter Two

 

Hmm.

Cali studied the image on her computer screen. She’d been playing with Photoshop all morning, trying to come up with a creative website banner for their “Spanksgiving Black and Blue Friday” sale without verging into racially or culturally insensitive bullshit tropes.

Currently, she had a series of duplicated red and orange paddles arranged into a fan shape that called to mind the shape of a turkey’s ass, and three nylon whips coiled in a messy pile in front of them, one red and black, one brown and black, and one orange and red.

In her office, she had several of their inventory items spread across the floor where she’d left them after using her photo setup to take quality shots of them.

“Maow.”

Baxter, her black and white tuxedo cat, twined himself around her legs. She scooped him up into her lap and stroked his head. “Maybe I should dress Sean as a turkey and truss him up.”

Baxter purred and head-butted her hand, insistent, wanting more attention.

She’d also thought about baking a turkey early and then tying it in a shibari style. Except she didn’t want to waste rope like that, because like hell she’d want to keep rope, washed or not, that had been tied around a turkey.

I could use butcher’s twine. Or paracord.

Hmm.

She still had over three weeks, so it wasn’t like she had to decide today.

Sean was always willing and eager to take one for the team when it came to the website header images. It was something fun for the three of them to do together, although sometimes it was more Sean and Max than her.

That’s when it usually went off the rails.

Like the Easter header that she’d forbidden her men to so much as speak about, one they’d shot and then posted without her permission.

Which was why she now had unilateral final control over website headers and graphics.

She hoisted Baxter into her arms, stood, and headed out to the kitchen to make herself a mug of hot tea. Today, she needed to make a UPS run to ship orders, which was becoming an increasingly frequent occurrence, thankfully. It wasn’t like she could retire on what the Two Crafty Bastards Toys website paid her, but it was paying its own way, paying her, and the business savings account was slowly growing.

Even after she’d taken a trip out to Arizona over the summer, to a week-long whip-making workshop. She wouldn’t consider herself an expert whipmaker yet, but her nylon whips were pretty dang good, according to Seth, Leah, Ross, Tony, and Landry, her guinea pigs.

She still struggled to create quality leather whips, her plaits not tight or neat enough for her to have anyone test throw for her.

Eventually, she’d get better with practice. For now, she was happy to master nylon. It meant she could expand their product offerings both online and over at Venture.

After she drank her tea, she finished packaging her orders and loaded everything into the trunk of her car. She stopped at Essie’s house, just down the street from theirs, for a quick visit.

Cali let herself in after announcing her presence. “It’s me. Do you need anything while I’m—wow, are you okay?”

Eddie, their toddler son, was sitting on the living room floor and playing with a couple of toy cars.

Essie, who lay sprawled across the couch, looked like hell warmed over.

Worse, she looked like she’d been crying.

“Honey, are you okay?”

She nodded, shook her head, nodded, shook her head—then burst into tears.

Cali hurried over to her and sat next to her, pulling her into her arms. “What’s wrong, honey?”

Essie was apparently too overcome to talk. Fortunately, Eddie was too focused on his cars—and on the cartoon playing on the TV—to pay attention to his mom’s quiet meltdown.

Cali got Essie up off the couch and down the hall, into the master bedroom. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

Essie waved her hand at the bathroom doorway.

Confused, Cali walked in there…

And immediately spotted the pregnancy test kit sitting on the counter.

Positive.

Cali returned to the doorway. “Is this a…bad thing?”

Essie shook her head, still crying.

“Ooookay.” She walked over to Essie and sat next to her on the bed. “Want to tell me why you’re so upset?”

“I don’t want to move!” she wailed.

Cali suspected she was missing something. She held her friend, gently rocking her. “Can you please fill in the blanks for me?”

Sniffling and snotting, Essie finally choked out the discussion she and her three men had just the week before, debating whether or not to build a larger house. Essie was fine with where they were living, but the men had brought up the valid point that if they had more kids, they’d really need a bigger house.

“I don’t want to move,” she said. “I like living here, and I like being just down the block from you guys.”

“Then don’t move yet. Tell them you don’t want to.”

“But they made the point we could have a bigger master bedroom and bathroom. And a pool.”

“Then that’s good, right?”

“No!”

“I didn’t even know you guys were trying to get pregnant again.”

“We weren’t!” she sobbed. “I realized this morning my period was over two weeks late, and I had a kit left over from last time and took it.”

“Wait…you mean I know about this before your guys know about it?”

Essie stared at her, her eyes going wide before she sobbed again. “Oh, my god, I’m a horrible wife, too!”

Cali fought the urge to laugh as she held her crying friend. During Essie’s pregnancy with Eddie, the first three months had been a massive hormone-induced emotional roller coaster that saw Essie’s men seeking refuge at Cali’s house more than once. She could be laughing and sobbing, tenderly homicidal, all over literally nothing. Even she would admit it.

“Well, congratulations, for starters. But please don’t get upset. Remember the last time?”

“I’m going to neuter all three of them.” Essie sniffled. “I don’t even know which one is Eddie’s father yet. We were going to get DNA testing done and figure it out so we could plan the next time.”

“Deep breaths, honey. Did you want me to take Eddie for you for a couple of hours?”

She sniffled. “Can you take me?”

Cali laughed. “I thought your mom had to work today?”

“She does.”

“So she can’t watch Eddie while we run away from home today.”

More sniffling from Essie. “Nooooo!” She devolved into tears.

Again.

“Do you want me to watch Eddie while you call the guys?”

Essie hiccupped. “No, I’ll be okay.”

“Do you want me to call your guys and ask them to come home?”

“They’re out of town. They’re at a job in Orlando for three days. Filmed.”

“Ah.” Cali tried again. “Would you like me to take Eddie overnight so you can go be with the guys?”

Essie blew her nose. “They won’t let me on-site once they know I’m pregnant.”

“You can go stay at the hotel with them.” Cali had another idea. “How about I run ship these packages, then I drive you to Orlando and leave you there so you can be with them. I’ll bring Eddie home with me.”

“I can’t ask you to do that.”

“Honey, you’re approaching crazy-time. We went through this with you with Eddie. This isn’t good for you. You need your guys.”

“I know!” More tears.

Cali would laugh if she didn’t think it would set Essie off even worse. Even Essie had admitted last time around that she felt like she had no control over her emotions. Her obstetrician had told her it was totally normal for that to happen sometimes.

“I’ll be back in an hour,” Cali told her. “Be ready to go, and pack me stuff for Eddie for two nights, so you don’t have to rush back. Okay?”

Essie nodded.

Cali kissed her on the cheek. “Let’s get you back out there before Eddie finger-paints poop on the wall again.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali knew Max was in meetings this morning, so she called Sean on her way to ship the orders. “Hey, guess what?”

“What?”

“I love you guys even more for getting vasectomies.”

“Um…oookaaay. Why?”

“Guess.”

He sighed. “Babe, that’s a really broad field. Can I get a hint?”

“Preggo Essie 2.0 is in the house.”

“Oh, boy. Why didn’t they tell us?”

“Her guys don’t know yet. She just found out this morning. I’m going to run errands and then drive her to Orlando. Oh, and we’ve got Eddie for at least tonight.”

“Aw, we get to spoil the rugrat. I love it.”

“Yeah. So if I’m not home when you guys get home, that’s why. And don’t say anything to anyone yet. She’s really upset at herself she accidentally told me first.”

“Those poor bastards.” Sean laughed. “They didn’t learn anything the first time around, huh?”

“No, and worse, it was an accident.”

“Ouch.”

“Exactly. I think we need a larger bed for the guest room for Mark, Josh, and Ted.”

“Those poor bastards,” he said again.

Essie had calmed herself down a little by the time Cali returned for her. They moved Eddie’s car seat into Cali’s car and after Cali loaded their stuff in the trunk, they headed toward I-75.

“Did you tell them you’re coming?”

“No.” Essie sniffled. “I know where the job site is, though. It’s a house just west of downtown.”

“North of Disney?”

“Yeah, by several miles.”

“This’ll be fun.”

“Thank you for this.”

“No problem, sweetie. Should I make extra keys for your guys to use to come over?”

Essie snorted. “I hate feeling like this. I envy you for Max and Sean’s vasectomies.”

“If it’s any consolation, I’m sure your guys will, too.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali delivered Essie to her guys, stayed just long enough for them to kiss Eddie, and booked it before Essie could deliver the good news.

She wanted to be out of there and back on the road home before rush hour traffic hit Orlando.

She returned to her own driveway a little after seven, and Sean and Max walked out to greet her and help her get Eddie and his stuff out of the car.

Sean blew a raspberry against the toddler’s cheek, getting a squealing laugh out of him. “Hey, buddy. Want to go in the pool with Uncle Sean tonight?”

“Yay!”

Sean turned and headed inside with him, the two of them already making their plans for the evening.

Max smiled as he shook his head. “He’s a big kid.”

“But he’s our big kid.”

“That he is. What torture are we inflicting upon him for Thanksgiving?”

She grinned. “I haven’t decided yet. Any ideas?”

“I was going to look into giant turkey costumes, like the big T-Rex costumes, and tie him up in one of those.”

“Ooh! That’s not a bad idea. I was trying to figure out how I could make him look like a turkey.”

“Well, not hard, since he is a turkey.”

She snorted. “Yeah, but he’s our turkey.”

Later that night, after wearing Eddie out and putting him to bed in the guest room close to their bedroom so they could hear him if he awakened in the night, Cali collapsed into bed with her guys.

“Can I just say, one more time in case I didn’t make it clear, thank you for the vasectomies?”

Tonight she was snuggled between them. Max draped an arm around her. “He is a handful, isn’t he?”

“So’s Eddie,” Cali snarked.

“Heeeey,” Sean protested. “I resemble that remark.”

The end of their bed suddenly dipped. “Maow.”

“Goddammit, Baxter,” Sean muttered. “I gave you catnip.”

“He wants to snuggle,” Cali said. “He got abandoned today.”

Sean drew the cat up onto his chest and started scratching the top of his head. “Sorry, buddy. Didn’t think about it like that.”

“He’s used to me being here all day,” Cali said. “He’s miffed.”

“Oh,” Max said. “Tony said we already have twenty RSVPs for the party.”

“Holy crap,” Cali said. “I didn’t know we were that popular.”

“Yeah, we are.” Max sighed. “Are we still Eddie-sitting this weekend? It’s our turn to be at Venture.”

“No, just tonight and maybe tomorrow night,” Cali said. “If they need him watched longer, I’ll call Essie’s mom and coordinate with her. She doesn’t have to work this weekend.” She snuggled in and reached over to pet Baxter.

“Okay,” Max said. “I love Eddie, but I also love my play time.”

“This isn’t the kind of pussy I had in mind to sit on me, though,” Sean said as he stared at Baxter.

“Maow.” 


Chapter Three

 

Max didn’t like to think about their ex, much less talk about her, if he could avoid it. Lydia was a low point in his and Sean’s lives.

Except if it wasn’t for Lydia, they wouldn’t be lovers now, or have Cali. One event had led to another, a domino effect placing them squarely in a good place that had led to even better places.

And had led Cali straight into their arms.

Unfortunately, sometimes his dreams betrayed him and replayed the events they endured while with Lydia. It was an emotionally mixed bag, reliving some of those days, pleasure and pain and humiliation and desire all mixed together.

Lydia had done a great job of trying to remold them into the subby boys she wanted. But she hadn’t counted on the two men’s friendship being stronger and morphing into love for each other instead of her, once they saw through her bullshit and turned the tables on her.

The most common memory that popped up in his dreams was the first night he and Sean crossed the threshold from roommates and friends to lovers. Lydia had kept them both locked in chastity cages for three days, even while they were at work, and had made them wear butt plugs.

It was a Friday night, and she’d started it off following dinner by clipping their wrist cuffs together behind their backs before releasing them from their chastity cages. Max could even remember the aching pleasure-pain as his cock sprang free, finally able to get fully hard.

The reptilian gleam in Lydia’s eyes as she’d sat back on the couch, spread her legs, and ordered them to make her come if they wanted relief.

Of course they eagerly dove in, him between her legs, and Sean sucking her nipples, until they’d made her come several times.

He could still remember the feel of her nails raking through his hair, along his scalp, as they knelt there, desperate to come and eager to do anything to make her happy so they could earn it.

The evil joy in her voice when she spoke. “Did my boys want to come tonight?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” they’d recited in unison.

Lately, she’d been doing more to them, the latest development being pegging one of them while the other lay there next to him, tied up, touching even though not sexually.

“I think if you two are serious about what we’re doing, it’s time for you to prove it. If you want to come, you need to make each other come. You’re in this together now.”

Max remembered how his throat had gone dry as he met Sean’s gaze.

“Ma’am?” they’d asked in unison even while staring at each other.

“You heard me,” she said. “Sixty-nine.” She pointed at the floor in front of her. “On your sides. Suck each other’s cocks. Now. Or I’ll put the cages back on you both for a week. Your choice, boys.”

Twin tendrils of terror and desire rolled through Max. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be the first one to admit he was game to try it, because he didn’t want to nuke his relationship with Sean, or with Lydia.

Except…

The eager anticipation on her face was what did him in. He felt his face heat. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Sean’s chest rose and fell before he finally turned toward Max. “Yes, Ma’am.”

They lay on their sides, tricky because of their hands being clipped behind them. It took them a moment of wiggling and squirming to get themselves positioned just right. Lydia stood and walked over, kneeling next to them where she could see better. “That’s it, boys. For right now, you can even come as many times as you can get it up, as long as you suck it out of each other. You’ve both earned a reward.”

This time, it was Sean who made the first move, warm breath hitting Max’s cock first before Sean’s tongue tentatively flicked the head of his cock, tracing along the slit.

For a moment, Max’s conscious mind tried to rebel, to tell him to safeword, to warn him that their friendship was in jeopardy if they crossed this line…

But he opened his mouth and licked the head of Sean’s cock, triggering a responding moan around his own member from Sean.

It took them a few minutes to get the hang of it, but it wasn’t long before they were both into it, moaning and horny and lost in the sensation of sucking and being sucked, all with Lydia eagerly egging them on as she watched.

“Keep each other’s cocks in your mouths even after you come, until I say so.”

Sean had come first, with Max only seconds behind him.

And they’d been ordered to swallow.

He knew what cum tasted like, because Lydia had made a point of feeding their own to them. It was just a matter of getting used to the fact it wasn’t his own, and that he was drinking it straight from the source, so to speak.

Neither released the other, and Lydia had reached down to ruffle their hair. “My good boys. Now get each other hard and do it again. I know you’re both good for at least a second one each. You both earned a reward for being caged up so long and for taking care of each other like good boys.”

Trying to catch his breath, Max wondered if he should say something, but he couldn’t. Instead, he sucked Sean’s limp cock deeper into his mouth and started working to get him hard again.

Sean started to do the same thing.

Max finally dragged himself out of the dream to find the bedroom quiet, and Cali sound asleep between him and Sean, who was also asleep based on his soft, gentle snores from sleeping on his back.

Because Baxter was still perched on his chest.

Baxter was awake. He looked over at Max and gave him the kitty version of s’up, a brief narrowing of his eyes.

As Max’s pulse slowed, he took a couple of deep breaths to anchor himself in the present. He hated the Lydia dreams, even if he did love the man sharing his bed and his life. It was a mixed bag, and was their history, except it was so heavily weighted with the bad kind of emotional baggage he could never separate the two.

He’d much rather relive the first time they made love together once they’d moved Lydia out and reclaimed their lives. That night, their first in a while where Lydia was not under the same roof as them, they’d decided to share a bed—and they had ever since.

That night, they’d really been able to make love for the first time, the first of countless times together. They’d taken each other to bed, shoved aside all the bullshit with Lydia for a while, and lost themselves in the comfort of each other’s arms. The first time the men had admitted out loud to each other that they loved each other.

The night they’d committed themselves to their relationship, at the time the only way they could since it’d been before the marriage ban had fallen. Later, they’d both slept soundly draped over each other and not worrying about Lydia.

She’d done such a fine job of training them to tie their orgasms to each other that they’d fallen in love with each other before they’d even realized it. Wasn’t something he’d ever foreseen, falling in love with another guy, much less being sexually active with him, but life sometimes tossed out curveballs.

But he couldn’t imagine life without Sean.

Or Cali.

Now he was wide awake.

And horny.

He knew from experience the first condition could only be remedied by taking care of the second. Except he didn’t want to wake up Cali or Sean.

He quietly slipped out of bed. First he stuck his head into the guest room closest to their bedroom, to check on Eddie.

Still sound asleep.

Then he padded down to the living room, where he stretched out on the couch. After pulling down his sleeping shorts, he spit in his hand and fisted his cock, not needing much stimulation to get pre-cum freely flowing.

Even in the early days, despite them both being switches, Sean had naturally settled into the more subordinate role with him, always up for a fun time. Now awake, Max thought to that first night, what he considered their first real night together, just them and no one else between them. The way Sean’s crisp, blue eyes had stared up at him as Max had fucked him bare, wanting a new start in this way, too.

Just them.

No one and nothing between them.

The swift change that had come over Sean’s face once Max’s cock had exploded and he’d then risen up and impaled himself on Sean’s cock.

The way Sean had flipped them over and fucked him silly, also bare and cementing the deal that they belonged to each other.

The sound of Sean’s voice as he’d said, “I love you.”

They’d ended up in the shower, then back to bed for round two, their bodies eager for exploration and release without Lydia’s bullshit rules and manipulations and trying to turn them against each other.

How he’d discovered Sean loved it when he bit him at the juncture of his neck and shoulder. How Sean had set him afire sucking on his fingers. Able to really learn and explore each other in their own time and way.

Time number three that night spent sitting facing each other, Sean in his lap and his legs around Max’s waist. Max jerked their cocks while pressed together in his palm, going slow, letting it last until Sean’s pitiful pleas to come had worked their way into the depths of Max’s soul to where he never wanted to lose him.

Ever.

Not as a friend, not as a lover.

Not as a partner in all ways.

Max’s hand stroked harder, faster, now a flurry of movement as he focused on the head and trying to get himself over instead of making it last. He pinched his nipples with his other hand, back and forth.

He’d just crested the edge and his orgasm hit him when something warm and furry landed on his shins.

“Maow.”

He startled, cock still in his hand, laughing as his head fell back onto the couch. “Goddammit, Baxter, can’t a guy wank in peace?”

“Maow.”

He untangled himself from the tuxedo cat, who followed him into the guest bath and watched him in an unsettlingly intent way as he cleaned himself up. When Max headed back down the hall to their bedroom, Baxter followed.

Max stopped and looked at him. Baxter stopped, sat, and curled his tail around himself as he stared up at Max.

“Maow.”

“Lucky I love you,” Max whispered as he continued his journey to the bedroom.

Baxter stood and followed. “Maow.” 


Chapter Four

 

Max and Sean had already left for work. Eddie sat on the kitchen floor, playing with a couple of wooden spoons and three overturned metal pots, while Cali stood there and went through her e-mail on her tablet. She’d already fed the toddler, who’d likely be ready for a nap soon.

She definitely didn’t mind playing Aunt Cali, but yeah, she felt herself itching to be immersed in her usual routine. Motherhood did not suit her.

Just another affirmation that their decision to not have kids had been right.

Cali much preferred this, a temporary situation that had a set timeframe. Eddie was fun and all, but handing him back was a relief at the end.

As if reading her mind, her phone rang, Essie calling.

Cali answered. “Hey, momma. How’d it go?”

She laughed. “Well, if I wasn’t pregnant already, I probably would be now, after last night. Let’s just say the guys are enthusiastic about being fathers again. How’s my little bean?”

“That noise you hear in the background is him auditioning to be Mevi’s new drummer.”

“Thank you for yesterday. I really appreciate it.”

“Hey, what are besties for if not to convince you you’re acting psycho and need your men?”

“True story. Anyway, Mark is going to drive me back later today. The house they’re working on for the show is really bad. Lots of mold going on from an old roof leak. They don’t even want me in the hotel with them, because they’re afraid they might bring in contamination on their clothes.”

“And they’re back to treating you like fragile china since you’re preggers.” Which was exactly what Essie’s men had done the last time, to an infuriatingly adorable level that had driven Essie nuts.

“Exactly.”

“No worries. We’ll be here when you get back. Are we going to spread the word about this yet?”

“Not yet. I want to go to the doctor and let a couple of months go by first. After…” She sighed. “After Mal.”

“Yeah, I get it. No worries.”

“I already called my doctor and made an appointment for next week while all three of them sat there staring at me.”

“Good for them.” Her phone beeped, and she saw it was Loren calling. “Hey, I need to run. Loren’s calling me.”

“Okay. Thanks again. We love you guys.”

“Love you, too.” Cali switched to Loren’s call. “Hey, lady. Wassup?”

“Do you have a minute to talk?” Her voice sounded grim, serious.

“What’s wrong?” Cali stepped out of the kitchen and into the dining room area, where she could still see Eddie sitting on the floor and playing but he hopefully couldn’t hear her. When he was over, she reflexively checked the locks on the sliders, keeping the upper bolt pins in place as a precaution, to make sure he couldn’t get out onto their lanai and into the pool. She’d already checked them three times that morning, and she did so now, the fourth time.

“You alone?”

“Well, sort of. I’m babysitting Eddie.”

“Oh. Okay.” She took a deep breath. “Ross received a disturbing call a few minutes ago that you need to know about.”

A chill settled through her. “What?”

“Lydia was murdered last night.”

Cali was glad one of the dining room chairs sat right behind her for her to sink into. “What?”

“I don’t know all the details. Apparently she was trying to run a pro-Domme gig via Craigslist, and it looks like a client killed her. She was renting a room from a woman down in Osprey. When the woman came home this morning from working an overnight shift, she found Lydia dead. They estimate her time of death around midnight, plus or minus an hour or so. This is a rapidly developing situation, as they say.”

“Shit!”

“Yeah.”

Cali had hated the bitch, both for the scam she’d tried to pull on Cali, and how Lydia had treated Sean and Max when she was with them. Cali had reveled when she’d discovered Lydia was working a gig at a fast food restaurant…but she hadn’t wanted her dead.

Not…seriously. Just in a revenge fantasy way that no one expects to happen.

Although…

“That’s disturbing, but why do I get the feeling there’s more to this than meets the eye?” Cali asked.

“Because Max and Sean will likely be questioned by the police. Apparently Lydia had a bunch of information about her exes, and Sean and Max’s info was there, too. I would expect police to contact them by the end of the day today, at the very latest. Likely sooner. And you, too, since you’re their wife. This was a courtesy call from a friend in common who personally knows the history between Lydia and the guys and who is 99.9% certain the guys had zero to do with it. That’s why I’m calling you, and Ross isn’t, if you catch my drift.”

Cali caught it, all right.

Trying not to let anxiety get the better of her, she forced herself to stay calm. “Did they arrest the guy yet?”

“No. They’re still trying to figure out who he is. But our friend in common wanted the guys to be prepared for contact with law enforcement. It’s standard operating procedure in a case like this. And if the guys feel they want an attorney when they talk to the cops—which is totally within their rights—they should call Ross immediately, and either he or Ed will go.”

Cali felt…numb. “Yeah, okay. Thanks.”

“You might want to call them sooner rather than later about this.”

That meant as soon as they hung up. “Okay. Do we know how she was murdered?”

“The…friend in common wouldn’t say specifically, because it is an ongoing investigation, but they indicated it was blunt force trauma.”

“Oh, shit.”

“Yeah. Maybe tell your guys to stay out of the workshop for a couple of days so their knuckles aren’t all busted up, too.”

This felt…surreal. “Yeah, thanks.”

“I’ll let you call them and tell them. I’d do it pretty quick. Talk to you later.”

“Thanks.”

Cali needed a moment. She felt…ill. Shaky. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. Nothing like this had struck so close to home.

She wasn’t sure what the guys’ meeting schedule was like for today, so she texted Max.

 

Need to talk. Now. Urgent.

 

He called her five minutes later. “What’s wrong? Is Eddie okay?”

“Yeah. I just got a call from Loren.” She told him as much verbatim as she could remember from what Loren had said.

He didn’t respond.

“Max?”

“Holy shit,” he finally muttered.

“Yeah, kind of my reaction, too.”

“Well, we obviously have an alibi. None of us left last night after we got home. And you were home well within that window.”

“Yeah.”

He sighed. “I’ll tell Sean. He’s talking to one of the project managers right now. I don’t want to pull him out of that for this.”

“Okay.”

“Love you, babe. This will be okay. Cops have to follow all leads. We don’t even know if they’ll talk to us or not. She went through plenty of other victims after she left us. Fresh victims who will feel a lot more anger at her than we did.”

Cali knew that was logical and rational and, above all, realistic.

Except a tiny little bit of irrational fear tried to break through. Much like poor Essie yesterday with her fluctuating emotions. Just because she knew something wasn’t rational didn’t mean she could control her emotions about it.

“Love you, too. Tell Sean for me.”

“I will.” She hated how weary he now sounded. “Text me if you hear anything else.”

“Yeah. Call me back if they do talk to you, okay?”

“I will.”

She ended the call and stared at her phone, wondering if there was some other, darker shoe that would drop. Lydia had been a crafty snake, a user, a thief, a professional victim, and a stealthy predator. She’d tried to tell people—including Cali—that Max and Sean had used and discarded her, a complete reversal of the true events.

When they’d moved her out of their house and into a decent long-stay hotel, prepaying the room for her, they’d done so to make a clean break and had treated her far better than she’d ever treated them.

Certainly far better than she’d deserved. She’d been lucky she hadn’t come home to find all her shit on fire in the front yard.

Cali was still processing when her phone rang in her hand.

Marcia.

She answered. “Hey.”

“Have I got news for you—”

“Lydia was murdered overnight.”

“Oh. You heard already? Damn, that was fast.”

“Where’d you hear it from?” Cali asked.

“We just had someone who’s friends with the roommate call Derrick to tell him because of the club. Wanted to give us a heads-up for PR purposes, just in case.”

“Ah. Word spreads fast.”

“Something like that, yeah. Might make me a horrible person to say it, but I think karma finally caught up with her.”

Guilt flashed through Cali. “I’d already thought that.”

“I’d heard a while back she was running pro-Domme ads. She’d actually had the balls to contact me to ask if she could rent the club during off-hours, even though we’d banned her. I told her to go fuck herself.”

“You did?”

“Well, not in those exact words. I was slightly more polite than that. I reminded her she was banned, and that she’d just eliminated any chance of us ever lifting that ban because we don’t allow pros to ply their trade in the dungeon. Tilly was different when she was doing that. She worked on her own, not here. Anyone she brought here was for personal play, off-the-clock, and she made that clear to us. Besides, she usually only brought Bob here, and you know how that’s turned out.”

“Yeah.” The now-quad seemed happy, even though their hectic work and travel schedules meant they didn’t get to see very much of them all together at the club or at private parties. They saw Landry and Cris more than Tilly and Bob.

“Well, since you already know, I’ll let you go,” Marcia said. “I have others I want to call and pass the word to.”

“If you hear anything else, let me know.”

“You know I will. Oh, did you need any extra help at the club this weekend?”

“No, we have enough volunteers lined up, I think.”

“Cool. I’ll make sure to go shopping before Friday night and get the kitchen and cleaning supplies restocked for you.”

“Thanks.”

“No, thank you guys, seriously. We really appreciate the help. It’s taken a huge stress off us.”

Cali had no sooner ended that call when another came in…and another.

The gossip vine was blooming out of control. She was considering setting her phone to silent when the doorbell rang.

She got up and walked through the kitchen, stepping around a yawning Eddie, to open the door.

There stood two men, one a uniformed deputy, and the other a plainclothes detective.

She swallowed hard. “Can I help you?”

“We’re looking for Sean Dennison and Maximilian Trendle,” the detective said.

“They’re not here. They’re at work.”

“And you are…”

She saw his badge clipped to his belt but asked it anyway before she could stop herself. “No offense, but may I please see your official photo IDs?”

Both men held up picture IDs for her.

“Thanks. Can you come in? I’m babysitting for a friend and I don’t want to leave him alone.”

The two men stepped in, the uniformed deputy obviously looking around from where he stood in the hall.

She walked into the kitchen. “I’m Cali Charleston. I’m their…it’s complicated. Girlfriend, partner, common-law wife. We’re all together in a poly group.”

The detective started taking notes. “Do you have their work information?”

“Yes, but before we go any farther, they were both here last night.”

The detective paused. “Why would you say that?”

“Because my phone’s been ringing off the hook this morning with people telling me the guys’ ex was murdered overnight. Lydia Garcia. Right?”

“Ah.” He made a note. “Their work info, please, ma’am?”

She called up their work and cell numbers from her contact info and gave it to him. “For the record, that woman made enemies more easily than most people change their underwear.”

Maybe this was the opposite of what she should be doing, and maybe Ross would later tell her men to spank her for doing this, but she couldn’t help it.

They were her fucking men, and she knew they were innocent.

“You were acquainted with the victim?”

“Briefly. After I met and moved in with Sean and Max, she tried to con me into thinking the guys had screwed her over when all our friends told me the real version of the story. I haven’t had any contact with her since then. I do know several months ago she was working at a fast-food restaurant, because I’d just run through the drive-thru and saw her walking in wearing a uniform. She didn’t see me, and I didn’t get her attention, for obvious reasons.”

“What restaurant? And how long ago was that?”

She told him.

“How do you know your men were home all night?”

“Because we sleep in the same bed. And we set the alarm. I can pull the log for you.” She did just that, calling up the app on her phone and showing him it was set at nine p.m. the evening before and not deactivated until just before seven that morning.

“Can you take a screenshot of that for me and e-mail it to me at this address, please?” He handed her a business card. She did it immediately.

He checked on his phone. “Thank you. I’ll need the alarm company’s contact info and your account number, so we can verify that with them, as well.”

Also information she had accessible through her phone, and she passed it over to them. “So does this clear them?”

“Ma’am, I can’t comment on that because it’s an ongoing investigation. We’re exploring all avenues right now. We have to follow all leads.”

“I know you won’t find any fingerprints or DNA evidence there connected to my guys.”

He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Hey, I watch Forensics Files, okay? And one of my good friends is a writer. But the last thing we need in our life is aggravation because Lydia was stupid enough to be turning tricks or running a paid Domme gig and it reflects on my guys somehow.”

“We’re going to pursue all leads in hopes of a quick resolution. Do you have any other information that might be germane to our case?”

“Just that Lydia had plenty of people who hated her. She had a way of making enemies. I hope you quickly catch whoever did it. She was a bitch, but she didn’t deserve to die.”

He noted that, too. “Thank you for your time, ma’am.” She saw them out, making sure to lock the door behind them.

When she returned to the kitchen, Eddie looked at her and let out a loud, wide yawn. Baxter sat just outside his reach, watching him with a curious expression. Eddie was interrupting his daily head scritches, which was a cardinal sin in Baxter’s mind.

She texted Max that the cops had just been there and would likely be contacting them soon. He texted her back almost immediately.

 

Pls tell people to pass the word to stop calling and texting us about this. Our phone’s blowing up.

 

She winced.

 

Yikes. Will do.

 

Then she scooped Eddie up in her arms, hugging him, drawing comfort from him—

“Ew.” She stared down at him. “Duuuuude. That’s one stinky diaper.”

He grinned at her. “Stinky!” 


Chapter Five

 

After changing Eddie, she got his nap blanket and stretched out on the couch with him with the TV turned to cartoons. Once he was immersed in those and falling asleep, she called Loren back.

“The police stopped by.”

“Oh, shit. They did?”

“Yeah.” Cali related what she’d said. “I was caught by surprise. Should I have called Ross?”

“Sounds like you did the right thing. Smart thinking about the alarm log.”

“They won’t really consider them suspects, will they?”

“They have a process. They talk to everyone until they have concrete proof one way or another. It’ll take a while to finish processing the crime scene, get the prints scanned in—if the guy’s prints are even in the computer—DNA evidence, all of that. Unless they have evidence in her phone or computer of who the guy’s real identity is, it could take weeks or longer to figure it out.”

“Shit.” Cali thought about the party. “Should we cancel the party, or move it to someone else’s house?”

“No. Well, I don’t think so, but I’ll ask Ross. I’ll handle that for you and let you know. I’ll also help get the word out to stop bugging Sean and Max. I’ll point people to you if they absolutely can’t keep their noses out of this.”

“Thanks.” Right now, the less thinking she had to do, the better. “I’m still trying to absorb the fact that she’s dead.”

“I know, right? Usually, it’s the good people we lose way too young, not the jerks. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.”

“Ditto.”

Then Cali set about returning all the calls she’d missed while talking to the detective. Everyone had been calling to let her know about Lydia, of course.

Then Essie called.

“Hey, momma.”

“Heeeey, girlie. Sooo. Anything you want to tell me? Any little, you know, interesting news nuggets?”

Of course word had already reached Essie. “I was going to tell you when you came to get Eddie. That’s why Loren was calling me.” She caught Essie up, who had switched the phone to speaker mode so Mark, who was driving, could hear everything. “That’s where we’re at now.”

“Holy cow,” Mark said. “Hopefully they can use her cell and e-mail to track the guy down. You know the chances are it was a so-called client. Tilly was always uber-cautious. Turned down way more people than she actually took on as clients.”

“I hate to sound like a callous bitch, but it figures that the final act of her life is to throw a monkey wrench in ours.”

“No, that’s normal and human, honey,” Mark said. “I’d be pissed off, too. I’m sure the police will sort it out fast. They usually do in cases like this.”

“Anyway, I guess it’ll make dinner at Sigalo’s Saturday night interesting and give everyone something to talk about.”

“Sorry, sweetie,” Essie said. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours to take the bean off your hands.”

“He’s no trouble. He’s taking his nap now.” Her phone beeped, this time Ross calling. “I have to go. That’s Ross.”

“Call me back if you need me.”

“I will.” Cali switched calls. “Thank you for calling Chaos Central. How may I direct your call?”

“I can’t get hold of Sean and Max.”

“Well, the cops might be there at work talking to them already.”

“Dammit.”

Fear filled her. “Why?”

“Because I just got a call from someone who knew her who said she was up at a fetish night at a bar in Tampa last weekend, drunk, and bitching to anyone who’d listen about Sean and Max and how horribly they’d treated her.”

Rage filled her, and if it hadn’t been for the baby right there she would have let out a scream. “What?”

“I know, I know. But I want to talk to the guys.”

“They haven’t even seen her since that night she was at the club!”

“I know that. Stay calm.”

“What the fuck is going on, Ross?”

“Maybe nothing, maybe I’m just being an overcautious attorney. I’m going to get Ed down there to talk to them. Give me their work address and phone numbers.”

She did, her nerves now frazzled. This felt like an emotional ping-pong match, and she was the damn ball. “Please tell Ed to have them call me as soon as they can.”

“Will do.” With that, he hung up.

It was a very nerve-wracking ninety minutes later, and Cali was about to try calling her guys, when she heard the front door open.

Sean and Max walked in.

She rushed over to them, Sean immediately hugging her, tucking his head against her in a way that told her he was in desperate need of some affection and maybe a beating.

Max hugged her and Sean both, kissing her. “Hey, babe.”

“Why are you guys home so early?”

“We took a personal day today and tomorrow.”

“Did the—”

Max wearily nodded. “They talked to Sean, then me. Ed arrived midway in the process. Just as they were finishing up with me, the detective got a call that they’d arrested a guy and he confessed. They found her blood in his car, too, it looks like. Well, there’s blood they assume is hers. They still have to test it, but he did confess. And they found e-mails and texts on his phone between him and Lydia.”

Relief flowed through her, even as Sean’s arms tightened around her.

Max sadly watched them, then reached out to stroke Sean’s hair. “Is Eddie still here?”

“They’re on their way now from Orlando.”

He nodded. That’s when she realized he was holding both his and Sean’s phones. “Mind watching these for us for a while? Let us know if work calls or texts.”

She took them. “Yeah.”

“Let’s go lie down, buddy,” Max gently said to Sean.

He shook his head and refused to let go of Cali.

Max’s brown eyes looked full of sadness, and she knew this was hitting Sean hard even though they hadn’t been with the woman in years and pretty much hated her guts.

“Let’s go snuggle on the couch, sweetie,” she said to Sean. “Eddie’s watching cartoons in the living room anyway.”

He nodded.

“You have lunch yet, babe?” Max asked.

“No.”

“I’ll make us sandwiches.”

“That sounds good.”

“What about Eddie?”

“I already fed him lunch.” She led Sean out to the living room and set their phones and hers on the coffee table where she could reach them. Then she lay down. Sean tightly snuggled next to her, facing her, his face pressed against her chest. For as chatty and playful as he was, he was also very emotional in many ways, deeply thoughtful.

She nuzzled the top of his head. “Talk to me, sweetie.”

A shudder washed through him. “I hated her guts but I didn’t think someone would murder her.”

“Not your fault.”

“I know. It’s still…hard to fathom.”

She heard Max in the kitchen and knew he was also dealing with conflicted feelings, too. If anything, probably more deeply than Sean. Their strong, quiet guy.

He brought plates of sandwiches for them, then went back and brought them glasses of iced tea. She got Sean to sit up, and then ended up with him sitting between her and Max. He didn’t seem to be in much of a mood to eat, but between the two of them, they finally coaxed him into eating his sandwich. They’d just finished when Cali heard a car in their driveway. She made it to the door in time to meet Essie and Mark hurrying up the walk.

Essie hugged her. “Are the guys home?”

“Yeah.” Cail quickly updated them before leading them inside.

Eddie happily squealed to see his mom and one of his dads. While Mark scooped him up and kissed him, Essie hugged Max and Sean, quietly speaking in their ears.

Ten minutes later, they were alone again, and Max locked the door behind their friends.

The men’s phones had blown up with a flurry of texts and calls, but none from work. Hers, too, except without worrying about the work aspect.

She sorted through them, copying and pasting a reply to everyone, thanking them, letting them know that they were aware of it, and that apparently the perpetrator had been arrested.

Would it make me a horrible person to remind them to shop our website?

That she even had to ask meant the answer was likely yes.

Still, it was tempting.

They retreated to the hot tub, snuggling, not talking. That was something else nice between them, their rapport, not needing to fill a silence just to talk.

Her plan had simply been to comfort them and give them a safe ear to bend, if they wanted, but Sean surprised her and pulled her into his lap, straddling him and facing him, kissing her.

Okay, then.

 

* * * *

 

Sean didn’t want to think. While he knew the cops needed to talk to him and Max to rule them out as suspects, it’d also been part humiliation, part anger-inducing. The woman was out of their lives and still a pain in their asses. Not to mention Sean didn’t know what she might have still had on them. He couldn’t exactly lie to the cops about the kind of relationship they’d had, just to have the cops come back on him later with proof he’d lied.

What Sean wanted to do was ground himself, with Max and Cali, his rocks, his loves.

He didn’t want to feel vaguely guilty that any time he’d thought about Lydia lately, he’d hoped Karma was smacking her around hard and often.

Karma had the last laugh, unfortunately.

As he kissed Cali, losing himself in her love and her body, his cock hardened. He shifted her in his lap so his cock could slide inside her sweet pussy.

Contented, he sighed. “That’s what I need, baby.”

She and Max both had a way of calming and settling his soul, every time.

Max reached for a tube of lube and gently pushed her forward, so she was lying against Sean. “Me, too,” Max said.

Sean kissed her, swallowing her moans as Max’s fingers lubed her ass. This was always perfection between them, how they loved each other, hard and well. He fisted her hair, holding her in place and loving the way she started squirming against him as Max teased her clit with his other hand.

Their perfect girl.

Once Max had her prepared, he lubed his cock and stepped between Sean’s legs. He felt it when Max pressed the head of his cock against her rim, easing his way in. Through the thin membrane of flesh between them, Sean felt every inch of their lover’s cock slowly fill her. It created a delicious, tight sensation inside her and drew soft moans from her.

“Yessss!” Cali gasped.

Max dropped down into Dom tone. “Like that, baby?”

Sean was happy to let him run the show solo today. More perfection between them, that the three of them were switches who could change as needed depending on who needed what the most from the others.

Once Max was seated all the way inside her, he reached around her and played with her clit. “Play with her nipples, Sean.” Max leaned Cali back against him and started slowly fucking her.

Sean was happy to oblige. He watched her head loll back on Max’s shoulder, and Max’s brown gaze locked with his.

This. Them.

This was all that mattered. Everything else was merely a temporary distraction, and no matter his feelings about it, it didn’t matter.

The first explosion ripped through her pretty fast. That was typical for her when they double-teamed her like this. Her body milked their cocks, the men able to feel every contraction of her pussy around them as her orgasm swept through her. Sean’s cock throbbed and pulsed, his entire being focused on this, on her—on them. When he finally couldn’t hold back any longer, he started thrusting, needing release, his entire body on edge.

Pleasure spiraled through him, balls tightening as he finally hit the tipping point. Cum erupted, his groans and Max’s mixing as the other man’s thrusts sped up, seeking his own release.

Sean felt one last ripple of pleasure ricochet through Cali before she slumped onto Sean, sated, smiling.

Max edged in close, kissing the back of her neck, then kissing Sean. “I vote we spend the rest of the day in bed, watching TV, and order pizza for dinner.”

“Sold,” Cali mumbled. 


Chapter Six

 

Cali headed toward the club’s front door while Sean and Max grabbed their bags from the trunk of their car. If it was slow enough tonight at Venture, they might get some rope time in. Friday nights were a mixed bag in terms of attendance, and tonight’s rope-centric theme sometimes kept away people who preferred the open play nights. The lights would be up, the music low, and people would be tying and talking to each other, not scening like a regular Saturday night.

She got the office unlocked and walked through to the back to flip the breakers for the lights and AC. As she was getting everything switched on, Sean and Max walked in.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Sean said.

She turned at his tone, which sounded anything but playful. “What?”

“Three cars just pulled in. They asked when we open and I told them not for an hour yet.”

“Holy crap. They’ll have to wait. I don’t even have the computer on or the bank counted yet.”

“That’s what we told them,” Max said. “We locked the office door behind us. I recognized one of the guys. Apparently, Lydia fucked him over, too. He was asking me if the ‘rumors’ he’d heard about her being dead were true, because he hoped they were.”

“Oh, son of a bitch!”

He looked grim. “I have a feeling it’s not going to be a fun night.”

“Yeah,” Sean echoed.

She returned to the office to finish getting everything ready there. Meanwhile, she heard a knock on the door, and when she looked, it was Skye and her fiancé, Axel, two of their volunteer helpers for the night.

“What’s going on?” Skye asked. “Why are there so many people out there this early? There’s like ten cars.”

“What?” Cali peeked, and sure enough, there were.

“Guess you should hear this from me.” Cali gave her the quick rundown about Lydia, who she was, what she did…and how she’d died. What they knew of it, anyway. Ross had found out the man had bludgeoned and strangled Lydia with his bare hands after she refused to have sex with him.

Cali really didn’t want to know any other details besides those. Even those were too much, as far as she was concerned.

Skye winced. “If you want to hang out inside and let me and Axel run the desk, we’re cool with that.”

“No, they’ll want to talk to me more in there. At least out here I can shoo them inside.”

“True.”

By the time they were ready to open fifteen minutes early, they had over twenty people waiting outside, and the buzzing conversation featured Lydia and the collectively delighted schadenfreude over her fate.

Well, she’d be loving that they are talking about her.

Cali hated herself for the uncharitable thought.

Didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

Cali was even more surprised when Marcia and Derrick walked in about twenty minutes after they opened. “Hey. Aren’t you supposed to be taking the weekend off?”

“Run a BDSM club, he said. It’ll be fun, he said.” Marcia glared at her husband. “When does that part kick in, huh?”

Derrick looked abashed. “I know, I know.”

Marcia walked around the counter, grabbed their name badges, and tucked her purse into the desk. “I happened to take a look at Fet about an hour ago. Someone finally posted about Lydia being killed, and it became the ‘We Hated That Cunt’ fest. Someone must have reported her profile to the caretakers as being for a deceased person, because it disappeared shortly after. But then I noticed that the Fet event numbers exploded.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Take a look.”

Cali pulled up the club’s FetLife page and clicked on the event. She’d checked it earlier that afternoon. For tonight’s rope event there had been only twenty-five people marked as going, and another ten as maybes.

Now there were nearly eighty going and forty maybes.

“Holy fuck!”

“Yep. Bad news travels fast. People finally checking Fet after their work week ended and getting caught up, I guess. I’ve put out an SOS. Ross, Loren, Seth, Leah, Tony, and Shayla are on their way. I didn’t realize there were still people who thought she was a volunteer. I guess she’s been running her mouth about that, too. She had been,” she corrected herself, then ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t have time to keep track of drama llamas.”

“I’m so sorry,” Cali said. “I…I mean, I looked earlier today.”

“No, not your fault.”

“Does it help if it means we might make on one Friday what we make in two Saturdays?” Derrick snarked to his wife.

“Don’t even, buster,” Marcia warned.

 

* * * *

 

It was, by far, the largest rope night they’d had.

Ever.

By the time they finally herded the last customer out the door at closing time and were down to just volunteers, they all felt exhausted. Many of the people had come not even to tie rope, just to hang out with their friends and talk.

Lydia, of course, was a major topic of conversation.

There’d been so many more shitty things she’d said or done to people that they hadn’t heard about, men and women alike.

Her family was scattered across the country, but the roommate had finally contacted a brother who was still trying to decide what, if anything, to do for her funeral. Ross reported that her body remained unclaimed in a cooler in the Medical Examiner’s office.

Loren helped Skye and Cali close out the office and reconcile the night’s receipts. “That was…interesting,” Loren drawled.

“If by interesting you mean batshit crazy,” Cali said, “then sure.”

“How are the guys doing?” Loren asked.

“After tonight, I don’t know. I’m sure I’ll find out by the time we get home.” She’d barely had time to even talk to them all night, much less anyone else.

At least everyone there now was on the invite list for the Thanksgiving party. “Do you need any extra help for the party?” Skye asked. “We’re going, but if you need anything, let us know.”

“That, at least, will be controlled. I need to ask Tony what our numbers are looking like, though.”

The man himself walked into the office. “Did I hear my name being taken in vain?” He smiled as he handed over his and Shayla’s name badges.

“Any ideas on numbers for the Thanksgiving party?”

“We’re up to nearly ninety percent RSVP, which surprised me since it’s so close to the holidays.”

“Wow.”

“Well, your parties usually do get up there,” he said. “And Tilly’s. Are Sean and Max okay?”

“Why?”

“Well, the whole Lydia thing. And they both looked a little…stressed tonight.”

“Go on,” Loren said to Cali. “We’ll finish this.”

“Thanks.” Cali hung up her volunteer name badge and headed into the dungeon. Sean and Max were in the new side, wiping down equipment. Even though it wasn’t an open play night, people frequently sat on equipment and didn’t bother to wipe it down after.

“You guys all right?”

“Bummed.” Sean peeled off his nitrile gloves after he finished the piece he was cleaning. “No play, and every other person wanted to talk about her.”

Max finished his last piece and walked over. “I don’t think we’ll be good company tonight, sweetheart. Sorry. I just want to go home, shower, and go to bed.” It’d be close to two a.m. by the time they got home, based on their previous experience running rope nights.

“We’ll be out in a minute,” Sean said. “Marcia and Derrick told us to head home and they’d finish up.”

“Okay.” She went to say her good-byes, then pulled Ross aside. Cali kept her voice low. “Can I ask a favor?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

She dropped her voice even more. “Can you get me Lydia’s roommate’s info?”

“Why?”

“I need to talk to her.”

He frowned. “Not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Please?”

He glanced to where Sean and Max were talking to Shayla and Leah. “Okay. I’m guessing you don’t want me to tell your guys?”

“You’re the best.” She hugged him and headed for the office.

 

* * * *

 

The next afternoon, Cali left Sean and Max napping at home while she ran errands. It looked like tonight would be another huge night at the club, and Cali wanted this errand off her plate. Ross had e-mailed her the information that morning.

Cali sat in her car in the shopping center parking lot and left the engine running for the AC while she made the call. The phone rang, and at first Cali thought it might go to voice mail before a harried-sounding woman answered. “Hello?”

“Um, hi. I’m looking for Kathy Byaers?”

“That’s me. Who is this?”

“This…is going to sound weird. I would like to get in touch with Lydia Garcia’s brother.”

The woman went quiet. “Why?”

No mistaking the mistrust in her voice.

“I heard they’re having trouble paying for the funeral, and I’d like to talk to him.”

She snorted. “That’s part of it. No one wants to deal with Lydia, even dead. They pretty much hated her and she didn’t have any money of her own. You a friend of hers?”

“Not exactly. Just someone who had a passing acquaintance with her.”

“Hold on. Let me find it.” She set the phone down, and Cali was ready with a pen and paper when she returned with the info.

“Thank you.”

“Good luck. I sure wouldn’t get involved. I don’t even want her stuff here, but I don’t know what the hell else to do with it. I was getting close to kicking her out. She was behind on her rent.”

“Thanks.” Cali ended the call and stared at her phone.

What the hell am I doing?

Still, she called him. David Garcia was Lydia’s older brother, and had little good to say about her.

“She wasn’t even there for us when our mother was dying. Didn’t offer to help take care of her, didn’t ask if there was anything we needed for her, didn’t even visit her. Showed up ready to hold her hand out for money, though, when Mom died. Wasn’t any money left after she spent three years in an ALF, dying of Alzheimer’s. Tried to tell Lydia that, and she got bitchy with us. But if she needed money, she was right there asking for help with some sob story.”

Cali felt a headache threatening. “I’m…not a friend of hers. In fact, in all honesty, I didn’t like her. But it’s sort of a karmic thing I want off my plate. I’d like to help out, if I can.”

“I just talked to my sisters and brother today. She can stay there, for all we care. It’s what she did to our Mom. She burned us out years ago.”

Shit.

“Okay. If…” She knew she should be talking to her guys, but she was going to follow her instincts here. “If I arrange to pay to have her cremated—”

“Then I’ll sign whatever you need. Dump her in the ocean or the garbage, we don’t care. She stopped being our sister a long time ago.”

Cali felt a little ill. “Okay, thanks.” She got off the phone with him and stared at it for a long time. Finally, she e-mailed Ross.

 

I need a favor…

 

By the time she’d finished grocery shopping, he had a reply to her question, followed by one of his own.

 

Don’t tell me you’re thinking about doing what I think you’re thinking about doing.

 

She thought about it before replying.

 

I was blessed by finding Sean and Max. You know my story. I’m no better than Lydia if I have a chance to do one good thing and ignore it.

 

Ross called her as she was heading home.

“You’re crazy. This isn’t something for you to do.”

“I know. Which is why I need to do it.”

“Do Sean and Max know?”

“I’d rather they don’t.”

She could hear his aggravated sigh from the other end of the line. “Fine. I’ll make the calls and find out bare-bones basics on the cremation and get the arrangements made. Please tell me you’re not having a funeral.”

“No. Just want to get her cremated. Cheapest place possible. I’ll take her out to the beach and scatter her ashes.”

“Loren and I will pick up half.”

“I’m not asking you to do that.”

“Yeah, but if you’re going to be all altruistic and everything, the least we can do is help out.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll let you know what the cost is.”

“Thanks.” She got off the phone just before pulling into the driveway. Once she put the groceries away, she headed to the bedroom to try to nap with her guys.

No, she didn’t want them to know. She wanted it to be done and out of her mind, Lydia finally gone for good.

If, for no other reason, to assuage her own guilty feelings about wanting to pound Lydia after finding out what she’d done to her guys, and over what Lydia had tried to do to her, too.


Chapter Seven

 

The next Thursday, Cali, Loren, and Essie sat around the table on Essie’s lanai.

Essie had just bolted for the bathroom to puke.

Loren leveled her gaze at Cali. “Ross said Lydia’s ashes should be ready next week. He got the notarized forms from the brother and filed them with the Medical Examiner’s office. They’ll call the funeral home to get her.”

Cali nodded. “Thanks.”

“Not to be crass, but your share will be around six hundred.”

“That’s fine. Can I give you a check?”

“Sure.”

“Check for what?” Essie had snuck up on them.

“Nothing,” Cali said, her face aflame.

Essie sat and glared at her. “No, no no no. Don’t play that game with me, bestie. What’s up?”

Loren was absolutely no help, either, arching an eyebrow at Cali.

Cali finally confessed. “But don’t tell my guys, please.”

Essie’s expression softened. “Why are you doing that?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do, even if she was a shitty person. Maybe that makes it even more right.”

Essie turned to Loren. “So what’s it cost us, each, if I go in thirds with you?”

“Essie—”

She shushed Cali. “Well?”

“Four hundred each.”

Essie nodded. “I’ll write you a check.” She looked at Cali. “If you asked Marcia and Derrick, I bet they’d take up a collection.”

“Everyone hated her. She was banned from the club.”

“Even better.” Essie grinned. “Good PR. Shows we’re the better people.”

“That’s not why I’m doing this. I don’t want PR. I just want her gone for good.”

“Cremated and dumped in the Gulf is a good way to accomplish that.” Essie stood. “I’ll be right back.”

Cali assumed she was going to go get her checkbook. “I’ll have to give it to you this weekend, unless you want me to run down to the house now.”

“Whenever’s fine,” Loren said. “If you want to give it to us the night of the Thanksgiving party, that’s fine, too. I know you’re good for it.”

Essie returned a few minutes later with her phone and her checkbook. “What’s twelve hundred divided by five?”

“Five?”

“Yeah. Leah and Shayla said they’d chip in, too.”

“You called them?”

“Yeah, but don’t worry. They promised not to tell Sean and Max.”

Essie was starting to write out a check when her phone buzzed from an incoming text. She read it. “Scratch that, it’s divided by six. Tilly wants in.”

“Oh, good lord! How’d Tilly find out?”

“I texted her. Duh.”

Cali dropped her head onto her arms on the table. “Oh, no,” she moaned. “I just wanted her gone. I didn’t want this to be a big freaking deal.”

“It’s fine,” Essie assured her. “Everyone knows your guys aren’t supposed to know. Hey, and it’s a smaller amount. Why should you foot this bill yourself? If people want to chip in, let them. Spread the altruism around. She pissed off most of us at one time or another, or pissed off friends of ours. It’s our final ‘fuck you’ to her that we get the final say.”

“That’s not why I want to do this!”

Essie arched an eyebrow at her. “Really? Because it seems I remember that bitch trying to tank what you have with Sean and Max. She did it for sheer meanness.” She tapped the table with her finger. “I think living well is the best revenge, but this is a close second.”

Cali knew she wasn’t going to win this argument. Especially if Tilly was now going in on it with them. “Just…remind everyone to please not tell the guys.”

“No problem.”

By the time Cali returned home, she had four others who’d e-mailed or texted her about chipping in, including Gilo and Abbey, and Marcia and Derrick.

By the time Sean and Max got home from work, they were down to $50 a person, and Loren was coordinating things so she could keep a running tally and give everyone the final amount as more people signed on to chip in.

Cali had a bad feeling someone was going to let the cat out of the bag, accidentally or not.

As they prepared for bed, she decided it was best for that person to be her.

 

* * * *

 

Max had been fighting a headache all day.

Maybe I need glasses.

He’d managed to escape needing them, but as he closed in on fifty, those odds greatly reduced and he knew it.

Cali seemed a little stressed, too. Once they were all snuggled together to go to sleep, she spoke up.

“I need to tell you guys something, and I hope you aren’t mad at me when you hear it.”

That was definitely not a lead-in to set Max’s mind at ease. He sat up, as did Sean. “What’s up?” Max asked.

“This blew up bigger than I thought it would…”

His stomach churned as she told him about Lydia, and what Ross had helped her do—and what their friends were helping them do.

Sean’s blue gaze focused on the bed but he didn’t comment.

“What do you want me to say, babe?” Max quietly asked.

“I want you to not be mad. I…I’m sorry. I never meant for it to get this crazy. I was going to pay for it out of my fun money. I had enough. Then Ross and Loren offered to go halves. My mistake was talking about it in front of Essie.”

He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not…I’m not mad. I’m confused.”

“I don’t want to forget how lucky I am. Lydia’s own family disowned her, so yeah, she was a shitty person. But if the last thing I can do for her in her life is to at least set her free, then that’s not a bad thing. Is it?”

Sean still didn’t comment. Max worried about him, because while they didn’t get into graphic detail with Cali about the shit Lydia had done to them, Sean had taken more than Max had, including humiliation play that had dug into his soul and taken Max a couple of years to help him get over.

Lydia had tried to break Sean down in ways in which Max had been stronger.

Far stronger.

Sean finally nodded. “Okay.”

But he didn’t sound okay.

“Are we okay?” Cali asked him.

Sean slowly nodded. “Yeah. It’s way better than she deserves, but yeah. I guess that’s the point. We get the final word.”

“I was just going to pick up the ashes when they’re ready and scatter them off Siesta Key or something.”

Flush them.

But Max didn’t say that.

It’d be kind of antithetical to the very purpose Cali wanted to achieve.

“We’ll go with you,” Sean said, surprising Max most of all.

 

* * * *

 

“Buddy, are you sure?” Max asked.

Sean damn well knew that tone.

Are you out of your fricking mind?

That’s what Max was really asking. They both knew exactly how Lydia had given Sean an extra heaping of hell during their time together because it amused her. Not because it was fun, not because it was something Sean wanted, but because she’d been trying to bend and break him and Max was too strong for her in that way.

It’d almost worked.

“I want to send her off,” Sean said. “Exorcise her from my brain once and for all.”

He spotted Cali’s confused expression, the way she looked from him to Max and back again.

She finally asked. “Okay, sweetie, is there something you guys haven’t told me about what she did to the two of you?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “But I…I can’t talk about it. Not right now. Please?”

She caressed his cheek. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

“Please don’t apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. I agree, this is the right thing to do, regardless of the reasons. We’re the bigger people. Max and I always wanted to be the bigger people where she was concerned. That’s why we still have friends who love us and a life she envied and she…” He didn’t know how to end that without sounding like a complete asshole.

Except these two people were the only two people he could talk to about Lydia like this.

“And she didn’t,” Cali said.

“Yeah.”

They turned off the lights and snuggled in their familiar puppy pile to sleep. Sean was afraid he’d have nightmares about Lydia and he wasn’t disappointed.

In this night’s scenario, she’d managed to do one of the things she’d privately threatened, driven Max away and turned Sean totally into her slave to be used for her amusement.

All while she cuckolded him and brought men in to use him as a fuck toy.

How she’d latched on to his secret fears that he couldn’t make a life for himself without Max or someone else to carry his load for him. That he was a loser without friends—that his friends were actually Max’s friends.

That she was the only one who really wanted him, and he didn’t deserve any better.

It had taken Max a lot of time to undo that damage. After Sean shook himself awake long after Cali and Max had fallen asleep, he lay there and remembered the final breaking point, where he’d gone to Max in tears one afternoon after work and told him everything Lydia had been saying to him and asking Max if he really felt like that about him.

That’s when Max had gotten angrier than Sean could ever remember seeing him, and they’d started taking notes. Max had actually driven them back to the office and texted Lydia that they had to work late on an emergency project. They’d spent hours writing down everything, Max painstakingly piecing together the patterns until, finally, Sean realized it wasn’t him.

That he wasn’t crazy.

That he wasn’t worthless or broken or bad.

And then they’d planned and watched and waited for the best time to make their move in a way Lydia couldn’t come after them about. If they’d tried to evict her through conventional means, she would have dug in legally and used every trick in the book to stay longer while dragging their reputations through the mud and probably bringing strange men into their house.

Their house.

Not her house.

He pressed his face against Cali’s shoulder and deeply inhaled. She was everything Lydia wasn’t, and even the hiccup they’d gone through when Lydia had lied to her and tried to convince her they’d screwed Lydia over was just a minor footnote in the grand scheme of things.

Cali was theirs—and part of them.

And that not one, but two beautiful people loved him as hard and deep as they did went a long way to helping him quiet all those stupid, angry ghosts that sounded like Lydia.

But they didn’t completely silence them. 


Chapter Eight

 

The Tuesday before the Thanksgiving party, Cali, Essie, and Loren sat around Cali’s dining room table and stared at the plain, plastic urn while Eddie tried to coax Baxter down from the kitchen counter to come play with him.

“I thought it’d be bigger, honestly,” Loren said. “I mean, she wasn’t exactly a small woman.”

Essie reached over and, keeping a hand over the top, gave it a shake. It made a hollow, grating noise indicating more than a little air space inside.

“What are you doing?” Cali asked. “It’s not a pepper mill.”

“I wanted to see. I chipped in. Hey, y’all might have been altruistic, but I was more than a little ‘fuck you, bitch’ with my donation.”

Cali had picked up the ashes from the funeral home earlier that morning. The final contribution per person or couple or triad or whatever had come out to $15 each.

That included getting a couple of long-form death certificates for her brother and the roommate, so they could handle a few legal odds and ends and make their lives a little easier.

“I wonder how much it’d cost us per person to pay Kimbra to defend the guy—”

“Essie!” Cali glared at her.

“I’m kidding.” She sat back. “Sort of.”

“I can’t deny I thought that, too,” Loren admitted. “Ross even said it. She might not have deserved to die, but she certainly engineered her own karma. His friend at the sheriff’s office said there were red flags all over the place about this guy, but he’d promised to pay a hundred dollars, cash, and she needed the money.”

Sean had finally confessed to Cali in more detail some of the things Lydia had done to him. Max hadn’t fared much better, but Sean had certainly taken the brunt of it.

It left a bitter taste in Cali’s mouth that the woman’s ashes were now sitting on her dining room table, but since she’d started this, she’d finish it.

Then she could put Lydia out of her mind for good.

She hoped.

Lydia’s siblings had sent Cali a thank you card for handling it for them and assured her they didn’t want her ashes or need any pictures or…anything.

They apparently wanted her gone from their lives as much as Cali wanted her gone from hers.

“I like Scrye’s suggestion,” Essie said.

“We are not dumping her in Venture’s ashtray.”

“June liked it,” Essie muttered, a little pouty.

“And June is more vindictive than Tilly. At least Tilly hasn’t killed anyone.”

“That we know of,” Loren said, her expression dark.

Cali held up her hands. “When Sean and Max get home, we’re going to drive over to the beach, dump her, and then go out to dinner. Boom, done.”

“What are you doing with the urn?” Essie asked.

It had been the cheapest one they’d had, only twenty dollars. They’d offered her the option of a cardboard, water soluble “scatter urn,” but it was, ironically, more money, and even Cali couldn’t make herself use cardboard.

“Probably dump it in the garbage.”

“We could use that as a butt holder at the cl—”

“No, Essie. I don’t want her or her urn around the club. I want her completely gone from our lives.”

Loren stared at Cali. “What’s going on?”

Cali sat back. “Let’s just leave it at there’s a lot more to the story than others know, and no, you cannot tell anyone that. Not Ross, not the guys, not Tilly. No one. Max and Sean don’t want to talk about it, much less have it be public knowledge. Suffice it to say Lydia was more of a bitch than any of us realized, and my guys should be sainted.”

“And if you knew that before you came up with the idea, you wouldn’t have volunteered to do this?” Loren asked.

“Yeah.” Cali blew out a long breath. “Exactly.”

Essie winced. “Sorry, hon. Didn’t mean to yank your chain. No, I won’t say anything.”

Loren leaned in, her tone somber. “Sometimes, you can’t fix something. Sometimes, you can only make it right. In this case, you made it as right as you could. In the future, Sean and Max will love you even more for this.”

“It’s a good thing I didn’t know more sooner,” Cali said, “because I’d be the one needing bail money.”

“Neither you nor Tilly can wear prison orange,” Essie joked.

“Tell me about it.” Cali picked up the urn and took it out to the garage, setting it on the washing machine. She couldn’t look at it anymore right then.

When she returned, she noticed the way her friends studied her. “What?”

“You okay?” Loren asked.

She slumped into her chair. “I will be after tonight.”

 

* * * *

 

The three of them stood on the beach and stared at the plastic container. Cali had offered to carry it, which the men didn’t object to.

She finally set it down and removed the top. Inside, a plastic bag closed with a twist tie held the actual cremains. She opened the bag and removed it from the urn.

Luckily, the wind was coming from the east and blowing out over the Gulf, away from shore, so it wouldn’t get in their faces. She stared out at the horizon for a long moment. “Hope in the next life you find peace and aren’t such a twatwaffle. You didn’t deserve to die, though. Don’t know what happened to you to make you that way, but you hold no power over us anymore. Be free, and namaste.”

She’d left her shoes in the car. She waded out calf deep, then shook the bag out, emptying it into the water just beyond the surf line. Returning, she crammed the bag back in the urn and closed it, then rinsed her hands in the water, a few feet to the side to avoid where she’d put Lydia.

Then she stepped back to Max and Sean, who held each other.

Sean was crying.

She wrapped her arms around them, standing behind Sean.

“I hated her,” he said. “At one time I loved her, but she turned it around until I hated her. We would have done anything for her in the beginning, and she poisoned us against her.”

“I know, honey,” Cali gently said.

“It was her, not us,” Max told him.

“I know.” Sean sniffled. “And why the fuck am I crying over this? Her, of all people?”

“Because you’re a compassionate human being,” Max said.

“Fuck that noise.” Sean sniffled. “She didn’t deserve compassion because she didn’t give compassion.”

He’d vacillated between anger and grief the past several days. She understood this was part of his process, and they both tried to just be there for him, however he needed them.

Finally, he took a deep breath and walked over to the water.

He spit.

“Fuck you, Lydia,” he said. “Goddamned cunt.” He walked past them, grabbed the urn, and headed for the boardwalk from which they’d come. When he reached the garbage cans, he shoved it in one of them and kept going.

“I think that’s recyclable,” Cali said.

“I’m not going to argue with him,” Max said.

“Good point.”

She rinsed her feet and legs off at the showers. In the back seat of the car, she slipped out of her shorts and donned jeans. Max drove, while Sean silently sat in the front passenger seat and stared out the window.

I hope this wasn’t a mistake.

 

* * * *

 

It literally felt like a weight had lifted from him, spitting in the ocean like that. When they’d moved Lydia out, Sean had wanted to lambast her but Max had convinced him not to. At the time, Sean had agreed with his logic.

Give her no legitimate reason to speak badly about them.

Do the right thing.

Walk away knowing that they held the moral high ground.

But the longer that had gone on, the more bitter it had tasted to him. Why should they have to hold their tongues after what she’d done to them? Especially to him?

He’d always had it in his mind that, one last time, he’d walk up to her, laugh in her face, tell her what a fucking loser bitch she was, and list how wonderful their life was now, without her in it.

Make her want to eat her heart out with jealousy.

And…he’d done the right thing. The adult thing.

“I’m done not talking about her,” Sean quietly said.

“What, buddy?” Max asked.

Sean looked at him. “I’m done not talking about her. She’s fucking dead. I don’t want to talk about all the gory details, but I damn sure want people to know she was a cunt. And yeah, I know that’s a fucking crude way to talk, but let’s be honest—that’s what she was.”

Cali reached over the seat and patted him on the shoulder. “Whatever you want to do, sweetie.”

“I mean, yeah, dying is a little extreme, granted. But fuck that shit of speaking well of the dead.”

“No one expects you to speak well of her,” Max said. “Least of all us or our friends who know what she did.”

“There’s something ironic in us getting to dump her ashes after we dumped her out of our lives.”

“I agree,” Max said.

“You have no idea how badly I wanted to blast her when we first heard she was whining that we’d abandoned her. Bitch, we paid your fucking hotel bill to give you a new start, and you wasted it, after you fucking stole money from us!”

Max nodded but didn’t interrupt.

“And she was going to bring other men into our motherfucking house? With our motherfucking names on the goddamned deed? I don’t fucking think so.”

Sean fumed. “Why did I ever love that fucking bitch in the first goddamned place?”

He realized he was screaming and took a deep breath. “Sorry.”

Max reached over and patted his thigh. “Did you want to grab take-out and go home to eat?”

“No. Dammit, I want to eat. I want to celebrate. Ding, dong, the witch is gone.”

Silence descended until he felt another rant erupt. “Why was I stupid with her? I’m a reasonably smart guy, right? I’m a fucking engineer. In the US, they don’t just hand those degrees out in a fucking bath bomb. ‘Here’s a Hello Kitty ring and an engineering degree.’ What the fuck? Why did I lose my goddamned brains?”

Cali’s hand squeezed his shoulder. “Because you have a good heart, and you didn’t expect her to not be honest with you, because you were being honest with her.”

He was going to tell her she was wrong and had no idea what she was talking about…

Except she wasn’t wrong, and she knew exactly what she was talking about, because her ex had fucked her over, too.

He covered her hand with his and squeezed, his heart swelling with love for her. “Yeah,” he hoarsely said. “Exactly.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Eliza held the back door of the SUV open. “Come on, you big baby. You lost the bet fair and square. Let’s go.”

“Why can’t I call red for this?”

“Because you were so convinced you’d win the bet that you took red off the table. If you don’t fulfill your end of the deal, you will forever in our family be known as Rusty the Welcher.”

He let out a sigh.

“Come on. You can’t stay out here all night.”

“Sure, I can.”

“Let me rephrase that—get your ass out of the car before I ask Max and Sean to come drag your ass out. Don’t think I won’t do it, because you know I will.”

He grumbled, but Rusty started trying to make his way out of the SUV’s backseat. It wasn’t easy. He’d ridden over to their house stretched out in the backseat, and it was difficult for him to crawl his way out of the vehicle.

Compounded by the fact that he was wearing a giant inflated T-Rex costume.

Eliza shut the car door behind him before walking around to the back to grab their casserole dish. “This will teach you to drink six beers and then run your mouth that you’re a better fighter than me and can kick my ass if you wanted to.”

“I’m not responsible for what I say when I’m drunk and horny. You had that stupid vibrating butt plug up me.”

“Even more reason for you to suffer for your folly, buster.” She flashed him a wicked smile. “Besides, wait until you see what I have for you later.”

The T-Rex head drooped. “I’m afraid to ask.”

She cleared her throat.

“I’m afraid to ask, Ma’am.”

“That’s better.”

A car slowed as it pulled up, stopping, the driver’s window rolling down. “Eliza? Oh, my god, is that Rusty?” Jesse was driving, but Leo, who’d leaned forward in the passenger seat to get a better view, looked like he was going to wet himself laughing. “I didn’t know this was a costume party.”

The T-Rex waved one of its stubby arms, flipping him off with it.

“It’s not,” Eliza said. “The barbarian lost a bet.”

Jesse didn’t even try to hide his amusement. “What kind of bet?”

“He drank six beers and then got mouthy with me in front of the neighbors. We were talking SCA combat at their backyard cookout. One guy asked how good a fighter I was, being all snarky like girls can’t fight, and Mr. Smart Ass, here, said he could kick my ass. Then I told him to put his money where his mouth was.” She waved her hands with a game show flourish, indicating Rusty’s status as Loser.

Capital L.

“Okay,” Leo said. “I have to hear this. What did you do to him?”

“Oh, after genius took red off the table and said he’d wear Humpty here to the next private party, versus me betting him a weekend of being his sexy French maid, I promptly flipped him and put him on his ass and had him screaming uncle.”

“I was drunk,” the T-Rex said. “It wasn’t fair. And she nearly dislocated my damn shoulder.”

“Oh, shut up, you big baby. I’ve dislocated your shoulder before. And the next time I try to cut you off at two beers, listen to me, dumbass.”

The T-Rex’s head drooped lower, making laughter roll from Leo and Jesse.

“We’ll get parked and see you inside,” Leo said. “This is going to be great.”

The window rolled up as they drove off to pick a spot to park.

Eliza sweetly smiled up at her husband. “If nothing else, take comfort in the fact that you’ll be amusing our friends tonight.”

He sighed. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She patted the T-Rex’s nose. “Good boy.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali did a double-take when she opened the front door and saw the T-Rex standing behind Eliza.

“Ummmm…context?”

“He lost a bet.” Eliza hugged Cali.

Cali snorted. “Dumbass.”

“That’s what I told him. Never bet against the Domme.”

Cali laughed as the T-Rex’s head bowed a little in obvious shame.

“I got the idea from that turkey costume you had Sean dressed up in for the website header.”

“You can borrow it, if you want.”

“Red,” the T-Rex groused.

Eliza turned to stare at him. “Really? That’s your limit?”

“It would have been my limit this time if I hadn’t been drunk and stupid.”

“Well, that’s your fault,” Eliza said.

Leo and Jesse walked up behind them, apparently still laughing from having seen them earlier, based on comments they made. This was all made even funnier by the fact that Rusty was carrying Eliza’s implement bags with his stubby little T-Rex arms.

From behind Cali, Max burst out laughing. “Now I’ve seen everything. Did he lose a bet?”

“You betcha,” Eliza said. She handed the casserole dish off to Max so she could take the implement bags from Rusty. “Go find yourself a safe place to stand on the lanai so you don’t wipe out anyone or anything with that costume until I’m ready to beat your ass.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Rusty carefully slid himself through the foyer, barely avoiding taking pictures off the wall as he passed, and headed for the open real estate in the living room on his way to the sliders.

Max looked at Cali. “Red.”

“Goddammit,” she muttered, but she smiled. “You’re no fun.”

“You get to do plenty of shit to Sean. I think keeping myself out of a T-Rex costume for this context is more than fair.”

“True, when you put it like that.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali wasn’t sure why Eliza held her back in the foyer with a staying hand on her arm, letting Leo and Jesse and Max go on ahead.

“How’s Sean?” Eliza whispered.

Cali nodded. “Better, thanks. I think that was cathartic for him.”

“Good. Still like Scrye and June’s idea of dumping her in the butt bin outside Venture.”

Cali chuckled at Eliza’s evil smile and didn’t bother trying to explain all the reasons why that wouldn’t have worked.

If her sadistic friends wanted to engage in their own revenge fantasies, it wasn’t her job to stop them. She realized that now.

It was their therapeutic purging of their negative feelings about the woman.

As more people arrived and quietly inquired of Cali how Lydia’s “disposal” had gone, as they were referring to it, she realized something else.

There were a lot of damn people who hadn’t liked the woman. And, somehow, the very act of contributing to a final good deed done for someone who damn sure hadn’t deserved it in life had…cheered everyone up.

Oh, no one, as far as Cali could tell, was seriously glad Lydia had been murdered.

They were sadists, not assholes.

But it was like the ultimate payback that Lydia could never one-up.

Fuck you, you bitch, we paid for your funeral.

Ha. Top that.

They had, collectively, had the final word over someone who hadn’t been deserving of the kindness they’d done her.

Cali could live with that.

 

* * * *

 

Cali had headed down the hall to check on Baxter when she heard his howls. Panicking, she yanked the office door open just to find him rolling around on the floor on his back in a massive pile of catnip.

Somehow, she must not have gotten the top screwed back on the plastic canister when she’d sprinkled some out earlier for him.

He’d also dragged a coil of rainbow-colored paracord out of a box and had unraveled a lot of it. It was now covered in catnip…and Baxter. He’d twisted it around himself several times.

“Great. I can’t sell that one now. Pre-used by a stoned pussy.”

He noticed her entrance and lazily swatted a paw in her direction while letting out one of those howls.

“Oh, hai! Did you see the fricking DRAGONS running around here with the pink elephants?”

She closed the door and took a picture first—just to remember this by. Then she scooped up the now-empty container, which had been almost full.

“Dammit, Baxter, that’s expensive cat weed you’re bathing in.”

After she got him untangled from the paracord and shoved it into the closet for now to get it out of his way, she used a folder to try to scrape up as much of the catnip as she could and dump it back into the plastic container.

The door opened behind her. “What the—oh.” Sean slipped inside with her and closed the door behind him.

“No, you missed the best part.” She handed him her phone. Sean exploded with laughter, which drew a responding howl from Baxter.

“Holy fuck, he’s really stoned,” Sean said.

“No shit. Care to help me, or at least go on a tuna run for him? He’s going to have the munchies like crazy later.”

Between the two of them, they managed to get the worst of the spilled catnip cleaned up. She didn’t want to grab her cordless vacuum cleaner, because that would freak Baxter out. It’d have to wait until after the party, when she could let him loose in the house.

Meanwhile, Baxter continued rolling around on the floor.

“Duuuude!”

She shook her head as she stared at him. “Do they have pussy rehab?”

Sean snorted. “Yeah, but I heard it’s run by these really strict Rottweilers and it turns the pussies into fucking whore hounds.”

“Did you hear me roll my eyes? I feel like they made a sound when I rolled them.”

He snorted, pulling her in for a kiss. “This is why I love you so much, babe.”

“Why? Because my nip-addicted pussy provides you with amusement?”

“No.” He brushed the hair away from her face and tenderly tucked it behind her ears. “Because you never let me forget that life should be fun.” He slanted his lips over hers, stealing her breath, stealing her heart, stealing her—

“GODDAMMIT, Baxter, fucking OW!” Sean jumped back on one foot. Baxter was rolling around on his side, reaching out with a paw.

“Where you goin’? We havin’ fun!”

“He fuckin’ bit me!” He attempted to balance on one foot, trying to see if Baxter drew blood.

“You don’t gripe like that when I bite you,” she teased.

“Yeah, because you suck my cock in consolation.”

“Well, I don’t think he’s going to do that. He’s straight.”

Sean stared at her for a moment before bursting into laughter. He forgot his foot and pulled her in, nuzzling noses with her. “I love you so fucking much. Did I tell you that today already?”

She smiled. “Yeah, but I love hearing you say it, because I love you, too.”

He stared down at Baxter. “You need rehab, buster.”

“Maow!” 


Chapter Ten

 

Gilo emerged from the bathroom, wearing his leather cuffs, collar, hood, and leather jock.

And nothing else.

He’d tucked his clothes into his bag and went to go put it with the rest of their things. He’d been in the mood for a good beating tonight after a hectic work week, complete with an accidental and totally preventable death at the power plant, meaning a nightmare of meetings and paperwork in addition to the heartbreak of having to notify the man’s family.

Sorry, your husband died because he was a dumbass and didn’t take the time to follow a basic—and mandatory—safety procedure that would have saved his life.

Yeeeaaah, no. Not something he could—or would—say to the grieving widow, even if he was thinking it.

And boy, was he thinking it.

Abbey had gotten her spanking earlier that afternoon at home and was currently wearing a butt plug—vibrating, thank you very much—that he promised to remove from her upon their return home that evening.

If she was a very good girl for him.

Meaning if she gave him a damn good beating. Right now, he had the vibrator turned off, but planned on switching it on after their scene just to fuck with her and see what happened.

Lately, their play dynamic had tipped heavily into a him Top, her bottom arrangement. Not that there was anything wrong with that, because he naturally tried to balance it in other ways, like making her morning coffee, cooking her dinner, or folding her clothes.

Tonight, however, he wanted it to be the Ma’am show.

Well, mostly Ma’am. Once he was back up and running, he knew he’d feel the energy slip and flip as Abbey was ready to hand the reins over to Sir once more.

He pulled up short as he spotted a…

What the actual fuck?

Instead of hunting down Abbey, he headed for the lanai, stepping out and walking over to the far end where he started snickering. “Hey, Dino. Where’s Fred?”

The T-Rex turned, and through the clear front panel he spotted a miserable-looking Rusty. “Hey, John.”

“Okay, seriously, what the hell bet did you lose?”

Gilo had known Rusty for years, and he knew that Rusty didn’t mind a lot of costumes—hellooo, SCA veteran—but he was not one for humiliation play.

Something like this, outside of Halloween or a costume party, definitely fell into the realm of “humiliation play” for Rusty.

“Tell him, barbarian,” Eliza said as she walked over, a wicked looking cane in her hand.

Rusty’s reptilian shoulders slumped. “I got drunk, mouthed off to Ma’am, made a bet with her, and she won.”

“Keep going,” Eliza said. “The whole damn story.”

The T-Rex’s head dipped. “I said I could beat her in a fight, and I didn’t.”

Gilo let out a long, low whistle. “Duuuude. For starters, she’s your wife. I don’t care if you’re King Kong and she’s Fay Wray, you do not bet against your fucking wife.”

Eliza smiled. “He could have used that advice last weekend.”

“Rule two,” Gilo said, “what the actual fuck were you thinking? I’ve seen your wife in combat, and no man in his right might would think he could take her on unless he’s a goddamned experienced MMA fighter or something.”

“Word.” Eliza fist-bumped with him.

“I know,” Rusty said, sounding morose.

“So, how…” Gilo pointed at the T-Rex, circling his finger. “This?”

“My choice of costume.” She grinned. “I fucking love the T-Rex videos. I’ve been wanting to get one of these anyway.” She thumped the T-Rex’s nose. “Perfect excuse.”

“What was his incentive?”

She grinned. “I told him I’d be his sexy French maid for a weekend.”

Gilo burst out laughing, finally bending over, hands on his knees he laughed so hard. “Duuuude! She totally set you up and rolled you. That was raw, prime bait right there. I think we’d see Landry in a damn French maid outfit before you’d get Eliza in one! Even I know that, and I’m not even married to her!”

“I was really drunk,” the T-Rex muttered.

“Time to go on the wagon,” Gilo advised.

“No shit,” the T-Rex agreed.

Abbey emerged from the living room and burst out laughing. She walked over to join Gilo, fist-bumping Eliza. “Honey, I think you outdid yourself this time.”

Eliza evilly grinned. “I know, right?”

“We could totally tie him like that,” Sean said as he walked up. “I’ll pay you $100, cash, right now, if you sign a photo release, let us tie him, and let us use the pics on the website.”

Eliza and Rusty looked at each other, then turned to Sean. “Done!”

“Cali!” Sean yelled, heading for the house. “I need to go hit an ATM!”

“And on that note,” Gilo said, “I think I have a date with an ass beating.”

Abbey snapped the leash she held to the front of Gilo’s collar. “You sure do. We’ll check in after we’re done. I have to admit, I’m curious to see what they do to Rusty.”

The T-Rex tipped his head and attempted to give them a two-fingered salute from the top of his head, but it ended up being from mid-snout.

“Now we know why the T-Rex died out,” Gilo said. “They couldn’t reach their cocks to get them into female T-Rexes.”

The T-Rex flipped him stubby, double-handed birds.

Abbey led Gilo inside to where she’d staked out a bench in the living room. When she pointed to the floor, he sank to his knees and bowed, touching his forehead to the tops of her boots.

Immediately, the world began to slide away around him, the edges growing fuzzy, hazy, until his entire being was focused on her.

Calm filled him, serenity settling deep within.

This was what he needed.

Her.

And she knew it.

She reached down and dropped the leash on the floor, stepping on it and keeping him from being able to sit up. She stroked the top of his head through his hood. “Such a good boy for me,” she said loudly enough he could hear her through the hood, but not for anyone else. “Going to send your mind away for a little while.”

He fought the urge to wiggle his butt in joy at that declaration. They weren’t doing puppy play tonight, and if he shiny squirreled into that, he might never get his beating.

A beating he definitely wanted.

Abbey raked her nails up and down either side of his spine, digging in, teasing the first hints of subspace from his brain. It never took her long to drop him hard and deep when he wanted to go.

He trusted her, as much as she trusted him.

That’s why they were so damn good together.

She reached under his chin and hooked a finger through his collar, unclipping the leash and leaving it on the floor. She tugged him up and onto the bench, where not only did she clip his wrist and ankle cuffs to the bench, she also used rope to snugly tie his arms and legs to it, as well.

Oh, boy.

He knew what that meant—she was going to go really hard on him.

He was hard at the thought. And when they got home later, he’d be fucking her damn brains out.

Then she blindfolded him and buckled his ball gag in his mouth.

He bit down and prepared to hold on for the ride.

She started out with her bare hands, which he’d expected. That was pretty typical for both of them. From there she moved to a heavier flogger, more than just the pleasant thud of a mop flogger. He recognized it as a braided leather flogger. The way she was hitting him in the ass with it made him suspect she was going to step things up quickly and hold him at a fairly high level of pain for a longer time than usual.

Brain, shut off, dammit!

Even though he’d already started the slide into subspace, it was hard not to think in those terms.

Top, duh.

He fought his body’s urge to tense as she smacked him with a paddle. He wasn’t sure which one, but from how stingy it felt, likely one of the light acrylic ones she favored because she could also use them on his back, shoulders, and upper arms, not just his ass and thighs.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Abbey slowed the strikes, leaving a little longer between each one, more time to process, but stepping up the strength of each swat.

Breathe.

Keep breathing.

And, just like that, he was in subspace. He was simultaneously aware of and oblivious to it, surfing the sensations, his body focused on breathing and coping and enduring. Fingers curled around the edge of the bench as he held on tight for the ride.

At some point, she swapped the paddle out for a crop, then some bare-fisted pummeling. A cane, another paddle…he floated in a sweet swamp of endorphins and dopamine and all those lovely little brain chemicals that were the milkshake that brought all the sadomasochists to the yard.

Including him.

Sweat covered his body as she worked up to a big finish, taking several hard swipes at him with what he suspected was the Delrin hex rod. He trembled, sucking in air and groaning against his ball gag until she’d delivered the final blow and reached down to caress his ass with her hands, signaling the end.

He slumped against the bench, happily exhausted and his body singing with sharp, clear pain that demanded all his attention.

She worked quickly to untie him, and within a few minutes, she’d packed their gear, cleared and cleaned the bench, and they were sitting off to the side with him lying with his head in her lap, her hand on his head.

Relief.

The pain took the stress away for a little while, helped get rid of all the bad kinds of tension in his body, things that built up over time, especially after a week as bad as the previous one had been.

He didn’t know how long he lay there, surfing his zen, when he finally felt the real world creeping back in.

Including the lump in his jock that wasn’t his cock.

He sat up, waiting while she unfastened his ball gag. The feel of a water bottle touched his lips, and he drank greedily. Then she unbuckled the blindfold and he blinked against the light, smiling.

His ass felt magnificently bruised, and would likely be gorgeous shades of blue and purple tomorrow, if he was lucky.

He hoped.

Abbey smiled. “Better?”

“Better, baby.” He kissed her, savoring it, his cock aching to be buried inside her and knowing it wouldn’t take long. “Can I have a snacky, pleeeease?”

“I suppose so, since you asked so nicely.”

He blew her a kiss as she got up to get it for him.

When she got up, he sat against the wall and quickly removed his hood, ruffling his sweaty hair. Then he reached into his jock and pulled out the remote for her vibrating butt plug, where he’d concealed it when he’d changed.

Just as she was dishing something onto a plate, he smiled and thumbed the controller, turning it to the highest setting. He softly giggled as he watched her flinch and nearly drop the plate, her eyes briefly closing before she managed to pull enough brain cells together to glare at him from across the room.

He smiled and blew her another kiss.

Sir’s back in the house.

Somehow, she managed to add a few more items to the plate and walk it back to him without dropping it. “Here you go, Sir.”

He grinned as he took it from her. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

But when she sat, she sat straddling his legs, facing him. “That was mean.” She draped her arms around his neck.

“No, that was sadistic.” He set the plate aside, his hands settling on her ass. He pulled up the bottom hem of her skirt until he could feel her bare flesh underneath against his.

No panties, natch.

Scening with him always left her as wet as it left him hard. “Is someone horny, baby?”

She nodded.

Now his cock painfully pressed against the front of his jock. “Then go for it, baby.”

She quickly unsnapped the front of his leather jock, fished his cock out, and impaled herself on it. Sure enough, she was wet, easily taking his entire rigid length inside her. Gilo bit his lower lip when he felt the vibration from the butt plug pulsing in her ass. It was nearly enough to get him off.

He thumbed the controller to lower the intensity so he could last longer, then set the remote aside. He grabbed his bag and dragged it over, pulling a vibrator out of it that he’d stashed there before they’d even left the house.

He held it up, smiling. “Ready for a ride, baby?”

She nodded.

He fisted her hair with his left hand, tipping her head onto his shoulder. With his right, he flicked the switch on the vibrator and slid it between them, pressed against her clit.

Abbey screamed against his shoulder, biting down hard to muffle the sound and making his cock twitch in reply. He tenderly kissed the side of her neck. “That’s it, baby. You earned it. Take what you need.”

Her moans vibrated through his flesh as she rode wave after wave of pleasure. She rocked back and forth on his cock as far as his grip in her hair would allow her to, every orgasm squeezing his cock and making him want to fuck her pussy.

Except…this was more fun. Turning her brain off, watching her surrender to him without hesitation, without worry that someone else was watching. The nice thing about the private parties being he could easily take her down into a deep subspace with sex. She would take impact play because she knew he enjoyed it, but she wasn’t the masochist he was.

He didn’t care. What turned his crank was seeing her submit totally to him, under his control, open and vulnerable and so fucking sexy moaning like that.

“Hands behind you.” She complied, and he wedged the vibrator between their bodies so he could unbutton her top, her nipples exposed to him. No bra, because he hadn’t let her wear one of those either tonight.

Gilo worked back and forth, pinching and tweaking her nipples as she continued grinding against him and the vibrator. Now that he was in his Toppy zone, he was able to hold back his own orgasm a little more easily, more interested in seeing how long he could keep her hovering there and keep her coming.

It was a good ten minutes or so before Gilo sensed she was nearing the end of her endurance. So he grabbed her hips and started fucking his cock up into her, hard, driving her into one last round of orgasms before his balls drew up tight and he exploded, filling her, cum shooting deep inside her. He kissed her, savoring it, loving her.

Then he switched off the vibrator and set it aside, and turned off the butt plug.

She melted against him, a final sigh escaping her.

Closing his eyes, he smiled, settling in as she made no move to change position, content.

“Better, baby?”

“Mmmhmm. Yes, Sir.”

“Let’s rest for a few minutes and then go see what they’re doing to Rusty. I’ve never seen a T-Rex in shibari before.”

She snorted. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

Sean and Max rigged a photo backdrop behind the suspension frame on their lanai while Leah, Scrye, Tony, and Ross had fun rigging Rusty, egged on by Eliza. Cali warned everyone they’d be taking pictures so the flashes wouldn’t freak anyone out.

Everyone was too busy standing behind them, watching and laughing as the riggers put Rusty through several different poses and ties over the next hour. Hardly anyone else played, because it was too much fun watching the T-Rex shibari action.

Once they’d finished untying Rusty, Eliza freed him from the T-Rex suit.

Under it, he wore a pink g-string, which drew even more laughter.

Sean snorted. “Nice fashion statement, dude.”

Eliza’s grin looked wicked. “I told him that was part of what I considered the costume. Besides, he would have been too hot wearing clothes inside it.” She arched an eyebrow at Rusty. “Now what do we say?”

He rested his head on her shoulder. “Thank you, Ma’am. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you and got drunk at the party, and I’m really sorry I got mouthy with you and doubted your ability to kick my ass. It won’t happen again.”

She stroked his head. “That’s better. All forgiven. Mostly because your dumbassery earned us a hundred bucks tonight. I was going to make you wear the thing home.”

He sighed. “Yes, Ma’am. Thank you, Ma’am.”

“I packed a pair of shorts and a T-shirt for you. They’re in my bag inside,” she said. “Keep the g-string on, though. Take this with you. Pack it up.” She handed him the deflated T-Rex skin. “Then you can help these guys by going around and picking up trash and stuff.”

“Yes, Ma’am. Thank you.” He kissed her and headed inside.

“You know that thing will end up with holes in it, right?” Max told her.

She smiled. “I told him if it did, he’d patch them and walk back and forth in front of our house while wearing it and holding a sign that said he pissed his wife off.”

“Ah. Smart woman.”

“Ain’t my first rodeo with the barbarian. Besides, I ordered a second one. They were on sale on Amazon.” She wickedly grinned. “Anytime you want him for the website header, feel free to ask. Long as he’s completely unrecognizable, I’ll be happy to hire him out for you. Or feel free to borrow the costumes.”

“Might take you up on that,” Cali said, smiling at Sean, who simply chuckled.

 

* * * *

 

The party was winding down a little when Sean walked up to Max, wrapped his arms around him from behind, and started humping him.

“I think I’ve earned some fun, huh?”

Max turned, smacking Sean’s ass before grabbing it. “What kind of fun did you have in mind?”

That hardened Sean’s cock even more, if possible. “I was hoping for bound and objectified sex toy action.”

“Hmm.” Max smiled and leaned in to kiss him. “I want to fuck a load down your throat, buddy. Been a little while since you swallowed.”

Sean opened wide, meeting Max’s gaze.

Max slapped his ass again, using both hands. “Go grab a coil of rope and get Cali.”

The sofa was free. Max didn’t use finesse. He made Sean strip and bound him, arms at his sides, with the tie set up so he could untie him from the front.

Then Max gave him a playful shove, and Sean toppled back onto the couch, lengthways. His cock stood erect, like a flagpole.

Cali grinned and stripped, diving onto Sean’s cock, making him moan.

“Yeah, baby,” Sean gasped. “Like that.” She was so good with her mouth and knew how to use it on him to get him off quick or keep him simmering for a long time.

Max stared down at him while he stripped. “Open wide.” He turned, straddling him and facing Cali, lowering his balls into Sean’s eager mouth.

Between what Cali’s skilled mouth was doing to him, and being tightly bound the way he loved, Sean felt himself spinning into subspace.

Yeesssss!

He wasn’t even sure how long they used him. Max took his time teabagging him before actually fucking his cock into Sean’s mouth. At some point, Cali had a vibrator going, too, and she’d impaled herself on his cock. He heard and felt her orgasms, but he was too busy, too focused, on pleasing Max.

Fingers tweaked his nipples, making him moan even more. “Did he do good, baby?” he heard Max ask.

“Uh huh!” Now Cali was riding his cock.

“Then I suppose you can let him come. First, though…”

Max lifted up, turned, and then shoved his cock into Sean’s mouth. Now he was smiling down at Sean, one hand fisting Sean’s hair while Cali had reached behind her and was playing with his balls as she rode him.

“Take it for me, buddy,” Max whispered. “Just like I take it for you.”

Sean’s soul reached for Max, needing to make him feel good, needing it almost more than air.

Those early days after Lydia, when it was just the two of them, how many times had Max said those same words to him while trying to gently, lovingly reprogram his brain and eradicate Lydia’s bullshit from his soul?

He was exactly where he needed to be, with the two people he loved more than anything else in this world, and fuck Lydia.

He’d survived, thrived, and they were alive.

Salty pre-cum leaked from the end of Max’s cock and Sean swallowed every drop. He was barely aware of his own orgasm now creeping up on him, his hips trying to thrust in time with Cali’s movements, the rope tight against his skin.

Max. His smile, his eyes.

His heart.

His own orgasm caught up and exploded, making him moan, which triggered Max coming. Sean swallowed and swallowed and took every inch of meat Max crammed deep down his throat, knowing his guy wouldn’t choke him.

Finally, Max rose up a little, pulling his cock from Sean’s mouth, then slid down him far enough to lean in and deeply kiss him. His tongue swept through Sean’s mouth, likely tasting himself and lingering, exploring.

Nose to nose, Max smiled. “Love you, buddy.”

“Love you, too.”

He pressed a kiss to the tip of Sean’s nose. “Why don’t you lie here and rest? We’ll finish this up. Take a nap.”

It was a suggestion Sean was happy to follow.

 

* * * *

 

Max stood and helped Cali onto her shaky feet. Then he pulled her in for a kiss. “Love you,” she said.

He smiled. “Love you, too, baby.”

She looked around him. “Is he asleep already?”

“Yep. He needed that. Let’s get dressed and finish up. We can let him stay there. I’ll loosen his ropes in a little while.”

“Okay.”

Loren and Ross were two of the last ones left, and the others were in the process of packing up to leave. Loren and Cali sat at the table by the pool while Ross showed Max a tie Max had been trying to perfect and still had trouble with.

“Sean okay?” Loren asked. They could see him asleep on the couch in the living room, still tied up, although Max had already loosened his ropes.

“Yeah. Tired. Mentally and physically. I’m glad the Lydia thing’s over. He needed that.”

“I think we all did. If you’d wanted to sell tickets to scattering her ashes you probably could have.”

“Yeah, this was for the guys, mostly, and a little for me. If I’d known the full extent before, though, I might not have done it at all.”

“No one’s perfect. And it’s more important you were able to make this one thing right that you could for them.”

“I guess.”

“So what’s wrong?”

Cali shook her head. “I know it’s not my problem, but I don’t understand why some people are like…her.”

“Like you said, not your problem. Some people are hardwired to be shitty the way we’re hardwired to be kinky. Some people, it’s learned behavior. Once they hit shitty adulthood, it’s nearly impossible to turn them into non-shitty adults.”

Loren’s expression darkened. “One less shitty person in the world isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Not like she was a Nobel scientist or something where we could say, ‘Oh, she’s a shitty person, but at least she cured cancer.’ She took and took, and as far as I’ve learned, she never gave.”

Loren leaned back in her chair. “Not saying dead is best, but I’m not going to lose sleep over her. I wouldn’t either, if I were you.”

“I’m not.” Cali watched Max smile as he talked with Ross. He’d also seemed…lighter the past couple of days. “I just want them to be happy. That’s what matters to me. That’s all that matters to me.”

“And that,” Loren said with a smile, “is why you’re not a shitty person.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

All their guests had departed after helping with clean-up, and Sean still softly snored where he lay on the couch.

Cali stood there, arms crossed. “Should we wake him up?”

“I loosened his ropes enough he can get out of them,” Max said. “He’s comfy. I say we leave him there. Let him sleep.”

She tipped her head to the side. “Aw. He’s so cute like that.”

“I know, right?” Max draped an arm around her shoulders. “He’s frickin’ adorable.” He tipped his head onto her shoulder. “One of the main reasons why I fell in love with him so hard.”

“I thought that was due to the forced bi stuff and the fact that Lydia was a mega-bitch.”

“Those were contributing circumstances.” He smiled. “He kind of wore me down, though.”

“And he gives great blowjobs.”

“Fuck yeah, he does.” He sighed. “And he’s a sweetheart. A total goofball, but a sweetheart.”

The sweet, orally adept goofball let out another snore, followed by a long, whistling fart that cracked them both up.

Baxter, now freed from his catnip-laced office prison, sauntered into the living room. He jumped up onto the arm of the couch, then up to the back, where he strolled along the top and stared down at Sean. Cali started to relax, thinking he wasn’t going to go after Sean, but then the cat spotted the rope.

And he pounced.

Right onto Sean’s stomach.

Somehow, between Sean howling in pain and Max howling with laughter, they managed to get Baxter untangled from the rope and his claws pulled out of Sean. As Cali coiled the rope, Sean examined the furrows in his flesh.

“I thought he liked me.”

“He loves you,” she said, “but he isn’t culpable for what he does when high on the nip. You know that.”

Sean headed for their bathroom to doctor his wounds, Cali following. She dropped the rope in their office on her way past and shut the door.

Max grabbed alcohol and cotton balls and blew on Sean’s wounds as he wiped them down. After Max cleaned them, Cali handed him the antibacterial ointment and a cotton swab.

The four long furrows looked red, angry, and were bleeding in a couple of places where Baxter’s claws had dug deeper than just the surface.

“Watch me turn into a damn werecat or something now,” Sean groused as they headed for bed. “Fucking hairballs the size of eggs.”

“Well, I’ll let you use your tongue on me if you shift,” Cali teased.

Max laughed. “Oooh, kinky. Is it still bestiality if it’s a human shifter?”

“Not according to Lynn. That’s a massive kink, apparently. Humans who turn into animals are totally not gross. She says they’re some of her most popular books.”

“If you start shifting, I’m waxing you,” Max warned. “Only hairy pussy allowed in this house is Baxter.” He cuddled Sean in the middle between him and Cali.

Sean winced. “Ow. Full-body waxing would huuuurrt.”

“Yeah? Well, remember why you have to shave your balls and bush? I gag too easy on hair.”

“Oh. Good point.”

Cali snorted. “You two do realize you’re debating the finer points of a totally nonexistent thing, right?”

Sean yawned. “Your kink is not my kink, or even a realistic thing, but my kink is still okay to mentally masturbate over.”

“That’s not how that goes, genius,” Max said.

“Yeah, well, you’re not the one who nearly got disemboweled by the raging pussy. I can see that ER trip now. ‘Mr. Dennison, how did this injury occur?’ ‘Oh, I was sleeping in a perfectly lovely bondage-based post-coital nap when our nip-drunk cat attacked me.’”

“I think the correct term would be ‘nip high,’ not ‘drunk,’” Cali said. “And he didn’t attack you. He wanted to join you.”

“Whatever. Health insurance probably won’t cover werecat-induced injuries.”

They settled in to sleep. “At least he’s already neutered,” Max snarked in the dark.

Cali laughed.

The end of the bed dipped. “Maow.”

“Fucker,” Sean muttered. “Lucky I love your tuxedo ass—OW MOTHERFUCKER!”

Cali sat up and turned on the light. Sean was sitting up and cradling his balls while Baxter looked on from the end of the bed.

“What happened?”

Sean winced. “He landed on me.”

Max looked like he tried not to laugh, but finally gave in. “Well, maybe he thought I said you weren’t neutered. He’s hellllpfuuul.”

“I need to wear a damn cup to keep my balls safe while I sleep. Terrific.”

Cali turned off the light and grabbed Baxter, settling him on her side of the bed, where he started purring.

She couldn’t help it.

She started laughing.

Before long, both Sean and Max were laughing with her.

Sean’s arm slipped around her. “Going to sleep with them buried inside you to keep them safe, at this rate.”

She wiggled her ass against him. “If that’s what it takes, I’ll take one for the team.”

“Go to sleep, both of you,” Max said, finally under control again. “It’s almost four in the morning.”

Cali was nearly asleep when Baxter got restless and moved, turning, sticking his ass in her face.

She turned him around.

She was almost asleep when he did it again.

This time, she dumped him onto the end of the bed.

He returned a few minutes later, draping himself over her legs.

I guess I know which pussy rules this house.

Baxter, apparently now happy with his perch, purred.

 

 

THE END
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