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Friends in Common

Playing a friendly game of “Who’s on Top” is just another day in Max, Sean, and Cali’s life. And when it comes to their friends, the triad are usually the first ones there, pitching in and stepping up to help.

Unfortunately, there are some things they can’t fix for their friends. The trick is to recognize that boundary while not forgetting how to have fun or neglecting their own happiness.

But sometimes, Cali can make even a T-Rex look tame.
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Chapter One

 

“Rawr!”

Cali was working on her monthly reports and sales tax filings that Saturday morning, and found herself being disturbed.

“Rawr!”

Of course, the definition of “disturbed” in their house was up for debate and constantly in flux.

“Ahem. Rawr!”

Cali didn’t look up from her computer. “Still not fucking you in that thing, Sean.”

“Aww.” She finally glanced over to where he stood in the office doorway, wearing an inflatable T-Rex costume. His stubby arms hung in limp disappointment.

“Where’s Max? I bet he’ll fuck you in it.”

“He’s busy in the workshop. He’s working on a new paddle design and wants to focus. He kicked me out of the garage.” The T-Rex head also drooped.

He looked fricking pitiful.

“How’d you find a strap-on harness big enough to go around that damn thing, anyway?”

He shook his hips, making the bright pink dildo attached to the harness wiggle back and forth. “I bought nylon webbing and the hardware for straps. What do you think?”

She sighed. “I think that you have too much free time on your stubby little hands.”

“Aw.”

 

* * * *

 

“But isn’t T-Rex porn a thing on Amazon?”

Sean wasn’t giving up.

“I think technically it’s called ‘T-Rex erotica’ when it’s writing.” Cali closed the fridge and looked at him, where he’d been standing behind the door. “And we aren’t getting into writing T-Rex erotica, or filming T-Rex porn. We sell implements, Sean. That’s what we do.”

Two Crafty Bastards Toys paid her a salary, but it was Max and Sean’s day jobs that kept them afloat personally. The website-based business paid its own way, and was turning a small profit, but it wasn’t like they could live off it if something happened to Max and Sean’s jobs.

They were both engineers and worked for Sarton, a local builder. Max was their cost estimator, and Sean was their head engineer. They’d worked there for years. Cali also worked part-time doing outside web development, including for her former employer, the local animal shelter. Her combined income, however, was peanuts compared to what the two men made.

She carried her sandwich fixings over to the counter to make herself lunch.

“We could diversify.”

“You and Max have good day jobs. Leave the website stuff to me, okay?”

He scuffed one foot along the floor. “You never let me have any fun.”

“Sean, you are standing in our kitchen, dressed as a T-Rex, and wearing a neon pink strap-on. What is your definition of ‘fun’?”

He walked over behind her, managed to grab her by the hips, and started humping against her ass. “Max hasn’t let me come in four days. Please?”

She turned to stare at him. “I thought you guys fooled around this morning while I was out grocery shopping?”

“No. He dropped me into subspace, fucked my mouth, and then told me I could wait until later.”

“Then go jerk off, honey. I’m on my period and, frankly, you’d have better luck getting some pussy out of Baxter than out of me for the next couple of days.”

Sad T-Rex. “He said I can’t jerk off.”

“Why not?”

He waved his arms. “Well, for starters, T-Rex outfit. He said he’ll let me come if I can talk you into fucking me in the T-Rex cos—”

“Goddammit, Max!” She stormed out to the garage, throwing open the door and startling him. He looked up, eyes wide behind his safety glasses.

“What?”

“What the hell? I’m trying to work, and you sic Sean on me? Do you not remember we’re supposed to be at the club early today because of the critter group? I don’t have the day off like you guys do. I need to have this stuff done, today, so I can mail the sales tax check Monday. I damn sure won’t feel like doing it tomorrow after not getting to sleep until nearly four a.m. tonight.”

Max took off his safety glasses. “Why the hell did you tell her, Sean?”

Cali wagged a finger at him. “No, no no no. Don’t blame this on Stumpy, here. Why are you torturing him?”

“Um…because I’m a sadist? Aaaand it’s kinda what I dooo?”

She planted her hands on her hips. “Did you not notice the box of tampons on the counter from when I got back from the store? And the chocolate? And the fucking Motrin? You helped me unpack the grocery bags.”

Max winced. “Oooh, sorry, babe.”

“No, don’t you sorry me.” She pointed at Sean, who stood in the doorway, but the costume was really too big to make it into the garage without him either puncturing it on something, or knocking shit over with it. “Take care of him, or you can wear a goddamned chastity cage for the next two fucking weeks. Pick. Or I’ll show you what a goddamned T-Rex can fucking do, and I won’t need a fricking costume to do it.”

Max set the safety glasses down and carefully slid past her, pausing to kiss her. “Sorry, sweetheart. I’ll take care of him.” He grabbed Sean by the hand. “Come on, Stumpy.”

“Thank you.” She followed, closing the garage door behind her, watching as the two men headed down the hall to their bedroom.

Yeah, under other circumstances, she’d love to join them and help out, but she was in that first day of her period, hadn’t really started yet, crampy and bloated as hell mode.

And if either of them tried to touch her, she was liable to rip their arm off and beat them over their damn head with it.

 

* * * *

 

“Why the hell did you tell her I sent you to do that?” Max helped Sean out of the T-Rex outfit. “Now she’s pissed off at me. And you could have taken care of yourself. You know that.”

“Because I’m a sadist, too, dumbass. Hey, it’s your fault for getting toppy on me and leaving me horny this morning. And I know I could have whacked off, but I was trying to be a good sport.”

Sean stepped out of the outfit, turned, and grabbed a fistful of Max’s hair. Sean yanked Max’s head back, his crisp blue eyes narrowing. “Think it’s time for me to turn a little toppy.”

Max struggled against the fall into subspace and knew it was hopeless. It wasn’t like he had to be working out in the garage right now.

And it had been several weeks, at least, since he’d let Sean flip him into bottom mode. Their default mode, which kept them from killing each other, was usually Max as Top, Sean as bottom, and Cali in whichever role she felt like for any particular day or situation.

Sean reached down and unfastened Max’s shorts, reaching inside them and cupping his hand around his cock and balls. Said cock which hardened under the warmth of his lover’s palm.

Max’s eyes dropped closed as he rocked his hips against Sean’s hand.

“Yeah, buddy,” Sean murmured. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

Max knew Sean would make him pay for making him wait for release.

At this point, he didn’t care. Sean’s fingers cupped his balls, sliding lower, over his taint.

Sean pulled him in close so he could whisper in Max’s ear.

“Gonna fuck you good, buddy. You made the mistake of winding me up. Now you have to pay up.” The hand holding Max’s balls squeezed, not too hard, but with just enough threat of pain to make Max’s heart race and his cock twitch.

“Bring it,” Max said, wanting to egg him on. If he was going to ride this ride, he wanted every hole in his ticket punched, and hard.

Sean was just the man to do it, too.

Even better, after all their years together, they knew each other’s bodies and knew exactly what to do and how to do it. It didn’t take Sean long to strip Max and put leather wrist cuffs on him, clipping his hands behind his back. And he buckled a ball gag around Max’s head.

That meant the ride would get rocky.

Good.

Frankly, he could use a beating. He hadn’t had one in a while. Sean would also make sure Max came, because he always felt guilty if he came and left Max hanging.

Didn’t mean Sean wouldn’t do it on occasion, but those occasions were rare.

Then Sean bent Max over the side of the bed and slapped his ass. “Stay right there.”

Max looked to see Sean stripping. Then he retrieved some implements from the stash they kept in the bedroom closet, as well as a towel and lube from the bathroom. Sean dropped everything onto the bed, where he could reach them, then slid his hands over Max’s back from shoulders to ass.

Cupping Max’s ass, he dug his fingers in, squeezing and finally drawing a groan from him.

“Yeah, buddy,” Sean said, his voice husky, needy. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

Max’s cock throbbed as it rubbed against the bed. Sean was also hard, his cock brushing against Max’s ass.

Max thrust his ass out in invitation—spanking or fucking, he wasn’t choosy at this point.

“Oooh, someone’s horny.” Sean started bare-handed spanking him, which he knew would only fire Max’s need without providing him any relief or the hard crash into deep subspace that a good, thorough beating would.

Max rested his head against the bed, eyes closed as he enjoyed and processed the feel of Sean’s hands on his flesh. Hot, strong, knowing exactly how and where to spank him.

He never would have imagined his friend and roommate would become the love of his life, but for that one thing he absolutely would give Lydia all due credit. Her reasons for forcing the men into being together might have been totally evil and selfish on her part, but the result was one Max loved.

Sean was his and Cali’s, just like he was theirs, and what they had together was perfection.

Never could have happened without Lydia’s fuckery.

Sean grabbed one of the paddles he’d pulled out and started going to town with it, up and down the backs of Max’s legs and ass, along the sides of his thighs, not holding back.

Now the whirlpool of endorphins and dopamine sucked him deep into subspace, into that sweet, blissful pool where everything felt better and his conscious mind could shut down for a little while and relish the feel of not having to be in charge in any way.

It was Sean’s show, and he was a man who knew what he wanted.

Max was aware of Sean switching implements several times, and using his bare hands, but he didn’t care. He rode each wave of pain and pleasure, the way his cock rubbed against the sheets on the bed, the way Sean used his body as an implement. Sometimes to pin him to the bed while straddling him, sometimes striking with his fists or pinching.

Building him to a crescendo.

Finally, Sean dragged Max all the way up onto the bed, facedown over the towel he’d spread there. Sean removed the ball gag from Max before dragging his thighs wide apart. Warm breath washed over Max’s sac as Sean shoved his face in there and licked and sucked on his balls. Even a nibble of teeth scraping over sensitive flesh, making Max shiver in anticipation.

Sean loved this, as a Top or bottom. As a Top it was to tease and torment, and as a bottom Sean just loved to suck whatever was put in front of him—fingers, cock, pussy, he wasn’t particular.

Sean pulled Max’s ass cheeks apart and rimmed him, Max’s cock throbbing now, close to the edge between the way it was trapped between his body and the towel and the pleasure of Sean’s mouth on him.

Then Sean sat up and slapped his ass cheeks. “Scoot up.”

Max knew what he wanted and pushed up with his knees a little, giving Sean perfect access to his ass.

Sean squeezed Max’s hot and tender ass cheeks in his hands again. “That’s what I’m talking about.” Max didn’t have time to prep himself before Sean’s lubed cock poked for entry twice before sliding home inside him.

Max groaned, biting back his moan of pain as it quickly turned to a sweet burn of pleasure.

“Yeah, that’s what I wanted to hear.” Sean fell on him, hooking his arms under Max and holding on to his shoulders, his weight pinning Max flat on the mattress.

Max bent his legs back at the knees, curling around Sean’s legs as the man started his slow grind.

Pleasure rippled through him, almost taking him over the edge. He knew from the towel that meant Sean would grind him until Max came like this for him.

Max’s only problem would be holding back and enjoying being ridden for a while. Helpless, he relaxed his arms, where they were pinned between him and Sean.

Wasn’t the first or even thirty-first time Sean had taken him like this.

Sean’s breath brushed his left ear, hot, gasping wordless sounds of pleasure as his raw cock fucked Max’s ass perfectly. Sean’s fingers dug into the tops of Max’s shoulders, and he knew he’d have perfectly spaced bruises there by tomorrow morning.

Marks he’d smile over and enjoy running his fingers over at work on Monday while sitting in his office.

Alone like this, they could also be raunchier with each other than they felt comfortable with around Cali. Not that they hid this part of themselves from her, but it usually only came out in full force when she wasn’t participating in the fun.

“Love breeding this ass,” Sean whispered. “My ass. Only cock ever been in this sweet ass.” His teeth clamped down on the back of Max’s shoulder, hard, making him moan. “Been too long since I fucked a load into you, huh? Maybe I should stay on Top for a while. Remind you who you belong to.”

Max bit down on his lower lip, groaning as he tried to hold back his orgasm. He was damned close. Amused, Cali had once taken a picture of them like this together, one Sunday afternoon, using a black and white filter.

Hottest fucking picture he’d ever seen in his life, the needy, helpless look on his face and the eager, seductive heat on Sean’s as he’d been whispering something to him.

He kept a copy of it on his phone and the few times he found he needed to jerk off alone, he frequently looked at it and remembered this feeling.

Being totally owned.

The trust he had in Sean.

Their love.

“Tell me,” Sean hoarsely ordered. He sounded like he was close, too. “Tell me what you want.”

“Please breed my ass, Sir. I need a load of your cum inside me.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Sean picked up the pace, and between the hard, pounding fuck and the friction from his body and the mattress, Max’s cock exploded. The feel of his ass squeezing Sean’s cock triggered his orgasm. Sean took several deep, final thrusts before falling still on top of him, his grip relaxing.

Then he kissed Max’s cheek. “Love you so fucking much.”

Max tensed his ass, squeezing Sean’s softening cock inside him and making the other man laugh. “Love you, too, buddy.”


Chapter Two

 

Good for him.

The guys had left the bedroom door open. From the sound of things, she guessed Sean had flipped the flogger on Max, so to speak, and was now enjoying himself some Toppy time.

Being three switches never gets dull.

She turned up her music, just loud enough to drown out the sounds of their spanking and fucking as she sat at her desk and ate her sandwich while studying reports. Before she’d joined the men, Max and Sean had kept the barest-bones of records, almost not enough to properly do their taxes. Overall expenses and income, and the sales tax. That was it.

She’d set up reports and split everything into detailed cost analysis for every product they sold that they completely manufactured themselves. She could look at any item in their inventory and see how many hours it took to make, and how much materials cost for it. That helped her when she ran sales specials, to see what her lowest break-even point was on items. And it allowed her to take deductions when a product lost money, something the men had never calculated before.

Once she finished all of this, next week she’d be able to start the final planning for the fetish convention they’d be vending at next month. It was one of the largest and longest-running in the country. It’d been a while since the men had vended at a fetish convention. After the bullshit Max and Sean’s ex Lydia had put them through, they hadn’t had the heart to do any, and hadn’t wanted to run the risk of seeing her at one.

Cali had convinced them that, this year, they needed to stretch out again. This convention was up in Tampa, right in their backyard, and they really couldn’t afford to miss it. The visibility alone would be worth it. Their booth was already paid for, and they had their hotel room reserved.

The fact that Lydia was dead and gone and there was no way in hell they’d run into her there didn’t hurt any, although she hadn’t been dead when Cali had reserved their booth and hotel room.

That was just an added bonus now.

Cali had also been maximizing their visibility on Instagram lately, but she was still new at it. It’d been one platform she’d hesitated to use, because she wasn’t sure how, quite honestly. Between pictures of Baxter in costumes, pictures of Sean in various costumes, and well-composed pictures of implements, she was seeing more traffic arriving from there. She was still trying to tweak her hashtags and figure out what their best ROI was.

This was stuff Max and Sean, honestly, never had time for before. Before her, their efforts went into making and shipping toys around their day jobs. Yes, they had the website, but it’d been a hot mess on a skillet and not a very effective tool.

And after their bad experience with Lydia killed their desire to vend at fetish events, they’d had limited local exposure. Cali had asked the organizers of the convention for the contact info for some of the fetish models and others who were going to be in attendance. She had contacted many of them about giving them some implements to include in their videos and photo shoots.

Kinky product placement.

Couldn’t hurt, and the investment was worth it. She’d make sure they brought plenty of those implements with them to sell.

One good thing was they had Venture to sell toys, literally in their back yard. They usually put test runs there first, frequently giving new implements away to their close friends for R&D, a perfectly acceptable write-off. In exchange, they received valuable input from trusted people on any changes needed before doing full production runs of any implements. Cali didn’t want it to look like the only reason they were involved with the club was to sell toys, but Marcia and Derrick had assured them they were perfectly fine with it.

Another area where Cali had helped grow the business was pinpointing their best-selling items and adjusting their manufacturing techniques accordingly. Instead of making one or two here and there, she had them stock up on certain implements, especially ahead of website sales, and showed them making them in greater numbers ahead of time was a more efficient use of their time. Newer implements without a proven track record were made in smaller batches. She posted a schedule for the men to follow to keep her from running out of stock and to make their lives easier.

She wasn’t afraid to change things around, either. Sometimes, a particular item fell out of favor on the website, so she cut back production on it. That was where knowing material costs and how long it took, on average, to make an implement helped her out. If they ended up overstocked on something, she ran flash specials on it, maybe even as a free add-on to an order over a certain dollar amount.

These were things the men couldn’t do before, because they didn’t have anything but guesswork to go by.

She’d also insisted on learning how to make some of the items, meaning she could produce some of their most popular stock during the week. Or, at least get the roughed-out implements ready for the men to finish.

A bare-handed smack, followed by Max moaning, drifted down the hall.

Stupid uterus.

At least she didn’t feel guilty about not lending a hand. The men had never made her feel like that, and she regretted snapping at Max earlier. Sean was only being Sean, playful and goofy and fun.

Max was just a clueless guy. Well, they were both clueless guys about some things.

Overall, she rarely had any complaints.

There was the one time they’d dunked her in the pool when she’d had her phone on her, but they’d even made up for that, too.

She resented her body’s monthly attempt to murder her. With the guys having had vasectomies, it wasn’t like she was ever going to use her uterus.

At least I’m not preggers, like Essie.

She shuddered at the thought.

 

* * * *

 

Once the moaning and sounds of spanking died down, she finally risked walking to the end of the hall and checking on her guys. Yep, Sean had ended up on top, all right. The leather wrist cuffs Max wore were proof of that. Currently, they were dozing in a post-fuck bliss, Max on his stomach on the bottom, and Sean sprawled on top of him. They looked so adorable like that.

I hope they remember to change the sheets.

Then she spotted the towel under Max.

So Sean is trainable. Excellent.

She made a mental note to mention it to him and thank him for remembering.

Her stomach gurgled, sending her on to their bathroom, where she quietly closed the door behind her so she wouldn’t disturb them.

Aaaannd there was her period.

Terrific.

Figured it’d hit today, when they had to be at the club literally all afternoon and night. This was their Saturday to volunteer running the club. The triad helped Derrick and Marcia, the owners, along with several other trusted volunteers. It took the stress off of them having to be there every single weekend in addition to their day job running their CPA firm.

Marcia and Derrick’s business partners in the club, Kel and Mal, were currently taking a hiatus following Mal’s miscarriage several months earlier. Kel was also the landlord, owning the entire warehouse complex where the club was located.

They were also good friends, and Cali, Max, and Sean wanted to help out any way they could.

Okay, so I suppose there are worse things than suffering through a period every month.

Far worse.

That was another reason she’d asked Sean and Max to get vasectomies when she’d decided she didn’t want kids. Ironically, when she’d been with her ex, she had wanted kids, but he hadn’t.

Who knew at the time what a favor he ended up doing her by walking out on her the way he had, when he had? As a direct result, she’d moved in with Sean and Max and fell hard and fast for them.

The feeling had been mutual.

Now, she couldn’t imagine her life any other way. They had a sweet perfection, the three of them and Baxter, their cat.

They enjoyed babysitting for their friends, and Cali’s cousin, but then they could hand them back to their parents after several hours, or even an overnight, and be child-free again.

Cali got herself situated and headed back to the kitchen to take another dose of Motrin before returning to her office. She really wanted to curl up with her guys and nap, but after months of volunteering at the club, she knew the routine.

By the time they returned home tonight, and they got Baxter consoled for daring to leave him, and stretched out in bed, it’d be nearly four a.m. before she finally fell asleep. Meaning tomorrow would be shot in terms of being productive at anything requiring braining. And if she didn’t get the sales tax check in the mail by Monday, she’d end up incurring a penalty for it being late.

Fuck that noise.

That meant finishing this now. Because if she worked on anything besides the sales tax report before she finished it, it would gnaw at her. She had less than an hour to go, probably. Best to get it done and out of her hair and ready to mail.

Plus, Mondays were nearly always busy for her. People home from work over the weekend, browsing online and placing orders. Mondays were usually her busiest shipping day. She already had four orders that would have to go out.

She was almost finished when she saw she had an e-mail alert for the store account, which was used only for customers contacting them.

When she opened it, she found an e-mail from one of their regular customers, Dave Stuckey. He lived in Georgia, outside of Atlanta, and ordered once or twice a month, at least.

 

Hey, Cali! I’m going to be in Tampa on business and wanted to know if I could come by and look at your stock in person.

 

This wasn’t the first time she’d had someone ask something similar, usually if they had a “showroom.”

 

Sorry, we don’t have a public location. You can drop by Venture in Sarasota during their normal business hours and view some of our stock, and other items for sale, in their office. Or if there’s anything in particular you wanted to see, let me know when you’ll be there and I’ll make sure we drop off the stock ahead of time if we won’t be volunteering that night. Thanks!

 

She added the club’s website, where he’d find additional information.

Like hell would she let strange, random people from the Internet into her home. They had a PO Box at the UPS store where she did her shipping from for that very reason. It was their “business” address they listed on the website and used as the return address for shipping, because it looked like a physical address and not a PO Box.

It wouldn’t be impossible for someone to track down their home address, if they looked on Florida’s Department of State website, to find their incorporation papers. It was required to have a physical address for the corporation’s agent, which was her. But they also had a DBA for the business, meaning someone would have to do some determined digging, first to figure out their real incorporation name, and then look up their address.

She never gave out their last names to any customers, so it wouldn’t be possible for someone to track them down by voter registration. And the house was placed in a trust that all three of them were members of—something Ed had done for Sean and Max before gay marriage was legal, and the men had added her to it—and someone would have to know the name of the trust to look it up on property tax records.

In other words, Cali felt pretty damn safe.

An hour later, she had finished her reports and wrote the check to drop in the mail Monday. She’d heard another round of something going on in the bedroom, but hadn’t investigated yet. She couldn’t tell from the sound if Sean was still Top, or if Max had flipped him back yet.

Not that it mattered, because fun was nearly always had by all when they played.

She was going to shut down her laptop when she saw she had another e-mail from Dave.

 

Aw. I was hoping for a chance to finally meet you in person. :) Wouldn’t mind taking you out for dinner.

 

She stared at the message for a long moment, not sure how to take it. Yes, she fended off her fairly regular share of garden-variety online copypasta creepers, the ones who basically hit on anyone without any regard to whether or not they might possibly be interested. But that was usually through FetLife, where her profile connected her to Sean and Max and their profile for the business. On FetLife, they had each other listed as being in a relationship, and their profiles clearly stated they were not interested in play or sex with anyone else. And none of their pictures included their faces.

On their About page on the website, they also didn’t have any face pictures, but they did make it plain they were a poly triad, so it wasn’t like the guy might think he had a shot with her.

Not sure if he was verging into creeper territory or not, and not wanting to piss off a good customer if he wasn’t intending to be a creeper, she carefully worded her reply.

 

Depends on when the three of us are volunteering whether we’ll be there or not. While we appreciate the offer for dinner, it’s not necessary.

Thanks!

 

Hopefully, if he was only being innocently friendly, that would back him off. If he’d meant to be more than friendly on purpose, it’d give him a clue that she wasn’t available.

Now if he ranged into true creeper status by ignoring those plain clues, she’d start answering e-mails as Max or Sean.

Usually when she did that, the person didn’t push any farther.

With her work finally finished, she shut off the laptop and headed down the hall to see what trouble Sean and Max were getting themselves into.


Chapter Three

 

I taught him too well.

Helpless, Max knelt ass-up on the bed, wrists still clipped behind his back, his shoulders pressed against the mattress and his knees spread wide. Behind him, Sean currently had three gloved fingers deep inside his freshly fucked ass, and was going to town massaging his prostate and getting him all worked up a second time despite having fucked one orgasm out of him already.

Max also suspected what was coming next, because countless times he’d done this very same thing to Sean.

In the spirit of fair play, Max wasn’t going to flip back into Top mode, either. He usually ended up there by default. If Sean had toppy oats to sow, Max was fine letting him have his fun.

He gasped when Sean withdrew his fingers, then moaned a moment later as the lubed butt plug slid home.

Behind him, he heard Sean strip off the glove. “There ya go. I think that can stay in all afternoon and evening.”

Max jumped when Sean turned it on, a low, thrumming pulse that pressed against his prostate and would keep him horny all evening.

Shit. Riding over to the club would be interesting. “I guess you’re driving tonight, huh?” Max hoarsely asked.

Sean laughed before leaning in and biting him, hard, on his left ass cheek, then his right. “Oh, you’d better believe it. In more ways than one.” He unclipped Max’s wrists. “I’m not even close to being done with you yet.”

“Do I even want to know?” Cali’s voice asked from the vicinity of the bedroom doorway.

“Just having a little fun, babe,” Sean said as Max slowly pushed himself into a kneeling position, letting his body adjust to the butt plug. It was big to start with. Add in the vibrating action, it could be lethal to self-control.

At least, it usually was to Sean’s self-control.

“He’s getting his payback,” Max said. He carefully turned and spotted Cali in the doorway, smirking at them. “Payback’s a switch, and so is he.”

Yep, sitting would be…interesting.

So he remained kneeling on the bed.

“You’re going to make him wear that all night, huh?” she asked.

Sean held up four fingers and wiggled them at her. “Four fucking days, babe. I think I’ve earned a little Top time.”

“No argument from me, sweetie.” She walked over and kissed him, then Max. “Sorry I’m not feeling playful. And sorry I snapped at you guys earlier, but you need to remember my work schedule is different than yours. You get to leave work at work. I can’t. To top it all off, I feel like crap.”

“Sorry, babe,” Max said. “I honestly did miss the whole period part of the equation. I wasn’t trying to be an asshole on purpose.”

“I know. That’s why I apologized.” She glanced at the time. “We’d better start getting ready. I’ll get my shower first. No offense, I’d rather shower alone today.” She headed for the walk-in closet to get her clothes.

Max totally understood. He might be a man of many fetishes, but neither he nor Sean included Cali being on her period on that list.

He finally climbed off the bed, moving slowly until the butt plug settled itself inside him.

Sean wore an evil grin as he watched him. “Yeah, I know that feeling all too well.” He grabbed Max and pulled him in for a hug. “That’s one of your favorites to use on me, dude. Enjoy.”

“I can take anything you dish out,” Max shot back.

“Ooooh, reeeeeally? Is that a chall—”

“No!” Cali yelled from the closet. “We don’t have time for that now. You can one-up each other when we get home tonight. If I have to drive myself today because you two lose track of time fucking, I will leave early tonight and you two will have to close by yourselves. This is not the time of the month to test my patience, boys.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sean playfully shot back. Then he grinned at Max. “Lucky you, her saving your ass,” he muttered.

“Bullshit,” Max said. “Bring it.”

Sean stepped in close, chests touching. “I would if I wasn’t terrified of her right now,” he whispered.

Max snorted. “True story.” He reached around Sean and grabbed his ass, grinding against him. “Don’t expect to get to sleep before dawn. Even if you fall asleep on me, I’m fucking you when we get home.”

Sean grinned. “I’d damn sure hope so.” He gave him a quick kiss. “Otherwise, I’d think you were losing your touch.”

 

* * * *

 

Sean was looking forward to this afternoon’s critter group at the club. He enjoyed primal play, and dressing up in a costume was always a bonus. Based on the FetLife RSVPs, they’d probably have a mix of ponies, puppies, and kitties, along with some miscellaneous feral players. Rusty and Eliza were supposed to be there, and that was a guaranteed good time. Rusty was definitely into rough and tumble play. So was Gilo, and Sean thought he’d spied Gilo and Abbey’s names on the list, too.

This was the first “official” critters group meeting they’d held at the club. There had been past critter-centric events as part of regular play nights, and critter and animal play workshops, but while there’d been ongoing talk of starting an actual group, no one had taken the initiative to do it before.

Until now. Sean had been looking forward to this for a while. With them already volunteering at the club, Marcia had green-lighted them putting it on the schedule since they were willing to run it.

While Cali was showering in the master bath, the men used the hall bath to grab their shower together. They’d decided it’d be better to do that than risk keeping Cali waiting and getting her upset.

“Wrath” might not be an inaccurate statement of what Cali would be capable of if they pushed her too far today.

Sean was a masochist, but he wasn’t a fucking dumbass.

Not all the time, anyway.

By the time they were ready to leave, Sean had assembled a variety of gear for the afternoon. He wasn’t sure what he’d feel like when he got there and the event started, and that would also vary based on who showed up and wanted to play.

And how they wanted to play.

He noticed Max didn’t pack any play outfits.

“Not feeling like rolling around?”

“Not with this thing up my ass, no, thank you.” He smirked. “Usually not considered good etiquette to spooge all over someone you’re sparring with if you’re not fluid-bonded to them.”

Sean winced. “Oooh, good point. You want to take it out, go ahead.”

“Nah, I’m fine. As some weird guy once said, I’m a good sport.” Max’s brown eyes hinted at mirth. He was an inch taller than Sean’s six one, and Sean envied him that his dark blond hair hid the hints of grey, unlike Sean’s brown hair.

But they both looked damned good for being the short side of fifty. “Using my words against me, huh?”

“Sure.”

“I’m not that weird. Hey, you love me. That makes you weird, too.”

Max grinned. “I never denied that. Besides, one of us needs to stay a civvie today to keep an eye on things.”

“True, I didn’t think of that either.” Sean eyed his gear bags.

Max read his mind. “No, if you want to play, go ahead.”

“Would rather have another round of tackling your—”

“If you two are done verbally jousting,” Cali said, “we need to get moving.”

Sean’s eyes widened. “Oooh! Jousting T-Rexes!”

Cali turned, looked like she was going to say something, then sighed. “Never mind. Let’s get going. Please?”

“What?” Sean stared after her. “It’s a great idea! Oooh, Baxter can joust a T-Rex and win!”

Max patted him on the shoulder. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go.” He followed Cali down the hall.

“What? It’s a great idea!”

“Come on, Sean!” Cali called.

“I still say it’s a great idea.” He shouldered his bags and followed them.

 

* * * *

 

“Oh…dude. What’d you do this time?” Sean stared at Rusty standing in the office of Venture.

Rusty’s T-Rex head drooped.

Eliza smacked one of his stubby arms. “Tell him, brainiac.”

Rusty sighed. “I got mouthy with Ma’am last night. She didn’t feel like having sex, and I told her I’d go masturbate…and it went downhill from there.”

“Downhill?” Cali asked.

His head drooped lower. “Yes,” Rusty muttered.

“Let me add that he’s not allowed to masturbate,” Eliza said. “Not without permission. He didn’t ask for permission, which I would have given, under the circumstances. But he told me what he was going to do. I then proceeded to take him down, hog-tie him, and punish him. I locked him in a chastity cage. And he’s not allowed to orgasm until at least next weekend.”

The T-Rex head drooped even lower.

Max snorted. “You just do not learn, do you?”

“Apparently not,” Rusty mumbled.

“And he’d only had two beers,” Eliza said. “He’s now on the wagon.”

Rusty sighed. “Yes, Ma’am. Sorry.”

Sean thought Rusty sounded miserable.

He could sympathize.

“I think the new meds they put him on have messed up his alcohol tolerance,” Eliza said. “Until I can get an appointment with his GP and go over that, he’s officially cut off. A year ago, he could have drank a six-pack on his own without any problem. Not that he would have driven, because he wouldn’t have. But you know what I mean. The attitude and apparent lack of alcohol tolerance is new.”

“Is he gonna go to Sigalo’s wearing that thing?” Sean asked, laughing. “Because, I gotta tell you, if he is, I’m tagging along and taking a video and posting it.”

“How’s he going to roll around in that thing?” Max asked.

“He’s not,” Eliza said. “I brought puppy gear for him.”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

“Are you coming back later for the play party?” Cali asked as she looked them up in the computer.

Eliza laughed. “Ooohh, you betcha. I have a lot more humiliation play to put T-Rex the Barbarian here through.”

Cali finished checking them in and put wristbands on them. Rusty stuck his hand out as far as he could, exposing some of his wrist from the costume, so she could band him.

Sean and Max had been hanging out in the office with Cali. Since Rusty and Eliza were the first arrivals, they followed the couple inside.

“Where are we doing this?” Eliza asked.

Sean hooked a thumb toward the doorway to the new side. “We put down all the MMA mats over there.” They’d even moved equipment to make the best use of the space. And the smaller section of MMA mats that was always down was still there, in case people wanted more controlled play away from the main group.

She walked over and looked. “Holy cow, that’s a lot of mats. I’m not used to seeing them all together like that.”

“Yeah. Should be a fun day if everyone shows up who RSVP’d.”

Eliza started getting Rusty out of his T-Rex outfit.

“Oh, and thanks,” Sean said, tossing in more than a little sarcastic tone.

Eliza grinned. “What’d I do?”

Sean pointed at the T-Rex outfit and noted Max’s smirk. “They bought me one.”

“He rigged a strap-on harness to fit it,” Max added.

Eliza cackled, delivering a low, formal bow with a fancy hand flourish. “You’re welcome. Did you bring it?”

“No—”

“Yep!” Max’s smirk morphed into a full-on evil grin.

Sean groaned. “Oh, you son of a bitch.”

“Aww, come on.” Max kissed him. “You know you love it.”

“Twinsies!” Eliza looked like she was enjoying this far too much.

Sean thought about thumbing the controller for the butt plug. With his hands in the pockets of his shorts, the controller was right there. He’d turned it off before they’d left the house. Would serve Max right if he cranked it to high without warning and it made him come standing there…

Except Max would get revenge later.

Wasn’t a matter of if, but when.

That’s why Sean was veerrry careful when in Top mode to not go too far. Max always self-regulated what he did to Sean in Top mode. Sometimes taking Sean right up to the very edge of safewording, but never across it. Not deliberately. Especially for something in public.

What Sean would tolerate from him alone at home was totally different, because it was between the two or three of them.

As if reading his mind, Max crossed his arms over his chest and sent him a silent challenge with that knowing smirk of his fixed firmly in place.

Bring it.

Sean sighed. Son of a bitch. 


Chapter Four

 

Cali settled onto one of the stools behind the counter and paged through her phone, looking at e-mails.

She had another e-mail from Dave Stuckey.

Hesitating, she considered not reading it, letting it sit. If he was going to push the issue it would piss her off, and she really didn’t want to bring that kind of energy to the club. Especially for a first-time event that was supposed to be purely fun.

Except…

If she didn’t read it, it would irritate the snot out of her until she did.

Fortunately, Landry and Cris arrived, temporarily taking the decision out of her hands.

“Hey!” She rounded the counter to hug both of them, then Bob, who walked in seconds later, laden with several bags. “Where’s Tilly?”

“At home, blast her.” Landry’s easy smile belied his words. “She felt tired and opted to stay home with KC instead of taking her over to Leigh’s. She practically shoved us out the door with orders to wear each other out as much as physically possible without violating any club rules or state laws.”

“So are we puppy or pony or feral or what today?” Cali asked.

“Yes.” Landry smiled, his intense green gaze full of sadistic amusement.

She didn’t miss how Bob and Cris exchanged knowing smiles behind Landry’s back as he got them checked in and paid for all three of them, both for the afternoon and for the evening play party.

It was already shaping up to be quite the party tonight. People loved watching Eliza and Landry play. They usually drew a hell of a crowd when they did. Eliza had a bit of a dramatic flair learned due to her and Rusty’s heavy involvement in SCA and mock combat over the years.

Landry was a textbook Dom and sadist, and if they used him to make instruction videos, he’d be considered the gold standard in terms of a Top. Ditto Eliza. It didn’t hurt that Landry had no problems being a service Top and playing with people on the spot. Men, or women. When he was at the club, his dance card could easily be full all night, if he wanted it to be.

The three men were heading into the dungeon when Tony and Shayla arrived. Since they were volunteers, they didn’t have to pay for today. June and Scrye were a little bit of a surprise, though. Also volunteers, they didn’t have to pay, either.

“I didn’t know you guys were into critter play,” Cali said.

“I like puppy play,” June said. “Shayla and I have been talking, and Sir and Tony were talking. Don’t know if I’ll get into a puppy pile or not, but I’d like to roll around a little.”

June was deceptively tiny, especially when compared to Scrye, who was a bear of a man. The petite woman was a former competitive gymnast, as well as a gymnastics teacher, and she still taught yoga.

That fell in stark contrast to the fact that June had shot a guy to death on Manasota Key, while trying to protect a mutual friend of theirs from her abusive ex-boyfriend.

No, June was definitely not a fragile, cringing woman.

As the event’s start time approached and more people arrived, both regulars and newbies, Cali lost track of time and thoughts about the e-mail sitting on her phone. Then Marcia arrived, lugging a case of two-liter soda bottles in her arms.

Cali raced to open the inner door for her. “Want me to grab the guys to help you?”

“No, I got it. If you could get the doors for me, that’d be great.” She stopped just inside the dungeon and looked around. “Wow, there’s a lot of people here.”

“Yeah, I know, right? Twenty-eight, not counting me and the guys. Or you.”

“That’s good. Derrick will be happy to hear that. If you guys want to keep running this, just let me know. I’ll keep putting it on the calendar.”

A few of the people attending were merely curious spectators who wanted to learn more about animal critter play, but the majority were either “critters” or “handlers.” At a quarter after, Cali locked the front door and put the sign out for latecomers to ring the bell.

She wanted to watch this.

Max had called the group to some semblance of order to go over the rules with everyone.

“Thanks for coming out today, folks. We’re really impressed how many people showed up. Hopefully, this’ll be a monthly event now.

“For today, to make sure no one feels uncomfortable, no full nudity allowed. Ladies, you need to wear a minimum of g-string and bikini. Guys, you need at least a jock or g-string. Depending on how future events go, we can adjust this as needed.”

Everyone nodded, and Max continued.

“Unless you know someone’s cool with it, don’t go hopping into a puppy pile with them, even if they’re already wrestling with someone. Get an okay from the person, or from their handler. If you’re in headspace, let your handler talk to their handler. ‘Red’ applies, obviously. Conversely, if you’d like to invite someone to play with you, you can approach them and say ‘green.’ And if someone’s kind of hanging out around the edges, don’t go getting all personal and close and stuff. Try to engage them with play bows. If they play, fine. If not, move on. Don’t do something stupid like sticking your nose up their ass without their permission.”

He let the laughter die down before continuing. “Do we have any ferals or primals or critters who are definitely interested in wrestling or heavy-duty feral play?”

Rusty and Sean raised their hands. Lynn and Paul both raised their hands, which was a little of a surprise, because Cali knew Paul was strictly a Top. Landry had Cris and Bob raise their hands, as did a few others.

Including June.

I wonder what poor bastard will try tackling her?

From the way Eliza grinned, and then sidled over to whisper to Scrye, Cali smelled a set-up in progress and was glad she’d opted to lock the office so she could watch.

This’ll be epic.

“Okay,” Max said. “So you all note that, but remember, get permission. Don’t just jump on someone. Ponies, we’re going to give you the old side to roam in,” Max added. “It’s big enough to run around over there. Doesn’t mean you can’t come over here, or that other critters can’t use the old side, but that way everyone has room to play.” Looked like there were only two ponies, and Cali wasn’t familiar with either one of them, or their handlers.

“When we get done today, we’d appreciate it if everyone pitched in a hand to help us wipe down the mats and get them returned to the storage bags. The rope people also use them, and they do the same thing. That being said…have fun. Also, if you sit on a piece of equipment, please wipe it down. And that brings me to this isn’t a ‘play-play’ kind of session. Animal and feral play only. Bring it back tonight for the open play session if you want to spank or tie or whatever. Oh, and please try not to get hurt. Most of us look to be middle-aged and have real day jobs we need to be vertical for come Monday morning.”

Everyone started getting ready, which in some cases meant shedding clothes and wearing the bare minimum, all the way up to the ponies, who each looked like they came with enough gear to tack up a bio-horse.

Eliza had ended her discussion with Scrye, but before Cali could head over to ask what she had up her sleeve, the doorbell rang.

Dammit.

She hurried out to the office to let the newcomers in. They were already members, so as she checked them in, she gave them a quick rundown of Max’s rules for the event, and then followed them back into the dungeon to watch.

June stripped down to black capri yoga pants and a black sports bra.

Aaannnd that was it.

No knee pads, no dog head gear, no tail, no paw mitts, no shoes.

Nothing.

Nothing except a slightly evil smile, and her hair pulled into a bun on the top of her head.

Rusty apparently hadn’t been paying attention when Eliza and Scrye had their little tête-à-tête. While June walked over to the edge of the mats and started stretching, including doing moves that almost made her look like her joints were made of rubber, Rusty was still digging through his gear bag, looking for something, and apparently oblivious to this.

Eliza looked proud of herself. Scrye stood there apparently amused, watching with his arms crossed over his enormous chest like he had a very large, predatory animal just let off its leash and he was hoping he could wrangle it back in at the end of the session.

Cali was hoping Rusty wasn’t going to need a paramedic.

Again.

Although, to be fair, the last time Rusty needed medical attention at a Suncoast Society event, it was totally an accident that wasn’t his fault, and had, ironically, been inflicted during a vanilla combat demonstration for kids.

Rusty wore what looked like tight bike shorts with a protective cup inside, what he’d been wearing under the T-Rex costume. He’d added knee pads, sneakers, elbow pads, and a mouth guard.

Cali edged on over between Eliza and Scrye. Everyone else was still getting ready.

“What’s the action?” Cali muttered.

Scrye tipped his head toward her. “June in five minutes or less.”

“You think it’ll take her all of five?” Cali asked.

“He is close to three of her.”

“True,” Cali said. At around six four, Rusty was over a foot taller and at least a hundred and seventy-five pounds heavier than June. “She does remember he faints at the sight of blood, right?”

“Yep,” Eliza said. “I’m betting three minutes or less. But only because she’s not allowed to go rough on him. Like Max said, I need him at work Monday. Barbarian’s gotta earn his keep.”

“Storming the castle not paying what it used to, huh?”

“Fuck, no. If we could make a living at mock combat, believe me, we would have been all over that shit years ago.”

 

* * * *

 

As he donned his puppy gear, Sean suspected something was up with the June and Rusty matchup. Knee pads, jock, full head mask, and a harness. Sean left the tail off only because it’d be in the way and maybe accidentally get ripped off. He also wore sneakers, even though he’d be on all fours, to protect his feet and toes.

That Eliza and Scrye had engineered the matchup to happen early, before anyone else got out on the mats, led credence to his theory.

All he knew was that he wanted no part of whatever was going to happen. He suspected June would systematically tear Rusty apart, piece by piece.

He knew both of them, and knew that Rusty’s deceptive size hid the heart of a puppy, and hard, scrappy June was always being underestimated.

When June finished stretching, she dropped onto all fours and practically galloped out into the middle of the mats. And it didn’t look like the awkward shuffle of the average adult on all fours, either. It looked fluid, natural, and nearly creepy in how effortlessly she’d done it. Like something out of a horror movie. In position, she grinned at Rusty as she crouched, almost looking like a dog sitting and waiting.

No, not a dog.

More like one of those vicious bobcats hiding lethal claws.

Rusty now had his gear set and dropped down onto all fours at the edge of the mat. Sean spotted exactly when Rusty really got a look at June. He appeared like he was going to sit back and speak to Eliza, but she reached down, slapped his ass, and pointed.

“Go play. No holds barred.”

June’s grin widened.

So did Eliza’s.

Scrye wore his same amused smile, but now he was slowly shaking his head in a way that could only be described as that poor bastard.

Sean finished gearing up and walked over to Scrye as Rusty slowly made his way across the mat. June hadn’t moved, waiting.

Rusty now looked terrified.

“What’s going on?” Sean softly asked Scrye.

“I have a slave in need of blowing off some steam and Eliza has one in need of a good ass-kicking.”

Now more people were watching the situation play out. Rusty tried circling her and she smoothly turned, watching him.

Rusty stopped and tentatively gave a play bow, wagging his ass.

Sean had never seen an evil grin quite the degree of the one June wore. “Woof,” she said, but in English like a human, not like she was pretending to bark like a puppy.

Apparently Rusty must have decided that he wanted to get whatever this was over with. He lunged toward her, and now the entire room’s attention was on them. Sean wasn’t sure he believed his eyes when June dodged Rusty by springing up onto one hand and flipping over the top of Rusty, coming down behind him on all fours again.

And not even looking like she broke a sweat.

Eliza snorted as Rusty wheeled around.

“What the fuck?” Sean muttered. “Is she like a ninja or a Jedi or something?”

“Pretty damn close,” Scrye said. “Thank god she doesn’t have access to a real lightsaber. I don’t have that much bail money.”

It’d be poor sportsmanship to get up on two legs, it would seem. June’s grin never faltered as she matched Rusty’s turn, crabwalking sideways on all fours, low to the ground and stretching her legs in a way that didn’t look humanly possible.

Now Sean realized it was Rusty being stalked. All the poor bastard was doing was trying to keep space between him and June. He was the one turning as she circled him.

He actually backed away from her.

“Come on,” Eliza called out. “Grow a pair and get in there, barbarian. This is getting boring.”

Rusty didn’t take his eyes off June. When his body tensed, like he was going to lunge again, June twisted away from him, rolling to her right and diving over the top of him. Before Rusty could stop his momentum, June kicked Rusty’s left arm out from under him.

He went down. She swung her legs around and caught him in a headlock. As a coup de grace, she grabbed his other arm and twisted it up and back.

Sean couldn’t make out Rusty’s scream, but June immediately released him and stood, returning to Scrye, an evil gleam in her eyes as she smiled.

“Dammit, I was hoping for a beatdown,” Eliza said. Rusty rolled onto his back. She walked around the mats to look down at him. “She was a lot easier on you than I usually am.”

He spit out the mouthguard, and it landed on his chest. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“That was easy?” Sean asked Scrye.

He snorted as he pulled June in for a hug. “Eliza told her no fists, and no pressure points.”

“Spoilsport,” June playfully said, but her evil smile made Sean shiver. 


Chapter Five

 

Max walked over to Sean. “Just be glad we’re not going to let Scrye turn June loose on you.”

“No, thank you.” Apparently, just to be sure, he turned to Max. “Red. Not just red, but fucking neon, blinking red.”

Rusty didn’t seem to be any worse for wear. He’d retrieved his mouthguard and now sat up on the mats, waiting for someone to join him.

Max slapped Sean on the ass. His guy looked good dressed like a pup. “Go on and play.”

Someone tossed a couple of dog toys into the middle of the mats. Sean finally dropped down onto all fours and headed out to meet Rusty.

Eliza cackled. “I love reminding him of his place in the food chain.”

“Rusty?” Max asked, although he suspected Sean now had an even better appreciation for June’s firm footing as an apex predator.

“Yep. He’s going to get a really good beating tonight after dinner, too. You guys going to Sigalo’s?”

“No. Not quite enough time between this and the play session later.”

“Want us to bring you something back?”

“Ooh, yeah.” He started to reach for his wallet.

“No, our treat,” Eliza said. “You guys volunteer here all the time. Least we can do is contribute by buying you some grub.”

“Aw, thanks. Cali knows what we like. She can write you up ours.”

“That works.”

More people started playing. Scrye sent June over to the other, smaller set of mats to play with Shayla and Lynn, who were both in full puppy gear. Handlers stood talking or around the mats, tossing toys into the group, and people laughed as pups fought over a toy, or brought it to someone to throw again.

An easy, fun vibe rolled through the space, a good energy. Max wished he could jump in and join them.

Since they were “in charge” today, it was better he didn’t drop into a puppy headspace. Sean really could get into one, depending on the play. Max not as much. Max could easily flip back into Topspace when doing puppy play. He envied people who could totally get into and stay in an “animal” headspace when doing this kind of play. Unlike subspace for Max, where he could lose track of time and really let go.

Like he had earlier in bed with Sean, or the way he could when Cali took charge.

Speaking of Cali, he turned to see if she was still in there and had seen Rusty’s takedown by June, but he spotted her over on the old side. When he realized she was talking to Kel, he headed over. He hadn’t seen the man in weeks.

“Hey!” He gave Kel a long, strong hug. “How you doing?”

Kel nodded “Vertical.”

Max mentally winced. “Mal?”

Kel’s tight smile told Max way more than any words. “Vertical. Usually.”

“Sorry, man. Anything we can do?”

Kel nodded toward the dungeon space. “You already are.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali’s heart was breaking for Kel. “Let’s go talk in the office.” She led the way while Max returned to supervise the ongoing puppy play. Kel had let himself in with his key and hadn’t needed to use the doorbell. That’s why it’d caught her a little by surprise when he’d walked up to her, where she’d been watching the ongoing puppy pile, and said hi.

She wasn’t sure what to say to him. “We miss you guys.”

“We miss everyone, too.” He scratched at the back of his neck. “Look, I wanted to talk to you three anyway. I don’t know how long it’s going to be until I can volunteer again. Or if I’ll be able to. Between working and Mal, I…” He sighed. “I wanted to know if you’d let me sign over my share of the club to you guys.”

“What?” She noticed he didn’t mention Mal volunteering, which broke her heart more than a little, but she didn’t want to push.

“I mean, it doesn’t pay money. Everything Derrick and I make, we put right back into it. And Lynn cut the club a check when she won the lotto and refused to let us refuse it, so we’re sitting on a considerable reserve. But it’s paying its own way, at least. No money out of your pocket.”

She stared at him. “Are you serious?”

“I am. It’s not fair of me to keep imposing on you guys like this without—”

“It’s not an imposition. Seriously, it’s not.”

“But you guys have been putting so much into this.”

A chill she couldn’t identify or put a name to rippled through her. The only thing she knew was that letting Kel hand over his share of the club to them would be worse than wrong. Another thing Mal would try to beat herself up over, another perceived failure, in her mind.

“A lot of people put a lot of time and effort into the club. And we love you and Mal, which is why we’re happy to do it. We have one business, and the guys have day jobs. We can devote a couple of days a month here. And I don’t mind being the volunteer coordinator. We don’t have the time or energy to take on a larger burden as owners.”

He sank into an office chair behind the counter and looked…lost. “I honestly can’t give you a return time right now.”

“That’s okay. Seriously. How are you doing?”

“I’m…doing. I don’t have any other choice except to keep moving forward. I have to.”

“Look, Chelbie hasn’t told us a lot. And she’s been gone a lot, too, so we haven’t seen much of her lately.”

“Yeah, she’s been out in LA a lot with Rich.” He leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees, and buried his face in his hands. He looked…weary. Aged.

Worn out.

“Mal’s back in inpatient up in Tampa,” he softly said. “Minimum of a month.”

The chill turned into a freeze. “I thought she was home?”

“She was. I made her get on the scale the other day and she’d lost ten of the pounds she’d regained. Then I realized she’d started cutting. I was…stupid. I don’t know how I missed it. She’s been doing it for a couple of weeks.”

“Oh, god, Kel, I’m so sorry.”

His laugh rattled around in his soul without a hint of mirth. “The irony doesn’t escape me that it’s a kink of mine to do it to her. But when I saw the marks and made her fess up…” He shook his head and finally dropped his hands so he could look up at her. “I nearly threw up. I called her doctor and they had me drive her up immediately. I won’t give up on her, but…”

His voice choked. “I don’t want to lose her, Cali. She’s my life. I love her. But it’s like she’s trying to kill herself a calorie at a time.” He wiped at his eyes. “At her worst, she was down to one hundred and two pounds, and she looked like a fucking skeleton. Way worse than the last time you saw her. They’d warned me that we might have to force-feed her with a damn feeding tube because she was that bad.”

“Oh, my god!”

“I know. I hate myself for this, but the first time around she was inpatient, I went total asshole Master on her. I told her if she really loved me, and she really considered herself my slave, she’d drink the fucking shakes, and she’d do what they fucking told her. That made her cry and made me feel lower than scum. But we got her to at least maintain and finally, slowly start gaining weight.

“And it…it was horrible. It took months to finally get her to a point we could talk about bringing her home. We all really thought she’d made progress—me, my mom, her treatment team. She had gained a healthy amount of weight, and she was still a little underweight for her height, but she didn’t look like a damn skeleton anymore. She was finally in a healthy territory on the weight charts. She was even maintaining her weight while eating normal foods.

“See, it’s not just the weight loss, it’s the back and forth that can throw the body out of whack. One of the unhealthy coping mechanisms she’d started using after we lost the baby was exercise. She’d go running or swimming for hours at a time sometimes, just work herself into total exhaustion. Especially if I wasn’t home to stop her. June’s older sister, May, she was the one who’d miscarried. She was coming up and teaching Mal yoga and gentle exercises to help her, right? And we tried not to tie everything into weigh-ins. I guess I sort of lost my uber-vigilance mode. She looked…I just sensed something wasn’t right. She also confessed she’d started running again when I wasn’t home.

“Then I feel like the world’s biggest asshole, again, because here I am, driving her back to Tampa, and she’s begging me to let her stay home and she’ll gain it back. Except, I know she won’t. Not yet. Not on her own. And not with her starting to cut, too.”

“Why’d she start doing that?”

“She said she didn’t know, at first. Then she admitted part of it was because I won’t play with her right now. She thought maybe if she tried cutting it might help her be able to feel more in control and be able to eat normally. I can’t play with her right now. I’m terrified I’ll hurt her. I mean, you hadn’t seen her. I still have in my mind that skeleton image, versus the healthy, curvy beautiful woman she was when we met.”

He leaned back in the chair, gaze fixed on the ceiling. “So she’s in there again for at least another four weeks. They’re going to try adjusting her meds. They think maybe she’s developed a tolerance, so they’re going to up the dosage, maybe switch one out.”

“Look, we’re happy to help out. Venture belongs to you and Derrick. Not us. You’ve been here from the start. I wouldn’t feel right taking over from you like that, and I know I speak for Max and Sean, too.”

“Thanks.” He forced himself to his feet and she hugged him, noticing he wasn’t in a hurry to let go.

And not in a creepy way, either.

“I can’t tell you how much this means to me,” he finally said before releasing her and stepping back.

“Hey, it’s giving back. Besides, you let us sell implements here. That’s a big deal for us. I know it’s not a lot of income, but it’s exposure, and we appreciate it.”

“Well, like you said, it’s giving back.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts.

“If you need anything, please let us know. Whether it’s chores done around the house, or…whatever.”

He nodded, but she suspected he wouldn’t call them for anything like that. He already felt he was imposing enough, that was blatantly obvious.

She watched him leave and felt…helpless. Never would she forget his grief that night at their house, when he’d told them Mal had lost the baby.

At least it once again reinforced her decision not to have kids. If this was tearing her up inside so much, she could only imagine how she’d feel over being a parent.

No, I know my limits. I’m much better suited to be an “aunt.”

Before she headed inside again, she remembered the e-mail from Dave Stuckey and pulled out her phone.

 

I understand, no worries. I’ll go through the site and let you know.

 

Relief set in. Of course she was worrying for nothing. She opted to toss out a bit of knowledge that wasn’t secret, because she’d be posting it on their website next week.

 

We’ll be at fetish convention in Tampa next month. If the time aligns right, I can bring anything extra with us and hold them back for you to look at, if you want first looking dibs on them.

 

That worry off her plate, she returned to the dungeon to see if June had eviscerated anyone yet. 


Chapter Six

 

Max wished he could spend more time talking to Kel, but he really didn’t want to leave the group unsupervised. Not that he was worried about anyone being douchey, but with so much going on, it’d be easy for an accident to happen, or someone to roll off a mat and hurt themselves.

If anything, everyone was being very respectful in their play, being careful about whether someone else wanted to play. Even a few of the kitties had joined the play, not necessarily rolling around with others, but playing with toys and chasing a red laser pointer someone had brought.

It wasn’t like the gay male puppy piles he and Sean had participated in up at the Toucan before they’d met Cali, that was for sure. Different level of physicality in those, more raw energy. They’d never gotten sexual during one of those, but he knew they could turn that way if at a private event or house party that allowed full-on sex.

Cali returned from the office and wrapped her arms around him from behind, resting her chin on his shoulder. “How’s it going?”

“Really good. How’s Kel?”

“We’ll talk later.”

He glanced back at her, her brown gaze meeting his. She wore her long brown hair pulled into a low ponytail today. “Bad?”

She shrugged. “Private. It can wait.”

“Okay.” He laid his hands on top of hers, gently squeezing. Yes, Cali completed them, and after the bullshit they’d gone through with Lydia, he’d honestly never expected to meet someone like Cali. Someone who loved both of them for who they were, as individuals and as a couple.

Someone who not only got their weirdness, but who lobbed it back to them with her own level of weird slathered on as a bonus.

It was…

It was perfection.

Even having a nip-addicted cat was fun. Baxter had a bigger following than their online store did on Facebook and Instagram. Baxter the Bondage Pussy was becoming his own legend.

Eliza wandered over. “If you guys feel like doing a T-Rex photo shoot today after the event, we’re in.”

“We don’t have the photo equipment with us,” Cali said. “We could take a cell phone video of them romping together and post it. After everyone else clears out, of course. I could post it on the club’s page, too.”

Eliza rubbed her hands together, mischief lighting her features. “Perfect!” She headed back to the mats.

“I’m kind of surprised she wasn’t rolling around out there today,” Cali said.

“I think she wanted Rusty to get a literal comeuppance from another woman,” Max said. “At least, that’s how I read the situation.”

“You think they’re okay?” Cali softly asked. “Rusty seems a little…off today.”

“He’s probably not enjoying his humiliation play,” Max said. “Considering they’ve been together for so long, I’m sure Eliza knows what she’s doing.”

Although, yeah, he shared her observation. Except he’d known Rusty and Eliza for years, and if there was one couple amongst all of their friends he suspected would literally keep their “until death do us part” vows, it was them.

Except as accident-prone as Rusty was, Max wouldn’t be surprised if it would be an unintentionally self-inflicted injury that one day did the large man in.

 

* * * *

 

Sean lost track of time. He wouldn’t deny how much fun he had with puppy and primal play. It was a great stress-reliever, a way to burn off extra energy. Watching Cris and Bob play together was a lot of fun, too. They didn’t get to see them do primal play very often. Usually if they were scening, it was on a bench or in rope.

Landry had equipped his boys identically—jocks, shoes, kneepads, mitts, and latex dog hoods. Sean also noted Bob sported a new tattoo on his ass that hadn’t been there before, a match to Cris’ tat, a kanji character on the left ass cheek.

I wonder what that means?

Now wasn’t the time to ask.

The others gave Bob and Cris a wide berth as the two men seemed to lose themselves in their play. Bob was a little taller than Cris, maybe weighed a little more, but Sean also knew Cris, like Eliza, was a martial arts expert.

Like them, the quad had an unusual dynamic. Landry, to the best of Sean’s knowledge, never switched, and neither did Bob, the first always on Top, and the latter always on bottom. Cris and Tilly had a fluid dynamic that seemed to change depending on their mood.

Needing a break, Sean made his way over to the edge of the mats near where Max and Landry were talking and stood, removing his mask. Cris and Bob were grappling, the two men engaging in a level of physicality that the others didn’t.

Then again, they were sleeping together, so it wasn’t Sean’s business what they did, as long as they didn’t break any club rules.

The proud, hungry gleam in Landry’s green gaze as he watched his two slaves playing together threatened to stir Sean’s cock.

“Care to join my boys?” he asked Sean. “I’m sure they’d be happy to tag-team you.”

It was tempting, except if he wore himself out now, it’d make for a long-ass night. “Not today. We’re going to be here almost twelve hours by the time we get home. Maybe another day.”

“Hmm, yeesss, that is a good point. I hadn’t thought about it like that.” He raised his voice a little. “Cris, Bob, maintenant.”

The two men immediately untangled themselves and stood, walking over to join them.

Landry smiled. “Don’t want you two worn out before tonight. Save some energy for the bench…and after we get home.”

“Yes, Master,” the men echoed.

Okay, that’s haawwt…

Sean didn’t really consider himself bi, because his relationship with Max was pretty unique in terms of how they’d hooked up. But it had allowed him the freedom to readily recognize and admit when something about a guy—or guys—turned him on.

It also made him want to go grab the remote control for the butt plug and turn it on and tease Max some more.

Max smiled at him and stepped around Landry to give Sean a kiss. “Why don’t you go put on Stumpy?”

Sean’s mood deflated. “Aww.”

“You can go romp with the ponies on the other side.”

“I don’t think Stumpy is very kinky.”

“Rule 34—if there is something, there’s porn of it. Or, in this case, kink.”

“You’re not going to let up, are you?”

Max arched an eyebrow at him. “You safewording?”

Sean glared at him for a long moment. “Fuck, no. Goddammit. Where the hell is it?”

Max grinned. “In the black duffel bag.”

“Fucker.” Sean turned and stormed away.

Oh, yeah. He’s definitely getting that thing turned up to eleven for a while.

 

* * * *

 

Cali didn’t miss the little interplay between Max and Sean. And now Sean looked frustrated, the kind of frustrated he always got when he knew he wouldn’t safeword, but he wouldn’t enjoy doing whatever it was he was going to do at Max’s command.

And he was already plotting his revenge on Max.

That’s when she realized he was digging Stumpy out of one of Max’s bags.

Then he fished something out of one of his bags. As he started for the doorway to the other side, she realized what it was.

Breaking into a run, she intercepted him and snatched the butt plug controller from his hand before he could react. “No.”

“Oh, come on, babe. He’s making me wear Stumpy!”

“Then safeword!” She slipped it into her back pocket and dropped her voice. “You’re not doing that here, today. Not when we’re in charge.”

Sean grumbled but knew Cali wouldn’t budge. He was also smart enough not to push back and try to argue with her. Not right now, and definitely when she was feeling the bad kind of feisty.

The kind of feisty that might backfire on him and wind up with him wearing a chastity cage for a couple of weeks.

“This isn’t fair,” he finally said.

“‘Fair’ is a description for the weather.” She smirked. “Suck it up, buttercup.” She started to say something else, but the doorbell rang and she headed for the office to go answer it.

She heard him mutter behind her. “Dammit.”

It was Skye and Axel, two of their volunteers, and friends in common.

“Hey. You guys are hella early.”

“I wanted Axel to see some critter play. He’s never seen it before. We’re going to go grab a bite to eat before we come back here for this evening.”

“Well, they’re still going strong. Enjoy.” Cali trailed after them, following them back to the dungeon.

Cali had been considering asking Marcia and Derrick if they’d mind handing a weekend over to Skye and Axel to run, if the couple wanted it. Or at least a full night here and there. Axel had been new to BDSM when the two high school friends reconnected upon Skye moving back to Sarasota following her divorce.

Cali had been lucky enough to snag her as a volunteer. She trusted the couple, and had received lots of positive reports from people about them as volunteers.

Anything Cali could do to ease the burden on Marcia and Derrick was a good thing. It’d be too easy to burn out. Hell, that was why Marcia had insisted on Derrick taking on a partner in the club.

But if Cali could coordinate enough reliable volunteers, they could end up each only having to deal with one weekend a month, which would be more than doable.

It also meant Kel might be able to relax some. Their core Suncoast Society group had grown and changed over the years, but Kel was an integral part of it. It wouldn’t feel right him not being a partner in the club anymore. She suspected all their friends would feel the same way. They were fairly close-knit, even if they didn’t see each other for weeks or months at a time. That was one of the unique things about their group, what made them so special.

They always had each other’s backs.

Considering all the upheaval Kel and Mal’s lives had already endured, Cali instinctively sensed one more like this might break the man.

 

* * * *

 

Max had moved over to watch the play on the smaller section of mats, chatting with Tony as they stood there. Cali returned, a smirk on her face.

“What?” Max asked.

“Nothing. I’ll tell you later. You owe me.”

“I do?”

“Mmm-hmm.” She bumped his hip with hers.

Out of the corner of his eye he spotted Sean enter the room.

Correction, Stumpy.

Tony followed their gaze and started laughing. “That poor bastard. I’m surprised he hasn’t kicked your ass yet.”

“Who says he hasn’t, or that I don’t want him to?”

Tony laughed again. “Your kink is not my kink, but your kink is okay.”

Sean lumbered over, which drew laughter from Shayla, June, Lynn, and a few others who’d been playing there.

“Hey, Tony.”

Tony slowly shook his head, wearing an ear-to-ear grin. “You guys trying to out-Eliza Eliza?”

“I heard that,” Eliza called over. “And I resemble that remark.”

“Max is getting too many ideas from her,” Sean said.

“Hey, you know how to say red,” Max shot back, enjoying Sean’s discomfort.

“How are you guys for volunteers tonight?” Tony asked Cali.

“I think we’re covered. Why?”

“I got back late last night from being out of town for two weeks. I’d kind of like to take her home and chill there, if you don’t need us.”

“Yeah, no problem. I don’t think I even had you on the schedule for tonight.”

“Even better.” Tony turned to the mats, where Shayla was batting at a ball with June. “Are you about ready to go, pet?”

She sat up on her knees. “Are you turning into a pumpkin, Sir?”

“Yes. If you want playtime out of me tonight, we need to get moving.”

Shayla gave June a hug and climbed to her feet. “I’ll go get dressed.”

“Wise pet.” He kissed her, then sent her on her way with a swat on her ass.

Eliza walked over, and Sean gave her a stubby, two-armed wave. “Rawr.”

She laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m going to gear the barbarian back up as a T-Rex for a little while, too. Then you won’t be alone.”

“Greeeaaat. Gee, thanks.”

“Hey, that’s what friends are for,” she teased.

“Friends like this,” he groused, “I don’t need enemies.” 


Chapter Seven

 

Cali locked the front office door after Rusty and Eliza left and then returned to the dungeon.

“Well, that was fun.” Max wore a shit-eating grin as he stared at Sean.

“Ha. Ha. Ha.” Sean looked less than enthused.

Sean was stripping down to his skivvies, peeling Stumpy off him so he could get dressed in the shorts and shirt he planned on wearing tonight while they DM’d the evening play session.

Cali sat at one of the nearby tables and watched her men. “I never thought I’d ever see you and Rusty dressed as T-Rexes and gamboling through a dungeon together. That was a scream.”

They were alone now, but not for long. They should have volunteers arriving in an hour or less for the evening session. Eliza and Rusty had their Sigalo’s order and would bring it back with them.

Frankly, Cali was glad to not have to leave to go anywhere, and she really hadn’t been in the mood for pizza, either. She’d really wanted lasagna from Sigalo’s.

She’d already had another dose of Motrin to help quiet her cramps.

“We going to take bets on how many people Landry plays with tonight?” she asked. “I know he lined up at least two scenes, beyond him playing with Cris and Bob, before they left for dinner.”

Sean snorted. “Glad my ass isn’t one of them. I like the guy, but for a sadist, he fucking scares me, and I’m pretty damn tough.”

She stood and walked over, retrieving the butt plug controller from her back pocket. “Here.” She handed it to Sean. “Play nice, or both of you will lose privileges with it.”

“Ah.” Max smiled. “Is that the thank you I owe you from earlier?”

“Uh huh.” She waggled a finger at Sean. “It’d be different if we were here tonight as attendees and not volunteers. No fucking around like that when we’re in charge, huh? We need to act reasonably professional.”

“Not like our friends would care.” He tucked it into his pocket. “They’d have thought it was funny.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t only our friends here, honey. This wasn’t a private party full of nothing but friends in common. There were other people here who wouldn’t understand. Especially when one of the rules was no ‘play.’”

“Oh. True.” He sighed. “Still say it would have been funny.”

“You wouldn’t think it was so funny if I make you wear it to work Monday morning and turn it on before our staff meeting,” Max said.

Sean’s jaw gaped. “You wouldn’t!”

“Try me.”

Sean sighed. “Motherfucker.”

 

* * * *

 

Cali helped Skye in the office as the first wave of members arrived once they’d reopened. When Eliza and Rusty returned, however, with Rusty carrying their food, Cali went inside to eat with Sean and Max.

The couple had left their gear there during the intermission, so they didn’t have to load it in their car just to unload it again. While Rusty went to prepare, Eliza sat with the triad at their table.

“Did I see Kel here earlier?” Eliza asked, her voice low enough not to carry over the music and din of other people talking and playing.

Cali nodded. “Yeah.”

“How’s Mal?”

She knew Eliza was inside the “circle of trust,” but she didn’t want to give away too much without first knowing how Kel would feel about it. “She had a setback, he said. But she’s working on it. She’s in-patient again.”

“Dammit. I feel so bad for them. I love them to death. Do they need any help?”

“No, not beyond what we’re doing now, pitching in here.”

“Oh, you can sign me and Rusty up for a night next month. We’re completely open. Just let me know when.”

“Want the same Saturday we’re here?”

“Sure.” Eliza smiled. “Can I dress him up as a T-Rex and post him as a guard in the office?”

Cali snorted. “Sure, if you want to.”

“It’s so nice having friends who get our flavor of crazy.”

“Is Rusty okay?” Max asked. “He feeling okay?”

Eliza didn’t even glance over. “Yeah, just feeling his age right now, is all. He’s getting used to it. He’s gotta learn he can’t do things the way he used to in his twenties.”

“Man, June is fucking scary,” Sean said. “I wouldn’t want to cross her.”

Eliza grinned. “True story. Here’s something I’ll deny I ever said, but look her up on YouTube sometime, under her maiden name. June Corden, and her twin sister, July. There’s old video footage from some of their gymnastics meets.” Her grin faded. “Shame about her sister. It really is. But man, could those two girls fly. If they’d made the US team, I have no doubts they would have been standing on a medal podium at the Olympics.”

“How did you know she could beat Rusty?” Cali asked.

“Oh, I took yoga from her and exchanged aikido and stick fighting lessons with her. Scrye wanted her to have a nonlethal way to defend herself after the thing on Manasota Key.”

Cali winced. “Yikes.”

“Yeah. He’s actually asked about me maybe helping her get into SCA and doing combat.”

“You sure that’s…wise?” Max asked.

Eliza grinned. “Hey, a great way to burn off anger issues.”

Rusty walked over. Tonight he wore a leather hood, jock, collar, and wrist and ankle cuffs. He knelt next to Eliza and laid his head on her lap.

She smiled down at him and stroked the top of his head. “Someone ready to play?”

He nodded.

“Okay. Go find us a bench and get it all ready. I’ll be right there.”

He bowed, touching his head to the tops of her boots, and then rose and headed off.

“Looks like someone needs a beating,” Sean noted.

“Yeah, he does. We haven’t played hard in a couple of weeks. Between work and everything else, he’s really stressed out. We won’t make it a late night. After I finish with him, I’m going to take my bushed barbarian home and put him to bed.”

“Thanks again for dinner,” Max said. “We really appreciate it.”

Eliza stood. “Hey, you all put on parties at your house and you work your butts off here. Least we can do.”

Cali waited until Eliza had followed Rusty over to the other side to lean in. “You felt that, right?”

Max nodded. “If they need to talk, they will come to us. Don’t get involved.”

“They’re our friends.”

“Which is why they’ll come to us,” Sean said. “Whatever it is, if it’s serious, Eliza will let us know. Unless or until, we keep our noses out of it. That’s what friends do, unless asked.”

Cali knew they were right, but still…on top of talking to Kel earlier, it left her feeling…helpless.

More helpless.

And that was something she hated feeling when it came to her friends.

 

* * * *

 

After Sean finished his eggplant parm, he headed over to the new side to DM there, sending Axel back to the old side to help Max DM a suspension scene Scrye was setting up on the large red A-frame. Rusty now straddled a bench, his wrist and ankle cuffs clipped to rings on the bench.

Lucky bastard.

He’d also been blindfolded and wore a ball gag.

Sean loved watching Eliza play. It was no coincidence that Cali played similarly to her, because Sean had flat-out told Cali during their negotiations that Eliza was a perfect example of what he enjoyed.

Hard, heavy, fast, with enough sensuality to soften the blows, but not enough to allow him to fall out of subspace.

Sure, at home or a private party they could get as sexy as they wanted. But for a plain old impact scene? Eliza was it.

Max had a different style, raw and brutal, when it came to playing with him.

Also perfect for Sean’s tastes, but his dynamic with Max was different than the one he had with Cali. And when Sean played with Max, it was different than how Sean topped Cali. Even though she was a heavy player in her own right, as a Top or bottom, it was…different.

Something he felt but didn’t know how to explain.

Eliza had more than a few of their implements in her arsenal, especially some of the heavier ones. Including the one they’d dubbed “the Silencer,” a piece of aluminum tubing about a foot long with holes drilled in it and a grip handle on one end. Wicked as an implement, or even as a self-defense weapon, as Chelbie had discovered when she’d grabbed it while fending off a home invader one night.

It was hard for Sean to look anywhere but at Rusty and Eliza’s scene. Even Landry, who was currently between scenes, stood off to the side and watched.

The way she used her fists and implements demonstrated a brutal sensuality that nearly had Sean longing to ask her to scene with him.

I need to have Cali talk to her about maybe taking martial arts from her.

Midway through their scene, Max signaled to Sean to come back over to the old side, to DM a fire-cupping scene, switching places with Axel, who’d never DM’d one before. By the time Sean made it back to the new side, Eliza had Rusty curled up in her lap on one of the aftercare couches. His ass and legs bore plenty of marks now.

Just my luck.

But Landry was getting ready to start scening with Cris, so that would give him something good to watch, at least.

I love my friends.

Life was never boring with them, that was for sure.

Landry was almost finished brutalizing Cris when Eliza and Rusty were ready to leave. She gave Sean a quick hug.

“Can you teach Cali some of those moves?” he asked her.

“Sure. Whenever you want.”

“We’re thinking about having a really small R&D party, maybe on a Friday night, before that con up in Tampa next month. To get some opinions on new implements.” He held a finger to his lips. “Need-to-know kind of party. Not the usual full list.”

“Hey, we are there. Just let us know when.”

Rusty now seemed…calmer, somehow. Like whatever had been bothering him had just been beaten out of him.

Then again, maybe it was.

He watched them head toward the office and refocused his attention on Landry and Cris.

We’ll have to invite them, too, if they’re in town.

Man, that would be a party! 


Chapter Eight

 

Eliza led the way out to her SUV and opened the rear hatch for Rusty, so he could dump their bags. Then she held the passenger door open for him.

“In.”

He didn’t argue, silently taking the passenger seat. She closed his door and walked around to get behind the wheel. She didn’t speak until they were out of the complex and on the way home.

“Ready to talk about it, Rus?”

The crystal clear signal that they were in equals mode, no longer in Ma’am and pet mode. Although Ma’am and pet mode was their default, even alone at home or in public. Especially with Kailey away at college in Gainesville. But, hell, even before that, it was their default mode, unless one of them specifically invoked this.

A Lady and her Knight.

Whatever was on his mind had been bugging him for a while. The “medicine interaction” excuse was just that. Rusty knew better than to contradict her in public, especially when she was saving face for him while getting her point across to him in no uncertain terms. She’d told the stories in ways that didn’t leave him looking bad, in the eyes of their friends.

The drinking to excess and crossing boundaries in their dynamic were symptoms of a deeper problem. Her public responses to them were her warning shots across his bow that she’d had about enough of his shit, and she wasn’t going to tolerate it any longer.

Today was the first time she’d directly confronted him about it, and only because she’d sensed during their scene that he was finally ready to talk. He never cried during a scene, unless he was emotionally frayed around the edges to start with.

Tonight he’d sobbed when she finally eased up and finished.

He stared out the window for a long moment. “I’m worried about Corey,” he finally said. “And Marcy, duh, but especially Corey.”

She’d suspected maybe this was part of it, which was the other reason she’d taken a roundabout way to encourage him to open up. She’d wanted him to get it out to her in his own way, but he’d been “stuck” and not forthcoming.

Eliza reached over and patted him on the thigh, leaving her hand there. “It’s okay to be worried. Hell, I’m scared for both of them. But they’re adults. If or when they want us to help, they’ll ask. We already told them we’re here for them.”

“What if he has another heart attack? What if the cancer treatment doesn’t work for her? What if the kids lose them both?” He finally turned to her. “What if we are suddenly raising Jordan and Ashe? What if we’re parents again?”

She’d suspected this was the crux of his issue and felt relief wash through her that he was finally peeling off his emotional armor and talking to her. Anyone who didn’t live with her husband didn’t understand his goofball “barbarian” act was just that—armor to conceal his soft, vulnerable core.

A softness he didn’t like to burden anyone with, including her.

“We’re parents now,” she gently said. “Just because Kailey is at college doesn’t mean we’re not parents. They asked us to be the boys’ guardians because they trust us, honey. We’re their aunt and uncle and closest family besides her parents. We didn’t do bad with Kailey, did we?”

“This is supposed to be the time of our lives where we get to kick back and coast. We’ve got our retirement planned already. We have a life. And I feel like a selfish fucking bastard for even thinking any of that when Corey and Marcy are worried about their damn lives and the kids.”

This she could deal with. Now that he’d finally come clean to her, she could help him sort it out and work through it. She wouldn’t beat him over the head with what he’d done in his misguided attempt to keep his feelings under wraps. He knew he’d fucked up.

And now, he wouldn’t repeat it. “You’re an amazing dad, Rus. And a fantastic husband. If we have to deal with that, we will. But don’t count either of them out yet. Corey said his doctors think he’ll be fine. Marcy is early in her fight. It was only stage two. Between the mastectomy and the chemo and radiation, they’ll knock it out. She’s a fighter.”

“He’s at greater risk of another heart attack. And all the stress of her going through treatment isn’t helping.”

“I know.”

“I feel guilty we’re not up there with them.”

“They have her parents. We were there for her surgery and when he had the heart attack. They told us to come home when they were ready for us to leave, and promised they’d let us know if they need us back up there. We’re an eight-hour drive away. A forty-five-minute flight.”

Bless his heart, her husband was a “fixer.” Whether it was for her or Kailey or his little brother or even friends—he hated not being able to do something.

“It’s how I feel.”

“I know,” she gently said. “It’s one of the reasons I love you so fucking much, honey. You’re not a horrible person, or being selfish, for thinking about us. You’re human, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought that same thing myself a time or two. It’s okay.”

His hand finally came to rest over hers on his thigh. He laced fingers with her and gently squeezed.

Rusty was quiet for several minutes. “He’s younger than me,” he said. “And after the way Mom died…” He didn’t finish.

She’d suspected this was a factor, too, but knew not to start blindly asking him questions once he started opening up. “Your doctor cleared you. You had every test possible, including the arterial ultrasounds in your neck. Your mom had a stroke. He leads a sedentary lifestyle while working a high-stress job and eating junk food. He’s lucky he wasn’t morbidly obese. It wasn’t hereditary, it was situational. You’re in better shape than most guys half your age, sweetie. Hotter than most of them, too. Hell, your ass is fantastic, and there’s not an ounce of fat on you.”

Stick and carrot.

He slowly nodded. “I do have a nice ass,” he finally said.

If there was more light, she knew she’d see the hint of a smile on his face. “Yeah, you do.” She let the quiet linger for another long moment. “You can drink, if you want to, as long as it’s not to excess. First time I see you overdoing it, you’re done drinking for good.”

“No, Ma’am,” he softly said. “I don’t need it.”

She didn’t need to hear him use the title to feel the shift in him. The tone of his voice more than his actual words told her he was back in pet mode, willingly, ready to give himself over completely to her once more, now that he’d finally admitted the problem and invited her in to help him with it.

He was giving it over to her, too, no longer shouldering it alone. They could now work on it together.

“Good boy,” she said. She flipped her hand over and squeezed his. “Let Ma’am worry about this for you. That’s my job.”

She pulled into their driveway and parked. “I’ll go let Booger out for her walk. You get our things and put them in our room, please. Get ready and wait for me on the bed.”

Eliza knew she didn’t need to clarify beyond that how she expected to find him.

He knew.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She popped the rear hatch for him and headed up the walk. Inside, the snorting bulldog met her at the door and Eliza did the familiar dancing side-step to avoid getting slimed by her tongue while aiming for the alarm control panel to deactivate it.

“Hey, girl,” she said. “Hold on. Mommy will walk you.” The fifty-pound bulldog reared up on her hind feet a couple of times before clumsily spinning around and racing for the back door.

Eliza slipped off her shoes, put on a pair of Crocs she kept in the front entry, and followed, turning on lights as she went. The backyard was fenced, but they never let the dog out without supervision. She was definitely an indoor dog, and there’d been reports of coyotes in their neighborhood over the past couple of years.

Now Eliza could process a little, let her own mind settle ahead of her next steps with Rusty. Privately, they’d always joked that he was her brawn and she was his heart and soul. In her heart, she knew he’d be dead now if it wasn’t for her. Nobody but her knew the shit he’d been through as a kid, the stuff he did to protect Corey.

The personal hell he’d endured and suffered and kept secret, until admitting it to her one night in high school when they’d been dating and he’d gotten into the spiked punch at a party.

From that night on, she knew he’d be hers for life. She’d never wanted another man besides him.

It didn’t hurt that he knew what she’d done for him as a result, and he wasn’t threatened or scared or even repulsed by it.

They’d spent their life together fighting each other’s battles, and raising their daughter so she’d hopefully never go through the same kind of hell.

Working on three decades together since they’d first met, they must be doing something right.

 

* * * *

 

Boo—Booger’s real name—took her sweet time shnurffling her way through the backyard and going potty. Once she’d finished and huffed her way back to the sliders leading into the kitchen twenty minutes after Eliza let her out, she sat and raised her left front paw, patiently waiting while Eliza got her treat for her.

Eliza locked up, double-checking the front door, and turned off the lights before heading for their bedroom.

Rusty knelt on all fours in the middle of their bed, naked except for his cuffs and collar, hands clasped in front of him and head bowed.

Eyes closed.

The welts and marks from their earlier scene still looked red along his ass and thighs.

“Good boy,” she said, crossing the room to the closet to undress. “I’ll be right with you.” She took her time, letting his mind swing in the quiet, giving him time to think ahead of the next step.

This was his process, and it worked for him, for them. No reason to change any of it now.

Undressing, she planned the next step in her head. Yes, this was serious emotional territory for him, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as things he’d dealt with in the past. Plus, they were both tired. It’d been a long afternoon and evening, no matter how productive it’d been.

Quick and hard it’ll be, then.

She walked into their bathroom, did what she needed to do, and selected a toy from their assortment there. After testing it to make sure the batteries were good, she returned to the bedroom and stood next to the bed.

“Are we good?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Anything else we need to talk about tonight? Or wait until tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’s fine, Ma’am.”

Excellent. She’d guessed correctly, that with the burden admitted, he’d finally be able to make progress.

She didn’t need an owner’s manual for her sweet barbarian. She just needed to closely watch him and pay attention to what he didn’t say to figure out what he needed. For the stuff he needed the most, he’d never ask.

He wasn’t capable of it, a byproduct of what he’d endured and survived.

It would be a failure on her part if she didn’t pay attention to him.

“On your back.”

He flipped over without hesitation.

“Ass up.”

Again, no explanation needed, he rolled his hips back, grabbed his legs behind the knees, and spread himself open for her.

“Good boy.” She climbed onto the bed, straddling his face, his cock already growing hard in anticipation of what she’d do to him. The toy in her hand was a relatively new one added to their collection, a bendable vibrating prostate massager they’d ordered a couple of weeks ago, and which had quickly become a new favorite of his.

Of course he’d prepared, pre-lubing his ass, knowing something would be going in it. Her choice.

Always.

Sometimes she gave him input, but usually she read his mood and decided that way.

She lowered her pussy over his face, sighing as he immediately started licking. His tongue eagerly worked at her clit and she enjoyed the attention for a moment, letting him get her worked up and making him wait.

“That’s right,” she said. “You know what to do.” She slid the toy inside his ass and turned it on, setting it in the middle of its intensity. His cock jerked in response, twitching, a thin strand of pre-cum leaking from the slit and down onto his abs.

She slowly worked it in and out of his ass while she mouthed his balls. His moans of pleasure echoed through her pussy and clit, driving her toward her own release. He wasn’t allowed to come first, something she’d trained into him.

But nobody was perfect. He tried damned hard for her, though.

One of the many reasons she was so in love with him, even this many years later.

Her mouth trailed down the underside of his cock. Tangy, salty pre-cum rolled over her tongue as she licked at the head of his cock. Closing her eyes, she settled in, carefully, not wanting to smother him while grinding against his mouth.

Rusty dipped his tongue into her pussy, fucking her with it before returning to her clit and tugging on it with his lips. She felt slightly raspy stubble rubbing against her inner thighs, another sensation she loved. He got his chest and back waxed, and she shaved his balls, but he couldn’t help the five o’clock shadow, even if he shaved at four.

She didn’t mind. He worshipped her with his mouth, his own release not even a priority to him. Plenty of times she’d left him hanging to wait, and he’d never complain. He left it all up to her.

Not tonight. Tonight, for finally breaking through and opening up, she’d reward him.

Stick.

Carrot.

Her orgasm started deep inside her, Rusty reading her body and increasing how hard he sucked on her clit, until she exploded. She deep-throated his cock at the same time she pressed the toy deep inside him, hitting him in the prostate with it, and he quickly followed. The deep, familiar groan vibrated through her, keeping her own orgasm going. His cock jerked in her mouth, several ropes of cum exploding from the slit. She swallowed every drop, keeping him going, refusing to withdraw the toy yet even though she felt his body tremble from the sensation.

Finally, when she sensed him reaching sensory overload, she rose onto her knees, released his cock, and switched off the toy. His body went limp under her and she climbed off him. The toy she dropped onto the waiting towel. Then she curled up against his side and kissed him, the feel of his arms encircling her soothing her own demons.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” he said when he could speak again.

“I love you. When you trust me, I’ll always take care of you.” Sometimes, when she was feeling like it and knew he was, too, she’d give him little windows of opportunity. Not even really toppy time, because he didn’t approach it from a toppy headspace. More…fun. During those times, he’d get to go to town and call the shots—in bed, because she wasn’t a masochist, although she would let him do bondage on her in those times.

Most of the time, he needed this from her. Either tender and loving, or fast and hard and Ma’am in the house.

“I love you, too.” He pressed his lips against the top of her head. “Thank you for putting up with me.”

“You’re my barbarian. If you think I’d ever let you go, you’re off your nut.”

This was another old exchange between them. Long ago, she’d given up trying to get him to let go of that “putting up with him” thought pattern. That’s not how she saw their relationship, but it was one of the fundamentally damaged parts of him that even her love couldn’t heal.

But she knew about it. That meant she could ameliorate it in her own way so it didn’t become toxic and fester inside him.

They finally cleaned up and returned to bed. At some point, Boo had wandered in and was now snoring in her orthopedic doggy bed in the corner.

As they settled in to sleep, Eliza knew tomorrow would be a sleeping-late morning, with lots of talking.

Her sweet barbarian would never fully “heal.” But she kept him going, kept loving him, and had helped him learn to live.

It was good enough. 


Chapter Nine

 

Max sat in the backseat while Sean drove them home. “That was fun,” Max said. “More people than I was expecting. I hope we can keep those numbers going every month.”

Cali yawned. “Okay, boys, I hate to tell you this, but if you want to play when we get home, you need to take it to the spare room tonight. I want to go sleep.”

Sean glanced at Max in the rearview mirror. “No problem, babe.”

The butt plug hadn’t hummed to life again yet, but Max was expecting that to happen nearly any time.

“By the way, babe, good call,” Sean said. “With Kel. I wouldn’t feel right him giving us his share. I wouldn’t even feel right buying into his share. If he and Derrick wanted to offer to make us full partners with a buy-in, maybe I’d consider it. But like you said, we have enough on our plates as it is. I’d rather stay a volunteer.”

“Yeah,” Max added. “Me, too.”

“I don’t want to run a dungeon,” Cali said. “Not when running our site takes up so much of our time. Plus I want to start making whips. There’s even less time we’ll have. I’m good with things the way they are.”

“I’m sure Baxter is, too,” Max said.

When they returned home, the men sent Cali inside and took care of unloading the car. They dropped everything into the spare bedroom that doubled as a playroom for them before heading into their bathroom for a quick shower.

Max nearly fell over when Sean hit the remote control and turned the butt plug on high. He had to grab the counter for balance as he struggled to hold back his orgasm.

Sean softly giggled. “That was mean, right?” He held up the remote. “I mean, that was you kind of mean, huh?”

“Yes,” Max gasped.

Sean fisted his hair and yanked Max’s head back. “What was that?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He slanted his lips over Max’s, a long and slow exploration, so much so it almost took Max’s mind off the butt plug.

Almost.

Not quite.

“Come on,” Max begged. “Please don’t make me blow like this. I want to fuck you.”

“Oh, fine.” Sean faked a huge sigh as he turned off the butt plug, and Max breathed a sigh of relief.

Max wasted no time removing the device and washing it, leaving it on the counter to dry before joining Sean in the shower. Sean didn’t give him any time to try to flip back into Topspace, though. He once again fisted Max’s hair and put him on his knees in front of him as the shower slowly filled with steam.

“You know what to do,” Sean ordered.

Sean’s cock was mostly hard already. Max leaned in, holding on to Sean’s thighs for support, and slowly sucked him down. The whole time, he stared up at Sean, meeting his crisp, blue gaze.

Sean’s grip in his hair turned into loving, tender strokes. “That’s it. You know how to take care of me, don’t you?”

Max would take care of his man for the rest of their lives. Nothing about their relationship was “normal” or “usual,” even by kinky standards. By all rights, they should have gone their separate ways years ago, considering how they were forced together. Maybe lesser men would have.

Except they’d taken the hell they’d walked through together and let it temper them, harden their wills to make this work.

Max never would be able to pinpoint the exact moment his feelings for Sean swung from friends and roommates to true, deep love, but the underpinnings for the transformation had already been in place when it happened, a solid foundation even Lydia’s fuckery couldn’t rattle.

Friendship, a concept Lydia had never been able to truly grok.

Sean’s hands cradled Max’s head as he slowly thrust in time with Max’s movements, rocking his hips and pausing at the bottom of each stroke with his cock deep in Max’s throat.

“Damn, you’re so fricking good at that,” Sean whispered.

So they wouldn’t be making it to the spare bedroom after all. Max’s cock throbbed between his thighs, no doubt dripping pre-cum on the shower floor. Once he got Sean off, he’d flip him and fuck him and everyone would end up a winner by the time they hit the hay.

Well, besides poor Cali, but they’d make it up to her when she was feeling playful again.

Max refused to let Sean rush him, either. On each withdrawal, he took his time playing with the head of Sean’s cock, tracing his tongue around the ridge, playing with the slit, enjoying himself.

Especially enjoying the increasingly hungry look in Sean’s eyes.

Blatant desire impossible to fake.

Sure, Max was human. He knew Sean loved him, but it fed his own soul to watch the man’s desire for him. No doubt in his mind about Sean’s feelings for him.

Not with that gleam in Sean’s eyes.

“Gonna send this load down to meet the other I put in your ass earlier,” Sean whispered to him. “You are a master cocksucker. And I know you want a mouthful, don’t you?”

Max’s grip on Sean’s thighs tightened, his own need spiraling. “Mmm-hmm,” he mumbled around Sean’s cock.

Sean’s smile widened. “That’s right, you do.” Sean’s fingers dug in again, and Max steeled himself for a face-fucking, but Sean didn’t take control.

And Sean accurately read Max’s thoughts. “No, I’m enjoying this pace. You keep doing what you’re doing, buddy. I’m in no hurry. I know exactly what you’re planning to do later, so I’m going to savor every second of your mouth on my cock.”

Max worked his way down Sean’s cock, mouthing the underside, his balls, before sliding back up to the head again and gently sucking.

“Think I’m going to flip you more often,” Sean said. “I don’t do that enough to you.” His gaze narrowed. “I think Monday, someone’s going to be on their knees under my desk at lunchtime.”

Max’s heart raced, the good kind of anticipation tightening his balls. If he’d been touching his cock, it would have exploded.

A naughty game they were very careful not to play too often. It’d been at least six months since Max had walked into Sean’s office one morning, locked the door, and then quietly fucked Sean over his desk while he was on a conference call with a couple of contractors.

And then didn’t let him come until that night.

Sean had gotten him back the next day at lunch time, calling him into his office and making him spend a half hour under his desk and worshipping Sean’s cock while he leisurely ate his lunch.

Max had jumped him the moment they’d walked in the front door at home that night.

No, boring didn’t even belong anywhere on the list of descriptors of their sex life. Especially when they threw Cali into the mix.

Three weeks ago, they’d gone home for lunch and had ended up tag-teaming her on the couch, Max fucking her pussy and Sean in her ass, before they’d grabbed take-out on their way back to the office.

Of course, that had a lot to do with the fact that she’d been teasing them all morning with sexy pics, because the night before she’d flipped both of them into a bottomy headspace and had them get her off while letting them simmer, payback for them teasing her over the weekend and not letting her come for several days.

The wheel rolled on.

And, sometimes, over them in the process.

It was all good.

Sean must have sensed Max’s knees were starting to hurt on the tile, so he picked up the pace, taking control once again. “Time to swallow, buddy.” Sean didn’t hold back now, brutally fucking Max’s mouth, his eyes dropping closed as he thrust. Max relaxed his throat and rode it out, waiting, knowing all the signs of Sean’s impending release.

As soon as the first pulse of cum erupted, Max started swallowing and sucking, wanting it, needing it.

Sean’s grip eased as he pulled back a little, giving Max room to breathe again.

“Fuck yeah, man.” His eyes opened and he smiled down at him. “You have no idea how badly I wanted to torture you tonight with that butt plug.”

Max released Sean’s limp cock from his mouth. “Yeah, I do. Because I’ve been the one holding the controller before.”

“Ah, true.” He helped Max up to his feet and kissed him, his hands sliding down Max’s back to his ass, where he squeezed. “How do you want me?”

Max stepped forward, pressing Sean’s back against the tiled wall. “Don’t move.” He kissed Sean again and stepped back to retrieve the tube of lube they kept in there.

He reached between Sean’s legs and found his hole, lubing it, two fingers pressed in hard and fast and drawing a sharp hiss from Sean.

“That way, huh?” Sean draped his arms around Max’s neck for balance.

“That way,” Max said, finger-fucking him now.

One flip—complete.

Sean tipped his head back against the wall and met Max’s gaze with half-lidded hunger. “Get you some,” he whispered.

Max leaned in. “Oh, I plan to, buddy.” He sucked on Sean’s lower lip before slanting his mouth over Sean’s in a bruising kiss. “Plan to take what’s mine.”

At this rate, it wouldn’t shock Max if he managed to get Sean up a second time. He pulled his fingers from Sean’s ass and lubed his own cock. This wasn’t the easiest position to fuck in, but it meant Max would last longer.

And totally worth it to see the way Sean’s expression softened, needy.

Wanty.

Max dipped his knees and pressed in there, aligning his cock with Sean’s hungry hole. Running his hand down Sean’s right thigh, he dug fingers in, prompting him to lift his leg and hook it around Max’s.

Now he could thrust, enter, savoring Sean’s gasp as his cock passed through the tight ring of muscle and took ownership.

No, in this position he couldn’t fuck Sean as hard and deep as he sometimes liked to, but he loved how vulnerable it made the other man feel. Max braced his other hand against the wall and slowly fucked him.

“This is what you really wanted, isn’t it?” Max growled that against Sean’s throat, his teeth grazing the man’s flesh. “Needed my cock in there and restoring the natural order of things, huh?”

“Fuck, yeah,” he gasped. His throat worked under Max’s lips as he swallowed back a soft moan.

“Talk to me.”

“Fuck me!”

A nip. “You know what I want to hear.”

Yep, he felt Sean’s cock already trying to harden between them. “Please fuck me, Sir. I need you!”

“Better, but try again.”

Max settled into a slow, shallow pumping rhythm. He’d last a while like this. The longer Sean remained impaled on his cock, the deeper he’d slide into the bottom headspace he preferred by default.

He adjusted his grip on Sean’s leg, wrenching it higher and giving Max a little more depth to fuck him.

“Claim my ass, Sir,” Sean said, sounding needy and like he was falling hard into full-on subspace. “Take it.”

“That’s more like it.” Max kissed him again, tongue-fucking him in time with the rhythm of his cock owning Sean’s ass.

This was his guy, always his.

Forever his.

“Grab your cock,” Max ordered. “Get yourself another one, if you can. Or you’ll hold it.”

Sean kept holding on to Max with his right hand, and reached between them with his left to fist his cock and start stroking. From the fast pace, he could tell Sean was already close despite Max having sucked one out of him not too long before.

The feeling of Sean’s ass squeezing Max’s cock as he came was what tripped Max over the edge, too. Sean let out a choked moan as Max fucked him, making it last, driving it deep inside him before falling still.

“Love you, buddy.”

Sean kissed him. “Love you, too.”

Max let him lower his leg, and they finally untangled and grabbed their showers. They took their time, soaping each other, holding each other.

Relaxing.

How many times had they showered like this before? Just…being together.

Sean had even joked once there wasn’t anything between them that couldn’t be solved by a long, slow shower together.

Eventually, they made their way into bed, carefully snuggling on either side of Cali, who lay sound asleep in the middle. And as he closed his eyes, Max felt a sweet peace filling him.

Life is perfect.

And Cali and Sean were who made it that way.

“Maow.” The end of the bed dipped as Baxter landed on it and carefully picked his way around them to settle on the pillows between Max and Cali.

On the other side of the bed, Max heard Sean snort.

“Don’t laugh,” Max warned him. “Remember, he nearly castrated you before.”

But from the contented way Baxter was purring, Max didn’t have the heart to evict him. Besides, they’d been gone all day and most of the night, leaving him alone.

With Baxter’s purr lulling him, Max closed his eyes and let sleep have him.

Still perfect.

 

 

THE END
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