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Suncoast Society

Empty-Handed Heart

Aden aged out of Florida’s foster care system. He built a life, bought a house…and fell in love with Niall, a blue-eyed Irish Dom who owned his heart. When Niall got a job in California, he took Aden’s heart with him.

Niall regretted his move, but thought Aden would follow. Five years later, Niall’s back and wants to reclaim what’s his—Aden. He doesn’t expect to run into Aden while teaching erotic hypnosis at a fetish convention. He wasn’t expecting Aden to have gorgeous Etsu on his arm. He damn sure wasn’t expecting to save Etsu’s life in a malfunctioning elevator.

Etsu grew up smothered by a crazy-overprotective family and her asthma. With Aden, she can finally be herself. She can’t help fantasizing about Niall and Aden together, or how sexy it’d be writhing in pleasure between them. The question is can they make this work, or will her family succeed yet again in driving away her chance at happiness?
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Chapter One

 

“How are we doing this morning, Mrs. Garcia?” She was Aden’s first patient that Wednesday morning.

The octogenarian glared up at Aden from her wheelchair. “Fuck you.”

He didn’t let it faze him. “Still in pain, I take it?”

“Yes, I’m still in fucking pain. When is that supposed to stop?”

He realized he’d reached up and was playing with the niobium captive bead ring through the upper shell of his right ear. It was something he sometimes found himself doing without thinking. “You just had your knee replacement surgery six weeks ago. It’s normal to still have some pain at this point in the recovery process.”

“I can’t play bocce ball sittin’ on my ass! And don’t tell me yes, I can, because no, I can’t. My aim sucks sitting or using a damn walker. I already tried. Our team is supposed to go to regionals in three weeks. What can you do for me by then? I don’t want to lose to those idiots from Bradenton just because of my knee.”

Her granddaughter, who drove the active and feisty eighty-six-year-old to her appointments, silently smirked as she studied her phone. She’d learned to keep her mouth shut and her head down and let her abuela vent.

So had Aden. He didn’t take it personally. It was no coincidence that the PT in physical therapy was often referred to as physical torture.

Mrs. Garcia wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last patient to swear at him, either. Although she was certainly the oldest female patient he’d had use such salty language in clinic.

By the time he finished his session with her nearly an hour later, he sort of felt he’d like been run through a woodchipper.

If she acted like this now, he could only imagine how take-charge she’d been earlier in her life. Before her granddaughter left with her, she pulled Aden aside.

“Mom asked what kind of cookies you all like, because she said you’re going to earn alllll of them.”

He laughed. “Whatever she’d like to make would be awesome, thanks.”

He had enough time to write up his report before his next patient was due. They weren’t all as entertaining as Mrs. Garcia. Most of his patients today were mundane, ranging from surgery recovery to stroke recovery to injury recovery, with one diabetic foot amputation learning to walk on a prosthetic leg, and ranged in ages from early twenties to mid fifties. He didn’t usually do pediatrics because it wasn’t his specialty, although he’d had to fill in for one of their pediatric therapists in their practice a couple of times, and had seen some older kids.

Aden had worked for the rehab clinic for nearly eight years now. He was one of the more senior staff members, and had finally earned his doctorate last year.

PhD, not MD, and he didn’t make people call him “doctor”. Also meant he had more managerial duties. They were run by a physicians group that operated several clinics around the Suncoast region in a variety of specialties.

It was good work, and he enjoyed it. It never got boring, he helped people and improved the quality of their lives, and he made a decent living in a field that would provide him with relative job security even if he had to leave his current employer for some reason.

It’d allowed him to buy a house. He’d interned with them during college, and they’d hired him at the end of his internship when he’d first graduated. Then they’d worked with his class schedule as he’d earned his doctorate.

Thus for the first time in his life, he’d had a permanent home of his own. After a childhood spent growing up in the foster care system, and then aging out of it, he couldn’t put a price tag on what that stability meant to him.

He…couldn’t.

He had a good job, he owned a home, his relationship with his girlfriend, Etsu, was going well, and in general he had few complaints.

While there remained a six-two, blue-eyed hole in his heart where his dreams had once lain, he did his best to wake up every morning, the same as he had every day for the past five years, and pointedly ignore it.

 

* * * *

 

On his way home from work, Aden stopped by Publix to pick up groceries. Etsu was coming by later for dinner and hopefully playtime. She had to stop by her parents’ house first, since she’d been putting them off and had blown off a family dinner over the weekend that had resulted in her mother guilt-tripping her.

The playtime wasn’t guaranteed tonight, either. It depended on how she felt.

Maybe someone else wouldn’t want to be bothered with her emotional and physical baggage, but he came into their relationship with plenty of his own. He found Etsu to be a sweet spirit, always willing to try things, with complete trust in him.

Maybe too much trust, and perhaps a bit misplaced, but he desperately didn’t want to let her down. She’d helped soothe his heart and the ache in his soul, the first person he’d opened himself up to emotionally since…

He tried not to think about him.

And she was so different from him that Aden wasn’t reminded of that pain every time he looked at her. They’d been dating for six months now.

She’d eagerly taken to hypnosis, too. Super-easy to put into trance. With it, he’d been able to help her mitigate some of her anxiety, as well as amply the sensations she felt during their scenes without him having to play as hard with her.

Aden was pretty sure he loved her. Lately, he’d been thinking about asking her to move in with him, except he hadn’t met most of her family yet. Etsu was roommates with her brother Tosh’s sister-in-law, Molly, sharing an apartment, and had been for three years after Etsu finally convinced her parents that she needed to move out and be on her own.

It also meant Etsu couldn’t so much as sneeze around Molly without it almost immediately getting back to Etsu’s parents. Having sex there was out of the question. The one time Aden had tried to spend the night there, her mother had suddenly shown up and stayed until the wee hours, making it plainly clear she wasn’t leaving until Aden did despite Etsu repeatedly asking her to leave.

He’d opted to be gracious and defer to the woman, hoping maybe it would earn him brownie points.

It apparently hadn’t.

Etsu had later reamed Molly a new one for ratting her out. Etsu was thirty-one, not seventeen, for chrissake. Then, the first several times Etsu had spent the night at Aden’s, her mother kept texting and calling until Etsu finally, firmly, told her mom she was turning off her phone.

Likewise, Etsu had to be extremely careful in the days after they played if she had marks. Aden wouldn’t put it past her parents to call the law if they saw strange bruises on her.

He’d met one of Etsu’s brothers, Hiroki, or Ro, as Etsu called him. At thirty-six, he was the third-youngest sibling, and four years older than Aden. The three of them had lunch one afternoon several weeks earlier.

It hadn’t…gone well.

Aden sensed the guy hated him on sight. While Aden appreciated the level of protective love, it was annoying to be painted with whatever brush the man was using, and likely had something to do with the way Aden’s introduction to their mother had happened.

Didn’t help the guy was an attorney.

Etsu had warned Aden going into this that her parents and three older brothers were overprotective. Her family’s antics had tanked every relationship she’d ever tried to have. They pointed out to her the fact that the men had broken up with her proved they weren’t worthy of her, and that they’d been right to not like them.

All while completely ignoring their role in the men rightfully wigging out.

Maybe that would have been a honking red flag to other guys, but from Etsu’s health history—including several asthma attacks that had sent her to the hospital—he understood it. That, and she was the baby, the only girl with three older brothers.

So this time, she was taking her time and not rushing to introduce Aden to all of them.

Aden had spent eight years with a sadist.

Another five mourning the man’s departure.

Her family was a bunch of rank amateurs compared to what he’d been through. He could damn sure wait them out.

Choosing not to pressure Etsu—because pressuring her would stress her out—he’d opted to wait before taking things farther with her than he already had in terms of a relationship. Bide his time.

Wouldn’t deny to himself it meant he didn’t have to address his own emotional issues or think about him. That metaphorical grave could remain undisturbed indefinitely.

Wasn’t like Etsu was pushing for more right now, either. They were dating, she was his submissive, and things were good. Molly had stopped ratting out Etsu to her mom every time she slept over at Aden’s, although she’d still text the woman if she thought Etsu wasn’t feeling well.

Obviously, Etsu had never told Molly about her involvement in BDSM. No way in hell would her family stand for that, and it was something Etsu loved and needed.

Ironic that I had no family and am now dating a woman whose family is practically glued to her.

More irony? He would love to have a close relationship with her loving, extended family. It killed him to be excluded from family gatherings and holiday events, except he’d never tell her that. Didn’t want to add to her stress and guilt over it. She was handling things as best she could, and he got it.

Still, it stung.

Especially when the past two Christmases he couldn’t even spend the day with Ygor in Tampa, because he’d flown out to California on his son’s dime.

Aden didn’t even have a legit right to feel jealous over that, because Ygor wasn’t his father, even if he still called him Da and for the past thirteen years the man had been the closest thing Aden had to a real father.

Tony and Shayla had graciously invited Aden to join them on holidays, and he’d accepted to not be alone.

No one mentioned Him, either.

 

* * * *

 

Aden had dinner ready when Etsu arrived a little after seven. He’d left the front door unlocked for her and she let herself in, calling out to him.

“Sir?”

“In here, sweetie.”

As soon as he saw her, he immediately dialed back his plans for the night. Dark hollows under her eyes and no makeup.

Hadn’t been a good day for her.

A little over-the-knee spanking and some sex and cuddling, then. Maybe some pressure points.

“How many times?” he asked after she kissed him hello.

She tucked her hands behind her, her gaze dropping to the floor.

One of her tells.

“Twice, Sir,” she quietly said.

Two times using her rescue inhaler. “Oh, sweetie.” He pulled her in for a hug. “We can still have fun tonight.”

He always proceeded with an abundance of caution when it came to playtime. Whenever they went to Venture, he made sure he had her emergency inhaler in his pocket. They even had a special safeword for it—grey.

Sometimes it frustrated her, but some of Aden’s patients had asthma. It was something he had to be aware of when working with them, to walk a line between their sessions doing them good, and not pushing them so far it triggered an asthma event due to exertion, pain, stress, or anxiety.

Which was another problem—Etsu was severely claustrophobic. On top of that, she had severe anxiety and was prone to panic attacks, all of which could also trigger her asthma. That meant no hoods and no heavy leather collars. The one time he had let her wear a thick leather collar, she’d had an asthma attack, so that was that.

While he hadn’t formally collared her, he had bought her a charm bracelet she could wear as a sort of day collar. It helped her anxiety a little, and gave her something to focus on when they couldn’t be together.

“I wanted a heavy scene.” She laid her head against his chest, her long, curly red hair spilling down her back.

Etsu’s father, Yukio Faulk, had been born to a green-eyed, red-haired father of Irish descent, and a mother whose parents were first-generation Japanese-Americans. The only Japanese Yukio could speak was to order sushi, but to appease his mother and grandparents, they’d given all four of their children Japanese names. Kim Faulk, Etsu’s mother, was blonde and blue-eyed.

That all four kids were red-haired and green-eyed and didn’t look the slightest bit Japanese had apparently provided interesting interactions during school for the siblings.

“I know you did. We’ll still play.”

She had an adorable pout. “Not like I wanted to play.” Another irony—she was a heavy masochist. Loved it.

Needed it.

Craved it.

Something else he could sympathize with.

Something else they had in common.

He made her look up at him, her sweet green eyes rimmed with red. She’d already cried, probably on her way there, knowing he’d put the kibosh on a heavy scene.

“Who’s in charge, pet?” he quietly asked, trying not to think about how He used to say it.

She sighed. “You, Sir.”

“Who decides how we play?”

“You, Sir.”

He kissed her. “Did your mom go off on you?”

A scowl furrowed her brow. “I wasn’t even in their door two seconds before Mom took one look at me and demanded I spend the night there, dammit. Like I don’t have a job I have to be at tomorrow.”

This would be sooo much easier if she was living with him. Less stressful on her in many ways. Not having to stay on alert all the time around her family and roommate. He suspected it was an ongoing contributing factor to her anxiety.

It’d be even more stressful on her moving in with him, at least initially.

Except…

After living alone for five years, he needed to be sure he was really ready to do this, to put the offer out there. After having his heart scorched once, he wasn’t eager to do it again.

“Do you want to cancel going to the convention?” It was the weekend after next, and they’d both taken time off on either side of the weekend, Wednesday through Monday, and would be staying at the hotel that entire time.

Time alone. No risk of her family trying to drag her into a dinner or something to deliberately interrupt their time together.

“No!” She glared at him. “I’m going if I have to go by my damn self! Sir,” she belatedly tacked on.

He let it go because she was so fucking adorable when she got angry. “What’d you tell Molly and your folks?”

“That I was going out of town with you for the weekend. That unless it was an emergency, they’d better not call or text me. And that if they did call or text me for something that wasn’t an emergency, I’d shut my phone off until Tuesday morning. I’ll probably shut it off anyway.”

“How’d they take it?”

“Molly actually went to bat for me, shocker of shockers. I think she feels a little guilty, now that she’s got a boyfriend of her own. She knows how much you love me and how patient you are. That’s a lot more than anyone else has ever been.”

He tucked her hair behind her ears and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Go put on your cuffs, sweetheart.”

“Naked?” More than a little hopefulness in her tone.

“Yes, sweetie. Naked.” He turned her around and gave her a gentle swat on the ass to send her on her way. She cast a sultry smile over her shoulder and his heart did a funny little twirl he hadn’t felt…

Well, in five years.

Maybe this is what I’m supposed to do with my life now.

He’d just have to learn to live with the glaringly obvious absence he somehow hadn’t yet managed to ignore.

Or forget.

He reached up to touch the captive bead ring in the shell of his right ear.

The ring he still couldn’t bear to remove, even five years later. 


Chapter Two

 

“Have you told him you’re moving back?” Doyle asked.

Niall stared at his drink. That Wednesday night, he and Doyle were having dinner and drinks at a place only blocks from Doyle and Mal’s LA condo. Mal was in the recording studio tonight and wouldn’t be home until late.

Well, he was drinking. Doyle was having iced tea.

“I haven’t tried to contact him,” Niall softly said. “I’m afraid to.”

“Why?”

“Well, I don’t know he’s still single, right? He could tell me to go jump off the bloody Skyway.”

“I thought you two parted ways amicably?”

“We did.” Niall took a large swallow of his bourbon on ice. The cold alcohol burned all the way down.

“Haven’t you kept in touch with him?”

“I decided to stop running myself through that emotional woodchipper early last year. That I’d see if he’d try to contact me if I didn’t initiate it. Sort of just…faded out. I know he still talks to my Da.”

He swirled his glass, watching the ice cubes dance in the amber liquid. “I asked Da not to go out of his way to relay stuff back and forth unless one of us ask him to. I don’t want to interfere with Ade having a relationship with him when Ade has no family of his own.”

“Is he dating anyone?”

“Da?”

Doyle rolled his eyes. “Aden.”

“I don’t know. And before ye ask me, mate, no, I haven’t asked Da, or Tony, or any of the others if they know if he’s datin’.”

“I haven’t been around much to tell you. Mal and I have been traveling a lot. If I’m home, I’m usually working. Aden hasn’t been to the private parties lately, though, that I’m aware of. Not the ones I’ve been to.”

“I appreciate the job lead, by the way.”

“Yeah, well, we were both kind of miserable out here in our own ways. Sorry I didn’t realize you were so close, or I would have been getting together with you on a regular basis. For some reason, I thought you were up in San Francisco.”

Niall offered him a smile. “Ye swinging for the other side of the slash now, then, eh? In need of a good beatin’?”

Doyle laughed. “Not even close. I meant get together as friends, asshole.”

Niall smiled again. “I gave it a go out here, and it’s not for me. Too expensive, too many damn people, and all my friends are back in Florida. Five years of misery is five years too damned long.”

He took another burning swallow of the liquor. Yes, he knew stereotypically people thought he should be able to drink a gallon of booze without it putting a dent in his Irish liver’s ability to process it, but the truth was he didn’t drink very often.

Because when he did, his thoughts tended to go to bad places that filled him with self-loathing.

“How’s your anxiety?” Doyle asked.

“Through the roof. Another reason I’m not happy out here. I miss Florida. Maybe it’s because Florida’s the first place I lived after coming to the States, or because it’s where Da’s from, I don’t know. Miss my Da. Miss him terrible.”

“How’s he been doing since your mom’s death?”

He shrugged. “He’s bloody quiet. He encouraged me to move out here, if it was what I wanted. It’ll be good to see him again. He’s still in Tampa. I flew him out here for Christmas last couple o’ years.”

Which Niall had felt guilty about, knowing Aden had driven up to eat with him the previous years. But he’d missed the man, and he was his father, not Aden’s.

“So what else have you been doing lately? To keep yourself out of trouble outside of work?”

“Teaching erotic hypnosis. Like fish in a barrel, that is. Fun times. In fact, I’m teaching at a fetish convention in Tampa weekend after next.”

“Erotic hypnosis?”

“Aye.”

“I thought you stayed away from teaching that after you two broke up?”

“I stayed away from teaching in the Southeast. It’d be too tempting to show up on his feckin’ doorstep an’ beg him to come back to California with me. An’ too easy for me to want to press his buttons to try to get him to agree. That’s not a win, that’s a coup, an’ I’m not into that.”

“You don’t know that. It’s been, what, five years? Who’s to say he’d be a pushover for you? He stood up to you the first time, didn’t he?”

“Five years, aye. But I refused to force him out here wi’ me, didn’t I? You an’ Mal, then, eh?” Niall felt the alcohol kicking in and was glad he’d chosen Uber tonight.

His accent thickened and he made no attempt to Americanize it like he usually did so people didn’t have to struggle to understand his thick, natural brogue.

“Yer sayin’ as Mal’s Master, an’ knowin’ what ye do about the brain, an’ about addiction, an’ what it is that we do now, that ye couldn’t twist Mal into knots an’ back out again to bend ’im any way ye wished? That he’d be able to resist ye?”

Doyle’s gaze dropped to his own glass for a moment. “That’s different.”

“Not in the slightest.” Niall signaled to the waitress for a refill and drained his glass. “Aden let me walk through his heart an’ soul an’ I ended up shatterin’ ’im in the process without meanin’ to. Wouldn’t let me unset his triggers, either. Told me he wanted ’em left in place.”

“I’m not a hypnotherapist, but even I know they’ll fade in time. It’s not a magic bullet.”

He pointed a finger at Doyle. “True, true. We were together fer eight years, though. Did a lot in that time. A lot.”

Niall thanked the waitress when she set his fresh drink in front of him and waited until she’d left again. He dropped his voice. “Win ’im back or not, I want it to be fair. Because he wants it. Wants me. He might hate my feckin’ guts by now, eh?”

“Or he might have moved on.”

Niall stared at Doyle’s glass, but his focus was on the other side of the country, a heart full of memories and pain and regrets. “Part of me hopes so. Part of me hopes not.”

“Hopes so?”

“I couldn’t. Move on. Tried datin’ a couple o’ times.” Another sip of his drink, burning all the way down. “Ain’t even slept wi’ anyone. Lonely business, that. Didn’t have the heart to. I n’er want ’im to be that lonely. If I lost ’im, it’s my fault, an’ I own it, a’ight? But n’er in good conscience would I e’r wish ’im to feel as lonely as I been.”

“Maybe he’s been following you on FetLife.”

Niall snorted. “Not very bloody likely. I abandoned the profile an’ started a new one, new name. Couldn’t bear the thought of takin’ ’im off mine. I know he did it ’imself, eventually. But I couldn’t bear to.”

“You haven’t even looked him up on Fet to see what he’s doing?”

Another swallow of liquid liver punishment. “Profile’s been dormant a couple o’ years now. As of over a year ago. No one listed on it as his partner.”

“Ah.”

At some point in the evening, Niall had another drink or two, or maybe it was four, or…more…

He was vaguely aware of staggering down the sidewalk as he leaned against Doyle for support while he sang old Irish folk songs at the top of his lungs, songs he’d grown up learning, his Ma singing them to him.

When he awoke the next morning with a hangover as big as Ireland, he groaned.

Bloody hell.

Worse, he had no damned clue where the fuck he was. A comfortable bed in a guest room, and he still wore his briefs, but his clothes were draped over a chair by the window.

Pain hammered through his skull as he peeked through the blinds and realized from the view outside he must be in Doyle and Mal’s condo.

He pulled on his jeans and found his phone on the dresser, along with his wallet and other stuff that’d been in his pockets.

11:24 in the morning.

Goddammit.

No work today, fortunately. He was done with that. Shirtless, he staggered out of the bedroom and across the hall to the bathroom, where after relieving himself he stuck his head under the sink’s faucet and ran cold water over the back of it to try to help the headache.

The tears hit him, hot and heavy, and…yeah.

Now he remembered why he didn’t drink very often. At least, not to excess.

Especially when in a bad emotional place about Aden.

His sweet Florida boy. They’d met while attending USF. Aden was studying to be a physical therapist and he was working on his psychology doctorate. Within a week, he didn’t just have Aden in his bed, the man was living with him. Aden had aged out of the state’s foster care system and was using his scholarship to do something with his life that interested him and he knew he could make a living with. Aden had been a few weeks shy of turning nineteen, and he’d been twenty-four, and the two of them could light the entire Gulf of Mexico on fire with the heat of the chemistry between them.

Except gay marriage still hadn’t been legal back then, and Aden had his own emotional demons to deal with. Like needing security and a home of his own and the ability to support himself after a childhood of the exact opposite kind of life. Aden had landed himself a good job after completing his internship, decent pay and good health benefits, and then Niall had received the job offer in California.

With no guarantees if Aden would be able to easily transfer his degree and accreditation to a similar job in California. He’d begged Niall to reconsider and stay there in Florida, with him. Niall thought he’d wanted to see more of the country, thought the job would lead to bigger and better things. Allow him to pay off his considerable student loan debt faster.

That he’d scope things out and convince Aden to follow him.

That Aden would want to follow him.

And…they’d said good-bye. Niall would never force Aden to drop his life and leave, but he’d be lying if he said it didn’t sting that Aden hadn’t wanted to move with him, even if he did understand Aden’s reasons for staying. Or that he hadn’t been able to talk Aden into at least coming out to visit him and maybe see if he’d like it.

In the long run, Niall hated himself for walking away. It had not been worth it.

At all.

Finally getting his tears under control, he turned off the faucet and grabbed a clean bath towel that had been left folded on the counter. When he heard the knock on the door, he already sensed it was Doyle.

“Yeah.”

“Coffee?”

“Thanks, mate. Black, if ye please. I’ll be out in a minute.”

When he finished drying his hair as best he could, he ran his fingers through it, brushing it back against his skull. Short, and just about in need of a haircut, a few threads of silver in the mostly brown. His blue eyes looked bloodshot and red-rimmed and he felt like utter shite.

He finally emerged and headed for the eat-in breakfast bar, sliding onto one of the barstools.

Doyle, dressed only in shorts, slid the mug in front of him, as well as a glass of water and bottle of ibuprofen.

“Thanks.” He shook three of the tablets into his palm and swallowed them, chasing them with water.

Doyle didn’t speak, waiting on Niall to break the silence.

“Please tell me I didn’t make a bloody arse out o’ meself,” he eventually said.

The other man finally smiled. “Not too badly. You refused to let me pay for my own dinner, though, so it’s on your card. And you left the waitress a twenty-five dollar tip.”

“Aye? Well, thanks for keepin’ me safe. Appreciate it.”

“How you feeling?”

“Like shit beaten up in a bucket, I do.”

“Yeah, well, I figured you were a big boy and you weren’t driving. As long as I kept you safe, you could still hate yourself in the morning. Although with your singing, I don’t think you have a shot at competing on The Voice.” He smiled as Niall winced. “When are you leaving?”

“Heading out tonight. Got rid o’ a bunch of stuff I didn’t feel like moving. Everything else is boxed up. Bunch o’ people from work coming over to help load the truck and get the car on the hauler.”

“Need any extra hands?”

“Thanks, mate, but it’s covered.” He took another sip of the hot brown sanity maker. “Got a storage unit rented in Sarasota where I’m dropping the truck off.”

“You going to be able to make the drive that fast for the turnaround to teach next weekend?”

“Yeah. It’ll be tight, but I mapped the mileage. Get through that weekend, then I can find me a place to live.”

“Or see if Aden’s still single.”

Niall didn’t reply.

“You could look him up on Facebook.”

“I haven’t been on there in over a year. Don’t even know if he’s still friends with me on there. Anyway, he hadn’t been active on there much as o’ two years ago. I stopped checkin’.”

“Sounds like the two of you are still silently circling each other.”

“Manner of speakin’, I suppose.”

“Normally I don’t get involved, or offer unsolicited advice—”

“But I’m a special kind o’ moron?” He smiled at Doyle over the rim of his coffee cup as he took another sip.

“You obviously still love him. Fuck, you haven’t even been with anyone since him?”

Niall winced. “I said that, did I?”

“You did. You said it, cried it on my shoulder all the way home, asked me why you were such an ‘idjit,’ begged me to tell you he’d still want you, begged me to tell you you’d find someone else, and then wondered if you were an ‘idjit’ for not trying to date since him.”

“Yeah, well…” He sighed. “Not like I didn’t have the bar set pretty damn high.”

“Why didn’t you tell him you fucked up and go back to Florida?”

“Because I’m Dr. Niall Renard, a very special kind o’ moron. Thought we already established that?”

“Want me to make a few calls? Tony or Loren or Marcia? One of them will know something.”

Niall slowly shook his head. “Want to get through the teachin’ gig, settle in at work, find a place to live. Once that’s all done I can see…” He didn’t finish. “Better to go in blind.”

“You’re right. You are a special kind of moron.”

Niall saluted him with the coffee mug. “Thought we established that, mate.”

 

* * * *

 

Twelve hours later, Niall sat behind the wheel of the moving truck and remembered the last time he’d done this, only in reverse. Doyle had dropped him off at the moving truck place after he’d finished waking up and had drunk a second mug of coffee.

He had moved out here light, only the bare-bones basics, leaving the rest for Aden in the house they’d shared.

A house Aden had bought and put in his name and had asked Niall to move into with him. Another reason Niall couldn’t have made him give up Florida, because he knew how much emotional investment Aden put into that house.

His first home in his life.

His.

His and the bank’s, but still, a place no one could run him out of, transfer him from, make him feel like an invader or interloper or unwelcomed guest. A place where he could make his own rules about what he did and when he did it.

Until the day Niall died, he’d never forget the happy tears Aden had shed while signing the paperwork. Niall had been neck deep in student loan debt and would have only been a hindrance had he applied for the loan with him.

Aden had asked him to, anyway, wanted it to be their home. Niall hadn’t wanted to drag him down with his sucky credit rating. Aden had been fortunate to have state scholarships and funding for college because of aging out of the foster care system, so he’d had a clean credit rating. Besides, it wasn’t like they could get married back then.

Niall had been scared of how good and perfect things were between them. How he felt less-than in his own head. How he wanted to do better for Aden, show him he’d earned the trust and love Aden had placed in him.

Feckin’ moron. That’s what I am.

Five years ago with tears drying on his cheeks, he’d driven into the void and left Florida and Aden and nearly all of his heart and soul behind.

Now he was once again driving into the void and unsure if he’d regret this even more than his initial journey.

But at thirty-seven, Niall knew he couldn’t keep doing what he was doing, in a place he was miserable doing it.

If he wanted to finally get on with his life, either he needed to win Aden back…or figure out how the fuck to release him in his heart and soul.


Chapter Three

 

After dinner, Aden left Etsu to clean up the kitchen. He was her Dominant, but not an asshole. Whoever cooked didn’t have to clean up. On the nights she cooked, he gladly helped out and did the dishes.

While she did that, he lounged against the counter and talked to her. “Why do you think you had problems today?”

“I don’t know. I woke up feeling kinda wheezy and ended up using the inhaler on my way to work. I was feeling better. I probably shouldn’t have gone out at lunch. I should have ordered takeout, but I didn’t want to spend the money on delivery. I walked down the block to the sandwich shop. I needed to use it again after lunch.”

“Probably car exhaust from walking, in addition to everything else. And the walking.”

She sighed. “Yes, Sir. Probably.”

“You can’t push yourself when you feel one coming on, or you’re not feeling your best.”

“I only wanted lunch. I hate not being able to just…do shit when I want to. Like normal people.”

“I know, sweetheart, but it’s more important for you to be alive to do the shit, right?”

“Right,” she grumbled.

He got it. Sometimes her emotional responses were due to her body’s limitations. She had to be careful with exercise, to not overdo things. She loved running, but she couldn’t do it outside most of the time, and needed to keep her time on a treadmill short and low-impact on days when her asthma was bothering her.

It frustrated her and he totally understood that, considering what he did for a living.

He also wanted to divert her attention from that now that he had an answer. “What’s new with your parents?”

“Oh.” She turned from the sink. “Um, you might not like this.”

His gut clenched even though he went for a smile and teasing tone. “Probably not, when you open with a line like that, no.”

“I’ve basically been ordered to bring you to dinner this Friday night at my parents’ house. It’s Tosh’s birthday, and they’re throwing a party for him. All hands.”

He smirked. “Ran out of ways to stall them, huh?” But he considered this a good thing.

“Yeah. Look, I apologize in advance for them. If you want me to tell them you had an emergency patient to evaluate or something—”

“Honey, I’ve been wanting to get this over with for a while. I think it’s contributing to your anxiety.”

Her shoulders tensed, a clear sign he was right. “I know,” she muttered. “Think you can work with me before we get there? Maybe put me in trance and just keep me there the whole night?”

“Doesn’t work like that, sweetie. You know it doesn’t. Or I’d gladly say yes. Besides, that won’t help you in the long run, and you know it. It’s only a delaying tactic.”

“This is usually the point where I start the countdown to losing my boyfriend.”

He stepped in and turned her from the sink, holding her. “Honey, I’m not them. You know my history. It will take a lot more than overprotective parents to drive me off. I…” He sighed. “Hell, I held a torch for Ren for years, hoping he’d come back. I’m kind of used to toughing things out to a masochistic level.”

She played with his shirt buttons. “I still say that’d be hot, watching you two together.” She playfully smiled up at him, trying to distract him and shift the topic from her family.

When they’d first met, Aden had been open with her that he was bi and had been a slave to Ren. Never lied about his previous relationship.

Ever since, she’d had a…thing about it. A good thing. A not-so-teasing default opinion that if his ex ever reappeared in Aden’s life, she wanted a front-row seat at the reunion.

If not sandwiched in a prime spot between them, at the very least Ren could always be Aden’s default hall-pass fuck.

He wouldn’t deny it was a hot fantasy of his, too, no matter how much it tortured his heart and soul to contemplate it. He and Ren hadn’t shared a woman, but it wasn’t off the plate in terms of the rules of their relationship, back then. They’d never met a woman who made them want to open what they had to a third. Ren was gay with a homoflexible bent, and had been with women in the past.

But in the eight years they’d spent together, Aden had learned more about himself and love and passion and a lot of other things, more than he’d ever thought he’d know.

Including heartbreak.

Not tonight.

He did not want to think about that man tonight. He did enough thinking about Him.

He wanted tonight to be about Etsu.

Leaning in, he slanted his lips over hers, soaking in the soft, sweet sounds she made as he kissed her. He lingered, tracing her lips with his tongue, waiting until he knew she was really into it…

Then he lifted his mouth from hers and smiled down at her. “Hurry up and finish and meet me in the bedroom.”

She swayed on her feet a little when he released her. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Etsu watched Aden walk out of the kitchen then shook herself.

Dummy! Get the dishes done!

Aden had an amazing way of shutting down her brain and doing things to her body, like he knew how to crawl through her nervous system and exactly which switches to flip.

Now that she’d thought about his ex, she wouldn’t deny that had her wet. No, it’d never happen. Hell, she didn’t even know what the guy looked like. Aden didn’t have any pictures of them together on display, other than one of them kissing. But from the angle it’d been taken, the sun had been setting behind them and you couldn’t see Ren’s face.

Losing him had gutted Aden, that much she knew. And Aden wanted to protect Ren’s privacy, because he was a psychologist. She got it. Aden had welcomed her to talk to any of their friends in the Suncoast Society about Ren, but as far as personal details about the man, Aden preferred not to discuss them, not ever wanting there to be kinky ammunition someone else could use against the man.

Ren had moved to California…and that was that. She’d looked at Ren’s old FetLife profile once, when she’d first started dating Aden, but it’d been inactive for a long time and there were no face pics on there, anyway.

Ren was the reason Aden knew about hypnosis, and he’d told her about how he and Ren used to present classes on it.

She had talked to Tony, especially. She wasn’t an idiot, no matter what her family might think. Aden had given their friends permission to answer any of her questions, as long as they didn’t reveal personal information about Ren that could harm him.

She got it. One of their friends, Joel, his batshit ex had outed him years ago when Joel broke up with him, then later tried to kill Joel’s new boyfriend, Fen. Well, now-husband, but they’d still been dating then.

If things didn’t work out between her and Aden, Aden wanted there to be nothing that could be leveraged against Ren, and she understood that. She didn’t blame him. If anything, it showed the level of compassion and honor Aden had, wanting to protect a man who’d broken his heart.

Aden still loved the man, had parted friends and lovers with him. Felt protective of him.

Aden also promised that, if they were together for the long-haul, someday he would take her up to Tampa to meet Ren’s dad, who was like an adopted father to Aden. While they’d been seeing each other for six months, the first few weeks they’d only seen each other once or twice a week, so it wasn’t like they’d had 24/7 time together that whole time. Only in the past month had she been spending more than one or two nights a week with Aden. He’d wanted to take things slowly and cautiously after having his heart broken the last time.

Tony had told her about topping Aden a few times in the early days, when Aden was still struggling, processing, and needed more than just an ear. That’d been before Tony had met his wife, Shayla.

Etsu never got the feeling Aden was being anything but honest with her.

She just…

Hell, she liked watching male-male porn. Many of the books on her Kindle featured male-male pairings, or even MMF ménages, where the lady got the best of both worlds.

Was it wrong to fantasize about wanting some of that herself, even if she knew it’d never happen?

After she finished cleaning the kitchen she headed back to the master bedroom. Aden sat propped up in bed, naked, the TV on.

He gave her a playful smile and patted the bed in front of him, spreading his thighs for her.

Eagerly, she went. Crawling across the bed on all fours, she smiled up at him. “Hi.”

He chuckled. “Hi. I know what you want. Won’t make you beg for it tonight, baby.”

She dove for his cock, her eyes falling closed and a happy sigh escaping her as his hands gently threaded through her hair. Oooh, one of her favorite things. First guy she’d been with who not only trimmed his bush, but shaved his balls, too.

Something else she could thank Ren for, if she ever met him.

Aden was the first partner she’d had who took time to actually tell her what he liked, how to make it feel good. Likewise, he was the first partner she’d had who’d bothered to ask her how things felt, what to do differently, better—to make sure she felt good, too.

He wasn’t the first guy she’d played with, but he was the first one with whom she’d settled into what was looking more and more like a long-term relationship. The first guy she’d played privately with, after talking with lots of other people first and playing with him several times at Venture.

He’d never violated her trust. If anything, he’d gone out of his way to an annoying extent to make sure he wasn’t moving too fast.

He’d taken his time, taken care, and taken charge.

Now if my parents don’t blow this for me…

Although with Aden’s cock in her mouth, the last thing she wanted to think about was her family.

“Come back to me, baby.”

She looked up into his brown eyes and found him smiling down at her. That was another thing—he could read her in a spooky-good way.

“I saw your mind wandering.”

She went deeper on his cock, loving his soft moans as she did. There was something so sexy about having his cock in her mouth, trust on his part, too, as she lightly raked her teeth along his flesh. She could do this all night long to him, and he was the first partner she’d had with whom she actually had this much fun giving head.

When she felt him lightly tap her on the head, she looked up again into his smiling face. “Roll over, baby.”

She didn’t relinquish him. “Uh-uh,” she mumbled around his flesh.

Another beloved game.

His smile widened. “Give the toy back.”

She deep-throated him. “Uh-uh.”

With his thumb, he touched the center of her forehead just above the bridge of her nose and rubbed gentle circles there. “Give it, pet.”

It was hard to keep her eyes open when he did that. It was one of the first triggers he’d set with her, to relax her, or distract her…

With his other hand, he stroked the shell of her right ear with his fingers, and pleasure rolled through her, her clit throbbing now.

All part of the game.

She whimpered around his cock as her eyes fell closed.

Maybe she wouldn’t get the spanking she’d hoped for tonight, but if Aden was starting in on her with triggers this early, it meant he planned to put her through the wringer before they fell asleep.

Yay!

He lightly pinched her ear. Her mouth dropped open as she moaned, sooo close to an orgasm but…

Not able to get over.

“Good girl. On your back.”

She squirmed on the bed, thighs rubbing together and knowing if he plunged his fingers into her pussy he’d find it wet and ready for him. Somehow, she found the strength to roll onto her back.

He knelt over her in a sixty-nine. “Feet.”

She whimpered, knowing what was coming and both wanting and dreading it. She bent her legs at the knees and drew her feet up until he could hold on to them. His skilled, devious fingers searched her insoles, below her big toes, until he found exactly what he was looking for.

Warm breath caressed her clit, and he pressed his lips against her flesh in a kiss. “Stay. You may come.”

The agony hit her at the same time his tongue slowly swiped along her clit and pleasure jolted through her. The tricky sadist had taken great joy in seeking out these particular pressure points. He could cause her every bit of masochistic pain she craved without leaving a mark on her.

Except…she enjoyed wearing his marks. She loved sitting in her chair at work the morning after a good beating and feeling what he did to her ass.

The pleasure was amplified by the pain, too. If she moved her feet, he would also stop licking and sucking her clit. It was a special kind of torture, forcing herself to remain still as his lips played with her clit. The orgasm bubbled just below the surface, teasing, taunting her.

He lowered his cock into her mouth and relief set in. Her body relaxed and she moaned around his cock—agony and ecstasy rolled into one sweet and jagged ball of need and surrender.

Her body sank into the mattress as his weight pinned her down. Nothing in her mind except her confused nervous system at war, pain and pleasure vying for her attention at the same time and tangoing together through her body.

The wave of orgasms felt more like one long, endless, rolling tumble down a hill. When it all got too much to take, she finally pulled her feet away.

Immediately, Aden pumped his hips and slid his cock deeper into her mouth. As she sucked him, it only took him a couple of thrusts before his balls emptied and she was swallowing every drop of hot cum flowing from him.

He rolled onto his side, catching his breath, as did she. When he finally got turned around, he pulled her into his arms to cuddle. “Better?”

“Mm-hmm. Yes, Sir. Still wish I had marks.”

He nuzzled her shoulder. She let out a squealing moan when he bit down, hard, before letting go and kissing it. “How about a couple of those?”

She giggled. “I guess I can deal with that.” She loved it when he got bitey, and those marks were always easy to keep hidden from Molly.

If it wasn’t for the fact that she couldn’t afford the apartment on her own, she’d ask Molly to move out, now that she was away from her parents’ house. But on her salary, she’d have to downsize into a much smaller apartment in a complex that wasn’t a fraction as nice. And, unfortunately, working a second job wasn’t possible. She’d tried it before she’d moved away from home, hoping to earn more than enough to leave, and the stress had triggered an asthma attack so bad it’d landed her in the ER.

And had led to another year’s worth of trying to fight her overprotective parents to let her move out of their house.

She hated feeling so damn vulnerable. She wanted to stand on her own, but with her family eager and willing to smother her at the slightest sign of a struggle, it was…difficult.

Aden was the first guy who’d never tried to use her for her family’s wealth, or got frustrated over their hovering. He was a sweet, self-aware sadist who took pleasure in helping her. Maybe it looked like small things to someone who didn’t know her, but they were big things in the difference they made in her self-esteem and sanity.

All the more reason she hoped to one day meet Ren. If for nothing else than to thank him for teaching Aden everything he had, and helping her in the process.

And, yeah, for the hot and sexy fantasies of watching the two of them together.


Chapter Four

 

Aden couldn’t deny the gut-twisting tension settling like a rock in his intestines. It was difficult to intimidate him, considering his childhood, what he did for a living, and his personal pastime, but he wouldn’t deny he felt fucking intimidated. Just a little. More because of his worry about how Etsu would handle her stress than about himself.

It didn’t help that Etsu told him they never liked anyone she took home to meet them, which was why she’d put off doing this. She was already convinced they’d hate him, but that part didn’t seem to faze her in the slightest.

That was something, he supposed.

Although he wasn’t sure what.

And he wasn’t sure if it was a good what or a bad what.

She was more concerned about how their reactions would impact him, if it’d make him change his mind about her, no matter how he’d already assured her it wouldn’t.

He thought about his countless hours of easy and pleasant conversations with Da, as he still called him.

I need to call him. He hadn’t talked to the man in several weeks, he was ashamed to realize.

That evening, Etsu had come to Aden’s house straight from work to shower and change, and they were riding together in his car. Her plan, because she wanted one less potential weapon against Aden. If he left, she would leave because she rode with him.

She hoped it might make them behave themselves and not run him off.

He wasn’t sure how solid that plan was, but it made her less anxious to think that way, meaning he’d go along with it.

Her parents lived in an older, high-end country-club subdivision in the University Park area not very far north of University Parkway. He knew she’d grown up with money, which had been one of the reasons she’d had difficulty breaking free of home. Her overprotective parents had thrown every excuse in the world at her to stay, including bribing her by offering to buy her a new car, or send her back to college and pay for it so she could get a four-year degree.

All three of her brothers were professionals—Hiroki was an attorney, Kazumi was an engineer, and Toshiro was a biochemist.

Etsu had only gone to two years of community college to study bookkeeping. She’d had no interest in a higher degree, had wanted to start working and earning her own way. Studying and taking tests were stressful on her, which triggered anxiety and panic attacks, which, in turn, triggered her asthma. No way in hell did she want to subjugate herself to that for four years.

Aden understood her rationale and respected her for it, that she was self-aware enough to know what she wanted and didn’t want in her life.

Still, it meant her family was bound and determined to try to take care of her, even when she didn’t want to be taken care of.

To prove herself to them that she wasn’t some fragile little trinket to be kept in a glassed-in china cabinet.

Some of her efforts had backfired epically. Yet, she persisted. Moving out had been a huge victory for her.

Aden could see her family’s side of things from the point of view of someone who longed to have that kind of love.

All he had was a birth certificate, custody papers from the state, and two very old sets of arrest records for his birth parents.

He had no idea if they were still in jail, or where they were, or if they were even alive or not.

He honestly didn’t care.

Not anymore.

“Thank you for driving, Sir.”

He patted her thigh, lacing fingers with her when she curled her hand around his. “Try not to call me Sir in front of them.”

She took a deep breath, nodding. “Right. Good plan.”

“This will be okay. They won’t scare me off. I’ve been through a lot.”

“You haven’t been through them,” she muttered.

She told him the gate code to punch into the small kiosk at the subdivision’s front entrance. His Hyundai wasn’t new or fancy, but it was paid for, ran, and looked decent.

Still, passing driveways filled with Lincolns, Mercedes, Jaguars, and other high-dollar cars, it was hard not to feel self-conscious as he followed her instructions until they turned into their driveway.

He had to park at the end, behind a brand new Escalade with clear-coat so shiny and perfect it could have been a mirror. Their single-story house had a towering entrance and a manicured front lawn, with exquisitely arranged spotlights in the landscaping casting impressive shadows along the stuccoed front walls.

Game face. You can do this.

He’d opted for khakis and a button-up shirt and tie, and his mind flashed back to the night Ren had taken him to introduce him to Ygor for the first time.

He hadn’t felt a fraction this nervous.

Like maybe he was going to puke any second.

After getting out and closing the door he pinched his left hand with his right thumb and forefinger, in the fleshy webbing between his thumb and first finger.

I can do this.

He reached up and fiddled with the ring in his right ear before rounding the car to help Etsu out.

Kim Faulk opened the front door before they’d even made it all the way up the walk. While Aden spotted her smile for Etsu, her gaze turned hard and cold when it settled on him. She gave her daughter a warm hug, shooting him another set of daggers while in Etsu’s embrace. Her smile faded when she finally shook Aden’s outstretched hand with the briefest of squeezes before dropping it like a dead carcass.

“Aden.”

“Mrs. Faulk, thank you for—”

“Everyone’s inside.” She turned and headed in.

He hoped his smile didn’t slip as he looked down into Etsu’s panicked green gaze.

He gently placed a hand against her back. “After you, sweetheart.”

 

* * * *

 

Etsu had felt varying levels of terror throughout her life. Part of her rational mind understood these were the lies anxiety told her.

Except tonight’s terror was very real and present and not some mixed up signals in her brain’s biochemistry.

It was due to her mom opting to start off shifting straight to bitch mode, bypassing the lesser gears of coolly polite, indifferent, passive-aggressive, and hostile.

Etsu carried the gift bag holding their gift for Toshiro, an expansion pack for Cards Against Humanity and a Starbucks gift card for fifty dollars. Coffee and sarcasm, two of his favorite things. Having just turned forty-five, he was fourteen years older than her and had always taken up arms as her protective big brother.

To an annoying and mostly unwelcomed extent.

When they walked into the living room, where all three of her brothers and their wives or girlfriends were gathered, everyone turned.

She forced the smile, which wasn’t difficult since she was used to doing it with her family. “Hey, everyone, I’d like you to meet Dr. Aden Lopez, my boyfriend.”

She’d opted to use the doctor title, even though she knew if she’d asked Aden ahead of time he would have nixed it. He didn’t like to put on airs and didn’t even have people use the title for him at work.

He raised a hand and smiled. “Hi. Nice to finally meet all of you.”

Her mom’s chin tilted up as if reappraising him. “I didn’t know you were a doctor.”

“PhD. I’m a physical therapist.”

“Oh.”

Etsu practically shoved the bag at Tosh, giving him a quick hug before darting back to Aden’s side to hook her arm through his. “This is my dad, Yukio.” She pointed at her father and brothers and their others as she introduced them. “Tosh, his wife Hannah. Kaz, and his wife Georgia. And you met Ro, and that’s his fiancée, Kate.”

She’d been in warmer walk-in freezers. “It’s nice to meet you,” Aden said. She stepped forward with Aden when he went to offer his hand to her father first to shake, but her dad slipped his hands into his pockets.

“Took you long enough to find the time to meet us,” her dad said.

“Okay, I’ve literally had enough of your BS,” she snapped, shocking herself most of all. “I’m the one who kept him away, okay?”

“Why would you do that?” her father asked.

“Why? Seriously? You’re already acting like massive jerks to him and you ask me why?” At least her brothers’ others had the decency to look slightly embarrassed. “Did you all ever stop to think that the common denominator with all my exes is that they broke up with me after meeting all of you?”

Aden moved to hold her hand, gently squeezing. “Honey, it’s okay.”

“No, it’s not okay!” She felt the tension in her chest winding up, the cough that wanted to break free.

Then Aden was cupping her face in his hands, his thumbs gently stroking her cheeks, his sweet brown eyes filling her vision. “Sweetheart,” he quietly said, “I need you to take a long, slow breath for me.”

She did automatically, giving in, wanting this, wanting him. Wanting the peace and safety and serenity she felt with him. Her parents and brothers loved her, sure.

Except they were loving her into a lonely existence that would kill her spirit even as they tried to keep her body alive.

She was aware of her parents and brothers starting to step in but she ignored them, focusing on Aden, the feel of his thumbs stroking her cheeks, a deeply ingrained trigger he frequently used on her when she was close to the edge of anxiety or a panic attack. He couldn’t stop the asthma attacks due to allergies triggering them, but more often than not if he caught it in time, he could calm her before panic or anxiety started one.

“Good. Take another. Breathe in…breathe out…”

The tension in her chest began to ease and she could swallow back the tickle that no longer wanted to turn into a wheezing cough. She let him send her deep into a trance, aware the others were there but no longer caring. She never completely lost herself with him when he put her into a trance, but she trusted him and it was easy to let the world disappear, her brain recording things around her but her attention not actually on them.

Her total focus on Him.

“Everything’s calm, sweetheart,” Aden said. “Everything’s fine.” His thumbs lightly caressed her cheekbones. “We’re just talking. Everything’s relaxed.”

She was aware of her mom now within arm’s distance, and didn’t miss how Aden subtly side-stepped, making her turn with him, and blocking her view of her mom.

“I’m not going anywhere, sweetheart,” he quietly said. “I’m right here, with you, and you can breathe easily, so relaxed, everything’s fine.”

She took another breath, long and slow and, yes, air coming in, flowing out.

“I want to go home,” she said, barely able to remember not to call him Sir.

“We came here to have dinner with your family, sweetheart. We’re going to have a nice dinner with them. Everything’s fine.” He lightly skimmed his hands down her face, her neck, over her shoulders, down her arms, until he held her hands and squeezed, gently but long. “Everything’s…fine.”

She took one last long breath and closed her eyes, the familiar routine a comfort.

He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “How do you feel?”

She opened her eyes. “Tired, Sir,” she whispered. She was not allowed to lie about her health, and she wouldn’t start now.

He moved her over to the couch and sat her at one end. Before he could sit next to her, her mom slid in and plopped down.

Aden didn’t release her hands yet. “Why don’t you talk to your mom, sweetheart?” He squeezed once more and let go, stepping back and watching her.

He’d no sooner let go than her mother grabbed one of Etsu’s hands.

“What’d you just do to her?” her father asked.

Aden’s voice rose to conversational levels, but his calm tone didn’t change as he maintained eye contact with Etsu. “We’ve been trying hypnosis to help with her anxiety and panic attacks. It helps her not need her inhaler as much.”

“She never told us that.”

“She didn’t feel a need to.”

Dread certainty hit her.

This is not going to end well. 


Chapter Five

 

Aden knew he had two choices, to be a dick and spin her around and load her in his car and leave, which he knew was what Etsu wanted, or to man up and ask that age-old question he’d become more than familiar with over the past five years, but especially in the time he’d been with Etsu—What would Ren do?

Ren would act charming and smile and pretend these people weren’t pretentious arses, and make it look like there wasn’t a damn thing wrong so he could keep her calm.

That’s what Ren would do.

And it was what he’d do, too. If he let her, she’d hide from her family rather than confront them. Confrontations usually led to her having an asthma attack from anxiety, which reinforced her family’s arguments as to why she needed them, and made her doubt herself.

The cycle repeating every time she’d tried to stand up to them.

Maybe they weren’t meant for forever. Maybe this wouldn’t last. But he wouldn’t be one of those past guys and stress her out and bolt on her just because her family had confused love with smothering and unhealthy involvement in her life. They wanted her to remain codependent to them, and she’d been struggling to break free.

If nothing else, he wanted her to have coping skills that would help her throughout her life.

He absolutely knew if they were to last long-term, if he left with her right then, it would forever drive a wedge between him and her family. Maybe they hated his guts just because, but he’d be the bigger man and know that he didn’t give them a legitimate reason to hate him.

“I told you they were going to be like this,” Etsu said, pulling her hand free of her mom’s grip. “You all always act like this when I bring a guy to meet everyone.”

“We love you and want what’s best for you, honey,” her mom said.

“Then you should accept the fact that I’m thirty-one, Mom. I’m an adult who can make decisions for herself.”

Her mom grabbed her hand again. “But you don’t seem to understand how sick you are! You always try to push yourself and do more than you need to.”

“Uh, hello! Thirty-one, not ten. And I’m not sick—I have asthma. I live with this and so far have managed pretty well.”

Okay, so maybe he couldn’t charm them the way Ren could. Didn’t matter what Ren felt on the inside. Ren could be nearly sick with anxiety and no one would ever know it, except sometimes him. And only because Ren had let him see it.

He was no Ren.

“I’m thirty-two,” Aden said, hoping to take their focus off Etsu for a moment to give her time to process and regroup. “I own a house, I pay my bills, I have a good job helping people. I don’t kick puppies or steal Amazon packages off people’s front steps. I love Etsu, and I’m not sure what more you people want from someone. Is anyone ever going to be good enough for her?”

“No,” Ro’s fiancée snarked, glaring at the man. “Frankly, I’m impressed you’re still here. You should have heard how they were talking before you arrived, taking bets on how long it’d take them to run you out of the house and whether or not you’d break up with Ets now or after you got home.”

“What?” Etsu said, standing and forcibly peeling her mother’s hand off her again.

Ro looked like he wanted to strangle his fiancée. “Kate, this isn’t your business.”

“Uh, yeah, it is. If this is how you treat him behind his back, how do you guys treat me behind mine? I’m not part of this family yet.”

Kate glared at the other two brothers. “You two were in the kitchen joking how you’d like to send him out of here with his tail between his legs.” She pointed to Georgia and Hannah. “And you two, going along with it like it was nothing. This poor guy’s not in the house one damn minute and you’re all acting like jerks!”

Ro grabbed her arm and yanked her to him. “Shut up, Kate.”

She looked at his hand, then slowly swiveled her face to meet his gaze. Her next words dripped with ice despite her low tone. “Take. Your fucking. Hand off me. Now.”

He let her go like she’d shocked him, his eyes widening. “Kate, babe, I’m sorry, I—”

“No. We’re done. I’m done. Last-straw kind of done.” She twisted a diamond ring off her left ring finger and shoved it at him. “Don’t bother seeing me out. I’ll call an Uber. You want to know why I keep putting off setting a wedding date? Me seeing you all do shit like this. I don’t want to be a part of a family who’d treat someone like this without giving them a damn chance. I damn sure don’t want to be a part of a family who might be treating me like this behind my back. This is the third guy I’ve seen you all do this to, and I kept my mouth shut before because the first two guys might have been jerks. But the fact that Ets thought she had to hide him from y’all for this many months because you’d treat him exactly the way you’re treating him?”

She pointed at Ro and swept her finger around the room. “Assholes. All of you.”

Kate wiped tears away and shoved through them, heading toward the front door after snatching her purse and phone from where they’d been tucked next to an end table on the floor.

“We’ll drive you,” Etsu said, following her.

Aden finally found his voice. “Honey—”

“No!” Etsu turned and held up her hands. “I’m done with them. If you all are going to force me to choose between Sir and the rest of you, then he’ll win every time. The saddest thing is, all he wanted was a chance to be part of this family because he doesn’t have one of his own. I’ve been trying to tell him how great my family is, and you go and treat him like shit when he’s the best thing to ever happen to me. You know what? It’s your loss, not ours. Come on, Sir. Let’s go. Or do I need to take an Uber with Kate?”

Aden had covered his eyes and silently groaned at her first use of the “Sir” title, then realized she was serious and there was no saving this night.

With a weary sigh, he dug his keys out of his pocket and followed the women.

What could I have done better?

Etsu had caught up with Kate at the foyer, and was comforting her. Kate was in full-on tears now, and Ro brushed past Aden.

Aden held up, keys in hand, watching and trying not to interfere as Hiroki tried to talk to Kate, to catch her hand. She kept jerking her hands away as she fought with him in low, angry tones that barely carried past them.

She didn’t want to leave, that much was clear, but she didn’t want to stay, either. Her body language bespoke anguish and heartbreak, that she clearly loved him.

And they were both blocking the damn front door.

He didn’t feel right trying to get around them, or asking Etsu for an alternative route out. He also didn’t feel right leaving Kate behind unless she changed her mind and told Aden that. So Aden reached out and gently drew Etsu into his arms, holding her back pressed against his chest as they watched.

He was aware of but ignored the rest of the family behind them. Etsu trembled in his arms, but her breathing still sounded steady and even, no wheezing, no coughing.

Yet.

He wasn’t a miracle worker. There was only so much stress she could handle and process before it broke through and she’d need to use her inhaler. He sensed if she had to do that it’d be a failure, in her eyes, not being strong in the face of her family’s onslaught.

Aden felt a hand land on his right shoulder and fought the urge to reflexively backhand the owner. He glanced back to see Toshiro standing there. He was maybe two inches taller than Aden’s five eleven, so not a huge difference.

“Why’d she call you Sir?”

Aden forced himself to remain calm. “I suggest you take your hand off me.”

“I call him what I want to call him,” Etsu said, turning and stepping out of Aden’s arms. She swatted her brother’s hand off Aden’s shoulder, shoved her brother back a step, and got in his face. “Drop the bullshit, Tosh. You have a wife. Kaz has a wife. Why am I not entitled to have a relationship?”

“Because you are too trusting and don’t seem to understand you need a guy who is good enough for you, Ets! We’ve tried to introduce you to guys—”

“Your friends, who were jackasses. No, thanks.” She shoved him again, hard. “Back off.”

Toshiro stepped forward and tried to grab her arm, but she kicked him in the shin before Aden could hook an arm around her and pull her away.

“You did this!” he said to Aden. “This is your fault!”

“It’s not his fault!” she screamed at him. “Why are none of you listening to me! You’ve done this to me all my life and I’m sick of it!”

Kaz stepped in. “Because you almost died on us, okay? More than once. You almost died in my arms one day after school before the paramedics got here, so forgive us for wanting what’s best for you.”

“Kaz, I was nine goddamned years old! I—”

“Pet,” Aden whispered in her ear. “Enough.” She was going to send herself into an asthma attack at this rate, and even Ro and Kate had stopped arguing. “Let’s go.” He kept an arm around her shoulders, pausing next to Kate and Ro. “You’re welcome to ride with us,” he told Kate. “We’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

“Thanks. Let’s go.”

Ro wasn’t done, however. “Kate, please—”

“No!” She shoved her way past him and yanked the door open, nearly hitting Ro in the process before he jumped out of the way.

Aden tried to pull the door shut behind him, but Etsu’s mother yanked it out of his hand as she followed them. “Etsu! Do not leave like this. Get back here.”

She held up a hand without turning, flipping them a bird.

The three of them didn’t speak. Aden opened the back passenger door for Kate and bundled Etsu into the front seat before rounding the car without looking toward the entry. He wasn’t sure if one or more of them might not follow them, but they made it out the front gates without seeing headlights behind them.

In the backseat, Kate’s phone rang. She let out a snorting laugh and apparently sent the call to voice mail.

It didn’t ring again, or else she’d shut it off.

“Which way?” Aden asked, suddenly feeling weary to his core.

“Down in Nokomis. 41’s fastest this time of night. Sorry. If you want to leave me somewhere, I can call an Uber—”

“It’s okay. We’ll take you. I don’t mind.”

Etsu’s phone went off. She didn’t even look at it. She sent the call to voicemail, then turned it off and dropped it into her purse.

Shit, dinner.

“Who wants sushi?” he said. “We didn’t get to eat dinner. Ets needs to eat something before she takes her evening meds.”

Kate let out a rough laugh. “You know what? Sushi sounds great. I’ll buy. Fuck me, I’m so sorry, Ets. I should have said something to you sooner.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “I knew what they were like. This is why I waited to bring Aden over.” She stared out the passenger window.

“You really don’t have any family?” Kate asked Aden.

He sighed. “Just the State of Florida foster care system. Except I didn’t even have that from fourteen on, really. I ended up in a group home and aged out.”

“Damn,” Kate said. “I’m so sorry. You guys are welcomed to my family events. I mean, my parents are crazy, but not like that. The worst they do is try to one-up each other at family dinners when Mom brings her husband and Dad brings his wife. They’re not crazy like that.”

Kate sighed. “Now I know why Ro always felt uncomfortable around my family. My parents have been divorced nearly twenty years and get along pretty decently now. My younger sister is a serial dater, and my brother has three kids by three different women, but they’re all welcome if they can behave themselves. My family’s unofficial motto is that we put the fun in dysfunctional.”

“Can I ask a stupid question?” Aden said to Kate.

“Sure.”

“What’d Ro do around your family, exactly?”

“He’d always make snarky comments to me under his breath. I used to think it was funny, in the beginning. And he always had shit to say about everyone after we’d get together with them. Like picking apart my brother or sister. ‘Well, if he’d only do X,’ or, ‘If she’d just do Y.’ I never realized what he was doing before. But he’d couch it in like being helpful or more knowledgeable. He’s a fricking lawyer and always dresses to the nines, right? So…I don’t know.

“Listening to them tonight, all of them together and coordinated in their mob mentality like a hunting pack, it finally hit me. Sorry, Ets. I know he’s your brother and you love him, but I reached my limit. Not marrying him, and definitely not having kids with him.”

“No, I get it, believe me. I grew up with him. I know what he can be like. Should have heard the ‘loving’ things he said to me to try to convince me I needed to go to a four-year college and get some sort of advanced degree. He didn’t understand it was all I could do to make it through a two-year community college program.”

It worried Aden how exhausted Etsu sounded.

He drove them to a sushi place he and Etsu had eaten at many times. He felt badly for Kate, but she seemed determined now that she’d made up her mind.

“I get it,” Kate gently said to Etsu, once they were seated in a booth. “I know how much they love you. But exactly like you pegged them, you’re not a kid, you’re an adult, and it seems they missed the memo. Like if they let you go live your life it’s some sort of failure on their part.”

“Especially Kaz,” Etsu said. “It wasn’t his fault I had a bad attack. I mean, it was, but it was unintentional.”

“What exactly happened?” Aden asked. He hadn’t heard about this incident.

“He was babysitting me and he didn’t want to, because he was supposed to go out with friends. He was seventeen or eighteen. I don’t even remember why he had to do it. But I saw a cockroach in my bathroom. I asked him to handle it, and he was on the phone and laughed at me and blew me off. I knew where the bug spray was in the garage. So I went and got it and sprayed. I guess it was scented or something, or maybe I sprayed too much, I don’t know. Next thing I know, I couldn’t breathe. My throat almost completely closed up. I barely made it out to the living room.

“Fortunately, the ambulance had epi on board. They gave me a shot and rushed me to the hospital, and I was okay. That’s why I carry an EpiPen. I’ve never had a reaction that bad again, although I’ve had severe asthma attacks that sent me to the ER. It freaked Kaz out even more than my parents because he felt guilty I almost died and he thought it was his fault. He was glued to me for weeks, taking care of me, barely leaving me unless one of us was in school. He’s always felt guilty about that. That was by far the worst attack I’ve ever had.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” he asked.

Her face pinkened. “I don’t like to think about it. Sorry, Sir.”

He mentally winced, glancing over to Kate, who was now perusing the menu sheet, pencil in hand. She’d either not heard Etsu call him Sir, or she didn’t care.

But what else didn’t he know?

“Any other allergies you’d like to let me know about?”

“No food allergies that we’ve discovered. Seriously, they tested me for allergies and you know about all that. Nothing like this. In fact the EpiPen I have has expired. I don’t even carry it. I’ve been meaning to get a new one. I’ve never needed to use it. My inhaler, yes. But not an EpiPen.”

“I think that should be a priority then, shouldn’t it?” He delivered it in a Sir tone, though.

She glanced at his face, the pink rising in her cheeks. “I’ll call my doctor next week.”

“Thank you.”

“I used to hate the start of the school year, because there was Mom, embarrassing the hell out of me and I always felt like this alien. Because the teachers had to know about it, and I had to have the permission form to have it, all that garbage. It was bad enough I had to sit out PE a lot of the time, even if I felt good, because Mom had called the teachers because there was too much red tide, or the news said ragweed pollen was high, or whatever bullshit excuse she used even if I felt fine. I hated that. I just wanted to be normal. I wanted to be treated like a normal kid, and that was too much for them.”

With this new knowledge, Aden could cut Kaz, and maybe even Etsu’s parents some slack, but it didn’t change the fact that they had taken love and warped it into nonconsensual control for no good reason except that it made them feel better, even at Etsu’s expense.

She looked up at him. “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to dump me after this.”

He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips, kissing it. “I told you, I love you. I wish tonight had gone better, but I’m not going anywhere. If you want to break up with me, that’s up to you, but I’m still here.”

Kate smiled at them from across the table. “Keep this one, Ets. I like him. He’s got a steel backbone and cast-iron balls.”

 

* * * *

 

After dinner and taking Kate home, Etsu relaxed. Kate had sounded done with Hiroki, but who knew? Her brother could be extremely charming and persuasive, which was one of the reasons he was a damn good attorney.

So Etsu didn’t want to confide too much in Kate, or let her defenses down around her, in case there was a future reconciliation.

“Why can’t they just be normal?” she muttered. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

“From my outsider perspective, it seems like it makes them feel better to take care of you.”

She thought about it. “Maybe. I mean, I could not date in high school. My parents ran everyone off. My mom was always going through my cell phone. I was so glad when I started my first job so I could pay for my own phone she had no right to look at.”

“Bet that pissed her off.”

“It sure did. She finally backed off.”

“You said they tried to match you up with guys?”

She snorted. “Oh, fuckballs, have they. Usually sons of friends of theirs who have money, or friends of my brothers. Sorry, they were jerks, every last damn one of them. I kept telling them if they wanted to try to fix me up with someone, stop picking the exact opposite of my type. It wasn’t because they had money, it’s because they were entitlement-minded jerks. And my brothers aren’t even like that despite tonight’s shit-show. They worked hard for what they have, and I’ll give them every bit of credit they’re due. It’s…” She didn’t know what it was like.

“Like they tried to find guys you’d hate to keep you single and at home?”

She thought about it. “Yeah. Maybe. They weren’t exactly upset when I didn’t want more than one or two dates with any of them. You think that’s what they did?”

He shrugged. “It fits the pattern. They could say hey, they tried to fix you up with guys, so no, how can you accuse them of wanting you to be single? Or maybe they’re worried they won’t have anyone to take care of them when they’re older, so they’re trying to keep you close.”

She winced. “Oh, fuckballs.”

“What?”

“I never thought about that.”

“It’s just a shot in the dark.”

“No, it’s totally a thing. My mom’s mom? Her parents lived with her and she had to take care of them. She couldn’t really have a life. Between her kids, and her parents, she was a constant caretaker. And my mom’s youngest sister was expected to take care of their parents when they reached the point they couldn’t live on their own any longer. Similar situation in my dad’s family, too.”

“Maybe it’s a mix of the two things, then? Or I could be completely wrong.”

“You’re not. I really don’t think you are.” She sighed. “What pisses me off is they’ve always treated me like they didn’t think I could do stuff on my own. My brothers? They were encouraged to be independent and go out on their own. I try, and it’s like they want to put me under armed guard to keep me locked up.”

“Don’t be shocked if they show up at your apartment.”

“Yeah, well, after tonight, I’m done dancing to their tune. If they’re actively trying to run off the guys I bring home without even giving them an honest chance, then they can go fuck themselves. That’s not love, that’s being assholes.”

He patted her thigh. “That’s my girl.” 


Chapter Six

 

Tuesday night, Niall parked his car in front of his father’s house for the first time in over five years and sat there for a moment. It felt like all he’d done was drive since leaving Los Angeles. Until today, when he unloaded his belongings into the storage unit.

Drive, and think.

Thoughts that would torture him if he didn’t rein them in and focus on the present. Beating himself up for the past or spinning out a thousand what-ifs about the future wasn’t helpful.

Fortunately, for the unloading portion of things, he’d been able to shove stuff down the truck’s ramp and into the space, gravity working in his favor so he didn’t need help. It didn’t hurt that he’d gotten rid of and sold things like his couch, furniture he didn’t need immediately and could easily replace once he was settled. The biggest thing he’d kept was his bed—well, his mattress. The frame was a cheap, easily disassembled metal frame from Amazon. The mattress, however, had been expensive, one he’d bought new out in California.

He’d left the bed he’d bought for them behind in Florida with Aden.

I wonder if he still has it?

Or if he’d had others in it.

He cut off that thought immediately.

This mattress had only seen his body and was untainted by anything except his loneliness, self-recriminations, and stupidity.

He also had resisted the urge to drive by Aden’s house, to see if he was there.

To see if he was alone.

No good could come of that yet, not when he needed to survive this weekend first.

He finally dragged himself out of the car and grabbed his laptop case. He’d bring in the other stuff later, including laundry he needed to do.

As Niall walked up, his father opened the front door and gave him a smile. “Weeellll?”

“Ah, sure.”

Dr. Ygor Renard, PhD, laughed and hugged his son. When he next spoke, there wasn’t a hint of Irish accent in the native Floridian’s voice. “Missed you, kiddo.”

“Missed ye, too, Da.”

Niall sounded nothing like his father—not for lack of trying when he was growing up in Ireland—but he looked like him, both tall and lanky, with brown hair, although Niall had inherited his mother’s blue eyes.

“Did you eat yet?” Although it came out sounding like, Jeet yet? in Ygor’s almost-drawl spoken by many urban Floridians who’d been born and raised there.

“Not yet.”

“I’ll make you a plate. You go sit in front of the TV and relax.”

He wasn’t going to argue. “Thanks, Da.”

He was torn between wanting to ask about Aden and praying his father didn’t mention him. For right now, he could exist in a hellish dual-universe where Aden was still available and also…not.

That he’d run into him at the convention and they’d have a reunion…and that he wouldn’t.

Eventually he’d have to lance that wound but he didn’t have the physical or emotional strength to do it right now. He’d cut back on his meds during the drive, forcing himself to deal with the stress because he didn’t want to risk them making him sleepy. Normally, he timed it to take them when he’d be at work or at home when they kicked in so he didn’t have to worry about driving.

The past couple of years, he’d had to subtly adjust them, increasing his dosage. No self-medicating—his own doctor prescribed them, a GP, who worked in conjunction with his psychologist, not a psychiatrist.

Crowds were a big trigger. Stress was another, but part of his stress the past several years had been self-induced by being an idiot and leaving Aden.

And he got the irony, that he loved teaching. It was stressful, yes, but the actual teaching wasn’t. He enjoyed it, loved sharing knowledge, loved the crowd’s reactions. Loved helping people, because at the core of what he did was helping people.

The before and after socializing with large groups of people?

Absolutely, he hated that. Necessary evil, though. Especially when, as the instructor, it was his duty to answer questions.

Another thing he missed about Aden. Something about Aden’s presence, having him with him, had always calmed Niall during a class, even if he wasn’t using Aden as a subject. Even if Aden was just standing off in the wings watching and listening. After, Aden was always a silent shadow, standing just behind him, sometimes a comforting hand on the small of his back when he could tell Niall was especially stressed or tense or struggling with crowd anxiety.

It’d taken him a while to get comfortable teaching without the man’s presence, a deep and hollow ache in his soul that would distract him almost to the point of tears, at first. Especially when it meant he had to use others for his demonstrations. He was frequently able to ask convention organizers ahead of time to arrange someone on their staff to volunteer. That meant he had time to work with them when he first arrived so he wasn’t starting out cold with an unknown subject.

This weekend, he hadn’t prearranged a volunteer.

Not just because it was Tampa, and he’d likely run into old friends there.

But…deep in his heart—and he knew it was stupid—he hoped maybe Aden might be there.

His father brought him out a plate of meatloaf and vegetables, with a glass of iced tea. “Here, eat this. You look like you haven’t been eating lately. You’ve lost weight.”

Had he? He thought about it and realized yeah, he’d been pulling his belt in an extra hole lately. Not that he’d been fat before, but…

Shit.

“Thanks, Da.”

His father lowered himself into his recliner and sat back. “Good to have you home.”

“It’s good to be home again.”

Another reason he wanted to return to Florida, once he realized Aden wasn’t ever going to follow him to California, and he realized he was absolutely miserable—he wanted to be close to his father. Before, he’d usually seen him an average of once a week, especially after his mother’s death.

His father wasn’t getting any younger, and neither was he.

“So you’ve been teaching without Aden?” his father finally asked. “How’s that been working?”

His father knew what he and Aden were. Niall hadn’t wanted there to be any misunderstandings. His open-minded father had accepted him without question—as had his mother—when he’d come out to them when he started college. The kink thing developed a little later, but his father had accepted that, and Aden, without a second thought. Niall’s parents had both taught in a university—which was how’d they’d met. Ygor had fallen in love with Neala, and they got married and settled in her native Ireland, until it came time for their dual-citizenship son to go to college. Then they’d been more than ready to retire back to Ygor’s native state.

Niall struggled to swallow the mouthful of meatloaf he’d just taken. “Difficult, at first, I won’t lie. I’ve managed. I enjoy sharin’ what I know.”

“And this weekend?”

“I don’t want to know if he’s going to be there or not,” Niall said before the subject could be expounded upon. “I don’t want to know if he’s got someone else, or any of that. I want to make it through this weekend, start my new job and find a place to live, and figure out how to move forward, one way or another, from there.”

His father nodded and returned his focus to the TV.

Whatever the man had on his mind, he’d keep it there. Niall couldn’t read his father the way he could many people. He didn’t know if the man’s demeanor meant he knew something Niall didn’t or not.

Or if he did, whether or not Niall would like the knowledge.

Once he finished eating, he took his plate out to the kitchen and washed it, then went to unload his things from the car. He sorted the dirty laundry from the clean and started a load of lights and headed to the bathroom to shower.

A long, hot shower, where he stood with his head against the wall and cried.

 

* * * *

 

He’d be sleeping in what had been his old room, and it felt more than weird, in some ways.

Before bed that night, Niall upped his dosage, wanting to actually sleep and not lie there spinning a thousand and one scenarios through his head. He didn’t want to plan what to say to Aden, if he even attended that weekend.

He didn’t want to plan his reactions, either. Any combination of the above scenarios.

How to keep his smile right if Aden introduced him to his partner.

Or—worse—husband.

Of if he was there with someone who wasn’t a romantic partner.

Or if he was there—highly unlikely—alone.

Niall wanted to sleep, all the way through the night. He wanted to awaken not having spent most of the night staring at the ceiling or hating himself.

He wanted to move forward and was still trying to figure out how the hell he was supposed to do that.

The hypnosis had started out as fun, a small private workshop he’d found out about through one of the munches he’d attended. That made him take a harder look at hypnotherapy. It wasn’t something he was studying as part of his degree, but he did enough research he realized it had a legitimate therapeutic benefit. He found a local instructor, for non-erotic hypnotherapy, and studied it on the side. That had led him into studying NLP as well, both helpful tools in his arsenal to help people as a psychologist.

The kinky uses were a bonus. And when he’d met Aden, the younger man had been eager to try and learn and experience everything. They’d both blundered head-first into the deep end of the pool and ended up keeping each other afloat.

Until he’d gone and fucked everything up.

Yeah, the job he’d taken in California had made him a lot more money. Had allowed him to pay off his student loan debt, but the cost of living out there was more expensive.

Everything was more expensive.

The personal cost had been the most expensive.

It hadn’t been worth the trade-off.

The loneliness.

Hurting Aden.

What the bloody hell was I thinking?

He’d always had more fun teaching with Aden, too. He always gave his insight as both Niall’s slave and as a fellow presenter and practitioner of erotic hypnosis.

Teaching solo and using pre-arranged volunteers wasn’t as satisfying, for him.

Life wasn’t as satisfying.

He hadn’t yet forced himself to answer the what-if question that loomed above all others—

What if Aden had moved on?

Logically, he knew he’d need to face it sooner rather than later.

Didn’t stop his heart from hoping otherwise.

 

* * * *

 

“So what finally triggered it, then?” his father asked at the breakfast table the next morning.

Niall held the cup of coffee in his hands and stared into its mocha depths. “It wasn’t any one thing.” There was no reason to keep the truth from the man. “A friend of mine who’s in the same field had been spendin’ a lot of time in LA for work with his partner. He’d been living out there and moved back to Sarasota, workin’ for a clinic there. I told him to please keep his ears open if he heard of anything that I might be interested in. And he did. Not as much pay, but that’s all right, then, because I finished payin’ off my loans, finally.”

“And it’s cheaper to live here.”

“Aye. And yer here.”

His dad smiled. “Aw, you big softy.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around.”

“You did what you had to do. You’re back now, and that’s what matters.”

Niall came as close as he wanted to touching the stove today. “I don’t want to talk about Aden yet. I…can’t. But it doesn’t bother me he comes to see ye. I’m glad he does. I know he loves ye.”

His dad slowly nodded. “I’m glad to hear that, because I wouldn’t tell him to stop, anyway.”

Despite what he’d said, he had to ask. “Without any details…is he well, then?”

His father met his gaze for a long moment before slowly nodding again. “He is.”

“Okay.” He closed his eyes and struggled against the tears threatening to fall. “Thanks.”

He felt his father’s hand on his. “Love you.”

“Love ye, too, Da.” 


Chapter Seven

 

Etsu practically vibrated with excitement in the passenger seat of Aden’s car late Thursday morning. “I’m finally going to a fetish convention!”

She’d spent the previous weekend at his place, leaving for work from there on Monday morning. Monday night, she’d spent it at her apartment, much of it locked in her room and ignoring her mother, who’d come over not long after Etsu had returned home from work.

She’d made the mistake of answering the door and letting her in, and then her mom wouldn’t leave.

Demanded Etsu talk to her about Aden.

Demanded she move back home and go back to school. That they’d pay for all of it.

All she’d have to do was ditch Aden.

Etsu couldn’t even blame Molly that time, because Molly hadn’t been home yet.

Etsu had ended up putting on headphones, turning up her music, and texting Aden. He’d offered to come over to help, but she was actually enjoying ignoring her mom this time. Now that she knew no matter what she did they were going to try to sabotage her relationships, it was easy to have a guilt-free “fuck it” attitude about them.

A few months ago, she would have been a nervous wreck. Thanks to tricks she’d learned from Aden, she managed to control her anxiety and maintain her chill.

Molly had texted her once her mom left and Etsu could emerge from her room.

Tuesday, her mother had been waiting for her when she arrived home from work, and Etsu ignored her when she went inside, locking the door behind her.

It’d shocked her when, after locking her out, her mother let herself in with a key Etsu didn’t even know she had, a key Molly had given her.

And left Etsu wondering if her parents had been coming over when she wasn’t home and going through her stuff.

Which had led to a screaming match with her mom, and later Molly, who now looked like she wished she’d never agreed to be roommates with her.

Her mom had refused to return the key, but finally left when Etsu threatened to call the cops.

Aden told her to pack for the whole weekend, including work on Wednesday, and to come over that night. Without telling Molly where she was going, except that she’d be back the next Monday night, Etsu left.

She’d half expected her parents or one of her brothers to show up at her work on Wednesday, but they didn’t. She sent their calls to voice mail and didn’t even play the messages, using the text preview function to see if it was important or them just trying to suck her in.

It’d been soooo nice to wake up this morning in Aden’s arms and not have to rush off to work. They’d taken a long shower together, played around a little, and left Sarasota for Tampa after having a long, leisurely breakfast.

She’d turned her phone off after changing her voice mail message to a politely worded “fuck you” to her parents.

The convention’s schedule was light today. There were a couple of classes she was interested in attending this afternoon, including one on erotic hypnosis. In the wake of her hellish week, Aden had already told her that she was in charge of the schedule, that they’d do or see whatever classes or demos she wanted that weekend. He’d been to plenty of BDSM conventions in his time, because he’d helped Ren teach. This was the first one he’d felt like attending since they’d broken up.

She felt a little melancholy about that, that he was doing this for her. She’d been the one to find the info about it a couple of months ago and ask if they could go. He’d bought the tickets without telling her until he had them, and he was paying for the hotel room.

Which she hadn’t asked him to, but she was glad he did because her budget was tight.

And knowing she’d likely have to move and find a place on her own, without Molly there to hand out keys to her nosy parents, it meant she needed to pinch her pennies.

“I’ll pay for meals this weekend, too, pet,” he said as if reading her mind.

She looked at him. “Sir?”

He wore a playful smile. “And, if you want to, we can talk about you maybe moving in with me when your lease is up. If you want to.”

A shiver rushed through her. So spooky like that, Aden frequently said what was on her mind before she even spoke it. “I was going to try to find a cheap place I can afford on my own. I need to be on my own.”

“It’s just an option. We could draw up a lease and everything. I promise I won’t give your family a spare key.”

“The more I think about that, the madder it makes me,” she said. “My mom swore she hasn’t gone through my stuff, but how do I know for sure?”

“Maybe talk to your landlord about changing the locks?”

“Molly.” She shook her head. “I get it, they probably gave her some song and dance excuse. But it pisses me off. Why hide it from me? That’s what pisses me off. They did it behind my back and hid the fact.”

“I agree, it’s a massive violation of trust all the way around.”

She studied his profile. He kept his straight brown hair neatly styled. Not super short, just long enough to grab a handful of it during sex. And he liked it when she did that, too. It was barely long enough that it brushed his ears and mostly hid the small captive bead ring in his upper right ear.

She knew what it meant. He’d never hidden that from her, either, and she didn’t begrudge it.

In a way, it was sadly sweet.

“Will you one day get my ear pierced, Sir?”

 

* * * *

 

Aden had been thinking more and more about that lately. Especially in light of her family’s crazy behavior.

“I consider a collaring every bit as serious as a marriage vow,” he said. “I don’t want to make it lightly or have you regret it later. If anything, I’d like to try us living together for a while first, to make sure you’re comfortable with me and my rules. If it doesn’t work out, we can still be roommates.”

She stroked his thigh through his jeans. “I’m sorry he hurt you, Sir.”

It didn’t matter if she saw through his grimace or not. He’d never lied to her about his feelings for Ren. He wouldn’t. He didn’t ever want her later thinking he’d kept stuff from her. Especially in light of the recent events with her family.

She needed to know about his past, because it made him who he was now.

“It is what it is, sweetheart.” He laid his hand over hers and squeezed. “I know he still loved me as much as I loved him. He did what he thought he had to do. I just…I wasn’t willing to walk away from the life I’d started building for myself. Maybe it was selfish of me. That’s something I’ve asked myself. Maybe I should have at least tried to visit him out there. Or made a better effort to talk him back. I don’t know.

“He grew up with two loving parents. I had nothing, not even reassurance growing up. I was lucky that I was older when I hit the group home, and I had kind foster parents, for the most part, before then. I could have had it a lot worse. But I needed this.”

“What if you could do it all again now? What if he showed up on your doorstep?”

A wave of familiar pain rolled through him. “I don’t know, sweetheart. I’d like to say I could be friends with him without it being more, but I don’t know if that’s possible for me.”

“I still say I’d be okay with it.” He spotted her playful grin, her attempt to lighten the mood.

It pulled a genuine laugh out of him. “In all honesty? If you had me and him going after you, you’d probably be safewording after the first week. Between the BDSM and the two of us dragging you into bed, you’d need a break.”

“Who says I’d be safewording?”

“Instead of one of us playing Hide and Seek with you, imagine two of us doing it.”

He thought she shivered, her smile increasing. “I’d love it.”

It was a game he and Ren had played. Him blindfolded in the middle of the room while Ren silently stalked him, playing with him, usually with a whip, the strokes coming from anywhere at any time.

She loved playing it, too, even though it always tugged at his heart because he wished he was the prey and not the predator.

 

* * * *

 

Check-in at the hotel and the event went reasonably quickly. They received their name badges that would get them into the convention area, and their goodie bags, said hi to a few friends from Sarasota, then headed upstairs to their room on the ninth floor with their luggage to drop it off and relax before they explored.

She nervously glanced around into the elevator before stepping inside. “Yeah, this part will be sucky.”

“Deep breaths, sweetheart. It’s all right.” He’d forgotten her claustrophobia included elevators.

“I hate elevators.”

Worse, there seemed to be a lack of elevators considering the size of the hotel, only four of them for the entire fifteen-floor facility. They’d had to wait for three different elevators before they’d been able to get their luggage upstairs.

“We’ll work on that this weekend. I promise.”

“Yes, Sir.”

At least the key cards worked to get them into the room on the first try, and they had a great view of downtown Tampa. Their room faced south, and they could see the Lightning’s hockey arena and Harbor Island.

“This is nice,” she said. “Thank you, Sir.”

“You’re welcome, pet.” He turned so he could hold her. “I mean it. Let’s start talking about moving in together. Doesn’t need to happen next week, but I want you to have options.”

She hooked her fingers through his belt loops as she stared up at him. “Thank you, Sir.”

“What’s our schedule look like?”

“Two classes before dinner, then one after. But we have time to chill out right now, if you want. The vendor floor isn’t open yet and there aren’t any classes going on right now.” She jumped at a crack of thunder not far away. “Okay, that might mess up dinner plans.” They focused on the building clouds outside, a typical Florida summer afternoon thunderstorm quickly developing.

“We’ll play it by ear.” They were parked at a pay lot a couple of blocks away. He’d unloaded her and their luggage at the hotel’s front entrance and had her wait for him, because he hadn’t wanted her to walk. “Worst comes to worst, we’ll eat here in the hotel.”

“That’s more expensive.”

“My problem to worry about, pet.” He stared down into her eyes. “Remember, this weekend is supposed to be a vacation from life.”

Her smile lit his heart. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Niall had checked in to his room on the tenth floor and stared out at the skyline. Five years since he’d been to Tampa. He’d taught at this event before, in this very hotel.

With Aden.

I can’t do this to myself today.

He dug his meds out of his overnight bag and took a dose. It’d help calm him ahead of his class this afternoon. Give it enough time to start working. Meanwhile, he could take a tour of the large vendor floor and find out where his classroom was so he wasn’t lost and caught unaware.

He also broke out the essential oil blend he used, a mix of lavender, vanilla, and others, specifically engineered to help with stress. He dabbed a couple of drops on the insides of his wrists and took a deep breath, followed by a drop on each side of his throat. It wasn’t overpowering, and wasn’t as likely to accidentally trigger an allergy attack in someone, like cologne or aftershave might.

The elevator took forever to arrive, but at least it was empty when the doors slid open. As he headed down, he’d just started to focus on his breathing when it stopped and opened again on the ninth floor.

Oddly enough, it wasn’t the T-Rex that startled him. It was the sight of Max, Sean, and Eliza standing there, along with another woman who was apparently with Max and Sean.

They looked just as shocked to see him. “Niall?” Eliza said.

“Long time, no see, eh?” He stepped forward and hit the door open button on the panel, holding it. “Goin’ down, then, are we?”

“What are you doing here?” Eliza asked. Their green badges indicated they were working as vendors this year.

“Teachin’ a couple o’ classes.”

Eliza finally stepped in, moving to the side so the T-Rex—whom he presumed was Rusty—would have room in his costume to fit. The other three followed.

Niall punched the close door button. “I take it yer goin’ to the second floor?”

“Yeah,” Eliza said. “Vending room. I didn’t realize you were teaching this year.”

“Heh.” Niall rubbed the back of his neck. “Actually movin’ back. Drove in a few days ago. Spent a couple o’ nights in Tampa with my Da, then I’ll start looking for a new place after this weekend. Start my new job next week. Hadn’t really told anyone yet. Can’t wait to get back together with the gang.”

If that information got back to Aden, then it would.

He couldn’t take it back and wouldn’t ask them about Aden. Not right now, when he had a class to psyche himself up to present.

Fortunately, more people were able to cram into the elevator car on floors below them, sparing any of them from more talk. He parted ways with them at the second floor, breathing a sigh of relief to be off the elevator.

First things first, he found the closest bathroom and went in, using it and then splashing water on his face after washing his hands.

You can do this.

He’d have to figure out how, because he knew the odds of him getting back together with Aden were likely not in his favor.

 

* * * *

 

The first class was a snoozer on knife play. Well, Aden thought it was a snoozer, but Etsu, who’d seated them in the front row, seemed enraptured and asked his permission to volunteer. Since Aden knew the guy and had seen him teach before, he let her.

It was fun to watch her really getting into everything, wide-eyed at all the fetish outfits models in the vendor room had been wearing. While she was used to attending Venture and munches with him, this was her first “larger world” experience with kink.

She was absolutely fricking adorable.

He remembered when he used to feel that way about it, how he and Niall had explored—

No.

He wouldn’t let himself think about Him today. And he damn sure had to remember to not call him Niall around her. He’d passed the word when he’d first started dating Etsu to refer to Niall only as Ren, what had been his FetLife name. After what Joel and Fen had been through, maintaining others’ privacy had definitely made sense.

He never wanted to be the reason something came back to haunt Niall professionally, or worse.

As soon as that class ended, Etsu practically dragged him to the next one, just a room over. He didn’t even have time to read the schedule posted on the door to see what the class was about.

She snagged them front-row seats for this one, too. “I’m so excited!” she whispered to him as people filtered in.

He took the convention program from her to read through it. They always had a large vendor floor at this event. It was a mix of content producers and lifestyle people. For a moment, Niall’s voice filtered through his mind, joking about the “backpack boys” they consistently saw year after year, fans who followed the fetish models with their cameras, their backpacks of camera equipment ever-present.

The room quickly filled. He’d just found the schedule pages toward the back when he heard the door swing shut and the low murmurs in the room immediately died down.

Then he thought his heart would explode.

“Right!” The man clapped his hands once, and Aden knew without looking that he was rubbing them together as he walked. Knew exactly how he was rubbing them together.

“Let’s get started then, shall we?” The voice had spoken from the back of the room, but Aden didn’t have to turn his head to be aware of the man walking down the center aisle between the two sections of chairs as he headed to the front of the room.

Aden spotted his boots first, but they were scuffed and dull, no luster to the black leather at all. As his gaze lifted, his cock inflated when he looked into those blue eyes for the first time in five years.

“Welcome, everyone,” Niall said. “Dr. Niall Renard, or DocHypnoDraner, as you might have seen me on FetLife. Not the kind of doctor who prescribes meds, I’m afraid. Although I do tinker with minds professionally.” The audience, including Etsu, laughed.

Aden could barely breathe.

Fuck. Me.

Niall’s last name backward.

I’m a fucking moron.

He’d skimmed the classes online before signing them up for the weekend, wanting to make sure he didn’t run into Niall here.

For this very reason.

Aden could tell his presence in the room was having just as unsettling an effect on Niall as it was on him. Spotted his nervous tells, a couple of stumbled words, and as far as Aden could tell Niall didn’t have anyone with him to act as his volunteer.

Or…with him.

As Niall ran through his introduction to erotic hypnosis, what it was, what it could do, Aden sensed him finally settling into a rhythm. There was very little different from when he’d helped him teach the class, and he’d tucked a few more funny one-liners here and there that the audience loved.

Audiences always loved him. His blue eyes and that Irish brogue he toned down so people could understand him, he was fucking charming.

Asshole.

Why can’t I fucking stop loving you?

 

* * * *

 

Niall had a moment of panic when he’d turned to face the audience and spotted Aden sitting there. Not normal panic, but legit he thought he might pass out panic.

From the way the cute redhead next to Aden sat with her hand resting on his thigh, and no rings on any fingers—and no collar around her neck—he tried to summon hope even as he desperately tried not to forget anything.

Especially when he saw Aden still wore the captive bead ring Niall himself had placed in Aden’s right ear all those years ago.

When he forced himself to look elsewhere in the audience, he couldn’t help but be aware that Aden never took his eyes off him. At one point, he would have labelled Aden’s expression as shock, although he knew he’d long ago lost the right to assume he knew him at all.

He’d planned to call on a woman seated toward the back, a part-time fetish model he’d worked with at several previous conventions in California. He hadn’t prearranged it with her, but she’d always told him if she was in his class she’d be happy to volunteer.

As he drew close to the actual demonstration portion of the class an idea hit him, so utterly horrible and perfect at the same time that it nearly made him laugh.

He walked over to stand in front of the eager-looking woman seated next to Aden. “Now, for this next part, I need a volunteer. I promise, no stripping, no clucking like a chicken, no handing over your banking passwords, or anything like that.”

Her hand shot up immediately as she smiled, then belatedly looked to Aden.

He glanced her way before fixing those sweet and sultry brown eyes on Niall and nodded.

But Aden’s expression darkened slightly in a silent warning.

Don’t hurt her.

If she was with Aden, there was a better than good chance he had put her into trance before.

He hoped.

Otherwise, this could backfire on him badly, but he’d use it as an example of how some people couldn’t be put into trance and then call on the acquaintance to complete the demo.

Or perhaps even…Aden.

Niall held a hand out to her. “Your name, my dear?”

“Etsu.” She took his hand and stood to follow him forward to the chair at the front of the room.

She was ridiculously easy to work with—leading him to believe Aden had been keeping up at least some of his skills.

To be this close to the woman close to Aden, to have Aden unable to not see him as he worked with her...

Maybe I’m a masochist after all.

At least, an emotional one.

 

* * * *

 

Aden didn’t hear a word Niall said through the class. All he could do was stare at the man he loved, in agony, wishing he was Etsu.

Wishing he’d made her sit there and volunteered to go up in her place.

To feel Niall’s touch on his shoulder.

His voice soft in his ear as Niall ran through his usual patter

His Mháistir.

Dammit.

And Niall wasn’t wearing any rings, either, although Aden had gotten a whiff of the essential oil Niall still wore when he’d taken Ets up as his volunteer.

Plus he knew damn well Niall was keeping her up there longer and for more of this than he usually did, including much of his talk to the audience while keeping her in trance.

Finally, when Niall finished and brought Etsu back to her seat, making a point of holding her hand and handing her off to him, their fingers touched. Aden knew it wasn’t his imagination that Niall lingered, deliberately brushing his fingers against Aden’s even as his blue gaze bored holes through his soul.

“Thank ye for allowin’ me to borrow yer girl. She was certainly easy to work with.”

Aden smiled and nodded and hoped no one noticed him dying inside.

He sat there during the Q&A portion of the class, wishing he could stand and run.

Or stand and throw himself at Niall’s feet.

Except he knew the audience might misconstrue him running, and no way in hell would he ever do anything like that to Niall. The man was damned good at what he did and how he taught it.

He’d sit there and stew in his personal hell and make sure he didn’t reflect poorly on his…

Mháistir.

Fortunately, when the class ended, several people walked forward to talk to Niall, and Etsu had to use the bathroom. So they were able to easily and quickly make their way out.

Even at the door, he turned back one last time and found Niall’s gaze on him.

I’m so fucked. 


Chapter Eight

 

A thunderstorm had kicked in by the time they made it through the sluggish elevator queue and upstairs to their room. Etsu happily chatted and asked him questions and he hoped he didn’t reveal how he was dying inside.

At least the rain gave him the perfect excuse. “We’ll stay here and eat downstairs before the next class.”

“Are you all right, Sir?”

“Yeah. Just…” He didn’t want to lie to her, but he couldn’t bear to tell her the full truth right now. “Memories.”

It was almost twenty minutes later when Aden and Etsu waited for the elevator so they could return to the lobby. With the thunderstorm still in full force outside, they weren’t the only ones knuckling under and eating at the hotel’s restaurant.

Like hell he wanted to half drown getting the car and then trying to go somewhere in this slop. Plus they’d both get soaked when they got there, and it’d be even worse trying to find parking close to the hotel after they returned. Add to it Tampa’s rush-hour traffic, and forget it.

It was worth a twelve-dollar cheeseburger to stay dry and not have to brain right now when it felt like his world was close to imploding.

When the elevator doors slid open, Aden had been looking at his phone as he stepped forward, Etsu’s hand in his other hand, until her happy tone pulled him up short.

“Hi, Niall!”

Aden’s gaze locked with Niall’s. The man stood there, every lanky six two inch of him lounging against the back of the car, a smirk on his face and those damned blue eyes of his piercing right through Aden’s soul. Legs crossed at the ankles and thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans.

And that bulge Aden knew all too well even through the black denim covering it.

Before Aden could pull her back, Etsu was already stepping past him and into the car, dragging him with her.

Fuck.

“Hello again, my dear,” Niall purred, but Aden knew he wasn’t saying it to her.

He was saying it to him.

This was worse than watching him with her in front of the class.

Infinitely worse.

From this close, he could smell the goddamned hints of vanilla, lime, and lavender in the essential oil blend Niall still used to help control his crowd anxiety. All that overlaid by the cock-hardening scent of leather from his vest and boots.

Especially the boots.

Black motorcycle boots Aden knew better than his own goddamned hand.

Goddammit, looking down and now really able to pay attention showed Aden those boots in desperate need of a good blacking, boots he’d spent countless hours tending to and kissing and coming all over.

“Been years since I’ve had them properly tended to,” Niall said, not smoothing his accent now and every edge of his brogue burrowing into Aden’s soul like jagged glass and ripping apart every last barricade of his emotional defenses. “I don’t suppose ye know anyone decent who can black, do ye? I’m…particular.”

Blood rushed into Aden’s ears, filling his brain with a dull roar as his gaze lifted again. While Niall’s face was turned toward Etsu, his blue gaze was still anchored to Aden’s face.

“Sir is amazing with leather, especially boots,” Etsu said, her lilting giggle just below the surface as one of her high-heel-clad feet reached out and brushed against Aden’s booted foot. Of course she’d be entranced by Niall. Everyone was fucking entranced by the sonofabitch, including him.

And Aden’s traitorous cock, which had hardened at the thought of kneeling before Niall, naked except for the black apron, Niall’s booted foot resting on top of his thighs as he snapped the rag over them, his own cock hard and pressing against the sole of Niall’s boot through the apron.

All the nights Niall worked with him to teach him how to black to his particular specifications.

The sexiness of it.

How he’d never blacked for anyone except Niall, because with them it was basically sex. Not even foreplay, because it was usually outright sex with them. If Niall had told him he wanted his boots blacked that night, Aden knew he was getting laid. Period. Niall had not just trained him in it, he’d hardwired the reactions into his nervous system and just like all the other countless triggers still lying in wait like vicious emotional landmines, he’d left it alone.

Niall faced him again, obviously looking him up and down. “So I see. I—”

A crack of thunder loud enough to rattle the elevator car startled all three of them. The power went off as the car jolted to a stop, making Etsu scream.

Aden shoved his phone into his back pocket by feel and reached for her, pulling her close.

“Sir?”

“It’s okay, honey. Breathe. Just the storm. Building probably took a direct hit from lightning. It’ll come back on in a second.”

Except…it didn’t. As he held his breath and heard hers coming quick and gasping, even as she trembled against him, he was struck by horror. “Ets, babe, where’s your purse?”

“I…I left…left it in the room, Sir. Y-you…said you were paying.”

Fuck.

Niall sounded serious now and had dropped the thick edge to his brogue. “It’s all right, my dear, there are fail-safes built into the cars. It’s simply an inconvenience. They cannot fall. Once the power’s back on, we’ll get movin’ again, all right?”

“Sir…”

Aden felt for her face, pulled her close, his forehead touching hers. “Honey, breathe. Slow and deep for me, okay?” Except his own pulse galloped, nearly out of control.

“I…I…” She gasped. “Sir!”

He stomped down his own rising panic. “Ets, stay with me.” Except…he heard it. She was starting to have a panic attack, and the wheezing rattle in her breathing meant an impending asthma attack.

Fuck!

He hadn’t even thought to make sure he had her inhaler on him, because this was dinner, not the fucking dungeon. And he didn’t think to make sure she had it with her because she always had her damn purse with her if they went somewhere.

Her fingers closed around his wrists, squeezing, desperate, even as the wheezing intensified.

Niall’s voice spoke from Aden’s left, startling him by how close he stood. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s severely claustrophobic, gets panic attacks, and she has asthma. Honey, close your eyes and pretend the lights are on. You need to stay calm for me.”

“Telling someone to stay calm has never, in the history of the world, ever worked, Ade,” Niall snarked. Aden knew Niall was defaulting to humor, trying to calm her, but he didn’t know her.

Aden ignored him and the rising panic threatening to take him out, as well. “Find the fucking emergency phone and call them and tell them we’re in here. Tell them they have to get us out first, and they need to get us out now. This is a serious fucking emergency. That she doesn’t have her inhaler and she’s having an asthma attack. They’d better bring epi with them.”

“Right.” He heard Niall moving, painfully aware of his presence even in the dark.

His mind flashed back to standing in the living room, blindfolded, and sensing where Niall was, from which direction the singletail would flick his flesh—

“Ets, baby, please breathe. Just like you do for me in a scene.”

“I…I can’t…Sir…”

He heard Niall find the phone, then the handset crashed back down. “It’s dead.”

“Call fucking 911!”

He blinked as a cell phone illuminated Niall’s face, now all serious. “I don’t have a signal.” Darkness fell again. “And I’ve got less than fifteen percent on my battery.”

“Mine’s in my left rear pocket.” He hoped Ets wasn’t paying close attention as Niall’s hand dipped in and grabbed it, thumbing in a code to unlock it that made Aden’s heart bleed as he realized Niall hadn’t needed to ask it.

He knew.

He’d always know.

Niall’s birthdate.

“You don’t have a signal, either.” He returned the phone to Aden’s pocket, his touch lingering on Aden’s ass.

But that brief flash of light had showed him Etsu’s parted lips, her eyes squeezed tightly shut—would this be the last image of her emblazoned in his brain?

Niall stepped close again in the darkness, but this was the teacher, the kindly, funny instructor who’d wooed his students, including her. “Etsu, keep your eyes closed, darling, and listen to your Sir’s voice. Focus on him and how he makes you feel.”

Fuck. Fuck fuckfuckfuck! Between his own fear and hers, Aden knew he couldn’t do this. Not on top of everything else. “You need to put her into a trance again, Ni.”

“What?”

“You said it yourself, she’s easy to work with. Put her in trance again.”

“I don’t know how that’ll work in this situation, right? And she can’t see me. I might need her to see me for it to work. Not like she knows me.”

Aden pulled one of his hands free and grabbed his phone from his pocket, hitting the home button so he could find the flashlight. He pointed it at his face. “Etsu, listen to me, baby. Look at me.”

She opened her eyes and the panic there unmanned him.

“I want you to let Niall put you into a trance again, like he did in class. Okay? He won’t hurt you, I promise. Let him touch you and work with you.”

She nodded. Her wheezing thundered in the dark confines of the elevator car. He made her let go of him and placed her hands in Niall’s, moving so Niall could stand right in front of her. He aimed the flashlight at Niall, not blinding him but so she could see his face.

Niall’s voice dropped into the tone that made Aiden want to sink to his knees and worship the man’s cock. Deeper than usual, his voice smoothing like fine butter, almost a British accent instead of his normal Irish brogue.

The tone he used to use on Aden when they were alone and Aden was about to get his brains fucked out.

Had he thought he was over him?

Not even fucking close. Not by a goddamned long-shot.

“Etsu, I want you to close your eyes and listen to me. Are you listening, love?”

Her eyes fluttered closed and she nodded.

“You will not open your eyes until I clap three times. Understand? Say yes if you do.”

“Yes.”

He pulled her arms around him, hooking her fingers into his belt loops before he reached up and cupped her cheeks in his palms, his thumbs lightly brushing over her cheekbones.

Of course Niall would do that—that’s how Aden had come to use the trigger on her.

Because he’d learned it from Niall.

Aden forced himself to stay quiet and not interrupt. He knew firsthand what this man could do, and if it saved her life, he wouldn’t begrudge it at all, not a bit of it.

Even if he wanted to be her right now.

Fuck.

“I’m going to count, Etsu, and I want you to listen to me count. Every time I say a number, I want you to take as slow and deep a breath as you can and let it out again. And with every number, the elevator is getting larger and brighter. One.”

She breathed in, but it sounded wheezy, shallow, rattling. Gasping.

“You can already feel it getting lighter in here, Etsu. Two. As I talk to you, you feel yourself relaxing, relaxing, relaxing, just like you did for me in class, just like you do for your Sir. Three. Everything around you is fading except for the sound of my voice and how light and bright it is in here. Four. As you relax, you know you won’t even need to remember this later, if you don’t wish to. Five…”

Tricky bastard, going up instead of down, knowing if she wasn’t in a trance by the time he counted down it could have the exact opposite effect and yank her totally out of a good headspace.

Aden held the phone steady and watched her face, watched her chest, listened. It took a few minutes, but by the time Niall made it to one hundred, her breathing sounded slow and steady and even.

It took every ounce of willpower he had not to burst into relieved tears.

Well, not completely relieved.

There was more than a tiny part of it made up of lust and longing and pain over this man who still owned a huge chunk of his soul.

Who was he kidding?

Niall still owned him.

He always would.

Niall’s voice had dropped in volume, until he was murmuring to her. Aden hated that his cock was hard, like granite, painfully throbbing and confused and wondering why the fuck he wasn’t naked and getting plowed yet.

Sonofabitch.

Niall stopped counting at one-twenty-five. Etsu wore a blissful smile and was so deep he suspected Niall could give her a command to orgasm and she probably would at this point.

Niall slowly backed her into the far corner. “You feel like you need to rest, love,” he said. “This corner is nice and safe and brightly lit. Nothing we say over there on the other side of the elevator concerns you, does it?”

“No, Sir.”

“Of course it doesn’t. You won’t even have to remember what we talked about later, or anything that happened in here today, if you choose not to. All you wish to do is to stand in this corner for me like a good girl, don’t you? You earned this special reward, right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Aden swallowed hard.

“Your eyes will stay closed because it’s so bright in here, it almost hurts your eyes to open them, right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s my good girl. Who’s your favorite singer? What music makes you feel happy?”

“Jimmy Buffet.”

“Right. You’re actually listening to Jimmy Buffet right now and silently singing along with every song. His music is filling your ears. You feel sooo relaxed and happy.”

“Yes, Sir.”

He leaned in and whispered a few more things to her that Aden couldn’t hear, getting Yes, Sirs and No, Sirs from her in reply.

Aden didn’t care. Whatever it took. He slumped against the wall, the far opposite corner of the car, relieved that she wasn’t going to die there because he wasn’t able to pull his shit together to help her.

All because he’d failed her and forgot to make sure she had her inhaler.

Niall unhooked her fingers from his belt and turned her around, gently tipping her head forward into the corner and placing her fingers around the handrail that circled the car’s interior.

“Just like that, my good girl will wait there and enjoy her reward. Every breath you take feels so good, so relaxed. You can breathe slow, and easy, and without any effort at all.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Niall stepped away from her, but still watched her for a moment. Then he turned and crossed the car in two strides, pinning Aden in the opposite corner. He grabbed Aden by the shirt with his left hand and hauled him in for a kiss. Then he grabbed the phone from Aden’s hand with his right, thumbed off the light, and slipped it into his own back pocket.

The fist never left his shirt. Lips closed over his in the dark and Aden couldn’t help it, god help him, he wanted it.

Needed it.

Needed Him.

His hands fumbled for Niall’s belt as Niall worked on his. They moaned into each other’s mouths as hands closed on cocks and Aden wondered how it was possible to hate himself and still love this fucker as much as he did, all at the same time.

Niall sucked on Aden’s lower lip. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, boy.”

“Didn’t stop you from moving.” Neither of them released the other’s cock, stroking, muscle memory taking over. He remembered how Niall liked strokes at the head of his cock, over the crown, thumb rubbing under the glans. Niall remembered Aden liked long, slow pulls, tugging, nearly painful and so damn sweet.

“Worst. Decision. Ever.” His lips slanted over Aden’s again. “And I’m moving back for good.”

That was almost enough to shock Aden into stopping this madness. Except his Mháistir’s hand owned his cock right now, and who the fuck was he actually kidding to think he could say no to this bastard who’d broken his heart?

Aden’s other hand hooked behind Niall’s neck, fingers raking up into his short hair, fisting, pulling him down.

It shocked Aden when he went. Aden released his grip on Niall’s cock and had to clamp that hand over his mouth to stifle his moans as Niall’s hot, perfect mouth closed over his cock and deep-throated him. One hand jacked the base while the other fished his balls out and lightly tugged on them.

He couldn’t help but lick Niall’s pre-cum off his hand, either.

Fuuuuuuck! He didn’t have time to think about pulling out, or that this was literally cheating on Etsu while she stood right fucking there…

Or how hot it’d be if she was screaming with passion between them in bed.

And she had said that was a fantasy of hers. More than once. She’d volunteered Niall to him as his hall-pass fuck.

He planted his free hand on the back of Niall’s head and drove his cock deep into Niall’s throat in the way he never could with Etsu for fear of choking her. Niall took every inch of his meat, swallowing, quickly sucking the cum right out of his balls, every last damned drop of it.

Niall didn’t move until Aden slid down the wall, his shaky knees no longer able to hold him. Niall rose in the darkness, and Aden’s mouth was already open, his hands reaching for Niall’s thighs as his cock found its mark.

The only noise Niall made was a sharp hiss. He cradled Aden’s head in his hands, lovingly, not using him, but the equals they’d been the last night they’d made love before saying good-bye.

Even knowing it was the last time, Aden hadn’t been able to hate him, and Niall had been…kind.

Gentle.

Tender.

Just like now.

Aden reached up and grabbed Niall’s hands, pressing them hard against his skull and pushing himself onto that fucking cock he couldn’t get enough of.

The switch now flipped, Niall took over, the Master fucking his slave, reclaiming what was rightfully his and belonged to him and always had, and the tears streaming from Aden’s eyes weren’t because he was now nearly choking on his cock.

It was relief, it was a locked door exploding, one he hadn’t acknowledged still meant so much to him.

Who was he kidding? He loved Etsu, he did.

But in his heart, he was still and always would be Niall’s boy. Even the memory of Niall tearfully saying “I release you” couldn’t melt that bond.

It never would.

Nothing would.

He knew it wasn’t his imagination that Niall whispered, “Mine,” as he came, and it made his own cock, still hanging out, twitch with renewed interest.

Niall didn’t pull out and Aden didn’t want him to. He ran his tongue along the slit, trying to coax every last drop out of him, inhaling his sweetly musky scent.

Finally, Niall reached down, grabbed him, and pulled him back to his feet. More kissing, but Niall worked by feel and got him tucked into his briefs and fastened his jeans for him, even as Aden did the same for him.

Niall kissed his way up Aden’s jaw to his right ear, where he bit and sucked his earlobe, his teeth tracing up the shell of his ear and then lightly tugging on the niobium captive bead ring still hanging there.

The day collar he could never bring himself to remove.

Fuck.

“Room 1017, boy,” he whispered. “I’ll be waitin’.”

“For how long?”

“For as long as it takes ye.”

Niall stepped back, the sudden departure leaving Aden biting back a call out to him to not leave him, forcing himself not to reach for him and pull him back.

He heard Niall talking to Etsu on the other side of the elevator, reinforcing what he’d already told her, checking on her, whispering more things to her.

Aden wiped the back of his hand against his mouth. If it wasn’t for the familiar taste of Niall’s cum on his tongue and the way the ring in his ear still tingled, he’d think he imagined the whole encounter.

He swallowed hard, then startled, blinking as the lights came back on.

Niall was staring at him, those blue eyes of his, his right hand resting between her shoulder blades, his left forearm braced against the wall and him casually leaning in as if he’d never left her side.

“Bring her out,” Aden said.

“Not yet. Not until we’re moving again.” His gaze focused up, on the lights. “I don’t want her to panic again in case we’re not out of the woods.”

Aden started to reach over to the control panel to hit the button for the first floor.

“Hit them all,” Niall said before he could.

“Why?”

“Because we don’t know where we stopped, right? We want the doors to open on the closest bloody floor to get her out.”

Of course he was right.

Goddammit.

Like an ill-mannered child, Aden swept his hand up and down the buttons between floors nine and one, lighting every last one of them.

The elevator lurched to life and almost immediately stopped again.

The doors slid open.

Aden didn’t have time to reach for Etsu, because Niall had already scooped his arms around her, had her moving, talking to her, stepping out and shoving through the people who’d been milling around and waiting for the power to come back on. He got her over to the opposite wall, leaning her against it.

“I’m about to wake you up, love. When I clap three times, your eyes will open and you’ll see you’re safely out of the elevator. You won’t remember anything that happened in there except the things I told you to think about, the questions I asked you, the things you wish to recall, beyond that the power went out, and came back again, and I helped stop your panic attack.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Right.” He softly clapped three times, quickly, and her eyes popped open.

Aden would kill for the smile she gave Niall. Aden knew it’d crush her if he let her go. Hell, it’d crush him.

I’m sooo fucked. 


Chapter Nine

 

Luckily, they’d ended up on the second floor, where most of the convention’s activities were taking place, and there was a set of interior stairs besides the emergency stairs that led from that level down to the lobby.

Etsu appeared none the worse for the experience, and she adamantly refused to let Aden take her to the hospital. Aden warned her she’d have to wait downstairs after dinner for him to go up and get her inhaler and bring it down. She damn sure couldn’t risk climbing that many flights of stairs, especially right after a scare as bad as that one, and without her inhaler.

Fuck. Or an EpiPen.

He wanted her down here, in the fucking lobby, where EMS could reach her if she was hit by another full-on asthma attack.

That’d been damned close. He fully realized he owed Niall for saving her life.

He couldn’t take an elevator back up at that moment, because there was a huge logjam of people on the first and second floors awaiting their turns. No way was he walking up nine fucking floors worth of stairs right now.

He was lucky he could even stand.

Niall had melted away into the crowd once he’d seen Etsu was okay. Aden both loved and loathed him for it. He didn’t want him to leave and could barely stand the sight of him.

Or maybe it was himself he could barely stand the sight of right now.

“You sure you don’t want to go to the ER and get checked out?” Aden asked her again before heading into the restaurant.

She smiled. “No, Sir. I’m good. Honest. Please, stop worrying. I’m sorry I didn’t have my inhaler.”

“New rule—you always have an inhaler with you. Either I have it, or you have it, but if you don’t make sure one of us has it and you’re caught without one, that’s twenty, hard, with a paddle.”

“Yes, Sir. I’m sorry.”

“And you get the new goddamned EpiPen.”

She blushed. “Sorry, Sir. I’ll pick up the prescription next week.”

He pulled her close and kissed her forehead. All the times he’d fantasized about what it’d be like sharing her with Ni, and there they’d been in the same damn elevator.

And Niall had saved her life.

Aden resisted the urge to order a drink with dinner, but no way in fucking hell would he go up to Niall’s room. That’d be madness, insanity, crazy-talk.

It’d also be the fastest way to end up on his back with the man’s cock balls-deep inside his damned ass and begging for more.

And…he’d already been enough of a shit.

He couldn’t betray her again. It didn’t matter she’d told him she’d gladly give him a hall-pass fuck with Ren—not knowing he was Niall—because she knew how much Aden loved him. Didn’t matter how many times she’d “joked” about watching them together…or talked about being between them.

Hell, like he’d ever expected it to happen. That’d been more fantasies speaking than any realistic expectations.

In fact, the more he thought about it, the more sick at heart he felt. He was still desperately in love with Niall. If the man was moving within a short driving distance of him, he was doubly fucked.

Niall wanted what Niall wanted, and, unfortunately, this time it happened to dovetail perfectly with what Aden wanted—which was Niall.

He’d always want Niall.

But he also loved Etsu. After the shitshow with her parents, he’d been giving serious thoughts to discussing marriage with her in a few months if living together worked out well.

In walks Niall and his fucking essential oils, and his poor, neglected boots, and that goddamned cocky, cock-hardening accent—

“Are you all right, Sir?”

His gaze swiveled to her. “Hmm?”

And that. How she’d naturally called Niall “Sir” without needing to be prompted. How easy it was to imagine the two of them with her.

How Niall had saved her life.

That above all other thoughts flashed in his brain.

Niall had saved her and he didn’t even know her. All he knew was she was Aden’s.

Even if she hadn’t been Aden’s, he knew Niall still would have tried. The man was a psychologist, for chrissake. Helping people was like drinking water to him—it was something he needed to do.

“I asked are you all right, Sir?”

“I’m okay. I’m just…” He forced a smile. “Thank god Niall was in there with us.”

Not even lying.

Her expression brightened. “I really like him. He smelled good, too.”

“It’s called Stress Away,” he said without thinking. “It’s an essential oil blend.” A cold wave filled him as soon as he said it, realizing there was no way in hell she couldn’t ask.

Of course, she did. “Can I ask you something, Sir?”

He blanched, steeling himself, wondering if Niall’s suggestion to forget what happen had really taken or not. It wasn’t like the damn movies. People could opt out of the suggestions if they really wanted to. She had to have heard something in the elevator. “Sure.”

“I get the feeling you two know each other.”

Not a conversation he wanted to have right there, right now. “We go way back. It’s…complicated. We met in college.” He offered her a smile he hoped looked right, then hated himself a little more when he took her right hand in his and brushed his thumb over the back of it, settling on the pressure point between her thumb and forefinger and lightly squeezing with his thumb and forefinger.

“We can talk about it later, pet.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but he hated himself even more for it.

Because he’d have to tell her the truth.

Her smile brightened in direct proportion to how heartsick he felt. “Okay, Sir.”

Yeah, she was easy to put into a trance. But he wasn’t going to fool himself into thinking he was skilled anywhere close to Niall’s level. He’d always been happy to be the one in the chair, the class guinea pig, trusting Niall would never do anything to him that would harm or shame him. Keeping him safe.

Just like he’d turned her over to Niall, knowing she’d be safe with him.

Safer than with himself, for sure.

To save her life, dummy! If you’d been better at—

He clipped that thought off at the balls. But he couldn’t go to Niall’s room. Not tonight. He’d have to call him and talk to him and try to figure out what the hell their next step was.

Meet somewhere alone with him—in public, like at a restaurant, so they couldn’t fuck like bunnies—and…talk.

They were mostly through dinner and he was going to check the time when he realized he didn’t have his phone.

Oh, motherfucker.

A mix of rage and amusement washed through him.

That’s why the sonofabitch knew he’d have to go to Niall’s room.

“What’s wrong, Sir?”

“Niall still has my phone. His battery was almost dead and he needed the light when he worked with you, so you could see him.”

“Mine’s up in my purse, sorry.”

“It’s okay. I know what room he’s in.” As a group of friends from the Suncoast Society walked into the restaurant, Aden breathed a sigh of relief and waved them over to pull up more tables and chairs.

Tony and Shayla sat closest to them. “That power outage was something, huh?” Shayla said. “I heard people got stuck in the elevators.”

Etsu raised her hand, smiling. “We were stuck in one with Dr. Niall Renard. He saved my life.”

“Oooh, lucky lady,” Shayla teased, but Aden felt his face heat as Tony’s gaze settled on him.

“Saved her life?” Tony asked.

“Panic attack. She didn’t have her inhaler with her and was having trouble breathing. He put her into a trance and kept her calm and kept her from having a full-blown asthma attack. He’s better at it than I am.”

He couldn’t look Tony in the eyes.

How many times had he cried on the man’s shoulder after losing Niall? How many times had Tony played with him privately, one of the few Tops he trusted to keep his confidence and not be an asshole. But that was before Tony had met Shayla, and before he’d met Etsu.

And he’d never blacked Tony’s boots.

He hadn’t blacked for anyone since Niall.

 

* * * *

 

By the time they all finished eating, and Aden had delayed as long as possible, it was time for the evening round of seminars and classes to start. Fortunately, he and Etsu both wore their badges downstairs, meaning they could get back into the convention area.

And as Etsu and the others discussed what they wanted to see, he knew it gave him an out.

“Honey, you go on to the class. I’ll go get your inhaler and catch up with you later.”

“And get your phone from Niall?”

“Phone?” Tony asked, an eyebrow sliding up.

“Yeah, in the confusion of getting out of the elevator, Niall ended up with my phone. We’d been using it as a flashlight.”

He knew from the feel that his face was probably beet red now, but Etsu was too busy talking to Shayla and Loren to notice.

Tony did.

He leaned in and dropped his voice. “Want me to go get it for you?”

Aden shook his head as he pulled his wallet out and fumbled for the credit card to pay their bill. “I’ll get it. His room’s a floor above us. No problem. I have to get her inhaler before I let her in one of those elevators again, anyway.”

He couldn’t look Tony in the eyes. It didn’t matter that he considered the man one of his best friends—he knew this was crazy, and knew Tony could sense something had happened.

The last thing he needed was one more complication in a weekend full of them.

Fuck, it’s only Thursday!

He couldn’t cut their weekend short without a damned good excuse. Etsu had been looking forward to this weekend.

And…

He shoved that other reason out of his brain.

Once he’d paid their bill and turned Etsu loose with a kiss to head to the classes, he waited in the lobby outside the bank of elevators with everyone else trying to get upstairs.

Fucking hell.

He could go to their floor first, grab her inhaler, then walk up the stairs to ten to Niall’s room.

1017.

Even the sound of Niall whispering it in his ear still rang through his soul.

Fuck.

Me.

He’d totally deserve it if Etsu left him after this. An eagerly theoretical hall-pass fuck wasn’t the same as doing it in the elevator with her right there. He loved her, yet he’d been a total asshole. He should have admitted up front that Niall was his ex, but how was he supposed to know he’d changed scene names? He hadn’t realized Niall was the one teaching the class until the guy walked in.

And no way in hell would he have walked out of that class, or reacted in any way that would have reflected badly on Niall.

He’s moving back.

Was he crazy enough to think he was really going to welcome Niall back to Sarasota with open arms after several years?

Yep.

He was that crazy.

Because there’d been a hole in his heart and no matter what he thought or tried, Niall was the only person who could fill it.

He’d been lying to think any differently.

Coincidentally, he now perfectly understood Tilly and why she’d reacted the way she had, married Landry, accepted Cris back into her life.

He got it.

Different circumstances, sure. Niall hadn’t left out of the blue with nothing more than a vague note. Niall had gently tried talking him into moving with him, but Aden had his job and had just bought the house not long before. First job he’d made decent money at, right out of college, and without student loans to pay off.

Health insurance.

Plus, when Niall had left, gay marriage wasn’t legal yet. It wasn’t like Aden could have married him and been on Niall’s insurance.

He’d finally had a modicum of security, something he’d always longed for in his life.

No way in hell was he giving that up when Niall wasn’t even sure if Aden would be able to get a comparable job there, much less what hoops Aden would have to jump through to get certified to work in California.

And Niall hadn’t been willing to try to hold out for a better-paying job here in Florida and let Aden support him, if need be.

Two stubborn men who thought they knew what was best.

The epicenter of destruction.

How Aden and Niall had cried in each other’s arms that last night, and Aden had almost given in.

Almost.

They’d told each other they loved each other.

Then Niall had released him, lovingly, and not at all willingly but knowing he had to.

Not that Aden wanted to be released.

Which was why he’d never been able to bring himself to remove the ring from his ear. He was still and always Niall’s boy, in his heart.

Dammit. 


Chapter Ten

 

Aden had to wait over ten minutes before he could get into an elevator. Once on the ninth floor, before heading to their room, he tried the stairwell door to make sure it was unlocked from the inside. It’d suck to think he could just hop up to the next floor and have to walk all the way downstairs.

It was unlocked. At least, the ninth floor door was unlocked.

Trying to ignore the increasing buzz in his ears, he walked down to their room, found her purse, and located her inhaler.

Except it felt…light.

Frowning, he checked her bags and found a new inhaler in a box. He opened the box and added the new inhaler to her purse, too, just in case. Tossed her phone in there as well.

He caught sight of himself in the mirror as he passed and had to stop.

I can’t do this.

He couldn’t not do it, either.

Then again, Ets would probably already hate him. Wouldn’t she? Why not fuck things up all the way?

It’d suck, but at least her family would be happy.

She was done with them, though. If he betrayed her, too, on the heels of what she’d just been through with them…

It didn’t matter to her that her family’s actions came from a place of love, it had pissed her off. Not that he blamed her, because they were also unhealthy relationship dynamics they were trying to impose on her.

None of this navel gazing was getting his phone back from Niall, either.

Resigned, knowing he wasn’t strong enough to say no to the man—simultaneously eager to think about the chance of a future with him after so many years of longing and pain—he headed for the stairwell with Etsu’s purse in his hand.

1017.

The tug of teeth on his earring. A sensation he hadn’t felt in…

Five damn years.

The buzz in his ears turned into a dull roar. Every step felt heavier and harder to take as he climbed the stairs to the tenth floor. Based on his floor, he knew Niall’s room would be midway down the hall. Standing in front of his door, it took him forever to finally raise his hand to knock—

The door opened before he could, startling both him and Niall.

Those fucking blue eyes.

He’d ditched his vest and shirt. Before Aden could react, Niall grabbed him with both hands, hauled him into the room, and slammed him against the wall.

The door swung shut behind them with a heavy clunk as they stared at each other.

Aden could never be sure if he kissed Niall or if Niall kissed him, because there was suddenly no air, not a molecule of space between them. He dropped Etsu’s purse and jumped up, wrapping his arms and legs around Niall, the other man groaning with that deep, needy moan that hardened Aden’s cock every fucking damn time.

Niall held on to Aden’s ass as they kissed, and he walked them over to one of the two beds. Falling onto it with Niall on top of him, Aden was already rocking his hips against the bulge he felt in Niall’s jeans while they kissed.

And they kissed.

More than a kiss—a right good snog, as Niall used to call it.

He plunged his hand into Niall’s hair and held him in place, afraid if he let go of him that it might only be a dream, that he’d lose him again.

He couldn’t.

God help him, he couldn’t.

There were no words, just desperate, keening need to have this man. To have him right now, to feel him inside him, owning him once more.

Their clothes disappeared even as they kissed. Niall reached across to the other bed, rummaged around in his shower kit, and came up with a tube of lube, handing it to him.

Niall paused. “I…I don’t have any condoms.”

“You been with anyone lately?”

He spotted the tears in Niall’s gorgeous blue eyes. “No one since you, love,” he whispered.

Fuck.

He shoved the lube back into Niall’s hand. “Then fuck me, now, because I think we both need that.”

He rolled onto his back and held his knees, legs spread wide, opening himself.

Niall’s lips parted as his gaze swept Aden’s body for a moment. Then he slicked himself and before he could squeeze more out onto his fingers, Aden said, “Forget that, just get your cock into me.”

A strangled cry escaped Niall, and then he was there. That sweet, goddamned pain, perfect and exquisite, what he’d needed and craved for too fucking long, and Niall was inside him.

Reclaiming him.

Aden grabbed Niall’s head and held on, kissing him, sucking his lips, his tongue, slowly rocking in time with him. And he cried, every bit as hard as Niall was now. They swallowed each other’s pain and loneliness. The regret.

The grief.

The lost years.

It was like they hadn’t spent a minute apart. Everything, every moan and touch, every shiver and sweet spot, all of it as hot and eager and perfect as it had been.

He couldn’t lose Niall again. It’d shred his sanity to let go of this man. His love, his heart.

Mháistir.

But he couldn’t say it out loud yet. And he didn’t know how to keep Niall without it hurting Ets in the process.

He held Niall’s face, foreheads pressed together, eyes open and staring, their cheeks wet with their tears as Niall fucked him. Long, sweet strokes, and with his own cock rubbing between their bodies, Aden knew he’d come like this.

Niall was patient now that he had Aden in his arms. He watched Aden’s face, slowing when he needed to, sharper thrusts or gentler ones, building him up, reading his body the way he always had. Aden knew his ass was going to hurt in the morning, and he didn’t fucking care. He wanted it, every bit of it.

Every stroke glided across his gland and drove him closer to the edge and closer to insanity.

How can heaven and hell be the same goddamned thing?

All with an Irish accent and blue eyes.

And scuffed boots he wanted to cry over before lovingly bringing them back to their prime.

When Aden’s climax hit, his back arched, the release hard and sweet and killing him from the inside out. Niall slanted his lips over Aden’s and caught up with him, finally burying his cock deep inside him as he filled him. Marked him.

Reclaimed him.

They didn’t move, holding each other, kissing, breath and pulses finally slowing, fingers buried in hair.

Staring into each other’s eyes.

“I’m never lettin’ ye go again,” Niall hoarsely said.

“I’m never letting you.”

 

* * * *

 

They finally headed to the shower without words, holding each other and soapy hands exploring, caressing.

Loving.

Aden was careful not to let his hair get wet. After, Niall sat, naked, on the end of one of the beds and wordlessly watched him get dressed.

When Aden finished, he leaned against the dresser. “I…I don’t know what to say to her. How to tell her.”

There seemed to be…something in Niall’s expression, or maybe it was just wishful thinking on Aden’s part. That old, familiar look, the way the outer edges of his eyes crinkled oh so slightly, just a hint of mischief and the good kind of evil. Like maybe Niall knew something he didn’t.

“Yer not married, I take it?”

“No. Not even living together. But…” He sighed. “It’s a complicated situation.”

“Ye love her?”

He nodded.

“She’s not collared?”

“Complicated. We’re exclusive, though. I was taking my time.”

He stared at Niall’s boots, where they’d landed on their sides when the clothing explosion happened. Aden had bought his boots just after he’d started seeing Etsu, nearly identical to the ones Niall owned despite how it’d seared his heart every time he put them on.

He reached out with his foot and gently nudged them upright so they were neatly sitting next to each other. “I’ll need to talk to her this week. I don’t want to fuck this weekend for her and…” He finally met Niall’s gaze.

“Ye can’t bear to leave if I’m here?”

“How can you say that and manage to not make it sound assholish?”

Niall finally smiled. “It’s the accent, ain’t it?”

“Asshole.”

“Gobshite.”

They both sighed.

“I start my new job Monday,” Niall said. “Stayed at Da’s past couple o’ nights. Stay here Sunday night, work Monday. Then I need to find a place, I suppose. For now.”

“For now?”

Niall simply stared at him.

Of course. Because if Niall was back, Aden wouldn’t let him live anywhere but at home, with him.

In a house he’d always seen as theirs even with his name the only one on the deed and mortgage.

The tears…fuck, again. Aden dug the heels of his hands into his eyes, rubbing them.

“I won’t make ye send her away, love.”

“I can’t lie to her and see you on the side. Let me rephrase that—I won’t.”

“I didn’t mean that.”

He dropped his hands. “Not like there are other options.”

“I’d share ye with her, if she’s the sharin’ sort.”

Aden refused to let hope flare in his heart. “That’s…complicated. She doesn’t know you’re you.”

“But she knows about me?”

“Yeah. I always called you Ren. I never told her your real name, or any identifiable details. I wanted to protect your privacy.”

“I appreciate that, but didn’t ask ye to.”

“No, you don’t get it.” While Niall wouldn’t know Fen and Joel, he explained what had happened.

“Ah, I see.” Niall stroked his chin. “Well, I guess that does complicate things somewhat.”

“She’s always joked she wouldn’t mind seeing us together, that you’re my hall-pass fuck.” He chuckled. “I mean, she really likes to think about that happening.”

“She’s pretty.”

“She’s the first person I thought maybe I could…” He looked down again.

Boots.

Those boots.

His boots.

Aden licked his lips. “Anyway.”

“Complicated.”

“Yeah.” Aden sniffled. “She trusts me and…fuck.”

“Her asthma’s bad, then?”

“Yeah. It can be. She’s got an inhaler she usually has with her. But a lot of her triggers are stress and anxiety. I’ve been working with her to help her with that. It’d kind of been working, too.”

Aden blinked back more tears. “You literally saved her life, Ni. No matter how much she hates me later, I’m always going to be grateful to you for that. She was headed toward a full-blown panic attack and it would have stopped her breathing. I was too freaked out to take control. Thank god you were in there with us.”

Niall stood, and braced his arms against the dresser on either side of Aden, caging his body. “Maybe she’ll let us keep this complicated. Best o’ both worlds, hmm? We used to talk about if we found a woman who’d like both of us. Keep an open mind. Perhaps she’ll surprise ye, love. Perhaps she wouldn’t mind a blue-eyed Irish asshole tag-teamin’ her with ye.”

Aden was having a hard time breathing, but because his dinner was sitting like a rock in his stomach, his heart aching. He didn’t dare set himself up for disappointment again because no telling how Etsu would really react. “You’d be okay with that?”

“Absolutely. If she’ll have me.”

He realized what time it was. “I need to get back to her.”

Niall picked up something from the dresser and handed it to him.

His phone. “Sorry about that, love. My number’s the same.” Niall didn’t let it go, made Aden lean in for a kiss first, and that nearly ended with them back in bed again.

Aden remembered to grab her purse from where it’d landed on the floor by the door, and finally made his way down the hall toward the elevators to wait.

He punched in his pin code to unlock the phone and realized his photo app was open when it hadn’t been.

When the elevator doors opened on a fortunately empty car, he was still laughing and crying over the close-up pic of Niall’s boots—on his feet—that he’d left on Aden’s phone for him.


Chapter Eleven

 

Etsu felt like she’d walked into a whole new world. Between the next class, and the vendor floor—and then later meeting up with everyone in the convention’s dungeon space—it was simply amazing. Aden even scened with her, and whether it was working with her in the room first to relax her, or the hot forced orgasm scene he’d done on her later back in the room before she’d crashed into an exhausted sleep, it’d been the best night’s sleep she’d had in a while.

Although she felt a little guilty that she’d had such a great night and had basically conked out on Aiden without him having a chance to get off.

And she felt even more guilty that her dreams had been filled by hot fantasies of the blue-eyed Irishman with the scuffed boots doing all sorts of sinfully sexy things to her.

Along with Aden.

The next morning, they arose to shower and meet friends downstairs in the restaurant for the breakfast buffet. While Ross and Aden were up getting more food, Loren leaned in so none of the others could hear.

“So how’s Aden holding up?” Loren asked.

“Sorry?”

“With the whole Niall thing. How’s Aden doing?”

“Well, I mean we’re both grateful to him for helping me out yesterday. I can’t believe I didn’t have a damned inhaler with me. That was so stupid.”

Loren stared at her and Etsu felt like she was…missing something.

Loren dropped her voice even lower. “I still can’t believe Ade said yes to letting Niall use you as his volunteer in class. That’s…I mean, it broke his heart when Niall moved. That was pretty damned ballsy of Niall to do that. Was Aden trying to prove something to him?”

It finally snapped into place.

Niall Renard.

Ren.

Oh…fuck.

Niall’s voice came back to her from the elevator, a dream, a whisper, something that, immediately after, she’d honestly thought she’d imagined, and yet had been so fucking hot she’d said yes to him at the time.

Hot fantasies dredged from the core of her libido and whispered into her ear so softly no way Aden could have heard him from the other side of the elevator.

“I bet ye’d love to watch us playing together, wouldn’t ye, love? Watching him black my boots, or him fucking my arse? Watching me suck his cock before we take care of ye together? I bet ye’d love to be between us, wouldn’t ye?”

“Yes, please, Sir.”

A hall-pass fuck she’d always agreed to because she suspected it’d never happen.

But even more, because she’d suspected she’d find it hotter than fuck.

“I’m going to suck my boy’s cock now. It’s all right if I borrow him back from ye for a little while, isn’t it? It’s been so long since I’ve seen him.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The conversation they’d had one time, where Ade had gotten pretty damned drunk. They’d been discussing sexual fantasies, and she’d admitted the thought of her and Ade with another guy really got her hot. Then he’d admitted he couldn’t be poly with anyone but Ren, if they were ever to explore that. He wouldn’t have been comfortable sharing her with anyone but him.

“And ye’re all right if he sucks mine, love?”

“Yes, Sir.”

That part of the reason Aden hadn’t been with another man was because he couldn’t imagine submitting to one, playing with Tony not counting because that had just been play to help him get through the first loneliest months.

“I hope ye and I get to have fun together, pet. Can ye imagine two mouths on ye, two cocks fucking ye?”

“Yes, Sir.”

That in Aden’s fantasies, the two of them could show her an amazing time.

And she’d never thought that it would ever come true, because Ren was living out in California somewhere.

Or…had been.

The ghost of Niall’s voice in her ear from the encounter in the elevator hit her brain and the puzzle pieces all slipped into place.

No wonder she’d dreamed about Niall all night.

“Ye know I’m his ex, love. We never did get a chance to share a woman, but I would love to get to know ye better. Would you like that, then?”

“Yes, Sir…”

When she blinked, she realized Loren was studying her. “You…um, you did know Niall is his ex, right?”

“Yeah. Oh, of course—”

“Shit,” Loren muttered. “I’m sorry. You didn’t, did you? I mean, I thought Aden told you about him?”

“He did tell me. I knew. I just wasn’t thinking there for a minute. I wasn’t connecting the dots. I’m not awake yet. I need more coffee.”

Loren stared at her.

Fuck.

Etsu forced a smile she didn’t feel. “He always called him Ren when he talked about him. It’s fine. I like Niall. I mean, hell, he literally saved my life. And he’s a sweetie. He’s cute, too.”

And of course Aden had been worried about protecting the man’s privacy as much as possible, because that’s just the kind of guy Aden was. Just like she knew Ren—Niall, she corrected herself—would have wanted to protect Aden.

Ross and Aden returned and Etsu sat back and hoped Aden didn’t notice how her hands were shaking.

 

* * * *

 

It looked like Loren wanted to say something to him, but Aden made sure they didn’t hang around breakfast for too long after they finished. Ets had classes she wanted to go to, anyway, so that worked to his advantage.

He hadn’t caught sight of Niall yet.

Aden was going to do his best to get through this day without collapsing. Maybe this was the wrong way to handle things, but he was too overwhelmed to think.

Frankly, he wasn’t sure he was steady enough to drive them back to Sarasota anyway.

Any time he had a second, instead of checking his messages, he was staring at the picture of Niall’s boots.

Fuck.

Had Niall left him a cock shot, maybe he could have deleted it.

Those boots.

I need to tell her tonight.

Maybe after dinner, have Niall come to their room and sit down and the three of them could talk.

He knew he’d have to send him a text, but he didn’t want to interrupt him if he was teaching right now, and he didn’t want her asking him a lot of questions yet.

No more lies.

But he couldn’t be alone with the guy until he’d had some sort of resolution with Etsu. It wasn’t fair to her.

And no fucking way could the two of them keep their hands off each other in private.

After lunch they returned to their room because she wanted to change clothes into something slightly cooler, since all the classrooms were freaking hotter than hell today. She also swapped everything to a smaller purse when she did. The skirt and blouse were sexy and cute, and he’d fucked her in those gorgeous high heels several times. He nearly always got hard when he saw her wear them—like he was now.

He hated the thought that this very well could be the last time he saw her wear them, depending on how that night’s talk went.

He watched the inhaler go into her purse, realizing the one she left behind—along with all the other crap from her purse that wouldn’t fit—must be the nearly empty one.

“Okay, I’m ready, Sir.”

“Good girl. Inhaler?”

She smiled and held up her purse. “Yes, Sir.”

The wait for the elevators was nearly twenty minutes that time. But they made it downstairs and threaded their way through the crowd waiting for the elevators to find the next classroom. It also looked like one of the elevators had been taken out of service, based on the cones in front of it.

Shit.

They were looking around the vendor room again when they ran into Ross and Loren. Loren hooked Aden’s arm and pulled him back a couple of steps from where Etsu was browsing through a rack of corsets in one booth.

“Sorry about this morning,” she whispered.

“What?”

“That I spilled the beans.”

“What are you talking about?”

Loren frowned. “When Ets and I were talking. I didn’t realize she didn’t know Ren and Niall were one and the same.”

A cold flood hit him, shriveling his balls. “What?”

“She said she knew, but I could see it’d rattled her. I’m really sorry.”

“No, it’s okay.” He hated the lie but didn’t know what else to say. “She just found out yesterday.”

Loren studied him.

“It’s okay.”

She arched an eyebrow at him.

“Really, it’s fine.”

Her gaze narrowed in suspicion, but she finally turned and rejoined Ross, who was looking at a different corset, presumably for her.

Shit.

Etsu hadn’t made the slightest indication she knew.

Now he was wondering exactly what Niall had said to her in the elevator yesterday, the whispered exchange between them…

It wasn’t like Niall to violate consent, either.

Ever.

Hmm.

Later, as they were walking to one of the other classrooms, they passed Niall standing just inside another classroom doorway and talking to someone. Etsu walked ahead of Aden, talking with Shayla, and likely hadn’t seen Niall where he was standing.

Aden ducked in and, after a quick sorry to the other guy, whispered in Niall’s ear. “We need to talk tonight. I’ll text you.”

Niall nodded, squeezing Aden’s arm but not missing a beat in his conversation with the other person.

Aden was able to rejoin Etsu and Shayla before either noticed his absence.

After that class, it was back upstairs for a little while. She wanted to rest before the afternoon sessions and then dinner.

And she was feeling frisky.

So despite feeling guilty, and the phantom feeling of Niall’s cock owning his ass, he went down on her and got her off, then used triggers to drop her into sleep for a light nap.

He eased his way out of bed and found his phone. For the first time in years, he called up Niall’s name.

It used to be an ICE contact, until he finally couldn’t handle the emotional pain.

He re-added him to his favorites and ICE list, then texted him.

 

Available after dinner?

 

His phone vibrated in his hand seconds later.

 

Name the time and place.

 

He looked over at Etsu’s relaxed, sweet face.

 

Probably our room. 923. I’ll have better idea of what time in a couple of hours.

 

He waited for Niall’s reply.

 

I’ll be waiting.

 

He locked his phone and slid it into his back pocket and wondered how badly she was going to hate him when this was over.

Or if he’d even have any friends left by the time word of his betrayal of her got around to everyone.

God help him, having Niall back in his life though…

Doesn’t make me any less of a shit. 


Chapter Twelve

 

Aden let her sleep a little longer. After they got ready they headed for the elevator bank to await the next one. When the elevator door slid open and Aden spotted Niall standing there, alone, he almost backed up and opted to wait for the next one.

Except Etsu pulled him in, brightly smiling when she saw him.

Like she didn’t know who he really was.

“Hello again!” Etsu brightly chirped.

Niall’s smirk was for Aden, and Aden damn well knew it. “Hello, my dear.”

Aden hated that his cock hardened, throbbing, and Niall damn well knew it.

Just like Aden could see Niall was hard, too.

I am a shit.

“Thank you again for yesterday,” she said. “You saved my life.”

“I’m glad I could be of service, love.” He gave her a head tip even as his gaze remained locked with Aden’s.

“I wanted to ask—EEP!”

They all froze as the elevator ground to a halt with a jolt. The lights stayed on, but the elevator did not move, and the door didn’t open.

“Bloody hell,” Niall muttered, stepping over to the panel. The button for the second floor was lit, but he punched it anyway. Then he grabbed the emergency phone handset, listened for a moment, and slammed it back down again. “Feckin’ arseholes.” Aden was already pulling his phone out when Niall checked his. “No service?”

“No,” Aden said. “You?”

“No.” Niall slid his phone into his back pocket and looked up. “At least the lights are on.” He looked pointedly at Etsu, then to Aden, his meaning clear, asking silent permission to help keep her calm.

Aden nodded.

Etsu rummaged through her purse and despite the wheezing Aden could hear creeping into her breathing, she smiled and produced her inhaler. “Got it!”

She took a pull off it, but it didn’t sound right.

“Oh, fuck,” Aden said as the look on her face told him all he needed to know.

Niall turned. “What?”

“She grabbed the wrong one. That’s the empty. Honey, didn’t you check it?”

“I’m…I’m sorry, Sir. I thought I grabbed the full one.” She shook it and tried again, but looked frantic now.

“Bloody hell,” Niall muttered. He shoved Aden out of the way, grabbed her, and kissed her.

No, he didn’t kiss her, he snogged her. A right proper snog, as Niall would call it. Aden didn’t even have time to react, and apparently neither did Etsu, before her arms encircled him.

This wasn’t exactly the kind of distraction he’d expected Niall to use, but damned if he was going to stop the man.

Niall lifted his mouth from hers. “Red, or green.”

“Sir?”

“Red, or green, girl. Give me a color. Now.”

“Green, Sir.”

Aden’s pulse pounded in his throat, in his head—his heart beat against his ribs and he wasn’t sure he’d heard what he just heard.

Niall glanced over his shoulder at him. “Well? I’m assumin’ ye don’t let her wear panties, if I trained ye right. Get the hell behind her and fuck her.”

Then he snogged her.

Again.

 

* * * *

 

Etsu didn’t have time to think, much less protest.

Not that she wanted to protest.

Niall’s voice from the previous stint stuck in the elevator came back to her, his whispered promises in her ear.

“If I ever get a chance with ye, girl, I’d love to show ye a few things I taught yer Sir. Ye’d like that, wouldn’t ye?”

Fuck, between his blue eyes and that sexy-as-sin voice, she was a goner.

“I bet ye’d love to be squirmin’ between us like a good girl, wouldn’t ye?”

Damn right, she would.

“I bet ye’re wet and eager right now, wishin’ to see us together…”

Hell, yeah, she was.

“I’d love to help my boy fuck yer sweet brains out…”

Receiving confirmation that Niall was Aden’s lost love only upped the ante.

“Ye’ve no idea how much I’ve missed him, and now it seems he’s sweetened the pot with yer lovely self…”

Maybe I can make a fantasy of mine come true.

They hadn’t parted enemies. Even Aden had admitted to her he still loved the man.

Niall kissed even sexier than he sounded. His hands skimmed down her back and lifted her skirt as Aden stepped in behind her.

That was definitely a hard cock in Niall’s jeans.

The world melted away as Niall kissed her and she felt Aden unzip behind her. Someone took her purse and the useless inhaler from her and she didn’t look to see who, because frankly, she didn’t care. Aden pushed her forward against Niall, who’d slid her skirt up around her waist and was holding her firmly in place with his hands on her hips.

Niall once again broke their kiss. “More, girl?”

“Yes, Sir, please!”

He sank to his knees in front of her, her hands braced on his shoulders. Then he shoved her thighs apart and no way could she have held back that moan when his lips latched on to her clit.

Wait…what am I doing?

Then Aden’s cock found its target. He thrust into her wet cunt, pushing her hard against Niall’s mouth. Niall let out a low growl that vibrated against her pussy and definitely sounded like he was enjoying himself.

She damn sure was.

“Hold it back, baby,” Aden ordered. “Don’t you dare come without permission, or I’ll let him spank you. He makes my meanest mode look like a teddy bear.”

Niall growled into her pussy again, his hands dropping lower, clamped around her thighs, apparently liking the threat of being able to spank her.

God help her, she wanted that, too.

Mean or not.

Aden cupped a hand around the front of her throat and pulled her body against his chest, her head tipped back onto his shoulder. “Maybe I should let him fuck you, too, hmm? Don’t lie to me. Tell me the truth. Do you want Niall to fuck you?”

Another growl from down below, that one definitely an affirmative.

“Yes, Sir. Please,” she softly begged.

“Ask me nicely, and maybe I’ll let you.”

“Sir, please let Niall fuck me.”

He paused with his cock all the way inside her pussy. “Loren apologized to me about breakfast this morning. She thought you knew Niall was Ren. She knew how much I tried to protect his privacy.”

She stared up at him, not sure how she was supposed to react to that. Technically, it was Niall who’d told her yesterday, in the elevator, even if she’d chosen to take his suggestion to blank it out and let him get rid of her anxiety and fear over the darkened elevator so she could breathe.

Breathing had trumped sexytime, under the circumstances. “Yes, Sir.”

Niall’s tongue circled her clit before swiping up it, then back down and licking where Aden’s cock fucked her pussy. Up again. Deliciously hot and naughty.

“You know what happened between us in the elevator yesterday, don’t you? You can remember?”

She swallowed, the sexy sounds seared into her brain, Aden’s voice now bypassing the suggestions Niall had given to her to ignore it, to forget it, to only remember it if it made her hot and want to see it in person. Want to see more of it.

Want to be in the middle of it.

Wishing she’d been in the middle of it that time, too.

Yeah, she remembered it.

Got wet over it.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Did Niall tell you who he was yesterday in the elevator? When he was putting you into a trance?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And he asked if what we did was okay, didn’t he?”

“Yes, Sir.”

His thumb stroked her cheek. “I’m not proud of this, but the reason it took me so long to make it back downstairs last night when I went to get my phone was because we hooked up. I never stopped loving him, baby. If you want to hate me, I underst—”

“Please shut up and fuck me so I can come, Sir.” She smiled. “Or are you going to make me wait to come until after Niall fucks me?”

She wasn’t sure how Aden would take that, until he crushed her lips under his in a vicious kiss that stole her breath in good ways and made her moan. Then he shoved her forward again, and she had to brace herself against the elevator wall to stay upright as he fucked her.

He didn’t just fuck her.

He fucked her. Possessive and deep and taking what he wanted, the way she loved it when he did it.

Niall sat back, making her moan with disappointment and still wanting his hot mouth sucking on her clit. But his fingers replaced his lips and he fisted her hair with his other hand, using it to hold her in place to bend her over and kiss her. She tasted herself on his lips as he eagerly devoured her mouth.

Using his handhold in her hair, Niall pulled her off his mouth. “On yer knees, girl,” he hoarsely rasped, sitting back. His hand disappeared from her clit. He unfastened his belt and jeans as Aden knelt, forcing her down with him, and now she knew exactly what Niall had in mind.

He’d gone commando. He’d no sooner parted the zipper on his fly than she was diving for his cock. A needy groan escaped him as he leaned back against the elevator wall.

“Bloody hell, love,” he gasped. “She’s every bit as good as ye.”

“You think she wouldn’t be?” In this position, Aden could really plow her now. She thought about how she must look, spit-roasted on her knees between the men, skirt up and ass out…and it nearly made her come right there. “She’s my good girl, and she swallows.”

“Ooooh, she’s gonna swallow shortly.” He leaned over her and his hand returned to her clit and he rolled it between his fingers. “Bet ye’d like to watch me fucking his arse, too, hmm?” Niall purred. “Tie ye up so he can eat yer pretty pussy while I spend some time reminding him who he belongs to?”

She deep-throated him, muffling her needy moan. That idea sounded like one of her fantasies made real, something she’d fantasized about ever since Aden had told her he was bi and admitted Ren—Niall—was the only man he’d be comfortable allowing into their bed, in a perfect world.

The only man he would ever tolerate sharing her with, if fantasies could be made real.

“Yesss, I think that needs to be on the menu,” Niall said. “Then, once I finish with him, he and I can switch places, and I’ll take my time with ye while he gives me what I’ve been desperately needin’ for too damn long.”

Another damned hot fantasy. Or was it just a continuation of the previous one?

She didn’t care.

She was good with all of that, and more.

She wasn’t even mad at them for hooking up on the side without her, if it meant this was the benefit to her. They could hash that out later.

For right now, she wanted nothing to interrupt this. Her hottest fantasy come to life.

Sexy, delicious, hot and sweaty life.

Irish-brogue-speaking life.

Fuckballs.

Niall was damned hot, and no way in hell did she want this to stop.

 

* * * *

 

Niall had felt guilty last night as he lay in bed, alone, and stared at the ceiling. He’d thought about how dishonorable it was to sleep with Aden behind Etsu’s back.

About how easily he could manipulate Aden.

Wondering if he had manipulated him, or if the man really wanted to be with him.

Didn’t matter that Etsu had given consent to him to do what he wanted to Aden in the elevator. She’d been in trance and not exactly in a proper headspace to give informed consent.

Although it certainly seemed, from her reactions, that she was eager to see something between them and be a part of it. Like it’d been a long-term fantasy of hers, just like Aden said.

But had Aden really slept with him because he’d wanted to, or because it was easier to fall into the familiar ruts and hit all the triggers?

Still, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to admit to Aden what he’d done, that he had obtained her consent. Sort of. Technically. Emotionally raw, Niall knew they’d needed a conversation when they could both think—one where they were both fully clothed.

Plus he’d still been trying to process his own emotions about everything.

But now…

But right now, with his cock balls-deep in Etsu’s throat, and the hearty, all-in moans rolling from her sweet and sexy mouth, he wasn’t feeling anything other than totally victorious.

He’d been right.

He could make this work between them.

He would make it work.

Share Aden? Sure, if he had any chance whatsoever to be in his life again.

At this point, he didn’t care.

Wasn’t like Etsu was any slouch in the oral department. The beautiful girl had skills. Damned good skills. Skills rarely seen outside gay men who knew what the hell it was like having a flesh-and-blood peen attached to their damned body.

Except the last man he’d been with had been Aden.

The last person he’d been with, period.

The only man who’d ever truly owned his heart.

Like hell would he turn his back without fighting for a chance to be with him. With them.

“That’s it, pet,” Niall said. “Not goin’ to try to hold back with ye, but ye’d best hold it for me. Goes for ye, as well, Ade. Wait for me.”

Aden groaned, the kind of frustrated groan that only stiffened Niall’s cock even more. But Aden’s thrusts slowed, long and slow, so he’d last.

“Now, pet, I want ye to show me what my boy’s taught ye and drain my balls. Haven’t been with anyone since him, so I expect every drop to go right down that lovely throat of yers. And when I recover, I’ll send one up the other end to meet it.”

That must have struck a bulls-eye on a fantasy, because she moaned again, deep and needy and vibrating all the way through his body.

“Yes, all that’s for my pet. Every last drop of it.” He held her head in place and fought the urge to deeply fuck her mouth. He didn’t know if she’d like that or not, and damn sure didn’t want to risk triggering another asthma attack if he accidentally choked her.

But he didn’t need to. She deep-throated him, and as her nose pressed against his pubes he gasped and quit holding back his orgasm. The exquisite pleasure of her throat and tongue working along his cock as she swallowed his cum only prolonged and amplified every sensation, every throb, so strong it was almost painful.

“Now, Ade,” he gasped.

Aden picked up the pace and started pounding into her cunt. Niall reached under her, found her clit, and played with it. “You, too, pet. Let me hear what you sound like around my cock.”

She exploded, her moans threatening to harden him again even this soon as Aden added his own to the mix.

Niall’s mind flashed to a scene of the three of them in bed together, like this, and he wanted it so badly he could taste it.

Like a drug, a deep craving.

Whatever he had to do to make this work, he’d do it.

To have Aden, to have her with them.

As they recovered, Niall coaxed her into sitting up and he kissed her, tasting himself on her. “Very good, pet,” he whispered. “Such a good girl.” Her green gaze looked glazed and sated, well-fucked.

Happy.

“All better then, pet?”

She nodded and tried to cuddle against him.

Except the elevator decided to start moving again.

“Bloody hell!” He and Aden scrambled to their feet, helping her up, and it was a frantic race to pull down her skirt and tuck in their cocks.

As the elevator stopped again and the doors slid open, they turned and found about twenty people waiting to get in. He grabbed Etsu’s hand and dragged her out behind him while Aden scooped up her purse and inhaler and followed.

He ran into Cali and Eliza about to make a turn into a door marked Employees Only.

“Well, hello there,” Eliza drawled, her smirk telling Niall she knew exactly what they’d been doing. “In the future, I’d suggest using the service elevator.”

“Service elevator?”

She crooked a finger at them and led them through the unlocked door and around a corner.

“We’ve been using it. Those are starting to act up. One of them’s been shut down.”

“How do you know this one won’t act up?”

“Separate system. And they use it for housekeeping, so you know they’re going to keep it running.” It slid open and the women stepped on. “Going up?” Eliza smirked. “Or going down?”

Niall didn’t hesitate and stepped inside, leading Etsu and Aden following. He wanted privacy with Etsu and Aden to…talk.

Well, and hopefully more, but they definitely needed to talk after that.

As the doors slid closed, his gaze met Aden’s briefly before he looked at Etsu. Niall was still holding her hand, and he could see the tension in her as the elevator lurched to life.

“It’s always like this,” Cali said. “Kinda creaky, but hey, hardly ever a wait.”

Niall decided to be proactive and kissed Etsu, distracting her.

Eliza let out a low whistle. “Ooookay, then. Welcome back, Niall.”

Aden laughed. “You have noooo idea.” 


Chapter Thirteen

 

None of them spoke as they headed down the corridor to Aden and Etsu’s room. Etsu would have questioned if the encounter in the elevator even happened, except she could still taste Niall’s cum in her mouth, felt Aden’s cum sliding out of her pussy and down her inner thighs…

And both men were holding her hands.

Holy shitballs!

When they reached their room, Aden seemed to need a moment to compose his thoughts. “I know this isn’t what you signed up for, sweetheart.”

“Uh, yeah. It’s better.”

Niall snickered. “She’s a lively one, isn’t she?”

Aden shot him a glare, but she stepped between them. “Would you have slept with anyone but him? I mean, besides me.”

Aden scowled. “No! Of course not.”

“Then stop feeling guilty. I wasn’t kidding when I said I had some fantasies of my own to satisfy.”

“Fantasies?” Niall asked.

“We’ve talked about this, Sir,” she said to Aden.

“Neither of us ever thought that would really happen,” Aden countered.

She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. I meant it.”

Niall held up a finger. “I, for one, would be interested in hearin’ more about these fanta—”

“How about I offer you a deal to assuage your guilt,” she told Aden.

“What kind of deal?”

“You guys had, what, an hour alone together? I should get an hour alone with him.”

“Yes, please.” Niall grinned.

Aden shot him a glare. “I think we should talk about this.”

“We already have,” Etsu said.

“I meant seriously.” Aden rested his hands on her shoulders. “Not in a what-if kind of way. This is our life.”

“Do you still love him?”

He sighed. “Yes.”

“Do you love me?”

“Yes.”

She turned to Niall. “You good with sharing him with me?”

“Ye have no idea how good, love.”

That left Aden. “Well?” she asked.

He sighed again. “You’re not…mad?”

“Uh, mad I wasn’t there to watch or be a part of it? Yes.” She poked Niall in the shoulder. “A little irritated you two had hot elevator sex without me, and then more hot sex without me. We will have a talk about not putting me into a trance to dodge me. If you want alone time, ask.”

“My apologies, love,” Niall said. “We did believe ye were at risk of dyin’, however, if that means anything.”

“It absolutely means everything. That’s why I’m not pissed off at you, because, hellooo, I didn’t die! I was terrified.” She reached for Niall, pulling him close. “So where are you living?”

She didn’t miss the glance the men exchanged before Niall answered. “I don’t know yet. I start work Monday. Somewhere in Sarasota, I suppose, once I have time to find a place.”

She grinned. “Okay, sooo, hey. Listen. You two want to completely ditch the guilt?”

They shared another glance before nodding.

“Sir has plenty of room. Although we’re going to need a bigger bed for all three of us.”

“Are you serious?” Aden asked.

“Absolutely.” Her smile faded. “Unless you don’t want him there.”

“I do want him there.”

“Do you want me there?”

“Of course I do.”

The look of blatant hope on Niall’s face would have finished her off if she hadn’t already wanted this. “You guys lived together before,” she said. “Don’t you think it’s time you get back together?”

“What about ye, then?” Niall asked.

“You’re either going to want me or not. I’m not going to tell you that the two of you can’t be together, when it’s obvious you love each other. I want to be part of that. I don’t need to give up my apartment yet. Besides, it’d be a dick move for me to leave Molly without a roommate with three months left on the lease. I might be pissed off at her for giving my mom a key, but I refuse to be petty in return. Nothing says I have to actually live there. I can bring enough stuff over I can stay with you guys. That’ll give the three of us time to make sure it’s what we want. Then I can move in permanently if it is.”

“It’s his house, so I suppose the final decision is up to him,” Niall said.

 

* * * *

 

Aden struggled to process this latest development. “Can we back up?”

“How far?” Etsu asked.

“You’re not upset with us for hooking up?”

She shook her head. “Nope. Not upset.” She waved both hands at herself. “Still alive, still breathing. And just had the hottest sex of my life in an elevator with two smokin’ hot guys. Frankly, I’m greedy. I have a very clear perspective, here, Ade.”

“You’d be okay with him moving in with me?”

“Yep. Long as I’m not froze out.”

“Moving in and sharing a bed?”

“Duh. I hope he’s sharing a bed with us.”

He focused on Niall. “You?”

Niall slipped his hands into his back pockets. “I’ve heard worse ideas in my life.”

“Like moving to California?”

Niall winced. Aden immediately regretted his snappish tone, but Niall’s expression softened. He reached out and cupped Aden’s face in his hands.

“I was wrong, love. I was wrong, and I regret every second of being away from ye. I don’t deserve to be let back into yer life. On the other hand, as she said, I’m greedy, too. We’d talked about this, that we’d be open to maybe sharin’ what we had with a woman if we ever met one we both fell in love with. We never did. Who’s to say we wouldn’t have met her and fallen for her together?”

This felt too…easy.

After years of loneliness and longing and grief, shouldn’t it be more difficult than this?

Aden didn’t realize he was crying until he felt Niall’s thumbs brushing his tears away. “I wanted to hate you for breaking my heart and I couldn’t,” Aden said. “I didn’t understand why I wasn’t enough for you. Why you didn’t want me.”

“Oh, love. Ye were and I did.” He pressed his forehead against Aden’s. “I knew I fucked up but thought surely ye’d follow me, eventually. I was miserable without ye. Why ye think I could never be with anyone else? Even the thought of it was…wrong. I went out with a couple of guys, but just drinks or dinner. Never had anyone in my bed. Never fooled around or even played wi’ anyone. I’d spend the entire time comparin’ them to ye and how they were lackin’. I know I said I released ye, but I lied—I never could. Ye’ve always been mine, in my heart and soul.”

Aden’s sobs finally broke free, Niall holding Aden as he cried and Etsu moving behind Aden to envelop him in a hug.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Aden finally said to her. “I’m so sorry.”

“Shh, it’s okay, Sir. I’ve always known how you felt about him. Do you still want me?”

Niall let him turn in his arms, his back pressed against the taller man, so he could kiss her. “Yes, absolutely. I don’t want to lose you. I thought for sure you’d tell me to go fuck myself and I’d deserve it.”

She smiled up at him. “I’d rather watch him fucking you. Or you fucking him. Either way, I’m not choosy.”

“All you want is an hour with him?”

She nodded. “Yeah. If he’s good with it.”

Niall nodded. “Already said I am. I don’t teach again until tomorrow mornin’, so my schedule’s free.”

“I’m not saying I think this is a magic cure,” Etsu added. “That’s why I’m saying we take the next couple of months to figure this out and find our groove.”

“I’m good with that,” Niall said.

 

* * * *

 

Niall hated that he’d hurt Aden so badly. Except…Etsu seemed to be an exceptional soul. Compassionate, loving…

Willing.

“We probably should think about dinner,” Aden said.

Niall deeply inhaled, his face pressed to the nape of Aden’s neck.

Damn, it was so good to have him back in his arms. “Ye know what she likes, and ye know what I like. How about ye venture out and find us dinner and bring it back, then? With the elevators congested, it will likely take every bit of that long getting downstairs and up again. Plus it’s a Friday night.”

Aden tipped his head back against Niall’s shoulder, and Niall nuzzled his cheek against Aden’s, both of them a little scratchy with late afternoon stubble.

Memories washed through him, so much time between them, too much time apart.

He desperately wanted this to work with all three of them.

“Okay.”

Niall kissed his cheek. “Any limits with her?”

Aden turned his head. “Limits?”

“Yes, limits. She’s still yers.” His gaze found Etsu’s sweet green eyes.

“Her inhaler. She calls grey if she needs it. Make sure she gives you the full one.”

“All right, then. Anything else?”

“Considering what we did, I think she should decide that for herself.”

“Love?” Niall’s focus was on her when he asked it.

“Whatever you want, Sir. I’m thinking we keep it just sex right now and not actual play, unless you two played.”

“We didn’t have time to play,” Niall said. “So lady’s choice.”

She looked up into Aden’s face. “It’s your call, Ade. I’m fine with getting an hour alone with Niall and calling it a clean slate if you are. From there we move forward together. No omissions or lies or hiding things.”

Aden kissed her, and as Niall watched them, his arms really around both of them and not just Aden, he realized how bloody right this felt.

How perfect.

Best of both worlds.

“I love you,” Aden said to her.

“I love you, too, Sir.”

Aden tipped his head back again. “Love you, asshole.”

Niall smiled. “I love ye, too, gobshite.”

Etsu giggled. “I can’t say I love you yet, but I reeeeally like you,” she said to Niall. “How’s that?”

“I’ll take it as a start until we know each other better. I reeeeally like ye, too.” He released them. “Do ye wish for me to step outside so ye can have a moment alone?”

Etsu smiled up at Aden. “I’m good. I think I’m going to be hungry by the time you get back, Sir.”

Aden’s smile hardened Niall’s cock. Damn, how he’d missed that. “I’m sure you will be. Keep in mind he’s out of practice. Don’t break him. I can always finish wearing you out when I get back.”

“Don’t worry, Sir. I won’t break him.” She winked at Niall. “I’ll just break him in.”

Niall’s cock twitched again.

Bloody hell! 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Aden kissed Niall good-bye first, then focused on her. “You’re sure you’re good with this?” he asked her.

“Do you trust him?”

“With your life or mine.”

“I trust you. If you trust him, that’s all I need.”

He tucked her hair behind her ears. “Love you, baby. So damn much.”

“I love you, too, Sir. That’s why I know this will work.”

He gave her one more kiss before heading out.

Her bravado finally fled as she slumped against the door.

Niall noticed, frowning as he stepped in. “Are ye all right?”

“I’m…good. Just processing.” She stared up into his eyes. “That’s twice now you’ve literally saved my life.”

“Time to stop risking elevators without an inhaler, love.”

“I could go a year or more without ever having to step into a damn elevator, and twice in less than twenty-four hours, I get stuck in one with you? What the hell?”

A smirk twisted his handsome lips. “Ye sayin’ I’m a jinx now, are ye?”

That accent, those eyes.

Wasn’t hard to see why Aden had first been attracted to the guy.

“Maybe. What’s the opposite of a jinx?”

“Good luck charm?”

“Well, you saved me twice. That sounds pretty damn lucky.” She pushed away from the door and stepped into his arms. “How about we start with a shower and go from there?”

His hands slid down her ass and settled there, squeezing. “How about first ye get the right inhaler and set it on the bedside table for me, hmm?”

Her face heated. “I was in a hurry and trying to clear extra stuff out of my purse. I thought I had the full one in there.”

He patted her on the ass. “Do it, please, love.”

“Yes, Sir.” She turned to face him again. “If it means anything, I didn’t start calling him that for over a month. We took things slow. It’s not like he jumped right into bed with me when we first met. And I was the first person he’d been with after you. The only person.”

“I know,” he gently said. “He told me.”

Instead of going to get the inhaler, she stepped close again. “Be honest with me. Are you going to be able to handle having me around? Or are you going to get him hooked in again and then make him get rid of me? I’m not stupid. If you gave him an ultimatum, today, he’d probably choose you.”

Niall cupped her cheek with his hand and kissed her. His other hand reached for hers and then placed it over his bulge. Beneath her palm, she could feel his hard cock through the denim.

“I tend not to repeat mistakes, pet. I let him go once. And we had left it, before, that if we ever met a woman we both liked that we might open ourselves to a third.” He squeezed her hand around the shape of his cock. “Why would I be so bloody stupid and send ye away?”

“You got the memo I have asthma, right?”

He smiled. “I believe I did, yes.”

“Sometimes he won’t play with me the way I want him to, as hard as I want. He’s careful.”

“Of course he is. He always was. Isn’t that even better? Ye said yerself ye’d enjoy watching us together. We can pamper you and then release our aggressions on each other, for yer viewin’ enjoyment.”

Her heart raced—in the good way. “I really want to see that.”

His left eyebrow arched. When he spoke, he used a quiet, steady tone that held a hint of leather and pain, the butter-smooth accent instead of the rough and rolling brogue.

A tone that wouldn’t tolerate being denied. “Then go set out yer inhaler. Because until ye do that, nothing else happens.”

She hurried to do it, holding it up and showing him before she set it on the table.

He crooked a finger at her.

She walked back to him. “Shoes off.”

She kicked them off.

He did a double-take as he looked at the height of the heels once he registered how much shorter she now was. “How’d ye even walk in those bloody things, much less not fall over in the elevator when he was fuckin’ ye?”

She smiled. “Practice. Not the first time he’s bent me over in heels and fucked me.”

“Ah. My clever boy.” He tugged her blouse loose from her skirt. “I’ll have rules, ye know.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“We can be loose on those at first. Panties?”

“Are a privilege, not a right. But he lets me wear them to work.”

“Very good. Arms up.” She complied as he lifted the hem of her blouse and pulled it off over her head, casting it onto the spare bed. He cupped his hands around her breasts through her bra, his thumbs brushing across the fabric, over her nipples.

Her clit throbbed in response and she pushed into his grip.

“I’m guessin’ based on what I saw in class yesterday that he’s probably set triggers in ye the way I set triggers in him, but I don’t want to use any triggers with you this time.”

“Why not?”

“I want this to be us.”

She nodded.

His hands slipped around her, finding the hook on her bra and freeing the girls. The bra joined the blouse. Then he unfastened her skirt and helped her out of it.

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again. She loved the feel of his denim jeans against her legs, the bulge pressing against her.

Nothing fake about that.

He felt warm and strong and while a similar build to Aden, slim and trim, he was several inches taller. He finally coaxed her back a step. “Take off my boots, pet.”

 

* * * *

 

Etsu dropped to her knees and helped him remove them, and his socks.

It felt right to him, the rounded curve of her back, her curly red hair spilling down her shoulders.

Everything felt right.

“Fair warning, you’re goin’ to learn to black them.” The thought made his cock throb. “Aden can help teach ye. I’m sure my boy is out of practice.”

Her fingers traced the creases and marks. “They’re all scuffed.”

“They haven’t been tended to in five years.”

She looked up at him.

He shrugged. “Couldn’t stand anyone else touchin’ them, not even professionally. The very thought broke my heart. Not these boots. I bought them when we were together. Only he ever did that for me.” He helped her up and placed her hands on his belt. “Next.”

Her sultry smile looked playful and hinted at a delightful capacity for the good kind of evil that he loved. Spirit unbroken, willingly bent to his desires, not forced, not coerced.

Had he and Aden been together when they’d met her, she likely would have been the one for them anyway, if it’d worked out like that.

“How’d an Irish-looking lass end up with a Japanese name, then?”

She met his gaze as she lowered his zipper. “My dad’s mom’s family. We’re all named that way.”

“How many siblings?”

“Three older brothers. No sisters. I was the baby.” She slipped her hands inside the waistband of his jeans, her gaze never wavering from his as she slid her hands all the way around to his ass and lowered his jeans that way. She knelt again, swallowing his cock. Her tongue swirled around the head and traced the vein along the bottom all the way to the root and up again.

He wanted her, and he wanted her now.

Actually, he wanted to taste her again, this time flavored with Aden.

He unbuttoned the top two buttons on his shirt and pulled it off over his head, discarding it. Then he pulled her to her feet and pushed her back onto the bed they’d been using for sleeping. He knelt at the edge, shoving her thighs apart so he could bury his tongue inside her cunt and taste her.

She purred, holding his head, rocking her hips in time with him. “Don’t ye come yet, girl,” he hoarsely said. “I will insist on ye waitin’.” He plunged in again, her sweetness and Aden’s familiar salty tang mixed together.

Oh, yeah. He could definitely spend his life like this, with them.

 

* * * *

 

Holy…fuck!

The elevator hadn’t been a fluke. Niall was every bit as good with his mouth as he had been in there. Not just playing with her clit, but his tongue snaking as deep as he could get it into her cunt and tasting her. He held her in place as she squirmed, his hands wrapped around her thighs and keeping her from getting away from him.

He lifted his head and smiled up at her. “My boy put some pretty marks on this arse last night, hmm?”

She nodded.

“Think I’d like to put some of my own on it tonight.” Hungry eyes remained focused on her as he lowered his head to her pussy and teased her clit. “Has he trained you to come from pain yet?”

She shook her head.

His smile widened. “I wonder if my boy can still come from pain. Not just pain, but a little physical trigger I set with him. So that I could be paddlin’ him across my lap and with my other hand pinch the side of his neck. Ladies have it so lucky, ye can come a lot of times. Men, not so much. And it took us a few months working on it. Would ye like to see a demonstration of that later tonight after dinner?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“If ye don’t want to call me Sir yet, ye don’t have to.”

“I want to.”

“Okay, then. Come for me, pet.” He started flicking her clit with his tongue and it short-circuited something in her nervous system. As she tipped over the edge, he changed to sucking, and it was like someone had detonated a nuclear bomb under a volcano.

That fucking hot.

She finally had to pat him on the head to make him stop and let her catch her breath, and not because she thought she was going to have an asthma attack. Because she thought she was going to pass out. Like he’d been playing jumprope with all the nerve endings that were hooked to her clit.

He sat up. “Are ye all right?”

She nodded.

“Need yer inhaler?”

She shook her head.

He smiled. “Did I do right by ye? Been a long time since I’ve been with a woman.”

She nodded.

Once she had her wits back he helped her up and into the shower. There, he bathed her, not just in a sexy way, but like he really wanted to get to know her.

Like the way Aden bathed her.

In some ways, she could see mannerisms the two men had in common, and yet she could see the ways they were completely different. After their shower, they went back to bed. She wanted to ride him, since his cock had been hard during their whole shower, but before she could climb on, he stopped her.

“Condom?”

“I’m on the pill. And you already said you weren’t with anyone since Ade.”

He let her impale herself on his cock. The way his eyes fluttered closed sent something spinning inside her in a good way.

“Brilliant,” he whispered. “Bloody wonderful.” He stroked her sides, his hands settling on her hips.

She slowly ground her pussy on his cock, and it was a very nice cock. He wasn’t circumcised like Aden, and had around eight thick inches. “Please don’t hurt him again,” she softly asked.

His eyes popped open and he caught her hands. “I promise, love. I’m here to stay unless one or both of ye ask me to leave.”

Now wasn’t the time to get into a conversation about her family. Aden loved her and hadn’t been scared off by them. Yet.

If Aden trusted Niall, hopefully Niall wouldn’t run, either. Maybe the two of them could put up a united front.

Wait, how’s that supposed to work?

Telling her parents about this newest development wasn’t exactly a conversation she was looking forward to.

“What’s wrong, pet?”

“Will I get a happy ever after with both of you?”

“If I have my way, absolutely.”

She started moving again. He felt really good inside her pussy. He released her hands and she leaned forward to kiss him as she slowly fucked him. He kept himself busy playing with her clit.

Staring down into his eyes, the sapphire depths, she knew this could work. Wanted it to work. Even with her family likely hating on it and them, she wanted the two men. Maybe she couldn’t have the normal she’d wanted, but yes, please, she’d trade up for this in a second.

Without a second thought.

If that made her crazy, she’d own it.

She’d also enjoy being crazy with these two men.

 

* * * *

 

Niall studied every line and curve of her face as she rode his cock. Alone for so long, and now heaven within his reach. He wondered how she’d look with Aden fucking her sweet arse while his own cock enjoyed the silken heat of her delicious pussy.

How she’d look as they owned her together like that.

Whether she was responsive because of her body, or because Aden had worked with her, he didn’t know. But he felt it when she came for him, every wave squeezing his prick and nearly making him come. But he wanted this to last a little longer.

When she finished he flipped her over, smiling at her startled, laughing yelp when he did. He pulled her legs up, ankles on his shoulders, and leaned in. Like this, he caged her body with his and he shoved out of his mind the look on Aden’s face last night as he’d come for him.

“Ready for a sample, pet?”

She nodded. “Please, Sir.”

He started slow, gauging her body, wanting to make sure he built her slowly. He found every angle, every combination of thrust that made her make delicious noises, or caused gorgeous, helpless expressions to flit across her beautiful face.

He wanted to spend a lifetime getting to know her, with Aden. Bringing her pleasure.

Taking care of her.

It would take stress off her, knowing she wouldn’t have to worry about every cent if he and Aden were paying the bills. She could focus on her health, on taking care of them, even. Maybe eventually coax her into quitting work and being a well-kept pet for them.

He could imagine coming home from work and her and Aden greeting him on their knees, naked and collared and eager to see him.

The way Aden had always been eager to greet him before.

He felt his own eruption suddenly bubble up at that thought, and he started fucking her hard, fast, hoping to get her over once more before he filled her.

Leaning in, he bit the side of her neck and felt the response to his call, her pussy once again squeezing and her helpless moans as the trigger tipped her over the edge.

The waters of his climax receded, and he felt like a shit on the back side. He nuzzled her neck, kissing where he’d bit. “Sorry, love.”

She laughed. “For what?”

“I said I wouldn’t use triggers.” He lifted his head so he could look down at her. “I didn’t even know if he’d set one like that for sure. I felt myself coming and wanted ye to come, too.”

She tousled his hair. “I’m not complaining.”

He snuggled with her in bed. She was smaller than Aden, almost felt tiny in his arms. Fragile. She was around five-five, but having seen what the asthma could do to her, he wanted to be careful.

“Can we talk?” she asked.

He propped himself on his elbow. “We can do whatever ye’d like, pet.”

“I haven’t met Ygor yet, but Aden’s told me about him. Tell me about your mom.”

That was a melancholy subject, but they talked and he answered her questions, about Ma and growing up in Ireland, and she painfully reminded him of Aden when they’d first gotten together.

So much like him.

He felt himself slipping already. Into love, into something that threatened to unman him if he lost her. Not only was he going to reunite with Aden, but times two now. Could he lose his soul if he lost their love?

Oh, yes.

Worth it, the risk?

Oh, bloody hell, yes. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Niall found Etsu easy to talk to. They were still talking, naked in bed together, when Aden returned with the food and looking a lot like a drowned rat. Niall sat up and went to help him, take some of the food from him, giving him a kiss hello.

“Didn’t mean for ye to brave the furies, love.”

“The hotel restaurant was crazy. Would have been an hour wait or longer just to get my damn order in. It was easier to take the car and go do takeout. At least I remembered to use the service elevator, or I would have been down there another hour. They’re down to only two working passenger elevators.” He kissed Etsu. “Are we good?”

She smiled. “Very good, Sir.”

Aden stripped out of his wet clothes, dried off with a towel, and joined them sitting on the bed to eat. He’d brought pizza and pasta and wings and salad, apparently all from the same place. It was plenty and more, and they could stash the leftovers in the room’s mini fridge.

“I have a proposition, loves,” Niall said.

“Uh oh,” Aden said, grinning.

Niall blinked back tears. How many things he’d missed, things that had been intrinsically linked to them. Their banter, their easy dialogue.

Casual touches that slowly built throughout an evening until flashover occurred and they created electricity, plasma, a nuclear core that never burned out.

“I am dedicated to this,” Niall said. “To us. The three of us. Of giving it a legitimate go. And I think we should properly claim this sweet girl together tonight.”

Her cheeks pinkened, but she watched Aden for his response. Niall had already asked her opinion and received a resounding hell, yes from her.

Aden’s brown gaze, full of amber and mocha, studied him, then looked at her. She smiled and nodded. “We talked. Good talk. I’m good, I promise. I want to be in the middle of that, believe me.”

Aden’s attention returned to Niall. “Then I guess we’ll get busy after dinner.” His cock had already stiffened some.

As had Niall’s.

He had a lot of energy to burn, and years to make up for with Aden.

Once they finished eating, Niall helped Aden tuck the leftovers into the fridge. Aden grabbed what they’d need, including a condom, glove, lube, and a towel. Niall let Etsu go down on him, on her hands and knees with her lovely bum in the air while Aden prepped her.

Every sweet moan around his cock echoed through his body. He cradled her face in his hands and watched his cock disappearing between her eager lips and wondered if he’d died and gone to heaven. Maybe he’d been in a wreck on the drive to Florida and this was his heavenly reward, these two sweet spirits.

Once Aden said she was ready, Niall pulled her up into his arms and slid his cock inside her pussy. He held her, kissing her, his arms wrapped around her as he watched Aden sheathe his cock in a condom, add more lube, and then slowly start to press in.

She moaned against his neck. “Oh, fuuuuck,” she whispered. “Oh, my god!”

“Good, pet?”

 

* * * *

 

It was the good kind of ache stretching her ass. She wasn’t a stranger to that, because Aden used toys on her and liked to fuck her there, too. And she enjoyed anal.

But this…this was nothing like anything they’d done before could have prepared her for.

Both their cocks filling her, every nerve ending inside her pussy being stroked by Niall’s cock, it was almost overload in the good way.

Once Aden bottomed out inside her, he stopped and stroked her back, her shoulders.

He started rubbing circles along the top of her left one. “How’s that feel, girl?” Aden asked.

Like an erotic furnace suddenly blazed to life inside her. She knew it was a trigger and it made it even that much hotter to her. Her clit throbbed as she ground against them, wishing they’d just fuck her! “Good, Sir.”

Aden’s fingers pressed harder. “And now? How’s that feel, girl?”

She shivered, certain he was toying with her now. “Please let me come, Sir!”

“No, you’re going to be a good girl and show Niall how sweetly you beg. Niall loves begging, and you’ll be doing a lot of it with him.”

“I do love to hear a pet beg. Ye’ve done well, love.”

“Thanks.” She looked up when she felt Aden lean in and watched the men kiss. Hungry, hot, and weakening her in ways she never knew she could tremble like that before.

A whimper escaped her.

Aden sat up again, continuing to rub her left shoulder as his right thumb gently stroked down her spine. “Hoooold it for me like a good girl.”

Another whimper, need building so deep and strong in her it almost bordered on pain.

“Bloody hell,” Niall muttered, sounding amused. “Ye weren’t kidding she’s easy to work with.”

“This is one of the first triggers I taught her. She used to have trouble coming, and she’d worry herself about it.”

“She didn’t have a bit o’ trouble with me.”

The girl in the middle and currently the topic of discussion wanted to ask the men to get their minds back on actually fucking her, but her clit had apparently hogged all her brain cells and all she could do was lie there in Niall’s arms as the erotic tension built within her body.

Yeah, those first few times together with Aden, she’d nearly been in tears worrying about whether she’d disappoint him…until he worked with her enough to help her relax, then help her enjoy…and then set a trigger for her that he reinforced on a regular basis.

One of his favorite sadistic things was to go somewhere vanilla and gently rub the spot on her left shoulder with his thumb, through her shirt, and watch her desperately attempt not to dissolve into a howling puddle of orgasms right there.

Niall chuckled. “Aww, she’s so pitiful. Give the pet a break, lad, hmm?”

“Okay.” Aden’s fingers on her shoulder pressed firmly as he gave the command. “Come for me, girl.”

Niall plunged a hand in her hair and pressed her face against his neck as she screamed.

“Bloody hell!” he gasped.

Her body writhed between them, the extra feeling of a second cock inside her only amplifying the pleasure as her pussy and ass squeezed both their cocks. Her nipples rubbed against Niall’s chest and that little bit of chafing sent feedback to her clit and pleasure center.

“Told you,” Aden said, not removing his fingers from her shoulder. He sounded like his control had frayed. “Once I start fucking her, I’m not quitting until the ride comes to a complete stop, so you’d better get what you want while you can.”

“Understood.”

And still, he relentlessly kept her coming. Once he’d fired that trigger, until he moved his fingers, she’d keep orgasming.

She didn’t understand it, but it was an exquisite kind of torture that she loved.

“Now,” Aden said. He moved his hand and she went limp on top of Niall as both men started fucking her. Aden didn’t last long, and Niall wasn’t far behind him.

Etsu closed her eyes and lay there, hoping no one made her move anytime soon.

Lips feathered along her left ear. “Love you, baby.” Aden.

She mumbled something she hoped he understood was a reply, and both men laughed.

Aden carefully withdrew and went to clean up. He brought her back a warm washcloth while Niall cleaned up. Minutes later, they were all tucked into the same bed.

“You might as well move your shit to our room,” Aden said. “Why have a second room?”

“Agreed.” She felt their arms drape over her, and cracked an eye open to realize they were also holding each other with her in the middle.

Yeah, I’m real good with this.

She crashed into sleep.

 

* * * *

 

She awoke early the next morning to find Aden on top of Niall.

Rather, they awoke her.

Niall lay facedown on the bed, Aden fucking him. Niall had bent his legs at the knees, hooking them around the backs of Aden’s as the other man held him with his hands under and around Niall’s shoulders.

She reached out and laced fingers with Niall, thrilled when he squeezed her hand and held on.

“Sorry, pet,” he gasped. “Someone decided he needed relief and I was too asleep to stop him.”

“You rolled over and wiggled your arse at me, asshole.” Aden gave him a particularly hard thrust, which made Niall moan and also made Etsu wetter than she already was.

“Gobshite,” Niall gasped, laughing and then moaning again.

“Know how many times the horny fucker woke me up like this in the morning? Fucking me like this?” Aden’s deep and throaty tone nearly made her cream herself.

“How many?” she asked.

Niall laughed again. “Every other mornin’, at least. Can’t help it I love your arse.”

She edged in closer, close enough Niall could kiss her.

Hell, they could wake her up like this every morning and she’d be fine with it.

Aden’s gaze fell on her. “You wished it, baby. Hope you’re ready for the reality of it, because this is just a mild taste.”

Niall’s low, rolling moan filled the room as Aden filled him. Aden must have come, because he bit Niall between the shoulder blades, hard.

“Feckin’ sod!” There was a quick tussle, and then Niall was on his back and face fucking Aden, who didn’t seem to mind. Niall had two fistfuls of Aden’s hair and was thrusting all the way to the root in his throat.

“He forgets to mention the other half of the equation, pet. That after I woke him up, he was always horny, and would flip over and give me a nice…morning…snack.” He groaned, and so did Aden. She saw Aden’s throat working as the two of them fell still.

Aden started laughing first, then Niall. Aden climbed up him and kissed him, long and sweet, before pulling her in and kissing her, too. “Hold that thought, baby.” They got up and she realized they still had to clean up. They returned post-haste, and then the two of them rolled her onto her back, Aden’s mouth on her pussy while Niall kissed her and played with her nipples.

“Was someone feeling a little left out?” Niall teased.

“I was too horny watching that to feel left out,” she gasped.

They didn’t torture her. And after making her come twice, they once again cuddled in bed.

“We need to get showers and head downstairs to breakfast,” Niall said. “I have to teach, and I want ye both in class. I need a demo bottom, anyway.”

“Uh oh,” Aden said, laughing. “Guess that means I’m on deck.”

Niall sat up, leaned over her, and kissed him. “It’s no fun without ye. I’m only at my best with ye.”

Aden reached up and ruffled Niall’s hair. “Guess we’ll be in your class, then, huh?” He yawned. “We’ll shower here. You go grab your shower in your room, pack, and bring your stuff down here. And towels. We’re going to need them.”

“Right.”

When Niall left, Aden sat up and kissed her hand. “We really good?”

“Holy fucking shitballs, yeah!” She sat up and kissed him. “Just keep talking to me. You guys get a freebie for the elevator. Yeah, he did tell me. At the time, being in the dark, and so close to a bad attack, I was happy to do what he told me to. I could have said something, but I didn’t want to.”

She poked his shoulder. “The hookup later, though, that’s the other freebie. No sneaking. You need alone time with each other, or I want alone time with one of you, just say so.”

He nodded, leaning in for another kiss. “Deal. I love you so fucking much, you have no idea.”

She snorted. “Yeah, well, like you said, let’s see how you feel after he’s waking you up like that every morning.”

 

* * * *

 

The elevator situation only worsened throughout the day as more people, many who lived locally but who’d bought day passes, flooded into the hotel for the convention.

Fortunately, the service elevator, while cosmetically sketchy and noisy as fuck, chugged reliably along and they didn’t get stuck in it.

But by Sunday morning, they’d all had enough and decided to head home a day early. When they checked out, Aden asked to speak to a manager. It took a few minutes of waiting, but a man finally emerged from the back, looking harried and unhappy.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Yeah. My girlfriend has asthma. Severe asthma. And she has panic attacks and claustrophobia. Twice we got stuck in the elevators. I’m going to need you to do something for me.”

“We can discount one of the nights for you. You weren’t the only ones who got stuck.”

Etsu involuntarily took a step back at the rage that flashed across Niall’s face.

He stayed Aden’s next words with a touch on his shoulder and leaned in, his voice dropping. “My good man, come with me, please.” He pointed to the empty hotel bar on the other side of the lobby. It wasn’t open that time of morning.

The guy apparently knew better than to argue and followed.

Etsu trailed along behind Aden.

Niall smiled, but it was a crocodile, not a kitten. “On two different occasions, when we were stuck in your elevators, we picked up the emergency phone and found it dead, which wouldn’t have been a problem except that we had an emergency, and our cell phones didn’t have a signal. The first time after it happened, I walked to the front desk and talked to one of yer clerks who acted appropriately horrified and said it would be passed along to the elevator engineers, who were supposedly en route.”

“Well, the—”

“I’m not finished. It happened again the second time we were stuck in the elevator. Now, considerin’ the elevators have apparently been acting odd all weekend, the appropriate time to have a service team here would have been Thursday night, after we were stuck and I reported it to ye. Oh, and yer desk clerk didn’t bother to offer me any compensation whatsoever for our trouble, not even paying for dinner, or a bar tab—nothing.”

“But our—”

“Still not finished. Their room was on the ninth floor, mine on the tenth. With her asthma, she is not capable of walkin’ that many flights of stairs, and especially not on the heels of almost dying in your bloody elevators!”

“Sir—”

“Still not finished! Now, either ye comp both of our rooms for the entire weekend, or not only will I make sure to call the Tampa TV stations as soon as I get home and tell them about the atrocious safety hazard this place is, I’ll also tell them about yer horrible mold problem.”

“Mold problem?”

Niall’s smile widened. Then he pointed at the man. Once the man was focused on the end of Niall’s finger, he pointed straight up, the man’s gaze following.

Etsu and Aden both looked, too.

Etsu gasped.

So did the manager.

The skinny AC vent over the bar area, almost directly overhead, was about two feet long. Condensation dripped from one end of it, hitting the carpet, but it was the large black spots of mold all over it that had Etsu’s eyes widened.

“Mold problem,” Niall repeated. “Not just there, but in the exhaust vents in the rooms’ bathrooms, as well. They’re disgustin’. And if ye look up in several of the conference rooms on the second floor, the vents are even worse than the one overhead currently dripping its plague on unsuspectin’ patrons. In addition to the TV stations, I’ll make sure to post all the pictures we’ve taken of all these issues on the scathin’ Yelp review I’ll draft, as well.”

Aden jumped in. “And considering how shitty your elevators are, and how many floors this hotel has, you should have stairwell rescue chairs in the upper levels.”

The manager was still looking overhead, at other vents in the bar area that, yes, were also gross. “What?”

“Rescue chairs,” Aden said. “Look them up on Google. When you have people on upper floors who use wheelchairs or have other mobility issues, they need to get down in case of emergency. That’s a major safety issue there.”

“I…I—”

“Would ye like to rethink your answer, then?” Niall asked. “Because, otherwise, my friends and I have a rather busy afternoon ahead of us to get these posts drafted. Bloody disgusting AC system, death trap elevators, and completely unprepared to handle evacuatin’ guests with mobility issues. That’s three strikes right there. Or should I list more problems we found?”

The man swallowed hard and looked at Niall. “Let’s go back to the desk and I’ll comp both your rooms for your entire stay.”

Niall’s smile turned from croc to kitten. “That’s awfully kind of ye. Thank ye very much.”

 

* * * *

 

It wasn’t until Niall was heading south on Skyway behind Aden’s car that he was really able to accept yes, this was happening.

Actually happening.

Not just a dream, but a dream come true.

He used his phone’s speaker mode to call his father.

“How’d your weekend go, son?”

“Um…well, Da, it was…interestin’.” He felt like he couldn’t stop grinning.

“Interesting?”

“Yes. I…ran into Aden.”

His tone sounded guarded. Aden had told him he’d told Ygor about Etsu. “And?”

“I’m movin’ in with him.”

Silence.

“Da?”

“What about Etsu?”

His smile widened. “She’s probably movin’ in with us, too.”

“What?”

He gave him a brief and highly condensed version of the events. By the time he finished, his father chuckled.

“Well, I hope it works out for the three of you. I haven’t met her yet, but she sounds like a pistol, if she can handle both of you.”

“That’s what I’m hopin’, Da.”

When he pulled into Aden’s driveway it took him a moment to process he was there.

Really there.

Home.

He got out, unable to hold back his own tears when he realized Aden was also crying.

They stood there in the yard hugging for a long, quiet moment before pulling Etsu in with them, their arms around her and each other.

“Welcome home, asshole,” Aden muttered. “Took you long enough to come back.”

Etsu laughed.

Niall smiled and kissed him. “Good to finally be home again, gobshite.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

The next week and a half passed in a blur.

Usually a lube-scented, moaning blur, if at least two of them were home. If all three of them were home, they seemed unable to stay clothed for more than a few seconds.

Not that Etsu was complaining.

She was playing a game of cat and mouse with her parents now. As soon as she’d turned her phone back on Monday morning after returning from the convention, it’d blown up with texts and voice mails from her parents, to the point that her voice mail was full.

All for pointless, stupid things, of course. No emergencies.

Mostly her mother, demanding she call them and tell them where she was, and even going so far as to threaten to file a police report if she didn’t call them back soon.

So that afternoon, she’d run home at lunch time to grab more work clothes. While there, she called her mom and told her that she was done with their bullshit, and when they were ready to apologize and treat her like an adult, they could call her, but not before. Otherwise, she was going to block all their numbers if they didn’t stop it.

The calls stopped.

Now Etsu was waiting to see what their next step would be. She’d texted Molly she’d be moving out by the end of the lease, but sent her an online payment for her share of the monthly bills and warned her she wouldn’t be staying there.

She didn’t want to be away from the men.

Her men.

They’d had a long talk, the three of them, that Sunday, after the convention, backing up a little so they didn’t hit any speed bumps. For now, they were easing up on the D/s dynamic between her and the men, and the men between each other, until she got to know Niall better. That was the men’s decision, not hers.

She understood they were right. The only way this would last for life was if all three of them were on the same page, and Niall and Aden had eight years of time spent together already.

She loved Aden for wanting to back up a few steps, and respected Niall for insisting he build a relationship with her before they go any further despite the messy explosion that brought them all together in the first place. Maybe another woman would have hated them and resented this whole situation.

They still both fucked her brains out, and she was loving every second of that. Nearly as much as she loved watching the two of them together.

Sometimes Aden called Niall Sir, but almost like he slipped when he did it. For the most part, she could tell Aden was holding back with Niall in some ways, as if caught in a limbo between being her Sir and being Niall’s boy.

From the longing in Niall’s gaze, she could tell he missed it as much as Aden seemed to, but knew they had to work that out between them.

Today was Thursday, over a week since they’d come home from the convention, and Etsu was looking forward to having lunch with Niall that afternoon.

No lie.

Were they doing everything backward in this romance?

Sure they were.

She didn’t care.

She wasn’t just any woman, and these two men weren’t just any two men.

Not to mention she already felt herself slipping into far more than just liking the guy when it came to Niall. He had a calm, peaceful demeanor about him, hiding the sadist who lurked right below the surface. The sweet, funny guy who could make people laugh and charm the pants off of them could also make her scream in agony and ecstasy—even at the same time.

She wanted more.

She wanted it all.

She wanted both of them.

Would her family understand?

Nope.

She no longer cared about that, either. This was her life, and she’d seen Aden smile more in the past week and a half than she could ever remember in the time she’d known him.

Niall kept her smiling, too. When he wasn’t helping Aden blow the top of her head off with pleasure.

Only bummer was that ever since she’d awakened that morning she’d felt…off. Like her sinuses were messed up, or something was trying to trigger her seasonal allergies. Not bad enough for her to resort to her emergency inhaler, but she hoped it didn’t put a damper on their play tonight. She was supposed to cook them dinner in “pet” mode and then they’d agreed to play with her. Both of them.

She’d been looking forward to it.

Really looking forward to it.

After arriving at work, she got settled in at the front desk and hoped today was relatively uneventful. Ken, the head of security, stopped by to chat with her when he arrived. “We’re supposed to have a crew of AC techs coming in today to look at Avery-Ling Assets’ system up on ten. You can give them maintenance badges and send them through.”

“Thanks.”

“You feeling all right?”

The older man always found time to chat with her. When she’d first started working there and he’d learned she had asthma, he’d passed the word among his guys to not to wear cologne or aftershave. His daughter had asthma, so he was no stranger to the condition.

“I think seasonal allergies trying to play hell with me, that’s all.”

“Ah. Yeah, my car was covered with yellow crap this morning. I think pine pollen.”

“Oh, gawd. Tree spooge.”

He laughed. “Maybe it’ll rain later and clear it out.”

She glanced out the front windows. “Maybe.”

This morning, she was doing double duty, passing through calls for the real estate management company whose offices occupied the ground floor because their main receptionist had called in sick. While they paid Etsu’s salary, just like they also paid the security and building maintenance team, and this was one of her stated duties when they’d hired her, it didn’t happen very often.

She hated it, because it was stressful and she didn’t want to screw up and drop or miss calls. Usually she only had to deal with manning the front desk, checking in visitors, signing for packages, and taking overflow calls for the real estate management company if their receptionist was on the phone with someone else.

Above the building’s second floor, the elevators only worked if you had a badge, keyed to whether or not you were an employee or a visitor. Visitor badges—which were actually stickers—only worked for the floor they were assigned to. The only people who didn’t need badges were the ones going to the law offices on the second floor, either via stairs in the atrium or the elevator.

“Oh, I’m going out to lunch with a friend this afternoon,” she said. “He’s picking me up. Can you get someone to cover for me?” He knew Aden, but she wasn’t yet sure how to explain the wonderful complication that was Niall.

“Sure, no problem. If someone’s not down here, page me on the radio.”

“Thanks!” Their building had a mix of clients that ranged from corporate attorneys, to accounting and brokerage firms, and quite a few other businesses that could afford the building’s rent.

It wasn’t the world’s most exciting job, but the basic health care plan paid for most of her meds and the job allowed her to work inside, in air-conditioning, at a job that wasn’t physically taxing. It beat retail, where previous jobs had meant missing work due to getting sick or having asthma attacks…or getting sick and it triggering an asthma attack, all with worse or non-existent health care plans.

She was in the middle of answering a phone call when the AC techs showed up. One of the guys smelled like he’d bathed in body spray, and she did her best to get them badged and away from her desk as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, smelly guy insisted on lingering once she’d finished her call, smiling at her, and not only was his body spray choking her, his leer made her uncomfortable. “So what do you do for lunch?”

“You need to please go,” she finally said, backing to the other side of her desk area.

He frowned. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I have allergies and asthma, and whatever you’re wearing is choking me. Besides that, I have a boyfriend. Please, just go.”

“Dave!” one of the guys called out to him.

He finally turned to follow. She was pretty sure she heard him mutter, “Bitch,” under his breath.

Once they were finally out of the lobby, she grabbed the radio and called Ken to let him know what happened. Her heart hammered in her chest, nearly making her feel sick.

“I’ll go have a talk with them,” he said. “Sorry about that, Etsu.”

“Thanks.”

It took the better part of five minutes for the smell to clear from the lobby, and she took a pull from her inhaler before the tightness in her chest got too bad.

Shit.

If she wasn’t feeling good, she knew the men would absolutely nix any possibility of play that night.

Well, Aden would, and he’d explain to Niall why they had to. She knew Niall would agree with him.

Dammit.

She thought about taking a Xanax and decided against it. Depending on how the day went, she might need to take more asthma meds, and those would make her sleepy enough.

Her breathing had mostly evened out and she’d forgotten the encounter a couple of hours later as she focused on answering the phones. It was close to her lunch time and she knew Niall would be arriving at any moment. The real estate management’s phones would get switched to automatic voice mail while she was gone.

She smelled the guy before he spoke, startling her. She used a wireless headset for answering calls, so it wasn’t uncommon for people to not realize she was on the phone.

She turned and rolled her chair back, to the far side, holding a finger up as she tried to get the person on the phone to stop talking long enough she could tell them she was transferring their call to the proper agent’s extension.

“I... Yes, just a moment please, and I’ll connect you.” She punched the call through and stood, now focusing her attention on him, finally letting the cough break through that had bubbled up.

“Look, sorry if I scared you earlier. Just wanted to ask you to lunch.”

The tightness in her chest had returned, scaring her, and she swiped the inhaler off her desk and took a pull from it even as she coughed more. “Please, whatever you’re wearing is triggering my asthma. Can you please just go? And like I told you before, I have a boyfriend.” The inhaler dug into her palm as she did her best not to bolt from her station and run for the security office.

“So you won’t let me buy you lunch to make up for earlier?”

“My boyfriend is coming to take me out in a little while. Please, can you not understand you need to go?” She held up her inhaler. “I don’t use this for shits and giggles.” She knew that wasn’t professional and was going to apologize—

No, fuck that. She leaned in and punched in a code on her phone that rang a silent emergency alert in the security office.

She couldn’t even get a full breath in because every breath sucked in more of the guy’s atrocious body spray.

And the inhaler wasn’t helping like it usually did.

Oh, boy. This is bad. Really bad.

Now the guy looked uncertain. “Lady, are you all right?”

She shook her head and stepped back, out from behind the far side of the counter, leaning against it. More coughing as the tightness returned to her chest and she could hear the wheezing in her breath. She was aware of the sound of running footsteps, and then Ken was yelling her name. She ripped off her headset and dropped it onto the desk.

“Oh, dang. Etsu, honey, try to breathe. Paul, call 911.” Paul stepped over to her phone while Ken focused on the AC tech. “Look, asshole, what part of stay away from the front desk did I not make clear?”

“I just wanted to apologize!”

“Fantastic. Your apology is sending her to the ER with an asthma attack. Did you bathe in that crap this morning? Get the hell out of here!”

“They’re on the way,” Paul said, still on the phone.

Ken backed her into one of the chairs on the far side of the lobby, away from the noxious cloud of body spray lingering as the guy finally left.

This wasn’t just bad, it was ambulance-trip, ER bad. She hadn’t had an attack this bad in several years, and yeah, she needed to go to the ER. Last time she’d felt like this, she’d ended up spending two days in the hospital. That time, it’d been triggered by one of those idiot perfume sprayers at a department store when she’d worked at the mall. Despite trying to get away from her, she’d inhaled enough of the cloud it’d almost immediately triggered an attack and the store had called 911 for her. She hadn’t needed the epi-pen, but she’d needed IV meds and nebulizer treatments and oxygen—

And I still don’t have an epi-pen.

“Do you need me to call Aden for you?” Ken asked.

She couldn’t even focus on talking right now and just shook her head. All she wanted to think about was trying to breathe, not that it was getting harder and harder to suck in air.

She heard the ambulance siren seconds later, not surprising since there was a station just two blocks away. Hell, some of the EMTs could have run there faster than it took them to drive, probably. Paul ran to the front door to flag them down, and as they were rolling a gurney and equipment through the front door, that’s when she heard him.

“Bloody hell, Ets! Honey, what happened?”

Niall practically shoved Ken out of the way as he dropped to his knees next to her.

“Who are you?” Ken asked.

“Close friend. Ets, sweetheart, look at me and breathe, love.”

Oh, shit, she still hadn’t told Ken about Niall. And it was too late, the attack too far in progress and triggered by an allergy, not stress or panic, for Niall to be able to calm her. She grabbed Niall’s hand and squeezed hard, not letting go as the EMTs talked to Ken and got an oxygen mask on her.

In just a couple of minutes, Niall had her purse and cell phone and she was loaded into the ambulance for the drive to the ER. When they unloaded her, Niall was already there in the ER department, talking for her, passing on what Ken had said.

The fear had set in, dread deep in her soul that this was really, really bad. She focused on Niall’s blue eyes regardless of where he stood in the room, tuning out the nurses and doctors unless they asked her a question she could answer. Every ounce of energy she had right now was spent trying to draw air into her lungs.

No matter when she looked, Niall remained there, watching her, focused on her and trying to stay out of the way while remaining where she could see him.

At one point, Niall was on the phone before returning to her side. They’d started an IV and were pushing meds, plus had given her a shot of epinephrine and a nebulizer treatment. While the attack didn’t seem to be getting any worse, it wasn’t getting better, either. The glowing O2 sensor on her finger showed her blood oxygen levels were low and not immediately improving.

“I left a voice mail for Aden to call me,” he told her when he could finally stand by her side. “I know he had meetings today, before his afternoon patients.”

She reached out for his hand again and a little relief filled her when he grabbed it and squeezed. “I’m not leaving ye, pet. Please, try to remain calm. I need ye to relax so the treatments can work. I know ye’re scared, but I will not leave ye alone, I swear.”

She nodded, wishing she wasn’t crying because that would only make things worse and add snot to the situation, but she couldn’t help it.

Add to that she knew this fucking co-pay would likely wipe out her savings account.

Shit.

Niall stood next to her bed, staring down at her, one hand gripping hers and the other resting on top of her head. With his thumb, he rubbed light, gentle circles between her eyes, keeping her focused on him. Centered.

Calming her.

Her O2 levels had finally gone up by a couple of points when Niall’s cell phone rang. Niall didn’t let go of her hand when he pulled it from his pocket and answered.

 

* * * *

 

“What’s going on?” Aden said.

“I need ye to remain calm, love.”

“As someone once said, telling someone to stay calm doesn’t work. What the hell’s going on?”

“I’m at the ER with Ets. When I arrived at her work, the EMTs were there. She had a bad asthma attack.”

“What?”

Niall gave him brief details, fully aware of Etsu watching and listening to every word. “She’s stable and we’re in the ER at Suncoast Medical downtown. I’m with her.”

“Fuck. Let me clear my schedule and—”

“I’m with her, love. If ye have patients, ye need to see them.”

He hesitated. “I should be there with her.”

“I don’t have any patients this afternoon. I was going to use it to work on reports. Come after work, if she’s even still here. She’s stable and starting to improve.” He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed it, flashing her a smile.

Behind the oxygen mask, she smiled at him.

“She should go to her doctor, if they’re still open when they discharge her.”

“And I can take care of that, can’t I?”

“Listen, Ni, I can—”

“I wasn’t asking, boy. I was telling.”

Aden went silent and Niall hoped he hadn’t pushed too far. He knew Aden was still trying to regain his footing in this new and fluid dynamic between the three of them. He had resisted pushing Aden for a return to their previous ways.

But he wouldn’t deny he’d missed his boy.

Aden didn’t reply at first. It sounded like he shut a door. When Aden next spoke, his voice sounded low. “You’re not my Master.”

“Is that so? Lying now, are we, agra? Ye know what I do for that.”

He didn’t imagine Aden gasped.

Silence filled the line. Niall hadn’t used any of their old phrases with him, honoring Aden’s wishes for them to rebuild things from the ground up.

But the Master had had just about enough of this shite.

Niall barely heard Aden’s whispered reply over a minute later. “Fuck. Why are you always right inside my goddamned head?”

He fought the urge to break down in relieved tears. One battle at a time. “That’s better, boy. Keep yer phone handy. I will text ye updates and call if there’s a setback. She’s on oxygen right now, but do ye wish to talk to her? I’ll put ye on speaker.”

“Yeah.” Now he sounded choked up. “Please, Sir.”

Niall sucked in a sharp, aching breath of his own. “Hold on.” He thumbed the setting for speaker mode and held the phone close to her. “Here she is, love.”

“Hey, sweetheart. Niall’s going to stay with you, okay? I was going to cancel my patients, but he says you’re getting better. But if you need me, he’ll tell me to come. Okay?”

“Yes, Sir,” she said, sounding mumbled behind the mask, although her coughing had stopped and she wasn’t wheezing nearly as badly as before. When he looked at the O2 reading on the monitor above her bed, he saw she’d gained another point, and Niall relayed that to him. “I’m okay,” she said.

“Love you, Ets,” Aden said. “You listen to Niall, all right? You do what he says and let him run interference for you with the doctors.”

“Yes, Sir. Love you, too.”

Niall thumbed it back to regular mode and lifted it to his ear, turning away from the bed but not releasing her hand. He spoke softly enough he didn’t think she could hear him clearly. “Are we all right, then, now, agra?”

Aden made a noise that sounded like he sighed. “We really need to talk, Sir. Alone, the two of us, to hash that out.”

“Agreed. That didn’t answer my question, however.”

Another long, aching pause. “Tá me, Mháistir.”

Niall squeezed his eyes closed, willing the tears back. “Gráim thú.”

Aden definitely sighed that time. When he spoke, his voice sounded choked. “Love you, too, you fucking asshole. Never stopped, either. You’d better take care of her and send me updates.”

He hung up on Niall, leaving Niall smiling at the small win.

Niall would be the first to admit that Irish Gaelic wasn’t exactly the easiest language to learn if you didn’t grow up speaking it. He’d lost a lot himself, not that he’d been a fraction as good at it as his mum. She’d always tried to get him to work harder on it, but his da couldn’t speak a word of it.

While growing up, Niall had always been fascinated by America and their accents. Still, he’d customized a couple of short phrases between him and Aden in Irish Gaelic, something special for them to use. Maybe the syntax wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t matter.

He turned back to Etsu, pleased to see another point gain in her O2 levels. “Look at that, love. Slowly but surely, right?” He smiled down at her.

She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Niall settled into a chair at Etsu’s bedside for the duration. By the time Aden left work and headed over, she’d definitely stabilized. The doctors weren’t ready to release her, however, because her O2 levels weren’t back up to normal, or even nominal, although she was making progress. They wanted her kept on oxygen for now, because every time she took it off, her O2 levels dropped again.

They were continuing the IV drugs and had administered another nebulizer treatment to try to boost her levels.

That meant she was looking at an overnight stay.

When Aden rushed in, Niall stood and smoothly intercepted him before he could reach her bed. “Calmly, pet,” he whispered in his ear. “Right?”

Aden nodded and slowed his approach after Niall released him. He leaned in to kiss her forehead. When she reached to pull the oxygen mask off to greet him, he stopped her. “Don’t you dare, sweetheart. Keep that on.”

Niall updated him on her status and the current treatment protocols.

“Have you called her parents?” Aden asked.

Niall frowned and looked at Etsu. “No. She didn’t ask me to call them.”

She actually glared at them and firmly shook her head.

Niall watched Aden study her face, apparently sizing up the situation before speaking. “You know your parents will be upset if we don’t tell them you’re in the hospital,” Aden said. “Especially if you have to spend the night here.”

“No,” she said, clearly audible through the mask. “Do not call them. Are you crazy? Sir,” she belatedly added.

“What’s going on?” Niall asked. “I get the feeling I’m missing vital context.” While they’d done a lot of talking since the convention, most of it had been about the three of them, not about her parents. He knew the very basics of her situation, but those discussions hadn’t been a priority.

Plus they’d been spending too much time in bed together to talk about her parents or brothers.

Aden ran a hand through his hair. “Her parents are very protective of her.”

“Ye told me that.”

“I’m talking to an unhealthy, smothering level that makes helicopter parents look chill. She had to fight to move out of their house. They wanted her to keep living at home and basically dependent upon them. And…” He looked her way again. “They’ve scared off every boyfriend she’s had. They’re not exactly fond of me.”

Niall scowled, more than a little protective outrage bubbling up that they wouldn’t think the sun rose and set in Aden. “Why not?”

“For starters, because they’re never fond of anyone who dates her.”

“Ah. Those kind.” He relaxed a little.

“Right. I could be perfect and rich and they’d still try to find reasons to get her to move back home. She was the baby of the family and has three older brothers. She’s the only daughter.” He blew out a breath. “There also might have been a confrontation at their house the Friday before the convention, where one of her brothers’ fiancées actually broke up with him over how her family treated me that night.”

“Bloody hell, Ade.” Niall chuckled. “Ye got yerself a problem then, hmm?”

“I do?” He arched an eyebrow at Niall.

“Right. I guess I’m included by default at this point.” Niall scratched his chin. “Actually, I suppose it’s my problem to deal with now, all things considered.”

“Ya think?”

“Was that sarcasm, pet?”

“I don’t know. Will it get me spanked later?” Aden’s brown eyes sparked with amused defiance.

Something Niall had desperately longed for and missed. “Of course it will.”

“Then yes, it absolutely was sarcasm.”

He glanced past Aden, to Etsu, and was pleased to see her smiling, at least.

“What will happen if we don’t tell them?” Niall asked.

“I’m sure they’ll go from hating me to despising both of us. Although I guess we could say you’re a friend and a roommate.”

Her smile faded and she shook her head.

Niall and Aden exchanged a glance. “What was that no for, sweetheart?” Niall asked.

“I’m with both of you.” She crossed her arms over her chest, looking adorably defiant, even with the oxygen mask on. She’d asked if they could switch it out to a cannula, but they hadn’t done that yet, wanting her O2 levels up a little more first.

Under other circumstances, he’d enjoy spanking her for her defiance and making sure she enjoyed every second of it.

Except with her health and even her life at stake, no way would he jeopardize her like that.

“I don’t wish to make things more difficult for ye with yer family.”

“Doesn’t matter. Things will be difficult with them anyway. They always are.”

Her phone rang in her purse, getting their attention. Aden pulled it out and looked at it, then sent the call to voice mail. “Speak of the devil,” he muttered.

“Eh?” Niall grinned.

“Not you, Sir.” Aden’s smirk hardened Niall’s cock. “Different devil. Her mother.”

Is it wrong of me to want to bend him over her bed right now?

Probably.

Maybe.

Besides, tonight he was supposed to be spending the evening with Etsu, focused on her, getting to know each other better.

Aden dropped his voice. “You can’t fuck me over the end of her bed, Sir.”

Niall didn’t stop to think about how damned much he’d missed that connection between them, even more than the physical aspects of their relationship.

Having a partner who literally could read his mind, at times.

“Ah, but I can, pet. I believe the word ye meant was shouldn’t.”

Etsu perked right up at that, looking hopeful and eagerly nodding.

Aden made a big show of rolling his eyes, likely more to get a smile out of Etsu, if Niall had to guess, because Aden knew damn well Niall would never do something like that where they would get caught and face real consequences.

“You called him Sir,” Etsu pointed out to Aden. “You’ve been calling him that more lately.”

Aden sighed. “Yeah, I did. And I have.” He set her purse and phone on the end of the bed. The sliding doors to the cubicle she was in were closed, the blinds drawn.

Niall wasn’t sure what was running through Aden’s mind as he stared up at Niall, meeting his gaze.

Then Aden dropped to his knees in front of Niall, arse on his heels, and looked up at him. “I need you, Mháistir. We need you. Please?”

Niall closed his eyes and took a long, slow breath.

It was that, or burst into relieved tears.

Niall finally opened his eyes and stepped in, reaching out to stroke the ring in Aden’s right ear, gently tugging on it. When he could finally manage words, he knew his voice sounded ragged and choked, but he didn’t care.

“Ye never stopped bein’ mine in my heart, agra. Doesn’t matter I said I released ye, those were just words. My heart could never let go. Can ye ever forgive me?”

Aden blinked back tears. “Are you back for good?”

Niall nodded. “I swear it. I’m not goin’ anywhere.”

“Then yes. I’m yours, Mháistir.”

“Ahem.”

 

* * * *

 

Stupid body.

Etsu wanted to be naked and collared and kneeling next to Aden.

Niall looked at her. “Yeeees, pet?”

She pointed at herself.

He smiled and leaned in, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Yer his. That makes ye mine by default. If ye’ll have me.”

She nodded. “Please?”

“I…uh…haven’t formally collared her yet,” Aden reminded him. “We were working toward that.”

Niall arched an eyebrow at him. “Is that so?”

She wondered when he was going to let Aden up off the floor, or if someone was going to come in and bust them, but this was…

Okay, it was haaaawt.

Niall’s focus returned to her. “Serious question, pet. I’m not always an easy man to live with. He can tell ye sometimes I’m stubborn and contrary and sadistic for my own amusement in non-painful ways that might twinge yer pride more than a little.”

He held out a hand, indicating Aden. “Case in point, I once had him kneel in front of me for thirty minutes at an airport gate while we awaited the call to board our flight because he got lippy with me. Made him unpack and repack our carryons while he did, so it seemed like he had a logical reason for doin’ it and not exposing any vanillas to what we were doin’, but I still had him on his knees.”

“You were going to make us late, Sir.”

“Did we not make the flight on time, with plenty of time to spare?”

Aden rolled his eyes, but she didn’t miss his smirk. “Yes, Sir.”

She wanted this with them. The easy repartee, the fun, the silly mixed with the serious.

The sex was great, but that’s not what made this so damned hot.

It was the chemistry the two of them had, the chemistry she felt with each of them—and the three of them together—that made this perfect.

“As I was sayin,” Niall continued, “it’s not all bunnies and kittens. He’s mine. Not yers. If ye wish to be mine as well, mine ye’ll be. Not his. Means my word is law.” He glanced at Aden again before taking her hands in his. “Ye barely know me, so I can understand if ye need time. That man is my heart and soul and I know he’d never fall for someone who wasn’t worthy of him. Well, except for me.” He smiled and she knew what he was trying to do, to smooth down the serious edges of this, keep her calm.

Keep a heavy subject light.

“I want to be yours, Sir.”

He gently squeezed her hands. “Yer family’s gonna be a problem, aren’t they?”

She didn’t want to think about that, but she wouldn’t lie. “Yes, Sir.”

“All right then, love. I won’t hide in the shadows. If ye want me, ye take all of me, in all ways, just like I take all of ye. We don’t lie about who we are to each other. Eh, the kinky stuff, of course, stays private. But if we go somewhere, ye don’t get to say, ‘Oh, this is our friend, Niall,’ just to make it easy. When I introduce ye, yer both mine, and I’ll tell people that, too.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Show me how ye’d do that, then. To someone vanilla.”

His blue eyes mesmerized her, even though she knew he wasn’t doing anything to her right now except talking. She wasn’t hypnotized. They were negotiating.

She glanced over at Aden, who smiled and nodded.

Her gaze returned to his. “These are my boyfriends, Niall and Aden.”

“How’d it feel sayin’ it, love?”

“Terrifying. But good.”

Niall’s gaze didn’t leave hers. “Who’s she belong to, then, agra?”

“You, Mháistir,” Aden said without hesitation.

His smile widened. “Who’s he belong to, then, pet?”

“You, Sir.”

“And who do you belong to?”

It was a freeing kind of scary to step out into the void and know that not only would Niall catch her, but so would Aden. “You, Sir.”

“That’s right, pet.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead again, long and lingering. “Ye do. Mine.”

When he straightened he glanced around, then spotted his laptop bag, which he’d brought into the ER with him when they’d arrived. He dug through it, made a triumphant sound, then looked around and spotted a small row of plastic storage bins fixed to the wall, labelled with items commonly needed in the ER. He opened one, plucked out a small alcohol swab, then she couldn’t see what he did because his back was turned.

When he turned back to her, he returned to her right side and stared down at her. The smile was gone, his expression now serious, no trace of humor.

“Ask me proper, pet. If ye mean it. We can do this for a while as we are, if ye’d like, but I would prefer ye move in completely with us. Frankly, I’m tired of this nonsense of ye havin’ another apartment and worryin’ ye about the extra expense and stress. Yer place is with us. Ask me, and know that this is it, just the three of us, no one else. No one touches the two of ye but me. Well, and each other. But my rule is law, and I will punish if ye break one.”

“He will,” Aden chimed in.

“We start over with rules, and some of what he had with ye might not be rules I put in place. And as you’ve seen, I’ll be permanently marking ye as mine, the way Aden is. So ask me proper.”

The world outside of these two men might disapprove, except it didn’t matter. She loved them, wanted them, but especially Niall. It also didn’t matter she hadn’t known him that long—she didn’t need more time. She loved Aden and knew how he felt about Niall.

That was good enough for her.

“I want to be your slave, Master.”

“Agra,” he snapped. “Here.”

Aden must have levitated, because he was suddenly standing next to Niall before his words even died in the air.

Niall gently tipped her head to the left and pointed at something.

She felt Aden remove the earring from her right ear. Just an inexpensive stud earring, today’s set were unicorns. She didn’t like to wear hoops or dangly earrings at work because it was too easy for them to tangle in the headset she wore for the phones.

Then she smelled alcohol and felt Niall wipe her ear lobe with a pad. She felt terrified for a second when Aden held her head still, but then she felt Niall inserting something in the empty hole, not hurting her, but it felt…weird. It took him a moment of tugging and twisting to get it seated exactly like he wanted, but he looked proudly possessive when he finished. He tossed the used alcohol pad in the garbage and held out his hand for the earring Aden had taken from her. That he slipped into his pocket.

Both men were smiling now. “Mine ye are, love. That’ll do for now. We’ll take care of it proper once yer on the mend and I can make an appointment.”

She reached up and felt it.

“A paperclip?”

“I should have added he’s very inventive,” Aden said. “Great at improvisation and using pervertibles.”

“Bloody well had to be with ye,” Niall said. “Keepin’ me on my toes all the time.”

“You loved it and you know it.”

“Of course I did. Never said I didn’t.” He kissed Aden, then leaned in to press another kiss to her forehead. “Sorry it’s not more right now, but that stays in place until I remove it. Yer not to feel silly over it, either. I put it there, it’s my mark on ye. My collar. Understand?”

Her heart raced and she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Aden leaned in and kissed her forehead the way Niall had. “That’s my very good girl.”

“Ahem,” Niall said.

He grinned. “Our very good girl?”

Niall looked stern for a moment before the grin took over. “Gobshite.” But he pulled Aden in for a long, sweet kiss.

“Asshole,” Aden muttered against his lips.

Niall snorted, pulling back just a little to arch an eyebrow at him.

“Asshole, Sir,” Aden said.

“That’s better, pet.” He nuzzled Aden’s forehead. “Much better.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Niall ran home to grab an overnight bag so he could spend the night at her bedside, despite Etsu insisting they didn’t have to do that. Aden stayed with her while he did. In the mean time, they got her admitted to a regular room, and the men ate takeout for dinner Niall brought back with him while Etsu dozed. She didn’t have much of an appetite, especially with the meds they’d pumped into her. They’d finally swapped the oxygen mask out for a cannula as her stats improved.

Later, once Aden had headed home, Niall snuggled with her in her hospital bed to watch TV.

He wouldn’t deny he’d been scared when he’d arrived at her job to find the ambulance crew there working on her.

“Thank you, Sir,” she said.

He kissed her forehead. “Ye sure argued with me enough about me stayin’.”

“Sorry.”

“Why do I get the feeling something’s bothering ye besides the obvious?”

“This is going to wipe me out,” she quietly said. “My bank account.”

“What about yer insurance?”

“High as hell deductible so I can afford it. It’s good for my doctor appointments and meds, because of the low copays there. But something like this? It’s going to be at least ten thousand. Probably a lot more. And I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Bloody hell.” He made her look at him. “Seriously?”

She nodded.

“Good thing ye’ll be livin’ with us full-time now, then.”

“I don’t feel like I’m contributing my full share, though.”

“We told ye how much we want ye to pay a month, and that’s what we meant.”

“But you only want two hundred dollars a month!”

“Ye have other expenses. Between the gobshite and me, we have it handled.”

“Why do you call him that?”

“Same reason he calls me asshole.” He kissed her forehead. “Because he loves me.”

The men had unilaterally made the decision about her monetary contribution behind her back, since Aden knew how much she made a month. Once they’d put their pencils to their monthly incomes, and the household expenses, along with their personal expenses, they didn’t want her paying a lot into the household fund. And what she did pay, they’d put in savings in case she had an emergency.

Like…this.

But Niall hadn’t realized how horrible her health insurance was.

Later that night, with her sound asleep in bed, he took his phone out into the hall to call Aden.

“How’s she doing?”

“Asleep. Listen, did ye know how bad her insurance is?”

“What?”

“Yeah.” He told him the situation.

“Son of a bitch. Hold on.” He heard Aden tapping on his laptop. “Mine’s a lot better than that. Maybe we need to make an executive decision.”

“As in…?”

“I marry her.”

“Eh, agra, forgettin’ somethin’, are ye?”

“Well, what do you suggest?”

“That before we decide anything, we look at my insurance.” Silence. “Ade?”

“Marry her?”

“Isn’t that what we’re discussin’?”

“But…” He didn’t continue.

“I’m not leavin’. I swear it. If yer insurance is better, fine. If mine’s better, it should be me, right? If she’ll have either one of us sods, that is.”

“You mean it?”

Niall closed his eyes and leaned against the wall. “In a perfect world, agra, we’d be celebrating our anniversary several times over by now.” He felt…exhausted, bone weary. “I screwed up. I won’t repeat it. But maybe this is for the best, right? We have the chance to do this. Take care of our girl.”

“Ours?”

“Ours.” He opened his eyes again. “I was terrified when I got there. I knew as soon as I saw the ambulance it was about her. I thought bloody hell, she’s gone, and I wasn’t there to help her. I nearly cried with relief when I saw her sitting up and trying to talk. I’m sorry I didn’t call ye sooner, but I was so focused on her—”

“It’s okay, Ni,” Aden said. “Look, find your benefits stuff and send it to me to look at before I go to bed. I’ll run the numbers, okay? Then we’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

“Right.” He sniffled. “I love ye. I truly do. Doesn’t matter which one of us marries her, we’re both wearing rings.”

“Damn right we are.”

When he got off the phone with him, Niall pulled up his e-mail and found the information, forwarding it to Aden.

Aden texted Niall twenty minutes later.

 

Etsu Renard, it is. Asshole. ;)

 

Niall smiled as he replied.

 

I’ll let you kiss the bride first and put the ring on her finger, gobshite. ;)

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Niall was still with Etsu because the doctors were talking about discharging her. It was nearly nine o’clock, and Niall didn’t have any patients until that afternoon.

Etsu had been disconnected from the IV line, but she still had the IV in place in case they needed to give her more meds. She was in the bathroom when a frantic-looking young woman ran into the room.

“Where’s Ets! They said she’s in this room!”

He stood. “She’s in the bathroom. Who are ye?”

“Who am I? Who the fuck are you? Ets!”

“I’m her boyfriend, and would ye please stop yelling.”

“Boyfriend? Where’s Aden?”

“He’s at work, not that it’s any of yer bloody business.”

Etsu burst out of the bathroom, holding her hospital gown closed in the back. “Molly? What the hell are you doing here?”

“Oh, my god! Ets!” She threw her arms around her, hugging her. “Why didn’t you call me!”

“Because I don’t want my fucking parents to know! How’d you find out?”

“I wanted to put eyes on you because your mom keeps calling me, so I stopped by your job on the way in. I saw your car but the security guy told me what happened, and—”

Etsu wheeled around. “Niall, call the nurse. Right now. I want out of here.”

“They haven’t discharged ye yet!”

She grabbed the bag he’d brought for her with fresh clothes and yanked off the gown. “Because my parents will be showing up soon, and I do not want to see them. If they won’t write me discharge orders, I’ll walk my happy ass out of here against doctor’s orders and take the IV out myself. I’ve had enough of them, it’s not that hard to do.”

Confused, he looked from her to Molly. “But how do ye know she told—Right, never mind, love. I’ll get the nurse.”

 

* * * *

 

Etsu hated feeling this angry, but she wasn’t going to hang around. “How much of a head-start do I have on them, huh?”

Molly grabbed her arm. “They love you. Why can’t you see that?”

Etsu shook her off. “Because they treat me like a damn infant when I’m thirty-one years old.”

Molly gasped.

“What?” Etsu turned and swore as she looked at her ass, where fading marks from a few days earlier could be seen.

“Who did that to you? Did that guy do that? Where have you been?”

Goddammit! “It’s consensual, ‘that guy’ is one of my two boyfriends, and my current living arrangement is none of your damn business, because you damn sure don’t respect my privacy. I’ll have all my shit out by the end of the month.” She pulled on her clothes and started packing as Niall returned.

“They’re coming, love. Doctor already wrote the discharge orders and prescriptions.”

“Great.” She turned to Molly. “You. Out.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Out. I’m done screwing around. I told Mom that until they’re ready to apologize to me and Aden for how they treated him, and they stop treating me like a kid, I’m not talking to them.”

“But…you just said you’re not with Aden anymore, are you?”

Etsu got in her face. “I have two boyfriends.” She held up two fingers. “We live together, the three of us. If they hated Aden, I can guarantee you they are going to fucking despise Niall. Aden was polite to them, but Niall will not tolerate their bullshit.”

Molly’s eyes widened in shock. “What is wrong with you!”

Etsu held her hand over her head and sliced it sideways, indicating the level. “I’ve hit my fuck-it point with this family. Now, not sure if Mom and Dad’s great plan was for me to stay home like a good girl and end up taking care of them when they’re older, but I’ve got a hot news flash for them. If they wanted my help later on in life, they shouldn’t have tried to deprive me of the life I want now. Oh, and I’ve been involved in BDSM for a couple of years already, Molly. This predates Aden and Niall.”

The nurse arrived and removed her IV, as well as went through discharge instructions. She signed as quickly as possible and when Molly tried to follow them into the elevator, Etsu actually put her hand out to stop her and punched the door close button until it did.

It wasn’t until they were practically running out of the elevator on the first floor that she realized she hadn’t even thought twice about getting into it.

“Hey, I didn’t freak out in the elevator! That’s personal growth, right?”

Niall led her through the hospital to the emergency entrance, where his car was parked. “I can’t contemplate that right now, pet, but I’d say yes, probably.” He was carrying all the stuff, refusing to let her carry anything other than her purse.

As they were driving out of the parking lot, she ducked down. “Fuck, that was close.”

“What?”

“That was them that just turned in. Please, get me home.”

“That’s where we’re headin’, pet.”

Niall didn’t want to leave her alone, but she didn’t want him to miss work. She was missing enough as it was. After a phone consultation with Aden, the men finally agreed to leave her home alone, as long as she kept her phone on her, turned on, and replied to their texts immediately.

Niall no sooner left than her mother called.

Fuck it.

“Yeah?”

“Etsu! Where are you?”

“I’m home.”

“What?”

“Home. No, not the apartment. Molly probably already told you I’m moving out. Not giving you my new address, either. I’m done with you. Told you, until you apologize for how you treated Aden that night, and apologize for what you’ve been doing to me my entire adult life, I’m done with all of you.”

Her mother’s voice dropped into a tone that, a few weeks ago, would have terrified her.

Not now.

“You listen to me. Whatever those men have done to you has messed with your head. You are sick. You need our help.”

“No, Mom, for the first time in my entire life, I finally feel reasonably normal. We’re done. Blocking your number now. Bye.”

And…she did. Along with her father and brothers.

She could always unblock them, but for now, she needed to de-stress.

She was going to head to the shower when she heard the doorbell ring. Fortunately, there wasn’t any way to see inside the front of the house because the blinds were drawn. She peeked through the viewfinder, shocked to see her brother Hiroki standing there on the front porch.

Shit!

Panicked, she headed back to the master bedroom, and then into the bathroom, closing the door. There was no way to see into it from the outside, the frosted glass windows up high and providing no view inside.

The doorbell rang again.

She called Aden, her heart racing.

“Hey, sweetheart. Everything okay?”

She kept her voice low. “Hiroki’s here!”

“What? Where?”

“Here!”

“You let him in?”

“No! Duh. He’s outside ringing the doorbell.”

“Don’t let him in.”

“No worries, wasn’t planning on it.”

“How’d he get my address?”

“He’s an attorney. Probably tracked you through property tax records or something.”

“I thought Molly didn’t have my address?”

“She doesn’t, but she knew your name. Unless one of them followed me here one night or something. At this point I wouldn’t put anything past them.” She updated him about the conversation with her mother.

“Good grief. I’m coming home—this is bullshit. We’ll call Ed Payne and have him file for a restraining order or something. I won’t have them harassing you.”

“Okay.” She flinched as the doorbell rang again, followed by pounding on the door. “Please hurry, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

She thought Hiroki had left, because the pounding and doorbell stopped. She’d crept back out to the living room to peek through the viewfinder.

But then she spotted his car parked in front of Aden’s house, on the street.

She called Aden to let him know.

“It’s okay, pet. Keep the doors locked and stay inside. We’re on the way.”

“We?”

“Niall’s coming back, too. Stay calm, and wait for us.”

Now her crazy family’s behavior was messing not only with her, but her men’s jobs.

That pissed her off.

She kept watch. When Aden pulled into the driveway, Hiroki got out of his car. She saw Aden, still in his car, on the phone with someone. Then Niall arrived before Aden even got out of his car, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

Until Kaz’s car pulled in behind Ro’s.

Shit!

She couldn’t hear what Ro was yelling at Aden, who now stood by his car and was still on the phone. When she opened the front door, Ro yelled her name and ran toward her, across the front yard.

“Go away!” she yelled at him. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

“Molly told us about the bruises on you. You need to let us help you.”

Niall quickly crossed the yard to stand between Etsu and her brother. “Ye need to leave, mister. Before ye get hurt.”

“Like you hurt her?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” she screamed. “I’m kinky! Get over it! I like to be spanked and have kinky sex! I have for a couple of years now, before I even met Aden, so grow the fuck up.”

Kaz had run over. Her brothers stared at her, shocked. “What?”

“You heard me. Would you like me to scream it a little louder so the people on the other side of the state can hear it? I like kinky sex! Your little sister likes to have sex, lots of it! I like fucking and being spanked. And these two damn men, gobshite here, and asshole there—”

Niall coughed. “Eh, he’s gobshite, I’m asshole, pet.”

She threw Niall a glare, but he was smiling.

She hooked an arm through his. “You try to take me away from these two men, and it’s not them you’ll have to worry about—it’s me.”

“Oh, ye’ll have to worry about us, too, mate. Fair warnin’.”

Another car rolled up, and Etsu groaned.

Her oldest brother, Tosh.

Niall shifted her to stand behind him. “Bring me something from the house, love,” he whispered.

“What?”

“The implement bag in the front room.”

“What do you want?”

“Whatever will help even the odds a little until the cops get here.”

She dashed inside and the first thing she spotted was the four-foot singletail. She grabbed it and ran back outside, shoving it into his hand, which he held extended behind him.

He looked at it, then her. “Well, this’ll make things interesting.”

Aden was still on the phone but had joined them, standing behind Niall when he’d waved her brothers back. She hoped Aden was on the phone the cops, because Tosh tried to take a swing at him.

Niall flicked his arm and sharply cracked the whip right in Kaz’s face, making him jump and startling Tosh into backing up.

“Next one takes yer eye out, mate,” Niall threatened in a low, deep tone. “Last chance to leave without fancy cop bracelets.”

Ro started to step forward, and Niall nailed him in the side of the face, drawing blood.

“I wasn’t kidding. Back off.”

Fortunately, before her brothers could regroup, three deputies rolled up.

An hour later, Etsu was crying but determined and pressing charges, and her three brothers were hauled off in the back of the deputies’ cars.

Her parents had also showed up, but after a quick consultation with Etsu, a deputy had walked over to them and warned them if they so much as set foot on the property, they’d also be arrested for trespassing.

The deputies also asked Niall for a demonstration of his whip technique. While they had heard of a kid using a lasso on an intruder, they hadn’t seen anyone use a whip on someone.

Once they were alone again, Niall held her hands. “For future reference, love, if I ask for a weapon, I mean something…substantial. Like a heavy metal paddle or…something.”

Aden grinned. “You did damn good with it, though.”

“Never bring a whip to a gun fight. Did ye learn nothing from Indiana Jones?”

“I think you mean a knife to a gun fight.”

“Whatever. Since our day’s shot, shall we tell her the plan?”

Aden nodded. “Yeah.”

“What plan?” Etsu asked.

“Ye want to do the honors, or shall I?”

Aden held her hand in his. “Niall and I discussed this last night after crunching some numbers. His insurance is better than mine.”

“So?”

“Do you really want to be with us?”

She nodded. “Yeah. For the first time in my life, everything feels perfect.” She sniffled. “Sorry, Sir. I don’t mean that as an insult to what we had—”

“It’s okay. I know what you meant.” He glanced at Niall, who nodded.

“You ready to put up with us for life?”

“Life?”

“Please marry us. We want you to be our wife. And before you say you can’t legally marry both of us, we know that. You’ll be marrying Niall, because his insurance is better than mine.”

“Marry?”

He nodded.

She looked at Niall. “You want to marry me?”

Even while Aden still held her hands, Niall cradled her face in his. “I’ll do it in a heartbeat, pet. Like I said, I might be a bloody idjit sometimes, but I don’t tend to repeat my mistakes. My life’s been empty without him. But the more I think about it, maybe we were meant to meet ye. Maybe happenin’ like this was for the best. So I’ll even do this right despite not havin’ a ring.”

Niall dropped to one knee in front of her, now holding one of her hands. “Please, marry me. Let us spend the rest of our lives showin’ ye this is perfect. Ye hold our hearts in yer hands, and we’re already a family. It’s time for the three of us to move forward and set the world on fire and show people how love should be done.”

Her vision blurred as Aden also dropped to one knee next to him, holding her other hand. “What the asshole said.” His smile faded. “You know how I’ve always felt about him. After losing him, you were the first person who made me feel not empty anymore. Now I can’t imagine life without both of you in it. Please, marry us, and we’ll make sure you never regret a second of it.”

“So I’ll have two doctors for husbands, huh?”

Niall smiled. “Well, PhDs, love. If that’s good enough for ye.”

She dropped to her knees and kissed him, then Aden. “Fuck yeah, it is, Sir. It’s way more than good enough for me.”

“That’s a yes, then, pet?”

“That’s a hell, yes, Sir.”

What the hell? If they still wanted her after this bullshit, like hell would she give them time to reconsider. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Etsu stood in the middle of the room, blindfolded and naked except for the leather cuffs at her wrists and ankles.

And the leather collar, which Niall had worked with her to get her comfortable wearing, setting triggers that had quickly taken hold even faster than he’d expected, and now she eagerly begged for it to be buckled around her throat.

Her weddings rings, the band which matched the bands both men wore.

The captive bead ring in the shell of her right ear, a niobium one very similar to Aden’s, only hers had more pinks and purples in the coloring.

Two weeks ago, Niall had married her at the courthouse one morning with Aden looking on. Then, after work, she’d picked them both up and they’d gone to a tattoo shop with a body piercing salon in it.

Now Niall owned matching pets.

Niall had her standing with her hands clasped together on top of her head, legs spread as wide as she could comfortably maintain.

Aden watched from where he stood out of the way, collared but no cuffs, and wearing jeans and nothing else, a four-foot signal whip in his hand.

A whip he knew very fucking well and hadn’t seen in five years.

One that had bit into his flesh countless times over the years.

Hello, old friend.

Niall was also shirtless and barefoot, his cock making a noticeable bulge in the front of his jeans as he stalked Etsu with the four-foot snake whip. Once Niall had discovered how much she loved this game, he’d punted Hide and Seek to the top of the list of favorite activities he enjoyed doing with her.

After fucking her, having her suck their cocks, burying his face in her pussy, or teaching her how to black their boots to his particular specifications.

As Niall loved to say, he was gay, not stupid, and it was possible to love her and be in love with her and make love to her with Aden in his life.

Would he have felt like this about her had he met her without Aden?

Maybe not, and even he would admit it. Just like she knew sometimes it was Aden, or thoughts of him, that primed Niall’s pump when it came to performing with her. And sometimes Niall needed to play with her first before sex, something that always got him in the mood regardless of the gender of the person he played with. And Niall was happy to watch Aden play with her, too, when he gave permission.

But Etsu was Niall’s toy now, and he always enjoyed playing with her. More than he would have ever imagined possible.

Aden couldn’t take his eyes off them, and as Niall’s wedding band gleamed in the light, Aden also couldn’t help running his left thumb over the matching band on his hand.

Six months ago, if someone had told him they’d be here?

Yeah, crazy talk.

Wouldn’t have listened, even if his heart would have wanted to.

Happy endings didn’t happen for guys like him. They were the proverbial Charlie Browns, the football being yanked out from under him every time.

Until now.

This time, he got the guy…and the girl.

And so what her last name was now Renard? That was fine with him, because so was his. Ed had helped him file the paperwork to hyphenate it to his last name, a full-on name change being more confusion than he wanted to deal with. At least this way he matched them, and didn’t have to worry about his degree or any of his CU credits or his licensing being goofed up.

Niall let the whip hang over his shoulder and stepped in close behind her, lightly blowing into her hair and making her flinch. Aden knew the smile on Niall’s face matched his own.

She was so much fun to play with.

Times two, now.

Sometimes he co-topped her with Niall, like this, as equals. Sometimes Niall topped both of them.

Sometimes Aden started out as equals with Niall and felt himself falling into pet mode midway through the scene. Niall always let him.

The man smiled more now than Aden could ever remember him smiling before.

Maybe that’s what they’d needed, time apart to really appreciate each other, and Etsu’s heart and love to glue both of them back together again, this time with her at the center, making something new, something better.

Something stronger.

Even though they’d dropped the charges against Etsu’s brothers in exchange for them agreeing to restraining orders against them, she still hadn’t spoken to her family since that day. Etsu had unblocked her family’s numbers, but Niall had purchased her a new cell phone with explicit orders not to give that number to her family. Her mom still called and left messages a couple of times a week on her old cell phone.

Telling her they’d forgive her if she’d just come home and promise to never have contact with “those men” again.

Yeah, not happening.

She’d long since finished moving the rest of her stuff out of Molly’s apartment.

Kate had actually become a friend. She’d also ended up filing a restraining order against Ro, when he wouldn’t stop calling her and trying to get her to come back to him.

Except Kate wasn’t dropping it. She’d already started dating again.

Niall smiled and waved Aden in to play.

Aden snapped her in the ass, making her yip, then giggle. As he paced around her, he glanced at Niall, loving the possessive heat in his eyes as he watched them play together.

The passion.

The satisfaction and comfort that their family was theirs, built on their terms, and they were happy.

Together.

They toyed with her for another twenty minutes before the men couldn’t wait any longer and took her to bed and fucked her brains out. Sated and exhausted, they curled up together in bed, Etsu in the middle tonight. Sometimes it was Niall, sometimes himself.

But the one thing Aden knew was that no matter what, these two people loved him and weren’t going anywhere.

And for the first time in his life, he had a real family who loved him and wanted him. His soul felt healed. And his empty heart felt whole and full again.
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