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Steady Rain

When a hurricane takes Jessica’s home, gives her a new dog, and forces her return to Florida, she’s determined to focus on herself and definitely isn’t looking for a relationship after her cheating ex shredded her trust. Enter Tristan and Kyle, and the two hunky Doms soon work their way under her skin.

Tristan and Kyle were friends and roommates first, and run a rope group together, but the attraction between them finally boils over into more. Still, they’re possibly open to a third if they meet the right woman. That’s when Jessica drops into their lives.

When their kinky and vanilla lives merge in an unexpected way, outside forces at play threaten to destroy their happiness before they even have a chance to explore their new dynamic together. Between meddling exes and painful pasts, it all combines to create an emotionally explosive situation that might leave all three of their hearts shattered if they can’t find a solution together.
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Chapter One

 

If Jessica remembered nothing else about that day—not the steady, incessant rain, not the chilly breeze, not the eerie lack of usual, everyday sounds of traffic and life in general, which were replaced by the sounds of heavy equipment and outboard motors—she would always remember her first sight of that black dog.

Terrified, the young dog, who looked to be Lab, or at least a Lab mix, clung to the man in the boat, front legs wrapped around the guy’s neck as the man held him like you’d carry a child.

Jessica ran up to the water’s edge, which currently lapped along what was usually a street. In the face of the pressing emergency, she’d managed to shove her nausea and other stress-related symptoms aside and focus on the here and now. With several other people, she held the boat steady as the passengers climbed out while bystanders tried to assist the mostly elderly passengers, who looked stunned, shaken.

The man passed the dog off to Jessica. She felt it tremble, soaked through to the skin. He was deceptively light for his size and she realized it was due to how thin he was—borderline emaciated, every bone clearly felt beneath her fingers.

The man lifted one of the elderly women out of the boat and carried her past the water and to where the street was relatively dry, Jessica following.

“What’s his name?” she asked, trying to bite her tongue over the dog’s condition.

“Don’t know.”

“He’s not yours?”

The man turned. “No. We took him from two guys pushing a paddleboard about a mile back. They rescued him from a backyard and asked if we’d take him out of the flood zone. He was treading water. Asshole owners left him chained up. He was probably close to drowning. The two guys cut his collar off him because it was leather and they couldn’t get it off him.”

She backed away and tried to set the dog down, but he whimpered and scrabbled to stay in her arms, his nails sliding against her rain slicker. So she straightened and hiked him up a little to get a better grip, propping him on her hip, like she might a child.

He wore a haunted look, echoing her own soul’s current status.

“Hey, boy. It’s okay. Boy?” She couldn’t really tell from this angle.

She walked back down the block to where her truck was parked and managed to get the topper unlocked and open and the tailgate down so she could set him on it for a better look. He let her do that, but licked her cheek as if thanking her for not putting him down on the ground.

A quick peek showed yes, he was a boy. Neutered, but a boy. And now that she could run her hands over him, she realized he was definitely way too bony for his size.

“Hey, buddy.” She had an old towel in the back—it seemed like all she did this week was go through clothes and towels—and used it to dry him off as best she could.

Another face lick.

There was no way she was getting in to her place today. Everyone coming out had already warned her the waters were still too high for even her truck, and she didn’t want to tie up a boat or other resources being used to actually rescue people.

She cradled the dog’s head in her hands and stared into his brown eyes, and that’s what finally broke her down. She threw her arms around him, hugging him, holding him as she sobbed into his fur.

 

* * * *

 

It took her an hour to find a vet clinic that was open and had electricity and running water and could slide her in for a walk-in appointment. The dog didn’t have a microchip. When she told them the circumstances, including she wasn’t doing so great on finances herself and had lost her home, but she didn’t want to turn the dog in to Animal Services and risk him being euthanized or, worse, returned to asshole owners who’d almost let him drown, the head vet overheard her.

He ordered one of the techs to prep a full series of shots, including a rabies tag, and a microchip, along with a heartworm and fecal test and dewormer, all for fifty bucks.

More reason for Jessica to cry as she sat on the exam room floor with her new dog huddled in her lap.

At least this time it was tears of gratitude.

And, for the first time in days, her nausea had finally faded.

That’s something, at least.

Brenda had tried to joke—again—that maybe she was pregnant, except Jess was no stranger to these stress symptoms. She’d had them countless times as a kid, and another serious bout of them when she’d left Brad. Still, she’d taken one back then just to shut Brenda up.

Plus you had to actually have sex to get pregnant, and since it’d been over sixteen months since she’d done that, she felt pretty certain that wasn’t the cause this time.

Even letting Brenda take her to get her hair cut a couple of days ago—she’d had her long, reddish hair dramatically chopped off in a pixie cut that she wasn’t sure if she was regretting yet or not—hadn’t been able to do more than distract her while she’d been sitting in the chair.

She actually felt…numb, in some ways. Air in, air out. Water and food and using the bathroom. Forcing herself through the past few days in a fog. Sure, she was luckier than most, because she’d had a friend who insisted she ride out the hurricane with her, afraid Jessica’s trailer wouldn’t survive the storm.

It’d made it through the storm just fine, but the floodwaters that appeared immediately after were a different matter.

Jess had made several trips back and forth in the days before the storm’s landfall, moving irreplaceable keepsakes and photography equipment and filling Brenda’s garage with her shit. She was currently using Brenda’s daughter’s room, since her daughter was at college.

At least the most expensive of Jessica’s shit was in a high and dry neighborhood, safe from the unexpected floodwaters. She had furniture and clothes and kitchen stuff underwater. Some of the clothes might be salvageable after washing. The pots and pans and other kitchen stuff could be washed.

But it was what little she had left and dammit, she wanted it, even though she had renter’s insurance.

Thank you, Brenda.

The dog turned out to be healthy, other than fleas, hookworms, and being at least fifteen pounds underweight for his size. They estimated he was maybe a year old, based on his teeth.

One of the techs dug through a backroom stash and came up with a matching collar and leash for him that Jess could keep.

“What do you want to name him?” the tech filling out the forms asked. “We need it for the rabies certificate and the microchip paperwork.”

Jess sniffled as she stared at the dog. “Well, this is another fine mess I’ve gotten myself into, so I guess I’ll call him Stanley.”

“Huh?”

She sighed. “Never mind. Old Laurel and Hardy reference.” She kissed the top of his head. “Stanley.” She spelled it for her.

“If you want to give him a bath, I’ll set you up in our grooming room.”

“That’d be awesome, thanks.”

An hour later, a clean, dry, dewormed, microchipped, collared, tagged, and newly named Stanley sat in her passenger seat and watched the scenery go by. She stopped at a pet store on the way back to Brenda’s house and bought a bag of dog food for him, the same brand Brenda fed hers, as well as a Kong and a couple of inexpensive toys for him.

I…guess I have a dog now.

She hadn’t had a dog in years. She’d wanted to get one, but Brad had always put his foot down because he claimed he was allergic…and because he turned out to be a selfish asshole.

Mostly it was because he was a selfish asshole.

While being a hurricane refugee on the outskirts of Houston wasn’t exactly the best time to adopt a dog, she supposed there were worse times.

For Stanley, it apparently couldn’t be a better time.

Every time she had to stop at intersections, since most of the traffic lights in that part of the area weren’t working, he’d look over at her with an expression she took to be gratitude.

Sure, this complicated her fucking life to the max, but at least for now, she knew they both had a temporary home.

What she’d do once she got past filing insurance paperwork remained to be seen.

At least they’d had power at Brenda’s throughout the storm, due to a whole-house generator they’d installed after the last bad storm, when they went without power for over two weeks. This time, Brenda’s neighborhood had been in the dark for only a day before it was restored.

Brenda did a double-take when Jess walked in with Stanley. “Holy hell, where’d he come from?” Her two dogs, a sheltie mix and a golden retriever, ran over and eagerly greeted the new addition. Stanley backed away, head down and tail tucked as the two older and energetic dogs sniffed him over. A moment later, they must have pronounced him good, because Topper, the sheltie, ran off and came back with a tug toy, dropping it in front of the black Lab to play with him.

“It’s…” Jess started crying again. “It’s a loooong story.”

“Did you get into your place?”

“No. Everyone says our neighborhood is still too flooded. Not even with my truck.”

“So…where’d pupper come from?”

Jessica told her and Brenda started crying as she hugged her. “Oh, my god. I would have done the same thing. Poor guy. At least he’s friendly.” Stanley had figured out where the water bowl was and drank half of it while Topper and Herby watched and waited for him to start playing with them again.

“Look, I’m sorry to dump him on you like this, but with him, I didn’t get to see if I can get over to Brad’s place yet.”

“You still want to try that?”

“Yeah. If he’s in Dallas, and his neighborhood’s flooded out, I want to get my stuff out of the house.” If what she wanted was even still there. It wasn’t much, but it held a lot of sentimental value, and she still kicked herself in the ass that she hadn’t grabbed them when she’d moved out.

“All right. Go on. I’ll dogsit. And I’ve got an old crate I’ll give you for him. It’s in the garage. It’s not pretty, but it’s more than big enough for him. I’ll get the dust hosed off of it for him.”

“Thanks.” She hugged her tightly. “Sorry about this.”

“I just wish I could offer you long-term digs.”

“I know. I appreciate you letting me crash here, though.” Brenda and Jim’s twin son and daughter were away at college in their last semester, and would be returning to Houston after graduation. Brenda and Jim had graciously offered to let Jessica stay there indefinitely, but she knew she couldn’t impose on them like that. They had a family, and while they were good friends, she needed to get back into a place of her own.

Except Jess knew housing would be iffy in the area now. Her primary job was gone, because the small, family-owned restaurant she’d worked for had literally been destroyed. A fire in the middle of the hurricane, due to a suspected natural gas line rupture, had burned it down.

A horrible job market and little chance of finding affordable housing…she wasn’t sure what her next step was, but she knew she’d have to make it soon.

“Hey, you got the expensive and irreplaceable shit out and safe,” Brenda reminded her. “Furniture and clothes, that you can buy new with insurance money, wherever you end up moving.”

“Thank you for browbeating me into getting the renter’s insurance policy.”

She grinned. “What’s a friend for?”

Jess went to change her clothes first. She was soaked to the skin and smelled like a combination of wet dog and funky, middle-aged angry woman.

Brad and his toothpick of a girlfriend were still in Dallas right now, where they’d evacuated to her family’s house.

The whore he’d cheated on Jessica with, and had moved into the house practically before Jessica had finished getting her own shit out.

When she’d first met Brad, he’d loved her curves, said it made her sexy, loved the way she looked in his ropes. She wasn’t a size zero—she was a healthy size sixteen, and at five nine, there was nothing wrong with that. She had an hourglass figure and just enough boobs to give her a nice rack without needing to take out a loan to afford a pretty bra that would actually tame the girls, or giving herself a concussion if she ran without wearing one.

He’d also claimed he admired her artistic bondage and fetish photography, something that was more than a hobby but not something she could live off of full-time.

Apparently, Brad’s taste in women had changed sixteen months ago, five years after meeting her in Florida and dragging her halfway across the country to Texas a few months later. Now he wanted a tiny, bendy, nubile, twenty-one-year-old pixie-stick who barely stood five feet tall, and who could apparently wrap her ankles behind her neck during sex, instead of Jessica’s thirty-six-year-old tall and curvy self.

Or maybe he just wanted a woman young enough and stupid enough to fall for his bullshit, and who’d put up with him.

Joke was on him—Jessica was pretty sure his new piece was only using Brad for now. She’d seen hints of things online that looked like the woman was already searching for her next sugar daddy, since Brad was far more like a Splenda uncle.

Not exactly rich. Hell, he was barely even lower middle-class.

At least he wasn’t her problem anymore. If she could just get in there and get her last things out of the house, she could write him off for good.

Maybe this storm was the best thing to ever happen to me. 


Chapter Two

 

Kyle felt ready to collapse. It’d been a long-ass workday and didn’t get any shorter as the day progressed. He’d started work at six a.m. and was supposed to have been out by three today. Yet here it was, nearly seven thirty, and he was just now dragging his exhausted ass out of his truck at home.

At least the worst of the afternoon rain had let up. It was now only sprinkling. When he stepped through the front door, a mouth-watering aroma smacked him across the face. “Damn, what is that?” He walked into the kitchen with his lunch box to find his roommate, Tristan, standing at the stove. “That smells great!”

“When you texted me you were going to be late, I decided to hit the grocery store on my way home and take pity on your ass.” Tristan stood at the stove, barefoot, khaki slacks and a button-up shirt, his usual work attire. Well, except for the barefoot part.

Tris cast a smile at him over his shoulder. “Cube steaks.”

“Yum!” Kyle’s stomach, which woke up and howled with hunger upon walking through the front door, growled again and reminded him that a ham and cheese sandwich and a banana didn’t go very far, especially when eaten at eleven in the morning.

“Yeah, I know I haven’t made it in a while. Sorry.”

“No, that’s great, thanks. I appreciate it.” He emptied his lunch bag and washed his sandwich container, leaving it in the drainer to dry. “Is Louisa eating with us?” It wasn’t unusual for her to miss dinners, depending on her work schedule.

He wouldn’t have seen it if he hadn’t been watching Tristan’s back, but the man’s shoulders tensed and his head dipped a little.

“No,” Tris said, more than a tinge of anger in his tone.

“What happened?” Kyle now carefully watched his friend.

Tris took a deep breath, and when he turned, he wore a forced smile. “So, heeeeyyy. Remember how glad you were when she moved in, because it meant we both paid less every month?”

“Yeah?”

“Um, about that…” He didn’t continue.

Kyle leaned back against the counter and propped his hands on the edge. “My rent just went up again?”

“Yeah. Sorry. She dropped that on me this morning. I had to call in a sub for my morning classes so I could supervise Louisa moving out, and then change the damn locks.” He tipped his head toward the counter. “There’s your new key, by the way. Deadbolt and knob. Matches the set on the side door.”

Kyle reached for it, where it sat on the counter next to the old locksets, which were in a zipper-topped baggy, and swapped it out on his key ring. “This sounds serious. She didn’t say anything about it at dinner last night.”

“That’s because she waited until this morning to drop it on me that she wasn’t going to pay me her share of the rent this month, because she was moving out next weekend. That I was okay with that, right? Even though she was supposed to have the money to me last week, and I told her the last time she was late with the rent that I wasn’t giving her any more extensions. Pissed me off so much how she did it that I told her no problem, she could move out today.”

Kyle winced. “Yikes.”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “Well, didn’t tell her that at first. I left like I was going to work, called them while I ran down to Lowe’s, bought  new locksets, returned in less than twenty minutes, changed them out, and then the fun began.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“Because I knew you’d be busy at work, and that was before your day went to shit. Besides, by the time I finally thought to do that, I already had half her shit dragged out into the driveway.”

He turned back to the stove. “Besides, this one’s on me. I’m the one who invited her to move in. I’ll cover her share this month. Not fair to ask you to do that at the last minute. At least she’s gone, and no excuse for her coming back. I dragged her bed and dresser and shit out into the driveway myself, and she called her newest fuckboy to come help her get her shit.”

“Well, could be worse,” Kyle said.

“How?”

“Neither of us were fucking her.” Tristan turned again, his delayed laughter making Kyle smile in reply. “See?”

“Yeah, dude. True. You have time to grab a shower, if you want. About fifteen minutes.”

“Thanks.” Kyle tucked the old key into the baggy with the old locksets and headed to his bedroom to grab what he needed for his shower. At least now he could start leaving his shit in the bathroom again without worrying if she—or one of her frequently rotating list of overnight “guests”—would use his soap or shampoo and not bother replacing it.

Plus I won’t have to dig her damn hair out of the shower drain anymore.

 

* * * *

 

Thank god neither of us were fucking her.

Hadn’t been hard for Tris to keep his dick in his pants regarding Louisa, because he really hadn’t been attracted to her like that. That was exactly one of the reasons he’d thought she’d be a good roommate, and not bring a messy entanglement with her, because neither of them wanted in her pants.

If there was anyone’s pants he wanted to get into, it was Kyle’s.

That wasn’t exactly a secret, although he hadn’t yet made a point of directly approaching Kyle. He wasn’t sure Kyle would say yes, and a no might make things uncomfortable. They were friends first, and then roommates.

He needed the money Kyle kicked in every month to make sure his budget didn’t rip at the seams. Public school teachers made shit for pay, but he only had a couple more years to put in before he could retire and then look for a new and better-paying career with his mathematics degree. He’d excelled in math in high school and had landed college scholarships that got him out of his shitty home with even shittier parents, and helped him get a degree in something he could use in the real world.

Didn’t mean he wanted to teach it for another twenty or thirty years.

For fun, they taught rope classes together, and were the co-founders of the local monthly rope group, named Knotty Fun, that called Venture home.

So getting into Kyle’s pants wasn’t his first priority, although it was an attractive one. There were too many other things at risk than orgasms.

While he knew Kyle was bi-curious, he didn’t want to push him too hard. There’d been some slightly drunken flirting on Kyle’s part a few times, like he was testing the waters. Tristan absolutely wanted him, but he wanted him all-in with a clear head, not some one-night thing Kyle would regret in the sober light of the next morning. Kyle knew Tristan was bi, with a decidedly strong leaning toward men over women most of the time.

Tris couldn’t help it that he managed to piss off most women when he dated them if they weren’t exactly his “type.” The women he was attracted to tended to get and keep good men. He liked earthy, real women who didn’t make their looks and superficial things the number one priority in their lives.

No, he didn’t want to date a damn troll with a chin full of warts, but he wanted a woman who preferred taking a walk on the beach to spending an hour in a pedicure chair, or a woman who didn’t need to take an hour putting on makeup just to go grab a pizza.

Like he didn’t mind staring at a Corvette, they were pretty and everything, and he might not mind test-driving one, but he damn sure didn’t want to own one. He’d prefer his reliable Ford Edge SUV. Maybe it wasn’t the newest or sexiest car, but he could do what he needed to do with it, it was comfortable to drive, and it never left him feeling less-than.

Plus it was paid for.

He grabbed himself a beer from the fridge and worked on it as he finished cooking the cube steaks. This had been a shit day, and he’d earned it. The beer, and the dinner.

Although making Kyle’s favorite dinner for him was as much an apology for Louisa’s bullshit as it was a reward for not ending up needing to call Kyle for help making bail after the morning he’d had.

Thank god we never told Louisa about our extracurricular activities.

They’d kept Louisa in the dark about that, because they’d met her outside the lifestyle, a friend of a friend who worked at a restaurant they frequented.

When they were sitting at the kitchen table, Tristan risked a glance across at his friend and roommate. Grey-blue eyes that always made Tristan’s cock twitch with interest, brown hair barely threaded with grey yet, and sun-ironed creases at the outer edges of those sexy-as-fuck eyes from Kyle’s years working mostly outside for the concrete company. He’d started there after high school on the mixing crews, working up to getting his CDL and being a driver, and then now as a supervisor.

Although as Kyle related his own shit-show of a day to Tristan, it was apparent he was still a jack of all trades.

“Two trucks broke down on the road today. On top of that, I had three drivers who all went to the same buffet restaurant last night call in this morning with food poisoning. So being three drivers down today—and because I also needed the two who were broke down to stay with their trucks until the wreckers hauled them back—and having a full schedule of deliveries this morning, guess who had to climb into a truck to make deliveries?”

Kyle sliced through a section of breaded cube steak and forked the piece between his full, sexy lips while Tristan’s cock struggled to rise up and say howdy the entire time.

“I told the plant manager today he’d best not give me any grief about my overtime this week,” Kyle added.

“What’d he say?”

“He agreed, and actually apologized. At least we saved the drum on one of the break-downs. The other one, we’re going to have to chip the batch out of the damn thing because the engine went down.”

“What happened to the other? The one you saved?”

“Rear end gears stripped. But the driver could keep the drum spinning, so he was able to dump a bag of sugar in it.”

“Sugar?”

“Yeah. We keep an emergency bag in all the trucks. They mix it in a bucket of water and dump it in. Keeps the mix from setting. Better to be out ten yards of mix than having to spend days inside a damn drum chipping it out with a jackhammer. We had the wrecker back it into the field behind the plant so the driver could dump the load, rinse it out, then they moved it into the shop for us.”

“That’s…crazy.”

“Right?” He grinned. “What’s funnier is when I go and buy replacement bags every month, in case a bag got damp and hardened up in the cab, or we’ve used it. We have an account with a restaurant wholesaler. The clerk checks me out and sees the account name come up, and if they’ve never checked me out before it confuses the hell out of them.”

Tris smiled. “Sadist.” He could totally see his friend evilly giggling over that.

“Hey, I’ll take my sadism when, where, and how I can get it.”

 

* * * *

 

Normally, the household rule was whoever cooked didn’t have to do dishes. But tonight Tris waved Kyle off. “I got it. Seriously. The whole ‘I owe you’ thing.”

“You didn’t know she’d flake,” Kyle said. “I signed off on her, too.”

Tristan owned the house, but having roommates meant he could eat things other than ramen, and had been able to pay off his SUV and credit cards, as well as his student loans from college.

And it meant he was able to actually put a little money into savings every month, which was a big deal when several months out of the year he wasn’t actually drawing a paycheck, unless he picked up a part-time summer job.

Kyle had been living with him the better part of five years now, and they’d known each other for even longer than that. They’d grown extremely close as friends.

Although Tristan would love it to be more.

Much more.

He suspected Kyle was about to argue with him over the chore, insisting on helping, when his cell played the Looney Tunes theme.

Tris snorted. “Does she know that’s her ring tone?”

“No. Shh.” He answered. “Hey, what’s up? … Yeah, sure. I’ll be there in a few. … No, no problem. Yeah, bye.”

Tristan fought back the surge of jealousy that caught him off-guard. “What is it this time?”

“Marilyn’s car won’t start.” He slid his phone into the pocket of his shorts. “Sorry.” He headed for the front door.

“Why are you apologizing?”

“I…” He stopped and turned. When he spoke again, Tristan didn’t miss how Kyle sounded…subdued. “You put up with a lot with me and what I went through with her and…everything. I appreciate it.” His grey-blue gaze settled on Tristan, meeting his, holding steady for a moment.

Tristan’s mouth went dry and he actually had to swallow before he spoke. “No problem, I told you. Go on, white knight, and save the damn damsel. Where’s her louse, anyway?”

“At work, apparently. And she doesn’t have AAA. She’s at the grocery store with Dillon. I can’t not help her.”

Tristan took a deep breath and nodded. Dillon was only nine, and while Kyle wasn’t his biological father, the two loved each other like father and son since Kyle was the only “father” Dillon had ever known.

Marilyn’s current “louse,” Tristan’s generic term for her boyfriends, apparently wasn’t very fatherly, in Dillon’s eyes.

“Go,” Tristan gently said, sensing a moment slipping through his fingers before it could even become something more. “Kid needs you.”

He held his breath until he heard the front door shut behind Kyle, then stood at the kitchen sink and watched his truck back out of the driveway.

Yeah, I have it bad for the guy.

The problem was, he’d eventually need to nut up and say something, or risk watching him end up with yet another woman who wasn’t right for him.

Or worse, some other guy sneaking in and sniping Kyle right out from under his nose. 


Chapter Three

 

The rain decided to start up again about a mile from the shopping plaza where Marilyn was broken down. Fortunately, Kyle had his rain jacket in the cab of the truck. He spotted her Toyota Camry in the Winn Dixie parking lot and was able to park nosed in in front of her. He pulled his rain jacket on before getting out.

When she started to get out, he waved her back in and walked over to her door so she could talk to him with it cracked open a little but not getting soaked. Kyle leaned in so he partially sheltered her from rain splashing in.

In the back seat, Dillon waved at him. “Hey, Kyle!”

“Hey, champ. Did you take your mom’s car out street racing again and break it?”

The boy giggled. “Nooo. Not this time.”

“Thanks, Kyle,” Marilyn said. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay. What’s it doing?”

She turned the key and it clicked, but didn’t try to turn over.

“Might just be the battery. Pop the hood for me.”

She did, and he walked around to the front and raised it. The battery terminals were gross, and the battery, once he finally wiped the sticker clear of gunk so he could read it, was over five years old.

He walked back to his truck, dug jumper cables out, and connected them. Then he got in and started his truck, let it run for about a minute, and indicated for her to try starting it.

It tried to crank, so he told her to hold on and wait. After another couple of minutes, it started.

He disconnected the battery cables, closed her hood and his, and tucked the jumper cables back into his truck before returning to her door.

“There’s a Suncoast Car Zone just down the block,” he said. “They’re open until nine, and they replace batteries for free when you buy one. I’ll follow you to make sure you get there okay.”

“Thanks again, Kyle.”

“You gonna come work on the coupe this week?” Dillon asked from the backseat.

“I’m gonna try, buddy. Had a bad day at work today, though. Several guys out sick. Might have guys out tomorrow, too.”

“Can I help you when you do?”

“Of course you can, as long as your homework’s done. Let’s let Mom drive, though, okay? I’ll catch up with you at the parts store.”

Ten minutes later, Kyle was carrying Dillon on his shoulders, keeping him distracted for Marilyn while the counter guy looked up what she’d need for her car. He could tell from the tense set of her shoulders when the guy quoted the price that there was a problem.

He walked over, arching an eyebrow at her.

She looked a little sick to her stomach, glanced up at Dillon, then back to him. “I don’t get paid until Friday.”

Kyle understood immediately. He pulled out his wallet and handed over a credit card. “Put it against my garage rent next month?”

Relief filled her expression. “Thank you!” She hugged him, and the feeling of being a white knight and lonely as fuck was almost enough to make him forget all the reasons why they’d broken up in the first place.

Why he’d had to break up with her.

Add in the fact that she now had a boyfriend. “You’re welcome.”

Twenty minutes later, she had a new battery installed and warrantied for three years. Once Dillon was safely belted in the backseat, she stepped onto the walkway in front of the store, where the awning protected them from the misting rain.

“Thanks again, Kyle. You don’t know how much I appreciate this.”

“What’s Louis going to say?”

“Not telling him.”

“Eh, not sure that’s wise. You know Dillon will say something. And you do know Dillon hates the guy, right?”

She cringed. “I know.”

He bit back the urge to offer advice. “Okay. But I can’t lie for you.”

“I know. I’ll…handle it somehow.”

At least the asshole wasn’t living with her yet. “Fair enough.” He smiled and waved at Dillon through the windshield. “If you’re having trouble making the house payments, let me know, and I’ll talk to Dad and Mom for you. Maybe they’ll modify the terms.”

“No, it’s not that. I had to buy all new school uniforms for him last week. That took a bigger chunk of my discretionary budget than I thought it would. I’ll be okay again by next month.”

“Donald late with support again?”

“Of course he is. The attorney is dying to file a contempt motion against him. Again.”

“Let him.”

“I don’t know what good it’ll do. Besides, that’s more money to spend that I won’t get back. I’m close to thinking I should just file to terminate his parental rights. Bastard hasn’t bothered asking about him in six months. Hasn’t even called me to ask to see him. Only reason I knew he was alive and didn’t miss a payment because he died or something was I cruised by his job yesterday after work and saw his car there.”

“This isn’t good for Dillon.”

“I know.”

He finally met her gaze and bit the bullet. “I can be a friend to you and Dillon, but I can’t replace his father. You and I got pretty toxic there toward the end, and I didn’t like who I became. We can handle friendship, but we can’t handle anything else.”

“I know,” she softly said. “Me, either. And I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too.” He opened his arms for a hug. “I’ll be your friend. I always will. But we had to break up before we hit that point of no return. If nothing else, for Dillon’s sake.”

Compared to his six feet, her tiny, five-two petite frame felt fragile, breakable in his arms.

“I don’t deserve a friend as good as you,” she mumbled against his chest.

For a moment, he remembered the hurt that had quickly flashed through Tristan’s eyes a little while ago in the kitchen before he’d schooled his expression, the look his friend had worn when Kyle said he had to go.

The slight edge to Tristan’s voice when Marilyn’s ring tone had sounded.

I don’t deserve him.

Sooner or later, he was going to have to sort that out and get his head on straight.

“We’ll be okay as friends,” he finally said. “If nothing else, for Dillon’s sake.” Hell, he was still the emergency contact at Dillon’s school, with notarized permission to pick him up or, god forbid, get him medical treatment if needed.

He ended their hug and stepped back, one more smiling wave to Dillon as he watched Marilyn get in her car and head out.

Yeah, I need to deal with that sooner rather than later.

Except now he was even more exhausted than when he’d first arrived home after work.

Another reason things hadn’t worked out between him and Marilyn, because while Kyle was still attracted to women in general, Tristan had worked himself under Kyle’s skin and wasn’t going away. He knew his best friend had the hots for him, but Kyle had never actually been with a guy before, although he’d identified as bi and had more than fleeting attractions to various men before Tris.

Just not to the extent where he’d wanted to be with a particular guy, take things all the way with them. What he wanted with Tris was more.

Much more.

Make him mine.

He climbed into his truck and headed home. How would that work, anyway? They were both Doms. Another reason things hadn’t worked between him and Marilyn was that she was totally vanilla and he…wasn’t. He needed a certain level of kink in his relationship. Marilyn knew about him going into it that he was kinky, that he taught classes and co-hosted the rope group with Tris, that it was an integral part of who he was.

She’d always start fights with him, like clockwork, before he had to leave for a BDSM event, trying to make him feel guilty about doing something he was open and honest about doing.

Trying to change him when he refused to be shoved back into a vanilla box and had made one of their boundaries when they’d started dating that he would not stop going to events, even if she didn’t want to go with him.

Yet another reason he’d been playing dumb, to a certain extent, and holding back broaching the topic with Tristan. He didn’t want to fuck up their friendship. He didn’t want to lose where he was living, either, if they tried and epically failed at being…whatever it was Tristan wanted them to be.

Neither of them were subby in the slightest.

Add to the fact that being with Tristan meant putting to bed for good his hope of one day maybe being a father. Dillon wasn’t his son, but he was the closest thing he had to one.

Very likely the closest he’d have to a son for the rest of his life.

Was it so horrible if he wanted to try to maintain an amicable friendship with Marilyn so he could stay in Dillon’s life? The kid didn’t really have a dad, and he didn’t have a son.

It wasn’t a hardship for either of them.

When he returned home a little before ten, the kitchen was clean and Tristan was closed off in his bedroom. He could hear the TV playing, but Kyle didn’t want to knock and interrupt him. He scrubbed his hands in his bathroom to get the last traces of grime off them and retired to his own bedroom.

When his parents had decided to sell the house Kyle had grown up in, they’d given him first choice. Except at the time, and with his crappy credit rating, he couldn’t afford it, even when they’d offered to finance it for him. And he didn’t want pity. That was their retirement, money they needed, and had earned.

He’d been doing decently until he’d met and married his ex-wife, Anne. Her parents had money, and he’d lost his ass in the divorce because she’d out-lawyered him.

Since then, he’d been struggling to regain his financial footing, until he started renting a room from Tris. That had given him enough breathing room to finally start getting ahead and even putting some money in savings every month.

The only catch about not getting the house had been it meant he’d lose the garage space he’d been using in the detached building in back, where he was restoring his 1948 Chevy coupe.

When Marilyn, who worked for friends of theirs, offered to buy the house and let Kyle rent the back garage and work on his car there, since Tristan’s HOA wouldn’t allow Kyle to do that, it seemed like a perfect deal.

Until Kyle made the mistake of letting Marilyn talk him into spending the night one evening after she’d made him dinner and plied him with wine.

And…that had led to nearly a year of escalation, until Tristan had solemnly asked Kyle one night what the honest fuck he thought he was doing to himself and Dillon—and Marilyn.

Which had led Kyle to step back, taking a long, hard, honest look at himself, his relationship with Marilyn, and the miles of text arguments with her, in addition to their countless hours of in-person fighting.

He’d finally Dommed up, took charge, and gently ended it before they ended up seriously hurting each other in a way that apologies couldn’t fix.

Or worse, hurt Dillon.

The past fourteen months since then had been gently bumpy in places, but Marilyn, seeing that Kyle was devoted to Dillon, had allowed them to find a friendship that had lasted longer than their original relationship, as well as longer than three more boyfriends for her.

At the rate Louis was going, he was soon going to be her next ex.

When the yawn hit Kyle, he realized how exhausted he was and that he’d have to be up at five in the morning to do it all over again.

Nothing was going to be discussed or settled tonight.

As he climbed into bed, he thought about the man just a wall away, who right now might as well be a world away until Kyle finally got his feelings and thoughts sorted out about him.

I cannot lose him as a friend. Whatever I do, I have to be careful.

Because there wasn’t an alternative. He would not lose Tris as a friend. 


Chapter Four

 

Hurricane Kiley had done a number on the greater Houston area. An advancing front from the north had swept in sooner than expected and stalled the storm on top of the city, pulling in moisture from the Gulf of Mexico. A repeat of devastation from a previous hurricane, but people had thought it wouldn’t happen again because of improvements to the flood and drainage systems around the city.

Worse, areas that hadn’t flooded in that previous storm had flooded this time, catching people off-guard.

She knew Brad was still in Dallas, because she was friends with him on Facebook and he’d posted that was where they were.

Rather, Jessica’s fake identity “Kathy” was friends with him, Brad thinking she was someone he’d gone to high school with. It was how Jessica had caught him cheating when he’d set certain posts to not be visible to her and Brenda and a couple of other of her friends, but he’d left them visible to others.

Including the women he’d started seeing behind Jessica’s back.

She’d been tipped off by screenshots from a mutual friend of her and Brenda that it was going on, and it’d set Jessica off to hunt down the truth. She knew of at least three women he’d probably cheated on her with, including the toothpick, but there were likely more.

The house she’d shared with her cheating rat-bastard of an ex-boyfriend was normally less than a twenty-minute drive from Brenda’s.

Between the steady rain, flooding, nonfunctioning traffic lights, and storm debris, it took her nearly an hour to wind her way around from a different direction. There were still a few inches of standing water in the streets, but nothing her Ford truck couldn’t make it through.

No cars sat parked in front of Brad’s house, and the water line on the front door and exterior walls, like other houses near it, sat about three feet up.

The next door neighbor was home, a growing pile of debris, ruined belongings, and carpet and drywall growing in his formerly manicured front yard. She got out and slogged up to his open front door, the rain softly pattering against the hood of her rain slicker.

“Hey, Paul.”

He was ripping out more drywall from his living room walls. “Jess!” He stood and walked over to hug her. “How are you?”

“About the same as you are, I suppose. Except I was in a mobile home. I spent the storm at a friend’s house. It’s dry, and I’d moved a lot of stuff there ahead of the storm.”

“Lucky you.”

“Kim and the kids okay?”

“At her mom’s in San Antonio.” His smile faded. “Told her to go ahead and enroll them in school there. Their school was completely flooded, and not like this place is habitable. Plus her job’s gone, at least for now. I’m staying in a camper in my friend’s driveway right now.”

“Sorry.”

He shrugged. “It’s all insured.”

“Yeah, I hear you.” She hated to be so calculating, but knew this was her only chance. “Don’t suppose you still have a key?”

He grinned. “Sure do.” He pulled a keyring from his pocket and led her next door to let her in. “Anything in particular you’re looking for? Water got up pretty high.”

She knew Paul wasn’t fond of her ex, but her ex didn’t know that. When she’d left, Paul had offered to help her haul everything out she wanted to take.

“Actually, yes. Just a couple of things. And they should be safe, if they’re still there.”

The woman Brad had cheated on her with didn’t work and was usually home all day, not offering Jess an opportunity to sneak in and get what she wanted and get out. This was her literal last chance.

It was a disaster inside. The living room furniture had shifted, a bookshelf lying over in the muck. It already smelled gross inside, and mold was creeping up the walls. In the kitchen, the refrigerator lay on its side, doors open. The living room carpet squished under their feet.

“Hope it was up high,” he said.

“The attic. I had six tubs of Christmas ornaments and stuff that belonged to my grandparents. That’s all I need.”

Despite her father being a shit, his parents had been sweet and loving to her. It’d devastated her when they’d died in a car wreck when she was eleven, but the tubs held all the mementos she had from them.

She led the way to the hall and he helped her pull down the trapdoor to the access stairs.

She breathed a sigh of relief to find the plastic tubs still there and undamaged, just covered in dust.

He helped her carry them out to her truck. “That’s all you want? Really?”

“It’s kind of karma that his shit’s all ruined now. When I left, I made sure I got everything else. I forgot about these and knew he’d never let me get them if I told him I wanted them. I was just waiting for a chance to get in to get them. Guess this was it.”

“Other than that, you doing okay?”

“Yeah. Kind of in limbo now.” She stared at the house she’d shared with the cheating bastard for much of the five years they were together. A rental, but she knew he didn’t have insurance. It was something she’d always begged him to get but he’d put his foot down about it, calling it a waste of money.

And since he’d declared himself her Master, it was supposed to be his call.

So he said.

Jess supposed she hadn’t been a very good slave. She’d picked up an insurance policy without his knowing about it, at Brenda’s insistence, and had transferred it to her new place when she’d left him.

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” He stared around the neighborhood. Some of the houses also had growing piles of debris out front.

Some were eerily empty and silent.

“Oh, and now I have a dog,” she said.

He laughed. “Good for you. When’d you get him?”

“About two hours ago.” She told him the story, the man’s jaw gaping.

“They left the poor thing there?” He and his wife had three small mutts they loved every bit as much as their two-legged kids, and Jessica had spent countless hours in the backyard talking with the couple and playing with their sweet dogs.

Another reason Paul preferred her to Brad.

“Yep.”

“Son of a bitch. Assholes.”

“I know, right? I’d like to think that maybe they weren’t home when the flooding hit and couldn’t get back in, except as malnourished as he is, that didn’t happen in a day or two. So I have to assume they were just assholes.”

“Yeah, I would, too.”

It was getting late and Jess wanted to return to Brenda’s before dark. Curfew in Brenda’s neighborhood had been lifted, but depending on the route she needed to take, she wanted daylight to avoid trouble on the road.

Now her last official tie to the asshole was officially severed. She’d waited sixteen months to finally get her stuff, and now she could delete the Facebook account she’d used to spy on him.

When she returned to Brenda’s and triumphantly unloaded the bins into the garage to join the rest of her belongings, Brenda met Jess with a mug of moscato wine, a match to the one she was drinking from.

“To freedom,” Brenda said, toasting her.

Jess gently clinked mugs with her and took a deep breath. “To freedom.”

 

* * * *

 

Stanley proved to be a snuggler. Whether because he was so grateful to be safe, or because he was a genuinely friendly dog, Jess didn’t know. But she let him sleep on the bed that night—Brenda’s dogs were indoor dogs and not just allowed on the furniture but considered family—and had the best damn night of sleep she’d had in too long for her to remember.

He probably did, too. For him to go from fighting for his life to a new home in the space of hours probably messed with his poor head as much as Jessica’s current life messed with hers.

The next morning, Jess sat at the kitchen table with Brenda and tried to decide her next step. She’d already filed an insurance claim and was waiting to hear back on that.

Stanley, despite Topper and Herby’s best efforts to get him to play that morning, curled up at Jessica’s feet and appeared content to stay right there now. A soft, silent, furry shadow.

“I’d say try to expand your photography business, except that’s going to be hard right now,” Brenda said.

“Unless it’s photographing stuff for insurance claims.” Jess sipped her coffee. “I haaaaate being in stasis.” At least her nausea and other stress symptoms had finally eased. Getting the last of her shit out of Brad’s house had gone a long way to restoring her chill.

“I know, girlie. Do you have enough images you could put together another shibari book?”

“I mean, I could, I guess, but those don’t make a lot of money. And it’s not instant money, either.” Her phone rang, interrupting her.

The number came up stored in her contacts as Kel - Rigger. Ironic that they were just talking about bondage photography.

Jessica held up a finger to Brenda as she answered. “Hey, stranger. How are you doing?”

“Me? I turn on the fricking news for the first time in a couple of weeks and see Houston’s underwater again. How are you doing?”

“Eh, underwater.” She managed a laugh. “Well, not at this moment. I’m crashing at a friend’s place temporarily.” She updated him.

“What’s keeping you in Houston?” he asked when she finished.

She thought about it. “Honestly? Not much right now. Why?”

“I still have the apartment behind Venture. I’m not using it. It’s sitting there, furnished and waiting. Your butt needs to be living there.”

“Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. I won’t charge you rent the first month or two, either. If you’re still trying to find a job at the end of two months, we’ll talk then. I’ll write up a lease and everything. Then you don’t have to buy furniture right now. I’m sure Mom would love to see you again. She’s asked about you.”

She sat back in the kitchen chair, tears pricking her eyes. “I have a dog now.”

“That’s fine. Just make sure he doesn’t have fleas. If he destroys anything, replace or fix it. Time for you to get your butt back to Florida.”

“You…you’re really serious?”

“Yeah. I know the Collins brothers always need good part-time help with their cleaning business. That’s a start until you can find something better. I’ll work with you on the rent. We’ve all missed you around here.”

She mentally ran through her bank account, which was fatter than normal only because the storm had hit before the first of the month, and she damn sure wasn’t paying for next month’s rent on a mobile home she couldn’t live in. Her landlord had already told her not to worry about it and was working on getting her security deposit back to her. But his own house was underwater, and she was willing to give him a few days to get the money to her since his own checkbook was likely waterlogged.

He’d always been a good landlord, had taken care of repairs promptly and never screwed her over. He told her he’d get a cashier’s check, if he had to, and meet her somewhere to give it to her.

“I guess I’d need to rent a U-Haul.”

“Then get it done, girl. Eh, sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

She laughed. “Dude, you’re family. You’re one of the few people in the lifestyle I will let call me that if I’m not dating them.”

“That’s a yes?”

She sighed, knowing she couldn’t say no to him. “Yes.”

“Then keep me posted on your timeframe. Even if it’s the middle of the night, I’ll meet you over there with the key and let you in. I’ll get some people to help you unload, and you can stay there as long as you need to.”

Feeling emotional and overwhelmed and grateful, she sniffled back tears. “Okay. Thank you. It’ll be several days, most likely, before I can leave.”

“It’ll be waiting for you. Make sure to jump into the Suncoast Society munch group on Fet and let everyone know you’re coming back.”

“I will. Thanks.”

When she ended the call, she stared at her phone for a moment. Brenda and Jim were in the lifestyle, so it wasn’t like she had to hide the details.

“I take it that was a good call?” Brenda asked.

“Um…yeah.” She relayed what Kel had said. “So…I guess that answers that question.”

“Sure does. He single?” She smiled.

“No. And besides, nothing against the guy, but we went to high school together. His mom and dad kind of adopted me when they found out what a train wreck my family was. He’s more like a brother than a friend, so…ick.”

 

* * * *

 

Today’s big chore was laundry. Towels and clothes. Depending on when she could get in to her place and see what was salvageable, that might be all she’d get of her clothes. She’d grabbed seasonal stuff, and if she was returning to Florida there were things she’d left behind that she wouldn’t need anyway, but leaving stuff behind chafed her. It’d been things she’d paid money for. Her own money.

She’d spent her adult life trying to make it on her own. Something deep inside her had always suspected Brad might not be for life, but she’d thought she loved him enough, that it was good enough for now. He’d been handsome and charming, in the beginning. Said all the right things, did all the right things.

Made her forget how shitty her childhood had been. They’d had fun together…at first.

The cheating had hurt. Especially after Brad had made such a big deal about loving her and her looks when they first got together.

And he was ten years older than her.

Yeah, she had daddy issues. She’d own it. The “helpful” comments her rat bastard of a father had made when she was in high school, about how maybe she’d have a boyfriend if she didn’t have a second piece of fried chicken, or tried harder to lose weight.

It’d taken watching him walk out on her mom and take up with a younger woman for her to finally quit giving him rent-free space in her head.

Not that her mother was much better, because she’d been the child of alcoholics and too willing to let shit slide that she should have called him out on. Not to mention the passive-aggressive survival tactics she’d developed during her own dysfunctional childhood had been wielded with soul-crushing lethality on her only child.

Still, before Brad, Jess had been standing on her own, paying her own way, working not only a full-time day job, but building her fetish photography portfolio. Especially shibari.

Hence why she and Brad had gotten along so well.

At first.

An insurance adjuster called her back around noon, and Jess spent the better part of an hour on the phone with him. She’d taken pictures of everything during the evacuation process, and was honest with him that the expensive stuff she’d saved. She didn’t want to rip off the company, she just wanted to be fairly compensated for what she’d paid for.

Because of the remaining flood waters, they were waiving inspections and trying to expedite the claims they could, like hers.

He offered her a settlement amount that was more than generous, based on what she knew she’d salvaged, and the deal was done. If she’d wanted to contest it and get more, it’d have to wait to be settled until an adjuster could go see the place.

She wasn’t greedy or stupid.

She’d have a direct deposit in two to five days.

Just like that, putting a period on the end of her sentence in Houston.

She’d been sitting at the kitchen table and taking notes, Brenda silently watching. When Jess got off the call, she sat there, staring at her notes before they blurred.

Brenda rose, rounded the table, and stood behind her, hugging Jess as she cried. 


Chapter Five

 

Tristan finished solving the algebra equation on the whiteboard and turned to his class of tenth graders. “Any questions?”

Two hands shot up, but the bell rang, and everyone started to rise.

“Homework is pages 52 and 53, all the equations, due tomorrow. Show your work.” Various groans and complaints met that, but the students filed out.

He had one more period today before he could escape home. Kyle had texted him earlier that his day wasn’t nearly as crappy as yesterday, and that he’d be home early enough to cook them dinner tonight.

Kyle had already been out the door that morning before Tris had even crawled out of bed.

At least a fresh pot of coffee had greeted Tristan in the kitchen when he’d made his way out there. Kyle didn’t have to get up that early every morning, but when he did, he always made sure there was coffee for Tris.

We’re kind of like a married couple already.

He shoved away the melancholy feeling that thought triggered.

It was too easy for his imagination to quickly spin down that road without any effort at all. Of him and Kyle, actually a couple.

That was really what he wanted. It was only a matter of becoming brave enough to pursue it.

Which meant opening his yap and telling Kyle how he felt about him.

It also meant keeping Marilyn out of Kyle’s face long enough to talk to him. He’d swear she still thought she was Kyle’s girlfriend, as often as she showed up. Frequently unannounced. Yes, most of the time her excuse was Dillon, but a lot of the time he watched her when she didn’t know he was and he saw the expression on her face when she looked at Kyle.

For a woman who had a boyfriend, she damn sure didn’t seem to remember that little factoid when she was around Kyle.

He also swore to himself he wouldn’t hassle Kyle about going to help her last night. The man was a grown-ass adult. And it wasn’t like he had a claim on the man.

Yet.

Ooooh, but he wanted to. Damn, did he want to. He still wasn’t sure how something like that would shake out between the two of them, being they were both Doms, but he was willing to find out.

The two kids, a boy and a girl, who’d had questions paused at his desk and, fortunately, they basically had the same question. He clarified for them and got them sent on their way before the next period students started filtering in.

He erased the whiteboard to start over with this class. He just wanted the day to be done. Last night, after Kyle had headed out to help Marilyn, Tristan had taken a long hot shower, thinking about Kyle the whole time and angry-fucking his own fist to get off. He’d hoped they would spend the evening chilling, maybe talking, especially after a nice dinner.

And then Marilyn’s phone call.

Fucking Marilyn.

He was really beginning to resent her. Which he knew was a dick move, because Dillon was a great kid. Wasn’t the kid’s fault he had a douche for a bio father who had no desire to be a father. And he honestly didn’t mind having Dillon over. The kid was wicked smart and already showed a great propensity for math. Tristan had no problem helping him with his homework, or tossing a football around in the backyard, or having him over to watch a movie and eat dinner with them while Marilyn and her useless boyfriend went out and did whatever.

By the time he could escape to the sanctuary of his SUV after the day ended, he felt exhausted, mostly because his job wrangling high-schoolers all day was exhausting.

Then there was the emotional wrangling he’d been attempting all day, to reel in his feelings about Kyle, and stewing over Marilyn sniping Kyle from him last night.

I need to talk to him. Sooner rather than later.

Hopefully, he wasn’t going to fuck himself over in the process.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle stood in the shower and let the water sluice over him. Thankfully, work today wasn’t nearly as crazy as yesterday, and he’d been able to get out a little early to make up for it.

He still felt vaguely guilty over bailing on Tris last night after the man had gone through the effort of making such a fantastic dinner.

A slowly thickening mist hung over the two of them. A growing, unmistakable sexual attraction, definitely. They had the friendship part nailed down.

Right?

Maybe it was time to nut up and say something. He wasn’t sure what or where he wanted or needed things to go with Tristan beyond not blowing up their friendship.

Long-term, he didn’t want to lose Tris.

There’s my answer, isn’t it?

It was just…he’d never been with a guy before. Yes, he considered himself bi. Fantasies aside, he’d never met a guy in real life he’d felt like taking that next step with. He knew Tris was interested, because a couple of weeks ago, Kyle had sort of worked up the nerve one Friday night after they’d both had a couple of beers, and brought the subject up indirectly. Along with some flirting.

For someone who claims to be a Dom, I’m being a fucking pussy about this.

He planned to make Tristan baked ziti for dinner. It was Tristan’s favorite dish that Kyle cooked, and he’d stopped by the store on his way home to get what he needed.

He’d wanted to return the favor for the delicious meal last night, and offer a sort of apology for bailing. Not that they’d had plans, but…

Damn.

His eyes snapped open.

Because I’d wanted to spend the evening chilling with him.

He resisted the urge to rub one out in the shower and got his ass in gear. He wanted to have the kitchen cleaned up before Tristan got home, so all that they’d have to wash after dinner were the plates they ate on and the actual pan the ziti cooked in.

And the salad bowl.

Not the only salad I’d mind tossing tonight.

Yeah, okay, he got it. He was an idiot. They were grown-ass adults, and he needed to put a cork in his fear. Instead of thinking about all the ways things could go wrong, he needed to think about why it was worth taking a chance on.

Tris was worth taking a chance on. It wasn’t like the guy would stay single forever.

He had the dish ready to put into the oven and the rest of the dishes cleaned up when Tristan walked through the front door just before the skies let loose with an afternoon storm.

“Fucking rainy season,” Tris muttered as he walked into the kitchen. “Oooh! Is that a dish of baked ziti I see?”

“Soon-to-be-baked.”

“Mmm.” He set his laptop bag on the counter and emptied his lunch cooler into the sink to clean up. “What’s the special occasion?”

Kyle took a deep breath. “To make up for bailing on you last night.”

He watched the other man’s brown eyes, waiting for a sign.

Tris paused at the sink but didn’t look his way. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Kyle crossed the kitchen to stand next to him, leaning with his back against the counter. “You made a great dinner, and I had to run out on you.” He kept an eye on his friend with his peripheral vision.

Tris still hadn’t moved. It seemed to take him longer than usual to respond. “Well, you can’t leave her stranded. Especially with Dillon. I don’t blame you.”

Kyle propped his hands on the counter’s edge, to either side of him, spreading wide, into Tristan’s space. He slowly turned his head to stare at the side of Tristan’s head and found the man staring down at Kyle’s hand.

“I appreciate that,” Kyle quietly said, “but I had planned on spending the evening with you. I’d really looked forward to it.”

His heart stampeded in his chest and he prayed he hadn’t just fucked up.

Tris slowly laid his hand over Kyle’s, lightly touching. “If we’re being totally honest, so had I.”

Kyle felt like he was dying inside, terrified to move, to break this spell. “Tell me where we go from here.”

Tristan’s head slowly swiveled, so that his brown gaze locked onto Kyle’s. Right now, Tristan’s eyes looked smoky, dark.

Hungry.

“You’re not still sleeping with her, right?” Tristan’s voice had also dropped, matching Kyle’s, as if afraid to ask it too loudly.

“Nope. Not since before I broke up with her.”

Tristan slowly nodded. “Not saying I’d hate the possibility of a third one day, a woman, but definitely not her. Hard limit. Your choice is me, or Marilyn. You can be friends with her, but no more than that. Not going through that again, watching you eaten up over her.”

“Ditto.”

Tristan’s hand tightened over Kyle’s. “I wouldn’t hate company in the shower.”

Kyle leaned in, but not quite close enough to kiss Tristan. Tristan had three inches on his own six feet, and the other man leaned in the rest of the way to close the distance and kiss Kyle.

Not just a spark, it felt like a jolt of liquid plasma rocketed through him. Tristan lifted his other hand and threaded his fingers through Kyle’s hair, holding him in place as he deepened their kiss.

Urgent, needy, Kyle pressed in, teasing his tongue along the seam of Tristan’s lips, seeking entrance. Now that the door was open, no way in hell would he let it swing shut on him.

On this.

On them.

They turned to face each other, Kyle’s arms around Tris. Tris still held Kyle’s head in place, an eager energy passing between them, his other hand dropping to Kyle’s ass and grinding his hips against the man.

One very hard cock rubbed against Kyle’s through his shorts and Tristan’s khakis.

Thank you very much. His own cock had hardened, and he honestly didn’t care how he got off tonight, as long as it was with Tristan and not alone.

Tristan finally broke the kiss. “Shower,” he hoarsely said. “Now.” 


Chapter Six

 

Kyle followed Tristan to the master bedroom and into Tristan’s en suite bath. From the eager way Tris pulled him in for another kiss, Kyle’s doubts about the man’s feelings vanished.

His hands roamed Tristan’s body over his clothes, eager to see what lay beneath them. Afternoon stubble felt scratchy against Kyle’s cheek. No hesitation at all in Tristan’s kiss, lips and teeth and tongue slanted over his mouth and Kyle wanted it all. All of him.

Tristan didn’t completely break their kiss as he spoke against Kyle’s lips. “What are you comfortable doing right now?”

“If I don’t bust a nut, I’m gonna explode,” Kyle growled against Tristan’s mouth. “You got more experience than I do in this area, but I want to learn.”

Everything. Kyle wanted to learn everything, now that he’d finally ditched his fear and thrown himself into this.

No way in hell would he back down, unless Tris changed his mind.

Kyle was sick of being alone, and if his best friend also turned out to be the love of his life, Kyle would not complain.

Not one damn bit, not for a single second.

He wanted this man, and he wanted him now.

Tristan unbuttoned the top two buttons on his shirt and peeled it off over his head, lobbing it at the hamper. His undershirt followed it as Kyle started working on Tristan’s belt and slacks. Then Tris shoved Kyle’s shorts and briefs down his hips, leaning in for another kiss while Kyle kicked them off and finally got Tristan’s slacks and briefs all the way down.

Tris was built a little slimmer than Kyle, and light blond hair dusted his pecs and chest, leading to a trail that pointed straight to a gorgeous fucking cock around eight inches long. Kyle’s hands roamed Tristan’s body, tracing smooth planes of muscle, a tight ass, long legs he could imagine wrapped around his body.

They both stood naked in the shower seconds later. As the water warmed, Tristan leaned in and pinned Kyle against the wall with another searing kiss.

“Condoms?” Tristan asked.

“Don’t need them if you don’t want or need them,” Kyle said.

“Excellent. Because I’ve been dying to do this for a long damn time.” Tris dropped to his knees and sucked down Kyle’s cock, all the way to the root.

Damn! Kyle gasped, one hand holding Tristan’s head and the other braced against the wall to help keep him vertical. Tristan circled his fingers around the base of Kyle’s cock and used his other hand to firmly cup Kyle’s ass, holding him in place.

Nothing could compare to this blowjob. No one could compare. Damn sure not Marilyn, who, while Kyle had been patient with her, had not been a fan of giving oral.

Although she damn sure hadn’t minded receiving it.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Kyle muttered. “Yeah, that’s sooo good.” Even the slight scrape of stubble against his own flesh added to the pleasure, amplified it.

“Mmm hmm.”

Kyle looked down and found Tristan’s brown gaze focused on him, the outer edges of his eyes crinkled in a smile.

Definitely enjoying things on that end of it, apparently.

Even though Kyle was receiving, he felt Tristan was totally in charge for this round. All Kyle could do was lean back against the wall and try not to pass out from the pleasure. An eager tongue stroked his cock, teased the slit, traced the ridge and the contour of every vein. Suction alternated between close to making him blow and gentle teasing, building him up and letting him simmer. Over and over again, lingering, savoring it.

Yeeeeaaaahhh…

Now he felt like an idiot for not screwing up his courage sooner. They could have been enjoying each other all this time.

He couldn’t wait for his chance to reciprocate.

Kyle slowly rocked his hips with Tristan’s movements. Tristan brought him closer to the edge every time, until, finally, Kyle couldn’t hold back any longer. That sweet, deep ache in his balls blossomed into pleasure. When Tristan tasted him coming, he deep-throated Kyle, swallowing, sucking every drop of cum down his throat and staying with him.

 

* * * *

 

Fuckin’ yeeeaaahhh.

In all his fantasies about Kyle, this had been one of the top ones. How, if Kyle ever said yes, he’d want to blow him for the first time, suck on what he’d always known had to be a generous cock. He’d been right about that. Not quite as long as his own, but a little thicker. He could already imagine how good it’d feel buried in his ass.

As Kyle’s cock went soft in his mouth, Tristan coaxed every last salty, tangy drop of cum out of him before finally relinquishing him and sitting back on his heels.

This wasn’t a Top or bottom thing, either. This was two men who’d finally had a breakthrough, two lonely guys taking a chance.

Two friends who wanted to be more.

Way more.

Kyle’s eyes had fallen closed, but the look on the man’s face as he’d climaxed had nearly set Tristan off. The way his lips parted, the needy moans rolling from him.

Tris stood and pressed for another kiss from him, bracing his hands on the wall on either side of Kyle’s head, caging him with his body.

Kyle’s grey-blue eyes finally fluttered open and Tristan offered him what he hoped was a sexy grin.

“Better?”

Kyle didn’t answer at first, finally grabbing Tristan around the waist and kissing him again, rubbing his body against him. Including grinding his hips against Tristan’s cock.

“Fuck,” Kyle hoarsely said. “That was amazing.”

Tristan grinned. “Not bad for date one, huh?”

Kyle smiled. “That wasn’t bad for any date.”

“I’ve been told I have exceptional oral skills.”

“Yeah, you ain’t kidding. Want me to go down on you?”

“If you want to.” He hoped it came out nonchalant, even though he was praying for oral. “Blowjob, handjob, I’m not picky.”

“Fuck my ass?”

Tristan nipped his lower lip to hold back his needy groan. “Let’s save that for our second date. Or later tonight in bed. I want to take my damn time with you for that. Make it last.”

“I want to blow you.”

Tristan dropped his arms and stepped back. “Then by all means, my good man, don’t let me stop you.” They switched places so Tristan could lean against the wall.

Kyle dropped to his knees. It took every ounce of willpower Tristan had not to grab his head and start fucking his mouth.

Date three.

The relationship stuff they could shake out later. This would be new for Tris, and for Kyle both, not being the dominant partner in the duo. They both were, meaning they could keep things fluid.

Maybe they’d eventually find a willing woman to be a third between them and under them both.

That would be perfection.

Kyle stroked his hands up Tristan’s legs, coming to rest on his hips. He leaned in and slowly teased the tip of Tristan’s cock with his tongue, making Tris suck in a sharp hiss of air.

“Yeah, that’s what I need, man,” Tristan said. “Not too ashamed to admit I fucked my hand last night and pretended it was your mouth.”

Kyle smiled up at him, lips parting wide as he took just the tip of Tristan’s cock into his mouth and swirled his tongue around the head.

“Ohhh…fuck yeah. You sure you haven’t done this before?”

“Nope. You’re the first.” Kyle mouthed the underside of Tristan’s cock, his tongue firmly sliding from the head to the root and back again.

Tristan moaned. “Coulda fooled me, dude.”

“I’m a fast learner.” He slowly engulfed Tristan’s cock, and another needy moan escaped Tristan as the sweet, hot heat of Kyle’s mouth worked his meat.

Yeeeahhh…

This was sooo much better than any of his fantasies. He’d had plenty of time to envision any number of fantasy scenarios, from having to teach him how to pleasure another man, all the way up to Kyle shoving him back onto the bed and having his way with him.

“I won’t even hold it against you if you don’t want to swallow, dude,” Tristan gasped. “Feel free to jerk me off to finish me.” Because he was close.

Damned close.

He managed to peel his eyes open and watch Kyle. That killer grey-blue gaze pinned him in place, as if boring through his soul.

But Kyle didn’t pull off. If anything, he started moving a little faster, sucking a little harder, maybe not the best blowjob Tris had ever received in terms of technical skill, but definitely the one he was enjoying the most out of any he’d ever had before.

Because of who had his cock down his throat and was giving it to him.

I cannot wait for him to fuck me.

He might be a Dominant, but Tristan enjoyed receiving a good, hard fucking. At this point, he didn’t even care if Kyle never wanted to catch like that. If this was the most he got out of Kyle—smoking hot blowjobs—he’d be a happy fucking camper.

Tristan held Kyle’s head and he couldn’t keep his fingers from digging into the man’s scalp a little as his climax hit. “Ohh, fuck yeah!” His balls drew up tight before shooting his load right into Kyle’s waiting mouth.

When Kyle released him, Tristan sank to his knees in front of him and deeply kissed him, letting him take control of the kiss. He felt too sex-drunk to even think about resisting.

Not that he wanted to resist anyway.

“How was that?” From Kyle’s playful smile, Tristan suspected the man already knew Tristan’s answer to that.

“Mind-blowing.”

“Don’t be afraid to give me constructive criticism.”

“Dude, right now, all I want to do is finish our shower and spend the rest of the night fucking each other’s brains out.” He reached down and cupped Kyle’s cock and balls in his hand. Said cock was already semi-chub, that soon.

Not bad for a couple of forty-somethings.

He was forty—Kyle was forty-one.

From what Tristan was currently feeling, he suspected there’d be some really hot repeat sex to soon be had.

“Damn, I forgot to put the ziti in the oven before we climbed in here.”

Tristan kissed him again to shut him up. He wanted to savor this, be able to mentally replay it whenever he didn’t have Kyle within fuckable range.

Which wouldn’t be anytime soon, barring their jobs.

It was only the water finally starting to get cold that got them moving and out of the shower. They were both almost completely hard again due to the sexy, naked shower necking.

New favorite thing.

“You are sleeping with me tonight, right?” Tristan asked as they dried off.

Kyle wore that sexy smirk that always turned Tristan’s crank. “I take it that’s more than a request?”

“Damn right it’s more than a request.”

“There might be a midnight molestation in your future if I do.”

“I damn sure hope so!” 


Chapter Seven

 

After Kyle dried off, he didn’t bother pulling his shorts back on. He suspected Tris might want to rip them off him again after dinner anyway.

Maybe even before dinner.

He was totally fine with that, either way.

He headed out to the kitchen and turned on the oven, slid the baking dish inside, and set the timer on his phone, adding an extra five minutes because he didn’t preheat the oven.

Tris followed him, also naked, and embraced him from behind. Kyle nearly moaned at the feel of warm flesh pressed against his back, head to toe.

No longer alone.

Hell, would he sound stupid if he admitted that? Sex was great, yeah, but even better was the ability to cuddle and hold each other, no longer feeling alone.

Kyle smirked as he turned to face Tris and leaned back against the counter. “So you fucked your hand last night and pretended it was me, hmm? Was it angry fucking?”

Tristan trapped him against the counter with his arms. “You damn well know it was.” He nibbled the side of Kyle’s neck, the playful scrape of teeth making Kyle shiver. “Here I thought I’d have you all to myself for the night, and you had to go rescue her.”

“Sorry.”

“No.” Tristan straightened. “I don’t need or want an apology out of you for that. You’re a good guy, and she had Dillon with her.” He scowled. “She did have Dillon with her, right?”

“Yes, she did.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t mind the kid.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Yeah?”

Kyle’s hands settled on Tristan’s hips. Kyle didn’t miss that both of them were now semi-hard again. He forced himself to look Tris in the eye and not grind against him. “Do we have to have another roommate?”

“What do you mean?”

“Can your budget afford it if it’s just the two of us? Because mine can.”

“You mean it?”

“Yeah. I mean, if we eventually met a girl we’re both interested in, who was interested in both of us, maybe we could revisit that position. I don’t mind if either of us are playing with or tying women, or even guys. But if we’re ever going to open ourselves to a third, it needs to be mutual for both of us with her.”

Tristan took a long time to answer. “We might need a third to use up some toppy energy on from time to time. Or at the very least co-top someone.”

“That’s why I’m okay with us playing with other people. I mean, obviously, if the other really doesn’t like the bottom, we get veto rights on play partners. But why would I want to go anywhere else when I have the perfect man for me right here?”

Tristan’s gaze searched his for a long moment. “Just want to make sure I’m hearing you right. You want us to live-live together, and not just be roommates?”

“Yeah. Let’s…try it. You’re my best friend. As long as we don’t fuck that up in the process…I want to try it. I know I’m going to hate myself if we don’t try to make this work. Especially now. I mean, if you want to.”

The smile that split Tristan’s face stirred something deep inside Kyle.

And he didn’t mean his cock, although Tristan’s smile was making that even harder than he’d already been.

“Hell, yeah, I want to. No dating unless it’s a woman we both like who can handle both of us.”

“Agreed.” Kyle couldn’t pull his gaze from Tristan’s. “Sounds like we got ourselves a committed relationship.”

“Sounds like it.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan suspected Kyle wouldn’t hold it against him if he jumped for joy with an added fist pump.

Somehow, he managed to hold in the urge.

Finally, finally, something was going right for him.

Took me damn long enough.

In a perfect world, sure, he would have opened up to Kyle a lot sooner, told him how he felt, and let the chips fall where they may.

Except losing his friendship with the man wasn’t an option.

“Promise me something,” Tristan said.

Kyle nodded.

“If at any time this isn’t working for you, tell me. I mean, tell me before we nuke our friendship.”

“Ditto.”

Another long moment of staring. Now he could stare into Kyle’s eyes all he wanted and not worry if his friend would think he was weird for doing so. He could cram his face against the crook of his neck and inhale, or rub his face in Kyle’s hair.

All the things he’d longed to do and had to hold back because he’d been “just” his friend before.

“You sure you’ve never sucked a cock before?” Tris teased. “Because, daaayamn, man.”

Kyle’s smile would never quit making Tristan’s cock twitch. It hadn’t failed to get a rise in him during all their years of friendship, or after five years as roomies, and it wouldn’t fail to do so in the future.

“You liked that, huh?”

“Damn right, I did. I can imagine how you’ll roll my eyes back in my head after you’ve had some experience. Hope I rocked your world.”

“No complaints from me on your technique.”

“I can’t help thinking about all the things I am looking forward to teaching you.” Tristan seductively licked his lips and sank to his knees in front of Kyle. Too fricking tempting.

Now that he had access to Kyle’s cock, he planned on getting the man addicted to his mouth, his ass—whatever he had to do to hold his attention until no one else could cross Kyle’s mind or memories except him.

With those gorgeous eyes staring down at him, Tristan wanted to put on a damn fine show for the man.

His man.

Tristan leaned in, his gaze still focused on Kyle’s face, and slowly licked the tip of the man’s cock.

It finished hardening, twitching as he breathed on the tip before slowly licking it again.

“Fuuuuck…” Kyle’s fingers twined in Tristan’s hair, tugging, coaxing, not quite demanding but riding that narrow border between please and it’s on.

“Think of how much fun we can have practicing rope on each other now,” Tristan breathed, taking time to lick his cock again. “I’ll be happy to let you tie me up. And I can’t wait to see you in my ropes.”

Another sexy moan rolled from Kyle.

They’d practiced ties on each other before, countless times.

Now it could reach a sexier level it never had before.

Tristan slowly stood, dragging his body along Kyle’s as he did, wrapping his arms around the man before kissing him. “After dinner, I’m going to enjoy letting you fuck my ass and ride me ragged before we go to sleep.”

Kyle nipped Tristan’s lower lip. “I have to be up early tomorrow.”

“I don’t care. I don’t want to sleep alone if we’re an item.”

“Good.” Another slow, sweet kiss. “I don’t want to sleep alone, either.” Kyle closed his eyes and tipped his head against Tristan’s shoulder. “The rope group will be fun next week.”

“Damn right it will be.”

“You’re going to tease me the whole time, aren’t you?” Kyle’s hands settled on Tristan’s ass and squeezed.

“I might be a Top, but a bitch just might be willing to volunteer to be your rope bunny for the good of the class and to show I’m nothing if not a team player.”

He loved the sound of Kyle’s laughter. “We going to eat on the couch tonight?”

Tristan snorted. “Since we don’t have to worry about Louisa perving on us or complaining we’re sitting around naked, uh, yeah.”

 

* * * *

 

Despite how early it was, Kyle coaxed Tristan into his bed after dinner for the legitimate reason that his king-sized bed was bigger and, frankly, more comfortable than Tristan’s queen-sized mattress.

“And I have to be up earlier than you.” He made sure his alarm was set.

“We need to have a serious discussion about swapping beds around,” Tristan said. “I like having a bathroom right there and not down the hall.”

“We can do that. I—” Kyle’s phone rang.

Marilyn’s ringtone.

Tristan groaned and rolled onto his back. “Fuck me, she’s not even dating you and she’s cock-blocking me.”

Kyle knew if he didn’t deal with this now, she might try calling again. Or if it was Dillon calling from her phone and Kyle didn’t answer, he’d have to call the kid back anyway or he’d feel like shit until he did. “Yeah?”

“Hey.” It was Marilyn. “Dillon wanted to know if you’re coming by tonight to work on the coupe. I thought if you were, you could have dinner with us.”

Yeah, this could have waited. “Sorry, not tonight. Tris and I already had dinner, and we have plans.”

“Oh. Okay, no problem.” He hated that she sounded so disappointed and prayed she hadn’t gotten Dillon’s hopes up.

“Maybe some other time,” Kyle told her. “We’ll probably come by sometime this weekend to work on it.” He glanced at Tris, who rolled his eyes, but his smile told Kyle yeah, he’d go with Kyle and help.

Even though Tristan wasn’t a motorhead and he didn’t know jack shit about cars.

But he’d go with him.

To keep him company.

Plus Marilyn wasn’t fond of Tristan, and the feeling was mutual. It’d help keep her away from the garage while he was trying to work, and Tristan could help keep Dillon distracted so Kyle could focus.

“All right, I’ll tell him. Thanks again for the battery and coming to get us the other night.”

“No problem. Listen, I need to run. Talk to you later.”

“Okay.”

He set his phone to silent and stretched out next to Tristan. “Better?”

“‘Dinner,’ huh?”

“Yeah, I know. I can see it now.”

“Good.” He rolled on top of Kyle. “Because I’ll call her out she tries shit with my man.” He sat up. “When you telling her about us?”

“If it comes up. But honestly, I’ve never discussed anything like that with her.”

“You haven’t been with anyone since you broke up with her.”

“I’ve gone out a couple of times.”

“Fair point. I’m not a dirty secret, and I won’t keep you one. We do this, we’re doing it, in the open.”

“No, I don’t mean it like that. Look, I love the hell out of Dillon, okay? I’m trying to keep things copacetic with her for him. No, I will not lie to her and say you and I aren’t together, but you’re a teacher. You know kids, and you know how crazy parents can be during a breakup. I’ve heard you tell stories about that. Hell, even your own parents. Look what you said they put you guys through in the divorce.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan immediately felt like a heel. “Yeah, I get it. Keep in mind he’s not your kid. She finally finds someone who is decent, they might not take too kindly to your presence in Dillon’s life.”

“I think that contradicts your point, but okay, I’ll accept it. I only want what’s best for the kid. No, he’s not mine. But if I can be a stable, loving presence in his life for now, I’m not going to turn my back on him.” He flipped Tristan over onto his back, surprising him and making him laugh.

“Damn, man. That how you want to play it tonight?” He wouldn’t admit there was something fricking sexy about having a guy who could manhandle him, and with whom he didn’t have to hold back, either.

Kyle grabbed Tristan’s hands and pinned them over his head, Kyle’s body stretched out along Tristan’s. “Just for a little bit. Then you can have your way with me.”

“Mmm. I like the sound of that.”

“We’ll take turns.”

“I like the sound of that even better. Lube and condoms?”

“I’m fine bareback if you are.”

Tristan blew him a kiss. “I am fine with it, except logistics. I have a feeling we’re going to be fucking like bunnies for the next several weeks, and neither of us need a UTI right now. Unless you want to pause our activities so we can retreat to mutual bathrooms and clean out?”

“Ah.” Point apparently taken. He released Tristan’s hands and leaned over to open a side table drawer and pulled out a bottle of lube. “Eh, I’m out of condoms. Haven’t exactly needed any.”

“I’ll go grab some. And a towel.” He sat up, but Kyle cupped him around the front of the throat and shoved him back down with a deliciously evil grin.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Tristan’s cock throbbed. “Apparently nowhere yet.”

Kyle leaned in. “Damn right you’re not.” He slanted his lips over Tristan’s, devouring him.

Tristan didn’t even mind. His lips eagerly parted, his tongue dueling with Kyle’s as they kissed. Wasn’t even kissing so much as slaking their mutual hunger.

Need.

Kyle had apparently shaved during his earlier shower after returning home, because his cheeks felt relatively smooth against his own. Tris wrapped his arms around Kyle, hooking a leg around his for good measure. There was a time for sweet and cuddly and romantic.

This was not that time.

Right now, Tristan wanted it hard and fast and leaving him feeling it for days.

Feeling it for life.

Kyle worked his way down Tristan’s jaw, to the hollow of his throat, where he nipped him. “Maybe I want to tie you up and spend a couple of hours figuring out how to make you beg.”

“Dude, I’ll beg you now, without the ropes. I need a good, hard fucking.”

Kyle grinned. “Tell me.”

“I need that gorgeous cock of yours plowing my ass. I want to feel your balls slapping against me as you make me forget every other cock I’ve ever had, much less every pussy I’ve ever fucked.” He reached down to where Kyle was now teasing his nipple with his teeth and plunged his hands into Kyle’s hair. “Stop teasing me, dude. Please!”

Kyle straddled him and sat up. When Tristan realized his cock lay perfectly nestled along the seam of Kyle’s ass, he started trying to hump against him.

Kyle leaned in and kissed him again. “I want you to fuck me first,” he whispered against Tristan’s lips. “Show me.”

“Do you even know if you’ll like that?”

“I might have used toys on myself before.”

Tristan flipped him over onto his back, grabbed him behind the knees and shoved his legs up and back, and smiled down at him. “Then hold your gorgeous ass right there for a minute while I get supplies.”


Chapter Eight

 

Kyle’s pulse raced as he watched Tristan’s naked ass run out of the bedroom. He didn’t move, holding himself open.

Tristan quickly returned, dropped the supplies on the bed, and shoved a towel under Kyle’s ass. “First things first.” He pulled on a nitrile glove and generously applied lube to his index finger. “I want this to feel good.”

He slowly teased Kyle’s ass, gently pressing, working lube into him. While he did that, he slowly pumped Kyle’s cock with his other hand, until he was rocking his hips in time with Tristan’s movements.

Damn sure felt better than when he’d used toys on himself in the past. Tristan’s hand slowly stroked up his cock, swiped over the head, and down again. Not nearly enough to get him off, but a teasing rhythm that made Kyle want Tris to hurry up and get him ready and fuck him already.

Tris stopped stroking his cock, but inside Kyle’s ass, his finger turned and found Kyle’s sweet spot. His cock jerked in response as he let out a moan.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Tris started slowly fucking Kyle’s ass with his finger, making sure to glide along his prostate with every stroke.

Damn.

Yeah, this felt good, all right. Better than good.

Tristan worked him up to two fingers, then three. Every time Kyle thought the burning pinch would be too much, Tristan slowed and rubbed his button again and nearly shot him into orbit.

Finally, Tristan sat back and withdrew his fingers from Kyle’s ass. “I think that’s enough.”

By that point, a large and growing puddle of pre-cum had gathered on Kyle’s abs. Tristan pulled the glove off inside out and donned a condom.

Reaching over, he scooped up the pre-cum and slathered it all over the condom. When he knelt between Kyle’s legs and pressed the head of his cock against his rim, he smiled down at him.

“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.” His hips rocked forward.

Kyle gasped as Tristan paused, letting him adjust to him before he finished sinking his eight inches inside Kyle’s ass.

Tristan held still and leaned in to kiss him, caging him with his arms on either side of his head. “For the record,” he said, his lips just above Kyle’s, “I want you to fuck me like you stole me when we change positions. That’s why I’m not going to make you come just yet.”

Kyle reached up and hooked a hand around the back of Tristan’s neck and pulled him down for another kiss. With a fistful of Tristan’s hair to hold him in place, he tried to rock against the man, drawing a muffled laugh from him.

Tristan managed to draw back enough to smile down at him. “I want your cock in my ass tonight, mister. I let you come now, that might not happen.” He slowly drew out until just the head of his cock remained inside Kyle before pressing forward again.

“You can fuck me faster and harder than that,” Kyle growled.

Tristan’s smile widened and he pointed at himself. “Saaaadist.”

 

* * * *

 

What Tristan really wanted to do was make this last all night long, have them both call in sick tomorrow, and spend all day in bed together.

Except they both needed to work. And Louisa’s damn stunt had eaten one of Tristan’s family leave days.

This weekend would have to be soon enough.

Kyle hooked his legs around Tristan and thrust up to meet him stroke for stroke as Tristan really settled into a rhythm.

“Can’t believe I’m the first guy gets to tap this ass.”

Kyle’s hands had drifted down and settled on Tristan’s ass. He squeezed, a grin filling his face. “Lucky bastard.” Between them, his rigid cock brushed against Tristan’s abs.

“That’s right—I am. I finally get you.”

The way Kyle’s tight ass pulsed around Tristan’s cock threatened to shove him over the edge sooner than he wanted. Even slowly long-stroking Kyle, Tris felt like he hovered near the edge.

It didn’t help that Kyle was actively trying to fuck back against him, hands grabbing, fingers digging into Tristan’s ass.

Sooo much better than all his fantasies. Every bit of it.

He slowed to a rolling grind and loved that it made Kyle gasp. “You’re killing me, dude. Hurry up, I want to come!”

Tristan was too busy trying not to nut yet to come up with a snappy reply. Except then Kyle rolled them over again, taking him by surprise.

He grinned down at him. “Okay, now will you come for me, you stubborn asshole?” He started riding Tristan’s cock, slamming down onto it, and Tristan couldn’t hold back any longer. He grabbed Kyle’s hips and thrust up, burying his cock inside him with a groan as pleasure erupted from deep within him and he filled the condom with his cum.

“You sonofabitch,” he gasped. “I wanted to last longer.”

Kyle kissed him. “You can last longer tomorrow night. I need you.”

Tristan cleaned up in the hall bath because it was closer before he returned to Kyle’s bed. “How you want me?”

“Just like that.” Another kiss, and had kissing ever felt so good? Kyle didn’t just like to kiss, it was a sexy feast, perfection behind his smile, a pleasant surprise Tristan hadn’t imagined quite like the reality.

Reality was better.

Kyle donned a glove, and Tristan spread for him. Kyle took his time, even stretching out next to Tris and kissing him as he lubed him up and got him ready.

“Where was that spot again?” He felt Kyle twist his hand, and then his own cock jerked as Kyle found his prostate.

“Ohhh, fuuuck!” Tris moaned.

Kyle grinned. “Look at that. That kind of reaction will inflate a guy’s ego.”

“Inflate your ego, your cock, I don’t care. Get that cock in me now!”

Kyle sat up, stripped off his glove, and proceeded to sheath himself in a condom and do just that. All pretense of playfulness disappeared as his cock slid inside Tristan.

“Shit!” Kyle gasped. “Why the hell didn’t we do this sooner?”

“Because we’re both chickenshit idiots. You do remember the part where I told you to fuck me like you stole me, right?”

Kyle’s eyes dropped closed for a second. When they fluttered open, his gaze nailed Tristan right in the feels.

This time when Kyle kissed him, it felt…satisfied. Tender.

Like all his hopes and dreams wrapped up in a bow and handed to him on a silver platter, just waiting for him to claim them.

“I love you,” Kyle quietly said. “I was scared to admit it.”

Tristan held Kyle’s head in place so he could kiss him, love him. “Love you, too, dude. We can do mushy later. Right now what I need is you.”

 

* * * *

 

“You don’t understand—I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” Kyle suspected he was fucking this up.

“Yeah, I understand, all right. Trust me, I’m good with that. What I’d be even better with right this second is you fucking me.”

So Kyle fucked him. He withdrew and slammed into him, hard and deep and Tristan’s moans digging into his soul.

“Oh, yeah,” Tristan groaned. “Like that.” He looked up at Kyle with a hooded gaze. “I’ll give you forever if you keep fucking me like that. Don’t you dare hold back, either.”

There was something incredibly sexy about the look in Tristan’s eyes. Marilyn had been…well, okay in bed. Honestly? He’d had better.

Like right now.

Right this second, he was having the best and hottest sex of his life.

And it only took me finally admitting to my best friend I’m in love with him.

Marilyn had liked it over quickly and wanted it tidy before going straight to the cuddling. She wasn’t a fan of talking dirty, or good hard, raw fucking, or—

I’m an idiot.

He braced his arms on the bed on either side of Tristan’s head and stared down into his eyes as he took what he wanted.

Tris wanted it hard?

He’d give it to him.

Tris reached between them and started stroking his cock, which had grown fully hard again. With his other hand he reached up and fisted Kyle’s hair so he could kiss him. His tongue fucked Kyle’s mouth as hard and savagely as Kyle’s cock was fucking his ass.

Even the condom sheathing his cock didn’t diminish the pleasure he felt with every thrust.

“Just like that,” Tris muttered against his lips. “Don’t you fucking stop. Drive that gorgeous cock into me.”

His voice sounded deep, throaty, dredged from the same bottomless well of need inside Kyle, desperate passion and yearning calling to be slaked.

Their gazes locked and the thought flashed through Kyle that, yes, for the first time in his life, he could see himself spending the rest of his life with someone else—with this man.

His balls slapped against Tristan’s ass with every thrust. Every dark and dirty sexual fantasy he’d ever had, he could now imagine making come true with this man. Hell, they could take turns being on bottom, he didn’t care.

Because Tristan wasn’t just his friend. Not anymore. All he’d needed was that last bit of courage to bridge the gap between them.

Now Tris was his everything.

Tristan furiously pounded away at his own cock. When Tris came, the exquisite sensation of his ass squeezing Kyle’s cock sent him over the edge. Unable to hold back any longer, Kyle’s balls drew up tight and as ropes of cum emptied into the condom, he kissed Tristan again.

Kyle collapsed on top of him, both of them breathless, kissing, quiet.

“Duuude,” Tristan finally mumbled. “We are gonna sleep sooo fricking good tonight.”

Kyle started laughing. “That’s all you can think to say, huh?”

Tristan wore a sleepy smile. “Loooove you.”

Kyle’s heart twisted into a sweet knot around that smile. “Love you.”

They cleaned up and returned to bed, Kyle happy to play little spoon tonight.

Frankly, it felt good to not sleep alone. He damn sure wasn’t going to quibble about where he slept in relation to Tristan.

“Can I ask you a question?” Kyle felt Tristan’s breath across his back when he spoke.

“Sure.”

“You knew Marilyn wasn’t kinky. Why’d you date her?”

A question he’d asked himself too many damn times. He knew beyond the obvious issues with her that Tris hadn’t been attracted to her. Marilyn was a thin, petite woman, and Tris preferred women built with solid curves.

“I thought…I don’t know. Maybe she’d get curious. She said she was willing to let me tie and play as long as it wasn’t sexual. But she refused to get involved in it with me. I think it was mostly Dillon. I wanted to give the kid a little stability. I tend to forget how lucky I am my parents weren’t raging Dumpster fires. He’s a good kid, and I really do love him like he’s my son.”

Tristan squeezed him. “You’re a good man, Charlie Brown. How do you think she’s gonna react to this development?”

“I don’t know. I hope she doesn’t take it out on Dillon by cutting all contact with me.”

“Not your fault if she does.”

“I know.”

Tristan kissed the back of his shoulder. “I mean it.” His voice held no trace of humor now. “I love you. I’m in this for us. For life. Doesn’t mean we can’t have fun with it. We only get one life, and it’s time we live it for us.”

Kyle turned his head so he could kiss Tristan. “I love you, too. And ditto.”

“You gonna let me marry you?” Tristan’s brown gaze burned into him.

“You mean it?” Kyle asked.

“Yeah, I mean it. I’m not stupid enough to let you get away.”

“How do you know you won’t get sick of me?”

“That would have been five years ago, when you moved in with me. I would have known within a month or two if I’d want to kill you by now.”

Kyle had once sworn he’d never get married again.

That’d been before thinking about marrying this man.

“Yeah, I’ll marry you.”

Tristan’s smile in the dim light threatened to harden Kyle’s cock again. He pressed his body along Kyle’s. “You decide when. I won’t pressure you for a date, but if I don’t have a ring on your hand in the next six months, I’m gonna start pushing.”

“Pushy Dom, huh?”

“Damn right, I am. Takes one to know one.”

Kyle closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of Tristan’s warmth against his flesh. “Sure does.” 


Chapter Nine

 

It took Jessica another week to receive her insurance settlement, get her deposit check from her landlord, and finally make it through the receding floodwaters to see her place.

A total loss. She was able to salvage about half her remaining clothes, and all her dishes and kitchenware. Some knickknacks that had been up on higher shelves, and some books.

Jim and Brenda went with her, hugging her as she cried and helping her sort through everything. Fortunately, she’d lived fairly light, and while she hated losing her furniture and some of the books, it wasn’t anything that couldn’t be replaced. She took pictures of everything before tossing it.

Meanwhile, Stanley had already gained a couple of pounds and was starting to fill in. He’d proven to be a quick study when it came to commands and housebreaking, and had only had one accident in the house so far. That had been because it’d been raining all day, and apparently he hated getting his feet wet. He’d been impossible to move off the front sidewalk or back lanai concrete and into the soggy grass.

None of the humans in the house could blame him, either, considering his narrow brush with death. The poor Lab now apparently had a fear of “wet.” And since his accident had happened on the kitchen linoleum floor, next to the back door, no harm, no foul.

He also considered himself Jessica’s shadow. While he would play with Topper and Herby, his preferred spot was next to her, either on the couch or on the floor next to wherever she was sitting, or in bed with her at night.

She’d had to call as far north as Conroe to finally find a U-Haul place that had a truck and car hauler available she could rent one-way to Florida. Brenda drove her to pick it up. Jessica had used her waiting time well to sort and repack everything, buying boxes and plastic bins, until she’d consolidated and tightened the load to the smallest truck possible that could still tow a car hauler.

Brenda and Jim helped her load her things. Now that she had a plan and a destination, she was itching to be out of Houston and return to Florida for good. But she made herself spend one last night at their insistence, not wanting her to risk driving an unfamiliar vehicle—towing a car hauler—at night through still iffy streets. Not all the traffic lights were working yet, and there were still flooded sections of road. Tuesday morning would be soon enough to leave.

Early the next morning, Jess stood in their driveway, exchanging tearful hugs with them.

“Make sure to text me how you’re doing at every gas stop,” Brenda said. “Don’t you make me worry.”

“I promise.”

“And come visit us and send us pics of our godson,” Jim added.

Jessica laughed. “I will. I promise.” They’d adopted Stanley as much as they had her. Part of her regretted pulling the dog away from his new buddies, except she suspected he was one of the few things that would keep her sane over the next stage of her life.

And dammit, she’d been lonely. With Stanley, she wasn’t nearly as lonely now.

At least she felt secure he wouldn’t betray her trust.

By that afternoon, she was making good time across Louisiana on I-10. There literally wasn’t a need for her to use a map app, because she’d take I-10 east until I-75, and then I-75 south until her exit in Sarasota. From there, it was just a couple of blocks east, where the apartment in the industrial complex awaited her and Stanley.

Stanley proved to be an excellent traveling companion. As she reached the Florida Panhandle just before dark, she pulled in at a rest area to hit the potty and walk Stanley. During the drive, he would either sit up in the passenger seat and look out the windows, or curl up and sleep. No bouncing around, no trying to climb into her lap. Like he knew this was his job, to be her co-pilot.

She’d already used the bathroom herself, and was walking Stanley in the designated dog walk area at the rest stop when a guy approached through the trees. She’d been scrolling through email on her phone, and it was Stanley’s growl that alerted her and made her head snap up and her attention focus on the guy. And she kicked herself for not paying better attention—she knew better than that.

The guy stopped about thirty feet away. What alarmed her was how she realized—belatedly—that there weren’t many people at the rest area, and the dog walk was away from the main building where the few people were at. Stanley’s hackles stood up all the way down his back, and he’d dropped his head, his threatening growl loud in his chest.

“Dude, step back,” she said, loudly, quickly snapping a picture of the guy with her phone, just in case.

“I’m just stretching my legs, lady. Chill. Wanted to pet your dog.”

A wave of nausea threatened. “He’s not interested in being petted. And go stretch your legs somewhere else.” He looked up as another car pulled into the rest area, and she used the distraction to dart around him and hurry back toward the truck.

She was aware of the guy calling out to her and trying to follow her, but then she pushed it into turbo and instead of loading Stanley into the passenger door like she had been, she scooped him up in her arms and, with trembling fingers, got the key in the driver’s door lock, opened it, and jumped up. By the time she had locked herself in the cab, the man stood about twenty feet away and darkly glared at her.

He looked like he was going to walk toward her when a FHP marked unit pulled into the rest area. She laid on the horn and started flashing her headlights, and that did it. The trooper hit the brakes and flipped on his bubble lights, backing up to her as the guy bolted.

She rolled down her window, quickly told the trooper what happened, and he went peeling out in pursuit of the guy after ordering her to stay put.

Heart racing, she stayed put. Not that she could have driven right then from how shaky the adrenaline jolt had left her.

Stanley quietly stared in the direction the trooper had driven, then looked at her. She’d swear he nodded, as if saying, Well, that’s that.

He looked proud of himself, too.

“I owe you some beef jerky, or a cheeseburger, or something.” She cradled his head in her hands and his otter tail thumped against the seat. “Guess any guy I date needs to pass Stanley approval before I go out with them.”

He licked her nose.

The trooper returned twenty minutes later, after three county deputies had also arrived. Apparently, the guy had an outstanding warrant for sexual assault in Alabama, so now she had to file a formal statement for the incident report.

It took an hour to get out of there, but at least she was able to walk Stanley—again—and make another trip to the bathroom.

And all the officers had given Stanley pets and good-boys before she left.

By the time she reached the next exit, her stomach had settled itself and actually growled in hunger. She pulled off to get gas and take-out. Then she and Stanley ate in the cab—Stanley earning himself a plain cheeseburger—as she put Brenda on speakerphone and updated her.

“No shit? Damn, girl. So much for an uneventful drive.”

“Right?” She fed Stanley a fry. Normally she wouldn’t give a dog human food, but dammit, he’d earned it. “I’ll be so glad to get to Sarasota.”

“I bet. Make sure you send me a text when you get there, no matter what time it is.”

“Will do.”

After she finished and shot Kel a text to update her timeframe, she got on the road again.

Despite it being dark out, Stanley sat up in the passenger seat and stared ahead through the windshield, as if on guard.

At least I’ll have someone watching my back.

Except in Sarasota, once she reacquainted herself with the local kink community, she’d have friends again. Close friends. In Houston, she hadn’t had many friends in the kinky community beyond Brenda and Jim. Everyone she’d known had been the asshole’s friends more than hers, and she’d gladly ceded custody of them to him when she’d left him.

Wasn’t worth the stress trying to date or scene with him and the toothpick active in the same kinky circles.

It was probably not a coincidence that Brad had hated Brenda and Jim, and the feeling had been mutual.

I wonder if Stanley would have growled at Brad?

That thought made her smile.

 

* * * *

 

Between taking it easy and the unexpected delay, it was after two a.m. Wednesday morning when she finally exited I-75 in Sarasota and made the final turn into the plaza.

When she pulled up in front of the building, where a pick-up truck was parked, the door opened and Kel stepped out.

She nearly burst into relieved tears to see her old friend.

In fact, she did start crying when she climbed out of the cab and he offered her a hug.

Stanley had crawled over and stood in the driver’s seat, tail wagging as he watched.

“Is this your new baby?” Kel asked.

“Yeah. And you won’t believe this.” She updated him about what happened.

Kel held out his hand to Stanley, who sniffed and then started wagging.

“Looks like I pass.” Now she realized the deep lines in Kel’s face weren’t just a trick of the shadows. He looked aged from the last time she’d seen him.

“I guess so.”

He smiled. “How’s your stomach?”

“Actually better than it’s been in a while, once I hit 75 and turned south.”

“Good. Come on, and I’ll show you around.”

She got Stanley out, let him potty real fast, then followed Kel inside the unit.

The apartment was upstairs, the bottom portion both an office and a large storage bay. And even better, the apartment was fully furnished. She decided the first bedroom would be hers, since it had a king-sized bed in it. Each bedroom had its own full bathroom, and there was a half-bath downstairs, off of the office.

“I’ll unload tomorrow,” she said. “I’m not even going to try tonight.”

He handed her a set of keys and a piece of paper with the alarm code and WiFi password written down. “Good. We can handle the lease paperwork tomorrow, too. Oh, and I already talked to Ted Collins. If you want to interview with them, they could use an extra hand right now with Essie pregnant.”

“Are you all right?” Now in the kitchen’s overhead light, she could clearly see Kel looked…weary.

“I’m…fine.” He forced a smile that didn’t fool her. “You’ve been gone, so you probably haven’t heard, because we’ve kept it pretty quiet. Mal had a miscarriage, and now she’s battling an eating disorder. She’s inpatient right now, at a place up in Tampa.”

Jess sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh…man. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” Now she felt even guiltier that she hadn’t been a better friend. She’d been so wrapped up in her own drama and problems she’d sort of dropped contact with the people she’d been close to.

“Not your fault. Not anyone’s fault. It just…is.” He leaned against the counter. “We’re working through it. If you have free time and want to volunteer at Venture, Cali’s the volunteer coordinator. She and her guys, Max and Sean, they take a full weekend, and help out with the rope group, too.”

“Wait…Max and Sean of Two Crafty Bastards Toys?”

“Yeah. Wait, that’s right, you moved before they got together with Cali.” He filled her in, including the fact that Lydia had been murdered.

Her eyes widened. “Holy fuck, that bitch bit the farm? Wait, sorry, that was insensitive. That bitch was killed?”

This time, his smile seemed to reach his eyes a little. “You aren’t the only one who felt that way, believe me.”

“She thought she could order me around one time when I was doing a photo shoot with Scrye and June, and I thought June was going to pop her one in the snoot. Lydia thought she could do it just because she was a ‘volunteer.’”

“Yeah, well, she was kicked off the volunteer roster a long time before her untimely demise. You really have missed a lot of the backroom gossip that doesn’t make it to Fet.”

“I guess.”

After a few more minutes of chatting, a huge yawn hit her. “Sorry, I need sleep, and you look like you do, too.”

“Yeah. Let me help you repark the rig so you’re not blocking any of the other units. The one next to this one is vacant.” Twenty minutes later, she and Stanley were safely locked inside the apartment, and she was standing under a hot shower, trying to ease her aching muscles from the drive.

It was hard to process she was…here.

Yes, this was the perfect place to rent, because she could set up kinky photoshoots next door at the club, or hell, downstairs in the bay area. Kel was willing to give her a lease with a double-ended escape clause, so either she or he could break it if needed. But she’d known the guy for the better part of thirty years and trusted him not to enact it for bullshit and leave her hanging.

If he tried it, she’d sic his mom on him.

There was a Suncoast Society munch this Sunday, and she was tempted to go. She wouldn’t be doing a lot of eating out in the near future as she pinched her pennies and saved up money. It’d be good to see her old friends again.

She still kicked herself in the ass that she let Brad talk her into moving from Florida. But she’d been in looooove.

Bastard.

She wouldn’t make that mistake again. She was thirty-six and while yeah, she’d love a guy—hell, or guys, plural—to warm her bed at night, she was done putting herself last. It hadn’t made her happy, and had only led to her getting stuck in Texas and putting parts of herself in forced storage.

It used to be she played, had fun. Laughed.

Hell, she’d laughed more in the weeks she’d spent with Brenda and Jim than she had in the past several years.

She’d started rediscovering parts of her personality she’d forgotten existed.

No more. Next relationship distraction in my life, after passing the Stanley test, needs to prove to me why I should invest time and energy in them.

And even then, she might still decide she only wanted friends with bennies.

Until she figured herself out, figured out how she’d let herself get to this point, and figured out what she really wanted to do with the rest of her life.


Chapter Ten

 

Jess awoke a little after eleven that morning to find a text from Kel.

 

Let me know when you’re awake and want to schedule help.

 

He’d stocked coffee and nukeable, frozen breakfast sandwiches for her in the kitchen. She put the coffee on before walking Stanley, who seemed a little curious about their new digs, but content to walk calmly at her side. She scooped his poop in a bag and tossed it in the community Dumpster outside before heading in with him.

Jeez, it’s only Wednesday. It felt like way more time had passed since she’d pulled away from Brenda and Jim’s. And now her body had to get used to the time change, too.

She waited to text Kel back until she had a full mug of coffee and a cooked breakfast sandwich in front of her on the kitchen counter.

Stanley sat at her feet, hopeful, waiting for anything that might get dropped.

Kel called her after receiving her text.

“Morning. You sleep okay?”

“Better than I have in a while, yeah. Thank you for this, seriously.”

“No problem. Ted and Josh Collins, and Sean, Max, and Cali, can come over later this afternoon and help you unload the truck. Whenever you want.”

“Since they’re offering, I’ll work on their schedule. You tell me.”

“Five?”

“Works for me. I don’t have to have the truck turned in until late tomorrow.”

“And Josh and Ted want to talk to you about a job.”

“Even better.” She sipped her coffee. “Did I remember to tell you thank you?”

“Several times. And you’re welcome. I’ll come over before then so we can handle the lease paperwork, and rearrange the bay so you have room for your stuff there.”

“I need to unload my truck and hit the grocery store.” First, she needed to get Stanley’s crate out of her truck. She’d stashed it under the topper so she could find it more easily. It’d mortify her if less than twenty-four hours after their arrival Stanley nominated himself for the bad doggo guest club.

“Mom wanted to know if you’d come over for dinner tomorrow night. You can bring Stanley.”

Jess hadn’t seen her in over six years. “How’s she doing?”

“Glad to hear you’re back in town. Looking forward to meeting Stanley. I think you now have a doggy grandma.”

“Excellent.”

“Have you told your parents you’re back in town?”

That chilled her…chill. “No. Not going to, either. Not right now.” The last thing she needed—or wanted—was their “help” or their “advice.”

If she told them a fraction of her tale, she’d soon be lectured, scolded, probably ridiculed, and basically made to feel like an utter failure by two people who never should have been allowed to combine genetics to create another human being in the first place.

“Sorry. I’d hoped they’d mellowed a little.”

“I told them via Facebook Messenger that I was alive and unharmed after the storm, and that once I had a new address, I’d text it to them. They have my phone number.” In fact, it was still a Florida cell phone number.

“Well, Mom’s info’s still the same, if you need it. I told her I’d ask you to call her when you felt human.” He chuckled. “She really is looking forward to seeing you again.”

“At least someone’s mom is.”

“I’ll share her with you. You know I will.”

“I’ll call her here in a little while.”

“Excellent. I’ll see you around two.”

“Thanks, Kel.”

“No worries.”

She called Brenda first to update her, then Kel’s mom. Michelle Weaver was still the same sweet, funny woman she remembered, and Jess mentally kicked herself in the ass that she hadn’t kept better contact with her except on Facebook.

Kel literally had been like a brother to her, because his parents had basically adopted her. It’d devastated Jess as much as it had Kel and Michelle when his father was killed.

With that done, she fed Stanley and went to grab his crate from her truck. Able to explore the bay in the daylight, with a skylight to illuminate it, she could see his photo setup, with a swing frame to use as a bondage frame.

That’d be perfect.

Before leaving the Sarasota area, she’d had a small but steady business taking fetish photos and then selling them online, either to stock photo sites—if they were tame enough—or compiling them into coffee table books to sell. It wouldn’t have kept her bills paid by itself, but it had usually earned her a few hundred dollars a month. A byproduct of that was taking private boudoir photos for people, which she charged a little more for because they weren’t photos she could sell later.

She’d missed doing it, too. Brad had never bothered to help her out, either, once they’d moved to Houston. If she tried to schedule her day job hours around shoots, he’d usually manage to foul things up for her, either pissing off the models or clients, or ordering her to spend the time with him, since he usually didn’t have to work weekends.

Fucker.

Only in retrospect could she see the pattern, the way he isolated her, started tearing her down emotionally, one brick at a time.

I’m an idiot.

No more. New start, new Jess. This was her time to grow and shine and finally get her life back in order. Next guy who wanted to be with her would have to jump through a million fricking hoops to earn her trust.

She damn sure wouldn’t ignore red flags, explain them away, or let herself be buffaloed by a guy.

 

* * * *

 

By the time Kel arrived right on time, Jess had already gone to the grocery store and unpacked most of her clothes into the dresser and closet in the bedroom she was using. They sat on the couch and went through the lease paperwork together, Kel pointing out the escape clauses for them both.

“Why is it sixty days warning for you if you want me out, but no warning for me if I want to leave?” she asked. “That doesn’t seem fair to you.”

“Normally it wouldn’t be, but you’re a friend, and I trust you. It’s not like I have a waiting list for this place, seriously. I write the expense off as office space on my taxes, and I store my own stuff here. I’m glad I can give back in some small way. You’re not the first person to use this place as a landing pad for the next step of their life’s journey.”

She signed the copies, he signed them, and she neatly folded hers in half to stash it in the two-gallon zipper-top plastic bag where she stored all her other important papers. “Thanks for this. Again.”

“Hey, it’s what friends do. I’ve been damned lucky my friends have stepped up to have my back, and Mal’s. It’s only right I pay it forward. Especially considering how long we’ve known each other.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

His smile looked forced, much like it had in the months right after his father’s death. “I’m vertical. Mal has a great team working with her. We’ll get through this.”

Stanley chose that moment to sit up and lay his head on Kel’s leg.

He chuckled and petted the dog. “Don’t forget to update his microchip information.”

“I used Brenda’s address, but my cell number.” At least her other bills were all electronic, meaning when she filed a change of address form there wasn’t much she had to worry about. She did need to get Stanley a name tag for his collar, though. And he could use a new collar and leash.

Fresh start for both of them.

“Look, don’t kill yourself, okay?” Kel said. “Find a job, work out your budget, and go from there. I actually like having someone living here, because it’s eyes on the place at night in case someone tries bullshit. Especially you, because I trust you, and you’re in the lifestyle.”

“Sounds like I missed a lot of craziness while I was away.”

“You sure did.”

 

* * * *

 

Other than Cali, Jess had met everyone before, or knew who they were. With all of them working on unloading the truck, it took less than an hour to pack everything into the space Kel had made for her things in the bay area. When Jess offered to buy pizza for everyone, they politely declined.

Josh and Ted hung around to talk to her after the triad and Kel had left.

“Kel said you’re looking for work,” Josh said.

“Yeah. I’ll do anything. Legal,” she added, even though she knew she didn’t have to.

“Essie’s pregnant again, so she can’t work on job sites any longer,” Josh said. “Well, she can be, but we won’t let her. And we just lost one of our full-time site coordinators to a move for her husband’s job. What I’d like to do is start you out on a crew, both our normal cleaning operations as well as a hoarding job, and see if you want to continue. We’ll rotate you through the various positions, work you up the food chain, and go from there.”

“Why not promote someone you already have working for you?”

“We’ve already shifted people around,” Josh said. “Some of our cleaning team can’t work full-time because of second jobs or family schedules, or we don’t feel they’re capable of taking on the responsibility of being a supervisor, or they won’t work the out-of-town jobs because of their families, or they don’t want to be on TV. We’ve already shuffled around Essie’s office duties. When she’s ready to work again, we’re going to bring her back to the office to work from there so she can bring the kids to work. She can handle ops from there.”

“So we’d still need someone on-site, who doesn’t mind traveling, or who doesn’t mind being on TV,” Ted added. “It can get pretty intense. You have to be willing to work with difficult clients who will frequently run a gamut of emotions from anger to grief, and who might act irrationally at times. We need someone calm under pressure. Kel tells us you fit the bill perfectly.”

In other words, someone like her, who’d been raised by dysfunctional people, and who could still appear reasonably sane. “I’m willing to try. What am I looking at in terms of salary?”

The starting pay wasn’t drop-dead fantastic, but it was more than she’d been making waiting tables. And it would go up as her duties increased, plus it was guaranteed money, not tips.

They also didn’t have a problem with her getting back into fetish photography, as long as she didn’t let it interfere with her duties for them.

There was no downside, for her. “When do I start?”

“Can you come to our office tomorrow and fill out paperwork and go over some details with Mark?” Ted asked. “We have a hoarding job down in Pt. Charlotte starting Friday morning.”

“You tell me when and where.” She glanced down at Stanley, and apparently Josh read her mind.

“I know Essie wouldn’t mind dog-sitting for you. She’s a trained vet tech and loves animals.”

That would have been her only objection, having to leave him alone all day. She reached down and petted Stanley’s head. “Okay, then. I guess you have yourself a new employee.” She shook with them and Ted gave her a business card with their numbers and office address. She’d stop by before lunch tomorrow, after she dropped off the moving truck and car hauler.

Alone again, she sank onto the couch and Stanley jumped up next to her. She’d covered the couch with an old sheet of hers to keep his hair off the furniture.

With his head in her lap, she took a deep breath and tried to settle her soul.

This was the next step of her life.

I’m thirty-six and starting over…again.

Kids had once been on her radar, but after leaving Brad and now this, she knew she needed to focus on herself.

Honestly? She didn’t even want a relationship right now.

Besides, I have Stanley.

His tail thumped, as if he sensed she was thinking about him.

Yeah, he was complication enough in her life. A sweet, fuzzy one, but definitely her upper level for relationship commitment right now.


Chapter Eleven

 

Loading her truck on the car hauler and securing it Thursday morning didn’t take long. By the time she got the rig turned in and headed for Josh and Ted’s office, it was almost eleven in the morning.

Mark Collins, the third and youngest brother and the one legally married to their wife, Essie, was in the office, along with Tracy Porter, their office manager.

“Josh and Ted are scoping the job site for this weekend and finalizing arrangements,” Mark explained as Tracy gathered the necessary paperwork for Jess to fill out. “Making sure everything’s ready. It’ll be filmed for the TV show.”

“How many of those get filmed?”

“Quite a few. Sometimes they bring us in for out of town shoots if there’s no one local to do it. The people who agree to be filmed are compensated through the network with reduced or free services, depending on the job and what we need to do. And if you wanted to come over for dinner tonight and bring Stanley, we’d love to have you.”

Now she had an overbooked social calendar instead of a nonexistent one. “I can’t, sorry. I already told Kel’s mom I’d be there for dinner tonight.”

“Kel’s mom?”

She quickly sussed out the source of the sudden frown engulfing Mark’s expression, and she explained their long-term friendship.

Mark laughed. “Ah, okay. No worries. Feel free to drop by today and meet Essie. Then you’ll know where we live.” He’d already given her all their cell numbers.

“It’ll be early in the morning when I come by on Friday to bring Stanley. You sure that’s okay?”

“Absolutely. She’s usually up when we get up. And if you want to ride with us and leave your truck parked at our place, that’ll work, too.”

It would save her gas money. “Deal.”

They talked for nearly two hours, and he ordered a pizza for them for lunch. What they wanted her to do was learn the job from the ground up, so she understood all aspects of it. Based on what she could be making in less than six months, if she stayed with them, she was more than willing to focus on this as her new career.

It’d be challenging, satisfying, and most of all, secure.

“At least I know what it feels like to do disaster cleanup,” she said.

“Yeah, sorry about that. Hope you didn’t lose too much in the flooding.”

“Actually, it seems I gained more than I lost, when I really take a hard look at it.”

 

* * * *

 

Stanley not only liked Essie, he apparently adored children and made fast friends with Eddie, their toddler son.

“This’ll work out well,” Essie said. “Honestly, I’m not ready to have a pet right now. I can get my cat time in with Baxter over at Cali’s, and now I can get my dog fix, too.”

“Glad I can help out.”

“No, seriously, you are.” Essie winced as she stretched, her hands on her back. “This little pumpkin was an oopsie.” She patted her tummy. “And now we’re discussing buying some property and building a larger house to, eh, give us a private adult space, too. One we can lock to keep out prying little peepers.” She tipped her head toward where Eddie was playing with Stanley.

Jess was tracking. “Ah.”

“Or maybe buy something we can renovate. But either way, there’s a move in my immediate future. I was not wanting to do that, because Cali’s my bestie and she lives just up at the end of the cul-de-sac.” She sighed. “Anyway, the point is, the guys are right. I’ve got an uber-busy year or two ahead of me. Honestly? I don’t mind pulling back and just working part-time, or not at all. I don’t want to miss the kids’ early years, you know?”

“I get it.”

Essie sat on the couch and patted her thigh. Stanley immediately stood and walked over to her. “You’re going to let Aunt Essie spoil you totally rotten, aren’t you?”

“He will. He’s a snuggler. Fair warning, he likes to get on the furniture, and I let him.”

“That’s fine.” She ran her hands down his back and along his sides. “You said he was underweight when you got him? He seems to be gaining weight, huh?”

“Yeah. Before, you could feel nearly every bone on him.”

“Jerks. Who would leave a sweet guy like this to drown?”

“You said it—jerks.”

“No clue who his owners were to turn them in to law enforcement?”

“No. I don’t even know where they rescued him from. The guy who handed him off to me out of the boat said a couple of guys had him on a paddleboard and asked them to take him out of there. He’s a refugee. Kind of like me. I didn’t even feel guilty about not trying to find his owners, considering the shape he was in.”

“I don’t blame you. At least he’s got you now.” She scratched him behind the ears. “Lucky boy, aren’t you?”

Stanley slowly wagged his tail in contentment.

After leaving there, Jess headed to Michelle Weaver’s house. Kel’s truck wasn’t parked in the driveway, but she hadn’t even made it out of her own truck before Michelle was walking out to greet her. Inside, Jess heard a couple of small dogs barking.

Michelle smiled as she opened her arms to Jess for a hug. “Long time no see, stranger,” the woman said as they embraced.

“Sorry, Mom. I know I should have kept in touch better.”

“I was starting to think you didn’t like me anymore.”

“Nope. I was with an asshole. But I’m back for good and will not repeat that mistake.” Jess stepped back. “And this is your granddog, Stanley.”

Michelle stooped to pet him. “Hello, Stanley. Welcome to Grandma’s house.”

He happily wagged, obviously sensing he had yet another new friend.

After he got to meet her, Michelle stood. “Well, come on in and let’s let the babies meet.”

Michelle scooped up her two miniature Dachshunds at the front door and held them while the three dogs got acquainted. Stanley seemed eager to play, and when they were all put down together, he play-bowed the two smaller dogs before following them into the living room.

“And like that, they’re friends,” Michelle said. “Kel called, he hit traffic on his way back from Tampa. He’ll be here soon.”

The house smelled fantastic. “What’s for dinner, and can I help do anything?”

“Your favorite meatloaf, and no. It’s all ready.”

“Why did he have to go to Tampa?”

Michelle hesitated, then turned. “Did he tell you about Mal?”

Ah. She nodded.

“He had his weekly consultation with her care team today. Routine.”

“How’s she doing? I can’t wait to meet her.”

“It’s one day at a time. Unfortunately, she had some old emotional traumas that were never properly dealt with over her parents’ deaths. Combined with the bullshit her uncle put her through, and then losing the baby…”

The cloud filling Michelle’s expression made Jess wish she hadn’t brought it up in the first place. “The important thing is getting Mal to a healthy place regarding her relationship with food and her weight,” Michelle continued. “There’s a lot of tangled threads for them to unravel. It takes time.”

It all hit too close to home, in some ways.

Many ways.

Like resurrecting her father’s voice from her memories, lecturing her on how and what she should be eating.

Michelle apparently connected that dot, too. “I’m sorry, honey. Do your parents know you moved back yet?”

“Nope.” Jess forced a smile. “Trying to avoid that conversation for as long as possible.”

“They’re still not very parental, I take it?”

She snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“I’m glad you’ve moved back. I didn’t like that guy, Brad. Sorry I didn’t speak my mind earlier.”

“Feel free next time to tell me you hate a guy. It will save me some grief.” Jess told her about the rest stop incident. “At least now I’ll have Stanley as backup.”

“He’s a good boy.” He’d joined them at the table and was sitting with his head in Michelle’s lap while her two mini Doxies looked on. “Aren’t you?”

His tail slowly waved in contentment.

They heard the front door open. “Anyone home?” Kel called out.

“In here, sweetie,” Michelle called back.

He walked into the kitchen and Jess was once again struck by how aged he looked. She stood to hug him. “You all right?”

“Yeah,” he quietly said. “I hate having to leave her there, and the care team meetings wear me out.”

“Sorry.”

Michelle grabbed the food out of the oven, where she’d had the serving dishes stashed to keep everything warm. “Well, let’s eat, and you can tell us about it.”

“They tried changing out her meds last week, but it caused a swing into some manic behavior.” He took a piece of meatloaf. “And now, of course, the rebound effect on Mal is she feels like it’s her fault, even though it’s not.”

“Why does she feel like that?” Jess asked.

“She thinks something’s ‘wrong’ with her body, which of course is part of everything we’re dealing with right now. It’s a disordered thought pattern that they’re trying to work through and help her get past. Part of it’s biochemical in origin, and part of it’s emotional. She blames herself for losing the baby, she blamed herself for being overweight, she blames herself for being underweight and having an eating disorder—and it didn’t help the first stupid counsellor who worked with her was anti-BDSM and tried to convince her I was abusing her.”

Jess froze and allowed her gaze to drift toward Michelle.

She smiled. “I know about their relationship,” Michelle assured her. “It’s all right. He told me, and Mal told me.”

“Whew.”

“I’d love to punch her fucking uncle in the face,” Kel grumbled. “The mindfucks he played on her all those years did not help.”

“What happened?”

“Long story.” He started telling it, and by the time he finished, Jess almost—but not quite—felt marginally better that her family wasn’t the only one FUBARed.

“So once they get her meds sorted out,” he finished, “hopefully Mal will feel like she’s on a more even keel and then can make progress on her recovery.”

Jess hoped it didn’t make her a shit for mentally noting she needed to find a low-cost clinic or something in Sarasota and get a new prescription for birth control pills. Not that she even had a boyfriend right now, but she damn sure didn’t want a baby at this point in her life. Not when she thought about her own troubled childhood. Could she say she was any more secure in her mental footing than Mal was?

Nope.

“So how’d the talk with Mark, Josh, and Ted go?” Kel asked.

“Great! I have a job, starting tomorrow, actually.” It felt good to lighten the mood of the conversation with her life’s upswing.

“I knew that’d be a good fit for you,” Kel said. “And they’re in the lifestyle. So you won’t have to make excuses to them if you need time off for a photo shoot or something. Oh, that reminds me.”

He dug into his pocket, withdrew a key, and handed it to her. “That’s for the club. I told Derrick and Marcia I wanted to give you one since you’re living at the apartment. Feel free to use it during off hours for shoots.”

“Wow. Thanks.” She tucked it into her pocket. “No alarm system?”

“No, not worth the aggravation for one right now. If we add too many more people to the key list, though, I might get one so we can keep track of who’s coming and going. For now, just shoot me a text when you need to use it.”

“I’m probably not going to do a lot of photography right now.”

“Tomorrow night’s a rope night.” The teasing, tempting tone he used reminded her of their childhood when he was always eager to get them into the innocent kind of trouble.

“I don’t even know how long I’ll be at the job site tomorrow. And I’ll want to get to bed early because we’re working through the weekend.”

“What about the munch Sunday?”

“I’ll think about it. Depends on how I feel.”

He offered up a smile. “Sounds like you’re making excuses to not get out and see people.”

“You’re not exactly right, but you’re not exactly wrong, either. I shouldn’t have let Brad drag me to Texas. Right now, I have a really great chance to finally get ahead for the first time in years, and it only took a massive loss for me pull my shit together.”

“I wish you’d said something to me sooner,” Kel said. “I would have loaned you the money to move back.”

“You know me, I don’t like handouts. I’m no mooch.”

“That’s not being a mooch,” Michelle said. “That’s asking family for help. You know I consider you family. And Kel’s absolutely right. You’re just being stubborn for no good reason.”

“Old habits die hard,” she said. Besides, she’d had a childhood of asking for help being met with ridicule. The lesson was permanently etched into her soul.

She took a deep breath. “I’ll try to make the munch Sunday. But if they have me working, I’m not going to ditch that.”

“Considering they marked themselves as going,” Kel said, “I’m sure that you’ll probably get out in time.”

“Oh.” It would be weird having employers she didn’t have to worry about finding out she was kinky, much less the photography part of her life.

“Yeah, oh.” He reached over and playfully poked her in the shoulder, the first time the hint of a genuine smile finally reached his eyes since he’d arrived. “You’re back in the fold, girl. Welcome home.”

“It’s damn good to be here, believe me.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

Friday morning, Jess felt like she’d been thrown into the deep end of a swimming pool and had to paddle like a motherfucker to stay afloat.

And she loved every second of it.

She’d caught a ride with Josh and Ted from their house. Mark had left an hour earlier, wanting to meet the film crew at the job site and show them where to set up so they could film the day as everyone else arrived. Plus he’d towed a large trailer with their supplies in it, so they’d be ready to start on time. Yesterday, while she was at their office, Mark had given Jess seven T-shirts with their logo on them for her to wear while working, and had told her to wear jeans and sneakers or work boots, which she luckily had.

Ted was driving their crew cab truck and she rode in the backseat. Josh handed her a tablet over the seat. “Here’s the project list for this job for you to look at. If this works out, we’ll be getting you your own phone and tablet, because you’ll need them. Ideally, we’d like to get you to the point you can meet with clients without us for the initial evaluation and quote process. That’ll take a while to learn, but just to let you know we’d like to have you onboard for the long-term, if it works out for you.”

“Thanks.” She hadn’t used this software app before, but it was pretty self-explanatory. There were all sorts of things she never thought about in terms of setting up one of these events, from making sure they had all the cleaning supplies they’d need, to arranging Dumpsters, to organizing the actual work crew and designating tasks, the site organization as far as the sorting tents and staging areas—then add a film crew to that and it was crazy.

The film producer was a guy named Purson Gibraltar she now recognized from TV, but a different show. A ghost-hunting show, she thought. Brown hair, piercing blue eyes, broad shoulders and a playful smile. He wore an unusual bloodstone amulet around his neck and seemed to peer deep into her soul when they shook hands.

“Hi.” She blinked, realizing her mind had almost gone blank picturing herself in bed with him. Stupid! Don’t be an idiot. You’re working.

“Don’t snipe her from us, Purs,” Ted playfully warned. “We literally just hired her yesterday.”

“Can’t hurt to flirt a little if a single lady is willing to be flirted with.” He flashed her another smile. “You don’t mind, do you?” Normally, she would have taken umbrage with the guy over that, but there was just something about him…

Josh cleared his throat. “I need to show her around, Purs. Flirt on your lunch hour.”

Purs winked but finally released her hand, and she realized for the first time since ditching Brad that she really wanted to get laid.

Holy cow.

No, not with Purs. That was too close to work, even if they weren’t employed by the same company. He was definitely a hunk, and she sensed a deep Dominant streak in him based on how he handled his crew, but no.

She started to wonder how Purs knew she was single, but then her attention was pulled in twenty different directions and she dropped that line of thought to focus on her job.

It was controlled chaos, but made for good filming, apparently. The wife was a hoarder and her husband had basically given her an ultimatum, it was her junk or him. They’d been married nearly thirty years. She was fifty-one and he was fifty-three, and she loved to spend her weekends going to yard sales.

Unfortunately, there was no rhyme or reason to her collection, and it was now a fire hazard in their home. The kitchen wasn’t even usable, except for the sink, fridge, and microwave. And you couldn’t even open the fridge door all the way. A warren of rabbit trails led through the ceiling-high mountains of clutter inside.

Their son had left for college nine years ago, and that’s when her slightly cluttered but totally tolerable habits had…exploded.

He’d tried cleaning out the house when she wasn’t home, but she’d bring more in. He tried cutting off her access to their bank accounts and giving her an allowance, but she’d use money she should have used for groceries or gas for her car and still go, or even Dumpster dive or grab stuff put out for trash.

Jess shadowed Mark mostly, and stood quietly by while they filmed Ted talking with the woman as he gently tried to coax her to find one thing she could let go of to start the process.

Jess wasn’t wearing a mic today, and for that she was extremely glad. She found herself sniffling as the woman broke down sobbing, her husband angrily storming off when she wouldn’t throw away an empty egg carton he’d pointed out in the kitchen.

Wow.

Yeah, her childhood had been shitty, but at least she hadn’t grown up like this. If anything, her mom had been a neat freak and had drilled decluttering into her. Which, ironically, had come in handy when she’d had to leave Brad, and then again when she’d evacuated to Brenda’s.

By lunch break, the husband had returned, the wife had finally allowed the work crew to start emptying the kitchen into a staging area for her to sort through, and Purson’s playful flirting had her panties soaked.

Which was okay, because she was soaked with sweat anyway from the hot and muggy day. Everyone was. They had one canopy tent set up for the workers to cool off in, with mister fans and coolers of bottled water.

It was almost eight that night when they finally returned to the men’s house. Essie insisted Jess sit down and have dinner with them before letting her and a very happy Stanley leave for the evening. Jess didn’t even mind when Stanley insisted on accompanying her to the bathroom and sitting there, watching her as she soaked her aching muscles in the tub. Next door, she could occasionally hear a noise, but knew it was just the Friday night rope group.

A twinge of regret filled her that she had to miss it tonight. Except she’d have to get up early in the morning and do it all over again, but now she knew what to expect.

Maybe next time.

Unfortunately, she was too tired to even think about masturbating to thoughts of Purson’s striking blue gaze or all the playful comments that…

Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t recall anything specific he’d said, just that it’d been fun to be the focus of someone’s innocent and playful attention for a change. Certainly an ego boost.

She wasn’t complaining. For the first time in her adult life, she finally felt like she’d dropped perfectly into where she should be.

That was a great feeling.

 

* * * *

 

Over the next week and a half leading up to their Friday rope night, not only did Tris and Kyle discover their libidos had suddenly kicked it into overdrive, but they also discovered it didn’t matter that they were both Doms.

All that mattered was they had fun and were enjoying the hell out of this new aspect of their relationship.

They’d also swapped out the beds between the bedrooms, Kyle’s bed in Tristan’s bedroom.

Now their bedroom.

Tristan wasn’t sure if it was great or terrifying that he quickly grew to seek out Kyle in their bed at night if they rolled away from each other. For the first time in a long time, they both had someone reliable to share a bed with.

That was amazing and not something they took for granted, either of them.

Tristan didn’t even mind Kyle’s alarm going off early. Especially when he’d set it for an extra fifteen minutes early, and would give Tristan a go-back-to-sleep morning blowjob before climbing out of bed.

Tonight they would run their first Knotty Fun rope group as a couple. It wasn’t uncommon for people to erroneously assume the two of them were “partners” because of their rapport and that they usually rode together to the events.

Tristan never made a big deal about it in the past, and neither had Kyle. Mostly because the assumption had never bothered them. Even when they hadn’t been an “item,” they’d been okay with people thinking they were boyfriends. Especially if the woman making the assumption was someone they weren’t attracted to as more than anything but a friend.

Tonight Tristan drove, because it was his turn.

And because Tristan knew if he wasn’t driving, he’d be too tempted to tease Kyle all the way over to the club. Which would lead to the sadist teasing him all through the rope night, and might lead to them locking themselves in the bathroom and violating a club rule prohibiting sex.

And that would be bad.

It was Cali, Sean, and Max’s weekend to run the club. She was already there when they pulled into the parking lot, but it looked like she was alone.

“Where’s your guys?” Tristan asked when they returned to the office to sign in after first dumping their rope bags under the large A-frame on the old side.

“They walked across the street to get us some subs. Eh, sandwiches.”

They all laughed.

It was Kyle’s turn to pay tonight. Even though they’d told the men that, since they were running the group, they could enter for free, the men still wanted to support the club. Tristan got them signed in, and that’s when it hit Tris, apparently the same time it hit Kyle.

They stared at each other and started laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Cali asked.

Kyle leaned in and kissed him. “You just thought what I thought, didn’t you?”

“That we’re already acting like a married couple and have been for a while? Yep.”

Cali’s eyebrows shot up as she smiled. “Married?”

“Not yet,” Kyle said. “But we decided we’re better off putting up with each other as more than friends.”

She grinned. “Congrats! I wondered how long it’d take you two idiots to figure it out.”

“Huh?” he and Kyle said.

“Oh, come on. The Frightful Five has had a running pool about how long until you two finally came to your senses and realized how perfect you are for each other. I think Eliza had the closest bet. Hmm. I’ll have to call them and let them know.”

“Seriously?” Kyle asked.

“Yeah. You didn’t think it was strange they never paired anyone with you guys?”

“Huh.” Tristan held out his wrist for a wristband. “Glad we finally got the message.”

Kyle snickered. “You ain’t kiddin’.”

They returned to the dungeon and started preparing. The first attendees soon arrived, including Boyd Nyberg.

Tristan had always wondered if Boyd would make a move on Kyle before he could. Personally, Tristan liked the guy. Boyd was a genuinely nice guy, good-looking, too, with his blond hair and his blue eyes a darker shade than Kyle’s. But Tristan just wasn’t attracted to Boyd like that. Friends only.

Probably because he could always see Boyd had a thing for Kyle, which was maybe why Tristan never felt the urge to approach Boyd and ask him out.

He’d always wanted Kyle to himself. He knew it was weird he could see him and Kyle one day sharing a woman, but didn’t want any other men in the mix.

Is it wrong of me to feel satisfaction that I snagged Kyle before Boyd did?

Because, honestly? It would have pissed Tristan off if he’d missed out on Kyle just because Boyd had bigger balls and took the risk first.

Yeah, he was feeling a tiny bit eat your heart out over the whole situation.

Not that he wished Boyd ill will or anything. On the contrary, Boyd was a great guy. Nice guy. He hoped that Boyd found a guy for him.

Maybe that was the problem, that Boyd was just a little too nice. A little too oh, yah, you betcha for Tristan’s tastes. Tris needed an edge to his partner.

Raw.

Dirty.

Not afraid to take what he wanted, when he wanted it.

Just like Kyle.

There was also an irony that single women nearly creamed themselves over that same niceness when working with Boyd on rope nights, or during open play sessions, practically throwing themselves at him until they found out Boyd was gay.

Even then, they frequently didn’t want to take a hint.

Good ole Boyd was so nice that, sometimes, it was difficult for him to disconnect from a woman who got a little too pushy.

Tristan had seen the poor man repeat that scenario several times in the past, to the point he now only played with well-vetted female partners who, preferably, had partners of their own they were happy with, women who just wanted to be rope bunnies.

Just to be sure to drive the point home, before they got started, Tristan made sure to kiss Kyle on the lips when Boyd was looking their way.

Eat your heart out. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

It wasn’t until Kyle followed Tristan’s gaze, after Tris had kissed him and then looked at Boyd, that Kyle realized he’d just become well-staked territory.

It hardened his cock to know Tris was feeling a little territorial about him.

Before Tris could walk away, Kyle snagged him by the shirt and pulled him in for another kiss.

“Making sure to send a message, hmm?” Kyle softly teased.

“Damn right.” He flashed him a playful smile. “Completely taken.” Tris turned to the group of twenty-three people who’d come out for the evening, not including Cali and her men, and clapped his hands for attention. “Okay, everyone, it’s almost a quarter after, so let’s get started…”

Kyle let Tristan talk. He was the teacher, and it didn’t matter if it was math in front of a room full of high school students, or a shibari box tie in front of a group of kinksters. Tristan made them laugh and kept them engaged and watching.

By the time they headed home a little before midnight, Kyle was ready to get laid. And not only because he’d let Tristan use him as his demo bottom for tonight’s lesson on ladder ties and the man had blatantly copped feels every time he could.

But because during a quick break in the middle of class, Tristan had leaned in and whispered into his ear.

“I can’t wait to drop to my knees and suck your cock when we get home.”

Then Tris had evilly smiled and walked away to answer someone’s question.

Another benefit of not having a roommate—they didn’t have to put their rope bags away and could fuck whenever, wherever, and as loudly as they wanted. When they walked inside, they dropped their bags in the living room.

That’s where Kyle grabbed Tris, spun him around, and shoved him back hard against the wall, kissing him and grinding against him.

“Time for you to make good on that earlier promise of yours, you fuckin’ cocktease.”

“Not a tease if I plan on carrying through with it.” Tristan reached down and palmed Kyle’s bulge through his jeans, squeezing and making Kyle let out a needy groan. “If you don’t mind me saying so, I thought you were adorable tonight.”

“Adorable, huh?”

“Yeah. I loved getting you hard and keeping you that way.”

“Time to pay the piper.”

Tris started unfastening Kyle’s belt and jeans. “Did I get you a little worked up?” He grinned.

“Fuckin’ right you did.”

“Oooh, goodie.” He slid down the wall and dropped to his knees in front of Kyle. “Because I plan to spend a lot of time keeping you wanting me.” He fished Kyle’s cock out of his briefs and swallowed it all the way to the root.

Kyle gasped as he braced his hands against the wall to keep himself upright. He felt Tristan’s breath against his abs, the tip of his tongue flicking along the top of his ballsac before he slowly pulled off until only the head remained between his lips.

Kyle couldn’t help it. He dropped one hand to the back of Tristan’s head, held on, and fucked his mouth. Nothing tender or loving about it, either. From the way Tris held on to the backs of Kyle’s thighs, and the sexy moans vibrating through Kyle’s cock, he could tell Tris wasn’t complaining.

“Yeah, suck my cock, buddy,” Kyle gasped. “You got it all hard—you gotta take care of it.” He loved the way Tristan’s hair felt brushing against his flesh, loved even more it was just long enough to hold on to, a thin line short of shaggy.

There was also nothing he could resist about the man, or his sexy-as-sin mouth, or his fuckable ass. “I’m close, man.” He loosened his grip on Tristan’s head. “You want to swallow, or you want it up your ass tonight?”

Tristan went deep again in reply. Kyle felt Tristan’s throat working as he swallowed, and that was the last bit of pressure he needed to flip him over the edge. His hand tightened on Tristan’s head again and he groaned when his balls eagerly emptied his load of cum down the man’s throat.

Fuck, he’d gotten more blowjobs in the past couple of weeks than he had in the past several years.

Best blowjobs of his life, too.

Tris finally released him and stood. Then he fisted the front of Kyle’s shirt and pulled him in for a hard, possessive kiss. Kyle tasted traces of his juices on the man’s tongue when it swept through his mouth.

His.

Sexy. As. Fuck.

They could do tender and loving, and they could do raw and raunchy, and everything in between.

But as Tristan’s forehead rested against Kyle’s and a happy, contented sigh escaped Tris, Kyle knew without a doubt this was for life.

“I love the noises you make when I blow you,” Tris whispered.

Kyle snorted. “So romantic. How do you want me tonight?”

“Oh, I’m gonna fuck that sweet ass of yours.” He turned Kyle around and delivered a swat to same said ass. “I’ve been thinking about it all night long.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan loved how all-in Kyle was. No hesitation at all when it came to sex, now that they’d crossed the line from friends to lovers.

This was no fuck buddies or friends-with-bennies sitch.

This was two guys in love, sharing a bed, sharing a house, sharing a life together.

Now all he had to do was get a ring on his guy’s finger and life would be fucking perfect.

He was damned patient, though. Tris would settle for Kyle being in his bed.

For now.

Okay, technically they were in Kyle’s bed, not his, but it was in his room.

Their room.

Kyle didn’t even bother to tuck himself in or fasten his jeans before he headed for the bedroom. Tristan hesitated and stared down at their rope bags.

Fuck it. He grabbed his and followed Kyle. By the time Tris made it to the bedroom, Kyle was already in the bathroom. He dumped the bag on the floor on the far side of the bed and dug two coils of rope out, one fifty and one twenty-five feet long. That’d be more than long enough for what he wanted to do.

He toed off his sneakers and removed his socks, but left his jeans and button-up shirt on. He also emptied his pockets and dumped everything onto the dresser. Kyle emerged from the bathroom, already naked, a towel, lube, and condom in hand.

Even their laundry hampers were now mixed and merged.

Tris loved it.

Last night, Kyle had Tristan trussed on his hands and knees, ass in the air, and edging him with a vibrating prostate massager until he begged to be fucked.

Tonight was payback.

Just like with dinner chores, they’d fallen into a not-so-silent pattern of taking turns on “top.”

When Kyle spotted the coils of rope, he smiled. “Oh, boy.”

“Oh, boy, is right.” Tris reached for him, one hand gripping Kyle’s cock, the other cupping the back of his neck and pulling him in for a kiss. As he did, he slowly stroked Kyle’s cock, the man starting to moan as it hardened again in Tristan’s fist.

Tris continued kissing and stroking him as he backed Kyle toward the edge of the bed. When he felt the backs of Kyle’s knees hit the edge, he pushed him back onto the mattress.

Kyle grinned, those sexy grey-blue eyes of his looking more blue tonight, hints of sapphire. “How you want me?”

“Just like that.” He took the towel, lube, and condom from him and tossed them out of the way. Then he straddled him on the bed, leaning in to kiss him and tweak his nipples.

Kyle groaned and tried to follow Tristan when he sat up, so Tristan let him. Kyle’s hands ran down Tristan’s back, gripping his ass through his jeans as Tristan kissed him again. “On second thought, stay just like that,” Tris told him, revising the tie in his mind on the fly.

He knelt behind Kyle and quickly trussed his chest in a box tie, his arms folded behind him, with the longer coil of rope. He took a couple of quick pictures of it, front and back and without getting a face shot. Something they frequently did when practicing ties on each other anyway, so they could better critique their work later.

“What are you planning?” Kyle asked, humor in his tone.

“You’ll see.” He made him sit with his ankles crossed. With the shorter piece of rope he used a single-column tie to truss them together.

When he started running the rope up and around Kyle’s neck, the man snorted.

“Oh, fuck,” he muttered, laughing.

Tristan grinned, but didn’t stop his work. When he started shortening the neck rope, forcing Kyle to bend forward in the shrimp tie, Tris didn’t tie it as tightly as he might for a demo or a play situation.

He wanted him there for a little while, and neither of them were very bendy.

Once he secured that, he grabbed a couple of pillows and shoved Kyle back again so his shoulders rested on the pillows, taking some of his weight off his arms.

Kyle’s knees and legs flipped up with his body…

Leaving his now-dripping cock, his balls, and completely fuckable ass open and exposed.

And positioned right at the edge of the bed where Tristan could easily access eeeevvverrything.

“You son of a bitch.” But Kyle was laughing.

Tristan knelt on the floor and started mouthing Kyle’s balls. “You sure you want to swear at me right now?” He gripped the underside of Kyle’s thighs, using his thumbs to spread them even wider to give him better access. “I have, what, a whole month to perfect this and use you as my bottom at the next rope night? By then I should have you conditioned to get freaking hard whenever I make you sit cross-legged. And make you do the demo wearing nothing but bike shorts.”

“Oh, shit.” Kyle laughed even harder. “I will hog-tie you, suspend you, and cane your ass.”

“You know how to safeword.” Tristan encircled the base of Kyle’s cock with his fingers and tugged it down so he could mouth the underside of his shaft, balls to head and back again.

Kyle’s laughter devolved into a long, low, needy moan. This time, it was Tristan laughing as Kyle tried to rock his hips to get more friction against his cock.

“That’s better.” He stood, more moans coming from Kyle when he let go of his cock and reached for the towel. After getting that tucked under Kyle, he grabbed the lube and condom and unzipped his jeans, shoving them and his briefs down far enough his cock sprang free.

Kyle looked up. “Get naked, goddammit.”

“Not yet.” Tristan grabbed his phone again and carefully framed the picture so Kyle’s face wasn’t visible. They’d done this to each other, too, little reminders they could text to each other to tease and work each other into a frenzy, so that they were tackling each other when they got home from work.

He lubed Kyle’s ass and then rolled the condom onto his cock. More lube on him, and he watched Kyle’s eyes drop closed again as he slowly pressed forward.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Kyle muttered.

More pictures, this time with his cock sheathed inside Kyle’s ass. Tris set his phone aside and removed his shirt, but left his jeans on even as Kyle started trying to rock against him. The tie left him no traction, though, especially with his arms behind him.

Tris hooked his arms around Kyle’s knees and ground into him like that. “Yeah, buddy. Look at me.”

Definitely sapphire depths in Kyle’s heavy-lidded gaze. Tris slowly withdrew before his hips shot forward again, slamming home and making Kyle gasp.

“I could do this all night long, buddy. Lucky for you, I know you can’t.” He took another thrust, loving Kyle’s needy grunt at the bottom of it when he buried his cock in the man’s ass.

He took his time, not wanting to come too soon and trying to get himself close. Kyle’s hard cock bobbed with every stroke, a steady string of pre-cum leaking from the head. With his right hand, he let go of Kyle’s knee and reached between Kyle’s legs to grab his cock.

“Milk it from me, buddy. You know you want to.” He pumped Kyle’s cock and felt his own twitch with every squeeze from the man’s ass.

“You fucking gorgeous, evil sonofabitch,” Kyle moaned.

Tristan grinned. “You sweet talkin’ thang.” He stroked harder, faster, slowly working his hips and keeping his cock close to the edge. There were few things sexier than the way Kyle’s ass tightly fisted his cock.

Except maybe his mouth.

Kyle lifted his head to watch him, his gaze burning, needy, hungry.

In that moment, their gazes met and Tristan knew. He could see them together, for life, kinky and hungry for each other, even when they got too old to tie each other up or do more than lie next to each other and kiss.

He could see this man, for life, for the rest of their lives—forever.

That thought started pushing him over the edge, and he had to stroke Kyle harder, faster, pounding his meat to get him over the edge with him. And as that sweet ass clamped down on him, he took a hard, final stroke inside him even as the man’s cum spilled through his fingers and all over Kyle’s abs.

It took him a moment to catch his breath. Kyle’s eyes had dropped closed, but they fluttered open, his gaze holding him.

“Wow,” Tris said.

“Yeah. Wow. I have not been this horny in…years.”

Tris smiled. “You needed the right guy, that’s all. Guy who can keep up with you. Bring out the beast in you.”

Kyle’s head dropped back as he laughed. “Go clean up and untie me, goddammit. I want to be stupidly romantic and cuddle.”

He pulled out, but leaned in and bit the side of Kyle’s right thigh, sucking hard before letting go and heading to the bathroom.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle lay there and tried not to fidget while he waited for Tristan to return.

No shit, best sex of his life. Yeah, he knew they were both fucking their way through the new relationship energy portion of things, but it was still crazy hot, and the chemistry between them bordered on illegal.

I wasted five years we could have been doing this.

Then again, maybe he needed to get someone like Marilyn out of his system. He’d always thought he’d be a dad one day, but the closest he’d ever get was Dillon.

Maybe that’s for the best.

If he’d never let go of some long-held notions about his life, he wouldn’t have opened himself—literally and figuratively—to Tris.

Tristan returned, naked—of course with a washcloth—to wipe up his spooge before he started untying him. He was considerate like that.

He always had been considerate, although now in ways he’d never been free to express before.

Kyle lifted his head to watch. “Did I get the ropes?”

“Doesn’t look like it.” Tris untied the neck rope first, then his ankles, helping him sit up and kneeling to rub his feet for him. “You okay?”

“It was getting close. A few more minutes and I would have been calling it.”

Tris sat up, still kneeling on the floor, and their gazes met once more.

Electricity, or magic, or whatever bullshit someone wanted to call it—it was all there between them. Kyle felt it.

Tristan pushed Kyle’s thighs apart and wrapped his arms around him, face pressed against Kyle’s chest. With his arms still tied, all Kyle could do was lean in and nuzzle the top of Tristan’s head with his face.

Without another word, Tris stood and climbed onto the bed again to finish untying him. When he freed Kyle’s arms, as he had with his legs, he rubbed them for him, helping him ease out of the position.

Kyle pulled him into his arms and kissed him, tenderly—lovingly. Their frantic need now thoroughly spent, they could enjoy this.

“Let me see the pics.”

Tris smiled and grabbed his phone, handing it to him. They already knew each other’s lock codes, and Kyle thumbed it in, sucking in a sharp breath as he looked at the pictures.

He paused over the one with Tristan’s cock in his ass. “Damn, that’s a sexy fucking angle.”

“I thought so.”

Kyle started to say something but a yawn overtook him, and Tristan yawned in reply.

“Let me go clean up,” Kyle said.

While he did that, Tristan coiled his ropes and stowed them before climbing into bed.

Kyle returned and took up big-spoon position tonight, his body pressed along Tristan’s back.

He bit down on the back of Tristan’s right shoulder and sucked, his reply to Tristan’s earlier reminder. “Love you.”

Tristan tipped his head back for one last kiss. “Love you, too. We’re fucking crazy, but this works, and I can honestly say I’ve never been happier.”

Kyle smiled. “Ditto.” 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Early Sunday evening, before it was time to leave for the munch, Tristan sought out Kyle in the kitchen.

“So how do you want to handle tonight?” he heard Tris ask.

Kyle turned from where he’d been standing at the counter and making his lunch for tomorrow. “What do you mean?”

Tris leaned against the kitchen doorway, wearing khaki slacks, no shirt, barefoot.

It took every ounce of willpower Kyle had not to walk over to him and kiss him right then.

Buuuuut that would lead to fucking. Because ever since crossing that final bridge between them, the slightest distraction seemed to lead to fucking. Which was how neither of them got their cars washed yesterday, and barely got the laundry done and the house cleaned that morning—distractions.

Sexy, tempting, fuckable distractions.

And fucking would lead to them missing the munch.

Which they really didn’t want to miss, because they pimped out the rope group during announcements. It was also one of the few times they got to see some of their kinky friends outside of Venture or the private play parties.

Tris also wore a slightly guarded expression. “The intros. How do you want to handle them tonight?”

Kyle leaned back against the counter. “‘Hi, I’m Kyle. I’m a Dominant, and bi, and a rigger. This is my boyfriend and fellow Dominant and rigger, Tristan. We run the Knotty Fun rope group at Venture.’ Or would you rather introduce yourself?” He grinned.

“Asshole.” But a matching grin appeared on Tristan’s face and he crossed the kitchen and trapped Kyle against the counter with his arms. “I can introduce myself, but definitely feel free to say you’re my boyfriend. I’m looking forward to announcing I’m yours.”

“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t want to say something about us?”

The dark shadow in Tristan’s gaze vanished almost as soon as it arrived. “I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to presume.”

“Yeah, well, if you aren’t telling people I’m your boyfriend, I’m going to wonder if you’re ashamed of me.” Kyle’s smile widened.

“Dude, that word isn’t even on the list I’d use to describe you. Ashamed, I mean. Of course you’re my boyfriend and I don’t have a problem saying that.”

Kyle hooked his fingers through the belt loops on Tristan’s hips and held him close. “I’m not ashamed of this, or us. Yeah, some people will be confused, or assume we’re gay. I don’t give a fuck. They aren’t in my bed every night. You are. Since, according to Cali, we were the last ones to know, I don’t see any reason to hide it.”

“Except from my family,” Tristan said. “Sorry, but you know why. I’m going to maintain the radio silence until one of my relatives on Facebook calls and tells someone.” They’d already added each other on Facebook—and FetLife—as being in a relationship.

Tristan was friends with his siblings, parents, and other family on Facebook, but he had them all set up in a separate group, and most of his posts weren’t visible to them.

“Prolonging the inevitable?”

“Damn right.” Tris sighed. “I wish my family was nice, like yours is.”

“Like I said, I’m lucky, and I know it.”

Kyle hadn’t talked to his parents yet to update them. When he’d first moved in with Tris years ago, they’d erroneously assumed then that he and Tris were a couple, and had told him they were fine with it, as long as he was happy.

And they liked Tris. So he knew updating them wouldn’t be any trouble at all…unlike Tristan’s homophobic parents. “What about your brothers and sister?”

Tris shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll all disown me, too, or at the very least they’ll give me the cold shoulder. If they even bother inviting me to future family functions. Like I really care. It’s not their life—it’s mine.”

He’d been the youngest of four kids, and by the time his parents got to him, they’d basically given up all pretenses of trying to be loving, caring parents. His siblings had always piled on, as well, since he was the youngest and unable to defend himself, the family scapegoat.

It didn’t help that none of his siblings had gone to college, because their parents couldn’t afford it and they hadn’t earned academic scholarships like he had to pay his way. He was seen as an “academic elitist” by all of them because they’d found out they couldn’t call him and expect him to shell out money—that he didn’t have anyway—to help them out of jams. He was the only one of their family, including their parents, who owned his home and actually had a retirement plan.

It also didn’t help that his sister had two unplanned babies by two different guys, and she’d lost both of them to the Department of Children and Families for child endangerment charges after multiple arrests for a variety of drug-related charges. She was currently out on parole and living with another boyfriend.

One brother lived with their parents, because he couldn’t hold down a job. The other bounced from girlfriend to girlfriend and, at last count, had four kids with four different women, and was being sought for delinquent child support payments.

It made Kyle even more grateful for his parents. “Sorry, buddy.”

“It is what it is. That’s why I live here while they all live up in Tampa.” Tristan’s arms closed around Kyle and he kissed him. “Do you have any idea how glad I am we finally got our shit together?”

“I’m glad I finally stopped letting fear hold me back.”

“That makes two of us.” Tris ground his hips against Kyle, smiling as he stepped away, forcing Kyle to let go. “And I’ll show you how glad I am tonight, after the munch.”

Kyle pointed down at the bulge in his slacks. “Now how the fuck am I supposed to deal with this for that long?”

Tristan winked. “Just think about how much fun you’re going to have fucking my ass tonight when we get home.” He headed out of the kitchen and Kyle let out a groan.

Dammit, the sadist was going to torture him all evening. Kyle could see it now.

And as he turned back to the counter to finish his lunch prep, he smiled.

He fucking loved it.

And Tris.

 

* * * *

 

Between waking up Sunday morning, working, and time for her to prepare for the munch, Jessica waffled several dozen times about whether or not to go to that night. It wasn’t that she was too tired to go, because they’d had a half work day today.

Finally, she made up her mind. Fuck it, time to live a little.

She’d spent five years under Brad’s thumb. In her time after leaving him she’d struggled to make ends meet, denying herself basic little indulgences.

Heavily resenting his betrayal and taking her away from Florida, leaving her alone.

Berating herself for falling for him.

Giving up dreams she’d had—like having children—because of him.

For the first time in years, she had a tiny bit of money to spend on her.

Dammit, she wanted the chance to see old friends again. Make new ones.

Re-establish a local presence. If she could rebuild her photography business, she could bring in more money on the side.

Right now, that was her primary focus—money.

Besides, she’d been good at the photography. It was more than just a hobby, it was a passion of hers.

Brad had basically shit all over her plans when he realized it was one way she was independent from him and he couldn’t do it better than her. It brought her more attention and praise than he’d ever hope to see.

Never again would she allow herself to get into a position where she was reliant on someone else’s income to survive. She didn’t even have fucking health insurance, although in a couple of months, once they’d promoted her, she’d be eligible for their plan and able to afford it. It’d been too damn long since she’d been to a doctor for a basic annual exam. If it hadn’t been for low-cost clinics both here in Florida and in Texas, she wouldn’t have been able to get prescriptions for birth control pills.

As it was, she was holding off getting her Florida license plate for her truck, because she wanted to wait until her first paycheck. Despite Kel insisting she didn’t need to pay rent this month, she wanted to give him something. And her next big expense would be the car tag.

At least she was still standing, and finally digging out from under the disaster her life had devolved into. After years of personal storms, the steady rain she’d felt like she’d been stuck in had stopped, and the clouds were finally clearing for her.

It didn’t hurt that, all day today, Purson had once again been playfully tweaking her conversationally, teasing, flirting. Nothing serious, but just enough to dampen her panties.

Felt good to have attention from a hunky guy, especially when she knew it was “safe” attention and nothing would ever come from it.

Still, it did good things to her ego and libido.

When Jess arrived at the restaurant where the munch was being held, she was pleased to see Ross and Loren were tonight’s hosts. After chatting with them for a couple of minutes and getting caught up, she picked herself a table and took a seat. It was still early, and not many people had arrived yet. There was only one other woman at the table she’d picked to sit at, and they started chatting.

God, I missed this.

It felt so good to be home.

Finally.

 

* * * *

 

Tristan let Kyle drive tonight. It was Tristan’s turn to pay for their dinner, and he once again smiled at the thought that their brains had finally caught up with what their hearts had apparently known for years.

They were a couple in every sense of the word now.

“I wonder if Kel’s going to be here tonight,” Tris mused.

“Why?”

“I was thinking about talking to him about helping us put together some bondage tutorials,” Tris said. “You know, like we talked about doing last year. A blog or something. Good, quality pictures.”

Kyle slowly nodded. “That would be fun.”

“We could put together batches of lessons at once and set the blog posts to run after the rope night. Maybe help get more people through the doors if they see tutorials. More exposure for the club, too.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think he’ll be here tonight. He hasn’t been coming out since Mal lost the baby. Cali hinted Mal’s going through a rough time right now. I can’t imagine him coming to an event without her.”

“True.” He reached over and laid his hand on Kyle’s thigh. “I’d love to have professional pictures of you in rope.” He slowly squeezed his thigh, making Kyle laugh.

“You just want more naked pics of me.”

Tris grinned. “Yeah, I do.” Something to look at during the day at work when he had a moment or two to himself and needed to inject a little sanity into his day.

There weren’t very many people there yet when they pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot. They’d attended munches here before and knew they’d be set up in the back room, so they headed straight there without bothering to wait for a hostess to appear at the greeting station.

It looked like Ross and Loren were the hosts tonight, and after greeting them Tristan let Kyle decide where to sit. He steered toward a table where two women, apparently not together from how they were seated several spaces apart, were chatting.

Upon closer inspection, Tris thought he vaguely recognized one of the two women.

“Hey, there,” Kyle said to them. “Mind if we join you?”

The one woman looked like she was in her early twenties. The other, the one Tristan thought he recognized, looked like she was closer to their age. Her longish pixie cut and hazel eyes, combined with her sweet, full curves, held his gaze.

Exactly the kind of woman who could turn his crank.

She’s the one who smiled at them. “Sure.” She tipped her head. “You look familiar.”

“I was just thinking that, too,” he said. “Tristan. This is my boyfriend, Kyle. We run the Knotty Fun rope group at Venture.”

“Ah, okay. Yeah, I remember seeing you around there before. Jessica. Or Jess. I used to have long hair.”

“Oooh! Yeah. Aren’t you a photographer?”

“Guilty. I just moved back to Sarasota from Houston after a little over six years.”

Helloooo, Jessica.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle perked right up and started paying attention. He was no dummy—Jess was definitely adorable, and exactly Tristan’s type.

Hmm.

That’d be irony, to meet the woman of their dreams after finally getting their act together.

Or maybe it’s just perfect timing.

He didn’t want to be rude and ignore the other woman—Lindsey—but fortunately, friends of hers showed up, and she started talking to them.

Leaving Jess all for them.

“What made you leave Houston?” Kyle asked.

Her smile flickered. “Hurricane Kiley. The trailer I was renting flooded out. Well, that was on top of me breaking up with the reason I moved to Houston six years ago.”

“Ah. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be. It means I have a life again. And a job. And I broke up with him over a year ago. I just didn’t have a way of moving back before now. Thank goodness for renter’s insurance.” She caught sight of Ted and Mark walking in. “Speaking of a job, there’s my bosses.”

“Oh, you work for the Collins brothers?” Tristan asked.

“Yes. Kel introduced me to them.”

Mark and Ted walked over, but there was only one seat left at their table.

After Mark and Ted shook with Tristan and Kyle, Mark turned to Jess. “Glad to see you made it.”

“I figured I needed to get back out if I ever want to start rebuilding my photography portfolio.”

“You know,” Kyle said, “we’ve been talking about making shibari tutorials to go along with the rope group lessons. Would that be something that would interest you? I mean, we’d pay you, obviously.”

“Sure!”

Ted smiled. “We can vouch for these guys. I trust them, and I’ve never heard a bad word about them.” Tony signaled to Ted from the other side of the room. “Sorry, I’m being summoned. Catch you all later.”

“Thanks, guys,” Jess said.

That left her to them again. Except then Tony signaled to Tristan. “Excuse me for a moment, too.”

Kyle damn sure wasn’t complaining at having her alone for a moment to chat.

All he had to do now was see if they had any chemistry between them. If nothing else, they’d just found their photographer.

He wouldn’t complain about their luck finally changing for the better, either.

Especially if it led to something more between all three of them. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Jess thought Kyle and Tristan were damn good-looking men. Tristan was a little taller than Kyle, and built slimmer, with dark blond hair and sweet brown eyes. Kyle had killer grey-blue eyes that dampened her panties, the kind that made a girl want to stand up and beg him to let her go down on him. Combined with his brown hair, the dramatic effect made Jess check herself.

It was nice that Ted and Mark had signed off on the men because it meant one less worry for Jess about the men being serial killers. She vaguely remembered them from when she lived in Sarasota before, but back then she’d been busy working a day job while trying to build her fetish photography portfolio, and that’d been before the men had started running the rope group. She’d seen them at munches, open play sessions, rope classes, and maybe even a private party or two.

Except…she didn’t remember them being a couple before. In fact, she distinctly remembered seeing Kyle dating a woman in the past.

Jessica hoped that she didn’t eye-fuck the men too blatantly tonight. They were both hot, and not in a take-home-to-mom kind of way.

They were hot in a going-to-melt-your-panties-off kind of way.

Seriously.

Aaannnd…they’re gay.

My fucking luck.

It would seem there was a sadistically random and fickle good-luck finger pointed at her. Sure, we’ll save the important crap from your home for you, and give you a great dog, but your love life is shit. Sorry.

Sigh.

She wasn’t going to dwell on it. She’d snagged her vibrators during the initial evacuation, and they made the move to Florida with her. One had fresh batteries, and for the other she had an extension cord that would reach the wall from her bed.

I’m callin’ it good.

Spank bank fodder, FTW. She could add the two men to her fantasies of Purson.

Oooh. A sexy four-way fantasy. Yes, please.

Maybe that was for the best. Adding a relationship to her life right now wasn’t in the cards.

Then Kyle once again focused those piercing eyes on her. Slate grey with hints of sky blue, intense.

Panty-wetting. “So do you like to bottom for rope? Or do you only photograph it?”

“Both. Although it’s been too damn long since I’ve done either.”

“What kind of ties do you like?”

“Yes.” She smiled.

He chuckled, glancing down at the table for a moment, and she noticed the smile lines creasing the outer edges of his eyes. That was a good sign, at least.

He looked up again and met her gaze head-on. “Suspension? Predicament bondage? Decorative ties? Escape challenges?”

“Yes please, yes, yes, and yes. Just, not crazy predicament bondage, like underwater or something. I saw a guy do that once and while it’s fun to watch others do it, I have no desire to do it. And I’m not as bendy as I once was.”

“No, I don’t want to do anything that can end in an ER visit or an arraignment hearing.” Another smile.

“Ditto.”

Tristan returned from chatting with Tony. “Sorry about that. Where were we?”

“Starting to sound the waters,” Kyle said.

“What finally brought you back to Florida?” Tristan asked. “Family?”

Here’s where she hated getting into the specifics. “Kel sort of lovingly ordered me to.”

Both men frowned and exchanged dark glances. “Lovingly?” they asked in unison.

“As a friend,” she quickly added. “Only a friend. We went to school together. High school.”

Both men relaxed. “Ah,” Kyle quietly said. “You kind of gave me a heart attack there, for a moment. Thought I was going to have to put a beat-down on a buddy.”

“No, nonono,” she quickly assured him. “Worried brother vibe, trust me. Not…inappropriate. His mom and dad sort of unofficially adopted me when we were in high school. My parents weren’t very…parental. When his parents found out, they kind of made me their honorary daughter. Not like my parents gave a shit if I was home or not.”

Tristan snorted. “Been there, done that.” He gave her a fist bump.

She glanced around and lowered her voice. “I haven’t met Mal in person yet, and I won’t betray Kel’s confidence. But I definitely don’t want anyone to get the wrong impression about him and me. Strictly friends only. He won’t even let me pay rent on the apartment yet. Wanted to wait until I got my feet back under me with a job. Looks like I have that part down, at least. I’m no mooch. I pay my own way.”

The men exchanged a glance, longer than just a shared thought. “What?” she asked, worried they’d still managed to get the wrong impression.

“If Kel signs off on you,” Tristan said, “we know we can trust you.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “I was just thinking the same thing about you guys with Mark and Ted.”

 

* * * *

 

Actually, that wasn’t exactly what Tristan was thinking. He’d bit his tongue to hold back an offer to let her come look at the now empty bedroom in their house. Not only was she kinky, but they would likely be working with her on photography projects.

And…truth be told, he wouldn’t mind tying her. Or…more. He knew damn well from the gleam in Kyle’s eyes he wouldn’t mind it, either.

Maybe…

Nope, way too fucking soon to think those kinds of thoughts. And he wanted to talk to Kel himself before extending any kind of offer to live with them.

Duh, and Kyle needed to sign off on it.

Tony called the munch to order before Tristan could ask Jess anything else. To make more room, she’d ended up sliding into the seat next to Kyle when Lindsey’s friends arrived, which made it even easier to talk to her.

Tony worked around the room and had people introduce themselves. When it was Jess’ turn, she stood.

“Hi, I’m Jess. I recognize a few of you in here, but it’s been six years since I lived in Sarasota. I’m back. I like rope, and I’m a photographer. It’s not my evil day job, but I do it professionally on the side, specializing in bondage and kinky photography, so I’m looking forward to being able to get back into that. Oh, single, and submissive, I suppose.” She smiled. “Been on my own for a while so I’m probably pretty feral at this point.”

That prompted a few laughs, and Tristan uncomfortably noticed several single Doms sat up a little straighter and tried to get a better look at her before she sat down.

Damn.

It’d be bad form to yell, “Dibs!” in the crowded room, especially before talking to Kyle about it.

Kyle stood and winked at Tristan before he started talking. “I’m Kyle. My boyfriend, Tristan, and I run the Knotty Fun rope group over at Venture…”

Tristan wasn’t sure if he felt humbled or guilty that Kyle had led with their relationship. It would likely give Jess the wrong idea about them. Kyle spent a couple of minutes talking about the rope group, so when it was Tristan’s turn to introduce himself, he stood and waved at the room.

“I think he pretty much covered it. I’m Tristan, his boyfriend, and we’re both Doms.”

The perfect segue hit him. “We still play with other people, too—women and men—because we don’t want to kill each other.” That earned him some laughs, but he didn’t make it obvious by looking at Jess right then. “And anyone with rope questions, feel free to hit us up on Fet, or come on out to the next Knotty Fun get-together.”

 

* * * *

 

Hmm. Interesting.

Gay and still playing with others meant safety.

Meant she could finally get her ropey fix without worrying if they were rapey guys.

And from the several meerkat-like responses she’d noticed from a few presumably single Doms in the group when she’d mentioned she was single, she’d likely be fending some off.

Dammit. I shouldn’t have mentioned that.

Once the introductions had moved on to another table, she leaned in close to whisper so both Kyle and Tristan could hear. “You play with others?”

“Yeah,” Kyle said. “Why?”

“I’d be interested in talking to you both some more about that, if you’re interested in me.”

“Heck yeah, we’re interested,” Tristan said. “Absolutely. And we’ll give you plenty of references.”

“I’ll be honest that I’m not looking for a Dom right now, and I have a feeling I stupidly painted a bulls-eye on my forehead when I mentioned I was single.”

Kyle softly snorted. “Yeah, I noticed that, too. Looking for a little insurance against free-range Doms?”

“You catch on quick.”

“I try. Say what you need to, and we’ll nod and agree.”

“Thanks. I owe you.”

“Then how about dinner sometime this week?” Tristan said. “Come on over and we’ll cook for you. Or we’ll take you out. Your choice, no pressure. Our treat, either way.”

It would be nice to get out. Except…

“You know, Kel gave me a key to Venture and told me I’m welcomed to use it any time they’re not open. I’m off Tuesday and Wednesday, so if you’re free Tuesday night, we could get takeout somewhere and take it over there and I could do a photography session for you. If you’re ready for one.”

The men exchanged an eager glance. “Really?” Tristan asked. “That’d be great.”

“I live right next door, in the apartment Kel has there. So any time you want to come over on Tuesday is fine.”

“How’s five sound?” Kyle asked.

“Perfect.”

“Any preference on food?”

“Nope.”

They’d just finished exchanging phone numbers and e-mail addresses when the introductions ended.

No shit, thirty seconds later, she had a guy who looked to be in his sixties already crowding her where she sat in her chair, forcing her to half-turn to look up at him, and asking her if she’d like to play next Saturday.

She smiled and leaned back, against Kyle behind her. “Sorry, I have to work next weekend. And I’ve already arranged a play session with Kyle and Tristan, but thank you for the offer.”

Okay, so technically it wasn’t play, but she wouldn’t feel guilty over that.

Or how, when another guy practically cornered her when she got up and crossed the room to talk to a couple of people she knew from before, she again smiled and used the same excuse.

That guy was younger and under other circumstances she might have considered at least meeting him for coffee, but he was stupidly persistent and lacking in reading clues. He followed her across the room, still talking to her, even reaching out to touch her shoulder when she turned away from him to talk to someone.

This time when she turned around to give him a piece of her mind, Tristan already stood there, behind the guy, with his hand on the man’s shoulder.

He smiled down at the guy, because he had at least three inches on him. “Hey, Chad. Whatcha doin’?” His volume was quiet enough others couldn’t hear him, but she heard the decidedly steel edge to his tone.

“I’m just talking to her.”

“No, the lady is trying to talk to her friends, and you followed her after she gave you a polite no-thanks, then you put your hand on her. Now, we’ve talked to you about this before.”

 

* * * *

 

In fact, Tristan’s words to the guy the last time, two rope group meetings before, had been if he ever saw Chad pulling that bullshit with another woman, he’d kick his ass.

The guy was stupid-young, mid-twenties, but that was no excuse. Both he and Kyle had sat him down to go over etiquette and protocols when he first started coming to the rope nights eight months earlier.

Including that, unlike in the vanilla world, you do not touch someone without their permission.

Especially a woman, and doubly-especially a woman who’d politely told you no and was walking away from you.

Anger, and then recognition, flashed across the kid’s face before he turned, mumbled an apology, and actually left the room.

Tris glanced at Kyle, who’d stood, but was still at their table, and shook his head at him that Kyle didn’t need to follow him.

Jess stepped in and gave Tristan a quick hug. “Thank you!”

Tristan hoped she didn’t feel the chub that holding her in his arms created. “Hey, any time. Not my first time having to talk to the guy, unfortunately. I’ll make sure I tell Tony and Ross about him.”

He proceeded to do just that, and kept an eye on her the whole time he talked with Tony and Ross. Another guy walked over and introduced himself to her, shaking hands with her, but apparently he wasn’t a douche. After it looked like she’d politely rejected him, he retreated to go talk to Lindsey.

He couldn’t stop thinking about that hug.

How…perfect she was. The right height…the way his arms felt around her.

Damn.

When she headed back to their table, he excused himself and followed, making sure to shoot one other guy a pointed glare as he passed, sending a silent if slightly erroneous message.

Not his fault if they assumed something.

Although if he had his way and things worked out, it wouldn’t be an assumption, and she’d have both him and Kyle to keep an eye on her.


Chapter Sixteen

 

The rest of the munch went uneventfully. The more Jess talked with Kyle and Tristan, the more she liked them.

Going to have to ask Kel about them.

Although Cali, Max, and Sean had arrived and seemed to know them, too.

Hey, the more people who signed off on Kyle and Tristan, the better. Besides, it wasn’t like she was looking to have sex with them.

Sure, a great fantasy to have sex with both of them, but a “relationship” wasn’t in her sights right now. With her new job going so well, she wanted to focus on her.

And, hellooo, they were gay.

That meant safe.

Two more guys approached her to talk, but fortunately, one of them wanted to ask for more information on setting up a photo shoot with his submissive. The other was easily diverted when Kyle casually draped his arm around her shoulders while she talked to the guy and she snuggled closer to Kyle.

At the end of the evening, Jess felt really…good. She was home, she was once again among people she felt comfortable with, who respected her, and she already had two photo gigs set up.

Stanley was ready for his last walk of the night when she returned to the apartment. While she was waiting on him to do his business, she sent Kel a text.

 

How well do you know Tristan and Kyle from the rope group?

 

Kel called her. “Why?”

She told him about the munch.

“Oh, I’ll vouch for them, yeah. They’re good guys. Never heard anyone badmouth them. Good for them finally getting together. We were all wondering if they would.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, they both kept dating women who weren’t right for them, for starters. And we could all see the chemistry the guys had together when they teach.”

“Wait, what? I thought they were gay?”

He sounded confused. “Did they say that?”

“No, I just…” She swallowed. “I assumed it from them saying they were each other’s boyfriends.”

“I know I’ve heard Tris tell people he’s bi. I figured Kyle was, too.”

“Oh.”

“Is that a problem?”

She realized he’d asked her that. “No, I just…never mind.”

“Don’t let that scare you off playing with them. They definitely do not have a gropey rep, either of them. Any time I’ve seen them play, they usually have full dance cards all night long. Shibari, and impact play. And the club is all yours Tuesday night. Have fun. I’ll tell Marcia and Cali you’re going to be there. Unless you wanted to use my photo setup downstairs. Feel free, if you do.”

“I was thinking the club.”

“This’ll be a good way to get your name out there again, either way. I’m glad you met up with them tonight.”

“Me, too.”

They chatted for a couple of minutes before he had to go. “I’ve got a photo shoot tomorrow up in Citrus County, so I need to get to sleep.”

“The boat guy?”

“Yeah. Helps pay the bills and keeps me from getting bored. I mean, the properties pay my bills, but the photography jobs bring in my fun money. Not that I’ve had much time for that lately. Let me know if you have any more questions.”

“Thanks.”

She headed back up to the apartment, Stanley on her heels. First things first, tomorrow night they’d eat dinner at her place, and let Jess see how Stanley liked the guys. Because if they didn’t meet the Stanley seal of approval, nothing else mattered.

Meanwhile…

She dug out one of her vibrators before turning off the lights and crawling into bed.

Yeah. One fantasy of being sandwiched between those two hunks—and maybe even Purson—coming up.

 

* * * *

 

“What’d you think about Jess?” Kyle asked on their way home from the munch.

“I’m looking forward to working with her on Tuesday.”

Kyle refused to get frustrated. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

“I meant…what’d you think of her? Like, playing with her. Or maybe more, one day, depending on how things go.”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah, of course.” Kyle fought the urge to hold his breath.

“If we were to ever have a third, unless Jess turns out to be a puppy kicker or something, she’d probably be my ideal woman.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Tristan’s voice turned wary. “Why? Didn’t you like her?”

“I did like her. A lot.”

Tristan’s hand settled on Kyle’s right thigh and crept toward his bulge.

And, of course, Kyle’s cock responded, thickening and throbbing.

It was like a Pavlovian response at that point. Tris touched him—Kyle got hard.

“We don’t want to scare her and come on too strong,” Tristan said as his fingers started drawing lazy circles across the denim covering Kyle’s inner thigh. “So we need to take things slowly and carefully with her.” Every circle grew closer to Kyle’s cock, which was now fully hard again. “Because we’re not those guys, and I don’t want us getting a rep for being those guys.”

“Agreed.”

“And I’d like to talk to Kel about her,” Tris added.

“Also agreed.” Kyle shifted slightly in the driver’s seat to spread his thighs wider and give Tristan better access. Tristan’s long, nimble fingers walked up the inside of Kyle’s thigh and stroked the front of his jeans, tracing the shape of his cock just to the right of his zipper.

Kyle groaned. “You trying to make me come while driving?”

“No, because you’re going to need to hold it if you want to fuck my ass when we get home.” Tristan slowly stroked Kyle’s cock through the denim, an evil smile curling his lips. “You do want to fuck my ass when we get home, don’t you?”

“I want to fuck your ass right now.”

“That would make you a distracted driver, and I don’t want to die. Get us home first.”

They were barely inside the front door when Tristan kissed him and started tugging his shirt from his waistband. Hands fumbled, feet moved, and they stripped each other all the way to their bedroom, where they were finally naked by the time they hit the bed.

His hunger for this man. That was what had been missing in all of Kyle’s previous relationships.

The need he felt for Tris, which had burrowed deep into his soul and made it feel like he could never get enough of the man.

His man.

Tris ended up on top of Kyle in bed, but he crawled down the man’s body and sucked Kyle’s cock down his throat, meaning Kyle couldn’t complain.

Even the sex between them was perfect, hot and hard and satisfying something inside him he’d never realized was lacking before.

Tristan’s mouth drove Kyle crazy. The man had taught Kyle so much about how to properly suck a cock over the past couple of weeks, things he’d never even realized he’d been missing before. Just when he thought Tris was going to get him over before he could fuck the man, Tris sat up and reached for a condom and lube from the side table drawer.

With a smile, he slowly impaled his ass on Kyle’s cock.

“Oh, fuuuuck, man.” Kyle’s hands squeezed Tristan’s hips, thrusting all the way up inside him as Kyle’s eyes devoured him. The way his shoulders and chest tapered down to a narrow waist and a completely gorgeous and fuckable ass, the V of his lower abs pointing to a cock that stood straight out right now.

Kyle reached for his cock, fisting it, stroking him. “Gonna come for me?”

“Fuck yeah!” Tristan threw his head back and slowly rocked on Kyle’s cock, riding him, making it last.

“You’ve got me spoiled now,” Kyle gasped. “We do get something going with Jess besides play, she’s going to have a high bar to meet.”

Tris smiled down at him with heavy-lidded eyes. “I’m sure we can teach her, if she’s willing.” He leaned in, planting his hands on either side of Kyle’s head. “Imagine one of us fucking that gorgeous ass of hers while the other fucks her pussy.”

“Fuuuuck!”

Tristan’s smile widened. “Watching each other’s faces over her shoulder, trying to hold on until the other comes so we can fill her together.”

“Oh, shiiit!” Kyle bit down on his lower lip, trying to hold back. Meanwhile, he pounded Tristan’s cock, trying to get him there so he could quit holding back.

“Yeah, sexy, right?” Tristan lowered his face until his lips hovered just over Kyle’s. “I want to lay under her with her pussy on my mouth and licking your cock as you fuck her. Make her scream our names, and suck your cum right out of her as she’s swallowing my load.”

Kyle reached up with his other hand and pulled Tristan’s head down to kiss him. That’s when Tristan finally exploded, and Kyle could let go. As Tristan’s ass flexed and squeezed around Kyle’s cock, Kyle’s balls emptied into the condom and he gasped at the hot wave of pleasure bouncing through him.

They were still both breathing heavy as Tristan lifted his mouth from Kyle’s. “I want her,” he whispered. “I want to see how beautiful she’d look in our ropes. I want to listen to her come and watch you fuck her, or slide my cock up your ass while you’re fucking her. I want to see you lick your lips as you watch me fuck her. She’s a real woman with real curves, not a damn tiny toothpick, and I think she could be perfect with us.”

He stared up into Tristan’s eyes. “Then I guess we’d better spend a lot of time with her and figure out the way to her heart, huh?”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan grinned down at him. The more he’d thought about Jess, the more he wanted to see if they could make something work with her—if she’d even be interested in them like that.

If not…well, he now had a whole head full of hot and dirty fantasies to break out and use on Kyle.

“I think it’s safe to say we’re on the same page about her, huh?”

Kyle nodded. “Yeah. We are.”

“We need to walk a fine line at first, between flirting with her and not scaring her off.”

“Agreed.”

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment. “I love you. That doesn’t change. Ever.”

Kyle reached up with his spooge-covered hand and cupped Tristan’s face, evilly smiling as he did, but Tristan didn’t draw away from him. “Ever. Us first.” He pulled him in for another kiss. “You must love me to put up with me.”

Tris snorted and finally sat up. “Hey, you’re hot in the sack. What can I say?”

They grabbed a quick shower and then curled up together in bed after setting their alarms. Tonight Tristan draped himself over Kyle, his face nuzzled against the crook of Kyle’s neck.

“Maybe I want to be the one under her while you fuck her,” Kyle said.

Tristan smiled in the darkness. “We can take turns.”

“I like the sound of that.” 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Tuesday afternoon, Jess had been exchanging texts with Kyle and Tristan. They’d settled on Chinese food, and once she knew they were on their way, she surveyed the apartment with a nervous eye.

Stanley seemed to sense something was up because he laid in the middle of the living room floor but alert, head up, watching her.

Yesterday, Jess had gotten Cali’s number from Kel and talked to her about the two men. She’d also vouched for them, plus told Jess what to do to turn on the lights and AC in the club, and how to turn on the music system, if they wanted to use that.

It also meant, just on that very remote chance there was a problem, that another person knew she’d be there with the two men.

Cali had suggested taking Stanley over with her, since they’d be the only ones there, and Jess liked that idea.

When she heard them knock downstairs, she caught Stanley and put his leash on him before heading down with him to answer the door.

That’s when she realized her tactical error. Whether it was the smell of food rolling through the door with them, or Stanley genuinely liked them, he eagerly wagged his tail as fast as she’d ever seen him when she let the men in and hugged them hello. Both men petted the dog, and Stanley wagged his tail even harder at their attention.

“He’s a pretty dog,” Kyle said.

“Yeah,” Tristan agreed. “He’s gorgeous.”

Stanley looked up at her as if to say, So, there. “He’s also a mooch, so guard your plate while you eat. I don’t give him table scraps.”

She led them upstairs after unleashing Stanley. One more barrier—passed. “Have you planned what you want to do?”

“Oh, yeah,” Tristan said. “We wrote down notes and everything.” They laid the food out on the counter as they told her the ties they wanted to photograph tonight.

The more they talked, the more she realized how dedicated they were to what they did. They weren’t into leading the rope group for their egos, or to meet play partners. They legitimately enjoyed teaching the subject to others, and that showed in how they talked about it.

I’m going to enjoy tonight even if it never leads to anything else.

The best photo shoots she’d ever had were with people passionate about what they did for the sake of the activity, whether it was shibari or pony play or impact play. When the person’s focus was on what they did, not on their own ego.

She also realized that watching these two together was going to leave her panties damp.

If they ever did play with her, she might embarrass the hell out of herself for them.

Then again, that might not be a bad thing.

Less than an hour later they’d finished eating and had agreed on a plan of attack for the photo shoot. It surprised her when the men insisted on helping her clean up the kitchen instead of letting her leave it for later.

“And how much do we owe you for tonight?” Tristan asked. “We never did settle on a price.”

“We didn’t?” Oh…oops. Now that she thought about it, she realized she hadn’t brought up price with them, even though she had quoted a price to the other guy.

She’d been so…

Shit. She had the hots for them both.

Kyle smiled, those killer eyes of his melting her. “No, we didn’t.”

“Um… Well, you bought me dinner. We can call it even and discuss it before the next one.”

“No,” Tristan said. “You’re taking time on your day off to do this.”

“Yeah, but it helps the club, and Kel is letting me live here for free right now. What you do helps get people in the door. It’s sort of a circular pay-it-forward. We’re good, seriously.”

Both men arched eyebrows at her in a decidedly Domly way.

Double Doms…yum!

She yanked her head out of her clitoris. “What?”

“How about a hundred?” Tristan asked. “It’s going to take us at least three hours. Is that enough?”

She swallowed. “Sure.” She’d leave it in the drawer in the office as a donation for the club.

Tristan reached for his wallet. “And this is for you, not for the club.”

She felt her face heat.

Kyle started laughing. “Kinda spooky when he does that shit, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “You ain’t kidding.”

 

* * * *

 

Stanley had plopped himself down next to them, apparently happy to watch the activities. Tristan had volunteered to let Kyle tie him first. Mostly because he wanted the opportunity to watch Jess without having to pay attention to what he was doing. Plus he’d be able to talk with her. Flirt with her.

A chance to start sounding the waters with her.

While he might be the better talker of the two of them in terms of presenting to a class, Tris would be the first to admit it was hotter than fuck watching Kyle tie. He’d grow really quiet, usually, his gaze intense, and it always had Tristan’s cock hard as a rock by the time the man finished. And that was just from watching him tie.

Tristan started stripping, not bothering to turn away or hide what he was doing, watching Jess out of the corner of his eye as he pulled his briefs off and replaced them with bike shorts.

Let her have a peek at the goods.

“Um…d-did you want me to put on music or s-something?” she asked.

He struggled against the urge to giggle. “Sure, if you want to.”

“Some bow-chicka-wow-wow music for the exhibitionist there,” Kyle snarked as he readied his rope.

He caught Kyle’s eye and the man’s wink silenced the retort Tristan had ready.

Yeah, Kyle had caught on to what he was doing.

“I’ll be right back.”

When Jess went to the office, Kyle leaned in and kissed him, pulling Tristan’s hand onto his bulge. One hard and ready cock.

“Fucker,” Kyle muttered. “You’re teasing her and it’s messing with me.”

“In good ways.”

“Well, yeah.” He goosed Tristan’s hard cock, which now lay curved to the left against his belly and clearly visible against the bike shorts.

“I asked if you thought we should wear briefs, and you said nah. So I didn’t. Want me to put them back on? And it won’t make it any less visible.”

“Put your hood on, asshole, before I’m breaking a few club rules regarding no sex.”

Tristan grinned and pulled on the lycra hood. It left his eyes and mouth visible, but no one would be able to identify him from that.

 

* * * *

 

Hoooooly fucking shitballs!

She wondered if Kyle was hung as well as Tristan was.

If so…

Daaaaammmn.

She pulled up Pandora on the computer and turned on the sound board. After selecting a classic rock station, Steppenwolf’s “Magic Carpet Ride” filled the building.

Perfect.

She returned to the dungeon. They were doing this on the MMA mats under the big A-frame. No suspension techniques tonight, everything would be ground ties, and Kyle was leading off with a simple box tie.

Jess turned on her lights and checked her light levels as Kyle got started. Tristan’s gaze never left her as she took pictures. At one point, she had to take one with Kyle’s face visible, because when the men’s gazes met the heat shimmering between them was like watching a parking lot baking in the middle of a hot Florida summer afternoon.

Damn.

Mostly, Tristan talked with her, flirty, sexy banter that reminded her of Purson except with an edge.

A tempting, tantalizing what if beckoning to her. She knew Purson was all talk and harmless play.

This…

This threatened to suck her into their orbit and hold her there.

“So, do you think you’d let this guy put his hands on you?” Tris playfully asked at one point, making her face heat yet again as her clit throbbed.

“Anytime he wants to,” she said before she could yank the words back and stomp on them.

Through her viewfinder, Kyle’s smoldering gaze met hers and she had to take the picture. A sexy smile quirked his lips. “I’m looking forward to it,” he said before continuing with the tie.

“Ooooh, it just got hot in here,” Tristan said.

“Stop teasing her, or I’ll tie a crotch rope on you and give you a wedgie.”

“You tie a crotch rope on me right now,” Tris shot back, “and you’ll give me an orgasm.”

Her throat dried up as she realized…oh, hell yeah.

He’d been more than adequate before, but apparently he was a grower and a shower.

“Glad I have fresh batteries,” she mumbled.

Tristan grinned. “Hey, anytime you want help with that, let us know.”

Kyle smacked him upside the back of his head, and Tris turned to glare at him. “Uh, ow.”

“You’re gonna scare her off.”

“No, that’s not the effect you guys are having on me.” She lowered her camera. “You want me to be honest?”

The men both looked at her. “Yes,” they chorused.

Well, here goes.

“You’ve got me hornier than hell right now.”

If Kyle’s gaze burned any hotter, she was going to spontaneously combust from it. “I know you just met us, but if you’re ever interested in doing more than play with us, we’re interested.”

She licked her lips. “So you’re both bi?”

Unison again. “Yep.”

Oh, fuuuuuuck me.

“And we’re not involved with any other women,” Tris added. “Gonna put that out there. If you ever decide you might like to explore something with us, we wouldn’t be with any other women either.”

“Or men,” Kyle added.

She wasn’t sure she didn’t let a soft whine loose, because Tristan’s smile widened.

“We can discuss that in a couple of weeks though,” he said. “Play with us a few times first, make sure you don’t grow to hate us.”

 

* * * *

 

Kyle should have known Tris would flirt with Jess. Not that he minded Tris flirting with her, he just didn’t want her scared off.

In fact, it was kind of hot watching Tris flirt with her.

He reached down and adjusted his aching cock, not even caring now if she saw him do it. They were beyond the point of pretending there wasn’t some damn steamy heat building between the three of them.

“Or feel free to tell us to back off,” Kyle said. “You won’t offend us, seriously. Don’t ever be afraid to tell us to tone it down, or stop, or whatever. We’d rather you be honest with us than us worry we pushed you too far because you were worried about hurting our feelings.”

“We’re not fwagile widdle snowfwakes,” Tris said, cracking her up.

Kyle loved the sound of her laughter.

“Look, guys,” she said. “I haven’t been laid in over a year. You push me too hard, you’re liable to have trouble peeling me off of you. I already talked to Kel and to Cali about you. Mark and Ted signed off on you. Unless you give me a reason to think I can’t trust you, I do. If you mean it, then yes, I’m interested. Let’s play together a few times, then we can…up the ante.” Her voice hitched. “But it won’t hurt my feelings if you get a look at me without clothes and decide never mind.”

“Whoa.” Kyle dropped the rope in his hand and scooted around Tris so he was sitting in front of Jess. “For starters, we both think you’re gorgeous. I don’t know where that came from, but if you want to talk play, here we go. One of our rules is you aren’t allowed to put yourself down—especially your body—in front of us.”

He pointed at his crotch. “Feel free to cop a feel of that. And Tris isn’t hard just because I’m tying him—we’re both sort of worked up knowing you’re playing along. Both of us have played, plenty of times, and not had this kind of reaction with the bottom.”

“My ex said he liked me the way I was, then cheated on me and left me for a tiny, skinny woman who’d take about three of her to make one of me, younger and flexible.”

“Then he’s a fucking idiot,” Tris said, sounding angry on her behalf, no hint of playfulness in his voice now. “Because if we had a collar on you? We’d be moving heaven and hell to keep you fucking happy and content and never wanting to leave.”

 

* * * *

 

Oh…hell.

Tris hadn’t meant to go there, but now that they were, he was going to go all up in there, and deep.

And hard.

Because he was fucking hard.

Her eyes widened a little, but she didn’t pull away.

He sat up a little straighter, even with his arms tied behind him. “Here’s the deal—we want to play with you. We’d love to get to a point where you might want to sleep with us. If you give me half an indication you’d be okay with us collaring you as our submissive for exclusive play and sex and a relationship? I’ll have one around your neck so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

“But you don’t collar people,” Kyle said.

He glared at Kyle. “Fucking exactly my point.”

Their gazes met for a long moment before Tris refocused on her and continued. “Again, feel free to tell us to go screw ourselves. Or tell us thanks, but no thanks, and we’ll back off with zero hard feelings, I swear. But if we’re going to be totally honest? Then you need to know we went home after the munch Sunday night and fucked each other’s brains out to hot fantasies of having you in the middle of us. Anything we can do to make that a reality? Yeah, we’re there. You say the word.”

He watched her throat work as she swallowed. When she finally spoke, she sounded stunned. “Really?”

“Yeah, really,” Kyle said.

They waited for her to make the next move. It took her a long, painful moment before she finally spoke.

“Yeah,” she softly said. “If you mean it…yeah. Let’s…let’s take a couple of weeks to get to know each other. I want to play with you guys, too. As long as it’s just me. Maybe at some point I’ll okay you playing with others, but it’s a hard and bad trigger for me right now. My ex lied to me and used that excuse for his cheating.”

“No problem,” Tris said. “As long as you don’t mind the two of us doing our thing with each other.”

She shook her head. “It’s really hot watching you two together.”

Kyle leaned in and kissed Tris, long and hard.

At least that wasn’t against the club rules.

Then Kyle turned to her with a game on smile Tris knew all too well. “Then I guess you understand that goes both ways, right? You don’t play with anyone but us until we all sort this out between us.”

She nodded.

Tris wished he wasn’t tied up. He watched Kyle lean in close to her, not quite kissing distance, but he could see from the way she leaned in a little and how her breath was coming faster that she wanted it to be.

“I’m going to take him home later,” Kyle said in that sexy purr of his, “and fuck his brains out. That’s after he bends me over the bed and fucks me.”

“Nah,” Tris said. “I’m going to put you on your knees and fuck your mouth, because I won’t be able to wait long enough to get you into the bedroom.”

Her lips parted and he definitely heard an adorable little squeak slip from her kissable mouth.

“I swallow, too,” Kyle said, holding his position. “Because he swallows. Did you know he and I only got together a few weeks ago? I’d never been with a guy before him. Lived with him for five years, friends even longer, and it took me that long to realize how goddamned sexy he was, and that we were perfect together. I also learn from my mistakes. I’m not going to be afraid anymore. That’s why we’re able to put it all out there for you from the start.”

She eagerly nodded and then leaned in and kissed him.

Tris noticed Kyle didn’t reach for her, didn’t move to hold her in place, letting her set the pace and tone.

He also felt his cock throbbing and knew he’d have a wet spot on his shorts by the time they finished.

When she finally sat back, with her eyes slightly widened, she finally met Tristan’s gaze.

He winked at her and licked his lips.

She leaned in and kissed him, too, and she tasted of mint lip balm and need and sweet, sexy desire.

Oooh, yeah. One big-ass wet spot.

“Was that a yes?” Tristan managed.

She nodded. “Yes.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

The next Tuesday night, they met at Venture again for another photo shoot. But when they finished with that, Jess worked up the courage to ask.

“Would you mind doing a quick rope scene with me tonight?”

The men exchanged a hungry look and nodded with nearly identical, evilly playful smiles.

“Let’s do it,” Kyle asked.

“Any special requests?” Tristan added.

“Suspension, please.” She’d worn a sports bra tonight and instead of panties had chosen lyrca boyshorts. After a quick negotiation, she stripped and waited while Tristan hung their ring from the A-frame.

It’d been so long since she’d been suspended. Watching these men, she could tell they knew their rope.

Even better, she trusted them.

Touching was allowed, but no groping. Kyle stood behind her, softly stroking her arms and shoulders as Tristan took the lead in tying a hip harness first, then a chest harness. Nothing artsy or fancy tonight, strictly function and fast, designed to safely hang her as comfortably as possible.

Closing her eyes, she tried to remember when she’d ever felt such a confused blend of relaxation and anticipation, and realized that’d be…never.

She trusted them. Above all else, that pulsed through her brain.

She trusted them in a way she’d damn sure never trusted Brad before.

How sad is that?

It was almost too fast, though. It didn’t take Tristan long at all to finish the harness and run the belaying ropes. Then, with Kyle supporting her, she was off the ground and flying.

Ooooohhhh, yeah…

There was always something freeing about being in rope. While she loved other forms of play, rope was her favorite, the first thing she’d gravitated toward, and the thing that could always excite her the most.

She relaxed into her bonds, feeling the wonderful, sweet ache of the turns pressing into her flesh, already imaging what the ligature marks would look like when she had a chance to see them.

Gently swaying in the air, she was aware of Kyle chuckling and she finally opened her eyes to look at him. She found him smiling, watching her from where he stood next to Tristan.

“Fun?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. Thank you.”

“You look happy,” Tris said.

“I am.” She closed her eyes again and tried not to think ahead, tried not to put pre-conceived hopes and wishes onto whatever this was that might develop between the three of them. “I haven’t felt this happy in…years.”

By the time they untied her, she knew she would sleep good tonight, especially after using her vibrator. But first, the men insisted on walking her home and carrying all her stuff for her. Kyle even walked Stanley for her, so she wouldn’t have to.

And when she finally fell asleep that night, she hoped there wasn’t some big red flag she was missing, because it might just break her heart.

 

* * * *

 

Over the next three weeks, Jess had dinner with the men several times, both at their place and hers, and did two more photo shoots with them in the evenings on her days off.

And they had several more rope scenes, including an escape challenge, and a predicament bondage scene.

They also got brownie points for liking Stanley and telling her he was always welcome at their house.

They earned even more brownie points for their playful ways, and how they took turns being demo bottoms for each other for the tutorial shoots. Whoever was being tied wore the lycra hood and bike shorts, and she was careful not to catch the Top’s face in the shots.

Usually.

A few times she shot their faces and then stashed the photos in her private collection in a password-protected folder before deleting them from her camera.

No way in hell Brad would have ever bottomed for someone else, not even for a demo.

Ever.

It was refreshing that two men, both admitted Doms and not switches, could have such a smooth relationship doing that with each other.

It was sexy as hell capturing the passion and intensity on the face of whoever was Top at that time. She wouldn’t deny masturbating while looking at their pictures, either.

Despite her longing to let them make their sexual fantasies regarding her come true, they played over at the club. Even though they were alone, she knew the men wouldn’t violate the rules.

It was more for her than them, because she was reeeeally close to jumping them, and she knew she needed to make sure this was right first.

Their rope scenes were…

Hell, they were the hottest of her life. Including turning down the lights and turning up the music and letting them both suspend her. The feel of their hands on her, the ropes holding her, sent her deeper into subspace than any beating Brad had given her.

And that was without any impact play, just sexy, sensual contact and kissing.

Made even sexier by the men both being fully clothed and her naked. Even when giving her aftercare, the three of them sprawled across the mats with blankets and pillows, they were always careful not to violate her limits.

Feeling safe was something she hadn’t been used to for so long she’d had a hard time identifying it at first.

Replacing the batteries in her vibrator was getting pretty damn expensive. To the point she knew she’d need to consider giving in soon, to let them help her out with that.

If anything, the heat between them had intensified the more she got to know them, and she’d decided she did want to take that step with them.

The next Wednesday afternoon she was scheduled to head over to their place, to make them dinner and to play there, when Kyle called her.

“Hey, I have a slight change of plans today.”

Her heart sank. She’d really been looking forward to spending time with the men tonight, including crossing that final line with them. She was once again back on birth control pills, thanks to a low-cost clinic in Sarasota, and had been for two weeks.

“What happened?”

“I told you about Dillon.”

“Your ex’s son?”

“Yeah. She just called me. She’s got a snag at work and needs to stay late and asked if Tristan and I could watch him for a couple of hours tonight. I need to go pick him up from her at her office.”

“Oh.” She hoped she didn’t sound too disappointed. “I understand.” She hadn’t met Kyle’s ex yet, either. Sure, it was great that Kyle had a good relationship with her for Dillon’s sake, but Jess couldn’t help but feel a little…

Uncomfortable.

“I mean, you can still come over tonight, if you want,” he said. “We just need to be…vanilla while he’s here. In fact, I need to have Tris make sure he puts away the rope bags and stuff in our bedroom closet before I get there with him so Dillon doesn’t stumble over them. We can feed him dinner, help him with his homework, and watch a movie or something.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I bet he’d love Stanley. I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to make you think we didn’t want you to come over. We still want you to come over. We just might not have time to tie tonight like we’d planned. I mean, if you still want to come over.”

She was supposed to make them dinner at their place tonight. Last night, they’d come over to her place. They had started switching off like that. “Does he have any food allergies or anything?”

“Naw, he’ll eat pretty much anything. He’s a good kid. Whatever you were going to cook.”

“That sounds like fun.”

“Then…we’re still on?” She couldn’t miss how relieved Kyle sounded.

It was adorable how quickly the situation had flipped.

“If you want to be.”

“I do. We do. I mean—” He sighed. “Look, I know you have to be up early tomorrow. Bring an overnight bag. You can sleep in my old room.”

She decided to go there. “What if I don’t want to sleep alone tonight?”

A strangled sounding groan escaped him. “If you still mean it at bedtime, I’m sure we can squeeze you in with us. Just don’t expect to get much sleep if we do. Totally your call. No expectations.”

She knew he meant it, too. Their actions always matched their words, and they’d gone out of their way to not pressure her beyond the playful teasing, which she’d dished back to them in bucketfuls.

They also made her feel not some impossibly hot and unsustainable emotions—they made her feel like they were genuinely happy to be her friends first, and if anything more developed, fine, but they weren’t assuming that’s what would happen despite clearly telling her it was definitely something they wouldn’t mind happening.

Fuck it.

She’d used up more batteries for her damn vibrators over the past couple of weeks than she had in the past couple of years.

“Okay, then I’ll see you at the same time,” she said.

“Thanks.”

She’d already gone grocery shopping, but out of her personal groceries she added a tube of cookie dough to what she was taking with her to the men’s house. Maybe Dillon would like to bake cookies with her.

When she finally arrived, she made sure to hold Stanley on a firm leash when she let him out of the truck. Fortunately, Tristan walked out and helped her carry the groceries and her bag.

The smile on his face helped chase away her nerves. “Hi, sweetheart.” He leaned in for a kiss, which was now their usual greeting.

“Hi.”

“He’s looking forward to playing with Stanley.”

“I’m sure Stanley will enjoy it, too.”

The little boy who ran up when she followed Tristan through the door looked a little small for nine, but he had brown eyes and brown hair and wore a huge smile.

“Hi! Are you Jess? Is this Stanley?”

“Yes, and yes.” She was struggling to keep Stanley in check because he wanted to play. “You must be Dillon.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am.” He held out his hand to shake, and she did.

“Nice to meet you, too.” Kyle appeared in the living room doorway and wore a smile. “Hey, you.”

He walked over and kissed her. “Hey back.”

“Are you dating Kyle?” Dillon asked.

Before she could even find her voice, Kyle responded. “Tristan and I are both dating her.”

His eyes widened. “Really? I thought you were dating Tristan?”

Okay, now she was in totally alien territory. Apparently, it was news to Tristan, too, because he’d stopped and was also watching Kyle to see how he handled it.

Kyle knelt. “You know how when you tried to tell me all about Louis and your mom, I asked you not to, because it’s private? Remember the conversation we had about good secrets, bad secrets, and private business stuff? That was private business.”

The boy nodded. “Not a secret, but nobody’s business, because you don’t pay their bills.”

“Right. This is the same thing. Some people date more than one person at the same time. As long as everyone knows about it, agrees to it, and is okay with it, it’s nobody else’s business.”

“Mom’s opinion doesn’t pay your bills.” He nodded. “Got it.”

“Thanks, buddy.” He held out his fist for a bump, and Dillon returned it.

She let Stanley loose, and he immediately headed for the small basket in the living room where the men had started keeping toys for him, like Kongs, balls, and other chewy toys. Dillon raced after him.

Kyle stood and turned to them. “How’d I do?”

Tristan leaned in for a kiss. “That was damn good, buddy. Quick thinking.” He headed for the kitchen with the groceries.

Kyle took Stanley’s leash from her and hung it on one of the coat hooks in the entry. “Well?”

She smiled and received another kiss from him. “You’re good.”

 

* * * *

 

After a few minutes, Dillon wanted to help her in the kitchen. When she asked the boy about making cookies, he nearly came unglued in the adorable way only nine-year-old boys could apparently master.

“I! Love! Cookies!” He jumped up and down. “Please, can I help you, Jess? Pllleeeeease?”

“Of course you can, sweetie. When Kyle told me you’d be joining us for dinner tonight, I brought them for you. I was hoping you’d help me.”

She didn’t have much experience with young kids. Brenda’s kids had been grown teenagers when she first met the couple.

But Dillon was a charmer. They had fun making the cookies, and she let him do most of the work. He also loved the casserole she made them for dinner, and when he found out she was a photographer, he started asking all sorts of questions about cameras and taking pictures.

Unfortunately, when she let Stanley out in the backyard to go potty off-leash, he found a dead squirrel that looked like it’d lost a battle with a neighborhood cat and started rolling on it.

“Ew! Stanley, no!”

Tristan came running outside. “What?”

She had managed to snag Stanley’s collar and drag him away from his prize. “That! Ick!”

“Ew! Go take him into the master bath and bathe him there. There’s a removable shower head in there. I’ll bring you some towels after I get a shovel and bury that.”

“What do I use to bathe him? Shampoo?”

“There’s bodywash in there. That should work.” He leaned in and kissed her, dropping his voice. “Feel free to get naked and I’ll come in and help you.” He winked.

She didn’t know how he could shift her from grossed out to heated up that fast, but she wouldn’t question it. “You mean it?”

“Yeah. If you want.” He grinned. “Unless you think it’ll traumatize Stanley. Marilyn’s on her way to get Dillon. She just called—she’ll be here in about five minutes.”

She dragged Stanley inside despite him wanting to go back and roll some more. On the way through, Dillon ran up to hug her good-bye while Kyle was getting the boy’s things together, but she warded him off.

“Stanley’s gross, honey. I need to bathe him. He rolled on a dead squirrel.”

“Ew!” He held out his hand for a fist bump. “It was nice meeting you, Jess. I hope you come over again. Thank you for making cookies with me. Dinner was good.”

She didn’t expect the tears that prickled her eyes as she fist-bumped with him. “It was very nice meeting you, too, sweetheart. Thanks for making cookies with me.”

“And I won’t tell your business.” He nodded, making her laugh.

“Thank you, sweetheart. We appreciate it.”

Stanley didn’t want a bath and apparently sensed what was going to happen, but she finally got him closed in the bathroom with her despite his protests and attempts to break free.

It only took her a moment to decide. She stripped and pulled him into the shower with her and started bathing him. No easy task since the Lab, who’d since reached a proper weight for himself and who wasn’t half-dead from exhaustion, didn’t want to be bathed.

Tristan joined her a couple of minutes later, and when he stepped into the shower, he was naked and hard. “Towels are on the counter. How we doing?” She also noted the hungry look on his face as his gaze swept over her.

“A lot better, now that you’re here.” She kissed him. “But the hound first.”

“Right.”

He held Stanley while she finished lathering him. They heard the bathroom door open and close. “We are now child-free,” Kyle said, sticking his head in through the shower curtain. “Oooh!”

“Yeah, ooh,” Tristan said. “Get naked and get your ass in here. The sooner Stanley’s ungrossed, the sooner we can have some fun.”

He disappeared and, seconds later, stepped in, naked.

With the men to help her, she finally got Stanley bathed. Then she towel-dried him and opened the bathroom door to let him loose before rejoining the men.

“Where were we?”

They sandwiched her between them, facing Kyle. “I think we were about here, baby.” He slanted his lips over hers and kissed her. This felt sooo much better than any of his other kisses, with their warm flesh against hers. Feeling two hard cocks rubbing against her, she knew she had to have them.

“That seems about right,” she said when he let her up for air.

Tristan turned her to face him. “Oh, I’d say it’s a lot better than right, baby.” They kissed differently. Kyle was intense and passionate and toe-curling, finishing with sweet, gentle nips. Tristan’s kisses built from a slow simmer to a white-hot burning plasma, leaving her breathless and wanting to drop to her knees in front of him.

Oh, wait…

She dropped to her knees in between them, reaching for their cocks and drawing nearly identical moans of pleasure from them when her fingers closed around them. Two very nice cocks.

The men slid closer, allowing her to hold both their cocks close enough she could mouth one, then the other, back and forth.

Hands stroked her head, and the men started rocking their hips in time with her movements. She tasted pre-cum from both of them and had just enough time to think about how sexy this was when the men hauled her to her feet.

“Bed,” Kyle hoarsely said. “Now. I want to taste you, baby.”

“Me, too,” Tristan said. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Jess had longed for this day. They quickly showered and helped her dry off and as they tumbled into bed with her, Tristan and Kyle playfully tussled for the right to lick her pussy.

“Dude,” Kyle said. “I’ll get between her legs. You come in from the top and lick her clit. Or play with her nipples. She’s got two of those.”

“Oooh, good point.”

Tristan turned, smiling down at her before cupping his hands around her breasts, squeezing them together, and sucking his way back and forth between them.

She moaned, squirming.

Then Kyle shoved her thighs apart and swiped his tongue around her clit, down to her pussy, into her cunt and back up again.

She spread her legs wider to give him even better access. When she tried to lift her head to watch him, she saw Tristan instead, his brown eyes crinkled in an evil smile as he sucked and nibbled and nipped at her nipples.

At least she didn’t have to worry about anything. They’d already shared test results, and the men would be using condoms for now until she’d been on the pill for a month. That was a conversation they’d had the other day, because she’d wanted the “just in case” agreed upon and out of the way.

Just in case.

Like…now.

It didn’t take long for Kyle to send her spiraling up toward the hardest orgasm she’d had…ever.

Brad had been decent in the sack, but nowhere near as good as this.

This was beyond words.

Hence why she suspected she was about to start speaking in tongues.

Tristan lifted his mouth from where he was enjoying her nipples. “Come for us, baby. Let us hear you moan.”

Kyle dialed in his tongue and figured out exactly what strokes and pressure made her moan loudest. Tristan, wanting to help, pinched and rolled her nipples between his fingers, and that shoved her over.

Tristan’s brown gaze looked lit from within as he smiled down at her. “Yeah, that’s it, baby. Ride his face.”

Kyle’s hands clamped around her legs, preventing her from closing her thighs as he ruthlessly kept her coming.

“That’s it, baby,” Tristan growled. “Use him. We’ve waited to hear you come and we’re going to make you do it for a while.” He kissed her, sucking on her tongue, nibbling, owning her.

This. She wanted this, them—all of it.

They’d done some talking. She’d initially worried about being poly with them, not wanting to cause jealousy between them or problems for either of them. As long as they didn’t mess with Tristan’s job, them being poly was probably the least scandalous thing the three of them did.

And if they wanted it, she wasn’t going to argue with them.

The warmth of their bodies washed through her. They were all clean from the shower and smelled like mango tropical whatever it was, and the sweet hint of musk from both of them.

Tristan kissed his way down to her ear, nibbling, sucking. “We have a fantasy of both of us fucking you, baby. One of us in your ass, one of us in your pussy, and filling you up. We’re gonna fuck you so good and keep you so happy you won’t ever want to leave us.”

The scorching mental image that triggered tripped her over the edge again. Pleasure rippled through her, hot, searing, a sweet counterpoint to the scratchy stubble of Kyle’s cheeks rasping against her inner thighs, and the way Tristan pinched her nipples.

“Yes!” she gasped.

Tristan paused what he was doing. “What?”

“That! I want that! Tonight!”

She whined when Kyle lifted his head from her pussy. “What?”

She tried to catch her breath now that she wasn’t coming. “One in my ass, one in my pussy. Now!”

Kyle frowned. “Um, baby, don’t you think we should work up to that?”

“Yeah, I’m good. I have toys at home, and, trust me, I can take you.”

Tristan brightened. “Well, alrighty, then. Far be it from us to deny a lady’s request.” He bounced out of bed to go get what they’d need while Kyle crawled up her body, kissing the whole way. He rolled her on top of him and she slid down him, seeking his cock.

This time, she swallowed him mostly down to the root. She’d need a little practice to take his entire length and girth, and she was looking forward to it.

Brad was only five inches, and not nearly as thick.

Tristan returned, groaning as he watched her. “Fuck, that’s sexy as hell.” He leaned in and kissed her ass cheeks. “Muwah!” He patted her. “Give me a little more room, baby.”

She spread her legs and arched her back so he had better access. She moaned around Kyle’s cock when she felt Tristan’s gloved finger, coated with cool lube, press against her rim.

Kyle reached down and played with her hair. She was letting it grow out again, and maybe it wasn’t coincidental the men had mentioned they loved longer hair.

More fun to use it as part of a shibari tie.

Or to hold on to it during sex.

She was good with either option.

Or both.

When Tristan’s finger breached her ass, she rocked her hips back, wanting him deeper, now.

Yeah, she’d gotten freaky with her toys, especially over the past several weeks of unrequited eye-fucking the two hunks.

Not quite unrequited, exactly, she supposed.

Not when they were interested and willing.

And—now—able.

“She’s fucking amazing,” Kyle gasped. “Hurry up!”

“Patience, buddy. Just give me a minute.”

“I might not have a minute.” Kyle made her release his cock and Tristan moved up the bed with her as she prepared to perch and grind onto Kyle’s delicious cock.

Kyle held out his hand to Tristan, and seconds later he was ripping open a condom pouch. She didn’t know who was moaning louder—her or Kyle—when she straddled his cock and lowered her pussy onto it, sinking all the way.

Combined with the two fingers Tristan now had in her ass, it felt amazing.

Kyle pulled her down for another kiss while Tristan withdrew his fingers. “Fuck it,” he growled. She heard another condom pouch opened, a squirt of lube, and then Tristan was nudging into position, straddling Kyle’s legs and between hers. He pressed the head of his cock against her ass. “Okay, baby. I’ll let you set the pace.”

Kyle finally let her start moving. She rose up just enough to give her some room, Tristan moving with her.

When she fucked back against him, hard, the pinching burn quickly exploded into pleasure as his cock slid into her ass.

“Shit, baby!” he gasped. “Holy fuck!” He stroked her back, her ass. “You okay?”

She sat up and started playing with her clit as she rode them. “Yeah, I need to come!”

But Tristan chuckled and grabbed her hands, pulling them behind her and holding her captive. “Oh, no you don’t, baby. That’s ours, for right now. You let us do that for you. Kyle?”

He smiled up at her, those handsome grey-blue eyes dark with hints of sapphire tonight, and reached up to play with her clit with one hand, her right nipple with the other.

Tristan switched both her wrists to his right hand and reached around her with his left to play with her left nipple. “Start riding, baby. Go on and get you some.”

The feel of both their cocks filling her, stretching her, every nerve ending inside her pussy being stroked by Kyle’s cock—it nearly overwhelmed her. Her orgasm roared through her, making her previous orgasms seem weak by comparison, if that was even possible. She threw her head back against Tristan’s shoulder, closed her eyes, and nearly sobbed with how good it felt.

How right these two men felt, right now.

Right here.

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” Kyle said. “Beautiful, and all ours.”

“Fuck yeah,” Tris whispered in her ear. “Ours.”

The need and yearning in his voice sent another spiraling whirlpool of perfection shifting her brain from thinking into feeling. She rode their cocks, all sorts of dirty thoughts about the things she could do with them running through what was left of her mind. Kyle seemed to have uncanny accuracy with his fingers on her clit. He forced her into the zone where one long, rolling orgasm seemed like it’d never stop.

This was even better than her fantasies, because it was their warm, flesh-and-blood cocks fucking her and making her…theirs.

Hell, yes, she was theirs. Maybe she wasn’t ready to admit that outside her own skull yet, but she could feel it already.

And not only because the sex was good.

They made her laugh, made her think, and made her feel in ways she never knew possible.

Brad had been the basement.

These two guys were the penthouse.

Tristan released her wrists and hooked his other arm around her, holding her pressed against his body. She felt him moving with her, matching her, thrusting and withdrawing in counterpoint to her movements.

Kyle threw his head back and grabbed her hips. “I’m fucking close. Goddamn, I can feel you fucking her! This is amazing!”

One more orgasm rippled through her, and that apparently sent Kyle into orbit. He thrust up into her, finally falling still.

“My turn,” Tristan said in her ear. He lowered her onto Kyle’s chest, gripped her waist, and started really fucking her.

She wasn’t expecting it when her swollen clit, rubbing against Kyle’s body with every thrust, squeaked one last orgasm out of her.

“I felt that, baby,” Tristan gasped. “Hang on for me, I’m almost…there.” He fell still buried inside her.

As silence settled over them, except for them trying to catch their breath, she spoke first. “Yeah, I definitely want to do that again.”

Behind her, Tristan chuckled. “You’d better believe that happy funtime will be at the top of the rotation.”

Tristan pulled out first and went to clean up while Kyle wouldn’t let her go. With his arms wrapped around her, he kissed her, all gentle and sweet and looking very sex-drunk and satisfied with himself.

“I know we need to move and clean up, but I’d rather just lie here.”

She started to snuggle against his chest. “Sounds fine to me.”

“Condom!” Tristan called out from the bathroom.

He might as well have goosed Kyle in the balls. He sat up, reaching between them as he gently eased her to the side. “Dammit.” He looked down. “Whew, okay, still there.” He climbed out of bed.

Well, now that she was alone, she figured she might as well get up.

The men were more than eager to help her clean up, and it was adorable how the two Doms doted on her.

Something else Brad never did.

I really need to stop thinking about him.

Finally, they curled up in bed again. “Everyone set their alarms?” Kyle mumbled.

“Yeah.” She’d grabbed her phone and brought it and the charger in.

Stanley padded in and whined.

“Oh, dammit.” She sat up and started to crawl over Tris, but he stopped her.

“Where are you going, baby?”

“The beast needs walking. I need to leash him so I’m not having to bathe him again.”

“I buried the squirrel.”

“You want to risk it?”

“Good point. You stay—I’ll walk him.” He sat up and kissed her. Then he grabbed a pair of shorts. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go.”

Stanley followed him out of the bedroom.

She curled against Kyle, and he didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around her, now that he could hog her for a few minutes.

“Did we do right by you, or was that a disappointment. The truth.”

She giggled. “Dude, that was waaaaaay right. Your only problem will be topping that.”

“Don’t challenge-accepted me, baby. I’ll get crazy inventive. So will Tris.”

She tipped her head back to look at his face. In the dim light, darkness shadowed some of his features, but she spotted his smile.

Tris returned a few minutes later, and she heard the click of Stanley’s nails on the floor behind him.

With all three of them once again snuggled together, she immediately dropped into sleep. 


Chapter Twenty

 

The next three weeks were…crazy.

The good kind of crazy.

The sexy and sweet and silly and best crazy she’d ever known.

Even the nights when they had to behave and responsibly adult because of Dillon’s presence were still great. She’d quickly come to like Dillon, enjoyed having his help in the kitchen, and always made sure to keep a roll of cookie dough or a box of brownie mix at the men’s house to make when he came over.

And the talks she and the men had, frequently after exhausting themselves in bed, were…amazing.

They were slowly negotiating, which terrified and thrilled her at the same time. The men wanted to collar her as their submissive—and she wanted to be collared, she was amazed to realize—but the men wanted everything ironed out first. No half-assed bullshit to find out later they weren’t compatible. Especially Kyle, who seemed to have an infinite well of patience and brought up topics she’d never considered before when it came to a D/s dynamic. He said he wanted to explore as much as possible with her. Know her.

Nothing to accidentally trigger her later.

Slow and cautious and stable, another refreshing change from her whirlwind romance with Brad.

Which should have been another red flag about him, in retrospect.

She also found herself craving the mental unplugging she achieved when with the men. How the Dom part of their personalities naturally stepped forward more and more, allowing her the freedom to relax and shut her brain off.

It was sexy as fuck, too.

The next Saturday afternoon, Jess finished work unexpectedly early due to afternoon thunderstorms shutting them down. Before she even picked up Stanley, she dropped by the men’s place, which was on the way.

I need to start keeping clothes here.

The beaming smiles on their faces did something unexpectedly good to her. Hell, since meeting the men, she hadn’t had any of her tummy trouble return.

Isn’t that a sign?

Even playing, the men had never made her red accidentally. Sometimes, they pushed her hard, deliberately, to the edge, wanting her to call a red so they knew that she would, but they always stopped when she did.

There was an incredible freedom to playing with them.

Be their submissive?

Yeah.

She could see herself doing that. Easily. Not a strict dynamic, because of job and living arrangement logistics, but something that was a comfortable level above committed boyfriends and girlfriend.

Something she could proudly tout amongst their friends and anyone in the lifestyle who asked.

Recognition.

Acknowledgement.

And they’d started talking about her maybe moving in with them.

That was a step it’d surprised her to find she was eagerly thinking about. She’d started paying Kel rent, but he still refused to charge her full market value. That meant she’d been able to put a little money into savings.

She climbed on top of Kyle on the couch, straddling his lap. “We weren’t expecting you until later, baby,” he said.

“Rained out. Which sucks, because it means reshuffling the week and I’ll probably have to work Tuesday now.”

“That sucks.” He stuck out his lower lip in a pout. “I need my Jess time.”

“So do I,” Tris said, walking over to stand behind her and wrap his arms around her. “Guess we’ll have to tie you up and spend extra time loving you today, hmm?”

“I need a shower first. I’m all sweaty. And I have to run home and get clothes.”

“You’re about to get more sweaty,” Tris promised. He scooped her off Kyle and fell onto the couch with her on top of him, all three of them laughing. “A lot more sweaty, if I have my way,” he said.

Kyle had leaned in and started nibbling the back of her neck when the doorbell rang.

“Son of a bitch,” Kyle muttered. He stood, adjusting his straining cock in his shorts as he did. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

Tristan smiled up at her. “Feel like going to Venture tonight?”

“No. I’d rather let you two tie me up here and fuck my brains out.”

“You, baby, are delicious. You know that? I—”

Kyle cleared his throat, and they both looked to see a woman standing there with him. Tristan scowled as he sat up, and Jess slid off of him.

The woman was…tiny.

Toothpick.

Jess had an ugly flashback of seeing a pic of Brad and the toothpick in a picture on Facebook. Not just short, but the woman was petite, at least six inches shorter than her own five nine. Kyle’s six feet dwarfed her.

He also didn’t look very happy right now, like he was forcing himself to be polite. “Jess, this is Marilyn, Dillon’s mom.”

“Hi,” the woman said.

“What are you doing here, Marilyn?” Tris asked as he stood, and his tone sounded…off. Not hostile, but not happy, either.

“Dillon forgot his sneakers yesterday when I picked him up. I thought I’d drop by and get them on my way grocery shopping. Dillon’s over at a friend’s house today or I would have brought him by to say hi.”

“I’ll go get them,” Kyle said. “They’re in the utility room. He got them wet yesterday.” Kyle hurried to go do that.

Jess felt uncomfortable enough to stand, next to Tris, not liking feeling vulnerable. Yeah, she was at least a head taller than the other woman.

“Phone call would have been nice,” Tris said.

Marilyn gave him a dismissive glance Jess wanted to slap off her mug before she refocused on Jess, making no move to disguise how she was sizing Jess up.

“Dillon’s told me a little about you, but not much.” The fake smile on Marilyn’s face would also get slapped off if Jess was given the chance. “You’re the one with the dog, right?”

The one? “Stanley, yeah.”

Tristan’s phone rang where it was out in the kitchen, apparently. “I’ll be right back.”

Kyle returned with the sneakers then and handed them to Marilyn. “There. I think they’re dry.”

“Thanks.” The winning, beaming smile she gave Kyle made Jess sick inside. “So…any plans tonight? We could rent a movie and I’ll make dinner for us. I owe you for how much you’ve been watching Dillon for me.”

“We have plans,” Tris shot back before he could speak. He’d returned from the kitchen and walked over to stand next to Kyle.

A dark look flashed over Marilyn’s face. “Didn’t ask you, Tristan.”

“Considering how much time Jess and I spend with him, you should have.”

This felt…wrong.

Upside down.

Her stomach rolled, the old, familiar demons breaking free of the pits she’d thought she’d safely relegated them to, fluttering around in her brain and making her heart race as she struggled to remain calm.

How often was this woman over there, anyway?

Why hadn’t Jess met her before now?

Why…why…why?

Another of those dismissive gazes from Marilyn. It triggered another painful series of memories.

Of feeling less-than.

Of feeling used and discarded and inadequate and like she’d wasted people’s time by wanting their love and attention.

“Sorry, Tristan,” Marilyn said. “If I’d known you wanted to join us, I would have extended the invitation to you. Maybe some other time. I know Dillon really was looking forward to seeing Kyle tonight.”

“Thought Louis didn’t like him,” Tris said.

“He’s working this weekend.”

“Does he know you’re here? Your boyfriend?” Jess asked before she realized she’d even spoken it.

Fuck.

The last thing she wanted to do was get into a fight with Dillon’s mom, but dammit, this was…

It felt like her life, the life she’d begun to see as her new future, with the men, was sliding through her fingers and she was helpless to stop it.

“I don’t need his permission to invite people over,” Marilyn snapped.

 

* * * *

 

This wasn’t how Tris had planned for their afternoon to go when Jess had shown up unexpectedly. “Mee-row,” he muttered under his breath, just loudly enough Kyle could hear him. “I smell a catfight. My money’s on Jess.”

Kyle elbowed him “Shut up. You’re not helping.”

“Of course I am. I’m on Team Jess. You should be, too. Duh.”

Tristan was actually hoping for some sort of confrontation between the women that would drive Marilyn off for good. Not that he wanted Dillon to suffer, but Marilyn needed to beat feet once and for all and focus her relationship-seeking senses on a new target, instead of picking assholes that couldn’t hold a candle to Kyle on Kyle’s worst day in some lame attempt to try to coax him back out of pity.

If Kyle wanted to play part-time step-daddy, that was his business. But dammit, three was a magic number, and Jess was the spice holding their spell together.

It hadn’t worked the first time between Marilyn and Kyle, and Tristan wanted a chance for him and Jess to show the man this could be for life, if he’d just let it happen and get out of his own way about it and stop taking things slow and carefully.

Even cautious Kyle couldn’t deny the insane chemistry the three of them had together. Tristan could see the way the guy chubbed when they played with Jess—much less how hot the three of them were in bed—and for one goddamned time, Tristan would like a chance to get the girl and the guy.

The perfect girl, and the perfect guy.

Perfect for him, at least.

He didn’t think Jess was fat, not by a long-shot. But the dramatic difference in their body types struck Tris as he watched Jess look Marilyn up and down. Mostly down, since she had a good seven or eight inches on her, if not more. He wasn’t entirely sure Jess couldn’t easily pound Marilyn into the floor with one fist tied behind her back.

Kyle held up his hands and stepped forward. “Okay, I think everyone’s kind of gotten off on the wrong foot here.”

Tristan opted to stand back and keep his mouth shut. Except as he watched the way Jessica’s expression went blank, a thought hit him.

Her ex cheated on her. With a toothpick.

This was going to be a massively nasty trigger for Jess, he could see it already. Kyle was, of course, clueless. Because Kyle was no cheat. While Kyle might be pretty damn savvy when it came to relationship and D/s negotiations, that possibility wouldn’t smack him upside the head with a clue-by-four.

Tris could already map the path Jessica’s thoughts were taking as she stepped back, her gaze dropping to the floor.

“You know,” she softly said, “I’m going to go. I need to pick up Stanley and get some things done at home.” She turned and headed for the kitchen, where her purse sat on the counter.

Fuck.

He followed her, “Jess, honey, wait. Please?”

But she didn’t. He could feel the walls going up already, and dammit, this was all fucking going to hell before he could try to get it to work out right.

She didn’t stop, barely slowed down as she snagged her purse off the counter and aimed for the front door.

He actually had to run to make it there a step behind her, putting out a hand to hold the door shut as he dropped his voice. “There’s nothing romantic between her and him anymore. He got tired of touching that stove.”

“Yeah, he’s not the only one,” she muttered, yanking on the doorknob.

“He just wants to be there for Dillon, I swear.”

“Fine.” She tried to open the door again and he kept his hand planted there, holding it shut.

“Baby, please, slow down and just listen to—”

“Red, Tristan.” She wouldn’t look him in the eyes. “Fucking red.”

He let go of the door, his gut painfully clenching as she walked out and slammed the door behind her.

Fuck.

He stormed back to the living room, wishing he could control his anger better, but right now, he was pissed off.

Without looking at Marilyn, he addressed Kyle. “Need some new rules and boundaries around here, dude. No more drop-ins.” He pointed at Marilyn, but kept his focus on Kyle. “Not without a call first.”

“He doesn’t need your permission for his friends to come by just because your girlfriend can’t handle another woman around here,” Marilyn sniped.

He knew he might hate himself for it later, but he couldn’t help it. He finally turned on her.

“First of all, it’s my house, so yeah, he does. Secondly, she’s not my girlfriend, she’s our girlfriend.” He used a finger to point back and forth between him and Kyle. “We’re both dating her. We’re poly with her, and we’re play partners with her. She’s kinky, like us.” He was more than a little satisfied when her jaw dropped open over that.

“Thirdly,” he barreled on, “Kyle and I are sleeping together, as in we fuck each other and sleep in the same bed every night, and will probably be getting married in a few months. So you need to step yourself back, honey, because that’s my man you keep eye-fucking.

“And fourth, you supposedly have a boyfriend, and he’s not Kyle. Stop trying to make Kyle your baby daddy and forcing him into a fucking vanilla box when he’s been upfront with you that he needs BDSM to be happy. How about you find a decent guy for a change, instead of trying to guilt-trip Kyle into pity-fucking you, huh? Frankly, at this point, Dillon’s welcome here, but you aren’t. Not until you pry your head out of your fucking ass and stop causing trouble.”

He didn’t bother looking at Kyle’s expression before he headed for his bedroom and slammed that door behind him, too.

 

* * * *

 

Shit.

Kyle thought that couldn’t have gone worse if he’d tried.

He studied Marilyn, whose eyes had widened in shock. Struggling against the urge to apologize, he took a few deep breaths and crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for her to say the next thing.

Despite his delivery, Tris was right.

One hundred percent right.

While this whole thing had devolved into a shit sandwich, he wasn’t going to apologize for Tris or what he said.

Because he was right, and he was Kyle’s boyfriend.

Kyle had his back on this one.

Marilyn needed to accept that there was no “them” anymore, and never would be again.

Especially not now.

He’d handle this first, and then figure out how to fix things with Jess.

And Tris.

But he didn’t want Dillon put in the middle of it.

Selfishly, he also needed to worry about the coupe. Sure, he had a written lease with Marilyn, legal and everything, but it’d be damned uncomfortable working there if this didn’t get straightened out now.

Full-on Dom ’tude in the room. Marilyn had always bristled when he took charge, and Jess craved it.

It was who he was, why he was good at his job, and trying to chip off that part of his personality and stick it in a box and hide it for anyone wasn’t going to happen.

Not anymore.

She looked a little heartsick. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

He shrugged. “I won’t apologize for who I am. This is why we can’t be more than friends, and you know it.”

“You didn’t tell me you were both dating her.” He noticed she went for the low-hanging fruit.

“You didn’t ask. You assumed.”

“I guess I did.” More uncomfortable silence, but he let it settle between them. Maybe this was what had been needed to finally flip her switch to really seeing that he wasn’t available to her like that anymore. “Why didn’t you tell me about you and Tristan?” she finally asked.

“Because I don’t owe you an explanation of who I’m sleeping with or dating, just like you don’t owe me one. Not your business. Shouldn’t be a shocker. I told you I was bi when we were dating.”

“Yeah, but…” She apparently didn’t have a way to end that sentence.

“Look,” he finally said. “I’ll never abandon Dillon, but Tris is right. We need some healthy boundaries between you and me now that I’m in a relationship.”

Her gaze dropped to the floor, but she slowly nodded. “Yeah,” she quietly said. “I guess we do.”

He resisted the urge to step in and hug her, try to soften the blow. He would have, before Tris and before Jess.

Not now. There was no room for error anymore.

“Obviously if Dillon has an emergency,” he continued, “that’s different. I’ll never turn my back on him. But from now on, you need to text or call me before coming over, and wait to get an okay before you just show up. How would you have felt if you’d dropped by and we’d had Jess naked in ropes in the living room? Or if we’d been in bed? Worse, what if you’d had Dillon with you, and he’d run in like he’s used to doing and we’d had her tied up and couldn’t untie her in time?”

Her cheeks reddened, but she didn’t respond, didn’t look up.

He continued. “I’ve been respectful and not interrupting you at home when I go to work on the coupe. I park in back, use the back gate, and I don’t come knocking on your door.”

“You’ve come to the house, though.”

“Not without you or Dillon coming out first and getting me if I haven’t called and cleared it already, or you haven’t texted or called me first.”

She started to argue with him, but the Dom in him watched and he could see her catch herself as she realized he was right.

He waited again.

This was still salvageable, if she wanted to let it work for Dillon’s sake. He got it. Despite their history together, she wasn’t used to having a relationship with a guy like him, where communication was central to everything else. She’d been raised in a dysfunctional family and had spent a lot of time using unhealthy mechanisms out of habit to try to manipulate him when they’d dated. She’d managed to dodge around the aspects she didn’t like of him and his personality while they were seeing each other, and the fights always started when she rebelled against him trying to force her to sit down and talk to him like an adult, or she acted passive-aggressive about his kinky activities, even when he wasn’t intimate with anyone else.

“If you’re…whatever you said you are…then why can’t we date, too?”

Okay, so this wouldn’t be so easy.

“We tried once before and it didn’t work for either of us. Dillon deserves better than that from us. Plus, that still doesn’t address me and Tris and Jess. I’m not giving them up.” He belatedly realized he could have phrased it better but let it sit there to see how she’d react.

She looked up and he hated that there were tears in her eyes. “What if I let you go do this stuff? Could we get back together then? If you’re both dating her, and each other, why couldn’t you date me, too? We could try again.”

“No. There’s still the fact that you have a boyfriend, and yet you’re standing here propositioning me. Frankly, that really bothers me. I never stepped out on you when we were together. I always made it clear to my play partners that I had a girlfriend and I wasn’t available for anything but play. Besides, you ‘let’ me go do BDSM stuff before, and you made life miserable for both of us in the process. That was without me doing sexual play with anyone. I tried to get you to come to rope nights to see what we do, tried to open that side of myself to you, and you hated everything about it and shut me down every time. Face it, you need a vanilla, monogamous guy who is a decent guy, not the douchebags you’ve been dating. I can’t argue with a damn thing Tris said.”

“What if I try the kinky stuff?”

“No. We are not going there. I refuse to play with someone who’s only doing it because they think they have to. That’s not consent, that’s coercion. Look, you’re a great woman, you’re smart, you work hard and have a decent job. But you also have this idea you think you need a guy, and you settle for these assholes who want a victim, not a partner. I love you as a friend, and I love Dillon. You and I are never going back to that battlefield. It’s not happening. Period. If you can’t respect that, we are going to have to have a serious conversation that neither of us are going to enjoy.”

“We seem to be having a serious conversation now, and I know I damn sure ain’t enjoying it.”

“Neither am I, but it would be the kind of conversation that would make this look light.” He finally played the card he’d hoped to avoid. “Besides, Tris has made you a hard limit. I can’t be with him and be with you.”

She drew back a little, probably wasn’t even aware she’d recoiled. “Me?”

“You. He had a front seat to our year of warfare and, honestly? I don’t want to go back there, either. He and I are compatible.”

“So you just…turned gay?”

“No. I was honest with you when we started dating that I’m bi.”

“But you’d never been with a guy.”

“Not until Tristan, no.”

“What am I supposed to tell Dillon?”

“About what?”

“You and Tristan. And…Jess. I know he hoped we’d get back together.”

Kyle arched an eyebrow at her. “He didn’t get that idea from me. He’s never mentioned it around us. I’ll be happy to have a talk with him if I need to.”

He watched her flinch when he said it and knew he’d just caught her in a lie, and he hated it. Because he suspected it meant she might try to leverage Dillon in an attempt to play on Kyle’s emotions. He prayed he was wrong.

But Dillon wasn’t his son, no matter how much he loved the kid.

And he had his own life to live. A life that finally seemed to be on the right track emotionally.

He continued. “Dillon knows Tristan, Jess, and I are in a relationship. We’ve talked to him about that. The first night he met Jess, actually. And I circle back to the fact that you have a boyfriend, and you’re trying to proposition me right now.”

She dodged that. “And…Jess? How do I tell Dillon about that?”

“You don’t—it’s not your business to tell him. And like I just said, if you’d actually listen to me, we already told him. She’s our girlfriend. You’re complicating this. Kids are easy to talk to. They don’t care if adults have nontraditional relationships. It’s how the adults around them treat it. Just like you and I never did anything improper in front of him, neither do Tris and I, or Jess.”

It felt like the temperature dropped fifteen degrees in the room. “I guess I should go.”

“Not a bad idea. It’s not that I don’t want to be friends with you, but you have to respect the fact that you and I are not dating, and we will never date again. I’m not fond of Louis, but you are in a relationship with the guy and now you’ve put me in an extremely uncomfortable position as your friend. Plus, now I have to make things up not only to Tristan, but to Jess.”

“Good luck with that,” she muttered, then let herself out.

Terrific. He headed down the hall to Tristan’s room to undo that damage first.

Then, hopefully, they could talk to Jess together. 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Jessica’s stomach threatened to upend as she drove. It took her by surprise and only helped slam home what had just happened. She hadn’t realized how…calm and happy she’d felt in her weeks with the men.

I’m an idiot.

No, worse than an idiot, I was an idiot that damn well knew better.

Sure, she thought she was making the right choices with the guys.

Obviously not.

They had a great reputation, but that was only in public. Who knows what the hell someone does behind closed doors?

Apparently, they wanted to do tiny women who were built like toothpicks.

Fuck.

Them.

She went through that before with Brad, him trying to explain away the obvious and her ignoring the signs because she didn’t want to believe he’d cheat on her.

Why else wouldn’t they have introduced her to Marilyn before now? And the men knew damn well the kind of woman Brad had left her for. How’d they think she was going to react? Why else would they wait, unless it was because they had something to hide?

Why else would the men have the two of them listed on Fet and Facebook as being in a relationship together, but hadn’t yet said anything about her adding them on either one, and had made no motion to add her on theirs?

Like she…was a secret.

She thought about the talk Kyle had with Dillon the first night she’d met the boy.

She thought about how Kyle went out of his way to pick Dillon up or take him back to Marilyn’s. Marilyn had never come to the house when Jess was there. Not and come in to meet her.

Kyle would always get Dillon ready and rush him out the door to her car before she could even get out.

Oh, sure, she could see the pattern now.

It was time for her to quit thinking she was ever going to find a guy who could just fucking be honest with her for a change.

Here she was, thinking she’d found not one, but two Doms of her dreams.

I’m a fucking idiot.

Right now she wasn’t even angry, more numb and heartsick.

Instead of going home, she headed over to Michelle’s. She needed to pick up Stanley anyway. When her phone rang, she sent it to voice mail without even looking at the screen because it was Tristan’s ring tone.

No. I’m not going to let them tell me a pack of lies and hook me in again.

Talk about touching a stove.

Felt like she’d shoved her entire heart into a furnace and it’d been charred beyond recovery.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle didn’t bother knocking when he walked into the bedroom. Tris lay on their bed, staring at the ceiling, his phone in his hand.

“She’s gone,” Kyle said.

“I should fucking hope so.” He sat up. “I mean it. Not enough room in this relationship for Marilyn.”

“She’s aware of that.”

“Is she? Because her bullshit out there says otherwise.”

“I told her I’m with you and Jess. I guess Dillon really did keep quiet about the three of us. She didn’t know anything about you and me or us and Jess.”

“Obviously.” Tris thumbed in another call on his phone and put it to his ear, but it must have gone right to voice mail. “She’s not answering her phone.”

“What’d she say before she left?”

“I was trying to hold the door closed and talk to her, and she said red. So I let her go.”

Kyle chewed that over. “We need to give her a little space, then.”

“Dude, I do not agree with that. I think we need to straighten this out. Now.”

“I’m going to move the coupe.”

Tristan stared at him. “That thing’s in pieces. You can’t move it today.”

“I know. I’ll get the chassis finished, get the body bolted on, find a storage unit, and have a rollback come move it and my toolbox and stuff.”

“How long?”

“Three weeks at the most. Less than that. She safeworded, Tris. That means she wants space for right now.”

“Shit, I am not waiting three weeks to talk to Jess.”

“No, I don’t mean that.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “We can try to talk to her, but I think if she won’t talk to us, we wait to go to her until I get it moved. Then I can honestly tell her look, she’s gone, she’s out of our lives.” He looked down. “And I’ll cut off contact with Dillon.”

Tristan didn’t respond at first. “Fuck!” He fell back on the bed. “That goddamned bitch. Marilyn, not Jess, duh. It’ll kill Dillon if you do that.”

“Like you’ve said, he’s not my son.”

“You love him. And he loves you.”

“What’d I just say?”

“Stop.” Tris rolled to face him. “You can’t do that to the kid. Marilyn’s a bitch, but don’t make Dillon pay. Jess knows how much you love him.”

“But you said—”

“Yeah, I know what I said.” He checked his phone, tried to call again…voice mail. “Dillon needs you. But Marilyn isn’t allowed here. You do the driving, or keep her ass outside. I mean it. Especially if we get Jess to forgive us.”

“When.”

“No, if. You aren’t sure you can get her back, because I’m damn sure scared shitless right now.”

“Yeah, I am. And I will. We can’t lose her.”

“Not exactly your call if she won’t listen.”

“She’ll listen when I can show her I’ve taken steps. And if Jess says no more Dillon, that’s it.”

Tris shook his head. “We should go after her. Go to the apartment and wait for her.”

“She safeworded. What’d we always promise her?”

Tristan glared at him. “Fuck!” He ran a hand through his hair. “That we’d never violate her consent.”

“Yeah. And showing up there right now, under these circumstances, is violating her consent. Period.”

“Goddammit.”

 

* * * *

 

When Jess reached Michelle’s, she set her phone to silent mode and left it in the truck before heading inside.

No way in hell could she talk to the men right now.

She was too…hurt, angry.

Ashamed of how she’d been suckered again.

Hearing ghosts of her parents’ voices in her head telling her how less-than she was.

Remembering all the lies Brad had told her, all the gaslighting.

Nope.

It was still raining, so she scurried up the walk but didn’t bother taking her rain slicker or umbrella. She knocked before opening the door and calling out. “Anyone home?”

Michelle’s dogs started barking, along with Stanley. All three of them came tearing out of the kitchen to greet her with wags and happy jumping while Michelle followed.

“Hey, sweetheart. I didn’t expect you this early.”

“Rained out.” She knelt down to play with the Doxies. “So here I am.”

“Did you want to stay for dinner?”

“I really need a shower.” She’d remained slightly circumspect about how things were going with the men. Michelle had proven she wasn’t judgmental. Except now it seemed Jess had been right not to get too detailed. Michelle knew she was doing photo shoots for the guys, and had had dinner with them, but she’d held back the fact that they’d been in “a relationship,” even though she’d told Kel.

Mostly as a safety net in case something happened.

“Are you all right, honey?”

“Yeah, just a long day. Tired.”

Michelle crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at her in that way.

The mom.

The true mom in her life.

She didn’t realize she was crying until Michelle had gathered her up and herded her over to the couch. The story tearfully spilled out of her—all of it.

“Please don’t tell Kel,” she said. “I need to calm down and then I’ll talk to the guys. I need to maintain a working relationship with them if I want to rebuild my photography business.”

“Maybe you need to talk to them to let them explain themselves.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Been there, done that. This was the universe reminding me to work on myself.”

“Is it possible they were telling you the truth and that this is just a misunderstanding?”

Jess felt her heart trying to seize exactly that explanation so she could slide back into the comfortable, snuggly blanket that was what she’d had with the men.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m obviously not ready to have a relationship yet. Especially not a poly one.”

“I thought Kel and other friends had vouched for them?”

“They…did. But that was as Tops, not as boyfriends.” Jess wiped at her face and sat up. “Please don’t tell Kel any of this.”

“Why? He’ll want to know.”

“Because he doesn’t need that stress in his life. I’m a big girl. I can deal with this. I’ve dealt with worse. He needs to focus on Mal, not me. I’m sure my problems will be here long after Mal comes home. Please?”

Michelle didn’t look like she agreed, but she finally nodded. “You’re an adult, and I’ll respect your wishes. Can I ask you to please at least talk to your guys?”

“I will. After I calm down and can be…professional.”

They had a great rep. They could ruin her in the Sarasota BDSM community, despite Kel and all the Collinses being firmly in her court, before she could even lift a finger.

She hoped the guys weren’t like that, but she’d be the bigger person. No way in hell would she even let the hint of drama taint her.

She’d hold her head high, forge on, and deal.

Even if her heart lay shattered in her chest. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

No cars sat in Marilyn’s yard when Kyle drove up Wednesday afternoon after getting out of work early.

Good.

It’d been over a week since Jess had walked out, and she was still ignoring them. He was willing to give her some space, yes, but there would have to be a resolution. Either they’d win her back, or she’d tell them to their faces to go fuck themselves.

But he wanted to stack the deck and cut ties to Marilyn before he faced Jess.

That meant moving the coupe.

It was drizzling rain, but he was working in the garage and not out in the open. He needed to get the chassis finished on the coupe. At least finished enough he could bolt the body onto it and roll it onto a trailer to move it and all his tools and shit into a storage unit somewhere until he could figure out what to do.

It’d suck for Dillon, but Kyle could plainly see this arrangement wasn’t going to work out long-term with Marilyn.

Not with how she could barely mask her anger over Jess.

And Jess was his girlfriend, not Marilyn.

If they could convince Jess they hadn’t been playing her.

It wasn’t his fault Marilyn couldn’t handle the truth.

Worse, Jess still wouldn’t answer their calls or respond to their texts or voice mails. Other than showing up at her apartment and sitting there to wait for her, he wasn’t sure how to fix this.

Maybe I can ask Kel to intercede. He’s friends with her.

Except that thought made him feel like an even bigger shit, to drag someone into their drama when the man had enough problems going on in his own life to deal with.

The best thing to do would be to finish this stage of the coupe—ten hours or less to get it rolling by his estimation—and move everything, then tell Marilyn sorry, but no more.

Then he could go to Jess with his hat in his hands and beg her to give them another chance. Prove to her that he’d put her first. Be able to show her how much she meant to him.

Even at Dillon’s expense.

Which also made him feel like a shit, but hey, there came a point when a guy needed to figure out his life and paddle his own canoe instead of trying to do for everyone else first.

He’d thought he’d been doing the mature thing, the kind thing for Dillon, but Marilyn had fucked things sideways.

The only way Jess would ever believe he and Tris weren’t fucking around on her with Marilyn was for Marilyn to permanently be out of the picture. Even then he wasn’t sure, considering the bullshit Jess had been through, if she would come back.

He had to try.

He was still working when he heard a car roll up in Marilyn’s driveway, and his gut tensed. When he saw it was Louis, the current loser louse, he relaxed and resumed working. The guy would leave him alone.

At least, he had in the past. Today, Louis apparently had other plans. About an hour after he’d arrived, the guy walked through the backyard and the lightly drizzling rain and stood in the garage’s large doorway, just under the overhang, so he didn’t get rained on. He didn’t say anything at first.

Louis and Louisa. Fucking figures they’re both pains in my ass. Although Louisa had been more an annoyance, up until the very end. And Tris had painlessly exorcised her from their lives.

Note to self—no more people in my life whose names start with Lou.

Kyle finally broke the uncomfortable silence but didn’t stop working, much less look at the guy. “You need something?”

“Dillon said you worked on Marilyn’s car.” He took a swig from a nearly empty bottle of beer he held—it was that action that finally caught Kyle’s attention and made him glance at Louis. He was swaying a little on his feet.

“I haven’t worked on her car.”

“I had to check the oil for her and saw the new battery and Dillon said you did it. You saying the little shit’s lying to me?”

Kyle’s grip on the socket wrench tightened, but he willed himself to remain still and not punch the guy for insulting Dillon. No wonder the poor kid hates Louis. “What, exactly, did Dillon tell you?”

“Said they broke down grocery shopping and you worked on it for her.”

He’d forgotten about that. “That was, like, over two months ago. I jumped her battery and followed her to the auto parts store to make sure she got there okay. She bought a new battery. I didn’t exactly work on it. They replaced it for her for free.”

“So why the fuck’s that a secret?”

Now Kyle turned and gave him his full attention. “What the hell are you talking about?”

The asshole stepped inside the garage. Kyle had an inch on him in height, but the guy had about fifty pounds of flab to the greater.

“Dillon said it was a fucking secret. Why’s it a secret you’re working on my girlfriend’s car, huh?”

“Did he say it was a secret, or did he say it was none of your business?”

“What fucking difference does it make? You’re working on my girlfriend’s car and I don’t know about it.”

Kyle mentally swore at Marilyn for making this infinitely worse than it had to be. “For starters, I don’t know who said it was a secret, because I told Marilyn I wouldn’t lie about it. I never said it was a secret. Secondly, she told me you were at work that evening when it happened, which is why she called me. I guess if you were a real man who didn’t want her calling other guys to help her, you’d fucking buy her an AAA membership, and she wouldn’t have to call me.”

Kyle turned his back on the guy and leaned over the chassis to continue working.

He wasn’t sure what hit him. He heard glass breaking as pain blossomed in the back of his head. He fell forward, where he smacked his forehead on the coupe’s frame rail, while additional pain exploded in his right knee as his leg twisted at a weird angle, his foot caught on something—

Fade to black…

 

* * * *

 

Tristan had just finished the last of his parent conferences that afternoon when his cell phone went off. It was Marilyn—which he didn’t understand, because why the hell would she need to call him?—so he thumbed it to voice mail and started packing his stuff.

Then a second call immediately after.

And a third, minutes later. No messages left, though.

What the fuck?

He’d had enough of her shit. If it wasn’t for her, Jess wouldn’t have walked out.

He could only hope that they could win Jess back. He had reluctantly agreed with Kyle’s plan to move the coupe first, as much as he hated to wait.

If only Jess hadn’t safeworded…

But yeah, Kyle’s plan was sound, even if it grated on Tris to sit back and do nothing for right now.

Meanwhile, he’d kept his hope alive and purchased Jess a stainless steel necklace with a small, round tag on it, with his and Kyle’s initials engraved on the back and an enameled purple heart on the front. She loved purple…

And she was their heart.

It was a small chain, but sturdy enough she could wear it while working and not have to worry about it.

He only hoped they got to give it to her. And that meant getting Marilyn out of their lives.

Tris called Kyle to have him deal with whatever it was Marilyn wanted, but didn’t understand why Marilyn answered Kyle’s phone.

He let her have it. “Okay, why the fuck are you on Kyle’s phone?”

Her voice trembled. “Tristan…he’s at Proctor-Collins Medical Center.”

“What?” Ice filled his gut, sliding down into his balls and crushing his heart, all impossibly at the same time. “What happened? How is he?”

“I…I don’t know. I came home, and Dillon found him out in the garage. I think…” She sniffled. “I think Louis attacked him. I called 911 when Dillon ran in screaming for me, and—”

“Jesus fucking Christ, how is he?”

“He’s in the ER. They won’t let me back there with him because I’m not…” More sniffles. “He told them I’m just a friend. Said you or Jess only.”

Tristan sucked in a deep breath. Because Marilyn isn’t his girlfriend. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Of course it was raining when he grabbed his shit and ran out to his SUV, because, of fucking course.

He turned on the traction control and made it to the hospital in nine minutes. He was desperately glad there weren’t red-light cameras on some of the lights he took at more than a stale yellow along the way. When he ran into the waiting room, he found Marilyn there, Dillon clinging to her and crying.

She looked like she’d been crying.

She held Kyle’s phone, and without thinking, Tristan snatched it from her hand. “Where is he?”

She pointed at the desk. “You need a visitor’s badge. Then they’ll let you back. I told them you were coming.”

He didn’t wait to see if she had anything else to say. Three minutes later, he had his visitor’s badge and was running through a set of secure double doors they’d buzzed him through and he was trying to find Kyle’s ER cubicle.

He burst into the room to find a nurse and another woman he assumed to be a doctor, from her scrubs and lab coat, working on Kyle.

And his eyes were open.

“Oh, thank god.” He rushed over to Kyle’s side. He had a large lump on his forehead that apparently had a gash on it, from the bandage there, plus more gauze was wrapped around his head. He was dressed in a hospital gown and his right knee looked swollen to about three times its normal size.

Kyle’s eyes looked full of pain. “Hey.” His voice sounded weak.

Tristan leaned in and kissed him, held his hand. “What the hell happened?”

“Fucking Louis showed up. He was drunk, and we had words. I think he sucker punched me when I turned my back to him. Maybe hit me in the back of the head with his beer bottle. Looks like I fell and hit the coupe’s frame with my head, and my right foot slid under my toolbox when I went down and it jacked my knee against the frame.”

“And you are?” the doctor asked.

“His fiancé.” Tristan didn’t take his eyes off Kyle. “You’re not allowed to fucking scare me like this, dude. Didn’t I tell you that rule?”

It earned him a slight smile. “Sorry. I don’t think we negotiated those terms yet.”

He couldn’t be hurt too badly if he was trying to crack jokes. Now convinced Kyle wasn’t dying on him, Tristan backed off to the corner of the room and out of the way so they could finish taking care of him.

And so he could calm his own racing pulse before he had a heart attack.

Not only did Kyle have a bad gash on his forehead, but one on the back of his head, both of them needing sutures.

“Once we finish stitching him up, we’re going to send him to radiology,” the doctor said. “I want a CT scan of his head, and we need to look at his knee and see what’s going on there. And we need to talk about a possible concussion.”

“I have to work tomorrow,” Kyle said.

“Like hell you do,” Tristan said. “You can’t drive right now.”

“Watch me.”

“Mr. Lind,” the doctor said, “let’s see what’s going on first. You might be spending the night here.”

“It’s just a headache from getting brained twice. I’ve had worse. I’ve accidentally done worse to myself at work trying to clean out a damn cement mixer drum.”

“All the same, I want to make sure there’s nothing serious going on.”

“Dude,” Tristan said, “I will totally go full Dom on your ass if you don’t listen to the doctor.”

Kyle glared at him for a moment, but then stuck his tongue out at him and let them stitch him up.

Meanwhile, a deputy and a detective came in to talk with Kyle and get a statement from him, as well as take pictures of his injuries. Once they finished that, Kyle was wheeled out to radiology. Tristan took a moment to walk out to the waiting room and update Marilyn, who he found now talking to the deputy and detective.

“He’s getting x-rays,” he told her when she looked up at him. “He should be okay, but they want to see how bad his knee is and make sure the head injury isn’t serious.”

“Oh, thank god.”

“Is he gonna be okay?” Dillon asked.

“I think so, buddy. Hey, do you want to come wait back there with me? You can see him when they bring him back from radiology.”

“Can I, Mommy?”

It wasn’t pure altruism on Tristan’s part. He didn’t want Dillon having to sit there and listen to whatever Marilyn still had to tell the cops.

No kid needed to be in the middle of that.

“Yeah.” From Marilyn’s expression, Tristan could tell he’d been on the mark there, too. “Thanks, Tristan. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.” He held out a hand to Dillon. “Come on. He’ll be happy to see you.”

He walked back with Dillon after getting him a badge and they waited in the room.

“So how was school today, champ?”

Dillon looked up at him. “You don’t want to ask me what happened?”

“Buddy, I know it had to be scary.”

Dillon solemnly nodded. “There was blood all over the place, and he wasn’t moving at first, until I screamed for Mommy. We passed Louis’ car down the street on our way home. I saw him, but I don’t think Mommy did.”

Shit. “Did you tell the cops that?”

“Yeah. They already talked to me.”

“Okay, good.”

“I hope he goes to jail. I don’t like him, and he doesn’t like me.”

“You know you can always ask your mom to bring you to our place to visit, if you call us first.”

“What about Jess?”

“She likes you.” She just rightfully hates your mother for being a bitch.

“I heard Mom talking to Louis that Jess left after a fight.” He didn’t sound happy. “Wasn’t Mom’s business to be talking about. Especially not to him.”

Goddammit. Yeah, he’d be having a private convo with Marilyn about keeping her fucking mouth shut, all right. “Yeah, it was just a misunderstanding. We’ll get it sorted out.”

“Does Jess know about Kyle yet?”

Good grief, this was snowballing. “I’ll call her later. Right now, I don’t have anything to tell her. I don’t want to scare her.”

“Please?”

Tristan studied the boy when a perfectly horrible idea he knew he might regret came to mind.

Certainly an idea he knew Kyle would nix if he told him about it first.

Forgiveness instead of permission. “You want to call Jess for me?” Tristan asked him.

He nodded.

It was low and underhanded and shitty…and if it worked, he’d live with the guilt.

“Let’s call her, buddy.” 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Jess had managed to successfully avoid the men over the past week and a half. They’d finally stopped calling and texting her.

She wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse.

Not to mention she avoided the club, even parked on the far side of the complex, at a different building, so the guys wouldn’t see her truck sitting there, or she went over to Michelle’s house for the evening.

Of course she’d also had an out-of-town job, which had helped her avoid the men.

If Mark, Josh, and Ted knew there was something going on, they didn’t let on. She damn sure didn’t say anything.

She’d spent every morning puking her guts up and crying over the guys.

Fuck this shit sideways.

She had a chance to make a good life for herself, a decent life. She wasn’t going to let two horny guys—no matter how handsome and sexy and good in the sack they were—fuck it up for her.

No matter how much she missed their damn asses.

No matter how lonely she felt in the wake of what she’d thought the three of them had.

No matter how many excuses her brain tried to make for her to, oh, call them and finish it once and for all.

She’d ignored red flags with Brad, and look where the fuck it got her.

Except there hadn’t been any red flags with Kyle and Tristan. Not really. Well, other than the whole Marilyn thing.

She had tomorrow and the next day off. So this evening, she planned on holing up in the apartment with Stanley, drinking a well-deserved bottle of wine, and watching movies.

And crying.

Probably lots of crying.

That was a given. Seemed like she did a lot of that lately.

Eventually, she knew she’d have to talk to the men, preferably in a neutral, public place, and tell them she was done. Although ignoring their attempts to contact her had to be a damn clue to them how she felt.

Except she didn’t want to say it.

To admit she’d fucked up yet again and misjudged someone.

Someones, plural.

Because yes, she fucking loved the idiots, even though she hadn’t said it to either of them.

Thank gawd she hadn’t said it to either of them.

Maybe they’ll just go away.

But if she left things unresolved, it’d be uncomfortable encountering them at munches or rope events…

Fuck.

Despite the heavy rain, she hit the grocery store, picked up Stanley from Michelle, and headed home. She’d just pulled into the complex when her phone rang—Tristan’s number.

A deep ache rolled inside her—or maybe that was the sketchy roadside barbecue they’d had for lunch in Arcadia finally catching up with her—as she thumbed the call to voice mail.

No, she wasn’t ready to have that conversation yet.

Not by a long-shot.

He left a message, because the alert went off.

After walking Stanley and unloading and putting away her groceries, she decided to deal with this now, before she took her shower. She’d tell Tristan sorry, it was over, done, no hard feelings—which was totally a lie, but she could pretend to adult with the best of them—and they didn’t have to avoid her at events.

Then she could spend the rest of the evening crying into her wine and tomorrow take a hard look at her life choices.

Except when she looked at the text transcript preview in her voice mail…it seemed to be from Dillon?

She hit play.

 

“Hi, Jess. This is Dillon calling from Tristan’s phone. Kyle’s in the hospital. Louis hurt him. I asked Tristan to let me call you. Me and Mom came home and there was blood everywhere. Bye.”

 

“Da fuq?” Surely she misheard that. She replayed the message once, then a second time.

Hands trembling, she called Tristan’s phone.

Dillon answered.

“Hi, Jess! You’re not mad at me, are you?”

She had to regroup since she was talking to a nine-year-old boy and not Tristan. “No, honey, I’m not mad at you. But I—”

“Good, because Tristan was gonna wait to call you later and tell you, and I asked him to let me call and tell you, because I knew you’d want to know now, and—”

“Honey, let me talk to Tristan, please?”

“You’re not gonna yell at him, are you? Because—”

“No, sweetie, I’m not going to yell at him.” She rubbed her forehead as she realized she’d missed Dillon, too. That surprised her. “Please let me talk to Tristan.”

“Okay. Here he is. Don’t yell at him.”

Tris didn’t sound anything like himself when he took his phone back. “Hey.”

“What the hell happened? Is Kyle okay?”

“He’s still in radiology. They wanted a CT scan of his knee and his head. Probably to see if he has a brain. I told them don’t waste their time looking.”

She closed her eyes and struggled not to laugh. “I swear if this is made up—”

“We’re in the ER at Proctor-Collins. Marilyn’s out in the waiting room talking to the cops. I brought Dillon in here with me because they already talked to him and I didn’t want him listening to it all again from her end.”

Marilyn. Of course she had to be all up in it.

What little thaw had started in her soul froze right the hell over again. “I see.”

“I know. Look…hey, buddy, sit right here for me for a minute, okay?”

She heard Dillon in the background. “Okay.”

“Hold on.” It sounded like he closed a door or something behind him. When he spoke again, his voice sounded low. “I was finishing up at work when she called me. Apparently, Louis sucker-punched him from behind out in the garage. Kyle fell and smacked his head and wrenched his knee damn good. Knocked him out, two scalp lacerations bled all over the place. Kyle told them not to let Marilyn back into the ER with him because she wasn’t his girlfriend. Just you or me.”

She tried to process that. “You’re his girlfriend now?”

“You know what I mean. Jess, please.”

She took a deep breath. “If he’s going to be okay, sounds like you don’t need me there. Especially if Marilyn’s there.”

“Honey, he was over there today trying to get the coupe to a point he can load it on a trailer and move everything. He hasn’t even told Marilyn that yet. He wants to move all his shit out of there and completely cut ties with her. We love you.”

She closed her eyes and wished she wasn’t crying. “What about Dillon?” she managed.

“He’s willing to walk away from him if it means you’ll give us another chance.”

“But he loves Dillon.”

“Yeah, and he loves you, and Dillon’s not his son. I love you. Honey, I swear, you’re the only woman we want. He was hoping to get the coupe moved by next week, and then we’d sit there at your apartment and wait for you to show up or come out or…something else equally stalkery and borderline creepy. Please?”

Was she really stupid enough to think about going back to them?

Hell, she felt exhausted and sooo fucking hormonal ahead of her period, like twenty times worse than usual.

And she missed them.

Because…what if Kyle had died and she’d never been able to settle this with him?

To admit to the stupid ass that she loved them both?

“I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

She crated Stanley and headed back out without bothering to take a shower. She wasn’t stinky, but she was damp from the rain. At least it’d give her a good out sooner rather than later.

Marilyn stood in the waiting room, talking to two uniformed deputies, when Jess walked into the ER. Marilyn glanced her way, then down.

Ashamed, if Jess had to guess.

Jess focused on the guy at the front desk and, moments later, had a visitor’s pass and was heading back.

Dillon and Tristan sat in the cubicle the guy at the desk had directed her to, but no bed, no Kyle.

“Jess!” Dillon stood and threw himself at her legs in a stranglehold of a hug while Tristan’s sad brown gaze held hers.

No, she couldn’t be a dick and make them cut Dillon out of Kyle’s life. Dillon was a kid. It wasn’t his fault his mother was relationship-stupid.

Then again, so was I.

She also knew first-hand what it was like to be raised by dysfunctional people, and to rely on outsiders who became adopted family to give something resembling a healthy, nurturing balance to her life.

Tris stood but didn’t make a move toward her.

She didn’t blame him.

She stepped forward and hugged him, not missing how hard and long he held her.

“I love you, babe,” he whispered in her ear. “We both do. I swear, whatever we have to do to prove it, we will. Anything.”

It felt like the dam she’d hastily built around her heart was starting to crack. “We’ll talk later,” she whispered. Then she drew back just enough to look him in the eyes again but not break their embrace. “I love you guys, too.”

He slanted his lips over hers and it took everything she had to struggle to not break down crying as she kissed him back.

This wasn’t a sure-thing, but it sure as hell felt better than the past week and a half had felt.

Admitting her feelings out loud to him felt scary.

Damned scary.

Terrifying.

Because it meant she was once again giving them the power to hurt her in bad ways.

They settled in the chairs to await Kyle’s return, Dillon sitting on Tristan’s lap and getting her caught up on what he was up to in school, and what books he was reading, and…everything.

She’d missed the kid. Dillon was a likable boy.

She found herself tipping her head over onto Tristan’s shoulder and he draped his arm around her, coaxing her to lean against him.

Maybe this was better. They couldn’t really talk because of Dillon. No heavy conversations to be had.

She could delay that.

They let Dillon pick whatever he wanted to watch on the TV and sat there in slightly uncomfortable silence. She knew Tris had things to say to her, too, but Dillon’s presence was their mutual safety net, for now.

That she didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about Marilyn being relegated to the waiting room told her a lot about her feelings.

When they wheeled Kyle back into the cubicle thirty minutes later, Jess felt the pleasant lurch her heart took when his blue eyes locked on her and he smiled.

Yeah, I have it bad for them.

“Kyle!” Dillon said, jumping up to greet him. “Are you okay?”

“I will be, buddy.”

“Hey, you,” she said, leaning in to kiss Kyle. She tried to ignore the bandage on his forehead, and the large air brace on his right knee, because it made her queasy to think about how close he came to a serious and not-so-happy outcome.

No, seriously queasy, like she nearly hurled and barely held it back.

“Hey.” He reached for her hand and squeezed hard. “You came.”

“Yeah. I came.”

“I’m sorry we made you think we were—”

“Shh.” She squeezed his hand and tipped her head toward Dillon. “We’ll talk later. Do you have to spend the night?”

“No,” the doctor said, walking in. “I think he’s got a mild concussion, but no obvious signs of trauma and no brain bleeds. We’re going to get him some crutches, though. Fortunately, his knee is just a severe sprain, so he needs to keep weight off it for a couple of weeks. But you should follow up with your regular doctor if the swelling doesn’t go down or the pain doesn’t decrease. And we’re going to give you information on how to take care of him and what symptoms to watch for in case the concussion symptoms worsen.”

In another thirty minutes, Kyle had his crutches, discharge paperwork, and was out the door with a prescription for antibiotics for his lacerations. They’d used dissolvable sutures, so he wouldn’t have to go back to the doctor to have them removed. He’d also received a tetanus shot, because he was overdue for one.

Marilyn stood when the nurse wheeled Kyle out in a wheelchair, Tristan carrying his crutches for him. Dillon ran over to Marilyn.

“He’s gonna be okay, Mom. Did they arrest Louis yet?”

It was with no small measure of satisfaction that Jess noticed Marilyn looked a little sick. “Not yet, baby. They’re looking for him.”

“You’re gonna need to change your locks,” Kyle said. “Can’t believe you gave him a key to your house when you’ve got Dillon. And I’m not doing it for you. No offense, but I’m cutting the cord.”

She nodded, looking abashed.

They wheeled him outside to the curb under the covered drive, where Tristan handed the crutches off to Jess and ran through the drizzling rain to get his SUV.

“I’m really sorry, Kyle,” Marilyn said. “Look, I can take the day off tomorrow and come over and—”

“I already have the next two days off,” Jess coolly said. “Tris doesn’t work Saturday and Sunday. We have it covered, don’t worry.”

She gave herself adulting points for not adding a bitch to the end of that statement.

Kyle reached back and patted Jessica’s arm, gently squeezing. “Marilyn, I think you’d better take Dillon home. He needs dinner, and it’s been an upsetting day for him. I appreciate you coming to the hospital, and calling Tristan for me, but Jess and Tristan will take me home and take care of me. They’ll come by later tonight to pick up my truck.”

Jess felt hope warm her heart. No mistaking the firm tone he used to say it, either.

He leaned over so Dillon could hug him.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Dillon said. “I was scared you were dead.”

“Takes more than a conk on the head to kill me, buddy.”

The nurse was called away to help unload a patient who’d been brought in via a private vehicle, leaving Jess alone with Kyle.

Once Marilyn and Dillon walked off, Kyle reached back again, squeezing Jessica’s arm. “Come home with us and spend the night. Please?”

“I need a shower. I’d just got home from work and put my groceries away. And Stanley can’t be alone all night.”

He tugged on her arm so she had to move to the side, where he could look up into her face. “Go get the furry boy and come home with us. Please?” he softly asked again. “I need a shower.” He smiled. “You and Tris can bathe me.” When she didn’t respond at first, his smile faded. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can say. She was out of line coming over like that, and I told her she was. I also laid down the law to her about no more unannounced visits, period. We also told her we were both dating you and each other.”

“You…did?”

He arched an eyebrow. “If someone had returned our phone calls and let us talk to them, they would have known that by now.”

Her face heated. “I guess I deserved that.”

“I’ll tell her I’m going no-contact with her, if you tell me to. Say the word. We love you, sweetheart. I’ll do whatever I have to do to make this right between us. Including not seeing Dillon anymore.”

She shook her head. “No. Dillon needs you in his life for as long as he can have you.”

She couldn’t forget the joy and relief in Dillon’s face when he got to see Kyle return to the ER cubicle, that he was alive and all right.

She also couldn’t forget all the countless hours she’d spent at the Weavers’ house growing up.

No telling how fucked up she would have turned out if not for Kel’s family.

“You can see Dillon, and do stuff with him,” she continued. “And he can come over. Not unannounced, unless it’s a legit emergency. And you can stay his emergency contact at school. If we don’t have other plans, I don’t even mind us babysitting him, as long as she doesn’t abuse that. If we have plans, we don’t change them because she needs free babysitting. But no more drop-ins for Marilyn. Period. Maybe I can get there at some point in the future, but for now, it’s a hard no for me. And she damn well better not have a key.”

“Agreed. Plus she never had a key to the house.” He tugged her hand so she’d lean in, and he kissed her.

He cupped her cheek with his hand, brushing his thumb along her freckles. “Go get Stanley, get your shower stuff and clothes, and come home. Please, baby?”

Turning her face so she could kiss his palm, she nodded. “We still have some talking to do.”

“Agreed.”

Tristan pulled up with the SUV dripping rain off it. Jess rolled the wheelchair close to the passenger door and locked the wheels, then with Tristan helped Kyle get his good leg under him and transfer into the vehicle.

“I’ll see you guys in a little while,” she said.

Tristan turned, eyes wide in what she hoped was pleasant surprise. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Hold off on his shower. I want to help. I won’t be far behind you.”

He grinned, pulling her in for another kiss. “Love you, baby.”

“Love you, too.”

“We’re going to stop by the drug store first so I can fill his prescription, then home.”

“Okay. I’ll see you there.”

As she headed back to the apartment, she hoped she hadn’t just fucked up.

Except wouldn’t a fuck-up feel…wrong?

This felt right, like she’d taken a wrong road and had finally gotten turned around and was once again heading in the right direction.

Now all she had to do was keep her head on straight, keep a tight leash on her heart, and pray the guys weren’t playing her. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

With every slight bump in the road that Tris ran over, Kyle regretted not asking for a shot of painkillers or something before leaving the ER. “I wish I’d punched that fucker first. He called Dillon a little shit.”

“Is that what started it?”

“No. He was drunk and tried to hassle me about the night I went and jump-started Marilyn’s car. I told him if he was a real man and felt that concerned about it, he should buy her an AAA membership.”

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. Then I made the mistake of turning my back on him.”

“Dillon said he saw Louis pass them in his car when they were almost home. Must have been only minutes after he hit you.”

“Probably. I think he thought he killed me and ran. There was a lot of blood. I remember hearing him saying, ‘Oh, my god! Oh, my god!’ like he was freaking out.”

“So did they find your brain on the CT scan?” He shot Kyle a grin.

“Asshole. I want to give Jess a key to our place.”

“Whoa…what?”

“A key. To our place. Jess? You know, the woman we love?”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“Um…how’d we get there in this conversation, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Trust.” Kyle focused on him. “I trust her. I’m guessing you do, too?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then if we show her we trust her, maybe that will help her regain trust in us. If she knows she is free to come and go whenever, and Marilyn is not, it might help her come around faster.” He resisted the urge to rub his forehead, knowing that’d hurt like hell. “Maybe not. I don’t know. I got my damn bell rung. It’s just an idea.”

Tristan fell silent for a long moment. “You could have been killed,” he quietly said.

Kyle wasn’t so out of it he hadn’t already thought that himself several times. “I know.”

“That would have fucking sucked.” Tris poked him in the thigh before settling his hand there. “You dying and me not getting a chance to tell you I love you one more time. Would’ve pissed me off royally, dude.”

Kyle’s hand closed over his and squeezed. “I love you, too.”

“You know, it’s kind of ironic we finally get our shit together between the two of us, and then she comes along, nearly the same time.”

“I know.” He couldn’t even brace his head against the headrest because of the stitched wound at the back of his head. “Fuck, I need to let them know I’m not coming in tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Don’t you mean tomorrow and Friday?”

“I’m not calling off for Friday yet. I can get around with crutches. My truck’s an automatic. I can drive lefty. I just won’t be able to move any trucks around the yard, is all.” He called the plant manager and, fortunately, managed to avoid a lot of unpleasant questions. He’d also gotten a doctor’s note before leaving the ER, just in case he’d need it for work.

At least the rain had eased up by the time Tristan pulled into the parking lot of the Walgreens closest to the house and sat staring at him for a moment.

“What?”

Tris leaned in and kissed him. “Just wanted that out there.”

“Can’t get rid of me that easily.”

“We need to get your shit moved out of her garage. I’ll even chip in and help you rent a workshop somewhere.”

“Right now, I’d just be happy getting it all loaded into a storage bay somewhere. I’m not going to be able to work on it for several weeks with my knee screwed up, anyway. I’ll have to rent or borrow some dollies to move the body. That’s going to be fucking expensive, more than one trip on a rollback to move it all since I can’t do it. This really fucks me up.”

After they finished getting his prescription filled and returned home, Jess pulled into the driveway behind them just as Tristan was trying to help Kyle out of the passenger side.

Stanley bounded over and Tris had to grab him by the collar to keep him from jumping up on Kyle. “Hang on, boy. Don’t knock him over.”

But…she was there.

And she came bearing grocery bags, in addition to a duffle bag slung over her shoulder.

“What’s all that?” Tris asked.

Kyle didn’t care what she had. She was there, with them.

“I’d planned on drinking wine with dinner to drown my troubles tonight.” She indicated the bags. “Guess I can share. Wine, and dinner.”

Tristan handed her his keys. “Go on ahead. 2528 is my alarm code. I’ll help Gimpy here.”

With Stanley on her heels, she headed up the walk.

The men watched her.

“Yeah,” Tris quietly said once she was through the door. “I want her to have a key.”

Kyle smirked. “Aren’t you glad we moved my bed into your bedroom?”

“Asshole.” But Tristan smiled when he said it.

 

* * * *

 

Jess put the groceries away in their fridge and joined them in the master bedroom, where Kyle had gingerly lowered himself onto the edge of the bed.

“I figure a shower will be easier in here than in the other bathroom,” he said. “Easier for me to get into and out of.”

“We need to get you off that leg and ice your knee,” Jess gently scolded. “They told you that.”

“Yeah, well, I want a shower first.” He crooked a finger at her, beckoning her.

She walked over to his side and he patted the bed next to him, on his left side.

Knowing nothing was going to happen until she humored him, she sat.

Tristan stepped out of the room for a moment, but she found herself mesmerized by Kyle’s blue gaze. She forced herself to keep her focus on his eyes, not let her gaze drift up to the bandage on his head.

He took her right hand in his. “We both love you, sweetheart. I meant what I said—whatever we have to do to convince you of that, we will. You always come first. Even if you change your mind and say I have to cut off contact with Dillon, I will. I’m sorry we hurt you, and I’m damned sorry we made you doubt us. I own every bit of the blame. It’s not even Tristan’s fault, it’s mine.”

She squeezed his hand. “Please don’t cut Dillon off.” He didn’t interrupt her while she tried to figure out how she wanted to say it. “He can’t help it his mother is an idiot. I can only imagine how screwed up I’d be today if it hadn’t been for Kel’s parents. They celebrated my accomplishments and consoled me on my failures. I could be me around them.

“But Marilyn’s a different story. Unless or until she changes her behavior and proves it to me? She’s not allowed around here except to drop Dillon off or pick him up, and even then I’d prefer if one of you handles transporting Dillon. She’d damn well best never set foot inside this house. I’d rather not have her on the property at all, unless it’s unavoidable. And if she tries to take advantage of us as babysitters, I’m going to put my foot down.”

He brought her hand to his lips and feathered them over her knuckles. “Done.”

This was different than with Brad…right? No way he would have ever let her make demands on him like this.

He damn sure never would have apologized to her, or taken responsibility for his actions, especially if he didn’t feel something was his fault.

No accountability.

Tristan appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Are we good, sweetheart?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Sorry I ghosted on you.”

He walked over to her. “Can we discuss that now? I’m not blaming you for it. I just want to understand it.”

“I thought I’d made another crappy life choice. She’s tiny and skinny and that’s what Brad did to me.”

“Ah. So I was right. I had a feeling that was it.”

He sat on her other side and held something out to her in the palm of his hand.

A housekey.

“We want you to have this, sweetheart. I’ll program you an alarm code. You can come and go whenever you want. Anytime, day or night. Whether we’re home or not.”

Just a tiny, shiny piece of metal. “You’re…giving me a key?”

He nuzzled his face against her shoulder. “We love you and we trust you. We’re not asking for more than you’re prepared to give, either. We’re not asking for a key to your place. You can even have the codes to our phones, if you want. Passwords to our e-mail and social media accounts. FetLife. Laptop passwords. Everything. Check them whenever, wherever you want. Whatever it takes to prove to you we have nothing to hide from you and that we only want you.”

She couldn’t stop staring at the key lying in his palm.

“Ditto everything he just said.” She looked at Kyle, who still held her other hand. “I don’t know how much more we can give, but you tell us what you need from us to rebuild your trust in us, and we’ll do our damnedest to do it.”

The key.

Brad never apologized. For anything. That attitude had always been part of the way he approached being a “Master.”

It was another red flag she should have spotted early on, but she’d loved the handsome sonofabitch and thought she was doing the right thing.

Being a good slave.

She missed being a slave but had thought she’d never trust anyone enough again, ever, to give them that kind of control. Hell, she’d doubted she’d ever be able to want to be someone’s submissive again.

Before these two men.

“I really like my job,” she said. “And I’m not nearly ready to move in with you guys. I’m not sure when I’ll be ready to move in with you guys. It could be a month or it could be a year. Or longer. I need to work on myself for a while first. That’s the only thing I am sure of. Especially after this.”

“That’s okay,” Tris assured her. “We’re not asking for more than you can give us. We still want you to have our key. Nothing is off-limits to you in our lives. Other than our jobs, of course, but that goes both ways. And our bank accounts. All we ask is that you don’t lie, don’t cheat, and please don’t ghost again. Talk to us. Even if it’s to tell us to go fuck ourselves.”

“I don’t want to be controlling like that.”

Like Brad had been to her.

“We’re not saying you have to be,” Kyle said. “We’re saying that anything you need from us to rebuild your trust in us, we’ll give it to you.”

She finally reached out and took the key from Tristan. It felt warm from his flesh. She pulled her keyring out of her back pocket and added it, next to her apartment key.

“Now what?”

“Shower,” Kyle said. “Then bed. And before the wine, I need you and Tris to go get my truck, please. I don’t want it left there.” 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Jess thought they’d get Kyle cleaned up, settled in bed with an ice pack for his knee, and then she’d get dinner started.

Except, that’s not what happened.

Kyle, leaning against Tristan, pinned her against the shower wall and teased her, kissing her, fingering her pussy and getting her worked up before pulling away with an evil smile.

“You get the rest of that in bed, baby,” Kyle said.

And once they were in bed, she went down on Kyle, angled sideways to stay away from his knee, giving him a blowjob while Tristan slowly fucked her from behind.

Kyle reached under her with one hand and played with her clit. With his other, he stroked her hair. “Damn, we missed you, baby. Life is perfect with you.

She had to admit she’d missed them, too.

More than she wished.

For tonight, she shoved her fear aside and reveled in the feel of Tris slowly fucking her cunt and taking his time while Kyle built her up to the first of what she suspected would be several orgasms.

Since she hadn’t had any in the time she’d spent apart from her men, she suspected it wouldn’t take them long to get her over, either.

It didn’t. She didn’t bother holding back when her first orgasm smashed into her like a rogue wave against a seawall.

Tristan groaned. “Oh, dude. That’s amazing.”

Kyle’s fingers tightened on her scalp. “It’s pretty damn amazing when she’s moaning around my cock, too.”

Rocking between them, Jess basked in pleasure, once again remembering how right this felt, with them.

Perfection.

“God, I love watching you fuck her,” Kyle gasped, getting close from the feel of his cock in her mouth. Heat filling it as he grew harder, then his fingers tightening in her hair. She went deep, swallowing, his moans mixing with hers as salty cum filled her mouth, rolling over her tongue when she swallowed it.

His grip relaxed, back to tender stroking. Between her legs, his fingers scissored around where Tristan’s cock was buried inside her pussy and fucking her before playing with her clit again.

“One more,” Kyle said.

She released his spent cock from her mouth and he cradled her head against his abs as he built her up a second time. Between his fingers and the way Tristan’s cock bottomed out inside her cunt with every thrust, it didn’t take long to make her come again.

“That’s it, baby,” Tris gasped. “Give it to us.” His fingers dug into her hips and she could tell he was struggling to hold his orgasm back.

Another surge of pleasure filled her. His cock perfectly filled her, amplifying her pleasure as she met him thrust for thrust, their flesh slapping against each other at the bottom of every stroke.

Her eyes fell closed and the world exploded. Tristan felt her coming and sped up, harder, deeper and intensifying her orgasm before he finally came and fell still.

“That’s better.” He leaned in and kissed her back before she felt him reach between their bodies to hold the condom as he pulled out. “I’ll be right back.”

She rolled onto her side and carefully snuggled against Kyle. “You okay?”

He chuckled. “Oh, baby, even after the ER trip, I am waaaay better right now than I was when I woke up this morning. I love you so damn much.”

He had a light dusting of fine hair across his pecs that led to a dark, narrow trail pointing to his cock. She ran her fingers through it, lightly stroking. “I love you, too.”

“You and Tris go get my truck before dinner, please. Before it gets dark.”

“I don’t want to leave you alone.”

“I’ll be okay. It won’t take you long.”

She propped herself up on her elbow and stared down into his blue eyes. The storm clouds were gone, leaving sexy grey-blue depths. “Please don’t break my heart.”

He reached up, fingers sliding around the back of her neck to pull her in for a kiss. “If I had my way, I’d collar you right this second.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Ahem.”

They both looked over at where Tris stood, naked and smiling. “You mean it, dude?”

“Yeah.”

They both looked at her.

“What?”

“You want to be ours?” Tris asked.

It wasn’t a wedding. But…when did she learn to stop giving control of her life to her fear, to the past?

When did she start living for her instead of for what had already happened to her?

“Yes.”

Tris walked over to his dresser and got something out. He returned to the bed and then draped a necklace around her neck, fastening it for her.

“It’s not expensive, because I wanted something you wouldn’t worry about wearing to work. We’ll buy you something nice as a day collar, but I saw that and knew I had to get it.

She sat up and looked at the tag. A purple enameled heart on one side, and the men’s initials engraved on the back.

Her vision blurred as she blinked back tears. The men each took a hand and Tris asked it. “Be ours, please? Be our submissive, our girlfriend, our partner. Be ours. No one else but you, we swear.”

“Not your slave?”

Kyle gently squeezed her hand. “We fucked up and scared you. When you’re ready to be our slave, if that’s what you want, you ask us. For now, we’re happy to have you as ours. We’ll change all our profile stuff online, too, to show it.”

She nodded. “Okay. Yeah.” She sniffled and managed a smile. “Yes, Sir.”

Kyle groaned and pulled her hand to his lips, kissing it. “Go with the turkey, there, and get my truck. I might not have any energy or be in too much pain later to play again, but I want to watch him fuck your brains out a second time.”

She kissed him, then Tristan. First she made Kyle an ice pack out of a zipper-top bag and a dish towel, then she got dressed. He lay there, naked and the TV on, and watched them dress.

“I’m a lucky bastard,” he said. “Got a fucking handsome man and a gorgeous lady who love me.”

“Yeah, you are,” Tris teased. “Damned lucky we haven’t tied you up and left you in a closet.”

The tension had popped. She’d missed this, too, the playful banter between them.

The necklace had already warmed to her flesh and she realized a little peace had returned to her soul.

 

* * * *

 

They took Tristan’s SUV. He was tempted to knock on Marilyn’s door and give her a fucking piece of his mind, except Dillon would be there.

Shit.

If it wasn’t for Dillon, he would have given Kyle an ultimatum to go no contact immediately with Marilyn, no matter what it took to get his shit out of the garage building at the back of the property.

Except he loved the kid, too, if forced to admit it.

All the way to Marilyn’s, Tris held Jess’ hand and gave thanks she was back in their lives. At least the rain apparently had stopped for the evening, the skies already clearing.

“I don’t want her in the house at all,” Jess quietly said. “I mean it.”

“I told him that, too.”

“If it wasn’t for Dillon…” She didn’t finish.

He gently squeezed her hand. “You’re spooky. That’s just what I was thinking.”

“Not his fault she’s fucked up. He’s a good kid and I really like him. I can see how much he loves Kyle.”

“I know. But Marilyn isn’t our problem. She’ll have to deal on her own.”

She took a deep breath. “He can’t move the coupe now. He needs to heal up. I trust him.”

“That’s not the point. He wants there to be no reason to give you any doubt.”

She shook her head. “I don’t. I knew I was going to have to call you guys and…talk.”

“By talk, you mean break up?”

“Maybe. I don’t know anymore. Michelle told me I should talk to you about it. I kept thinking about what Brad did to me. The logic in my brain was at war with my pain.” She looked over at him. “When are you guys getting married?”

“What?”

“Married.” She finally smiled. “I thought you two were getting married. Or is that not still on?”

“We hadn’t discussed it in a while.” Now that she’d mentioned it…yeah. He still wanted to marry Kyle. “Will that bother you?”

“You guys have known each other for years, and you love each other. Why would it bother me?”

“I don’t want you to think we don’t want you.”

She held up the tag. “I won’t think that. Unless they change the laws we can’t marry all three of us.”

“Cali, Max, and Sean aren’t married.”

“Essie and Mark are.”

He tried to dredge up another example, but she beat him to it. “Tilly and Landry and crew. Niall and Etsu. Brandon and Jeff. We know more poly packs where two of them are married and the others aren’t. That doesn’t scare me.” She squeezed his hand. “Besides, I want you two to get married.”

He didn’t want to give voice to his fear, that if she didn’t marry one of them, they might lose her again. It wasn’t rational and he owned that, but it was how he felt.

“We don’t need to do it right now.”

“I’m not going to marry one of you,” she gently said, as if reading his mind. “That has nothing to do with either of you or how I feel about you. It’s me, and I’m willing to admit I have a lot of work to do on myself. That is baggage I brought with me to this, and I don’t want it weighing you two down.”

Except…it did, whether she wanted it to or not.

“We love you.”

“And you love each other. So you should get married.”

It was what she wasn’t saying that scared him.

The gaps she wasn’t filling in between the words.

Except tonight…tonight wasn’t the night to tilt at that windmill. “Okay, baby. We’ll table that discussion for now. But I want it out there that whenever you feel ready to move in with us permanently, we want you there.”

“Let me work up to that, too, okay?”

“Okay.”

It wasn’t okay, but he’d have to settle for that for now. They could spend their time winning her over all over again.

Showing her they meant every word they said.

Until she could see and feel that, nothing they said would matter. She’d been hurt too many times, by too many people.

Including her parents, and that was damn sure something he could relate to.

They arrived at Marilyn’s. The garage door still stood open, so he got out to go close and lock it, silently cursing Marilyn for not doing that and hoping nothing had been stolen.

When he walked up to the large bay door, he pulled up short at the sight of the large puddle of Kyle’s blood dried on the concrete floor.

Jess had followed him and gasped. He glanced and she stood there, eyes wide and mouth covered.

Tristan hooked an arm around her and pulled her close. “Not going to worry about it today. Scalp lacs bleed like a motherfucker. Had one or two myself in my day.”

He shut off the lights and compressor and closed the big door, locking it from the inside and then the smaller door. Back to the vehicles, he waited while Jess got Kyle’s truck started and turned around and backed out to follow her.

Marilyn and Dillon didn’t emerge from the house and it took Tris everything he had not to go lambast the woman.

Yeah, I love him. And he did still want to marry Kyle.

But I want us to marry her, too. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Two weeks post-reunion with her men, and Jess still couldn’t convince herself to move in with the guys despite their open-ended offer. Every time she thought about giving up her independence, old, familiar fear trickled through her.

Sure, the men were living up to their word, and she had zero doubts about them or their actions…but the security blanket of having the apartment kept her from freaking out.

If there was ever a problem, she knew she could go back there.

Work was her happy hiding place, where she could focus on people who had things far worse than she did. At least she wasn’t literally up to her eyeballs in garbage or junk.

Her garbage pile was the emotional kind.

It was a Tuesday, and she had today and tomorrow off. Since the men were at work, she’d stayed home at the apartment. She would head over to their place later to cook dinner for them and spend the night. Today, Jess had distracted herself by going over her master project file for Thursday’s upcoming job when her personal cell phone rang.

She almost didn’t answer it when she realized it was her mother calling.

Shit.

Knowing putting this off wasn’t going to help any, she answered. “Hey, Mom.”

“I don’t know, am I still your mother?”

Jess closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose and let the snark sail past, unchallenged. “What’s going on?” A familiar wave of nausea swept through her and she rode it out, recognizing it all too well from years past.

As if her body was allergic to her mother’s bullshit.

“You tell me,” her mom said. “I find out you moved back to Florida, and you didn’t even bother to tell me, much less come visit.”

Aaaannnd here we go. She knew this confrontation was inevitable, because she hadn’t hidden it on Facebook. Either her mother would eventually log in and get snoopy, or another relative would let it slip to her. She’d decided to let it happen whenever her mother initiated it, because it’d be a shit-fest regardless.

“I’m sorry. I kind of went through a literal disaster. The move back to Florida happened suddenly, and I started my new job immediately. That’s kept me busy.”

“Too busy to come by on a weekend?”

“I usually work weekends.”

“What are you doing? Still waiting tables, I guess?”

Jess thought maybe this was her penance for not biting the bullet sooner and contacting her to get it over with. “I’m working for a local cleaning company, but they also do disaster recovery and hoarding clean-outs. I’m in training.”

“You have to be trained how to clean things? What’s wrong with you?”

Ooooh, this conversation would result in her consuming copious amounts of alcohol, she could sense it already. “I’m in training to become their lead project manager. Running a job site and crew. It gets extremely complicated, especially if permits are needed, or there are biohazards, or code enforcement issues, and other contractors brought in. Managing logistics. Sometimes we run crews of thirty or more people, and there are a lot of legal issues that have to be dealt with. And the hoarding clean-outs are frequently filmed for a TV show, so it requires coordinating with the film crew and making sure we arrange those logistics, as well. I’m also handling their social media postings.”

“Oh. I thought you meant you needed training pushing a vacuum cleaner around, or dusting stuff. It’s about time you finally started doing something other than wasting your time taking pictures. I know you weren’t a good student, but you should be able to do something besides waiting tables at your age.”

Yes, lots of alcohol. “Gee, yes, Jess. That sounds very interesting. Congratulations on your new job. How exciting that you get to be on TV.”

“Don’t smart off to me, young lady.” That was her mom’s nasty tone. “You didn’t bother to tell me you’d moved or started a new job, so you don’t get to act like that to me.”

“Considering you didn’t bother to check on me after the hurricane hit Houston, you don’t hold the moral high ground, Mom.”

“Phone works both ways. If you hadn’t run off out there with that worthless shit, you wouldn’t have been stuck out there.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t have run out there with that worthless shit if I’d had better role models for parents.”

Jess winced. She really hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Usually, she kept those comments to herself, tolerated and suffered through the emotional maimings, and then retreated to lick her wounds with something very high-proof.

“Oh.” Ice dripped from her mom’s tone, and Jess immediately recognized this game. Her mother would freeze her out until Jess felt so guilty she apologized for speaking her mind. “Is that how you feel about me, hmm?”

Wait…why am I feeling guilty? “You stood there how many times and let Dad tell me how fat I was? How could you let him do that?”

“Well, you weren’t thin.”

“I’ve never been more than a size sixteen, which I am right now, and that’s damn sure not morbidly obese by any stretch of the imagination. I was fucking twelve years old when that shit started. How do you think that made me feel, huh?”

“He was only trying to help you lose weight. Motivate you. That’s what parents do, you know.”

“Great. Guess he would’ve helped me learn how to swim by holding me under the water, huh?”

“Stop being so dramatic. You were always too sensitive.”

“Fuck that. You still make excuses for the sonofabitch, even after the way he left you?”

She tried remembering the mantra she’d learned once when she’d read a couple of books about adult children of alcoholics in an attempt to better understand her mother. Hurt people hurt people.

Nope. Wasn’t helping.

“Maybe if you’d been easier to deal with as a child, he—”

“Stop right there. You want to know why I didn’t bother telling you I’d moved back? Because I pretty much knew this would be your reaction. Nothing I’ve ever done in my life has been good enough for you. You managed to turn everything around to be my fault, somehow. I’m not at fault for Dad cheating and leaving. You can quit blaming me for that. I’m not at fault for your parents being shitty parents when you were growing up, and I’m damn sure not responsible for Dad leaving you.”

“Well, if I hadn’t gotten pregnant with you, or if I’d had an abortion, I could have at least finished college. Then I wouldn’t have had to marry the sonofabitch. So you should thank me for that, that you’re even alive. You’re welcome.”

Ice filled her. “What?” she whispered.

This was a new low, even for her.

“That’s right. Because of you, I had to drop out of college. My parents gave me the choice to marry your father or get rid of you. So you should get down on your damn knees and thank me for not going to a clinic. Of course, you never even tried to go to college. Always wasting time on taking stupid pictures instead of studying. What a waste. Maybe I should have gone to a clinic. At least I wouldn’t have had to marry that bastard.” She hung up on Jess.

Stanley had sat up on his end of the couch and was staring at her. Then he walked over and nudged her with his nose.

Over the years, her mother had said some pretty nasty and cruel things to her, whether intentionally or just because it was behavior ingrained in her through her own shitty upbringing.

But never anything like that.

It made every previous wound she’d ever inflicted on Jess look like a paper cut compared to the chainsaw she’d just hacked away at her with.

She bolted for the bathroom, crying, barely making it in time to empty her stomach as she sat there on the floor, sobbing.

Ooooh, yeah. How could she forget this?

Stanley followed, nosing her arm, softly whining until she finally reached over and petted his head.

It was shocking she hadn’t lost a ton of weight as a teenager, for all the times she’d sat puking her guts up after surviving another bout with one or both of her parents.

It took her nearly twenty minutes to find the strength to stand and rinse out her mouth, wash her face, stare at herself in the mirror.

As a kid, she’d stared at her reflection and wondered what was wrong with her.

As an adult, she knew it wasn’t her, it was them—but that didn’t mean it hurt any less.

In fact…

She really didn’t feel like going over to the men’s house now. All she wanted to do was curl up in a ball with Stanley and ignore the world. And she wouldn’t be good company tonight, anyway.

Dreading this, she opted to be a chicken and texted Kyle.

 

I need to cancel tonight. I’m sorry.

 

Unfortunately, she’d barely set her phone down when it rang.

Kyle.

Knowing neither man would let her cancel without knowing the reason—and realizing she did owe them a reason—she answered.

“Hey.”

“What’s going on? Are you all right?” In the background, she could hear what sounded like air tools being run, the rumble of trucks, and realized he was at work.

She started to tell him she was fine and devolved into more tears as she sobbed her way through the story. Not all the horrific details, just the basics.

“Shh, honey, it’s okay. We’ll be there by five. And we’ll take care of dinner.”

“No, it’s—”

“Please, baby.” It was more a command than a request, Dom in the house, and it shocked Jess how much she realized she needed that right now.

How his tone quieted her soul.

It also terrified her to realize how much power that meant they had over her once again.

How vulnerable it made her feel.

“What about your leg?” He was still using the crutches even though the swelling had gone down and he could hobble around the house without them. But with the stairs at the apartment, she’d gone to them, not asked them to come to her.

“You let me worry about that. I’m more worried about you. We’ll be there by five. Okay?”

She took a deep, hitching breath. “Yes, Sir.” 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Between classes, Tristan stepped into the teachers’ lounge in their wing to listen to Kyle’s voice mail. Kyle had also sent a text to call him as soon as possible after hearing the message.

“We need to go to Jess’ place tonight. Bad call with her mom. I told her we’d be there by five. Love you.”

He immediately dialed Kyle’s number, relieved when he answered. “What happened? I don’t have much time.”

“Her mom called, got into it with her, and it sounds bad. I don’t know all the details. I told her we’d come over there tonight. I’ll hit the store on the way home and get groceries and we can meet there. I’m going to spend the night with her if she’ll let me.”

“Okay. As soon as I’m done here, I’ll call you to see where you’re at. I have to run home to get clothes, too.” He glanced at the clock. “I have to get back to class. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Goddammit. He slipped his phone back into his pocket and jogged down the hall, making it before the bell rang.

Fucking families.

In his experience, blood didn’t make people a “family.” Love did. And Tristan really wanted to meet her mother and slap her upside the head, even though that was wrong.

Well, it was illegal to nonconsensually hit someone other than in self-defense.

Didn’t make it “wrong.”

The day seemed to drag, and it was nearly four by the time he escaped the building. Once he was in his car and heading home, he called Kyle.

“I’m still at the house. I’m almost ready to leave.”

“I’m on my way. Hold off, and I can follow you. You’ll need my help getting up the stairs if you don’t want to fuck up your knee again. I just need to grab stuff for tomorrow and my shower stuff. Five minutes, in and out.”

“Okay, fine. See you soon.”

Tris was tempted to call Jess but didn’t want her getting upset on the phone and them not there to console her. It could wait a few more minutes.

He wanted their girl in his arms so they could hold her.

Love her.

They were parking in front of Jess’ apartment at five ’til five. She looked like shit when she walked down to let them in.

Tristan pulled her in for a kiss. “Love you, sweetheart.”

She nodded, but she didn’t answer.

This was bad. Really bad. Every instinct in him told him this wasn’t just a conversation gone bitey. She also didn’t answer Kyle after he hugged her and told her he loved her, too.

“You take the food up for us, huh?” Tristan said. “I’ll get the big guy upstairs.”

She nodded again and started gathering the bags, the men watching her disappear inside.

Kyle had leaned against the side of his truck to brace himself. “This is fucking bad,” he whispered.

“No shit, Sherlock. Shitty parents suck all the ‘fun’ out of dysfunction.”

 

* * * *

 

It took Tristan a couple of minutes to get Kyle upstairs. Using the crutches would have been dicey, so it was easier for Kyle to lean on Tristan. He helped Kyle over to the couch and then went to help Jess put the groceries away. Instead of letting her delay and deflect by starting dinner, he caught her hands and gently led her over to the couch, snuggled between them.

That’s when she started crying.

“Tell us, baby. That’s what we’re here for.”

It took her ten minutes to get the whole gut-wrenching story out.

At least I now have someone I hate more than Marilyn.

He hoped he one day had a chance to meet the bitch and…well, chew her out. Punching her for being a cunt would be illegal, no matter how satisfying it’d feel.

The way she softly sobbed threatened to rip Tristan’s heart out of his chest. He didn’t want to ever let her go, wished he could remove the pain from her soul.

“We’re not going anywhere, sweetheart. I know what it’s like having shitty parents, and you’re not overreacting.”

“I don’t ever want kids,” she moaned against him. “Never. I never want to risk becoming shitty like that to another human being, much less a child. I used to think I wanted kids, but no. Never.”

He kissed the top of her head. “You say the word, and we’ll get vasectomies. We’re serious—we’re here for life. For you.”

“Yeah,” Kyle said. But his voice didn’t sound…normal.

Tristan couldn’t help but glance over at him. Kyle now stared down at the floor, his face carefully schooled into a mask.

Shit.

Right now, Tristan couldn’t comfort the man. That Tris agreed with Jess because of his own parentally challenged genetic donors put him squarely in her court. He was fine never having kids. If someone wanted to label him selfish because he knew his limits and owned them, so be it. There was no requirement to reproduce. They didn’t have a thousand-acre farm to run and need free child labor to keep food on their table, for fuck’s sake. Just because he was a teacher and worked with kids didn’t mean he wanted any of his own.

In fact, working with high-schoolers kind of more securely wedged him in the “no kids” camp.

Kyle had been blessed with decent parents. If someone had never been through the crucible of dysfunction and growing up to be made to think there was something wrong with them by those same parents, it was hard to explain it.

A sucky club to be a member of.

Tristan happened to be a card-carrying member.

Kyle would have to settle for being a father figure to Dillon, or growing used to the fact that he’d only have four-footed furry children.

Tristan wanted the three of them to be a family, healing and loving each other. They didn’t need kids to feel complete.

“I won’t make this an order, baby,” Tris said, “but I want you to give serious thought to blocking her number.”

She nodded but didn’t give him a verbal answer.

“If you don’t block her number,” he continued, “then I am making it an order that you’re not allowed to talk to her unless one or both of us are present. Not even on the phone. Understand?”

She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

So much for the romantic evening he’d hoped for, but this was just as important to the health of their triad. She needed to know she could count on them for the ugly moments of real life, not just the sexy-funtime stuff.

That they were there, hard work and bitter emotional stuff, all of it. That they wanted her to lean on them.

That they’d always be there to catch and comfort her.

Tristan kissed her and gently shifted her into Kyle’s arms. “I’ll take care of dinner. You two stay right there.”

“I’ll help,” she said.

“No, baby. What’d I just say?”

Finally, the hint of a smile. “Yes, Sir.”

“That’s better. Be our good girl. Let us take care of you—that’s our job.”

 

* * * *

 

Kyle held her, his heart breaking for her, for all of them. While having kids wasn’t exactly a discussion they’d had…it hurt to know the door was forever closed on it.

If given a choice between having kids or having Tris and Jess, it was a no-brainer. Of course he wanted them.

Still…

The ache would ease. And he’d quietly carry it without burdening either of them with it. It wasn’t a majority-rules issue, either. It was her body, ultimately her decision, and he couldn’t fault her for it after what he’d just heard.

I hope I get to meet her mother and tell her what a fucking cunt she is.

He had a feeling Tris felt the same way.

Stanley jumped up onto the couch and snuggled close on Kyle’s other side, obviously concerned about his people acting so upset.

“How many more times do I need to start over in my life before I feel like I’m not a failure as a human being?” she softly said.

He held her more tightly. “You’re not a failure, sweetheart. You’re smart and funny and—”

“A mistake.”

Her bitter tone stabbed at his heart.

He couldn’t “fix” this for her, and he knew it.

“You’re many things, but a mistake isn’t one of them.”

“I ruined my mom’s life.”

“No, your mother made a choice to be miserable, made worse by shitty parents and a crappy husband. You had nothing to do with that.”

“They’re both shitty, and the common denominator is me.”

“Dillon’s father’s a shitty guy. Did Dillon cause it?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why don’t you cut yourself that same slack?”

She went quiet and he knew he’d at least given her something to chew on.

He got it, she was understandably hurting and people in pain didn’t always think clearly. Especially when that pain was underlain by decades of dysfunction the way hers was.

Jess had done amazing work on herself to make it as far as she had. No doubt Kel and his parents had played a role in that, but she’d been the one to make the choices she did.

Only healing could help her eventually see herself the way he and Tris saw her, as a sweet, beautiful human being who they wanted to spend the rest of their lives with.

And if that future meant giving up his dream to one day be a father, he’d have to do the work to make himself be okay with it.

 

* * * *

 

Long after dinner and the men taking her to bed and sweetly making love to her, Jess lay awake between them and stared into the darkness.

The bitterness in her mother’s tone had dug in hard and deep. Didn’t matter what logic told her.

The wounded girl who wondered why she was never good enough would always look back at her in the mirror, tears in her eyes and doubt forever embedded in her brain.

It wasn’t worth the risk of her ever ruining another person’s life. She’d been stupid to ever want kids. Why the hell would she risk harming a child’s psyche the way hers had been harmed?

She wouldn’t even know it if she did it. Her parents obviously thought they were fine and she was the problem.

How would I even know?

How do I know I’m not harming Dillon?

That thought broke open a door she’d thought she’d locked upon making up with her men.

She’d never make Kyle turn his back on Dillon, but maybe she’d been hasty to reconcile with them. Maybe their whole initial courtship had been too fast to start with.

Maybe she needed to step things back a few paces and start over with them.

Maybe…maybe…maybe.

Maybe I’m a shitty person and they just don’t see it.

Maybe it would have been better if I’d never been born. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Only three weeks after reconciling with her men, and Jess would be spending the next two weeks out of town at a job an hour north of Houston…which she wasn’t looking forward to.

The location, not the fact that it was out of town.

The good thing about it, though, besides a chance to see Brenda and Jim, was the fact that it’d be filmed and Purs and his crew would be there. She could sense he was someone who might become a good friend over time. He never failed to make her laugh, and she didn’t mind his teasing. She also noticed that he didn’t act nearly as familiar with most other people. As if he could sense who wouldn’t misinterpret his sense of humor.

He’d also proven to be a good listener when, sitting alone with him at lunch two days earlier, she’d found herself spilling her story to him. The Collins brothers had already told her Purson was kink-friendly and discrete, but it relieved her, at the time, to have someone to tell her story to who she knew wouldn’t judge her or her men.

A disinterested third-party who could likely give her some sound advice without any emotions or friendships getting in the way.

“Sounds like it was sucky timing and poorly read cues on their part,” he said when she finished and asked his opinion. “Have they done anything to make you think they’re lying to you?” He reached up and fingered his bloodstone amulet.

She noticed he did that sometimes, like it was a stress reliever or something. A worry stone. It seemed like any time a situation on a job site seemed to be sliding sideways over a cliff, he’d remain utterly chill and stand there, muttering to himself and rubbing the damn thing. It never failed that everything always worked out in the end, for both her crew as well as the film crew.

“They offered to go no-contact with Dillon.” She scowled. “I don’t want them to do that.”

“Why?”

And another gush of soul-purging commenced, with her telling him her life story about her childhood…including the horrible things her mom had said to her over the phone.

“Wow,” Purs said. “She sounds like a piece of work.”

“I was Dillon,” she said. “Maybe his mom isn’t as bad as my parents were, but I don’t know that, what she might say or do without witnesses. Kyle and Tris are like Kel’s parents were for me. I don’t want to take that away from the kid. I cannot imagine the train wreck I’d be if it hadn’t been for Kel’s parents.”

“You going to be okay leaving your men for two weeks right now?”

“Yeah. This is my job. This is the best damn chance I have to keep my life going the way I want it to.” She didn’t miss the slight frown that flitted across his features. “What? You know something I don’t know?”

“I know the Collins brothers think very highly of you already and would hate to lose you.”

“Then what was that look?”

This time he scowled, as if surprised she’d picked up on that. He leaned in and dropped his voice, even though no one was close enough to overhear them.

“Life is complex and full of unexpected turns. You’ve already done a great job, it looks like, of making the most of unanticipated events that turn into positive opportunities.”

He reached for his amulet with one hand, and with the other reached across the table and touched her hand. “Never lose sight of that in your life, the importance of staying flexible.”

A strange feeling washed through her. “Why do I get the feeling you’re holding out on me? Do you know something I don’t?”

“I know that you seem particularly driven. For good reason,” he quickly added. “Just don’t ever lose your flexibility. It’s a skill that’ll serve you well in life. And try to forget what your mother said. It’s her problem, not yours.”

He squeezed her hand and let go, leaving her to shiver as a ripple of gooseflesh washed through her…

And like that, the moment ended, as if they’d been talking about something else, something…lighter.

She didn’t say anything to her men about it, either. It wasn’t like she wanted to hide it, she just…didn’t honestly know how to explain Purson to them as anything but a likable guy who’d literally never made a pass at her or done anything she’d consider “improper.”

Ted and Mark would be on-site with her and the crew in Texas, while Josh was staying behind in Florida with Essie and to run the business here. Since Jess was more familiar with the area than any of them, they were letting her cut her teeth as lead project manager.

There would also be a contractor on-site, because the house was suspected to have some structural issues caused by a long-term roof leak exacerbated by the same storm that had driven Jess from her previous home.

At least she didn’t have to worry about Stanley. Tris and Kyle were taking care of him, dropping him off at Michelle’s every morning on their way to work and picking him up in the afternoon. Now, on the days she worked out of the office instead of at a job site, the Collins brothers had insisted she bring Stanley into the office. Sometimes, if Ted had a client, he even borrowed Stanley to sit in, giving the client a focus and a stress relieving tool, almost like a therapy dog.

The Collins brothers had even gone to the trouble of having small T-shirts made and customized to fit Stanley, and ordered several bandanas for him with their logo. Stanley had even made it into a few shots on the filmed jobs, when Purson’s crew came to the office to record Ted’s sessions with the clients there.

Stanley had also picked up followers on the Instagram account Jess created for him. The Collins brothers had turned over control of their professional Instagram account to her, and tapped into her photography skills for not just that, but their Facebook page and Twitter accounts, which she also now ran. Not only for hoarding clean-out jobs, but also documenting some of their more mundane cleaning or disaster recovery projects.

Jess was booked on the same flight to Texas as Mark and Ted, and her stomach was one big knot. She felt like she might throw up before the plane even taxied down the runway.

Although this was just the accumulated stress doing a number on her. She’d been feeling it off and on for days. With the new job responsibilities on top of everything else, her body was trying to tell her to slow down.

It was the same feeling she’d had when she’d discovered Brad’s cheating and had left him, the same she’d had after the storm. The same ongoing nausea and exhaustion.

The same nausea that had plagued her as a kid when she had to go home every evening. Especially if she’d just spent hours in the haven of Kel’s home.

The phone call with her mother had ratcheted her stress through the roof. Every time she thought about her biting words, it sent her running for the toilet to dry heave.

She didn’t tell her men about her ongoing stress symptoms, either, not wanting them to worry. They’d want her to go to the doctor, and that just wasn’t in her budget. She didn’t have insurance yet, and wouldn’t for another few months.

Besides, she’d lived through this. Several times. Soda crackers, bananas, ginger ale, and toast.

Diet of champions.

Once the Texas job was in the can, so to speak, she could come home, take four days off, and chill. Maybe treat herself to a spa day or…something.

Maybe just curl up on the men’s couch with Stanley and watch cartoons and eat ice cream. Or catch up on her reading.

Something not work-related.

And nothing that would remind her of her parents.

They hit the ground running once they landed. They’d rented two cars, Jess and Ted taking one, and Mark taking the other, and headed for the hotel to meet up with Purson and the film crew, along with the locals Jess had lined up, to go over the final arrangements before everything kicked off in earnest tomorrow.

She let Ted drive so she could text Kyle and Tristan that they had safely arrived before she went over her project notes.

“You all right?” Ted asked. “You’ve seemed a little quiet the past few weeks.”

“Between you and me?”

“Yeah?”

“No.” She found herself spilling her guts to him about her conversation with her mother and…the stress.

Along with that, she worked in a very succinct summary of where she was at with Kyle and Tristan, and how they’d broken up and reconciled.

“Wow. We had no clue all that was going on. You could have fooled me.” He glanced her way. “Damn, woman. You are stealthy. We’ve had people flake on us on job sites just because their significant other wouldn’t return a frigging text, and you’ve been holding all that in?”

“Yeah, well, that was the point. I didn’t want any of that out there. I love this job, and I enjoy working for you guys. For the first time in my adult life, I have an actual career. I’m not stupid enough to jeopardize that.”

“I’m seriously impressed. Do you want my opinion as a friend, as your employer, or as a counselor?”

She thought about it. “Yes.”

Ted smiled. “You’re right—stress can do a number on the body. Everything you’ve been through the past several months would put stronger people than you in the hospital, between the storm and the move and now your personal stuff. But have you thought about seeing a doctor? You might have a good start on an ulcer.”

“If my symptoms came out of nowhere, I’d agree with you. Like I said, this is how my body copes. Puking, stomach pain, irregular periods. It’s not nearly as bad as when I was a kid. I’d actually felt pretty good there for a while, until the whole thing with the guys, and then my mom.”

“If money’s an issue—”

“It is, and no, thank you. I should be at a place where I can afford to sign up for health insurance in a few months. Not right now.”

“So those were my employer and counselor opinions.”

She really liked Ted. Not that she didn’t like all three brothers, because she did, but she’d spent more time with Ted. “What does my friend say?”

His expression darkened. “Your friend says if your guys fuck up again, I’m liable to get Mark and Josh, and the three of us will pay them a visit and kick their fucking asses. I’m surprised Kel didn’t.”

“I didn’t tell him. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t, either.”

“Why not? You’ve known Kel for years.”

“Because he’s dealing with enough with Mal. She finally seems to have turned a corner, now that they’ve gotten her meds adjusted. The last thing he needs on his plate is worrying about me. That’s not his job.” She had a thought. “Oh, and that info about Mal is not for public consumption. I shouldn’t have said anything about that. They haven’t even told Chelbie yet. Kel doesn’t want Mal putting any additional stress on herself, like thinking people have expectations of her or something.”

“Do they know when she’s coming home?”

“Not yet. But she’s finally responding in positive ways. It’s still one day at a time, but he was actually smiling when he showed up at his mom’s the other night after a team meeting with Mal’s care providers. According to Michelle—his mom—that’s the first time she’s seen him really smile in months.”

“That’s good.”

“It is. Which is why I’m not about to piss on his parade. I’m a big girl. I can deal.”

“Do your guys know about it? Your symptoms?”

“Some.” She pointed at herself and circled her finger. “Again, whole big-girl thing going on.”

Ted chuckled. “Gotcha.” His smile faded. “Show no weakness, because that’s where you’re most vulnerable to more pain? Learned behavior from childhood?”

“Damn, you’re good.”

“That’s why I have the letters after my name.” He smiled. “Kind of a trained professional. Sorta what I dooo.”

“Never said I was perfect. I deal how I deal.”

“Can I offer one more suggestion, though?”

“Sure.”

“Look into essential oils. Especially ginger and peppermint. Not all brands are safe to consume orally, but some are. Essie used ginger and peppermint tea when she was pregnant with Eddie, and is again this time, to help with her morning sickness. But a friend of ours in the lifestyle, who has fibromyalgia, she gets chronic pain nausea really bad sometimes, and takes five drops of each oil together in a capsule to help settle her stomach so she can keep food down.”

“Thanks. I’ll look into that. I know ginger ale helps me, so that makes sense.”

“If it’s any consolation, we’ve known Kyle and Tristan for years. I’ve never heard anyone say they were players, or liars. They’ve always had a good rep. For what it’s worth. I don’t know if that helps you or not.”

Something currently tightly wound inside her…eased just a hair. “Thanks. I hope you’re right. I really…I love them,” she quietly admitted despite the terror she felt admitting it to someone else besides Michelle.

“Scared?”

“Yeeeeah.”

“Don’t worry. After we first got together with Essie, she took off for Spokane, because she only overheard part of a conversation between us and Purs and completely misinterpreted what it meant.” He chuckled. “And that is not for public consumption.”

“Really?”

“Really. She shut off her phone and flew out and we followed her on the first flight out we could get. Did the whole groveling thing. Bought a ring for her and proposed, all three of us.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“We don’t advertise it, for obvious reasons. If we could get past that, I’m sure you three can make this work. Everything you’ve told me points to the men wanting you and wanting to make it work with you.”

“It does?”

“It does. And that comes from both the counselor and your friend.” He smiled. “Your boss is staying the hell out of it.”

They got settled into their rooms at the hotel and met downstairs in a conference room with everyone for pizza and planning. It was a little nerve-wracking when Mark handed it over to her to start the meeting and work down the project list.

But as she started checking off items, she realized she’d relaxed, calmed herself.

And her stomach had settled. She’d actually felt better even before they’d landed.

Maybe all I needed was to throw myself into my work again.

By the time she crawled into bed that night, it was too late to call the guys and talk to them. They’d already be in bed. While she missed her guys, it was hard to deny the truth staring her in the face—she loved her job and wasn’t half bad at it.

Another blatantly obvious cue that she needed to maintain her relationship status quo for a while. Keep the apartment, for now. Submitting to Kyle and Tristan in bed or the dungeon—sure.

Except she was a long way from ever ceding control of her life to someone the way she had Brad.

Maybe she’d never be able to bring herself to do that again.

Something else she hated Brad for taking from her—her peace of mind.

What little of it she’d managed to scratch and claw for herself after leaving home, that was.

Then again, she thought about Ted’s words. She couldn’t spend the rest of her life running from happiness whenever there was a bump in the road. But for the next two weeks, all she could focus on was the job ahead of her. This was a huge test for her and the last thing she wanted to do was fuck it up.

That meant putting on her big-girl shit-kickers and stomping flat any obstacles in her path.

Including her own insecurities. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Jess started out early the next morning hugging her hotel room toilet and making a mental note to buy a case of ginger ale before returning to the hotel that evening.

Guess I’m still stressed out.

But after puking, she felt a lot better, steadier. By the time she made it downstairs to eat with everyone, she felt something as close to normal as she usually felt. She didn’t even mention it to Kyle and Tris when she texted them good morning, not wanting them to worry about her.

Ted walked over to her while she was piling food on her plate. “You all right?”

“Yeah, why?”

“You look tired.”

They weren’t mic’d up yet, and no cameras were filming. “Got my morning jitters out of the way already. I’ll be good to go.”

“What?” He frowned. “You got sick again?”

She dropped two pieces of bacon onto her plate to emphasize her point. “I’m fine. Seriously. This is my normal stress reaction. That’s all it is.”

They ran through a quick morning briefing to make sure everyone was on the same page before caravanning over to the work site. They still had an hour before the bulk of the local work crew was slated to arrive.

Purson and his guys got them and the homeowners mic’d up and ready to film. Then Ted took over the initial discussions with the homeowners, an elderly couple, while the film crew focused on him.

For right now, it was Ted’s show. He’d already had several phone consultations with them, and had flown out four times to talk with them in person. This time, it was the husband who was the hoarder. He’d lost his job ten years earlier, and had some severe health issues, and in the process started hoarding.

The final straw was when he’d had another hospitalization and his wife had excavated their kitchen so she could actually use it. Upon his return home and seeing what she’d done, he’d lost his shit, started screaming at her, and the neighbors had called the cops. That had prompted a welfare visit by code enforcement and social services.

And now, here they were. Their choices were to clean out their home, or risk it being condemned and them possibly being placed into state custody for their own welfare.

Ted had been working in tandem with the man’s doctor to come up with a treatment regimen, including putting him on medication to help with his diagnosed OCD. The couple’s children and grandchildren had also come in, and now, finally, the man was reluctantly willing to try to let go of the hoarded mess. He had no choice, unfortunately.

As they worked through the morning, lots of tears were shed, but they were finally making progress. At lunchtime, Purs walked over to Jess and switched off her mic before leaning in.

“Good job, kiddo. Like you’ve been working this gig all your life.”

“I was terrified when I got up this morning. I puked my guts up.”

He laid a hand on her shoulder and frowned as he touched his bloodstone amulet with his other. “You feeling all right?”

“Yeah, just my nerves. Again. I’ll be okay.”

“Everything all right at home?”

“So far. We’re kind of in a holding pattern right now, but we’re okay.”

“Okay?”

She shrugged. “At this point it’s more me than them.”

“You love them, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

He offered her a smile as he squeezed her shoulder before letting go. “I’m sure everything will work out the way it should.”

She frowned at his comment. More the way he’d said it. “That’s…comforting?”

He shrugged. “I have a feeling.” He smiled again. “A good one.”

Fortunately, the rest of the day was so busy she soon forgot about his comments. Thursday, Jess was hoping to have a long, relaxing dinner with Brenda and Jim. Brenda loved the Otherworlds show, and Jess had gotten permission from Purson, as well as Ted and Mark, to let them come by Thursday afternoon and observe for a little while, and to meet Purs. Jim had to be in the area for a work meeting anyway, and Brenda would come with him.

As long as they didn’t have any big snags during the day, Jess would be able to take off and go have dinner with them. That made it her short-term goal for getting through the rest of the week.

That evening, when she returned to the hotel, she almost forgot to call Kyle and Tristan after she had dinner and took her shower. In fact, she’d lain down on the bed for just a moment, and startled awake nearly an hour later only because a room door slammed shut somewhere down the hall.

Shit.

After a quick conversation with them, because it was almost ten o’clock back in Florida, she sat and stared at her phone. Yeah, she loved the guys. But the fact that she didn’t need them…wasn’t that a clue?

Besides, they have each other.

Maybe it would be better to cool things off with them for a while. Her job was going amazing. She’d felt more confidence over the past several weeks than she had in the past several years.

That should tell me something, right?

Now she totally got why someone could get their self-worth completely wrapped up in their career.

She was there.

Except…

She loved the guys.

Nothing says I have to marry one of them.

Hell, nothing said she had to move in with them.

Maybe she didn’t have to cool it with them. She’d be gone for two weeks, and every bit of that was work time. When she returned, they could sit down and talk and start over from scratch. Maybe the problem was she’d slept with them so soon. It’d clouded her judgment.

Dammit, Brad had whored around. When it came down to it, Jess had no clue how many women he’d slept with before the toothpick.

Before meeting the men, Jess hadn’t slept with anyone except Brad in over six years, counting the time following when she’d left him.

With her job situation now settled, and her financial situation slowly looking up…why couldn’t she enjoy this, too? Have it all?

A massive fuck you to her parents, in some ways.

Especially to her mother.

She had friends, an adopted family who cared about her.

After putting her phone on the charger, she curled up in bed. Hell, right now, she felt so damn emotional, she could barely see straight. Not to mention how exhausted she felt.

All the stress hitting me.

 

* * * *

 

“You all right?”

Jess forced a smile she suspected Ted could see right through. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She snagged a plain bagel off the breakfast buffet and added it to her plate. “Peachy.”

He didn’t push the issue.

She’d awakened in time to puke her guts up and kick herself in the ass for forgetting to get ginger ale yesterday. So she took one of the rentals, while Ted and Mark took the other, and stopped by a grocery store on her way to the job site. She also bought an inexpensive foam cooler, a bag of ice, and several cases of ginger ale, sticking one case on ice to chill.

That’ll keep me going.

By Thursday morning, she was convinced she had picked up a virus on the plane ride out, because she felt shittier every morning, although she’d always perked up by lunch.

Except she also felt even more exhausted despite getting nearly ten hours of sleep the past two nights.

At this rate, she wasn’t sure she might not be begging out of dinner tonight with Brenda and Jim, just to go to bed early.

No, she hadn’t told her men, much less discussed it with Mark and Ted. Although on the plus side, her emotional pendulum had swung back to missing Kyle and Tris like crazy and wanting to see them as soon as she returned to Florida.

Jess pushed through her exhaustion. By lunchtime, she’d confirmed Brenda and Jim were still driving up to visit. Thanks to ginger ale and Red Bull, Jess felt marginally awake and aware.

For now.

When Brenda and Jim arrived, Jess nearly started crying when she saw them and Brenda pulled her in for a long hug.

“Hey, girlie. How you holding up?”

“I’m…” Jess choked back tears. “I’m alive.” She’d already told Brenda about what had happened with her and the men—as well as their reconciliation.

The true friend she was, Brenda hadn’t offered any unsolicited advice, waiting until Jess had asked her opinion to agree that it seemed like the men were genuinely trying to regain her trust.

“How’s your stomach?” Brenda asked.

Jess started laughing. “Oh, my gawd…” As they walked arm-in-arm toward the production trailer, Jess told her about her ongoing stress problems.

A step behind them, Jim laughed. “At least you’re not pregnant.”

Jess started laughing, but Brenda wasn’t. Not only that, Brenda stopped walking, and since her arm was still hooked around Jessica’s, she had to stop, too.

“What?” Jess asked.

Brenda, a nurse who’d retired after twenty years spent working in an ER, and who now worked for the claims department of a health insurance company, arched an eyebrow at her. “Um…”

“Oh, come on. We went through this when I left Brad, remember? I’m not pregnant.” Jess tugged on Brenda’s arm. “I thought you wanted to meet Purs? He said he’d be happy to take a couple of selfies with you.”

Brenda finally started walking again. Over the next hour or so, Jess showed them around the site and explained everything to them. From what they did as a company, to the film production end of things. For the first time in ever when it came to a day job, she felt a lot of pride in being able to…not show off, exactly, but being able to explain to someone what she did with no inner need to qualify any of it or feel less-than.

Purs was, of course, his usual, charming self. Even Jim acted more than a little fanboyish over the guy. While Brenda and Jim were taking selfies with Purs and his crew, the contractor on the site needed to talk to Jess for a moment about the schedule for the weekend and upcoming week.

When it was time to leave, they were shutting down the site for the day and didn’t need her, so Jim and Brenda offered to drive her and return her to the hotel after dinner.

“So who’s babysitting our dogson?” Jim teased.

“Well, it’s a joint effort. The guys are dropping him off at Kel’s mom’s house every morning and she dog sits while they’re at work.”

“If they’re Stanley-approved, they must be good guys,” Brenda joked. “Never forget that.”

They found a Mexican restaurant not too far from the hotel, but Jess balked when her stomach rolled after Brenda offered her guacamole.

Brenda scowled. “Since when do you turn down guac?”

Jess felt her stomach take another dangerous roll. “Sorry. Not feeling it tonight. I really think I picked up something from the plane ride, a bug or something. I hope I don’t get you guys sick.”

Brenda touched the back of her hand to Jessica’s forehead. “You’re not running a temp. How much have you been throwing up?”

“Just in the mornings.”

“You staying hydrated?”

“Yes, Mom.”

Brenda glared at her. “Purs told me you’ve been looking pretty exhausted lately.”

“I’m working.” Brenda arched an eyebrow at Jess. “What do you want me to say?”

“‘Yes, Brenda, sure. To shut you up, I’ll gladly take a pregnancy test.’”

“I’m not going to take one.”

“Why not? If I’m wrong, prove it. Like you did the last time.”

“Because I’m not going to waste time or money on my damn nervous stomach. Remember last time I took one just to shut you up?”

“Exactly.” She dredged a tortilla chip through the guac and held it out to her. “Shut me up.”

After another roll of her stomach that made Jess close her eyes, she gave in. “Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Can we eat first?”

 

* * * *

 

There was a drugstore across the street from the hotel. Brenda even offered to go in and buy the test for her, just in case there was anyone from the crew inside.

Back at the hotel, as they rode up in the elevator, Jess kept her voice down. “Mark and Ted’s room is right next to mine, so let’s keep it quiet, huh? I don’t need any false rumors getting started.”

Brenda mimed locking her lips and tossing the key.

They followed her to her hotel room, where Brenda and Jim sat and watched TV while Jess closed herself in the bathroom.

After doing the test, she left it on the counter and washed her hands, confidently returning to the room.

“That was fast,” Brenda said.

“I’m not going to watch it.” She sat on the end of the other bed. “Be my guest. This was a waste of time.”

Brenda shared a glance with Jim and stood, walking into the bathroom.

Jess scrolled through her work phone to see if she had any e-mails that needed her immediate attention and tried not to look at the time every five seconds.

She ignored Brenda when her friend cleared her throat.

“Jess.”

She still didn’t look up from her phone.

Jess was already crying when Brenda walked over and sat next to her, the test stick in her hand.

The little digital read-out said POSITIVE. 


Chapter Thirty

 

Kyle lay stretched out in bed, Tris already asleep next to him, watching TV and trying to decide whether or not he wanted to turn the TV off or let the timer shut it off. Neither he nor Tristan had felt much like fooling around before bed.

They hadn’t for the past couple of days.

He’d be an idiot not to draw the correlation between their mutual lack of interest and missing the hell out of Jess. It felt like things were…not quite copacetic with her.

Like maybe she hadn’t completely reconciled with them, no matter what she’d said before leaving for Texas. They felt not a physical distance, but an emotional one.

After discovering the depths of her mother’s dysfunction, and Jess’ fairly well-concealed pain because of it, it wasn’t exactly a shocker.

We’ll give her however much time she needs.

He and Tris were okay, just…exhausted. Everything had finally caught up with them, and after perfection, then losing her, his attack, getting Jess back—the emotional blender kept changing speeds on them without warning and it’d worn them both flat out.

At least his knee was feeling somewhat better. He still had pain, and his doctor had recommended he use the crutches when he had to do a lot of walking or stand for long periods of time. Louis had another court date in a couple of weeks.

That was a man who wouldn’t make bail anytime soon. Mostly because he couldn’t afford it, and because of his previous record.

Kyle still wanted to smack Marilyn for that oversight, for putting Dillon at risk by not running a thorough background check on the guy.

In Marilyn’s favor, she’d adhered to their new boundaries, and she hadn’t restricted Dillon from spending time with Kyle and Tristan.

No kids of my own, though. He wanted Tristan—and Jess, if she still wanted them. Whatever they wanted, he was fine with.

He was about to roll over and shut off the TV when his phone rang. But it wasn’t Jessica’s ring tone. It was, however, a Sarasota number.

Thinking maybe it was one of the drivers from work, he answered. “Hello?”

“Hey, Kyle? This is Mark Collins.”

“Mark?” His brain had already started shutting down for the night and it felt like he was trying to jump-start a dead battery with an almost-dead battery. “What’s wrong? Is Jess okay?”

“Um…” He sighed. “That’s what we need to talk about. I’m not calling you as her employer, because that would be sketchy and unprofessional and probably borderline illegal. I’m calling as your friend and hers, as well as a fellow Dom to another.”

Kyle had to sit up. “Just…what’s going on?”

“You might want to put me on speakerphone and have Tristan listen in. This concerns both of you.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan was driving. They’d dropped Stanley with Essie, who was under orders from her men to keep quiet about the plan.

Kyle stared out the windshield, still stunned into shocked silence.

Tristan had barely spoken since they’d gotten off the phone with Mark just over an hour ago, and Kyle couldn’t tell if he was upset or happy or…what the fuck he was.

Sure, by all rights, they probably should call Jess and talk to her, except they didn’t want her shutting down on them or making any rash decisions. According to Mark, she didn’t seem to be in a good headspace right now.

Plus Mark had already booked them on a flight leaving just before six a.m. for Dallas from Tampa. He’d done it while on the phone with them. They were now on their way north to Tampa, and would grab a room in the hotel at the terminal, a five-minute walk from the check-in counter.

Tristan had already arranged for a sub for his classes tomorrow, and Kyle had called in to work with a family emergency.

This was an emergency, and they were a family.

If Jess still wanted to be one with them.

“What do we do?” Kyle finally asked as they were crossing the Skyway.

“We go, we talk to her, and we love her.”

“What if she decides she doesn’t want to keep it?”

Kyle heard him let out a heavy sigh. “We go, we talk to her, and we love her.”

“You said that.”

“And I’ll keep fucking saying it, Kyle!” Tris screamed, startling him.

He’d…never heard Tris scream before.

With a hard set to his jaw, Tristan pulled off at the north rest area, circled into the parking lot, and threw it into park. He sat there for a moment staring out at the black water before he scrubbed his face with his hands and looked at Kyle.

“Honestly? After what she’s been through? We don’t get a say in this.”

Kyle stared at him. “How can you say that?”

“Because I had shitty parents, and she had shitty parents. No, I didn’t want kids. And no matter how much I like Dillon, he’s not my kid. I can spend time enjoying being with him, hand him back to Marilyn, turn my back, and walk away. But I love Jess, and I’m not about to guilt-trip her into carrying a baby she probably doesn’t want.”

“You really don’t want a baby?” Kyle quietly asked, now realizing that painful ache in his gut was actually his heart breaking in slow-motion.

Tristan took a deep breath as he ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know what the hell I want,” he quietly said. “I want Jess, and I want Jess happy. I want to make Jess happy, even though, yes, I realize that sounds wrong when I say it. I want to support her, whatever she decides.”

“What about us?”

“You and I are a given,” Tristan said. He reached over and squeezed Kyle’s hand—hard. “I love you. I meant it when I said I want to marry you. But after what we had with her and then losing it, I’ll do whatever we have to do, short of giving you up, to win her trust back.”

“What if she decides to keep it? You said you didn’t want kids. Does that mean you leave?”

“Can we stop beating ourselves up over this right now? Please? I’m tired, and I’m stressed, and you’re not far behind me. Let’s talk to her and then we can decide what comes next. No conversation we have right this minute is set in stone, because we might get out there and she tells us to go fuck ourselves.”

Kyle finally nodded. Tris shifted the SUV into drive and drove around to the exit leading back to the northbound highway.

He knew Tristan was right.

This wasn’t only up to him. It couldn’t be.

Whether or not Jess would actually talk to them when they showed up remained to be seen.

 

* * * *

 

Friday morning, Jess cried as she huddled over the toilet and finished puking.

This can’t be happening.

She thought they’d been careful. And fuckballs, she’d been working on job sites. She’d been crawling through disgusting houses, exposed to mold and mildew and all manner of garbage, and she’d had alcohol and taken over-the-counter pain medicine.

I don’t even have health insurance.

Worse, she had two men who’d readily agreed her no-children plan was a sound one.

Hell, she didn’t even know what kind of relationship she’d have awaiting her when she returned to Florida, and she was supposed to figure out what to do with a baby?

The men were looking forward to getting married.

I can’t have my job and a baby.

That much was obvious. It was basically why Essie had stopped working. If she kept the baby, she knew it was only a matter of time before Mark, Josh, and Ted sat her down and told her she wasn’t going to be allowed to do what she’d been doing.

What did she want?

She wanted her life, the life she’d started building in her head and in her heart. With the men.

I used to want a baby.

That’s when her mother’s voice filled her ear and her guts tensed, threatening to make her puke again.

No way in hell did she want to end up a bitter old shrew like her mother.

Maybe I’d be a horrible mother. Why would I torture a baby like that?

She thought about the pain Kel and Mal were going through.

But then she thought about Dillon, how he’d wanted to call her when Kyle was injured.

The smile on his face when she’d made cookies with him that first afternoon at the men’s house. Or how he helped her cook.

How he was always eager to tell her about his day.

How she’d found herself looking forward to spending time with Dillon.

What a good dad Kyle was to a child that wasn’t even his.

Right now, what she needed to do was pull herself together, staple her game face into place, and pretend there was nothing wrong. She had a job to do, and she’d be damned if she’d let them down.

 

* * * *

 

Mark was waiting for the men when they walked into the main terminal from the gate areas. Neither of them had checked luggage, so they followed him out to his rental. In his rush to get out of the house, Kyle had forgotten his crutches, and now he was limping and in pain.

He didn’t care, because he had only one thing on his mind—getting to Jess.

“How is she?” Kyle asked Mark.

“Doing a damn good job of pretending nothing’s wrong. She doesn’t know we know.”

Tristan stopped him. “Wait, what?”

Kyle felt dread congealing in his gut. “How’d you find out if she didn’t tell you?”

“Purs told us. The producer for the network’s film crew. Jess didn’t turn off her mic pack, and he said he heard her and her friend, Brenda, talking about it. Before that, she’d admitted to Ted the other day she puked that morning. Said it was just stress.

“I have an ethical dilemma, here. As her boss, and as a father and father-to-be, I really can’t have her working on hazardous sites. This site, fortunately, isn’t as bad as it could be. They’ve already cleaned out the worst room, removed the moldy wallboard, and fixed the roof leak, and she wasn’t inside for any of that.

“But we frequently deal with sites where I wouldn’t even want her having contact with the crew on a daily basis, much less be working on-site. Hell, we had one job a few months back with black mold, and Essie had just found out she was pregnant. We didn’t even want her in the same hotel with us for fear we might accidentally bring something back on our clothes or shoes. That’s exactly why Essie isn’t working. I can put Jess in the office, but she won’t be able to work on any job sites doing regular cleaning because of the chemicals. Or some of our disaster recovery jobs, like flood restoration, because of mold.”

Kyle rubbed the back of his neck. “Shit,” he muttered. “So you leave us to walk into the buzzsaw? Terrific.”

“A, you’re her men. B, I felt I owed you two. One of you, I’m assuming, is the father?”

Kyle exchanged a look with Tristan. “Yeah,” Kyle softly said. “She hasn’t been with anyone but us.”

“It’s none of my business what the three of you do personally. But I’m going to be honest with you. If she’s pregnant, we’re going to have to change her duties. That means she won’t be getting the pay raise she was counting on in the immediate future, because we’re going to have to temporarily hire someone else to work with her and take up the slack in the duties she was going to handle. I hate to sound like an asshole, but we are running a business.

“Once she’s had the baby, she can resume her full duties and we can increase her salary. We’re not going to fire her. For starters, we’re not dicks. Secondly, that’d be illegal. And third, we like her, and she’s good at her job. Sooo…” He shrugged. “Take all of that information into consideration.”

“What if she wants to perform her full duties while she’s pregnant?” Tristan asked. “Doesn’t she get a say?”

“No, because I won’t take a risk like that. Not ethically as her friend or as a parent, and not as an employer. Then there’s the fact that Ed would fucking kill me if I exposed our company to that kind of potential liability. That would be after he slapped me upside the head for being a dumbass.” He hit the key fob to unlock the car. “Who wants shotgun?” 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Tristan felt…numb. He had ever since struggling to process what Mark had told them last night. He’d honestly expected to wake up in their bed this morning, his alarm going off, to discover it’d all been a really strange nightmare.

The unfamiliar landscape passing outside the back passenger window drilled a massively gaping hole in that theory.

Last night he’d gone to bed thinking they’d get back into a regular routine with Jess once she returned, he and Kyle would get married, and…life would go on in a rather uncomplicated sort of way. Eventually, Jess would move in with them, and they’d all live kinkily ever after.

Easy peasey.

This was not anywhere on his mental map.

Tristan tuned out Kyle’s questions to Mark and stared out the window. Right now, he didn’t feel like talking.

He felt like the rug was being yanked out from under them—again—but this time he had a bad feeling there wasn’t a happy ending waiting when they hit the floor.

They’d gotten lucky that Kyle hadn’t been hurt worse in the attack. Maybe all their good luck had been used up there.

In his experience, fairy tales…weren’t.

They pulled up at a hotel and Mark handed Kyle a keycard. “That’s for our room. 423. We’re next door to her room. I’m going to go get her from the job site and bring her back here on the pretense of needing to go over some stuff for a job in Florida with Josh on a conference call. Since it’s close to lunch time, I’ll propose eating here. I’ll text you when we get here. I’ll bring her to my room first.”

“What could possibly go wrong?” Tristan didn’t realize he’d said it out loud until Mark and Kyle both turned and stared at him from the front seat.

Fuck. “Why aren’t we going to the job site?” Tristan asked.

“Because after what happened last time, do you really want to confront her there, at her job? In front of a bunch of people?” Kyle asked.

“I guess not.”

They headed into the hotel and quickly found the elevator. “Maybe we need to get stuck in an elevator with her so she can’t run away,” Tristan muttered as it slid open in front of them. A little snort escaped him. “Worked for Niall and Aden.”

“Fucking stop it, okay?” Kyle punched the button for four and the doors slid shut.

Kyle’s angry tone pulled him up short. “What?”

“I get it, all right? We’re going to be paying for an abortion, and you can’t wait to do it. Dammit, can you at least not fucking crack jokes about it?” He turned away from Tristan as he wiped at his face with his hand.

“Whoa.” Tris caught his arm and made him turn and face him. As the doors slid open on the fourth floor, he had just enough time to spot the tears in Kyle’s eyes before he jerked free and shoved past him, heading down the hall.

He was limping like a motherfucker, too.

A wave of guilt swept through Tristan as he followed. Kyle found the room and it took him three tries to get the keycard to open the door. Once he did, he shoved it open and pushed through, not bothering to see if Tristan was behind him or not.

Tris reached out and caught the door before it swung shut and stared at his guy for a long moment. “Some of us didn’t have great childhoods, you know.”

“I get it.” Kyle dropped his bag by the dresser and found the TV remote. He settled in an upholstered reading chair with a matching hassock on the far side of the room and switched the TV on. Tristan watched him wince as he propped his right leg on the hassock.

Tristan walked in and closed the door behind him. “Do you?”

“Yeah, I do. I’ll keep my mouth shut and let you do all the talking. I don’t get an opinion because I had a ‘normal’ childhood.”

Tristan sucked in a breath, mostly to keep him from saying something he’d regret and to buy him some time. He set his bag next to Kyle’s and walked around the beds to the far side of the second one, closest to Kyle, and sat on the edge.

He forced himself to keep his voice low and gentle. “Of course you get an opinion. But tell me this—you were fine with marrying me. That meant no kids. How could you be okay with it then and not now? And when we talked to her that night her mom called her—you were all in for team no kids. What changed?”

“That was different.”

“How? Tell me.”

Kyle glared at him before returning his attention to the TV. “We done? I’ll keep my mouth shut, don’t worry.”

Tristan snagged the remote from him before Kyle could react and switched the TV off. “Please don’t be like that. Talk to me.”

Kyle faced the window. Wasn’t much of a view, but Tristan didn’t miss how he’d also reached up and brushed at his eyes again. “Doesn’t matter.” His quiet tone screamed heartache and defeat.

Fuck. “It’s her body. If she says she’s keeping it, then we’re raising our baby. I take care of my responsibilities. If she says she’s not keeping it, then we support her and do whatever we can do to take care of her, whatever she needs from us.”

Kyle still wouldn’t look at him. “I’m not going to lie and say I don’t want this baby when I do.”

Another deep breath, and the deliberate choice to keep his tone gentle. “I’m not asking you to lie.”

“That’s all a baby is to you, isn’t it? A responsibility.” Bitterness had crept into Kyle’s tone, and it felt like watching a truck making a slow-motion slide toward the edge of a cliff and being helpless to stop it.

“She has a new career. She’d finally started digging herself out of a financial hole. You know how happy she’s been doing this.”

“That’s not answering the question.” Kyle finally turned toward Tristan. He wasn’t bothering to wipe away his tears any longer.

“I consider a baby a responsibility, yeah. My family and hers are proof that just because most people can make a child doesn’t mean that they should.”

“And mine are proof that not every parent is shitty. So’s Kel’s mom. Hell, Mark, Josh, Ted, and Essie are great parents! Fucking Landry! He’s the last guy I would have ever expected to be a great dad, and look at him!”

Tristan reached for Kyle’s hand, but he jerked away and slumped against the far side of the chair.

“All we’re doing right now is spinning our wheels,” Tris said. “None of this matters until she tells us what she wants to do. She probably doesn’t even know what she wants to do. She’s probably scared and maybe even angry. I don’t know. You don’t know. What I want to do is tell her we love her, tell her we’ll support her no matter what, and beyond that point, let her talk. Not you, not me—her. Is that not fair?”

“And if she asks you what you want her to do?”

Tristan rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands. His gaze focused on the floor as he tried to figure out how not to make this worse with Kyle.

He finally decided breaking his man’s heart wasn’t worth it. “I won’t tell her,” he quietly said. “I’ll steer it back to her.”

“That’s the same as lying.”

“No, it’s not. I can’t lose you. This isn’t how I saw our future playing out.”

“You’d resent a baby.”

Another breath to buy him time. Kyle was hurting, trying to provoke a fight.

He wouldn’t give him one.

“I would never resent a baby. Our baby. Did I want to be a parent? No. If she decides she’s keeping it, then I’m going to be a dad. And I don’t give a shit if a DNA test shows it’s your baby—it’s still our baby. Mine and yours. Because we made it together, and because you’re my guy, and I love you. No way would I ever laugh and dust off my hands and say see ya, suckers. That’s not how this works. I love you, and I love her. That means I’m all-in. It’s still got to be her decision. We didn’t plan this together, and we don’t get to take that decision from her.”

Kyle didn’t look all the way at him, but his head had turned from the window.

“How is this any different than what we’ve asked of her as a submissive?” Tristan continued. “We told her we’d never violate her consent, right? Well, fuck me, we accidentally got her pregnant. Hellooo? She wasn’t trying to get pregnant. She didn’t beg us to get her pregnant. She didn’t want to be pregnant. It might be a whoopsie, but it’s still a consent violation. And right up there with the worst of consent violations, in my opinion, regardless of our good intentions. That makes me feel like shit.

“That’s why I’m approaching it the way I am. Because I know you’re not that guy. You wouldn’t hold her down and rape her if she safeworded any more than you would force her to carry a baby to term that she decides she doesn’t want. I know that, because that’s not the guy I know and love and want to spend the rest of my life with. The guy I love might hurt and bleed inside if she decides she won’t keep it, but he would understand that there’s a bigger picture here. Just like I understand there’s a bigger picture here, and if I’m gonna be a dad, there’s not another guy I’d rather be a dad with and raise our baby with than you.”

Kyle sagged in the chair, head back, eyes closed, and silently cried.

This time, when Tris reached for him, Kyle didn’t pull away.

Tris leaned in and wrapped his arms around him, holding him. He finally sensed the truck slowing, easing, maybe stopping short of the cliff’s edge when Kyle’s arms encircled him and he wept on Tristan’s shoulder.

He slowly rocked Kyle, stroked his hair. “We’ll get through this. I promise.”

 

* * * *

 

Jess held a cold, wet washcloth over her face for several minutes before heading down to breakfast, to hopefully reduce how red and puffy her eyes looked. Fortunately, her stomach had settled, and she didn’t have any more puking—

morning sickness

—before they left for the job site.

She didn’t even want to think those two words. Definitely didn’t want to give them voice.

Right now, her focus was this job, even though Ted currently shouldered a huge part of the burden, keeping the homeowner focused and moving forward and working through the process. She had reached a point where she basically kept an eye on everything, made sure the logistics were playing out as planned, and she ran interference for Purs, Mark, and Ted with the volunteers, family, and contractors as needed.

She rode over from the hotel with Ted that morning, Mark needing to handle a few things via phone at the office in Florida before he joined them.

“How you feeling?” Ted asked.

She tensed but didn’t look at Ted, who was driving. “I’ll be fine.”

“No more puking this morning?”

“I’m used to it, believe me.” Her hand sought out her necklace and her fingers played with the tag, pressing the edge against her palm to ground herself.

He dropped the subject, and they rode the rest of the way to the job site discussing nothing but the job at hand.

Thankfully.

Mid-morning, Mark joined them at the site and sought her out. “Can they spare you here until after lunch?”

“I think so. Why?”

“Want to deal with some more stuff from Florida. Rather than trying to do it here with the noise and interruptions, it’d be easier back at the hotel. And I left my laptop there, anyway. We’ll grab lunch when we’re done before we come back.”

“Sure.” It was a short drive to the hotel. When they parked, she noticed he checked his phone and sent a quick text, but if it was her business, he’d tell her.

He was asking her questions about the next job they would be taking care of after this one when they reached his room door and he knocked.

It didn’t hit her right then why he’d done that…

Until the room door opened and she spotted Tristan standing there, Kyle right behind him. 


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

“Sorry,” Mark said to her. “You’re our friends, and we’re worried about you, so…we’re meddling. Take as much time as you guys need. Even if you don’t make it back to the site today, Jess. I’ll take care of everything there. I want you guys to have this time alone together to talk. If you want to eat lunch here, just charge it to the room.”

She hated that her voice trembled. “What’s going on?”

Except…she knew. Somehow, her secret was out.

I’m going to fucking kill Brenda.

Kyle handed a key card to Mark as he and Tristan stepped out of the room. That’s when she realized she was clutching her backpack to her, hugging it.

She still didn’t let it go.

“Hey,” Tris said. Both men carried overnight bags slung over their shoulders.

Mark stepped into his room and quietly closed the door behind him, leaving her standing there with her men, her entire body trembling now, and not so sure her stomach might upend again.

“Hey,” she softly said.

Kyle…

Hell, Kyle looked like he’d been crying, but he hadn’t spoken.

She finally found her voice. “What are you guys doing here?”

Maybe they don’t know. Maybe this was supposed to be a good surprise. Maybe—

“We need to talk, sweetheart,” Tris said. “And we need to talk now.”

She turned to the door to her room, which sat right next to Mark and Ted’s. Her hand shook so bad she dropped the keycard trying to get it out of her pocket. Tris stooped and grabbed it, then let them into her room, holding the door open for her and a heavily limping Kyle.

Even inside the room, desperation closed in. If she didn’t give voice to it, maybe they wouldn’t know. She could deny it.

For now.

When she sat on the bed farthest from the door, she still held her backpack on her lap in front of her, more for comfort. Both men set their bags down. Kyle remained standing, leaning against the dresser, but Tristan knelt in front of her and coaxed her hands from the bag and into his.

“We know, sweetheart. Mark called us and told us last night.”

A wave of rage washed through her. “I can’t believe Brenda told them.”

“It wasn’t Brenda. Mark said the TV guy overheard you talking on your mic, and he told Mark and Ted.”

She winced. That’d been before she’d taken the test, when Brenda had suggested it and she’d shot her down.

Aaaannnd…she’d just outed herself. If she’d known that, she could have spun it, told them it was nothing more than Brenda being worrywart Brenda.

Except she would have to lie to her men to do that, and she couldn’t do that.

She couldn’t look him in the eyes. “What do you want me to say?”

“You don’t have to say anything.” It was Kyle’s hoarse, ragged tone that made her open her eyes and look at him. But his gaze lay focused on the floor, not on her. “We love you, and we’re not going anywhere. If you order us to leave, we’ll go, but we wanted to at least tell you that.”

“You didn’t come all the way out here just to tell me that, did you?”

Tris squeezed her hands. “No, sweetie. We came out here to talk.”

She couldn’t maintain eye contact with him. There were too many emotions swirling through his brown eyes, too much turmoil.

“About what?”

His sigh might as well have been a scream—she still flinched.

“We needed to make sure you’re okay, for starters,” Tris said. She noticed he was doing most of the talking. Kyle now stood with his arms crossed over his chest, almost like he was hugging himself.

Much like she was hugging her backpack.

“I’m…fine.”

“Please don’t lie to us.”

“Don’t worry,” she snapped. “I’ve got this. You won’t have to take care of anything. Not me, and not a baby.”

At first, the sound didn’t register. When she realized it was Kyle, she saw his eyes were closed, his jaw tense, set.

And he was crying.

She yanked her hands from Tristan’s and shoved her bag aside so she could stand and go to Kyle, but he turned and retreated to the bathroom and closed the door.

“What’s going on?” She turned back to Tristan, who stood. “What’s wrong?”

Tris slowly shook his head and opened his arms to her. “We missed you.”

Like gravity gently tugging at her, she drifted into his arms and let him enfold her. Her body betrayed her and molded her against him, pressing.

Holding.

God, she’d missed them.

Desperately.

When had life ever felt more perfect than when she was with them?

Never.

The lies she’d tried to tell herself, the excuses, the justifications, the fear, the waffling…all that mental and emotional static faded away in his arms.

She was never so happy as when she was with Tris and Kyle.

Period.

“I missed you, too,” she mumbled against his shoulder.

He guided her back to the end of the bed and sat with her still held close. “He’ll be okay. This isn’t about him, and it’s not about me—it’s about you.”

“We agreed no kids.”

“We agreed no kids when you didn’t know you were pregnant.”

“Why would you change your mind now?”

“Because I’m not a selfish bastard. The woman we love is in pain, and it’s my job to not add to that pain. Mark said they’ll have to reduce your duties until after you have the baby—”

“Meaning lower pay,” she bitterly finished. “Wonderful.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan could sense the truck approaching the edge of the cliff again and still hoped beyond desperate hope he could prevent it from going over, one way or another.

“If you want to keep it, then you’ll move in with us. Or we’ll help pay your expenses. We’ll figure something out.”

“I can’t afford a baby! And what the hell, I thought you didn’t want kids?”

“Forget about affording a baby. Forget living expenses or—”

“Forget? I don’t have health insurance! How the hell am I supposed to afford a baby, huh? Go on food stamps?”

He cupped her face in his hands and made her look him in the eyes. “If money wasn’t an object, and logistics weren’t an issue, what would you want? Honestly?”

He heard the bathroom door open but ignored it. He needed his focus on her right now. He’d only have one chance to get this right, and if he fucked it up, it would eventually destroy them.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I used to want a baby. Before…before Brad fucked me over. Before I realized what a shit he was. But…we talked about this. Look how shitty my mom—”

“Look how wonderful Michelle is.”

Tristan sensed rather than watched Kyle slowly limp over and stand in front of them, silent.

Listening.

“Your parents,” she said.

“Kyle’s parents.”

“Do you suddenly want a baby?” she snapped. “Just like that?”

“I want you to be happy. Preferably with me and Kyle. If a baby would make you happy, then the three of us are going to be parents, and that’s all there is to it. If not having a baby is what you feel you need to do, then Kyle and I will do what you tell us to do and take care of the expenses for you and be there, beside you, for every step of it, during and after.”

She finally broke down crying and let him tightly hold her. “I don’t know what I want,” she sobbed. “I want us to get back to the way we were before Marilyn showed up that day. I want the things we’d talked about before that happened. I want to be with you both.”

“That’s what we want, too. We want to be with you. We love you.”

“You can marry him,” Kyle softly said, shocking Tristan when he spoke.

“What?” they both asked.

He limped over and lowered himself onto the bed on her other side. “Tris has really good health insurance through the school system. Mine’s not that good. You can marry him, and you’ll have health insurance. That takes the expenses out of the equation.”

Tristan stared into his eyes, studying him, but Kyle wouldn’t look at him. Kyle remained focused on her.

“But…” She sniffled. “You guys are supposed to get married.”

Kyle reached out to cup her cheek. “We love you, and we love each other. A piece of paper doesn’t define that. All that piece of paper does is allow us to take care of you in ways we otherwise can’t. Allows us to have tax benefits we can’t have any other way. Ed’s a smart attorney. He’s been handling paperwork for poly families for years. I’m sure he has those answers, so let’s assume they’re not an issue. Okay?”

“What do you want me to do?” she asked him.

Now Kyle’s gaze swiveled, meeting his. It took him a long time to respond. “I want you to be happy,” Kyle said. “Just like Tris said. However we have to make that happen.”

 

* * * *

 

Yes, if giving up the ability to legally marry Tris meant removing her objections to keeping their baby…fuck yeah.

It didn’t matter to him whose name was on the birth certificate. It didn’t matter to him if they were married to each other and he…wasn’t.

All that mattered to him was the tiny, weak hope that this could end happily for the three of them, together, without any of them hurting on the back side of it.

“No,” she said. “You tell me. Tell me what you want.”

Tristan’s brown gaze bored into him from her other side. He’d given ground to Kyle. A lot of ground.

Because Tris loved him.

Since being an adult sucked and hurt and sometimes ripped the heart right out of you, so would he.

Kyle refocused on her. “No, sweetheart. I’m not going to do that. We want this to be your decision. There is no…no wrong decision. It’s your body, and your life, and he and I already fucked this all up. I never wanted you put into this position, of making this choice. If you don’t keep it, I’m still here. Both of us are. If you keep it, we’re both still here. You tell us what you want. In a perfect world, if there were no excuses, what do you want?”

He hated that they’d put her into this position, caused her this much agony.

He loved her.

He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, and with Tris.

Tears filled her eyes. “I want to be with you guys.”

“That’s guaranteed on our end, no matter what.”

Her voice grew even softer. “I want to be collared to both of you. I want to be your slave.”

At least one tiny thing to coax a smile out of him. “We can do that, too.”

“I want you to tell me what you want, Sir.”

His smile faded. Tris might hate him for this later, but it had to be like this. “You really want to be collared to both of us as our slave?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He sensed Tris shifting position, about to move, to protest, but Kyle held up a hand to silence him. Hopefully, Tris trusted him.

Kyle snapped his fingers and pointed at the floor in front of him.

She slid off the bed onto her knees and stared up at him.

Tristan spoke up. “Ky—”

He held up his hand again and kept it there to silence him. Still, Kyle kept his gaze on her. With his other hand, he reached down and fished the necklace out from under her shirt, her tag warm in his fingers. He closed his fist around it, taking up the slack in the chain until his knuckles touched the flesh of her throat.

“You don’t have to be our slave to be with us, baby,” he said.

“I want to be your slave.”

“Why?”

“Because I love you. You wouldn’t have come out here if you didn’t love me.”

He finally dropped his other hand, to the back of her head, gently fisting her hair and tipping her head back. “We’re going to have rules, baby.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You’re going to move in with us when you get home. In fact we’ll start doing it while you’re still out here. We’ll get your key from you.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You might not like all our rules. If you’re our slave and not just our submissive, beyond your hard limits, you don’t get a choice unless we give you one.”

“I know, Sir.”

He knew damn well what she was doing, but he wouldn’t give it to her.

And it would possibly piss Tristan off when he realized why Kyle was approaching it like this.

He was willing to risk it.

“Okay, then. From this point on, we officially collar you as our slave. You’ll change your Fet profile and everything. So will we. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“There’s just one last thing before we make this official.”

“Sir?” God, hearing her call him that, even in this situation, made his cock twitch like crazy, wanting to bury himself deep inside her.

He steeled himself, hardening his heart and hoping he’d made the right decision to handle it like this. “We need a yes or no answer out of you—do you want to keep this baby?”

Her eyes widened. “But…that’s your decision now, Sir. I want you and—”

“No. Stop speaking. Do not speak again until I give you permission.”

It made Kyle more than a little sick at heart to know that was probably the main reason she’d asked this of them, to take the choice from her.

He would give her anything within his power to provide. He’d give her his heart, his love, his body, his money and time and every last possession he had. He’d give her any- and everything…except that.

“This is your first task as our slave,” he continued. “There is no wrong answer, there’s just an answer, and that’s your answer. I’m going to ask you again, and I’m only going to ask it this one time as your Master. When I ask, if you do not answer me, immediately, with the answer that is in your heart, we’re going to withdraw our collar until you can truly submit to us and follow our orders.

“It does not matter which answer you give me, sweetheart. Seriously, it doesn’t. Nothing else matters but your answer—not the logistics, not the expenses—nothing. You will let us handle the future, regardless of how you answer, and you will trust us to take care of you and whatever happens based on how you answer. Because we are ready to handle it, either way. If you can’t do that, answer a question and trust us to take care of you, then you aren’t ready to be our slave.”

She trembled, he could feel it, see it, and it threatened to shatter his resolve.

But she was a strong woman. She would bend without breaking—they all would.

She just wanted to be pushed to let go, and he knew it. Just like she wanted to be pushed in a scene.

She needed permission to be her, to be herself.

To truly be free to choose.

He waited until she stopped glancing over at Tris, who sat there, silent, his expression schooled into an unreadable mask.

He tightened his grip in her hair and pulled her forward a little, forcing her to lean closer.

“Nod if you understand me. Shake your head if you want me to explain again.”

He felt her throat work beneath the fingers holding her necklace, but she nodded as much as his grip would allow.

“I will repeat myself—the only thing that matters in this moment is you trusting us. That means you believe me when I tell you we will take care of you, no matter your answer. I want you to be totally selfish. I want you to pretend that the only thing that matters is you and what you want. Because as far as Tris and I are concerned, that is the only thing that matters. We are strong enough to love and support you either way, so remove our feelings and opinions from the equation. Understand? Nod or shake your head.”

She nodded.

“I mean it—you will still be our submissive and our girlfriend if you can’t answer me right now. But if you really want to be our slave, you have to be able to trust us in all ways, and follow our orders in all ways, and that starts with the basics. You ready? Nod if you understand, or shake your head if you want to stop and discuss this as equals.”

His heart skipped when she nodded.

He kept his gaze on her but tipped his head to the side and motioned with it, knowing Tris was watching, wanting him sitting right next to him.

Fortunately, Tris was paying attention. He eased over until their thighs touched.

Tristan slipped one arm around Kyle’s waist and squeezed.

With his other, Tristan reached down and closed his hand around the one holding her necklace, their fingers lacing together.

They were in this together, all three of them.

“Nod or shake your head, baby—are you ready to answer our question?”

She nodded.

Kyle took a deep breath. “Again, we want the honest answer that’s in your heart, and you will answer me immediately.” He paused, waiting, knowing Tris was right, that it had to be her choice.

She’d just needed to be pushed to understand it was only her choice to make.

Yes, he’d love her either way, even if it gutted him. Sometimes being an adult sucked, claiming to be a Master even more so.

He deliberately chose to keep his voice soft, forcing her to listen, channeling Tris. “Yes or no—do you want to keep this baby?”

“Yes, Master.” She burst into tears. “I want to keep it.”

Despite the pain in his knee, he slid off the bed to the floor so he could wrap his arms around her. Tris moved with him, curling around her back, his arms around both of them.

Kyle was crying, too, and he wouldn’t hold it against her that she’d said more than one word.

Wouldn’t have held it against her if her answer had been no, either.

“You’re going to marry Tris as soon as we can get you guys hitched,” Kyle said. “You need to be added to his insurance ASAP so we can get you to the doctor.”

“Yes, Master.”

Tris gently rocked both of them. “That’s our good girl,” Tris said. Kyle felt his fingers slide up, cupping the back of his head, holding him, too. “We’re in this together, baby. All three of us.”

It took her a few minutes to pull herself together. Then she excused herself to the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Kyle’s attention was on her, still looking at the closed bathroom door, when Tristan punched him hard in his left shoulder.

“Ow!” He rubbed at it. “What the fuck?”

Tris grabbed him and pulled him in, kissing him, teeth scraping and tongue flicking everywhere at once. When he broke their kiss, he stared at him for a long moment with dark currents churning in his brown gaze.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too, but why’d you punch me, asshole?”

“We should have talked that over first.”

“Yeah? Well, you were right. It had to be her decision.”

“You didn’t know she’d say yes.”

“Honestly? I thought she’d say no.”

Tris cupped Kyle’s face in his hands. “How can I show you how much I love you right now? I wanted to marry you.”

“Both of you change your last name to mine. It’ll be easier for you to do it when you get married.”

Tris smiled. “Tristan Lind, huh?”

“Or Tristan Chapman-Lind. I’m fine with that.”

“Nah. If I’m taking my guy’s last name, I’m taking it.” His smile faded. “I like your parents better anyway. Maybe they’ll adopt me and Jess.”

“You know they will.” Kyle hugged him. “Especially since we’re giving them a grandbaby.” 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Jess reveled in the panic and fear and longing, the freeing feeling of suddenly giving in, giving over.

Being honest and letting go.

She knew two things with certainty—she wanted to spend the rest of her life with these two men, and she trusted them with her life.

No, three. Three things.

The look on Kel’s face as he talked about Mal. The pain in her old friend’s eyes as he talked about what might have been.

She knew if she spent the rest of her life with these two men and chose not to have this baby, there would always be a part of her soul which would regret it and wonder what if? and forever mark in an indelible way a point in time where she hadn’t trusted them.

Would make her recall her mother’s words to her and feel less-than for having chosen that path, no matter how hard she tried to ignore it.

Would always make her look at other babies and wonder if they would have had Kyle’s gorgeous blue eyes, or her red hair, or Tristan’s sweet smile.

These three points formed an interlocking life raft, each depending upon the other. No way in hell would she want to keep a baby if she couldn’t see herself growing old with Kyle and Tris.

No way in hell would she keep their baby if she didn’t trust them.

No way in hell would she keep their baby if she wasn’t with them.

Her men were right. Choosing to not get pregnant, and choosing to end a pregnancy, were two different things.

But…

She did trust them. Being forced to choose forced her to strip away everything else and admit it. And she was with them—they were with her. Hell, they’d flown here. Without even knowing if she’d talk to them.

Brad couldn’t be bothered to so much as go to the store for her when she was sick.

The trust these two men had in her, to hand over their futures to her, their unconditional love knowing her decision could go either way, took her breath away.

It didn’t hurt that peace now filled her. Could it be possible they’d still betray her down the road?

Maybe.

But she was done trying to live her life in fear, done listening to her mom’s voice in her head about what a failure she was professionally and as a daughter, and done reliving her father’s words to her, his “helpful” advice.

Done.

Today, she closed a door on all that. Today, she made the active choice to step forward, into the waiting arms of her men.

Hers.

She finished in the bathroom and returned to find the men sitting on the bed instead of on the floor.

“Come here, baby,” Tris said, holding a hand out to her.

Helpless, she went.

She couldn’t resist them—didn’t want to. With them, the world righted itself and her mind cleared, her soul calmed.

She climbed onto the bed with them and they curled around her, holding her.

Safety surrounded her.

Love.

Peace.

“I’m so scared.”

She’d ended up facing Kyle. Tristan nuzzled the nape of her neck.

“So are we, baby,” Kyle said. “We’ll be scared together. That’s the point. But you let us handle the fear. You don’t have to be scared to be alone, because you won’t be.”

Kyle’s blue eyes, so deep, so expressive. She lost herself in them.

“How far along do you think you are?” he asked.

“I don’t know. My periods have been irregular since before I left Houston. For years. Can’t be more than, what, seven or eight weeks? However long we’ve been sleeping together.”

“We’ll need your key and alarm code before we leave.”

“When are you leaving?” she asked.

“I don’t know. We both have to work Monday. Probably Sunday sometime. We’ll find out from Mark.”

Hell, they were there, she was…

I’m going to have a baby with them.

Her fingers laced with Tristan’s and she pushed his hand down, between her legs, and squeezed.

He took the hint and started massaging her through her jeans. She immediately felt his cock harden, pressing against her ass through their clothes.

Kyle smiled and rolled onto his back. “Help get me naked, baby, then climb on. Let me eat that sweet pussy while he fucks you.”

She didn’t need to be asked twice. Minutes later, they were angled across the bed, with her sucking on Kyle’s cock while Tristan slid his bare cock inside her cunt.

Her eyes fluttered closed as Kyle’s tongue played with her clit and traced the opening of her pussy, where Tristan’s cock slowly fucked her.

In her mouth, Kyle’s cock twitched with every suck and lick, already leaking pre-cum for her.

Tristan stroked her back, able to talk without his mouth full. “Ohhh, fuck, man. That feels so fucking good. “ She loved watching them together, had one night spent thirty minutes tied up with a vibrator pressed against her clit while she watched the two of them sixty-nine in a playful torture. They’d been trying to get each other off first, the one left standing, so to speak, with the winner’s rights to fuck her pussy.

Tristan had won that one.

Making love with them was always fun, easy, sexy and sweet, hotter than hell and like heaven on earth.

“That’s it, baby. Let him suck your clit and get you off for us.” He pressed down on her hips to get her closer to his mouth. Kyle’s lips wrapped around her clit and he lightly sucked, setting off an explosion in her pussy and making her moan around Kyle’s cock.

“Oh, baby, I felt that one.” Tristan squeezed her ass, nails lightly raking up her body. “Dammit, you’re so fucking beautiful. Perfectly gorgeous, and I’ll deck anyone who makes you feel otherwise.”

Kyle reached down and found her nipples, started rolling and pinching them, making her squeal before another orgasm slammed into her and turned her muffled squeals into long, needy moans.

“Yeah, he’s taking good care of our girl, isn’t he? Get busy and suck a load from his balls, baby. You know you want it. Put one in each end for you, his and mine.”

It was hard to focus with her limbs now feeling like jelly, but she tried. Even when Kyle started flicking her clit with his tongue and went for orgasm number three.

Tristan slowly started fucking her again. “Be glad when his knee’s feeling better so I can fuck you and he can fuck me at the same time. Or you can spit-roast me between you, he can fuck me while I’m eating that sweet pussy out.”

If Kyle could nearly make her come with a sexy look, Tristan could practically explode her panties with his dirty talk. Every damn time.

She let out another moan as Kyle’s tongue once again traced the sensitive flesh around her pussy where their bodies were now joined.

“Come on, baby,” he gasped. “Make your Master come.” He slapped her ass with both hands, driving her into another orgasm. She wasn’t a massive masochist, but the men had discovered a light level of impact play, combined with orgasms, nearly drove her out of her mind in a good way.

Including right now. The orgasm spiraled through her, making her try to rock on top of Kyle, but Tris slapped her ass again and held her hips still with his cock deep inside her. “No, baby. No more joy for you until you’ve been a good girl and swallowed his load. Come on. Behave for me.”

Yeah, she loved this. Because everything they did with her in bed was filled with love, and she felt it.

She bobbed her head up and down on Kyle’s cock, sucking hard, working, reaching up and cupping his sac in one hand and gently massaging and tugging on it.

That did it. He clamped his lips around her clit as he came, every vibration in his moans rolling through her sensitive, swollen nub and Tristan’s cock and triggering another in her. She managed to swallow his cum without choking herself on it through her own moans and Tristan started moving again.

“That’s what I needed,” he gasped. He fucked her hard, fast, owning her and driving his cock deep with every thrust. It didn’t take him long to come, and he didn’t pull out even after he finished. Beneath her, she felt Kyle start licking and sucking again, trying to get his tongue inside her pussy with Tristan’s cock. But Kyle reached around her and held her in place, not letting her go. Tristan wouldn’t let go of her, either, leaving her squirming and helpless as Tristan chuckled.

“Get used to it, baby. If not him, you’ll have me down there. You said you wanted to be our slave. That means you’re going to learn to take it and like it and let us show you what it means to be well-owned and well-loved.”

She had three more smaller orgasms before Tristan’s limp cock finally fell out of her. Kyle’s tongue quickly took his place and he seemed to enjoy licking every drop out of her he could reach and making her come again as he did.

Finally, Tristan helped her roll off him, to Kyle’s good side so they didn’t accidentally hurt his knee. He caged her body with his arms and kissed her, sweeping his tongue through her mouth and taking his time doing it.

He smiled down at her. “You know you’re in trouble now, right?”

“Why?”

His smile widened and he nuzzled noses with her. “When Dillon’s not around, you’re not allowed to wear clothes inside. Unless you’re cold. I want that sweet body of yours available anytime I want it.”

She shivered, but it was the good kind, the thrill of knowing he meant every word and her body looking forward to it. “Yes, Sir.”

He arched an eyebrow at her.

“Yes, Master.”

He grinned. “Much better.”

“That’s going to get confusing,” Kyle joked. “Calling us both that.”

“I don’t care. At least we’ll both come when she calls.”

Kyle burst out laughing. “When she calls, when she sucks, when she moans.”

She giggled. It felt good to…feel good.

She was still scared, but that was quickly fading.

“We’re getting married when you get back,” Tristan said, his smile fading. “First weekday back, we’ll get the license. Okay?”

She nodded. “Yes, Master.”

His smile returned, wide, beaming. “Fuck, that will never get old, hearing you call us that.” 


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

It was late Sunday night when the men slowly trudged through the main terminal at TIA. Tristan carried Kyle’s bag for him, because Kyle could barely walk, but had refused Tristan’s offer to ask for a wheelchair for him.

“Just get me to the arrivals curb and go get the car, please,” Kyle said. “I can make it that far.”

Tristan worried about him, the pain in Kyle’s eyes that had turned them more dark steel than blue tonight, like threatening storm clouds, impending rain.

He hated leaving Jess behind, but she had a job to do, a job they were proud of her for how well she did it.

Yes, it’d suck she’d have to go on restricted duties now, but it wasn’t like she was losing her job. She’d still be training on the administrative end of things, and once she had the baby, as soon as she returned to work she could resume her full duties. Tracy had even come up with the solution that Essie could take on some of her office duties, up until she had her baby, and Tracy would help Jess, so they wouldn’t have to hire another employee. Once Essie went out on maternity leave, Jess would cross-train on Essie’s duties and Tracy would fill in, with Essie helping out with Jessica’s duties while Jess went out on maternity leave.

Essie had eagerly signed off on that deal. It would mean Jess would have more knowledge on how to help run the business.

Meaning Jess could still get her raise, and taking a lot of the sting out of this for her.

At least they didn’t have to worry about getting Stanley tonight. Essie had offered to take him over to Michelle’s tomorrow morning on her way to the office.

And the men now had Jessica’s apartment key and the alarm code. Kyle wouldn’t be able to help much because of his knee, but Tristan was already running down a mental list of people to call for help.

Starting with Kel, Cali, Max, and Sean.

On the way through the main terminal, they had to pass several shops and Tristan pulled up short in front of the window display of one of them. They were closed because of the late hour, but the mannequins were modeling children’s clothes and toys.

And there was a baby wearing a onesie with a graphic of dolphins on it.

Kyle had kept going, then stopped and turned when he realized he was alone. He slowly limped back and laid his hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “Tris?”

He hadn’t expected the lump that formed in his throat. “We…we’re going to be dads.”

Kyle squeezed his shoulder. “Yeah.”

He could see Kyle’s reflection in the darkened window, standing beside him, his hand on Tristan’s shoulder, but he couldn’t pull himself away from staring at that onesie.

“What if I’m a horrible dad?” he softly asked.

“You’re going to be a great dad,” Kyle gently said. “Horrible dads don’t question if they’re horrible—they’re horrible and think they’re great.”

“What did we do?”

Kyle made him turn to face him and held Tristan’s face in his hands, forcing him to look him in the eyes. “We fell in love with each other, we met a fantastic woman we both fell in love with and who fell in love with us, and now we’re going to have a baby together and spend the rest of our lives loving each other. The end.”

“It can’t be that easy. It’s never that easy.”

“I’m not saying it’s always going to be easy. That’s the simple version. But that’s the way you can look at it. You don’t have to look at all the imperfections and the dark times. Life isn’t full of storms. Just because it’s raining one minute doesn’t mean it’ll be raining a day or a week later. We weather the storms together. We hold each other’s umbrellas. We never let go. Ever.”

“I’m so scared,” Tristan whispered. “I’m so scared I’m going to fuck up.”

Kyle hugged him hard as Tristan started crying. “We’re all gonna fuck up, buddy. That’s a given. But fuck-ups are part of life, and it doesn’t mean they’ll be big ones. My parents will be the first to admit they weren’t perfect, but everything they did, they did with love and the best of intentions, and I turned out okay, huh?”

Tristan turned his head where it rested against Kyle’s shoulder, so he could see the window display.

The two of them reflected in the glass, the onesie inside.

A baby.

Their baby.

“Promise you’ll call me out if I screw up?”

“We all will, for each other,” Kyle said. “We’re on the same team. You know how to love someone besides yourself, and you love damn hard. You love in selfless, strong ways. You’re patient, and kind, and a good man.” Kyle kissed his forehead. “And I’m proud to be your husband and have a baby with you.”

Tristan lifted his head and stared into Kyle’s eyes. Despite the pain still there, a little blue peeked out.

It won’t always rain.

“I love you, and I love her, and I’m scared shitless.”

Kyle smiled. “Ditto.”

“You don’t look scared shitless.”

“Yeah, well, I do a damn good job hiding it, I guess.” Kyle hooked an arm through Tristan’s. “Come on, Daddy. Let’s get my gimpy ass home, huh? Five o’clock in the morning will come damned early.”

Tristan found Kyle a bench to sit on in the curbside area and headed to the long-term parking garage to retrieve his SUV. He dumped their bags into the back hatch, but he had to sit behind the wheel for a minute to let his hands stop trembling.

Fathers.

It terrified him.

Yet…

When he thought about holding a baby who might have Kyle’s grey-blue eyes, or looking down into eyes the same shade of brown as his…

He felt a gentle little thump in his heart.

Hope.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle didn’t try to make Tris talk on the way home. He found himself a reasonably comfortable position where he could lean the seat back a little and stretch out while still keeping his left hand on Tristan’s thigh.

Standing there in the airport, he’d finally felt his guy’s wall tumbling down, the one Tris had slapped together Thursday night and had held firmly in place, a wall built of fear.

He got it. It wasn’t that he was without his own fear, but what the three of them had was stronger than Tris and Jess knew. He felt it with all his heart.

Neither of them had been married before and had survived what he’d went through with Anne. Want to talk about ball-churning fear? Of having your life yanked out from under you and being forced to start over, all with a heaping side order of loathing, resentment, and self-hatred?

He would have preferred a simple flood, like Jess went through.

He was laying himself bare to Tris and Jess. He was the one with the most to lose in this arrangement, but he was the one who trusted the most that this was perfection. With them married, sure they could one day choose to freeze him out and, legally, there wouldn’t be a damn thing he could do about it.

Except he knew they’d never do that to him.

That was trust.

Because he didn’t want to live the rest of his life never being able to trust, never being able to fully tap into love because of always holding back.

He wanted their child to see three parents who loved each other even through the bad times, even though it wasn’t “conventional.”

Who made their happiness and weren’t dependent upon events of the past to create it.

They could do this.

They would do this.

 

* * * *

 

The next Sunday evening, Jess sat with her eyes closed as their flight made its final approach to land at TIA. She was sitting on the aisle for this flight so she had an easier run at the lavatories.

At least she hadn’t puked during the flight.

Next to her, Ted was crammed in the middle seat, with Mark on the window. The rest of the job had gone smoothly, with the couple saving their house by satisfying code enforcement and social services.

She’d also confronted Purson in private on Sunday night at the hotel, after Mark had driven Kyle and Tris to the airport. He’d answered his room door and welcomed her in without a word, apparently knowing what she wanted.

Once the door was closed behind her, she’d let him have it.

“How could you tell Mark and Ted about me?”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Because I can’t in good conscience let someone be put at risk. Kinda against my whole reason for being. Besides, my boss would fucking kill me. Frankly, I’m more scared of him than I am of you.”

She hadn’t met the network president Ryan Ausar, although she’d talked to him once on the phone. The man’s sexy British accent had burrowed into her brain in a scary way.

“You didn’t know I was pregnant! It was just stupid luck that I was. What you heard was Brenda and Jim suggesting I could be! I didn’t know until after dinner, when they bought a test kit for me and we went back to my room!”

He laid a hand on her shoulder, the other holding his amulet. “Remember the talk we had before, about staying flexible?”

Soothing peace settled over her. “Yeah?”

“This is that. Now, you’re going to have a long career doing this, but only if you don’t make yourself sick, or harm your baby. You wouldn’t be able to live with the guilt if you did that, would you?”

He was right. “No,” she softly said.

“Then don’t be mad at me, or at Mark, Josh, and Ted, for looking out for you. Just go with the flow. This is how your life should be. You should enjoy it, and those two hunks. They’re devoted to you.” He’d let her go, and by the time she’d returned to her own room, her anger at him had completely faded.

He was right.

She played with the tag on her necklace. Now that she’d made the decision, she couldn’t wait to be with her men again.

A bump as the landing gear lowered into place startled her out of her thoughts. And when they landed, she nearly cried when they stepped off the monorail from the arrival gate into the main terminal and Kyle and Tristan stood waiting there.

They swept her into a group hug. “I wasn’t expecting you guys here,” she mumbled.

“We told Ted we’d come get you,” Tris said. “We missed you. Besides, you’re ours. Of course we’re going to come pick you up.”

A thrill rushed through her at the possessive tone as he said that word.

Ours.

“What he said,” Kyle added. “Been missing you. Stanley’s ready for Mom to come home.”

Tristan’s hand settled on her tummy and she realized his gaze was focused there. “How you feeling?”

She laid her hand over his. “Better, now that I’m back with you guys.”

They collected her luggage and bid good-bye to Mark and Ted. The men wouldn’t let her carry anything but her purse, even taking her carryon from her.

At home, once she’d spent time petting Stanley and the men made her eat some dinner, they curled up together in bed.

Tristan handed her a small plastic shopping bag.

“What’s this?”

“Open it.” She couldn’t read his expression.

Inside was an infant onesie with dolphins printed on it.

Kyle smiled. “He saw it the night we flew back from Texas. The first thing he did when we got there tonight was go find the store so he could buy it.”

She had to blink back tears as she met Tristan’s gaze. “Really?”

He nodded and took it from her, laying it over her tummy before resting his head there.

Kyle was watching Tris, but when he looked at her, she realized there was a story there that Kyle would tell her later. Kyle kissed her, then settled in, with her snuggled against him and Tristan still resting his head on her stomach. When she reached down to play with his hair, his hand closed around hers and he kissed it before pressing it to his cheek.

Like that, she fell asleep.


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

Jess was in her office working on processing photos from job sites and making social media postings when Tracy, their office manager, knocked on her open door. Stanley lifted his head but didn’t move from his dog bed next to her desk.

“You have a visitor.”

Jess opened her tablet. “I didn’t think I had anyone scheduled for today.”

“You didn’t. Her name’s Marilyn Thomas.” Tracy’s eyebrow arched, but Jess was aware Marilyn could hear from the lobby. Tracy had heard this story before and was obviously thinking the same thing Jess was: What the fuck?

“Um…send her back.” She motioned Tracy farther into the office and dropped her voice so her words wouldn’t carry. “But if I punch the intercom, please send Mark and Josh in immediately.”

Tracy frowned. “You want them here now?”

“No, I want to hear her out. She’s Dillon’s mom.”

“Okay. I’ll stay sharp.”

“Thanks.”

Jess hauled herself out of her chair and rounded her desk, smoothing her company T-shirt over her baby bump as she did. Five months along, and she was showing.

A lot.

Something the men were obviously pleased about, considering how much time they spent stroking her tummy and leaning in to talk the baby. Especially Tristan.

Collectively, they’d decided they didn’t want to know the baby’s sex. They’d rather have the mystery for now.

Ironically, once her morning sickness passed, she hadn’t had a single episode of nausea.

She played with her wedding band. The Monday after returning from Texas, the three of them had gone over to the county courthouse at lunchtime and got a marriage license for her and Tristan. Three days later, Loren and Ross met them at the courthouse at lunchtime and she married them.

Well, married Jess and Tristan. Even though in the private room off to the side in the clerk’s office, where Loren performed the ceremony, she included Kyle in the vows, and he exchanged rings with Jess and Tristan.

He also signed the license as the first witness, Ross as the second one.

And both Jess and Tristan’s last names were now Lind.

Dillon spent nearly every afternoon during the week with them after school, and Jess had even picked him up and brought him to work with her when Marilyn needed someone to watch him if school wasn’t in session. Jess and Tristan had both been added to his school records as emergency contacts and approved pick-ups…but Jess had literally laid eyes on Marilyn maybe a dozen times, and very briefly, since that afternoon confrontation in the men’s house.

It’d been Jessica’s stipulation. Dillon was always welcome, but Kyle, or Tris, would have to be the primary go-between unless it was unavoidable.

The men—and Marilyn—had agreed to that term.

When Marilyn appeared in the office doorway, Jess hoped her own smile looked right. “Hi. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just wanted to talk to you.” She held up a large manila envelope. “I didn’t want to talk around Dillon. It’s not bad.”

“Um, come in. Have a seat.”

She didn’t ask to close the door, so Jess didn’t offer. She returned to her own chair behind the desk while Marilyn took a seat in one of the visitor’s chairs.

Stanley stared at Marilyn, but didn’t growl, so Jess took that as a good sign.

“What’s going on?” Jess asked.

Marilyn’s smile didn’t look forced, but it didn’t look pleased-as-punch, either. “I filed to revoke Donald’s parental rights. Thought I might have a fight on my hands just so he could make my life miserable, but he signed the paperwork and didn’t even get an attorney to fight it. It was finalized yesterday morning.”

Jess winced. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay, actually. It was costing me more in attorney fees to keep going after him for child support. Fuck it. Dillon wouldn’t even know him if Donald walked up to him. He’s never been there for Dillon.” She opened the envelope. “That’s what this is about.”

She withdrew a sheath of papers. “I haven’t filed these yet, but I wanted to get your okay before I do. I haven’t even talked to Kyle or Tristan. And, obviously, I want to keep this quiet from Dillon.” She handed them to Jess, who saw there were sticky note flags in various places.

It was Marilyn’s will and other papers, like formal permissions for authorizing medical treatment.

In them, Marilyn had named Jess, Tristan, and Kyle as Dillon’s guardians, if something ever happened to her.

Jess had to take a moment to digest this. “Why us?”

“If something ever happens to me, I don’t want Dillon ending up in foster care. He loves you guys. I know…” She paused, seeming to need a minute to gather her thoughts. “My family is worthless. He doesn’t know them. He’ll have you guys. A family. You are family, to him.” She sadly smiled. “He keeps telling me how excited he is he’s going to have a brother or sister.”

Jess didn’t know that—they hadn’t heard him say that and hadn’t told him that—but she kept her surprise silent and hopefully hidden.

“I’m sorry you and I got off to a rocky start. I can see Kyle is happier with you and Tristan than he and I ever could be. But I was scared to be alone, with a child, and…”

Marilyn shrugged. “I was desperate. If you say no, I understand, and will have my lawyer change them. But then I’ll need to appoint him as Dillon’s guardian, and he’s really not fond of that option.”

Jess read through it all a second time, and maybe it was the pregnancy hormones hitting her, but she had to wipe away tears.

Here she’d gone from wanting kids, to not wanting them, to being in the process of having one, and now being named another child’s possible guardian.

Jess stood and rounded the desk, holding her arms open for a hug. Marilyn stood and hugged her back. “Yeah, we’ll do it,” Jess said. “But you’ve got to promise me one thing.”

“Sure, anything.”

“We get to sign off on guys you date. If we don’t like them, and Stanley doesn’t like them, that’s it. If we’re going to have this family of ours, any guy you’re dating needs to understand he’s coming into it as the outsider and needs to prove he’s worthy. Dillon loves Tristan and Kyle, and any guy who wants to be a part of your life can’t try to get between them. And Kyle could have been killed by that jerk. Worse, what if he’d hurt Dillon?”

“I know. And yes, I agree.”

“Okay then.” Jess took a deep breath. “If you want to have dinner with us tonight, we’d be happy to have you. Dillon’s looking forward to making brownies.” Jess was actually picking him up from school today, another reason she was surprised to see Marilyn.

“Are you sure?”

Jess nodded. “I’m sure.” She’d never forgive herself if she couldn’t be the bigger person. Dillon was the one who mattered here, and she was a damn adult.

She could fucking adult a hell of a lot better than her own parents. “And if you want to be the one to drop Dillon off and pick him up from the house, instead of the guys having to do it, that’s fine.”

“Thank you.” Marilyn hugged her again. “If you ever hear of a single guy who’s decent and not kinky, I wouldn’t object to meeting him.”

“We’ll see what we can do.”

She made sure Marilyn had left before calling Kyle and telling him. Tristan was working and wouldn’t be able to talk, so he’d have to wait to hear it later, after he got home.

“Holy fuck.”

“Right?”

“I…I had no idea,” Kyle said. “Really? She did that?”

“Yeah. And I lifted the restriction on her coming over. She’s having dinner with us tonight.”

“She didn’t even tell me she’d filed to revoke Donald’s parental rights.”

“Apparently she was getting her ducks in a row.”

Kyle’s voice choked up. “I guess. Thank you, babe. I love you so fucking much.”

“Yeah, well…” She smiled. “Maybe I want an uber-sexy foot rub after Dillon goes home later.”

“You can have a foot rub, a back rub, a pussy rub—you name it, I’ll rub it.”

“Aw, you’re such an adorable Dom when you grovel.”

He let out a low growl. “What was that, baby?”

Her clit started throbbing. “You’re adorable…Sir?”

Kyle laughed. “I’ll see you later, baby. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

After she’d ended the call, she picked up her tag on her necklace, brought it to her lips, and kissed it.

Yeah, this was right. The right way to respond, the right way to live.

Thank goodness they finally got their poop in a group.

 

* * * *

 

Kyle didn’t say anything to Jess about the earlier phone call when he arrived home. Jess and Dillon were in the kitchen and getting dinner started with Stanley on guard in case any food made suicidal leaps off the counter and into his mouth. Dillon was becoming quite the little chef, already able to make a couple of simple dishes almost by himself.

Kyle walked in and kissed Jess hello, his hand automatically coming to rest on her tummy. Anymore, he couldn’t keep his hands off her like that, wanted to stroke the curve of her tummy, wanted to press his cheek against her and hope to feel a kick or punch.

“I’ll go grab my shower,” he said.

“Tris is on his way home. He should be here soon.”

“I’ll shower slow.” He grinned.

Kyle was in the shower when Tris walked into the bathroom and joined him.

“Hey, stranger.” Tristan smiled as he leaned in and kissed him.

Kyle grabbed Tristan’s ass and ground against him, then remembered he needed to talk to him. “Oh, wait a minute.” He related what Jess had told him earlier.

Tristan’s gaze widened. “What?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy shit.” He looked…stunned.

Kyle could relate. He’d felt like Tristan looked when Jess told him.

“And she’s joining us for dinner tonight?”

“Yeah.”

Tristan stepped back under the spray for a moment and wet his hair. “And you’re okay with this?”

“Yeah. Aren’t you?”

“I’m…not sure how to feel about this.”

“Well, we need to figure it out before she gets here, because if not, we need to tell her that.”

 

* * * *

 

Tristan stuck his head out of the shower. “Hey, babe? Can you come here a minute?” he yelled.

She waddled in a moment later and it nearly distracted him into pulling her in with them, until he remembered why he’d called her. She was fucking adorable, and getting klutzy the farther along she was.

“Yeeesss?”

“You’re…okay with that?” he asked. He made sure to keep his voice low, just in case Dillon had followed her.

She nodded, smiling. “Surprised the hell out of me, too. But yeah, I am. Hell, he’s practically ours now. Let’s hope it’s never needed. I do love him.”

“Okay. Come here.”

She eyed him, no stranger to this ruse. “Don’t pull me in.”

“No, I promise.”

She stepped closer and he fish-lipped at her until she leaned in and kissed him. “Okay. Let’s tell her yes, then.”

She returned to the kitchen while he pulled back into the shower and found Kyle smirking.

“What?”

“I don’t suppose you know who placed an Amazon order this morning, huh?”

“Um…” He cleared his throat. “An order?”

Kyle pulled him close again. “Yeah. For several different onesies.”

“Dammit. Why are you spying on my Amazon account?”

“Because you were logged in as me and placed it under my account.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Someone owes me a blowjob…Daddy.”

Tristan grinned. “They’re adorable.”

“You’re adorable. Knees. Now. She can ride you later.”

Tristan kept his gaze on Kyle as he sank to his knees, a smile on his face before swallowing his cock.

Kyle sucked in a sharp breath. “Yeah, that’s it, buddy. Take me all the way to the root.”

Tristan knew what his guy liked. Kyle loved it when he focused on the underside of his cock and then pulled off to the head and played his tongue along the underside of the crown. Sure enough, it didn’t take him long to get Kyle to the edge and bring him over, salty cum filling his mouth as Kyle fucked his throat.

He pulled Tristan up to his feet and kissed him. “I needed that.”

“Why are you going to be so mean and make me wait?”

Kyle bit down on Tristan’s shoulder. “Because later, you can let her ride you and I’ll tap her sweet ass.”

“Mmm. Okay. I can forgive you.”

“I thought you could.”

 

* * * *

 

Kyle thought dinner might be uncomfortable, but Marilyn acted more at ease than she had in months. He could see why, with that weight off her shoulders and having cut Donald out of her and Dillon’s life for good, it would relax her.

Once they left, Kyle pulled Jess against him and cupped her breasts through her shirt.

Another thing he loved about her body, that her breasts were growing larger and super-sensitive.

And she was in a perpetually horny phase.

A fact illustrated when she softly moaned and ground her ass against his cock.

“I promised Tristan a ride tonight, baby. You feel like giving him one, or am I going to have to put my ass on the line?”

She tipped her head back against his shoulder and smiled up at him. “Both of you?” That was definitely a hopeful tone in her voice.

He grinned. “Oh, baby. You know you don’t need to ask twice.”

Tristan crowded in close, in front of her. “Let’s take this to the bedroom, hmm?”

Minutes later, Tristan was naked on his back in bed, Jess had impaled her cunt on his cock, and Kyle was having fun lubing her ass and teasing her as he got her ready.

While Tristan fucked her pussy bare, Kyle sheathed his cock in a condom, lubed it, and slowly worked his way into her ass as she moaned and tried to fuck back against him.

“Did I ever tell you how much I love fucking you like this, baby?” He could barely groan the words out, it felt sooo damn good.

“Feels good on this side, too,” Tristan said. “Now let’s make her feel good.”

Kyle knew Tristan had started playing with her clit, because she started coming almost immediately.

“Yeah, baby!” Kyle held still buried all the way inside her and enjoyed every ripple, every squeeze as her body pulsed around his cock.

He didn’t know for certain—and it didn’t matter—but he suspected, based on the timing, it was possible the whoopsie had occurred on that very first night together. He’d been slow to move after they’d fucked each other nearly to exhaustion, and he’d gone soft inside the condom before he’d thought about it.

Even if the baby was genetically his, there was no way to know for sure the actual date. Those first few weeks after they’d started sleeping together, there were few nights they weren’t sharing a bed, all three of them.

It would be ironic, though, if that was the night.

At any time, circumstances could have ripped them apart.

Instead, it made them stronger.

Tristan started thrusting with her, rocking his hips up with her every down thrust, a slow-motion rodeo, and every movement they made stroking Kyle’s cock inside her ass.

It was magic, them, this—everything about their love and their family.

Kyle held back, waiting, knowing that Tris was in his zone and wouldn’t last long, especially since he hadn’t come earlier.

He stroked her back, loving the sounds she made in her pleasure, knowing they were the only two men who got to hear and see her like this.

She became theirs before any of them realized it, just like they became hers.

He’d never been happier, sharing his bed and his life with these two people.

When Tris started sounding closer, his thrusts faster and starting to set the pace instead of following Jess, Kyle started moving again. Seesawing their cocks inside her cunt and ass, it amplified the pleasure and quickly built his own hunger.

Jess braced her arms against Tris and started fucking them harder, surging toward a final explosion that, when she came, took Tris and Kyle with her. The men rushed to finish with her, until all three of them collapsed on their sides in a breathless heap.

“Wow,” she whispered, already sounding half asleep.

“You can say that again,” Tris mumbled.

Kyle managed to rouse himself enough to pull out and go clean up. Then he brought back a washcloth for her and lobbed it into the bathroom when he finished.

Snuggled together with her in the middle, Kyle listened to the sounds of their breathing, soon drowned out by rain on the roof as a thunderstorm marched through.

“Goddamned rain,” Jess muttered. “I’ve had enough of that shit.”

“Welcome to Florida, baby,” Kyle joked. “And if not for a flood, we wouldn’t have you.”

“True.”

As Kyle drifted to sleep, he and Tris laced fingers, where their hands both rested on her tummy. Just as he was almost asleep, he felt a kick from the baby.

Tris felt it, too, because his head snapped up and he wore a grin.

Kyle blew him a kiss.

Tris blew one back and lay down again.

Yeah, he had no doubts Tris was going to be a great dad, and Jess was going to be a fantastic mom.

And they were all going to get the family they’d never thought they’d have.

 

 

THE END
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