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Suncoast Society
A Spanktacular Fourth
Life’s never boring with Max and Sean, but Cali wouldn’t have them any other way. Still, it’d be nice if they both had two eyebrows and weren’t trying to set each other on fire.
Except when a routine evening volunteering at the club turns into anything but, it’s just the start of a chain of events that will upend all their lives…and leave Cali fighting for hers.
Genres: BDSM, Contemporary, Ménage a Trois/Quatre
Length: 28,528
 
 
A Spanktacular Fourth
 
Suncoast Society
 
 
 
 
 
Tymber Dalton
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
￼[image: siren]
 
Siren Publishing, Inc.
www.SirenPublishing.com
 
A SIREN PUBLISHING BOOK
 
A Spanktacular Fourth
Copyright © 2018 by Tymber Dalton
 
ISBN: 978-1-64243-245-9
 
First Publication: June 2018
 
Cover design by Harris Channing
All art and logo copyright © 2018 by Siren Publishing, Inc.
 
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission.
 
All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.
 
WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.
 
If you find a Siren-BookStrand e-book or print book being sold or shared illegally, please let us know at
legal@sirenbookstrand.com
 
PUBLISHER
Siren Publishing, Inc.
www.SirenPublishing.com
 
DEDICATION
 
 
For Hubby and Sir.
 
 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
 
Tymber Dalton is the wild-child alter-ego of author Lesli Richardson. She lives in the Tampa Bay region of Florida with her husband (aka “The World’s Best Husband™”) and too many pets. Active in the BDSM lifestyle, the two-time EPIC award winner and part-time Viking shield-maiden loves to shoot skeet and play D&D with her friends. She’s also the bestselling author of over one hundred and forty books and counting, including The Reluctant Dom, The Denim Dom, Cardinal’s Rule, the Suncoast Society series, the Love Slave for Two series, the Triple Trouble series, the Coffeeshop Coven series, the Good Will Ghost Hunting series, the Drunk Monkeys series, and many more.
She loves to hear from readers! Please feel free to drop by her website and sign up for her newsletter to keep abreast of the latest news, snarkage, and releases. You can also find all of her Siren-BookStrand releases under all four of her pen names on her author page on the BookStrand site.
Honest reviews are always welcomed. They help with a book’s visibility and can boost its placement on book retailer sites. Even a few lines about what you felt reading the book will help. Thank you so much, it’s greatly appreciated!
 
Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/cXKR7v
http://www.tymberdalton.com
http://www.facebook.com/tymberdalton
http://www.facebook.com/groups/TymbersTrybe
http://www.twitter.com/TymberDalton
 
 
For all titles by Tymber Dalton, please visit
www.bookstrand.com/tymber-dalton
 
 
Author’s Note
 
Cali, Max, and Sean have been featured in Crafty Bastards, Kinko de Mayo, Happy Spank Patrick’s Day, This Moody Bastard, Happy Spanksgiving, and Friends in Common. They’ve also appeared in other stories as secondary characters. Tony and Shayla were featured in The Denim Dom and Click, and have appeared in other books as secondary characters.
The sequel to this book is A Crafty Ever After, and I made a deliberate choice to write that follow-up as its own book because of the drastically different tone (which will soon become apparent) from this one.
Some of the other characters in this book appear in or are featured in previous books in the Suncoast Society series.
While most of the books in the Suncoast Society series are standalone works which may be read independently of each other, the recommended reading order to avoid spoilers and to not miss any backstory information is as follows:
 
1. Safe Harbor
2. Domme by Default
3. Cardinal’s Rule
4. The Reluctant Dom
5. The Denim Dom
6. Pinch Me
7. Broken Toy
8. A Clean Sweep
9. A Roll of the Dice
10. His Canvas
11. A Lovely Shade of Ouch
12. Crafty Bastards
13. A Merry Little Kinkmas
14. Sapiosexual
15. A Very Kinky Valentine’s Day
16. Things Made Right
17. Click
18. Spank or Treat
19. A Turn of the Screwed
20. Chains
21. Kinko de Mayo
22. Broken Arrow
23. Out of the Spotlight
24. Friends Like These
25. Vicious Carousel
26. Hot Sauce
27. Open Doors
28. One Ring
29. Vulnerable
30. The Strength of the Pack
31. Initiative
32. Impact
33. Liability
34. Switchy
35. Rhymes With Orange
36. Beware Falling Ice
37. Beware Falling Rocks
38. Dangerous Curves Ahead
39. Two Against Nature
40. Home at Last
41. A Kinkmas Carol
42. Ask DNA
43. Time Out of Mind
44. Happy Valenkink’s Day
45. Splendid Isolation
46. Similar to Rain
47. Happy Spank Patrick’s Day
48. Fire in the Hole
49. Pretzel Logic
50. This Moody Bastard
51. Walk Between the Raindrops
52. Rub Me Raw
53. Any World That I’m Welcome To
54. Heartache Spoken Here
55. Roll With the Punches
56. See You Sometime
57. Borderline
58. A Case of You
59. Reconsider Me
60. Never Too Late for Love
61. Blues Beach
62. Happy Spanksgiving
63. Our Gravity
64. Friends in Common
65. Almost Gothic
66. Empty-Handed Heart
67. Steady Rain
68. Indifference of Heaven
69. Like the Seasons
70. I’ll Sleep When I’m Dead
71. Through With Love
72. Judgment of the Moon and Stars
73. For the Roses
74. A Spanktacular Fourth
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
 
A Spanktacular Fourth
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
 

A Spanktacular Fourth
 
Suncoast Society
 
TYMBER DALTON
Copyright © 2018
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
An e-mail sent out by Tony Daniels to specially selected members of the Suncoast Society munch group:
 
May 31…
 
Dear Friends,
 
Once again, Cali, Max, and Sean have offered to host a Suncoast Society 4th of July Spanktacular party in their home. Maybe we should take up a collection to get their heads examined. (Paging resident head-shrinkers Ted, Doyle, and Niall.)
By the way, this is Niall’s first party back since he left for California, so you know it’ll be a hoot. He’s going to do a little hypnosis demo at 8, and will be available for questions or hypnosis help if you’re into that sort of thing.
Cali has requested extra fire extinguishers be brought. (I’m not sure I want to know.)
You and your significant (or non-significant) other(s) are invited. Dress up (or undress) for a sexy night of kinky festivities, fun, and frivolity. There won’t be a rigging contest this time, but we will have a suspension frame available.
The event takes place Saturday, July 3rd. RSVP to Tony BEFORE June 30th. Directions and parking instructions will be sent to those who RSVP on July 1st.
Arrive after 6:00 p.m.
Dinner will be at 7:00 p.m.
Stay and play until ???
There is a heated pool and a hot tub. If you’d like to use them, bring a towel and a bathing suit. The towel is mandatory, but the suit is optional.
Please bring a side dish to share, and beverages of your choice. There will be a main barbecue dish provided (beef and chicken).
 
HOUSE RULES:
 
1) Please arrive in non-fetish attire. The neighbors are very vanilla and we do not want to upset their peaceful world.
2) Dress for a sexy barbecue. If you want to change (or strip) after dark for sexy play, that’s okay, too.
3) Don’t bring uninvited guests (we usually say yes if you want to add someone, but please ask first), and please don’t talk about the party to anyone not on the guest list.
4) NO drugs. No smoking inside (outside on lanai ONLY in designated area).
5) Alcohol is allowed, but you must bring your own and play responsibly.
6) Please leave the parking spaces near the house free for people bringing play furniture. If you wish to bring play furniture, please coordinate with Ross, Tony, or Max. Due to street parking, please pay attention to the parking instructions that will be included in the confirmation e-mail.
7) No flushing anything down the toilet that isn’t toilet paper or didn’t come from inside your…
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
We are going to need way more fire extinguishers.
Cali sat at their poolside table on the lanai that Saturday afternoon and watched Sean and Max in the backyard.
They were “experimenting.”
The air quotes were totally visible.
Screw that, I’m going to need to lower our deductibles on their health insurance and on our homeowner’s insurance.
Then again, this might be one of those cases where it would be considered self-inflicted and not covered by either policy.
I really should clarify that one of these days.
At least the men had health insurance through their jobs. It was something they’d badgered her to look into for herself, but their Two Crafty Bastards Toys website didn’t pay her a big enough salary to afford anything more than a cheap policy with an uber-high deductible that was helpful for devastating events and really wasn’t practical for routine doctor visits. She also did freelance web work for the animal shelter she used to work for, and a couple of other clients, but those gigs didn’t pay a lot.
If she got herself a decent policy, it would literally eat up everything she made, and then some, meaning she couldn’t contribute back to their household. Sure, the men’s salaries were more than enough to pay their bills, but she was no mooch.
So she’d stalled and delayed and let the conversation go, and, in typical fashion, the men had forgotten about it.
Baxter, her black and white tuxedo cat, wound himself around her feet and demanded attention. She picked him up and held him in her lap. “I know, sweetie. Your daddies are batshit insane. It’s time I come to grips with that. That’s all right. We still love them.”
It was the middle of June, and the men were prepping for the Fourth of July kinky party they were hosting in a couple of weeks.
Ross offered to host it. Noooo. I had to be a hero.
Honestly, when the men had flown this particular idea past her a couple of weeks ago, she’d heard “sparkly flogger.”
She’d swear that’s what she heard.
Then again, she’d been buried in her monthly reports and trying to get the sales tax invoice ready to send to the state, and she’d had her music playing.
Of course she’d okayed a sparkly flogger. She didn’t know where the men were getting the materials, but it sounded like fun. She’d even imagined how she could rig Sean as the unicorn—or even in his Stumpy the T-Rex outfit—and do a website header shoot for it.
Apparently, she needed to get her hearing checked.
That, or else the men had deliberately pulled a fast one on her.
Well, they are consenting adults.
Sean let out a yip of pain, and Max hit him in the face with a blast from the hose.
Okay, so they’re consenting. The adult part is still up for debate.
They weren’t exactly acting like adults at that particular moment.
She pulled out her phone and added aloe vera burn gel and fire extinguishers to the shopping list.
“Ow! Goddammit, Sean!”
“Well, you should have moved faster.”
Baxter startled, clawing Cali in the thigh as he did and catching her in the right thumb with his teeth as he frantically twisted and scrambled to jump down while she was trying to lower him to the ground. He raced toward the living room slider that was left cracked open and streaked into the house.
Cali decided that wasn’t such a bad idea. She stood.
“Hey, where you going, babe?” Sean called out.
“Scream if you need 911. I can’t watch this.”
She headed inside and closed the slider behind her. Three thin lines of blood appeared on her left thigh, just past the hem of her shorts, where Baxter’s nails had caught her. When she squeezed her right thumb, two points of blood appeared on the pad.
Goddammit.
Had to be her dominant hand, of course. And now that she was evaluating her injuries, she realized he’d also gotten her right index finger, at the last joint.
Not that she was a stranger to injuries. That was called “life with Max and Sean 101.” Plus she was always getting nicks and scratches out in the workshop. Hell, the men had accidentally opened larger blood welts on her with a dragontail before. And having previously worked at the local animal shelter, she’d gotten scratched and bit on a regular basis, especially by the ferals.
She headed for the master bathroom and pulled a bottle of alcohol from under the sink. Grabbing a couple of cotton balls, she dabbed at the scratches on her leg first.
Damn, that stings.
She squeezed more blood out of her thumb, and out of the bite on her index finger, but now she realized the ones on her fingers were deeper than she first thought.
Opting to wash her hands first, she scrubbed those fingers extra good with anti-bacterial soap, then soaked two more cotton balls in alcohol, hissing in pain as she swabbed the wounds with them.
Dammit. Those are going to hurt like a bastard tomorrow.
She dug out antibiotic ointment and a couple of bandages and five minutes later had finished doctoring herself.
Out in the living room, one of the sliders opened and she heard Sean muttering. A moment later he stalked into their bathroom, shirtless, and pulling up short when he saw her.
“Please tell me I’m not missing an eyebrow.”
She leaned in. “Well, the right one looks pretty singed.”
“Motherfucker.” He stepped around her and leaned in to examine it in the mirror, reaching up and wiping at his eyebrow. “That is going to look fucking weird at work on Monday.”
“It’s going to look fucking weird at the club. We’re volunteering tonight, dumbass. Remember?”
“Oh, yeah.” He turned and seemed to see her injuries for the first time. “What happened to you?”
She held up her right hand, flipping him a bird with it. “Baxter freaked out while you two jackasses were setting each other on fire. He was sitting in my lap and got me.” She pointed her middle finger down at her thigh, indicating the scratches there.
“Oooh, ouch. Damn, babe. Sorry.”
“My own fault. I should have known better than to put him in my lap while you two are trying to burn down the house.”
“Maybe you’ll turn into a werepussy.”
She flipped him another bird as he grinned, leaning in for a kiss from her.
Max, also shirtless, appeared in the doorway. “It’s out. Did you lose the whole eyebrow?”
“No, but we created collateral damage.” He pointed at Cali’s hand.
Max winced. “What happened?”
She repeated the story.
Max’s brow furrowed. “Sorry about that, babe. Do we need to run you to a walk-in clinic?”
“No. Phhthhp. Puhlease, I got worse than this at the animal shelter. Hell, I’ve had worse than this from you two waling on me. Besides, we don’t have time for that.” She turned to exit the bathroom. “Make sure you’ve completely extinguished the backyard, please. We need to leave here in an hour if we’re going to grab dinner on the way.”
She loved the two jokers but, sometimes, it was like having two toddlers running around.
Worse, toddlers with engineering degrees, credit cards, bad ideas, and the ability to buy the items to bring about their potential demise, along with a mutually sadistic evil streak between them.
Thank god they got vasectomies.
She knew she’d never be able to handle having an actual child of her own thrown into the mix with the two of them to babysit.
* * * *
Sean turned back to the mirror to examine what was left of his right eyebrow. “Man, this is jacked up.”
“Your own damn fault,” Max said, although he sounded amused.
“Why would you think I’d want it swung at my face?”
“I wasn’t swinging at your face. I told you to hold still. You’re the one who leaned into it. Turn around. Let me see.”
Sean watched Max’s brown eyes as he studied Sean’s right eyebrow.
What was left of it.
Max patted Sean’s shoulder. “You’ll live. We probably should get some aloe on it, though. Otherwise, it might blister.”
“Dammit. Won’t do any good putting it on before our shower.”
The outer edges of Max’s lips curled in a smile. “I think we outdid ourselves this time.”
“She’ll never let us do it at the party. Hell, she’ll probably never let us do it again, period.”
“No, probably not.” Max sighed and made air quotes. “‘Liability.’”
“Spoil-sport. Going to start calling her ‘Mom.’”
Max laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll get you laid by her…never again. Come on. We need to get the backyard picked up and grab our showers.” He headed toward the doorway.
Sean leaned in toward the mirror again. The outer half of his right eyebrow had been singed basically down to the roots. And with his dark brown hair, it was definitely noticeable.
“You coming?” Max asked.
“Yeah,” he grumbled, turning from the mirror.
Max wore that playfully evil, sexy smirk he had, the one that had gotten him laid by Sean plenty of times in their going on fifteen years together as lovers, and more than a few times by Cali since she’d joined them.
“What?” Sean asked.
“Nothing, buddy. Sorry. Wasn’t trying to nail you there.”
Sean followed Max. “She’s going to lecture us later, isn’t she?” he whispered.
“Probably.” Cali was in the office, but they didn’t interrupt her when they passed the open door. She’d already taken her shower earlier, while they’d been setting up.
Yes, that had been deliberate planning on the men’s part. They knew damn well if she’d seen them getting ready for their demo that she likely would have put the kibosh on it then.
At least this way they’d had a chance to try it out.
It seemed like a good idea at the time.
Then again, most of their failures had. This was a particularly epic one.
“I still don’t understand why that didn’t work,” Sean said. “We’ve seen fire whip and fire flogger demos before.”
“I don’t know. But they usually use something like alcohol or lamp oil, I think. Not chopped up sparklers.”
Max opened the slider, gently nudging Baxter aside to prevent him from slipping out onto the lanai again. Sean closed the door behind him, leaving Baxter meowing at them while safely contained on the living room side of the glass door.
“Maybe we need a different material for the flogger falls,” Sean said. “I thought for sure that would work.”
The charred patch of grass about three feet across, which had caught fire when Max dropped his prototype, now lay flooded by the hose.
Which was still running, leaving a much larger, flooded area of yard.
Sean stood there, hands on his hips. “We should have put the sprinkler out early this morning and wet the grass down first. I think it was the fire that pissed her off. If—”
“Yes, Sean. It was the grassfire that pissed Cali off, not you almost losing an eye, and not Baxter clawing her because he spooked over you screeching.”
“Well, it fucking hurt. And you yelled, too.” He reached up again to touch his eyebrow. He couldn’t stop touching it.
“Yeah, because you dropped the damn thing on my foot.” Max smacked Sean’s hand away from his eyebrow when he reached up to touch it again. “Stop playing with it until we get our showers and dress it. You’ll get it infected or something.”
“Can’t bandage it.”
“Actually, that’s exactly what I was going to suggest. Then you don’t have to try to explain to everyone at work what happened.”
“I was just going to tell them our grill almost got me.”
Max stared at him for a moment, blinking. “Oh. That’s actually really good.”
“Yeah, I have moments of brilliance. I am an engineer, you know.”
They soaked everything down for safety, including the two prototype sparkler floggers, which they left in a metal bucket filled with water, just to be safe. It took them about fifteen minutes to finish cleaning up everything else, including moving the bucket onto the lanai on the far side of the deck, away from the house. It was more to keep it out of Cali’s immediate line of sight than an abundance of caution.
She’s never going to let us live this one down.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
Max and Sean stepped into the shower in the master bath.
“How’s the spot on your chest?” Sean asked.
Max turned to show him. “It’s fine. Just singed off a little chest hair.”
“If you’d let me order you to get waxed like I wanted to—”
“I’m not getting a full-body waxing, Sean. Forget it. You just want to watch and giggle.”
Sean grinned and pointed at himself. “Saaaadist. Duh.”
“Not like I’m super-furry.” Max turned back into the shower spray and let it hit him on the head, wetting down his hair. “Besides, if I was to do it, you’d have to do it, too.”
“Owie.” Sean’s arms encircled his waist from behind, his chin resting on Max’s right shoulder. “Thank god you’re not. Thank god I’m not. Can you imagine the tortures we would have endured back then?”
Max knew Sean didn’t mean from Cali. “Yeah.” He also knew he needed to get Sean’s mind off Lydia. She was dead and gone and no longer in their lives. Sure, Sean was still dealing with old emotional backwash her murder had churned up, but this was the here and now.
He turned in Sean’s arms and kissed him, backing him out of the spray until Sean stood pressed against the shower wall. Max had an inch on Sean’s six-one, but Sean was built a little stockier than him. Before Sean could react, Max brought up his left arm across the front of Sean’s throat, pressing just enough to pin him there and let him know he meant business.
Sean tried to protest, reached up to grab Max’s arm, but then Max reached down with his right hand and palmed Sean’s cock and balls.
All the fight and tension fled Sean’s body as Max gently squeezed, staring Sean in his crisp blue eyes, waiting.
Sean’s eyes dropped closed, his hips rocking against Max’s hand, the grip of his fingers no longer trying to pull Max’s arm away, but instead holding on to him.
There it is.
He knew his guy’s body nearly as well as he knew his own. After the better part of fifteen years together, the two of them could easily drop the other into subspace. Their default mode was usually Max on Top and Sean bottoming to him—relationship-wise. Positionally didn’t matter. But they were less likely to kill each other with Max taking charge.
That’d been a natural development following them forcibly removing Lydia from their lives and their home so many years earlier.
Cali was also a switch, and jumped into the pile in whichever mode she felt like at any given time, even sometimes bottoming to both of them, or sometimes as Top to both.
“Look at me, buddy,” Max softly said.
Sean’s blue eyes fluttered open.
Max began stroking Sean’s cock even as his own started inflating. “There’s my guy.” He leaned in, slanting his lips over Sean’s in a hungry, crushing kiss.
While Max knew that what they’d experienced and survived with Lydia was what made this relationship of theirs possible in the first place, he hadn’t been the one to endure the brunt of Lydia’s mental and emotional abuse the way Sean had. The skilled predator she was, Lydia had turned her focus on Sean in that way, and it was something he still dealt with to that very day.
Even though, hey-ho, the witch was dead.
Ding, dong.
The two of them had the most unlikely and improbable starts to their relationship, which had—thanks to Lydia’s fuckery—been forcibly shifted from friends, roommates, and coworkers, into the realm of sexual partners.
Once they’d removed her from their lives, they’d truly become lovers. Max had never thought they’d ever be able to get married, though.
Except now, the gay marriage ban had fallen.
And, except now, they had Cali.
He knew he could never choose one of them over the other to marry, just like they wouldn’t be able to, either. It was okay, though, because Ed, their attorney, had set everything up for them through trusts and other legal maneuverings so that they were nearly as good as married. They all wore matching wedding bands, and were spouses, in their minds and hearts.
Just because the law couldn’t keep up with modern dynamics didn’t mean they couldn’t have the love they all wanted with each other.
All Max wanted to do right now was keep Sean’s mind anchored here, to the present, not drifting to a painful past that couldn’t be changed.
Sean softly whined, needy, rocking his hips in time with Max’s hand as he stroked the man’s cock. Max lifted his mouth from Sean’s and stared into his eyes. “Pitch or catch?” he asked.
“Catch.”
Max had suspected as much. When Sean knew he needed to unplug for a while, he always chose to bottom.
He kept stroking Sean’s cock and released Sean’s throat. Once he knew he had Sean’s complete and undivided attention, he spun him around to face the wall, Max’s left hand planted between Sean’s shoulders and shoving him down.
That left Sean’s gorgeous ass sticking out and accessible.
Max didn’t waste any time. He started giving Sean a bare-handed spanking, hard and fast, relentless, the other man’s moans helping harden Max’s cock.
And Sean spread his legs even farther apart for better balance, his arms braced against the wall, head resting against them so he didn’t give himself a concussion as he settled in for the spanking.
No attempt to fight or resist.
Yeah, his guy had really needed this today, he could tell.
Max paused, caressing Sean’s nicely pinkened ass, digging his fingers in and squeezing, pinching, soothing, pinching again.
Back to more spanking.
If it wasn’t for the fact that Max knew Cali would be pissed off if they made them late for their volunteer shift, he’d put Sean on the shower floor and run grab a couple of acrylic paddles they could use in the shower.
Except they didn’t have time for that right now.
Max gave him another hard and fast round of spanking, this time with his left hand, his right now pinning him, until Max’s cock throbbed and he knew if he didn’t get it inside Sean right now, he was going to explode. And he didn’t want to waste this load when he could plant it in his guy’s sweet ass.
He turned Sean around again and reached for his cock. It’d only wilted a little, roaring back to life in Max’s hand.
“Yeah, that’s what I wanted.” Stretching, Max grabbed the tube of lube from the shower caddy and quickly slicked his own cock. That meant he had to release Sean’s cock, drawing another needy moan from him.
“Give me a minute, buddy. Turn back around.” Sean did while Max slicked two fingers and made quick work of lubing Sean’s ass.
He dropped the lube and turned Sean around to face him once more. Dipping at the knees, Max hooked a hand under Sean’s right leg and lifted, pulling it around him and holding it there while he worked his cock into Sean.
He watched Sean’s eyes, his sexy, hooded gaze as Sean’s head lolled back against the shower wall while Max breached his ass and worked his cock deep inside him.
Sean draped his arms over Max’s shoulders to hold on and keep his balance, his bottom lip now caught under his teeth.
“Yeah, I know what my guy wants.” He grabbed Sean’s cock and slowly jacked it as he fucked him, leaning in and kissing him.
Sean eagerly kissed him back, sucking on his tongue, devouring him as sweet, breathy moans rolled from him.
This was them at their core, the deep, raw love and passion they felt for each other—and Cali, of course.
But there were times they needed to play when she didn’t feel like it, and she never begrudged them that. They always had the energy for her when she was in the mood.
Max took his time, long-stroking him as best he could in that position, already pretty close to blowing but wanting to wait for Sean to get over. Between them, he pumped Sean’s cock, twisting his hand at the top of every stroke, around the head, down again. Thanks to Lydia, she’d made them learn how to jerk each other off. There were times toward the end that she didn’t let them come unless they made each other come.
Why’d we put up with that?
Realizing what he was doing—pretty much the exact thing he was trying to keep Sean from doing—Max yanked his mind out of the past and back onto Sean. He nipped Sean’s lips, his tongue, wanting to get him over so he could quit holding back and fill his guy with cum. Mark him.
Own him, the way Sean owned him.
The way Cali owned them both, but in that sweet and sexy way they all owned each other. True partners.
“Come on, buddy,” Max, urged, pressing him against the shower wall. “Give it up for me.”
They were also running out of time. If they made Cali late to the club because they were fucking, it’d piss her off. They all took their volunteering seriously, but Cali especially so, treating it like she would a paying job and not fucking around by being late. As far as she was concerned, it was another job.
Sean’s fingers dug into Max’s shoulders as he tried to fuck Max’s hand in time with his strokes.
Max picked up the tempo, focusing on the head of Sean’s cock, and that’s what finally tipped him over the edge. A soft moan escaped Sean as his ass flexed and clamped down on Max’s cock inside him.
“There you go,” Max grunted, finishing him off while picking up the tempo of his own strokes inside Sean’s ass, quickly finishing and joining him.
Max released Sean’s leg as his cock slid out of Sean’s ass. Sean grabbed him, kissing him, holding him.
“Love you,” he said, breathing a sigh of relief, his forehead resting against Max’s.
“Love you, too. Better?”
“Mm-hmm.” He opened his eyes and took another deep breath, his gaze boring into Max’s. “You always know what I need.”
“That’s because it’s my job to know, buddy.” He nuzzled noses with him. “I’d suck at it if I couldn’t after this many years together.”
* * * *
Cali had started to step into the master bathroom, heard the unmistakable sound of the guys fucking in the shower, and opted to use the guest bath in the hall. Not that she didn’t want to get in the middle of the men when they were finding their joy, but she wasn’t feeling great, close to her period starting, and didn’t want to be late to the club.
Best to let them hump each other happy and finish quickly so they could get out the door on time.
Baxter followed her into the bathroom, sat, primly curled his tail around himself, and stared up at her.
“Maow.”
She shook her hand at him. “Look what you did to me! How can you sit there and not feel ashamed of yourself?” She checked herself. “I’m talking to the dang cat. Jeez, I need a vacation.”
On the other side of the wall the two bathrooms shared, she heard soft, rhythmic thumps that were probably Max fucking Sean. It was tempting to pound on the wall, startle them, and giggle about it, but they’d get her back if she did and they didn’t have time for one-upmanship right now.
She wanted wings, and she was starving.
Back in the bedroom, she was dressed and ready to go by the time the two men emerged from the bathroom, smiling and hair damp from their shower. Sean, then Max kissed her.
“We’ll be ready in a minute,” Max said.
“Did you doctor Doofus’ eyebrow?”
Sean winced. “No, I’ll do it.”
He returned to the bathroom while Max started pulling clothes out of a dresser. “How’s your hand?” Max asked.
“I’ll survive.” Baxter chose that moment to jump up on the bed and started head-butting her for attention.
“I wouldn’t test my luck with her if I were you,” Max warned the cat. “You got Mommy good.”
She poked Max’s shoulder. “And whose fault was that?”
He grinned and hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the bathroom door. “I’m going with his. He came up with the idea.”
“Gee, thanks,” Sean called out. “Way to back the bus right the hell over me.”
No, she wasn’t aggravated at her men. It was an accident. “No skin off my nose,” Cali said. “Just remember I won’t be able to whack either of you off with a wounded righty.”
“Aw,” both men said.
Once they were in the car and on their way to the club, Max driving and Cali volunteering to ride in the back seat, she finally asked it.
“Did you two honestly think I was going to allow you to do that at one of our parties?”
“No,” Sean admitted. “But it was worth a try. It really looked cool there, at first, until the stuff started coming off.”
“If you wanted to do fire play, you should have researched it first. You know neither one of you are trained in it. Talk to Nate. I think he knows some about it. He does fire cupping.”
“Yeah, that’s different than fire play, though,” Max said. “Similar, but different.”
“Well, regardless, no more sparkler floggers. Hard limit. I don’t want you guys burning our house down.”
“It was cool, though,” Sean said. “Admit it.”
“Yes, for the first few seconds, it was kind of cool,” she said. “Still a hard limit.”
“Told you she’d do that,” Max said.
“Still worth it,” Sean said.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
They’d just pulled into the parking lot of the industrial complex where Venture was located when a familiar car pulled in and parked next to them.
Sean beat Cali out of the car and opened the back door for her. Cali handed the bags holding their wings and other dinner items to Sean before climbing out of the back seat.
“What are you guys doing here tonight?” she asked.
Derrick stretched after climbing out, Marcia exiting the passenger side. “Went shopping and had to bring the laundry over,” Derrick said. “Forgot to do it yesterday.” Derrick and Marcia, two of the club’s owners, were supposed to be “off” that weekend, hence why Cali and her men were there.
“Ah. We’ll help.”
“What happened to your hand?” Marcia asked Cali as they met at the trunk, which popped open when Derrick pulled the lever.
“Baxter got me. Not his fault.” She reached in and grabbed the plastic bag holding the clean towels and fleece throws while Marcia took three overladen plastic grocery bags. “Max, come help, please,” Cali said.
“What the hell happened to you, Sean?” Cali heard Derrick ask.
“You don’t want to know,” Cali called back.
Derrick laughed. “Like hell I don’t. In fact, I’m pretty sure that I do. This has to be a good story, especially with you three.”
“Let’s get unloaded first,” Marcia said. “Then they can eat their food and tell it. I don’t want their dinner getting cold.”
“Ah, you spoil-sport wench,” Derrick teased. “Fine, be all logical.”
Sean went ahead to unlock the front door while the four of them started carrying things. There was still over an hour before they were due to open, but Cali wanted to sit and relax over their food and not be rushed with preparations.
Once they had Derrick and Marcia’s car unloaded, and were tucking into their food, Derrick smiled. “Spill it. I want to hear this.”
Cali smirked as she stared at Sean. “Well? Faulty grill story? Or should we fess up.”
“Nooo,” he griped, looking abashed. “Tell the full story. They’ll hear it from you anyway eventually.”
Max laughed. “We had an…idea. And it kind of backfired on both of us.”
“Ahem,” Cali said.
“And caused Baxter to flip out and accidentally get Cali in the process.”
“Thank you.”
“No, seriously,” Derrick said. “I want to hear the details.”
By the time Max and Sean—with Cali filling in when the men were less than detailed with the, eh, details—told the tale, both Derrick and Marcia were nearly crying with laughter.
Sean looked suitably embarrassed. “Well, it would have been really cool if it’d worked out the way we envisioned it.”
“I have to take partial responsibility, too,” Max said. “I guess we sort of strayed out of our lane in terms of kinky skills.”
“Gee, ya think?” Cali quipped.
Actually, maybe wings weren’t the best idea. Her hands were now a mess, and she’d have to change out the bandages over her wounds, although they weren’t bleeding anymore.
Marcia smiled as she slowly shook her head. “I don’t know how you put up with the two of them,” she said. “You are a better woman than I am.”
Cali let out a sigh as Max and Sean flashed her playful smiles. “I love them. They’re goofballs sometimes, but they’re my goofballs, and life would be boring and suck without them.”
* * * *
Not long after they’d finished dinner, and Marcia and Derrick left, Cali washed her hands, opted to leave off the bandages, and got started with her office opening routine while Max and Sean took care of making sure the inside dungeon was set up and ready to go.
Running Venture wasn’t complicated, and it wasn’t like they were dealing with a lot of money, but she still took it seriously. Venture was run as a business, not like someone’s basement kink party. That was one of the things that made the club successful, by eliminating a ton of BS and legal issues that tended to cause people problems when they tried to run a “dungeon” by cutting corners.
Technically, Venture didn’t have to make money, because Lynn Durran, one of their regulars in the Suncoast Society munch group, had literally won the lottery. One of the things she’d done was make a donation to the club to hold in reserve if they ever needed it to pay bills.
But Marcia and Derrick didn’t want to look at it like they had a magic cushion. The CPA and his wife still operated the club as if the only money they had to run it was what came through the door.
No getting lazy, no wild purchases.
Which was where Cali and her men came in, along with several other volunteers.
She heard someone unlock the office door and let themselves in. Looking up, she saw Axel and Skye. They were two of their volunteers for the night. “Hey.” Cali finished counting the bank for the night and slipped the cash tray into its drawer.
“Did you see the attendance count jump on Fet today?” Skye asked as she signed them in.
“Huh?”
“Yeah. About an hour ago.”
“No?” Cali pulled up a browser on the club’s computer. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. “The last time that happened was when people found out Lydia died.” At least this time it wasn’t such a drastic jump in attendance. An extra twenty people had marked themselves as coming.
Which was great, because it meant more money in the drawer.
Except Cali only had two more volunteers coming in tonight.
“Rusty and Eliza are coming tonight, right?” Axel asked. He was the “newbie” to kink amongst them. While quickly learning and becoming a great DM, he still felt unsure sometimes when they had large crowds, and he didn’t like DMing rope or edge play yet, until he’d had more experience with it.
“Yeah,” Cali said. “But I hadn’t asked anyone else to come in.” She quickly scanned the list of people marked as going and found June and Scrye among them. They weren’t just friends and regulars, but also volunteers.
Cali slipped her cell phone out of her pocket and shot June a quick SOS text. “I wonder what happened?”
“The only thing I could see,” Skye said, “was that a FemDom group from Ft. Myers decided to hold a road trip.”
“Kinda last-minute,” Cali said.
“I got the impression from some of the comments I saw floating around that it wasn’t exactly a planned thing. That maybe there was some drama there or something, and some of the members decided to do their own thing tonight instead of the usual party they attend.”
“Terrific. Just what we need, a kinky turf war.”
“Do they throw down with floggers and canes?” Axel asked with a smile, making them all laugh.
Rusty and Eliza soon arrived, and June responded that yes, they were en route and only a few minutes away, and yes, if they were needed as DMs, they’d be happy to help. That’d give them nine staff for sure, and likely a few extras here and there as regular members who also volunteered showed up and could be begged into service, if needed.
Cali started to relax. That was a totally doable ratio. Three in the office—four, if they had June in there with them—and everyone else out in the play space.
“What happened to your hand?” Eliza asked after she noticed Cali favoring it and having trouble with the computer mouse.
“Oh, get a load of this.” Cali told all four of them the story and had them roaring with laughter. It also sent Rusty running into the dungeon to get a look at Sean’s singed eyebrow.
“Looks painful.”
“Nah, I’ve had worse.” Cali was about to do one last office check before unlocking the door when her cell rang, Marcia calling.
“Hey, boss lady,” Cali said.
“Holy crap, we just saw Fet. Do you want us to come back and help?”
Cali laughed. “No, it’s okay. Skye warned me, and I’ve got Eliza, Rusty, June, and Scrye here now, too. Plus Tony and Shayla, if we really need them. We’re good.”
“Okay. By the way, thank you again. All of you. You have no idea how much we appreciate this.”
“No worries. It’s handled.”
Once she got off the phone with Marcia, Cali switched her phone to silent and nodded to Eliza, who stood by the office door. “Let’s do it. We’re open.”
* * * *
Sean knew word of his amusing near-miss would quickly make the rounds of the Suncoast Society group. Not that he minded, because it was his own dumbassery that caused it.
The evening was already starting off busier than the average Saturday, he and Max having to take groups of new members to give them the “newbie talk.”
He was also starting to sense a theme. Even though it wasn’t a FemDom specialty event, they seemed to be getting a lot of Dommes in that night. Scrye and Rusty were handling the new side, which had more play stations, while Axel took the old side, with him and Max as backup while they did the newbie talks.
At one point shortly after nine, Sean stuck his head through the office door to ask Cali if there was something he didn’t know about going on tonight, spotted she had at least twenty people backed up at the counter, and ducked back into the playspace.
Holy crap.
Well, slow nights were easier on them, sure, but they didn’t help the club’s bottom line. Also, the energy was always lower, slower on nights when they didn’t have many people there. While that was great for some people, most of the attendees liked it when it at least felt busy.
Around ten, Sean was on the old side DMing with Axel. A suspension scene had just wrapped up and Sean was chatting with Tony, who was there to play and not volunteer tonight. Axel was crossing the social area to go check the kitchen supplies when Sean watched a woman snap her fingers at him.
He knew she was a new member Max had given the newbie talk to. She’d come in with four other women and the other three women’s partners. She’d been alone for the evening, though, as far as he could tell. She hadn’t played, either, that he’d seen.
She looked like she was probably younger than she appeared, hard, angular lines in her face that were accentuated by an unflattering makeup application she likely thought was sultry or slutty or something, but she’d missed the mark. Her harsh, bleached blonde hair also didn’t do her any favors when combined with her overdrawn dark brown eyebrows that almost cartoonishly gave her a somewhat surprised expression.
Or that she had two caterpillars trying to mate on her forehead.
Axel pulled up short, and Sean didn’t hear what the woman said to him because both he and Tony started moving toward them at the same time.
“Excuse me?” Sean heard Axel ask.
“I said, get me a bottle of water.”
“Whoa, lady,” Sean said. “He’s one of our volunteers. See the name badge?” Not that she could go randomly ordering strangers to serve her there at the club, but it was even worse because Axel’s name badge was plainly visible.
Her head swiveled around and reptilian-cold eyes took Sean in. “So?”
Sean started to say something when Tony put out a staying hand, while his other dipped into his back pocket, grabbed the volunteer name badge and lanyard Sean didn’t realize he had on him, and strung it around his neck.
Sean waited, hands on his hips, for the fireworks to start.
Tony kept his voice low, and between the music and crowd noise, no one could hear past their now tight little group.
“Let me tell you something, lady. I don’t know how you do things elsewhere, but our volunteers aren’t here as subs or slaves to anyone but their partners. You are all kinds of out-of-line right now, and I suggest you apologize to him.”
“I was told this is a full-service club. I paid to get in here tonight. I expect good service.”
“I don’t know who told you that included fetching you beverages, but I know it wasn’t anyone who gave you the newbie speech. And I know, because I wrote the damn thing. Everyone pays to get in here and yet you’re the only one acting like your shit don’t stink. No one else tries to order our volunteers around. Apologize.”
“I don’t owe anyone an apology.” She looked Tony up and down with a haughty glare. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”
Tony’s stance changed, feet shoulder-width, hands on his hips. His voice dropped to an even more dangerous tone. “I think I’m the guy about to throw your ass out of this dungeon for being a bitch to our volunteers if you don’t apologize right now. Try me.” His green eyes turned cold and hard, like granite, and Sean knew the woman was about to step on a land mine. If she moved just a hair the wrong way, it’d go off.
Her gaze didn’t cut from Tony. It took her a couple of breaths to finally glance away first. “Sor-ree.” Sarcasm dripped from her tone. “You can bet I’m going to write about this on FetLife. Asshole,” she muttered.
Tony laughed. “Go right ahead, honey. You’ll be jumped on by everyone else who’s been coming here for years and who will tell you you were out of fucking line. Everyone working here running the club is a volunteer. We don’t get paid. We do this because we’re members and we want to help keep it open.”
“I pay to get in, I expect a little service.”
“You’re not understanding me, lady. This is a kinky community center. Everything we make keeps the lights on and the doors open. No one on our staff tonight has agreed to be your bitch for the evening, or is being paid to be your bitch, so how about you drop the bitch ’tude and chill.”
Tony patted Axel on the shoulder. Axel continued on to the kitchen area while Tony and Sean stepped away and returned to where Sean had been watching the earlier suspension scene.
Another guy was now preparing to do a suspension on the large A-frame.
Tony stood there, legs apart, arms crossed over his chest, and glowered at the woman, who still looked enraged.
She finally turned away.
Tony leaned in toward Sean. “Can you do me a favor?”
“Yeah?”
“Please walk over to the other side and tell Shay I asked her to come here.” He sighed. “Fuck, she’s gonna be pissed. I was about ready to start scening with her. I came over to get a couple of waters.”
“It’s okay. I’ve got this. Go play.”
Tony studied the way the man about to do his suspension tied his ring to the frame before glancing over at the woman again. She now sat turned away from Sean and Tony, but with her head tipped down, like she was looking at something in her lap.
Sean spotted the telltale glow of a screen suddenly lighting her face in the darkened space.
Before he could react, Tony saw it. “Oh, hell, no,” Tony muttered as he turned and stormed back toward her, Sean on his heels.
She had her phone out and was typing something on it. Before she could put it away, Tony snatched it from her hands and jerked his thumb toward the office door. “You. Office. Now.” He didn’t wait for a reply and turned on his heel, heading that way.
The wide-eyed woman wore a mix of horror and rage on her face before she finally stood and followed.
Shit.
Sean parked Axel in front of the suspension about to start and hurried over to the new side, where he found Shayla, still dressed, but in cuffs and collar, kneeling in front of one of the benches on a fleece throw.
He walked around her, so she wouldn’t have to turn to look at him, and leaned in just close enough she could hear him without speaking too loudly over the music.
“Shay, I’m sorry. Tony sent me over. We have a newbie causing trouble on the other side. Tony saw what was happening and took over and just hauled her out to the office. He asked me to tell you to go talk to him.”
Her head snapped up, rage furrowing her brow. “Son of a fucking bitch. He’s been in goddamned Colorado for over six fucking weeks and just got back last night. We haven’t played in over two goddamned months!”
Before Sean could react, she was up and moving and practically running for the office door on bare feet.
Max, who’d been standing along the wall DMing, walked over. “What’s going on?”
“Long story. I’ll tell you later.” Sean followed Shayla out and hoped he didn’t have to pull her off the newbie.
She looked pissed. Then again, he supposed she had every right to be, that their evening was being messed with.
Talk about fucking fireworks.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Cali had been checking in a couple of regulars when the door to the playspace blasted open, like someone hit it stiff-armed. Tony appeared, a cell phone in his hand. Considering it had a bright pink case with flowers on it, Cali assumed it didn’t belong to him.
“Oh, shit,” Eliza and June muttered on either side of her.
He headed straight for the outside door, only turning once he had it open, as if waiting for someone to follow.
One of the new women, who’d come up with the group from Ft. Myers, hurried out of the dungeon and into the office. He strode outside, and she followed.
“Go,” June said to Cali. “That looks bad. We’ve got this.”
“Thanks.” Cali switched places at the computer with Eliza and, before Cali could hurry around the counter, Shayla appeared in the office, looking really fucking pissed off, glanced around, and headed for the outside door.
Oh, fuckballs.
Cali caught the outer door before it even swung shut behind Shay and slipped out to find Tony standing a few yards to the side of the office door, hands on his hips, and leaning in toward the new woman.
“I don’t know what the hell you think you were doing, lady, but the rules posted all over the place, including the rules you were told and agreed to when you came here tonight, specifically said no cell phone usage in the dungeon.”
“Well, I—”
He held up a hand and pinched his thumb and fingers together in a universal gesture for her to shut her pie hole. “You were going to get on FetLife and bitch to someone, yeah. I saw the screen when I walked up. What’s your name?”
“I—”
“I asked you for your fucking name!”
Even Shayla leaned back and away from Tony.
The woman’s rage evaporated under Tony’s wrath. “Carol Fallowes.”
“Spell your last name.”
She did.
He looked at Cali. “She’s banned. DNA list. Immediately.” He returned the woman’s phone and ticked points off on his fingers. “First strike was being a bitch and trying to order Axel to get you water. Second strike was you gave me attitude when I ordered you to apologize. Third strike was you took your phone out in the dungeon.”
“You have no right to do that!”
“Fourth strike,” he said, voice rising as he steamrolled her, “is that you came in here with attitude like this, disrespecting our volunteers and thinking that rules and common courtesy don’t apply to you. Your fifth strike is that tonight of all nights is not the night to piss me off, lady.”
He leaned in closer. “Name’s Tony.” He pointed at his name badge. “Feel free to tell everyone I’m the big, bad asshole Dom who threw you out of here tonight, and make sure to tell them what you did to earn the eviction, because then you’ll really eat yourself a shit sandwich for those efforts.”
He stepped around her, heading toward the office door.
“But my stuff’s still in there! And my ride! I came with friends!”
“I suggest Uber or Lyft. Or you’re waiting out here until they leave. Cali will get your stuff and bring it out. You set foot in this building again, I’m calling the sheriff’s office and having a trespass warning issued against you.”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
He turned and stalked toward her, causing her to scurry backward a couple of steps. “Try me, lady!” He finally seemed to see Shayla standing there. “Pet, go set up the implement stand for me. Now.”
Whatever anger had been simmering inside Shayla evaporated. “Yes, Sir.” She raced back inside.
He turned to Cali. “I’ll wait in the office until you get her shit for her. Might want to bring a pair of scissors to cut her wristband off her so she doesn’t try to sneak back in.”
He headed inside, and Cali was still trying to process what happened. It was unheard of for the good-natured man to go off like that.
Actually, she’d never seen him so pissed off. Hell, she could practically feel the rage washing off him like waves of heat from a blast furnace.
The woman described her purse and implement bag and where they were, and Cali headed inside to retrieve them for her. Tony met Cali in the office on her way back out, silently handing her a pair of scissors. By the time Cali returned to the office after that chore, Tony stood behind the counter at the computer with June, and was apparently adding the woman to the club’s Do Not Admit ban list.
Shit.
Usually, Tony was the epitome of chill, even when dealing with problem children. Cali could remember maybe only two occasions over the years she’d known him where he’d raised his voice as a DM, and one of those times was removing a drunk from the office, a guy who’d staggered in looking for a “titty bar” and who wouldn’t leave when Leah and Marcia had refused him entrance.
She couldn’t exactly ask Tony for all the details about what happened right then, either, because they had an office full of people they were trying to get processed and inside. If he evicted and banned someone—which he had the full authority to do as one of their core staff of volunteers who’d been a part of the club from the very beginning—it had to be bad.
Once they had that batch of people through the door and inside, June, Eliza, and Skye turned to Cali. “What happened?” June asked. “He wouldn’t get into it in front of customers.”
“I don’t know exactly. Something about the woman ordering Axel around, had her phone out, and she stepped on his last damn nerve by being a rude bitch. He was practically screaming at her out there.”
June winced. “Yikes. That’s not like him, but I know he’s wound tight right now. Shayla said he had several rough weeks out of town at work. He had to fire someone in the middle of the job and take up the slack alone because he didn’t have anyone else he could fly out to help him. They were setting up servers at an off-site location or something.”
“Shit. Well, she’s not allowed back in. Not even to use the bathroom. Let me get in there and check on things.”
Cali left the office for the dungeon, pausing just inside the door to let her eyes adjust to the dimmer lighting. There was a suspension underway on the large A-frame, and every play station in the old side was being used. Something else highly unusual, considering they had benches, St. Andrew’s crosses, and other stations on the new side.
But walking over there and peeking in showed, yep, they were all occupied, too.
Dang.
It wasn’t even a quarter after ten yet.
Max, Rusty, and Scrye were busy supervising on the new side, so she didn’t bother interrupting them. Tony had Shayla on a bench and was already scening with her, so she damn sure wasn’t going to interrupt them.
Tonight, Tony’s play had an even more vicious edge to it than the Dom usually displayed. Tony was definitely a sadist—something Shayla loved—but usually kept his club play more around a seven or eight on a scale of one-to-ten.
Whereas Landry was about a fifty.
Tonight, however, she suspected Tony’s play might even make Landry’s usually sadistic scenes look more fluffy-bunny.
Tony’s jaw bore a tense, grim set to it as he took hard strokes with a fairly severe riding crop, pausing between each one, rubbing them in.
As a Top, Cali noted the dark stripes already forming on Shayla’s flesh with each impact, something she couldn’t remember seeing the Dom do before to this extent. Shayla loved having marks, but he usually spaced things out more, leaving severe implements like crops and canes more toward the end of play and only giving her a few strokes, or at the very least going easier on her with them earlier in the play so he didn’t burn her out too soon.
Cali couldn’t even count the number of times she’d watched Tony scene with Shayla over the past couple of years, either at private parties or here.
Something about him just…felt really off tonight.
But interrupting his scene wasn’t her call. There was nothing blatantly “unsafe” about his play, his own slave wasn’t safewording, he wasn’t violating any rules…
And he was her friend and a fellow volunteer, a Dom with more experience in the lifestyle than she had. A man who taught classes on lifestyle topics, including impact play and safety.
No, Cali wouldn’t intercede, but she made a mental note to check in with Shayla on Monday to hint around that she’d provide an ear if Shay needed to chat about anything.
Normally, vicious play wouldn’t blip Cali’s mental screen if she didn’t see anything else to make her pay attention.
It was the…overall situation.
The unconstrained anger in Tony’s demeanor earlier.
The way he’d uncharacteristically lost his shit. He was a supervisor at work, a manager in a high-stress job. When he taught their DM classes, he emphasized de-escalation and conflict management skills to help prevent or defuse confrontations.
Calli rubbed her hands up and down her arms as she watched.
I hope they’re okay.
It was bad enough not having Mal and Kel around and not wanting to intrude on their situation. She damn sure didn’t want them to lose another of their team’s mainstays in terms of friendship and volunteers. Tony had been a friend of Kaden’s, around from the days before the club was even opened. He was one of the original Suncoast Society munch hosts.
Losing him wouldn’t just be a blow to the community at large, it’d be a blow to many of them personally as his friends.
Definitely need to talk to Shay Monday.
No, Cali knew she couldn’t save the world, but she hated feeling helpless when she suspected her friends were struggling.
Then again, maybe it really was nothing more than a very stressful work situation combined with the additional stress of being separated from Shayla for so long because of his job.
Cali turned from the scene and scanned the old side, found Sean, and walked over. She leaned in, her voice low enough to not carry.
“Okay, so what happened?” He told her, then she related what happened outside.
Sean slowly shook his head. “I’ve never seen him flip out like that. Not that she didn’t deserve it, because she totally did. If he hadn’t walked up, I was going to toss her out, too. Might want to call Marcia and give her and Derrick a heads-up. To keep an eye out on Fet for the bitch posting something.”
“Yeah, not a bad idea.” It was rare they had to ban someone. Very common to deny entry to people who didn’t understand what kind of club they were, especially to random guys who were drunk, or who showed up out of the blue after an Internet search while looking for strip or sex clubs.
But evicting someone rarely happened. Usually they only needed one gentle warning—mostly for people looking at their phones to check the time—and people complied with the rules. Every once in a while they had to walk someone outside to talk privately about remembering the rules, but that was also a rarity.
That’s why they had a newbie speech to begin with—to go over the club’s rules and basic protocols and etiquette, to make sure everyone was on the same page when they walked through the dungeon door, and to prevent problems from occurring.
In all the years the club had been around, it was a winning formula.
Cali returned to the office and found June, Eliza, and Skye helping two people. When Cali looked through the viewfinder in the door, the evicted woman still stood outside, now on the phone with someone.
Cali waited until the two customers, already members, walked into the dungeon to call Marcia.
After Cali got the story out, Marcia swore. “Son of a bitch. Yeah, that was the right call. I think I know who that woman is, too. Real troublemaker, if she’s who I think she is. She has a reputation for starting drama for that very sort of bullshit. Including being in the middle of whatever it was that happened down south and had people coming up here to begin with tonight. People usually just uninvite her from private events. Guess she’s working her way up here since she’s worn out her welcome down there.”
“Might want to keep an eye on FetLife tonight.”
“Oh, I’m going to do more than that. I’m going to proactively post a rules and courtesy reminder so when she does start bellyaching, people will see my post, assume it’s about her bad behavior, and tear her a new one. You sure you don’t want us to come over?”
“No, we’re good.” The outer door opened, and two more members walked in. “I have to go, though.”
“Thanks again. And thank Tony for taking one for the team for us. I know he wasn’t planning on doing anything but playing tonight.”
“Yeah, I will.”
They processed the members and once they had the office to themselves again, Cali turned and looked at the volunteer name badges, where the lanyards hung on several hooks on the side of the cabinet.
“I don’t even remember handing him his name badge when they came in.”
“Who?” Skye asked.
“Tony.”
“Shayla walked around the counter and grabbed them when they saw how busy it was in here,” Skye said. “I just handed her wristbands and they headed in after signing in. You were running RSO checks on a batch of newbies.”
“Ah.” Their volunteers didn’t have to pay, one of the perks of volunteering. “Let’s hope that’s the end of the bad kind of excitement for the evening.”
A loud boom from outside shook the building, making all three women jump. Before Cali could react, the power went off, sending the office into darkness.
“Well, shit,” Eliza said. “Things just got even more interesting.”
Skye laughed in the darkness and when she spoke, she channeled Inigo Montoya. “I don tink that word means whatchoo tink it means.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Max pulled out his phone, flipped on the flashlight, and pointed it at the ceiling. “Everyone stay where you are, please,” he called out. “That sounded like a transformer. We’ll get some flashlights.”
“I’ll get the LED candles,” Sean called from the other side, where Max saw lights bobbing through the doorway. At least emergency lights on the exit sign over the office door had come to life.
Scrye and Rusty had also pulled out their phones and turned on the flashlights. Between them, that provided enough illumination for people to not trip over each other.
June scurried in with two large flashlights. “Everyone okay?”
“What the hell was that?” Scrye asked as she handed him one of the flashlights.
“Cali went outside to look and call FPL. We think maybe a transformer blew.”
Somewhere nearby, Max heard sirens approaching.
“I have a Bluetooth speaker in my car,” Axel called from the other side. “We can hook it in to Pandora on my phone.”
“Go get it,” Max called back.
Sean brought in several LED candles and handed them to Max, who set them strategically around the space. He switched off his phone’s flashlight. While it was even dimmer than usual, there was enough light to safely navigate inside the play space.
“Do we have to leave?” someone asked Max.
“No, not if y’all want to keep playing. Just please be careful and try not to walk around too much until we get more lights up.”
“I’m not stopping,” Tony said from where he stood by the bench they were currently occupying. “Hang on, pet.”
He took his phone out, pulled something up, and Three Days Grace rolled out of it. After turning the volume all the way up, he laid the phone facedown on top of his implement bag and resumed play.
Two other Tops, a man and a woman, followed his lead and resumed play at their respective stations.
Someone on the other side also had a Bluetooth speaker in their car, so Axel brought his into the new side and Tony paused long enough to connect his phone to it before continuing his scene. The music suddenly filled the space, with Godsmack starting up on the old side.
Cali hustled in minutes later. “Car hit a pedestrian and plowed into a power pole right outside the complex. Line’s down over the entrance to this part of the complex, so no one can leave anyway. FPL’s on the way, but the deputies said at least an hour or more before the road’s cleared while they conduct their investigation. No power for several hours.”
“Oh, shit.”
“Yeah. That also means no A/C. I called Derrick. He’ll have Gilo bring over a generator and a couple of fans.”
Max couldn’t figure that one out. “How’s he going to get in here?”
“Through the complex behind this one. Gilo has a truck. He has the clearance he can drive over the grass median and concrete curb dividers between them. And anyone who really wants to leave, whose car can make it over a curb, we can show them how to get out. Otherwise, they’re stuck here.”
“Oh. Okay. Hey, wait a minute. Go make sure we’ve put LEDs in the bathrooms, please. And bring some stickers for Tony and whoever else is playing music on their phones to cover their cameras.”
“Will-do.”
“I guess we can’t take in any more people tonight.”
“Sure we can, if they get the driveway cleared soon enough and they want to stay, even without power. I have the hotspot on my phone, and can use the music laptop to access the backup member file. I can do RSO checks, too. Once they get a genny here, we can keep an extension cord in the office to charge things up.”
“What about running credit cards?”
“Run the tablet through my hotspot.” She returned to the office.
Scrye walked over to Max and kept his voice low. “It’s going to get hot in here without A/C.”
“I know.”
“And we can’t open the big doors to the outside, because we’ve got naked people, and the sound’s going to carry. We might be legal, but we don’t need the po-po getting curious.”
Max surveyed their practically full house. “Yeah, I know.”
“You realize we’re also going to have some masochists bound and determined to stay even after they can leave unless or until we kick them out.”
Max sighed. “I know.”
Scrye scratched at his beard. “Why do I have a feeling we’re not out of the weird woods yet?”
“Don’t jinx us.”
“Heh. Too late for that.”
* * * *
Very few people had opted to call it a night and leave early, and only because they had vehicles which could easily clear the divider and make it out of the complex. At Marcia’s instructions, Cali handed out two free entry vouchers to everyone to make up for the evening’s inconvenience.
Gilo wore shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops when he came in search of Max nearly an hour later. It was growing uncomfortably warm inside the space.
“I need help lifting it out of my truck. I picked it up from Derrick, and he helped me load it.”
“I’m coming.”
He walked outside with Gilo, where he’d backed into an empty handicapped-accessible parking spot in front of the unit next door to the old side. “I’m thinking we chain it to the bike rack,” Gilo said. “He gave me chain and a padlock. That’ll keep it far enough from the office door.” Cali had propped that open for ventilation.
“Okay.”
“At the end of the night, just shut it down and drag it inside. He said he’ll pick it up this week.”
“What about the fridges?”
“Toss any food. The beverages will be okay. Empty the ice maker, though. It’ll be a solid chunk of ice when it refreezes.”
Ten minutes later, they had the genny up and running, and fans helping move air around both sides. Max looked around and realized the woman they’d evicted from the club was nowhere to be seen.
He returned to the office, where Cali had set up a couple of Christmas LEDs on the counter—a tree and a Santa. Unseasonably and ironically festive, considering it was a warm summer night in Florida, but at least they provided enough light to see by.
“That woman didn’t come back in, did she?” Max asked.
“Which woman?”
“The one Tony threw out.”
“Not that we’ve seen.”
“Okay.”
Cali stopped him. “Hey, what if the people with her start asking about her? What should we tell them?”
Max shrugged. “If they ask for her by name, then tell them the truth—that she was rude to our staff, broke our rules, and was evicted. Don’t need to give any details besides that.”
“Okay.”
Over the next hour, play continued, although a few more people filtered out as the temperature rose, they took a look at the divider between the complexes, and decided their vehicles could make it. Tony and Shayla left after wrapping up their scene, and Max swapped his phone out for Tony’s to play music on the new side.
By midnight, despite everyone sweating their asses off, several die-hard couples were still scening while most everyone else either sat in the social area, or had clustered near the fans.
Max had taken off his shirt and wished like hell he’d followed Sean’s lead and worn shorts instead of jeans tonight.
Cali stepped into the room. “The driveway’s cleared, folks. So anyone who wants to leave, can. Sorry for the clusterfuck tonight, but thanks for everyone’s patience. We appreciate it.”
A low ripple of cheers and applause greeted that announcement, with a sudden swell of people gathering their things to leave. Twenty minutes later, they were down to only three couples wrapping up their scenes on the new side. Max had Scrye watch them while he and Rusty helped clean up on the old side.
It was one o’clock in the morning when they got the generator shut down and moved inside as the last thing they had to do before locking up. They’d already sent June, Scrye, Axel, and Skye home. Out in the parking lot, the five of them talked by their vehicles.
“That was fucking ridiculous,” Rusty griped. “Was Mercury in assholegrade or something tonight?”
Eliza playfully slapped his shoulder. “That’s not a thing, barbarian.”
“It totally should be,” Max said.
“Well, I think I know how I’m updating our procedures manual,” Cali snarked. “I never envisioned a scenario where the power went out and we couldn’t just send people home.”
“We need an e-mail looped to all the volunteers about tonight,” Sean said. “Not only the power outage, but about that woman and her behavior.”
“Holy fuck, I seriously thought Tony was going to go after her,” Rusty said. “I was standing there in the doorway ready to come help, if needed. I mean, I have never seen that man look so fucking pissed off. Maybe the night he helped give Baxter the heave-ho that time a few years ago, when he challenged Seth while Seth was scening with Leah, but even then he didn’t look that angry. That’s what I mean, it was just a weird night all the way around.”
“No shit,” Cali said, flexing her right hand. “Our day started out weird and has rolled downhill ever since.”
“You know, no one asked about that woman,” Eliza said. “I thought someone would ask us about her.”
“She probably texted or called her friends,” Cali said, then a yawn hit her. “Frankly, I hope she tries something on FetLife. I haven’t seen Marcia dismantle someone online in a while. It’ll be fun watching her take that bitch apart.”
Sean grinned. “Break out the popcorn.”
“I’m ready to go home and jump in the pool to rinse off,” Max said. He stood there with his shirt on, but unbuttoned. “That place was a freaking sauna.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Sean said.
They said goodnight and climbed into their vehicles. Max paused before turning out of the complex’s driveway. The complex sat on the south side of the road. The median cut-through across from the driveway, to head west toward home, was still blocked by FPL trucks replacing the pole, FHP cruisers, and other emergency vehicles. The demolished car sat on the back of a flatbed wrecker, which was currently parked in the middle of one of the two eastbound lanes. Traffic had been shut down eastbound just to the west of the complex, and was being rerouted before the complex. They’d have to turn east and go down to the next cut-through to make a U-turn.
“What did they tell you happened?” he asked Cali as he turned east out of the complex’s entrance.
“Deputies said a pedestrian stepped out in front of the car, and the driver swerved and hit the light pole in the process. Not the car’s fault. Guess the driver and passenger were hurt pretty badly, too.”
“Pedestrian fatality?”
“Based on the three sheets I saw covering lumps on the road when I went to talk to the deputies, and that they said someone died, I’d say yeah, it’s a safe bet the pedestrian didn’t make it. Not in one piece, anyway.”
Max shuddered. “Yikes.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
When they arrived home Cali kissed her men. “You guys have fun in the pool. I’m going to rinse off in the shower and go to bed. I’m exhausted and feel like crap.”
“Sorry, babe,” Sean said. “Want us to join you?”
“No, thanks. Between my period wanting to start and that heat tonight, I’m fried. Seriously, go have fun. You guys earned it. At least we had fresh air in the office.”
Sean peeled off his shirt as he headed for the living room sliders. “Well?” he said to Max.
“When have I ever turned down pool sex with you, buddy?” Max asked. “That’s one of the reasons we bought this place, if you’ll recall.”
Sean grinned. “Yeah, I recall. Except we hadn’t been having sex in it back then, just enjoying the hell out of using it. Pool sex later was a massive plus.”
They’d rented it first as friends and roommates, which had been before their relationship took the next step. Then they’d survived Lydia and become a real couple and bought it together.
They’d celebrated that event just like they were about to.
They stepped out onto the lanai and finished stripping there without bothering to turn on any lights. Max grabbed towels and a tube of lube from the cabinet out there on the lanai and set them next to the pool’s edge before jumping into the deep end.
After breaking the surface, they swam into each other’s arms, Max wrapping himself around Sean in a way that told Sean the other man was fine with bottoming this time.
Pool sex was always fun. Seconded only to hot tub sex.
Also fun.
Sean’s hands skimmed down Max’s back as they kissed, cupping his ass, squeezing, harder, until he finally drew a moan from his guy and felt Max’s cock stiffen between them.
“That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Sean said before slanting his lips over Max’s again for another searing kiss. As they kissed, tongues dueling and nipping, sucking on each other’s lips, Sean maneuvered them to the side of the pool, in the shallow end, where he could stand and keep his feet under him.
Conveniently, where Max had left the lube.
Wasn’t their first water polo.
No risk of the neighbors seeing them, either. The high privacy fence surrounding their backyard guaranteed they could have plenty of nakey fun. Plus, in the dark, they were practically invisible.
He loved Cali—they both did. They wanted to spend the rest of their lives with her as their wife. But what he and Max had was different and deeper in some ways because of what they’d mutually endured and survived in their past. How they were forced together, over that step between friends into mandatory fuck-buddies by Lydia, which backfired on her when they fell in love with each other.
He untangled himself from Max so that Max could turn around for Sean, presenting his ass.
Sean let out a growl and reached for the lube, his cock throbbing now. “Damn, you know what I like, don’t you?”
“Like I said earlier, buddy, I’d be a shitty Top if I didn’t after this many years.”
Sean chuckled as he lubed two fingers and proceeded to scissor them inside Max’s ass, the other man moaning and rocking his hips in time with Sean’s actions. Once he knew he had Max prepared, he slicked his own cock and made Max turn, pulling his legs around his waist again and embedding his cock inside Max’s ass. Max draped his arms around Sean’s neck.
“That what you wanted?” Sean teased.
“Ohhh, fuck yeah, man.”
They edged into slightly deeper water, so the brunt of Max’s weight was buoyed by it as he rode Sean’s cock. Sean cupped and squeezed Max’s ass, loving this, their primal, hard passion, not having to worry about holding back, mentally or physically, the way they found themselves doing with Cali.
“Been thinking about doing this all day, man,” Sean whispered against his lips. “Ever since you nailed me this morning.” He squeezed Max’s ass again. “Breedin’ this sweet ass.”
Yeah, usually he easily dropped into a subordinate role with Max. Not necessarily submissive, but definitely letting Max have control. Or Cali, when she felt like it. But when he had his toppy time, Sean loved getting down and dirty with his guy.
He nipped a trail down Max’s jaw, relishing the scrape of stubble along his lips, until he reached the man’s neck. There, he bit and sucked on the side of Max’s throat, right where the collar of his shirt would hit him, where he’d still be able to feel it Monday morning while sitting at his desk and reflecting on their weekend.
How many times had they gone to work on a Monday morning, both their asses striped and marked and feeling really good sitting down because they’d taken turns going after each other?
Too many times to count.
They weren’t always super frisky during the week, especially depending on how their work week went. They always made up for it on the weekends, though. Especially if they’d worked at the club and had seen plenty of things to fire their own fantasies and memories.
Max had wrapped his arms around Sean, and now his hands hooked over his shoulders from behind, holding on, fingers digging in as he squirmed and took it, riding Sean’s meat and loving every second of it. Max’s ass grabbed and flexed around Sean’s cock embedded deep inside him, his own cock hard and rubbing against Sean’s stomach.
Sean released his bite and worked his way up to Max’s ear. “Think you can grind one out for me?”
* * * *
Max wasn’t getting exactly the traction he needed against his cock to get off like this, but he was still enjoying it. They could let go to each other—and Cali—because they loved each other.
Beneath it all lay deep trust, knowing they’d catch each other in all ways.
He leaned in closer, kissing Sean and holding him there, and that helped. With Sean’s hands on his ass for traction, Max found a rhythm and just the right angle to get what he needed—Sean’s cock gliding along his prostate with every sweet stroke and his own cock wedged between their abs.
“Mmm-hmm,” Sean mumbled against Max’s mouth.
Max loved these interludes, when they could be completely them, raw and dirty and rough. When he could let go and give everything to Sean for a little while and just…be.
Be his.
Grinding against him like this wasn’t going to be as hard an orgasm as he could have if he was fucking Sean or Cali, or being blown or jacked by them, but he loved the challenge and how emotionally sweet it felt on the back end of the pleasure. Nothing between them, part of each other for a while.
Sean reached up with one hand and tightly fisted Max’s hair, now crushing his lips over Max’s in a brutal kiss that almost tripped him over the edge. Warm breath and rasping stubble, the soft splashes of the pool around them, a warm summer night with no worries for a little while, just them.
He knew if they were in bed and not in the pool he’d have a messy puddle of pre-cum spread and growing between their bodies, slipping and sliding against each other as they fucked. Sean used the grip in Max’s hair to yank his head back, those sweet, crisp light blue eyes nailing him dead center in his soul.
The outer edges of Sean’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Give it to me, stubborn. I can fucking do this all night. I’m in the groove now.” He tipped Max’s head back and nipped his way down over his chin, the front of his throat, back up again to his lips for another kiss. “I want to feel your ass milk it from me,” he whispered. “Show me how much you need me to breed you.”
A pleasant shiver washed through Max as his eyes fell closed over Sean’s tone. Yeah, the man was dialed into his soul, all right. He rode harder, faster, trying to get there and still just a little too far from the edge.
“I think tomorrow we should give our girl some lovin’, if she’s feeling up to it. Been at least a week since it was the three of us, and even longer since we’ve taken her together.” His lips kissed around to Max’s ear, pressed against it. “I love feeling your cock inside her while I’m fucking her. I love us taking her together, especially when we get her worked up to us both fucking her pussy at the same time. I love knowing that’s your meat sliding next to mine, like I’m fucking both of you at the same time.”
That was helping, and he knew Sean knew it. Especially when the needy grunt escaped him as he was riding the man.
“Yeah, we need to take care of our baby girl right, don’t we? DP’s fun, don’t get me wrong, but it’s even hotter and dirty when we’re both breeding her together, isn’t it?”
That did it. Max’s eyes fluttered open and he barely processed Sean’s pleased smile. His balls tightened, pleasure squeezing out, his cock throbbing while his ass clamped down on Sean’s cock.
“There you are.” Sean’s hand returned to Max’s ass, picking up the pace of his own thrusts, faster, harder, and even as the last echoes of Max’s climax still ricocheted within him Sean was getting his own. He shoved in hard and deep one last time, his cock throbbing and pulsing inside Max’s ass.
Max kissed him, holding him there, their breathing slowing, gentling, as did their kisses. Sweet, tender nips, tongues tracing and playful, finally their foreheads resting against each other.
“Damn, I needed that,” Max hoarsely said.
“I thought so.” Another kiss. “I couldn’t remember when you last bottomed.”
“Love you.”
Sean nuzzled noses with him. “Love you, too. Sadist.”
“You love it and you know it.”
“Yeah, I do.” Sean made no move to release him or head toward the side of the pool, so Max remained wrapped around him like a koala on a tree, happy to hold each other for a little longer.
“I needed this after the way today went,” Sean said, his tone…different. Darker.
“Sorry about your eyebrow.”
“Not that. Although, thank you. It was a stupid idea.”
“No, it was a great idea. Just our execution and safety gear need refinement.”
“I meant about tonight.”
“Yeah?”
Sean paused and Max waited him out. “You know how Kel offered to give us his share of the club?”
“Yeah?”
“I know we already said no, but I definitely don’t want it if it’s ever offered again, or if they ever offer to let us buy into the club as partners.”
Max tipped his head back so he could see Sean’s eyes. “What brought this on?”
“That woman Tony threw out,” Sean said. “I was dreading dealing with her. God only knows what kind of bullshit she’s going to say about the club on Fet and Marcia will have to deal with later. I don’t mind running events for them and volunteering, but I want our responsibility to end when we lock the door behind us at the end of the evening. We’ve got enough to deal with in our lives. It’s still fun, even with shitty nights like this. It won’t be fun if it’s bleeding into our real lives.”
“I couldn’t agree with you more. It’s hard enough to get Cali to take time off. We’d never have time with her if we were doing more than we are.”
“Exactly.”
Max untangled himself from Sean and they climbed out, rinsing off under the outside shower before drying off, gathering their clothes, and heading inside.
They were careful not to disturb Cali, who was already asleep, when they climbed in on either side of her. Even in sleep she looked…tired. Exhausted. She worked damned hard, and they knew she still thought she wasn’t pulling her fair share of the load financially, even though they didn’t care about that. She worked her ass off, especially with Two Crafty Bastards Toys. Then there was the fact that while they helped with some chores, she shouldered the burden of taking care of the house.
I wish we could both marry her. That would be the perfect solution, but the laws of their country weren’t up to date with poly relationships.
For now, they’d have to settle for what they had, which was its own kind of perfection.
Exhausted and sated, Max fell asleep.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Sunday morning, Cali awoke achy all over and feeling worse than she had Saturday.
Fucking periods.
Wasn’t even fair she still had them. Max and Sean were snipped. Wasn’t like she’d ever be using her womb. Why’d it have to try to kill her every month?
She winced as she flexed her right hand. Yep, the bites ached.
Gee, this is like working at the animal shelter all over again.
Sean and Max weren’t in bed. When she glanced at the cable box on her way to the bathroom and saw it was after ten in the morning, she realized she’d slept later than she’d meant to. There were several things she wanted to do today with the guys, like go over sales reports to start thinking ahead about what products needed to be made, their holiday website promotions, looking at some of the new prototypes they were working on—
A large yawn escaped her as she walked into the bathroom.
Fuck it.
She dug a bottle of ibuprofen from the medicine cabinet, swallowed two tablets with water cupped in her hand from the bathroom faucet, and retreated to bed after closing the bedroom door.
That’d be a silent signal to her guys to please let her sleep. She didn’t want to be messing around with a mouse today with two of the fingers she used most on one hand aching.
It’d also been a while since she’d taken a real day off for herself. The guys were always on her case that she worked too hard and she needed to take more breaks. Easy for them to say when their salaries brought home most of their income. They didn’t feel like they were mooches.
When she woke up again, it was after one, her stomach was growling, but she felt a lot better.
She also felt a stiff cock pressing against her ass.
“Hey, Sleeping Beauty.” Sean kissed the back of her neck. “You okay?”
She took inventory. “I feel a lot better than I did earlier.” She rolled to face him, snuggling in his arms. “I woke up around ten and took some ibuprofen. Thanks for letting me sleep in.”
“We can take a hint sometimes. Can we get you anything?” Her stomach growled again, making Sean snort. “We can take care of that for you, babe.”
“Seems like you have something else needing taken care of.”
“I wouldn’t say noooo.” He kissed her. “Shall I bring you some coffee and some Max so we can have us a little wake-up nookie? Or do you want to watch a show between us?”
“Aww, you waited for me?”
“Well, we weren’t sure how you’d be feeling. We wanted to wait and save something for you in case you were wanting a little somethin’-somethin’.”
Actually…yeah. And sometimes when she was in this limbo right before her period started, it actually felt better if she let her men love up on her. The endorphins helped shove the bad pain back.
Sometimes it also helped kick her recalcitrant body over the edge and got it started. Or maybe not, maybe those were just coincidences, but it sure felt like that.
“Go get him, please.”
Sean practically bounced out of bed, making her smile. While he went to go do that, Cali hit the bathroom, brushed her teeth, took another dose of ibuprofen, and was back in bed by the time both men returned.
She noticed Sean carried a couple of implements—a lightweight paddle and a leather slapper. She hoped those were for use on Max’s ass, because while she was in the mood for nookie, she wasn’t exactly in the mood to bottom for impact play.
Max handed over her mug of coffee—perfectly prepared, of course, because her guys were awesome and knew her—and she took a sip from it as the already naked men climbed in on either side of her.
Then again, so was she. They mostly slept naked. She loved the feel of their flesh against hers, especially if she awoke in the middle of the night to feel a leg or an arm touching her on either side.
They tended to seek each other out in their sleep, and while they took turns in the middle on the weekends, it was usually Cali who ended up in the middle on weeknights so the men could get out of bed the next morning without disturbing her more than necessary.
“I love you guys,” she said, the warmth of the mug feeling good against her right hand.
“Nothing’s too good for our girl,” Sean said. He leaned in and kissed the back of her shoulder. “Especially after how good you treat us and everything you do for us. And we already prepped and packed the orders that came in since yesterday. They’re stacked in the garage and ready to load into your car.”
“That’s wicked sexy foreplay, dude. Did you scoop Baxter’s litter pan, too?”
Max grinned. “We know. And damn right, we did. We’re not stupid.”
She handed the mug to Max, who set it on the nightstand next to him. “Well, I know you two goofballs love me, because you got snipped for me.” Sean leaned in, pressing himself against her back while Max kissed her.
“We have Baxter,” Max said. “He, or any other furbabies we have, is plenty. I like our personal time.”
“But first,” Sean said, waggling his one-and-a-half eyebrows at Max, “I want to play a little.”
Max rolled his eyes, but didn’t protest or safeword as he turned, hands and knees, and presented his ass as a ripe target for Sean.
Cali wiggled underneath Max so she could kiss him, distract him.
She felt Sean changing position to kneel off to Max’s side and behind him. Max slanted his lips over Cali’s, starting off as a slight teasing, gentle exploration. But at the sound and feel of the first impact of the slapper, a grunt escaped Max, muffled by her mouth.
Cali wrapped her arms around his chest and trusted Sean to be paying enough attention to not hit her in the process. Max lowered his body on top of hers, not fucking her but with his cock pinned between them. As he squirmed, she felt him grow hard against her.
She wrapped one hand in his hair, loving the way his body melted against hers between tensing after every impact.
“Yeah, that’s it,” Sean said. “Love spanking this ass of yours.” The sound and feel of more strikes, Max shifting position again to hook his hands under her shoulders and hold on to her. “Grind against her all you want, buddy, but you’d better hold it, or I’ll go grab a cane and really make you wish you had.”
Max moaned into her mouth at that.
Yep, he was gone.
That was something else she desperately loved about her men, how they could flip so fluidly between roles, in bed or in play. There wasn’t a bit of self-consciousness between them or in front of her, just raw, primal passion.
She wasn’t sure how long Sean was going to go after Max, but she hoped it wasn’t too long because now Max had settled into the perfect position to glide his cock along her clit, making her want to do more than simply lie there and be a distraction.
Except Sean apparently sensed that, too, and quickly worked up to a big finish with Max, which left Max digging his fingers into the tops of Cali’s shoulders as he held on, pained moans rolling from him as she sucked on his tongue and rocked her hips against him.
She heard the sound of Sean dropping the implements onto the floor. “There. That’s the look I wanted.” He must have reached in and grabbed Max’s ass, because he moaned again. “Yeah, buddy. Just like that. Now make room and let’s take care of our girl right. She’s been so patient.”
Max broke their kiss and stared down at her, a sweetly sexy smile on his face. “Love you, babe.”
She tousled his hair and released her grip on him. “Love you, too.”
Sean nuzzled in for a kiss. “How about me?”
“Love you, too. Both of you.”
Max cleared his throat.
“You could’ve said it to me,” Sean teased, but then he leaned in for a kiss from the man. “Fucking know I love you, fucking sadist.”
“Says the man who just reddened my ass.”
“Payback for the shower yesterday, and you know you wanted it.”
Max grinned. “Yeah, I did. Love you, too.” He leaned in for another kiss, and while it was sexy to watch them really starting to get into it, she was wanting more than just spectator status.
“Ahem,” Cali said. “Forgetting about someone down here?”
They broke their kiss, smiling. “Sorry, babe,” they echoed in unison. As they both started feathering their lips over her body, she closed her eyes and relaxed, savoring this and loving them.
They were perfect together, the three of them. They never pushed her in bad ways, always made her feel loved and appreciated.
Any perceived short-comings, she knew, were solely constructs of her stubborn mind.
Like feeling that she wasn’t contributing enough to the household in terms of income.
Shoving work out of her brain, she forced her focus back onto the two sexy men currently trying to blow her mind. She ended up going down on Max, with Sean crawling under her from behind to lick and suck her pussy.
She suspected what they were working her up to when Sean had pulled on a glove and lubed a couple of fingers before doing that. Didn’t take a mindreader.
As he pressed one finger against her ass, she spread her legs a little wider to give him more room, her moans around Max’s cock earning her some from him in return.
He fisted her hair. “Yeah, baby,” Max hoarsely said. “Let him in. We were hoping you’d be in the mood for fun this morning. I love this and miss it when we don’t do it for a while.”
So did she. The sinfully and deliciously dirty feeling of both their cocks plowing her at the same time, cunt and ass, never failed to get her off.
Fuck it.
They’d caught her up on the shipping, she was in the mood, and it was a damned Sunday.
Wasn’t this the point of working hard, so they could play hard and enjoy each other, too?
She was eagerly mouthing Max’s cock, head to base and back again, but being careful not to get him too close to the edge. If the men were going to do this, she wanted them inside her when they came.
These two men were the only people who she’d ever let into the deepest, darkest, dirtiest recesses of her fantasies. Only they knew the things she’d imagined doing in some mythical “one day” before she’d met them.
They’d healed her heart and restored her trust and faith after what her ex had done to her, and life had never felt sweeter or more complete than with them.
Salty pre-cum coated her tongue as she played with the slit, tracing it, teasing Max, even as Sean worked a second finger into her ass while tonguing her clit.
They knew her body as well as she knew theirs. It never got boring with time, either, only better.
Sean teased and tormented her, driving her closer to the edge as he finger-fucked her ass. Fully yanked down into sweet sexual subspace, she ground against his hand and face and hoped she wasn’t about to smother him.
He let her get to the needy, whiny, practically begging stage before rapidly flicking her clit with his tongue and triggering her first orgasm. When she rolled through that, Max reached down and hauled her up his body, settling her pussy on his cock and pushing her hips down to fully embed himself inside her.
He smiled, his hooded gaze full of desire. “Yeah, that’s what I wanted, baby. Nice.”
She heard Sean strip off the glove and tear open a condom pouch behind her. Before she could even look, he was nudging in behind her while Max spread his legs wider, forcing hers farther apart and making more room for Sean.
While Sean pressed his cockhead against her ass, Max started playing with her nipples. He teased them, rolling them between his fingers, all while holding her gaze with his. “That’s it, baby,” he said. “You let us take care of you and we’ll make sure you’re never left unsatisfied.”
Oooh, that was a promise she knew they’d keep. No problemo.
She groaned as Sean slowly thrust, working his cock deeper into her ass, inch by inch. The incredible, familiar burn started as she stretched, quickly turning into hunger and need as Max distracted her by pinching her nipples.
They knew what she wanted—needed—from them.
“Goddamn, baby,” Sean gasped. “So fucking tight like this.”
“I love feeling him sliding into you,” Max said, a smile quirking his sexy lips. “I love knowing you’re only ours, and we’re the only guys you ever have or ever will do this with.”
So did she. Once she felt Sean’s thighs pressing against her ass, she leaned in and kissed Max. She winced as she reached out with her right hand to hold on to the headboard for balance, then quickly switched to her left.
“Start fucking us, baby.” Sean nibbled along the back of her neck, making her shiver. “Show us how much you love being filled.”
She started slow, Sean reaching around her to play with her clit while Max teased and tormented her nipples and breasts. Max cupped them in his hands, sucking on one, then the other, back and forth, every hot, wet pull of his mouth sending sparks straight to her clit and working her up toward another orgasm.
This…sooo much of this.
Them.
The men she loved.
Absolutely, she’d spend the rest of her life with them. She couldn’t imagine any other future.
Didn’t want to.
Especially after what she’d witnessed in the aftermath of last night.
Life was short and could be cut off in an instant.
She’d rather spend it creating fireworks with these two men, even if it meant they couldn’t be “married” the way they wished they could.
They were hers, she was theirs, and they all belonged to Baxter.
The real head pussy in the house.
Conscious thought escaped her as pleasure rolled and swelled, tightening, the coil close to snapping as Sean’s skilled fingers played with her clit.
“Come on, baby,” Max said. “Quit holding back. We know you want it.”
Sean bit down on the top of her left shoulder, and that sent her over. She cried out as her body squeezed their cocks, the men moaning in counterpoint as she rocked harder, faster, until they took over and were actively fucking her and she was only along for the ride.
Sean came first, then Max, the three of them slumping together and catching their breath.
The end of the bed suddenly dipped. “Maow.”
“Well, at least he waited to interrupt us,” Sean said.
“And he didn’t land on your balls this time,” Max added.
“Yeeesss. That’s always a nice bonus.”
They untangled and regrouped in the shower, where Cali’s stomach let out another growl.
Max snickered. “I hear, and obey, Ma’am.” He leaned in for a kiss. “How’s an omelette sound?”
“With bacon on the side?”
“I think that can be arranged.”
“I love you.”
He grinned. “I love you, too, even when food isn’t involved.”
“Hey,” Sean said. “How about me?”
She turned and kissed him. “We love you, too, goofball.” She reached up and touched his eyebrow. “How’s that feeling?”
“It’s fine. How’s your hand?”
“I’ll survive.”
While she’d had high hopes for how they’d spend the rest of the afternoon, after she had a full tummy she stretched out on the couch, her head in Max’s lap and her feet in Sean’s, to watch a movie and she fell asleep. When she awoke, it was almost dark and she was alone on the couch, although she heard the men moving around in the kitchen and the smell of something cooking.
And she felt crappy again.
She got up and headed to the kitchen to take some ibuprofen, then to the bathroom.
Still no period.
Damn.
She returned to the kitchen and noticed the men watching her. “What?”
“You feeling okay, sweetie?” Sean asked.
“Yeah, just tired and wishing my uterus would stick to a strict schedule.”
“Ah. Sorry. Dinner on the couch?”
“Sure.”
“We’ll bring it in.”
She returned to the sofa and was surprised to be awakened a little bit later.
“Man, you are out of it,” Max said as she sat up.
“These late nights at the club are a killer.” She gratefully took the plate of meatloaf he offered her. “I guess I’m starting to feel my age.”
“Oh, sure, Little Miss AARP here,” Sean teased. “Not even forty yet. How you think we feel?”
“Tired? But you guys had pool sex last night. No wonder you’re fucking exhausted—you’re fucking exhausted.”
Max snorted and high-fived her. “Good one, babe.”
After dinner she let them volunteer to clean up the kitchen and they all ended up heading to bed at a reasonable hour.
She’d avoided the news today, not wanting to see anything about the accident last night. She still couldn’t get the image of those three sheets out of her mind…and the fact that they’d belonged to one person.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Monday morning, Cali lay in bed the way she always did after the men’s alarm went off and they arose to start their morning. She usually didn’t climb out of bed until just before they were ready to leave, which was when she started her day. It was easier to stay out of their way while they were getting ready.
This morning especially so.
She felt like crap again, worse than yesterday, like maybe she was coming down with something. Plus her hand hurt like a motherfucker. She was almost afraid to turn on a light and look at it.
And she damn sure didn’t want one of the men to look at it.
Once they were gone, she’d check it out, soak it in Epsom salts or something, and it’d be fine. She’d been through this once before, and it took a day or so for her hand to heal up. Although that time, it hadn’t hurt as much as this currently did.
Right now, her guys were in the shower, so she rolled over, away from the door, and closed her eyes.
A few minutes later, Max was gently shaking her. “Sweetie, we’re leaving.”
“Huh?”
“You not feeling good?”
She looked and saw Max and Sean were both dressed and ready to leave. Holy crap. She hadn’t meant to go back to sleep like that. “What time is it?”
“Seven thirty.”
She sat up. “Okay.”
“Love you.” He leaned in and kissed her.
“Love you, too.”
Sean also leaned in and exchanged good-byes…
And then she was alone.
She climbed out of bed and went to the bathroom, flipping the light on. Her right hand fucking hurt. There was a little more swelling than yesterday, and some redness around the bite marks, especially the one on her index finger. If she flexed her hand, it hurt, felt like her fingers were swollen.
Goddammit.
It didn’t look as bad as she worried it might, though, based on how it was hurting.
It’s just achy and I’m being a baby because I don’t feel good.
She used the bathroom, washed her hands really well, then dug out a bottle of peroxide from the cabinet and tried that. She could squeeze a little clear stuff out of the wounds, but not much, although it did fizz quite a bit under the peroxide.
She slathered the bites with antibiotic ointment and instead of trying to do individual bandages on the spots, she pulled on a nitrile glove. She had to scoop Baxter’s litter pan and get her day started.
Coffee and ibuprofen first. Then she took care of Baxter before heading into the shower after stripping off the glove. She stood under the water, letting it soak her hand and hoping this wasn’t as bad as she was beginning to think it might be.
I cannot afford to go to a doctor.
Her deductible was crazy-high, even for something like a walk-in clinic at the drugstore.
After her shower, when she checked her e-mail, she had fifteen orders to take care of and get shipped that had come in overnight. That was in addition to the other twelve orders Sean and Max packed for her yesterday.
Well, when it rains, it pours.
At least it was money coming in.
Plus she had errands to run today—shipping, picking up supplies, grocery shopping, and then she was going to stop by Essie’s and watch Eddie for her while she went to get a haircut. Wasn’t exactly a day she could lay around and feel sorry for herself.
She left her hand unbandaged for now, to let it air out. Once she had the new orders packed, ready to go, and loaded in her trunk, she found the Epsom salts and fixed a large bowl of water, hot as she could stand it, and mixed it strong. Then she soaked her hand in it, wincing at the sting.
I hope this works.
If it wasn’t better by morning she’d go to a walk-in clinic. For today, she’d keep an eye on it. It wasn’t like it was suppurating, or she was turning into a walker or something.
She carried the bowl into the office with her and set it in her lap, on a bath towel, and soaked her right hand in it while trying to mouse with her left and go through her morning routine.
Trying to type one-handed to answer e-mails wasn’t easy, and she had to proofread her responses several times, but she managed.
Once the water cooled, she dumped it and rinsed her hand off, then rebandaged it. It felt a little better already, which served to reinforce her belief that it wasn’t that bad.
All she had to do was wait it out and take care of it.
* * * *
Once she finished her errands and put her groceries and other purchases away, she was still doing fine on time to make it to Essie’s plenty early. Considering they only lived six houses down, it wasn’t like she had a long trip there.
And they won’t be living there much longer, either.
That thought filled her with melancholy. With Essie pregnant and due in just a few months, the men were trying to push her into either buying another, larger house and selling that one, or building a new house.
Essie had dug in her feet, reluctant to move, especially with Cali and her guys living at the end of the street.
And doubly especially being pregnant. She’d stalled her men to let her wait until after she’d had the baby to make the decision, because she didn’t want to coordinate a move or a build while she was pregnant and dealing with a toddler, but they were going to be pestering her for an answer once she’d had it.
Cali checked her hand. Still sore, maybe a little redness, but that was probably due to her obsessively washing her hands now. She swallowed down a couple more ibuprofen, rebandaged it, and grabbed something to eat before walking down to Essie’s.
She’d timed it perfectly—Essie was ready to go and Eddie was asleep in a post-lunch nap. He might even stay that way until Essie returned, so even better.
“Thanks for doing this. Mom’s working today.”
“No worries. I’m happy to.”
“So I heard on the news this morning they finally identified the woman killed in that accident outside the club.”
Cali’s stomach rolled. “What?”
“The woman who died. The pedestrian. I guess the people in the car are going to be okay. One was already released from the hospital. No charges for them, it was an accident. The security cams from across the road caught her. She literally stepped out into traffic. It looked like she was on her phone or something and not paying attention. What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
With trembling hands, Cali dug out her phone and quickly hit the app for the Sarasota TV station and checked their news. Sure enough, they’d posted a story about it, a link to video as well as a text version of the story.
Carol Fallowes, thirty-two, from Ft. Myers. As if it wasn’t bad enough, the cops said that while it would take time for the toxicology reports to come back, they suspected she was inebriated, because several mini bottles of vodka had been found in her purse, including three empties.
Cali barely made it into Essie’s hall bath before she puked up what she’d just eaten. Essie hurried after her. “Honey? What’s wrong?”
“That’s her.” She knelt beside the toilet, waiting for her stomach to settle.
She couldn’t erase from her mind the image of the three sheet-shrouded lumps on the road.
“That’s who?”
Another round of puking later that was more dry heaves than anything, and Cali finally got the story out. “And she’s the woman we banned Saturday night. The one Tony kicked out.”
“Oh, no.”
On shaky legs, Cali climbed to her feet and rinsed her mouth out by cupping her hand under the bathroom faucet. “I didn’t know she was drunk. I didn’t really have much contact with her before he pulled her outside. I don’t even remember checking her in. I need to call Marcia.”
“Do you want me to cancel my hair app—”
“No, I’ll be okay. Just…” She turned to look at Essie. “I have a mental image from Saturday night, after the accident, and my period’s about to hit, and my hand hurts like fuck, and—”
“Your hand? What happened to your hand?”
“Baxter accidentally bit me on Saturday. The guys startled him. It’s a lon—”
“A long story, yeah, of course it is, duh. I know your guys. Let me see.”
“It’s fine. I’ve had worse.” Although, in the past, worse had also started feeling better by now.
“Let me see it.” Essie grabbed Cali’s right wrist and was already peeling the bandages off so she could check. “Your hand’s swollen and warm to the touch.”
“It’s summer in Florida.”
“No, your hands are usually cool. And it’s red.”
“I just cleaned and bandaged it. Now I’ll have to redo it.”
“You need to get this checked out.”
“It’s fine.” Cali tried to pull her hand back but Essie wasn’t letting go. “You’re a vet tech, not a human nurse, sweetie. I’ve been bit before. You know the risk, you worked with animals.”
“No, you don’t understand. The vet clinic I worked at in Spokane? We had a girl who got a bite like this and it looked like this, and by the next day her whole hand swelled up like a balloon. They barely saved it. Had to do surgery on it to clean it out. Cat bites aren’t something to screw around with if they don’t heal immediately. When did this happen, again?”
“Saturday afternoon.” Essie finally released her hand, and Cali reached for the medicine cabinet to get more bandages.
“Yeah, it shouldn’t look like that after two days if it’s not infected. You need to get it checked out.”
“I don’t have great insurance, okay? I’m not going to rack up several hundred dollars over a tiny cat bite.”
Essie glowered at her. “I know damn well you can afford it. The guys make decent money.”
“Sure, but that’s not my money. I have shitty insurance.”
“You’re not on their insurance?”
“We’re not married. Remember? Whole partnership thing? They’re not married to each other, either. You know that.”
“I just figured you’d get on their insurance somehow.”
“Nope.” She tossed the bandage wrappers and old bandages. “Now, you’re going to be late for your appointment if you don’t get moving. I need to call Marcia.”
She finally got Essie out the door and then poured herself a glass of ice water to take out to the lanai. From where she sat, she could see Eddie asleep on a quilt on the living room floor in front of the TV.
Calling up Marcia’s cell phone in her contacts, she hit the button to dial and nervously…waited.
“Hey, Cali. What’s up?”
“Listen, I need to talk to you in private. I mean, you’re going to want to be in private when you hear this. You have a minute?”
“Um, sure. Hold on. Let me close my office door.” Cali heard her moving around. “Okay. What’s up?”
“Have you seen the news this morning?”
“No. We’re at the office.”
“Saturday night. The accident. The pedestrian.”
“Yeah?”
“It was her.”
“Who?”
“Carol Fallowes. The woman we banned.”
The connection went silent for so long Cali had to look to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. “Marcia?”
“Oh, shit,” Marcia whispered. “Please tell me you’re fucking with me.”
“I wish I was. I just puked. My last image of her was three sheets covering lumps on the road, except I didn’t know it was her then.”
“What the fuck happened?”
“Security video from across the road caught it. She was on her phone and stepped right in front of the car. And they think she was drunk.” She told Marcia the rest of it.
“Son of a bitch. I need to talk to Tony. I need to tell him. He must not know or he would have been calling me already.”
“Apparently it took them this long to notify next of kin and release her name to the media.”
“Fuck.” Marcia’s sigh drifted over the line. “Okay. Don’t say anything to anyone else yet.”
“Essie already knows. I’m here babysitting.”
“Well, I mean besides her and your guys. I know they won’t gossip. I need to talk to Derrick. Goddammit, I just knew today would be shitty, and there it is.”
“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”
“No, not your fault. And not Tony’s fault, either. Fuck. Okay, let me get off here. I’ll call you back later.”
Cali returned to the house and slumped onto the couch.
Fuck.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Cali decided not to tell her guys about it yet. They wouldn’t be watching the news while at work, their Mondays were frequently pretty busy, and she wanted to wait until she’d heard back from Marcia about it.
Shit.
She went onto FetLife with her phone and looked on Venture’s discussion group there. Nothing relating to the victim, just a few comments on the thread for Saturday night’s party about the power going off and thanking them for keeping the party going.
After some rooting around through the RSVPs on the event for Saturday night, she found the group of people from Ft. Myers who’d come up Saturday, including the profile Cali was pretty sure belonged to the woman.
No one was saying anything, though. As if they didn’t know about it yet.
Wouldn’t her friends be worried about her?
Except the more she dug into older threads people had commented on in a couple of Ft. Myers groups, it was obvious the woman was a troublemaker, snarky, and very divisive and dismissive in her attitude and opinions.
Maybe no one knew she was dead yet. At least, no one in the lifestyle besides her, Marcia, Essie…
And probably Tony now.
Yikes.
She hoped he didn’t take it personally, because if the woman was drunk, it damn sure wasn’t the club’s fault—or Tony’s—for kicking her out. Had it been Cali who’d seen it happen, she would have dealt with it the same way.
Across the road from the complex that housed Venture lay a couple of small strip malls, including several restaurants—a sub shop, pizzeria, Chinese food—and they were frequented by patrons of the club because of the convenient location. It wasn’t uncommon for people to stop there for food and bring it over to the club to eat, or run out and get food and bring it back.
Thank god the two people injured hadn’t been coming to the club. Just a car in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Cali jumped when Marcia called her back nearly an hour later. “Okay, I told Tony. I didn’t want him blindsided by this.”
“How’d he take it?”
She sighed. “Pretty rough. I told him he’s not responsible for it, but…yeah.”
“If she was drunk, it’s double-definitely not his fault.”
“Yeah, but he’s a stand-up guy, and he’s just had a few shitty-ass weeks at work, been away from Shayla for over a month, and I guess he was working on a bad headache Saturday night on top of everything else. I suggested he talk to Doyle or Niall or Ted, but he’s got to go back out to Colorado later this week for another couple of weeks. He was really looking forward to unwinding with Shayla.”
“No wonder he was so upset.”
“Yeah. So, listen. I’m going to call everyone else and talk to them, our other volunteers. If anyone should ask you anything about this, once word of it gets out, refer them to Ed. I’ve already talked to him and Ross, and they’re going to take point on this. No one says anything about her, about her getting banned, or even acknowledges that she was there Saturday night. Wall of silence. If someone pushes, cite privacy rules, refer them to Ed, lather, rinse, repeat as necessary.”
“Got it. Sorry.”
“No, we got lucky for a lot of damn years. Technically, this isn’t our problem, either. It’s more a PR issue for us once it eventually gets out. Especially if she was drunk and had alcohol on her, which are more violations of our rules. It sucks, but it’s still not our fault.”
Essie returned a short while later and Cali filled her in.
“That’s probably best. Now, you head home and get ready. I’m going to load Eddie in the car and come get you.”
“Why?”
She pointed at Cali’s hand. “I’m not taking no for an answer.”
Cali rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to a doctor.”
“Okay. Fine.” She picked up her cell phone, called up a contact, and turned her phone so Cali could see it.
She had Max’s cell phone on the screen.
“Either you let me take you, or I call your men, tell them I think your hand is going to rot off, and they’ll come home and take you. Your choice.”
Cali’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t!”
Essie’s gaze narrowed. “Watch me.” She started moving her finger toward the dial button.
Cali lost the stare-down with her bestie. “Fuck! Okay, fine, goddammit!”
Essie’s glare softened. “If you need me to help you out with it—”
“No, I’ll pay for it.” She stood and headed for the door. “But you fucking owe me.”
“I love you,” Essie called out after her with a playful lilt before Cali slammed the door behind her.
She was ready to go with her purse and the house locked when Essie rolled into her driveway ten minutes later.
“There’s a clinic in that Walgreens right down the road,” Cali said. “Take me there.”
“Okie dokie.”
Cali marched in there, Essie not far behind with Eddie slung on her hip, and signed in at the window. There wasn’t anyone else waiting, so the nurse practitioner was able to bring her right in after Cali finished filling out forms, and Essie came in with her.
“So what are we here for today?” the nurse asked as Cali climbed onto the table.
“Cat bite that my bestie is freaked out about being infected.”
“Let’s get your vitals first.” She took Cali’s temp, blood pressure, and pulse. “Okay, you’re running a little bit of a fever. Let me see the hand.”
Cali held her right hand out.
The nurse practitioner removed the bandages, her expression growing grim. “When did this happen?”
“Saturday. Early afternoon.”
The woman compared Cali’s right hand to her left. “Yeah, I’m going to recommend you head over to Proctor-Collins’ ER right now.”
Cali’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Ha!” Essie said.
“Ha!” Eddie echoed, Essie shushing him.
“Yeah, this is infected.” Cali winced when the nurse squeezed the index finger. “It looks like it might have gotten up in the tendon area. You’re going to need IV antibiotics for this.”
Cali’s heart raced. “Can’t you just give me one of those Z-packs, or whatever they’re called, of oral antibiotics?”
The nurse angled a hard stare at Cali. “These kinds of bites can turn septic in a matter of hours. It’s already infected, you’re running a temperature, and that’s beyond the kind of care I can give you.”
Essie stood. “Come on. Let’s get you over there.”
“This is ridiculous,” Cali protested.
Essie’s expression hardened. “I will call Max and Sean. Would you rather waste time and money with me, or have me call them at work to come take you?”
“Fine!” Cali grumbled. And the visit cost her fifty dollars, too.
On the way over to the ER, Cali stared out the window. “This is ridiculous. I just wasted fifty dollars for her to send me to an ER, where I’m going to waste more money.”
“Yeah, well, humor me, bestie.”
Cali wasn’t sure why she’d thought the ER doctor would agree with her that she just needed some oral meds and she would immediately get sent home from there. Hopeful thinking on her part, she supposed.
But her hopes sank when, after reading through the walk-in clinic nurse’s notes, the doctor took a look at her hand with as equally grave an expression on his face as the nurse at the walk-in clinic had worn.
“Exactly when did this happen, Ms. Charleston?”
“Saturday. Early afternoon.”
“Okay. Are you allergic to anything? Any medications?”
“Not that I know of, why?”
“We’re going to get you started on an IV and give you some antibiotics and see what happens in a couple of hours.”
“A couple of hours?”
He rattled off a list of things to the nurse as he went to go type something into the laptop terminal by the wall.
“You’re running a fever and the wound is definitely infected. If the IV meds knock it back, we can probably watch it while putting you on an oral course of meds. If that doesn’t take care of it, however, we might need to admit you to go in and flush it out. I think the nurse at the clinic is right that it’s by the tendon.”
Cali couldn’t help it, she started to cry as she sat there. No way she was going to be home before the guys got home from work.
Shit.
Essie walked over and gave her a one-armed hug, which Eddie tried to help with. “Honey, if this is what has to happen, let them do it. Better that than it gets worse and you need massive surgery.”
Fuckballs. “Don’t call the guys, please?”
“You sure?”
“I’ll call them in a little bit. Let them get the IV going first.”
“They’re going to be upset you kept them out of the loop.”
“Not yet,” Cali insisted. This day was shitty enough. “Let them get through most of Monday. I’ll call them before they’re supposed to head home. Then they can stop by home first and get my cell charger and stuff for me if I’m going to be here for more than a few hours.”
“Okay, stubborn. But if my guys call and ask where I am, I’m not lying to them, and they will call your guys.”
First of all, they needed to draw bloodwork. A tech came in and filled what Cali thought was about a gallon’s worth of test tubes. All the while, Cali tried not to wonder how many dollars each one of those, and the tests they represented, was going to cost her.
It didn’t hit her as ironic that she had no trouble paying for any vet care Baxter needed without batting an eye, but she didn’t want to spend the money on herself.
They had Cali change from her shirt and don a hospital gown and gave her a chance to use the bathroom before a nurse who was too damn cheery for Cali’s liking came in to start the IV in her left arm.
Essie sat on Cali’s other side, a hand on her shoulder for comfort, as Cali closed her eyes and didn’t watch. She usually wasn’t squeamish about stuff, although she hadn’t had to go through anything like this before.
Except this was happening to her.
Once the IV was started, the nurse hung a bag of fluids, and she’d added the medicine to it via an IV pump, she typed something into the computer. “I’ll be back to check on you in a little bit. Hit the call button if you need anything.”
“Thanks.”
Essie had taken control of the bag they gave Cali to hold her belongings, and had tucked her phone and purse into it, too, to get them out of the way.
Cali laid her head back against the bed. They’d put the TV on Nickelodeon for Eddie to watch, but she wasn’t in the mood to watch anything at that point. She closed her eyes and wondered about the ration of shit her men were going to give to her for not fessing up sooner about her hand.
She knew all too damn well that if the shoe was on the other foot, she’d be chewing them out if they were hurt and didn’t get it taken care of right away.
After a few minutes, Cali wasn’t…feeling good.
At all.
She tried to fumble for the button to raise the head of the bed a little higher.
Essie straightened. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you going to puke?”
“No, I…” Her throat felt tight. “I can’t breathe.” Her pulse raced as she realized yeah, it was definitely getting hard to draw in air, and she wasn’t just short of breath but uncomfortably unable to fill her lungs.
“Shit!” Essie grabbed the call button and punched it.
“Can I help you?” a woman said over the intercom.
“She can’t breathe!” Essie yelled. “I think she’s having a reaction to the medicine!”
She scooped up Eddie and moved out of the way as several nurses and doctors came running into the cubicle holding Cali’s bed and surrounded her. All the while, Cali wondered if this was going to be the last thing she ever remembered happening.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Maybe Rusty was right that Mercury has gone assholegrade.
Max sat at his desk and stared at his computer monitor. That Monday had been the Mondayest Monday of Mondays at work. Three different projects they were working on had hit critical snags, none of them the fault of the work he and Sean had done, but now it was partly their problem to help the rest of their team come up with solutions.
I am going to pour myself a damn drink tonight.
He’d fucking earned it, that was for sure.
Even Cali had been unusually quiet today. Usually they exchanged at least a few text messages with her throughout the course of the day.
Maybe she’s having a Mondayish Monday, too.
It was nearly four when his cell phone rang, but it was Essie calling him. He was trying to finish up an e-mail to one of their other engineers, so he sent it to voice mail and would check it in a minute.
Except…it didn’t go to voice mail. It rang again, stopped when voice mail picked up, and started again almost immediately, like she’d hung up and dialed again.
Now annoyed at his friend, he answered. “Es, I’m sorry, but I’m in the middle of something, and—”
“You have to come now.” She sounded like she was crying. “You and Sean. We’re at Proctor-Collins, in the ER.”
“What?”
“She’s had a bad reaction to the IV meds.”
“What?” Fear coalesced in his gut, sinking to his balls and shriveling them. “What are you talking about? Who?” Although he knew.
In his gut, he knew.
“I made Cali get her hand looked at. It’s infected.” She choked back tears. “They put her on IV antibiotics, but apparently she’s allergic to whatever they gave her, and she had a really bad reaction. You guys need to come now.”
He didn’t realize he was already up and moving and pulling his keys out of his pocket until he had them in his hand. “Is she going to be okay?”
“They intubated her and are treating her for that now. They made me leave the room. I’m out in the waiting room.” Now she was definitely crying, and it sounded like Eddie was with her and also crying. “She wouldn’t let me call you guys earlier, said she was going to wait until you were almost ready to leave work. I’m sorry I didn’t call you.”
“We’re on the way.” He hung up with her. Sean was on the phone, facing away from his open doorway. Max slapped his hand on Sean’s door to get his attention, making him jump. “We have to leave. Now. Cali’s in the ER and it’s bad.”
Sean wheeled around, startled. “What?”
“Now! Let’s go!” He bolted for the front door, yelled family emergency at their receptionist, and was already getting into the car when Sean caught up with him.
“What the hell’s going on?”
He tossed his phone to Sean. “Call Essie back. Last call. Get the deets. Proctor-Collins.” He barely took time to fasten his seat belt before backing out of their parking space and pulling onto the road. They were nearly twenty minutes away, and Sean got Essie back on the phone in speaker mode to learn the whole story.
When they finally roared into the parking lot outside the ER, Max grabbed the first vacant parking spot they came to instead of wasting time looking around for a closer one. He was already running for the entrance with Sean on his heels when he held the keyfob up to lock the car behind them as they pounded across the hot asphalt pavement.
He felt…sick. Numb.
Desperate.
Essie stood, struggling with Eddie on her hip, and waved at them when they ran in.
“Where is she? How is she?”
“They’re still trying to stabilize her. They said they’ll come give us more info in a little while.” She took them over to the desk, explained who they were, and got them visitor’s passes like the one currently stuck to the front of her shirt.
“I called Mark,” Essie said. “Josh and Ted are at a job site in Arcadia today, and they’re filming. And I called Marcia and Eliza. They’re on their way. They’re going to call Ross and Loren and everyone.” She started crying again. “I should have called you guys sooner, I’m sorry, but you know how stubborn she is!”
“What’s wrong with her hand?” Sean asked. “I thought it was getting better?”
“No, it’s infected.” Essie gave them the synopsis of their day, finishing at the allergic reaction. “I’m so sorry I didn’t text you or something earlier.” Sean took Eddie from her.
Numb, Max pulled her in for a hug. “It’s okay. Thank you for being here for her.”
“On top of everything else,” Essie sniffled, “what a crappy day.”
“What do you mean, on top of everything else?”
“That’s right, she hadn’t had time to tell you guys yet.” They sat and she glanced around, dropping her voice. “The woman who was hit and killed Saturday night in front of Venture? She was the woman who got kicked out and banned.”
Just when Max thought the day couldn’t get much worse…it did. “What?”
Essie nodded and, keeping her voice down, told them what Cali had learned.
Sean looked as shell-shocked as Max felt. “Holy cra—um, holy crud.” He tried to be mindful of his language around Eddie but didn’t always remember.
Essie tearfully laughed. “Don’t worry. He’s probably going to be swearing anyway just from me and the guys.”
They were still waiting for word from inside the ER. Max was about to start ripping the place apart with his bare hands when Ross and Loren arrived.
“Ed’s on his way, too,” Ross said. “Hopefully they won’t give you guys any hassles, though. This place is pretty good.”
Then a doctor stepped out and called for them. Sean handed Eddie off to Loren, then spotted the bag next to Essie. “Is that Cali’s stuff?”
“Yeah.”
He picked it up and held it in his arms.
“I’ll go in with you,” Ross said.
The doctor led them back to a consult room. “Can we go see her?” Max said.
“In a minute. She had a pretty severe reaction. We’ve got her intubated and sedated because we still need to treat the bacterial infection, and now that she’s had a reaction to one medication, we don’t know if she’ll react to others.”
“She never said she had any allergies,” Sean said, sounding as numb as Max felt. “None that she knew of. She’s always been healthy. She’s never had to deal with something like this before.”
“Is she going to be okay?” Max asked.
The doctor kindly smiled. “She scared us there for a minute, but she’s stable. We were lucky we were able to intubate her as quickly as we did and didn’t have to resort to an emergency tracheotomy. But it was close, which is why we’re not rushing this. Unfortunately, we have to proceed with an abundance of caution from this point forward while we treat the infection…”
Max tuned out and hoped Sean or Ross was paying attention. When Ross asked questions, Max realized their friend was, fortunately for them.
“We’re going to keep her in the ICU, at least until tomorrow. And I want to keep her intubated for now. Until we have an idea where we’re at with her hand, the infection, her body’s reaction to the medication, all of that. If she has another bad reaction, we want to be ready to reverse it. Did you have any questions for me?”
“Can we see her? Please?” Max asked.
“Of course.”
“She’s not going to die, is she?” Sean asked, his voice choked. He hugged the bag of her things against him.
“I can never guarantee any outcome, but as long as she doesn’t have any other reactions to the medication, and if we can knock back the infection, I think she’s got a good prognosis.”
“If?” Ross asked.
Max almost wished Ross hadn’t asked it.
“There’s always a risk of sepsis in a case like this. Or that the infection is deeper than we realize. But she’s young, she’s otherwise healthy, she doesn’t have any other health conditions that we’re aware of. I wouldn’t go planning a funeral for her yet, that’s for sure.”
“How long will she need to stay in the hospital?” Sean asked.
“Several days, probably, depending on how she responds to treatment. Best case, at least three days. I’m not going to risk moving her from ICU until we know what we can safely treat her with. If the infection responds well to what we can use, and we don’t need to operate—”
“Operate?” both men echoed.
“If the infection is resistant to medications, we’ll need to open the wounds up and clean them out. I’m not saying we’ll have to. I’m saying that’s a possibility, but it’s too soon to tell. Her hand’s infected, but it’s not at that stage yet. We’ll keep an eye on her bloodwork and vital signs and, unfortunately, play it by ear.”
“She’s not coming home tomorrow,” Max said.
“No. Definitely not. She might still be in the ICU tomorrow night.”
* * * *
Sean finally gave up trying to sniffle back his tears and reached for the box of tissues in the middle of the table. “Can we see her now? Please?”
“Yes, but you’re not going to be able to stay with her right now. Not until we’re sure we’ve got her stabilized. And she’s sedated to keep her comfortable. I’ll get someone to take you over. If you want to wait out there with her friend, I’ll have them come get you.”
“Thanks, doctor,” Ross said. Ross got them up and moving and back out to the waiting room, where he quickly gave everyone the rundown. Everyone now being Eliza, Ted, Marcia, Derrick, Scrye, June, and Ed.
A nursing aid came out, corralled Max and Sean, and with Ross in tow led them down a twisting maze of halls Sean wasn’t sure he’d remember how to navigate to even find their car later. Everyone else was told to move to the ICU waiting room. Ed stayed behind to catch a few other people who were en route and direct them to the right waiting room.
Sean realized Max had an arm draped around his waist as they walked. Sean also refused to relinquish her bag of stuff.
We should call her parents.
He wasn’t looking forward to that call. While they’d met her parents, and her parents knew she was involved with both of them, it was obvious to the men that her mom and dad weren’t exactly thrilled with the idea of their daughter having two men instead of one.
They let Ross go back with them to see her, and it felt like a punch to the nuts when they stepped into the room and Sean saw her lying there in the bed.
This isn’t happening.
Ross and Max talked to the nurse in charge of her care while Sean stared at Cali. He brushed his tears away with the back of his hand. He wasn’t processing, he knew it, but couldn’t even begin to…focus.
They walked around to her right side, where her hand lay on top of the covers, and someone had taken purple surgical marker and drawn outlines around the red sections around the bite marks on her thumb and finger.
Sean leaned in and pressed his lips to her forehead. “I love you, baby,” he whispered. “You fight this and come back to us, okay? You can’t leave us. We’d accidentally kill each other if we didn’t have you.”
He stepped back so Max could lean in, kiss her, whisper to her.
Ross gently shepherded them out of the room when the nurse said their time was up. It was in the entry to the ICU that Sean finally lost it. He slumped against the wall and started crying, sliding down it as his knees gave way.
Max knelt, pulling him close and holding him. “It’s okay, buddy,” he said, his voice choked and eyes red from his own tears. “She’s tough. Our girl is a fighter. She’s going to be yelling at us by tomorrow night for not letting her come home, I know it.”
Sean sobbed against Max’s shoulder as Ross knelt and helped Max get him back to his feet and out of the unit.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Cali felt like she was stuck in a nightmare, like she couldn’t breathe, like she was choking, coughing—
“Take a deep breath for us, Cali,” a woman said.
She did, another coughing fit hitting her while it felt like something had been yanked out of her throat.
“That’s good,” the woman said. “There you go.”
She tried to sit up, but hands held her down. “Just relax,” the woman said. “You’re in the ICU. You’re safe.”
She forced her eyes open and fear filled her for a moment. Not a single damn familiar face anywhere, and—
Another round of coughing hit her, and this time, with help, they let her sit up.
“What happened?” she gasped.
“You had a reaction to the antibiotics,” a female doctor said. “We found the right cocktail to give you, though, I think. We needed to keep you intubated until we were sure, in case you had another reaction. We almost couldn’t get you intubated and nearly had to do a tracheotomy. Fortunately, we got you intubated in time.”
“Huh?” She had another coughing attack, and that seemed to finally dislodge the tickle in the back of her throat. “Can I have some water, please?”
“Just a little sip,” the doctor told one of the nurses.
They gave it to her, and that helped a lot.
Oh, shit. Sean and Max.
She must have had a look on her face, because the nurse smiled. “Your two guys almost had to be tied to chairs.”
“They might have liked that.”
The doctor snorted. “I don’t think so. They didn’t want to leave you in here. They’re outside waiting to come see you. We made them leave while we did this.”
“What time is it.”
“A little after five.”
“Monday night?” That wasn’t too bad.
“Tuesday morning.”
Cali froze. “Holy crap.” They helped her lean back again. Her brain was starting to clear up a little, but not much. Then, from somewhere, Max and Sean were suddenly crowding in around her, kissing her, telling her they loved her, and she started crying.
“I’m sorry.” She realized they were still in the clothes they’d worn to work that morning.
Yesterday morning.
“Hey, what are you apologizing for?” Max asked.
“I should have told you my hand was hurting.”
Sean gave her a smile she could tell was forced. “Yeah, well, we’ll take care of that once you’re home.”
“When can I go home?”
“Not today,” the men emphatically said in unison.
Max took over. “They’ll probably move you to a regular room later today, but they need to go in and clean out the wound on your index finger. The ones on your thumb look a little better today.”
“I want to go home.”
“Well, you’re not going home today,” Max said. “You scared the shit out of all of us, including Essie.”
* * * *
Max stroked Cali’s forehead. Hell, poor Essie was practically traumatized and blaming herself for not calling Max and Sean sooner, even though they didn’t blame her and knew Cali wouldn’t, either.
“Is she okay?” Cali asked.
“Yeah, we made her and Ted go home around midnight,” Max said. “We knew you’d be okay by then, but we didn’t want to leave you here alone.”
Who Max really felt badly for was Tony, who’d looked like a fucking wreck himself when he and Shayla had come by to visit last night. By then, Marcia, Derrick, Ed, and Ross had already talked to Max and Sean about everything that’d happened Saturday night.
What a shitty week. And it’s only fucking Tuesday.
He and Sean had spent the night in the waiting room, friends taking turns switching out to sit with them and bring them coffee and food. Ted and Josh ran by the house for them after they’d returned home from Arcadia and took care of feeding Baxter for them, as well as getting their cell chargers.
Max left Sean there at Cali’s bedside to go out and update everyone in the waiting room, as well as text Ted so he could tell Essie. Frankly, Max was worried about the stress on Essie and her baby, with everything going on.
They were all a little freaked out and overprotective about anyone pregnant now, after what Mal had gone through.
The staff was getting ready for shift change in the ICU unit, so Sean and Max retreated to the waiting room to update everyone and get another round of coffee. They couldn’t go back in for at least an hour. Neither of them had gotten more than a few minutes of sleep here and there throughout the night.
Loren had returned while they were back in the unit with Cali. Ross was getting ready to leave, though.
“Why don’t you let Ross take you home, buddy,” Max said to Sean. “Essie will be back in a little while.”
“I don’t want to leave her.”
He was really worried about Sean. He looked horrible, about as horrible as Max felt. “Buddy, you need sleep.”
“So do you.”
“Yeah, but you can go home, sleep, and drive back in your car. I can have someone drive me home later, after you get back. We can’t do anything for her right now, and if we’re both exhausted, that’ll be even worse.”
He didn’t want to resort to ordering Sean, because he suspected that would earn him a flat-out refusal. Between the tense call with Cali’s parents in Montana last night, and this, he didn’t have much fight in him right now.
Eliza, who’d returned at four a.m., stepped in and channeled something between mom-tone and Domme-tone. “Sean, honey? Please go home. Max is going to need you to take over this afternoon. You can’t do that if you don’t get some sleep. I promise I will call you myself if something happens, but Cali’s on the mend now.”
With all of them gently ganging up on Sean, Ross was able to get him up and moving.
Once Sean left, Max curled up in the recliner Sean had been using, still warm from his body heat. “Thanks, guys.”
Eliza took the one Max had occupied, while Loren grabbed the chair on the other side, which Ross had been sitting in. “That’s what friends are for, kiddo,” Eliza said.
Max snorted. “You’re not that much older than us.”
“No, but I managed to channel the right persona for him, didn’t I?” She arched an eyebrow at Max.
He chuckled. “Thanks, Mom.”
She smiled. “You can get away with that because I love you guys.”
* * * *
Sean had managed to grab a few hours of sleep at home before he returned to the hospital. He and Max and several friends gathered in Cali’s room—the room they’d moved her into around eleven that morning from the ICU—when a nurse came for her to take her to surgery. They hadn’t let her have anything else to eat or drink, because they were adding her onto the surgical schedule for her hand. It wasn’t going to be a full-on sedation like a usual surgery, but they weren’t taking any chances with her now.
Max and Sean both kissed her before they wheeled her out. It wasn’t supposed to take long, likely less than an hour, and they were told they could all wait there in the room.
Sean knew Max wouldn’t leave now, even though he looked like shit and was still wearing the same clothes as he’d worn yesterday. He also had a day’s scruff growing in from not shaving. Sean made him take the recliner chair and try to nap, while the rest of them occupied regular chairs.
He was asleep in less than a minute.
Thank god.
In the clear light of day, with the ball-numbing fear of losing Cali starting to fade—and with a little sleep in his system so his brain could actually function—he was able to think and take charge and give Max a break.
Ross had returned not long before they took Cali for the procedure on her hand.
“I hate to do this,” Sean said, “and there will probably be fireworks from Max and Cali when they both chew me a new one for making a unilateral decision, but please cancel the party. Unless you want to move it to someone else’s house.”
“We’ll host it,” Ross said. “I was going to ask you guys if you wanted to hand it off.”
“Yeah. Thank you.” He stared at Max, who now lay with his mouth open, a thin string of drool sliding down his cheek.
He didn’t have the heart to disturb him, not knowing when he’d be able to sleep again.
Ross pulled out his phone. “I’ll do it right now.”
It was Sean, Ross, June, Marcia, Essie, and Mark in the room right now. Well, and Max, but he was zonked out. “Anything else about that woman who died?” Sean asked.
Marcia shook her head. “No. Which is…eerie.”
Ross looked up from his phone. “A friend of mine at FHP said that she’d texted friends she was going to get dinner and call someone to pick her up. The friends apparently didn’t mention the club when FHP talked to them. Apparently, she’d pissed off the driver of the car she came up in by being a bitch the whole way.”
“So they weren’t exactly motivated to figure out where she’d gone when they left Venture?” Sean asked.
“No,” Ross said. “Investigators talked to one of her roommates, too. She was the Ft. Myers area’s equivalent to Lydia. Divorced twice, no kids. Perennial pisser-offer. Parents are out in California or something, but she was estranged from them. Bounced from job to job and subby to subby. Thought she was a pro-Domme, but she was really more of a predator.”
A shudder rippled through Sean. These friends all knew their history. He didn’t feel a need to add his own commentary.
“So now the question is do we have to start searching bags,” Marcia finally said to break the silence. “We have a no alcohol rule for a reason.”
“Apparently that was another point of contention,” Ross said. “She was known to sneak alcohol into events she wasn’t supposed to bring them. She’d been caught doing that before.”
Sean rubbed his face. “Motherfucker. Anyone tell Tony that?”
“Yeah,” Ross said. “I already updated him. He’s still pretty damn shook, but he’ll be okay. He’s just had a lot of stress at work lately.”
“Run a BDSM club, they said,” Marcia muttered. “It’ll be fun, they said.”
They all chuckled.
Except Max, who now softly snored in the recliner, which prompted another round of chuckles.
“I still want to smack Kaden,” Marcia said. Then she sighed. “Damn, I wish he was here to smack.”
“Me, too,” Ross and June said in unison.
They all went silent for a moment.
“This could have been a lot worse,” Essie softly said. Mark reached over and squeezed her hand. “A lot worse,” she continued. “She’ll be okay, though. This was just a scare.”
“It’s okay, hon,” Sean said. “We’re not upset that you didn’t call us sooner. She didn’t know she was allergic to those meds. Her parents said she was hardly ever sick growing up. And it was a freak reaction, anyway.”
Max loudly snored, shifted position in the recliner, farted, and settled again, making everyone softly laugh.
“I won’t tell him y’all laughed,” Sean said. “But I needed that.”
Essie leaned against Mark, a slightly pouty expression on her face. “Why do we have to move? I don’t want to move. She’s my bestie.”
He draped an arm around her shoulders. “Well, Josh and Ted might actually have a solution for that.”
“What?”
“They noticed yesterday that the house at the end of the cul-de-sac, the one next to their house, is for sale. Just listed with Lara Jarred yesterday. They called her and talked to her. It’s bigger than the one we’re in now, has another bedroom.”
Her eyes widened. “Really?”
“Yeah. They’re going to go look at it tonight, and—”
She kissed him. “Yes!”
“Honey, we haven’t even seen the inside of it yet. You might hate it.”
“I don’t care. It’s next door to my bestie.”
“I’ve been inside it,” Sean said. “The people who used to live there before the current owners. Kind of like ours, but two bedrooms instead of one on the far end, and they share a bathroom. I think it was the same builder.”
“See?” Essie said. “I love their house, so it’ll be perfect.”
“You’ll have a pool,” Sean said.
“We can put a gate between the backyards,” Essie said. “It’s perfect!”
Mark turned to Sean. “I think she’s sold.”
“I think you’re right.”
Ross didn’t look up from his phone. “You, my dear buddy, are screwed. She’s already deciding how to paint the new nursery she hasn’t even seen yet.”
“He’s right,” Essie said. “Hey, you wanted to move before the baby was born—here’s the perfect answer.”
“I guess we’re having a moving party,” June said.
“Please, Sir?” Essie asked.
“Oooh, did y’all hear that? I actually got a Sir out of her.”
They all laughed, remembered Max was sleeping, and quickly dropped the volume.
Then Sean snorted.
“What?” June asked.
“Ohh, man. She’d kill me.”
“What?”
Sean grinned. “I know this can’t happen, but if y’all bought the house and we moved you before Cali got home from the hospital, we could mess with her mind and tell her no, y’all were living there, didn’t she remember?”
Marcia rolled her eyes. “That’s just evil, and I’d rat you out. I love her volunteering. We need her volunteering.” She hesitated. “Well, you and Max, too, duh, but she’s kind of become my right arm with organizing the volunteers.”
Essie sighed. “Yeah, and as my bestie, I’d rat you out to her, too.”
Sean signed. “Can’t blame a sadist for trying.”
“I thought that was more Max’s job?” Ross asked.
“Yeah, well, I have my own sadistic streak when I want to.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
“So?” Essie asked Cali. “What do you think?” Her voice echoed through the empty house.
“I like it,” Cali said. “It’s nearly identical to ours.” She hated the fucking sling, but her hand throbbed like a sonofabitch if she didn’t use it. Her hand was wrapped with gauze, and there was a drain in her index finger, and she had a brace, and all sorts of bullshit she had to deal with.
But she also wasn’t dead, so she’d take the win.
Plus, Max and Sean would yell at her—because Essie would rat her out—if she didn’t use the sling exactly the way the doctor had ordered.
It was exactly a week after her brush with death, and Cali had passed her check-up with the doctor that morning. He pronounced that her hand was healing nicely, and Essie had hung on his every word to relay to Sean and Max later.
And as Cali’s unofficial babysitter for now, she was making sure Cali adhered to the letter of the doctor’s instructions ever since Cali had been discharged Thursday morning.
She’d probably have the Frankenhand for another week, depending on how it continued healing. From that point, she’d be able to downgrade to a smaller bandage and ditch the sling.
Cali didn’t even want to know what the hospital bill was going to be. Sean and Max had paid the deductible and refused to let her see the bill. They also took over dealing with her insurance.
This is going to be pricey.
This was one time her men had put their collective feet down and gone Domly on her…and she wasn’t even going to fight them. She’d cried it out on their shoulders that she felt like she was taking advantage of them. They’d let her purge it from her system, then had ordered her that she wasn’t to think like that anymore.
And if she didn’t know any better, she’d swear they were up to something, plotting, but she couldn’t be sure.
They could be sneaky little bastards when they wanted to.
But back to today’s errand.
Essie and her men had signed the papers to buy the house and closed on it that morning. Lara had already listed—and almost immediately sold—their house.
They had thirty days to get moved. This afternoon’s chore was to decide on paint so that could happen over the weekend. They were armed with handfuls of paint chip cards they’d picked up on their way back from the doctor’s office.
And Cali had already been ordered, by not only her men, but by Essie and her men, as well, that she wasn’t going to be allowed to do a damn thing to help during the painting and move, except maybe babysit Eddie.
Although with Essie pregnant, she’d been ordered by her men to take it easy, so she might be reduced to supervising.
Adding insult to injury, the party for the Fourth of July had been moved to Ross and Loren’s house, and June and Eliza had rearranged the volunteer schedule to take Cali off of it for at least a month to let her rest, or until she was cleared by her doctor to resume normal activities.
Sean and Max did allow the concession that Cali could still do the administrative and scheduling things she helped Marcia with, but only if she did them at home. Sean and Max were still going to help out at the club, but one of them would stay at home with Cali while the other went to help out.
They stepped out onto the lanai. “This is going to be a fun party house.” She grinned. “We can host parties, finally! Put a gate between our houses and spread it out between both of them, that would be awesome!” Essie actually bounced up and down so much Cali was worried she might bounce the baby right out of her.
Cali stared at her. “How are you going to host parties with babies?”
Essie grinned. “Grandma loves to babysit at her place.”
“Especially since she has room now, huh?”
Essie’s eyes widened, her smile fading as she nodded. “You ain’t kiddin’.”
That was how Essie had met her men in the first place, because they were the cleaning team that helped Essie’s mom unhoarde the house after the death of Essie’s father. Ever since, her mom had been living a clutter-free life and loving it.
Including enjoying being a grandmother to Eddie, when she wasn’t working part-time.
They spent another hour at the house and deciding all the paint colors. The kitchen and bathrooms were in great shape, so no need to redo them before moving in. Not that they had the time to do them before the move, anyway. The men were giving Essie free-rein on picking the color schemes and had turned all that over to her.
Once they’d noted all the colors, they returned to Cali’s house. Essie’s mom was watching Eddie today, so Essie would stay with Cali until her men returned home.
Baxter greeted them at the front door, and Essie stooped to pick him up. “Hey, buddy. How you doin’, you kinky little nip fiend?”
Cali reached over with her left hand and petted him. “Bless his heart, he doesn’t understand why Mommy was missing for a few days, and when she finally came home, she has a weird gimpy paw now. It sort of freaks him out a little.” She switched hands to pet him, and he slowly pulled his head away from her right hand, paused, then nosed back in, allowing her to scratch him.
“Well, it’s not his fault your men are idiots.”
Cali snorted. “True story.”
“At least Sean’s eyebrow is growing back.”
Cali snickered. “Yeah. Bless his heart.”
“So no version 2.0 of the Sparkler Flogger, huh?”
“No. I laid down a rule of my own—no pyrotechnics.” She held up her left hand, fingers and thumb together. “Zero.”
“Darn.” Essie grinned. “I was looking forward to egging them on from behind the safety of the fence.”
“Nope. Not gonna happen.”
Essie’s smile faded. “I’m really glad we’re moving next door. I mean, seriously.” She set Baxter down and hugged Cali. “I didn’t want to move away from you!” She burst into tears.
Cali struggled not to burst out laughing and managed to keep it to a smile. On top of the obvious, Essie’s pregnancy hormones had her wildly emotional at the drop of a hat, just like they had with Eddie. “No, they can’t break up the band. But you know the problem.”
“Problem?”
“Yeah. My guys are literally going to be across the fence from your guys and giving your guys evil, sadistic ideas.”
Essie’s eyes widened, and a combination of a horrified gasp and a snort of laughter escaped her. “Oh. My. God! We’re absolutely fucked!”
Cali grinned and pointed at Essie’s baby belly. “Well, you’re fucked. Speak for yourself. I’m a switch, so there’s a bit of self-regulating that goes on. They know not to push me too far unless they’re willing to go there, too. You don’t have that safety valve.”
“Oh, fuck,” Essie muttered, then giggled. “Guess life will get even more interesting.”
* * * *
Essie waddled on back home after Sean and Max arrived home from work and she gave them a detailed report from notes she’d taken on her phone. Once the three of them were alone, the men changed clothes to get dinner ready.
Right now, Cali wasn’t even allowed to pack orders to ship from their store. She could answer e-mails, post to social media…and that was about it. It was something else the men had put their feet down about. They also took care of Baxter’s litter pan before they went to work—and Max went to go do it again before cooking dinner—because that was one thing Essie was forbidden to do, since she was pregnant. Just a precaution.
Cali chafed to resume her normal routine, whatever that was.
Independence.
Something she’d never take for granted again. She was lucky they’d been able to go in and flush the bacteria out of her finger, one and done. It was healing, but it could have been so much worse and required multiple procedures, or more involved surgery.
Their friends had shown such a great outpouring of support and help, too. She could have had several people around the clock with her, if she’d asked. But she didn’t want that. She was hard-pressed to accept Essie’s help, and the only reason she did that was her men—and Essie—forced her to, and Essie lived a short walking distance away.
About to be even shorter.
“Did you get the paint sorted out today?” Sean asked.
“Yeah. She’s all set. By next week they’ll be able to start moving in.”
“This is going to be fun,” Sean said. “Imagine the parties we can have!”
“You and Essie are on the same page. She wants to put a gate in the fence.”
The men exchanged a look. “That’s a great idea,” Max said. “Not like we’re ever moving.”
“Thank god,” Cali said. “I don’t want to move. I love this house.”
They finished prepping dinner and carried Cali’s out to the couch for her, where they were all going to eat.
They’d even cut her damn meat for her.
“So,” Max said, exchanging a look with Sean. “We have something to discuss with you.”
“What?”
Sean’s turn. “Max and I have made a decision, and we aren’t backing down, either.”
“What kind of decision?”
It was like table tennis. Service: Max. “You’re going to marry one of us.”
“What?”
“You heard us,” Sean said, a hard and Domly edge to his voice that she’d never heard from him before, not even in his most toppy of Top modes.
“This is not negotiable,” Max added. “Our insurance and paychecks are pretty much identical. We don’t care which one it is, because we’re both changing our last names. So either you pick, or if you can’t pick, we’ll pick. But it’s going to happen.”
She blinked, stunned, trying to process it. “You can’t be serious.”
“We are. We never got married before we met you because gay marriage wasn’t legal.”
“You aren’t gay,” she stupidly said before she even realized it was out of her mouth.
Both men gave her nearly identical “looks.”
Well, Sean’s was missing part of an eyebrow.
“You know what we mean,” Sean said. “This will happen.”
“How am I supposed to choose?”
“You don’t have to,” Max said. “We’re happy choosing.”
They waited for her to respond. She took a few moments trying to mentally chew that over. “What if I say no?”
They both arched an eyebrow at her.
Or, in Sean’s case, half an eyebrow.
“Do you really want to try us, sweetheart?” Max asked. “You said you would do anything to make this up to us.”
“But…but we have all the paperwork and everything.”
“Yeah,” Sean said, “but we ran the numbers. You get on either my insurance or his, and you’ll get far better insurance for way less money. Won’t help us with this incident, but anything in the future, yes.”
“And we’ll get a slight income tax break,” Max said.
“This isn’t fair. I want to marry both of you.”
“Yeah,” Sean said, “but we know we’re not going anywhere, we know you love both of us, and we’re done screwing around. We thought your insurance was better than it was. We didn’t realize you were putting your fucking life at risk with that shit. What would we have done if you’d died on us, huh?”
His eyes went too bright and he started blinking back tears, but he wasn’t done. “How do you think we felt racing to the ER when we got Essie’s call, thinking you were going to die before we could tell you we love you? That we might lose you?”
“It gutted us,” Max added, his voice suddenly choked. “So we are not doing this again. With our insurance, you have low deductibles, low copays, and free preventative care. If you’d had one of our insurance plans, this”—he pointed at her hand—“wouldn’t have fucking happened, because you would have gone to the doctor on Sunday. How long’s it been since you had a pap smear?”
“Couple of years,” she mumbled.
“Okay, see?”
Sean reached over and stroked her hair. “We love you. You are our life. With one goddamned piece of paper that won’t change how we feel about you or each other, we can make your life easier, and put our minds at ease.”
She couldn’t help tearing up herself. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“We know, sweetheart.” Max leaned in, his head resting against hers. “But we would be remiss in our jobs as the men who love you if we didn’t take this stand. So…pick an option. You choose, and we’ll give you a week, or we’ll pick, and tell you tomorrow.”
“I…I need time to pick an option.”
The men exchanged a glance. “Monday,” Max said. “You’re not going to stall us on this, sweetheart. On Monday, either you pick the option to choose, and you get a week to make the choice, or you ask us to pick, and we’ll already have it settled.”
“How do I know you two won’t kill each other trying to choose?”
“How do you know we haven’t already chosen?” Sean asked.
She stared at him. There was nothing joking or kidding in his question. He was serious Sean, the side of him she rarely saw, because they usually only needed him for income tax time or serious business decisions they had to make. “You have?”
“Not telling you,” Max said. “But after our time together, and what we’ve built together, any excuses you use to stall is just fear talking. You know we love you, and you know we love each other. It’s a piece of paper. That’s all.”
He nodded toward her left hand. “You’ve been wearing our ring for years now, just like we’re wearing them.” He held up his left hand. “We’ve been married. You call us your husbands and we call you our wife. We call each other husband.”
Sean held up his left hand, his matching band on his ring finger. “We made this choice already, sweetheart. It’s a done deal for us. Filing a piece of paper is nothing, seriously.”
“What if I don’t choose who you guys chose?”
Sean set his plate on the coffee table, turned to face her, and cupped her face in his hands. “Close your eyes. Keep them closed.”
She did.
He kissed her, long and slow, sweetly, tenderness and love in every bit of it.
He released her, but immediately, Max did the same thing.
“Who do you belong to?” Sean asked.
“Both of you,” she whispered.
“That’s right,” Max said. “To us. The way we belong to you, and each other. Eyes open.”
She did.
“Do you really think a piece of paper will change how we feel?”
The men closed the discussion so they could eat while their food was warm.
But later that night, as she lay snugly between them, she stared at the ceiling. It was just a piece of paper. They already had pieces of paper to define things like their wills, powers of attorney, all of that.
I can let them choose, then I know their feelings won’t be hurt if I choose the other one.
But how could I ever choose one of them over the other?
The answer, she knew, was that she couldn’t.
Peace slowly filtered in.
Letting go to them and letting them choose would make them happy.
She loved making them happy—they loved making her happy.
Wasn’t that the important thing?
Then that’s what I’ll do.
As she closed her eyes, certainty settled within her. Life was too short to claim a hill to die on just for an emotional argument that honestly didn’t matter.
She couldn’t legally marry both men.
But marrying one of them would make both men happy.
And, in the end, she’d be happy with both men.
She couldn’t ask for anything better than that.
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