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Askel’s frantic to help Mallory find a stable recovery from her anorexia, but every time he gets his hopes up another relapse threatens her survival. He’s willing to do anything to save his wife, including setting aside their Master/slave dynamic, if that’s what it takes.
Mal knows she’s in the fight of her life, but she’s hit yet another plateau and her recovery has stalled. Something has to give before her body gives out. She’s willing to take matters into her own hands and try a new path, even if it’s one Kel and her doctors disagree with.
Kel isn’t happy about Mal’s decisions, but it’s not like there’s anything he can do about it now. And when she issues an ultimatum about their relationship, he’s even less happy. Can he learn to let go, trust Mal, and put his faith in their friends? Or is he standing by and following his wife down a path of self-destruction?
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Chapter One
 
October
 
What’s wrong with me? It’s been over a year.
Mallory Hansen stared at herself in the mirror as she prepared for the Halloween party.
Although she really didn’t have much to get ready for. Her wardrobe was extremely limited now, and she didn’t have a costume she could wear that would fit her, even if she felt like wearing one. Tonight she’d don one of the black maxi-dresses that was actually way too big for her now, and a black cardigan over that to hide her arms and torso.
I have a whole closet full of cute clothes I can’t wear because they’re too fucking big for me.
It was enough to make her want to cry.
The irony wasn’t lost on her that at one point in her not-too-distant past she would’ve killed to be smaller.
This wasn’t what she had in mind, and she was far enough along in her recovery to know she wasn’t in a healthy place.
Sticking to a long-term recovery plan had proved difficult for her, though.
She’d had to beg and plead with her husband, Askel, to check her out of the treatment facility in Tampa and bring her home to Sarasota for tonight’s Halloween party at Seth and Leah’s. She’d missed so many events already—she missed their friends. And Kel wouldn’t attend any lifestyle events if she wasn’t with him, despite her telling him she wanted him to go. That heaped more guilt onto her even though Kel assured her he was fine not attending events without her.
She already felt tense this evening because Kel was not happy with her right now. At all. But she was going stir-crazy at the facility. It was a nice place, except she couldn’t leave when she wanted to, had no freedom, and she was getting tired of sitting in group sessions and not having any new answers, or sitting in one-on-ones with her lead therapist, Dr. Susan Abrahms, and feeling like she was getting absolutely nowhere with her recovery now.
Yes, with her daily journal she could look back and see how she felt more clear-headed again with the new medicine regimen, but…
Yeah.
She’d been a breath away this morning from demanding a divorce from Kel over his initial reluctance to help her check out, even just for the night.
Those thoughts had pulled her up short, though, once she realized she’d had them.
She loved him.
But she was ready for something…different now. Not meaning him. Meaning this whole situation with her anorexia.
Something in her life had to change.
She refused to spend the rest of her life locked up in an inpatient treatment center for eating disorders. For starters, they couldn’t afford it. The fact that friends who could afford it stepped in to pay for it—friends who’d literally hit the lottery—was beside the point.
It made things worse for her, actually. Made her feel even more guilty she hadn’t managed to get her shit together long before now.
I can’t keep doing things this way.
At five-six, at her heaviest before her pregnancy, she’d been almost one-seventy, and then during her pregnancy had made it up to nearly two hundred pounds just before…
But her usual weight had averaged anywhere from one-fifty to one-sixty while with Kel. Right now, she’d actually regained and maintained a few pounds and was a whopping one-ten, and she’d made it through the worst of the initial effects of trying to restart her body’s metabolism. Her medical team’s current goal for her was to get her to one-twenty-five and see how she did, with an acceptable weight range of anywhere from one-seventeen to one-fifty. She’d lost a lot of muscle mass, too, something she was trying to rebuild by doing yoga alone in her room every day, as well as carefully supervised gentle low-impact weight training at the facility’s gym.
Kel walked into the bedroom. She’d tried to get him to take a shower with her earlier, but he’d gently refused with a mumbled excuse that didn’t make any sense no matter how she tried to spin it, unless she looked at it in the most obvious way.
He didn’t want to see her naked.
Rationally, she understood that was due to how underweight she was—yes, logically she understood she was underweight—but it pissed her off as a spouse.
It’d been over six months since they’d last attempted to make love, and even then it’d been like he was afraid to touch her. Neither of them had ended up getting off, and Mal had ended up crying herself to sleep in Kel’s arms.
They hadn’t actually played in…
Well, since before she’d lost the baby the previous March. Here they were now, eighteen months later.
Maybe this new regimen with the medication really was helping, because she felt clear-headed and determined in a way she hadn’t in months.
“Ready to go, sweetheart?” he asked.
“Yes, Sir.”
He held his hands out to her, and she accepted that instead of the hug she really wanted.
How gently he gripped her hands, as if they were formed from fragile porcelain, made her want to scream.
“No hugs from anyone tonight, sweetheart,” he quietly said.
Anger flashed through her. “Kel, I won’t break if—”
“No,” he said, giving her the Dom head tip, as she thought of it.
Her mouth snapped shut. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.
She’d pushed him as far as she could today and she knew it. They’d end up in a fight if she tried pushing for more, and that’s the last thing she wanted to do tonight. When she’d goaded him into a fight a few months ago, they’d both felt like shit for days after, made worse because of her being inpatient in Tampa at the time. He’d blamed himself for the fight even though she knew she was totally at fault, and that she also knew he couldn’t help how he was reacting right now.
Kel was scared.
Hell, she was fucking scared, too.
Everything he did came from a place of love, even if she wanted to grab him and shake him into being her full-on sadistic Master again.
She missed playing in the shadows with him.
Desperately missed it.
One more thing taken away from her life.
Her parents, her baby.
Her husband.
“Good girl.” He opened his arms to her for a hug and despite how hard she held him, he barely touched her as his arms encircled her. She might as well have been held by a ghost.
She closed her eyes and bit back her scream of frustration.
“I love you, sweetheart,” he said.
She took a deep breath. “I love you, too, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel had not wanted to attend the party tonight.
At all.
He’d planned to spend the whole day and late into the evening in Tampa with Mal, maybe coaxing her into going to dinner or a movie with him or something.
But when he’d showed up this morning, she’d been packed to leave for an overnight, which she’d already put her treatment team on notice that she was doing, like it or not.
They hadn’t liked it. They’d apparently tried to talk her out of it, only relenting when she laid out an ultimatum that either they approved the overnight or she’d check herself out totally.
With or without Kel’s help.
Worried about what getting her upset might do to her, he’d finally agreed, with the condition that she promised to do everything he told her to do, including eating, and that he’d bring her back to the facility tomorrow.
It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see his friends. He missed them like hell and knew she did, too.
The problem was, it hurt his heart watching them do things he didn’t dare do with Mal right now and had no idea if he’d ever be able to do with her again.
Because despite what her therapists—and his own friends—told him, he still wondered if maybe he was the one at fault. If maybe their Master/slave dynamic somehow pushed her over an invisible edge he never saw and was contributing to her issues now.
They’d nearly had a fight today, and yet he’d caved and given in to her, even though he wanted to side with the center that she shouldn’t leave for another overnight yet.
But she’d promised to eat what he told her to. And she had. A salad for lunch that she’d finished, along with one of her protein shakes. He’d made them mac and cheese for dinner, with cream of chicken soup—two of her favorites—and not only had she finished the serving he gave her, she even had a couple of spoonfuls of mac right out of the pot, giving him a playful smile as she did that made his heart ache because of the hope that wanted to bloom and which he quickly stomped back.
He’d been hopeful.
Many times.
He didn’t want to get his hopes up yet again just to have them dashed, and then worry how not to take it out on her or how not to let her think she’d disappointed him.
That wasn’t what it was about.
Fear.
He was terrified he’d lose her.
He felt…helpless.
Two weeks ago during a joint session with Mal’s therapist, when Kel had finally brought up the option of uncollaring her, of taking any kind of D/s off the table in case that was part of the problem, Mal had gotten so upset she’d literally raged and the therapist had sent him out of the room so she could get Mal calmed down.
He’d never seen her so angry.
So desperately in pain, and him unable to make it better no matter what he did.
At least if she was inpatient, he knew they’d keep an eye on her, keep watching her, let him know if there was a problem. Yes, he missed her like hell. Yes, sleeping alone fucking sucked.
But at least the facility kept her alive, which wasn’t something he felt confident he could achieve now. He’d already failed her several times, unable to figure out what the hell to do for her to keep her from backsliding.
It’s only one night.
Hell, if she did okay tonight, maybe he could use the promise of future overnights like this as bribes for her to try harder, to keep working.
To not give up.
Early on, he’d tried going the Master route on her to get her to take care of herself. He’d tried working with her during intensive therapy programs designed for him to help her with her routine and hopefully help her find recovery. They were on yet another pharmaceutical regimen. She’d had bouts of short-term success, but nothing that had really stuck.
Every time he thought she was on the right track and finally finding a solid recovery, and he let down his guard, they ended up back almost at square one again.
There was only so much her body could take before it gave out.
If he lost her, then he’d have lost everything.
She was quiet on the ride to Seth and Leah’s house and he didn’t try to make small talk, knowing it’d only devolve into snippy, tense exchanges revolving around her recovery plan.
For tonight, he wanted to do his best to be as “normal” as they could.
Maybe the glimpse of everything they were missing might help motivate her. He didn’t know. He was beyond trying to be logical about it.
Desperation ruled his mind.
All the way there, she rested her hand on his thigh as he drove, and he kept his lying on top of it but afraid to grip her too hard. He felt terrified he’d harm her.
Once they were parked at Seth and Leah’s, he turned to her. “We won’t stay late tonight. All right?”
She nodded.
He gently caught her chin and leaned in for a kiss. “I love you, sweetheart.”
“I love you, too, Sir.”
She waited for him to get out, round the car, and help her out. All the way to the front door, he kept his arm around her, protectively tucking her against his side. Most of their friends knew she was in a battle for her life, but he’d only really talked about it in-depth with Seth.
In fact, he’d broken down, crying on Seth’s shoulder just last week about all of this, tears he didn’t dare shed in front of her for fear of what it might do to her.
When they reached the front entrance, he gently eased her behind him so whoever opened the door would see him first and he could hug them and whisper in their ear a warning not to hug her tonight.
He didn’t want her accidentally hurt by well-intentioned friends, didn’t want her drastic weight-loss being commented on, either, if they felt how dangerously thin she was.
Here we go.
He reached out and rang the doorbell.
 




Chapter Two
 
Three Weeks Later, Early November
 
That Monday morning, Mal was not looking forward to today’s joint therapy session with Kel for a lot of reasons.
The main one being she knew how upset Kel would be at the end of it.
She hadn’t told her therapist she was doing this. It’d be blindsiding both her and Kel, but Mal had tried everything else.
She knew the odds if she couldn’t get her shit together.
Maybe it’d be better this way.
He can always find someone else if I’m not strong enough.
She spent the morning gathering her things, packing everything in her room, because she wanted to be ready to check out as soon as possible after the appointment. Either Kel would be taking her home or she’d be calling a cab or…something. Or Niall, Doyle, or Doug would come get her, but she wanted to be out of here.
The idea had hit her at the Halloween party three weeks ago while she watched their friends playing. The next afternoon, after Kel returned her to the facility in Tampa and she was alone in her room once more, she’d called Doyle. Him, because he’d worked with her early on, not long after her miscarriage and it became clear she was having deeper problems. He’d also been the one to tell her and Kel she needed more help than he was able to give her once it was apparent she was hitting a downward spiral.
Doyle wasn’t able to talk to her right then, because he’d been about to catch a plane with his husband, but he gave her Niall’s number. Niall was willing to hear her out and consider her request. After a couple of days of thinking about it and talking it over with Doyle and Doug, Niall had agreed they’d take her on as a client—all three of them working together. They all worked out of the same clinic in Sarasota.
Something had to change, and it could only happen within her. She knew a plateau when she felt one—having been through several already.
This time was different.
This would be her last plateau, one way or another.
She’d spent most of the past three weeks since the party planning and in daily phone sessions with Niall, Doyle, and, even briefly, with Doug, who she hadn’t met in person yet but already liked a lot from her conversations with him. Doug had even jokingly dubbed the three of them her “therapy fairy godfathers.”
She also hadn’t told her main therapist, or her medical team, about her plans. The men weren’t thrilled with that option, but they didn’t disagree with her logic, that her current medical team would try to talk her out of it and probably even try to use Kel to pressure her into staying.
Mal made sure she was waiting for Kel downstairs when he arrived, because she didn’t want him up in her room and seeing she was packed. He’d immediately know something was up, and she didn’t want him to have time to formulate a plan to talk her into changing her mind.
Which was something he had the ability to do, even though she knew it came from a place of complete love and worry.
Even the way he hugged her when he arrived, as if afraid to touch her, broke her heart.
I did this to us.
The way he pressed a tender kiss to her forehead and paused, inhaling, as if desperately glad to have her in his arms but terrified to break her.
It all shattered her heart. She couldn’t live like this anymore and knew the path to her recovery wasn’t here. She’d done all she could here, with the tools these people provided for her.
It was time to try something outside the box.
Once they were in Dr. Susan Abrahms’ office, Mal sat through the therapist’s summary to Kel of how the week had gone, Mal’s stats. When Kel learned Mal hadn’t gained any weight in the past week, only maintained her current weight, Mal could barely stand to see the disappointment flash across Kel’s face, just for him to school his features almost immediately.
Afraid to show Mal his true emotions.
Once Susan finished that part of the appointment, Mal took her opportunity before she could chicken out.
“I think I need some time alone,” she quietly said.
Kel and Susan exchanged a confused glance. “Right now?” Susan asked.
Mal shook her head, unable to look at Kel and instead focusing on her hands in her lap. “I mean completely.”
“What are you saying?” Susan asked.
Terror filled her, but when she thought about it…she’d never lived on her own.
Ever.
Maybe this would be the world’s worst experiment, but she’d never had to stand on her own two feet. Not really. Her parents had died but she’d been denied a normal grieving process by her uncle’s disfunction. Then she’d moved in with Kel, sure, as a roommate, at first, but leaning on him anyway.
Niall had also not been thrilled with this option when she’d told him her decision yesterday, but once again, he couldn’t fault her logic that she needed to experience being alone and independent, even if only for a short time. Niall also acknowledged the likelihood that if Kel was living with her he would spend every spare waking moment demanding she return to the facility, or watching her like a hawk and not living his life.
“I think Kel should stay at the apartment for a little while,” she said. “At night. Not…permanently.”
It felt like all sound, all oxygen had been sucked from the room, like she could hear Kel’s heart breaking, his soul shattering, and it nearly destroyed her resolve.
Neither Susan nor Kel spoke for a long moment, and Mal didn’t dare look. She was close to tears already.
I’m so fucking tired of crying.
But she hadn’t been able to heal no matter what they tried.
That meant she was keeping Kel trapped in perpetual purgatory, too, and that wasn’t fair to him.
None of this was fair to him.
“Mal?” he finally asked, nearly a whisper. “What’s going on?”
She closed her eyes and willed the tears back. “I need to do something…different,” she said.
One of the things she loved about Susan was her ability to keep her mouth shut when necessary. She didn’t interrupt and let this play out.
Kel’s jagged inhale punctured Mal’s soul but she kept her eyes closed so she didn’t see the wounded agony no doubt filling his sweet brown eyes. “Are-are you asking me…for a divorce?”
She slowly shook her head. “No. I love you. But this isn’t fair to you.”
“I decide what’s fair to me, Mal.”
“And you’ll always decide that to the exclusion of what’s best for you.” She finally forced her eyes open and made herself look at him.
The tears—tears he’d been so careful about hiding from her all this time—now rolling down his cheeks gutted her, but she’d started this.
“I’m checking myself out and going home. Today. You’re taking me home. I’ve set up appointments with Doyle and Niall,” she added. “I’ve already talked to them. They’ve agreed to work with me, and that they will communicate with Susan to get up-to-speed on my file.”
Now Susan tried to interrupt. “Mal, this is the first I’m hearing about this. You and I haven’t even discussed this. I’m not sure that’s a wise decision right now.”
“Either I’m going to beat this,” Mal said, “or I’m not. I know the risks. But my life’s been on hold, and so has Kel’s.” She couldn’t bear seeing the weight of his pain and dropped her gaze to her hands again, where her fingers worked on shredding a tissue in her lap. “This is it. This is my last chance to fix this.”
“No,” Susan said. “There isn’t a timeline on any of—”
“I have put a timeline on it,” Mal said. “Now I’m inconveniencing my friends. Friends have stepped in to pay my freaking hospital bills. I love them to death for it, and I know they can afford it, but no. I’m…done. If I don’t do this, and I die, at least Kel can move on.”
Out of the corner of her eye she watched his jaw drop open. “Mal, I love you. You are my wife. I’m not going to abandon you, or let you give up—”
“You don’t have a choice, Kel,” she said, hating that her tears were flowing once more. “Please respect my wishes. You can live at the apartment for now. I’m not divorcing you. If I make it this time, then you come home. Because if I can’t make this work…” She shrugged. “Then the house and everything is yours anyway.”
“You can’t be serious, sweetie. Can we please discuss this?”
The niobium bracelet Mal wore on her right wrist, her slave collar, no longer fit like it did when he’d first fastened it around her wrist. Now, it was so loose she could easily slip her hand out of it, like a bangle bracelet.
Choking back her sobs, she slipped it off and handed it to him, unable to look him in the eyes. “I think I was wrong to chew you out a few weeks ago when you brought up maybe dropping our M/s dynamic for a while,” she said. “Maybe we do need a temporary break from this. So I need you to hold on to that for me, for now. When I’m ready, if I don’t end up dead first, I’ll ask for it back. If you’ll still even want me.”
He wouldn’t take it from her, so she ended up laying it in his lap, where he stared at it.
 
* * * *
 
Kel could barely breathe, couldn’t process this. “Honey—”
“I need this,” she said. “Maybe it is the wrong thing, but they’ve said my meds are as stable as they’re going to be, for now. They have done all they can do for me at this point. It’s up to me. I need to be home. If I screw up, then I screw up. But it’s my screw-up to make, not yours. I don’t need you holding on to any more guilt than I know you already feel. This is me, all mine. That’s why I think it’d be better for you to live at the apartment for a while.”
There was something different about her tone today.
Calm, but firm.
Her mind was made up.
He didn’t want to pick up the bracelet, didn’t want to put his hand on it and feel it still warm from where’d it’d been on her wrist, know that it was really there in his lap, and that this slow-motion horror his life had slid into seemed to have no bottom.
“We can’t negotiate this?” he asked, already knowing the answer to that.
She slowly shook her head. “Not this time.”
“Will you please look at me?”
She hadn’t been dying her hair, and it was all brown now, a sweet brown he loved that had reddish and warm chestnut tones when she sat in the sun, a little grey here and there despite her not even being thirty yet, but hell, he had grey now, too.
Stress would do that to a person.
She’d been keeping it trimmed shorter than she used to, just below her shoulders. It hung like curtains around her face today, because she hadn’t pulled it back into a ponytail. When she finally raised her head, her blue eyes looked like bottomless wells of grief and sorrow when she finally forced herself to meet his gaze.
“Has someone asked you to do this? Talked you into it?” He needed to know the truth.
She sadly smiled and shook her head. “No. That first therapist was full of shit,” she added. “I know that. But there was one thing she was right about. I’ve bounced around reacting instead of taking control of my life. I used unhealthy coping skills when I was a teenager, and I never learned healthy ones.
“Now, I know the healthy skills, but I’m too busy leaning on you and worried about what this is doing to you to actually work on me. If I spend my life keeping myself alive only because you’re ordering me to, that’s putting unfair responsibility on you for my health, and it’s taking accountability away from me.”
“But it’s my job to take care of you! I love you!”
“I love you, too. Before I realized how broken parts of me are, I would have totally agreed with you about it being your job.” She took a deep breath. “I refuse to turn you into Kaden, Kel,” she said. “I refuse to have you be Seth, worried about every breath I’m taking, hyper-vigilant and with your life completely on hold and every ounce of energy you have devoted to me. That’s not a healthy relationship. Maybe it worked for them, but it doesn’t work for me. I can’t handle that guilt.”
“That’s not your—”
“Yes, it is, Kel.” She blew her nose. “It is my decision to make. I get it, what Leah went through in her life is totally different than what I went through. I don’t fault her or Kaden or Seth. What they have works for them, and more power to them. But I can’t live like this anymore. Either I need to make it, or…” She shrugged. “I’m done.”
It felt like he’d stepped off a cliff over a bottomless, black abyss and just hadn’t started the fatal plunge yet. “No,” he said. “I don’t agree to this. I won’t leave you.”
Her sad smile gutted him. “I’m still your wife. I still love you. But I’m killing both of us at this rate, and that’s guilt I cannot bear. I need to try something different. If I can’t do it on my own, you trying to manage everything I do will kill not only your soul, but our marriage. I want to be your wife and your slave, and I want to figure out how to live. But I’ve let you carry this weight for too long and it’s time for me to do this.”
Susan looked rattled, and that scared Kel even more. “Mallory, I don’t agree with this plan. I think it’s a mistake to check yourself out at this time.”
She motioned at Susan. “I’m pretty sure a lot of you aren’t going to agree with this. You can keep monitoring my case through Niall, Doyle, and Doug. I’ll set up a series of appointments with you and my medical team, if I need to. I’ll drive up, and—”
“You can barely walk!” Kel said, beyond desperate now. “How are you supposed to drive?”
She steadily met his gaze. “Then I guess I’ll need to get my act together, won’t I?” Her quiet, calm tone terrified him.
It almost felt like the more he tried to protest, the stronger her resolve grew.
“Can we at least talk about this? Or, okay, you want to come home? Then come home for another visit, or start coming home on weekends, and let’s see how it goes, and we try working on things together, huh?”
“Have you talked to Ted or anyone since I lost the baby?” she asked. “I mean, more than just once or twice? Outside of our joint therapy sessions. Have you really worked on processing losing her?”
Heat filled his face. “This isn’t about me.”
“Exactly. None of this has been about you, and that’s not fair to you.” Tears limned her eyes again. “You got lost in all this. She was ours. But you had to shove everything into a closet because of me and my health, and you’re afraid to even talk about her around me outside of this office. Again, not fair to you.”
She wiped at her eyes. “Our little M&M. Melissa Michelle. You cry every time you walk into the nursery, and I can’t even open the damn door. I haven’t set foot in there since before we lost her. Last time I was home, for the Halloween party, you were afraid to even touch me. We won’t survive this as a couple if I can’t get a handle on my eating disorder, because you’re afraid to break me. The truth is, I’m already broken.”
“No, sweetie, you’re not, you’re—”
“Stop!” She blew her nose again. “Stop saying I’m not broken, when duh!” She motioned to her body. “I know you love me. I know you’d die for me, but you can’t walk this path for me. You’ve been determined to carry me, and I’ve been willing to let you, and that’s not healthy for either of us. It’s holding me back now, and it’s never going to let me figure out what I need to do to stay alive.
“If it was just as simple as eating healthy meals three times a day, don’t you think I’d do that? Don’t you think I know I have a problem? I’m beyond the denial, Kel. I’m past that point. I accept I have a problem, and I accept I have to do something. But until I can figure out how to form healthy new habits that stick, my life is still in danger from my own disordered brain.”
Susan tried again. “Mallory,” she gently said, “I know you’re in pain, but—”
“We’ve tried doing this the way everyone said to do it,” Mal said. “I’m not getting better. I agree that yes, the meds are helping, and there was progress for a while, but I’ve hit another wall. Again. And this time, I know the only way over that wall is for me to climb it on my own. I want my own home, my own bed. I want to be near my baby.” She choked up. “I’m taking over my life.”
Mal dug a piece of paper out of her purse and handed it to Susan. “That’s a signed records release form, to send my records to Niall and Doyle, and to give anyone here on my medical team permission to talk to them, or anyone from their facility, about my treatment.”
Mal stood, and Kel felt too stunned to do anything but stare at her. “Will you drive me home?” she asked him. “Or do I need to call someone to come get me?”
Susan stood, moving to block her path to the door. “Wait, you want to leave right now?”
“Yes. I already packed. I’m ready to leave right now. I’m going to check myself out. I got my prescription renewals this morning from the psychiatrist, and I’m going home.”
Kel felt his stomach drop as the abyss raced up to meet him. On unsteady feet, he stood. “I’ll drive you,” he heard himself say, fighting the urge to be sick, wondering if he was now facilitating his wife’s death. He realized he was holding her bracelet in his right hand and he finally slid it into the front right pocket of his slacks. “I’ll drive you,” he quietly said again.
“Thank you.” Mal smiled, and how much peace he saw there terrified him. “I love you so much right now, you have no idea.”
 




Chapter Three
 
Mal had been prepared for Kel to try to work on her the entire drive home to Sarasota, to beg, plead, even go Master on her to order her to reconsider this.
She hadn’t been prepared for his devastated silence. Not a cold or chilly one, either.
More one of…grief.
When he reached the exit on I-75 for their house, she finally broke the silence. “I love you, Kel.”
“I love you, too, sweetheart.”
“I’m not mad at you,” she said.
He slowly nodded. “I get that.”
“I have to do this. It’s been over eighteen months.”
He took a moment to respond. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” She hated that she knew he weighed every response to her now, terrified of causing a reaction in her.
“I want to know you’re not angry with me,” she said.
It was as if he deflated, and that was somehow worse. “I’m not angry, sweetheart. Not at you,” he muttered.
“Don’t you dare yell at Doyle and Niall and Doug.”
From the grim set to his jaw, she knew that’s exactly what he wanted to do. “Why didn’t you tell me you were working on this plan? Especially with them?”
“I don’t want you lashing out at our friends.”
“If they were true friends, they would have told me you reached out to them so I could have talked you out of this.”
“Not when I reached out to them as a patient and not as your slave, no. They wanted to talk to you, believe me. I told them no.”
He pulled over into the next shopping center and threw the shifter into park before he turned to face her. “What do you want me to say, Mal? You want me to wish you luck in trying to kill yourself? Because you sound pretty damn fatalistic, honey. It’s like you want to die.”
The tears he tried to blink back and hide from her gutted her, but she didn’t cave as he continued. “It feels like I’m the only one working to keep you alive. You’ve pushed us all away—me, Mom, Chelbie, our friends.”
“Chelbie has the baby to take care of,” she said. “And everything she’d doing for Rich’s career. She doesn’t need extra work on her plate babysitting me because I don’t have my shit together.”
He played dirty, and honestly, she was surprised he hadn’t played this card earlier. “If Tilly was here, you damn well know what she’d tell you, right?”
Mal slowly nodded. “Yeah,” she softly said. “I know exactly what she’d tell me. She’d tell me to suck it up and move forward and pull my own weight. She’d tell me if what I’m doing isn’t working and I know it, then it’s time to quit making excuses and find something that will work. And you know she would. Because that’s what she has told me in the past. Want me to call her so she can confirm she said it?”
Kel threw his head back against the seat and stared out the windshield for several minutes.
Mal didn’t interrupt.
“So you trade one kind of limbo for another?” he eventually asked.
“No. Four weeks.”
He drew in a ragged breath and looked at her. “You want me to live at the apartment for four weeks?”
“At the end of four weeks we’ll revisit it.”
“And if you’re doing worse?”
“How much worse can I be doing, Kel? Other than dead?”
“That’s what I’m afraid of!” he finally roared.
Finally.
Even though she flinched when he said it.
She reached over to cup his cheek. “See?” she said. “I didn’t break. You won’t even cry in front of me, Kel. You’re terrified I’m going to keel over. That’s not healthy for you.”
He stared into her eyes, Mal reading the obvious confusion there, but he didn’t say anything.
“I want you to use these four weeks to find you,” she told him. “You’re every bit as lost as I am, and the only difference between how I’ve been killing myself and how you’re killing yourself is I’m doing it by withholding food from myself, and you’re doing it with worry about me.”
“So, what, I’m supposed to ignore my wife’s suffering?”
“No.” She forced a smile. “I want you to get involved with the club again. I want you to tie people. I want you to go to munches, and go to parties.”
“I don’t want to do any of that without you. I can force myself to work, but I don’t have any interest in tying anyone else.”
“You did all those things before me.”
“Again, before you.”
“You’ll be okay,” she insisted. “You need this.”
She hated the pain on his face. “Why are you trying to shove me away?”
“Because you’ve already rescued me once, Kel.” It hurt like hell not calling him Sir or Master, but she forced herself to forge on. “Now I’ve got to rescue me. I’m the only one who can do this. If I do, if you still want me on the back side of it, you’ll have a stronger slave for it.”
“I’m your husband. I promised you in sickness and in health. As your Master, I promised to take care of you and protect you.”
“I release you from that promise, Kel. I mean, I’d appreciate you not going out and cheating on me, because I’m hoping you’ll still want me, but I need to figure out who I am. I wouldn’t even blame you if you met someone and decided fuck this shit, you’re out. I wouldn’t blame you in the slightest.”
She watched his jaw tense as he angrily shook his head. “I’m not cheating on you, Mal. I’m not leaving you, I’m not divorcing you. I love you. I don’t want anyone but you. I wouldn’t be fighting so damn hard for you if I didn’t want to be with you! You’re my life!”
“You had a life before me. I want the life back we had together. I want to play in the shadows with you again. I want that with you, and unless or until I can get my shit together, I know we won’t have that because you’re terrified to harm me.”
She squeezed his hand before sitting back. “Take me home. Please.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel remembered a functional numbness that had set in during the immediate aftermath following his father’s death.
This uncomfortably reminded him of that time. He’d desperately hurt after they lost the baby, but at least he’d had Mal to focus on to take the keen edge off the worst of his grief.
Even now, his days were a haze of stumbling through taking care of work, of business, all while driving back and forth to Tampa to see Mal and participate in her treatment.
How was he supposed to deal with that buffer…gone?
When they returned home, he unloaded her things from the car and carried them into the bedroom, but when he tried to start unpacking for her, she smiled and caught his hand.
“Stop, please. I’ll do this.”
“I don’t know what you want me to do now.”
“You should probably pack.”
He started to argue with her, but she gave him that sad, resigned smile again.
“I’m not banning you from the house. You can still come and go from here as you need to. Heck, come home and take showers and do laundry here. But I need some space. I need to be alone with my thoughts at night. If I thought I could handle all those stairs, hell, I’d move to the apartment for a while and let you have the house to yourself.”
That shut him up. He didn’t want her there alone. The image of her tripping and falling down the stairs and hurting herself flashed through his mind and nearly made him shudder.
A little over an hour later, he was at the apartment. It was a unit in the industrial complex he owned, the unit directly behind Venture, the BDSM club he was technically partners in with Derrick and Marcia.
Another responsibility he’d allowed to fall to the side, because he’d been too consumed with worry about Mal.
He drove his truck and left Mal’s car at the house for her, although the possibility of her attempting to drive right now terrified the fuck out of him.
He’d considered disabling her car so it wouldn’t start and realized that would only piss her off and probably make her not trust him, but he did extract a promise from her to either call him if she felt she couldn’t drive, or to call an Uber, or friends. It was small comfort, but he had to believe she wouldn’t lie to him about something like that.
Downstairs was his office, and that was where he worked, his computers there for processing photographs he took as part of his vanilla job. He hadn’t been doing much photography work lately, though. Much of that work was for commercial clients, like product photography for boats, cars, buildings and houses for real estate companies and builders, and retail products.
He also did lifestyle photography, especially of shibari and rigging, but he’d let that part of his career fall to the side with all of this.
Mal had been his favorite subject…before. His beautiful canvas for his own personal dark art.
At least he had his income from the commercial properties he’d invested in. That paid his bills both for the commercial properties and for their home. Mal had worked both as a graphics designer, as well as helped him with his photography business. But it’d been months since she’d actually worked, because he’d ordered her to focus on her recovery.
He carried his laptop and overnight bags upstairs. The apartment’s air felt a little stale, so he flipped on the AC after he dropped his things on the couch.
It didn’t feel right being here now like this.
Before he’d met Mal, it’d been his home, his cozy fortress of protection from the world.
It was where he and Mal fell in love and became a family.
He felt…
Helpless.
Except…there was one thing he could do.
He dug out his cellphone and called Niall.
Honestly? He was shocked when Niall answered on the second ring. He’d expected his friend to let it go to voice mail.
“Hello, Kel. She already called an’ told me she was home. I was expectin’ yer call.”
Rage washed through him. “How could you fucking talk to Mal and not tell me?” Kel realized he was screaming and didn’t even care. “She’s my goddamned wife and slave, and you didn’t think her coming up with this plan warranted a fucking heads-up to me?”
Niall sighed. “I asked her for permission to talk to ye about this, an’ she asked me not to tell ye that, or to get into details with ye beyond what she okays, now that she’s home. She’s seein’ me as a client. I cannot break confidentiality, an’ neither can Doyle, nor Doug, an’ ye damn well know it.”
“As my friends—”
“As yer friend, I’m gonna tell ye to shut yer bloody gob an’ listen to me for a feckin’ minute!” Niall roared over the line, shocking Kel.
He’d never heard Niall raise his voice. Ever. The friendly Irishman was usually chill as fuck.
“Ye gonna listen?” Niall asked.
Kel swallowed back his fear, his anger—his feelings of betrayal. “Yeah,” he finally said.
“She’s in pain, an’ ye damn well know it. Here’s what I can tell ye, an’ both Doug an’ Doyle are in agreement with me. The fact that she’s tryin’ to take control of this is a positive step.”
“You’re not a specialist in eating disorders.”
“No, I’m not, I’ll give ye that. But I’ve done a lot of training an’ work in the field of obsessive-compulsive disorders, an’ there is a bit of overlap with that. I have had training in eating disorders, in school, even though my focus is addiction recovery. We’re also bringin’ in Dr. Doug Strickland. I believe ye’ve met him. He’s a friend in common.”
“Is he a specialist in eating disorders?”
“Eh, no. He was a priest—”
“What? Are you shitting me?”
“Now, listen to me, dammit! He’s got a psychology doctorate an’ twenty years’ practical experience. His main focus now is addiction recovery, but he’s also had training in various specialties, including eating disorders. He’s counseled people with eating disorders, in the past. He brings a different focus to this.”
“Neither of us are religious.”
“I know, I know. An’ he’s not a priest anymore, although he’s working toward ordination in the Unitarian Church. He’s not gonna try to convert her or anythin’, that’s not what this is about. He’s had real-world experience counseling a wide variety of people. Very calm kind of chap. Very…Zen.
“The three of us, working in tandem with her, an’ bein’ that we’re all in the lifestyle, I wouldn’t be agreein’ to this if I didn’t think we can help her. Doug is a submissive, so he’s got that end of the spectrum covered. All three of us are experienced practitioners of CBT. Eh, cognitive behavior therapy, not the other kind. An’ CBT has proven effective with eating disorders.”
“They use CBT at the treatment facility in Tampa, and—”
“She’s got vanilla health professionals up there. Maybe they’re kink-friendly, but let’s face it—maybe it’s time to let two determined Doms an’ a damned smart sub take a whack at it, eh?”
When Kel didn’t respond, Niall pushed on. “Plus we’ve got a nutritionist in the clinic who’s agreed to work with her about her diet plan. She’s already had a phone conversation with Mal’s dietician in Tampa an’ received a copy of her file. We’ve got a psychiatrist on staff who will take over supervisin’ her medications, so we can stay on top of that in case we need to make any changes. An’ no one’s tried hypnotherapy on Mal in all this time. I can try that. I do that clinically, not just as a neat party trick. The three of us have put our heads together, an’ we’re gonna try a multi-pronged approach to this. We already have a treatment plan in place.”
Desperation tied painful knots in Kel’s guts. “She needs to be inpatient, Niall,” he pleaded with him. “They can keep an eye on her.”
“How many times, then, aye?” he quietly asked. “What’s this, the third, fourth, fifth time? Ye keep her locked up fer the rest of her life, or until she kills herself because she’s so feckin’ depressed she doesn’t have a life anymore?”
Kel swallowed his simmering rage, because…yeah.
He’d had that exact fear himself.
“An’ before ye go off wantin’ to kill us,” Niall continued, “we’ve set a hard limit of one month with Mal. If at the end of one month the three of us have reached a consensus that she’s not makin’ progress, she’ll willingly go back inpatient. This will be a month-to-month process with us, an’ she has to earn every month after this first one. The fact that she asked us about this, that she took this step to approach us an’ talk to us, it’s a good sign. She’s taking control, an’ she needs to if she’s gonna beat this.”
“She didn’t tell me any of that.” Kel was no longer sure if his anger was at Niall, or at Mal for not telling him any of those details.
“Then she likely didn’t tell ye that we also told her if we feel she’s lapsin’ before then, or is in danger, that we’ll force her back to in-patient immediately. That we’ll Baker Act her, if need be, to protect her.”
“No, she didn’t.” He slumped onto the sofa. “She just asked me to stay at the apartment for a month.”
“That wasn’t our idea, either,” Niall told him. “In fact, I told her I’d prefer she let ye stay at home, with her.”
“Then why is she doing this? What about UCAN and FBT, huh? What about involving families and partners? I’ve read the research, Niall. I’ve had plenty of time.”
Niall’s voice gentled. “Because she’s scared. For a lot of reasons.”
“She isn’t the only one.”
Niall sighed. “I’ve already got a call in to Dr. Abrahms in Tampa,” Niall told him. “I’m goin’ to set up a conference call for the three of us with her to get fully up-to-speed with her end. We already have Mal’s case file. I promise ye, if we feel Mal’s in danger, we’ll tell ye immediately an’ get her readmitted there. But none of the three of us can disagree with her logic here. It’s not like she doesn’t understand she’s in danger. She does.
“Keep in mind it doesn’t matter how renowned a treatment facility is. Not every treatment works for every person. There’s no magic bullet, whether it’s addiction, or OCD, or eating disorders. She’s got a lot of old baggage from her childhood, an’ that’s not breakin’ her trust to tell ye what ye already know.
“The only way treatment will work is if the person goin’ through it feels it’ll help, an’ she’s hit the point she feels the center has reached its limit in what it can do for her. So if they tried a month or a year, it likely wouldn’t help her anymore an’ would only end up frustratin’ both of ye with her lack of progress. That means ye need to let her try this.”
Kel felt his tears start again. “I can’t lose her, Niall. She’s the love of my life, and I’m scared I’m going to be burying her, and that’s going to kill me.”
“I know,” he gently said, sounding somber. “An’ that’s somethin’ she knows, too. An’ it’s a guilt I’m sure she’s holdin’ on to. But when somethin’ isn’t workin’, it’s sheer insanity to keep beatin’ yer head against a wall an’ hopin’ it turns out different. I promise ye, we’re going to try to get her to let us at least talk to ye to keep ye updated. But only she can do this work. Maybe it’s time ye talk to someone, yerself. She said ye’ve neglected yer own self-care.”
Kel fought the urge to put his fist through something—preferably Niall. “Who am I supposed to talk to?”
“Well, one of us, fer starters.”
“Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” Kel asked.
“Normally, I’d say yes, except these are…extenuatin’ circumstances. She already told us she wouldn’t mind us workin’ with ye on yer own issues, as long as we maintain a level of confidentiality where she’s asked it of us.”
“My ‘issue’ is that I’m afraid my wife’s going to die!”
“Maybe that’s true,” Niall said, “but we’ll make room in our schedule for ye should ye wish to talk. I know Doug can easily fit ye in.”
Kel honestly didn’t know what to say and didn’t even care Niall could hear him crying now.
“Kel,” Niall finally said, “please trust us. Let us try. At least with the three of us, she knows she won’t face any judgment about the lifestyle. In fact, we can bring insights to the table, hold her accountable in different ways her team in Tampa wasn’t capable of. She knows she doesn’t need to hold back with us.”
“I guess I don’t have any choice, do I?” Kel bitterly laughed. “She uncollared herself at the appointment today. Handed me her bracelet and asked me to hold on to it. She’s so fucking thin it slid right off her goddamned hand.”
It sounded like Niall blew out a breath. “I’m sorry, Kel. I really am. I’m gonna give ye a hard piece of advice—if ye love her, ye need to let go an’ let her do what she feels she needs to do. She knows the risks. She loves ye.”
“Then why won’t she let me help her? Why is she fighting me on this?”
“Because ye’re too close to her pain. It’s time to step back an’ let yer girl show you how strong she truly is. Fer both yer sakes.”
 




Chapter Four
 
Kel was barely out of the driveway before Mal started working through her to-do list on her phone. Calling Niall was first on the list, and she’d finished that task already.
Arranging an Uber to take her to their facility for her appointment late that afternoon was second, and she did that. Technically her appointment today would be with Doug, but Niall and Doyle would both be there, as well. Then Doug would drive her home after, because he was actually staying at work late for this.
Kel had taken his truck and left her car for her. She hadn’t driven in…well, months. Yes, that was one of the things she knew she’d need to get used to doing again, but despite what Kel thought, it wasn’t that she was too weak to drive. She needed to rebuild her confidence, and rush-hour in Sarasota traffic during snowbird season wasn’t the best time to make her first attempt at it.
She suspected there were a lot of things he thought she was too weak to do on her own, and she truly didn’t begrudge him that. She’d given him no reason to think otherwise, had allowed him to step into control in so many ways, so many unhealthy ways, that of course he only saw her weakness now.
Third item on her list was to create a group text thread with the three men, to their personal phones, and send them a message.
 
This is item 3. Items 2 and 1 also finished.
 
Her finger hovered over the send button. They had made one unbreakable term when agreeing to take her on as a client—that once she agreed to do this, she had to follow their rules.
That they wouldn’t do anything to cross any relationship boundaries of their own, or with her, but they would be trying an…unorthodox approach to her treatment.
If she failed to follow through on any of their orders without safewording or without a damned good reason, or if she was anything other than one-hundred-percent honest with them, they would immediately terminate her as a client and one of them would drive her back to Tampa and admit her.
And that they would relax certain rules depending on her progress.
There were no other options.
After taking a deep breath, she hit send.
Within ten minutes, all three men had responded that they’d received her text, and she blinked back tears at their Good girl responses.
Yes, there was irony that she was agreeing to this particular path, but she was desperate.
She needed a hard reset across the board, which was why she’d asked Kel to stay at the apartment temporarily.
She needed to find her footing without worrying about him feeling even worse about all of this, or like he’d failed her because of what she was attempting now.
And he needed time to focus on himself, even if he didn’t see that.
But…
That also wasn’t her concern, or so Niall had told her last night when she’d confirmed with him that today was the day.
The three of them—Niall, Doyle, and Doug—were in agreement they suspected part of the problem was the two of them were so focused on what the other was going through that neither of them had truly dug into their own souls to confront the truth. Which was why she kept relapsing, because despite their hearts being in the right place, they were unintentionally doing unhealthy things to each other, perpetuating unhealthy coping mechanisms in the name of love.
They could only work on themselves to find healing. Once that path was smooth and sure, then they could repair them as a couple.
That was why she’d uncollared herself, despite it feeling like she was ripping part of her soul out of her body.
Because the men were absolutely right—she couldn’t focus on her when she was Kel’s slave and worried about him and what her anorexia was doing to him. And she knew despite Kel’s heart being one-hundred-percent in the right place, he would never be as hard on her or demand the same level of accountability from her as Niall, Doyle, and Doug would as her counselors, friends, and as Doms.
Another analogy Doyle had shared with her from the point of view of a mental health professional and as a recovering alcoholic with twenty years of sobriety under his belt—she couldn’t throw Kel a lifejacket when she was already too busy drowning, and vice versa.
That once she could safely tread water on her own, then she could think about giving up the lifejacket to him—if he’d even take it.
Again, something she had no control over.
Another point all three men were in agreement on, that she’d spent the past eighteen months worried about trying to control every aspect of her life in unhealthy ways and which ran contrary to her desired outcome.
That she’d never learned how to process and accept in healthy ways not being in control of certain aspects of her life, and that had led to her trying to maintain an unhealthy death grip on all aspects of her life…
Meaning she had no control over anything and now doubted herself in everything.
While the facility she’d been at was great for eating disorders, their staff specialized in that focus, and Niall and the others suspected they’d missed deeper triggers in the process.
They were going to use a variety of approaches with her. Niall would focus on using hypnotherapy and try to teach her to learn to come to peace with what she could and couldn’t control in her life and to finally deal with past issues.
Doug would focus on CBT methods with her and addressing the aspects of her OCD that had led to her eating disorder so she could better process triggers and reconfigure her habits, as well as help her work on new, healthy coping mechanisms to deal with her fresh and ancient grief.
Doyle, who spent quite a bit of time out of town on the road with his rock-star husband, ironically the other Mal in their group, would mostly be working with her over the phone and approaching it from a codependency and addiction treatment angle.
But through all of it, one of her jobs was to approach this as if she now had three Doms to deal with, despite the fact that Douglas was actually his husband’s slave.
That was something none of them had told Kel about, and was another reason she’d uncollared herself this morning. Because she knew at this point in the process she couldn’t bring herself to do any of it if she still wore his collar. It would feel too much like cheating in some ways. Mal the wife could rationalize it was for her survival, but Mal the slave was too intrinsically woven into that identity to give up her devotion to Kel.
Something that could possibly literally kill her if she didn’t get a handle on it.
Closing her eyes, she ran her left thumb over her engagement and wedding rings. For now, they would be her silent reminder of who she was, of who Kel was to her, with regaining her collar from Kel as her second-most important goal.
Beating her anorexia and not dying was her first goal.
Once she knew if this was actually helping her or not, then she’d tell Kel about that aspect of it. Because if it did help her, she knew he’d be okay with it.
It would also mean she’d be better able to deal with the guilt she’d no doubt feel over his reaction to it.
He wasn’t a failure, and he’d feel like one. She needed to be able to deal with that—and the fact that his reactions weren’t something she could control.
Right now, she had another mission. Doug would take her grocery shopping on their way home from her appointment—another reason he was driving her home—but she needed to eat something for lunch, or she’d need to drink another of the pre-packaged shakes she’d brought with her. She had to keep her calorie count up through meals and snacking to maintain her steady weight gain.
She opened the fridge, her heart aching when she realized that Kel was basically subsisting on crappy frozen meals.
I should be cooking for him. For us.
But he had eggs in the fridge, and cans of soup in the pantry.
She selected a can of chicken noodle soup and put one of the eggs in a small pot of water to hard-boil it. Once her lunch was ready, she took a picture of it, noted it in her new fitness tracker app on her phone, and then texted the picture to the group thread, along with a text.
 
Lunch.
 
She also added the picture to her tracking log, but for now the men wanted her physically texting the picture to them, as well.
Once she finished eating, she texted them a picture of what was left—about a quarter cup of the soup, which she saved in the fridge for later. Then she adjusted her food log accordingly so it accurately reflected her portions and calories.
Her new fitness tracker, which she’d received at the facility on Friday from Amazon, and had put on its charger there at the house once Kel left, was now fully charged.
She fastened it around her wrist, shocked that she had to adjust the strap to the tightest hole and it was still loose. But she synced it to her phone app—which all three men had login access to for monitoring her—and took a picture of it on her wrist to text to them.
If she took it off to charge it, she had to notify them immediately by text, and then notify them again when she put it back on.
They would use it to make sure she wasn’t resorting to unhealthy exercise patterns. It also had a GPS tracker feature, through the phone app. So if she tried running to burn calories, she wouldn’t be able to lie about it.
It would be yet another way to keep her accountable.
This had been one of Doyle’s prerequisites. That it would be her full-time “sober companion,” in a way. Something he was experienced with, because he’d made a living being a professional sober companion to celebrities, which was how he’d met his husband.
Doyle had pointed out that when she had doubts about herself and her progress, she’d be able to review all the logs and counter the disordered thinking that would try to sabotage her—and which had sabotaged her in the past.
That she had to learn to lean first on herself and understand everything she was capable of, and to be accountable to herself first and foremost, and to trust what she saw with her eyes in terms of results and logs versus listening to disordered thinking.
It had all been delivered with a firm tone from all three men, a no-nonsense vocabulary, and while respectful, she had been made well aware that they wouldn’t coddle her. She’d seen first-hand how sadistic Niall and Doyle could be in their Dom modes. She had no doubts all three men would give no ground and call her out immediately if she slipped in unacceptable ways.
All of this resonated with her in a way nothing had before.
Another reason she was desperate to follow through with it.
Another reason she was desperate to risk it.
And another reason she was willing to risk hurting Kel now, because she knew if she could really persevere this time, he’d readily forgive her.
Then, and only then, they’d be able to move forward with their lives.
She hoped.
 




Chapter Five
 
Mal knew Niall and Doyle but didn’t know Doug from anything other than their phone sessions. So it was with some trepidation that she signed in at the reception desk and took a seat in the lobby to wait for him after filling out paperwork.
She knew he’d been a priest and was recently married to Connor, a friend of Doyle, Niall, Aden, and Etsu, among others. She also knew he’d been married to a woman before that, who’d died shortly after giving birth to their baby, so he was freshly familiar with grief.
She wasn’t sure what to expect when a man entered the lobby area and appeared to scan it. He was a little under six feet tall, with brown hair and the start of a beard and mustache, and grey eyes.
When his gaze landed on her, she knew it was him, even before he walked over to her while wearing a kind smile.
“Mallory?”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
The few other people in the lobby wouldn’t know she meant it with a capital S.
He held his right hand out to her. “Douglas Strickland. Nice to finally meet you in person.”
She nervously swallowed as she took his hand, unable to ignore her relief at how he gave her a normal handshake. “Nice to finally meet you, Dr. Strickland.”
“Follow me.”
Nervously, she stood and he led her down a corridor to an elevator. “Are you warm enough?” he asked while they waited for it.
There was no teasing or sarcasm when he asked it, but she was wearing two sweaters, well aware now how easily she got cold.
Before, she was usually the one sweating her ass off when everyone else was freezing, but that was one of the “blessings” of her new body, and one she hated.
“I’ll be okay.” She forced a smile. “The transition from outside to inside. I’ll warm up.”
She shivered—and not from the chill in the air—as he gave her “the look.”
It didn’t need a name other than that, because it seemed every damn Dominant she’d ever met in her life had some variation of “the look.”
“If I’m still cold in a little while, I’ll tell you, Sir,” she added.
He slowly nodded. The doors slid open and he indicated for her to go first. Once he’d pressed the button for their floor and the doors slid closed again, she relaxed.
“You can call me Doug, or Sir, whichever is more comfortable for you,” he said. “You don’t have to call me Doctor, if you don’t want to.”
“Yes, Sir.”
He tucked his hands into the pockets of his khakis. He wore a dress shirt and a tie, but his long sleeves were rolled up just under his elbows. A playful smile curved his lips. “And ‘Father Strickland’ is right out, I’m afraid, even though I do have other clients who are more comfortable calling me that, and who I allow to address me as such. Under our special circumstances, one of the conditions my Sir has is that you aren’t allowed to call me ‘Father.’” Mirth sparkled in his eyes. “It would seem some people have a priest fetish. Imagine that,” he drawled.
She couldn’t help it—she laughed, and it was the first time in as long as she could remember that she’d had a deep, hard belly laugh.
The doors slid open and he motioned for her to step forward. “Feels good, doesn’t it?” he asked as he led her down the hallway.
“What?”
He opened an office door for her and held it. “Laughing like that.”
“Yeah. It does.”
“Well, let’s hope that’s a good sign, then.” He let the door swing closed behind them and pointed her at a sofa. “Let me tell Doyle and Niall you’re here, but we can get started while we’re waiting on them.”
She sat on the left end of the sofa, next to an end table holding a box of tissues, and where a small trash can was discreetly tucked under it.
He walked behind his desk, made two quick calls, then picked up a notepad, pen, and took a seat in a comfortable chair not far from the sofa. “Did you want a bottle of water, or coffee, or anything?”
“No, thank you.”
“All right,” he said. “Let’s talk ground rules, then. You’ve had more talks with Doyle and Niall, but you’ll be seeing me more frequently than you’ll see either of them, so I get to do this while we’re waiting.”
He ticked off points on his fingers as he talked. “Niall told me you uncollared yourself, and that will be on our discussion list today. For the duration of what we’re doing, we still consider you collared to Kel and will proceed accordingly. Nothing we do will approach any sexual or even sensual territory, excluding, of course, any conversations you feel you need to have about sexual topics regarding you and your husband as part of your therapy.
“You will follow the daily rituals we’ve already started putting into place with you, or safeword immediately to explain why you can’t. If we feel at any time your health is in jeopardy, or we’ve hit a critical snag that is beyond our ability to help you with, we will readmit you to the treatment facility immediately, even if we’re forced to do so against your will.”
He leveled a serious gaze at her, waiting, and she knew what he wanted to hear.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Before you and I leave today, we’ll stop by the dietician’s office and get the meal plan from her that she’s drawn up. You will be expected to follow it, for now. We’re setting your first weight goal at gaining and maintaining five pounds by the end of four weeks, which will put you at one-twenty, correct?”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“With an eventual goal of one-twenty-five as a minimum maintenance weight, for now?”
She nodded again. “Yes, Sir.”
“If you gain it before then, we expect you to maintain, or slowly gain from there. If there’s a sudden and uncontrolled jump in your weight that we can’t track to the effects of medication or in your food log, we reserve the right to bring in medical intervention, or, if necessary, admit you.”
Another pause, and she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“We understand why you don’t want to tell Kel we’re taking an…unorthodox approach to your treatment. But we reserve the right, if we feel it’s necessary, to tell him before you feel ready to tell him. Not negotiable.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“We expect complete honesty from you about your treatment, too. If you feel something isn’t working, or we need to modify something, we expect you to do exactly what you’d do during a negotiation and tell us that. You’ve been through enough now you will know if we need to change course. Or if you feel something is causing a breakthrough and helping, tell us that, too. Or ask us questions as to why we’re doing something.”
“You guys won’t get in trouble doing this, will you?”
He kindly smiled. “No. While what we’re trying is unorthodox, and skirting a few outer edges, we’re taking into consideration the fact that you’re more a friend than a traditional client. We feel the potential benefits are worth it. If you were just starting initial treatment for anorexia and weren’t medically stable, no, there’s no way we’d be taking you on as a client right now. That’s why Doyle referred you to a specialist in the first place.
“But you’re stable now, you have a solid grasp of what hasn’t worked, you have a desire to overcome this, and you understand the risks. And you’re a friend. If this works, or even if parts of what we do work, we plan on writing a paper about it. You could be helping other people by doing this.”
“Really?”
“Really. We will, of course, withhold identifiable information. But we’ve been working on a series of articles and papers about kink-positive approaches to counseling. There isn’t enough info out there yet from a clinical side. Anything we can add to the available information is helpful.”
“Well, if it keeps anyone else from going through what I’m going through, I’m all for it.”
She heard a rap on the door.
“Come in,” Doug called out.
Niall stepped inside. “Doyle’s not far behind me.” She noticed his accent sounded Americanized compared to what she was used to. “Hello, Mal.”
She mustered a smile for him. “Hey, Ni.”
He arched an eyebrow at her, and her face immediately heated. “I mean, Sir. I’m sorry.”
He laughed and held out a hand to her, also shaking normally with her. “Are you sure you’re comfortable calling me that?”
“I am. Sorry, Sir.” She took a deep breath. “Can I say something before I forget?”
“Of course.”
She looked to Doug. “Out in the lobby, when you called me back, you shook hands with me. Like Niall just did.”
Doug looked understandably confused. “Yes?”
“You shook hands normally with me. Both of you did.” She didn’t expect to burst into tears. “Thank you. Kel treats me like I’m going to break, and that’s made this so much worse.”
Doug leaned in and offered her the box of tissues. She took a couple and blew her nose. “Thank you for treating me…normal,” she said.
Niall’s expression darkened. “Has that been an issue for you?”
She nodded. “At the Halloween party at Seth and Leah’s, before we went he told me no hugs, and he told Leah when we first got there. I told him I was okay, that I wanted to hug people, but he said no.”
“Because…he was worried people would hurt you?” Niall asked. “Or because he was being territorial?”
“He was worried people would hurt me, even though I told him I was okay. I know he was also worried people would comment on my weight.”
Niall crossed his arms over his chest, his Irish accent returning. “And ye didn’t feel ye could really overrule him, did ye?”
She shook her head. “I get it. I get why he’s worried. But it’s not helping me right now. Especially when I can’t even get him to really hug me. Or anything else,” she muttered.
He slowly nodded and looked at Doug. “Can ye please note that to send me a reminder as a topic of discussion with him?”
“Sure.” Doug jotted it down on his paper.
“I mean, please don’t yell at him over it,” she added. “I don’t want him feeling—”
“Bad,” Niall said. “Ye don’t want him feeling bad, he doesn’t want ye to feel bad, either, an’ ye’re both circlin’ the drain.”
She nodded and started crying again.
There was another knock on the door, and both Niall and Doug said, “Come in.”
Doyle appeared, smiling, then frowning when he spotted her tears. “Did you two sadists start without me? Dammit, that’s not fair.” He flashed her a playful smile.
She couldn’t help it—the look on his face made her laugh, which made her snort and laugh some more…and then she started crying again when she realized how long it’d been since she’d been able to laugh like this with her friends.
Or…with anyone.
She and Kel used to laugh all the time.
Doyle joined them, sitting on the far end of the couch while Niall took another chair and Doug passed her more tissues.
“Been a rough eighteen months, hasn’t it?” Doyle gently asked.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Doug, you went over the rules?” Doyle asked.
“Yep.” And he filled Doyle in about the handshake.
He sighed. “Well, then I guess we need to get started for today.”
She’d thought they’d want to talk to her about her anorexia, but they actually walked her through her relationship with Kel.
Specifically, their BDSM relationship.
It felt weird talking about this, but it’d been a topic most of her other therapists had stayed far away from, focusing more on the vanilla side of their marriage and treating their M/s dynamic like it was nothing more than a sexual preference, like preferring missionary to doggy style, and not actually their main relationship dynamic.
“I remember your collaring,” Doyle said partway through their discussion. “I was visiting friends in Sarasota and was actually here for it. I also remember one of your vows to him was to protect the property, wasn’t it?”
She nodded, her tears renewed. “To protect what’s His to the best of my abilities,” she quietly said.
“Do you feel you’ve done that?” Doyle asked.
She slowly shook her head. “No, Sir.”
“Are you really ready to work with us to try to make that happen?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Are you wanting to do this for you, or for him?”
She took a deep breath. “I’m ready to do it for me.”
Doyle passed the metaphorical baton to Niall.
Niall spoke up. “We’ve decided we’re goin’ to give ye a few mantras we want ye to say every day, mornin’ an’ night, an’ at any time ye feel ye doubt yerself.” He sat forward, his elbows on his knees, hands clasped. “Close yer eyes an’ sit back an’ listen to the sound of my voice…”
By the end of their session, Niall had not only hypnotized her, he’d used it to help her memorize the mantras.
I am enough.
I am more than my body.
Kel has always loved me the way I am. He fell in love with me the way I was. I am, and always have been, good enough for my Master.
My friends love me.
The last one, which really made her cry. It’s not my fault. I did nothing wrong.
Meaning losing their baby.
Because despite knowing the truth, knowing the doctors told her it just happened, yes, she did still feel it was her fault.
How could she not?
“One more thing,” Doug said. “You will have contact with Kel at least once a day until you’re living together again. Either talking to him on the phone, or seeing him in person, or both, if you wish.”
She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
The men exchanged a glance. “Are we good, gentlemen?” Doug asked.
“I think so.” Doyle glanced at his watch. “And I have a plane to London to catch, so I need to get moving.” He stood and opened his arms to her. “You can say no to hugs.”
She stood and hugged him, closing her eyes and sighing as he actually hugged her. “Promise me you guys will work with Kel on trying to get him to see I’m stronger than he thinks I am.”
“We will,” Doyle said when he released her. “But I think seeing you healthy and thriving will go a long way to helping him with that.”
 




Chapter Six
 
After Mal consulted with the dietician, Doug walked Mal out to his SUV and opened the passenger door for her. “What’s your preferred grocery store?”
“There’s a Publix not far from my house.”
“Sounds good.”
This would be the first time she’d been to a grocery store in over a year, and the first time she’d visited one without Kel since before losing the baby.
She stared at the papers in her hand, the meal plan. It wasn’t an unfamiliar diet regimen, because she’d been through this before.
Still, this time felt…different.
The last time, Kel had brought her home, settled her in, then went to the store for her and bought everything on the list and then some, and then had assumed full responsibility for cooking every meal for her and counting every calorie that went into her mouth.
Going far beyond the therapy plan put forth to involve him in her care and taking charge of every aspect of it.
This time, she was in charge.
Completely.
Doug grabbed a grocery cart and followed her into the store, apparently not in a rush from his leisurely pace.
“I won’t get you in trouble by delaying you going home, will I?” she asked.
He smiled. “No. Sir knows I’ll be late, plus I texted him before we left the office.” His smile faded. “Stop, girl,” he quietly said.
Heat filled her face and she had to bite her lip not to lie and ask what he meant.
She knew what he meant.
And from the level, steady gaze he’d fixed on her, she knew he had her number.
“Sorry, Sir.”
He continued to study her for a moment. “You were worried about inconveniencing me, right?”
She nodded.
“I wouldn’t be here if that was the case. That’s why you’re to call or text us, day or night. Even if it’s in the middle of the night or in the middle of the day. That’s why we have a group text thread, so that we can see if someone’s responded to you, what’s been said, and we can give you the intensive help you need right at that moment while keeping you at home.”
“I really appreciate this,” she said. “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do for you guys, but I like babysitting, if you ever need a night out.”
He patted her shoulder. “We might take you up on that, one day. For right now, I’d rather focus on you and making sure you’re on the right path.”
He let her lead the way through the store, not dictating what she should buy, apparently in no hurry as she took her time to study labels and compare options to get everything she needed for the next week.
She also picked up coffee, and then stopped at the dairy case and stared at the flavored creamers. During the worst of her struggles, she would stand there and practically drool over them before forcing herself to move on because she knew how many calories were in every tablespoon of the delicious nectar.
Or if she did use one in her morning coffee, she would spend an hour running to burn off the calories as punishment for drinking it.
Before she could second-guess herself, she grabbed a bottle of French vanilla-flavored creamer and tucked it into the cart.
Doug wore a little smile. “Feel better?”
“What do you mean?”
“Every time we’ve come close to this section, you were looking at it.”
She started to deny that when she really thought about it.
Before everything happened, she wouldn’t have thought twice about it. Hell, she’d usually kept two or three different flavors in the fridge and rotated through them. Kel loved them, too.
Like so many other things, flavored creamers had gone by the wayside when her descent into her self-made hell began.
And that’s what it felt like—hell.
“How long until I can just do things again without thinking about them, do you think?”
He shrugged. “I don’t have an answer for you there.”
 
* * * *
 
When they returned to the house Mal got it unlocked and turned off the alarm while Doug started carrying in her groceries. When she started helping him unload the car, he tried to protest, but she stopped him.
“They’re my groceries, Sir, and it’s my house. I’m not an invalid. I appreciate the help, but please don’t stop me from helping when I can.”
He smiled, nodding. “Duly noted, and congratulations.”
“What do you mean?”
“Standing up for yourself. Master doesn’t mean you’re a doormat for him, even for ‘good’ stuff.”
“Then please teach him that. I feel guilty if I try to stand up to him when he’s trying to help.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“You specifically said you feel ‘guilty.’ Why guilty?”
She froze, thinking about it. “I…I really don’t know.” She stood there for a moment, trying to dig into it. “I’ve never thought about why I feel guilty. Maybe because I’ve put him through so much already?”
He opened the front door for her and closed it behind her despite the bags he was holding. “I’ll make note of it, and it’ll be one of your topics on the phone tomorrow with Doyle.”
“Thank you, Sir.” She set her bags on the counter and started unloading them. “Did I make a mistake asking him to move out?”
“You didn’t ask him to move out, did you? I thought you just asked him to sleep at the apartment.”
“I don’t know if I really clarified that to him, though. I mean, I think I did, but I could be wrong.”
“Then I guess you have your first topic of conversation tonight with him on the phone, don’t you?”
“If he’ll talk to me.”
A dark scowl momentarily furrowed his brow. “If he won’t talk to you, text us immediately. Or call me if none of us respond within five minutes to your text. In fact, new standing rule—if you need us, and you text us and one of us doesn’t respond, you will call me. If you do call me and I don’t pick up, you are to leave a voice message. At first, you are to default to that, even if you aren’t sure if it qualifies as urgent. We can fine-tune that later.”
She started to protest, to qualify it regarding time of day, and realized no, she didn’t have to. It was taken out of her hands. “Yes, Sir.”
Once Doug left she finished putting the groceries away. She wasn’t exactly hungry, but she knew she needed to drink one of her shakes. She’d had to get her body back in the habit of eating. Normally, she ate every two to three hours at the center, but the shakes were an easy way to add calories on a day like today.
The meal plan was designed not just for caloric intake, but to gradually increase the volume she could eat, adding healthy snacks between meals. This meal plan was for two weeks, and the dietician would work with the men and with her to alter it based on her weight. After that, she finished putting away her things.
Being home almost felt…weird.
Good, but strange.
The emotional tug of not having Kel here only added to that. But she knew the men were right and had confirmed a suspicion she’d had for the past couple of months and hadn’t been able to verbalize before.
Kel couldn’t do this for her, and that’s what he’d tried to do. She’d let him do it, too, which hadn’t helped either of them.
She started a load of laundry and had herself another cry when she held one of Kel’s dirty shirts to her face and inhaled.
If I have him come home right now, I’ll give in and let him take care of me, and the cycle starts again. I can’t do that. I’m not strong enough yet.
Once she had everything put away, and finished a couple of other chores, she knew she needed to eat dinner.
She pulled out the meal plan and started making dinner. Chicken breast, but she cooked a couple of extra breasts so she’d have them ready to go for other meals just by reheating them. Some pasta—making extra. A bag of steamed veggies done in the microwave, which again would give her leftovers. A portion of hummus and guacamole with pretzel crackers.
By the time she was ready to eat, she was a little hungry, and she’d already created enough for tomorrow’s lunch.
She took a picture of everything and texted it on the group thread before uploading the picture to her tracking app.
A shower in her own bathroom felt…no shit, amazing. It was actually hot water that she could feel versus the borderline but not quite hot enough safe “hot” water at the facility.
Once she finished she pulled on one of Kel’s T-shirts and nothing else and stood in front of the full-length mirror.
I am enough.
I am more than my body.
Kel has always loved me the way I am. He fell in love with me the way I was. I am, and always have been, good enough for my Master.
My friends love me.
She dragged in a deep, shuddering breath. It’s not my fault. I did nothing wrong.
On that note, she walked out to the living room, pausing at the nursery door on her way. She still couldn’t bring herself to go in there, and it was on the list of things they’d be addressing with her as they worked through this process.
Before now, Kel had refused to push her to confront the room, because he couldn’t go in there without crying, and he struggled to not cry in front of her despite her sometimes begging for him to let go and do just that.
Setting a timeframe to deal with that, too, was already a listed goal.
She continued on to the living room, where the tiny urn sat on a shelf next to a framed picture of her last ultrasound.
They had a picture of them holding her after the nurses had cleaned her up and bundled her, one of several pics Kel’s mom had taken for them, but Mal couldn’t bear to look at that yet, either.
One of her goals was that she wanted to be able to have that picture, of the three of them together, sitting on the shelf and be able to at least look at it without it destroying her.
“Hey, sweetheart. Mommy’s home. Again.” She walked over to the urn and touched it. “Sorry I was gone for so long.” She’d asked the men today if it was weird that she talked to her baby like that, and they assured her no, it wasn’t, not under that context.
She’d be eighteen months now, probably walking, starting to talk, being a handful.
Mal never got to know what color her eyes would have been, or what color her hair would’ve become.
One more touch before she stepped away. “I need to call Daddy and talk to him. I promise I’m trying to get my act together.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel had decided if this was the new world order for now, at least he’d try to get some work done. So he’d been sitting at his desk downstairs in the office that evening, working on processing photos for a client, when his cell rang.
Mal.
His first instinct was to grab it and ask what was wrong. When she was in Tampa, he usually called her after she texted him she was in her room following a session or a meal.
But he pulled up short and thought about it for a moment before finally answering. “Hi, sweetheart.” He closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair and swore to himself he wouldn’t pounce on her, or try to argue with her, or any of that.
“Are you mad at me for this?”
The breath whooshed out of him. “I’m…I’m not mad, sweetheart. I’m worried.” He bit off the urge to ask her to let him come home tonight, to hold her, to watch over her.
Niall had warned him not to hover, not to manipulate.
Had warned him they would be asking her if he tried to pull a Dom-card move on her to get her to let him come home, and that they would deal with him accordingly if he did anything to try to derail their process with her.
“Doug took me to the grocery store before he brought me home. I’m sorry I haven’t been home to cook for you.”
That reminded him he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and there wasn’t any food in the kitchen there. He’d have to walk across the street to the sub shop, because he didn’t feel like going to the grocery store.
“I don’t care about that,” he said. “Your health is more important to me. I’m a big boy. I can feed myself.”
An uncomfortable pause followed that he felt too terrified to try to interpret.
“I had my first appointment today…” She told him about talking to the men, but not a lot of details, which he’d already been warned about by Niall.
She told him about the group text thread, and the tracking app, again things that Niall had already told him.
He had his own group thread with the three men now, but he suspected his would be a lot quieter than hers.
When she got to the dinner portion of her tale, his eyes opened. “You cooked yourself dinner tonight? Not just a shake?”
Before, he’d always felt like he’d needed to keep cooking, keep ahead of her to make sure there was always something there for her to easily eat if he wasn’t home, because it was too easy for her to default to a shake instead of real food. He’d always followed her food plans to the letter, knowing it sometimes irritated her, him hounding her to eat. Hell, he’d even set alarms on his phone to make sure he either fixed her food for her, or if he wasn’t home that he called her and made sure she ate.
“It’s the meal plan…” She actually retrieved the papers and started reading it to him, which was…fine. He closed his eyes and listened to her talk, glad to hear she wasn’t crying.
Glad he wasn’t crying as he listened to her.
But he didn’t dare hope.
Hope hurt too damn much.
They talked for the better part of an hour, which was actually longer than they’d talked in a while.
Including she clarified that they weren’t “separated.” That he wasn’t banned from the house.
That she was supposed to have contact with him every day, and she wanted to do that.
But she needed space—and he still wasn’t sure he understood that, especially after all the time they’d spent apart lately while she’d been in-patient.
“I’ll be talking to Doyle on the phone tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll text you when we finish, if you want to call me.”
And there it was.
She was finally closer than ever physically, but it still felt like a galaxy separated them. “Sure, sweetheart. I don’t have any shoots tomorrow.”
“I’ve got the laundry going,” she said. “If you’ll come over for dinner tomorrow night, bring your laundry with you so I can wash it.”
More guilt on his plate. “Honey, it’s okay. I can wash my laundry.” Hell, he’d done it before her, he’d been doing it for over a year now.
She sighed. “Oh. Okay.”
Guilt knifed his soul at her soft, disappointed tone. “Let’s work back to that slowly, okay? I’d prefer you focus on whatever Doug, Niall, and Doyle tell you to. I’ll stop by the store on my way over tomorrow. What time do you want me there?”
“You don’t need to go to the store. I went tonight. I have what I’ll need. I want to cook for you.”
“I—” His mouth snapped shut and he took a deep breath. “Okay, sweetheart. What time?”
“Six? If that’s okay?” She sounded hurt and he didn’t know what he’d said wrong.
“I’ll be there, sweetheart.” He took a deep breath and silently blew it out. “I haven’t talked to Mom yet. Do you want me to tell her you’re home?”
“Oh. Um, no. I’ll call her tomorrow. I’m afraid she might try to come over tonight. I just…I need…”
He heard her sniffle and it took every ounce of will he had to remain in his chair and not jump in his truck and race home to comfort her.
“I know you’re scared,” she finally said. “I’m scared, too. But I had practically no privacy there. I’ve never lived alone, Kel. Ever. I’m not pushing you away—I’m not. I need a hard reset. I need this, for now, because I’ve never had it before.”
He didn’t know what to say that was right. It felt like he was surrounded by an emotional minefield where he’d emerge unscathed but any misstep on his part would brutally slaughter her. “I know, sweetheart. You told me. If this is what you need, you need to do it. I’m behind you one-hundred-percent.”
There. Hopefully that was supportive enough.
And didn’t give away how he felt like he was dying inside.
“Thank you. You don’t know how much that means to me. I’m going to go put the clothes in the dryer and get ready for bed. I’ll text you when I wake up tomorrow.”
“Okay, sweetheart. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
She ended the call and he couldn’t ignore how his heart ached that she hadn’t called him Sir or Master.
He thought about her day collar sitting on the dresser upstairs and wondered if he’d ever again have the chance to put it on her.
 




Chapter Seven
 
Mallory hadn’t been sleeping well lately. The best part about being home for the Halloween party was remembering how much better she slept when in bed with Kel. So when she went to bed Monday night, she fully expected not to sleep well.
Until she awoke Tuesday morning a little before her alarm to realize she’d just had her very best night’s sleep in eighteen months.
Alone.
She lay there and tried to process that until her alarm went off. It would definitely be something she mentioned to the men.
She really didn’t have to be anywhere today, but she wanted to stay on a routine and try to keep her sleep patterns stable. Before, she would sometimes sit up in bed with her laptop, working long after Kel went to sleep. She hadn’t done much working lately, only a few projects for regular clients, like book covers.
She’d been helping Kel with his photography business, processing photos, both the vanilla kind and any he’d shot for his fetish photography side of things. She had enough money in the bank from her inheritance she had been able to not work while inpatient and working on her recovery, but she wanted to work.
She needed the distraction now, needed the routine.
After using the bathroom and making the bed, she texted Doyle, Niall, and Doug, and then started her day. Checking her weight and logging it. Coffee and meds, and logging it. Breakfast, logging.
Saying her mantras.
When she started to think about her morning routine before, she shoved those thoughts out the door. It’d be too easy to miss Kel and think about asking him to come home now.
Because he would come home, without hesitation.
In fact, she was supposed to tell the men if Kel tried to ask or order her to let him come home before she decided on it. It felt like tattling, but with it being a direct order from them, she knew she’d do it.
I’m not strong enough to do this on my own yet, but I can be once I learn how. That was now Doyle, Niall, and Doug’s job—to teach her how to find her inner strength.
Unfortunately, she also knew Kel would never be able to teach her that. Especially when he was too busy exhausting himself trying to take care of her.
This wasn’t a busted ankle or something like cancer.
This was an ongoing medical condition she needed to learn to control.
Coming to that realization had been brutal, because it felt contrary to everything their love and relationship was built on.
She worried he’d feel it was a rejection of him, or a statement to him about what she felt for him, when the exact opposite was the truth—she loved him beyond reason and knew everything he’d gone through had been because of his love for her. Some guys would have thrown up their hands and said sorry, you’re on your own long before now.
But not Kel.
He’d never given up on her.
It was time for her to start pulling her weight.
Today, however, was a decompression day, designed into the schedule by the men. Doyle being on the road to London, he’d text her once he was available to talk, and then they’d either do it over phone or via Skype.
She had reading assignments to get busy with, several books they wanted her to read, and which she’d already purchased and had waiting for her on her Kindle. They wanted her to work on her own art, if she felt like it, or even sit and watch a favorite movie or TV show—anything to help reset her soul, as they put it.
There was also one task she needed to take care of, now, before she went much farther.
She grabbed the box of tissues and her phone and settled in on her sofa to call Michelle Hansen, Kel’s mom. Michelle had made time to drive up every week to visit her at the facility and called her several times a week. She’d become like a second mom to her since Mal and Kel had first been together, and the fact that she’d also had a miscarriage had allowed her and Mal to bond in other ways.
Mal took a deep breath, pulled up Michelle’s number in her contacts, and hit send.
Michelle’s bright voice filled Mal’s ear. “Good morning, sweetheart. How are you doing today?”
There was no reason to drag this out, so Mal dove right in. “Well, I’m doing good. I decided I needed a change…” Michelle didn’t interrupt Mal while she gave her the run-down of the events of the last twenty-four hours—leaving out the uncollaring and BDSM aspects of things—and finishing with, “Please don’t be mad at me.”
A long pause preceded Michelle’s cautious tone. “You checked yourself out against doctors’ recommendations?”
“I’ve changed treatment providers because I hit a plateau and needed to go a different direction with my recovery.”
That was an answer the men had helped her come up with yesterday as a way to hopefully deflect well-meaning friends from dragging her into a conversation where she’d feel she needed to justify her actions. It was also far less rude than, “It’s not your concern,” which she knew she wouldn’t feel comfortable using in most cases.
“Why didn’t you tell me this yesterday?”
“It was a busy day yesterday. I had an appointment, had to go grocery shopping—”
“I would have come taken you shopping.”
Mal took a deep breath. “I know, Mom. But there are things I needed to do on my own. There will be a lot of things I need to do on my own for a while. I promise when I need your help, I will ask for it.”
“Well, can I come over today and help you with the house or something?”
Mal summoned her strength. “Mom, I’m fine, really. If I need help, I’ll ask Kel.”
“I thought you said you made him move out?”
“He hasn’t moved out. He’s just not sleeping here right now, because I need…space. Temporarily. There are things both of us need to work on, and we can’t do it right now like this if we’re on top of each other all the time. My goal is to work through this plateau and reach a point where we can be living together full-time. I still love him and want to be married to him. I’m not separated from him, I’m not divorcing him.”
“So who’s going to watch out for you and make sure you’re eating?”
Mal knew this was coming from a place of love, but it was that exact kind of thinking that had gotten her stuck in the first place, that she needed someone watching over her to succeed.
“I have tools and safeguards in place to help with that,” she assured her. “And it’s actually time for me to eat my morning snack, so I’m going to let you go.”
“Wait!”
Mal didn’t want to hang up on her, so she hesitated. “Mom?”
“I love you, honey.” She sounded choked up. “Please, if I lose you, it’ll kill him, too. Please think about what you’re doing.”
Mal sighed. “Mom, I know what we were doing with my other treatment team stopped working. I promise, I haven’t stopped treatment. I’m in a different treatment now. It’s like if you take one medication for an infection and it’s not working, or stops working because your body grows immune to it, you have to try something different. It doesn’t mean you’re giving up or not fighting. It means you’re serious about overcoming it. That’s what I’m doing now.”
She hated that she knew Michelle was crying from the soft sniffles she heard. “Okay, sweetie. Just know if you need anything, I’m here for you both.”
“I know, Mom. And I love you for it.”
Finally, Mal got her off the phone and headed to the kitchen to do exactly what she’d told Michelle she needed to do—eat.
She actually realized halfway through her snack that she didn’t feel any of the resentment that had been building in her over the past couple of months during mealtimes, especially when she’d had little to no control over the actual process of the meal or snack beyond consuming it.
Doyle, Niall, and Doug had told the dietician Mal’s concerns, which she’d relayed during their phone conversations. The meal plan given to her actually gave her options, both for meals and snacks.
She wasn’t allowed to eat the same thing more than twice in a row, to try to keep her from dropping into the habit of eating the same things for every meal. She had two different options for every snack and meal for this portion of her diet plan, and had been told if she maintained or gained weight, it would open up more flexibility on the meal plan, which would be earned by her progress.
Just like she’d earn freedoms from her daily routines with the men as she maintained her rituals. One of the first goals would be compliance with texting them her meals and snacks. That would earn her the freedom to not text them with pictures of every meal and snack, as long as she logged them in the tracker so they could keep tabs on her progress.
But every bit of freedom had to be earned as a privilege, and restrictions would be added for noncompliance.
One of her goals was for the men to be able to show Kel she was handling this on her own, and teaching him how to observe and keep tabs on her without trying to actively manage her. Part of her problems now, she realized, stemmed from how her uncle had tried to control her throughout her life, something she hadn’t readily figured into the equation until recently.
It’d been one of her phone conversations with Doug last week that had triggered the full realization, when he started digging into why she was feeling resentful, what it reminded her of, and then it all snapped into place.
The irony didn’t escape her that she loved Kel having control of her in most ways.
Unfortunately, until she was able to separate the positives and negatives in her own mind, she knew she needed to walk this new path alone, until her footing felt sure and steady.
 
* * * *
 
Goddammit.
Kel awoke disoriented and startled, until he realized he was at the apartment.
As he lay there and waited for his pulse to slow and even out, he struggled against the urge to jump in his truck and rush home to make sure Mal was eating.
This isn’t going to be easy.
Niall had asked him to be patient, to trust them.
Easier said than done.
He sat on the edge of the bed and thought about his late evening call with Doyle last night, after Kel had talked to Mal. Doyle had texted Kel during a layover in Atlanta on his way to London and they’d talked for twenty minutes.
Trying to reassure Kel he’d made the right choice to trust her, trust them, and to let this play out.
But it’s not Doyle’s wife at risk.
So to speak.
Tonight he’d be going over to the house for dinner, and Doyle had practically ordered Kel not to spend the day texting her about eating. To instead focus on them, on their relationship.
To focus on what made them strong as a couple in the first place.
Again, not something easy to do, because a large part of who they’d been before was wrapped around their M/s dynamic, and that was currently on hold. Yes, they had a vanilla marriage, too, but if she’d uncollared herself, and he wasn’t supposed to swoop in and take care of her like he wanted to…what else was he fucking supposed to do?
When he checked his phone, he found a text from Mal, sent only twenty minutes ago.
He felt angry at himself that he’d slept right through it, never heard it.
 
Good morning! Love you. :)
 
He blinked back tears as he stared at it. What the hell was he supposed to do? What was he supposed to say?
Eventually, he settled on something he hoped was safe, although it didn’t come close to scratching the surface of his emotions.
 
I love you, too, sweetheart.
 
With that sent, he dragged himself out of bed so he could put on clothes, go out in search of coffee and breakfast, and then hit the grocery store. If he was going to be spending nights here for the immediate future, he’d need food.
And coffee.
And, hell, probably some booze, too.
 




Chapter Eight
 
Mal waited until she’d had her talk with Doyle a little after lunch to tackle the next item on her list—driving.
While the men told her they didn’t expect her to undertake cross-country road trips anytime soon, they did tell her she needed to try to—safely—start working herself up to full independence.
Because that independence would go a long way toward helping Kel realize he’d have to focus on himself and his recovery.
One of the things they wanted her to do was attempt one “brave” thing every day, whether it was confronting something within herself, or attempting something she hadn’t done before. It didn’t have to be a big thing, but she knew getting behind the wheel again more than qualified for her daily bravery task.
Their neighborhood was quiet and had plenty of back streets she could safely cruise around without having to get on a busy highway. With a text to the men about what she was going to do, she grabbed her purse and keys and headed out.
When she had to adjust the seat and mirrors she nearly started crying. At six feet tall, Kel was only four inches taller than her, but he had long legs.
She sat and breathed through her doubt, her grief, her second-guessing. Nothing worth having ever came easily, and she knew this was no different.
Once she had everything adjusted and put her seatbelt on, she started the car and took a deep breath before shifting into reverse and backing out of the driveway.
This had been the right time of day to undertake this challenge. It wasn’t garbage day, there were hardly any other cars out, the weather was good—it was a success.
Until she was on the far side of their neighborhood and she heard a soft chime sound, which made her look at the dash.
The low-gas light had come on.
Dammit.
That meant working her way back around to pass their house and go down to her favorite gas station. Fortunately, it wasn’t busy, so she didn’t have to feel nervous navigating her way up to one of the pumps.
Following a brief moment of panic where she realized she didn’t have any cash with her and she worried if she even had a valid ATM or credit card that hadn’t expired—she did—she got out and…
Pumped her own gas.
A small victory to some, sure, but she literally couldn’t remember the last time she’d pumped her own gas. Even before everything started, if they were together, Kel preferred to get out and pump the gas, or made sure if he took her car instead of his truck, he always brought it home full or nearly full so she wouldn’t have to get gas. Once she was pregnant, he’d refused to let her pump gas, and had made it an order that she wasn’t allowed to.
It was just one of his things, and a very considerate thing she loved about him.
Once she was home again, she texted the group thread to update them. Almost immediately, she’d received three Good girls in reply, which made her burst into tears.
I want my life back.
Unfortunately, she knew from hard experience that the only way to achieve that goal was to get down into the weeds and do this work now, work she’d put off for far too long.
 
* * * *
 
Kel fought the urge to bug Mal all afternoon, but he finally gave in and texted her before leaving the apartment.
 
Do you need me to stop and get you anything from the store?
 
He sat in his truck, waiting, until she replied a moment later.
 
No, I have everything we need for dinner, but thank you. Love you. See you soon! :)
 
He swallowed back the lump in his throat. When they’d first gotten together as a couple, he’d had trust issues thanks to a bad relationship he’d had before her. It’d taken him a while to say I love you to Mal. When he’d collared her, he knew he was ready to spend the rest of his life with her.
He considered that their “official” wedding, even before they legally married.
He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.
He never imagined a day where she wouldn’t be his slave, wouldn’t be calling him Sir or Master, and how empty it left him feeling right now without that one little word in her reply.
Unfortunately, he wasn’t sure how much more fight he had in him. If he lost her after all this, what was the point of life? If she wouldn’t let him help her, take care of her, how was he supposed to protect her?
When he arrived, he opened the door, another pang hitting him to not have her kneeling in the entry and waiting for him.
Although there hadn’t been any of that lately, either. He wouldn’t have her doing it while she was so dangerously thin, and in the aftermath of losing the baby he didn’t ask it of her because of all the reasons physical and emotional.
“I’m here,” he called out.
That’s when he realized something smelled…wonderful.
“I’m in the kitchen.”
He joined her there, pausing in the doorway to watch. She was bent over, peeking in the oven at whatever she had cooking. She was wearing one of his T-shirts and a pair of sweat pants. “Hi,” he said.
She cast a smile over her shoulder. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail low on her head, and he could almost see the past and not her current thin, frail state. “I hope you’re hungry.”
“It smells delicious.”
“It’s almost ready.” She closed the oven door and stood, then he realized she had vegetables in a covered casserole dish, and a large salad. “It’s pumpkin lasagne.”
He’d started walking toward her and pulled up at that. “Pumpkin?”
She laughed, and the sweet sound tugged on his heart. “I know, right? But it’s savory, not sweet. It takes the place of tomato, so it’s not as acidic.”
“Oh.”
She closed the distance and smiled up at him. He had to admit, she looked happier than she had in a long time. “Thank you, Kel. For trusting me.” She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him hard, squeezing him.
He gently rested his arms against her back and closed his eyes while he inhaled her scent. “I love you, sweetheart. I told you, whatever we need to do, I’ll do it.”
“I know how hard this is on you.”
You have no idea.
But he didn’t say that.
She’d already set the table, so he couldn’t even do that for her. And when she dished out her portion, while it wasn’t as much as he wished it was, he kept his mouth shut because it was a damn sight more than she’d eaten in the past.
When they sat down, she took a picture of her plate. He watched as she did something on her phone, apparently entering it into her tracking log.
Eventually he’d have full access to that, too. For now, Doyle, Niall, and Doug were on top of it, monitoring her.
“Oh, I did the laundry,” she said, and then they were chatting. “I folded your clothes and put them away for you.”
“Thank you, sweetheart.” He didn’t try to argue with her about it because he didn’t want to hear that hurt tone in her voice again.
He couldn’t help but pay attention while she ate, noted how she took her time, chewing slowly, the food obviously still on her mind, how she took tiny bites.
But she ate everything she’d dished out for herself, so he forced back every question and concern and locked them tightly away, saved for the men.
He wanted to be there with her tonight, not rehashing everything. He would stay as on top of this as he could and pray the men were paying attention. He wasn’t forbidden from coming over whenever he wanted, which was the only reason he wasn’t fighting her on this now.
If he felt she was in trouble, he could intervene.
But how will I know for sure?
After dinner, she let him help her clean up the kitchen, at least. He watched as she portioned out the leftover lasagne into individual containers, three of which she tucked into the freezer, the rest going into the fridge.
“We can have those tomorrow night,” she said.
“Tomorrow night?”
She turned those blue eyes on him and he felt lost, helpless, reminded of why he’d fallen in love with her to start with. “Can you come over for dinner tomorrow?” she asked.
He forced the smile. “Of course. I…” He sighed. “I don’t want to assume.”
Mal caught his hands and squeezed them. “This is your home, too. In a couple of weeks, I might feel like I can handle the stairs at the apartment and you can sleep here and I’ll go there.”
He shook his head and hoped he wasn’t making a mistake. “Look, I’m going to put my foot down, okay? If we’re going to do this, I’d rather it be like this, not the other way around.”
But she smiled. “See?”
Confusion filled him. “What?”
“You stood up to me and I didn’t break.”
After dinner they cuddled on the couch to watch a few episodes of Supernatural, because she’d fallen behind and wanted to catch up.
He couldn’t have said what he watched, because he spent the entire time focusing on the fact that she was in his arms again, snuggled against him.
Worried about her.
Later, when he was alone in bed in the apartment, he allowed himself to finally cry, tears of worry, of relief, of anger that whatever he’d done or done wrong or hadn’t done had brought them to this place.
 
* * * *
 
“So when can I add ye to the schedule, then?” Niall asked Kel on the phone Friday morning.
When Niall had called him, Kel had been downstairs in the office and working on processing pictures he’d taken at a photoshoot yesterday in Crystal River, at an old friend’s boat manufacturing plant.
Kel hadn’t returned until nearly eleven that evening. He’d slept like shit because he hadn’t seen Mal yesterday, just talked to her over the phone, and his mind had been filled with nightmares of what might happen if he wasn’t there to help her. He knew she’d had an appointment with Doug yesterday, but other than the men texting him that it went well, he didn’t know any details.
“Schedule?” Kel asked.
“To get ye in here in our office.”
“I thought we weren’t doing any joint sessions yet.”
“For a chat of yer own. With me or with Douglas, either one.”
He sat back in his chair and rubbed at his eyes. “I thought you were going to keep me updated over the phone?”
“I am, but ye need to come in to talk with us.”
“I’m talked out, Niall. Unless it’s a joint session for her, don’t waste time on me.”
Niall started to argue with him, but then Kel heard a phone ring in the background. “Hold on.” Niall answered the other call, apparently his office phone, and returned a moment later. “I need to go. I have a client waitin’ in the lobby. I’m not done with ye yet.”
“Talk to you later, Ni.” Kel hung up without waiting for a response.
He didn’t know what anyone expected him to say. Of course he’d sit through any joint sessions they wanted him there for with Mal, but his life was on hold until she was ready to move forward.
All he could do was wait for her and try not to get his hopes up too much.
 




Chapter Nine
 
The next week…sucked. Between feeling like his life was now stuck in limbo, and the two of them having to attend a friend’s funeral on Tuesday…
Kel’s fear kept a vise-like grip on his soul.
But despite all of that, Kel did his best to throw his heart and soul into working if he wasn’t with Mal.
Which he wasn’t, for most of the time. They were both pretty shaken by the sudden loss, as were many of their friends, but Niall and Doug fit Mal into their schedule for daily sessions, joined by Doyle for one of them because he flew home for the funeral.
And still Kel…waited.
It wasn’t like there was anything else he could do, other than field an angry call from Chelbie when she learned Mal wasn’t inpatient any longer after seeing her at the funeral.
That was fine. He could deal with her anger, and the silent anger of other friends he’d sensed at the funeral when they also realized Mal was back home now. Even his own grief took a backseat to everything else when he focused on Mal.
All of that he could deal with.
Because he kept the group text thread on his phone so he could look at it whenever he had doubts, the fact that Mal had not only maintained her weight since coming home, but she had gained another pound.
Maybe it made him a horrible person and an even worse friend, but every ounce of energy he had needed to be focused on Mal. If anyone couldn’t understand that, well, that was on them.
As they closed in on the two-week mark of Mal being home, Kel was working downstairs in the office late that Friday afternoon when he heard a vehicle approach outside and park.
Wasn’t unusual, because it was an industrial park.
But then someone knocked on the office door.
Shit.
He really didn’t want to talk to anyone right now, so he ignored it and kept working.
His phone dinged a moment later with a text from Niall outside of their group thread.
 
Open up, you sod. I’m parked right next to your truck. I know you’re in there.
 
The laugh barked free. Kel got up and opened the door for him. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting you.”
“I know. I decided to do a welfare check on my way home from work.”
“What?”
“Haven’t seen ye in our offices as of late.”
Kel sat and Niall took one of the other chairs. “Been busy. Besides, I told you, you should be seeing Mal.”
“We are, but ye need face-time with us, too. Especially after this week,” he quietly added.
Kel opted to go for the deflection. “What’s on your mind, Niall?”
The man arched an eyebrow at him but let it go. “Sunday night, dinner at June an’ Scrye’s. May an’ her husband will be there, too. We want Mal to start having social dinners again, sooner rather than later. This is the first step. Close friends who know what she’s going through an’ understand. Me an’ mine will be there, an’ Doug. Probably not Doyle, because he’s…not doin’ well right now, understandably.”
“We all took it hard. I know they were close.”
Niall’s gaze narrowed. “They’d just had lunch together. He was standin’ right there and saw it happen.”
Shock filled him. “Oh, shit. But…but he came to the office and joined your session with Mal.”
Niall sighed. “We all grieve how we grieve. At least Mevi is keeping him distracted.”
“Then you guys really need to not focus on me right now. You and Doug focus on Mal. I’m fine.”
“Okay.” But Kel knew there was more from the way Niall studied him.
“Listen,” Niall finally said. “Ye haven’t been in to talk, an’ I would’ve preferred to do this together with at least Doug to help, but ye’re a stubborn sod. We need to discuss something serious.”
Kel’s heart sank. “How much has she lost?”
“What?”
“How much weight has she lost?”
Niall scowled. “None. She hasn’t lost anything—she’s still gaining.”
Confusion mixed with a heavy dose of relief set in. “Then what’s wrong? I mean, besides our shittacular week?”
“Wrong? Nothing’s wrong, except ye haven’t been in for a talk with us yet like we’ve asked.” He pointed at Kel. “Ye don’t wear a gun like June does, do ye?”
“Huh?”
“Carry. Do ye carry a gun?”
“No, I don’t carry. Why? What’s going on?”
“For starters, are ye in agreement that whatever we have to do to save Mal’s life is justified?”
Nope, fucking terrified again. “Just fucking say it, Niall! What’s wrong?”
Niall held up his hands. “Calm yer tits, it’s not ‘bad.’ So knock that shite off. I’m gettin’ there.”
Kel glared at him but shut up.
“Would ye agree, then? That we’re justified?”
“Yes, of course I do.”
“The hypnotherapy, working with her in tandem, bringing her home—all of that?”
“Yes.”
“The routines we’ve created for her?”
Kel impatiently nodded. “Yeah, you were right. If it’s working, it’s working. Please get to the point.”
“All right, then. To clarify, there is absolutely nothin’ improper going on. That’s another reason we felt it best there be all three of us workin’ together with her. So she wouldn’t be as likely to get attached to any of us.”
A chill crept through Kel’s soul. “What are you saying, Niall?”
“Keep in mind, none of us have or will ‘collar’ her. She is still yers.”
“She uncollared herself, so technically no, she isn’t.”
Niall glared at him. “That’s beside the point. She uncollared herself to save her life.”
Kel’s jaw dropped. “What?”
“Because she instinctively realized that the two of ye were goin’ to love each other to death. That the dance ye two did wasn’t gettin’ either of ye where ye needed to be.” He pointed at Kel. “She’s fightin’ for her life because she loves ye so much.”
“If she really loves me as much as you insist she does, then why can’t I move home, or even ask her about it?”
“When are ye goin’ to start workin’ on yer own shite?”
Heat flashed through his face. “Focus on her, not me.”
“But ye need to be workin’ on yer baggage, too.” He slowly shook his head. “Here’s the thing. Part of what we set up is she calls me, Doyle, an’ Doug ‘Sir.’ Ye’ll likely hear her call me an’ Doug that at dinner Sunday night. I want ye ready for that an’ not gettin’ upset about it, or readin’ anythin’ into it that’s not there. I need ye to keep the bigger picture in mind. It’s a title, an honorific, a way for us to tap into that aspect of her personality for us to help guide her.”
Kel slumped back in his chair and struggled to absorb that. “Is she going to divorce me?” he finally asked.
“Did ye not hear what I just said?”
“Why would she uncollar herself and ask me to stay here at night if she isn’t going to divorce me? It feels like she’s trying to get me there slowly so it doesn’t hurt as much or something.”
Niall muttered what sounded like a string of epithets, but Kel wasn’t sure. He scrubbed his face with his hands and then sat forward. “Listen to me. In her heart, she is your slave. All we’re doin’ is givin’ her a…different focus. One that can help her while not bein’ as emotionally intimate with her. Doug, Doyle, an’ I don’t have a problem callin’ her out for faulty thinking, but you do. An’ she can’t call ye out, either.”
“What are you talking about?” Kel asked.
“Halloween. The party. Ye wouldn’t let her hug anyone. That was one of the first breakthroughs we had with her the very first office session, an’ that was because we shook her feckin’ hand. She never hugged any staff up in Tampa, but we’re friends. Of course we’ll hug her, if she wants it. She said ye won’t even touch her.”
“That’s not—”
“Don’t you dare lie to me, man.” It knocked Kel back how quickly Niall’s voice shifted, his accent gone, his tone sounding deep, dark.
Domly.
Kel fought the urge to grab and throw something, anything—his phone, the stapler on his desk.
His fist into Niall’s face.
Kel sucked in a deep breath and forced himself to sit back in his chair. “You haven’t lived through what I lived through. I’m scared to hurt her.”
“You carved into her flesh and pierced her, but are afraid to hug her?”
“She’s a fucking skeleton! That was, what, over eighty pounds ago, if you count when she had the baby? Half of her weight she lost, at her worst!”
Niall let that hang on the conversational branch for a moment like fetid fruit overdue a drop to the ground and buzzing with flies.
“Get over it,” Niall softly said but still in that dark, deeper register and without the softness of his Irish accent. “She’s regaining weight. Yes, she’s still thin, but she’s far stronger than you give her credit for, and she’s not nearly as thin as you seem to think she is. I think you’re stuck remembering her at her worst instead of accurately seeing what she looks like now. Love her for who she is now, if you really love her. You won’t hurt her. But you have to love her in the ways she needs, not the ways you want to love her, because that is hurting her.”
“Is that why she did all this? She’s mad because I didn’t let people hug her at Halloween?”
Niall’s eyes dropped closed. “Bloody ijit.”
The accent was back.
“Well?” Kel asked.
“No! Fer chrissake, man, did ye not hear a single feckin’ word I just said to ye?”
“Apparently I need a map drawn because I must be stupid.”
“This is why ye need to come in an’ talk to us.”
“We’re talking now.”
“We’re talkin’ about Mal an’ her progress now,” Niall corrected. “This is a status update, plus an FYI about Sunday. This isn’t therapy for ye, an’ ye need to be workin’ on yer own shite. No man wants his friend comin’ to him and tellin’ him how to own his slave, but I got to tell ye, ye’re either thick, or bein’ willfully blind at this point, if ye won’t listen to me.”
“How am I in the wrong for wanting to take care of her?”
“No one’s sayin’ ye’re wrong. Ye did the best ye could for as long as ye could. It’s not anyone’s fault. It’s the situation. But we’ve found a plan that seems to be workin’, an’ if ye love her as much as ye say ye do, ye should be trippin’ all over yerself to break down our doors to talk and work on yerself now.”
It took every ounce of strength Kel had to finally whisper it. “I’m scared. What if I get my hopes up again, and this is the time I can’t pull her back from the edge soon enough and I lose her forever?”
He closed his eyes and sobbed, hating to feel so weak, glad she wasn’t there to witness his breakdown. It was bad enough he’d cried in front of her that day he’d brought her home from Tampa. He couldn’t pile the weight of his emotional darkness and fears onto her.
He wouldn’t do that to her.
He heard Niall heavily sigh and the chair creak as he stood. Then Niall engulfed him in a hug. “She’s not the only one needin’ a hug, aye?” he gently said. “Ye need to come talk to us. I’m not goin’ to give ye too many more warnings about this before the three of us put our heads together an’ modify the plan to keep her safe. Ye can’t keep goin’ like this.”
“What am I supposed to say? Am I supposed to sit there and tell you how fucking miserable I am? How my heart hurts because she lost the baby? What it felt like holding my dead daughter in my arms and trying to hide my broken heart from Mal after I got her home because I was afraid she was going to kill herself out of grief? That she felt guilty over something that wasn’t her fault, and here I was feeling shitty that maybe I was guilty because she got mad at me and we had a fight a few days before she lost the baby, all because I was trying to be protective of her? Or how terrified I am that I might have to bury my wife, too?”
Niall hugged him a little tighter. “And that’s why ye need to come talk to us,” he said. “Because ye need to get all this off yer chest. Ye’re just as stuck as she is, but in different ways. She’s a food anorexic—you’re an emotional one.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel pulled himself together after Niall left. He had to, because he was supposed to pick up Mal soon to take her to a movie for a date night.
Except he almost considered canceling, because he wasn’t sure he could remain calm around her.
When the thought hit him that maybe Niall was right—since, well, goddamn, he’d been right so far—Kel shoved it out of his brain.
He could only process so much at one time, and he’d already hit his limit.
Still, he wouldn’t refuse spending time with Mal. So he finished what he’d been working on, saved his file, and headed upstairs to take a shower.
Tonight he’d have to try to pretend she wasn’t a shadow of her former self, pretend not to notice any shocked or judgmental looks she’d no doubt draw from others who noted her appearance, and then fight the urge to go after people for looking at her like that. Her face and neck still looked hauntingly gaunt, no matter how she might try to hide her body.
She was his wife, and he loved her, and wanting to punch people who made her feel less-than was something he couldn’t help. He’d nearly gone after her uncle that night they’d moved her out of the house and in with him. He’d stood there and silently dared the man to say or do something.
He took a deep, calming breath and channeled his strength into trying to process what Niall had told him.
Tried not to feel like he was a failure for not being able to help Mal more than he had.
By the time he picked Mal up he felt he’d mostly succeeded with all of that and even managed a smile for her.
Still, when she hugged him hello he couldn’t bring himself to give her a stronger hug than he had been lately, more letting her lean against him and hold him.
He closed his eyes and pictured his sweet goddess the way she’d been, tried to force himself to hug her harder…
And he couldn’t.
Maybe Niall’s right and I need more help than I thought I did.
They had a good evening, though. Instead of trying to be hyper-vigilant about everyone else, he decided to focus only on her. It made his heart ache even more, because—before—they used to think nothing about going out to a movie or dinner.
Things used to be so…easy between them.
He’d taken their perfection for granted, never thought things would ever spin out of control like they had.
Parenthood had been a shocker, but he’d embraced it, made dreams with her, built it up in his head what he thought they’d have.
And then…
Then.
“Are you all right?” she asked when they were settled in their seats in the theater.
He forced a smile. “I’m all right, sweetheart.” He kissed her forehead. “I’m just glad I’m with you.”
At least that was something he didn’t have to lie about.
 




Chapter Ten
 
Vague terror filled Mallory as she stood in front of the mirror Sunday evening and stared at her reflection. Despite her earlier promise to herself not to do it, she stepped on the scale before getting dressed.
Unchanged.
Which…wasn’t great, but it wasn’t bad, either. The two pounds she’d gained last week were staying put. Meaning when she saw Doug and Niall tonight at dinner, she’d be able to honestly tell them she hadn’t backslid.
It surprised her to realize how proud that made her feel, too, especially considering how shitty the week had been.
It made her all the more determined to do this, to succeed this time.
Because so far, everything about this attempt had felt different in positive ways. She wasn’t enjoying not sleeping with Kel every night, but with every day that passed, she knew she’d made the right decision, and hopefully it wouldn’t be long before she could ask him to return home.
Maybe longer before she asked for her collar back, but it was still her goal.
But as she stared at herself in the mirror, she wondered how it was lying to her. She wore leggings and a cute tunic top she’d seen on Amazon that looked a lot cuter on the model than it did on her. Despite ordering it two sizes smaller than she would have worn before, and despite cautions in reviews for it that it ran small, it still hung off her, enveloping her.
But it wasn’t one of the baggy, shapeless maxi dresses she’d defaulted to in recent months. Her legs were visible from mid-thigh down, her hips, her ass. No matter what the scale told her, no matter what logic told her, when she looked at her reflection, she saw the woman she thought of as “fat.”
At least her muscle tone was returning. She did yoga every morning, and used small weights to do slow, low-impact exercises that would help her continue to rebuild muscle tone.
When a memory hit her, of standing in front of this same mirror with Kel’s arms around her, a smile on his face as he felt the baby kick, she had to choke back a sob.
She closed her eyes and ran through her mantras.
I am enough.
I am more than my body.
The one that gutted her now even more than the final one had in the beginning—Kel has always loved me the way I am. He fell in love with me the way I was. I am, and always have been, good enough for my Master.
Niall, Doyle, and Doug had all assured her that when that one stopped hurting so much, she’d have made a great deal of progress.
Opening her eyes, she sucked in a deep breath and forced herself to turn away from the mirror. Her one brave act today was to not question how she looked for dinner tonight, not to second-guess herself or change clothes, now that she was dressed. Kel would be meeting her at June and Scrye’s, and May and her husband, Jim, would be there, too. And Doug, Niall, Etsu, and Aden.
And Niall was going to talk to Kel and tell him she’d been calling the three of them “Sir” and gauge his reaction.
If she could make it through tonight and feel calm, and feel like she was in control and not defaulting to unhelpful behaviors with Kel, her next step would be going with Kel to Sigalo’s for dinner next Saturday night.
All in preparation for facing Kel’s mom and Chelbie and her men, and Chelbie’s parents, for Thanksgiving.
My friends love me.
Another mantra she’d never before realized how difficult it was to internalize.
She stopped at the nursery door and stood there for a minute, eyes closed, breathing.
It’s not my fault. I did nothing wrong.
Understanding the logic of it, and actually believing it, were two different animals entirely. After a year-plus of work, it’d still been stuck there, like a toxic wart on her soul, tied to her unresolved issues with her uncle, and her grief over losing her parents so young.
Because her uncle had made her feel less-than in an attempt to keep her dependent upon him.
She reached out and touched the door.
Tomorrow morning.
Doug had told her not to set a timeline for herself to face this until she knew she could meet it. That it was okay to wait to set the timeline, but not okay to set herself up for failure.
Except…one thing the recent events had driven home was that they didn’t always have control of the timing of life’s events.
She was done being scared of facing this. She had to face it to make progress. Because she wanted Kel home, with her.
She continued on to the living room to get her purse and keys and head out. It felt weird to be driving again after so long and she realized how much she’d missed it.
One day at a time. One hour at a time. One step at a time.
Only two weeks into this, and she wasn’t stupid enough to think she was magically cured, but she finally felt peaceful in a way she hadn’t in what seemed like forever. She actually did feel like she was making progress.
Tiny steps, but ones that were carrying her forward.
For the last three months she’d been at the facility, she’d felt…stuck.
Hopeless.
Now? She finally had true hope. Tiny and small, but solid in a way nothing had felt in too damn long.
When she arrived at June and Scrye’s, Doug, Niall, and Aden were already there, but no one else was yet.
“We told everyone else to be here thirty minutes later,” Niall said, wearing a playful smile. “We wanted to give ye a chance to settle in.”
“Thank you. Where’s Etsu?”
“She’s been a little wheezy with whatever’s bloomin’ right now an’ she decided it was safer to stay home. Her asthma’s givin’ her fits. But she kicked both of us out the door.” He smiled.
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“Nah, she’s fine, or she would’ve asked one of us to stay.”
She asked what she needed to know. “Is Kel upset?”
Doug shook his head. “No. He took it okay.”
“Really?”
“Really. But what I think will help reassure him is if he sees you eating something tonight.”
She nodded. “I will. I had breakfast, a shake this morning as a snack, along with fruit and nuts, and I ate a salad at lunch with chicken breast and avocado.”
She pulled out her phone and showed them the pictures of it in her tracking app. It felt a little weird not texting them pictures of everything, but the habit had stuck with her to log her food and pictures in her tracker. If she found herself backsliding, she was allowed to start texting them pictures at every meal again.
“Oh?” Niall asked as he took the phone and looked at it. “Excellent.” He showed it to Doug, who nodded, before he returned the phone.
“And I weighed myself after my shower. I’m still holding.”
“Even better,” Doug said.
June looked like she was about to bite her tongue off.
“Please just say it,” Mal told her.
“I can’t,” June said. “I dealt with enough girls in my life with eating disorders to know nothing I say will make a difference, but it could hurt you. I love you, and I feel helpless.”
If her mom was still alive, Mal wondered if she’d be like June now. “I’ll take a hug,” Mal said. “A real hug. I know Kel told everyone to be gentle with me, but I won’t break.”
“We hug her,” Doug told her. “She needs hugs. And she’s gained weight since you saw her on Halloween.”
“I know, but…” She sounded exasperated. “I’m a mom. Worrying is what I do.” June opened her arms to her and started out gentle, but as Mal held on to her, she gradually closed her embrace until it felt like a real hug, for once.
“Thank you,” Mal said, clinging to her. “I promise I’m trying.”
“Trying isn’t good enough,” June tearfully said. “I’ve lost enough people I loved. The last one nearly killed a bunch of us. I need you to succeed. I need you to beat this. You’re not much older than our daughters.”
Yes, a lot of their group would remain raw for a long time from that loss. “Can I start taking yoga from you again?” Mal didn’t want to let go yet, wanted to savor this hug.
“Sure. I’m free tomorrow afternoon, before pole-dancing.”
Mal was certain she’d misheard her. “Pole-dancing?”
“Yeah. We teach it now.”
“That sounds…unusual?”
June laughed. “No, it’s the latest craze. We’re teaching it as fitness and dance, although we do hold sexy classes for bachelorette parties and stuff.” Mal finally released her, and June immediately took her cue from that and she stepped back. “Follow me.”
June led her down the hall to a room that Mal knew was normally their playroom, but, sure enough, there was now a pole mounted in there.
June slipped her sandals off, walked over to it, reach up, grabbed it, took a couple of steps, and spun around the pole, climbing into a sexy position that widened Mal’s eyes.
“Holy crap!”
“It’s great,” Scrye said from behind Mal, where he stood in the doorway and smiled. “You should try it.”
June did a lazy, sexy slide down to the floor. “Only if you promise to keep eating. Maybe that’s a shitty bribe for me to use on you, but hey, I’ll do my part to help.”
Mal saw that Doug, Aden, and Niall had followed them and were also watching. “Do you think it’s okay?” she asked Niall. “I mean, if I take lessons?”
Niall looked to Doug and they seemed to form a silent consensus. “I think it could help ye get out an’ reconnect with the world,” Niall said. “But as June said, ye need to continue yer progress. It’ll be even more important now, if ye’re doing that, because ye’ll be burning calories. Ye’ll need to adjust yer intake to maintain or increase yer weight and maintain your goals.”
Except…Mal felt a little thrill of excitement roll through her, and when was the last time that’d happened? “But if I maintain or gain, I can do it?”
Niall did the Dom eyebrow thing. “I believe that’s what we just told ye, girl,” he quietly said.
She shivered.
Damn.
I wish Kel was here.
“Thank you, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel spent the afternoon rearranging the items he stored in the warehouse bay downstairs. He also went through his photography equipment, dusted, organized his ropes—basically wasted time and wore himself out so he wasn’t a nervous wreck at dinner. He didn’t want to have any damn energy.
He wanted to approach dinner as calmly as possible for Mal’s sake.
The only thing allowing him to force himself to do that was pulling up the texts from Niall that past week listing Mal’s weight.
She was maintaining and still regaining weight.
As much as he hated this process, hated everything about it—he couldn’t argue with results like that.
She wasn’t cutting, she was maintaining her weight, and she wasn’t running herself to exhaustion.
When he got out of the shower he spotted her day collar bracelet on the dresser, where he’d put it the day he’d moved back into the apartment. Despite knowing it’d gut him, he picked it up and closed his eyes as he remembered their collaring.
The joy in her eyes when she’d asked to be his slave at their collaring.
He kissed it and set it on the dresser.
I feel like I failed you and I’m helpless to fix this.
He wouldn’t ask her about coming home, though. He’d promised to let Niall, Doyle, and Doug do their thing.
So far, they’d made steady progress with her, and he couldn’t fault them a damn bit for it.
If it meant Mal could survive this and find a permanent recovery, Kel would keep agreeing to it as long as it produced healthy, sustainable results.
Even if it grated on him that she’d be calling them Sir instead of him right now.
He opted for jeans and a short-sleeved button-up shirt for tonight, even though they’d told him casual. He’d probably keep tonight short, unless Mal specifically asked him to stay. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his emotions in check, and the last thing he wanted to do was start crying or something and make her feel like shit.
Or worse, lose his shit.
Her car was already parked in front of June and Scrye’s when he arrived ten minutes early, along with two other cars he assumed were Doug’s and Niall’s.
As he walked up to their front door, Niall and Doug stepped out and intercepted him, immediately making Kel’s heart pound with worry.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
Niall held up a hand. “She volunteered to us she weighed herself before coming here, despite not needing to weigh in until tomorrow, an’ she’s maintained.”
Relief whooshed out of him, nearly making him sick. “That’s good, right?”
“It’s feckin’ excellent, but don’t make a big deal about it, eh? We don’t want her beatin’ herself up if she has a setback. She’s goin’ to start takin’ classes with June again. There might be a little adjustin’ to her diet as she burns calories, so don’t panic. We’re on top of it.”
“Why are we doing this out here?” Kel asked.
Niall and Doug exchanged a glance and Doug spoke. “She’s seeing me for a session tomorrow.”
“Okay?”
“How are you doing?” Doug asked.
“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”
Both men crossed their arms over their chests and gave him nearly identical Dom scowls. Which was pretty impressive, considering Doug was a slave.
“You haven’t set up another appointment with me,” Doug said.
“I’d rather focus on her.”
“Well, I believe that,” Niall drawled. “It’s easy not to do yer own work when ye focus on her.”
“What do you want me to say?”
Doug reached over and patted him on the shoulder. “We want to know when your explosion is finally going to hit so we can help you through it. You haven’t hit bottom yet. Not really. We want to make sure we’re ready to help you up when you finally do.”
Kel stared at them in disbelief. “You don’t think I’ve hit bottom?”
Both men shook their heads.
“You’ve been in survival mode,” Doug said. “How’d you spend today? Doing something physically intense and draining, right?”
Kel glared at him, finally dropping his gaze when he realized both men had his number. “I’m fine,” he mumbled. “I want to get Mal on solid footing, then we can worry about me.”
“That’s what you’re not understanding,” Doug said. “If you aren’t on solid footing, she never will be. You feed off each other, good and bad. She wants to fix you and can’t and feels guilty, like she’s letting you down. That means you feel guilty because you’re not fixing her. You two are cycling around each other and it’s keeping you both stuck, in some ways.
“We want to get her to a point she asks you to move back home, but we’ll put our feet down and not let her do that if you don’t start putting serious work into yourself. I need you in my office next week, even if we have to do it after-hours, or we get together at your place to talk. If you don’t, we’re going to set a boundary with her that she reduces contact with you until you do. We won’t jeopardize her progress because you’re fighting us on this. Even she says this feels different to her than her previous attempts.”
“Fine,” Kel muttered. “I’ll make an appointment tomorrow.”
Niall nodded, and Kel finally followed them inside.
“Look who’s here,” Niall called out.
When Mal appeared in the kitchen doorway, Kel’s breath caught in a painful way. The weight she’d regained wasn’t a lot, and he knew it, but it was progress she was holding.
The fact that he still saw a skeleton when he looked at her was something he’d have to get over. He didn’t miss the irony that it was like an indelible after-image imprinted in his mind the same way she said she still saw herself at her heaviest.
But then she smiled as he walked over to her, and for the first time since this whole nightmare started…
His heart raced as he finally saw his Mallory in her smile. It was a real smile, not a fake one, not a forced one. Also for the first time in months, she wasn’t swaddled inside a too-large maxi-dress and sweater, or sweatpants. She was wearing a tunic he hadn’t seen her in before, and leggings, both of which looked new.
“Hey, sweetheart,” he said.
“Hey.” She was already reaching for a hug, so he held still and let her hug him, terrified to do much more than touch her back.
“Hug me, Kel. I won’t break.”
“I can testify to that,” June said from behind her. “She made me hug her earlier.”
“Honey, I—”
“Please?”
He swallowed back his bile as he hugged her, still gently, because while it wasn’t as bad as she’d been at her worst, every bone he could feel reminded him of how precarious life was.
Of how she still teetered on a razor’s edge, out of his reach.
Helpless to save her.
“I love you,” she whispered.
He buried his face in her hair. “I love you, too, sweetheart.”
All his anger at Niall and Doug melted away, replaced by shame that he’d balked at their request for him to come in and talk to them.
Mal was his life. He needed to do whatever was best for her to help her.
He was terrified to say too much, worried he might upset her. So he hung back conversationally all during dinner and let Doug and Niall guide the evening.
One thing that Kel struggled and finally won a battle not to openly celebrate?
Mal ate dinner. She ate in a way he hadn’t seen her eat since before this slow-motion portion of their nightmare settled in for a stay. She didn’t pick at her food, didn’t cut it into tiny bites, didn’t look self-conscious while she ate, didn’t shovel it around her plate as if she was eating but not really. She ate a slightly small but still healthy-for-her portion. She talked and laughed and seemed to be enjoying the conversation, and her food was secondary to her focus.
She also finished it.
It was enough to almost make him burst into relieved tears. When he realized Niall was watching him, Niall gave him a slight head nod and winked.
Okay. Kel wasn’t happy about being away from her, but this was tangible progress he could wrap his head and heart and hopes around. She was actually eating differently now than she had been.
Whatever the three of them were doing with her, it was working. He didn’t give a shit if someone wanted to argue it was the year-plus of work she’d already done with the other place that deserved the credit, or the latest change in medications—this was happening now, and only after she’d been working with Niall, Doug, and Doyle.
All Kel cared about was the result. If it meant she called them Sir and leaned on them…well, fuck. It was working.
May and Jim headed home first, a little before nine. That’s when Kel decided maybe it’d be better if he left, too, so Mal could talk with Doug and Niall, if she needed to. He hoped his smile looked right. “I’m going to take off, too, sweetheart.”
“I’ll walk you out.”
She laced fingers with him for the walk outside, and for a moment he could almost pretend all was right with his world. Once they were alone outside, though, she pulled him in for a hug and he was reminded once more how terrified he felt as he forced himself to hug her.
“Can you come over to the house in the morning?” she asked. “To talk?”
Fear trilled through him. “Of course.” His hands had settled on her ass, and he was once again painfully reminded of how much had changed. “What time?”
“I need to be at Doug’s office at eleven. Would eight be okay?”
He nodded. “Sure.” He managed to stop himself before asking if she wanted him to bring breakfast with him.
“It’s not bad, I promise,” she said.
“Okay.” He forced a smile for her. “I’m proud of you. They told me you’re maintaining your weight gains.”
Her smile faded. “I promise I’m trying.”
“I know, sweetheart.”
“This time feels…different.”
He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I hope so.”
“Have you been talking to Doug?”
“I’ve already been chewed out for lapsing on my attendance.”
She gave him an adorable scowl but didn’t chastise him. “Love you,” she said.
“I love you, too, sweetheart.” He left her with a kiss on her forehead, because he’d about hit the upper limit of his ability to deal, emotionally, and he didn’t want to cry in front of her.
But as he drove back to the apartment, he wondered if he was strong enough to do this after all.
Maybe that was the problem.
Maybe he’d always been the problem.
 




Chapter Eleven
 
The next morning, Mallory awoke at seven when her alarm went off. She’d slept well, although her dreams had been unsettled.
She sent her good-morning group text to her fairy godfathers to let them know she was up and moving and headed out to the kitchen to make her coffee.
This was a morning routine she’d never take for granted again. The coffee they’d served at the center had been all right.
But she loved the aroma of grinding the beans and then standing there as it brewed, nice and strong the way she liked it.
She liked having two flavors of creamer in her fridge now, and not feeling guilty about it.
And not feeling guilty about not measuring how much she put into her coffee, either.
As she waited, she prepared her morning medications, snapping a picture of them and sending the text before taking them and logging her water intake in her app.
It was a comforting routine, and far less stressful now than it ever had been when she was doing it on her own as a desperate way to keep control, or with Kel hovering over her like a shadow and pressing her to do things on his timetable instead of hers.
And swallowing her emotions because she was worried about hurting his feelings more than her whole situation had already hurt him.
She’d tried to do this with control on her own and now admitted she was powerless in some ways. There was a perfect balance in having the impersonal “sober companion” of the fitness tracker and app, and having the men at her fingertips via text, but also having a modicum of control within that framework. It was in her hands…but there was an invisible safety net.
And a palpable accountability presence.
Maybe that was something the three could help Kel understand—in a way, what she was dealing with did strike a lot of notes for her when she researched recovery. She was powerless over what emotions hit her and when they hit her. But she could control how she responded, something she’d failed to grasp before. Muting them with harmful coping mechanisms only made the problem worse.
When she stopped trying to control her emotions, and focused solely on feeling them, acknowledging them, processing them, and instead maintaining a routine that wasn’t connected to her emotions, it soothed her.
Leaning against the counter, she caught herself rubbing her bare right wrist and regretting not having her day collar there.
I wish I hadn’t done that.
Except now she realized if she hadn’t, if she hadn’t proven how serious she was this time, Kel might have tried pulling Master rank on her again to keep her inpatient.
And she probably would have let him.
But she missed her collar, its comforting weight. It was bad enough she no longer had her piercings, other than in her ears. He’d taken out her nipple piercings midway through her pregnancy, when they’d become uncomfortable. He’d removed the vertical clit hood piercing that morning during the frantic rush to get to the hospital, when she’d started feeling cramps, because he’d had the tool there at the house and wasn’t sure if they’d have one at the hospital.
It’d only taken seconds for him to remove it.
She felt completely naked, in some ways.
Other than her wedding rings, there were no visible signs of Kel’s ownership of her, other than a few very faint scars that really couldn’t even be made out anymore.
How long since he’d last marked her?
They used to start every morning that way, with him marking her, either biting or, if they had the time, play, or even cutting. Something.
A fresh physical reminder of his love and devotion, his ownership of her.
A routine she’d cherished.
When the sob hit her, she let it flow, remembering Doug’s order to her to let emotions happen.
I miss being owned.
Maybe Kel’s attempts to force her into a permanent recovery as her Master failed because she’d let his internal premise rule their dynamic—he felt responsible for her and her well-being, when the truth was that there were limits to what he could do, no matter how much he loved her and how good his intentions. The codependent to her addiction, to use that metaphor.
And she’d been willing to assume that she was broken beyond fixing, if her devoted husband and Master couldn’t put her back together again despite his best efforts.
Just a very subtle thing, so slight, and yet so glaringly obvious when she looked at it in retrospect.
Once her coffee brewed, she poured herself a mug, added creamer, took a picture of it, logged it, and then sipped.
Delicious.
She walked down the hall even as her tears still flowed, her feet stopping in front of the nursery door.
This had been her bedroom when she was still living with her uncle. They’d picked it to be the nursery.
Reaching out with her free hand, she touched the door. “Soon,” she said, sniffling.
She continued on to the bedroom to get dressed. Today was a little cool, so she picked the leggings she’d worn last night to dinner, one of Kel’s T-shirts, and one of his chambray button-up long-sleeved shirts on over that, unbuttoned. They hung off her, but they were his, and it made her feel better to wear them.
Hopefully it’d make him feel good to see her in them.
She was ready when he arrived ten minutes early and already had the door open for him. He carried his overnight bag she presumed held his dirty laundry, and she pulled him in for a hug and a kiss before he even set it down in the entry.
“Will you let me do your laundry today? Please?” she asked.
He was still trying to not hug her hard. “Okay,” he quietly said.
“Did you eat yet?” she asked.
“No.”
“Neither have I, but—” She quickly added, “I wanted to wait for you. And I’d like to talk first.” She took his bag and led him down the hall to the nursery door, where she’d left a box of tissues on the floor next to it.
He balked. “Mal—”
“Please,” she said.
“I can’t do this, sweetheart. I’m going to—”
“Cry,” she gently said. “I know. So am I. I need this, and so do you.”
He offered no resistance as she pulled his arms around her from behind and held one pressed around her waist.
The other, she held on to his hand and wrapped their fingers around the doorknob. “I haven’t been in here since before that day,” she said. “It’s been long enough.”
Before he could argue, she firmly closed her grip around his hand and turned the knob.
His sharp suck of air along the nape of her neck broke her heart, but no more than seeing everything exactly as it’d been before that day.
Releasing him, she bent over, picked up the box of tissues, and stepped into the room, turning as she backed up. “Follow me. Please?”
He looked…defeated. Hopeless.
As gutted as she felt.
Maybe that had been the problem the whole time. They’d both been trying to hang on and hold things together for each other so badly that they’d missed the whole point—they needed to do this together and not put on a brave face for each other.
They both needed to be weak and broken together before they could help each other pick up the pieces for good and begin to rebuild.
He took a deep, shuddering breath and stepped into the room with her.
Mal didn’t turn on the lights. There was enough from the hallway and slipping around the edges of the blinds that she could see the crib they’d laughed as he’d assembled, the stuffed animals they’d bought for her, the three packages of onesies she’d bought and hadn’t even opened yet, still lying where she’d set them on the top of the dresser barely filled with anything.
Nearly empty.
She sat on the floor in the middle of the room and set the box of tissues next to her, pulling a couple out. Then she patted the floor in front of her.
He dug the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Babe,” he hoarsely said. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
“That’s why we have to.”
He dropped his hands and stared at her, and she knew in this moment that Niall, Doug, and Doyle had been absolutely right, all three of them.
Kel hadn’t hit bottom yet, but he was about to.
Meanwhile, before this attempt, she’d been hanging around below the surface of their shared dark emotional sea, subconsciously holding her breath and waiting for him so they could ascend from the hole together. But they’d both floundered as he struggled to stay afloat for her, and she’d struggled to stay under for him, to hold him at the surface so he could breathe.
And they’d both nearly drowned.
Kel slowly sank to the floor in front of her. Before he could resist or protest, she climbed into his lap, facing him, her legs wrapped around him and holding him so he couldn’t get away.
She knew he wouldn’t try, either, terrified of hurting her.
This one time, it worked to her advantage.
“Please cry,” she softly begged. “Please, Kel.” Her own tears flowed. “I love you and I don’t want to lose you. I’m losing you every bit as much as you were losing me. We need to do this together.”
He stared into her eyes for a long moment before he closed his, buried his face against her shoulder, and sobbed. Despite her own tears, she closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief to hear him finally—finally let go like this.
“Hold on to me, Kel,” she said. “Please, Sir. Hold me.”
It took her some more gentle coaxing, but finally, she felt his arms tighten around her and it made her cry even harder, but this time in relief.
“I-I’m sorry,” he sobbed. “I don’t know how to be strong anymore. I don’t know what else to do to save you.”
“I know, Sir. You don’t have to be strong for me anymore. I got this now, I swear.”
“When does it stop hurting so much?” he moaned.
Mallory pressed her face against his neck and gently nipped him there. “I don’t know, Sir. I don’t think it ever completely stops. I think we need to let go and learn to be okay with that.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel didn’t know how long they sat there and cried together. He felt like a total, utter failure that he broke down, despite everything he logically knew. That it was healthy and good and natural.
He didn’t care.
He was supposed to be her strength.
He was supposed to be her rock.
He’d promised to take care of her, and so far, he’d utterly failed in every way.
She pressed a tissue into his hand, and he blew his nose. While he did that, she stood, shoved down her leggings and stepped out of them, and climbed back into his lap.
“Mal—”
“Shh.” She kissed him. She kissed him in a desperate, needy way he hadn’t felt in too damn long.
In the way she used to kiss him.
When he tried to draw back, to talk, she fisted his hair and held him in place, squirming in his lap as she kissed him.
Well, of course his body responded. He hadn’t exactly felt like rubbing one out lately.
Come to think of it, he actually couldn’t remember the last time he’d had an orgasm.
Shit.
Still, she kissed him, her grip on his hair—ow—surprisingly strong.
Apparently, pulling away wasn’t going to be an option. Not without risking hurting her.
Wait…
He gave up and kissed her back, enjoying the way she nipped at his lips, the way she ground against him.
He kissed her and let his mind go blank. And when her grip on his hair eased and he naturally took over, he shoved it out of his mind that he was worried about her.
Because this felt like her.
Like them.
Reaching up, he fisted her hair, like he used to. Her sweet, sexy moan in reply drilled straight through his soul and into his cock.
Especially when she started grinding against him, rocking along his cock, which now had the front of his shorts tented.
Protesting briefly crossed his mind, asking for a slow-down, or a moment to talk. But then without interrupting their kiss she reached between them with one hand, fumbled his shorts open, and fished out his cock.
And impaled herself on it.
He didn’t know which of them moaned louder as he sank balls-deep inside her sweet, slick pussy.
Ohhhh…damn.
“Yes!” she whispered.
With the hold in her hair he tipped her head back and grazed her throat with his teeth as she tried to rock on his cock.
More tears flowed, and he didn’t know if it was grief or relief or just some weird mental breakdown he was having.
Nothing made sense in his brain right now.
Nothing.
He’d never been a man who followed his cock. Ever. But right now, as his other arm encircled her waist and he ground up into her, following his cock felt like the perfect idea.
He lifted his head from her throat to look into her sweet blue eyes. Every night away from her had sucked and reminded him how fragile life was.
Every night he’d sucked it up and reminded himself being apart was maybe going to save her life, even if it gutted him from the inside out.
She was the center of his world, the light in his soul, and whatever he had to do to save her, he’d do it.
He ground up into her again, hard, deep, and watched the way her lower lip caught under her teeth the way it always had.
She grabbed his head and pulled his mouth back to her throat, tipping her head to the side. “Please mark me, Sir.”
Deep within his soul his tattered shadows stirred, crying out for her.
Needing her.
He nuzzled the left side of her throat, her flesh warm and soft under his lips. She was wearing his shirts and, yeah, he loved seeing her doing that.
Holding her head in place, he gently bit down.
Her nails dug into the back of his neck. “Yes, please!” she gasped.
Okay, then.
He wasn’t strong enough to deny her. A soft growl escaped him as he struggled not to bite too hard, too deep. Except she squirmed against him, rocking on his cock.
He pulled his arm from around her waist and worked it between them so he could use his thumb to play with her clit. All while he still…okay, it was more like an actual bite now.
Memories and emotions rolled through him, making him cry even harder. Her fingers raked through his hair, across his scalp, her moans mixing with his as she rode him.
That’s when he wrapped his lips around her flesh, where it was clamped between his teeth, and sucked hard.
A shudder wracked her body as her low, familiar moan started deep within her. He released his bite and pulled her lips onto his for a kiss, needing her, needing to feel and taste her, hope sweeping through him, swelling within him.
Both their cheeks wet with tears, they kissed as Kel finally started to feel like maybe all wasn’t lost. Mal’s lips explored his as he played with her clit and savored the feel of her pussy enveloping his cock.
This felt like a sweet, perfect heaven after their prolonged sojourn through hell.
She pressed her forehead against his and a cry escaped her, a gorgeous sound that made his breath catch. Especially when he felt waves of pleasure sweep through her pussy during her climax, massaging his cock and nearly driving him over the edge.
She rode him, and part of him wanted to pause this moment forever, hold on to it, keep it tucked safe within his soul. An alleviation of his pain, for once.
Now she cradled his head in her hands. “Come for me, Sir. Please?”
A gasp escaped him and he exploded, her lips slanting over his while Mal swallowed his groans, until they both fell still and he realized he was now tightly holding her pressed against him. It took every ounce of will he had not to release her.
“I love you, Sir,” she whispered.
“I love you, too, baby.”
She nuzzled his forehead. “How about you take a shower with me, and then I’ll cook us breakfast, Sir?”
His eyes fell closed as he deeply inhaled her scent. “Sure. Thank you.”
 




Chapter Twelve
 
The last time they’d slept under the same roof, the night of the Halloween party, she’d tried to coax him into taking a shower with her and he’d resisted her.
Not because he didn’t want to shower with her. Before, it’d been a cherished daily ritual between them and had ended in shower sex more times than he could count.
But that weekend, he’d refused because he didn’t know then if he’d be able to control himself—his tears—over being able to visually trace nearly every bone in her body.
But she was no longer that woman, either. If he was truly honest with himself, that weekend she’d been far from her worst, but he still overlaid an image from his haunted memory onto her body every time. The image from the day when he realized that he was dangerously close to losing her. The first time he realized how truly insidious and cunning her anorexia was, how many unconscious skills she’d developed to conceal its progress from him.
When her doctors had pulled him aside and asked if she had a DNR, or a living will, because he should make sure all that was in place.
Kel took a deep breath and shoved all those memories away, tried to be here and now, with her.
With who she was now.
Mal held his hand as he followed her out of the nursery. She left the door standing open behind them as she led him down the hall into their bedroom, to their bathroom.
There, she pulled him in for another kiss, shoving his shorts down and off his hips so he could step out of them. He grabbed the hem of her T-shirt and lifted it and the over-shirt in one smooth move, interrupted only by him pausing their kiss so he could get them off over her head and drop them to the floor. His T-shirt followed and she was once again in his arms and kissing him.
Warm and willing, she ground against him, his cock impossibly hard again already and her fingers digging into his ass cheeks as she kissed him. She still looked too thin to him, but there was a softness now around her ribs and shoulders that had been missing weeks ago.
An improvement.
He tried to focus on those things now as he gathered her into his arms and nuzzled the right side of her neck, working his way down, loving the sweet, needy noises she made for him. Familiar noises he hadn’t heard in a forever.
Sounds he’d missed to the very depths of his soul.
When he arrived at the juncture of neck and shoulder, he teased her by grazing her flesh with his teeth, loving how she responded, holding her tighter as she tried to wriggle into a position to capture his cock between her thighs once more. He nipped his way up and down her shoulder while her nipples pebbled as she rubbed them against his chest.
“Please!” she softly begged.
He closed his eyes and bit her, savoring the feel of her nails digging into his flesh. He nibbled and sucked up and down her shoulder, wanted to bite his way all the way down her body. With her breasts right there he cupped them, sucked on her nipples, back and forth. Her hands gripped his head and he felt a roar filling his mind, driving out all other thoughts except one—
Her.
His sweet, beautiful goddess.
He dropped to his knees before her, kissing his way down her tummy, gentle kisses over her navel and tracing the scar from her C-section with melancholy reverence. That’s when he finally processed she was still shaving down there.
That was how long it’d been since he really…
He closed his eyes and pressed his face against her tummy, arms wrapped around her as he found himself crying again.
Something had opened within him, a silent wound bursting with pus and finally able to drain.
Nightmares finally turned out into the bowels of his brain instead of infesting the space directly behind his eyes and always on his mind.
Sweet, gentle hope wanting to make its way back into his heart.
He kissed lower, nudging her legs apart and cupping her ass with his hands to hold her pussy right there for him. Their juices already coated the insides of her thighs and he tasted them mixed together when he dipped his tongue along the cleft hiding her clit from him.
But he knew where it was. How many countless hours had he spent on his knees or between her thighs and forcing her to bliss with his mouth?
Because he enjoyed making her moan.
He still wept as his tongue made tiny circles around the bud, coaxed it from hiding, latched on with his lips and teased her into those long-absent sounds that made his cock flex and ache and want to be buried inside her again.
Kneading her ass, he settled in and treasured the feel of her hands coming to rest on his shoulders, bracing herself on him. It’d been so damned long.
The shower could wait.
This couldn’t.
 
* * * *
 
Mallory’s eyes dropped closed as Kel pressed his face against her pussy. He wouldn’t stop until he was ready, meaning they’d be there for…
A while.
She hoped.
He was still crying, but his cock was hard and bouncing off her legs as he ate her out, so she knew this was good.
They both needed this.
She’d shut down and shut him out in so many ways early on, and he’d always been so sweet, so gentle with her. She hadn’t known how to just ask for the shadows back. Instead of impatience or anger, he’d always tucked her close to him and gone to sleep with her nestled against him. He’d started wearing boxers to bed to help hide when his cock didn’t want to go along with that program, but he’d never so much as asked her for sex even when she knew he wanted it.
He just…waited.
And he would’ve waited forever rather than cheat on her or hurt her.
But she needed to be hurt now. She missed his marks in her flesh, missed the fist in her hair holding her in place as he fucked her mouth or fucked her ass. She wanted to be his canvas again, wanted to play with him, wanted to run her hands over the ligature marks following a rope scene, needed the sting of a paddle or cane across her flesh.
Mal dragged her nails along his scalp and was rewarded with a deep, sexy growl that vibrated through her clit and deep into her hungry cunt. Desire flared to life within her, a pyroclastic flow raging, demanding sacrifice.
She rocked her hips against his mouth and gave in completely. Kel’s tongue snaked inside her pussy before swiping along her clit again, over and over. It didn’t take long for him to make her come the first time, and from there she had to hold on for the ride.
Maybe she wasn’t collared to him right now, but there was no doubt that he still owned her, and her body gladly surrendered to her rightful Master. At least some things remained pure and good in her life, even if it took them a while to get back there.
The first orgasm really didn’t have time to fade away before the second slammed into her, and the next…and again.
They’d never had trouble together in bed. He’d made her feel things she thought were only possible between the covers of a romance book, took her to heights she’d never dreamed possible.
He’d branded her heart with his love and she knew no other man could fill her soul and quench her need the way he did.
She lost count of how many times she came, but by the time he finally sat back her knees trembled and she wasn’t sure she’d remain upright.
But he caught her, scooped her up and carried her into the shower, all while those sweet, dark brown eyes of his burned through her, promising more.
Promising it all.
He turned on the water and then turned to her, and she found herself pressed against the cool tile, lifted, impaled on his cock.
She draped her arms over his shoulders as he hooked her legs around his waist and started fucking her. Her juices mixed with his coated his face, and she realized he hadn’t shaved yet this morning. Scratchy stubble, coarse against her cheeks and lips, and yet she reveled in the sensation.
Damn, she’d missed this.
Raw, powerful, he was growling once more as he sucked on her tongue and fucked her cunt, pounding into her and reclaiming her yet again. When he came this time she swallowed his hoarse cry and devoured every bit of it.
He fell still, still holding her there, their foreheads pressed together and the shower steaming around them.
“I love you, baby. I love you so fucking much. I can’t lose you. I couldn’t survive it.”
She played with his hair. “I love you, too, Sir. I promise I’m not giving up.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel finally let her stand and they took their shower, washing each other, kissing, a tenderness returned between them that he’d never been able to give thought to in this way before. It’d been lost among everything else, the fear, the struggle.
Simple moments like this.
When they got out he dried her first with a towel, kissing her, worshipping her body, his sweet, beautiful goddess.
After checking the time to make sure they were okay, they got dressed and she sent a quick text, he assumed to Doyle, Niall, and Doug. Then he followed her to the kitchen, where together they made breakfast, Kel letting her tell him what she needed and giving him tasks to do.
He watched her, his gaze never leaving her.
This was more than he could have ever prayed for, and he could only hope his hopes weren’t about to be crushed again.
She ate, that easy feel once again surrounding their meal in a way it hadn’t in over a year.
He wanted to ask if he could drive her to her appointment, but he resisted the urge to do that. Once they had the kitchen cleaned up, he pulled her in for another kiss.
“What do you need from me, right now?” he opted for.
She smiled up at him. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For not launching into a bunch of other questions or assumptions. This is exactly what I need from you right now—following my lead.” She played with the collar of his shirt. “I’ll drive myself to my appointment. Doug scheduled it ahead of his lunch hour. Niall’s going to bring us lunch and join us, and we’ll probably call Doyle.”
He slowly nodded and desperately reined in his flash of anger.
The men were not just his friends, but miracle workers.
“Then what?” He made himself say it. “If you’d rather be alone tonight, I understand.”
“I have class with June. I need to get into that again. I really do love yoga with her. And I’m looking forward to learning pole-dancing.”
“I have a…request.”
“Yes, Sir?”
He also ignored that pang—he wouldn’t pester her about her collar. “I’m the only one who gets a private show for that.”
She giggled! The sweet sound shocked him so much he nearly missed what she said next.
“I promise, you’re the only one who would get a private show for that, Sir. And to answer your question, I don’t know. Let me see how I feel later. I’ll call you to talk, at least.”
“Okay.”
She didn’t rush him out the door, but he didn’t bug her or try to delay her as she got ready for her appointment and packed clothes, her yoga mat, and a towel for her class after. At one point he stopped in the hall, outside the nursery door, and stared inside the room.
Shit. Mal wasn’t on the pill yet.
Then again, he knew her periods hadn’t returned yet, either, so maybe it’d be okay. As much as he mourned their baby, he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to try again. They still hadn’t for-sure survived this. Did he really want to risk Mal’s health or his own sanity again?
He didn’t know.
She kissed him good-bye and left for her appointment. Once she’d left, he heavily sat on the couch and stared at the urn.
That day would be forever burned in his memory, the pain, the tears, the feel of her in his arms all bundled up but looking asleep. Not moving, even though only hours earlier he’d been lying in bed with Mal, his hands cradling her belly and his cheek pressed against her as he sang to their daughter and felt her kicking and moving around.
And then…she wasn’t.
Part of him lay in that urn, part of his heart and soul and dreams.
If he lost what was left of him…
He grabbed one of the throw pillows and held it clutched in his arms as his sobs echoed off the living room walls.
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
Doug seemed to pull up short when he spotted Mal in the lobby, a funny little smile appearing on his face as she walked over to him.
“What?” she asked.
“I was going to ask you that.” They headed for the elevator. “How’d your talk with Kel go this morning?”
“Productive.”
“Oh?”
“Once we’re in your office, Sir.”
And once they were, she went through the morning, detailing their talk but abbreviating the more intimate portions.
“I’ve noticed you’re starting to refer to him as Sir again,” he noted. “That’s not something you’ve been doing a lot.”
She thought about it. “I didn’t ask him for my collar back yet.”
“Do you want to?”
Another moment. “Not yet. I think I still have a ways to go. It’s too soon. It’s only been two weeks. When I broke this to him, I told him four weeks.”
“You did, but you can change your mind.”
Her resolve faltered. “Do you think I need to?”
“That’s not what I said. I was reminding you that none of this is set in stone. We don’t set your timetables in that way—we’re your guardrails. It’s what you want to do.”
Part of her wanted to beg Kel to come back over that night, to stay the whole night.
Now that the fast had broken, she wanted to feel his warm flesh against hers in their bed.
Except…
This was too critical to rush through it. Life was short, yes, but she literally couldn’t repeat this cycle. Her body wouldn’t be able to handle it.
“I think I want to maintain what we’re doing for now and wait until the four weeks are up, like I originally said.” She picked at her fingernails. “Even after I ask him to come back, I think I want to keep up the rituals with you guys, if that’s okay?”
“It’s okay. The long-term plan, though, is to wean you off needing to report to us on a daily basis. You know that.”
“Yes, Sir. I know. But I don’t want to rush this.”
“You’ll still be seeing us for sessions,” he said. “And I thought one of your goals was to repair your relationship with Kel to a point where you could turn that kind of oversight back to him?”
“It is, Sir. I know we’re not there yet, though.”
“He hasn’t scheduled an appointment with me yet.”
“Well, to be fair, we were…busy this morning.” She smiled.
He returned it, but it faded. “We won’t give him a pass on this. But just like he can’t control your recovery, you can’t control his, either. He’s going to have to make an appointment with us and—” His cell phone chirped on his desk, distracting him. “Hold on—that’s our group chat with him.” He retrieved it, pausing, smiling. “You can forget what I just said.”
“Why?”
He indicated his phone. “Kel just asked when we can fit him in for an appointment.”
Her vision blurred as the tears hit. She didn’t even need to look to see where the box of tissues was—she reached for it and dabbed at her eyes while Doug quickly consulted his schedule and set up the appointment.
Once he was back in his seat, he offered her a smile. “That’s a good sign.”
“I hope so.”
“You still have to work on your recovery, independent of his.”
“Yes, Sir.” She cradled her bare right wrist. “I will.” Where she was now was temporary.
It was starting to get easier to believe that, to see there was a future for her.
Hopefully a future with Kel.
 
* * * *
 
After her appointment, she headed to June’s studio. She was looking forward to this for a lot of reasons, including getting to see her friend.
When she arrived, she texted the group thread that she would be there for several hours before she headed inside.
June and May weren’t teaching at that moment, and they both hugged her when she walked into the lobby. “You made it,” June said. “I was hoping you would.”
“I’m looking forward to this.” After Mal changed, June took her over to the new studio space to show her the poles.
“I hope you don’t mind we won’t be alone for that class,” June said. “We’ll have Fen, Mads, and Ben, Jake’s hubby.”
Mal was pretty sure she’d met all of them through the club or the munches. “Okay.”
“Fen is amazing,” June said. “A natural, but he’s very bendy to start with and advanced with yoga. Mads had to take time off from lessons to recover from an emergency appendectomy. Ben’s only been at it a few weeks, but Jake’s a sadist and making him stick with it.”
“Ben doesn’t like doing it?”
June laughed. “He will once his muscles start cooperating. He’s still in the I don’t bend like that yet phase of learning.”
“Ah.”
They settled in the smallest yoga studio, which would normally hold about twelve students total, except Mal was the only one for this session. June started with warm-up exercises. Within five minutes, she was laughing.
“Okay, you’ve been keeping up with it, haven’t you?”
“Yeah. It was something I could do alone in my room that was gentle on me. I hated not having time to myself. I felt like I was always under surveillance. If Kel was there, then he was—” Mal caught herself. “Sorry.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I need to work on staying grounded in the moment and focused on it.”
“Well, let’s see what you’ve got, sweetie.” June worked with her, taking her into advanced moves and correcting her positions as they went. The basics Mal had easily remembered while in Tampa, but some of these more advanced poses she’d skipped doing. By the time Mads arrived first, Mal was ready for a break and ate a power bar she’d brought with her as her snack.
When she finally headed home two hours later, her stomach was actually grumbling despite the rest of her body feeling tired and achy in really good ways.
She’d had fun with the pole-dancing class. While she definitely wasn’t as good as Fen or Mads, Mal had inwardly snickered a little that Ben playfully grumbled that even she was better than him for her very first lesson.
Mal had bruises on her arms and legs from the pole, her first case of pole burn from slipping…
And she had spent the past couple of hours blissfully free of dark mental mumblings from deep within her brain.
As soon as she arrived home she texted the group chat that she was working on eating. She was a little late now, but they assured her she was fine because she’d already warned them about the class.
Then she put the phone in speaker mode and called Kel while she prepped her dinner.
 
* * * *
 
Kel snatched the phone off his desk. “Hey, sweetheart.”
“Hi, Sir. Sorry, I just got home, I need to eat.”
Relief and mild disappointment swirled through him. “That’s okay, sweetie. Did you have fun?”
“Oh, my god! I had the best time ever! It was so cool…”
He settled back in his chair, eyes closed, and pictured her as she told him about her afternoon.
For the first time in a long time, she sounded genuinely excited and enthusiastic in a way that warmed his heart and gave rise to more hope.
This was definitely his Mal.
He also sensed he wouldn’t be asked to come home tonight despite their breakthrough that morning.
In a way, maybe that was for the best. He was still processing everything.
Doug was going to stay late tomorrow to talk with him, and Niall would hopefully join them.
Tonight, he knew he needed to finish reading one of the books they’d assigned to him. He was ashamed to see himself in the pages, proving the men had been right—yet again—about how he’d neglected himself and his own needs and recovery in his attempt to focus on Mal in an unhealthy way.
Once she paused, he knew even before she said it what she was going to say. “I think I need tonight alone to process today,” she said.
“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m good with that. The guys gave me homework of my own I need to work on. I’m really glad we had this morning, though.”
She paused again. “You’re not going to break me, Sir,” she said. “Not if you let go and trust me.”
“Can you be patient with me while I work my way through this?”
“I love you, Sir. Just follow me. I’ve already cut a path through the jungle. I’ll be waiting for you there when you catch up.”
He smiled. “My brave girl.”
He could almost read her face in the pauses, knew she was likely biting her lower lip. “I still want to hold to the four weeks.”
The disappointment wasn’t unexpected, but he reined it in and tamped it down. “I know. It’s okay, sweetheart. That’s only two more weeks. And if you need more time after that, I’ll give it to you. Whatever you need.”
In some ways, she was so familiar. But new Mal appeared, sounding determined. “I need to know you’re working on yourself and not just focused on me. Before the next step happens. It won’t be overnight, and we’re not perfect. There will be bumps and potholes. But the only way this keeps working is if I am the one in control of my recovery.”
He swallowed hard. “Letting go of control is hard for me, baby. You know that. I’m trying.”
“I know you are, and I love you so much for it. Because I know you are trying.”
 
* * * *
 
Over the next week and a half, Mal threw herself into the daily pole-dancing lessons and yoga, carefully watching her calorie intake to make sure she kept herself on track and didn’t lose any weight. One good thing she knew was that muscle weighed more than fat, so she’d be gaining weight regardless, as long as she kept her calorie intake up and didn’t do something to sabotage herself. She even added extra shakes to her daily regimen to help.
She also loved feeling the pain from aching muscles every morning. This time around, she’d felt no compulsion to cut and every determination to work hard to rebuild her body.
Kel was coming over almost every day now, sometimes for breakfast, sometimes for dinner. They’d made love four more times, but he hadn’t asked to spend the night and hadn’t put her in the awkward position of having to ask him to leave. He’d set an alarm to wake him up in case he fell asleep, but hadn’t needed it yet.
It left her feeling guilty, which she didn’t give in to.
As much as she wanted Kel to move back home…she knew that wasn’t a good idea yet. They were both still so fragile right now. Doug reported that Kel was coming to see him, or at least having phone sessions with him or Niall, on a regular basis now, but that wasn’t good enough.
Not yet.
She knew if she let him come home too soon, before she felt certain she was strong enough to stand up to him in the ways she needed to despite his actions coming from a place of love, it would set her up for another failure.
What needed to happen was assurances from her fairy godfathers that Kel actually understood and recognized he couldn’t smother her with love.
That he had to follow her until she was ready for him to walk beside her and help her when she reached for his steady hand, instead of trying to carry her despite her protests to the contrary.
Except…
Despite their breakthrough, she’d be the first one to admit they were a long way from a “healthy” point.
But she missed him.
Missed him like hell.
She was sitting outside June’s studio and composing a group text when a thought hit her. After sending her status to them, that she was about to start class, she added a text.
 
Do you think I could ask Kel to move back in to stay in the spare room? Part of me wants to, and part of me says it’s too soon.
 
She kept her phone in her hand during her walk to the front door, because, sure enough, she had a response. From Doyle.
 
Of course you can. Keep in mind there’s nothing that says you can’t spend nights with him at the apartment as a trial run, is there? Then you control when you stay and leave. And isn’t that where you two first lived together? Good memories there? Maybe think about that.
 
She stared at the text, a giggle erupting from her.
It was perfect.
 
Thank you, Sir.
 
He responded with a winking smile emoji.
She knew Kel was on his way back to the apartment from a shoot at a marina in Ft. Myers. So after class she stopped by home to grab a few things and her keys for the apartment and then headed there.
By the time Kel arrived and she heard him open the office door, she nearly had their dinner ready. “Sweetheart?” he called out. “Are you in here?”
“Up here.”
He appeared at the bottom of the stairwell. “What are you doing here?”
“Dinner. And maybe you, if you’re lucky.” She grinned.
No shit, he took the stairs two at a time, making her giggle as he swept her into his arms and nibbled on her neck. “I wasn’t expecting to see you he—” He lifted his head and sniffed. “You cooked me dinner here?”
“Nothing fancy. Just a casserole.” She draped her arms around his neck. “I think for tonight I want to stay here with you.”
He stared into her eyes for a long moment and she knew it’d been the right call. “Really?”
“Baby steps,” she said. “Let’s see how we do tonight and go from there.”
But she already had a plan in mind, one she’d come up with on her way over there from the house.
And one she’d need June’s help to make happen.




Chapter Fourteen
 
Sunday, the evening before the four-week mark, Kel was at the apartment when Mallory took an Uber from their house over to June and Scrye’s house. The couple would be up at their daughters’ apartment in Tampa until late that evening. June gave her the run of their kitchen so Mal could cook Kel dinner. She brought everything with her that she needed to make their dinner, but what she really needed to borrow was in their spare bedroom.
Specifically, their private pole.
June had also helped Mal put together a short routine, along with a series of moves Mal could do and mix them up with the music, both on the pole and floorwork. Nothing advanced, but she hoped Kel wouldn’t care about that.
June, Mads, Fen, and Ben had watched her perform it on Friday during their class, and they all agreed they thought Kel would love it.
Mal hoped it would show Kel she was truly on the right path this time.
Waking up next to Kel the other morning had driven home to Mal how much she wanted them together again.
That Kel hadn’t tried to supervise, interfere with, or even question her morning routine made her mind up for her. It was a marked change from how he used to make sure he was up and moving before she was, laying out her meds, her breakfast, doing all the work to calculate her calories and constantly nudging her to eat, to snack, unintentionally shoving her anorexia in her face with every lovingly intended action on his part in his attempts to care for her.
As long as tonight went the way she hoped it would, she’d ask him to return home with the stipulation that if she felt they were slipping back into the negative patterns that had tripped her up to start with, he’d have to go back to sleeping at the apartment. That they’d start a week’s trial to see how they did.
That, just like she’d earned her next month with Doyle, Niall, and Doug by her progress, Kel would have to keep earning sleeping at home with his progress.
She’d asked Kel to meet her at June and Scrye’s for dinner, but she hadn’t told him they’d be alone. So his surprise to find they had the place to themselves made her smile.
“What’s going on?” he asked when she let him in.
“After dinner, I have a surprise for you,” she said. “And then we can talk.”
 
* * * *
 
Kel didn’t want to hope Mallory had decided to let him come home, and he wouldn’t ask her that, either. She wore a cute sundress he didn’t recognize, a new one that fit her well, not an older one. She looked stunning in a different way than she used to look stunning.
Before, there’d always been a gorgeous and sweetly soft vulnerability about her that had turned his sadistic crank hard. This new Mallory was both his gorgeous wife…and yet she wasn’t.
And she still wanted him.
He was still afraid to play with her beyond nipping and biting her during their lovemaking. Which was still wonderful. He didn’t know how long it’d take him to get past his fear and let her finally coax him into the harder play he knew she truly craved.
It also hadn’t taken him long to realize Doyle, Niall, and Doug were absolutely right that he had to work on himself. No, he didn’t cause her anorexia, but he had unwittingly contributed despite his best of intentions. Looking back, he could see it now where he couldn’t before.
Too much of their personalities were wrapped up in their M/s dynamic for a traditional recovery path to work for either of them, no matter how hard they’d tried.
But they were both on the right track now.
He’d keep having faith and following his girl and praying she didn’t decide to walk away from him.
After he helped her clean up the kitchen from their dinner, she turned to him. “Now for that private show I promised you, Sir.”
His cock stirred. “I’ll follow you, baby.”
She led him down to the spare bedroom, where the pole was. There, she pointed him to a chair. He sat while she plugged her phone into a small Bluetooth speaker.
Kel recognized the first song that started playing, “I Won’t Give Up,” by Jason Mraz, one of their favorite artists.
Mal bashfully lifted the sundress off, revealing a black sports bra and lycra panties under it. She dropped the dress to the floor and grabbed the pole, slowly taking a couple of steps around it. As the music swelled she skipped for a couple of steps, then Kel’s eyes widened as she effortlessly swung around the pole, wrapping her legs around it and holding on as she arched back in a sweetly elegant spin.
Holy…fuck!
Over their time together, she’d learned to play with him in public, overcame the worst of her self-consciousness, and not worry about what anyone thought about her but him. And he loved her, still thought she was gorgeous, heart, soul, body, and mind.
This woman was his wife, and yet she was a stranger now. He finally understood what Doyle had said to him during one phone session about not needing to feel guilty that he had to get to know her all over again.
This was his Mal…and she wasn’t. This woman looked sure of herself, every motion deliberate.
Entranced, he watched her smoothly fluid moves, struggling to process this. Mal’s quiet confidence sang to him through the song’s lyrics as she worked through moves he knew had to be physically taxing, and yet…
Here she was.
Strong, healing, rebuilding herself from the ground up.
“Quiet,” also by Jason Mraz, began playing. She knew it was one of his favorite songs. It was one he’d listened to plenty of times during his seemingly endless drives back and forth to Tampa to visit her. He softly sang along with it as she danced for him. It nearly brought him to tears, his emotions being acknowledged like this.
As he watched her, Kel stomped back the selfish thought that he missed her soft, rounded curves. Maybe one day she’d look like that again, but she was still his wife, and she was still beautiful, and he would still love her, no matter what. He’d always done what he thought was right to help her not feel self-conscious regardless of her body size because he remembered the woman he’d first met, how she’d originally been afraid to talk to him about playing because she thought he wouldn’t want to tie her because she was full-figured.
How Chelbie had helped bring them together, and he flew Mal for the first time. He wasn’t lying when he said he fell in love with her and not just her body. He’d love her at any body size, but he wanted her healthy.
He focused on her eyes, on her smile. The song ended and moved into “Shine,” another favorite of his by Jason Mraz. She slipped into the sexy rhythm, her body fluidly undulating in time with the music as she climbed the pole and spun around it, inverting and twisting her body with a confidence she’d never shown before.
Ever.
It humbled him.
Mentally and emotionally, it brought him to his knees.
And it made him hornier than fucking hell.
She hadn’t given up on him, just like he hadn’t given up on her.
Her spin took her into a flip, upright once more to slide down the pole to the floor. There, she slowly rose into a squat, her thighs spreading as she trailed a finger down the side of her throat and between her breasts. The sports bra pushed her breasts together and gave her a deep valley of cleavage he wanted to feel pressed around his aching cock.
She worked her way toward him, dropping to the floor and rolling onto her back, a sexy series of moves he wanted to take into their bed with them. Just as he leaned forward in his chair to reach for her, she smiled and moved away, smoothly rising and returning to the pole and leaving him almost falling out of his chair.
This was absolutely his Mal, the sexy call and response in her eyes asking for him to play with her in the shadows…and yet she wasn’t. She was changed, and so was he. They’d both come through this crucible forever seared and scorched but trying to remake something stronger and better from the ashes.
For the first time, as he watched her, he realized she was different this time.
The very air around her shimmered with a strength and confidence she’d never possessed before despite his best efforts, almost like a St. Elmo’s Fire.
His Mal’s blue gaze pierced him to his core, but this new woman wanted him as badly as he wanted her.
As the song ended, she finished standing against the pole, one foot propped on it, knee bent, holding on to it with her hands behind her as she breathed heavily and watched him.
He stood and crossed the room, his body pressing her against the pole while he reached up with one hand and cupped her face. “Fuck, that was gorgeous, baby,” he hoarsely said.
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Best Friend” played next. Their gazes met for a long moment as he let the lyrics and music wash over them. Then he slanted his lips over hers in a crushing kiss, rocking his hips against hers to let her feel how hard he was in his shorts.
Without a care about how hard he was pressing against her.
Without worrying about hurting her.
She hooked one leg around his. Her hands grabbed his hips and she ground back against him.
“I’d like to negotiate you living at home again,” she finally said.
His hopes soared. “Anything you want, baby. Whatever you want.”
“Week-to-week, for now. I have to keep earning my recovery boundaries, and so do you. We keep seeing the guys, for now. We don’t drop our individual recovery efforts. And you can’t supervise or control my diet, or my weigh-ins, or any of that. I won’t hide anything from you, but it’s not your responsibility. I control the timeline of when we transition from Doyle, Niall, and Doug supervising my weight and logs and everything to you doing it. I will agree that, for now, they will continue supervising all of that, and you can ask them for information. Can you accept that?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Absolutely.” Hell, it’d been working. He kissed her, long and hard, savoring it. Treasuring it.
“I’d also like to negotiate becoming your slave and wearing your collar again, Sir,” she said when he let her breathe once more. “If you still want to.”
He blinked back tears as he nodded, barely daring to hope this was happening.
She stared up at him with her gorgeous blue eyes. “Then when you’re ready to collar me again, I’d like that. I won’t ask for a timetable. I’ll leave that up to you, Sir.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled her bracelet out, smiling as he held it up. “How about right now?”
He’d grabbed it after getting dressed more as a good-luck charm for tonight, and hadn’t planned to tell her he had it in case she hadn’t asked for it. He hadn’t wanted to pressure her.
She smiled and held out her right wrist.
But when he tried to slide it onto her hand…
It wouldn’t fit over her hand.
Her eyes widened. “Motherfucker,” she muttered.
He burst out laughing, crying, laughing some more and kissing her, and swearing at himself, because he’d stupidly not thought to bring the hex key with him.
He’d thought she was still far too thin for it to be a problem.
I guess I have my own perception problems to work through.
And she laughed with him, long and hard, something they hadn’t done in a forever, it felt like.
He finally got himself under control. “I…I don’t have the key with me, sweetheart. I’m sorry. It’s at the house.”
“That’s okay.” She draped her arms around his neck. “How about we go home and you can put it on me there? After you give me a spanking for uncollaring myself without permission.”
He shook his head. “I’ll give you a spanking, but for fun, not for punishment. After I collar you.” He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. “You kept your promise, baby. You’re my perfect, beautiful girl, and you did what you had to do to protect yourself.” His voice grew hoarse again. “I’ll never punish you for protecting yourself. Even if you’re protecting yourself from me.”
 
* * * *
 
Mal hadn’t anticipated having this problem with her collar. Then again, she hadn’t expected him to have it with him, either. She’d had no clue.
Isn’t that more proof this is the right thing to do?
The old Kel would have likely hinted and teased, or outright told her he had it to let her know he was open to whatever she wanted.
New Kel watched and listened, following instead of leading.
Protecting her rear instead of trying to plow through the jungle ahead of her regardless of the fact that they weren’t heading in the right direction.
They packed their things, made sure they left the house—especially the kitchen—the way they’d found it, locked up, and headed home.
Their home.
The first thing he did after they unloaded the car was Kel led her into their bedroom, retrieved the hex key from the dresser drawer where he kept it, and knelt in front of her.
“You have to ask me for it, sweetheart.” His voice had dropped back into what she thought of as his Master tone. Soft, gentle, but deeper and possessing a hidden iron strength his shadows concealed from everyone but her.
Her voice trembled. “I want to wear your collar and be your slave, Master.”
He brought her right hand to his lips, turning it so he could feather kisses along the inside of her wrist. “I offer it to you with a vow that I will always be faithful to you. That I will protect you and love you forever. That I will ask you what you need from me to best care for you, and I will do everything in my power to make that happen. I will follow you anywhere you lead me, and when you ask it of me, I will carry you. I’m not perfect.”
He choked back a tearful laugh. “Boy, am I not perfect.” She laughed with him, but he continued. “But I’ll never give up on you, or on us, baby.” He met her gaze. “You’ve already proven to me that you will absolutely protect what’s mine despite my own dumbassery. But will you allow me to own you, baby?”
She nodded. “I want you to own me, Master. Please?”
He fastened it around her wrist before standing, lifting the hem of the sundress as he rose and pulling it up and off over her head, dropping it to the floor. He kissed her as he hooked his thumbs in the waistband of her panties and slid them down and over her hips so she could step out of them.
The bra came off last, and he beheld her standing before him.
He lifted her right hand to his lips again, this time kissing the collar. Then he led her to the bed. He sat on the edge and patted his lap.
She smiled as she climbed up, stretched out over him, her nipples rubbing against his shorts and her pussy already soaked and throbbing from her earlier performance for him.
He fisted her hair with his left hand as his right stroked and squeezed her ass cheeks.
“Who’s my good girl?” the Master softly asked.
She choked up with emotions—the good kind this time—before she could answer. “I am, Master.”
“That’s right, baby. You’re my very good girl.” Another hard squeeze, fingers digging in and the sweet pain nearly taking her breath away. “And what do good girls get from their Master?”
“A reward spanking.”
Another squeeze, which had her trying to grind her pussy against his thigh.
It made him chuckle. “That’s right, baby. A reward spanking.” His hand came down hard on her right ass cheek, drawing a gasp from her. “So buckle up, this will take a while.”
Not only did it take a while, it had her crying—good tears—by the time he finally stopped. Subspace hit her so hard and fast she barely had time to process it before her mind sailed off into that sweet, nebulous, shadowy realm where they were always at their best together.
Her ass and upper thighs felt hot and stingy as he eased her onto her knees on the floor in front of him. “What do you say, baby?”
“Thank you, Master.” She desperately nuzzled her face against the front of his shorts, where she felt his cock straining against the zipper, rock-hard and flexing under the fabric as she mouthed its outline.
Plunging his hands into her hair, he held her in place and slowly eased her up and down it, breathing heavily as he watched her. She looked up at him and gasped at the dark, needy hunger painting his brown gaze in dark shadows she’d wondered if she’d ever see again.
The grip on her hair tightened almost painfully. “Take it out, goddess.”
She shivered and squirmed and tried to squeeze her thighs together for a little relief as her trembling fingers lowered his zipper and unfastened the button. They both moaned as she freed his cock and greedily flicked the pearl of pre-cum from the head with her tongue.
He rammed it deep into her mouth, another groan from both of them filling their bedroom. He held still like that, gasping for breath as the hot silk of his cock twitched and throbbed against her tongue.
“Wait, baby,” he whispered. “Don’t move. Shit shit shit that’s so fucking good!”
Another wave of desire swept through her. He sounded hungry and desperate, another thing that had still been missing from their lovemaking.
And he’d used her. There was nothing she loved more than him taking over and taking charge in bed, doing what he wanted, in his time.
Another box ticked.
He didn’t pull her off his cock, but he slowly eased her about halfway off, then stood so she could pull his shorts down and off him.
That allowed him to sit and spread his thighs wide and pull her deep onto his cock again, slowly fucking her mouth with it and trembling under her. She wrapped her arms around him and held on, trying to keep her gaze tipped up and watching him.
He released her head so he could pull his shirt up and off and toss it to the floor. Then he grabbed her head again, easing himself back so he could lie on the bed. He pulled her up and off his cock, up his body, releasing her to fist his cock and swipe the head of it along the length of her wet cunt.
“Do it, baby,” he said.
She smiled down at him as she lowered herself, sinking his cock deep inside her pussy and letting out a happy sigh as she did.
He smiled up at her. “Better, baby?”
“You always make things better, Master.”
He pulled her down for a kiss, tipping her head to the side so he could leave a trail of bites down her neck to her shoulder and up again. “Give me time to work my way up to implements, baby, but for now, daily spankings are back.”
She shivered in his arms, a ripple of pleasure centered in her clit. “Thank you, Master!”
She’d take it, because he was a man of his word.
He would ease himself back into their normal routine on his timetable, not hers, but he would do it.
He laughed. “You’re welcome, goddess.” He rolled them over, sitting up so he could throw her legs over his shoulders and start pounding his cock into her in a way he hadn’t done in so long. “Come if you can, baby. If not, I’ll take care of you next, but I need this now.”
The fire blazing in his brown gaze scorched her in all the delicious, familiar ways.
This was them, the true them. Every stroke of his cock slid along her clit. When he pinned her hands over her head against the mattress, she shivered once more but couldn’t quite get over.
But he did. She watched, falling in love all over again as he threw his head back, eyes closed as his loud, satisfied groan filled the room all while his cock filled her with his cum.
He didn’t move at first, panting, a fine sheen of sweat covering him.
When his eyes opened, the fire reignited. Before she could move, he’d pulled out and crawled down her body, shoving her thighs apart and burying his face in her pussy. He teased her, drawing it out, biting her along the insides of her thighs to the point of sweet tears in between licking and sucking her clit.
Once he got her coming, he didn’t stop, either, relentlessly drawing one orgasm after another out of her until he finally sat up and flipped over onto his back again, pulling her on top of him to ride his hard cock.
This time, she knew he’d last longer. He smiled up at her as he squeezed her breasts, hard enough to leave fingerprints behind. He pinched and tugged on her nipples and tormented her clit, the sadist back in the house once more, where he belonged.
Exactly where she wanted him.
By the time they finally passed out late that night from sheer exhaustion, he’d come three times, a record for him that close together, and she’d lost count of her own.
But as he tightly snuggled her in his arms and raked his nails up her back, she knew she’d awaken the next morning bearing plenty of marks, able to delight in them as she studied them in the mirror.
“Love you, goddess,” he said, pressing his lips to her forehead.
“Love you, too, Master.”
And like that, she fell asleep, contented to be back where she always wanted to be.
The only place she wanted to be.
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
Six Months Later…
 
Mal knew she didn’t need to tell Kel what today’s date was, but they hadn’t danced around the issue, either. He’d mentioned to her last week that he would be seeing Niall for a session this morning. She had a phone session scheduled with Doyle before she’d go to June’s for a class this afternoon.
For now, she still had weekly phone sessions with one of the three. Kel was still having weekly office sessions with either Niall or Doug, but she didn’t pry. Once a month they brought her in for a joint session, and they’d helped both of them.
They were both working through previously unresolved issues—Kel over his father’s untimely death and the anger and helplessness he still harbored over it—and the unhealthy coping skills he’d developed over it—and her over her parents’ deaths, and her issues stemming from her uncle’s gaslighting and overbearing control of her.
Kel had the password and login for her fitness app but he hadn’t logged in to check it in at least two weeks. He never checked it without telling her first, and standing there with her while he did it.
Which she loved, because it always brought a gorgeous smile to his face as he looked over her stats before rewarding her with a kiss.
Or, sometimes, by going down on her right there, if they were home or alone in the office.
She only weighed herself once a week now, and she’d been holding steady between one-thirty and one-thirty-five for the past three months. Much of her new weight was in muscles. Much to Kel’s delight she’d fleshed out a little around her ribcage, but she could just about crack a damn walnut with her ass and thighs thanks to the pole-dancing. Her diet was now on a normal schedule, and her body seemed to have returned to something approaching normal. She was back on the pill, and she had regular follow-ups with her doctors to keep tabs on her other medications, slight tweaks to the dosages made as necessary.
Knock on wood, everyone was in agreement they thought she’d recovered, although Doyle, Doug, and Niall cautioned her to treat it like an addiction recovery and to continually take conscious steps to maintain it like she might any other chronic medical condition.
She agreed that was wise.
Depending on their work schedule, she was at June’s studio for yoga or pole-dancing classes a minimum of two or three days a week. She’d given Kel permission to ask June as he felt he needed to if she thought Mallory was backsliding or not, because June saw her with a minimum of clothes and could give an honest evaluation.
So far, he hadn’t asked.
And Kel had installed a pole in the spare bedroom at the apartment. They’d returned to their full schedule volunteering at Venture, and they’d usually go to the apartment after closing to play and fall asleep there instead of driving home.
Or, sometimes they’d go upstairs in the middle of a work day for her to put on a private show for him before he played with her and they made love.
He had no hesitation marking her with his teeth or hands or implements, leave marks in her flesh with his ropes, but he hadn’t yet done any cutting or piercing scenes with her.
Three weeks ago, when they’d sat down for their weekly talk to check in with each other, he’d asked her if she had any special requests. She’d mentioned that she missed her piercings and cutting play.
He took it under advisement, and that’s all she’d say about it. Just like she hadn’t liked him pestering her about her recovery in the past, the Master didn’t want her to keep asking him for certain play once she’d stated it.
Mal knew he wouldn’t forget. He’d store it away, and when he felt the time was right, they’d get there.
She combed her hair out with her fingers before capturing it in a ponytail with an elastic band. She’d let it grow long again and started coloring it to get the gray out. At Kel’s request, instead of the reddish brassy color she used to favor, she went to the salon and they used lowlights close to her own color to hide the gray. He loved her natural hair color.
He had told her not to worry about planning dinner tonight, because he had plans for them.
She wouldn’t question that, either. He wasn’t home yet when she left for class at June’s studio, where she’d be doing yoga before pole-dancing. Her skills had advanced to the point June had asked her if she’d be interested in teaching beginner’s classes on the side.
It wasn’t something Mal had brought to Kel yet, because she was still deciding if she wanted to do it or not.
He was home when she arrived later. When she walked in, all the lights were off, the living room lit with a flickering glow from LED candles.
“Master?” she called out. And something smelled good.
His head popped out of the kitchen doorway, a smile on his face. “There’s my goddess.”
He swooped in, taking her things from her and setting them aside before he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, hard, insistent, taking what he wanted.
Melting her.
He delivered a hard swat to her ass. “Quick shower, now, and then come back out here. Naked.”
“Yes, Master.”
She hurried to do it. She’d thought tonight maybe he’d want to snuggle on the couch and watch TV. In the past he’d always marked today’s date with quiet resignation and contemplation. She couldn’t blame him, either. The anniversary of his father’s death always hit him hard, just like the anniversary of her parents’ death always hit her hard.
Five minutes later she hustled back to the living room, dressed only in her wedding rings and day collar. When he specified “naked” that’s how he wanted her. If he wanted her in a leather collar and wrist and ankle cuffs, he always specified that.
Before she could enter the living room he intercepted her and blindfolded her, making her shiver. “That stays on tonight, baby, until I take it off.”
“Yes, Master.”
He held her hands and led her into the living room, where apparently he’d prepared. He laid her down on what she thought was MMA mats they used for rope with a sheet on top of them. He’d also positioned throw pillows and she lay with her head propped up and her thighs spread wide.
“Hope you’re hungry, baby.” His fingers touched her lips and she opened them automatically, just for him to pop a cherry tomato into her mouth.
She giggled as she chewed. “Yes, Master.”
He hand-fed her dinner, even the pumpkin lasagne he’d made, which was messy and had both of them laughing as it went all over him, all over her. In between bites, he teased her, licking her clit, finger-fucking her, biting her tummy, her breasts, her inner thighs.
When dinner was finished, he had her remain still but she heard him get up and wash his hands. Then he returned and a warm washcloth swabbed her upper thighs.
He set that aside and she shivered when the sharp smell of alcohol came to her. Another shiver as he swabbed both thighs with that, then set the bottle aside.
His voice dropped into the full-on shadows territory. “Hold very still, baby.”
She whimpered and struggled not to move, her clit throbbing, her pussy aching to be filled, knowing what was coming next.
When he touched the knife to her left thigh she couldn’t suppress her gasp of pleasured pain when the tip pressed, bit, began dragging over her flesh. It slammed her into subspace.
It was also hard enough to leave a mark, she knew. Maybe not as deep of one as she wanted, but it brought the good kind of tears to her eyes.
She heard the click of a camera shutter and relief flooded into her.
He was completely back.
Damn, she’d fucking missed him.
He drew lazy doodles in her flesh on both thighs, taking pictures of them as he did, back and forth as she struggled to remain still for him. At some point he’d apparently put on music, Jason Mraz, and it played in the background as he once again marked her, claimed her.
Made her his canvas.
When he finished she hissed as he used gauze and alcohol to clean the marks. She was wrong—they were deeper than she first thought to feel like that. Then again, now she was used to pole burn and had more muscles than fat on her thighs than she’d had before.
He pulled her up and rolled her onto her hands and knees, plunging his cock into her pussy from behind and then holding still.
More alcohol, along her lower back. She struggled not to squirm on his cock as he drew in her flesh with the knife.
Then she heard him set it aside again, the sound of the camera shutter.
More stinging alcohol.
“Gorgeous,” he hoarsely said. His fingers dug into her hips and he fucked her, pounding into her, deep and hard and actually making her come like that, without his fingers on her clit. When he came it was with a loud, satisfied groan that almost sent her over the edge again.
But he didn’t pull out. He kept his cock buried inside her and reached around her, pressing something to her clit.
“Your turn, goddess.” The Hitachi vibrator clicked on and she exploded, back arching and her pussy clamping down on his cock, which started growing hard inside her once more.
“That’s it, baby,” he said as he slowly resumed fucking her. “No safeword. You’re mine and tonight you’ll come as long as I want you to.”
Her mind disintegrated. Intense pleasure bordering on pain rolled through her again and again while he took his time and had fun fucking her.
Only once he came a second time did he finally switch the vibrator off. She collapsed onto the mats, wrung out and wincing as her body reminded her of everything he’d done to her.
“Hold still, baby.” He pulled the vibrator away, untangled himself from her, and then removed the blindfold.
He helped her up and scooped her into his arms, a beautiful, satisfied smile on his face as he carried her into their bathroom, to the shower.
There they cleaned up and he washed all her cuttings with surgical soap, just to be safe. Then he dried her off and dressed the wounds after taking final pictures of them.
Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed her, long and sweet, their shadowy selves now sated. “I love you, baby.”
She smiled and rested her head against his chest. “Love you, too, Master.”
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