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  Two Masters for Samantha 2: In Their Hearts


  Focused on work, Alexei and Stefano Morozov forget about Samantha Spencer’s biggest art showing. She’s tired of coming in second on their priority list, so she moves to the island resort they bought for her and invites them to follow.


  It’s not feasible for Lex and Stef to run Morozov Industries from a tropical island, but they recognize the wake-up call Samantha has delivered. They take some time off, fly to Sanctuary, and spend a few days romancing their submissive. Samantha is in heaven as she explores pony play with Lex and salsa dancing with Stef, and business decisions the brothers make now include consideration of her growing popularity as an artist and her responsibilities as a quarter-owner of their new resort.


  When Lex receives some surprising health news, it forces the brothers to make some hard decisions. Will Samantha’s bliss last?
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  Prologue


  


  The intercom crackled and the pilot’s voice came over the speaker. “Good evening. This is your pilot speaking. Tonight we have clear skies, and it’s a balmy seventy-three degrees outside. We’ll be landing in about ten minutes.”


  Alexei Morozov leaned his head back against the seat and exhaled a stream of air. “This has been one of the longest trips ever.”


  His brother nodded, but he didn’t speak. Stefano was just as tired, but both of them were wide awake, wired with anticipation. They’d been away from home for the last six days, though it felt like much longer since they’d seen Samantha, the submissive who had stolen both their hearts.


  Lex pictured her naked, waiting for them at the door. Her long blonde hair, sun-kissed from hours spent on the beach, streaming to the middle of her back. Her delicate throat would be exposed because she’d thrown her head back, and her breasts thrust forward to tempt Stefano. Her knees would be spread, tantalizing them with glimpses of her pink parts. Lex loved her pink parts. But then he remembered the late hour. It was already after midnight. “She’s going to be asleep in her bedroom.”


  That meant vanilla sex. They’d worked it out so that Lex was in charge in his bedroom, and Stef was in charge in his room. Anywhere else in the house, they shared Dominant duties, but in Samantha’s room, she called the shots. That meant vanilla sex, as she didn’t have a dominant streak in her body, not that either Lex or Stef would consent to being dominated.


  “Maybe we can convince her to come out into the hallway,” he mused.


  “She’ll let us take her at the same time,” Stefano said. He chuckled, probably imagining the way she’d begged them both to fuck her before they’d left on their business trip. She’d implored so prettily that they couldn’t help but give her what she wanted. “She’ll probably insist on it.”


  The plane began to lose altitude, and Lex tapped his fingers on his thigh. They were both tired, so he could go without a scene tonight. All that mattered was having Samantha in his arms.


  Stefano ignored his brother’s incessant tapping. He’d been doing it ever since the pilot had announced they were close to Miami. He was just as impatient to get home to Sammy, but the thought didn’t fill him with nervous energy. Coming home to their beautiful submissive calmed him like nothing else.


  He parked the car in the curving drive in front of the house and leapt out. Porch lights blazed, welcoming them home in the dead of night. The luggage in the trunk could wait until morning. Inside that house, Sammy was waiting for them.


  Lex had the same idea. He hurried around the car, and they made it to the entrance at the same time. It was locked, so both of them fished for keys. Stefano came up with his first, and so he was the first one into the house.


  “Sammy!” he bellowed, hoping she would come out so that he could scoop her up and carry her to his room.


  He listened for a response—the padding of bare feet down the hall or the click of her bedroom door opening—but no sounds reached his ears. He frowned at Lex, and the two of them raced down the hall. Her door was open, but even before he turned on the lights, he knew it was empty.


  “Where is she?” Lex stepped inside, a frown on his face. He crossed to the balcony and looked outside. “Her studio is dark. Do you think she’s sleeping in your room or mine?”


  Samantha wasn’t in the habit of sleeping in her studio. Though she had a comfortable sofa, she always returned to the house for eating and sleeping. She liked the separation of her work from her personal space.


  Stef frowned at Lex’s question, but he didn’t waste time debating whether or not she would sleep in either room alone. To their knowledge, she avoided their bedrooms when they weren’t home. She’d once said it made her sad to be in them knowing her Doms were nowhere nearby.


  He checked his room. Down the hall, Lex did the same. Both shook their heads at one another. She wasn’t waiting for them because she wasn’t home.


  “Where would she go without telling us?” Stefano asked. While they didn’t have the kind of arrangement where she had to ask for permission to travel, they were in the habit of informing one another of their whereabouts.


  Lex hit the speed dial on his phone. “Samantha? Where are you, honey? Is everything all right?”


  Stefano waited while Lex listened. His brother’s pinched brows relaxed, and regret washed over his features.


  “I’m sorry, honey. We forgot...No, we just got home. Call in the morning and let us know how it went? I love you, too.” Lex glanced at Stef. “Stef loves you, too. Goodnight, honey.”


  Lex ended the call. “We fucked up. Her showing in San Diego was tonight. We should have flown there and surprised her.”


  When they’d met her, Samantha had been an undiscovered artist. Though he and Lex had done nothing to advance her career—because she would have killed them if she found out—she’d worked hard to promote her work, and her star was on the rise. In the last four years, she’d sold numerous paintings and photographs, and she’d won two awards for her art. She’d shown her work in several major cities, but this gallery in San Diego was the most well-known to have invited her.


  It was a major accomplishment, and they should have been by her side.


  Stefano sank back against the wall. The back of his head hit it with a loud thunk. “I can’t begin to imagine how hurt she is. We have to make this up to her.”


  “She didn’t sound hurt,” Lex said. “She sounded busy. Lots of people were talking in the background. She’s still at the gala.”


  “Busy,” Stef said. “Brusque. She gets like that when she’s upset. It’s not like she was going to say anything in front of all those people.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Samantha slid her phone into the pocket on her skirt. She’d known they would call. She’d hoped they would show up, but after four years of living with Stefano and Alexei, she knew their work came first.


  It always had, and it always would.


  To that end, she’d given up the waiting game and started accepting invitations to show her works. Some of the first gallery showings she had been offered had been backdoor favors for either Alexei and Stefano or her sister-in-law, Sabrina. They hadn’t twisted anybody’s arms, but since nothing much had come from those events, she’d known she was being coddled.


  The first few events she’d scored for herself weren’t ones she’d told her family or her Doms about. Though they would have come to give her moral support, she had wanted to stand on her own two feet. Any success she had would be due to her efforts alone.


  After having proven to herself that she could have a successful showing, she’d gone after larger and more prestigious locations. Landing a two-night feature in San Diego had been a coup, and the three times she’d said anything to either Lex or Stef, neither of them had given her much in the way of a response. Part of her had hoped that meant they were going to surprise her by showing up unannounced.


  The rest of her was becoming used to disappointment.


  And now they’d bought an island resort for her to manage, a way of keeping her busy, she supposed. The idea of the place had appealed to her at first. She could mold it into a place where she could be with Alexei and Stefano as a triad. She could walk down the street and kiss them both, and nobody would stare at them in disapproval. There would be total freedom and no judgment.


  But the varnish had worn through on that idea rather quickly after she realized their real objective. She didn’t need to be kept busy. She redoubled her efforts to sell her paintings and photographs, and recently she’d been seeing results that had nothing to do with her powerful connections.


  Not that they’d notice.


  They’d have to be home to take note. They’d have to do more than stop by for sex once or twice each week. Their phone calls and texts would need to contain substance instead of just asking how she was doing. It was annoying when somebody began every single fucking conversation with “How are you?”


  It wasn’t a real question. It was just a way to pass the time. Often it was followed by “Change of plans. We have to go to New York.” Or London. Or some other city that wasn’t close to home.


  She was jolted from her thoughts by someone slinging an arm across her shoulders. Looking to her left, she smiled at Hunter Lipton, the owner of the prestigious Lipton Gallery of San Diego. She’d been courting him for months. He’d been cordial at first, and when he’d called to say he was doing a sunset-themed show, she’d been floored that he’d included her as one of the four featured artists.


  “Darling, this is fabulous. Simply wonderful. We’ve sold seven paintings tonight, and I have some people who want to meet you.”


  She’d only brought eight. Speechless, she followed him to a small group of people who had been glancing and smiling in her direction when Lex had called.


  Hunter presented her with a flourish. “May I present the lovely and talented Samantha Spencer?”


  For the rest of the night, Sam shook hands and made small talk with people. By the time she arrived back in her hotel room, fingers of dawn were peeking around the curtains. She fell into bed and slept soundly.
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  Chapter One


  


  As Samantha followed the line of passengers into the terminal, she scanned the waiting crowd for a familiar face. Stefano had said one of them would pick her up, but he hadn’t indicated who. From the first time she’d met them, Samantha had been able to tell Alexei and Stefano apart, which was something of a novelty. Nobody else, not even their father, could figure it out, not unless they chose to differentiate themselves.


  For those who knew the subtle clues, figuring out whether they were face-to-face with Lex or Stef took time. As mirror-image identical twins, Lex was left-handed, while Stef’s dominant hand was the right. Other than that, no physical marks betrayed who was who, and forget about figuring it out over the phone. Their voices were exactly the same. Voice-activated locks couldn’t even make that distinction.


  But Samantha had always been able to figure them out—even before she’d known they were twins. She’d met Alexei first, at her brother’s wedding, but when Stefano had followed her onto the patio and tried to kiss her, she’d halted him. A nagging feeling told her that the man kissing her wasn’t the one with whom she’d been dancing.


  Shaking away the nostalgia of their first meeting, she found him quickly. He stood out in the crowd, and not merely due to his height. He had a striking presence. It was in the way he held himself—the broadness of his shoulders, the confidence in his posture, and the hint of a smile hovering over his lips. The suit helped define his clean lines and lent to his air of authority. He was handsome, too. Hair so dark it was almost black, and eyes blue enough to evoke images of the summer sky. She’d painted him, though she hadn’t shown him any of her attempts.


  Her heart sped up, and she altered her trajectory to take her to his side. The moment he saw her, that promise of a smile was fulfilled. His expression softened, and he reached out with one arm.


  Samantha launched herself at him, and he caught her up, pressing her chest tightly against his. She smacked kisses over his cheeks and lips until he took over, and then she relaxed into his masterful kiss.


  When he broke it off, he let her slide down his body. He somehow managed all that while relieving her of her carry-on bag.


  “Stef, I missed you so much.”


  With a grin, he pressed a brief kiss to her lips. “I’m sorry I wasn’t at your show, Sammy. I won’t miss the next one.”


  He already had, but she didn’t see a reason to bring that up.


  “It’s all right. I had fun in San Diego. I’d never been there before.”


  He slung his arm around her waist and steered her toward the exit. “I’m glad you had a nice time. We’ll all have to go back there soon. I’ve only been there once, but I think Lex has been there three or four times. He should know some good places to eat and things to do.”


  She’d been squired around town by two different gallery owners, so she hadn’t been left to languish in her hotel room until the shows started. “They want me to send some more paintings.”


  “That’s awesome. Congratulations.” He gave her another hug, making sure her breasts came into close contact with his body. “I’m available to help you choose which ones you want to send if you want.”


  Alexei had a keen eye for art. While Stef appreciated and supported her talent, Lex often acted as a critique partner, giving feedback on her various works. She slipped her hand into Stef’s. “I’m not doing anything tonight.”


  He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “Oh, Sammy, yes, you are.” He opened the passenger door to his car and ushered her inside. “Though we’ll let you lie down for most of it.”


  They arrived home to find Alexei in the kitchen tossing cooked angel hair pasta in a colander. Succulent scents, mostly garlic, drifted from shrimp sizzling in a pan on the stove. He set the colander down in the sink and scooped Samantha up in his arms. He kissed her so passionately she thought he might not stop until they were both sweaty and breathless.


  Behind them, Stef cleared his throat. “Did you want to burn that, or were you just going to cook it until it’s rubbery?”


  Alexei set her down and attended to the food in the pan. “Fuck off, Stef. You can stir as well as I can.” He snaked one arm around Samantha’s waist. “Welcome home, Samantha. I missed the hell out of you.”


  She snuggled her face into his arm. “I missed you, too. And I’m hungry. I didn’t realize how ravenous I am.”


  He grinned and released her from his hold. “Go ahead and get settled. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes. I want you at the table wearing something lacy and revealing.”


  “Yes, Lex.” She threw Stef a wink and ran off to do as ordered.


  Her drawers were full of lingerie they’d purchased for her. Lex had a special love for corsets, so she paired a half corset with stockings and a garter. No panties. That would please Stefano, as would the fact that the corset pushed her breasts up, presenting them as an offering he would definitely take.


  When she returned, the dining room had been darkened. Flameless candles down the center of the table and around the periphery provided a romantic flare. The table had been set with immaculate precision. Lex and Stef wore identical dark pants and white shirts. They’d both shed their ties, belts, and shoes, and their shirts were unbuttoned halfway to show a tantalizing amount of skin. They stood in front of the table, facing the doorway, chatting as they waited for her.


  She knelt in the threshold, her gaze lowered as she waited for permission. They both came closer, their powerful thighs blocking the light and casting her world into shadows. She felt a hand stroking her hair, and a sigh shuddered through her body.


  “Lex.” She breathed his name, a whisper of a caress. They’d tried to prohibit talking until they gave permission, and for the most part that order held true. But they both loved when she correctly identified them without looking, and so she was allowed to speak their names whenever she wasn’t gagged.


  Of course, they also liked when she was wrong, because that meant they owed her some sexual torture. They’d negotiated that caveat.


  Since she was rarely wrong, she didn’t worry about earning a consequence. This time proved no different.


  “Excellent, Samantha. Stand up and let us look at you.”


  She rose to her feet in one graceful motion, lifting her face so that she could watch them appreciate her body. She had an athletic build. Years of dance training had made her graceful and proud. She lacked dangerous curves, but she’d never felt inadequate.


  A lock of her gently curling blonde hair had caught on her shoulder. She wanted to brush it away, but she knew better than to move out of position before being given permission. As if he sensed her discomfort, Stef did the honors.


  She smiled up at him, though he wasn’t much taller than her. At five ten, men who made her have to tilt her head back were a rarity. Stef and Lex both measured six two, a height she now considered perfect.


  The tender expression on his face made her heart race. She loved when he looked at her like that, as if she were the most important thing in his life. Too often, she felt like an afterthought, and this more than made up for it.


  “Sit down, Sammy,” he said as Lex pulled out her chair. “Let’s get you fed.”


  By default, she sat at the head of the table. Both of her men wanted to be beside her, and this position put her in the center and was still conducive to conversation. Alexei sat to her left, and Stefano sat on her right.


  She dug into the bowl of shrimp and pasta, winding the long string on her fork.


  “I looked up Hunter Lipton,” Stefano said as he loaded his fork. “He’s a big deal in the west coast art world.”


  “I know,” Samantha said. That was the reason she’d spent the past six months courting him. “He introduced me to some other people, and I had a second showing at a smaller gallery in La Jolla.”


  Lex lifted a brow. “You barely mentioned the showing. Did you not want us to come?”


  She’d hoped that question wouldn’t come up. Chewing slowly, she took her time formulating a response. “I would have liked for you to be there, but I didn’t want to say too much ahead of time because I didn’t want you to have time to pull strings for me. I wanted to do this on my own.”


  Neither of them replied, probably because they were both thinking of the small things they would have done to ease the way for her—inviting powerful people, press releases that linked her to them, things like that. They were thoughtful gestures, but it would have made her question her success.


  “Sammy,” Stef said. “You know we’ll do anything you want.”


  She closed her hand around his. “I know, but if I’d told you not to do anything, you would have taken that as modesty and done something.”


  “Yeah,” Lex agreed. “We would have. We’re both so proud. You deserve this success. You’ve worked hard for it.”


  “Now tell us every detail of your trip,” Stefano said. “Where did you go, what did you see, who did you meet?”


  She laughed and regaled them with stories. When she got to the business details, she didn’t skimp. Talking to them about profit margins left them hanging onto every word she uttered. Both interrupted with questions and advice, but the longer she talked about what she considered the boring side of art, the more mesmerized they became.


  Finally, she couldn’t help it anymore. “You two are amazing. I’m talking about state and city taxes, and you’re both about to drop your pants.”


  Stef glanced at her corset. “It could be the way you’re dressed.”


  “Though I can’t deny that listening to you drop fiscal terms is hot,” Lex added, “I also blame your outfit. You’re not wearing underwear, and that’s even hotter.”


  “Ahhh. And here I thought you were actually listening to me.”


  “Oh, honey, we were,” Stef assured her. “But you’re winding down, and we’ve all had dinner. We haven’t seen you for over a week, and so naturally our thoughts are turning to dessert.”


  “Dessert?”


  Lex stacked the plates and disappeared into the kitchen.


  Stefano patted the table top. “Come on, Sammy. Time to feed us.”


  She moved the glasses to the middle of the long dining table. It was meant to seat twelve, so it was long. Then she slid her bottom onto the hard cherry surface. Stefano helped her lie back, and he took her seat at the head of the table.


  Alexei returned, and he helped Stef slide her into position and spread her legs open. Then he moved around the table until he was next to her head. She smiled up at him and welcomed his kiss. He made love to her with his lips, communicating tenderness and affection that left her breathless.


  While he distracted her with his kisses, Stefano licked long paths along her pussy. He stroked her clit gently with his thumb. She dug her fingers into Lex’s hair, and he broke away to pin her wrists above her head.


  “None of that now.” He slipped his other hand down her corset and squeezed her breast. He kneaded the globe and stroked her nipple until it stood up and begged for more. “Like that, Samantha?”


  Stefano sucked her clit into his mouth, rolling the sensitive bud between his teeth and tongue. Samantha meant to answer Lex’s question, but Stefano stole her ability to speak.


  “Hmmm. Not hard enough. I’ll take care of that.”


  Lex tugged her nipple, freeing her breast from the confines of the low-cut corset. His hot mouth closed around the bud, and he tortured it the same way Stef tortured her clit. Burning heat coiled through her body, connecting the twin points of stimulation. She writhed, fighting the pain until it morphed into something delightful. Hovering on the edge of something wonderful, she gasped. Her back arched, and she went utterly still.


  Stef and Lex lifted their mouths away at the same time, robbing her of a climax.


  She begged with a tiny, kittenish sound in the back of her throat.


  Alexei took Stef’s place between her legs. He stroked her with one finger, exploring her mons and her pink parts. She quivered and struggled not to shift her body.


  Stefano positioned himself to her right. He pressed a light kiss to her lips, her cue to clean her juices from his face. She licked his chin, cheeks, and lips, and then she plunged her tongue inside his mouth, sneaking a kiss as she did her duty.


  Just as she finished, Lex plunged his fingers into her channel. He scissored them open, stretching her with the fullness. She cried out, and Stef took over holding her wrists down. He sucked her nipple into his mouth, the one Lex had ignored. He was rougher than Lex, and it took a little longer for her to acclimate to the pain. In the meantime, he distracted her from the pressing need to come.


  They played with her for far too long, switching places whenever she came close to the edge. By the time Stef helped her sit up, every cell in her body ached with need. One more touch, and she would detonate.


  “We’re going to my room,” he said, his voice husky with need. They worked together to strip away her corset and stockings as she concentrated on walking. By the time they made it to Stef’s room, Stef and Lex had their hands all over her naked body. She lost track of who touched her where, and when Lex laid down across Stef’s bed, she climbed on without having to be told.


  Alexei guided himself into her, and she reveled in the fullness.


  “Yes, Lex. God, how I’ve missed you,” she murmured.


  He pulled her forward and thrust his tongue into her mouth.


  Behind her, the bed dipped. Stefano rubbed lubrication onto the tight muscle guarding her back entrance. She breathed out as he penetrated her with his wide cock. The fullness inside her increased exponentially. They took her over, mastering her body and her soul. She’d surrendered to them ages ago, and now she reveled in the way they sent her mind flying.


  “I’m going to come,” she said, hoping for permission. They all knew she couldn’t hold out for long once they were both inside her.


  Lex chuckled, but his laugh was strained. “Yes, my sweet lover, you are. Again and again and again, until you pass out.”


  They moved in tandem, sliding in and out to that familiar rhythm. The beat of her heart merged with theirs, a primal cadence that marched her off that cliff. She shouted, and her pussy spasmed around Lex, but they didn’t stop. The orgasm went on and on, pulsing so hard that it spread down her thighs and up her stomach. She felt it in her breasts and her toes. She was a limp thing between them, a rag doll made for carnal pleasure.


  Heat exploded inside her, a thousand rays warming her soul.


  When she woke the next morning, she found herself sandwiched between them. Stefano’s cheek was pressed to her breasts, and Lex’s body curved around her backside. She snuggled down and waited for Stefano to open his eyes. He was a morning person, just like her.


  A couple heaves of her chest, and it didn’t take long to rouse Stefano. His eyes opened, his dark lashes flickering over her skin. He moved slowly, tilting his face until his gaze met hers, and a huge smile spread over his lips.


  He pressed a kiss to her breast. “Want to shower with me?”


  It was an order couched as a request. As per their agreement, she wasn’t allowed to refuse, not that she wanted to. Showering with Stefano always turned out to be a fun adventure.


  They exited the room, quietly tiptoeing into the en suite bathroom. Stef turned on the water, and steam filled the glassed-in shower. He waited until she finished gargling before he shoved her against the counter and plastered his body to hers.


  He cradled her head in one hand and put his other hand around her throat. “Did I wish you a good morning yet?”


  A shiver ran through her. He’d put himself into a position of physical power over her, yet his question had been loving. It was times like this that made her forget all the times he wasn’t there. “No, Stef. You haven’t.”


  His member stirred against her thigh, and he stroked his thumb along her carotid. “Would you like me to?”


  She responded with a coy grin. “I always like when you wish me a good morning. You do it with such flair.”


  “Well then. You’d better wake me up.” He released her and got into the shower.


  She followed him into the large, glass-and-tile enclosure. Jets of water caressed her from three sides. Closing the door, she grabbed the soap. This was one of her favorite things to do. Washing Stefano always turned into a test of wills. He would try to hold out as long as possible, and she would wash him as sensuously as she could.


  This morning, their ritual went a little differently. He took the soap from her hands and turned her body to face away. Enclosing her in his arms, he lathered the soap and put it back on the shelf. Then he slicked his hands over her front side, pausing to play liberally with her breasts. He washed her front to back, turning her around to reach her different parts. Every touch was a caress, a promise for one hell of a good morning.


  At one point, he worked his sudsy finger into her ass. “Is this where you want me, Sammy?”


  “I’ll take you where I can get you,” she panted.


  He withdrew his finger and washed it with the soap he’d kept nearby. Then he grabbed the bottle of lubricant they kept in the shower. “Brace yourself, my love. You know how rough I can get.”


  She spread her hands on the wall and planted her feet shoulder-width apart. In seconds, she felt him nudge her back entrance. She breathed out to ease his path, and he sank all the way inside. He rode her hard, and when he was close, he reached around to rub her clit, making sure her climax followed his.


  Afterward he collapsed against her, pinning her between his body and the shower wall. “Good morning, Sammy.”


  She smiled bigger. “Good morning, Stef. Want some breakfast?”


  He chuckled. “Give me a minute to recover first, and then I’d like one clit overeasy and two breasts, Sammy side up.”

OceanofPDF.com


  Chapter Two


  


  Three days later, Alexei woke to the sounds of the ocean crashing on the rocky section of beach in front of the house. Samantha was asleep in his arms. He lived for these nights, the ones where he got Samantha to himself. While he loved sharing with his brother—he couldn’t imagine living any other way—he cherished the time he spent alone with his lover.


  It was rare to find all three of them sleeping in the same bed, and it tended to happen when the three were traveling together, or when they’d been apart. Any other time, Samantha alternated where she slept. Stef had taken the second night home, which suited Lex because he’d still been exhausted from the trip, and last night had belonged to Lex.


  Lately, it seemed like they’d been apart more than they’d been together, and the stress was taking a toll on their relationship. He could tell that Samantha was unhappy with the way things had been, but once this deal was done, he and Stef would have loads more time to spend with her. She just needed to be patient for a few more weeks.


  These three days of attention and submission had restored a smile to her face and the glow in her eyes. It was amazing to think that before him and Stef, she had never submitted to anybody. Tapping into this vital part of her gave her an air of peaceful grace that was breathtaking to witness.


  She’d fallen asleep with leather cuffs still around her wrists. He used snaps to secure her arms above her head, and then he nudged her legs apart. By the time he’d massaged lube into his cock, she had begun to stir. Any second, and she would be awake.


  It was rare for him to rise before her. Samantha and Stefano were morning people, the kind who smiled and laughed and were full of energy. Alexei was the opposite, but he appreciated being surrounded by positivity. This morning, he was going to make sure she woke up experiencing the same joy she brought to him.


  He slipped inside her. She opened her eyes and tried to bring her arms down, no doubt to touch or hold him, but the restraints did their job. Understanding her position, she lifted her knees and planted her feet on the mattress. She canted her hips and met him thrust for thrust. Soon her pussy tightened around him.


  “Lex,” she begged, “please let me come.”


  With his own climax closing in, he was unable to speak, so he gave a jerky nod. Her body arched, and she cried out her pleasure. He slammed home one more time, and his seed pulsed into her warmth.


  He rolled to the side, taking her with him. Her arms got in the way, so he reached up and released the snaps. They stayed like that, with her limp body molded to his, for quite some time. Eventually his cock stirred again, and she climbed on top of him. He took her to orgasm again, and then he ordered her to join him in the shower.


  She washed him, her gentle hands moving over his skin. He watched her as she worked, and his heart swelled to see the gleam in her eyes.


  “Happy?” he asked. He had to hear it from her lips.


  “Yes,” she said. “I love this, Lex. Taking care of you makes me very happy.”


  He wasn’t sure if he picked up on the censure in her tone or if guilt was creeping up his spine. Either way, he ignored it. Guilt was an unproductive emotion. The business deal was coming to a head, and he had to fly back to New York. He would make it up to her later. It was a good thing she was so forgiving.


  He took his turn washing her, which led to both of them having yet another orgasm, and when she was dressed, he sent her to see Stefano. His brother had needs, too.


  


  * * * *


  


  Samantha didn’t bother dressing before she went to Stefano’s room. By this time of the morning, he would have been up for several hours. He would definitely want to have sex. If he wasn’t there, she would get dressed. Sometimes he had visitors or business partners over, and walking around naked always disconcerted them, not to mention the fact that neither Lex nor Stef liked other men to gape at what belonged to them.


  Music drifted from Stef’s room, and his door was open, so she went inside without knocking. His back was to her, and he was dressed in a suit, which meant he was heading out for work soon. As it was Monday morning, she wasn’t surprised. It had been a rare occurrence for them to both take three days off in a row. The weekend had been heavenly.


  She approached from behind, enjoying the sound of Stef’s off-key singing, and slipped her arms around him.


  He broke off and turned in her embrace. “Hey, gorgeous. I was just about to pound on Lex’s door and ask if you needed rescuing.”


  The image of him barging in to find her tied up, gagged, and at Lex’s mercy made her knees weak. His definition of rescuing her probably meant joining in. She giggled and pressed a kiss to his lips. “I’m here now, if you’d like to rescue me.”


  She rubbed her bare mons against his package.


  He groaned, but he didn’t move to take things further. “I can’t, Sammy.”


  At that moment, she noticed the suitcase on his bed, wide open and half packed with fresh clothes. She pushed him away. “You’re leaving? You didn’t say anything about traveling this week.”


  “I know,” he said, reaching for her. “It wasn’t planned. An emergency has arisen.”


  She smacked his arms away, a move that might get her punished. Good. It would make him miss his flight, and that would be his punishment for keeping this from her. “Did someone die? Because I can’t think of another reason that would constitute an emergency. For Christ’s sake—you just got back!”


  He held his hands out, beckoning her closer.


  She perched one hand on a hip and scowled.


  “Sammy, be reasonable. This is a huge deal. We have to handle this just right or we’ll lose it.”


  She pressed her lips together, but her attempt to censor her thoughts was futile. She lost her battle with her temper. “This is bullshit. You have lots of people who work for you who could go. And besides, it’s always a huge deal. How many huge deals do you need before you’ve made enough money?”


  “Sammy—”


  “Don’t ‘Sammy’ me! You have billions of dollars. You bought me a fucking island, and you didn’t even bat an eye at the sticker price.”


  “We negotiated very good terms,” he said. He closed the distance she had put between them. “Honey, don’t be angry. We’ll be home in time for the weekend.”


  Hot tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and her nose twitched. She struggled not to cry. Her shoulders slumped, and she let Stef put his arms around her. “I’m not angry.”


  Just like that, she wasn’t angry. Her underlying emotion came to the surface. She was hurt.


  “Is she okay?”


  Samantha turned her head to find Lex standing in the doorway with a suitcase on the floor at his feet. Her stomach dropped. “You’re going, too?”


  Stefano huffed out a long breath. “You didn’t tell her?”


  Lex shook his head. “I thought I’d let you break the news.”


  Stefano regarded his brother with his lips pressed together, but Samantha didn’t care if they fought. Too many emotions whirled through her. She tore away from Stef’s hold, stormed past Lex, and went to her room. Her sanctuary. This was the one place in the house where she was in charge. It was turning out to be the place where she slept the most often.


  She got dressed in her work clothes, a light smock dress splattered with paint. She twisted her damp curls into a messy knot so it would be out of the way.


  “Sammy?”


  She threw the door open to find both of her men standing in the hall.


  “I know you’re angry,” Stef began gently, “and you have every right to be. I’ll make this up to you. I swear it, Sammy. Once this deal is set, we’ll go on vacation, just the three of us.”


  Lex took her hand in his. “I’m sorry. I should have told you this morning, but you were so happy, and I wanted you to stay that way for as long as possible.”


  She didn’t comment on the fact that it had been a cowardly move to avoid unpleasantness. Still, the loves of her life were leaving, and she wouldn’t see them for almost a week. Wordlessly, she gave each of them a tight hug and a heartfelt kiss. They might have left feeling positive about their relationship, but she didn’t share in their optimism.


  If her role in their relationship was to take care of them and they were never home, how long could this last?


  The question made her cry. Tears of fury, frustration, longing, and grief fell as she painted through the next two days. If Rosa, the housekeeper Lex and Stef had employed since they’d moved to Miami years ago, hadn’t brought her meals and forced her to eat, she probably would have gone on in a manic state until she collapsed from dehydration.


  At the end of the two days, she emerged from her studio and took a shower. The water washed away most of her anguish and heartache, but it left behind the scars of another hurt. As she dried herself, she made a hard decision.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stefano fumed as he sat next to his brother on their private plane.


  “She’ll be okay,” Lex said.


  “Son of a bitch,” Stef retorted. “You left it for me to tell her.”


  “She was in a great mood. I didn’t want to spoil it.”


  Stef was long past the stage where he would act on the impulse to punch his brother, so he was surprised when his fist shot out and nailed Lex in the gut. “No, fucker. You gave her orgasms and sent her to me for the hard part. That’s not taking care of her. That’s punking out on your responsibility.”


  Doubled over, Lex coughed. “Punking out? Who talks like that?”


  “I’ll punch you again. This time it’ll hurt.”


  “Hurts now. Damn, you hit hard.”


  He knew what Lex wasn’t saying, that he’d hit Stefano back if he didn’t agree with him. Lex knew he deserved the punishment.


  The expression on her face haunted him. Every time he closed his eyes—hell, every time his gaze landed on a blank surface—he saw the anguish and dejection stealing her internal sunshine.


  He wiped his palm down his face. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her that upset before, Lex.”


  Lex regarded him soberly, and he saw a reflection of the grave expression on his own face. “I think we should bring her to New York with us. We’re there often enough to buy a place.”


  The idea had merit. Hope lit his heart. “She can meet with realtors and choose the apartment.”


  “Yes. Let’s get her on the phone now.”


  


  Samantha checked her messages to find sixteen from either Alexei or Stefano. That was a lot, considering they were working. Typically when they went on a business trip, they carved out time to call or text her several times each day. In addition to the sixteen voice mails, she counted thirty text messages and four e-mails.


  She waited another three hours before calling back. It had a little to do with her need to be contrary, but it was mostly due to the fact that they tended to be available around dinnertime.


  Though she’d dialed Stef’s phone, Lex picked up on the first ring. “Samantha, honey, how are you doing?”


  He sounded concerned, but not overly so. Rosa must have reported to him about her activities. She had been with the Morozov family since they had been boys, and so her first loyalty was always to them, not that Samantha had asked for privacy.


  “Okay. I finished a painting.” It was a landscape, bleak and desolate. The sun was a steely glow hidden in the background.


  “That’s great. I can’t wait to see it.”


  “You can’t.” She sometimes didn’t allow them to see her work, and this one was too personal. Her heartache was too raw.


  On the other end, she heard him suck in a breath. “All right, honey. I can wait until you’re ready. Hey, Stef and I were thinking you could fly to New York. We’re thinking we should buy an apartment here, and you should pick it out.”


  The fact that they wanted her closer was overshadowed by their growing habit of throwing real estate at her whenever they thought she was getting restless. Restless, schmestless.


  “I can’t,” she said. Her flight to the Caribbean was already booked. “I’m leaving in a few hours.”


  “Leaving?”


  She heard the panic in his tone, but the next words came from Stefano. He must have taken the phone from Alexei.


  “Sammy, where are you going?”


  “Sanctuary,” she said. “I’m going to oversee the renovations. You’re taking care of your business interests, and I’m going to take care of mine.”


  She heard twin sighs of relief.


  “So you’ll be back by Friday afternoon? Our flight comes in at three.”


  Good for them.


  “I’m not coming back,” she said. “I’m going to stay there until the renovations are finished. Sophia and Sabrina want to build houses and apartments for the staff on the unused side of the island. I’m thinking I’ll move there.”


  “Sammy, you’re blowing this out of proportion. I know you’re upset, but moving out isn’t the solution. I love you, honey. You can’t leave me.”


  A tear ran down her cheek, and she worked to keep the tremor out of her voice. “I’m not leaving you. I’m moving. You’ll hardly notice I’m gone.”


  “Jesus, Samantha, don’t do this.”


  “Sammy, you can’t move out.”


  They must have put her on speaker. She heard both of them clearly and at the same time. “I left my family and friends. I moved down here to be with you, and you’re not here, so there’s no reason for me to stay. I’m going to Sanctuary. You’re welcome to visit me there. I’ll be staying in one of the three-bedroom suites, so there will be room for us all.”


  “Samantha, stay there. Please. We’ll be home in three days. Just stay there, and we’ll talk about this.”


  They’d convince her to stay. Both had supernatural powers of negotiation. They’d have her feeling good about changing her mind, and then they’d leave on their endless trips. No, it was better to go now.


  “I’ll be at Sanctuary. If you have time, I’d love to see you there. I love you, Lex. I love you, Stef. I need to go finish packing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei stared at the phone. Call Ended. He couldn’t believe she was moving out. His Samantha had always been so agreeable, so eager to please.


  “What the hell happened to her?”


  Stefano sank down on the sofa in the common room of their suite. He looked stunned, and that was an expression Lex had rarely seen on his brother. “She stood up to us.”


  No woman had ever stood up to them, not that they’d mistreated anybody. They were both used to always getting their way, including dictating the terms of a relationship. Neither of them knew quite what to do with the situation.


  “I’m going to turn her ass red,” Lex said.


  “No, you’re not.” Stef tapped his fingers on his thigh as he thought.


  “She planned this, Stef. She was going to leave us while we were gone.” It took time to pack up and move. Alexei was pissed that he’d missed the signs. Sure, they had let her down by not coming to her showing in San Diego, and she was upset about the trip, but that wasn’t enough to make her leave. Samantha loved them. She lived to take care of them...She’d said so the morning they’d left.


  Stefano shook his head. “If she planned anything, it didn’t happen until today. Rosa said she was locked up in her studio for two days. You know how she gets when she’s in one of those painting frenzies.”


  He did know. On more than one occasion, he’d forcibly dragged her from the studio to make her attend to basic needs. Except to strain toward the painting and plead for “just another five minutes,” she hadn’t really fought him on the issue.


  “It doesn’t change the fact that she was going to leave without any kind of discussion.”


  Stefano rose to his feet and paced the room. “This isn’t the kind of thing we can solve by ordering her to do something. I’m no longer sure about the terms of our relationship. She’s moved out, but she doesn’t want to break up. She loves us, but she won’t live with us. What does it mean, Lex? Is she still truly ours?”


  At a loss, Alexei shook his head. “I don’t know, Stef, but we’ve got to fix this. We can’t lose her. Life has no meaning without Samantha by our sides.”
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  Chapter Three


  


  Finding a boat to take her to Sanctuary proved too easy. Over the years, an entire industry had built up on the neighboring island that specialized in dropping off and picking up kinksters heading to the resort. Now that it was closing down for the season, professional ferry drivers were desperate for passengers to take to Sanctuary, which they still called Elysium.


  The name change would stick once the renovations were complete and the ad campaign was in full swing. Sabrina was working on print materials for the businesses that would service Sanctuary. She also wanted to establish a minimum standard for transportation services that would put some of the economy boats out of business. People coming to Sanctuary should have a high-end experience from the start.


  Sabrina met her at the dock when she arrived just before midnight. Bright lights illuminated the darkness. Her petite sister-in-law beamed and welcomed her with open arms.


  “Sam, it’s so good to see you.”


  Samantha returned the hug. “It’s great to see you, too. What are you doing here? I thought you would be home with Jonas and the kids.”


  Sabrina had recently quit her job as an executive in a successful marketing firm—a firm she’d personally helped rise to the top—to stay home and take care of her family. She looked happy and healthy, well-rested for the first time in all the years Sam had known her. Also different was the calm serenity that had replaced Sabrina’s frantic energy.


  “Your mom is staying with Jonas to watch Rose and Ethan. And what am I doing here? Sam, do you listen to a word any of us says?” She sighed, but it was the kind that came with a fond smile.


  Samantha was well aware that Sabrina—most people, if she were to be fair—thought she was an airhead. When it came to most matters, she was. It wasn’t a point of pride, but Stefano had once pointed out that Sam’s mental talents went to power her exceptional creativity. She was intelligent and fun, with a heart as large as the ocean, but she wasn’t much of a detail person unless some kind of art was involved.


  It was something both Stef and Lex had loved about her. Neither of them treated her like she lacked a brain, and both of them recognized and appreciated her quirks.


  Samantha shrugged. “I listen. You’re supposed to oversee the shutting down of everything, but I thought that didn’t start until Sunday when the resort officially closes down.”


  “We started closing down last month by tapering off some services and offering guests a discount on their first visit to the new and improved resort. I’ve been here since Monday afternoon. There’s a lot to be done right now. Three quarters of our employees are being laid off. Most of them won’t be back when we reopen, which is okay, I guess, because we have to retrain everybody anyway, but the service was never an issue. Jesus, I’m giving myself a headache. The designer is flying in tonight, and we still haven’t chosen a contractor to do the building.”


  Demolition of several buildings and the gutting of many of the guest rooms was the first item on the agenda. Sophia had sent Samantha an email reminding her to save one of the goose-themed bathroom fixtures. She wanted to have them made into something for Neal and Drew.


  Thinking of Sophia made Samantha smile. Her friend was discovering the joys of having two men to love.


  “Great,” she said. “I want to work with the designer. I have some ideas for the rooms.”


  Sabrina tugged on Sam’s arm and led her away from the dock. Behind them, a man loaded her bags into a cart. “I’m glad you came,” Sabrina said. “I was getting lonely. Heather is here, and she’s nice, but she makes me uncomfortable sometimes. And she’s been acting funny. I can’t put my finger on it. She’s a Domme, but she works for me. It’s weird. I like her, but I don’t feel any sort of connection. I hope that doesn’t sound horrible.”


  Sam laughed. “No, I know what you mean. I remember Heather. She always seemed like she was on the prowl for fresh meat.” The woman used to look at Helene, Jonas’s first wife, like a wolf in heat. Jonas had found it amusing. Samantha had been discomfited by it. “Are we keeping her on?”


  “Yeah,” Sabrina said. They came to a fork in the path and turned right, heading uphill to the largest building on the island. “She’s a great manager. The staff likes and respects her. She’s open to new leadership and a new vision. She loves the Sanctuary model. In all areas, she’s perfect for the job, so why spend the time looking to replace someone who doesn’t need replacing?”


  It made sense to Samantha. Besides, in no way, shape, or form did she want anything to do with hiring. She tended to buy sob stories and always believed the best in people, so it was likely she’d hire everyone she interviewed.


  “So, how did you know I was coming?” Samantha hadn’t shared her plans with anybody. She had expected to be met at the dock only because she’d called Heather to book a suite.


  “Heather told me, and then I got a call from Stefano. At least, I’m pretty sure it was Stef calling. He didn’t correct me when I called him by that name.”


  Most people who had grown up with the boys, Sam had found, had no shame when it came to admitting they couldn’t tell Stef and Lex apart.


  “What did Stefano say?” She wanted to know how much of their dirty laundry he’d aired.


  “He didn’t say a lot. He said you were coming down here, and he asked me to make sure you got settled okay. He also asked me to call in and report on you, but I refused. Sam, is something going on? Did you guys have a fight?”


  She shook her head. “Not a fight. A longstanding disagreement. They’re always flying off to work on some never-ending deal and I got tired of it. I said I was moving here, and if they wanted to see me, they’re welcome to visit.”


  Sabrina halted and stared at Samantha with wide, sympathetic eyes. “You broke up with them? God, no wonder Stef sounded so agitated. Oh, Sam, I’m so sorry.”


  “I didn’t break up with them. I moved out.” Samantha turned and kept walking, forcing Sabrina to keep up.


  “What’s the difference?”


  “Exactly,” Sam retorted. “It doesn’t matter where I live because it’s not like they’re ever home. It’s like they visit for a couple of days, and then they’re off on something else. Well, they can continue to do that, but I’m not going to stay in Florida. I never wanted to live there anyway.”


  “Have you told them how you feel? It’s very important to be honest.”


  Samantha had never been out of touch with her feelings, but she knew that personal experience had prompted Sabrina’s question. “They know. I’ve been very clear about everything. The final straw was this past week. I had two showings in San Diego. One was huge, and the other was smaller.” From the expression on Sabrina’s face, she was hurt that Samantha hadn’t shared her news with her family. “Don’t be upset, Sabrina. You guys have all been very helpful and supportive, but I wanted to see if I could be successful on my own, without people I knew would buy my stuff because they’re family.”


  Sabrina sniffed and pressed her lips together. “I don’t buy your paintings because you’re family, Sam. I buy them because they’re good. But I know what you mean. You want to achieve independent success. You got your first real introduction into the art community through me because I know Treva Andreas. I get it. I’m not happy that you’ve kept this from me, but I understand.”


  Sam gave Sabrina a quick, spontaneous hug. “You’re the best sister-in-law ever. I’m so glad you’re in my life. Anyway, I told Lex and Stef at the last minute because I wanted them to come, and they both forgot. They got home and I wasn’t there, so Alexei called to find out where I was. It was the middle of the freaking show. It was like a slap in the face. Then I got home, and they apologized, and we had a nice weekend together. Come Monday morning, they pack up and leave. They didn’t even tell me ahead of time that they were going. I found out when I went to Stef’s room and he had a suitcase on his bed. I lost it, Sabrina. I’m so mad at them that I can’t think straight.”


  She’d packed some of her painting supplies so that she didn’t have to wait until the rest of her things were shipped.


  “Oh, honey. I don’t even know what to say to that.”


  Sam swallowed the threatening tears. “I know you don’t like them very much. You don’t have to say anything.” As much as they’d hurt her, she didn’t want to hear anybody malign them.


  “That’s not true,” Sabrina said as they approached the building that would be the last to undergo renovations. It would house the staff and crew while they worked. “I like them just fine. They make very good stepbrothers.”


  “Jonas doesn’t like them.” It bothered Samantha that her family didn’t embrace Alexei and Stefano the way they did Sabrina and Rich, her sister Amanda’s husband.


  “That’s not true, either. He’s not happy with them, mostly, I think, because he doesn’t think you’re as happy as you should be, but he doesn’t dislike them. As a matter of fact, when you’re not the topic, they get along a little too well. They plot together, those three.”


  Sabrina led her inside the massive structure, greeting workers by name as they made their way to the elevator. A larger man, broad-shouldered and meaty, stopped them before they got on.


  “Mrs. Spencer, the costs to ship the trash are too high. We’re dumping it ten miles out on the west side so the current will take it away from here.” The man looked Samantha up and down as he talked, an appreciative gleam in his eyes.


  Sabrina drew herself up. Though she was smaller than this man, her authoritative demeanor made her appear larger. “Mr. Morin, I told you not to do that. Very clear guidelines for trash removal were set forth in the agreement you signed. Cutting corners like that means the cost of cleaning comes from your fee. You will cease immediately.”


  He shrugged. “Whatever. Who’s this dish?”


  Sabrina’s eyes cut the man like lasers. Samantha didn’t like the way he’d referred to her, but before she could deliver a scathing set-down, Sabrina fired a shot. “Ms. Spencer is one of the island’s owners and your superior. You will treat her with dignity and respect.” She turned to Sam. “Samantha Spencer, this is Skip Morin, the lead contractor for the tear-down.”


  Instead of apologizing, Skip’s grin grew. “Two dishes. I’m starting to like this job more each day.”


  His manner made Samantha uncomfortable. “Mr. Morin, we are not ‘dishes.’ If I hear you using such disrespectful language again, I’ll replace you with someone who possesses basic manners.”


  With a shrug, he turned and left. Samantha leaned closer to Sabrina. “I don’t like him.”


  “Nor do I,” Sabrina said. “He’s good at his job, but he’s a Neanderthal. It’s difficult to find someone who will move here for three months. Most people have families they don’t want to leave for that long.”


  Once inside the elevator, Sabrina picked up where they’d left off before the interruption. “Alexei and Stefano Morozov are used to being the center of their universe.” She squeezed Sam’s hand. “I don’t mean that as a criticism, just a statement of fact. Their mother adored them. It was sickening to see, especially since she pretty much ignored their sister. Their father groomed them for executive success. They’re handsome, wealthy, and charming. Every woman either of them ever dated fell at their feet and wept when they were cast aside.”


  Samantha hadn’t fallen at their feet when they’d met. Lex and Stef had worked their way into her affections, and she’d knelt willingly.


  “You’re the first to demand more. You’re right to do so, of course. You deserve to be treated like a queen, and they haven’t been doing that.”


  She took offense to Sabrina’s assessment. “They treat me very well.”


  “When they’re around,” Sabrina continued. She inserted a keycard into a lock and opened the door. “This is my room. We’ll give the porters a few minutes to finish setting your suite. Anyway, I’m proud of you for speaking up. Having quantity time with your lovers is very important in a relationship. Lex and Stef need to learn to understand that you come first.”


  Samantha sank onto the sofa and accepted a bottle of water from Sabrina. “Jonas has his hands full with you.”


  Sabrina flashed a grin. “He likes having his hands full.” She sat on a chair across from Sam. “Seriously, though. Lex and Stef have been conditioned since they were little boys that it was their responsibility to not only run Morozov Industries, but to make it grow. They bought my grandfather’s empire, and they’ve merged with Galen Enterprises. All the big players from our youth, and they’ve gobbled them up. My mom has worked on Dmitri, getting him to see that life is no fun when it’s all work, all the time. You’ll need to do the same thing with your boys.”


  Samantha frowned. “I don’t want them to give up everything for me. They’re very good at business stuff, and they like doing it. I have my art, and that appears to actually be taking off.”


  Sabrina leaned forward. “It sounds like you’re not a hundred percent sure what you want. You seem to know what you don’t want. Perhaps hanging out here and doing the design work will help you clear your head and figure things out.”


  At last, someone understood the state of her mind. Sam had been hard-pressed to put her mental disarray into words, but Sabrina had summed it up nicely.


  “It’s late,” Sabrina continued. “I say we have some drinks and catch up. I haven’t got to spend time alone with you in far too long.”


  An hour later, Samantha helped Sabrina to bed. The smaller woman couldn’t hold her alcohol very well. She’d let slip a few too many things about Jonas that Sam would rather she didn’t know. The image of her brother wielding nipple clamps might just give her nightmares.


  “Two pregnancies,” she slurred as she tried to remove her socks. “Now it goes straight to my head.”


  Sam assisted and covered Sabrina up. “You should be fine in the morning.”


  “Sam, you’re a beautiful woman.”


  “I’m not kissing you goodnight.”


  Sabrina giggled. “If I swung that way, you’d be second on my list. I mean it. You’re good looking, too. Really, don’t let those boys trample all over you. Once they think they’ve conquested you, they’ll turn their attention to the next big thing. You gotta let them know that you’re a continual challenge. And you are. If they can’t appreciate you, then you gotta find someone who can.” She flipped onto her stomach and immediately turned back over. “Nope. That’s not gonna work. Is ‘conquested’ a word?”


  Sam couldn’t help it. She let loose with a full belly laugh. This was the first time in five years that her prim and proper sister-in-law had let down her hair and her guard. She’d been drunk with Sabrina before, but no amount of alcohol had negated her innate reserve.


  “You’re completely toasted,” she said.


  “Yep. That doesn’t make me wrong.” Sabrina closed her eyes.


  “Sabrina?”


  “Hmm?” she answered without moving an inch.


  “I’d be second on your list? Who’s first?”


  Her mouth curved in a sinful smile, but she didn’t say a word.


  Samantha didn’t know where her room was, so she climbed into the huge bed with Sabrina. She woke to the sound of groaning. She opened her eyes to see Sabrina sitting on the edge of the bed with her head in her hands.


  “Sorry,” Sabrina said. “I’m hungover. I can’t remember the last time this happened.”


  Samantha crept from the room and found the ibuprofen in her purse. “Here.” She gave Sabrina two pills and a bottle of water.


  Sabrina drank the whole thing. “Did you pass out here?”


  “No, I slept here because you never showed me which room was mine. I didn’t get a key from the front desk.”


  Sabrina nodded. “My fault. Check-in is closed. Your key is on the counter next to the microwave. I meant to give it to you. You asked for a three-bedroom suite, but we only have two bedrooms available. You’re down the hall.”


  Stretching, Sam yawned. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to head to my room so I can get a shower and stuff.” She scooped up her carry-on bag and left Sabrina alone with her headache. If she knew her sister-in-law at all, she knew Sabrina wouldn’t want witnesses if she were going to toss her cookies.


  The day proved to be busy, so busy that Samantha barely had time to think about the fact that neither Alexei nor Stefano had called her. Every now and again, a pang would hit her heart, but she powered through it.


  She spent the day meeting with Heather. Because she’d been there only once several years ago, and she hadn’t been looking at it with an eye toward owning it, she had Heather give her the grand tour. She found the Domme to be very subdued. The air of a predator wasn’t exactly gone, but it was tightly leashed.


  Toward the end of the day, Sam stood on the concrete promenade lining the beach, looking out over the ocean. Sunset would come later, and it would happen on the other side of the island. For now, she enjoyed the brightness of the sun glinting off the water.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Heather leaned on the railing next to her, a serene smile on her face. “Every time I’m banging my head against the wall in my office, wondering why I do it, I come out here. It makes me feel less lonely for a little while.”


  This was the first personal thing Heather had said all day. Samantha had wondered why Heather had remained aloof. As a people person, Samantha had begun to wonder whether Heather actually liked her. In general, Sam liked people. She loved talking with them and getting to know them. Since Lex and Stef had come into her life, she’d become painfully aware of the number of acquaintances she had, and how few true friends she had accumulated over the years. Setting up a D/s relationship with two men was a reality check. They demanded more from her than she’d ever given anybody, delving deep and forcing her to bare her heart and soul.


  Part of her knew how much time and effort they’d spent in shielding her from the nastiness out in the world, and she loved them for it, but it had also taken them away from her. Asking her to come with them to New York was a huge step, but it had smacked of desperation. She didn’t want a desperate act. She wanted them to truly crave her presence.


  Samantha shook away her morose thoughts and focused on the dark-haired woman next to her. “Why do you do it? You’re a Domme. You have to get better offers all the time.”


  The rich sound of Heather’s laugh wafted out over the empty beach. “I do. Rich men come here all the time, proposition me, offer to give me anything I want if I’ll come away with them.”


  “Anything you want. That’s pretty awesome.” Samantha had taken two men up on a similar offer once.


  Heather shrugged. “Most of the men who proposition me are over fifty, divorced multiple times, and not in shape. They tend to be bratty or looking for a mama. I don’t want that. I want a man I can love, not just one I can dominate. I want a partner who lets me call all the shots, but who is still man enough to treat me like a woman. And I want him to be under forty. Shit, that sounded bad.”


  Samantha laughed. “No, it didn’t. I know what you meant. You want an alpha sub. People think that because you’re a Domme, you don’t still want to be pampered and taken care of.”


  Shaking her head, Heather laughed. “People underestimate you, Sam. You present yourself as this lighthearted, ditzy artist, but you’re actually very sensitive and perceptive. Forgive the mention, but I once told Helene that you were going to be a strong sub. She thought you’d end up as a baby girl, you know, with a Daddy Dom to take care of you.”


  Sam could take care of herself, and mentions of her brother’s ex-wife didn’t upset her. “Helene never took the time to get to know me. I didn’t hate her, but I hated what she did to my brother.”


  Thoughts assailed her, of Helene’s selfish ways, of how shattered her brother had been when she’d left. Her heart felt sick. She needed to call Stef and Lex, to tell them that her feelings hadn’t changed, that she still loved them both so much.


  “She treated everybody like shit if they stuck around long enough,” Heather continued. “Let’s grab some dinner. Tessa Blue of BlueLife Designs will be here in the morning. You’ll want to sit down with her and choose the colors, fabrics, all that stuff. I’m so glad you’re here to do it. I hate decorating. Managing, maintaining, entertainment—I can do all that. Decorating is not my forte.”


  Samantha smiled, but her mind was thousands of miles away. What were Alexei and Stefano doing right this moment? She had no way of knowing, and she was too proud to call either of them to find out.
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  Chapter Four


  


  Tessa Blue was a fairy come to life. She stood perhaps five feet without shoes, which she wasn’t in the habit of wearing anyway, and she was petite. She made Sabrina look large by comparison, and Sam could swear that Sabrina found that idea amusing.


  The other thing that smacked a person in the face about Tessa was the fact that she liked blue. Her eyes were blue. Her clothes were mostly blue. Even her long blonde hair had been dipped in blue. The only thing not blue about her was her assistant, Peaches. He had dark hair and eyes, and he was dressed in a peach shirt and white linen pants that tied at the waist. He towered over her with his tall, willowy form, but he was still shorter than Samantha. She estimated him at about five seven. A locked chain encircled his neck. It had a design that managed to be both elegant and masculine.


  “Hey, Sammy,” Tessa said, a serene smile lighting her face. “Heather told me I’d find you on the beach.”


  Samantha had come out early to watch the sun rise, only there was no easy way to get to the other side of the island, and so she had to be content with observing its effects—the way it chased away the morning shadows and lit the water. Still beautiful, but not quite what she was after.


  The name Tessa used gave Samantha’s heart a little thump, but it wasn’t too bad. All her life, people had shortened and changed her name around to suit them. She didn’t mind. She’d met Tessa and Peaches the night before, a hurried hello as the exhausted pair had scurried to their suite.


  “Hi Tessa, Peaches. I hope you had a good night’s sleep.”


  Peaches nodded politely. Tessa’s laugh tinkled out over the sandy expanse. “Excellent, thanks. I have some ideas for redecorating already. Don’t you think all the beds should be bondage friendly?”


  “Yes,” Samantha agreed. “The cost of the custom furniture is going to kill the budget.”


  Tessa shrugged. “A place like this, ordering in bulk? I know a couple of suppliers who can do it if we give them a few months notice, which can happen. I’ve been through the buildings, and this place needs a lot of updating. Furniture is not what’s going to drain your budget.”


  They were on the same page with that too, but then again, Tessa had been selected by Sophia and Ellen because they all thought the place needed a major overhaul.


  “We’re going to start with two guest buildings and twelve private cabins. Once those and the public buildings are finished, we plan to reopen.” They needed to begin turning a profit before they tackled some of the other structures, and they’d identified at least one guest building that would be removed so they could put the private cabins in that location.


  Tessa nodded. “I also thought I was going to design some of the public spaces?”


  Samantha shook her head. “We’re going to leave the main building alone for now. The plan is to build a coliseum with an arcade to replace the shopping available in there and turn the main building into a dining hall, offices, and staff housing. No frills on the staff housing, and we’ll need all single units.”


  That housing would be provided at no charge to the staff.


  “Except the executive suites,” Tessa said. “I’m told they should be luxurious.”


  As Samantha planned to build a home on the other side of the island, places for the owners to stay on this side wasn’t on her priority list. She shrugged. “Guest accommodations first. People who pay to stay are the priority.”


  “Great,” Tessa said. She tapped a canvas bag that Peaches was holding. “I have some preliminary designs ready if you want to see them.”


  Samantha jerked her thumb at the tables on the promenade. “Let’s grab a seat, and I’ll take a look.”


  At the table, Peaches pulled out a chair for Tessa, and once she was seated, he handed her the bag. “Can I get you ladies anything to drink?”


  “Coffee,” Tessa said. “And I’m a little hungry.”


  A grin played around Peaches’s mouth. “Fruit or breads?”


  “Bread.” Tessa tugged at his shirt, and he bent down to receive her kiss. “And get something for yourself, too. You need to keep up your strength.”


  “Yes, Mistress.” He glanced at Samantha, a brow lifted. “Anything for you?”


  “Coffee sounds good,” Samantha said. “I skipped breakfast, so whatever you can grab is fine.”


  Peaches kissed Tessa again and left the two of them alone.


  Samantha nodded after him. “Where did you guys meet, if you don’t mind me asking?”


  “Not at all.” Tessa watched his retreating figure fondly. “He was part of the construction crew—an assistant engineer—working on a hotel I designed three years ago. It was love at first sight. The moment he dropped to his knees, I knew we were destined to be together. Of course, he’ll say he was already on the floor because he was installing in-floor heating, but I like my version better.”


  Samantha knit her brows together. “He left his job to travel with you?”


  Tessa shrugged. “He lives to serve me. Plus now he’s my assistant. It’s easier to keep an eye on a construction crew if you have an insider whispering in your ear about what’s being done correctly, and who is doing shoddy work. Peaches knows my standards are high, and he helps maintain them.”


  That sounded reassuring, a business pitch wrapped in a relationship blanket. Sam had to ask one more question. “What’s his real name?”


  “Nick Pietsch. I know about ten different men named Nick, including my father, so I called him Pietsch, and that evolved into Peaches. If you prefer, you can call him Nick. He’ll answer.”


  A snort came from behind them. Peaches set down three mugs of coffee and a platter of food.


  Tessa looked up, one brow arched. “You have something to say?”


  “Your breakfast, Mistress.” He inclined his head toward Samantha. “Sammy.”


  Tessa narrowed her eyes. “Thanks for the food, Peaches.” After three seconds of silence, she sighed. “Oh, all right. I call him Peaches because his balls are huge. My man is well hung. When we were first together, I remarked that his sack was like a ripe peach. He likes that story better.”


  Peaches beamed and planted a kiss on Tessa’s cheek. “Thank you, Mistress. I brought fruit, breads, and pastries. Eat, Mistress.” He handed her a large pill and a bottle of water.


  She swallowed it with a large gulp of water, and then she sipped her coffee. Her mouth pulled down in dismay. “Decaf?”


  Peaches shrugged and took a seat opposite them. “You know what the doctor said.”


  “She said ‘cut back.’ She said ‘moderate amounts.’ She didn’t tell me I had to go with decaf.” Tessa set her drink back on the table.


  Samantha tasted hers, wondering if he’d also gone the healthy route with her.


  “I got regular for you, Sammy.” Peaches winked.


  “Thank you, Nick.”


  They were both subs. No need to use a name that implied differently.


  “I’m pregnant,” Tessa said. “Two weeks. We just found out yesterday.”


  Samantha smiled. “Congratulations.” She couldn’t imagine having kids with Alexei and Stefano. Well, she could. They’d be pretty little girls or cute boys with blue eyes and probably dark, curly hair. Another pang hit her heart, a shock of electricity that didn’t feel at all pleasant.


  She forced her smile to return. “Let’s see your ideas. I should warn you that I have a vision already, so there will probably be a lot of changes to make.”


  “No problem,” Tessa said as she booted up her laptop. “I have a design program that makes changes very simple.”


  They dove into the work and the morning passed quickly. Peaches kept them hydrated and fed, and he voiced an occasional opinion when it came to something he felt wasn’t possible from an engineering standpoint.


  Sabrina stopped by at noon to sit in on the session. She took notes and brainstormed slogans. After they ate, she yawned and stretched. “Come on, Sam. I have a surprise for you.”


  The only surprise Samantha wanted was a phone call from Alexei and Stefano. There was a time when not a day had gone by without some kind of communication happening several times. Now it had become acceptable to send a text every now and again.


  But Sabrina looked so pleased with herself, and Samantha didn’t have the heart to rain on her sister-in-law’s parade. “What’s the surprise?”


  Sabrina laughed. “If I tell you, then it’s not a surprise. You’re dressed fine, but go grab your purse. We’re leaving the island.”


  She didn’t think Sabrina was devious enough to trick her into going home, so she went along with her. They exchanged pleasantries with Tessa, who assured them she had enough to keep her busy all day, and thanked Peaches for waiting on them.


  He tipped his head and grinned. “I live to make Mistress happy.”


  Samantha didn’t address Peaches’s comment until they were on the private boat Sabrina had hired to take them to a nearby island.


  “Sabrina, do you live to make Jonas happy?”


  Sabrina stared thoughtfully into the distance. “I’ve never thought about it in quite those terms, but yeah, I do. It’s like, when he’s happy, it’s all I need.”


  Making Alexei and Stefano smile had kept her fueled for four years, but it was no longer enough, and that made her sad. “Is it really? What about the other stuff? I mean, you quit your job. You gave up a great career.”


  “I don’t look at it that way. I did at first, but several months away from the office have changed my perspective. I’m busier than I’ve ever been, but my focus has shifted. I’m spending my days with my kids, and I’m taking care of the man I love. It’s a different kind of fulfilling. Organic. More authentic. Intrinsic.” She nodded. “Yeah, that’s the word. The happiness comes from inside me, and the happier I make him, the happier it makes me.”


  That wasn’t quite what Samantha had wanted to know. “I know. I get all that. Even now, I’m thinking about Lex and Stef, and I’m wondering if they ate enough for dinner, or if the meeting went bad and they need cheering up. But what about the other things, Sabrina? What happens when they’re not a big enough part of your life for serving them to be enough?”


  Sabrina closed her hand around Samantha’s. “It’s not all giving and serving with me and Jonas. These five days apart is probably the longest time we’ve gone without seeing one another since he tried to divorce me. Sammy, he spends a lot of time making sure that I’m happy and fulfilled. We talk all the time, about everything. You don’t quite have that with Lex and Stef. They adore you, but they’ve been neglecting you. It’s okay to want more. It’s okay to demand more. You can’t go through life settling for less than your dreams.”


  Samantha rested her head against the cushioned seat. “How about half of a dream? Or a part-time dream? Maybe if I give up trying to ask for something neither of them can give me, then what they’re giving me can become my dream.”


  Sabrina shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. Believe me, I tried. Luckily, I came to that realization before I married the wrong man. If Stefano and Alexei can’t step up, then you need to figure out what you want to do with your life. You’re a beautiful woman, inside and out, Sam. You have a lot to offer, and you can’t settle for someone or a couple of someones who can’t appreciate and cherish you the way you deserve.”


  “Damn,” Sam said. “I need to have you inside my head when they get here. If they show up here tomorrow, it’s going to be impossible to refuse them anything they want.”


  “It’s okay, you know. Those Morozov boys are very bright. I’m sure your message got through.”


  Samantha hoped so. Being away from them like this was worse than pining for them at home. Though she’d kept busy, a piece of her heart wouldn’t stop hurting.


  “Hey,” Sabrina said, pulling her out of her sad musings. “Have you talked to your parents lately?”


  “Yeah.” Samantha talked to her mother at least once a week. She didn’t talk to her father as often, but she’d spoken with him a couple days ago. “Why?”


  Sabrina shook her head. “The last two times we’ve invited them to dinner, they’ve cancelled at the last minute. Your dad has been having stomach and back pain, and he’s been tired. Jonas is thinking it’s celiac disease. He bought them a gluten-free cookbook. I just wondered if you’d heard anything about him going in for testing?”


  Samantha shook her head. Brandon Spencer was an active, healthy seventy-two-year-old man. He’d never been sick a day in his life, so she wasn’t overly concerned. “Jonas is probably right, but I’ll be sure to ask the next time I talk to them.”


  The boat docked, and Sabrina hailed a taxi and gave the address. “It’s a spa. We’re getting facials, massages, manicures, and pedicures.”


  Sabrina was a fan of being pampered, and Samantha couldn’t complain. Two hours later, she lay on a massage table in a room with Sabrina and ran her finger over her collar. It was such a part of her that she barely noticed it anymore. Clemmons, the massage therapist, worked a knot out of her lower back. She groaned, but it felt so freaking good.


  “I know,” Sabrina said. “I’m thinking we have to open up a spa on the island. We can do a full-service thing, even offer pet grooming.” She giggled, but Sam knew she was serious.


  Actually, it sounded like a great idea. “People into pet play would love it. We could have a spa and a groomer. The spa could be Sanctuary Spa, but the groomer could be The Pampered Pet. Oh—we could put a window divider so that the handlers can see their pets having their hair washed, getting a massage, having a manicure.” Sam was growing excited. “This is so cool. We’re going to have to look for someone to oversee it who is into the pet lifestyle.”


  “I’d be a cat,” Sabrina said.


  So caught up in the thrill of planning this new development, it took Sam a moment to process what Sabrina had said. “Do you guys do pet play?”


  “No,” she said. “I don’t think Jonas is into it, but if he was, I wouldn’t mind being a cat. I figure it’s like being a bratty sub. I’d do what I want, when I want, how I wanted. I could stick my butt in his face and scratch at him when he tries to pet me. Then, when he’s busy with something else, I could curl up on his lap or rub my body all over him. And I could wear one of those headbands with the ears. It’d be fun.”


  The picture Sabrina painted in Sam’s head made her laugh so hard her massage therapist had to stop and rearrange the sheet so that it still covered her lady parts.


  “What would you be?” Sabrina grinned slyly. “If Lex or Stef came home one day and wanted to try out pet play, what pet would you want to be?”


  “A pony,” Samantha said. “In real life, I think I’m already a dog, faithfully waiting at home for my Masters to return. A pony, it seems to me, needs lots of attention and training. She’s cared for and shown off. That’s what I’d want.”


  “The tail is a butt plug,” Sabrina said. “Are you sure about that?”


  Samantha snorted. Many harnesses had places for tails that didn’t have to be inserted anally, but she didn’t tell that to Sabrina. Instead she grinned at her sister-in-law. “Cats have tails, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Stefano called the next morning to let her know that something had come up, and they wouldn’t be able to make it down until the following week. Used to disappointment, Samantha shrugged at the news. He couldn’t see her, but there was no mistaking the apathy in her tone.


  “Whatever,” she said. “I’ll see you when I see you.”


  “Sammy, I know you’re angry.”


  She was so far past angry that she couldn’t see it anymore. Angry was dust in a desert town, and she was surrounded by beach and sparkling blue water. “I’m not angry, Stef.”


  “Hurt,” he amended. “Honey, please come to New York. I miss you so much.”


  Two weeks ago, that invitation would have sent her heart soaring. Now she only heard that he was trying to placate her so that he could get his way. He might have been under the impression that his will was stronger than hers, and she needed to correct his assumption. Just because she’d never exercised her will didn’t mean it was nonexistent. They’d install her in an apartment in New York, and then they’d fly off to business meetings in London or Hong Kong. She’d once again find herself alone and stuck in a city where she knew nobody.


  “I’m working,” she snapped. “This is a business trip. Do I ask you to cut short your business trips?”


  He sighed, but it wasn’t the defeated kind. “Sammy, that kind of attitude is going to earn you a spanking.”


  “That threat doesn’t hold up well over distances like these.” She meant physical distance, but as she said it, she realized it applied to the metaphorical one as well.


  And that’s how Stef took it. Lex was the next person to speak. He must have taken the phone from Stefano. “Samantha, it’s not our intention to argue with you. We just want to talk this out, face-to-face.”


  “Well,” she began, “you know where my face is.”


  He chuckled, but it was laced with uncertainty. “I would think you’d be in a better mood after having spent a day at the spa.”


  She let the line hang silently while she processed emotions. Sabrina had told her that Lex and Stef had wanted her to report on her, but she never thought Sabrina would do it, especially not after she’d said she wouldn’t. Before she let the demons of betrayal derail her friendship with her sister-in-law, she took a deep breath.


  “Why would you assume I spent the day at a spa?” There wasn’t one on the island, and with as much research as they’d done into the place, she knew Lex was aware of that fact.


  That nervous laugh was back. “I talked to Jonas last night. He said Sabrina had booked spa time, so I assumed you went with her.”


  It was a reasonable assumption, but she didn’t like the roundabout way the checked up on her. “Lex, if you want to know something about me, then ask. My phone works, too. You don’t have to call my brother to find out what I’ve been doing. That’s a little immature, don’t you think?”


  “Honey, come to New York. We can have you on a plane in two hours, and we can be together tonight. You say you’re not angry, but I can tell that you are. We need to talk.” His voice was tight. It wasn’t an order, but she could tell the effort it cost him to not make it one.


  She had to be strong. A plea always worked on her more powerfully than an order. “If you want to talk, then we’re doing it on my terms. As I said, you know where to find me.”
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  Chapter Five


  


  Alexei threw his suit over the back of a chair. Heather had warned them that the housekeeping staff had been reduced to a minimum, so he thought twice about his callous treatment of his clothing and straightened it up.


  “I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous about a woman,” Stefano said.


  Across the room, Lex’s brother also changed his clothes. The resort island demanded casual attire, and the suits would only remind Samantha of everything they’d done to make her unhappy.


  “Me neither, but then again, I’ve never cared about a woman this much before.” He cared for and respected women, but he’d never put stock into their opinions about him. For that matter, he rarely cared what anybody thought about him.


  “You have the ring?” Stefano chose an off-white cambric shirt, so Lex followed suit.


  “Yep,” Lex said. The platinum circle had a simple, elegant design that housed diamond and sapphire stones. It had been custom made by a jeweler friend this past week. “I can’t believe we haven’t asked her before this.”


  “She always said she wanted to marry both of us,” Stef reminded him. They had talked themselves out of making her choose between them. The relationship would continue with all three of them, but the law would only recognize two as a legal partnership. Samantha had always expressed displeasure with that.


  They’d tossed a coin. Alexei would do the legal honors. He’d be the on-paper husband, but they’d both be wed to her. They’d lined up someone to officiate who believed that polyamorous relationships deserved recognition.


  “I know, but we’re pushy on everything else in our lives. Why do we tiptoe around Samantha?”


  “Cherishing her, loving her—it’s not tiptoeing.” Stefano frowned. “You’re getting anxious.”


  “Maybe because I don’t think it’ll work. Asking her to marry us isn’t going to solve the problem.” Though he hoped it would take care of most of Samantha’s issues. They had to stem from insecurity. That was their fault. It was their responsibility to make sure she never felt that way again. Having a ring on her finger, a legal claim to them, would help calm her sense that she wasn’t the most important thing in their lives.


  “It binds her to us even more. She wears our collar, but it’s not enough. She needs this, Lex. We need this if we’re going to convince her to move forward.”


  Alexei checked his reflection. The last time he’d cut his hair too short, Samantha had asked him to grow it back out. Not too long, just enough so that she could run her fingers through it and give him sex hair. She liked the look of sex hair on him, which he understood because he loved when her wavy hair curled into a charming disarray, her sinfully erotogenic halo.


  “Your hair looks fine. Let’s go. Heather says she’s overseeing the demolition. She doesn’t really need to do that.”


  “We’re set for the scene?”


  “No,” Stefano said. “If we set up for a scene, she’s going to think we came here for sex instead of to talk.”


  Alexei had come for both. Keeping his hands off Samantha was extraordinarily difficult. “If she initiates it, I’m not going to say no.”


  “You will if she’s using it to manipulate us.”


  Samantha was one of the least manipulative people he’d ever met, which was why her power play had set off so many alarms with him and Stef.


  “If she’s manipulating us with this, then she has multiple personality disorder or something. Samantha isn’t like that.”


  “No, but she’s unhappy and feeling unloved. Anger can drive people to do things they wouldn’t normally do.”


  She kept saying she wasn’t angry, but neither he nor Stef quite believed her. It was more plausible that she didn’t want to be angry.


  They left the room and wandered over to the construction site. Samantha was easy to find. She was in the lobby, which had been stripped of all furniture and décor, and rows of bare studs attested to the fact that several walls were being removed. A woman dressed in violet, whose hair had been dipped in blue dye, stood next to her. Hovering behind them was a man wearing jeans, work boots, a hard hat, and no shirt.


  He was ripped, and when he turned his head, he revealed a handsome face. He had dark hair and heavy stubble, the kind of look that made Samantha weak in the knees. When he and Stef had a few days off work, they both stopped shaving because their dark stubble drove Samantha crazy.


  The man said something, and the three of them shared a laugh. Jealousy rose in Lex because he couldn’t remember the last time she’d indulged in a carefree expression of amusement around him.


  Samantha was dressed in jean shorts and a baby blue fitted shirt that came down in a V in the front and back. As soon as she saw them standing across the lobby, her smile transformed to shock, and she looked like she was about to cry.


  “Damn,” Lex exclaimed. “Not what we were going for.”


  He and his brother hurried to close the distance, but Sam had them beat. She launched herself at them, flying across the lobby and tripping over a two-by-four. Stefano caught her, and she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and laying an open-mouthed kiss on his lips.


  It was so hot to watch, but more than that, it was balm to his soul. She still loved them. While he impatiently witnessed their reunion, she reached out and snagged his shirt to draw him closer. She transferred from Stef to him seamlessly, bestowing her enthusiastic affection on him.


  “You came,” she said when she finally stopped kissing them. Tears wet her cheeks. “I can’t believe you came.”


  He wiped under her eye with one thumb. “You thought we wouldn’t? Samantha, we miss you so much.”


  “I know, but—” She broke off, biting her lip and turning her face away. She didn’t need to finish her sentence. He knew what she hadn’t said.


  They always told her they missed her and loved her, but it had never led them to change their plans. They’d always known she was at home waiting for them.


  She was tired of waiting.


  He dried her other cheek. It killed him to see her this way, especially because he’d caused it. When she cried during a scene, that was different. It was beautiful and cathartic, not full of pain and sorrow.


  “Sammy, don’t cry,” Stefano said. “We’re here now, and we’re not going anywhere without you.”


  She tortured her lips some more, considering things he couldn’t guess. Finally she faced them, looking deep into his eyes and then Stef’s. “I need you. I need a scene so badly.”


  Ever since she’d refused to let the concept of punishment into their scenes—they now talked about transgressions instead of meting out physical punishment—their scenes had been mostly fun expressions of love and kink. Lex could count on no hands the number of times she’d asked for a scene with that kind of desperation.


  He pulled her close and guided her head to his shoulder. Over her head, his gaze met Stef’s, and they had a silent conversation about how to proceed. Samantha was in a bad place. They had to see to her needs first. Stef nodded his agreement. As one unit, they turned toward the exit.


  “Come on, honey. Let’s go. Tell us what you need to happen.”


  “Strict restraint,” she breathed, her cheek still on his shoulder as they slowly ambled back to their rooms. “A thorough flogging, probably more. I want you to make me cry.”


  “You’re already crying,” Stef pointed out. He put his hand on her lower back, a gesture she usually found soothing.


  She put her other arm around Stef’s shoulders, pulling him closer. “Then flog me until I stop.”


  Back at the suite, they pushed the furniture in the living room out of the way. Samantha watched them wordlessly, her eyes growing large when Stef got on a chair and cut into the drywall. Stefano exposed a rafter, and they looped a rope around it. Lex cleaned up the debris and dumped it in the trash.


  One look was all it took for her to strip out of her clothes. She stood under the rope and cooperated to help them strap spreader bars between her ankles and wrists. Lex lifted her bound arms above her head so that Stef could secure the bar with the rope.


  Stefano disappeared into the bedroom and returned with their bag of toys. He fished a blindfold from inside. It was leather, made for sensory deprivation. She would see absolutely nothing, not even a stray glow of light. This blindfold would allow her to focus on what she felt and heard. They had no plans for a gag. Even if the resort was open, it was the kind of place where a sub’s screams were welcomed and celebrated.


  Samantha sighed as Stef covered her eyes and secured the strap tightly around her head. “No gag,” he whispered as he nibbled at her earlobe. “And no ear coverings. I want you to hear every movement we make, every swish of the flogger, every snap of the crop.”


  Her breath caught. “You brought the riding crop?”


  “Yes, Sammy. Do you want it?”


  She started to nod, but then she stalled. “I might need it harder than normal.”


  Samantha loved subspace, but she had her limits where pain was concerned. He and Stef had spent years finding the delicate balance between enough and too much. They’d found that it often depended on her mood. Sometimes it depended on her hormonal cycle, and that was damned difficult to gauge because asking about it often made her more emotional.


  Lex dragged his fingertips between her breasts and down her stomach. “We’ll get you there, honey. Remember, use your safe word if you need it.”


  She took a quavering breath. “If I need it.”


  Over the years, she’d used it several times. They didn’t play games with words. “No” meant no, and “stop” meant stop. They’d added “wait” for when she needed a moment to compose herself or ask for them to adjust something.


  They started off by touching her all over, waking up her nerve endings and fulfilling a need for physical contact. Alexei ran his fingers and palms over every inch of her front side, even exploring the inside of her mouth. He touched her teeth and gums, and he pressed down on her tongue. She sucked his finger dry, and he fought the urge to put his lips and tongue everywhere his hands had been.


  Behind her, Stefano touched her backside. They switched places and repeated the process. By the time they finished, she was a trembling mass of nerves. Juices ran down her inner thighs. He wiped those away because he planned to flog her there as well.


  He started on her back and let Stefano have the front. His brother got a special thrill from flogging her breasts. The first round of hits was light. He used a windmill motion to sensitize her skin and get her endorphins flowing. Stef started off the same way.


  After she settled into the rhythm and stopped trying to fight it, he and Stef both grabbed a second flogger switched to a Florentine pattern. Her tanned skin took on a ruddy tone, and he increased the intensity of his strokes. This was the time when she tended to go into subspace. He exchanged a quick look with Stefano, but he shook his head. She wasn’t there yet.


  He dropped his floggers on a table and rooted through the bag looking for the crop. She’d said she would need more, and she had been right.


  Stefano dropped his floggers on top of Lex’s and went to the bag while Lex tended to Samantha. He only ever used the crop on her ass and thighs. The flap of it was a lot more versatile, but the rod part wasn’t, not where Samantha’s preferences and limits were concerned.


  He spoke praises into her ear. “You’re doing wonderfully, honey. Your skin is the most beautiful shade of red. It’s hot to the touch. Tell me how you’re feeling.”


  “Good,” she said. “My head is starting to float.”


  Her tears had long since dried. The blindfold and the ropes had calmed her, and now she needed a push to get where she needed to go. “I’m going to use the crop next. You’re going to have a few welts, and we’re going to make you come.”


  “Thank you, Lex,” she said.


  It never ceased to amaze him when she got his name right under circumstances like this. She was so attuned to them that she could tell them apart blindfolded and buzzed from a flogging. He pressed a kiss to her neck. “You’re welcome, honey.”


  Stef eased him out of the way so he could affix clamps to her nipples. They were connected by a chain that would tighten the clamps whenever they yanked on it. The delicate silver chain also looped through a third clamp that he attached to her clit.


  She moaned and whimpered as Stef tightened and adjusted the trio of clamps. She wouldn’t orgasm with them on, but the second they were removed, she would explode. They all knew what was coming.


  When he finished, Stef twisted his fist in her hair, yanked her head back, and delved into her mouth with his tongue. He licked her neck and sucked on her nipples, clamps and all. She cried out, and that’s when Lex hit her across the butt with the crop. Her cry turned to a scream.


  She screamed with each one, but she didn’t cry. Though he spaced them out, he counted fifteen strokes before Stef signaled for him to stop. Her head had slumped forward, and sobs shook her shoulders. Stefano removed the clamps, and her body jerked. She cried out, a long, ear-piercing series of shrieks, and he realized she was fighting the orgasm.


  That wouldn’t do. She needed to surrender, to find the peace only achieved through total submission.


  Stefano held her while Lex untied the rope. They loosened the cuffs attached to the spreader bars and removed them. After prompting her to drink some water, they took her into the bedroom she’d chosen. It was a two-bedroom suite, so they figured they would take turns sleeping in the bed with Samantha while they were there.


  The bed had a wrought iron frame, which proved functional as well as decorative. Lex bound her arms above her head, and Stef looped rigger knots around her lower thighs. He tossed the lines to Lex, who secured them to the frame. Now she was bound with her legs spread open, and the light depravation blindfold still covered her eyes. Though it had done a lot, the flogging hadn’t quite pushed her to where she wanted to be.


  By silent agreement, he and Stefano had decided she needed to climax until she broke down. In the state she was in, they could probably cane her, something she’d forbidden, and it wouldn’t help her deal with her emotions.


  Stefano went first, by virtue of being closer. He settled on his stomach and licked the wet tissues between her legs. She exhaled hard, a desperate sound, and tried to wiggle away.


  “No, Samantha. Be still.”


  “Lex, please, I–It’s sore from the clamp.”


  “Stef will take that into consideration.”


  Of the pair, Stefano was the rougher lover. Lex flew off the handle a heck of a lot easier, but Stef loved to pound his cock into Samantha’s holes. He occasionally tried to rein himself in, but Samantha always admonished him for it.


  Stefano must have taken it into consideration, though that meant he tormented her poor, swollen bud, and she was soon lost in the throes of passion. Lex squeezed and kneaded her breasts, teasing the heated globes as she arched into his hands.


  “Please,” she panted. “Let me come.”


  “Yes,” he crooned. “Come for us, honey.”


  With a short cry, she did. They switched positions, and Lex took his turn drinking her sweet, musky flavor. He moaned as he slurped and fucked her with his tongue. Out of courtesy, he left her clit alone for the first part. When he brought it into play, she let out a series of high-pitched squeaks. Looking up, he saw his brother’s head bent over her breast. Though he couldn’t see exactly what Stef was doing, he knew she was enjoying it.


  He inserted two fingers in her channel and found her sweet spot. She writhed and begged. “Please,” she said, “Lex, oh, please let me come.”


  He and Stef both mumbled consent without lifting their mouths from her body. Cream gushed between her legs as she came in his mouth. He couldn’t hold out any longer. They’d been apart for too long, and he’d missed her too much. Rising to his knees, he shoved his shorts down and kicked them away.


  A shudder ran through her body as he entered her, and her pleased sigh welcomed him home. He perched his weight on his arms as he thrust into her pussy. Her moans and exclamations made it difficult to hold out, but it was imperative that she climax again. Her vaginal walls pulsed around his cock from her last orgasm, and when she squeezed him impossibly hard, his balls drew up and he shot his load.


  He fell away from her and watched as Stefano took his place. From the expression on his brother’s face, she was having the same effect on him.


  “Fuck, Sammy. You feel too good. I can’t—” Stef’s eyes rolled skyward, and he came. Lex had held out for longer. The thrill of winning a competition didn’t assuage the guilt over neither of them having made her climax again.


  He scrambled off the bed and got a vibrator from the bag in the living room. It was clean, but he washed it again anyway. In retrospect, they should have set up for the scene. When he returned to the room, Stef was pumping two fingers into her cunt. A sheen of sweat coated her body, making the marks of the crop and floggers even more vivid.


  He handed his brother the vibrator. Stef slid it home and turned it on. Samantha’s body jerked as he fucked her with it, and Lex decided it wasn’t enough. He got the crop and used the flap to pepper her inner thighs, stomach, and breasts with light taps. She came hard, her entire body contracting to a small point before going completely stiff. She didn’t make a sound, but when her muscles worked again, she trembled and shook. Tears leaked out from behind her blindfold. He removed it as Stefano untied her.


  They held her between them as she sobbed in their arms. It broke his heart to see her like this. Lex wanted so badly to make it stop, but he knew she needed to let loose all the poison bottled up inside her.


  Stefano crooned assurances and petted her, but Alexei could only hold her tightly. They desperately needed to talk, but now wasn’t the time. Now they needed to revitalize their physical connection.


  


  * * * *


  


  Sam listened to Stefano’s murmurings and reveled in Lex’s strength. The burning pain in her heart had eased a lot. The flow of her tears had halted, but she couldn’t stop trembling. That had happened before after an intense scene.


  Alexei kissed her, a wealth of tenderness in his strong lips. He caressed her cheek with his fingertips and deepened the kiss. She wrapped her hand around his wrist, taking comfort from his solidity. He pulled her on top of him, guiding his cock into her pussy. Stefano knelt between her legs, and she felt the warmth of lubricant against her back entrance.


  She rested her head on Lex’s chest—he was still wearing his shirt, which she found odd—and let them love her. Reverent caresses combined with murmured phrases of affection. The sensations washed over her as the soothing waves of her climax sent her soaring.
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  Chapter Six


  


  She woke up alone. The scents of Lex and Stef suffused the bedding, and she heard their voices coming from the living room. She couldn’t make out what they were saying. With a sigh, she rolled from bed and freshened up in the bathroom.


  Her skin was mostly clear. A few red patches on her chest and thighs were left over from the flogging, and she had two small welts on her ass. She threw a loose dress over her head and went out to see her lovers.


  They were in the kitchenette swapping food from plate to plate. Room service had delivered, and now they were dumping all the broccoli on her plate and stealing her glazed pineapples. While she liked broccoli, there was no way in hell she was eating three servings. They were welcome to the pineapple, though. It was one fruit Samantha couldn’t stand.


  “Hey,” Stef said, his mouth quirking up on one side in a sated smile. “I was just about to come get you.” He handed her the plate with way too many vegetables and no pineapple slices.


  She took it. “Thanks. Are you sure you want me to eat this much broccoli? It’s your turn to sleep with me.”


  Stefano took her plate, dumped half the green stuff, and gave it back. “Better?”


  She kissed his cheek, and then she did the same with Alexei. “Everything’s better now that you’re here.” That wasn’t to say the issues had been resolved, but she’d hovered on the edge of desolation without them.


  They dined together, chatting about what Samantha had been up to on the island.


  “So you’ve completely overridden all the designs you hired a designer to do?” Alexei’s blue eyes sparkled with amusement.


  “Not all of them,” Samantha protested. “I liked a lot of her ideas. They just needed a little tweaking.”


  Stefano shrugged. “I can’t argue with your taste.”


  She’d redecorated their Miami home, even Stef and Lex’s bedrooms, and they’d loved everything. However, she knew Stef meant his comment as a self-compliment. She grinned at him. “No, you really can’t.”


  When they finished eating, Stef put their tray in the hall for room service to pick up.


  Lex put his hand over hers. “How are you feeling, honey?”


  He was asking about her physical health. She smiled. “Fine. I have a couple of welts on my ass, but that’s all. I put some cream on them.”


  Lex nodded, but then he lifted his gaze and had one of those telepathic conversations with Stefano. This was it. They were going to talk. They very much needed to talk.


  “Should we go over to the sofa, or do you want to do this at the table?” She directed the question to Alexei.


  He rose to his feet without answering, so she got up as well. When he went down on one knee, her jaw dropped. This? Now?


  “Lex,” she began, trying to warn him not to do it, but her voice came out as a whisper.


  “Samantha, you are the other half of my soul.”


  Stefano got down on his knee next to Lex. “Sammy, you’re the other half of my soul.”


  “We love you so much,” Lex added. “Loving you has been the single greatest thing we’ve ever done.”


  “Marry us,” Stefano said.


  She shook her head. They were not doing this now.


  “Yes,” Stefano continued. “We found someone to do a triad ceremony, though legally you’d be married to Lex. We flipped a coin.”


  She wasn’t upset that they’d chosen such an arbitrary method for selecting which one would have that honor. Thank goodness they weren’t going to make her choose. No, that’s not why she was pissed.


  “No. I won’t marry you—either of you. Please get up.” Her feelings boiled. Everything they’d done to help her reach emotional equilibrium vanished. She clutched at her throat, bringing attention to the elegant collar they’d given her years ago.


  They both shot to their feet, but Stefano was faster. He grabbed her hand, jerking it away from her body. “Think long and hard before you take that off, Sammy.” His tone was dangerously low.


  “I’m not taking it off,” she said, grinding the words through her clenched teeth. “I’m not refusing to be your submissive. I’m refusing to be your wife.”


  “Samantha, don’t be rash.” Alexei put the ring on the table. She hadn’t looked at it closely, but it was definitely to her taste. The bastards.


  “Of all the cheap, underhanded things, you chose this! I can’t believe you would stoop this low!”


  Lex’s gaze followed hers to the ring. “I assure you it wasn’t cheap.”


  The world washed in red. She’d thought that was only a thing in books, but it looked like she was mistaken. “Not the ring, you son of a bitch! I don’t care about the ring!” They could have spent ten percent of what they made in a year and bought a ring worth millions, and it wouldn’t have mattered.


  “Then what?” Stefano asked. “Why are you overreacting?”


  “Overreacting?” Was there another word that could have escalated her temper even further? Probably not. “The last time you thought I was unhappy, you bought me this island. You thought it would divert my attention from the fact that you’re never around, only it worked a little too well. Now you offer me a ring? Why? Because planning for a wedding would keep me busy and in Miami where you want me? Fuck you, Stefano. I’m not a problem you can fix by throwing expensive things at me!”


  She pushed past them, shoving at their chests with all her might. Both of them moved out of the way, and she wasn’t sure if it was from her awesome, pissed-off strength or because they were too stunned to stay put.


  “Samantha.” Alexei used his Dom voice, the one that could send chills or shivers up her spine.


  She whirled to face him, her temper drawn down a few notches by his tone, and crossed her arms. “What?”


  “You came down here because you felt unwanted. We haven’t been paying attention to you like we should. The proposal and the ring signify our commitment to changing that. We never want you to feel like you aren’t the most important thing in our lives again.”


  She stared at him in tight-lipped silence. He still didn’t get it. “Lex, I know you love me. I know I’m important to you. Otherwise you’d ask for this collar back and fill your nights with any of the dozens of women willing to take my place. I’m not here because I think you’re falling out of love with me.”


  “Then why?” Stefano said. Both of them came two steps closer, but they left plenty of space for her cloud of fury.


  “How many days were you home last month?”


  Stefano shook his head. “Does it matter?”


  “It matters.” It was the whole point, and he was missing it.


  “I don’t know. We were in the middle of putting together the Resto deal, which we finished up late last night. Twenty?”


  She swallowed back the bitterness. She could give a flying fuck about whatever deal they were working on. “Eight, Stefano. You were home eight days. Not full days. You worked in the Miami office four of those eight. Lex was home ten days, and he worked seven of them.”


  Alexei held up a placating hand. “Are you saying you want to end this because we’re not home often enough? Samantha, we’ve asked you repeatedly to come to New York with us.”


  Hostile acidity burned her throat. “No, that’s not what I’m saying, Lex. I’ve been very clear with what I’m saying. You’re never home. Why should I sit in that house and wait for the few days each month when you visit?” Alexei opened his mouth to respond, but she held up a hand. “Don’t mention New York. That’s just another city for you to dump me in. You’ll want me to sit in a hotel room all day and wait for that twenty minutes between the time you get home and the time you fall, exhausted, into bed. Maybe you’ll use me for a quick fuck a few times a day.”


  She actually didn’t have a problem with the last part. She loved making them come. “And then there’s this marriage thing. For what purpose? You want kids? Well, I don’t want to be a single mother. You barely have room in your lives for me. You’ve got nothing for a child.”


  Stefano took her hand. She flinched, but she didn’t pull away. “Sammy, we want you to find an apartment for us. We’re going to be doing a lot of business in New York over the next few years, and it makes sense to relocate there. If we’re all living there, then we’ll get to see you more often. Daily.”


  Alexei took her other hand. “We love you, honey, and we’re ready to prove it. Let’s put the question of marriage on the shelf for now and concentrate on fixing our relationship.”


  That’s exactly what she wanted, and it made her heart swell that they finally understood. “I love you, too,” she said. “So much.”


  She tried to look at both of them, but tears clouded her vision.


  “So it’s settled. We’ll stay here for the rest of the week and prove to you that you are the most important thing in our lives. He pulled her closer, putting her between him and Lex. “There’s no reason for us to be apart.”


  They sandwiched her in a hug, and though it felt great, she couldn’t shut down a nagging sense that it wasn’t going to be as easy as they made it seem.


  She spent the night with Stefano, who surprised her with vanilla sex. He wasn’t one for straight vanilla, preferring to hold her down or somehow dominate her during the act. Other than to guide her to sit astride him, he didn’t attempt to exert his true nature. He was gentle and reverent, letting her do whatever she wanted. When she asked to come, he merely nodded and gripped her hips harder, as if the choice wasn’t up to him.


  It was unsettling.


  


  * * * *


  


  The next morning, they prepared breakfast together in the kitchenette. Stef didn’t say much, but that wasn’t unusual. He wasn’t much of a talker before his second cup of coffee. That feeling something was off kept bothering Samantha.


  “Stef, your coffee is ready. We don’t have any cream. Do you want it black or with milk?” She opened the refrigerator and bent to get the milk. Whether he wanted some didn’t matter that much. She wanted milk in her coffee, lots of it.


  He took the carton from her and set it on the counter next to the sink. “Bend over the table. Put your hands above you, and hold on to the other side.”


  She did as he directed. The shirt she’d thrown on when she got out of bed rode up on her hips, and she wasn’t wearing panties. When she had a night with Stef, Lex often liked to have a quickie before he headed out to work. He preferred for her to keep easy access.


  Stefano lifted her shirt higher so that it bunched under her breasts. Using his foot, he nudged her legs into a wider stance. The table was narrow, and so her head reached almost to the other side. She turned her face to the side and rested her cheek on the surface. Even if he did nothing else, this had addressed the uncertainty that had plagued her all night.


  Behind her, she heard him resume his activities in the kitchenette. He pulled out a chair at the table and set his plate and mug down. Then he settled in and ate breakfast. They’d heated up cinnamon rolls, and the scent of hot cinnamon made her mouth water. Her tummy rumbled. Though she could hold out for a little while longer, she was hungry.


  He watched her as he ate, his eyes roaming over her form as if he was reading the morning paper. When he finished, he sat back. “Would you like a spanking or do you want to give me a blowjob?”


  His question made her forget about food. Both options sounded nice. “Whatever you prefer, Stef.”


  “Can I get in on that action?”


  Lex had come in from behind her, so she hadn’t seen or heard him. She didn’t answer. When two Doms both wanted something from her, she’d found it best to stay out of negotiations.


  Stefano smiled at his brother. “Morning, Lex. I was leaning toward blowjob. She hasn’t had breakfast yet.”


  Samantha felt Lex’s hands skim over her skin, caressing her butt and lower back. “We can’t have her starving. Blowjob it is.”


  “Sammy, get on your knees, honey. Can you do us both at the same time?”


  It had been a while since she’d had the pleasure of practicing her dual technique, but she was certain she could still get them both off. “Yes, Stef.” She lifted herself from the table and knelt on the floor. They both came to stand in front of her with their drawers conveniently lowered. Two erections faced her, so she spit on her palms and got to work. She was careful to keep her hands in play as she alternated sucking the two cocks. As it was morning, they were both easy targets. Stef came first, ejaculating so hard that some dribbled down her chin. Lex climaxed soon after, and his semen spread the mess across her cheek.


  Stefano wiped her face with a warm cloth. “Still hungry?”


  She smiled up at him. “Always.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They went to work with her, trailing in her wake as she spoke to Skip Morin about the progress the crew had made the day before. Tessa tracked her down, and this time, Samantha introduced her to Lex and Stef.


  “Tessa Blue, meet Alexei and Stefano Morozov.”


  Tessa stuck out her hand. “Pleasure, gentlemen.” She put her hand on Peaches’ arm. He was dressed the same way as the day before in jeans, work boots, and no shirt. The only change was the addition of black knee pads he wore over his jeans. His back and chest bore evidence of a recent flogging. “This is Peaches, but you can call him Nick. Say hello, Peaches.”


  Peaches waited for Lex and Stef to offer their hands, but his handshakes were not at all subservient. “Great to meet you, Sirs.”


  Tessa threaded her arm through Samantha’s. “I have the revisions you wanted, and I need you to look at some fabric samples. Gentlemen, you don’t mind if I steal her, do you?”


  Alexei crossed his arms. “We mind. We’ll come with you.”


  The dining hall had been cleared out, so their only options for tables large enough to seat five were outside. Tessa had her things set out near a pool that had been drained. Peaches pulled out a chair for her, and she sat down. Stefano did the honors for Samantha, but there was a marked difference in his bearing. Where Peaches was seeing to the needs of his Mistress, Stefano was choosing Samantha’s place and putting her where he wanted her to be.


  Lex sat down and watched his brother take care of her.


  “Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Tessa said, “but how do you tell them apart?”


  Samantha looked from Lex to Stef. They’d dressed identically. Both men grinned at the question. “Subtle differences that most people don’t notice.” She pointed out who was whom. “They’re mirror images. Alexei is left-handed and Stefano is right-handed.” There were other clues, of course. Alexei’s balls were a little heavier on the right side, and Stefano’s hung a little lower on the left, but she wasn’t sure they even knew that.


  Tessa waved her pointing finger between them. “Have you guys ever considered dressing differently?”


  “Sometimes we do,” Lex said. “Samantha likes when we dress the same. We’ve been trying for years to catch her off guard, but she never makes a mistake. Don’t worry, Tessa. We’re both used to answering to the other’s name, and we don’t get offended. Even our parents could never tell us apart.”


  Tessa shrugged. “Okay, then. Let’s get to work.” She gestured to Peaches, who set a box on the table.


  Two hours later, Samantha decided she was grateful that Lex and Stef were with her. They had definite opinions on fabrics and colors, and they shared them whenever Samantha had trouble making up her mind.


  By the time the three men left to get lunch for everybody, the five of them were having fun. Tessa’s outspokenness didn’t faze Lex or Stef, and Peaches turned out to have a great sense of humor. Tessa had commanded Peaches to get the food, but Lex and Stef had elected to help. Samantha knew they wanted to get him alone to grill him about why he consented to being called by such a non-masculine name.


  As soon as they were gone, Tessa leaned closer. “Hot identical twins. Damn, girl. That’s every woman’s fantasy. How long have you guys been together?”


  “A little over four years,” Samantha said. She traced her fingertip over her collar. “They’ve been very good to me.”


  “They’re crazy about you.” Tessa laughed. “Do they fight over you?”


  Samantha shook her head. “We have a fair system, and they almost never disagree about anything.”


  When the men returned with food, Peaches knelt on all fours at Tessa’s feet. The day before, he’d joined them for meals, so this was a new development. Lex and Stef had never made Samantha sit at their feet for meals.


  Tessa cut Peaches’ sandwich into bite-sized pieces. She picked up a fry and held it above his head. “Are you hungry, Peaches?”


  He sat down with his legs bent and his hands still on the pavement, and he barked.


  Samantha lifted a brow. She’d never seen animal play in action. Peaches took the fry from Tessa’s hand and wolfed it down. Then he nudged her leg with his nose until she put his plate on the ground.


  Alexei closed his hand over Samantha’s, recalling her attention to her meal. “You’ve never seen that before, have you?”


  Samantha shook her head. “It’s funny because Sabrina and I were talking about it at the spa last week.”


  Tessa stroked her hand along Peaches’ back and patted his flank rather hard. “We play like this quite often. He loves to be groomed and trained.”


  “Do you breed him?” Stefano asked.


  “Sometimes. We don’t play with others, so I do the honors myself. Pet play isn’t often sexual for us.”


  Lex moved his hand and stroked her knee under the table. “What did you guys say about it?”


  Samantha shrugged. “We were just talking about what kind of animal we’d want to be. She said she’d be a cat so she could be a bratty sub, and I said I’d be a pony.”


  “Why a pony?” Lex asked.


  Samantha noticed that everybody was listening to her answer, even Peaches. “Well, I thought I could dress up in pretty costumes, and I think the pony shoes are sexy.”


  Lex inclined his head in a gesture that meant she should continue. “That’s all? You like the clothes?”


  That wasn’t all, but she didn’t quite know how to explain. “I don’t know. Maybe it would be nice to be groomed and trained. It sounds fun and interesting, but I don’t know. I’ve never done it.”


  “You’d make a sexy pony,” Tessa said. “If any of you have questions, you can ask me or Peaches. We’ve done pony play before, though we do prefer pet play most of the time.”


  Stefano regarded her with a sinful smile. “I’d like to see you with a bit in your mouth, hobbled for breeding.”


  Samantha stared at the table, mostly because she was trying not to think about it too much. Her panties were damp from the way Stef was looking at her.


  “Tossing your head, whinnying, nuzzling my hand.” Stefano’s seductive voice was too full of mirth.


  Her face burned. “You’re making fun of me.”


  Stefano shook his head. “Never, Sammy. I think you’d make an interesting pony. Just remember, the owner gets to name the pony.”


  She hadn’t thought of having another name, and she wasn’t sure she wanted Stefano to pick another name for her. With his sense of humor, he’d likely call her Sparkles or something else cutesy. She nailed Stef with a warning look. “Only if I agree to it.”


  He merely gave her a smug grin. Lex studied her thoughtfully, but he didn’t comment.
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  Chapter Seven


  


  Alexei spent the night with her, so she was confused to find Stefano standing over her when she woke up. He put a finger over his lips and beckoned her to follow him.


  She emerged to find him packing a bag. Warning bells went off in her head. “Where are you going?”


  “We,” he corrected. “We’re going to spend the day on the water. You need a swimsuit and a change of clothes. I have sunscreen, and I’ve packed your jacket and sweats in case the weather turns.”


  Gesturing back to her room, she asked, “Does Lex know you want to sneak away with me?” There was no way she would leave without Lex knowing where they were going.


  “Yep. Rock-paper-scissors this time. I get you today and he gets you tomorrow.”


  If she was going to spend the day in a swimsuit, she needed to attend to grooming matters. “Give me twenty minutes.”


  He nodded, and she headed to the bathroom.


  A half hour later, Stefano led her up a gangplank.


  “I thought we were going to the beach,” she said. He hadn’t brought a cooler or anything, so she assumed they would stay in the general vicinity so they could eat at the resort. Heather had kept the kitchen open to provide basic fare for the workers and the remaining staff.


  “I said ‘on the water,’ not near the water. This beauty is seventeen hundred feet and has two hot tubs, one at each end.” He stood on the deck next to her and grinned. The breeze ruffled his dark locks and gave him a rakish air. “I thought we could have a relaxing day, and then I could be the pirate who kidnaps a beautiful woman and holds her captive until we get into port, at which point Lex might or might not save you from my evil clutches.”


  She pressed her body against his. “I like your evil clutches, but I didn’t bring pirate wench clothes. We’ll have to go modern with it. Will you wear a bandana and everything? I think you’d look dashing in a red bandana.”


  Stefano laughed. “Heroes are dashing. Pirates are dastardly.”


  She considered this briefly before rejecting it. “I don’t think you can pull off dastardly. You’re too handsome and regal.”


  He lifted a brow. “I accept your challenge, Lady Sammy.”


  A man came along the deck and held out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Morozov. I’m Captain Simpson. The cook is in the galley, so if you’re ready, we’ll cast off.”


  “We’re ready,” Stef said. He put his arm around Samantha’s waist and guided her into a nearby door.


  The large room was set up for entertaining. It had a bar in one corner and seating groups in the other three. The rear of the room opened up to another part of the deck, and Samantha could see a hot tub.


  He pointed to a hallway on the other side of the bar. “Bedrooms are down there. We’ll make use of them later.”


  She regarded him skeptically. “Really? Because you haven’t had sex since yesterday. Do you think you can hold out that long?”


  He stroked his chin as he pretended to think about her question. Then he dropped the bags he was carrying, scooped her up, and carried her down the hallway. “You’re right, Sammy, but it’s been so long that I might qualify for a second virginity.” The first room he came to was dominated by a bed. He threw her onto it. “You’ll have to remind me what to do.”


  He sat on the corner of the bed and looked at her expectantly.


  “What?”


  “You know what I want, Sammy. If I have to tell you again, the order will be preceded by a spanking.”


  A shiver ran up her spine. His spankings always had a happy ending. She hesitated, deciding whether she wanted a spanking before she complied. She must have waited too long because before she knew it, she found herself upended and placed on his lap. Three hard smacks rained on her backside, but they were muted by her shorts.


  He stopped before he really got started and threw her back on the bed. “Take off your shirt.”


  She lifted it over her head. Her backside didn’t have the pleasant sting she’d come to love, and she felt cheated. This was a worse kind of punishment than one that actually hurt, which she’d prohibited years ago. She indulged in a pout because she knew it only made him hotter.


  Under her shirt, she wore a strapless bikini top. She removed that as well. For good measure, she wiggled out of her shorts. As she’d thought, Stefano’s gaze went right to her breasts. She cupped the soft globes in her hands, fondling and kneading them. His breath sped up. She pinched one nipple, tugging on it until a moan escaped from her throat.


  Stefano stroked himself through his shorts. She wanted him to take them off, but she knew he wouldn’t until he wanted to. It was his way of being a pussy tease.


  “Lie back on the pillows and put your other hand down your panties. Touch yourself for me, Sammy. I want to see you come.”


  She slipped her hand into her bikini bottoms. “Are you going to come with me?”


  “No talking. Moans and sighs, even a shout or two, are permitted. I like when you’re loud.”


  She lifted her knees and spread her legs wider. The fabric of the swimsuit was in the way, but he didn’t seem to mind. Her climax was close. His reactions always fueled the tension tightening deep in her abdomen.


  “Stef, please let me come.”


  “Yes. Do it now.”


  With a small shout, she came. In seconds, Stefano had shed his clothes. He straddled her belly and set his erection between her breasts. Lube wasn’t handy, but there was hand cream on the bedside table. He lotioned her up.


  “Hold them together, nice and tight.”


  Wordlessly, she complied. He leaned over her and rested his weight on the pillow under her head, and then he thrust his hips forward. A groan fell from him, and she felt a surge of pride. He set a fast pace, not bothering to temper his movements. He bumped her chin, and it had to hurt, but he didn’t seem to care. As his sounds of pleasure reached a crescendo, she found herself moaning right along with him. Giving him pleasure like this filled her with indescribable joy.


  He came on her, ejaculating over her chest. Splatters reached her mouth, and she licked away the salty goodness.


  Stefano smiled at her reaction. He shifted to sit next to her. “Rub it all over your breasts, down your stomach, and then masturbate with it.”


  She massaged the sticky wetness into her skin, and by the time she reached for her pussy, Stefano was kneeling between her legs, tugging down her bikini bottoms. She put on another show for him, but she didn’t get to finish. He was hard again, and ready to go.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stefano loved to watch Sammy touch herself, but he could only handle so much before he went primal on her ass. With one hand, he imprisoned her wrists above her head. With the other, he guided himself into her welcoming warmth. Her pussy clamped around him, and he lost it, pounding into her body with abandon. Beneath him, she writhed, her face twisted with pleasure.


  “You love when I fuck you like this,” he said.


  “Yes.” She arched her back a little more, and her pussy clamped around him harder.


  “You’ve got a hungry little cunt. Can’t get enough.” He wasn’t sure if he was talking about her or him, but it didn’t matter. He dipped his head down and sucked her nipple into his mouth. It was salty, marked with his own flavor, and he loved it.


  She cried out, the kind that urged him to keep at it. Over the years, he’d come to distinguish between the cries that meant “too much” and the ones that meant “please don’t stop.” When she asked for permission to come, he denied her.


  “Breathe through it, Sammy.”


  She groaned, but she followed his order. He released her hands and hiked her legs up so that her knees fell over his shoulders. This allowed him to sink even deeper into her.


  “You feel so good, Sammy. So fucking good. Hang on, honey. I’m almost there.”


  She grasped his arms, digging her fingernails into his flesh. He knew she was barely holding it back, and it pleased him inordinately that she struggled like this for him.


  He felt his balls draw up. “Now.”


  Her cunt strangled him, throbbing around his cock and milking every drop. She screamed her release, and her hands grabbed frantically at the bedding, dislodging everything but what was underneath them.


  A while later, she stirred enough to lift her fingertips to graze his cheek. “Thank you, Stef. That was wonderful, but I don’t think you quite qualified for a second virginity.”


  He chuckled and slapped her bare ass. “Come on. Let’s get cleaned up and out on the deck. Semen isn’t a good sunscreen.”


  Lunch was ready before too long. He barely noticed what was served because his attention was on the woman sitting across from him. Sometimes he couldn’t believe how lucky he and Lex were. Nothing they had meant anything without Sammy in their lives. They had to do anything and everything to make her want to stay.


  “So, let’s talk about the traveling. How many days a month is too much?”


  She stabbed at her food, stirring the pasta with her fork instead of eating it. Finally she shrugged. “Usually when a spouse works too much, they can say, ‘Sorry honey, my boss is a real cheesehole.’ Technically it’s not their fault.”


  “Cheesehole?” Stefano laughed.


  “Work with me, Stef. You’re the one with the potty mouth. Anyway, you and Alexei are the bosses. You’re the bosses of the bosses. You have nobody to blame.” Her mouth turned down, and two furrows appeared between her eyebrows. “So then I start wondering—is it me? Am I not doing enough to make you feel like you want to be at home? Have your feelings for me changed? Is there someone else?”


  Her color went ashen with the last question. He reached across the space and took her hand in his. “Oh, Sammy, no. You’re perfect. I love being with you. Every day I’m not sucks. Sometimes I even get mad at having to share you with Lex. I can’t tell you how much glee I got out of being able to steal you out of there this morning. I’m technically supposed to leave you alone until you come out for breakfast. And I’m not even going to address that last part.”


  She gave him a lopsided smile. “I know there’s nobody else. You come home all sex-starved every time and fall all over me. Sometimes I’m happy to see you go so that I can have a day to recover. Walking funny all the time is messing up my back.”


  He couldn’t apologize for that, but he could return her smile.


  She took her hand back and started eating again. “It’s just that I wonder those things, and then I doubt myself, and then I get mad at you for making me doubt myself. I don’t like being mad at you. It makes me sad. Depressed. Sometimes I lock myself in my studio because Rosa can’t really spy on me there, and I curl up in that big chair and cry.”


  That kicked him in the stomach and sobered him right up. “We can’t keep going this way.”


  “No,” she agreed, “we can’t. But then I come full circle and I wonder if it’s not fair for me to ask you to change. You were both very upfront about the fact that you work a lot. One of the things you said about having two lovers was that I’d have someone with me more often. I feel selfish for not being satisfied with what you’re giving me.”


  And he felt like an ass. “Sammy, don’t. You have every right to your feelings. We’re not giving you enough. Until you yelled it at me, I hadn’t realized how little time I was spending with you. That’s why we want you to come to New York. You can establish another studio there. We want you to travel with us. You wanted to do a lot of traveling, you once said. I think it’s time you did. We might have to combine business with pleasure, but I think we can do a hell of a lot of traveling.”


  She looked around at the boat and the sea. “Can we get a boat? I think it would be nice to be able to sail from here to New York and back whenever we wanted.”


  “Sure. Anything you want. Now that you’ve laid off all these people, finding a captain and crew won’t be a problem. Rosa won’t get on a boat, though, so we’d have to get a new housekeeper. I offered to take her sailing one time, and she nearly decapitated me.”


  It had been an accident. She’d tripped over a stepstool she kept in the kitchen. The knife in her hand went flying, embedding itself in the wall next to his head. She’d nearly died from fright, but it hadn’t been enough to change her mind about being on the water.


  “Oh?” Sammy lifted a brow, probably at the fact that Rosa might do anything to harm Stef. Rosa positively doted on him and Lex. He related the story in vivid detail, embellishing a bit to make her smile.


  The afternoon flew by. Mostly they moved around the boat and talked. It had been far too long since they’d just hung out and chatted. He told her what was going on with this deal he and Lex were closing up. She told him more about her showings in San Diego and La Jolla. He had seriously underestimated how important the events had been.


  He told her about phone conversations with his father, and she caught him up on what was going on with her family. They heaped a lot of daily spousal conversations into a few hours, and the magnitude of the impact of his absence crystallized even more.


  “Damn,” he said as the temperature began to drop. Regret threatened an inverse rise, but he tamped it down. They were working on it, and repentance wasn’t a productive emotion for wallowing. “We really have been apart, haven’t we?”


  “Yeah,” she said. “I don’t want it to happen again.”


  “Neither do I. Sammy, I’m serious about having you with me all the time.”


  “I know,” she said. “I just don’t know how possible that is. I mean, I have work of my own.”


  “I know. But we can have a rule about working together to make sure we’re spending maximum time together.”


  From the way she smiled, he knew he’d hit upon a plan she liked.


  They were on the couch in the main room. He leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “Do you want to get into the hot tub, or do you want to be kidnapped by a pirate? I warn you, both options have you ending up with a hot ass.”


  She held up her hand. “No walking the plank, because I’m certain these are shark-infested waters, and no saying ‘argh’ or ‘matey.’ I don’t think I could keep a straight face if you did that.”


  He didn’t plan on doing anything too cheesy. It had been years since he’d played pirate games, and back then he hadn’t been thinking about kidnapping and tying up pretty women. “Okay. I’ll probably use a weapon to coerce you. You can expect bondage and forced sex. The clothes you’re wearing may not survive. I will be violent, but I won’t do anything that violates your hard limits.”


  Her lower jaw fell open. No doubt she hadn’t expected him to take this so seriously. They hadn’t engaged in role-playing before, but something about the atmosphere made it highly appealing to him tonight.


  He pointed to the stairs. “Go stand on the upper deck. Watch the ships at sea or sunbathe or read a book, whatever women about to be kidnapped by pirates do.”


  For a full minute, she just stared at him. He let her have the processing time. Finally, she stood, picking up a magazine from the coffee table. She headed toward the stairs, but she stopped before going up. “So, you’re saying I should resist?


  Stefano shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll do what you need to do.”


  “Same safe words?”


  He shook his head. If the scenario was going to be realistic, her protests wouldn’t mean Jack. “Choose a new one.”


  “Onion.”


  That had come rather quickly. He would ask about it later. For now, he nodded, accepting her designation. She disappeared up the stairs.


  Stefano took stock of his surroundings. He also changed into the jeans and hoodie he’d brought. It was a little warm for them, but he figured a hardened criminal would be looking for the protection. Plus the jeans made his ass look great. Sammy certainly liked him in them.


  While digging around in the kitchen, he found a red checkered handkerchief still in the package. He took it out, rolled it up, and tied it around his head. A glance in the mirror showed that it did make him look a little dastardly. Sammy would like it. He found rigging and threw it into one of the larger bedrooms.


  He went up the stairs after her. The only weapon he could find was a corkscrew. It was sharp, but not exactly menacing. He elected to use his bare hands for capture.


  She was sprawled on her stomach on a lawn chair wearing a man’s shirt—his—over her bikini.


  “Well, what do we have here?”


  She glanced up from her magazine, unconcerned, and right back down. After a second, she looked up again. This time, her eyes were wide with alarm. “You’re not part of the crew. This is a private yacht. How did you get on board? Captain!”


  Stefano hoped the real captain didn’t hear her. The man would definitely get an eyeful if he came around. He stalked her, circling closer. “The captain is dead, and the crew has been taken hostage. This ship and everything on board now belongs to me, and that includes you.”


  She stumbled to her feet and backed away, clutching the magazine to her chest. “There must be some mistake. I’m rich. I can give you anything you want. Just return the crew and let us go.”


  With a grin, he shook his head. “Come here. If you cooperate, I’ll go easy on you. If you make things difficult for me, I can make things very difficult for you.”


  She backed up even more, pressing herself against the railing. “Please. Don’t do this.”


  “Too late.”


  “Let the crew go. I’m the only one worth ransom. Take me and let them go.”


  He let the side of his lip curl up in a sneer. “You’ll be cooperative?”


  She nodded, and the air of trepidation around her eased slightly.


  “Do everything I say?”


  Again, she nodded.


  “Take off the shirt. Show me what I’m getting.”


  She looked down at her shirt and back up, shock registering on her face. “That’s not what I meant.”


  Stefano closed in on her with catlike patience. “It’s what I meant.”


  She shook her head. “No, Sir, I beg of you.”


  “Begging,” he said. “That’s a good start.” He dove for her, knocking her onto a seat next to the rail.


  She struggled out of his grasp and fell on the floor. He pounced and landed on her back. Air whooshed from her lungs, so he eased up the pressure of his weight. She wiggled against him, so he ground his hips into her ass. “Oh, baby, that’s good. You’re a natural.”


  She froze. “Please leave me alone.”


  He smoothed strands of her blonde curls back from her face. “That’s not going to happen. I have special plans for a piece of ass as hot as you.”


  It took some doing—Sammy did not give up her fight—but he got her into the bedroom he’d selected. The rope was a good gauge for bondage. He tied her arms and wrists behind her back, and then he attended to her ankles and legs. The line dangling from her arms was long enough to reach the ceiling where a hook was located. He took the hurricane lamp down and secured her to the hook so that she was bent over with her arms extended up behind her. If she moved too much, it would hurt her rotator cuffs.


  He cut her clothes off with scissors he’d found in the kitchen. His shirt was the first casualty, and her bikini top was the second. He could have slid it down her body, but he was a little miffed that she’d taken his shirt after he’d told her that the clothing might not survive.


  She cursed at him, so he stuffed her bikini top into her mouth and tied it so that she couldn’t spit it out. He looped more rope around her torso above and below her breasts, and he secured that line to the same hook holding her arms up. That way she was being supported at multiple points.


  He spent some time inspecting the lines and making sure the rigging was correct. It had been a while since he’d engaged in makeshift bondage. At home, they had slings and swings permanently installed for anything like this.


  When he came around to her front, she glared at him. He fisted his hand in her hair and kissed her through the makeshift gag. “I’m going to spank you for being such an unpleasant bitch. You can scream all you want, but I’m not going to stop until I think you’ve learned your lesson.”


  Her eyes grew big and round, and he knew she was having a crisis of trust. When they’d first met, he and Lex had been quite harsh with Sammy. She’d taken what they’d dished out like a champion, but she’d eventually sat them down for a firm negotiation session and put a stop to methods they’d used on subs for years.


  He didn’t ignore her concern, but he didn’t react to it either. This was yet another chance to prove to her that he knew and respected their boundaries. He went around to her backside and admired the view. Sammy had a fantastic ass. It was shapely and firm, and she was committed to maintaining it that way. He wouldn’t mind seeing it grow a little, especially as she had children, but he’d never say that to her face.


  He cupped his palm over her cheek, loving the smoothness of skin stretched tight because she was bent over. Without warning, he smacked her, cupping his palm to deliver a blow that wouldn’t leave his hand stinging. Behind her gag, Sammy let out a muffled shriek of protest. He stepped up his game, delivering a series of spanks that had her squirming.


  Then he switched tactics. Her legs were bound together, but bent over like she was afforded him access to her clit. He slid his finger between her pussy lips and found the sensitive button hidden there. She was wet, primed and ready for action. He pressed and rotated, massaging her clit until she let loose with a whimper, and then he slid one finger deep into her hole. Her position made her so tight he couldn’t suppress a groan. She would feel heavenly around his cock.


  “You haven’t learned your lesson yet. You’re not even close.”


  Clamping a hand on her shoulder to hold her steady, he spanked her harder and longer, not stopping until her ass was as red as her face. He looked for evidence of tears, but he found none. He played with her clit for a while longer, enjoying the way she danced and squirmed. She resisted him, but some moments she forgot herself and pressed closer. He waited until she spent more time begging than resisting before he eased his aching cock into her tightness.


  “Fuck,” he whispered as he buried himself all the way. “I think I’m going to keep you captive for a long, long time. You may never see freedom again.”


  She wiggled her ass in protest, so he smacked her again, and she quieted. He withdrew slowly, finding it difficult to move fast in such confines. When he slid back in, her walls pulsed around him and her body shook. He recognized the signs of her climax. She hadn’t asked, but asking didn’t really fit with the theme of what they were doing.


  “You’re having an orgasm. You must like being my fuck toy.” Reaching around her, he loosened her gag and pulled the fabric from her mouth. “I’m going to make you come again, and I want to hear you this time.”


  “Fuck you, you bastard. I’ll never like this!”


  He found a rhythm that hit her sweet spot every time. Nothing changed a woman’s tune like perfect aim. She moaned and made those little oh-oh-oh noises that grew progressively louder as she approached her climax.


  “That’s it, baby. There you go. I’m going to make you an addict. You’re going to beg for this.”


  “No! No! I won’t.” So close was her orgasm that she was barely coherent. He pulled out and watched as his semen spurted on her ass. It dripped down her crack and ran in rivulets down her legs.


  Her chest heaved, and he knew she was pissed that he’d cheated her out of what could have been a spectacular orgasm. He tucked his cock back into his pants and smacked her ass just because it was there.


  She squealed at him. “You’re a sick son of a bitch.”


  He untied her arms from the ceiling and massaged her shoulders, but he didn’t completely untie her. As his prisoner, she was still a flight risk. When her muscles had loosened up enough, he pushed her facedown onto the bed.


  She squirmed until he straddled her thighs, and then she had nowhere to go. He untied her arms and turned her over, and then he retied her arms above her head.


  “I’m going to untie your legs, and if you’re not a good captive, I’m going to be very mean to you.”


  She stopped moving while he unwound the rope from her knees and ankles, but as soon as she was free, all bets were off. She kicked him, coming dangerously close to the family jewels.


  “Whoa there, sweet cheeks. Now I’m going to be very mean.”


  “You’ve already been mean,” she sneered.


  He laughed because he knew she was talking about the scenario, but it worked well to express her frustration at being denied an orgasm. Capturing one ankle, he rigged it with a knot that wouldn’t tighten when she pulled on it. Lacking anything to secure her to, he threaded the rope under the bed and tied it to her other ankle.


  Then he settled between her legs with his face at her pussy. He swiped at her thick juices. “I’m going to be even meaner.”


  And he did. He licked, sucked, and finger fucked, but he didn’t let her come. Every time she got close, he backed off. With her impressive stamina, she held out for over an hour. Finally, she begged, her voice husky and ragged with need.


  “Please, Sir. Please let me come.”


  “You like being my fuck toy?”


  “Yes. Oh, yes.” She breathed the affirmation, and it came from the heart. His Sammy was no longer role-playing.


  He shed his jeans. They were much too tight anyway. He’d been uncomfortable for almost a half hour. She let out a desperate sob when he entered her, so he drew his thumb along her temple. “I’m here, Sammy. I’ve got you. You’re going to come for me.”


  The mist cleared from her eyes, and she understood that their game was over. He slid into her pussy and loved her tenderly. Tears streamed from her eyes, and she came so hard her entire body convulsed.


  “I love you, Sammy.” He said the words over and over as he thrust into her. His goal was another orgasm, but he failed. She was too far gone, and she pulsed around him too hard. One more thrust, and he came as hard as she had.


  His last conscious act was to untie her arms. She held him to her as they both trembled.


  “I love you, too, Stef. Always.”
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  Chapter Eight


  


  The beer had been cold an hour ago when he’d brought it to the beach. The glow of the sun was growing ever dimmer as the minutes ticked past. While he understood how important it was for Stefano to have time alone with Samantha—he relished his turn tomorrow—he couldn’t banish the pangs of jealousy that came with waking up alone and knowing he wouldn’t see her for the entire day.


  It hadn’t been a wholly wasted day. He’d made some phone calls and sent some emails, and he’d spent some time online doing research. And then he’d taken a nap.


  He set the bottle on the sand next to his lounger and washed his hand over his face. Being on a resort island when it was closed meant it wasn’t quite a vacation. This was the place Samantha had said she was moving. Without them.


  They were breaking her heart, and it killed him to remember the hurt expression she’d worn far too often lately.


  “Penny for your thoughts?”


  He opened his eyes to find Samantha on the lounger next to him. She wore a pair of light gray sweats and a fitted blue cotton shirt. She’d rolled the sweats so that they hung low on her hips. A strip of her stomach showed in the gap between her clothes.


  She grinned, no doubt loving that she’d snuck up on him.


  A smile spread across his face and settled in his soul. “I was thinking about you.”


  In two moves, she got up from her lounger and straddled him. “I was thinking about you, too.”


  He rested his hands on her hips and gave her his flirtiest look. “Were you?”


  “Yes. I was wondering if you missed me.”


  “Hell, yes.”


  She leaned forward and brushed a kiss across his lips. “I missed you, too. I wanted to wake you up before we left to say good-bye, but Stef said to let you sleep.”


  Alexei hadn’t been getting much rest this past week. The stress of work was nothing compared to knowing that the woman who possessed his heart wasn’t happy. He’d slept until almost ten-thirty.


  He ran his hands up and down her back. “I needed it. You wore me out last night.”


  Her laugh tinkled across the smooth expanse of sand. “I’m insatiable.”


  He couldn’t argue with that claim. It came in handy considering she had two lovers to keep satisfied.


  “Take today for instance.” She nibbled at his lower lip. “I was kidnapped and cruelly used by a handsome pirate, and now all I can think about is having you inside me.”


  His cock must have been reading her mind because it was already raring to go. “Handsome? How handsome?”


  She moved her nibbles to his chin and jaw. “Exceptionally so. He could be your twin.” Her hand moved between them, stopping when it cupped his shaft. “There were some key differences, of course.”


  “Such as?” The fact that she never mixed them up fascinated Alexei. He welcomed any information that could shed further light on her impossible feat.


  She slipped her hand into his shorts, and her cooler flesh soothed his heat. “Spoilers, darling. I wouldn’t want to ruin this feminine mystique I’ve worked so hard to cultivate.”


  He groaned and threaded his fingers into her hair. “You’re going to have to tell me one day.” Fisting her blonde locks in his hand caused her to gasp. “A sub should never keep secrets from her Dom.” He pulled her head back and licked the long column of her throat. “Take your sweats off. Now. I need to be inside you.”


  She had a hard time complying because he refused to release his hold on her hair, but she got the job done, and then she helped him shove his shorts down.


  “Mmm,” she purred as she settled onto his cock. “You saved all that for me?”


  “Ride hard, honey. You have at most two minutes, and I want to see you come.”


  She lifted a brow and rolled her hips forward. “A race? Well, I’d better giddy up.”


  He loved her competitive spirit. She rode him like a champion, and she made it to the finish line a second after he did.


  Afterward he thought she might snuggle on top of him, but she lifted herself off and fixed their clothes. He scooted over on the lounger so they could share it. She settled into the crook of his arm.


  “Lex? You looked sad when I first came up, and you said you’d been thinking about me. What’s wrong?”


  He rubbed his cheek against her silky locks. “I told you—I was missing you. And I’m planning tomorrow. I was going to take you horseback riding, but the stables are closed.”


  With her fingertip, she followed the light sprinkling of hair from his navel to his shorts. It thickened before it disappeared, and she seemed fascinated by the pattern. “I get to spend the day with you, Lex. I don’t care what we do. We can take a picnic on the trails if you’d like. The carts work just fine.”


  The golf carts were made for pavement. The trails had some difficult terrain. “I was thinking that maybe instead of riding a horse, you wanted to be a horse.”


  Her foray came to a halt. “You’re interested in pony play?”


  He picked up a strand of curls that had come free from her ponytail. “I’ve always found it fascinating, but I’ve never tried it. We’ll have to work out the kinks as we go along because we’ll both be learning together.”


  “Stef thought I was kidding.”


  At the time, Lex hadn’t thought she was too serious, but the more he thought about the dreamy expression in her eyes as she talked about it, he realized she wanted it more than she knew. “That kind of stuff doesn’t appeal to Stef.”


  “But it does to you?” She wasn’t going to let that point drop.


  He took a breath. “It kind of does. I never thought about it too much because when we’ve talked about it, Stef has rejected it outright. But, yeah. It does have some appeal, enough for me to want to explore it further.”


  She nibbled at his shoulder, pinching small amounts of skin with her teeth. “Horses bite.”


  “Horses who bite need correction. Training you could be very fun.”


  She sank her teeth into his shoulder. He flipped her over and pinned her down with his entire weight. Her grin was a cross between pleased and sly. “Trainers don’t have sex with their horses.”


  “That’s what you think.” He paid her back by biting both of her shoulders, and then he moved down to torture her breasts. He ignored her screeches and screams, not stopping until her noises became moans, and she canted her hips upward. “I’ve planned a breeding program. It might be unconventional, but you’ll be hobbled, so you won’t be able to protest.”


  At that, she whimpered, and he knew she wanted it badly. He slipped his hand down her sweats, but she halted him with a hand on his wrist.


  “Lex? Can I be a unicorn instead?”


  That question had been unexpected. He blinked at her, and it took him a few seconds to respond. “Okay, but you’ll have to earn your horn.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Seeing as how Stefano was an early riser like her, Samantha didn’t have a problem waking him up for a roll in the hay before she showered for her date with Alexei. He’d spent the previous evening trying to get Lex to spill what they were doing, but Lex would only shrug and say he was still working on the details. He played fair and didn’t ask her, though the pointed looks he gave her communicated that he knew she knew something and wasn’t divulging.


  For her part, Samantha was looking forward to her day with Alexei. She would miss Stefano, of course, but she did like spending time with them separately.


  She crept into Alexei’s room and woke him by whinnying softly in his ear. Then she nipped at his neck until he slapped her ass.


  “Suck my dick, horny pony,” he said without opening his eyes.


  She giggled and dragged her teeth down his neck. “Are you sure about that? Ponies bite.”


  He cracked one eye open and regarded her with the dark blue orb. “Good morning, Samantha, my darling submissive. Be a good girl and suck my dick.”


  Orders didn’t have to be gruff, but when he spoke to her in that authoritative tone, his voice husky with sleep, she had to obey. What he wanted her to do became what she needed to do. She tore away the sheet covering his awesome manliness. He was already hard, probably from the way she’d awakened him. She took his cock in her mouth and used her considerable skills to make him come.


  They were out of the hotel by eight. Alexei had packed everything they’d need in two backpacks, one of which he strapped onto her back. At his direction, she wore khakis and a sports bra under her shirt. No dressing for sex today. It looked like Lex had a hard, physical day planned.


  A cart waited outside of their hotel. He drove her to the edge of the resort, where he parked.


  “We’re walking from here.”


  Samantha eyed the beginning of the trail with some trepidation. She hadn’t been down them, but Sabrina and Drew had both told her of their experiences. The trails were beautiful, and there was a stream several miles inland that was perfect for swimming and picnicking. She wished the stables weren’t closed.


  “Are you sure about this?” She took his hand. “I haven’t been hiking in a couple of years, and I don’t think you’ve ever been.”


  He rolled his eyes and tugged her toward the path. “Don’t wimp out on me. It can’t be harder than walking through sand, and this isn’t a wet heat like we have in Florida. There’s water in the backpacks. We’ll be fine.”


  No guide or resort-sanctioned excursion party meant no working bathrooms. Samantha sighed, but she followed Lex. As long as he didn’t turn her into a pack horse and make her carry everything, she was fine with hiking.


  “You’re such a drama queen.” He laughed. “Maybe your pony name will be Drama Queen.”


  Samantha shook her head. “Sounds like a gay pony. That’s misleading.”


  He thought while they went deeper into the jungle. Okay, calling it a jungle might be stretching the truth a lot, but it sounded more adventurous. “Sam.”


  She looked at him curiously, waiting for him to continue. He never shortened her name.


  “No, that’s your pony name. When I call you ‘Sam,’ that’s your signal to get into pony mode.”


  To her credit, she considered it briefly. “Nah. My dad calls me that.”


  “Sparkles?”


  She rejected that one immediately. “Nothing cliché.”


  “The Horse With No Name.”


  She laughed, which only encouraged him.


  “A Woman called Horse.”


  “I’m a pony, you nut.”


  “My Little Pony? Ride a Wild Pony? Pony Express? Smack the Pony? Ponygirl?”


  Just to see what he would come up with next, she said, “Are you going to change my name when I earn my horn and become a beautiful unicorn?”


  “That’s it. I’ll just call you Beautiful. It fits for the woman, the pony, and the unicorn. And then I can tell people that my pony is the beautiful one.”


  She couldn’t argue with that logic, and she liked the way it sounded rolling from his tongue. “So, what do you have planned for today?”


  The trail was wide enough for them to walk side by side. He gave her a sly, sideways glance. “Hiking. There’s food in the packs. And some other things you might find interesting and fun.”


  She loved his playful mood. “Like?”


  “Oh, you know. Stuff I’m not going to tell you about, but if you’re a very good girl, I’ll show you later.”


  She heaved a dramatic sigh and rolled her eyes. “Another blowjob?”


  He cupped his hand on her ass and gave a squeeze. “As if you don’t like giving head.”


  Before meeting her Doms, it hadn’t been on her list of favorite pastimes, but now there was something about having them in her hands and mouth that filled her with pleasure. She threw a cheeky smile in his direction, and he stopped.


  “Jungle sex?”


  He shook his head and pursed his lips, looking around at the foliage. At least, she hoped he was enjoying the view because if he was lost, they were screwed. They’d turned down several forks, and he’d kept her distracted enough so that she had been paying attention to him instead of where they were going.


  Asking a man if he was lost tended to be a tricky proposition. Alexei prided himself on his sense of direction, and she didn’t want to do a hatchet job on his ego. It was big, but she liked his big parts a lot.


  He pointed at a narrow opening between plants that didn’t look like much of anything. “This way.” He headed off down the skinny path.


  “Lex?” She was determined to be kind. “Where are we going?”


  He stopped and looked back at her, his eyebrows lifted haughtily. “We’re not lost.”


  Without another word, she followed him down the path and hoped Stefano didn’t end up having to send out a search party when night fell and they didn’t return.


  “Jungle sex,” he said, picking up the strand of their conversation. “Yes, but not until we get where we’re going. In the meantime, you’re going to tell me why you’ve been here for over a week and you haven’t set up a studio anywhere.”


  She didn’t have a good answer for that. “Lots of reasons. It took a few days to get settled. I was upset when you didn’t come down on Friday. And now you’re here. I don’t paint much when you or Stef are around.”


  The path was almost too narrow for one person, so they couldn’t walk side by side. He glanced back at her. “So your recent artistic strides have been due to the fact that we haven’t been home?”


  When he put it that way, then his absence had been a bonus. “It’s not worth it, Lex. I’d rather have you home and only work a few hours a day.” Or not at all for long stretches of time. “Being lonely or upset doesn’t make me more productive. It makes me sad.”


  “If you move here, you’re going to be lonely a lot. We can’t work effectively from here all the time.”


  Asking him or Stef to give up their business was not something she’d considered at all. Clearly, Lex had. “I don’t expect you to be here all the time. I don’t expect you to be anywhere all the time.”


  He stopped and turned, and his dark blue eyes were clouded with regret. “You have the right to expect us to be with you or available to you most of the time. We’ve really let you down, Samantha, and that stops now, but we’ll need your cooperation. When we leave next week, you have to come with us.”


  She shivered at the fierce expression on his face. He was mostly upset with himself, but he wasn’t totally pleased with her behavior either. “Leave a tropical paradise and head to New York in the winter? That’s love, Alexei.”


  “Then it’s settled.” He smiled. “We’re close. Listen.”


  She opened her senses to nature, and in the distance she heard a gentle roar of water. Jonas had raved about the inland scenery and the horse riding excursion. “Waterfall?”


  “A small one. This island has several. The larger one is the one tourists get to see. This smaller one is too secluded, and bringing all those people here would ruin the beauty of the place.” The corner of his mouth lifted in a cocky grin. “A private paradise for my Beautiful submissive.”


  Her heart thundered in her chest. All the flirting and banter was about to come to a head. Suddenly she knew what special toys he’d packed. She lowered her gaze and basked in his adoration.


  He tilted her head back and brushed his lips over hers. “Come on, honey. We’re close.”


  Ten minutes later, the narrow footpath ended at a small clearing. Large boulders, some scraped flat by a continual flow of water, lined the falls and the small pool that had formed at the bottom. The sunlight that had been filtered by the trees came through full force.


  Samantha ran across short distance to the pool. It was clear enough to see the small aquatic creatures in the shady parts on the bottom. She set the backpack down and shucked her clothes. “Last one in has to give oral.” She jumped into the water. It was cool and refreshing, especially after their long hike. “Oh, Lex. This is heavenly.”


  He stood on the rock above her. He’d removed his pack, but he hadn’t stripped.


  She floated on her back, displaying everything he was missing out on. He lifted his shirt over his head and threw it on the rock where she’d put her shirt and shorts. His shorts and boxers joined the pile, and he dove in. She watched his strong form streamline in her direction, and she still squealed when he came up underneath her.


  They played, laughing and splashing, but Lex was on the hunt and she was the prey. The small pool didn’t provide much room for fleeing, so the chase only went on until Lex decided to seize her.


  With one arm banded around her waist, he took her to the shallow part and lifted her onto a flat rock. He kissed her breathless, and then he worked his way down her body, licking and biting droplets from her skin. She ran her hands over his back and shoulders. Sunlight glistened from the water on his dark hair, giving it a magical glow.


  He parted her legs and knelt in the pool. His face was level with her pussy, and she throbbed from his nearness. He ran his thumb along the edge of her labia, and then he stretched her nether lips wide. She felt his hot breath, and she shivered in anticipation. Lex began gently exploring with his tongue and caressing with his fingertips. Soon she sighed in ecstasy, and he picked up the pace. He licked and sucked, taking her up the slope slowly. The sound of water flowing and crashing magnified, and colors became move vivid. She focused on a pretty tropical flower that burst with red-and-orange petals.


  A magnificent lover, Lex knew when she was close. She opened her mouth to ask for permission to come, but he pulled away. She watched, hoping he wasn’t finished with her, as he stood up and fisted his cock.


  “Touch your clit,” he said in that special Dom tone he whipped out, another weapon in his seduction arsenal. “Nothing else. Don’t come.”


  Oh, lordy. It was going to be one of those days. Lex was in one of those sadistic moods in which he liked to keep her on edge for a long time. He made the effort and discipline worthwhile, and she loved when he challenged her. She concentrated on keeping her pleasure at manageable levels. His lazy smile said that he knew what she was doing, and she would pay for going easy on herself.


  Knowing he would take it into account later, she changed the tempo, rubbing faster and pressing harder. As she struggled not to come, he climaxed all over her inner thigh.


  “Please,” she breathed.


  “No.”


  “Then please let me stop.”


  Chest heaving from his exertion, he regarded her for a few seconds more. They were the longest few seconds of her life. Finally he spoke. “Stop.”


  She sagged back in relief, closing her eyes as she concentrated on the feel of the rock under her back. It wasn’t comfortable, and that helped.


  He tugged at her ankle. “Come on, beautiful one. Let’s get lunch and talk about being a pony.”


  The backpack he’d been carrying contained a picnic lunch of sandwiches, fruit, and water. Samantha helped Lex spread a blanket over a flat, grassy area. He handed her a wrapped sandwich and set out the plastic bowls so they could share the fruit.


  She drank half her water before tearing into her sandwich. It might have been turkey or chicken, but she was too hungry to figure out which bird it used to be. Physical exertion made her hungry, but so did the frustration of being denied orgasm.


  Lex must have been just as hungry because he didn’t say a word until his sandwich was gone. He popped the lid to the blueberries and scooped out a handful. “I figured we would start small. I’m going to teach you how to follow a lead. Then I thought we’d do some grooming.”


  She’d thought for sure he’d go straight to breeding. After their swim, she’d hoped for that kind of play.


  “Don’t look at me like that. There are a shit ton of rules. I have very little riding experience, and you have a sum total of two weeks at a horse camp when you were a teenager.”


  It had been one of the best camp experiences her parents had funded, and the summer after eighth grade had been the only time she’d been free to take that kind of time off. She snagged a blueberry from his hand and held it to his lips. Goodness, but he had luscious lips. She wanted to nibble on the lower one.


  “Lex, we’ve been together for four years. Surely we know one another’s limits pretty well. I think we can go a little farther than that.”


  He shook his head. “This is a first for me and for you. We’re going to go slowly. Stef and I both acknowledge that we went too fast introducing you to BDSM. I’m not going to make the same mistake again.”


  That line of reasoning could buy him a lot of rope. She couldn’t argue with it, not when he had her best interests in mind. She nodded her acceptance of his ruling and fed him another blueberry.


  “Once you’re in pony mode, you can’t speak unless it’s to use your safe word. You’ll be an upright pony to walk, but any other time, you’ll be on your hands and knees. I didn’t bring hoof boots or anything that would cover your face, mouth, or eyes. I think that’s something we can work our way toward. And since you’re such a masochist, I’m going to use the crop to train you. Aside from the pony play parts, I won’t do anything I haven’t done before. Afterward we can discuss the scene. Questions?”


  She shook her head. As always, Alexei was thorough. “When did you want to start?”


  “Play starts whenever I use your pony name, Beautiful One.”


  That wasn’t quite what he’d called her before, but she wasn’t going to be picky. He obviously wanted to get started. She shifted until she was on all fours. Neither of them had put on clothes after their swim, so they were both naked.


  Her pony senses made her want to nip at his manhood, but her better sense prevailed. He wanted to train her to master the basics, and he probably wouldn’t look too kindly on having to punish her right away. She reserved the right to misbehave at a later time.


  As if he could read her mind, he went to where they’d dropped their clothes and fished through the pile for his shorts. He didn’t put on his shirt, which made her happy because she liked looking at his sexy chest. She whinnied in appreciation.


  He grabbed the pack she’d carried and returned to her. Kneeling down, he unzipped the pack. She was anxious to see the contents. He pulled out several clear plastic storage bags and tossed them down on the ground near her hands. They were tails. One had a metal plug. Another had a glass plug. Both of those had a spade-shaped knob that narrowed to a thinner shaft. The third bag had a longer, tapered silicone plug. It was the kind she was used to wearing whenever the mood struck Lex or Stef.


  “Pick the one you want to try first.”


  She took a closer look. The tails attached to each plug were all long and thick, and they more or less matched her hair, so the decision came down to which type of plug she wanted to try. Figuring he’d want to have sex eventually, she chose the more streamlined one. The ones with the rounder end looked like they’d hurt—her or him—if they decided to get frisky.


  She pawed at that one. He snagged it and, keeping a hand on her at all times, disappeared behind her. A little lube and it went in smoothly.


  “Swish your tail, Beautiful One.”


  She wiggled her butt. The tail moved against the back of her thighs, but not in a swishing motion.


  “Go slower and use bigger movements.”


  It took some practice, but she did get it to swish to his satisfaction. She wondered if she could learn to flick it. That would probably require more muscle control than she had in that area.


  “Great job.” He patted her ass and fed her blueberries from his hand, but not the sensual way she’d fed him. She wanted to make a joke about how he had her eating from his palm, but she was determined not to ruin their first experience with brattiness.


  He stroked his other hand through her hair—mane?—as she ate her treat. Curiously, the way he touched her took her to a calm headspace where she felt the need for thinking and analyzing slip away. She was in the moment and nowhere else, and that feeling of freedom sent her soaring.


  Next he put away the unused plugs and took out another piece of equipment. She recognized a bit, though it was wavy instead of smooth. Crouching next to her, he held it against her lips, forcing her to open her mouth to accept the bit.


  “Good girl.” He petted her again, extending his caress down her back and to her flank. As he buckled the leather straps of the bridle, he whispered, “You’re mine, Beautiful One. I’m your Master. I own you. When you’re good, you’ll earn rewards. When you’re bad—and I see you trying very hard not to be bad—I will discipline you. And I will enjoy it, Beautiful One, every bit of it.”


  He tested the snug fit of the bridle and bit, even sticking his fingers into her mouth, until he was satisfied with both the comfort of the equipment and the depth of her submission. Surprisingly, Samantha felt herself achieve a level of submission that usually had to be coaxed out of her with a flogger and multiple orgasms.


  She tried to whinny, but it didn’t come out as proud or coherent as her previous one had. The bit caused some of her difficulty, but the rest was caused by the fuzziness descending over her brain. She nuzzled her head against the nearest parts of him, his arm and his thigh.


  “That’s my girl.” He stroked her mane. “Let’s get you groomed. You’ll like this.”


  He pulled a rubber curry comb from the bag. She eyed it speculatively, hoping to hell he didn’t use it on her hair. Her worries were put to rest when he gathered her mane in his hands and dropped it all over her opposite shoulder. He rubbed the curry comb in small circles over her skin, starting at her neck and working his way down to her toes. This kind of touching made her wet, but he ignored the parts of her that would have led her to orgasmic bliss.


  Next he used a brush. It had stiffer bristles that created a scratchy feeling. He used a light enough pressure so that it gave her gooseflesh. Then he used a soft brush that felt like silk against her sensitized skin. By the time he got to her feet, she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to be mounted or take a nap.


  The last brush he used was her hairbrush. He must have swiped it from her bathroom before they left that morning. He sat cross-legged on the blanket next to her and removed her bridle and bit. He took his time working the brush through her damp, tangled mane.


  The only sounds were the rush of the waterfall and the shick of the brush through her hair. Samantha heard several contented moans before it registered that they were coming from her. Lex chuckled. She opened her eyes to find him staring at her face.


  “Damn, but you are beautiful.”


  Forgetting her place, she opened her mouth to respond, but he was one step ahead of her. He put his finger over her lips.


  “I’m going to hobble you now, Beautiful One. Something as special as you should be bred vigorously and often.”


  A shiver went through her at his pronouncement. The final pieces of equipment in the bag were familiar to her. He buckled leather cuffs around her wrists and thighs, and then he attached them to adjustable spreader bars. She felt him kneeling behind her. His bare thigh brushed against hers, and the tip of his cock pressed into the fleshy part of her ass as he leaned forward, covering her with his body.


  “Stallions can get rough, Beautiful One. They’re known for biting and probably hair pulling.”


  So was Alexei. His bites were sensual and usually perfectly timed to push her higher. She was too needy to attempt a response other than tossing her head so that the ends of her mane sailed through the air to settle on her back.


  He lifted her tail out of the way, and she felt the girth of his head stretching her hot, swollen lips. He slid all the way in, pushing her lower back down to tilt her so that he could go deeper. Then he pulled out, tangled one fist in her mane, and slammed home. He set a frantic rhythm, forcing her to a quick climax, but he didn’t stop. That first one was meant to start her off.


  When Alexei had referred to himself as a stallion, she’d known he’d meant it two ways. He had amazing stamina, and he was also playing the part. He groaned as he pulled her up by her hair so that her hands lifted from the ground, and he bit into the sensitive part where her shoulder met her neck. His other hand came around and caressed her breasts. He played with her nipples, rolling them to stiff peaks, and then he let her down so that she was once again on all fours.


  He released her mane, and she tossed her head. She gave herself over to the mindlessness and bucked against him. He grasped her hips and pounded harder. His thighs slapped against hers, a solid reminder that he was in charge. When he smacked her ass, she surged back and came hard. Cries full of desperation and ecstasy wrung from deep in her chest. His shout followed hers, and he bathed her insides with his seed.


  He released the cuffs on her hands and collapsed onto the blanket. One arm was flung above his head, and he rested the other on his stomach. His eyes were closed. “Untie yourself, Samantha, and come lay next to me.”


  The use of her name took her completely out of pony mode. With shaky hands, she removed the spreader bar and cuffs from her legs. “Should I leave the tail in or take it out?” She liked wearing it, and though she wouldn’t be able to sit, laying down would be easy.


  The smile on his face grew, but he didn’t open his eyes. “Take it out. If you have the energy, you can go wash it off. If not…” He lifted his hand and let it fall to indicate that it wasn’t a big deal.


  Samantha frowned. Lex had never once skimped on the aftercare. She trundled over to the pool and rinsed the toy before returning it to its bag. Lex shifted his arm so that she could snuggle on his shoulder.


  “Lex? Are you feeling okay?”


  He kissed her forehead, but he never opened his eyes. “I’m fine. You just rocked my world a little more than you normally do. Now talk to me, honey. What do you think of the equipment?”


  “Well, I love the tail. It makes me feel pretty. The bit was okay. It tasted like strawberries. I don’t know how you managed that.” And at the time, she had been too wrapped up in the experience to consider the smaller details. True to form, Lex hadn’t forgotten them. “The grooming was intimate, like aftercare, and of course I loved the breeding part.”


  He nodded, and she wished he would open his eyes. “As we play more, we can try out the other tails, and there’s a lot to the training that you might like. I’m going to send you links to some websites, and I want you to come up with a list of wishes and limits.”


  Over the years, he’d sent her links to things he’d wanted to try out, and then they’d discuss his suggestions when he got home. Stef did it, too, though not as often. He liked to describe things in detail over the phone and make her masturbate as he talked.


  “Tell me more about how you feel.”


  “I love you, Lex.”


  He rolled, trapping her under him. “I love you, too, but I really need to know what it was like for you.”


  In her mind, she went back to the first moments of play. “I liked it. A lot. It was freeing. I didn’t have to think. I got to subspace so quickly.”


  “No thinking? Are you sure? I thought I saw you struggling to behave.”


  Samantha shrugged as best she could with his weight resting on top of her. “I wanted very badly to misbehave. I felt wicked and then a little guilty. That urge confused me. I’m not a bratty sub, and I wanted to be. But then after you groomed me, I settled down.”


  With infinite affection, he brushed her hair away from her temples. “Maybe part of the reason you want to be a pony is for the brat aspect. You’ve mentioned it several times. I kept waiting for you to misbehave, but you didn’t.”


  “I know how much time and effort you went through to set this up. I didn’t want to ruin it for you.”


  He shook his head in a what-am-I-going-to-do-with-you manner. “Always so thoughtful and giving. Samantha, I love that about you. How about if we use pony play for you to explore this new need you have to be bratty? When we discuss your wishes and limits—and I have some on my end as well—we’ll put together a punishment agreement. I saw tails with e-stim butt plugs online. We might explore those as a punishment option.”


  She wasn’t sure she considered them an option. They hadn’t explored electrical play, though Lex had indicated an interest in it before. “So you’re saying you want to keep the punishments inside the pony play time?”


  “Yeah. That’s fair, and besides, we’ve agreed to do away with physical punishments. These will be play punishments—nothing too painful and maybe some things that are actually fun.”


  This was the first time they’d played outside their usual sandbox, and Lex was embracing the possibilities. She ran her fingertips up his bare back. “I’m glad you came here, Lex. I haven’t seen you this relaxed in far too long.”


  Using his knees, he urged her legs apart. His lips hovered an inch above hers. “I think it’s time to make me even more relaxed.”


  It looked like he was getting his second wind. Samantha breathed easier. “Anything you want, Lex.”


  He slid home. “You, Samantha. I want you.”


  She surrendered to her Dom, giving herself over to his masterful loving, and when the urge to climax pressed hard, he gave her the permission she sought.
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  Chapter Nine


  


  It came as no surprise that Lex slept in the next morning. Samantha showered and dressed, and he didn’t stir at all. She was tempted to wake him up, but then it would be more difficult to talk about him to Stefano.


  Stef was in the kitchenette with his back to her when she came out. The fresh scents of coffee and cinnamon rolls filled the air. She sat on a high stool at the counter and pulled the bowl of fresh cut fruit closer. “Good morning, Stef. Did you sleep okay?”


  He turned suddenly, pulling an earbud from his ear, and she realized he hadn’t heard her approach. He had a butter knife in one hand and a little jar of frosting in the other. “Good morning yourself, sunshine. I slept great. I love when you kiss me goodnight.”


  After dinner the night before, they’d hung out and watched a movie. Stefano had spent the day arguing with someone in New York, and they were all tired. He’d bid her an early goodnight—it had been Lex’s turn to sleep with her—and headed off to his room at nine. She’d followed and made sure he was truly exhausted.


  She grinned. “Get some coffee in me, and I’ll kiss you good morning.”


  He slid a mug across the counter and leaned over to give her a side of smooching.


  When he went back to finishing with the cinnamon rolls, she said, “When is the last time Lex had a physical?”


  Twisting at the hips, he half turned back to her. “Did he not satisfy you yesterday?”


  “No, I mean, yes, he did, but he was very tired afterward. He had me untie and clean myself and the equipment.”


  Stef frowned. “He didn’t give you aftercare?”


  She shook her head. “He just laid on the blanket with his eyes closed until I finished up. To be fair, we only did B&D play, so it’s not like I needed arnica or anything.” After a particularly rough scene, one of them always used arnica to ease any bruising that might happen.


  “Still,” Stef said. He scooped a dollop of frosting and spread it over the next roll. “That’s not like him.”


  She frowned as she thought about their encounter. Perhaps the grooming aspect of the scene was meant to count as aftercare? Then she shook away the thought. Under normal circumstances, Lex wouldn’t let that stand as the sum total of the aftercare. “I’m worried about him. He’s so tired, and he’s sleeping way more than he usually does. I just showered and walked around that room naked, and he didn’t move at all. He’s never been much of a morning person, but I wasn’t very quiet. He usually wakes up and stares or makes some kind of suggestive comment.” Or he’d issue an order that had her back in bed with him.


  “When we get back to New York, we’ll take him to see a doctor. It could be that he’s just exhausted. We’ve been burning the candle at both ends, Sammy. This deal is turning out to be a nightmare. I spent all day yesterday putting out fires that never should have been lit.”


  Samantha stared into her coffee. That deal had turned sour for her a long time ago. “Maybe it’s time to cut your losses. It’s not worth Lex’s health.”


  Stef set a plate down in front of her with two cinnamon rolls on it. “It’s not worth our relationship with you either. You’re right to be upset with us, honey. We have been neglecting you. Did you speak with Lex about moving to New York with us?”


  They hadn’t really discussed it. Samantha licked the icing from her fork. “I thought that was a foregone conclusion. Having me stay home to work while you’re off in other parts of the country isn’t working, so where you go, I go.”


  “That’s quite a turnaround from what you said before.” He sipped his coffee, but he watched her over the rim of the cup.


  She couldn’t live without them. Having them here, especially with the effort they’d both been making to spend quality time with her, had opened her eyes to what she really wanted. “I’ve been miserable without you, and it’s not realistic for me to expect you to completely abandon your company. I do expect you to curtail your activities. I know I’ll see you less in New York, but I still expect to see you more than I did before. You and Lex have shown me that you’re willing to schedule me into your life. That will continue.”


  He grinned, one of those sublime smiles he gave her when she said or did something that affected him deeply. “It will. You have my word on it, Sammy. Just think—you’ll be walking funny in major cities all over the world.”


  She couldn’t really laugh at that because he meant it. “What about painting?”


  “And photography,” he added. “You’ll need to choose an apartment in New York that has studio space in it or nearby.”


  There were advantages to living in New York that couldn’t be found near Miami. The Big Apple could provide more opportunity to make contacts, and the proximity would allow her to establish relationships with gallery owners that could lead to more showings.


  “How much are you looking to spend?” The idea of house shopping was beginning to appeal to her. She started in on her second roll.


  “We, Sammy. How much are we looking to spend. It annoys the shit out of me when you do that.”


  Being corrected like that was maddening. “I’m not the one with the millions to spend on a third home.” In addition to the one in Miami, they had a vacation home near Jackson Hole that sat empty. Samantha had convinced them to turn it into a rental property. It brought in a significant income, half of which was deposited into her savings account each month. She insisted on keeping their finances separate, and so Lex had insisted she earn a commission. He didn’t listen when she insisted that a commission was a one-time payment.


  He took the stool next to her. “Marry Lex and you will.” Stef didn’t bother with a fork. He tore off a piece of his roll and dropped it into his mouth.


  She was momentarily distracted by the sight of his luscious lips sucking traces of cinnamon from his fingers, but then she shook it away. “Did you just offer me money to marry you guys?”


  “Money, clothes, jewels, luxurious homes—anything you want.” His eyes sparkled with mischief as he regarded her with a crooked smile.


  She sighed. “Stef, I just want you. I want more time with you and Lex. That’s all. The rest is incidental.”


  He chuckled. “Spend as much as you want. Interview realtors, give them the specifications of what will meet our needs, and then when you find something you like, Lex and I will look at it to determine what we’ll offer.”


  “So if I find a place I like and it’s twelve million, you’ll buy it?”


  “Twelve million isn’t unreasonable for New York, but for that price, it better have a studio on site. If you find a place you like for six million, you’ll probably need to purchase separate studio space. There are also options of getting two apartments and remodeling them into one.”


  She was feeling pushy. “So I can redecorate and remodel to suit my fancy?”


  He rubbed his hand up and down her thigh. The motion soothed her. “I don’t know why you get so upset about spending money on a solid investment. We trust you, Sammy. You’re picky and demanding.” His hand slid upward to stop over her abdomen. “Just make sure there’s room to grow our family.”


  At thirty-three, she wasn’t sure she was ready to have kids. Her career was taking off. When she’d checked her messages the night before, she had three from private collectors who had been at her San Diego showing.


  Stefano must have noticed her introspection. “I’m not saying it has to happen today or even in the next five years, but I think eventually we’re going to want to take that step. By that time, you’ll have a ring on your finger and your last name will be Morozov.”


  She pushed his hand off her stomach. “I’m not changing my name. I’ve worked hard to publicize my works as Samantha Spencer.”


  “You can keep your professional name. It doesn’t have to be the same as your legal name.”


  She could see that he wasn’t going to be flexible on this issue, so she opted to drop the topic. It wasn’t like they were planning a wedding. “How are we going to get Lex to see a doctor?”


  Alexei could be stubborn when he didn’t want to do something, and spending time at a physician’s office was never high on his list of priorities.


  Stefano tore another piece of his roll. “Lie to him.”


  Samantha put her foot down. “I’m not going to lie to him.”


  “Then you’ll need to use your powers of persuasion. He’ll do anything for you, Sammy. I mean, you wanted him to try pony play with you and he did.”


  Did she detect a hint of jealousy or derision? She tilted her head and studied his profile. “I can be a pony for you, too.”


  Stefano shook his head. “Pet play has never appealed to me, not even a little bit. Sorry. That’s between you and him.”


  “You disapprove.”


  “I don’t disapprove. I just don’t get it. When I look at you, I see a beautiful, intelligent, creative woman, not an animal. I won’t interfere with what you guys decide to do, but don’t expect me to join in.”


  She lifted a flirty brow. “Not even for the breeding scenes?”


  He shook his head.


  She finished the last bite of her cinnamon roll. “Well, you’ll regret that when I become a unicorn. Those are incredibly horny animals.”


  He choked on his coffee. She got him a glass of water, but she left off the side of sympathy.


  She and Stef had loud sex in the living room, and Alexei didn’t join them. Afterward, she shot Stefano a worried look. “You spanked me and made me scream. He couldn’t have slept through that.”


  Stefano pulled on his boxers and took her hand in his. “I agree. Let’s go wake him up.”


  Since they were remodeling the buildings with ocean views first, their room only overlooked a swimming pool. Stefano opened the heavy curtains, and Samantha crawled onto the bed next to Alexei. She hadn’t bothered to put on clothes, and she knew that under the sheet, he was also naked.


  She stroked a path up his bare chest. “Lex?”


  He inhaled sharply and flung his arm over his eyes.


  She lifted his arm and dropped it onto the pillow next to his head. “Alexei, it’s almost eleven. Time to get up.”


  “Gimme another half hour.” He turned onto his stomach and buried his face in the pillow.


  Stefano stood next to the bed with a frown on his face. He snagged Lex’s pillow and smacked the back of his head. “Now, little brother. Sammy wants to spend the day with both of us.”


  “Okay,” he mumbled. “In a half hour.”


  Stefano sat down on the bed, bouncing it hard enough to jostle Lex and Samantha. “A gorgeous naked woman is in bed next to you, and you’re asking for sleep. Have you suddenly gone old man on us?”


  Alexei cracked one eye and gave Stef a bleary glare. When his brother didn’t budge or change expression, Lex sighed and sat up. Though he’d slept for almost twelve hours, he didn’t appear rested. “You guys suck.”


  Samantha felt his forehead with the inside of her wrist. If anything, he was a little cold. “Lex, are you feeling okay?”


  He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Just tired. Not everybody is a morning person.”


  “It’s almost afternoon,” Stefano said. “You look like shit, Lex. Sammy is worried about you.”


  From the way he tried to turn his sharp tone into something teasing, Samantha knew that Stefano was troubled as well.


  “Coffee,” he said. “Shower.”


  His requests weren’t out of the ordinary, but they usually came after sex. Samantha rubbed his back. “Want me to shower with you?”


  “Yeah.” He pushed the sheet down. She moved so he could crawl out of bed on her side. “Bring coffee.”


  They watched him disappear into the bathroom, and Samantha looked to Stefano, her eyes brimming with questions. Stefano shook his head. “I’ll make the appointment while you two are showering. This might mean we have to get back to New York early.”


  She slid off the bed and got to her feet. “Whatever it takes, but I want answers.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei started the shower. Steam rose from the water and fogged the mirror by the time Samantha had returned. She handed him coffee, and he gulped it down. The caffeine did a lot to help him shake away the lethargy that enveloped him.


  He handed the mug back. Lifting his arm caused a twinge in his chest, so he rubbed his left pectoral muscle. The backpack he’d carried the day before must have been unbalanced, or else he’d done something else, but it felt like he’d pulled it. “Thanks. Come wash me.”


  The water felt good on his shoulder. Samantha joined him. “Are you okay?”


  “Fine. I pulled a muscle. No big deal.”


  She frowned and poked at his chest. “It’s not swollen, and I can’t find a knot. Let me massage it for you anyway.”


  Nobody in their right mind would turn down a naked massage from a beautiful woman, and Lex was firmly in his right mind. As she worked on him, the tight feeling went away.


  “Thanks, honey. It’s feeling better there, but now I have another problem you need to take care of.”


  She grinned as she wrapped her hand around his cock. “This is one of my favorite problems to solve.” Rubbing her thigh against his, she purred, “Do you have a preference on the method I use?”


  Whatever she wanted to do was fine with him. He shook his head. “Have at it, honey.”


  She pushed at his chest, guiding him back until he sat on the wide tiled ledge that doubled as a shower seat. Propping one foot next to his hip, she lowered herself so close he could feel her wet heat on his shaft. She drew his sensitive head through her juices, taking him on a journey from her clit, down around her hole, and back again. She rocked and rotated, but she never outright fucked him. It took him a few wondrous minutes to realize she was masturbating with his cock.


  As he watched, she sighed and moaned with her head thrown back.


  “Look at me,” he ordered. “I want to see your face when you come.”


  His sweet submissive obeyed. She thrust her hips faster, slipping against the most responsive part of his cock. Her lips parted, and her eyes took on that glassy look that preceded an orgasm. The sight of her and the feel of her on him combined to push him over the edge. His balls drew up, and he shot is wad onto her. She swiveled her hips faster, and it was almost too much for him to take, but he was determined to hold out. Her body stiffened, and he reached out to help her keep balanced.


  One thing he loved about Samantha was her recovery time. It was a challenge—one that he loved—to exhaust her to the point of not being able to move. The fog cleared from her eyes, and she resumed her bathing duties.


  He enjoyed her ministrations as she washed his body and massaged shampoo into his hair. “Are you still worried about me?”


  “Yes,” she said. “The caffeine has kicked in, but you still look tired.”


  “Sated,” he corrected. His eyes were droopy, yes, but that was due to the dose of serotonin she’d delivered.


  She pursed her lips and he knew she was struggling not to argue. He let her wage her inner war, but when the agreement he sought didn’t come, he chose not to push the issue. Samantha could be a very stubborn woman, and he wanted to spend a nice afternoon together.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stefano scribbled a note on his tablet, confirmed the information, and ended his call just as Sammy and Lex emerged from the bedroom. Her long blonde hair, still wet from the shower, was pulled back in a ponytail, and she was still naked. That was Lex’s doing. He often kept her nude and available.


  Lex looked better. His color was back to normal, but he had dark circles under his eyes. Stef remembered seeing those all the time on their father. At the time, he hadn’t thought too much about it. His father had always worked long hours, the same kind of schedule he and Lex had set for themselves. It was a recipe for success, and they baked it well.


  Sammy grabbed three beach towels. “I thought we’d hang out today, maybe swim a little bit?”


  “Beautiful One,” Lex said. “Let’s have lunch.”


  Just like that, Samantha sank to her hands and knees.


  Stefano drew his brows together. “What’s going on?”


  Lex grinned triumphantly. “I brought you a pony, Stef. The more often I breed her, the closer she gets to becoming a unicorn.”


  The endearment was a signal that Sammy should enter pony mode. Stef shook his head. “No. Nope. I’m not going there. You want to—that’s fine. I don’t. Leave me out of it.”


  “Too bad,” Lex said. He stroked her hair. “She gets bonus points for taking us both at the same time.”


  Sammy shot him such a pitiful look that he actually felt bad. He didn’t want to be the reason she failed. “Don’t make me the bad guy.”


  Lex shrugged. “Ahoy, matey. You like being the bad guy.”


  At his feet, Sammy struggled to bite back her laughter. She’d teased him using those terms several times in earshot of Lex. Stefano decided to add fuel to the fire. “Yo, ho, ho. Watch it, or I’ll steal your pony and turn her into a beautiful captive.”


  That did it. She giggled. Stef loved to hear her laugh.


  Lex chuckled, too, and that was a nice sound as well. “Come on, Beautiful One. Let’s feed you some lunch.”


  He watched as Lex led her to the table. “Stay.”


  The two of them threw together sandwiches for lunch. Stef kept sneaking glances over his shoulder at Sammy. She pranced about and tossed her head in what could only be described as a flirty move, but she didn’t wander away from the place Lex had put her.


  “When are you going to release her?”


  “Why?” Lex said. “I’ll let you have sex with my pony.”


  “You’re an ass.”


  “Nope. But later I’ll turn into a wild stallion and give that mare what she’s asking for.”


  Stefano rolled his eyes. He just might end up kidnapping a pony and turning her into a princess captive.


  Lex cut Sammy’s food into bite-sized pieces and set it on the floor. She lowered her face to the plate and ate delicately, bringing her innate grace to the role she played.


  “That’s not a pony. That’s a dog.”


  Lex scowled. “She’s a pony.”


  “Horses use feed bags. Dogs eat like that.”


  “Unless you’re going to join us, you don’t get to criticize the way we play. To each his own, brother.”


  Stefano was growing irritated with his brother. He stood up, hauled Sammy to her feet, and bent her over the table. “No tail for your pony?”


  Sammy squirmed, trying to escape his hold, so he tapped her on the ass.


  “Stop,” she said. He let go, and she stood up. “I’ve had enough of this crap. If you two want to fight, then have at it. I’ll be on the beach.” With that, she grabbed her bikini and put it on. “You guys stay here and talk this out, or just scream and yell at each other, but when I see you next, I want this resolved. Lex, you intentionally started pony play to annoy Stef, and Stef, you need to come to terms with the fact that this is something we’re going to be exploring.”


  She scooped up her towel and sunscreen, and she exited the suite. Brothers fought, and when he and Lex went at it, Sammy had little patience for their drama. They didn’t do it often, but that didn’t mean she’d grown tolerant over the years.


  Stefano scowled at Alexei. “She almost never uses her safe word.”


  Lex pointed at the table. “You were going to punish her for following my orders. That’s not acceptable.”


  He hadn’t been about to punish her. He’d intended to play with her until she came out of her role and begged him to fuck her. “Neither is turning her into a pony when we’re both supposed to spend time with her. You’re being an ass, Lex.”


  “You’re being an ass. She likes pony play. We’re down here trying to put our fingers in the dam holding back the mess this deal has become instead of in New York where we can actually do damage control. I would think you’d do everything you can to make her happy enough to come back with us.”


  Stefano seethed. “You’re engaging in pony play just to make her happy? She’s going to be pissed and she’s going to feel betrayed when she finds out that you’re only doing this to humor her.”


  “I’m not,” Lex said hotly. Fire blazed from his eyes, glittering like dangerous blue diamonds. “I like it, and she wants to use it to explore her bratty side. I think if she has an outlet to misbehave, she’ll be able to let out her frustrations, and she won’t flee to a semi-deserted island to get away from us.”


  His brother’s logic was sound, and his argument took the wind out of Stef’s sails. He sank down onto a chair. “You want to head back?”


  “Not without Samantha.”


  Stefano nodded. “She’ll come.”
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  Chapter Ten


  


  The wide recliner in the common room of their suite was so very comfortable. She tilted it back and closed her eyes. Across the room, Lex and Stef were shuffling papers and riffling through emails. They’d agreed that Samantha and Alexei wouldn’t engage in pony play when she was scheduled to spend time with Stefano. Lex had apologized for putting her in a position to piss Stef off, and the two of them seemed to have had a good talk.


  They needed those every once in a while. Most people wouldn’t think Lex and Stef could ever disagree, but they’d be wrong. While they presented a united front in public, and they did seem to have a knack for knowing what the other would do, think, or say, they had occasional squabbles. Samantha had learned to leave the scene and not return until the coast was clear. Rarely did she feel the need to mediate their fights, especially when they argued about how to divide her time.


  After one especially nasty argument, she’d taken over the job of deciding who slept with her each night. Whether it was completely fair wasn’t open for discussion. She had the only vote.


  “Sammy, the pilot called. Our flight is scheduled for Sunday.”


  Lex had pled with her to return with them to New York before Monday, but she’d only agreed when Stefano nodded a positive answer to her silent query. He’d made an appointment with Lex’s doctor. It was on Tuesday. That left Lex with an entire day to work. It worried her, but there was nothing she could do about it.


  “Okay. I’ll be ready by then. Sophia will be here Saturday to look over the renovation work so far.” The crew hadn’t done much but tear things out and bicker with Tessa about her designs. Samantha had spent much of her day fighting a growing dislike of the contractor. Of course, his uncouth behavior had continued, but only when Lex and Stef weren’t around.


  She didn’t know if it was the bad start to the day—she hated when Lex and Stef quarreled—but this day wasn’t her favorite. The moment Lex ordered her into her pony persona, she knew trouble was going to happen. Fighting the urge to misbehave hadn’t been difficult because the tension in the room had put her on a bad edge and kept her there.


  Dealing with the contractor sans Lex and Stef had been the icing on the cake.


  She kissed Stefano good night and reminded Lex that it was his night to sleep with her. “You can spend all night working, or you can come to bed with me. Things happen in bed with me that won’t happen out here if your only companion is your brother.”


  “Mmm.” Lex closed his eyes and smiled. “Sleep. I could go for some of that. We just have a few more things to do here, and I’ll be right in.”


  She woke up the next morning with Lex beside her and no idea what time he’d rolled in. The time on the clock showed that Sophia was due to arrive any minute. She’d traveled all night, and Samantha had chartered a boat to get her to the island. Samantha had a quick breakfast before heading to the dock. She didn’t wake up Lex or Stef before she went down to the dock, but she did leave a note.


  Sophia wasn’t alone. Drew and Neal had accompanied her. Samantha hadn’t met Neal yet, but she’d heard all about him from Sabrina. He was as handsome as Sabrina had described. A bit on the thin side, lanky and lithe, but not to Samantha’s taste. She liked her men a little more filled out. Neal wasn’t that much taller than her, and she liked a man who could scoop her up when the whim struck him. Sophia was about the right size for Neal to do that to her if he wanted, but he’d probably drop Samantha.


  No matter. He was spoken for, and so was she.


  Sophia squealed and threw her arms around Samantha. The two exchanged an extended, tight hug.


  “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you,” Sophia said.


  Drew was next up to envelop her in his arms. “Damn, Sam. You look fantastic. Island living agrees with you.”


  Neal stayed in the background, a tiny smile lighting his dark blue eyes. The breeze ruffled his light brown hair. Drew’s was too full of product to bend to the will of the wind. Sophia had hers pulled back in a neat ponytail, though her dark bangs blew every which way.


  Sophia took him by the hand and urged him forward. “Sam, I want to you meet Neal. He completes us.”


  Neal took her hand, intending a handshake. He had a firm grip. Samantha threw her arms around him and smacked a kiss on his cheek. “It’s so great to finally meet you.”


  He blushed becomingly. Rosy-cheeked, he said, “Same here. Sophie and Drew have told me so much about you.” His eyes scanned the empty dock behind her.


  “Lex and Stef aren’t up yet. They pulled a late night working on some crappy business deal.”


  Drew chuckled. “Those Morozovs—always looking to take advantage of a situation.”


  Samantha eyed Drew speculatively. He’d known her lovers since before they’d grown hair on their manly bits. “Don’t tell me they were this enterprising in high school.”


  Shaking his head, Drew quirked one of his patented Sensual Secrets’ smiles. “Enterprising? No comment.”


  Sophia slung her arm around Samantha’s shoulders. “Let’s get us a room. I’m starving and exhausted. These two were goofing around on the plane all night.”


  Samantha didn’t know if “goofing around” was a euphemism. Sophia wasn’t given to using them, so she chalked it up to Drew’s love of having fun and let it go. She didn’t need to seek clarification.


  “I put you in a suite down the hall from us. We’re trying to stay out of other floors and wings. Heather and most of the staff is in the same hallway.” The construction crew was staying in another building, and Samantha didn’t know what they were going to do once the guest portions were completed. “I was thinking we need to build something for staff living. The construction crew can stay there until they’re finished.”


  She showed Sophia and her men to their room, and she left after promising to wake them up for a late lunch. She needed to meet with Sophia to discuss the problem with the construction crew. Leaving them without close supervision made her fear that the job wouldn’t be done correctly. She’d caught Morin several times cutting corners and it was just going to end up costing her more money later on.


  Before going back to the suite, she peeked in to check the status of her men. Stefano was on the balcony having coffee. She joined him.


  “I thought you were down at the construction site,” he said, his deep voice scratchy from disuse.


  “Sophie, Drew, and Neal arrived this morning. I went out to meet them. I’m still getting my courage up for going down to the site.” She inhaled the steam rising from her cup. In some ways, that was the best part of having a mug of coffee.


  Stefano looked over at her. “What did you think of Neal?”


  She shrugged. “He’s cute, definitely Sophie and Drew’s type. I don’t know, really. I mostly talked to Sophie about not liking the head of the construction crew.”


  This was the first time she’d brought up the issues she’d been having with Skip Morin. He treated her like a ditzy blonde, and Samantha hated that. Her revelation knocked the last vestiges of sleep from Stef.


  “What’s he done?”


  Samantha was known for being a people person. Almost nobody she had ever met disliked her. They might not have ended up as friends, but she had always parted on friendly terms. “He wants to do things a certain way, and he keeps telling me that what I want done won’t work. I know it will. I’m not a stranger to design or construction. Some of the things I want are a pain in the ass to integrate with the existing structure, but that doesn’t make them impossible.”


  Stefano set his mug on the glass table between them. “I’ll talk to him.”


  “No,” she said. “This is my project. I’ll handle it. If I need help, I have three partners to back me up. I’m going to sit down with Sophia and Tessa today and go over everything. She’s staying for a week, so she’ll be taking over haggling with that moron. I’d like to see him talk to her like she’s an airhead.”


  “Fire his ass.” Stefano issued it as an order, not a suggestion. Since he’d solved the problem, he sat back and picked up his mug again. “Go back to the bid list and find someone else. This is a lot of money. Any contractor should be bending over backward to make sure you’re happy.”


  Ellen had vetted and chosen this company. Samantha would need to talk to her, Sabrina, and Sophia before she made a decision like that.


  “What time did you two get to bed last night?”


  “Midnight. Lex has been asleep for ten hours.”


  “Lex is awake.”


  Samantha turned at the sound of his voice to find him standing in the opening to the room wearing only his boxers. He sipped his coffee and regarded her with narrowed eyes.


  “Samantha, Stef is right. Talk to Sophia today, but take steps to get rid of that man. This is not the time to be nice or worry about hurting his feelings.”


  She was beyond that concern. “I will. Why don’t you come join us?”


  “Stef, have you had breakfast?”


  Stefano looked over his shoulder. “Yep. Are you planning to train your pony?”


  “Yep.”


  Stef got up. “I’m going for a walk. You have an hour. When I get back, we’re having a sandwich.”


  After witnessing the fight they had yesterday, Samantha wanted to grab Stef’s hand and draw him back, but one look at his face calmed her alarm. He wasn’t upset at all. He kissed her cheek and nibbled on her earlobe. “If you’re very rotten, I might be persuaded to breed with you when I come back.”


  Mouth agape, she stared after him as he left the suite.


  “What did he say?” Lex asked as the door closed.


  Samantha thought it not prudent to repeat everything. After all, if Stef had wanted Lex to know, he would have announced it to the room. Still, what if Stefano’s aim was to sabotage her time with Lex? She bit her lip.


  “Samantha, he put a huge grin on your face.”


  She got to her feet and wiggled out of her clothes. “You’ve been known to do the same.”


  Lex sighed, accepting that she wasn’t going to spill. “Beautiful One, let’s get your tack on you.”


  He produced the bridle. She remained as still as she could as he closed in on her. He pressed the bit to her lips. She opened them, but wickedness seized her, and she nipped at his fingertips.


  Surprise crossed his features, but his dominant nature kicked in. “No. No biting. Now open up and take your bit.”


  The harshness of his tone called to her submissive nature, calming her away from the bad behavior. She found herself following his command. He buckled the bridle around her head, caressing her face as he checked the fit.


  “Bend over, Beautiful One. Let’s get your tail in place.”


  She felt the coolness of the lubricant, and then the large bulb of the plug. As promised, he’d chosen one of the larger, bulbous plugs. She nickered in protest, dancing away from the pressure.


  He stroked his hand over her lower back until she settled down. “This will only hurt for a moment, Beautiful One. You’ve taken this size before, just not the shape.” He said more, murmuring soothing words to her as he breached the tight ring of muscle and truly made her a pony. Thoughts left her head, and her nostrils flared. She pawed at the floor.


  “Good, Beautiful One. That’s my girl.” He stroked her mane and patted her flank. “Today we’re going to work on taking direction. Stand here.”


  He waited, staring at her as if he expected her to do something. Samantha didn’t want to practice standing. She had a ton of energy, and she wanted to expend it. As a submissive, she had tons of practice in standing or kneeling and waiting for her an instruction from one of her Doms. This was different. She didn’t feel like a sexual object or like she was there to see to her Master’s needs.


  She felt like a pony that wanted to run. For the first time in years, she fidgeted under Lex’s steady gaze. He stroked a hand down her arm and shushed her until she settled down. Then he turned away and shoved the sofa in the center of the room to one side. Samantha took a few steps in the direction of the space he’d cleared, but he was back by her side again.


  This time, he had snagged the riding crop, one of her favorite implements. He tapped her thighs and ass, urging her back to the place he’d told her to stay. “That’s it, Beautiful One. Stay there.”


  He moved the coffee table and an end table before she skittered out of place again. Mostly, she wanted to see how far she could push him and how he would react. Once again, he patiently herded her back into place.


  By the time he’d finished moving all the furniture to the walls, she had learned to stay where he put her. The next time she moved out of place, it would be a deliberately bratty behavior.


  He rewarded her with strokes and praise. The petting and physical contact took her further into her pony persona, and it felt good. So gloriously good. She wanted to please him, and she reveled in his next order.


  “You’re going to learn how to prance. Lift your knees high like the proud pony you are.” He tapped her flank with the flap of his crop, pointing her in the direction he wanted her to go.


  She took a step and found the crop under her thigh, lifting her knee higher. He followed her across the room, which he’d turned into a ring, correcting her posture and the height of her steps. He guided her around the ring, slipping in training on how to change direction. She took to it eagerly, soaking up this new kink with all the enthusiasm with which she’d entered the BDSM world.


  The hour passed quickly, and she found herself without the time to misbehave. Lex had kept her too busy to slip out of her pony headspace and into brat mode. She whinnied and nickered in protest a few times, but that was a token resistance. To signal the end of their training time, the door opened and Stef came in.


  “Hey. We’re running late.” Lex motioned to the coffee table. “Can you grab that? I need to groom her.”


  Stefano moved the low table back to the center of the living space. Lex spread two soft blankets on it for padding and guided her onto it. This was the first time he’d put her on all fours, and she hoped he didn’t do it to piss Stef off. She didn’t mind being in that position, but Lex had been clear that he preferred her to be a two-legged pony.


  She was aware of Stefano watching as Lex rubbed his hands over her body to begin the cooldown process. He used the rubber brush, but he skipped the rough-bristled one this time, opting to go straight for the silky brush. Samantha felt herself growing closer to Lex. Love and affection burst from her heart and submission enveloped her soul.


  Though she didn’t want to leave the space she was in, she didn’t protest when he removed her bridle and tail. With a sigh, she knelt up on the table.


  “Thank you, Lex. That was wonderful.”


  Stefano looked from her to Alexei, and a special kind of understanding dawned in his eyes. “How are you feeling, Sammy?”


  “So relaxed,” she said. “I’m ready for that sandwich.”


  He crooked his finger at her, and she went to him. “Let’s start with an appetizer.” His mouth closed over hers, warm and insistent. He possessed her, and when he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her against the hard planes of his body, she melted into him.


  Naked flesh pressed against her backside, and she reached back to welcome Lex. He kissed her neck and bit her shoulder. When Stef released her lips, she twisted her body so that he could plunder her mouth with his tongue.


  They took her to the bedroom. She helped Stef undress and Lex shed his boxers. Stef lay back on the bed as Lex pushed her toward him, guiding her to straddle his brother. She responded on a deeper and more submissive level than she had in a long time. Whether that was due to the pony session or the fact that she finally had her Doms with her for an extended period of time, she didn’t know, and she didn’t care to know.


  Stef’s cock nudged the opening to her pussy. She sank down on him and leaned forward, resting her chest against his. Lex moved to his position behind her. His crown sank into the tight ring guarding her back entrance. She exhaled and luxuriated in the familiar burn. The plug for the tail was as wide as Lex, but it hadn’t been nearly as long.


  She hefted herself up, taking her weight on her hands. They began with an alternating rhythm. Stef slid in as Lex slid out. She pushed against them both, undulating her hips to take each man fully as he thrust home.


  Hands moved over her skin, light and hard caresses that made the tingling between her legs more insistent. Stef squeezed her nipple and rolled it between his fingers. He tugged and yanked, not bothering to temper his pressure or force. Spiky edges of pain radiated from her nipples to her pussy, making the sensations almost too much.


  “Please,” she said, nearly sobbing. “Please let me come.”


  “Yes, Sammy. Come as many times as you want.”


  She did, but they weren’t finished with her. Not even close. They increased their pace, forcing the intensity of her orgasm to multiply. She fought the onslaught, but they held her between them. Secure in their superior strength, she surrendered completely.


  Lex slapped her ass and thighs as he fucked her. Stefano tortured her breasts. Both men paused to demand kisses, and Lex bit her shoulder hard. Mindlessly caught between pleasure and pain, and utterly tamed, she let the climax batter her until her sense of self vanished.


  Samantha spent the rest of the day with Sophia and Tessa, going over designs. At dinner, she met Lex and Stef back at their suite. Drew and Neal were cooking for the six of them tonight, and there was no way she was going to miss whatever delectable delights they were concocting.


  They met in Sophia’s suite. Wondrous aromas filled the hall, and the smell only got stronger when Sophia answered their knock.


  Lex and Stef had spent the day working—Samantha couldn’t throw stones, though she wished they’d take a day off—so this was the first time they’d seen Drew in months. Drew greeted each man with a hearty hug, and when he finished, Sophia brought Neal forward.


  “This is Neal,” Sophia said. She held his hand in hers, and she rested her head possessively on his shoulder. “He completes us.”


  Samantha didn’t take her show of possession as an indication that she felt threatened by anybody, only that she liked showing that Neal belonged to her. Since she loved when Lex and Stef did that kind of stuff with her, Samantha understood the gesture.


  Neal wore a royal blue snakeskin collar. Samantha traced her fingertip over the delicate chain Alexei and Stefano had given her shortly after she’d moved into their Miami home. She liked to think that each submissive’s collar was a reflection of who they were, and so she pegged Neal as a strong submissive.


  He noticed where her attention had gone, and he threw a smile in her direction. “I’m not in sub mode right now, but I like to wear it anyway.”


  Drew touched the collar. He didn’t say anything, but the possessive gleam in his pale blue eyes matched the one in Sophia’s brown ones. “We’re making shrimp tempura. It’s simple and tasty. We were going to put Sophia in charge of the dessert, but she decided to take a nap instead.”


  Sophia shrugged. “It’s not like I got to stay in bed all day like you two.”


  The grin on Neal’s face told its own tale. He leaned down and kissed Sophia’s head. “Mistress, I assure you—we were not resting.”


  Sam didn’t think that admission helped his case much.


  “Lex, Stef, help yourselves,” Drew said, motioning toward the wet bar.


  “What does everybody want?” Lex asked as he crossed the room. They all placed drink orders, and Lex got to work.


  Samantha helped Sophia set the table. “If Neal isn’t in sub mode right now, why did he use your title?”


  “He likes to.” Sophia straightened out a place setting. “You’ll hear him refer to Drew as ‘Chef.’ He uses it in place of ‘Sir’ or ‘Master.’ It’s funny to see them at work because they all refer to Drew as ‘Chef,’ but when Neal says it, Drew pays immediate attention.”


  They all chatted amiably, catching up and finding out new things about the new addition to Sophie and Drew’s relationship, until dinner was served.


  Over bites of tempura—Neal had concocted a sweet hot pepper sauce that made Samantha’s taste buds dance with glee—Sophia picked up the thread of the discussion Samantha had begun earlier.


  “I notice you don’t use titles with Alexei and Stefano. When did that stop?”


  “It never started,” Stefano said. “We tried to insist upon that as a protocol, but Sammy didn’t like it.”


  Lex added his piece. “And we like when she says our names. She’d the one person who never mixes us up. Even blindfolded, she can tell who is who.”


  Samantha shrugged. “I sometimes use a title if we’re alone and I’m deep in the zone. I don’t have a complete objection to titles.”


  “That’s funny,” Drew said. “I remember in high school how you used to make your girlfriends use your titles until your dad put a stop to it.”


  This was news to Samantha. She put down her piece of shrimp. “What’s this?”


  “He said we weren’t real Doms yet, and we weren’t going to get that way by playacting with a bunch of high school girls,” Lex said. “This wasn’t long after our mother passed away. You can imagine the fights we had.”


  Since Samantha had seen Lex pissed at his father, she could picture it. The first time she’d met Dmitri Morozov, she’d been afraid that Lex’s temper would lead to a physical altercation. She’d stepped between the men, and Lex’s fury had cooled to a manageable level.


  “He was right,” Stefano said. “At the time we didn’t think so, but what teenager thinks they don’t know everything?”


  Neal gazed at Sophia with a thoughtful expression on his face. She closed her hand over his. “They all do. I think we’ve all done things as teens, and we see the naiveté of our actions in hindsight.”


  He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. “Indeed, Mistress.”


  The interaction touched Samantha deeply, though she knew there was subtext that was none of her business. She put her hand on Alexei’s knee. He wasn’t going to be happy to see a physician when they got to New York. She was looking forward to the day he could look at what she and Stefano were doing and put it into proper perspective.


  “We continue to grow as people throughout our lives,” Samantha said. Seeking reassurance, she rubbed Lex’s thigh. “I can look back at things I said or did a year ago and understand more about the implications now. I’m sure the same thing will be true in the future when I look back on my life now.”


  Under the table, Alexei took her hand in his, providing the solace she sought. “Standing up for what you want is something that should always be a source of pride.”


  She hoped he thought so when she got him to the doctor’s office. In the four years they’d been together, she’d never once tricked him or lied to him. Now she was doing both. Having a pure motivation had better be enough to justify her actions. She was both proud and afraid of the woman she was becoming.


  The conversation turned a corner, and they spent the rest of the meal discussing plans for Sanctuary, and the problems presented by the contractor, who Samantha and Sabrina were both convinced couldn’t be left unsupervised.


  “Fire him,” Stefano said. Alexei, Drew, and Neal concurred.


  “We have to talk with Ellen first,” Sophia said. “But I think I have an idea about who I want to replace him. I’ll need to make a few phone calls. We’ll keep him in place until we find his replacement.”


  Samantha agreed to that. On either side of her, Lex and Stef exchanged a look, but neither said a word. If Sam read it correctly, they were admitting that she needed to figure out the business world without them peering over her shoulder and micromanaging her moves. She also thought she read a growing respect for her business skills, but she could have been reading a little too much into it.


  That night, she went for a walk on the beach with Stef. They held hands as the sun melted into the horizon.


  “Have you decided to fire that asshole yet?”


  Samantha shrugged. It wasn’t her primary concern. “We’re waiting on Ellen to weigh in. Sophia has an idea for a replacement, but we have to make sure they’re available first.”


  Stef lifted her hand to his lips and smooched her palm. “I’m feeling really guilty about lying to Lex. My whole life, he’s the only person to whom I’ve never considered being untruthful. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.”


  The longer this went on, the less bad Samantha felt about it. “He needs to see a doctor. You and I both know he won’t go willingly. The more I think about it, the more I’m convinced we’re doing the right thing.”


  “I know it’s the right thing.” Stefano drew her closer so that their arms brushed as they walked. “That’s the only reason I haven’t caved to my conscience. It’s funny—I can lie to business partners with no problem, but this eats at me.”


  They arrived at a cluster of rocks. Waves lapped at them gently, the soft slap-slap reminding Samantha of a good spanking. Stefano stopped and turned them to face the sunset.


  “It’s beautiful,” he said. “No matter where I am, no matter what I’m doing, I always stop to look at the sunset because it reminds me of you.”


  Samantha leaned her head on his shoulder, and he put his arm around her. They stayed like that as the sun disappeared.


  They meandered back to the resort. Light from the hotels and outdoor areas kept them from being completely in the dark. When they were almost to the promenade, Stefano swept Samantha into his arms for an impromptu dance.


  She giggled and went along with it. “I love when you get like this.”


  “Like what?” Stef delivered his question with an air of innocence, but Samantha knew he was fishing for compliments.


  “When you let loose and show your fun side.”


  “I show my fun side all the time,” he scoffed.


  Samantha shook her head. “You’ve spent your whole life reining in impulses like this.”


  He dipped her. “I used to get into trouble when I gave in and went with impulses like this.”


  He brought her up slowly. She grabbed his gaze and held it. “Not with me, Stef. I don’t want you to ever feel like you have to rein in your impulses with me. I love when you’re happy and carefree.”


  She loved that she could bring this out in him. It made her heart soar to know she could affect him so greatly.


  “And I love you,” he said as he drew his fingertips down her cheek. “Always.”
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  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Did you misbehave?”


  Sammy shook her head. Her golden curls shimmered in the dim light of the nighttime plane. “I didn’t have a chance.”


  Stefano stared at her, dumbfounded. “Didn’t have a chance? You had an entire hour to be deliberately bad.” And Alexei had looked so much better. Training a pony invigorated him. Years of stress had been stripped from his brother’s face. The frantic energy that had radiated from him had been replaced by a calm assertiveness. Both of them had glowed in a way he hadn’t seen in far too long.


  Thoughts rolled around in her mind, taking time to coalesce. “I know. I talked to Peaches about it. He said that since we’re both learning, we’re probably less inclined to play around like that. Once I get more experience, learn to read him better, then I can experiment with naughtiness.” She scratched a light caress up and down his forearm. “You rewarded me anyway. Regrets?”


  Not a one. He’d instructed her to misbehave because Lex had said she wanted to explore that side of herself. When he’d returned from his stroll, both of them were in a contented, serene headspace.


  “Nope. You’re still okay with being reduced to animal status?”


  “Stef? It doesn’t feel like a reduction. If anything, it elevates me. It’s like when you have me naked and bound, the way you look at me makes me feel special—loved and cherished, revered for something only I can give you. Are you jealous?”


  Maybe a little. “You and him have never had anything before that excludes me. It’s going to take me some time to come to terms with it.”


  She lifted the armrest dividing his seat from hers. Across from them, Lex was stretched out over three seats, sleeping deeply. She put his arm around her and snuggled into his side. “It doesn’t mean I love you less or him more. If you want to play pirates some more with me, I’m game for it. You make a dashing buccaneer.”


  “Buccaneers were the good guys.”


  She chuckled. “They were bad guys with a license to plunder.”


  He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’ll plunder you.”


  “Please do, kind Sir.”


  The place where he buried his aggressions cracked open. “You call me that again, and I’ll ravish you right here on the plane.”


  She looked around. They’d chartered a private flight. “Go ahead.” She slid so that she straddled him. “I’m game. You won’t even have to kidnap me. I’ll be a pirate’s wench. Sir.”


  “Take your shirt off and kneel on the floor.”


  Knowing full well where his proclivities would take him, she did as he ordered. The soft light danced over her bare breasts and reflected from the sparkle in her blue eyes. She cupped her breasts in her hands, an offering because she knew how much he enjoyed them. “Please, Sir, ravish me in depraved and diverse ways.”


  It amused him that she’d done away with titles, yet she was the one who slipped up every now and again, calling him or Lex “Master” or “Sir.” He neither asked nor insisted, yet he treasured every utterance.


  His chuckle came out husky with desire. “It’s a little late for depraved and diverse.”


  She lowered her gaze demurely, but he wasn’t fooled. Amusement shook her shoulders. “You’re going to masturbate and ejaculate on my breasts. That’s depraved, though considering how often you like to do it, not especially diverse.”


  Lex stirred, a low laugh coming from his direction as he sat up and rubbed his eyes. “She’s got you there.”


  “Fine,” he said. “Stand up, Sammy, and take off your sweats.”


  Rocking forward, she stood in one graceful glide and left her sweats on the floor. “Bring it on, big boy.”


  Stef kicked his pants off and knelt on the ground in front of her. “You might want to hold onto something.” He lifted one of her legs and threw it over his shoulder.


  She arched and grabbed the back of the seat, tilting her deliciousness to give him better access. Little noises of pleasure sounded in the back of her throat. From the corner of his eye, he saw Lex standing next to her, and those noises grew louder. Much louder. Moisture flooded to her pussy, and he eased his face away.


  “Turn her,” he said to Lex. “She’s going to ride me and suck you.”


  Sammy cooperated as Lex guided her to kneel with her back to Stef. Stefano took over from there, scooting forward so that when she sat back, he skewered her with his cock. She sighed and leaned back against his chest.


  Alexei pushed his jeans down and pulled out his cock. Sammy sat forward and took it in her hands. She licked his length, and a shudder went through all three of them. Stefano liked watching them together. Lex was part of him, an extension of his soul, and Sammy was the woman who completed them.


  He held Sammy’s hips as he fucked her, slowly thrusting in and out. Lex gathered her hair around his hand so he could both control her pace and pull her hair. Wordlessly they both increased the pace. Stef reached around to make sure she had enough stimulation, though judging by the sounds she was making and the wild cant of her hips, she was already close.


  “Come for us, Sammy.”


  Her walls clamped around him, holding him prisoner and forcing him to release his climax. Sammy screamed around Lex’s cock, and Stefano managed to thrust into her several more times. She collapsed back against him, and Lex used a tissue to wipe her face.


  “Depraved and diverse enough for you?”


  She shrugged, so he pinched her nipple until she cried out in protest and slapped it away. “If I say yes, then what will you have to work toward?”


  “Even more diverse and depraved,” Lex supplied smoothly. He zipped his fly and flopped back down across the seats. “Maybe I’ll get you that electrified butt plug and see how diverse you find that.”


  Sammy lifted herself from Stefano. He winced at the separation, but he let her go. She frowned as she dressed. They’d never discussed electric play before. Truthfully, Stefano had never considered it.


  “Sammy? You don’t have to if you don’t want to. Lex and I always respect your limits.”


  “I know,” she said. “I’m not sure about it. I think we’ll have to experiment with external electronic stimulation before I’ll consent to it internally. We’ll see.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lex closed his eyes and listened as Stefano spoke to Samantha. He was tired, and it had nothing to do with the late hour. It was like he couldn’t catch up on his sleep, not that what he’d been able to get had been particularly restful.


  Names, numbers, and contract clauses invaded his dreams. Holding Samantha in his arms helped calm the worst of his restlessness, but he couldn’t insist on having her with him every night. Stefano deserved to have his time with her as well.


  If she suggested they all sleep in one large bed, he wouldn’t argue. But he couldn’t ask Stefano about it without raising some kind of alarm. Stef would likely pester him to see a doctor. He’d done that already. The doctor had advised him to work less and cut out caffeine. She hadn’t been too concerned. While he was down to one cup of coffee a day, he couldn’t, in all good conscience, work less. That would just mean Stefano would have to pick up the slack. Again, it put him in a position to be unfair to his brother, and Lex couldn’t do that. Stefano was his best friend and his constant companion. He and Samantha were everything to him.


  It had to be the result of not working out enough. Four years ago, when he’d met Samantha at Sabrina’s wedding, he’d been on a strict workout regimen. He lifted weights, jogged, and played a lot of basketball. Now he had time for none of those things. Starting tomorrow, he was going to make use of the gym in the hotel they liked to frequent. That would do the trick.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Yeah, Sophie. If you’re okay with it, I’m okay with it.” Samantha paced the small balcony connected to their hotel suite, her cell phone pressed to her ear. Compared to what they had on Sanctuary, they were now living in a box, a cold, cold box. Somehow she thought that was a line to a song, but she wasn’t sure where she’d heard it. Oh, well. It didn’t matter. The balcony provided some relief, but it was November in New York.


  Sophia, Drew, and Neal had stayed behind on Sanctuary only to have the exact same problems with the lead contractor that Samantha had. Tessa was sick of dealing with the man, and she was ready to jump ship. As she’d proven amenable to Samantha’s design ideas, not only listening to them, but also offering suggestions for improvement, Samantha didn’t want to lose the talented designer.


  Sophia sighed. “Actually, I prefer it. I had originally asked Evan to do this, but Alaina was pregnant, and he didn’t want to leave her side.”


  “Alaina had a baby?” Living in another state, Samantha was always the last to know. Truthfully, she was barely friends with Sophia, so it stood to reason that she wouldn’t share the goings-on in her brother’s life.


  “No, she miscarried. Keep it quiet, though. It’s still a very touchy subject for all of them. Anyway, I told him that he could take Alaina with him, and that I would manage Danny’s studio while they were gone. I even offered to let Zach stay with me, but she’s holding him even closer after this.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear that.” And she was. It always saddened her when people who had a ton of love to give to a child couldn’t have one. At least Alaina’s thirteen-year-old brother lived with them.


  “Anyway, I explained our situation, and they’re willing to go down there for a month while we look for another contractor. They’re going to homeschool Zach on the island. Evan said they can all use the break.”


  Samantha was glad they could provide a respite for the DiMarco-Carrico family, and doubly happy that they’d have a trustworthy person in charge. “As long as Ellen and Sabrina are okay with it, I think you should fire Morin and give the job to your brother-in-law. Oh, that didn’t sound very nice out loud, but you know what I mean.”


  Sophia laughed. “I do. How are you doing?”


  Two days in New York with her men, and she’d already noticed differences in their dynamic. It no longer felt like she was visiting her relationship. Stefano had become a lot more dominant, and he found more to smile and laugh about. She liked his sense of humor. Even though they all had to sleep in one bed—the hotel hadn’t expected them back so soon, so they had to wait two more nights for a larger suite—Alexei seemed better rested.


  Earlier that day, Samantha had met with several realtors. One of them wore a collar around her neck, and Samantha had automatically felt more comfortable with her. She’d given the woman her must-have list and sent her off to find suitable apartments.


  With a smile, she answered Sophie’s question. “Great. They’re both at work, but I know what time they’ll be home. We’re going out to dinner tonight to celebrate four years of living together.”


  “Drew told me that they asked you to marry them.” Sophie’s tone took on a coy quality.


  “They did, but I turned them down. Our relationship isn’t ready for that.” It hadn’t been. Samantha was sure she’d leap at the offer if they presented it again. She heard the keycard in the door to the hall. “Sophia, I’m going to let you go. Lex and Stef are home, and I like to be available to greet them.”


  After hanging up, she rushed into the room to find Stefano setting his briefcase on the floor next to the sofa. He glanced up at her, a huge smile on his face.


  “I like this,” he said. “Having you here makes a big difference, Sammy. I have a reason not to linger in a meeting or with the client.”


  She looked behind him, a question in her eyes.


  “Lex will be along shortly. He got a call in the lobby that he had to take.” He stroked the edge of his thumb up and down her arm. “I need you, honey. Right now.”


  She stripped off her jacket, shivering with residual chill and anticipation. Her shirt and skirt followed, but those she folded neatly over a chair. She had dressed for fine dining.


  With one hand on the back of her neck, Stef shoved her down over the sofa. She felt his cock nudge her entrance. She wasn’t quite wet, so the first thrust hurt, but after that, she was fine. He fucked her hard and fast.


  “You’re not allowed to come.” He ground out the command as he pumped himself into her. “Tighten around me.”


  She did, and that made it even more difficult to resist the siren’s call of her climax. Focusing on the ugly painting across the room, she controlled her breathing and managed to withstand his onslaught. The feel of his warm semen bathing her insides brought her enough fulfillment.


  He pulled away, and cool air stirred against the places that were warm from his touch. “Stay like that.”


  He rummaged through a drawer that contained their toys. She heard water run and the telltale wheeze of a lube bottle that was almost empty. Time for a run to the store. The silicone toy nudged her back entrance. She breathed out to let it in, and she ended up gasping. It was the widest one they owned, and her Doms rarely used it. The thing hurt going in, and it took her several minutes to adjust to it. She couldn’t walk or sit. Moving was usually too difficult. The toy ensured she was going to “stay like that.”


  The door opened again, but it was to her back. She trusted that if anybody was in the hallway, Stef would shield her naked body.


  “Hell-o,” Lex said. “What a nice surprise.”


  “You’re welcome,” Stefano said. “I’m going to jump in the shower.”


  “Sure.” Lex had already lost interest in his brother’s plans.


  Samantha wondered if they’d coordinated this, or if they were making it up as they went along. She felt his caress along her bare bottom, and then she heard the rustle of fabric that told her he was lowering his pants.


  “No coming,” he ordered.


  It wasn’t confirmation that they’d planned anything. Lex and Stef often did the same things to her, and she knew they had no idea how in sync they were with one another.


  “No coming,” she repeated. “Got it.”


  He also took her fast and hard, pounding into her with such vigor that sitting in the restaurant was going to be a challenge. Sometimes she took one of the circular blowup pillows to ease her discomfort.


  The plug added another dimension to the experience. Every time he surged forward, he shoved it deeper into her, fucking her doubly. It was easier for Samantha to hold off her orgasms with vaginal sex than anal, and when they were combined, she struggled not to come. Sharp tingles shot up her spine and her head grew dizzy, sure signs she was about to lose it. She breathed in short, harsh gasps, trying to stave off the inevitable.


  Lex climaxed before she lost control, thank goodness. As he came inside her, she sagged over the sofa in relief. That’s when he spanked her.


  He started off by punctuating his smacks with soft caresses of her thighs, butt, and lower back. The intensity of each blow varied, making it impossible to predict what was coming next. She braced her hands on the sofa cushion and held on for the ride. Her backside burned pleasantly, and when he centered the blow over the plug, it was too much.


  “Please,” she begged. “Not that. You’re making it so hard not to come.” When he didn’t alter his actions, she tried again. “Lex, please!”


  The smacks came harder and faster, and she knew they’d soon reach a crescendo. She also knew that Stef had returned, and he was responsible for at least half of the blows.


  “Stef, please! I want to be good.”


  Just like that, the blows ceased. Two sets of hands righted her. The room took a moment to come into focus as her blood returned to normal flow. They held her steady until she could stand on her own. Now her ass and thighs burned, and she felt wonderfully used.


  They stroked her, caressing her as a reward. Lex took her into the shower with him. She held up her hair and let him wash the sweat and the smell of sex from her body. He even took out the plug, laughing when he realized what Stef had done.


  “I think Stef is in a particularly sadistic mood tonight.”


  The redness on her ass bore witness to the fact that Lex was in the same mood. She was sore, incredibly horny, and she’d be walking funny for the next hour, but she didn’t mind. It had been a while since they’d played hard. Her soul rejoiced at the chance to serve them like this.


  She put her arms around Lex as they exited the shower, and she pulled him to her. “I love you, Alexei Morozov.”


  He kissed her tenderly, his earlier harshness erased by her declaration and submission.


  A brief knock on the door interrupted them. Lex reluctantly released her. “Do you have the device of which we spoke?” he asked in his best imitation of an evil scientist.


  Samantha turned to find Stefano holding a metal contraption. She recognized a chastity belt. This particular one had places to attach dildos that would occupy her front and rear entrances, and that’s exactly how Stefano put it on her.


  Lex rubbed her hip. “How does it feel?”


  “Cruel and unusual. I’m already horny as hell.” And they were locking her out of even being able to rub her thighs together to find some semblance of relief.


  “Good,” Stefano replied. “That’s close enough to depraved and diverse. By the end of the night, you’re going to be mindless with need.”


  Samantha sighed. “You’re evil. Both of you.”


  Alexei put his arms around her. “That’s exactly how you like us.”


  Yes, it was.


  The end of the night came after a long, slow dinner. The mood lighting and delicious food provided the atmosphere, and her men kept her occupied with conversation and flirting. Samantha sometimes liked to watch the other diners try to figure out which of the brothers she was with. This was one of the times when she ignored everybody but Lex and Stef.


  Afterward they took her to an off Broadway show.


  By the time they arrived back at the suite, it was late. She was exhausted, and so were they, though they did their damndest to try to hide it. She stood still while Stef removed the belt. Lex rubbed her down with his hands, the same way he had taken to doing as part of the grooming portion of pony play. She responded like a flower opening to his tender ministrations. Stefano joined in, and everything was perfect.


  “We’re going to have you, Sammy. You’re going to be ours.”


  “Yes,” she said, already under his spell. “Always.”


  His mouth closed over hers, halting the tide of her tiredness and reigniting her libido. They lifted her, taking her to their bed, and they made love to her until the three of them lay on their sides snuggled together for the night.


  Alexei turned out the light and pulled the blankets over them.


  “I chose a realtor,” she murmured as sleep overtook her. “I texted you the time and place to meet us—five o’clock at the Brightstar Grill.”


  “You texted the wrong time,” Stefano said as he stroked her hair away from her face. “We’ll swing by here and pick you up at two.”


  She frowned at him in the darkness before she remembered their other appointment. “Yes, two o’clock. I remember now.”


  Lex pressed a kiss to her nape. “Get some sleep, honey.”


  With one lover on either side providing plenty of warmth, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei seethed. He sat in the waiting room with his fists clenched in his lap. He’d rushed to get everything done early so that he could spend the rest of the day with Samantha. Sure, they had to meet with the realtor this afternoon, but that wouldn’t take up too much time. He had plans for a leisurely dinner, and he’d arranged for Stefano to give them an hour alone. He’d return the favor by disappearing for an hour so that Stef could enjoy some quality time with their lovely submissive.


  Only that’s not how the afternoon was progressing. He found himself waiting to see one of the top doctors in the country. It wasn’t his regular physician, who practiced near their Miami home.


  Samantha put a tentative hand on his wrist. “Lex, please don’t be so mad. I’m worried about you.”


  He shot her a glare that she could never mistake for anything but fury. “You should have come to me. You shouldn’t have done this. I’ve already seen a doctor.”


  Both she and Stef startled. His brother sat on his other side. They flanked him in case he planned to bolt for the exit, which he would have done if Samantha hadn’t looked so gravely afraid.


  Stefano snorted, sounding an awful lot like a chuffing horse. “When were you planning to tell us?”


  Lex shrugged. “She said it was stress and to cut back on the caffeine. I’m down to one cup of coffee a day and no energy drinks.”


  They were both silent, and he hoped they were experiencing regret. Tricking him like this was sneaky and underhanded, and that was completely unlike Samantha. Stefano had a definite hand in bringing him here. No doubt his brother had arranged the whole thing.


  And no wonder Samantha hadn’t issued one argument against returning to New York with them. Stefano had most likely used this appointment to circumvent any reason she might give for remaining at Sanctuary.


  He glanced over at her, and some of his anger drained away. Underneath her tan, she was pale. Her mouth was drawn. If seeing her unhappy had been difficult, witnessing this anguish was impossible. He unclenched his fists and took her hand in his.


  “I’m okay, Samantha.”


  She looked over at him. Wetness made her eyes bright. “No, you’re not, but you will be.”


  He heard the determination in her voice. Nothing he said or did could convince her that her fears were unfounded. “You’re going to come back there with me, aren’t you?” It was likely that she’d talk to the doctor, tell him or her all the details that Lex might overlook.


  “We both are,” Stefano answered. “If they need a baseline for anything, they can test me. It’s an identical twin benefit.”


  “My medical records are in Miami.”


  “I had them sent up,” Stef said. “I’m not an idiot.”


  “Did you pretend to be me?”


  Stefano grinned. “Sammy has us spoiled, Lex. It’s been a long time since we’ve switched places. I miss doing that.”


  Lex did as well. There had been a time when switching had been a daily habit. A nurse came out, interrupting his musings, and called his name. Back in the exam room, Alexei listed his symptoms. “Fatigue and occasional dizziness.”


  Samantha said, “Last week, he said he pulled a muscle in his chest, but the soreness went away long before a pulled muscle would have time to heal.”


  Doctor Karpov, a tiny woman with birdlike hands, pointed her finger at his chest. “Show me where.”


  Lex indicated the general area of his left upper chest and shoulder.


  Karpov poked at his muscle, a thoughtful frown on her delicate face. “When was this?”


  As he was trying to remember when that had happened, Samantha chimed in. “Four days ago.”


  “Describe the pain.” Karpov continued to probe his muscles, but she kept looking at his eyes and mouth. He didn’t know what kind of reactions she was expecting.


  “It was a tightness, like a spasm. I probably just hadn’t hydrated enough. I’d only been up for a half hour.”


  She made a thoughtful sound and pressed her stethoscope over his heart. “How often does your heart feel like it’s racing, pounding, or fluttering when you’re not doing physical exercise?”


  He shrugged. “After a long day or a stressful meeting, especially when I’ve been sitting a long time and then I get up. I haven’t been working out recently.” He’d chalked it up to losing his edge, and he was serious about making time to work out each day. Samantha liked to exercise. She would probably jump at the chance to run with him. Or dancing. She liked to shimmy across the dance floor, and they hadn’t done that in longer than he cared to admit. Perhaps on his next night with her, he’d take her dancing.


  “Shortness of breath?”


  He grinned at Samantha. “After a strenuous exertion.”


  “He sleeps a lot more,” Stefano said. “He’s hard to wake up, and his interest in sex has decreased.”


  Alexei growled at his brother. “It has not.”


  “A couple days away from her”—Stefano cocked his thumb at Samantha—“and I’m dying for some. You’re just looking forward to sleeping in your own bed.”


  “I sleep better at home. That’s not unusual. Since Samantha has been back in New York with us, I’ve been sleeping a lot better.”


  Karpov looked between the three of them, a million questions hovering on her lips.


  “We’re a V,” Alexei said. “Samantha is the pivot.”


  Karpov lifted one thin brow. Lex couldn’t tell if her hair was white-blonde or just white. “Polyamory?” At Lex’s nod, she continued. “So you have two people looking out for you?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s a good thing. I’m going to run some tests on you. I have your records from your doctor in Florida, but they’re six months old. We’re going to do an ECG, and I’m going to take some blood.”


  Lex hated being hooked up to wires and crap. He started to protest, but one look at Samantha silenced him. While he was satisfied nothing was wrong with him, she was worried. He’d endure a prick and a few tests to set her mind at ease.


  “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get it done. We have a realtor to meet at five.” He glanced at Samantha. “Right?”


  She nodded. “We can reschedule if we need more time here.”


  The tests didn’t take as long as he feared. Samantha and Stefano stayed by his side through it all, chatting with him to keep his spirits up. Sitting in an exam room was depressing, and being there alone would have been worse. His regular doctor hadn’t done this many tests on him, and that had him questioning whether he’d downplayed his symptoms too much or if his brother and lover were worried over nothing.


  An hour later, he found himself dressed and in the doctor’s office. The room was tastefully decorated and contained no medical equipment found in an exam room. Karpov sat behind her desk. He took the seat opposite her. Stefano and Samantha positioned their chairs on either side of him.


  “Alexei, you’re a lucky man.”


  He knew it. Now he needed to know why she thought so.


  Stefano, always ready to display his dry wit, was curiously silent. Lex could have used a joke about whether the doctor was considering entering into a polyamorous relationship, but his brother didn’t oblige.


  “You have atrial fibrillation. That’s when your heart is beating irregularly. It accounts for all your symptoms, and it shows up on the ECG. It can be caused by a number of factors, everything from high blood pressure or heart disease to hyperthyroidism or a viral infection. I’m going to put you on a monitor that will give me more data. It’ll tell me what kind of heartbeats you’re having, how long your Afib events are lasting, and what may be causing them. You’ve already cut back on caffeine, and that’s a good thing.”


  Alexei shook his head. He felt like he couldn’t breathe. This was the exact same thing that had taken his mother’s life sixteen years earlier.


  Stefano must have been thinking along the same lines. “This is what Mom had. She died of heart disease.”


  Doctor Karpov didn’t riffle through her paperwork at that news. He’d put it on the form he’d filled out about his family health history. She nodded sagely. “These things can be genetic, but it can also be stress. I’m not comfortable saying you have heart disease. The main thing is to see exactly what your heartbeat is like while you’re doing different activities. You’re young and otherwise healthy. We’ll try for lifestyle changes before we explore any other route.”


  The doctor hooked him up to a portable monitor right there in his office. He regarded the thing with horror. “Does this mean I should avoid strenuous activities?”


  She shook her head. “Nope. I want you to go about your life normally. It’s helpful if you note the times you’re engaging in different activities.”


  “We will,” Samantha said. Lex locked his gaze to hers, and he recognized the steel there. Samantha wasn’t going to trust him to take care of this by himself. He gave her his most charming smile, and he was rewarded with an answering warmth. But the steel didn’t go away. What had happened to his pliable submissive?
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  Chapter Twelve


  


  Two weeks in New York, and they had yet to find an apartment she loved. Their realtor, Isabella Thielan, had shown Samantha seven places so far. She’d proposed many more, but the others didn’t appeal to her for one reason or another. Though she hated living out of a hotel, she refused to rush things.


  That’s when she got the idea to find an apartment to rent until they could find something suitable to purchase. It was looking more and more likely that they’d have to buy an apartment to remodel, and that meant it would take a significant amount of time before they’d be able to move. She found a two-bedroom with a great view of the city for far too much money. It had a monstrously large living room, and they left half the area cleared for pony play. Lex put her through her paces almost every day, teaching her to walk, trot, canter, and gallop. They were working on tempi, which is where she changed her leading foot while cantering. She hadn’t realized how rusty her dance moves had become.


  Lex seemed to love their training sessions, especially the grooming part at the end. Samantha, for her part, was glad they were practicing in private. She would pull the curtains on the bank of windows even though Lex assured her that nobody would see inside. She preferred to be safe than sorry, and that episode of Friends where they all watched the naked guy with a telescope kept replaying in her head. She did not need to be the object of some stranger’s amusement. Learning some of the gaits was harder than she thought it should be. She’d danced for twelve years, for goodness’ sake. Dressage shouldn’t have been different.


  One thing she loved was watching Lex enjoy her progress. He took real pride in her achievements, and he’d ordered her a decorative harness. The bondage lover in her was looking forward to that contraption.


  Stefano took her out for a night on the town. The fun part of living in New York City was the number of things to do. Several gallery owners had been courting her, showing interest through emails and social networking sites. Before committing to anything, Samantha wanted to check them out. Stefano took her to dinner, and then they strolled the frigid streets, holding hands as they perused the galleries.


  They’d visited two galleries, and this third was the last one of the night. Lex was supposed to be relaxing, but he was most likely working. She didn’t want to stay out too late so that she could make him go to bed.


  Stef agreed with her. Both of them would have liked to stretch it out, let the night last until the predawn hours, but neither of them trusted Lex to take care of himself. Stef opened the door for her and followed her inside. She liked how he cosseted her. There was something about the way he helped her remove her jacket for coat check and kept a proprietary hand on her lower back that made her feel special. She found herself leaning into him and reveling at all the places their bodies made contact. It was both intimate and comforting.


  “I like the layout of this gallery best,” he said, looking around. “It’s open, yet it doesn’t feel cavernous. The art is arranged so that each piece is featured. Whoever did this had an eye for beauty.”


  Samantha glanced around, considering his assessment. “I like it, too.” The show that night featured two local artists. One had a strong, vivid style, and the other worked in metal. Samantha liked the mix of media, that way there was no real competition between the featured artists.


  Stefano paused in front of a small sculpture. It mixed copper and bronze in a series of intertwined ribbons that reminded Samantha of the ocean. “What do you think, Sammy?”


  She wanted to hear his opinion first. Lex had more of a background in art, and Stefano rarely commented on anything. Samantha suspected he wasn’t entirely comfortable expressing his opinion because he had some crazy idea that he was supposed to have certain opinions about certain pieces. She considered the sculpture. “You go first.”


  “It’s interesting. The longer I look at it, the more fascinating it becomes. Trying to follow one path is impossible. It all gets tangled together. It’s like a metaphor for life.”


  Samantha gave him a warm smile. “Life does get all tangled when you try to follow just one path, doesn’t it?”


  He kissed her temple. “The things to which you’re trying not to pay attention demand it eventually, and if they don’t get it, then nothing else makes sense. I’m so glad you demanded attention, Sammy. I took you for granted, and that should never happen between two people who love each other.”


  Leaning into his embrace, she enjoyed the warmth and surety of his proximity. “I certainly find life fuller and more enjoyable following multiple paths. Living in Miami, I was alone so much that I felt like I just had one ribbon. The others were there, but I couldn’t find them, and I desperately need to find them.”


  “Do you still feel like you’re alone?” He held her stiffly, as if he was afraid of her answer.


  “Not when I’m with you, but I do get lonely. New York is like Miami. I don’t have family or friends here. At least our apartment is in the midst of things. When you’re not there, I don’t feel so alone, but yes, I’m lonely.” She reached up to where he rested his hand on her shoulder.


  He held her hand. “You miss your family.”


  She shrugged. She did miss them, badly. “I think that’s why I want to build a house on the island. If everybody has one, then I’ll never be alone.”


  “We should look at buying something in Michigan. There’s no reason for us to live exclusively in New York.”


  She’d already voiced her opinion on their Miami home—she didn’t want to live there anymore. “I’d like that. I’d like to have my main studio there.”


  As they talked, they perused the other art offered by the gallery. “Anything you want, Sammy.”


  A man who looked to be in his late fifties approached them. He wore a stylish suit and a bow tie. “Hi, I’m Sullivan Crabtree. Welcome to S.C. New York. Is this your first time visiting our fine gallery?”


  “Yes,” Stefano said as he shook Mr. Crabtree’s hand. “You have a great place here.”


  Samantha let him do the talking. It was one of the dominant things he did, but it also meant she had more time to scope out Crabtree before committing to a showing.


  “Thank you. Feel free to look around. The artists aren’t here tonight, but if you have questions, you can direct them to me.” He turned a welcoming smile onto Samantha. Stefano hadn’t introduced her. She knew he’d done it because he wanted to give her the opportunity she needed to size him up. “I didn’t catch your names.”


  “Stefano Morozov. This is Samantha Spencer.”


  Mr. Crabtree’s entire demeanor changed. His eyes grew round with excitement, and he clapped his hands over his mouth. “Oh, Ms. Spencer, I am a huge fan of your work. I’ve been following you for several years now, and I’m flabbergasted by the level of maturity you’ve managed to achieve, especially with your most recent works.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Crabtree.”


  “Call me Sullivan.” He turned to Stef. “Mr. Morozov, are you a collector?”


  Stefano grinned. He had quite a collection of bondage equipment and clothing, but that wasn’t what Crabtree had meant. “I do have a few pieces. I’m interested in acquiring the sculpture up front, Twisted.”


  Mr. Crabtree seemed shocked that they’d come to buy. “Of course. Let me take care of that for you.”


  Stefano made arrangements to have the piece sent to their apartment. To his credit, Mr. Crabtree didn’t pressure her for a showing, yet Samantha could tell he really wanted one.


  They left, walking along the street as they looked for an unoccupied taxi and chatting about the galleries they’d seen. Samantha hadn’t decided which one she was going to choose for her first showing. Part of her wanted to hit all three so that nobody felt left out.


  “You don’t want to saturate the market,” Stefano said. “Spread them out over several months. Give it time for word of mouth to get around.”


  A fuchsia paper with black printing caught her attention. Down the right side, it had a silhouette of two people dancing. The woman’s skirt flared dramatically.


  Stef stopped suddenly, turning toward the street to hail a taxi, but Samantha pulled him back. “Look. Salsa lessons. I’ve always wanted to learn.”


  Stefano did as she said. He scanned the information on the flyer. “Funny. So have I. I thought you only did ballet.”


  She had specialized in that field. “I know, but I always thought I would branch out one day, and I never did.”


  “Well, there’s a free lesson tonight. Want to check it out?”


  They weren’t exactly dressed for anything strenuous, but Samantha figured they couldn’t get too sweaty in an introductory class. She slid her arm through his. “I do.”


  The studio wasn’t far away. They found it before her fingers and nose turned into icicles. Sandwiched between a deli and a shingle advertising counseling services, the door to the dance studio flashed a neon sign that said, “Open.”


  Music poured onto the street the moment Stefano opened the door. Samantha went in first. A long, narrow hallway led to an open space where about ten couples were dancing. A woman with a clipboard smiled as they approached. Wrinkles lined her face so thickly it was difficult to tell what she’d looked like as a young woman. Her skin was dark, but her hair was stark white. She was average height, and she walked with a grace that revealed her as a dancer.


  “Welcome to salsa night at Tony’s Place. Tonight’s beginner’s lesson is free. The class runs for twenty minutes. Our next session begins in about ten minutes.” She gestured to a wall lined with chairs. “Have a seat if you’d like to wait.”


  Her spiel complete, she turned and walked away. Stefano looked at Sam, a hint of laughter playing around his mouth. “You want to stay?”


  “Yeah. I think it’ll be fun.”


  They watched the end of the class before them, and then they took the position the instructor, Tony, assigned to them.


  “First, we’re going to learn how to move our feet. Leaders, face this wall.” He pointed behind him. “Followers, stand next to your partner and face that wall.” He pointed to his left. “Followers, your right side is facing your partner. This is an eight-count, with rests for beats four and eight.”


  Samantha understood what he meant, but she didn’t know if Stefano did. Stef had been forced to take ballroom dancing lessons as a teen, so he was fine for simple dances, but he hadn’t pursued it beyond what his mother had made him do.


  “You get that?”


  He quirked the corner of his mouth in an ironic smile. “I’ll wait until he demonstrates.”


  Tony showed them what the dance looked like as he counted the steps. “Left foot forward—one. Two—bring it back, three. Right foot back—five. Six—bring it back, seven. And repeat.”


  They watched Tony count through it a few more times.


  “I don’t know what you’re waiting for, but if you don’t start moving, you won’t learn to dance.” Tony smiled good-naturedly, and the crowd began to move.


  Samantha figured it out quickly. She helped Stef, who scowled as he noted, “He said four and eight were rests, but I can’t find two and six.”


  “It’s a little lift of your opposite foot. Sway your hips. Give it some attitude.”


  “It’s hard when you’re looking so good. My attention naturally goes to you and makes it difficult to concentrate on what I’m doing.”


  “Don’t blame me.” She was enjoying the banter. “I always look this good.”


  Tony stopped near them and clapped loudly twice. “This is very sexy. You look good together. Salsa is a sexy dance. You will do well here.”


  They practiced the moves until Tony said, “Now we will learn a right turn. Leaders, you will turn in the first eight count. Followers will turn in the second count. Watch now.” He stomped on the floor, his shoes echoing on the ancient, worn wood. “Left forward—one. Turn—two. Turn—three. And left—five, six, seven. It’s the same. Now followers, you do the same.”


  He counted it through again, not really explaining as much as he showed them what to do. The first turn—on two—was 180 degrees, as was the turn on three, putting the dancer back into starting position. As Stefano had to go first, Samantha helped him through it. After a few times, they had the move down.


  “Hey, this is easy,” Stefano said, a huge grin on his face.


  “This is crawling,” Tony said as he breezed by. “You aren’t dancing yet.”


  Stefano watched the smaller man, an expression of shock and amusement on his face. “I can’t figure out if I like him yet.”


  “He’s interesting,” Samantha said. “You have to remember that this is a free class. It looks like he’s been doing this all evening.”


  “It’s advertising for his product. He should be nice.” Stefano went through the turns a few more times. “Want to sign up for salsa lessons, honey?”


  “I’d like that,” she said. “It can be our thing. We can practice naked, and if you master your moves, I’ll let you put the moves on me.”


  Stefano’s smile lasted the whole night. Samantha loved being with him like this. They talked and flirted as they practiced the salsa, bantering back and forth as they learned a dance they both enjoyed. Tony taught them how to lead a right turn, and then he had them put it all together into a brief dance.


  Before they left, Stefano signed them up for classes beginning in December. Samantha loved that he committed to them because that meant she had one night each week carved out to spend with him socially. Her heart soared.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei wore a monitor for a week. Each morning, Samantha had to make sure he put it back on after his shower. He seemed resistant until he looked into her eyes, and then his protests would fall away, unspoken. He’d also gone in for some follow up testing to rule out different causes of Afib.


  When they returned to Doctor Karpov’s office to hear the results, the three of them were nervous. Stefano paced the length of the waiting room, his prowling figure commanding the attention of every waiting patient. Lex sat next to Samantha, her hand gripped in his, with his head casually resting on the wall behind his chair.


  The nurse called them into the doctor’s office. Stefano put his hand on Alexei’s shoulder. “You gave them your schedule, right?”


  They’d asked for a schedule, a general accounting of his activities during the time he’d worn the halter. Alexei had balked at the idea as an invasion of his privacy. Lex scowled at Stef.


  “I did,” Samantha said. “I recorded what you did when you were home, and Stefano helped me figure out what you were doing when you were working.”


  “Samantha—”


  She lifted her hand, cutting him off. Even a month ago, she wouldn’t have dared be that bold. Standing up to him, when warranted, made her feel good. Empowered, but still submissive. “It’s done, Lex. Doctor Karpov can’t do her job if she doesn’t have the information.”


  “Alexei, welcome back.” Doctor Karpov came toward the door with her hand extended. Lex shook first, and then she greeted Samantha and Stefano. “Have a seat.”


  Samantha and Stefano once again flanked Alexei, offering support even though he accepted it with hostility.


  Doctor Karpov took her place behind her desk and folded her hands on top of the polished wood surface. “Let’s start with the good news. You’re one of the ten percent of people who have no underlying heart disease.”


  Tension visibly left Alexei. It fled so fast that Samantha felt the wind from its passage.


  “So I’m fine?”


  The doctor tilted her head to the side in a regretful gesture. “You have atrial fibrillation. Your heart is beating irregularly, which puts you at a higher risk for blood clots. Those clots can travel to your kidneys, intestines, heart, or brain. You’re at a high risk for stroke or heart attack. You’re going to need to make some lifestyle changes.”


  Alexei shook his head. “There’s nothing I can change.”


  Samantha threw a severe frown in his direction.


  “No, I mean it. I’ve cut back on work and caffeine. I don’t smoke. I’m back to working out regularly. There’s literally nothing I can change.”


  Stefano scratched his eyebrow, something he did when he was thinking particularly hard. “You’re working just as much, Lex. On the nights Sammy is with me, you’re still pulling all-nighters.”


  This time her frown held a dose of fury. He was supposed to be resting.


  Alexei shrugged. “I have trouble sleeping alone.”


  Oh, he wasn’t going to blame this on her. She’d collude with Stefano later on this issue. Perhaps it was time for them to share a bedroom. They had never discussed changing their sleeping arrangements.


  Doctor Karpov cleared her throat. “I suggest cutting out all caffeine and alcohol. Whatever you can do to relieve stress, do it. Your monitor showed that you had more Afib events at work and fewer when you were training your pony. Maybe you want to consider switching careers.”


  Stefano guffawed. “You do love dressage. Plenty of people make a career out of that. Maybe you can make it to the Olympics.”


  Samantha was tempted to sock him in the gut. Instead she opted to kill him with kindness. “Yes. While you are at work, Lex can spend all day playing with his pony.” She pumped as much innuendo into her tone as she could. “Lex, your pony loves you so much. I know she would be over the moon to be able to spend so much time with you.”


  The edges of his mouth quivered, but whether it was with mirth or a response to the impending upheaval he was going to have to face, she couldn’t tell.


  Again the doctor drew their attention back to her. “Alexei, the bottom line is this— if you don’t make some significant changes to your lifestyle, then your lifestyle will make some significant changes to you. Listen to your body. It knows what it needs.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei blew one last kiss to Samantha as she disappeared into the area where only ticketed passengers could go. Next to him, Stefano watched as the woman they loved headed back to the Caribbean.


  “We’ll see her in five days.”


  Stefano shook his head. “In Michigan. It’ll be different. She’ll want to see her parents and her sister, spend time visiting with her niece and nephew. We won’t really have her to ourselves until it’s time to leave.”


  With November nearly expired and Thanksgiving in six days, Lex felt more pressure than ever to finish up this little venture. What should have been a simple merger had turned into a nightmare, a complicated maze of legal and business interests. He was tired of massaging egos all day long and looking for the fine print that would help circumvent some of the ones that refused to be tamed.


  “Come on. Lindsay Stewart is flying in. We need to pick her up.”


  Lex frowned at Stef. Stewart was one of their best employees. The twenty-seven year old had been doing her damndest to help them manage this fiasco from Miami. She was a quick-witted, fast-talking woman who people either loved or hated on sight. He and Stef had loved her. Samantha liked her, but the two hadn’t connected on anything but a polite level.


  “Why did you call her in? We’re so close to finishing this up.”


  “We’ve been close for six weeks. I’m tired of it. I’m going to tell Lindsay to close the deal or withdraw by Wednesday. Either way, we’re finished.”


  “We stand to lose millions.”


  Stef shrugged. “We have millions to lose.”


  That familiar rage boiled in Lex’s blood. He felt his heart speed up, and that pissed him off even more. “Damn it, Stefano. You heard what the doctor said. I have decades before I’m in danger.”


  The concourse was packed. Even so, Stefano managed to slam Lex against the wall. He held him there with his forearm across his twin’s chest, his elbow digging into Lex’s rib cage. Shocked at Stef’s show of anger—Lex was usually the one to blow his top—Alexei stared at his brother.


  “This could kill you. Every second you stay in this job is taking you to the grave. No amount of money in the world is worth your life. Sammy only got on that plane to take care of her business because I promised I would take care of you.”


  Stefano let him down. Lex straightened his jacket, ignored the stares of passersby, and waved off security. “The two of you planned this?” He couldn’t be mad at Samantha, but he could be furious with Stef for dragging her into something so fucking irritating.


  “No. She has no idea. I thought we’d surprise her.”


  Lex lifted a challenging brow. “You’re stepping down, too?”


  “We’re not stepping down. We’re stepping back. Lindsay can take this deal, bring in her team to help her out. Other parts of the business can be sold off or we can find the right people to run them.”


  For as long as he could remember, Alexei had worked in this world. He’d entered Morozov Industries at the tender age of twelve, and he’d spent his life becoming intimately acquainted with every aspect of the operation. Stefano had as well. It had been the only way to get their father’s attention. Dmitri Morozov had been openly proud of them for their professional accomplishments, but he’d never seemed to notice anything else they did.


  He considered Stefano’s idea. “We’re still running the company, but we don’t have to be so hands-on. That’s what you’re saying.”


  “Yeah.”


  Most of his anger drained away. “Why the fuck didn’t you just say that? You think I wouldn’t have a conversation with you about this? For Christ’s sake. I remember resenting Dad for always putting the business first. We want to marry Samantha and have kids, and we both vowed to be there to raise our kids.”


  Stefano led them toward the baggage carousel where they’d probably find Lindsay. “If I said any of that to you with Sammy nearby, you would have dug your heels in and refused. That fricking pony thing really calms you both down, and you forget there’s anything wrong. With Sammy gone, your stress level is back up, and you’re taking it seriously. Plus, Lindsay is here, and you’re not enough of a dickhead to throw a fit and send her back.”


  With a superior grin, Stefano strutted to where Lindsay’s flight number was displayed. Lex wanted to simultaneously hug and punch his brother. It could be done, but he’d wait until later, when Stef wasn’t expecting retaliation.


  Lindsay was a little Jewish powerhouse. She stood at about five-four, and her compact build hid a parkour expert. Long dark hair was gathered in a ponytail and tumbled down her back. She turned as they came closer.


  She grinned, revealing a cheeky smile. “Hey there, boss men. Reinforcements are here.”


  “Good afternoon, Stewart. Did you have a nice flight?”


  She heaved her bag from the conveyor belt. Stefano took it from her, and Lex relieved her of her carry-on bag.


  Lindsay sighed, but she knew better than to protest. “The flight sucked. I hate flying. At least you guys spring for first class tickets. Who’s who?”


  They’d defaulted to the blue tie/red tie thing. Lex wore red, and Stef wore blue. Other than that, they were identically dressed. Alexei said his name, and Stefano identified himself. Lindsay didn’t treat them as if they were interchangeable, and that was one of the things they’d liked about her. That didn’t mean she could tell them apart.


  “We want to thank you for coming,” Stefano said. “But I’m afraid you misunderstood my message. You’re not here to back us up. You’ll be taking over.”


  She stopped in the middle of the crowd, forcing everybody to part around her. “Wait. Taking over? You want me to close a deal you couldn’t? That’s some tall order.”


  Alexei put his hand on her upper arm and urged her to make forward progress. “We’re not asking you to do that. We’re done dealing with these assholes. You can give them twenty-four hours, but we pretty much want you to close out our interests with regard to this deal.”


  “Untangle the web you wove to capture the company?”


  Stefano bared his teeth in a pale imitation of a smile. “You have a problem with that?”


  “Nope,” she said. “I just like having a clear objective. So, this is now my baby, and neither of you get to interfere.”


  She wasn’t asking for permission. Over her head, Lex exchanged a look with Stef. They weren’t used to taking orders from anybody, and this new development struck them both as funny.


  Stef chuckled first. “Yes, ma’am.”


  In the taxi, Stefano gave the driver the address for their rented apartment.


  “Where am I staying?” Lindsay asked.


  “Our apartment,” Stefano answered. “We’re heading to Michigan, so you’ll have the place to yourself.”


  This was another piece of news to Alexei. “When the hell do you find time to make all these plans without consulting me?”


  “When you’re playing with your pony. I don’t think you know how much time you spend doing that particular activity.”


  If Lex wasn’t mistaken, Stefano wasn’t too happy that he’d been monopolizing Samantha’s time. He felt the first pangs of guilt over it. “You could have said something.”


  Stefano shrugged, and Lex knew his brother had been silent because he was concerned about Lex’s health. That didn’t mean he didn’t resent Lex cutting into Stef’s time with their woman. “She kept you occupied so you couldn’t argue with me. It was a win-win situation.”


  “Whew!” Lindsay said. “I’m starting to drown in the subtext here.”


  An employee should never see them argue. They both had a strict policy of having these kinds of discussions without subordinates around. Alexei spent the rest of the ride updating Lindsay on their progress, or lack thereof.


  


  * * * *


  


  The weather at Sanctuary was perfect, as was the company. For the first time since they’d purchased the island, Samantha was meeting with Sophia, Sabrina, and Ellen at the same time. The four of them had left their families and significant others back home for this three day powwow.


  Samantha was the second to arrive. Sabrina greeted her at the dock with a huge hug. “Damn, but you look good, Sam. New York agrees with you.”


  She was of the opinion that having more time with Stef and Lex agreed with her, but she accepted the compliment. “Thanks. You’re looking great as well.” She looked Sabrina up and down. Her petite sister-in-law wore a stylish shirt that gathered under her breasts and flowed to her hips, and the matching skirt was equally as loose.


  “Oh my God! You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”


  Sabrina blushed. “No. Jonas gave me a thorough going-over before I left this morning. We’re experimenting with harsher floggers and whips. It takes me to a deeper subspace, and I’m finding that I really like it.”


  There hadn’t been time for Lex or Stef to send her off the same way, though they’d both made love to her. She lifted an interested brow. “Can I see?”


  Sabrina turned around and let Samantha lift her shirt. A few angry welts crossed her sister-in-law’s back. “I have some neat bruises on my bottom, but I’m not showing you those.”


  Samantha giggled. “You’ll think of him every time you sit down.”


  “Or try to walk. Come on, I brought a cart.”


  They climbed onto the motorized vehicle and Sabrina drove them to the resort proper.


  “Tessa is doing a wonderful job. Evan got here last week. Everything’s going to stop for Thanksgiving, and then he said he wanted to bring the rest of his family back with him in December.”


  “How are he and Tessa getting along?”


  “Fabulously. And he’s great with the crew. You know, I never thought of Evan as a take-charge kind of guy, probably because he’s so quiet, but he is.”


  Samantha considered that. “It’s the quiet ones you have to watch out for.”


  “Yeah, well, I like him. I’m willing to offer him whatever he wants to finish the job. After what you, Sophia, and I went through with the original contractor, I don’t want to take our chances with another one, but we can talk about that tomorrow.”


  The main building where the staff was being headquartered came into view. Space was now at a premium. Samantha knew she would be sharing a room with Sabrina. When she thought about her four partners, she realized they were all friends with each other. Jonas had brought them together. He was the common link, but the fact that Samantha lived clear across the country put her at a disadvantage. All her life, she’d gathered acquaintances by the dozens, but none of them had developed into deeper friendships. Except for Lex and Stef, she was essentially friendless. That realization made her sad.


  Ellen and Sophia looked at Samantha as a little sister, someone to be tolerated because she was family. Sabrina was more difficult to read. She seemed to genuinely like Samantha and enjoyed spending time with her, but Sam wondered if Sabrina’s friendliness had anything at all to do with her or if it was all due to Jonas.


  “Sabrina? If you weren’t married to Jonas, would we be friends?”


  Sabrina parked the cart in the little garage next to the main building. She slung one of Sam’s bags over her shoulder before answering. “Probably not. You’re a lot younger than me, and we ran in different circles. I probably would have just bought your paintings and worshipped you from afar.”


  “You think you would have bought my paintings?”


  “Yes. They’re very good, but you know that already. What brought on that question?”


  Sam shrugged, but Sabrina didn’t let her have the evasion. “I was just wondering if you, you know, if you’re friends with me because of my brother.”


  “I am,” Sabrina said with a laugh. “He brought a lot of new people into my life, and I’m thankful for each and every one of you. Sometimes not Ellen. She’s a little slow in learning my hard limits. But then we fight and make up. Anyway, not having you in my life would be a serious loss, so stop worrying. I love you, Sam, and I sincerely want to know how the pony play went.”


  By this time, they were in the elevator. Samantha stared at Sabrina. “I haven’t told anybody about that.”


  Sabrina grinned. “You said enough to Tessa and Nick, who were thrilled to share the pet experience with you, and I figured out the rest.”


  A huge grin broke out on Samantha’s face. She couldn’t stop it, and it confirmed Sabrina’s guess, so she divulged the details.


  “It’s so wonderful. I get the best workout while spending time in a different section of subspace. Alexei loves it, too, but Stefano has stayed away from it so far. Lex is training me in dressage. It’s not as easy as it looks.” She felt less guilty about spending so much time with Lex now that she and Stef were taking that salsa class together.


  With a dreamy expression on her face, Sabrina smiled. “Have you been naughty yet?”


  “No, not yet. I have plans, but I never seem to want to follow through with them while I’m in pony mode.” Samantha frowned, but it was the thoughtful kind. Perhaps the urge to go against the rules had come from her frustration at the lack of attention she had been getting. “Maybe I don’t truly want to misbehave.”


  Sabrina shot her a knowing, sympathetic look. “I know what you mean. Unless I’m somehow upset, I don’t care to misbehave either. Plus I hate punishment. Jonas and I are working on that. I’m not certain he likes to dish it out either.”


  The pair of them giggled and whispered through dinner until Heather joined them. They’d invited her to eat with them, but she’d politely refused, citing the need to be available for an important call.


  The tall beauty handed Sabrina an envelope. Puzzled, Sabrina opened it up and scanned the note.


  “You’re not serious?” Sabrina asked incredulously.


  “I am. My bags are packed, and I’m heading out on the boat that’s bringing Ellen and Sophia here later tonight.”


  Samantha snagged the note hanging from Sabrina’s hand. It was a letter of resignation. “But why? I thought you were excited about staying on for the transition.”


  Heather shrugged. “I was, and then I wasn’t. I met somebody, and the relationship has progressed to a point where working here isn’t what I want anymore. Besides, now you can bring in your own person who will do things how you want them done.”


  This was a huge loss. Heather knew the company intimately, and she’d been supportive of the ways in which the resort was going to change. Sam knew they’d been dealt a blow, but she couldn’t begrudge the woman for following her heart. That’s what Sam had done four years ago, and she did not regret it.


  Sabrina nodded stiffly. “I wish you all the best. If you need to use me as a reference, feel free.”


  Still processing the loss of the resort’s manager, Samantha stared after her departing figure. Once she was gone, Sabrina exhaled hard.


  “I know I shouldn’t, but I’m sort of glad she’s gone. Every once in a while, she would compare me to Jonas’s ex-wife, and that doesn’t exactly make me happy. Sometimes interacting with her was awkward.”


  Samantha didn’t really know Heather. Though the woman had been friends with Jonas years ago, Samantha hadn’t been old enough to establish any kind of relationship with Heather. At best, she was ambivalent about losing their manager. Samantha cleared her throat to change the subject.


  “We have our work cut out for us tomorrow,” Samantha said. Lists of items that needed to be addressed flew through her head, overwhelming her with sheer numbers. “We need to hammer out a revised plan for the remodel, and now we need to find someone new to run this place.”


  “Yep,” Sabrina said. She had the same glazed look in her eyes that Samantha was sure mirrored her own. “Sophie and Ellen will be here soon. I say we all get drunk tonight, and that we get a head start. With any luck, we’ll all have a great time tonight.”


  “That sounds like a great plan.”
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  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Surprising Alexei with Lindsay Stewart and all she represented had gone much better than expected, and it proved to Stef that his brother wasn’t feeling as good as he tried to pretend. The idea of losing Lex scared the shit out of Stef. He was willing to give up control of Morozov Industries to make sure that Lex remained healthy.


  Besides, it wasn’t like they were washing their hands completely, and they’d spent years surrounding themselves with valuable, trustworthy employees. Now was the time to take advantage of those resources.


  They took their things to the hotel they always used when they were visiting their father. He still lived in the same posh West Bloomfield house where the boys had grown up. Four years ago, he’d taken a second wife, a woman who had been their mother’s friend. Though, at the time, twelve years had elapsed since their mother had passed away, Lex had taken the news hard.


  Sammy had been instrumental in convincing Lex that over a decade was a long enough time for their father to mourn and that Melinda Breszewski, who was wealthy in her own right, was a perfect companion for Dmitri Morozov.


  Indeed, their father had mellowed a lot in the past four years. Melinda brought a peaceful serenity to Dmitri’s life, and she never interfered with matters between her husband and his children. Melinda had kids of her own, and she expected Dmitri to respect her privacy that way. Ironically, Sabrina was Melinda’s oldest daughter, which made Sabrina their step-sister, and as soon as Sammy married Lex, Sabrina would also be their sister-in-law.


  “Did you tell Dad we were coming early?” Lex drove the rented car.


  Though his brother drove fast, Stef was confident in his abilities. If Sammy had been with them, Stefano would have driven because having Lex behind the wheel freaked her out.


  “Nope. I thought we’d surprise him.”


  Lex chuckled. The two of them often had to be dragged back to Michigan for a visit. Their father would definitely not be expecting them. Using their magnetic entry card, they cruised through the guarded entrance to the subdivision. They’d grown up here, as had Sabrina and Drew. Drew, Sophia, and Neal lived around the corner from the Morozov estate.


  Stefano pressed the doorbell and checked out the tasteful holiday decorations. His whole life, the Morozovs had never decorated the outside of their house for any occasion. Dmitri was dead set against it. He maintained that putting up a tree and some mistletoe was plenty. This was Melinda’s doing, and he had to admire her persistence. The place looked inviting and festive like a home should.


  The door swung open to reveal a tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed beauty. Two years younger than Lex and Stef, Anastasia Morozov had grown up suffering with two overprotective brothers. Not that she’d taken their crap lying down. Nope. She’d developed one hell of a stubborn streak, and she’d ended up winning most of their battles. At eighteen, she’d gone away to college in California, and she’d never returned home. Her job as an oceanographer took her all over the world. While they visited one another every now and again, large gaps of time passed without communication.


  “Ana!” Stef threw his arms open and scooped up his little sister. “You said you weren’t coming for Thanksgiving.”


  He set her down and Lex did the same thing. “It’s good to see you, Ana. I’m glad you could make it.”


  She kissed their cheeks and took their jackets. “Dad made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Where’s Sam?”


  “She’s clearing up some business matters related to the island resort we bought for her,” Stefano said.


  Ana gave them a strange look. “You bought her an island resort?”


  Lex lifted his shoulder nonchalantly. “We bought a share. She’s a quarter owner. So is Sabrina. What was the offer that Dad made you?”


  “He’s going to fund a remote submersible for my next study on phosphorescence in the deep sea.” Ana mimicked Lex’s shrug. “I have my price.”


  It disgusted Stefano more than a little that money is what brought Ana home, but he wasn’t surprised. For her entire life, their father had lavished Ana with expensive things in order to make up for the fact that their mother had never really taken an interest in raising her daughter. She’d performed whatever motherly duties Dmitri had ordered her to do, but she hadn’t approached spending time with Ana with the same enthusiasm she’d showered on Lex and Stef.


  In short, Ana was a brat, and they loved her dearly.


  Ana slung her arms around both of them, herding them toward the study. “Tell me about this resort, big brothers. It sounds kinky.”


  In the study, they found their father and Melinda. Dmitri lounged in a leather wingback chair reading a newspaper, a real, honest-to-goodness newspaper. Melinda sat in a matching chair with an eReader in hand.


  She looked up first, a welcoming smile lighting her face. Lines radiated from her eyes and emphasized her mouth, showing how often she smiled since she’d fallen for their father. “Boys! Welcome home.”


  Though Melinda couldn’t tell them apart, she’d long ago overcome her embarrassment. Now she looked for the clues. Though they had changed out of their suits, Stef made sure to wear a blue sweater, and Lex had donned red.


  Dmitri folded his paper and got to his feet. They greeted Melinda with kisses on the cheek, and then they took turns shaking Dmitri’s hand. He pulled each of them closer for a proper hug.


  “If I had known you were coming, I would have held dinner.” There was a bit of reproof in Dmitri’s voice, but the pleasure of having his kids under one roof overrode it.


  “We’re fine,” Stefano said. “We grabbed a bite on the road.”


  “Let me get you a drink.”


  Stef glanced at Lex. “Water is fine. Or fruit juice.”


  Dmitri frowned at Lex. “Are you letting Stefano speak for you again?”


  When they were little, Stefano had often answered for Alexei, not because his brother couldn’t, but because Stef knew what his brother wanted. In this case, Lex probably would have loved a drink, but Sammy would kill them both if she found out that Alexei had gone against the doctor’s orders.


  Lex sank onto the black leather sofa. “Looks that way.”


  Stefano helped his dad get the drinks. The five of them settled down with the friendly kind of chit-chat that people had when they hadn’t seen one another for a few months. Ana spoke passionately about her undersea adventures, and Stefano understood why his father had agreed to fund her next expedition. Her eyes lit so brightly, and she positively glowed. She might not be in love with a person, but she was in love with her job, and that was enough for her at this point in her life. Melinda and Dmitri related a few anecdotes of the time they spent with their grandchildren—Sabrina’s kids—and dropped hints about loving the idea of having more rug rats to spoil.


  “So, how are things going at Morozov Industries?” Dmitri asked, turning the conversation to the boys.


  Alexei and Stefano fell silent. They could count the number of times they’d failed at anything business related on one hand.


  Dmitri gave a low chuckle. “That bad?”


  Stefano shook his head. “The bottom line is still good.”


  “But?” Dmitri leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “How is the Resto deal going?”


  “It’s not,” Lex said. “We cut bait and brought in Lindsay Stewart to clean up the mess.”


  If Stefano had expected his father to loudly voice his displeasure, he was doomed to be disappointed. Dmitri sat back, relaxed. “Holbrook and Sons.”


  The three of them stared at Dmitri with blank looks on their faces. Melinda cleared away their empty glasses and left the room.


  “My first failure,” Dmitri said. “I remember it better than I can recall any of my successes.”


  By all measures, Dmitri Morozov had been a very successful businessman. Stefano exchanged a look with Alexei. Ana went to Dmitri’s side and perched on the arm of his chair. She put a soothing hand on his shoulder.


  “Papa, you built a multimillion dollar corporation from nothing.”


  “I know.” A fond grin lit his face. “But it’s that first failure that stays with you. It gives you perspective. I spent thirteen months researching, meeting, massaging egos, amassing resources, tying up all the loose ends, and for what? Nothing. I lost a year of my life, time I could have spent with my wife and children, to a deal that never happened. That’s when I realized there were more important things out there than another business deal that I’d hand off to my staff as soon as the ink was dry.”


  Stefano listened to his father’s wisdom, and he wondered if Alexei understood the old man’s message. Lex had a history of friction with their father that had only begun to ease in the past few years.


  “Sammy said something similar to us,” Lex said. “She asked us how much money we had to make before it was enough.”


  “It’s a fair question,” Ana said. “I remember when you started spending more time with us, Papa. I was seven, and I treasured every second.”


  Stefano rolled his eyes. He could stand only so much of Ana’s simpering. “Stop kissing up. He’s getting you a submersible, and if you truly treasured time spent with Dad, then you wouldn’t have to be bribed to come for a visit.”


  Dmitri held up his hand. “No fighting, kids.”


  In a turn of events, Alexei tried to defuse the situation. “I get what you’re saying. Samantha has let us know in no uncertain terms that we had to cut our losses with this one.”


  “And it’s all right,” Dmitri said. “You can’t win every time. In the twelve years you’ve run Morozov Industries, you’ve tripled the worth of the company. I’m proud of you both for that, and of Ana for her contributions to science. It’s okay to step back like I did and focus on the important things in life—family.”


  Stefano knew the time had come to tell their father of Alexei’s condition, but he also knew he couldn’t speak for his brother on this issue. He looked to Lex, and the two exchanged a significant glance.


  “Dad, there’s something I think you should know, another reason Stef and I are pulling back on the workload. I’ve been having some issues lately, and when I went to the doctor, she diagnosed me with atrial fibrillation. If I take care of myself, avoid alcohol and caffeine, cut down the stress, I stop having symptoms.”


  Dmitri regarded Alexei intently. Stefano’s stomach clenched. He disliked imparting bad news of any kind to his father, and he knew that Lex viewed this as a failing on his part, as if he should have overcome this through sheer tenacity and grit instead of admitting weakness.


  “You have it under control, or you’re getting it under control? Are you taking medication? Did they rule out heart disease or hyperthyroidism or high blood pressure?” Their father’s questions were calm and unhurried.


  “I’m getting it under control. They ruled out all the other stuff. Mostly it was stress.”


  Dmitri nodded sagely. “You had heart issues when you were born. The two of you shared a placenta, and Stefano hogged the nutrients a little more. You were born small and sickly. Until you were three and your symptoms disappeared, your mother and I employed a registered nurse to sit with you at night while you slept.”


  Stefano hadn’t known anything about this, and he knew Alexei hadn’t either. He clenched his fists. “Why didn’t you ever tell us about that before?”


  Dmitri lifted a shoulder. “Lex was fine. He caught up to you in growth and health, and he never had another problem. The doctors said we went overboard, engaging a nurse like we did, but if anything had happened to either of you, your mother wouldn’t have survived it, and frankly, I’m not sure I would have either.”


  “But you never said anything,” Alexei said. From the way the tips of his ears turned pink, his temper was flaring. “You always said we were healthy, not a thing wrong. It was a point of pride with you.”


  “And you were,” Dmitri said, dismissing Lex’s concern. “You still are. I’m glad you aren’t ignoring this, Alexei. You’ve accomplished more in twelve years than I did in thirty. Saying that I’m proud of you is an understatement. I know you have a driving need to be better than me, and you’ve proven you are. Now you can turn your attention to other things. Have you considered philanthropy? Ana does a lot of philanthropic work.”


  That was one good thing about their sister. She might be a materialistic princess, but she gave tirelessly of her time and talent to a number of charitable causes.


  Dmitri was taking this too well. Though they hadn’t discussed telling their father, Stef knew both he and Lex expected some kind of fireworks from the temperamental man.


  Melinda came back into the room. She went to Alexei and put her hand on his shoulder. “I overheard what you said, Lex. I want you to know that you have our support. Your father has been talking for some time about how the two of you work too hard. The last time you came for a visit, you were pale and you’d lost weight. He feared you were working yourself into an early grave. While it appears your father is taking this in stride, his relief is mostly due to the fact he thought something much worse was going on.”


  Dmitri and Melinda exchanged a tender look, and then Dmitri turned a bit of that mushy feeling on his son. “And I know you’re too pigheaded to do something about it. Thank goodness for Samantha. I’m glad you have her to talk some sense into you.”


  “Well,” said Lex as he squeezed Melinda’s hand. “This is a bit anticlimactic.”


  “Sorry,” Melinda said with a ladylike sniff. “According to my daughters, I’m a bit of a stuffed shirt, so this is as dramatic as I get. Your father is the same way.”


  Stef and Lex stared at her for several seconds, trying to understand the joke. Finally Ana burst out laughing. She doubled over, holding her stomach. Stefano had to admire the way Melinda acknowledged the criticisms leveled at her with such dry wit. He and Lex joined in the laughter, though he wasn’t entirely sure if they were all laughing at the same thing.


  


  * * * *


  


  Samantha picked at the spread in front of her. The four of them had imbibed until late into the night, and the shit had hit the fan by morning. Heather’s resignation had left a vacuum they were scrambling to fill. Sophia and Samantha had prepared a huge breakfast spread while Ellen and Sabrina went to make sure the skeleton maintenance staff knew what they were supposed to do. They’d returned, headaches in tow, to find the scrumptious offering Sophie and Sam had made.


  “Ideally,” Ellen said, “someone will rise to the occasion and prove themselves worthy of interim management.”


  “That’s only on TV,” said Sabrina. “In real life, take-charge people are hard to find. I quit my job two months ago, and they still keep calling to beg me to come back.”


  “People like you aren’t easy to replace,” Samantha said. “You’re both creative and assertive. You made that company what it is today.”


  Ellen shoveled more fruit and another croissant on her plate. “Speaking of creative, I read an article the other day about this up-and-coming artist that is taking the West Coast by storm. Some blonde bitch who doesn’t bother to tell her friends she’s had a bunch of showings there.”


  Samantha smiled blandly. She was used to Ellen’s idea of affectionate banter. “Probably the same blonde bitch who keeps getting calls and emails from a dozen galleries in New York now that they know she’s looking for an apartment there.”


  Ellen and Sophie squealed, throwing tackling hugs at Sam. Sabrina waited until the melee was over. “That’s wonderful, Sam. I’m so happy for you, but I’m kind of pissed that you didn’t tell us. Maybe you should set up a mailing list so we can keep up with your appearances. Plus, your fans would probably like to know about your appearances. I can help you set that up.”


  The bliss of an organizing job glazed over Sabrina’s eyes with joy.


  A man came into the room. He was about Samantha’s height, which put him on the tall side, and he was built like someone who wasn’t a stranger to heavy lifting. He wore a cotton shirt and worn jeans that looked like they were very comfortable.


  “Evan,” Sophia said. “I meant to come by last night to see you, but I got distracted.”


  “By booze,” Ellen said. “We tied her up and forced her to drink.”


  Sophia rolled her eyes at Ellen. “We got in late, and I thought you were probably sleeping. I know you’re an early riser.”


  “That’s okay. I did turn in early. There’s a lot to be done to get things back on track. I finished the construction schedule. Want me to run it by you?” He took the seat next to Samantha, but he put the schedule down in front of Sophie. Extending his hand to Samantha, he said, “You must be Samantha. I think we met once or twice at Sabrina’s house, but it’s been a few years.”


  Samantha didn’t remember meeting him, but she wasn’t about to admit it. She took his proffered hand. “Hi, Evan. Thanks for helping us out.”


  “Not a problem.”


  “Hey,” Ellen said. She was looking over Sophia’s shoulder at the schedule. “This says you won’t be done until mid-April. We wanted it finished by March first.”


  Evan ran his fingers through his light brown mane and shook his head. “Not with what you want done. Mid-April is the optimistic timeline. I think you’ll have enough done to reopen the resort. The rest of the construction is going to take about a year. Add in the houses Sabrina talked about building on the other side of the island, and you’ve got about two years of construction on your plate.”


  Samantha gaped at the prediction. “The other company told us that it could all be done by the end of March, not including building houses on the other side of the island.”


  Evan leveled his clear blue gaze at Sam. “He was full of shit. That timeline included massive cuts to corners and dangerous detours that could leave you with some pretty hefty lawsuits.”


  Sophia passed the folder to Sabrina, who shared it with Samantha. The papers within contained a detailed list of jobs, building materials, costs, and a timeline for completion for each job. Though most of it looked like unintelligible gook to Samantha, she could make out that Evan was having the crew work through the jobs efficiently, moving them around to make best use of manpower while things dried or cured, or while they were waiting to have things inspected.


  “Wow,” Sophie said. “You even included money to bribe suppliers. I’m impressed.”


  Evan grinned. “This ain’t my first rodeo.” His imitation of a cowboy was charming. “Look, I have a favor to ask you ladies. I want you to hear me out before you say anything. I like this project, and I like this island. I’d like to stay on and see it through, but unless I can bring Alaina, Daniel, and Zach here, I can’t do it. I can’t be away from my family for that long.”


  Samantha didn’t have a problem with that. She wanted the island to be a haven for people who lived in polyamorous relationships. Before she could speak, Sophia put her hand over Evan’s.


  “Have you talked about this with Danny? He’s not going to give up his studio to move to an island, and Lainie counsels patients and teaches college classes.”


  A picture of patience, Evan nodded. “I meant just until the resort was open. Once things get going, this is no place for a twelve-year-old boy, no matter how much he might like for it to be. Alaina needs to get away, and Daniel will do anything to help her get over our recent losses.”


  Samantha had forgotten about the miscarriage Sophia’s sister-in-law had. Evan looked like he was about to excuse himself so that he didn’t lose it in front of all those women.


  Sophia glanced around at each of them, accruing a visual tally. Nobody had a problem with the arrangement he proposed. “Yeah, Evan. We’d love for you to stay on. Bring Lainie, Danny, and Zach here—whatever it takes to help you guys heal.”


  “Thanks,” he said. He pulled several folded pieces of paper from his back pocket and threw them down on the table. “This is an alternate plan that you might want to consider.”


  After he’d left, Samantha leaned closer to Sophia. “What else did they lose?”


  Sophia glanced at the door, making sure Evan was gone. “Lainie has had six miscarriages. This last one really broke her spirit. She wanted kids so badly. So did Evan and Danny.”


  Zach, Samantha knew, was Alaina’s younger brother who the trio were raising as their son. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”


  Sophie squeezed Samantha’s hand. “They’ll be okay. They have each other, so they’ll get through this. I hope they consider adoption. They have so much to offer a kid.”


  “I hope so, too,” Sabrina said softly. “I’m sure we can help them find an agency friendly to their type of living arrangement.”


  Samantha looked at the empty doorway, missing Alexei and Stefano badly. She comforted herself with the knowledge that a few days of hard work would lead her to a mini-vacation where she got to see her family and be with her lovers.
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  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Samantha wasn’t a fan of staying at a hotel when she was in town visiting her parents. If Stefano and Alexei weren’t with her, she opted to sleep with the familiar scents and sounds of home around her.


  She stopped by the front desk of the luxurious hotel lobby to get a key for the room. Thankfully, they’d put her name on the registry, so she only had to show identification. This way, she’d be able to surprise them. They’d wanted to pick her up from the airport, but the time had conflicted with plans Dmitri had made for the family to visit the grave of the late Maggie Morozov. It was rare to have all three of the kids home, and he’d wanted to make the most of this special occasion.


  The odds of the room being empty were about half. Stefano had promised to do everything he could to be back by the time she got there, but he knew that things didn’t always go as planned when Dmitri was calling the shots.


  Her wish was granted when the room was empty. Though she experienced a pang of disappointment—she sorely missed her lovers—she was thankful for the opportunity to freshen up before dinner.


  Stowing her suitcase in the bedroom, she took out her toiletries bag and went to work. Just as she was washing her face, she heard a click as a keycard disengaged the room lock. She patted her face dry and rushed out to greet them.


  The bathroom exited to the bedroom, which came out around a blind corner from the door. She found herself lifted and shoved against the wall before she could focus long enough to figure out whether Alexei or Stefano had her.


  He locked his lips onto hers, taking her with a violent intensity that left no doubt he’d missed her as much as she’d missed him. He ground his hips into her and flattened her body between his and the wall. It also clarified his intentions. This would not be a gentle, loving reunion. He aimed to mark his territory.


  Just when she was tempted to guess that Stefano was kissing her—he liked rough sex far more often than Lex did—they exchanged places. Her other lover treated her to the same crushing passion.


  The violence eased a bit, and a blindfold slipped over her eyes. No words were spoken, and she understood that they wanted her off balance. They wanted her to identify them on sensory information alone. She could do that, but it took a little longer if she couldn’t see them or hear them speak. While their voices were nearly identical, they tended to phrase things differently, and that often provided great clues.


  They pulled her away from the wall, and a warm, shirtless chest nestled against her back.


  Hands slid into the waistband of her sweats, caressing her flesh as one of them stripped her panties and soft cotton down her body. Hot lips pressed against her neck, and another set of hands slid along her stomach and lifted her shirt.


  The lips left her skin as the man in front of her tugged her shirt off and rid her of her bra. Naked, she trembled between them. She knew her vulnerability called to them both, and she hoped it would urge them to break the wall of silence. They hadn’t prohibited her from speaking, but they hadn’t given permission, and that gagged her as effectively as the rubber ball they liked to urge between her teeth upon occasion.


  Teeth grazed her stomach and lower back, and she gasped as shivers raced up and down her nerve endings. Her body was lifted and carried, and then she was set down on the bed. Ropes wrapped around her wrists, binding them together. They placed her bound hands above her head, pressing them into the pillow there as a signal to keep them there.


  Hot lips closed around her nipples, a mouth on each one. This wasn’t fair. Stefano was usually the first to go for her breasts, but they’d arrived at the same time. That’s what she got for leaving them three days to plot against her.


  The gentle licking and sucking gave way to harder tugs and the rolling of her turgid little peaks between their teeth and the roofs of their mouths. She gasped and moaned, arching her back to ease the pressure, but they only pulled harder.


  Two fingers separated the lips of her pussy, pulling the separate sides wide apart. She hazarded a guess that Lex was on her left side and using his dominant hand between her legs, and Stefano was on her right side doing the same thing. She could be wrong, though. They had changed things up on her quite frequently, and both of her lovers were good with both hands.


  She groaned in frustration, and they began rubbing small circles along her wetness, teasing everything but her clit. The assault on her breasts continued. A firm arm came down across her elbows, keeping her arms from moving. Her gasps came louder, and fingers slipped into her mouth. She tried to suck on them, but they moved around too much, caressing her lips, teeth, and tongue. It was shockingly intimate, and coming from men who had taken her every way they could as often as they could, that was a new feeling.


  Two fingers slipped inside her pussy. Slowly they pumped into her body, curving to hit her sweet spot. Samantha lifted her knees, luxuriating in the rough feel of their bare thighs against hers. They played until she was trembling, on the verge of something wonderful if only they would give it to her a little faster and harder.


  “Please,” she begged, and the fingers abandoned her.


  The mouths on her breasts released their tortured burden. One moved across her chest and up her neck. The other journeyed down her quivering stomach. Weights on either side of her shifted, and someone took their place between her legs. Hands pushed her legs wider and held them prisoner in the position he wanted.


  Samantha panted, knowing what was coming and knowing it would reveal who was where. As deliciously decadent as it was not knowing who had positioned himself on either side of her, she preferred knowing. She liked to whisper their names because she knew how it affected each of them. Alexei’s eyes would light with fierce pride, and Stefano’s mouth would curve with the same emotion. Samantha liked that she was the only person who could tell them apart with unfailing accuracy. It was one of the ways she showed them how much she loved them.


  The mouth between her legs latched onto her clit, and she knew from the violent suddenness of the way he took her that Stefano was between her legs.


  The arm holding hers in place eased. She turned her face to where she felt his breath. “Lex, please kiss me.”


  If she was wrong, she wouldn’t be getting a kiss anytime soon, but she was confident that she was right, and that came across in her desperate plea.


  He closed his lips over hers, his tongue delving deep as he ravaged her with his brand of mastery and love.


  Between her legs, Stefano inserted a single finger into her and brought her to the brink. She wanted to ask for permission, but Alexei wouldn’t release her lips. He had hijacked her breathing—the only real technique she had that worked to stave off orgasm—and he wasn’t showing signs that he was inclined to release her anytime soon.


  She struggled, her body heaving with effort, but the tightness coiling low in her abdomen couldn’t be denied. Of its own volition, her body bowed and stiffened. Lex’s kiss muffled her moans. Ignoring her plight, he swallowed her sounds of desperate pleasure.


  The throbbing began to subside. Her muscles relaxed, and Lex ended his demanding kiss. Weight shifted again as they switched places. Now Alexei was between her legs, and Stefano lay next to her.


  Her pink parts were no doubt swollen. Stefano was almost never gentle, especially after having gone several days without seeing her.


  “What gave us away?” He murmured against her lips. His face was wet with her juices, and his breath held her scent.


  She had to be honest. Lex licked a path through her juices, making it difficult to remember what she wanted to say. “The way you eat pussy. The rest of it…Wow. You did a great job of keeping me in the dark.”


  His grin radiated through the darkness. “Clean my face, Sammy.”


  She started with his chin and cheeks, loving the scratchy feel of his unshaven skin. Stubble stabbed her tongue, a wonderful, masculine texture that combined with the magic Lex was working between her legs. She ended with his lips, gliding a light, sensual caress over them as an enticement to kiss her.


  He took the bait, teasing her with chaste kisses and gentle tugs of his teeth on her lower lip. As he drove her crazy that way, Alexei stepped up his assault on her sensitive tissues.


  “Please,” she breathed. “Please let me come.”


  “Mmm.” Stefano appeared to consider her request. “You didn’t ask last time.”


  “I couldn’t.” Pleasure hovered on the edge of the cliff. “I don’t have a signal.” Her voice had been unavailable. She wanted to add that, but her vocal cords wouldn’t cooperate.


  He kissed her again, smothering her plea. Alexei hummed against her clit until he pushed her too far. She shouted her release, and he moaned as he lapped up her juices. He moved up her body, presenting his face for her to lick clean. Her body thrummed with pleasure. She was operating on autopilot, and she knew they were just getting started.


  She took her time with his gorgeous face, hoping to buy some recovery minutes, but her plan didn’t work. Lex took her in his arms and rolled so that she was on top of him. While she continued to carry out her task, Stef lifted her hips, and Lex guided himself into her pussy. Then Stef’s lubricated cock pressed to her back entrance. She breathed out to aid his entry, and he paused just inside to let her acclimate to the pinching sensation.


  Then they were off. Samantha lay limply between them as they used her body. The throbbing drumbeat of her orgasm came back to life with an added spark. It took over her mind and radiated along her neural pathways, turning the experience into one long orgasm instead of a slow build to explosive pleasure.


  The keening wail went on and on. Light flooded her eyelids, and she wasn’t sure whether they’d removed the blindfold or if the never ending climax had short circuited her vision. Lex and Stef said things to her—murmured encouragements, breaths of praise, shouts of enjoyment—but she processed nothing.


  When she once again became aware of her limbs and where she was, her sensitive pussy still throbbed. “Thank you.” She mumbled without opening her eyes. The sheet covered her to her neck. She felt around for another body, but she found herself quite alone.


  She opened her eyes and let them adjust to the gloomy room. It was empty. “Hello? Stef? Lex?”


  The door opened, and Stefano rushed in. He climbed onto the bed and took her in his arms. “You’re awake. We really did a number on you.”


  Grasping at his shirt, she snuggled even more into his arms. “You left me. You never leave me.”


  He half-chuckled. “Honey, you’ve been out for ten hours. It’s eight at night.”


  She lifted her head from his shoulder and stared at him in the pool of light spilling through the door from the main room. “Ten hours? Are you sure?”


  “Yeah. Lex went out to get some dinner. You slept through lunch. We were going to wake you up for more sex, but you didn’t stir when we started kissing on you, so we let you be.”


  A strand of hair fell over her cheek. She pushed it back. “I must have been tired.”


  He traced a caress down her face. “The setting might have been a tropical vacation paradise, but you spent the last three days working your ass off. Of course you’re tired.”


  “How’s Lex doing?” She’d asked every time they’d talked, but Stef hadn’t been too forthcoming with details.


  “Great,” he said. “We washed our hands of the Resto deal. I called Lindsay to come up from Miami to handle closing out the loose ends. She called this afternoon to let me know that Morozov Industries has officially broken off negotiations and will not be resuming them. After Thanksgiving, Lex and I are going back to Miami to redistribute our duties. We’ll be overseeing the company, but we won’t be part of day-to-day operations anymore.”


  Samantha felt like she’d been turned into a unicorn and a princess at the same time. With a squeal, she threw her arms around Stefano’s neck. “Thank you so much.”


  He stroked his hands down her back, waking her up more with each pass. “We accomplished everything we set out to do with Morozov Industries, and now it’s time to set new goals.”


  “Seventeen orgasms in one day?”


  Stef chuckled, though from the sound of it, he wasn’t entirely sure she’d been joking. Neither was she. “How about you hop in the shower? Lex should be back soon. He’d love to see you wearing your pony tail and that new halter he bought for you.”


  Sam scratched her nails over his still unshaven stubble. “We don’t have to do that now. I know how uncomfortable it makes you.”


  Stefano shrugged. “Lex convinced me that you need to breed with a wilder stallion. That’s me. Do you need help with the tail?”


  Scooting out of bed, Samantha bit her lip. Putting her tail in was a symbolic way to begin their play. The act of Lex inserting the plug into her took her to that special pony headspace. “I’ll wait for Lex. Maybe he doesn’t want to play tonight. I’d be okay with just hanging out with the two of you, snuggling on the sofa and listening to you tell me about spending three days with Ana.”


  She wasn’t sure whether Stefano was pleased or relieved that she’d turned down pony play. Before she did that with him, they needed to sit down and have a talk. His opinions on that issue had been too strong to suddenly change.


  


  * * * *


  


  Alexei returned with a bag full of Chinese food to find Samantha swathed in a white bathrobe and sprawled on the couch. Her feet were in Stefano’s lap, and his brother was massaging them. The heavy scent of lavender hung in the air, and Lex guessed that Stefano had busted out the reflexology kit Ana had given him the night before last.


  The sofa was across the room from the door, but Samantha had a clear view of him. The contented smile on her face turned gleeful. “Lex! I missed you.” She crossed the room in a graceful run and planted her lips on his. “Mmm. That smells good.”


  Her stomach gurgled loudly. He broke the kiss and handed her the bag. “Eat. I can’t have you fainting from starvation.”


  While she emptied the bag onto the small counter in the kitchenette, Stef joined them. “She woke up right after you left and called for us. She seemed a little panicked to wake up alone.”


  Unless they were at home in their own beds, they’d never left her to awaken by herself. When she was with him, she always got up first. Alexei knew Stef had comforted her. “Let’s get some dinner in her.”


  Samantha grabbed a mixing bowl and dumped items from various takeout containers into it. From the amount of food she took, he’d been right to order the extra portions. She glanced over her shoulder as she came to the end of the line. “Are you guys eating, or is this all for me?”


  The dining table had been designed for two, so they took their plates and bowls into the living area. He and Stef settled on either end of the sofa. Samantha knelt on the floor between them. They rarely asked her to follow this kind of protocol anymore, but he liked that she’d done it without having to be told. Due to the amount of time they’d spent apart lately, these little submissive customs had gradually fallen by the wayside. It felt good to bring some of it back.


  He confiscated her food. “Turn around and face us.”


  Rather than being pissed that he’d taken her meal, she did as he directed, facing him with a shy smile. “I miss this,” she said, echoing what he felt in his heart.


  The bowl contained a hodgepodge of flavors, though he saw that she had managed a cursory separation of sauces. He fed her a bite.


  “How was Sanctuary?”


  “It was great. We made some changes to the master plan that you might like.”


  Stefano used his fork to scoop up another bite for their hungry girl. “Oh yeah? What kinds of changes?”


  “We shrunk the resort, and we’re building a city. It’s going to be a green city, all natural energy and growing our own food and stuff.”


  That didn’t sound too profitable, but Alexei reserved judgment. Samantha had never been in this to make money. Stefano commented first. “That sounds nice. Why did you do that?”


  “I was talking to Evan—he’s Sophia’s brother-in-law that we brought in to be the general contractor—and he lives in a triad. So does Sophia. Really Sabrina is the only one not doing it, but whatever. I don’t have another brother, and I can’t see Jonas sharing her with anybody.”


  They took turns feeding her, so it was a few minutes until he realized she was nowhere close to answering Stefano’s question. “What about those changes, honey?”


  “We thought the island might be a place more people want to visit if part of it is family friendly. Evan gave us the idea. He wanted to bring Danny and Alaina there to be with him while he works, which we said was fine, but they have a kid, Zach, who is twelve. The resort isn’t exactly a place you want to take children.” Excitement shone in her eyes. “Lex, it’s going to be what I want—a sanctuary for people living the polyamourous lifestyle. We don’t go around having sex in public and flaunting our kinky lifestyle, so we figured that the resort could stand to be smaller. It’ll have all the amenities, but people can live there and visit the different parts. Like if we wanted to use the stable for pony play, we could do that. But the city side of it would be completely normal and polyamorous.”


  Lex scratched the stubble on his chin. Neither he nor Stef had shaved since yesterday morning. They knew how much she’d enjoy their prickly faces. “So you’d sell memberships?”


  “Yep. That was Ellen’s idea. I think I’m explaining this badly, but it looks great on paper. Lex, we hired an architect to work with Evan. We’re going to build a house down there. I want to do that and buy an apartment in New York, okay? We wouldn’t live in any one place year-round.”


  If Samantha wanted to build a house for them on her island, he couldn’t see a reason she shouldn’t. They would need to get hurricane insurance, but they carried that on their Miami home anyway.


  He exchanged a glance with Stefano, one of the ones where they had an entire conversation in ten significant seconds. When it concluded, he looked down at Samantha to find her gaze submissively lowered as she waited for their verdict.


  He touched her cheek. It was petal-soft and golden from hours spent in the sun. “Build your house, honey. Make sure you have a practice ring and an art studio in the design.”


  “More than one studio,” Stefano said. “I’ve always wanted to paint. Now that I’m retired, I want to devote some time to improving my skill.”


  Samantha’s eyes widened. “We can share. I would love to have you working near me.” Then her expression turned flirtatious. “Of course, I may suddenly develop an interest in painting nudes.”


  Stefano reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box. They’d been carrying the same one around for a month. From the look on her face, Samantha recognized it.


  “Sammy, will you do us the honor of becoming our wife?”


  Tears spilled down her cheeks. She opened her mouth to speak, but a choking sound came out. Finally she settled for nodding vigorously. Lex set her bowl on the coffee table and picked her up in his arms. She clung to him with one arm and pulled Stef close with the other.


  She sniffled and wiped her cheeks on her robe. “Yes, Stef. Yes, Lex. I want very much to be your wife. You’re my heart and soul. I want to live with you, love you, submit to you, have your children, and grow old with you. Can we do that?”


  Laughter bubbled from Lex, and he felt more relaxed than he had in years. This was pure ecstasy. Alexei and Stefano held her tightly until she dropped her hands to their laps and rubbed suggestively. “I say we mark this occasion with fireworks.”


  His relief at her acceptance changed to something more forceful and fun. “Multiple sets of fireworks coming up, honey.”


  “Wait,” Stefano said. “Let’s play Spank the Fiancée first.”


  Samantha shrieked and leaped to her feet. “You’ll have to catch me.”


  She took off for the bedroom, and they followed. Stefano dove across the bed and snagged her around the waist. Lex pushed her forward, positioning her despite her half-hearted attempts to wiggle away.


  He met his brother’s gaze across Samantha’s beautiful backside. “How many?”


  “Let’s start with twenty and keep going until she begs us to fuck her.”


  Samantha kicked her feet in a paltry protest. “I’ve already asked!”


  “Begged, honey,” Lex reiterated. “We want to hear you beg.”


  “After you spank me,” she said, throwing a sultry look over her shoulder. “Then I’ll beg.”


  He and Stef took turns marking the occasion. They gave her an erotic spanking, stopping frequently to play with her pussy, but they didn’t let her come until she begged.


  Later, the three of them lay together in a post-coital near coma. Lex couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d felt so happy and content. The years he’d spent with Samantha had been blissful, but now everything was falling into place. His life had profoundly changed—all of their lives had profoundly changed—and the future had never looked so bright.


  Tomorrow, they’d tell Samantha about their visit with Ana and the time they spent with their father. She’d want to hug them when they talked about visiting their mother’s grave, and then he wanted details about her upcoming gallery showing in New York, these salsa lessons she was going to take with Stef, and what else was going on with the resort.


  Then he and Stef would breed their pony—together, as they were meant to do.


  


  


  THE END
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