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  Chapter One


  


  Stacey Addison rubbed her hands up and down the sides of her jeans to dry them off. The more she tried to relax the worse she felt. As much as she wanted to be around both Steve and Ben Tyler, seeing them was a sweet torture that threatened to destroy her. She walked out into the club wearing her favorite pink corset with matching satin boy shorts that left just the barest hint of her ass to view. She’d chosen the outfit to give her courage. Now she wondered if she’d made a mistake coming again.


  Golden Shackles was a BDSM club in Perkins City, Texas, where she lived. She’d been coming there for nearly six years now. At twenty-seven, she was comfortable in her sexuality, and from the first time her boyfriend at the time had spanked her, she’d always known she wanted more than vanilla sex. Over the years, Stacey had bottomed for several members of the club, but it hadn’t been until she met Steve and Ben Tyler that she realized that she had still been missing something in her life.


  “Hey, Stacey! It’s so good to see you here again. Are you with anyone?” Kelly Baylor, who worked for Steve at his fetish store, grabbed her hands and squeezed them.


  “Hey, Kelly. It’s great to see you, too. I’m surprised Marx and Jackson are letting you out of their sight.”


  Kelly was engaged to Marx and Jackson Callahan. They owned the JM Ranch outside of Perkins City. They were planning on getting married at Christmas, which was only about three weeks away.


  “They are a little overprotective, but I love them. How are you doing?”


  “I’m fine.” She knew that had come out a little sharp, but she couldn’t help it.


  “Let’s get out there before someone comes looking for us.” Kelly grabbed her hand and pulled her along as she walked toward the door into the main room.


  Marx and Jackson immediately latched on to Kelly when they emerged. Marx nodded his head toward her. Jackson grinned as he pulled Kelly back against his body.


  “You look good, Stacey. It’s great to see you,” Jackson said.


  “Thanks. I can tell you’re keeping Kelly happy.” She didn’t have to force a smile since she was genuinely glad to see the woman so happy.


  Kelly had nearly died in a fire at her apartment several months back. The fire had been accidental, but the apartment owner had been negligent with keeping the place up to code. The Callahans had moved her in with them and were doing everything in their power to spoil her.


  “Are you here with anyone tonight, Stacey?” Jackson asked.


  “No. I thought I would just hang out and visit.” She dropped her eyes, wishing she didn’t long to see Steve or Ben even though seeing them with someone else might kill her.


  “Why don’t you stick close to us to be on the safe side?” Marx frowned looking around the club.


  The place was crowded this weekend. There had been an influx of new members over the last several months that worried a lot of the regulars. There had been some talk of limiting the membership to residents of the area or their close friends.


  “Um, thanks. I might do that.” She looked over at Kelly to be sure she was okay with that. The other woman smiled in encouragement.


  “Come on, Stacey. We’ve got the St. Andrew’s Cross booked in fifteen minutes.” Jackson held Kelly’s hand as he stuck out the other for hers.


  She hesitated for a second, then slipped her hand in his as they walked across the room toward the giant wooden X. The couple who were using it now were already in the aftercare stage. Jackson dropped Stacey’s hand, and he and Marx were concentrating on Kelly now. They would be getting her ready to be restrained to the cross for their scene. Both Marx and Jackson were Doms and Kelly their submissive. They didn’t live it twenty-four-seven like some, but had worked out their own version of a D/s relationship.


  Gritting her teeth to keep the tears at bay, Stacey concentrated on appearing unaffected by the loving displays all around her. She missed knowing someone cared for and needed her. She longed to feel the arms of someone around her who wanted her for who she was. She had thought she would be able to have that with Steve and Ben, but hadn’t that turned into a fucking mess? She of all people should have known you couldn’t change someone. Instead, she’d nearly ruined the brothers’ relationship with each other. At least she hoped it wasn’t ruined.


  “Stay close, Stacey.” Jackson’s voice startled her.


  She hadn’t been paying attention. They were getting ready to take over the stage where the cross was located. She nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. She was a little cold. With so many people in the building, she would have expected to be warm.


  As Marx secured Kelly to the cross, Jackson laid out their instruments of pleasure. She stared longingly at the deerskin flogger and single-tail. She missed the scenes she and Steve had played out together. He’d been wonderful to submit to. Then things had changed. She shook her head and concentrated on the threesome on the stage.


  “Hello, Stacey.”


  She whipped her head around to find Steve standing next to her. He looked tired and maybe a little sad as well.


  “S–Steve. Hi.” She licked her lips. Her mouth suddenly felt like the Mojave Desert.


  “How are you doing?”


  “I–I’m fine. How are you and Ben?” She couldn’t believe they were standing there in the middle of a BDSM club exchanging pleasantries.


  “We’re okay.” He grew silent, but neither of them looked away. “I miss you, Stacey.”


  “I can’t do this, Steve.” She swallowed a sob and turned to leave.


  “Wait.” He grabbed her wrist.


  “Let go of me, Steve.” She swallowed trying to keep her voice steady and as quiet as possible with the loud music pulsing through the club.


  “Don’t leave because of me. I’ll go. I just had to see you, talk to you for a second.” He dropped her arm and walked away.


  Stacey couldn’t stop the shiver that ran over her body. When would she finally get over them? It had been nearly two months since she’d walked away, but the pain was just as fresh as if it had been yesterday.


  She had been dating Steve off and on for five or six months. More often than not, Ben was with them. Where Steve was all Dom and owned Heavy Trinkets, a fetish and leather shop, Ben was a veterinarian, and though a dominant male, he wasn’t as into the lifestyle as she and Ben were. They all three spent time together to the point that many thought they were a ménage. Though she and Steve had become intimate, Ben had not been a part of it until one night they all three were at the club together and everything changed.


  Ben often accompanied them to Golden Shackles and even participated to some extent. He most often helped with aftercare more so than the actual scene. The three of them were comfortable around each other and it never occurred to Stacey that it was a weird arrangement. In the lifestyle, there were no weird situations. Whatever worked for you was just the way it was.


  Everything was going as usual. They had decided on a scene in one of the private rooms where she was restrained to chains secured to the ceiling with a spreader bar between her legs at her ankles, which were secured to the floor. She had already been flogged to the point of feeling relaxed and buzzing. Her endorphins filled her bloodstream, and Ben was getting ready to use the crop on her buttocks and thighs. They would then move to the spanking bench where she would be strapped down to receive four licks of the cane.


  Stacey didn’t really like the cane. It was just a little too much for her. She’d slowly worked up to taking four swats. Right now, she was trying not to think about that part of the scene and concentrate instead on how she was feeling right then. She could hear Ben and Steve talking in the background but wasn’t really aware of what they were talking about.


  “Are you ready, little sub?” Steve’s voice slipped into her fogged state.


  “Yes, Sir. I’m ready.” She listened for the slight disturbance in the air from when he swung the crop. It made a slight whistling sound as it cut through space toward her.


  The biting stings soon morphed into erotic pleasure that had her pussy wet and dripping. Her sensitized skin welcomed each lick of the crop until he’d given her the full fifteen. With her head hung back and sweat rolling down her body, Stacey was barely aware of them removing the padded suspension cuffs and spreader bar. The white noise of sub space cocooned her as Steve carried her over to the spanking bench. The cold leather and wood pulled her from the cloud she’d been happily floating on.


  “She’s had enough, Steve. You don’t need to do this. Let’s take care of her and go home.” Ben’s voice had risen slightly.


  “Ben. You don’t understand this well enough to make that decision. I know what she can take and what she needs. Now step back.”


  She heard Ben curse then she felt the strap cover her lower back that kept her still so she wouldn’t jerk and risk getting injured from a misplaced hit. She’d taken four licks from the cane several times and knew that one day soon Steve would want to increase it to five. She wasn’t ready for that. She wasn’t sure she would ever be ready to move beyond this.


  Steve crouched beside her head and pulled her head back using her hair to keep her there. The slight sting sent shivers down her back.


  “Where are we, little sub?”


  “Green, Sir.”


  He kissed her before standing back up again. She heard him walk behind her, and as she anticipated the first bite of the cane, her endorphins had cooled in her blood now and she was nervous. Having been pulled from the scene now, she was going to feel this more than she wanted to. When the first strike touched her skin, she couldn’t stop the yelp or the tears.


  The second strike she was better prepared for, sure by the way it felt that it raised a whelp across her buttocks. The third nearly did her in, and she was sure she screamed on the fourth. Then Ben was there pulling her off the spanking bench and wrapping her in a blanket. She could hear them arguing over her. Then Steve had pulled her from Ben’s arms and carried her over to the bed. The two men stretched out on either side of her, petting and calming her after making sure she had sipped enough water.


  Soon the petting turned to caresses, and despite the sharp stinging on her ass and thighs, she felt that ever-present need grow inside of her. Heat replaced the cold that had gripped her at first, and her pussy grew moist and ripe for more. Usually by now, Ben had left them, giving them privacy to be more intimate. This time, he remained and helped Steve bring her to orgasm using their hands and mouths. It felt right and wonderful.


  When Steve finally pulled her over on top of him, she sank down his cock with a slow shiver. He felt so good filling her that way. His thick cock stretched her swollen cunt. Then she felt Ben behind her. He rubbed her back over and over until she slowly fell forward over Steve’s muscled chest. Cool lube dripped down the crack of her ass. She wasn’t new to anal sex by any means, but she’d never been with two men at one time. To say that she was anxious was putting it mildly.


  “Easy, baby. I won’t hurt you. It’s all good.” Ben’s voice soothed her as he slowly prepared her back hole for his dick.


  Where Steve was thick, his brother was longer. She couldn’t imagine taking all of him inside of her. The press of his fingers as they pushed past her tight sphincter reminded her to relax and push out.


  “Fuck, she’s tight. I’ll never last,” he said.


  Steve grunted in return. She knew he was having to work at staying still while his brother loosened her ass. Then Ben pulled his fingers free of her back hole and replaced them with his lubed cock. The pinch that soon turned into a low burn meant little to her. She knew that it would all go away and be replaced by a pleasure better than anything she could imagine. She knew in that moment that she loved both brothers and had for a while. Being with both of them now released the tension she’d felt growing day by day. It never occurred to her as Ben filled her ass and Steve her pussy that she was on the brink of losing it all.


  “Aw, hell, Stacey. I’m all the way in. You’re squeezing me like a red hot vise, baby.” Ben kissed every bump of her spine before pulling out and pressing back in.


  Steve pulled out and followed his brother’s rhythm until they were both pumping in and out of her like pistons. Dark pleasure wound around her, threatening to suffocate her in rapture. Her cunt quivered with the beginnings of her orgasm even as the muscles of her ass and legs tightened in expectation.


  When it came, her climax exploded like a bomb blowing everything away before sucking it all back into her once again. She knew she was screaming both their names but couldn’t do anything about it. They bucked beneath and behind her, filling her body with their cum. Never had she felt so complete, so content. She drifted down from her perch a thousand miles above the clouds to sigh as they cuddled her between them.


  Then everything changed. Steve pulled out of her and stood by the bed with his hands clenching by his side. At the feel of cool air against her back, she turned to look at him. His eyes fairly burned with anger and pain. She didn’t know what was wrong until she realized he was glaring at his brother.


  “Steve?”


  Ben seemed to realize something was wrong, because he pulled from her body with a hiss. When he stood up on the other side of the bed, Stacey knew they were going to fight.


  Chapter Two


  


  “Stacey? Honey, are you okay?” Marx’s voice jerked her back from her thoughts.


  “Y–yes. I’m sorry. I guess I was thinking too hard.”


  He looked at her oddly for a second. Then he nodded toward where Jackson had Kelly bundled in a blanket waiting on them.


  “We’re getting ready to leave. We’ll walk you to your car.”


  “Oh, thanks, but that’s okay. I’ll be fine.” She smiled up at him.


  “I don’t like leaving you here without someone watching out for you. There are a lot of new people here that we don’t know.” Marx glanced around the still crowded room.


  “Really. I’m fine. I appreciate you letting me hang with you.” She waved toward Kelly, doubting the other woman would notice.


  “If you’re sure. I don’t like leaving you here like this though.”


  “I came alone, Marx. I’ll be fine. Thanks.”


  She watched him settle then turn and walk over to the others. They exchanged a few words then nodded at her and headed toward the front of the building. She watched them slowly disappear in the sea of bodies moving around inside the club’s main room. Once again she was alone with her thoughts. Since they weren’t good thoughts, she decided to call it a night and go home. She would fix herself a stiff drink and pray it would relax her enough to go to sleep.


  As she moved toward the front entrance something tickled the back of her neck. A feeling of awareness had her turning her head and scanning the crowd. When no one stood out as watching her, Stacey hurried to the dressing area and changed. Once outside in the cold night air, she chided herself for allowing her overactive imagination to get the best of her. No one had been watching her.


  She had to let the car warm up and defrost the windows before she could leave the parking lot. The light coating of frost gave the car an eerie cocooned feeling that tightened her throat. She couldn’t understand why she was being so childish. She had never been one to worry or become afraid at the drop of a hat. Tonight, however, Stacey couldn’t deny how her heart raced and her skin itched with the desire to hurry to her lonely apartment and lock the doors.


  Just as soon as the windshield was clear enough she thought she would be safe driving the short distance to her apartment, Stacey pulled out of the parking lot and turned toward home. She was glad Sassy Sophisticate, the shop she worked in, was closed on Sundays. Sleeping in sounded like just what she needed.


  As soon as she locked the door to her apartment behind her, she began to relax. The sense that someone had been watching her faded away. She walked to her bedroom and quickly undressed. Pulling on a robe, she walked back to her tiny kitchen and made herself a drink. The first sip burned going down, but the second was much easier. She sighed and carried the glass with her to the bathroom.


  Thoughts of Steve and Ben slipped into her mind as she ran her bathwater. She missed them so much, but knew that she had made the right decision to stay away from them. Falling in love with both of them had not been her plan, but when it happened, she had hoped they would love her as well. Unfortunately, Steve wasn’t willing to share. She had no idea how Ben felt about it. There was no way she was coming between them.


  She sighed as she stepped into the tub and sat down. The hot water helped her relax as she tried to clear her mind. No matter how much she struggled to keep thoughts of them away, they managed to slip back in to torment her.


  When she closed her eyes, images of them filled her head. Steve stood at six feet two inches with collar-length rich brown hair that was still a shade lighter than his brother’s. He had the most brilliant hazel eyes she had ever seen. His muscular chest and broad shoulders felt so good beneath her hands, though he wasn’t bulky by any means. His narrow waist and bitable ass even now had her mouth watering.


  Ben, on the other hand, was just as drool worthy with shorter, darker brown hair and chocolate brown eyes. He was several inches shorter than Steve, but was built with a more muscular frame.


  After nearly thirty minutes of relaxing in the tub, Stacey finished her watery drink and climbed out of the tub. Having allowed the water to grow cold, she was shaking by the time she had managed to dry off. She pulled on flannel pajamas and jumped beneath the covers, praying she would sleep tonight. The last few weeks had been hard to handle with so little sleep.


  For once, her mind quieted and her eyes drifted closed. If things didn’t improve before long, Stacey knew she would need to leave Perkins City and find a new place to live. The pain of losing the men she loved while knowing they were so close was killing her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Steve swore when he realized where he was. He’d left the club intending to go home, but instead he found himself sitting outside Stacey’s apartment. No matter how often he told himself it was over, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. She’d been perfect in every way for him. His inner Dom had never been happier with her as their submissive. She’d completed him in more ways than one. Damn his brother for interfering.


  He hit the steering wheel with his hand. Pulling away from the curb, he turned toward home. Going to the club tonight had been a mistake. Instead of claiming one of the many colorless subs for a much needed scene, Steve had been drawn to her like a moth to a flame. Stacey had been stunning in her pink corset and shorts. His cock had immediately gone rock hard when it hadn’t stirred once at the sight of all the other subs around him who were wearing even less clothing. Nothing stirred him anymore except when he thought of her. Then he would end up rubbing one off just to be able to walk.


  The fact that she hadn’t been with anyone had given him a small amount of relief. When Marx and Jackson had pulled her in to watch out for her, he’d been equal parts thankful and jealous. Even though they were about to marry Kelly, he didn’t like any man close to Stacey. He ground his teeth so hard he was sure they would crack from the pressure.


  When he pulled into his drive, Steve sighed. He needed a drink or three, something to help him actually sleep for a change. After parking in the garage, he walked into the kitchen and locked the door behind him, setting the alarm out of habit. Then he strode over to the cabinet where they kept the liquor and poured a glass of whiskey. He downed the alcohol before refilling his glass and carrying it and the bottle into the living room.


  He wasn’t in the mood to watch anything on the TV, but some music might work. He turned on their system and selected some Moody Blues. The sound of “Nights in White Satin” poured out of the speakers as he settled into his chair and leaned back. The overhead light was off, but the lamp next to the couch illuminated the room enough that he could make out the doorway that led into the hall. His brother’s outline appeared not long after the songs switched.


  “You might as well come on in. I know you’re there.”


  Ben walked farther into the room. He stopped next to the other recliner but didn’t sit down.


  “Did you see her?” he asked.


  Steve snorted and took another long drink before answering. “Yeah.”


  “Was she with anyone?”


  “No. She stayed with Kelly and her men.”


  “Good. They will keep her safe.” Ben eased down into the chair.


  “You’re moving slow. What’s wrong?” Steve asked.


  “Had to wrestle with a cow that got tangled up in some barbed wire. They needed stitches in a couple of places.”


  “Are you hurt or just sore?” Steve frowned.


  It wasn’t often that his brother was hurt taking care of his patients. He had a way with animals that was almost scary.


  “Just sore. I wasn’t paying attention and let it move me into the bars. Bruised me some, but I’ll live.”


  Steve grunted and took another drink of his whiskey. So far he wasn’t to the buzzed stage yet. That was why he’d brought the bottle with him. He planned to drink enough tonight that he could fall asleep and stay that way until morning. With tomorrow being Sunday, he didn’t have to be at the store the next day.


  “Drinking isn’t going to fix anything, Steve.”


  “Not trying to fix anything. I just want to get a good night’s sleep for a change. Tend to your own damn business.”


  “You’re my business, brother. Even if you are a stingy, muleheaded bastard.” Ben pushed back in the chair and let it recline back with him.


  Steve looked over at the other man. They had always been close. They had even shared women in the past, but never someone they were actually interested in for more than a good time. The women had known the score and didn’t want a relationship any more than they did. What was happening to them? Why had they both fallen in love with the same woman? It didn’t make sense.


  Yeah, some of the others in town had ménage relationships, but he was too possessive. He didn’t want to share his woman.


  Then why did the sight of your brother pleasuring Stacey harden your dick that night?


  He took another drink of the whiskey. Part of him tried to deny it, but the other part wouldn’t let him. He had enjoyed seeing Ben’s hands caressing her. He’d liked how she had responded when they’d both filled her body with their cocks, but then once the lust had worn off, all he could see were another man’s hands on his woman. It had filled him with such rage he hadn’t been thinking straight when he had lashed out.


  He shook his head. Now Stacey wouldn’t come near him, and he and his brother were still at odds. He hated how it all made him feel. How did Marx and Jackson handle it? He had nearly asked them on several occasions but so far, he’d backed away from discussing something so personal with them. As far as he knew, no one was aware of the situation and he’d like to keep it that way. As far as he knew, even their sister, Anna, didn’t know what was going on.


  “I’ve been thinking,” Ben began. “It’s probably time for me to move. They’re looking for a large animal vet over in Horseshoe Flats.”


  “Hell, no!” Steve all but jumped out of the chair. “You’re not going anywhere.”


  Ben got up as well and planted his hands on his hips. “Why in the hell not? I can’t live here knowing Stacey is seeing someone else. Just the thought of someone else touching her just about chokes me to death.”


  “You think it’s not killing me as well? I feel like puking anytime I think about it.” Steve nearly choked.


  Picking up the bottle of whiskey, he refilled his glass then set it on the coffee table before walking over to the stereo system and turning it off. The music no longer soothed him. He turned back toward his brother and looked at him.


  “I don’t want you to go.”


  Ben sighed and ran his hand over his face. Steve could see the shadows beneath his eyes and the lines on his face. He knew he didn’t look any better. If Ben left, it would be the final blow. He didn’t think he could handle losing both Stacey and him.


  Ben shook his head then turned and walked out of the room. Steve hated that about his brother. Instead of fighting it out, he turned away like always. Where Steve wanted nothing more than to duke it out, Ben avoided violence when possible. He didn’t usually let anything get to him, choosing instead to laugh it off or let it ride.


  Not so that night when everything had gone to hell. When he had punched his brother, Ben had hit him back and the two of them had tied up like junkyard dogs. Only Stacey’s screams had stopped them from killing each other. Thank God she hadn’t gone and gotten help to break them up. Once they’d stopped throwing punches, Ben had grabbed Stacey and taken her home, leaving him behind to clean up the room and put it back to rights as best he could. Stacey had told him in no uncertain terms the next day that she didn’t want to see either of them ever again. No matter how many times he had tried to talk to her both on the phone and in person, she’d either disconnected or walked away.


  Hearing her yell that she loved them both had torn something apart inside of him. He’d never once sensed that she had feelings for his brother. It had never dawned on him that including his brother in everything they did would lead to the mess they had ended up in. He should have thought about it, but it had only seemed natural for Ben to be there as well.


  He shook his head. He had only himself to blame. Why wouldn’t his brother have fallen in love with her and expect to share her when they’d shared women before and he had allowed Ben to be a part of their lives?


  “Stupid, stupid, stupid. What the hell are you going to do now?”


  Steve finished the drink and set the empty glass on the table before heading to his room. He needed a long hot shower. He grimaced when he climbed the stairs. His cock was stiff and throbbing behind the zipper to his leather pants. It looked like he would be taking matters in hand when he got in the shower.


  After stripping down, he climbed under the cascading hot water and thanked God they had insisted on separate hot water heaters when they had built the house several years ago. There was little doubt that his brother was in his own shower right now, contemplating the same thing Steve was thinking about. He poured shower gel in the palm of his hand and lathered it up before rubbing his hands along his body.


  After washing away the sweat and lingering scents of Golden Shackles, Steve wrapped his hand around the base of his stiff dick and squeezed. The slight edge of pain helped calm him as he slowly ran his fist up the stalk before rubbing the palm of his hand over the top. He spread the drop of pre-cum that had leaked before pulling his callused hand back down. Over and over again he pulled on his cock as he thought about Stacey stretched out before him on his bed.


  Heat pooled in his belly at the thought of her naked, waiting on him to see to her pleasure. Her hands and feet would be tied to the bed so that she couldn’t interfere with how he took care of her. She would be moaning, begging him to let her suck his cock. Her pink tongue would flick out and moisten her plump lips in anticipation.


  “Please, Steve. Let me taste you.”


  He squeezed his dick harder as he jerked his hand up and down the length of it. He could feel his balls drawing tighter as little sparks of electricity gathered at the base of his spine. When he imagined straddling Stacey’s body and settling his cock against her moist lips, he groaned. Her mouth would be so wet, so hot. He’d never last.


  Steve reached between his legs and squeezed his balls, pulling down on them to prolong the wait. He wasn’t ready yet to let go. He wanted this to last. It needed to last so that he could make it through the night.


  His imagination played with him. He could almost feel the moment her hot, wet mouth closed over his aching cock. She’d suck just the head and then pull back to lick around the crown. His toes curled against the ceramic tile of the shower floor. She would lick all along the thick stalk before taking him deep inside of her mouth once again. He gritted his teeth as he remembered how it felt to be balls deep down her throat when she swallowed around him.


  Faster and faster he tugged on the beast that was all but controlling him. His climax was only a few seconds away as he roughly massaged his balls in hopes of gaining even a breath of time before he lost it all once again.


  “Fuck!”


  Lightning struck at the base of his spine, sending shards of pleasure across his balls so that they exploded. His release churned up his cock and erupted in long, thick ribbons of cum that coated his hand and splashed against the tiles. The muscles in his ass and thighs squeezed to the point of pain as he roared out his release. It felt as if he’d been turned inside out, leaving him gasping and barely standing with his hands against the cold wet tile.


  Minutes later, Steve rinsed off and nearly stumbled out of the shower. Grabbing a towel, he half-assed dried off before shuffling into the bedroom and collapsing on top of the comforter despite still being damp. He didn’t have the energy to move or even think right then, which suited him fine. He needed sleep more than he needed anything else. No, he needed Stacey more than he needed his next breath, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon if at all.


  Chapter Three


  


  Ben threw back the covers Sunday morning after spending yet another sleepless night of tossing and turning. He was seriously thinking about going to see Dr. Greer about something for sleep. He had animals to tend to and being tired and frustrated wasn’t safe for them or him. That damn cow the day before had quickly driven that point home.


  He was surprised to see his brother already in the kitchen when he walked in the room. Usually Steve slept in on Sundays, especially after spending a night at the club. Of course, he didn’t have Stacey to play with anymore, so maybe he wasn’t as tired as he normally would have been. Ben couldn’t help but find a tiny bit of pleasure in knowing his stubborn brother was in just as much pain as he was.


  “You’re up early,” he said.


  “Thinking about going in to the store and doing some work. Wouldn’t hurt to get a head start on getting things ready for Christmas.”


  Ben winced. “Need some help moving things around?” As much as he didn’t want to be around his brother right now, he always helped him with the heavy stuff.


  “Nope. I’ve got it.”


  Ben watched Steve pour two cups of coffee when the machine stopped dripping into the carafe. His brother pushed the other cup toward him after picking his mug up and walking over to the table and pulling out a chair. Obviously he didn’t have much of an appetite either.


  “Is Tessa going to help you?” Steve finally asked.


  “Didn’t ask her to. No reason she should work on her day off.”


  It was obvious things were just as stressed between them as they’d been for the last few months. Something was going to have to give. Even though his brother had balked at his moving away, Steve couldn’t live like this. They would end up killing each other or worse, hating each other even more than they already did.


  He slumped into a chair across from Ben. Hell, he didn’t hate his brother. He didn’t much like him right now, but he didn’t hate Steve. Why couldn’t he share Stacey between them? Ben couldn’t understand what was going on with his brother that he would be this stubborn. It had to be the Dom in him. Something that had set him and his brother apart since high school when Steve had started playing football while he had taken an extra science class and worked part time at a ranch after school.


  “When did you first realize you were a Dom, Steve?”


  His brother’s head jerked up from where he’d been studying his coffee as if it held all the answers. His eyes darkened for a moment then cooled.


  “I’m not sure. I’ve always been aggressive, even before I joined the football team. Playing quarterback just reinforced that in me. Then I found out I liked it when the girls did what I said and trusted me to take care of them. It got me off to know that I held their pleasure in my hand. It just did it for me.”


  Steve got up and grabbed the carafe, pouring more coffee for both of them. After returning it to the counter, he leaned back against it and stared at Ben. He could see the struggle in his brother’s eyes as he talked.


  “I’d heard a lot about BDSM and thought it sounded like something I could get into. You graduated a year early with me and had already decided to go to veterinarian school. Until then, I’d thought we would always do everything together, but you wanted to work on a ranch or with a vet. I didn’t really have any plans outside of going to college and playing football. That summer you and I went our separate ways after nearly eighteen years of always being together. It kind of left me wondering what I was going to do with my life.”


  Ben hadn’t realized that Steve had depended on him for anything. He’d always been so independent and aggressively outgoing. He never would have thought of his brother as being anything but secure in who he was and what he wanted out of life. It floored Ben, guilt eating at his soul that he hadn’t realized his brother needed him.


  Before he could say anything, Steve continued.


  “I met Marx, Jackson, Zander, and later Tag when I went to college that spring for orientation before school let out. They were working on some of the ranches outside of Dallas for the summer and said they could get me a job there, too. I figured it would be a good idea to get a little job experience under my belt before classes started that fall. They introduced me to the clubs in Dallas and I realized it was exactly what I needed.”


  “You were a lot calmer when you came home before school started,” Ben said.


  “I started learning how important control was and how to achieve it. It was a turning point in my life.”


  “I’d never seen you happier than you were then. In high school, you’d always been a little depressed, almost angry at times. I know it worried Mom and Dad. You weren’t like that when you came home that summer before college started.”


  “The D/s lifestyle fills a need inside of me. It gave me control over my life and in a smaller degree, over others. I need that, Ben. I need it to stay sane.” He dropped his head to stare at the cup he held in his hands.


  “Is that why you can’t share Stacey with me? Because you have to be in control?” Ben asked.


  “Yeah, pretty much. I was her Dom, her only Dom, and she was my submissive. I controlled her when we were together and knowing she let me, gave me her trust was the most powerful rush I’ve ever felt in my life.”


  “And now it’s gone.”


  Steve looked up at him, anger and pain leaving lines in his face. “Now it’s gone.”


  “Steve, I’m not a Dom. I’ve never taken that control away from you…”


  “Until that night!” Steve broke in. “You questioned me about using the cane on her. Then you joined us when I hadn’t invited you to.”


  “I–I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that without talking to you about it first. I was in love with her and had been for a while. I’d tried to keep it under control, but when you pushed her that night, I needed to take care of her. I needed to know that she was okay and that I had helped make sure she was. I didn’t think about anything but how much I needed to be a part of her.”


  Ben leaned back in the chair and cursed. Now because of his selfishness, neither one of them were taking care of her. God only knew who would step in and claim her for their own. He wanted her to be happy, but he didn’t think he could stand back and watch it with anyone other than Steve. That other job looked better and better all the time.


  “You didn’t trust me to know what was best for her, Ben. I would never hurt her like that.”


  Ben swallowed. He needed to get that final bit out and in the open. Then maybe they could find a way to fix things between them if not Stacey. He swallowed and looked up.


  “I think Stacey wasn’t being completely honest with you because she loved you so much. She was scared you wouldn’t want her if she refused you anything. You were pushing her, Steve, and she was letting you push her past her comfort zone into something she didn’t really want.”


  “Bullshit! Part of a D/s relationship is based on trust. I have to trust her to be totally honest with me just like she has to completely trust me. Without that it’s almost like she doesn’t have a safe word.” Steve stalked back across the kitchen, setting his cup on the bar on his way to the table.


  “I would never do anything that we hadn’t talked about ahead of time.” He leaned his hands against the table and stared at Ben. “She knew to tell me if she wasn’t comfortable with something.”


  “She wanted to please you, Steve. She would do anything to make you happy. She felt like it was something you needed, and if she couldn’t provide what you needed you would find someone else to get it from. She was scared of losing you to someone else.”


  “You’re saying she lied to me, Ben. That I trusted her to be honest and she lied to me.” Steve stood up and stumbled back against the wall as if he’d been hit.


  Ben watched him as he internalized what he’d told him. Then Steve straightened up and glared at him. His eyes flashed in anger.


  “Just how in the hell would you know this, little brother? Were you spending time with her without me?”


  Ben stood up and looked at him. “No. I didn’t do that. I just watched her face and read between the lines when I was around the two of you. After everything blew up between the three of us, I overheard her talking to Kelly one day. She’d been crying, and Kelly was trying to help her calm down so she could go back to work. They didn’t realize I was sitting in the booth behind them at the diner.”


  “She told Kelly that I beat her with a cane because I needed it?”


  “No. She told Kelly that she had been afraid of losing you if she told you she wasn’t comfortable with some things, but it looked like she had lost you anyway because she couldn’t help loving both of us.”


  Steve stared at him for a few seconds then, with a roar, turned and punched his hand through the sheetrock behind him. Ben winced. That had to have hurt. He didn’t move to see about his brother though. The other man wouldn’t appreciate it. Instead, he stood there and waited for whatever came next.


  Steve jerked his hand out of the wall and stormed off out of the room. Ben ran his hands through his hair. Yeah, that hadn’t gone well at all. He’d be lucky if his brother ever spoke to him again. Not only had he questioned his skills as a Dom in picking up on his sub’s needs, but he’d told him that the woman he’d loved hadn’t really trusted that he loved her and wouldn’t cheat on her. He’d essentially jerked the rug out from under him and kicked him in the balls all at the same time. Some brother he had turned out to be.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey had climbed out of bed with a throbbing headache the next morning much earlier than she had intended on doing. The phone had jerked her from the desperately needed sleep she’d worked so hard to obtain. The fact that it had been a wrong number had only darkened her mood since she was wide awake and couldn’t go back to sleep.


  After making coffee and toast, she dressed and got to work cleaning her apartment. She’d managed to do a few things Saturday after work before going to the club, but the bulk of it fell on her to complete today. She worked half a day tomorrow and then all day the remainder of the week. Her boss, Jillian Sandlewood, was a dream to work for, but was a stickler for details which meant she needed to be well rested in order to perform her job tomorrow.


  She avoided looking in the mirror when she dressed and had blindly put her hair up in a ponytail. Now it sagged at the base of her head with stray hairs blowing around her face as she toiled over cleaning the bathroom. Once she had finished, Stacey pulled out the band that held it in place and let it hang free. She was finished with everything other than folding and putting away laundry. Right then, she felt like crap and was sure she looked the part as well.


  The ringing of the doorbell startled her as she folded towels on the couch. For a second, she considered pretending she wasn’t there, but anyone who knew her would know that her car was in the parking lot. When the doorbell hadn’t gotten them what they wanted, they resorted to pounding on the door.


  “Hold your horses! I’m coming.” Stacey stomped to the door and flung it open.


  She wasn’t prepared to see Steve standing on her doorstep with fire in his eyes. What in the hell was he doing there? Without waiting for her to invite him in, which she hadn’t been planning to do, Steve stalked in and turned around to glare at her with his arms crossed.


  “What are you doing here?” she asked, slamming the door.


  “We need to talk.” He didn’t move.


  “We have nothing to talk about, Steve. I think everything was said already.” She sighed and stuffed her hands in her pockets.


  He took a step toward her but stopped when she immediately stepped backward. Pain briefly flared in his eyes before it was once again replaced with anger.


  “You lied to me. While you were my sub, you were supposed to always be totally honest with me.”


  Stacey frowned. What was he talking about? When had she lied to him? Well, other than about the cane. He couldn’t know about that. Could he? She pulled her own anger around her and glared back at him. He was not going to intimidate her. She wasn’t his sub any longer.


  “What are you talking about? I never lied to you.” She jerked her hands out of her pockets and crossed them under her breasts.


  She noted that Steve’s eyes followed her movements and rested on her breasts for a few seconds before he tore them away and glared at her again.


  “You never told me you weren’t comfortable with the cane. Why, Stacey? Why did you keep that from me?”


  Pain threatened to choke her. How had he found out? Kelly? Surely she wouldn’t have betrayed her that way. Had she told one of her men and they told Steve? Why? Did they think that was where their breakup had come from? No one knew the real reason behind everything. How was she going to handle this? What could she tell him?


  “Stacey. Answer me.”


  He took a step toward her and once again she backed away. She didn’t trust herself around him. All it would take was for him to touch her and she was afraid she would break down.


  “I–I wanted to give it a ch–chance.” She cringed inside at how her voice broke.


  He closed his eyes and hung his head for a second. When he lifted his eyes to her again, they were filled with pain and sorrow. Then all of that disappeared as something like emptiness took their place. She shuddered inside. Seeing his face shut down like that right in front of her scared her.


  “I thought we trusted one another, Stacey. I thought you trusted me, and I sure as hell trusted you. Because you didn’t trust me enough to tell me that you didn’t like the cane or get anything out of it other than pain. You broke that trust letting me do something I had sworn never to do—hurt you. Somehow I failed earning your trust in more than one way. I’m sorry, Stacey.”


  He held her gaze for several more seconds before walking back to the door and leaving without looking back. In that moment, Stacey knew there would never be another chance for them. Even if they could have worked things out between the three of them, if Steve had been able to get past his possessiveness, it was over. He would never trust her or himself with her again.


  Stacey ignored the towels that still needed folding and stumbled into her bedroom to collapse on the bed. Despite everything, she had still held out hope on some level that they had a chance of someday making everything work. But that was gone now.


  She curled up into a ball and cried. It seemed like all she did anymore was cry. Maybe it was time for her to leave Perkins City. Seeing them everywhere she went would only keep the raw pain alive and throbbing. She’d never get over them unless she could put them out of her mind or at least buried deep enough that she rarely thought about them.


  A thousand memories burst inside of her as she lay there trying to talk herself into moving. The feel of their hands on her skin, the scent of them when they were close held her in sway as she fought to control the tears. She couldn’t forget the way Steven’s Dom voice stole her breath or how Ben’s smile would make her heart flip in her chest.


  Hours later, she got up and took a shower. When she climbed back into bed it was to the realization that she felt numb now. The pain seemed to be gone. Maybe she had managed to cry it out of her system after all. In that moment, she felt relief. She couldn’t help but wonder how long it would last.


  Chapter Four


  


  The next few days flew by for Stacey. They were getting busier and busier at the store as Christmas grew closer. Jillian was excited to have so much business, but worried that they would not have enough inventory to keep people coming back all through the holidays. She hadn’t visualized the level of sales they were seeing when she’d ordered her winter and holiday stock.


  “Is there any way you can order more and it get here by next weekend?” Stacey asked.


  “No. The only thing I can do is go to one of the warehouses I buy from and see what they have available in stock and bring it back.”


  “What is stopping you?”


  “I can’t leave you to handle the store by yourself. I can’t handle it by myself.” Jillian hugged herself then walked back to the office.


  Despite the emptiness she felt inside, Stacey wished there was something she could do to help her. Who did she know that might be able to use some extra money for the holidays? She racked her brain but couldn’t come up with any names. Everyone she knew had jobs. Even Anna, Ben and Steve’s sister. She owned her own website design company. Maybe she would have some time to help out for a few days.


  There was no one in the store right then. She hurried back to Jillian’s office and knocked on the door. At the muffled come in, she opened the door and stuck her head in.


  “I’ve got an idea of someone who might not mind working a few days to help out.”


  “Who?”


  “Anna Tyler. She’s not working anywhere. She has her own website design business but would probably have time to help me while you’re gone. It would only be for three or four days, right?”


  Jillian’s eyes lightened at the suggestion. “That would be wonderful. As much as she buys here, she knows our inventory and is a really nice woman. Do you think she would do it?”


  “I’ll call her right now and ask if she would be interested. When would you plan on leaving?”


  “If she can help out, I’d leave tomorrow. That would give me Thursday on the road and Friday to pick out inventory and Saturday to drive back. If she could help us Sunday unload and get things ready, it would be wonderful.”


  Stacey forced a smile and nodded. She returned to the front to make the phone call so she could watch for customers. Then she dialed Anna’s number. For Jillian’s sake, she hoped the young woman would be willing and able to help.


  Anna answered on the third ring. “Hello?”


  “Hi, Anna. It’s Stacey. Are you busy?”


  “Hey, Stacey. I haven’t seen you in forever. How are you doing?” The worry in the other woman’s voice should have bothered her, but she didn’t feel anything.


  “I’m fine. I was wondering if you would be interested in helping me at the store for a couple of days while Jillian is in Dallas.”


  “Wow, I don’t know. Do you think I could do it, Stacey?”


  “You’ve worked in Heavy Trinkets a lot. You’re a natural. It would really help us if you could.” She could almost hear Anna thinking across the line.


  “When do I need to start?”


  “Can you be here tomorrow at ten? If you could come in tomorrow and Friday from ten to five and Saturday ten to one it would be great. We’re only going to open a half day on Saturday this week.” She thought she would wait and see how things went before she asked Anna to help on Sunday getting the new arrivals set up.


  “Okay. I’ll do it. It will be fun to work with you. I’ve missed seeing you.”


  They hung up and Stacey tried to pull up some type of emotion at working with Anna, but all she could manage was relief that she had said yes. Stacey quickly relayed the news to Jillian and helped the woman make arrangements for her trip the next day. The warehouse had assured them that they had plenty for her to choose from, though maybe not in all the sizes she would be interested in. Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers.


  By the end of the day, Stacey was relieved to go home. She didn’t even stop by the diner for dinner. She would just warm up a microwave meal. Normally she enjoyed working at Sassy Sophisticate, but now it felt more like a chore. Nothing felt the same anymore.


  Almost as soon as she had walked in the door, her cell phone rang. Stacey sighed and dug through her purse to answer it. Almost as soon as she did, she heard the click that whoever it had been had disconnected. She frowned but shrugged. She was too tired to worry about another wrong number.


  By the time she had finished her dinner, she was ready for bed. It would be a long day tomorrow being in charge of getting everything done and having Anna there with her. She was sure the other woman would try and pry into what had happened between her brothers and Stacey. It was human nature, but she didn’t feel like going into it. For the first time in several months, she was able to make it through the day without painful thoughts of Steve and Ben eating at her. Now, there was nothing, blessed emptiness. Maybe later she would worry about that, but right now it was a relief.


  She quickly made a list of things she needed to be sure they did the next day with a second list of what she would have to do to set up the deposit and run the paperwork after closing. Satisfied she had covered everything, Stacey took a quick shower and climbed into bed. Tomorrow would be a long day in more ways than one. She drifted off to sleep with the one thought in her head to be sure she woke up early the next morning.


  


  * * * *


  


  By Saturday midmorning, Stacey was mentally exhausted, never mind physically. Anna had been a godsend, but she had also proven to be trying as well. When they weren’t busy, she worked hard at keeping things stocked and straight, but she also chipped away at Stacey’s determination not to talk about Steve and Ben.


  “You know they walk around in a cloud looking like they haven’t slept in weeks. It’s really sad,” Anna said as she arranged some sweaters on a shelf.


  Stacey ignored her and pulled out a few more of the soft knitted scarves that were selling so well. She couldn’t be responsible for how they felt or what they did or didn’t do. They were grown men. Something still fluttered deep inside of her though. When she tried to catch it and determine what it was, it disappeared as fast as it had popped up.


  “I miss seeing you around the house when I was there. It’s too quiet now.”


  Again Stacey ignored her. It had been like that the last few days. She wasn’t sure she would be able to handle much more without saying something that would be sure to hurt Anna’s feelings. Thankfully, the door opened and several women walked in the store. They were steadily busy the rest of the morning until they finally managed to close and lock the doors at just after one.


  “Thanks so much for all of your help, Anna. I couldn’t have done it without you.” Stacey hugged the woman.


  “I enjoyed it. Do you still think you might need me to help set things up tomorrow?”


  “If you have time, it would really be great. Plus, Jillian will probably want to pay you then, too.”


  Anna laughed. “I’ll be here about one then. With three of us it shouldn’t take long to unload and merchandise everything.”


  Stacey locked the door behind her when she left. She ached all over from the extra hours she’d had to put in to get everything done. Walking back to the office, she thought about not going to the club that night. She was worn out. Still, maybe she would go anyway and visit with her friends to help take her mind off of things.


  After running the reports off the cash register and writing up the deposit, she gathered her things and locked the back door behind her after setting the alarm. Then she drove to the bank and slipped the deposit into the night depository. She checked the time and winced. It was already four. She needed to hurry if she was going to make it to the club at a decent hour. She didn’t like arriving too late. The club would already be crowded and everyone would already be in a scene or starting aftercare. She didn’t want to wander around alone.


  The thought of never having a D/s relationship again squeezed the breath from her. It was a part of her that she needed to handle the stress that pulsed at her all the time. How would she ever learn to live without it? Stacey couldn’t imagine subbing for anyone other than Steve. The very idea had nausea churning her stomach. Would she ever get past the mind-numbing pain of losing him and Ben?


  When she got to the apartment building, she parked and hurried to her apartment. After a long soak in the tub where she washed her hair and shaved her legs, she applied lotion all over to make sure her skin would be supple and soft. Seeing the time, she settled on a piece of fruit and some cheese and crackers instead of anything heavier. She didn’t think she could handle anything more. With all the stress she’d been under lately, a good spanking would be a welcomed release, but Stacey knew she could never allow anyone other than Steve or even Ben to touch her. She refused to think about how much she enjoyed the times Steve had given her what she needed.


  By seven thirty, Stacey was dressed and sitting cross-legged on her bed going through her relaxation exercises. She liked to center herself before going to Golden Shackles to be sure her head was clear so that she made smart choices and good decisions. It didn’t matter that she’d stopped having to do that when she was with Steve. There were too many strangers now to allow herself to lose her head, and she’d had a rough work week. She needed the time to relax.


  At a quarter to nine, she pulled up in the parking lot, relieved to see that there weren’t too many cars already there. Although she had dressed for the club at home, she still wore a loose-fitting top and skirt over her clothes. Plus, it was cold enough she needed a coat as well. She scanned in at the front door and hurried to the women’s locker room.


  “Stacey. As busy as you’ve been at the store, I was afraid you wouldn’t come tonight.” Vivian Rothschild, another of their good customers walked over and hugged her.


  “It’s because of how busy we’ve been that I’m here. I needed a break.” She forced out a laugh and was glad to see the other woman nod her head.


  “I can imagine. Are you here with anyone?” she asked.


  “No. I’m going to see who is around. Are you going to bottom for Aaron?”


  “He’s working tonight. I’m not sure if I’m going to scene tonight or not. I haven’t made up my mind.” She looked around before leaning over. “There are several new guys here that are really hot looking, but you never know if you can trust them or not.”


  Stacey understood Vivian’s hesitation. There were a lot of guys out there who played the game but didn’t really know what they were doing. They could be dangerous because of lack of skill and they could just be dangerous. You never knew when a sadist would masquerade as a Dom just to get his hands on someone they could manipulate.


  “Well, be careful out there, Vivian. Don’t take chances,” Stacey warned her.


  “You, too.” The other woman hurried off leaving Stacey putting her things in a locker.


  After visiting the ladies’ room and checking her outfit once more, she walked out into the club to see that quite a few more people had arrived since she’d gotten there. She recognized the regulars right away. Unfortunately, most of the Doms she knew and trusted were already paired up with bottoms or subs. When she caught site of Zander and Tag, they were standing back watching a couple giving a demonstration on shibari, rope bondage. It was an ancient Japanese art originally used on prisoners.


  Stacey started toward them, hoping they would be willing to hang out with her for a while. By the time she made it there, another sub she wasn’t familiar with was kneeling at their feet. There was nothing she could do about it now. Instead, she made her way to where uncollared subs and bottoms gathered. She found a seat on the edge of a couch out of the way and listened to the others talk. It was the best way to catch up on all the gossip and find out who to steer clear of as an uncollared sub.


  Since there were so many new ones there, she wanted to learn the players and who she needed to avoid getting close to. One of the names that kept coming up was a man named Darius. It sounded like he’d been showing up at Golden Shackles for the last three or four months. She couldn’t place him though.


  “He’s picky, though. Sometimes he doesn’t choose anyone and just watches,” one woman said.


  “I talked to Candy last week. She said when she was with him that he was really good, but he didn’t negotiate for intercourse or oral sex. He got her off, but he didn’t. That’s strange if you ask me,” another said.


  “Maybe he’s just picky about who he fucks,” another offered.


  They moved on to other men and Stacey made note of the names of the ones they said were players. While many of them sounded like wannabes a few sounded downright scary. No way she wanted to end up around any of them without someone she trusted close by in case they tried to push her into a scene. She could always say no, but sometimes people didn’t respect your right to refuse. It was one of the reasons she’d always liked Golden Shackles. The owner had never allowed that type of behavior in the club so she’d always felt safe coming there. Now, she wasn’t sure that was the case anymore.


  After an hour of sitting and listening to the other women talk, Stacey was ready to go. All of her friends were busy, leaving her with a lot of newbies who she had nothing in common with. Maybe she should have stayed at home and gotten some additional sleep in preparation for all of the work ahead of her the next day.


  She stood up and started to walk off when one of the women grabbed her wrist and pulled her back down.


  “That’s Master Darius. He’s looking at you. Don’t go. He might choose you.”


  Stacey wasn’t interested in gaining his attention. She looked up and found herself staring at bright blue eyes that all but glowed. She quickly lowered her eyes, but not before noticing his long blond hair pulled back from a face that was almost chiseled. The lines were sharp but softened by his long hair and full lips. He looked to be a little over six feet, but not as tall as Steve. He wasn’t as muscular as either Ben or Steve, but he had a well maintained body encased in simple black jeans and a black T-shirt.


  The fact that he wasn’t flashy and didn’t wear designer clothes was a plus in his corner. She remained where she was hoping he would quickly choose so she could leave. It wouldn’t have been polite to leave when he was actively looking over the available subs and bottoms.


  A pair of black boots appeared in her eyesight. She licked her lips and waited, knowing he was standing in front of her. A long finger lifted her chin until she was looking into the man’s piercing blue eyes. His face slowly relaxed into a smile.


  “What is your name, little one?”


  She had to swallow twice to be able to answer him. His voice, though not deep, had a commanding quality about it.


  “Stacey, Sir.” Her heart thumped heavy in her chest.


  “You may call me Master Darius or Sir. Are you looking to play or do you require something more?”


  She wasn’t sure what to say. She’d been coming here night after night without engaging in anything. She had no desire to scene with anyone other than Steve. How did she turn him down without being rude?


  Stacey drew in a deep breath through her nose and spoke up at last.


  “No thank you, Sir. I was just about to go home. I have to work tomorrow.”


  He didn’t blink, just nodded and took her hand. “Then I will walk you out to your car to assure you are safe.”


  “That’s not necessary, Sir. I will be fine.” Nerves fluttered in her belly.


  “I wouldn’t be a good Dom if I didn’t see to your safety, pet.” He pulled her to her feet. “Did you change in the locker room?”


  “Y–Yes Sir. But really…”


  “Hush, pet. Let’s go.”


  Stacey looked back over her shoulder at the other subs as he led her toward the dressing rooms. She didn’t know how to extract herself from him without causing a scene.


  He cocked one eyebrow at her. “So are you experienced in the lifestyle?”


  “Yes. For over six years now.”


  “Are you looking for a Dom or a top, Stacey?”


  “I–I’m not really looking for anything right now, Sir. I’m taking a break.”


  “Ah. A bad breakup then. Time heals, pet. But you don’t want to wait too long to get back in or you’ll talk yourself out of what you want, what you need.” He cupped her cheek in one hand when they had reached the locker room.


  Stacey didn’t know what to say to him. She was uncomfortable with him touching her, but he wasn’t exactly doing anything inappropriate for her to call foul. Instead she ducked her head and slipped into the dressing room to change and gather her focus.


  Stacey quickly dressed before checking herself in the mirror. She wondered if she could hang around the dressing room for a few minutes and he’d get tired of waiting and leave. Somehow she couldn’t see him being that patient but neither could she see him allowing her to treat him that way either. She drew in a deep breath and carrying her satchel, emerged from the dressing room to find him just outside the door waiting on her.


  “Ready?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He took her elbow and led her to the door leading to the parking lot. She prayed that she wasn’t making a mistake letting him walk her to her car. Surely he wouldn’t try anything out there. There were security cameras out there and the bouncer at the door would hear if she screamed.


  She led him over to where she’d parked her car under one of the lights, thankful now that she had. He opened her door for her when she’d unlocked it but held it open when she would have closed it.


  “Maybe you will be more open to a scene the next time you come. I’d like to get to know you better, Stacey.”


  “I–I really am not looking to get involved with anyone right now. Thanks for the offer though—and for walking me to my car.” She waited as he stared into her eyes with a strange expression on his face.


  “We’ll see, pet. Be safe.” He closed the car door and walked off without looking back.


  Stacey let out a breath with relief. She had been worried, but she hadn’t realized just how worried she’d been until he had walked away. Should she be concerned about his comment or was it all just nerves because she didn’t know him? Now that she was on her own, it meant she was the one in charge of her safety now. While never being a coward or weak, Stacey had enjoyed the security she’d had with Steve and Ben watching over her. Peace was something she’d had so little of before them.


  Darius struck her as someone who was used to getting what he wanted. He had a subtle air of arrogance that wasn’t quite annoying but could become that way. She hoped and prayed he didn’t get too interested in her. She had enough on her plate without having to figure out how to put him off and not appear too rude.


  Even as she pulled out of the parking lot and turned toward her apartment, the hair on the back of her neck stood up making her think someone was watching her. Darius had disappeared back inside the club and nothing out of the ordinary appeared in her rearview mirror. It had to be her imagination, right?


  Chapter Five


  


  “Is that Stacey over there with the uncollared subs?” Tag asked.


  Steve’s head jerked in that direction before he could stop it. His eyes focused on the little section reserved for subs. Stacey was talking to a man he didn’t recognize.


  “Who is that guy?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  “Darius someone. I don’t know his last name,” Tag said.


  “Is he safe?”


  “As far as I know, but I really don’t know anything about him. Probably the best thing to do is to ask some of the subs he’s been with what they think about him.” Tag shrugged but seemed to be watching him closely.


  Steve drew in a deep breath and deliberately turned his back to the scene behind him. She wasn’t his responsibility anymore. She could make her own decisions now. He pretended that seeing her talking with another man—a Dom—didn’t hurt. What had he expected, that she wouldn’t seek someone else out to take care of her needs?


  “I don’t like him,” Troy said as they stood there watching a Domme with her male slave on the St. Andrew’s cross.


  Steve forced himself not to say anything even though he wanted to know why Troy didn’t like the man.


  “He’s too cold acting. I don’t see that he gets anything out of the scenes I’ve seen him in. He never has intercourse with them. Doesn’t have them suck him off or anything. Why does he do it?”


  He wondered the same thing. Even though sex didn’t have to be a part of a scene, it usually was. When it wasn’t, the Dom usually achieved some form of satisfaction from providing the bottom or sub the release they needed. If Troy hadn’t seen any evidence of that, something wasn’t right. He fisted his hands and reminded himself that it wasn’t any of his business. It didn’t help much.


  Despite his resolve to not look in their direction, Steve found himself turning to see what was going on. He couldn’t see Stacey’s face to gauge her reactions, which bothered him. Darius stood in the way now as he talked to her. It took everything inside of him to remain where he was. Once again he turned away.


  The next few minutes he forced himself to concentrate on what the others were talking about. Marx and Jackson Callahan had joined the small group. They were discussing the influx of new members and how it was affecting the club. None of the regulars were too happy with the quality of members being let in.


  “I think Phillip has lost interest in the club and is just letting it go. Have you noticed that things aren’t as fresh and neat as they used to be?” Jackson asked.


  “Yeah. I think we should talk to him and find out what’s going on.” Tag crossed his arms over his massive chest. “If it gets much worse, I’m not going to want to play here. It’s too dangerous.”


  Steve agreed with Tag. As much as he would hate to have to drive very far to join another club, it would be better than taking a chance frequenting a club that got a bad reputation as not being a safe place to play.


  They talked for a few more minutes before agreeing that Marx, Jackson, and Steve would get in touch with Phillip, the owner, and schedule a meeting with the man. Steve turned to head toward the lockers to grab his bag and noticed that both Stacey and Darius were gone. He couldn’t stop himself from scanning the various stations for them and then the areas reserved for aftercare. He didn’t see Stacey or Darius anywhere in the area. He looked around the club as he walked but still didn’t see them.


  Disgusted with himself for looking in the first place, he hurried into the locker room and grabbed his bag and coat. By the time he was headed home, he had just about gotten his emotions under control again. Not only had he failed to scene with anyone, he’d let himself get screwed up over Stacey again.


  When he walked into the house at a quarter after twelve, Ben was sitting in the living room with the stereo on and a beer in his hand. He didn’t say anything when Steve grabbed a beer and joined him. They sat there for several minutes while they nursed their beers and stared at nothing. Finally his brother spoke.


  “Was she there?”


  Steve sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Yeah.”


  “Was she with anyone?”


  “She was talking with some new guy named Darius.”


  He heard Ben’s soft curse. It mirrored the one in his head.


  “How could you stand there and watch them?”


  “I didn’t. I couldn’t.” Steve shook his head and finished off his beer.


  Nothing more was said. Finally Steve got up and headed to his bedroom. He needed a shower and some sleep. It looked like he was going to work again tomorrow. Since he had agreed to meet with the guys to go see Phillip on Monday, it wouldn’t hurt to get a jump on things at the store.


  When he stepped into the shower, the thought of Stacey over a spanking bench for another man nearly took him to his knees. Steve leaned back against the cold tile and squeezed his eyes shut to stop the burning in his eyes.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey sat in her car outside her apartment trying to figure out what was going on with her. Darius had been nothing but nice and hadn’t tried to push her into anything. But he had implied that he planned to get to know her. It wasn’t that there was really anything wrong with the other man that she could put her finger on. It was that she couldn’t let go of her pledge to Steve as his sub. What was she going to do?


  After he had walked her to her car and closed the door, Stacey remembered seeing how his mouth had seemed tight when she’d told him she wasn’t looking for another Dom. A little chill ran down her spine now that she’d remembered it. Would he be a problem when she went back to the club? She hoped not. She didn’t want to cause any trouble. If he became a problem, she’d have to stop going—or move. There was that thought again.


  It dawned on her that if she continued going back to the club people would assume she was eventually going to look for another Dom or top. Why else would she keep going back? It was obvious that she hadn’t let go of her promise to Steve. Maybe she never would. They had shared something so profound that even now her body ached to feel his touch. So why keep going back to relive the ache of what she was missing?


  Stress from the last week compounded by her breakup with Steve and by proxy, Ben was building inside of her. She knew from experience that the longer she held it all in, the worse the resulting meltdown would be. She sat there staring sightlessly through the windshield. No brilliant answers came to her, only an aching sense of loss.


  Finally Stacey climbed out of the car and walked to her apartment in a daze. When she got to her door, she felt as if someone was watching her again. She jerked around but didn’t see anyone behind her. Her key finally slipped into the lock, and she opened the door. Once inside, she closed and locked the door. What was going on with her? She’d never been one to get nervous like this.


  She peered through the curtain without turning on the lights. She couldn’t see anyone moving around. It had to be her imagination. She looked at her door and wondered if she should add another lock. It couldn’t hurt. She decided that if she still felt the same way in the morning, she’d call a locksmith and have another deadbolt installed.


  Before she made it to her bedroom, her cell phone rang. She frowned but pulled it out of her purse and checked the caller ID. It was Vivian. She answered it, dreading the conversation.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, it’s Vivian. Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”


  “I was worried about you. When you walked away with Master Darius you didn’t look good. I was worried he had hurt you somehow. I mean you didn’t even do a scene with him, but he walked you outside.” The other woman’s voice sounded shaky.


  “I’m fine, Viv. I guess I’m just not comfortable with a stranger.”


  Stacey dropped her purse on the nightstand and slipped out of her heels before sitting on the edge of the bed.


  “I can understand that. It hasn’t been very long. What did you think of him? Are you thinking about trying to get to know him? See where it goes?” Vivian asked.


  “He was okay. He didn’t try anything or try to push me into doing a scene once I said I wasn’t interested, but I’m just not ready for that. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to. I still feel connected to Steve.”


  “Ah, hon. I understand. What happened between you all? Do you want to talk about it?”


  “It’s complicated. It wasn’t really anyone’s fault other than we all wanted something different. It just wasn’t working out.” Stacey didn’t want anyone to think badly of either Steve or Ben.


  “Well, if you need anything, call me. I just wanted to be sure you were okay.”


  Stacey sighed. She should feel grateful that someone cared enough about her to check on her.


  “Thanks Viv. I really appreciate that you were worried. I’m fine. I’m going to take a bath and then get into bed. I’ve got to work tomorrow to put out inventory.”


  “Okay. Goodnight.”


  “Bye.” She pressed Off and put up her phone.


  “Damn!” What was wrong with her?


  She stripped out of her clothes and ran the tub with hot water and her favorite soothing bath salts. When she slipped in once it was full, she sighed at the soothing scent and the feel of heat relaxing her tense muscles. By the time the water had cooled, she felt much more relaxed and comfortable, and she thought she would be able to sleep.


  Once she had settled beneath the covers, Stacey’s mind wandered to the fact that she hadn’t seen Steve there. She wondered if he had been in one of the private rooms with another sub. The thought cut deep, but no tears came. Instead, the numb place in her chest echoed with emptiness.


  The next morning, Stacey rolled out of bed at ten thirty and quickly dressed. She wasn’t hungry, but she knew she needed to eat something or she wouldn’t be able to hold up all afternoon to work. She fixed a sandwich from the last of her bread and reminded herself to go to the store on the way home that night.


  By the time she arrived at the store, Jillian was already there. The other woman looked up when Stacey walked through the back door.


  “Damn, Stacey. Are you okay?”


  “I’m fine. Why?” She looked down at what she was wearing.


  Since they weren’t open and they would be unpacking inventory, she’d chosen to wear warm-ups for comfort. With all the bending and stretching they would be doing to unpack and hang the clothes, the warm-ups would move with her.


  “You look like you haven’t slept for a week. Is something wrong? Do you want to talk about it?”


  Stacey shook her head and walked over and picked up the clipboard with the list of what Jillian had brought back with her.


  “Nothing is wrong. I’ve had some trouble sleeping the last few nights. It will pass. Do you want to finish unpacking what you already have unloaded or do we need to finish emptying the trailer first?”


  “I’ve got someone coming to take care of the heavy stuff. They’ll be here soon. Let’s concentrate on getting this unpacked and entered into the system so we can put it out on the racks.” Jillian gave her another hard look before turning away to open a box.


  Thirty minutes later, they had just finished with updating the computer on the new inventory when there was a knock at the back door.


  “That will be our help.” Jillian hurried over to the back door and after checking through the peephole, unlocked the door and opened it wide.


  Eric and Troy stepped into the shop. They greeted Jillian with hugs and kisses on the cheek before turning to Stacey. Both men frowned.


  “Afternoon, Stacey.” They held out their hands.


  Stacey shook hands and quickly backed away. They were friends with Steve and Ben and were Doms at the club with Steve. She quickly stepped back and concentrated on the next set of clothes to be entered into the computer’s inventory program.


  Jillian wasted no time in showing them what she wanted done with the boxes in the trailer. They got to work, and in less than an hour had all of the boxes lined up in the back and already opened so they could get to the clothes inside.


  “Do you need anything else, Jillian?” Eric wiped his hands on his jeans.


  “No, thanks. I really appreciate your help. We’ll take it from here,” she said.


  “Great to see you again, Stacey,” Troy said.


  She nodded and watched as they left. Jillian closed and locked the door behind them. She turned to Stacey and propped her hands on her hips. It was obvious the woman had something to say. Stacey was sure she didn’t want to hear it.


  “What’s going on, Stacey? They were watching you the entire time they were working. I didn’t realize you knew them that well.”


  “I don’t really, outside of Golden Shackles. They are Doms there.” Jillian knew she frequented the club and had been Steve’s sub for a while.


  “What happened between you and Steve, Stacey? I’ve never questioned you about that because I didn’t feel comfortable poking my nose into something I know nothing about, but it’s obvious that you’re not happy.”


  Stacey turned and picked up a dress from the stack, waiting for her to enter it into the computer. She really didn’t want to have this conversation with her boss. Hell, she hadn’t talked to anyone about the situation, believing it to be too personal to share. The silence behind her told her that Jillian wasn’t going to be put off on this. Finally she turned back around and stiffened her spine.


  “We had a fight about another man.”


  “I don’t understand. I don’t believe for one second that you would cheat on him.”


  “It’s complicated, Jill. I don’t think I can explain it, but the gist of it is that he doesn’t want to share, and I can’t choose between them.”


  “Damn!” Her boss crossed her arms then dropped them once again. “This town really embraces the whole live and let live attitude when it comes to ménages and BDSM, but I’m still having trouble wrapping my head around it all.”


  “Don’t try to understand it. Just accept that it’s out there and do what makes you happy. That’s all there really is to it.”


  “Only it’s not making you very happy right now.” Jillian had hit the nail on the head.


  “Yeah, well…” She swallowed hard around the tears that were building inside of her.


  “Okay, enough of this. Let’s get this crap finished so we can go home. I’m looking forward to a glass of wine and a good book.” Jillian picked up the group of dresses Stacey had already entered into the computer.


  She watched her boss carry the dresses toward the front to put on display. She wished she could dismiss the thoughts and images that rampaged through her mind as easily as Jillian had. It wasn’t possible though. They followed her everywhere she went—even into her dreams. The ache that had dulled some was back in full force. All she could hope was that she wouldn’t see Steve again anytime soon, or she might break her promise to herself and beg him to take her back. That would be a disaster and would probably be the end of his relationship with his brother. Stacey couldn’t live with knowing she’d been the cause behind it.


  The more she thought about it, the more she realized that moving just might be her only option to prevent disaster. She wasn’t as strong as she had thought she was. Sooner or later she would succumb to the need to be with them. When that happened, she would lose everything, including her self-respect.


  Stacey felt as if the world was crashing down around her. She saw no way out other than to leave town and start over. She would hold on as long as she could in hopes that the pain would lessen with time, but before she would let herself ruin the lives of people she loved, she would leave.


  Though she felt better at having accepted that it was inevitable she would have to leave, it didn’t lessen the pain constricting her heart. She concentrated on finishing there at the store so she could go by the store and stock up on groceries. Then she was going to follow Jillian’s lead and have a glass or two of wine and lose herself in a book until she was able to close her eyes without seeing them in her dreams. At least that was the plan.


  At ten o’clock that night, Stacey was still staring at the same page she’d been reading for twenty minutes and on her third glass of wine with no sign that she was tired enough to sleep once she got into bed. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Steve and Ben facing off with angry looks and aggressive stances. Watching them tear into each other over and over each night kept her from sleeping soundly. It was no wonder she looked a mess each morning when she got ready for work.


  With an aggravated huff, she pushed to her feet and swayed as she set the empty wine glass in the sink. No reason to sit up all night. Nothing would solve itself and she could at least get a few hours of sleep before time to get up again.


  As she sank onto the mattress, she heard her cell phone ring.


  “Damn! I left the freaking phone in the other room.” She started to get up but stopped when she had to concentrate too hard to get the cover off of her. “Forget it. It’s late, whoever it is can call in the morning.”


  With that thought, she turned over and put the pillow over her head to drown out the incessant ringing. Finally, whoever it was gave up and blessed quiet settled over the apartment. Stacey relaxed and let her body drift until finally she slept.


  Chapter Six


  


  The week passed quickly, bringing Saturday night around before Steve was ready to deal with it. The store had been busy to the point of aggravating all week. Thank God Tessa had been game to work some overtime. She was good at handling customers and got along great with Kelly. Since the other woman worked mostly from home now that she was engaged to marry Marx and Jackson, she only came to the store to deliver inventory and help with special orders. To his relief, she’d agreed to help out some during the busy holidays.


  Tessa and Kelly together had managed to keep most of the pressure off him as he struggled to finish his custom leather orders in time. It didn’t help matters that he couldn’t get thoughts of Stacey out of his mind. She featured in all of his dreams and fantasies. The thought of seeing her with Darius at the club again almost had him skipping out for the first time since he’d been going there.


  “I’m coming with you tonight.” Ben stood in the doorway of his room.


  “What’s the point, Ben? You’re not into the whole lifestyle aspect of it.” He continued buttoning his shirt.


  “I need to see her.”


  Those simple words echoed what was in his heart. It pissed him off that he was glad Ben needed her like he did. What the fuck was up with that? He didn’t share, dammit. Without looking at his brother, Steve walked over to the closet and grabbed his bag. He crossed the room and stopped at the door where his brother remained, blocking his exit.


  “If you want to come along then be my guest, but you can’t interfere with a scene, and you know that. If you do, they’ll throw you out of the club and then you won’t be able to see her at all.” Steve pushed past his brother and continued down the hall to the stairs.


  He and the others had met with the owner of Golden Shackles and found out what was going on. Now they were trying to figure out what to do about it. Phillip had just found out he had prostate cancer and was taking treatments. He couldn’t concentrate on the club anymore. He’d thought about putting it up for sale but just hadn’t had the energy or heart to actually go through with it. He, Marx, and Jackson were going to talk about making an offer between them.


  “I know the rules, Steve.”


  He could hear his brother following him down the stairs. The idea of being part owner of the club didn’t really appeal to him. He didn’t want the day-to-day pressures associated with that type of endeavor. Maybe Marx and Jackson would agree to let him be a totally silent partner if they needed some of his money to complete the sale.


  “How can you touch another woman?” Ben’s question came out of left field and totally pissed him off.


  “This has nothing to do with her or you. Shut the fuck up, Ben.” He rounded on his brother, one hand tight around the handle of his bag and the other one fisted tight enough that it started to grow numb.


  “Do you think she’ll ever come back to us if you fuck another woman?” Ben was persistent.


  “There is no us, and what the hell do you think she’s doing with that bastard Darius?”


  “We drove her to him. I don’t care where she’s been if she would just come back.”


  Ben’s voice had grown so deep it cracked, and Steve watched as he tightly closed his eyes for a few seconds before he stared back at him. There was no missing the sheen in them though. Steve swallowed hard around the fucking knot in his throat. Without saying another word, he turned back around and climbed up in his truck and stared straight ahead as Ben climbed in on the other side.


  Fifteen minutes later they pulled into the gravel parking lot outside of the club and climbed out. They didn’t talk as they entered the club after swiping their cards at the door. Ben didn’t follow him to the locker room. He would catch up with the other man at the bar once he’d exchanged his long-sleeved shirt for a leather vest and locked up his bag and coat. He didn’t carry his bag around the club until he found a sub he wanted.


  Once again the club was packed, and the number of people probably pushed the fire-safety codes. It was one more thing that needed to be policed around the club. Maybe he needed to start making a list.


  “Hey, Steve. Haven’t seen much of you this week.” Troy clapped him on the shoulder.


  “The store has been super busy. I almost didn’t come tonight. I’m pretty washed out.”


  “Um, have you seen Stacey lately?”


  Steve tried to school his expression. “No, why?”


  “Ah, she looks like she’s not doing so well. Not sure what it is, but something’s wrong.” Troy seemed to be watching Steve closely.


  “I hate to hear that. She’s a really nice person.” Even he could hear how forced his words were.


  “Well, need to go. Eric has a pretty little slave who is looking for a new Master lined up for us tonight.”


  Steve just nodded and watched the other man walk over toward one of the stations. He stood there for a few seconds to get himself under control again. What was wrong with Stacey? Did it have anything to do with Darius? Shaking his head, he willed thoughts of her out of his mind and walked toward the bar.


  Ben slid a bottle of water toward him. His brother was drinking whiskey straight up. Since he wasn’t officially a Dom or sub, he didn’t need to remain totally sober. It dawned on him that Ben had never participated in anything to do with BDSM until Steve had started seeing Stacey. Then he’d tagged along pretty much every time they were here barring a veterinarian emergency. Had Ben always loved her? How had he not seen it before now?


  “What?” Ben stared at him with a questioning look.


  “Nothing. I’m going to head over and check out the unclaimed subs. See you later.”


  Steve wandered over to the alcove where subs without Masters or permanent Doms sat when they were actively looking for one. He noticed several he’d played with in the past, before Stacey, and purposefully ignored them. He didn’t want anything sexual tonight. He was just looking to relieve some stress, and they wouldn’t understand that.


  After spending twenty minutes talking with the subs, he realized that he wasn’t going to find what he needed there. What he wanted was off somewhere with another Dom.


  When he turned to walk back across the room, he searched the crowd expecting to see Ben. Instead, his eyes stopped when they fell on Stacey’s rich blue ones. Just as he started to walk toward her, Krissy, a sub he had known before Stacey, walked up and wrapped her arms around his waist. He couldn’t miss the brief flash of pain that crossed her face before it disappeared and an emotionless mask took over. Then Darius stepped up behind her and laid a hand on her shoulder.


  Steve deliberately turned his back to avoid whatever expression he might see at the other man’s touch. He couldn’t stomach seeing him touch what had been his. Anger flashed like a wildfire through his blood. He tamped it down to deal with Krissy’s brazen attitude. She knew better than to touch a Dom without an order for her to do so. Not only was it forward, but it was rude.


  Even though he would have been within his rights as a Dom to punish her, it would have been giving her what she wanted. Instead he waved over the Dungeon Master on duty to see to her punishment. He had no stomach for touching her or anyone right then.


  


  * * * *


  


  The agony that settled in her soul at the sight of Steve and the other sub tore at her even after she managed to shut down on the outside. It took a few seconds for her to even feel Darius’s hand on her shoulder.


  “Come, little sub. I want to talk for a while.”


  Stacey let him lead her away, and it wasn’t until he had led her over to a more secluded area in back that she realized what she was doing. She stopped just short of the couch he had obviously been heading toward.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked with a frown.


  “I told you I wasn’t interested in another Dom right now. I don’t see what we have to talk about.”


  He smiled down at her and grabbed her by the wrist. “I just want to talk. Is there any reason you can’t talk to me?”


  She didn’t know what to say to that. Still reeling from the sight of the other sub wrapped around Steve, she let him lead her the last few feet to the couch and sat down. When he sat next to her, she fought the urge to scoot farther away from him.


  “Tell me about yourself, Stacey. What do you do? What do you enjoy?” He didn’t touch her, but Stacey felt as if he was undressing her with his eyes.


  “I work at a dress shop in town. I’m a clerk there.” She kept her eyes down, not willing to encourage him by making eye contact.


  “Do you enjoy your work? Is it stressful?”


  “I like working with the public. It’s a good job. It can be a mad house at times, like now with Christmas so close, but for the most part, it’s nice.”


  “You have very pretty hair.” Darius smoothed his hand down her head.


  She drew in a deep breath to speak. “What do you do? Do you live here in Perkins City?”


  “Yes, on the outskirts. I’m an accountant. How long has it been since you’ve had a session, pet? You’re nervous and jumpy.”


  “A few months. I’m okay. I’m not ready for anything yet.” She wanted to get up and walk away.


  “Sometimes you just have to jump back into it or you drift forever. What do you like most, Stacey? The sweet bite of the whip or the hard sting of a cane?” His arm had somehow made it along the back of the couch and now his hand was rubbing up and down her arm.


  Stacey closed her eyes with a shiver. She didn’t like how he was talking to her. She’d told him she wasn’t looking for another Dom. He wasn’t really listening to her. He thought he could talk her into letting him top her.


  Standing up, she stepped away from the edge of the couch. She saw a flash of anger in his eyes before he masked it.


  “I–I’ve told you several times that I’m not interested. There’s no reason for us to talk anymore, Sir.”


  She turned to walk away, but Darius had jumped to his feet and grabbed her arm.


  “I didn’t say you could go anywhere.” His voice held a biting edge to it that frightened her.


  She looked down at where his hand squeezed her arm. Then she looked back up at him.


  “Let. Me. Go.”


  He released her, looking over her shoulder as he did. “We are not through talking, Stacey.”


  She didn’t take her eyes off him as she backed away.


  “Yes. We are.”


  With that, Stacey turned and hurried back to the main part of the room. Angry tears burned the back of her eyes. She refused to let them fall. She was stupid. Why had she even gone with him to talk? She’d had no intentions of ever allowing him to top her. All she could come up with was that she’d been in shock at seeing Steve with another sub.


  She had only made it half way across the room when Ben stepped in front of her. She would have recognized his scent anywhere. She felt the air leave her lungs at the sight of him before her. His navy-blue T-shirt stretched tightly across his chest. The flex of muscles across his shoulders said he was working to keep his emotions under control. She slowly lifted her face so she could see his and nearly burst out crying.


  Barely concealed anger flashed from his eyes as his jaw tightened. Slowly the fury drained away, leaving behind something even worse—sorrow.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  She nodded her head but his eyes narrowed.


  “I need to hear you say it, Stacey. Are you okay?”


  She couldn’t swallow. Her throat had grown too tight. She opened her mouth to answer him but nothing came out at first.


  “I’m fine.” She quickly moved around him and walked as fast as she could manage to the locker room.


  Once inside, she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. She collapsed onto one of the chairs and sobbed. The empty place that housed her soul was now filled with her tears. Seeing Ben there was the final straw. Had he helped Steve with that sub who’d been wrapped around him? Why would they work together when they wouldn’t share her? It felt like the ultimate of betrayals.


  She’d lost everything, her self-respect, her ability to deal with her stress since she couldn’t bear to have another Dom touch her, and the two men she loved more than anything. Where did that leave her? How could she possibly get up every morning with the emptiness inside her that they had ripped out—her heart and soul?


  Stacey rubbed her face with both hands. She needed to regain some control before one of the other subs walked in and found her like this. She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there wallowing in self-pity, but it had to stop.


  After splashing cold water on her face to cool down and remove some of the redness caused by her tears, Stacey finished changing and left through the side door that exited directly onto the parking lot. She didn’t want to run into either Steve or Ben again.


  Just as she reached her car, someone shoved her face first into the side of it. She felt her lip bust as she slammed into the door.


  “You are mine. Do you hear me?” a raspy voice asked.


  Before she could respond, he slammed her against the door again and turned her around. He wore a ski mask with nothing but eyes and a small hole to breathe through cut into it. Blue eyes peered down at her wild with anger or maybe just wild. Darius? Yet the man holding her against the car door didn’t feel like the other man.


  “I don’t want you talking to another man. Do you hear me, bitch?” A gloved hand wrapped around her throat as he pinned her to the car with his body.


  His hand squeezed until her head started to pound as she struggled to draw in enough air to live. She clawed at his hand around her neck as his other hand squeezed her breast with such force she knew she would be bruised.


  Stacey changed tactics and went for the man’s eyes with her fingers, intent on scratching them out and pulling the mask off, but as soon as she scratched at his face, he pulled back and hit her. She fell to the ground where he started kicking her in the back and side as she curled up into a ball trying to catch her breath enough to scream.


  “You’ll learn, bitch. I’m in charge. I’m going to teach you what I expect in a sub.”


  Finally she gathered enough air in her lungs to scream. It came out raspy but hopefully loud enough to attract attention to what was happening to her.


  Just as suddenly as it had begun, the kicks stopped as her assailant ran. She sobbed with the pain and fear as she lay on the ground. The sound of running feet over gravel drew near. Panic filled her. She struggled to push herself under her car.


  “Stacey! Are you okay?” Bo Erickson knelt next to the car and looked under it at her.


  She couldn’t say anything around the fear and pain. She just stared at him and nodded her head as she tried to regain control of herself.


  “Don’t move, honey. Stay right there.” His worried face disappeared, but he remained kneeling by the car. “Jessica. Find Steve or Ben and get them out to the parking lot. Stacey is hurt.”


  As much as Stacey wanted to tell him not to get them, she couldn’t make herself say the words.


  “What’s going on, Bo?” Jessica’s voice came back over the radio.


  “Just get them. Now, Jessica. She’s hurt.” Bo leaned back down with a tight, reassuring smile. “Hold on, honey. Everything will be fine.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Ben grabbed Steve’s arm and jerked him around. His brother’s immediate reaction was to bring up his fists.


  “Stacey’s hurt. Jessica said Bo is outside with her.”


  Ben didn’t wait to see what his brother was going to do. Instead he pushed through the crowd and hurried for the door. As soon as he was outside, he headed for where he could see Bo’s head near the middle of the parking lot. When he stopped in front of the other man standing next to Stacey’s car, he frowned.


  “What the fuck’s going on? Where is Stacey?” He heard another set of boots stop behind him.


  “She’s under the car. She won’t come out.” He indicated her car with his hand.


  Ben immediately dropped to his knees and bent to look under the vehicle. He could barely make out a shape curled up into a ball. He reached up and grabbed Bo’s flashlight. As soon as the light hit her face, she cringed and dropped her head deeper into her body.


  “What the hell happened?” Steve demanded still standing.


  “I heard a scream and came running, but all I saw was her scooting under the car and the back of a man running across the parking lot. I stayed with her to see how badly she was hurt.” Bo’s voice was tight with anger. “She didn’t leave through the front or I would have walked her to her car. She must have gone out the side door by the dressing rooms. We need to keep those locked.”


  “Ben?” Steve asked moving closer to where he knelt.


  “Stacey, baby, can you hear me? It’s Ben. Can you move?”


  She didn’t move or say anything. If anything, she shrank deeper under the car. They needed to get her out from under it to see how badly she was hurt.


  “She’s scared spitless, Steve. I don’t know how to get her out without hurting her.”


  Steve knelt next to him and looked under the car. Ben had the flashlight focused on her body so it wouldn’t blind her when she looked out at them. He could see blood on her face, but wasn’t sure where it was coming from. It was all he could do to keep his voice even and his face relaxed so as not to scare her.


  “Stacey? I need you to come out from under the car for me.” Steve had deepened his voice slightly, no doubt using his Dom voice for authority.


  Ben watched her stiffen then look out at them. He couldn’t help but wince at the sight of her bloodied face. When she didn’t seem to be moving toward them, Steve spoke again.


  “I said come out from under the car, sub. Now!”


  Ben cringed at the harshness in Steve’s voice, but knew if anything would get her moving it would be that. Sure enough, she started pushing herself closer to them, her face tight with pain and fear. He hated seeing it on her face, in her eyes. What had some bastard done to her?


  As soon as she was close enough that he and Steve could touch her, they both reached out and pulled her from beneath the car. Her whimpers ate at him. When Steve started to pick her up, Bo’s voice stopped him.


  “Don’t move her anymore. We don’t know where she’s hurt. Let Aaron check her over. He’s right here. I called for him when I called Jessica for you guys.”


  Aaron Parker worked as a fireman and paramedic for the Perkins City Fire Station. He handed his flashlight to Bo to hold and knelt next to them with a small case by his side. He smiled encouragingly at Stacey then carefully started checking her over under his and Steve’s watchful eyes.


  “Stacey. Can you tell us what happened?” he asked as he gently checked her face and head.


  “S–some man attacked me. He was wearing a ski mask and gloves.” Her words ended in a soft sob.


  Ben wanted to pound someone and that was not like him. He looked up at Bo.


  “Did you call the sheriff?”


  “Yep, and an ambulance.”


  Steve hadn’t said another word as he watched Aaron clean her face and apply a butterfly bandage to her head where there was a small cut near her hairline.


  When Aaron moved to her neck, Steve swore at the sight of the reddened skin of her neck. It was obvious to Ben that the man had tried to strangle her. No wonder her voice sounded so raspy.


  The sound of sirens approaching had Stacey shaking all over once again. He squeezed her hand to reassure her.


  “Easy, baby. Everything is going to be fine,” he said.


  After that, he and Steve were moved back as the paramedics took over from Aaron and the deputy sheriffs were questioning both her and Bo about what happened. He didn’t like being separated from her and neither did his brother. They listened trying to piece together what had happened. The more they heard, the angrier they both got.


  Ben was relieved that Bradley Silas was one of the men there questioning Stacey. He’d known Bradley since school. He learned the other deputy was Evan Luvalle and Brad had spoken highly of the other man.


  He heard the paramedics telling the deputies that Stacey needed to go to the hospital to be checked out.


  “No. I want to go home. I’m fine. I just want to go home. Please.” Stacey’s wavering voice broke into their conversation.


  “Ma’am, you need to see about those ribs. You’re badly bruised over them and your back.”


  “She’ll go. We’ll follow behind you.” Steve spoke up in his Dom voice looking right at Stacey.


  She immediately lowered her eyes and didn’t argue. Ben was thankful she wasn’t arguing. Steve wouldn’t back down once he made a decision. Ben didn’t blame him on this one. She needed to be looked at to make sure she wasn’t more seriously hurt.


  The paramedics began loading her on a stretcher. Ben watched her cringe with each movement of her body. She was definitely in more pain than she had been letting on.


  As they got ready to take her to the ambulance, the two deputies turned their attention to him and Steve. He saw Steve stiffen. He placed his hand on Steve’s shoulder in hopes it would relax him some.


  “Hey, Brad, Evan,” he said.


  “Any ideas who might have attacked her?” Brad asked.


  Ben shook his head. “No. But from what she was telling you guys, it has to be someone familiar with the club either as a member or one who wanted to be.”


  “What makes you say that?” Evan asked.


  “Why else would have been talking to her like a Dom? My money is on that he wasn’t able to afford to join or he was turned down for some reason.”


  Steve spoke up. “I’m not sure he would have been turned down if it was recently though. The owner hasn’t been too focused on screening the applicants lately.”


  The two deputies exchanged looks. “Is something going on with that?” Brad finally asked.


  “Not really. He’s, um, sick.” Steve looked at Ben.


  “Maybe we should talk to him about looking over his applications anyway,” Evan said making a note.


  “Look. I’ll answer your questions, but not right now. I’m following the ambulance to the hospital. We can talk more there.” Steve was already backing away.


  Ben was on board with that. The ambulance was closing its doors and would be leaving at any moment. Their first priority was to see that she was okay. Thankfully Brad seemed to understand.


  “I think we have all we need right now. I hope she’s going to be okay, guys. Ben. If you need anything, you know how to get in touch with me.” He reached and shook Ben’s hand.


  Ben turned and hurried after Steve before his brother left him. The ambulance was already pulling out of the parking lot. He jerked open the passenger door and climbed in, barely closing the door before Steve took off. He struggled into the seatbelt and held on to the oh shit bar as Steve caught up with the ambulance.


  As soon as they arrived at the hospital, Steve parked in the visitor’s lot and the two of them ran to the emergency room. They were stopped at the door to the back by a security guard.


  “Only next of kin in the back, guys. You can wait over there and someone will be out to talk with you as soon as they can.”


  Steve looked as if he was going to argue, so Ben grabbed his arm and dragged him back.


  “Don’t get us thrown out, man. Aaron went with them. I’m sure he’ll come out and tell us something soon.” Ben relaxed a little when his brother finally nodded and stepped back.


  They were stopped at the registration window where the clerk asked them questions about Stacey to fill in her paperwork. Steve knew pretty much everything about her since he’d been her Dom and was able to answer most of the woman’s questions. After that they settled in uncomfortable chairs near the door to the back and waited.


  Almost an hour later, Aaron walked through the doors and both he and Steve stood up to hear what he had to say.


  “She’s going to be fine. The cut on her head didn’t need stitches. She may have a mild concussion, but the doc seems to think she’s fine. They x-rayed her ribs and back to be sure she didn’t have anything broken. Nothing was. She’s going to be sore as hell for a while though.”


  “What about her throat?” Steve asked.


  “No serious damage. Just some bruising. Her voice is already just about back to normal. He wasn’t trying to kill her, I don’t think. From everything she’s said, it sounds like he’s not finished with her.”


  “Fuck!” Steve ran a hand over his face. “When can we see her?”


  “I told the doc you were her boyfriends. I know you’re not officially together anymore, but she doesn’t need to be alone and I know you’ll watch out for her. I just wish Doc Greer was here instead. He understands the lifestyle better, but I think this one will let you back when he finishes talking to her. Hang on for a few more minutes.”


  Steve nodded and told the man thanks before Aaron returned to the back. Ben could tell that his brother was hanging on by a thread. Hell, he wasn’t doing much better. He couldn’t stand the idea of Stacey alone and scared in the back or of someone being after her for any reason. He wanted to get his hands on the bastard who’d hurt her.


  After another twenty minutes, another man walked through the doors from the back wearing green scrubs. He walked over to them since they were the only two men in the room.


  “Steve and Ben Tyler?”


  “That’s us,” Ben quickly said.


  “Stacey is ready to go now. She has a multitude of bruises over her chest, side, and back from being repeatedly kicked. No broken bones, but she’s going to be very sore for several days. She has some minor cuts and abrasions to her face that will heal just fine on their own. I don’t believe she has a concussion, but if she becomes confused, is nauseated, or has trouble with her eyesight, bring her back here immediately. In the meantime, I’ve written several prescriptions for her. One is for pain and one is an antibiotic to prevent an infection from the cuts or the internal bruising. One of you needs to bring the car around to pick her up at the double doors and the other can come back to wait with her for the discharge paperwork the nurses are getting ready.”


  Ben immediately stuck his hand out and thanked the man. Steve did the same. He had no doubt that Steve would be the one to go back with Stacey. He would pull their truck around to pick them up. He nodded to his brother and walked back across the waiting room toward the outside doors.


  After parking in front of the double doors leading into the emergency room, Ben jumped out of the truck and hurried around to open the passenger side door so it would be ready as soon as they emerged. He didn’t have to wait long. The doors swung open a few minutes later with a nurse rolling Stacey out in a wheelchair with Steve by her side.


  He watched from the cab of the truck as Steve and the nurse helped Stacey out of the chair and into the truck. Steve thanked the woman before climbing in and making sure Stacey was buckled in. She leaned back and closed her eyes without saying a word.


  “Hey, baby. We’ll have you home in no time.” Ben wanted to touch her but was afraid of where she was hurt.


  They’d obviously kept her clothes since she was wearing a pair of scrubs that covered her from neck to foot. They’d even taken her shoes. She had on a pair of paper shoes that made her feet look like little boats.


  “My place. Not yours.” Her voice was still a little raspy, but much clearer than it had been back at the club.


  “Let us take you home with us so we can take care of you,” Steve said in a much calmer voice than Ben felt.


  “No. I want to go home, to my place.” She opened her eyes and looked over at his brother.


  Whatever he saw in her eyes, Steve sighed and nodded. “Okay. We’ll take you to your place.”


  Ben swallowed down the protest that was on the tip of his tongue and pulled out of the emergency room drive. No way would he leave her there alone though. Someone was still after her. If she thought they would just walk away after seeing her settled, she had another thing coming.


  “Stop by the pharmacy so we can get her prescriptions filled on the way, Ben. She’s going to need the pain pills and she has to take her antibiotics in the morning,” Steve said.


  Ben pulled into the pharmacy parking lot ten minutes later and Steve jumped out of the truck to run inside.


  “Are you okay, baby?” Ben hated the silence stretching between them.


  “I’m fine, Ben.” She didn’t open her eyes though.


  It was obvious she didn’t feel like talking, but Ben couldn’t help wondering how much of that was because she didn’t want to talk to them in particular. It hurt. They had been so close before everything had blown up. Why couldn’t Steve see that the three of them belonged together?


  After nearly twenty minutes, Steve emerged from the pharmacy with a rather large bag. He’d obviously gotten more than two bottles of pills. When he climbed back up into the cab, Ben gave him a questioning look over Stacey’s head.


  “Got a few things she might need while I waited for them to fill her prescription.”


  Ben shrugged and started the truck. When they stopped outside of Stacey’s apartment building several minutes later, Steve handed the bag over to him and helped Stacey out of the truck. When he took her arm and headed for her door, she balked and tried to pull away.


  “Stop. Let go of me, you overgrown ape!” She tried to pull out of his brother’s grip, but Steve wasn’t letting go.


  “Calm down, Stacey. He’s just worried about you. Let us help you get settled inside.”


  She relaxed a little and allowed Steve to help her inside after he had unlocked her door. Ben followed them and closed the door behind them.


  “Take off those scrubs, Stacey.” Steve let go of her arm once they were in her bedroom.


  “No. You need to leave. I’m fine. I don’t need you or Ben.” She wrapped her arms around herself and glared up at them.


  Ben sighed. This wasn’t getting them anywhere. “Please, Stacey. We need to see how bad your injuries are. I know you’re hurting. I can see it in your eyes.”


  “This is none of your business.” She advanced on Steve and poked at him. “You didn’t want me. I can take care of myself. Now leave.”


  Steve stepped closer to her. Ben watched as Stacy backed away from his brother, an expression of caution on her face. Surely she wasn’t afraid of Steve now. He had never given her any reason to fear him.


  He moved in behind her so that when took another step back, it was his back she bumped up against. Her startled gasp had his dick standing at attention in less than a second. He wrapped his arms lightly around her, holding her still for Steve. He knew Steve would never hurt her.


  “Take her clothes off, Ben.” Steve’s voice sounded strained as he turned away from them.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Steve walked to the bathroom and turned on the water, adjusting it until he was satisfied it would be hot enough without burning Stacey’s delicate skin. He knew that a nice warm bath would help the soreness she was bound to have. He waited until the tub was full then turned it off and looked at himself in the mirror. What he saw didn’t make him feel any better.


  If he wasn’t such a jealous asshole she wouldn’t have been alone to have been attacked in the first place. Why hadn’t Darius walked her to the car? Wasn’t he topping her now? This was all his fault. He steeled his expression and returned to the bedroom.


  Ben and Stacey were staring at each other. Ben looked pained and Stacey had furious stamped across her face. It was obvious they were at a standoff about her clothes. Ben wouldn’t push her since she was hurt and she was just plain stubborn.


  “Stacey. Take off those scrubs, now. I ran a bath. You’ll feel better once you’ve soaked a while.” He crossed the room to stand next to Ben.


  “You both need to leave. I can take care of myself without your help.”


  Steve ground his teeth and all but growled when he spoke. “Do you want me to call your Dom to come stay with you? His name is Darius, isn’t it?”


  Ben’s head whipped around to stare at him. No doubt his brother thought he’d lost it. He hated the idea of some other man touching her but if she had an agreement with the other man, it was his duty to see to her. He never should have left her alone in the first place.


  All color left Stacey’s face until he thought she would pass out. He stepped forward to catch her, but she gasped and stepped back.


  “He’s not my Dom. I’m not seeing him.” Her voice came out weak and shaky.


  “What are you talking about? I saw you with him,” he said, angry that relief filled his soul.


  “I’ve told him several times that I’m not interested, but he keeps trying to talk to me.” She had looked down at where her hands were squeezed together. Then she looked back up. “You still need to leave. We have nothing to say to each other.”


  “Not until I’ve seen your bruises and you are safely out of the tub and in bed.” He stood his ground.


  “Come on, baby. Let’s get you undressed and in the tub. You’re shaking. You need to get in bed and rest.” Ben stepped in front of him and reached out to her.


  Steve let Ben help her remove her clothes then hissed at all the bruises on her when Ben moved to the side to lead her into the bathroom. There were fucking shoe-print-sized bruises across her ribs and back as well as large rounded ones on her thighs that had probably been made by kicks. The one shaped like fingers on her breast had him seeing red.


  When he started toward her, Ben stopped him with a look that clearly told him to get control of himself before going near her again. Steve turned and stomped off to the kitchen to get a glass of water for her to take the pain pill the doctor had ordered for when she got home. By the time she was finished soaking, it should have taken effect. He poured the water and leaned against the counter while he fought to calm his anger at the son of a bitch that had hurt her.


  The fact that she wasn’t subbing for Darius helped him relax some. It meant she didn’t trust him enough to touch her when she was restrained. The fact that she hadn’t trusted him enough not to cheat on her if she told him no still hurt him more than he wanted to admit. He still couldn’t forgive himself for failing to see that she was lying to him in the first place. He should have known she wasn’t comfortable with using the cane.


  Frustrated that he was rehashing the same issues once again, Steve grabbed the sack from the pharmacy along with the glass of water and returned to the bedroom. He could hear Ben talking quietly to Stacey in the bathroom.


  After turning back the covers on her bed, he emptied the contents of the bag and arranged the two bottles of medicine next to the glass of water on the bedside table. Then he shook at two pain pills and took the water into the bathroom.


  He paused in the doorway. Ben was leaning against the counter with his arms crossed. Stacey reclined in the tub with a folded towel behind her head as a pillow.


  Hell, I should have thought about a bath pillow while I was in the pharmacy.


  Her eyes remained closed as she relaxed in the steaming water. The site of the many bruises marring her skin churned his gut, but he fought to keep his face calm.


  “Stacey, I brought you pain pills and some water.” He leaned over the tub and handed them to her, thankful she didn’t argue with him.


  “Thanks.” She quickly downed the pills with a drink of water then handed the glass back to him before averting her gaze once more. “How often do I take them and the antibiotic?”


  “You can take the pain meds every four hours if you need them. The antibiotic is twice a day. You need to eat something when you take it. That shot they gave you before you left was the first dose, so you don’t need to take them until in the morning.” Steve hated that she wouldn’t look at him.


  “I appreciate both of you helping me, but you can go now. I’m fine. I’ve taken my medicine and I’ll go right to bed when I get out of the tub.” She still didn’t look at either of them.


  “Once you are safely out of the tub and into bed, I’ll leave, Stacey. Not until then.” Steve glanced over at his brother.


  Ben nodded his head. He felt the same way. There was no way they would leave her sitting in a tub of water after having taken pain medicine. Plus, getting out of the thing might be harder than she expected with so many bruises. What neither of them knew was that he had no intentions of leaving her alone and helpless while someone was stalking her. Ben would stay and watch over her tonight. He would keep his promise and leave once she was safely in bed.


  He knew Ben would protect her with his life. Even if he hadn’t loved her, he would have done it anyway. Steve realized that it didn’t bother him that Ben would be there alone with her. Yes, he wanted to be the one watching over her, but she wasn’t comfortable around him anymore.


  He watched her and waited for her to get ready to get out of the water. After a good twenty minutes, it was obvious she was almost asleep and the water was bound to be getting cool. He bumped his brother on the arm and nodded toward her.


  Ben bent down, checking the water, and frowned. He looked back at Steve and nodded.


  “Stacey. It’s time to get out of the tub. The water is getting cold.” Steve stepped away from the counter and waited to see if she would argue.


  She opened her eyes with a yawn that immediately reminded her of the cut on her lip. She frowned and stared up at where Ben sat on the edge of the tub.


  “Come on, baby. Let me help you up. I know you’re sore.” Ben held out his hands.


  She hesitated for a few seconds then took his hands and let him help her stand up. The sound of her gasping had Steve squeezing his hands into tight fists. He grabbed a towel and held it spread open for her to step into it. He started to help Ben pat her dry, but saw the way she winced as his brother touched her and decided he would only hurt her more. He’d let Ben dry her off.


  Instead, Steve retreated to the bedroom to locate her sleep shirts and a pair of panties. She’d no doubt feel more comfortable being covered up to sleep.


  When Ben and Stacey walked back into the room, he had an overly large T-shirt and pair of soft cotton panties lying on the bed for her to put on. She actually flashed a smile at him when she saw them.


  Ben helped her pull on the T-shirt and let her hold on to his arm as she stepped into the underwear. She sighed and started to climb into the bed.


  “Ben, why don’t you stay with her tonight to be sure she’s okay?” Steve saw her tense with one hip on the bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I don’t need anyone to stay with me. I’m fine.” Stacey stood up and clenched her fists in anger and pain.


  “Yes you do, Stacey. You took two pain pills nearly thirty minutes ago. What if you get up and fall? Besides that, you might have a concussion. I don’t want to take a chance that something might happen to you. Ben will know what to do.”


  Stacey glared at both men. Too much had happened to her lately. She felt as if she were on the edge and about to fall. What was she going to do? She couldn’t be near them. Her willpower wasn’t that strong.


  Ben and Steve seemed to be talking to each other with their eyes. Finally Steve nodded and left the room. A few seconds later she heard the apartment door open and close behind him.


  “You better hurry and catch up with your brother, Ben. You are not staying here.” Stacey stared at him, anger filling her eyes.


  “I’m not leaving, Stacey. I’ll stay on the couch if you want me to, but I’m not leaving until in the morning. Steve’s right. You don’t need to be alone tonight.”


  “I can take care of myself.” Her voice broke despite her resolve to make him leave.


  “I know you can, baby, but let me stay and make sure everything is okay. Please?”


  After a few seconds, she nodded. Then she sighed. “You can’t sleep on the couch. It’s much too short for you. You can sleep with me. Just stay on your side of the bed.”


  His face relaxed as if he’d been expecting her to lash out at him some more. Truth be told, she didn’t have the strength left to resist him or his brother. Tomorrow she would be stronger. She got into bed and looked over at where he still stood still as a statue.


  “Are you coming or would you rather sleep on the couch after all?”


  “I’m going to take a quick shower. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He hurried through the bathroom door and closed it.


  Stacey was left wondering why he had looked so strained again before he’d walked away. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to sleep in the same bed as her. Maybe he regretted ever getting involved with her because it had hurt the relationship he had with his brother. He might resent her now and she’d almost demanded that he sleep with her. Shame filled her as she tried to get comfortable.


  She heard the water come on in the bathroom and knew that Ben would be undressing and stepping into the shower. She couldn’t get the image of him naked with water sluicing down his body out of her head. The fact that he probably didn’t want anything to do with her anymore didn’t seem to matter as her body rebelled against her demands that it obey.


  She wanted to be in there with him, washing his entire body with soap, letting her body be the sponge that rubbed the lather over his tight abs and broad chest. She could feel the juices in her pussy spill over and out of her body. Helpless, she squeezed her legs together and thought about using her hand to get herself off before Ben made it back into the room. She resisted the urge, unsure if the man would be able to tell she’d been masturbating if she did. She was sure Steve would have been able to tell.


  By the time she’d worked out in her head that she wasn’t going to make herself climax, the shower had stopped, and she could hear Ben drying off. Another rush of desire warmed her body at the thought of him nude just behind the bathroom door.


  The sound of the doorknob turning had her turning on her side with her back to the rest of the room. She fought to relax despite the tension from being horny and the pain of her bruises. She tried to pretend that she was already asleep.


  Just as the bed sank next to her, Stacey realized that Ben wouldn’t have anything to wear to bed. He would be nude mere inches away from her body. It took all of her restraint not to moan at the image of him lying there in all of his glory. In that moment, she wanted to attack him and damn the consequences. Instead, she tamped down her hormone-driven instincts and willed herself to be still.


  Slowly, Ben’s heat began to penetrate the covers and reach her. She longed to move closer and snuggle against his hard, warm body. The more she tried to direct her thoughts elsewhere, the more thoughts of him and Steve popped up in her head.


  At some point, sleep must have claimed her because she woke up to find that she was draped over Ben’s chest with his arms around her. One of her thighs was resting precariously between his legs against a very hard cock. She must have made some small sound or movement, because Ben chuckled.


  “Morning, sleepyhead. You were sleeping really well there for a few hours. Did you know that you snored?


  “I do not.” She started to get up, but he held her tighter against his chest. Then as if remembering her bruises, he lightened his touch.


  “Whoa! Don’t move like that. Your knee is in a tender place right now.”


  “Let go of me. I’ll be careful. I need to get up, Ben.” Stacey couldn’t stop the panic that threatened to consume her at the feel of his naked warmth surrounding her.


  If she didn’t get away from him soon, she was afraid she would do something terrible, like attack him and have her way with him. That could not happen. If she couldn’t have them both, then she wasn’t going to have either of them. It would never work because she would always long for the one she didn’t have and that would eventually tear them all apart.


  As soon as Ben released his hold on her, Stacey carefully extracted her leg then slid off of his chest to climb off the bed. Every move jarred her tender body. She bit back a groan that threatened to escape when she jarred her ribs.


  Ben lay there before her without covering back up. His naked body held her gaze far longer than it should have. She didn’t miss the impressive erection that she’d had her leg against only seconds before. The knowledge of what that cock could do to her washed over her in an allover body blush. She could feel the heat of it engulf her. Embarrassed, she hurried to the bathroom to take care of her needs. Well, some of her needs anyway.


  When she emerged thirty minutes later, the bed was empty and had been made up. She sighed. Ben had probably left though how when he didn’t have a car there she didn’t know. She dressed in ratty jeans and an old T-shirt since she would be hanging around the apartment all day. There was no reason to dress up just to relax and read.


  Stepping into a pair of mules, Stacey walked into the kitchen and stopped when she nearly ran into Ben. He was making breakfast. She had to snap her mouth shut at the sight of him in his jeans and nothing else.


  “I hope scrambled cheesy eggs and bacon will be okay for you. Coffee is ready.” He turned back to the stove.


  Stacy grabbed a cup and filled it up before sliding onto a stool at the small island that separated her living area from the kitchen. She took a sip and sighed. It would go a long way in helping her wake up enough to deal with Ben. She had expected him to leave right away. She couldn’t have him hanging around. There was too big of a chance she would lose her resolve to keep both men at arm’s length.


  “Don’t you need to see about some animals or something this morning?” she finally asked.


  “Not this morning. I’m not on call this weekend.” He spooned eggs on two plates then added bacon and toast to each. “Dig in while it’s hot.”


  Stacey frowned, but picked up a fork and began eating. The eggs were delicious. Ben was definitely a good cook. She hadn’t really known that about him. Cooking out on the grill wasn’t the same thing as cooking in a kitchen. Most men could grill burgers, steaks, and hot dogs.


  Once they had both finished eating, Ben helped her wash and dry the dishes. She couldn’t get out of her head that it felt so good, so right to work together in the kitchen like they were doing. How was she ever going to manage to stay away from Ben and his brother when they kept intruding in her life? She wanted them with a vengeance, but Steve wasn’t willing to share, and she wasn’t willing to settle for one over the other.


  With a sigh, she walked out of the kitchen with another cup of coffee to settle on the couch and read. She hoped Ben would take the hint and leave. Being in close proximity was quickly wearing at her resolve. He needed to go.


  “Take off your shirt and let me check your bruises, Stacey.”


  Of all the things he might have said, that wasn’t the one she would have expected. She was fine. Sore, but fine. She ignored him instead.


  “Don’t make me pull it off of you myself, Stacey. I’m not in the mood for this.” He stepped in front of her, his shadow from the overhead light falling over her book.


  She looked up and scowled at him. “I’m fine. I looked at them this morning in the mirror.” She returned her attention to her book.


  “I’ll be the judge of how it’s doing. Take. Off. Your. Shirt.”


  Stacey nearly threw the book down as she stood up, only inches from Ben. She proceeded to pull off her T-shirt, trying to keep from wincing at her stiff movements. She wasn’t wearing a bra since it hurt too much. He didn’t say a word for several long seconds as she stood with her back to him. Then the slight touch of his fingers to her sides had her jumping in reaction.


  “Sorry.” He continued to touch places before he stepped back. “You can dress again. The bruises aren’t any worse like you’ve bled any and your ribs still seem stable. I want you to be careful what you wear for the next couple of days. You don’t want to wear anything too tight.”


  Stacey merely grunted and pulled her shirt back over her head. She knew how to take care of herself. She’d been doing it a long time. Just because she was a submissive didn’t mean she couldn’t think for herself. Ben knew that. Why was he treating her like she couldn’t?


  Even though she played in the lifestyle, she wasn’t a twenty-four-seven sub or slave. She kept her D/s relationships in the bedroom or at the club only. She was much too headstrong to try for anything more. Allowing someone to control her orgasms and the slight pain that she endured helped her focus on the here and now instead of things she didn’t need to worry about anymore. It was a type of release that she needed and often craved.


  “No more playing until you’re healed, Stacey, and no more going anywhere alone. Understand?”


  “I know what I’m doing, Ben. You need to leave now.” She didn’t look up at him. She couldn’t.


  She heard him sigh before he walked back into the bedroom. She assumed he was retrieving his shirt. When he appeared fully dressed a few seconds later, she began to relax. He pulled out his phone and called someone.


  “Yeah. Come get me.” He grunted then hit end and put it away again. “If you need anything, you know you can call either one of us, Stacey. Don’t let pride get in the way if you need us.”


  She didn’t say anything, ignoring him as she pretended interest in her book. In reality, she couldn’t concentrate on it with him in the same room. She just turned the pages to make it look as if she were reading. Nearly fifteen minutes later, a beep on Ben’s phone made her jump.


  “That’s my ride. Remember what I said, Stacey.” He walked over to the door and unlocked it. “Come lock up behind me.”


  She stood up and waited for him to leave before she crossed the room and locked the door. She stood there with her hand on the lock for a long time before she could finally walk away. Pain tore into her heart as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. She refused to let them fall. She wasn’t going to cry over them again. Except her body wasn’t listening to her as usual and tears wet her face as she sank down on the sofa. This time they weren’t from the bruises covering her body. They were for the jagged tears to her heart.


  Chapter Nine


  


  “What do you mean no one has ever heard of him before? He’s skilled. There has to be someone who knows him.” Steve paced in front of Marx and Jackson as they leaned against their desk at the ranch.


  “He might be using an alias,” Jackson said. “It would explain why we can’t locate a club that has ever heard of him.”


  “As far as aliases go, it’s a good one. There is plenty of history on it to make you think he is the real deal except for a lack of clubs to indicate he’s been in the lifestyle for a long time.” Marx, Jackson’s brother, stood up straight and walked around the desk to take a seat. “I’ll check around for similar names.”


  “Are you sure the man who attacked her is Darius?” Jackson asked.


  “All she could really tell was that the man had blue eyes and Darius has blue eyes. Plus, she’s told him several times she wasn’t interested in subbing for him,” Steve said. “I don’t want him anywhere around Stacey.”


  He needed rest. He couldn’t sleep for thinking about Stacey. Sometimes she was back with him and sometimes she was begging for help while some faceless Dom beat her. He wanted to go get her and take her home to be sure she would be safe, but she wouldn’t stand for it. Not without Ben. Fuck! What was he going to do? He needed her close to him so he could make sure she was okay. Would it hurt to let her think he planned to share her? He cursed again. Yes, it wouldn’t work. It wasn’t fair to her or to his brother to pretend for a while even if it was to keep her safe.


  “I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want Kelly anywhere around him either. Isn’t there any way you can patch up whatever is going on between you so you can move her in with you?” Marx asked.


  “No.” Steve didn’t look at them.


  He didn’t bother elaborating. They wouldn’t understand. They shared their fiancée and wouldn’t see why he couldn’t share with Ben. He just wasn’t made that way. He wanted Stacey with every fiber of his body, and the idea of any other man touching her brought out the rage inside of him. Wouldn’t it be better if the other man was his brother instead of some stranger? One who might be dangerous?


  Steve ground his jaw until it ached. He needed to regain some control over his body. Nothing good ever happened when he lost control. It was one of the reasons BDSM had attracted him in the first place. He learned to control his emotions and actions through it. It satisfied a need inside of him to always be in control. As long as he had this outlet, he could handle the rest of his life that he had no control over and sometimes got downright crazy.


  The vibration of his cell phone alerted him he had a call. He answered it knowing his brother was ready to be picked up from Stacey’s. He wanted to ask what had happened, but didn’t want to ask in front of the other two men. Instead he said he was on his way and would text him when he got there.


  “I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later. If you hear anything at all, contact me. Anytime.” Steve nodded at them and let himself out.


  Fifteen minutes later, he parked in the apartment complex’s lot and texted his brother that he was there. Seconds later, Ben appeared next to the truck. He climbed in and buckled his seatbelt.


  “How did it go?” Steve finally asked.


  “Fine. The bruises are about the same and her ribs are stable.”


  “What else happened?”


  “Nothing. I had to promise her I would behave before she would let me stay.”


  “What the fuck? You better not have touched her.” Steve couldn’t get the jealous side of him to calm down.


  “As it was, I didn’t get a chance to touch her. She rolled over in her sleep and wrapped her arms around me. She slept with her head on my chest.” Ben didn’t look at him, nor did he grin as if he enjoyed telling Steve about his night.


  “Son of a bitch!” Steve hit the steering wheel. He struggled to calm down. Finally, he felt safe enough to drive. He pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward their home just outside of town.


  “Did you find anything out about Darius?” his brother finally asked.


  “No. We think he’s using an alias. There’s no mention of him at any club anywhere they can find. Of course, there could be some private clubs we don’t have access to, but I just can’t see him here at this club if he’s belonged to some super-hidden club somewhere else.”


  “It might not be him at all, but I don’t like him, Steve. There’s something wrong about him.”


  Steve gripped the steering wheel tighter. The more he thought about it, the more it sounded more like a sadist than a top or a Dom who had attacked her. Darius acted more like a sadist than a Dom since he didn’t seem interested in sex with the other subs he’d been with according to the ones Marx and Jackson had talked to.


  Stacey needed a little pain for her pleasure, but she wasn’t into a lot of pain. A sadist would want to give more pain than she was used to. It scared him.


  “We’ve got to keep her away from him,” Steve said. “I don’t like her being alone at all, especially if there is someone else involved.”


  “I know, but I don’t have any ideas. She isn’t going to listen to us and the more we push, the more she’s going ignore us. We’re walking a thin line, Steve. If we push too hard, we could screw up and badly.”


  His brother was totally right. What could they do?


  I could agree to share her and stop all of this.


  Steve wanted to choke the little voice in his head. He didn’t share. End of story.


  Even if it would save the woman I love?


  He slammed the truck into park as soon as they pulled up in front of the house and was out and half way up the steps before Ben had even closed the passenger door. By the time he made it to the kitchen, he’d calmed down somewhat. He had planned on working at the store, but now he didn’t have the patience it would take. Instead, he grabbed a bottle of water and guzzled it down before stalking back into the living room.


  Ben hadn’t moved from the front door after closing it. He looked like he was struggling with something. Something he knew Steve wouldn’t want to hear. He picked up the remote and turned the TV on. Flipping through channels, he sat in the recliner.


  “Steve, we need to talk.” He finally walked into the living room and sat in the other recliner.


  “There’s nothing to talk about. All we can do is watch out for her and keep an eye on Darius.” He didn’t look over at his brother.


  “Why can’t you share her between us? Others share, and it works fine.”


  “Ben, we’ve already been over this several times. I just don’t share.” He flipped the channel again.


  “There has to be a reason why. We’ve shared women in the past, and we’ve lived together all our lives.”


  Steve couldn’t stand it anymore. He turned off the TV and dropped the remote on the table beside him. Jumping up from the chair, he walked over to where his brother sat watching him.


  “She’s special. The others we shared were for fun and games. I didn’t want a life with them. I do with Stacey. It’s not about fun and games with her. It’s about forever with her.”


  “I get that. I feel the same way, but it still doesn’t explain why you can’t share. I could never share her with another man, but I can with you. We share the same beliefs and ideas. I know that if something happened to me, you would take care of her and treat her like she should be treated. I know that when I’m busy with work that you’ll be there for her.”


  Steve ran both hands over his face before pulling at his hair in frustration. How could he explain the difference to his brother? It was so much deeper than anything they’d shared before. This with Stacey went all the way to his soul.


  “I need to be the one in control. I have to be the one to control her. I can’t explain it, but the need is there. I already struggle keeping that need strictly for the club and the bedroom. Stacey isn’t a twenty-four-seven type of sub or a slave. She wouldn’t go for that. I can handle that, but I don’t think I can handle having someone else controlling her in the bedroom or at the club.”


  “Steve, you can control things in the bedroom and at the club. That’s not me anyway. I can give you control of that.” Ben sat forward in the chair.


  “It would never work. You may not be a Dom in the lifestyle, but you are very dominant. You would eventually want to control how things were going.”


  “Steve, I have to be in control of my environment at all times at work. Not being aware and able to do that is dangerous when I’m working with big animals like bulls and horses. I have no desire to have that extend over into my private life. I’m tired of it by the time I get home. It worked fine for us before. You directed everything and I assisted. The only step beyond that for me is to have an intimate relationship with Stacey like that last time.” Ben let his arms rest on his knees as he waited for Steve to say something.


  “I don’t know, Ben. I just don’t know if it would work long term. If it didn’t, we’d all be in much worse shape than we are right now.”


  “Don’t you think it’s worth the chance? Isn’t love always worth taking a chance?”


  Steve closed his eyes and prayed for strength and guidance. Making a decision this serious demanded more than a few seconds or even minutes of thought. He looked over at his brother.


  “What if taking a chance means losing her in the long run?” Steve asked softly.


  “Not taking a chance is going to mean we lose her for sure—maybe even forever.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey spent the rest of the day lying around and reading. She wanted to finish the book so she could go back to reading her Kindle. Reading print books had quickly grown more difficult with having to hold it open and use both hands so she could turn the pages. She realized that sounded lazy, but when reading was supposed to be relaxing, her Kindle beat print books hands down.


  Just as she finished the last page, her cell rang. She dropped the book on the coffee table and grabbed her purse to extract the phone. She checked caller ID and found it to be Kelly, Marx and Jackson’s fiancée.


  “Hey, Kelly. How are you?”


  “Fine. I was wondering what day you would be off next week. I want to go to Dallas to do some shopping for what I can’t get around here. Want to ride with me?”


  “I can’t imagine your men letting you out of their sights to go to the big city of Dallas alone.” Stacey couldn’t help but tease the other woman.


  “Hence the reason I’m asking you to accompany me. So are you in or not?”


  “I’m off on Wednesday. Can you wait till then?” She really wanted to go with her.


  A day away from Perkins City sounded like a good idea to her. She could put everything behind her and relax for the day with her friend. She’d already done her Christmas shopping. She didn’t have many people to buy for. Other than the women she’d met at the club, Jillian, her boss, was the only other woman she really knew.


  “Super! I can’t wait. I’ll pick you up around eight. How does that sound?”


  “Sounds great. I’ll be ready. Thanks for asking me, Kelly.”


  “No problem. See you then.”


  Stacey pressed the End key and hooked her phone up to the charger she kept plugged in on the table by the door. Shopping wasn’t one of her favorite things to do, but it would be better than moping around the apartment. Besides, Kelly was a lot of fun to be around. They would have a good time regardless of how much shopping they did.


  Even though she’d lived in Perkins City for over six years, Stacey still didn’t have a lot of friends. Her past kept her from connecting with people sometimes. She still felt the sting of betrayal from her old friends when they found out that her father had been in jail for selling drugs. She and her mother had been in the dark like everyone else. They had no idea he was supplying some of the city where they lived with illegal substances.


  She sighed. Why did those memories break through when she least expected them? Not only had she lost her father who had died in jail, but she’d lost her mom as well. The man her father had betrayed when he attempted to make a deal with the DA to lighten his sentence hadn’t been happy. He had sent his men after Stacey and her mom, kidnapping them and locking them up until he made it to town.


  Once he had arrived, the true pain had begun. Stacey, at the age of sixteen, had been forced to watch as her mom was brutally raped again and again until DEA agents rescued them. Stacey’s mom hadn’t been the same after that. When she graduated high school and started college, her mom committed suicide all alone in their two bedroom apartment while Stacey had been in class.


  Stacey had suffered with guilt at having not protected her mom from the rapes or the fear that her mom could never overcome. Stacey had never felt safe or in control again until she’d stumbled on the BDSM lifestyle in college. It opened up a way for her to cope with her fear and guilt.


  Stacey shook herself out of the memories and reminded herself that it was all in the past. She couldn’t do anything about it but she could control her future. Only she hadn’t really done such a good job of that either. Look at the mess she had made of everything.


  There was no sense in dwelling on her most recent screwup. She would focus on the upcoming trip and think about what she might want to buy.


  She hadn’t been to Dallas in a long time. If you didn’t have money to shop with, there really wasn’t much use in making the long drive. Sales had been good at the store lately, so she had a little money to splurge with. It would be nice to have a new outfit. Depending on where Kelly wanted to shop, she might find something really nice on sale.


  Stacey put away the book she’d finished and turned on the TV to find a movie. After switching channels for a while, she settled on an old western and settled down to watch. It wasn’t long before her mind began to wander and she found herself thinking about Ben and Steve. She couldn’t get them out of her mind. She shouldn’t be thinking about them at all. If Steve would just share, she would be with them now. It would be Steve who tied her up and saw to her pleasure.


  She frowned. What if she never got over Steve and Ben? How would she ever be able to tolerate another Dom touching her? Maybe deep down she wasn’t really trying hard enough. Maybe she still thought that Steve would change his mind. Shaking her head, she leaned back against the cushions on the couch and tried to lose herself in the rest of the movie.


  Less than thirty minutes later, she found herself at loose ends again. The movie was over and there wasn’t anything else on that interested her. Just as she picked up her Kindle, the phone rang. She grabbed it off the table and answered it without checking caller ID this time.


  “Hello?”


  All she could hear was background noises as if the caller was standing near a busy street or highway.


  “Hello?” she asked again.


  Still no answer. She started to end the call as a wrong number or someone that knew her doing a pocket ring where the phone got smashed and dialed by accident, but she heard her name whispered over the speaker just before she hit End.


  “Who is this?”


  “Stacey. You’re such a disappointment.”


  “Who are you? Why are you calling me?” She didn’t recognize the voice, and the phone number appeared as unlisted on caller ID.


  A sinister laugh startled her, and then the call was ended. Silence greeted her as she held the phone to her ear. Stacey quickly hit redial, but they must have had it blocked since she got a busy signal. Whoever it had been had known her. They’d called her by name. She checked her door and the windows to be sure they were all locked. Normally she wasn’t this much of a coward, but after being attacked, she had a reason to be scared. Maybe she should report it to the sheriff.


  As soon as the idea materialized, she changed her mind. They couldn’t do anything because of a funny feeling and phone call. Whoever it had been hadn’t even threatened her. She would be wasting their time if she reported it. It didn’t take long for her to talk herself out of doing it. Instead, she double-checked all of the locks and decided on an early evening. The closer they got to Christmas, the busier they were. She could use the extra sleep. She just hoped her bruises wouldn’t interfere with her job.


  Stacey ran a hot bath with her favorite salts and stepped in the warm water with a sigh. She settled down and relaxed back against the back of the tub. Her ribs protested the treatment at first but soon calmed as she got used to the temperature. She could stay in a warm bath forever if she didn’t have to pay the water bill or wouldn’t look like a prune when she finally got out.


  The soft oversized towel was one of the luxuries she gave herself. Its absorbent material felt good against her skin and didn’t irritate her back or ass when she’d had a particularly intense session at the club. Once she was dry, Stacey slid into bed nude and settled down to sleep. The last thing she thought about was that if she had still been with Steve, she would have called him about the strange phone call she had gotten. She didn’t feel any compulsion to contact Darius about the call. It was obvious that she didn’t trust him yet. She couldn’t help but wonder if she ever would.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Wednesday morning Stacey was up with the birds, too excited to sleep in. She couldn’t wait to get on the road with Kelly. They were going to have such a good time. She just knew it. Kelly was a really nice woman who was familiar with the lifestyle and still worked as a clerk at Heavy Trinkets some. It was nice to be able to talk to someone about things they had in common. Kelly would understand when she talked about how irate customers could get or how much her feet hurt sometimes after work. Add to that the fact that she was in a ménage relationship and she was perfect for the role of friend.


  After dressing in a skirt and warm sweater, she pulled on fur-lined boots and switched out her purse for one more fashionable than what she used for work. It also worked better for shopping since she could hold on to it easier and decrease the chance she had her purse stolen. In a big city like Dallas, that was an important aspect of shopping.


  She quickly ate a breakfast of toast and jelly then checked to make sure she had everything she might need. At eight on the dot, her doorbell rang. Stacey checked the peephole and let Kelly inside.


  “Are you ready, girl?” she asked with a giant smile.


  “Ready. I can’t wait! I haven’t been to Dallas in years.”


  “This is going to be so much fun. I’m so glad you could go.” Kelly waited outside as she locked up the apartment. Then they walked to the parking lot where they climbed in a black Pathfinder.


  “You got a new car!”


  “Marx and Jackson refused to let me drive mine anymore. They said it was a deathtrap waiting to happen. I like this one. It has everything.”


  They talked about cars for the next thirty minutes then Kelly turned the conversation around to the club. Stacey couldn’t help fidgeting at the direction Kelly seemed to be going. It had been nice that after asking how she was doing after the attack, Kelly hadn’t mentioned it again. Now she was bringing up the other thing she really didn’t want to talk about.


  “The guys are working with Steve to talk to the owner about selling Golden Shackles. Evidently he is sick and can’t take care of it anymore. I’m not sure how I feel about the guys owning the place. I mean it will take so much more of their time, and you know how greedy some women can be. They will want to hang around my guys, and I don’t like that idea one bit.”


  “Have you told them how you feel?” Stacey asked.


  Stacey didn’t realize the club was even up for sale. Of course she wasn’t Steve’s sub anymore, so it wasn’t surprising she didn’t know anything about it.


  “Not really. I know I need to, but I don’t want to sound like a jealous bitch. Yeah, I know I am a jealous bitch, but I don’t want to sound that way.” Kelly laughed.


  “I bet they would get a kick out of you wanting to keep them away from other women. It will make them feel ten feet tall.”


  “You think so? I don’t know. I’ll think about it. Anyway, if someone doesn’t buy it and keep it up better than it is now, they are talking about going somewhere else to play.”


  “I didn’t think there was anywhere close by as nice as Golden Shackles,” Stacey said.


  “I think the closest one is actually in Dallas. That would mean only getting to go maybe once or twice a month. I don’t think either of my men would like that.”


  “Probably not. I can’t see either of them holding off their Domness for a week or two at a time. They seem to breathe the lifestyle. I was really surprised that you weren’t a twenty-four-seven slave instead of a sub.” Stacey had always figured Marx and Jackson would want a slave by the way they played.


  “I lived that way once and I vowed never to do it again. It was too intense and just not me. They understand, and we have worked out what works for us. We’re all happy, and no one has to really give up a lot.”


  Stacey smiled. She envied Kelly’s good fortune but at the same time, she didn’t begrudge the woman her happiness. She hoped that someday she would have it all just like Kelly, Marx, and Jackson.


  “So, what is going on with you? I thought you, Steve, and Ben were perfect. Everyone expected y’all to make it permanent. Then suddenly you were on the outs and hanging around that new guy, Darius.” Kelly glanced over toward her before returning her eyes to the road.


  She hesitated for a few seconds then decided to confide in Kelly. It would be good to get another woman’s opinion and since she was also in the lifestyle, she’d understand.


  “There never really was the three of us. It was just Steve and I, and Ben hung around a lot. Everyone just assumed we were a threesome, but we weren’t. I began to get attached to Ben since he was always there and often helped Steve with our scenes. Then one night, we were in the back doing a private scene and one thing led to another and Ben sort of joined us in the, ah, sexual part.”


  “So you were the filling in a Tyler sandwich?” Kelly asked with a huge grin.


  “Yeah. I was.”


  “You didn’t like it?”


  “No! I mean, yes, I loved it, but Steve sort of freaked out after it was over. He didn’t want to share me.”


  “Wow. I mean, they’ve shared women in the past. I guess I don’t get it.” Kelly kept her eyes on the road, but she was biting her lip. “Did he break up with you because of that? That isn’t fair.”


  “No. I sort of told him that I liked it and didn’t want Ben to leave.”


  “Ah. I get it. You want to be shared between them and Steve doesn’t want to do that. What does Ben think about it all?”


  “He said he’d wanted to share me for a long time but hadn’t pushed it with his brother. He sort of thought Steve would work up to it eventually. It threw him like it did me. I had heard they usually shared women, so I was kind of expecting it.”


  “So Steve is refusing to share, and you’re refusing to go back to it just being the two of you.” Kelly shook her head. “That sucks.”


  “Tell me about it. If I were to stay with Steve, I’d be giving up what I really want and I would miss Ben. If I choose to be with Ben, I’m losing Steve and ultimately I’m pitting the brothers against each other and causing a rift between them. I can’t do that. So, it’s all or nothing.” She sighed and looked out the passenger window at the passing scenery.


  “You’re in a bad place, Stacey. I wish I could help you, but it’s a no-win situation unless Steve agrees to share.”


  “I know. And for the record, I’m not with Darius. He’s been trying to get me to scene with him. The thing is that I can’t see myself with another Dom right now and I miss that.”


  “What do you think of Darius? No one really knows anything about the man. Did you not feel safe with him?” Kelly asked.


  “He’s okay. He’s very intense and serious. I like him okay, but I’m just not comfortable with letting another Dom touch me.”


  Kelly didn’t say anything for several moments. Then she glanced Stacey’s way again.


  “You didn’t say if you felt safe with him or not. That tells me that maybe you really don’t.”


  “I guess I just don’t know him well enough. I don’t think I would ever want to scene with him in a private room. That’s for sure.”


  “Good girl. Until you feel 100 percent safe with any Dom, don’t do it. As for Darius, no one knows anything about him. In this lifestyle, it’s dangerous not to know everything about someone that you can find out.”


  They talked about other things for the next twenty minutes until they arrived at the outskirts of Dallas. Kelly seemed to know her way around without having to constantly refer back to a map. Stacey was able to relax and enjoy the sights. When she finally pulled up in a parking garage, it was close to eleven thirty.


  “I’m hungry. Let’s get a quick bite and then hit the stores.” Kelly grinned as they walked out of the garage.


  “Sounds good to me. I’m going to defer to you on everything since I really don’t know much about Dallas.”


  “I won’t steer you wrong, girlfriend.” Kelly linked their arms and headed north.


  They found a nice little restaurant that had a variety of dishes to choose from. They both opted for salads with Stacey getting the grilled Caesar salad. There was so much of it that she couldn’t eat it all. They talked about what they were shopping for so they could check out those types of stores first. Then they would browse as if they had time after that.


  Stacey liked the way Kelly shopped. She got right to the point and found what she wanted before wandering around to just look. That way they didn’t run out of time and rush to finish what they had originally come for.


  “Now that we’ve gotten what we planned to get, I want to look at The Blue Kitty and see what they have that I might want.” Kelly winked at her.


  “What is The Blue Kitty?” Stacey had never heard of it.


  “It’s a BDSM type of shop. A little more hard-core than Heavy Trinkets with a lot more variety. Anything you want, Steve will order it for you, but it usually costs a little bit more and it takes up to a week or two to get it.”


  Stacey followed her friend down the block and into an alley. She wasn’t too comfortable walking in an alley, but Kelly seemed to know where she was going. They stopped outside a plain metal door with the initials, TBK, on the door. Kelly turned the knob and opened the door. When they walked in, it was like being in a different world altogether.


  It wasn’t slimy or corny like some adult-themed stores. It was very classy, and Stacey felt comfortable browsing. She and Kelly stuck together and had fun looking at the various toys. Then they eased into the clothing section. There Stacey found several things she would have loved to have.


  “They have an online store, so you can order what you can’t get right now, later. I order a lot of my things from here.” Kelly replaced one of the outfits she’d picked out.


  “This place is amazing. I could spend a fortune here.” Stacey shook her head as she decided on the item she wanted.


  “Believe me, I have. It can be addicting. Come on. I want to show you some of their jewelry.”


  Stacey followed the other woman across the store. She stopped in front of a display of gorgeous jeweled collars.


  “I’d love to make some like this one day, but right now, I’m pretty busy with what I do. Some of these things are unbelievable. Look at that one over there. It has real sapphires and diamonds in it.”


  Stacey couldn’t conceive of paying that much money for a collar. Still, the one Kelly was wearing was pretty sensational. Her men hadn’t gone cheap, that was for sure. Shaking her head, she looked over the various selections and wondered if she would ever find someone to pledge herself to.


  “What do you think? Should I get these nipple clamps or not?”


  Stacey pulled away from her thoughts and looked at the pretty clamps that had pink hearts hanging from the clover clamps.


  “They’re cute. I’d get them. They’d look great with your new outfit.”


  “What about you? Are you going to get any jewelry?” Kelly asked.


  “I don’t think so. I just got those you made for me and love them. I’ll wait a while.” She didn’t need to spend any more money than she already had. Besides, she was telling the truth. The ones Kelly had made for her were beautiful.


  “I guess we better check out and head back home. The guys will be worried if I don’t get on the road soon. It gets dark so early now.”


  They walked over to the check-out counter and waited while the sales lady rang up their purchases. Once they had been wrapped and placed in discreet plain paper bags, they headed back to where they had parked. The temperature had dropped some and Stacey couldn’t help shivering. Just as they got to Kelly’s car, Stacey felt as if someone was watching her again. She quickly turned around and searched the area for any sign of someone she knew. There was no one there. In fact, there were very few people around at all.


  “What is it?” Kelly asked as she unlocked the doors.


  “Nothing. I just felt like someone was watching us. I’m sure it’s just my imagination.”


  Kelly’s cell phone rang, startling both women until they burst out giggling. She answered, still giggling.


  “Hello, Marx. We’re getting in the car right now to head home.”


  Stacey could hear the other man asking her what she was laughing about.


  “Nothing. Just that you called when you did. It was funny.” Kelly winked over at Stacey.


  Stacey smiled at her but continued looking around them as Kelly talked to Marx about what they’d been doing. By the time she finished the call, Stacey was fairly certain she’d been overreacting and no one had been out there watching them. She felt foolish jumping to conclusions like that. It was a good thing Kelly didn’t get upset easily.


  They pulled out of the parking garage after Kelly paid the attendant and headed toward the interstate and Perkins City. She’d had a lot of fun and hoped they would do it again sometime. She didn’t have many friends. She and Jillian were friends, but with the other woman being her boss, Stacey didn’t feel comfortable discussing a lot of things.


  They had just passed the outskirts of the city when Stacey’s phone rang. She wasn’t expecting any calls since no one even knew she’d gone out of town with Kelly. When she checked the caller ID, it was an unlisted number. She almost didn’t answer it, but finally hit Answer out of curiosity.


  “Hello?”


  “Did you have fun on your little trip to Dallas, Stacey?” The low voice sent chills down her spine. She didn’t recognize it at all. It almost sounded mechanical.


  “Who is this?” Kelly glanced her way with a frown.


  Stacey knew she’d been sharp when she’d demanded to know who had called. She couldn’t help it. She was scared.


  “I’m watching you, sweet Stacey. Don’t disappointment me again.”


  “Who are you? Why are you calling me?”


  “Stacey? What’s wrong, honey?” Kelly looked as worried as Stacey felt right then.


  “I’m watching you. Be good, Stacey.” The phone clicked and disconnected.


  She pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at the display. It was blank. She tried redial right away as she had before, but once again it was a blocked number and it only gave her a fast busy signal.


  “Stacey? You’re scaring me, honey.”


  “I–I’m sorry. Someone has called me before and won’t say who they are. I’ve felt like someone’s followed me before, too. Now I know they have. He knew I was here in Dallas.”


  “Oh, God! That’s terrible. What are you going to do?” Kelly looked all around them as she drove. “Do you think someone is following us now?”


  “I don’t know. We weren’t paying attention as we left to know if the same cars are behind us or not. Now we won’t be able to tell unless we stop somewhere, and I don’t think that would be a good idea at all.” Stacey wrung her hands as she turned and looked out the back window.


  “You need to tell someone about this, Stacey. It’s probably the same man who attacked you last weekend.”


  “I know. I’ll call the sheriff’s department when we get back.”


  Kelly was silent for a few seconds. Then she spoke up again. “I think you need to tell Steve and Ben.”


  “No! I’m not their responsibility. I’m not going to whine to them about this. I will go to the sheriff and tell them about all of the phone calls. I’d just never made the connection until now.”


  “I’m telling my guys though. If I don’t and they find out I knew about it, they’ll punish me and not in a good way.”


  Stacey nodded in agreement. She hoped she hadn’t gotten Kelly in any trouble by going to Dallas with her. The idea that someone might get hurt because of her made her ill to think about it. She continued to watch behind them off and on the entire trip back to Perkins City. By the time they arrived at her apartment, her neck and shoulders were stiff and ached.


  “Are you going to be okay, Stacey? Do you want to come home with me and spend the night?” Kelly asked.


  “Thanks, Kelly. I’m okay. I have two dead bolts on my door and a chain. I feel like I’m pretty secure. I had a great time. I’m sorry this happened and spoiled the trip for you.”


  “Nonsense. It didn’t spoil anything. I had a great time, too. Don’t forget your bags!”


  Stacey smiled and grabbed her shopping bags from the back. Then she hurried to her apartment and unlocked the door. As soon as she was safely inside, she locked all the locks and leaned against the door. She hadn’t wanted to let Kelly know how frightened she was all the way back, but Stacey was beginning to become paranoid now. Why was someone following her and calling her? She hadn’t done anything to anyone as far as she knew.


  A bottle of water sounded good to her. She would call the sheriff’s department as soon as she had everything put away. She transferred all of her bags to one hand and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge before continuing into her bedroom. She flipped on the light and headed toward the bed when she saw it—and screamed.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Ma’am. Are you sure you don’t have any idea who would do something like this? The attack on you happened less than a week ago.”


  Deputy Sheriff Bradley Silas stood in the living room of Stacey’s apartment asking her questions. She didn’t know what to tell him. Before the attack, she hadn’t thought she had an enemy anywhere. Who would do something like this to her? They had to be crazy.


  “I don’t know of anyone who would hate me this much. The only person I can even think of that I’ve upset lately is Darius. I can’t imagine him doing something like this just because I won’t be his sub.”


  The deputy merely grunted and continued to write in his little book. Stacey rubbed her hands up and down her arms. She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to get warm again. How had he gotten inside her apartment? She kept the windows and the door locked at all times.


  “Do you have anywhere you can stay tonight? Your apartment is going to be off limits for at least the next twenty-four hours while we process it.”


  “I–I don’t know. I could stay in the hotel I guess.” If she had still been with Steve, she would have called him.


  “I’m not sure a hotel is a safe idea, ma’am. Not considering the type of situation this is and the attack.” He wrote some more in his little book. “Now, tell me again about the phone calls you’ve gotten.”


  Stacey told him about the phone calls she thought were all related again. She had lost count of the number of times she’d relayed the information in the last hour. It was beginning to get on her nerves. She was tired of talking about it. She wanted to take a bath and curl up in her bed but that wasn’t going to happen now. He bed was ruined. She’d have to get a new mattress for sure.


  “What in the hell is going on here?”


  Stacey nearly swallowed her tongue. What was he doing here? Steve Tyler walked through the door with a scowl on his handsome face. He zeroed in on her and pushed through the people blocking his way.


  “Stacey? Are you okay?” He stalked toward her and rested his hand on her shoulder. “What’s going on? I got a call from Marx that the sheriff’s department was at your apartment.”


  “How did he know?” she asked, puzzled at why he would know.


  “Kelly is good friends with Jaycee, the dispatcher. Jaycee called Kelly because she knew you were friends with each other and Kelly told Marx. Now tell me what is going on.”


  “I think I have everything I need right now, ma’am. We’ll lock up the apartment when we leave. The office will give you a call when you can return.” He nodded at Steve and walked back into her bedroom.


  “Stacey?” Steve prompted again.


  “I went shopping with Kelly today, and when I got home, I found, um, someone had broken in somehow and messed up some things in my bedroom.”


  “What things? How?” he asked.


  Stacey realized he was rubbing both his hands up and down her cold arms in a soothing motion. She didn’t think he even noticed what he was doing. She didn’t want to tell him what shed found, but she was sure it would get out sooner or later. Nothing was sacred in a small town like Perkins City.


  “Um, I don’t want to talk about it here. I’ve got to get a hotel room for tonight. I can talk about it there.” She started to pick up her small overnight bag the deputy had packed for her. She hoped it had everything she needed in it.


  Steve took the bag out of her hand. “You’re not going to a hotel. You’ll come home with us. Ben is outside talking to Evan Luvalle. He and Ben are pretty good friends.”


  “I can’t go home with y’all.” She stood her ground and didn’t move.


  “Why the hell not?”


  “Because. We aren’t seeing each other anymore. It’s not right.” She was scared if she stayed with them she wouldn’t be able to get them out of her mind at all.


  “Fuck that, Stacey. Someone not only attacked you last weekend, but now they’ve broken into your apartment. There is no way I’m letting you stay in some flimsy hotel room alone. Now come on, and don’t make me turn you over my knee and spank you. I’ll do it and you know it.”


  Stacey couldn’t stop the shiver that traveled down her spine at that threat. She missed his spankings. They’d hurt so good and always left her achy and needing more. No, threatening to spank her wasn’t much of a threat.


  She opened her mouth to argue with him some more, but he effectively stopped it by kissing her. His mouth covered hers, catching her protests and swallowing them. He devoured her then mapped every nook and cranny with his tongue as if to see if anything had changed since the last time he’d kissed her. She could have told him it hadn’t.


  When he pulled back, her eyes were closed and she had to think about breathing. His soft chuckle jerked her back to awareness. Frowning, she tied to jerk her bag from his hand, but he had a firm grip on it and wasn’t letting go.


  “Don’t fight me on this, Stacey. Just come on and let’s get you home so you can rest. I know you work tomorrow.” His voice sounded tired now.


  When she really looked at him, his entire face looked tired. There were circles under his eyes and his cheeks appeared gaunt as if he’d lost weight. Had he been sick and she didn’t know about it? The thought bothered her. She didn’t want anything to happen to either of them.


  “Okay. I appreciate it.” She sighed and followed him out of the apartment.


  When they walked up to where Ben was talking to another deputy sheriff with dark brown hair, she didn’t miss the furious expression on Ben’s face before he saw her and it melted away to one of deep concern.


  “Stacey. Baby, are you okay?” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and hugged her close.


  “I’m fine. A little shaken up, but I’m okay.”


  She could tell that he and Steve were communicating over her head with looks by the fact that Ben held her close to him so she couldn’t see their faces. She gritted her teeth and pulled away.


  “What are y’all talking about behind my back?”


  They both looked sheepish then Steve’s face grew stern again.


  “Let’s get you home and then we’ll talk. I don’t like the fact that you didn’t call us after you called the sheriff’s office.”


  “Why would I call you? We aren’t seeing each other anymore.”


  He just grunted and led her toward their truck parked in the back of the parking lot away from all of the emergency vehicles. He helped her up then climbed up after her. Ben got in on the driver’s side. After buckling in, he started the engine and drove out of the lot toward their home on the edge of town.


  Nothing was said on the trip out there. She could feel both men stealing looks in her direction, but she kept her focus on the road ahead of them. She didn’t know how she was going to be able to handle being back at their house again. It had taken her a long time to get her need for them out of her system. She snorted to herself. Hell, she hadn’t really been able to do that. She had just managed to bury it deep enough she could cope. Now she was going back and would be around them for the next few hours. She was in so much trouble.


  “Here we are.” Ben pulled up into the garage and turned off the engine.


  Steve helped her down out of the cab of the truck before grabbing her overnight case and leading the way into the kitchen with Ben bringing up the rear. She followed Steve through the kitchen and the living room toward the stairs. When they reached the second floor, Steve stopped outside a spare bedroom and pushed open the door for her to go through. He followed and set her case at the foot of the bed.


  “Why don’t you take a bath and then come downstairs so we can talk. I’ll fix some hot chocolate with milk for you. It will help you relax and sleep.


  “Thanks.” She watched as he backed out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him.


  “God, what have I gotten myself into?”


  She quickly found what she needed in her bag and crossed to the bathroom. She knew the room next door was Steve’s and she was sharing a bathroom with him. Stacey locked the other door and then hers before running water for a warm bath. She hoped it would help relax her so she could deal with Steve and Ben. There was no way they would settle for less than everything that had happened. Even if she lied or glossed over the truth, they’d find out and then be furious with her.


  The warm water was a welcome relief from the bone-deep cold that had settled into her earlier. She relaxed into the tub and just let her mind drift for a few minutes before she sucked it up and finished bathing. As much as she would have liked to stay there for a while, she had no doubt the men would come looking for her sooner or later. She couldn’t afford to be caught naked in the tub.


  Then her mind latched on to the nightmare that had slipped into her life only hours before, and all the warm water in the world couldn’t stop the chill that seeped back into her body.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What in the hell is going on, Ben?” Steve paced in the kitchen as they waited for Stacey to come back downstairs.


  “It’s not good. You need to calm down, Steve.” Ben drew in a deep breath and shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from hitting something.


  Not one to normally have violent urges, Ben found himself fighting to remain in control. God knows someone needed to. Steve was going to go off the deep end when he told his brother what Evan had told him.


  “Don’t tell me to calm down. I want to know what the whole damn sheriff’s department was doing at Stacey’s apartment. Why was she crying and shaking like a leaf?”


  “Someone broke into her apartment while she and Kelly had gone to Dallas shopping.”


  “I gathered that much, Ben.” Steve frowned at his brother. “What else?”


  “Whoever it was trashed her bedroom and made a mess on her bed.”


  Steve stilled. “What kind of mess?”


  Ben pulled his hands out and ran one of them over his face. He was still trying to get past the crap. Telling Steve would be like adding jet fuel to a grill. Fuck!


  “He piled her personal toys in the middle of the bed and masturbated over them—several times from what Evan said.”


  “He what!” Steve shouted.


  “Calm down. You’re going to get Stacey all upset again.”


  “And she didn’t call us? I’ll turn her over my knee as soon as she gets back down here.” Steve’s hands were fisting at his sides.


  “You’re not going to do anything to her but comfort her and let her know you’re here for her. She isn’t your sub anymore, Steve. Remember? You stepped away and left her high and dry.” Ben didn’t pull any punches. It was imperative that he get his brother back under control before Stacey walked in.


  “She’s not going back to that apartment. She’s staying here with us from now on. We can keep her safe.”


  “I’m with you, brother, but somehow I don’t think she’s going to agree with you.” Ben could already hear this argument turning into a fight.


  “I don’t give a damn what she says. She’s not going back.”


  Steve paced back and forth across the kitchen, mumbling under his breath. As much as Ben enjoyed knowing his brother was going to force or try to force Stacey to stay with them, he worried it wouldn’t turn out as he hoped, with her between them in the bed. This was a golden opportunity to make Steve see that they all three of them belonged together. Still, it could backfire on him, too.


  “What else aren’t you telling me?” Steve had stopped pacing and was leaning against the island with his arms crossed.


  “Evidently she’s gotten a few strange phone calls lately. She was going to report them when she got home, but she found the mess in her bedroom first. She got one while they were on their way back from Dallas.”


  “And she went into her apartment alone. Hell! The man could have been waiting on her.”


  “I know. My heart just about stopped beating when Evan told me that,” Ben said.


  “What kind of phone calls were they? Did they threaten her?”


  “I’m not sure. Evan wasn’t around when she told Bradley about them. We’re going to have to ask her.”


  “Ask her what?” Stacey walked into the kitchen wearing green sweats that only highlighted the pallor of her skin.


  Ben started to go to her, but Steve beat him to it. The other man pulled her into his arms and buried his face in her hair. Ben almost left them alone, but something snapped inside of him. To hell with it. He was going to fight for what he wanted. Stacey was too important to back down from.


  He walked up behind her and grabbed her waist with both hands, pulling her body back against his. His and Steve’s eyes met over the top of her head. He saw the anger and worry in his brother’s eyes, but he also saw something else, resignation maybe.


  Steve pulled back and looked down in Stacey’s eyes. “Tell us about the phone calls, Stacey. Don’t leave anything out. I mean it.”


  She sighed and pulled out of their arms. Ben reluctantly let her go. He didn’t like the emptiness that replaced her there. Her posture screamed defeat and despair. He hated to see it on her. She should be happy and thinking about what came next in life. Instead she was scared and wondering what terrible thing would happen next.


  After settling at the bar, she laid her clasped hands on the counter and drew in a deep breath. Ben grabbed a bottled water out of the fridge. He would fix her hot chocolate after they talked.


  “I got the first one a couple of weeks ago. At least I think it was the same person. I’m not really sure because they didn’t say anything. After a couple of seconds, they just hung up. The next one was the other day. He said he was disappointed in me. I don’t know why and he wouldn’t say. He just laughed and hung up. Then, today on the way home from Dallas while we were in the car. He called again and asked if I’d had fun on my trip. He said he was watching me and not to disappoint him again.” She sighed, and her shoulders seemed to sink even lower.


  Ben watched as she uncapped her water and sipped at it. He hated seeing her this way. She deserved so much more.


  “Did you recognize the voice, Stacey?” Ben asked.


  “No. It sounded sort of mechanical. Deputy Silas said he was probably using a voice modulator to disguise it.”


  “He’s probably right. You can buy them off the Internet. Hell, you can buy just about anything over the Internet now.” Steve ran a hand through his hair before glancing Ben’s way. “You are going to stay here until they catch this man, Stacey. Don’t even try to argue with me.”


  “I can’t, Steve. We aren’t together anymore. I shouldn’t be here now.”


  “Why the hell not? You needed a place to stay. We’re friends. Of course you can stay with us.”


  “Because we have a history together. I can’t stay here while you go on with your life as if none of it mattered at all. I’m not your responsibility anymore.”


  “The hell you’re not! I’m not letting you out of our sights until this bastard is stopped.”


  “You can’t keep me here against my will, Steve. I’ll find someone else to stay with.”


  Steve moved closer to her and glared down at her. “Try me.”


  Ben finally slipped between them. He didn’t want one of them to say something they would later regret.


  “I think what Stacey needs now is a good night’s sleep. I’ll fix some chocolate for you, baby. Why don’t you go get ready for bed? I’ll bring it up to you.”


  “Dammit!” Steve turned around and stomped out of the room.


  “Why is he so angry with me? I’m not the one who walked away, and I don’t owe him anything.” Stacey’s eyes held tears.


  Ben hated to see her hurting like this. There wasn’t anything he could do though. They were all three truly fucked. He stiffened when she leaned against his back as he stirred the milk on the stove.


  “I’m scared, Ben.”


  “I know, baby. We’ll keep you safe. Stay with us so we can watch over you.”


  “I can’t. It hurts too badly to be near the two of you and know that I can’t have you. I’d rather face the fear than live with the pain.”


  Chapter Twelve


  


  “No! Please!”


  The scream that followed jerked Steve fully awake. He didn’t even bother with pants. He ran through the connecting bathroom to where he could hear Stacey’s sobs. When he burst into the spare bedroom, it was to find Ben storming through the door as well. Stacey lay writhing on the bed, fighting the covers as if her life depended on it. He didn’t see anyone else in the room to account for her screams.


  It was a dream. Stacey was caught up in a nightmare. He quickly crossed the room and climbed up on the bed at the same time Ben did. They both uttered soothing words as they tried to untangle her from the covers. She fought like a momma bear, with teeth and nails. Finally, they had the sheets pulled away, and they held her between them. She settled down almost immediately as they curled their bodies around hers.


  It wasn’t lost on Steve that his brother was right there helping him hold her. He could excuse it because of the extenuating circumstances. It had taken both of them to calm her down, that was all.


  “Stacey? Can you hear me? It’s okay, it was just a dream.” He tried to keep his voice calm to keep her relaxed between them. “Wake up, babe.”


  She slowly opened her eyes. Her breathing was still labored and erratic as she fought to control it.


  “What happened?” Confusion had her brows knitted.


  “You were having a nightmare, baby,” Ben told her.


  “I–I thought someone was in here with me. They were…” Her voice faded off as fear filled her eyes once again.


  “Easy, baby. No one is going to hurt you here. We’ll take care of you.” Ben’s gentle voice seemed to calm her.


  In that moment, Steve was glad Ben was there. His voice soothed wild horses and crazed bulls. Stacey needed that right then. He gently smoothed his hand down her hair over and over as Ben whispered to her until she had once again fallen asleep.


  They looked at each other and Ben nodded. They would cover her back up and leave her to rest again. When they started to pull away, Stacey moaned and held on tightly to them. Steve frowned and looked up at Ben. His brother shrugged.


  “Maybe we should stay a while and let her relax. Then we can go back to bed.”


  Steve nodded and reached down to pull up the covers. He didn’t want her to catch a chill. It was cool in the house at night. He felt Ben settle down on the other side of her. It wasn’t lost on him that they were sleeping with the woman he loved more than anything.


  If I loved her more than anything, I wouldn’t care if Ben was part of the deal.


  He growled low in his throat and pushed the pesky thought that had been haunting him for months out of his head. He didn’t need to think about it anymore tonight. He needed to get some sleep. He still had the store to deal with tomorrow, and he had to figure out a way to keep Stacey there with them until they caught the bastard that was stalking her. After that, well, they would deal with that when it was time. He had no intentions for Stacey to ever leave his home.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey woke up disoriented and tired. She started to roll over but found her body was wrapped up in something heavy. Panic flared inside of her but quickly slid away when she realized she was encased in a Tyler cocoon. She couldn’t help but smile at the pleasure it gave her to finally feel both of their arms around her, hugging her, protecting her.


  Then reality crashed in reminding her that it wasn’t real. Not really. They would be gone again as soon as they woke up. Steve had no intentions of sharing her with his brother. They’d both converged on her when she’d been in the middle of a horrific nightmare she could barely remember now. Someone had tied her down and was hurting her, but she couldn’t remember anything more about it. She just remembered how good it had felt for them to rescue her and wrap her up in their love.


  She nearly snorted at the word. Love? They didn’t love her. If they did, they would figure out a way to make things work. As it was, Steve barely acknowledged her when she saw him out in public. It cut worse than any knife across bare skin would have. She felt at times as if her heart had been shredded.


  Ben moved slightly. Evidently she’d made a sound or moved too much. He was waking up. She would mourn the loss of their warmth against her. It was then that she realized that they were both completely naked under the covers. Somehow her thin T-shirt that she was sleeping in didn’t seem like much of a barrier between them. Not that they would do anything about it, but it sure made lying there completely still nearly impossible. All she wanted to do was rub her body against theirs now that she knew the truth.


  “What are you thinking so hard about over there?” Ben’s soft voice startled her.


  “I didn’t mean to wake you up.” She wanted to cry that her little fantasy time was coming to an end.


  “You didn’t. I was already awake. Just waiting for you to say something.”


  His hand began to lightly massage her stomach where it lay. One of his legs was lying across one of hers with one of Steve’s holding down the other one. She felt spread wide for their pleasure. If only it were true.


  “You still haven’t said what you were thinking about?”


  “I’d like to know, too.” Steve’s deep voice sent shivers across her body.


  Now that they were both awake, it would all end. Holding back the tears became nearly impossible. She didn’t want them to know just how much they affected her now. With there being nothing between them but memories, their having any sort of control over her would kill her inside.


  “Nothing really. It’s probably time for me to get up and get dressed. I’ve got to go to work this morning. We’ll be busy.” She moved to get up, but both men held her down between.


  Stacey looked from one man to the other, trying to determine what they were up to. If they thought they could keep her from going to work, they had another thing coming. She had to go to work. She needed the money, but more than that, Jillian would need her help in the store with it being so busy.


  “What is going on, guys?” she demanded.


  “We need to talk, Stacey.” Ben’s hand was drawing lazy circles on her stomach.


  “We can talk after I get dressed for work.” She tried to sit up again, but this time, Steve rolled over on top of her.


  Ben barely managed to move his hand out of the way. It didn’t seem to faze Steve. He braced his hands on either side of her head and stared down into her eyes with a serious expression. He didn’t say anything, which made her nervous.


  “What?”


  “I can’t stop thinking about what could have happened to you if that bastard had still been in your apartment when you walked in.”


  “Nothing happened. He wasn’t there.”


  “Christ, but he could have been.”


  Before she knew what Steve was going to do, he had covered her mouth with his, stealing her breath and searing her lips with an almost brutal but desperate kiss. It was everything she ever wanted and her worst nightmare. How could she regain the brittle peace she’d managed to carve out for herself again? This time it would be impossible to forget how good it felt to be in his arms.


  His tongue plundered her mouth with some purpose he hadn’t shared with her. It sought out every crevice and hidden spot, leaving behind an even greater need for more, more of his taste and more of his touch. It slid alongside hers until she chased it back into his mouth where he sucked on it until she grew dizzy.


  When at last he released her from the kiss, Stacey wasn’t sure what she had been saying. All she could think about was how good he felt on her, and how much she wished he was inside of her. That brought about a groan from deep within. She ached for more, wishing things were different between the three of them.


  Steve rolled over on his side, taking her with him this time. Almost as soon as he did, Ben pushed up against her back, the hard heat of his engorged cock pressing at her buttocks. She moaned even as Steve buried his face between her breasts. Ben nuzzled her neck, licking and sucking at the juncture of where her shoulder and neck met.


  “What are you doing to me?” she asked.


  “Shh, baby. Let us make you feel good. We want you to forget everything but us and now.” Ben’s husky voice pulled at things low in her belly.


  “God, your breasts are heaven. I could stay here forever.” Steve licked and nipped her heavy mounds before moving up to tease her nipple with the tip of his tongue.


  He ran the flat of his tongue all around her nipple then sucked the little nub into his mouth where he could tease it with his tongue. When he nipped it lightly with his teeth, Stacey thought she would scream with pleasure. The tiny stings he left as he pulled at it with his teeth had her gritting hers.


  Ben was busy licking and biting his way down her back till he made it to her ass. There he licked and sucked on her meaty cheeks to the point that she was sure she had marks there now, and that was fine with her. She liked the fact that both men were marking her. Later, when all of this was over with, she’d have reminders of their attention for days until they faded away.


  “Turn her over, Ben. I need to taste her pussy. I’ve missed her sweet juices.” Steve pulled back from her breasts after giving one nipple a hard suck so that it plopped out of his mouth with an audible pop.


  Ben rolled her over and immediately licked her lips before sucking the bottom one into his mouth where he held it with his teeth for a second. Then he gently kissed her, sipping at her lips before slipping his tongue inside. God, how she’d wanted this, needed this for so long. How would she ever be able to live without them now?


  Even as he explored her mouth with broad strokes of his tongue, Steve lapped a pathway from her cleavage down her abdomen and around her belly button until he reached her bare mound. There he lightly bit the plump area before pushing her thighs as far apart as they would go, shouldering his way between them. The feel of his hot breath across her wet pussy lips drew a gasp from deep in her throat.


  Ben drew back from kissing her. “Open your eyes, baby. I want to see them while he tastes you.”


  Stacey struggled to open them. It took so much more strength than she thought she had left in her. They were draining it all with their mouths on her body. Ben’s eyes swirled in arousal much as she was sure hers were doing. It looked as if keeping his eyelids up took all of his energy. The passion, evident in how he stared down at her, took her breath away. She wanted to reach up and cup his cheek with her hand, but even that took too much effort right then.


  Steve’s tongue delved between her southern lips, sending her eyes wide and her breath searing through her lungs. After that, he ate at her like a wild man. When he couldn’t get to her the way he seemed to want, he used his fingers and spread her apart so he could lick at the center of her, stabbing her cunt with his talented tongue.


  Back and forth, her attention was stretched between the two men as Ben latched on to one of her nipples and sucked as if his life depended on it. His fingers pulled and pinched the other one, assuring that no part of her was left unattended.


  “Oh, God! Please don’t stop!” She would strangle them if they left her hanging after stirring her up so.


  “Don’t worry, babe. We’re going to make sure you’re taken care of.” Steve kissed her inner thigh before returning to torment her.


  Every once in a while, he rasped his tongue across her clit, but never enough to send her over the edge. Instead, he circled it over and over before returning to lap at her juices as they seeped out of her. The more he licked, the more her juices formed, coating her thighs and his face. She honestly didn’t think she’d ever been this wet without having already come before.


  Steve slowly pressed two fingers inside her cunt, moving them in and out in a slow rhythm designed to drive her crazy. She tried to buck against them to increase the stimulation, but he held her down with one hand. The frustrated growl she gave only made both men chuckle at her.


  “Settle down, baby. We’ll take care of you. We’ll make you feel so good,” Ben crooned.


  “Please. I need more.”


  “What do you need, Stacey?” Steve asked as he continued moving his fingers in and out of her hot, wet pussy.


  “I need you inside of me. Fuck, me, Steve. Please fuck me.” She couldn’t believe she’d actually said that.


  How could she beg him for that when she knew he’d back away after it was all over? It would kill her if he took her only to push her away when the passion had dissipated afterwards. Still, her body had already made up its mind. It wanted him any way it could get him, her heart be damned.


  “First you’re going to give me your cream, babe. Then I’ll take you like you’ve never been taken before.” Steve lowered his head, and once again his naughty mouth and tongue went to work on her.


  Ripples of awareness built inside of her as she grew closer and closer to an orgasm. Ben’s mouth nipping and sucking on her nipple as his fingers plucked and twisted the other one only increased the sensations even now beginning to seep along her nerve endings.


  When Steve twisted his wrist and nudged a finger along her sweet spot, it took both men to hold her down as she bucked with need.


  “Come for us, baby. Show us how good it feels.” Ben’s hot breath against her ear seemed to ignite an inferno deep inside of her.


  “Give me all of your cream, sweet Stacey.” Steve latched on to her clit and sucked as he thrust his fingers in and out of her pussy.


  With each pass over her G-spot, Stacey felt as if fire raced up and down her spine. Her clit throbbed with each pull of Steve’s mouth. She couldn’t breathe through the intense pleasure that poured over her. She was drowning in it.


  Slowly both men backed off of their attentions and she was able to draw in a complete breath once again. Before she had time to recover and settle, Steve pulled her on top of him and seated her on the tip of his thick cock. As aroused as she was, there shouldn’t have been any need to go slow, but she was swollen from the orgasm that still fluttered through her muscles deep inside. He had to stop and pull back some before trying again.


  “Fuck! You’re so damn tight, so wet and tight.” He pressed up inside of her until she was flush with her ass against his balls and the top of his thighs.


  “Oh, God!” She shuddered around him as he filled her completely.


  The spongy head of his cock pressed up against her cervix. When he bumped it, shock waves of painful pleasure spread out around her. He shifted his hips sending another round of intense sensations all the way up to her nipples.


  “Ride me, Stacey. Show me how much you like my cock deep inside of you.” Steve’s deep voice almost cracked on the last word.


  She drew up off of him until just the cockhead was still inside of her then dropped down in one quick motion. They both moaned at the feel of his dick plunging through tight tissues. Again she pulled off of him, but this time, she lowered herself slowly, twisting some as she did. He hissed out a breath that was music to her ears. When she finally rested against his thighs, she rolled her hips again, making him call out as she did.


  “Ah, hell. I’ll never last with you doing that.” He held her hips still and looked over her shoulder. “Ben, fuck her ass and make her behave.”


  Stacey didn’t have time to savor that moment when he had included Ben in their lovemaking because the other man was gently pushing her down toward Steve, who reached up and wrapped his arms around her back to keep her in place.


  Cool lube landed at the beginning of the crack of her ass. Steve grasped her cheeks and pulled them apart so that when Ben ran his finger through the lube, he had easy access to her back opening. The first touch of his slippery finger against the tight opening had her gasping for breath.


  “Yes! Please, Ben.” Stacey couldn’t help the slight whine in her voice.


  It had been so long since that last night. She’d dreamed about this over and over. The need to have both of them inside of her at the same time was almost more than she could bear.


  Ben pressed one finger against the tight rosette until it slowly sank inside of her. Once the first knuckle made it past the tight ring, he started sawing it in and out of her. Then more lube dripped to her anus and he added a second finger. Over and over he pumped them into her back hole, occasionally twisting them or spreading them until she was pushing her hips back for more.


  “Hell, Ben. Hurry up. She’s driving me crazy down here.”


  “I don’t want to hurt her. She’s tight, Steve.”


  The strain in Ben’s voice almost matched the one in his brother’s. Stacey didn’t need more prep. She needed Ben to fuck her already.


  “Now, Ben. Fuck me now!”


  He grunted and added a third finger that increased the feeling of fullness and sent painful twinges like electrical impulses along nerve endings. Still, before long, she was pushing back against him, begging for more. She needed his cock inside of her. She let out a frustrated scream when he pulled from her ass.


  “No!”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  “Easy, baby. I’m going to give you what you want.”


  She heard the tear of foil and then Ben’s greased and sheathed cock pushed at her dark opening until she relaxed enough to let him breach the tight ring there. When he pressed through, they both hissed out a breath then Ben was slowly pumping his dick deeper inside of her. His long hard cock filled her to the point of pain. The delicious sensation of being stretched almost beyond endurance rolled over her until every never ending inside her ass was alive with tingling awareness.


  With both Steve’s thick dick and Ben’s massive cock lodged deep inside of her, she had no room to breathe, much less move. She had to rely on them to make the effort because right then, she was paralyzed from the waist down.


  “Please, someone move. I can’t stand it. I need you to fuck me!” Stacey couldn’t believe she was all but screaming for them to fuck her.


  She thought that if they didn’t hurry up and move, she’d blow apart with need. The pressure was building with every breath she took. It tightened her body around them so that she could feel every bump and vein of their hard cocks.


  Finally Ben pulled out of her until just the spongy head remained inside of her then he pulled her off of Steve with Steve’s help and back on his hard cock. Back and forth, they manipulated her body between them with slow measured movements until she thought she would die from the buildup. Her orgasm lay just out of reach. She remained helpless between them, gasping and moaning. She needed more. Why were they teasing her this way?


  “More. I need more. Please stop playing with me. Fuck me hard, fast. I need to feel you moving in me.”


  Something must have finally registered with them because they picked up speed, and soon the thrusts in her ass and pussy grew harder and deeper just like she wanted them. Each push of their bodies against hers filled her with their hard cocks until they were both impaling her at the same time with every stab. Steve bumped against her cervix over and over while Ben tunneled up her ass.


  “Fuck, Steve, I’m going to come.” Brad’s strangled voice seemed to signal something.


  Steve reached between her body and his and located her clit. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger.


  “Come, Stacey. I can’t last any longer.”


  When he squeezed down on her clit, it proved to be the final link in the chain. She vibrated around them. Her entire body seized, contracting her muscles so that it seemed as if she were flying high in her head until the explosion sent her off in a million different directions. Through ringing ears, she could hear herself scream through the unbelievable sensations that bombarded her body.


  


  * * * *


  


  Steve lost his breath when Stacey screamed and tightened around him. She seemed to vibrate as her body clamped down, squeezing him to the point of pain. Never had anything felt so fucking good. He couldn’t move inside her she was so tight. His dick erupted deep inside her, his cum spewing as his balls contracted. Finally, she seemed to back off some and he could breathe again.


  Somewhere in it all, he was aware of his brother calling out as he climaxed along with them. In that moment, it felt right that he was there. He knew that later he would second-guess himself, but for right now, he didn’t mind his being there, being a part of their loving.


  He slowly relaxed his muscles and realized that Stacey wasn’t moving. He grinned but then wondered if Ben was suffocating her.


  “Hey, Ben. Get up. You’re smashing Stacey.” He reached around her and pushed against his brother’s shoulder.


  “Fuck, I don’t think I can move. Roll us over. I can’t feel my legs.”


  Steve chuckled and pushed at Ben while he concentrated on rolling to his side. The feel of his cock pulling from Stacey’s warm cunt sent a shiver through his body. He groaned at the loss.


  “Stacey?” He gently shook her shoulder.


  “She’s out for the count, brother. I think we did good.”


  “She’s going to be pissed when she wakes up though. She’s supposed to go to work this morning.” Steve couldn’t help but grin despite knowing she’d be mad at them.


  “I’m going to clean up then start breakfast.”


  Steve frowned. “Right, leave me to take the heat.”


  He felt it when Ben pulled from her body. A few moments later, he returned with a wet cloth and cleaned Stacey up before disappearing once again. Steve moved her over slightly so he could wrap his arm around her. Her face was slightly flushed and her breathing still came in soft gasps. He didn’t know what he would do without her. He didn’t know how they would manage it, but he wasn’t letting her go again.


  Her eyes popped open so that they were staring at each other. She looked apprehensive. He hated that it was his fault she felt that way.


  “Hey, babe. How do you feel?”


  She smiled tentatively. “Good. Really good.”


  “Ben’s cooking breakfast. Do you want to take a shower?”


  “Damn! Work!” She shot up in bed, pressing her knee against his balls in the process.


  “Easy, Stacey. My balls aren’t made of steel.”


  “Sorry.” She winced but continued climbing off the bed. “I can’t believe I let y’all distract me like that. I can’t be late.”


  He smiled as she hurried to the bathroom. He’d give her a few minutes, and then he’d join her in the shower. She would be a few more minutes late if he had his way. Already his cock was stirring again despite her poor treatment of his balls.


  When he slipped into the bathroom several minutes later, he could hear her mumbling in the shower, but her words were distorted by the noisy rushing water. He opened the door and stepped in as she leaned back to rinse her hair.


  Steve wrapped his arms around her so she wouldn’t slip and fall when he bit down on one nipple. She yelped and jerked in his arms.


  “What are you doing?” she gasped.


  “Helping you wash off?” he asked hopefully.


  “No. Absolutely not. Get out. You will turn it around and we’ll end up having slippery shower sex. I don’t have time this morning.”


  It probably would have been more effective if she hadn’t had her eyes squeezed shut with shampoo running down her face. Even his hands on her hips didn’t help. All he could do was watch how the soapy water ran down her chest to drip off her hard nipples. His cock sprang back to full life again.


  “What’s wrong with slippery shower sex?” He leaned in and licked a wet nipple even though it was soapy.


  “Steve, I have to get to work. Jillian can’t handle the store by herself.”


  “How many people are going to show up this early in the morning? A few more minutes won’t hurt anything.” He took the showerhead down and rinsed the soap from her face and shoulders. Then he turned her around and leaned her back against his chest.


  “Put one leg up on the bench, Stacey.”


  “Steve…”


  “Now. Don’t make me say it again.” He deliberately used his Dom voice to get her to comply.


  She sighed and leaned harder against him as she placed one leg up on the bench that was at the back of the shower.


  “That’s a good girl. Now wrap your arms around my neck and hold on.”


  She slipped her arms over her head and wrapped them around his neck. He pressed his already throbbing cock hard against her lower back. He wanted to shove it deep in her pussy, but first he wanted to play.


  Taking the showerhead, he adjusted it to pulse and ran the compressed stream over her already engorged nipples. He knew they would still be sensitive from their earlier play. The hard stream of water would probably hurt a little bit. She didn’t say a word. He grinned and ran the stream down her body to just above her mound. He left it there for a few seconds before aiming it just to the side of her slit. He moved it up and down on either side without letting it slip into the divide.


  When she started trying to maneuver her pussy around the water, Steve knew she was getting close. He liked playing with her. She was so responsive to him. He reached down and spread her pussy lips and ran the stream of water up and down the opened slit, too fast to give her enough pressure to climax but slow enough that she would feel the promise of what was to come.


  Again and again, he teased her clit with the pelting stream of water until she was cursing and begging him to let her come. He replaced the showerhead only to hear her curse him. He grinned.


  “What did you say?” he demanded in his Dom voice.


  “Please, Steve. I need to come. I’m so close.” Her whining voice was music to his ears. He let the fact she didn’t address him as Master or Sir go. He knew they still hadn’t talked about things as they should have.


  “Bend over. Don’t put your leg down.”


  Stacey bent over, and Steve ran his fingers through her pussy lips. She was slick with her own juices despite the water rinsing it away. He slid two fingers deep inside of her and pumped them in and out. She moaned and backed into him. When he removed them and replaced them with his cock, she sighed, hissing out a long yes.


  He pumped in and out of her a few times until he was close. Then he pulled her to stand up again so that she leaned back against him. His cock dug at her heated cunt in this position. He reached up and grasped the showerhead once again. He held her around the waist with one hand while aiming the shooting water at her sensitive clit. Her swift gasp of breath let him know he’d hit the bull’s eye.


  “Steve.” His name hissed out on a breath.


  He slowly began to pump his cock in and out of her hot pussy while moving the surge of water back and forth across her sensitive nub. It wasn’t long before she was squeezing his dick in a tight vice-like grip and screaming his name. With the way her cunt was clamping down on him, he barely managed two additional thrusts before he filled her with his cum.


  He dropped the showerhead and wrapped both of his arms around her as he held himself deep inside her body. She felt so damn good. He never wanted to leave her. She felt like home. That thought brought home the fact that they still hadn’t talked about her remaining there with them. Nor had it helped with the problem of sharing her with Ben.


  Slowly he pulled from her and helped her to finish washing off. Then he rinsed her hair once again and stepped out of the tub to wrap her in a warm towel from the warming bar. He grabbed another towel and proceeded to dry off.


  “Ben will have breakfast ready for us by the time you get dressed.” He quickly popped her on the ass and hurried out of the bathroom before she could respond.


  After dressing in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, Steve pulled on his boots and joined Ben in the kitchen to wait on Stacey. His brother had just finished scrambling the eggs.


  “She’s on her way. She was drying her hair.” Steve poured a cup of coffee and took a cautious sip.


  “It’s only nine, so she isn’t too late yet. Maybe she won’t be too upset with us.” He looked over his shoulder at Steve. “At least I didn’t slow her down more in the shower.”


  Steve grinned. He couldn’t help it. Being inside of her was like owning a little piece of heaven. He’d handle her being peeved. He was sure he could change her mind if he decided to. Now to figure out what to do about her going to work. He really didn’t want her there without one of them with her. Unfortunately, he had to be at his store and Ben would have to work as well.


  “There she is.” Ben’s announcement pulled him back to the situation at hand.


  “I don’t have time for breakfast. I need to get to work.” She scowled at Steve.


  “You need to eat, babe. It won’t take that much longer unless you try to avoid it and I have to make you. That will take considerably more time.” He arched an eyebrow at her.


  She glared at him and plopped down on a bar stool. Ben slid scrambled eggs over on her plate then handed her the platter of bacon. She snagged two pieces followed by a slice of toast. Then she grabbed his coffee cup and sipped.


  “Thanks.” She set the cup on the other side of her plate out of his reach with a smirk.


  He merely shook his head and got up to grab another mug from the cabinet. Ben winked at her. That was fine. They could pretend they had outmaneuvered him. He’d show them later.


  “What time do you get off work today, Stacey?” he asked.


  “This is my long day. It will be around seven. We’re open ’til six for Christmas.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?”


  “So that I know what time you need to be picked up. You’ll need a ride.” He bit off a piece of bacon.


  “Why would I need a ride when you’re going to drop me off at my apartment so I can get my car?”


  “You don’t need your car right now. We’re going to take you to and from work until this asshole is caught.”


  “Like hell you are! I don’t need you babysitting me. Besides, I have to find some more clothes to wear. I’m pretty sure all of mine are ruined. I can’t go to work naked.” She sighed as if it had just dawned on her all she had to deal with.


  “Baby, let us help you. It’s too dangerous for you to be by yourself with this man loose out there.” Ben brushed a strand of hair out of her face.


  Steve watched as she responded to him. If his brother could get her to agree to let them keep her safe, he’d clamp down on his jealousy. The most important thing was keeping her safe. They could argue over everything else later. If she was gone, they had nothing to argue about.


  “Maybe Jillian will let me stay with her for a few days.” She set down her fork.


  “That’s not the answer, Stacey. Two women aren’t any safer than one. Besides, would you want to put her in danger like that?” Steve hated saying that, but he had to keep her with them.


  “No. You’re right. How did he get inside of my place? I don’t understand it. I have two deadbolts!”


  “We’ll ask the sheriff about it later. All that matters is that he did, so you can’t stay there alone while he’s out there,” Ben said.


  “I feel as if my entire world is being turned upside down. Why is he bothering me? What have I done to him?” She leaned her elbows on the bar and buried her face in her hands.


  Steve pulled her against him and hugged her. “Shh, babe. It’s okay. They’ll get him soon and it will all be over.”


  “I need to brush my teeth. I’ll be ready to leave in a few minutes.” She slipped down off the stool and walked out of the kitchen.


  “I’ll pick her up tonight.” Ben spoke up grabbing his attention.


  “Thanks. That will be good. I’ll need to work late since I’m going to be late getting in. I’ll check on her when I take lunch.”


  “I’m not backing away from her, Steve.”


  Ben’s words didn’t surprise him. He’d already figured that out. What he planned to do about them was another story. He didn’t have a freaking clue.


  “We’ve got a mess on our hands right now, Ben. Let’s wait to do this until after the bastard is caught.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  The bell over the door rang announcing yet another customer to Sassy Sophisticate. It had been almost nonstop all day. She didn’t think closing time would ever get there. As she walked toward the front to see if the newest arrival needed help, she realized it was Darius. What was he doing there?


  “Darius?” She stepped forward.


  He frowned at her. “What is going on, Stacey?”


  “What do you mean?” She looked around to be sure no one was paying any attention.


  “I just heard that you are staying with the Tylers. I thought you no longer belonged to them. What are you doing sleeping in their house?” His voice rose just a bit.


  “Shh. Keep it down. I work here, Darius. We can’t talk about this here.” Stacey had stepped closer so she could lower her voice even more.


  “Take a break. We’re talking about this now. If you don’t want it spread around the store, then tell your boss you need a break. I’ll wait for you at the back door.” He turned on his heel and walked out the door.


  She rolled her eyes. Could anything else possibly go wrong? She didn’t need this with her other problems. Darius didn’t have a say in who she saw. They weren’t seeing each other and she wasn’t even scening with him. She had to take a deep breath to calm herself before she stomped across the store. Instead, she made her way to where her boss was and asked if she could take a ten-minute break. Jillian agreed without even thinking about it. Stacey rarely took breaks, so she wasn’t surprised.


  Grabbing her jacket, she opened the back door and stepped outside. Darius waited a few feet away, a scowl on his face. When she didn’t move closer, he closed the distance between them.


  “Why are you staying with them?”


  “Someone broke into my apartment and the police have it locked up until they finish their investigation. I didn’t have anywhere to go.”


  “You could have stayed at a hotel.”


  “Do you really think I would have been safe at a hotel?” She wasn’t about to tell him that she’d been going to do just that until Steve had put his foot down.


  “Why did you call them and not me? I’m your Dom now. Not them.” He grasped her upper arm in a painful grip.


  “First of all, you are not my Dom. We don’t have any kind of a relationship. I’m not scening with you at all, Darius. Second of all, I don’t have your phone number. Even if I had wanted to call you I couldn’t have. And thirdly of all, I didn’t call them. Someone else called them and they just took over.” She tried to jerk her arm out of Darius’s hold, but he didn’t let go.


  “It’s obvious that you have no respect for me as a Dom. Maybe I expected too much from you so soon. As for not having my phone number, that can be remedied right now. Get your phone and I’ll program it in for you.”


  Stacey knew she didn’t want his number. She didn’t want to have anything to do with him. The fact that he hadn’t even gotten it that she wasn’t playing with him worried her.


  “Thank you, Darius, but no thanks. I don’t think we are compatible. I appreciate your concern, but it isn’t going to work between us.” She took a step back, but he didn’t release her arm. Instead he jerked her closer, throwing her off balance so that she fell against him.


  “Where do you think you are going? I haven’t finished talking to you,” he hissed.


  “Let go of me. You’re hurting me, Darius.”


  “I don’t want you around those Tyler men anymore. They have no claim on you. You belong to me now.”


  “What is wrong with you? I don’t want to see you again. Now let me go!” She wrenched her arm from his grasp and stumbled back toward the door.


  As she turned to open it, she was aware that Darius started to grab at her again. The door opened before she could grasp the handle, and Jillian looked out.


  “Hey, sorry to interrupt, but we’re really busy in here, Stacey. I need your help.”


  “I was on my way in. I’m sorry.” Stacey hurried inside and closed the door, checking to make sure it locked.


  “Are you okay?” Jillian asked.


  She had told her boss about the break-in at her apartment, but thanks to the small-town gossip society, she had already known about it. The look of concern on her face said that she hadn’t liked what she had seen when she opened the back door.


  “Yeah, thanks.” She forced a bright smile on her face and rushed back out front to take care of customers.


  The rest of the afternoon flew by with a steady parade of customers in and out of the doors. She hadn’t even taken a lunch break when Steve had shown up with carryout from the diner. He’d understood and ate his in the back, leaving hers out so she could grab a bite here and there. When he left, he kissed her on the cheek and reminded her that Ben would pick her up after work.


  Now she was counting the minutes until they could lock the doors. While it had been a profitable day for the store, both she and Jillian were worn out.


  “Next year I’m hiring seasonal help for this. We can’t do this again.”


  Stacey agreed wholeheartedly. Her aching feet would clap if they weren’t so tired. The minute the door was locked, Stacey raced around, making sure everything was in the right place and straight on the shelves while her boss counted down the register and ran reports.


  Five minutes ’til seven, Ben knocked on the door. She grabbed her bag and hurried to let him in.


  “Can you wait about five minutes? Jillian is almost ready and we normally don’t walk out alone. I don’t want to leave her here.”


  “Of course we’ll wait. How are you feeling tonight?” he asked.


  “Tired. My feet are killing me. We’ve been so busy that when Steve brought lunch I couldn’t even sit and eat with him.”


  “He told me about that. You haven’t had any phone calls, have you?”


  “No. Thank goodness.” She was about to tell him about Darius coming by, but Jillian hurried from the back with her things.


  “Thanks for waiting on me, guys. My car is parked in back. Can you carry me around there?” she asked.


  “Of course.” Ben stepped between them and took the key to lock the door behind them after Jillian set the alarm.


  Once they had dropped her off at her car and ensured that it had started, Ben drove them back toward their place.


  “What about my things? I really need to see if they will let me in to see if I have anything salvageable.” Stacey hoped there would be something left. She couldn’t afford to replace all of her clothes.”


  “Did you get something for tomorrow?” he asked.


  She patted the bag in her lap. “I have something for work, but I need my things, Ben.”


  “I know, baby, but the sheriff said they weren’t quite finished at your place. They should release it tomorrow and we’ll check on it then.”


  She sighed. There was nothing she could do until then, so fussing about it wasn’t going to help matters. Instead, she needed to figure out what she would do to make her place safer. She needed a security alarm, but she really couldn’t afford one. Obviously another deadbolt wasn’t going to help if two hadn’t stopped the bastard.


  When they pulled into the garage a few minutes later, she realized she’d been deep in her thoughts the entire drive. She hadn’t even bothered to ask how Ben’s day had been. When he helped her from the car she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him.


  “Thanks for picking me up. I’m sorry I’m such poor company. How was your day?”


  He chuckled. “Well, outside of cleaning out a stopped-up bull that ate something it shouldn’t have and tending to some minor cuts, not bad.”


  “Eww. I hope you showered after the bull incident.” She made a face at him.


  “I’ve had three showers already today, thank you very much.”


  Stacey followed him into the kitchen where he stopped and checked something in a slow cooker. From the delicious smell filling the room, she hoped it was about ready. She was starved. When she tried to look over his shoulder to see what it was, he shoved his ass out to keep her back.


  “Not yet. It’s just about ready. Go change into something more comfortable. Those shoes hurt my feet just looking at them.”


  Stacey laughed. “I should make you wear them for a few hours.”


  “I don’t think they make them in my size, baby.”


  She laughed as she hurried up the stairs to change clothes. It dawned on her how natural this felt to her. It felt right. She didn’t want to even think about losing it once they caught whoever was stalking her. There was no way she could go back to the way things had been before. If they couldn’t work things out, she’d have to leave Perkins City. Living this close to them would eventually drive her insane.


  She quickly stripped out of her work clothes and rinsed off before donning jeans and a T-shirt. She pulled on socks but didn’t bother with shoes. Her feet needed some relief. When she returned to the kitchen, it was to find Ben pouring a glass of wine.


  “Thought you could use this after the day you’ve had.” He handed the glass to her.


  “Thanks. You’re right.” She sipped and found it to be delicious. “Perfect. Thank you.”


  “Steve should be home in a few minutes. He called while you were changing clothes.”


  She watched as he worked on dinner. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Nope. I’ve got it under control. I hope you like it simple. I’m not a chef by any means.” He checked a boiler then adjusted the temperature before turning back to her.


  “I’m sure it will be wonderful. I’m easy to please when it comes to food. If it won’t eat me, I’ll probably eat it.”


  They were laughing when the sound of a car pulling into the garage announced Steve’s arrival. A minute later, the back door opened and he walked in looking as tired as she had felt earlier.


  “Hey, babe. How was the rest of your day?” He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head.


  “Busier if possible. What about you?” She watched as he walked across the kitchen and stopped at the fridge to grab a beer.


  Probably the same. I wonder where all these people are coming from. I didn’t think we had that many living in Perkins City.”


  “Some of the communities around us are learning about our wonderful businesses,” Ben quipped.


  “I’m going to grab a quick shower. I’ll be down in a minute.” He turned back around and stared at Stacey. “Unless you want to help me with cleaning up.”


  She giggled. “I don’t think so. I’m starved. If I help you we won’t be eating until later. Now hurry up.”


  He feigned a dejected look and stomped out of the room as if upset. Ben chuckled and wrapped his arms around her, snuggling his face into the crook of her neck. Stacey cherished the feel of his face pressed against the side of her neck. The feel of his lips as he kissed his way from the top of her shoulder up to just below her ear sent chills down her spine. He nipped her earlobe then sucked it into his mouth. He breathed into her ear.


  “You are so fucking sexy, Stacey. I can’t get close enough to you.”


  She gasped when he nipped her jaw before licking away the slight sting. A small whimper escaped her lips when one hand cupped her breast, squeezing it ever so gently. He was driving her insane with his soft touches and tiny bites. One hand reached up and grasped her hair, pulling her head to one side so he could feast on the skin of her neck.


  Long minutes went by as he licked and nipped every bare inch of her face and neck. When he finally settled on her lips, she sighed into his mouth. His slow erotic exploration had driven her into a place where need seemed too tame a word. She craved him now. Nothing would satisfy the burning need but his body—in hers.


  Even as his tongue traced the outline of her lips, his hand molded and massaged her breast. His other hand continued to hold her hair in his fist, keeping her where he wanted her. Making sure she didn’t move her mouth away from where he could discover all of its intimate secrets. He licked at the roof of her mouth before mapping every recess, drifting across her teeth. She soaked in the taste of him along with the feel of him learning her.


  When he pulled back from her mouth, she tried to follow his retreat, but he pulled back on her hair until he could stare down into her eyes. It felt as if he was discovering every one of her hidden fantasies. Soon he would know everything and be able to ruin her with that knowledge.


  Who was she kidding? He and Steve already had the power to destroy her. Only time would tell if they would us it.


  “God, I want you so badly. I don’t know if I can wait until after dinner.”


  “Then don’t. I need you, too, Ben. Take me now.” She didn’t know where this newfound courage had come from, but she wanted him and didn’t want to wait.


  It was as if it was all he needed to act. Ben growled and pulled her T-shirt over her head in one movement. Then he unfastened her jeans and shoved them along with her panties down her legs.


  “Step out of them.” His voice had gown raspy.


  She loved that she could have this effect on him. He was normally laid-back, so seeing this almost wild side of him ramped up her desire to have him thrust deep inside of her.


  He grabbed her around the waist and picked her up, setting her on the counter by the fridge. The cold granite against her ass only lessened her arousal enough that it registered that they would need to clean the counter before they could use it again. Then all thoughts fled as Ben bent over and licked her pussy before plunging his tongue deep into her slit. She nearly screamed. It felt so damn good. He licked and sucked until she was squirming with need. She grabbed hold of his head and all but ground her pussy against his face.


  Finally, he pulled back, and after kissing her, sharing her essence with her, he lined his cock up with her slit and thrust inside all the way to his balls. It tore a gasp from her lips. The suddenness of it almost shoved her over the edge immediately. With the pace that he set, though, she had no doubt she would come in less than a minute. He stroked into her at an almost desperate rate.


  “God, I can’t get close enough, not even when I’m inside of you.”


  She understood what he meant. The need to crawl inside of him was overwhelming. He reached between them and flicked her clit with his finger until stars exploded behind her eyes and everything disappeared in a blinding light. She knew her mouth was open, but she didn’t think anything was coming out.


  Ben thrust inside of her three more times before his orgasm tore through him just as violently as hers had. The splash of his cum against her cervix triggered another smaller climax that proved to be just as deadly. She slowly became aware of Ben’s teeth grasping her shoulder in a desperate grip. He slowly released the skin of her shoulder and leaned his head against her there. The feeling was mutual.


  “What in the hell?” Steve’s voice mere feet away jerked them apart.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Ben stepped in front of Stacey. No way was he going to let Steve take this out on her. He’d stood back and let him do that to her last time out of shock. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake this time.


  “Calm down, Steve.”


  “Don’t tell me to calm down. How could you?” He stopped right in front of Ben.


  “I couldn’t help it. I need her just as much as you do. She’s not to blame for this. I seduced her.”


  “Ben…” Stacey started to interrupt but he cut her off.


  “No, Stacey. This is my fault.” He didn’t take his eyes off of Steve.


  His brother was staring at Stacey, though, with a look of horror on his face. Ben had thought things had progressed beyond this point. Evidently he’d been wrong.


  “It sure as hell isn’t her fault! I’m a Dom, and I don’t treat her that way. What in the hell is wrong with you?” He tried to push around Ben to get to Stacey.


  Ben frowned, shoving Steve back. What was he talking about? He hadn’t treated her badly. Sure, he’d fucked her on the cabinet without even bothering to take his jeans off, but it just showed how much he needed her that he hadn’t taken the time to undress.


  “You fucking manhandled her, Ben. You left bruises on her. I could kill you for that,” he all but yelled.


  “Fuck!”


  He turned away from Steve and looked at where he’d bitten her shoulder, but only saw the reddened marks there with no sign of a bruise. He didn’t think it would bruise later either.


  “There’s no bruise. I didn’t bite her that hard, Steve. What is wrong with you?”


  Steve shoved him away and gently lifted her left arm. There on the upper area was an ugly, dark bruise in the shape of a hand. Ben hadn’t even noticed it. He’d been so caught up in getting inside of her that he hadn’t seen it.


  “I didn’t do that, Steve.” He looked up at Stacey. Fear that maybe he had poured through his veins like ice water. “Did I?”


  Before she could answer, he placed his hand over the mark and was relived to find that his hand was larger than the bruise on her arm. He closed his eyes for a second, relief pouring through his veins. Then they popped back open. If he hadn’t done it, then who had?


  Steve stared at him, shame etched in the lines on his face. “I’m sorry, Ben. I saw you with her and that fucking bruise, and I assumed it had been you.”


  “I thought you were pissed because I’d had sex with her.”


  Steve sighed and shook his head. “I’m sure we’ll get to that later. Right now, I’m more worried about who touched her and why she didn’t tell us.”


  Both of them turned to stare at Stacey. She had the wisdom to look sheepish. Ben had no doubt that she had known better than to keep something from them. He was sure that had been part of her submissive training at one time or another. The fact that Steve wasn’t officially her Dom anymore didn’t matter with everything that was going on.


  “Stacey. Why is your arm bruised, and why didn’t you say anything?” Steve’s voice sounded much calmer than Ben felt at this moment.


  “I was going to tell you about it, but things got out of hand and I forgot.” She squeezed her hands together.


  “You could have told me when I brought you home or before you changed your clothes.” Ben couldn’t get beyond the fact that not only had Steve thought he’d hurt her but for a few seconds, he’d thought so as well. It hadn’t been a good feeling.


  “I was going to when you first got to the store, but then Jillian walked in and I forgot again. I’m sorry.”


  “We’ll talk about your punishment later. Right now I want to know what happened.” Steve crossed his arms and stared at her.


  “Can I get dressed first?” she asked in a small voice.


  They both barked out no at the same time. She sighed and drew in a deep breath before she started. By the time she had finished relaying how Darius had grabbed her and wouldn’t listen to her, Ben wanted to beat the bastard to a pulp. Even he knew that you didn’t manhandle a sub or any woman for that matter. And if the sub said no, it meant no. He looked over at his brother. Steve appeared calm on the outside, but Ben had no doubt he was seething on the inside.


  “You should have called us as soon as it happened, Stacey,” he finally said.


  “We were so busy, I didn’t even think about it again until Ben got there. I promise. I never even got a chance to go to the bathroom.”


  Ben could see the tears in her eyes. He wanted to comfort her and tell her it was all right, but Steve was right. She should have at the very least told him as soon as he picked her up, Jillian or no Jillian. He’d nearly had a stroke thinking he’d put those bruises on her arm. He had never touched a woman in anger or bruised one in any way that he was aware of.


  Steve gripped the back of his neck as Stacey stood fidgeting, naked in front of them. Finally he pulled her into his arms and held her close. Ben could hear him whispering softly in her ear that everything would be fine. His eyes held anger though as they met Ben’s over the top of her head. They would be having a talk with Darius. More than likely he was the one behind the break-in of her apartment as well.


  “We’ll discuss your punishment once we’ve settled things between us. I won’t forget, Stacey.” Steve pulled back away from her and looked her in the eyes.


  “Since you’re not my Dom right now, I don’t think I should have to be punished at all.”


  Ben couldn’t believe she’d just said that and then followed it up by poking out her lip. Even more astonishing was to see Steve fighting a grin. He would have expected his brother to be angry that she’d questioned him.


  “Be it as it may, babe. You are under our care right now, so it is our responsibility to keep you safe. That means we get to punish you for withholding important information that concerned your safety. Don’t dig your hole any deeper by acting the brat.”


  Her lips quirked as well, but she nodded.


  “As much as I’m enjoying your body available for my pleasure, Ben’s seed is leaking all over your legs. You’ll be more comfortable after a quick shower. You can put on a T-shirt for now, but no underwear.”


  She opened her mouth to say something, but Steve stopped her with one look. When she turned and started toward the living room, he popped her on the ass. The resulting white handprint that quickly turned a pale pink looked good as she hurried away.


  “Steve…” Ben began, but Steve cut him off.


  “I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. You’re my brother, and I know you better than that.”


  “It’s okay. As carried away as I got, I might have bruised her without thinking about it. I’d like to think I never get that much out of control, but once I tasted her, I couldn’t think straight.” Ben wiped his mouth and stuck his hands in his pockets.


  His brother grinned. “Yeah. I know. She does that to me, too.”


  Ben felt his own smile break out. Considering how his brother had felt about sharing Stacey, he couldn’t help but hope that finding them having sex in the kitchen and not blowing up was a good thing. He drew in a deep breath and stuck his foot out to test the waters on where his brother stood on this now.


  “About earlier,” he began. “Are you pissed about it?”


  Steve’s expression closed down to where nothing of what he was feeling showed. Ben always thought of it as his Dom face. Seeing it on his brother right now didn’t bode well for the situation or maybe even his continued existence.


  “Honestly? I’m not real sure. Seeing you with her when I first walked in had my cock hard as a rock almost instantly. Then I saw her arm and I wanted to hit you. Right now, I’m just not sure how I feel about it anymore. I know that having you here to help me watch over her worked for me. It felt right.”


  “What about last night?” Ben asked.


  “It didn’t bother me like I thought it would. Maybe seeing that she needed both of us helped. I just don’t know.”


  “I love her, Steve. I’m not backing away, but I’ll do whatever it takes to help you be okay with it. She needs you, and I need your help taking care of her like she deserves.”


  Steve looked up at the ceiling for a few seconds before meeting Ben’s gaze once again. Then he nodded and pulled him in for a brotherly hug.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey couldn’t believe she’d had sex with Ben in the kitchen like that. She knew how fragile everything was between the three of them, and she’d gone and added more stress to the situation. What had she been thinking?


  Right, I wasn’t thinking. That’s the problem.


  After promising herself she wouldn’t come between them, she’d probably done just that. The fact that she couldn’t hear any noises coming from downstairs didn’t make her feel any better. After that morning, she’d hoped they would work things out, but jumping into hot sweaty sex with Ben without Steve there before they’d had a chance to talk about what was going on between them wasn’t the smartest thing she could have done.


  The shower helped to calm her nerves enough that she no longer shook—much—but it did little to ease the tadpoles swimming around in her stomach. Right now, eating didn’t hold much appeal to her at all.


  After drying off with one of the warm fluffy towels, Stacey pulled on her sleep shirt and gazed longingly at her panties she wasn’t allowed to wear. Without them, she felt even more vulnerable than if she’d been fully nude. Somehow having them on felt like a layer of protection from whatever Steve might have planned for her later. Regardless of how things were settled, she was sure that she had a spanking of some type in her future.


  With a sigh, she started down the stairs trying to discern where they were and what they might be talking about. It wasn’t until she made it all the way to the doorway of the kitchen that she heard anything at all. Expecting to see only one of them in there, she was surprised that both men were sitting at the island drinking a beer. There didn’t appear to be any signs of a fight either.


  “Come on in, baby. Dinner is ready. Are you hungry?” Ben stood up and walked back to the stove.


  “Not very much.” She looked from Steve to Ben. “Is everything okay?”


  Steve held his arm out and motioned her closer. “We’ll talk more after dinner, Stacey. Don’t worry.”


  That was easy for him to say. He’s not the one expecting to be punished.


  “Have a seat. I’ll bring everything over.” Ben nodded toward the table.


  Ben ushered her to her chair and held it for her before sitting to one side. After Ben had finished adding the food, he sat down on the other side of her. Neither man looked particularly upset or stressed like she was. Maybe everything would be okay after all and she’d worried for no reason.


  As soon as they finished eating and the dishes had been taken care of, Steve suggested they sit in the living room to talk. What little Stacey had managed to force down began an anxious rumble in her belly. Maybe she shouldn’t have forced down as much as she did.


  “Look, I’m going to be honest with you,” Steve began when they had all sat down on the couch. “Ben and I shared women some before I started seeing you, Stacey. It never meant anything to me at the time. I went into it with the understanding it wasn’t going to be more than a fun time for everyone.”


  He looked over at his brother. Ben nodded. She could tell he was struggling to put how he felt into words. Stacey knew he didn’t explain himself to others as a rule. You took him for who he was or you stayed out of his way.


  “When I met you, Stacey, I had no intentions of it being just fun and games like the others had been. I wanted more with you. I didn’t know if it would be long term or not, but I did know that I wanted a relationship and not just a couple of scenes. I had never considered a ménage relationship before. Not a true relationship. Sharing someone important to me just didn’t occur to me. Ben?”


  “Honestly? No, it didn’t cross my mind either. I never would have thought that someone that appealed to you and your lifestyle would appeal to me as well. I mean, why would I be attracted to a submissive woman when I was drawn to strong women who spoke their minds and weren’t afraid to stand up for themselves or what they believed in?”


  “Then why do you go to the club with Steve?” she asked.


  “Actually, if you think back, I rarely did until he met you. I usually only showed up when we were going to share a woman between us. There wasn’t a lot of the lifestyle that appealed to me. I’m not submissive, but I’m not a Dom either. Then I met you, and a lot of things fell into place for me.”


  “You always seemed to be enjoying yourself when we were all there together.”


  She couldn’t figure out why he thought submissives didn’t think for themselves. Part of being a submissive was to be strong enough to know your limits and to trust someone enough to hand over that trust.


  “I didn’t realize you cared about her from the very beginning. You didn’t hang around much in the beginning.” Steve stretched his arm along the back of the couch and fiddled with her hair.


  “I didn’t realize at first how I felt about her, but I was curious. Then you started including me in when you did things and I started going to the club with you. The more time I spent with her the more I wanted to see her.” He turned to Steve. “You weren’t pushing me away and neither was she. It felt right to be there, be a part of your relationship. I never dreamed you wouldn’t want to share. I guess after a while I saw us as a ménage even though I wasn’t technically sleeping with her.”


  Stacey nodded. In a way, it had felt like that to her as well. She’d been physically attracted to Ben almost from the beginning, but over time, she’d developed real feelings for him as a man as well. She never got a feeling from Steve that he didn’t want her around his brother. When everything had blown up, Stacey had been blindsided by Steve’s insistence that he wasn’t sharing. They’d been sharing her for months in everything except sex. Some of what they’d experienced together had seemed even more intimate than sex.


  “Looking back, I can see how a relationship between you and Ben developed, Stacey. I had a big hand in helping it along and hadn’t even realized it at the time. I think I was so used to being around my brother since we lived together and frequently shared women that I never thought anything about urging you to do things with us. Maybe subconsciously I expected that we would share Stacey at some point. I don’t know.”


  Stacey turned and looked at Ben. His face still held a cautious look about it. She wanted to believe that Steve was going to be okay with all three of them being together, but another part of her felt like Ben looked. It was too easy. Steve couldn’t have changed his mind this quickly.


  “Why did you let Ben join us that night if you hadn’t wanted to share me? When you went crazy, it made me feel cheap, like a whore because I’d let him touch me. I never want to feel that way again, Steve.”


  “I’m sorry, babe. I never meant to give you that impression. I never once felt that way about you. It hit me in the face like a bucket of ice water. When it happened, I was so tied up in the moment that it felt like any other time Ben and I had shared a woman. I didn’t expect to feel as if I’d lost you. It didn’t feel like a one-time thing. It felt like forever and that scared me. You meant—mean everything to me and the idea that Ben might take you from me tore me apart inside.”


  “Why didn’t you say something later when we all tried to talk before? You wouldn’t listen to either of us. You refused to even consider a ménage relationship. All you would say was that you weren’t sharing me. It’s me or him. I’m not sharing you with anyone. If I had made a choice, we’d have all lost. You and Ben would have been strangers to each other and not only would I have been the cause, but I would only have had half of a relationship.”


  “So you left me,” Steve said.


  “She left us both,” Ben corrected him.


  She sighed and rubbed her eyes. Her head ached as did her shoulders. Tension played along her muscles until she was sure that if someone touched her she would explode.


  “So where do we go from here?” she asked.


  Ben looked at Steve expectantly. It was obvious that he was the one who had to make a change if they were going to attempt to forge a relationship.


  “I love you, Stacey. Living without you in my world is hell. I honestly don’t know if we can make this work or not, but I’m willing to try. I keep telling myself that it wouldn’t be that much different than how things were before. Part of me feels a measure of relief that Ben will be around when I’m not, and with this stalker situation, there’s relief that he’ll be here to help me keep you safe.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Stacey couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He was actually willing to try. Her heart thudded as she released the breath she had been unconsciously holding. Once again, her body began to shake.


  “Hey! What’s wrong?” Steve pulled her closer to him and stroked her arm. “Why are you upset?”


  Ben crowded in on her other side and clasped one of her hands in both of his. The concern in his eyes had tears pushing against the back of hers.


  “N–nothing’s wrong. I’m just so relieved. It was killing me to stay away from you both. I didn’t think I was going to be able to stay in Perkins City much longer.” She leaned into Steve’s shoulder.


  “I don’t know where this will go in the long run, Stacey. All I know is that I love you and I’m willing to try because I want you happy and safe more than anything else.” Steve brushed a tear that had finally escaped off her cheek.


  “You’re still shaking all over, baby. Let’s get you upstairs and help you relax.” Ben stood up then froze, looking over at his brother. “Um, I wasn’t trying to boss you around or anything, Steve.”


  Steve sighed. “If this is going to work, we can’t second-guess each other or ourselves. You’re right. She needs to relax.”


  With one crisis averted, they walked upstairs. Stacey stopped outside the guest room, but Steve shook his head and led her to the end of the hall where the master suite was. She’d actually never been in it before. Anytime she’d stayed over with Steve, they’d slept in his bedroom. Ben had his own room on the other side of him.


  Ben opened the door at the end of the hall and stepped aside as Steve urged her to walk inside. It was easily twice the size of Steve’s room with a king-sized bed made up in maroon and deep golds with matching curtains on the windows. The hardwood floors were softened by warm area rugs that complemented the other furniture in the room.


  Before she could explore the rest of the room and the doors with their hidden treasures, Steve had pulled off her sleep shirt and was backing her toward the bed. When the back of her butt hit the side, she couldn’t help but smile. He picked her up and sat her on the bed, pushing his body between her legs.


  “This bed was made especially for me. It has places to tie a naughty sub down when I want to play with her.”


  “You can order a bed like that?” Stacey quickly looked around the bed and noticed for the first time the eyebolts and hooks in the headboard.


  Steve chuckled when her mouth fell open. Then Ben distracted her when he climbed up on the other side of the bed wearing nothing but a pair of navy-blue boxers. By the tenting and small wet spot in front, he was already primed and ready to play. She licked her lips.


  “Fuck, baby. Don’t look at me that way. After earlier in the kitchen, Steve isn’t about to let me have you right away.”


  “He’s right. Besides, there’s the little matter of your punishment to get out of the way first.” He ran the pads of his thumbs over her distended nipples.


  “My punishment? I thought we were going to talk about it first.” She couldn’t stop the shiver that ran through her body as his fingers plucked the hard tips of her breasts.


  “We did talk about it downstairs. When we agreed to try to make this thing between the three of us work, you agreed that we were your Doms.” He pulled at her nipples until she thought she would die from the painful pleasure he was causing. “Since you were already under our care for your safety, we need to establish that your failure to tell us about what happened warranted punishment.”


  She whimpered when he bent down and licked each ripe berry with his tongue before sucking one into his mouth and drawing on it. Her clit throbbed as her cunt fluttered with need.


  “I think ten swats on your delectable ass would go a long way to reminding you that it is your duty to inform us when anything happens that we need to know about.” He cupped his hands around her face. “Don’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She lowered her eyes.


  “Climb up on the bed next to Ben on your stomach and bend your knees so that your ass is in the air for me.”


  Stacey scooted back to the middle of the bed and rolled over. Once she’d assumed the position, Ben placed a pillow under her stomach to give her some support before running his hand lightly down her spine. Once again, shivers played along her body.


  “Her ass is so pretty like that,” Ben said.


  “It’s going to look a lot prettier with our hand prints all shiny and red. We each get five. Spread them out.”


  With her head turned to the side, facing Steve, she was able to watch as he pulled off his shirt then peeled off his jeans. He’d gone commando after his shower. She wondered if he had worn anything to work or not. The dip of the bed as he climbed up behind her grabbed her attention once more. She wasn’t looking forward to her punishment. She was pretty sure it would be a real punishment and not an erotic one intended to heighten her arousal. In her heart, Stacey knew that she deserved it. The look on Ben’s face when he’d thought he might have hurt her nearly broke her.


  The first slap stung, but didn’t really hurt. It mostly took her by surprise. The slight sting hardly registered. The next one added warmth to her ass on the opposite side. Since she could no longer see Ben next to her, she figured he was the one giving her the warm-ups, leaving the more punishing licks to Steve to administer.


  The next three were delivered in different spots, a little harder, with pauses in between so that he could massage the building warmth into her skin. She was sure her ass was nice and pink by now.


  “What did I tell you? See how pretty it is when it’s shiny and blushing?” Steve asked.


  Someone kissed each globe of her ass. Then Ben moved to her side once more, stretching out and watching her face as the mattress moved beneath her with Steve’s weight. Then she yelped when Steve let fly the first pop. He rubbed the offended cheek before giving an equally strong one to the other side.


  “You are to tell us when something happens like that as soon as you can get to a phone, Stacey. No one has the right to touch you for any reason outside of helping you but us.” Steve’s voice had gone deep and controlled as he finished off the next three strokes to her aching ass.


  She had tears in her eyes by the last one. There was no doubt she would feel it the next day. Still, it could have been worse. He could have used a paddle or crop. The burning pain seemed to spread all over her ass and thighs. Then a wet tongue ran up and down her reddened cheeks. She opened her eyes and looked once again into Ben’s eyes so she knew it had to be Steve’s wet tongue on her ass.


  “Suck Ben’s cock, babe. I want to see you wrap your lips around him. I’m going to fuck this sweet pussy while you make him come. I expect you to make him come before I fill your hot cunt with my cum.” Steve ran his hands down her back and over her ass, making her hiss at the contact.


  She felt his fingers trailing through her juices as Ben discarded his boxers and moved to kneel next to her head. Steve pushed one finger inside her cunt and moved it slowly in and out as though he were in no hurry to enter her.


  “Lick it, baby.” Ben held his stiff dick in front of her mouth.


  Stacey inhaled his musky scent and sighed. Finally, she would get to taste Ben and find out how it differed from his brother. She swiped her tongue across the shiny slit at the top of the mushroom head. His essence exploded across her tongue. Where Steve was saltier with a hint of sweetness, Ben’s taste held more of a tangy flavor. Both men’s musky scent reminded her of wood smoke and pine on a cool morning.


  When she ran the tip of her tongue along the slit to gather more of his pre-cum, Ben hissed and dug his fingers into her scalp. She smiled and licked all around the rigid flesh, paying close attention to the ropey vein before rimming the cap with her tongue. She opened her mouth wide to take a small amount of him inside it. His swift intake of breath told her that he approved.


  Her attention wavered when Steve added a second finger to stroke in and out of her wet pussy. The deliberate pace was designed to frustrate her, and it was doing a good job of it. She tried to increase the speed by thrusting back against him, but he quickly put a stop to that with a pop to her already-tender ass.


  “I’m in control, Stacey.”


  She moaned around Ben’s cock and redoubled her efforts to send him over the edge first. Using her tongue, she ran it up and around his shaft as she slowly took him deep then pulled off and repeated it again and again. She hollowed her cheeks, sucking with each backward stroke, then lightly grazed it with her teeth before taking him to the back of her throat and swallowing around him.


  “Fuck! That’s it. Do that again. Aw, damn that feels good.”


  Steve removed his fingers from her pussy, and the tip of his penis pressed against her slit, pushing steadily inside her until his entire shaft filled her cunt. The sensation of his heavy balls against the top of her pussy sent a shiver down her spine. Then he pulled out and slammed back into her, bumping against her clit in the process.


  “Yes!” She screamed, pulling off of Ben’s dick.


  Steve popped her ass. “Put your mouth back on Ben’s cock and make him come, sub!”


  All she had to do was open her mouth, and Ben fed his turgid staff to her once again. She sucked on him hard, taking him deeper and longer than before. Twice she had to back off when she triggered her gag reflex, but each time she was able to swallow around him, he lost more of his control. Balancing on one hand, Stacey massaged his balls, pulling on them then scratching them lightly with her nails.


  “Aw, hell, baby. I’m going to come. Your mouth feels too good.”


  Every thrust of Steve’s cock inside of her pushed her down on Ben’s dick. The next time she deep-throated him and swallowed, Ben shouted her name and emptied his cum down her throat. She swallowed convulsively, trying to take it all. When he was done, she licked at his shaft and cockhead to clean off every drop.


  Ben wiped a thumb along her bottom lip then held it for her to clean as well. The emotion swirling in his eyes nearly made her cry. She could see how he felt about her without him saying a word.


  Ben collapsed next to her, pulling her head to the side so he could kiss her. The he reached under her and pulled on her nipples as her breasts swayed with the motion of Steve pumping his cock in and out of her eager cunt.


  “You are so fucking tight, babe. It feels like my cock is in a hot, wet glove.”


  With every stroke of his shaft, her climax built stronger and stronger. The wiry hair on his balls teased her clit as they bounced against it. Each backward pull dragged his cock across her sweet spot with just enough friction to add to the upward spiral that had her panting for release already.


  Ben continued to pinch and tug on her nipples as Steve’s fingers bit into her hips, pulling her back hard on his pistoning cock. Pressure mounted and intensified to the point that Stacey was afraid she wouldn’t survive the explosion that would surely occur if something didn’t happen soon.


  “Ben.” Steve’s voice came out in a strangled groan.


  His brother didn’t answer, seeming to know what was needed. The next thing she knew, Ben’s fingers located her clit and pressed it over and over until she heard herself screaming their names as stars burst against her tightly closed lids and cymbals clashed in her ears. The enormous pressure that had built inside of her finally erupted like an overheated steam engine.


  The pleasure went on and on, draining her of every drop of strength. She was vaguely aware of Steve’s shout of release and the heated blast of his semen against her cervix. Long minutes elapsed before she was able to stir enough to appreciate that one of them had cleaned her up before covering her with the blanket. She snuggled between them and drifted off to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben felt the bed move and heard Steve quietly leave the room once Stacey was asleep. He lay there wondering what his brother was thinking and if he’d already changed his mind. Watching him take Stacey after punishing her had excited him to the point he was barely able to keep from coming in his boxers. He enjoyed watching her as she grew wild with need before finally coming apart as she climaxed. While he’d been enjoying her hot, wet mouth, he hadn’t been able to enjoy her slow built up of want that would have been in her eyes and the expression on her face.


  He’d tried to stay as unobtrusive as possible, making sure to do exactly as his brother had directed to show him that he wouldn’t be fighting him for control over her. Why couldn’t that be enough? He sighed and tried to figure out what to do next but came up empty.


  Finally, he couldn’t continue to lie there worrying about what was going on in his brother’s head. Ben eased out of the bed, making sure to tuck the covers tighter around Stacey so maybe she wouldn’t wake up and miss them. He and Steve needed to settle this between them without involving her. Once she became part of their issues, it would all be over. She would leave, and this time, he feared she would move away for good.


  Pulling on his boxers, he left Stacey softly snoring and headed downstairs to find his brother. The other man sat at the bar in the kitchen with a beer clasped between his hands. He looked up when Ben walked in the room.


  “Hey.”


  Ben nodded and leaned on the opposite side of the bar. He just stood there and waited for the other man to speak. It wouldn’t do any good to push Steve. He would talk when he was ready and had gathered his thoughts.


  After a few tense minutes, Steve took a drink of the beer and looked over at him. There was nothing in his expression to warn Ben what he might be thinking. Sometimes he hated that he could control his emotions like he did. Then when he hadn’t controlled them, they’d fought over Stacey and she’d walked out.


  “Being inside of her is like being home. Everything is right in the world when she’s in my arms or wrapped around me. Looking in her eyes I can see our children growing up and us old and gray on the front porch rocking and holding hands.” He looked down at where his hands were wrapped around his beer. “She completes me in a way I never thought was possible.”


  He grew silent again. Ben wasn’t sure what to say and didn’t know if he should even try to say anything. His heart felt as if it were breaking because it sounded like Steve was telling him that he couldn’t see himself sharing her with him.


  “Everything inside of me demands that I take care of her and make her happy. I feel like my reason for being here is to see to her needs, it’s my only purpose.” He sighed and stared at Ben with such intensity it almost hurt. “You make her happy. You fill a need in her I can’t because the need I fill doesn’t allow me to give her both. I’m a Dom, and she’s a sub, but she’s also an independent woman who needs to be appreciated for that streak of willful independence. You do that for her. Between the two of us, we give her what she needs to be happy and content.”


  “Part of me hurts that I can’t be all that she needs. But another part of me is relived that I don’t have to do it all on my own. I don’t have to try and be something I’m not sometimes and can enjoy not feeling guilty when you’re taking care of her while I watch or take care of something that is my part.”


  Ben closed his eyes with relief. He was coming to grips with the relationship. He didn’t kid himself that everything would be smooth sailing from there on out, but it was a start.


  “I’m going to screw up and say something I shouldn’t sometimes. You’re going to have to be patient with me and not take it personally. I’m going to need help staying calm and neutral around Stacey until you and I can work it out between us. We can’t ever let her feel as if we’re really fighting over her. It will kill her, and she’ll leave if she thinks she’s driving us apart.” Steve finished his beer and stood up. “Let’s go back to bed. I don’t want her to wake up and find us gone.”


  Ben took the empty bottle and dropped it in the recycle bin before following Steve through the living room and upstairs. They slid back under the covers after undressing and pressed against her soft body. He closed his eyes and offered a prayer of thanks before he settled down to sleep.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Stacey prayed she would make it until the end of the day. It was the last Saturday before Christmas, and it felt as if every last-minute shopper in the known universe had descended on Perkins City and Sassy Sophisticate. Their racks were once again nearly bare, and her feet ached from the long hours she and Jillian had put in over the last few days. She knew she should feel grateful that they were so busy and the store was doing this well for the sake of her job, but if anyone had asked her right then how she felt, Stacey would have quickly told them the truth. She felt like an overworked racehorse that had yet to get a rubdown for her trouble.


  “Not much longer now.” Jillian’s weary voice didn’t do much to perk her up.


  “Just watch. A crowd will pour in at five minutes ’til, and we’ll be stuck here for another hour like last night.” She was still seething about that.


  “God, we don’t have enough left for another crowd.”


  Stacey chuckled. That was just about the truth. “They’ll want to wait for the next shipment so they can get first pick.”


  “We’ll charge them rent if they do.” Jillian’s solution struck Stacey as hilariously funny.


  She nearly choked on her laughter when the door opened to admit four women talking on their cell phones as they looked around the store. She would have sworn they were talking to each other as she listened to the different conversations. One woman pulled her phone away from her ear and spoke to Stacey.


  “Goodness! It looks like you’ve been cleaned out here, too. When do you expect to get something else in?”


  Jillian burst out laughing behind Stacey. She was having trouble preventing her own chuckle escaping at how close to their conversation of earlier the woman’s words were.


  “It will probably be after Christmas. With the way shipments have been delayed due to the holidays, I’m almost positive it will be.”


  The woman sighed but didn’t instantly pull out a sleeping bag and claim a spot. Instead, she and her fellow shoppers exited the store drawing an audible sigh from her. Checking her watch, she crossed her fingers that no one else would wander in now. They only had thirty minutes until they could close. She hurried around cleaning up the store and righting the lopsided and leftover sweaters in the shelves.


  “Lock the doors, Stacey. It’s time,” Jillian’s voice called out from the back.


  Never had she been more ready. Once the glass doors were locked, she switched the Open sign over to Closed and relaxed. Then she finished up her closing chores and waited for Jillian to complete the deposit and lock up the office. They left through the back door after her boss had set the alarm. Since they had parked next to each other, it only made sense they would walk out together, hoping that together they would be safe from any would-be mugger.


  “See you Monday, Stacey. Christmas Eve will be a long one. We don’t have enough left to keep us busy. If things slow down that afternoon, we may close early and slip out.”


  “That would be great. Have a good weekend, Jillian.” Stacey unlocked the car door with her key fob as they walked up and slid in the seat.


  She waved at her boss as the other woman began backing out of the space. She always let her car warm up a few minutes before she put it in gear. It was old, so she babied it all she could in hopes it would last a little longer. As she fiddled with the heater controls, as if punching them would get it to warm up any faster, a sound behind her sent ice running through her veins. When she looked up into the rearview mirror, a pair of blue eyes peered at her through a ski mask. There was no masking the anger flaring through them.


  “Don’t move or make a sound. If you do, I’ll kill you.” A lethal-looking gun appeared in the mirror. “Do exactly as I say, when I say it. Understand?”


  Stacey slowly nodded her head, never taking her eyes off of the mirror. Despite the blue eyes, she didn’t think the man was Darius since he didn’t sound anything like the other man. His lips had the same full appearance, but this man seemed bulkier to her. She couldn’t even be sure if he was the same man who had attacked her before.


  Maybe this doesn’t have anything to do with the phone calls or the break-in.


  But what were the odds of that? She guessed it really didn’t matter since, regardless, she was still in just as much trouble as if this wasn’t connected. She needed to think of something and soon. If they left the parking lot behind the store, her chances of escape dropped tremendously.


  “Now, this is what you’re going to do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Steve walked in the house at a quarter of seven, totally worn out and glad that he only had one more day of Christmas shoppers to deal with on Monday. He swore it got wilder and wilder every year. He was going to make a bigger effort next year not to take on so many last-minute orders for leather goods as well. His hands were sore.


  The aroma of something Italian filled the kitchen as he closed the door behind him. Ben wasn’t around, so he snuck a peek at what was simmering on the stove and smiled. His stomach growled in appreciation. He would run and jump in the shower before Stacey made it home. Home. He liked thinking about that in connection with her. He needed to do more to get her to think of it that way, too.


  As he took the stairs two at a time, Ben stepped out of his room with a smile on his face. Seeing Steve, the smile faltered some.


  “Don’t look so disappointed, brother.” Steve chuckled and paused with his hand on the doorknob of his room.


  “Sorry. I was hoping it was Stacey. I thought she would be here by now.” Ben continued toward the stairs.


  “She should drive up any minute. They closed at six, right?”


  “Yeah. Dinner is ready whenever she gets here.”


  Steve stripped as he walked across his room and kicked off his boots. By the time he made it to the bathroom, he was naked. When he climbed into the shower, he decided to talk to Ben later about convincing Stacey to move in with them. There really was no reason for her to go back to that apartment. It wasn’t safe. He wanted her closer to them so they could protect her.


  When he’d dried off twenty minutes later, he thought he heard Ben talking to someone and figured it was Stacey. He couldn’t help grinning at the thought of seeing her. He pulled on black jeans, a black T-shirt, and grabbed his toy bag and leather vest before stepping into his club boots. He dropped off his vest and bag in the living room by the couch and continued into the kitchen, expecting to see Stacey with Ben. Instead, Ben was pacing back and forth in front of the door listening to someone on the phone.


  “Are you sure? Yeah. Call me if you see her car anywhere. Thanks, Evan.” He ended the call and stopped in front of where Steve stood waiting to find out what was going on.


  The expression on Ben’s face sent his heart into a gallop even as his stomach dropped. Something was wrong, and it involved Stacey.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “She should have been home by now. I called her cell and it goes straight to voice mail. No one answers at the store, and her car isn’t in the back parking lot. Neither is Jillian’s.”


  “Maybe she stopped off at a store somewhere on the way home.” Steve didn’t believe that any more than Ben seemed to.


  “I called Evan. He’s looking for her car now, but so far he hasn’t seen it. He’s also getting me Jillian’s number. I don’t have it. We should have gotten her friend’s numbers so we could check on her.”


  “I’m sure she would appreciate us checking up on her by calling her friends,” he said sarcastically.


  But Steve agreed with his brother. If they had their numbers, they could find out if anyone knew where she was.


  “Something’s wrong, Steve. I can feel it in my chest. I’ve had a bad feeling ever since I got home an hour ago.”


  Steve felt as if his heart was lodged in his throat. Did having that talk with Darius backfire and make the man go after Stacey instead of leave her alone? He’d told Steve he would stay away from her from now on. What had he done?


  “We need to find out where Darius lives. I’ll call Marx and Jackson. They may know what his last name is and if they don’t, they can call Phillip to find out.” Steve walked into the living room as he pulled out his phone to call the Callahans.


  He heard Ben’s phone ring in the kitchen as he scrolled through his contacts and picked Jackson’s name since it was first. It rang several times before the other man answered.


  “Hey, Jackson. This is Steve. Sorry to bother you, man, but I need to find out what Darius’s last name is and if you know where he lives. Stacey is missing.”


  “I think his last name is Hainsworth. How long has she been gone? You think he knows where she is?” Steve could hear the hesitation in the other man’s voice.


  “She didn’t come home after work. She’s been staying with us. Thanks, Jackson. I’ve got to go.”


  “If you need us, just call, man.”


  Steve ended the call as Ben leaned through the doorway. He could tell that he didn’t have good news.


  “I’ve got Jillian’s number now, but Evan already talked to her. She said they both left at the same time, around six thirty. Stacey hadn’t mentioned stopping off anywhere before going home.”


  “Fuck! Where is she?” He ran one hand over his face. “Call Evan and tell him we need to know where Darius Hainsworth lives.”


  “I can’t believe that fucker would touch her after you talked to him. He promised to leave her alone,” Ben said.


  Steve watched Ben press something on his phone as he leaned his back against the door facing. If that bastard had touched Stacey, he would kill him. They never should have let her go back and forth to work alone after he’d grabbed her that day.


  “Evan, Darius’s last name is Hainsworth. Can you find out where he lives? He’s the one I told you about. Then you can come with us, but we’re going to find him one way or another, Evan.” Ben’s voice grew louder. “Then you better hope we don’t find him first.”


  Steve frowned as Ben cursed and slammed the phone against his hip.


  “What?”


  “He said he’d find him and check it out. He doesn’t want us jumping on the man in case he doesn’t have anything to do with her being missing.”


  “Ben, I can’t wait around and do nothing. I need to be looking for her, too,” Steve said.


  “Neither one of us wants to hang around doing nothing, but one of us has to stay here in case she shows up.”


  It was obvious that Ben didn’t want to be the one twiddling his thumbs at the house. They didn’t have time to argue about it. He started to pull out the age card and tell him to stay put while he went out looking for their woman, but his phone rang. He checked the caller ID to find it was Marx’s number.


  “Hey, Marx. What’s going on?”


  “You can stop looking for Darius. He’s here at the club. Bo said he showed up about six thirty and hasn’t left since. He talked to some of the subs for a while before he and one of the out-of-town women paired up.”


  “Fuck! Where is she then? It’s like she just disappeared.”


  “I don’t know, man, but Jackson and I will be glad to help you search if you need us. She’s not here, though.” Steve heard Jackson in the background.


  “Thanks, Marx. I may be calling you later if that’s okay,” Steve said.


  “Let us know when you find her.”


  Steve cursed. “Marx said Darius is at the club and has been there since about six thirty.”


  “Doesn’t mean he didn’t snatch her and hide her somewhere while he went to the club to alibi up.”


  “I agree, but I don’t know what we can do.”


  “I’ll call Evan back and give him the update. There has to be something we can do. I can’t stand just waiting here like this.” Ben walked back into the kitchen as he punched in the deputy sheriff’s number once again.


  Steve stomped across the living room and stood in front of the shelves holding their DVD collection. Where could she be? He glanced at his watch. If she was going to come home, she would have been there by now. It was a quarter to eight. They were supposed to go to the club at nine. She would have to take a shower and they still had dinner to eat. If Darius didn’t have her tucked away somewhere, who did? Had they made a serious mistake in thinking her stalker had been Darius?


  “Steve, Evan is at Darius’s house now. He lives on Cooper Road extended. He said there’s no sign of anyone in the house, but he can’t break in. There are no storage buildings around the place either.” Ben stood just in the doorway with his phone to his ear.


  “Fuck! There has to be something we can do to find her.”


  “He said he’s alerted everyone he can think of to watch for her car and someone with her description. They can’t do anything officially because she hasn’t been gone long enough, but they’re going to be watching for her all the same.”


  “Tell him thanks. He’s doing all he can. I’m going to drive around and look for her car, Ben. Stay here in case she shows up. Call me with any news you have.”


  Steve stared at his bag before bending down and pulling out the knife and heavy-duty scissors used for emergencies with a scene. He tucked the knife down in his boot and carried the scissors with him as he brushed past his brother heading for the door. He could tell by the look on Ben’s face that he wasn’t happy with his plan. Refusing to feel guilty about leaving him there to wait, he opened the door and walked outside.


  No sooner had he climbed up in his truck than his phone rang. He started the engine then answered on the third ring without checking to see who it was.


  “’Lo?” He backed out of the drive.


  “Steve, it’s Zander. Marx and Jackson told me you were missing Stacey. They are going to stick around and watch Darius just in case. Tag, Eric, Troy, and I are going to split up and help you look for her. We all know her car. What is she wearing?”


  “Thanks, man. She was wearing a navy-blue skirt, white frilly blouse, and a blue coat that matched the skirt sort of. She has a long black leather coat she would have been wearing when she left work. Ben is staying at the house in case she goes there. I’m going to head over to her apartment and check there.”


  “I’ll pass along the description. I’ll get them to all check in with me, and I’ll relay to you where we’ve checked.”


  Steve pressed End and set it in the holder so he could use his Bluetooth and leave his hands free to drive. He noted the time. It was getting later and later. The longer she was missing the worse he felt. They had to find her soon.


  Ten minutes later he pulled up in the parking lot of her apartment building. Her car wasn’t there, but he planned to check her apartment regardless. The police had finished with it, but they’d managed to talk Stacey out of moving back right away using the excuse that she needed some type of security before she spent the night there again.


  When he stopped outside her door, he noted the police tape was gone, but there was still fingerprint powder all over the frame and door. He used the key he had and unlocked the two deadbolts. The police had never been absolutely sure how he’d gotten in. The most popular idea was that the intruder had to have had a key. Since the only people besides Stacey who had a key were accounted for, it was still open for debate.


  Walking through the door, he carefully walked all through the apartment without finding anything out of the ordinary other than the bare, empty bed that only served to remind him of what had been left for Stacey to find that night. The bedroom was still a mess despite the crime-scene techs having carried most of her things away as evidence. There hadn’t been many clothes left that hadn’t been shredded and violated.


  After checking the bathroom and the closet, Steve checked the kitchen drawers looking for an address book or notepad she might have written someone’s name or address on. Naturally if she had had one, the authorities had probably taken it as well. Nothing. Absolutely nothing proved to help him figure out where she might be.


  All that was left was to lock up and try somewhere else. The problem was, he didn’t know where to start looking. Steve locked the door and jogged back to the truck. He wouldn’t accomplish anything just standing around. Time was passing, and he had a bad feeling that Stacey didn’t have a lot of it to spare.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Soft whimpers reached Stacey’s ears as if from a long tunnel. It took her a while to focus enough to realize that they were coming from her. Pain radiated from her shoulder down her left arm. She couldn’t remember what had happened for her arm to hurt so badly. Had she fallen? Then it dawned on her that she couldn’t see anything. She strained, but it was pitch black. When she tried to move, it all came back to her, the man in her car and driving for what seemed like hours.


  Sitting up proved to be harder than she would have thought with her shoulder and arm throbbing. Without being able to see, she was scared to move around too much. Stacey had no idea where she was. They’d wound around a gravel road until she had no idea what direction they had ended up. Then the kidnapper had made her pull over among some boulders and rocks that obscured everything around them.


  She used the hand of her uninjured arm to pat around, discovering that she was still outside sitting on the ground somewhere. Looking up, she still couldn’t see anything. No stars or moon lit up the night sky. She couldn’t remember if the weather had said it would be clear or cloudy overnight. When she leaned back to rest her back, the surface behind her was uneven and cold. It had to be a rock. Then it dawned on her that since she couldn’t see anything. She had to be inside a cave of some sort.


  When the man had made her get out of the car, he’d held the gun on her while they walked away from the road and her car. All she could think about was that he was going to kill her out there where no one would ever find her. She hadn’t paid attention to where they were headed.


  What did he want? She had tried to question him in the car. He kept telling her that she would be perfect. He had chosen well. He would stroke her hair and promise that he could take care of her needs better than anyone else. He would be her perfect Dom.


  “I’ll prove to that idiot that he doesn’t know anything about me. I don’t need a fucking club. I’ve got everything I need now that I have you.”


  Reasoning with him had only angered him. Even when she had begged the bastard to let her go, he’d only ordered her to shut up and became agitated when she tried to talk anyway. Finally he’d hit her on the side of the head twice with the gun, making her swerve in the process.


  “I’m going to teach you to obey me, sub. I’m your Master now.”


  Her head hurt almost as much as her shoulder did.


  After they’d walked for a few minutes, she’d gotten desperate and tried to run around one of the giant boulders to get away from him, but he was in good shape and caught up with her fairly quickly. That must have been when she’d hurt her shoulder. She remembered him tackling her to the rocky ground and hitting hard on that shoulder. Then he’d jerked her up by that arm, and the pain had been the reason she’d passed out.


  Leaning her head back carefully against the rock, she tried to clear her head enough that she could think. She needed to get away while her captor was gone. She had no idea where he’d disappeared to or when he would return. It worried her that she didn’t know how much time had passed since he’d left her there, as well.


  “Think, Stacey. You can’t just stay here like a sitting duck.”


  If she was inside a cave, she could wander deeper inside and get hopelessly lost, but if she stayed where she was, something bad was going to happen to her when her captor returned. She could feel it in her bones.


  Since he’d taken her coat from her, the cold was beginning to seep deeper inside of her. She’d started shaking and could tell that her teeth would be chattering before long. Moving around would help her stay warm. Using her good arm, Stacey pushed herself up to her knees, wincing at the pain as she knelt on the hard ground. The flimsy barrier of her stockings offered no protection. With some luck and a lot of pain, she finally managed to stand up. When she reached upward, it was to find a ceiling of hard rock above her that felt to be less than two feet above her head. She would need to be careful moving around in case the ceiling sloped anywhere. All she needed now was to give herself a concussion by banging her head as she walked.


  Stacey shuffled forward, using her good arm to follow the wall. It was impossible to tell how far she had gone when her foot struck a large rock in front of her. Kicking the thing hadn’t done her toes much good since she was barefoot. Along with her coat, her attacker had removed her shoes as well. She had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. Tears welled up behind her eyes, but she fought them down and skimmed around the stone until she realized the wall was following the same path, like a curve.


  After a few more minutes of slowly sliding forward, the wall curved again in the same direction. Stacey was fairly sure the cave was more of a hollowed-out room than a deep cave. At least that was what she was hoping. If she continued to follow the wall, she should eventually find her way back to the opening. Once outside, there should be enough light she could see to move.


  All the time that she made her way forward, her mind circled the question of who was her abductor. She was almost certain it wasn’t Darius now. He wasn’t tall enough she didn’t think and his voice wasn’t right. But if it wasn’t him, then why had she been singled out?


  She’d already figured out that the man was crazy and had obviously been turned down at Golden Shackles. That thought scared her even more since she hadn’t thought the owner had turned anyone down lately. It told her just how crazy her kidnapper actually was. What frightened her even more was that he planned for her to be his sub.


  “Damn!” The curse slipped out before she could stop it when she once again stumped her toes on hard, unyielding rock.


  It took her a few seconds to get past the pain in order to continue. She’d gotten careless thinking she was doing fine. No matter how much she wanted to hurry, she couldn’t risk hurting herself in a way that would keep her from continuing.


  Patience, Stacey. I’ll get there. I have to.


  She couldn’t help but wonder what the guys were doing. Had they missed her yet? What time was it? Where they looking for her? Of course they were. They cared about her. They would be frantic when she didn’t show up after work. They’d call around to see if anyone had seen her then start actively searching.


  She smiled to herself through chattering teeth. They’d find her. She just had to get out of this damn cave so they would see her. If she did her part, they’d find her.


  It was getting harder and harder to move her feet with the way her body was shaking. Her quivering muscles didn’t want to cooperate to keep her up and walking. With her shoulder and arm messed up, she wouldn’t be able to crawl if she couldn’t stand. Stacey knew she was running out of time. She had to reach the opening soon. Either she would lose the ability to walk or her kidnapper would return and find her.


  “C–come on and keep moving.”


  Each step felt like it might be her last. It took concentration to continue moving forward. At one point she thought she heard something and stopped to listen, but didn’t hear anything once she did. Returning to the struggle of walking took a major effort. It was as if her muscles had begun to freeze in place like she’d been standing in one place for a long time and had grown stiff. It had to be the cold affecting her.


  As she slowly moved forward, her mind began to wander again. She thought about how much she loved Steve and Ben. They treated her as if she were the most important person in the world to them. Steve even seemed to be handling the ménage relationship better than she had hoped. Stacey had been looking forward to tonight to see how he did at the club. If he could just relax and accept that she loved them both equally, she was sure he would feel the bond already growing between the three of them.


  Stacey’s breathing was growing more difficult with each breath she took. The cold was affecting her lungs like it was her muscles and bones. She was afraid that her toes were so cold now that if she stumped them against a rock now, she wouldn’t even realize it until she fell.


  As her movement began to slow down, she panicked and tried to push herself to move faster. This only made her stumble, and if not for her hand finding a rough ledge in the wall that she was able to hold on to, she would have fallen for sure. Tears filled her eyes and a hopeless feeling filled her soul. She leaned against the cold wall and allowed the tears to fall, no longer certain that she could go on.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Damn it, Evan! Where can she be?” Ben yelled into the phone.


  “I don’t know, Ben. We’re all looking for her. I think that with everyone we have out here searching that we’ve just about determined that her car isn’t anywhere in the town unless someone has it inside their garage with the door down.”


  “Where does that leave us? How can we search outside of town and not miss somewhere? The one place we don’t look will be where she is. Fuck, I want to be out there.” Ben ran his hand through his hair for the thousandth time.


  “I know you do, but someone needs to be there at the house in case she shows up or someone calls. Have you heard anything from Marx and Jackson? Do we know that Darius is still at the club?” Evan asked.


  “I talked with them about thirty minutes ago, and he was still there.”


  “Okay. Let me know when he leaves the club. I want to talk to him at his house when he goes home.”


  “I will. You call me if you hear anything,” Ben said.


  “I will. Bye.” The line went dead.


  Ben walked back into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water. As much as he could have used a beer, he didn’t want to dull his senses with alcohol, even a little bit. He carried the water into the living room and sat down.


  After drinking about half of it, he set it on the end table and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He hadn’t prayed in a long time, but he was praying now. He prayed that God would bring her home safe to them. Ben knew that she was alive deep down inside, but he was scared that she was hurt, and the idea that she was suffering even a little bit made his stomach turn.


  Finally, after another twenty minutes, his phone rang. He answered immediately.


  “Yes?”


  “Ben? Call Evan and tell him Stacey’s car was seen heading into town on County Road 3260 about ten minutes ago,” Steve said. “I’m heading that way. Get me some help over here.”


  “I’m on it.”


  He ended the call and immediately pressed Evan’s number. The other man answered after four long, impatient rings. Ben filled him in on what Steve had said then started pacing again as he waited for someone to call and tell him what was going on. He noticed the time as he passed the DVD player. Nearly midnight. She had been missing for over five hours now. Worry had his stomach in knots and yet it felt like the acid was eating at his heart.


  The minutes ticked by in slow succession, each one seemingly longer than the last. He checked the time again, and nearly thirty minutes had passed. He was just about to throw caution to the wind and call Steve to find out what was going on when his phone finally rang. Ben nearly dropped it as he hurried to answer it.


  “Ben?” Steve’s voice sounded frantic.


  “I’m here. What’s going on?”


  “Meet me at the hospital.” Ben’s heart skipped a beat as dread filled his soul.


  “Is she okay?”


  “We still don’t know where she is. The bastard who was driving her car got in a fucking shoot-out with the sheriff’s department and was shot. They’ve taken him to the hospital, but it doesn’t look good. Ben, he’s the only one who knows where she is.”


  “I’m on my way, Steve. We’ll find her.” He ended the call and was dialing Marx’s number as he grabbed his jacket and headed out the door.


  When the other man answered, he filled him in on what was going on as he drove a little too fast toward the hospital. The entire trip he prayed that the bastard would live and be able to tell them where Stacey was. If he didn’t make it…Ben didn’t let himself finish that thought.


  There were several sheriff’s-office SUVs parked near the emergency room along with several other trucks he recognized as Steve’s, Tag’s, and Troy’s. He parked behind Steve’s truck and ran toward the emergency room doors. Inside the waiting area, his brother and the others stood in a loose circle talking in low tones.


  “Steve? What’s going on?” He strode toward them.


  “We haven’t heard anything yet. We were just trying to figure out what to do next. Even if he does live, he isn’t going to be talking anytime soon. I think we need to head out County Road 3260 and search for her.”


  “I agree, but we need to get a map and set up a search grid so we don’t miss anything or walk over each other wasting time,” Eric said. “I’ve helped with missing person searches before, and that’s how Search and Rescue does it.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Tag said.


  “The only thing is that it can take some an average of six hours to cover a square mile. We have a lot of ground to cover with only a few of us. Plus, it’s dark. We should wait ’til dawn so we can see.” Eric stuck his hands in his pockets.


  “I’m not waiting ’til dawn,” Steve said in a low growl.


  “Me either.” Ben wasn’t about to wait while Stacey was cold and alone somewhere.


  “Dogs,” Zander said, snapping his fingers.


  “What?” Ben frowned.


  “Who do we know that has bloodhounds? Or better yet, Eric, where can we find rescue dogs?” Zander stuck his hands on his hips.


  “Crap. I don’t know of anyone close, but Aaron Parker might know someone. Working at the fire station in Perkins City, he is sure to know if there is anyone local that could help.”


  “I’ll call him. He’s working tonight.” Zander strode out of the hospital to make the call.


  “What the hell happened out there, Steve?”


  “I pulled in behind one of the sheriffs’ SUVs and followed them as they chased the man driving her car through town. He was shooting out the window at them as he drove like a bat out of hell. When he got out where Barefoot Street gets curvy, one of the deputies managed to shoot out a tire, and he lost control and crashed. When they stopped and starting climbing out of their vehicles to check the car, he threw open the door and got behind it to shoot at them some more.”


  Steve shook his head. “I couldn’t believe the idiot was going to try and outshoot and escape from three deputy sheriffs. It was only a matter of time until he took a bullet. Unfortunately, it got him in the lung and he already had a head wound. It was a wonder he was even conscious to begin with from the looks of him when they loaded him on the ambulance.”


  “He was acting as if he didn’t have anything to lose,” Troy said.


  That worried Ben. If he didn’t have anything to lose, it made him fear that Stacey was already dead. But he would know it if she was. Wouldn’t he? He felt as if a part of her lived inside of him. He was sure she held a part of him inside of her.


  “Okay, guys.” Zander hurried into the room. “I managed to get someone at the fire station to wake Aaron up for me when I explained what I needed. Aaron is going to call a few people and see if he can round up at least one dog for us.”


  “Thanks, Zan.” Steve clapped him on the shoulder.


  “Don’t thank me. I just made the call. If Aaron manages to find someone, he’s the one to thank.”


  They continued to talk softly among themselves as they waited for Aaron to call back and for someone to tell them what was going on in the back with the shooter. Ben felt as if he’d been waiting years now since they’d first realized Stacey was really missing. Normally a patient man as he had to be in his line of work, Ben had long since lost all of his.


  Finally, the door to the back opened and Deputy Bradley walked toward them. They met him halfway.


  “Okay, he’s stable, but he’s unconscious. He has a chest tube in and they have him intubated, so he can’t talk right now even if he was awake,” the deputy said.


  “Fuck! How are we supposed to find her now?” Steve paced away with his hands on his hips then returned.


  “I’m sorry, Steve. There really wasn’t anything we could do. We had to defend ourselves. Eric is still at the scene going through the car trying to determine if there’s anything in it that might tell us where he’d been.”


  “I know.”


  Ben knew Steve well enough to know that his brother was on the verge of blowing up for real. When he started to lose his cool with others, he wasn’t far from losing it.


  Zander’s phone rang, and everyone turned in his direction with hope as he answered.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  “We’re in luck.” Zander pressed his cell phone back on his belt. “Aaron has someone who has two experienced search dogs willing to help us. It’s going to be another hour before they can get here though.”


  Steve and his brother exchanged relieved looks. Steve figured an hour was better than nothing. They would use the time to find a good map of the area and draw out a grid. He wondered if Bradley could hook them up with a map from the sheriff’s office. He was just about to ask when Zander got his attention.


  “You need to go find something that Stacey has worn lately for them to scent off of.”


  He and Ben started to leave when Bradley stopped them. “Hold up.”


  “What?” Steve knew he sounded like an asshole, but he was on edge.


  “Evan said that Stacey’s coat and purse are still in the car. That would probably be your best bet since her scent would be freshest on it.”


  “Thanks. Can you call him and let him know we’re coming to get them?” Steve started off again, but the deputy grabbed his shoulder.


  “He’s on his way here with all of it in his truck. He’ll have it in an evidence bag so it will be fine while you wait on the dogs. It will be protected from absorbing other smells in the meantime.”


  Steve drew in a deep breath and nodded his head. He needed to find a little more patience to get through the next hour. If he lost it now, he’d end up not being allowed to help search. There was no way in hell he was going to sit back and wait while they were out combing the area for the woman he loved.


  “Let’s get some coffee, Steve.” Ben nodded toward the door. “We’ll be back in fifteen, twenty minutes tops.”


  Steve wanted to wait until Evan got there with Stacey’s things, but then he’d want to wait for the dogs. Ben was right. They needed to get some coffee, and he needed to try and calm down some. He nodded.


  “We’re going for coffee. We’ll be back in a few minutes,” Ben told the group.


  Steve followed his brother out to his truck and climbed into the passenger side. They fastened their safety belts, and Ben drove to the diner down the road a few miles. Nothing was said on the way there, but after waiting around for nearly ten minutes for them to make fresh coffee, Steve needed to talk.


  “I didn’t recognize the man they shot, Ben. I don’t remember ever seeing him before. Why would he have been stalking her and then kidnap her?”


  Ben shrugged. “Who knows what is in someone’s head when they do stupid stuff like this? We may never know.”


  “When we get her back, she’s never going anywhere again. I’m going to tie her to the bed.”


  “You can’t do that, Steve. No matter how much you want to keep her safe, if you smother her, she’ll leave.”


  “I need her safe, Ben. If I lose her, I don’t think I can go on,” Steve said.


  “I know.”


  The waitress bagged up the multiple cups of coffee for them while Steve paid at the register. They had enough for everyone with a few extra. It was too bad they hadn’t had a thermos with them to keep some of it warm for later. He was sure they would need more, later.


  When they made it back, Evan was waiting with Stacey’s things safely packed in his truck. Steve wanted to see them, but Evan talked him into waiting until the dogs arrived. He wasn’t sure why that bothered him so much, but he felt like the deputy had a reason for keeping it away from him. That only increased his unease.


  Everyone enjoyed the coffee as they waited for the dogs and their handler. The seconds ticked by, and Steve felt every one of them prick at his soul. The longer it took to find her, the more his heart bled for her.


  “I think he’s here,” Tag said from where he’d been looking out the window into the parking lot.


  Everyone moved toward the doors. When they stepped outside, Steve noticed an average-looking man striding toward them. Despite the fact that he couldn’t be much over five foot nine, he walked with an air of confidence that helped to solidify his ability to help in Steve’s mind. He wore jeans and a heavy coat that looked as if it had seen better days. His worn boots were expensive despite the chewed-on appearance.


  “I’m looking for Steve or Ben Tyler,” the man said in a moderate voice.


  Steve and Ben both stepped up. Steve held out his hand. “I’m Steve and this is my brother, Ben.”


  The man took his hand in a firm grip. “I’m Ted Upton. Sorry to meet you under these circumstances.”


  Ben shook his hand and Ted got right down to business. “Let me tell you how we work and what I need. The more time that goes by, the harder it is for the dogs to follow a scent.”


  Ten minutes later, everyone loaded up in their trucks and headed out to the county road where the bastard who’d taken Stacey had first been seen. They divided up into pairs with each of them carrying a backpack with emergency supplies. A grid was set up on a map of the area so that they didn’t miss anything. Evan pulled out the evidence bag that held Stacey’s coat, and Steve knew why he’d kept it from them. There was dried blood on the coat.


  Steve knew from experience that a little blood would look like more than it actually was, but when it was someone you cared about—loved—it didn’t matter that if it was only a drop. His hands shook as he adjusted the pack on his back. Ben’s soft fuck next to him reminded him that he wasn’t alone. His brother was in this as well.


  “Okay, I’m going to let the dogs get a good sniff of the coat and then I’ll let them go. We’ll concentrate in the areas on the grid surrounding the direction they take off in. We’re working against time here. Not only will the scent fade eventually, making it more difficult to follow, but the risk of exposure is serious this time of year.”


  Everyone nodded and waited as Ted took the bag holding the coat and let his dogs sniff and rub around on it. Once they were through scenting the coat, the dogs whined and began running around the road, crossing from one side to the other in a sweeping motion until after what seemed like hours, they caught her scent and howled. Then they took off running away from the road, occasionally stopping to rediscover their quarry.


  His brother had the lead, right behind Ted and the dogs. He seemed determined not to let them out of his sight. Steve walked right behind them, taking care not to get too close in case one of the dogs returned for another sniff of Stacey’s coat. When that happened, he cringed, afraid they would lose the scent for good, but each time, they returned to their hunt with a vengeance.


  Several times while they followed the dogs, they got ahead of them to the point that Ted called them back. Steve had to admit, the man knew what he was doing. He owed several people a cold beer, hell, a whole case, after this was over, Aaron in particular.


  The sudden howl in the distance jerked his attention back to the man in front of him. He’d stopped and was listening to the dogs.


  “What’s going on?” he asked.


  “They’ve found her. She’s probably unconscious because they aren’t barking as much as howling. That’s their way of conveying urgency.”


  The men all picked up their pace, following the sounds of the dogs ahead of them. At nearly four in the morning, it was still dark out and they had to move slower than Steve would have liked, even with the use of the flashlights. Twice, he nearly tripped over small rocks or huge stones when he tried to pick up his pace. His brother wasn’t doing much better. Their guide didn’t seem to be phased by the lack of light. But then he was probably used to tracking in all types of conditions.


  After what felt like hours, they stepped out of a sea of scrub oaks that made it difficult to maneuver in the area. There across from them and curled up in a ball was Stacey. The dogs stopped barking and howling but didn’t let up on their guarding behaviors. Ted walked forward and held out his hand, calling the dogs to him. They whined in resistance, but finally left their charge and followed Ted off to the side where he rewarded them for a job well done.


  Steve and Ben lurched forward as soon as the dogs had moved. They dropped to their knees next to Stacey hovering over her with their hands out but unsure what to do.


  “Stacey, baby?” Ben’s voice shook. “Can you hear us?”


  She didn’t make a sound or move a muscle. Steve pulled off his pack and tearing into it, pulled out an emergency blanket and covered her with it. When he tucked it around her, she moaned in pain. The sound made him cringe. Knowing that he’d somehow managed to hurt her raked claws across his already battered heart.


  “I’ve got an ambulance on the way, Steve. They were already waiting back at where we parked for when we found her. How is she?” Evan’s voice just to his side startled him.


  “I–I’m not sure.” He watched as the seasoned deputy began to look her over in the beams of all the flashlights surrounding them.


  “Looks like she has a dislocated shoulder and a pretty good-sized bump on her temple. I can’t tell much more than that. I don’t see anywhere she is actively bleeding though.” Evan made sure the cover was again firmly in place.


  He and Ben exchanged glances. He couldn’t see very well in the dim light created by the flashlights, but he was sure his brother was just as worried as he was. What had she had to endure all alone out there? Impotent rage burned his gut. This shouldn’t have happened to her. They should have protected her better.


  Finally the paramedics arrived with a stretcher and their equipment. They moved Ben and Steve out of their way and got to work. Despite his need to be near her, Steve knew they needed room to work. He hovered a few feet away, feeding them light with his flashlight along with the others. The sound of Stacey’s weak voice jerked his head up. He leapt to her side with Ben next to him.


  “Stacey?” His voice broke.


  “My head hurts.” Her shaky complaint was music to his ears.


  “Baby. They’re going to take good care of you. We’re here, too.” Ben knelt near her head.


  “We’ve got to move her to the stretcher now,” one of the paramedics said.


  Steve just nodded as he held her gaze. He wasn’t leaving her now that she was awake. She would be scared and need someone she knew close by. Once they got her back home, she was never leaving again. Even the scoffing snort in his head didn’t sway him from his plans. Her life meant more than her job or anything else for that matter. He’d just have to convince her of that.


  


  * * * *


  


  The pain-numbing fog Stacey had been floating in was brutally ripped away when someone pulled on her arm and shoulder as if they were going to rip her arm out of the socket. Her eyes flew open wide with a scream as she tried to fight her abductor who was torturing her. He’d come back and was going to kill her.


  “Easy, Stacey. I’m sorry. I had hoped you wouldn’t wake up until we had your shoulder stabilized.”


  The soothing voice sounded familiar, but it wasn’t the grating voice of her kidnapper. She tried to see through the tears filling her eyes, but couldn’t make out the features of the man leaning over her. It did register that she wasn’t in the cave anymore. Judging by the strong smell of disinfectant and alcohol, Stacey knew she had to be in the hospital.


  “W–what happened?” Her voice sounded raspy to her ears.


  “What is the last thing you remember, Stacey?” Again his voice sounded familiar.


  “Who are you?”


  “It’s Dr. Greer, Stacey. Felix. Do you remember me?” Now he sounded concerned.


  “Y–yes. I remember you. You’re just so fuzzy. I can’t make out your face.”


  A bright light flashed in one eye then the other. She winced as it sent shards of glass cutting through her head.


  “Sorry. You have a head injury. The blurriness should clear up. What do you remember about what happened to you?”


  Stacey was aware of other people in the room moving around. Someone touched her arm, making her jerk. A soft sorry in a female voice let her know it had probably been a nurse.


  “I remember someone with a gun being in the back of my car when I got in. He made me drive out of town. When I tried to get someone’s attention or say anything, he hit me on my head with the gun.”


  “That’s probably where the concussion came from. You had a gash on your temple. We put five stitches in it. You may have a small scar, but your hair will hide it,” Felix explained.


  “I remember making a lot of turns before he had me pull off the road and drive a little ways. Then he made me walk with him for a while. I think I tried to get away from him and he caught me. When he tackled me, I hurt my shoulder. I can’t remember anything after that.” Stacey’s head pounded. It felt as if it would explode. “My head hurts.”


  “I know, honey. We can’t give you anything but Tylenol for the pain with your head injury.” He spoke with someone behind him then turned back to her. “The nurse will bring you some now.”


  “Thank you. Can you call Steve and Ben for me? I know they wonder where I am.”


  “They were there when they found you. They’re out in the waiting room now. As soon as we get you settled, I’ll let them come in for a few minutes. The sheriff’s department wants to talk to you, too.”


  Stacey wasn’t sure she would be able to keep her eyes open much longer. Her head hurt so much she just wanted to pass out again. A soft voice offered her the Tylenol and then a sip of water to swallow it down. Her body felt heavy, but she wasn’t cold anymore. She could vaguely remember being so cold.


  She must have drifted for a few minutes because the next thing she knew, someone was talking to her she didn’t recognize this time.


  “Stacey? I’m Deputy Evan Luvalle. I’m friends with Ben. I was there when you were attacked at the club that night. I need to ask you some questions if you feel up to it.”


  “I don’t remember much.”


  “That’s okay. Just tell me what you do remember and later more may come back to you.” His voice was kind, and he spoke softly, as if he knew how badly her head hurt.


  She went over what had happened with him, managing to remember a little more than what she’d been able to tell the doctor. The deputy listened carefully and only interrupted to make sure he understood what she had said when her voice would falter. She could no longer keep her eyes open, and after a while, she realized she had stopped talking and the deputy was gone. Drifting in and out was disconcerting. Where were Steve and Ben? The doctor said he would let them come see her soon.


  She struggled to remain awake so that she could talk to them and make sure they knew that she was okay. She needed them to know that the bastard hadn’t raped her. She couldn’t bear seeing the rejection in their eyes if they thought she’d been violated. It would devastate her. Their feelings for her meant everything to Stacey.


  Worry that they would think the worst of her circled in her head until when she drifted off again, she dreamed that they were there in the room and wouldn’t look at her. She pleaded with them not to change their minds about how they felt.


  “He didn’t touch me! I promise! Please, you have to believe me.” Tears streamed down her face as she struggled to talk to them.


  Still, they wouldn’t look at her or even talk to her. They stood just in the door talking to each other in hushed tones so that she couldn’t quite make out their words. Her heart felt as if it was tearing in two.


  “Why won’t you answer me?” she screamed.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  “Stacey! Wake up. You’re dreaming, baby.”


  Ben’s voice finally broke through the painful barrier that had her trapped in her nightmare. She opened her eyes to find both Steve and Ben leaning over the side of her bed. Despite her eyesight still being blurry, she could smell them. She would know their unique scents anywhere. New tears filled her eyes that they were there with her and talking to her.


  “Shh, babe. Everything is going to be okay.” Steve’s deep voice went a long way toward settling her fear.


  “I’m okay. Nothing happened, Steve. You believe me, don’t you? He didn’t touch me.” She nearly choked on a sob as she spoke.


  “It’s all right, Stacey. Don’t cry, baby. I can’t stand for you to cry,” Ben said smoothing his hand down the uninjured side of her face.


  “The bastard is dead, Stacey. You never have to worry about him again.” Steve sounded almost angry at the fact.


  “I love you both so much. You still want me don’t you?” She tried to focus enough to see their expressions.


  “Of course we want you. Why would you think we wouldn’t?” Steve’s voice had gotten a raspy sound to it.


  “I was afraid that you wouldn’t want me anymore if he had—used me. He didn’t!” She wanted to touch them. She needed to feel their hands on her, letting her know that she was still special to them.


  As if reading her mind, Ben leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips before squeezing her hand that wasn’t strapped in place. She sighed and gripped him as tightly as she could.


  Steve bent over from the other side and kissed her next. He couldn’t hold her hand, but he rested his on her stomach where he gently patted it. Her sight cleared enough that she was able to tell that both men looked seriously worried. She wanted to reassure them that she was fine. She opened her mouth to tell them again how much she loved them, but the door opened and a nurse walked in.


  “I’m afraid you are going to have to wait outside while we get her ready to go to the floor. You can follow us to her room when we leave.”


  “Can’t they stay? Please?” She refused to let go of Ben’s hand. She needed them with her.


  “They will be right outside the door while we get you ready. I’m afraid it’s the rules, honey.” The nurse smiled, but she didn’t back down.


  Stacey reluctantly released Ben’s hand. He and Steve both kissed her before leaving her alone with the nurse. Almost as soon as they were out of the room, she began to panic again that they would change their minds about her.


  Twenty minutes later, someone else arrived and helped the nurse push the stretcher through the door and out into the hall. She looked around frantically for the men as soon as they had cleared the door. When she didn’t see them right away, she panicked. They’d left her. Why had they left her when they said they would wait?


  “Don’t worry,” the nurse said above her from her position at the head of the stretcher. “Your friends are waiting for you up ahead at the elevator.”


  Stacey couldn’t see around the man who was stationed at the foot of the stretcher. She tried to calm her racing heart as they slowly rolled down the hall. She watched the ceiling tiles go by trying to distract herself. When they slowed down, she glanced to the side and found Steve heading toward her.


  “Hey. There’s not enough room for all of us on the elevator at one time, so Ben went on up to your room to wait on us.”


  “How long do I have to stay here? I want to go home.”


  Steve’s eyes moved to the nurse’s as they waited for the elevator to return.


  “Normally someone with a head injury is here twenty-four hours to be sure there are no lasting effects. I’m sure your doctor will talk to you about it once you get settled,” she said.


  “You’re not leaving until the doctor says you’re well enough to leave.” Steve’s voice turned stern. “I know you. You’ll try to manipulate us into signing you out early. It’s not going to happen.”


  She tried for a pout, but with her head aching and the side of her face covered in a bandage, she wasn’t sure it had come out quite like she had planned.


  They wheeled her into the elevator with Steve squeezing in next to her. He rested his hand on the stretcher rail but kept his eyes on her face. Nothing could have made her more happy right then except maybe that both of her men were there, and she would have that in a few minutes.


  As soon as they reached her room, they shooed the men out again while they helped her transfer to the bed and got her settled. The jarring from all the movement had aggravated both her head and her shoulder. The throbbing pain of both areas seemed to be fighting to see which one could outdo the other. When Ben and Steve came in, they immediately asked her where she was hurting.


  “I can tell you’re in pain by the way your mouth is all tense. I’ll go get the nurse.” Ben started to leave the room, but she called out and stopped him.


  “Push the button. I don’t want you to leave me.” She pointed to where the other nurse had wrapped the call button around the bed rail.


  He immediately pressed the button and then squeezed her leg from on top of the spread. Steve held her free hand in his this time. She struggled to keep her eyes open. She didn’t want to go to sleep and risk dreaming again. Neither did she want to fall asleep, only to wake up later and find them gone. She didn’t think they would leave her as long as she was awake.


  A soft knock at the door before it opened had her glancing in that direction. A very tall, thin woman in navy-blue scrubs walked in with a frown on her face.


  “Did you need something?”


  “She’s in a lot of pain. Can’t you give her anything?” Ben asked.


  “Her chart says she has a slight concussion, so she can’t have anything more than Tylenol every four hours for pain right now. I’ll bring her some as soon as it’s been long enough since the last dose. She needs quiet and rest right now. If she can’t rest, we may have to restrict her visitors.” She looked pointedly at the two men.


  “They’re not leaving.” Stacey started to sit up some in the bed, determined that they wouldn’t leave her again.


  “Easy, baby. Relax. We’re not going anywhere.” Steve hurried over to ease her back against the pillow.


  “As long as you rest and they aren’t keeping you overly stimulated, they can stay,” the nurse said.


  Stacey stuck her tongue out at the nurse as soon as the door closed behind her. Her head really did hurt, but there was no way she’d call again if she was the one who would show up. She didn’t want anyone to make Ben or Steve leave. She needed them with her. She wasn’t sure what had happened to make her need them near her so badly, but she did. Maybe when she felt better and was back home the need wouldn’t be as intense.


  Home. She realized that at some point, she’d started thinking of their place as her home. God, don’t let me have misunderstood them. She’d felt as if they wanted her there with them permanently. At least she thought they had felt that way before this had happened. If they had changed their minds…


  “Hey. Whatever you’re thinking about that has that frown on your face and tears in your eyes again, stop it.” Steve wiped the tears from beneath her eyes with the pad of his thumb. “Nothing but good thoughts, babe. If that battle-axe of a nurse comes back and sees you upset, she’ll make us leave. There will be bloodshed if that happens.”


  She managed to smile and give a weak chuckle. The laugh didn’t help the pain in her head any. She felt her eyes drooping again. Forcing them to remain open, Stacey squeezed Ben’s hand and looked from him to Steve.


  “Please don’t leave. I can’t keep my eyes open. I’m scared if I close my eyes, you might go away.”


  Steve frowned and leaned closer to her. “Why are you so afraid we’ll leave you? We’re not going anywhere, Stacey. You need to rest so you can come home with us tomorrow. I promise. Neither one of us will leave you. Now rest.”


  Stacey forced herself to relax and let her eyes close. It didn’t take long before she drifted off to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  “She’s absolutely terrified we’ll leave her. What has brought that on, do you think?” Ben whispered the question.


  Steve looked at her before he motioned for Ben to move closer to the door. He eased his hand from her sleep-lightened grasp and walked around the bed to join him at the door. Ben hadn’t been able to take seeing such desperation in her eyes. His heart broke for her.


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s paranoia from the concussion Felix said she has. Then we don’t have a clue what might have happened to her in that cave before she managed to get away.” Steve looked over toward Stacey.


  “Evan doesn’t believe he actually did much to her since she still had her clothes on and there weren’t any injuries other than her head and shoulder. Not like she would have had if he’d used any of that stuff they found back at the cave on her. How in the hell did he manage to get all that stored in the cave without someone noticing? There was a fucking metal cage and a St. Andrew’s Cross in there.”


  Steve drew in a deep breath and shook his head. Ben could tell his brother was still walking on the edge over what might have happened to their woman. He, as a Dom, knew better than a lot of people just how much damage someone could do using some of the things that had been found waiting in that cave.


  After Stacey had been taken to the hospital with him and Steve following behind them, the others had used the dogs to track where she’d come from to learn more about what had happened to her. Her scent and trail had led them to a cave that had been difficult for them to find at first. Inside, her kidnapper had assembled a veritable torture chamber waiting to be used, complete with a metal cage just large enough to house a small female. The thought of Stacey having been anywhere near that place still tightened his gut.


  “As soon as we get her home and she’s feeling better, I’m going to ask her to marry me.” Steve ran a hand over his face.


  Ben quickly schooled his expression. There was no way he would interfere with this now. He loved Stacey too much to cause even one moment’s heartache for her. If Steve could talk her into marrying him, he’d do everything in his power to make sure she was happy. He would be fine. The thought choked him, but it was the best thing for her. She needed the dominance that his brother could give her.


  “That’s the best idea I’ve heard out of your mouth in a long time, brother.” Ben shoved his hands in his pockets to hide how badly they had started to shake.


  “I want her to be happy and safe. I don’t want her to ever doubt how I feel about her. She’s the most important person in the world, Ben. I love her more than I ever thought could be possible.”


  “I know.” Ben looked over to make sure she was still sleeping peacefully. “When we get her home, you need to go get a ring. She deserves the whole down-on-one-knee proposal.”


  “We’ll get Kelly to stay with her once she’s well enough while we go find one together. We have to choose it together.”


  Ben swallowed. Picking out an engagement ring for his brother to marry the woman he loved wasn’t going to be easy, but he’d do whatever it took to ensure that Stacey got the best and was happy.


  “Sounds like a plan. I wonder if she’ll want a big wedding. If she does, it could be months before you finally get to say the words.” He tried for a teasing tone, but he was sure it came out flat.


  “Hell, no. If she wants a big wedding, we’ll do it later, but I’ll insist on eloping as soon as she’s well enough to enjoy the honeymoon.”


  The wound in his heart kept growing with each sentence from his brother’s mouth. There was no way he would be able to live in the same house with them. He would have to wait a while or Stacey would get upset. She’d believe that she’d come between them if he moved right away. He would need to make plans that would convince her that it had nothing to do with her. Maybe he could talk Tessa into pretending to be his girlfriend for a while. She wasn’t seeing anyone.


  “Did you hear anything I just said?” Steve asked, squeezing his shoulder.


  “Huh? Sorry. I guess I’m beginning to drift some. It’s been a long time since either one of us has had any sleep.”


  Steve cocked his head, giving him a piercing look. “What’s wrong? Something isn’t right.”


  “Nothing. I’m just tired. After worrying about Stacey, the chase, and then searching for her like we did, I’m really wiped out.” He forced a smile he didn’t feel and walked over to one of the chairs to sit down.


  He stretched his feet out in front of him and leaned back, resting his head on the back of the chair. He felt as if he’d lost ten years of his life and it had left him an old man. He deliberately closed his eyes as if to sleep, knowing damn well there was no way he would be able to manage any with the way he felt right then. His whole world was floating just out of his reach. It taunted him by staying just close enough he could see it and the promise of so much, but far enough away he would never be able to touch it.


  He heard his brother walk across the floor toward the other chair. It creaked as he settled his considerable weight on it. The fact that his brother had confessed to loving Stacey was monumental enough without adding just how much he loved her and how important she was to him. For him to admit this, Ben knew his brother was in deep and would never allow anything to happen to her. He could imagine the fights they would have over how protective he would be over her. While he was living with them, it would be him running interference and negotiating compromises between the two of them.


  The two of them. He ground his teeth. It was supposed to have been the three of them. Steve had forgotten that part. Or maybe he figured that Ben would continue to play with them sometimes at the club. His heart squeezed at the pain that would cause. To gain a taste of her occasionally only to have to give it up when they weren’t in a scene would be the ultimate torture for him. But he wouldn’t say no. Any chance to hold her, even for only a short while was worth every minute of pain it would create.


  The chair across the room creaked again as Steve moved around, getting more comfortable, he supposed. Another sound made him crack his eyelids to see his brother standing by the hospital bed just staring down at Stacey. The raw emotion he saw swimming in Steve’s eyes branded his resolve to make sure they were happy on his heart.


  After a few more seconds, Steve moved back to the chair and once again sat down. Ben pretended he was asleep. He noticed every move his brother made as he fidgeted in the chair as if he couldn’t get comfortable. What was bothering Steve? He knew his brother well enough to know that when he couldn’t be still, there was something major on his mind. Prying wouldn’t help. The man was as resolute at keeping his thoughts private as a leprechaun was at guarding his pot of gold. If and when Steve wanted to talk about whatever was on his mind, he’d speak up.


  Lost in his own depressive thoughts, Ben had no idea how much time had passed when a soft knock at the door had both him and his brother racing to the door to make sure whoever it was didn’t wake Stacey from her much needed rest.


  Felix, her doctor, stuck his head in. “How is she doing?”


  “She’s finally sleeping. Her head and shoulder have really been hurting her.” Ben wanted to be sure the man knew she was suffering.


  He winced and nodded. “I know they have been. It won’t help that they are going to be waking her up every two hours to check her neurological status. They can give her some more Tylenol when they wake her up again. I’ll make sure they know.”


  “It’s already been almost two hours since they moved her.” Steve checked his watch and frowned. Shouldn’t they have been down here by now?”


  “I’ll go check and make sure they are on the ball. If you need me, you have my number. Just call.” He backed out of the door, closing it softly behind him.


  Ben wiped his face and checked to see if Stacey had moved any. There was no sign she’d moved more than what it took to breathe. He started to sit back down, but Steve’s hand on his shoulder stopped him.


  “Ben. You know she loves you.”


  He wasn’t sure where his brother was going with this. “Yeah.”


  “I want her happy, no matter what it takes.”


  “What are you saying, Steve?”


  Ben felt his stomach drop. Did he want him to move away so that she wouldn’t constantly be reminded of him? He couldn’t imagine being separated from both her and his brother. Steve would have to say the words. He wasn’t going to offer them.


  “You’re going to have to spell it out, Steve. I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.”


  “Damn it, man. Do you love her or not?” Steve’s voice came out in a soft hiss.


  “You know damn well I love her.”


  Steve’s eyes widened, and a look of satisfaction filled his face. In that moment, Ben could have hit his brother.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  “Good. Then you’ll do whatever it takes to make sure she’s always happy.” Steve jabbed his hands on his hips and grinned like a madman.


  “What are you saying, Steve?” he asked through gritted teeth.


  “I’m saying that you’ll be her husband, too. I’ll marry her on paper, but you’re part of the package. She needs us both.” Steve huffed out a breath. “Hell, I need you to take care of her.”


  Ben felt as if the floor had dropped out from under him. He struggled to draw in a complete breath so he could speak. Steve continued as if he didn’t notice that his brother was struggling to understand what he was saying.


  “You know how tough I can be sometimes, and she’s going to push me every chance she gets. You’re going to have to make sure we don’t kill each other. Then there are the times she wants what I can’t give her, the laid-back thing you do so well. I’m not made that way. It’s going to take both of us.”


  There was a knock at the door, and a nurse walked in. She wasn’t the same one as earlier. This one wore the same navy-blue scrubs, but she was smiling widely and had a pill cup in her hand.


  “Sorry, guys. I’ve got to wake her up and check on her. I have something for pain, too. Maybe that will help her to forgive me for disturbing her.” She winked at them and approached the hospital bed.


  Ben watched as she gently woke Stacey up and proceeded to ask her dumb questions before she made her squeeze her hands and then pushed against her feet. After that, the nurse helped her take the pills and drink some water before she excused herself and closed the door behind her.


  “Hey, baby.” Ben edged toward the bed and smiled down at her. “How are you feeling?”


  “Tired, but better than earlier. Thank you for staying with me.”


  “There’s nowhere else we want to be since you wouldn’t be there with us,” Steve said.


  Ben laughed. “He’s getting downright poetic, isn’t he?”


  “Fuck off, brother.”


  “Now, now. No fighting or they may make you leave and that would seriously upset me.” Stacey smiled tiredly at them.


  “Not going to happen, babe. We’re here till you leave.” Steve looked over at Ben.


  “That better be tomorrow or we’re going to really stink,” he said.


  “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts,” she said, a smile across her face.


  “I love to see you smile.” Ben stared into her amazing eyes. Despite how bruised the right side of her face was, she was the best thing he’d ever seen.


  “Now who’s waxing poetic?” Steve teased.


  “I want to go home.” Her expression tensed.


  “I know, honey, but not until later. You don’t have a lot longer left. Rest as much as you can and it will pass by quickly.” Steve reached over and squeezed her hand.


  Ben wanted to take away whatever was causing her so much fear. He wasn’t sure asking her again what was wrong was such a good idea yet, though. She needed more rest. Maybe when she woke the next time, she wouldn’t feel whatever was worrying her as strongly. They’d proven that they weren’t going to leave her alone. Now maybe the anxiety that he could feel seeping from her would begin to fade.


  She smiled weakly for them and closed her eyes once more. After several minutes, her features relaxed. He and Steve returned to their chairs to relax as much as they could while they waited for the next set of checks in less than two hours.


  By four thirty that afternoon, Stacey was chomping at the bit to get out of there, and he and Steve weren’t in much better shape themselves. He wasn’t sure they would survive another night in that room. After the third set of checks, Stacey was wide awake and tired of their poking and stupid questions. Steve was ready to kill a nurse because Stacey wasn’t happy. He just wanted to take her home.


  Ben had spent the long silent hours thinking about Steve’s revelation that he expected Ben to be her other husband. The shock had nearly had him passing out like a schoolgirl. Out of all of the things he had expected to come from his brother’s mouth, that had not been one of them.


  “Well, now. How is everyone doing?” Felix walked in the room smiling despite the fact that he couldn’t have managed to get any more sleep than they had gotten.


  “Hey, Doc. She’s doing much better.” Steve stood up and shook his hand.


  Ben followed suit and stood on the opposite side of the bed so he could see but be out of the way. He smiled at Stacey, knowing that she was about to lay into him about going home. He wondered how Felix would handle that.


  “So, on a scale of one to ten with one being almost no pain, how are you feeling this afternoon?” the doctor asked.


  “I guess a three. There’s pain, but it’s bearable. Can I go home now?” She fluttered her eyes up at the man.


  He heard his brother growl low in his throat at the obvious flirting she was doing. Ben smothered a laugh. He knew it was all in fun. Steve did, too, for that matter, but he had to play the part of the jealous Dom.


  Felix laughed and patted her hand. “I think we can work something out. If you promise to stay either in bed or maybe on the couch for short periods of time for another eight hours, I’ll let you go home.”


  Ben couldn’t help how his heart melted a little more at the giant smile that brightened her poor battered face. It had to hurt to smile that wide.


  “What can she do after she’s off of bed rest?” Steve asked.


  “Give her another twenty-four hours, and as long as she takes care of her shoulder, she can return to normal activities. It will be a good three weeks before she can do anything with her shoulder and then up to six weeks for it to be completely healed. I’m referring her to an orthopod, uh, that’s an orthopedic specialist. I want him to evaluate the injury and give you the best regime to follow for a full recovery.”


  “Six weeks!” Stacey frowned and shook her head. “I have to get back to work.”


  “Stacey. You’re going to do as the doctor tells you to or I’ll tie you to the bed for the duration.” Steve frowned at her.


  “But, Steve,” she began.


  “Don’t ‘but, Steve’ me. You heard me. Whatever the specialist says is what we’ll do.”


  She turned tear-filled eyes to Ben. “I can’t sit around doing nothing for six weeks.”


  Ben bit his lips to keep from grinning. “Baby. If you don’t take care of yourself and that shoulder, you might not be able to play on the cross or some of the other things at the club anymore.”


  He eyes grew wide at that thought and she quickly closed her mouth and looked up at Steve through her lashes. He could tell that his brother was having a difficult time remaining firm and not busting out laughing. A soft snort had him glancing over at Felix. The doctor had buried his face in her chart to hide his smile.


  Felix cleared his throat. “Okay. I’ll draw up your discharge papers and send you home on some mild pain medication and a muscle relaxer. If you need the pain medicine, take it, but if you can get by with Tylenol, try it first. The muscle relaxer you will take twice a day ’til it’s all gone or the specialist changes or stops it. Your appointment and prescriptions will be with your paperwork the nurse gives you.”


  “Thanks, Felix. We really appreciate all of your help.” Steve clapped the other man on the shoulder.


  “Thanks, Dr. Greer.” Stacey was still pouting a little.


  Ben stepped outside with the other man to thank him, again. “I’m going to ask about sex because she’s going to push and Steve is going to balk at it unless you give us a specific time frame.”


  “Tell them both that as long as you’re mindful of her shoulder, another twelve to fourteen hours of rest should be plenty. I can’t imagine Christmas without a little something to look forward to,” he said before leaving.


  


  * * * *


  


  Stacey sighed loud enough that Ben grinned.


  “I think the entire world heard that one, babe,” Steve said with a smirk.


  “I’m tired of doing nothing. I should be working today. It’s Christmas Eve, and poor Jillian is probably going crazy.”


  “She’s fine. Dixie Johnson is helping her today since school is out anyway. They’ll get along fine.”


  Ben walked over to the couch where she was reclining and fidgeting like a five-year-old in time out. He couldn’t help thinking how cute she was fuming over being restricted on what she could do. Her mandatory bed rest had passed, but Steve was making her take frequent rest breaks on the couch or in the bed. It was annoying Stacey to no end.


  “Is it time yet?” She all but growled.


  Steve covered a smile by turning to look at the clock over his shoulder. Ben could tell it was actually five minutes past time, but he wouldn’t give Steve’s secret away.


  “I suppose we can let a few minutes slide—this time.” He gave her a stern look as she hopped off the couch and headed straight for the kitchen.


  Ben followed her into the other room and watched as she grabbed a Diet Coke out of the fridge then grabbed an apple out of the bowl of fruit on the counter.


  “I could have gotten that for you if you had asked.” He shook his head at her grin.


  “I know, but I wanted to get it myself. Steve won’t let me do anything by myself. I had to threaten to cut off his balls when he wanted to go with me to the bathroom.”


  “I heard that!” Steve’s voice carried into the kitchen. “Your shoulder is immobilized, so you only have one hand. I figured you would need help.”


  Stacey rolled her eyes much to Ben’s amusement. “You do realize that if he saw you do that it would be another punishment added to the growing list you’re racking up for when you get the green light to play.”


  She shushed him with a frown. “Not if you don’t say anything.”


  Ben couldn’t help but laugh. Life with Stacey and his brother was going to be a study in patience, frustration, and amusement. He couldn’t wait for the next morning when Steve would propose to her. He could just imagine her shock at the sight of her Dom on bended knee. He made a note to remember to use his phone to take a picture of the scene. It would be priceless in later years.


  Stacey bit into the apple, and juice ran down her chin. He quickly leaned over and licked it off her skin then shifted to lick her lips as well. Her moan of arousal wasn’t lost on him or his dick. The damn thing was searching for another way out around his zipper.


  When he backed away again, she frowned up at him.


  “You tease.”


  “No screwing around in there!” Steve’s voice startled them both into bursting out laughing.


  “Busted,” he said, gently ushering her back to the living room with his hand at the small of her back.


  He was learning to be careful to stay on her uninjured side so he didn’t accidently bump her arm. It had only taken a few times of seeing tears spring into her eyes for both him and Steve to make it a habit.


  “When are we going to open our presents?” Stacey asked.


  “In the morning when we get up.” Steve glanced over at Ben with a wink.


  Ben smothered a grin and picked up the remote for the TV and turned it on.


  “Can’t we open at least one present tonight?”


  Steve just shook his head. He had been reading his magazine for the last two hours and it surprised him that Stacey hadn’t called him on it. No one needed two hours to look through a trade magazine.


  “I didn’t get a chance to get much for you guys. I feel guilty. I mean there are a dozen gifts over there with my name on them.”


  Steve finally put down the magazine and looked at her. “Someone’s been peeking who shouldn’t have been. That sounds like another five swats on that poor defenseless ass. By the time we finish administering your punishments, you won’t be able to sit down for a week.”


  She poked out her lips in a sexy pout. Ben felt his cock react to the site of those luscious lips that would look so delicious wrapped around his shaft. He nearly groaned at the image that stuck in his mind. He could remember what it felt like to sink his dick inside her hot, wet mouth and pump in and out while she swallowed around him, squeezing the cum from his balls.


  “Ben? Are you okay over there?” Stacey’s innocent-sounding voice didn’t fool him one second. She knew the effect she was having on him.


  “You know, Steve,” Ben began, “she doesn’t have to move a muscle while I fuck her pretty little mouth. I’d be careful of her shoulder while I was doing it.”


  “You, too, brother?” Steve laughed, shaking his head. “Tomorrow will be special for us. I think we can all manage to hold on to our hormones for a few more hours.”


  Ben groaned and let his head drop back on the couch in exaggerated annoyance. He felt the couch shift, and the erotic scent of vanilla and honey let him know that Stacey was sitting next to him. He cracked an eye open to find her mumbling under her breath with a scowl on her face. The sight of her there like that washed over him with joy. This was what he had to look forward to for the rest of his life. Nothing could be more perfect in his eyes.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  “Wake up, guys. Please?” Stacey couldn’t stand it a moment longer.


  It might only be three in the morning, but she was wide awake and wanted to know what they had gotten her. The suspense was killing her. Well, not really. What was killing her was the need to make love to her men. The doctor had told them Christmas. Well, it was after midnight, so it was Christmas.


  “Come on, Ben. I know you’re awake. Your cock is hard as a rock.” She lifted the covers and peeked at the long thick muscle that twitched as she stared at it.


  “It’s too early, Stacey,” he mumbled.


  She frowned and scrounged around in the bed to lean on Steve. “Please, Steve? I want to play.”


  “No playing yet. Go back to sleep, babe.” He turned over.


  Stacey frowned which quickly turned to a scowl. She leaned back and pulled her legs out from under the covers. Then she used her good arm to help her scoot to the foot of the bed and slide off.


  “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?” Steve’s early-morning rumble sounded much worse than it was.


  Stacey stuck one hand on her hip and glared at him. “I’m going to get a drink.” She stomped out of the room and made her way carefully down the stairs.


  With one arm immobile, it made it very difficult to keep her balance on steps. She had no intentions of falling. That would totally screw up her plans. She couldn’t believe the guys were acting like dicks. It was Christmas, and she was horny. Any other time they wouldn’t let her sleep more than a few hours at a time in order to fuck her. She fumed as she walked into the kitchen.


  “Just wait. When I’m fully recovered, I’m going to teach them a lesson in frustration.”


  “Are you talking to yourself again?” Ben’s voice startled her and she nearly dropped her drink.


  “I thought you were too sleepy to get up?”


  Steve walked in behind him. “Someone wouldn’t leave us alone. Do you realize it’s not even 4:00 a.m.?”


  “So? It’s technically still Christmas. I can’t sleep.” She set her drink on the counter and slinked over toward Steve as best she could with an immobilizer on.


  She wanted to scream at the unfairness of the situation, but deep down, she was much too thankful that everything had worked out so well. Things could have been much worse.


  When she scooted her body up against Steve’s hard chest that he hadn’t bothered covering up despite the cool air, all she could think about was licking him from top to bottom. She reached out with her tongue and licked around one nipple.


  “Stacy. You’re playing with fire, babe.”


  “Maybe I want to get burned.” She moved over to the other stiff peak and nipped it.


  Steve hissed in a breath and grabbed her by the hair, jerking her head back to expose her neck. He leaned down and ran his tongue up and down the column of her neck before sucking at the spot just behind her ear and then nibbling her ear lobe. When he drew back, she could see the arousal in his darkened eyes. Now she had him.


  To her complete shock, Steve grinned and let go of her before winking at her and disappearing into the living room. Maybe he’d gone back up to bed and would be waiting on her. Her drink forgotten, Stacey hurried after him. She almost lost her balance when she slid to a stop just inside the door at the sight of Steve, her Dom, on his knees with something in his hand.


  Slowly she walked toward where he knelt in front of the Christmas tree and looked into his eyes. They were still smoldering. She looked over her shoulder and found Ben standing behind her with a lush black robe that he wrapped around her.


  “Don’t want you to catch a cold.”


  She turned back to Steve and tried to figure out what was going on.


  “Stacey. You are the most important person in our lives. I love you with all of my heart and soul. Your love completes me in a way I never thought could happen. You were made for us.” He looked over her shoulder at Ben.


  Ben walked around her to kneel next to his brother. She couldn’t really see either one of them clearly anymore because of the tears in her eyes.


  “I love you so much that my heart is overflowing, and all I can think about is you. You make me happy, and you fill my soul with your love. Make us complete, baby.”


  “Marry us.” Steve held out a glittering object that she was sure was a ring only she couldn’t see past the watery tears.


  She nodded her head, too choked up to speak.


  “Then give me your hand, woman.” Steve carefully slid the ring on the finger of her left hand without moving her arm. “You’ve made us the happiest men alive.”


  Stacey awkwardly threw herself in their arms, trusting that they would catch her. She rained kisses all over both of their faces.


  “Easy, baby. You’re going to hurt your shoulder.” Ben tried to settle her down but she wasn’t having any of it.


  “I love you both so much. I was so afraid when I was kidnapped that you wouldn’t want me anymore. He said that after he touched me you wouldn’t want to be with me anymore. Then I kept having dreams that you left me because I wasn’t clean anymore.” She couldn’t stop the tears as relief unlike anything she’d ever felt poured over her.


  “Aw, Stacey. Having you back alive is the most important thing. If, God forbid, something had happened, we would have still loved you, and between the three of us, we would have gotten past it.” Steve’s fervent assurance went a long way in assuring her he meant every word he had said.


  “We promise to love and care for you for the rest of our lives. You are forever caught in the middle of our love.” Ben pushed a strand of hair out of her eyes with a finger before leaning forward to take her mouth in a heated kiss.


  “I think we need to take this upstairs where there is a comfortable bed waiting on us.” Steve stood up and helped Stacey up before guiding up the stairs.


  “Hey! What about the other presents?” she asked with a teasing smile.


  “They’ll be there when we make it back down later, at a decent hour,” Ben said.


  “Much, much later,” Steve added from the top of the landing.


  Stacey moved into his arms with Ben covering her back and agreed with Ben. She was forever in the middle of their love.


  


  


  THE END


  


  WWW.MARLAMONROE.COM


  


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  


  


  Marla Monroe has been writing professionally for about ten years now. Her first book with Siren was published in January of 2011. She loves to write and spends every spare minute either at the keyboard or reading another Siren author. She writes everything from sizzling hot contemporary cowboys, to science fiction ménages with the occasional bad-ass biker thrown in for good measure.


  Marla lives in the southern US and works full time at a busy hospital. When not writing, she loves to travel, spend time with her cats, and read. She’s always eager to try something new and especially enjoys the research for her books. She loves to hear from readers about what they are looking for next. You can reach Marla at themarlamonroe@yahoo.com or visit her website at www.marlamonroe.com


  


  


  For all titles by Marla Monroe, please visit


  www.bookstrand.com/marla-monroe


  [image: siren.png]


  


  


  


  Siren Publishing, Inc.


  www.SirenPublishing.com

OEBPS/OEBPS/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/siren.png
-
SIREN





OEBPS/Images/me-mmo-kibl-caughtinthemiddle.png





