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About Binding Their Hearts


Planning a wedding for three is the least of their problems.

Since nearly losing Jay, Henry is driven by an inescapable urge to collar his submissives. Jay's certain to be all in, but Alice has fled from commitment before. Negotiating their needs is a treacherous tightrope.  Can he sketch a path to forever? 
As Alice's career takes off, the new demands steal time from Henry and Jay. The stress is crushing when every decision hurts the ones she loves. She'll have to rig a solution before she cracks under the strain and takes her lovers down with her.
After years of resisting, Jay is learning big lessons in therapy. Loosening his family's stranglehold leaves him free to explore what—and who—he wants in his life. But with Alice at work all the time and a deadline looming for the trio to vacate their apartment, stability is hard to find.
Can Henry, Alice, and Jay hold themselves together when the world keeps pushing them apart?
Note: Henry, Alice, and Jay have been known to swear and use big words: Damn their expansive vocabularies! As in any healthy relationship, sometimes their hearts get bruised—but they face their difficulties together. To all readers in the lifestyle: have fun, express yourself, and stay safe. 
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For Cat, who walks in the gardens of the mind







Chapter one
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Henry


Alice, squeezing closer, jostled Henry as a sequin-gowned diva wove through the crowd behind them. 
Her fingertips a pleasant pressure, Alice used his arm for leverage and stretched upward, presumably in search of more height than the low slingback heels he’d placed on her feet provided. “Emma’s gonna have a fire code violation on her hands if this doesn’t thin out.”
“People will drift upstairs once Silke makes her—” Speech, he’d been about to say, before the statuesque blonde mounted a table and gave a piercing whistle. The salon crowd came to respectful attention.
“Listen up, darlings—and you’d best have a drink in hand, because we’re about to toast me and my ever-faithful Lacey”—Silke laid one hand atop the younger woman’s head, possibly for balance—“the love of my life, the keeper of my heart—”
“The eager receiver of your lashings,” the submissive in question teased, then hissed as Silke tightened her grip on a hank of hair and tugged. The silver formal collar around Lacey’s throat flashed; the cords in her neck stood out in a delicious play of edge and shadow.
“Yes, and that, and a dozen other things I won’t describe now, but you all should come by Room 307 later to witness.”
Jay arrived with drinks as Silke extolled the miracle of finding her One True Partner and recounted the year since Lacey’s collaring, the milestone they meant to celebrate tonight—and the relationship Henry’s portrait of her and her pet commemorated.
“Hibiscus ginger punch.” Jay spoke under his breath as he passed around champagne flutes with the mocktails. “Getting to the drinks table was crazy.” He fluffed hair out of his eyes with a quick breath before Alice reached up and combed the dark strands back with her fingers. They would fall forward again in a moment; they always did on his delightfully shaggy boy. “Oh, and some woman’s in love with the close-up knotwork piece. Elliott was talking to her when I went by.”
“Was he? Excellent.” His agent knew how to work a room, particularly one at the club. The more innocuous—not innocent, never that—paintings he set aside for gallery shows, but the less veiled passions stood on easels along the windowed wall tonight, the closed curtains sealing the club in its cocoon of kink-positive drama and revels. Only eleven pieces on display, but Claire’s sitting over the summer had produced three of those thus far in addition to the actual commission. More would come from the quick side sketches he’d made.
“—complete without thanks to the talented Master Henry.” Silke raised her glass in salute, and he responded in kind. “If you haven’t seen the absolutely fabulous portrait of me and Lacey yet, I don’t even know you. Marvel, and then come tell me how wonderful we look so my pet can bask in the glow of adoration. Some of you, and you know who you are”—she stabbed a finger at various points around the room—“scoffed when I said I’d found my forever pet. And it’s true, I had my wild days—”
Wild years, more like, but Silke’s habit of taking new partners every weekend was nothing uncommon when submissives were plentiful and novelty exciting. A fresh puzzle to unravel behind every set of earnest, pleading eyes. He’d done the same himself until Jay’s brown depths drowned him in need and desire. And love. An incalculable treasure, that.
“—time to settle down. It’s quite fashionable.” Silke tapped a finger against her mouth and feigned a mischievous, conspiratorial smile. “Even Henry seems to have gone and gotten himself a permanent roster.”
Lifting his chin, he allowed a lazy grin to cross his lips as the crowd chuckled. The interminable attention would be the worst part of the evening. But Silke had wanted an unveiling for her portrait to celebrate their collaring anniversary, and he couldn’t very well not attend. Besides, the pieces he would sell tonight and the commissions the portrait would drum up could come in quite handy, given that he intended to buy his lovers a true home on a far grander scale than the current condo.
Silke finished holding court, cries of Cheers! and Salut! and Slainte! echoing around the room before the crowd downed their nonalcoholic beverage of choice. No alcohol in the club, no exceptions but for the bottle of scotch in Victor’s office. Club members played clear-headed or not at all. The ginger made the punch Jay had selected pleasingly tart on Henry’s tongue. “Delightful choice, my boy. Well done.”
Jay squared his shoulders, standing taller as he gave a happy wriggle, his lanky, muscled body concealed by entirely too much clothing. They’d correct that the instant they arrived home.
Acquaintances and newcomers alike approached, brimming with compliments and questions about the art. Henry dampened his arousal, settling into the welcoming attitude the evening required.
At the first gap, Alice pressed a kiss against his jawline and whispered, “Jay and I will go mingle and scare up more would-be clients to pester you.”
A turn of his head wedded their lips for a brief moment. “We’ll be home late tonight, but don’t imagine it will be too late to punish you for that, minx.”
Hazel eyes sparkled. “I’m looking forward to it.”
Clasping Jay’s hand, she threaded her way through the crowd as another admirer descended upon him.
A handful of interesting prospects emerged; he sent each in turn toward Elliott. Perhaps he might expand the budget for the new house. Narrowing the neighborhoods to those suitable for his purpose had resulted in a truly limited selection. Emma might know an agent with the proper connections—ah, and there she stood, bending Will’s ear. Almost literally, given that his oldest friend had to stoop to hear the petite woman’s words amid the din. Will spoke to her in reply, and her smile danced.
Nearer, a familiar man with a neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard crossed his eyeline.
“Allen,” Henry called, waving him over. “A moment, if you will?”
Allen changed direction toward him. “Henry. Nice work. Not my medium, but stunning as always.”
“A fine compliment from a craftsman such as yourself.” No sign of Alice or Jay in the clusters nearby, but he lowered his voice nonetheless. “I wanted to speak to you about a special order. Something personal, not for the club. Am I too late for delivery before the end of November?”
“Depends on what you’re wanting, and whether I’ve made it before or it’s a one-off.” Allen crossed an arm over his chest and planted his opposite elbow atop his hand, knocking his curled fingers against his lips. “You ready to talk specs?”
He sketched out the bare details before promising to follow up with a call Monday as another potential commission client joined the conversation. Flashing a thumbs-up, Allen slipped away. Henry fielded questions from an excitable submissive, a stern-faced woman of indeterminate persuasion, and a polycule tripping over each other’s sentences. In the lull as they departed, he took a long drink and finished the last of his punch.
“Henry, good news.” Elliott stopped at his elbow, pad and pen in his grasp, his head slightly dipped for all that he wasn’t—had never been—Henry’s submissive. Though he’d posed for one of Henry’s first commissions, in service to a master who’d since moved on. “I’ll get these transferred to my phone once I claim it from the desk, and double-check the schedule, but so far I have seven new client consultation requests for commissions. Oh, and we’ve sold three of the pieces already, and I do think another—ah, yes, pardon me, that garcon, check please! wave is for me.”
His agent dashed off without Henry uttering a word. Everyone should have a handler so competent. Across the room he spied Alice and Jay, Jay’s dark head a magnet for his gaze. They stood in conversation with another couple, but who? He sidled past a knot of gregarious young men, and his curiosity eased. Master Drew and pet Leah, both well known. Not that Alice and Jay couldn’t handle themselves without his guidance. After this summer, with Cal, they’d proven they could conquer any difficulty. Still, the growl itching in his throat reminded him, they belonged to him. Watching them was a joy so complete it stole his breath some days.
Leah bounced in place, her schoolgirl-style braids bobbing, before she flung her arms around Alice. Jay whispered in Alice’s ear, and the pair of them laughed. They deserved the levity; the cloud of rejection Jay’s family had cast over them had yet to fully dissipate. For ten days, Jay had shown greater affection and commitment to their relationship—and a need for the same reassurances in return. No wonder, after their jagged parting. Healing would take time, but at least Jay had agreed to attempt therapy. Requested it, even. Thanks to the club’s resource network, he would have his first appointment next week.
“That’s very kind,” Henry responded to a half-heard compliment, turning his attention to its giver. “What catches your eye about it?”
The lighting and composition, apparently. The young woman knew something of art. He let himself be drawn into a discussion of photographic reference and fine detail. As they talked, they shifted toward the painting—a shadow of a form bound by rope spilled across the floor beneath an empty suspension setup. He’d meant to capture the essence of Will’s loss with Claire’s upcoming departure.
“There he is, the man of the hour.” Will’s jovial, booming voice startled the young woman, who jerked her head up and took half a step back. She made polite excuses and departed as Will handed him a fresh drink. Voice significantly lower, Will added, “I thought you could use a rescue after a good ninety minutes of playing nice.”
Had it been so long? Yes, perhaps so—he’d conversed with more than a dozen interested parties and well-wishers, one after the other, in the rhythm of establishing introductions and manufacturing mystery. Curiosity transformed admirers into clients. He sipped from the glass. Not the punch Jay had brought, but a suitable substitute. Nothing like the bright red liquid—almost certainly unfathomably sweet—in the glasses Jay and Alice held across the room now, the thinner crowd permitting him to sate his hunger watching them. Or rouse it.
“Thank you, Will. The last girl wasn’t much of a nuisance—a photographer. Deeper than the standard inquiries, at any rate.” A glance at his bear of a friend showed Will intent on the painting. “I’m surprised you aren’t upstairs with her yet tonight.”
Will sighed, his mouth twitching. “I could answer, ‘Your photographer? I hardly know her.’”
“You could.” Henry waited. He’d considered titling the work Absence, or Memory, but ultimately opted for optimism: We’ll Meet Again.
“Claire’s girlfriends wanted to take her out to celebrate her new job and the move. Her final weekend fling in Boston.” Will scrubbed at the white-blond beard along his jaw. “It’s fine. She’s been a wonderful rope bunny, and I wish her well.” Clearing his throat, he turned his back on the painting and scanned the room. “And yours? How are they after the…” He waggled one hand. “The dust-up with the family.”
One intractable woman—and the cold indifference of Jay’s parents—for shame. The fierce snarl coiled in Henry’s gut became a low grunt. “Family can be difficult.”
Will’s bark of a laugh cut the air. “That’s quite an understatement.”
Truly. Jay’s family, at least, resided several hours distant. Will shared a home with his tormenter.
“We’re managing.” He studied them easily, in a small circle of friends at the far end of the room, Jay attentive and thoughtful, his hand resting on the bare skin revealed by the plunging back of Alice’s dress. She’d had to forgo a traditional bra this evening but squirmed enticingly as he’d applied the adhesive replacements. “Developing a healthier support system, one might say.”
“That’s good, good.” Will absently rubbed his index finger along the side of his glass. “It’s important to have people one can count on.”
“It is.” The topics Will might sidle up to and shy from numbered exceptionally few. His boisterous nature typically proved sufficient to overcome any reticence. Henry hunted for an entry point. “And Liam? Is he settling in at school?”
“Senior year, ha. He’s practically running the place.” A grin gave Will’s face its usual cast, bright and cheery, his blue eyes conspiratorial. “You remember what it was like. I think he has a new love, though he hasn’t said much, not that I expect he’d brag to his father, though he did mention how much he enjoyed our traditional sendoff lunch. We’ll have to pepper him with questions at the winter break, if he doesn’t travel with friends.”
“Our gatherings have been a treasure. I’ll miss them.” Their seventh and final time for that particular tradition. Will’s son had grown into a man year by year, no longer the nervous, bravado-spouting boy he’d been at eleven, before his first year at the academy his father had attended. Someday, perhaps, Henry would invite Will to help him offer the same guidance to his own son or daughter—assuming Alice agreed to children in the first place, and that Alice and Jay agreed to send their children to a boarding school that turned out graduates like him and Will. “Endings are difficult, too.”
Will glanced over his shoulder, the weight of the painting yet with them. He ambled along the row, and Henry kept pace. Will stopped in front of the night’s centerpiece, the portrait of Silke and Lacey. The mistress gripped her pet’s throat from behind, baring her neck, the collar visible between her spread fingers. Lacey’s head rested on her owner’s shoulder, her expression a blissful haze as vivid as the moment he’d seen it in life. As vivid as the ecstasy Alice and Jay showed at his own expressions of dominance. Some craving in the atoms themselves, undeniable and inescapable, to be claimed. To belong.
“I tell them up front, you know.” Will stared at the portrait, though his stillness and the distant cast of his gaze suggested he saw something else entirely. “That I won’t collar them, that they are free to play with whomever they choose.”
“For some, that is enough. Their preferred mode of moving through this world.” Not for him, for all that he hadn’t collared Alice and Jay. They belonged to him nonetheless.
“Hmph.” Will knocked back a healthy swig of the rosemary-tinged drink. “I could never offer them all of me—not even most of me—and if Vi found out, they’d be a target.”
Through long practice, Henry maintained a neutral expression. Will’s wife stood second only to Jay’s family in his measure of disdain. Her lies and manipulations had wrenched something asunder in his oldest friend. “She is a vindictive sort, I’ll grant you.”
“Always with the understatements.” Will’s barrel chest surged out; when he exhaled, the gust stirred the curtain. “I’m going to do it. Soon. Now. It’s time.”
Relief swelled, as if lightning had split a stone in two and the river could run free once more. “You deserve to be happy, Will. You know I’ll do all I can to support you in the endeavor.”
“Liam will be eighteen in a few months. No custody battles. Her threats on that count are empty now. He can make up his own mind about the kind of father I’ve been to him.”
“You are an outstanding father, and Liam has a level head. He isn’t about to cut off contact with you just to please his mother.” Though the mother, were she anything like Jay’s sister, might threaten those ties in an attempt to bring Will to heel.
Cheek twitching above his beard, Will nodded. “I’m finally going to file and end this marriage.”
“It’s the right choice.” Across the room, Alice stood face to face with their beloved Jay, sweeping his hair back as she often did, nuzzling his ear, trailing kisses toward his mouth. Jay clasped her waist, his fingers dipping into the folds of her dress and exploring the bare skin just above her ass. On any other Friday night, their games would have begun hours ago. New and inventive, but also a blissful routine for the household they shared. “I’m going to start one.”
“Start—” Will swung his head around, then followed Henry’s gaze to the intimate pair. He stepped closer and bent near. “A marriage?”
“Yes.” As close as the three of them could come to one. Some sign of security, of permanence, to bring them all peace of mind.
Will slid in front of him, cutting off his view of his lovers, and ducked until their eyes sat level. He squinted suspiciously. “I swear to all that’s holy, if you’re pulling some self-sacrificing nonsense and marrying those two off to each other—”
“Most certainly not.” Desire flashed, the image of Jay in a monogrammed collar and cuffs. He’d not shared the tightly held wish, not since its first inkling five years ago, for all that he found collars in general disagreeable, a break in nude perfection. But on Alice and Jay, his prized possessions, his hunger to claim his territory knew few bounds, and those enacted by his will alone. “Like you, I’ve yet to collar anyone myself. I’ve told my pets it was aesthetics, and it is, partly. I needn’t chain their necks to know they are mine. But I have seen how they greedily hoard symbols of my ownership.”
The growing pieces of dark green in their wardrobes, the shade matching his eyes, spoke to their need. Jay often pleaded to wear the jade cock ring. Most days, Alice donned the bra and panty sets he’d given her, carrying his secret claim to her workplace. They showed him in ways large and small how they desired his hand on them even while apart.
“I’ve been selfish in withholding something more permanent.” An error he would rectify before the year was out. A grand proposal would be an excellent start. “Something public in our community.”
Will’s disagreeable hum came with judgmental lips as he straightened.
“Out with it.”
Shrugging, Will splayed one hand in a gesture of peace. “You’ve told me young Jay has recently broken with his family.”
“Some of them, yes.” His sister Natalie had proven a steadfast ally. Alice had set up a group text for herself, her sister, Jay, and Natalie, and it seemed a source of delight. He’d turned down the offer of inclusion so as not to stifle their fun—and to avoid the string of interruptions. Alice kept him informed of the important elements. “We’ve had one silver lining emerge.”
“But he did so largely because he wanted to make public his commitment to you.” Will’s dispassionate, logical delivery couldn’t make the sting any less.
“Yes.” The entire awful weekend and Jay’s subsequent pain rested partly on his shoulders. If Jay hadn’t fallen in love with him—but no, he would have known his family’s displeasure regardless. He’d been their scapegoat far longer than he’d been Henry’s beloved. The break would be better for Jay in the long run; he did thoroughly believe that to be true. Therapy would help Jay move forward. “They were less than appreciative of the knowledge.”
“As my son would say, that sounds like a them problem. But.” Will clasped his shoulder, his fingers tight against Henry’s clavicle and his gaze intent. “Have you considered that you weren’t being selfish so much as waiting until he was ready? Truly free to accept the commitment? So your collaring wouldn’t be another source of friction in his heart, tainted by his doubts and self-loathing?”
Timing. So much of desire and want hinged on it, on knowing when excitement would tip toward frustration or anticipation toward abandonment. He’d held Jay back from a lengthy list of games in the last five years, recognizing the damage that might be done by moving too quickly. He could do no less for this stumbling block. And just as Jay had done much work to pierce his fear of public exposure, Alice had worked to dismantle her own defenses around long-term commitments.
Henry’s sigh carried a low chuckle aloft. “I could have sworn I, not you, was the one with the psychology training.”
Will faux-dusted his lapels. “Clearly I’m naturally gifted.”
An opening he couldn’t pass by, not when he had another project to set in motion. A pledge to fulfill.
“I was hoping you might lend your talents in another area.” Alice, so confident and tender with Jay, deserved more of his time dedicated to exploring her desires as well. “I need to relearn those rope skills you’re fond of demonstrating.”




Chapter two
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Alice


Flipping between text message and calendar apps, Alice curled her toes into Jay’s calf in an absent-minded Monday night massage. “Henry, you don’t have a class this Saturday, do you?” 
They’d just held one for submissives the morning after the art show in the club’s salon, and Henry usually only taught every other week. But checking never hurt.
“No, not this week.” He sat in the chair across from where they sprawled on the couch, pulling a short length of rope into a knot around his ankle. “Something you have in mind, my dear?”
A bunch of things—conflicting things—perched at the front of her brain.
Tonight was two weeks exactly since she and Henry had rescued Jay from his parents’ farm. He seemed fine, lying on his side, mildly engrossed in some extreme sports show playing quietly on the TV, but his first therapy session was only two days away. No one she knew had been to therapy; her father had flat-out refused “that bullshit quackery” for the last fifteen-plus years since his accident. What if Jay came out of therapy a different person? But wasn’t that the point? She should want that for him, even if it restructured their relationship.
When she shoved those fears aside, Henry’s devotion shuffled to the top of the list. He’d dug the rope out of a drawer in the toybox over the weekend. “Resurrecting old skills,” he’d said when she’d asked. “My girl is desirous of exploring more ways of being bound in my service, is she not?” Desirous, yup, for certain. Last year he would have hidden the practice from her and presented the new game as a fait accompli on one of their contract nights. But now he openly teased her with the soft shurr of the sliding rope and his low, pleased grunts when the rope did his bidding instead of collapsing as he pulled tight.
But neither was the topic the string of text messages had pushed from someday-thinking to get-permission-now.
Stretching from her corner of the couch, she walked her toes up Jay’s legs and gripped the underside of his ass. That man could lie naked on the couch after dinner every night, and she’d never complain. He lifted his head off the far armrest, flashing her a smile, and wriggled closer as she kneaded his smooth, toned muscles. “Would you be up for a morning at the club Saturday anyway? Jay has basketball, and you and I could meet with Leah and Drew.”
“Plans firming up, are they?” A hint of amusement dotted Henry’s cultured baritone.
Leaning forward, she caught the object of his gaze—Jay’s rising erection. She nestled back into the cushions and kept up the pressure with her feet. “Leah is sending me Drew’s conditions—” The phone chimed, and she swept open the notification. “That’ll be them. His conditions for her participation in flogging practice. They could meet us there for some quid pro quo—she’ll be my flogging guinea pig if I give her career advice.”
And if their first session together went well, and Henry approved, Jay could sit in on later sessions and keep getting accustomed to the sights and sounds and scents. Flogging would still be a reward he wanted, no matter what the therapist told him about himself. Right?
Henry unwound his rope and started again, folding the length in half and pulling the loop end. He’d made the same knot around his ankle at least a dozen times tonight. “I understood her to be an English major. Not that I doubt the value of your wisdom, my lovely engineer.”
Jay tipped forward onto his stomach, giving her access to the other half of his ass. He’d heard most of the Leah talk on Friday, when they’d run into her and her master at the art unveiling. Alice switched cheeks and stepped up her kneading. “Or history—she hasn’t made a final decision. She’ll probably end up both just to avoid making one.”
Henry hummed, and the rope whispered against itself. “You’ll be coaching her on indecision?”
That would be one hell of an assignment. Leah seemed happiest—most relaxed—when Drew made the decisions for her. Like Jay did with her and Henry. But maybe that would change after this week.
Nope, not thinking about that any more tonight. She crammed the worries into a mental footlocker and slapped a padlock on the clasp. “Sort of. Drew wants her prepared for interviews, and given how she struggled with setting boundaries in the sub class this summer, he thought more one-on-one talks could help her. So I get a willing”—she narrowly avoided the victim on her tongue—“practice partner, and she gets a mentor.”
“Anf I pheth—”
“Jay, I must regretfully inform you that your pillow talk is indecipherable.” Henry winked at her, and she bit down on a laugh.
Jay flexed his arms into a half pushup and lifted his face off the cushion. “I said, and I eventually, on a day way too far away yet, get to reap the rewards of Alice’s practice. Win-win.”
“You wouldn’t have to sit in on the coaching part.” She kept talking; Henry would be listening with the part of his brain not hungrily eyeing Jay’s lean torso, those strong shoulder blades curving together at the top of his sleek back. A girl could get distracted, too. “Drew’s hoping to talk with you about a commission, I think.”
“Mmm. With Claire leaving, we do need a replacement partner for you. Just a while longer.” His slight nod at her conveyed the things he wouldn’t say aloud—that training was less about ensuring she had perfect form when throwing a flogger and more about desensitizing Jay in a safe environment. If they could break up the association between the activity and his abuse, he could actually enjoy flogging again. “Jay, Leah is acceptable to you? It is your right to raise concerns if you have them.”
“I’m good.” He arched his back in a crescent and shook out his dark hair, his shoulders lifting as he pressed his hips against the couch. “We talked about it Friday night—you were with Master William, and it looked serious, so we didn’t want to interrupt. As long as Alice’s flogger isn’t kissing other subby boys, I’m cool. I can wait for her to be ready for the awesomeness that is me.”
She rolled her eyes, a move he sadly couldn’t appreciate in his current position—but she wasn’t about to ask him to move. “You are awesome, stud.”
“Exquisite,” Henry added. “Alice, you may tell them we’ll meet them for a test run.”
She tapped at her phone. The autocomplete had started recognizing when to feed her flogging as an option. Excellent, until it started suggesting it for work exchanges. The affirmative confirmation came back from Leah in seconds. “Phase one complete.”
Henry pulled at the knot around his ankle and gave a satisfied hum. Pulling didn’t make the binding smaller; he’d looped it somehow so the tie stayed steady regardless of the force on it. “Is there anything else I ought to know about your activities Friday?”
Well, wasn’t that an opening.
Okay. Sure. Why not?
Alice tossed her phone to the seat. “I think we should set up Will and Emma.”
Jay’s elbows collapsed, and he wriggled and rolled until he lay on his back with her feet tucked under his ass. “For real?”
Henry frowned. “You intend to play a prank on them in some way?”
“No, not a prank, and yes, for real. Hear me out.” She marshaled her thoughts. Henry had nearly twenty years of history with Emma and almost thirty with Will. He would see them differently than she did, knowing them not even half a year yet. Her hypothesis would have to be supported by massive evidence.
“Claire’s going to be gone in a week. I know, yes, Santa Will can find other nonsexual play partners with a snap of his fingers. But he wants one he can love, doesn’t he? And Emma”—she took a quick breath, lest Henry start refuting her before she’d finished—“she hadn’t participated in a scene for—since her husband—last month was like her first time in four years, right? But she was comfortable in front of you and Will. She wasn’t trusting my ability with a flogger—her faith is in you two, because she and Victor helped you learn. Emma needs a dominant she can trust, and Santa needs a submissive who needs his love.”
She closed her mouth and waited. She could trot out examples of how closely Will and Emma had been working together this summer, but better to see which angle Henry challenged first.
“I’m…” Henry smoothed the long ends of the rope and glanced past the couch, toward the dark windows overlooking the street. The narrow line of his lips could charitably be called thoughtful instead of resolutely opposed. “I’m not certain it’s that simple, sweet girl.”
Nothing ever was. She scooted herself taller against the back of the couch, using Jay as leverage. “So list the obstacles, and we’ll design a workaround.”
“Uh-oh.” Jay, grinning, ostentatiously wrapped his hands behind his head, elbows out. A bowl of popcorn, and he’d be set. “Alice thinks our friends’ love lives are an engineering problem. She’s gonna fix the hell out of them.”
“Mmm. We shall see.” Henry untied the rope and abandoned it—neatly—on the coffee table. As he came around the end of the couch, Jay stomach-crunched up with his gorgeous abdominals and gave up a seat. Henry claimed it in a smooth motion, as if he’d never doubted it would magically become available for him. “Astound me with your observations.”
His eyebrow twitched. Sonuva—definitely not opposed. Amused, like a man who’d already checked the answer key and wanted to see how his co-dominant-in-training would handle rearranging people’s lives for the better. Mind games tonight it was.
“The basic structure’s sound. They care about each other, and that’s the most important thing to both of them.” She’d think better on her feet. She pushed herself up and paced to the edge of the rug and back the other way. Best to start with the obvious. “You care too, but you and Emma would never work together.”
Jay choked on a cough and pounded his palm against his chest.
“Oh?” Henry gave up nothing but neutral dom face, the cagey bastard. “If you had given voice to such thoughts a few months ago, I might have believed you wanted Emma’s attention focused safely elsewhere.”
“Fair.” But her jealousy had burned out, relegated to the slag heap as she mixed an alloy of friendship and growing understanding. “That’s not the reason now, though.”
Flogging Emma had cemented her certainty. Or not the act itself, but Emma’s expression afterward. Bittersweet, because happy memories brought pain when they could never happen again. Life changed so fast, without permission, and outside you became a statue—armored, impervious to harm—but inside you curled into a tiny knot and shivered in the dark. And then you got stuck there, and you slowly forgot life could be anything else. Until a hand appeared in the darkness, and you trusted the giver enough to reach for it.
“Tell me.” Henry combined soft with piercing, the tilt of his head coaxing and commanding.
“You wouldn’t make each other laugh.” Not the way she and Jay complemented Henry with their antics. “She’d be sad, and you’d be pensive, and together you’d be…” The way he’d been in July, on the anniversary of Victor’s death, coming to bed almost hopeless, ghostly, and needing their warm life to revive him. “Nostalgic and melancholy.” Great for the Bronte novel Leah was swooning over. Not so great for finding happiness. “You…”
She couldn’t look at him, not and say what needed saying. Henry had fallen for Jay’s innocent joy and wonder, how he could hold it even after everything he’d been through. He’d fallen for her because of her hunger to learn and do and know everything. Emma wasn’t joyful, and she didn’t need a teacher. Henry needed lovers he could help grow into the confident submissives his love and training encouraged them to become.
“You’re too much like her husband. I think. I know I never met him, but the way she talks about him—” She wouldn’t break any confidences, and Henry for sure knew how Emma felt about him anyway, what she saw when she looked at him. “And I think you try to be. When she’s around. Because you know she needs it, and you give people what they need.”
“I see.” The low growl of Henry’s command tone stirred tingling awareness in her skin. Gooseflesh pebbled her arms under his intense stare. Eyes dark and dangerous, he pinned her in place. “And you tell me this because…”
She shook as if the room had developed an icy draft. In September. “Because Emma’s only ever going to trust a dominant her husband approved. Unless there’s someone you’re not telling me about, that means you or Santa. You both have the…” If she didn’t turn away, she wouldn’t be able to think straight. She rubbed her heels together and stayed where she stood. “The skills, the manners, the right caring mindset. But you’re also…” Describing what she knew so clearly in her head should be easier. Henry and Will were like raw materials that delivered the same properly calibrated results via divergent roads. Both would treat their submissives with dignity and respect. Just not at all in the same way. “You have different ways of showing it. Different personalities.”
Jay tumbled dramatically sideways, arms spread, straight across Henry’s lap. “And you’re taken.”
“Quite taken,” Henry murmured. He curled an arm around Jay’s chest, holding him down in a playfully tight squeeze. Jay sprawled nearly limp in his hold. “Clearly not me, then; you’re entirely right about that. You’ve yet to make the case for Will, however.”
“Emma is never going to stop loving her husband.” The wedding band on the woman’s finger and the pearls around her neck sent out that message clear as day. “But that doesn’t mean she wants to be alone forever. She needs someone who won’t feel threatened by that but respects it. And I know Santa can respect a prior claim. He’s never made me feel uncomfortable when he’s been in our home or with us at the club. Jay?”
“He’s playful with us, but he never forgets we’re Henry’s.” Jay somehow both wriggled deeper into Henry’s lap and stretched out his full length to occupy the entire couch.
“Exactly—he won’t forget Emma was someone else’s first, and he won’t try to make her forget it, either. But he would—he would—” Her fingers closed on empty air, fidgeting with an invisible model of emotions. If she could cram them into a CAD system and render the results, the whole thing would make sense. “He’d teach her to live now instead of then, because he’d make her laugh. And she’d be the trusting, focused, nurturing submissive he needs. You can’t tell me she doesn’t want that, Henry.”
She’d been suspicious of Emma from the start, thinking the woman meant to steal her place with Henry. But the more they spoke, the more she knew down to the very last atom in her that more than anything else, Emma wanted to belong again. Before you’d had that peace and comfort and security, you could only imagine what it would feel like. And once you’d had it, losing it would be crushing. Gut-wrenching. Like safewording and realizing a split-second later that you’d made an awful mistake. Only death didn’t give you do-overs.
“I would not make that argument, no.” Henry finger-combed Jay’s hair, his strokes slow and steady. “The need to belong is a powerful motivator. To be claimed and have others recognize and respect that claim.”
She might actually be winning this discussion. Or performing up to Henry’s considerable expectations, at least. “She’d obey you in a heartbeat, but I’ve never seen her defer to anyone at the club, dominant or not. She had so many happy years with her husband—I think she’s not willing to start over with someone she doesn’t know. With someone who doesn’t know her.” She shouldn’t have to, not when the perfect partner was working side by side on the club’s board with her. “Will’s been waiting years to be free to be himself, right? To give his love to a submissive who isn’t going to move on in a few weeks or months. Emma knows who he is; she doesn’t need him to be someone else. They just need a little push. To make them see it.”
Henry hummed. His fingers danced down the front of Jay’s throat and traced idle lines on his chest. “Will would have to see that Em’s not the image of perfection who still belongs to someone else. And Em would have to see that he’s no longer an overenthusiastic boy who needs her subtle guidance.”
Holy shit. Her feet might be leaving the rug and floating on air. That was a yes, wasn’t it? Henry had basically agreed that his oldest friends needed setting up in the worst way. She pranced over to the couch with barely restrained hip-wiggling happy dancing. Careful maneuvering sent her sliding belly to belly up Jay’s body, him in his delicious nudity and her in her work clothes. “It’s sooo terrible that we don’t know anyone, not one single person, who’s good at making people see things about themselves and the people they love, right, Jay?”
“Tragic.” Jay’s attempt at a solemn expression meant wide, faux-innocent eyes and a smirk begging to become a laugh. “I can’t think of anyone we know who does that.” He batted eyelashes up at Henry. “Not one. At all.”
She smothered her giggles between them, dropping her head in the hollow left by Jay’s shoulder and Henry’s stomach. A hand came down in a teasing smack on her bottom, rocking her against Jay. His breathy whimper tickled her ear.
“The two of you have entirely too much free time if you’re concocting such plans.”
More smacking against the tender creases below her ass. Dress pants muted the sting but not the sound or her shivering excitement, the feeling she transmuted to Jay as she nibbled his neck and purred against his skin.
“A bit of discipline might be in order.” The words suggested a threat, but Henry’s warm, greedy tone pooled like syrup on a waffle. “A reward for being so perceptive—and so sweetly concerned for our good friends.”
“Yes, Henry.” Her eager response overlapped Jay’s.
“On your feet, Alice.” Henry moved his arm, allowing her to rise. “Jay, fetch me the suede, please. We’ll play out here this evening.”
Her favorite toy. Henry really did show his love in the best ways.
She waited beside the couch, rocking up on the balls of her feet as Jay jogged for the bedroom. Giddy anticipation conjured the thwap of the falls against her body, the thudding pleasure-pain that sent her mind to the peaceful place.
“And a dress shirt,” Henry called after him, his voice raised to carry as he stood and pierced Alice with hooded eyes, their green dark as the depths of an ancient forest. “My blue shirt from this morning.”
Henry stalked closer, each step sending her heart rate higher. She resisted the perverse desire to run, to make him give chase though she had no intention of getting away. His hands landed at her waist, and she hissed as he slipped fingers under her light sweater. Playing with fire, only the burn spread love and acceptance everywhere he touched.
“I see you, Alice.” The knit top floated above his hands, rust red rising and leaving bare skin behind. “Do you comprehend just how arousing it is to watch your mind at work?”
She shook her head, caught in the spell of his fingertips stroking her ribs before he lifted the top over her head and tossed it aside.
He cupped her breasts over her bra, the red one from his first gifts. “How delightful it is”—he rolled his thumbs under the fabric and teased her nipples with maddeningly light pressure—“to watch you expand your emotional circle as you seek for your friends what you yourself have found here?”
He did see her—deeper than she saw herself. But that made sense, since she saw only him. The intense darkness of his eyes, their shadowed depths, revealed the arousal simmering inside him. More than a match for hers—Henry, master of self-control that he was, kept his banked until it boiled over. She shuddered in his embrace as he unhooked the bra and sent it to join her sweater.
He traced the waistband of her pants and undid the button and zip with agonizing patience. His swift shove, yanking pants and underwear both to mid-thigh, startled a groan from her gut. Exposed, her legs trapped in a tangle of clothes, she trembled as he leaned into her, smelling of musky leather and faint citrus. He wrapped an arm around her back, steadying her as he slid his other hand down her stomach. Her muscles tightened as he passed, delving lower, curling his fingers between her thighs and tracing her lips.
He nipped her ear. “Do you understand how very much I enjoy fucking you, Alice? Spreading you open and making you cry out in pleasure?”
Her body pulsed, Henry parting her swelling lips and stroking the wet center of the flames under her skin. She clenched as if she could pull him in by force of will alone. Vibrating moans came from her suddenly dry mouth.
“Yes, just like that. My good girl.”
She half listened as he gave instructions to Jay, her focus distracted by Henry’s constant motion between her legs. Arms back. She complied. Restraints? No, only Henry’s shirt, sliding up her arms with Jay’s help. Henry had been wearing it at breakfast, cornflower blue shirt and navy slacks for a commission consultation, and his scent lingered in the collar. Her eyes closed as she inhaled, and the breath became a gasp as Henry pulled his fingers away.
Her eyelids flew open. “But—wait—please—”
A satisfied hum passed Henry’s lips, and his eyes flashed, inches from her own. He buttoned his shirt between her breasts, his knuckles brushing their inner slopes. Three buttons only. Two open at the top. One open at the bottom.
“Jay.” Henry stroked her cheek, then held her chin in place between his fingers. “On your knees, my boy. Help Alice remove what’s left of her clothes. Creativity will be rewarded.”
“Thank you, Henry.” His reply was her only warning before his warm breath dived into the gap between the edge of Henry’s shirt fluttering against her ass and the tangle of her pants and underwear at midthigh.
Jay traced the outer curve of her ass with his tongue, nipping and tugging with his teeth. She hopped forward on reflex, finding no relief—only more arousal as her stomach met the outline of Henry’s cock in his pants.
Hands grasped her ankles. Jay, pulling way too fucking slowly at the hem of her pants and leaving her underwear in a twisted bunch trapping her legs. She shifted her legs forward and back, trying to encourage the pants to slide faster.
“Ah.” Henry gave her chin a shake. “None of that, or Jay will have to take things from the top.”
Sly man, with a tiny curving smile at the corner of his mouth. She held still and suffered the wait as Jay inched the pants to her ankles and ran his hands back up her legs, past the underwear, all the way to her hips.
The panties shifted. Jay’s hair tickled her ass as he scraped her thigh with his teeth. The panties pulled away—then snapped back against her thigh. She lurched into Henry, the hard wall of his cock still insistent and pressing and so close but not close enough.
Jay kept going. His breath trailed along her skin as he dragged her panties toward the floor with his teeth. He followed with his hands, skimming down, lifting her feet oh so carefully as he freed her from the tangle.
Henry parted the shirt tails and rubbed her clit. Her breath came in short hitches. He growled and gripped the back of the shirt in his other hand, pulling the linen tight across her hard nipples. “Excellent work, Jay. Waiting pose, please. I have business to attend to with Alice before your reward will be ready.”
As Jay knelt, Henry kissed her with a forceful possession, slow and deep. Pulling away, he spun her past him. “Up, my dear girl. On the armchair, on your knees. Lean forward. Hands on the seatback.” He guided her with voice and hands, his low humming approval the rhythm for her trembling thighs. “Spread your knees for me, Alice. Mmm, yes, just like that.”
The bottom of his shirt covered the top of her ass but not the roundness of her cheeks. The front gaped, tails dangling, her sex utterly exposed. Jay, on the floor, must’ve had a fabulous view. A breeze whirred, and the thuddy smack of her suede flogger landed, but not on her. Henry, testing the swing on his palm maybe. Or teasing her just because he could, and because the wait made her wet and aching for him.
She twisted her head, trying to look back over her shoulder.
“Eyes front, Alice.” As she obeyed, a quiet grunt followed. “And closed, I think. I won’t blindfold you, because I know you can be a good girl and keep your eyes closed for me, can’t you?”
The question hid a soft-spoken command. She’d disappoint him if she needed the blindfold to obey. Choosing to keep her eyes closed was an act of trust and will. Fuck if she’d fail on either count. “Yes, Henry.”
She looked straight ahead, past the wall clock and into the hall, took a slow breath, and closed her eyes.




Chapter three
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Henry crouched behind Jay, bracketing him between his thighs, and lifted Jay’s gaze to the rosy flush of Alice’s sex. His shirt fluttered with her trembling breaths, the soft blue an engaging contrast for the warmth of her skin. 
“Such a lovely view, isn’t it?” He spoke in Jay’s ear, his voice pitched just loud enough for Alice to hear if she waited quietly. With her eyes closed, she’d be straining through other senses for clues to his movements and intentions. “Do you like it?” He palmed Jay’s cock, and a pure tenor moan floated out with Jay’s breath. “I can feel that you do.”
Leaning in, he allowed himself a moment of relief, grinding his cock into Jay’s back as he rocked slowly. He rubbed his cheek against Jay’s, another contrast, the faint prickle of evening stubble and the sliding silk of fine black hair. Jay bared his neck with barely a prompt, and Henry took the offered flesh. Tanned from Jay’s daily rides, clean and sweet-pine sharp from his post-work shower. Hard kisses spurred Jay’s spiraling whimpers, which in turn fed Alice’s restless shifting as her breaths grew shorter.
Enough anticipation. He cloaked his mouth with his hand and whispered in Jay’s ear. “Watch her. Listen to her need. I’ll call for your excellent service soon.”
He lifted the flogger as silently as possible and stood; his pants rustled as the creases shook out and fell straight again. Alice breathed like prey now. Eyes tightly closed, or they’d surely be darting side to side, hunting for the looming threat he represented in this game.
He swung.
She rocked forward under the full weight of the falls on her ass. Alternating sides, he created a simple pattern. She swayed with his rhythm as her cheeks pinked and her breath vibrated in delightful moaning exhales. Fast figure eights would tire his wrist eventually, but the speed overcame Alice’s ability to mire herself in analysis. Now she could do nothing but exist in the moment at his direction.
“Your body sings to me, my beautiful blushing girl.” The faster he swung, the greater the sound filling the space. The flogger’s thud and slap, the low urgency of Alice’s moans, the hungry whines as Jay waited for his prize. “Let the crescendo build. Let it sweep over you and take you with it.”
He didn’t ask her to keep the count. Such an exercise could be excellent for focus, but his Alice needed none of that. Focus came easily to her. She struggled in letting go, in drifting and trusting him to keep her aloft as she flew.
Her neck dipped, shoulders easing with surrender for all that tension flexed her welcoming thighs. He worked the tails lower, mindful of the shirt sliding on her skin as she pressed toward the thudding pressure he wielded.
Jay, beside his feet, sat in rapt fascination. With each swing, Henry spun through the calculations—would the weight be enough for Alice’s full enjoyment? Would the sting from striking the same spot too often elicit a pained cry and trigger Jay’s fears? And all of it, all the analyzing, the responsibility, the control: in his hands alone. His artistry to shape perfection for his loves. No project could be grander.
Desire glazed Alice’s lips with the shine Jay craved. Her arms shook in concert with her thighs. Her moans changed pitch, grew guttural and pleading. Henry snapped the falls between her legs in a heavy pendulum swing.
She wailed through her orgasm. Collapsing against the chairback, she clung to the plump padding as her back arched and her legs thrust her against empty air.
Frenzied yearning battered at him, demanding he drop the game and fuck her now, possess this wild creature driven mad with desire by his hands. With gritted teeth, he took a slow breath and savored the knife-edge of pleasure. Stilling the flogger at his side, he bent and laid a hand on Jay’s shoulder. “Discover how she tastes, my boy.”
Jay launched himself into the gap, twisting his back against the base of the chair and tipping his head beneath Alice’s rolling sex. As Jay closed his mouth over her, her gasp stirred pulsing heat in Henry’s cock. Again he tamped down the restive hunger. Jay would have his reward first, both for waiting patiently and for successfully enjoying a flogging scene. Observation would become participation someday.
“Is our girl sweet and succulent, ripe with juice running down your chin, a midsummer peach soaked in honey and brandy?”
Jay clutched Alice’s reddened cheeks in his splayed hands as he feasted, his throat working, his chest outthrust, his cock standing tall and dripping onto his muscled abdomen. He whined with pleasure, greedy whimpers as he valiantly drove her toward a second peak.
“Is she the taste you have craved all day, the scent that floods you with hunger? That makes your cock stiff and aching?”
Incoherent moans emanated from both of his lovers as Alice trembled, all but limp, and Jay sagged head and shoulders to the seat cushion.
Henry slicked his fingers in the heat of her, his cock a demanding wave crashing against confining clothes. He wrapped his fist around the base of Jay’s erection and took long, tight strokes, up over the head with his thumb and back again. “Show me. Show me how much you enjoyed your feast.”
He held Jay’s adoring brown gaze as moans and whimpers parted sinfully sweet lips coated in Alice’s desire. Jay’s cock heated his palm, solid in his grip. He worked at an ever-increasing pace. Jay bobbed his hips with the movement, fucking Henry’s fist. Even Jay’s knees drew up tight to his body as he came with a full-throated shout and spattered his chest.
“Excellent.” Henry claimed a messy kiss, sampling Alice on Jay’s tongue. The heady taste of control, all of their needs and wants bound to his purpose. “Well done.”
Raising a hand, he caressed Alice’s thigh—the soft inner skin untouched by the suede. Her giddy giggle erupted alongside a full-body shiver. Floating in subspace, perhaps. Delightful. He might yet coax another peak from her.
Featherlight pressure at his cock had him squeezing Jay’s fingers in an instant. His playful submissive grinned lazily at him, then tipped his head back and gazed pointedly at Alice’s spread thighs.
“Yes, my brilliant boy.” He growled low for the flicker it brought to Jay’s eyes, then let Jay unfasten his pants. His cock sprang free, hard and insistent. “I do indeed intend to rectify that situation next.”
Jay shuffled back and sprawled on the rug beside him, watching.
Henry slid between Alice’s lips, teasing her clit with the head of his cock and clenching his teeth against the urge to sink himself immediately. Her back dipped, her hips and shoulders rising as she silently begged for more contact. He wrapped one hand around the wheat-blond waves swirling at her shoulder blades and tugged.
She whimpered as sweetly as Jay.
He clamped the base of his cock in his other hand, guiding his brushing passes, building the pace as he listened to her breathe. The quivering in her thighs became small jumps, then disorganized jerks as her breathing lost rhythm. Low moans grew into a whispering waterfall of words, and he strained to make them out without missing a stroke.
“Yes…need…just…” She breathed between words, loud in the silent room. “Boost…little…push…almost…”
“A big push,” he whispered, dropping into the liquid tones so useful for courting arousal. “You’ll have it, my sweet girl.”
He groaned with relief as he sank into her and dug his hand into the side of her ass, her warm, rosy skin a testament to the flogging she’d relished. She hissed and moaned, thrusting her hips toward him with fervent intensity. He joined her with heavy thrusts, coiled hunger driving him forward, demanding the satisfaction he’d promised. Heat and wetness and building pressure all around him. The rush hovered seconds away. Not without her. He tightened his grip on her hair. Pressed his thumb deeper into the marked flesh of her ass. He growled.
Her muscles locked with tension, her body rigid and clamping down on him in endless waves. He thrust deep as he came, owning every ripple of pleasure she offered him.
Time slipped into a haze as he bent over her and kissed the back of her neck, her cheek, the corner of her mouth. “It’s all right to open your eyes now, darling girl.”
“Mmmph.” She grumbled as her nose scrunched. “Sleepy.”
He couldn’t deny that she’d expended a fair amount of energy. As had he and Jay. Bed might be in order.
He rested within, loathe to leave her. Alice’s boneless slump wasn’t unusual after a flogging session—particularly not one with multiple peaks. He smoothed the hair back from her face. “Jay.”
Jay leapt to his feet. “Washcloth? Arnica?” Like Henry, he’d kept his voice low and soothing.
“Yes and yes, but turn down the bed, please. I’ll bring our sleeping beauty there for aftercare.”
“You got it.” He turned, and Henry lightly circled his wrist. “Something else?”
“Just this.” He pulled Jay close for a proper kiss, still joined with Alice, basking in the warmth and connection with both of his pets. A man needed no more than this to be contented. “That’s all. Off you go.”
Jay wore the cheery grin of his own contentment. “That’s a nice ‘all.’ Gonna keep that one.”
As Jay trotted down the hall, Henry slipped his hands beneath Alice and unbuttoned the dress shirt. Destined for the dry cleaners, certainly. He pulled it gently from her and draped it across the arm of the chair. The living room could be cleaned in the morning; not too much mess. The slipcover could use a turn in the washer.
Unable to delay the inevitable any longer, he slid free. Her grumble spoke for the both of them.
Quickly shuffling his pants to his ankles, he stepped out and kicked them aside with a silent apology for the mistreatment. Alice, he curled snugly against his chest.
He made careful progress to the bedroom, watching for Alice’s dangling feet. Their new home ought to have wider hallways; he would add it to the list. She stirred not at all, her breathing even and her face relaxed.
Jay stood in the bathroom doorway, freshly scrubbed, the evidence of their pleasurable evening erased from his face and chest. Except for the smile, of course—the most compelling evidence by far. “I’ll grab the clothes for the laundry, and water for the nightstands. Anything else?”
“No, thank you, Jay. You’ve anticipated everything I could have asked of you.” Truly excellent service. Jay had been more attentive than usual in the last two weeks. Hopefully the change was a realization of his desires and not an anxious need to prove his worth after the incident with his family. “You daily impress me with your thoughtfulness and care, my boy.”
A ducked head and a shrug came in response, but the happy hip wiggle gave away Jay’s joy.
Henry stepped into the bedroom, where the bedsheets had indeed been turned down, folded at the foot. He knelt at the edge and laid Alice in the center. His arms thanked him. Keeping up with his younger lovers might require a strength training routine.
“All right, Alice?”
Her unintelligible murmur matched his expectation.
As he bathed her with the warm washcloth Jay had left them, she pressed into his touch, catlike and stretching. The occasional sweet sigh passed her lips. Jay returned and snuggled close, holding her on her side while Henry smoothed the arnica cream into her thighs and ass. No welts tonight; he’d been careful to spread his strikes.
Alice dozed as they finished bedtime preparations, and pulled the covers up, and exchanged good-night kisses above her head. Soon Jay’s breathing slipped into the quiet, even rasp of sleep. Henry remained watchful, studying the sloping curves of Alice’s face and the twitches behind her eyes in the faint glow from the bedside clock. Under his fingers beat the steady thrum of her pulse at her wrist.
A good hour after they’d gone to bed, she surfaced. Her soft, unfocused gaze slowly sharpened, and a smile crept across her lips. “Henry.”
Relief loosened his chest as he lightly kissed her cheek. “Welcome back, dearest.” He kept his voice low, pitched for her ears alone. “I confess, when I commanded you to keep your eyes closed, I hardly expected you to obey for quite so long.” He pushed warm amusement, rather than his underlying concern. Many players experienced extended euphoria after a pleasurable scene. Alice’s deep relaxation was cause for celebration, not anxiety. “I’m very pleased to see sense in your eyes.”
“Felt happy,” she mumbled. Her gaze traveled as she touched the sheets and then him, her fingers a tad cold against his chest. He laid his own hand overtop to warm them. “In bed?” She blinked twice. “Time?”
“Almost midnight now.” About three hours since she’d begun her extensive pitch for their friends’ happiness. “Answer a few questions for me, and I’ll let you return to your slumber.”
She nodded, and he took a brisk but tender spin through her recollection of the night’s events, her comfort level with the scene, and her current needs. All well and good, with no cause for concern. When he finished, she rubbed a knuckle against the tip of her nose. “I have a question.”
“Ask.” He grasped the edge of the covers, anticipating the request to slide past him for the bathroom.
“So you agree?” She propped her fist under her ear, reclining on her elbow. Her hair formed a tangled curtain behind her. “About Santa?”
He barely held his laugh to a puff of air, lest he wake Jay. Of course his dogged engineer wouldn’t have forgotten her purpose this evening, regardless of how incoherent he’d made her in the hours between.
“The work is delicate, dear one. But we’ll see.” He cupped her face, the gentle arch of her cheekbone a delightfully smooth path for the pad of his thumb. This matter of their friends’ happiness held some significance for her, perhaps beyond the depths he could easily intuit. “Will did mention to me his intention to at last sever his marital ties. He may already be in the mindset to seek better companionship.”
“You—” Alice gave his sternum a three-fingered shove that moved him not at all. “That’s how you knew. You made me go through my whole logic chain when you already knew he was ready for something new.”
He captured her hand and kissed the knuckles. If he meant to propose to his pets, he’d need to commission a proper symbol for their union. Collars, bracelets, rings—a plethora of choices, a consideration for another day.
“A dominant must have some secrets,” he teased. He couldn’t deny her insight, however, or his own desire to help heal his dearest friends’ open wounds. “Your reasoning was quite sound without the confirmation. You see in ways I do not, my sweet Alice. But if Will and Emma might have as tight a grip on each other’s hearts as you and Jay have on mine, they ought to have the chance to enjoy such bliss.”
She tipped forward, stretching in the near dark, and he met her halfway for a kiss. Drained of the night’s earlier heat, yet something stronger remained, the ineffable everlasting. Lips still pressed to his, she whispered, “I love you, Henry.”
“And I you, my love.”
She snuggled down beside him with a mock grumble. “Course my reasoning was sound. I’m an engineer, not a tinkerer.” A yawn broke her rhythm. “Theory is my jam.”
He brushed a kiss against her forehead, inhaling the honey-lemon of her hair. “Right now, you are a woman in need of more sleep. I’ve overindulged on a weeknight. I do hope you’ll forgive me for it when you sit down at your desk in a few hours’ time.”
She shifted beneath the covers with a pleased sigh. “I’ll forgive you for it when sitting down tomorrow makes me remember how much I enjoyed tonight.”
Then he’d successfully fulfilled her needs while sating his desires. A dominant couldn’t ask for a better evening than that.
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