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Paul.

Waking, I listened for signs of life but heard nothing. Perfect. I wanted to be the first one awake. Rolling onto my side, I took a few moments to watch the girls sleep. We hadn’t closed the curtains last night, and the light spilling in set their hair shining. Black and blonde hair flowed all over the bed.

Alexia looked beautiful in the sunlight. I wanted to kiss her, but she was deeply asleep, and I didn’t want to disturb her from her rest. Glad to see her sleeping so soundly, I made a mental note to thank Liam later for staying with us until she fell asleep last night.

Remembering how Lexie had tensed up in fear last night made my chest tighten. She’d definitely had a flashback. If it had only been the three of us with her, I would have made her talk about it to us, but I knew she wouldn’t open up when there were so many visitors here. I’d talk to her about it later. At least the three of us had been able to make her feel safe enough to sleep. God, it killed me that she’d gone through that.

Hearing movement downstairs, I got up and threw on a pair of pajama pants. In the hallway, I found the guest room door wide open, showing me that Liam and Olivia were as deeply asleep as Lexie and Sana. I knew Liam had left the door open so wide because he worried that Alexia might have a nightmare and wanted to keep an ear out just in case. I wished she would give in to me and tell them what happened to her at work a few months ago like I’d asked her to.

Don’t ask her until tomorrow. Give her today to be happy and not think about the fact that her life was in danger a few weeks ago. Jesus, the thought of what happened that night still terrified me. I wished I’d been working that assignment with her.

Heading downstairs to start breakfast, my worry about Lexie preoccupied me to the point that I failed to realize Marie and Jackson were in the midst of getting dressed.

Like me, Jackson wore only pajama pants, his chest bare. The sight of the love marks on his neck and bite marks on his chest made me smile. Slipping bra straps over her arms, Marie looked pretty cute in her black panties. Both of them froze when they heard me.

“Sorry.” Hands flying up to cover my eyes, I continued on my way to the kitchen.

“Don’t flipping walk down the stairs blind. I have the blanket on us now,” Marie stammered.

“Sorry,” Jackson said, sounding both embarrassed and muffled.

Lowering my hands, I found him completely hidden under a blanket. Marie hid under the blanket also, though her head and shoulders were visible. Both of which were glowing bright red, though she grinned widely at me. Ahh, I’ve missed this.

“Sorry,” I repeated, hurrying past them and into the kitchen. “Bad timing on my part. I wanted to start breakfast for everyone. I won’t look while you finish getting dressed.”

God, I’d forgotten how much I loved waking up to a house full of naked people. We’d gotten slack the last few years, but I refused to let my glory days already be falling behind me. I strained to listen, but the others upstairs hadn’t stirred at the sound of our voices. Good. If Liam had woken up before me, he’d have started breakfast. As much as I loved his cooking, he deserved to be treated to a good home-cooked meal sometimes.

Behind me, clothes rustled, and Marie and Jackson ran into the bathroom giggling. It was pretty cute. They were shy, so I didn’t peek. Whistling, I gathered up what I needed. I expected people to wake up in stages, so cooking shouldn’t be too bad. Trying to cook for seven people at once would be a little much.

Less than a minute later, Jackson entered the kitchen, fully dressed now, but with an adorably red face. “We’ll give you a hand cooking.”

“If you could rustle the various fruits out of the fridge, rinse and dump them in the big bowl there, I’ve got everything else, thanks. I expect the girls will still sleep for a while. Liam’s an early riser though, he should be up soon. Dunno about Olivia. Was the pullout okay to sleep on?”

“Yeah, it was surprisingly comfortable,” he said, opening the fridge.

“Good. It took me forever to hunt down a good pullout couch.” Slapping some butter into the frying pan, I nodded at Marie who’d just come into the kitchen. “Oh Marie, Alexia’s friend loved your books. She said she’s looking forward to your next series.”

“Ah, thanks.” Marie smiled, but it looked a bit forced. “My next series is a little different though, so she might not be interested in it.” A hand ran through her hair in a nervous movement.

Making an irritated noise, Jackson hugged her from behind. “Marie is worried she’s going to lose her entire fan base because she’s going for a male/male/female triad in this one. Her previous stuff was all guy on guy. I’m trying to get her to understand she’ll have as many readers as before, if not more.”

“I’m sure he’s right,” I told her. Cracking some eggs now that the pan had heated up enough, I motioned to the bacon. “I’m sorry I haven’t had any time to check out your work yet. Work’s been brutal.”

“I heard.” She handed me the bacon. “Hopefully the new contract Olivia mentioned starts soon.”

“Yeah, that would be great. Corporate stuff isn’t my favorite, but we could use some dullness for a while. My boss is in talks with two other companies to split up all the workers for the fourth company who’s going under, so most of the employees will still have jobs. We’ve already hired a few since they’ve lost several contracts now and couldn’t afford to keep everyone employed.”

“That’s really nice of your boss.” Marie ran a hand through her hair again, though it seemed like a playful motion this time. She glanced at the stovetop. “You might want to put on a shirt before the bacon starts spitting.” Shrugging, she bit her bottom lip, trying to hide a smile. “If you want.”

I couldn't help but notice both their gazes were on my chest. Ahh yeah, nothing like having a house full of hot guests ogling me to give the ole ego a good boost. Not really used to guys ogling me, but eh, I guess it’s okay.

“Be right back.” Catching my reflection in the toaster, I rubbed at my chest. “Oh jesus, I forgot she went to town on me last night.” There were a lot of marks across my chest.

“She needed to show you how much she loves you.” Smiling softly, Jackson touched the love marks on his throat, his gaze falling on Marie.

“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling a flood of love when I looked at the marks on my chest again.

Sana and Lexie were still sleeping, so I tiptoed into the room and grabbed a shirt. Olivia and Liam were still sound asleep as well. Rare for Liam to sleep this late, but he probably needed the rest after the long drive here.

Being the ass I was, I waited until I was back in the kitchen to pull on my shirt, making sure to flex my abs before hauling it down. My efforts didn’t go unnoticed. Jackson’s eyes widened before he jerked his gaze away out of politeness, though Marie ran her eyes up and down my chest appreciatively, feeling braver than yesterday when she barely knew me.

“Shoo, you’re guests,” I said, seeing that they were trying to take over the cooking.

Marie stuck her tongue out at me, not moving as she cut an apple into slices.

“After your shift yesterday, you had to drive for hours to get home. Then you went grocery shopping and had to hide them at a friends house and take a power nap there before booting it to the show and performing,” Jackson said.

I couldn’t help but notice he had one more mark on his neck than he had before I went upstairs.

Blushing when he realized I’d noticed, he glanced away. He motioned to a chair. “So sit and let us cook, please.”

“Then there was the sex marathon that wore you out too.”

“Marie,” Jackson exclaimed. It wasn’t much of a chastisement considering how hard he laughed.

Slapping my tired butt in a chair, I grinned at them. “I’d apologize for you guys having to hear said sex marathon, but ah, couldn’t help but notice you had your own.”

Coughing, Jackson stared hard at the frying pan with his back to me. His hand swung out, brushing against Marie’s for a moment before falling back to his side.

“Well, seemed like the thing to do,” Marie said, shrugging.

Though she also kept her back to me, I could tell she was blushing furiously because the back of her neck was turning red. They’re so fucking cute.

“I’m glad the two of you were able to come down.”

“Oh my god, I wouldn’t have missed that show for the world,” Marie said, turning around to let us see her red face. She looked animated. “It was amazing. Maybe I’ll do a series about dancers next.”

I grinned at her enthusiasm. “If you need a male model, let me know. I used to take classes with Lexie when life wasn’t so busy.” I was a little sad that I hadn't gotten to dance last night. The fight scene had been pretty fucking awesome though and watching Lexie dance for such a large crowd had been immensely fulfilling. She really was incredible when she gave herself to the music.

“Really?” Marie asked, biting her lip. Her eyes flitted from me to Jackson. He gave her an excited look before leaning forward a touch, just enough to make his hair fall forward.

I caught him peeking at me through his bangs. I wasn't into guys, but his look made my cock stir the slightest bit.

That was fucking weird.

Marie bumped him with her elbow. “Jackson, you said you know how to dance a little. I could sketch the two of you together sometime maybe.”

“Yeah, sounds fun,” Jackson said casually, letting more of his hair fall forward to hide his face. It wasn’t long enough to hide his smile though.

“Naked,” Marie whispered, raking her eyes over both of us. Gasping, she slapped both hands over her mouth and swiveled to face the counter. “I said that with my mouth and not my brain.”

Jackson caught my eye, and the kitchen filled with our laughter. Marie tried her best to ignore us, clearly wishing the floor would open up and swallow her whole.

“I love you so much,” Jackson said and kissed her cheek. His eyes danced with mirth. “Especially when you say the quiet part out loud.”

Marie let out a frustrated noise that set us laughing again.
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She kissed his cheek in return. It was nice how she touched him there so casually, not being weird about the damage in his cheek. “I love you too.”

I’d worked for a guy once who had terrible burn scars that ran down one side of his face. He’d been going through a shitty situation at the time, and when he was really frustrated one day, trying to figure out how to move forward, an employee of his had kissed him chastely on his damaged cheek and told him he’d figure it out. She was new to his company and had no idea why he bore those scars.

He’d burst into tears and told us that no one had ever touched his face again after what happened to him. It had made him feel ugly for years. It was a crying shame too because the guy was pretty good looking. I smiled at the memory of the two of them hugging as he thanked her. Lexie and I had attended their wedding last year.

Marie made a face at Jackson. “Though I’d love you more if you’d stop me from saying the quiet part out loud.”

“There’s no fun in that,” I teased. Seeing breakfast was pretty much done, I grabbed some plates.

With everyone else still asleep upstairs, we had the kitchen to ourselves and chatted while we ate. Marie and Jackson were pretty interesting people and it was nice to see them opening up after being so quiet last night.

I really needed to arrange things to go with Alexia next time she went to visit Sana. I’d tried last time, but things hadn’t lined up. Hearing noise, I poked my head out the kitchen to find Liam and Olivia stumbling downstairs. I pulled out the chair next to Marie for Olivia, who offered a cheery good morning to everyone. Liam grunted a sleepy hello and started rooting around in the cupboards.

“No.” I pulled out another chair. “I’m cooking you breakfast. You have cooked breakfast for us far too many times.”

“You cook breakfast,” he said agreeably, bobbing his head at me.

Too agreeably.

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at him. While I didn’t know him as well as Lexie did, I had known him for years now and knew about his caretaker personality. He’d grown good at not pushing himself too hard over the years, but I knew from Lexie telling me about her early days with him that he was running himself a little ragged right now.

He kept getting up in the middle of his sleep schedule to pick up Olivia from work, concerned about her because of everything going on at the restaurant. On top of her working all kinds of hours to keep the place going while her bosses sorted out their divorce and all that, some new coworker was creeping her out. While the guy hadn’t actually done anything yet, I understood Liam’s worry.

When Liam had been young and didn’t know how to set boundaries yet, he’d often driven himself to both physical and mental exhaustion while looking after his family. Right now, he looked more tired than what a long car drive and a late night filled with sex warranted. I didn’t want him expending energy taking care of people when there were plenty of others here perfectly capable of doing the work.

Olivia apparently did keep chastising him on the nights where he showed up to pick her up, and she was right to worry, even without knowing his history yet. Sana had told me recently that she was a bit cranky that he hadn’t told Olivia about his past yet. I wondered if I could find a way to convince Liam that Olivia probably wouldn’t get weird about the fact that he had occasional detrimental mental health problems. He could be a stubborn bastard sometimes though. He didn’t like troubling other people with his past.

“I’m just going to make biscuits. Otherwise the sleepy heads upstairs will murder me. Besides, I haven’t made you biscuits in what? Over two years?” My mouth watered the moment he said biscuits. He nodded to Jackson and Marie. “He’s never had my biscuits yet, and her only once.”

“You monster.” I prayed we had everything he needed. If we didn’t, I’d run to the store. He had a stubborn look on his face, so I’d let him do this one thing, but that was it. Once they were in the oven, he was parking his butt in a chair and not lifting a finger.

“I can help if you like,” Jackson said, getting up when Liam yawned.

Liam stared bleary eyed at his fingers, counting out loud how many people were in the house. Man, he must be tired. I bit the inside of my cheek. Knowing Liam, he’d been up late worrying about Alexia. I had been too. If Liam was frustratingly stubborn, Lexie was wildly so. She couldn’t keep dealing with her PTSD alone; she needed to give in and go back to see the shrink. And talk about it to me too.

Jackson gave Liam a concerned look. Liam was so tired he didn’t even notice, which was unusual for him. Normally he would have done something to try and set Jackson at ease. He didn’t like people worrying about him. A bad habit that had formed from his not so great childhood.

The bag of flour lived on the top shelf seeing as how we didn’t use it much, putting it just out of reach of Liam’s five foot ten frame. Four inches taller, Jackson pulled it down for him. His pajama top rose when he reached up, flashing a peek of his belly to us. A belly which very much needed a layer of fat on it. He wasn’t simply skinny; he was worrisomely thin.

Originally, I’d kind of hoped Liam would be the first to wake up after me, so I could grill him on Jackson and Marie and ask if they were ill, or if they both happened to be naturally so slim. I had my bets hedged on trauma or stress, but there was a chance people could be thinner than I thought was safe and be healthy.

I wasn’t counting on it for those two though. I used to be a fitness coach when I was young and still knew a decent amount about body health. They weren’t just lacking in the muscle department, they needed a healthy layer of fat too.

Anyway, it had been nice talking to them while everyone slept and getting to know them more. They were more talkative when not faced with a big crowd. I could always call Liam later to ask about them and see if there was anything to worry about. Hmmm, except there definitely is, I thought, remembering Jackson being frightened by a loud noise last night. He definitely had trauma in his past.

“Thank you, Jackson,” Liam said, taking the flour. “I’ll need to make a double batch to cover everyone, and it’s easier to work the dough in single batches. We’ll each make a batch.”

Grabbing two mixing bowls, I handed them over. I was a good cook, but baking was something I knew jack shit about. Goddammit, she’s as bad as Liam. “Ah! Away from the stove, missy. I’ll cook for the rest of the people. Park your butt at the table.” I motioned for Marie to leave the stove.

“Sorry,” she said, cocking her hip. “I don’t let subs order me around.” Giving me a prim look, she turned and grabbed the butter.

Liam stared at her, mouth open in delighted shock.

Olivia’s eyes practically popped out of her head.

A wave of heat surged through me, letting me know my dick was definitely back in working order. Hrrrmmm, calm down, boy. I raised my hands in defeat, and Marie cast me a pleased look before turning her attention back to the stove.

She clearly felt more at ease by having something to do, but hot damn, now I wished the two of them had come upstairs with us last night. Not that I’d really had enough energy to sex even more people last night, but hmmm, they didn’t have to leave for a few more hours. I’d been pretty sure last night that despite her shyness, she was a Domme, but uhh, yeah, she’d just confirmed it.

Olivia excused herself to the bathroom, and I was pretty sure it was so she could die laughing in private. Realizing my eyes had glued themselves to Marie’s ass, I glanced at Jackson to find him looking at me.

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly.

“It’s okay, she’s got a really nice butt.” Nodding at her ass, he glanced at my collar and then me. Smiling and looking happy, he turned to get baking instructions from Liam.

Well, that’s not helping my erection go down. It was confusing as hell though. Generally, eye contact like that from a dude was a boner killer. Maybe it was because his role in their relationship was the same as mine in me and Lexie’s?

I didn't know a lot of male submissives who would talk about the lifestyle with me. Most of them hid it from me, thinking I was a Dom because of how jacked I was, secretly worried I’d judge them for being men who were submissives when I’d do no such thing. Mind you, I understood that they’d met other men who had and that they worried about it happening again.

It was nice to meet someone who seemed as open as I was about it, even if he was so shy that he barely spoke. My collar was comfortable around my neck, though I was a little sad at the lack of a lock securing it.
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