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About the Book

The ardeur made me a sort of living vampire who fed off sex.  But with the downsides came some interesting upsides.

Jason is a werewolf.  He’s one of my best friends and sometimes a lover.  And right now he needs me, Anita Blake – not to be a vampire hunter, or a federal marshall, or a necromancer, but because his father is dying.  I can help make him look like an everyday guy, help him to say goodbye to the abusive father he’s never loved.  How hard can it be?

Really, by now, you’d think I’d know better.  Because this is the weekend that Marmee Noir, ancient mother of all vampires, picks to make her move.  I’ve got something she wants – and now she’s going to take it.




To Jonathon, 
who loves me when I am at my most dark 
and helps me light a candle when it all grows too black to endure.
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I CAME HOME to find two men sitting at my kitchen table. One of them was my live-in sweetie. The other was one of our best friends. One of them was a wereleopard; the other was a werewolf; both of them were strippers. At least once a month they took off more than just their clothes on stage. They changed shape on stage in front of a live audience. Those nights the club was standing room only. I mean, you can go to other clubs to see men take their clothes off, but their entire skin and body . . . well, that was unique.

Nathaniel came to greet me with a kiss and a hug. I let my hands play in the long, thick auburn hair that trailed down his broad shoulders, the curve of his waist, the tightness of his ass, and the long muscular legs. He was five-seven now, an inch taller than when I’d met him. In my three-inch heels I was still an inch shorter than him. At twenty-one he was finally growing into the promise of those shoulders. His face was less soft than it had been, and more masculine. He would always be beautiful rather than handsome, but the bone structure had changed minutely so he just suddenly looked his age, instead of like jailbait.

He blinked down at me with the soft lilac of his eyes. On his driver’s license it said his eyes were blue, because they wouldn’t let him put lavender, or purple. His eyes were different shades of color, depending on his mood, or what he wore, but blue was never the color of his eyes.

His hands slid underneath the jacket of my suit, and a little lower to trace the top of my skirt. His hands hesitated a little at the  Browning BDM in its shoulder holster. Guns do get in the way of cuddling.

I wrapped my arms around the bareness of his upper body, breathed in the scent of his skin. He was wearing what he usually wore in his off time in the summer, little bitty jogging shorts. Most of the wereanimals would go around nude if you let them. I wasn’t quite comfy with that, so he wore the shorts to save my delicate sensibilities. There were some who thought I didn’t have any of those left, but they would be wrong, and they would be jealous.

Holding him, breathing in the warmth and sweet vanilla of his skin, I understood the jealousy. Though frankly, not all of it was about sex or even having found love at last. It was about power and them wanting it, and me and mine having it. It was about me being the human servant of Jean-Claude, the Master Vampire of St Louis. It was about body count, and me having the highest kill count among the vampire executioners in the good ol’ US of A.

‘I would give a less favored body part to have a woman greet me at the end of the day like that,’ Jason’s voice said.

I had to peer around Nathaniel’s body to see Jason. He was still at the kitchen table nursing a coffee mug. It even smelled like coffee, but he huddled over it, as if it were something harder and more intoxicating.

Jason was two years older than Nathaniel, which made him twenty-three now. Strangely, I’d met them both when they were nineteen. Jason was my height, give or take a half inch or so. His hair was that shade of yellow blond that movie stars are fond of, but his was real, and didn’t have to come from a good salon. His hair was cut businessman short. I liked long hair, but I had to admit that Jason’s face looked cleaner, better, more handsome even, without the hair to distract. He was wearing a blue T-shirt that made his eyes even bluer than they were. The color not of spring, but of  summer skies, before the heat has gotten too hot, but you know it’s not May anymore.

The clothes hid what I knew, that he looked even better out of them. It wasn’t for lack of cuteness and desirability that Jason wasn’t my sweetie. He was my friend, and I was his.

‘What about Perdita, Perdy? You and she are going steady, right?’

He grinned at me. ‘Going steady, you’re so cute.’

I frowned at him. ‘What else do you call it?’

Nathaniel kissed me on the forehead. ‘You really are cute.’

I moved away from him and scowled at them both. ‘I’m serious, what else do you call it? You aren’t just fuck buddies. She isn’t a one-night stand. She’s a serious girlfriend. If it’s not going steady, what do you call it?’

‘You make it sound like I gave her my class ring, Anita. Perdy and I were lovers, and she wanted it to be exclusive.’

‘I thought you were exclusive.’

‘Except for you, I was.’

‘Wait, you’re talking past tense. Are you saying you and Perdy broke up?’

‘She gave him an ultimatum,’ Nathaniel said. He trailed his hand down my arm as he moved away. ‘I’ll get you coffee.’

I went to the table and took the seat that Nathaniel had started in. ‘What kind of ultimatum?’ I asked.

Jason stared into his coffee cup while he answered. ‘She wanted me to stop having sex with Jean-Claude and Asher, and you.’

‘Wait, you aren’t having sex with Jean-Claude and Asher, unless there’s something I don’t know.’

He smiled at me. ‘The look on your face, man.’ He raised his fingers in the Boy Scout salute. ‘I am not now, nor have I ever been having sex with Jean-Claude or Asher.’

Nathaniel set fresh coffee down in front of me and took a chair across the table on the other side of Jason, so we’d both be able  to look at him. It also meant we wouldn’t be able to do more than hold hands, which was probably good; we tended to distract each other.

‘But she didn’t believe you,’ I said.

‘Nope, she didn’t.’ He took a sip of coffee.

‘Why wouldn’t she believe you?’ I asked.

‘I’m not sure.’

‘If my feeding the ardeur off you through sex bugged your steady girl, you should have said something.’

‘I am Jean-Claude’s pomme de sang, his apple of blood. I am his blood donor, and I go where my master tells me to go. The ardeur is your version of a blood feed and you’re his human servant. Jean-Claude shares me with Asher, his second-in-command, for blood and you for sex, and it’s his right to share me. I am his. I belong to him. Perdy knows that. She got kicked out of Cape Cod because she wanted to be more than just a blood donor to the master vampire there.’

‘Samuel didn’t say anything about that. In fact, his son, Sampson, said that Perdy was here to spy on him for his mother.’

‘Yeah, but Sampson went home, and Perdy didn’t.’

Sampson had gone home because St Louis got invaded by some of the scariest vampires in the world. Jean-Claude had thought it was a bad idea to risk getting the eldest son of his friend and ally killed. Besides, Sampson was a merman, and they aren’t big on offensive abilities, at least not this far inland. Perdy was a mermaid, too. Though I’d never seen either of them turn all fishy. They just looked like people to me.

‘Perdy stayed for you,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason nodded. ‘She wanted me to be hers. She’s very jealous, very possessive. I’m just not into that.’

‘So you have a woman who greets you like Anita greets me, but the rest doesn’t work.’

‘No, Nathaniel. She used to greet me sort of like that, but for  weeks now it’s been, Where have you been? Who have you been with? You fucked the master again, didn’t you? You fucked Asher, didn’t you? You were with Anita again, weren’t you?’

‘I’ve put you on the back burner for feeding me,’ I said. ‘I got the impression Perdy didn’t want to share you that much, but I had no idea she thought you were doing more than just donating blood to the vampires.’

‘She’s like crazy jealous, and she won’t believe me when I tell her I haven’t been with anyone else. It’s why I asked Jean-Claude to take me out of your feeding schedule for a while. I thought if I stopped having sex with the only other person I was really having sex with that Perdy would calm down.’

Nathaniel and I exchanged glances across the table. He shrugged. I asked the question. ‘Did it work?’

‘No,’ he said. He took another drink of coffee, and it must have finished the cup because he got up and went for the French press beside the sink. He took the coffee cozy off of it, then put it back on without filling his cup. He set the cup in the sink.

‘I don’t want more coffee.’

‘You can never have too much coffee,’ I said.

He turned and smiled at me. ‘You think so, but the rest of us get a little OD’ed on your level of caffeine.’

‘What happened, Jason?’ I asked.

The smile slipped a little more. He was solemn when he turned to us. He leaned his back against the cabinets, crossed his arms across his chest, and again didn’t quite meet our eyes.

‘She wanted me to marry her. Till death do us part and all that. She’s a mermaid, which means she’ll outlive me. She can live for hundreds of years, not immortal like a vampire, but close.’

‘You didn’t want to marry her,’ I said, softly.

He shook his head. ‘She’s obsessed with me. She says she loves me, but it doesn’t feel like love. It feels like I’m smothering.’

‘She’s not the right one, then.’

He grinned, and it almost reached his eyes. ‘Look who’s talking about the right one. You can’t pick just one either.’

‘That’s different.’

‘Why, because you’re a living vampire who feeds off sex, so you have to have a bevy of lovers? The ardeur is like the perfect excuse to never have to say you’re sorry.’

‘I’d change it if I could, you know that.’

He came to me then, put his arms around my shoulders, and rested his cheek on the top of my head. ‘I didn’t mean to make you sad, Anita. God knows I didn’t. Please, don’t tell me you’d change it if you could. You love Nathaniel, and Micah. They love you. You love Jean-Claude and Asher, and they love you. You’re still a little confused about what to do with Damian, but you’ll get there.’

I shook my head and stood up, moving away from him. ‘Don’t forget Requiem, and London, and sometimes Richard. Oh, wait, and the swan king pops in now and then, no pun intended.’ It sounded angry and bitter, and I was glad.

‘I didn’t mean to say the wrong thing. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad, or to have another woman mad at me tonight. Please, Anita, please, don’t be mad. I’m upset. You have no idea how upset. Please, please, I’m a bastard, but don’t be mad.’

He held his hand out to me. His face pleaded along with his words. I’d never seen his eyes full of quite this kind of pain. The look in his eyes was more than just losing a girlfriend he didn’t want anymore.

I held out my hand, but made him take the step to close our fingers around each other. His eyes glittered in the overhead lights.

I took his hand, held it. His breath came in a soft gasp, and I thought for a second he was going to cry, but he just looked at me. His eyes that had glistened a moment before were almost dead, as if whatever he was feeling he’d locked away somewhere. In a way,  to me, that was worse. I went to him, and he wrapped his arms around me as if he were at the edge of a cliff and I were his only handhold. That quiet holding on was so . . . male. A woman would have cried, or talked more, but for a man, after a certain point this is their pain.

I held him back, tried to tell him it would be all right. I whispered it into his hair, against his cheek. ‘It’s all right, Jason. It’s all right.’

Nathaniel came up behind him and wrapped his arms around us both. He pressed his cheek against his friend’s hair and said, ‘We’re here, Jason. We’re here for you.’

Jason just held on wordless, motionless, the strength in his arms, shoulders, pressing against me, but it wasn’t about sex. I’d never been pressed so close to any man and thought only, God, what’s wrong? Either he had loved Perdy and now he was regretting letting her go, or the other shoe hadn’t dropped. What else could be wrong?

We ended up on the floor of the kitchen, simply sitting in a row with our backs to the kitchen island. He still hadn’t said what else was wrong, or that he was desperately in love with Perdy and how could he fix it? I kept waiting for him to share. If he’d been a girl friend I’d have asked by now, but guy friends are different. Sometimes you have to sneak up on them like some sort of wild animal, no wereanimal pun intended; all men are leery of their emotions, spook them and they’ll shut down. If you’re careful, quiet, not too eager, sometimes you’ll learn more. Of course, sometimes you have to club men over the head with some question to get any sense out of them, but they prefer to speak from a quiet place.

Jason had his head against Nathaniel’s shoulder, and a hand on my leg. At least he, like most of the men in my life, was cuddlier than most. I appreciated that.

Jason’s voice came flat, empty, as if he were afraid to let his  voice feel anything. ‘My father’s dying of cancer. My mom called last night just after Perdy and I broke up.’

I exchanged a glance with Nathaniel. His wide eyes let me know that it was news to him, too.

‘Jesus, Jason, I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘We hate each other, of course, and now the cold bastard’s dying and I won’t have time to forgive him before he dies.’

‘What can we do?’ Nathaniel asked, softly.

He smiled, a little weak, a little watered down, but he managed it. I thought it was a good sign. I hoped it was. ‘You really want to know?’

‘Name it,’ I said.

He smiled again, but his eyes flinched, as if I’d hit him instead of told him I’d do anything he wanted if it would take the pain away.

‘Perdy isn’t here to tell me don’t, or to tell you don’t. I’m a free man again.’ He tried for a laugh, but it was a sound more like a sob.

‘I get it,’ Nathaniel said.

I frowned at him. ‘Then explain it to me, because I don’t.’

‘He wants to have sex with you again.’

‘What?’ I said.

‘Perdy can’t tell him, or you, no anymore. You can be lovers again.’

‘You mean now, like in right now?’

Nathaniel gave a half-shrug. Jason moved his head off the other man’s shoulder. He dropped his hand away from my leg.

‘It’s okay, Anita, I’ve fucked this up. I know this isn’t the way to approach you. But my head is so ugly tonight; I just can’t seem to think clearly.’

He pushed to his feet and started for the doorway.

I opened my mouth to say don’t go, and yes. I closed it without  saying any of it out loud, and looked at Nathaniel. I frowned at him. He was more than just my sweetie. The ardeur made me a sort of living vampire who fed off sex, but with the downsides came some interesting upsides. Nathaniel was my animal to call, which meant he was like my familiar. We shared emotions, power, and sometimes thoughts. ‘You’re projecting inside my head, aren’t you?’

‘You can shut me out if you want,’ he said.

Jason hesitated just short of the doorway. He frowned at us both. ‘I’m missing something.’

I looked into the face of a man that I loved. ‘Is this really what you want?’

‘He’s my friend.’

‘You know, most guys don’t want their girlfriends to sleep with their friends.’

‘If you’d never slept with Jason, that would be different, but you have. Why is it wrong to sleep with him tonight?’

I opened my mouth to say something reasonable, then closed it, because for the life of me, I couldn’t come up with a clearheaded answer. Why was it wrong to sleep with Jason tonight? Because I hadn’t planned on it? Because it felt slutty? Were any of those reasons good reasons?

Jason stopped in the doorway, caught between the light of the kitchen and the darkness of the living room beyond. ‘I’ve made you feel sorry for me. I’m not sure I want that to be your motivation for taking me to bed.’

‘Once upon a time, you wouldn’t have cared why you got to sleep with me.’

‘I was a slut, I know.’

‘I didn’t mean that, Jason.’

‘Stay here tonight,’ Nathaniel said.

He half-turned so he could see us, but his face was still mostly in shadow. ‘Why? Why do you want me to stay?’

I shrugged at Nathaniel, with a this-was-your-idea expression.

‘Because you’re our friend. Because we care about you.’

‘And you, Anita, what’s your motivation?’

I looked up at him. There was something defiant about the set of his shoulders, as if he expected me to hurt him. I tried very hard not to do that. ‘It just seems wrong for you to walk out the door right now. Stay, if the sex is an issue, then just stay for a big puppy pile. We can actually just sleep.’

He shook his head. ‘You never want to make me just sleep, Anita.’

That made me uncomfortable. ‘I don’t know what to say to that, Jason.’

‘Say you want me.’

I started to say something, but Nathaniel touched my hand. ‘He needs the truth, Anita.’

‘And what is the truth?’ I asked, taking my hand away from his.

‘Tell him how you feel, really feel about him.’

I took a deep breath and thought about the truth; what was the truth? ‘You are one of the best friends I have, Jason, and you shouldn’t be alone tonight.’

‘Jean-Claude would let me sleep with him.’

‘But you wouldn’t let him hold you while you feel miserable.’

‘How do you know I wouldn’t?’

‘Call it a hunch.’

He stood frozen in the doorway as if he couldn’t decide, or as if part of him wanted to and part of him didn’t. I’d made him come to me to hold his hand. Now I went to him.

I wrapped my arms around him. He stayed stiff and unyielding. I pressed my head to his shoulder. ‘Stay with us tonight, Jason, please.’

He whispered against my hair, ‘Why?’

‘Because you want to.’

‘Not good enough,’ he whispered.

‘Because I can feel how much it would hurt Nathaniel to see you leave tonight, and know that you didn’t have anyone to hold you while you slept.’

‘It’s not sleep I want, Anita. I’m afraid to sleep. I’m afraid I’ll dream. Last night was . . . bad.’

I lifted my face up to look at him. ‘You found all this out last night?’

He nodded.

‘Bad dreams?’ I made it a question.

‘The worst; something about the news about my dad just raked a lot of shit up.’

Nathaniel’s need pushed at me, almost staggering in his desire to have Jason stay. I tried to shield against him, but realized that one of the reasons I couldn’t shield was that I agreed with him. A large part of me felt Jason should stay. Nathaniel was right; Jason was already on my list of lovers. Why was it wrong for me to admit that it was fun to sleep with Jason? Why was it always wrong for me to admit that I simply wanted to be with someone? Not because I had no choice, but because for once, I did?

He kissed my forehead. ‘I’ll go home.’

I hugged him tighter, kept him in the doorway. ‘It would be lovely if you stayed.’

He looked startled. ‘You sound like you mean that.’

I nodded. ‘I do.’

He smiled, and it was a shadow of his usual one. ‘Somewhere in there did you actually say please?’

I smiled at him. ‘I think I did.’

‘I’ve never heard you ask a man to please stay with you.’

‘I don’t usually have to.’

‘Stay with us tonight,’ Nathaniel said.

I nodded. ‘Stay.’

‘The bed will be a little crowded when Micah gets home.’

‘He’s out of town,’ I said.

‘A new wereleopard wanted to join our pard. He’s off interviewing, ’ Nathaniel said.

Jason nodded. ‘I like Micah, you know that.’

‘But he’s not your best friend like Nathaniel is, and he’s not a girl,’ I said.

Jason nodded again. ‘Tonight, I don’t really want an audience.’

‘Damian is even sleeping over with his latest vampire lover,’ Nathaniel said. ‘We have the house to ourselves.’

Some tension I hadn’t been aware of slid away from Jason. ‘I love everybody, but sometimes the group thing gets a little old. It was one of the things I liked about Perdy, at first.’

‘You don’t want a group orgy every night, but you don’t want to be monogamous either,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason nodded. ‘I am so fucked.’

‘Not yet,’ I said, hugging him, ‘but we can fix that.’

He grinned at me, and it reached his eyes. ‘Bedroom, bathroom, living room, or kitchen?’

‘The kitchen floor is hard and the tile is cold. Why not just go to the nice soft bed?’ I asked.

Jason looked at Nathaniel.

Nathaniel answered the question. ‘Jason has made love in a bed and only a bed since he started being with Perdy.’

I frowned, then looked at Jason, still in a loose hug with me. ‘I understand no shower or bath sex. Mermaids have trouble retaining human form in water, but nothing but the bed?’

He shook his head.

‘Standard positions, too?’ I made it a question.

He nodded.

My eyes widened. ‘Oh, Jason, I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’ I hugged him tighter.

He moved back so he could see my face. ‘With all the bad news I’ve had today, and you look that stricken that my girlfriend would only do standard bed sex?’

I tried to put into words what I was thinking, not always my best thing. ‘You love sex. You’re good at it.’

‘Why, gee, thanks.’ He grinned.

I gave him a look, but kept talking. I was going to finish this thought, damn it. ‘Sex is one of the most personal things we do as people. To have someone who says she loves you limit how you express yourself in the bedroom is like a small death. It kills the soul.’

The grin left his face, then his eyes. He stared at me, and there Jason was, that part of him that he hid from most people. Heck, that he hid most of the time. He let me see that there was a good mind and a deep thinker inside those usually smiling blue eyes. It made him look sad, and older, but I valued that look. I valued that he let me see him all the way down.

‘How did you get to be so smart?’ he said, softly.

‘I have smart friends who give me good advice sometimes.’ I smiled. ‘Sometimes I even take it.’

He smiled back and ran his hands down my back. ‘So, you’d really let me pick where we make love?’

I nodded.

‘Just because I haven’t had a choice in a while.’

‘Yes.’

‘What if I want something too freaky?’

‘Then I’ll say no, and you can back it down a little.’

His eyes had that solemn look again. He searched my face. ‘You mean it.’

I put my hands on either side of his face and nodded. ‘I try not to say things I don’t mean, Jason.’ I put a soft kiss at the end of the sentence.

He moved his hand lower on my back to press us closer together. Close enough that I could feel that his body was already happier than when we hugged last.

He closed his eyes and took a breath. He looked at Nathaniel. ‘Do you have a preference?’

‘You’re the guest.’

Jason lifted me off the floor with a hug. We were both short enough that I was in no danger of hitting the doorjamb. ‘I love you guys; you make me feel less weird about myself.’

‘Why, because we’re weirder?’ I asked.

‘No,’ he said, laughing up at me, ‘because your relationship works. It just flat works for you guys. You make me feel that out there somewhere is someone weird enough to make me happy.’

‘I’d rather not do the bathroom,’ Nathaniel said, ‘it takes forever to dry my hair.’

Jason let me down, so I was standing on the floor again. ‘I’m leaning toward the living room.’

‘There are chairs, and the couch has a back and arms,’ Nathaniel said.

‘How sturdy is the coffee table?’

‘Not that sturdy,’ Nathaniel said.

I’d caught on. ‘No, not sturdy enough to have sex on.’

‘Start in the living room, move to the bedroom?’ Jason said, making it a question.

I looked at Nathaniel. He nodded, and gave a little shrug.

‘Deal,’ I said.
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THEY HAD A disagreement on whether I should leave my heels on or take them off. Nathaniel voted for on; Jason wanted off. Jason’s point was, ‘I want to go down on her, and the heels will hurt.’

Nathaniel’s point was, ‘Yeah, the heels hurt, what’s your point?’ I settled the argument this way. ‘Whoever is doing the oral sex on me gets his preference on the shoes.’

‘Lose the shoes,’ Jason said, and there was a look in his face that tightened things low in my body without him touching me at all.

I lost the shoes. They lay on their side in the dimness of the living room. The only light was what spilled in from the kitchen doorway. I stood in front of the couch, while they moved the coffee table far to one side of the room.

Jason came back and dropped to his knees in front of me. He gazed up at me with one half of his face lit, the other in darkness. The look in the one eye I could clearly see made me shiver.

Nathaniel came to the end of the couch and took his shorts off in one smooth motion. My pulse was in my throat at the sight of him nude in the darkened room. He let the shorts fall to the floor.

Jason’s hands slid up my legs, underneath my skirt, and I was back to staring down at him. His hands caressed the hose up to my thighs, went up, oh, so gently, until he found the lace tops of the thigh highs. He traced the very top of the lace, trailing fingertips over the rise and fall of the fabric. He rolled fingers back and forth where the hose elastic had rolled down in back. No matter how  careful you were, if you had any thighs at all, the hose always did that. But he treated it like what it was, not an imperfection, but something different to play with.

His fingers slid around that edge, brushing the very upper edges of my thighs. He rubbed his thumbs on that warm inside hollow that frames a woman’s groin. He massaged my thighs, but it was the pressure of his thumbs that helped draw my legs farther apart. So he could reach what he wanted, and what I wanted him to reach.

Nathaniel came in behind me. Without the coffee table there was room enough between me and the couch. His arms wrapped around me, pinning my arms against my upper body. The feel of his nakedness pressed against the back of my skirt was amazing. Then he let me feel the strength in his body, as he held me, held me so tight. It sped my pulse faster, caught my breath in my throat.

‘So strong,’ I whispered.

‘So trapped,’ he breathed against my face. He squeezed harder, just this side of bruising my arms against me. But I didn’t tell him to stop. I loved knowing that I was trapped. If he had meant me harm, I couldn’t have stopped him. My gun was trapped under my arm, digging into my body. All it would take was Jason to grab my legs and I was trapped.

I hadn’t much liked that I enjoyed things like this. In fact, I’d hated it. But lately, thanks in part to sharing emotions with Nathaniel, who loved bondage and submission, I was acknowledging that fantasy was okay. That I didn’t need to analyze why in real life being trapped made me fight like hell and do all in my power to destroy the ones trapping me, but in sexual fantasy I liked being trapped, a little. In a safe place, with people I trusted, it was more than just exciting.

‘What are you doing up there to make her react like that?’ Jason asked. His hands had gone still against my thighs.

‘Holding her, very, very, tightly,’ Nathaniel said in a voice that showed the strain of holding me tight.

Jason’s fingers suddenly dug into my flesh, from gentle to bruising in an instant.

I whispered, ‘Yes.’

‘Is that the game we want to play?’ he asked, and his voice had changed, too, deeper, darker, for lack of a better word.

‘I do,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason’s fingers pressed harder into my thighs, so that I cried out, and told him, ‘Enough, enough.’

‘That’s her safe word,’ Nathaniel said.

‘I’ve already stopped,’ Jason said.

‘But I haven’t stopped, have I?’ Nathaniel whispered.

‘No,’ I said, voice breathy. He was holding tight enough to be trapped, but not quite tight enough to hurt. It was a fine edge to walk, but Nathaniel knew how to walk it.

‘Do I rip the panties off, or take them off?’ Jason asked.

‘Rip,’ Nathaniel said, and it was almost a growl.

I said, ‘Please.’

‘Please what?’ Jason asked.

‘Off,’ I whispered.

He ripped the satin panties in one harsh move that jerked my body. Nathaniel tightened his grip on me, until it was hard to breathe.

I whispered, ‘Ease up.’

He eased until he was back where he’d been. Tight, but not too tight. Trapped, but not hurt. Of all forms of sex that I’d found, BDSM took the most trust, the most communication.

Jason pushed my skirt up until he bared me to the light from the kitchen. ‘How rough can I be?’ There was no sex in the tone of his voice; he was truly asking.

‘Start easy,’ Nathaniel said, ‘she’ll let you know.’

I realized that Jason had never given me oral sex before. I’d gone  down on him, but he’d never had a chance to return the favor. He used his hands to spread my thighs wider. He let me feel the strength in his hands, but not as hard as he’d been when I told him to ease up. The sensation of being bound by the sheer strength of him was amazing. There was no need of ropes or chains when you could feel how terribly strong they both were.

Jason’s hands were harsh, but he leaned in toward me as if he were going to give the gentlest of kisses. The juxtaposition of the harsh and the gentle left my mind not knowing how to react. Then his tongue slid across me, and there was no conflict, there was only sensation.

He dug his fingers into that space inside my thighs, so harsh, I cried out. He forced my legs farther apart. Nathaniel lifted me. I could feel his shoulders and chest flex until I was suddenly off the ground. It allowed Jason to spread my legs more, use the strength of his fingers to force me wider.

Jason plunged his tongue inside me, sudden and abrupt. I cried out for him, and he leaned back enough to gaze up the line of my body.

It was as if I could feel the weight of his gaze, because it made me look down at the same time he looked up.

‘God,’ he said, ‘that look.’

‘What look?’ I managed to say before Nathaniel squeezed harder and I had no breath to talk.

‘That look,’ Jason whispered, and lowered his mouth to my body. He kissed there as he had kissed my mouth, maybe a dozen times before. Most men don’t kiss between your legs the same way they kiss your mouth, but Jason did. He kissed me just as thoroughly, as completely, as expertly. Then he began to do things that you couldn’t do when you kiss a mouth. He licked and explored, trying different things, judging his progress by the sounds I made, and how much I writhed.

He didn’t just find the spot and stay on it like it was a button; he explored every inch of me, biting the inside of my thighs between attentions.

Nathaniel held me through it all, sometimes so tight I couldn’t breathe, sometimes just tight enough to let me feel his strength, and then he squeezed hard enough that my gun cut into me, and it felt as if he were trying to crush me. I cried out while I had breath, then all I could do was writhe.

Jason drew back enough to ask, ‘Am I doing that, or you?’

‘Me,’ Nathaniel said, and eased up so my breath came in a ragged gasp.

I managed to say, ‘So strong.’

‘I need to try harder,’ Jason said. He pulled down my hose and bit me, not a love bite, but bit me on the thigh.

I screamed for him.

He plunged his mouth between my legs, rougher this time. I writhed and cried out. He pressed teeth into the most intimate part of me. When I didn’t tell him to stop, he worried at me with his mouth, his teeth, pulling and biting and licking. The pleasure began to build between my legs, like heat and pressure and the beginning flickers of orgasm like previews of the pleasure to come.

Nathaniel tightened his grip just as Jason pushed me over that last edge. The orgasm was one of those that came in waves, one after another as if as long as he kept sucking I would keep going. I shuddered and danced in their hands, cried out when Nathaniel let me, or gasped in breathless silence when he held me too tight for words.

Jason finished with a lick from front to back that made me cry out all over again. Still on his knees he said, ‘That was fun.’

Nathaniel braced, changing positions just a little. ‘Fuck her.’

Jason, still on his knees, said, ‘While you hold her?’

‘Yes,’ Nathaniel said, and it held an edge of bass growl that wasn’t his normal voice.

Jason looked at me, the light from the kitchen glistening on his chin and mouth. Seeing him wet from me tightened things low in my body that had just had their fun, so it started a new wave of writhing.

Jason held my thighs while Nathaniel held the rest of me. When my body quieted, Jason laughed, that sound that is all male. ‘Anita, are you okay with this?’

‘Do it,’ I said, ‘please, please . . .’

‘No,’ Nathaniel said, ‘I’m topping her tonight, it’s my permission you need.’

Jason hesitated as if waiting for me to protest. There was a time when I would have, but I’d been working at understanding Nathaniel’s idea of sex. I’d found that some of the bondage and submission worked just dandy for me.

Jason said, ‘You top us both?’

‘We top Anita.’

Jason smiled, but his eyes held something more serious than a smile. ‘I always thought it would take at least two of us. Tell me what you want me to do.’

Nathaniel said, ‘Get a condom.’
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JASON PRESSED HIS fingers into the backs of my thighs, spreading my legs wider. Nathaniel squeezed me tight at the same time, as if he’d crush my arms against my body. I made small, helpless noises for him. Jason lifted me minutely, getting the angle he wanted, then shoved himself inside me. There was nothing gentle about it, and I was wet enough I didn’t need gentle.

The feel of him shoving himself into me, as hard and fast as he could, drove a sound from my mouth, but not the sound he wanted. He said, in a low, breathy voice, ‘I can’t get the angle I want.’

‘What do you need?’ Nathaniel asked, from behind me. His voice wasn’t breathy, but just deep.

Jason had stopped moving inside me, so I could think again. ‘A new position,’ I said, my voice breathy, too.

‘Oh,’ Jason said, ‘I am not doing my job if you can still talk.’ He put action to word and started moving, slowly, in and out of me.

It felt wonderful, but Jason was right, he needed a different angle to push me over that edge. I looked him in the eyes and said, in a clear voice, ‘You’re right, this position isn’t going to do it.’

Jason laughed. He kissed me, and if he hadn’t still been wet with my juices, I might have called it a friendly kiss. ‘Some men would be insulted.’

‘You aren’t some men. You like feedback,’ I said.

Nathaniel had stopped squeezing me, and was more just holding  me. That helped me think, too. ‘Do you want a new position?’ and he wasn’t asking me.

‘Yes,’ Jason said.

‘I want to do one thing before we change,’ Nathaniel said.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Jason asked.

‘What you were doing,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason looked at him a moment, but he went back to going in and out of me. He wasn’t as hard as he’d started, too much talking, too much hesitating, but he was still hard enough to do what Nathaniel asked. For me, I was simply content to let Nathaniel be in charge. Content to revel in this blossoming strength, as he owned his sexuality in a way that he never had before. I’d been working with Asher to help meet Nathaniel’s needs in the BDSM, and it had brought out a deep, inner happiness in him that I hadn’t known was there.

While Jason pushed between my legs, Nathaniel raised my skirt the last few inches to bare my ass, so that I could feel his nakedness against me. The sensation of his hardness pressing into my ass, and Jason inside me at the same time, threw my head back, closed my eyes, made me cry out.

‘What are you doing back there?’ Jason asked.

‘Rubbing. What position do you want?’ he asked.

‘Her, on her back on the couch.’ This time he didn’t ask me. I think he knew what Nathaniel would say, and there was no bad choice here. It was just a matter of how good it was going to be.

Nathaniel pressed himself harder against me, and it made me writhe again. Asher and Nathaniel had taught me that neither of them had to be inside me to make me react like this. There was just something about being pressed between two men, feeling them rubbing against me, that simply did it for me.

Jason was harder, more securely inside me now. He liked the writhing, but then most men did. It was an involuntary response  on my part, but I liked the effect it had on most men, and the effect that their liking it had on me. My body encouraged them with every movement, every spasm, and their bodies responded to that encouragement. Go, team.
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WE ENDED WITH me on the couch, my arms above my head over the arm of the couch. Nathaniel held my wrists against the arm, but it wasn’t like he was holding me down. It was more the way you hold hands when one of you has thrown your body into the sky, and you reach out to catch the hands that you know will be there. The hands keep you from falling. The hands that keep you airborne. Jason found his angle on top of me, his body slamming into mine as hard and as fast as he could. Since he was stronger than your average human, that was very hard and very fast.

He rose above me so that most of his body was held away with his hands on the couch, his lower body the only thing that was touching me. It gave me an unobstructed view of his body pounding into mine. Just the sight of it was enough to throw my head back and make me scream my pleasure. I fought against Nathaniel’s hands, fought to touch Jason’s body, to carve my nails down that smooth flesh, but Nathaniel held me tight; his strength held me tighter than any chains.

I felt Jason’s body give one last hard push, and I opened my eyes. I watched his body spasm over mine, watched him fight his body to keep his hands on the couch, his body held above mine. He kept his position for one last shudder that made me writhe underneath him. Then he collapsed on top of me, as if someone had cut his strings. He collapsed on top of me, his breathing ragged, heart pounding so hard I could feel it through my shirt.

Nathaniel said, ‘My turn.’

Jason laughed, then said, still on top of me, ‘Can’t move yet.’

‘Move enough for me to move, Anita,’ Nathaniel said. He made it sound quite orderish. So unlike Nathaniel only a few weeks ago.

Jason rolled himself off the couch to half-collapse onto the floor. Nathaniel grabbed me under the arms and pulled me over the arm of the couch. He didn’t try to get me to walk; he knew better. He scooped me up in his arms and carried me to the bedroom. He tossed me down on the bed, pulled my jacket over my shoulders, and threw it on the floor. The look on his face was so intense, so eager, a controlled franticness. He had to undo my belt so he could get both the skirt and my shoulder holster off. I tried to help, but he slapped my hands away. I was playing bottom tonight, which meant he wanted me either passive or obedient. Obedient wasn’t my gig, and he knew that, so passive it was.

When he had me nude, he put his hands on my waist and half-lifted, half-pushed me toward the head of the bed. His voice was breathy, eager, and full of all that newfound force, when he said, ‘I want you in the cuffs.’

He was the dominant in that moment, but he still asked, rather than ordered. Why? Because I’d never worn the cuffs. They were sport cuffs attached permanently, of late, to the headboard. But they were soft nylon and fastened with Velcro. I flat refused to use handcuffs, or anything that I couldn’t get out of if I had to. The sport cuffs were perfect. You could be tied up for real, and still know that you could get away if you wanted to. Me, trust issues, nah.

Nathaniel had used the sport cuffs on our bed more than once. Even Micah had done it, though I think he did it more to humor us than because of desire. But never me.

I stared up into his face. His desire, his bravery at asking, was all there in his face. I’d been tied down with Asher and Nathaniel,  and if I admitted it to myself, I’d had a good time. Why not this, then? Issues – mine.

I looked up into the face of the man I loved, and I said, ‘Okay.’

The smile he gave me made it worth a yes. He fastened the Velcro around my wrists, nice and snug. I pulled on the chains because I could never not pull. I could never not test the limits.

Nathaniel leaned down, his body kneeling between my legs but not touching. His hair spilled out around us like some sort of warm, living tent. On another man I would have said it fanned out by happy accident, but Nathaniel used his hair in his act, as a sort of extra body part to caress and tease. He knew how to spill his hair around a woman so that it framed and billowed. He leaned down with all that hair framing his face, our bodies, the edges of the thickness of it caressing the sides of my body. He kissed me, soft, gentle, his lips caressing mine.

It wasn’t the kiss I was expecting. It must have shown on my face, because he smiled and said, ‘I am going to fuck you, but I wanted you to know how much I love you before I fuck your brains out.’ He grinned at the last.

I had to smile back. ‘I want you inside me, Nathaniel, please.’ Tied up, I knew he’d like the please even more than normal. I was learning the rules of being on bottom as well as on top.

He gave me a look that made me shiver. A look so dark, so full of potential that I pulled on the cuffs at my wrist. I couldn’t help it. There was something . . . dangerous in that look. It was one of the highs of BDSM, that possibility of disaster and pain. Not the pain you wanted, but that this time your partner could go too far. We had our safe words, and I trusted Nathaniel implicitly, or I would never have let him tie me up, but still . . . part of the game was that you looked into your lover’s eyes and let him see, that you saw the darkness in them. That you saw the potential for . . . evil, but you trusted that he wouldn’t do it. You trusted him enough to  be helpless. It was a lot of trust to have. More than I’d ever had in my life for anyone, I think. This odd trust.

He swirled his hair over one shoulder the way you’d sweep a cape to one side. He bared the line of his body and lowered himself toward me. He didn’t put on a condom. I was on the pill, but I still made most of the men in bed use condoms. Micah was fixed, so there was no need. But lately, with Nathaniel, we’d just stopped using them. I’d had sex on just the pill for years with no problems, but still . . . But I could feel the difference between condom and no condom, and I knew that Nathaniel could.

There was something about being tied down while he slipped inside me with no protection that added to the illusion. BDSM was like stripping. Stripping was about the illusion that the customer could have the dancers for real sex. BDSM was about the illusion that you would truly hurt the person, that you would truly do exactly what the game pretended.

He plunged himself as deep inside me as he could get, then he hesitated. I caught movement from the corner of my eye. Jason was leaning in the doorway. The condom was gone, so he’d cleaned up.

Nathaniel started to do what he’d said, he started fucking me. Almost immediately, small sounds of pleasure fell from my lips. But I managed to gasp out, ‘You waited for Jason?’

‘Yes,’ he said, and drove himself in and out of me. He knew where the spot was inside me, from almost every position we’d tried. Tonight was no different. He drove himself over that spot close to the entrance, but he also hit that spot deep inside me, because he knew I’d go from both.

The orgasm from the G-spot grew, a slow, powerful build, but the orgasm from the cervix being hit didn’t grow, it was just suddenly there. One minute I was riding the rhythm of his body, the next I was screaming, pulling at the chains hard enough to rattle them. I  wanted to touch his skin, wanted to mark my pleasure down his body.

When my body quieted, Nathaniel drew back, so that he no longer hit deep inside me. He played himself over and over in shallow strokes on that other spot. He was in a position similar to the one Jason had taken, but with even less of him touching me, not much more than the tip of him caressing over and over on that sweet spot.

Jason was beside the bed now, leaning on the lower bedpost. He watched us, and I caught Nathaniel looking at him. Nathaniel liked an audience.

He turned his attention back to me, and I watched him fight his body, to keep that shallow rhythm. I watched down the line of his body, watched his stomach, his groin, his hips, all working in that athletic line, that muscular control. And all the while, the orgasm grew like some pressing weight, some building energy between my legs. Then between one stroke and the next, the orgasm spilled up, over, through, and I shrieked my pleasure to the ceiling. Head back, eyes closed, back arching, and screaming.

I pulled on the restraints at my wrist and they added to the pleasure, they made me scream louder. I don’t know why, I couldn’t have explained it, but I liked being held down. I just did. Sex isn’t about logic; it’s about what feels right.

Nathaniel waited until my body had quieted before he plunged back inside me as far and as hard as he could. He fucked me until he brought me one last time, and then, and only then, did he let himself go. He shuddered above me, inside me, and I felt his release, and that made me cry out all over again.

He leaned over me, a dew of sweat decorating his chest, a smile spread across his face. He said in a breathless voice, ‘I love you, Anita.’

‘Nathaniel, I love you, too.’

Jason leaned on the bedpost, staring at us with serious blue eyes. He’d enjoyed the show – that showed in his face, and his body – but there was something a little lost around the edges of his eyes. We were his friends, maybe his best friends, but it wasn’t the same thing. Even with sex added, it wasn’t the same thing.
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WHEN WE COULD walk, we cleaned up. Then all three of us went back to lie on the bed and recover a little. I ended up in the middle, as I did most of the time. Jason said, ‘You are so uncomfortable with sex, Anita, but once you decide to do it, you give yourself over so completely. It’s amazing.’

‘You’re pretty good at it yourself,’ I said, and my voice still sounded breathy.

He laughed, and that one sound made it all worth it. Even if the sex hadn’t been incredible, hearing him sound like himself again made it even better.

‘My dad thinks I’m gay.’

Nathaniel and I looked at him. ‘Why?’ I finally asked.

‘My friends in high school were mostly girls, and my best guy friend was, and is, gay. I also didn’t want to play sports. I stayed in dance from elementary school to senior year.’

‘The lone guy in a room full of girls,’ I said.

He nodded, grinning. ‘I was the only one who could do the lifts, and tote and fetch the girls. It was fun. I was the male lead in most of the musicals in school.’

‘I didn’t know you could sing.’

He laughed. ‘I dance better than I sing, but I can act, and I can sing, and I can dance. The combination is sort of rare in a small private high school, especially among the guys.’

This was a side of Jason I hadn’t known anything about. ‘I  thought you were going to college for a business degree when I met you, not theatre.’

‘My parents wouldn’t pay for a theatre degree. They would pay for a business degree.’

‘If you didn’t have to pay for college, why get a job as a stripper?’

‘Bugging the hell out of my parents was some of the charm. But it was a way of performing that I could do on the weekends, which meant I could go to college full time.’

‘Does the rest of your family think you’re gay?’ I asked.

‘My oldest sister does. I don’t know about the rest. Probably. I’m a stripper and I live with Jean-Claude.’

‘They think you’re doing him just like Perdy did,’ Nathaniel said.

‘Yeah,’ Jason said.

I stroked my hand along Jason’s stomach – not sexual, just trying to be comforting. ‘Her issues must have reminded you of your family.’

‘Yeah, bad fucking timing, huh?’

Nathaniel went up on his elbow, his hand resting on my hip. ‘What can you do?’

‘Short of getting the kind of job that my dad thinks is a manly job, getting married, and starting a family, not a damn thing.’ He cuddled down in the pillows, putting his arm across my stomach, his face against my shoulder. ‘You’ll never believe what my mother wanted me to do.’

‘What?’ Nathaniel and I asked at the same time.

I felt Jason smile against my shoulder. ‘She wanted me to bring my girlfriend home to prove to my dad I’m straight. So he can die in peace.’

‘Bad timing for you and Perdy to break up,’ I said.

‘I couldn’t have taken her home, Anita. You have no idea how bad the jealousy had gotten. She’d flip out when the first old girlfriend said hi on the street.’

‘Like crazy jealous,’ I said.

He nodded, snuggling closer, as if I were his life-size teddy bear. ‘I told her that Perdy and I broke up. She said, “Pick a friend, I know you have other friends. Bring a girl home and make your father happy.”’

‘What did she mean about the “I know you have other friends” comment?’ I asked.

‘I was a slut in high school and college. I slept with any girl that would have me. The entire town thought my best friend and I were a couple. At best, they thought I was bisexual, and to most people there ain’t no such thing.’

‘You’re either gay or straight,’ Nathaniel said, and something in the way he said it made me look at him.

‘You have trouble with people thinking otherwise?’ I asked.

Nathaniel shrugged. ‘I did; now I know what and who I am, and I’m okay with it. But when you’re young, it’s harder.’

‘You’re twenty-one, that’s not exactly ancient.’

He smiled and kissed me. ‘I had a long, hard childhood; it makes me older.’

He’d been out on the streets before he was ten. He’d been a child prostitute not long after. By thirteen he’d been addicted to drugs. He’d been clean since he was seventeen, but saying Nathaniel had had a hard childhood always sounded like calling the Titanic  a boating accident.

I touched his face, drew him down for a more thorough kiss. He drew back, laughing. ‘Even I need more recoup time than this, Anita.’

I blushed, I couldn’t help it. ‘I didn’t mean that.’

Jason looked up with his body still tight against mine. ‘Blushing, that’s so cute.’

‘Stop it, both of you.’

‘Sorry,’ Jason said.

Nathaniel just smiled at me. ‘Do you want to take a girl home to meet your dad?’

Jason frowned at him. ‘I’d love to rub my dad’s face in the fact that I like girls. I wouldn’t mind if I were gay, but having him not believe me is just . . .’ He laid his head face down on the pillow.

‘Frustrating,’ Nathaniel said.

‘Infuriating,’ I said.

Jason rose up enough to say, ‘Both, more. We never got along, him and me. I’m his only son after two daughters. I was his only chance for someone to be a chip off the ol’ block. He went through college on a football scholarship.’

‘I take it he’s taller than you are,’ I said.

‘He’s over six feet. I’m closer to my mother’s height.’

‘Bad luck,’ I said.

‘I don’t mind being short, but my dad hated it. If he hadn’t pushed so much I might have tried harder at sports, but it really wasn’t my thing.’

‘Why don’t you take Anita?’ Nathaniel said.

‘Take Anita where?’ Jason asked.

‘Home to meet your dad.’

We both stared at him. We stared long enough and hard enough for him to look uncomfortable. ‘What?’ he asked.

‘What do you mean, what?’ I asked.

‘I’m with Anita on this one, Nathaniel. I mean that would be too sitcom. Taking home a girl who happens to be a friend, but isn’t my girlfriend, to prove to my dad I’m not gay. That’s just too sweeps week.’

Nathaniel sat up, the sheet pooling in his lap, barely covering. ‘You and Anita are friends, right?’

Jason and I looked at each other. ‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ Jason said.

‘You and she are lovers, right?’

We both said a slow yes.

‘You hang out with us. We watch movie marathons, and go out to eat. You aren’t with us the way Micah is, but you spend a lot of time with us, right?’

‘Yeah, but . . .’ Jason said.

‘Why but?’ Nathaniel said. ‘She’s your friend, she’s a girl, you really are lovers. It’s not a lie.’

Jason and I looked at each other. He shrugged. I turned back to Nathaniel. ‘I don’t think a fuck buddy is what his mom had in mind, Nathaniel.’

‘You’re more than fuck buddies, Anita, even I know that.’

I didn’t know what to say to that. I was speechless, not out of distraction, but because I just couldn’t think my way past it all. I knew there was a reason not to do this, a good one; I’d think of it in a second.

‘I can’t take Anita home to meet my family; it would imply things that aren’t true,’ Jason said.

There, he’d said it. ‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘But you aren’t going to say you’re engaged or anything. Your mom wants you to bring home a girlfriend, so bring one home. If you don’t care what your dad thinks, then screw it, but if it matters to you, then why not take Anita with you?’

Jason looked at me, and I did not like the look on his face. ‘Oh, no,’ I said.

‘You don’t have to do this, Anita; it’s too big a favor to ask of anyone.’

‘You really think taking me home would help ease your father’s passing?’ I tried not to sound sarcastic or too harsh, but probably failed.

‘He’s a cruel bastard. He wouldn’t even let my mom tell me he was sick. He said if I didn’t care enough to see him when he was well, he didn’t want pity.’

‘But . . .’ I said.

‘But the doctors say he has only weeks. He won’t make another Christmas.’

‘How long has it been since you’ve seen him?’

‘Three years.’

I looked at Nathaniel. ‘I can’t feed the ardeur off just Jason for long.’

‘You know you have more control over it now. Jean-Claude can divide the ardeur up among us. I know last time it worked because you’d fed off the crowd at Guilty Pleasures – but we can try to feed you for a few days, just like we do when you’re in the middle of a police investigation.’

Jason looked at me. ‘You’re not seriously thinking about saying yes to this, are you?’

‘Are you seriously thinking it’s a good idea?’

He grinned. ‘Probably a really bad one, but watching you and my father go head-to-head might be worth it.’

‘He’s dying, I would think you’d want me to be nice to him.’

‘Be nice to him if he’s nice to you, but don’t let him push you around. He’s a bully.’

‘You really don’t like him, do you?’

Jason shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Did he abuse you physically?’ Nathaniel asked.

Jason looked at him, with a strange, almost empty expression on his face. ‘He was always hurting me “by accident,” trying to toughen me up. He’d try to teach me a sport and I’d come home bruised and bloody. He broke my arm finally trying to teach me football, and Mom wouldn’t let him take me out by ourselves again. He was always careful that it wasn’t abuse. Nothing you could call him on, but he was always too rough, too harsh for my age, my size. I started therapy in my teens because the school counselor encouraged it. Therapy taught me that my dad was abusing me. He wanted to hurt me.’

I touched his face. ‘Jason, I’m sorry.’

His face was very solemn. ‘Me, too.’

‘You don’t want to go home by yourself, do you?’ Nathaniel asked.

‘No. I’d ask you to go with me, but if I show up with you it’ll just confirm what my dad and most of the town thinks.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Well, anyone who didn’t have a teenage girl about my age. The fathers hated me.’

‘I would think that your being promiscuous with the girls would make your dad happy,’ I said.

‘You’d think, but he seemed to hate me for that, too.’

‘If someone wants to hate you, you can’t stop them,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason nodded. ‘Yeah, my dad has hated me for as long as I can remember.’

‘You’re my best friend; if you want me to go with you for moral support, I’ll go,’ Nathaniel said.

Jason smiled, then shook his head. ‘Nothing personal, Nathaniel, but you are not going to help me convince my dad I’m straight.’

‘Nathaniel’s straight,’ I said.

‘But he doesn’t look like my dad’s idea of a straight guy. And it’s all about appearances with him.’

I took a deep breath, let it out. ‘How long would you need to be there?’

‘I don’t know, a couple of days at least.’

‘I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’ll go, if you want me to.’

Jason looked at me, startled. ‘You’re joking, right?’

‘Do I look like I’m joking?’

‘No,’ he said, and he sat up, kneeling in the bed. The sheet was behind him, so he was very not clothed. Even though we’d just finished having sex, I found myself fighting to give him eye contact. Sometimes my hang-ups puzzle even me. ‘This is like the biggest favor ever.’

‘You would owe me for the rest of your life, that’s true.’

A look passed over his face that I couldn’t read. He looked down at me with so much emotion in his eyes that it was uncomfortable to see. I fought to look into those eyes.

‘You’d really do this for me? Something this stupid and this sitcom? You’d really do it?’

I finally had to look away from the intensity of his eyes. ‘Yes, Jason, I’d really do it.’

‘You realize we’ll have to fly.’

‘Shit,’ I said, ‘you will like owe me extra for getting me on a plane.’

‘But you’ll still do it, even though you’re terrified of flying?’

I crossed my arms underneath my breasts and sulked, but said, ‘I said I’d do it, didn’t I? How long is the flight?’
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