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When my next door neighbors told me they were moving, I had a hard time even faking a sad response. Sure, they weren’t bad… But they weren’t that great either. The guy was okay, but he didn’t say much and we didn’t really interact besides a wave here and there when we were both grilling. And the gal just blurted whatever came into her mind apparently—most of it really insulting and as if it was the funniest thing ever.

Normally it was just completely ignorant, and I wanted to ask if she had a low IQ or if she thought pissing people off was the best way to make friends.

And their kids were demons. Seriously, I called them Lucifer and Beelzebub. At first I’d thought Lucifer was special needs, having a cute little lisp, and gave him a break, supersweet to him, even patient when he kept yelling at my dog. Until I saw the little shit shoot crap at my pup when he didn’t think I was around, giggling that no one was there to save him.

I didn’t feel bad for a second when I made Lucifer cry from the verbal lashing I gave him. After that I saw the evil pretend angel he was. He didn’t play, he screamed, loving that I worked from home, and taunted me with it when his parent’s weren’t around to hear his words. He threw sticks on my side of the yard when they mowed, brought their dogs to pee and poo on my grass after my dog died saying I must miss having it around. I just blinked at the kid and told him to stop, that it was cruel when I was grieving.

“You can’t make me. Adults can’t beat kids. You shouldn’t have let your dog die.” And the little shit walked away. I know it was stupid. I know I was the adult. But I still went inside and cried my eyes out. I was grieving and an eleven-year-old just rubbed salt in the wound.

The other demon wasn’t so outright. He was the instigator, that kid we all hated in school. He never bullied or pulled crap. He was just that kid who whispered in everyone’s ear and got them to do the stupid mean shit. So yeah, after the first several months, I didn’t even call them Lucifer and Beelzebub behind their backs and flat out said the names in front of their parents.

They asked me to stop, and I explained I would as soon as their kids quit acting like the demons I had read about in the Bible when I’d attended Catholic school. 

Oddly enough they hadn’t brought it up again, but I did find it funny that when they announced they were moving in the spring that they were expecting some tearful reaction from me. I didn’t think I could get worse neighbors. And if I did, calling the police on them was always an option. Plus, things could get better. I probably jinxed the outcome with that line of thought, but I was an author, the storyteller and eternal dreamer. 

Some single hottie could move in next door or someone who would introduce me to a single hottie and all my dreams would come true. Yeah, that was likely to happen. And I would win the lottery when I never bought a ticket. 

The house sold quickly which surprised me since I’d been inside. It wasn’t a bad house, just this crazy split level that had a few stairs to get to any different room and I didn’t think they had completed any of their half-finished “projects” they’d been working on. Then again, it might have made the house sell for next to nothing. There was real potential there, and it could have been some remodeler’s dream fixer-upper.

I winced at the idea. That meant loud construction. Hello earplugs! And people always said it was so great for me that I worked from home. I guess they forgot about things like that. Granted, I did like it, but in reality there were just as many drawbacks as working in an office.

Monday I was dragging bags of my trash to my cans in the driveway, and I knew my old neighbors were gone, but I didn’t know the new ones were moving in until I saw the truck.

“Hey, she’s here! Our neighbor’s outside,” a loud, deep voice called out. I flipped the lid to my can as my head snapped in the direction of the shout. I saw a mid-twenties guy staring at me, waving. I tossed my bags into the garbage and gave a little wave back, mentally groaning because I was of course about to meet whoever had moved in while wearing flip flops, yoga capris, and tank with shelf bra… And only that.

Great. Yeah, nothing says, Hi, nice to meet you. I’m a complete slob, like that.

Two guys jumped out from the back of the truck next to the first, and I had a moment of wondering if I was seeing triple… But not. Though they were far away and I hadn’t had any coffee yet, so yeah, that was the moment.

What I mean was they were all wearing cargo shorts and white sneakers, no shirts, perfectly toned, tanned, lean chests. And had really jet black hair. That was all I could see considering they were over a hundred feet away. It was simply something I didn’t expect to see first thing in the morning and made me blink a moment and wonder if I’d been mistaken.

They jogged over, and I swallowed loudly, wondering if this was my own little frat fantasy come to life, but as they got closer, I saw they were all probably twenty-seven or twenty-eight, so too old for college.

Brothers though maybe? No, not brothers, I realized as they stepped up to me.

“Hi, Cara, Cara Quinn, right?” the first greeted as I stepped out around the can. “Sorry to just rush over here but we wanted to say hi and ask a favor.”

“Yes, hi,” I chuckled, taking his hand. He shook firmly and then used his other one to gently grasp my forearm in an extra-friendly greeting. “And you are?”

“Right, I’m Aspen.” Aspen with deep hunter green eyes, long hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, pointed nose but not ugly, eyebrows that almost made me want to hold him down and manscape him like Chris Pine’s but still sexy.

“I’m Cypress,” the next one said as Aspen let go of my hand. I shook with him next, and he greeted me the same but this time, touching my upper arm as well. He had jet black hair, same build, and green eyes as well. But the reason I knew they couldn’t be related was obvious. Cypress had shamrock green eyes, longer hair as well, but just past his ears, a straight nose, thinner lips than Aspen, and high arching eyebrows. High cheek bones too.

“You’re moving in too?” I hedged, glancing between him and Aspen as I pulled back my hand.

“We all are,” the third one explained, smiling widely. Yeah, definitely not related. He had light, sea foam green eyes that sparkled like gems, longer hair with curls, a button nose, perfectly manicured eyebrows that were more on the thin side, and really plush lips. 

He was gorgeous on the side of pretty actually. They were all hot, but I could stare at him all day and just blush. He and Aspen were about six-three, Cypress only an inch shorter. I’d never seen three men who really were exactly alike in height, build, hair color, and green eyes, but completely different otherwise.

So weird.

He spread his arms wide and stepped up, giving me a bear hug. “So excited to meet you, Cara! I’m Teak.” I flinched and tried to take a step back. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry, um—not much of a hugger,” I chuckled awkwardly.

“Oh. Could you become one?” he muttered, hurt in his expression as he let me go.

“Teak, back off,” Cypress chastised gently.

“No, it’s fine,” I quickly cut in, slapping on a smile as my cheeks heated up. “I’m just not with strangers. We should get to know each other better first.” I wanted to melt into the grass when I realized how that sounded. “So what did you guys need?”

“We saw the number on your garbage cans and wanted to ask you how their service was,” Aspen answered, picking up on my discomfort and moving the conversation along. “We didn’t realize until today when we got here and didn’t find garbage cans that there wasn’t set city garbage pickup.”

I groaned and rolled my eyes. “That sucks. They should have warned you of that. Shit. Yeah, I love my service. They’re really great, best price I found around here before I moved last year. You guys can get in on mine this week. Pick up is first thing in the morning. Green container is recycling, just add whatever you need to and anything extra you have to cut up and stack—I get a few before they charge me.”

“That is so nice of you,” Teak praised, smiling at me as if I’d just offered to clean the whole house instead of let him use the extra room in my recycling can. I chuckled and pointed over my shoulder.

“Black is garbage. It’s five dollars a month for the second can,” I explained as I gestured to the other one. “They bill quarterly and each can includes three extra bags, anything over that, again they charge you for. But you get a one time “move in” Friday pick up where like anything goes, so don’t make the mistake I did and get everything all handled and then schedule that. I did it too early and then had all this extra crap I had to throw out a little at a time.”

“See, I told you we should wait and ask her once we met her.” Teak beamed at me.

“Yes, yes, you were right,” Cypress chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m going to apologize in advance for our friend. When they told us you were an author and your name, we looked you up. Teak’s been devouring your books and pretty much thinks you walk on water now.”

“Oh, yeah—umm, okay,” I muttered, taking a step back before I realized it.

Aspen was the one to catch on to the change in my mood. “Hey, we’re not stalkers. It’s okay, Cara. He just thinks it’s cool what you do. We moved here because we wanted some peace and privacy too. We won’t gossip like your last neighbors did. Teak might just ask you to sign a bunch of stuff and what you’re working on from time to time, that’s all.”

“Really?” I whispered, valuing my privacy above most everything else, and it would be great to have neighbors who didn’t run their mouths for once.

“Yeah, I was mad they were telling us who you were like it was a selling point and then picking on you for being a recluse,” Teak bitched, his eyes filling with anger.

I nodded, rubbing my arms and glancing away. “We didn’t get along all that well most times. I didn’t fit their mold.”

“We understand what that’s like,” Cypress said gently. “If there’s anything you need, any help, we’re more than willing. They said you were in this big house all by yourself, and while you were really sweet, you were always asking them for favors.”

“I didn’t always ask them for shit and what they asked me for—” I growled, catching myself and shaking my head. “Whatever. They’re gone now. I hope you guys understand that what they said isn’t necessarily how things were and don’t hold it against me. I don’t pretend to be normal, but I’m not a bad neighbor.”

“No, you’re not,” Teak agreed as he patted my shoulder and then caught himself. “You’re awesome already. Screw them and we’re starting from today.”

“Yeah, screw them,” I chuckled, loving his attitude. I could get used to being around someone as positive as him, soaking it up.

“Okay, so we’ll leave you to your day. You work from home and it’s a Monday,” Cypress said, clearing his throat when the conversation died. “Thanks for the insight and letting us add to your garbage. That’s really great of you.”

“And we need to run out and get garbage bags now,” Teak groaned, letting his head drop back on his shoulders. “I forgot them.”

“I’ve got you covered,” I snickered and jogged into the garage. I pulled the roll of massive, sixty gallon ones I kept on the shelf and turned back around, stumbling when they were right there. I hadn’t heard them follow me.

“Wow, you tricked out your garage.” Teak whistled, glancing around but being respectful and not coming in.

I shrugged and followed his gaze. “Yeah, it’s my author cave. I like to pace and think out here while I smoke. It helps me.” I handed him the roll of bags. “You can keep those. I used to use them when I mowed but I have a service now.”

“Yeah, we’re going to need to get a mower right away,” Cypress sighed, looking to their yard. “Nice of them to cut it before they moved. I swear it’s past our shins. That was not on the agenda right now, and if we wait much longer, it might eat us alive.”

“Well, I won’t offer to cut it for you,” I drawled as I pointed over my shoulder to my big lawn mower. “But I have one you can use until you get one. I feel bad that I bought a nice one last season and now it just sits there.”

“Can I ask why you don’t use it?” Cypress hedged, glancing from it to me.

“I lost my dog this winter,” I whispered, staring down at my feet. “One of the things I loved about this house was the yard, knowing he’d have all the room to run he could ever want. I spent tons of time rebuilding the grass, seeding the bare spots last summer, making it great, and then I lost him. This year the idea of even cutting the grass made me want to cry, so when I got the flyer for a lawn service and it was a great price, it was worth it to me time-wise and emotionally just to pay to have it done. Silly I know but—”

“No, not silly,” he murmured, reaching out and rubbing my arm. “You lost someone you love. You’re grieving.”

“Yeah,” I sniffled, wiping under my eyes. Then I chuckled and shook my head. “And now you think you just moved in next to a basket case. Run now, guys.”

We shared a laugh at that one, but I got the feeling they actually understood and weren’t judging me at all which was nice. The odd thing was the fact that I had opened up to them about losing my pup. I was normally more tight-lipped about my personal life and feelings than that. They left after that, thanking me for everything and saying they were going to come over after they unloaded and returned the truck to take me up on my offer to use the mower.

I felt lighter after they were gone, in some strange way. I couldn’t explain… Simply lighter. Weird. I also thought about the fact I hadn’t caught their last names. Odd, but then again, I wasn’t the best at names and probably would have forgotten them. Unique first names like theirs I would remember at least.

Sad, but true.

When I took out the last load of my trash, and my lawn crew had come and finished my yard, I set out the sprinkler, careful to make sure it wasn’t in their way to my cans or going to get their stuff wet. Of course I focused on writing and lost track of the time so when I went to move it a third time, it was way later than the half an hour I tried to keep it spaced to. 

But it was in a different spot. I blinked around and rolled my eyes. I’d moved it and been so focused on my book again I’d forgotten I’d done it. It wouldn’t have been the first time. I relocated it to the next spot in my rotation and went back to work. When I stepped out on my back porch for smoke, I saw the guys were taking a break from unloading the truck and tossing around a football.

“Want to join us?” Cypress invited, smiling up at me.

“I’d love to, but too much to do,” I chuckled, holding up my notebook. “My to-do list seems to make babies and friends every time I look at it. Besides I’m way out of shape and you guys look like you play a little rough.” I nodded to where Teak just took Aspen down around the waist and they ended up rolling ten feet down our joint hill.

“We do like it a little rough,” Aspen agreed when they came to a halt, the innuendo thick in his tone.

“Then I think I’ll just watch,” I drawled, liking the teasing but letting him know I got the hint.

“Watching’s cool with us too,” Teak informed me, grinning like a loon as he jumped to his feet. I returned the gesture. Well, living next to them was going to be entertaining at least.

Hey, I could use some good kind of spice in my life. That was for sure.

Later the sprinkler was moved again, and I swore that time I hadn’t done it. I did burst out laughing at what I saw though—three grown men hopping through it.

“Sorry, hope you don’t mind,” Cypress panted as he jogged over to me. 

“Not at all,” I gasped, leaning over and resting my hands on my knees. “That’s—you guys are—yeah, too funny.”

“We moved it a few times for you when we realized you time it for a half an hour in each spot. Figured it was the least we could do after you’ve been so kind to us.”

I rolled my eyes at him when I stood up straight. “I thought I was going nuts. Yeah, that’s great, thanks.”

“We just moved it here so is this the last spot?” he hedged, glancing at Aspen and Teak who were waving for me to join them. I shook my head and focused on Cypress.

“No, the front of my house and the side, but I have to switch out the sprinkler head for that or I’ll just soak the woods. Just set it on the front lawn when you guys are done playing, and I’ll do the side.” I smiled at him, a real, grateful smile. “Thank you, Cypress. That’s really nice of you guys to have thought of doing that for me.”

“Hey, it’s what friendly neighbors do, right? You saved our bacons with the garbage thing, Cara. And the lawn mower. Can we take you up on that in the morning? We decided unloading the truck was enough for today.”

“Yeah, sure. I’m a morning riser, so when I’m up, I’ll open the garage so you know you can come on over. I’m pretty sure I emptied the gas and oil in the fall so just knock on the door and we’ll take a look.”

“You’re the best.” He shot me a smile that actually made me feel like the best—which was silly, but it did—before heading back with his friends.

I kinda already adored having them as my neighbors. Crazy, right? Then again, they seemed too good to be true so something had to be wrong with them. Watch, three younger, single guys would have a ton of loud parties that would make me hate them.

Yeah, I was a realist. So sue me?

That night I finally finished up work and made myself a drink, needing to unwind as I recapped the day and figured out what tomorrow would hold. I went out onto the deck with my drink, smokes, my notebook, and pen as the sun was falling behind the trees so there was enough light to see and write, but before the bug invasion from the woods. I plopped down on the resin box I kept out there for storage that had a bench seat on it and stared out into the woods, taking a sip and letting out a huge sigh.

It had been a good day, productive, non-stressful, with a few laughs and one I wouldn’t mind repeating. Hey, I was an easygoing person who really didn’t ask for much in life. 

I heard a soft moan and glanced to my left, slightly choking on my drink at what I saw. Namely Teak on his knees in front of Aspen giving the man a blow job—and Aspen staring at me. Catching my drink at the last second before I dropped it over my porch, I cussed under my breath when I spilled some on my lap. I stood, my notebook falling to the deck with a slap, the noise echoing against the quiet. My cheeks flushed as I realized I was fumbling like an idiot as if I’d just walked into their bedroom and done something wrong.

I was on my deck after all. I took a slow, deep breath and gathered myself mentally before picking up my notebook. Then I couldn’t help my curiosity—I did write gay erotic romance under two of my pen names after all—and glanced over at their deck. Aspen now had his hands fisted in Teak’s hair and was thrusting hard into the man’s mouth, smiling widely as he focused on me, moaning loudly.

Fuck, he liked that I was there.

I didn’t know what to make of that. Part of me wanted to sit back down and watch… A big part of me, but it still felt wrong, like I was intruding. I mean, Teak had cracked the joke earlier that watching was okay with them, but had he really meant for things like this? Then again, they were doing it on their back porch where the only possible person who could have seen them was me. No one from the street would have and our houses were surrounded by woods on either side.

Either way, conflicted as I was, the prude in me won out, and I walked back into the house. That doesn’t mean what I’d seen wasn’t what was on my mind when I went to bed that night. Hell, I felt like a dirty bitch, pleasing myself at the whole scene and coming so hard I had to bite my lip to keep in my cries.

But seriously, could anyone blame me? They were hot and I’d walked into an even hotter situation. Wow. They might not be single or straight or just one of them like I’d been hoping but apparently I’d landed some really fun, really interesting neighbors.

I even dreamed about them that night—but not a dirty dream crazily enough. No, them simply touching me after they snuck into my room and lifted the covers. Weird, right? Who has a dream that their neighbors throw back the bedding and each touch her leg in different spots? Oh, and then they came back later or it was another dream—I wasn’t clear on that—and they touched the other leg. 

What the hell had I eaten that day to be dreaming that?

Whatever it had been, I wanted to make sure to do it again, because ignoring the weird dreams, I’d slept like a baby. I woke before my alarm, feeling refreshed, stress-free, and ready for the day in a way I hadn’t in a long time.

Which oddly enough led me to believe it was going to be a bad day… At least I knew I hadn’t had a lobotomy in my sleep! I still had my normal snarky attitude.
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I rolled out of bed the next morning, did my normal thing before making coffee, putting in my contacts, brushing my teeth, and then decided to hold off with a shower until after playing with the mower. Why go through cleaning up to get all dirty again? And while I was wearing the same clothes as yesterday I did reapply deodorant and add a little mascara.

Yeah, yeah, I wasn’t going to be a priss for yard work, but I still was a girl and they were three hot guys. I was a five-nine and a half, obese, thirty-year-old who didn’t have much going for her but long blonde hair and a nice rack. I had the blonde lashes to match the hair, and it was kinda freaky if I didn’t wear mascara, plus if I didn’t wear the right stuff and regularly, they fell out when I was stressed out.

Which was a lot.

And that freaked me out.

Which surprisingly stressed me out even more because my eyelashes kept falling out. Yeah, yeah, vicious circle and all that. 

But they were really pretty, long thick ones if I took care of them, so I did. They didn’t make up for me being fat, but I did have nice bright blue eyes that they accented well and, yeah, had to use what I had working for me. 

I had just gotten the mower out of the garage, lit a smoke, and taken a sip of my coffee when I saw Aspen, Cypress, and Teak heading over—shirtless and looking yummy. I smiled and found myself not being able to meet Aspen’s eyes.

Weird, right? No, I didn’t know how I was going to handle that situation either. Personally, I was a fan of not bringing it up. Ever.

“Morning,” I greeted as I set down my coffee and squatted next to the mower. “You guys are early risers.”

“We had to get the truck back before they opened and didn’t want to hold you up to start your day,” Cypress explained as he moved next to me, bumping my shoulder. I felt a jolt from it, not static electricity, but almost as if I’d stepped under a cool shower, feeling refreshed from it, simply by our skin touching.

Bizarre.

“Can’t hold up your genius or mess with your flow,” Teak added, moving to the other side of me. His arm brushed my other one, and I felt the same thing. It was hard to explain but I felt lighter again… Like I had when I’d met them and we’d shaken hands.

“You really just want to get on my good side,” I chuckled, rolling my eyes at him.

He gave me a lopsided grin. “I don’t think you have a bad side, Cara.”

“Okay, then. Back to the mower,” I drawled. I quickly checked that there was no oil or gas before standing and walking to the back of the garage. I reached up for the extra bottle of oil I’d been smart enough to stock, but it was on the top shelf, and I couldn’t grasp it. I turned to look for something to step on, gasping when I plowed into Aspen.

“Sorry, I didn’t meant to startle you,” he murmured as he moved his hand onto my hip to steady me, brushing against me and grabbing the oil—intimately close. “What were you drinking last night? It looked good.”

“What?” I whispered as I stared into his hunter green eyes.

“Your red drink you had on the deck last night. What was it?”

My cheeks heated so fast I actually felt light-headed as he called me out on what I’d seen. “Strawberry pineapple daiquiri.”

“Mmm, was it tasty?”

“Yes,” I breathed, watching him lower his arm, oil in hand, but not move away from me.

“I wish you had brought it over. Teak and I would have loved to have shared it with you. Would have added to our fun,” he purred as his hand squeezed my hip.

“Aspen,” Cypress said firmly, and his tone made it clear the man should back off.

Aspen nodded that he’d received the message and stepped away. “Maybe we could make a pitcher of them another night? We love trying new drinks.”

“Yeah.” I cleared my throat and shrugged, looking anywhere else. I grabbed my gas can and hurried back to the mower. “It’s really no big deal. It’s just strawberry margarita mix but I don’t like tequila so I use Captain Morgan rum instead, throw in some frozen pineapple chunks and ice. Sometimes mangos. It’s tasty without the hangover.”

“That does sound good,” Teak agreed as he took the gas from me. He put it in as Aspen added the oil. Then I gave them the quick tutorial. I’d also thought ahead just in case and had charged the battery to my weed whacker. It had been a good call because they didn’t have one of those either. Aspen took charge of the mower while Teak was like a kid with a new toy once I showed him how to operate the weed whacker.

They thanked me and headed out while Cypress lingered.

“I should go in,” I mumbled as I turned towards the door to the house. “I need to shower and make breakfast.”

“Aspen doesn’t know the meaning of subtle,” he explained. “He’s intense and direct so if he sees something, wants something, or likes something, he does not beat around the bush. I’m sorry if he made you feel uncomfortable but he liked you catching them last night. That was his way of saying you didn’t have to go back inside, he and Teak would have welcomed you as an audience. But Aspen respects no, so if you’re not comfortable with something, just tell him and he will back off. Please don’t be mad.”

“I’m not,” I sighed, giving him a weak smile. “Thank you for explaining, Cypress. You have to understand it’s a little much. I mean, I just met you guys, and it’s kinda like whoa, what the hell’s going on here?”

“I do,” he chuckled, shaking his head. Then he gestured over to Aspen and Teak. “They don’t. They don’t do boundaries all that well. Teak’s a little like a kitten who gets overly excited and wants everyone he cares for happy and involved in the fun. While Aspen’s more the jungle cat who—well, yeah, you saw. They both have their hearts in the right place but no boundaries.”

“Good to know.” I really wasn’t sure what else to say. Umm, great. Where do I fit in to all of this? You guys are gay so what do you want from me, I’m just your damn neighbor you just met? It was the most awkward conversation I’d had in a long time.

But at least I knew it wasn’t just some fucked up game to Aspen to make me feel like a grade A fool.

Cypress let me go after that and I closed up the garage. They were still mowing when I was out of the shower and making my protein shake, our yards huge like that. Even by then, maybe twenty minutes having passed since I’d shown them how to use the mower—which in itself had been a clue—I could tell they’d never mowed a lawn before. 

Not that I would ever ask because I wasn’t a person to pry and it was far from my place, but it did make me curious as to the narrative behind how three grown men had never mowed a lawn before. I was an author after all. I did love a good backstory. 

Then I burst out laughing when Teak drove the damn thing in the shape of an eight through the long grass and waved Aspen and Cypress over to see. For one, it was just too adorable and amusing. 

And I’d done it once too and similar goofy things when I’d had my first lawn just because I could. Good to know I wasn’t the only dork out there that had fun at strange times. 

I got to work then and it was another productive, relaxing day. The guys interrupted me a few times asking for things, but I found the distractions didn’t bother me like normal. They never took up too much time, it was always easy questions, and they were very, very appreciative for the help.

And they also brought everything right fucking back that they borrowed. Unlike my last neighbors who moved and had never returned some of my books, True Blood DVDs, and several other items even though I’d asked for them more than once.

That was how things went the next few days, and I noticed some things over that time. First, it was Teak or Cypress who asked, but Aspen was always the one who returned anything. And everything was always in better shape than when they took it. Like the mower. They washed it off, even the wheels so it was spotless, bought another bottle of oil, and had refilled my gas tank.

Made a gal want to loan them anything and everything they wanted since it had been filthy when I’d given it to them.

“Thank you so much for letting us use this too, Cara,” Aspen sighed as he set down my fireplace vacuum in my kitchen closet where I kept some of the cleaning supplies hidden behind coats. I’d told him I could just take it from him, but he’d insisted on carrying it in for me. “I’m so sorry we keep asking you for everything. Cypress ordered one of these from Amazon so we won’t klepto yours again. You were right, totally worth the money, easy to use, and amazing.”

“It’s fine, Aspen,” I chuckled, shaking my head. “You guys take good care of my stuff and clean it all out. I really don’t mind. Someone helped me at my first place and that was just a little studio apartment. You three took on a big house.”

“That obvious it’s our first time on our own?” he hedged, nodding when I held out a bottle of water to him. His fingers brushed my hand as he took it, and I’d gotten used to the touching. All three of them liked the physical contact. Maybe they were just touchy-feely kind of people? I wasn’t sure but it wasn’t over-the-top or uncomfortable for me, so I didn’t make it a thing. Plus it gave me that weird little tingle each time, but that had to just be in my mind.

Not having a hot man touch me in so many years could play tricks on the mind like that. At least that was what I told myself.

I shrugged and took a sip of my own water. “I’m really not trying to pry. It’s not my business and I’m not noisy. I know that’s what people say before they start grilling you, but I actually mean it. But yeah, you guys have that fish out of water look a lot. It’s cool. I do too still sometimes since I just moved in last year and this is my first time living somewhere rural even if it’s a subdivision. I mean, our properties are a half acre each, on the border of woods which technically is ours. It’s different.”

“Very, very, very, very different,” he murmured, staring out the window before taking a long drink. He blinked at me when he was done, realizing what he’d just said. “Fish out of water is a pretty accurate way to put it.”

“You make it sound like you guys were born into a cult or something you broke away from.” Okay, I knew I said I wasn’t prying, but after a hint like that, I dying to know at least that.

Aspen bobbed his head back and forth, considering that one. “Nothing like the religious undertones of a cult, but the same amount of crazy and rules. More high society, old money expectations, ways of thinking and conformity. Anyways, we wouldn’t be acclimating as smoothly as we are without you, Cara. I hope you seriously understand how appreciative of that we are.”

“You guys have helped me too,” I reminded him with a wink. “I can’t believe Teak washed, vacuumed out, and hand waxed my car.” That one had shocked the crap out of me. He’d come asking if I had stuff to wash their cars and a Shop-Vac, and the next thing I knew, he was asking for my keys as well. “I swear it’s never looked so pretty.”

“Whatever we can do to help. It’s amazing how much you handle all on your own. We really don’t know how you do it.” His eyes filled fascination, and I didn’t have the heart to remind him it wasn’t like I’d built the last NASA shuttle with my bare hands and hammer.

“It’s a lot of juggling,” I admitted, shrugging again. “But I drop a ball here and there. You just pick it back up when you can and move on.” I glanced at the clock and realized it was time to start thinking about dinner. “Well anything you guys need, I’m here and you have my number now, so you don’t have to run over here and knock on the door. I really don’t mind.”

“We like seeing you though,” he murmured, stepping closer. “And be careful at that offer, Cara.”

“What do you mean?” I raised an eyebrow. He really was such a flirt.

“Anything we need?”

I let out a snicker, pushing at his chest. “Don’t start, you goof. Teasing me won’t get me to do your laundry. I don’t do windows, toilets, or floors either. You guys are on your own for that stuff.”

He threw back his head and laughed, his eyes shining when he looked back at me. “We’ve got the laundry thing covered. Cypress apparently has a knack for it. He likes it done a certain way.”

“As any true adult does.” I took a step towards the door and that was all it took for Aspen to get the hint it was time to go. That was the other reason I had no problem helping them or having them stop over. They never just plopped down and wouldn’t leave, overstayed their welcome, or imposed in anyway.

“Well if you need anything, let us know too,” Aspen offered as he jogged down the stairs. I gave him a nod and smiled at his little wave before he ducked out my front door, not being able to shake that weird feeling again I’d been having the past couple of days. That insane one that made me seriously wonder that my made up worlds in my books and my reality were comingling and maybe something was wrong in my head.

That one that they were already helping me when I wasn’t looking. Insane, right? It was that or I had little elves racing around my house taking care of chores when I wasn’t looking.

Or I had early onset Alzheimer’s at thirty. I’d never heard of anyone getting it before their mid-forties but then again, things could happen. Bad things. And I did have a history of Alzheimer’s in my family. The pieces didn’t add up for that though.

I could forget changing the lightbulbs out on the front porch. And sure, the guys could have done that and maybe not have told me. But it disappearing from my to-do list? Okay, the other option was they changed it out and I thought I wrote it down but I really hadn’t. I acknowledged that.

That was not the only change around my house though. Oh no. I would have let one thing like that slide as being busy and everyone can forget shit.

My toilet downstairs had been a pain in my ass since I’d moved in. I’d asked the owner to fix it several times. Always he’d adjust the nut, saying that the insides were the wrong size, but that was enough. Yeah, because who doesn’t want to stick their hand in the tank every month and just tighten that nut? I also knew enough about plumbing that if the insides were the wrong size that the flap that stopped the water flow of the tank refilling was as well.

It had been on my list forever to take apart that damn toilet and replace the insides. I’d even looked up the model number and printed out the right sizes of everything I’d need. I’d measured, gone through all the motions. It had been on the kitchen table. I simply had not gotten around to doing it.

Yesterday I had used the toilet and it sounded different when I flushed it. I had assumed it was time to tighten the damn nut and lifted the cover of the tank, cursing myself once again for not just fixing the thing already. Only to find the insides replaced. All new. Now, I know, the insides of a toilet can all look the same and it would be really easy to forget what they look like.

Except I hadn’t. They had been really old. And these were brand spanking new.

And that flap to stop the water had been pink.

It was now blue. That float to balance the value do-hickey had been white.

It was now black.

I was not making it up. It could not all be in my head. Worrying that I seriously had forgotten a major, half day project like replacing the toilet guts, I raced to my computer and logged in to my online banking.

Not a single debit card transaction or pending purchase at Lowe’s, Home Depot, or Menards in the past two weeks. And I wasn’t a person who carried enough cash in her wallet to cover the amount it would cost to replace all of that.

Now if anyone had a logical explanation for how the fuck my toilet guts had been replaced and the damn thing had been fixed on its own besides magical elves running around my house, I was more than open to hearing it. Really, I was. 

Crazy to think my neighbors were sneaking into my house and fixing things for me at night? Of course, but I was still having the dreams that they were touching me in a non-sexual way under the covers at night. Yeah, so all around, I was leaning towards I was losing my damn mind. 

But still grateful for the toilet being fixed and the lightbulbs changed out and the half dozen other things done and disappeared from my to-do list. Insane, right? I guess it was just a few more reasons to add to why I’d end up in a padded room one day.

This was all racing through my mind as I pulled some burgers out of my freezer and threw them in the microwave, setting them to defrost a few minutes as I walked out onto the deck to start the grill. Maybe it was best to simply accept the gift of help and let it go? I mean, people had believed in benefactor fairies for centuries—god knew I’d done enough research on them over the years I’d been writing about paranormals.

It could just be they’d taken notice of me because of it and decided to pay me a visit.

“Yeah, good one, Cara,” I muttered under my breath as I pushed the ignite button, the grill lighting right up. I walked back inside and removed the meat from the microwave, checking that it was defrosted enough before opening the package and laying them carefully on the grill with the spatula. I watched the flames kick up, the juices dripping down and sizzling loudly. I had just closed the top when I saw Teak come racing out onto his deck.

“Oh my fucking god, she cooks too!” he exclaimed loudly. Then my eyes about popped out of my head as jumped the rail and landed on the ground ten feet below. 

“Are you insane?” I shouted as he raced across our strip of joint yard, over my bottom level deck, and then up the stairs to me.

“Please tell me you have enough to feed me too, beautiful Cara,” Teak moaned as he lifted me in his arms and swung me around. “I’m so tired of takeout!”

“Teak, chill!” Cypress called out. I was on my feet, shaking my head and trying to get my bearings, grabbing onto Teak’s biceps to steady myself as Cypress and Aspen came thundering up my stairs. Wow, I hadn’t noticed how muscular they were until that moment. I mean, sure they were always shirtless, but I’d continually picked lean as the adjective of choice.

I now changed that as I was holding onto his arms. He had very well-built, nicely developed arms. I, of course, focused on that as I looked at Aspen and Cypress and noticed they did too. Did I have my priorities in line or what?

Shaking my head again, I stared up at Teak. “Are you okay? How did you not break a leg jumping down like that?”

“It’s not that far,” he chuckled, giving me a wink. “Maybe seven or eight feet with the slope of the hill—no more than a step ladder.”

“And Teak is a mountain climber,” Cypress quickly added, not meeting my eyes when I glanced at him. “He’s been repelling and whatnot for years. He knows how to take a landing so it’s no big deal.”

Liar.

“Right, so you’re not hurt,” I drawled, stepping back and looking him over as if that would make a difference. 

He shrugged. “Totally fine. Sorry I startled you. I’m just starving and so sick of takeout.”

“So you said.” I sat down on the bench seat, still a little shaken from the holy shit moment and stampede of men racing at me when all I’d set out to do was make a couple of burgers. I gestured for them to do the same, smiling when Teak plopped down next to me. “You’re going to have to fill me in here, Teak. I’m not a mind reader. I know the takeout around here blows—”

“Oh my god, you think so too?” he gushed, moving his hand to my leg as if relieved I wasn’t insulted. I chuckled and nodded. “What’s with that? It’s like the only place right around here that’s eatable is Taco Bell. How are the Burger King and Pizza Hut so bad? And that’s really it out here!” We were a few suburbs outside of Omaha, right before it became all nowhere farms and county roads, so yeah, tiny didn’t quite cover it.

“There’s one Chinese place that’s not bad but anything else you have to hike it up to 370,” I agreed.

“Yeah, but then everything’s cold by the time you get back,” he whined, even going so far as to stick out his lower lip. But it wasn’t annoying. It was cute.

Plus, I’d bitched about the same damn thing.

“And the only thing that delivers out here is Godfather’s Pizza, and while we don’t mind paying for good food, that is not food worth paying that price for,” Aspen drawled.

I bit back a smirk. “I made the same mistake the first week I was here.” Then I went for the obvious to which I had a feeling I knew the answer. “So cook.” I burst out laughing when all three of them winced. “That bad?”

“We almost burned down the kitchen,” Cypress admitted. “It was a good thing Teak had thought to get fire extinguishers because we’ve used three. I mean, yeah, we’ve got toaster waffles, but I burnt eggs and started a fire with bacon. Aspen ruined a pot making pasta. Teak just about exploded the oven trying to bake chicken. Fuck, I bought one of those frozen lasagnas and still we ended up setting off the smoke detector.”

“We’ve come to the conclusion, after a week of all of us trying, that some people have it in them to cook and we do not,” Aspen drawled, shaking his head. “People should know their limitations and that is ours. We discussed getting a grill, but fuck, that involves gas or charcoal and there are trees around here. We could burn down the whole subdivision the way we’ve been going.”

“I do love to cook, and I hate doing it for one,” I hedged, smiling when I saw hope fill three sets of eyes. It was a bizarre idea, and I did barely know them, but they were sweet and I was kinda lonely living by myself now, especially since my pup was gone. It wouldn’t be the worst thing for me to have more adult human interaction and conversation that wasn’t with my imaginary characters.

“Please, Cara,” Teak whimpered, wrapping his strong arm around me, laying his head on my shoulder. “Whatever you want, anything you need. We will be your slaves if you just feed us.”

“You don’t know if I’m even any good,” I chuckled, shoving him back. “You could hate my cooking worse than the takeout around here.”

“Not possible,” Aspen groaned, leaning back in the chair. “Besides, the people we bought the house from said you made the best treats around the holidays, so if we stayed on your good side, we could get loaded up with sweets.”

“Jesus, anything they didn’t tell you about me?” I hissed, once again annoyed how they ran their mouths.

“Screw them, remember?” Teak murmured, always uncomfortable when anyone was upset.

“Yeah, right.” I mentally shook it off and went back to my plotting. “I’m not the best at remembering to shop for supplies so you guys would have to handle that if I give you lists of what I would need, okay? And there might be some adjustments along the way because I have no idea how much you guys would eat. I’m assuming a lot more than me.”

“For sure,” Cypress snorted. “But yeah, you tell us what to get and we’ll do it.”

“I’m assuming you can microwave leftovers and handle that on your own?” I drawled, glancing between them. As much as I was cool with the idea of us hanging out and eating together it wasn’t like I wanted them invading my kitchen twice a day, every day.

“That we can handle,” Aspen agreed, picking up on what was going on. 

“And we’ll do all the cleanup of course,” Teak added.

Now I really liked this idea. I hated doing the dishes. “Okay, then let’s make a quick grocery run because I don’t have enough to feed you monsters tonight.” I stood and turned off the grill, the burgers toast by now anyways. 

“Really?” Teak breathed as if I’d just agreed to paint their rooms instead of cook them dinner.

“Yes, we’ll try this for a week,” I chuckled as I walked into the house. They followed after me, practically vibrating with excitement. I locked the sliding glass door and grabbed my purse. “Let’s say five nights I cook, one you guys pick up something, and one we do our own thing. I’ll make sure there’s leftovers you can reheat for most lunches, and the rest you can build your own sandwiches without burning down your house. You shop for the supplies and clean up. Deal?”

“Yes!” came a chorus behind me as I led them out of my house. Oh my god, they were so excited it was hard not to be as well.

Then again I was. I loved cooking, trying new recipes, and feeding people. I was half Polish after all, and it was the Polish way to feed people. Plus they got stuck doing the grocery shopping, did the dishes, and I spent five or six nights having dinner with three gorgeous men.

Actually I didn’t see a single drawback to this arrangement. It was a sweet deal for me.

We headed over to the local Hy-Vee, and within three minutes of being there, I realized I would have to go with them at each store I shopped, at least once, before I could send them on their own… Because they were clueless. Okay, some of the stuff was me being picky after having cooked for years, learning tricks of what worked best, but yeah, they were still pretty clueless.

“No, get the potato salad from the market counter not the display case,” I instructed Teak, smiling when he simply blinked at me. “That way it’s been prepared today, probably this afternoon, and it’s fresh. In the display case it was probably yesterday. We’re going to go right home and eat it so why not get it just made?”

“Oh, good point,” he agreed and set it back down. I did laugh when he caught back up with us and had ordered two pounds of it though. 

While he was gone, I showed Aspen and Cypress how to pick out ears of corn. They were both very attentive students, neither brushing me off or seeming bored with something so basic. It made me hopeful that this could actually work.

They really did want to be fed.

I went to the meat counter for the burgers, fully aware that I was brat when it came to my meat. Hey, I felt the same premises applied to the burgers as the potato salad. Maybe it was all in my head, but I swear I could taste the difference. It might have ended up being a little bit more expensive, though worth it to me when I didn’t have to get frustrated mashing meat together to make patties.

Plus, I was going to start sending them out to Costco and buying fresh patties in bulk that we could freeze so that would save us on cost anyways.

“Smoked chicken okay for tomorrow?” I checked with them as I stopped at the display. I chuckled when three soft groans was the answer I received. Guess so.

The bill wasn’t too bad for four adults even if it was what I normally spent in a week on groceries. Aspen stepped in front of me when I went to pay, but at least let me use my Fuel Saver card so we got the discount. Then I let him keep the physical card, explaining if they were going to do the running around for supplies, they should get the discount on gas. He agreed, but I saw Cypress roll his eyes.

I’d never asked after Aspen’s comment earlier about coming from old money expectations. Maybe they were loaded. Wasn’t my place to ask, but after Cypress’s antics, I had the feeling they were. Whatever. At least I didn’t feel bad for them paying for my two burgers after they were the reason the ones I’d been cooking were ruined.

We were all starving by the time we got back. I laughed as they booked it into my house, not even letting me carry a single bag. Yeah, I could totally get used to this deal.

 


3

 

“What can we do?” Cypress asked as they pulled everything out of bags and laid it all out on the counter. 

I blinked at him a moment before bursting out laughing. “After you told me you started three kitchen fires in a week? Nothing.”

“There’s gotta be something we can do to help you,” Teak argued, glancing around.

I thought about that one a moment as I walked out onto the deck and turned the grill back on, plucking off the dead burgers and tossing them in the garbage. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. We’re not just going to stand here and stare at you while you cook,” Aspen chuckled, leaning over the counter on his forearms. “That would be creepy and annoying. Give us a job. Burgers don’t take that long so it’s not like there’s enough time for us to go back home and entertain ourselves to get out of your hair before we’d have to turn right back around.”

“The garage needs to be cleaned out.” I shrugged, nothing else popping into my head that I wouldn’t have to take time showing or explaining to them. “I use the leaf blower and broom, but yeah, there’s cobwebs and leaves from winter and fall. I normally wipe off the shelves, neaten up, organize everything back in an orderly fashion after I pull something out and just toss it anywhere because it was too cold to be in there long.”

“Done,” Cypress agreed, leaning in and kissing my cheek. The others followed suit, all smiles and excitement.

“It’s just burgers, guys, not the Holy Grail,” I called after them, rolling my eyes at their antics.

“Hey, there’s mango smoked chicken tomorrow too,” Teak threw back over his shoulder.

Wow, they were easy.

I put the corn on first because it went on the top rack and took longer on low than the burgers. Then I pulled my cheese from the fridge, hating the American cheese Hy-Vee carried. Yeah, there was that brattiness, but we liked what we liked. I sliced tomatoes, washed the lettuce, before getting the condiments, plates, silverware, and pickles out on the now cleared off table.

Then I threw the burgers on the grill.

I almost fell over when the three of them were standing in the kitchen when I came back in the house. “No way.”

Aspen shrugged. “There’s three of us.” I raised an eyebrow, walked past him, down the half flight of stairs, up the other few steps, and out the door to the garage—and about fell over.

It was spotless. I mean it looked like they had taken a mother fucking power washer to it and squeegeed it dry. Every tool was organized along the back wall, the shelves were cleaned off… It was perfect.

“Holy shit, guys,” I whispered, glancing back at the three of them standing in the doorway. “This would have taken me all day. Thank you.”

“We really, really appreciate an actual meal,” Teak replied with his normal huge grin.

“Apparently,” I chuckled, shaking my head and walking back to them. We headed to the kitchen again, and I reached above the microwave for the foil. “Okay, can you guys take orders to prepare food without burning down the house?”

Cypress glanced at his friends and shrugged. “Most likely.” Just in case I made sure they were all watching as I walked over to the sink and pulled out the fire extinguisher from the cabinet and set it on the counter with a thump. They all nodded, not even seeming annoyed with me for picking on them, just that they understood and would be careful.

Shit. They were that bad then.

“Cut up pieces big enough to wrap each piece of chicken individually with room to spare.” I demonstrated with the foil, going back to work, and laid it out on the counter before handing him the roll. Then I checked on the burgers which weren’t even ready to flip yet. Amazing how cooking eleven instead of two made a huge difference in the time it took. I turned up the heat ever so slightly and rejoined them. Next I brought out my little food processor and showed Teak how to chop up the frozen mango.

“Why frozen?” he inquired as he watched me. “You seem to like everything fresh so why get this frozen?”

“Good question.” I hip checked him and smiled. “When you smoke meat, it dries out real fast so I find cooking with something extra moist like frozen fruit and sealing each piece of meat separately locks in the juices. I also throw a few pieces of fruit in with my wood chips that I soak.” I turned slightly and pointed to the cabinet that had those. “Aspen, second shelf there, please.”

“Yes, boss,” he chuckled, giving me a wink.

Teak mashed up the frozen fruit as Cypress finished putting each piece of chicken on its foil counterpart, while I showed Aspen how to mix the alcohol, water, and fruit with the wood chips and stick it in the fridge. Then it was time to flip the burgers. Next we moved on to seasoning the chicken, adding mango before wrapping each piece, and sticking it all in the fridge.

I’d never had so much fun prepping. We were like a well-oiled machine, a dance we’d done a hundred times instead of new friends who were doing something for the first time. I flipped the burgers again as Cypress finished setting the table, excited to try the hard cider in my fridge. Teak washed the food processor as Aspen cleaned the counters and made sure everything was put away.

By the time I added cheese and started bringing burgers in, there was no proof we’d just done major shopping or food prep, and my counters were cleaner than earlier in the day. Fuck knows my garage was better off than the day I’d moved into the house. I was totally on board with this deal.

Everyone had fun at dinner, sharing in a few laughs—mine mostly from the way they ate. It was as if no one had fed them in years instead of a week of takeout blues. Teak actually pulled a are you going to finish that when my second burger sat there uneaten since I didn’t normally have two, corn, and potato salad. I normally just had two and no sides.

I’d passed him my plate with a smile.

“We should get an extra freezer for your garage,” Cypress offered when we were done and they started clearing plates.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, guys,” I warned, grabbing my notebook and sitting at the counter so I was in the middle of them and wouldn’t have to yell over the water. “Trial week, remember? Let’s make sure we make it past one fun night.”

“So it was fun for you too, right?” Teak checked, glancing at me over his shoulder as he loaded the dishwasher.

“Yeah, you guys are great. I’m just not used to being around people all the time,” I reminded him. “And there’re three of you. Let’s see how it goes before we move into buying appliances together and overwhelming me.” They all agreed and my point had been made… But I also didn’t want to make it a thing or beat a dead horse. “So we should make a Costco run with the way you guys eat.”

“What’s Costco?” Aspen asked as he stuck the condiments back in my fridge.

“Like Sam’s Club,” I answered, not looking up as I continued to make my list.

“What’s that?” Cypress hedged.

I slowly raised my head and glanced at each of them in turn, my eyes going wider and wider as I saw each of their blank expressions. Where the hell had they grown up that they hadn’t even heard of Costco or Sam’s Club. Then I felt a smile that could only be classified as evil grow on my lips. “Oh, this is going to be fun. Aspen, we’ll need to take your truck. Promise me you guys won’t look up what it is and I’ll take half a day off and we’ll go on a field trip. You’re going to fucking love this.”

“Yeah, we won’t look,” he agreed, scrunching his eyebrows together, looking at his friends who nodded. “What do we need?”

I thought about that a second and remembered the only quirk. “They don’t do credit besides AmEx. So you have to make your purchases with a debit card and of course the money in the account to pay for it all. Is that going to be a problem?”

“No,” Cypress snorted, before clearing his throat, trying to cover his slipup.

“Then we’re all set. Be ready to go at nine-thirty. I have a membership so that’s all we need,” I assured them, ignoring the additional clue they were loaded. I’d already figured it out. Aspen had hinted, they hadn’t mentioned jobs, but they’d bought that big house… Yeah, I wasn’t stupid.

I also didn’t care.

We talked a bit about foods they liked as they finished cleaning up, then they each gave me a big hug and thanked me for dinner. Again I was energized from them all touching me in a row. Was I really that deprived of attention and human contact that a few hugs left me feeling lighter and almost younger? Maybe. Or maybe I’d been through so much the past year I simply needed some good and happy rubbing off on me to lift my spirits and I read too much into things.

I did tend to do that. Deciding to go with that, I finished up a few things for work, emailing my editor with the edits I’d completed. Then I paid some bills and some other basics before starting the work week tomorrow and my new book I’d been plotting. I like getting the details of being an author done on the weekends while everyone else was busy with their personal lives and not adding to my workload. Then I wrote during most people’s normal work week.

Did it always pan out like that? Fuck no. A creative, fast-moving, and chaotic career like mine did not fall under typical nine-to-five parameters. More like hundred hour work weeks because I loved writing. The more stressed or upset I was, the more I wanted to write and get lost in writing. But the more I wrote, the more extra stuff that came with it… And those were the things that tended to stress me out.

My mother called it the vicious cycle that would someday eat me alive. I, on the other hand, called it the hardcore and kickass roller coaster ride I never wanted to get off. Everyone’s job stressed them out and had aspects to it that they didn’t like or weren’t good at. Mine still was my dream job. How many people could say that?

Even if it was a creative profession, I was still a disciplined person who was sometimes a little too organized for the typical artists. Then again, I attributed that to the reason I’d been professionally writing for over four and a half years and never had a day of writer’s block. Either way, it worked best for me to have a plan, a work week track to know what fell on which days and where the path was I was supposed to be on no matter how crazy things got so I knew which way to veer back to.

It just worked for me. Fuck, I didn’t know why or how… It simply did.

I was happy when I shut down my computer at nine and grabbed my lists of potential names I kept in their file folders. I knew one name I was going to use for the main character—there was only one true main character since I wrote in first person—since he’d been in one of the previous series books. This wasn’t one of my serials, so it wasn’t a sequel where it was always the same main character. 

Since this was a series book, it was going to be a previous main character’s brother, and it was this guy’s turn for happiness. Now I just had to name his mate. I grabbed a hard cider and my smokes on the way out to the deck to figure out who I wanted to match up my new main character with, loving this part of my job probably best of all. The inception of a new book was what had me bounding out of bed. It was always the bright and shiny part, new and hopeful and something that could be so great.

Not only a story I knew I would love, put my full attention into, but a little piece of my soul into because I didn’t do anything halfway. It was just who I was. But tomorrow I would open a blank Word document that in a few months would end up on someone’s e-reader and just for a bit, maybe only a few hours, they wouldn’t have to worry about their bills, or their own toilet being broken, or family drama, or that their own dog had passed, or whatever in their lives that was the same shit we all dealt with.

I would give them a break. What I would start to create tomorrow would be their break. I would tell them a story that maybe just for a little while made them forget about the harsh world around them we all lived in, and there, in that place I would create, the world would be better, fairer, more just, more forgiving, more loving of everyone, no matter who they were or what they were. A place where it didn’t matter where they came from or what connections they had, where right was right and good was rewarded and evil was punished.

A world I would want to live in and hoped our reality could be more like one day.

Yes, even with the paranormals, because I liked paranormals. And I was the author so I got to add them. But the principle was the same either way. That was why I loved starting a new book as much as I did. It was why I ignored the junk that bogged down most authors, and when things got tough, I went back to doing what I was supposed to be doing—telling stories. Because I needed them, and I hoped somewhere out there they did what they were meant to do… Give someone a break from real life. 

And honestly, it was why I got out of bed in the morning. I was an artist and it might be on the computer but that was my canvas. There was nothing like the high of fitting the pieces together of a good story. It was like sex and driving too fast and the best ice cream wrapped all into one. I remembered someone asking me once if I did drugs when they heard I was an author, because they’d heard all artists or authors did or were drunks. 

I just looked at them and blinked before asking, “Why? Writing is my drug.” I wasn’t a psychologist, and I damn well wasn’t good at talking about my feelings, but I did think that if a person needed to drink or do drugs to get through their job that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t the right job for them.

But what did I know? There were probably people who thought the same thing about me since I was a smoker. Then again, I was a smoker first… Oh fuck it. Life was complicated.

I shook my head at my wandering thoughts as I opened my cider, wishing sometimes my brain had an off switch. Wouldn’t that be nice? Hey, time for bed. Wait, wait—just let me turn my brain off. 

Setting my drink and folder on the little table by the one deck chair with the big cushions, I checked the gas on the grill again. I’d gotten into that habit after one idiotic slipup and wasting a whole propane tank. Yeah, that was a mistake I’d never make again. Especially now, considering I had to lug the damn tank through the house, which consisted of down half a flight of stairs, up another half flight, and through the kitchen. 

Once I made sure the knob was off, I stood up and stretched, staring out into the woods and figuring I had about twenty minutes before full dark was on me and all the bugs in Nebraska came out to eat me. As I turned to sit down, I saw I wasn’t the only one outside in our little secluded slice of peaceful heaven.

But I was the only one fully dressed.

I met Cypress’s eyes as Teak moved up and down on his cock, his face buried in Cypress’s neck. I glanced at the door to my house before looking back at Cypress. He shook his head and gestured to my chair with the barest bend of his neck. That was when I noticed Aspen sitting a few feet away from them, stroking himself as he watched the show in front of him, completely unaware of my presence.

I watched Cypress’s hands move down Teak’s back and cup the man’s ass, moving him faster. God, I wanted to stay. Maybe it was crude of me. Maybe it was wrong, but fuck, they’d given me every permission, green light, and promise of no strings attached if I did. 

Plus it was my backyard too!

So I did. I carefully turned my chair so I didn’t make a sound and disrupt them, lit a smoke, and watched like some perv in the dark. I watched Cypress take Teak from across our strip of joint yard.

I’d never been so turned on in my life. It was hot and beautiful watching them together, moving in rhythm like they were a perfect fit for each other. When they finished together, I snuck back in my house, closing up my porch for the night and leaning against the glass door, my chest heaving as if I’d actually just done something strenuous.

Mostly because by sitting there and watching, I understood I’d just changed the dynamics of my relationship with them… But to what I had no clue. They were obviously all gay and together.

What the fuck was going on here?

 

* * * *

 

I had the dream again as I had every night since they’d moved in, the only difference this time was Cypress spoke in it.

“I’m telling you, she watched us. She’s coming around. Don’t push her too fast, but she’s perfect for us.”

But that was it. They touched my legs and he said that. Yeah, maybe someone was slipping drugs into my water. When I got up, I went through my normal Monday routine, dreading the one thing that made it icky Monday for me—weighing myself. I wasn’t actively dieting more than finally going back to cutting my carbs and going to see a thyroid doctor, but he ended up being a tool of epic proportions.

No, seriously. They’d mixed up my test results and then when the nurse had called me with them again and I’d asked for her to clarify a few points she told me she didn’t know what certain things meant. When I said I wanted the doctor to call me then, she said he didn’t call about results unless a follow-up was required. 

How the fuck could I determine if a follow-up was required if she couldn’t answer my questions? 

Oh, according to her, it wasn’t necessary given my results. Assuming they were the right ones this time of course. Well if she couldn’t explain my results to me, about my health, abso-fucking-lutely I was going to take her at her word. 

Idiots.

And telling me I had several non-surgical required nodules on my thyroid was about as comforting as… Oh wait, it wasn’t. Especially when I mentioned that when I had seen the ultrasound that one looked to be about the size of my carotid artery.

“You were lying down, ma’am. You couldn’t have seen that,” she drawled.

“I was facing it at the time,” I practically growled at her. “The technician confirmed it was the same size.”

“They shouldn’t have done that, and obviously the doctor doesn’t think that’s concerning.”

“Well it’s my damn nodule, and I find that very concerning,” I snapped. “Send me everything, including the ultrasound. I’m going to get a real specialist to look all the results over.”

“I assure you the doctor is a real one,” she defended, sounding thoroughly insulted on his behalf. 

“Fine, a competent one then,” I snarled, even more pissed that she was being a bitch to me when I was in the right. “One that actually handles my test results correctly and discusses possible really big fucking red flags with me.” I had hung up and just stared at the phone. Yeah, I couldn’t imagine why people bitched all over the place about health care reform and doctors. 

But yeah, let’s absolutely worry instead about more shit with another country in the Middle East or picking another fight with China or Russia or Korea or all the other ones we’re picking fights with.

What will it matter if we were all dead because our doctors just did the bare minimum health insurance paid them for and didn’t really care past that? Sure, let’s blame Obama for all of it when the system that had been in place before him was such shit that anything he tried to do to make it better would suck as a first step anyways. Then again if we’d stop being such a damn top heavy government and bickering like little kids, simply stopping to fix the damn problem who knew what all those minds could actually accomplish?

So when I walked into my closet after going to the bathroom, I hadn’t expected much of a change on the scale—really just praying it didn’t go up. That was why I stared down at it funny when I saw I’d lost nine pounds. I stepped back off, bent down to wipe off the dust, and checked that nothing was under it to maybe throw off the censors. Then I got back on and made sure I wasn’t catching my clothes on the shelves or something.

Yeah that helped. Now I was down twelve pounds. Huh. In one week. What had I really changed? I was moving around a bit more, getting up and going to the door more often considering I had visitors with the guys stopping—the guys. That was what had changed. They had moved in a week ago.

“Right, they made you lose twelve pounds. Neat trick,” I muttered as I stepped off the scale and pushed it under the shoe shelf. “They should take that act to Vegas. They’d be famous and rolling in money. It’s water weight change from the heat or my cycle or something. I did not lose twelve pounds because of them.”

What a ridiculous idea. But still all while I showered, brushed my teeth, took my vitamins, put my contacts in, and booted up my computer, I couldn’t help wondering. I did keep classifying the feeling of being lighter after I’d been around them. It seemed a really, really odd coincidence.

It was when I blended up my protein shake that I burst out laughing. Or the weight loss was that I’d started back on my protein shakes two weeks ago and the weight drop had just caught up to me. God, I so lived in my books that my made up worlds warped my mind sometimes into thinking things that could not be true had a chance in reality. 

Well, whatever had happened, losing that weight had put me in an extra special good mood and I had already been in a fabulous one since I was starting a new book and there was a Costco field trip on the docket for that day. As much as I hated how far it was from my house, I did love that damn store. 

I finished up my routine and was sitting at my computer raring to go before half past seven. Next thing I knew, the alarm I’d set on my phone was going off at nine twenty-five and I had just over three thousand words written in my new book. I typed in a few notes of where I wanted to go next before saving everything and logging my progress. Then I grabbed my purse, the list, everything else I needed, and was out the door. 

“Hey!” I greeted when I saw the three of them walking out to Aspen’s truck… With shirts on for once. While it was a shame, they would be required in the store.

“Well someone’s in a good mood this morning,” Aspen chuckled, tossing me the keys. I caught them easily but glanced from them to him. He shrugged. “You know where we’re going and this is your show. You drive.”

“Aspen, I’m not driving your tricked out, really expensive truck,” I drawled.

“You can handle it. Besides, it’s easier to smoke and not ash all over the inside if you’re driving,” he answered as he opened the passenger door and got in.

“I’m really not smoking in your vehicle,” I balked.

“I don’t care. It’s just a truck, Cara.” I simply stood there, and he chuckled, waving me to get in. “Come on, let’s go. We’re dying to see what you’ve got planned, and now I want to know why you’re so happy.”

“Yeah, okay,” I muttered as I hurried around the front. I couldn’t believe he was trusting me with his baby, and while I did tend to chain-smoke whenever I was trapped in a car, I at least curbed it when others were with me and never in someone else’s vehicle.

I had thought of that after suggesting we take Aspen’s truck last night though. It just made sense. My tiny Pontiac G6 wouldn’t hold much with four adults in it, and I had a feeling after they saw where we were going, they might shop their hearts out especially since they had money.

My day got even better when I started up the beautiful Dodge Ram Quad Cab, the hemi engine purring like a very large jungle cat forcefully enough that I felt it under my feet. “God, I love this truck.”

“Anytime you want to use it, feel free to,” he offered, smiling at me.

“Thanks.” I returned the gesture but knew I would never take him up on it in a million years if he wasn’t with me. No way. Besides, it wasn’t like he wasn’t nice enough to go with me if I needed to pick up something that would require a truck.

Teak waited until we were out of the subdivision before tapping me on the shoulder. “So seriously, what’s with the good mood?”

“Oh right,” I giggled, a little shocked I actually giggled. And then I proceeded to ramble like a goofy twit. I told them about my weight loss, my new book going well, even that I loved Costco so I was happy about that, and exposing them to it was like icing on my cake. Teak asked me what I was working on, admitting he was about halfway through my complete library now so I told him and we talked work, both of us going back and forth. It actually was nice to have someone to discuss that with.

I was really having a lot of fun until I glanced back and saw Cypress frowning at me. He looked away and stared out the window, crossing his arms over his chest. Then I saw Aspen was as well. Luckily we were over halfway to Costco, and I found myself going a little bit more over the speed limit to cut down on the time it would take to get there.

Seconds later, I rolled down the window and lit a smoke. Yeah, I’d been fine until then. Now I was trapped in a vehicle where two of the three people seemed really unhappy with me. If that wasn’t a time for a cigarette, I didn’t know when was. 
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I breathed a little bit easier when we arrived at Costco. After we parked and got out, I winced when I heard two of the doors slam. I couldn’t take it then, half tempted to call a cab and go right back home without them. I intercepted Cypress away from the others because he was the one I had the easiest time talking with.

“What did I do?” I hissed as I dragged him back behind the truck. “What is going on? You guys were all smiles when you saw me, and now ice could be frozen on your and Aspen’s asses.”

“It’s nothing, Cara,” he muttered, his eyes full of some combo of anger and hurt I couldn’t decipher.

“Don’t lie to me, Cypress, or I’m so outta here.”

His lips pressed into a thin line before he looked away from me. “We thought you were all happy because of what you shared with us last night, staying and watching us.” I dropped his arm so fast the change in my balance almost knocked me back a step. 

“I don’t know what last night was,” I admitted, putting some space between us. “I don’t know why you guys gave me the green light to watch you or why you seem to want me to watch you together since you’ve done it twice in one week in such an open spot. You guys are all together, together. I don’t get what you want from me or if this is your kink or some kind of game to you.” He opened his mouth, but I held up my hand and shook my head so he closed it. “I don’t even know how I feel about what I did last night, Cypress.”

That got his attention, and he lost the anger, studying me closely. “You don’t?”

“No,” I whispered, adjusting my purse strap across my body before rubbing my arm. “That’s not exactly something I’ve ever done before and—” I closed my mouth and shook my head. “And I don’t know.” I pointed over my shoulder to the store. “But this? This I’m sharing with you guys. I was sharing my day and myself with you three, including you in it. Not you guys having fun and you inviting me to watch so I don’t know what I think about last night, but now I know it shouldn’t ever happen again.”

“Cara, wait,” he gasped as I turned away, tears burning in my eyes. I shrugged him off when he reached for me, heading to the store. I wanted nothing more than to go home, but there would be more talking if we turned right back around, and I didn’t want that. And there was no way they’d let me take a cab back. Plus it would be an arm and a leg and that was a stupid waste of money. I did need some things from Costco as well, and we were all the way there now.

But the trip was ruined for me and so was the day. Probably our whole arrangement.

I held out Aspen’s keys to him as I walked by him, ignoring his eyes going wide when he saw I was crying. He took them from me, but didn’t move otherwise. It was Teak that fell into step with me.

“Please don’t lump me in with them,” he muttered quietly. “I wasn’t a jerk.”

“But you’re with them,” I whispered, angrily wiping tears. “You’re all lovers—”

“I’m still my own person,” he defended.

“That’s fair,” I sighed as we reached the entrance. I grabbed a cart which he took from me. “I just don’t want to get in the middle of anything. I feel like Cypress and Aspen expected something from me today and I don’t know what. What do you guys want from me?”

“To get to know you.”

I shot him a disbelieving look before I held up my card for the counter and nodded behind me. “The two stragglers are with me too.” Cypress took another cart, walking with Aspen, but they kept their distance as we continued. “Most neighbors getting to know each other don’t go to that extent, Teak. You guys are gay and of course I don’t have a problem with—”

“No, we’re not,” he interrupted, stopping the cart, turning to me, and sighing. “I knew we should have clarified this instead of just hinting and playing out on the deck. We’re bi-sexual, Cara. The three of us love each other, but we’re not all we need. We’re just a package deal.”

“Oh. Oh!” I breathed, his words sinking in.

“Yeah, I’m the one that was going to screw everything all up,” Aspen drawled from behind us. “Good one, Cypress.”

“Shut it, asshole,” he snapped. 

“So, you’re saying…” I trailed off, still not sure what Teak was getting at.

“That we’re bi-sexual.” He shrugged, glancing at his feet before meeting my eyes again. “And we want to get to know you. That’s it.” Then he smiled at me. “And I’m saying that they acted like big fat jerks on the ride over here and I didn’t and I’d like to enjoy your thoughtful fieldtrip and for you to go back to being excited, happy, and goofy Cara again. So can we just ignore them and have fun?”

“If you buy me a slice of pizza before we leave because their pizza is awesome,” I moaned, making a face at him.

“Deal,” he chuckled, throwing his arm around my shoulders. “Will you still feed me too? I will beat them senseless if they fucked that up because I was dreaming about that chicken last night.”

“It would be a shame to waste all that prepared chicken, wouldn’t it?” I teased him as I pulled away and we started walking again. “I guess it depends if they plan on apologizing for being big fat jerks.”

“We do,” they called out from behind us. Teak and I exchanged a look before we burst out laughing. Nice.

He and I had a blast. We actually turned around and started the store from the beginning since we hadn’t gotten that far in and hadn’t seen much of anything anyways. His excitement was infectious, and five minutes in, the upset Aspen and Cypress had caused was almost all but forgotten… Until we saw them again.

But even handling that became a game Teak and I kept playing. They walked down the aisle we were in, we went down another one. They came into bakery, and we ditched into the massive produce fridge—goofy stuff like that. 

It wasn’t until Teak had made a left, and I’d missed it and went right that Aspen cornered me in the back area by tower racks of paper plates and plastic cups. He grabbed my arm and spun me around, boxing me in so we were nose to nose.

“He told me you don’t know how you feel about last night,” he murmured as he stared into my eyes, that intense look in them. “I’m sorry. It was wrong of us to assume you knew and were just toying with us by hiding your response to what you saw, what we shared with you.”

“That’s what you thought I was doing?” I gasped, my eyes going wide.

“Yes.”

“Then you don’t know me at all, Aspen,” I whispered as my heart sank. “I wouldn’t ever toy with someone like that. It’s just not in me.”

“I didn’t think it was. That’s why it hurt when I thought you did.”

I searched his eyes and saw the truth. “What were you expecting me to say this morning? I get you guys thought you shared something with me, and I guess you did, but all I did was watch. What did you really want to happen?”

“To say you wanted to join in next time,” he admitted as he moved in closer.

I couldn’t help my reaction. I burst out laughing. I laughed so hard, I actually grabbed my chest and moved my other hand to his, pushing him back to give me space. When I finally got myself under control, he still had me boxed in but at least he wasn’t uncomfortably close anymore. “I’m sorry, but seriously, Aspen! I mean, what were you thinking? How many women would ask to join in with three gay men?”

“We’re not gay, we’re bi.”

“I know that now,” I drawled, rolling my eyes. 

“Do you know a lot of gay men who are interested in having a woman watch them have sex?” he shot back.

“Not a lot, but yeah, I know some,” I answered with a shrug. “If a person likes attention, they like attention. Sometimes it doesn’t matter where the attention comes from. You have to know gay men like that too. Some can be real attention whores.”

He frowned and then shook his head. “I don’t know any gay men or women actually.”

It really was a day for shocking revelations. “One day you guys are going to have to fill me in on this not cult with the weird rules that wanted you to conform to old money traditions and expectations that had you never mowing a lawn, knowing basic chores, or meeting anyone gay, Aspen.”

“One day,” he agreed, his expression shutting down as he stood up straight.

“I won’t push on that,” I hedged, realizing that this really was going to be a thing. “And not that you guys have asked or officially said you want me to join in anything with you, but let me be clear that until that conversation happens one day there is not a chance in hell I will entertain the idea of walking into something that involves an already established three-way committed relationship with my next door neighbors.”

“That’s fair,” he sighed, running his hands over his hair and tightening his ponytail. “Yeah, that’s really fair. We jumped the gun.”

“Yeah, so let’s stick to the meal agreement and maybe a pitcher of daiquiris here and there,” I offered, not ready to scrap being their friend. They were nice guys after all just… Complicated.

He studied me a moment before nodding. “Cypress is still getting you apology flowers.”

“That’s allowed. He did make me cry, which is rare.” I smiled at him.

“Everything okay here?” Teak asked as he and Cypress rounded the corner on us, both obviously having been looking for us.

“Yeah, we talked things out,” I quickly answered as I walked over to him. I glanced at Cypress who looked a little like he’d been kicked in the nuts recently. “If you agree with what Aspen and I just discussed once he catches you up, you’re forgiven too.”

“Okay.”

And that was it. Fight over and dropped. I didn’t like to drag things out or make a mountain out of molehill. It wasn’t my style.

 

* * * *

 

Cypress did end up agreeing and they backed off with the sexual kinks and we kept the meal agreement. I did catch them “necking” a few times as the kids called it, but nothing I wouldn’t see being friends with any other couple. Besides, they were cute. And they were cute with me. I loved spending time with them and I would do anything with them. They came over for dinner six nights a week, sometimes seven and either they’d clean up and go right home or we’d sit out on the deck and have a drink.

Once in a while they’d even hang out and watch TV. Normally Tuesday nights when Amazon had early releases on their instant videos or Sunday nights when we caught Game of Thrones and Penny Dreadful. Those nights I looked forward to most because spending with them was the only distraction I had from my mounting worries elsewhere.

And fuck were they mounting higher and higher. My weight loss continued over the next few months and normally that would have an obese woman doing a happy dance, but not at this rate. Not without explanation.

My memory was going, still failing, which made me second-guess just about everything which drove the people working for me nuts, distracted me from what I needed to be doing, and wasted so much time I barely got any writing done. Which drove me even crazier. Basically I was a basket case. Things were disappearing from my lists, nothing was ever where I left it in my house, chores were done I didn’t do, and just everything was off and I never seemed to remember shit.

It affected how often I had releases coming out, and of course, Teak noticed that and asked me what was going on. 

“Does this have something to do with why you seem to be gone during the day a couple of times a week?” he hedged as I checked on something in the smoker one day a few months after they’d moved in.

“Just a lot going on, Teak,” I sighed, giving him the half-truth. “I pushed off a lot because I had work problems last year, and it’s biting me in the ass. I filed an extension on my taxes and apparently that was a big no-no when incorporated, so I have that and this year’s quarterly filings to get done, and I haven’t been to the dentist in three years so bad me, and on, and on, and some restructuring with my company, and just shit.”

I felt bad lying because I still hadn’t handled my taxes, focusing on the doctors first because—well I couldn’t think about much else with a proverbial cloud of doom I sensed chasing me. 

“Is there anything we can do?”

“Can you get my mail for me next week actually?” I muttered as I walked back into the kitchen and washed my hands.

“Wait, why?” he gasped, suddenly next to me as Aspen and Cypress hovered close as well.

“Because I’m going home to Chicago to visit my parents.” That wasn’t all I was going home for. My primary care doctor who had taken care of me when I’d lived there for years and since I was a kid had found me a rare disease specialist she knew and trusted. When I’d run out of options with the doctors in Omaha, I’d called her and sent her everything I’d learned, crying that I needed help and hope. She’d cared enough for me and my family to drop everything and dive right into my now massive file.

“Why can’t they come here? We’d love to meet them,” Cypress whined, crossing his arms over his chest.

“I have other family there too, guys,” I chuckled, turning to them as I wiped my hands on the dish towel. “You’ll be fine with sandwiches for a week. I’m not leaving until Monday so there will be lots of leftovers for you to zap as well. I miss my gram, and she can’t travel very well, so eight hours in a car to drive here is a little much for her.”

They pouted a bit but saw me off the morning I left, waving as a group from my driveway. It was actually really cute, touching even, and made me finally admit that I’d fallen for them—all of them. And I didn’t know what to do about it. 

The drive home, I had a lot of time to think and a lot of it wasn’t positive. Aspen, Cypress, and Teak had hinted they were ready for more from me but until we had that “one day” talk about wherever they were from and I had some real answers about me, I wasn’t going there. But I wanted to—fuck, did I. If there was ever a time in my life I could use as much support as possible, it was now.

Hell, I hadn’t even told them about anything I suspected. I didn’t know how. I mean, they never even brought up my weight loss, and it wasn’t like they couldn’t have noticed. That first week was twelve pounds, but since then, it was between eight and ten for a total of a hundred and twenty pounds in three months. No one lost that. Not without a reason or major surgery.

And my mind was not so far gone that I didn’t remember major surgery.

When I pulled into the drive of my parents’ house and got out of the car, my mom actually swayed on her feet when she saw me. My dad’s jaw dropped open but he caught her in time.

“I told you I wasn’t exaggerating,” I whispered as I walked over to them.

“And you swear on your pup’s and grandfathers’ souls no surgery or diet pills or anything,” he rasped as he stared at me.

“No, Daddy,” I swore as tears filled my eyes. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

“Then we’ll figure this out. Whatever it takes, whatever we have to do. We will fix this, baby girl.” He let go of my mom when she assured him she was fine and they wrapped me in a bear hug.

“I want to say you look fabulous because you do,” she cried against me. “But it seems so crass.”

“It’s okay,” I chuckled, wiping my eyes and kissing her head. “I think the same thing every day. If I’m not dying, I’ll be grateful for whatever blessing helped me finally lose weight.” I’d been struggling with my weight since I was a kid, going to every dietician and trying any healthy meal plan out there. Weight Watchers, Jenny Craig, nothing worked for me. Hell, I gained weight when I saw a clinical specialist who put me on prepackaged twelve hundred calorie a day plan.

I was kind of hopeless like that, so yeah, this was really a switch. Part of me wanted to accept the gift that maybe my body was catching up and finally getting back into whack and simply being what it should be—normal. But no one lost weight this fast.

And that didn’t explain my head issues.

My parents and gram babied me while I was home, and to be honest, I soaked it up, my nerves needing it. But then the appointment came at the end of the week, and I was ready to shit blue kittens I was so scared. 

Especially because my insurance wasn’t covering it. I had to pay for the visit, which was some exorbitant amount, but the doctor had agreed that depending on what he found or didn’t find, I might be some medical mystery he could publish on and he might run the tests for free. When I went through the precursory tests with the nurse at his office, I almost fell off the scale when I saw the number.

I hadn’t lost a pound since I’d weighed myself the Sunday before I’d left Nebraska.

“Could it be environmental?” I blurted when the doctor entered the room before he even introduced himself. He blinked at me and I explained why I said what I did.

“That’s a thought,” he hedged, flipping through paperwork. “You were living there for a year before though. Is there anything that changed locally around that time?”

“My neighbors moved in,” I whispered, once again coming back to Aspen, Cypress, and Teak.

“You’ve been tested for anything that they could have transmitted to you, Cara.” He smiled and let me know how crazy it sounded.

“No, I know, but what if they brought something environmental with them?” I pushed, thinking there was no other logical explanation. “I mean, how else could there be three months of weight loss and it stops for a week when I’m in Chicago? That’s something to take into consideration, right?”

“It is. I am glad you brought it up.” He jotted down a few notes, and I had a feeling that no matter what he found, he would take my case. Because I was a mystery. That was for damn sure.

I simply didn’t think I was going to like whatever answers were found.

When we were done, the lab drew about a gallon of blood from me to start with, then it was a bone marrow biopsy and spinal tap before they let me go. I got in my car and headed back to my parent’s house to say goodbye. They talked me into staying another night, pushing that I wasn’t in any condition to make an eight hour drive after going through all of that.

They didn’t have to push hard. I was wiped. We talked for a bit, had dinner, and then I did a wonderful face plant on their guest room bed. 

And didn’t dream about the guys. At. All. I hadn’t that whole week I’d been there. 

But I had every night since they’d moved in. 

The next morning I said goodbye to my parents and got in my car, waving as I drove off, thoughts racing in my mind. 

I noticed the weight loss a week after they moved in. The next time I stepped on the scale after they moved in. The day after they moved in, things were done I didn’t remember doing and items removed from my to-do list. I wasn’t a forgetful person until then. The dreams started the night I met them.

Everything revolved around Aspen, Cypress, and Teak. I no longer cared how crazy, unlikely, or flat out ridiculous it sounded. Going home to Chicago just proved they were somehow involved.

What other fucking explanation was there? I mean, seriously! This had to involve them somehow. Or at least one part of it. And even if I was completely and utterly wrong, I was going to figure a way to rule that out as well. That was the scientific way. It might not be what a medical professional would do but they had no answers for me after months of poking and prodding me and I needed some answers.

Fuck, I needed them desperately.

So I stopped at Best Buy on the way home and got one of those Belkin surveillance cameras that had infrared and were motion activated. I stuffed it in my bag just in case the guys met me when I pulled up, feeling like a paranoid freak, but I had to know. 

I just had to. Even if it turned out to be nothing, great. Then at least I might laugh about it one day, but the whole way home, I had two quotes running through my head, and as much as I couldn’t remember who said them and I was probably botching them, it was what I was thinking.

The simplest explanation is normally the correct one. And wasn’t the simplest explanation the one that had the same factor to all the issues? Them. Even if it was unlikely or bizarre?

Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must be the truth. That one to me just hit the nail on the mother fucking head. And while I wasn’t exactly in a position to Google it, I was pretty damn sure the guy who wrote the Sherlock Holmes books said that. Science was failing me. 

Time to go with an author. A legendary one… Even if his name failed me at the moment because, well, I was slightly stressed and all of that.

When I got home, I parked and got out, stretching my cramped muscles. Moments later, the three of them were jogging over to greet me. I smiled, still happy to see them even with all my doubts. I was completely conflicted. I wanted answers but I didn’t want it to be them. But they would be the easiest explanation.

The whole thing hurt my head… And my heart—because I’d given it to them. 

They delivered big hugs and Cypress took my suitcase—I quickly snagged my knapsack and slung it over my shoulder—asking about my trip and how I was, telling me they missed me and such. I filled them in on a few things, not able to say much since most of my time in Chicago was focused around my health and worrying the shit out of my family. They told me where my mail was and caught me up which luckily didn’t take long since nothing really happened where we lived.

I politely excused myself, explaining I had some work to catch up on and was pretty tired. They pouted a bit but let me be. I accepted their kisses on the cheek and locked the door behind them.

Then I sprang into action. I hurried to set up the camera in my room, camouflaging it on the bookshelf where my TV and Blu-Ray player was between some stacks of movies and the Dish receiver. I looked at it from all angles around the room and it was pretty small. Only someone who really was paying attention and looking for it would see it. And even if they did, I would have already caught them.

That was all I really needed.

Getting it installed to record to my computer and onto my Wi-Fi wasn’t as easy as the instructions made it seem but it never really was. I pulled it off and even tested out my new toy before I went to bed, making sure that it recorded while the monitor was in sleep mode. Nothing would get me busted faster than them seeing themselves live and in color like walking by and seeing the feed on my huge all-in-one computer in my office.

And putting up the screen to my office and closing the curtain would send up a red flag because I never did that unless strangers were coming over. The guys had long since not fallen into that category.

I was vibrating with nerves when I crawled into bed that night, thinking I’d never fall asleep… But eventually I did, exhaustion and stress winning out. The dreams came back too. 

“I missed her so much,” Teak whispered as he pulled back the covers and lifted my shirt, gently running his hands over my stomach. “God, she is so stressed out, guys. What are we going to do?”

“We should tell her. It’s time,” Cypress answered as he rubbed my leg.

“You think?” Aspen hedged, touching my other thigh. “I don’t know if she’s ready. She’s not opening up to us much yet.”

“I don’t think she’ll open up to us until we do to her. She knows we’re keeping something. I mean, how do you trust people you know are hiding things from you, not just you haven’t crossed that topic with them yet?”

“That’s a good point,” Aspen agreed, nodding. “Okay, soon then.”

And then the dream was over. I had another, shorter one, but no talking that I remember in that one. Normally they didn’t talk, I more felt them there with me, touching me, almost as if I could see them like infrared. No, I didn’t think that was a sane thing to dream either.

But when a person believes they are losing their mind that doesn’t seem like such a big deal.
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The next morning I woke before my alarm, stretched slowly, and remembered I was back home… And then the camera. I bounded out of bed and put in my contacts before double checking the instructions on how to back up a recording. I did not want to risk accidentally deleting something after going through all of this.

Once it was all ready and the extra file saved I took a deep breath, steadying myself as best as I could before finding out if I was really crazy or… Or I didn’t know what. Or I was going to deal with something really crazy. 

I hit play and saw myself getting ready for bed. This model had a motion sensor so it only recorded when something or someone was moving so once I was under the covers and stopped moving more than breathing, the screen went dark for a few seconds before turning back on here and there when I rolled over enough to trigger it or snored loud enough. 

Because I now had recorded proof that I did really snore. Great. Who didn’t ever want that?

By the fourth time the video loaded with me simply turning over, I was about to admit defeat and seriously consider what several of the specialists had told me—that my symptoms were some form of psychosis. A very polite way of saying I was batshit crazy and maybe it was time to consider I needed to be locked up.

I thought that was a bullshit way out. There were certain things the body could do to itself because of the brain and certain things it could not. Fine, memory loss and dreams was one of them. Extreme weight loss was not one I’d ever heard of and most of the other doctors agreed with me. Some of the other ones didn’t. Great when they couldn’t. Really instilled faith in them all.

The next clip popped up and I did a double take as Teak walked into my bedroom followed by Cypress and Aspen. I turned up the sound and the scene played out exactly as it had in my dream with the only addition being that Aspen asked at some point if I was really out, as in unconscious was my guess, and Cypress nodded. So they had kept me asleep.

Which explained why I never woke as a light sleeper. That had been the one thing that had always made me assume it couldn’t be them. I woke for everything unless I’d been drinking, then I could sleep through a tornado. 

I watched the whole thing and then a second round of them coming in my room about an hour later according to the time stamp. After that it was nothing but a couple more scenes of me rolling over before I woke up. I clicked my mouse back to clip five and watched that and six again just to make sure. Then I put those two on a USB drive, already knowing how to play them on the TV downstairs.

I wasn’t really sure what I was going to do, but I had a feeling it was going to be big because I had that cold, calm feeling that normally even scared me when it came over me since it was typically followed by my temper blowing like a volcano. Or I got hysterical. One or the other or both. Nothing ever rational or calm though.

Making some coffee, I texted the guys and said I was hopping in the shower but why didn’t they come over for breakfast in half an hour and we could hang out. There was no way I’d be able to get anything done with this hanging over my head, and I needed to know what the fuck was going on anyways because whatever they’d been doing to me was causing a mountain of chaos in my life.

I got three enthusiastic replies, and I let them know the front door was open. Then I picked out something comfy to wear, because it was going to be that kind of a day, fixed up my coffee, grabbed the USB drive, and headed downstairs to shower. The whole time I was under the water I was surprised that the cool spray didn’t instantly turn to steam and evaporate I was so pissed. And then a random thought hit me, one so insane I couldn’t stop laughing for a good five minutes. 

I’d been right all along with my little snarky thought that first day after they’d moved in and I’d gone to change the lightbulbs and they had already been done. I did have little elves running around my house at night doing my chores for me and more. Okay, they weren’t little and I didn’t know if they were elves, but given they were sneaking in past locked doors without keys and somehow making me sleep when they were in my room and miraculously losing more weight than humanly possible… Elves were not out of the picture.

There was a knock at the door right at the half hour mark, and I heard their heavy footsteps in the foyer as I threw on some deodorant in the guest bathroom, already showered, dried off, and dressed.

“Down here, guys,” I called out as I stepped into the hallway. “I want to show you something first.” I didn’t wait for them, walking into the family room and turning on the TV.

“Good morning,” Teak greeted, moving in as if to give me a kiss. 

I stepped away and gestured to the couches. “Sit down. You guys are going to love this. I know I did.”

“Cara, are you okay?” Cypress hedged as they eyed me cautiously, each slowly taking a seat.

I ignored him and plugged in the USB drive, talking while it loaded. “So funny thing. I’ve dreamed about you guys every night since you’ve moved in. Did you know that? No, I don’t think I told you that. But I do. That you enter my room and touch me. Not a dirty dream, but that you just touch me. Crazy right? And then there’s the weight loss thing that coincides with your arrival but there’s no way that could have anything to do with three men except then I didn’t lose a single pound when I was home.”

“Cara, we can—” Aspen started.

I spun around and pointed a finger at him. “Shut the fuck up and watch. You guys had your chance!” I stared him down until he nodded and then played the first video for them. “But see, I’m not crazy. Every night you have been creeping into my room and doing something to me. Twice I would guess from this.” I hit the button for the next one and showed them. 

When it was done, I spun to face them and launched the remote across the room, almost smiling as their mouths dropped open as they watched it shatter against the wall.

“So what are you? I keep coming back to elves because that first night you were here my lightbulbs were changed out and I didn’t do it and I kept making this joke in my head that maybe I have little elves running around my house doing my chores for me. So tell me are we talking Seeley Court and Unseeley Court or more light and dark? Or is it more a Lord of the Rings kind of thing?”

“We’re dark elves,” Teak whispered, his eyes practically bugging out of his head. “Good guess.”

“Well I’ve had a lot to time to think about this as I wondered just how crazy I’ve gone.” Aspen opened his mouth but I held up my hand to him and focused on Teak. He’d be the most honest with me, I knew that already. “So you have been sneaking in here and fixing things for me, taking chores off my to-do list and physically removing them from the list, yes?”

“Yes, but—”

“What are you doing to me in that video? Is it the same thing I feel when you guys touch or hug me all in a row?”

“You feel that?” he gasped, looking almost impressed.

“Answer my questions,” I demanded as I took a few steps closer, shaking my finger at him. “It is time for answers. What have you been doing to me? Sucking fat out of me?”

“Kind of, but it’s more complicated than that,” he sighed, glancing at Cypress. “Can he answer? He’s better at explaining it than I am.”

“Fine.” I turned on my heel and focused on him. “Explain.”

“The weight loss is more a side effect,” Cypress hedged, adjusting his neck before rubbing his hands down his shorts roughly, obviously not liking that he was being put on the spot.

Too. Fucking. Bad.

“Think of it as healing. Your body takes damage over time. Either from toxins or impurities in foods, the fact you smoke, the shit in the air. Stress hurts the body, all of it. Our touch heals. It’s a little at a time, but it’s best to think of it as a reversal of the clock so bringing your system and body back closer to where you were maybe at eighteen. The side effect is the loss of an ounce or two of fat each time we touch you and we can do it a few times a day, each of us.”

I nodded as he spoke and mulled it over. “So it’s a clean slate starting from this moment. I won’t instantly gain all the weight back or go into withdrawal if you stop.”

“Why would you—” Teak almost asked but shut it when I snapped at him.

“Correct,” Cypress wisely answered. “Your body is probably now where you were at twenty instead of thirty. You will simply be twenty and a day tomorrow or whatever. That’s all.”

“Okay,” I whispered, bobbing my head as I stared at my bare feet, bracing my hands on my hips and mulling all this information over. I’m glad I knew now, but fuck, I still had a mess to clean up. Maybe one day I would be grateful for the gift they’d given me.

Maybe. And one day. But not that day.

“Okay, what, Cara?” Teak asked carefully.

I sniffled and raised my head. “Okay, get the fuck out of my house and don’t ever come back. Not for dinner, not in the middle of the night, not ever. Don’t call me, don’t wave at me, don’t touch me, don’t speak to me, don’t even look at me.”

“What?” Aspen roared as he jumped to his feet. “Because we’re elves?”

“I could give a shit that you’re elves,” I whispered as tears burned my eyes.

“Then what? Helping you? You wouldn’t ask for any so—”

“Helping me?” I choked out as I closed my eyes and covered my face with my hands as I screamed. “That’s what you call what you’ve been doing? Are you fucking kidding me? You have fucking blasted my life apart!” I fell to my knees and moved my hand away, opening my eyes, the tears falling and not able to hide them. “I’m about to go bankrupt.”

“What?” Teak whispered as he slid off the sofa and onto the floor. I held up my hand, and he got the idea, stopping. “Cara, how?”

“How?” I laughed and not in that good way, in that hysterical I was not keeping it together well kind of way. “Because for months I’ve been going to see every doctor in the area to explain the inexplicable weight loss I’ve been having. It’s not normal to lose eight to ten pounds in a month and that’s even with serious dieting and exercise which I have not been doing and I’ve been losing that in a week. I thought I was dying, you assholes! That’s normally why humans have drastic, rapid onset weight loss.”

“Oh shit,” Cypress hissed as he joined Teak on the floor.

“Yeah, oh shit,” I giggled, wiping my eyes. “But do you know what they’ve found? Nothing. Abso-fucking-lutely nothing. So they would send me somewhere else. They would do different tests my insurance only partly covers or others they don’t cover at all, but well, what else was I going to do, just die? Because obviously something was wrong because a person doesn’t just start losing eight or so pounds a week without a reason! I went to Chicago to see a rare disease specialist that cost me four grand just to get through the door.

“My parents are talking about taking a mortgage out on their house and they paid that off years ago all so they can help save me from this mysterious illness. And this is all while I’ve been thinking I’m losing my fucking mind! Things I wrote down aren’t there. Jobs I knew I had to do are done. Things aren’t where I left them and appear in different spots. I didn’t know if this was related to the weight loss or, on top of whatever was causing that, I had a fucking brain tumor too. 

“I have a family history of Alzheimer’s, and I freaked that maybe I somehow have it so early at thirty, but no, they say I don’t. So last week the neurosurgeon suggested maybe we open up my fucking skull and do exploratory surgery in my brain because there has to be something in there causing these memory gaps and they just must not be able to see it on the tests. So while I now know the answer, I have no fucking idea how to clean this all up or get myself out of this mess.

“Because telling anyone my neighbors did it and they’re elves will end with me in the fucking mad house in a padded room. And I’ve got medical bills coming out of my ass, and I don’t know how I’m going to make my rent. I haven’t been writing because of all of this, my life is destroyed, and it turns out, I’m fine.” I focused on Aspen and shook my head, ignoring the stricken look on his face. “So yes, thank you for all your help. Please refrain from it in the future.

“I was doing fine before I met you guys, a little lonely, a little depressed, kind quirky, but fine. The only thing wrong with me was that I was stupid enough to let you dicks into my life and give you my fucking heart! So I don’t care if you’re elves or aliens. I want you out of my house and out of my life while I figure out how to clean up my shattered existence and the mess you made of it!” 

I slowly got to my feet, but they didn’t move, simply staring at me as if I’d change my mind. I needed them to go, seeing them hurt and as much as I hated to I played the only card I had.

“Leave or I will call the police. Don’t make me pull that shit on you because I don’t care what you are but I know you won’t want the attention. So go. I need you to go.”

I didn’t wait to see what they did. Instead I walked out of the room and up the stairs before turning and going in my bedroom. I crawled under the covers and buried my face in my pillow, sobbing uncontrollably. What a mess. What a fucking mess. If they had simply just told me any of it. Why? Why keep it all a secret or pull any of it with me. What had been the goal?

And why did I have to go and fall in love with them?

I heard the front door close a few minutes later, and I just cried harder, my heart breaking at losing them which was ever so fucked up on top of my fucked up mountain of fucked up. I stayed in bed that day, doing nothing but crying, and then crying again, and deciding to add more crying to my agenda. It seemed to be the day for it.

And I wasn’t even a crier by any stretch of the term.

The next morning the only reason I got out of bed was because I was starving and so thirsty after all that crying it hurt. I snagged a bottle of water from the fridge and an apple and plopped down at the table, making sure I wasn’t visible to any of the windows. I couldn’t even deal with that right then. But I pouted as I stared out the window. It was early enough that I could have enjoyed my back porch and not died of the end of August heat.

Too bad I was too broke to move now. The thought alone had my head dropping to the table with a thump as I groaned. Seriously, what was I going to do? I mean, they really and truly had broken my spirit. What had been the point of all of this? They weren’t malicious. They were too clueless to be… I slowly raised my head and replayed that last thought.

They were clueless. They hadn’t known how to mow the lawn. They had needed their hands held on so much. They needed someone to cook for them. Who better than a reclusive author with few friends? 

But there was a flaw in that because they had hit on me right away and liked women too. Teak had made it pretty clear that they were entertaining the idea of me being their forth. I bit into my apple and then dropped it, when the gaps filled in and I realized what I’d been missing, ignoring the sounds of my breakfast rolling away.

They knew they could make me pretty.

Sure even when I was obese I wasn’t hideous, just fat. I had the features there to be attractive. Take what they could do to turn back the clock as Cypress had put it, but it was more than that because I was hotter than I had been at twenty. I mean, without even trying to sound all full of myself… I was almost gorgeous now. A while longer with their “treatments” and I would have been better than most models because I wouldn’t have had that boney, starved look.

So they could have gotten the human life tour guide they needed to acclimate to this world with the fat girl self-esteem to want to bend over backwards to please them and make friends, but then sneak in here and help me so I had more time for them so I would cook for them and whatever else, and they would then just make me hot for them after I was so smitten with them because they were big sweethearts to me so I was fuckable and they’d get their pussy needs all in one-stop shopping.

Yeah, that was one long run-on thought even as it raced in my mind. I shook my head and tried it again.

Why bother? No matter which way I pan this one out, I got played. They knew I’d get hot. They were all about touching me when we met—the opposite of feeding the bird you want to eventually cook. You’re not being nice, you ultimately want something from it. 

The only real question I had left was if they were eventually going to tell me what they were so it would all come out how often they’d helped me. Was that simply part of the goal to free up my time to cook and do more for them or was it going to be a big reveal thing so I felt indebted to them later?

Call me Negative Nancy but after realizing they knew they’d make me pretty and fuckable for three hottie elves I tended to go with the latter. Much easier for me to simply fall into bed with them if they spring on me they’ve been doing all my chores and crap work for me for months, right? Or at least that was probably how that worked in their heads.

Either way I left the apple on the floor, stood with my bottle of water, and went back to bed. And that was where I stayed the next couple of days, getting up for only something to drink here and there… Not much else. I didn’t answer my phone or shower or check emails or even flinch if someone came to the door. I stared out the window, and if I got thirsty, drank something. 

I was numb. They’d broken me and I was numb inside. I didn’t even feel or care enough to make the drink on my nightstand be booze. I didn’t want to eat or read or watch TV. Nope. I stared out the window while lying in bed and dozed. That was it. 

It was three days after we had it out that they showed back up, not even knocking and somehow getting right past my locks.

“Cara, honey, it’s us,” Cypress called out as I heard them come in. 

Part of me wanted to shout out no shit but after days of not eating and barely drinking much I didn’t have it in me. I rolled over and faced my bedroom door so at least my ass didn’t greet them first. 

“We know you said not to come back, but your mom called us and she’s freaked out,” Teak worried, and it was his face I saw first in the hallway. He looked left then right and checked in my office before coming my way. When his eyes landed on me in bed, he froze. “Cara, honey, it’s well after ten. Are you okay? What are you still doing in bed?” He came closer and knelt down next to me. 

“Fuck,” Aspen hissed as he entered the room, walking over and pulling down the bedding a bit. “Guys, this is what she was wearing last time we were here.”

“No, Cara doesn’t…” Cypress started and then stopped when he moved behind Teak. “I can’t remember. I think so. Teak?”

“Yeah,” he whispered, tears filling his eyes. “Believe me. I won’t ever forget what she looked like screaming at us that we ruined her life. This was what she was wearing.”

“She’s in shock,” Aspen muttered, pushing past them and lifting me off the bed. “Cypress, call her mother back and tell her Cara’s fine, just a stomach bug or whatever humans get and she didn’t know her phone had died. We’re here now, and we’ll get her soup and Cara will call her tomorrow. Teak, fix this rent thing. I looked it up, and it’s normally due the first of the month which is tomorrow. Figure it out.”

“Cara, honey, who’s your landlord? Where do you send your rent?” Teak asked me, fear in his eyes. I just blinked at him. “You warned us the first day we met you, if we broke it, we buy it. We broke this, let us help fix it, okay? Don’t lose your place because we were idiots.”

He was right and I was honestly okay with them helping to clean up this cluster fuck. I didn’t know how to bail myself out of this one. It would never have gotten this far if they hadn’t been causing all these mysteries. “Blue address book on my desk,” I mumbled. I told him the landlord’s name and how much, but not to send it yet because I would have to slip a note into the envelope explaining something as to why the check wasn’t coming from me directly.

Teak nodded and I heard Cypress talking to my mom on the phone in the kitchen as Aspen carried me down the stairs to the bathroom. He steadied me as he turned on the water and then pulled off his shirt. I blinked at him realizing he was going to get in there with me. 

And had the most evil, twisted, Machiavellian, fucked up idea I think I’d ever had. Honestly, of the three of them, it was lucky Aspen turned out to be the one to shower me because I was pretty sure it only would have worked with him. And as fucked up as the idea was, I was in a pretty fucked up place so I gave myself a pass for what I was about to do. I needed to know for sure.

I pulled off my shirt and pushed down my shorts, leaning heavily on the tiles as I stepped into the shower. I tilted my head back and thought there was never water that ever felt so good as it ran all over me. Then I glanced at Aspen who was standing there watching me, his hands on his fly.

“I thought you were helping,” I rasped, leaning my shoulders against the tiles instead of just my hand holding up my weight.

He blinked at me before shaking his head. “What? Yeah.” Aspen yanked off his shorts and boxer briefs before ripping his hair tie out. Then he stepped into the shower with me and closed the curtain.

And he was hard as a fucking rock, his very happy to be there dick smacking me in the hip when he turned to pick up the soap. He cleared his throat and shrugged. “Sorry.”

“It happens.” I took the soap from him and pointed to the shampoo. “If you could handle my hair, that would be the biggest help.”

“Sure, whatever you need, Cara.” He went for the correct bottle as I dunked under the water again and washed my face, then I did under my arms and anywhere else you really didn’t want a man washing after not taking care of it for a few days. Actually I was proud of how discreetly I did do that considering how close the proximity was in there.

Then again, I had a lot of hair and that seemed to keep Aspen pretty tied up.

“Okay, I think you’re ready to rinse,” he informed me after a few minutes of lathering. 

I set the soap on the ledge and leaned my head on his shoulder. “Feels so good. You have to do the front a bit.”

“Uh-huh,” he murmured, and now that I wasn’t directly under the water, I could see he wasn’t paying attention to my hair even if that’s where his hands were. Oh no, he was staring at my tits. I moved against his hands and his cock brushed my ass. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I waited a few beats and then pushed where I’d wanted to go anyways. “So you guys—you know, can with humans, right?”

He coughed and let go of my head, stepping back, but then realizing there was nowhere to go and grabbing my hips to steady us both. “Sex?”

“Yeah, sex,” I chuckled, tilting my neck and smirking at him. “You know the performances you guys were so big on giving me when we met. Are you shy now, Aspen?”

“No, just wasn’t expecting the question.” He cleared his throat and pushed his wet hair back out of his face. “Yes, we can have sex with humans, of course.”

I rolled my eyes at him and gestured to his cock. “Yes, I see the anatomy would fit well.”

“Jesus, Cara,” he hissed as his dick twitched as he glanced down at it and where it would go if we did have sex.

“I mean is there anything that would be different? Do you guys have orgasms easier than human men or knock women up faster? Anything like that?” I leaned my head back to wash out the shampoo and moaned—maybe slightly excessively—as the water rinsed it out.

“Um, we move faster, so maybe it’s more intense, but elves don’t get diseases, so yeah, none of that. And we can’t conceive besides with other dark elves, not even light elves. I’m not sure what else.”

I bit back a smile as it hit me why he was acting like this. I waited until the shampoo was all out before I raised my head again and blinked at him. “Have you never been with a human?”

He licked his lips and then swallowed loudly. “No. The only men have been Cypress and Teak, and there’ve only been a few elf women ever. No humans.”

“Oh.” I shrugged and then reached behind me for the conditioner. I uncapped it and cupped his hand, right by my breast, squirting it in before setting it back on the shelf. “If you’re still helping. Your touch is making me feel better but, yeah, lots of hair.”

“I never realized how much,” he agreed as he spread the conditioner on his hands before reaching up and running it all over my hair. “I mean, I’ve seen you take it down and shake it out, wondering what it would feel like to bury my face in it, but never did I think there was so much of it. It’s really pretty, Cara.”

“Thanks. Lots of work.”

“I can imagine.” He worked it in, his chest brushing mine more than a few times. I moved my hands to his hips to bring us closer and steady myself. “I’m trying to be a gentleman here, Cara.”

“That would be a first,” I snickered. I reached past him when he was done with the conditioner and grabbed my sponge. Then I handed him it and my body wash. “I’ve gotta rinse.”

He popped the lid and sniffed, groaning. “This is what makes you smell so fucking good!” I blinked at him a moment before laughing as the water did its job on my hair. “What?” I took the bottle and turned it so he could read the label. He took a moment to read it, his lips twitching. “Huh, go figure.”

It wasn’t fruity, or some Victoria’s Secret sexy something. Oh no, my body wash he liked was some homeopathic mixture that helped with allergies. And it worked to be honest, but it cracked me up that he had that reaction. Granted I liked the smell of the stuff too but it wasn’t anything I’d ever thought yeah, this is guy magnet juice.

Apparently I didn’t know much of anything when it came to men though as I’d learned lately—humans or elves. But right then I couldn’t think about that. Right then I needed to focus because there was one last thing I really had to know no matter how painful the answer was going to be.

Some answer we just had to learn for ourselves.
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“Where?” he asked, holding up and shaking the sudsy sponge.

“Everywhere,” I answered as I dropped my head back into the water and lifted my arms to wring out the excess conditioner, making where apparent. He started on my sides but was washing my tits seconds later. Shocking, right? When he realized they were more than clean and he had no excuse to linger, he moved down my stomach and I lifted my leg onto the ledge. I heard his breath hitch, and he slowly washed my thighs as I raised my head and reached behind me for the soap I’d left there.

Then I lathered my own hands while he was distracted and washed his cock. He moaned and his eyes snapped up to mine. “Cara, what are you doing?”

“Showing you that you have to use your hands,” I panted as I took the sponge away from him with my other hand. “You can’t use that scratchy thing where it’s soft.” I moved his hand between my legs and showed him. “See? That would hurt. Do you want to hurt me, Aspen?”

“No, not ever, Cara,” he breathed. “Honey, we shouldn’t—”

I leaned in and pressed my lips against his ear as I pushed his fingers inside me. “Don’t you want to feast on my tits that you’ve been staring at for months like you want to eat up, while you tease my clit, and fuck me with that monster cock?” I practically yelped the last few words as he spun me against the tile and plunged into my body. I moved my hands under my breasts and he sucked and lapped at them as best as he could while balancing me with one hand and fingering my clit.

I moved one foot on the lip of the other side of the tub and held on for the ride. It was a good ride… A really fucking good ride. Aspen was a man who knew how to use what god gave him and he definitely loved to fuck. 

He just apparently didn’t care if he kissed the person he was screwing. 

I came first, a split second before he followed me over, and he buried his face in my neck, grunting as his fingers dug into my thigh and I moved my hands to his shoulders to keep us both balanced. It was mind-blowing and fantastic and my heart raced and lights had flashed behind my eyes and everything I’d ever read and written about how sex could be.

And having it like that with him broke my heart all over again. I’d gotten my answer. They’d wanted pretty pussy, not me. I wasn’t special to them or someone they loved. I was there. Easy. Reclusive. Alone and not someone who would bring a lot of attention their way.

I lowered my leg, wincing when it started cramping, lost in my own thoughts. It made his cock slide out of me, and I turned to rinse off before we used all the hot water.

“Fuck, Cara,” he panted, his chest heaving as he moved the hand that had been on my thigh to the wall as well. “Just fuck.”

“We just did,” I chuckled, my heart not in it. My legs were jelly, and I felt light-headed but somehow I still stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around me. I heard him shut off the water as I reached for the doorknob.

“God, I love you,” he breathed as he buried his face in my neck, his arms circling me from behind. “I love you so much, Cara.”

“Yeah, sure, Aspen,” I drawled, pushing his arms down and off me. “Don’t make this something it wasn’t.” I grabbed the knob and yanked the door open, taking advantage of what I assumed was his shocked reaction to my reply.

“What the fuck does that mean?” he growled from behind me as I stepped out into the hallway. Yep, there it was, the anger I expected. 

I didn’t even look at him as I slowly walked up the stairs, still weak from not eating and now the fucking I’d just had. “It means I needed to know if you were flirting with me when we first met because you knew you could make me pretty and that made me easy access pussy next door. Thanks for answering.”

“Wait, so you just used me?” he bitched, following after me.

“Yes, this was all about me using you,” I snapped. “Yes, Aspen. I absolutely just used you for sex that broke my heart because you didn’t kiss me and I was just about catatonic when you found me today. I haven’t eaten in four days. I wanted to see if you would or you would put me first. Like I should be having sex right now!”

“What about sex?” Teak hissed as I stormed into the kitchen, handing me my already blended protein shake. I glanced at it a moment and twitched my lips, debating.

“Thanks, but I don’t think that’s such a good idea after not eating so long,” I admitted. I reached into the fridge, went with a Sprite and then grabbed some crackers from the pantry. “Ask Aspen. Apparently he loves me so much he just fucked me in the shower without even kissing me. Then he got pissed that I used him by letting him fuck me to see if this was all ever about me being easy pussy next door you guys could just make pretty with your magic elf fat sucking touch.”

“You did what?” Cypress bellowed at Aspen.

“No, that’s not exactly what happened,” Aspen defended as he stepped toward me. “Cara, you seduced me. Admit that.” 

Teak just shook his head. “Right, because god forbid you say no when she’s upset.”

“She was wet and naked. I’m sorry for being a man,” Aspen growled. 

They were blocking the way out of the kitchen and luckily my smokes were on the counter, so I picked them up and a lighter and walked out onto the back porch. Fuck it. They’d caused enough chaos in my life. Let them have some. I lit up a smoke and almost laughed as I plopped onto the bench seat. I hadn’t had one on my four day hiatus from reality. 

A smart person would have rode that streak and tried to quit. But I was still ass deep in snakes, so yeah, wasn’t going to do that.

“That’s it!” Teak roared as he stormed out onto the porch, pissed in a way I’d never seen him before. “I love all three of you. But we did this to her. And we did it because we followed your plan, Cypress, and your pushing back over and over telling her who we are, Aspen. Now we’ve broken Cara. We’re here not three seconds to help and you screw things up further, Aspen. So let me be clear, I didn’t fuck up as badly as you both, so if we can’t all fix this and she’ll only forgive me, I’ll take her away and help her.”

“You’d leave us,” Cypress whispered, rubbing his chest as he stepped out onto the deck as well, Aspen right behind him. “You’d walk out on us after all these years?”

“I don’t want to. But I love all of you and that means fixing what we broke.” He narrowed his eyes at Aspen. “And not making things worse. So I’m hoping we can all fix this but understand that the stakes are high.”

“I knew they were high before you threatened to walk out on us for her,” Aspen snapped.

“That is not what I just did,” Teak threw back. “What we did, how we did this to the woman we love has consequences. I’m saying I’m willing to pay them no matter how severe to make this right. Now, are you?”

“Of course but saying you’ll run off with her isn’t—” Aspen started and even I was getting annoyed with him. That wasn’t what Teak had said.

“I’m playing the card. I’m done. I am playing the card! I’m playing it now,” Teak informed them, throwing his arms up in the air. 

Aspen and Cypress flinched before slowly glancing at each other. It was Cypress who spoke first. “You never play the card.”

Teak shrugged and gestured to Aspen. “He’s not listening to me. He’s making it all about him and like I’m trying to run out him with some random woman. I’m saying I will go to any lengths to help Cara, who we love, so he better get on board with groveling, pulling his head out of his ass, or anything else she needs because I will not give up. So no more screwing in the shower when she can barely stand from malnutrition and put her first as I will. So yeah, I’m playing the mother fucking card. No more listening to you two. My turn.”

I dropped my smoke as the two elves dropped to a knee before Teak and pounded a fist over their heart. “Yes, my Prince,” they said as one.

And then I blacked out. 

I must not have been down long though because Teak was kneeling before me on the deck with his tongue half out of his mouth. He smiled when he saw me blinking awake. “Hey, there you are, honey. You passed out there for a sec and luckily you only tilted over on the bench seat.” I realized he was right and I was horizontal and went to sit up. “Wait, not yet.” And also he was holding my towel. 

“That’s what you were doing,” I groaned, realizing he’d had his thinking face on. 

“Yes,” he chuckled, giving me a wink. “As lovely as your breasts are, and from what I saw, they truly are, I didn’t think now was the time you wanted to flash them about at us. But you fell funny and the towel folded under you so if you sit right up, you will.” He stood and turned around like a gentleman, gesturing Aspen and Cypress to do the same. “Get her those bright green pajama pants with the snowmen, Aspen.”

“Of course,” he agreed and walked into the house.

“Cypress, the yellow night shirt and purple cotton wrap thing she likes. It’s cool enough today and she runs cold when she’s upset plus she hasn’t eaten in days. Go.”

“Yes, my Prince.” He hurried inside and Teak kept his back to me still so I sat up and fixed the towel.

“Thank you. How did you know to pick that outfit?”

“You wear those pants when you’re out of sorts, and when you feel your life is chaotic, you wear clashing colors. I don’t know if you even realize you do it but—”

“I didn’t at first, but once I did, it’s now my own personal joke,” I chuckled. “You can turn around.” He did and I studied him closely. “Are you really a prince, Teak?”

“I am, but if it’s okay with you, I decided we’re going to start from the beginning the way I wanted to right after we first met and you opened up to us with all your very personal work stuff that second week we knew each other. But I want to do it the way you and I like to talk.” 

I raised an eyebrow at that one, accepting my jammie pants when Aspen came back and sliding them on under the towel. The rest was harder from Cypress so I went into the kitchen and hurriedly threw it on before coming back outside. Teak was still standing there, hesitantly smiling as I rejoined them. He gestured to the bench seat again and waited for me to sit.

“I’d like to tell you a story if you’ll let me.” He looked so hopeful and I didn’t understand everything that had gone on, but I knew he’d started a lot of shit with the men he loved, fighting with them because I meant something real to him, fighting for me… So I was willing to give him a little wiggle room here for a bit.

“Okay, Prince Teak, tell me a story,” I agreed, as I reached for my pop. The smile I got from him was worth any apprehension I was feeling. He sat on the bench seat with me and moved my legs over his, his hands finding their way under my pants so they touched my skin. Another day I might have been embarrassed by the slight stubble on them, but instead I soaked up the feeling of his touch.

“You really can feel that, can’t you?” he asked, awe in his tone.

“Another conversation for another day,” I warned, leaning my head against his shoulder. “I’m out of patience or energy, Teak. You promised me a story.”

“Right, sorry.” He cleared his throat and I snagged a cracker. “Once upon a time there were three little boys who grew up in a kingdom far, far away from here. It was a little tiny country no one ever noticed, no one ever bothered because it was very, very powerful. To the outside world it was because of its wealth and connections but the people inside the country knew it was because they weren’t human and could make the tiny country safe with its magic because it was the kingdom of the dark elves.”

“Hiding in plain sight of humans?” I asked, blinking up at him.

“Best cover is the cover no one expects,” he chuckled, obviously quoting someone or something he’d been taught. “Now dark is not evil in our world, it’s simply unseen. We have magic of the unseen, and personally, I think it has to do with our hair all being black, but that’s just a wild and crazy guess. But I’ll get into that later.” He gave me a wink and handed me another cracker. “So the three boys grew up in this kingdom but were different. Two were children, commoners. One was the child of the castle launders and a servant.”

I already guessed Cypress given what Aspen had told me, but still Cypress nodded his head from the deck chair he was sitting in. Aspen was in the other one, and I hadn’t even noticed they’d sat down. Wow, I was still out of it.

“One was the child of the castle masons and tinkers.” Aspen smirked and stared fondly at Teak, obviously taken with the way his lover was explaining all of this. “And one was the grandson of the King, born into royalty and told always that he was very special, more special than the others in the castle, a Prince even. Now the little Prince didn’t like being more special than the others. He thought it was mean to act like he was better than others. But his grandfather told him when he was very young it had to be that way.

“When the little Prince asked why, the King explained because the little Prince could be King someday if his grandfather, father, older brother, and two older sisters died. That made the little Prince cry and cry, scared that such a day might come. He hated the idea and decided right then and there he would always fight against anything anyone ever taught him about being a Prince or King because it might lead to his family dying if he was prepared to take their place.”

“Aww, you were too cute,” I cooed, leaning up and kissing his cheek.

“I was five or six at the time,” he chuckled.

“Plus, the little Prince loved chasing butterflies and anything un-Kinglike,” Cypress snickered.

“Plus the little Prince loved chasing butterflies,” Teak agreed with a nod. “Anyways, one day the little Prince was walking from his studies to go play in the garden and maybe chase butterflies or frogs and a mean man tried to take the little Prince either for ransom or who knows what. A brave servant boy saw the whole thing and jumped in to aid the little Prince, screaming and beating the man with a stone vase he somehow managed to lift. 

“He saved the little Prince’s life that day, but was gravely injured when the mean man pulled a knife and stabbed the servant boy. The man was scared off, but the servant boy was bleeding everywhere. The little Prince cried and screamed for help, wanting nothing more than to save his rescuer. And a miracle happened that day. The little Prince found out that he had a very, very rare gift that only few elves have, given to him by the gods. 

“Because while dark elves are all healers, the unseen magic of healing inside of us, truly being able to bring someone back from the brink of death is something no elf has witnessed in over a thousand years, only legends and poems having been written about it. The servant boy, not having much of an education as a servant, wanted to tell everyone, bragging about what the little Prince could do, but the little Prince knew better.

“He knew that with a gift like that people would want it, kill him over it, or worse, make him King. And while, after he grew up, he understood that might have made him skip over people, at ten, he thought people would have killed his family to make him next in line so he would be King with that gift. But the servant boy wouldn’t stop talking, and he heard people coming, so he did the only thing he could think of, like he’d seen his mother do when she wanted to shut up his father. 

“He kissed the servant boy. And that’s what people saw when they came upon them. The people of court were outraged at what they saw, and while the little Prince begged and pleaded, explaining that the servant had just saved his life and he was only thanking the boy, it was still a crime for a servant to touch a member of the royal family. So the boy was punished. Twenty lashes. The King made him stand there and watch his rescuer whipped over and over again right there in the middle of the throne room to teach the little Prince a lesson.”

“That’s horrible,” I whispered, tears filling my eyes as I glanced at Cypress. “How old were you?”

“Eleven,” he muttered, glancing at Teak. “You were worth it. I never regretted jumping in and helping you that day even if it would have cost me my life in the end.”

“I know and I’ve loved you from that moment,” Teak sniffled. He reached up and wiped his eyes before clearing his throat. “That night, the little Prince snuck into the servant boy’s room and healed him, begging the boy never to tell his secret. The boy swore that he would on one condition—if the little Prince would be his secret boyfriend as well.”

“Best deal I ever made,” Cypress chuckled.

“I was partial to it myself,” Teak teased. “The little Prince agreed, and they were the best of friends, playing together as children did at that age, whenever they could sneak away, but also holding hands and calling themselves each other’s boyfriends like cute little dorks. Word had spread through court that the little Prince had had a servant save him though and the other boys of court bullied him because of it, like it fucking mattered that a goddamn servant was the one to save him. 

“Yes, much better that a child be kidnapped or whatever else that bastard had planned for me. Those stupid little fuckers and their pompous—” Aspen cleared his throat and Teak shook his head. “Right, sorry. Off topic. Anyways, so the little Prince’s father decided it was time for the little Prince to start taking fencing lessons so that one day he might be a stupid knight and duel or some archaic crap.”

“Nice. Real nice, little Prince,” Cypress drawled. “Those of us born to lower station of servant would have given a toe for the chance to even be considered for stupid knight, don’t forget.”

“This is so bizarre,” I muttered, glancing between them.

“Are you okay? You going to faint again?” Aspen hedged, looking ready to jump to his feet.

“No, but I kinda want a stiff drink, but there’s no way I could handle that. I do need something more than crackers.” I sat up and groaned, grabbing my stomach. “Yeah, need more than that. Time to move to soup.”

“I’ll get it,” Cypress offered as he stood. “It’s Aspen’s turn in the story.”

“Let’s all go inside. I shouldn’t be out in the sun either,” I suggested. “And then maybe the couches. Comfy sounds really nice.”

“Whatever you need, honey,” Teak cooed. I went to stand, but instead, he lifted me into his arms.

“Thank you, little Prince,” I giggled, snuggling against his shoulder. “You tell a good story, Teak. I wish we had done this a while ago. I wish we had done a lot of things differently.” Tears burned in my eyes, and I realized some had fallen down my cheeks and onto him when he sat me on the counter and wiped them away.

“We will fix this if you let us, I swear it to you.”

“I don’t know how, Teak,” I admitted with a sigh. “Can you fix a broken heart and broken trust? Not to mention I do not know how to dig myself out of this mess. That was all I thought about the past four days and I got nowhere.”

“I thought about that the past four days, and I promise you I have a plan if you let me. But we’ll get there.” He leaned in and brushed his lips over mine. I sighed and felt better, smiling slightly when he pulled away. “And you’re no one’s easy pretty pussy or whatever. This is real. You’re part of the story. We’ll get to that so just hang on.”

“Okay. You have my undivided attention. Mostly because there’s no way I can muster the energy to run or fight or yell.”

“Whatever I can get at this point.” 

Cypress finished zapping the soup, and we all headed downstairs, Teak carrying me while Aspen had my drink, crackers, and another pop just in case. Teak situated me half on him on the love seat, my stuff on the little table next to us, and then they sat on the other couch and we picked up where we left off.

“One day the Prince was done with his fencing lesson, sore and sweaty, and decided to cool off.”

Aspen threw back his head and burst out laughing. “Yeah, tell Cara where you decided to cool off, you brat. That’s half the story.”

“Where?” I asked Aspen, thinking it would be funnier to hear it from him after seeing his reaction.

“In the court fountain because—and I quote—it was just his size.” His eyes shined with love and joy at the memory. “He used to strip down and jump in, splashing all around when no one was looking and making a huge mess of it.”

“It was just my size,” Teak defended. “Besides, it was awesome and such a waste that no one played in it. It just stood there, doing nothing but taking up space, and the water was always so blue and refreshing. Clearest water ever and huge waterfalls coming out of it all over the place.”

“Until you knocked into one of the statues that day,” Aspen drawled.

Teak winced. “Yeah. So, the naked, streaking Prince bumped his ass into one of the hand carved statues and broke it. Knowing he’d get in major trouble, especially since it was right after what happened with the servant boy, he fled the scene of the crime, thinking there were no witnesses so no one could pin it on him. What he didn’t realize was someone would get blamed for it no matter if there was proof for it or not.”

“Oh no,” I groaned, putting together the pieces.

“Oh yes,” Aspen chuckled. 

“The mason’s son was the unfortunate soul to be seen by a guard around the fountain after the statue was broken,” Teak clarified. “With no explanation and a servant, his word meant nothing and he was blamed for breaking the statue in the fountain and flogged. Upon hearing the news of what happened, the Prince ran to the mason’s son’s room and begged the boy’s forgiveness.”

“How old were you?” I asked Aspen.

“Twelve,” he answered after a moment of thought and then shook his head. “No, maybe thirteen?”

“I think you just turned thirteen the week before,” Cypress agreed.

“Either way, the Prince kissed the mason boy and said he would heal him if he kept the Prince’s secret, remembering how it worked with the servant boy, thinking that was part of the healing process and he had liked kissing the servant boy,” Teak explained, actually reaching up and touching his lips. “The mason boy agreed and the Prince promised to be his secret boyfriend as well but it had to be a secret because he was a royal. 

“But this boy was a little older and actually knew that it had to be a secret also because elves didn’t have boyfriends between men. This shocked the Prince, and he admitted that his other boyfriend hadn’t told him that.”

“You tramp,” I playfully gasped.

“I was,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “When the mason boy heard of this other boyfriend, he demanded to meet him, getting out of bed the moment the Prince healed him and following the Prince to meet this servant boy. The Prince didn’t know what to do, so he listened to the mason boy, taking him to the servant boy’s quarters. When they showed up, the servant boy let them in, glancing between them.”

“And about ready to shit his britches,” Cypress snickered, pointing at Aspen. “He looked pissed, and even at thirteen that was not a good look to come up against.”

“I was, but then I saw you,” Aspen admitted.

“But then they saw each other,” Teak continued, nodding. “And the mason boy walked into the room, hurrying the Prince inside, and closed the door. He walked over to the servant boy and kissed him before announcing that now they were all secret boyfriends and there would be no more boyfriends for the Prince or any of them. From that day forward, they were together.”

I set down my empty bowl and stared at them, one by one, smiling sadly. Something hit me then and I wasn’t mad or angry or anything else really but acceptant maybe. “That’s a great story but—”

“Cara, it’s not over,” Cypress hedged, glancing at Teak who was now in charge.

“I’m tired. I’m going to take a—”

“Get off the fucking couch now,” Teak hissed at them. They jumped up at the instant he stood with me in his arms. Then he laid us both down on the bigger couch. He moved behind me, on his side while I was on my back and I could see the fear and worry in his eyes. “There you go, honey. Now if you want to doze while we talk then you go right ahead.”

“This wasn’t what I meant, Teak.”

“Well we’re already here all comfy,” he cooed, leaning down to kiss my cheek. “How about a blanket? We’ll get it all snuggled in.”

“It’s August and I’m not injured or incapacitated,” I drawled, rolling my eyes at him.

He nodded, swallowing loudly before he gently kissed me again, his arm wrapping around me. “What happened? Why were you shutting down again right before my eyes? We were having so much fun and then the Cara walls were falling and it was like a crash I couldn’t stop.” 

“You wanted to tell me a story, begged me too after all you guys have put me through and I let you,” I answered, narrowing my eyes at him. “Don’t you dare act like I’m being a bitch for wanting to—” I shut my mouth and looked away but unfortunately there were three of them and they were like a dog with a bone at times.

“Protect yourself, right?” Aspen asked, his eyes the ones I met when I’d turned away from Teak’s, watching me carefully. “You were shutting down because you were protecting yourself. Why, Cara? The story wasn’t done but you saw it was for some reason. What did Teak say that you finished in your head?”

“Fuck,” Cypress groaned. “From that day forward, they were together.”

“And they all lived happily ever after,” I whispered, burying my face, snuggling onto my side and the pillow, starting to tune them out. That was the way the story always went. I just wasn’t going to be a part of this story besides some form of collateral damage. But wasn’t that always the case? Didn’t I end up being the one people asked for help and then tossed aside when I wasn’t of any use to them anymore not caring the condition I was left in after I’d done their favor.

There were several reasons I lived alone in the “peace” of nowhere. Apparently I hadn’t moved to a remote enough area. I was mulling over, if Teak would really handle all the shit they broke, where I could try next when I could save up enough money. Nowhere tropical. I was the palest bitch around who got sun poisoning at the drop of a hat. 

Maybe one of those underwater places. I didn’t get real claustrophobic but even being in air-conditioning too long made my allergies freak out. Basically I was too big of a pain the ass to go anywhere all that remote.

Great. Just fucking great.
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“Cara, can I see you naked and be naked with you?” Teak asked as he kissed along my neck, his hands roaming my body as he moved behind me.

I froze, completely snapping out of my wandering thoughts before slowly sitting up and flipping us so I was straddling his lap. “I’m sorry, do you want to try that one again?”

“Hey, you’re back!” He sat up so fast and hugged me that I didn’t even see it coming. “Sorry, had to snap you out of it. Not that I don’t totally want to see you naked and be naked with you too, but now is a bad time to ask and all.”

“Is that really how you would ask me though?” I snickered, melting into his hug. Teak’s hugs were like sunshine without the burn and something you just didn’t want to walk away from or miss.

“Probably,” he mock whispered as he gave me a squeeze. “Don’t tell the guys but I’m not all that smooth.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“Are my secrets safe with you, Cara?” he whispered before leaning back. My eyebrows scrunched together, not really sure what he meant. “There’s lots I’ve wanted to show you but rejection isn’t easy for anyone.”

“I don’t—” I glanced at Cypress, knowing he always spoke me best.

“There’s more to the story and Teak wants to tell it but what he’s saying is we weren’t keeping what we were from you to play you,” he explained gently. “It’s hard to open yourself up to someone new that you care about. You know that. We’ve never shared what we are with a human before and that’s scary. You were excited that I cleaned your garage out but would you have rejected me or called me a freak if you knew it had been by magic? If I had let you in and you’d seen me, that side of me, would you have hurt me?”

I thought about it a moment and nodded. “You should have waited then. I would never have called you a freak or rejected you, but I might have freaked out and needed to hit pause while I processed. You guys should have waited to do what you do until you told me. Doing things this way caused damage that I’m not sure I can undo.”

“What if we work a little on the plan to fix that in between telling the story?” Teak hedged, glancing between me and his men. We all simply shrugged. I don’t think he wanted to give me another chance to wig out or say no because he took the maybe gesture for a green light. He jumped off the couch with me in his arms.

“I can walk, Teak.”

“I like you here.” He gave me a peck on the lips and headed for the stairs. “Clean up her shit. No more making messes for Cara.” Then I gasped at how fast he ran, barely letting the air out of my lungs before we were up in the kitchen and I was sitting on the counter. “I told you. We’re magic.”

“You are,” I giggled, rolling my eyes.

Hurt filled his eyes and he pulled away. “Why did you do that?”

“Oh, Teak, no,” I breathed and grabbed his shoulders, yanking him back, which somehow put him pressed between my legs instead of us just—yeah, not sure exactly what happened there to be frank. “Teak, I was picking on myself. I’m not a girl who giggles. I’m not tiny or, yeah, just, you show me one trick and I’m giggling like a twit. I wasn’t picking on you. What you did was awesome, babe.”

“Babe, huh?” He bit back a smile and cleared his throat when I nodded. “Okay, so Cypress might be the best at explaining what we do, but I’m best healer with my crazy, wild, one of a kind gift. After you very appropriately yelled at us, I did some research. There’s a gland in the brain that even the smallest tumor on it can cause rapid weight loss and—”

“Pituitary,” I sighed, reaching up and rubbing my temples. “I know. That was the neurologist’s best guess. That’s why they wanted to open up my head. He said one had to be there but we just couldn’t see it yet which meant it was good because it was so small the chances of my survival were great but they couldn’t see it yet so it was still a fucking guess.”

“Right, but now you don’t need to have the brain surgery is what Teak is saying,” Aspen hedged, glancing between the two of us. “You just say you did or do or whatever.” 

“My turn,” Teak snapped, shooting him an evil look. Aspen held up his hands and took a step back as Teak focused on me. “Look, I know you hate lying, honey, but it’s more a fib.”

“This is not a fib, Teak. I’ve never, not ever lied to my fans,” I bitched, crossing my arms over my chest. “Not telling them everything is different. They don’t get to know every detail of my life or there are just some things I can’t tell them.”

“Of course. But you were misdiagnosed, right?”

“Well, yeah, only because the doctors didn’t guess three elves were doing it,” I drawled, rolling my eyes.

“But you still were,” he pushed, rubbing his hands up and down my thighs. “Technically. You were misdiagnosed and the mess is going to be cleaned up. We get a PR someone to handle that mess. That’s all anyone needs to know and we ask for their continued support while you get the treatment you need.” He held up his hand when I opened my mouth. “Some TLC and time off—”

“I don’t need time off,” I growled, pushing him away and jumping off the counter. I hated this discussion because no one ever understood it. “This part always makes me sound crazy but fuck it. I don’t need time off. I need to write. You won’t get it. No one ever gets it.”

“Try us,” Cypress offered as he handed me another Sprite. I took it from him and opened it up, trying to think of where to start.

“First of all, you can’t think of writing as linear. It’s not a stop and start process.”

Cypress nodded and pointed his thumb out towards the back porch. “It’s on-going like when you mow one strip of the lawn and the blades of grass are still growing.”

“Yes,” I hedged, staring at him before glancing out back. “Your first part of the analogy is right but the design is too open. You have all that room where things can keep growing and growing. It’s more of a mess like when you guys moved in if it’s not tended to on a regular basis but it can be tended to. You have to think of it in more defined terms.” I gestured to my body. “Think of it trapped in here. So more like ideas and pressure building up.”

“Like the propane gas on the grill?” Aspen ventured, his eyes going wide.

“Yeah, that will work,” I chuckled, rubbing the back of my neck. “Each time I start a new series, I open the gas tank a little bit and ideas start flowing. I get them in a book and close the gas off some. But that gas still leaks because it’s still in my head back there somewhere. Now think of the garage, my author cave as my brain. Put the grill in there.”

“Are the doors down?” Teak asked, twisting hands together.

“Down,” I answered, frowning. “And each new series is its own grill, leaking a little more gas until I write a book and use some of that gas out of the garage of my brain and let it out.”

“So you’re saying all this time, these weeks and months of barely writing, you’ve had these leaking ideas and snowballing continuations of series building up without releasing any of the pressure?” Cypress whispered, his eyes wide in horror.

“Yeah, basically.” I shrugged. “It might sound crazy to others, probably does, but once you put the grill together, it’s not something I can just disassemble until the series is concluded. I can’t simply flip off my fucking brain because shit is going on. This is who I am.”

“Holy shit, Cara,” Aspen hissed, rubbing his arms. “So you’re like a ticking bomb waiting to go off that I just took advantage of in the shower because I’m a complete fucking moron and was thinking with my cock instead of my brain.”

“Wait, before you yell at him, I want to mediate something,” Teak interrupted, glancing at me. “For all of Aspen’s faults, he’s normally very observant to the way people are feeling or hints given. Did you by chance give him any signals or signs you weren’t up for being kissed? I mean, he’s a fantastic lover who always gives his partners what they want, so if you even hinted that there was something you wanted, he would have made sure you got it, not that I’m saying this is your fault, but you need to take that into consideration.”

I gave what he said real consideration and winced before giving the barest of nods.

“Okay, then can we agree that Aspen definitely needs to make amends for not remembering you were not in condition to have sex this morning, even if you seduced him as he says you did? Do you agree to that?”

“I pushed for it, yeah,” I sighed, staring at my feet. “I just—it was evil. I needed to know if I meant more than sex or if fucking me was all that mattered. I started it. But you’re right. I hinted there was much more to be done than kissing me but he still didn’t kiss me. I didn’t try or probably wasn’t all that open to it since I’m sure I seemed more confrontational in my own way. I just wanted to be wrong. I wanted him to say that me getting better was more important than what his dick wanted and kissing me was better than playing—”

In a flash, I was pinned to the wall with Aspen’s mouth on mine, his hands cupping my head gently. I kissed him back, grabbing handfuls of his hair as I pulled it out of his tie. When we pulled apart both of us were panting heavily, staring into each other’s eyes.

“I wanted you so badly, but I tried to behave. I tried to keep it just showering. You seemed so focused on something, like you didn’t want to think about anything. I thought you wanted a distraction. I thought you wanted a distraction with me. I love you, Cara. I thought you were turning to me to make all the crazy go away and love on you, bring you some pleasure after I brought you pain. You made that pain comment and I just, I put the pieces together wrong. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m sorry too,” I sighed, leaning my head against his chest. “I shouldn’t have done what I did. I was in no place to be having sex or testing you. I’m not that person, so underhanded like that. I just didn’t see a way to ask the question I needed without getting the answer I wanted because it was the only decent answer.”

“So are we done with that part of all of this?” Teak asked quietly.

“Yeah, we’re done,” I answered, staring up at Aspen who nodded. 

“Welcome to life with a born diplomat,” Aspen chuckled before giving me another soft kiss. “Never is there lingering anger or arguments with us.”

“That’s not a bad thing.” I shot Teak a smile as I pulled away from Aspen, grateful that at least something was off the massive fucking plate o’ shit. “All right, what are you fixing next, Prince Teak?”

“Don’t call me that,” he snapped, anger and something else in his eyes strong enough I took a step back. And then another.

I was scared. I’d never been scared around them before but they’d come out of the closet so to speak and had told me how powerful they were and all of that. Fear was normal now, I guessed. 

“Right, sorry, of course,” I muttered, backing away some more and snagging my smokes as if I’d just needed a break, and walked out on the porch. It took me a few tries to light it, and when I did, I sat on the bench seat and pulled my knees to my chest.

“Jesus, your hand is shaking,” Cypress whispered as they quietly joined me.

“I don’t do well with confrontation,” I admitted, not looking at them. “Add to that you guys are filling me in on how all powerful you are and Teak’s eyes just filled with something I don’t even know what because I called him Prince Teak and it scared me. And he’s the least scary of the three of you. And we were just getting back on better ground. So now I’m sitting here thinking that this is how it’s always going to be, isn’t it? I’m always walking some tight rope I don’t understand, teetering on it.”

“No, no, Cara,” Teak sighed, squatting down on the other end of the bench seat, careful not to touch me or join me but so I could see him. “We both just reacted like that because of everything going on. Once we get through this, things will go back to easy and great like they were. It was always easy to be around each other because we mesh. You aren’t the only one who’s a bit broken at times. I hate being Prince Teak and just never Teak. Here, now, with you guys, I get to be Teak. I don’t want that to change.”

“And it kinda sounded like you were teasing him about being a Prince,” Cypress added gently. “It’s not a joke in our world, honey.”

I thought about that, one more thing to consider, and nodded. “I guess it could have but I didn’t mean it that way. More wow, there’s really a fucking Prince standing right here in my kitchen who’s kissed me and get a grip on your shit Cara because this is real.”

“I’m sorry I snapped at you then,” Teak mumbled, hanging his head. “I have wounds too. I’ll tell you later with more of the story, but yeah. Lots of wounds. Please don’t be afraid of me. I won’t ever hurt you, Cara. I swear it.”

I did the only thing a woman could when the man she loved was hurting… I went to him. I put out my smoke and got to my feet, holding out my hand and wiggling it until he looked up. “Okay, so what was this secret you wanted to share with me before we started talking about my fake brain surgery?”

“So we settled how we’re handling the fan thing?” Cypress asked, pulling out a note pad after Teak nodded to him while taking my hand. “We’re getting you some public relations guru and spinning something of a misdiagnosis in a press release.”

All three of them stared at me like hopeful kids at Christmas waiting for me to accept help clearing up one of their sins. “Sure, fine, whatever,” I chuckled as I shook my head. “Not sure what we’re going to tell my friends and family but—”

“Tiny tumor sucked out through your nose,” Teak blurted out. “We called our lawyer, and if a hospital fucks up, it’s common they’ll pay for you to go somewhere not under their purview to avoiding compounding the potential error. So we call your peoples and tell them that you’re being whisked away to wherever, it’s like a couple day thing, they can come visit when you’re home and our badass lawyer handled the whole thing for free, because when you got home from Chicago, you finally spilled the beans to us and we were overbearing and stepped in.”

“Teak, that…” I shut my mouth mid-argument and thought it over. That could work actually. Except… “What about actually cleaning up this mess instead of just the cover story? I mean, I have bills piling up—”

“We’re rich,” Cypress snickered as he closed the deck door behind us. “Well, technically Teak is, but yeah, it’s a joint account.”

“No,” I growled, spinning around on all of them. “No, no, no.”

“We broke it, we buy it,” Teak quoted me. “We screwed up your finances, we fix them. Think of it as us donating some money to Omaha’s hospital systems instead of replenishing your accounts. You would never have had to pay all that money if we had just told you what was going on.”

“Maybe,” I finally sighed after a few moments, knowing he was right. It was valid point, one I completely agreed with… I simply didn’t like taking their money. Plus, I did get something out of all of this. I mean, I was in the best shape of my life, health-wise and whatnot. It would have been a great gift if they had just told me. “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all we ask,” Aspen purred, moving in and kissing my cheek. Then Cypress did, next Teak as he took my hand again. 

Next thing I knew he was sitting me down at my desk and booting up my computer. He nodded at the screen when the password prompt came up and then clicked on Word to open a blank document after the desktop loaded. 

I raised an eyebrow at him. “What are you up to, Teak?”

“You’ll see,” he chuckled before taking a couple of slow, deep breaths. “Okay, close your eyes and think about the shower this morning with Aspen. Start at the beginning. He carried you down there, right?”

“Yeeeeeeah.”

“Put your hands on the desk and then think through what happened as if you were going to write it in one of your books, every detail, ever word spoken.”

“Teak, this is—”

“Please, Cara,” he breathed, kissing my forehead. “Just trust me, okay?”

“Okay,” I sighed, closing my eyes. I centered myself and felt his hand cover mine on the desk. Then I did what he asked, letting my mind go through the whole scene like a movie as if I was writing, typing it all out on the keys. I stopped after the fight on the porch right before Teak started telling us his story about the little Prince. “Done.”

“Open your eyes,” Cypress chuckled, he and Aspen in the office with us.

I did and almost fell out of my desk chair. Then I pulled my hands out from under Teak’s and rubbed my eyes before reaching for my mouse. I quickly scrolled through the six Word pages that would probably be at least nine book pages and scanned it.

“That’s—” I breathed, not even able to finish the thought.

“Everything?” he asked, glancing at it over my shoulder. I nodded.

“That’s four thousand words in minutes, Teak,” I whispered, glancing from him to it. “I mean, there’s some punctuation missing and paragraph mix-ups, but nothing a quick look through wouldn’t fix. Definitely more description than I normally put in my books.”

He shrugged. “You can take that back out.”

“No way,” I chuckled, smiling up at him. “One of my biggest faults is that I race through my plots because I’m so excited to tell the story and forget to stop and show what I see better. Fuck, you just did better than I do over hours in minutes!” I pushed him back a bit before getting to my feet and jumping into his arms. “Oh my god, Teak!”

“So, you like my magic?”

“I love your magic,” I gushed, peppering kisses all over his face. “I get to relieve the months of pressure building up and get the crazy out!” Then I grabbed his arm while he was still recovering from my outburst and dragged him after me, Teak stumbling along. “You guys aren’t following.”

“Um, okay,” Aspen snickered.

“I wish I knew how to get her books onto the computer for her after seeing how she reacts,” Cypress bitched.

I just bet he did because I was ecstatic. And I wanted to thank Teak properly. I kicked the door to my bedroom closed once we were alone and pushed him towards the bed. 

“Cara?” he whispered as he bounced against the mattress but not on it because it was so high.

“Yes, Teak?” I purred as I tapped under his thigh, signaling where he should go. He hopped up, and I joined him, climbing on top of him. I pushed up his shirt and kissed his stomach, almost laughing that the one time they actually wore shirts to my house they seemed to be getting in my way.

“Cara, what are we doing?”

“I thought that was obvious. I’m thanking you.” I licked his nipple, and he moaned, his flip flops hitting the floor with a thunk as I lost my cotton wrap. 

“I’ve never been with—”

“A human, I know.” I helped him move up the bed more, and he took off his shirt before I made fast work of his shorts and boy shorts. I leaned up for a moment just to stare at him. “Fuck, you are perfect, Teak.”

“Thanks,” he panted, his toned, muscular chest heaving. “I thought we weren’t doing any of this today? You said you weren’t—”

“I know.” I leaned down and kissed his chest, sucking up a mark before moving down his ribs.

“What changed? That I could help your work.”

“That. But not just that.”

“What then? Please? I’m so confused. I don’t want to screw up like Aspen and hurt you!”

I froze, realizing how bad this could seem to him. I moved to straddle his lap and took off my shirt, slowly guiding his hands to my breasts as I leaned over so our faces were almost touching. “Teak, when did you think to use your magic to help me like that?”

“A week or so after we met,” he answered, worrying his lip as his hands played with my tits and he went even harder under me. “You said something about being frustrated because you just couldn’t get the scene down right like you saw it in your head and I thought maybe I could help. So I asked Cypress and Aspen and made them experiment with me until I figured out how to do it.”

I’d been right. He’d thought this up long before I’d been pissed with them. This wasn’t some apology or trick he’d learned a while back. Teak had done this for me because he cared.

“That’s why I’m thanking you, Teak,” I whispered against his lips. “You saw me for who I was and wanted to help me be who I am. Do you realize how amazing that is?”

He shrugged, clearly saying he didn’t, it was just his way. “I love you, Cara.”

“I love you too, Teak,” I admitted, saying the words beyond telling them I’d given them my heart and adding profanities. His eyes lit up, and he grabbed the back of my head, kissing me with everything he had. But I had some thanking to get to. So I shimmied along his body and swallowed him down as best as I could for someone out of practice.

“Oh fuck!” he cried out, spreading his legs wider for me. “I always blow them. They never blow me. Shit, this is amazing. I think it’s like a thing with them. They’re weird about my station still and don’t want to get on their knees for me like they’re the Prince’s whores or they just like fucking me too much. I don’t know but—”

I pulled off his cock and stared him down. “Teak, shut up and enjoy it. We can talk later. They’re not here. You and I are, and I’m thanking you. I don’t care what your station is. I’m Cara and you’re Teak and this is my goddamn bedroom. Nothing else matters besides I want to suck your cock, okay?” He took a deep breath and smiled. “Do you want me to suck your cock now?”

“Yes, please,” he whimpered.

So that was what I did, and we both enjoyed every second of it. When he was spent, but certainly not done from the way his dick still stood proud, I moved up next to him and removed my pajama bottoms. Then I slid my leg over him and let him feel how ready I was.

“Wow, Cara,” he panted, wrapping his arm around me and half dragging me onto him. “You’re welcome.”

“I have to ask just for my own piece of mind so I’m not that selfish person who takes without thinking,” I hedged, running my fingers over his chest, waiting until he nodded to continue. “It didn’t hurt you to do that for me, right? I mean, I know we’re going to talk more about your powers later, but it’s not like a battery I just drained or anything?”

He turned his head and glanced at me and I could see his thoughts racing a bit. “That was nothing, but in general, yes, magic is like any other energy source that needs recharging. It’s why we eat so much. You’ve eaten around other human men, and you have to have noticed we put more food away.”

“You guys are more active too,” I chuckled, having noticed that. I’d always chalked it up to not having eaten with three grown men on such a regular basis. “Well if you’re willing to help me, I’ll just have to make more food and make sure you get your favorites.”

“I would have just to make you happy,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss me. Our bodies melded together on our sides as we made out and then I pulled him on top of me between my legs. “Cara, I was trying to say I’d never been with a woman before, human or elf.”

My eyes went wide. “You said you were bi-sexual, Teak.”

“I like women, just haven’t been with one,” he muttered, dropping his head to my shoulder. “The women of court couldn’t be trusted. They wanted me for the wrong reasons. To trap me even, and then I couldn’t ever be with Aspen and Cypress again.”

“Trap you?” I asked and then it hit me. “A baby. They would want you to get them pregnant so they could be Princess or whatever.”

He nodded, lifting his head. “Not all of the ones who were interested I’m sure, but I couldn’t take that chance. With Aspen and Cypress in my life, I had to be so careful.”

“Fuck, Teak,” I breathed, running my hand down his cheek. “What you’ve been through just to survive the landmines of life. That’s all over now, okay? All I need to know is if you want to be with me now or if I’m going too fast. We can wait. I mean, it’s your first time—”

“I want you!” he shouted as he moved his cock into position. “Not too fast, I swear.”

I couldn’t help it. I threw back my head and laughed at his response. When I got myself under control, I met his hand between my legs and pushed him inside me, both of us moaning.

“Oh fuck, you’re like wet heaven,” Teak groaned as he wrapped my leg over his hip. Then he interlocked his fingers with my hand, moving it above my head as his other hand helped lift my lower back off the bed. “God, Cara. Just, god. I like it when they take me, but I don’t like to top. Apparently it’s because I prefer being inside you.”

“Me too,” I moaned, arching my back. Then I cried out when he lowered his mouth to my breast and bit my nipple ever so slightly, loving the clashing sensations of pain and pleasure. Teak got the idea and picked up the pace as his mouth worked its way back up to mine. I raked my nails down his back with my free hand, and he went wild, pounding into me faster than I’d ever thought possible. I screamed his name as I came over and over again because he just kept going, drawing out my orgasm for what seemed like forever.

“Cara, gonna—” he warned before he let out a wordless bellow that reverberated throughout my body. I felt the force of his release deep inside me like nothing I ever had before and in a way I couldn’t explain.

When it was finally over, he slumped against me, both of us sinking into the bed together, gasping for air.

“Do you love them too?” Teak asked after a few moments, still inside me and us tangled together. I flinched, and he used his body weight to keep me where I was. “I’m sorry, don’t be mad. But you know how much I love them.”

“I’m not mad, but you could have waited a few more minutes before bringing this up, Teak,” I complained.

“I know. All I kept thinking was this was so perfect and magical. Please, I don’t want to have to choose between this with her and them. I couldn’t live through that decision.”

That was fair. I’d known they were a group package as he’d once put it. “I love all of you twits. I haven’t forgiven all of you, but I do love all of you.”

“Can you forgive us all?”

“I don’t know.”

“None of what we did was ever mean or selfish. We screwed up, but I swear it was always about you, for you. We thought like elves, and we needed to think like humans. Give us a chance to fix this and show you how we feel, be what you need. They love you just as much as I do. Let them love you.”

“Okay, I’ll try,” I sighed, not having anything else I could agree to than that.

“Thank you.” He kissed my neck before slow pushing himself up and smiling down at me. “And I have something to say that might be horrible after-sex conversation but I’m dying to say it.”

“You mean something else besides bringing up other men and forgiving them?” I drawled, raising an eyebrow. He winced but I waved for him to go ahead.

“I want to learn how to eat out your pussy,” he blurted with a wide grin. “I’ve always dreamed about breasts and pussy, and your breasts were soooo much better than I ever thought they could be that now I’m dying to eat you out. So you have to teach me. I love sucking cock and I like oral. I want to learn how to please you too, especially after you went down on me. I just want to bury my face down there and feast for hours!”

I about swallowed my tongue, not sure what else to do, so I nodded. “Sure, Teak. I’ll teach you how to do that.”

“I hear Cypress is really good. He can help me too,” Teak suggested as he gently pulled out of me.

Now I was horny again. For the love of… Wow!

“There’s an interesting idea,” I purred, glancing at the closed door. Not that I was going to go out there and suggest we got right on that, but I did realize I had to handle the fact they’d waited out there and there was no way they hadn’t heard what we’d been up to.

I winced when I thought about if the tables had been turned around. As we rolled out of bed, I came up with a plan. And it wasn’t an evil plan.

I thought it was a good plan actually.
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Teak and I quickly cleaned up in the bathroom and while he redressed in the same clothes, I found I didn’t have much that worked in the way of sexy with all the dramatic weight loss besides an oversized short, silky robe. So I wore that tied around my waist.

And only that.

Then I walked out of my bedroom, Cypress and Aspen both leaning against the wall by the kitchen with frowns on their faces. I headed right for them before either of them could say anything.

I stood on my toes and threw my arms around Cypress’s neck, kissing him deeply. It didn’t take a genius to tell he was shocked, because he didn’t respond at first, but then he did but didn’t even put his hands on me before I broke the kiss. 

After that, I did the same to Aspen. He was slightly more prepared, but again, I pulled away too soon for much to really happen.

“Right, now we are all secret lovers, and there will be no more lovers for the Prince or any of us, agreed?” I asked, looking at each of them in turn.

“Does that mean you forgive us?” Cypress hedged, glancing at Teak who was staring at me with his jaw hanging open.

“I’ve been told that none of you were acting mean or with selfish intent and were simply thinking as elves instead of how your actions would pan out in the human world. Further, I was persuaded to give you a chance to fix things and show me how you feel, be who you are, be what I need, and to let you love me.”

“Oh, that’s what was going on in there,” Aspen snickered with a smirk on his face.

“Shut it. You’re just jealous you missed Teak screwing my brains out,” I snapped, giving him the evil eye.

“Yes,” he and Cypress agreed together. But Cypress continued. “And both of them have had alone time with you today and I seem to be the only one left out and somehow my crimes are the worst of the three of us.”

“Yours were,” I rasped, finally admitting it as I stepped away, not even able to look at him.

“What? Why?” I shook my head and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Then I don’t want this deal!” he roared. I flinched when I heard something hitting the wall. “How can you forgive them, touch them, and you can’t even look at me when I ask what I did that was so much worse?”

“Then go!” I cried, tears running down my cheeks. I gasped as someone grabbed me, my eyes snapping up to Cypress’s.

“No, I will have my answer first. You owe me at least that, Cara.”

I shoved him, harder than I’d ever shoved anyone in my life and his eyes went wide as he stumbled away from me. “Because it was you! You were the one who knocked me out every night! You were the one I could talk to best and open up with in a way I’d never had before in my life. I could have told you anything, Cypress. I did tell you everything. And every night you betrayed me by knocking me out. If you truly felt there was nothing wrong with what you were doing, then you shouldn’t have had to make me sleep!

“It’s one thing to do it during the day with simple touches. But you basically drugged me. I felt you. Saw you in my dreams. You were the one to do it. You were the one to make me think I was so fucking crazy. All the while making me love you first, maybe the most of anyone I’d ever loved, before I found out! And then I find out it was all your idea to handle things this way? So yeah, your crimes were worse.”

He blinked at me a moment before bobbing his head. “Thank you for answering, but no, I don’t agree to your terms then.”

“What?” Aspen snarled as Teak gasped. “Why? She’s giving us a free pass to start over.”

“No, she’s giving you guys a free pass to start over,” Cypress chuckled darkly, scrubbing his hands over his head. “She won’t ever forgive me after listing all of that. She’s dropping it all at my goddamn feet and giving you guys fucking accomplice crimes.”

“No, I’m—” I started to say, but he snorted.

“I’m out of here. Do what you want. She’s the perfect author and I’m just the servant who you guys will blame for breaking her. You’ll pick her anyways.”

Aspen and Teak started arguing and getting physical with Cypress but I had a different reaction. I walked past them and to the front door. They all went quiet when I opened it, adjusting my robe and waiting for him to leave. He yanked his arm out of Aspen’s grasp and stepped around Teak before jogging down the stairs, his steps echoing in the silent house.

“Guess I was just the meaningless and easy pussy next door to acclimate you to the human world and not worth fighting for or anything to you after all,” I whispered as he went past me. He didn’t say anything, walking out the door, and with a flick of my wrist, I closed it.

I turned towards the stairs with a heavy heart when it came flying back open and I was grabbed from behind. Cypress spun me around, pressed me up against the wall, and pushed his knee between my thighs. “For someone so smart, you are a fucking moron, Cara.” He mashed his mouth down to mine, his hand moving under my ass and grinding our hips together as his other arm wrapped around my back. “I can’t get in any deeper and then lose you.”

“I came out of my room willing to try and forgive you,” I moaned as he attacked my neck. “That was what I was saying!”

“Then you listed all my crimes. I couldn’t be the reason we all lost you. I’d lose them too. I’d lose all of you and that would kill me.” He kicked my front door closed and then turned to his friends. “Leave us.” I heard what sounded like them walking away. “Cara, you have to forgive me.”

“I’m trying.”

“You have to.” He undid my belt and kissed along my shoulders.

“Stop,” I rasped, shaking. “Cypress, stop!”

“Why, it worked with them!”

“Is that what you think?” I cried, collapsing, the only thing holding me up was the wall and him. “Fine, fuck me then, whatever. Just fine, whatever you want, Cypress.”

“I want you to love me like I love you!” he bellowed before punching the wall hard enough to break the drywall. His chest heaved, his hair hanging in his face as I saw pain fill his eyes like I’d never seen before, something I was sure he’d kept buried for a long time.

A long time.

“I’m fine,” I told Aspen and Teak when they came racing back to us, waving them off and closing my robe, Cypress still on the edge of whatever this was. They slowly left us in the foyer and I pressed my lips to Cypress’s ear. “What do you need? What are you keeping from me, Cypress? What are you keeping from all of us?” He flinched and pulled away, letting me go as his eyes snapped to mine. I kept my voice as low as possible, barley a breath. “Do you want to go take a drive or have them give us the house?”

He glanced towards the kitchen and nodded.

“Hey, guys? Can you make a Jimmy Johns run? I think a plain turkey and ham sandwich would do wonders for me now, and I’m almost out of Sprite,” I called out. “Maybe get some more soup too just in case. Oh and Gatorade. Aspen drank the last of the blue when you guys were here, and I should rehydrate better.”

“Are you sure?” Teak hedged as he appeared in the hallway. 

“Yeah, Cypress and I are going to go lie down and take a time-out. Too many swirling emotions and not enough rest. We’ll be in the guest room. Let us know when you’re back.” I figured not having him lay down with me where Teak and I had just fucked would be best.

They headed out, and Cypress and I went downstairs, lying on the bed facing each other.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, tears filling his eyes. “I treated you like some common whore. I didn’t think having sex made you forgive them. I thought maybe if I could show you how I really felt while making love, you’d believe me how much you meant to me. If I touched you like I want to, as if you’re precious, then you’d feel how I do, you’d know like you always know what I’m thinking.”

“I get it.” And I did in some roundabout twisted way, I did. Cypress wasn’t some sex-crazed horndog, there had to be a method to the madness in this case.

He opened his mouth and then shut it, shaking his head. He tried twice more before giving me the barest of smiles. “Once upon a time there was a little elf who was born into a huge family of servants, completely invisible, right in the middle of all the children. He was a nobody. Even his parents forgot his name most of the time when yelling at him to get his chores done. No one at his home knew who he was and always called him boy just like all the others.

“One day he saw the Prince playing as he had many, many times before, but the sweet Prince took no notice of him because he was a nobody. Not to say that the Prince was a pompous little ass, but the servant just wasn’t important. And then the servant saved the Prince and blah, blah, blah, you know that part, and there’s more to that story which Teak will tell you but the short version from my side is the servant was always invisible. Aspen is a commoner but to be a mason’s son is right up there with knight.

“He was born the eldest of the castle’s mason and tinker. That’s a great honor, so the job fell to him one day. Think of it like this world’s most famous architect. And still I was nobody. They love me, I know that, but that was secret. The rest of my life I was invisible or, even worse, the boy or man who kissed Prince Teak.”

“I’m really sorry that you went through all of that, but I don’t get what that has to do with me and us,” I hedged, searching his eyes.

“Then one day the servant met this beautiful human,” he whispered, reaching out and touching my cheek. “And she was amazing. Strong, independent, shy, and invisible like him. But she wasn’t. People saw her, she simply didn’t see it. She was too hard on herself though, calling herself fat and ugly when she didn’t think anyone could hear her even though she was breathtaking. And for the first time in the servant’s life, when he stood next to his two best friends and lovers, someone would look at him first, would talk to him, greet him first, would start a conversation with him first.

“He found her so fascinating and loved to listen to her talk like he never had anyone before, and he would ask to borrow movies he already owned just to see her and speak with her, but still tried not to be a bother. And he wanted to help this human but didn’t know how because there was much at stake and their secret had to be kept. He couldn’t betray the men he also loved to help her. So the first night, he came up with a plan to sneak in and take a little bit off her plate and a little stress from her body because there would be no harm in that.

“She had so much of both, and he wanted less of it for her. There were so many lights in her house. How would she notice a few changed out? No harm there. And all that stress she had. It needed to be healed. Maybe it wasn’t the best thing to go into her house, but since the servant had already been invited and she was clothed, he would ask for her forgiveness later. It was temporary, and he would confess soon. He swore he would. He just wanted to help her. 

“Because she was so special to him. She would open up to him, and he felt that he was special for the first time in a life of blending in, and within days of meeting this human, he fell madly in love. But the days went on and the stress only grew and it scared the servant. He couldn’t add to the special human’s stress who he loved by telling her what he was and what he’d done. He had to bear all that on his own shoulders until she had less of her own problems and could handle it. 

“He loved her enough to keep inside what he was dying to tell her and give of himself to her, to share with her because it was what was best for her.” He let out a dark chuckle. “Or so he thought, but obviously he was the stupidest fucking man in all the lands. But even keeping the human asleep, he was okay with, because it wasn’t a drug, it was a healing sleep that drained his sorry ass big time and had side effects on him that he’s still catching up with.”

“Enough with the story,” I whispered, cover his lips with my fingers. “Teak does that because he doesn’t do well with talking and explaining. You and I do. It’s what we do best. I could tell you anything, and I thought you could talk to me about anything. Tell me what’s going on, Cypress. What side effects?”

“Apparently obsession,” he choked out, covering his face with his hands. “I couldn’t get rid of your stress, so I kept pushing them to take more of it away and more work to be done around here to help you. I’m the one who made everything worse. And I felt the dreams too when I went to bed. I had them of you. What we did to you, you would to do me like nature balancing back out, and for every night you slept well, I slept horribly. Lately I’ve been going nuts that the more I love you the further you slip away from me.

“I was practically climbing the walls when you were in Chicago. Staying away these past few days has been torture, and they just about had to fucking chain me down.”

“I don’t get it though? If you stopped making me sleep, then how come things haven’t gotten better?” I asked, pushing his hair off his forehead.

“Equal and opposite forces or some shit,” he mumbled. “We called an elder and asked. I’m not trained in that kind of healing magic so using it that many times in a row left a mark that will take that long to wear off and I have to use that much opposite magic for it to wear off.”

“Fuck,” I groaned, hugging him to me. “So you’re going to feel like this for months.” I cringed when he nodded. “Okay, so what’s opposite magic? Shooting me up with caffeine?”

“Not funny, Cara.”

“I really wasn’t kidding. I was thinking, what’s the opposite of sleep and it’s uppers,” I muttered with a shrug. “You didn’t kill me, so it’s not waking the dead. There’s always a yin to a yang so what’s the yin?”

“Waking. I have to wake things,” he bitched. 

“So grow a garden,” I chuckled, rubbing his back, and kissed his temple.

Cypress slowly lifted his head and blinked at me. “What?”

“Grow a garden.” I shrugged. “I’ll show you how. It’s really—”

“What does that have to do with waking things up?”

Now it was my turn to blink. “You don’t actually know what the elder was telling you to do, do you?”

“No. He said waking. Wake things up, young elf. But that’s all the douche bag said, because elves like to be cryptic jag offs and teach everyone lessons.” He frowned at me and shook his head. “I still don’t get the garden. Cara, we’ve been trying to figure this out since you went to Chicago and we called the elder. All three of us banging our heads against the wall, going over any teachings we’ve ever had. What’s a garden have to do with sleep magic?”

“Nothing, I’m sure,” I answered, trying not to laugh when I saw how frustrated he was. “But that’s what you do with seeds. You wake them up. They come in little packets, and they’re dormant. Then you put them in little pods or pots or in the ground if it’s the right season, water them, sun, food, whatever, and you ‘wake’ them up. I’d say that’s waking things up. And hell, if you can get new seeds to grow in August in the Midwest, that would take some fucking magic, honey.”

“Fuck, I love you,” he breathed, his eyes wide before he mashed his mouth down to mine. Then he kissed along my neck and up to my ear as he hands slipped under my robe. “Of course, my perfect Cara would figure out the answer. Gods, you are so smart. So wonderful. You just saved me. Let me thank you. No sex. This isn’t for me. I need to please you.”

“Cypress, you sound a little like a crack head needing a fix,” I worried, trying to bite back a moan as his thumbs flicked my nipples. 

“Maybe, but it’s me, I’m here.” He slowed down, teasing me but not so frantically. I watched as he lowered his lips to my right breast and teased my skin as his hand moved down my now almost flat stomach to between my legs. “Please, let me show you that you’re not what you said you were to me when I was walking out the door. This is about you.”

Right because any sane woman would pass that up? I gave a slight nod, and he went to it. I came so many times from his hand I lost count before he moved his mouth lower and threw my legs over his shoulders. Teak was right, the man was very, very talented in the art of oral sex.

So talented in fact that I was distracted by what he could do I didn’t even hear them come home. They walked in on us, Cypress dressed still, eating me out as I was screaming in pleasure, and dropped the bags of food.

When I was spent, I couldn’t even move, splayed out naked for their viewing pleasure and not even caring. 

“So you guys made up?” Aspen asked, clearing his throat as he adjusted himself in his shorts. Cypress glanced at me as if willing to go with whatever I said.

“We’re getting there,” I answered after three tries. “I figured out the elder’s riddle so I was getting a thank you.” Then I looked at Cypress. “Babe, Teak wants to learn to do that, and I’d love it if you’d teach him, so can we do that again after dinner, and I’ll pull out my little seed starter and seeds and get right to work on making you better?”

“I want more right now,” he growled, but I held up my hand.

“Need a break and I’m starving,” I giggled, trying to close my legs. He got the idea and went to help me.

“Can I just have a taste?” Teak hedged, coming closer. Before I could say anything either way, he actually leaned over and licked me. “Mmm, yeah, way better than I expected.”

“Shit, now I want to try too,” Aspen mumbled.

And he did before I got to eat. I had a very, very bizarre life. Granted, I was no longer complaining about that life, but it was only fair to acknowledge how truly bizarre it was.

Cypress did give that tutorial after dinner. I couldn’t even walk when they were done with me, in the best kind of way. I sat on Aspen’s lap at the counter as I explained to them how to work my little seed starter. Cypress did his thing and seriously it was like witnessing a miracle as little baby sprouts and then plants formed. My mouth fell open and it was actually hot. The man made plants appear out of nothing. 

He was just that good.

“Did it work?” I asked after he did about a fourth of the tray of seventy-two. “How do you feel?”

Cypress stretched before shaking out his head and looking around. “Better, lighter, as if everything’s flowing right inside now or whatever.”

“So we answered the riddle then!” Teak exclaimed, hugging him.

“No, we didn’t,” Cypress whispered, coming around the counter and plucking me off Aspen’s lap. “She did.” 

I talked with Aspen and Teak on the side, and given Cypress’s issues and condition, we agreed it best that he crash with me until we got him back to normal. Plus, maybe it was what we needed? But it was really weird sleeping with a boy in my bed.

Especially one who liked to have his head buried between my legs any time we were horizontal. 

Not that I complained about waking up that way. Or going to sleep that way, to be honest.

It was just a slight change from normal.

After the first time, I gestured him to move up the bed by me again and rolled us over. Once I’d heard what he’d been through trying to help me, talking with Aspen, and Teak—I’d decided to forgiven them after having a bit to think about it.

“Do you accept my offer now?” I whispered as I straddled his body. “I forgive all of you. Will it just be us and no one else ever? I get you guys are a package deal, but I don’t share with other women, so I need to make that clear and know now if that’s okay and I’m enough.”

“I accept and you’re more than enough,” he growled, pulling my head down to his. I rode him as a good morning, and then we played some more in the shower. By the time Teak and Aspen came over to start plotting the next step in plan clean up Cara’s life, the two of us were all smiles, and we told them what we’d discussed.

The two of them were thrilled they both agreed just the four of us, no other women ever. And that thrilled me. 
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The next day Teak and I worked on getting a book done while Aspen and Cypress handled other shit. Yeah, it was best to leave it at that because in my opinion they were handling a steaming pile of crap so why not call it what it was. But I had the best part, which was calling my parents any lying through my goddamn teeth to them. Fortunately I’d decided to take the easier upfront and more painful later approach and pretend to call them as I was driving to the airport. 

It was the only way I could figure out how to do this without them getting on a plane to meet me for my fake brain surgery. Needless to say they freaked, but at least I got them to calm down enough that they let me get on my pretend plane when I got to the airport I wasn’t going to and promised the hospital had their numbers and the moment I was up I’d call them and let them know when I’d be home and they could meet me here.

When I hung up the phone, I stared at it a moment before setting it down. “Aspen?”

“Yeah, hon?”

“You can fix walls easily, right?”

“Yeaaaah—why?”

“No reason,” I lied, thinking what was one more after telling that many. I walked out to the garage, picked up my old softball bat, and started swinging. They let me go for about five minutes before Cypress came up behind me and wrapped his arms over mine and made me drop the bat.

“I know, I know,” he cooed as I sank against him, falling to my knees.

“No, no, you don’t know. I can’t ever take back what I’ve just done,” I sobbed, curling up against him. “They’re so scared, and I gave them nothing. No doctor to check up on, they don’t even know the hospital. They’re in the dark. We have to give them something to verify or research that’s real for when I pretend wake up. This is going to be torture for them. My whole family. We didn’t think enough of this through. We have to do better.”

“Okay, we will. I’ll call the attorney and get more,” Aspen agreed, squatting down in front of me. “Maybe we’ve got an elf who’s out here like us that can vouch for the whole thing.”

And that turned out to be exactly what saved our asses. Some bigwig at a fancy New York private hospital was an elf. He rigged the whole thing with their attorney guy and made it look like he got wind of the malpractice mistake and added it to the hospital’s teaching budget so poor, poor me didn’t have to wait for insurances and bullshit red tape to get a tiny tumor removed and wait for it to turn into a big tumor that could end my life. It also helped explain all the last minute rushing.

So when my parents showed up a few days after I supposedly got home, we were ready.

Except they wanted to tell them I was dating all of them.

“Abso-fucking-lutely not!” I exclaimed, my eyes going wide. “We are not giving my conservative parents heart attacks that I’m dating the three men next door. There’s enough we’re dropping on them. I’d prefer not tell them anything.”

“No, you’re in a relationship now, you have to admit to that,” Aspen argued, crossing his arms over his chest. “At least pick one of us to introduce. It’s the only way to explain all of our involvement in this.”

He did have a point there. But then that brought up another problem.

“Fine,” I ground out, waiting for them to ask.

“Which one of us will you pick?” Teak asked, practically batting his eyelashes at me.

Yup, there it was.

“You’re not going to like my answer,” I chuckled as I shook my head, knowing it without even thinking.

“Just tell us already,” Cypress mumbled, looking away. He was already doing much better, but still, at times, he tended to overreact and seemed to be hurt like that kid who was always left out at gym class picking teams, which I would understand if we ever not picked him.

Which we did.

I glanced at Aspen. “My dad will hate me dating you. You’re too intense. He will take that as you hiding something. You’re also argumentative, and he’s boss. It’s too volatile of a combo.” Then I looked at Teak. “And he will chew you up and spit you out. While I love your free spirit and playful nature, he will not see you as the type of man’s man who should take care of his daughter.”

“But you don’t need to be taken care of,” Teak argued, glancing at his friends.

“Not the point. Welcome to the ways of the old school mind. I’m a female. I must be someone’s responsibility.” I smiled at Cypress. “So, wanna be my boyfriend and meet my parents? We have to give you a last name though.”

Yeah, I’d learned that one too. They didn’t have them in elf society. They were like ancient in that way, he was Cypress son of… Someone.

“We use Greene in our documentation,” he chuckled, sliding his arm around my waist. “I’ve never met anyone’s parents before. What do I do?”

“Keep it cool. I’m just going to slid it in there later when the time’s right after the whole brain tumor thing shock has calmed down and they see we’re fine.” I glanced at Teak and Aspen all the blood leaving my face. “Oh fuck. You guys, shit, you can’t, you know, when they’re here.”

“This is rich,” Aspen drawled, catching on while Teak blinked at me, completely clueless. “They’re homophobic.”

“No, my mom isn’t,” I sighed, covering my hands over my face, mortified. “She doesn’t care in the slightest. She’s just not a fan of PDA from anyone. My dad is and he hates PDA. I think it’s more that he doesn’t care about who’s with who, and he’s tired of everyone talking about it and it being a thing than he’s homophobic, but no, I don’t think he’s ever had a gay friend ever. If you said in conversation you were gay, he wouldn’t freak out and tell you that you were going to hell.

“He’d probably change the topic. We’re Chicagoans. We don’t really care. But if he walks in on some of the things I walked in on when we met, he will have a heart attack.”

“Chill, Cara,” Aspen chuckled, understanding better now as he held his hands out in front of him. “We don’t normally behave like that. I mean, we know how to keep our hands to ourselves. We had to for years at the castle. We did that because we wanted you in our bed.”

“Plus we’d never had the chance to be free and open with each other before until we moved here so we went a little overboard.” Teak smiled widely at that as if he’d been a dirty, dirty boy or something.

Hey, whatever made them happy and didn’t end up with my parents walking in on him giving someone head was great. And we had a plan, which was really great. My parents came later that day, we had dinner—all of us—even though I could see they were confused as to why the guys next door were there, until we realized we’d forgotten one huge part of our story.

“It’s just weird,” my dad muttered as he stared at the guys while they cleaned up the dishes. “They all look alike but not really.”

“Oh, come on, Dad,” I snickered, setting down my fork. “How many photos do I have with girls I went to school with that we’re about the same height, build, blonde hair, and blue eyes? They grew up together. It’s no big deal. You’re making it a thing.”

“True,” he hedged.

“You just notice it so much more because they’re gorgeous,” my mom hissed, and I couldn’t help but notice Aspen’s lips twitch.

“Where did you guys say you were from again?” my dad asked as all the blood drained from my face. They hadn’t said and even worse, we hadn’t planned on answer that.

“Washington,” I answered, but so did they.

“California,” Aspen tried.

“Texas,” Teak blurted. Him I shot a nasty look. He had to pick fucking Texas. In a room full of Chicagoans. Really?

Cypress’s eyes went wide from behind my parents’ backs, and I realized he was the only smart one who’d kept his mouth shut. Thank fuck because explaining three answers was going to be hard enough.

“So which is it?” my father asked darkly, scooting back his chair so he could see all of us.

“We were talking schools so you got both answers,” I chuckled as my heart raced, thinking quick on my feet. “Washington, California, but then they went to Texas State, though you went to high school in Washington and your guys’ town was just outside of it, right?” I focused on Cypress since he didn’t answer at all. My parents glanced at him and then back to me as if wondering why I would look at him.

Yes, it was a horrible time to bring that up, but if anyone knew of a better distraction, I was all ears.

“Oh—oh,” my mom breathed. “Well, that explains a lot.”

“He couldn’t have dinner with us by himself?” my father drawled, shooting me a disapproving glance. “He had to bring his friends for backup to meet us?”

“Wait, what did I just miss?” Cypress hedged, his gaze darting around the room.

“I just told them we were dating, hon,” I chuckled and then focused on my dad. “There’s a lot going on, and it’s Aspen’s cousin who’s the lawyer who helped saved your daughter, so I thought you’d like to get most of this from him firsthand after I get too tired and go to bed. This isn’t normal meet the boyfriend time. I just had brain surgery and he lives next door. So tension is high, cut him some slack. He’s also not been the normal boyfriend on this.”

Dad glanced between us. “How so?” Then he hissed as the table moved.

“We read online what type of effect besides weight loss this type of tumor could have on her. Take the damn hint and shut up.” He nodded and I had a feeling my mom meant throwing up and stuff, but I hadn’t, but okay. If they wanted to think Cypress was a great boyfriend because he’d been cleaning up my puke and holding my hand while I’d been sick, well, yeah, I’d told enough lies, why not let that one slide.

But needing the subject change backfired.

“I’m surprised you’re friends with Texans,” my mom chuckled. 

Yeah, kinda like that.

“They just went to Texas State,” I reminded her, standing to get dessert out of the fridge. I glanced at Teak as I did, and mouthed, I’m going to kill you. 

“Everyone has to unfortunately pass through there now and again,” my father commented, setting his napkin on his plate. “I went to boot camp there when I was in the Army. Hotter than Hell and they say Chicago is Hell on Earth. I swear those people read their Bibles upside down or something as they pretend to know so much.”

And that was why I was going to beat Teak. I didn’t get to explain it to him until after my parents were gone and the visit was over and they were happy I was fine, going to live, and happy I was with Cypress.

Yeah, that one shocked me too.

“Okay, so what was so wrong with what I said?” Teak asked about five minutes after they were gone. “So your dad doesn’t like Texas? I picked a bad place.”

“Teak, that whole fucking state hates Chicago. And apparently the feeling’s mutual,” I chuckled, shaking my head as I cleaned up breakfast, almost sad my mom was gone purely because she made the best breakfast ever.

“Can we keep your mom too? I’ve never had such an awesome breakfast,” Aspen mumbled, staring longingly at the leftovers. “I want to keep eating but there’s no more room.”

“I was thinking the same thing. But no. I love my mother, but it’s better she just visits.” Teak was pouting, so I kissed him on the cheek. “Look, it’s from an older generation mostly like my dad’s age or even my grandparents. Oh god, you should have heard people talk when I was younger even. I really thought everyone in Texas rode their damn horses to school like they were back in another time. They thought we were all crooked mobsters. It’s a thing.

“Look, Texans don’t like Yankees but they really don’t like Chicagoans. And we don’t like them I think mostly because they don’t like us. Chicagoans and New Yorkers play fight, like a rivalry, but in the end, we’re big city pains in the asses who get along just fine.” Still he stared at me blankly. “Don’t pick fucking Texas ever, Teak.”

“But why?”

I groaned as I set down the plates in the sink and then rubbed my temples. “You just don’t. You’re in the Midwest. Texas is a button you don’t push. It’s volatile topic here. Pick Kansas. No one notices Kansas. You want to not draw attention, pick Kansas.”

“But you have friend from Texas. I know you do,” he argued.

“Because they know that state is crazy.” I shrugged. “They have some really weird laws, and I’d be scared to live there as a damn Chicagoan with the way they feel about us. You want to blend here in the Midwest? Don’t fucking pick Texas again.”

“Okay, Cara.”

Some things a person just couldn’t explain. Hell, I didn’t even understand a stupid rivalry that went back way before I was born. All I knew was, when I’d traveled to Texas, there were people who wouldn’t shake my hand when they’d heard I was from Chicago like I had a disease instead of a place of birth. Personally, I didn’t really care about the whole thing and thought it was stupid, I just avoided it, but they wanted to keep under the radar and that meant not drawing attention. 

Texas drew attention. It was as simple as that.

The next few weeks we cleaned up the mess they’d made and worked through our issues, namely I learned to trust them again. Forgiving them was one thing, but trust was a different ball of wax.

Teak helped me write several books with his crazy powers which he became even more accurate with. He got so excited with the plot developments, being able to see what we were putting down on “paper” that I swear he was more wound up and ready to work than I was. All the while we were turning books in and acting as if they were mostly finished before I’d gotten sick but hadn’t been able to be completed because of the toll everything had taken on me and now they could.

Hey, whatever worked, right?

Aspen handled everything with the PR chick and was one hell of a business finagler. He ended up being my business manager, and it was a role I gladly gave over. There was only one slight issue when I finally met the PR chick. I’d blown off all the meetings, hating that crap and Aspen handling everything really well. Until I saw him duded up in a suit to go meet her, smiling, and jogging out the door. Then I shared a look with Cypress and Teak before the three of us practically dove to my computer to look her up.

She was hot.

Next thing I knew, I was getting ready to attend that meeting. Sure enough the bitch was flirting with my man when I walked into the restaurant.

“Hi, we haven’t met,” I purred as I joined them and held out my hand to her. “I’m Cara, Cara Quinn, the author paying you to promote me and apparently grope my lover like a cheap whore. So remove your hand and don’t touch him again or I’ll fuck up your face so bad you’ll have to change your profession. Savvy?”

“Fuck, you’re hot when you’re jealous,” Aspen hissed, staring at me with wide eyes.

It seemed he really liked my inner bitch, because we went at it in the parking lot like rabbits. Turned out he didn’t like the PR chick, he just enjoyed the business game and marketing. He liked marketing me because he believed in me. My bad. I groveled for a week for that mistake, and to be honest, I never had so much fun making up for a misunderstanding.

Even if most of the time I was on my hands and knees.

Cypress turned out to be a computer whiz. I mean total genius. He ate up code like some people did books and redesigned my websites, could do graphics, cleaned up my hard drives, anything I needed, including backing up servers and a bunch of other stuff I didn’t understand.

I smiled and nodded as he tried to explain it to me one day, weeks after he’d taken over the role and long since he’d started fiddling with it right after my parents’ had left, simply curious as to how he could help. When he was done, he rolled his eyes. “How much of that did you actually catch?”

“Not much, but you sounded great saying it all,” I chuckled, pushing back the chair at the adjoining desk to mine. I slid my leg over his lap and sat down. “Do it again, but slower. I love when you talk HTML and system whatever to me.”

“You’re teasing me.”

“No, no, I’m not, babe,” I assured him as I cupped his face. “I adore how excited you get and your eyes light up with that fire. I’m proud of you. You learned all of this with no training, no schooling, and no help. People go to expensive colleges and don’t learn a fraction of this, Cypress. Not bad for a servant’s son, don’t you think?”

“The way you believe in me astounds me,” he whispered against me lips as he pulled me down to him.

“I could say the same.” I kissed him, hoping he understood what his support meant to me as well. We ended up in the next room, our bedroom—all of ours—moments later making love. While most of the time it was all of us together, Cypress and I ended up having some form of alone time at least once a day.

It didn’t mean we loved each other more than we did the rest. I loved all of them equally. I wasn’t sure I knew how to explain it without sounding like that wasn’t true. We couldn’t survive without the other, if that made sense. But that didn’t mean I loved Teak or Aspen any less than Cypress. Cypress and I simply saw each other in a world where it was too easy to go unnoticed.

And that was something no one else understood. It was a certain level of bond that couldn’t be explained.

I did get the rest of that story from Teak too. About a month after my fake surgery and all was calm with work, we were sitting down to decide what to do about the two houses now that they pretty much lived at mine.

“We keep it,” Aspen said matter-of-factly. “This is the quiet house where work is done for Cara and whoever’s helping her. The other house is for phone calls, shouting at computers, blowing off steam, or playing around.”

“Meaning you’re not giving up your tricked out bachelor pad,” I chuckled. They had tricked it out to be sure, and I hadn’t been that far off in my first assessment about a small frat moving in when I’d first seen them. There was a foosball and pool table in one room. Huge entertainment center with multiple TVs and gaming system in another. Skateboard and scooter ramps Aspen had rigged somehow over all those small staircases. 

There was even a damn beer tap thing in the big Jacuzzi tub off the main floor. I mean the house was tricked out. Aspen had mad skills and magic as a builder.

He simply shrugged, unwilling to deny it. “Fine, but I want some of that shit here too because this house needs some love as well.”

“Oh gods yes,” he groaned. “And an outdoor whirlpool. This deck is just screaming for one.”

“Yeah, twist my arm on that,” I drawled, rolling my eyes. We went out back with some drinks, and while Cypress and Aspen built a fire in my fixed fire pit as opposed to the messed up one I’d had help building that had been sliding down the hill, I snuggled up against Teak. “We never finished the story. There always seems to be something going on.”

“We’ve finished a bunch of stories, Cara,” he chuckled, rubbing his hands over my arms when I shivered.

“No, the story.”

“Oh!” He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Well the three boys grew up into men.”

“Manly men who carry wood and build fires!” Aspen called out, grunting as he threw a few huge logs into the roaring fire pit. 

“God, your guys’ hearing,” I snickered.

“Yes, very manly men,” Teak drawled. “The King was going to step down in a decade and let the Prince’s father take over rule, but before he did, he was determined to see all of his grandchildren married into suitable matches that benefited the kingdom. This upset the Prince, and he shot down every match for one reason or another, angering the King over and over again and worrying his kind parents about the fallout of his decision. 

“But there was a rule that every royal must marry by their seventy-fifth birthday or they lose their place in the line of succession.”

“Seventy-five? Fuck, that’s old,” I balked, sitting up and staring at him as Cypress and Aspen joined us. “Most rulers step down around then. Who wants someone stepping up then?”

They glanced at each other before Teak opened his mouth, and I thought nothing of it, taking a sip of my hard cider. “When the Prince turned seventy—”

I spit my drink all over the three of them. “I’m sorry—what?”

“Cara, I’m seventy-five,” Teak chuckled, mopping off his face.

“Seventy-six,” Cypress added.

“Seventy-eight,” Aspen finished.

“Holy fucking shit on a stick,” I breathed, glancing between the three of them. “I thought I was the cradle robber here. You guys are old farts!” Then I had a whole other slew of questions. “Wait, you look late twenties. Do you die?”

“We die, we just age incredibly slowly,” Teak answered with a shrug. “My grandfather is several hundred years old. It’s our magic. We heal every toxin or stress. You’ll age like that too now.”

Spots formed before my eyes as I grabbed onto the edge of the bench we were sitting on. “I thought no more secrets, guys?”

Cypress winced. “We weren’t keeping it a secret so much as I guess we hadn’t gotten to that yet. You okay?”

“Give me a minute.” I took a few deep breaths and nodded. “Might take me a few days, but if I have any more questions, I’ll ask.” I turned around again and stared out at the fire. “So the Prince turned seventy…”

“Yes, and at his party, his older sister’s intended met with an accident that would have killed him,” Teak continued. “And the Prince liked the guy, but he loved his sister very, very much.”

“We all do. Willow is a wonderful woman,” Aspen agreed firmly.

“Thank you.” I saw Teak reach and take his hand. “She’s the only person who knew about us and helped keep our secret. Anyways, while most marriages in the royal family were arranged by the parents or King of the time for beneficial matches and hopefully love happened later, Princess Willow fell in love with her intended, and he treasured the Princess. It destroyed the Prince that his sister could lose the man she loved.”

“So he saved the man.”

“He did,” Teak admitted. “He wasn’t thinking of the cost to himself or the men he loved, but he couldn’t not do anything. The men he loved were angry with him for risking the Prince’s safety but understood he had to do it. Luckily no one had been around but the man and the Princess, but their mother had already been told that the Princess’s intended had been injured. Unsure what to do, the Prince trusted his sister and allowed her to tell their mother the truth.

“They knew and understood what the Prince’s gift would mean for his life if people ever found out and were scared for him. And together the four of them hatched a plan to help the Prince escape life at court with the men he loved after he confessed what he truly wanted. It took years of planning and hiding of funds, but luckily the Princess’s betrothed came from a very wealthy elf family who was good at such things and knew that once the Prince disappeared everyone would search for him.”

“But not a servant and a mason’s son,” Cypress chuckled, shaking his head. “Everything is in our names. There’s no trace of Prince Teak, and that’s the way it has to stay. We led them toward Asia and ran this way once everything was finally ready and we had an opportunity when the King was distracted and traveling.”

I finally had the chance to ask the question I’d been meaning to since I’d met them. “Why here? I never asked that.”

“When we got close to being ready to run, we started researching places, and we kept looking at all these Top 10 Places to Live and such,” Aspen explained, always so logical. “Papillion, Nebraska was number one on one, on another one for safest, another for quietest, and everyone seemed to agree it was just nice. So we decided here. Even if it wasn’t Papillion, we decided this area.”

“I heard about that after I moved,” I admitted. “People kept asking me if that’s why I moved. Funny that someone I know actually did move for that reason now.” I glanced over at Aspen before back at the fire. “So you guys ran and figured this area, but why that house? There are tons of places around here for sale. Why out here?”

“Well we wanted somewhere not too, too rural where we’d drown all alone, but definitely not in an apartment complex or close subdivision where people would be up our butts all the time,” Cypress pointed out.

“Okay, but that leaves a lot of choices still. I don’t get why you picked that house. You could have gone anywhere around here. It’s nothing all that special.”

“You are though,” Teak muttered, hugging me closer. “I saw you.”

“What?” I gasped, pulling away from him and turning around. “Me?”

He nodded, glancing at his friends who simple shrugged. “We came and looked at the house, and yes, the owners ran their big fat mouths about you, and I know you hate that, but I didn’t hear anything but a woman who was like us. Someone who’d been hurt, wanted some peace, and maybe just needed a bit of help to be happy. Honestly I walked out of the house that, you’re right, was nothing all that special, but fit what we needed perfectly and we could fix up, more excited that we could make a real friend next door than anything.”

“He was so excited to meet you,” Aspen whispered, leaning over and patting my arm. “Don’t think of this as a human, Cara. Teak never had friends like you or even I did. He had ‘friends’ as a Prince. You were his first real chance to have someone normal like him for him.”

I nodded, unsure what to say to that.

“And then I saw you,” Teak admitted as his cheeks heated up. “You were sitting on the back deck, staring out at the yard. It was freezing, but still, there you were sitting out there, beautiful as could be, wrapped up in a sweater, not seeming to notice how cold it was. You looked so lost, in so much pain, holding something, crying.”

“When?” I choked out, setting down my beer, rubbing my chest. “When was this?”

“End of March? Beginning of April maybe,” Cypress hedged. “We knew about them wanting to sell the house before it even went on the market. They just put up the sign for marketing for the realtor to make it look good that it was a quick sale. It had already been sold weeks before.”

“My dog,” I whispered. “I was holding his collar. End of March was his birthday. I sat outside for hours. I just went out there for a minute to get some air when the date hit me and the next thing I knew it was dark outside and I couldn’t feel my fingers or toes.” I looked at Teak and shook my head. “I don’t get it. Why, Teak? Why would that make you want buy the house? I was a mess.”

“We’re healers,” Cypress answered, scooting closer to Teak so he could reach out and tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear. They’d gotten me to start wearing it down because they loved it so much. I didn’t mind because Teak liked to style it so at least it wasn’t a huge poofy mess. “It’s hard to explain, like your need to write, but let me try.”

“Okay. I need to understand.” Boy, did I ever. I didn’t think I could let this one go, because as it stood, it seemed like they came looking for a white hot mess and found me. 

 


10

 

“Why did you help us the day we moved in?” 

“Because I could and you asked,” I hedged, staring into Cypress’s shamrock green eyes and not getting it.

“No, we asked about your garbage service,” he corrected gently. “Why did you just offer to let us use your cans and then give Teak the bags when we didn’t have any?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” I shrugged, again, still not catching on.

“It’s just who you are,” Aspen filled in for me. “You see someone who needs something and you want to help.”

“Not the same as buying a house because you see a girl crying next door,” I drawled.

“No, no, it’s not,” he agreed with a snicker. “Look, most people wouldn’t help as you do. It’s what’s in you. Teak isn’t like most people, even for an elf. He saw you and knew this was the place, the place we were meant to be. Did he foresee all of this? No. He saw you, knew we could help you and that you needed us, and trusted that enough to think that’s why we were looking at that house on that day at that time you were sitting out there. You just said it was a special day, not something you did on a regular basis. 

“What were the odds then that the three of us who are from another country, ran away at the right time to come house hunting, stumbled on that house, set up the viewing just so we ended up seeing you sitting out there? I mean, even you have to admit as someone new to being around magic that the odds are extreme.”

“Too minute to calculate probably,” I admitted as I rubbed my forehead. “I can’t believe you bought the house next door because you saw me sitting outside crying.”

“We did like the area too,” Teak joked.

“Do you miss it?” I asked him in particular.

“No,” he answered without hesitation. “I miss my sister and parents, but I drop them an email now and again. I wish they could meet you. Maybe one day after they’re in charge and I’ve been gone long enough to officially no longer be a contender for the thrown. Definitely after my grandfather’s gone, because even after his rule is over, he’s a very powerful man.”

“And a scary mother fucker who makes your father look like a kitten,” Cypress muttered.

My eyes went wide. “That is a scary man.”

“You have no idea,” Aspen agreed, shivering.

I let it go for then, but still the whole thing churned in my mind as we went about our now happy lives. Cypress was doing something on the computer several days after I got the rest of the story, maybe fourteen or so, and Aspen was rebuilding my two story deck before winter came—I had no idea where Teak was, and I went to go check on him. 

Only to find him mowing the lawn. How he loved to mow the damn lawn. Then again it wasn’t as bad of a job when you had the magic to blow all the clippings far into the woods. But it was more than that. I think it was his alone me time to just get lost in his head and let things settle.

“You have that look,” Aspen hedged as I stepped out onto the deck, staring at Teak. 

I didn’t need to ask, the man long since having learned all my moods and me now knowing he understood all our moods. I glanced at him and wondered if I was stirring the pot by what I was about to ask but needed to do it anyways. “Do you think you guys did the right thing by taking Teak away? I’m not judging, I wasn’t there, and I know I have no frame of reference on your society, but I asked if he missed his home or regretted leaving.

“I never asked if you guys regretted taking him away. You all make it sound like he was given that gift by the gods or whomever because he was meant to lead your people and you took that from them. Do you think you made the right decision?”

Aspen slowly stood and gestured me to walk out further onto the deck. I joined him just as Teak finished and the yard went quiet. Then we watched as the man we loved plugged his iPod into the big iHome we kept downstairs for when we hung out on the big porch. Teak flipped it on and immediately started dancing around wildly, throwing his hands up in the air and making the grass clippings dance as he did while Florida Georgia Line’s “This Is How We Roll” blasted through the yard now.

“Yes, we made the right decision,” Aspen assured me as he nodded out to Teak. “They would have broken him. He’s a free spirit. He’s the boy who liked to chase butterflies and play in the fountain because it was just his size. Growing up at court tried to break his spirit, but he wouldn’t let it. Leading would have. So maybe his people could have benefited from his gift, but more likely, he would have died because of it, and Cypress and I couldn’t risk that.

“Either way, it wasn’t what he wanted. His father will be a good King and so will his older brother. Our people will be fine. Teak will be happiest here with us. One day people will still come looking for him, and we have to acknowledge that, accept it even, to be prepared for it because someone always finds out the secrets we try to keep no matter how hard we bury them. He is a treasure that needs to be free and loved, not a rarity that should be caged and forced into a role he doesn’t want.”

I nodded and smiled, thinking that was the best way to explain it. “I understand.” 

“Do you? Do you truly, Cara?” Aspen whispered, focusing on Teak. “This is what he needs to be happy. He needs to be protected. Will you love him dancing around being a goof because he found a new song that he feels he bonds with? Or would you rather he fit some mold of what he should be like those at court?”

“Neither,” I chuckled, smiling when his gaze snapped to me. I shot him a wink and jogged down the stairs before he could say anything and restarted the song. Then I hurried out to Teak on the grass and glanced up at Aspen, shrugging. “I prefer to join in.” I grabbed Teak’s hands who obviously didn’t have a clue as to what we were talking about, raising an eyebrow and looking between us. The music kicked back on, and we danced our asses off, enjoying one of the last few warm days of fall, being dorks and silly.

I fucking loved it, and from the way Aspen—and then moments later, Cypress—were laughing from the porch, they did too. 

But I was also glad we’d had that talk because Aspen had been right about both things, Teak had to be protected… And they would come for him. Apparently the first week of October specifically. The guys were out adding to my Halloween decorations, over the moon with the idea of doing some kind of joint scene between the houses for kids—and us. They weren’t fooling me by saying it was for the kids in the neighborhood when we were way out here.

I noticed a strange car parked out front when I took a break from edits. I emptied the dishwasher, pulled some meat out of the freezer to defrost, started up the smoker since the guys had begged me for ribs and those took forever to cook—things like that. By the time I headed back to my office, at least a half hour had passed and still the car was there. No markings for a utility, parked on the wrong side of the street and obviously not visiting one of the neighbors because that was an empty lot reserved for wooded area in the subdivision.

Which also made the car stick out like a sore thumb. I headed out to check the mail, knowing there would be stuff in the box since none of us had the knack for remembering and blatantly stared at the car. There was no reason for it to be there, and I didn’t like things feeling off at my home. 

The guy watched me as if annoyed by my presence and gave me an unfriendly look that just about had steam coming out of my ears, pushing me to the point where I was about to walk right up to the car—until I saw the jet black hair and green eyes. Then my blood went cold.

I grabbed the mail, made note of the make and model of the car, that it was rental, and memorized the license plate as fast as I could before heading back inside. Then I pulled out my cell phone and called the police, reporting a suspicious vehicle watching my house and everything I’d taken note of. I hadn’t been thinking of Teak or someone actually watching the house next door and that meant parking in front of mine to get a better view when I’d gone outside.

I simply hoped now that the police could chase the man off. Which they did. The moment they pulled on the street, he started up the car and headed out. They came to my door and asked me what was going on and I told them that. They thanked me for the tip and that they’d keep a lookout for the vehicle, but if I saw it again to call them. Luckily they were gone and the car didn’t return before the guys came home.

But I made it my mission the next few days to give the three of them every errand, task, and job I could think of that required them to be anywhere but at home. Fuck, I made shit up and ordered supplies I didn’t need just so they’d have to hike it across Omaha or up wherever to get them and both cars away from the house. And it was a good thing too because the car kept coming back. Finally I decided to egg the guy out of the car because the neighbor across the street from the guys’ house worked and wouldn’t be home to talk to and he clearly wanted information.

I waited until Aspen and Teak were out picking up a promo T-shirt order across Omaha and Cypress supplies from Lowe’s to start chopping wood for winter we’d been talking about before getting my gun out. I made sure it was cleaned, oiled, and loaded before heading out to the garage and stashing it in the top of my tool chest for easy access but hiding it from plain sight. 

Right about ten when the car had been showing up every day, the past five days starting Sunday, that week I heard it and threw out something in the trash before writing some things on my white boards where he could see me. Then I drank some water on my shelf until I heard the car door open and close. When I saw him approach out of the corner of my eye, I moved towards the other white boards where my tool chest was as if I hadn’t noticed.

And waited.

“Good morning, ma’am, I was wondering—” he greeted as he stepped into my garage where we weren’t as visible from the street.

“Why are you stalking me?” I demanded as I pulled the gun from behind my back and aimed it at him. His eyes went wide and he flinched. “Don’t try it. Hands up.”

“Don’t try what?” he hedged, studying me closely as he slowly raised them.

“You’re armed. I can see the harness under your suit jacket. Now answer my question before I shoot first and get my answers later, because I promise you, I can take an accurate headshot before any man can pull a gun and stop me. You just came onto my property with a weapon and into my home by walking in my garage uninvited. So I will ask again. Why are you stalking me? You’ve been outside my house every day this week—”

“I’m not here for you,” he growled, anger flaring in his eyes. “Is every American this paranoid? I didn’t think you truly were all gun-toting imbeciles as the media portrays you.”

“Says the imbecile who just walked into a house and got the drop pulled on him,” I drawled, rolling my eyes at him. “I’m the only one who lives here, so you care to try again? Who else would you be here for? You wouldn’t be my first stalker, so yeah, that’s why I have a gun. You did come here armed and uninvited so good thing I do have one, huh?”

“My apologies. Let’s start this again.” He dipped his head at me as if manners would work now or something. “I don’t know who you are even. I’m looking for the people next door to you—three men.”

“Three men? It’s a family, nice try,” I sneered. “They’ve lived here the whole time I have and that’s been well over a year now. They traveled for a bit for work, but the guy’s brother stayed there and housesat, but a family lives there.”

“No, my records say—” he argued, reaching for his pocket.

“I will shoot you,” I yelled, cocking the gun. “It’s a fucking family. Mom, dad, two kids. I don’t know what game you’re playing, but I’m not. I don’t know what you want from me or what this is about, but you’ve been parked outside my house for a fucking week, asshole, not theirs. Now I can pull this trigger or we can call the police and let them sort this shit out, but either way, this ends today because I’m not living in fear watching my windows anymore.”

He darted out of the garage like I’d been hoping for, and I pulled my phone out of my pocket, texted the guys not to come home, then called the police. I lied my ass off when they showed up, feeling horrible about it, but either way, the man was obviously dangerous and not exactly aboveboard so, yeah, we did what we had to at times.

I told them he’d verbally accosted me, threatening me at gunpoint about one of my characters and where they lived, clearly out of his mind since fictional characters weren’t real. When they asked me how I’d gotten away and him to leave, I’d made up that I’d told the man that the character in question was at the airport trying to catch a plane. They asked me why and I rolled my eyes.

“Yeah, I didn’t really have a reason more than I wanted him to leave,” I drawled. “He had a rental car. I thought he was from out of town. It just popped in my head that he should fucking go so I said that.”

“Smart really. Helps us catch this asshole hopefully,” the policeman said, nodding before he called it in.

That had been my actual reason, but I couldn’t say that. The police took off after that, and I told the guys it was safe to come home. Then I made a call to an old college friend of mine who worked for the FBI now, waiting forever to get through to him since he was out on assignment.

“Who is this guy to you?” he asked after I filled him in.

“No one maybe, but I need to know if he’s gone or that he’s not coming back.”

“You’re gonna owe me big for this, Cara,” he warned as Teak and Aspen came whipping into the driveway first before Cypress did seconds later, all of them hopping out of their vehicles almost instantly.

“Fuck that, Kevin,” I bitched, waving them quiet as they joined me. “I seem to remember a certain someone almost failing advanced chem who’s ass I saved by switching lab partners to help him and doing all the work. That class was only once a year and failing it would have made you add another year onto your whole schooling because of it. Does the FBI like the five-year program for its applicants?”

“Point made, Cara. Point clearly made. I’ll make some calls and get back to you. We’re square after this though.” He hung up and I smiled at the phone.

“I accept your terms.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Aspen bellowed, his eyes wild. “Why couldn’t we come home? And who are you yelling at from the fucking FBI?”

“Okay, so you guys are going to be mad,” I hedged, wincing at just how mad they probably were going to be. “But I handled it. Let’s go inside. You might need a drink.” I opened the door from the garage, quickly grabbing my gun which Cypress caught, the blood draining from his face when he did. “Maybe a bottle each actually.”

I sat them down in the kitchen and poured them drinks, refilling them instantly as I went, and sure enough, it didn’t take long before they went through a large bottle of whiskey. Man, did they have a tolerance. By the time I was wrapping up, my phone rang.

“The guy’s gone,” Kevin informed me. “Hopped some private diplomatic jet back to some country I’ve never heard of. State department is all up in arms over this thing. They want to know why some fucking diplomat is harassing one of our people and word is they’re looking for some lost royal, Prince Teak Greene or some shit. Know anything about that?”

“No, not a thing,” I hinted.

“Cara, do you need help with this thing you know nothing about?” he sighed.

“Help would be appreciated.”

“Who is this guy to you? I’ve never known you to go out on a limb like this for people.”

“Really? You’ve never known me to help someone close to me, Kevin?”

“Good point. I retract my statement,” he conceded. “So you care for him.”

“I love him. Will you help me?”

“Yes.”

“What’s it gonna cost me?” I chuckled, glancing at the three sets of huge eyes staring at me in my kitchen practically chugging shots now.

“My wife really likes your books,” he hedged, and I could almost hear the wheels spinning in his head. “You could name some dashing werewolf after me who saves the girl and dedicate one of them to her.”

“Done,” I immediately agreed. “Email me her name and what you want me to say and it’s done, my friend.”

“Well hot damn. She’s going to fucking love this. I’ll get laid for months like a rock star,” he gloated.

“Glad to help,” I drawled, always loving how Kevin liked to overshare. “Now about that thing. I guess it would be plausible that this guy got his information wrong. I have a lot of characters. It wouldn’t be far-fetched that one could be named Teak Greene and he got his shit mixed up with the way the internet and social media is nowadays. Someone probably posted something to someone, and it led him on the wrong trail. Maybe the State department should put him on the right trail—say Rio? That’s a big place that no one’s ever found.”

“People do get lost there all the time,” Kevin agreed. “I’ll let the State department know that I’ve heard such a rumor, and we feel this diplomat was a little off his rocker, confusing fiction with reality in a case of overly loving an author and her work.”

“It has happened.”

“That it has. Talk to you soon, Cara.”

“Thanks, Kevin.” I hit the screen to end the call and set my phone on the counter, glancing at them each in turn. “Don’t be mad. I’m fine. The guy wasn’t all that—” I gasped as the three of them jumped me at once, peppering me with kisses as their hands seemed to want to check every inch of me for any scratch or whatever.

“I love you so much,” Teak gushed as his lips found mine. “I can’t believe you did all of that for me, for us.”

“You’re not mad?” I guessed, shocked they were letting me off the hook.

“Furious, but amazed too,” Aspen growled, tearing my shirt off me as his kissed along my neck.

“You stupid, stupid, wonderful woman,” Cypress praised as he worked my yoga pants down my hips. It was an odd, confusing reaction that left my head spinning over and over again. All. Afternoon. 

And into the night. The three of them did things to my body that I didn’t know could be done, teaming up on me right there in the kitchen. When I couldn’t take anymore, they tucked me into bed, all of them surrounding me, practically smothering me as we piled together as close as possible. 

I was just thrilled I hadn’t gotten yelled at. I really had expected to get yelled at.

At least a little bit.

 

* * * *

 

Things were weird the next few days though. I didn’t know if the day they’d been waiting for when the royals came looking for Teak had come so now they didn’t know what to do was the situation, or if how I handled things still bothered them, but either way—things were different. And I couldn’t put my finger on how. 

I watched Teak and Cypress cutting wood from my bench seat up on the top deck and thought about things, wondering what to do.

“You have that look,” Aspen murmured as he slid behind me, wrapping his arms around me. “What’s going on?”

“You know, I think a lot, so you might want to get used to that look,” I chuckled, leaning back against him.

“I know your normal thinking look, but you also have a worried thinking look so don’t deflect. Talk to me.”

“I’m just wondering what my role is,” I sighed, closing my eyes, trying to soak up his strength. “I don’t know. What part I play in all of this? You guys each have your role and I don’t see mine. Maybe that’s why I think things are weird or have changed since that guy showed up.”

His lips gently kissed right below my ear, melting me. “Let’s start there. What do you see as our roles?”

I smiled, Aspen exemplifying in that moment how I would portray him. “You’re the planner. You lay things out and set up the game plan. You see the big picture and take note of how the puzzle fits, how someone’s feelings change, always observant to what’s the situation. You keep us in line, always so we’re on target and know what we need to make it.”

“And me?” Teak asked, and my eyes snapped open. I hadn’t heard him or Cypress come up the back steps. I sighed, realizing this was going to be a thing now.

“You’re the peacemaker. You won’t let anything bad in the house continue, you make sure four adults keep the puzzle together and that the pieces are happy together. You bring the smiles and life back into the dullness of having to be adults, and you love openly in a world where it’s so easy to hide. We need to blow off steam or find a way around something we can’t see the answer to, we go to you.”

“Me?” Cypress breathed, fear in his eyes.

“The interpreter, the adjuster. You speak both languages of every piece, making sure they’re turned the right way depending on how they’re feeling and what they need. I might cook, but you’re the homemaker here, Cypress. You know that Teak likes the really fluffy pillows, and I medium ones, and Aspen’s weird and doesn’t want any. You make us all work in those little ways that normally four adults cannot. I don’t get what Aspen was saying, I ask you before the fight.”

“And in all of that you don’t see a place for yourself?” Cypress hedged, looking away.

“That’s not what I said.” I frowned. “You don’t like how I see you, do you?”

His gaze snapped back to mine. “What? No, I do.”

“Me too,” Aspen and Teak agreed.

“I don’t like that you don’t see your role here with us, in all of this,” Cypress clarified as he crawled onto the bench seat with me, straddling my lap. 

“Sometimes perspective is harder when you’re in the middle of it.” I shrugged, hating I upset them.

“But that’s your answer,” Aspen chuckled, kissing my neck again.

“Wait—huh?” I turned my head to look at him and he kissed me deeply. I moaned against his lips and reached up to hold his head to mine, but he pulled away. “I don’t get it.”

“You’re the glue, Cara. You’re the binding that holds the puzzle of us all together. Without you, we’re just men who love each other and want to be together. With you, we’re a family who can’t survive without each other. You’re the head of our family and our protector, our leader. I may be the planner, but we revolve around you. That’s why you felt something change. There’s something we want from you and we want it more than anything and we don’t know how to ask it of you.” 

“I’m not the glue,” I murmured, looking to Teak. 

He smiled and shook his head. “It’s not me. I’m just how we got here. We were looking for you to bind us together and make us a family. It’s you, Cara. That’s your role. Aspen’s right. We’ve known this for a while. We thought you knew.”

“I’m the glue,” I whispered, not sure how I felt about that. Cypress smiled widely and nodded. “Huh, okay, I’m—”

“Gonna need a few days with that,” they said as one.

“Brats,” I grumbled, shoving Cypress off me. He laughed as he fell to the deck, and I elbowed Aspen hard in the ribs as I pulled away. “Fine, what was it you wanted to ask me for?” They glanced amongst each other, and then next thing I knew, they were doing Rock, Paper, Scissors which was their typical way of figuring out who was going to break news to me or ask me something when they weren’t sure how I was going to react.

Maybe I really was the leader or glue after all now that I thought about it.

“Two out of three?” Cypress asked when he lost, but Teak and Aspen shook their heads, smiling widely. Cypress turned and offered me his hand, which I took, raising an eyebrow. Then he led me into our bedroom and kissed me before his hands started pushing up my shirt.

“No, don’t do that,” I growled, shoving him away. “Don’t act like you have to butter me up with sex to fucking ask me something. Just ask me. I’m not some monster you have to—”

“I’m nervous,” he interrupted, scrubbing his hands over his head. “I was trying to relax. You make me feel safe and loved. I don’t know how to ask this and it’s important to us. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to act like the only way you say yes to things is if I go down on you. That’s crass and not true. It relaxes me to please you. I’m just trying to take the pressure off—”

“Come here,” I sighed, realizing if he kept rambling he was going to pass out from hyperventilating. I held out my hands to him and jumped up on the bed. He crawled up there with me, and I moved so he was lying behind me, pressed tightly against me. “There, now you’re not looking at me. Just whisper it in my ear, Cypress. I can’t think there’s much I have said no to you guys, so just tell me, and I might ask some questions, but if it’s something you really want, we’ll discuss it at least. I promise you that.”

Whatever it was, he was hard as rock just thinking about it.

He nodded, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Then he pressed his lips to my ear. “We want to take you all at once; anal, oral, and vaginal. All of us joined inside our one Cara, the one woman we love more than any woman in the world and we will spend the rest of our lives loving forever, our glue that holds our family together. We want to have a joint consummation ceremony and pledge ourselves to you always.”

“Oh,” I breathed, never having seen that was what they wanted in a million years. And no idea what to say to him about it.
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Shockingly enough—at least to me—I agreed to it. That was how I ended up sitting, or squirming really, out on the deck four days later while the three of them bickered in the kitchen… Again. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. I walked back into the house and just started smacking them, every inch I could reach with only two hands and three of them even if they were right by each other.

“Forget it!” I snapped when Aspen grabbed my hand, realizing I wasn’t going to stop after a few minutes of my rampage. “This is not what I expected when you guys asked me to do this.”

“What did you think it would be?” He frowned, dropping my hand, sadness filling his eyes.

I hadn’t thought he’d actually ask me that, which was stupid, so I shrugged. “Rose petals and maybe a fountain or bath, I don’t know, more Lord of the Rings pretty elves stuff.” I gestured to the white silk robe I was wearing. “Like this.”

“Well that’s part of it,” Teak reminded me. 

Wrong thing to say, buddy. I narrowed my eyes at him and stabbed my finger in his chest. “Yes, and that’s the only pretty thing about this. I’ve had one of these things in my ass stretching me out for days which is not fun at all, and I sit on my ass for a living and type. And no one mentioned I couldn’t eat anything and only could have water to purify before this ceremony.”

“You wanted water or a bath,” Cypress tried softly.

I spun at him and shoved him against the fridge, getting in his face. “That means no coffee, Cypress. And Aspen took away my smokes. You idiots took away my only two vices for twenty-four hours at once. Are you out of your mother fucking minds? And all you bitches are doing in here is fighting about who shoves your cock where! Yeah, I totally want any of you near me. You guys really care about the important stuff like who gets the better place riding me!”

My chest was heaving so badly, and I was so close to losing my temper I was shaking. My hands long since in fists.

“Please give her a cigarette,” Cypress whispered as sweat formed on his forehead. “Elves don’t smoke, Aspen. I’m sure it doesn’t say anywhere that she can’t smoke.”

“I would agree completely now.” He cleared his throat and suddenly one appeared out of the corner of my eye with a lighter. “Sorry, honey. We should—”

“Fuck off,” I snapped and took both from him, seeing where he’d hid the pack and snatched that up before he could stop me. “Go back to fighting over who goes were. You guys get to eat.” I stormed back out onto the deck and slammed the door so hard I heard something snap and probably break. Then I went down the back stairs, up the hill around to the front of the house, and into my author cave. I pulled out my hammock that was put away for the winter already and started putting it back together.

“What are you doing, Cara?” Aspen whispered, kneeling next to me.

“Fucking, elves, I never hear you coming,” I grumbled as I twisted the nut with one hand and took a drag with the other. “Go away. Leave me alone. You’ve been ignoring me all fucking day. Go back to that.”

He sighed and stood, my hammock put together with the sling when I blinked. I moved it by the shelf that had the ashtray, put my pack of smokes and lighter there, and crawled in, staring out into the small woods we had at the front of the house as I made it swing.

“Please talk to us, honey,” Teak tried as he touched the sling like he was going to sit in it with me. I smacked his hand and he let go. “Why didn’t you tell us you were upset?”

“You were all so busy preparing me like some suckling pig for the slaughter,” I mumbled, not looking at them. “This is supposed to be like my wedding day, and while I get not seeing the groom, or grooms with us, it’s normally all about the bride. I don’t get any of this and all you’ve told me is rules. Do this, don’t do this, I can’t do this, get myself ready this way. Wow, lots of fun. And no one’s asked me what I want. At least at a wedding the bride has her family and friends to get ready with and hang with. I’ve had no one.

“And my grooms aren’t talking about being excited to spend the rest of their lives with me, oh no. It’s all about mounting their new mare or some shit. I’ve never felt so cheap and like three holes to be used in my life. Yeah, let’s totally do this and start our lives together. I knew I’d never be a bridezilla, but there were a few things I wanted at least, I always pictured.”

“I thought you and I were going to have a human wedding for your family and legalities soon,” Cypress hedged as he moved in front of me.

“That’s how you ask me?” I whispered in horror as fat tears rolled down my cheeks. “Wow, every girl’s dream proposal. You’re just a stud to my mare here, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know what she’s saying anymore,” Teak sighed. “I don’t know anything about human weddings.”

“We saw that movie,” Aspen mumbled. “They tried on dresses and shit in the street after they got sick.”

I groaned, letting my head fall back. “Bridesmaids? That is not a real reference, Aspen. There are real places to look to find out about weddings. That’s a comedy. We don’t watch chick flicks because I don’t like many of them and I rarely like stupid humor. We all like action movies.”

“Okay, so we screwed up,” Teak sighed, sitting down next to me going the other direction so he was facing me, ignoring me when I smacked him away. “We assumed you knew when we asked you to consummate our love in our way, we would do it the human way too. Cypress was the boyfriend to your parents and he officially asked for all of us so he would be the one in public. Then we would do something small here with you and me and then you and Aspen, however you wanted it.”

“You want to have a real wedding with me?” I asked Cypress. “The church, the dress, everything?”

“Of course I do, my Cara,” he whispered as he leaned over and rested his head on my lap. “I love you. If that is your custom, then yes, I will gladly be your husband to the world. I would be honored. We simply all know that the three of us are in reality.”

“I didn’t know I got that too with today,” I muttered, taking another drag. I was starting to worry they were going to make me stop smoking now that I was calming down, and I still needed it. Hell, it might be the reason I was calming down. “You guys keep acting like nothing matters besides how you mount me and who’s where that I thought that was it. After we do this, then we’re done.”

“We’re nervous, honey,” Aspen sighed, leaning over and kissing my forehead and playing with my hair. “We’re nervous for you. We’ll be happy no matter who is where. We’re arguing what will be more comfortable for you. That’s what we’ve been bickering about.”

“Idiots. You should have asked.” I rolled my eyes as I stared up at him. “You’re in front. Teak, you’re bottom. Cypress, behind. That way no one gets overly excited or overly intense and accidently tears the uncharted territory when we’ve got so much going on at once and I’m gagged.”

“Told you both we should have asked her,” Teak practically sang as he pumped his fist in the air.

“What else would you have wanted for our special day?” Aspen asked, still playing with my hair. I nibbled my lower lip. “We won’t laugh. Please tell us.”

“The cake. Wedding cake is the best. I always told my mom I would never care about much more than my dress, the flowers, and the cake. I hate gaudy dresses, I’m allergic to so many flowers that I have to be picky, and nothing’s worse than bad wedding cake. Once you know more about weddings you’ll see I’m truly easy if that’s all I’ll be a brat about.”

“Maybe your men didn’t want to show you certain things until after when you weren’t supposed to eat beforehand,” Cypress hinted as his hand moved under my robe. I shivered and he smiled. “I still can’t believe you feel that. One day I’d like to know why.”

“I asked the elder,” Aspen muttered. “He said some humans who are severely susceptible to stress are equally receptive to its removal. Plus, it can just be that she’s in tune with us and more open than most humans.”

“I kinda like both answers,” Teak chuckled.

I waved them both off and focused on Cypress. “Did you really get me a cake?”

“Depends if you’ll really marry us,” he whispered, his eyes full of hope. “I can’t wonder the rest of our lives if you married us for the cake.”

“Are you marrying me because you want to get in my ass?” I countered as he helped me off the hammock.

“Wouldn’t you have let me take you that way if I’d asked anyways?”

“Shouldn’t you have asked me if there was anything I needed before I freaked the fuck out and scared you?”

“Shouldn’t you just have told us?”

“Wouldn’t it have been better to join me in not eating instead of singling me out?”

“I love when they do this,” Teak sighed. “It’s like their own dance. She and I dance, and they do this.”

“Yeah, and she and I build shit, figure out crazy inventions. We all have our weird thing with her,” Aspen chuckled. “That’s why she’s perfect. 

“Maybe we wanted to see if you’d do it for us?”

“When do I get to see if you’d do it for me?” I shot back. By now we were in the house, and he was backing me down the stairs in the foyer. “Where’s my cake?”

“What if there is not cake?” His eyes sparkled with mischief, and I knew there was one.

“Then what will you eat off me for a second round after you take my virgin ass with our lovers?” 

His eyes went wide and he stumbled. “Fuck the game.” He picked me up, wrapping me around him and racing with me up the stairs and into our room, tossing me onto the bed. Then he glanced over his shoulder. “Get in here or we’re starting without you!” He tore off my robe with one hand and used the other to trace down the middle of my body, following the path with his eyes. “Marry me?”

“Yes.”

“And us?” Teak asked, clearing his throat as they joined us.

“Sure. We can throw you guys in as well,” I chuckled, crooking my finger at them. Then I glanced at Aspen. “You ever take away my smokes again before I’m ready to quit and I’ll cut off your balls.”

“Sweet talker,” he growled as he tore off his white silk shirt and pants. It was what they’d all been wearing for the ceremony. They each kissed me before moving me where they wanted me, no foreplay or messing around much. I think they were nervous I’d change my mind or they’d screw up again in some way that would blow the whole thing.

I was just so nervous that I kind of wanted it over. I hadn’t said this so much to them, but for the past few days, this was all they had talked about, like it was the most important moment in an elf’s life. They were crazy men about it and it had driven me crazy and all I kept thinking about was being a porn whore with all the cocks in me and how not like marriage that was, and yeah—the pressure was killing me.

Teak guided my hips so I took him into me, and we moaned together before I leaned over so we were nose to nose. This fun I knew well. He smiled up at me and wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Come here often?”

“Really? Really? You seriously just went there?” I griped even as I smirked.

“Sorry, the nerves in here are suffocating me,” he sighed. “I’m seconds from losing my hard-on.” I was about to say me too until that last part, but well, I didn’t have a dick. But I felt the nerves. Not sure what else to do, I kissed him, trying not to flinch when I felt Cypress pull the plug out of my ass. Then he slowly worked his slicked up cock into me. I gasped against Teak’s mouth.

“You’re doing great, our love,” Cypress coaxed as he played with my clit and Teak fondled my breasts. I lifted my head for Aspen and nodded. He smiled at me and cupped my cheek before pushing his cock past my lips. It took a little bit longer before Cypress was all the way in me, and I was never going to be able to swallow all of Aspen’s massive cock, but we’d done it—they were all in me.

“She’s the binding,” Teak whispered as he leaned up and kissed my neck. They started moving together and my eyes rolled back into my head as I held on for the ride. Their hands were everywhere as their lips were as well wherever they could reach. I’d been wrong. It was all about me. I screamed as I came the first time.

Then the second.

And then the third.

There was a fourth.

Then I lost count.

“She’s too tight,” Cypress grunted. “I can’t hold out.” He said some words in a language I didn’t understand, and I hadn’t been expecting that, but then a rush flooded me somewhere deep inside that left me breathless and almost high. Then he filled me with his release.

Teak went next and the same thing happened.

Aspen held out the longest, all of them still in me until he was completely spent. Then they pulled out of me as one and flopped onto Teak.

“Tee-hee.” Yeah, I didn’t just giggle, it was a tee-hee kind of stupid-ass sound that came out of me.

“Did she just tee-hee?” Aspen panted as he sat up.

I did it again and nodded. Then I jumped him, riding him like a cowgirl on crack while filming porn. All while Cypress and Teak watched with open mouths. When Aspen was spent, and I had a few more orgasms, I hopped off him like I hadn’t just had marathon sex and winked at the two left.

“Whoever catches me gets to have some fooking.”

“What’s fooking?” Teak asked.

“Fucking me while I’m cooking!” I squealed as I streaked to the kitchen like a batshit crazy loon. I heard heavy footfalls racing after me moments later and gasped when I realized the kitchen was full of calla lilies and roses, those purple thornless roses I loved so much. “My favorites!”

“We were hiding them in the study,” Cypress mumbled as I turned to him. I threw myself into his arms, and he caught me with a grunt. “Call the elder! Something’s wrong.”

“No shit,” Aspen drawled as he joined us, grabbing his phone.

“You remembered,” I purred as I traced the shell of Cypress’s ear with my tongue. “Which one of you?”

“Teak. I got the cake. Aspen has something else for you.”

“Mmm, love cake.” I looked at Teak as I kept rubbing myself against Cypress. “Fuck me around all the flowers later, okay, babe, my hubby?”

“Okaaay,” he agreed, pursing his lips and nodding. “Do we have a fucking clue what we just did to her?”

“I have a guess, but I hope I’m wrong because she will so kill us,” Cypress mumbled. I blinked at him, confused. 

“I love you guys. I won’t ever kill you.” I pressed my lips to his ear. “I want you inside me, my Cypress. Get all growly again and throw me up against the wall and fuck me like crazy man. It’s hot when you do that, and you haven’t done that in so long. I’ve needed that.”

“Really?” he asked, his breath hitching. I nodded and his grip tightened on my ass. “Why haven’t you told me that?”

“How do you ask for something that only happens when you’re pissed?” I shrugged and raked my nails over his back. “It wasn’t like I was going to piss you off or hurt you just so you’d be in that mood because I wanted sex like that. That would be cruel, and I love you with all my heart forever. I couldn’t hurt you like that.”

“We’ll come up with a signal, okay,” he swore as he carried me over to the wall. “I loved having sex like that too. We’ll make a sign or something, and when one of us pulls out the sign, we know we need it and soon.” 

“So smart. I like it.” He thrust into me hard, and I bit back a scream when Aspen waved us to be quiet. I flicked him off but it looked important—plus the kitchen was one of the only places we got decent cell reception. We really needed to get one of those signal spreader things. As Cypress fucked my brains out like a caveman, I caught parts of Aspen’s conversation.

“How long—

“There’s no way to speed this up—

“She’s going to kill us. You’re saying fuck it out of her—

“No we didn’t plan this— 

“Honesty juice? What’s that—

“No, she has an allergy to that. Why does it have to be coconuts—

“So make the cream, okay— 

“Yes, thank you, elder. We will check in.”

“How bad?” Teak asked as he kept his eyes on me and Cypress going at it like raunchy fools.

“Oh, we’re dead. We’re so fucking dead that I’m going to start calling cemeteries to get a group rate on plots for when she kills us.”

“Any bright side?”

“We’ve got time to buy every and all the apology presents we can think of,” Aspen answered with a wince. 

Teak shrugged. “At least we have a plan.”

I stopped listening after that, Cypress getting annoyed that I was distracted and biting down on my nipple. I screamed out his name and came so hard my body practically convulsed. He finished, but then we kept going because it was that much fun and we could. I didn’t remember the rest of the day very clearly, my brain getting foggy or something, lost in a blur of sex and hormones.

Weird, but I knew I’d been acting weird too so whatever. I was getting used to weird, but still I didn’t like not remembering stuff.

And cake. I remember there being a cake and it being used in very, very inappropriate ways, but still pleasing.

When I did get up the next morning, I was sore everywhere, and when I said sore I meant sore. Not like great sex sore, but like mother fucking marathon mixed with sex-a-palooza with never-ending yard work with weightlifting for the first time in years with a splash of giving birth kind of sore. The guys were sprawled out on the bed as if we’d all just crashed wherever, none of us even under the covers.

Again, weird. I slowly slid out of bed and almost collapsed when my legs didn’t hold me, but leaned heavily against the wall. I reached into the closet and grabbed someone’s shirt to throw over my naked body before practically walking against the wall just to get to the bathroom. I didn’t walk out of my way to the master one, using the half one on the way to the kitchen. Once I was done in there, I continued to the coffee maker.

Everything made more sense after coffee. I was sure that was a proven fact. 

I almost fell over when I got to the kitchen. It was trashed. I mean flowers all over the place that looked like they’d been there a while, not just yesterday, and wrapping paper, and a few broken dishes, and oh my god just shit. Did we have a party I missed? I cautiously stepped over broken glass and something else before getting a mug out of the cabinet, making myself some coffee, and fixing it up. Then I just as slowly and carefully made my way back out of the kitchen and down the stairs to the big bathtub.

Because there wasn’t any chance of me standing long enough to shower. 

I made it until the last step before I stumbled and bumped my elbow into the wall, hissing and cussing loudly. Then I continued to the bathroom, plugged the tub, and made myself a bubble bath with as hot as I dared water. I took off the shirt and studied myself in the mirror, wondering just why I was so sore. Sure enough I was covered in bruises, most hand-shaped on my hips as if gripping too tightly but others across my ass.

Guess we played in spanking. That’s new. There were several bites in odd places and other hand marks as if from being held up in odd ways, but nothing that said abuse more like kinky and overkill.

And lots that said rug burn and stay off the wood because I had slivers. Yeah, slivers in bad places. What the fuck had we been doing?

I had just started getting into the tub when strong arms moved under my shoulders. I yelped and looked at Cypress, sighing in relief. 

“You back?” he murmured.

“Back?” I asked, raising an eyebrow and then hissing as the water hit all my injuries. “Did we leave?”

“You did mentally basically.”

“I don’t remember all that much of yesterday like the party we seemed to have had from the way the kitchen looks. What went wrong?”

“Went wrong?” he hedged, sitting down on the closed toilet across from me, studying me closely.

“With the ceremony. You just said something in a language I didn’t know, which you didn’t warn me of, and I’m assuming something happened you didn’t plan on happening. I felt this rush like a high I can’t explain, and it grew each time you guys did it.”

“That’s a pretty accurate way to put it actually,” he sighed, rubbing his hands over his head. “We didn’t know it would happen. I guess between elves it’s like a happy honeymoon hormone for when marriages were arranged back in the old days so couples became friendly. When it’s a human and an elf, it’s more like a pain killer high.”

“Uh-oh,” I chuckled before ducking my head under the water, wiping the bubbles off my face. 

“Uh-oh?” he asked, using a hand towel to help me.

“Thanks.” I blinked at him and smiled. “Yeah, uh-oh. I don’t have any tolerance for pain meds. I mean none. I had a kidney stone once that was so bad that my mom had to take me to the emergency room and they gave me like a minor something, and I was a crazy woman, shouting to all the cute doctors and nurses they had nice asses. Makes me crazy horny too.”

“Yeah, we know that.” Cypress cleared his throat and nodded. “That’s also the hormone, but for you, it made you angry if we said no.”

“So that’s the broken shit,” I surmised, looking away. “Sorry. Are we still married? Was I that bad?”

“Oh, Cara,” he whispered as my eyes filled with tears. Next thing I knew he was moving me and the water was spilling over the top of the tub as he got in behind me. “Oh, my love. Of course we’re still married. We were worried you would never forgive us. We aren’t mad at you in the slightest. There’s more though.”

“You didn’t do it on purpose,” I mumbled, turning in his arms and laying my head on his chest. “There wasn’t any way you could have known. You guys are in hiding and you wanted me to be yours. It didn’t go according to plan. That’s life. I’m so sorry I ruined it.” I started sobbing, the other side effect of pain meds for me, and just being in pain in general. “Please don’t leave me. I love you guys.”

“Never, my precious Cara,” he swore, kissing my hair. “Shhh, it’s okay. You were funny too. And so passionate. We pumped you for some good info on gifts and things you like, things you’re normally too shy to tell us. So we’ve got ideas for holidays for years. It’s okay. I swear. We talked about our wedding and what we can do for you and Teak and you and Aspen, it’s all sorted out.”

“That’s a lot we did in one night.”

“Cara, it was a week,” Cypress choked out, holding me tighter. “I’m sorry. It took a week to work out of your system.”

“You had to deal with me like that for a week! Oh god,” I rasped, trying harder to pull away. “I must have been a beast.”

“Don’t, it was our fault. The only thing known to soothe the effects had coconut in it, so we couldn’t. Aspen made a cream to help your intimate parts and ours. We did the best we could, but you did nothing wrong. You were wonderful. So you threw a dish or two at me when Aspen bitched that he was tired. He was a jerk, considering you were way more active than he was being. And you asked for your favorite sandwich, and Teak didn’t want to go get it, so you smacked him with a towel and knocked something over.

“Then you gave him a blow job to make up for it, and he got your sandwich because you should not have been driving and you knew that. You were not a monster. I know you’re coming down from the high, but please believe me, my love. You were fun and part of me wishes it could always be like that because all you cared about was us, no other distractions or concerns in life. But that’s not reality. It just kills me that you don’t remember, though the elder says you might one day.”

“I remember us consummating and then jumping Aspen,” I muttered, understanding how important that was to him. “Then the flowers and us talking about loving our crazy up against the wall, desperate for each other sex we want to have more often without the fights. You promised to make a sign. You told Aspen to call the elder, and I heard parts and something about him talking to Teak about buying cemetery plots. After that it’s like a haze of sex and—” I groaned burying my face against his chest.

“What do you remember?”

“The cake,” I mumbled against his skin, not sure he could hear me. “Jesus, what I had Aspen do with that cake I think breaks a few laws in some states.”

“Personally I wish we had it on tape,” Aspen chuckled deeply from behind me.

“Me too. It was hawt,” Teak added. “And tasty. I never thought pussy covered cake would be so good and then doing—”

“Shut it,” Cypress growled when I started shaking. “She’s embarrassed and remembering bits and pieces, on an emotional roller coaster from our hormones or whatever.”

“Right, sorry.” He cleared his throat and then I felt his hand on my back. “My point is we had fun, Cara, and we love you. If you want to talk about it, we can. If you’d rather we didn’t, then we’ll go clean up the kitchen and fill you in on what you missed from work or whatever else you need. I’m sorry you had such a bad reaction to our consummation, but I can’t regret we had one. You’re ours now forever and I’m thrilled about that.”

“Me too,” Aspen and Cypress agreed together.

“Me too,” I sighed, turning back over against Cypress and glancing at them. “I’m just tired and kinda weepy today so tread carefully, but yeah, I’m happy. So there was a bump in the road. There always will be, that’s life.” They both smiled at me as Cypress leaned down and kissed my shoulder. “But please go do your awesome elf thing and clean that damn kitchen, because I hurt everywhere and I’m not doing it anytime soon.”

“It’s the least we can do after all the awesome fooking we kept doing,” Teak chuckled, leaning over and giving me a soft kiss.

“Gods, it was good fooking,” Aspen growled when it was his turn. I reached up and touched my lips when they were gone, glad we’d settled that but then I glanced up at Cypress.

“What the fuck is fooking?” He threw back his head and laughed before explaining it to me. “Jesus, was I high.” I shook my head, and we enjoyed the bath a few minutes longer before it got too cold to sit in. Then he helped me shower before we went on with our day, together, all of us.

Always all of us together. No longer any of us broken but whole as a family now that the four of us had found each other.

 

The End

 


Sneak Peek: The Turning

(A Dr. Kelly Murphy Novel 1)

 

Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite.

 

Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 

 

When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn't make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on.

 

 

1

 

The decision to go out after my med school finals changed my life and I’m still not sure if it was for the better or worse. 

Who wouldn’t think a few drinks were in order after an accomplishment like that? And here, when I didn’t see a line to the restroom I thought how lucky I was—I would get in and out quickly and back to my friends—and it almost seemed an omen that things would be a little calmer in my life. 

Silly? Yeah, but stress does that to a person.

I doubt luck had anything to do with what happened to me next. Fate maybe. I might not hate her for where I ended up, but I still wanted to kick the bitch’s ass for sticking her nose where it didn’t belong.

Turning at the noise I heard down the hall, I felt a sharp pain in my neck, and my world went black.

I woke up three days later when my phone vibrated. I reached right into my pocket and pulled it out. I always kept it in the same spot and had answered it so many times in my sleep after exams or late night study sessions that it was second nature to me. 

“Hello?” I croaked as I glanced left then right. The hallway was strangely familiar though it wasn’t the one I remembered being in. And then it hit me… It was my hallway! I was sitting outside my apartment leaning against the wall without my purse.

“Kelly, where the hell have you been? I have your purse. You left it the other night when you ditched us. You scared all of us half to death! What did you do? Hook up with some guy on the way to the bathroom?” Nicole blared from my phone.

“Nicole, stop yelling at me! I have no idea what you’re talking about or what happened last night. I just woke up outside my apartment door, dying of thirst and feeling very weird.” The long pause on the other end of the line spoke more to me than anything she could have ever said. “Nicole, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” 

My shoulders went tight as suddenly everything started moving too fast—not that I understood that because she wasn’t speaking. She wasn’t the type to yell, and she really wasn’t the type to ever be at a loss for words.

“What do you mean last night?” Her forced cool tone had me shivering. Something was seriously wrong.

“Last night at the bar, after our finals. I don’t remember what happened. I remember seeing you guys, taking a shot—and then I woke up here.”

Her voice softened, but I didn’t miss the hint of panic. “Kelly, that was three days ago. Where have you been since then?”

“Ha ha, Nicole, three days ago? You are so funny.” I scoffed, thinking it was some prank for getting too drunk at the bar last night and passing out. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve the prank but I had to commend Nicole on a stellar performance.

“Kelly, I’m not kidding, that was three days ago. None of us have heard from you. I called your parents yesterday, and they filed a police report.” 

She was serious. She wouldn’t joke about involving my parents.

“What? How can I not remember three days?”

“I don’t know, but the bar was three days ago. Check your phone.”

I did and felt nauseous. “Holy shit, what was in that drink? I don’t remember a thing—Nicole let me call you back. I have to tell my parents to call off the search.” Now it was my turn to panic.

“Call me later, Kelly, we’ll figure this out.” And with that she hung up. 

I searched my pockets for my keys, found them, and with utter dismay, opened the door to my apartment. Everything was exactly as I had last seen it. The light from the windows was blinding me, but even as I shielded myself from the light I realized I could see every detail across my apartment without my glasses.

Oh right, I’d have my contacts in from going out. But then wouldn’t they be really dry from three days in my eyes? I found myself reaching up automatically and trying to take them out… No contacts. So really, how was I seeing like I had them in?

Thinking that was incredibly strange, I closed the blinds and went to the kitchen to get something to drink. I grabbed a bottle of water and took a long, very long drink. Standing there, I became aware that it didn’t make me any less thirsty so I chugged the whole bottle. My throat was still dry, and I wondered how I could be so dehydrated? I grabbed a pop this time and decided to call my parents.

“Hello?” my mom answered the phone.

“Ma, it’s me, Kelly.”

“Oh my god! Are you all right? What happened to you? Are you hurt?”

“Mom, I’m fine.” I looked down to double check myself and nothing was out of order in my appearance. I didn’t feel pain anywhere. “I don’t know what happened, but I’m not hurt. I’m perfect except for being really, really thirsty.”

“What do you mean you don’t know what happened?” Then my mom yelled in the phone for my dad to pick up.

“Kelly? Kelly, is that really you?” My dad, always the cop, proceeded to grill me with a questions to prove it was me.

“Dad, yes, it’s really me. My sister’s name is Marie and she lives in New York. Your name is Matt, as well as my younger brother, and Mom’s name is Jen. I’m fine, just hazy on what happened.” I kept going, running down our family, knowing if I didn’t just answer him, he’d ask a barrage of more questions.

“Kel, what the hell happened to you?” my mom asked. I could tell she was holding back tears.

I quickly rehashed what I remembered—which took only a minute since there wasn’t much… And that alone was distressing.

“Everything in between the bar and now is a total blank. It’s not hazy details, or fuzzy—I’ve got nothing. Nicole filled me in that I’ve been missing and how long I’ve been gone. Can you guys call the police or whomever you have searching for me and tell them I’m found?”

“Are you going to the hospital? Did you check for bruises? Never mind, we’re coming over,” my dad rattled and then hung up the phone. I wanted to laugh; some things never changed, but it wasn’t a laughing time right now. I sat on my couch with my pop, wondering where I had been.

Checking my phone, I saw I had a lot of missed calls. The pop didn’t seem to help my thirst so I finished that and got a bottle of juice. That wasn’t working either. Thinking it was odd, I yawned and realized I was really tired. I laid down just to close my eyes for a minute, but promptly fell asleep.

The knocking at the door woke me with a start and hearing my parents’ panicked voices made me immediately go to open it. It seemed I was there instantly.

Wow, I must be still out of it because I don’t usually move that fast. 

As I opened the door, I could swear I heard something that sounded like two heartbeats. Staring strangely at my parents as they came in, I dismissed it. They must have been very anxious from not knowing where I was and had rapid heartbeats.

“Kelly, oh my god, you really are okay!” My mom started gushing as she came in and just about tackled me with a massive hug.

“Mom, I’m fine. I swear,” I whispered, glad for something familiar right then.

“Jen, let the girl breathe, you’re choking the air out of her.” I looked up at my dad to say thank you and realized I saw something I hadn’t seen for years. He was crying. “Are you sure you’re all right, Kel? I think we should take you to the hospital to get checked out and—ah— well, get a rape kit done.”

“Dad!” I balked, completely shocked. My dad and I had never discussed anything like that before, not even a birds and the bees talk. “I’m sure nothing like that happened, Dad. Everything is, well, kind of as it should be. I mean there’s no way when I was drugged or whatever, taken, that I was raped. I have no bruises or cuts and not a button out of place.”

As I was talking I was drawn back to my mom. She smelled great, sweet even. I sat down next to her, and I know she was talking, but I wasn’t listening to a word she said. I just couldn’t get over how great she smelled. I just wanted to eat her up!

Until I bit my tongue. “Ouch, damn that hurt!”

“What, are you okay?” Mom reached for me, her eyes darting all over me.

“Yeah, Ma, I’m fine. I bit my tongue, hang on it’s bleeding.” The next instant it seemed I was in the bathroom.

“Wow, Kelly, you sure are moving fast these days,” my dad called out from the living room, but there was a twitch of something in his voice. Now why would that make him antsy?

“Got to keep up with the docs at the hospital,” I joked, trying to laugh it off. The blood from my tongue tasted so good in my mouth it was starting to weird me out. I opened my mouth to see how much damage I had done. What I saw made me think I was hallucinating. “Holy shit!”

“What? What’s wrong?” my dad hollered from the living room. I heard him start to get up.

“Dad, don’t get up. I’m fine, just tripped.”

“How did you know I was getting up? You can’t see me from there.”

“I heard you,” I dismissed. I wasn’t as concerned about my hearing as I was with the teeth I thought I saw in my mouth. I opened my mouth and looked in the mirror again. How the hell did I all of a sudden have, well, fangs? I touched them, just to make sure. Could it be a hallucination if you could touch them?

“I didn’t make a sound. How did you hear me?”

“I heard the floor board creek and it was where you were sitting.” Okay breathe. Just breathe slowly and deeply. As I relaxed, the fangs seemed to shrink back into normal teeth. Well shit! Did that just happen?

“Kelly, he didn’t make a sound. You’re starting to really worry me.” I could feel the concern from my mother, and it snapped me back. In the next instant I was standing right next to her. “Crap, Kelly, how did you get over here so fast? You scared the shit out of me. You seem so pale, but your skin is flawless. Did you start using a new moisturizer?” 

I cocked my head and gazed at her as if she was growing another head. My look must have said how bizarre her comment was because she got up and walked to the window, effectively changing the topic. 

“You’ve got to open these blinds more often, it’s not like you are a vampire living in a coffin.” She smiled at her own joke but it hit me like a ton of bricks and then she opened the blinds.

“Ahh, Mom, close them! The light is killing me,” I bellowed a little louder than I meant to.

“Are you all right?” My dad raised a brow, but I was too busy focusing on what my mom had said—vampire.

“I’m fine. I just need to get some rest,” I hinted. I had a lot to think about, and the sound of their hearts beating was drawing me closer to them. I was just so thirsty I didn’t know how much more I could take. After what my mom said I was scared to think why I was so drawn to them.

Crap, I watch way too many horror films!

“Are you sure you don’t want us to stay? I mean, you seem fine, but obviously something isn’t right.” My mom’s eyes gave away her emotions. She was more scared than I have ever seen her.

“I’m fine. I’m sure it’s just some aftereffect from whatever happened to me.” Even I didn’t believe what I was saying, but I had to smile like I did.

“Okay, Kelly, call us after you get some rest. Also let us know if you need anything. By the way, did your finals end up going well?” My dad, always making sure every base was covered.

I started laughing even as I felt as if I was choking on another emotion. I couldn’t help but react like that with everything that had happened. 

“I think they did, it’s not even crossed my mind. I guess I’ll have to check into it tomorrow morning. Thanks again for coming to check on me. I promise I’ll call if I need anything or remember anything.” 

Seeing me laugh must have worked, because after a few hugs and tears, they left.

I leaned against the door and slid to the floor. What the hell was going on? Numbness set in and not paying attention, I realized that I’d started crying. And I never cried. Wiping the tears away, they felt weird. I raised my hand and black spots formed in my vision as I found my fingers covered in blood.

I didn’t want to concentrate on what I had become. It was too much to wrap my mind around without breaking it down. Sitting there for a while, I realized what I had to do. I had to eat.

And hell, what the fuck did I eat? It had turned dark and I felt closed in. How the hell had it even gotten so late? That meant I’d been sitting on the floor for a few hours, lost in my own new form of crazy.

So I would first figure out what new things I could do. Yes, I could do that without wanting to crawl into the fetal position. One step at a time. I grabbed my keys and ran out the door. 

And by run I mean like a flash.

Okay, so that might be kind of cool; I’d never liked running. The logical being I was decided to start testing theories and the legends I had heard over the years. I mean obviously whoever or whatever did this to me wasn’t really going to teach me the ropes. 

What kind of asshole just does this to a person and abandons them?

Like any good theory there are steps to prove or disprove it.

Step one, what could I do? 

I gazed down the street to assess how far I could see clearly. One block was no problem. Two blocks, three, four, five blocks started to look far away, and I laughed out loud. 

Who thinks five blocks away is far when they can’t see that clearly? I could see almost a half mile away with no trouble at all. Wow, I won’t miss my glasses. That was a nice plus, and I started to get a grip on the hurricane inside of me.

Next, figure out my speed and agility and then discover how to control it so I didn’t freak people out. 

I saw a point about six blocks away, got ready to run, and glanced at my watch. As soon as it hit a new minute, I would go. Three, two, one—I ran as hard as I could. I checked at my watch the moment I hit the goal.

“Five seconds!” I gasped. How could I have run six blocks in five seconds? I must have misread my watch. 

So I tried again, six seconds this time, but that might be more because I was scared to look that time.

Not only had I run six blocks in five seconds, I wasn’t even breathing heavily… And that’s when I realized something and it was like running into a brick wall. I wasn’t breathing. 

Taking my pulse was the next logical step, but no pulse. Okay, I had to have one somewhere but after three minutes I couldn’t find one and my heart wasn’t beating. 

This is a nightmare I need to wake up from. Panic tried clawing up my throat again and I couldn’t let that happen. Just breathe. Keep breathing. I shivered and rubbed my arms. Oh wait, never mind.

After quite a few more tests to see how far I could go before I got tired, I headed off in the direction of my parents’ house. I arrived there in about five minutes. Over twenty miles in five minutes? 

Well that was kind of cool, but I had to figure out how to tone it down if I was going to fit in. Something definitely had happened to me, but was it permanent or temporary?

“I’m really worried about Kelly. She seemed so different to me,” I heard my mother say. Turning towards the house, I very slowly started to comprehend that I’d heard my mother from inside. “How did she move that fast?”

“I’m sure we just weren’t paying attention to her. We were overcome with relief that she’s fine and were so focused on that we missed the rest.” Ah, my father always so logical, I wonder who I got that from? It made me smile to myself. They made me feel secure without even needing to talk to them, amazing what love could do.

“I guess you’re right, Matt,” my mom conceded, sounding relieved. That thought seemed to work for her, which made me feel calmer. I couldn’t bear if what was happening to me stressed them out.

“Jen, I do want you to talk to her again about getting a rape test done.” I heard my mom gasp when he said that. “I know she said she was okay, but she could just be blocking this all out. She doesn’t have to go to the hospital, but just make an appointment with Dr. Warshak. She’s known her since she was thirteen. It’s someone she trusts and can feel comfortable with. It would make me feel better. Please just think about it? I can’t stand to worry that someone did that to my little girl.” My dad started to sniff, and I knew I wouldn’t say no when my mom asked.

How would I hide the rest of what was going on from someone I’ve known for thirteen years? I loved her like an aunt, but maybe she could help. I made a quick decision and called.

“Dr. Warshak’s office,” the lady answered the phone.

“Hi, it’s Kelly Murphy. I’d like to make an appointment. It’s an emergency. I have no memory of the past three days, no one had heard from me, and then I just showed up outside my apartment. I’d like to get some tests run and a rape kit done. I know Thursday is her late night and I don’t want to keep her any longer, but I would really like to try and get in tonight.”

“Let me check. Can you hold on?”

“Sure.” I thought about ways to tell my doctor or show her what was going on.

“Kelly, Dr. Warshak said to come over as soon as you can and she will see you immediately.”

“Thank you so much. I’ll see you in a few minutes,” I agreed before I hung up the phone with my doc’s office. Time to make the next call. Hopefully this would go the way I wanted, easing my parents’ minds.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Mom, it’s Kelly. I thought about what you and Dad said so I called Dr. Warshak. I’m on my way there now. I’ll let you know what she finds out, especially about the rape kit results, okay?”

“Oh, Kelly, that’s great. I’ll tell Dad. We’re both so relieved you’re safe, honey. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Night, Mom, I love you and Dad.” And with that I ran the few blocks to the hospital. I walked through the front door consciously slowing down to what I thought was normal. Then I rode the elevator up to my doctor’s office, wondering how this would go.
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