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There is power and passion in three.
 
When Carly Kenan joined the secretive Trinity Masters in college, she knew one day she’d have to pay the piper. That day has come. Returning to Boston, Carly meets former Marine Lance Glassco, a mathematician for DARPA, and Preston Kim, a celebrated chemist. Though on the surface they have nothing in common, it's clear the Grand Master thinks that together the three of them can do something amazing. And that's why he's declared that Carly, Lance, and Preston must unite. In a ménage.
Tempers flare as they struggle to understand each other, but their physical attraction is explosive, and the sex leaves all of them begging for more. Pushed beyond her limits, Carly runs from Lance and Preston. What she doesn't understand is that she now belongs to them, body and soul...and they belong to her, too. When Lance uncovers a dangerous crime in Preston's firm, Carly is caught in the crossfire and the struggling lovers are forced to move beyond desire…to trust. 
The Trinity Masters have the power to make careers and change lives, but there's a price. All members know that the day will come when the Grand Master will select them, and pair them with two others. For the Trinity Masters the strongest bond isn't a pair, but a threesome.
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Dedication
 
For Lila’s Farm Boy, for handling the technical part of this process, and for his tireless help with research. Not that kind of research! The math and chemistry research needed to create a DARPA mathematician and nanotechnologist.
 
Honestly, some people have dirty minds.
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Prologue
 
The Grand Master sat at his desk and studied the files. Three people. Three lives. Their destinies lay in his hands. 
Leaning back in his leather chair, he let his gaze travel over the portraits on the walls—paintings of the men who’d served in this position before him. Men who had been called to lead one of the most powerful organizations in the world. They had taken their position seriously, understood the gravity of their choices. His decisions, like theirs, could influence the future and bring fate to its knees.
The Trinity Masters were a secret society, as old as the U.S. sect of the Masons, but unlike them, the Trinity Masters were still a secret. It had been started by some of America’s founding fathers as they sought to replicate the networks and relationships that drove European society in America, a country that was wild and new. Hundreds of years later, the Trinity Masters counted some of the most powerful people in politics, science, the arts and even religion among its members. It was credited, though only in secret, for developing the relationships that had driven much of America’s success.
Being a member meant access to people, money and power.
In exchange, you gave them your future. And that future was the Grand Master's to decide.
He looked at the pictures again. A pretty, dark-haired woman. Brilliant, creative. An attractive, serious-looking scientist. Driven, powerful. And the final one, a soldier. Strong and courageous.
Yes, he decided. All the pieces were there. He sealed the letters and prepared them for the messenger. It was time. Together, they would make a powerful bond.
A perfect trinity. 
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Chapter One
 
She’d made a deal with the Devil, and now the Devil had called to collect.
Carly Kenan pulled her scarf up around her neck. At home in California, it was a sunny seventy degrees, but in Boston, early March still meant winter. The wind whipped down Boylston Street as she stood outside the imposing Boston Public Library.
Carly rubbed her cheek against the baby soft cashmere of her scarf. It cost more than her parents had made in a month when she was growing up. Those days were long gone, thanks to a deal she’d made nearly ten years ago. With her dark hair pulled up in an elegant chignon, a black wool coat, cream scarf and knee-high black boots, she looked exactly like what she was: a beautiful, successful woman. 
Had it been worth it? Her success had surpassed even her wildest dreams, but it had come at a price. Now it was time to pay up. She wouldn’t know if it had been worth it until she walked inside.
The city moved around her, everyone with somewhere to go, something to do. Another minute ticked by, but Carly couldn’t bring herself to mount the steps and face the consequences of her achievements. Someone bumped her, forcing her forward a step, and she hitched her designer bag higher. The man who bumped her, chatting away on his phone, turned to glare. When he caught sight of her, he stopped mid-word, managed a smile, then slunk away.
She mounted the steps. It was something she’d done a hundred times before while a student at Harvard. A computer science major, the public library had always been a chance for her to get away from her electronics, and to honor the lineage of the scholars and inventors who had been trailblazers to the world she knew. 
And in her junior year, the library had started to play a new, secret role in her life.
The grand hallway with its arched, illustrated roof was bustling with people, though the noise was muted. It was the hush of a library. The heels of her boots clicked against the stone floor as she made her way to the elevator. She rode it to the top level where there were fewer people. By the time she reached the rare book room, she was alone in the quiet hallway that smelled of books and secrets. There was a keypad on the door. She paused, realizing the Grand Master’s instructions hadn’t included a code. Surely it wasn’t the same one the society had used when she was in college.
Pulling off her leather glove, she folded and tucked it into her pocket. As she reached out, she noticed her fingers were trembling. She curled her hand into a fist, willed herself to be calm, then pressed the numbers.
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There was a click as the door unlocked. Carly turned the handle and let herself in, careful to close the door behind her. The code was the same. She wondered what else would be unchanged.
The rare book room was small, with each rack dedicated to a subject. There were a few tables, each with a box of cotton gloves placed precisely in the center, so the rare books could be handled without picking up corrosive oils. Behind a section containing maps and diaries said to belong to members of the semi-secret Masonic Temple was a section of wall with a triangle inscribed into the plaster. She touched her scarf, which hid the chain she wore with the same symbol hanging from it. Below the triangle were three words. “Mitimur in Vetitum.”
“We strive for the forbidden,” she whispered, tracing the words. 
Her stomach clenched. She was terrified of what she’d find beyond that door, of what she’d discover in the temple of the Trinity Masters.
With their help, Carly’s company was now one of the fastest growing in the industry, and at only thirty-two, she was well on the way to becoming very, very wealthy.
Taking a deep breath, she placed both hands on the triangle relief and pushed. A section of wall popped in and then slid to the side, disappearing into a pocket. She passed through and waited in the darkness on the other side as it shut, sealing her inside.
Once the door was fully closed, the lights clicked on. 
The small foyer was exactly as she remembered. The room was small enough to be mistaken for a closet if anyone who was not a member found their way in. The walls were paneled wood, the floor covered with the same carpet as the outer room. An empty book cart took up a third of the space. Turning to her right, she examined the panels. Numbers were etched into the wood, seemingly at random. 
The Grand Master’s instructions said she was to open box thirty-one. Pressing her finger against the number, she felt a click. When she pulled her hand back, a small tray popped out of the wall. Reaching in, she retrieved a key and a piece of paper. 
You’ll find garments in Room C. Right hand corridor. 
Wait until you hear the bell.
-Grand Master
The note was written by hand. Carly shivered a little. The Grand Master was the head of the Trinity Masters and a man of unspeakable power and influence. No one knew who he was, though there were plenty of rumors. At the Trinity Masters annual gatherings, meetings hidden inside library benefit galas, Carly had done her share of gossiping about who he might be.
Now she wasn’t curious, she was afraid.
Note and key in hand, she moved the cart out of the way and—with another push—opened the door hidden in the back wall. It revealed a narrow elevator. When she pressed the button, the door opened and Carly stepped in. She took a moment to gather herself as the small elevator took her down to the sub-basement. When it stopped and the door slid to the side, she bit the inside of her cheek to center herself.
A long marble hallway stretched out in front of her. Columns supported the double-high arched ceiling, which was a smaller replica of the grand hallway above. Her footsteps rang as she made her way along the hall, the sound bouncing off the walls to echo down to the grand double doors at the far end. There were no books here to muffle the sound. At the midway point, there were openings in the walls, one to the right, another to the left. She’d been down the left hallway before. There were changing rooms there, elegant as the locker rooms in a fancy spa. For ceremonies, all members wore robes to protect their identities, and those with the most need for secrecy had private dressing rooms. 
As she turned right, she wondered if that was where she was going—to a private dressing room. Now that she had been called to the altar by the Grand Master, she supposed she’d earned a private dressing room. 
After all, she was about to meet her husbands.
Or maybe it would be husband and wife.
Her hands shook, and it took her a few tries to get the key into the lock on Room C. Once in, she found a small, but well-appointed room. A white robe waited on a hook. Normally they wore gray.
Setting her purse on the vanity, she touched the robe. “It’s like a wedding dress,” she whispered to herself.
It would be the only wedding dress she’d ever wear.
In exchange for the Trinity Masters’ help, she’d given up her future, specifically her choice of whom she would marry.
Throughout history, the world had been secretly controlled by relationships that defied societal standards. Some of those relationships had come to light, the most famous of which had been Vice-Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson, who’d been in a relationship with Lady Emma Hamilton and Sir William Hamilton. The gossip papers of the nineteenth century had called it an affair between Lady Emma and Lord Nelson, but it had been so much more. The three-way union between them had helped end the Napoleonic Wars, and both Emma and William had mourned Lord Nelson after his death.
The Trinity Masters believed that when three people were united, it created a bond far stronger than the pedestrian two-person marriage, and that these triads—if made between those with power and intellect—had the capability to change the world.
Carly slid out of her clothes, leaving on the corset-bra, panties and garter set she’d bought especially for today. She closed her eyes, trying to still her nerves. 
She’d joined the Trinity Masters at nineteen, when the idea of some crazy secret ménage marriage had seemed exciting, elicit. In her twenties, she’d enjoyed herself, knowing there was no need for her to worry about falling in love or getting married. By the time she was twenty-eight and her friends were married, some expecting children, she finally understood what she’d really given up in her quest for success.
However, the consequences of crossing the Trinity Masters were too dire to contemplate, and so here she was, waiting to meet the people she’d share the rest of her life with. That thought sent another shard of panic through her before she beat it down.
She checked her hair and makeup in the mirror, then raised the hood and tugged the chain out from under the robe so it lay on her chest in plain sight, the triangle glinting in the low light. Carly had never shirked from a challenge…or a commitment. She wouldn’t begin now.
Taking a seat on a velvet chair, she breathed deeply, trying to calm herself.
A bell rang, the deep sound vibrating through her. She looked up as a door in the wall opposite where she sat opened. 
Rising to her feet, Carly threw back her shoulders, lifted her head and walked through. 
*****
Preston Kim stretched, and then slowly sat up as the bell rang. He was in one of the Trinity Masters’ private dressing rooms. It wasn’t the first time he’d merited the honor of one of the private rooms, but it was the most important.
Preston smiled and rose to his feet. He pulled the black hood over his head, hiding his dark hair and eyes. 
It felt like Christmas morning. Anticipation hummed through him, and yet he didn’t want to rush. He wanted to savor it, wanted to remember every detail so one day he’d be able to tell his children how Dad met Mom and Mom, or Mom and other Dad.
The same way his parents had told him.
Preston was a legacy to the Trinity Masters. His parents—Dad and both Moms—were members. His biological mother had married his father in a traditional ceremony several years after the three had been married by the Grand Master. All three parents raised him and his sister. He’d grown up knowing he was the child of something special, powerful and secret. His dad, mother and Imo—the name he and his sister used for their other mother, which was a bastardization for the Korean word for aunt—were now all immensely powerful in the world of education. They’d been joined together by the Trinity Masters at a time in their lives when it seemed they had nothing in common—an electrical engineer, a junior political aide and a mathematician. Many years and two children later, his father, the engineer, and Imo, the mathematician, owned an educational company that developed much of the technology and curriculum used by the country’s leading science magnet schools. His biological mother was a lobbyist, who worked to keep the money flowing to education no matter what happened to the national budget.
And now it was Preston’s turn to meet his partners.
The call from the Grand Master had been both welcome and poorly timed. Though he’d been waiting for years to be called to the altar, his company was having financial trouble, with lower profits than projected in the last quarter. He’d walked away from a lengthy financial report—far from his favorite reading material—to fly to Boston. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to put work concerns away. Today was too important.
The door opened and he stepped through.
The room on the other side was intimate, unlike the massive gathering room with its stone altar. The floor and walls were marble. Three high-backed wing chairs sat in a semi-circle, facing a large metal medallion in the center of the floor. A rectangle of lighter colored stone led him to the chair farthest to the right. A soft sound made him look to his left, and he saw two other robed figures, one in black and one in white, emerging. Turning his attention to the center, he followed the path in the floor and took a seat in his chair. There was the rustle of fabric and the pad of feet as the others took their places. In the shadow of his hood, Preston grinned.
Light illuminated the bronze medallion with the Trinity Master’s symbol and logo, as well as the chairs, but the corners of the room were cast in darkness. Less than a minute passed before a patch of shadow detached from the wall and came forward to stand in the center of the medallion. He wore a black robe trimmed in gold and a heavy chain draped his shoulders. 
The Grand Master.
Preston sucked in a breath. He’d been introduced to the Grand Master as a child, had seen him at the galas and initiation events, and yet he still scared Preston. He knew, from hearing his parents’ whispered conversations, that if crossed, the Grand Master was ruthless. It was said that he’d not only ruined members who disobeyed their laws and ignored their vows, but had them imprisoned, sometimes even killed.
“Welcome.” The Grand Master’s voice was deep, commanding. His hood moved from side to side as he looked at each of them. Preston thought he caught a glimpse of a nose or chin in the darkness of the hood, but he couldn’t be sure.
“Grand Master,” he murmured in greeting. He heard the others do the same. 
If the robe colors hadn’t given them away, the voices would have. There was one man and one woman. He felt a small moment of disappointment. Secretly he’d hoped for two women—he’d always thought his father’s life seemed more than agreeable—but growing up as he had made him more open-minded than most. He would accept the other man into his life—and into his bed—if they were attracted to each other. 
Preston had never been with another man, but there was a first time for everything.
“When you joined the Trinity Masters, you made a vow. You pledged your lives to our cause and our traditions. The time has come for you to meet your partners, your lovers, your spouses.”
The words rang, echoing off the walls. He thought he heard a small sound of distress from the woman, hidden in her virginal white robe.
“When I call your name, stand and remove your robe.”
Preston’s belly lurched. This was it.
*****
Lance Glassco’s fingers tightened on the arms of the chair. The wood groaned as his knuckles turned white. He wanted to jump up and pull down everyone’s hoods. He hated the secrecy, hated not knowing what was going on.
Hated not having control. 
Joining the Trinity Masters had been a blessing when he was younger. Without them stepping in at several key points during his career, he would probably be dead, another fallen Marine in some desert. As it was, he was a proud United States Marine Corps Reserve Officer, and a mathematician for DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, research and development arm of the United States Armed Forces. 
Personal relationships weren’t his strong suit. He needed rules and guidelines, and relationships—or more accurately women—didn’t come with either. Knowing the Trinity Masters would someday step in and tell him whom to marry had relieved him of the burden of worrying about it. 
It wasn’t until he’d gotten the letter from the Grand Master he realized exactly how much control he’d given up. He had no say about what was happening right now. He hadn’t even gotten to pick if his partners would be men or women. Seeing another man in the circle left him feeling more than a little uneasy. 
Since receiving his letter, his frustration had grown to the point that he could now feel it boiling under his skin. 
“When I call your name, stand and remove your robe.”
Lance froze, his shoulders cramping from the tension in his arms and back.
“Carlene Kenan.”
The figure in the white robe rose from her chair. Her hands were slim with painted nails. 
He was glad at least one of them was a woman.
She threw back her hood and Lance jerked in his seat. She was beautiful with creamy pale skin and dark hair. Reaching back, she did something so her hair fell down around her shoulders in pretty waves. He wanted to bury his hands in those long tresses, taste those pink lips. Her gaze met his, though he doubted she could see his face under the hood. Then she looked at the other man before facing at the Grand Master once more.
The Grand Master raised a hand, and Lance noticed he wore gray gloves. The Grand Master motioned to her, the twitch of his fingers impatient. 
The woman…what was her name? Carlene, that was it. 
Her fingers moved down the front of her robe, undoing the small hook and eye catches that held it closed. As she did, the robe fell apart a bit, giving him teasing glimpses of flesh.
When the robe was open, she grasped the edges. There was an expression on her face Lance couldn’t read. 
He sat forward, anxious to see what she hid under the enveloping material. Her gaze focused on him, as she raised her chin and dropped the robe.
Lance was sure he’d break the chair, he gripped it so hard. She had long legs and full breasts. She wore some lacy corset thing and a tiny pair of panties covered her sex. Garters held up dark stockings. Her face was beautiful in a way that made him think of the porcelain dolls his mother collected, but her body was lush and soft, made to be touched and stroked.
Lance sat back, his frustration gone, replaced by a need to have her. He’d never felt an attraction this strong, this instantaneous.
He grinned.
She was his.
“Preston Kim.”
Lance had been so wrapped up in imagining what he’d do to Carlene he’d forgotten this wasn’t just about the two of them. He looked where the other figure in black now stood. The hood fell back to reveal a tall man with a lean, handsome face. He had dark hair and slanted eyes that probably meant he was at least part Asian. 
Preston’s gaze focused on him, and Lance felt the challenge. 
Black velvet dropped to the floor. The man wore a pair of dark boxers. He was trim and muscled. Lance was sure he could take him in a fight, but it wouldn’t be easy. Preston reminded him of some jungle cat, maybe a black panther. 
“Lance Glassco.”
Finally, it was his turn to stand. Lance rose to his feet. Impatient, he stripped off his robe, tossing it to the floor. He looked at Carlene, saw her brows go up as she caught sight of him. He’d kept up with his physical training while in the reserves. He wasn’t vain, but he knew that physically he was a good specimen. And his mama always said he was handsome. 
“You now belong to one another. Come forward.”
Barefoot, they approached the Grand Master, stopping when they stood on the medallion. He grasped each of their right hands, bringing them into the center. Taking the chain from around his shoulders, he bound their wrists with it. Lance saw Carlene shiver as the cold metal touched her.
Lance’s hand was on top of hers. He squeezed her fingers. She looked at him, and Lance smiled. She tentatively returned the friendly gesture. 
“Preston,” the Grand Master said.
The other man stepped closer and his hand, which lay atop Lance’s, tightened. Lance tensed. Reaching out with his free hand, Preston cupped Carlene’s face. Her eyes widened as Preston pulled her to him. 
He kissed her long and deep, their cheeks only inches from Lance’s face. Desire warred with jealousy. Lance wanted to be the one kissing her, and yet he liked seeing Preston touch her. It didn’t make any sense to him. 
Lance hated things he couldn’t understand.
The instant Preston pulled back, Lance jerked Carlene to him. Burying his hand in her hair, he nipped her lower lip, demanding she let him in. When she took a breath, he pressed his tongue into her mouth, tasting her sweet flavor. 
Preston touched his bare back, his hand sliding over skin and muscle. Startled, Lance ended the kiss when Preston reached for him.
Lance knocked his hand away. “What do you think you’re doing?”
Dark eyes examined him. “The same thing we just did with Carlene.”
They stared at each other, right arms held awkwardly, their hands still bound together by the chain.
“Don’t touch me,” Lance snarled. It wasn’t that he had a problem with men touching each other, but he’d never had one try to kiss him. He hadn’t signed on for that. Had he?
Preston raised one brow. “You must have known there was a chance you’d be placed with another man.”
“I did, but we have a woman.”
“Oh, you must be fucking kidding.”
They both jerked, then looked at Carlene. Her lip was curled. Lance wasn’t good at reading people, but he was pretty sure the look on her face was one of disgust and anger. 
“You have a woman? I really hope you don’t mean me.”
Lance frowned. “You are our woman.”
“I’m not your fuck toy or some baton you’re going to pass back and forth.” She jerked her wrist free of the chain and took a step back, rubbing the marks it left.
“Carlene.” The Grand Master’s voice was menacing and dark, dripping with warning.
She stopped in her tracks.
“You are incorrect. You are theirs…and they are yours.”
The Grand Master reached out and undid the chain from their wrists. Preston and Lance both stepped away.
“Your relationship is yours. You will choose how to live your lives, but there are rules. No one must know about the trinity and you may never stray outside your marriage.”
The Grand Master focused on Lance. “You have one month. At that time you will return here and be formally bound in the marriage of the Trinity Masters.”
The words echoed in the suddenly hushed space.
“Now, go.”
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Chapter Two
 
Carly let herself into the hotel room, braced to find one or both of the men there. Instead, she found fairly standard accommodations, empty except for her.
When she’d returned to her dressing room, she’d discovered the keycard to her room at a luxury boutique hotel gone, replaced by a key to this one, in a larger, more elegant hotel. She was on the top floor and only mildly surprised to see her bags waiting for her.
Bone-tired, she dropped into a chair, tossing her scarf and purse on the bed.
Lance Glassco and Preston Kim. 
What in the hell had she gotten herself into?
Separately both men were gorgeous. Preston had a bit of an Asian James Bond thing going, while Lance was rock hard muscle with melting brown eyes. Their kisses had been different, unique. The whole thing had been a little surreal—the ceremony, the robes, the chain and then the kisses.
What were they going to do? Preston and Lance had jumped on each other and, in the process, acted like she was some bone they were fighting over. Of all the things she’d imagined for her ménage, this wasn’t one of them. She might not exactly be thrilled, but she’d been prepared to follow through and be with whomever the Grand Master matched her. Apparently the gentlemen didn’t feel the same. One thing she had not signed on for was a life as a referee or buffer. 
She heard something and lifted her head. There was a connecting door in the side wall. Rising, she stripped off her jacket and tiptoed over, listening for the sound that had roused her. She heard a clink, like glasses touching.
She bit her lower lip, considering her next move. Cowardice would get her nowhere.
Reaching out, she opened the connecting door. Stepping through, she realized her bedroom was part of a larger suite. This must be the living room. There was a sunken sitting area, a baby grand piano and a bar. 
“Well, hello.” 
Preston stood behind the bar, putting ice into a glass. He held up a bottle of whiskey. “Would you like some?”
Smoothing her skirt against her hips, Carly made her way over and perched on a stool. “No, thank you, but if you have some wine or champagne, I wouldn’t say no.”
He ducked down, then straightened to present the half bottle of bubbly. “For the lady.” He popped the cork and poured it into a glass. 
They raised their glasses and toasted. Preston’s gaze remained focused on her as he sipped. When he lowered the drink, he smiled. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Dr. Preston Kim.”
“Carlene Kenan. Call me Carly.”
“Carly.” He raised his glass to her again.
“Dr. Kim.” She took a sip, feeling more like herself than she had since receiving the summons. After the craziness of the rest of the day, she was grateful for normal, polite conversation.
“That doctorate is in Chemistry, so I don’t use the title too often. Call me Preston. Wouldn’t want someone expecting me to deliver a baby in an airplane or something like that.”
Carly nodded, though her lips twitched. “Of course, that makes total sense. So you’re a chemist?”
“Specializing in nanotechnology. I live in San Francisco.”
“Then we’re neighbors. I live in Menlo Park.”
“Silicon Valley? Do you work in the industry?”
“Nexus Six.”
“The video game company? Very cool.”
“Do you play?”
“I do. Their games are off the chart, very cutting edge. I’d love to know how they’re running the living gameplay. It’s closer to artificial intelligence than any designated A.I. technology.”
She laughed. “Thank you. That’s great to hear. People thought I was crazy focusing on game play, but it allows for the greatest data input. It’s basically human experimentation. Plus, I love to game.”
His eyebrows rose. “Carly Kenan. You’re the owner of Nexus Six.”
She nodded and giggled when he pretended to stagger. 
“Well, holy shit. I never would have guessed from looking at you, but then again, didn’t GeekWire do some sexy photo shoot with you?”
“They did. It was fun, though it didn’t exactly help change the way the world sees women and games. But it’s getting there.”
They lapsed into silence for a moment. As Carly looked Preston up and down, the thought that she should take him home, enjoy his kisses and his touch, flashed across her brain. She enjoyed sex, recognized the definite chemistry sparking between them. 
Then reality intruded. 
He was, for all intents and purposes, her husband. She would be taking this stranger home. Forever. 
’Til death do them part.
She set her glass down harder than she meant to.
Preston must have read her anxious expression because he came around the bar and took her elbow. “Why don’t we sit?”
He led her to the sunken couch, seating himself next to her.
“This is all so bizarre.” She glanced out the window. It was still only afternoon. The sun was going strong, providing copious amounts of bright light in the room. How was that possible? It felt like it had been days since her plane landed rather than just this morning. Surely it should be midnight by now.
Preston took another sip of his drink. “How did you become a member of the Trinity Masters?”
“In college, at Harvard. An older girl in my sorority introduced me to people. I thought it was so they could hear my business pitch. Even at nineteen I knew what I wanted; all I needed was the money.”
“But you agreed to join, once you understood what would be expected of you.”
“I suppose.” She rubbed her palms on her thighs. “They offered me what I needed, but until today I didn’t really understand what they were asking.”
There was a moment of silence before Preston put his drink on the coffee table. “You don’t want this.”
She got only a glimpse of his face as he rose, but it was enough to see that she’d hurt him. She stood too. “Preston.”
He didn’t turn.
“Preston, I’m sorry. It has nothing to do with you.”
“It seems I am the only one who truly embraced what this is, what we are meant to be.”
When he did turn, his face was a hard mask. ”You’ll excuse me?” 
Without waiting for an answer, he walked away, disappearing into one of the connecting bedrooms. The door closed with a snap.
“Carly, you dumbass,” she muttered to herself. Preston seemed genuinely hurt that she wasn’t enthusiastic about their new relationship. But how could she be after that interlude between him and Lance?
As if her thought summoned him, another door opened. Lance emerged, looking around. His gaze swept the room before settling on her. Carly went back to the bar and picked up her glass of champagne, draining it, then reaching for the bottle to refill it.
“Carlene.”
His voice was warm and low, carrying a note of command that had her turning before she knew what she was doing.
Lance literally marched across the room. The word warrior drifted through her mind. Lance Glassco had to be military. She’d created enough soldiers for her games that she recognized the posture, the self-assurance, the take no prisoners look.
“Carly, call me Carly.” She sat on the barstool, feeling safer that way, though she realized her error when he boxed her in, one hand on the back of her chair, the other on the counter. 
“Carly.” His gaze moved over her face. “It suits you.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re gorgeous. I was angry about all of this until I saw you.”
“Angry about what? Aren’t you a part of the Trinity Masters?”
“I am. I have been since the Academy.”
“Then why were you angry?” She ignored the fact that she wasn’t exactly gung-ho about the whole thing either.
“I don’t like losing control.”
“And that’s what this is?”
“Isn’t it? We had no say in who we were going to be partnered with.”
“That’s the way it works. You knew that going in.”
Lance shrugged. “I’m not as young and impressionable as I was when I joined the Trinity Masters. Years of experience have taught me to ask questions rather than follow blindly.”
“It sounds like you’re not happy about your vow.”
He shook his head. “I told you. I wasn’t. Past tense.”
“Oh, that’s right. That changed when you met me.” Carly stood, her breasts brushing his chest. She expected him to move, but he didn’t. Instead he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her tight to him. It was a power play, pure and simple. And as much as Carly hated to admit it, the strength of his hold was the equivalent of throwing gasoline on smoldering embers. She’d felt an instant physical attraction to Lance the second he removed his hood in the ceremony room. Now…in his arms…that attraction was turning into an ache, a desire for more. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” She wished her words sounded more insulted. Instead, her voice had gone husky and even she couldn’t mistake the flirty dare she’d just issued.
Lance studied her face, looking far too pleased. Damn, she was clearly failing to hide the lust being in his arms inspired. “Right now? I’m going to take advantage of my favorite part of the situation.”
His eyes were like warm chocolate, and his chest and arms seemed to radiate heat.
She licked her lips in blatant invitation, loving the way his deep voice seemed to vibrate along her skin, stroking her without touch. “Let me guess, the part you want to take advantage of is…me.”
He grinned, showing off straight, white teeth. Lance obviously treated his body like a temple. No coffee in his mornings, no late night runs for fast food while the game was on pause. She’d bet her majority ownership of Nexus Six that he started his day with one of those vile protein shakes and a seven-hundred mile run. 
One of Lance’s hands moved down to her ass, as the other moved up until he cupped the back of her head. Carly took a breath, waiting, wondering what he’d do next. And wishing he’d hurry up.
*****
Lance savored the feel of Carly’s curves pressed against him. In the cab on the way to the hotel, he’d focused on the image of her standing in her lingerie, rather than on that Preston guy’s attempt to kiss him. He had to focus on something he could recognize. While emotional things confused him, he never had any problem with the physical. Carly was giving off sexy signals a blind man couldn’t miss. Her breathing had accelerated the second he pulled her into his arms and her body had softened.
He’d been lying on the bed debating whether he should jack off when he’d heard a noise. Lance had been delighted when he opened the door to find the object of his desire waiting on the other side, looking sexy in her black dress and boots. There was precious little about this whole fucking situation he could control, but by God, he could take charge of Carly’s body, give her an orgasm she’d never forget. He’d handed over too much of the power today. It was time to get some back.
“Lance…”
He silenced her with his lips. She tasted like champagne and woman. He craved it, wanted more. Pulling her away from the bar, he scooped her up and carried her to the next closest thing—the piano. He set her on the bench and heard her gasp.
He bent over as he kissed his way down her neck and her fingers twisted in his hair. He needed so much more of her—her breasts in his hands, her legs wrapped around his waist, her lips on his cock. Tugging at her dress got him nowhere, so he set her on her feet once more. His patience was in tatters.
“Take it off.”
“Lance, wait. We should…” She motioned to a door.
He didn’t understand her sudden hesitance. It was obvious she still wanted him. “You should take off that dress before I rip it off.”
“We shouldn’t do this without Preston.”
Lance struggled to remain calm, but he was quickly passing a point of no return. Carly’s mention of the other man’s name went through him like a bullet to the gut. 
“I don’t feel like sharing right now.” He spun her around, pressed her against the piano and held her in place with one leg while he unzipped her dress, yanking it down so it pooled at her waist.
She whirled, her wrists caught in the sleeves.
“Better.” He took her breasts in his hands. 
She shuddered and her head fell back. Carly’s hair spilled over her shoulders in dark ropes. He rubbed her nipples through the lace. When they pebbled, he pinched them, twisting a little. Carly moaned, the sound one of sheer desire. Mercifully, she stopped trying to fight him. “Oh god,” she whispered.
Dropping to one knee, he jerked her dress off. He could see she was wet, the silk fabric at the seam of her sex dark with moisture. He rubbed two fingers along her slit, forcing the fabric into the folds of her sex. Finding the nub of her clit, he pressed it, rolling it between his finger and the hard plate of her pelvic bone. 
She gasped and jerked. Lance looked her over, his cock rigid in his pants. She looked like sin and sex in her black lace, wearing those hot fuck-me boots. She was his. The thought caught him unaware. 
His.
No one had ever been his before.
He rose, still working her clit as he cradled the back of her head. Previous lovers had called him aggressive in bed. Some women had enjoyed his rough touch, while it had driven others away. Carly liked it. He could see in her flushed face, in her heavy-lidded eyes. She wanted more. And he wanted to give it to her.
He kissed her hard and deep. Her hands fumbled with his shirt, undoing enough buttons that she was able to slide her fingers inside, digging her nails into his skin. There was fire and passion within her. For the first time today, something made sense. They fit.
Lance used both of his hands to yank down the lace covering her breasts. She gasped, her hands coming up to hide herself. 
Carly shook her head. “Wait. We can’t do this, not like this.”
“Yes, we can. We have to.”
“Lance…”
Taking her wrists, he forced her hands down, bent his head, and took the tip of one breast in his mouth. 
She tried to free her hands and he bit her nipple gently. A warning. He switched to the dry nipple, flicking it with his tongue before taking it in his mouth. 
“Stop, Lance. We should…should…oh…”
He sucked harder, grinning in savage satisfaction as her objections trailed away. He pressed his leg between hers, forcing them open. 
He took one of her hands and brought it to his fly. Her fingers curled around the hard length of him through the fabric of his pants. 
“I’m going to fuck you,” he whispered against her breast, raising his knee until he felt the wet heat of her sex against his thigh.
Her hand jerked away from his cock. “We can’t do this, not without Preston.”
Lance’s teeth ground together. That name. Jesus. He struggled to calm down, to understand. “You want him, not me?”
“What? No, but we’re supposed to be together, the three of us.”
Years of military training reared its ugly head. Lance only knew one way. Kill or be killed. “If he wants you, he’ll have to come and take you.”
Grasping her by the hips, Lance turned her and bent her over the piano. Her ass rubbed against his cock, driving him wild. Grabbing one of her wrists, he forced it to the small of her back, using it to hold her in place as he opened his fly. She shuddered at his bondage, moaning quietly. God, she was a wildcat.
“We shouldn’t,” she whispered, even as her hips rocked back against him, enticing, inviting.
He jerked her panties down. He couldn’t get them off because of the garters, but it was enough. He slid his finger into her sex, rubbing her clit and then pressing two thick fingers inside her. She shivered in pleasure, her tepid protests gone. “God. Lance. I—”
“What are you doing?”
Preston stood in the open doorway of a bedroom. His black gaze swept over the tableau before him. Lance pressed his fingers deeper into Carly and rubbed her clit, wringing another moan of pleasure from her.
“Carly and I are getting to know each other.”
“I heard her tell you to stop.”
“She thinks you need to be involved. I think otherwise.”
“You…you ass.” The words were muffled until Carly tossed her hair back and said it again. “You ass. Let me go.”
Lance frowned. She sounded angry, no longer aroused. Lance wanted to howl in frustration. The moment had clearly passed, but he wished someone would explain that fact to his throbbing cock. 
Lance refused to give up. It was his biggest fault—and the thing that had earned him more commendations than any other Marine on his team. “Carly, I know you want this.”
“I believe the lady asked you to let her go.”
Carly braced her free hand on the piano and pushed. Acting on pure instinct, Lance leaned into her, holding her more securely. Control was slipping from his grasp again. For a split second, he’d held the reins, but now they were being stolen from him again. 
Preston darted across the space and knocked Lance’s hand off her back. “Let. Her. Go.”
“So you can have her? I don’t think so.” Lance curled his fingers inside her, felt her body react. “She wants me.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Preston grabbed the wrist of the hand that was still buried in Carly’s warm sex.
“Move that hand or you’ll lose it.” Lance tensed, ready to fight.
“Stop!” Carly pushed herself up. Lance’s hand slid from her body and, as she stumbled back a step, she forced them apart. Preston caught her around the waist. Lance’s hands curled into fists. She was so fucking sexy with her hair mussed, breasts spilling out, panties around her thighs, showing off the trim line of hair on her sex.
Preston released her and Carly ran from the room after shooting an angry glare Lance’s direction. 
Preston retrieved her dress from the floor. For a moment, Lance braced himself, expecting the other man to throw a punch. Hell, he almost hoped he would. Lance deserved the pain. 
Instead, Preston simply followed Carly.
Lance ran his hand through his hair. Well, he’d fucked that up royally.
The worst part was she was right. It was a mistake for two of them to enjoy each other without the third present. But that seemed complicated and messy. He didn’t like either of those things, spent a majority of his life cleaning up shit like that. 
However, he did like sex, and he knew he and Carly would be so hot together they’d probably set the bed on fire. 
Preston Kim. He was the unknown, a complication. Lance didn’t have a choice about letting Preston into his life, but he still didn’t know if the other man was a friend or a threat. 
Grabbing the bottle of whiskey off the bar, he took it back to his room. The day was already fucked up beyond repair; he might as well end it drunk as fuck.
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Three
 
“Carly, are you all right?”
Carly lifted her head and nodded. Her blood was humming with anger, embarrassment and unsatisfied desire. The way Lance had held and touched her had been terrifyingly arousing. It had taken all the strength in her body to walk away from him.
Preston followed her into her room, her dress in his hand. Her breasts were back in her bra, her wet underwear in place, but she still took the dress, holding it on her lap.
“Thank you.”
“Why don’t we go get some dinner? I think we need to get out for a few minutes, see some normal people.” 
Carly laughed. “That’s a good idea. Give me a moment to change.”
Preston nodded, and then touched her cheek with one finger before leaving.
Carly let out a breath and flopped back on the bed. Her skin was alive and tingling. She’d never been aroused so quickly before. Lance had handled her with a skill and complete assurance she’d never encountered, but which she certainly found exciting. 
If Preston hadn’t followed her and invited her to dinner, she would be lying on her bed with her hand between her legs finishing what Lance had started. However, with Preston waiting she didn’t have time, so she slipped into the bathroom and cleaned up, then swapped out her lingerie for a much less complicated matching bra and panty set. She pulled on a gray, wool fifties-style dress with a full skirt and fitted bodice. She hadn’t brought many of her regular, far more casual, clothes, so this would have to do. Adding her boots, she pulled her hair back in a simple bun and headed out the door.
*****
Preston tasted the wine and nodded to the server, who poured two glasses. It was early, and the restaurant down the street from the hotel had just opened for dinner. They were the only diners, which was fine with Preston as he hoped this would be a private conversation. They were at a prime corner table, seated so they could look out the windows on either side, watching as the city wrapped up work for the day. 
When the server left, Carly raised her glass to take a sip. He was both surprised and pleased by who she was. Because of his family, he understood that being partnered to someone with so much power and potential was a sign that the Grand Master thought highly of him and what he could do. Carly’s company had developed a console and game that was a living, changing thing. No cheat codes or walk-throughs worked in the world she’d created. The game watched how people played and learned from it, adapting to their skills. That meant the game was thinking, not just randomizing. It was a brilliant bit of computer science, the brainchild of a beautiful woman.
Preston would be lying if he said the sight of her with Lance hadn’t excited him. He’d been standing there longer than they knew, watching them, his own cock hard in his pants. He’d been thrilled and aroused to hear his name on Carly’s lips as she rode the wave of passion. He’d only stepped in when he thought Lance was in danger of doing something that might ruin their ménage before it even got started, and potentially damaging Lance’s relationship with Carly. The other man might not know it, but Preston’s interference benefited all of them.
He and Lance would have to make their peace, but right now his main focus was Carly.
“Tell me about yourself,” Carly said. “We talked about me, but not you. What do you do?” She gestured to his hand. “How did you get involved with the Trinity Masters?” 
Preston looked at the signet ring he wore, stamped with the Trinity Masters’ emblem. “Like you, I officially joined in college. I went to Boston College for my undergrad, Harvard for my PhD, and then did my post doc at Cal, which is how I ended up in San Francisco.”
The server came again and there was a pause while they ordered. 
“I’m a partner in a small nano-tech firm. I started it with several friends from my PhD program.”
“I thought you were a chemist.”
“I am. Nanotechnology is chemistry.”
“I thought it was tiny machines.”
Preston laughed, and then used breadsticks to diagram what he was talking about. Carly was smart, almost scarily so, and within minutes she was asking questions that could qualify as chemistry dissertation topics. 
It reminded him that what was between them, all of them, was about far more than just sex or attraction. They were the building blocks of the future.
“I wonder what Lance does,” Preston said, as much to himself as to her. 
“That’s a good question.” Carly turned to look out the window. “My money is on military.”
Preston thought that was a fair guess. “Carly, are you really okay, after what happened, after what he did?”
“Are you?” Her gaze searched his face.
He nodded, then smiled to show he was sincere. She seemed relieved, her shoulders relaxing.
“I shouldn’t have let it get that far. I didn’t mean to. It just happened.”
“It’s fine. If you want to be alone with Lance you’re welcome to do so, as long as you’re not hiding it from me.”
“You’re really okay with this?”
“I am.” He’d been raised by a trinity. To him, the idea of Carly and Lance together was both arousing and comforting because it felt right. He knew it wouldn’t always be possible, or practical, for all three of them to be together, and he wanted his partners to have a strong, solid relationship.
Her gaze narrowed. “You never answered my question about how you got involved in…this.” She kept her voice down. Around them, the restaurant was filling with early diners. 
“I’m a legacy.”
“A what?”
“My parents, and by parents I mean both mothers and my father, were members of the Trinity Masters.”
Carly’s mouth dropped open in shock. “You…have two mothers.”
“Yes.”
She licked her lips, frowning. “That’s why you were upset when I wasn’t excited. You understand this, and I’m guessing you’ve been looking forward to it your whole life.”
“Exactly.”
“Wow.” She sat back, wineglass in hand. “So people do have children?”
“Of course. You assumed they didn’t?”
“Actually, I did. I mean, isn’t it hard to work out? One person is always going to be left out. It’s biology.”
“My other mother, who I call Imo, was always a part of our lives. We lived next door to each other, and when I was young my father and Imo started a company together. My parents have done more to improve science education in the U.S. in the past ten years than in the fifty proceeding.”
“Wait, do they own Eduvation?”
“Yes.”
“I went to an Eduvation magnet high school. That’s how I got interested in computer science.”
“Two of my parents had the knowledge to make the company, to create the product, and my mother, my biological mother, who is civilly married to my father for legal reasons, made sure their dream could become a reality.”
“What does she do?”
“She’s a lobbyist.”
“So when they say the Trinity Masters create relationships that build the future…they’re not kidding.”
“Exactly.”
“Still,” Carly picked up one of his nano-breadsticks and toyed with it, “that’s an awful lot riding on a very tricky relationship. The three of us didn’t even get through the ceremony without trouble.”
“We’ll work it out, but that brings up something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. Since you had some time with Lance, I think it’s only fair that I get the same time with you.”
*****
“What do you mean?” Carly asked, suddenly on alert.
“I mean that we should even the playing field.”
“This isn’t a race to the finish.”
“You’re right, it’s not, and life isn’t fair, but I’d like to start out on some semblance of equal footing.”
“What happened between Lance and me doesn’t affect the two of us. If anything, we’re on better terms because we’ve talked. I don’t even know what Lance does for a living or where he lives.”
“And that’s something we need to rectify. I’d like to have a conversation with him, but you’re underestimating the power of physical attraction and connection. You and I are starting to form a relationship, a bond, but what we’re doing right now is no different than getting to know a new friend. What you did with Lance formalized in your mind the idea that he and you are now connected on an intimate level.”
Carly pushed a piece of fish around her plate, no longer hungry. “I understand, but I won’t be a pawn in some competition between you and Lance, both of you trying to see whose dick is bigger. That’s a precedent I’m not willing to set.”
“Fair enough.” Preston took a sip of wine and she watched his throat as he swallowed. He looked trim and dapper in his navy suit, blue-and-white striped shirt and narrow pale blue tie. His hair, parted at the side, was just long enough so one lock fell out of place, lying on his forehead. Without that, he would have been too polished, too put together. 
“But—” He set his glass down. “Will you accept that I want to touch you, want to know, and want you to know, that we’re not new friends, not business acquaintances?”
He picked up her hand, and there was nothing she could do to stop her fingers from trembling. “We’re lovers, husband and wife, bound by a law and a tradition stronger than any other in this country.” He raised her fingers to his lips, kissing the back of her hand, then turning her wrist to tease her palm with the light brush of his tongue.
Carly took a deep breath, then let it out. The desire and arousal Lance had ignited was still there, waiting, hoping for a way to find satisfaction.
This wasn’t the flash-fire and heat of Lance’s touch, but a slow, cool burn like ice melting against skin. In a way, it was more intense as Preston was forcing her to acknowledge what they were to each other. With Lance, she’d been lost to everything, but his touch. She knew, though she couldn’t say why, Preston wouldn’t let her do that. 
“Preston, this is just…it’s a little too much. Too sudden. We just met a few hours ago.”
He nodded and set her hand down. “Then let’s not take it so seriously.” He smiled and there was hint of devilry in his dark gaze. “Let’s play a game.”
“A game?”
“Yes. I love games. You must too. After all, you created the game of the future.”
“I’m assuming you mean a sex game, not dominoes or RPG.”
“A sex game, yes.”
There was something about the way he was looking at her that had Carly pausing, trying to fit together what she knew about him, to look beyond what he was saying and doing to what was underneath. What code was driving that smile, that touch.
“If I had to guess,” she said, watching his face for his reaction, “I’d say that to you normal sex is what others would call sex games.”
One eyebrow went up.
“But to you they aren’t games or actually, they’re more than games.”
“Forgive me for saying this, and it’s terribly sexist, but you’re so pretty, it’s easy to forget how smart you are.”
Carly nearly snorted. The joke would be on him once he knew her better. She knew how to dress up when she needed to, but most of the time she rolled into work in jeans, a gamer tee, wearing no make-up, her only accessory the headphones that hung around her neck. There would be time for him to meet that version of Carly, but for now, she was glad she was dressed up. It made her feel powerful. 
“So what do you say, Carly? Will you play?”
“I want to know the rules beforehand.”
“That’s fair. It’s very simple. You’ll do what I say, when I say it.”
“This sounds like a very stupid game.” The little flickers of desire died. Do what he said? How Neanderthal and uninspiring. “I expected something better from you, Preston.”
“You don’t know what I’ll ask.”
“I can guess.”
“Can you?”
Carly propped her chin on her hand and considered. “I’m guessing you’re into dominance and submission play.” He jerked at her words and Carly thought gotcha. “I wouldn’t have guessed it if I’d met you in passing, but now that I’m talking to you, I see it. Maybe it’s more than that, maybe you’re in to full-on BDSM.”
“I enjoy administering a spanking now and then,” he admitted with a nod.
Carly pressed her knees together as the image of her turned over Preston’s knee drifted through her mind. She really should have taken the time to masturbate before coming to dinner. If she had, her hormones wouldn’t be screaming at her, demanding that she throw herself at Preston and beg him to fuck her.
“And what about you? You seem to know more than a little about it.”
“I’ve experimented sexually, though not extensively. D/s seemed to always end up as one person doing all the work, the other having all the fun. Besides that, the majority of RPGs have some elements of D/s built in to them, either in the dress, mannerisms or rules. We did a lot of research as we built some of the early games because we didn’t want to alienate players. We wanted them to feel at home. Home meaning with women dressed as a cross between warriors and sex slaves.”
“People with only a surface understanding of D/s can sometimes fall into the lazy lover trap.” He planted an elbow on the table and leaned forward. “I’m not one of them.”
I bet you’re not. Carly tried to seem cool and collected, but it was hard. Her heart was racing, and she was so aroused she was almost lightheaded. The sexy banter, the almost casual conversation about such forbidden things, was completely different from Lance’s direct, aggressive seduction, but she found it equally arousing.
“So, Carly, will you be my submissive?”
Carly took a deep breath. “I will.” She held up her hand. “But with conditions.”
“Topping from the bottom already?” He grinned. “Go on.”
“No sex. If we’re supposed to be in this ménage a trois, I think all three of us should be there the first time we have real sex.”
“Agreed.”
“Secondly, I want a time limit.”
Preston checked his watch. “It’s nearly six. We’ll play until ten. How does that sound?”
Four hours wasn’t long, but she was betting he could pack a lot into that time.
“Agreed.”
Preston leaned back and raised his hand for the waiter. She expected him to ask for the check, but instead he requested the dessert menu. He ordered cake, while she ordered the fruit tart. When their espresso arrived, she sipped as she watched him, considering what his strategy might be. He had a limited amount of time during which she’d agreed to do what he said. He should have dragged her off someplace private to have his way with her. Instead, he was continuing as if nothing was different.
“Carly?”
“Yes, master?” She fluttered her lashes at him.
Preston laughed. “I doubt any man could master you, but I’d like you to do something for me.”
“Of course. I don’t have a choice, do I?”
“Of course you have a choice, but if you don’t do it, you’ll pay the price.”
Her pussy went damp as she wondered how he’d punish her. “And what is that?”
He smiled. “I won’t tell you.” He took her hand and kissed it. “I want you to go to the bathroom, remove your underwear and bring it to me.”
She nodded and stood, setting her napkin on her chair. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to use the ladies’ room.”
Once in the bathroom, she leaned against the door and blew out a breath. She was so aroused, walking had nearly brought her to orgasm. Stripping off her panties, she winced when she saw how wet they were. Folding them in on themselves, she hid them in her fist and made her way back to the table.
When she sat, Preston raised one eyebrow. Carly raised her chin then held her hand out, uncurling her fingers to show him what she held. If anyone looked over at their table they would clearly see she held something satiny. Preston made her wait, panties out in plain sight before he took them from her, tucking them into his pocket.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“If you’re finished, we can leave. I paid the check while you were…taking care of things.”
Her bravery faltered. Carly considered holding on to her chair and refusing to go anywhere. 
He must have sensed her nervousness because he picked up her hand and squeezed it. His eyes sparkled when their gazes met. “Won’t you come with me, lovely Carly? I think you’ll enjoy the games I want to play.”
Nodding, Carly waited for him to stand and pull out her chair. He tucked her arm through his and led her from the restaurant.
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Preston guided Carly through the main door of the suite with a hand at the small of her back. He could feel the smile that pulled at the corners of his mouth, matched by the sweet anticipation curled in his belly. He felt like he’d come to the end of a long journey only to find that it wasn’t the end, but the beginning.
And that beginning was more beautiful, smart and sexy than he could have dreamed. 
His hand rested just above the swell of Carly’s ass, and it took more self-control than he anticipated to keep from sliding his hand down and stroking her bottom. 
She cupped her elbows as she hugged herself. Though her face was impassive, her body language told him she was nervous. 
There was no sign of Lance. Preston paused in the central room to grab two bottles of water, giving the other man a chance to appear...and maybe participate. 
Lance's door was closed, and despite the fact that Preston made no effort to be quiet, there was no sign of him.
Lance's loss. Preston had no compunction about indulging in some private time of his own with Carly.
“Water?” He held out a bottle.
“Thank you.” She took it, but didn't drink. Instead, she rolled it between her palms. 
He wanted to wait, to see how long she could last in a state of both nervousness and arousal before she broke, but he didn't have the patience. After all, time was running out. 
“Shall we?” He held his hand out, motioning toward his bedroom door.
She set the unopened bottle down and nodded. She preceded him, but he leaned forward, letting his shoulder touch hers as he opened the door.
Once inside, he closed it behind them. He’d left the desk lamp on and it filled the room with diffused gold light. Carly turned in a slow circle, the gloss of her hair, planes of her face and swell of her breasts all highlighted by the lamp’s light as she moved. 
“Carly?”
She faced him.
“Remove your dress.”
Their gazes met, held. Seconds ticked by, taking them past the time limit of casual glances. Then they exchanged an intimate look that evolved into something that was both binding and challenging.
She looked away first, turning so her side was to him as she reached behind her neck. She lowered the zipper partway, then changed her arms, reaching up and back.
“Let me.” He grasped the tab of her zipper and lowered it. She paused, waiting for him to push the dress from her shoulders, but he didn’t. He took a step away, turning the desk chair so he could sit to watch her as she obeyed him.
When he was settled, she turned her back to him. One shoulder at a time, she shrugged off her dress, revealing the lacy straps of her bra. When the dress was bunched at her waist, she grabbed the fabric and slowly drew it off. Inch by inch her creamy flesh was exposed. Her legs were bare, her thighs smooth columns of touchable skin, her ass—naked since her panties were in his pocket—full and round. She shifted her weight, her ass jiggling, and he had to take a deep breath. His cock, which had been semi-erect since she’d risen from the table to take off her panties, was now hard and throbbing. 
The dress dropped to the floor, a pool of dove-gray fabric. She was naked except for the bra, and when she turned, he could see the peaks of her nipples through the lace. Her pussy hair was trimmed, so he could see the shadow of the cleft, even in the low light. He wanted to cup her sex, sink his fingers in to see if she was wet, then taste and touch her, to know this woman who was now his in the most intimate way.
“Beautiful,” he said.
She looked uncomfortable and shifted her feet so her legs crossed, hiding her pussy. 
Preston tsked and shook his finger. Her lips pursed and then she moved her feet, placing them side by side. He wanted to watch as she freed her breasts from the lace, but his patience, normally so great, was at an end.
He rose from the chair and stalked around her, running his hand over her shoulders and chest as he circled her. Standing before her, he reached back and opened her bra with one hand. Then he grasped it, letting the lace scrape against her breasts, abrade her nipples as it fell away.
Cupping her right breast in his hand, he lifted gently, testing the weight, the fullness. She licked her lips. His hand looked dark against her pale flesh.
“Are you ready?” he asked, kneading her breast. He could see his effect on her, the way she struggled to hold herself still.
“Yes.”
“You have to stop hiding from me.”
“I’m not hiding.” Her lips quirked into a smile. “I’m completely naked and you’re totally dressed. That’s hardly hiding.”
“But you are. You’re hiding your feelings, your thoughts.”
“And if I am? Everyone is entitled to privacy.”
“Not you. Not anymore.”
“Then you don’t get to have any secrets from me either.”
He smiled. “I don’t want to.”
He dipped his head, tasting her breast. Her skin was warm and smooth in his mouth and under his hands. Pinpricks of pain tingled along his scalp as she grabbed fistfuls of his hair, pulling his head closer. He cradled her body with hands at her hips and the small of her back.
Releasing her nipple from the suction of his mouth, he flicked the hard nub with the tip of his tongue and felt her jerk. She was responsive and sexual, all he could have hoped for and more. 
“Spread your legs,” he whispered against her breast.
She shifted, and he took advantage of her openness to slide the back of his palm along the inside of her thigh before cupping her sex. As he suspected, she was wet, the folds of her sex slick against his palm. Pressing the heel of his hand against the front of her pussy, he rubbed in a circle, working her clit without touching it directly. She made a noise of pleasure, followed by what he could only assume was a little growl of frustration.
He wasn’t ready to give in, to allow either of them what they both wanted. 
Instead, he dropped to one knee and, starting at her ankles, explored each inch of her skin. He kneaded her calves, stroked the sensitive place at the back of her knees, kissed her belly as he traced patterns on the front of her thighs. Her fingers combed through his hair and she pressed her hips forward, tempting him to touch her there. 
He reached up, avoiding her sex as he kept exploring her, his fingers tracing patterns on the lower swell of her breasts as he nibbled and licked her waist. Finally, he took her nipples between his fingers, twisting and plucking. 
His cock was painfully hard, but he wasn’t finished with her. He turned her around and took hold of her nipples again, while he kissed the small of her back, down to her ass. He nipped her, making her jump. The movement pulled her nipples, which he still held tight. He bit her again, giving her nipples a little twist. He waited for any sign that the pain was making her nervous or turning her off. A shiver went through her, and she pressed her knees together. 
Standing, Preston tugged her against his chest, brushing aside her hair to kiss her neck while manipulating her breasts. 
“Preston, please.”
“On your knees.”
She dropped without question. He stepped to her front and looked down. Her eyes were wide, her lips red and parted.
“Undo my pants.”
She reached for his belt. He couldn’t decide if it was an accident when her palms brushed the swell of his erection. Undoing his belt and pants, she looked up, waiting for his next order.
“Take out my cock.”
Her fingers worked his pants and briefs down his hips, lifting them over the hard length of his dick. 
“Take me in your mouth.”
A smile played around her lips before she opened her mouth and sucked him in. Preston had to close his eyes as pleasure wracked him. Her lips were firm around him, the cave of her mouth warm, and as she pressed her head forward, the tip of his cock rubbed against the back of her throat. Her fingers cupped his balls, and her other hand wrapped around the root of his cock, tugging gently. She was good. He was delighted by her skill, but found himself hating the men who’d taught her to use her mouth so well. A wave of possessiveness flowed through him and almost knocked him down. He’d never felt jealousy before this moment.
He lost himself in her touch, grabbing her head as he worked his hips, fucking himself into her mouth. The orgasm built, his balls drawn and tight. He wanted to give in, to come in her mouth and watch as she swallowed, but her words at dinner were ringing in his head, and in his heart, he knew he had no right to mark her in this elemental way without involving their third partner. 
Pulling out of her mouth, he turned away. Grabbing a towel, he finished himself off, imagining he was coming on her face and breasts.
“Why did you do that?” she asked when he turned around.
“Because you’re right—anything serious should be between all three of us.”
“Does that mean I should finish myself off too?” She pressed one hand against her belly, fingertips just touching her curls.
“No. Remove your hand.”
“So you get to come, but I don’t?”
“You’ll get your orgasm, just not yet.”
“You’re a cruel man, Dr. Kim.”
He held out a hand. Almost warily she placed her fingers in his palm. “Maybe.” He pulled her to her feet. “But it’s an enjoyable sort of cruelty.”
Guiding her to the desk, he took a seat in the chair. Then he patted the flat surface. 
“Sit here.”
Hands behind her, she slid onto the glossy wood of the desk. Preston reached behind her and moved the phone and lamp, setting them on the little side table and angling the shade so the light was cast over her.
“What are you doing?”
“I told you I wanted to get better acquainted.” He pulled his chair closer. “Put your left leg here.”
She lifted her foot and braced it on the arm of the chair. Preston loosened his tie as she observed his actions. Pulling it free of his collar, he repositioned her foot, wrapped the silk around her ankle, then down under the arm of the chair, tying it off.
“A little bondage?” She tried to make the words light, flippant, but he could hear the tension, her excitement. He wanted to push her until she couldn’t hide, couldn’t control herself.
“Just a little. Put your other foot on the desk.”
She tucked her heel against her ass and wrapped her arms around her knee so she was curled up in a ball, except for the leg he’d bound to the chair. 
“Not quite like that. Lean back on your hands to brace yourself.” Preston took her foot and slid it out to the side, exposing her to his gaze, his touch. When he was satisfied, he stroked her ankle.
“Keep your foot there.” He rolled his chair a bit closer, which bent the knee of the leg he’d bound, opening her body even further.
He stroked the insides of her thighs and felt her tremble, and then he touched the glossy lips of her sex. They were parted enough that he could see the slick inner folds. He traced the crevices of her sex, coating his fingers in her moisture. Spreading her sex open, he exposed her clit. 
“Preston, please.”
Now it was he who obeyed her command. Dipping his head, he licked her clit, tasting her pleasure, her desire. He rubbed the nub with his lips, pressing his chin against her inner folds. When that wasn’t enough for either of them, he dipped his head lower and licked the entrance to her body, fucking her with his tongue. His lips and face were coated with her arousal and his cock was hard again.
Standing, he examined her—legs spread wantonly, head back, lips parted. Grabbing her hair, he forced her to look at him, watched as she struggled to focus through her desire. He kissed her, hard. He wanted her to taste herself on his lips. Mouth fused to hers, his tongue brushed her lips, then ventured into her mouth. He mirrored the action lower, sliding two fingers into the entrance of her body while his thumb made circles around her clit.
He felt her orgasm building as her body tightened around his fingers, the muscles in her legs trembling. She sucked on his lower lip, making little sounds of arousal and pleasure. Foolishly, he’d put his pants back on, and his cock was throbbing against the rough fabric, pounding with the need to sink into her moist heat. Some dark part of him was ready to forgo what he knew was right and take her, make her his, and damn Lance Glassco. 
Preston was vaguely aware of the door opening, of footsteps. 
“What the fuck are you doing?”
Jerking back, Preston looked at Lance, who stood by the door. The other man wore jeans, zipped, but not buttoned. His chest was bare, his arms crossed, and he did not look happy. 
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Carly gasped when she saw Lance watching them. How long had he been there? She started to lower her free foot, but Preston caught her leg, forcing her to stay where she was, spread open on the desk.
“What are we doing?” Preston drew his fingers out of her sex, only to slide them back in. Carly shivered, and from the look on Lance’s face, she guessed he was not happy about where Preston’s hand was. “We’re getting to know each other, the same way you two did earlier.”
“So that’s how this works? One of us fucks her, then the other does?”
“No, it’s not.” Preston’s tone was calm. He wasn’t intimidated by Lance; that much was clear.
“Then get your hands off her.” Lance’s words were hot and angry, fire to Preston’s ice.
“Stop.” Carly wanted to curse her weak voice. Her body felt alive with desire. Seeing Lance reminded her of the rough way he’d touched her, which only ratcheted up her need. She was a powder keg, ready to blow.
“No. I won’t. Carly is mine until ten p.m.”
“There’s a schedule?” Lance’s words dripped with scorn.
“We’re playing a game.”
“What game?”
“She has to do what I say until ten.”
Lance took a step forward, his arms falling to his sides though his hands fisted. “Did you fuck her?”
“You mean the way you almost did?” Preston continued to leisurely work his fingers in and out of her pussy, effectively keeping Carly in an incapacitated state of arousal. She tried to react, aware she should stop this, but she couldn’t.
“I didn’t fuck her.” Lance’s eyes were glued to Carly’s pussy, to Preston’s hand as he continued to finger her. His hungry luck made her hotter.
“And neither have I. We’re just getting to know each other.”
Silence fell for a moment before Preston’s thumb passed over her clit and Carly moaned. “Please, I can’t stand it anymore. I need to come.” She felt both of their gazes on her, and she shuddered. 
“God, she’s gorgeous.” Lance’s voice was almost a growl. Carly opened her eyes and looked at him. Their gazes met, held, and as had happened with Preston, the connection lasted far longer than was comfortable, than was normal. Something powerful lingered between the three of them.
“Yes. She is. That we can agree on.”
Lance’s gaze narrowed. “I don’t know why, but I like seeing you touch her.”
“That doesn’t sound strange to me.” Preston smiled. “I enjoyed watching you touch her too.”
“You watched?”
Preston nodded.
Lance grimaced. “I’m not a voyeur. I like action.”
“It’s not voyeurism if you participate.”
Preston withdrew his fingers and stepped back.
“Damn it, no,” Carly reached for him, needing his touch, any touch to help her find the release she so desperately longed for. Off balance, she started to fall from the desk, unable to catch herself with her leg still bound.
Preston caught her, and a moment later, there was another set of hands on her, supporting her. Looking over her shoulder, she stared at Lance’s chin. This close she could see the stubble on his cheeks, smell the whiskey on his breath. Preston untied her foot and helped her stand. 
Lance was at her back, his bare chest brushing against her. Preston, still dressed, stood in front of her. They remained there, still as statues, three people bound together for the rest of their lives, and yet they had no idea how to deal with each other. Carly was struck by the bizarreness of their situation. If she wasn’t so painfully aroused, she’d laugh at the absurdity.
Lance’s hands were at her waist, but after a moment, they slid along her hips, pulling her ass against his crotch. She wasn’t surprised to feel the hard ridge of his cock.
Preston reached out and cupped her breasts. “Perhaps it’s time we stop acting as couples when we’re meant to be three.”
Lance’s hands tightened on her hips. “You think we should have sex, the three of us?”
“We have a choice to make,” Preston said. Carly suspected he used the same quiet, confident tone at all times. Did anything ever ruffle his feathers? 
She wished they would both stop and step away, so she gather her thoughts and contribute to this discussion. After all, it certainly concerned her. Yet she wouldn’t ask for that distance, because right now all she could think about was their touch and achieving the climax she so desperately craved.
“We don’t have any choices,” Lance growled.
“We do. We can choose to exclude sex from our trinity, to act sexually only when we’re in pairs.”
“Fuck that,” Lance said. “If you’re going to fuck her, I’m going to be there.”
“Really?” Preston raised a brow. “Then what were you doing earlier?”
“I said if you fucked her, I wanted to be there. If you choose not to be there when I fuck her…” Carly felt Lance shrug. “I can’t make that decision for you.”
Preston smiled, but it was not friendly. It was almost…dangerous. “If you touch her again without me present, we’re going to have a problem.”
Carly could feel them staring at each other, could feel the tension stretched taut. Sandwiched between them, she realized how small she was and exactly what it would mean to have two men in her life. A vague sense of unease crept in.
The strained silence broke when Lance nodded. “Fair enough.”
Preston smiled, but this time there was genuine pleasure in his eyes. “Then perhaps it’s time we truly engaged in our ménage a trois.” 
Lance’s response was to dip his head and kiss Carly’s neck. Preston had done the same not long ago, but she would never mistake one man’s touch for the other. Lance’s stubble scraped her skin. Preston had gone for the spot where neck met shoulder, while Lance found the sensitive area just below her ear. She gasped when he kissed and licked her there. Prickles of heat zinged between her neck and breasts, making her nipples even more responsive to Preston’s rolling and pinching. 
When Lance’s hands slid around to her belly and dipped between her legs to fondle her pussy, alarm bells signaled confusion in her brain. There were too many hands, too many sensations. She shifted, suddenly nervous.
“The bed,” Preston said.
She wasn’t sure which of them lifted her, but she found herself placed in the center. The mattress shifted under her, rolling her first to one side, then to the other, as two heavy male bodies positioned themselves on either side. There was a small voice in her head saying she needed to stop this, that she should take control and assert herself. That thought was silenced when they touched her.
Lance was on her left, propped on one elbow. He drew her arm over her head, laying her wrist on the pillow, and then he kissed his way down over her chest to her breast. He held the mound of flesh firm with one hand as he took her nipple into his mouth. Preston, on her right, lifted her leg, hooking it over his and exposing her sex to his wandering hands. She was so wet, so ready, she was sure a single touch to her clit would send her over. As if he knew that, Preston’s hands stayed away, instead fondling and tugging the lips of her sex.
“Lovely Carly.” Preston’s fingers stroked her as Lance suckled her. “Have you had anal sex before?”
“What?” The question startled her. “Yes. Why?”
“Was it recently? We don’t want to hurt you.”
Lance raised his head. “If we’re both going to fuck you, we’re going to need options.”
Confusion tore through her at Lance’s words. Options? Oh god. They were going to use her, fuck her…and she wanted it. She craved it so much, it hurt. When had she completely lost her mind?
“Don’t scare her,” Preston said.
“I’m not scared.” It wasn’t true. She was frightened of them, of what they made her feel, of what she’d gotten herself into. She wasn’t this woman, wasn’t the sort to lose herself in the passion.
“Good girl.” Lance grabbed her chin and turned her head, kissing her hard and deep. Preston’s lips touched her belly, moving south toward her sex. Lance broke the union of their lips to watch the other man’s descent.
Preston raised his head when he was just a breath away from where she desperately needed his mouth. A wave of disappointment and something like rage coursed through her. Couldn’t he see how close she was? These near misses were killing her. She needed to come. 
She opened her mouth to berate him, to demand he satisfy her, but Preston spoke first.
“Carly, you didn’t answer my question. When did you last have anal sex?”
“I don’t know. It was a long time ago.” How could they expect her to think at a time like this?
“We can’t risk it,” Preston said. “We might hurt her.”
Lance frowned. “We’ll go slow.” 
“No, we won’t.”
Lance chuckled, the sound vibrating against Carly where they touched. “You’re right, we won’t. I want her too fucking much.”
Preston unhooked her leg. “On your hands and knees, my beautiful Carly.”
Before she had time to respond, they rolled her to her belly. Hands at her hips drew her ass up and helped position her on her knees in the center of the bed. She was a ragdoll, theirs for the taking. What was she doing?
Lance ran his hand through her slit and she moaned. “Her pussy is mine.”
“No,” Preston replied simply.
“Listen. You need to step back or we’re going to…”
“She’ll decide.” Preston’s hand smoothed over her ass, his fingers brushing her aching pussy. “Carly, one of us is going to fuck your pussy, while the other takes your mouth. The choice is yours.”
Jesus. Had she ever been asked such a question in her life? Carly closed her eyes, trying to think. How could she choose between them, and what would it mean if she appeared to favor one over the other? They’d already come close to blows several times tonight.
Had she been less stimulated, less needy, the question and its ramifications might have paralyzed her. As it was, her reply was instinctive. She liked Lance’s rough, needy touch, but she trusted Preston more.
“I want Preston to fuck me.”
There was a beat of silence, and then the bed shifted as Preston climbed off. Lance looked at her. She turned away, afraid he would be angry with her. Hard fingers caught her chin, forcing her face to him. He was propped on one elbow, lying beside her. Somewhere along the line he’d removed his pants, but his boxers were still on. She could see the bulge of his cock under the fabric.
“Come here, gorgeous.” Lance scooted down the mattress, and then guided her into position over him. She had a hand and leg on each side of his body; her knees were at the edge of the mattress, her feet dangling in space. Lance’s hands wrapped around her upper arms kept her from sliding off the bed. A moment later, falling wasn’t a concern as Preston’s hands stroked her ass, holding her in place. She looked over her shoulder and got her first look at Preston’s naked body.
He was long and lean with ropes of muscles on every limb. While Lance was thick and broad, Preston was chiseled with the body of a runner or cyclist. His hands kneaded her legs and ass. When he slipped two fingers into her sex, she shuddered and dropped her head on Lance’s thigh. 
Lance tangled his fingers in her hair. She looked up, and together they worked his boxers over his cock. It was rigid, the head already wet. He was thicker than Preston, but not as long. She licked her lips, wondering how she’d take it in her mouth and what it would feel like to have it stretching her pussy.
His hands returned to her head and his fingers were gentle as he caressed her cheeks, her lips. The show of tenderness was unexpected in the heat and fire of the moment, and Carly’s heart clenched. She wondered if he was trying to make amends for his roughness earlier. The idea that he could show such kindness touched her and, for the first time, she began to think she could feel something genuine, something real for these men.
Lance’s gaze moved from her to something over her head, then he guided her mouth to his cock. Carly didn’t need any more prodding. She opened her mouth, swirling her tongue over the tip, then closed her lips around his dick, just below the head, so she could tease and torment the most sensitive part.
Fingers opened her sex. Preston’s cock slid between the folds. He positioned himself at the entrance to her body as Lance’s fingers tightened in her hair. 
Together they moved, Preston’s cock thrust into her sex with one hard shove. He took her with a self-assurance, a confidence that convinced her he knew who he was and what he wanted.
Lance’s dick filled her mouth as he lifted his hips. Preston pushed deeper inside her pussy. She tensed against the sudden invasions, but in the next heartbeat, a wave of pleasure crashed over her. She closed her eyes and gave herself to them, to this amazing moment. 
Preston thrust in and out of her pussy in a steady, slow rhythm. Each plunge pushed her forward driving Lance’s cock deeper into her mouth. The head brushed the back of her throat.
She pressed her arms along the outside of Lance’s powerful torso, her fingers clenching at his warm skin, his firm flesh. Lance propped himself up and reached under her, finding a nipple. He pinched it, the rough touch reminding her of their interlude by the piano. That memory sent lightning sparks straight to her clit and when Preston stroked it, she came. 
The orgasm ripped through her, tightening the muscles of her belly and pussy. She swallowed Lance’s cock, needing that fullness in both her mouth and her sex as she rode the waves of pleasure. Her orgasm started to fade, but her lovers clearly weren’t finished. 
Carly shuddered anew as Preston drew his cock completely out of her, then thrust back in. His motions weren’t slow and deep, but hard and fast and her whole body shook from the force and speed. A moment later, she felt Preston tense with his climax, his body coming over hers. He took hold of the breast Lance wasn’t playing with, twisting her nipple. 
“I want her pussy,” Lance said.
Carly barely had time to understand what that meant when she was rolled over onto her back. Lance grabbed pillows and shoved them under her ass, elevating her hips before he slid off the bed to stand beside Preston. She wrapped her legs around Lance’s waist, and in the next breath, his cock slid into her. He was wider than Preston, so he had to go slow to allow her orgasm-tight body to accommodate him. 
Preston lay down beside her, his hand sliding along her belly to her sex. His fingers found her clit, rubbing it gently for several moments before moving lower. He touched the stretched flesh at her entrance where Lance’s cock slid into her and Carly gasped for air. She’d never experienced such dark, almost forbidden pleasure, and she was struck by the realization there was nothing she would refuse these men if they simply asked. Hell, Lance wouldn’t request, he’d take. And she—dammit—would give. Without hesitation. 
She could still taste Lance in her mouth as Preston’s fingers teased her clit until she returned to the height of another orgasm. Lance was seated to the hilt, filling her with his hard flesh.
“Fuck,” Lance growled. “This is so fucking hot.”
“Can you come again, lovely Carly?” Preston asked.
“Yes, yes.” Her entire vocabulary had shrunk to that one word. It was all she needed. “Yes.”
Lance pressed in once more as Preston applied even more pressure to her clit. Then it was over. Or had it just begun? This orgasm wasn’t a surge of pleasure like the first. It was too intense to be given such a kind name. It ripped through her. Her teeth clenched and her back arched as something so acute it was almost pain shattered her. They prolonged her pleasure—Lance fucking her hard and fast as he too came, Preston sucking her nipples with a pressure that hovered on the razor’s edge between rapture and discomfort.
“No more, no more,” she begged, her head thrashing from side to side.
Lance pulled out and dropped to his knees on the floor, replacing his cock with his mouth. Preston’s fingers and Lance’s tongue danced over her clit and she screamed. Then Preston kissed her, while both of his hands stroked her oversensitive nipples. 
She wasn’t sure if it was the same unending orgasm or if they had pushed her to a third climax, but Carly shook hard, her body succumbing to the glorious agony once more. She reached out, needing something to ground her, to hold her together lest she splinter into a million tiny pieces. Her hands grasped at Lance’s head and Preston’s shoulder.
When she had nothing more to give, her body went limp. 
They drew her to the center of the mattress, and then lay down beside her, protecting her, caging her with their big, warm bodies. Carly was empty, exhausted. Wrapped in their arms, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
*****
Carly woke at five a.m. the next day.
She was smashed between Lance’s back and Preston’s front. It was so hot she was almost sweaty, despite the fact there were no sheets or blankets over them.
Carly slid down the bed and tiptoed out of Preston’s room. By the time she crossed the central suite to her room, she was shaking. 
She closed and locked the door. Leaning against the cool wood, she almost slid to the floor. It was only an act of sheer will that allowed her to keep her footing and make her way to the bathroom and the shower. She turned the dial to scalding and got in, letting the hot water beat down on her.
The first sob caught her by surprise. Carly braced her hands on the wall and leaned forward so the jets hit the back of her head. 
She cried until she was empty, until she was no longer shaking. 
Stumbling from the shower, she pulled on her clothes and sat on the side of the bed. 
What was she going to do?
Last night was the best sex of her life and that was the problem. 
She’d lost herself. She wasn’t the kind of woman who let men—or anyone, for that matter—make decisions for her. They’d manipulated her, using her desire, her needs, against her. They’d treated her like she was a sex toy they were fighting over and then decided to share, and she’d let them do it.
She didn’t mind the sex. It was amazing and she’d willingly do all of it again. No, the problem wasn’t that. It was the way they’d acted. They hadn’t treated her like a partner. They’d treated her like a glorified blow-up doll.
She told them she didn’t want to be put in between the two of them, and yet that’s exactly what had happened.
And she’d done nothing to stop them.
Carly wasn’t sure she if she was more angry with them or with herself, but she was furious. And terrified she’d let them do it all again.
She had to leave.
She didn’t care what power the Trinity Masters had, she wouldn’t be a part of this. The sex was good and Lance and Preston were hot, but she wouldn’t be some mindless fuck toy they used to manipulate each other…and her.
Pushing to her feet, she grimaced as her abused muscles protested. Carly placed her suitcase on the bed and threw in her clothes. She tucked her cell phone in her pocket and put her hands-free set on her ear. Using voice command, she dialed the airline, changing her plane reservations as she finished packing. 
Ready to go, she paused. As angry as she was, it felt wrong to walk away without saying anything, so she dashed off a note on the hotel stationery, apologizing for her necessary departure. Then she opened the door as quietly as she could, placed the note on the bar and left.
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Lance folded his arms, his jaw clenched. He’d woken up next to Preston, which had been more than a little disconcerting, and discovered Carly missing. They’d gone looking for her, only to find a note saying she had returned to California and that she couldn’t be a part of their trinity.
“You scared her,” Lance said, eyes on Preston as the other man read the letter once more.
“I think we both did.”
Lance snorted.
Preston put the letter down and pinned him with a calm, dark gaze. “You’ve made it abundantly clear you don’t want to be a part of this relationship.”
Lance opened his mouth, but shook his head. That wasn’t really true, but he didn’t know how to explain the anger that had come when he’d felt like he was losing control.
“Perhaps you need to be reminded what you took on when you joined the Trinity Masters.”
“I know the rules and I know I’d be dead without them.”
That seemed to take Preston by surprise. “Dead?”
“I joined while I was in college. A girl in the Marines got me involved. I—” Lance shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I have trouble following orders if I don’t understand them.”
Preston tipped his head to the side and considered Lance. “I assume that’s not a valued trait in a Marine.”
“No. It’s not. But the Trinity Masters stepped in. I was an officer going in, but if not for their influence; I would have been out with a team, stomping through the desert. They made sure my skills were put to better use.”
“And what are your skills?”
“Math.”
Preston blinked, a slow grin spreading across his face. “You’re a mathematician?”
“Yes. For DARPA.”
His brows rose. “Damn if I’m not impressed.”
Lance looked away, not entirely comfortable with the praise.
“If you’re good with numbers, I have a financial report back in California that could use some translating.”
“Unless you need a massive mathematical simulation run on it, that’s a bit below my pay grade.”
“Of course. I was only joking.”
There was a moment of silence, but this one was less tense than previous ones.
“Is that why you were so resistant?” Preston asked. “It was an order you weren’t sure if you should follow?”
That was close to the truth, and Lance nodded, relieved he wouldn’t have to try to explain himself.
“What do you do?” Lance was suddenly curious as to who and what Preston was. Of the three of them, only Preston seemed totally comfortable with the fact he’d just been bound to two people he’d never met. 
“Well, most relevant to our current state of affairs, I’m a Trinity Masters legacy.”
“A what?”
Lance sat on the couch, listening as Preston explained that his parents, all three of them, were members of the Trinity Masters. He found himself admiring Preston’s poise. His first impression of the other man had convinced him Preston was calculating, controlling, cold. Now, Lance could see he’d been mistaken. Preston was smart—seriously smart—and confident. He knew how to handle things in an efficient way Lance couldn’t.
“Do you want to go get a drink?” Preston asked.
“Yeah.” Lance went to his room and grabbed a coat. When he came back, he asked, “What are we going to do about Carly?”
Lance realized he was deferring to Preston the way he would to a superior officer. As soon as the thought shot through his brain, Lance relaxed. He shouldn’t have been surprised. In the heat of the moment last night, they’d worked well together. Preston had a better understanding of what was expected of them, what the potential traps were and how to negotiate a successful outcome. As far as Lance was concerned, that meant Preston needed to take the lead.
“Let’s talk about that over a drink.”
Nodding, Lance followed him out of the suite.
*****
Carly lay back in the tub. She had aromatherapy bath salts in the water, calming candles burning all around and cello music playing.
Despite that, her mind was whirling, shifting between angry, sad, confused and aroused. 
In short, she had no idea how she felt. By the time she landed in San Francisco, she’d been ashamed of herself for running, yet certain she had made the right choice. She needed to get away from Lance and Preston to ground herself. When she had run from Boston, she’d seriously been ready to back out of the deal, to disobey the laws of the Trinity Masters and refuse the partners the Grand Master had picked for her, but she couldn’t do it.
She would lose everything.
That price was too high. As tumultuous as their encounter had been, it wasn’t worth giving up everything. Her best hope was to ask the Grand Master for a new match, to make it clear she wasn’t disobeying, but that she was trying to keep herself sane. She couldn’t go through the rest of her life being treated like a sex toy they’d decided to share. She had a company to run, an entire industry to pioneer. Her value as a computer programmer and an innovator must be high enough that he would find her other partners rather than risk her falling apart.
The thought was bittersweet. She refused to participate in a relationship where Lance and Preston were at each other’s throats all the time. Well, except, of course, when they were fucking her. Once they’d agreed to share, they seemed to get along just fine. It had been she who’d had a problem with what was happening, a problem she’d done nothing about, said nothing about, because she’d been too turned on to think straight.
It was amazing the stupid things people would do for the sake of pleasure. All Carly had to do was read the news—or the gossip blogs—to know terrible decisions were made every day for the sake of lust. Labeling it love didn’t make it any more legitimate. While she might have thought she was above that, yesterday made it clear she wasn’t.
She sighed in regret. If things were different, if they would agree to treat her like an equal in the bedroom as well as outside it, Carly would be the luckiest woman on earth. She certainly couldn’t have asked for two hotter, sexier men. 
The image of Lance between her legs, his cock sliding in and out as Preston touched her made her dip her hand under the water. Pressing her knees against the sides of the tub, she opened her thighs and pushed her fingers into her sex. She was roused by the memory of it, and with a few quick strokes, she came, whispering their names in the silence of her mind.
When her heartbeat slowed, she rose from the tub. The orgasm had done more to calm her than the candles or music. Toweling off, she vowed to put the men out of her mind. She was going back to work tomorrow. Somehow she would get in touch with the Grand Master to make her request.
Until then, she had the memory of their hands and mouths—and a vibrator—to get her through. 
*****
Carly slipped her headphones off, letting them dangle around her neck like a stethoscope. Like a doctor, she’d been diagnosing, but in this case, it was the most technologically advanced RPG on the market, not a person. 
Nexus Six had taken the world by storm, as players bored with games that could be beaten with walkthroughs, and whose interactive features mostly centered on character customizations, flocked to her game. No two players, and no two games, were ever the same. 
Nexus Six was in the middle of beta-testing the next version of their signature game, End Times, which would elevate it to a new level. They were taking the ever-changing world they’d created and adding multi-player features. Solo players loved the complexity of End Times, but those who loved MMORPG—massive multiplayer online role play games like World of Warcraft—wanted the multi-player features. It was no small feat to create a game in which multiple people could have input, while simultaneously having it react in unique ways. The story department constantly had to come up with new starting points—quests, missions and events—that launched the game. They created the stories and dialogue that were fed into the program, creating the base layers, and once the game was live, it learned from other players, taking their decisions, actions, and even their dialogue—whether spoken or keyed in—and added it to the program’s memory banks.
It meant Nexus Six had server rooms that rivaled those of Google, a massive programming team, and an even bigger troubleshooting department, who responded to reported issues and jumped in and out of games to see how the program was working.
At the center of, and in charge of all that was Carly.
“We’re going to need to split the input,” Charles, one of her team, said.
“I don’t want to split it.” Carly pushed herself out of the beanbag she’d been sitting in. The testing room looked like a kid’s dream room with a massive HD projector, couches and beanbags, and small tables loaded with gaming equipment and computers. “What if we have it aggregate the player input, then treat that as a single input for the next trigger?”
Charles nodded. “We might need to randomize it, otherwise groups might find a way to manipulate the game, if they know it’s an aggregate.”
“And you know they would.” Carly picked up her laptop. “That sounds good.”
“I’ll do a first pass.”
“Send it to me when you’re done.”
Charles saluted her. “Aye, aye, Capitan.”
Carly smiled and left the testing room. As she walked to her office, she nodded to everyone. She knew most of their names, but Nexus Six had grown. She was always both horrified and delighted it had reached the point where it was big enough that she didn’t know everyone. 
Shelly, Carly’s executive secretary, sat at a glass and steel round desk in the center of a bright atrium. Carly, the CFO and the COO all had offices off the atrium. Framed copies of their ads and box covers lined the curved walls. 
“Carly, we might have a problem,” Shelly said.
“What?”
“Security has two men downstairs. They said they’re here to meet with you, but they’re not on your schedule. I checked and you’ve never met with either of them before. Security let them up because they’ve got solid credentials. Dave said he didn’t want to turn them away in case they were here for something not on the schedule.”
Two men. 
“What are their names?”
“Preston Kim and Lance Glassco.”
“Let me see.”
Shelly turned her computer monitor around. The feed from the lobby security camera showed Preston lounging on a couch, staring at his phone, while Lance stood, one hand clasping the opposite wrist behind his back as he examined some of the framed articles and photos on the wall.
“Send them up.”
Shelly’s brows rose. “Really?”
“Yes. I…met them in Boston. I might bring them on as consultants.”
Shelly nodded, and Carly breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t owe Shelly an explanation, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself.
“Let me know when security gets them up here.”
What she had to say to them was going to be said in private.
*****
Lance glanced around, taking in everything, as a security guard led them to Carly.
This was her company?
He needed to re-evaluate his understanding of her. Preston had explained what he knew about her over drinks. Lance wasn’t a fan of story-based games, as he preferred things with patterns and clear ways to win, but he’d heard of Nexus Six.
He hadn’t fully understood exactly how important the games she made were, or how important she was, until Preston pulled up articles about her and her company on his phone. According to Preston, she’d revolutionized modern gaming and developed an entirely new kind of technology.
The company had offices with security to rival a military base. It had taken them an hour just to get onto the grounds, and they’d only managed that because they’d both handed over their business cards. The guard had been willing to let someone from DARPA and a fancy scientist onto the property. They’d been passed through two different vehicle checkpoints, then a buzz-in front door, before making it to the lobby, where they heard the guard calling to check on them. 
He’d been sure they’d be turned away there, that Carly would have security escort them out, but instead a guard was now leading them deeper into the building. The space was bright and colorful, and unlike any offices he’d ever seen, with toys and comfy furniture everywhere.
“Here you are,” the security guard said, opening the door into a round room.
A large skylight illuminated the space, and a pretty woman sitting inside a round glass desk looked up when they stepped in.
“Preston Kim, Lance Glassco?”
“Yes,” Preston answered.
“Just a moment and Ms. Kenan will be with you. Can I get you anything? Coffee, tea, juice, or water?”
“Water,” Lance said, more curious about how she got out of the desk than he was thirsty.
The woman rose and pressed both hands down on one section of the desk. It popped down, then slid sideways. She walked over to a shiny black cabinet, then brought him a cold bottle of water before returning to her desk. 
Lance shook his head. People liked to say that DARPA had some of the best toys and most advanced technology on the planet, but clearly the private sector had better—and cooler—resources. 
They waited almost twenty minutes before the secretary lifted her head. “She’ll see you now.”
The woman led them to one of the many doors in the wall of the round room. She opened it and motioned them in.
Carly was there, though for a moment Lance didn’t recognize her. The woman who leaned against the desk was gorgeous, but in a completely different way from the ultra-feminine, polished woman he’d met in Boston.
She wore dark jeans, riding low on her hips, and a tank top printed with the image of a pixilated video game character. Expensive headphones hung around her neck, the high-gloss white finish mirroring the gloss on her lips. Her hair was up in a simple ponytail that fell in soft waves down her back. She wore bracelets on both wrists, and they clacked as she unfolded her arms, bracing her palms on the edge of her glass desk. 
Lance positioned himself so he could see both her and the door. Now that he was here, he had no idea what to do or say. The woman standing before him radiated power and control. Either he hadn’t noticed that when they were in Boston, or he’d been too aroused to see much beyond the end of his dick.
“Gentlemen.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She wasn’t happy to see them. Her eyes were wary and her posture was tight, on guard. Had they done this to her? Given her a reason to fear them? “What can I help you with?”
“You left us.” Lance wasn’t sure where the words came from or why it hurt so much to think about. His gut had been tied in knots ever since he and Preston woke to find her gone two days ago.
“Yes. I left.” Her gaze focused on him. Lance wanted to grab her and kiss her, but he didn’t think that was wise. He couldn’t be sure, but he suspected the look on her face—eyes narrowed, lips curled—meant she’d as soon bite him as kiss him back.
“Carly, you need to talk to us, not just walk away.” Preston slid one hand into the pocket of his suit pants. 
“I’m sorry, but I can’t be a part of this.” Carly’s words were cool. “I plan to ask the Grand Master for different partners. You two shouldn’t suffer any repercussions.”
“So that’s it? You’re backing out?” Lance felt as if she’d punched him in the stomach. What the hell had they done to make her so angry?
Her cool blue gaze settled on him. “You’re damn right I am. I won’t be some plaything the two of you use to mediate your interactions. I told you I didn’t want that and you ignored me.”
“We didn’t,” Preston insisted, “or at least we didn’t mean to.”
“That woman…the woman I was in Boston is not who I really am, not who I want to be.” She licked her lips and looked away. She took a deep breath. “I’m not weak.”
“That’s not what I, we, thought you were.” Jesus. Weak? Is that how they’d made her feel? Lance ran a frustrated hand through his hair. One of the biggest perks of the Trinity Masters was that he didn’t have to think about this relationship shit. Math was black or white, right or wrong. Anything like this—that fell into the gray area—left Lance at a loss for answers.
“I’m sorry if we went too fast. I think we were caught up in the moment,” Preston said.
Luckily for Lance, he had Preston. Right now, he needed to fall back and trust that Preston could get them on solid ground with her.
“Exactly. And in that moment, I became some mindless sex toy who couldn’t think or speak for herself.” She shook her head. “All I cared about was the sex, the pleasure.”
“I don’t understand why that’s a bad thing.” Lance looked at Preston, hoping for a clue as to what the problem was, but the other man was watching Carly carefully.
“You don’t?” She turned slightly and crossed her arms. It was a protective act, laced with irritation. “You don’t understand why I’m upset that only hours after saying I didn’t want to be put between the two of you that’s exactly what happened, and it was so fucking sexy and hot that I didn’t even care?”
Silence fell. Lance knew he shouldn’t be, but he was thinking about how she’d looked as she knelt over him, her pink lips wrapped around his cock. 
Mercifully, Preston was there to respond correctly. In a straightforward, one-man, one-woman relationship, Lance was doomed to failure. With Preston as a buffer, there to run interference when Lance fucked up, he might just stand a fighting chance in this threesome.
“So you enjoyed yourself?” Preston asked.
“Of course I did. I’d have to be dead not to.”
“Then don’t walk away. Because we,” Preston motioned between them, “are about more than sex. Do you know what Lance does for a living?” 
Carly raised a brow, and then shook her head.
Lance took a chance, stepping closer to her. He was relieved when she didn’t move away. “I work for DARPA.”
“The military R&D? What do you do?”
“I’m a mathematician.”
Carly’s lips pursed as she looked at them. “A mathematician for the military, a private sector chemist working on nanotech and a game developer.”
Preston shook his head. “And a woman who created a program that thinks and reacts.”
Lance didn’t understand the point Preston was trying to make. The facts weren’t adding up. “There’s no obvious connection between those things.”
“Yet,” Preston said. “But just imagine what we might discover, might do, if we follow through and accept the Grand Master’s bidding.”
For the first time, Lance understood the magnitude of who they were and what they could be together. The air grew thick with the weight of it.
“What are you suggesting?” Carly asked.
Preston smiled slightly. “Dinner tonight, at my house.”
Carly looked at Lance. “All three of us?”
“Yes,” Lance said. “I’m cooking.”
Carly looked between them, eyes narrowed. “You’re cooking at his house?”
“Yes.” Preston smiled at both of them.
“Something’s different about the two of you.”
“Lance and I had a chance to get to know and understand each other. We’d like to learn more about you. If you’ll let us.”
She fell silent for a moment, glancing out the window. 
Lance looked at Preston. He wasn’t sure, but Lance didn’t think this was going well. 
Preston took a step closer to her. “Give us a chance, Carly. You have every right to be angry with us. We behaved badly, but that doesn’t mean you should leave us.”
“Us?” She looked from Lance to Preston. 
Lance nodded. “Us.”
An odd little smile crossed Carly’s face. For the first time since they’d entered the room, Lance felt a spark of hope. Maybe all was not ruined. Perhaps they could salvage this yet.
“Dinner?” Preston motioned at himself and Lance. “With us?”
Finally, Carly nodded. “A woman can hardly turn down that offer.”
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Carly laughed, holding out her wineglass so Preston could refill it. He lived in San Francisco’s Pacific Heights district in a two-story condo. It was tastefully decorated with bold colors and dark wood. She’d expected steak and potatoes from Lance, but he’d surprised both her and Preston with salmon en croûte, grilled bok choy and a strawberry and goat cheese salad. 
Carly had eaten more than she should have and drunk far too much of Preston’s excellent wine. 
After dinner, they retired to the L-shaped lipstick red couch. 
She felt comfortable, happy. These men were at ease with each other, the competitive streak that had led them to treat her so rudely apparently gone. It was hard to believe that only two days ago their interactions had pushed her into fleeing, but tonight there was no tension, only good company, stimulating conversation…and the electric thrill of sexual attraction.
Carly sat in the middle, and when Preston claimed the corner, she lay back against him as if she’d done it a million times before, as if he really was her lover or boyfriend. 
After two days of turmoil and panic over leaving Preston and Lance, and what would happen if she asked the Grand Master for new partners, it felt as if a cable had snapped. The tension in her neck was gone, her shoulders suddenly loose, and the tightness in her chest had abated, allowing her to breathe again. 
She still wasn’t sure this would work, wasn’t sure she could really trust them to care for her, but if this wonderful evening had happened the first night in Boston, she suspected she never would have left. Lance and Preston were delightful company, each charming in his own way. Though they were very different, Carly imagined that in the real world she would have accepted an invitation for a date from either of them.
Lance, a tea towel tucked in the waistband of his jeans, brought over a beautiful meringue pie. 
“My god,” Carly breathed. “That’s beautiful.”
“I would do soufflé, but Preston doesn’t have a pan.”
“I don’t cook.” Preston raised his glass and winked. “But I can pick nice wine.”
Lance snorted. “I can tell you don’t cook. Who doesn’t own a garlic press or a cheese grater?”
“Lance, no offense,” Carly said as she sat forward, accepting a slice of the pie, “but I would never have guessed you were a gourmet at heart.”
“Recipes are math.”
“I suppose they are.” Carly took a bite and the sweet, light meringue melted on her tongue. “No, this is more than math. This is a gift.”
Preston took his first bite. “I have to agree.”
Lance smiled, then took a seat on the other side of Carly, plate in hand. Leaning against Preston once more, she threw one leg over Lance’s knees. He slid his fingers under the cuff of her jeans, kneading her calf with strong fingers. It felt good. It felt…right that they were both able to touch her. They enjoyed dessert in companionable silence before Preston put down his plate. The click of china against wood was loud in the suddenly quiet room.
“Is everyone ready to talk?” Preston asked.
“Yes,” Carly said, setting her plate down. By tacit agreement, they’d avoided discussing their relationship over dinner. Instead they’d talked about their work, their families, places they’d traveled—anything but the dilemma facing them.
Carly rose, stepping over Preston’s legs, and took a seat in a chair on the other side of the coffee table. She wanted to be able to see them…and it was probably safer to be out of touching distance. The wine wasn’t simply relaxing her, it was loosening her grip on her libido as well. One night with Preston and Lance—despite her fear of losing control—left her desperate for another touch. Hopefully the physical distance would allow her to rein in those desires before tonight dissolved into a repeat of their first night together.
“So…what do we do?” she asked.
Carly and Lance both looked to Preston. 
“How we do this is entirely up to us. I don’t want to dictate things just because I have some experience with threesomes.”
“I’d rather start out with a model we know works,” Lance said. “We can recalculate in the future.”
“Leaving aside the sex,” Carly waved her hand in the air, “the logistics of this are pretty complicated. How and where would we live? What would we tell people? How do we live in a committed ménage while maintaining the secrecy of the Trinity Masters?”
Preston looked between them. “Let’s take it one step at a time. Carly and I both live in the Bay Area, and Lance, you’re on the east coast, right?”
“Yes.”
“Can you move?” Carly asked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. My whole company is here.”
Lance shook his head. “Not right now. I need the processing power at DARPA for my current project. Maybe in the future I’d be able to work remotely.”
“Then for now Carly and I will live together here in the Bay Area and Lance, you’ll make regular visits. Just to be fair, we’ll come to stay with you sometimes too.”
“Is that really fair? I mean if you and I are living together, doesn’t that exclude Lance?” Carly’s question didn’t fit her thoughts, but she tried to remain poised. Lance and Preston had gone to a lot of trouble for her tonight. She didn’t want to ruin it with her fears and anxieties. The gaming troubleshooter in her leapt to the forefront, taking over. She could deal with problems such as logistics. It was the emotions that were kicking her in the ass. Carly took a deep breath and shut that part down.
“Lance will only be excluded if we let that happen, and we won’t.” Preston’s voice was calm. He genuinely believed they could make this work. For some reason, that thought began to burrow its way inside her. Foolish as it seemed, Preston’s belief in their success was giving her hope as well.
“Are you okay with this?” She tried to imagine the shoe on the other foot. What if the Grand Master had paired her with Lance and another woman? Would she be okay if they lived together while she lived somewhere else?
Lance nodded. “It’s logical, given where we are in our lives. Obviously the Grand Master doesn’t take geography into account when forming his little triads.”
Carly fell silent for a moment, but his response left her uneasy. She recalled the power struggle between Lance and Preston at the hotel in Boston. They’d acted like dogs fighting over a bone. His sudden capitulation didn’t ring true. “That doesn’t exactly answer the question.”
Lance shrugged. “I’m fine with it.”
Carly shook her head. How could he be?
“So we’re moving in together?” she asked Preston, the words coming slowly. She’d begun this conversation in a hypothetical sense. Now…it was starting to feel too real.
“Yes.” Preston’s answer was short, simple, concise. And laced with that damned self-assurance.
Lance wasn’t helping either. He was so different tonight from the man she’d met in Boston. Suddenly, he seemed to be all-in. What had changed? “Why don’t we buy a place? Something that’s new to all of us with enough space for three.”
Preston sat back. “That could work. I’d need to sell this condo.”
“Wait. I need a minute.” Carly stared across the room. No one had ever called her stupid, but she would swear her brain was trying to process all these changes and possibilities at the same rate and capacity as the Nexus Six servers. “You have to understand…I thought we were over. I was ready to go to the Grand Master.”
“Carly.” Preston sat forward, his dark gaze focused on her. “The Grand Master doesn’t make reassignments.”
“So it’s you or I risk losing everything by disobeying the Trinity Masters?”
There was a moment of silence in which Lance’s easy expression turned angry, and Preston looked away, trying—and failing—to hide how much her words hurt him. That was the last thing she wanted.
“You know, we’re not that bad.” Lance’s words were a low grumble.
Preston’s lips twitched. “I must agree. I think we’re a rather good catch.”
Carly considered banging her head on the table. She was a grade-one bitch for making these two gorgeous men—who’d gone to a lot of trouble for her—feel bad.
“I’m very sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.” She looked between them, making sure she had their attention for her next words. “You are both amazing—smart, fun, nice and gorgeous. The problem is that together you’re too much.”
“We worked that out.” Lance said firmly, then he looked to Preston, who also nodded.
It seemed the boys were on board and playing together nicely. The only one holding out was her. 
Carly took a deep breath, then released it. It was time to commit to her partners, her husbands, her trinity.
“I just rent, so I’d be able to buy pretty easily.” There was a flutter of panic in her belly as she spoke, but it felt good.
They grinned at her.
“You rent? You own a company.” Preston’s brow furrowed.
“Exactly. Most of my capital is tied up there. I have some paychecks I wrote myself, but I didn’t cash them. If I do, I’ll have plenty for a down payment.”
“If we can get the right kind of space, I might be able to move sooner rather than later,” Lance added.
“Good,” Preston said. “I’ll call my realtor.”
Buying a home and deciding who would live where was the simplest problem to solve. Carly needed some harder questions answered. “What do we tell people? About us?”
Lance snorted. “It’s none of their business.”
“That sounds great, but it’s not realistic. Right now Nexus Six is still a private company. When it goes public, my personal life will be examined. Extensively.” 
“And we don’t want anyone to guess what’s really going on,” Preston said. “If they did, it might risk the Trinity Masters.”
There was a beat of silence before Lance said, “You two should be the couple.”
So much for Lance being all-in. Suddenly Carly began to understand. He would play the part. But only so far. “Lance…no.” Carly’s heart clenched, though she wasn’t sure why. Preston was charming and poised, while Lance was rougher, untamed, as if he wasn’t fully civilized. It made her want to shelter him, which was ridiculous, since the big man clearly didn’t need protection.
“I’m serious. When I was in the service, I attended too many friends’ funerals. I watched the widows grieve, the kids cry, and I promised myself I would never do that to anyone, that I would never make someone cry for me.”
Preston and Carly exchanged a look. Oh god. He’d missed the point entirely. If they went through with this, there was no way she would be able to hold on to her heart. Much as it pained her to admit, both men had begun staking tiny claims on it their first night together. Now…Lance had just stolen another piece.
Carly got to her feet. She put her hand on Lance’s shoulder and knelt next to him. “Lance, we’re supposed to be equal in all of this. It shouldn’t be…I don’t want it to be Preston and me, with you here only sometimes.”
Lance cupped her chin. “What I’m trying to say is, even if I hadn’t known that someday the Grand Master would call me, I never imagined myself having a wife and kids. Everyone in my life knows that. No one will think it’s odd that I don’t marry.”
“To outsiders we’ll say that you and I are research partners. That’s plausible enough to work,” Preston said.
Tears filled Carly’s eyes. Building a family based on credible lies felt like a shitty way to start a lifetime together. That thought caused more tears to flow. 
Oh my God. I’m going to do this. I’m going to stay with these men.
Lance released her. “Why are you crying?”
“I don’t know.” There were too many reasons and she wasn’t sure she could put most of them into words. Instead, she latched on to the most obvious one. “I guess it makes me sad thinking of you always on the outside.”
“He won’t be.” Preston reached over, rested his hand on Lance’s shoulder.
Lance’s brow was knit and his next words came slowly, as if he wasn’t sure where they’d come from. “I may not always understand people or how they feel, but I do understand grief. I never wanted anyone to grieve for me.” His eyes traced Carly’s face, then Preston’s. “That’s why I was so angry I’d been called by the Grand Master. Now I don’t have any choice but to let people into my life, people who might come to care about me. I didn’t know it would be like this.”
Carly didn’t know what to say, so she slid into the space between them on the couch. She cupped Lance’s face and kissed him. It was soft and gentle, and as she did it, Preston’s hands came to rest on her back, supporting her. She’d arrived here tonight, so certain she could resist this. Them. She’d been a fool. 
She pulled away and Lance touched her lower lip with his thumb. “You won’t be alone, Carly. Either of you. If I died…you’d have each other.”
“Lance. Nothing’s going to happen to you.” Carly’s heart was beating hard. She’d met him only days ago, and yet she cared for him and hated hearing him sound so sad, so certain of his own death. Whether he realized it or not, he was holding himself back from this relationship. 
Carly’s mother had always said she lacked common sense when it came to a challenge. Tell her she couldn’t do something and Carly would move heaven and earth to do it.
This morning, she was bailing, pulling herself out of the threesome. Now, tonight, faced with Lance’s attempts to leave, she was digging in her heels. If she was staying, by God, he was going to be here too.
Preston ran his hand through her hair, drawing her attention. “Given Lance’s continued involvement in the reserves, maybe—”
Carly’s temper flared. “Preston, don’t say it. Don’t even think it.”
“But,” Preston said, holding his hand up, “Lance is right. For now, we have each other. We’re stronger as three.”
Lance pressed himself against Carly’s back, his arms circling her waist. Preston cupped her arms, resting his head on hers. They stayed that way, taking a moment to be with each other. 
These two men were hers to care for, to think and learn and create with. Hers to love. 
Reaching up, she placed a hand on each of their cheeks—Lance’s skin rough with stubble, Preston’s smooth and warm.
“There’s still something we need to talk about.” Preston sounded reluctant to break the spell.
Carly knew what he was talking about. She was anxious to have this conversation. Disengaging from both men, she returned to her seat across from the couch.
She looked at each man in turn. “We need to talk about the sex.” 
Preston leaned forward on the couch, bracing his elbows on his knees. “You said you didn’t want us to use you against each other.”
“That’s right.”
“We won’t.” Lance looked at Preston, and Carly was taken by the way her hot Marine deferred to the other man. 
“But,” Preston said, “sexually, you are the center.” 
Carly stiffened. “Are you sure?” Maybe she could draw some fire away from herself, put them on the hot seat.
“Lance has said he’s not interested in me sexually.”
Carly recognized Preston’s careful wording. “And you?”
He grinned, not the least bit uncomfortable with their conversation. “While I don’t discount it completely, I must confess I prefer the company of women.”
She shook her head. “I’m not going to do what you’re asking.”
Preston wasn’t deterred. “Carly, we need you to.”
“It’s too much. You’re both amazing lovers, but when we’re all together…” She shook her head. “I couldn’t think. I lost myself. Do you know how frightening that was?”
“There’s nothing wrong with giving in to the pleasure.”
Pleasure wasn’t the issue. “What you’re asking me to do is give up control. Completely.”
“You’re right. I am.” Preston met her gaze. She looked away, worrying her lower lip with her teeth, lest he see too much. Preston was astute. Sometimes she felt like he saw too much in her face. Truths she wanted to keep hidden.
She was the owner of a company, a technological pioneer. She couldn’t afford to doubt herself or feel unsure of her own power. Surely Preston could understand that he was asking for too much. “I’m not comfortable with that.”
“You’re not comfortable giving up control in general, but this would be limited to sex. Outside the bedroom, we’re all equal partners.”
“And, let’s face it, Carly, you’d have all the control,” Lance said. “Unless you’re happy and willing, none of us get sexual release.”
“Carly, we need you to accept us. This way.”
Carly blew out a breath. Some women, maybe most women, would think she was crazy for objecting. Two gorgeous men wanted to have sex with her, wanted to pleasure her to the point that she couldn’t even think straight. 
But that was the problem.
“I want to try something.” She rose and they did too. She moved to an open area of floor.
Preston and Lance faced her. Preston had a little half smile on his face, and Lance was looking at her in a way that was almost predatory and definitely possessive.
Carly faced them, struck again by the realization they were hers and she was theirs. She’d been overwhelmed before, both physically and emotionally. Now she was on steadier emotional ground.
She started with Preston. Stepping up to him, she rose onto her toes and feathered a light kiss over his cheek. Even that soft touch was enough to have her blood humming. His hands settled lightly on her hips, not really holding her, just resting there. He passed the test. She’d known he would.
Turning to Lance, she leaned to kiss him, but before she could, he grabbed her. Lance’s lips fused to hers. His passion was immediate; his hands pulled her hard against him and her body bowed to his. Planting her hands on his shoulders, Carly pushed away.
“Lance.” Preston sighed. “How is that not overwhelming her?”
Carly took two big steps back. The hope she’d felt a moment ago that this would all work out was withering. 
Lance looked at Preston, then back to her, his brow furrowed. “Did I hurt you?”
“No, you didn’t hurt me.” She didn’t know how to explain that the way they could make her lose herself frightened her, that she didn’t trust them—or herself—on an emotional level.
“Think about it from her point of view.” Preston held out his hand to Carly, and she put her fingers in his, letting him draw her forward. “We’re bigger than her, stronger than her, and we just told her we expect her to be the focus of both our sexual needs.”
Lance muttered a curse. “I hadn’t thought about it like that. Carly…”
She looked at him. His gaze searched her face and, after a moment, he shook his head. “I can’t promise I won’t be demanding. But I would never hurt you. I don’t want to scare you. I’ll protect you. Even if it’s from myself.”
“As will I.” Preston rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb.
Tears filled her eyes. Carly had to look away. She felt the shift, felt her fear melt away as her heart opened. They might overwhelm her physically, but she knew they wouldn’t hurt her or betray her trust or let her get so lost, she couldn’t find her way back.
“Thank you.” Carly looked between them, and then took Lance’s hand in hers. She drew him closer and kissed him. He was stiff, frozen. She didn’t want that. Carly opened her lips, nipped his. Lance growled and his arms started to come around her. Preston got there first, cradling her as she kissed Lance, his lips on her neck, making her shiver in pleasure.
When they broke apart, Carly was panting. She took a step away from them, wanting to look at them. They both looked good enough to eat. 
“Carly.” Preston’s gaze was piercing. “Do you trust Lance?”
“I…think so.” Lance was strong, determined. In her mind, he was still the enigma, the lover she’d yet to pinpoint. He’d been a raging bull at the hotel, charging, dominating, and yet he’d just shown he could hold himself back.
“Do you trust me?” Preston asked.
Carly’s gaze roamed over his face. “I…yes. I do.”
“Good.” He picked up one of her hands and kissed it. “Then come with me.” He looked at Lance. “Both of you.”
*****
Preston led them to his bedroom. The room was probably small by the standards of other places in the country, but in San Francisco, it was downright spacious.
“Lance, can you grab the straight back chair from the office?”
Lance nodded and disappeared. Carly eased herself onto the side of the bed. She could try to tell herself she hadn’t planned for this, hadn’t wanted it, but the fact that she’d gone home and changed into a matching bra and panty set to wear under her simple wrap dress proved it was a lie. She’d known all along if she came here tonight, she’d commit to them, and if she committed to them, she’d end up in bed with them.
Lance brought in a Shaker-style chair, putting it near the foot of the bed.
“What’s that for?” Carly asked.
“We’re going to use it to make sure we don’t overwhelm you again.”
Preston was clearly leaving nothing to chance. “How?”
“I’m going to tie Lance to the chair.”
“Fuck,” Lance groaned. “Why me?”
“Because you tried to fuck her on a piano.”
“You were fingering her on a desk.”
“Gentlemen, seriously?” Carly raised her hand. “We’re back to this?”
Preston knelt and pulled a box from under the bed. In it was an array of sex toys, some of which Carly didn’t even recognize. 
“Damn,” Lance said, looking over her shoulder. “That’s quite a collection.”
Carly bumped into him when she took a step back. It wasn’t what she saw that scared her. What alarmed her more was how aroused she suddenly was. 
Lance nuzzled her neck and she moaned.
“Starting without me?” Preston pulled some rope and straps from the box. He set them on the bed, and grabbed Carly’s hips to tug her away and turn her. As she faced Lance, Preston pushed her back into his open arms.
She went willingly, eagerly. As she leaned into Lance’s embrace, she felt the hard length of his cock. He tipped her chin up and kissed her. His tongue touched the seam of her lips, then ventured into her mouth. Her hands were on his chest, but the fabric of his shirt was in the way, keeping her from what she wanted most. Bare skin. True contact.
Unbuttoning his shirt, she pushed it off his shoulders, her fingers working their way along his arms, tracing and kneading his thick muscles. 
Hands touched her hips, her back. Preston brushed her hair aside and kissed the hollow of her neck as he untied her dress. She moved away from Lance, stepping back as Preston pulled her dress off. It fell to the floor around her feet. 
Preston’s hips pressed against her ass, pushing her against Lance once more. His hands roamed over her sides while Lance cupped her face and kissed her. 
Wanting to test them, Carly took Preston’s hand and, lacing his fingers with hers, she ran their connected hands over Lance’s bare back. She expected either one or both of the men to protest, but neither did. She relaxed a little. She didn’t think this would work if they used her as a shield between them, but maybe this way—this true joining of three—would work.
“Let’s get into position,” Preston whispered against her neck.
Lance stepped away, shucking his shoes, socks, pants and boxers. The lights in Preston’s bedroom were brighter than those in the hotel, and she was struck again by the girth of Lance’s cock. She licked her lips, remembering how it felt to have him in her mouth as Preston fucked her. She’d always been a sexual person, but she’d never felt so wanton before.
“Lance, will you sit?”
Casting a suspicious glance at Preston, Lance sighed and took a seat in the straight-backed chair. He folded his arms.
“Carly?” Preston handed her some leather straps.
“Me?”
Preston smiled. “This is for you. Put them around his ankles.”
Kneeling at Lance’s feet, she strapped his ankles to the chair legs. Propping her chin on his knee, she watched as Preston wrapped the smooth nylon rope three times around Lance’s waist and chest, binding him to the chair. When Preston was finished, he stood.
“That’s it?” Carly asked.
“You want more?” Preston countered.
“His hands are free.”
“I’m fine with that.” Lance traced her cheek with his knuckle.
“We’ll need his hands,” Preston said.
Keeping her chin on Lance’s knee, she looked up at the other man. “How is it that we’re both naked and you’re still dressed?”
“You’re hardly naked,” Preston said, drawing her up. “But we can remedy that.”
Preston positioned them so their sides faced Lance, giving him an excellent view as she helped him undress. When his dress shirt and vest were heaped on the floor, she dropped to her knees and unbuckled his belt before sliding his pants down his hips. His boxer briefs were tight, the ridge of his cock visible. She reached for the waistband, but he pushed her hands away.
“No, I’ll keep these on. Maybe it will help my self control.”
“What exactly are we doing?” Lance asked.

Instead of replying, Preston drew Carly to her feet and in quick, confident movements unfastened her bra and pushed her panties down her hips. She stepped out of them, suddenly a little shy. Now that she’d accepted these men would be with her for the rest of her life, it was nerve-wracking to stand before them naked. What if they didn’t like what they saw? What if she wasn’t the type of woman they were normally attracted to?
Those thoughts fled as Preston urged her onto Lance’s lap. Her legs were spread on either side of him, her already wet pussy open and close enough to his cock that her lower body clenched. She smiled tentatively at Lance, resting her hands on the smooth skin of his muscled shoulders.
Lance wasted no time taking advantage of his unbound hands. He pinched one nipple, while his other hand ventured into the wet folds of her sex. Carly grasped his arms tighter, shivering at the first jolts of pleasure produced by his finger brushing her clit. 
“Hold Carly still, Lance.”
Lance’s hand slid from her pussy and she whimpered at the loss. He drew her forward so their chests were together, her head resting on his shoulder, face turned to the side.
She watched as Preston returned to the box. When he stood, he held a tube and something that caught the light in his hands.
Slamming her palms against Lance’s shoulders, she tried to push away. His arms came around her hips and back like steel bands.
“What are you doing?” Lance asked Preston as Carly wiggled against him.
The other man returned to stand in front of the chair. Twisting her head, Carly looked at what he held—a long, slim glass plug.
“Good idea,” Lance said.
“Are you…what are you…” Carly pushed against Lance, not really trying to get away, but needing to do something. Her stomach lurched, her belly fluttered, and she was so aroused, she could feel her heart beat in her breasts, her pussy.
Preston’s hands smoothed over her back down to her ass. “You said you’ve had anal sex before.”
“Yes, but…”
“We’re going to fuck you that way, so all of us can be together.” Lance’s voice was as strong as the muscles in his arms.
With a shiver, Carly relented. She knew that. Understood their desires. She shared them, wanted what they were offering. She stopped pushing against Lance, and instead clung to him. Preston scooted her hips back, so she sat on the edge of Lance’s knees. Lance cupped her ass, his fingers tugging the globes apart.
“Wait,” she whispered. “I—”
The cap of the lube clicked and Preston’s slippery fingers brushed the crevice of her ass. 
Lance whispered soothing words, his breath hot against her ear. “Shhh, gorgeous, relax.” He took one hand from her ass to support her head where it rested against his shoulder. Preston grabbed her ass cheek, pulling it to the side.
One slippery finger circled her anus, then pressed against the center. Carly tensed. She’d had anal sex before, but it had been years ago, and she’d been drunk and horny. Despite the wine they’d had with dinner, she suddenly felt very sober, and her emotions were swinging from excited they would use her this way to scared it would be too painful. She knew all too clearly what it would mean if they did this. They would both be inside her. At the same time.
“Relax, Carly, this won’t hurt,” Preston murmured.
Lips kissed their way along her spine, and Preston’s hand slid under her, reaching to stroke her pussy. Two fingers rubbed her clit in tight circles as Lance fisted his hand in her hair and tipped her head back to kiss her. She relaxed, and Preston’s finger entered her ass. Gasping, she broke the kiss with Lance, burying her face against his neck. 
Preston’s finger pumped in and out of her tight hole, working its way deeper with each thrust. It was uncomfortable for a moment, then pure pleasure flooded her.
“I’m going to add a second finger,” Preston whispered against her back. “This may hurt.”
There was pressure against her anus, but before she could tense up, he pushed the tips of two fingers inside. A wave of intense pleasure consumed her. She bit Lance’s shoulder.
“Damn,” Lance said. “Preston, stop, you’re hurting her.”
“No.” She lifted her head. “He’s not. I swear.”
Lance’s gaze met hers. He nodded as one of his hands slipped between them. He touched the lips of her sex, rubbed her clit. 
Preston pulled his fingers out of her ass. “Are you ready for more?”
“Yes,” she said, riding a wild wave of arousal.
Carly felt the cold touch of glass at the entrance to her ass. It slid in smoothly, each inch pressed further by Preston’s steady hands. She gasped as her ass was stretched wider.
“Almost in.”
“It’s big,” she whispered.
“We need to stretch you,” Preston said, his words dark and dangerous, “so we don’t hurt you.”
He withdrew the plug partway, then pushed it in again. This time, he didn’t stop. Carly gasped as the thickest part entered her, then her body closed around the narrow neck, holding it in. It was by no means slim enough she could ignore the way it stretched her ass and shifted as she moved.
Preston ran his hand through her hair. “How do you feel?”
Her courage deserted her. She didn’t respond, but instead buried her face in Lance’s neck. How could she answer that question? She felt too much right now. Pain, confusion, arousal, heat, need. Everything. They made her feel everything.
They wouldn’t let her hide from them, from her body’s responses. Lance eased her up, and Preston took her arms, forcing her to stand.
He pulled her back against his chest, his hands roaming over her breasts and belly. One thigh pressed against the seam of her ass, and as he pinched her nipple, he pushed his leg against the base of the plug, shifting it inside her. Carly moaned, lifting her arms, reaching back to bury her fingers in his hair. He kissed her neck and shoulder, both hands on her breasts, stroking the undersides, cupping the full weight to thumb her nipples.
Her pussy ached, wanting, needing, to be filled, but Preston’s hands stayed away from her aching core.
“Please,” she moaned.
“Please what?” Preston asked.
“Touch me.”
“Where?”
Infuriating man. “Here.” Carly took her hand from Preston’s head, slid it down her belly to her sex. She was wet, slippery. A little gasp escaped as she touched herself, circling her clit with her middle finger.
“No, Carly.” Preston grabbed her hand and pulled it away. “You have to wait.” He grabbed the base of the plug and tugged it, stretching and stimulating her.
“Damn it. Let me up,” Lance growled. “Or bring her over here.”
“Let’s leave that decision to Carly,” Preston whispered. “We don’t want to overwhelm you.” He squeezed her breasts.
“I’m ready.” She was so aroused she didn’t care about anything but satisfying the need burning inside her. Unlike last time, she wasn’t worried about it. These were her men, her partners. They were going to build a future together. That idea wasn’t as overwhelming as it had once been. In fact, Carly was looking forward to it.
Pulling away from Preston, she straddled Lance’s chair. As soon as she was close enough, he grabbed her, pulling her against him and taking a nipple in his mouth. Only when he’d roughly sucked both nipples, drawing them out until they were large, hard and aching, did he release them with a pop. 
His cock brushed her belly, and she felt him shudder.
“Stand up a bit.”
Lance angled his cock when she lifted her hips again. The broad, wet tip stroked her clit before sliding down the cleft of her pussy to the entrance of her body.
“Wait,” she said, suddenly nervous. “I don’t think it’s going to work.”
“What’s not going to work?” Preston asked.
“Yes, it is,” Lance said, pressing harder. The raging bull had returned. Only this time, she recognized the need driving him. She felt the same. He guided her hips down, the tip of his cock entering her, stretching her, filling her. The plug in her ass shifted, the pressure sending a shiver through her.
“You’re too big.” Despite her protests, Carly’s body screamed at her to sink down, to let Lance’s thick cock fill her.
“It’ll fit,” Preston said. She looked over her shoulder to see him kneeling behind her. He took the base of the plug and twisted it.
“Damn, I can feel that,” Lance said.
Preston pressed the plug deeper. “Do you like it, Carly?”
“Yes,” she gasped.
“I can’t wait anymore.” Lance pulled her hips farther down and, little by little, they came together. The plug in her ass made it almost unbearably tight, and she could feel each inch of his hard length pushing into her.
“Oh God,” Carly whispered, burying her face in Lance’s hair. Little shivers wracked her, and her nipples felt so hard and tight that the slightest brush of his chest against them sent electric sparks zinging through her.
“I need to move,” Lance said. “My balls are going to explode if I don’t come soon.”
Carly tried to help, to brace her feet so she raise and lower herself. She was riding Lance, but she couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t think. Instead, she gave herself over, letting him guide her hips.
“So fucking sexy,” Preston said.
“Carly, lean back.” Lance braced one hand on the small of her back and pressed her toward their other lover. “We shouldn’t leave Preston out.”
Carly tipped her head, staring at Preston. His eyes were so dark they appeared black. There were spots of color on his cheeks. As she watched, he pushed his briefs down, freeing his cock. He cupped her neck with one hand as his cock brushed her cheek, her lips.
Carly turned her face to Preston, opened her mouth and took him in. The tip pressed against her cheek until she turned her head more, allowing him to thrust deeper into her mouth.
“Damn, that’s sexy.” Lance held her still for a moment, then he started moving again. 
Carly felt like she was falling, like she’d end up sprawled on the floor. She reached out and grabbed hold of Preston, snaking one arm between his legs to hug his thigh, the other clinging to the same arm that held her head.
She was suspended between them, dependent entirely upon them to hold her. Twisted and bent, she couldn’t move on her own. It was up to them to thrust into her, to move her in ways that pleasured all of them. The plug shifted with each rocking motion of her hips, making her terribly aware of her ass even as Lance’s cock filled her pussy. Preston’s dick slid between her lips, pressing until she focused enough to slide her tongue down, stroking his hard, hot length as he pumped in and out of her mouth. 
“I’m going to come.” Lance’s hand squeezed her breast as he slammed her onto his cock. Preston cupped her neck and shoulders with both hands, thrusting deep.
Lance came, groaning in pleasure.
“My turn.” Preston’s voice was husky. “Carly, I need your pussy.”
She barely registered his words before Preston drew her up. Lance’s eyes were heavy-lidded, and he sat limply in the chair. Preston pushed her to the dresser, her arms and shoulders resting on the cool surface.
“It was so hot watching him fuck you while you sucked my cock.” Preston’s words were rough, crude, but in her present, over-stimulated state, they were the sexiest thing she’d ever heard.
“I want your cock in me,” she whispered. “Please.”
His hand went to her ass. He tugged on the plug, drawing it out, only to push it back in oh-so-slowly.
“Oh, oh God.”
“You’re so sexy like this,” Preston said.
“Move. I can’t see.” Lance’s words were sharp. 
Carly blushed while Preston stepped to the side, suddenly remembering there was an audience, someone watching as Preston fucked her anally with the plug.
“Put your hands against the wall. I’m going to fuck you. I’m sorry, Carly, but I can’t be gentle.”
She’d barely flattened her hands on the wall before Preston’s cock was sliding into her. When his hips brushed her ass, his body pushed against the plug, forcing it deeper. He pulled out slowly, then slid in with a kind of deliberate precision that drove her wild.
“Faster, please,” she begged.
As if her words had broken something inside him, Preston slammed into her, fucking her so hard and fast her breasts bounced, her whole body shaking from the force.
“Damn it, let me up,” Lance demanded, but Carly and Preston were lost in their own world, one made purely of sensation and overwhelming need. 
“I’m close,” Carly whispered. “My clit, touch my clit.”
“Bring her here,” Lance demanded.
Preston spun them around, and Lance grabbed her arms, drawing her to him. Carly’s head dipped down, taking Lance’s semi-erect cock in her mouth. Preston repositioned himself and slid into her again. Hands were on her nipples, pulling and twisting. On her clit, circling and rubbing. There was a cock in her pussy and her mouth and a plug buried deep in her ass.
She came, overwhelmed by the physical pleasure and the psychological reality of what she was doing. The orgasm swept through her, making the muscles in her belly and legs shake. Her fingernails dug into Lance’s legs as her pussy squeezed hard around Preston’s dick.
When it was over, she lifted her mouth from Lance, gasping for air, Preston still buried in her.
“Holy shit,” Carly whispered, looking first at Lance, then over her shoulder at Preston. The men looked as stunned by what they’d just experienced as she felt.
Maybe this was going to work out after all.
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Chapter Eight
 
Carly wasn’t sure if Preston had climaxed. “Did you come?”
He smiled, looking satisfied and a little sleepy. “No man could keep from coming with you wrapped around his cock.”
Carly blushed and looked away. She started to rise, but Preston put a hand on her back. “Hold on. I need to take the plug out.”
Lance held her steady as Preston tugged on the toy. The widest part came out, and then the rest slid easily from her. A wave of pleasure so strong it might have been another orgasm shook her. Lance gathered her onto his lap as Preston walked away.
“Are you okay?” Lance asked.
“Yes.” She laughed. “I’m a bit more than okay.”
“Good. And I’m sorry I was too rough before.”
She met his gaze. “I don’t mind rough, but you could at least buy a girl a drink first.”
Lance’s brow furrowed. “You want me to buy you a drink?”
Carly shook her head, still grinning. “It’s a joke.” A muscle in her back cramped and she stood, stretching. “That was a bit of a workout.”
“Untie me.”
Carly raised a brow.
“Carly,” Lance growled. 
“Maybe I should check and see what else is in that box.”
She went to the side of the bed as Lance grumbled and tried to slide the ropes down enough so he could bend and unfasten his ankles. From the sounds of running water, she assumed Preston was in the en suite bathroom. With Preston out of sight and Lance still bound to the chair, she peeked into the toy box. Feeling lighthearted and giddy, she grabbed something and spun to face Lance.
She held up the flogger, keeping her face as stern as she could. “Have you been good, Mr. Glassco?”
Lance’s eyes narrowed. “Preston has a flogger?”
“You should see some of the stuff in that box.”
The door opened and Carly turned, hiding the flogger behind her back.
“How are you doing, Carly?” Preston bent to put the plug away.
Before she could think twice, Carly smacked his very fine ass with the flogger. It made a dull meaty noise. Preston jerked forward, falling onto the bed, his eyes narrowed. With a squeak, Carly ran for Lance. Dropping onto his lap, she couldn’t help but giggle as Preston stood and rubbed his ass.
“Protect me,” she begged Lance jokingly.
“I might, if you’d untied me.”
Before she could scramble away, Lance turned her over his knee and landed a firm swat on her upturned ass. Carly gasped and tried to wriggle away, only to be rewarded with another spank.
“Naughty girl,” Preston said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw he now held the flogger she’d dropped.
“I was just playing,” she said, smacking Lance’s leg. “Let me up.”
“Did you like it when Lance spanked you?” Preston asked.
“N…no.”
“I think you’re lying. I think you like the idea of being spanked. I’ve thought that ever since the night we went out to dinner. You were far too interested in knowing what would happen if you didn’t obey.”
“No, I wasn’t.” The protest was weak. The idea of a spanking sounded hot, but when she was bent over Lance’s knee, her ass still tingling, it was an even sexier notion. 
However, it seemed like a very bad idea to admit to these two, who already did things to her, and made her feel things that were overwhelming.
“You like corporal punishment?” Lance pinched her ass, making her squeal. “This relationship is getting better and better.”
“Hold her down.” Preston twirled the flogger in his hand. 
“Preston,” Carly squeaked, a second before the leather thongs landed across her ass. It hurt, but it was a dull, warm pain that aroused her. “Oh God,” she whimpered.
Preston swung the flogger once more. Carly closed her eyes, amazed by the sensations pummeling her. Heat laced with a stinging ache combined, provoking a tingling arousal in her pussy that needed satiation.
“You enjoy that? The spanking, the flogging?”
“Yes, yes,” she moaned.
Lance’s fingers pressed between her thighs, and slid between the lips of her sex to stroke her clit. Carly wanted to cry with relief. She was so sensitive that with only a few brushes of his fingers, she came again, facedown over Lance’s lap with Preston standing over her, flogger in hand.
This time when the orgasm was over, she rolled off Lance’s lap onto her hands and knees, and crawled to the bed. Pulling herself up, she flopped down on the mattress on her back. 
“The next man who touches me gets kicked in the balls.” Her entire body was throbbing. “I need a break.”
“Fair enough,” Preston said, but he leaned over and kissed her, a soft, gentle brush of his lips against hers that had her heart flip-flopping in her chest.
*****
Lance stretched his legs as Preston undid the straps, then untied the rope. Their eyes met and Lance felt something he couldn’t explain. He’d have to spend time later thinking about why he found it so sexy watching Carly and Preston together. He took his turn in the bathroom. When he came out, Carly slipped in, her hand stroking his waist as she passed him. He pulled on his underwear and pants before grabbing the chair and carrying it back to Lance’s spare room. His office doubled as a guest room. Lance’s suitcase was in the corner since Preston had offered to let him stay here while he was on the West Coast.
Putting the chair in the corner, he set his suitcase on it and pulled out a fresh shirt. As he buttoned it, he looked over at the desk. A spreadsheet on the top of the stack caught his eye. Remembering the financial report Preston had jokingly asked him to look at, he picked it up and glanced over the figures. 
Numbers were where Lance was comfortable. People weren’t his forte, but give him a list of figures to play with and it was like he’d come home. 
The pages looked like a complete financial report, pretty standard, a bit boring. He flipped through, wondering why Preston thought it needed to be looked at. He was a chemist, wasn’t he? Surely there was a financial department at the company.
Though he hadn’t been doing more than flicking through pages, something struck him. He went through a second time. The numbers seemed off.
Backing up to the couch, he sat down and started rapidly flipping through the pages, checking the figures.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting there before a voice interrupted him.
“Lance?”
Carly was standing in the doorway. She was wearing her dress again, but he could see by the way it gaped she wasn’t wearing anything under it. As enticing as the view of her nipple was, he wasn’t distracted by it.
“We were going to watch a movie or play a game. You want to join us?”
Lance shook his head. “No. Where’s Preston?”
Carly must have noticed something in his expression. “He’s downstairs. Is everything okay?”
Lance held up the papers. “No, it’s not.”
Half an hour later, Preston was sitting at the dining room table, head held in both hands as he looked at the sheets. 
“Are you sure about this, Lance?” Carly set a cup of coffee in front of Preston. 
“Yes.”
“Fuck.” It was the first thing Preston had said in several minutes.
“Why did you have these?” Lance asked.
“I’m a partner in the company,” Preston said. “I don’t have anything to do with the admin part, mainly because I don’t want to have anything to do with it. I handle the research side, nothing else.”
“Well, someone is stealing from you.” The first few pages of the report listed overall totals for various departments. Subsequent pages itemized expenses for each of the main categories. The itemized page for research expenses listed three items with the exact same dollar amounts as three items on the admin supplied itemized report. The names of the items were different, but given that they were specific amounts: $35,812.60, $42,231.80 and $29,554.15, it was highly unlikely it was a coincidence; Bedford’s Law said so.
“Maybe it was a mistake, someone cut and pasted into the wrong category.”
“Then you have a very stupid bookkeeper.”
“And you’re sure it’s not a coincidence?”
“It’s possible, but the probability of that happening three times is highly unlikely. Also, they’re listed in the same order, which is just stupid.”
“Fuck. Fuck.” Preston took a sip of coffee, grimaced, then got up and poured himself a drink instead.
“So someone stole about a hundred thousand dollars, but put in fake expenses?” Carly asked. “Why wouldn’t they just make up random numbers?”
Lance pointed at the bottom line. “Actually it’s $107,598.55. They’re probably using the same receipts or invoices for both the real charges and the fake.”
“Someone would have noticed that,” Preston said. 
“Are these departments supervised by the same people?” Lance asked.
“No.” Preston tossed back a second drink, grimacing.
“Exactly. Whoever did this probably knows that.”
There was a moment of tense silence, then Preston returned to the table. “This is not the end to this day that I’d expected.”
“Sorry.” Lance touched Preston on the shoulder, not sure how to comfort his friend.
“No.” Preston held up a hand. “I’ve always considered those reports a formality, nothing more, so I might never have seen that.”
“Now I’m nervous.” Carly put her hand on Lance’s arm. “Maybe I should have you look at my books.”
“A forensic accountant would be better. I just noticed the repetition of the specific numbers.”
“I’ll talk to my company president tomorrow to see if we can hire one. I really want this to be a mistake, and not someone stealing from us.” Preston tapped his fingers on the table. “Damn it, I knew our profits should have been higher.”
Carly put her other hand on Preston’s arm, connecting all of them. For a few quiet minutes, they simply stood together, Lance and Carly offering Preston their silent support.
Then Lance yawned, ending the moment. “Sorry.”
“No, it’s late. I should go,” Carly pushed back from the table. 
Lance frowned. “Stay.”
“My place is only twenty minutes away.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Lance grabbed her hand. “Stay with us.”
She looked from one to the other. “The three of us won’t fit in one bed.”
“We should be together.”
She nodded slowly. “All right.”
Together they made their way upstairs to Preston’s room. They helped each other undress, clothes falling to the floor. Still satisfied from their earlier session, the touches were soft, meant to comfort, not arouse. 
They climbed into Preston’s bed, Carly in the middle. Lance’s hand brushed Preston’s as he laid it on her belly. Lance looked at the other man across her body.
Carly yawned and stretched, putting her head on Preston’s shoulder and throwing her legs over Lance’s as she lay on her back. 
Despite their rocky beginning, Lance realized they were beginning to fit. The tension he’d felt since entering this odd union began to melt away, leaving him warm, complacent. Happy.
“Good night,” Lance said.
“Good night,” the others whispered.
Smiling, Lance closed his eyes.
*****
Preston woke just before he fell out of the bed.
Stumbling away from the mattress, he grunted. Sleeping together seemed so romantic. His parents had a large mattress, and always slept together when they could, though Imo had her own house, and Mom and Dad each had their own rooms.
Preston looked at the bed. Lance was sprawled with his arms and legs at odd angles. He had one leg thrown over Carly, who had one knee bent, the same knee that had been pushing into his back and nearly sent him to the floor.
He needed a bigger bed. Maybe they could have one custom built for the new house.
While he was up, he went to the bathroom. Splashing some warm water onto his face, he studied his reflection in the mirror. He’d woken up enough to remember what Lance had discovered last night. His chest tightened and he knew he wasn’t going to be able to get back to sleep until he did something about it.
Preston went to his office and powered up his laptop. 
Zeesh,
A friend of mine noticed a discrepancy in the quarterly financial report. I’m back from my vacation and will come in tomorrow morning so we can talk.
See you in a few hours.
Preston
With the message sent, he yawned and headed back to bed. In the few minutes he’d been gone, Carly and Lance had managed to lay claim to the entire mattress. Sighing, he went back to the office, intending to make use of the pullout couch. 
Kicked out of his own bed. He grinned. What a night.
*****
Wearing Preston’s button-down shirt, Carly rested against the counter, a cup of coffee in hand. Lance, naked except for boxers, poured a cup for himself and leaned next to her, snaking a hand under her hair to knead her neck.
“Sorry about last night.” Carly watched as Preston finished his own coffee and then slipped on his suit jacket. 
“We’ll get a bigger bed for the new house. A much bigger bed.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I slept great.” Lance grinned.
Preston folded the spreadsheets and tucked them into his inner coat pocket. “I’m sorry about having to leave like this. I should be back in a few hours. I want to get some things in motion now that I know there’s a problem.”
“That’s fine. I’m going to check my email, but I won’t go into work today,” Carly added. “I’ve got my laptop with me. We can do a late lunch here when you get back. Maybe Lance can cook for us again.”
Lance walked to the refrigerator, examining the contents. “I’m up for that. I’m here until my flight back tomorrow. I might take a nap in that nice big bed of Preston’s.”
Preston raised a brow. “If I wasn’t feeling eternally grateful to you for uncovering the problem in my financial statement, I’d be compelled to strongly object to that.” 
Carly laughed, enjoying the easy banter between them. It was amazing the difference a few days made. Spending the next five or six decades with these men wouldn’t be so tough after all. 
“I’ll see you both later.” Preston looked from one to the other. 
Lance swatted Carly on the butt. “Be a good wife and give him a goodbye kiss.”
Carly glared at Lance over her shoulder, but went to Preston anyway. She wanted to kiss both of them, but in the cheerful light of morning, she felt a bit awkward again. 
The moment her lips touched Preston’s that uncomfortable feeling went away. It felt too good to be wrong. She reached a hand out for Lance, drawing him into the embrace. When he stood at her back, she took his hands, linking them with hers and resting them on Preston’s hips, so they were both embracing him.
Preston’s eyes were dark when he pulled away. “Maybe I don’t need to go. The company president didn’t email me back.”
“You need to go.” Carly eased from Preston to lean on Lance.
“I’m coming back.” Preston’s gaze raked both of them. “Soon.” He grinned. “And remember, no sex if I’m not here.”
“Damn.” Lance grumbled. “I forgot that rule.”
“You’re the one who insisted on it.”
Lance shrugged. “I really only meant it for you.”
Preston laughed. “Too bad.”
Preston left them in the kitchen. Carly watched from the window as he walked down the steps of the small condo to the tiny lot in front of the building. There were only a few spots—the condo was one of four in the building, which had been two different Victorians at one time. The buildings had been merged to form four spacious two-story apartments, with storage space on the ground level in what had once been tiny garages.
“Are you going to show me your computer game?” Lance poured himself a fresh cup of coffee.
“Sure, let me grab my computer.”
She went over to her laptop bag—an expensive black briefcase style she bought to replace the battered, patch-covered messenger bag she’d carried in school. It had been part of her attempt to reinvent herself from gamer and programmer to CEO and businesswoman.
She flipped open the bag and looked at the unfamiliar laptop.
“This isn’t my bag.” A little flutter of panic went through her.
“What?”
“This isn’t my bag. This isn’t my computer.” She looked up, panic clawing at her. She lived and died by that laptop. “Where’s my bag?”
Lance looked at what she held. “Don’t panic. I think Preston has a laptop case just like that.”
Carly raced to look out the window, feeling instant relief when she spotted her case in Preston’s hands. “He’s still here.” She tapped on the glass and waved, but he was too far away, so she dashed toward the door.
“Carly.” Lance set his mug down. “You’re not wearing pants.”
She laughed. “I don’t care.”
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Preston looked up as Carly came tearing down the stairs. Her legs were bare, her hair spilling over her shoulders and wearing nothing but one of his button-down shirts.
“Carly?”
“My bag.” Her feet were bare and she winced as she walked across the parking area. “You took my bag.”
Preston got out of his car and grinned. “Nice outfit.”
Another car pulled into the drive, stopping just behind Preston’s. Carly looked at the vehicle, then down at herself. “I think your neighbors are going to know you had a lady friend over.” 
Preston looked at the car that was blocking him and frowned. “They don’t live here. They’re probably just turning around. Besides…” Preston pulled her against him, rubbing her bare ass through the fabric. Carly was vaguely aware of the sound of a car door opening. “I don’t mind making my neighbors jealous.” 
“Hey, buddy.”
They both jerked and turned. Two men had emerged from the other car.
“Can I help you?” Preston asked as they advanced. When they positioned themselves to fill the gap between Preston’s car and the car next to him, warning bells started going off. His alarm grew when he realized the taller man was wearing a stocking over his face, obscuring his features.
“Give me your bag.” The taller of the two men took a knife from his pocket.
“You’re mugging me in my driveway at nine a.m. on a weekday?” Preston’s voice was more curious than concerned. He lived in one of the safest neighborhoods in the city.
“Fuck this,” the shorter man shouted. “Just do it.”
They lunged, reaching for Preston. Carly screamed. This was a nice residential street with Victorian homes all around them on a rare sunny morning. It made this scenario so ludicrous that Preston was slow to react. He pushed Carly behind him, desperate to protect her. 
One of them grabbed the bag from Preston’s shoulder. He released it, more focused on Carly’s safety. The taller man held the laptop bag. Opening it, he looked inside, then looked at Preston before passing the bag to the other man. “Hand over the coat too.”
“We don’t want any trouble, so I suggest you leave now. My neighbors will have already called 911. Leave now while you still can.” Preston didn’t know about the neighbors, but he hoped Lance was looking out a window and could see what was happening.
“Give back that bag.” Carly came out from behind his back, leaving the shelter of his protection. Her voice was panicked. “I’ll go get my purse and you can have money. Just give me back that bag.”
Preston looked at her. Panic and anger were written on her face. The bag they’d taken was hers, and from her expression, he could only assume there was something in there she couldn’t afford to lose.
The shorter of the two men glanced around. “We’ve got it. Let’s go!” 
The men scrambled for the car.
“No!” Carly ran after them.
“What are you doing? Carly, leave it!” Preston was a step behind her, but Carly moved fast. 
She grabbed the strap of the bag from the shorter man who was getting into the backseat of the car. She pulled hard, but the man held onto it. There was a moment where they were locked in a desperate tug-of-war.
Then, time stood still for Preston as he saw the man reach up and grab Carly, dragging her into the vehicle and slamming the door. 
One instant she was there. The next…she was gone.
*****
The man dragged her into the car with him. 
“Let her go!” The closed car door muffled Preston’s shout.
“What are you doing?” The man in the driver’s seat sounded as panicked as Carly felt.
“I’ve got her. Let’s go!”
Carly had fallen awkwardly onto the floor of the backseat. Struggling to sit, she swung at the man who had grabbed her, punching him in the nose. He cursed as blood poured down his face. She scrambled toward the door, reaching for the handle as the engine roared to life and the locks engaged. Before she could escape, the man grabbed her arm and folded it back, wrenching it up. Every move she made put terrible pressure on her shoulder. Tears streamed from her eyes. It felt like her arm was being pulled from its socket.
She glanced outside, praying for a way out.
“Carly!” Lance was running down the steps, shouting her name. Preston banged on the window as he yelled his address into his cell phone.
Lance was nearly to the vehicle. “No! Carly!”
Her gaze met Preston’s, and in his eyes, she could see the startled horror she felt. This couldn’t be happening.
Then the car was in motion, bouncing as they sped out onto the street. She looked out the window, catching a fleeting glance of Preston and Lance running after her, their faces set in grim, dangerous lines. The man grabbed her, forcing her down with a knee on her back as the car turned a corner, taking it so fast it was on two wheels. 
Preston and Lance were gone, out of sight. Carly was alone with her kidnappers.
*****
Preston stared at the street in shock. Carly was gone. It had taken only minutes for an already strange day to become a complete nightmare.
“Carly,” he said. “They took Carly.”
Lance was beside him, breathing heavily from running after the car.
“We’ll get her back. Come on.”
Together, they returned to the house at a run. Preston found his cell phone, which he’d dropped as the car pulled away. As he dialed 911 for the second time, he heard sirens in the distance. He told the operator they’d taken Carly.
“Did you see the make and model of the car?”
Preston blinked. He’d been so focused on Carly, on what was going on, he hadn’t noticed anything about the car. “I don’t know. It was a dark color, maybe black.”
“Was it a large car like an SUV or a smaller car?”
Lance took the phone from his hand. “It was a navy blue Ford Focus. It’s a hybrid, meaning it’s a later model. The license plate started with 6KFT. I didn’t catch the last few, but I think I saw a rental sticker on the window.”
Lance passed the phone back as a police car pulled into the lot, lights and sirens on.
Preston stayed on the phone with the 911 operator as Lance spoke to the cops. It took everything he had to remain calm. He was shaking with adrenaline. 
Lance, however, looked composed. He spoke to the cops in short, hard sentences, pointing toward the street. The next minute they peeled out of the parking lot, sirens blaring, taking off in the same direction the kidnappers had. 
“More officers will be with you shortly,” the operator said. “Stay on the phone.”
“Let’s go.” Lance headed for the stairs. “Hang up.”
Without questioning Lance’s directive, Preston said goodbye to the operator and followed the other man inside. While he could barely think, too shocked, angry and scared to focus on anything, Lance seemed to know exactly what to do.
When they were inside, Lance bounded up to the second floor.
“I can’t believe that just happened.” Preston followed him. “I can’t believe they took her. This must be a nightmare.”
“It’s not a dream. It’s too fucking real.” Lance’s voice was grim. “What did they say to you?”
“They wanted my laptop bag.”
“I saw you give them the case.” Lance started pulling on clothes while Preston stood in the doorway. “Carly tried to get it back?”
Preston nodded. “They’ll find her, right? I mean the cops were right behind her.”
Lance folded his arms. “Let’s work under the assumption that this was not a random act of violence. Whoever came here this morning was targeting you.”
“No.” Preston shook his head. “That’s crazy. No one would attack me. I’m a chemist, for God’s sake. They must have been druggies looking for something to steal and sell.”
“First, you’re a chemist who just uncovered an embezzlement scheme. Someone has a motive to shut you up. Druggies wouldn’t have been driving a rented hybrid, and they would have asked for your wallet and phone too.”
“No one knows about the embezzlement but us.” Preston cursed when Lance raised a brow. “I emailed the company president and told him I wanted to meet with him, but it wouldn’t be him. The majority of his money comes from the company profits, same as mine. He’d have no reason to embezzle money from us that might hurt our productivity.”
“You emailed him?”
“Yes.”
“That makes it a bit more complicated.”
“What are you talking about?” Preston shook his head. “This is nuts. I’m going outside to talk to the police. They’re going to find her, bring her back.”
Lance dug into his backpack and pulled out a Toughbook laptop. “And you’re willing to bet her life on that? You’re sure this was random, and not a targeted attack on one of us?”
The cold ball in Preston’s belly solidified into ice. “No. I’m not.”
Lance nodded. “I know some people who can help us.”
“I thought you were a mathematician.”
“I am, but I’m a United States Marine, too. Once a Marine, always a Marine.”
There was a knock on the front door. “That will be the police,” Preston said. 
“You deal with them.” Lance cleared a space on the desk and opened his laptop.
Preston turned to leave, then paused. Emotion made his throat tight. He didn’t turn to look at Lance. “We can’t lose her.”
There was a pause, then Lance’s hand dropped on his shoulder. “We won’t.”
*****
Carly landed hard against the door. Her face ached from where she’d been hit. After a wild, quick ride, they’d pulled into a parking garage. The shorter man used the stocking the other man had been wearing to bind her hands behind her after they dragged her out of the car. She heard police cars go by, and hoped—prayed—they would come rescue her. Screaming had resulted in the short man taking off his jacket, then t-shirt, and using the tee to gag her.
She sagged against the car door. Luckily, the wadded fabric tied around her face softened some of the blow. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” The taller man freaked out, waving his arms, agitated, furious. “You kidnapped her!”
Carly studied them, trying to memorize their faces. The taller man was blond with a high forehead that showed a receding hairline. He looked as if he was in his early forties. The shorter man, who seemed to be in charge, had medium brown hair, a lean face, and tattoos on his shoulders, arms and back. She’d seen them when he stripped off his shirt and used it to gag her. He stood with his arms loose, almost like a boxer or fighter.
“I’m doing the job. You said a friend found out what was going on. Well, this must be the friend.” The short man motioned to her and Carly flinched.
“So you kidnapped her? What were you thinking? This was supposed to be simple. Get the evidence and get the fuck out.”
“No, this was supposed to solve your problem.”
“You’ve made it a bigger problem. We could go to prison for this.”
“You were going to prison anyway if I hadn’t helped you.”
“No, I wasn’t going to jail. And if I had, it would have been a nice white-collar prison. Kidnapping is a one-way ticket to the state penitentiary.”
Carly’s mind raced. Based on what they were saying, they weren’t random muggers who’d decided to kidnap her. They had gone to the condo for something…or someone…specifically. 
Preston.
The taller man mentioned white-collar prison. White-collar crimes were things like art theft, bribery…and embezzlement.
Could this be about what Lance had discovered last night? If so, they either worked for Preston’s company or had been hired by someone who did. But how could they know that Preston was on to them?
Either way, it sounded like all they’d really wanted was his laptop. What would they do when they realized they had the wrong computer? And why was she so stupid to have tried to get it back? Critical pieces of Nexus Six projects were on that laptop, but it wasn’t worth risking her life for.
“What are we going to do with her?” The tall man ran his hand through his hair.
“I have a friend. He’ll hold her until we decide. You need to get back so you can do that computer thing.”
“Okay. We’ll do that.”
The short man grabbed Carly’s arm. She tried to pull away, not wanting to go anywhere with him, but he jerked her arm. She fell, but the man didn’t let go. Instead he dragged her, her bare knees and ankles scraping over the concrete until she managed to get her feet under her again.
He pushed her toward a gold compact parked nearby. He popped the trunk and Carly panicked. She did not want to go in there. Carly kicked the man hard enough that he released her. 
Turning, she ran for her life, sprinting toward the ramp that led to the next level of the parking lot. Midway down, she was hit hard from behind, the shorter man’s weight landing on her. Her cheek hit the ground and, for a moment, everything went dark. Pain radiated through her, stealing her breath, causing her teeth to clench. She waited endless moments for the pain to abate. When she opened her eyes, the world was spinning. She felt nauseous, dizzy, disoriented. Her head fell back, and she stared at the parked cars as she was carried—black, silver, gold, red. 
There was a click and then she was lying some place cool. She closed her eyes as the light disappeared, giving in, at last, to the glorious respite from pain that came with the dark.
*****
“The police just left and I called Nexus Six.” Preston walked into the office where Lance had set up his computer. The normally put together man looked rumpled and worried. “There’s a tracking system on her laptop, but it has to be on for it to function. They’re going to work directly with the police. I talked to the COO and she said that Carly had the working prototype for some new coding. That’s probably why she wouldn’t let the computer go.”
Lance didn’t look up from the screen of his own laptop.
“I should have grabbed her. I should have been able to stop this.” Lance didn’t dignify Preston’s worried rant with a response.
That same worry clawed at Lance. It was a familiar feeling—fear churned in his gut—but unlike when he was in a warzone, Lance had at least some control, some resources. He’d find her, no matter what it took.
“What did the police say?” he asked.
“They said it might have been random, that the guys might have been high on something and when they spotted me and my fancy car, they saw an opportunity.” Preston ran his hands through his hair. “I could tell they didn’t believe it, like you don’t. The COO at Nexus Six wonders if they kidnapped her for ransom. The detective is headed over to their offices now, waiting to see if they call.”
“Unlikely. They didn’t target her. She just got in their way.”
“I said that.”
“Did you tell them about your thing, the embezzling?”
“No. Because if you’re right, Zeesh, the company president, is involved, and having detectives go there would only make it worse.”
“Were there any sightings of the vehicle?”
“They saw it on Market, but lost it there. You were right, it’s a rental, and they’re still trying to determine who rented it.”
Lance nodded. His computer dinged.
“What are you doing?” Preston took a seat on the couch.
“Calling in a few favors.” He opened and decrypted the message that was running through several protected servers on three continents for security. “Do you know a man named David Momens?”
“Yes. He’s the head of IT. Why?”
“Because he’s been monitoring your email.” Lance turned the screen toward Preston so he could point to the lines of code as he explained. “I ran a trace program on your email. That’s why I asked you to log in. Every message you send is going to the server, then to this account, then finally to the designated recipient. That account belongs to David Momens. The account itself is anonymous, but the IP address that’s using it is at an account registered to David.”
“Wait.” Preston ran his hands through his hair. “David has been screening all my emails?”
“Yes.”
“Why?” Preston held up a hand. Lance didn’t answer. He could see Preston had put two and two together. “Because he’d need to know when, and if, we figured it out. I can’t believe this. David has been with the company since the beginning. He’s about to retire. I think his son even works for us.”
“Brian Momens.” Lance pulled up a picture of the younger man from a social networking site. 
“Yeah. I don’t really know him very well.”
“We’ll check him. Maybe his father is hiding the money in the son’s accounts.”
“You can do that?”
Lance paused. “Legally?”
“Forget I asked.”
There was a moment of silence, then Lance frowned. “Brian Momens has a brokerage account with over nine hundred thousand dollars in it and two Swiss bank accounts.”
“Holy shit. I don’t pay him that much. He’s the embezzler?”
“Him or his father.”
“Someday, after we have Carly back, you’re going to explain how you tracked all this faster than the police and without warrants. But right now I want to know how we find her.”
“There were two men this morning, so we need to look at David and Brian Momens’ friends. Right now my money is on the son. Based on this picture, he could be the man who was driving the car.”
“His face was covered.”
“But the build is right. If they discovered you were onto something, they would have needed to move fast, meaning the second man is someone they know.”
“How do we find out who their acquaintances are? Neither man has a police record. We wouldn’t let them work for us if they did.”
Lance grunted. “Facebook.”
Five minutes later they discovered Brian’s cousin had recently been released from prison where he’d served time for an attempted bank robbery. After a few minutes spent breaking too many security protocols to count, they got their first good look at cousin Felix.
“That’s him.” Preston said.
Lance felt a wave of relief that they’d identified the kidnappers, followed by a wave of anger. “Those fuckers are going to pay.”
“Yes, they are.” Preston’s simple agreement was almost frightening. The man had been overwrought all morning, but the old Preston was emerging, calmer, and with a deadly look in his eyes that made Lance glad they were on the same side. 
An email to his contact at Homeland Security gave them Felix’s address from the parole record.
“Now what do we do?” Preston asked.
Lance’s muscles bunched with the need to go get her himself, but the Marine Corps Officer in him knew better. You didn’t run off with Intel, you reported it. “We call the cops.”
Preston tensed. “But if they’ve got her…”
“We lay it out for the police. And you need to tell someone else at the company what’s going on.”
“I’ll call Zeesh.” Preston rose. “Do you think she’s okay?”
Lance’s jaw clenched. He was fine as long as he didn’t think about her, about what she might be going through. “I don’t know.”
Preston left the room. Lance swiveled back to his computer. Maybe it was time to stop being methodical. At best, Carly was just scared. At worst, she was injured and being hurt more with each moment the assholes had her.
Felix looked like the second man. Though Preston seemed sure, Lance himself couldn’t say. He’d gotten only a brief glimpse of the men, and then he’d focused on the car. Even so, it was close enough to be plausible. Problem was there were a million other possibilities. He’d made leaps, based on instinct, while ignoring other paths of investigation. What if he was wrong?
Thinking about that would paralyze him. He needed to act. He needed to find Carly.
A quick email to a friend told him Felix didn’t have a cell phone contract. That didn’t mean he didn’t have a phone, just that he didn’t have a contract. Without a phone number, there was no way to trace him, so Lance turned to what he knew best.
With quick strokes, he adapted a Markov Chain Monte Carlo algorithm. After adding links to major databases, he compiled the program and let it run. A few minutes later, the program started generating results. He pulled those and ran a principal component’s analysis on the data, focusing on San Francisco. A minute later, he had a name and an address with ninety percent probability of being the correct one. Jotting it down, he raced out of the spare room. Preston was in the kitchen. As Lance entered the room, Preston hung up the phone. 
“I have to go. I’m meeting the detective at the Nexus Six offices. Carly’s laptop is off so they couldn’t trace it, but I told the COO what we thought. She said—”
“I think I know where she is.”
Preston looked up, his gaze sharp. “I’ll call the cops on the way.”
Lance smiled grimly. “I’ll drive.”
*****
“She’s pretty.”
“I know.”
“Why do you have her again?”
“My stupid cousin was embezzling from his job. She figured it out. Her boyfriend is one of the owners or something.”
“That doesn’t tell me why you’ve got her in my basement.”
“Brian thought if he could get the papers back, and the guy’s computer, he could do a better job covering his tracks. When he realized the dude had a hard copy, he hoped he could just steal it, make it look like a mugging. Then the rich guy would be so freaked out, he wouldn’t think about the theft until Brian had a chance to cover everything up, make it look like an accounting error or something.”
“And you grabbed the girl because she figured it out?”
“The dumb bitch attacked me, tried to get the computer back.”
“Felix, you dumbass. You made it worse.”
“Fuck you.”
There was the sound of footsteps. Carly lay silent, listening to the men’s conversation. She opened her eyes just enough to see a pair of legs in jeans standing beside her. She had a vague memory of being taken from the trunk and carried inside. Now she was lying on a very hard, cold floor. The musty, stale air reminded her of the basement in the house where she grew up.
The voices continued.
“You took her, making this a kidnapping, not just a mugging.”
“Fuck, man, I saw an opportunity and I took it.”
“What are you going to do with her?”
There was silence, punctuated by thumps. She glanced around the room until she saw the short man—Felix—rocking on his heels. “Well, I can’t let her go.”
“No. No way. You’re my friend, but I’m not helping you kill some chick.”
Carly whimpered in fear.
“Hey, she’s awake.”
Carly opened her eyes; aware it was pointless to pretend she was still unconscious.
The other man backed away from her. “I’m not kidding, Felix, you need to take her and leave.”
“Let’s have a bit of fun with her. I’ll wait for the search to die down before I move her again.”
“I don’t want my DNA all over her when they find her body.” The other man sounded regretful. Her breathing accelerated as true fear took over.
She tested her arms and legs. Her legs were free, but they both hurt. Her arms were still tied behind her and her hands and wrists were numb, her shoulders aching from being bound so long. She tried to curl her fingers to bring life back into her hands. At the same time, she flexed the muscles in her legs without moving. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Maybe she could be ready to move, to fight, when they came for her.
She wasn’t.
Before she could react, Felix grabbed her arm, pulling her up.
She screamed through the gag as she was dragged to a ratty couch and thrown onto it. The cushions were worn and ragged, but it was still a relief after lying on the hard ground. Her head ached, but she tossed her hair back, getting her first good look around the room. 
She was in a tiny, cramped basement. There were boxes and crates all around her. A small area had been carved out of the clutter. A couch sat against the wall with a battered TV and VCR across from it, set on an overturned plastic crate. 
Felix was standing beside the couch, hands in his pockets. Though it was cold in the basement, he’d taken off his jacket, leaving his tattooed chest bare. The other man was standing at the foot of the stairs, his face in shadow.
“Blindfold her,” he said. “I don’t want her to see me.”
“Do you have something I can use?”
“Yeah. Wait a minute. I’ll get something.”
Carly watched as he walked slowly up the stairs. She caught a glimpse of him as he opened the door. He was heavy with a smooth face and limp, pale brown hair.
Felix squatted beside her. His lecherous gaze roamed over her body. Carly pressed her knees together, painfully aware of how little she was wearing. Tears filled her eyes. Tears of anger, of fear, of helplessness.
She was totally powerless. Though her legs were free, her whole body throbbed. Her legs were scratched, blood caked and smeared around her knees, feet and ankles. Any movement caused pain to shoot through her, and though her left eye was open, it was hard to see out of it.
“Even beat to hell, you’re pretty,” he said. 
She turned her head away, tears streaming down her face as he unbuttoned her shirt and pushed it open. She was completely naked underneath. 
“Nice tits.” He pinched her nipples. She cried out into the gag and he slapped her breasts. “Shut up, bitch.”
Footsteps pounded down the stairs. “Felix, you’re all over the news, man. All over it. Do you know who she is?”
Felix’s lips pressed together. His gaze raked her again. Grabbing her knees, he forced her legs apart. Carly screamed into the gag and kicked out. Her struggles were ineffective. Felix planted an elbow on her thigh, pinning it down to the couch cushions while forcing the other leg against the back. She felt cold air against her sex and knew a vulnerability she’d never felt before.
“Felix, are you listening to me? It’s on the news—every fucking channel—that she’s been kidnapped. She invented Nexus Six. She owns the whole damn company.”
Felix frowned and turned toward the other man. “What?”
“Nexus Six. It’s the biggest thing since World of Warcraft. She invented it, owns the company. She’s worth, like, tens of millions.”
Felix’s gaze snapped back to her. Carly knew she should leverage their knowledge of who she was to her advantage, but she was so scared she couldn’t think.
“We could ransom her, get enough money to leave the country, so it wouldn’t matter if she knew who I was.”
“What about your cousin?”
“Fuck him. He only got like nine hundred G’s. I’m going to get a lot more for her.”
“I want in. I want a cut.”
At that, Felix rose, spinning to face his friend. “I thought you wanted me gone.”
“I did. When you were going to fucking kill her. There wasn’t anything in that for me, but prison. Now…”
Felix walked away from her and started up the steps. “If you want in, you have to help.”
“I will, I will.”
Together, they headed out of the basement. Carly drew in a ragged breath, sobbing with relief. They weren’t going to kill her. 
And they wouldn’t rape her. Yet.
Her shoulder hurt, so she sat up. Now that the immediate threat of death was gone, she could think. The biggest problem was her arms. The pain from having them bound for so long, and then lying on them, was unbearable. Slowly, she stood up, trying to ignore the burning in her knees from the cuts. Bending, she pushed her hands down over her hips and ass. Gingerly, she lowered her butt onto the couch, then pulled her legs through the loop of her arms. The pain as her blood started flowing again was sharp and immediate. Her fingers were a terrifying purple color and cold where they rested against her knee.
She had just enough control to hook one shaking finger into the gag and pull it down. The knot in the nylons was tight, but after a few minutes of pulling with her teeth, she loosened it enough that the blood returned to her hands. She sobbed quietly as the pain overtook her. She pressed her hands against her belly, fighting against the urge to throw up. Her fingers were stiff, making it hard to work the buttons of the shirt. It took several moments before she managed to cover herself up.
She stared at the concrete floor, focusing on it to distract herself from the tingling pain as she worked the center button, finally getting it though the hole. A shadow passed over the floor.
Whirling, she looked up. There were two small windows in the wall, near the ceiling. They were so dirty she barely noticed them. She’d assumed all the dim light came from the bare bulb above the TV. As she watched, the shadow passed again.
It could be Felix or the other man outside or it could be a car going by on the street. Her heart raced as she tried to decide what to do. If it was Felix and he thought she was trying to escape, he might kill her. Then again, now that she could speak, she might be able to talk him out of it by promising him money.
If it wasn’t Felix, this might be her only chance to get help.
She climbed onto the couch, then onto the sturdiest stack of boxes, bracing herself with her still bound hands. She was high enough she could look out the window, but it was too dirty to allow her to see anything. She rubbed it with her elbow, cleaning away some of the inside grime, but the window was filthy outside too. Because it was at street level, there was garbage gathered in the recess. She rubbed until she’d cleared a small patch.
A man walked by wearing wing tips and gray slacks. For a moment, her heart clenched, thinking it was Preston. Of course it wasn’t, but now she knew it wasn’t Felix or the other man out there.
Raising her hands, she tapped on the glass. She did it quietly, not wanting the men upstairs to hear. The feet passed again and she tapped a bit louder. Inspiration struck and she started drumming out SOS. 
Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.
The feet stopped. Her heart leapt. A second pair of feet joined the first. This man wore sneakers and jeans. Carly shrank back, suddenly unsure. Had Felix been wearing tennis shoes? She couldn’t remember.
A hand pressed against the glass and Carly let out yelp. Her heart leapt as the hand cleared away some of the grime. If it was one of her kidnappers and they saw her up here…
Holding onto the wall, she stretched out a leg, lowering herself back to the couch. The hand was still on the window and a shadow blocked the light as someone looked in. She flattened herself against the wall, fist pressed to her mouth to stifle the sound of her shaky breath.
Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap.
Carly looked up. The hand was on the window, the palm pressed flat against the glass as one finger tapped out SOS. Stretching, she peered at the hand. The man wore a large silver ring, which was turned around so the face of it was against the window.
The image in the center was a trinity knot.
Carly let out a sob of relief, her fingers finding the Trinity Masters pendant around her own neck. Scrambling back onto the box, she slammed her hands against the glass. “I’m here! I’m here!” she cried, no longer caring who heard her. She didn’t know how, but they’d found her. 
“What the hell are you doing? Fucking bitch!”
Felix was down the stairs in a few leaps. Carly screamed and kicked out as he reached for her. He grabbed her leg, yanking her off the boxes. She fell to the floor with a thud that knocked all the air out of her body. He jerked her up by the hair, slamming his fist into her stomach when she tried to knee him in the balls.
Gasping, she bent over, helpless to stop him as he threw her back on the couch. He reached for her legs, jerking them open once more. She parted her lips to scream, but didn’t have the breath. 
Something moved on the stairs.
She looked over, expecting it to be the other man.
A tall, muscled form came silently down the steps, moving quickly. One minute he’d landed on the bottom step, the next he was across the room.
Lance’s face was set in grim lines. His eyes were as dark as Preston’s and his jaw muscle clenched. He grabbed Felix by the neck, squeezing. The other man’s eyes bulged as he thrashed, raking Lance’s hand with his nails. Lance lifted him from the floor and Felix’s feet kicked out as he hung suspended in Lance’s grip.
Carly let out a cry of relief. She rolled to her feet and stumbled over to Lance, hiding against his back. She was shaking, dragging in great gulps of air that now smelled of warm man and fresh laundry, not a dirty basement. Clenching her fists into the back of his shirt, Carly pressed her face against him. Another man came downstairs. When she saw Preston, she lost what little composure she had left. Preston took her in his arms as Lance dropped the now unconscious Felix. Then Lance turned, sandwiching her between them, caging her in their protective embrace.
Carly sobbed against Preston’s chest as Lance stroked her hair.
“You came, you came,” she whispered between sobs.
“Of course.” Lance’s words were a warm vibration against her back. “You’re ours. We’ll always come for you.”
“I’m sorry, Carly. I’m so sorry for everything.” Preston kissed the top of her head.
Nothing mattered now that they were here. Carly gave in to exhaustion, closing her eyes, trusting they’d take care of her.
“Please, just take me home,” she begged.
Together, they carried her upstairs and out into the sunlight.
 
 
~~~~
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
They didn’t take her home. They couldn’t.
As soon as they heard her yelling, they’d moved. Lance had broken down the front door and raced into the house. Preston had followed, hot on his heels, but had the presence of mind to call 911. He told them who he was and that he’d found Carly, giving the operator the address. By the time they made it back upstairs, the police were already there.
While Lance held Carly, Preston opened the broken door and went outside to explain what had happened. Police streamed by him, searching the house as Lance carried Carly out. They found the man who owned the small house hiding in a bathroom and the kidnapper unconscious on the basement floor.
Carly was taken to an ambulance. The medic took one look at Carly and declared she needed to go to the hospital. Preston wasn’t surprised. His heart had nearly shattered when he’d first seen her clinging to Lance’s shirt. The kidnappers had beaten the hell out of her. His fists clenched at the thought. 
“Sir?” The medic stood at the back of the ambulance. “Are you riding with us?”
Preston nodded and climbed in with her. When the medic tried to stop Lance from doing the same, Lance stared the man down until he relented.
They stayed out of the way as the medic covered her with blankets and gave her a sip of water. With a shaky voice, she asked the paramedic for something for the pain. He gave her small shot of painkiller, explaining he couldn’t give her anything else in case she needed surgery.
Carly turned her wide eyes on Lance and Preston before looking back at the medic. “Surgery?”
Preston didn’t have the heart to tell her one side of her face was swollen to twice its normal size with a huge cut along her cheek. They rode to the hospital in silence. Preston used the time to gather his wits. Since her disappearance this morning, he’d been running in fast-forward. Sitting in the ambulance with her, having her back, relatively safe and sound, the strength drained from him. 
He slouched a bit until he felt Lance’s hand on his shoulder. “Hang in there. She’s going to need us to be strong for a little while longer.”
Once they arrived at the ER, Carly was whisked away. The detective had followed behind the ambulance, and she pulled Lance and Preston aside to question them while Carly was attended to. As they told their story, the S.F.P.D. detective swung from relieved Carly had been found to pissed off they’d found her, using information they hadn’t given to the police.
They hadn’t had time to come up with a cover story so Preston confessed that once he had a minute to stop to think about the kidnapping, it occurred to him the whole attack had likely been focused on him and what he was carrying. Then he explained that Lance had helped him look into the possible embezzlement he’d discovered. Lance told the detective he worked for DARPA and that he used a program to help him identify likely accomplices based on the information they had.
“Let me get this straight.” The detective looked at her partner who had joined them. “After you talked to us, you decided the men who kidnapped Ms. Kenan had something to do with a financial irregularity you’d found in your company’s reports, and that it had nothing to do with who she was.”
“Yes,” Preston said.
“And how did you figure out who’d kidnapped her?”
Lance sat forward. “That was me. I checked Preston’s email since he’d sent one last night to the company president. That was the only way someone could know he’d figured it out. I was able to follow an email diversion to David Momens. Preston was sure it wasn’t him, so we kept looking.”
“I remembered his son worked for the company though I’d never met him.”
“So we looked into Brian, and when we found pictures of him and his cousin Felix, we knew it was them.”
The detective scowled. “You should have called us.”
“Of course, you’re right,” Preston agreed, though he feared his face wasn’t reflecting remorse. He shuddered to think what the kidnappers would have done to Carly if they hadn’t found her when they did.
Lance shrugged. “You couldn’t have found her faster than I did.”
The detective glared. “Who are you again?”
Lance pulled out his wallet and gave her a business card.
“DARPA.” The detective’s eyebrows rose and she exchanged a look with her partner. “What do you do there?”
“I’m a mathematician.”
“A mathematician who breaks down doors and chokes people?”
“I’m also in the Marine Corps Reserves.”
The detectives whispered to each other, giving Lance a suspicious look. Finally, they left to deal with Felix and Brian, both of whom they had in custody. Two hours later, Lance and Preston found themselves in the waiting room seated side by side. They were under strict orders to go to the police station to sign their statements, but they weren’t leaving until they saw Carly.
“Did you see what they did to her?” Lance’s voice was hoarse. It was the first thing either of them had said in over an hour. Reality was setting in, kicking them both in the teeth.
“Yes.” Preston closed his eyes.
“When I walked in, he had her down on the couch. He was holding her legs open.”
Bile rose to Preston’s throat. “Jesus.”
“What if they raped her?” 
“Then we’ll deal with it. We’ll help her heal.”
Lance made a sound low in his throat. 
Preston laid his hand on top of Lance’s clenched fist. “Lance,” he said. “Look at me.” The other man met his gaze. “We did it. We saved her.”
“We saved her.” Lance’s hand uncurled and he tentatively he laced their fingers together.
They sat that way until the doctor came in.
“Are you the boyfriend?” he asked, looking at Preston.
With a sideways look at Lance, Preston got to his feet. “I am.”
The doctor looked at Lance. “You must be the black ops guy?”
Lance raised a brow. “Black ops?”
The doctor seemed impressed by Lance’s credentials. “The detective told me.”
Preston ignored the doctor’s mistake. “How is she?”
“She’s pretty banged up. There’s a hairline fracture to her cheekbone and one of her knees is injured quite badly.”
Preston sat down heavily. Lance clapped him on the shoulder. 
“We’ll need to do some more tests on the knee. She’s waiting to go in for an MRI now.”
The doctor continued detailing her injuries, most of which were scrapes and bruises. 
“Can we see her?” Lance asked.
“You can go back until they take her for the tests.” 
He passed them off to a nurse, who led them though the hallways to a quiet corner. There were several beds, but only one had the curtain drawn around it.
“Here you go. We’re still cleaning up the little cuts and bruises.”
She pulled back the curtain.
Carly lay in the bed, looking small and pale. Her hair was a tangled mess on the white pillow. Her cheek was nearly black the bruise, so dark and grotesquely swollen. A male nurse sat near her legs, cleaning the scrapes on one ankle. The rest of her was covered with a hospital gown and a white sheet. There was a bag of ice over the knee that was hidden by the covers.
“Carly.”
She turned her head, looking at each of them in turn. Tears filled her eyes. Preston stepped around the nurse, taking one of her hands in his. “Carly, baby, don’t cry.”
“Hey, gorgeous.” Lance took her other hand. “How are you feeling?”
She licked her lips. “Better. They gave me something. For the pain.”
“Good.” Preston raised her hand, kissing it, then the white gauze bandage around her wrist. 
“How did you find me?”
“Lance figured it out.”
“After Preston realized who it was that kidnapped you.”
“The other man,” she said. “Did they get him?”
“Yes. He works for me. His father has been with the firm from the beginning.”
“The one who took you is his cousin,” Lance added.
“They weren’t supposed to kidnap me.” Carly’s words were slightly slurred as sleep came to take her.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Preston assured her. “Right now you need to get better.”
“I guess it’s a good thing you’re stuck with me,” she murmured, her eyes closed. “I’m going to have a scar, right on my face.”
Her breathing was deep and even. It didn’t take long for the medicine to take effect. When he was sure she was asleep, Preston laid her hand down and scrubbed his hands through his hair.
“She’ll be okay,” the nurse said, ripping open a bandage package. “It looks like she put up quite a fight.” He taped the bandage in place. “I’ll leave you alone for a bit.”
Preston and Lance looked at each other over her sleeping body, then they each took one of her hands, watching over her while she slept.
*****
For three people who guarded their privacy, the next week was hard. The media latched onto the story of Carly’s kidnapping and played it for all it was worth. The one piece of luck was that the real reason for her kidnapping—the embezzlement at Preston’s company—was never part of the story. They wanted the scandal and drama of a famous girl gamer—who had posed for some sexy shots years ago, meaning the media had pictures to flash around—rescued by her boyfriend and her boyfriend’s ex-military friend. Thankfully, Preston was able to deal with the embezzlement quickly and quietly. A forensic accountant poured through two years of financial records discovering that Brian had stolen over four million dollars. Some of the money was in Swiss accounts they couldn’t get to, but due to the criminal case against him, they’d be able to recoup assets still in the U.S.
Though there was no mention of the embezzlement, Preston was still in the news. He and Lance were hailed as heroes, though more than one reporter vilified them for acting on their own. While they had discussed how they would present their trinity to the world, the decision was ultimately taken out of their hands. Along the way, someone got the impression Preston was Carly’s boyfriend, and they’d had no real option but to go with it. Lance was portrayed as Preston’s friend who was in town to meet the new girlfriend, who was then kidnapped.
Lance returned to Virginia shortly after they’d brought Carly home from the hospital. As the media attention continued, he and Preston realized they needed to split up. Otherwise someone might question how close the three of them really were. Preston had taken off his Trinity Master’s signet ring while Lance left his pendant and chain in his backpack. The last thing they needed was someone investigating the symbol or asking why they both had jewelry that matched a necklace Carly had been photographed wearing. At DARPA he was better protected from the reporters, but once they knew who he was and where he worked, the story gained more steam. 
DARPA officials issued an official statement confirming his name, military rank, title and DARPA department, but that didn’t slow down the rumors. Somehow the detective’s impression he had been involved in the black ops commanding a Marine Special Operations Company had persisted and stories of “heroics” from his time on active duty were related on talk radio shows.
After his second day back at work, Lance flopped on his couch, exhausted. His apartment was clean and efficient. He had everything exactly where he liked it, but for some reason it didn’t feel like home anymore.
Pulling his phone from his pocket, he video called Preston. He hated leaving Preston to deal with the continued media attention and an injured Carly, but they’d been worried that spending too much time together might raise questions they weren’t prepared to answer.
“Lance.” Preston’s image appeared.
“How is she?”
Preston ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. She won’t talk to me, won’t answer my calls. You know I wanted her to stay with me when she was released, but she’s insisting on staying at her own place. I’ve had to go into work to clean up the embezzlement shit the past couple of days. With all that, plus dodging the media, I’m struggling to get over there to see her often enough. When I do, she’s withdrawn, quiet.” Preston blew out an exhausted breath.
It was nerve-wracking to see Preston—the one who knew how to deal with emotional things—at his wit’s end. 
“I’ll come back.” Lance didn’t know what help he could be, but he shouldn’t be in Virginia, thousands of miles away from them at a time of crisis. “I’ll tell DARPA the S.F.P.D. has more questions.”
Preston opened his mouth as if he were going to turn down the offer, then he just nodded. “Thanks, Lance.”
“Don’t thank me. I should never have come back here to begin with.”
*****
Fourteen hours later, Lance landed at SFO. He took the train, not to Preston’s house, which still had some press hanging around, but to Silicon Valley and Carly’s apartment. While she called it an apartment, it was in an upscale building with enough security that she hadn’t been bothered by anyone. Lance checked the email Preston had sent him with the key code and let himself up. 
He hadn’t talked to Carly since she’d gotten out of the hospital. He’d tried calling her at least a dozen times, but she hadn’t answered. Not once. It was her silence that was tearing him apart, keeping him up at night. He needed to see her face, hear her voice. He needed to know she was safe. 
Lance knocked on number eleven, Carly’s door. 
There was no reply. He waited a minute and then knocked again. 
Finally, Carly answered. She leaned against the door. She didn’t smile when she saw him standing there. “Hey.” That was her only greeting before she turned and walked away.
Lance frowned, following her as he closed the door. She was wearing purple sweatpants that rode low on her hips, a sports bra and a loose tank top with a hole in it. Fancy headphones dangled around her neck. She returned to the couch. She dropped down, tucking one foot under her and propped the other on the coffee table. He could see the outline of the brace she wore on that knee. There was a bandage on her cheek and the side of her face was still slightly swollen.
“Carly?”
She pulled a wireless keyboard onto her lap, flipped her headphones up and ignored him. Onscreen, a character walked through a virtual forest.
“Carly.” He set his bag down and took a seat next to her on the couch. He touched her arm. 
She jerked away from him, never taking her eyes from the screen. A single tear rolled down her cheek. Lance pulled out his phone and sent Preston a text.
I’m here. Don’t know what to do.
Lance wanted to grab her, shake her, kiss her until she said something. A crisis counselor at the hospital had talked to Preston and explained some of the things Carly might go through. Preston told Lance she had an appointment with a counselor. 
Though Preston had passed all that information on to him, Lance wasn’t sure of what to say that wouldn’t make things worse.
He was no doctor, but after what she’d been through, he wouldn’t be surprised if she had PTSD or something like it. He knew plenty of men who hadn’t been able to function after coming through a firefight or seeing a roadside bomb explode. They couldn’t get away from the fear, from the stress. Maybe that was what Carly was going through. All he knew for sure was he hated seeing her afraid and it killed him not to be able to touch her, to hold her.
So, instead, he simply sat with her, let her disappear into her game while he tried to figure out what to do next.
Twenty minutes later, Preston walked in with a bag of food under one arm. He set it in the kitchen, and then took a seat on the other side of Carly. After a few minutes, she pulled off her headphones.
The silence was both awkward and tense. It felt as if they were back to being strangers, as if they hadn’t spent a beautiful night together, gone through a hellish crisis together.
“What do you want?” Carly’s voice was low, gruff.
Though Preston had asked him to come back to help, Lance looked to him to lead this conversation.
Preston leaned forward. “Right now, we want you to talk to us.”
“About what?” Her voice was suddenly hot with anger.
“Why are you being like this?” Lance asked, frustrated. “I thought we were okay.”
“You’re one to talk,” she shot back.
Preston raised his hand. “Carly, Lance, this isn’t help—”
“Oh, that’s right, Lance. We have to listen to the expert. Please, Preston, tell us how the rest of our life is going to go, tell us how we’re all going to be so much happier because there are three of us. Tell me again, and make me believe it, because—” Her voice caught. Tears streamed down her face. “I’ve been alone and scared and you weren’t here.”
Lance’s heart clenched. “Carly, I—”
“No.” She took a breath, held up her hand. “I don’t want to hear it, from either of you. I get it. The fallout has been bad. I know that. I’ve spent plenty of time on the phone with my people, the police and the media.”
She rose slowly. “I’ll be fine. I’ve spent most of my adult life alone. I just need some space.” She walked away, limping on her bad leg. “I’m going back to bed.”
When she was gone, Lance looked at Preston. 
“Fuck,” the other man whispered.
“I shouldn’t have gone back to DARPA.”
“I should have been here more. I mean I was physically here, but I was trying to give her time to heal. I should have done more.”
They gave her a few minutes before they rose and followed her to the bedroom. They found her lying on her bed, curled on her side, her shoulders shaking as she cried. Lance’s heart shattered at the image of his powerful lady, so broken and frightened. He lay down in her front of her while Preston cuddled her from behind.
“Carly.” Lance reached out to touch her, but he didn’t want to hurt her. “I’m sorry.” He kissed a bruise-free spot on her upper arm. “I shouldn’t have left you.”
“You had to work,” she whispered.
“I don’t give a fuck about work. I thought I was protecting us, the three of us, and what we are. If I’d known you were so sad and hurt, I never would have gone.” Lance shook his head. “I should have known what you needed. It’s just that, well, I’m not good at this. I’m not good at people in general, but I’m especially not good at relationships. I never bothered to learn.”
She looked up. “Why not?”
“For me, being a member of the Trinity Masters meant I didn’t have to try. It was an excuse to avoid something I didn’t want to do.”
“You didn’t want a relationship?” she asked.
Lance shook his head. “I did want one. I don’t want to be completely alone, but relationships are confusing. I couldn’t figure out the rules, so I thought I’d avoid the whole thing until the Grand Master called me to the altar. I mean…you two are stuck with me. You have to accept that I’m sort of fucked up and weird.”
She laughed softly, then shook her head. “There aren’t rules you can learn. You have to decide what your relationship is, like we did the other night. Then the rest of it is just wrapped around patience and respect and compromise and—” Her voice wavered when she added, “love.”
Lance touched her chin so she’d look at him, hoping he’d be able to explain. “When you were released from the hospital and we brought you home, they said you needed to rest. I didn’t know if I should go or if I should stay. I left because I thought I was protecting you and because I was afraid that in my ignorance I’d do or say something wrong when you were already so fucking hurt.”
His gaze searched hers, desperate for her to see the truth. If he couldn’t say it right, maybe she’d be able to read it in his face. “I thought about you every second I was away.”
Her lips trembled and a well of feeling rose up in him. Lance frowned, struggling to put his feelings into words. “God. I’ve never said this before. I didn’t know…”
“Say it,” Carly whispered.
He gently cupped her face. “I love you.”
Both Preston and Carly went still. 
“I love you,” he repeated. “I let you down. I left when I should have stayed and I’m sorry.”
“You love me?”
“Yes.” He kissed the spot on her shoulder again. “I love you.” He looked up, met Preston’s gaze. “Both of you.”
Carly rolled over to look at Preston. 
“I’m sorry you felt alone,” he said to Carly. “I thought dealing with the media was helping, but Lance is right. I don’t know what a normal relationship is either, so I didn’t handle this well. Every time I think about what they did to you, how hurt and scared you were when we found you, I wanted to rip someone apart. I didn’t want you to see that, didn’t want to remind you of it.”
Lance nodded in agreement. At least he’d had the satisfaction of choking the pond scum who’d kidnapped her. Preston hadn’t.
“I don’t want to think about it either, but I can’t stop.” She took a shaky breath. “I was so alone…so powerless. I hate that feeling, and I hate that I want you both with me.” She wiped away tears. “I’m not that girl, the girl who needs her boyfriend with her all the time, the one who expects him to fight her battles.”
Preston grasped her hand. “We know that, Carly. God, you’re not weak.”
“I didn’t ask you to stay or hold me because I didn’t want to need you. I think I must suck at this relationship thing. I’ve been on my own for so long, I’ve forgotten how to reach out, how to rely on someone else.”
Preston smiled. “Needing someone doesn’t make you weak. You’re brave and smart and beautiful.”
“And you shouldn’t be ashamed of being afraid,” Lance added. “You have every right to be. But know this.” He pressed his hand over her heart. “I would defend you with my dying breath.”
She made a little hiccup noise and reached for Lance. He took her carefully in his arms. She lay on his chest, crying quietly. Preston bent and kissed her back and shoulders, laying his hand over Lance’s on her hip. After a few minutes, her breathing evened out. Lance’s own eyelids were heavy. He hadn’t slept a wink since leaving them two days ago. He gave into the need, closing them, telling himself he would only sleep a few minutes. 
*****
Preston rose and stared at his sleeping partners—Carly, so wounded and broken, Lance holding her protectively.
A wave of emotion crashed over him. Lance said he loved them, both of them, and Preston knew exactly how he felt.
This was so much harder than he’d ever imagined and what he felt for them was so much more than he could have ever dreamed. They’d known each other only a few days before they’d faced a crisis traumatic enough to break any relationship, let alone a new one. Carly had been right when she called him out for acting like a pompous ass. The truth was, whatever he knew about his parents’ relationship meant nothing. He and Lance and Carly were their own people, their own trinity, and they’d have to find a way to make it work, together.
Carly shifted slightly in her sleep, grimacing a little. Preston stripped down to his pants and went in search of her bathroom. 
She might be renting, but her apartment was far nicer than his condo. The bathroom was massive with a raised jet tub and separate shower. He filled the tub, dumping some nice smelling bath gel into the swirling water. When the tub was ready, he took the pill bottles from the counter and a glass of water to the bed.
“Carly, baby, wake up.”
Her face was creased in pain as she rolled away from Lance.
“When did you last take a pill?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Here, take one now.”
When that was done, Preston helped her stand. He stripped her clothes off, easing her pants over the brace. 
“How does your knee feel?”
She winced. “It hurts a little.”
“What’s going on?” Lance rubbed a hand over his face.
“We’re giving Carly a bath.”
“Okay.” Without question, Lance rolled out of bed.
Preston knelt and undid the Velcro straps of the brace, and Lance picked her up, carrying her into the bathroom. Preston stripped off his pants and climbed in first as Lance handed her to him. She moaned when she was lowered into the warm water.
Preston cradled her between his legs, her back against his chest. She made a soft little noise and Lance looked alarmed.
“She’s crying again. You’re hurting her.” He started to reach for her, ready to pull her out of the bath.
“No. He’s not hurting me. I’m crying because I’m happy.”
Lance sat down on the bathroom floor. “Crying because she’s happy. I’m never gonna get this.”
Carly started to laugh, the sound bright and joyous. Preston’s lips twitched and soon he was laughing, too.
“That felt good, Lance,” Carly said. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. But I don’t know what I did.”
“You made me laugh. I was starting to wonder if I’d ever remember how.” 
Preston kissed the top of her head. “Lance, can you hand me her shampoo?”
“It’s in the shower,” Carly added. 
Lance came back with an armful of stuff. “I brought it all, just in case.”
As Carly giggled, Preston eased her forward so he could tip her head back, dunking it in the water without getting her injured face wet.
“How does it feel?” Lance asked, pointing at her cheek.
“It just a little sore.” Carly was silent as Preston massaged her hair. “It’s going to scar.” She dipped her head back so Preston could rinse out the shampoo.
“I know,” Preston murmured.
Lance gently ran his fingers along her uninjured cheek. “And we don’t care. It doesn’t change who you are.”
“I care,” she whispered. “I’ll have to think about it every time I look in the mirror.”
“Then we’ll find someone who can get rid of the scar.” Lance stripped off his shirt so he could reach into the water and touch her.
Preston placed a light kiss on the top of her head. “And we’ll make new memories, so the scar won’t remind you of what they did to you.”
“He…he hurt me.”
Preston hugged her. “I know he did. I’m so sorry.”
“I couldn’t stop him. I wanted to. I tried, but I couldn’t.” She reached out, taking Lance’s hand as Preston held her. “If they hadn’t heard who I was and figured out they could hold me for ransom, they would have killed me. I thought they were going to.”
Preston hugged her tighter, terrified of how close they’d come to losing her. “I don’t know what we would have done if we’d lost you.”
“I should have ripped that fucker’s head right off his shoulders.” Lance’s eyes were narrowed. “I have a friend who could get me into the prison…I might still be able to kill him.”
Carly tugged on his hand and there was a definite spark of amusement in her voice. “Lance, please don’t murder anyone.” 
“You mean in general, or that guy in particular?”
Carly looked up at Preston, then back at Lance. All of a sudden, she let out a loud laugh.
“It’s like I married Rambo. I’m going to make you interview with the story department. Some of the things you say would make killer dialogue.”
When Carly tried to get rid of them so she could shave her legs, Lance insisted on doing it. He sat on the floor and read the instructions on the back of the shaving cream can, then watched an online video, before lifting her legs out of the water one at a time.
They stayed in the bathroom, laughing and talking, enjoying each other’s company.
Preston messaged her shoulders. “Carly?”
“Yes?”
“Promise me—us—something.”
“Anything.”
“Don’t shut us out again. We’re here for you, but we can’t help if you don’t let us in.”
She nodded. “I understand that. Now.”
Preston ran a soapy cloth over her body. When his hand passed over her lower belly, just above her sex, she shifted.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“Don’t be.” She bit her lip, then put her hand over his and pushed it between her legs. “I want your hands on me, both of you.”
Preston rubbed her sex gently with the washcloth. “How does that feel?”
“Good.”
Lance’s hand brushed against Preston’s under the water as he rubbed her inner thighs. “Is this too soon?”
“No. I want to feel something, think about something, other than being naked and scared.”
“Fine. But not here.” Lance rose and helped her out of the tub. He wrapped her in a towel and Preston climbed out too. Together, they dried her off. It was the first time they’d gotten to examine every bruise, and as if by mutual consent, they went over every inch of her skin, brushing their lips over each hurt.
“Are you sure you’re ready?” Preston asked. 
Carly nodded. “Yes.”
Lance lifted her and carried her into the bedroom.
*****
Carly drew in a breath as Preston pulled back the sheets on her bed. Lance laid her down in the middle. Her bed was a tight fit for three. It was only a double, while Preston’s had been a king.
That didn’t seem to matter as they settled on either side of her. Preston eased the brace back onto her knee, strapping it in place. Tears prickled her eyes at his kind consideration. She was touched he would think to do that. 
She’d known them less than two weeks, and yet these past few days without them had made her feel like she was missing pieces of her soul. Now that they were back and touching her, the bad memories faded, losing their power. 
“What do you want?” Lance’s hand was on her belly. “I don’t want to hurt or scare you.”
“As long as you don’t hold my arms behind my back.” She wanted to be honest about her fears so nothing happened to make her freak out and ruin the moment. “You’ve both done it before, and after this, I just don’t think I could stand it.”
“We never will.” Preston touched her cheek. “If you want, we’ll have vanilla sex from now on.” He paused. “Well, as vanilla as a ménage a trois can be.”
“I’m not saying that.” The nights they’d spent together had been the most erotic of her life and she wanted that again. “Just…be gentle with me. For now.”
“I can do gentle,” Lance said. 
They both looked at him.
His eyes widened. “What? I can.”
“Want me to tie him up?” Preston teased.
Carly tipped her head to the side and pretended to consider. “Hmmm.”
“Damn it. Am I always going to be the one tied to the chair?”
“No,” Carly said as Preston added, “Probably,” at the same time.
Lance growled, then leaned down and kissed Carly’s shoulder, his lips moving along her throat to her breast. In an instant, they went from playful to sexual. The warmth caused by the pleasure of their company heated her blood, becoming a fire of longing in her belly.
They each took a nipple into their mouths, sucking and licking. She’d never had both nipples suckled at once and the pleasure was sharp and immediate. She wanted them. Desperately.
She spread her legs and they reached down, helping her open herself to them. The brace meant she couldn’t bend her knee, but Preston tossed a pillow down and lifted her leg onto it.
“How are we going to do this?” Lance asked Preston.
“Let’s take care of her first.”
Preston dipped his head between her legs and tasted her. After a few strokes of his tongue, he pulled back, only to be replaced by Lance. They teased her, tormented her, each man taking a turn pleasuring her with lips and tongue, but never staying long enough to bring her the satisfaction she craved. When Lance pulled away, leaving her dangling on the edge of an orgasm, she cried out in frustration.
“Please. I need you inside me.” Preston started to settle between her legs, but she held up a hand. “Both of you.”
Preston helped her shift to the side so Lance could lie back.
“Do you have any lube?” Preston asked.
“In the nightstand.”
Lance’s fingers dipped into her pussy as Preston grabbed the lube. Then Lance’s fingers slid back to her ass, rubbing the lubricant Preston provided around the puckered entrance. 
Lance sat up and Preston lifted her as Lance pulled apart the globes of her bottom. 
Carly took a deep breath as the broad tip of his cock pressed against her. She whimpered as she sank down, his thick cock stretching her ass, opening her, filling her.
“Is it too much?” The concern in the big, rough man’s voice made her smile, made her heart tremble.
When the back of her legs touched his, she let out a little breath. She was full, aching with the pleasure of it. Preston helped Lance pile pillows behind him so he was reclining.
 “Lean back against me, gorgeous,” Lance said. As she lay back, his hands went to her breasts, cupping them as his thumbs flicked the nipples. Preston helped settle her against Lance’s chest, then repositioned her leg.
“Is that okay?”
“Yes.”
“Good, because I don’t think I can wait anymore.” Preston moved between her knees, the tip of his cock already wet. Carly reached down and guided him into her. The angle and Lance’s dick made it a tight fit. She leaned back, longing to touch them. She placed one hand on Preston’s shoulder, while reaching up with the other to tangle her fingers in Lance’s hair.
Preston slid in fully, filling her, stretching her. They stayed like that for a long moment, enjoying the experience of truly being together. Then Preston pulled back and started to move. Each thrust lifted her off Lance’s cock, and when Preston pulled back, her body weight pushed her down once more. They stayed that way, rocking and thrusting, the rhythm picking up and gathering steam.
Carly came first, the orgasm that had been curled inside her exploded, lightning bright and cleansing as spring rain.
“I love you,” she moaned. “I love you both so much. You’re mine. Mine.”
“Yours.” Preston shuddered, pistoning his hips as he came as well.
“Yours,” Lance agreed as he grabbed her hips and thrusted in a few more times before he shuddered with his own climax.
“I love you. Both of you,” Preston whispered as Carly started to drift off to sleep, Lance’s cock still inside her. “It’s better than I ever could have imagined.”
“Love,” she said, her eyes closed. “I didn’t expect love.”
They fell asleep, a tangled mess of arms and legs, crushed together in Carly’s tiny bed.
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Epilogue
 
The Grand Master watched the threesome smiling at each other as they stripped off their robes. Unlike the first time he’d called them here, they were naked underneath, eager to be bound in the marriage of the Trinity Masters. 
Carlene, Lance and Preston would be a powerful, important trinity, of that he was certain. They were strong-willed and dominant. After the first failed ceremony, he’d wondered if they would be able to make it work, to find a way to be together. They weren’t the first triad to struggle at the beginning, and they wouldn’t be the last. 
When the ceremony was completed, they were officially bound together by the rules of the Trinity Masters, married in a ceremony that was far more binding than the easily broken legal marriage most people knew.
He left them in the ceremony room. His lips twitched as he heard a muffled giggle followed by a moan. He suspected they wouldn’t make it out of the room before their desire for each other overcame them.
Another successful match, another link in the chain of the Trinity Masters. 
These three had worried him, especially when their pictures were splashed across the news following Carlene’s kidnapping. Other members who read the story might guess that the couple and their close friend were more, but the secret of the Trinity Masters had remained safe. For now. 
The next trinity would not be so easy.
He entered his office, looking at the pictures of the future triad that lay on his desk. Where Carlene, Preston and Lance had all been powerful people, this next triad would struggle not with their similarities, but with their differences. It was bound to be a bumpy road. 
For the threesome. 
And for him.
The Grand Master stripped off his gloves and his robe. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a small picture of a smiling blonde woman. He felt a small pang of regret as he looked at the image, then he forced himself to put it away again. He was a fool to continue to torture himself over something that couldn’t be.
Sitting in the chair at his desk, the Grand Master’s lips quirked. He was master of a secret society that developed ménage relationships for the good of the world, and yet he was single. Alone.
Sometimes irony was a bitch.
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Primal Passion
 
The Trinity Masters, Book Two
Coming March 2013
 
Deni Parker thinks she’s got it all figured out. At the cutting edge of science, she has little time for anything but work. Luckily she doesn't have to bother with dating because she's a member of the Trinity Masters—a secret society that has not only helped her career, but which will identify the two people she'll spend the rest of her life with in an arranged ménage marriage. When her invitation to the introduction ceremony is delivered—years ahead of when she expects it—by the very intimidating, and far too handsome, Price Bennett—Deni’s more than a little unprepared.
Price didn't join the Trinity Masters to play messenger. As CEO of a major security firm and heir to one of the largest fortunes in the world, he’s annoyed when the Grand Master orders him to transport the disorganized, virgin scientist to the ceremony to meet her partners. It's only when they arrive that Price realizes he isn't a messenger. He's been matched with Deni.
CIA Agent Gunner Wells has been in love with Deni for years, but he’s resisted giving into his attraction. When he arrives at his introduction ceremony, he's delighted to discover that Deni is not only a member of the secret society, but one of his partners…along with the intimidating Price Bennett.
Their three personalities clash—in the bedroom and out of it—but Price and Gunner have to put aside their rivalry, and Deni must put aside her pride, when someone tries to stop her research…using deadly methods.
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An excerpt from Primal Passion
Prologue
 
“You asked to see me, Grand Master?”
“Yes. I need you to perform a task, Price.”
Price lowered his head in deferential respect. The Grand Master knew it wasn’t easy for some members of the Trinity Masters to bend their will to a higher authority. They were a powerful, wealthy, intelligent group, independent-minded trailblazers, one and all. The man standing before him no doubt suffered the most when it came to taking orders. That was one of the reasons Price had risen to a position of power within the organization. He was confident, driven, trustworthy. In the years since Price had joined the secret society, he’d become a trusted advisor. 
However, today’s venture would test, possibly shatter, that relationship.
“I need you to deliver this summons. The recipient’s name and address are on the envelope.”
Price didn’t disappoint him as his eyes narrowed with annoyance. His knee-jerk reaction was exactly as the Grand Master expected. “Forgive me, Sir, but my role in the Trinity Masters does not require me to play messenger.”
The Grand Master rose slowly, and his face reflected pure anger. He’d learned long ago that friendship was a luxury he couldn’t afford. Regardless, there were times when he missed it. “Your duty is to the Trinity Masters and to me. Are you questioning my authority? And please, be very careful with your response, Mr. Bennett.”
Price took a slight step back—no doubt surprised by the genuine threat in his tone. They stared for several moments, each of them sizing up the other, before Price bowed his head once more in a brief nod. “I apologize. I was in a very important meeting when I received your message to report here at once. I thought there was an emergency. My duty to the Trinity Masters is as it has always been. I will serve. Them…and you.”
He noticed how Price hesitated to add the last part. The Grand Master held Price’s gaze for a long, silent moment, letting his displeasure over being challenged sink in. Price looked away first.
Then, the Grand Master sat down once more. “I need the missive delivered immediately and I need you to escort Ms. Parker here”
Price nodded. “Of course.” Then he glanced at the envelope. “Denise Parker. Harvard Stem Cell Institute. Is she in some sort of trouble?”
While he didn’t need to explain himself, the Grand Master decided it might drive home the importance of Price’s task if he did. “She is meeting her life partners in the introduction ceremony this afternoon.”
Price frowned. “We don’t usually escort members to that ceremony. Is she resistant?”
The Grand Master shook his head. “No. She is special.”
Price didn’t appear satisfied with that response, but he would soon learn for himself why Denise Parker required the escort. “Very well.” 
Price turned to leave, but the Grand Master issued one last order. 
“Don’t leave the facility without Denise, Price. Escort her here. And…for your troubles, you’ll find a small reward in box twenty-seven. Make sure you retrieve it as soon as you return.”
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Chapter One
 
Denise Parker lifted her head from the microscope and rubbed her eyes wearily. She’d risen well before dawn after a restless night spent sleeping on the lumpy couch in her office. Her mother would read her the riot act if she knew how often she stayed at the lab.
Most nights, she worked so late she couldn’t be bothered driving across town to her tiny apartment. She wasn’t married, didn’t own pets, hell, she didn’t even have plants, so there was very little reason for her to return home. Ever. 
She turned to her computer to input the figures. Her life seemed to be one long stream of experiments and data analysis. Mom despaired over her long hours and disinterest in a social life, but Deni couldn’t tell her mother there was no reason to worry. She would definitely get married…someday. She’d found a way to ensure that, while also managing to dodge the awkwardness of dating. 
She’d been introduced to the Trinity Masters just as she was finishing up her doctoral degree. Her professor asked her to remain after class one day and he opened her eyes to a world she’d never imagined existed. One of secret societies, symbols, ceremonies, power. 
As a child prodigy, she’d never fit in anywhere, always years younger than her peers. The Trinity Masters had included her in their membership, accepted her despite—no, because of—her eccentricities. They supported her endeavors in science, helping her land a job at one of the most respected research labs in the country right after graduation and by ensuring the continual flow of the grant money necessary to allow her to continue her experiments. 
She’d overheard some of the single members of the Trinity Masters jokingly refer to their successes as “selling their souls to the devil,” but Deni didn’t see it that way. She intended to revolutionize modern medicine, use her research to find the cure for Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, ALS and any other neurological disease that crept up. She wouldn’t rest until she did. 
In exchange, the Trinity Masters offered her the promise of companionship, partners who would bind their lives to hers in the ultimate sharing of power and ideas. It was a heady prospect to be part of such an old and elite group. Deni simply needed to bide her time until the Grand Master called her to the altar. Their concept of an arranged marriage appealed to her because she wasn’t willing to sacrifice her research for romance. There was no room in her life for that kind of emotion.
Unfortunately, the Trinity Masters society was indeed a secret. Deni wished there was some way she could tell her mother she needn’t worry about her only child spending the rest of her life alone as a spinster. Revealing her life plan would save her countless hours of nagging phone calls and attempts on her mother’s part to set her up with some friend’s son or the hairdresser’s recently divorced nephew. 
Oh well. Until the Grand Master found her suitable partners, she would have to fend off her mother’s matchmaking for a few more years. She was only twenty-eight. She’d paid close attention to the recently paired triads. Members of new threesomes ranged between the ages of thirty-two and thirty-seven. Mercifully that bought Deni at least four more unencumbered years to focus on her research.
She put on a pair of safety goggles and began running the next set of experiments. She wasn’t sure how long she’d worked—her research assistant, Curtis, teased her about disappearing into the Twilight Zone during experiments—when the sound of the lab door closing captured her attention.
Glancing up, she found herself face to face with a very large, imposing, stern-looking man. The majority of her colleagues had slight builds and pale complexions from too many hours spent inside under the fluorescent lighting. This man with his dark skin, coal black hair and Mr. Universe-sized muscles was the polar opposite of nearly every man she’d ever met.
With the exception of Gunner. The thought of her only friend made her smile, which produced a deeper scowl on the stranger’s face.
Damn. She had a bad habit of living inside her head and forgetting to communicate. Time to employ a social convention. “Hello. Can I help you?”
“Are you Denise Parker?”
She nodded. “Deni.”
“Excuse me?”
She wasn’t sure why she bothered to correct the man, but she persevered anyway. “Everyone calls me Deni. Never Denise.”
The man’s expression didn’t change. Instead, he extended his hand, offering her a letter. “This is for you, Denise.”
She couldn’t miss the way he stressed her formal name. Something about the man rubbed her the wrong way. He seemed angry with her, but she couldn’t understand why. She’d never met him before.
Deni glanced at the envelope, immediately recognizing the seal of the Trinity Masters. Her heart began to race. There must be a mistake. It was too soon. She was still too young, too busy for this.
She looked at the man again and her hands actually went numb. Surely he wasn’t…
No. He couldn’t be. She glanced behind him. He was alone. Even so, she felt compelled to make sure. “Shouldn’t there be two of you?”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “I’m here as the messenger only. Open the letter.”
She released a long sigh of relief. “Thank God.”
The man scowled and she realized she’d spoken aloud. “Um. Sorry.”
She tore open the envelope, trying hard to keep him from noticing her suddenly shaking hands. The letter confirmed her fears. She was being summoned.
“Today?” She shook her head. “I can’t go today. I have too much to do.”
The stranger didn’t appear to care if she’d scheduled tea with the Queen of England. With his arms crossed and his legs spread, he reminded her of a bouncer at a nightclub. His stance made it clear that she was going, whether she wanted to or not. “I’m to escort you.” 
Then, he took the letter from her hand, skimming it quickly. He glanced at his watch. “You’re to be there in fifty-five minutes. With traffic, it will take us twenty-five to get to the library. How long will it take you to shut things down here?”
Deni felt a wave of lightheadedness. What the hell was happening?
“I need at least fifteen minutes.”
He nodded. “Then I suggest you begin.”
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Undone Rebel by Lila Dubois
 
When amateur fetish model and rockabilly princess Adelita “Addie” Sanchez is asked to model for an instructional BDSM book she turns them down, adamant that she’s not a porn star. That changes when she meets the three male dominants behind the project, particularly Lane Therres, who convinces her that the project is more art than porn, and she’d be safe in his hands.
The rules of the photo sessions are clear—there’s no sex, and Addie can call a halt to anything she’s uncomfortable with. What self reliant, strong-willed Addie hadn’t counted on was enjoying giving herself over to the powerful Doms and their ropes, chains and toys. When she falls for Lane, while enjoying Emory's touch, Addie turns away from both men, scared of what they're doing to her. Can a relationship built on a BDSM contract ever be anything but whips and chains? Lane changes his Dom leather for shining armor to prove to his rockabilly princess that even the most gallant knights sometimes prefer dungeons. 
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An excerpt from Undone Rebel
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*****
Helen flipped to the next picture. “Here’s another photo from this same series. I want you to remember that this is all just for a lingerie store.”
Now the dark-haired retro beauty was posed against a black-and-white patterned wall. She wore a see-through black lace teddy with a black bra and panties underneath. Her legs were spread, arms down but held away from her sides. Wide black ribbon bound each wrist and disappeared into the edge of the photo.
Lane sucked in a breath, captivated by the look of defiance on her face. The woman’s chin was lowered, her hair mussed and tangled, destroying some of her retro pinup girl style. One corner of her mouth was drawn up in a fuck-you half-smile. But her eyes, looking at the camera through her lashes, were vulnerable.
“Look at the tension she has on the restraints,” Emory, seated beside Lane at the conference table, said.
“Those aren’t restraints. They’re ribbons, props.” Across from the other men, as far away as he could get himself, was Master Alton.
Lane kept his eye roll to himself and looked at Helen. “Any more photos?”
“Of course.”
All three men sat forward when the next image popped on screen.
In this color photo, she knelt on a bed, her caramel skin dark against the ivory sheets. She wore a blood-red teddy with lacings up the sides and a matching red leather collar. Her hands were bound and positioned in front of her crotch, squeezing her breasts together. A shiny silver bit between her teeth forced back red lips and showed off pert white teeth.
“She’s gorgeous. She’s perfect,” Lane said.
“That’s what we think,” Helen replied. A plump woman in her mid-fifties, she didn’t look as though she was the president of an erotic media empire, but she was. Her latest project was an introduction to BDSM coffee-table book, complete with high-quality erotic photos. Lane, Emory and Alton, all Doms from L.A.’s various BDSM scenes and cultures, had been recruited to write the text of the book, each man offering his unique perspective.
The writing was done, and now came the good part—generating the pictures to go with all that text. Helen didn’t want a professional sub or an adult entertainment professional. The book would be marketed toward couples looking to spice up their sex lives and people in the scene who wanted to watch a new sub’s introduction to the culture through photos. There had been talk of creating a video, but that really was porn and Lane, for one, would have opted out.
“Well, gentlemen, what do you think?”
“I say yes,” Lane answered immediately.
“Yes,” Emory added.
“Any woman can be trained to some degree. She’ll probably do fine,” Alton, who insisted on being called Master Alton, said grudgingly.
“Delightful.” Helen looked relieved at having finally found someone all three of them could agree on. She straightened the scarf draped over one shoulder. “Now all I need to do is convince her. She’s stopping by in,” Helen checked her watch, “fifteen minutes.”
“Does she know what the project is about?” Lane asked. He stood but didn’t leave the conference room with the other Doms. The woman in the image fired his imagination. The mix of defiance and grudging submission in a beautiful woman was like waving a red flag in front of a bull for him.
“No, all we told her was that we were interested in having her model. I think it will be easier if I can show her other books. We lost several promising candidates after I failed to successfully explain what the project was.”
Lane could understand the women’s hesitation. He’d hesitated himself when he was approached with the project. For him, BDSM was something he craved in the bedroom, but he was far from rabid the way men like Alton were. He had a normal life, a normal job, and wasn’t sure he wanted to risk that all for a porn book. It wasn’t until he met with Helen and saw a prior book—one focused on foot fetishes—that he understood that C&C’s projects really were informational and artistic more than porn.
That wasn’t to say he wasn’t looking forward to introducing a beautiful woman to the world of BDSM—he was, especially if it was the dark-haired Latina in the pictures.
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A forced-sex fantasy is one thing—waking to find a scruffy man binding you to a bed is quite another. Amy fights him, until she realizes her friend must have set up the sexy scenario. They’ve swapped lives, with Harper flying to Australia and lending her Chicago home to Amy. While she’s surprised Harper would go to such lengths to help her fulfill a fantasy, Amy figures…why not?
After days of nonstop travel, Andrew arrives at the home he shares with his sister, Harper, with sleep on his mind—until he finds a naked intruder in his bed. Subduing the beauty, he assumes she’s the blind date his pal had tried to set him up with. But would Mike actually sneak the woman into Andrew’s house? Seems so. And he’s not one to turn down such a gift.
By the time each has learned the other’s identity, Amy and Andrew have shared the most intense sexual experience of their lives. And they certainly don’t want to stop now.
Inside Scoop: This sexy life-swapping tale includes BDSM with a side of ménage.
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An excerpt from Misplaced Lessons
 
Copyright Mari Carr & Lexxie Couper, 2013
All Rights Reserved, Ellora’s Cave Publishing, Inc.
 
“I’m not going to hurt you.” His words sounded ridiculous even to himself. He’d gagged her and was now straddling her naked body, holding her legs to the mattress with his own after tying her to the bed. Regardless of who she was or why she was there, she’d be insane not to be afraid of his intentions.
She twisted her head, trying to dislodge the shirt from her mouth.
“If I take it out, do you promise not to scream?”
She blinked rapidly then nodded her assent.
He pulled the material away, ready to replace it if she broke her vow.
“Untie me.”
“No.” Andrew reached up to touch his tender cheek, his fingers finding the raised welts she’d put there with her long nails. “Who are you?”
Her breathing was labored, coming in hard pants after their fight. Even so, her gaze hardened and he knew she wouldn’t talk.
Something inside him cracked. He’d been traveling for days, stealing only a couple hours sleep here and there. This woman had broken into his house. She had some nerve acting like he was the villain. By God, he’d make her talk.
“I’ll give you one more chance to answer my question. Tell me who you are or you won’t like the consequences.”
She stilled beneath him, her intelligent gaze sizing him up. He should climb off the bed and call the cops. If he was in his right mind, that’s exactly what he’d do. Having her arrested would certainly be the kinder response. As it was, he wasn’t in the mood to be merciful.
Instead of answering, she threw his question back at him. “Who are you?”
“None of your business. Give me your name. Now.”
She bit her lip nervously. “I’m Amy.”
Amy? Mike’s Amy?
Andrew leaned back on his haunches, his mind whirling. Had Mike set this up? Past experience had obviously convinced his friend he’d never consent to a blind date. But would Mike actually go so far as to throw this woman into his bed?
Andrew knew the answer. It was more than possible. It was actually quite probable. Mike had the extra key to the house. He knew Harper was away and Andrew was back in town.
Andrew recalled a lifetime of little surprises his best friend had tossed his way. The high-class call girl who’d shown up at his door on his twenty-fifth birthday. The so-called conference that had really turned out to be an impromptu weekend trip to Vegas, complete with nonstop gambling and a private show with five of the hottest strippers Andrew had ever seen. Or this past year when Mike had managed to score tickets to the Super Bowl, but told Andrew they were headed to Indianapolis for his cousin’s bachelor party. He’d let Andrew bitch for three hours in the car about missing the big game, only letting him in on the surprise when they’d reached the entrance to the stadium.
Mike was the master of the unexpected, so it wasn’t farfetched that his friend would go to this extreme in a hookup. It would also explain his friend’s easy capitulation when he refused to go on a date with the woman earlier. Mike didn’t push the issue because he knew Amy was already here.
He grinned as his annoyance lifted. Amy was beautiful and feisty, with a hot accent. Australian, if he wasn’t mistaken, though he’d need to hear her say more before he could be sure. His best friend knew he was a sucker for a girl with an accent. For the second time in one night, it looked like Mike was going to be able to say, “I told you so.”
And since Mike had gone to so much trouble, far be it from Andrew to look a gift horse in the mouth.
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