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FOREWORD


Once it's jam, it can't be strawberries anymore.

Marilyn Wallace


AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is fictional. While it contains a heavier topic (a serial unaliver), it is meant to be taken lightly. This is not a dark romance but a contemporary with a singular dark theme.

If unaliving, unalived bodies, parts of unalived bodies, the mention of the smell of unalived bodies, or anything pertaining to someone being unalived is something you aren’t comfortable with, this book is not for you.

There is also a minor content warning for animal abuse. It is on page and somewhat graphic, but the animal is okay.

Lastly, this book handles subtle sexual awakening, a throuple relationship, friends to lovers, a small town, revenge, justice, testing the limits of loyalty, and much more.

Read on to find out the question you’ve been asking since All My Love…

What’s in the jam?


PROLOGUE


“WHY DO YOU THINK I EAT SO MUCH JAM?”

Sterling
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2 Years Ago

With a twist, the seal pops and my mouth immediately fills with anticipatory drool. Bringing the jar under my nose, strawberry and rhubarb envelop me as needy bumps emerge down my arms. Beneath my shirt, my nipples harden.

“Sorry, man, I didn’t know you’d want toast,” Dash comments, moving around my kitchen with ease. Well, our kitchen. He moved in last month, and I’m still getting used to seeing someone so comfortable in my space.

I like it.

Sinking my knife deep into the jar, I scoop out nearly a quarter of the contents, slathering it on a thick piece of toasted sourdough. “No worries.”

In a gray t-shirt, his workout leaving dark splotches on his back and under his arms, Dash shoves a hand through his hair, shiny from dampness. “Damn, now you have me wanting toast even though I have a sandwich packed for lunch.” He nods toward the loaf of sourdough bread covered in brown paper, red-and-white twine in an untied heap on the counter. “Toss one in for me?”

After unwrapping the loaf, I grab a slice and drop it in the toaster before covering the rest with care, tying it off to preserve its freshness. “This bread is phenomenal,” I say around a mouthful of Strawbarb, my favorite.

Dash pushes a spatula through the eggs on the stove, keeping his eyes on me as we talk. Maybe it’s because I’ve lived alone for so long, but the way he makes eye contact when we talk, no matter what he’s doing, warms me. I’d die before I admit that out loud, but it does, dammit.

Beginning the morning with his home-cooked breakfast and our easy conversation is my favorite start to the day.

“Yeah?” Dash plates the eggs, his focus bouncing from the task at hand, to me. “I used the last of my starter and changed the recipe a little since I wasn’t sure where you stand on cracked wheat sourdough.”

Around a mouthful of the best fucking toast and jam, I admit an ill-kept secret. “This may come as a surprise,” I deadpan, “but I haven’t met a carb I don’t love.”

Dash’s dark eyebrows pull together, his edacious gaze coasting over me. I don’t have work for another hour, which means I’m still wearing a wrinkled white t-shirt and flannel pajama pants.

“You’re strong as hell, Sterling,” Dash replies, a pinch between his eyes, his expression bordering on irritated.

I tug at the hem of my t-shirt from habit, self-conscious of the discussion of my body.

“Your carbs turn to pure power.”

His praise warms my cheeks.

Dash is just one of those people—he just has a way about him. He always makes me feel good. A police officer in a small town like Bluebell is a perfect job for him. He will probably boost morale and make people feel good all day. There’s not much crime here so aside from some parking tickets and drunk and disorderlies, he’ll be winking at ladies and kissing babies all day. Bluebell’s gonna love him.

Using the hem of his t-shirt, he swipes his forehead, ridding himself of the last of his workout sweat. He strides toward the kitchenette table, my plate of food in his hand.

Bypassing the trail of dark hair leading into his sweats, the lumps of muscle stretched over his lean belly, and the defined lines that curve his waist, I take the plate, focusing on the eggs like I’m trying to make them levitate with my mind. “Thanks, man, it looks incredible.” So does the food.

I moan around the first bite. Initially when Dash began cooking for me, I held back on the oohs and fucks. But two weeks ago after a long day on the truck, over a bite of very cheesy lasagna, I moaned. He laughed, so I did, too. I haven’t hidden my reactions since.

And yes, Dash cooks for us.

One thing Dash made clear when he moved in last month was that when we’re both here, he’s cooking. He also never shies from cleaning, bringing in the mail, trimming trees and tending to my (now our) garden while I still mow the lawn, but together, we get groceries.

Never thought having a roommate would bring so much more to my life, but he really has.

About to take another whopping bite of the creamiest scrambled eggs I’ve ever eaten, the screen door hinges squeal, and someone bangs a fist into the front doorframe.

The farmers market was on Saturday, and today is Monday, so I know exactly who it is.

The same beautiful, ethereal, gorgeous Aphrodite that delivers jam to me every Monday. The reason why I have not missed a single Bluebell farmers market.

Dash has been working the last few weekends, but on the next one he has off, he’s going to the farmers market for the first time. He shoos me off to eat my breakfast, rounding the kitchen counter to get to the door, while a niggle of worry slithers through me.

I know who’s here, and Dash is a man. Those two things are the entire equation. Doesn’t matter who he voted for, what he likes in bed, how he takes his coffee or what his favorite movie is. He’s a man with eyes and a cock.

And she’s… her.

He pulls open the door, and from my spot at the table, I swear I can smell her. Ripened berries and simmering sugar, Juniper Ellington beams at Dash, a tray of jam filling her arms.

“Oh hi! Dash! It’s so good to finally meet you!” She beams, making my heart race at the glimpse of her ten feet back. I get to my feet and to the door, easing the tray of jam from her arms.

Dash stands frozen in the doorway, a statue. “Hi.”

“Hi, I’m Juniper, I own Juni’s Jams.” She outstretches her hand and I give them space, putting the jars on the counter. Dash shakes her hand. “Sterling told me all about you, that’s how I knew you’re Dash. Plus,” she says, leaning in slightly, gripping the doorframe as she does. Her nails are painted blue, my favorite. “It’s Bluebell. We all know the name Dash Foster. Chief Greenly printed your name in the newspaper when you signed on.”

Standing behind them, I notice their hands are still linked when Juni’s emerald eyes veer to mine. “Hey, Sterl,” she greets, her toothy, crooked grin sending a sharp twist of desire through my chest. She always does that to me. “We still bowling tonight?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Juniper paces back, taking her hand out of Dash’s. “Yay! Okay, I’ll meet you there around 7, if that still works.” Nodding, I lift my hand, waving her off with a controlled smile. I’m always controlling myself around Juniper.

Dash closes the door, and turns to face me, wearing an expression I’m familiar with. One I’ve worn.

Instant adoration shines in his eyes. Standing there, he glances back at the closed door before he finally turns to face me. “Juniper,” he draws out.

Clapping a hand on his shoulder, I give him a knowing smile. “Why do you think I eat so much jam?”


CHAPTER
ONE



WITH MY OWN HALFIE.

Dash
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Present.

I’m so glad that Sterling let me use one side of his garage. If he’d said no, I would’ve had to work out at the on-site gym at the police station. A rusted set of dumbbells, an elliptical missing a handle, two stationary bikes that look like they may have been recovered from the Titanic, and a bench press machine with seven total plates.

That’s what Bluebell Police Department uses.

That won’t do for me.

My time lifting weights in the morning is less for my body than it is for my mind. Sort out my thoughts, work through my goals, and plan my day. Without that hour and a half each morning, I’m grouchy.

I hate being grouchy.

Approaching my last set, I rerack, get to my feet, and slide the extra weight onto the bar. My eyes veer to Sterling’s truck, tucked neatly in the first stall. The peanut butter leather catches my attention. White exterior, wood trim inside, all the upgrades, his pickup oozes class and style. It’s so fitting for him. As I slide the last plate on the bar, I imagine how he looks behind the wheel, eating up all that cab space with his expansive frame and booming chest.

In the last month, I’ve come to realize that I appreciate a handsome man. Well, I never got a hard-on for one until Sterling. At first, it freaked me out. But now I see it for what it is: a reaction to something good. And is he ever. Sterling isn’t just sweet and funny but he’s generous, kind, hardworking and smart. He not only owns the sanitation company but also drives the main refuse truck in Bluebell. If Chief Greenly hadn’t told me Sterling owns it, I wouldn’t know.

The man is humble as hell, which I’ve learned is arousing.

Lying on the bench, I position my hands along the threading on the bar and prepare for my set, waiting for my halfie to go away. After finally pressing the last five reps, I get up, grab my water and head into the house.

It’s still and dark, with only the digital green clock faintly glowing from the stove in the kitchen. Quietly, I gather items from the fridge then wash my hands. Sometime later, amidst crackling bacon and percolating coffee, the main bedroom door at the end of the hall cracks, and a moment later, a sleepy-looking Sterling appears. Bare feet and chest, he trudges down the hall in boxer shorts, his strawberry blond locks mussed from sleep.

“Morning,” he greets, catching a yawn with his hand as he passes by the kitchen, toward the front door.

“Already on the table,” I tell him, knowing he’s going for the paper. I bring it in almost every morning, still, he hasn’t adjusted to the fact that it’s done.

“Thanks,” Sterling smiles, sinking into his chair at the table.

Mindlessly, I push eggs around the skillet as my focus slides back to Sterling, his large hand stroking the rolled newspaper, forcing off the rubber band.

Quickly, I refocus on the eggs before it gets weird. I’ve never gravitated to watching a man do basic things until Sterling, but something about the ease in which he does everything, his sheer size and his comforting, calm persona has me captivated.

“Have a good workout?” he asks as I slide four pieces of rye into the toaster.

From the fridge I pull out my favorite flavor of jam, and Sterling’s favorite too. Strawbarb. I bring it to the table, along with Sterling’s mug of plain black coffee.

I need mine with a little milk and sugar, but something about him drinking it black makes my skin tingle.

Plating the toast, eggs and bacon, the image of me standing in the garage with a halfie next to his truck, staring inside the cab like a complete horndog loser, flashes behind my eyes. “Great pump,” I reply, hoping the flush I feel in my veins doesn’t leak into my cheeks.

Sliding into the chair across from him, Sterl smiles, but it's slightly duller than normal. “Thanks for breakfast, man. You always kill it.”

My eyes hover on him while his focus veers to the plate of food. Now that I think of it, he has seemed a bit lackluster lately. Off his usual jovial temperament. “Hey—” The one word stops his movement mid-reach for a fork. Our eyes lock. “You all right?”

He waves me off with an unconvincing smile. “Hungry, that’s all.”

I nod. “10-4.”

I watch him as he stacks bites of egg and bacon on the tines, peppering everything with his other hand. The pepper shaker—a cowboy boot—looks like it belongs to a Barbie from how dramatically he dwarfs it. From there my eyes drift off course, veering to his bare chest. He lifts weights once a week, sometimes more, but his sculpted shape and solid build always have me in awe. He swipes jam over his toast, and passes it to me.

Juni’s Jams, the label reads. I rub my thumb over the black letters. Juniper Ellington. The only woman—in Bluebell or otherwise—to hold my attention for the last two years.

I remember the first day I met her. The sunshine swept her bare shoulders as she rocked on the balls of her feet, a mile-wide smile stretched across her plump cherry lips. And though I could tell she meant something special to Sterling, he still invited me to hang out with them.

We haven’t stopped. It’s been two years of the three of us just hanging out.

Life has never been better.

“So,” Sterling hedges, alerting me to the fact I’d just been staring at him, something I think I do far more than I’d like him to realize. “Any updates on the Warriorville Missing Misters case?”

My mind takes a moment to reroute from the image of Sterling, completely naked, a terry cloth towel pooled at his feet as he digs in his chest chair, scratching. Every so often, for no reason at all, my mind does things it never did before I came to Bluebell. Picturing him naked and wondering what his cock looks like, and what he may look like touching it are two of them.

“Uh.” I take another sip, searching for facts filed away in my brain. “Not much of an update. There haven’t been any leads. I mean, none. I think at this point in the investigation, detectives are leaning toward the Oakcreek Nabber extending his reach to Bluebell.”

A couple of years back, a man went missing in our county, Warriorville. Actually, a man and his father. Since being on the force, two others have gone missing, too. Because it’s been all men who disappear, the case has been named Warriorville Missing Misters. As a beat cop, I don’t actively work on cases in that capacity, but because Bluebell is so small, most police officers are privy to things they wouldn’t normally be in a big city. Like case details.

Sterling’s shoulder torques as he reaches across the table, swiping a napkin from the holder. “Does the Oakcreek Nabber take men?”

I nod. “He’s taken a few, yeah.”

Sterling nods. “No women missing from Warriorville or specifically from Bluebell, though?”

I shake my head. “Nope. Just the four men.” Thinking of the name, I can’t help but snort. “The Missing Misters makes it kind of sound like an episode of Murder, She Wrote, doesn’t it?”

Sterling’s laughter roars from his chest, vibrating through the kitchen, bringing it to life. “It’s a terrible name. Then again, Chief Greenly is what, sixty-eight?”

“Yeah, the man who never retires,” I reply, sharing the town’s nickname for the chief.

Sterl just shakes his head, chuckling before going in for another large bite. Something about his Adam’s apple sliding down his throat and the sound of his swallow makes the back of my neck break out in sweat.

I take a few bites, thinking about the chief, and who would maybe take his place if he does retire. Not Keanu, and certainly not me. After all, I’ve not upheld what I promised when I was pinned with my badge.

The worst part about that is I don’t feel bad that I broke laws, I feel bad that I’d do it again.

With the incident on my mind, I look up, studying Sterling as he splits a piece of bacon in two. “About the other night—with Ivy,” I start, a specific and very jarring memory tumbling through my brain as I think of Juniper. Her little sister, Ivy, got herself into trouble.

Trouble. Otherwise known as malice mischief, which can carry a 6-month sentence and lots of fines.

As soon as Juni looked at me, eyes dripping with concern, her hands clenched to her chest with hope, I knew.

I knew I was going to risk my job and break the oath I took. I knew I was going to and would continue to risk it all, too.

“Yeah?” Sterling asks, sweeping the end of his toast through his eggs. He takes a bite, jaw flexing as he quietly chews, his eyes meeting mine.

“Am I just the worst fucking cop ever or what?” The question rolls out with a laugh, but it doesn’t feel funny at all. I’ve been asking myself this question for the last few weeks.

Sterling lowers his fork to the plate. With his paper napkin crumpled in his fist, he blinks at me.

“You’re loyal, D. What you did for Ivy because of Juniper, that makes you loyal.”

His appreciative gaze wraps my ribs, leaving my chest tight. I sip my coffee then nod.

“Yeah,” I say, after the hot sip fails to cool me down. “I guess.”

He abandons the napkin on his plate and beneath the table, nudges his bare foot into my calf. “Hey, listen to me, what you did for her was honorable and loyal, so don’t be thinking since you didn’t cuff up Ivy that you’re a bad cop.” He shrugs, his hazel eyes pinning me to my seat with their weighted intensity. “Ivy and Trace are together. They worked it out, anyway.”

Another sip of my milk and sugar-drowned coffee. “Yeah, that’s true.”

“Anything else got you twisted up?” he questions, concern etching his raspy morning voice.

Lifting my gaze, I nearly choke as our eyes come together, the truth bubbling up on my tongue. “I’m a little scared.”

His nostrils flare on an exhale. “Why?”

I shrug and shake my head, because there’s no good way to put this. “I broke laws for Ivy, which was really for Juni and I—I don’t think there is a rule out there I wouldn’t break for her, you know?”

Sterling’s mouth curves into a small smile, but sadness lines his features nonetheless. “I do.”

At that moment, our phones rattle in near unison. I reach back and swipe my phone off the kitchen counter, focusing on the screen.

“Juni?” Sterling gently pokes, not grabbing his phone from the table but instead, he focuses on finishing breakfast.

“Yeah. She wants to go bowling next week, on neon night.” My eyes skim over her request on the screen. The alley uses black lights instead of the usuals. Neon night is 70s night, after all.

He smiles down at his plate of food, likely thinking about her. Why? Because I know I am. Fuck, she’s a sight.

The full curve of her breasts filling out her bowling top, the pinch of her waist with the bloom of her hips, all accentuated by her black bowling leggings.

I smile while watching him. My groin floods with heat. Then, in my version, I see Sterling handing Juniper her new bowling ball. Her effervescent grin shines under the black lights as laughter passes between the two of them. She rocks to her toes, tenderly dragging her fingers along his strawberry curls, on her tippy-toes to reach him.

Glancing my way, Sterling does a double take, catching me. I’m staring. “You’re in then?” I inquire, casting my eyes down to my phone screen, trying desperately to ignore the heat creeping up my neck.

“Sure,” he says, finishing his coffee.

I send off a return text message to Juniper in the group chat, making Sterling’s phone sound off between us.

He takes his final bite, then skims his palms down his chest and stomach, letting free a satiated groan. “As always, that was better than I deserve. Thank you.” Through a stretch, he tips back and his spine pops, and he gets to his feet. He’s such a big man but something tells me he bends and moves just fine when it counts.

Getting to my feet, I push our chairs in before making my way past Sterling, to the other side of the counter. At the sink, he rinses dishes before sliding them into the dishwasher.

Collecting the bread from the box, I snatch up the container of turkey and salami from the fridge, and another full of peppers and pickles. “Italian today,” I tell him as I start to assemble our lunches. Sterling fills his mug with another round of piping hot coffee.

“Shit, that gave me a halfie. I love your Italian subs,” he says, with a sexy, partially asleep grin. With a lift of his mug, he drifts down the hall toward his room, calling to me over his shoulder. “Thanks for lunch. Have a good day, man. Stay safe.”

The shower in his room starts up, and with my own halfie, I make the best fucking Italian hoagie I’ve ever made. I wrap it in wax paper and tie it with candy cane colored twine.

I take my time writing his name on it.


CHAPTER
TWO



I NEVER MADE A MOVE.

Sterling
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If only a fool falls in love at first sight, then I’m a six-foot-five-inch fool.

Because I fell head over heels in love with Juniper Sky Ellington from the very first moment I laid eyes on her.

Dash, too. He didn’t tell me, but I sensed it. I felt it. The adoration and hard-on radiated from him, a familiar radiation. One that encapsulated me years ago.

Dash wore the same dazed expression the day when she came to the house and delivered jam. Based on his inability to form words until after she was gone, I knew he was a goner.

Highly relatable.

I’ve been a goner since that fateful morning when I drove up her road to collect her garbage. As the owner of Bluebell Sanitation, I didn’t always drive. But when my younger brother moved away to pursue his dream of acting, I became a true one-man show. That day was my first time on the route. And despite living in Bluebell my entire life, I wasn’t familiar with unknown nooks and secret crannies. My routine consisted of going to the sanitation plant then back home. My two places. Hell, my little brother was the one who got groceries. In a small town where everyone knows everyone, I didn’t truly become part of that culture until my brother left.

I miss him, but if he hadn’t left, I’d never have met Juni.

Or Dash.

Sometimes when my mind is overrun with filthy thoughts, I force myself to remember that day. To calm me down.

She was outside, feet bare, arms buried to the elbows in a wine barrel full of blue and purple berries, her blonde hair dancing in the breeze. I couldn’t steady my pulse or slow the drumming beat of my heart.

When I jumped off the truck to grab her cans, she lifted her gaze to the movement. Pure sage eyes glittered my way. Her plump lips quirked into a gorgeous little grin. She got to her feet, and with hands dripping purple goop, she slid one of hers into one of mine. “I’m Juniper Ellington, and who are you?”

I yanked my hat off and smoothed a hand through my hair, smearing it in bits of fruit and goop, making her giggle. Playing into my mistake, I smiled and shrugged while my heart privately swelled at the music of her soft laughter, and how it seemed to flood my veins like medicine, lifting my spirits and filling my soul with an urgent, undeniable tug of desire.

“I’m Sterling Ford, and it’s very nice to meet you, Juniper Ellington.”

Her grin captivated me, and I hardly noticed when she plucked a white washcloth from the apron tied to her body, rocking to her toes to sweep it through my hair. “Apple cider vinegar will get it out,” she said, her lips framing each word as if they were erotic promises. My cock stiffened right there in the middle of a dusty road, with my garbage truck roaring behind me.

After that day, I started to bring her flowers each time I came to collect the garbage. In return she’d start bringing me jam… by the spoonful. She’d stand on the step side of my truck, breasts pressed against the door as she leaned in through my rolled-down window, driving a spoonful of heaven into my mouth. Sometimes she’d wipe the corner of her mouth.

Sometimes I’d get straight home from work and jerk off, too.

I didn’t ever get the courage to ask her out, though. At some point, we started hanging out. And we had so much fun, I didn’t want to force her into rejecting me by asking for more. Her company as a friend meant too much. I don’t remember how it all happened, but we kept on spending time together. And now, many years later, Juniper and I know everything there is to know about one another.

She’s affectionate with me, but that adoration has never breached friendship. I’ve read He’s Just Not That Into You. I understand the concept spans genders. We hang out all the time.

Not once has she attempted a kiss, reached for my belt, or lingered in a hug longer than usual.

We’re friends, despite the fact I’d move mountains for her. While walking on a bed of shattered glass. Wearing no shoes. I would do anything for Juniper Ellington.

For the last two years, she and Dash have been building a similar relationship. It went from us watching a movie at my place to the three of us watching a movie at my and Dash’s place. From she and I bowling to the three of us bowling. To me and Juni facing off in an aggressive game of slapjack, to now taking turns on who’s slapping the jack or who’s making snacks.

I don’t feel cockblocked. I’m not angry.

I never made a move.

In fact, spending time with both of them has easily become the best part of my life.

Lately, though, I wonder if Dash wants happiness beyond our bubble, something more fulfilling. I mean, how could he not? He’s a perfect specimen made of lean muscle, showcased by purposely fitted clothing. He’s built to be the strapping husband in a nuclear family. He came here for small-town dreams—of course he wants a wife and family.

Dash and Juni are close in age when it comes to compatibility. Dash is twenty-five, and Juniper is only thirty-two. I’m rounding the corner on thirty-six. I feel old, comparatively.

This morning, on my route, all I can seem to focus on is how much sense the two of them make together.

The hunky young cop that Bluebell adores and the absolutely gorgeous jam maker. They make sense together. Nowhere in that equation is there room for the soft, middle-aged trashman.

Neither of them has ever made mention of wanting to date each other, and like me and Juni, I’ve yet to see Dash and Juni breach friendship. Still, he’s talked about her more lately. After he broke the law for her by letting her sister off the hook a few weeks back, I have to wonder if they’d explore a deeper bond if I weren’t a continual third wheel.

I know we love spending time together, but I can’t help but circle back on the idea that they’d find a traditional life together if I wasn’t always hanging around. I don’t know for a fact that they want that, but how could they not? I see the way he looks at her. I share that look. I know that look.

“Morning, Sterl,” Lucy calls from the street as she drops a tied-off black garbage bag into the can. With my window down, I lean out and smile.

“Hey, Luc, how are you this week? How’s your mom doing?” Pushing the lever, the mechanical claw snatches the trash can, the faded white letters reading GOODE’S smooshing together. While I’m emptying, Lucy smooths her hands down her apron, smiling.

“Oh, she’s good. Listen, hang on for a sec, we have fresh bear claws. I’ve got two wrapped up for ya inside,” she says, scurrying inside before I can protest.

I love bear claws. Dash’s breakfast was two hours ago but my stomach has been begging for the last two stops. She returns, holding out a white baggie for me to grab. I reach out the window, pinching the edge of my t-shirt so it doesn’t rise as I take the bag. I can do anything while holding my t-shirt down, I’ve had years of practice.

Opening the bag, the scent of almond paste hits my nose, making my mouth water. “Thanks, Lucy, these look incredible,” I say, peering inside. She smiles.

“Tell me how they were when I see you next week.”

After lowering the second empty can to the street, I wave goodbye, and head toward the next stop. While the truck dumps the hardware store can, I reach across the cab and push my glovebox till it pops open. Inside are three small jars of Juni’s jam. My “on the go” jam, as she calls it. Farmers market samplers.

I’ve always been a man to keep condiments in the glovebox, but never jam until Juni.

Dunking the end of the bear claw into Juni’s Carrot Cake Marmalade, I take a bite, my face and chest tingling from how good it is, from the comfort it brings.

I should urge Dash and Juniper to spend time together, without me. Though as I imagine telling Dash that I’m trying to give him a chance at a real thing with Juni, I can hear him arguing, telling me no. For him to make a move, I’ll have to remove myself on my own, or else they’ll never take the leap. I’m holding them back from what can be a wonderful life. I know I am. They’re just too shy or sweet to tell me.

Late nights and long mornings in bed, coffee and pancakes in the nude, shared fears and secrets, wedding bells and birth announcements—they can have all that if I remove myself. And as much as I love Juniper and Dash, they deserve something more than board games and bowling. They want more and I’m stopping them.

I know what I need to do. Sometimes you have to let go of those you love, knowing they may not come back.

That’s the definition of love.
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Crumpling the wax paper, I pluck a crumb from my shirt and take a drink of Coke. Dash’s sandwich was absolutely fucking amazing, as always. He’s a great chef, and baker, too. Juniper makes the best jam, and a fucking killer cup of coffee. And her homemade ice cream? TDF.

To die for.

Sliding my phone from my pocket, I’m about to text Dash privately when I see I already have a message waiting from him. And not in our group thread.

Can we talk tonight?




Energy courses through me, directionless, leaving my pulse spiked. I text him back.

Sterling




Sure.




This has to be about Juniper. The timing is strange but maybe he’s ready to ask her out? Maybe he wants to ask me if I’m cool with it? Something in my chest goes a little wonky at that thought, but I swallow it down with my last warm sip of Coke while forcing my gaze out the open window. Sucking in a lungful of Bluebell’s fresh air, I decide right then and there to be happy for them.

I knew, deep down, this was coming.

I never made a move on her.

She never made one on me.

That speaks volumes. How could I expect that they wouldn’t fall for each other? I shift my truck into drive, and head toward the sanitation plant, done with my pickups and ready to call it a day.

On my way home, I’m gonna stop by the Eat O Rama market and grab a twelve-pack of beer.

I’ll do what’s right, but it doesn’t mean I have to do it sober.


CHAPTER
THREE



TODAY IS INCONVENIENT BONER DAY, ISN’T IT?

Dash
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“Now what?” Keanu asks as he pulls into a parking spot in front of the Eat O Rama. We’re heading in for some sodas since today is, per usual, pretty slow where crime is concerned.

“Nothing,” I say as I obsessively check my phone. Relief smacks me when I see Sterling finally texted me back. He’s one of those guys who doesn’t give a shit about his phone. There are no bright icons for social media on his home screen, he doesn’t use it for music and he’s not a big texter.

And something about how content he is without all that shit is… hot.

I read his message and let out an uneasy sigh.

Keanu unclips his safety belt, pinning his blue eyes on me. “You helped that kitten out of the storm drain. And you’re still all… mopey,” he says, opening his door while waiting for me to unclip. “You usually love that corny shit.”

“I know,” I sigh, staring at the toes of my boots. “It’s Juniper.” Finally, I look at my partner, finding a lopsided grin on his face.

“How’d I know?” He preens, outstretching a leg into the parking lot. Getting out, I meet him on the curb, his blond hair streaking over his eyes as a breeze hits. He tucks it back, nodding as he hits me with a knowing grin. “Finally gonna make a move?”

Strolling forward, the double doors of the market slide open for us. A clerk that went to school with Keanu nods hello. We nod back, veering toward the back of the store where the cold drinks are stored.

“Finally what?” I retort. “No way.” My lies crawl up my neck and tingle my cheeks but thankfully, we reach the case of cold drinks just in time. I revel in the cool that swamps my face after pulling the door open. Keanu reaches past me, grabbing two bottles of Coke by the necks.

“Bro, you’re so super in love with her, just ask her out already,” he says coolly, passing me my drink as the door swings shut.

“I’m—” I stop myself, both my feet and words. Keanu halts a few paces up, tipping his head to the side.

“C’mon, man, don’t be dramatic. If we check out quick enough, we’ll get to the farmers market before all the good fudge is gone.”

Keanu is typically unhurried with the exception of farmers market day. He is motivated by sugar and pussy. And—world’s smallest violin here—I don’t want to stop another person in my life from having what they want. Catching up to him, I keep my voice low as a woman pushes her cart past me, giving me a shy smile.

“Badge bunny,” he says, hooking his thumb over his shoulder after we pass. “She was trying to eye fuck you,” Keanu points out in a whisper after we’re at the end of the aisle. “See, you’re in love with Juni. Guys in loooove never notice other women.”

I shake my head as we filter into the line. There’s only one checkstand because small towns, you know?

“Here’s the thing,” I tell him quietly—because small towns, you know? “Sterling has known her longer. They’ve been friends longer. If either of us should ask her out, it should be him.”

Keanu, with his aviators back on, drags them down the bridge of his nose with a finger. Peering over the top, he says, “Love isn’t first come first serve.”

I roll my eyes. “Stop saying love,” I retort, neck strained. “And if we both… like her,” I say, dragging the words apart slowly, “then it’s shitty if I ask her out now. We’ve been hanging out together for two years, man.”

The woman in line ahead of us pays, and we hand our bottles of Coke to Martin, the man who has been checking groceries at the Eat O Rama as long as the store has been open, legend has it.

“Coffee’s better for ya,” he says, holding his hand out for the three dollars and twenty cents that Keanu fishes from his wallet.

“I don’t like coffee when it’s hot. Makes me get sweaty,” Keanu replies, passing him three one-dollar bills and a quarter. “Keep the change,” he says, pushing his aviators up the bridge of his nose.

Martin drops a nickel in the plastic “HELP FEED FAMILIES” box. “Generous. Thank you.”

We edge outside into the sun and enjoy the satisfying whoosh as we twist our Cokes open. “I’ve been getting this sense from Sterling lately that he’s… I don’t know… maybe down? And I wonder if he and Juni had time without me, maybe it’d cheer him up. He deserves that.”

I tug my own shades over my eyes, hiding how far away I go for a moment while sipping my cold drink, envisioning Sterling climbing over a naked Juniper, sliding what is likely a perfect cock into the softest, sweetest place between her legs. Another burning sip of carbonation and I add, “I’m telling him tonight that he needs to go for her. He should ask her out.”

“What if they actually do, though?”

I shrug. “That’s what I want.” My stomach sours.

“Now, I mean, how you gonna feel if they do go out?” he asks after a belch tears from his chest, echoing under the eaves of the grocery store.

Ignoring the pain that sluices from me at just the mention of them together, I shrug. Envisioning them fucking is a turn-on, but imagining their hands linked in daylight not in the throes of passion, it hurts. It’s confusing that imagining them together in my mind feels both right and wrong. They’d make a good couple. Jealousy is natural. “Fine. Seeing two friends happy together is… good.”

Keanu claps his hand on my shoulder. “Are they just friends, though?”

“My best friends,” I correct, because it’s true.

“Here’s the thing, man, I’m thinking you love Juni. Right? And you have for a while. I’ve been letting you swim in denial because no harm, no foul. And I’m no love lifeguard. But this idea of Sterling and Juni getting together. It doesn’t make sense.” He smirks as he moves toward the squad car, grabbing and tossing our now empty Coke bottles in the trash on the way. “Completely whack.”

Inside, the AC returns, blasting us as he peers at me. “I think, though, my man, you’re in deeper denial than I realized.”

“Deeper?” I question, not denying his observation about me loving Juni.

“That’s what she said,” Keanu replies with a snort. “And yeah. Because I also don’t think Juni is the only one you got it bad for.”

I blink at him, lost and completely confused. In my mind, I sift through the very short list of women I’ve dated in Bluebell.

Meg.

Never went beyond three dates. “I’ve been on three dates in two years, dude. I have no clue what you mean.”

“Sterling,” he states simply while fidgeting with the AC vents.

“What?” I retort, sinking against the locked door to glare shockingly at him. “I don’t have it bad for Sterling. He’s my roommate. He’s my best friend.” And he’s a man, but I don’t say that because obviously Keanu knows. Instead I say, “And I’m not gay.”

Reversing the cruiser, Keanu glances my way once we’re driving on open road. “No, you’re not. You’re bisexual, or some variation of that. Either way, what does it matter what label you’re wearing? Sterling’s dope. You looove him. It’s not a big deal.”

“I don’t—” I start. “I’m not—” I attempt a response but no rebuttal comes. Saying that I don’t love him feels wrong, but if I admitted I did like him it would be a big fucking deal. Instead I stay quiet, keeping my attention on the landscape that whips past the window. Keanu drives toward Goode’s.

After parking, he runs in and I choose to stay in the cruiser. Being alone can sometimes be my favorite thing, so I can get lost in my thoughts without any distractions. Like returning to a dream, trying desperately to sink back into sleep where you can find the same ethereal fantasy. I think about what Keanu said as I watch people in Goode’s through the windows that separate us.

The same vision from earlier flashes through my mind.

Sterling fucking Juniper.

Only this time, I squeeze my eyes shut, altering the fantasy, this time envisioning Juniper next to me on the bed, our naked hips pressed together. Above us, Sterling hovers, his large frame swaying, radiating desire. My eyes fly open as I grow hard, my erection poking against the tight fabric of my work chinos.

“Fuck,” I exhale, my heart racing. I always thought picturing them together or noticing things I like about Sterling was all just part of our unique relationship. Not my sexual evolution.

But now, with a painfully obvious erection keeping me rooted to the cruiser seat, I think Keanu may be right.

Maybe I do want Sterling for real.
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During the summer, the farmers market does mid-week pop-ups, like today. Juniper’s brother-in-law started, runs and hosts the market. It’s an important tradition to their families.

Sterling hasn’t missed a single one and since I’ve been able, neither have I.

My limbs grow heavy, the sensation of hot sand spreading through them like lava through earth as we pass the rows of cars on Dolly and Hudson’s property. Not a single one of them are the large, fully loaded, clean white truck that Sterling drives. I get out my phone, searching for a message from him that he’s sick, or running late, or any other explanation as to why he isn’t here.

He’s always here.

But there’s nothing but our last message, agreeing to our talk tonight.

“Up there,” I advise Keanu, who dips the cruiser into a spot tucked under an oak tree near Juniper’s family barn. He parks the car, kicking up dust in his wake as he beelines for the fudge booth.

I shake hands with Deuce, say hello to Hudson, then make my way to his booth, buying a liter of strawberry milk. After she chats with one of the girls helping her, Dolly makes her way to me, a pink-cheeked baby girl on her hip.

“Hey ya, Dash.” She smiles, giving me the same perfect grin that her older sister wears. Her eyes dip to the sweating jug of milk cradled in my arm. “Got your favorite, I see.”

I nod. “Yeah. I made some chocolate sandwich cookies last night.” I hold up the jug. “This is my dunking milk.”

Her eyes widen. “That sounds amazing.”

“Choc-y cookie?” her daughter Honey repeats, curling her chubby little hands around her mommy’s neck as she sinks against her shoulder.

“I’ll bring you some, Honey girl,” I tell the little cherub, wiggling the tip of my finger into her belly. She squeals with delight, and Dolly smiles.

“Juni’s at her booth,” she says, passing me a knowing smirk. We’ve only ever been friends, me and Juni, yet Dolly has always looked at me like she’s aware of my feelings for her sister.

“Thanks, Dol.” My radio chirps about a shift change in dispatch, but I reach up and quiet it as I approach Juniper’s booth, my heart already racing. Stepping around a woman with a bag of oranges and a jug of milk, Juniper comes into view. Her long dress swishes with the light breeze as she focuses on carefully facing her jars, making sure the labels are aligned. Goldenrod hair in a braid fit for a queen draped over her shoulder, I can’t help but smile when I notice the smattering of purple stains on her white dress. She’s made jam in that dress, and for whatever reason, that bricks me up a little.

Today is inconvenient boner day, isn’t it?

Stepping beneath the canopy, I smile, reaching up to push her braid off her shoulder. “Hey,” I greet softly. Her green eyes lift from the jars, and she squeals when she sees me, rushing around the side of the booth for a hug.

We hug, and I bury my nose in her hair, basking in the scent of fresh berries and simmering sugar. We break apart and she taps the jug of milk in my hand. “Dunking milk?”

I nod. “Yeah. For those homemade Oreos I made.”

“Save me some!” She beams, circling back to the other side of her booth.

I survey the jars on the table, pointing to my favorite flavor, Strawbarb. “I’ll take a jar,” I say, using my free hand to fish my wallet from my back pocket.

She laughs. “You get 12 jars a month, Dash.”

“Sterl and I get 12 jars,” I clarify, “and I really love jam.”

Her eyes shine as her plump lips part, like she wants to say something. I wonder if she knows that my love of jam is a metaphor.

She passes the jar to me after I pass her my bills. Then, as if she only just processed my comment, she puts her hands on her hips, confusion lining her forehead. “Where is Sterling?”

Clutching the edge of her table, she leans over her booth, peering through the groups of people, searching for him. We both know if he were here, he’d be right here.

Accepting he’s really not here, her shoulders droop, sadness visibly weighing her down. Her reaction erases any lingering doubt.

They should be together.

She should be with a Bluebell lifer, just like herself. A man with longstanding roots, one who doesn’t have a job that puts his life at risk, a man who has arms built for protection and comfort alike.

I’m just wasting their time being a third wheel they can’t get rid of, and they’re both just too nice to tell me to kick fuckin’ rocks.

Hit the road.

Get. The. Fuck. Out.

“I gotta run, Juni,” I tell her, stepping back from the booth as I find Keanu in the crowd. He has his fudge, which means we have no reason to stay. “Have a good afternoon. Text me later.”

She smiles, but disappointment keeps her eyes from shining.

In the cruiser, I sit quietly, unable to stop thinking about Sterling and Juniper.

I couldn’t see it before, through my own rose-colored glasses, but now I know for sure that tonight’s talk has to happen.


CHAPTER
FOUR



I WARNED HIM.

Juniper
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“It was a great one today,” my sister says, outstretching her hand for another jar of jam.

“Yeah, it was. Hudson’s idea for mid-week markets was brilliant,” I reply.

Dolly beams, bringing her clasped hands beneath her chin. “He’s so amazing.”

I laugh and shake my head. Dolly knew she loved Hudson from the moment his boots hit the gravel out front years ago. And while Ivy and Trace had their own path, Ivy was right about them all along, knowing that together they’re the best versions of themselves.

No one can say Ellington women are indecisive. We know what we want. And we know how to get it.

I wanted my own jam business, and when I was seventeen, working at the Eat O Rama, I spent my first paycheck on a dozen boxes, a flat of strawberries and a few sacks of sugar. Fifteen years later, here I am.

But a business is not the only thing I want. It’s taken me a few years to realize that.

Peering around to make sure Hudson and Deuce aren’t within earshot, I drop my volume, talking quietly to my sisters while we clean up my booth. Trace lingers, but he’s attached to Ivy, so I know this will be as private as it gets. “Hey, you guys know how I hang out with Sterling Ford and Dash Foster, right?”

“No, Juniper, we had no idea that you’ve been meeting up with them multiple times a week for years,” Ivy deadpans, making eyes at me as her nostrils flare.

Dolly bumps her with her elbow. “Yes, we know. We also know you’re private about your romantic life, so we haven't been pushy. But if you’re ready to share,” she offers, stroking her fingers down my braid as her smile comforts me. “And you don’t need to full name them, Juni. We’re very aware of your besties.”

“Well… I’m just wondering… is it possible to date two people at once?” Adrenaline stings my cheeks after the words leave my mouth, and I force my eyes down to the flat of jars in my hands, too embarrassed to look at my sisters.

I can’t believe I’m finally addressing this.

Ivy stops me with a hand to my wrist, bringing our gazes together. “That deception would hurt them, Juniper.”

I shake my head, shocked at the idea she has. “No, no, no,” I clarify, “I mean, could I date them, like… together?” Bringing a hand to my chest, I shake my head, hunting for the right words. “I don’t want to date them separately.” I lick my lips, glancing between Ivy, Trace and Dolly. “I want them both, together.”

Trace’s lips curve into a sinister grin. He shakes his head. “I knew I liked you.”

Ivy elbows him. “Shut up, Trace.”

“Sterling didn’t come to the market today. He hasn’t missed one. Ever.”

“Ever?” Trace questions, still studying me.

“I don’t know why he isn’t here. And right as I was getting the courage to talk to him about all this. It almost feels like him not being here is a sign. You know, that it’s a bad idea,” I tell them, back to chewing the inside of my cheek as I mindlessly trace the rim of an empty sample jar.

“I like to believe in signs that support my narrative,” Dolly supplies cheerfully. “And Dash was here, right? If the universe didn’t want you to have both of them, then neither of them would have shown up. Right?”

I love how supportive she is, and how eager she is to help me get what I want. I consider what she’s saying, and I suppose if God, the universe, or whoever did not want me to have Dash and Sterling as my own, they’d quit dangling them beneath my nose.

And Dash was here today…

“Never mind,” I decide, suddenly acutely self-conscious of suggesting it aloud, especially in mixed company. Besides, do I deserve them? They’re my friends, my best friends even. But do I really deserve either one of them, much less both of them? Not one but two absolutely incredible human beings? No. I really don’t. “Dumb idea. Forget I said anything,” I say, collapsing my Juni’s Jams standing sign before slipping it into a carry bag.

“It’s not a dumb idea,” Ivy defends the dream on my behalf, helping me load my banner into my wagon of supplies. “A lot of people are in polyamorous relationships, or throuples. There’s nothing dumb about that.”

Sterling flashes through my mind, his bear-like chest and meaty hands, and that sweet, demure smile of his. Next I picture Dash, his neatly coiffed dark hair and the fitted cut of his uniform. “They’re out of my league, anyway. I mean, Sterling is like…” I shake my head, staring up into the miles of clear blue sky, hoping to find the right words drifting in the clouds. Nothing feels right. He isn’t hot. He isn’t handsome.

He’s so much more than any of that.

“And Dash…” I start, but again, how do you do justice in describing a man like him? I end up shaking my head as I swipe my hands down my apron. “Besides all that,” I say, admitting something that’s been bouncing around my brain for the last few weeks. “Men know what they want. If Sterling or Dash wanted to date me, they would have made a move by now. We’ve been hanging out for ages.” I shake my head. “Years.”

Trace says nothing, and neither does Ivy. And Dolly, my usual beam of perpetual hope and happiness, only smiles.

I’m right.

If they wanted me, they’d have asked me out by now. One or both.

But neither has.
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After taking my booth supplies back in the barn, I head inside, snagging a late lunch while I check my list of deliveries. Three times a week I make deliveries for those who order from my website, and today is one of those days.

I only have three stops, but one is on the edge of town, so I load my van with a few flats of jam and head to the farthest stop first. With my windows down and 90s music roaring from my speakers, I enjoy the fifteen-minute drive to the edge of town on Old Soulsby Road. The road, lining a ravine, drops down at least fifty feet, to a largely desolate area. Cacti and succulents are everywhere, and though I’m still in Bluebell, it always feels like the desert out here. My van’s worn axles squeal during the tight turns on the country road, and just as I’m about to check the address one last time, I spot a truck pulled over in the upcoming turnout.

It’s not rare for someone else to be out here, as this is the road that connects Bluebell to our sister town, Oakcreek.

But the mere presence of another human isn’t what has my nostrils flaring, dirt flying up around my wheels and clouding my side mirrors, as I stomp the brakes with all my might. My eyes still on the man, I reach over the console, grabbing whatever I can, not even fully pulled off the road. Within seconds, my door is open and my feet are on the ground.

The man, who has yet to notice me, continues to do the thing that made me stop.

There’s a beautiful golden dog in the bed of the truck, hooked to a rope leash. He yanks the leash, driving his fist in the dog’s back each time the animal refuses to move toward the tailgate.

“Get the fuck out!” he screams, whaling on the dog repeatedly as he struggles to drag him out of the truck bed. “Get out of the truck, you fucking asshole!” he shouts. The dog curls into the plastic bed liner, whimpering, clearly scared to get out, but equally scared to stay. Poor baby.

“Hey!” I shout, closing the distance between us with each aggressive stomp of my boots, my heart hammering. No one treats animals like this. There is no acceptable reason for it. And there is no forgiveness in it, either.

The man turns to face me, sweat glistening on his forehead, malice pinching his dark eyes.

“Mind your business, you dumb bitch,” he shouts, rewrapping the end of the rope around his hand, giving it another hard yank. The dog slides forward in the back of the bed, his nails grating, coughing and gasping from how tight the rope holds his throat. The poor baby can hardly breathe. “Get the fuck out!” he screams again, this time coming to the side of the truck bed to lean over, punching the dog in the head with his closed fist.

No, no, no.

No.

My ears burn, the corners of my vision grow dark as a familiar energy sweeps over me. “Do not touch that dog again,” I warn. It’s in all of our best interests if he walks away now. Unstoppable darkness creeps up my legs, searing through my veins. I know what’s about to happen if he doesn’t listen.

If he leaves now, I can channel it or defuse it. Or at least try. The it being the all-consuming, blinding wave of energy that possesses me in times like these.

“Sir,” I mutter, unmoving while somehow also gaining on him, the world around me slowly twisting into a muted, dark blur. “Do not touch that dog again.”

With beady eyes pinched, he faces me, thin lips twisted in defiance. With our gazes locked, he raises his closed fist, and hits the dog again. He yelps so loudly my spine straightens.

I warned him.

I really did.

I didn’t want this to happen again. And definitely not like this.

But that doesn’t matter now.

This is happening.

My arm burns with foreboding; my hands throb in anticipation. Anger continues to cloud my sight, causing the scene to taper, leaving the dog beater’s face in a tiny pinhole of clarity.

Maroon, scarlet, crimson—so many shades of red fog my vision as I swing, bringing the jar of Strawbarb preserves down on his head, over and over. Preserves go everywhere.

It’s my food service jar, which means it’s big. Heavy. Full of carefully cooked fruits, sweetened with sifted and measured sugar, stirred to perfection, heat sealed with precision, the jar shatters in my palm, bits of jam-coated glass flying like confetti. Still, a large portion of the jar remains intact, and I use it to continue punishing the man.

Only when I succumb to my chest full of flames do I relent and drop to my knees, palms pressed to the dirt as I work on steadying my breath. After a moment gasping on my knees, my senses return, and I’m able to see beyond fifty shades of red.

Chest heaving, my hands pressed firmly into the unmoving ground in an effort to regulate my senses, knees dug into the sun-warmed gravel beneath me, I glance up at the yellow dog standing before me. With his wet nose, he nudges my shoulder and cheek until I get to my feet.

“Poor baby,” I croon, a soft breeze moving through, kissing my skin, damp with sweat, leaving me chilled. Unease shudders all around us as I smooth my hand along the dog’s soft fur, leaving a streak of red along his back, contrasting his golden hue. My palm aches, so I smooth it against my leg, trying to clear it of dirt and debris, to assess the damage. Only, I can’t figure out which streaks of ruby are jam or blood, and my vision hasn’t quite settled yet.

“C’mon,” I tell the dog, who stands patiently next to me, his leash in my hand. I walk him to my van, and drag open the sliding door to let him inside. Collecting his face in my hands, I press a kiss to his snout. “You’re safe now. I’ll be back.”

The heavy doors closing echo through the nearby ravine. Looking across the horizon, impending evening scattering flecks of orange along mountaintops, I apologize to the beautiful land bordering Soulsby Road.

I apologize as I traipse over to the motionless man in the dirt, because I know what I’m going to do. Sucking in a breath, I curl my hurt hand beneath him and grunt as I roll his lifeless body to the edge. With my boot poised on his butt, I give one strong nudge—the last of my energy. Dust clouds snowball as he rolls, landing with a hard thud, the noise echoing in finality. Blinking down, my heart rate still in panic, sobs tear free from my tightened chest.

Uncontrollably wild, from the depths of my soul, body-rocking sobs.

I don’t like when it happens this way. It makes me feel like even more of a monster. Controlled, private—that’s how I like it if it has to happen.

A car rushes through, taking the tight turn of the curve too fast, snapping me from my haze. After collecting broken bits of the jar, I toss them into the ravine and kick the driver’s door closed on his truck.

Then I get in my van, the golden dog coming to rest his head next to me on the console. Petting him, sifting my fingers through his luscious, soft coat, I assure him he’s safe. That we will be okay.

The truck can’t stay there. His body can’t stay there. My jam jar is down there. My hand is— I bring my hurt hand in front of the wheel to check it while using the other to guide my van in a tight turn, heading back to the heart of Bluebell. The hand I used to strike the man is mangled. And my tire tracks are out there for anyone to photograph.

Panic stings my sensibilities as I drive back into town, following the speed limit so as to avoid attention.

“Okay, think. This isn’t the first time this has happened. It's gonna be okay,” I coach myself, a job I’ve grown comfortable doing. You have to be strong when you have hobbies like I do.

I make a mental plan to head home, wash the van, shower, then take care of my hand. It helps me if I picture my plan. As I steady my hand on the wheel, the evening streetlights flitting past as I curve my van onto the main street of Bluebell, I envision my house.

Then it dawns on me.

Today was the mid-week market. That means Hudson and Dolly will have company. Deuce and Ev at the least, but it’s usually more. They host a dinner on Wednesdays, and if I show up now, I’ll be sure to get noticed. They eat on the patio. There is no way for me to get out of my van covered in blood and dirt with a bloody dog and go unnoticed.

I chew my lip as fresh tears cascade my cheeks. It occurs to me just then as I pass Goode’s Diner and Ink Time that I really fucked up.

I can’t pull that man from the ravine. There’s no way.

I need help.


CHAPTER
FIVE



AND IF I WERE JUNI, I’D CHOOSE HIM OVER ME, TOO.

Sterling
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The third one doesn’t quite hit like the second, and the second isn’t quite as crisp as the first. But either way, beer is beer. It numbs me nicely, as intended. Still, the plate of food and empty seat across from me are all I can focus on.

I made steak tonight, with Hasselback potatoes and roasted Broccolini. Dash likes “the fancy broccoli” better, so I make sure to buy it when I’m cooking for the both of us. I had to drive to Oakcreek for it earlier, in fact, since the Eat O Rama doesn’t have fancy stuff. I don’t know many roommates that routinely cook for one another, but I’ve never worried about what others do.

My eyes unfocus, envisioning him across from me, his forearm flexing as he saws through his steak. Instinctively I tug at the hem of my shirt, then fold my arms over my chest, sipping my beer. Even if I don’t feel physically self-conscious, covering my body sometimes makes me feel more comfortable, so I do, seeking comfort as I imagine watching him eat. Sinking the tines of his fork into a perfectly cut bite, his lips seal around the meat as he moans his appreciation. “So good, Sterl,” he says.

Rousing me from my curiously arousing thoughts, the front door opens. “Hey, man,” Dash greets. I twist in the chair in time to catch him unclipping his duty belt, still watching as he hangs it next to my coat. One easy shrug and he’s out of his Bluebell PD jacket, hooking it over his belt. Foot to heel, he toes out of his unlaced boots. He normally unlaces them on his drive home when he’s stopped at lights. He told me that the first time I asked why he came home with his boots untied. He’s eager to relax, and I like that.

I relate to that.

“Hey, how was your shift?” I ask, even though I’m wondering about the farmers market. I don’t think I can see the adoration and pleasure lift his eyes as he recounts seeing Juni. I’ll eventually get used to them being together, when it happens, and I’ll be able to talk to him about their life.

I will.

He clamps a hand on my shoulder while he moves toward the kitchen to wash his hands. After drying them, Dash unbuttons the top three buttons on his uniform and makes his way toward the table.

“Fuck, this looks amazing and smells even better, Sterl,” he groans, his voice raspy. He stares at the food a moment before finally looking up at me. “Shift was fine.” Gray eyes search mine, an uncomfortable knotting in my stomach at the way he pays me such intimate attention. “You already eat?” he asks, my gut tugging not from the mention of food but from his attention.

“Yeah,” I nod.

He nods too, taking a bite. “Missed you at the market today.” Not we or I or Juni. Just missed you. He picks up his fork and knife, cutting a thin strip of steak. Before taking the bite, he looks up at me. “Juni missed you, too.”

Wait, so, that means he missed me. And so did Juni. I want to ask him if she said those exact words, but just the idea of asking has my cheeks warming with embarrassment.

With potato and steak loaded onto his fork, he takes a bite, a delighted moan drifting over the table. As he chews, my gaze finds his jaw then his throat when he swallows. Wiping his mouth with the napkin I laid out, Dash smiles before taking a sip of beer. Lifting the sweating can, he peers at it, then me. “We drinkin’ tonight?”

I get lost in him for a second, forgetting he asked a question. Coarse dark hair peeks up from the collar of his undershirt, his jaw covered in a day of growth, and reality slaps me.

He’s just like her. He’s gorgeous. And the two of them make so much sense together.

And if I were Juni, I’d choose him over me, too.

This is the right choice.

“So,” Dash starts, stretching the word like taffy. He takes another bite, savoring the Hasselback potatoes in a few slow chews. Each pleased groan makes my cheeks tingle. I’m glad he likes dinner. Still, he eyes me.

I sip my now fourth can of beer, popping a second for him. “Yeah?”

“How come you didn’t come to the market?” Dash’s eyes hold mine, his veiny hands clenching silverware on either side of the plate, unmoving. He isn’t gonna take another bite until he knows.

“Well, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about,” I hedge, taking another pull of my beer that inadvertently finishes it. I crush it with my fist and reach for another, when Dash’s socked foot connects with my shin under the table. My eyes lift to his.

“Didn’t I text you that I wanted to talk?” he questions, the corner of his full lips lifting as he goes for another forkful of food. He brings a bite of steak to his mouth. “But you first. That way I can eat.” He dances his brows playfully before digging back in. I ignore his charm.

“Listen, I think it’s time that you go for it⁠—”

Someone whales on the front door so hard that the framed poster of Fenway rattles loudly over our couch. I cast my eyes back at the door, then toward Dash. “You expecting anyone?”

He swipes the napkin over his lips before crumpling it, dropping it to the table as he rises. “No, and never anyone who pounds on a door like that.”

On my feet, we move through the living space toward the front door. I’m about to crouch and look out the peephole, but the thudding sounds off again, this time followed by a soft whimper.

“Sterling, Dash, it’s Juniper.” Her usually gentle voice is flared with panic, lined with fear. “Please,” she begs, another thud, this time much less powerful, as if she’s losing energy.

I yank open the door and there she is.

Juniper.

My heart twists, nearly ceasing its beating in my chest as I take her in. I’ve never envisioned my worst nightmare, but seeing her like this, I think this is it. Acid crawls up my throat, and my lips tingle with a sick foreboding.

Blood streaked down her arm, spattered against her chest and chin, wisps of blonde hair framing her face, bottom lip wobbling, eyes rimmed red and dripping tears. At her sides, one of her hands is badly cut, blood dripping onto the WELCOME mat below her. It’s then I notice a golden dog sitting at her heel. One I’ve never seen before.

His lustrous flaxen coat is marred with heavy streaks of rouge.

“Juni,” Dash breathes, with so much concern and question in that one word that my chest clenches.

Reactively my arms come out as her eyes roll back, her knees fold, and she collapses.


CHAPTER
SIX



BOTH OF YOU.
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Like a son traipsing in his father’s footsteps, I follow after Sterling, my body coursing with anxiety and aimless energy, unsure where to place it. I’m a police officer, for Christ’s sake, but Sterling is a thousand times better in the face of this particular, unnamed crisis.

“Grab some water, and some bandages,” he orders, his tone calm and even. “We need to get her cleaned up, and we need to bandage her hand, and assess what else is injured.” He pauses. “Get the dog some water, too.”

Nodding, I move through the house into the kitchen, filling a bowl with water, lowering it to the floor. The dog doesn’t come, and I can hear his tail thump against the linoleum flooring down the hall, telling me he’s still at Juni’s side. Grabbing the first aid kit and a bottle of water, I head into the bathroom, telling myself to stay calm.

I’m a cop. It should be easy.

Snaking through the hall, into Sterling’s room, then into his bathroom, I find him crouching, Juniper sitting on the edge of the tub with her back against the tile wall. He’s unlacing her boots, speaking softly, as if he knows what exactly is wrong and how to fix it.

“You’re safe now, sweetheart. Whatever happened, don’t worry, okay? You’re safe. We’ve got you.” Something about him saying that while she’s unconscious makes my chest tight. With both boots off, I watch his cumbersome hands gently roll down her socks and peel them off. He has such an imposing, strong presence with his burly frame yet he moves with grace, and despite the fact I don’t know what the hell is going on, my heart squeezes.

Sterling casts a look in my direction. “Grab her some clothes so we can get her changed.” I nod, and curve the corner into his room, yanking open the top drawer on his dresser. Neatly folded shirts rest inside, traces of his soap and cologne worn into every single one. I can smell them from here. There’s a weighty pull in my groin as I drag my fingers along the shirts. Sterling startles me, leaning back so his face is visible in the open doorframe.

“Yours will fit better,” he says, “mine will be way too big.” Shutting the drawer, I go to my room. I change from my work blues, getting comfortable for what the night has in store. After grabbing sweats and a faded shirt—the very first two items I find—I head back, discovering Juniper is awake.

“Oh, thank God,” I breathe, setting the clothing on the counter, near Sterling’s electric toothbrush.

The golden dog nuzzles under Juniper’s hand, and she winces at the contact.

“Welcome back,” Sterling coos softly. “We gotta get that hand cleaned up, but first, I’m gonna wipe your arm and face, okay?”

Juni stares blankly at him for what feels like eternity, then nods.

“Good girl,” he praises, getting to his feet to wet a washcloth at the sink. I close the lid on the toilet and come to sit next to her, opening her the bottle of water I brought. After passing it to her, I ask, “Can you manage this with your good hand? Take a few sips for us?”

Her wide green eyes come to mine, and she nods, sipping the water while keeping her gaze trained on me. Sterling returns with his washcloth, and gets to work on the dried red streaking her arm.

“That’s a lot of blood,” I comment cautiously as Sterling drags the washcloth over her skin.

I shove my hands in my pockets, hiding the way they’ve begun to violently tremble. I’ve seen bad shit on the beat, but I could see a hundred accidents without my hands shaking. Seeing Juniper this way, it’s rattling me to my core.

“We’re gonna get rid of it all and as soon as you’re ready to talk, we’re here,” he continues, saying just the right thing. He rises to wring the cloth into the sink, wetting it again. This time, he smooths it over her chin, and my chest contracts at the gentle way he places his hand on the column of her throat, using his thumb to tip her head back slightly. Carefully, he wipes at the splatter until she’s clean and the cloth needs another rinsing.

She sips the water I handed her, passing it back to me when she’s done. Sterling drapes the damp washcloth over the sink, and slides his hands under her arms, lifting her to her feet.

He brings his face close to hers, talking quietly as the dog clambers near her feet. “We’re gonna get you changed into clean clothes, okay?” He tips his head in my direction, glancing my way, his hazel eyes drowning in concern. I get to my feet, carefully helping pull her shirt off over her head. Together, we feed her arms through my Bluebell PD t-shirt before Sterling drops to a crouch. “Pants,” he says.

Juni’s eyes come to mine, and I search hers for approval, getting a nod a moment later. Carefully, I help her out of her jeans, struggling a little with the button and zipper at first. Sterling tugs them off of her feet, and holds the legs of my sweatpants open, coaxing her to step in.

Neither of us take note of her panties or bra. When she’s redressed, she sits on the edge of the toilet this time and finally speaks. “He—he—he’s got blood in his hair, too,” she starts sobbing, pointing to the dog curled up at her feet. He won’t let Juni out of his sight.

Sterling nods, still completely calm and cool, all the while, my heart is racing. But not as fast as my mind. What happened? Whose blood is that? What was Sterling about to say before she got here? Where did that dog come from? How is he so calm?

Needing to find some semblance of control, I open the first aid kit on the counter. “How about Sterling gets the dog cleaned up and I take a look at that hand, hmm?” I ask her, keeping my voice comfortably low.

She lifts her hand, almost as if she forgot she was hurt, and blinks at it, going pale. “Oh my god,” she breathes. “I’m still bleeding.”

“You’ve been moving around a lot. It’ll stop once you do, okay? Let me have a look.” I collect her face in my hands for a moment, holding her eyes with mine, feeding her much-needed reassurance. “Just watch Sterl, okay?”

Her green eyes dart between mine for a second, a little detached and lost, before she nods. “Okay.” Then she focuses on him while I kneel at her side, pulling her hand into my lap. Using the shitty blue plastic tweezers from the first aid kit, I carefully pull out small shards of glass before asking her to stand and rinse it beneath the sink. She does and sits, returning her focus on Sterling, who gently cleans the dog with a damp towel. He unties the rope from the dog’s neck and scratches its throat as I apply antibiotic ointment to Juni’s palm, then cover it in a few squares of gauze. After taping her up and double-checking for other injuries, I put the kit away and wash my hands.

Sterling collects her in his arms, and I follow him to the living room, where he lowers her to the couch, the dog in tow. We sit on either side of her and I place my hand on her knee. “What happened, Juni?”

The dog stands in front of us, staring at Juni like she hangs the moon. Juni reaches out, stroking him gently. “I just f-found him… he was hurt,” she stammers.

I glance down at his paw, noticing a glob of something still on him. That’s too thick to be blood, and besides, it’s not even red as much as it is… purplish red.

I know what that is. Because I consume an ungodly amount of it every month. There’s jam on his paw, and Sterling notices at the same time.

“Did you break a jar of jam?” he offers, searching for an explanation. The police officer in me doesn’t want to feed her ideas, as it’s less likely to get the truth. But the niggling worry in my gut wants her to agree that it's just jam—that this is all okay. Not at all what it feels and looks like.

The cut hand, the blood, the jam, that would make sense if the jar broke. But… “Where’d you find the dog, sweetheart?”

She twists her focus between us, caught clearly in a storm of choices. Something is going on, and it spans far beyond an accident with a jar of jam and stumbling upon a dog. But her jaw wobbles, and she never quite finds words she’s comfortable sharing. After a few more tears which she wipes away with the back of her good hand, she finally says, “On the side of a road, when I was making deliveries tonight.”

Sterling makes circles with his rough, broad palm over her knee. My eyes lock on the motion, and how it’s the exact touch she needs. And when I finally look back up at her, her shoulders are sloped with relief, and the lines of concern in her forehead have melted away. He makes her feel so safe, it’s clear.

“Okay, that’s good to know,” Sterling says softly, still slowly kneading and circling her knee. She reaches out, placing her palm on his, stopping the movement. She looks into his eyes, and for a second I’m jealous at the quiet intimacy they’re sharing at this moment. The dog whimpers, breaking the spell, reminding me that something is up.

I have half a mind to call the station, but something in my gut tells me not to. Something in this room tells me not to do anything but stay here and wait.

“Please,” she whimpers, her voice flooded with raw desperation and drunken need. I’ve imagined Juni begging, in the privacy of my mind, of course. And the crazy part is? She sounds just the way she did in my fantasy. Gentle, like even in her hungriest, most neediest state, she just doesn’t have it in her to be aggressive. Her eyes cut to mine, her green irises vivid and bright like a perfect spring day. Nothing in her expression says she’s backing down. She utters, “Please,” one more time, and my cock guiltily stiffens.

“What, sweetheart? Tell us what you need.”

Tell us what you need. My cock likes that too.

Juni’s hazy green eyes coast between the two of us, linking Sterling and I in a way I can’t explain. “Please, I just need you.” She pauses, the tip of her pink tongue making a seductive swipe over her bottom lip. “Both of you.”


CHAPTER
SEVEN



IT ALL SEEMED SO SIMPLE.

Juniper
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Stupidly, my plan was to never tell anyone about the other side of me. I thought if I made enough jam, I’d be blissfully content not ever having a lover or children of my own. I want all that but by a certain age and when it doesn’t happen, well, I told myself that jam could replace a man, because my jam is incredible, and takes a crapload of time to make.

It all seemed so simple.

But then white truck man had to be a dog beater. And blinding rage found me, and it was the very same rage that made me pull over, made me grab the jam, and made me beat him to death with it until I couldn’t tell what was brain matter or preserves.

I don’t like that I have to make bad men learn lessons.

It is, however, the card the universe dealt me.

While I’ve learned over the years that there’s no cleanup required when I avoid acting on my impulses, I’ve also come to realize avoiding them only adds pressure to the cooker in my soul. And rather than pretend my needs don’t exist, I usually make a little plan to channel my energy, to save hours’ worth of headaches. When seething anger and the overwhelming urge for retribution hits, I make myself take a day or two and plan. Normally.

Damn it, the dog beater guy messed everything up.

I’m worried if I don’t come clean, I’ll be discovered. Dash is so smart. And he’s a police officer. He knows when people are lying, and more than that, he knows me. In the last couple years, the three of us have been inseparable.

We take mini getaways together to breweries, we have board game night and bowling night, we tried to start a book club (but Sterling fell asleep), we watch Survivor and make each other playlists, we swim in the summer and snowboard in the winter.

We’re friends.

He’s aware that something more sinister has happened. But he’s not pressing it yet, giving me grace I don’t deserve.

And Sterling.

My gosh.

Ever since I met him, I knew there was something about him that screamed “forever.” It only took a few months of hanging out for me to realize that I wanted him the same way my little sister Dolly wanted her husband Hudson before they got together.

Passionately. Aggressively. Insanely.

But a woman with secrets like mine doesn’t easily take a lover. She doesn’t simply have a boyfriend or a husband, she doesn’t pose for Christmas cards and make baked goodies for the town during the holidays. She doesn’t have daughters who borrow her clothes and wear her lipstick, and she doesn’t host girls' nights and plan cross-continent vacations.

She doesn’t do those things because when and if her choices catch up with her, it makes the fall that much more agonizing, more public, more painful for the ones who love her.

Years have passed and Sterling has never asked me out, anyway. When Dash came along, I fell for him, too. And while neither of them ever made a move, I’ve believed it's best that way, because the barrier of privacy, avoiding true intimacy—it kept my secret side safe.

Recently it’s been harder to stick to that ideology. The desire to have my dream life with them has been more challenging to suppress.

I don’t know if the adrenaline wearing off is taking away some of my good sense. I don’t know if it’s the two most virile, hunky, sweet men I’ve ever met in my entire life tenderly taking care of me, as if I’m their porcelain doll to keep safe. I don’t know exactly what it is.

But for the first time in my life, I want to spill my guts about everything.

The fear that they won’t accept me is the only thing keeping me from doing it, though. I love these guys. I want them and have wanted them in all the erotic, sensual ways that a sexually starved, deprived woman craves a man.

A quick perusal of packages—something I usually do when my sunnies are on—tells me that we may be on the same page. Despite my reservations and hesitations, now is my time to make a move.

And as nervous as I am to cross that bridge for the first time, it’s a much easier leap than coming clean. For now, at least. And the longer I can distract them from reality, the better. Because I don’t think I’m ready for the consequences.

They’ll leave me.

“Please,” I whisper again, this time moving through the apartment on weak feet, cradling my hurt hand to my chest as I circle the counter. From the fridge, I retrieve a jar of Juni’s Peach Party. With the jam tucked under my arm, I use my good hand to twist off the top. The metal lid pings onto the kitchen floor as I make my way back to them. Neither Sterling nor Dash have moved from their spots on the couch, knees still spread wide, elbows resting atop as they steeple fists below chins, both deeply contemplative.

I take them in for a second. Sterling, a strapping man with his strawberry hair, the slight softness around his waist reminding me of the power and dominance he yields. Dash’s body is defined by lean muscle, promising stamina and strength. The most erotic dichotomy.

“I need you both,” I admit, the hushed words heavily lined with an unbearable ache. Dash’s eyes linger, and when I look at Sterling, he’s laser-focused on the jar of jam in my hand, and my two fingers as I plunge them inside.

With preserves sticky on my fingertips, I slowly settle between them on the couch, facing Sterling first. Sliding my bandaged hand under his chin, our gazes collide, brimming with unspoken tension in the electric silence. He wants me. I can see it now. He never asked me out but there's no question, searching his hazel eyes, that he wants me.

Slowly, I tip my face toward him until I feel the hot press of his mouth and the soft swipe of his tongue along mine. His sizable hand cups the back of my head tenderly. His kiss is electrical, hot and sizzling, while somehow also being velvety soft and ultra tender. The perfect contrast of emotion and passion. His kiss is everything I knew it would be. When I have the courage to pull back, I replace my tongue with my fingers, and lower my voice to a husky whisper. “Suck.”

Sterling’s lips wrap my fingers, the noise of him swallowing my jam tears across my skin in raised bumps, somehow intensifying the hot and uncomfortable ache between my legs. Pulling my fingers out clean, I kiss and tongue the traces of peach off his lips, relieved he isn’t too proud to let me hear him moan. I love his moans. I could live off of them as sustenance, they’re so hearty and dense.

“Goddd.” His voice rattles and rumbles between my legs.

Facing Dash, I break into a smile when I find his eyes wide, and a hand guarding his crotch. I’ve long wondered about Dash’s feelings, and tried to never focus on the reasons why he didn’t or wouldn’t ask me out. I always wondered if Sterling wasn’t one of the reasons. Because he looks at Sterling the very same way I do.

Sliding over an inch, I bring my covered hand to his chin and smile, our eyes tangled in shared thought.

I want this, I swear I hear him saying it by the way his gray eyes flit between mine, the way his nostrils flare with each hitched breath, and his subtle nod as I bring the same two fingers up to his mouth.

“First, a kiss,” I whisper, fusing our mouths in a kiss so incomparably different from the one I shared with Sterling. Dash doesn’t cup the back of my head but rather, collects my face in his hands, sweeping his tongue through my mouth over and over until I’m so worked up I have to pull back.

“I’ve been dying for a taste,” he says finally, out of breath, “it feels like I’ve waited an eternity or longer.” I don’t know if he means my mouth, or Sterling’s, or both.

Both, I hope.

I plunge my fingers into his mouth, and my eyes roll closed as his tongue wraps around them, his lips creating a tight seal to suck. The back of his tongue is soft and hot as he searches for remnants of Sterling or peach jam on my fingers, and when he’s done, he takes my wrist and pulls my hand back.

“I can’t say it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted, because there are a few things I’ve yet to taste that will definitely take the cake,” he rasps, a smirk lifting the corner of his mouth. I cup my good hand there, sweeping my thumb over his lips where happiness lifts them.

Getting to my feet between them, I nudge their little coffee table back to make room. Sterling is always a gentleman, and when I reach for the hem of the too big t-shirt that has kept me so comfortable, he levels a wobbly palm between us.

“Juniper, you don’t⁠—”

“I do,” I say, dead to his refusal. He wants me. I see it in his eyes. In Dash’s eyes too. I know how to read men’s eyes. When they’re lying, when they’ve deceived, when they say they’re going to do better if I let them go, but I know they’re just saying what they think I want to hear.

My assumption that they haven’t asked me out because they don’t like me? I think I was wrong.

Maybe Sterling has a good reason for never asking me out. Dash, too. And maybe their reasons are as twisted as mine—maybe they’re hiding a darkness, a secret, a handful of histories so big they could destroy lives.

I don’t know.

But tonight, it doesn’t matter.

“I need you both,” I repeat, and this time, they stay silent. After my admission, my pants join my shirt on the floor. The white bra and panty set that waxed lackluster and boring when I put it on this morning suddenly feels like the most seductive and alluring thing I’ve ever worn.

But this doesn’t end with simple stripping of clothes. Because I have plans, and jam and cotton don’t mix. The bra and panties have to go.

Taking a place in front of Sterling, I tell him what I want. “Take off my panties, Sterl,” I plead, clinging to the last syllable of his name for as long as possible. I never want to let him go, and after tonight, I hope he feels the same. I hope they both do.

He curls his fingers around the waist of my panties, heat raking across my flesh, awareness prickling through my veins, lighting my body up at its very core. My nipples are piercingly hard. Desire blooms at my core, flooding my panties. My wet desire threads between my bare puss and my cotton panties as he tugs them down. I stop him when they’re banded around my thighs, because I want them both to see just how wet I am. To show them I’m wet for them, but my panties aren’t what needs to come off.

Reaching down, I grab his wrist, his cloudy hazel eyes coming to mine. “Take it,” I tell him, watching as his gaze moves from me to the heavy thread of arousal he’s collecting from between my legs. A feral groan echoes from across the couch, Dash’s verbal needs rippling through the room. Sterling twists to look at his roommate, but I don’t follow his gaze. Instead, they share a moment as I bring Sterling’s hand to my cunt, and make him swipe through my arousal.

“Jesus,” he groans, holding out his palm to survey his glistening reward.

“Reach in and stroke yourself with it,” I whisper, before turning to face Dash. “And watch him do it.” Judging by his expression, I don’t think I could pay Dash to look anywhere else right now.

Sterling lifts the waistband of his sweats, briefly exposing the top of a nest of strawberry hair. My cunt tightens at the discovery that Sterling has pubic hair, igniting a caveman kink in me, I swear. He fights his eyes closing as he pumps himself with my arousal. While Sterl strokes, I fall to my knees in front of Dash.

“Unclasp me,” I tell him, but his fingers work my bra before the words are out of my mouth. Holding the cups to my chest with my forearm, I move on my knees to position myself between them, bringing the jam from the coffee table.

My bra hits the floor, and four eyes traverse the plane of my chest, taking in every pebbled detail of my small nipples, the full sweep of my heavy, natural breasts. Their focus on my body infuses my desires with urgency. I plunge my fingers into the jam again.

Slathering the cold preserves along my puckered areola, I look between my lovers. “Scoot,” I encourage, indicating to close the space between them on the couch. Dash moves without question, while Sterling is hesitant.

After a beat, he slides over. Though it makes no sound, when their knees connect, the movement echoes momentously through my chest, sinking into my center. His hesitancy indicates Sterling isn’t ready to take the second taste. Maybe he’s not ready to admit he wants to know what Dash’s mouth and lips taste like. Whatever holds him in uncertainty, I respect. After all, they respected me giving them no answers when showing up crying and bloody.

“Lick me,” I tell Sterl, capturing his eyes, imparting safety and softness as I tenderly stroke his jaw with my good hand. “I’ve always wondered, you know.”

With his lips an inch from my breast, he looks up, his broad chest heaving. “What?”

“What your lips and tongue would feel like on my naked breast.” I mean every word.

“Juni,” he starts, but I shake my head, causing his excuses to fall away. Wrapping my hand around his head, sifting my fingers through his silky soft hair, I draw him into me. The space floods with urgent moans as his mouth seals to my breast, a surge of fiery desire tearing through me.

“You like peach, don’t you?” I murmur as the soft tip of his tongue flicks over my hardened nipple, his callused, large hands landing securely on my rib cage. I sift my fingers through his strawberry hair, loving how he’s a touch sweaty, his cheeks flushed. “Hmm, your mouth feels so good, Sterl,” I praise, arousal slipping out of me, curving my lips, sliding down my thigh.

I enjoy his mouth a moment longer, then steal away. He’s so handsome like this, lips swollen and pink from the homage he paid to me and my jam. I already miss his hands and mouth, but I can wait for more. Facing Dash, I dip my fingers into the jam again, smearing it across my wet skin where Sterl’s mouth just worshiped.

“You don’t have to ask me,” Dash says, his seductive smirk bringing a smile to my lips. He winks, and then his sultry gray eyes disappear as he closes them, crushing his mouth to my breast. His hands come to my rib cage just like Sterl’s did, and they’re just as callous and rough, and it turns me on so much.

Knowing these men who make Bluebell a better place, who love Bluebell as much as I do, who pride themselves on honesty and hard work—feels like fate.

Fate with a side of my big, terrible secret.

“Peaches and cream,” Dash breathes, peeling his lips from my breast long enough for his tongue to swipe over the remaining sweetness, collecting it, leaving my sticky skin bumpy in its wake. “You’re beautiful, Juniper,” he breathes, holding me at arm’s length as he studies my naked body, his silvering eyes finally making it back to mine. “And so sweet.”

“That’s the jam,” I purr, teasingly, flirtatiously. Even though I’m naked and having them lick jam off of my body, still, openly flirting feels good. Like sneaking under the bleachers with your crush, or stealing that first kiss on the porch. Finally getting to do what I’ve wanted to do for years.

I face Sterl as I place a palm on each of their knees. They’re not ready for all of the things I’ve imagined, but we’ll ease into it.

Pushing them apart, I settle between them on the couch. My hand aches so much that even my wrist hurts, but right now, I ignore it. I’ve dreamed of skiing with these two guys more than I’d like to admit. Tucked under my sunflower-covered bedspread, with the moonlight casting a glow over my dresser, I’d squeeze my eyes shut, slip my hand into my panties, and think of this. Me between them, each palm wrapped around a stony cock, pulsing, hot and potent in my hand. I’d infuse tender pumps with hard strokes, and with each riveted grunt and famished moan, the three of us would crawl closer to the edge before we’d all fall, them coming everywhere, soaking their chests, their hot cum rolling down my knuckles, while I clench and gasp from my spot, coming from the toy they put inside me. Together.

I shimmy my panties up with a plan.

But with one hand bandaged to high heaven, I can’t make that dream come alive. Instead, I take Dash’s hand with mine, and lace our fingers together, staring at them. “You have nice hands, I’ve always thought that.”

He smiles a little, his face still flushed, an impressive erection tenting his pants. He catches me eyeing it, and his smile broadens. “I never thought I’d see the day. Juniper Ellington, the sweetest thing in Bluebell, eyeing my cock.”

“He rents space in my head,” I tell him before facing a patient, calm and waiting Sterling.

He doesn’t say anything, but smiles softly as he tips his head back against the couch. “What do you want from me, Juniper Sky?” he asks, his voice lined with memories. I’ve known Sterling for years, and one of my many favorite things has always been his sultry and commanding voice. And the way my name sounds rumbling around in it.

Leaving Dash’s, I take his hand, but not before leaning in for another taste of his mouth. Beer, jam and dreams are all I can taste as his tongue lightly sweeps mine, his hand coming to the side of my jaw. We pull apart as I move his hand between my thighs. Taking Dash’s hand, I bring him to the same warm, welcoming place.

With my focus still on Sterling, my voice is hoarse when I say, “Put your hand under my panties, and put one of your fingers inside me.”

I could take my panties off. But I’ve always had this fantasy of looking down and seeing two men work me over beneath the tender confines of my virtuous cotton panties. Something feels so naughty and so hot, and I have to have it.

Sterling’s expression pinches, and I think he may reject the idea, fearful that we’re moving too fast or that I may suggest something he’s not ready to do. But then a chill hits my wet pussy, and I look down to find his large hand sweeping the cotton aside. Dash’s hand lays in wait, resting in the crook of my thigh. He must be watching Sterl’s hand too, but I can’t look away long enough to know for sure.

One blunt fingertip traces my seam, making my lower half sizzle, my spine vibrating against the couch. A groan bounces around Sterling’s cavernous chest, burning through me like a heatwave as he pulls the tip of his finger back, stringing my arousal. Another grunt and he’s breaching me, one little bit at a time, sinking his finger deep into my pulsing core.

My head falls back against the couch as I watch his finger delve deeper, bringing his curled knuckle flush with my swollen lips.

Dash leans over, sucking my nipple into his mouth, and I arch off the couch with a hiss. I do my best to cover Sterling’s hand with my panties, obsessed with the shape of him beneath the cotton fingering me. Taking Dash’s hand, I lift the hem of them just slightly and guide him, placing his thumb carefully over my aching clit.

My entire body always blooms for these men. But with Sterling’s middle finger slipping in and out of me, curling deliciously at all the right times, and Dash carefully playing my clit, my high is just beginning.

“You want us to make you come, hmm?” Dash rasps, his voice thinning more and more as the arousal between the three of us intensifies. He’s so hard, a wet spot forming where the head of his cock impales his pants. It’s so sexy.

I nod, taking a seductive bite of my bottom lip. “Us,” I reply, bartering. “I want you and Sterling to make me come, together,” I breathe, searching his eyes for the answer to my unasked questions. Will you two come together for me? To please me? To be with me? I can’t ask any of that, not yet, so instead I swipe my tongue along my dry bottom lip and breathe, “It’s all I’ve wanted for a very long time.”

Casting my eyes downward, I pull at the hem of my stretched panties, and peer at the sight between my spread legs. Sterling adds another finger as I watch, expertly fingering me, his lips now dusting my ear as he makes his feelings known. “So soft, so wet,” he grunts, his smoky tone new to me, infusing me with desire. Twisted onto his side, against my hip, I feel how big and hard he is, and wonder what that thing would feel like in place of his fingers.

I wonder what Dash would feel like in my throat as Sterling stretched my cunt.

Turning to face Dash, I find him in the same position, on his side, his erection brushing my hip as he uses my arousal to swirl circles on my clit.

I don’t want to think about why we’ve never done this before. Or why Sterling has never asked me on a date, or Dash, either. I don’t want to think about how I’ll explain my hand and the dog once the adrenaline is gone and they realize something serious happened.

I just want to watch them fuck me with their talented, rough hands, and I want to unravel for them.

If both of my hands were working properly, I’d reach down and grab them, but because I can only curl my fingers on one hand, I’ll wait on my dirty skiing fantasy. My hips have a mind of their own, rolling gently against the butter-soft leather of Sterl’s couch. My eyes don’t leave their hands, watching intently as the need coiled in my core reaches boiling point, and my vision slowly fades as my orgasm crests.

“Oh my, oh my,” I gasp, finally succumbing to the extreme pleasure, slamming my eyes closed as my head falls back. Grinding against their hands, my hungry pussy clenches in waves, riding Sterl’s fingers and grinding Dash’s hand. “I’m coming,” I manage, words finally untangling themselves as they spill from my lips.

“There you go, sweetheart.”

“Fuck, you’re hot.”

“You are so beautiful when you come, Juniper.”

The words seem to drift along my body, over my shoulders and into my ears. A painful pulse hammers beneath the tear in my hand, and I know I’ve probably overdone it tonight. But as the intensity of the orgasm falls away, I’m left with the warmth of the two men I adore all around me. Finally, for what feels like the first time in my life, there’s a sated humming between my thighs.

My tired eyes finally flicker open to catch Dash looping my pants around my ankles, his erection still aggressive. Sterling, who must’ve slipped away for a moment, swipes between my thighs with a warm towel. Of course he warmed the towel. Our eyes catch.

“You need sleep,” he comments, swiping away the sticky mess from my thighs and panties. I appreciate a man who knows about UTIs. But even in my twilight state, I hate that he likely knows that from other lovers. Sleepiness saunters through me, and I yawn, wondering if the soft strawberry curls at Sterling’s neck have ever been twisted around another woman’s fingers in the throes of passion.

A moment later, I’m over Sterl’s shoulder, an adorable Dash pacing behind us, my new yellow dog in tow.

“If you need anything, I’ll be on the couch. And Dash will be in his room,” Sterl says, gently lowering me into the center of his bed. His room is cool and dark, the arousal-inducing scent of his masculinity seeped into every surface, infiltrating my brain. If it weren’t for the adrenaline crash, being in his bedroom with both of them would prepare me for round two.

But I’m just so exhausted. So much thinking, so much worry.

It’s too much for me right now.

“Thank you for everything,” I tell him, then add the same thing I say to them both in text, and in person, knowing in my heart it holds a much different meaning this time. “I love you guys.”

Sterl adjusts himself, and I see he’s still painfully aroused. “Love you too,” he says, his voice growing hushed as he pulls the curtains, blocking out even the smallest trace of moonlight.

“Love you too, Juni,” Dash says, squeezing my foot over the comforter.

Then they’re gone, and as much as I know I have to explain, and definitely now need to talk about what just happened, the safety of being in their home after so much trauma… it puts me right to sleep.

The yellow dog, too.


CHAPTER
EIGHT



I’M PLAYING VIOLIN UNTIL THE SHIP GOES DOWN.

Sterling
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The alarm on my phone sounds at six, but it doesn’t wake me. Why? Because I had to sleep on the couch last night, since Juniper Sky Ellington is in my bed.

Yeah, I full named her. Because it’s damn unbelievable, that’s why.

Since that jam-coated handshake in the gravel years ago, I’ve known that she’s someone special, a woman who wears a diamond on her finger, who you carry shopping bags for and sit at endless girl talk brunches because she wants you there. She’s the one you do anything for, because being loved by her feels so good, and the idea of not pleasing her makes me insane. I’ve known since we started hanging out that we’d make great lovers; ever since we had our first meal together at Goode’s and she spilled her root beer float not once but three times and kept ordering more, I knew she and I are made for forever.

But I’m not exactly the boom box on the shoulder, rocks at the window, cologne on the love note type of guy, though.

I’m also no Dash Foster.

He’s so… fit.

And he’s younger than me.

And his sense of humor is off-the-cuff in a way that has you unexpectedly laughing all the time.

The town loves him and he loves them back. I may go to the farmers market, but I do that for Juniper. I don’t mingle with townsfolk, I don’t entertain conversations with people who knew my father, and I don’t want to do any of that.

I like to be home.

With Dash and Juni.

I’ll go out for them, but I don’t want to be out.

Dash likes it. So does Juni, too.

The two of them make so much more sense than she and I do.

I creep through the hall, trying to be as light on my toes as possible, but the floorboards still cry out under my weight. Carefully, hoping my cracking ankles and weak-ass floor haven’t woken her, I nudge my bedroom door open, taking one last look at the most perfect thing in the world.

Juniper curled up in a ball in the center of my bed, my pillows in her arms and under her head, my comforter bringing her warmth and safety as she soundly sleeps. Her blonde hair fans the pillow, one bare foot sticking out of the blankets, past the mattress.

My entire body tingles at the sight. I stand there staring for too long before finally pulling the door closed and making my way back down the hall.

In the kitchen, I flip on the lights and fill the carafe full of water as I stare at the couch. The place where I tossed and turned because I smelled her sweet pussy all night— I fix my eyes on that worn leather until I see it all again.

Dash and I curled into her, our hands in her panties, working together to get her off. Her naked body arched, breasts pressed to heaven, nipples plucky, cheeks pink. My morning wood gains power, pressing into the counter as I fill the coffeepot and hit start. With my hands braced to the countertop, Dash and Juniper asleep, I let myself relive it again for just one sweet moment.

His knuckle bumped mine once as we touched her, and I wondered then if he felt the current of electricity move through his arm. Or if that was just me.

My eyes close as the soft pitter-patter of brewing coffee fills around me, and I stand there, cock getting harder, and think about last night evolving into something.

What if we’d laid her down, and I’d held her face in my hands as I leaned over and slid my cock in her throat? What if while I did that, Dash’s hands wrapped her knees, spreading her open as he bought them both to pleasure? He’d make her come, and then he’d come too, and watching them both unravel would send me over, and I’d pull out of her mouth and paint her naked, sweaty body with my cum, sending ribbons of hot cream over her pussy and the base of Dash’s cock. He’d use his thumb to smear it into her clit, then his own cock after he slowly pulled out of her.

I’d lean down somehow, sweaty and out of my mind with bliss, and I’d kiss her. I’d thank her for always bringing us so much pleasure, for loving us both so well. And after her tongue swept mine, I’d find Dash leaning over her, waiting for his own⁠—

“Morning,” Dash yawns, and even though his voice is quiet and cautioned, still, I nearly choke on my tongue.

“Morning,” I greet after a forced cough and a quick dick adjustment. He slides onto the couch where I laid, and looks around at the crumpled pillow and disheveled blanket. “Get any sleep?”

I shake my head. “Not much.”

Dash reaches down and lifts the worn lead from the ground. The yellow dog has been with Juniper in my room since we put her to bed last night. I don’t know where she found him, but he’s given his loyalty to her already.

“Where do you think the dog came from?” he asks, and I don’t know why I’m disappointed that he’s veered the conversation to Juniper and not what transpired between the three of us last night. I mean, I guess nothing is different between us two. We’ve never fingered a woman together, so that’s different, but aside from that, we’re still… just friends.

Who are both clearly in love with the same woman.

I clear my throat, forcing myself to see the bright side. We need to figure out what is going on with Juni, and talking about last night before coffee with a hard-on? Probably not a good idea anyway.

“I don’t know, but,” I scratch my chest, and don’t miss Dash's gray eyes darting to the movement, tracking it for a moment before returning to the leash. “The dog didn’t have a scratch.”

Dash blinks at me through the room with curiosity lining his forehead. “No?”

I shake my head. “It was jam.”

“But,” he starts, dropping his voice to a volume he probably only uses over the pillow in bed. “She had blood on her, not just jam.”

Confused silence falls between us. I’d already considered that the two of them were coated in jam, but only Juniper had blood on her.

I lift my eyes to Dash as the coffeepot continues to fill. His lean, muscled chest is on display, his pajama pants low on his hips as he gets to his feet. I have no problem acknowledging that Dash is a movie poster type of guy.

Despite last night being great, the truth hasn’t changed: they make more sense together than she and I, and if Juniper even did like me, there’s no way she could like me more than him.

“Think the cut on her palm can account for it all? And can it all be attributed to a broken jar?” I ask, because he must see things like this as a cop all the time.

But Dash swipes a hand through his dark hair, hefting out a sigh. “It could. But if she just broke a jar of jam, where’d the dog come from? Why was she crying?” His tread eats the space between us until we’re nearly toe-to-toe in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee together. “It doesn’t make sense,” he says, gray eyes searching mine.

Despite the sudden dryness in my throat and the flutter in my chest, I grunt. “I agree.”

Dash’s dusky scent hits me as he lifts an arm, collecting two mugs from the open shelving in the kitchen. It’s criminal how good he looks in the morning, with sleep still in the corners of his eyes, his hair messy and skin imprinted with his sheets. The urge to unload the dishwasher hits me, so I bend over and open the door, pulling a frying pan out. Holding it over my crotch as casually as I can, Dash’s eyes drop to the pan, then come to mine.

The corner of his lips twitch, but he battles the smirk and wins. “Unloading the dishes right now? With Juni still asleep?” He looks at the pan again then reaches for the handle. His hand curls around the metal, right next to mine. His pinkie is warm against my thumb.

“I’ll put it away.”

His eyes pierce mine. “I’m right next to the cabinet, Sterling,” he deadpans, nudging the cabinet door open with his foot. I release my hold on the pan, because if I continue to hang on to it, he’ll surely understand that I was only using it to hide my erection.

He gets morning wood. He gets it. Maybe I’m not even that hard anymore. I’m probably not.

Relinquishing control, Dash yanks the pan to his side over the top of the open dishwasher, and falls into a crouch. He slides the pan into the waiting cupboard and closes the door, but as he rises, his gaze finds its way to my crotch.

Shock renders me quiet, because we’re a foot apart. There’s no way to misconstrue where his eyes are. Without a word, without so much as a smirk to acknowledge it, Dash reaches past me to the coffee and begins filling the mugs. Once they’re both to the brim he replaces the pot and levels a serious gaze my way, bypassing my cock, thank God. “Think she’s in trouble?” he asks, his voice lined with concern and a touch of fear.

I shake my head, happy to refocus on Juniper. “I don’t know.”

Dash sips his coffee. “I mean, she’s a jam maker. An ethereal moonbeam of glowing goodness and sweetness. Who in the world would have beef with her?” He wrinkles his nose, likely realizing now that his coffee is missing all his accouterments. On his feet, he grabs milk and sugar, getting his drink just right. Another sip and I’m transported back to last night, when Dash suckled at Juniper’s peach preserve-covered breast. My cock stirs at the fleeting thought, so I swallow a too big gulp of too hot coffee, shocking me into the present. Sweat bubbles at my hairline.

“I don’t know… but something’s up for sure.”

I blink rapidly to fight the burning sting in my eyes. Dash reaches past me for the carafe again, stopping halfway. “Hey, what did you want to talk to me about last night? I didn’t forget,” he says softly, his lips curving into an unknowing smile. That’s another thing about Dash that makes so much sense with Juni. They’re both naturally happy, always smiling.

I rake a hand up the back of my head, finding myself sweatier than I realized. See? Another thing that makes Dash the better man for Juni. She doesn’t want some garbage truck driver sweating over her in bed for the rest of her life.

The speech about Dash and Juniper making a good couple is more present in my mind than ever before. Last night… Maybe that was pity. Something’s up with Juni, and it’s true she gets comfort from me. Maybe that’s all I was, included for comfort? My final hurrah before they become a happy couple? I can’t even be mad if that happens. It makes so much sense. And I love them both. I want them both to be happy.

Another swipe of my palm, this time over my bare, damp chest. I scratch at my sternum, buying time as I sort my words. “I wanted to tell you—” I start, but just like last night, the speech is hampered by the appearance of Juni.

The yellow dog follows behind her, stopping when she stops, sliding into a seat at the kitchen table. If he’s not outside using the restroom, he’s glued to her. Her bare feet on my floor look different knowing she’s been dreaming in my bed all night. My poor cock hasn’t had a break since before last night. Watching Dash go to her, he crouches in front of her while gathering her hands with his.

His voice is so low, it vibrates through my spine, leaving a hot reverberation in my core. “You sure you don’t wanna talk about anything?” he questions softly as I pour her a mug of coffee. Taking a seat adjacent to them, I slide the mug to her. She passes me a soft smile, and my dick doesn’t realize the moment is brimming with angst, and hardens further nonetheless.

Juniper sips her coffee, green eyes ping-ponging between the two of us. “The only thing I want to talk about is us.” Nerves suddenly clog my throat as sweat slides down my lower back, colliding with the waistband of my pants. She wants to talk about us? I push back from the table, the feet of the chair screeching against the flooring.

Getting to my feet, Dash reaches out and grabs my wrist while Juniper’s eyes hold me captive. “Where are you going?” she asks, my eyes instinctively dropping to Dash’s grip on my wrist before jumping back to their faces.

“Let you two talk,” I stumble, my voice hoarse, words slow.

“No,” she says, more adamant than I’ve ever heard her. “The three of us. When I say us, I mean the three of us. Always.”

Something about that proclamation eases into my chest with weight and warmth, and my arms and fingers go a little tingly. “Okay.”

Dash releases me, but somehow, his touch lingers.

“Did you guys enjoy last night?” she asks, surprised that sweet Juni isn’t shy when it comes to discussing what happened. I mean, I was so busy replaying it in my mind all night and trying not to come all over my couch that I didn’t pay much thought to how we’d handle it.

But she wants to talk about it. Hell, it seems like it may be the only thing she wants to talk about.

My eyes dart to Dash where I discover he is watching me. “I enjoyed last night,” he responds, silvering eyes piercing mine.

“Sterl,” Juni calls, my name sounding like a one-word song.

Her eyes are soft, blonde hair framing her face in fuzzy whisps as she smiles at me from the table. Her at my kitchen table in the morning, knowing she was twisting in my sheets all night, her lips rimming my BLUEBELL WASTE coffee mug—I don’t want to get used to how good it makes me feel.

“Yeah?”

“Did you enjoy last night?” she asks again, both her and Dash’s focus on me causing my skin to warm.

I look at my roommate, who is as much my best friend as anything else. He’s frozen, as if suspended in time, waiting for my response.

“Yeah,” I say coolly, not wanting them to know that I likely enjoyed it more than anyone. “I had fun.”

I had fun.

Jesus, Sterling. It wasn’t fun. It was the most sensual and erotic night of your entire life. “It was cool.”

Dash smirks, and I’d give anything to know what he’s thinking.

“Do you guys still wanna hang out tonight?” she asks, and despite this being the strangest morning of my life, I still remember we had plans to bowl tonight. The three of us bowl together once a week.

“Bowling, sure, nothing’s changed,” I agree, taking in the sight of Dash on his knees in front of her, the two of them looking like a Hallmark moment.

Juniper’s bright green eyes narrow on me. “After we bowl, do you want to hang out together here tonight?” she clarifies, throwing all sorts of ideas into my mind.

I didn’t jerk off last night after… what we did. This morning is testing me.

I glance over at Dash and at the same time we say, “Yes.”

If this is the way that I get her, like him, I’ll take it. For as long as I can.

Eventually, the novelty of being their third will wear off. But until then, I guess I’m playing violin until the ship goes down.


CHAPTER
NINE



WHAT DID YOU DO, JUNIPER?

Dash
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The group chat is always pretty active, but on days we have plans, it’s nonstop. The banter flows between Juniper and Sterling, and I find myself scrolling through their messages wearing a smirk, laughing to myself while Keanu thinks I’m crazy.

They have so much rapport, sometimes I feel like my texts curb their flow, and that they’d be in pure bliss without me as their reminder that we’re all just friends.

Without me, they’d be forced to acknowledge that sizzling chemistry they have.

I glance down at the screen, catching up on the messages I missed during my last traffic stop.

Juniper




I was thinking we go out to eat after bowling, at the nice Italian place in town.




I laugh at the very first message, because there's a thinly veiled joke in there. One only Bluebellers could get.

There is no Italian place in Bluebell. But on Thursdays, Goode’s Diner makes spaghetti and breadsticks, and puts red and white checkered tablecloths out. They even use those red mercury glass candles at each table, and dim the overhead lights to make it feel as Italian as cowboy country can get.

Sterling




Ah, so a spritz of my finest cologne is calling.




Juniper




Only the very best for high-end Italian, of course.




Shall I wear my ball gown?




Sterling




Yes. I’ll pick it up from the cleaners when I’m getting my hat and tails.




An image of Juniper in a floor-length silk gown, her golden hair swept up in that fancy way women do, her lips painted red, her arm curled around Sterling’s, her body dwarfed by his as he leads her through a reception, everyone clapping and cheering for them.

Keanu’s door slamming closed keeps me from drifting into a sad fantasy. “Here,” he says, passing me an ice-cold Coke.

I crack it open and take a sip, the cool buzz of caffeine easing the sting of seeing them together in my mind. “Thanks,” I tell Keanu as I slip the can into the cupholder and write back.

Sounds Goode.




See what I did there?




We’ll pick you up at the normal time, Juni.




I stash my phone away before anyone can respond, because I can get lost in a text with the two of them all day. On the way to a call about a chicken stuck in a fence, my mind wanders back to last night.

Sterling was going to tell me something, I’m fairly sure.

From one big thing to another, my mind circles that fateful knock, and Juniper showing up covered in blood, tears in her eyes, panic racking her body.

What happened last night?

And why, as much as I love Juniper with my entire heart and soul, does my brain keep circling back to the same question— What did she do?

I grab at the back of my neck as Keanu steers the cruiser onto a dirt road. Letting dispatch know we’ve arrived on scene, I silence the radio clipped to my chest. With the sun at my back and a breeze keeping me cool, I talk with the citizen while Keanu wrestles a grouchy cock free from a wire fence.

Not a lot of crime happens in Bluebell, which is precisely why I wanted to come here. And today, crime is the only thing on my mind. The woman tells me about her rooster woes, and all I can think about is Juniper and how the amount of blood on her last night far outweighed what a slice on her palm could produce.

I want to let it go. To trust she’ll tell us when it’s right, and take solace in the fact I’ll feel so silly when I find out it was just her palm, nothing more. Nothing sinister. Nothing criminal.

But I can’t help but watch the woman talk about chickens all the while wondering… What did you do, Juniper?
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If I weren’t so hyperfocused on the state in which Juniper came to our place last night, I would have done the smart thing and jerked off in the shower.

Last night, after watching Sterling touch her so softly but also so perfectly, making her toes curl immediately, I knew I’d be jerking off a lot in the days to come. But then I got invited. I got to touch Juniper in a place I’ve only ever seen with my eyes closed in a dark room. She was so soft and so responsive, each stroke of my thumb over her clit had her back arching, her eyes rolling, moans rising off her full lips. She came for us, and we made her come together, both of those things erotic to me in very different ways.

As I towel the dampness from my hair, looking down at my raging erection standing against my stomach, the head leaving a smear of precum in my happy trail, I realize I fucked up. But the click of the front door, followed a moment later by the click of a bedroom door, tells me I’m too late.

Sterling is home.

And as important as relieving the sexual tension in my groin is before we go bowling and have dinner, it feels more important to talk to Sterling.

Because I haven’t been able to shake the weight of the unknown all day. Something happened with Juniper… and it’s festering inside me.

I take my time getting dressed, running the comb through my hair more times than I normally would. A spritz of cologne on my neck and wrists comes before I try on a few different pairs of jeans, ultimately going for the ones with the small stain on the pocket. Juni gave me a sharpie once when I was helping her set up her booth at the farmers market, and at some point the cap came off. When she noticed and shot her hand down my pocket, rubbing a wet cloth on the outside, I realized that the pen coming uncapped brought me physically closer to Juni than I’d ever been. I got a hard-on as she scrubbed at the unmoving dark spot.

They’re now my lucky jeans.

After pulling on a hoodie and slipping into my Sambas, I finally make my way out to the shared living space, hoping to have timed it just right, hoping that Sterling will be showered and dressed.

Except the space is empty, so I swipe a beer from the fridge, put some food and water out for the yellow dog who has been living in our garage and yard, then settle in at the couch, flicking on a sports game I have zero interest in. My pulse skips at the click of his door opening, and even if we’d moved into this house together at the same time, it makes sense that a man like Sterling has the big suite. He treads down the hall, broad chest and wide shoulders controlling the space as soon as he’s in it. At six-foot-five, he doesn’t just dwarf Juni, but me too. My solid six-foot height feels small next to a man as commanding as he is.

I take a pull of cold beer, my eyes hungrily perusing his bare chest. But when I find him watching me, my eyes snap to the Fenway poster above the TV.

“Hey, man,” he greets, reaching for his own beer from the fridge. The towel folded into itself at his waist splits, and I’ve never been so envious of the inside of a fridge, I swear. It gets to see everything that towel is covering, if only for a split second. But that’s a split second longer than I’ve ever had.

“Hey,” I say, finishing my beer too quickly. I catch a belch with the back of my hand and force my eyes on his.

“I’ll be ready in a few,” he says, his bicep bulging as he twists the cap from the beer. The heavy glug of his throat working down the alcohol makes bumps rise up on the back of my neck, and my balls tingle.

“Okay,” I rasp, my voice sounding thin and hoarse, like he just told me to roll on a condom or something. Then he disappears, the same click of his door that excited me now gets me to my feet.

He’s getting dressed. He never takes long, but it’s long enough. You have five minutes.

So much for not jerking off.

After Sterling in a towel, I need it. And it will only take a minute.

Or less.

I set my empty on the counter and tread down the hall, veering off to my room. Twisting the lock, I toss a pillow at the bottom of the door to absorb any stray noises, and get to work on my pants. With my jeans banded in haste around my thighs, I snatch up the picture from next to my bed and grip the base of my erection with my free hand.

The photo is the three of us, Juniper in the middle. She’s dressed in a monkey costume, with Sterl and me in banana suits. It was last Halloween. We gave out candy at the nursing home, and helped Juniper host a talent show among the senior citizens. I didn’t think it would be fun, but it was one of the best nights of my life.

I pinch my gaze on her wide smile as I pump my fist down my shaft, precum already dripping, catching on my fist. Her mouth is beautiful; the best shape, makes the sweetest smile, so perfect. I can’t help but imagine that mouth split open, Sterling’s cock sliding onto her tongue, mine next to his.

Heat blooms at the base of my spine, slowly working through my hips, centering in my groin. Quickly, with my cock in my hand, I drop the framed photo to the bed and snatch a t-shirt from the floor.

Tossing it out to catch my cum, I resume pumping myself, this time my eyes veering to the other person in the photo.

I’ve always loved the way Sterling towers over us, and how his cheeks get pinker than most when he’s winded or excited. I wonder if he flushes when he fucks, and what sounds he makes when he finishes. Does he grunt? Is he capable of filthy, dirty words?

I look back at Juni, then over at myself. Closing my eyes, I see the three of us together, Sterling and I both inside of her, all of us sweaty, our love entwined in more ways than I ever thought imaginable. She clenches around us, making us finish together, his hot release sliding along my shaft as I throb and pulse with him.

My eyes pop open as the first thick ribbon of cum splashes over the t-shirt. I stroke myself, emptying every drop I have as I stare at the photo of all three of us.

My breathing levels as a familiar click makes my spine straighten. Sterling’s hand knocks into my closed door. “I’m ready.”

“Me too,” I shoot back, wiping my hand in the t-shirt, making sure all traces of you make me so hot I have to jerk before we hang out are gone and done. Guiltily, I replace the picture next to my bed, toss the shirt in the hamper, and head out of my room, meeting Sterling in the kitchen where he’s drinking a fresh beer.

In a navy blue hoodie and faded blue jeans, his feet tucked into brown boots, my stomach flips a little. I love him in jeans and a hoodie, but because it’s weird to have a favorite outfit for your straight male roommate, I keep it to myself and grab another beer, too.

“About the other night,” Sterling starts, his focus on me suddenly intense.

Then his phone vibrates. A moment later mine dings. Our eyes lock. At the same time, we check our group text message thread.

Juniper


Sorry but I have to cancel. Another night.




I set my full beer down on the counter and cautiously reread the message before looking up at Sterling. He wears the same confused and concerned expression.

“She’s been excited for tonight,” Sterling notes.

“She shined her ball,” I recall, noting the photo she sent in the text of her shiny pink bowling ball, finally scuff free. “She was really excited.” We both know her well enough to know that she was excited all day, even if we only talked to her through text message.

Pacing a few steps, I stop, sifting my hands through my hair, my nerves a mess. I can’t sit and wonder. That’s not why I became a cop. “Let’s go find her and find out what’s going on.”

Sterling’s mouth opens and closes, and I assume he’s searching for faults or flaws in my plan, thinking it over a bit before jumping. That’s something I like about him—how much thought he puts into everything for the people he cares about.

“Go find her,” he repeats a few seconds later, stretching the words out as if to find a secret subtext.

“Yeah,” I say, adrenaline soaring through me at the idea of having a plan, somewhere to go, something to do other than sit and fucking wonder. “Let’s go find her.”

He volleys his head, eyes glued to the floor as he studies the tile while in thought. He shoves a hand through his hair, a trace of sweat glimmering on his forehead. Invading his space, I take a step toward him and drop an unexpected hand onto his wide, warm shoulder. His hazel eyes lock on mine. The smell of beer and toothpaste makes the back of my neck prick with heat.

“She was bloody last night, she showed up with a dog and she canceled on bowling tonight.” I shake my head, holding his eyes with mine. “We have her on Find Friends. We need to go talk to her and find out what’s going on. For her sake as much as ours.” His eyes flit between mine, dropping to my lips for just a split second before he shirks out of my grasp.

Snatching his keys off the counter, he says, “Okay. You’re right. Let’s go find her and… see what’s going on.”

We share one last look before heading out of the house and into his truck. And we don’t talk about the sting passing between us for the last day.

If I can go this long without mentioning it, what’s a little longer?


CHAPTER
TEN



OUR GIRL.

Sterling
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There’s never been any awkwardness between me and Dash. Why would there be? Two grown men aren’t, without reason, unseasonably uncomfortable around one another. That in itself would be strange.

But tonight, the cab of my truck seems to be fucking shrinking. Did he take a bath in fucking cologne? And how in the world do I somehow smell Juniper, too?

I stroke my fist down the length of my sternum, hoping to physically alleviate some of the tightening and discomfort.

I didn’t even feel awkward in front of Dash when I got the call that my pop passed away. I cried, and we embraced, and the next day, he was belching over the grill and I was cursing when I stubbed my big toe on a case of bottled water on the floor.

I gotta stop thinking about last night.

And probably, at some point, jerk off.

“You okay?” Dash questions from his spot in the passenger seat. I hook my finger in the lever, sending the window down, allowing a warm breeze to fill the cab, and the space between us. In through my nose, I take a deep breath, and twist my gaze to meet his as I turn my truck toward Main Street.

Dash crouched at Juniper’s feet, his hands woven tightly with hers, draped over her knees—why that flashes through my mind, I don’t know. Maybe the universe is egging me on. I clear my throat, drumming my thumb along the leather ribbing on my steering wheel as I ask, “Could you see yourself dating Juni?”

There’s silence, but for the clinking of my keys against the dash as we sail over a small bump midtown. A fist smacks the center of my bicep, and I twist slightly in my seat to peer over at him.

He’s twisted, too, with his back pressed against the window, his gray eyes pinched on me, one hand holding the dark hair off his face, atop of his head. “Hey,” he says, the word nudging me, as if he knows I’ve started to build a wall around the question.

I glance at the road in time to see the turnoff to the Ellington property, and flick my blinker on. “Hey,” Dash urges again, and when I glance across the cab, he’s no longer holding his hair but his head is tipped to the side quizzically. “Why are you asking that?”

My throat is clear, but I clear it again, palming my mouth in thought. Dash socks me in the shoulder as I drive. “Say something.”

I meet his eyes again. The gray always morphs into shining silver in the fading sunlight. “I was thinking, you two… you make sense.”

It takes everything I have to keep eye contact with him as the words settle between us. I’ve never seen his face take on such a twisted expression. He looks angry, with a tight set jaw, his eyes narrowed. But when he speaks a moment later, he bears the same gentle tone as before. “Can I ask you a question?”

I want to say no, because I’m afraid of what the question might be. As much, I’m fearful of my answer. But this is the talk I set out to have with him a few nights back. It’s time. I dip my head. “Sure.”

With my eyes on the horizon, Juniper’s house comes into view. The porch lights are on, despite the fact it’s dusk. Her van is stashed away in the back, and I wonder if she got picked up by someone and plans to return home late. She doesn’t leave her porch lights on when it’s light. That’s not like her.

“Could you?” Dash’s two-word question pulls me from my internal inquisition. I face him again as I put my truck in park out front of the Ellington residence.

“Could I what?”

“See yourself in a relationship with Juniper?” he presses, unclipping the seat belt at his hip.

I shrug, every single moment I’ve ever felt self-conscious in my entire life coming back to me, oozing from my skin, leaving me uncomfortable, red and soon, sweaty. All the times I was told I was cute but too heavy, that I’d be a catch if I didn’t work at a garbage “factory” (that’s not even a real thing), or the countless times I was told I’d be handsome… without the extra weight. I haven’t dated a lot, but I’ve dated enough to have experienced every single one of my insecurities validated by a stranger. Reinforced, too. And for whatever reason, with such a simple question hanging between us and Dash’s handsome focus set on me, I’ve never been so uncomfortable before.

“Juniper doesn’t want a guy like⁠—”

Dash socks me in the center of my bicep again, same spot, only this time, harder. I don’t make a move to rub the spot, only let the dull pain radiate through me before it fades away. “Don’t tell me what she wants because you’re not her. Just answer my question. Can you see yourself in a relationship with Juniper?”

I don’t need to think about it. I don’t need to close my eyes and try to picture it. I do it daily. Nightly. Have done it for years. What I need to do is answer him, and sit in the cringe until it passes.

“Yes.”

Silence fills in the cab around us. My cheeks burn and I’m happy that the sun has now sloped off, leaving a persimmon sky glittering along the flat horizon of Bluebell. It’s beautiful, even amidst this discomfort. I glance over at Juniper’s house, taking in the small potted plants on the front porch and the hand-painted sign that reads “We’re already disturbed. PLEASE COME IN.” Next to the mat are two racks of empty jars, unlabeled, no doubt delivered to Juni for her jam. Without warning, a laugh erupts from me, short but hearty.

“What’s so funny?” Dash asks.

I unclip my seat belt and twist the key, killing the engine. “Just… saying that out loud. That I can see myself with Juni.” Pushing the door open, I drop one leg out and look at Dash, hoping my cheeks are no longer red. Damn fair skin. I can’t get embarrassed or cringed out without the world knowing.

“What?” Dash questions, a line carved between his eyes as he pushes his door open.

I blink at him. “Nothing—never mind.” I get out, leaving the keys in the killed ignition, and shut the door. Dash behind me, we leave the conversation there as we make our way up the porch, and I knock on the door.

No answer.

Dash pulls his phone out, checking the Find Friends app again. He checked twice on the way over, and both times, it showed Juniper here. At her house.

“I’ll call,” he says, hitting the phone icon next to her name. I catch sight of her profile photo in his phone—and it’s one where she’s sandwiched between us, all three of our faces pressed together in glee. I remember taking the selfie. I’m the biggest, my arm is the longest, therefore, I’m the photo guy. We were riding a slingshot ride at the Bluebell fair. That photo was moments before we were shot into the air, laughing and screaming.

He could have chosen a photo of just her, or the two of them. I try not to search for meaning in that fact.

“No answer,” he says after the phone rings loudly several times, Juniper’s automated voicemail system eventually picking up.

Before he locks his phone, I glance at the Find Friends app, noticing that Juniper’s blue orb is at the Ellington property, but not quite over the house. I reach over and tap his screen. “How accurate is it usually?”

Dash brings the phone closer to his face, using two fingers to zoom into the property. A moment later he looks at me. “Shit. You’re right. She’s here, but not in the house.”

We take the porch steps two by two and round the side of the house, looking off into the darkening pasture. Dash holds his phone up as a beacon of knowledge amidst the confusion and nightfall.

I point toward the horizon, near where the ravine drops off to the creek. “That way. I don’t think she’d get in the creek at this hour, the water’s gotta be cold as hell. But…” I glance at the blue dot, which seems to be somewhere past the creek. “Let’s start that way.”

Grabbing my phone from my pocket, I turn on my built-in flashlight, and kick up the brightness to max. With my focus on the ground, we trudge forward in silence, but it’s not uncomfortable. I think right now we’re both wondering what’s going on with our girl.

Our girl. I don’t know why I called her that. I mean, she’s our girl that is a friend. Our girlfriend.

Err.

We’re all close. Best friends, the three of us. That’s the best and only way I’d describe it.

Somehow saying our girl makes my groin tight and my mind spin.

“You okay?” Dash asks, causing me to look his way as we trudge through the pasture, dirt hanging in clouds all around us as we move.

“Fine, why?” I question, feeling self-conscious now of even my thoughts. The way his eyes bore into me, the softness of his tone—I’m starting to wonder if he’s reading my damn mind.

“You look…” he trails off, but his focus remains on me for a second before he faces the horizon again. I take in his profile, something I’ve done plenty before. When you live with someone, you see all sides and forms of them. But with the sun nearly gone, only traces of daylight licking at his features, a funny feeling bounces through me. “Uncomfortable,” he finishes, wiping his forehead with the back of his wrist.

We stop as Dash checks the Find Friends app one more time. We’re nearing the edge of the ravine, and after we head down, it’s the creek, then more land. Juniper’s dot lingers in that extra land somewhere.

I tap his screen. “I think we cross the creek at the bridge, and move to the end of her property line. That seems to be where she’s at.”

Dash nods, the screen illuminating his end-of-day scruff and the concern lining his eyes. He faces me. “So why are you uncomfortable?”

I start down the edge of the ravine, moving slowly to keep my phone light aimed on the earth. “I’m traipsing through a field at night. How should I look?” I let out a grunt as I miss my footing, sliding down the last two feet of jagged soil until I’m at the bottom. Dash follows suit, slightly out of breath as he dusts his hands against his thighs.

“Fine.”

He walks on, toward the small bridge about twenty feet from where we are. I think Hudson built this for his son, but I can’t be certain.

My brain catches on his response, so I quicken my pace to catch back up with him. “What do you mean fine?”

Dash stops, his eyes set on mine, the cool puff of his air suspended between us. The scent of beer and toothpaste lingers, and my heart beats a little faster, for reasons unknown. “Ha,” he breathes, anger straddling his normally chill tone. “I said fine because I mean fine. Fine as in, you want to hide behind some excuse and not tell me what’s up, then fine. Fine is all you get.” He trudges onto the bridge, the rickety thing wobbling and shaking as I get on behind him.

“I’m not—” Fuck. My boot slips through an open spot, causing me to reach for the rope rail, losing grip on my phone. I use my free hand to keep my shirt from rising as I flounder, and in turn, my phone plummets to the wooden slat beneath my foot, and Dash turns, scooping it up before it falls into the dark water below.

He presses it against my chest. “Here. If you weren’t so worried about your shirt, you could’ve caught it yourself.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, taking it carefully, ignoring his comment about my habit. He’s been fit his whole life, he doesn’t have to worry about the rise of his shirt making him sweat. We continue on the bridge in silence, and once we’re off, I don’t know what gets into me. I grab him by the shoulder and stop him in his tracks.

“What?” he breathes, his nostrils flared, a lot of unearthed things clawing their way invisibly to the surface the longer we stand here.

My throat goes dry. My heart beats so quickly, I get dizzy for a moment. “Ch-check the app again,” I say finally, because that's all I can say. Saying more would be dangerous, and stupid.

He sighs, dragging the phone from his pocket. Whatever weird tangle we were just in all but evaporates when his eyes come to mine again. He points into the near distance, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Right over there. About fifteen feet if I had to guess.”

Silently, we move toward the blue glowing dot. My boots and Dash’s sneakers are filthy, but something tells me, as we approach something moving on the ground in almost complete darkness, dirty feet are the least of our worries.

A few more paces and we come to a stop, both of us standing over a very sweaty Juniper, crouched down, up to her elbows in the earth, wearing nothing but her bra and panties.

She looks surprised to see us, but doesn’t yelp from shock. Using the back of her wrist, she smears dirt along her forehead as she pushes a stray golden strand back. She blinks up at us, silent, her eyes wide.

“Juniper, what are you doing?” I ask calmly, my eyes veering to the hole in the ground she’s currently packing dirt on top of.

She smiles, white teeth still sparkling, even with the lack of light. “Gardening?”

Something in my chest flexes, possession mixed with the desire to protect. Reaching down, I wrap my hands around the tops of her arms and lift her to her feet. Sweat and dirt are smeared over her velvet skin, and her panties are nearly translucent.

Gardening. After the other night, plus canceling tonight, no fucking way am I buying that she’s out here gardening.

I swallow, readying myself for the truth. Because something tells me, it’s gonna be a doozy.

“I was just… gardening,” she tries again, this time, putting a little smile on her lips as she looks between me and Dash.

“Try again,” I say, now holding her by one arm as I take in her bare body, looking for injuries. Her bad hand is no longer fully wrapped, but now only bandaged. I don’t see any new scrapes. That’s good. Relief softens the hard set of my shoulders with that small discovery. I’m glad she isn't hurt. But I know she’s not gardening.

Juniper chews her bottom lip nervously, her eyes flitting between us. Finally, they come to settle on mine, and in the darkness, the truth comes tumbling out.

“I’m burying the man I killed today.”


CHAPTER
ELEVEN



EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE JUST FINE.

Juniper
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Dash cups a palm to his ear. “Come again?”

Sterling’s eyes stay trained on me when he replies. “She said she’s burying the man she killed today.”

Sterling points to the uprooted spot on the ground, looking at Dash. “You gonna remember this spot?”

Dash nods, shock sweeping his usually sexy features. “Yes.”

Sterling dips his head. “Perfect.” He points the flashlight on his cellphone toward the bridge and says, “Let's take her back to the house.”

“I’m not done,” I protest, stomping my foot in the cool dirt. But when Sterl takes a step my way, I know I’m going over his shoulder, and as much as I need to finish what I’m doing, I also know I have hours. And I owe them explanations.

I’m not getting out of it now.

On the walk back, draped over Sterling’s body, I listen to their conversation.

“I know as a cop you’re probably freaking out, but, buddy, just… take a breath, okay? Let’s just get up to the house. Let’s get up there and just… see what’s what, okay?”

“Yeah… sure.”

Dash’s disconnected demeanor and distant tone make my stomach curdle. He knows, and now I’m gonna lose him. I ball my fists in Sterling’s sweatshirt, clinging to him in so many ways as he continues the trudge up to my place.

We fall silent for the rest of the trek.

Twice on the walk back, he claps his hand along Dash’s back, and my insides tighten at the loving gesture, and the easy way he’s taking care of both of us at once. I’ve always loved being Sterling’s friend, but I’ve equally loved watching their friendship evolve, even if they haven’t explored those feelings at all. I’m certain there’s more, I’m certain there is not one single thing Sterling wouldn’t do for Dash, and vice versa. Being with them is one thing, but watching them together is being in the presence of the purest love. And they aren't even aware of it.

“Everything’s gonna be all right. I’ll make sure of it,” Sterling says as the porch lights come into view.

Finally, we’re at the house, and by the time Sterling has lowered me to my feet, we’re inside my cozy little outdated farmhouse kitchen. Sterling is drenched in sweat, and Dash is pacing the strip of linoleum between the stove and sink, hands stuffed into his hair like he’s on the brink of a meltdown.

Sterling flattens his palms out between us. “Juniper, go get in the shower, sweetheart. Okay? Get yourself cleaned up, and while you do, Dash and I will take off our shoes and I’ll sweep up the house so there’s no dirt.”

“Tea,” I whisper, the reality of the situation crashing down around me, shattering the illusion of safety I’d been living in. Even on the walk back, foolishly, I clung to safety and hope. But Dash is a mess, and I think I’ve wrecked everything. I lick my lips as tears burn behind my eyes. “Can you put on some tea?” My bottom lip wobbles as I stare between the two men I love and adore.

They’re my whole world, outside my sisters and my jam, and once I come clean with everything else, they won’t want me anymore.

How could they?

Good, decent, hardworking, handsome men do not want to be with a murderer.

No matter how good the jam is.

“Sure, sweetheart. I’ll put on tea.” Sterling closes the gap between us, stroking a big, dirty hand through my hair, tenderly gazing down at me. I love how small I feel when I’m with him, how much safety his arms and chest provide, how much clarity I feel when I’m pressed against him. “How about some toast, too? Would that be good?”

I nod as he presses his lips into my hairline. My body is always on her own wavelength, and despite the seriousness about to crash into this kitchen after my shower, my lower half clenches with need at his caring touch.

In the bathroom, I focus on the shower. Washing away the silt and dirt, kneading my fingers into my scalp my shampoo bubbles over my knuckles and wrists. The steam. The scent of almond blossoms and cherries. A fresh nightie. Warm socks.

Everything is going to be okay, Juniper, I repeat over and over, ignoring the fact that I’m about to share the only true secret I’ve ever had.

Everything is going to be just fine.
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That’s the most work a shower has ever taken. Every two seconds, my mind would slip to what I’m about to do and panic would set it.

I know those men deserved what they got, especially the man from this afternoon. But if taking their lives means that I will lose Sterling and Dash, then the cost far outweighs the worth.

I can’t lose them.

Losing them would be like losing Dolly and Ivy.

Tugging on a dusty rose-colored long silk slip nightie, I comb through my hair, leaving it down and wet around my shoulders. Nighttime routine is less important than getting to the men in my kitchen and making them understand.

Explaining the side of me they don’t know.

Light on my feet, I creep down the hall, stopping mere feet from the end to take in the most perfect sight. Dash and Sterling, sitting hip to hip at my kitchen counter. In front of them are plates with toast, and mugs full of tea, steam drifting lazily off the tops. Sterling’s got one arm wrapped tightly around Dash, his face turned toward him, speaking softly and privately. I can’t see Sterling’s face, but I can see Dash’s.

I see the way Dash’s focus swims between Sterling’s deep hazel eyes and his mouth. The way Dash listens to Sterling is brimming with intimacy, and my entire body squeezes at the sight of them. If I had to guess, Sterl is reassuring a very nervous Dash.

I hate to put them in this situation. One where they have to make a choice, not just about me, but themselves, too. Honoring their own lives over mine means turning me in for everything I’m about to share. And I wouldn’t hate them if they did that. I would understand.

My heart would be broken, though. I can’t deny that.

“I wish I had a photo of this,” I breathe the words out quietly in trial, trying to gauge if they’re ready for me.

Sterling’s arm drops off the back of Dash, and he twists on the stool to face me. Two sets of the most handsome eyes take me in and Sterling pulls out the stool next to him, patting the top of it. A mug of tea and a plate of toast is there, too, waiting for me.

“What do you want a photo of?” Sterl asks, nudging the mug of tea into my hands.

“You two, talking, looking like you fit perfectly in my kitchen.” I sip the oolong. “Like you’re both where you belong.”

It’s an admission of sorts, a very passive one, though, I’ll admit. But with what we’re about to get into, admitting my desires for them right now feels like the wrong time.

Dash leans forward, looking like he’s aged five years in the last twenty minutes. A groove of unease carves through my chest, and I reach past Sterling to link my fingers around Dash’s wrist.

I don’t know what to say. Apologizing feels too small, so instead, I just smile.

“Juniper,” Dash starts, a slight tremor in his voice. “I only have one request.”

I nod, and look up at Sterling, to find him nodding at me, too. Whatever Dash is about to request, Sterling is privy to, and agrees with. “What is it?”

“The truth. Every single word you speak in this kitchen tonight, it’s gotta be the truth, okay?”

Releasing his wrist, I sink into my barstool, looking between the two of them. “Okay.” Their gazes still weigh on me, so I add, “I promise.”

Staring at the sourdough toast plated in front of me, I cautiously hedge, “What do you want to know?” It’s a stupid question because they want to know everything. Of course they do. If the roles were reversed I would want every morsel of knowledge, too. But I’ve never spoken about any of this aloud, to anyone, ever. Not even myself.

It’s proving to be more challenging than I thought.

Sterling’s arm comes around my back, and the scrape of his barstool feet against the floor tells me he’s moved closer. His body rains heat down on me, his comforting scent of sweat and cologne make my skin tingle, bumps erupting. I let my head crash against his shoulder, and set loose a decade-long trapped sigh.

“It’s okay, sweetheart. Just start with tonight. Tell us about the man you killed and buried.”

Stomach acid burns at the back of my nose at his choice of words. Killed and buried.

He’s not wrong—that’s what I did tonight. And that wasn’t even close to my first time.

But Sterling. He’s so strong and kind, his heart is so pure. I dragged him—and Dash—into this. I pulled two of the best human beings in Bluebell into my mess. They don’t deserve this stress.

A tremble rolls through my bottom lip, but I tip up my chin and take a deep, steadying breath. No dragging it out. Time to rip off the Band-Aid.

“I was out today, picking up some stuff for dessert tonight, you know, after Goode’s Italian.”

Our dessert tonight. The plans I had in store—they all tumble by the wayside as tears cloud my vision. I bring my fingers to my eyes, rubbing, determined not to cry my way through the truth. Sterling’s solid hand strokes up and down my spine, and I notice now Dash is standing on my other side, leaning down, listening intently.

I swallow hard through the knot of humiliation and shame, and continue. “Anyway, on the way home from the market there was a man selling fresh strawberries on the side of the road. I mean, I have a berry guy for jam but I wasn’t going to see him for two more days, and I wanted to make you guys strawberry shortcake tonight.” I sniffle, remembering how they ate the entire dish the first time I made it, in one sitting. “Because you both love it, you know?”

Dash pats my hand and Sterling sweeps my wet hair off my shoulder, smoothing his palm down my arm. “We do,” he says softly, bobbing his head, urging quietly for me to continue.

“So I got out, and I asked him how much he wanted for a whole flat. He said twenty-two dollars, which is really not that great of a deal, like, at all. I told him that, then I started bargaining. I asked him if he’d take eighteen dollars instead. We went back and forth for a minute and finally, he said eighteen would work. I was getting cash from my wallet for a minute but when I found the twenty-dollar bill I was looking for, I turned around and…” I pause, my tongue feeling too big for my mouth at this part. Suddenly my head feels a little woozy. Sterling, always sensing what Dash and I need, brings a piece of toast to my lips.

“Bite,” he urges, his smoky rasp causing me to pull my legs together beneath the counter. I take a bite, the flavor of Blueberry Sin easing my nerves a bit. This is my favorite flavor. And the familiarity is helping to already soothe me. “Sip,” he says, bringing my tea to my lips. After a sip, I wipe stray tears from my cheeks, share a comforting glance between them, and continue.

“His thing was out, draped across the flat of strawberries. He said, ‘I’ll take the eighteen if you take this eight.’”

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” Dash grouses, pushing off the counter to run a hand through his hair. He looks like a million dollars when he’s in his uniform, but a messy Dash in jeans and a hoodie? Way hotter.

“Who the fuck was this guy?” Sterling groans, anger clouding his eyes, turning his chestnut gaze dark, brimming with rage. His knuckles curl, draining of color on top of the counter as his nostrils flare. Taking a deep breath, Sterl’s chest inflates as he struggles for self-control.

Dash slides onto a barstool, his normally sun-kissed skin now pale and sallow.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, stroking my hand over his cheek. I turn to Sterling, paler than usual, definitely in shock of some sort. I cup his cheek and turn his face, bringing our eyes together. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’ll fucking kill him,” Sterling seethes, while tenderly wrapping one arm around my waist, sliding me onto his lap. I’ve never sat on his lap before, and I never imagined it being while talking about my secrets, but still, I’ve never felt so safe.

With his monstrous arms keeping me snug against him, Dash twists, aligning his knees with Sterling’s. He looks up at me, still pale but not defeated. In fact, he manages a partial smile as he looks up at Sterl. “You forgetting why we’re here? She already took care of that.”

“I don’t blame you, sweetheart,” Sterl says against my hair.

Dash’s face falls, as if reality is edging into his brain in small, manageable doses. “Wait—how did you kill him?”

Chewing my lip, I consider how this will sound aloud. I’ve never said the words out loud until earlier tonight, much less gone into detail. But there is detail. And I’ve kept track of it all. But tonight is just about that: tonight. And maybe the guy from yesterday.

“Well, all I had on me was my economy jam jar. It was in my purse. I was on my way to Goode’s to deliver it—it’s their replenish jar. They refill the table jars with the one big one.” I use my hands to show them about the size of the jar. “Anyway, I knew it would work so I reached past my wallet, grabbed it and… clobbered him.”

The kitchen falls silent, and Dash loses his remaining color. From behind me, Sterling says, “What do you mean you knew it would work?”

I grip the counter and slide off, getting to my feet between them. “Because I killed a man on the ravine turnout up north yesterday using a jar of jam that size.” An awkward smile lifts the edge of my lips. “That’s where I got the yellow dog. I was driving by, doing deliveries. The man was beating the yellow dog, so I pulled over and ordered him to quit. He didn’t, and he cursed me out, so I saved the yellow dog. I had to.”

Dash’s eyes go distant, unfocused and a little hazy as he gets to his feet, too. So does Sterling—and just in time for him to catch a fainting Dash.

I hope I didn’t break him.


CHAPTER
TWELVE



THIS IS THE WEIRDEST NIGHT OF MY LIFE.

Dash
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Mmm. Slowly easing into the day. That’s my favorite way. I’m usually startled awake by the stupid siren tone on my cell phone. I chose siren because I already hate it, which means it makes the perfect alarm.

This morning, though, is one of those rare mornings where I groggily come to consciousness with half a hard-on and what feels like the coziest spot in my bed.

Stretching my feet, I can’t quite find the curved edge of the mattress. Hmm. Must be close to the headboard then. Slowly, I reach above, connecting not with the wood headboard to my bed but⁠—

“He’s waking up,” Sterling declares as he lowers my hand—from his lap—back to my stomach.

Sterling is in my bed? I bring my fists to my eyes, urgently rubbing away the traces of sleep, eager to see what I somehow forgot.

“You okay, Dashy?” Juniper’s melodic tone sweeps over me, intensifying what I thought was just a weak morning wood. Stacking myself on my elbows, I twist until I’m sitting upright on the—couch. I’m on the couch at Juniper’s.

Because I blacked out.

Because— “You really did?” I ask in spite of my hoarse voice and dry mouth.

Her face is heavy with sadness, dark crescents beneath her eyes, her drying hair frayed from running her hands through it. I’ve never seen Juniper this way. Concerned. Afraid.

I think about all the times she called the station, checking with dispatch to make sure I’m okay when I wasn’t quick to respond to her texts.

How she stocks us with our favorite jams, even if it’s not on her monthly menu.

The way she brings Sterling quarts of fresh milk from Hudson’s farm every other day. He loves milk. She makes a special trip.

This isn’t a woman who would kill… for no reason.

Surely, if she had a reason, it was a good one. Or, a bad one? Depending on which way you look at it, I guess. I take a deep breath and exhale it slowly between my barely cracked lips. I don’t want Sterling and Juniper to know that I just clawed my way through a panic attack.

Slowly, I pick my words and deliver them, chin up, shoulders back. “I need to know everything, Juniper. Right now. Every single detail.” I nod, finally finding Sterling’s gaze.

Strain bands the length of his jaw, and his throat bobs. The cataclysmic nature of the situation hits, but I’m not surprised to find that Sterling and I stand on the same side of things. “That’s right, sweetheart. We’re with you. But we have to know everything.”

She nods, but a tear slips past her lashes, streaking down her cheek. She swipes at it, smearing it away, casting her fear and hesitations aside. With a deep breath, she places her hands on her knees, sits up straight, and faces us, splitting her glances. “The strawberry flasher was number ten.”

A woozy feeling, like going upside down at the carnival with three corn dogs and a churro in your stomach, washes over me. And when I reach up and swipe my hand along my forehead, I find a lot of sweat there. Like, turn down the interrogation light and let me explain levels of perspiration.

“Dash, sip that water,” Sterling says, pointing to the open bottle of water that somehow appeared in front of me. I reach for it and take a sip, embarrassed for my inability to have control the same way he does. How he stays so calm, cool and collected, I don’t know. I admire it though. I admire him.

A few sips of the water slows the urgent dizziness, and after I finish it, I feel much better. Stroking my hair from my face, I face Juniper, finding comfort as I look into her eyes. “Number ten?”

She nods, glancing between us. “Ten.”

Facing Sterling, I stare at him. Study every single thing he does. The way his eyes stay devout on mine, no doubt trying to find a clue as to how to calm me down. I stare at his lips, wondering if it’s discipline keeping them straight and unmoving, or if I’m alone in my daydreams. “We’re going to be okay,” he says quietly, almost spoken the way a lover teases an intimate promise.

I’m going to make you come so hard tonight.

I can’t wait to wake up with you in my arms.

We’re not going to get arrested as accomplices to murder.

My mind is reeling, emotions spinning as I shake my head. “Why aren’t you at all freaking out about this?”

He shakes his head, pushing a callused, worn hand over his head, sifting his fingers through his silky strawberry hair. Watching him do innocuous things has become nearly painful at this point. “My folks are gone,” he says, studying his socked feet as he speaks. I take the opportunity to glance at the floor, where all the dirt we tracked in is gone. Something weighty twitches in my core looking at him tonight. His hazel eyes come to mine, wide and serious. “You and Juniper are my family. So if she’s going to go down, I may as well go down too.” The hefting ridge of his shoulders rise and fall, as if his choice to potentially go away for life is nothing. Easy. “I don’t have anything without the two of you.”

I can hardly think. I can’t speak. I don’t even know if I can breathe.

But he turns to face Juniper, hedging on as if he didn’t just say the most impactful thing I’ve ever heard in my life. Juniper’s eyes are misty as she lovingly gazes back at him. I’ll never be able to shake the image of them together, so perfect, her slight feminine frame curved into his larger, mountainous build. The wind picking up the ends of her hair, the crown woven with flowers. Her feet would be bare, and he’d have her pregnant in the first month. They’d be perfect together.

“Tell us about all ten, if you can. If it’s too much tonight, we can start with strawberry guy.” He glances my way, telling me things with the way he dances his eyebrows and glares, mouthing things I can’t read because my head is in the clouds.

“Yeah,” I say, taking the cue. “All ten. I want to know who they are, what they did and how you… did it,” I continue, the ominous tone of the situation crashing back into me. “Tell us everything, Juniper,” I press, more out of my own anxiety than anything. I believe she will tell us everything.

And maybe I’m afraid of that just as much.

Juniper moves around the kitchen, putting on another kettle, pulling a pie from the fridge.

“Juniper, sweetheart—” Sterling says, my groin throbbing at the way he sounds calling her sweetheart.

“Trust me. You need something in your stomach, and it’s gonna be at least an hour.” She produces a notebook and pencil from the junk drawer beneath the archaic landline tethered to the wall. “Wanna take notes?”

“Fuck no,” I snap back, panic rattling my throat. “I mean, that’s incriminating. Unless you burn the entire notebook immediately after, it’s too risky. And if you burned it, there’d be no point.”

She puts the notebook back and smiles sweetly at me. “Noted—no notebook.” She lifts the foil back from the pie. “One slice or two?”

This is the weirdest night of my life.

But I’m also hard as a rock, and my blood has never pumped so fast. I’ve never felt so alive. I feel like I’m closer than ever to having something tangible with Sterling and Juniper. And that’s not something I ever believed I’d have access to. I never even thought I’d get to shoot my shot.

Now I’m not so sure.

But it comes at a cost. Or so it feels. “One for me,” I say, knowing Juni is right. When I worked in Riverside, I saw some shit while on duty. Having a little something in your stomach when approaching details of death is a good idea.

“You?” she asks Sterling, who is leaned back just slightly, arms folded over his pecs. He was watching Juniper, and that’s another thing I’ve come to love. Watching Sterling watch Juniper.

“Two, sweetheart.”

God, he has to stop saying that. We move from the couch to the barstools, sipping the hot cup of tea Juni poured. She settles in, sliding us each plates of pie.

“Please tell me you won’t hate me,” Juni whispers as she readies herself to come clean, pushing her hair off her face before dunking her tea bag forcefully.

“Impossible,” Sterl reassures.

“I love you too much to hate you,” I admit, because that’s the truth, no matter how aware of it she truly is or ever becomes.

“Okay,” she says, tears stinging her eyes. “Number one.”


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



YOU’RE NOT A BAD GIRL.

Juniper
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“Justin Blockland. We met on Hinge, if you could believe it. I mean, I know I don’t seem like the Hinge type, and well, I’m not. It was the first and last time I used it. I mean—obviously,” I say, the words rushing out of me nervously, clinging together into an amorphous blob of thoughts. Sterling reaches out, canopying his hand over mine, using his thumb to calmly stroke my fingers.

“Probably feels weird saying his name, and talking about all this. I get that. It’s okay to need a minute to take a breath,” he says, his comforting words coiling me in warmth.

“You always know just what to say,” I murmur, exploring every fleck of color and insight in his eyes.

“You really do,” Dash adds quietly, almost hesitantly from his spot next to me.

Sterling winks, his face unmoving but for his eye. I love how subtly sexy he is without even realizing it. And I know that there’s probably a special place in Hell for the people who murder and manage to get turned on while coming clean, but the Devil has never met Sterling Ford.

“So Hinge,” Sterling starts.

I look between the two of them, ready to listen to things that can put us away forever. Their feet are planted firmly on the ground. Their eyes are on me.

They’re here to stay.

“I brought a jar of jam, as a first date gift. We went to this dumpling place in Oakcreek. After we ordered, I gave him the jam and he asked me if I really made it, or if I bought it and put my label on it since,” I pause, breaking out my finger quotes to send home the sentiment. Because Justin Blockland absolutely said this, verbatim. “Women these days are better at pretending than actually doing.”

Dash’s breath hisses through his teeth as Sterling rolls his eyes. “He wasn’t joking,” I add, not defensively but more so, in the way the world has trained me to always explain. The world wants answers from women, lots of them, no matter what asinine thing a man says or does to her. We must give logical reasons in the face of illogical trash. Always.

“I’m sure he wasn’t,” Dash adds quickly, reminding me there’s no scrutiny here. Not in these four walls, and not with these two men.

“I told him I indeed made the jam. And he told me that he once dated a woman who lied about being a bartender to look more attractive to him, and that he hoped I wasn’t doing the same thing. Then he joked he was going to take me home and put me over the stove, or chain me to it, and force me to make jam, to see if I was honest or not.”

“That’s… fucking weird,” Sterling says, causing a deep-seated giggle to break free from my chest.

“It was really weird. I started envisioning his house as a dungeon with a ton of women trapped there,” I admit, recognizing years later, my fears were a little unfounded. “I mean, I’m sure he wouldn’t have⁠—”

Sterling puts his hand on my thigh now, his calming thumb still hard at work as he strokes the inside of my leg. “Don’t do that. It’s done, and has been for a long time.”

Dash leans in, joining the intimate bubble we seem to be in. “How long ago was number one?”

“Four years, six months, and three days,” I recite, the tally in my mind as clear as the night itself. I don’t want to remember, but I don’t know how to forget.

“So the date—” Sterling hedges. “How’d it end up?”

I tip my head to the side, my lips falling into a sardonic line. “How do you think?” I deadpan.

“All righty.” Dash salutes somewhat playfully.

“No, I know how it ended, I mean, what happened next, sweetheart?” Sterling asks, still patient and calm.

Still, I can’t help but be nervous. I’ve never shared this. This ugly, impulsive, angry, messed-up side of me. “Don’t judge me,” I start to say, but Dash cuts me off.

“We don’t judge you, we told you that, Juni. We aren’t here to judge. Just… to help.”

Smiling, I cup my hand to his cheek, my belly tightening as I discover his unshaven jaw. “I didn’t mean don’t judge me for the killing part. I mean about the next part.” I look between them, wincing. “I went home with him.”

“You went home with him?” Dash balks, unable to hide his shock. In retrospect, Justin always surprises me too. He never should have happened because I shouldn’t have gone home with him. Glancing between their shocked faces, I admit the cringiest part of the story.

“Sometimes when you’re really, really horny, you make super-bad choices.” I shrug, because the Juniper that I am now would never have dated Justin, or considered sleeping with him. But four years ago I was lost and lonely.

Bringing my hands together in my lap, I smooth one thumb over the other, repeatedly, watching myself do it. “Taking care of my sisters, running my business, working the land and keeping the house together and food on the table—I was just worn out. And I wanted… hot sex,” I explain, and when I look up, expecting judgment in their eyes, I find them nodding instead.

“I get it.”

“Same.”

Well, that was easier than I thought. “Anyway, we get through the meal—separate tabs, by the way⁠—”

“Let me guess, Justin’s choice?” Sterling asks, his jaw tensing as the story progresses.

“Yep.”

Dash snorts, a litany of curses floating out of him.

“We went back to his place and when it was time to do the deed, he asked if he needed to wear a condom or if I was ‘like the rest of them’ and when I asked him to clarify, he said, ‘a woman who has no problem taking care of things’ if he went unsheathed.” I take another bite of toast and another sip of tea, attempting to level the rapidly rising anger inside me. “Knowingly not using protection and risking pregnancy, only to assume I’d abort a child because he couldn’t wear a condom was the last straw,” I admit, wrapping the bag’s string of oolong around my finger before dunking and releasing it again.

“What happened next?” Dash asks.

“I had the jar of jam with me, he told me to bring it in. I grabbed it and before I knew what I was doing, I was telling him I needed to get lipstick from the car, and that I had sexy plans in store.” I shake my head, remembering the walk to my van from his porch. I remember telling myself, there’s still time to do the right thing. There’s time to not do this. You don’t have to do this. But the more and more I told myself I could stop, the more my body had a mind of its own. “I had tranquilizers in the glovebox. I’d picked up the animal meds for Hudson. I was going to take them to him the next day. But I popped open the glovebox and grabbed a few syringes of horse tranquilizers.”

I face them, taking in their expressions as the truth pours out of me. If they stop caring, if they want distance, remembering the change in their faces while I’m behind bars will be the only thing that will rehabilitate me. Seeing what I lost, the moment I lost it.

“I made a little cocktail of horse tranquilizer and vecuronium. It’s a medicine they give animals before surgery to block their nerve receptors. Mixing the two makes a nice little paralytic.”

“Did you know that before you did it?” Sterling asks, and I shake my head.

“Within reason, I knew what the drugs would do separately. Together, I wasn’t sure. But I gambled.”

“What happened next?” Dash asks. I’m surprised to see he’s no longer pale, and he’s halfway through his pie.

“I mixed the paralytic with the jam, and made him believe he was going to fuck me by having him lick the jam off my fingers.” I remember his mouth closing around my jam-covered fingers, acid hitting the back of my throat at the memory. “It only took about four minutes before he said he was feeling weird. I told him to lie down on the couch. A few minutes after that, he was crying about his legs not working, that he needed help, and that I should make myself useful and call 911 since it was probably my shitty jam that gave him botulism.”

“So he just… what? His lungs were paralyzed eventually and he died?” Dash guesses. Sterling, however, watches me in silence, winking for reassurance when I look his way.

“That might have happened, had I waited long enough. But… even in his delirium, he wouldn’t stop being a total asshole.” I close my eyes and picture the wood-walled home, the old hearth, the green shag, and the copies of Hustler littered over the worn coffee table. “So I used one of his barstools, and pulled down his Saturdays Are For The Boys flag off the wall, and smothered him with it.”

Silence. Sterling stares at me while Dash studies his pie crust.

“Those flags are stupid,” Sterling finally says.

“So douchey,” Dash agrees.

A tiny smirk lifts my lips.

“Everything about him was horrendous,” I admit, “but he didn’t deserve to die. I should not have done that. It wasn’t really self-defense as it was defense of all future women from a person so… offensive.”

Sterling nods, as if it makes perfect sense to him. Dash stacks one arm over the other, bringing a curled fist beneath his chin. “What did you do with his body?”

For a moment, I forget I’m coming clean because the discomfort is completely gone. They’ve made me feel like I’m not sharing my darkest secrets but rather, chatting memories in a safe place.

“I wrapped him in that very flag and dragged him out into my van, then buried him under the oak tree out front.”

Their heads swivel to the window above the kitchen sink, which gives a portrait view of the old oak. The one we all love. Dolly paints it all the time. Bear climbs it as Honey claps. I think Ace, Ev and Deuce’s son, buried his first hamster under that tree, too.

While they’re still processing that the iconic tree is also a gravesite, I backfill details. “As he… decomposed,” I say, uncomfortable with the word. “The oak tree got sick. Bark started falling off, leaves weren’t coming in, something was wrong. And I knew why. I knew Justin was beneath the ground, rotting the tree with his toxicity.”

“And the chemicals being emitted from his decomposition,” Dash adds logically.

“That, too.”

“Is he still under there?” Sterling asks, still peering at the oak, looking ethereal as ever with moonlight cascading over its branches, peeking through in poetic streaks.

I nod. “Yes and no. He’s under there, but now in pieces. I was afraid we’d lose the tree and that Hudson would have someone remove it, and find the body. So I dug him up and… Boiled his remains, buried him again. That way if Hudson dug the tree up, it’d just look like we buried some childhood dog or something.” I pause. “I admit, it wasn’t well-thought-out.”

Dash pales.

Sterling grips the back of his neck for comfort. I can’t tell if he’s squeamish or stressed. I hate that I’d bring him either emotion.

“There wasn’t much left by the time I dug him up, and I used my old 10-gallon pots I keep in the barn.”

“What did you do with the… runoff?” Dash asks, burping around the last word as if struggling to not get sick.

“I made him into jam, and sent the jam to inmates convicted of hurting or killing children.” I think back to the day I spent researching who the jam would go to, and having to read all the legalities of what these men had done made me sick.

“You fed a person to other people?” Dash croaks out the question. He’s ghost white again, gripping the edge of the counter like he can’t find his equilibrium.

“Smart,” Sterling surprises us both with the singular word. He sits up a bit straighter, no longer focused on the tree out front. Instead, his gaze finds me, intense and deep. “There’s not a single trace of him to be found, and I’m assuming you didn’t deliver the jam yourself and used a dummy label?”

I nod. “I actually made it look like Smucker’s, which is a whole other legal thing but hey, once you murder, the rest feels… unimportant.”

“I can imagine.”

“Anyway, that brings us to number two. Mark. I met him in line at the art supply store in Oakcreek when I took Ivy to get new pencils. He mistook Ivy and I as a romantic couple and called us a bunch of dykes and said we are what’s wrong with the country.” I adjust in the barstool, finger-combing my almost now completely dried hair. “Two do not make a bunch. I looked it up. For anything to be considered a bunch, it takes five.”

“I know you didn’t clobber some idiot bigot in an art supply store, so what happened?” Sterling asks, pushing around the last bit of pie with his fork. I noticed Dash has gone between tea, pie and toast, likely looking to soothe his stomach any way possible. I want to tell him that time is what he needs to take his mind away from the idle worry, sickness and concern. Time and love. That’s what always does the trick for me. But instead, I answer Sterling’s question.

“I asked him to apologize for the rude things he said. I told him that Ivy is my sister, and even if she were my lover, that wouldn’t give him the right to say a single word, much less blame an entire country’s worth of issues on one singular couple.” Leaning in, I also lower my voice, not proud to put this in such crass terms, but it feels necessary. “He was terrible.”

“Sounds like it,” Sterl says, motioning for me to continue. “So what next?”

“He refused to apologize so when Ivy was putting her stuff in the van, I ran back into the art supply store. I told Ivy I had to pee. But I asked the woman at the counter what the name of the man in line was. Told him I think I got one of his bags, and that I wanted to call him to return it. She told me his name and the internet gave me the rest, easily.”

I can’t remember much about what Mark looked like, not now, all this time later. But I do remember how stubborn he was, even until the end.

“Did you break in?” Dash asks, his eyes widening. “What if he shot you? Juniper, you can’t⁠—”

“Four years, one month and one week. That’s how long ago it’s been since Mark Mumsen met his end, so please, please don’t retroactively stress yourself.”

“If you broke into his place, how’d you get him to eat the jam?” Sterling asks, finishing his tea.

“I knocked on his front door, he answered, I pulled down my shirt and he let me in. The rest was just promises of jam on my tits. I told him if he licks it off my feet, he can lick it off my tits. But of course, by the time he licked it off my feet, the paralytic was already well underway. He got on the couch as he lost use of his body and voice, I read him sapphic fiction out loud, then tore the pages up and shoved them down his throat until he choked.”

“Jesus,” Dash breathes, his eyes wide, signaling his despair. Knowing full well I may lose one or both of them, I continue to layer facts and details, hoping to protect us from a permanent break.

We are just getting started. I won’t succumb to loss just yet.

“I’m still me,” I whisper, tears springing unexpectedly to my eyes. “I just… I got to a point in my life where I couldn’t stand it. The one-off comments about my body, the whistles at job sites, the way their eyes go to my boobs before anywhere else or sometimes that's the only place they look… the ghosting, the lies, the cheating.” I shake my head, a catalog of men filtering through my mind. “Dolly, Ivy, myself, we all dated a bunch of duds. And they weren’t just duds. They were offensive. Abusive. Horrible. And I think when I used Hinge, I was hoping to break the spell. Find a guy who wanted to hook up but could do it without bringing all the awful bullshit along. And when he joked about chaining me to a stove to make jam my whole life, I snapped.”

More silence as Sterling considers everything I’ve said, staring into his cup, stroking a hand down his face with the other. Dash blinks down at his plate, both palms spread, flat against the counter.

They’re processing. I expected long bouts of processing where they both felt disgusted with me for the things I’ve done. I understand that.

“There are some things neither of you can understand. I lost my mom young, and my dad not too long after that. My entire life, all I’ve wanted was to make jam and have a loving little family of my own to serve. All I’ve wanted was love. A household full of it, no matter how that looked. You know? And not familial love, like with my sisters. Something engrossing and exquisite and passionate.” My pulse picks up as heat prickles along my cheeks and down my chest. “But you know what I got? I got pricks that wanted to feel me up and say crude things to me, egg me on and gaslight me when I dared to stand up to them. I got assholes and sexual predators. Over and over. And I know the answer isn’t murder,” I breathe, nostrils waving with each heated, hissed word. But I’m angry now. Not at them, but at this world full of men so terrible that a woman would rather be alone with a bear than a man.

Taking me off guard, Dash speaks, still pale but now his slice of pie is gone. That’s a good sign. “The things women have to deal with,” he says, shaking his head, sipping what seems to be the last of his tea. I get to my feet to refill the kettle. “But I’ve never heard that name—Mark Mumsen.”

“He wasn’t from Bluebell. He was from Riverside. I think I got lucky in that regard. Only a few of the men were actually from Bluebell. It’s how, maybe, I’ve avoided suspicion.” I lift one shoulder then let it fall. “Truth is, I don’t feel bad for those men not being alive, and because I don’t feel bad, I rarely revisit it. Once the shock and adrenaline wear down, I feel good.”

“No regrets,” Dash breathes.

I nod. “No regrets. I don’t want to be a murderer, but I don’t want those men to populate the world either.”

“Mark,” Sterling loops back. “What did you do, you know, after you smothered him with the pages of the lesbian romance book?” He smirks, and I love the way the hair at his nape drags over his collar just slightly when he shakes his head. I’d love to run my fingers through that soft hair while I encourage his mouth to find Dash’s.

“I learned my lesson from Justin. It was… disgusting and messy. And burned the bottom of my pots,” I tell them as I tear open another oolong tea bag. “I rolled him up in a blanket and ran him through a woodchipper I bought off Craigslist.” Plucking an apple slice from the pie, I drop it into my mouth, humming responsively at the sweet cinnamon flavor. “I buried his chipped remains.”

“You didn’t really want to make mulch?” Sterling questions, something like awe in his eyes. That’s what I told him when he drove me upstate to buy the chipper years ago.

With a sad smile I nod. “It was only a partial lie. I did want to make mulch for the garden, but the primary reason for buying the chipper was definitely Mark.”

“And Mark’s chipped remains are…?”

“Beneath the porch. I think that’s why my tomato plants aren’t growing anymore. All the poisonous men in the soil.”

“All?” Dash questions hoarsely, volleyed back to pale and sweaty. “There’s more than Mark?”

I nod. “That brings us to number three. Jeffrey Morgan. We matched on Soulmate Search⁠—”

“I didn’t know you were looking for dates,” Sterling cuts in, sitting up straight as he pushes his empty mug toward me. I refill it with a new tea bag and hot water, and a squirt of honey because I know that’s how he likes it. “All these years you were… looking?”

Our eyes idle before I break the contact to look at Dash. He peers at me the same way as Sterling—his eyes wide, brimming with surprise and something more, something I can’t quite place.

I nod. “My entire life, all I wanted was my own little family. Well, my jam and my family. And as soon as Dolly set her eyes on Hudson, I knew it was only a matter of time before I was the last woman standing. Ivy was unexpected, but now here I am. And I was right. I’m the last one to be wed, to find my happiness, to change my name and have babies and chaperone field trips and be yawning all day on Christmas because of all the Christmas Eve lovemaking.”

Unexpected tears cloud my vision, but I swipe at them before they can fall. Sterling takes me in his arms, embracing me while pressing his lips to the top of my head, strong hands stroking my back with calm reassurance.

“You’ll have that, just like your sisters,” he consoles as I try as hard as I can to hide my falling tears.

“I didn’t want to be a bad person,” I breathe against him, my words muffled by his strong chest. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone, I never wanted to kill anyone.” He loosens his hold to put just enough space between us that we can eye each other. Sterling smiles at me before casting a look at Dash behind me. A moment later, Dash’s chest comes to my back, and my body melts between the two of them.

Dash’s lips graze the backside of my ear, my hair sticking to his stubble as he whispers, “We know, Juni. We know.”

Their acceptance of my darkness makes my eyes sting and panic climb my throat. What if this is the tender moment before they turn me in? The calm before they do the right, sane thing? Turning, I place a palm against each of their chests, twisting my gaze between them.

“Please,” I beg, unable to keep the fear from streaking down my cheeks. “I didn’t want to be a bad girl.”

“No,” Sterling breathes, his brows tightening, forehead ridged with concern. “You’re not a bad girl. You’re not.”

“You’re so sweet, Juniper Sky. You know you’re the sweetest girl in all of Bluebell, don’t you?” Dash rasps, their words filling in the tiny bits of space between our three bodies. Dash tightens his arms around me, and Sterling does, too, leaving me squished happily between them. The weight of their bodies slows my frantic heart, steadying my pulse as I blink through, fighting the remaining tears as I nod.

Dash and Sterling step apart, leading me to my living room. Dash sits on the couch while Sterling takes an armchair near the hearth. “You know we love you, and we know where your heart is. And I may have a reaction to what you’re saying, but that’s not because I’m thinking bad things about you. It’s because I’m processing, that’s all,” Dash says, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees.

That’s exactly what I needed to hear, and I somehow think he knew just that.

“Maybe you finish telling us about Jeffrey Morgan over here, hmm?” Sterl suggests, getting to his feet only to crouch by the hearth. He moves logs around and starts a fire, while Dash drapes a blanket over my curled legs where I’m tucked at the opposite side of the couch as he is.

Once we’re settled back in, the proverbial spotlight is on me, along with a gentle reminder. “We gotta do some digging before the sun comes up, sweetheart, so the sooner we get it all out there, the quicker the three of us can figure out what our next play is.”

My mouth goes dry, and my eyes fall to the broken stitching on the old couch. I pulled the thread with my pinkie nail when I was eight and my dad was laying into me about using nail polish at the dinner table. Something about taking off the varnish, I don’t know. But I stare at that piece of thread, loose around the piping on the couch cushion, and focus on those last five words.

What our next play is.

Our.

As in, now that Sterling and Dash are aware, they’re as much part of this as I am. And while I know that no one is to blame but me, my heart swells from the declaration that my life means as much as theirs. Because that’s what it means, right? If they’re willing to go all in, they’re willing to go down in flames, too. And that must mean that they value me as much as themselves.

“Our?” I breathe, the word thin and wobbly, so small in such a big space.

“We’re with you,” Sterl confirms. My eyes veer to Dash, and he nods, a tiny wink lifting his cheek.

The fire crackles, and I stare into the dancing flames as I pick up where I left off, knowing now with all certainty that they aren’t going to run. They aren’t gonna bail. They’re not going to turn me in.

“Back to Jeffrey Morgan. Actually, back three years, nine months, two weeks.”


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN



THE WORLD NEEDS LESS ASSHOLES.

Juniper
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“So let me get this straight, you told the guy no several times, warned him you’d mace him—” Sterl sits on the edge of the armchair, eyes wide as he recounts Jeffrey Morgan’s stupidity on each of his fingers.

“Mace? What happened to the little Taser I got you for your purse?” Dash questions, sitting upright against the couch. I’ve figured out that the more gruesome details are best skirted around, because Dash, despite his job as a Bluebell officer, gets a little queasy with some of the details.

“This was before you got it for me but… I don’t carry it on me anyway,” I admit, cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “I accidentally tasered Trace,” I admit, remembering the day that Trace came back to the house to grab Ivy’s pencil stash. I thought it was an intruder because he came in the back door and didn’t call out that he was there. So I tasered him.

I felt bad after the fact, but Ivy agreed—if you don’t announce yourself, you get tasered.

“Wait, so—” Dash strokes a hand down his face, his eyes contemplatively set on me. “If you had Mace the whole time…”

I shake my head. “That was a little white lie.” I shrug. “I didn’t expect to be called on it. Most times you tell a man you have Mace, they back off.”

“I get the feeling that Jeffrey Morgan called your bluff?” Sterling’s lips quirk to the side, and my eyes trace the subtle lift, falling down to the landscape of exposed throat and chest, put on display from the way he’s tugged at his hoodie. I can’t wait to be past all this stupid dead guy stuff and have my lips pressed right there, right where his pulse hammers in his throat.

I nod, ignoring the pulsing between my legs that has been occurring off and on all night. Between gory and tiresome details, I get lost in them. I realize that coming clean about years of murder is not the best time to get turned on, and that if I read this in a book, I’d probably think I was crazy.

But I’m not.

I am passionate about the world not being full of assholes.

And jam.

And my family.

And these guys.

But I am not crazy.

After telling them how Jeffrey Morgan put his hands on me at the King Dum—a dumpling place in Oakcreek where I started meeting my internet dates—I recounted how even though I’d never once said yes, he never once stopped when I said no.

I told them that the chipper had been acting up, and I knew under the oak tree wouldn’t work so I put his remains in the old well near the edge of my property line. There hasn’t been water in it for years, and no one goes out there since the land is dry and infertile. But it’s far and even dead men are heavy, so I only used the well once.

I tell them about the next guy in detail.

I explain to the men that Stanley was a child rapist I’d seen on the news. I remember his story vividly, because the children he assaulted were so young, around age five or so. I thought of Bear, and I thought of that man putting his filthy, sick hands all over him. And if God or the universe doesn’t want me to be bad, then why on his green earth did Stanley Eugene Cutler move to Bluebell, California, where I reside?

Divine intervention works in mysterious ways I think.

I followed Cutler and waited until he went to the hardware store, and I asked him out. He said yes, so I followed him home, fed him jam and as soon as he became paralyzed, I smothered him to death with the stacks of newspapers I found in his home.

They were papers that featured his victims. He’d bought them as trophies.

It only seemed fitting that his throat would be full of their stories as he took his final breath. Fair is fair.

“Stanley Eugene Cutler,” Dash recites the name of my fourth victim back to me, “he fucked up by choosing Bluebell,” he finishes, rounding off that thought as if he sees it completely from my perspective, leaving me with no nagging feeling to defend my actions.

Sterling scoffs. “Anyone who regularly goes by their three full names is usually a serial killer or a child molester, so that tracks.” He lifts his brows as he bobs his head, the fire licking at his silhouette, leaving traces of dark where details normally are. Sterling looks good by the fire. But then again, so does Dash.

“He deserved it,” Dash says, getting to his feet to grab us each a can of soda from the fridge. We’ve moved past tea and pie to Coke and popcorn. Recounting terrible men and their egregious acts makes you thirsty, apparently.

“And he was chipped?” Sterling asks, his eyes narrowed as if he’s taking mental notes of everything I’m saying. “I fixed the chipper not long after it broke.”

I nod. “Yes. I chipped him but I took him to the Bluebell-Oakcreek town line, out in the country.” I may or may not have just seen The Shawshank Redemption rerun on cable a few days before, and the thought of Red leaving something for Andy buried in a special spot resonated with me.

“I guess what I’m wondering now,” Sterling says, opening the can of soda Dash brought him. “Is how much paralytic did you get from the vet? At some point, Hudson had to realize he didn’t have it and pick more up, right?”

There’s a sore spot on the inside of my cheek from chewing it. There are parts of this story that I genuinely feel bad about, which I know is ironic because, hello, murder. I should feel bad about all of it, in theory. But I don’t.

The world needs less assholes.

I do, however, feel bad about robbing the Bluebell Veterinary Clinic. Poor Dr. Jones. “I was running out, yeah, and yeah, Hudson eventually started picking up his own stuff because… obviously.”

My gaze moves between Sterling and Dash for a moment as I search for the words to explain. I want to make them understand that I only used Dr. Jones because I felt I had to, not because that’s who I am. But Dash figures me out before I say a word.

“Derek Jones was your ticket to more paralytic and tranquilizers, wasn’t he?” Dash doesn’t drink his Coke, only holds it between his hands as he stares at me in the dim light of my living room.

I nod, swiping a tear that sneaks out. I have no right to cry. I’m the bad girl here. Still, I do feel bad.

“We got drunk at the bowling alley, and then I asked him for an after-hours tour of the clinic. He was drunk enough to say yes, and drunk enough that he didn’t notice I snagged his keys.” I glance over to the cupboard below the TV, where a normal person keeps DVDs and old VHS tapes.

“The rest is there. I’m running low.”

Sterling’s eyes come to mine, and I’m relieved to find they are free of judgment. “He had to know it was you that took them.”

I roll my lips together. “Well, around that time, Ink Time was nearly robbed. That was all over the Bluebell papers. I gaslighted him into thinking that they must've robbed him before they were unsuccessful at Ink Time.”

“He bought that?” Sterling asks incredulously.

I nod. “Yeah, he did.”

Dash rolls his eyes.

“What?” I ask.

“Uh, he wants to fuck you, that’s what,” he says, irritation coursing through him.

Sterling snorts, adding, “Definitely.”

“We didn’t— I was never going to—” I don’t need to defend myself because Sterling comes to sit next to me, kneading the tension from my neck with one large hand.

“We know, sweetheart. We’re just saying. He let himself get robbed and lied to because he wants to get inside you.”

His choice of words paints me in a flush. “I don’t know about that.”

“We do,” Dash says, looking over at Sterling, who returns his nod.

“The town line—” Sterling starts. “Did you keep burying them out there?”

I shake my head. “The disposal has proven the hardest. I couldn’t always get the time to drive that far out, and I was worried about the well, and all the other places, so I had to get creative.”

“More creative than a woodchipper?” Dash asks, and it surprises me that he’s somewhat smirking.

Nodding my head, I spill my guts about one of the things I feel guiltiest about, outside of using Dr. Jones. “Dash,” I start, hoping he isn’t angry with me. “Remember when you were telling us about the guy that sells hard drugs in Oakcreek?”

He doesn’t move, but his eyes widen, and Sterling’s hand leaves my neck, favoring my thigh. He squeezes me once. “Juniper,” he draws out, fear in his tone.

“Well, I went and bought drugs from him. I told him I wanted the baddest stuff. The bad stuff that’s on the news. Strong, powerful… dangerous stuff.”

“You bought drugs? But why?” Dash asks, nodding toward the cabinet I referenced a moment ago. “I thought you said you still have paralytic and tranquilizers and shit from Jones?”

I nod. “I do. I didn’t need the drugs for the jam. I needed them for cleanup.”

“I don’t follow, sweetheart,” Sterling says softly, now stroking his palm down my leg until he cups my knee. The touch floods my center with a pulsing, undeniable heat, and I wonder if there’s truly something wrong with me to be able to get turned on while discussing murder.

But no one’s perfect.

“For numbers six, seven and eight, I fed them the jam laced with both paralytic and the drugs in case they were tested, then put the drugs on their person, or in their home, so that when they were found, it would look like an OD. And if they were tested, all they'd have in their system would be more drugs.”

“You weren’t worried about them finding out each man’s stomach contents contained jam?” Dash asks, making sweat bubble on my neck.

I shake my head. “Not really. Everyone loves my jam.” Smiling, I add, “And I made sure to leave a jar of Smucker’s in the fridge, with no sign of Juni’s Jams anywhere.”

Dash lets out a sigh, scrubbing a hand down his face as he processes. “You’re good at being a criminal.”

“I don’t like that word,” I admit, feeling like it doesn't fit me at all.

Dash comes to sit next to me, and I relish sitting between the two of them. Being the center of their focus makes everything else in the world A-okay.

“If you have to label me,” I say quietly, caught between the desire to continue my spree of coming clean and getting back to what we started the other night at their place. “Just call me a bad girl.”

The groan rumbling through Sterling’s chest has my cunt pulsing. Dash lets out a deep sigh.

“Okay, bad girl, tell us about six, seven and eight. But first, start with five.”

[image: ]



Donald Taylor, number five, was a man lingering near Bear’s elementary school, asking kids if they needed a ride, telling them he had fudge and candies. There was a week when Hudson went out of town, leaving Dolly and I to help with picking up Bear from school.

I saw Donald at the school every single day. I had Dolly ask the woman working reception if he had a student there. She said they were unaware he was even out there.

I told myself that if I went back on a random day and he was still there, I could act on my suspicions that this man was an unsuccessful pedophile in the making. On a normal Tuesday, I drove past Bear’s school just a few minutes shy of the bell ringing and there he was, Donald Taylor, clinging to the chain-link fence near the jungle gym, his blue van hugging the curb.

“Getting Donald was the most challenging. He didn’t want to talk to me at all. I think he knew I was full of shit when I showed interest in him,” I recall, remembering approaching the man with a large jar of jam. “I said I’m the local jam maker and told him I was giving away jars, and asked if he wanted one, and he said nothing.”

“If he didn’t eat the jam, how’d you get him?”

I chew the inside of my mouth a second and try not to relive every moment as I recount what happened. “I had to stab him in broad daylight with the syringe. It was risky but…” I trail off, remembering what I saw in the back of his van the day I made the choice to get rid of him. “There were teddy bears and blankets and Barbies in his van. It was a total trap and I—” I shake my head, nausea rolling through my insides. I’m not sick at the idea of what I did. I’m sick at the idea that he existed.

Sterling and Dash each take one of my hands, linking them. “He didn’t deserve to live,” Sterling says, consoling me.

“I remember seeing Taylor on the news, a missing person,” Dash says, stroking our joined knuckles with his free hand. “He was, what, six-four? How’d you get rid of him?” he asks, amazement shining in his eyes.

When I first started to come clean, I feared I’d lose them. That they’d rightfully not want to hitch their wagon to a monster. But the pale coloring and uneasy stomachs seem to have dwindled, replaced by understanding and… maybe even affection.

“I got him to sit in his passenger seat before he completely went under. And since he was already out, I gave him two more shots in the thigh, then fed him through the chipper.” I swallow before admitting the next bit, but don’t consider keeping it secret. I said I’d come clean, no matter the cost. “He was conscious by the time I got him in. Not able to talk but his eyes… he was aware.”

Silence falls on us as they likely imagine me running a live man through a woodchipper. “He was a pedophile,” I remind them quietly.

Sterling edges forward on the couch, facing me, and Dash does the same. “I’m just honestly trying to wrap my mind around how you got him up to the chute.”

“I made a pulley,” I tell them, remembering having to traipse back to the barn for rope. “I hooked rope over the tree above the chipper, tied him up and yanked until he was resting on the machine. The rest was just moving him around until he fit.”

“And his remains?”

I nod toward the sliding door, where a firepit rests in sight right off the patio. “Burned the remains, cleaned up the ash and bones, and buried it under the patio.”

Their gazes idle on the patio outside the sliding door, likely imagining everything resting in that soil. There’s a lot of hatefulness buried there, and exactly why I chose under the patio and pergola. No roots in that soil, nothing trying to grow or bloom. The perfect place for toxicity to stay until the end of time.

“Okay, bad girl, who’s number six, what did he do, and where are we on Juniper Sky’s timeline?” Sterl hedges after peeking at his watch. It’s nearing midnight now, and Hudson will be up in a matter of hours. If they want to dig up number ten, I know I’ve gotta get through this a bit quicker, else we’ll have to wait.

“Howard Cox. Two years and eleven months ago.” I remember Howard well, not that I want to. I always want to forget, but out of sight, out of mind is kind of a lie. When you watch someone's life drain away, no matter how evil or cruel they are, you never forget them, not really.

They wait, knowing his story is coming. I finish my Coke and return my hand to Dash’s, Sterling and I are still linked. “We went to Bluebell High together. He was four years older than me, but I remember him pretty well. He was always a jerk. Married his high school sweetheart, Judy Ross.”

“Two years and eleven months, that happened right before I moved to Bluebell,” Dash says, thinking it through. “What happened?”

“I saw him with Judy at the baking supply store. She started up her own little cookie decorating business, and was apparently getting supplies for her first major order. Anyway, we chatted in the shop, caught up, she told me she was recently divorced but again, thriving due to her new business. That was all it was.”

I pinch my eyes closed as I remember leaving the bake shop, dropping my case of canning jars onto the cement the moment I heard her. “When I left the shop, Howard was waiting outside. I guess Judy didn't want to talk to him—she had a restraining order against him and everything.” I remember the piercing cry that came from Judy, held against the wall by his hand on her throat. Her eyes came to mine, full of panic, silently begging for help.

“He was choking her and he punched her in the stomach once, too,” I recall, hating Howard all over again, even though there is no more Howard. Still, my body burns with anger for him.

“Fucking prick,” Dash says.

“Yeah, well, I knew right then I wanted to kill him. But the bake shop has security cameras. And I didn’t have my supplies, plus Judy was right there. I couldn’t have a witness.”

“So what did you do?”

“I waited until the next farmers market. Judy said he always goes, follows her around, bugs her. She also let me know that part of the reason they split was infidelity, so from there I made a plan.”

“I know it’s in the past, but I hate the idea of you using yourself to bait these fucking monsters,” Sterling says, voice husky with concern.

“Same. I wish you—I wish you would’ve come to us,” Dash says, exasperated. Shaking my head, I smile sadly at him.

“I didn’t want to involve anyone. Even Ivy and Dolly don’t know.” I shake my head, staring down at my hand. “Anyway, he showed up to the farmers market. Hudson wanted to escort him off the property, but I said I’d walk him out. I talked to him, pretended to understand, gave him a few jars of jam because of the way Hudson handled him. Told him I was on his side.”

“That had to hurt, pretending to like him,” Dash comments.

“It was awful, and giving him jam was awful, too. I mean, even though it was spiked, still, giving a man who hits a woman anything feels like too much.”

“So he went home and ate the jam?” Sterling asks, breaking our connection to get to his feet. “Hold that thought, I’ve gotta take a piss.”

“Same,” Dash comments, getting to his feet, too.

“You guys going together, or?” I smile, trying to infuse the space with humor after so much murder chat. Sterling’s cheeks flush and Dash’s head rears back.

“What? No. You have two bathrooms, don’t you? If you don’t, I’ll wait. I’ll just wait,” Dash says, his words smashed together, eyes wide. Sterling moves past us down the hall, and a moment later the bathroom door shuts.

It is quiet between us. Dash’s eyes linger where Sterling just stood. Quietly, I broach the topic. “Do you admit it to yourself, or do you never admit it?” I ask Dash, the soft sound of the exhaust fan trickling down the hall.

“Admit what?” he asks, blinking up at me with tired but beautiful gray eyes.

“That you’re attracted to Sterling.”

My heart races as the words float, hanging with zero ambiguity between us. If he isn’t ready to face this, who am I to push him? Then again, I’m massively outside my comfort zone right now, and I’m pretty sure it’s going to pay off.

“I didn’t want to tell the truth about all the terrible things I’ve done,” I whisper. “But now that I am, I feel a lot better.”

“But if we’d have stormed out of here in shock and disgust, you wouldn’t feel better. You’d be miserable. And you’d say to yourself, why did I do that? Why didn’t I just keep it inside?” he says, insecurity wavering in his voice. I fall to a crouch, draping my hands on his knees, locking onto his timid gaze.

“He will not feel disgusted if you share how you feel,” I tell him.

“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” he finally says after his eyes search mine for a baited, quiet moment. I don’t want to push, I really don’t. But I see things that Dash doesn’t.

The bathroom door clicks open. I get to my feet, joining Dash, his chest grazing Sterling’s as they pass in the hall.

“You’re brave, doing all the things you’ve done,” Sterling says, standing with one arm poised above the sliding door as he stares out into the early hours of a new day.

Coming up behind him, I have the strongest urge to loop my arms around his waist, to press my shoulder to the center of his strong back, and feel his hands come down over mine. I need him in that way, I always have. But it wouldn’t be complete without Dash, and as he returns from the bathroom, it’s not the right time.

“He ate the jam, and then what?” Dash asks, settling into his spot on the couch, his cheeks still flush from our private conversation a moment ago.

“So I showed up, planning on convincing him to taste the jam, you know,” I admit, a shiver rolling down my spine. I didn’t want to seduce him to kill him, but I would have if it came down to it. “Good thing is, Howard Cox’s impulse control didn’t stop with Judy. When he didn’t answer the door, I went around the back and slipped in through his mud room window and found him passed out on the living room floor.” I look between them, remembering the jar of jam open on the counter, the preserves I worked so hard to formulate spread over an assortment of male sex toys. “He ate it, but he was also using it with a few male toys…” I trail off, disgusted by just the flashback.

“Male toys,” Sterling repeats. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”

Bless him, I believe that. And it does nothing for the pressure brewing in my ovaries. “I didn’t either.” I look at Dash, whose neck and cheeks go cherry. “I’m only thinking you may know because you’re younger,” I tell him, fighting back a smile.

Amidst many sleepless nights, I’ve thought about this. How they touch themselves. What face they make at the beginning and how it evolves when they orgasm, the sounds they may make, what they watch, the way they twist their wrists or don’t. Do they stroke fast? Hard? Slow and long? I. Have. Thought. About. This.

“I don’t—” He sinks into the couch, sifting a hand through his hair before reaching behind him to yank off his hoodie with one hand. As he does, his t-shirt rises up, and I watch Sterling’s eyes flash on the strip of bare skin before coming back to mine. “I don’t use toys—I don’t really want to talk about this,” he says decidedly, his knee bouncing as he looks between us.

“I masturbate,” I say, pulling my hair off my face, quickly twisting it into a loose braid. “Sterling masturbates, too.”

Sterling’s jaw falls open and Dash’s eyes go dark.

“Everyone masturbates. Not everyone uses toys, but toys are not something to be embarrassed about.” Dash still says nothing, so I don’t press. “Well, it was this sleeve thing. Like a silicone or rubber thing, he was clearly having intercourse with. And he was using my jam as lube.”

“That sounds… sticky,” Sterling comments, a grimace twisting his features.

Dash shakes his head. “Jam as lube?”

“Probably fantasizing about you,” Sterl adds.

Dash nods. “Fucking prick.”

“He also had a lot of alcohol in his house. There were empty bottles everywhere. I took some of the drugs and planted them in his house. Then I planted more drugs. Nightstand drawer. Some in the kitchen. Put some in his car. Then I put some in his pocket, for good measure, held a couch pillow over his face for two minutes and thirteen seconds, and left. I banked on him having enough assault arrests and charges pressed against him from Judy that finding him overdosed in a sea of booze and drugs wouldn’t warrant any real investigation.”

Dash tips his chin. “You were right. We only have a few open cases in Bluebell, and none of them are linked to the Missing Misters, somehow.” He pauses, almost impressed. “I’ve never heard the name Howard Cox until tonight.”

“Damn, that… worked out well,” Sterling says. “I feel like I need a cigarette after all this.”

“You don’t smoke,” I tell him as I get to my feet and shove another log onto the fire.

“No, but Jesus, Juni.” He shakes his head, turning to face Dash. “How you doing with all this?”

Dash shrugs. “Acclimating, I think.”

“Yeah?” Sterl questions, and I watch as he studies Dash, taking in his body language, the pinch of his brows, and the way he strokes a hand down his jaw. I even catch Sterling following Dash’s gaze. He knows him well, and he’s deciding now if Dash is being honest.

“Yeah,” Dash confirms, turning to hold eye contact with his roommate. For a moment, I feel like I’m interrupting a private moment between them, but then they cast their gazes my way at the same time.

“On to seven?” Dash asks.

I take my place between them on the couch and stare at the old copies of People magazine littered over the coffee table. On the cover of one is the star of a reality TV show about being a wealthy housewife. I SURVIVED ADULTERY reads the headline, along with a lot of other sentences revolving around how she got her strength back, and how she’s so brave.

“Howard cheated on Judy,” I say softly, staring into the eyes of the woman who got her husband’s millions because he came inside the nanny.

“You mentioned that,” Sterl says.

“He put his hands on her a lot,” I say, pulling at a loose thread on the hem of my nightie. “And that’s why I did what I did. But when I found out he was also cheating…” I look between the two of them. “You’d never cheat on someone you loved, would you?”

Sterling’s eyes glitter as our gazes idle, my question brimming with subtext. “Never,” he rasps.

“Never,” Dash agrees.

“Number seven was a cheater, too. But his cheating impacted me personally.”

Dash arches a brow. “You had a boyfriend? And he cheated on you?”

I shake my head. “No, and his cheating isn’t why I did… you know, what I did. His cheating was just a single sprinkle of a bigger cupcake of issues.”

“Only you can turn a murder admission into a sweet metaphor, Juniper,” Sterl says, a soft smile on his face.

“What else did he do?” Dash asks.

Looking at Sterling, since Dash moved to Bluebell shortly after this kill, I ask, “Do you remember Rhett Heard, Ivy’s boyfriend from two years back?”

Sterling’s eyes hold mine, flitting, searching, a rumple in his forehead as he clearly thinks. At once, he sits up and his eyebrows lift. “Oh yeah, he was that local telemarketer, right?”

“Yes,” I say, turning to Dash to explain. “Before Ivy met Trace, she dated this guy, Rhett. He was always kind of an asshole to her, in my opinion, slamming on her art, telling her tattooing is for guys, not women. Shit like that.”

“Gross.”

“I know. And to make matters worse, like Sterl said, he was a telemarketer. And he always talked over her. He never had cash on him, so she was always paying. And he cheated on her multiple times.” I clench my jaw, imparting the worst detail is on the way. “In the bathroom at the bowling alley.”

“Ewwww,” Dash drawls, his face scrunching up in disgust.

“I know,” I tell him, glancing back at Sterling who shares the same repulsed expression. “I saw it with my own eyes, too. I’d gone to the alley to take Sally some jam, and just to hang out, you know? You were visiting your brother,” I tell Sterl, because we’ve been close for so long, there is overlap with my bad deeds and hanging with him. “I went to the restroom and in the stall next to me, people were clearly… you know, doing it.”

“How’d you know it was Rhett?” Dash asks.

“I didn’t until I returned to the bar to finish my root beer float, and I watched the door to see who it was. When I saw it was Rhett, and he saw me, he came up to me and he threatened me. He said, ‘Don’t you dare say a word of this to Ivy.’ Then the girl with him said, and I quote, ‘You’re dating that witchy weirdo?’”

Sterling sucks in a breath, sloping forward on the couch to rest his elbows on his knees. “Yikes.”

“Yeah, then Rhett laughed and said, ‘Witchy weirdo, I like that name.’ I wanted to punch his lights out right then and there but… I didn’t. Instead, I followed him home.” I split a cautionary glance between the two of them. “Rhett told Ivy he lived alone. But he didn’t. He lived with his father.”

They don’t speak, and I haven’t told them how the story ends, but they’re aware there’s no happily ever after for Rhett and his dad. I see that in their eyes, the understanding of who I am and what I’ve tasked myself to do.

“Keith Heard was his father’s name, and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree at all.”

Sterling’s voice is hoarse, and though he must know it ended okay for me, still, worry and stress line his features. “What happened?”

“Well, I knocked on the door expecting Rhett to answer. Had he answered, my plan was to invite myself in on behalf of Ivy. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but both fortunately and unfortunately I never had the chance to find out.” I lick my lips, my pulse nervously thumping in my throat. “Keith answered. He said he recognized me from the market, and I guess I kind of did recognize him a little, too. It had definitely been a few years since I’d seen him, but he did look vaguely familiar.”

“How’d you manage to get inside and get them to eat jam?” Dash wonders aloud.

“I told him I was there to see Rhett, and he let me in. Rhett was in the shower, but I was told I could wait. He was… really eyeing me. I was beyond uncomfortable, so to make small talk I took out the jam and told him who I was, that I was Ivy’s older sister and I wanted to talk to Rhett about their relationship and that I came with a peace offering. The jar of jam.”

My eyes fall closed for a brief moment as a vivid memory dances around my head, causing an image of Keith Heard to appear. Shoulder-length blond hair stringy from grease, his gaunt frame and tattered old whiskey t-shirt, the way his worn eyes scraped over my body unabashedly—a shudder racks my torso from just the memory.

“Once I told him who I was, he started to talk about Ivy. Called her a gothic bitch who wants to be a man.” My bottom lip wobbles remembering the violence that took place in those four walls two years back. “I wanted it to be peaceful, you know? I mean, I know smothering someone I’ve drugged isn’t peaceful for them, but all things considered, for what they deserved, it is peaceful. If it’s loud and messy and scary, that’s when I really feel like I’m doing something wrong. That’s why the jam worked so well. It was so peaceful. So simple. But after he insulted Ivy, I just… I don’t know. I became someone else entirely.”

“A very bad girl,” Sterling says, not seductively despite the flare of heat between my legs at the smoky curve of his words.

“Yes,” I say slowly, nodding, still playing with the hem of my nightie until Dash clasps his hand over mine. I look over at him, finding his silvering eyes unsettled. “I’ve been very bad.”

“What happened next?” Dash presses. Sterling drapes his hand over my thigh, and even though he’s touched me more tonight than I could argue he ever has before, my body reacts like the first touch. Clenching and pulsing privately, arousal pricking through my limbs, I place my hand on his and answer Dash.

“I took off my dress, right there in the living room, with his filthy words about my sister still hanging in the air, I showed him my bare body.” I shake my head, feeling disgusting all over again. “I used myself because it’s all I could think to do, and then when Rhett came out I told them that if he got back together with Ivy, I’d let them have me. For one night, together.”

“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess that they wanted to do that, and agreed?”

I nod. “Yes. I told them before we were going to have sex that they needed a snack for their stamina. I told them I wanted peanut butter and jam, and they wanted some too.” I shake my head, in disbelief of what happened next, still surprised by it years later. “Keith was onto me. He asked why I wanted them out of nowhere, why Ivy cared about Rhett so much anyway. And then he asked what might be in the jam.”

“What did you tell him?” Sterl asks, completely on edge now.

“I told him they needed their stamina, and I agreed to eat the jam too, to prove that it wasn’t dosed with anything. We ate sandwiches, I told them I was going to freshen up before we did it, and then I purged as much as I could in their bathroom. I knew not all of the paralytic would be out of my system, so I had to work even faster. When I came back out of the restroom a few minutes later, they were both unconscious on the floor. I started to feel… funny. As quickly as I could, I smothered them with a pillow until I lost track of their respective pulses. I got my dress back on and the traces of paralytic hit. I made sure to sit upright, and then I had to sit in the house with their dead bodies at my feet, paralyzed, staring at them for two hours before I regained my strength. It was horrible.”

“Get up,” Dash says, surprising me. “C’mon, up. On your feet.”

Sterling and Dash both stand, so I join them, tears in my eyes. That night was awful, and if I’m honest, Keith and Rhett are the only two of my victims that I’ve ever second-guessed.

Immediately I’m sandwiched between their arms, heat and muscle keeping me safe, the familiar scent of them bringing much-needed comfort. With so much safety, I unravel a little, my shoulders trembling as my legs grow weak. I hadn’t anticipated growing so emotional, recounting all of these things, but as heavy sobs leave my belly and fill the air, I’m just grateful for my guys.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Sterling soothes, pressing his lips to my hairline.

“You’ve been strong and you’ve been so brave,” Dash adds, stroking his hand down my braid tenderly.

“I killed ten people. I’m a murderer. Even if they deserved it and even if Bluebell and the world at large is a better place without them, I killed them. There are stains on my soul. And now I’ve involved the two of you.” Tears blur my vision as I cry against Dash’s chest, my back shaking against Sterling. “This was wrong. I shouldn’t have gone to your place last night after the guy in the ravine. I’m so sorry. If you want to pretend I never told you and you guys want to stop talking to me, I completely understand. I’ll never tell a soul that I told you both.”

Someone says something, but my cries are only gaining momentum and volume. I stand between the men I love, crying and shaking, snot and tears making a mess of whatever beauty lingered in my truth. They allow me to cry, though I know I have no right to tears after all that I’ve done, regardless of my reasons. They hold and soothe me, and when my face is sticky with drying tears and I’m able to breathe without my entire core shaking, we step apart.

Sterling smiles softly, his mannerisms a direct contrast to the sheer size of him. “We do have some things to figure out but everything is going to be okay,” he says, holding my gaze for what feels like forever, making sure I know he’s serious.

“That’s right. We’ve got some work ahead of us but… it’s going to be okay. We’re going to be okay,” Dash says, not fidgeting with his hair but looking me dead in the eye before looking at Sterling. “The three of us, we got this.”


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN



WITH MY EYES CLOSED AND MY TOES CURLED.

Sterling
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Dash advises that we move to the kitchen, and I don’t disagree. We think alike for a lot of things, and I can see his police officer wheels turning. Juni’s come clean. We’ve been shocked, we’ve heard things I never thought I’d hear from her, and now we’re on the other side.

The place where we take action in keeping her safe. Making sure no one connects her to any of the things she’s done.

Juniper stands in the kitchen, bags under her eyes, her nightie crumpled on the bottom from how many times she ran her hands over it. She’s relieved to have told us, I can see that in the calm set of her jaw and the relaxed slope of her shoulders. But she can’t sit still, so I know she’s still a little anxious about what’s to come.

Dash bobs his head, focusing on the grout as he speaks. “Bluebell PD tagged his truck yesterday morning. If we don’t find him and dispose of him, the PD will.” Suddenly he looks up, his eyes glossy. “It’s been a little over a day, we don’t have much more time. We gotta get down there as soon as we can.” He looks over at the green digital clock above the old oven. It’s nearing half past one in the morning. “As soon as we can,” he repeats.

Even though Dash can never unknow all the things he’s heard tonight, he doesn’t have to physically break the law. I don’t want him doing anything that will eat at him, and while he’s come around to us being in this together, I question if he’s doing what he wants or doing what he feels he has to do.

Juniper gnaws on her bottom lip, also staring at the grout. “How will we⁠—”

“I can do it,” I say to Dash, wanting him to know he has a choice. I don’t need a choice. If something happens to me protecting Juniper’s livelihood and life, so be it. My brother can come back and run the sanitation business. I’m thirty-five and I’ve been in love with Juniper Sky Ellington for so many years, the idea of living a life with her anywhere but in Bluebell just doesn’t appeal to me. But Dash. He’s twenty-five. A young, fit cop with his life stretched before him. I know he cares for Juniper, and I’m still happy to step aside to let them be together. But he doesn’t have to give his freedom to save her.

I can do that.

“If you want to bow out and pretend you didn’t hear any of this, I’ll do it. I’ll take care of everything.” Our eyes idle, but I move around the kitchen island, so unlike myself charging toward him that way, but I can’t help myself. I rest my palms on his shoulders, and make it known one more time, enjoying that I have a reason to have my hands on him. “I will take care of it all, and we don’t ever have to mention it again. Just say the word. Say the word and I’ll handle everything.”

From my periphery he raises his hand. There’s a diffusion of heat in my veins as he comes to rest his palm over my hand. “I’m committed to this.” He looks over at Juni, still somewhat in a trance as she now sits atop a barstool, smoothing the pad of her finger over the rough grout, lost in thought. “I’m committed to her,” he says, his volume low enough that his words don’t travel beyond our chests, which are nearly touching.

He’s committed to her.

Sadness sweeps through me, leaving my bones a little weary and my chest a little sore. I nod, accepting his words. “Okay.”

I go to turn, to console Juni and ask what part of planning the next steps has her so quiet and detached, but Dash stops me. “I’m…” His silver eyes hold mine as an electric current swims through my soul. “I’m, uh, I’m committed to…” He pauses, and for the briefest of moments, his eyes fall to my lips before returning. “This whole thing.”

I don’t know what he means by this whole thing but he stopped me, he wanted me to know that he’s in, that he isn’t going anywhere, that we’re solid.

“Okay,” I reply, taking a seat across from Juniper at the bar. Dash sits next to me after retrieving a glass of water and giving it to Juni. She sips quietly, assuring us she’s only running down all possible details, making sure she didn’t leave anything crucial out. As she does, Dash and I get to work on how we’re going to fix this the best we can.

“We need to find them all and dispose of them, once and for all,” I tell Dash, having started this mental plan the moment she started coming clean. I knew right away I’d help her, that I’d try to clean up her trail for her as best I could. I knew it. But I’m relieved to know Dash will be there, too.

More than that, I’ve learned that he doesn’t just have a crush. I was right. He’s gotta be in love with her. Because he’s making the same bold statement with his commitment to this as I am, and I know how I feel about Juni.

“I agree. I think we start with the locations that are the riskiest, to eliminate the greatest possibilities as quickly as we can.” He looks at the clock again. “We gotta get the guy in the ravine. Priority one.”

I look around Juniper’s house and recall the last time I went into the Ellington barn, detached but near the main property. “We’re gonna need gloves, bags—” I stop, a small chuckle erupting from me, surprising all three of us.

Juniper blinks. “What?”

Dash eyes me suspiciously.

“It’s just— I mean, come on,” I say, waving toward Dash. “You’re a cop and I’m a garbage man. Together we should be the dream team disposing of bodies.”

Juniper’s smile is slow but gains momentum as Dash erupts in laughter, where I join him. Sometimes if you don’t laugh, you’ll cry, and I’m not crying. Not yet.

Dash’s laughter intensifies, and a moment later he’s swiping tears away, completely out of breath. “What?” I laugh, laughing harder as he does, the hinges of my jaw burning from use.

“I’ve never dealt with a homicide,” he finally says, gathering his composure as Juniper smiles, laughing softly as a bystander to our conversation. “And I’m gonna venture out on a limb and guess you’ve never even broken a law.”

I shrug. “This is why stereotypes are bad.”

Dash shakes his head like a dog who just jumped out of a swimming pool, his umber locks flying. “Okay. Back to business. The ravine is a time crunch deal, I’m telling you.” Another glance at the clock that hasn’t changed since he looked last. “We should go by our place and get some stuff,” he adds.

“That’s what I was thinking.” I look over at Juniper. “Get some clothes on, sweetheart, okay?”

She nods, slipping off the barstool and down the hall. The levity of the moment leaves the room with her as my eyes return to Dash’s.

“There’s a mine shaft down there in the ravine, a quarter of a mile down from the curve in the road,” I tell Dash, speaking low and slow, laying out important details I’ve been brainstorming. He reaches into his back pocket, producing his phone, unlocking the screen with a quick swipe. I grab it from him, causing his eyes to jump to mine. “You can’t look it up. We cannot look up any of the men or their families, locations, the woodchipper rental, nothing. Not. A. Single. Thing. Forensics will be all over everything if she becomes a suspect. We cannot give them ammo.”

He nods, shoving a hand through his hair. “That never even occurred to me.”

“I want us all to make it out the other side of this thing, so ever since she opened her mouth, I didn’t get lost in shock. I just started working on the exit strategy.” I wait for his eyes to lift to mine. “Let’s go by our place, I’ve got a plan.”
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Juniper riding bitch in my truck is something I’ve thought about with my eyes closed and my toes curled. I can’t deny that. But Dash riding shotgun to her bitch? I’ve imagined it, I won’t lie. Usually, one of them rides in the back. But now? We’re all up front, and I hate to be sentimental, but I know that means something. Glancing over the moonlit cab, seeing the two of them thigh to thigh, his arm draped along the back of the seat, well, it does things to me I’m maybe not ready to admit.

“Right up there, on the right, there’s a turnout,” Dash says as we approach the bend in the road.

Juniper, dressed in blue jeans and a Juni’s Jams crewneck, her hair braided, leans forward, bracing her hands against the dashboard. Following the headlights, she peers out over the ravine before saying, “It was a little farther down.” She wags a pink-painted fingernail up the road where the back of a truck is barely visible. “There it is, right up there.”

“We don’t want our tracks near his,” Dash explains, reaching into the back to snatch the bag of supplies we loaded at our place. We have a plan I feel great about, and I think Dash does, too.

Unclipping my belt, I twist to face Juniper in the cab, turning the truck off so that we’re in complete darkness. “Sweetheart, wait here for us, okay? If anyone comes by, you tell them that we swerved, thought we hit a deer, and that your friends climbed down to make sure that we didn’t. Okay?”

Eyes wide, glittering in the dark cab, she nods. “Okay.”

“It may be an hour, so keep the doors locked, and keep the keys in your hand, okay?” Dash says, reaching back again for the second bag.

“Okay,” she says again, but once we open our doors, she reaches for my wrist, then Dash’s too. Glancing between us, she whispers, “Thank you.”

“Lock the doors,” Dash reiterates, slipping his hand from hers. His nerves are made clear by his hesitancy; he’s usually the last one to call it a night, the one of us who holds his hug with Juni a few seconds longer. Now, though, he’s eager, already traipsing off toward the truck while I’m slipping the bag over my shoulders and quietly closing the truck door.

I know I should be nervous. I should be a lot of things. Scared. Worried. Concerned. Depressed.

More than anything, I’m eager to get this done, and in a twisted way, glad to be doing it with Dash.

Meeting him at the passenger door of the abandoned truck, I peer into the cab as he shines his cell phone light through the window. The cab is pretty empty, thankfully leaving us to set the stage. “On our way back up,” Dash says, nodding to the cab where we plan to stash a few items.

Nodding, I agree. “Right. First things first.”

In unison, we turn and stare down the expansive ravine, nothing but vast darkness staring back. Dash shines his light on our feet, both of us wearing sneakers. Boots would’ve been better for getting both down and up the ravine, but police boots leave a distinct print. We went with sneakers. I follow his gaze as Dash points down a few hundred feet, to a place where the brush looks disturbed. It could be in disarray from animals or nature, but with limited light, it’s our only lead.

“Down there. I think we head that way based on where he could’ve rolled.”

I nod, and together we start the tedious descent.

In daylight, I could hike up and down this ravine no problem. But as night envelops us in darkness, each step becomes crucial and dangerous. We told Juniper one hour having factored in our climb with the retrieval.

At one point, Dash groans, and a slew of pebbles and earth come down around my neck and shoulders, causing me to duck my head, diverting my eyes. “You okay, man?” I groan, shaking my head to free myself of the debris while trying not to lose my footing, the bag on my back growing heavier with each movement.

“Fucking almost slipped,” he grunts, finding his footing on a small piece of granite jutting from the hillside. Sweat shines on his forehead and above his top lip as he stops next to me, catching his breath.

“Just a few more feet. We’re almost there,” I reassure him. His eyes tangle with mine as a chilled breeze sweeps between us, making my words turn to puffs of white. The tip of his nose is pink as he nods his head. “I’m ready.”

We make our way down, stopping at the very bottom to look back up at my truck. “Fuck,” Dash groans. “The hike up is gonna suck.”

I blink up at my truck, looking a quarter of its size. “Let’s not focus on that. Let’s… start looking,” I reply, digging out my phone to use its flashlight, too. Gravel crunches beneath our feet and in the distance, a wolf belts his nighttime warning song. We look, moving rocks with our hands, our backs sweating beneath our packs. After ten minutes, a slow panic creeps into my nervous system.

“What if someone already found him? There’s no way he didn’t have a hair or fiber or fucking molecule on him that could be traced back to her,” I breathe, walking toward the only large rock in the area I haven’t searched behind. Dash follows me.

“Nobody found him. I would’ve heard. C’mon, we just need to keep looking, maybe an animal moved hi—” Dash’s sentence falls off a cliff.

At our feet rests a dead man, his face so bruised and stained with blood that features are completely unrecognizable. Dash nudges him, and something scurries from beneath his body, making us both jump.

Dash shines his light over the man’s body, and silently, we take it in for a minute.

He’s covered in blood, jam and dirt, but his face is so swollen, he’d be unrecognizable no matter what. I take a step back and suck in a deep breath of fresh, Bluebell air, trying to find a sliver of calm.

I didn’t think I’d feel any type of way, but I do. Uneasy and nauseous, I stare at the sinking moon until my mind feels right. When I drop to my knees and sling off my bag, I notice Dash doing the same.

“I stashed a few neck gaiters in my bag,” he says quietly. He opens his bag and tosses me one. I watch as he slides his over his face, only his eyes exposed as he says, “Helps with the smell.” I realize then that part of my nausea came from the lingering stench.

“Thanks,” I reply, tugging mine down, taking small, shallow breaths from my mouth to avoid the smell as much as possible. As planned, we put on our gloves next. After wrapping the man in a tarp, we drag him half a mile down the ravine, collecting scrapes and bumps as we go.

After what feels like too long, Dash stops, the tarp crunching as we release our hold. “Here,” he says, his voice muffled through the gaiter as he nods toward a smattering of tumbleweeds clinging to a large rock. He kicks some away, and grabs others, tossing them aside, exposing a very worn, wooden door. It looks like a storm hatch to a cellar, but I know it must be the mineshaft.

“You get the stuff out and I’ll work on getting it open,” he says, lifting a small combination lock, the moonlight reflecting off the metal. He pulls a crowbar from his bag, and while he starts prying open the abandoned shaft, I unpack my bag on the ground, making sure to place things logically.

After I’ve set up a tent, I step on the stakes, using my body weight to make sure they’re anchored tightly to the earth. Setting a few things inside, once I’m done, Dash has the door completely open, and he stands with his mask lifting, panting, eyes shining. “Ready?”

I look down at the blue tarp, envisioning the dead man rolled inside. “Ready.”

He rolls his mask down and grabs one end while I take the other. After a three count, we release the edge of the tarp, sending the dead man straight down the abandoned shaft. Next, I pluck items from the ground, passing them to Dash. He chucks them down the shaft after the man, and once our bags are empty, we reroll the tarp and slide our packs back on.

Out of breath, we stand at the foot of the shaft, sweaty and tired, moving on pure adrenaline. He faces me, stroking a filthy hand through his hair. We’re both filthy. “We just staged a death to protect Juniper from a murder charge.” He shakes his head, toeing at a rock on the ground. “I had to say it out loud to make sure I’m not dreaming.”

I can’t help but snort as we start making our way up the ravine, back toward the truck. “You know, I know I should feel bad about this but… right now, the only thing I care about is rinsing this ravine and the stench of death off of me.” Reaching for a branch, I pull myself up as I find footing on the steep hillside. “And a beer.”

“And roast beef dip with the wedge fries at Goode’s,” he groans, climbing up behind me.

We stop mid-hillside and I glance down at him. The ravine and the terrain surrounding is beautiful, but as I glance back at Dash, it takes a back seat. Sweat glistening on his forehead, his coif of dark hair disheveled as all hell, he’s one of those men that makes people look twice. He’s a guy that, on your drive home from a long day at work, you remember his face and envision how beautiful his life must be because a man with that jawline and that smile must have it all figured out.

“What?” he questions.

I haven’t said anything, yet I feel like I’ve been caught in a lie already. I scratch my jaw. “Think our plan will work?”

He nods. “It will. I believe it.”

We climb the rest of the way in silence, reaching the top a handful of minutes later, completely out of breath. Trudging back to the truck, as we near, the passenger door pops open and Juniper dips her head out. “Are you guys okay?” she whisper-hisses into the night.

I peel off my sweatshirt and gloves, and Dash does the same. We stuff them in our bags and toss them in the back, sliding into the cab. Immediately I take the keys from Juniper and start the truck to roll the windows down.

I glance across the cab, realizing that Dash and I are even filthier than I realized. Catching Juni’s gaze, I tell her the last of the plan. “We’re going to the sanitation plant to hose off our shoes and the tarp, and to get cleaned up. We don’t want to take any of him or the ravine home. While we’re cleaning up, I’ll need you to vacuum out the truck.”

She nods. “Of course.”

“Before we can head out, we have to plant some things in his truck.” I look at Dash, dirt smudged along his forehead, sleeves pushed up to his elbows. He reaches down, grabbing the bag, and nods. “One more minute, Juni,” I tell her as we slide out, walking slowly to the truck not more than ten paces ahead.

At the driver’s door, I wrap my hand in my sleeve and tug on it, popping it open. Dash cups his hands to the passenger window, peering in at me leaning over the driver’s seat.

“Oh,” he says bashfully, realizing the doors are unlocked. He opens the passenger side, and together, with our hands covered in our sleeves, we gently sift through the pickup. Dash grabs a paper from the floorboard, holding it to the moonlight to read it.

“Oh shit,” he says thoughtfully, tipping the paper sideways for more light. “This is a body scan from a gym. Says he just finished 75 Hard.”

“Good for him,” I say, slipping a pair of new gardening gloves into the side pocket of the door. I place some new bottles of water in his cup holders, and a box of garbage bags in the front seat.

“Can you imagine, doing 75 Hard and then on the day you can finally indulge, you get murdered?” he says, shaking his head as he returns the paper to the floor.

I look at him, lifting a hand to prevent my headlights from hitting me in the eye. “He was a dog beater,” I tell Dash. “He was whaling on Yellow Dog.” The yellow of his coat caught my eye, so it makes sense to name him Yellow Dog.

“His karma really got him, huh?” Dash says, popping open the glove box.

I nod. “Yes, it did.” We both pause, and even though we’re calm and collected, I think it’s one of those moments where what we are doing really hits us. We’re staging a disappearance to cover up a murder, and that’s heavy.

“All right,” I say, suddenly eager to not be in this dead guy’s truck anymore. “We’re good. You got the bag?”

Dash lifts the bag and nods, and both of us slowly and quietly close the truck doors. Walking back to my truck, he quietly says, “We’re doing the right thing in some twisted way, aren’t we?”

I dip my head once. “Yes, we are.”

We get into the cab, assuring Juniper that we handled it, that everything is going to be okay. And what’s crazy is that I believe it. I don’t feel like I’m pacifying her. I do feel a little crazy because of how much I believe we’ll be okay. I know it’s not right to be okay with murder, but for Juni, it just… makes stupid sense.

Still, I want to be smart.

Shifting the truck into drive, I pull out on the road and head to work, eager to get there and glad to be able to offer a safe place for us to wash away the evidence. “I’ve got a few sets of clothes there in my office, we’ll need to completely wash down and change. These clothes we have on should probably get burned.”

Dash bobs his head as wind whips through the cab. “I agree.”

Strands of Juniper’s honey hair fly around, bringing her scent to me. A familiar comfort diffuses in my chest, and I place my hand on her thigh, giving her a squeeze. “We took care of him, sweetheart. Okay? It’s gonna be okay.”

“One down, nine to go,” Dash comments.

“What did you do with him?” Juniper finally asks after we ride in contemplative silence for a few minutes. “If you don’t want to tell me, I understand.”

Waiting for the light in the center of town to turn green, I look down at her, centered between the two of us, so small in comparison. “We carried him down to the mineshaft, and made his death look like an accident.”

“I tore the door off the mineshaft, Sterl set up a tent and staged it with a few things. We tossed him into the shaft along with supplies, like a lantern, knife, a headlamp, and some other things to make it look like he was looking for gold.”

She doesn’t say anything, just stares at me, then turns her head to stare at Dash.

“I put a pamphlet called Miner’s Gold on the passenger seat of his pickup truck,” Dash adds.

“Thank you,” she whispers, her tone husky with emotion. “You guys know I love you both, right?”

Dash takes her hand, waffling their fingers together. Juniper uses her free hand to grip my thigh. The connection roars between the three of us. “I know,” Dash says. “Love you, too.”

I keep my focus on the horizon as I drive toward the sanitation plant. “Of course, sweetheart. Love you too.”

More than you know.

[image: ]



It’s only a few more minutes until we’re there, but when I glance over at Juniper, I don’t have the heart to wake her up. It’s been a big few days for her, but tonight was especially hard, I’d have to imagine.

Having secrets is one thing, but secrets like hers? Then to spill them to two of the most important people in your life? That had to be hard. She handled herself so well, she was so brave.

She is so brave.

Hell, when she told me about all of her victims, I started to think victim is the wrong word. Those men gaslighted her, they baited her, they expected to treat her like an object while demanding king worship in return.

They had it coming and as fucked up as it is, I’m proud of her.

I wish I could’ve offed them myself.

When I finally pull into the plant and put the truck in park, Juniper is still asleep and Dash is quiet, gazing thoughtfully out the window at the sliver of moon that remains.

“You okay?” I ask hoarsely over a sleeping Juniper.

His eyes are misty when they come to mine, and my chest tightens at his expression. “Just… processing.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

He blinks at me. “How are you always so solid? I feel… fucking dumb for struggling right now. I’m the cop. I should be⁠—”

“You’re not dumb so shut the fuck up with that. And the reason you’re struggling is because you’re a cop.” I glance out at the lights glowing on the side of the old concrete building that I call home all week. “I’m not good all the time but I will be good until we get this mess cleaned up.” I look back toward him. “I have to be. To save her.”

“You know what’s funny?” he hoarsely asks.

“What?”

“I thought ditching the scene in front of Ink Time so that Ivy didn’t get arrested was the worst thing I was going to do for Juniper.”

In a way, I kind of did, too. It didn’t surprise me that he whisked Ivy away after she destroyed Trace’s car. Juniper’s pleading would’ve worn me down, too.

“I’m going to say this one more time. If you want out, I’ll never tell a soul. If we get caught and it traces back to any of us, I will solely take the heat. For you, too, not just Juniper. And I will not judge you if you take the out.”

His gray eyes narrow, studying me, dissecting my words, Juniper’s soft breathing diffusing the otherwise silent moment. “Why would you offer that? Aren’t you worried about yourself at all?”

The answer is easy so it comes fast. “I care more that you two are okay.” I pop open the door quietly and step out, ducking my head back into the cab. “Tomorrow night we’ll get the guy she buried earlier tonight. C’mon. We gotta get cleaned up and get her home.”

I don’t tell Dash that me taking the fall for them makes the most sense. If it’s any of us, I should draw the short straw. They can have a future together. I was just about to step aside and let them before this happened.

I’m prepared to do that still, in any situation. I can’t be the guy who gets the beautiful bad girl who makes jam and kills evil men, but he can.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN



I THINK SHE WANTS US TO FOLLOW HER.

Dash
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With Juniper still asleep in the truck, Sterling leads me to the side of the building where outdoor showers are located. A few lights flicker along the building, bugs swarming to their glow as Sterling moves around keys on his ring until he finds the right one.

“Gonna pop inside and grab us some clean clothes, and start the incinerator,” he says, nodding toward the door not far down from the showers.

He disappears inside and I turn on two of the spouts, leaving the third off. For a moment I stand there, cold water spraying all over my filthy sneakers, wondering if I should have turned on the two farthest from each other?

Shaking the concern free, I begin disrobing, yanking off my t-shirt, working on the button on my jeans. As I’m stepping out of my pants, Sterling reappears, his broad back facing me as he closes the door slowly so as not to disturb Juniper. Turning around, he doesn’t even glance at my now nude body as he stacks towels and clothes on the ground nearby.

I know I shouldn’t focus on him. I should focus on scrubbing homicide off my body and nothing else. But I can’t look away as he peels off his t-shirt, exposing his bearlike broad chest to me. His nipples are hard beneath the icy stream, but the cold water doesn’t seem to faze him. Lifting his chin, he opens his mouth, filling it. Why my mouth falls open as he spits it out, I don’t know. Quickly, I turn my back to him and close my eyes, ruffling my hands through my hair under the stream.

I scrub and wash until I feel as clean as I can considering, turning to snatch one of the towels from the ground nearby.

My timing couldn’t be worse.

Sterling is washing his groin, not touching himself at all, just merely soaping the area. Despite the shadows of night, movement from him, and the heavy stream of water, my eyes go straight to his hands. He’s got the kind of hands that make the winning catch under the bright lights on the last, most important game. The kind of hands that take control of someone’s body just by gripping their shoulders. The kind of hands that curl into fists as big as a kid's head. Ominous, powerful, arousing.

Watching him use those hands to wash himself while soft and unbothered in the moonlight is so arousing that I have to turn my back again. Making a show of washing under my arms, I make sure to have my efforts take longer than his. With the squeal of the metal handle, the water ceases, and from my periphery he takes a towel from the ground.

Washing my chest for the hundredth time, I count to twenty-five in my head, and turn, hoping to find that Sterling is nearly dressed. Instead I find that he isn’t just dressed but he’s back at the truck, saying something to Juniper through the rolled-down window. She looks past him, her eyes finding mine as I reach up and turn the water off.

I bring my hands to my crotch, and not because I’m naked. But because I’m hard, and a naked Sterling was just a few feet from me. I may not be good at math, but the equation that got me to an erection is pretty obvious. Her eyes fall to my hands cupped to my junk, and a moment later, Sterling wanders off, likely checking the incinerator.

Incinerator. We’re burning clothes because they’re evidence.

As much as I’ve told them I’m okay with it all, the reality still makes my head spin just a little. A few days ago I was just another small-town cop and now I’m here, naked at a sanitation plant at three in the morning, burning my clothes while my two best friends are here with me, in the same boat.

After toweling the cold water off of my skin, I pull on the spare clothes and make my way back to the truck. The cab is warm, despite the fact the windows are down. When I look back to where I was just standing a moment ago, my dirty clothes are gone and I see Juni’s feet are bare. “He’ll be right back.”

Large plumes of smoke rise up from the building as we peer out of the windshield, watching. Bleeding and blending, the smoke disappears into the haze of clouds. We sit quietly, just staring up at the sky as we wait. Sterling slides into the cab a few minutes later, passing us each a bottle of water.

We make the drive toward Juniper’s place but halfway, Sterling stops the truck.

“She’s out cold. I’m thinking we take her back to our place, in case she’s upset when she wakes up.” He shrugs. “So she’s not scared.”

Nodding my head, I agree. Juniper’s head falls onto my shoulder as we make the final turn near our place, and I enjoy being close to her the last few minutes of the drive. I use my key to unlock the front and Sterling carries Juniper in behind me, taking her down the hall to his bedroom.

On his heels, I watch as he lowers Juniper to the bed, carefully pulling a sheet up around her before smoothing her hair off of her face.

We head out of his room and both of us gravitate toward the circle table in the kitchen. He takes the seat he always takes when eating, and I take my usual, the one directly across from him. Sterling looks at his watch. “Beer or coffee? At this hour I can’t decide.”

I scrub my hand down my face. “Coffee, I think.”

“You gonna try and get some sleep today?” he asks as he moves to the kitchen from his chair and begins rinsing the carafe.

“Gonna call out. But I don’t think either of us is gonna be sleeping for a while,” I tell Sterling as he scoops ground coffee from a can into the hopper. With one eyebrow lifted he asks, “How so?”

“We have to go back to the other sites and get them cleaned up, as soon as possible.”

Knowingly, he nods. “Yeah, we do. I think we power through until we get all the sites cleaned up, then we crash.” He retrieves two mugs from the open-air cupboard above him, lowering them to the counter quietly. “Coffee is our only hope with that.”

“As soon as Juniper’s up, we’ll go. She’ll have to ride with us so we know where to go, specifically,” I add, trying to avoid watching Sterling’s hands gripping the coffeepot.

“Sounds good,” he says, lowering his voice to add, “from what she said, I think the other sites are gonna be way easier to handle.”

I stare at the ripples on the surface of my coffee. “Except the one she dumped in the well.”

Sterling sucks in a breath through his teeth. “Fuck, I forgot about that one.” He stares at his coffee for a moment too. “It’ll be fine,” he decides. “We’ll get through it.”

“I’m so sorry,” a soft voice grips us, causing us both to face the hallway. Juniper, in nothing but a t-shirt she likely dug out of Sterling’s drawer, stands there, one hand gripping the wall, the other on her heart. “I’m so sorry I dragged you guys into my stuff. That you had to see the bad I’ve done, I’m so embarrassed and ashamed and…” She shakes her head, bringing both hands to cover her face as she cries. “I’m just so sorry.” Yellow Dog lays at her feet, attempting to comfort her by nuzzling his snout against her calves.

Energy courses through me, so I get to my feet, watching as Sterling takes her in his arms, embracing her in a way that makes my chest tight. With his chin on top of her head, he softly reassures her that everything is going to be okay, and that she is perfectly okay.

She peels herself off of him, weaving their hands together as she reaches for one of mine.

With one of her hands in his and one in mine, she looks between us with wide, wet eyes. Slowly, she steps into Sterling, keeping her hand in his as she rocks to her toes and places one slow kiss on his lips.

I’m transfixed by how natural it is to watch her kiss him, and how good they look kissing each other. But when she’s done, she faces me, her tongue sweeping along her bottom lip as if to collect the final traces of him before it’s my turn.

On her toes, she brings her mouth to mine, sealing our lips together in a slow, soft kiss. Traces of her tears leave my cheeks damp and when she breaks the kiss, her bottom lip wobbles. “I don’t want to sleep alone,” she whispers finally, tugging at our linked hands. She looks at her exposed legs and bare feet, then between us, seduction lining her expression. “I don’t want to sleep at all.”

“No?” I croak.

She shakes her head to say no, then turns, abandoning us where we are as she slowly walks down the hall.

“I think she wants us to follow her,” I whisper hoarsely to Sterling.

He moves past me to lock the front door and turn off the porch lights and then I’m following him down the hall, into his bedroom.


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN



“DO YOU TRUST ME?”

Juniper
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Sterling’s bedroom is the perfect place for this to happen. Sterling and Dash’s house is where our first and only rendezvous has happened, and that felt right then, too. The way that there isn’t a single place I can dream up that doesn’t feel like the right place when I’m with Sterl and Dash is crazy. We could be in a corn field on a hot day and it would still feel right.

Because it’s not the location or setting. It’s not about what clothes I’m wearing or how good my makeup looks. It’s being with the right person, or in this case, people. That’s all it takes to feel complete—the right people.

But Sterling’s room has the only California king-size bed between the three of us. It’s cool and dark, and everything is clean and tidy. The only things in the room besides furniture are a framed picture on his nightstand of the three of us, two nickels, a tube of ChapStick, and a bottle of cologne.

Sterling carried me to his room when we went back to their place, and I crawled out of bed long enough to pull on one of his t-shirts. Nothing has ever felt so good against my skin as his worn t-shirt.

Reaching for the hem of said t-shirt, I lift it off, letting it fall to the floor, on top of my bare feet. I’m completely naked as Sterling and Dash filter in, their eyes wide, the scent of coffee lingering. “Juniper, you don’t have to,” Sterling starts, bashfully forcing his eyes to mine. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We know you feel bad.”

Closing the few steps of distance between us, I step into his chest, pressing a finger into his pec. “I feel bad about involving you both, you’re right about that. And that’s something I hope to rectify, if possible, over time. But that’s not why I’m naked in your room.” I look between the two of them. “I think killing that man on the side of the ravine was a blessing.”

In unison, their brows furrow.

“Because it brought me here,” I clarify.

“You’ve been here lots of times, Juniper,” Dash says slowly, as if I’m confused and need him to take his time.

I shake my head. “Not in the way I want to be.”

“What do you mean?” Sterling asks right away.

“No one likes jam as much as you two.” I press the tip of my pointer finger into the crevasse between Sterling’s pecs and drag a line down his torso. “And I don’t like anyone else the way I like you two.”

Cupping my breasts gently, I rock to my toes and dust a soft kiss along Sterling’s lips. “When you drove your truck up the street and came to the house to collect the garbage,” I tell him, letting my nipples graze his chest as I fall back to my heels. “I felt something I’ve only felt one other time.”

I look over at Dash, and hold his eyes with mine. We both know whether we’ve acknowledged it or not, we have chemistry, too.

“Juniper,” Sterling hedges, as I reach for the band of his sweats with both hands. Stopping, I stare down at the thick ridge in his pants, and look over at Dash, finding his eyes drunkenly hovering on Sterling’s crotch. Dash is sporting the same hard-on.

Quickly, I tug down Sterling’s pants and do the same to Dash, stepping between the two of them, taking them each in a hand. Thankfully my hand hardly hurts, whether adrenaline or not. Sterling is hot and thick, and hard as hell. He’s uncut, and watching his crown surge forward, his foreskin pulled back, my mouth waters. I pump him and though he doesn’t groan aloud, his eyes roll closed for a brief moment, and desire rumbles in his chest. Dash is big, hot and hard just like Sterling. I stroke him, too, and then stroke them both at the same time. This time, they groan, and the noise throws a tightness low in my belly and a ball of fiery need between my legs.

“You two got me off the other night. I just want to return the favor, that’s all,” I whisper back to Sterling as I smooth my palm over his cockhead, smearing his precum down his shaft. He doesn’t argue and I do the same to Dash, who also does not argue.

Using their cocks as leverage, I get to my knees between them, still stroking and pumping. I’ve never done this before and I’m excited.

“He won’t bite, if you want to step closer,” I whisper up to Sterling. I could’ve said that same thing to Dash and he would’ve been hip to hip with Sterling in a heartbeat. But I want to make sure that what I’m about to do is something that Sterling wants, too.

He glances over at his roommate and best friend, then sidesteps, leaving just an inch between their hips. “Thank you,” I whisper, smiling.

“Would it be okay if I went between the two of you, you know, with my mouth?” I ask, slowly lapping at the bead of precum that shines at the tip of Sterling’s cock.

Sterling moans as he nods. Dash, too.

“Okay.” I smile, happy to see zero hesitancy in their response. Pumping Dash, I hold Sterling tight and lower my lips to his crown, taking him into my mouth and throat slowly, one savory inch at a time, breathing through my nose.

“Sweetheart,” he groans, and something about that term of endearment was already hot, but groaning it while his hefty cock is lodged down my throat really turns the heat up in my ovaries.

Saltiness rouses my palate as I work him in and out of my throat, sucking and tasting every inch possible. His grunts and words of praise incinerate my center as I bob on him, still diligently stroking a very erect Dash.

“You’re too good at that, Juni,” he rasps. Opening my eyes I find him watching me, and when I peer up at Dash, I find him watching us.

Sliding Sterling out, I turn my head to switch, sucking Dash into my mouth with a wet slurp. I strain to look up at him, but manage, even with watery eyes. Reaching down, he plunges a hand into my hair along the side of my head, fingers tangling as he keeps his eyes trained on my mouth taking his cock.

“You look beautiful like this,” he says, his smoky tone wrapping my spine, leaving me hot and wobbly. “You look beautiful between us,” he says, paying focus to those last two words.

Has Dash thought about the three of us together? I’d place a million-dollar bet that he’s thought about Sterling before, that much is evident by the way Dash looks at him when he doesn’t realize I’m watching. And I’m fairly certain he’s had a thing for me for a while—so fantasizing about the three of us together isn’t that far off. My mind yo-yos back to the question of why, if they like me, have they not asked me out, but I reroute those thoughts to live in the moment.

I suck Dash again, then return to Sterling, getting lost in the attention they pay me. The words they shower over me.

At one point, as I move between them, Sterling stops me, cradling my jaw in his hand. His voice is low when he utters, “I won’t last much longer.”

Those five words have Dash grabbing himself, cursing, taking a step away from the intimate circle we’d built. Still on my knees, Sterling’s cock in one hand, I reach for him. “Come back,” I offer.

“I was close before he said he was close, now I’m in scary territory,” Dash admits, his cheeks full of color, his neck, too.

I look between them. “Do you trust me?”

Their “Yes” comes in unison.

Positioning myself just right, I let go of their cocks to reach around them, bringing them as close to me as possible. Then I tip my head back just slightly, finding two sets of hazy eyes gazing down at me with lust storming their pupils.

I stroke them in unison, and slowly bring my mouth to their heads.

Part of me expects a protest and another part of me wonders if they’ve been waiting for someone to bring them together like this. They’re both so big that they don’t comfortably fit in my mouth, but I do my best to suckle and suck at their cockheads together, drenching myself at the groan that erupts from Sterling at the first pass of Dash’s slick cock against his.

Dash is leaking precum like crazy, and from my periphery below, I see his toes curl into the floor beneath him. His hand comes out, cupping the side of my face. Our eyes lock and he wordlessly warns me he’s there, right at his unraveling point.

I nod, glancing up and over at Sterling, whose flushed cheeks and heaving chest ignite a fire between my legs. I don’t believe me on my knees naked sucking his cock is the only reason he’s so worked up. Same goes for Dash.

“Watch,” I whisper up to him, making his eyes fall to my pink tongue jutted out on display. With Sterling’s cock resting on my bottom lip, I hold him there as I stroke Dash’s shaft one more time.

Slowly, I press their heads together, ignoring the hungry pleas and moans that erupt from both of them as I do. Taking my time, I pump Sterling, using his foreskin to cover Dash’s cockhead. With my hand gripping them tight, I proceed to jerk them slowly, back and forth, their slits kissing in the privacy of Sterling’s skin.

“Holy shit,” Dash moans, “that feels so good.”

Sterling watches, cheeks ruddy. Beneath my palm, he grows so hard that I don’t need him to moan or say anything—I know he likes this. I know it feels good.

After jacking them in Sterling’s foreskin for a few minutes, I know they’re close, and I’m jealous. I pull them apart with my mouth hovering below, catching the slow drip of blended arousal, swallowing it all up.

I keep pumping them until Dash sucks in a sharp breath. I hold them in my mouth, waiting for my reward. With his head weeping onto my tongue, the last stroke sends him over. His hand on my jaw tightens, and his eyes fight to stay open as he warns me with one singular word. My name, rough and raw. “Juni.”

The first shot of release is powerful, ribboning onto my tongue and down my throat. I stroke Sterling as my gaze bounces between them, both of them watching my mouth like it’s their job. “Juni,” Dash tries again as the second rope of release paints my teeth and tongue. Using both of my hands, I stroke them in unison, angling Dash’s head toward Sterling’s.

The last ribbon of cum paints Sterling’s shiny, pink cockhead, and the moment it does, he erupts.

He comes in fast, thick waves, warm release splattering against my tongue, splashing the back of my throat. “Fuck,” he rasps, reaching out to stroke his thumb along my bottom lip, watching as he empties himself into my mouth, along with Dash’s release. When he’s done, I close my mouth, look between the two of them, and swallow.

Then I lick the traces of them from my lips, then follow up with my fingers.

Carefully I get to my feet and press my lips to Dash’s as I tug up his pants, kissing him deeply. Turning to Sterling, I do the same, sweeping my salty tongue through his warm mouth, feeding him traces of the three of us. I hear his swallow when our kiss breaks, and I pull his pants up too. They take turns cleaning themselves up in the bathroom, and so do I.

“Now I’m ready for sleep,” I tell them when they return, before waffling my hands into theirs, adding, “Thank you for everything.”

Sterling looks at Dash. “Maybe a couple hours before we hit those other sites?”

Dash nods. “I’ll set my alarm.”

He leaves the room, returning with all three of our phones, which he takes time to set alarms on each. While he does, Sterling helps redress me in one of his shirts and a pair of his pajama pants. They smell like him and I’m swimming in them, and nothing has ever felt so perfect.

Once Dash has plugged in all of our phones and Sterling has pulled the blinds closed to keep early morning out of our eyes, I crawl into the center of Sterl’s bed, and pat on either side of me. Dash looks at Sterling, who dips his head in approval. They climb onto the bed and with them around me, my body immediately downshifts, putting the adrenaline and excitement on the shelf in favor of some much-needed sleep.

Sterling talks softly to Dash as I squeeze our still linked hands, lying on my back between the two of them like the most important woman in the world. As they chatter and sleep edges its way in, I can’t help but think… I don’t want to hurt people anymore but… it feels like everything that has happened so far has been fate.

If I didn’t come here after the ravine, would I be in bed with the two men I love and adore?

Probably not. And I’m thanking the ravine guy as I sink into a much-needed slumber.


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN



BUT THOSE FEW INCHES ARE THE DEADLIEST FEW.

Dash
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Damn, there’s nothing like that first morning stretch. For some reason, it feels extra good today. Reaching my arms above my head and my toes down into the mattress, I let out a small groan as I slowly open my eyes to welcome the day.

It takes me a second to realize where I am.

I’m waking up in Sterling’s room.

That fact alone has my morning wood turning into something tangible.

Twisting, I look over at them.

My best friends.

My best friends who I’ve both now seen naked.

I’ve helped Juniper come.

I’ve seen Sterling—my best friend and roommate—nude and soft and… naked and hard. I’ve seen him come. Hell, I’ve felt his cum on my cock.

For Christ’s sake, I’ve tasted his cock and cum on Juniper’s lips and tongue.

My mind whirls as I sit up, sitting on the edge of the bed, twisting back so I can still see them.

Sterling is on his back, his shirt off, the sheet bunched at his waist, one long leg sticking out. One of his hands rests on his stomach, the other is beneath Juniper somewhere. She’s rolled up, clutching Sterl’s pillow to her face, knees tucked to her chest. Sunlight pokes in from the edges of the curtains, spilling over his leg and her bare toes. Outside, a bird chirps loudly and someone in the distance hollers about something. Juniper groans, stretching, rolling over right into Sterling’s chest, her eyes never fluttering. His neither.

They’re so comfortable.

Looking down, I find my cock has breezed past morning excitement straight to let’s fuck. I cup myself, stroking through the thin cotton sheet, hoping to alleviate some of the aching throb. Sterl shifts, collecting Juniper in his arm as he sleeps, but as he moves, the sheet lowers.

Not all the way, just a few inches. But those few inches are the deadliest few.

From out of the bedsheet, lying against his stomach, pokes his cock.

Hard.

Thick.

Pink.

Hungry.

In my hand, beneath the sheet, the ache intensifies. I could stare at the tip of his cock endlessly, and yet I force myself to look at Juniper. Her pink lips parted just slightly, long lashes resting beautifully on her cheeks, one of her long, lean legs now thrown over Sterling’s larger one.

Gripping myself, I find the ache intensifying still.

I want both of them in every way imaginable.

I scratch the back of my head, heart palpitating, causing my vision to blur for a moment as I quietly stumble to my feet. I’m all turned on and confused after last night. What I need is a good workout, some protein; I need to hydrate, have a good jerk and a hot shower.

A reset.

That’s what I need.

Then we’ll clean up the sites and veer back to business as usual. Sterling and Juniper can explore their relationship and I can… I don’t know. Move out? Maybe Deuce will rent one of his spare houses to me? Focusing on having something that isn’t mine to have is only going to make me feel like shit.

I tiptoe out of Sterling’s room, down the hall, and pad my way into my space. Quickly I toss on some basketball shorts and sneakers, throw on a t-shirt, and head into the garage, nabbing a jug of water on the way out.

A good pump will fix everything.
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Down to my last set on the bench, I get to my feet, adding more weight to the bar. Sweat soaked my shirt, so I took it off a few sets ago. This pump is fucking solid. I’m feeling the burn, and pushing past what I thought I’d be able to do. Sexual confusion, apparently, makes a great pre-workout.

“Yo.” Sterling’s voice comes out of nowhere, but when the hinges on the back door squeal, I know he’s just popped his head out. He does that sometimes when I’m working out. The only difference is, this time, I don’t stop and drop everything to look at him.

“What’s up?” I call, my back to him as I slide another plate onto the bar. A familiar urge burns in my groin at just the sound of his voice. The image of his cock peeking out of the sheet flashes through my mind, and I squeeze my eyes shut, reaching for the next plate.

“I looked at a map on my phone. I’m thinking we may need two days to hit all these sites. Can you call out for two days? I already have Edgar working my routes for two days, and he’s gonna get some OT at the plant, too.”

Edgar is one of the few men hired by Sterling to work at the sanitation plant. I know he’d prefer to keep to himself and run it alone but he can’t. Bluebell is small, but not a one-man garbage route small. But he’s always liked being alone, unless he’s with me or Juni.

The subtext hidden in that statement suddenly appears, and as I’m adjusting my hands on the bar, I stop. Does Sterling feel the same way that I do?

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I reply, wanting him to leave so I can have my hard-on and get my pump in private. It doesn’t matter that we’ve seen each other orgasm and seen each other naked. I’m hard because of the thoughts I’m having for him, and letting him see me feels too vulnerable.

“Hey,” he says, his tone full of sleep, sexy and raw. I lower myself to the bench, ready for my last set.

“10-4, I’ll call out when I’m done,” I confirm again, my tone clipped. He doesn’t deserve that.

As I’m lowering the bar to my chest, two large hands appear above me, followed by Sterling’s face. His hair is mussed from sleep and he’s still shirtless, but his eyes are lined with concern. He shows no strain and he lifts the bar and reracks it, preventing me from finishing my rep.

“You okay?” he says from upside down over the top of me.

I blink up at him. “Yeah.”

He blinks. I blink. He nods, motioning for me to sit up, and I do. He takes a seat on the bench next to me, a space between us big enough for another whole Sterling. It irrationally upsets me that he left so much space, when a week ago it would be supremely strange if he didn’t.

“If your role with the police department⁠—”

“Sterl,” I interject, “I’ve told you three times. I’m good.”

Our eyes idle and heat spreads through my veins, hot awareness bleeding into my groin as I focus on the gold fleck near his pupil. I noticed it the first time we met. I find it and make it my focal point at times like this, where I want to look deep into his eyes but I’m afraid of what I might feel if I do.

“It’s fine,” I reassure him one more time, softening my tone.

“I just, I don't know. I know you must be full of turmoil over this.” His hazel eyes swarm me, making my chest tight. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

I let out a sigh, heavy and long. “You know, Sterl, that should be the thing I’m focused on. But honestly, it’s not.”

His brows pull together, furrowing as lines of concern appear along his forehead. “What’s bothering you, then?” He blinks, staring into my eyes as he patiently awaits a response. Does he not know? Has he not felt or seen my turmoil and restraint? Has he not felt the same things?

I take my head in my hands and let out a sigh, studying my Nike trainers. “I⁠—”

The hinges squeal, and Juniper appears in the doorframe, still dressed in Sterling’s clothes. “I thought we could eat together,” she says, her gaze moving between us. Her little nipples poke at the soft, faded cotton shirt she has on, causing another rush of desire to flood my groin.

Grabbing my water jug, willing my slutty cock to obey, I get to my feet and smile at Juniper across the garage. “Let’s have breakfast and plan our day,” I say, smiling. Looking down at Sterling I drop my voice an octave. “I’ll call out at the station now.”

He nods, but his brows are still cinched in confusion. I clap my hand on his shoulder as I walk past him. “C’mon, I know you hate cold eggs.”

Inside, I slip into my room to make the call to the station. It takes all of two minutes, but I pop my head out and tell them I need another five. Then I ball up a t-shirt, shove it into my own mouth, drop to my knees in front of a splayed out bath towel, and jack off until my gag absorbs my moans as I come like a fire hose, thinking of waking up next to them again.


CHAPTER
NINETEEN



DECISION-MAKING, LIFE-CHANGING SECONDS.

Juniper
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Dash has been in his room for the last few minutes, taking the next few days off of work.

For me.

Both of them are taking time off of work to help me.

It’s so sweet.

“Think he’ll have any trouble getting the next few days off?” I ask as Sterling scoops eggs from the pan, working on the third plate.

“Naa,” he replies. “The guy hasn’t taken a day off in two years. I don’t think it’ll be an issue.”

Chewing my lip, I nod while watching the tendons in his forearm twist as he lifts the cast iron pan from the stove. He stops before setting it next to the sink, arm flexed as he blinks at me. “What’s the matter, sweetheart?”

We’re going to be spending the day together. We spent last night, today, and the evening before that, too.

I feel like I’m lying by not coming clean, and I hate that feeling. Itchy, nagging discomfort swirls in my gut as I watch Sterling grow concerned from my silence, lowering the pan to close the space between us. Cupping my elbows in his hands as I rub my face, he lowers his voice again, whispering, “What’s going on, Juniper?”

Now or never.

They know you’re, like, a killer. Telling them how you feel should be easy in comparison.

Uncovering my face, I stare up at the man I’ve wanted for years. Now I’ve had him—kind of—and one thing I know for sure? I was right. He’s perfection. And my life will be stupid trash without him.

Same goes for Dash.

“Juniper—” he hedges, breaking the silence, but I take over.

“I’ve wanted to be your girlfriend for years,” I admit, slowly, carefully, making sure each word is crisp and clear.

His face softens. He freezes his soft stroking of my arms, his hazel eyes widening with surprise. He looks over at the cooling pan on the counter, then at the row of shoes against the wall before he finally returns his gaze to mine.

“I don’t… What?” he asks, wiggling a finger in his ear, almost comically. Only… he’s not joking.

I step toward him and he steps back, and we dance this way until his back is square against the wall, causing the black-and-white cat clock behind him to shift. The firm press of his back prevents the tail and eyes from moving, and it clicks on repeat as I rise to my toes, pressing my finger into his soft chest. “You heard me. I’ve wanted you to be my boyfriend for years, Sterling.”

I walk my fingers up his chest, and take charge of him, gripping his chin as I roll onto my toes. Dusting my lips against his, I whisper, “Kiss me if you understand.”

Our faces are so close together that finding his gaze is dizzying, but when I do, he closes his eyes and presses his mouth to mine. I smile against his mouth as he kisses me, and when it’s just getting good, I pull back, and take one step backward.

“Why have you never asked me out?” I ask, reaching for the low-hanging hem of his t-shirt. I love wearing his shirt. His eyes veer to the strip of skin exposed on my belly as I play with the shirt.

“I thought we were friends. I never thought you… I mean, Juniper, you’re gorgeous.” He looks up at me after his eyes veer to Dash’s door. “I didn’t think you’d see me that way. And then Dash moved in and you guys met and… I was the buffer, the thing standing between the two of you until you both realize how you feel.”

“Take it back.”

Sterling’s brows rumple. “Take what back?”

“What you said about yourself being a buffer. How you implied it would be crazy for me to want you. How you thought you were in the way of Dash and me being together. All of it. Take. It. Back.” My nostrils flare as I drive my heel into the ground, shock and anger coloring my cheeks, making the back of my neck fiery hot. “Take it back!” I shout, tears stinging my eyes. He steps forward, reaching for me with one hand as his face muddles in confusion.

I lower the shirt, covering my skin, and fold my arms over my chest just as Dash’s door squeaks open. He steps between us.

“What’s going on?” Dash draws nearer to me, spotting my shiny eyes. He turns to face Sterling, then looks at me again.

“I just told Sterling that I’ve wanted him for years. And do you know what he said?”

Dash shakes his head, sadness edging into his eyes. That subtle flash of sadness confirms all of my suspicions.

“He thought that he was our buffer. As soon as either you or I realized that we have feelings for one another, he’d become obsolete. He thought that we want each other, and each other only.” Watching, Sterling’s gaze slides to Dash, and I follow. Dash blinks at Sterling in silence for what feels like a long time, but is likely only a handful of seconds.

But they are important seconds.

Decision-making, life-changing seconds.

I know all about those. Those few blips of time when my arm is in the air, a heavy jar of jam in my hand—those are the pivotal seconds.

Not unlike these right now.

He’s deciding. I can see it in the way his gray eyes go silver, how they narrow on Sterling, how his chest works a little harder as his breathing intensifies and the nervous shift on his feet. “You’re everything a woman like Juniper wants in a man. You’re the type of man she sleeps in a bed with for the rest of her life. The man who gives her a new last name and babies.” He swipes a hand over his mouth, laughing a little as he studies the floor for a moment. His face blazes with intensity as he looks back to Sterling.

Sterling presses his hand to his chest, and bumps rise up on my skin at his hoarse, vulnerable response. “I’m that guy? I don’t think so. I think you’re that guy.”

“He doesn’t think we want him,” I say to Dash, reaching up to stroke my hand along his cheek. Our eyes idle, and I try to impart courage and strength, I try to nudge him to speak the truth I know he holds in his heart. He swallows, the heavy slide of his Adam’s apple audible in the quiet space. “Tell him,” I whisper. “Be brave.”

Still by my side, he looks at Sterling, who remains pressed against the wall without my push.

“You’re not a buffer between me and her. In my mind, you’re an equal part of the equation,” he utters, voice raw and low.

I press my hand to his lower back, physically praising him for his admission.

“I don’t… I don’t know what that means,” Sterling says to him.

I turn to Dash and collect his face in my hands. His breath flanks my nose, and I can literally see his nerves whipping and swirling inside of him. “I feel the exact same way about you as I do about Sterling. Ever since you answered the door here years ago, I’ve held that same spark, the exact same flutter in my veins for you.” He’s not as tall as Sterling but still tall enough that I need to push to my toes to kiss him, too. I like that my guys are both tall, strapping protectors. I just need to make sure they’re my guys.

He wavers a moment before he says, “I’m the happiest when I’m with both of you.”

I nod. “Me too.” We turn to face Sterling, still pressed to the wall in surprise.

“I want you,” I tell him. “I want Dash, too.” I lick my lips, pulse hammering in my throat. I don’t think he’ll say no, but honestly, I’m still nervous. My sweet Sterling truly seems surprised, as if us loving and wanting him is hard to believe.

I fucking hate that.

I hate that secret, deeply rooted insecure side of him.

His voice wobbles just a little as he looks between us. “You’re not gay,” he says to Dash, the statement sounding a lot like a question.

“I’m not… I don’t…” He grips the back of his neck with one hand, pulling at it as he searches for words to define his feelings. “I have never been attracted to a man before.” He swallows, his nostrils flaring. His lips part but it takes a moment for words to come out. “Until you.”

Sterling doesn’t say a word. Not to me or Dash. He simply slips into his chair at the table and nudges our chairs back. “We need to eat and get out there.”

Grabbing Dash by the wrist, I give him an encouraging nod, trying to impart on him that even though we didn’t end up in Sterling’s arms after our confession that it doesn’t mean we won’t eventually get there.

Sterl is processing what he’s heard as much as he’s processing his own desires and feelings. I’ve watched these men together for two years.

I know Sterling feels the same way. He just needs time.
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We eat breakfast, and somehow manage to discuss the route we’re taking to all the cleanup sites today—cleanup sites. That’s what Sterl is calling them.

After we finish eating, he feeds the yellow dog out back—where he’s been staying—and tells us he’s gonna get dressed then load the truck. Dash slips into the hallway bathroom for a shower, and once Sterling is in the garage, I sneak into the bathroom.

“It’s me,” I whisper-hiss past the curtain.

He pushes it back, narrowing his gaze through the falling water and steam.

“He needs time, that’s all, okay? Trust me. You should have seen his face when I told him how I felt. I think he honestly thought I was having a stroke.”

Dash slides the curtain closed. “It annoys me that he doesn’t see what we see.”

“What do you mean?”

“In himself,” he says.

“We’ll help correct his vision,” I tell Dash, opening the door to get myself ready. “Don’t worry.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY



HOW DID MY BORING LIFE BECOME A TARANTINO FILM OVERNIGHT?

Sterling
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After loading the truck with what I think will be all the supplies we need for today, I head back inside, my mind still a mess.

Juniper wanted me to be her boyfriend all these years? I could’ve sworn she was into Dash. I mean, I’d catch her looking at him the way I looked at her. Hell, she’s always looking at him the way I want to look at him.

I just never do.

I’ve always been afraid of being the creepy garbage man roommate who stares a little too long. So I’ve been the loyal best friend who ignores the sexiest man alive when he takes a shower next to me outdoors in the dark. The pal who pretends not to see his buddy’s erection while he’s working out. The friend who puts his feet up on the couch on movie night because he’s afraid of what he’ll feel if he sits too close.

Being that peripheral buddy… that’s what felt logical, right even.

Knowing what’s on the table, though.

I can’t even believe it.

Pushing the door open, I spot Juniper at the kitchen sink, a glass of water wobbly in her grip. She faces me, eyes rimmed with red, a shaky smile barely hanging on.

The door swings shut behind me as I rush to her, holding her in a way that I thought I never would just weeks ago. Now, though, not comforting her this way feels wrong. Not holding her when she’s hurting feels like a sin. And it’s since her confessions, not since any of the physical stuff. As dark as her truths are, her sharing brought us together emotionally in ways I can’t explain.

After a long hug, she peels off me as I ask, “What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head as if she needs a second, sniffling and wiping her eyes. My stomach lurches at the prospect that she could bring up the conversation we had earlier.

I’m not ready to talk about that. I don’t know what to say. In fact, as I stroke my hand up Juniper’s back, I cringe when I recall what I said in the moment. I told Dash he’s not gay.

I told Dash he’s not gay? Why did I say that? Juniper looks up at me. “I’m just nervous to revisit everything today,” she finally says. “And ashamed. Ashamed that I did these bad, bad things.”

I swipe at her tears. “We’ll be with you the whole time, so if you feel anxious or upset, we’ll handle it together, okay?” I nod, turning to lock up so we can head out, but she steals my wrist, halting me.

I look down at my sneakers, feeling hot and uncomfortable in my jeans and sweatshirt. “What’s up?” I ask, infusing my tone with a calm I don’t feel, my stomach still in knots at being confronted about that conversation earlier. I grab a baseball hat from the counter and tug it down, smoothing my fingertips along the edges of hair that pokes out. Her hand stays out even though I’ve tugged mine back.

“I don’t want to get caught,” she whispers, staring at her empty hand. Well, now I feel like an asshole for pulling away.

Resting my hands on her shoulders, I say, “Hey, bad girl, look at me.” Her gaze rises to mine. “When was the first? The very first guy, when did you say that was?”

“Years ago. Four plus,” she says quickly, her eyes searching mine. She wants relief from her worry, and I’m about to give it to her.

“Okay, so in the last four years, there’s not been a single peep about any of these guys. So don’t worry, okay? If you haven’t been caught so far, you won’t get caught now.”

She nods, reassuring herself, wiping beneath her nose. “And Dash is a cop, so he’ll be extra helpful on the cleanup.”

I nod. “Right. So, see? It’s going to be okay.”

Juniper nods again. “And you’re the sanitation king. You’ll know just how to dispose of everything we collect.”

Bobbing my head I say, “Garbage God, that’s me.”

She chuckles, and the joke at my expense was worth every hearty note of her laughter.

“It’s going to be okay. All right?” I press my lips to her forehead, my heart throbbing at the notion.

Dash opens his bedroom door, showered and dressed, and ironically wearing a baseball hat too. Not awkward in the slightest and acting as if he didn’t just expose himself to me only to be ignored, he smiles and points at my head. “Great minds.”

I shrug. “On TV when people are going to do nefarious things, they usually dress like this.” I stick out my arms and let them take in my black jeans and black hoodie.

“Yeah, but that’s, like, in style now,” Juniper says, reaching out to pluck a piece of lint off me.

“Is it?” Dash asks, cocking his head. “I don’t think it’s in style, he just makes it look good.” His eyes come to mine as my throat clogs and sweat breaks out along my forehead, beneath my cap. “Why are you upset?” he asks Juniper, veering the flirtation to safety, back on course.

Thank God. I had no idea what I was going to say to that.

She waves his question off. “Just nervous but Sterl reassured me.” She outstretches her arms. “Group hug before we go.”

We crush together the way we always hug after bowling, only now, it feels different.

It feels possible.
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Juniper sits in between us as we drive through town, headed toward her place. She wants to check in at home, see if Ivy or Dolly came by, and then we’re onto cleanup.

I’m trying to stay focused on that and not everything else. But it’s hard.

The cab of my truck is alive with their casual conversation and as I glance across the cab to Juniper and Dash, I get hard.

Not just at seeing them. No, I’ve trained myself to focus on other things when the way they look and make me feel gets to be arousing.

What has me twisted up is thinking that they like, love and want this, too.

I have to shake my head if I let myself really think about it, because it seems so far-fetched. And yet, unless I’m hallucinating everything the last few days, Juniper said it. Multiple times. And Dash did, too, in his own words.

“Hey,” Juniper’s soft voice taps my shoulder as she nudges my ribs gently with her elbow. “Dash asked you something. Are you okay?”

Pulling onto the road leading to Juni’s place, the wheel slips through my fingers as I apologize. “Sorry. Just working through the plans in my head.”

“I was just gonna see if you wanted to drive the truck out to the first site, since it’s quite a ways,” Dash offers as he props a foot on the dashboard, his lean fingers working on tying his shoe again. Watching him, I envision his hands in Juniper’s hair, his gentle coaxing dancing over her skin as she rolls on her back between us. “You okay?” he asks, pulling his pant leg down over his laces.

“Yeah. And, uh, I think we should lock the truck in the barn. If anyone is out here today, besides Hudson and Dolly, they may find it notable that the sanitation truck is out by the well.”

“No one really comes down here unless it’s a farmers market day,” Juni adds.

“Better safe than sorry,” I tell them as I put the truck into park in front of the barn. Juniper slides over Dash’s lap, leaving a few baited, uncomfortable moments of silence between my best friend and me. We watch her through the windshield as she twists the lock, putting in the combination until it pops open. After pulling open the doors, she waves us in with one hand, and her tits jiggle beneath the sweatshirt she’s wearing. Dash clears his throat and I roll down my window, favoring a lungful of fresh air.

After we park and get out, Juniper runs into the house nearby to check on everything, and to change into her own clothes. I love Juniper in anything. If she wore a potato sack smeared in shit I’d still find her beautiful. But when she returns wearing only her clothes and not the combination of mine and Dash’s like she has the last day and night, there’s a tiny twist of sadness in my gut.

“You know where Bear and Honey like to play in the creek? By that sagging old oak? The well is about four miles from there. We can take the four wheelers and hide them in the brush, you know, in case anyone comes by. Otherwise we’ll be walking for an hour and a half or two.”

Dash and I exchange glances. “Are they in the barn?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “They’re parked just behind the house,” she says, motioning behind her. “Dolly and Hudson took them out and didn’t put them back. They got… sidetracked.”

I wrinkle my nose. I’ve been around Dolly and Hudson at the farmers market enough times to understand the subtext. Dash, too.

“So we should wipe them down first?” Dash questions.

Juni nods. “Not a bad idea.”

With that, we head around the backside of the house and wipe them down using rags Juniper brings from the house. We drive them to the barn where Dash and I unload supplies from the truck, strapping them to the cargo hold on both ATVs. Once we’re done, Dash slides into the seat of one, and I take the other, while Juniper stands between us, hands on her hips.

“Ride with him,” I tell her, “you’ll fit better.” My cheeks flame with that admission, but it’s true.

Only, she shakes her head no. “You ride with him. I’m driving on my own.”

A laugh escapes me as I caution a look at Dash, who is also smirking. “Funny, sweetheart. Now, c’mon, hop on with him.” Dash pats the seat behind him as we both stare, waiting.

She only shakes her head again, folding her arms over her chest. Dash pats the back of his seat again and Juniper looks my way. “Climb on. He’s waiting.”

I look over at Dash who is now looking at me, shrugging. “C’mon, let’s just get out there. It won’t be more than fifteen minutes.”

“I won’t fit on there with you,” I say, hating that I have to say those words out loud, again, and be embarrassed by them.

“Get on behind me and hold on,” he says, voice bordering on impatience. Maybe even angry. “Now.”

I look to Juniper for help but she’s only nodding me on, reaching for the handle to take over my ATV. Quickly I get off and when I’m standing next to Dash, Juniper is already riding off into green, her blonde hair tangling in the air behind her.

I swing my leg over the seat, my groin crushing Dash’s backside, my chest pressing into his back. He’s tight with muscle, hard against me, our bodies contrasting in a way that sends a thrill through me, leaving my limbs tingly and my face numb.

“You ready?” he asks over his shoulder. “Hold on.”

“I don’t need to hold on,” I say, my voice more husky and masculine than it’s ever been. Dash snorts, kicking the vehicle into gear.

We surge forward, and my balance is tested as my arms fly through the air and I go tumbling backward, rolling through the dry grass a few times until I’m discombobulated on my ass. Dash turns around, grinning. “I told you to hold on, dummy.”

A smirk sweeps my lips. “I felt stupid holding on to you,” I admit as I get to my feet, swiping my hands down my jeans to get rid of debris.

“You realize we’re cleaning up corpses. Doesn’t matter if you have some grass on you.” He pats the back of the seat again. “C’mon. And don’t feel stupid holding on to me.” He lowers his voice, adding, “I’d hold on to you.”

As my cheeks heat, I clamber on the back and wrap my arms around him, finding his body radiating heat and the faintest traces of soap and cologne. My face tingles as my fingertips sink into his chest, chiseled and defined. He’s one of those guys that looks like a photoshopped model without his clothes on. But I try to think about dead bodies on the bumpy quad ride out to the well, because holding him while envisioning him without a shirt will make the trip too hard.

[image: ]


Standing around the well, the three of us stare at it in silence. I may be the sanitation guy, but garbage is a different beast than this.

“There’s a lot of spiders,” I comment, watching one black widow crawl to a fly stuck in its web. Piece by piece, the spider feasts on its prey. Jesus Christ.

I glance over at Juniper and Dash to find them smirking at me. “You afraid of spiders, Sterl?” Dash asks.

“Psh.” The back of my neck grows clammy.

“How do I not know this after two years of living together?” He snaps his fingers. “That’s why you get the extra spider package on our bi-monthly pest control.”

“I’m not afraid of spiders,” I reason, hands on hips as I watch the little red-backed monster polish off the fly. “I just… prefer not to come into contact with them.”

Juniper, who looks gorgeously windswept after riding out here, links her arm with mine, smiling up at me. “I think it’s adorable that you’re afraid of spiders.”

“I’m not afraid,” I whine, “but look.” I point at the black widow. “Who wants to be around that?”

Juniper shrugs. “I don’t mind.”

I bite my lip, casting a cautious glance at Dash. His smirk is more charming than it should be as he sifts a hand through his hair. “Yeah, but, baby, you kill people.”

She laughs. “True.”

“We’re laughing about it?” I ask, swiping my hand over my head, my sights set on that same murderous spider.

“Laugh or shit our pants,” Dash says. “And this is already likely to be a messy cleanup. We don’t need the latter in the mix.”

I get to work unclipping the bags from the ATVs, and once they’re off, I toss one to Dash and we unzip. While unloading rope and other supplies, Juniper explains why she should be the one to go down the well.

“I’m the lightest, and I did this so I should be the one to have to retrieve the remains,” she reasons, watching as I loop the rope around my arm, trying to figure out how much length we’ll need.

I hadn’t thought about who would be the one to descend the well, but I know without question it won’t be her. “No fucking way,” Dash interjects. “You’re not going down there. No way.” He slices his palm through the air with finality. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Why is it too dangerous for me but not for you two?” she asks, bracing her hands on her hips, green eyes flared with heat. I love how passionate she is, though her passion is what brought us here.

“We’re men,” Dash says, puffing out his chest. He thumps a closed fist to his pecs. “I’m tough. I can handle it.” He deflates a little when Juniper seems unimpressed.

I turn to Juniper, telling her the truth. “Can you do a pull-up, sweetheart? Because I can pull up my own weight and so can Dash, which means if the pulley system fails, he or I will have a chance to scale the well wall to get back up. But if you can’t do a pull-up and we can’t, for some reason, get you up, you’re stuck until we figure things out.”

Dash points at me. “That, too. The man thing and the pull-up thing.”

Juniper eyes him with teasing disdain pinching her gaze. “Fine.”

After dropping the rope until it hits the bottom, I keep my hand secured on where it rests along the rim of the well, and pull it back up, measuring depth. “Thirty to thirty-five feet deep,” I tell Dash, who is working on loosening the safety harness we brought. We’ve had one in the garage ever since we rented a scissor lift to paint the house and trim trees last year.

“Do you have a pocket, for a flashlight, for when you’re down there?” I ask him as I pull my gloves on to have better leverage on the rope. Juniper works on spreading out a tarp where Dash will unload the bagged remains he collects. She puts a rock on each side to hold it down.

Dash doesn’t respond, so I look up to find him staring at me, eyes wide. “I’m going down?”

“You’re a man, aren’t you?” Juniper teases from her spot bent over near the ATV, collecting burlap bags from the back.

Her ass looks phenomenal in those leggings, and my dick would stiffen at the sight, normally. But with a corpse needing retrieval, it proves fickle.

“Uh.” My focus slides to Dash, whose head is tipped sideways. He’s staring me down with a knowing glint in his eyes. He caught me checking out Juni’s ass, no doubt.

“Anyway,” he smirks, “I’m, uh, I’m the well guy, eh?”

I nod. “My thinking is not far from what I just told Juniper. If something happens, you can likely climb out. But if you get injured, I can pull you out. If I go down and get hurt, the two of you, you can’t pull me out.”

“I think we could,” he argues.

“I don’t. And I’m not willing to risk all of our freedoms. I’ve been this size for a long time. Not many people can help a hurt guy my size. So let’s play it safe here.”

He stares at me for a long moment. “If that’s how you feel.”

“I do.”

“Okay,” he says, slipping the harness over his chest. Juniper brings over the burlap bags and stuffs them into an empty backpack, along with a pocketknife, hand shovel, balaclava and extra pair of work gloves. “So whatever's left goes in the burlap. After you bag it all, tug the rope and we’ll pull you out. Strap the remains to the carabiner on your backpack.”

“Why can’t I just call up?” he asks as he clicks another part of the harness into place.

I blink at him, having thoroughly considered today’s events. I’m starting to wonder if he has. Maybe he’s been just as preoccupied as me? As much as the fleeting thought puts a shimmer of ease in my veins, I remain focused. “He’s been down there, exposed to the elements, for quite some time.” I glance quickly at Juniper, not really wanting her privy to these details. I don’t want to upset her. I lower my voice when I say, “It’s not going to be a place you want to have your mouth open, even with the gaiter on.” He blinks at me with confusion knitting his brows. “It’s going to likely smell unbearable.”

The wind picks up right then, sending strands of Juniper’s hair across her face. She tugs them away, making her way to the well. She looks over and draws back, bringing her hand to her face. “Oh god,” she groans. “That’s unpleasant.”

“That’s death,” I tell her, looking at Dash. “Tug the rope when you’re ready. I’ll be at the edge the whole time.”

He nods, cautiously positioning himself on the edge of the well after securing his backpack and gloves. With his baseball hat turned backward, we hold eye contact as he sits on the edge. With the rope wrapped around my fist, I nod. “I’ve got you.”

Dash’s nostrils flare. “I know you do.” And with that, I drop the end of the rope. We wait till it thuds against the bottom and Dash grabs the slack, wrapping it around one palm as he carefully lowers himself down. My biceps and torso tighten with strain as more and more weight is leveraged against me the lower he descends. After what feels like an eternity, with Juniper standing a few feet away from me, silently observing, there’s a small tug on the line.

“He made it down,” I tell her over my shoulder. She sighs with relief, draping a hand over her chest.

“Thank God.”

But our relief is short-lived as an echoing shout reverberates through the well, out into the night.

“Fuck!” Dash shouts, his tone more panicked than I’ve ever heard as I peer down into the darkness, my own gaiter pulled over my mouth and nose.

“Talk to me,” I call, panic stirring in my veins. “What’s going on, D?”

His flashlight turns on, illuminating the well and the portion of his face that is uncovered. “It’s fucking nasty down there! There are maggots and critters everywhere! Jesus Christ, get me the fuck out!”

Juniper joins me at the edge of the well, unable to stand back a moment longer. She coughs, bringing her shirt to her nose to diffuse the stench. “He’s panicking,” she says to me quietly. “I get that way, you know, right after,” she says, referencing her murders. “I calm myself down by taking it a step at a time. That’s what he needs to do,” she says, her voice so soft I question if she’s faint or not.

I take over, shouting her orders down the well. “Focus, D. It’s going to be okay. First things first, get the burlap sacks from your bag. Can you do that?”

He nods, making the light move along the rotted old cinder blocks. A moment later he calls up, his words echoing. “I got the burlap.”

“Okay, now assess the area. Do you need a hand shovel, or can you collect it with your hands?”

He steps around things I can’t see, my scope limited. A moment later he says, “I can get it with my hands. I think he’ll fill two bags.” He makes a choking noise, then coughs, gagging. “Oh god, this is so disgusting.”

“Hang in there. One thing at a time. Get the bags out,” I advise, a shiver racking my spine at the reality of the situation. Someone’s loved one is decomposed and their remains are going into old potato sacks for me to burn later.

How did my boring life become a Tarantino film overnight?

There’s movement at the bottom of the well and less than five minutes later, a hard tug on the line. Wrapping the ropes around my hands, I take a step back and begin intermittent, hard tugs.

After a few minutes, Dash still hasn’t surfaced, so I implore Juniper to look over the edge. With sweat clouding my vision, dripping down my face, I pull with all of my might.

A moment later, a backward baseball cap appears, and then gray eyes. “Lean over!” Juni tells him, reaching over the edge to grab the harness around his hips. I pull, she pulls, and he leans, and a moment later, he’s toppling over the side of the well back to the ground, his pack and the burlap bags following.

He clambers to his feet, coughing and sputtering as he yanks his gaiter down, mouth gaping as he sucks in fresh air. “Fuck!” he breathes, spitting and swiping at his nostrils. “That smelled putrid,” he gasps, nudging one of the burlap bags with his foot.

Juniper gasps, bringing her hand to her mouth, and from my spot on the ground where I fell over, I get to my feet. “What?” I ask, but I follow her gaze because she doesn't answer, and⁠—

“Oh fuck,” I quietly gasp, at first reaching toward Dash but then letting my hand come back down, unsure of what to do.

“What?” he asks, panic widening his pupils as he looks between us frantically. “What? Why did you gasp? Why did you say that?”

I level my hands in front of him, stepping nearer, attempting to calm him with a steady, controlled gaze. “Okay, just relax, but⁠—”

His eyes turn to saucers. “What?” The question is shaky.

“There is…” I glance at his shoulder where a decomposing finger rests, stuck to a clump of… Jesus Christ. I don’t know what that crap is. Guts? No, guts would dry out. That finger looks like it must've found a wet, shady spot in that well because it still looks human. The other burlap bag, open with its contents scattered from the fall, seems to be mostly bones and critters.

I motion to his shoulder. He rears back in a wince just as I say, “There’s a finger on your shoulder.”

Then all hell breaks loose.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE



HE GAVE ME A HEART BONER, DAMN IT.

Dash
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“What the fuck? Get it off me! Get it the fuck off me!” I shout, violently swiping at my shoulder, my gloved hand moving over the rotted finger over and over. “Oh god, it’s stuck!” I scream.

“Calm down—” Juniper starts, but I can’t calm down.

The stench of that death cave is burned into my nostrils, and the feel of that dead finger beneath my palm is freaking me out. “Get it the fuck off!” I shout, swiping a few more times before reaching for my shirt, tearing it off over my head.

Only, in my panic, I forget I’m wearing a baseball hat, so my shirt gets stuck over my head, the putrid finger squishes against my cheek, all rotten and disgusting.

“Pull my shirt off!” I scream, flailing my arms as I completely and utterly freak the fuck out. There is a rotten wormy finger touching my face, and the more my brain circles that fact, the harder I lean into freak-out mode. Sterling reaches into the balled-up shirt, yanking off my hat. He pulls again and rips my shirt clean off, taking the finger with it. Only, he yanks so hard and I’m so unsteady on my feet, I crash into him, sending him heels overhead, backward down the small hill leading to the creek.

Instinctually, I reach for him, but because I’ve been freaking the fuck out for the last thirty seconds, I’m not careful and I lose control of my footing. As I slide and twist down the hillside, Sterling does the same and in a split second, I’m on top of him in the water, both of us fully submerged.

He pops his head up without thrashing, and I do the same. We’re able to stand at this part of the creek, thank fuck, so we do, the water circling right below our pecs. Sterling’s taller, so a little more of him peeks out of the water.

He’s coughing, rubbing the back of his head and heavy drops of water plunk from his clothed, drenched elbow to the surface of the creek.

Finally, we both catch our breaths. I blink at him wearing a lopsided smile. “I may have slightly overreacted about the finger.”

His chuckle warms me from the inside out, even though the creek water has my nipples hard enough to cut glass.

“You think?” he asks, surveying the hillside we just slid down. A moment later, Juniper appears at the top. When she spots us, her hands come to her chest with relief.

“Jesus,” she breathes from about forty feet up. “Are you guys okay?”

Sterling lifts a hand from the water and waves her back. “We’re okay, sweetheart. Stay up there. We’re climbing out.” He faces me again. “You okay?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He looks up at where Juniper waits then back to me, a slight smirk on his lips. “Don’t you deal with this stuff as a cop sometimes?”

I snort and send a splash of water to his face. “I moved to Bluebell so I wouldn’t see shit like that. I mean, small, Hallmark towns don’t have a lot of murder, you know?”

He nods. “True.” He wades toward the edge of the creek, using the strength in his powerful quads to climb out. I follow in his steps, but find myself slipping on the silt, falling back into the creek. He laughs, outstretching a hand to me. “C’mon.”

I clap my hand in his and he yanks, only he must not take account for how wet it is, because he pulls hard. Hard enough that I fly toward him as he falls backward, our bodies colliding on the ground with a wet thud. From above, Juniper’s soft giggle sweeps over us.

“Fuck. Sorry, man,” Sterling says, shaking his head for a second. His strawberry hair is streaked with mud, and some is smeared through the stubble on his chest. Beneath me, his chest presses into mine with each deep breath he takes.

Something hard and thick is pressing against my thigh, and I’m only just now realizing it. And I realize at the same time that Sterling does, his eyes widening in what seems to be embarrassment. He pushes me off, sending me to the damp grass next to him. Getting to his feet, he dusts himself off and casts me a brief glance. “C’mon, we gotta get those remains.”

I trudge up the hill behind him, smiling. “You got a gun on you?” I ask, chewing the inside of my cheek so I don’t laugh. Sterling’s so private. It’s really kinda fucking hot. He stops, glaring back at me as my lips twitch.

“It was the friction,” he replies, because we both know that was his hard-on pressing against me.

Juniper fills in the silence as we reach the top. “I cleaned up. We’re ready to head to the next site.” She points to the empty drum where she’s stashed the bags, sealing in the deathly stench. “Let’s see if we can get to the oak tree before Hud and the guys come around. Right now, they’re out to pasture.”

I nod, and without discussion, Sterling and I each take a side of the drum, loading it carefully onto the back of Juniper’s ATV before tying it down as best we can.

As I’m collecting my shirt, Juniper, her hands in pink gardening gloves, peels the finger off my filthy shirt and stashes it in a Ziploc bag. “Can’t forget this, or all that,” she says, motioning toward the well, “wasn’t worth it.”

She hops on the ATV after slipping the finger into the drum, and nods toward the property miles away. “Meet you guys at the oak.”

She’s kicking up dust and dirt in a matter of seconds, and when I turn to face Sterling, I find him sitting on the ATV. He pats the back of the seat behind him. “C’mon.”

He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I hop onto the back and loop my arms around his center. My groin slides into his ass, there’s no avoiding that. We’re wet and sticky, but I’m comfortable as he takes off, chasing after Juniper.

The way his body shifts and moves beneath my arms as we take every bump and curve, our bodies pressed together, has me stiff as a nail. Sterling pulls up to the oak tree a few minutes later, right next to Juni. He kills the engine, and twists over his shoulder to quietly whisper, “Do you have a gun?”

“It’s just the friction.”

“I just saw Hudson and Carl,” she sighs, peering around to make sure no one sees us. “It must already be close to four a.m. if they’re already out.” She chews the inside of her cheek. “I think we have to roll the drum under the porch and hit the oak tree in a little while.”

I nod, still thinking about the way Sterling openly acknowledged he felt my cock against him.

“Wait it out?” Sterling asks. “How long?”

“Just till early afternoon. After three in the afternoon, he’s not out here anymore. He works in his barn or over the creek, at the stable. Then after five, he’s in for the night. Dolly won’t let that man leave the house.” She grips the edge of the drum, once again looking around to make sure the coast is clear.

“All right, well, until then, what?” I ask, stepping in to grab the drum, along with Sterling. We duckwalk it around the back and stash it under the patio as Juniper says, “Let’s go inside. Shower. I’ll make us some food. Let’s just stay here and rest until later, okay?”

Sterling wipes sweat from his forehead. “I’m good with that.” He lifts his arm, playfully taking a sniff. “I could use a shower.”

Juniper steps up the back patio and slides open the door. “I have extra fluffy towels and homemade lavender soap.” Sterling smiles as he walks past her, into the house.

“I bet you do, sweetheart.” The way he gently squeezes her hip as he passes makes her flush, and when I make my way up the porch to her, I can’t help myself.

I touch her cheek and smile. “It’s been a weird few days but the best days I’ve had.”

She wrinkles her nose. “It feels so wrong to agree with you because, you know, the dead bodies. But I feel the same way.”

I nod inside, where Sterling is. “Think he feels the same?”

She grins. “I know he does.”

“Know?” I repeat, sweeping my thumb along her bottom lip. It doesn't even feel strange to freely touch her like this. Looking back, it feels strange that I never could before. Whatever is happening, I hope it never ends. “You sound so sure,” I say, pressing my lips to hers for a short kiss. The first casual, non-sexual kiss. It’s a risk, because we haven’t kissed this way before now but as I stare into her eyes, wide and shining, it’s clear she enjoys it. She’s so sure Sterling wants us the way we clearly want him. How does she know he does? Does he? I hope he does.

“I know Sterling, but don’t worry, you won’t have a single doubt after tonight.” With those words, she winks and drifts through the open door, and I’m left on the patio deck, my cock hard, my chest heaving, wondering what she has up her sleeve.
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After taking a minute on the patio to shake off my hard-on, I close the sliding door behind me and turn to find Juniper in the kitchen, an apron covering her dirty clothes.

“Sterling is in the shower. I put his clothes in the wash. I left the washing machine door up so if you want to toss your stuff in, you’ll have clean clothes in less than two hours.” She smiles as she drops a pinch of salt into the bowl she’s currently got trapped to her chest with an arm.

“What do I wear until I shower… and after?” I ask, knowing that Juniper’s biggest sized t-shirt would probably be a skintight crop on me. Wouldn’t even make it over Sterl’s shoulders.

“I left a robe out there for you. Fortunately for you both, I have a few bathrobes, so I put one in there for you, and Sterling took the other with him to the bathroom.”

Getting out of these damp, dirty clothes sounds incredible, so I strip down in her garage and slide into the pink terry cloth robe adorned with butterflies, and head inside. Juniper’s lips twitch as she fights a giggle at the sight of me in a small pink robe.

“You’re right, though, way better, even though I look like a clown.” I cinch the tie at my waist and send her a cautioning glance. “Excuse me, Juniper Sky, but please respect the tie,” I say, making a show of knotting the tie around my waist. “Don’t try to see what’s under here,” I tease, making her laugh as she drops spoonfuls of dough onto a baking sheet. “Whatcha making?”

Pointing her spoon toward the oven, she says, “I’ve got sandwiches toasting, and then I’m making thumbprint cookies.”

My stomach rumbles. “What is a thumbprint cookie?”

“Sugar cookie with jam in the middle.” She lifts a jar of her jam from the counter, showing me the label. “Blues and Berries,” she reads off the label. “It’s not a popular one for me, which is so sad, because it’s so yummy. Blueberries, blackberries, strawberries. It’s so good.”

“I bet,” I say, moving around her to the fridge where I pull it open and grab a bottle of cold water. “You have some water? We’re all pretty dehydrated.”

She winces, shaking her head. “I just washed up and got to making you guys food.”

I glare at her, untwisting the lid, then bring it to her lips. Slipping my other hand to the back of her head, my big fingers tangling in her soft blonde hair, I press the bottle to her mouth as she tips her head back and begins to drink. When she’s done, I can’t help myself. “My good girl.”

She licks her lips as we hold eye contact, and in the distance the sound of the shower stops. “But Sterling called me a bad girl,” she breathes, her voice husky and alluring.

“You can be his bad girl and my good girl,” I tell her, reaching past her to pinch a piece of cookie dough from the bowl. I drop it into my mouth and moan, making her grin.

“You like it?”

My brows flatten. “Of course.”

She rocks to her toes, kissing my chin as she waves her spoon toward the hall. “Go, shower. I have plans for us and none of them involve you being stinky and dirty in my robe.”

“Fine,” I scoff playfully, my nerves spiking as I head down the hall toward Juniper’s bedroom.

The hallway walls are littered with old, framed photos of the Ellington women at various stages of their lives. I pause to take in a photo of Juniper in a silk dress, her hair pinned in curls atop her head, a big sparkly necklace around her neck. She’s smiling, braces on her teeth, her hand uncomfortably resting on some kid’s chest. He’s got a flower pinned to a rented suit jacket and she’s got one on her wrist. In the corner of the photo, in gold letters, it reads A Dream to Remember, Bluebell High Prom 2010.

I find myself smiling at the photo of Juni, so young and innocent. She still feels that way, despite her transgressions. I think that’s what drew me to Juniper the first time I laid eyes on her. She’s so wholesome and kind. For Christ’s sake, she makes jam. Aside from a kindergarten teacher, it doesn’t get more wholesome than that.

Minus the whole murder thing.

Hearing rumbling from Juniper’s room, I continue on and slowly push inside, trying not to invade Sterl’s privacy. I find him standing at the side of her bed, his body covered in a bright purple bathrobe that quite honestly looks like Barbie clothing shoved onto the Hulk. Along the shoulder blades, in groovy yellow lettering, flowers all around, the robe reads GIRL POWER.

“Girl power,” I announce, startling Sterling.

He turns, a framed photo in his hands. He lowers it to the night table again and nods toward the shower. “Fuck, that felt good.”

My eyes drift to the photo and I know he watches me.

It’s a photo of us. Me and him. And beneath it, the frame reads, “My loves.”

“Yeah,” I breathe the word, trying to stay cool. I never doubted Juniper when she told me that she feels for me what she does for Sterl. Still, seeing proof after ages of yearning and wondering, it fucks me up a little. “I like that photo of us.” It feels like I just asked him to go steady as I anxiously await his response. He glances back at the photo then his eyes come to mine, stormy and beautiful.

“It’s my favorite.” He slips past me, toward the door leading to the hall, but braces his arm on the doorframe and pauses. “It wasn’t just the friction.” With a smile, he heads down the hall, leaving me in my butterfly robe, heart racing, a goofy smile on my lips.

[image: ]


After the best smelling shower in the prettiest damn bathroom ever, I head down the hall, ruffling my fingers through my hair, proud that I only showered.

The temptation to jerk off for the second time today was definitely there. But Sterling’s subtle admission left me in an emotional dog paddle, grinning as I metaphorically swim circles around his words, basking in them.

He gave me a heart boner, damn it.

When I see Juniper feeding Sterling a bite of her jam cookies, her full lips pulled up in a genuine smile, her breasts pressed against her apron, she gives me an actual boner, which I adjust from the shadows in the hallway like a creep. She dusts crumbs from the corner of his lips, leaning in to casually kiss him. Seeing them has my body on fire, despite the fact the moment is not tawdry but quiet and tender.

Their kiss breaks, and she twists to face me, as if she heard me. “How was it?” She beams, approaching me, bringing a warm cookie with her. She feeds me a bite and kisses my lips the very same way she did to Sterl, then feeds her fingers through mine, guiding me to the kitchen bar.

After swallowing, I reply, “The shower was incredible.” I notice now her hair is wet, and I pluck a piece, rubbing it between my fingers. “You showered?”

“Yeah, while Sterling ate. I used Ivy’s.” She wipes a crumb from my lip. “How was that?”

“Even better than the shower.” I take the last bite. “I love the Blues and Berries.” Sterling sips a cup of coffee, nothing but crumbs left on his plate as Juniper slides me mine, a sandwich waiting.

“It’s good, right?” she says, passing me a cup of coffee, too.

I arch a brow, playfully joking as I say, “As long as there are no secret ingredients.”

Sterling snorts as he takes a sip, casting me a sideways smile. I laugh, too.

But Juniper doesn’t laugh. She places her palms on the counter, a serious expression storming her beautiful features.

“Baby, I was joking,” I clarify, getting to my feet. She motions for me to sit back down, and lifts her chin to keep her tears at bay. I look at Sterling, who now looks as concerned as I feel.

“Sweetheart,” he starts. “He⁠—”

She shakes her head. “He’s right. I know it was a joke.” She looks at me, cupping her hand over mine on the counter. “I know you were joking. I’m not upset with you.”

“Then why are you upset?” I ask.

She sighs, the overhead light casting a glow around her golden hair. “I have all this energy inside of me, you know? My entire life I’ve just… had this spirit, this ball of passion inside me that needed to do something. Making jam was it for a while and don’t get me wrong, I love making jam. But it stopped being enough. And when I have a surplus of energy, that’s when I get myself in trouble.” Suddenly her eyes fill and her chin dimples, her voice wobbling. “I don’t want to kill men. I don’t. I know that I was not assigned by God to get rid of all the bad men. I know that. And I want to stop. But I’m realizing in the last few days that I need more from my life, more to give myself to. So I can stop.”

Sterling crumbles a napkin between his hands, resting his forearms on the edge of the counter. I think I could watch this man lace shoes or stir soup and still lose my breath. “What do you want for your life, Juni?” he asks thoughtfully.

Lifting cookies from the cooling tray to a plate, one by one, she nibbles her bottom lip a moment before casting her gaze on me, then to Sterling. Looking between us, she says, “I want to live at my family home forever, to run my jam business at the farmers market and watch my sisters live with their loves, and raise families of their own. I want to see all my loved ones continue to thrive.”

Sterling reaches across the counter and steals her hand. “You have that, sweetheart.”

She smiles, her green eyes going stormy. She gave me that look on the patio. My pulse skips as I realize, the time is now. She said she was going to show me tonight, to prove that she knows how Sterl feels. My palms grow slick against the counter.

“The last part is you,” she says, looking at Sterling, then me. “Both of you.”

Sterling clears his throat as I watch his profile, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows, searching for words. “Juniper… We’re… That’s…” But he can’t find the right words.

She comes around the counter, and we swivel in our barstools to face her, backs to the counter. She offers us each a hand, which we both take, waffling our fingers together. “I’m not asking you to be anyone you’re not, either of you. But we’ve been spending time together for so long and… not only did I fall for both of you but… I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one.” She splits her gaze, waiting for one of us to make an admission.

I already laid it out there, more or less, so I stay quiet, afraid as hell of overstepping and losing them both. Sterling’s voice is rough and husky when he asks, “What do you mean?’

She tugs on our joined hands, getting us to our feet. “I’m pretty sure you two fell for each other, too.” My skin burns as her words fill the space between the three of us. Heat sears my spine, sweat bubbling my brow as I slowly look at my best friend.

We share a simmering moment, no words, all looks, his eyes glittering beneath the dim lights.

Juniper doesn't wait for a response, and tugs us down the hall. Our hands bump together, and his thigh brushes mine. By the time we’re in Juniper’s bedroom, I’m already hard and standing upright behind my butterfly robe.

Reaching behind her, she unties the apron and lifts it off over her head.

Her eyes come to me and I reach for my robe, pulling the tie, letting it fall open. I look at Sterling to find him unknotting his robe.

Juniper takes the straps of her nightie, previously covered by her baking apron, and shucks them down her shoulders. She shimmies, and the silk fabric pools at her feet, leaving her completely naked.

With a shake of my shoulders, the robe slips off my body and falls to the floor, leaving me completely naked and very fucking erect.

Next Sterling does the same, shirking off the GIRL POWER bathrobe, revealing his naked body.

I’m not the only one hard.

Juniper steps to him, wrapping her hand around the head of his cock, squeezing as she rocks to her toes and kisses him.

When she’s done, she uses the same hand to grab my cock and give me a tight squeeze as our mouths come together.

Her lips are so soft and pliable, her moan so sweet that it hurts my groin. She pulls back, and even takes a few steps backward. Linking her hands together in front of her groin, she blinks between the two of us, not speaking.

I know what she wants.

I want it too.

I also know I have to make the first move.

Turning, I face Sterling, whose cheeks are flushed, strawberry hair rumpled, the stubble along his jaw unkempt and thick. Despite the fact that nerves have stolen my breath, I reach out, and stifle a groan as I wrap my hand around his cockhead, lean in and kiss him.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO



MY OTHER SWEETHEART.

Juniper
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Watching Dash kiss Sterling while touching him? Holy heck. To say it’s hot would be to devalue what it is, which is erotic, intoxicating and enthralling.

They’ve wanted to be together for so long, I’ve felt it, I’ve witnessed it. Lingered looks, slow-to-fade smiles, thoughtful notes, simple texts, quick phone calls, leaving special things for each other, remembering everything important to the other. Everything that transpires between two people deeply in want of one another.

Sterling, before Dash, lived alone for a long time, and often only had his brother around. He’s not used to affection and adoration, despite the fact he’s great at giving it.

He needs to be eased into the ideas that we want him and he can have us, two things he’s clearly been struggling with since the other night.

I wasn’t surprised when he walked out after our confession.

Dash’s hand comes to rest on the side of Sterling’s throat, his thumb resting tenderly over his pulse point. He strokes there, feeling Sterling’s nerves and angst. I know he feels it because I can see it, thrumming and pumping beneath his skin.

Still gripping Sterling’s cock with his other hand, he pulls back and I stand there, watching as their chests heave, their swollen lips part, a private conversation passing between their eyes.

“This feels like a dream,” Dash utters, vulnerability edging his tone.

“Why?” Sterling questions hoarsely.

“Because I’ve had this exact dream. I’ve wondered how your lips felt. How you kissed. I wondered what your breath would feel like against my face, and how you might look shirtless in bed after a long night. So either my dream has come true or I’m living in it. Either way…” he trails off, stroking Sterling one last time.

He releases Sterling and their hard cocks bob in tandem. Dash swallows and takes a timid step, causing his shaft to slide against Sterling’s.

I drape a hand over my pussy, trying to ease the mounting ache.

Dash tips his head back, blowing out a breath before looking down at his erection rubbing against Sterling’s.

Coming to stand next to them, I place my hand on Sterling’s shoulder, and appreciate the way his eyes stay on Dash’s.

“You always talk about Dash to me when it’s just us. And before I met him, he was all I heard about, wasn’t he?” I ask.

Sterling nods as Dash glances my way then back to Sterl. We’re on the brink of something, toeing the line to a life-changing night, I can feel it. And so can they.

“You always tell me what a good cop he is,” I hedge gently, moving my hand on his shoulder, kneading his nerves.

Sterling nods to confirm. “I do.” The rasp in his voice gives way to his vulnerability, and the expression on Dash’s face—full of awe and desire—has my heart hammering, my mouth dry.

“You’re always saying how thoughtful he is…” I add, looking between them.

“He never forgets anything important to me,” Sterling adds tenderly.

“I know. And you’re always saying how much you enjoy spending time with him,” I continue, at this point drunk from the way they’re staring at one another, their hard cocks sliding together with each small movement and subtle flex.

“Always,” Sterl responds quickly, speaking from his heart. Dash swallows, and I feel the weight of it between my legs.

“Did you like it when he kissed you?” I ask, walking my fingers down his shoulder, over his chest, playing with the flaxen curls dusting his pecs.

Sterling nods and I swear before the movement is done, Dash rushes him, their bodies pressed together, cocks smashed between them as they share a wet, open-mouthed kiss. Both of them are breathing hard and groaning when Dash pulls back. He looks at me, awe and happiness gleaming in his expression, and sticks his hand out. I take it, and Sterling and I do the same.

“I didn’t think a person could get this lucky once, much less twice, but here we are,” I tell them, because it’s clear now, despite the various ways we all process and get to our truths, that we share the desires. And the love.

Dash nods, bringing our joined hands to his lips to press a kiss to my knuckles.

We face Sterling. Looking down at our joined hands and our naked bodies, Sterl looks between us. “You two want to be with me?”

With the hand linked with Sterling’s, I place it over my heart. “We don’t work without you.” I kiss them both, then pose an important question. “Do you trust me?”

Dash and Sterling waste no time nodding in unison. “Yes.”

“Good, because I think the three of us can be so much more than friends.” As if they know I’ve got something up my nonexistent sleeve, they remain there, watching as I take a towel from the bathroom and return, carefully folding it in thirds. Placing it on the ground, I get to my knees between them.

The view from here is incredible. Muscles and meat, so much sexy man standing above me that my ovaries actually ache in my womb. Slowly, I wrap a palm around Dash’s cock, stroking him once as he groans. With my other hand, I take Sterling, holding his cock tightly as I pump him once, his foreskin sliding back. His cockhead appears, pink and wet, making my bottom lip burn with desire, and saliva pools in my mouth.

“Get closer,” I urge, my nipples so hard they ache.

Dash steps nearer and so does Sterling, the perfect amount. I blink up at Sterling, finding his cheeks ruddy and his eyes dark. From the exposed slit on his cock, his arousal beads. “You ready?” I ask him.

Without knowing what he’s ready for, I love that he simply knows he is ready. He trusts us both enough and vice versa.

Tugging his shaft, pulling his foreskin back, I curl my palm around their cockheads, squeezing them together. They’re both dripping and slick, and my squeeze causes an eruption of masculine groans.

Using my other hand, I stroke Sterling again, this time, using his foreskin to cover his cockhead and Dash’s.

“Oh fuck,” Dash groans, pressing his hand to his groin as he peers down at the sight between them. “That’s, holy shit,” he mumbles before sucking in a breath, likely trying to calm down.

I peer up at Sterling. I did this for a brief moment the other night, and they liked it. “How’s it feel?” I ask, because aside from a few noises, he’s been quiet compared to Dash.

His lips part and a small shudder erupts from him, a little laughter too. “Fuck.” That’s all he says, and in that one word spoken from a man who rarely curses, I know everything I need to know.

“Warm,” Dash says, layering his response with Sterling’s. “Good, so fucking good,” he breathes, the words wavering as he struggles with his restraint.

Carefully, I bring my mouth beneath where my men are joined, and slowly pull them apart, keeping my palms firmly wrapped around their cocks. Pulling Sterling’s foreskin back as I do, slowly, their glistening, swollen cockheads come into view, and I stick out my tongue to catch everything that Sterling’s foreskin held, the secret they shared when they were tucked in there together. Their need threads from their cocks to my tongue, pooling, clear, abundant and salty.

“So much excitement,” I say as I run my tongue along my lips, not losing a single drop of their precum. I love tasting them both at once, and when I imagine them leaking as their cocks pressed into each other, my own arousal blooms, making my cunt tingle.

“Oh Jesus, sweetheart,” Sterling rasps, but I keep my focus on them, now licking both of their tips at once. Dash grabs his cock from my mouth, clamping his fist around the head, stepping back.

His neck bears a flush as he feeds his free hand through his hair, pushing out a breath. “Ahh,” he half laughs, “I think I need a break.”

I get to my feet, climb onto the bed and bring my ass to the end, hooking my heels on the edge of the mattress.

“You’ll both get a break now.” I smile at them over the terrain of my naked, aroused body. My nipples are tight nubs, my center swollen and nearly red with how needy I am. Their eyes rake over me, but after holding them that way, seeing how wet they get for each other, I need relief and I need it now.

“On your knees, both of you, and grab one of my knees. Now.” Sterling carefully gets to his knees, grabbing the edge of the bed as he bends his frame. His hefty cock and meaty balls swing around as he does, cockhead still peeking out of his foreskin. A bead of liquid streams down his shaft, curving around the thick veins, bleeding into the flaxen, trimmed nest of hair below.

Dash does the same, keeping his eyes closed, his cock no longer in his hand. Once four big hands are gripping my knees and thighs, I push to my elbows to peer down at them.

“Sterling,” I whisper, drawing out his name as he peeks down at my pussy, spread wide for him. “You first. Then Dash. I want you to go back and forth until I come.” I look at Dash, his features screwed up with need. “While he licks me between my legs, I want you to put your hand on the back of his head.”

Dash nods, and with baited eye contact, I urge Sterling to taste me. “I’m ready for your mouth, Sterl,” I whisper. A groan rumbles through his broad chest before he dives down, pressing his mouth to my clit.

He starts with a few gentle sucks of my clit between his teeth, which has my back arching off the bed immediately. When I reopen my eyes, trying desperately to acclimate to the pleasure, I see Dash doing just as I said, peering over Sterling’s shoulder, his hand gently kneading the back of Sterl’s head, holding his face in my cunt.

“You two,” I breathe, my legs already threatening to shake all around them. “Oh my god,” I moan. “I wish you could see my view. You two are so hot.”

Sterling swirls his tongue around my clit, then nibbles gently at my lips, sucking each into his mouth as one of his thick digits circles my opening. “Sterl, yes, oh my god,” I pant, gripping the sheets until my knuckles ache. Dash’s eyes are hooded, fixed at the place Sterling and I meet, watching intently as his best friend pleasures me.

“How do you feel?” I ask as I pant and moan. “How do you like watching him between my legs?”

Dash swallows thickly, not taking his eyes off the feast. “I like it,” he breathes, “I like it, but I need a taste.” His hand slides from Sterling’s hair to his neck where he grips him the way only men do. Leaning to the back of Sterl’s ear, Dash utters, “My turn, sweetheart.”

Sterling growls into my cunt as he takes a final, toe-curling lick. He pulls back, panting, lips swollen and shiny, nodding to Dash, passing the proverbial baton.

“Wait,” I breathe, despite the fact that the pulsing need between my legs is truly agonizing without his mouth. “Before you taste me,” I tell Dash, an erogenous smile lifting my lips. “Kiss him.”

This time, there is zero hesitancy as Dash crashes his mouth against Sterling’s, cupping his face in his hands. Pushing up to my palms, I peer down to steal a salacious glance at the way their dripping cocks slide against one another’s. This is the stuff my fantasies are made of.

“I’m feeling jealous,” I say both teasingly and seriously, causing Dash to end the passionate kiss. His smirk disappears between my legs, guided by Sterling’s hand pressed into the back of his head, just like I asked.

Falling back into the mattress, I nearly lose my mind as Sterling begins unexpectedly dirty talking.

“Her pussy tastes like sugar, doesn’t it?”

“You like when D licks you, don’t you, sweetheart?”

“Make her legs shake, Dash. Eat her up. Don’t let a drop go to waste. You’re doing so good.”

Being praised gets me going but listening to Sterling praise Dash is another thing.

“Oh god,” I breathe, reaching down to swipe at the head of hair between my thighs. Sterling catches my fingers and places them on my breast. “I’ll guide him. You keep your hands on those beautiful tits.”

Another gentle shove and Dash nips my clit with his nose. His tongue makes deep strides inside me, making my spine arch and my toes curl. “I’m gonna come,” I manage to spit out, my mind going dark as pressure and heat build to unimaginable lengths inside me. “Now, now, now,” I pant, gripping my breasts so hard that Sterl places his hand over one of mine, making me release my grip. I blink open just as the first clenching wave hits, and watch Sterling knead my breast and Dash’s head.

“Eat her through it, D,” he advises, his voice strained and low. “Come hard for him, show us how hard we make you come,” he adds, causing my head to tip back.

“Yes, yes, yes,” I moan, pulling my chin to my chest, forcing myself to capture the sight. It’s the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had. My shoulders tremble as the high crests, leaving my body shaky and weak, sweat glittering along my flesh.

When the last rush of need courses through me, my toes uncurl and my shoulders slump.

It was the best orgasm ever, but my appetite for them is still roaring.

“Sterl,” I breathe as he strokes his hand through my hair, now at my side as Dash wipes us up at the foot of the bed.

“You look like a queen,” he whispers, leaning down, stealing a kiss from me. My chest warms.

“Get on your back in the center of the bed.”

I roll over, making my spot available to him. “Here,” I pat the mattress.

With precum running down his shaft, he holds himself as he knees onto the bed, settling in just where I told him. When he’s in position, I climb onto the bed over him, pinching his hips with my knees. “Dash,” I call back, “come behind me.”

Sterling and I lock eyes. “I want you both inside of me,” I breathe as Dash’s hands come to my hips. Hovering above Sterl’s cock, a niggle of discomfort worms up my back. I want to have them bare, raw, with nothing between us. Bare is making love. Protection means there’s something between us and we have an out, like we can walk away from this at any point.

I don’t want that.

“I’m negative for any STDs,” I whisper, vulnerability snaking my spine. If they don’t want to have unprotected sex, we won’t. I will only do what they’re comfortable with. But in my soul and bones, I know they’re my future. I want them bare, and their cum is mine, and the idea of them filling condoms instead of me nearly brings tears to my eyes. “I want you both bare.”

Sterling’s eyes hold mine and all of me believes he understands what I’m saying, despite the fact I hover over his cock staying silent, waiting for a response.

I twist my head to kiss Dash. His lips are soft and salty, and my stomach clenches at the way he moans into my mouth when we part. “I’ll take you bare,” he whispers, “Sterling, too.”

With my focus on Sterling, I watch him lock on Dash behind me. His eyes follow Dash’s hands curving and gripping my shoulders, his lips along the side of my neck. Sterling’s hard cock pressed against my clit as Dash holds my hair, working his mouth down my shoulder.

“Will you both have me?” I ask, arousal running rampant as Dash’s cock presses into me from behind, Sterling’s from below.

Sterling’s swallow is loud, and he nods against the pillows. “Yes.” He reaches for the drawer near the bed, but I stop him. His brow furrows. “Just lube, not a condom.” Still, I didn’t want lube. I’m dripping, soaked, drenched and swollen. I can handle both of them without help. I know I can.

Dash’s lips nip at the back of my ear. “I know you want it to be just the three of us, but we need lube if both of our big cocks are going to fit in this sugar sweet little box of yours, baby.”

From behind, Dash reaches through my legs and takes Sterling in his hand, rubbing his cock against my clit, making us moan.

My lids grow heavy as Dash uses Sterling to tease me, and I don’t know what’s turning me on more, Dash so freely touching him, or Sterling watching it all play out. Sterling pops open the lid on the lube from the side table. I’ve only ever used that lube on myself.

Sterling fills his palm with cool liquid and reaches around me to pass the bottle to Dash. The slick swish of them stroking palmfuls of lube up their aching dicks has the pressure between my legs flaring. Sterl’s strong hands come to my thighs and I watch the twist of muscle beneath flesh in his shoulders and chest as he lifts me.

As if they’ve choreographed this moment, Dash reaches between my body and Sterling’s, grabbing Sterl’s cock. Positioning his crown at my swollen center, Dash’s lips come back to my ear, whispering, “Sterl’s gonna lower you down little by little. You say red if we’re too much.”

There’s movement behind me and then two slick, dripping cocks are pushing up into me, my cunt burning at the immediate stretch to accommodate just their heads.

“Gonna ease you down,” Sterl says, his nostrils flaring as he slowly lowers me, his eyes set on Dash’s hand keeping their cocks trapped together beneath me.

Pulling my bottom lip under my teeth, I reach back, finding Dash’s head, and pull his lips to the back of my neck. With my other hand, I reach forward, bracing it on Sterling’s belly, loving the feel of his wiry hair beneath my fingers. I love feeling them in my hands, and pushing inside of me, too.

“How you doin’, sweetheart?” Sterl inquires as he lowers me a tad more, feeding me another inch of their cocks. From behind me, Dash curses, his teeth sinking into my shoulder.

“Struggling,” he groans.

Sterl laughs, rough and tumble. “My other sweetheart,” he says.

Despite the rush of pain as Sterl sinks me further and further, I smile down at him. “I’m okay. The pain is worth it if I get to feel you both at once.” I bite my lip. “How much more?”

“Mmm, we’re nearly halfway,” Dash moans, now cupping my breasts with his hands as his hips stay still, letting Sterl do all the guiding.

“Tell me,” I whisper between them. “Tell me what it feels like.” I pose the question to both of them, but Sterling lowers me all the way down, and a collective hushed groan sweeps the room.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” Dash grumbles behind me. “So fucking tight. Oh god.”

Sterling’s jaw is tight, his nostrils flaring. “Fuck,” is all he can manage.

“Tell me,” I breathe, letting the burning pain of fullness twist into a heady high. The men I love are both inside me, naked, touching each other, throbbing. So. Fucking. Hot. “How does he feel?” I ask Sterl as I very slowly begin to move my hips.

His hands slide up my thighs to grip my hips as Dash’s thumb and forefingers begin plucking at my nipples.

“Slick,” Dash moans.

“Hot,” Sterling manages as he watches his best friend cup my breasts and tease my nipples.

“Do you like feeling him while you’re inside of me?” I ask, the question floating between us as I find slight momentum, moving against their cocks, my clit blooming each time it presses against Sterling’s groin.

Sterl finds my clit with his thumb and strokes. “You both feel so fucking good,” he manages, his blown pupils telling me he’s on the edge already.

So am I. And when Dash’s lips crash down on my shoulder, pressing hot kisses along my damp flesh, I know he’s riding the edge too. His breath skates over my skin, heated and rushed. “This is the best sex I’ve ever had,” he murmurs as he traverses his tongue along my throat.

Despite the ache of being stretched, the burn of being stuffed so ridiculously full, everything feels better than it ever has with any toy.

“I’m happy you’re both my firsts,” I breathe, insecurity winding through me as my only other secret comes out.

At once, their soft thrusting halts, and so do my roving hips. Sterling’s eyes search mine, but he begins breathing much harder, his chest rising with power, collapsing with shock on every breath. “What?” he breathes.

Dash palms my breasts, no tweaking or rubbing as he groans, “Juniper.”

I lick my lips, embarrassed to admit that no man has ever made love to me in my thirty-two years. I lost my hymen years ago because sex toys have helped me keep my partial sanity. But in the flesh with another? Never.

I shake my head. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner. I was afraid⁠—”

Beneath me, Sterling’s hips thrust upward, and from behind, in unison, Dash’s do the same.

“Sweetheart,” Sterling breathes. “How could you have made it through this world all these years without a man making it inside you, hmm? You’re perfect.”

My chest heats and my nipples grow plucky at his praise. I know I am not the perfect woman. You know, the murder and all. But the fact that they think I’m perfect is everything I need to keep riding.

Rolling my hips, I hold Dash’s head against mine and cling to Sterl’s chest, grinding and riding. “Please. Both of you, come deep. I’ve waited so long to be a full, dripping mess. I’ve waited so long,” I breathe, my body almost erupting at just the thought of being filled up by them.

My best friends. My partners in crime.

And now? My lovers.

“Baby,” Dash groans, the slide of his hard length against Sterling’s deep in my cunt making my stomach clench. They’re so thick and long, I can’t believe they’re both inside of me, pumping and leaking. It is a blissful, dizzying reality.

“Fill me up,” I moan, a hungry plea in my voice. “Please, please, please, fill me full, fill me deep, I need both of you to fuck me. Please,” I whimper, my begging growing needy and frantic. The pulsing in my groin is undeniable, and the need to have them come deep in my womb is overwhelming. “Please, please, please.” I shudder as the first feral groan tears through the space, filling the room with a desperate echo.

“I’m gonna come for you, Juni,” Dash groans, his thrusts growing sloppy and frantic. “Fuck, Sterl, your cock is fucking thick, it feels so goddamn good against mine, inside our girl.”

Our girl. The teenager inside me, the one who longed for love, squeals. I’ve pined. I’ve drawn their names in cursive inside hearts on jam recipes. I’ve held their hands while secretly doing Kegels to ease the hunger. I’ve loved them as friends when all I’ve wanted was more. And now they’re inside me, erupting, giving me the most intimate part of themselves, while calling me theirs.

“I’m gonna come,” I moan, the moment too big, too important, and I’m too in love, too horny, too needy to hold back. “Dash,” I moan, “Sterl,” I whimper.

A shot of heat tears through my hips as Dash’s movements stutter to a halt. The pulsing inside me is his cock, I realize, by the way he grunts and curses that he’s the one coming. Another and another, he twitches and throbs as he empties himself deep inside me, all the while Sterl still slowly thrusts against him.

“Fucking hell,” Sterl grunts, closing his eyes a moment. But if he’s searching for composure, he doesn’t find it. A moment later and his teeth are bared, his eyes open, voice raw. “I feel his cum inside you, sweetheart. Feels so good, too good. Need to come,” he draws out, rough and raspy.

“Come, I wanna feel you,” I tell him as my pussy milks them. My orgasm crests and my mind goes dark, then Sterling slows. He stops. He swells.

“Fuuuuck.” His release tears through my womb as his roar devours the room. “Take it, baby,” he grits out, thrusting his hips up, his cockhead nudging my sweet spot, making me buckle at the waist. I topple against his chest as a second orgasm hits, causing me to cry and moan against his furry chest. Dash’s hands work my back as he slowly pumps in and out against Sterling’s still throbbing cock.

When I’ve caught my breath, I manage to open my eyes, blinking at the linen curtain swaying against the window overlooking my yard. It’s a beautiful afternoon and despite the chaos recently, today has been utterly perfect.

Dash and Sterl both give my bottom a swat, and Sterling’s fingers curl into my underside gently. “Up, sweetheart.”

A tired moan slips out of me, sounding more like a whimpered complaint than anything. “I’m so comfy.”

“We gotta clean you up,” Sterl says, carefully shifting to lower me to the mattress as he slides off the bed, getting to his feet.

Dash appears between my legs, a grin on his face, dark hair sticking up everywhere, his forehead damp. “I’m gonna clean you up, but it’s gonna be cold,” he gently warns.

I nod and suck in a sharp breath as the damp, cold terry is pressed against my used, aching pussy. As the high of orgasm wanes, fatigue sets in. Something else, too.

I peer down at Dash, then over at Sterling who is gathering clothes for me from my dresser. He brings back leggings, a pair of panties and a crop t-shirt, the one I always make jam in. Positioning himself behind me, he slips the shirt over my head, careful as he pulls my hair from the pinched neckline, draping it over my shoulder. After passing Dash my panties and leggings, Sterling talks softly into my ear as his best friend dresses my lower half.

“Juniper, your first time shouldn’t⁠—”

Sitting up, I twist in his arms, causing Dash to halt, his hands working my leggings up around my calf. “Shouldn’t have been with two guys?”

Sterling nods once. “That was too much for your first time. I’m afraid we hurt you. I’m afraid it was too much.”

“I wanted it to hurt. I wanted it to be too much. Because that’s how it’s gonna be forever, so I need to get used to it. And it felt good. Even though it hurt for a second, it felt so good. It was the best thing I’ve ever felt. The best thing I’ve ever experienced. So don’t lessen the moment. I wanted you both to be my first.”

“The woman knows what she wants, baby,” Dash says, passing Sterl a smile and a wink. I love how their affection blooms each moment, growing bigger, more visible, stronger. I know it’s new for them, but I’m honored to watch them grow and flourish in their new dynamic. Our new dynamic.

After Dash gets my pants on, they take turns using the restroom, but both come back to my bed naked.

“I consider it an honor that we were the first to discover you, Juniper,” Sterling says, turning onto his side to face me, stuffing his hand beneath a pillow.

I lean in and kiss him, pulling Dash flush to my back from behind. Dash kisses the top of my shoulder as I reach out, draping my arm over Sterling’s chest as he rolls onto his back.

And we fall asleep like that, a tangle of friendship and more.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE



DO YOU THINK I’D BE A GOOD MOTHER?

Juniper
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My eyes pop open, and it takes me a moment to remember everything that happened. But last night still burns between my legs, reminding me that I took them both. And they’re here, in my arms. Sound asleep.

I had them unsheathed, the way I wanted. The only men to ever be inside me, the only ones who will ever come there, too. Sitting up, I carefully unlock my limbs from the tangle, and slip out of bed over Sterling’s sleeping body. Collecting my satin robe from my dressing chair, I slip it on and quietly pad through the hall, toward the front door. Thankfully I have no squeaky hinges or doorbell camera, and can close it behind me relatively quietly.

Holding my robe shut I carefully tiptoe across the gravel, toward Dolly and Hudson’s house.

We made love, the three of us, that’s what it was to me. Whether we’ve labeled it or not, I felt loved. But now that the chaos of desire or impending orgasms has subsided, I have to face what we did. Quietly, I rap on the front door a few times, hoping I don’t wake Bear and Honey, just Dolly or Hudson. It’s late afternoon, naptime at my sister’s place. But not everyone sleeps at naptime, if you know what I mean.

Soft footsteps gently rattle the door from the other side, and I’m hit with a barrage of metallic pings and twists as someone takes the chain off then unlocks the deadbolt. A moment later, the door swings inward and I’m met by Hudson, naked but for the pillow he’s holding to his groin, his hair sticking up everywhere, his skin flush, teeth marks carved into his belly, chest and shoulders.

“Juniper,” my brother-in-law says, out of breath.

“I was hoping to talk to Dolly for a few minutes?” I chew the corner of my mouth, keeping my eyes on his, and not the pillow covering him.

He sweeps his hand through his hair. “Everything okay?”

I nod. “Yeah.” Lowering to the first porch step I say, “I’ll just wait here.”

He flicks on the porch light. “Okay. I’ll get her.”

A minute later Dolly slips out, her blonde hair twisted into a bun, one of Hudson’s t-shirts swallowing up her frame. She presses a hand to her bump as she lowers to the step, smiling in the dim incandescent light.

“You’re always having sex, aren’t you?” I whisper, smirking at my little sister.

“I can’t get enough of him. I don’t think I ever will,” she admits in a dreamy sigh, dropping her head onto my shoulder. Nodding against me, toward the barn, she says, “I saw Sterling’s truck in there. And I saw the shoes lined up on the porch.” She lifts her face to find my eyes. “What’s the matter? If they’re sleeping over, why are you here?”

I stare at my house. The one where all of my memories are stored. With my parents before they passed, raising my sisters, getting them on their feet, starting my business, everything. Everything happened in that house. I even lost my virginity there.

“I’m just… confused.”

She loops her arm through mine, sighing. “You finally ready to tell me you’re in love with those two? Because we pretty much all already knew,” she says through a yawn.

“How’d you know?” I breathe, pulling back to analyze her face.

“Ivy caught them arguing over who gets to hand you back the jam jars,” Dolly says, twirling a loose strand of flaxen hair around her pointer finger. “They have little hearts in their eyeballs at the farmers market every week, just watching you from afar. Sterling’s route makes special stops for you. You guys are in a bowling league, movie night, and book club together. Just you three.” She taps her bare foot on the concrete step. “If you said jump, one of them would simply jump and the other would ask how high you’d like him to go,” she adds, resting her hand on my knee. “And you? You look at them like they hang the stars. But you’re guarded. And I get that. So we never pushed. But if you’re ready⁠—”

“I’m ready. I mean, you’re right. I— We—” I struggle with my response because we haven’t had any talks about how our relationship is evolving. We haven’t labeled a single thing. Still. “I love them, Dolly. And I know it seems sudden but it’s not. I’ve loved them both a long time. Only now, I think it could be real—more. My heart is big, I want and need both of them.”

Dolly’s smile is both warm and reassuring, and exactly what I need. Sisters have an amazing way of doing that. “What changed? It seems like you guys have been vibing for a while.”

I let out a sigh because the answer to her questions comes back to me. The murders. Coming clean. The plan. The first retrieval. “I shared some things with them—things I’m deeply ashamed of—and they accepted me. Both of them.”

Dolly knocks her arm into mine, her focus intense on my profile as I stare at my loved, worn home across the way. “What things? You have secrets from me and Ivy?”

I swipe at an unexpected tear. “There are things about me, bad things, things that neither you nor Ivy can ever know. But I told them, and look,” I say, nodding to the house where they are tucked inside, asleep. “They’re here.”

“They want to be with you even knowing whatever the bad thing is,” Dolly repeats. I’m sure she thinks my bad things are like her bad things. Overstepping boundaries or getting too intense. But I have to let her make those assumptions to keep her safe.

On a sniffle, I nod. “Yes.”

She sighs. “When Hudson found out about all the things I’d done, he loved me more, because I was imperfect but perfect for him. I bet that’s how they feel.”

Another sniffle. “Yeah.”

“If they accept you, then why are you on my porch?” Dolly questions, which is reasonable. “Not that I don’t love you, Juni, but I had Hudson’s co⁠—”

“Stop,” I laugh, twisting to face my adorably innocent-appearing sister. “I saw the bite marks all over that poor man.”

She wiggles her brows. “I told you I can’t get enough.” She shrugs it off, as if her mauling her husband is old news. “So, why are you here, sis?”

I swallow, the energy inside me shifting to something more serious in a heartbeat. “Do you think I’d be a good mother?” I croak, the question bloated with insecurity.

“You would be an excellent mother. Hell, Juni, you are an excellent mother. You raised me and Ivy, and we’re both married and happy with careers we adore and families we love. You did good because you’re meant to be a mama.”

“But the bad things…” I trail off, unable to speak them aloud, unwilling to make her an accomplice after the fact.

“The bad things, whatever they are, aren’t that bad if those men aren’t frightened away. Okay? Now you listen to me. A world where you aren’t a mother isn’t a world I want to live in, that’s how sure I am that you’re destined to have babies and take care of them.”

She wraps her arms around me, and we hug for what feels like forever but it ultimately is just the right amount of time. I help her to her feet, and we hug again. “Whatever is going on and whatever happens, just know, I’m here.” She kisses my cheek. “Now I have to go.”

I step down the stairs and look back toward the front door. “Go easy on that man.”

Dolly winks. “When he’s dead I will.”

She closes her door and I head back to the house, wondering if tonight will yield a new life. Secretly hoping that it does.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR



JUNIPER SKY ELLINGTON WAS A VIRGIN.

Sterling
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Cold hands skirt along my shoulder, and a moment later, chilly toes press into my calves. With a yawn, I open my eyes and find Juniper adjusting in bed between me and Dash.

Last night comes crashing down around me as I struggle to wake. I slept so well, so comfortably, too. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to share a bed. I’m a substantial guy, I sleep in a Cal king at my place and I take up most of that thing. Another thing I’d always tell myself—it’s fine to stay single. Sharing a bed would be a nightmare.

And yet, I had no nightmares. I slept so soundly that I’m actually surprised.

Juniper’s eyes pop open and she greets me with a smile. “Morning,” she whispers, “or, whatever time it is.”

“Morning.”

My eyes veer to her leg draped over Dash’s. He’s facing away from us, soft snores radiating from him as his bare back rises and falls. I nod to him, compartmentalizing the way the carved striation in his back sends a flutter through my groin. “He’s sleeping well.”

“So was I,” Juniper says, tucking her hands under her face, peering up at me with adorably sleepy eyes.

“I slept great, too,” I whisper. Despite how well I slept and how happy I am to wake up in Juniper’s bed, there are things that need to be discussed. And then there are bodies to collect.

“Juniper,” I start, drawing her name out slowly. Scratching the side of my jaw, I stare at the rumpled pink comforter draped over my thighs, trying to sort out all the things I want to say without coming across as an asshole. “Last night…” I start, but the soft hand she drapes along my thigh causes my words to cease.

“Was great,” she says softly, almost seductively, then again, I always want her so most of what she says sounds like a tease.

I nod and find myself smiling. “Yeah, it was.” The words regarding the unprotected sex we had are right on my tongue, but before I can speak, she snuggles up close, bringing her lips to my shoulder.

“Remember when I came over to your place with blueberry jam and it was my first try so I had, like, ten different recipes? And we tasted so many batches that we got a sugar high and couldn’t stop laughing?”

Juniper sitting cross-legged on my kitchen floor, purple staining her lips, tears in her eyes from incessant laughter passes through my memories. I smile, remembering how we laughed so hard we cried, and she peed her pants. That was the first time I saw her in my sweats.

Jerked off that night.

“Yeah, I do. That was a good night.”

She clings to my arm, nodding against the pillow as she peers up at me. “It was. But that’s how they all are when I’m with you and Dash.” Her face grows serious, her eyes searching mine. “When the three of us are together, the world just seems right, you know?”

I do know. I know exactly, so I nod.

Now seems like the right time to mention last night. “Juniper, we didn’t use protection with you last night.”

She chews the corner of her mouth. “I remember.”

Through a groggy yawn, Dash wakes and greets us. “Good morning.” He rolls over, exposing his knotted belly and defined chest. “What are you guys whispering about?”

Juniper only holds my gaze a second longer before turning toward Dash. “We gotta get under the oak. It’s evening. Hudson and the crew are long done for the day.” She looks at the clock on the wall. “I know it feels like we didn’t get much sleep, but we should get out there. This is the only surefire time the guys won’t be out. Hudson never misses his late afternoon, pre-dinner snack.”

“Pre-dinner snack?” Dash asks through a yawn. “I thought farmers eat, like, steak and eggs for breakfast and, like, a big hearty stew for supper.”

“My sister is the snack,” Juni says, sliding over me, ignoring my waking wood. My cock doesn’t know it isn’t morning. I blink up at her in all her beauty.

She didn’t want to talk about the unprotected sex. Despite the fact that I’m lying, I feel a little woozy when I recall her telling us we were her first. Juniper Sky Ellington was a virgin. And she let me—the garbage man—be part of her first time.

I know she wants a family. She’s told us. She’s told us she wanted us, too. Only it was me that clammed up and couldn’t handle all the planning and feelings.

Dash is awake now, so I could float the idea of us taking her to a drug store for an after-the-fact birth control. I know it’s out there. I’ve seen commercials.

But as she pulls on clothes wearing the most beautiful smile on her face that I've ever seen her wear, I decide to get up and get dressed, too.

I don’t mention Plan B.

Because I think, just maybe, this is her Plan A.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE



WE COULD USE A SLICE OF PIE AND NORMALCY.

Dash
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Juniper makes us each a thermos of coffee but as soon as we’re standing at the oak tree with shovels in our hands, I have no appetite. Not even for liquid energy.

“Rememberin’ the smell in the well?” Sterling asks, bumping his shoulder into mine. “This won’t be like that.” Still, he passes me a balaclava which gets my nerves jumping.

Tugging it down over my face, I get to work next to Sterling, with Juniper behind us, readying the bag that will ultimately hold all the other bags. Sterling works twice as fast as I do, and the deeper we dig, the more nervous I get.

The top of a black bag peeks through the dark earth, and I nearly freeze in my tracks. Juniper’s hand slides up the back of my shirt, along my lower back. “You okay?”

I swallow thickly, embarrassed that I’m the one in the group struggling. I’m a police officer, for Christ’s sake. I should be all cool and scientific, calm and collected. Instead, bile is clawing up my throat, my heart is racing and beneath my mask, my lips are pulled down in angsty disgust.

“All good,” I reply, making my voice almost laughably husky.

Sterl turns, swiping his wrist along his forehead. His reddish hair is damp with sweat, a dark strip down his back marking his hard work and fatigue. He nods at me but wears the tiniest, most subtly sexy satin smiles I’ve ever seen. “I got it, D.”

Our eyes lock, and without a word, he tells me to step back and let him take over. And I’ve never been more grateful.

After I can sip some coffee and have a bite to eat, when we ride to the Oakcreek-Bluebell town line to get the next set of remains, I’ll be better. I’ll help.

Right now, I just need to shake the squeamish feeling in my gut.

Sterling pulls up bags, not coughing, gagging, or even showing a reaction a single time as he loads them into the tarp-lined burlap Juniper holds open. I glance between them, watching how focused they are, how neither of them budge.

I keep my eyes on Juniper, my heart thudding madly as she sweeps a piece of golden hair behind her ear, then uses her sleeve to wipe Sterl’s forehead free of sweat. He thanks her, and she smiles, and after he returns the smile, he looks my way, and smiles at me, too.

That’s when I realize.

It’s not just the bodies.

I mean, yeah, totally, a lot of my nerves come from the idea of facing more gross remains and worms and shit. But this crush I’ve had on Sterling… I’m realizing as I watch them together—it’s not just a crush. It’s not physical admiration or sexual curiosity, either.

I love Juniper.

But I love Sterling, too.

I am in love with both of them.

A loud bang sounds off somewhere behind us, and I twist to see Hudson Gray’s truck behind his property. When I look back at the oak, I see Juniper and Sterling working hard to back fill the hole, the rest of the remains bagged and knotted. I snap out of my haze and join in, and after the hole is filled, I take a side of the bag opposite Sterl and lift it into an empty drum behind the house. We load it into the bed of the truck as Juniper waits with our thermoses.

Sterl unscrews the lid and pours a capful, sipping it as he surveys the two drums in the truck. “We go to the town lines, then my sanitation plant, and get rid of these once and for all.”

Nerves snake my spine. My head grows fuzzy, and my knees buckle. I don’t know I’m falling, but I watch my black coffee scatter in beads along the hardpan beneath my feet before the wind knocks out of my chest and everything goes dark.

A moment later, or however long, I blink myself awake and find my head in Juniper’s lap, Sterling in a crouch next to me.

Concern lines his hazel eyes as he passes me a bottle of water. “Tell us,” he says, and that's all he says, and that’s all he needs to say. He’s known something was bothering me all morning, because we know each other. Juniper knew, too, in the way she rubbed my back and smiled gently, as if I was the weak link in the group.

I think I am.

“Just… I don’t know,” I lie. But the truth is, I’m embarrassed to admit that right now, I’m really fucking scared.

It’s been incredible with us lately, you know, despite the bodies, and today, I had an epiphany that I’m in love with a woman and a man. That same woman and man who are my best friends. And we also have incriminated ourselves together, for which we could all, in theory, go to prison. Forever.

“The bodies?” Juni asks quietly. I peer up at her, hating the guilt lining her eyes. I don’t want her to feel bad about what’s already done, and as crazy as it sounds, I don’t fault her for what she did.

Not wanting to admit that I’m actually very afraid of loving and losing my two best friends, I nod. “Yeah. Just a little… I don’t know, nervous.”

“It’s gonna be okay, D,” Sterl says, resting his hand on my thigh. It doesn’t matter if there are old, rotted fingers and bones in a drum ten feet away. This man’s large hand swallowing up my thigh has my cock getting thick, and my senses returning. I sit up quickly, leaving Juniper’s safe, warm lap.

“Thanks. Sorry. I feel stupid for… passing out.” I will not say I fainted. And I will not acknowledge that this is my second time fainting.

“Do you want some applesauce?” she asks sweetly, stroking my leg.

“No,” I quip, trying not to be offended but I have no legs to stand on, what with fainting twice. Erm, passing out twice.

Juniper slips her hand into mine, curling her fingers into my palm. “C’mon. We’re gonna go get the rest and finish the job. Then it’s truly just something in the past, okay?” She rocks to her toes and kisses my cheek. “We’re almost ready for the future.”

The future.

When we’re not holed up waiting to dig up remains, what then? Do we just go back to bowling together a few times a week, having pizza and watching movies, but all returning to our own beds and homes? Is what we’re doing now borne from trauma and stress and will it all go back to normal when it’s over?

I can’t bear the idea.

I can’t handle going back to just friends with either of them.

Nodding, I smile and walk her to the truck where I open the door for her. She hops in, and I follow, and Sterling drives us to the town line. I take the reins this time, and dig up the last few bags, passing them to Juni who stuffs them in the second barrel, filling it. Sterling and I lift it back into the truck, then we head to his sanitation plant. The drive is silent, but my mind has never been so loud.
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Sterling won’t let Juniper or myself help with the barrels, despite the fact I argue with him. “I don’t want this just on you, in case anything happens. I want to be able to say it was the both of us who burned these barrels,” I tell him, heart racing, adrenaline pumping.

My heart nearly stops when he brings his hand to my neck, cupping it, his thumb resting along my jaw. “Stay with Juniper. She needs you right now.” The way his eyes bore into mine, that hand on my throat feels like a hand on my cock and a hug around my heart.

Nodding, I agree, and sit with Juniper on the tailgate. I’m not sure I know what he means about her needing me until he disappears inside the building, the large metal doors opening to ominous shadowy darkness.

She lifts her gaze to mine, bottom lip trembling, and asks, “Why did I kill them? Why couldn’t I have just walked away?”

I don’t know how to answer, but heat flares behind my ribs when I realize Sterling could see in her eyes that she was on the brink. The same way Juniper knew, back at the oak tree, that I was on edge, about to lose it.

We know each other so well. Better than anyone else does or can, even Juniper’s sisters don’t know her like we do.

I waffle our fingers together, enjoying the way the last few days have silently given me permission to casually touch her. I bring our joined hands to my lips and dust kisses along her knuckles before holding them to my heart, letting her feel my rapid beating.

“Because you’re a kind, caring person who operates from love and morality. They treated you like nothing, and you snapped.”

“How can I operate from love and morality when I mapped out ways to murder them and went through with it?” She shakes her head. “I never let myself go to this place, the place where I cut the bullshit and realize there is no excuse for what I’ve done. Someone can be a jerk and not deserve to be murdered.” Her head falls. “It wasn’t all self-defense.”

I abandon our hand-holding in favor of stroking her back gently, pulling her head into my shoulder. A light breeze passes through, tossing her hair over her face. Leaning forward, stroking the hair back, I tuck it behind her ear as I continually rub her back, hoping to infuse her with calm the way she or Sterling does for me.

“They weren’t good humans, Juni. Okay? That’s all you have to tell yourself at this point. Forget the rest. They weren’t good people. Pedophiles, rapists, wife beaters—you didn’t murder any saints or pastors, okay? Remember that.” I pull her chin up and make her face me. “I love you no matter what, Juniper. Did you know that?”

She sniffles. “I hoped.”

I kiss her lips, the salt of her shedding tears making my heart twist. “Don’t cry, Juniper,” I whisper softly. “It’s going to be okay.”

I hope I’m not lying to her. I hope the three of us will be okay.

She nods as the crunch of Sterling’s feet in the loose gravel have us spinning to face him. He dusts his hands along his thighs. “All done.”

Looking past him, I see the plant is locked up, dark plumes of smoke filtering out of the top. “The burnin’ is done. That’s just some extra shit I put in thereafter.”

He looks between us but catches my gaze. “Everything okay?”

I squeeze Juniper to me as we hop down from the tailgate. “We’re all good.”

We clamber into the truck as my pulse spikes. Sterling starts the engine, the scent of ash and soot trailing him, flooding the cab. I crack the window and lean toward the opening, trying to find a breath of fresh air. The truck rumbles down the bumpy road, and before I know it, Sterling’s door is open and Juniper is watching him lock the security gate on the sanitation compound.

About a mile down the road, I tell myself that I’m fine. I was just consoling Juniper, Sterling did the burning—I should be fine. Fuck, as it is, I already fainted. Twice.

I. Am. Fine.

Despite the fact I sit in the passenger seat completely motionless, my eyes set forward on the road tugging beneath the pickup, on the inside, pressure and panic are building at an alarming rate.

I should be thinking about the consequences of what we’ve done. I should be making a short list of lawyers in my mind. I should be thinking about my parents, and what I’ll say to them if I turn into a headline one day.

All I can think about are the two people in this cab with me.

Last night was too good to even pretend I can, or would, find a fraction of that level of connection somewhere else. I didn’t even know part of me was missing until last night.

My lungs burn and my throat grows tight, the corners of my vision blurring as my pulse picks up. Bracing my hands on the dashboard, I keep my eyes on the CHEVROLET logo beneath my thumb as I calmly say, “Pull over.”

My request is muffled by wind whipping in through the cracked window, the AC, and the quiet radio lulling in the background. “Pull over,” I manage as a bead of sweat swims down the crevasse between my shoulder blades, making my shirt stick to my skin.

“You all right?” Sterl asks as he and Juniper both blink at me.

I motion toward the shoulder of the road as he slows, and use my bodyweight against the door, hopping out before we’ve completely stopped.

It’s quiet out here on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere and yet, I can hardly hear Sterling as he tells Juniper to stay put. I wade out into the tall grass, both hands pulling at my neck as I suck in deep lungfuls of air, chin lifted to the sky.

“Hey,” Sterling calls from behind me.

I blink at the gauzy clouds swimming through the blue sky, taking in one last moment of calm as I steady my breathing. It’s hard, though, because I spin to face Sterling, finding compassion and concern in his eyes, and I just can’t hold on.

“I moved to Bluebell chasing some Hallmark life,” I tell him, my eyes threatening to well with tears. I thought I wanted a peaceful, piece-of-cake life in a small town. I came here for that. But being in a relationship with my best friends? The town petitioned against the tattoo parlor, Ink Time, for Christ’s sake. They’ll never accept us.

I shake my head, dragging my hand down my face as I search for the words. He’s so calm as he wraps an arm around my shoulders, guiding me back to the truck.

“Here,” he says, reaching into the back to snag a bottle of water. I lean against the truck and take the bottle, drinking the whole thing in three big swallows. Heart still racing, I blink at him. He narrows his eyes. “I think we both know Juniper is safe.”

I remain motionless and yet my heartbeat refuses to steady. “Bluebell isn’t built for this,” I tell him, speaking slowly, hoping he will see the way those words give way to my true fears. Bluebell isn’t built to have their beloved jam maker revealed as a murderer, no. But I’m not talking about that. And the way his face softens and he licks his lips, taking a step closer to me, I think he knows exactly what I’m talking about.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” Sterl says, voice brimming with raw masculinity and virility. He splays his large hands against the side of the truck, around my shoulders, pinning me there, his eyes holding mine. “We’re going to be okay,” he says slowly.

With my back against the truck, he stays there, pressed over me, his eyes intensely holding mine. A minute passes, and the longer I stay beneath him, the more sure I feel. The more certain I am that he’s reading my fears and trying to assuage them in the best way he knows how.

“Let’s get out of here, okay?”

I grab his wrist before he pushes off the truck, keeping him there. His eyes drift to where I’m holding him, before coming back to mine. “I wasn’t gonna go for you. I was gonna let you have her. I never planned on going for you. But I always wanted to.” I lick my lips, my heart beating so fast my ears are ringing. “I’ve always wanted you.”

Before I know what’s what, Sterling crushes his mouth to mine, filling me with his breath and tongue, his feral moans and the taste of coffee. My grip on his wrist intensifies, but he pulls back, breathing hard, eyes glassy. “Get in the truck.”

I nod and get in, Juniper immediately waffling her hand with mine. Sterling walks around the front of the truck, headed toward the driver’s side. We watch him together. “He loves you, you know,” she whispers right before he pulls the door open.

“We need to do something normal that has nothing to do with digging, bodies or fires,” Juni says after we’re back on the main road. “Let’s shower and go to Goode’s for a meal, hmm?”

Sterl glances across the cab at me. “You good with that?”

I nod, stroking a hand through my sweaty hair. “Good.”

We could use a slice of pie and normalcy.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX



I’M THE DAMN QUEEN.

Juniper
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We’re quiet as we trudge up the steps to Sterling and Dash’s place, but once the front door is closed and locked, I can’t stay quiet a moment longer.

“I think we should shower together,” I tell them, “and talk.”

“Sweetheart, I don’t think the three of us—” Sterling glances at his feet, insecurity giving him pause. I can see it, I’ve seen it for years. He views himself through a skewed lens, and I’m ready to throw that lens on the ground and stomp all the fuck over it.

“Can fit?” I finish, causing his gaze to jerk up to mine. “We can fit. We will fit. So get naked and get in the shower,” I command, stripping my clothes off right then and there, leaving them in a heap by the front door.

I don’t look behind me, but the thuds along the hardwood tell me all I need to know. I start the shower in Sterling’s room, because it’s slightly bigger than Dash’s. After I climb in, I hold the door open, greeted first by Dash, in his birthday suit, smiling as he steps over the threshold into the shower. Water pelts his back as I watch the door and wait.

A moment later Sterling appears, fully clothed, looking somewhat anxiously between the two of us. I step out of the shower, not caring about the water I’m tracking on the floor. I rock to my toes and take his face in my hands. “Watching you cut and stack wood in winter, watching you scramble eggs, when you put your glasses on to read, when you hold a kitten, oh Jesus—when you hold a baby, ummm…” I trail off, still holding his face while I recount. “When you put gas in your truck, when you’re sick, the way you make your bed…”

His brow furrows. “What are you talking about?”

I smile, because telling him the truth about how I feel—finally—feels so right. “Just making a list of all the things I’ve thought about while touching myself.” I press my lips into his, absorbing his shock. “I want you,” I tell him slowly, “Dash wants you.” I kiss him again and step back, hanging onto the hem of his shirt. “We’re yours.”

I hope he knows what I’m saying. Because the way we see him is on a throne, on a pedestal, in the highest regard. If only he could see himself that way. “We’ll make you see what we see,” I tell him, helping him lift his shirt off over his head.

From behind me, Dash says quietly, “It’s getting lonely in here.”

Smiling at Sterl, he watches as I step back into the shower, under the spray, the hot water rolling in soft streams down my breasts and belly. He takes off his jeans and steps out of his briefs, exposing his broad, barrel chest and a long, thick cock, soft and plump over his full, heavy balls. I reach down and stroke the blooming bud between my legs.

“You’re so hot, Sterl,” I tell him as he comes to the shower door. Reaching back, I find Dash’s cock, already rock hard.

He steps inside, and it’s a tight fit, but I’m no stranger to making it fit. I grab the shampoo bottle and put it in his hands. “You can wash my hair, and I’ll wash Dash’s, and then together, we’ll wash each other.”

He looks between us, water peppering his brow, dripping over his face. “Okay,” he says, putting out his palm for the shampoo. I give him some, and we turn, and I know this is my time to say what I need to say.

His fingers delve into my scalp, rubbing me carefully, and I do the same to Dash, who lets out a little delighted groan as I do.

“What you guys have done for me in the last few days,” I start, sudsing Dash’s head as I tip mine back, giving Sterling more of me. “It’s shown me you’re both loyal beyond what I deserve.”

“We’re family,” Dash says, but I slide a hand from his hair to his throat, giving him a gentle ceasing squeeze.

“You’ve risked your lives for me, and we’ve come together in ways we never did before. In ways friends don’t.” Sterling’s fingers slow as I continue. “You’re in love with me. Both of you,” I say, my chest hollowing at the risky words I’m putting between us. I could be wrong, but I don’t think that I am. And I think this is the way we all get what we want, with me at the helm. “And I’m in love with you both, too.”

I tap Dash and he turns, and we face Sterling, who is now fully erect, his eyes hooded, lips parted.

“Let us rinse our hair, then we’ll wash you,” I tell him. After some shimmying and moving around, Sterling stands before the two of us, watching as I roll a bar of soap between my hands then pass it to Dash, who has been quiet. He’s been anxious all day, and if I had to guess, it has very little to do with his fears of getting caught burning remains and a lot to do with the wall of a man standing before us.

I pull Sterling between us, Dash at his back, with me standing in front of him. I smooth my hands up over his shoulders, kneading as I wash. He looks down at me, a drop of water hanging from the end of his nose.

“Thank you for taking care of so much today. For being so loyal. For loving me no matter what,” I tell him, working my palms down his chest, over his stomach. He tenses, and I shake my head, narrowing my eyes at him. “Do you know how much you turn me on? Do you have any idea?” I smooth my hands down his sides, gripping his hips as Dash’s hands curve over his shoulders, washing him from behind. Sterl’s eyes threaten to close, but he fights to keep them open.

“And me,” Dash says, from behind, making Sterl’s eyes widen a touch. He knows it. He has to know that Dash is wild for him.

“Something about hearing that out loud,” Sterl admits as if reading my thoughts. He shakes his head, sending water droplets splattering on the door and wall. “I can’t believe I’m that lucky.”

My hand falls to his cock and he sucks in a breath as I grab it, stroking it root to tip just once. With my other hand, I grab Dash, and pull him around Sterling to stand next to me. Carefully, I get to my knees and look up at Dash, urging him to do the same. And he does.

Sterling, covered in water, chest heaving, cock throbbing, is a sight above us. I press my hand to my lower belly, and chew my bottom lip a few times as I take in the sight. “You drive me crazy, Sterling,” I tell him as I slowly bring his cock to my lips.

Dash bats my hand away, holding Sterling's cock as I start to bob on it. When I peer up, mouth full, I see the two of them are looking at one another. My heart swells as I suck him deeper, steam filling the shower stall.

“I’ve never been attracted to a man until I met you,” he says, his voice raspy and quiet through the downpour. But Sterling hears him, I know he does, because as I suckle him deeper, Dash’s fingers pressed against my lips, he says, “Same.”

Carefully, I lean back, obsessed with the precum that threads between his slit and my lips. I twirl it around my finger and press it onto Dash’s tongue, batting his hand away from Sterling’s cock. I take over holding it as I sift my fingers through the back of Dash’s head, urging him down on Sterling’s erection.

Both of them groan, and we take turns, me and Dash, bobbing on Sterling until he’s tipped forward, gripping the wall, moaning for us to quit. “I’m close,” he warns, breathless, his face beet red from the hot water and pleasure. I help Dash to his feet, grabbing his hard cock as I do.

“Relief is coming,” I tell them both before stepping out and guiding them to Sterling’s bed. We towel off as fast as we can, and with my hands slowly jerking each of them, I tell them just what I want, what we need.

“I want to make love to each of you, separately this time.” I turn to Sterling, “I want you to make love to me, and while you do, I want Dash lying next to me. I want to kiss you both while you’re inside me, Sterl.”

Facing Dash, I tell him the same. “After Sterling makes love to me, and leaves his cum inside me, I want to make love to you.” I press my lips to his, letting my tongue scour his mouth for a moment before pulling back. “I want you to feel what he leaves inside me, and I want you to give me more.” Dash nods eagerly, making me smile.

After grabbing the lube, the three of us clamber into Sterling’s bed, and I pick a comfortable spot on my back, with Dash joining by my side. Sterling stands at the foot of the bed, eating up the room with his presence. He pumps his fist along his shaft, leaving it shiny from the lube. The bed dips as he knees onto it, crawling over me, his gaze shifting between me and Dash.

As he braces himself on one arm, ready to reach between our bodies to bring his cockhead to my entrance, I stop him. “Let Dash,” I whisper, turning my head to find Dash next to me, our eyes locked. “Put him inside me, D. Can you?”

He swallows thickly, lips parted, and nods. “Yeah.”

Sterling’s eyes shut the moment Dash grips him, and I lift my head from the pillow to watch Dash grip Sterl’s erection and stroke it as he guides it to my center. “Oh my god,” I breathe, letting my head fall back into the pillows. “I can’t watch you do that. It’s too hot.”

“Try feeling it,” Sterl deadpans as Dash’s fingers sweep my folds as he aligns Sterling.

When he’s pressed into my center, I nod, and lift from the pillow just enough to let him know I want a kiss. He kisses me, and I reach for Dash’s hand, placing it on Sterling’s back. Dash strokes Sterling’s back as our tongues twist, and finally, he pushes the first inch inside me.

I suck in a breath, my body shocked by the size. I took them both last time but still, I’m adjusting to taking anything besides my little vibrator. “How you doing, sweetheart?” Sterl asks, his hazel eyes glowing as he beams down at me.

Smiling, I tell him the truth. “Never been better. I’m sore but adjusting.”

“Still can’t believe you were a virgin,” he mutters before Dash’s hand grips his jaw, and he steals Sterling’s mouth. Watching their tongues tangle, their moans dropping down on me as Sterling ruts his hips between my open legs, the pressure in my pelvis builds.

“And I’ll only ever sleep with the men who took it from me,” I whisper, their mouths breaking apart, both sets of eyes coming to focus on me. Sterling gives me another inch before withdrawing, only to sink into me again, softly, his massive cock sending a burn through my taint. It burns so good.

Sterling searches my eyes. I turn to find Dash staring into my soul as he strokes his palm up and down Sterling’s back. I know I just told them they’re mine forever. It’s a big, passionate thing to say after we’ve only made love once.

But I know it.

And like Dolly knew with Hudson, and Ivy knew with Trace, I know that Sterling and Dash are my forever.

Why hide it? I kiss Dash and then Sterling, and as if the most natural thing ever, they kiss again. I feed my fingers through Sterl’s hair, watching the torque of his jaw as his mouth opens to accept more of Dash’s tongue.

My womb aches with emptiness. My cunt pulses with desire. My heart is brimming with satiated fullness being in bed with the two men I love, watching them love me, and each other.

“I know I’ve been bad,” I breathe, arching my back off the mattress slightly. “But even bad girls deserve cream pies.” Sterl’s eyes narrow and his roving hips gain speed. “Fill me up, hmm? Leave me full, leave me so creamy that when Dash sinks into me, your cum oozes up his shaft and drips down my ass.”

“Oh shit,” Dash murmurs, moving until I realize he’s stroking Sterl’s back and his own cock.

“Fuck, sweetheart, you’re the sexiest, sweetest bad girl I’ve ever known,” Sterl groans, his words loose and raw as he struggles to maintain composure. His throat grows red and a bead of sweat falls from his face to mine, and I lick it up.

“Tell me what you’re gonna do,” I whisper up to him, knowing he’s close. My cunt burns with the fullness he feeds me, but pulses all around him just the same, needing and wanting more.

He drops his mouth to my nipple and sucks it into his mouth while his hips continue rolling and pounding, his cock spreading and filling me repeatedly. “Gonna breed your bad girl pussy, breed this pussy so good, leave you so goddamn creamy.” He moves his mouth to my other nipple and gives it a hard, greedy suck that has my toes curling. Dash’s arm picks up speed next to me.

“Gonna leave you full, and our man is gonna breed you again, and won’t stop filling up our bad girl, will we, D? We’ll own and fuck this pussy until your house is full of our babies.”

Holy shit. It is so fitting that Sterling has a sleeper dirty mouth. “God, you’re so hot,” I breathe, grinding against him, seeking as much of him as possible as my orgasm nears. “Fuck, I’m close,” I moan, turning my head to steal a kiss from Dash.

“Let go,” I whisper, “don’t touch yourself. I want every drop.” Turning, I grab a handful of Sterling’s soft hair and pull his lips to mine, our mouths grazing, his breathing fast and needy. “Did you hear that? I want him to leave every drop of his cum inside me, too. Just like you.”

Dash’s hand reaches between us and softly strokes over Sterling’s hard nipple, and the groan that erupts from him sends me over, my orgasm shattering. “I’m coming,” I breathe, my pussy milking his girth, squeezing all around him as I tremble and moan. “Oh my god, oh my god,” I pant, ecstasy raking through me, my toes curling, mouth open, eyes rolled back.

“That’s right,” Dash whispers, lips ghosting my ear. “Breed our girl good. Leave her a sloppy, wet mess, baby.”

“Oh god,” Sterl groans before stilling above me, his stomach pressing into my body, another drop of his sweat hitting me as I blink up at him, the last of my orgasm snaking through my veins as his own begins.

“Juni,” he crows. Heat tears through me in rapid bursts as his cock swells and throbs, sending a delightful burn through my lower half.

“I feel you,” I whisper before turning to Dash, whose eyes are glued to the base of Sterling’s cock, just an inch of it exposed and glistening, throbbing, the veins pulsing, the rest buried deep inside me. “You see that? See how he’s pumping his cum deep inside me?”

Dash licks his lips and nods, all the while Sterling slowly slides his happy cock out of me, grabbing it, resting the sticky head on my clit. A final small stream of cum erupts from the slit, ribboning onto my groin and belly, making Dash groan.

Dash leans over, unplanned, licking the stream from my flesh with a contented moan. Sterling watches for a moment before coming to my other side, positioning himself on an elbow, head propped up with a palm. Dash kisses me, and I love tasting Sterling on his lips. Repositioning himself between my legs, he waits as Sterling reaches down, gripping Dash’s erection.

Their eyes lock, and the ease with which Sterling made the move has my heart pounding. He’s always wanted this, they both have, they just didn’t know how it was possible.

Dash looks down, moving his body until his cock is pressing into the full heat left behind by Sterling. With his thumb, Sterl swipes through my lips, finding where to guide Dash. He licks the side of my neck as he aligns us, and with a swift push, Dash is inside me, his body crumpled over mine. His mouth finds my nipple as he careens his hips between my widespread legs, one of them held open by Sterling’s hand. He rubs the inside of my thigh as his lips trail along my throat, Dash’s lips coming to my mouth as he fucks me harder and harder.

So much attention, so much adoration. I’ve never made myself come back-to-back, and never expected to come twice, but looking at the two men I’ve loved for so long paying homage to my body—which to me, represents our love—has my toes curling.

“D,” I moan, remembering the way Dash lovingly used affection terms for Sterling while he made love to me. “I’m not gonna last long,” I warn, reaching up to stroke damp strands of dark hair off his face. Sterling sits up, wraps his hand around the back of Dash’s head, and they share a passionate kiss.

“You hear that?” Sterling rasps, his forearm flexing as he holds the back of Dash’s head, keeping their gazes locked. “Our bad, bad girl needs you to give her more. She needs more cum, because bad girls can’t be bred enough. Isn’t that right?” He slides his gaze to me, a sinister smirk curving his lips. Damn. Sterling in the bedroom is insanely hot. “You need more cum, don’t you sweetheart?” He seals those words with a kiss, then reaches down, resting his thumb on my clit.

“I’ll rub our bad girl and you’ll fuck her, right, D?” He strokes me faster, licking his thumb to taste me before getting back to it. “Ripe strawberries and simmering sugar, sweetheart. That’s what you smell like, and that’s what you taste like, too.” He hums, and my skin erupts in heated bumps. “So good. You’re our good bad girl, aren’t you, Juniper?”

I nod, I nod frantically against the pillow as Dash dips down, moving his mouth between and all over my breasts, grunting as he slams his hips into me over and over.

“Fuck, she’s so slippery,” he grunts, speaking to Sterling as he suckles my breast. He lifts his head, his brow heavy with sweat, lips plump and pink from suckling. “I feel him inside you. I feel his cum on my cock,” he groans, his thrusts growing sloppier, less controlled. He’s nearing the finish line, and I can’t wait.

Literally.

“I’m coming,” I gasp, my eyes closing as Sterling’s scruff skates my collarbone, his lips exploring me as Dash stills, his cock throbbing rhythmically with each shot he releases deep inside me.

“Fuuck,” he groans, jutting his hips toward me, burying the last shot as deep as he can. “Yes, oh god, baby, you feel so good. Both of you,” he belts before collapsing against my chest, my pussy still quivering all around his girth.

We lay there in a panting, sweaty clump until Sterling tenderly smooths his hand over my shoulder, then slowly rubs Dash’s back.

“Juniper, you should use the restroom and wipe up, sweetheart,” he says, causing Dash to peel himself off of me.

“Yeah, he’s right. That was a lot on your sweet little pussy, and we don’t want you getting any UTIs.”

Standing on the other side of the bed, they each extend a hand, and I slip one in each, letting them pull me to the foot and help me stand up. I’m wobbly on my feet, dehydrated and hungry, too. And my pussy is throbbing. Throbbing.

“Let’s get to Goode’s and have a meal,” Sterling says, pressing a towel between my legs as Dash moves around the room, collecting clothing for Sterl and I before slipping out to grab clothes from his own bedroom.

“Sounds good,” I say, watching them work around me to get dressed and help me get dressed, too.

I try not to focus on the belly full of cum they gave me, and how badly I want to be pregnant, how long I’ve waited to find them and this, for my happily ever after. Instead, I focus on the speech I plan to give them at Goode’s.
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We settle into our favorite booth, but it’s the first time we’re sitting there under these conditions.

And I don’t even mean them knowing I have a murdery past.

I mean, it’s the first time I’ve sat here knowing what their come faces look like, what they taste like, having felt their mouths and sucked their cocks—same table, same people, different energy all together.

Dash sits next to me with Sterling sitting across from us, and beneath the table, we’re an adorable jumble of ankles and feet. Lucy approaches to take our order, no pad or pen in sight. We’re regulars. We have usuals, so when she smiles and slides glasses of water across the old laminate tabletop, she asks, “Same as always?”

Sterl nods.

Lucy snaps, her eyes going wide. “I forgot. Last time you got the trash I told you I’d show you my new granddaughter but I didn’t have the picture.” She digs around in her worn apron, finally retrieving her phone. She swipes and swipes before beaming at the screen, twisting it so that Sterling can see. He takes it, and his hands dwarf the device as he sweetly smiles down at the image onscreen.

“She’s beautiful,” he says, his gentle admiration making my stomach flutter. Lucy tilts the screen for us to see after she takes it back from Sterl, and Dash and I both smile.

“Beautiful little thing,” Dash replies sweetly.

“Oh, Lucy, she’s gorgeous. Congratulations to your daughter,” I say, almost unable to take my eyes off the pink-cheeked cherub in the grainy photo.

“Oh, I’ll let her know.” She stashes the phone away. “All right, a few minutes and your food will be out.” She knocks on the table just once. “Three coffees?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dash replies through a yawn.

Lucy disappears into the kitchen through the saloon doors, and the moment she’s out of sight, I split my gaze between Sterl and Dash.

“Remember when you asked what I want? You know, from life?” I start, nerves spreading wings behind my ribs as my heart begins to race. We made love for the last hour. I know they love me, despite the fact the exact words with that precise meaning have not been shared. Still, I know it. And still, I’m scared to lay it all out there. What if I scare them off? What if… I don’t know, just what if.

Sterling nods. “Your family home, watching your sisters live fulfilling lives, your jam business and the two of us,” he recounts, nodding toward Dash, sharing a second of eye contact with him.

I’m not surprised he remembered. He’s so thoughtful. Dash, too.

“That photo, the one Lucy just showed us,” I start, placing my hands on the table, palms up. “I want that. I want to be a mother. I want a baby. I want lots of babies, lots of kids. I want a house so full of laughter and footsteps that we go mad sometimes because of it. But that’s what I want. And I told myself to be okay with never getting it. That at age twenty-nine, if I hadn’t found it by then that I may not. Then thirty came. And thirty-one, and now I’m thirty-two and thirty-three isn’t that far away. Just around the corner, even. And I know there’s no actual clock for me, not yet. But,” I say as they each slip a hand into mine, the three of us unified for everyone who passes by this table to see. “I never thought I’d find anyone who understands me. And you both do,” I tell them, knowing we are all aware of the elephant I’m referencing. “You both love me in spite of my problems. And it feels stupid to go another day without saying what I want because now I’m seeing… I might get it. I just have to be brave.”

I stare at our joined hands, my heart growing frantic at how much silence there is. Such a big speech for me and so much silence—I look up, between them, trying to understand the quiet.

“Juniper,” Dash starts, but I squeeze our joined hands, and shake my head.

“If it’s a no. If you don’t want to figure out a way for the three of us to work forever, and if you don’t want a family, can you not tell me just yet? Let’s have a nice meal and let's go to bed,” I say, leaning over the table, dropping my voice to a whisper. “Let's just enjoy the rest of this day, because it’s been so perfect in so many ways.” I drop my voice even lower to a nearly inaudible whisper when I add, “Minus the bodies.”

“Sweetheart,” Sterling hedges, casting eyes at Dash.

A tear slips free, as panic sinks it claws into me. If they say no⁠—

“Hey,” Sterling says sternly, grabbing my attention. “Do you think I would have come inside you without protection even once if I wasn’t ready for this?” His eyes search mine.

“Same,” Dash adds. “I would have never gone unprotected without the intention of forever. It’s not how I operate.” He chuckles softly. “Hell, I hoped it would happen. That way you couldn’t get rid of me.”

“I’m not accustomed to being wanted,” Sterl says, making my heart twist. “So I’m equally not accustomed to making life plans. But if you can be brave, so can I,” he says as Lucy approaches with three plates of food.

She slides the chicken fried steak, eggs over easy, bacon and wheat toast to Sterling, who asks her for a side of Juni’s Jam (swoon). Next she passes Dash his club sandwich, and he also asks for a side of my jam (double swoon). Lastly, I get my Cobb salad. I’ve eaten plenty of jam.

“You put jam on a meat and bacon sandwich?” I smirk at Dash as he disassembles the club, readying it for jam.

“Fuck yeah. Sweet and savory, baby, especially when the sweet is yours,” he says with a wink. Lucy returns with two sampler jars, and I watch them slather their bread with it. After reassembling his sandwich, he takes a bite, and surprises me by passing it across the table to Sterling.

“Try it,” he says.

Sterling, who I’ve never seen take a bite of Dash’s food before in my life, takes a bite of it, straight from Dash’s hands.

The hot guy you love feeding the other hot guy you love? So hot.

“Fuck, you’re right. That’s incredible,” Sterling says, swiping a napkin along his mouth. He returns his focus to me. “What I was saying is…” He pauses, looking between me and Dash, thoughtful and pensive for a moment. “I’m not concerned with what Bluebell thinks of two men and a woman being together. I don’t care. I’m not afraid of being different. What I’m afraid of is going another day without both of you in my bed, and in my life.” He bites into a piece of chicken fried steak, and I watch him chew and swallow like I’m watching the finest painter put touches on his masterpiece. “I’ve wanted you both for so long. I want to make it clear—” He lowers his fork to his plate. “I want to be a daddy. To my own boy, to Dash’s boy, to my daughter or his, I don’t care. The three of us, together. That’s what I care about.” He retrieves his fork. “Us three.”

“Jesus,” Dash breathes, and when I turn to face him, I find his eyes glittering, his breath coming quick and shallow. “That’s why I love you. That’s why I’m in love with you,” he corrects, and my heart swells knowing that I’m witness to the first time he’s said those words in that capacity to Sterl. “You’re so… fuck, man, you’re fucking perfect.”

Sterl’s cheeks flood with color, and he readies another bite of eggs and steak but Dash reaches out, draping his hand over Sterling’s palm. “I want what both of you want. I want life here in Bluebell with you. And I’ll do my best not to worry about what everyone else thinks.”

I love how honest he is. How honest they both are. Sterling doesn't care but Dash, as a public servant, is concerned. And that's okay. “We’ll work through everything together,” I tell them.

“I love you too, by the way,” Sterling says, looking only at Dash. “I mean, that way. I’m… in love with you, too.” All of my breath leaves my lungs, the beauty of the moment stealing all viable oxygen. My eyes fill but then his attention is on me. “I’ve always been in love with you, Juniper Sky, but I think you know that.”

Lucy returns as tears slip past my cheeks. She passes me a napkin with a smile. “Everything okay?”

I blink up at her. “Good tears. We just made it official.”

She motions between me and Dash. “You and Officer Hunk?”

I shake my head and reach for Sterling’s hand. Her eyes follow, and they follow my other hand when it steals Dash’s. I watch her face as it occurs to her what I mean, and her expression evolves from confusion to acceptance in a moment’s time.

“The three of you, huh?” She sticks her pencil behind her ear as she unloads coffee mugs from her tray. “Sterling Ford and Dash Foster.” She whistles, shaking her head. “You got the two best-looking bachelors in town, you lucky thing.” With a wink, she drops the check on the table and disappears into the back.

Sterling swipes the check. “I pay.” He fishes his wallet out as Dash reaches for his.

He doesn’t argue with Sterl, but instead says, “10-4.”

“Hey, you can pay me with that mouth,” he says, winking. “I pay for everything else.”

I eat my meal while floating on top of cloud nine. I’m not just up there, I’m the damn queen.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN



INSTINCTIVELY I CLENCH MY ASS.

Sterling
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Three Weeks Later.

I wondered if I’d have nightmares about what we did. I thought maybe I’d see dismembered fingers in my dreams or something.

But in the last three weeks, I’ve been having more sex and deep sleep than the prior thirty-four years of my life combined.

There hasn’t been room for nightmares or guilt. Hell, when I hear the whoop whoop of a police siren, I get bricked up because I think of Dash. No part of me ever wonders “Is this it?”

I recognize that’s kind of fucked up.

I should be like, I don’t know, internalizing and stewing, pulling at my hair and tossing and turning.

Instead, I’m sleeping in my bed with my partners, having sex I never dreamed of having, kissing and touching the sweetest, most beautiful people I’ve ever known, living my life in a way I thought I never would.

I thought I’d always be the reliable friend, the sidekick, the fun uncle, the other guy.

They gave me the life I always dreamed of, and in return, I will give them everything.

That’s where my mind has been. Them. Us.

Not decomposed body parts in drums and bags.

Dash and I have been back to work for the last few weeks. He’s been happy to report daily that not a single soul has mentioned foul play regarding the abandoned truck near the ravine. Juniper has been staying at our house for the last three weeks, too. She said after everything that’s gone down, she hasn’t been in the mood to make jam. All she wants to do, in her words, not mine, is “Be with my guys.”

It’s fucking sweet, and I love her.

I hated the idea of her sitting at our place, bored out of her mind, feeling uninspired and lonely while Dash and I were at work. Yesterday after I was off of work, I ran by the Eat O Rama and grabbed all the things she’d need for a small but fresh batch of jam.

As soon as she saw the supplies on the counter, she started to cry. Finally, we pulled it out of her that she’s harboring guilt for using her jam for evil.

I smirked when she said that, but made sure she didn’t see me. I knew what she meant—lacing her jam then using the jars to knock out weird men—but still, “Using my jam for evil” was about the most adorable thing she could say.

After one batch of delicious strawberry jam and two very sticky blowjobs, Juniper expressed being ready to “Get back at it.” She’d told Dolly and Hudson to tell all the folks at the farmers market that she threw out her back and would return to her booth as soon as she could. Today we’re taking her back to her place so she can make jam and be part of the market this weekend.

The drive to her place is completely silent.

Because she’s filling so many backlogged orders, she’ll be working around the clock, which means… she won’t be sleeping in my bed with me and Dash.

The three of us have not had a night apart in over three weeks, and now the idea of sleeping without her is so depressing I can hardly stand it. But the fact she’s ready to get back to her jam making is good. She’s healing from everything that’s gone down, and that’s positive.

We get out of my truck but before my door is even shut, I’ve got an idea. A plan. Because leaving Juniper here at her house just… doesn’t work for me.

Dash and I walk behind her, our arms full of boxes of fruit and sugar. “Could you live here? You know, instead of our place?”

He doesn’t even break pace or hesitate. “Yeah, I mean, in my mind, as this thing progressed, I kind of thought we would.”

“Yeah?” I ask, adjusting the second box in my arms so we don’t lose any berries.

He nods around his armful. “Yeah, I mean, all her big pots and canning stuff is here, and the market is on this property nearly. It wouldn’t make sense for her to live at our place. I just, I don’t know. I didn’t feel like I could be the guy to suggest the move.”

“Door’s unlocked, I’m gonna run to the restroom,” Juniper calls, her keys dangling from the gold doorknob as she disappears inside the house.

We stop in our tracks, a few paces from the door. I lower my boxes to the ground, and fold my arms over my chest. “Why do you say that?”

He puts his boxes down, too, sifting a hand through his soft hair. “I live in your house and she lives in her house. Kinda not my place to say either way. Besides, I just wanna be where you guys are.”

My chest squeezes. I can’t say I’ve completely grown comfortable with touching Dash the way that I want to quite yet. I still feel like he’s gonna stop me and laugh and say, What the fuck are you doing, man? I know he loves me but still, he’s so funny and sexy, I still catch myself wondering what he sees in me.

Today, though, I have zero hesitation when I reach out, grab him by the back of the neck and drag his face to mine for a hot kiss. “We live in our house; she lives in her house,” I tell him, our lips grazing a moment before he eats up my words, kissing me again.

He nods, laughing a little as he collects my boxes and passes them to me, then grabs his own. “Okay, noted. So you wanna move in here?”

I follow him in the house and use my foot to kick the door closed. Juniper’s house phone rings, but we ignore it. She always does, too. Dropping our boxes onto the counter, I start unloading supplies. “I do. Because I know that’s what she’ll want.”

“And it’s got more bedrooms,” Dash adds, setting a ten-pound bag of sugar on the counter.

I cock a brow playfully. “Need your own bedroom?”

He analyzes a jar of vanilla extract before setting it down next on the counter. He always makes sure the wholesalers don’t give Juniper a damaged item and charge her full price. He’s caught a few bad items in the past. “No, but the kids will.”

I freeze, a tray of empty canning jars in my hands slides to the counter with a thud. Luckily nothing breaks. Dash eyes me suspiciously as he continues unloading. “Weird hearing it?” he asks. It’s wild how well the three of us know one another.

Nodding, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. “Yeah.” I chew the inside of my cheek a little, watching him pull out strawberry baskets from the second box. “Also just wrapping my mind around us. One day we’re all bowling and the next, we’re potentially having and raising kids together.” I shrug. “It’s just crazy, that’s all.”

Dash grins, and my pulse leaps, my cock stiffening. “We put a finger in a Ziploc bag so… I guess crazy is our thing.”

Juniper pads down the hall, her blonde hair in her signature sexy style—a crown braid and long, loose waves. Her feet are bare and her white dress swishes around her ankles as she skips toward us, wrapping her arms around our necks, pressing a kiss to each of our cheeks.

“Ahh, the smell of my house,” she beams, beelining for her fridge after our hug. Yanking open the door, she wrinkles her nose. “I need groceries.”

“Juniper,” I start, watching her survey items while blindly plucking a strawberry from the counter, taking it down in one bite, dropping the stem on the counter.

“Hmm?” She pulls out an old Tupperware, tipping it into the trash. Suddenly she slams the door closed and faces us with sadness rimming her eyes. “I was gonna say, I should make orange chicken tonight, since we haven’t had that in a while. But then I realized… I’ll be here. Without you guys.”

“Juni, sweetheart, that’s what we wanted to talk to you about,” I say, taking her by the hand, leading her to the couch where Dash and I take seats around her. She bounces her knee, eyes welling as she looks between us.

“You changed your minds,” she breathes. “The murder stuff, right?”

Dash laughs and I cup her face with my hand, smoothing my thumb across her lips in an attempt to calm and soothe her. “No, honey, that’s not it. We didn’t change our minds about you. But we did change them about living without you. Even just temporarily.”

Reaching out, Dash garners her attention with a palm to her knee, smoothing up and down her thigh. “We want to live here, in your house, with you.”

She blinks, then erupts in a laugh-sigh hybrid. “I wanted to ask but I thought since my place is so much older…” she says, swiping the tears that no longer mean harm. “Are you guys serious?”

I nod. “Dash, tell her what you told me. You know, about why this house is better for the three of us.”

Dash’s lips curl into the most handsome smile, and the way his fingers curl into Juniper’s knee with love and possession has my cock hardening. “This is your home. The place you make your jam. The place you grew up and raised your sisters. So it should be the place our kids grow up, where we raise our family.”

“Whenever that happens,” I add, wanting her to know there’s no stress or timeline. I may be the oldest, but I’m patient. I have them and I never thought I would—everything else now is just a goddamn bonus.

She smiles, but I know Juniper Sky like the back of my hand. That glint in her eye isn’t just happiness. “Let’s celebrate this decision before I get to making jam.”

Dash’s proverbial tail wags and my cock presses into my fly painfully. “How so, sweetheart?”

Slowly, she reaches out, slipping her palm over the hard ridge of my erection, over my denim. “Let’s try something we haven’t before, yeah?”

Instinctively I clench my ass.

We’ve done a lot of things in the last few weeks. But Dash and I have not had sex. Not together, not without Juniper between us. I’ve not been inside him; he’s not been inside me. We’ve tasted and touched, explored in other erotic, wild ways. But we’ve never actually, directly had sex.

I haven’t gone down on him, either.

I’m ready for both. Or at least, I know I’m ready to begin exploring both, I just don’t know how to start. Making love to Juniper with Dash is a crazy hot experience, but one I’m well-versed in. Pleasing a man? I don’t know if I can.

I don’t want to be bad at it.

“Yeah?” I ask, my voice thinning as my nerves intensify.

“Not that yet,” she says, reading my expression. “You two decide when you’re ready for that.”

My eyes drift to Dash, but there’s no discomfort between us. He smiles at me, and my chest aches at how easy it is when you’re with the right people. “What did you have in store?” I ask.

She smiles and gets up, walking slowly down the hall backward on the balls of her feet. “C’mon, I’ll show you guys.”
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Under Juni’s orders, the three of us stand naked in her bedroom until she pushes Dash down into the chair near her dressing table.

“By the time we leave this room, we’re all going to have given head,” she says, one hand on Dash’s knee as she lowers to hers. He spreads his wide, his pinkened balls looking plump atop the seat. In his fist he holds his cock, hard and sticky, and I can’t help but steal a glance at his underwear on the floor, nearly drooling at the precum he left inside.

“C’mon,” Juni says to me as I stand back, naked, itching to cover up as I hold my cock against my belly. I’m out of my element in pleasing Dash, and it’s giving me a major case of insecurity.

I don’t move. Dash’s head falls back against the chair as he rolls his fingertip around his slit, groaning.

“I—” I want to, but I don’t know if I can.

“I’ll teach you, Sterl,” she offers, smiling, pushing her blonde hair off her shoulder, exposing the blushed tip of her breast.

“D,” I start, nervous, sweat sliding down my spine. “Do you want me to?” Fear slithers through me at the idea that he could say no.

He laughs, stroking his erection, showing me his glistening palm. “Look what you both do to me. I’m a dripping mess half the time.” He leans forward, steals an aggressive kiss from Juniper’s lips and pushes his cock down, toward her. She wraps her hand around it as his hand comes to the back of her head, nudging her open mouth down on his cock. “Mmmm,” he purrs as Juniper begins to suckle his swollen tip. “Please. I’m dying to get in your mouth, Sterl. I’ll suck you so good after, too. I promise.”

I drop to my knees as if my life is on the line, and rest a large hand on his thigh, watching up close as Juni sucks him. She pops off, holding his cock between us, angling it toward my mouth.

“Start by using your tongue,” she says softly. “Trace the head a few times, then seal your lips around his crown, then just hold it there.”

I nod and catch Dash’s eyes before I take him into my mouth. He winks, shooting me a sexy, reassuring grin. Juniper uses her other hand to grab my bobbing cock, holding me in a loose grip. “Now,” she says, “taste him.”

I keep my eyes open as I trace his head with my tongue, just the way Juni said. His moans wash over me, and my cock twitches at the salty taste of him. His head is slick and wide on my tongue, and when I wrap my lips around his crown, his hand comes to my head.

“Fuck, Sterl, your mouth is heaven. Just like Juni’s.”

Just like Juni’s is a compliment. I’ve felt her mouth. It is heaven. Totally.

Juniper strokes me with one hand, using her other to tenderly swipe over my spine, calming my nerves. It’s everything I need right now, and with Dash’s hand in my hair and his moans of affirmation flooding the room, I’ve never felt so goddamn good.

“Now take him a little deeper,” Juniper offers, leaning in to press a kiss against my throat. I sink my mouth down his steely cock another inch, the pressure in my groin mounting as Juniper’s soft hand makes long, slow passes down my weepy cock.

“Hmm,” Dash moans. “Your mouth feels too good, Sterl. You’re gonna make me come, baby.”

“You’re doing good,” Juniper whispers, praising me. Their words of affirmation have my chest tight and my cock aching, and the first spurt of hot, silky cum that ribbons along my tongue sends me over the edge. My groin tightens as my cock spews release, making Juniper squeal. Scrambling, she lowers to put her mouth on my cock, catching my orgasm as I swallow Dash’s one shot at a time.

Dash roars through his orgasm—it’s one of the best things that I’ve ever tasted. The way he tenderly strokes my cheek as I suck the last of his cum out of him, and how Juniper rubs my balls softly as she suckles at my cock, taking the rest of my load, I’ve never felt so good. So high.

“I’m sorry about that,” I tell Juniper once Dash’s cock softens, and I slip it out of my mouth. I look up at Dash. “I know you were going to return the favor after but… I got too worked up.”

He smiles at me, leaning forward to kiss me, sweeping his tongue through the remainder of his flavor. “That’s so hot, Sterl. You coming from sucking me is fuck hot.”

Juniper gets to her knees and kisses us both. “You guys wanna help make some jam?”

Dash crumples into the chair. “Will I get to taste it off your naked tits?”

She playfully smacks his thigh as I get to my feet then help her get to hers. Looking between us, she finally says, “Probably.”

Dash smacks his palms together and jumps up, not moving to cover his soft naked cock whatsoever. His openness bleeds into me, and I drop my hand from where it hovered over my own soft cock.

“Let’s make some jam.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT



“TIME FOR BREAKFAST.”

Sterling
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“Ugh,” I groan, smacking my phone alarm as I blink my eyes open.

Dash slept in the middle last night, and that’s the first time anyone but Juniper has slept next to me. I worried I’d cuddle him in my sleep and he’d hate it, but as I peer down, I find his head on my chest, his hand tucked into the waistband of my pajama pants, Juniper’s leg slung over his.

Quietly, I reach over and take my phone off the pink WAKE AND SLAY BAE charging dock—note to self, start moving my stuff over here—and open the camera app. Flipping the camera to selfie, I lift my hand in the air, snapping a photo of the three of us, my two favorite people still sound asleep.

We’re exhausted. Dash worked a twelve-hour shift yesterday, and I worked an eight, and then we helped Juniper with her last two batches of jam for her first farmers market in weeks. Today’s the day, and I’m so worn out, I don’t even know if I can get out of bed.

Who knew making jam was so much work.

Well, there may have been a few breaks.

Okay, there may have been eight breaks consisting of passing Juniper between our cocks on the couch, bouncing her in our laps until we filled her completely full. And another break to suck strawberry jam from her nipples, and another to watch Juniper lick preserves off Dash’s nuts as I jacked him off.

You get the idea.

We had breaks.

Either way, I’m exhausted, but have every intention of setting up Juniper’s booth this morning, and having a word with her brother-in-law, Hudson.

I fold the covers back and carefully slide out of Dash’s hold, bending over the bed to kiss both of their foreheads before I head out. We’ve been living here for just three days, so we're still digging clothes out of suitcases, but it’s worth it.

I feed my arms through a flannel and slip into my work jeans, grabbing my baseball cap and boots once I’m in the living room. Once fully dressed, I make a pot of coffee and while it’s brewing, pop some of Dash’s frozen bread in the toaster. With a black pen, on the back of a bank envelope, I write them a note.

Sweethearts,

I’m setting up the tent for the market today. Coffee is made. I’ll see you out there around 10.

Forever yours,

S

With that, I fill my canteen and head out to the barn, spotting Hudson Gray right away.

“Sterling, how are you?” he greets, slapping his hand into mine. I realize Hudson isn’t Juniper’s dad. He’s not even an older brother. But he’s the only man in her life she’s related to, and I know he’s lived next door to the Ellingtons for years now. Speaking with him feels like the closest thing to asking her father for her hand. And he is my access to her sisters, too.

“Good, good. How’re you? How are the wife and kids?” I ask, peering back at his place where a pregnant and barefoot Dolly stands on the porch, one hand guarding her belly, the other waving.

He waves and winks, his whole face lighting up. I get that look. I never did before, but now I wholeheartedly do. The way this hardworking man grins back at me, his eyes lighting up like the damn North Star at midnight, right then and there I know no matter what the three of us face, we’ll overcome. We have to. Because he’s living in goddamn bliss, but also reality, and I have that.

I’m lucky enough to have that.

I’ll do everything I can to keep it.

“Well, they’re doing pretty darn good, thanks for asking,” he replies, tipping up his hat to expose his sweaty brow. “Hey, I thought I’d ask ya—what were y’all diggin’ up under the oak the other week?”

Panic sluices through my once happy heart but I maintain a neutral expression, letting one shoulder rise and fall as if my response is the most meaningless thing in the world. “Ah, Juniper lost a ring when she was out there while composting. Got real upset.” Quickly, I run down a list in my memory of all the special things Mr. Ellington gave to his daughters before he passed. I would remember if there was jewelry, and there wasn’t. “Something Dash picked up from Oakcreek once. A little thing. A mood ring, maybe. I can’t remember,” I say, scratching at the back of my head where my baseball cap pinches. “But she was pretty upset so… we dug.”

He nods before he breaks out into a smile. “The things we’ll do for love.”

My body releases a million pounds of invisible weight as Hudson tugs his hat back down, returning his focus to yanking his gloves on. With my boot, I push a stone around on the ground before finally saying, “About Juniper.”

Hudson stops his work, glancing back to the porch where his wife stood. I glance back too but Dolly has gone back inside, and for some reason, I’m grateful for that. Talking to Hudson about this is less uncomfortable without an audience.

“Hmm?” he asks, tugging on his second leather glove. “You come to ask for her hand?” he asks jokingly, peering at me with a playful expression on his face.

When I don’t respond for a moment, his eyes widen and his stance solidifies, his head jutting forward. “Holy shit, man, you are, aren’t ya?”

I shrug. “I know you’re not her father, and I know you aren’t her brother. But you are the only man in her life, and I thought I’d come to you, hoping you could help me get Dolly’s and Ivy’s approval.” I clear my throat, trying my hardest to ignore the flickering bundle of nerves licking their way up my spine, spreading through my veins, flooding my gut. “Dash and I would like to commit to her.”

He remains silent and motionless for so long that I start spewing things I’m sure he doesn’t want to know.

“I know it’s unconventional, I do. And I know Bluebell is… small. But I’m gonna believe they aren’t small-minded. And if they are, well,” I say, scratching my chin, “fuck ’em. Because I’m in love with Juniper, and so is Dash. And all I want to do is spend the rest of my life with them, and I just want her sisters to know there’s nothing in the world we wouldn’t do for her.”

A memory of Dash with a finger on his shoulder flashes through my mind, as does a memory of the smell that night in the burn chamber at the sanitation plant.

“We would give our lives for hers, Hudson, and I just want her sisters to know that’s the kind of love she has. Even if it’s unconventional, she’ll never want for anything, and she will never be unhappy with us.”

He shakes his head just a little, letting out a laugh as he focuses on his boots. A moment later, he looks back up at me. “Well, shit. I owe my wife a lot of really weird, kinky things tonight because she just won a bet.”

I arch a brow. “A bet?”

He smirks, glancing back at his house. “She told me y’all were a throuple. And I said no.”

I place a hand on his shoulder and squeeze. “Doesn’t sound like your loss is really a loss at all.”

He grins and hooks a thumb over his shoulder. “C’mon in for a sec? Talk to my wife? Now that I know I’ve lost, I better grab some electrolytes to prepare for tonight.”

I glance back at the house. “Well, I’m setting up Juniper’s booth for the market today. But… yeah, that’d be okay.”

I don’t even make it inside. The moment Hudson opens the door, Dolly is there, smirking. “Why are you back so soon?”

Hudson presses his lips to her ear, resting a gloved palm over his baby resting in her belly. “You were right, baby.” He kisses her neck and moves past her toward the kitchen, and her eyes fall on me.

“Oh my god, you guys finally made it official?” She claps her hands together silently, beaming.

“How’d you know?” I ask, because while Juniper does tell us everything, I don’t recall her telling me she spoke to her sisters about us.

“Well, she came over here the other night, while you guys were asleep in her bed. And she told me you guys are together, but she shared some fears too.”

My heart jumps. “Fears?”

Dolly studies me as her palms wander over her belly. “Fears about being a good mom.”

“What?” I retort, surprise lifting my voice. “Seriously?”

“Why seriously?” Dolly asks, her question pointed and intense. But all I can think about is my sweetheart believing or even questioning what kind of mother she would be. I mean, I think I know why—but even so, that’s insane.

“Because Juniper will hands down make the best mom and I can’t believe she can’t see that in herself,” I reply, glancing back at the house where she and Dash are sleeping soundly.

“Were you askin’ Hudson for his blessing?” she asks, not glaring anymore as much as she is actively sizing me up.

“I was hoping Hudson could talk to you and Ivy. I know that if you two aren’t on board⁠—”

Dolly stops me, and my heart expands as a grin spreads across her face. “Just seeing how you were gonna react, that’s all.” She nods toward the edge of the property, where her cans are lined up. “I’ve seen you around here with her, and I’ve seen the three of you in town together plenty.” She steps up to me, the tiny thing that she is with nothing more than a basketball belly, and drops her hand on my shoulder. “You’re not good at secrets. Your face has been screaming I love you for years. Ivy and I are just glad it’s finally official.”

“It is,” I tell her, “we’re moving into Juniper’s place this week.”

She looks at the diamond glittering on her finger. “Commitment ceremony?”

I nod. “Yes. I hope.”

“Here?” she says, her focus catching on Hudson setting up white tents, her vision narrowing, tongue sweeping over her bottom lip in a half seductive, half you’re mine kind of way.

“If that’s what Juniper wants, then yes.”

She nods then sticks out her hand, and we shake. “I like that you came by.” She pushes a slender finger into my pecs pointedly. “Don’t ever stifle her energy. She has big energy, we all do. We need men who can help shape it, not diffuse it.”

I salute her. “Got it.”

She smiles. “All right, well, I’ll talk to Ivy before she comes by the market.”

I nod. “I’d appreciate that. I’m going to head over and set up Juni’s table. She’s been up for a few nights bulk cooking. I want her to wake up rested and ready to see Bluebell.”

Dolly smirks. “How’s her back?”

My cheeks flame. “Better.”

She rubs her belly. “Hudson had a backache once.” Another belly rub. “And now we’re expecting our second son.” She winks, and disappears back into her house, leaving me pleased as pie.
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The booth looks absolutely beautiful, not to toot my own horn or anything. By the time I’m done, there’s just an hour until the market starts, so I head inside to a quiet house. I kick off my boots and turn my hat backward as I pad down the hall, knocking open the bedroom door.

Juniper is still asleep, but she’s alone in the bed. The bathroom door is closed, a strip of light glowing from beneath. I don’t hear the shower, and I think if he were actually using the toilet, he’d have used the other bathroom. Cautiously, I push the door open to find a very naked Dash sitting on the edge of the tub, his phone in his hands.

He looks up and gets to his feet as I close the door behind me.

“Keanu texted me this. Look,” he says, coming to my side with his phone out for me to see. Looking down at the screen, I begin reading the text message as I reach behind me, yanking Juniper’s robe from the hook on the door. I shove it into him then take the phone, sitting on the edge of the tub to read.
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TRUCK ON RAVINE: NEW DETAILS.

The abandoned truck on the ravine between Bluebell and Oakcreek finally has a story. Bluebell Police Department shared with Bluebell Daily’s lead reporter, Bentley Moore, that the abandoned truck bears a more sinister story. As it turns out, the man who it is registered to, whose name is not currently being released to the public, was on the run after raping and murdering a woman, and possibly killing her dog. Investigators believe the man drove three towns over to possibly mine for gold to pawn, as his body and belongings were found in an old gold mining shaft down the ravine. It is currently theorized that the man had an accident, leaving him too injured to climb out of the mineshaft. His body was recovered early this morning, and his truck has been identified by the Sonoma County Sheriff’s Department as the vehicle on-camera at the site of Melody McGraw’s murder some weeks prior.

I look up at Dash, now wrapped in a neon violet terry bathrobe with yellow smiley faces all over it. His eyes are wide. “He wasn’t just a dog beater,” he whispers. “He wasn’t innocent. He was really fucking guilty.”

I hand him his phone. “She sensed it.”

He pulls back the robe, exposing his erection. “That news article got me so hard.”

I lean forward and close the robe. “Quit being a tease. The market starts in an hour. We need to get breakfast going while she gets ready. And good news—I got Dolly’s blessing for us to live here and commit to Juniper.”

He nods but his face is tight. “Oh… good.”

Moving past him, I grab the door handle, but he stops me. “What’s up, D?” I ask.

“Let’s celebrate tonight.” His eyes fall to my lips. In the recent weeks, we’ve grown comfortable being affectionate with each other, without Juniper around. She’s the one that has guided us to do so. He sinks his mouth to mine, pressing his groin into me. “The move, this news, everything.”

“Mmm,” I hum, licking him from my lips. “I like that idea.”

We exit the bathroom to find Juniper on the edge of the bed, naked, legs spread, eyes wide, a jar of jam in her hand.

“You have to be out there in less than forty minutes,” I tell her.

She smiles at us. “What I have planned won’t take more than ten minutes.” Dipping a finger into the jam, she spreads it along her thigh, and repeats the action. “Time for breakfast.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE



I’M GETTING MUSHY.

Dash
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The phone rings a few times but since Sterling and I take turns eating sweet jam from Juniper’s pussy, we let it ring. After we make her come, which is still so surreal to me, she cleans up in the bathroom as Sterling and I silently will our raging hard-ons to go away. He changes his shirt, tossing the sweaty one over the side of the hamper as I take a seat on the edge of the bed.

“I always liked when I was home from work before you, because I’d get to see you come home all tired and sweaty after a long day. I jerked off thinking about you in your work blues once,” I tell Sterling, watching as he slides his arm through a clean t-shirt.

Juni’s head pops out from the bathroom. “Same.”

He rifles through his open bag. “Trips me out,” Sterling says. Neck gaining a flush, Sterling does what he always does when the attention is favorably aimed his way. He nods me on, saying, “Tell Juniper what you told me. Show her the article.”

She stumbles out of the bathroom, curious energy leading her to sit next to me. I dig out my phone and pass it to her before rising and heading toward the bedroom door, stopping to grip the frame. “I’m gonna get going on breakfast.” I look at Sterling. “Also, the whole naked beautiful woman I love thing isn’t helping,” I tell him, adjusting myself. I point to his backward hat. “Neither is the backward hat.”

He doesn’t say anything, but turns his hat around as pink creeps up his cheeks. I love complimenting him freely because he isn’t used to it and it’s completely rebuilding him in the best way.

In the kitchen, I scramble eggs, cut up fruit, whip up some biscuits and make a pot of oatmeal. When Juniper and Sterling come out from the bedroom, she makes a beeline for me, taking my face in her hands.

“Thank you for showing me that article,” she says, a weightlessness about her. “And thank you both for everything.” She reaches back and takes Sterling’s hand and laces her fingers through mine, too. “I’ll spend my life repaying you both.”

Sterling kisses her cheek but moves past the moment, toward the coffeepot, filling three mugs. Handing me one and another to Juni, he sips his, sifting his monstrous hand through his soft strawberry curls, still slightly damp from his efforts this morning.

“Can I ask something?” Sterling says, speaking to Juniper.

She nods, spreading a spoonful of peach preserves—Juni’s own Little Peach blend—over a fresh baked biscuit.

“Do your sisters truly know nothing of… what you’ve done?”

Juniper is unfazed as she shakes her head no, and I know that means she’s making peace with what’s transpired. Now that we’ve helped her clean up the sites, I can see she’s starting to truly put it behind her. I’m glad that she is and I’m glad that she has a place to channel her energy now, that when she gets angry or frustrated, she can turn to us and we can help her solve things. I can see in her eyes and hear in her soft tone just how free she’s feeling.

“Nope. I was never going to tell anyone. But I’m glad I told you two,” she says, taking a massive bite of her biscuit, slathered in butter and jam. Sterling plates our eggs and I add a scoop of fruit to each, and we head to the table.

Sterling forks a bite of eggs, stopping before it reaches his lips. “Had the guy on the ravine not happened, think you would have told us?”

She considers the question for a moment while finishing her biscuit. “I don’t know if I would have told you guys until after we were together but I was ready to make a move. That night we were going to go bowling, I was going to try something with both of you. But then, well, ravine guy happened.” Our gazes slide to the living room rug where Yellow Dog sleeps soundly.

“I’m glad things happened the way they did,” I announce. As the one who has seemingly struggled with the dichotomy of wanting to be a good man but also wanting to help the people I love stay safe, it feels important to make it known that I’m okay with everything. I know it’s important we’re each okay with what has happened. And I am. “We’re bonded in ways other people aren’t.” I glance down to Juniper’s flat belly then between them. “We’ll have children together, and that will be bonding, but what we’ve gone through…” I trail off. “We can face anything.”

The phone rings, and Sterling jumps up from the table, motioning to the landline hanging from the wall. “You guys eat. We have to be out there in ten minutes,” he says, lifting the receiver while poking a finger through the aluminum mini blinds to take inventory of the crowd outside.

“Hello?” he answers, peering through the window for a second. “Hello?” he asks again, this time with irritation vibrating in his tone. A moment later he hangs up. “It was dead on the other end,” he says, returning to the table to collect his plate.

As we finish up breakfast, Yellow Dog nudges Juniper’s hand, and Dash and I share a glance. “If anyone comes looking for him—” Sterling starts but Juniper is on her feet, clinging to his shirt in a hot second.

“I already thought of that. We’ll just say he wandered up and we kept him. I don’t get the paper. I don’t have cable TV. I can easily say I had no idea he belonged to anyone. He didn’t have a collar. So I kept him.” She curls her fists into his shirt, twisting the fabric. “If it’s really stupid to keep him then I won’t, but please, baby, please. If it's possible, I really want to keep him. He needs to know he’s loved. He probably saw his owner get raped and murdered, Sterling, and then to just turn him out to the streets? I can’t. I can’t, Sterling. I can’t watch if we have to get rid of him.”

He smooths his palms up and down her arms, pressing kisses to the top of her head. I think he’s about to tenderly embrace her, hold her to his chest to let her cry it out while he softly rationalizes why it would be good to get rid of Yellow Dog.

Instead, he opens his arms and motions for me to join, and then the three of us share a tight, long hug. We both stroke up and down her back while Sterling calms her with his gentle words.

“We can keep him. We’ll draw up some missing posters and say we put them up but never got a response, if we ever get asked about him. I doubt we will. He just needs to stay out of the limelight for a few weeks until people forget about that article, okay?”

She beams up at us. “We can keep him?”

He nods. “Sweetheart, if you wanted a pet zebra, I’d figure out a way to make it happen.”
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I already knew that Bluebell adored Juniper and the Ellington sisters. But working Juniper’s booth with her has been eye-opening. Not only have Sterling and I been restocking her table as fast as possible, but we haven’t even gotten a word with our girl all day. She’s been talking to townspeople the entire time.

A few women brought her castor oil wraps for her back pain, one brought her a loaf of sweet bread while another hand-delivered flowers. Not a single person has passed by this table without buying jam and telling Juniper they missed her, and it feels good.

Finally, toward the end of the day, I spot her sisters lingering near the milk stand, their respective husbands in tow. Trace, Ivy’s husband, catches my eye and nudges his wife, and a moment later, the four of them head our way.

When they approach, Trace outstretches a hand to me. “Dash Foster, nice to meet you under circumstances where I’m not drunk and naked.”

I can’t help but chuckle at that, even though I probably shouldn’t. I’ve only met this guy a few times and each have been pretty interesting. Ivy’s got him on the straight and narrow now, though, that much is clear by the way he grips her hand tightly, his thumb stroking circles over it.

“You too. And, uhh.” I scratch at the back of my head, searching for the right words. I should have practiced this. I think that’s why there are scenes in movies where people talk to themselves in the mirror. I should have done that. “I just wanted to let you know that if you ever wanna grab a—” I pause a moment before lodging my boot down my throat, because Trace is now sober. “A donut,” I finish, causing us both to erupt in laughter. “Sorry, man, this is awkward,” I tell him as Ivy and Dolly chat quietly just two feet away. Trace tugs his wife’s hand, and she faces us, and so do Dolly and Hudson.

Sterling and Juniper finish up with their last customer and then it’s just the Ellington sisters and the men who fell madly in love with them.

Trace breaks the silence with a Cheshire grin. “Juniper, you kinky little thing, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

For that, he gets an elbow to his ribs from Ivy, and her boot to his foot. “Oww! Fuck, firecracker, that hurt!”

“Good! Don’t make this awkward.” Ivy looks between me and Sterling. “We’re going to be family.”

Trace rubs his arm. “Yeah, and family teases each other. And I gotta tell you, if I’m in a family with a throuple, I can’t just not make a joke now and again.”

Ivy faces him, her hand coming to her necklace where she fingers a tiny silver key. “You can choose how badly you want those jokes,” she says, her voice low and shrill as she eyes her husband.

Trace faces Juniper. “Sorry, Juniper,” he groans. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive and rude.” Ivy smiles at him as Juniper laughs.

“It’s fine. And anyway, we’re just like you guys except, there’s three of us instead of two. Being in love is being in love.” She shrugs and I’ve never felt more proud of her in my life. I was nervous to face Bluebell as a throuple, as a bisexual man in a relationship with a man and a woman, as a man with two others who wants to co-raise children together.

But her confidence reassures me. Makes me high, even.

After small talk with what will be my new family, we clean up the booth and eventually head inside Juniper’s place, the three of us worn out from such a perfect, successful day.

Before we eat or shower, we flop down on the bed, this time Sterling in the middle.

“I could use a nap. I don’t know how you do that every weekend, sweetheart. I’m exhausted,” Sterl says, fishing his fingers around in the covers until he’s hooked his pinkie around mine.

“Not too exhausted, I hope,” I say quietly, causing Juni to pop up on the bed, blinking down at us with excitement whirling in her pupils.

“Why?” she asks.

I sit up too, Sterling still laid out on his back between us. “I want the three of us to try something new tonight.”

Sterling’s eyes slide to mine. Our gazes idle. He may not be ready to take me, but I’m ready to have him. The thing is, I wanted Juniper at the same time, too. I clear my throat. “I want the three of us to unravel together in ways we never have.”

Sterl gazes at Juniper. “Start the shower, sounds like we’re about to get lucky.”
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On the bed, on our backs, Sterling and I lie hip to hip with Juniper positioned between his legs, sucking on his cock. Every few minutes she crawls over, tucking herself between my legs to suck me, too.

“Tell me what you had in store for tonight,” she says as she moves from Sterling’s cock to mine. Something about her warm mouth on my dick rewires me, but knowing it was sucking Sterling’s length before me? Fucking hell. Not coming immediately feels like a feat of strength.

She bats her dark lashes at me, her blonde hair drying with body but still damp from our shower. “I was thinking of a Juniper sandwich,” I reply.

“With one of you in my ass and one in my pussy?” she asks, blinking.

Sterling grumbles. “Jesus, sweetheart, something about your sweet mouth saying such filthy things.” He grabs himself, stroking casually. “You’re a sexy thing, you know that?” he asks. Each tug of his hand sends his cockhead surging through his fleshy sheath and each time he releases, his crown disappears into his foreskin. A disorienting sight, but I maintain focus.

“I was thinking you and Sterling could both fuck me, at once,” I tell them, feeling nervous to float such an idea because Sterling and I haven’t done that yet. But after today, all I want is to feel surrounded by both of them in the most intimate way possible.

I’m getting mushy but I don’t care.

“You only have one hole though,” Juni says, reaching over to bat Sterling’s hand away. She jerks him, exposing his cockhead, and bends down to have a lick of the cream beading at the tip.

I can’t help but laugh. I love that we take something uncomfortable like first time sex and trying new positions and make it lighthearted. I think Sterling and I probably both need that right now.

“I was thinking that I could bottom for Sterling and you could ride me. That’s why it’d be a Juniper sandwich.” Sterling’s eyes hold mine as Juniper strokes him and I stroke myself. “With you in the middle, all of us fucking. I don’t know,” I say, hesitantly, “But it feels important that all of us are involved,” I explain, nerves creeping up my back.

Juniper reaches out, still jacking Sterl, and cups my face. “I love it so much.” She gazes down at Sterling. “How do you feel?”

His groan of approval has me on my feet, going for a towel and lube.
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Juniper’s lips stretch over my skin, leaving tawdry kisses everywhere. My eyes stay closed as she trails her mouth over my abdomen, her tongue peeking out here and there. “You’re so sexy,” she murmurs, her palms traversing my chest as she takes a gentle bite of my flesh, lovingly. I love being on my back for them.

Sterling’s vast palms wrap my thighs as he kneads and massages me. I don’t think I’ll get used to having them touch me at once, and part of keeping my eyes closed is a defense tactic to help me last. If it feels this good with their hands and mouth on me sight unseen, sight may be a problem.

When he hooks his hands under my knees, I suck in a breath, all of my calm thoughts jumbling up in my mind. Pushing my legs back gently, his strong hands hold me that way as Juniper slides over me, pressing her tits against my chest. Finally, I open my eyes, finding her bright green ones glowing down on me, and behind her, Sterling’s hazel gaze, glued to me from his position behind Juniper, standing.

“Holy shit,” I whisper, amazed by the sight. Emotion surges through me, infecting every single part of me. I’m realizing now that maybe this is what sex should have always felt like. Exciting but deeply tethered to love and care, with passion and desire seeping into every movement.

Sterling strokes himself with lube and while I can’t see him do it, I can see his arm moving and that alone steals my breath. Juniper feeds me one of her breasts as she positions herself over my cock, letting my head press into her just slightly.

“Mmm,” she breathes, the scent of strawberries and sugar overwhelming me in the best ways. She pulls back, and I look between our chests at her flushed skin and the hard tips of her breasts. “As Sterling gives you some of himself, you give yourself to me, okay?” she asks, staring down at my lips before kissing me, only to push herself up slightly and twist, Sterling coming down to kiss her.

I nod against the pillow, tilting my hips off the mattress to sink farther into her while Sterling cups her throat, his tongue sweeping through her open mouth. Watching them make out is so fucking hot, I thrust my hips a little more, causing Juniper to giggle.

“Sterling,” she says, facing me as she slowly sinks herself onto the rest of my cock. “We have a greedy boy on our hands.”

Sterling’s strong hands sink into my hips as he works one, then two fingers in and out of me. It’s pressure and heat, burning, too. But it feels good. Him working me open feels good. A moment later, the broad, slick head of his cock presses into my ass. At first, I clench, but when he leans over Juniper, all her blonde hair pulled to the side with one of his hands, and whispers, “Relax, sweetheart,” it's over.

I nod, and grip the sheets around me as his eyes hold mine. Juniper writhes gently between us, testing my willpower, as Sterling slowly sinks into me.

“Are you okay, D?” he asks, pausing, his grip on my hips, possessive and powerful.

Juniper’s mouth finds mine, and I feed her my response between passionate kisses. “I’m okay, keep going, give me more.”

He moves slowly but doesn’t stop until he’s completely inside me. The pain I feel from stretching and fullness quickly turns to pleasure as Juniper moves up and down on my cock, gently riding me.

She reaches back, sluicing her fingers around Sterling’s cock where it joins with my body, feeling us both. With Sterling’s cock nudging my prostate, something I’ve never felt before, I’m already seeing stars, trying to wrap my head around how good it all feels.

“You both feel so good,” I pant, realizing I’m out of breath.

“If it hurts, you tell me and I’ll stop,” Sterling says, his tone thin. “Fuck, D, you are so tight. You feel so good.” He slowly fucks me, stroking in slow and deep. “Too good.”

“So good,” I mimic, wanting to grind down against him but the pressure of Juni’s sweet, warm cunt swallowing up my cock is too good. I lie beneath both of them, moaning, writhing, calling their names because it’s all I can do. And God does it feel good.

“Fuck me good, Juni. I’m gonna bust deep inside you,” I tell her, lifting my head off the pillow to take a bite of her soft shoulder. “God, Sterl,” I groan, “you feel so good, baby.”

Sterling’s possessive grip grows feral as his thrusts become erratic and sloppy. He strokes into me faster, making my ass throb in the best way. In my belly, pressure explodes, and heat spreads through me like electricity through a wire.

Sterling stills, and just as I reach up and twist my hand in Juniper’s hair, warning her I’m gonna come, Sterling comes.

“Gonna come inside you,” he moans, making my eyes slam shut again. It’s not what I expected, but when his cock starts pulsing, sending warm shots of cum deep inside me, my prostate contracts and my spine curls.

“Fuck, I’m coming again,” I groan, focusing on pushing my groin up, against Juniper’s in the best way possible.

“Mmm, breed our girl, D. Fill her full, fuck your cum deep in that pussy of ours, put a baby in her, fuck her good. That’s what you want, right, sweetheart? You want D to breed that cunt and make you swollen with our baby, hmm?”

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” Juniper whines, collapsing onto my chest as her cunt seizes all around my cock, pulsing in rhythmic waves, milking every last drop from my cock as she gently bounces her hips on my groin. “I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming,” she moans, riding a little faster as she chases her high.

A few moments later and Sterling gently withdraws from my body, warmth trickling out of me for a second before he presses a towel between my legs. Juniper slides off of me, leaving my sticky, cum-coated cock to rest against my belly.

As Sterling passes the cleanup towel to her and she begins swiping between her legs, I push up to my elbows, trying to regain consciousness after all of that fucking.

Caging me to the mattress, he places a palm on each side of my head, and blinks down at me, his soft cock swinging, the head brushing mine. “How are you doing?”

Having just binged them both, I tell him the truth. “I feel drunk and high, and really, really good.”

He laughs, studying my eyes for a second before surprising me with a kiss. Crawling down my body, he lowers his lips to my cock, kissing and licking me for a moment before he gets off the bed on his feet.

“You taste good. Like strawberries and summer,” he says, plucking two robes from the back of Juniper’s door as she digs around for pajamas.

After we get in cozy clothes, we head to the living room where Sterling starts the fire, Juniper makes popcorn, and I get us three glasses of Diet Coke. While the opening credits of our Netflix movie begin rolling, Sterling, who sits in the middle with Juniper and I on either side, announces, “I want to bottom next time.”

My cock grows hard between my legs. He’s ready.

I kick my foot. “I’m never gonna be able to focus on the movie,” I playfully whine, but I’m only halfway joking. Being inside of Sterling while he’s inside Juniper will be my world’s quickest orgasm, of that I’m sure.

Two hours later, I wake up pressed against Sterling’s chest, Juniper, too. Sterling holds a book out in front of him, the fireplace tossing glints of light over our tangled legs as he slowly turns a page.

I’m awake, but I close my eyes and stay still, basking in the reality of my life.


CHAPTER
THIRTY



“TWISTED SISTERS FOREVER.”

Juniper
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Sterling’s hair is adorably fucked up and so is Dash’s as they sit at the kitchen table eating pancakes in silence. They’re exhausted. I’ve been wearing them out at night and I can’t help myself.

I warned them I have energy.

And when you’re in love with a man, all you do is dream of all the delicious ways to take his cock. But being in love with two men? I can’t get enough.

Not to mention, I have baby fever to the extreme. Watching Dolly have babies with her husband hasn’t helped. Plus, I’ve waited. Patiently. For years. I’ve been the single, older sister for my entire damn life. My hormones and instincts are driving me to mother, urging me to the realm of care that is only satiated by being a parent.

“Excited for today?” I ask, since I’m not even sure they know what day it is, that’s how relentless I’ve been.

Dash has been working the midday shifts, so he and Sterling are getting home around the same time each day. And from 4 o’clock until midnight, bless them, they’re mine.

Mine to ride, mine to suck, mine to tease, mine to fuck.

But they’re tired, so I’ll go easy on them today. Sterling sips his coffee and forks another pancake off the stack. “Of course, sweetheart.”

Dash takes another pancake, too, adding, “I am, though I’m still a little cranky about Sterl having that talk with Hudson, without me.”

Sterling reaches over to where Dash sits, taking the edge of the table in his hand, pulling himself nearer. He drops his lips to the back of Dash’s neck, making Dash smirk. He drops private words down his back, kissing his throat, then ear, and finally his cheek. “I will apologize to you in any way you see fit,” he says again, this time taking Dash by the mouth in a hot kiss.

My insides flare with desire watching them love each other. Dash, while he understands, accepts and has no problem with Sterling’s position in our relationship, I know he also loves the apologetic affection he receives when teasing him.

Sterling spoke with Hudson about the three of us, and our future, asking him to speak with my sisters. And he spoke to Dolly that day, too. Dash wanted to be there, but Sterling explained that it was something he needed to do, for himself. I know Dash understood, but again, Sterling’s sweet kisses are something I wouldn’t want to miss out on either.

Little does he know, he’ll have a chance to speak with Ivy, Dolly, Hudson, Honey, Bear—hell, anyone who I love, he will have the chance to speak to. Because I’m surprising them with a family lunch at Goode’s.

“All right already.” Dash grins, pushing back on Sterling as he takes another bite of pancake. “I have to eat and you’re scrambling my brain with your entire existence right now.” He waves up and down, signaling to Sterling.

Sterling chuckles, reaching for the jam in the center of the table. I love that they put my jam on literally anything that they can. I love the way they show me love in passive actions. They always did these little acts before, when we were just friends. He holds up the jar as I tread down memory lane, thinking about how long I’ve been in love with these two men that are now mine.

“It’s empty,” he says, the playfulness draining from his face. Dash reaches for the jar, tipping it in his direction to see the empty insides.

The disappointment on their faces makes me giggle. I think I got these two addicted to my jam. I make my way to them and kiss each of their cheeks. “Don’t worry, there’s more in the garage.” I pop out, a smile on my face, eager to get the case to bring back to them, finally glad to have them at my table and not waiting at their house for a delivery.

Snatching it up, I trudge back inside, heat flaring through my insides at the sight of my guys standing side by side, both shirtless, scratch and bite marks emblazoned along their bodies, my house phone held between them.

“Who is it?” I mouth to Dash, who simply shrugs.

“Hello?” Sterling calls again, but this time, he hangs up. “You know, someone keeps calling here and hanging up,” he says, replacing the phone on the dock before smoothing both hands through his wavy hair. “Do you get a lot of hang-up calls?”

I shrug, thinking back. “I don’t know. It’s probably nothing.” Clapping my hands together in excitement, I steeple my hands beneath my chin, staring at them.

Dash reaches into his basketball shorts. “I think I can go again but… I definitely need a warm-up.”

My arms fall to my sides. “What?”

He looks at Sterling then back to me with a shrug. “Why were you looking at us like that then?”

I laugh, shaking my head. “I’m just excited for the day, so go get dressed!”

Sterling pokes Dash in the ribs as they saunter back down the hall toward my bedroom. Today, while we’re out, I’m having an armoire brought in. It’s a surprise. I also had keys made last week while Sterl and Dash were working—after today, we’ll have nothing left to check off the list.

[image: ]


“You said we’re picking berries for a new jam?” Dash asks as I pull into a parking spot behind the diner, in the alley.

I nod. “Yeah, but I thought we could get some stuff to go. I called ahead, and if we go in through the back we can avoid getting caught in chitchat,” I say, throwing the car into park before unclipping the seat belt at my waist.

“I would have packed us food at home,” Sterl says from the back seat, where his head nearly hits the top of the van roof. I peer at him in the rearview in time to catch his shrug. “But I’ll never pass on Goode’s.”

My nerves skip as their doors shut after mine, the three of us trudging through the back entrance like only lifetime locals do. Dash is an honorary lifetime local since he’s so beloved in the community, and fits right in so well.

Gina and Rex, the line chefs, each lift a hand to say hello as we carefully poke our way through the narrow passage leading from the alley to the restaurant.

Bless them for not hollering over their massive skillets of breakfast food to tell us that my family is waiting in the restaurant. I stop right before the swinging doors, and smile at Sterling and Dash. “Ready?”

Dash nods with a smile. “Sure.”

Sterling studies me, and I’m pretty sure that he now realizes this is a ruse. But before he can say anything, I push through, stepping aside to let them enter. Sitting at three tables pushed together is everyone I love and care for: Ivy, Trace, Dolly, Hudson, Bear, Honey, Deuce, Ev, Ace, and the ones I’m most proud of? Sterling’s brother, Troy, and Dash’s beat partner, Keanu.

Everyone gets to their feet. Dolly rushes over in a pregnant waddle and throws her arms around Sterling’s neck first, then Dash’s. “Surprise,” she greets, grinning ear to ear. I spin to face them, surprise carved into Sterling’s face as he stares at his brother who makes his way toward us.

They don’t see each other too often, but for what I have in store, it felt important that he was here.

“Sterling,” his brother says, as they share a back-pat-heavy man hug, chest to chest, followed by a solid handshake. “It’s so good to see you. You look… different.”

Sterling smooths his hand down the stubble tracing his jaw, then through his soft curls, a little longer than usual but otherwise, normal. He shakes his head. “I’m the same as always.”

Dash digs his elbow into Sterl’s ribs. “You’re happy.”

Squeezing between them, I pull Troy into a hug, faintly remembering him from years ago. “Troy, hi, it’s so good to officially meet you. Thank you so much for taking my call and coming out.”

He smiles, looking between the three of us before he hooks a thumb back toward the table full of people. “They were spitballing the reason we were all brought here,” he says, speaking directly to me. “But I get the sense that maybe you’re the only one that knows.”

He looks at his brother, then over at Dash, both of their focus pointed toward me.

I clear my throat. “You may be onto something.” Linking my arm with Dolly’s, we lead the way to the table, each finding open chairs wherever we can. Once we’re settled and Lucy has come to deliver the crispest, best Cokes to the three of us, everyone falls into a comfortable silence.

I clear my throat, glancing at everyone I love over their plates of partially eaten meals, the comfort of my favorite diner humming all around me in casual conversation, clinking plates and hushed laughter.

“As you all know, I’m a fairly private person.” I chew my lip as nervous energy stains my cheeks, heat radiating around the collar of my hoodie. “But, I thought it would be best to have everyone we love and care about come together at one time, to prevent the telephone game.”

“You created a new jam using four berries,” Trace hollers from the end of the table. Hudson knocks him in the arm with his hat, scolding him with a dirty glare.

“Cute,” I say, “but no.” I clear my throat, hoping to dislodge the rattle lingering. Part of me wonders if I should’ve asked their permission before I did this but as I find their faces among the rest, my worries are assuaged by tender smiles, and a wink from Sterling.

“As all of you know, Sterling and I have been very close friends for many years,” I say, finding Ivy’s eyes for comfort. She smiles, and I continue. “And Dash moved in with Sterling after Troy moved out, and they became as close, and in turn, Dash and I became as close, too.”

“Four berry jam, I’m tellin’ ya,” Trace mumbles. Ivy tweaks his nipple through his flannel. “It’s because you already knew, so shhh or else,” she hisses, turning back to give me a million-dollar smile lined in black lipstick.

“Anyway, recently I think we all realized that… Well, we care about each other more than just friends.” After studying the butter on the porcelain dish on the table, I lift my eyes, working my way around.

No one looks surprised. No mouths are agape. No one is whispering.

“In the last month or so, we’ve explored that and… well, last week, we decided to begin living together.”

Again, I peer around, finding everyone waiting as if the hook hasn’t come. “And I just thought it would be good to let everyone we love know all at one time that, yes, it is a little different but… we’re together, all three of us.”

Trace clears his throat and raises his hand, which Ivy tries to pull down but can’t. “Is it time for questions?”

I chew the inside of my cheek and peer at Dash, sitting next to Keanu, and Sterling, sandwiched between his brother and Deuce. Their responsive smiles give me another rush of relief, knowing they aren’t upset that I hosted this lunch and delivered the news this way. I glare at Trace. “I don’t feel like you have any questions that aren’t an overstep.”

Ivy smirks.

“Psh, you’ll tell her and she’ll tell me anyway, so there,” he says, waving his inked hand down dismissively.

Dolly holds her belly and leans into the table, over her plate. “That works both ways, Trace,” she says, dancing her eyebrows playfully.

Trace’s head whips down to Ivy. “You don’t tell them, like, what we do, do you?”

She pats his chest. “Oh no, babe, that’s just between us,” she answers sweetly and sardonically, making Hudson and Deuce erupt in laughter.

“Well, anyway, I just thought we could all have this meal and maybe plan on a family meal once a month?” I say, reaching for Keanu’s hand. “You’re family to Dash, so you’re family to us now, too.”

Keanu bobs his head. “Right on.”

Hudson gets to his feet with a beer in his hand. “To Juniper, Sterling and Dash.”

Everyone grabs their drink and we share a collective toast to the three of us. We eat and chat, and the entire time I keep thinking how wrong I was about love. How I thought I’d find it at a candlelit table or from swiping right on some app.

But it was with me all along, singing “Stayin’ Alive” at seventies night at the bowling alley, helping me carry jam jars, rubbing my feet after a long day in the garden, bringing pizza to my place with the toppings divided in thirds for each of us to have our favorite, at the market in my booth helping me run it all.

They were always there but my secret held me back from loving them in the way I wanted to. Only when I trusted them enough to share my darkness were we able to become more. I’ve done so many bad things, I’ve been such a bad girl, and yet, they love me still, through it, regardless. It’s hard to not look back and wish the time we’ve spent together as friends could’ve been time we spent together as lovers, to not feel like we missed out. But by and large, I believe in fate, and everything finally feels just right. It’s hard to feel like we missed a step when it feels so perfect.

After lots of catching up, another round of food and some more drinks, Sterling pays the bill and I get to my feet, so pleased with how this went that the guilt of lying to them this morning fades away easily.

Sterl catches me by the elbow. “Thank you for this. I know Dash felt like I excluded him from a moment when I spoke with Hudson and Dolly. He needed this. We all did,” he says quietly before fanning kisses along my cheek and lips.

I sling my purse over my shoulder, ready to say my goodbyes, but Sterling presses his hand to my shoulder, nudging me back into my seat. Trace approaches.

My brow furrows as I stare at Trace, who has clearly been summoned by Sterling and Dash. Looking around the table, I see that no one else has made a move to leave even though the plates have been cleared and the check has been paid.

Dash comes to my other side, bringing his lips to my ear. “We want to have a ceremony today, but before that, rings. Permanent rings.”

Ivy approaches, linking her arm through Trace’s as he lifts his hand in a silent wave, and it occurs to me that they made a plan with my sister and her husband to get us tattooed wedding rings.

“I know we are doing things out of order, and that we aren't traditional in anything we do,” Dash adds, his lips curving into a smile. He takes my hand and passes it to Sterling, who traces my finger where a wedding band would rest.

“No matter what, we’re committed. But some ink here would be good, wouldn’t it?” Dash asks. “Better than a ring that could get lost in the jam.”

“We don’t want to contaminate the jam,” Sterling says with a wink.

I blink up at Trace and Ivy, who are smiling at me. “C’mon. Ink Time is ready.”

Sterling and Dash both place their hands over mine. “We have choices. You can legally marry one of us, and our future children can bear whoever’s last name we decide on. But for now, we were hoping you’d join us in ink and later, a commitment ceremony. To proudly share our devotion with our families.”

My heart skips as I glance back to the table of loved ones, smirking and grinning at me. I look back to Dash and Sterling. “What—” I stop myself, realizing now that Hudson is wearing a sport coat. Dolly, six months pregnant, is wearing a nice dress, and Everly, who is due to give birth any second, is also wearing a dress. “Right now?”

Sterling grins. “Glad you had that berry picking outing planned. That gave us some time to get things set up near the creek.”

Dash drops his arm around Sterling’s waist, linking his fingers with mine. “And yes, right now, near the creek.”

Ivy kneels at my side, producing a garment bag she kept hidden. “This was Mom’s. I got it from storage last week, when they called me and told me what they were planning.” She pulls me into a hug. “I know you were nervous about sharing your relationship with us. But don’t be, okay? Anyone who gives you side-eye, you tell me and I’ll cut them,” she says, smiling, sticking out her booted foot where we all know a knife is hiding. “You’re gonna look so beautiful in Mom’s dress.”

“I thought I was surprising them and now they’ve surprised me with a commitment ceremony and ink—” I shake my head, my entire world snapping into place in the matter of weeks. I almost can’t believe it.

“If you don’t want to do this,” Dash says, lowering his voice. “If you’d rather have a big ceremony or if you want to wait⁠—”

I cup my hand to his face. “I want this.” I look between them, not caring that my sister is standing there. “I just don’t feel like I deserve it.”

“You do,” Sterling says, “and we’re gonna spend our lives making you see that you deserve the sun, moon and stars, sweetheart.”

“And two dicks,” Trace says, walking up, stealing my sister’s hand with his.

“Trace, I swear, if you don’t stop—” Ivy warns, but I laugh at his joke because he’s not wrong. My heart is tied to two, and that means I get two of everything. “C’mon. We’re gonna take you three across the street for some ink, then I’ll take you back to your house to get ready. We’ll meet everyone else at the tents by the creek in an hour.”

Arm in arm with Dolly and Ivy, we step out, heading toward Ink Time, the men in tow.

We stop with the sun pouring through gauzy clouds, warming our shoulders and cheeks. “We did it,” I say to them as we stand together, embracing the moment. “We all found the only thing we’ve ever wanted—love.”

“I wouldn’t have my life with Hudson and the kids if it weren’t for all of your support,” Dolly says to us, her eyes watery.

“Same,” Ivy says. “You guys both helped me realize how I feel about Trace, and supported me every step of the way, with every dream I ever had.”

Dolly’s bump nudges us as we hug on the sidewalk, right in front of our favorite place in Bluebell.

“The best part is, we all found love in Bluebell,” I whisper. “We can stay together.”

“Ellington sisters forever,” Dolly whispers.

“Twisted sisters forever,” Ivy says.

I giggle. “Twisted, what?”

She lifts a shoulder and lets it fall. “Twisted sisters. I mean, we’re a little twisted, right? Dolly was obsessed with Huddy, I put Trace in a chastity cage while he wasn’t even awake, and you found a way to get not one but two extremely handsome guys to fall for you by feeding them jam.” She shakes her head with a grin. “We may be a little twisted, but we’re in it together.”

Little do they know just how twisted I really am. But now, because of Sterling and Dash, it doesn’t matter. That part of my life is in the past, with nothing but kinky sex and jam in the future.

“Twisted sisters forever.”


EPILOGUE


I GUESS WE’RE BOTH DUMMIES.

Sterling
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“Did you see what Ivy got Juni?” I ask Dash as I button my white dress shirt, moving slowly so I don’t misalign them.

“Double strap-on,” he says, peering down at his phone. She sent us a photo in our group message. He grins. “Gnarly.” As he works on buttoning his own shirt, he says, “Hey, you know, for whatever it’s worth, with us, or, well, you know, between us, you never have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

I read the subtext loud and clear, but before I can assure him of anything, he rambles nervously.

“I mean, I realize her using that on you is… different. And, well, smaller, most likely. I mean, I didn’t see it and it’s not like I think I have the biggest dick in Bluebell or anything but, like, I’m just saying, I realize that you will be more comfortable with prostate play if it’s coming from her and that toy and, well… I’m okay with whatever you decide.”

I shake my head, leaving my tie to hang untied around my neck as I square off with him. I cup his cock over his pants, not a move typical to me but one that he needs from me right now. “You do have a big dick, I don’t prefer a toy to you, and I want you to fuck me. I already told you I’m ready.” I seal the admission with a kiss, fiery but quick, and pull back, smiling down at him. “We’re committing to Juniper but also each other.”

He nods. “I know.”

I study him for a moment as I work on my tie from memory. “You really never explored with any men before me?”

He shakes his head. “Never even glanced over a urinal.”

At that I laugh. “You just seem so comfortable with all of it, that’s why I ask,” I say, a little embarrassed to be the stereotypical older one in the dynamic that needs more time to adjust. I don’t actually need more time, not anymore.

“That’s because it’s you,” he says so simply, those four words buoyant with truth and happiness.

“It’s so weird. Before I met you, I never thought about wanting anyone but Juniper. But then, I don’t know, I started to become so attracted to you. And it freaked me out at first. So I ignored it.”

“If Juniper hadn’t come to the house that night, would we have made it here on our own?” he asks, finishing the knot at his throat.

“I don’t know, but I’m glad we’re here now,” I say.

“Me too. And hey, I ignored it, too. I always thought you and her would get together, so I ignored how I felt about both of you.”

I smile. “I thought the same thing.”

“I guess we’re both dummies,” he says, his eyes burning with desire.

My stomach tightens. “We should talk about something.” I lick my lips, trying not to look at his, trying not to get lost in a private moment between us before we commit to the woman we love. “We need to talk about what happens down the road if someone finds out what Juniper’s done. What we’ve done.”

“I’ve thought about that,” Dash says, “and I’ve reached a conclusion.”

“Alone?” I offer, not doubting where he’s landed on the topic but surprised he doesn't want to discuss it.

He nods. “I’ve decided we live in bliss and not worry a damn bit.”

The man I was just a year ago would’ve hated that response. But the man I am today, the one who is committing to two people forever, he’s happy. And he’s willing to compromise. I shove my hands in my pockets. “You know what? That sounds good to me.”
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Another thing I thought could feel strange was standing in front of Juniper’s family, Keanu, and my brother, holding hands with both Juniper and Dash. Having all that focus on us—I thought I’d not be able to enjoy our ceremony because of it.

But once I was up there, hand in hand with the people who support and love me the most, seeing our loved ones watching felt like completing a circle, putting the last piece of the puzzle in. I wasn’t embarrassed or nervous. I was and am proud.

Juniper cried. Dash held his chin high, and I just watched them both, in utter awe of who I get to call mine for the rest of my life.

We ate Goode’s barbecued chicken, a green salad with all the toppings, fresh grilled corn, potato salad, baked beans, butter rolls, peach pie, peach cobbler and I don’t even know what else. We drank, we ate, we laughed, we clinked our glasses together with tears stinging our eyes, laughter of love surrounding us, keeping us in a bubble of perfection all afternoon long.

When Dolly and Hudson peeled off to put the kids to bed, Ev and Deuce did the same. Now I’m standing with Ivy and Trace, saying our goodbyes. Juniper hugs and kisses her sister, thanking her again for helping with today. Trace shakes my hand and Dash’s too, and then it’s just the three of us.

“What a risk you guys took, hmm? Assuming I was ready to commit. What if I wasn’t?” Juniper teases, poking both Dash and me in the belly.

“The unprotected sex was kind of my biggest indicator that you wouldn’t say no to committing,” I tease back. It’s then that I realize that being with Juni and Dash has made me confident, something I never was before. “I knew that you wanted us. I knew that you loved Dash and I knew that you loved me. You gave me that. Both of you gave me that peace of mind, that assurance. Confidence. You gave me the confidence to do what we did today,” I tell them both.

Juniper smiles but instead of meeting the tender moment accordingly, she reaches out, cupping each of us by the dick. “That’s so sweet, baby, and I want to hear all about your growth. But right now, I want to fuck on my wedding night.” She dances her eyebrows as she nods her head toward the barn. We came back up the hill from the creek to walk everyone to their vehicles, and have been talking and romanticizing life under the oak tree since. “I have a very special batch of jam waiting in the barn. It’s our wedding night jam.” She bites her bottom lip seductively before adding, “We’re going to be making love for two days straight.”

Dash salutes her. “Go get it, babe. I’m going to get naked.”

She giggles, and I smirk but get to work on my tie.

Dash gets stuck on taking his tie off, so I step behind him helping. He curses, threatens to take scissors to it, and eventually says to just leave it on, that it could be sexy. While I don’t disagree that a naked Dash wearing a tie would be hot, I manage to loosen it and am opening the knot completely, when Juniper screams.

Dash doesn’t bother sharing a glance with me and I don’t say a single word. In a heartbeat, we both take off toward the barn, where the door is pulled closed.

Dash shoves it open, out of breath, and we stop in our tracks two feet inside.

A tall, thin man stands in front of Juniper, a knife pulled, pointing to her in silent warning. Her hands are up in self-defense, and her big green eyes slide to us, full of panic and rimmed with fear.

Dash continues edging forward, his own hands up to show they are empty and he means no harm. I follow his lead, and edge closer to the scene as the man directs the end of the knife toward us. He volleys it between Juniper and the two of us, his jaw clenched, eyes dark.

“Whoa,” Dash says finally, breaking the spell. “What’s going on here? Who are you?”

I stare at the man as he and Dash speak, trying to place him, but I’m coming up blank. I know just about everyone in Bluebell. I pick up at each of their homes. A few faces I haven’t seen, I’m sure, but everyone else, I’m aware of.

Yet I have no clue who this man is.

At her feet are cases of jam, all sizes, all varieties. I can see she got a case open, the jar she was going to bring inside sitting by itself near her bare feet.

“Who are you?” Dash tries again.

“Who am I?” the man scoffs. “I’m Howard Cox’s brother.”

Howard Cox. The name bounces around in my brain until it falls comfortably in place.

“Number six. Two years and eleven months ago,” Juniper murmurs.

Howard’s brother’s eyes pinch at her response. He doesn't lunge or move, but keeps the knife pointed in her direction. “He came to the farmers market every week. And after he died, I had to clean out his house. Everything was normal except a smear of jam on the counter. My brother hated jam. Absolutely hated it. Hated how it got your hand all sticky if it got too high up on the knife. Hated the sweetness. He wasn’t a man who liked sweets. So imagine my surprise to learn he was eating jam the night he died.”

Little does this asshole know that his brother wasn’t eating it but using it on sex toys.

Juniper glances down at the jar of jam at her feet as I cautiously and very slowly slide my feet one by one, moving closer as inconspicuously as I can. I notice Dash doing the same.

“His autopsy came back. Said he was full of drugs. Fentanyl, to name one.” He narrows his gaze, emotion taking over as he waves the knife toward Juniper. “He was a drunk, but he didn’t do drugs. A boozehound, but by God, he never touched drugs. But now my brother is dead and all I know is he died consuming two things he didn’t touch. Jam and drugs.” He steps closer to her and Dash steps closer to him.

“I started to think, maybe that jam had drugs in it. Then I started to think, but who would put drugs in jam? Because that’s kinda fucking crazy.” He taps the side of his head with the tip of the knife. “Looked up all the vendors at the farmers market. Imagine my surprise to find out that Juniper Ellington has a jam stand, and sells the exact flavor that was smeared along my brother’s kitchen countertop. So I started calling your place, trying to figure out who all lived with you, who all may be involved.”

Carefully, I reach down to collect the massive jar of jam from the ground.

Juniper’s bottom lip trembles. “Howard was a bad, bad man. And if I could do it over again,” she says, her nostrils expanding with each painful truth, “I would.”

I raise the jar in the air as Dash garners Howard’s brother's attention by edging closer.

“I’m sorry I have to do this today of all days,” I say, making my move. Dash lunges back, taking the man’s focus, giving me room to move in another two steps, fast. With the jar in the air, I bring it down over his head once, the loud knock of glass against skull a noise I’ll never forget. He blinks, and I do it again, and again, and I hit him in the head with the solid jar until it shatters, until he’s lying in a pool of preserves and blood, sweat beading on my upper lip.

When the man stops twitching on the ground, Dash calmly turns and pulls the barn doors closed, slipping a piece of wood through the handles so no one can open them from the outside.

“He was a loose end,” Juniper says, matter-of-fact.

“It was necessary,” Dash adds, returning to my side.

Juniper pushes down the straps of her white dress, and lets it pool at her feet. In a white lace thong and nothing else, she pads across the barn, pulling down one of Dolly’s biggest painting tarps.

“We’ll roll him up now and chip him tomorrow?” she says, fanning out the tarp as Dash takes the other side, helping her.

If this man wasn’t a threat to my family, he would still be here, and I suppose that is why I have no remorse. He was onto Juni, and we can’t have that.

The three of us roll the man in the tarp, and tuck him underneath the tractor’s counterweight. Standing over the body, Juniper reaches for my face, and pulls me in for a deep, tender kiss. She does the same to Dash and waits as he and I share our own kiss.

“This is the weirdest wedding kiss,” I say, chuckling. “But it’s… us.”

“Yeah,” Dash grins. “We’re… unique.”

Juniper takes our hands as she steps on Howard’s brother’s wrapped-up body, gaining a few inches so we’re all nearly eye to eye. “It’s the three of us until the end. We’re devoted.”

Her words echo through me. We’re devoted to one another. She’s so right and that’s all I’ve ever wanted. “Devoted,” I repeat.

“Eternally devoted,” Dash adds.

Eternally devoted. That is the best way to describe us.

The End


EXTENDED EPILOGUE


THAT IS THE BEST WAY TO DESCRIBE US.

Dash
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“Viagra, so much Viagra.” Juniper beams, spreading jam over her tight tipped breasts. God she’s a fucking vision with her body nude, legs spread, splayed across our bed, just waiting to be fucked.

We asked what’s in the jam, and as much as I know I should be asking where she got the Viagra, it can wait. I leap onto the bed and drag my tongue over her body, my mouth tingling at the sweet flavor of simmering sugar and ripe berries.

I lick and lap, finding the wet heat between her thighs as I do, stroking her where she’s swollen and achy as I suckle and bite. After a few minutes of losing my mind on her body, I realize… I’m alone. I stop to glance down to the foot of the bed, finding Sterling standing there, stroking himself while he watches.

“You gonna join?” I reach over Juniper and pat the space next to her. “Come get that big sexy dick in bed,” I tell him.

“I was thinking Juniper could use that toy on us,” he says slowly, “then you can fuck me.”

Juniper sits up, her chest almost completely licked clean. Between my legs, my cock stands tall and proud. “Oh my gosh, yes! Let me go get it,” she squeals, sliding out of bed. She thumps down the hall, only to return with a harness on her hips, two long dildos spearing from her groin.

I get comfortable on my back in bed, and Sterling does the same next to me. Instead of handing him the lube, I squirt some into Juniper’s hand and my hand. She strokes the length of the dildos as I press my mouth to his, reaching down past his heavy balls, along the seam of his taint, finding his tight, muscled ring. Spreading the lube around his hole, I carefully work one finger in and out, my own cock throbbing each time he sucks in air or lets out a whimpered moan.

“Gotta get you ready, baby,” I tell him as Juniper lowers her mouth to his balls, sucking them in slowly, rolling them around.

“Fuuuck,” he groans, his large frame starting to thrash against the bed as the tips of my fingers probe his prostate.

Using my other hand, I reach down and lube my own ass, gently bite Sterling’s nipple, and lie back.

Juniper hovers over us, looking ethereal and gorgeous with her blonde hair cascading down her chest, tiny nipples hard and alert. Jam mars her skin still, so she straddles Sterling’s waist, dropping her breasts to his mouth. Pinned to the bed, he lays there, suckling at her tits, licking up the jam I left there for him. It’s a sticky mess, but we’re only getting started.

“See how I feed you?” she whispers, stroking her fingers through his hair as he licks and nibbles. I reach out and stroke her dildos, my own cock aching and leaking. “Mmm,” she hums. “One day I’ll have our baby’s milk in these,” she says, gripping herself as she shoves more breast into Sterling’s mouth. “And you’ll be begging to feed off my tits, won’t you?”

“Fuck yes,” I groan, moving my hand from the toy to my own cock, groaning at the momentary relief brought on by my palm.

Quickly, she pulls back, positioning herself at his ass. I bend over, licking the jam from his lips, eating his moans as she slides her hands under him and rolls him back slightly.

Bringing my fingers to his nipple, I flick and tease the pebbled tip as Juniper presses her palms into the undersides of his thighs, slowly sinking the toy inside of him. The other dildo slides against his cock as she slowly moves inside of him.

He groans, but with each inch she gives him, he becomes more wild, more frantic and needy.

“There you go,” she says huskily as she sinks the last bit inside of him, pistoning her hips slowly as he adjusts to the intrusion. “How’s it feel, my love? Do you feel good?” she asks, reaching out, stroking his cock, tugging his foreskin down to expose his crown, crimson from the wicked cocktail of restraint and desire. I lean over and suck his tip onto my tongue, groaning at the release of salty precum that floods my mouth.

“Fuuck,” he mutters, his head rolling, sweat collecting on his forehead and along the curves of his broad chest. He’s so fucking hot, it still blows my mind that he has no clue. Juniper pumps him into my mouth, and each time he hits the back of my throat, my own cock spits out arousal, but I can’t help it.

This bed is going to be a mess when we’re done tonight.

Juni rocks her hips, and I stay down on his cock, no longer sucking, just holding him there. Each time she bottoms out in his ass, his cock throbs, his foreskin shrinks back, and he leaks.

It’s so hot that I have to reach down and stroke myself, only when I do, Juniper bats my hand away.

“On your back. It’s your turn now, D,” she smiles as she pushes hair behind her shoulder, exposing the exquisite terrain of her body.

“Baby,” I groan as I sink onto my back, Sterling’s flavor coating my tongue. “You look so fucking hot.”

She reaches down, grabbing the dildo in her harness that wasn’t inside of Sterling. My ass opens for her as she positions herself there, pressing in slowly as her eyes hold mine. “Look at you,” she croons, “letting this bad girl have your perfect, tight ass.”

“Jesus,” Sterling moans, and I twist my head on the pillow to find him pumping himself, his cock nearly purple, his big balls making my mouth water as they slap against his thighs.

Pistoning her hips, Juniper finds a rhythm fucking me and as my eyes are about to roll closed, the pressure in my groin overwhelming and tight, Sterling leans over, taking my cock into his mouth.

I sift my fingers through his hair, finding Juniper’s hand doing the same. “Oh, good job, baby,” she preens, still nudging my prostate with every cadenced stroke. “Suck on him and make him feel good, make him crazy the way he makes us crazy, hmm?” she continues. I love the way she dirty talks, reminding us each of how wanted we are, how much she desires us.

Sterling’s lips seal around the base of my shaft, and he holds himself steady despite the gags that erupt in the back of his throat. Thick saliva slides down my shaft, pooling at my groin, and it feels so goddamn good. Finally, Juni pulls him off and empties me, sliding out of my ass. Sterling’s mouth hovers above my cock as we stare at her, waiting for what’s next.

“Sterling, are you ready?” she reaches out, cupping his testicles, squeezing. He groans. Her eyes slide to mine. “Fuck him until these are empty.”

I nod, stroking my cock as my heart pounds. Holy shit. It’s gonna happen.

She looks back at Sterling, releasing his balls to take his erection in her palm. “You’re gonna fuck your cum deep inside me while Dash breeds your hungry ass, you got it, sweetheart?” she drawls, using his term of endearment as she crawls over him, bringing his head to her center.

“Yes,” he breathes.

“Yes, what?” she questions as I scramble to my place at the edge of the bed, smoothing my hands up the backs of Sterling’s powerful thighs.

“You’re gonna ride me and Dash is gonna fuck me, and when it’s time, I’m gonna fill you with my cum, I’m gonna breed this sweet, perfect pussy. Gonna make you our hot little mama, gonna make sure this cock leaves you sore and full.”

“Jesus Christ, I married the two filthiest mouths in Bluebell,” I breathe, trying to keep my composure as I breach his hole, sliding in, gritting my teeth at how tight he is. His ass sucks me in and eats me up, clenching like a vise all around me. “I’m seeing stars here,” I groan, closing my eyes because the sight of Juniper’s muscles working beneath her velvety skin as she rides Sterling’s cock— “Oh shit,” I grit out, a telltale pulsing in my balls.

“Hear that? D’s gonna come. You make him feel so good,” Juni moans, rocking her hips as Sterling’s hands fly to the mattress, clinging to the sheets while we devour his willing, gorgeous body. “You’re gonna make me come, too, Sterl,” she whines, slowing her grinding to reach up and pinch Sterling’s nipple.

“D, J, I’m, oh fuck, I’m coming, I’m fucking coming,” Sterling roars, his body trembling beneath us, his ass tightening all around my cock, milking me, forcing me to explode.

Thrusting deep, he tightens around me, his moans of pleasure echoing around the room, hitting me in the chest, dizzying my brain, draining my balls. Juniper rides him, rocking and moaning, her blonde hair a curtain of swaying silk as she grinds down, exploding all around him.

Her fist whales against his pecs, his mountainous chest absorbing her sordid blows as he growls and groans through her orgasm, his cock still lodged deep in her warmth. I love how she feels when I’m inside her and she’s coming—her walls tighten, she pulls her bottom lip under her teeth, her nipples pucker—she’s a fucking queen. A pure, utter, holy sight if there ever was one.

Heated fucking melts to slow grinding which eventually leads to stillness and calm. Slowly, I slide out of Sterling, pressing the end of a towel to his ass. Juniper rises up over him, his cum dribbling from her swollen center onto his belly and chest.

She sidesteps and gets off the bed, excusing herself to the restroom. Folding the towel in half, I drag it over his stomach and chest where trails of his orgasm lay drying.

“How was it?” I ask, my voice shaky from the exertion.

Slowly, he sits up, the muss of his hair making me smirk. “What?” he questions.

“You look well fucked,” I tell him, coming around the side of the bed. I extend a hand to him.

“Shower time.” Juniper pops her head out. “We need a shower. And maybe a snack.”

Smiling, I kiss her temple. “You two shower, I’ll change the sheets and get a snack going, and then I’ll hop in after.”

“You sure?” she questions, her fingertips playing with the strands of hair on my chest. I nod. “I’m sure.”

They head into the shower, and I get to work peeling off the sheets covered in jam, sweat and cum. Yanking the sheets off, I stand near the foot of the stripped mattress, my heart wildly beating. The entire room smells like sun-ripened strawberries and simmering sugar with the tang of male sweat.

I flop down across the bed, staring up at the ceiling fan turning lazy revolutions, throwing intermittent gusts of air down on me. From the bathroom, inside the shower, my partners laugh, their happiness reverberating through the walls.

I close my eyes, with every intention of putting the sheets on. But bliss settles all around me, pulling my eyelids down, and I stay that way, covered in sticky jam, traces of orgasm lingering in my pubic hair, soaking it in.

Because there’s ink on my finger that matches the two people I love most.

Doesn’t get much better than that.

The End
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