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  Chapter One


  


  NOW this is the law of the jungle, as old and as true as the sky,


  And the wolf that shall keep it may prosper, but the wolf that shall break it must die.


  As the creeper that girdles the tree trunk, the law runneth forward and back;


  For the strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.—Rudyard Kipling, “The Law for the Wolves,” The Second Jungle Book, 1895.


  


  Nathaniel Crawford started most of his mornings with a three-mile run. Rain, cold, heat—he didn’t care. Some people needed caffeine.


  He needed the endorphins only a good hard run could give him.


  He’d thank his step-father, the former Marine drill sergeant for that, if the man, and Nate’s mother, hadn’t been twenty years in their graves.


  Although at the time, as a kid, he’d hated morning runs with a passion. Especially the six years they’d lived in England in his early teen years when most of the mornings were wet, cold, and drizzly.


  Still, old habits die hard. Especially when they become addictions.


  The mornings he didn’t or couldn’t run, usually throughout the rest of the day he felt unsettled, missing…something. Like a car with an annoying, intermittent misfire that you couldn’t quite pin down and diagnose.


  Except, in his case, he could pin it down and diagnose it.


  Which is why he didn’t miss many runs.


  This Saturday morning had been a missed-run morning, and by ten o’clock he was already in the weeds. He’d had to change shirts before leaving the house because he’d managed to not get the lid to his travel mug of coffee snapped on securely and spilled the contents down the front of his shirt.


  Then he realized on the drive to his office to meet an early client that his fuel light was on because he’d neglected to stop on the way home last night due to his sick headache.


  The lingering remnants of which were why he hadn’t taken his run that morning.


  His Saturday morning drive, which usually took him fifteen minutes, took him nearly forty between the gas stop and an accident blocking the road where a car hit a power pole and knocked it over.


  Then he arrived at the office to find the power out. Due to the same accident.


  Fortunately, that wasn’t a totally bad thing. He could light candles in the treatment room, and was in the process of doing that when his client arrived fifteen minutes early.


  While he was trying to get her situated and wondering where the hell Cherise, his receptionist and little sister was, his cell phone rang in his back pocket.


  He walked out to the front desk to answer it and found it was Cherise.


  “Hey, there’s an accident or something. I’m stuck in traffic.”


  “I know. I hit it, too. And the power’s out.”


  “Great. Add the phones. I tried calling the office number first and it rang fast-busy.”


  Shit. “Lovely. My first client is already here.”


  “I’ll get there as fast as I can, bro. So I guess the AC is going to be an issue, too.”


  Oh, bloody hell. “Yes,” he muttered. “Please, get here.” It was the first week of December, but the highs were supposed to be in the mid-eighties today, and sunny.


  Meaning AC was still a necessity.


  “Doing my best, Nate. Love ya.” She ended the call.


  He’d have to prop the front door open. In the Florida heat, while the office was well-insulated, if the air-conditioner wasn’t on it wouldn’t take long for the building to warm to uncomfortable levels, even on a day as relatively mild by Florida standards as that one.


  After taking care of that, and propping open their back door to allow a cross-breeze, he stepped into the treatment room with his client.


  “Mrs. Donalds, I apologize for the inconvenience this morning. I’m going to give you an additional treatment appointment at no charge to make up for today.”


  The fifty-five-year-old woman always seemed to wear a smile despite her debilitating chronic pain. “That’s all right. Things happen. Usually for a reason. You don’t need to do that.”


  “I want to. Well, let’s get started.”


  Mrs. Donalds was here today for an acupuncture appointment. At least it wasn’t a fire cupping treatment, which would have added heat to the rapidly warming office.


  Thirty minutes later, Cherise’s head appeared in the partially open doorway and she silently waved.


  He waved back, not speaking, acknowledging he saw her. He hated when his routine was disrupted even though he did his best to flow with it.


  Easier said than done.


  Maybe I should skip the club tonight.


  Except he’d promised Marcia he’d do a fire cupping demo tonight, and it had been promoted on the club’s site already.


  Bollocks.


  The power came on just as he was finishing with Mrs. Donalds. “Well, that was perfect timing,” she teased as he helped her sit up.


  “I’m still giving you a free appointment,” he insisted.


  “All right. If I tell my husband I gave up a freebie, he’d probably grumble.”


  Her insurance didn’t cover her treatments but she’d had some relief from them. Nate discounted her visits because he knew the older couple was strapped for cash.


  What should be their retirement years, and her husband had to work two jobs, one full-time and one part-time, to help pay for insurance so he could keep her in medications, what she needed to try to stay functioning between her lupus and her RA. It was amazing she could even still drive. Sometimes, she couldn’t.


  They’d started the process with Social Security to get her officially classified as disabled and make her eligible for cash benefits and Medicaid, but cutting through red tape was a nightmare.


  By his third patient of the morning, Nate still felt unsettled. At least the phones had come back online, as had the office’s Internet. He sublet to three other professionals, two acupuncturists and a chiropractor, but they usually didn’t see patients on Saturdays. Cherise worked for all of them, handling the phones, front desk, billing, processing payments, and scheduling.


  “Last one of the day is coming up, Doc,” she joked, her work nickname for him. “You have plenty of time to grab a bite to eat, if you want.”


  She’d been too young to remember most of their time in England beyond fuzzy, hazy snippets of time. Technically, she was his half-sister. Twelve years younger than him, she was twenty-nine and had been born in England to his mom and step-father while they were stationed there.


  “Thanks.”


  “You all right?” she asked.


  “Headache last night.”


  She winced. “Ooh, sorry.”


  “It is what it is.”


  He hadn’t brought anything with him to eat, but he walked over to the plaza next door and got a vegetarian sandwich from the sub shop there and took it back to the office, along with a bottle of Mountain Dew.


  The stuff was horrible for him. But sometimes when he had one of these headaches, which he’d had off and on all his life, the jolt of caffeine and carbonation helped the ibuprofen kick the pain in the ass and chase it off.


  He knew from the faint echoes in the back of his skull that the headache hadn’t completely cleared out yet and was still deciding on whether or not to leave or come back in full force. He really didn’t want to cancel going to the club, if he could avoid it.


  Cherise wrinkled her nose when she saw what he had in his hands. “Eww. That stuff will pickle your liver. You must really be hurting.”


  He headed toward the break room they all shared. “Let me know when my last appointment arrives, please.”


  Once they left, then he could break out another weapon in his arsenal, slathering peppermint oil on his forehead and the back of his neck. He didn’t like doing that before a client, though, because he never knew when someone might be allergic to the oil or to the carrier oil it was blended with.


  He could tough it out another ninety minutes.


  He was used to toughing things out. Life had taught him that lesson.


  Too damn well.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time Nate returned home at three, the headache had finally retreated. He would take a short nap and, if history proved correct, by the time he was ready to head to the club a little after seven, he should be ready for the night.


  Finding Venture and the members of the Suncoast Society munch group had been like stumbling across long-lost family. Even better, because he chose to incorporate many of them into his life.


  Cherise was well aware of what he did in his free time. She’d bugged him about his Saturday nights at the club until he finally took her for the first time, not too long after she’d turned nineteen, just to shut her up, thinking she’d be freaked out.


  She’d loved it. And she’d not only become a member of Venture, but volunteered at the club, too. This was after a bumpy time in her life when he’d had to confront her about issues she’d been having. He’d been relieved to find out she was kinky and not into drugs, although at the time she hadn’t realized how “normal” she was. Her months of agony had led her down a lonely, dark, self-destructive path, until he finally forced her to admit the root cause so he could help her.


  He thought it might freak him out to see his sister play, except she turned out to be a Domme, not a submissive.


  Well, go figure. He didn’t exactly label himself a Dominant, even though he certainly was a dominant person, more a sensual sadist than anything.


  He was getting ready to lie down for his nap when Cherise called his cell.


  “Did you want me to come pick you up and drive you to the club later?”


  “I thought you weren’t going tonight?”


  “I wasn’t, but Wade got called in to work an extra shift for another guy at his station.”


  He thought about it. Cherise and Wade only lived five minutes from him. It wasn’t like it would put her out of the way. She could drive right by his house.


  Hell, not like he would be bringing a date home, either.


  “Okay. I won’t argue with you.”


  “About damn time. Did you want to go to Sigalo’s first for dinner?”


  “No. Just the club.”


  “Be ready by 6:45, then. I’m going to help open, so I need to be there early. Laters.”


  He climbed into bed and set his alarm for five. That would give him plenty of time to get a shower and wake up.


  I will go run tomorrow.


  Chapter Two


  


  When Nate awoke from his nap five minutes before his alarm went off, he was relieved to find that the headache had completely broken and retreated to the realms of memory.


  Although now his stomach felt a little rebellious from the effects of his earlier Mountain Dew consumption.


  After his shower, he finished gathering the rest of his stuff together and ate an early dinner. Even though they usually had pot lucks at the club, there was rarely anything he liked, unless he or Cherise brought it. His little sister indulged his eclectic and inconsistent dietary structure. Sometimes, he was a voracious carnivore, almost like a craving.


  Then he could go months without so much as a piece of sushi.


  He was in an in-between phase right now, where he could go either direction. His dinner tonight consisted of gluten-free crackers, pine nut hummus, and two hard-boiled eggs. He’d take a bag of trail mix with him to snack on during the night if there wasn’t anything on the tables he liked.


  Cherise pulled into his driveway exactly on time. He was already out the front door to take his first load of gear to her car before she even opened her door.


  “You look better, bro,” she said as she rose up to peck him on the cheek as she passed. He was six four to her five five frame. She’d inherited their mom’s short stature, while he apparently took after his birth father’s side of the family.


  He only knew that by what his mom had said, since the man had died when he was two and he had no memories of him, only a few old pictures.


  “I feel better. It popped completely.”


  “Good. You looked like shit earlier,” she called over her shoulder on the way to the house.


  Five minutes later, they were loaded and heading toward the club. He’d seen her implement bag in the trunk.


  “Going to play tonight?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “Maaaybe. Depends. There’s a guy I’ve been talking with on Fet who might show up tonight. A newbie.”


  While she jokingly called herself a play slut, she and her boyfriend weren’t poly. Her boyfriend didn’t mind if she played with others, as long as she didn’t have sex with them. “Won’t be until later if we do, though. I told Marcia I’d man the desk for her early on. That collaring is tonight and she wants to be there for it.”


  Ah, yes. He’d heard about that. He knew the people involved.


  Leo and Jesse were a gay Master/slave couple getting married tomorrow, but they lived with Leo’s ex-wife, Eva, and Leo and Eva’s young daughter.


  From what he understood, it made Tilly’s complicated situation look positively normal by comparison.


  He hadn’t asked for the personal details of the situation, because he worked on the assumption that if people wanted him to know their business, they’d tell him. He didn’t judge, either. It wasn’t his job.


  When they arrived at the club, they were the second ones there, after Marcia and Derrick.


  Marcia looked relieved. “Oh, good, you’re both here. Crawford, I have a big favor to ask.”


  Nate’s scene name was Crawford, easier to remember than making something up out of thin air. And it helped prospective clients remember his name more easily when trying to find his phone number for his services.


  “Sure.”


  “Jesse called me and said Leo’s having some pain today. Can you work on him before their collaring? They should be here any minute. Hell, I’ll even pay you for a full session rate, if you want.”


  “Of course I’ll work on him, and no, you won’t pay me. Let me get set up.” Leo was already one of his regular clients outside of the dungeon, although it was usually one of their mutual friends, or Jesse, who brought him in for his office visits. Eva had never actually been to his office with Leo, and he’d never worked on Eva at the dungeon, even though he had worked on Jesse before, both at the dungeon and officially, in his office.


  He rolled his large travel bag into the dungeon area and set up at the medical play table they’d put downstairs for just this reason. It meant he didn’t have to haul his stuff upstairs to the isolated area where needle and knife play frequently took place.


  He never charged for what he did at the club. They always let him in for free because he held demos, and he handed out business cards that helped bring him more clients.


  By the time he was ready, Leo, Jesse, and Eva had arrived. Eva and Jesse looked worried as they helped Leo out of the car and into his wheelchair.


  Nate held the office door open for them. The club wasn’t officially open yet, but since Marcia had cleared it, he waved them in.


  “I’ll check us in,” Eva said. “You guys go on inside.”


  Jesse wheeled Leo into the dungeon as Nate held the inner door for him. The car accident three months earlier had left Leo with severe injuries, including a broken pelvis. He was now able to walk and move around without the wheelchair, but spending a lot of time on his feet wore him out and jacked up his pain levels.


  Nate helped Jesse steady the man and got him up onto the table, where he laid down with a pained grunt.


  “So where are we hurting today?” Nate asked.


  “Can I start with what doesn’t hurt? Might be faster.”


  “Your big day is tomorrow, isn’t it?” Nate prepared the first batch of needles and opened up several packs of alcohol swabs. He suspected the extra stress was adding to Leo’s pain levels.


  “Yep. Going to marry my boy tomorrow.” Leo glanced over at Jesse. The love and adoration in the man’s gaze nearly made Nate’s cock hard despite him being straight.


  Nate, personally, had given up actively trying to find someone. If it was meant to happen, it would. He didn’t sleep around and he would admit he had some pretty specific standards. He was okay with being alone. Being thrown into a parenting role at twenty-one had adjusted his world view in a hard and fast way. Forced him to shift his priorities in a way that, even though his sister was now grown up and independent, weren’t easy to change back.


  “Okay. Close your eyes and relax for me.”


  Nate started placing needles, paying careful attention to how Leo reacted. It was easier to do this now, being familiar with the man and how different treatment protocols worked for him. After about fifteen minutes, Nate sensed the man’s tension begin to ease, which would naturally help with pain relief in the process.


  “Any better?”


  “Yeah,” Leo said, eyes still closed. “It’s helping. I still don’t get it, but I won’t question it.”


  “Common reaction,” Nate told him. “So,” he asked Jesse. “How’s the little one handling things about tomorrow?”


  “She’s in flower girl commando mode. I never knew there was such a thing, but she is.”


  Eva had sat at a table with Marcia over in the social area and was talking with her out of earshot.


  “And Eva? Do you or she need a quick stress relief session?”


  Jesse glanced over his shoulder at where Eva sat. He dropped his voice even more. “Maybe we can talk her into it later tonight,” he said. Then a smile crept over his face. “She might be looking for an excuse to duck Tilly and Eliza.”


  Nate knew exactly what that meant, but it left him more confused than ever about their arrangement. “Wait, what?”


  “Matchmaking,” Leo mumbled, sounding deeply relaxed. “Eva’s under our protection, but she’s single. She’s agreed Jesse and I get to sign off on any prospective matches.”


  Nate glanced at Eva again. The first time he’d seen Eva at the club, her hair had been dyed a brassy orangey red that he personally thought hadn’t suited her at all. In fact, it’d almost screamed, “Get away.”


  Tonight, her hair was a beautiful rich, dark reddish auburn that looked absolutely perfect on her.


  He broke his own code. “Not to be nosy, and feel free to tell me it’s none of my business, but I thought you guys were a poly triad?”


  “No,” Jesse said. “We’re a pack. Not quite a leather family.” He smiled. “Leo and I are gay. We love her, but we’re not poly with her.” His expression turned sad. “We just want her to find a good, solid guy who will love her, love our daughter, and be okay with us there as well.”


  “Oh.” Nate placed another needle. “At least you have a supportive family behind you all.”


  “Well, family by friendship,” Jesse said. “Long, ugly story.”


  Nate didn’t press any further. “Still, if you or she wants a session tonight, let me know.”


  “Thanks,” Jesse said. “I might take you up on that later. Leo comes first.” He tenderly stroked Leo’s cheek. “Big guy gets priority. Always.”


  Even before his involvement in the BDSM community, Nate had friends that ticked multiple boxes all over the rainbow spectrum in terms of gender identity, sexuality, and relationship dynamics. He didn’t care who or what someone was beyond if they were a nice human being or not.


  Fortunately, he’d been able to instill that ethic of tolerance in Cherise during her formative years. She’d spent plenty of nights with him while he was studying in school and practicing techniques on classmates and friends. He’d essentially been a single dad skimping by on death benefits from the military for their parents, his own scholarships and grants, and doing cash work on the side giving therapeutic massages, acupuncture treatments, Reiki work, and tutoring classmates in their studies.


  At least the house had been paid off by their parents’ life insurance. He’d calculated their average monthly living expenses and set that much aside for six years’ worth of bills so he didn’t have that stress to deal with, at least. And there had been enough for him to go to school without having to work, too, a good thing, since he had Cherise to take care of. He signed her up for pre-paid college benefits to help take the sting out of that. He figured if she didn’t use it, she could cash it in.


  Which had left very little money to spare in their budget after the fact, but he had the comfort of knowing they would always have a roof over their heads, electricity, food, and running water.


  Where Cherise’s friends had grown up loving My Little Pony and playing with Barbie, she had learned about meridians and Reiki and pressure points and practicing them on her friends’ toys.


  When he’d first graduated and started practicing, she’d been his after-hours assistant and appointment scheduler, when she wasn’t in school or doing homework.


  By the time Nate finished with Leo, the club had opened and people were starting to gather. Nate helped the man sit up. “Better?”


  Leo offered him a smile. “A lot. Thanks. Please add this one to my next bill.”


  “Nope. You know what I do here is gratis. Consider it a wedding gift, if you have to.”


  “Thanks.”


  Jesse got him situated in his wheelchair as Loren walked over to confer with Leo about starting the collaring ceremony.


  Nate washed his hands and grabbed himself a cup of coffee, returning to the medical play table to sit on it and await the start of the ceremony. Out of courtesy, no one would play while the collaring was underway, so it wasn’t like he was blocking anyone’s access to the table.


  Besides, Marcia, Derrick, and Kel always reserved the table for him for the whole night when he was in attendance. He enjoyed absorbing the ambient energy from watching others playing around him and from what he himself was doing.


  It wasn’t about paddles and canes and floggers for him. He wasn’t into that.


  He found his attraction in the energy exchange. Maybe some would call that woo-woo nonsense, but it was his kink and he enjoyed it.


  All the better, he could actually do some therapeutic good for people in the process.


  His gaze fell on Eva one more time as Loren called for everyone to gather around for the collaring. He’d always sensed a sad sort of cloud around Eva.


  No, that wasn’t right. It was more like a wall, a protective cloak. He’d never seen her play with anyone, not even Leo or Jesse, at the club. As a Top or a bottom. And while some people were very friendly and huggy with others, formal protocols notwithstanding, he’d noticed she…wasn’t.


  Interesting.


  Chapter Three


  


  Yesterday, while Jesse had been at work and Laurel had been at school, Leo had asked Eva to sit down and talk with him.


  Adjusting to this new life was getting incrementally easier for Eva. She’d think she couldn’t do another day, then look back three weeks later and realize yes, she had.


  That was the only thing keeping her going. That, and her promises to Leo and Jesse that she would keep going.


  And she was slowly building up a stable of good, trusted friends. Tilly, Eliza, June, Marcia, Loren—everyone at the Suncoast Society had proven by the way they responded to Leo’s accident that they cared.


  That had gone a long way to earning her trust.


  Yes, she would still sometimes feel angry over the situation. That it wasn’t fair the man she married wasn’t her husband any longer. That he never really had been the man she thought she married.


  Leo hadn’t deliberately misled her any more than she’d deliberately misled him about her past. He’d also struggled for years to try to be what and who she needed until he finally couldn’t.


  That wasn’t on him, that was on her. She’d avoided dealing with herself and her past long enough.


  At least Leo had tried.


  If she was totally honest with herself, Leo had put far more emotional energy and effort into their relationship than she had.


  Another promise she’d made to Leo and Jesse was to continue the counseling. If for no other reason than to be the best mother to Laurel that she could be.


  During their talk yesterday, Leo had laid it on the line to her, that he needed to know if she was going to be able to go through with witnessing him and Jesse formalizing their commitment to each other in public at the collaring, in front of their friends. She already knew she’d be okay at the wedding.


  It had been a tiny victory when she could honestly admit to Leo that she felt a mix of sadness and love over the events, but she’d be able to handle it. She did love Leo and always would. She’d come to love Jesse, too. He was as good a dad to Laurel as Leo was.


  It didn’t obliterate the entirety of her loss but she tried to remind herself that if she found Leo, maybe she could one day find another man. She didn’t want Leo and Jesse’s lives placed on hold and in limbo just because of her.


  She knew what to expect today. Leo had gone over what he planned to do, to make sure she’d be okay with it.


  To give her the opportunity to back out.


  “I’m going to be brutally honest, Eva,” he said. “If you cannot deal with the collaring, you will need to go wait outside while it happens. Or stay home. I can’t be focused on you, because I’m there for Jesse.”


  “I’ll be okay. I promise.”


  Then he’d hugged her. “We’re not abandoning you,” he said.


  “I know.”


  Sitting here now, it hit her how real this was.


  And that she was dealing with it. Coping. Handling it.


  What she hadn’t expected was for Leo to call her over to them after he collared Jesse.


  Loren handed Leo another box, similar to the one that had held the day collar necklace he’d put on Jesse.


  Inside lay a similar necklace.


  “I know we haven’t been around much,” Leo said to those gathered in attendance, “but just for the record, in case anyone didn’t know, Eva is under our official protection. We’re not her Doms, but if anyone fucks with her in the bad way, we might as well be.”


  “Amen,” Tilly said with a smile.


  On the tag, a small tribal fish design like the one on Jesse’s tag, only with a hot pink background. On the back had been engraved LC-JM.


  The men’s initials.


  Leo handed it to Jesse, who fastened it around Eva’s neck.


  “When you meet a guy we can sign off on,” Leo said, “we’ll let him replace that. Until then, it’s a reminder of the fact that you’re safe with us, but that we’ll find the right guy. That we are and always will be a pack.”


  She felt close to tears, hugging first Jesse, then Leo. Leo hadn’t told her about this, and she was glad he’d surprised her.


  “Thank you, guys.”


  “You thank us now,” Tilly joked. “You just wait.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After Leo had paddled Jesse at the close of their collaring, others started playing. Leo and Jesse ended up sitting at a table in the social area, surrounded by friends.


  Tilly walked up behind Eva. “How you doing?”


  Eva’s hand automatically went up to the necklace, playing with the tag. “I’m vertical. How’s that?”


  “It’s a start.”


  Marcia appeared on her other side. “Hey, Crawford has an opening. Why don’t you let him work on you?”


  Eva blanched. “I…I don’t play. You know that.”


  “No, just let him do some acupuncture on you.”


  “I’ll hold your hand,” Tilly said without a hint of snark. “He’s not gropey. He’s a good guy.”


  Hell, Leo and Jesse had both been worked on by him. He’d actually helped Leo’s pain.


  It wasn’t the man’s fault that she had body issues. “If you hold my hand.” She’d let Tilly think it was a needles-squick issue on her part.


  “Deal.” Tilly laced fingers with her and led her over to the table, where Crawford was wiping it down. “Can you do a little stress relief on her, Crawford?”


  “Of course I can.” He spread a clean towel on the table. “Hop on up here. I can always use a fresh victim.”


  “Don’t worry,” Tilly assured her. “He’s the sweetest damn sadist you’ll ever meet.”


  “Why do you women insist on telling people how nice I am? How am I ever expected to terrify people if they think I’m a fluffy bunny?”


  Eva actually laughed at that.


  “Because truth in advertising, dude. You’re a sweetheart.” Tilly remained on the other side of the table, holding Eva’s left hand as she lay face-up on the table. “Anyone ever tell you you’ve got that Professor Snape vibe going on? Only in a sexier, Domlier kind of way.”


  A serene smile illuminated Crawford’s features. “I’ll take that as a compliment, Tilly.”


  “Good, because I meant it as one. If you had Alan Rickman’s voice, buddy, Landry might have some serious competition for my attention when we’re here.”


  He did have the slightest bit of an accent. Working in a call center, Eva was used to hearing people from all over the country. “Are you from Britain?” she asked him.


  “No. Well, technically, yes. I lived there for six years as a kid and my sister was actually born there. Military brats. In high school back in the US, I discovered the girls loved a British accent, so I didn’t totally lose all of it or the idioms.”


  He had long, willowy fingers and had tied his black hair back with a leather thong. She was used to seeing premature grey in a man’s hair. Leo’s had started turning grey before he was thirty, although this man still had far more black than grey compared to Leo. His brown eyes appeared almost black in the dim light.


  She’d never really paid close attention to him before. He exuded a calm energy that relaxed her far more than she’d expected it to.


  Usually, she spent so much time trying to keep barriers between herself and others that she rarely got close to people unless they made an effort to draw her in.


  He prepped his needles and swabbed several areas on her forehead and ears with alcohol wipes, waving his hand over them to dry the alcohol.


  “My little sister, however,” he said, “is completely Americanized. Damned shame, too. She always picks on me when I refer to french fries as ‘chips.’”


  “I’m going to tell her you said that,” Tilly playfully threatened.


  “Go ahead, darling. She’s manning the front desk tonight.”


  “She is? How the hell did I miss her?”


  “I don’t know, but she’ll be awfully hurt if you don’t say hi when we’re done.”


  “Rats.”


  “Your sister is here, too?” Eva asked.


  “Yes, my baby sister is a Domme. I would say I corrupted her, but two kinky children from the same mother likely means it’s in our genes. No arguments with that. My mom was fairly dominant. She ran our home like a military unit, in the good ways.”


  “Is it just the two of you?” Eva didn’t like talking about her own family and hoped he didn’t ask.


  “Yes, just me and Cherise, since she was nine and I was twenty-one. My mom and step-dad died in an accident, and I raised her.”


  “Oh. I’m so sorry.”


  He shrugged, reaching in and placing the first needle in her forehead. “Family comes first. Always. Let me know if you feel any discomfort or pain.”


  “Okay.”


  He placed more needles, Tilly maintaining her comforting grip on Eva’s hand. But…


  Even if Tilly hadn’t been there, now that Eva had allowed herself to relax, she realized she didn’t feel threatened by the man. He had a gentle, calm, serene way about him.


  Jesse walked over. “You doing okay?”


  Eva didn’t want to move. “Yeah, I’m okay. I don’t know why I waited so long to have this done.”


  Yes, she did.


  So did Jesse.


  But it wasn’t a topic of conversation for the location or the mixed company, so better to let Tilly and Crawford both think it was a fear of needles.


  Jesse smiled and winked at her before heading back to Leo’s side.


  I wish they were bi.


  Just her luck, now that she’d expanded her circle of friends and realized it wasn’t uncommon for people to be poly, she was living with two guys who were gay and not even slightly homoflexible.


  Or would that have made them heteroflexible?


  Well, it didn’t matter, because they weren’t poly.


  After twenty minutes or so, as Eva lay there with her eyes closed while Crawford and Tilly talked and playfully bantered over her, Eva realized she had relaxed. Tilly was actually holding her hand now, not the other way around.


  Not once had Eva flinched from contact with Crawford.


  When he finished with her about twenty minutes after that and had removed all the needles, Tilly helped her sit up and made sure she was okay before she went to go help one of their friends who was having a corset malfunction.


  Crawford walked around the table to stand in front of Eva, staring into her eyes.


  She didn’t want to look away.


  After glancing around to make sure no one was within earshot, he dropped his voice. “If you ever want to come in, with Leo or Jesse, or alone, I’ll be happy to work with you on managing your stress and anxiety.”


  Her reaction must have given her away, because he reached out and, without touching her, indicated one of the faint, pale lines on her upper arm, one that disappeared under the short sleeve of her dress and most people never noticed.


  His gaze didn’t falter. “You aren’t the first to do that,” he whispered, “but it carries inherent risks. Sometimes I can help people manage stress and anxiety without you having to resort to that.”


  She found herself nodding. Here she’d thought her secret was totally hidden, skillfully, artfully. Yes, Leo, and now Jesse, they knew. Only because they lived with her and knew her past.


  This was…well, nearly a total stranger.


  The first person to peg her like that. Hell, even Leah, who Eva knew had a rough history, had never seemed to notice. She’d never caught anyone looking at her arms and legs at any of the pool parties when she was in a bathing suit, or wore a tank top or shorts.


  Then again, you had to know what you were looking for, and the implications.


  He offered her a hand to get down off the table.


  After a deep breath, she laid her hand in his and let him help her. “Thank you,” she said.


  “My pleasure.” He gave her a slight bow. “I’m glad I could be of assistance.”


  After one last look his way, she headed back to the familiar safety of Leo and Jesse.


  Chapter Four


  


  Crawford worked with probably a dozen people that night, but his thoughts kept returning to Eva.


  The three had left a little before eleven that night, as had many of the regulars who would be attending the wedding tomorrow.


  Eva’s energy had responded to him in a way he wasn’t…used to. He’d dealt with people in a wide variety of emotional and physical states, from depression and grief to euphoria and orgasm, the bad kind of physical pain, anger, joy, mellow—


  He couldn’t classify her.


  That was unusual for him. He considered himself an expert at reading people he worked with. He needed that skill as a necessary component of his job, to be effective with what he did both through Reiki and his other treatment techniques.


  Eva was an enigma, as if she were so used to blocking people out that she didn’t know how to open up.


  Only toward the end of their session had he sensed the slightest vulnerability, when he’d guessed correctly about what he saw and made the offer to her.


  Whether or not she’d accept it was another thing.


  He hated seeing people in pain—physically or emotionally—and being unable to help them.


  He was a sadist, not an asshole. And he didn’t really think calling himself a sadist was completely accurate, no matter what Tilly thought. Manipulating a person to get the desired outcome didn’t always involve pain, although it could, if that was what they wanted.


  Or needed.


  And some people honestly needed it.


  He’d worked with one woman who had spent years trading one addiction for another to avoid emotional pain, until she’d somehow ended up in his office. She’d managed to give up drugs and alcohol but still struggled with smoking and then overeating.


  Among other things.


  When a few gentle questions led him to an accurate conclusion about the original source of her emotional pain, he’d been able to offer her an outlet.


  Within six months, she’d reported massive breakthroughs with her therapy and no longer felt the need to self-injure, which she’d just started engaging in before she started seeing him as a client.


  Unconventional, sure, but if it worked, why question the means?


  She was now letting her doctor try her on anti-depressants that, in conjunction with her therapy, had turned her into a new woman.


  Now when she came into his office, she saw him simply for stress and anxiety that tightened the muscles in her neck and shoulders to nearly painful levels. And that he could easily help her with.


  But Eva…


  She stayed on his mind even after he packed up for the night and was riding home with Cherise.


  “You’ve been awfully quiet,” she noted. “Usually you’re a little chatterbox.”


  “Huh?”


  “Is your headache back?”


  “No. I feel fine.”


  “Then what’s going on with you?”


  “Nothing. Just the energy from one of the people I worked on tonight.”


  “Bad?”


  “No…just…” He tried to find a word. “Unusual. I’m still processing.”


  What he didn’t want to admit was he’d felt somewhat drawn to Eva the longer he worked on her.


  The fact that he was thinking about her now like this might even be problematic. He didn’t want personal emotions muddying the treatment waters.


  “Wow. Must have been some lady.”


  “How do you know it was a lady?”


  “Well, you never get hooked in by a guy, and other than Leo and Jesse, you only worked on women tonight, as far as I know.”


  He hated when she was right.


  And she knew she was right, which made it even more infuriating. “Ha.” She looked infuriatingly smug.


  He glanced at her. “You can be a very annoying little sister sometimes. You know that?”


  “Yes. And yet you didn’t throw me under a tank or mail me to Alaska when I was a kid.”


  “No, I didn’t. You’re stuck with me and I’m stuck with you.”


  “Stuck like glue,” she replied, their old mantra.


  “Me and you.”


  Home alone again, he set about his normal routine. He kept the house tidy, organized. Some might say sparse. Having military parents had taught him well about keeping things trimmed down.


  It’d been weird when Cherise had moved out last year. He’d briefly had one roommate, but fortunately for Nate, he moved on quickly once his situation turned around.


  He wasn’t interested in another roommate. Cherise had told him to consider it a character-building experience.


  He’d thought it was a pain in the ass.


  Okay, yes, he’d admit to being a Dominant. If wanting things exactly the way he wanted them and keeping them that way made him a control freak, sure, he’d own that.


  Even raising Cherise hadn’t been as nerve-wracking as learning how to get along with someone who was nearly a stranger.


  You might think you’re close friends with someone until you’re actually living with them and have to listen to them fart during their first pee of the morning.


  Every morning.


  And not even a polite little toot, but a rip-rolling zipper of a fart that sounded like the bowels of Hell itself were being aromatically emptied into the other bathroom.


  Not cool.


  Not cool at all.


  No, people couldn’t control stuff like that, but when it happened Every.


  Single.


  Morning.


  That’s when it turned from an annoyance into an obviously passive-aggressive attempt to stake a more permanent claim on the space than was intended.


  Now Nate understood why the guy’s last roommate had kicked him out after three months.


  Fortunately, the guy had got a new job at better pay and quickly moved.


  


  * * * *


  


  Once they were home, settled in for the night, and Eva was alone in her room, she had time to reflect on the evening. Ever since working with Crawford, she had felt…different. A little lighter inside.


  She had never been a big believer in alternative medicine until she saw what a positive impact it’d had on Leo. He hated taking pain killers and wanted to get to the point—as quickly as his body would allow him—of working full time again.


  But he was a welder. That meant he was still not ready for doing more than what he was now, managing the office a few hours a week and handling bookkeeping and scheduling from home.


  Leo had tried driving and could manage it if his pain levels were low and his energy levels high, but it still wasn’t a reliable skill he could claim yet.


  She knew it chafed him, too.


  One of the things she’d always loved about Leo was how hard he worked. Not to the exclusion of his family, but to take care of them. He hated having to rely on them for day-to-day things.


  His healing was, according to his doctors, going well, even ahead of what they had anticipated.


  If you asked Leo, it was a snail’s pace.


  By this time tomorrow night, Leo and Jesse would be legally married, and she’d be…


  Pretty much the same emotional wreck she’d always been. Leo was right. She was stronger than she thought, and she’d get through this. There were plenty of men who never would have put up with what Leo did during the divorce.


  Something she felt infinitely ashamed of now.


  No matter how much they tried to tell her the delay tactics she’d used hadn’t led to Leo’s accident, to her they had. Had they been divorced, he likely wouldn’t have been standing there at her door that evening after dropping Laurel off. They wouldn’t have had the chat where she’d told him she was dropping her challenges and delays.


  He would, at the very least, have been out of there a few minutes earlier. Missed the driver at the intersection.


  Would have gone home, unscathed, to Jesse.


  When Tilly tried to inject a little logic into the situation, that maybe if she hadn’t delayed the divorce Leo never would have met Jesse in the first place, Eva didn’t want to think like that.


  Leo was happy. Laurel was happy.


  They wanted her to be happy.


  Her job now was to keep working toward whatever that meant. To learn how to silence her past for good and try to focus on the future.


  She’d survived a lot in her life.


  She could survive this, too, with her family walking beside her.


  Her pack.


  And it did kind of feel like that. Sometimes the three of them would sit on the couch to watch TV, with her between the men and Laurel stretched out in their laps.


  They were a pack.


  It would be an exceptional man indeed who could not only make it through Tilly’s high standards but pass muster with Leo and Jesse as well.


  Then, if all those barriers were successfully crossed, there would be the Typhoon Laurel test. With Laurel nearly seven, if whoever wanted to be a part of Eva’s life couldn’t deal with Laurel—or if Laurel hated them—it was finished. Eva would never have anyone in her life who couldn’t accept the complicated package deal that was her pack.


  Oddly enough, she was finding herself okay with that admission. It no longer triggered panicked, what-if thoughts in her brain that maybe she’d spend the rest of her life alone.


  Maybe what she needed to do was learn how to be alone a little more.


  Leo had lovingly sheltered her in countless ways, without either of them even realizing it at the time. He’d been the calm, the oasis, the stalwart fortress that kept her nightmares away, both the real and the imaginary ones.


  He still was, him and Jesse both, except they didn’t share a bed with her.


  Tomorrow night, though, for the first time since Leo’s accident, she wouldn’t have a man in the house.


  Tilly would be spending the night, but while scary in her own right, Tilly didn’t count as a man.


  One of her men.


  From when Leo was in the accident, until the men had permanently moved in with her, either Jesse or both men had been there at the house with her at night—if she wasn’t working a night shift, that was.


  Tomorrow night, Jesse and Leo would spend their first night married at Lucas and Leigh’s, out in their pool house apartment. It would only be the one night, because Jesse and Eva both had to work Tuesday. Laurel would have to go to school Monday. Leo would need to handle stuff Monday at work, meaning Jesse would spend a chunk of his first day married in Leo’s welding shop, helping him with office work.


  After the wedding tomorrow night, Tilly and a bunch of their friends were taking Eva and Laurel out to dinner and then coming back to the house with them to play all sorts of board games with Laurel, until the girl fell asleep.


  Leo had arranged for Tilly to spend the night, not wanting Eva there alone.


  Just in case.


  She loved him for it, even though she knew she’d be okay. Would she cry?


  Yes. Absolutely. Hardly a day had passed since Leo first moved out that she didn’t cry at least once between crawling out of bed in the morning and collapsing back into it at night. Even more so once Leo had the accident.


  But…she felt herself slowly mending, little by little, from the inside out.


  She had a lot of work to do on herself. With Leo, she’d thought she’d be okay and hadn’t bothered, shoving away any thoughts she didn’t like and focusing on him and then on Laurel.


  It had taken all of this happening to realize she did want to change. She wasn’t happy with who she’d been for all these years.


  Maybe, even with all the pain and tears, the kindest thing Leo had ever done for her was to divorce her.


  Chapter Five


  


  “Mommy, it’s your turn!”


  “Sorry.” Laurel had insisted on playing Hello Kitty Monopoly.


  All.


  Night.


  Long.


  Following the wedding, the lot of them ate dinner at a fondue restaurant, which had tickled Laurel to no end to realize she could play with her food. Now it was Laurel, Eva, Tilly, Loren, Leah, June, Eliza, Marcia, and Shayla crowded around their dining room table, keeping the girl occupied.


  At least Laurel had started yawning, which boded well. With the time nearing nine o’clock, the little girl wouldn’t have much more stamina left.


  Eva hoped.


  Finally, by ten o’clock, Laurel was sound asleep in her bed and Eva and Tilly were saying good-night to everyone.


  The women collapsed on the couch in front of the TV. “I never thought she’d go to sleep,” Eva said.


  “It was all the caffeine from the chocolate at the fondue place,” Tilly said.


  “And the sugar from the cake earlier.” The men had cut Laurel a large corner of wedding cake, making sure she got plenty of frosting on it.


  She was definitely a daddy’s girl.


  Or would that be a daddies’ girl, now?


  Eva was too tired to contemplate proper grammar.


  “You doing all right?” Tilly asked.


  Eva took a long, slow, deep breath and let it out again. “I think I’m doing better than I thought I was going to. Thank you for spending the night.”


  “No worries. You have cable and Internet. I’m good.” Tilly grinned. “Besides, it’s still early in Hollyweird.”


  “Are you seriously working? I thought I heard Landry order you to take the weekend off?”


  Tilly’s grin widened. “Puh-lease. He’s my husband, not my owner. He doesn’t get any say in my work. I get to decide that.” Her smile faded. “Okay, seriously. Are you okay?”


  “I am. I’m sad, but…I’m okay. I’m happy for them. Jesse’s a good man. I love him, well, like a brother, I guess.”


  “I wish they were bi, sweetie. It’d make me totally unnecessary.” She smiled. “And Eliza and June and I are working on that.”


  “Any leads?”


  “Maaaybe. But a good matchmaker doesn’t reveal her secrets. That, and I’m still checking some references on a couple of prospects. I didn’t want to dump everything on you right after the wedding.”


  “If you match me up with someone and things don’t work out, I won’t blame you.”


  “No, I’ll just blame myself.” She stood and stretched. “I’m going to put on the comfy clothes. You and Jesse are the only ones who get to see my Eeyores. Besides my guys, that is.”


  “You have an image to uphold?”


  “Something like that. I try to be badass whenever I can.” Tilly went to go change. She’d actually be sleeping in Leo and Jesse’s room tonight since Laurel had her own room and Eva now occupied what used to be the guest room.


  Eva went to hand-wash the glasses they’d used. It wasn’t worth running the dishwasher.


  When Tilly returned, she’d put her hair up in a messy bun, wore an oversized T-shirt with Tigger on it, and her Eeyore sleep pants. Her laptop case was slung over one shoulder.


  “You’re going to stay awake until you’re sure I’m asleep, aren’t you?”


  Tilly smiled and cocked her finger at Eva. “You, my dear, are psychic.”


  She leaned against the counter. “No, I know Leo. And I suspect you think a lot like him.”


  “Don’t worry. We’ll find your prince. Meanwhile, think about going to Crawford with Leo and Jesse. Last night, you seemed pretty relaxed after he worked on you.”


  “I might just do that.”


  “Was that the first time you’d had acupuncture?”


  “Yeah. I mean, I know I’ve seen it help Leo, but I still thought it was hokum.”


  “Careful. Your Sheldon Cooper is showing.”


  “I know. Completely illogical. If I saw it helping him, I should have tried it sooner.”


  “Yeeesss.”


  “I think I figured that since his pain was physical and mine was mental, it was…different.”


  “No snarking intended, we really need to work on your self-care skills.”


  “Tell me about it. That’s what my counselor says.”


  “Good. I’d be worried if they didn’t.”


  “Did Leo give you any special instructions about tonight?”


  Tilly sighed. “He wanted to make sure you weren’t alone. In case you needed a shoulder. Or if you just wanted to be alone and needed backup to take care of Laurel.”


  Eva suspected there was more to it than that, but Leo and Jesse likely hadn’t revealed it to Tilly.


  Tilly was a nurse. Leo and Jesse could have asked any of several other friends of theirs to spend the night—and they would have readily agreed.


  Leo was still looking out for her. And Eva couldn’t blame him, especially after the stupid stunt she’d pulled the day after his accident.


  No, she really hadn’t thought that one through, but she’d been in so much emotional pain—and completely drunk—that ending it all had seemed like a damned good idea at the time.


  Although, considering her past track record, she didn’t know why she’d expected any different result.


  “I appreciate you being here for me,” Eva said.


  “Hey, it’s what we do for our friends. I’m going to set up in the living room for a while. You won’t bother me if you want to sit out here and watch TV.”


  “No, I think I’m going to take a shower and head to bed.” Eva hugged her friend. “Make yourself at home.” She headed for her bedroom.


  Eva didn’t want to fixate on Leo and Jesse. She knew they had sex. Hell, they’d almost certainly had sex in this house. No, they didn’t get their freak on around Laurel, ever. But they were men deeply in love with each other. It didn’t take much imagination on Eva’s part to understand they had needs.


  She didn’t resent that.


  Hell, she knew how good Leo was in bed.


  It would be nice for her to find someone of her own, though. Even though she knew, with her situation whacked out and crazy as it was, it wouldn’t be as easy as finding a needle in a haystack.


  It would be more like finding a particular grain of sand on Siesta Key’s famous beach.


  


  * * * *


  


  When she awoke early Monday morning to get Laurel ready for school, Eva wasn’t prepared for the evilly gleeful look on Tilly’s face when her friend appeared in the kitchen.


  “I thought I heard you up,” Tilly said.


  “Did you even sleep?”


  “Yes, I did.” Tilly leaned against the counter. “Do you trust me?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “Good. I know I said I was going to wait, but I’m going to try to arrange a date for you this week.”


  “Can I ask who with?”


  “Not yet, no. I have to confirm it all the way around, including with Leo and Jesse.”


  “Shouldn’t I get a little say in this?”


  Tilly snorted. “No. It’ll be a double-date though. Probably Wednesday night. I’ll confirm those details. You said you’re not working Wednesday night, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Good.” Tilly pushed off the counter and headed out of the kitchen.


  “Shouldn’t I at least get a chance to agree to this?”


  “Nope,” Tilly called back. “Just go with it.”


  Waiting for the coffee to brew, Eva knew she couldn’t be aggravated at her friend. Likely, whoever Tilly matched her up with wouldn’t be someone she’d feel any attraction toward. Basic odds said that much.


  Would she humor her friend?


  Absolutely. Especially after all Tilly had done for them.


  By the time Eva had Laurel ready to leave, Tilly had packed up and headed home. Eva drove Laurel to school, dropped her off…


  And returned to a completely empty house.


  She knew this was something she should be used to by now, but it still slammed her new reality home.


  The guys had their own life and jobs. Jesse had school as well as work. Leo was trying to recover his health and work at the same time. They all had Laurel.


  What did she have?


  A lot of introspection, which she was doing a piss-poor job working her way through.


  She sat on the couch and tried to breathe through it. Her counselor had warned her about times like this. Being alone wasn’t a bad thing.


  Hell, there were times she’d been alone, while still married to Leo, where she’d been fine.


  She’d also had a thick blanket of denial swaddling her, too.


  Grabbing one of the throw pillows, she pulled it into her arms, flopped over onto her side, and had the good, hard cry she’d denied herself for over a week. The kind of cry she didn’t dare have while the guys or Laurel were around for fear of them hearing her.


  Not even a bad cry. One to get the loose and accumulating garbage out of her system. Twenty minutes later, she sat up and reached over to the coffee table for a tissue from the box there to blow her nose.


  With that out of the way, she started a load of laundry before she got herself a shower. If she didn’t do it now, she wouldn’t by the time Laurel was due home from school. And today she had to go pick Laurel up, anyway.


  I can do this. I will do this.


  She started the shower. “And if I trip and fall flat on my face,” she said to herself, “I’ll get up and try again.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate’s Monday morning started with a run and went like clockwork. A far cry from his scattered Saturday.


  He didn’t even mind that he thought about Eva again while he ran.


  He didn’t understand what it was about her that had drawn him in, but she’d floated through his mind quite a bit as he spent Sunday doing chores and cleaning the house.


  That wasn’t normal.


  Well, the cleaning was perfectly normal, but having lingering thoughts about someone he’d worked on, outside the course of actually working with them, was very odd.


  Especially for him.


  And even more especially when he wasn’t romantically linked to that person in any way.


  Trying to focus on his day, he continued with his usual Monday routine, comforted by it. As always, Cherise had beat him to the office by minutes and was getting things opened up. While all the other people there had keys and full access, they usually didn’t start seeing clients as early as Nate did. He had a few regulars who came in on their way to work.


  Cherise juggled calendars for the office, his well-organized little sister having separate Google calendars for each professional, making them use the app on their phones as well so they could access or change appointments as needed. It’d only taken her two double-bookings by different tenants for her to lay down the law and mandate the change to everyone.


  It also meant she could access all of them from her phone if she was at lunch or had to run errands and the office was closed. She could forward the office calls to her cell and still run the business.


  Nate fully recognized Cherise was the backbone of the operation. If it wasn’t for her, he’d still be working out of a spare bedroom, or renting space from someone else. She’d been the one to research office sharing and figure out how to monetize leases the best way to pay for her own salary as well as office expenses. She’d taken some bookkeeping classes to help her run the business, but she hadn’t gone to college despite him trying to talk her into it.


  She also knew nearly as much as he did about what he did, but, again, she wouldn’t go to school for it and get certified.


  Fortunately for him, she was perfectly happy doing what she did, and they got to work together and see each other nearly every day.


  Not all siblings could deal with that. Since she was his little sister, and his only real family, he was fine with it.


  He smelled French vanilla coffee brewing as he walked down the hall to his office. “I love you,” he called out.


  “Love you, too, Doc,” she said, already walking up the hall from the kitchen area with his prepared mug. She handed it off. “You’ve got one in ten, Mr. Stoker, and he’s usually right on time.”


  “Thanks.”


  Nate pulled up his notes on the tablet he used to keep track of clients and prepared for the session, pushing thoughts about Eva out of his mind.


  Thoughts about her stayed out of his mind until Cherise knocked on his doorway while he was eating lunch. “Line one for you.”


  He frowned. “Client?”


  “Nope.” She smiled. “Surprise.” She disappeared back down the hall.


  He didn’t like that. For starters, his sister had way too smug of a look on her face. Evilly playful is what he’d called it when she was a kid.


  Usually indicating she’d done something and was waiting for him to figure it out.


  And that she’d take great joy in the process of him figuring it out.


  Second, he didn’t like that she’d walked to his office to tell him instead of using the intercom like she normally would.


  Third, who would call him on the office phone other than a client?


  That answer was soon evident. “Hello, Nate Crawford.”


  The woman’s voice sounded familiar, but until she introduced herself, her identity didn’t click. “Hi, Crawford. It’s Tilly. Do you have a minute to talk?”


  “Tilly?”


  “Uh-huh. I spoke with your sister briefly and she definitely agreed with what I’m about to ask of you. I have a huge favor to request.”


  He scowled, glad she couldn’t see him through the phone. “What kind of favor?”


  “The kind I wouldn’t normally ask of just anyone.”


  “No, I won’t take a package to Thailand for you. And if you need an alibi, sorry, I’m all out of them.”


  “Ha! Good one. See? That’s one of the things I like about you, you’ve got a great sense of humor, and—”


  “Tilly.”


  She huffed. “According to your sister—who I already know runs your schedule, so don’t try to lie about it—you are free Wednesday night. Correct?”


  He really didn’t like where this was going. “Yeeesss?”


  Her tone changed, snark-free and pleading. “I’ve already asked June and Scrye, and they said yes. Could you please meet with them and Eva for dinner somewhere? Perfectly vanilla, just dinner, nothing else.”


  He closed his eyes, well able to picture her face.


  Eva’s, not Tilly’s.


  “Okay,” he said without argument. “When and where?”


  Tilly hesitated. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “Um…okay, then. Thank you very much. That was about a thousand times easier than your sister and I thought it was going to be.”


  He smirked. “She doesn’t know everything about me. So where and when?”


  “Your choice.”


  He thought about it, then gave her the time and place.


  “Thanks again,” she said. “And, seriously, this is just dinner. No obligation for anything else.”


  “I know. Cherise is always on me that I don’t go out enough. I can toss this back in her face as proof that I do and get her to leave me alone.”


  “Ha. Ah, now I see your conniving plan. Unwittingly trick me into winning an argument with your little sister. Smart, Dr. Devious. Very smart. Hey, that’d be a good nickname for you on FetLife.”


  “It’s already taken. Good-bye, Tilly.”


  “Bye.”


  Little conniver. Now he knew the answer.


  He hung up and sat back in his chair, counting under his breath.


  Three…two...one—


  Cherise’s head appeared in the doorway.


  “You’re slipping,” he said. “I was off the phone a good four seconds.”


  She flipped him off. “Well?”


  “I told her yes.”


  “Dammit.”


  “What? I thought you wanted me to get out more?”


  “Yeah, but I honestly didn’t think you’d do it. I might have wagered letting Landry take a few swats at my ass in the process.”


  He snorted. “Then I suppose that’ll teach you a valuable lesson, won’t it?”


  She sneered at him before disappearing back to her desk, leaving him laughing in her wake.


  Dinner with Eva? Sure.


  Getting one over on Cherise for a change?


  Priceless.


  Chapter Six


  


  By Wednesday evening, Eva hoped this wasn’t a mistake.


  Seeing Crawford—Nate, she reminded herself—at the club and letting him work with her there, or maybe even at his office, was different than a date.


  A date-date.


  She was standing in front of her mirror when she jumped at the knock on her bedroom door.


  Leo stood there, leaning against the door frame, arms crossed over his chest and a playful smile on his face. “You look great.”


  She felt herself blush. “Thanks.”


  “If he doesn’t react, then he’s gay.”


  “You should know.” She smiled.


  That pulled a laugh from him. “Exactly. And if you have any trouble—”


  “I won’t, but yes, I’ll call you immediately.”


  “I hope Tilly’s right about this.”


  “She’s the expert. She assured me that June and Scrye will meet us there and double-date with us.”


  “Everyone says good things about him,” Leo said. “She scoured the hinterlands for any sign of trouble and no one will say a bad word about him.”


  “I’m nervous.”


  He crossed the room and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Just remember that you’re an adult. You have the ability to say no to anything. And if he doesn’t listen—”


  “I pepper spray him.”


  “Good girl.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Then you run and call me, not Tilly—”


  “Because prison orange isn’t Tilly’s color.”


  “Exactly.” He stared down into her eyes. “But I have a good feeling about him. I’ve always liked him. He’s very…calming.”


  “Yeah.” She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him. “Thanks.”


  “For what?”


  “For moving in here with Jesse. Maybe one day I’ll be able to live apart from you guys, but for now, I want Laurel with you two. She needs you two. I need you two.” She made the admission she suspected he already knew. “After what I did…honestly, I wasn’t sure if I trusted myself to be strong enough. I think I’m stronger now than I was, but…I’m glad you’re here.”


  Leo stroked her back. “I told you, as long as you want to live with us, you can. And if you want to live here with someone else in the future, then great. Or we can always buy a new house, a larger one. Or build one. With the three of us, and the insurance settlement Ed’s working on, we could probably build a house with two separate master suites. Everyone can have their privacy.”


  She looked up into his blue eyes. She would always love him, but lately, if she was honest with herself, she’d felt the shift from being in love with him to simply loving him. Especially when, every day, she could see the difference between him and Jesse from what she’d had with Leo.


  Leo had given up so much to stay with her. He tried so hard. Even though she sometimes still struggled with anger over the whole thing, it was gradually getting easier to admit Leo was right to leave. She couldn’t expect him to live his life trying to fix her when only she could do that.


  And as long as Leo had been there, carrying the weight of not only their relationship, but trying to buffer her from the world, she’d had no reason to change or chip away at the concrete cocoon she’d attempted to encase her painful past in.


  “What if he thinks I’m batcrap crazy and decides he doesn’t want anything to do with me and it messes up you seeing him for treatments?”


  “Whoa.” He stepped back and caught her hands and held them against his chest. “Stop. Do not let your thoughts go there, for starters. Don’t set yourself up to fail just because you expect you will. Secondly, you let me deal with my relationship with him. If on the off chance he decides that, well, there are other people out there who practice acupuncture. I honestly don’t think he’s like that. It would shock me greatly if he let a personal relationship get in the way of a professional relationship. Not after everything I’ve heard about him.”


  She finally nodded.


  He kissed her forehead. “Get going, sweetheart. You’ll be late.”


  Jesse sat at the dining room table with Laurel. He was helping her with her math homework.


  “You look pretty, Mommy,” she said.


  “Thank you.”


  “You going out on a date?”


  Eva felt her face heat even as the two men shared a knowing smile. “I’m having dinner with some friends,” she said, leaning in to hug Laurel. It wasn’t a lie, it just wasn’t the full truth.


  “Okay. Have fun.”


  “I might not be back before you go to bed, so good-night. Love you.”


  “Love you, too. Good-night.”


  Leo walked her out to her car and gave her a final hug. “You’ve got this. It’s a baby step. No expectations, remember? Good or bad. Just go have dinner with friends.”


  “Yeah. Dinner with friends.”


  As she approached the restaurant fifteen minutes later, she kept repeating that mantra.


  Dinner with friends…dinner with friends…


  Yes, she’d gone out a couple of times with guys after Leo left her. The truth was, she’d never slept with any of them and never had any intention of doing so. They were more experiments than anything, for her to see if she was so horrible that no man wanted her.


  Then Leo’s accident happened, and Jesse had forced her to take a cold, hard look at herself in a way she never had before.


  She hadn’t liked what she saw there. Because she realized that she couldn’t hold on to righteous indignation and keep a moral high ground when she’d spent over twelve years using Leo as her emotional life preserver.


  Literally.


  June, Scrye, and Nate were standing outside the restaurant when she arrived. Scrye held one of those beepers they handed out to let people know their table was ready.


  “Hey,” June said, offering her a big smile and a strong hug. “You’re right on time.”


  “Good to see you again,” Scrye said, engulfing her in his embrace. Probably the only man she’d ever hugged who could make Leo’s hugs feel tiny by comparison.


  “Thanks for coming to dinner with us.” Nate offered her a warm smile and she initiated the hug instead of making him try to figure it out.


  It felt good hugging him. “Thanks for putting up with Tilly’s interference,” she said.


  He laughed. “If I didn’t know her—and Eliza and June and Marcia—it might have been awkward. I sort of feel honored to know I’ve passed their muster. Like I’ve been admitted to Hogwarts or something.”


  The beeper in Scrye’s hand started blinking. “Oh, we’re up. Excellent.”


  They ended up in a large booth. Eva opted to slide inside first and fought the urge to snuggle against Nate.


  Now with him, his calm, soothing nature drew her in. As she studied the menu, she had to fight to keep her focus on that and not on him sitting right next to her.


  When the waitress came to take their drink orders, Nate automatically told her that Eva was on his check.


  It was a stupid little detail but it still sent a warm shiver through her. “Thank you,” she said when the waitress left. “You didn’t have to do that, but I appreciate it.”


  “Hey, my treat. I’m glad I could have dinner with you.”


  “I feel like I should be buying you dinner because you had to run the gauntlet.”


  “It’s all right. Besides, it allowed me to get one over on my little sister for a change.”


  “Cherise?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Still, I’ll buy the next one.”


  “Maybe another time. It’s okay. I prefer to buy the first dinner, anyway.”


  “Why?”


  He smiled. “Because that way, if I make a total ass out of myself and you hate me, at least I can feel better that I paid for dinner.”


  Scrye laughed. “You are a wise man.”


  “Hey, I raised a little sister. I’m no idiot.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Yes, Nate could tell Eva felt far more nervous about tonight than he did. Did he hope it went well? Of course. He got the impression, however, that this date was a personal test of sorts for her. Maybe even in a way Tilly and the others didn’t know.


  In fact, if he were a betting man, he would wager good money on Eva having a whopper of a secret vault inside her, holding something really bad that few people even saw.


  Jesse and Leo knew it, most likely. It wasn’t just parental responsibilities and an unfortunate accident that kept the two men living with Eva. There was more there, far more. A deep, protective energy the men had for her. He could feel it when around all three of them at the club.


  And it had to be a huge, dark emotional matter for Jesse, the new one in the dynamic, to feel as strongly about protecting her as Leo did.


  Nate also knew Tilly was good about doing her research. She wouldn’t have fixed him up with a total train wreck. There might be things Tilly didn’t know about Eva, but unless Tilly thought the overall odds were heavily in favor of success, she wouldn’t stick her neck on the line and risk friendships pairing people up she thought would implode.


  Everyone had their quirks and issues and emotional baggage. Some more than others, but it didn’t usually keep them from being a functional human being.


  Whether or not the baggage Eva lugged around with her would be too much for Nate to deal with remained to be seen. The only expectation he had for tonight was a pleasant dinner and conversation with friends.


  Nothing else.


  Was he attracted to Eva? Yes. Physically and mentally.


  Whether he’d allow that to develop into more…


  He wouldn’t venture to guess.


  He felt Eva relax as the evening went on. She had what she labeled a terminally dull job as a claims rep at a call center for an insurance company, but she seemed satisfied enough with it.


  Her daughter, however, was another topic entirely.


  She could talk forever about Laurel. With June and Scrye also swapping parental stories, at least in this way he didn’t feel left out. He’d shifted roles from being Cherise’s big brother to being her dad in an instant.


  To this day, he felt grateful he’d been there with her at the air show, and shuddered to think what might have happened if he hadn’t.


  How the outcome could have been far more tragic—and perhaps his life could have taken a completely different and infinitely worse course—had he stayed home that day instead of dragging himself out of bed to go with them at Cherise’s request.


  “I bet you see an interesting cross-section of clientele,” June said to him.


  “I do. It’s never boring. Even if I have a string of appointments of clients all coming in for the same issue, they’re all different. Different causes. Different treatment modes. I have to custom tailor what I do.”


  “How did you get into that, anyway?” Scrye asked.


  “My step-dad had back pain,” Nate explained. “One of my mom’s friends, her husband was a DO and doctor of Chinese medicine and offered to do acupuncture on him. He only went through with it to humor my mom. It actually helped him, where the base doctors just wanted to prescribe him meds and told him to lose weight, which he really didn’t need to do. When I saw that, how it really helped him when he was a skeptic, I realized it was something I wanted to be able to do. Fortunately, it was an easier course of studies than full-on medical school would have been once I had custody of Cherise. I would have had to drop out of school if I was a med student.”


  “You and your sister seem very close,” June said.


  “We are. I know this might sound weird, but I think of her more as my daughter than my sister in some ways.”


  “No, it makes perfect sense,” Scrye said. “You didn’t have any other family who could take her?”


  “Not close family. No one she would have known. I couldn’t have done that to her anyway. I helped raise her. Mom and Ken were still active duty when she was born. Well, Ken was. Mom went back after maternity leave and I did a lot of babysitting, changed a lot of diapers.”


  “That must have been difficult for you as a kid,” Eva said.


  He smiled. “No, because we were stationed in England then. Actually, because I was an American, and ‘different,’ there were a few girls who were attracted to me because they automatically thought I was a bad boy. Their parents loved that I was a doting big brother and brought Cherise everywhere with me when she was a kid. Once they realized she was my sister and not my daughter.”


  “Sort of like the American girls loving your British accent?” Eva teased.


  “Guilty. Hey, I was a teenage boy but I wasn’t the garden-variety stupid.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The more Eva talked with Nate, the more relaxed she felt. Yes, he understood parental responsibilities, one of Eva’s sticking points about any potential relationship.


  She respected him even more for that.


  There would be no problems with him understanding that family—especially Laurel—would always come first.


  By the time the evening ended it was after ten o’clock and the restaurant was nearly empty.


  With cell numbers exchanged and the checks paid, June and Scrye bid them good-night and left while Nate walked her to her car.


  She wondered if he’d ask her to follow him home, or suggest going home with her, but he pleasantly surprised her.


  Although, she knew it shouldn’t have been a surprise.


  “Thank you for tonight,” he said, kissing her hand. “This was really nice. I had fun.”


  “Me, too. Thank you again for buying me dinner. I wasn’t expecting that.”


  The smile he gave her as she looked up into his eyes started something simmering deep inside her. Not even sexually. Just…different.


  Alive.


  Like he could see inside her in ways the average person couldn’t, and she felt safe letting him in.


  “Well, I named the restaurant,” he said. “And I can afford it. Not that I’m trying to flaunt anything…Jesus, sorry. I did so well through dinner, and now I’m a bloody idiot.”


  She smiled. “You’re not an idiot. I get what you meant.”


  “Good, because Cherise says sometimes I swallow my foot all the way to my bollocks.”


  “That’s quite a feat.”


  “Yeah, nothing like a little sister to point out every flaw.” But his tone was filled with love as he said it.


  “Kids are good about doing that. They can bring out the best and worst in us sometimes.”


  “That they can.”


  They stood there for another moment. She didn’t want to pull her hand from his, and he was making no move to release it.


  She took a chance. “Would you mind another hug?”


  “Not at all.”


  As his arms encircled her, she closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. He was a couple of inches taller than Leo, and built different, slimmer, but still feeling sturdy to her. Leo was solid, like a lion. Nate was liquid power, like a cheetah.


  It didn’t feel uncomfortable in the least. In fact, it felt a little too comfortable, like she could easily slip into a routine with him without thinking about it too hard.


  That wasn’t something she could let herself do. She needed to be mindful of herself and the limitations of other people and not just fall into his arms and let him carry her the way she had done to Leo.


  Finally, she let go of him and he immediately released her, as if he’d been waiting for the cue from her on when to end their hug. Looking up into his eyes was a different experience. She’d spent so long with Leo’s blue gaze the center of her world, and now Jesse was part of her life.


  Nate’s brown eyes looked even darker in the shadows, but still thoughtful, as if processing everything.


  “Can we do this again soon?” she asked.


  “Absolutely. You let me know when. Feel free to text me anytime. If I’m with a client, I can’t respond right away, so don’t think I’m snubbing you.”


  “Ditto. I can’t always respond when I’m at work.”


  They stared at each other for a moment.


  “Will you be at the club this Friday?” she asked.


  “I can be.”


  “Can we meet there and just…talk?”


  “Sure. It doesn’t even have to be there. We can go to a restaurant or something, if you’d prefer.”


  “I’d like to meet there, I think. Then we can talk without worrying about what people hear.”


  “Ah. Now I’m tracking.” He opened her car door for her. “Then what time would you like to meet?”


  “Eight. If that’s okay?”


  “Eight’s fine. Would you like me to bring my kit and give you a treatment?”


  “I wasn’t trying to get a freebie.”


  “I know. But if it helps you, I’m happy to do it.”


  “Okay. Thank you, yes.”


  He waited to walk away until she had her seat belt fastened and got her car started. As she drove away, she glanced in the rearview mirror and spotted his tall form heading for his car.


  I wish this night didn’t have to end.


  Her phone beeped at her with an incoming text. At the next light, she looked and found a text from Tilly.


  WELL???


  June must have texted or called her.


  In car. Will text when I get home. Went well.


  Tilly texted her back almost immediately, and she waited for the next stoplight to look.


  :)


  Leo and Jesse were watching TV in the living room when she walked in. They could have just as easily been watching TV in bed.


  They both looked at her, eyebrows arched.


  She walked over and they parted so she could sit between them. “Well?” Leo asked.


  “It went well. At least, I think it did.” She recapped the evening.


  “Do you like him?” Jesse asked.


  “I’d like to see him again,” she said. “And we’re going to meet at the club on Friday and talk. Maybe get a treatment.”


  “We weren’t going to go on Friday,” Leo said. “Date night with Laurel.”


  “I know,” she said. “That’s why I asked if he’d meet me there.”


  “Ahh,” both men said.


  “I figured it’d be easier that way,” she said. “And you know you’re going to go do sushi anyway, so I won’t have to lie and say I don’t feel like going out with you guys. I don’t see how you can eat the damn stuff. It’s bait.”


  “Not when it’s on a bed of rice and drenched in wasabi-infused soy sauce, it’s not,” Jesse said with a grin. “Then it’s fine dining.”


  “Blech.”


  “I’m glad you had fun, sweetheart,” Leo said. He kissed the top of her head before standing. “Now we can head to bed.”


  “Ha. I knew it. You were waiting up for me.”


  Instead of the playful smile she expected, he scowled as he turned back to her. “Of course we were. Had my phone ready, too. You don’t think I would have gone to bed until I knew you were home safe, do you?”


  And here she’d assumed he just wanted to hear how it went. “Thank you,” she quietly said.


  Jesse, who hadn’t stood yet, touched her shoulder to make her look at him. “What part of ‘under protection’ do you not get? If it wasn’t a school night for Laurel, we would have arranged a babysitter and gone out on the double-date with you.”


  “You don’t think that would have scared him off?”


  “If it had,” Leo said, “then he wouldn’t be good enough for you to start with.”


  “You guys don’t need to arrange your lives around my dating schedule.” Not that she technically had a dating schedule.


  “Eva, listen to us,” Jesse said. “We’re a pack. Not just a pack, but a package deal. This isn’t lip service to us. This is a serious commitment on our parts. To Laurel and to you. The strength of the pack is our bond with each other. We want you to be happy and safe. And that means this is the kind of stuff you can expect until someone meets or exceeds our standards and we feel we can back off a little.”


  Jesse kissed her forehead before standing to join Leo. “The pack always comes first. This isn’t a burden. It’s just what we do, because we know you’d do whatever you had to do for us. You already do, every day, by sharing a home with us. We love you, and that won’t ever change.”


  “Thanks.” Her phone buzzed in her hand.


  Tilly.


  AREN’T YOU HOME YET????????


  Leo smiled. “Let me guess, Tilly wants a report.”


  “Yeah. I’d better give it to her.”


  “Good-night,” Leo said. “See you in the morning.”


  When she heard their bedroom door close behind them, she walked out onto the lanai and sat in one of the chairs there and called Tilly.


  Her friend answered immediately. “’Bout damn time.”


  “Sorry. I was talking to Leo and Jesse.”


  “Sooo?”


  Eva gave her the quick recap. When she finished, Tilly sounded satisfied. “I won’t be at the club Friday. I’m going to be in LA still. But I’ll call Marcia and—”


  “No,” she gently said. “It’s okay. I want to try this one solo.”


  Tilly went quiet. “You sure?”


  “It’s at the club. I feel safe at the club, and I’ll know enough people there that if I don’t feel safe, I can grab someone. Please, you don’t need to chaperone it. Or arrange for a chaperone.”


  Tilly didn’t respond at first. “Any time you want one—ask.”


  “I will. I promise. I just had this talk with the guys. Sort of. I won’t jump into something. I’ll take things slow.”


  “Okay. Good.”


  By the time Eva got off the phone with her it was nearly eleven. As she stood and headed back into the house, she couldn’t help but think about how different—in a good way—hugging Nate had felt.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Nate took his run Thursday morning, just before dawn. It was another comfortably cool, albeit muggy morning. A warm patch this time of year, even by Florida winter standards.


  Hard to believe it was nearly the end of the first week of December already.


  Although every year he said that.


  Damn, I feel old.


  Last night, he fell asleep thinking about Eva. Not wild sexual fantasies of her, but idle suppositions regarding the depths and contents of her emotional pool. An apparently calm surface, but still waters running deep and all that bullshit.


  Or was there a hidden intake pipe somewhere at the bottom of that pool, ready to suck him in and spit him through crushing turbines before dumping him out on the other side of her stalwart emotional dam?


  He didn’t know, but the more he thought about it, the more he realized maybe he would be willing to take a chance on her.


  Not something he thought he’d be saying anytime soon.


  Maybe it’s the time of year making me feel melancholy.


  Growing up, Christmas in their home had always been filled with cheer, friends, the smell of their mom baking, the tree decorated to the ceiling, and love.


  Lots of love.


  He’d done his best when Cherise was younger to keep that spirit alive as much as possible, including cooking holiday dinners and inviting as many friends over as he could to fill the seats with bodies and the house with noise.


  But they were always alone at the end of the evening. Just the two of them.


  When she was eighteen, she finally sat Nate down and explained the facts of life to him. That she appreciated him doing it, but he didn’t have to do it for her.


  They still decorated the tree—they had last year, even though she’d moved out—but their holiday dinners were now quiet affairs, always the two of them and whoever either of them might be dating, and sometimes a stray friend or two who didn’t have anyone to spend the day with.


  Nate had always tried to hold to the philosophy that what he needed would enter his life at the right time. Maybe that was why Eva had entered his life now. Or perhaps the converse was true—that he was entering her life at the right time. Mutual rightness.


  He couldn’t focus on anything but her this morning, it seemed. Yes, he found himself physically attracted to Eva, but that was low on his list. Her personality, her intellect, her energy were what really drew him.


  The obvious love she had for her daughter, her family.


  That all those traits were contained within a beautiful wrapper only made it that much sweeter.


  From what Nate could tell, Eva wasn’t looking for any of the three big red flags that always put him off—a sugar daddy, a quick fuck, or a Dominant/Master.


  If anything, it seemed he’d finally met someone nearly as cautious as he was in terms of getting involved.


  That was a refreshing change.


  Maybe he was strange, but the few times he’d had a woman throw herself at him at the club after working with her one time, that was a turn-off, not a turn-on. How could she even know she’d like to have a conversation with him when she’d barely talked to him? How could less than an hour of mostly one-sided communication specifically relating to what they were doing lead someone to want to jump into bed?


  Of course he believed in strong, instant attraction. He was cautious, not stupid. Maybe he was the oddball exception. Cherise had joked about it enough.


  In that way, he envied his sister. She could meet someone, talk with them, and start playing with them that very same night. As a Top, not as a bottom, but she was freer in that way.


  Just like he sometimes envied the men who could be service Tops and pick up play partners for the evening.


  He saw what he did as different. Yes, he could put someone on his table at the club after talking to them for a few minutes, but he could also pull his professional wall into place without hesitation and do good without draining himself in the process. If he felt a connection with someone, he could engage a little more deeply and draw more energy from the interaction, but it was…different.


  Not that he could put it into words, because he’d tried on several occasions to do just that while talking with Cherise.


  Back home, he got his shower and was working on his first cup of coffee and breakfast when his cell phone rang.


  Cherise. “Hey. Can you pick me up on your way in?”


  “What happened?”


  “Wade’s battery died and I let him take my car. He’s going to get a new battery today at lunch.”


  “Sure.”


  She hesitated. “Soo?”


  “We can talk in the car.”


  “Bad? Good? Don’t keep me hanging.”


  “It wasn’t unpleasant. And that’s all you’ll get from me until I get there.” He hung up, smiling, knowing she’d practically bounce out to his car when he pulled into the driveway of their rented duplex apartment.


  Sure enough, that’s exactly what she did, looking a little like an excited puppy. “Okay, so spill it,” she ordered as she buckled her seatbelt. “How’d it go?”


  He recounted the evening, leaving out his suppositions regarding Eva’s potential emotional baggage. “We’re going to meet at the club Friday night and talk some more.”


  Her eyes widened. “Really? That’s…that’s great!”


  “Why do you seem so surprised?”


  “Fucking seriously? Duh.” She poked him in the shoulder. “A second date like that for you is nearly unheard of anymore.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “Name the last time you went out on an actual second date-date with someone. I don’t mean going out with a group of friends, either. It’s been a couple of years, hasn’t it?”


  He started to protest that she was wrong before his jaw snapped shut.


  “Uh-huh,” she said. “Exactly.” She sipped coffee from her travel mug.


  “Piss off,” he muttered.


  She burst out laughing, almost choking on her coffee. “Oh. My. God. I’m right. You really like her.”


  “What if I do?”


  She let out one of those “bless your heart” kind of little-sister sighs she used on him when she had to explain something to him. “That’s not a bad thing. It’s a good thing. It means she must be a special person. And you went Brit on me there for a minute. That means I know I’m right because you know I’m right.”


  He couldn’t help it that his formative years learning swear words were spent in England. Compared to American profanity, they had some bloody brilliant turns of phrase.


  Unfortunately, it was an apparent tell he had that Cherise had picked up on as a kid. He sometimes reverted to the comforting feel of those original blasphemies when she’d pinned him down.


  He rode the rest of the way to the office in silence while Cherise wore a smug smile and sipped her coffee.


  


  * * * *


  


  Today and tomorrow were work days for Eva. She would take Laurel to school before heading to work, and Jesse and Leo would pick her up.


  Laurel was her usual chatty morning self all the way in to school. Eva’s normal routine was to sip her coffee and nod at the appropriate times. She was not a morning person despite her child’s proclivities.


  In that way, yes, Laurel was definitely Daddy’s girl.


  Eva and Jesse both had in common the desire to sleep late.


  This morning, however, instead of just tuning Laurel out, Eva was thinking about last night.


  About Nate.


  She’d even dreamed about him. And not the longing, sexy kind of dreams she’d had about Leo since he’d left, either.


  These had been vague, gauzy dreams, nothing she could hold onto in the light of day, but they’d left her feeling calm and soothed.


  Much like the man in real life.


  I am sooo not jumping into another relationship right now.


  Friendship, however, she would not refuse.


  When she took a long, hard look at her life, yes, she had friends. Friends she’d made while married to Leo. And yes, they were still there…but in all honesty, if it hadn’t been for Leo, they wouldn’t have been her friends in the first place. She likely never would have met them.


  She really didn’t have any friends of her own. Even her new Suncoast Society friends were friends because of Leo and Jesse.


  Not that she was complaining, because she felt beyond grateful for their love and support over the past three months.


  But it would be nice to have a friend who was…hers. Just hers. Well, not just hers, but someone she initiated a friendship with and kept up her side of that exchange.


  From the conversation last night, she knew Nate wasn’t looking for a quick fling, either. He seemed stable, solid, calm, and without any ulterior motives.


  And she found him to be a genuinely nice guy.


  It might disappoint Tilly all to hell if Eva didn’t get into a romantic relationship with the man, but Eva didn’t want to make another big mistake. Especially not with Laurel in the picture.


  If things were meant to progress with Nate, they would. She wouldn’t rush them, would fight tooth and nail to not engage in wishful or magic thinking about the situation, and she would take her time and closely question herself honestly about her motivations.


  She’d also bounce things off Leo and Jesse, knowing they would give her complete honesty.


  She’d held back some last night. Although she trusted June and Scrye, she hadn’t wanted to get right to the source of her hesitation in front of others. She wouldn’t even tell Nate the full story yet. He didn’t need to know it. Not unless or until she let him into her life.


  But she also wanted to clarify her position with him. Make sure she didn’t lead him on. Wanted him to know he shouldn’t have any expectations of her other than friendship.


  Maybe it would mean risking he met someone else, but she couldn’t live her life in fear. Not anymore. She married Leo out of fear. Not fear of him—fear of everything else, seeking safety and solace in his solid, firm presence.


  Look where that had gotten them. He’d been afraid to reveal the truth to her, and she’d been tightly—futilely—clinging to him until he couldn’t ignore it any longer.


  None of that had been good for Laurel.


  Eva still felt a lot of shame over the way she’d treated Leo during the divorce, trying to use Laurel as a bargaining chip against him to keep him there, to coax him back.


  Fortunately, he’d been the bigger of the two of them and hadn’t played tit-for-tat with her. And he’d managed to shield Laurel from Eva’s idiocy.


  Another reason she would be forever grateful to her ex-husband.


  Maybe Laurel would never know how she’d tried to manipulate Leo into reconciling.


  She could only hope.


  “Mommy?”


  Laurel’s voice snapped Eva back into the present. “Yes, sweetie?”


  “Did you have fun at dinner last night?”


  “Yes, I did. Thank you for asking. Aunt June and Uncle Scrye say hello.”


  Laurel brightened. “Oh. Why couldn’t I go?”


  “Because sometimes adults need to have child-free conversations. Daddy and Poppa go out with their friends, sometimes, and you stay home with me. It’s no different.”


  Eva still had to get used to calling Jesse “Poppa.” Laurel had dictated that since Leo and Jesse had gotten married, he couldn’t be her “uncle” anymore and she had decided what she would call him.


  None of them would argue.


  Eva felt grateful to Jesse for being there in the first place. If Laurel wanted to call him the Almighty Fluffy Bunny Potentate, Eva would be fine with that, too.


  Eva pulled up to the student drop-off. Laurel managed her seat belt without Eva’s help. Jesse and Leo had been working with her on that, getting her more independent. It wouldn’t be much longer before she was tall enough not to need the booster at all.


  She leaned between the front seats and kissed Eva on the cheek. “Have a good day, Mommy.”


  “You, too, sweetheart.”


  And like that, Laurel was out the passenger side and headed into the school.


  Eva watched for just a moment before pulling away. Her daughter was growing up, becoming independent.


  Now it was time for her to follow suit and get her act together once and for all.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Eva and Nate texted back and forth a few times before Friday evening. Eva decided to drive herself to the club and said that outright rather than dancing around the issue.


  It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Nate, because she did.


  But…


  She didn’t trust herself. If something happened, or she decided she needed to leave, it was better if she had her own transportation.


  She wouldn’t deny she was looking forward to spending time with Nate. Yes, she could have scheduled an appointment for another treatment with him. This was…different.


  Alone with him, but not alone with him.


  She pulled into the club’s parking lot a few minutes after eight, as he was just getting out of his car.


  “Perfect timing,” he joked.


  Her heart thrummed a little at his smile. With his long hair loose, just past his shoulders, he almost looked younger than his forty-one years, even with the grey. Tonight he wore jeans and a black button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up below his elbows. He carried a small pack in his hand, a plastic organizer about the size of a book.


  “What’s that?”


  “Travel kit,” he said. “I meant it when I said I’d do a treatment for you, if you want.”


  She felt herself blush as they walked toward the office, him matching her strides. “I feel a little bad about that.”


  “Why? I offered.” He stopped her, making her turn to face him, staring down at her. “I’m an adult. I’m perfectly able to decide if I want to do something. I could see it helped you the other night. I like helping people. That’s part of why I do this at the club.”


  “Okay. Thank you.”


  He opened the door to the office and held it for her. “You’re very welcome.”


  Jenny was manning the desk tonight. “Hey, Crawford. I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”


  He set the travel kit on the counter and fished out his wallet. “Two, please.” He handed over cash.


  Jenny stared at the money for a moment before taking it from him. “Um…we comp you.”


  “Not tonight. I’m not here to do a demo.”


  “Oh. You sure? I don’t want Marcia chewing me out for charging you.”


  He leaned his long, lithe body against the counter. “You send her my way, I’ll set her straight.” He locked gazes with Eva and she felt her throat dry up.


  Okay, yes, he was an easy-going kind of guy, normally. But she sensed the Dom she’d seen hints of the night of Leo and Jesse’s collaring. As far as she knew—well, for as long as she’d known him—he was single and didn’t do the same kind of play she’d seen others, including Leo, engage in.


  But yes, there was that beast, curled beneath the surface.


  She’d spent enough time around the Suncoast Society folks to sense a commonality amongst the Doms and Dommes who were held highest in terms of respect by their peers. They all had a very quiet, watchful way about them in some regards. They observed. They took mental notes. They contemplated. Even Tilly, who had an apparently irascible nature when it came to being protective of her friends, the few times Eva had seen the woman scene, it was like a different person stepped into Tilly’s shoes. She was deliberate, unflappable.


  Nate had that something, too.


  “Thank you,” she said to him. “I wasn’t expecting you to pay my way in tonight.”


  “You’re welcome, and I know.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “And that’s why I did it.” He signed them both in and after they’d received wristbands, Nate picked up his travel pack and led the way inside.


  There weren’t a lot of people there yet. One of the rope clubs was finishing up a workshop and there were people in various states of undress—and various stages of rope bondage—scattered throughout the space.


  He led her to the far side of the social area and sat at one of the tables, setting his pack on the table next to him. His smile warmed her, touched her soul in places. Leo and Jesse smiled at her, but they were…


  Well, they belonged to each other. It was nice having a smile meant for her, one she didn’t have to share with another recipient.


  Wait—danger thinking!


  She took a deep breath. “Thank you for the other night. And for tonight. I really appreciate it.”


  He shrugged. “If it was a hardship, I wouldn’t do it. I had fun the other night.”


  Time to plunge forward, before she completely lost her nerve. “I wanted to talk with you tonight without anyone else—”


  “Hey, Crawford. I didn’t expect to see you here tonight.” A man walked up and shook hands with him.


  Nate caught her eye and offered her an apologetic smile, then at the first opportunity spoke up. “It’s great seeing you tonight,” Nate said, “and I’d love to talk some other time, but I’m in the middle of something tonight.”


  “Oh, sure. Sorry. No problem.” The man offered her an apologetic smile and walked away.


  “Sorry,” he said, pulling his chair closer to her while angling it more so his back was to the rest of the room.


  “It’s okay. You’re popular.”


  “Maybe too popular.” He did that little eyebrow arch again and she felt her pulse thrum in response. “You were saying you wanted to talk tonight?”


  “Yeah.” Deep breath. “Leo and Tilly and everyone have told me that direct communication is best in this lifestyle.”


  He nodded. “Yes. I prefer it, myself.”


  “Okay.” Another deep breath… “I really like you, but I’m not in a position to get into a…relationship right now.” She wasn’t going to delve into the intricacies of her past tonight. That could wait until the time—if they even reached that point—where he needed to know it about her. “I’m still healing from what happened in a bunch of ways. I learned a lot about myself over the past year. Stuff I didn’t know. And I’m growing.”


  He nodded. “Okay.”


  “So what I’m saying is that I’m…” She picked at her cuticles. “Hell, I don’t know what I’m saying,” she muttered.


  He reached out and stroked the top of her right hand, his long, elegant finger brushing across the top of her knuckles. “I think I do,” he said. “You’d like to see where things might possibly go, but can’t make me any promises.”


  


  * * * *


  


  From the shock in her eyes, he might as well have reached out and thumped her in the temple.


  “Yeah,” she said. “Exactly that.”


  He didn’t stop stroking her hand. He loved the feel of her energy. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “And I’m not involved with anyone. How about we start as friends and see what happens? And we both keep the other informed if there are any…developments with others that need to be discussed.”


  She slowly nodded.


  He slowly curled his fingers around her hand to see if she’d grab onto him or pull away.


  She tightened her grip.


  “I will tell you,” he said, “that I’m monogamous. I’m not poly. The kind of play I do in private is far more…intimate than the play you see me do here with others. Will it bother you seeing me work with others here at the club?”


  “Like what you usually do?”


  “Right.”


  “No, it won’t bother me. Most of the people you work on have clothes on. Or if they’re naked, they’re facedown because of the fire cupping.”


  “It’s a legitimate question,” he said. “Laying a groundwork.”


  He knew he’d piqued her curiosity, though. “More intimate how?” she asked. “The private play.”


  “For starters, I like doing it naked.” He loved the delightful way the pink flush started at her collarbone and worked its way up her cheeks. “And I’m far more hands-on with what I do. Lots of acupressure, massage, orgasm play. Things like that. I only do that with someone I’m intimate with.”


  He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “Sex?”


  “Doesn’t have to lead to sex, no. Depends on how you define sex. If you define sex as mutual orgasms, okay, sex. If you strictly define sex as intercourse, no, not necessarily.”


  Hell, the last time he’d had intercourse had been nearly two years ago. In the interim, he’d had a couple of partners he’d reached the point of playing privately with, which had led to a very satisfactory blow job from each of them, but things dissolved relationship-wise before crossing the threshold.


  One because she thought an orgasm suddenly meant a lifelong commitment to each other, and the other because she wanted to do orgasm play with others and he’d told her sorry, no.


  It wasn’t even an STD worry so much as it was an intimacy concern. He only gave and shared that kind of energy with someone he felt completely comfortable with. And if they were doing it with others—or jumped aboard the crazy train and started picking out china patterns—those weren’t scenarios conducive to him wanting to be intimate with them.


  Yes, he had exacting standards. He wouldn’t deny it.


  He gently turned her hand over in his, palm up. With his other hand, he lightly traced the lines in her flesh. Invisible sparks shot through his fingertips at the contact.


  She was so deeply wounded. Maybe she wasn’t even capable of really opening up to someone. Having a husband admit he’s gay certainly couldn’t help in the self-confidence department. He also noticed that her free hand frequently sought out the tag on her chain and she played with it, an unconscious gesture already, after having so recently received it.


  “How about I let you guide me?” he asked as he looked into her eyes. “You let me in as much—or as little—as you’re comfortable with at any given time. I’m serious when I say I don’t share, though. So if there’s anything going on with you and Leo or Jesse—”


  “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Believe me, not that I haven’t wished it a couple of times in the past. Would simplify my life.”


  He smirked. “I’m sure it would.” He traced up to her wrist and back down again. He didn’t spot any scarring there from hesitation wounds that would indicate a suicide attempt.


  The scarring he’d seen the other night though, not visible tonight with the blouse she was wearing, he’d seen before.


  Including on Cherise.


  He looked into her eyes as he switched hands, slowly building her trust, enjoying the contact with her, and once again checking her wrist.


  No marks on that one, either.


  Didn’t mean she hadn’t attempted it at some point in the past, but she hadn’t tried it like that.


  “I…I don’t have any interest in anyone else,” she admitted. “Everyone trusts you and says good things about you.”


  He nodded. “Thank you. I promise to do my best never to violate that trust.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Normally he pulled his hair back before he got to work, but not with her.


  This wasn’t work, this was personal. Not as intimate as he wouldn’t mind eventually working toward with her, but this was the real him, restrained but not hidden.


  He helped her up on the table after they’d talked for a little longer. Lots of eye contact with her, lots of touching her, his fingers trailing farther up her arms as they talked, as he held her gaze with his, gauging her, seeing if she flinched, if she reacted badly.


  If he had to guess, whatever had happened likely predated her relationship with Leo. That meant he’d need a long, deep talk with the man at some point.


  Not now. Way too soon. They might not even make it to that point.


  Maybe she would tell him everything on her own. He wouldn’t interrogate her. If she couldn’t trust him enough to open up about it, it wasn’t his job to pry her open like an oyster to extract the meat and pearl.


  Everything in its time.


  He started by having her lie there, eyes closed, as he talked to her and judged her stress levels. He placed his hands on her head and immediately felt a change for the better in her. Starting with a modified head massage, he worked on trying to relieve some of her tension before moving into actual Reiki with her.


  Around him, the world disappeared.


  That’s when he knew.


  Usually he could keep a split focus of sorts, especially there at the club. It was almost necessary, in case anyone accidentally encroached into his work space while he had someone on the table with needles in them. Acupuncture needles. He usually didn’t do actual needle play at the club.


  That was one of those things reserved for private play.


  But with her in his hands and on his table, the world folded and dissolved until it was just her and him, nothing and no one else.


  I need to watch that.


  It would be far too easy for him to slide into a dynamic with her that she wasn’t prepared for yet. He needed to let her set the pace.


  He swabbed a few places on her head with an alcohol wipe and started placing needles. In this way, at least, he knew he could help her and not feel badly about it. Her energy left him feeling charged, alive in a way he hadn’t with anyone else in too damn long.


  Yes, he’d take things at her pace and be patient, because he suspected when she finally felt comfortable letting him in that the electricity between them would ignite both their souls.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Eva drove home around eleven.


  She didn’t want to drive home. She wanted to ask Nate if she could follow him home.


  But that would be…


  Rushing things.


  Yes, she shouldn’t have waited so long to let him treat her. There was something about it that once he helped her sit up, she felt like she could run a marathon.


  Well, maybe run to the store and back in record time, but still, same thing.


  Her emotional fog had lifted, letting in sunshine for the first time in too damn long.


  Even better than during what she’d always felt were “good” times with Leo.


  This time, Nate had asked if he could see her again, much to her delight. They had agreed to get together again Monday night. She wouldn’t have to worry about Laurel, because Leo and Jesse would be able to watch her.


  It also wouldn’t be that long of a wait until Eva got to see Nate again.


  When she got home, Leo and Jesse were adorably snuggled on the couch and watching a Disney movie.


  She smiled as she set her purse down. “I figured you’d be watching something R-rated.”


  Jesse yawned. Bless his heart, between school and work, he was exhausted. “We couldn’t find the remote and by the time we did, we were both into it and too lazy to change the channel.” He sat up, scooting away from Leo and patting the couch between them.


  “Time for my debriefing, huh?” She walked over and sat.


  “Yep,” the men said.


  She wasn’t sure where to start. “I like him,” she admitted. “And I told him I wasn’t ready to promise him anything. He said he’s okay with that. He said he didn’t like to share, so that if either of us decided to get involved with anyone, we’d let the other know.”


  “That’s fair,” Jesse said.


  “Yeah. He’s…different.” She looked to Leo to find him nodding.


  “Soothing,” Leo said. “I always feel relaxed after seeing him.”


  “Yeah.” She looked to Jesse for confirmation and he nodded, too.


  “He seems like a very down-to-earth kind of guy. He’s not pretentious or showy. I like that.”


  “He’s got a nice ass,” Leo said.


  She turned back to him, arching an eyebrow at him.


  “Hey, I’m married, not blind,” he protested.


  “He’s right,” Jesse said. “The man does have a nice ass. I’d guess he’s a runner.”


  “He did say he usually runs every morning,” Eva admitted.


  “Bet he’s got stamina,” Leo mumbled.


  “Ha,” Jesse said, high-fiving Leo behind her.


  “I thought you wanted me to take things slow.”


  “We do,” Leo said. “We’re joking.”


  “Speak for yourself,” Jesse said. “Kidding!” he protested when she took a whack at him with a throw pillow. “Just kidding!” He disarmed her and pulled her into his lap. “We do want to see you do the smart thing. And as long as it’s with him, we’re good with it. But if things change between you and him, let us know.”


  “What he said,” Leo added.


  “Change…how?”


  Leo shrugged. “You guys decide not to be anything other than friends.”


  “So we know to start fixing you up again,” Jesse said.


  Speaking of…her phone buzzed. When she dug it out of her pocket, she found a text from Tilly.


  WELL???????


  “I guess I’d better call her.”


  “If you don’t want her calling here, yeah,” Jesse said.


  She kissed the men good-night and headed out to the lanai. Laurel’s bedroom looked out on the front yard, so no worries about her overhearing anything.


  Tilly answered on the first ring. “Oh. Hiya. I wasn’t expecting a call.”


  “It’s okay. I’m home.”


  “Oh.” She sounded downright disappointed.


  “No, it’s not a bad thing.”


  By the time she got off the phone with Tilly nearly an hour later, she felt even better. Tilly had affirmed it sounded like a solid plan. Taking things slow, working on herself with the counselor, holding back revealing everything until she even knew if there was a future for them as more than just friends.


  Then again, Tilly didn’t know everything. Only Leo and Jesse knew, and they weren’t telling anyone. And the counselor, of course, but she was paid to hear everything.


  Heading for bed, Eva realized that, for the first time since Leo originally left her, she wasn’t dreading closing her eyes and waiting for sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate got home and paced, fussed with things that didn’t need fussing with, cleaned, rearranged the fridge, then decided to go out for a run.


  He preferred to run in the morning, but when there’d been times he just couldn’t settle his mind and sleep, especially once Cherise was old enough to be home alone, sometimes he’d run late at night just to burn off nervous energy.


  Like tonight.


  Although tonight he damn well knew the source of his nervous energy.


  There were likely quite a few nighttime runs in his future, unless or until he and Eva took things from the realm of friends into something…more. Were they more than friends, the energy would be burned off in a vigorous lovemaking session that would leave them both exhausted and blissfully sleepy.


  All he could do was run until he nearly puked, make his way home, and rub one out in the shower.


  Even after doing that, he lay in bed, naked, staring up at the ceiling. He knew every line, every shadow, the way the light played across the ceiling’s bumpy popcorn finish.


  They would be going out again Monday night. He wanted to take her someplace nice.


  No, he wasn’t rich, which was why he drove a ten-year-old car, but it was paid off and so was the house.


  He had a modest savings for his retirement. He didn’t waste money on splurges that would stupidly deplete his funds. Hell, he gave himself a paycheck at the office and Cherise had to force him to take raises from time to time.


  But when he wanted to spend some money on something he felt was valuable—like taking Eva out to dinner—he would do it.


  Which was another point. Cherise would likely nail him about his feelings as soon as she saw him tomorrow morning in the office.


  


  * * * *


  


  His baby sister did not disappoint. Her grin nearly split her face.


  “You dawg,” she said, careful not to spill the mug of coffee in her hand when she smacked his shoulder with her free hand. “You had a good time last night.”


  “Bloody hell, would you please give me my coffee?”


  She stuck her tongue out at him but passed the mug over. “Admit it.”


  He turned and headed toward his office. “Yes, fine. We talked, and I worked on her again.”


  She followed. “Ooh! Did you use happy hands?” She made a jazz-hands motion in front of her face.


  He stared at her. “Listen, you little pillock. Just because I love you and you’re my sister doesn’t mean I won’t sack you.”


  She snorted, delighted. “Duuude. I just made you go full Brit. Tea and scones and all.” She turned. “First client in twenty. Ta, love!” she cheerfully tossed over her shoulder as she headed back to her desk.


  Bollocks.


  He really needed to stop doing that.


  Especially in front of Cherise.


  He couldn’t help it. Yes, when he was a teenager, especially his older teens, talking like he was born in the UK was an asset.


  Now, it was annoying, because people wondered if he was from there.


  But Cherise could always manage to wind him up.


  With a sigh, he took another sip of his coffee before consulting his tablet about his first appointment.


  


  * * * *


  


  By the time he’d seen his last client of the afternoon he was ready to escape to home.


  “You going to the club tonight?” she asked him as she started gathering her things.


  “No.”


  She turned, scowling. “Oookaaay. What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.”


  She set her stuff on the counter. “Are you seriously upset at me over this morning?” But with no snark in her tone.


  He took a deep breath and let it out. “No, I’m not upset with you. I’m going to take her out Monday night.”


  “That’s good, right?”


  “We’re going to take things slow.”


  “Ah. Ooohhh.” Still no snark. Even Cherise knew when she’d pushed a little too far. “You really like her and you’re wound tighter than a cheap watch.”


  He nodded.


  “Sorry, bro.” She hugged him and of course, all was forgiven. No, he couldn’t stay seriously aggravated at her, much less mad.


  It wasn’t in him.


  Especially not when she was all he had.


  “I’ll ease up on the teasing,” she said.


  “It’s okay. It’s just been so long since I’ve felt like this and who knows if we’ll even move past the point of friends or not?”


  “Remember what you told me when I couldn’t decide whether or not to move in with Wade?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do what feels right. If taking things slow feels right, then do it. If she’s worth it, you’ll be glad you did.” She grabbed her stuff and headed toward the door.


  “So does he still enjoy taking it up the arse from you, sweets?” he called out, deliberately emphasizing his accent that time.


  She flipped him a bird as she reached the door. “Yes, we’re even,” she called back as she headed out.


  He grinned. Cherise was definitely a Domme.


  In the dungeon…and at home. And while Wade was a competent paramedic, when he was at home with Cherise, he was her doting slave.


  Literally.


  Nate missed her living at home with him, but he suspected that was more his problem than hers. Yes, they’d butted heads sometimes.


  And he’d had more than his fair share of worrying about her in her late teens, before he was finally able to make the breakthrough with her.


  That had been an uncomfortable talk with his little sister, but as her “parent,” it had to be done and needed to be him. Finally forcing her to admit why she’d been cutting for months. An activity she thought she’d hidden from him. Why she’d tried to slice her wrists, even though it wasn’t a serious suicide attempt on her part.


  The threats that he would drive her to the hospital immediately and Baker Act her if she didn’t tell him, and reciting back the things he knew about her that she thought she’d carefully concealed from him.


  Finally getting her to admit she thought there was something wrong with her because, unlike most of her friends who wanted a guy to take care of her, she’d had fantasies of tying guys up and spanking their asses. Or that maybe she was gay. Not that he would have cared if she was gay or not, she was his sister.


  Her pain was what concerned him, and being unable to get her to admit it for so long.


  His blessed relief to be able to connect with her, even through their mutual discomfort, and open the conversation that finally unblocked her soul and allowed her to cry, to really start to grieve with him for all they’d lost, and to accept that not only did he accept the person she was, but he loved her as well, and was very much like her in his own ways.


  Wade was good for her, a good man with a good heart. Cherise was as much his oasis as he was hers.


  When they’d first met, Nate had felt the energy between them, nearly visible.


  Much like he felt it with Eva.


  Wade had confided to him a couple of weeks ago that he was going to propose to her on Christmas Eve and asked if Nate was okay with that.


  That Wade asked his permission touched Nate. No, it wasn’t necessary, but just more proof the man was the right person for Cherise.


  He headed home, swinging through a carwash on the way. Yes, he wanted to stay home tonight and think about himself, about Eva, about the possibilities.


  How to keep himself centered and let her lead him, for now. Until she reached the tipping point where she wanted him to take control. In a healthy way.


  Because he sensed she really was the one for him, and he damn sure didn’t want to do anything to screw it up.


  Especially not when Tilly would likely hand him his ballocks if he did.


  Chapter Ten


  


  Nate had offered Eva a couple of options for Monday night. To drive separately and meet there—which wasn’t her preference. Or to meet at his house and he’d drive from there, or he could pick her up at her house.


  She opted for the scary third option in this case because it was scary to her, even though it likely wouldn’t be scary to anyone else.


  To have Nate pick her up at the house Monday night.


  It would give Laurel an opportunity to meet him, briefly, and then process that Eva was going on a “date” with him.


  When he arrived, Eva was ready to go although her stomach felt bound up into one large, nervous knot.


  He came to the door and rang the bell, already earning bonus points from Leo as he headed to answer it.


  “Glad he didn’t just sit there and honk,” Leo said.


  “Be nice.”


  “I am. I’m serious.” He welcomed the man in with a hug.


  Laurel came running in. “Who’s at the door, Daddy?”


  “Honey, this is Nate Crawford. He’s the doctor I go to for my pain.”


  “Doctor Pokey?”


  Eva and Leo winced, but Nate laughed. “That’s one name I haven’t been called yet.” He held his hand out to her. “Are you Laurel?”


  “Yes, I am.” She shook with him.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you from your dads and your mom,” he said. “It’s nice to finally get to meet you.”


  Eva noticed he used the plural for “dads.”


  “Does it hurt sticking people with needles?” Laurel asked him.


  “It doesn’t hurt me.” He smiled.


  She smiled back. “Does it hurt them, silly?”


  “Ask your dads and your mom.”


  “They said it doesn’t hurt, but I don’t understand. Needles hurt.”


  “They’re very tiny needles,” he said. “Like a hair. Way smaller than the ones you get shots with.”


  “Oh. That doesn’t sound bad.”


  “It’s not.”


  Eva stepped in, knowing they’d be there all night if they kept indulging her questions. “Don’t give Daddy and Poppa a hard time tonight,” she said, giving her a hug and a kiss. “Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” Laurel wrinkled her nose again. “Are you two going on a date?”


  Eva inwardly groaned. “Yes, sweetheart. It’s a date.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She waggled her finger at Nate. “I get to be the flower girl. Don’t forget it.”


  Leo and Jesse, already veterans of Laurel’s militant flower-girlism, burst out laughing while Eva groaned.


  Nate, however, offered Laurel a smile. “Duly noted. Rest assured, I will not forget that.”


  Eva grabbed him by the arm and practically dragged him out of the house. “Sorry,” she muttered on the way to his car. “She’s nearly seven going on twenty-seven, sometimes.”


  He chuckled as he opened the passenger side door for her. “No worries. I raised Cherise, don’t forget. That was nothing compared to some of the stuff she pulled with me.” He closed the door and rounded the car.


  “Like what?” Eva asked when he was inside.


  He cranked the engine. “Oh, when Cherise was ten, she lectured one of my dates on how babies were made. Then she proceeded to inform my date that she wouldn’t be happy about having a little brother or sister. Which led to an argument between me and Cherise that it wouldn’t be a brother or sister, it would be a niece or nephew. And that led us into the weeds arguing semantics about parental responsibilities versus familial relationship titles. For about an hour.”


  “Then what happened?”


  “For some strange reason, I didn’t get another date with that girl,” he said as he backed out of their driveway. “I can’t imagine why.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Since it was a Monday night, fortunately the restaurant wasn’t as busy as it usually was on a weekend. They didn’t even have to wait for the hostess to lead them inside to their table.


  “My treat tonight,” she said.


  “Nope,” he said, arching an eyebrow at her over the top of his menu. “I asked, therefore, it’s my treat.”


  She laid her menu down. “You don’t have to do that.”


  He leaned in and dropped his voice. “You said Leo and Jesse have signed off on trusting me, correct?”


  She nodded.


  “Unless I’ve agreed to other arrangements in advance, I pay when I take you out. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She didn’t realize she’d said it—or how natural it felt saying it—until after it was already out of her mouth and hanging there in midair between them.


  When he didn’t speak for a while, she thought maybe she’d screwed up. But then, “You can call me Sir, but it doesn’t mean I’m your Dominant. We haven’t even gotten close to those discussions yet. But I’m okay with you calling me that, if you want to.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  His lips quirked in a deliciously handsome smile. “So are we clear about my policy on paying the check?”


  She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  “That’s better. Good girl.” He went back to perusing the menu and Eva was left with a subtle throbbing between her legs that, sadly enough, took her a few moments to identify.


  It’d been so long since she’d actually felt sexual attraction that it was almost an alien sensation to her.


  I. Am. Pitiful.


  Once their orders were placed, she wasn’t sure where to go with the conversation. “So you raised your sister?”


  He nodded. “It was a huge adjustment for both of us, at first.”


  “Were you close to your step-father?”


  “I loved Ken like a dad. He was the only father I had conscious memory of.” He tipped his head and met her gaze head-on. “You can ask, if you want. I don’t mind talking about it now. It was twenty years ago.”


  Heat filled her face. “Sorry.”


  “No, there’s no reason for you to be sorry.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his, thumb lightly brushing over her knuckles. “If I don’t want to talk about something, I’ll tell you. I’m perfectly capable of laying down boundaries. I won’t play games with you. And it’s nothing personal if I do lay down a boundary. You won’t know unless you ask. Please, never feel bad about asking. Never hesitate to ask. I won’t get upset.” He frowned. “Did Leo ever—”


  “No.” She shook her head. “Leo and I…Other than he turned out to be gay, I have no complaints about him as a husband.” She let her gaze drop to Nate’s hand. His fingers were long and lithe, just like the rest of him. Smooth. Leo’s hands were large and muscular and callused from his job, always tender when touching her but so vastly different from this man.


  “Leo,” she said, “seemed to have an infinite well of patience with me. He finally reached a point where he couldn’t ignore the truth any longer, couldn’t make excuses. He tried so damned hard to make it easy on me. He did. I’m the one who tried to hang on.”


  “And yet you still live together.”


  “It made the most sense. For Laurel, and for Leo, after his accident.”


  “That’s good, that you can get along so well together, and with Jesse, to raise her.”


  “We’re a pack.” She smiled. “It’s what packs do. We love each other and help each other out. If it hadn’t been for Jesse…I’ll leave it at that. I love both of them, and they love me and Laurel.”


  “‘For the strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.’”


  “What’s that from?”


  “Rudyard Kipling.”


  “Ah.


  “I see a lot of people into puppy play in the lifestyle who call themselves a pack. I think you’re the first family unit I’ve seen use it more as a figurative than a literal title.”


  “Laurel’s the one who came up with it. She watched a special on Yellowstone wolves.”


  “Ah. Well, that explains it.”


  Eva hesitated, then plunged forward. “You mentioned your parents died in an accident. Car accident?”


  “No,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Most of the time, when Nate talked about his parents, he didn’t deeply engage with the person about the details. How deeply he engaged depended on a lot of variables, such as the situation, the person, his relationship—or potential relationship—with the person, and how he felt about discussing it with them, at that time.


  That always determined how he answered—


  They died in an accident.


  They died in an accident at an air show.


  They died in a tragic accident with several others at an air show.


  They died when a plane coming in for a landing blew a tire, took out a fuel tanker truck that shouldn’t have been parked where it was, and splashed them and the group of people they’d been standing near with aviation fuel, roasting them alive.


  He shut down the memories of the sounds, the sights…


  The smell.


  To this day, even pumping gas sometimes nauseated him.


  How he couldn’t stand the taste of frozen lemonade, because he’d taken Cherise away from where they’d been standing with their parents just minutes earlier—talking with their friends—to make a run to the bathroom and then get her a frozen lemonade.


  He’d just bought them and they were drinking them in the shade cast by the wing of an old bomber on display when he heard the plane coming in for a landing. An old fighter—he couldn’t tell the damn things apart and really didn’t give a shit—and then the noise of the tire exploding…


  And then…


  “Cherise had been bugging me to go to the air show with them,” he said. “It was our first year here in Florida. My parents were both thinking about retiring from the military and had bought the house in Sarasota, making the drive up to MacDill to work. They didn’t want to have to move Cherise to yet another school when they knew they wanted to live down here.”


  “You were still living with them?”


  “Yeah. I’d started school here and they told me to live with them to save myself expenses. I wasn’t going to argue with that.” He covered her hand with his other, fighting the urge to squeeze, to hold on tight. “Besides, Cherise was so used to me taking care of her while they were working, it was better for her.”


  “You sound like you were a devoted older brother.”


  “I was. Yes, she was a pain in the ass at times, but I was so much older than her I think I’d grown through the worst of the ‘I hate you’ syndrome. I was twelve when she was born, and I was changing her nappies from that point on.”


  She smiled. “Nappies?”


  “I can’t help it. I ‘go Brit’ from time to time, as Cherise calls it.” He tried to find a way to not kill the mood of their date and yet not shy away from her question.


  “So I went to the air show with them,” he said. “A family of four went to the air show that morning, and a family of two left that night. But at least we still had a family. The accident killed twelve people total, including two other families with kids, and severely injured fifteen others. An old fighter coming in for a landing blew a tire and took out a fuel truck parked where it shouldn’t have been, and everyone standing around it.”


  “That’s horrible,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”


  He didn’t need to describe the horror to Eva, weigh her down with his memories.


  Of dropping his cup after his shock broke when Cherise screamed for their parents and ran toward the conflagration while nearly everyone else was running away from it except trained first-responder personnel…


  Of trying to catch up with her and wondering when she’d gotten so damned fast when he was the one who usually ran every morning—except that morning…


  Of the feel of the heat, so much more intense than the Florida summer sun beating down on them, washing toward them like a toxic ocean and carrying the smell of fuel and barbecued flesh…


  Of making it to Cherise in time to scoop her up and carry her away despite her struggles, clapping a hand over her eyes as he spotted a charred figure crawling out of the flames and having no clue if it was one of their parents…


  Of feeling guilty for running away…


  Of being herded to a waiting area with others who were missing family members or friends, and finally getting confirmation a couple of hours later when the flames were out and they were able to find the dog tags still around their necks despite their civilian clothes having been burned from them—along with their flesh…


  Of the voice of the chaplain who tried to talk to him when all he could do was sit there, stunned, holding Cherise as she sobbed against his shoulder and screamed for their parents…


  Of having an MP leading a locksmith through the parking area later to open the car for them and cut him a set of keys for it, because all he had were the house keys with him, and the car keys had been in Ken’s pocket since he drove…


  Of wishing he hadn’t spent a good chunk of the drive there trying to snooze in the backseat…


  Of wishing he’d spent that time talking to them, memorizing every line in their faces and not realizing that it’d be him driving a sedated Cherise home that evening, the doctor at the base clinic finally giving her a shot to calm her down, which ended up knocking her out…


  Of getting home and seeing his mom’s purse still sitting behind the front passenger seat, where she’d left it after fishing her wallet out and tucking it into her back pocket, not wanting to carry it around all day…


  He shrugged. “It was an accident,” he said. “I could have blamed god or the pilot or the fuel truck driver who’d stopped in the wrong damned spot to take a moment to watch the landing, or any number of things. Just like I could have thanked the portable toilet people for sticking them where they did and forcing us to walk all the way over there, or the frozen lemonade stand for being where it was and distracting Cherise and saving our lives. None of it would matter or change the outcome. It happened, and we had to deal with it.


  “I had to finish growing up a lot faster than I realized I’d have to, and so did Cherise, in some ways. At least she still had me and could hold onto some of her childhood. I decided that day that it had to be the worst day of my life, and to keep every other day in perspective by contrast. That’s how I got through it, and how I’ve tried to live the rest of my life.”


  He gave her hands a gentle squeeze. “So what happened between you and your parents?” There had been some references to an incident at the hospital, following Leo’s accident, but she hadn’t gone into details.


  Her smile looked almost sick, and he suspected that was triggered by her memories and not by his story.


  “My father’s an asshole,” she finally said. “And I’d rather enjoy this evening with you than relive any of that.”


  “Fair enough.” He had to sit back as the waitress brought their salads. “I’d rather enjoy this evening with you, too,” he said, her smile looking a little healthier now. “Beautiful company and good food makes for a very nice evening, indeed.”


  Her smile widened a little more. “What are you guys doing for Christmas?”


  “Me and Cherise and her boyfriend will probably have lunch at the house. Why?”


  “Why don’t the three of you come over to our place? It was just going to be us. The four of us, I mean. Jesse and Leo are going to attempt to deep-fry a turkey for the first time in the backyard, and…” She stopped. “Sorry.”


  It took everything he had not to start laughing at how adorably horrified she looked. He had immediately followed her train of thought, only he hadn’t derailed the way she had, and he wouldn’t deny the sadist in him enjoyed her discomfort just a tiny bit.


  That she was so concerned about his feelings touched him deeply. “I think that’s a great idea,” he said. “I’ll make sure Cherise and Wade are all right with it.”


  Her smile returned and she picked up her fork to start on her salad. “Great.”


  By the time he took her home that night, he hadn’t pressed any further about her dad, but if he wasn’t right in his guesses, he was really slipping.


  Only time would tell if she’d trust him enough to let him in that deeply.


  But he could wait. He was a very patient man.


  He had to be. He’d raised Cherise.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  “Mommy, mommy, mommy, Santa came!” Laurel had nearly landed right in the middle of Eva’s stomach, bouncing, before she vaulted from her bed, left the bedroom door open, and ran down the hall, where she pounded on Jesse and Leo’s bedroom door before running in and screaming at them.


  I’m awake.


  Eva lay there, eyes wide open now, and stared at the ceiling. From the light, it couldn’t be any later than seven-ish.


  A moment later, she heard Laurel, jabbering non-stop and at light speed, and then her daughter dragged a half-asleep Leo down the hall behind her past Eva’s now-open door.


  She sat up when Jesse leaned against her doorframe.


  “Did you hear?” he mumbled. “Santa came. I hope he wore a condom. That glitter is a bitch to get out of the carpet.”


  She laughed. She was a seasoned veteran of the Christmas morning present massacre. Poor Jesse wasn’t a morning person, and he and Leo had been up late the night before assembling a doll house that had been on Laurel’s Christmas list.


  Normally they didn’t go too crazy at Christmas, opting for smaller gifts and one large one, meaning the budget didn’t get blown. This year, they made an exception. Jesse’s first with them, a celebration of Leo’s survival, and the drastic change in circumstances for them all warranted more of a celebration than Eva and Leo usually engaged in.


  Eva dragged herself out of bed and pulled on a bathrobe. Leo had been wearing a T-shirt and shorts, while Jesse now wore flannel sleep pants and a robe, but no shirt. Leaning against him, their arms around each other’s waists, they made their way down the hall, through the living room, and to the kitchen.


  “Coffee,” they both mumbled, laughing.


  “Mommy! Poppa!” Laurel yelled from the living room. “Daddy said I can’t open presents until you’re out here!”


  “Coffee first, honey,” Eva said, handing Jesse the bag of flavored coffee after he got a new filter installed. “Coffee always comes first.”


  “Because coffee’s just rude in the sack like that,” Jesse mumbled.


  “Fine,” Laurel huffed.


  “Fine,” Jesse softly mocked as he scooped the coffee, making Eva giggle harder.


  “I don’t have to wait for Uncle Nate to get here, do I?” Laurel called out.


  Jesse bumped Eva with his hip. “No, sweetheart,” he called back. “Just give me and Mommy a minute to make the coffee.”


  “Fine,” Laurel huffed.


  “Fine,” Jesse and Eva said together, giggling.


  He really was like a little brother in many ways. The little brother she would have loved to have known.


  Her younger half-brother by birth, she’d never met. He didn’t even know she, or her two half-sisters she’d been raised with, even existed.


  When they were finally settled out in the living room, Jesse taking Leo a cup of coffee, Laurel looked like she was about to bounce out of her Hello Kitty nightgown. Leo had turned on the TV to the morning news and looked half asleep himself.


  “Okay,” Leo said. “We’re all here.”


  Jesse grabbed his cell phone and took video and pictures of the day while Laurel handed out the stockings and presents.


  There were even a couple of presents under the tree for Nate, Cherise, and Wade. Some gourmet chocolate and coffee Eva hoped they’d enjoy.


  Nate had been over to the house several times during the past few weeks, eating dinner with them. And she’d gone to the club with him a couple of times on Friday nights, enjoying that he went only to work with and spend time with her, not others. He still went a few Saturday nights without her while she stayed at home with Laurel and Leo and Jesse went to the club, but she was okay with that.


  Being with him felt right. And that she hadn’t rushed things with him sexually felt even more right.


  Even her counselor agreed with her, encouraged her current progress.


  Nate had not once tried to rush or pressure her, either.


  Her parents had invited her and Laurel to drive up to Tampa for Christmas dinner, but Eva declined. Not if her father was going to be there. Not at their house, in enemy territory, so to speak.


  The place she’d suffered the most, which held the worst memories for her.


  She fibbed and said they’d already accepted an invitation to have dinner with close friends…only a partial lie. That they’d been the ones doing the inviting didn’t need to be discussed.


  And also left no entry for her mother to try to suggest they could all come down there to eat.


  No, she wasn’t ready to deal with that and fight that battle head-on yet, and she didn’t have to. The counselor told her that if she didn’t think any current crimes were being committed, then no, she had no moral obligation to anyone other than herself.


  And herself wanted nothing to do with the fucker, even if it was to confront him.


  Today, she wanted to enjoy the holiday. Last year had been a tense morning with Leo coming over to the house and having a small lunch with them, just the three of them, Laurel fortunately oblivious to the adults’ discomfort. Either that, or they were just that good of actors and didn’t know it.


  This year, nothing was forced about Eva’s happiness. She was happy for Leo and Jesse, and they loved the personalized “First Christmas” ornament she’d bought for them for their tree.


  A live tree the four of them had picked out together and brought home and decorated.


  Their pack.


  And they’d given Laurel a necklace much like the ones Jesse and Eva wore, with the same kind of tag with a purple background, her favorite color. The tribal fish pattern, with the three adults’ initials on the back. And Leo had bought one for himself, too, in black.


  “Now we all match!” Laurel delightedly said as Eva put it on for her. “Our pack matches! Aah-ooooh!” She threw her head back like a little wolf, making the adults smile.


  If only she knew, Eva thought.


  As the three of them—and Laurel—got lunch prepared, the house started filling with the delicious aromas of a feast in the making. Once Nate arrived a little after ten, Eva felt the day was perfect. When Cherise and Wade arrived shortly before noon, it got even better as Cherise showed off her new engagement ring.


  Soon thereafter, the men all gathered in the backyard and contemplated the instructions for cooking the bird.


  “I’m glad Wade’s a paramedic,” Eva only half-joked to Cherise.


  Cherise stood there on the lanai with a smile. “Me, too. Don’t worry. I don’t know about those two, but Nate’s pretty handy with instructions.”


  They watched as the men put the thawed bird in the pot and partially filled it with water. A few minutes later, they were firing up the propane cooker and setting the pot with pre-measured oil on the burner. They’d dried and spiced the turkey and resubmerged it in the oil once the temperature was right.


  Jesse stood back, fire extinguisher ready, just in case.


  Fortunately, nothing bad happened.


  Eva let out a relieved breath. “It’s not that I don’t have faith in them,” she said, “but they are men.”


  Laurel tsked at her. “Mommy. Daddy and Poppa are good cooks. So is Uncle Nate.”


  Laurel, who usually got to help prepare meals, had been extremely indignant that she wasn’t allowed into the backyard to help by a unanimous vote of the adults.


  “Sorry,” Eva said, sharing a wink with Cherise. “My bad.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate was glad Cherise had agreed to the change in their usual plans. It wasn’t too much of a change, because she and Wade were going to Wade’s parents later for supper.


  Yes, Wade had popped the question the night before, and Cherise had called Nate soon after to crow about it and only scolded him a little bit for keeping the secret from her for several weeks.


  This was a season of changes. Cherise building her life, and now he was left to reform his once again, picking up where he’d left off at the age of twenty-one.


  Trying to yank himself out of his rut and into new routines wasn’t easy for him, but he was trying.


  Eva, and Laurel, were worth trying for. He knew the odds of him ever having a child of his own at his age were getting slimmer all the time. The closer he grew to Eva, the more he hoped this would end up being permanent. Laurel’s feisty ways reminded him so much of Cherise at her age, it was nice having a child in his life again, even if it meant having to watch what he said around her.


  His friendship with Jesse and Leo had deepened as well. If he’d had brothers, he hoped this is how it would have been. Jesse seemed happy about it, too, after several holidays alone because of his family disowning him.


  That boggled Nate’s mind, that someone in this day and age could be so small-minded.


  After Wade and Cherise left, they had A Christmas Story playing on the TV. Laurel was asleep, sprawled on the living room floor, a new My Little Pony figurine clutched in her hand. Nate was stretched out on one end of the couch with Eva lying against him, her feet in Leo’s lap on the other end. Jesse sat on the floor in front of the couch, leaning against Leo’s legs.


  The symbolism wasn’t lost on Nate. The men had to innocently slip in their kink where they could. Jesse was Leo’s slave, and it wasn’t like the man could kneel naked on the floor with a seven-year-old running around.


  “This was the best Christmas ever,” Jesse softly said, blindly reaching up to first pat Eva’s arm, and then Nate’s leg, Jesse’s other arm looping around Leo’s leg next to him. “Thank you, all of you.”


  She reached over with her bare foot and lightly ruffled Jesse’s hair. “Thank you,” she said. “And you know why.”


  That intrigued Nate, but he didn’t ask. If she wanted to tell him, she would.


  Eva tipped her head back and looked up at him. “Thank you for coming over today.”


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Thank you for having us over. This was great.”


  And it was. He could, in all honesty, say this was the best Christmas he’d had since…


  Since that day.


  Eventually, Leo and Jesse got Laurel put to bed and retreated to their bedroom, leaving Eva and Nate alone in the living room.


  Eva rolled onto her side, facing him, and looked up. “You know how you talked about more intimate play?”


  He laced fingers with her, drawing her hand up to his lips to kiss it. “Yes?”


  “Can we…try some of that?”


  “When would you like to?”


  “I’d say tonight, except, reasons.” She pointed down the hall and he knew what she meant.


  Laurel.


  He smiled. “I don’t have any of my stuff with me, anyway.”


  “New Year’s? We’ll be alone.”


  Leo and Jesse had already volunteered to stay home with Laurel that night so she and Nate could spend it together.


  They’d planned on celebrating it alone at Nate’s house.


  “I think I could arrange something,” he said. “Can I make a suggestion?”


  She nodded.


  “Why don’t we take sex off the table so you don’t feel any additional stress?”


  He thought she looked a little disappointed. “Oh,” she softly said. “Okay.”


  He flicked his tongue out and licked her thumb before sucking it into his mouth. His gaze locked onto hers as he slowly laved his tongue over her digit, knowing damn well what he was doing to her.


  He released her thumb. “I didn’t say take orgasm play off the table,” he countered. “No intercourse. And you are, of course, able to safeword at any time for any reason.”


  Her eyes brightened considerably at that. She nodded.


  He moved to her index finger, slowly repeating what he’d done, watching her, seeing her breathing change by the rise and fall of her chest, the delicious pink flush creeping toward her neck.


  “There are lots of ways to have orgasm play without sex,” he softly said after releasing her index finger and before moving to her middle finger.


  Hell, his cock was hard, screaming, and he suspected she had to feel the way it was pressing against her through his jeans.


  But her gaze never left his.


  When he finished with that hand, he released it, captured her other hand, and started again. No, he didn’t need sex to get off. Part of what he got off on was this, the energy crackling between them, nearly visible, palpable as he slowly worked her up.


  Even if he ended up having to finish himself off by hand New Year’s Eve, it’d be worth it to see the way the fire kindled in her gaze, a fire he had only glimpsed the barest embers of up until now.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy…crap!


  If he was that good with his mouth…


  Yeah, she was okay with no sex, but now that he’d awakened her libido and had it screaming like an overzealous Hallelujah choir in her clit, she reeeally wanted an orgasm.


  Seriously wanted one.


  Hell, she needed one. She hadn’t had one in…Well, a long damn time. She’d tried masturbating a couple of times, but too many dark memories interfered and her failure to get over only reinforced them and made her sadder.


  A self-perpetuating cycle of dismal doom she’d rather not repeat.


  Leo—she’d thought—had been good in bed. But if this foreplay was any indication…


  She had a feeling Nate would far outshine Leo’s considerable talents.


  When she walked him out to his car later, she flung her arms tightly around him and rose up on her toes to kiss him, hard, insistently.


  With Eva melting right there in Nate’s arms, he returned her hungry embrace, taking over, taking control of the kiss with one firm hand cupping the back of her neck and thoroughly kissing her until she wasn’t sure she’d be able to suck air into her lungs again.


  He smiled down at her, his thumb caressing her cheek. “Might not be a bad idea to have a sit-down conversation sometime this week about our situation.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “And that’s what I meant.” His gaze seemed to search her face. “We should discuss what we are, exactly. We don’t need to set deadlines or do much differently than we are, but I think it would be wise to…define it more clearly.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Her pulse thrummed, racing.


  “I think it’s safe to say we’re boyfriend-girlfriend.”


  She smiled. “Me, too.”


  “I don’t have a lot of protocols,” he said, “but I do like doing things my way. If you want me to be your Dominant, that is a very serious responsibility to me. I also think it’s something we need to try out on a trial basis first. You are, technically, collared to Leo and Jesse, under their protection. I respect and recognize that. I know they’ve said they’re fine with us doing whatever we want at this point, but I’d rather make sure you’re okay with it before we formalize things and you move from being under their collar to mine.”


  She nodded, barely able to think, much less speak. “I am.”


  He kissed her one more time before letting her go. “Then we’ll talk more Wednesday night,” he said. “After Laurel goes to bed.” He was coming over for dinner.


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  He offered her a smile. “Good girl,” he whispered.


  She stood on the front porch and watched him back out of the driveway and disappear down their street. Their Christmas lights, along with those of their neighbors around them, cast a cheerful glow into the night.


  That’d been another fun afternoon, Nate coming over one Sunday to help Jesse and Leo put up the outside lights and decorations.


  Returning inside, she locked the door behind her and leaned against it for a moment, processing.


  She wasn’t rushing things, was she? Everyone trusted Nate. He hadn’t pressured her for sex or play. Hadn’t brought up either topic, outside of their conversations about it.


  Her counselor was encouraging her to step out a little more and take healthy chances to move on.


  Leo and Jesse were wholeheartedly in agreement with her seeing Nate. So was Tilly.


  Maybe it’s time I stop second-guessing myself and trust the people I’ve put my trust in not to steer me wrong. They aren’t my father.


  And if all of them were wrong, that meant Nate was some sort of sociopath or something and it wouldn’t be her fault if she’d gotten sucked in, too.


  Something told her that wasn’t the case, though.


  She unplugged the Christmas tree and turned off the TV and lights in the living room. The outside lights were on timers and would go off soon.


  As she headed for bed, she decided.


  Some risks were worth taking. With the strength of her pack behind her, even if things with Nate did go badly, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. Leo and Jesse would always be there for her, helping her put her life back together to try again. She’d keep getting up every time life knocked her down.


  Hell, she should be good at it after what she’d survived as a kid.


  She headed for bed. Wednesday couldn’t come too fast for her liking.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  After leaving Eva’s Christmas night, Nate went home, went for a run, and then rubbed one out in the shower before collapsing into bed.


  Self-control usually wasn't an issue he had, but he was seriously considering texting her to ask if she wanted to come over that night and play.


  I can wait. Suck it up.


  Wednesday night, once the two of them were alone in the living room, Nate pulled Eva down onto her couch and into his lap.


  “I believe we were going to have a talk, were we not?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Okay, so the sound of her saying that—hell, even getting it in a text message from her—hardened his cock.


  They’d already had conversations about STDs and blood tests. He routinely got tested for a full range of things simply because of what he did for a living. Yes, it was rare he got stuck, and the chances of him actually catching anything were slim to none, but he didn’t want to take the risk.


  He’d been pleased when Eva had admitted that Leo and Jesse had her get testing early in December, just in case.


  “What does me being your Dominant mean to you?” he asked.


  She thought about it. “That I have limits, but I trust you’ll respect them. That when we’re together, you’ll keep me safe. That I can trust you not just physically, but emotionally.”


  And here lay the crux of what he was concerned with. “We’ve only been going out for a couple of weeks, so it’s too soon to discuss ‘the future,’” he said using air quotes. “There’s something big you haven’t told me yet, isn’t there?”


  That her gaze dropped to her hands affirmed it, even if she hadn’t answered. “Yes, Sir.”


  “That’s all right, but I think it’s something that, until you do feel you can talk about it with me, we’re not going to progress past a certain point together. Does that make sense?”


  She met his gaze and nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Are there any circumstances where you think you’d feel okay discussing it with me?”


  She took a deep breath and let it out again before answering. “Yes, Sir.” She twisted her hands together. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I don’t trust myself yet. I know that the more time we spend together the easier it’s going to be for me to talk about that.”


  He traced one of the marks on her upper arm, where it disappeared under the short sleeve of her T-shirt. “Does it relate to these?”


  She nodded.


  “Do you still do that?”


  “No, Sir,” she whispered. “It’s been a long time. Since I was a kid.”


  “Rule number one is if you ever feel the need to do that again, you must talk to me immediately. I don’t care if I’m with a client. You will not do that to yourself again. You hand that over to me if you feel the need to do that. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  It was a relief to hear her say it’d been years, but he suspected her emotional pain still lay close to the surface.


  “Rule number two is when we’re alone like this, you call me Sir.”


  She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Rule three. I propose we hold off on sex for now, like we discussed, but orgasm play is okay, as long as both of us are okay with it.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Are there any things you specifically don’t want to do sexually, excluding intercourse? Either me do to you, or you do to me?”


  He watched her face carefully. “I’m not,” she finally answered, “comfortable with giving oral.”


  “Then that won’t be something you’ll do,” he said.


  She looked a little surprised. “But that’s not fair to you.”


  “This isn’t about what’s fair or unfair. This is about building boundaries and trust. This is the foundation of anything else we’ll do from this point on. If you can’t learn to trust me and what I say, we don’t have a future.”


  She finally nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “What about me doing oral on you?” he asked.


  She blushed. “You don’t have to, Sir.”


  “That wasn’t my question.”


  “But it’s not f—”


  She stopped when he laid a finger on her lips. “Rule four, when I ask a question, you answer it without trying to figure out how to answer it. You give me the truth, which is rule five, you never lie to me, and I will never lie to you. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Receiving oral, are you okay with that, or not?”


  Her face practically turned beet red. “I enjoy it, Sir.”


  “Thank you.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I’ve been giving myself orgasms since I was about twelve or so,” he joked. “I’m sure I won’t die from it.”


  “I…I want to help with that, though.”


  “Then that’s fine. When we’re playing, if I tell you it’s okay to help me get off, and you’re comfortable doing so, then you may.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “This is an uncomfortable conversation for you, isn’t it?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “That’s okay, because we’ll have lots of uncomfortable conversations. Especially early on. They’ll get less uncomfortable the more we have them, I promise.”


  “I wish I’d been brave enough to have them with Leo,” she softly admitted. “Not that it’s his fault,” she quickly added. “It was mutual…stupidity.”


  “He loves you very much. I’m glad you have him in your life.”


  “Me, too, Sir.”


  “This isn’t a rule, but it’s how I want our relationship to proceed—we need to spend time together not just as a couple, but as a family. With Laurel, and even with Leo and Jesse. Family is very important to me. I don’t want to just show up and disrupt things, especially Laurel’s life. She needs to get to know me better. We can’t conduct most of our life away from her. If our relationship is meant to be long-term, which I hope it is, then she’ll need to know me. We need to do things together, the three of us, the five of us. I need to make sure she’s okay with me being here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  That had been something else Eva had never admitted to Leo—that the last guy she’d briefly dated after he’d left, Mark, had another strike against him. In addition to making comments in front of Laurel about Leo’s sexuality, and having been through a nasty divorce of his own, he’d loved making plans for when Laurel wasn’t around, and making himself mostly scarce when she was.


  The times he’d come over for dinner there at the house with her and Laurel had been because Eva had invited him, not because he’d wanted to come.


  “Thank you, Sir,” she said. “I’d like that. But one correction.”


  “Yes?”


  “We’re not a family—we’re a pack.”


  She loved Nate’s smile. “Semantics.”


  “Ooohhh, you have nooo idea. Don’t call us a family around Laurel, she’ll rip you a new one.”


  He snorted. “She’s going to be a pistol when she’s older.”


  “Yes, she is. You sure you’re up to the task?”


  “You’re going to be happy for my help and advice,” he said, but his smirk betrayed his amusement. “Remember, I’ve been through this, at a lot younger than you. Hell, I was younger than Jesse is now, and I had to figure this shit out on my own. At least there’s three of you, four counting me. Five if you toss in Cherise, which we should, because my sister and I spend a lot of time together outside of work, too. We really are friends. And Wade, too, since they’re engaged.”


  “That’d be nice.”


  He laced fingers with her again and kissed her hand. “If you want me to, I would like to be your Dominant. But I don’t want to collar you yet.”


  “Why not?”


  “Until you feel comfortable telling me the whole truth—and I won’t rush you or push you—I think you should stay under Leo and Jesse’s protection. The timetable of the next step is up to you. And we’re not going to have intercourse until after you’re collared to me. We’re going to save that.”


  Her heart fell a little. “Yes, Sir.”


  “The timing is, therefore, up to you. If I think you’re rushing things just to get to intercourse, no, it won’t happen. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I know this sounds…weird, but I think what we have is worth waiting for. Doesn’t mean we won’t have lots of orgasms in the meanwhile. Waiting and doing things right won’t be difficult.”


  That was a relief. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  “Besides you’re not on birth control anyway, are you?”


  He had a point. She’d gotten off the pill not too long after Leo left. With everything else going on, her prescription had run out and she forgot to get it refilled, then it was like, what’s the point?


  Another way she was able to insulate herself from sex with guys. She had the perfect excuse, that she didn’t want to get pregnant.


  “I only want to get married once,” he said. “And yes, if this works out, that is my eventual goal. I’d rather spend the time making sure we do things right than rush and screw things up. Not saying you screwed things up with Leo,” he quickly added.


  “I know what you meant, Sir.” She snuggled her head against his chest. This felt so right, so comfortable with him, like their bodies were meant to fit together.


  Then again, she’d felt like that about Leo, too, and look what had happened there.


  She loved that he’d untied his hair when he arrived earlier. There was something so much fun about running her fingers through it, which she now did. It hung down to his shoulders, not obnoxiously long, but just the right length. She never thought she’d find long hair attractive on a guy…until Nate.


  “Oh, another rule,” he said.


  “Yes, Sir?”


  “I ever wake up and you’ve braided my hair, or put it in pigtails, you’re getting tied up and spanked with the heaviest paddle Cherise has in her toybag.”


  She pouted. “What if Laurel does it?”


  “I can’t spank her, but I can spank you, so I suggest you don’t egg her on or let her get away with it.” He arched an eyebrow at her.


  She giggled. “Yes, Sir.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A couple of nights later and it was finally New Year’s Eve. Nate came over to have dinner with all of them, and then he and Eva headed out to his place. She’d snuck an overnight bag out the front door while Laurel was in the bathroom and Nate had already put it in his car.


  Tomorrow morning, Leo and Jesse were going to take Laurel out to breakfast and spend the day goofing off with her, giving Eva and Nate all day together before they had dinner together the next night.


  When Eva had told Leo and Jesse about their talk Wednesday night, both men again signed off on the plan.


  It scared her a little that she was so reliant on the two of them to verify her decisions, but maybe it was for the best. Better than stumbling around and not even admitting she was making bad decisions to start with.


  As they drove over to his house, Nate laced fingers with her. “How you feeling, sweetheart?”


  “Good, Sir.”


  “Nervous?”


  “Yes, Sir. The good kind of nervous.”


  “Good.” The lights from an oncoming car swept across his face. “I’d like you at least a little nervous.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I am a little sadistic.” He smiled.


  When they arrived, he carried her bag, as well as opened her car door for her.


  She’d been to his house several times, so she wasn’t unfamiliar with it. Three bedrooms and two baths. It wasn’t huge, but it was paid for, and he kept it up. Tidy, neat, not minimalist, but very deliberate in how he arranged things. Very little clutter.


  “How did you raise a young child and keep a house this neat?” she asked.


  “Oh, believe me, it wasn’t always like this,” he said. “When Cherise was little, she sometimes had toys scattered from one end of the house to the other. I focused on the big battles and the little ones eventually fell into place. She didn’t like it when she had to go to school in the same clothes two days in a row when she was in eighth grade, so she finally cleaned her room and did her laundry and put it away and kept it that way. Or she didn’t like me refusing to give her an excuse note if she forgot one of her textbooks at home because she missed it for the mess, so she learned to tidy up. We worked on a habit at a time until it became automatic.”


  “Sneaky.”


  “Smart. I had to study and raise her. Energy conservation. Doesn’t hurt she’s a lot like me. If I pushed her, I knew she’d only fight me. Once I demonstrated by example reasons for what I did, without telling her, she could quietly jump on board with it and follow suit and think it was her idea.”


  At some point after his parents’ deaths, Eva hadn’t asked when, Nate took over the master bedroom. The third bedroom was their home office, for both of them while Cherise was growing up, and a place for Nate to work, practicing and treating friends and clients for cash early on while he was still in school.


  Now with Cherise moved out, he had a spare bedroom. He’d told Eva his brief experiment with a roommate was one he didn’t want to repeat.


  He took her hand and led her to the master bedroom. There, he set her bag on the dresser and caught both of her hands, pulling her close.


  “If you don’t say red,” he said, “I won’t stop. At any time, you say red, we’ll stop. All right?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.” She loved staring up into his face, his eyes, the feel of him.


  Yes, she got this, too. She’d felt sexually attracted to Leo, but now, looking back, she saw it was his safety and strength.


  With Nate, it was different, visceral in a way she’d never felt with Leo. Only now in contrast did she see it.


  Another way it made what she’d gone through to get to this point worth it. Every damn tear.


  Nate cupped a hand around the back of her neck and kissed her, deeply, slowly, taking his time and savoring her, pulling her soul off-balance and into the safe orbit of his. Not only did Nate feel safe, but sexy, engaged, connected.


  “Is my good girl ready to play?” he whispered.


  She smiled. “I thought you’d never ask, Sir.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Nate buckled a soft leather blindfold over her eyes. He left her standing there for a moment before she heard him return. He stroked his fingers up her arms, sending tendrils of electricity flowing through her skin, straight to her clit, which in turn translated it into desperate need.


  Part of her wanted to blurt out the whole dark, ugly truth to him so they could move on to intercourse, but then she realized exactly why he wanted to wait and take things slow.


  He would slake her need, no doubt about it. But he knew he had to earn her trust.


  She loved him already. Deeply. Maybe even madly. Certainly passionately.


  All the more reason to take it slowly.


  He said he only wanted to be married once.


  She only wanted to be divorced once. While she no longer held it against Leo, it wasn’t a pain she wanted to revisit.


  He moved to stand behind her, his arms around her, holding her pressed against his body. Without removing her clothes he slowly explored her, caressing her, his lips nibbling at the side of her neck, under her ear. He cupped his hands over her breasts, through her shirt and bra, his thumbs brushing against her nipples.


  She ached to feel his flesh against hers.


  “I know,” he whispered. “It’ll feel that much better later. I want to know all of you first. So when we’re together, I can see the way your clothes fit you and know exactly what lies beneath them.”


  She didn’t need to see to know he was doing Reiki on her. She’d never been a believer in stuff like that…before Nate. Maybe it was just how keyed-in to him she was, but she’d swear she felt energy flowing between them everywhere his hands paused.


  Her panties certainly would be a sodden mess by the time they got that far. She knew she was wet already. That was not an uncommon occurrence for her when she spent alone time with him. Just being with him turned her on.


  Down her hips, over her thighs, he dipped his knees, sliding his hands up her jeans and ass, stepping back to glide them up her back, across and down her shoulders. His hands came to rest on top of hers, fingers lacing through hers. Then he brought his arms up, crossed over her chest.


  He nibbled on her right earlobe. “I also like to bite,” he whispered. “I leave my marks my way.”


  She whimpered, shuddering at the thought, but for all the good reasons. She tipped her head even farther to the left, giving him better access.


  He softly chucked and that sound nearly made her come. He nuzzled along her shirt, lips caressing her flesh, until she felt his teeth graze her skin.


  He bit, gently at first, then harder, as if gauging her response. Harder still, until she let out a gasp, and still she didn’t stop him. Only when he’d drawn a soft cry of pain from her did he ease up just a little, waiting, not even sucking at her flesh.


  Just…holding on.


  He drew his arms more tightly around her and slowly increased the pressure of his teeth on her flesh again…and again…and again… Each time he eased up just before she was certain she’d need to safeword, only to repeat it.


  Finally, he kissed the spot, licking it, before moving up her neck again.


  “Good girl,” he whispered. “My beautiful, sweet girl. I promise I will only ever give you the good kinds of pain.”


  She didn’t know how long they stood there, but he switched sides and repeated it on her left shoulder, back to her right, in a different spot, and the left again, until she was nearly sobbing from need. Her clit screamed, desperate, and he hadn’t even removed a stitch of his clothes or hers yet.


  “Stay,” he whispered, then released her.


  She wobbled on her legs a little without the comforting solidity of his body there to cradle her.


  She heard him moving around, even leave the bedroom. Then came the sound of him out in another part of the house but she wasn’t sure where.


  A few minutes later, he returned and stopped in front of her. She sensed him kneel in front of her, followed immediately by the feel of his hands on her feet. He tapped her right ankle, prompting her to lift her foot. He took her shoe off, and the other.


  He stood and trailed his fingers up her arms, over her shirt, to the neckline where he started unbuttoning it.


  If he was trying to torture her, he was doing a damn good job of it. It felt like forever before he had her shirt loose and was sliding it down her arms. Then her belt, the button on her jeans, leaving her standing there in her bra and panties.


  Standing in front of her, he wrapped his arms around her again, hands splayed across her ass. His fingers drew electricity across her flesh, up her back, to her shoulders, and down her front, until his hands cupped her breasts through her bra. She realized at one point he was tracing her scars with his lips and fingers, too, as if committing them to memory.


  And he was still dressed. She felt the material of his shirt, of his jeans brushing against her, although she suspected he was now barefoot since she hadn’t heard the sound of his shoes on the tile when he returned. He began exploring her body with his lips and fingers, tracing every curve and line, still making no move to remove her bra and panties.


  Maybe he’d make her beg for more, she didn’t know. She was close to that point now.


  Even unseen, the air between them felt alive, as if their souls were connected. A ball of energy seemed to engulf them, highlighted by where he touched her.


  When he stood in front of her again and reached around her, it took every ounce of will within her not to grind her body against him. He deftly unhooked her bra strap and slowly slid it down her arms and off her. Then he hooked his fingers inside the waistband of her panties and slowly slid them down her legs, letting them puddle on the floor around her ankles before having her step out of them.


  He cupped the back of her head, his fingers threading through her hair, holding her in place while his lips closed onto hers. His other hand came to rest in the small of her back, gently pulling her against him. Her arms curled around him, her mind lost completely to him and everything he was—and would—do to her.


  Okay, so no intercourse wasn’t a hardship. Not if this was any indication.


  She felt the solid, hard bulge of his cock pressing against her through his jeans and couldn’t wait to finally get a look at it up close and personal.


  When he stepped away again, she almost stumbled when she tried to follow him, to cling to him.


  He chuckled and took her hand. “Follow me.”


  Walking slowly, he led her out of the master bedroom and to the living room. There, she realized what he’d done when he had her sit on the edge of his portable massage table, which he’d positioned over the area rug that the coffee table usually occupied. He frequently took the massage table to the club with him if it was a busy night and he thought the club might need the table he usually used as an additional play station.


  He took her hands and placed them on his waist. “Take my shirt off, baby.”


  Working only by feel, and with the difficulty level increased by how her hands trembled, she tugged his shirttails loose from his jeans and then followed the line of buttons up to the collar and started there. When she had his shirt open, she slid her hands around his waist and pulled him to her so she could press her cheek against his chest.


  He chuckled again, a sound she adored. His fingers stroked her hair. “A meaner sadist would punish you for not exactly following directions, but I want you to enjoy this completely.”


  She hadn’t seen him without his shirt yet. She nuzzled his abs, feeling a thin treasure trail brush against her lips, from his navel to his waistline, where his jeans were slung low on his hips.


  Arms still around him, she stood, her lips covering every inch of ground, grazing over his nipples. She enjoyed the soft gasp he made when she found the left and flicked it with her tongue. That led her to look for the right and repeat the motion with the same result.


  She drew her hands up his back, feeling the lean muscles along his spine and up to his shoulder blades. Only then did she finally work his shirt down his shoulders, his arms, until it fell unseen to the floor.


  She circled him, her lips and hands and fingers tracing abstract designs across his flesh. He never wore cologne because of his work, but he smelled like soap and shampoo and deodorant, and warm heat pulsed from his skin.


  The contour of his spine she dedicated to memory under her tongue, her lips, having to stand on tiptoe to reach the base of his neck and down again, until she found the hollow of his back. There, she traced little hearts with the tip of her tongue.


  He reached behind him, found her hands, and drew them around his waist, to his belt. “Next,” he softly said.


  This was…nothing like this could ever compare. Not to insult Leo or his skills, but this was…


  Amazing.


  She fumbled a little with his belt until she finally got it, opening it and then thumbing the button. Her breath caught as she carefully eased his zipper down, relieved to realize he had briefs on under them and didn’t have to worry about catching the hard shape of his cock in the teeth.


  Eva followed his jeans to the floor, kissing her way down the backs of his lithely muscled thighs, behind his knees, the hair on his legs tickling her cheeks as she worked her way around him to the front.


  Now she was on her knees and knew she was about at eye level with his cock. In the past, this wasn’t something she’d done with Leo. Not by his fault, but because of bad memories. She’d tried, but when he realized it was a problem for her, he stopped. And she loved him for it.


  Maybe with Nate’s patient love she’d be able to overcome those dark memories once and for all and be able to love one hundred percent of him one thousand percent of the way he deserved.


  But she pressed her cheek against the outline of his cock. By her best guess he was at least eight inches, and thick. She pressed a kiss against the head of it through the fabric, her hands stroking his tight ass before sliding down the backs of his thighs and around.


  And up.


  Drawing them slowly up his thighs, until they were cupped around the hidden shape beneath.


  No hands gripped her head with cruel force.


  No coarse order to open and take it.


  No forcing her to do…anything.


  Just her mind and the darkness behind the blindfold, and the loving man in front of her.


  Opening her mouth, she lightly grazed her teeth over the head, down its thick length to where it grew from his balls. She feathered her lips over his sac, what she could reach of it, while her hands cupped his cock.


  Still patient waiting from him, soft, pleasured sounds when she did things he liked, but that was all.


  She stood, one hand cupped over his cock, one following his chest, up to his throat, around the back of his neck so she could urge him down for a kiss.


  And still, waiting…


  She didn’t know what he wanted. Figuring this out was frustratingly fun, so she finally backed up until she felt the table behind her again. She slipped the hand covering his cock inside the waistband of his briefs, both of them softly moaning as her fingers closed around the steely velvet heat of his shaft.


  Damn.


  Controlled kisses, letting her set the pace, he did lean forward and brace his arms against the table but she didn’t feel trapped.


  She felt safe, enveloped.


  Protected.


  Her other hand dropped to his briefs and she slid them down his legs, letting them fall to the floor. She felt him step out of them and kick them out of the way, and then it was her hands on his cock, squeezing, one hand cupping his full sac, cradling it in her palm.


  He didn’t tongue-fuck her either as they tasted, teased, nipped, explored.


  She couldn’t stand it anymore and pulled her head back, breaking their kiss. “Please,” she whispered.


  “Tell me what you want.”


  “I…I want you, Sir.”


  He scooped her into his arms and gently set her on the massage table. “On your tummy,” he said.


  She carefully rolled over. He gathered her hair up and off her back, and she realized he was putting it in an elastic band. Then she heard him do his, too, and suspected what was coming next.


  He spread oil across her back, kneading, both relaxing and exciting her, his bare flesh against hers. Seconds later, the snick of the lighter, and the feel of the first rounded glass cup taking hold, the suction tugging on her flesh on the back of her right shoulder. He tested the suction and then moved it, positioning it where he wanted. Five cups later, she had them from shoulder to the middle of her back.


  “Don’t move, baby,” he said. “Be my good girl.”


  Her toes curled when she felt the sharp drag of whatever it was, she suspected a knife, against her flesh. Just the tip tracing around and through the cups, weaving, dancing along her flesh. Down her spine, over her ass, down her thighs and back up again, over and over, not quite pain but a struggle for her to hold still until he finally stopped.


  He checked the cups and then she felt him walk down to her feet. He picked up her left one. “I’ve done a little acupressure on you before, but not like this.” His fingers probed, sliding over her flesh, searching for something in her instep.


  Apparently he found it, because he stopped. His thumb circled the spot, and then he began to apply pressure.


  She gasped, having to curl her fingers around the end of the table as agony shot up her leg, but as fast as it started, it was gone.


  He chuckled. “Good girl. Again.”


  He repeated it several times, longer each time, leaving her gasping for breath as she struggled not to pull away from him. Yet she couldn’t make herself safeword for it. She knew he wouldn’t do anything to harm her.


  And she wanted to take it for him.


  He moved to another point, on the inside of her big toe, producing similar results until he started massaging her foot before gently placing it on the table.


  “Such a good girl,” he whispered, his voice sounding throaty, hoarse, a tone she couldn’t remember hearing before. “For the record, this is only as hard as I’m pressing.” He took one finger and pressed against the back of her left calf, not even remotely uncomfortable.


  “Wow,” she said, feeling shaky.


  He laughed. “I know, right?”


  Then he did it to her right foot. She was barely aware of it when he set her foot down and moved up her body again, one hand caressing her ass while the other he used to tug on the cups and check them.


  The hand on her ass slid lower, between her thighs. Her legs parted for him and she gasped when one finger lightly brushed her clit.


  “Please, Sir,” she whined.


  “Is my girl horny?”


  “Yes, Sir!”


  “Does my girl want to come?”


  “Please, Sir!”


  “Soon,” he teased, withdrawing his hand.


  He shifted the cups into new positions on her back, removing one and resetting it. He walked around to her head and kissed her, this time his fingers grabbing her hair, tightly holding on as his tongue hungrily fucked her mouth.


  She felt the soft slide of rope over her skin.


  “Legs and hands. Okay?” he asked.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He quickly tied her arms to the head of the table, and bent her legs back, tying them that way before pushing her thighs wider apart and tying her so she couldn’t draw them closed.


  He removed the cups, rubbing her back after he did. He disappeared for a moment but she followed him with her ears, listening as it sounded like he plugged something in.


  She flinched when she felt something between her legs and then realized it was a vibrator.


  “You’ve seen others use these at the club,” he said, sounding very amused. She could picture his handsome, playful smirk as he said it. “Bloody ingenious things, these Hitachis.”


  He flicked it on.


  It was probably a good thing he had tied her to the table or she likely would have fallen off when the orgasm hit her. He slipped his fingers into her mouth as she moaned, screamed around them while he kept the vibrator pressed against her clit.


  Holy…fuuuck…


  No lie, it was the strongest orgasm she’d ever had in her life.


  And, she quickly started to realize, it wasn’t going to stop until he was ready to let it stop.


  He leaned in and nuzzled her right ear. “You…are…beautiful.”


  He pulled his fingers from her mouth as she undulated on the table, trying to get away from the vibrator but unable to. He switched hands holding the vibrator and it was only too late she understood his plan.


  His fingers skillfully found the pressure point in her right instep and he pressed, making her bite down on her scream, pleasure and pain mixed up in her brain and her body too far gone to want either to stop at this point. He alternated feet, back and forth, until finally he switched the vibrator off, leaving her trembling on the table.


  He gently untied her, rubbing her legs, then her arms and hands. She reached out and felt his thighs, felt her way to his cock. She wanted to stroke it, to make him come, to make him feel even a fraction as good as he’d just made her feel.


  “Careful,” he teased. “We’re not even close to being done yet and that might go off.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate got her sitting up and then scooped her into his arms again, carrying her back into the bedroom. He’d already pulled the covers down and laid her in the middle of the bed. Leaving a few LED candles flickering on the dresser for ambiance, he turned off the lights and then climbed onto the end of the bed, between her legs, and kissed his way up her thighs.


  Settling there, with his hands wrapped around her thighs, he started licking, sucking, enjoying her rich, sweet scent, the salty taste of her juices, the way she moaned and squirmed as his lips closed around her clit and he started flicking it with his tongue.


  He’d carefully watched her up until now, judging her reactions, gauging whether or not she was really okay. He’d managed to drive her out of her head, away from her self-consciousness, with the blindfold and the sensory overload. All she’d been able to focus on were sensations and sensory input, not trying to gauge his reaction to her body.


  She was a gorgeous woman of almost thirty-nine, of course she carried a few extra pounds. Her body had birthed a baby and survived things he didn’t even know about yet, things he was sure had deeply scarred her.


  It made her all the more beautiful in his eyes. Only by making this first encounter about the pleasure and pain and not about the thoughts and memories rattling around in her brain did he know he’d be able to keep her there, with him, firmly rooted in the moment and what he was doing to her and not whatever she’d been through.


  So far, so good.


  Only once he was satisfied that he’d made her come several more times did he sit up and reach over to the side table. He grabbed a flavored condom from the drawer and rolled it on. He wasn’t going to make her suck him, but he didn’t need to make an unintended mess all over her that might undo everything he’d just accomplished with her.


  And if she did decide she wanted to go down on him, at least it wouldn’t taste as bad through the cherry-flavored latex.


  He stretched out next to her on her left side, taking her right hand and drawing it across her body, wrapping her fingers around him. Even through the condom it still felt damn good to have someone else’s hand there for a change.


  He kissed her. “You may make me come however you wish, except you can’t fuck me.”


  Even behind the blindfold he saw her brow furrow. “Then why the condom, Sir?”


  “Biohazard containment,” he joked. He rubbed his finger over the condom and then touched it to her lips. “Cherry-flavored biohazard containment.”


  She smiled.


  “That’s a beautiful smile, sweetheart.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  She rolled toward him, the hand on his cock slowly stroking him as she kissed him.


  Then she started kissing down his chest.


  He laced his fingers behind his head, more to keep them there and remind himself not to make any moves that might spook her. He suspected, at this time, if he grabbed her and made her go down on him that it would absolutely be the wrong thing.


  He’d given her an order and now she was free to do whatever she wanted within those parameters.


  When she started groping around and trying to reposition herself, he spread his legs for her, giving her room to move between his thighs. He intently watched her as she settled on her stomach, still stroking him with her hand but nuzzling his inner thigh with her lips.


  That turned into her kissing his sac, making him struggle to keep his breathing steady, controlled, to make it last.


  She seemed hesitant at first, not doing anything else but what she was doing, as if waiting for…


  Something.


  He wouldn’t move, wouldn’t speak. Her every motion telegraphed to him how her brain was struggling to process this, to recalculate her responses. She couldn’t see him, how he was reacting. He wasn’t—and wouldn’t—force her to go down on him. If she wanted to sit up and stop right now, he would.


  He wouldn’t touch her. Not until he knew they were past the point of bad emotional triggers and he had started bridging and rebuilding her psyche with only good associations.


  She seemed to gain confidence, her hands stroking him more surely, slowly, but deliberately now, no longer tentative. Her tongue slipped out and flicked his sac, more, until she started confidently laving her tongue over and around.


  He drew his legs up a little, knees bent, giving her better access but still keeping his hands to himself.


  She cradled his balls in one hand, the other still encircling his cock and she licked and sucked until he thought he might explode just from that.


  He’d even closed his eyes, preparing to finally let go, give in and let her bring him over, until he felt it.


  A soft caress, not a finger.


  He opened his eyes and watched as she brushed her chin over the head of his cock. Beautiful, gorgeous, and terrified.


  He felt it.


  Part of him wanted to tell her what a good girl she was, but he didn’t know if that would help or hurt. He sensed she balanced on the edge of fight or flight.


  Slowly, her hand stroking him fell still as she touched her lips to the head of his cock. Her tongue flicked out and tasted the condom, and he had to fight the urge to crow in triumph as she started working her lips around the head.


  Then her hand started moving again, stroking him, harder, faster, and he gave in to the sensations with her lips pursed just around the tip of his cock.


  His back arched as his balls tightened, pumping, his orgasm exploding and pulling a satisfied moan from him, her hand finally falling still as he gasped and caught his breath.


  He reached down and curled his fingers around her wrist, the one cupping his balls, and gently tugged. Rolling onto his side, he nestled her against him, one leg draped over hers.


  “Good girl,” he whispered, nuzzling her nose with his. “My very, very good girl.”


  She broke down crying in his arms.


  He removed the blindfold and held her, rocking her as she reached an arm around him and held on to him as if she were drowning. These weren’t bad tears. He knew that for certain.


  These were tears of relief, catharsis.


  He buried his face in her hair, whispering to her, pouring energy into her, until she finally settled, sniffling.


  He pressed his lips against her forehead. “I love you, baby.”


  “I love you, too, Sir.”


  “I’m very proud of you.”


  She nodded.


  “I know how scared you were.”


  She nodded.


  He struggled not to feel disappointed about bumping up against that resistance. He wouldn’t ask her.


  Would.


  Not.


  But they were one step closer. She’d trusted him, hadn’t freaked out.


  Most important—she’d pushed herself. She’d willingly tried to stretch her own hard limit.


  Was she “cured”? Of course not. There was no such thing, for starters. And he didn’t magically think that her touching his cock with her lips through a condom had healed all her old traumas, either.


  But it meant she trusted him. Really, deeply trusted him. At least that much.


  And it was a start.


  “Thank you for trusting me.”


  She tipped her head up, looking into his eyes. “I’m sorry I couldn’t—”


  He silenced her with a kiss before touching his forehead to hers. “New rule,” he said. “You never apologize for anything relating to sex,” he said. “Well, I mean, if you accidentally whack me in the balls or something, yeah, a ‘sorry’ would be appropriate.”


  She let out a cute little snort, and he continued. “But never apologize to me for giving yourself to me like this. Ever. It is what it is, and I’m grateful for everything that you do give me. It doesn’t have to be perfect, and it won’t always be perfect. I don’t expect it to be. All I care about is making you feel as safe and as good as I can without violating your trust. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He waited a moment to ask this. “You don’t have to answer this if you don’t want to. I gave you permission to do whatever you wanted to, and I’m very proud of you. But why did you do that when you said you didn’t like to?”


  She seemed to be thinking about it, so he didn’t rush her. Maybe she didn’t even know why she had. She still sounded a little subspacey, it might have been she was so caught up in the moment she couldn’t tell him why. Another reason he hadn’t wanted to guide her.


  Maybe one day she’d reach a point where he could fist her hair and fuck her mouth the way he’d love to, but if not, that was okay, too.


  Her answer was prefaced by a deep breath. “I knew it was safe,” she simply said. Then she nodded. “I knew if I couldn’t, that it was okay. And he never used a condom.”


  He kissed her forehead again, unsure if she even realized what she’d said at the end. Instinctively, he knew the “he” she referred to in the last part of her comment didn’t mean Leo.


  But it also threw him back into “do not ask” territory.


  It was almost midnight now. He kissed her before getting out of bed to take care of the condom and clean up. When he returned, he grabbed the TV remote before snuggling with her. “Let’s watch the ball drop.”


  “And then what?”


  He smiled down at her. “And then whatever you want to do.”


  She chewed on her lower lip. “Can we bring the Hitachi in here, Sir?”


  He grinned. “I have an extension cord that will work perfectly.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Eva awoke the next morning tightly snuggled against Nate’s side, his body wrapped around hers.


  After the ball had dropped, he’d spent another hour building her up and edging her with the Hitachi before finally letting her orgasm.


  And then he’d kept her coming for another twenty minutes, until she finally safeworded, worn out from it.


  He had more of the flavored condoms. When he once again offered her, her choice, of how to make him come, she took one of them and rolled it down his shaft, making eye contact with him as she stroked him with her hand and licked and sucked his cock through the chocolate-flavored latex.


  None of the bad memories came back to trouble her then. It was so different—Nate was so different—it didn’t trigger the nasty, dark panic that would threaten to gag her like it had with Leo.


  I need to stop thinking about Leo.


  But she couldn’t help it. Not that she wanted to be with him, but comparing herself now to herself with Leo carried thoughts of him by default.


  She could see it clearly now, everything.


  She could see herself, and how far she’d traveled in her emotional journey…


  And how far she still had to go. A distant point still shrouded in the fog of the future, but she instinctively knew Nate would be there, patiently waiting for her.


  He woke up and kissed the side of her neck. “Morning, sweetheart.”


  “Good morning, Sir.”


  “Are you still okay?”


  “Yes, Sir.” She was better than okay.


  She was fantastic.


  How appropriate it was New Year’s Day.


  She stared into his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it all today. And I’m not telling you this because I want to try to talk you into intercourse,” she added. “But…” She took a deep breath. “Leo is a good man. He did the best he could under the circumstances. I wouldn’t have made it this far in my life if it wasn’t for him. Seriously.”


  Nate nodded but didn’t interrupt.


  “When I refer to ‘him’ doing things…it’s not Leo I’m talking about. Or Jesse,” she quickly added, just in case.


  “I suspected,” Nate said. “Leo and Jesse both have good energy. Protective.”


  “They are. In the good ways.” She pushed herself a little more. “Something…did happen. In my past.”


  He nodded again.


  “It was bad,” she whispered. “So when we talk about it…when I can finally think about it…we’ll need…time. Alone time.”


  “I understand.”


  She knew from his tone that he did.


  Sucking in a breath, she forced a smile. “Sorry. I don’t want to ruin our day together thinking about it.”


  “I do need to ask one thing, though.”


  She nodded.


  “Is Laurel safe?”


  “As long as we keep her away from him, yes.”


  “Leo knows this?”


  “Jesse does, too.”


  “Don’t ever let me accidentally put her in a position of not being—”


  “No, she said. “I wouldn’t. I would tell you before then.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate didn’t press for more. Honestly? He couldn’t believe she’d revealed that much. No, he knew she wasn’t doing it trying to bump the timeline up.


  She was doing it out of trust.


  Normally, he would steer clear of someone if he thought they were a massive emotional DIY project. Except he had seen and felt her energy and the way it called and played with his own.


  He enjoyed the way he felt with her.


  Tilly had no idea what Eva had been through. He suspected even Leo and Jesse might not know everything. Then again, maybe they did. It would explain the unusual living arrangement.


  Especially if Laurel’s safety was an issue.


  Eva didn’t have a brother. Not one she was raised with or had ever met. He knew that.


  If her secret wasn’t about her adopted father, it would shock him. Maybe her grandfather, but he didn’t know much about him. She loved her grandmother and was close to her. He’d actually gone up to St. Pete once with her and Laurel to visit her. Charming woman.


  But Laurel’s parents hadn’t been there. In fact, when Laurel had asked Eva on the way if she was going to call her parents and tell them they were going to visit, Eva flatly said no and ended the discussion.


  More circumstantial evidence that he suspected most juries would accept as proof.


  Meanwhile, he would be patient.


  Very patient.


  He wasn’t going anywhere, and he knew Eva wasn’t, either. He’d rather sit there quietly and let her come to him, building her solid trust in him, than recklessly destroy the tenuous new bond they now had, one he felt strengthening by the day.


  


  * * * *


  


  As January faded into February and Leo’s recovery progressed, he regained his independence. It loosened up schedules even more to allow Nate and Eva more overnights together. Leo and Jesse tried to ensure that Nate and Eva got at least one overnight per week, usually a Friday or Saturday night.


  And Nate and Eva would take Laurel out one night a week, giving the two men time alone at the house to do whatever they wanted to do.


  The five of them did things as a family, sometimes even with Cherise and Wade, when Wade’s work schedule allowed.


  Week after week, Nate slowly built layer upon layer of trust over the foundation he’d laid. Eva hadn’t brought up “him” again, and she’d started taking more risks. During their encounters, she’d gone from tentatively exploring his cock with her lips to wholeheartedly engulfing him. Always with one of the flavored condoms covering him, and never with him reaching down and holding onto her or her positioned in such a way that she didn’t have freedom to move or stop if she wanted.


  He also started introducing her to anal play, Eva more surprised than him to find out it made her come even harder when he had a butt plug filling her while he did forced orgasm play on her in conjunction with the painful acupressure.


  Her body enjoyed the conditioning so much that all he had to do was show her a butt plug and her pussy would get wet.


  Which, of course, satisfied his inner sadist to no end.


  For Valentine’s Day, Jesse and Leo went out to dinner while Nate and Eva took Laurel out for dinner at a fondue restaurant, something she loved even more than sushi, especially since it was a rare treat. The men then spent the night in a hotel while Nate and Eva took Laurel home, put her to bed, and then snuggled in front of the TV. Nate spent the night, but both of them slept in PJs and didn’t fool around, just in case.


  Their first overnight with Nate sleeping there at Eva’s house.


  It had been Eva’s suggestion, wanting Laurel to get used to Nate being there more.


  Nate knew it was only a matter of time before Eva would be ready to finally open up to him.


  The next day, when he walked into work after skipping his morning run because of being at Eva’s, Cherise grinned at him.


  “What?”


  She handed him his coffee mug. “Don’t what me, bro. Well?”


  “Well what?”


  She followed him down the hall to his office. “Big night last night. V-Day. How’d it go?”


  “We took Laurel out for fondue, snuggled, and went to bed.”


  She frowned. “Wow. That’s…boring.”


  “We will get our ‘crazy’ overnight this weekend. Jesse and Leo got a hotel room last night. Only fair, since we had an alone overnight at New Year’s. So when is your big day?”


  She leaned against the doorway. “I’m thinking early next November. Maybe even Halloween.” A thoughtful look crossed her face. “You’re going to give me away, right?”


  He smiled. “Of course. How big a shindig are we talking?”


  “Oh, not. Kel and Derrick said they won’t take my money to rent the club, either. That whenever I want to do it, as long as it’s not during regular hours, the club is ours, free.” She grinned. “So no, I won’t be hitting you up as the family of the bride to pay for it.”


  “That wasn’t my concern and you know it.”


  “I know, but I like teasing you.” She stared at her ring. “How do I know it’s right and that I’m not rushing it?”


  “You’ve been living with him over a year now. You should have a hint.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “So am I. Do you love him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Can you see yourself spending the rest of your life with him? Seriously?”


  Her expression took on a faraway look. In it, hints of the child he raised, the sad girl, the angry, suffering teenager, the more confident young woman who finally took control of her life.


  She met his gaze. “I can’t imagine myself not spending the rest of my life with him,” she softly said.


  He set his coffee mug on his desk and walked over to her, his hands on her arms. “Then I think you’d be dumb not to marry him.”


  “What about you? Can you see yourself spending the rest of your life with Eva?”


  “If she’ll have me, yes.”


  “She’d be dumb not to marry you.”


  “I’ll settle for her reaching a point of emotional healing where she’ll ask to wear my collar. If she’ll do that, then that’s all I care about. The ring, at that point, is simply a bonus.”


  “And if she doesn’t? How long do you wait?”


  He thought about it. “That’s up to her, because I’m not going anywhere. If she wants me out of her life, she’ll have to tell me that, too. I won’t play games with her. I trust her, and I hope she trusts me.”


  She tipped her head back against the doorframe. “I got pissed off at one of my vanilla friends a couple of weeks ago. She started that kind of teasing where you know it’s not really teasing. She was like, ‘Wow, how do I train my guys to be like Wade. You have him sooo well-trained.’ I wanted to smack her. For starters, yes, she said ‘guys,’ plural. Then I thought dammit, why is Wade being the way he is with me something to make fun of?”


  “It’s not. She’s jealous.”


  “I mean, okay, yeah, I can’t talk to some of my friends about things the way I can to our Suncoast Society friends. I can’t go out with them and say, ‘Hey, hot damn, you should see the new strap-on I just got, Wade fucking loves it and so do I.’”


  He snorted. “Why not? That would be an interesting conversation, I should think.”


  She scowled at him. “Because some of those women are the girlfriends and partners and wives of people Wade either works with or knows, dumbass.”


  He grinned. “You silly git, I was joking and you bloody well know it. Don’t be a pillock.”


  She waggled a finger at him. “Don’t deflect by going Brit, buddy.”


  “Bollocks. Why not?”


  She rolled her eyes and pushed away from the doorframe, ducking under his arms. “Thanks for the heart-to-heart, bro.”


  “Cheerio!” he called after her as she walked down the hall toward her desk.


  She flipped him off before rounding the corner.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Nate had gone home for the evening and Eva sat on the couch, watching TV. Jesse and Leo went to bed shortly after dinner. Jesse would have to be up before dawn in the morning for work.


  Eva had channel surfed and ended up on a news magazine show doing a story about global warming. When that segment ended, they started their next one on women who were surrogates.


  It was almost May, and she still couldn’t bring herself, despite Nate’s patient nurturing, to tell him the whole, ugly story.


  Her counselor insisted it was normal to hit a recovery stasis like this. She was comfortable, there were no outward forces propelling her in one direction or another, and were there any arbitrary timetables she had to meet?


  No.


  Maybe this was what had been holding her back.


  She’d always wanted another baby. And Jesse had wanted kids of his own.


  Why couldn’t she be his surrogate?


  Nate, Cherise, and Wade had come to the house to help celebrate Laurel’s seventh birthday. It had felt like a real family affair, the first one Eva could ever remember, since being with Leo, that had felt easy and totally fun.


  Mostly because her parents hadn’t been there.


  Her father had never gotten along with Leo, had always thought less of him even though Leo was a welder with a successful business and made decent money.


  Because he hadn’t had a college degree, her father had always looked down his nose at Leo—and her—over that. One more way she didn’t measure up.


  Not to mention Leo was never intimidated by her father and refused to let her father push her around.


  Then again, she really didn’t give a shit what her father thought. Not anymore. And the fact that Leo was a self-made businessman who didn’t feel the slightest bit intimidated by her father didn’t add any warm fuzzies between them, either.


  After the show ended, she turned the TV off and headed for bed, still deep in thought.


  She was still thinking about it when she awoke early the next morning. In fact, she heard Jesse moving around in the kitchen.


  Pulling on her robe, she went out to talk to him. He’d already showered and was putting his lunch together. “Holy cow, sweetie. You’re up early.” He kissed her on the cheek.


  She fixed herself a mug of coffee and leaned against the counter while she sipped it. “Let me ask you something. A serious question.”


  He paused to turn and look at her. “What’s up?”


  “You wanted kids, didn’t you?”


  “Yeah. Why? Someone figure out how to get one out of a gay guy’s ass?” He grinned.


  “I’m serious.”


  His smile faded. “What are you suggesting?”


  “Me. If we’re going to do this, it needs to be soon. You guys are married. I’m not going anywhere. Leo’s back to work. There will never be a better time.”


  “What about Nate?”


  “We’re…we are what we are. We’re dating, and we love each other, but he’s told me it’s my call if I want more, and when. He doesn’t even know exactly…what you and Leo know, and said we have to have a talk about that first before we can go any farther. Well, I’m not ready for that talk. Not his fault, it’s mine. But I always wanted another baby. Why can’t we do artificial insemination? She’d be Laurel’s half-sister that way.”


  He stared into her eyes. “You’re serious?”


  “I’m serious.”


  “We’d have to talk to Leo. And Nate.”


  “I know. But…think about it. Please?”


  “Why now?”


  “It’s something that’s always been in the back of my mind. If you want to know the truth, I think it’s something that until we at least try, I won’t be able to finally completely let go to Nate and close that last remaining gap. I know that sounds weird, but I want to do this, with and for you. And it needs to be me making that decision for me before I put myself into another relationship.”


  “Uh, sweetie? You are in a relationship.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  He kissed her forehead. “This isn’t the best time to talk about this. Let me talk to Leo today and then the three of us can noodle it tonight after Laurel goes to bed. Is Nate coming over for dinner?”


  “Not tonight. He’s going out to dinner with Cherise and Wade and Wade’s parents. I really didn’t want to go.”


  “Why not?”


  “I just…” She shrugged. “It’s me, okay? I get it.” She realized her voice was rising and dropped the volume. “I’m kind of a broken toy, but at least I know it now and I’m working on fixing myself. When I was with Leo, I didn’t know. I’m not ready for…extended family stuff. Pack stuff, yeah. Someone else’s family? I kind of need some time still.”


  He took the coffee mug from her and pulled her in for a hug.


  Yep, brother.


  Totally.


  Not an ounce of desire for him at allll.


  Not anymore. Not when she had Nate.


  “That fucker really needs to be planted six feet under,” he muttered. “Hope I never meet up with him again. If I’d known then that night at the hospital, I’d have been in jail for punching him.”


  “You won’t,” she said. “I don’t ever want to see him again.”


  She hadn’t even seen her mom, or her sisters, since the showdown in the hospital, even though she’d talked to her mom and her sisters a couple of times on the phone. Mostly her sisters, who didn’t agree with how their parents had reacted once they heard Eva’s side of the story about that afternoon.


  And her sister Ann had apologized for calling their parents despite Eva begging her not to that day.


  Neither sister knew what had happened to her all those years ago.


  “Maybe you should talk to your counselor about this,” Jesse said. “Before we take this to Nate.”


  “I plan to. I see her this afternoon.” With Jesse living with them, and Leo back to working full-time, the men had asked Eva to reduce her work hours, enough to make it easier for her to take care of Laurel and see her counselor every week.


  “Okay. Then we’ll talk tonight and go from there. Leo might say absolutely not and make this all moot, anyway.”


  “I know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  But Leo didn’t. After Laurel went to bed, the three of them huddled on the lanai, voices down, and talked.


  Even though she’d been married to Leo for twelve years, she could sense he was in many ways a different man now. Now, she couldn’t read him as well as she once could. Or, at least, thought she’d could, even though she really hadn’t known him as well as she thought she had.


  After he asked her questions, questions she’d already bandied around with her counselor, he sat back and went quiet for a moment.


  Finally, he broke the silence. “What about Nate?”


  “This is pack business.”


  “But you love him.”


  “I know.”


  Leo cocked his head. “You have to talk to him. If he’s not on board with it, then it’s a no-go anyway.”


  “I’m not collared to him, I’m collared to you two.”


  “Whoa, sweetie, this is Leo and Jesse and Eva time, not BDSM dynamics time.”


  “I mean it. I take that commitment just as serious as if we were married.”


  “But you want to be collared to Nate, so he needs input.”


  “Not yet.”


  Leo studied her again. “You won’t confide in him so he can collar you until this happens, will you?”


  She shook her head. “No,” she quietly admitted.


  “Why? Or, why not, I guess should be the question.”


  It took her a while to formulate the answer. She’d had trouble expressing it to the counselor, too, and wanted to do a better job with this instead of the rambling, stumbling mess she’d come up with earlier.


  “You guys promised me that, no matter what, we’re a pack, right?”


  “Eva—”


  “Answer the question, Leo. Did you or didn’t you?”


  “I did,” he said. “You know I did.”


  “For the rest of our lives, right?”


  He nodded. “Yes.”


  She looked at Jesse and he nodded. “I’m damn sure not going anywhere,” he said with a smile. “Just try to get rid of my ass.”


  “Okay, then.” She indicated the three of them. “We, and Laurel, are pack. Our baby would be part of the pack.”


  “You don’t trust Nate?” Jesse asked.


  “That’s not my point. If Nate wants to be part of this pack, he has to accept this pack as it is. That means our children. I might not get another chance to have a baby, and I don’t want to second-guess myself because it wasn’t Nate’s baby. He says he’s not going anywhere and accepts what we have, now, as it is, for as long as it needs to be. If he’s a man of his word, he’ll accept this.”


  The men studied each other. “What?” she asked.


  “Honey,” Leo said, “asking him to accept Laurel is one thing. Standing by while you get pregnant with Jesse’s baby is another.”


  “If he is a man of his word, he’ll accept this.”


  “My loving you and staying a part of this pack is not contingent upon you having my baby,” Jesse said. “If Nate makes you happy, I’d rather you guys hook up and be happy. A baby you have with him is pack as much as a baby you have with us. Or me.”


  “No, it’s different,” she said. “Not that I think this will happen, but worst-case. What if I have a baby with him and he leaves and wants custody?”


  “Isn’t that a risk you’d have with Jesse?” Leo asked.


  “No. Because I know Jesse loves Laurel, too. He wouldn’t do that.”


  “Why do you think less of Nate like that?” Leo asked. “I’m confused.”


  So was she. It made perfect sense in her head. She was screwing this up the way she had earlier. “Because you two know the worst about me, what’s happened and what I did, and you two still love me, okay? I don’t know that he’ll even still want me after I tell him. And by then I might love him too much to stand up to him if he tells me no, I can’t do this. I want this to be our baby.”


  Leo and Jesse both reached across the table and took her hands.


  “I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit,” Leo said, “but it’s your body and I respect your wishes. If this is what you want to do…I’m okay with it if Jesse is.”


  Jesse stared at their hands. “I’m not sure I’m good with the risk of him walking over this. Nate, I mean.”


  Eva met his gaze. “Like you said, if he walks, it doesn’t say much about him, does it?”


  She hoped none of them were wrong about Nate.


  But in her heart, the thing she couldn’t admit to Jesse for fear of him thinking it was her main reason—Jesse had saved her life, her family.


  Because of Jesse, she had Laurel and Leo and two men who loved her, broken and all.


  And neither one of them even fucked her.


  Her first loyalty, after Laurel, was to them.


  It always would be.


  “Please talk to Nate,” Leo said. “And if you still want to do this…then go ahead and talk to your doctor about what it would take.”


  Her heart soared. “Thank you!”


  He smirked. “Thank him,” he said, hooking a thumb at Jesse. “He’s the one who’ll have to be jerking off into a cup to make this happen.”


  “Gee, that sounds so romantic,” Jesse snarked. “They probably won’t even have gay porn. Can’t you take me in there, tie me up, and forcibly jerk me off? That’ll yank my chain.”


  “I’ll just send you in there with a butt plug up your ass,” Leo joked. “That’ll make you plenty horny.”


  “TMI, guys,” she said, pulling her hands back and waving them in the air as she tried to disperse that mental image. “I don’t mind accidentally hearing you guys do it through a closed bedroom door, but I don’t want to know the deets. No offense.”


  “Oh, now you get squicky,” Leo teased, getting up to round the table and kiss the top of her head. “You’ve watched me beat his ass at the club.”


  “That’s different,” she insisted.


  “How?” Jesse asked, also getting up to kiss the top of her head.


  “It just…is. I can’t explain it.”


  Like she couldn’t really fully explain her position here. She just knew.


  And as she’d been told repeatedly by everyone, she needed to follow her gut. She’d ignored it for too damn long. Well, her gut told her this was the right thing.


  For her, and for their pack.


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  A week later, she still hadn’t had that talk with Nate, even though she’d already scheduled their consultation appointment with a doctor in the same practice as her ob-gyn, one who handled fertility issues. It was three weeks away still, so she had time to talk to him.


  But another, more pressing detour cropped up—her sister, Ann, had finally earned her doctorate degree.


  And asked Eva to come up for a large family dinner that weekend—including relatives she hadn’t even seen in years.


  And her father.


  Nate would attend with Eva, but Laurel already had “prearranged plans” with her father.


  Eva wasn’t entirely sure her mom or dad hadn’t been behind the last-minute nature of the invite. If she had to put money on it, she’d be willing to bet it was her father’s doing. With her sisters clueless about what had happened to Eva growing up, they were more open to being manipulated in some ways by him.


  This smacked of his handiwork, of waiting until the last minute in hopes that she would either feel pressured to come, or if she turned them down, he could shift the blame back onto Eva and tell anyone at dinner who would listen about it.


  It wouldn’t be the first time he’d been so devious, or put her down in front of her sisters or other relatives.


  “You don’t have to go,” Jesse told Eva from where he sat on her bed. “You can say sorry, I have to work. Or, sorry, I have other plans. Or, sorry, I don’t want to be within a two-mile radius of that fucking assh—”


  “Jesse, Ann doesn’t know what he did to me,” she quietly said. “And she didn’t do it to me. I’m going for her, not for him. She called me personally and asked me to come. This is her day to celebrate. She’s earned her doctorate degree. That’s a big deal and she’s worked really hard to get it. I love my sister.”


  “But the bastard’s going to be there.”


  “I won’t be alone. Nate’s going with me.”


  “Does he understand the backstory?”


  She sat next to him on the bed and rested a hand on his thigh. “He knows something happened, but I haven’t told him everything, no. And he hasn’t asked for the details.”


  “Why won’t you tell him? And why hasn’t he asked? You guys have been dating for months.”


  “Because he respects my privacy. It’s how we’ve arranged our dynamic for now. I’m working on myself, okay? Nate told me that he’s always open to hearing what I want to tell him, when I want or need to tell it, but that he won’t force me to tell him. That the timetable on when I tell him—and when we take our relationship farther—is up to me. It’s not like I’m collared to him yet.”


  Jesse snapped his fingers. “A-ha! The restraining order. Perfect excuse not to go.”


  “You know damn well it expired when we didn’t renew it.”


  “I was hoping you wouldn’t remember that.”


  She patted his leg. “I’m not ready to tell Nate yet because I don’t want to tell someone unless I know I can open up to them all the way and be able to have a full relationship with them. He asked me about my scars, so he…knows some of it already without me telling him. He’s very…perceptive. We haven’t even had intercourse yet.”


  Although they’d done just about everything else except actual intercourse.


  “I wish you’d let us go with you.”


  “No, because I don’t want to start a war on my sister’s big day. Besides, if you guys come and Laurel doesn’t, that will guarantee drama from my father. I don’t want to create drama. Ann asked me to come, and I am. I told her I’d be bringing a date, and I am. If my father causes trouble, I’ll deal with it.”


  “Take June. She carries.”


  She laughed. “No. And that’s why I’m not taking Tilly, either. She wouldn’t look good in prison orange.”


  That, and she didn’t want her friends knowing all of the details, the whys of the bad blood between her and her father.


  Not that she didn’t think they wouldn’t support her. She knew they would.


  She didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t want anyone knowing about it who didn’t need to know. It was the ugliest, most awful time of her life, and she preferred to keep it locked away in the dark.


  She leaned against him and he put his arm around her shoulders. “Thank you for not giving up on me that morning. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d just turned around and left me lying there on the bathroom floor, took Laurel, and left.”


  He kissed the top of her head, lingering, his face pressed into her hair. “I couldn’t have done that, sweetheart. For one, I love Laurel. For another, I love Leo, and I knew he wouldn’t want me to do that. And three, I wouldn’t have been able to live with the guilt if you had died and I could have saved you. Besides, now I love you, too.”


  “Thank you. I love you, too, Jesse.”


  “You don’t have to thank me.” He reached up and touched her necklace, the tag that matched to his. “You’re part of the pack. We take care of our own.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They would have to drive to Tampa. Dinner was slated to start at six at her parents’ house.


  Nate would pick her up around three thirty, giving them plenty of time to make the trip and allow for any traffic delays without stressing Eva out any more than she already was.


  After they left her parents’ house, they’d go to Nate’s for the night. Not only did Eva not want to have to face Laurel immediately after dealing with her parents, she wanted time alone with Nate to process whatever might happen and her emotions.


  Hopefully, nothing. Hopefully, her worrying was for naught.


  Also, they needed to talk, and she didn’t want to do that before they got to her parents’ house.


  When Nate arrived to pick her up, he walked in without knocking. He had a key to the house, just as Eva now had a key to his.


  Laurel ran to greet him and Eva smiled as she watched Nate scoop her up and swing her around. Wouldn’t be much longer before she’d be too big for him to do that. It’d only been just recently that Leo had finally regained the strength to pick her up and carry her.


  And holy crap, Laurel would be eight in less than a year.


  Where did the time go?


  Just yesterday, she and Leo were bringing her home from the hospital, Leo having put his foot down and pissed off her father when Leo told them they weren’t going to come down and stay with them for a few days to “help.”


  Once Leo had known Eva’s secret, he’d transformed a previously borderline adversarial relationship with her father into a blatantly confrontational one, stopping just short of openly going after the man in front of others for what he’d done to Eva.


  Eva had begged him not to, because her sisters hadn’t known what he did, and she didn’t want to drive a deeper wedge between them than her father already had throughout the years. Eva also didn’t want to totally cut Laurel off from all contact with her mother or sisters. Not to mention she didn’t want others knowing her pain.


  Then her father had shown his ass when Leo was in the hospital, ordering her and Laurel to go with them and leave Leo there…


  And that’s when something inside Eva had snapped. At the time, she’d been too shattered by the confluence of events to openly stand up to him, but Leo’s attorney and Tilly and Ross had given her the easy out and proposed a deal that to others had looked bad, but to her had been a godsend.


  And it meant Laurel would forever be safe from Eva’s father, even if Eva wasn’t around to protect her.


  I need to tell Nate.


  That larger conversation would have to wait. Tonight, after surviving the ordeal with her family, she planned on talking with Nate about the baby plans. If he didn’t handle that news well, it would render a talk about her father and what he did moot, because Nate wouldn’t need to know.


  Her pack would always come first, because they were the ones she knew she could absolutely trust in her darkest hour.


  She hoped and prayed Nate would become part of their pack, too, and that he wouldn’t break her heart.


  If he did break her heart…


  She knew Leo and Jesse would be there to help her pick up the pieces and try again with someone else.


  “We have to get going,” Eva finally said, interrupting her daughter’s nearly nonstop chatter with Nate.


  “How come I can’t go?” Laurel asked.


  Eva had prepared for this. “Remember how Grampa got upset in the hospital when Daddy had his accident?”


  Laurel frowned as she nodded. “He tried to take me from Poppa.” Even back then, Laurel had loved Jesse.


  “Exactly. Well, Grampa is…” Bigoted. Assholish.


  Sexual predator. “Sometimes, Grampa says hurtful things. He doesn’t think before he speaks. And if he gets like that again, Nate and I will leave.”


  “Okay.” Laurel jammed her hands on her hips and scowled up at Nate. “Will you take care of Mommy if Grampa acts like a butthead?”


  Eva couldn’t bring herself to scold her daughter for that. Apparently, neither could Leo, because he stood there with one hand covering his mouth like he was trying not to laugh. Jesse wore a knowing smirk.


  Nate knelt so he was at eye level with Laurel. Not just leaned over, but got down in front of her. “I promise you that I will protect your mommy and take care of her.”


  She seemed to be thinking about it. “Okay. Thank you.” She flounced down the hall toward her room.


  Leo’s eyebrows were still raised. “Wow. That was…interesting.”


  Nate stood. “Remember, I raised Cherise from when she was nine.” He pointed down the hall, the way she’d gone. “If you think she’s a handful now, you just wait. I would have killed to have had it that easy sometimes.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the drive up to Tampa, Eva rested her arm on Nate’s leg, comforted and reassured when he held hands with her.


  “Is there anything in particular I need to know for today before we get there?” he asked.


  She considered her answer. “I told you about my dad telling me I was on my own after Leo’s accident.”


  “Yes, but you didn’t tell me why.”


  “Because I agreed to the deal Leo’s lawyer offered me, which gave Leo and Jesse primary custody and gave me the house.”


  “I’m curious why you agreed to the deal. Someone who didn’t know any better might have thought you were trying to keep Laurel away from your parents. You were willing to give up full custody of your daughter in exchange for a house and unlimited visitation with her. I’m not judging, just making an observation.”


  She stared out the windshield for several long minutes without talking, hoping he’d break the silence and interrupt her thoughts, but he didn’t.


  “I was,” she quietly said. Tonight, she wanted to deal with the baby issue, not…this.


  He gently squeezed her hand. “Okay. You don’t have to tell me anything else if you don’t want to.”


  Part of her wanted to. Wanted to let the emotional sewage come pouring out of her right then so he could turn the car around, take her home, and forget he even knew her name. She’d held on for so long, held back the truth from Leo, and felt guilty as hell over that. In a way, she’d taken Leo’s consent by not telling him the full story when they first got together.


  “I want to,” she said. “But it’s not a good time right now. Not before we get there. I don’t want to show up there having been crying. It’s too long and emotional a story to tell right now.”


  He squeezed her hand again. “So here’s my plan for today. You tell me if I’m wrong or you want to do things differently, all right?”


  “Okay.”


  “When we get there, you let me be the buffer between you and your dad after you introduce me. You let me handle how I deal with him. You don’t need to try to manage me, or protect me, because I’m there to protect you. I will deal with him and anyone else. I will also keep myself between you and him physically. If I decide we’re leaving because I’m concerned about you, that’s it, I get no argument from you. Understand?”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  He squeezed her hand. The gesture felt comforting, calming. Conveyed the gentle strength she felt within him. “You’re very welcome.”


  


  * * * *


  


  No, Nate didn’t need to hear the whole story right now. She was right, it wasn’t the best time, and if she couldn’t summarize it in a few sentences, it meant they needed to wait for a better time for her to tell it.


  It didn’t take a rocket scientist to put the pieces together. A history of self-harm, a horrible relationship with her father, and an almost irrational need to prevent her daughter from having contact—especially unsupervised contact—with her father?


  No-brainer.


  When Eva was ready to tell him the whole story, they could move forward. An emotional minefield still lay spread out between them, however. Nate had put the power into Eva’s hands of when she finally opened up to him so they could move forward, with a collaring and…more.


  He also knew he’d need to see and carefully study the map of that emotional minefield before taking their relationship any deeper than what they already had. Yes, he could see himself spending the rest of his life with Eva.


  Until she could reach out and bridge that last gap, he would have to wait for her.


  And he was a very patient man.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  She’d given Nate her parents’ address ahead of time so he could plan their route. They hadn’t hit any traffic and would arrive about twenty minutes early.


  Then he pulled over into the parking lot of a grocery store.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  He shifted the car into park. “Buying a little time.” He turned. “I want to arrive on time, not early. Not to something like this.” He stroked her hand. “Are you sure you want to go through with this?”


  She nodded. “We drove all the way up here.”


  “That wasn’t my question or a qualification. If you tell me you’d rather I turn the car around right now and head back to Sarasota, we will.”


  She stared into his brown eyes. Today he’d left his hair loose at her request. It made him look a little wilder, a little less subdued than when it was neatly tied back for work.


  Today he’d worn jeans and a patterned midnight blue button-up shirt with the long sleeves rolled up below his elbows.


  She hadn’t missed it was one of the shirts he wore to the club. One of his “Dom” shirts. And he’d worn the black leather boots she loved. They added nearly an inch to his already tall and lanky frame.


  He didn’t need them to be imposing, though. He normally exuded an easy, soothing aura.


  Today she felt a furnace burning within him, a protective fire she knew he wouldn’t hesitate to unleash on anyone who fucked with her today.


  It comforted her.


  “I want to be there for my sister,” she said. “I can do this.”


  “It isn’t a contest. You don’t get a prize for putting up with your father.”


  “I know.”


  He laced fingers with her, bringing her hand to his lips and kissing it. Another gesture she loved, one that always melted her from the inside out.


  “I make the call,” he repeated. “If I feel we need to leave, we leave. No argument. Understand? If that happens, I’ll take care of telling them we’re leaving. You owe them no explanations.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He smiled. “Good girl.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Yesterday, Nate had talked a little with Leo on the phone about this. He wanted to know what kind of a minefield he was walking into, even if he wouldn’t have a map of all the mines.


  Leo wouldn’t, obviously, give away her secrets, but he did give Nate some advice.


  “Don’t blink first,” Leo said. “Don’t back down, don’t apologize, don’t look indecisive in the slightest. Screw being polite. The man will walk all over you—and her—if you show any hint of weakness. Be confrontational, if necessary, even before he is.”


  “You don’t like him, do you?”


  “Not in the slightest. And the feeling was mutual. When he realized I’m not someone who can be pushed around or manipulated, he wanted nothing to do with me.”


  As Nate sat there and stared at Eva, he felt her tension, her anxious energy spiking through her like a crazed pinball on meth. Nothing about her body language said she wanted to be here. Nothing about her energy said she wanted to be here.


  The key to fully understanding all of this, all the closely scattered clues and tightly held secrets, lay within Eva and her ability to fully trust him.


  She fingered the tag on her necklace, the one they all now wore. Their pack.


  One day, he hoped he could replace the tag on her necklace with one he’d already bought for her. Identical, except on the back he’d had his initials engraved above Leo and Jesse’s. He never wanted to separate her from her pack.


  And with eagle-eyed Laurel running around, she would notice any kind of day collar he gave her that was different. Even Laurel would likely not notice the difference in the tag he’d had made.


  Nate also didn’t want to cut Leo and Jesse out of Eva’s life because he sensed how much she needed them, in a way he didn’t yet understand. His suspicion was that it was connected to the minefield, too.


  “Remember, I’m in charge today,” he said. “I’m responsible and in control of how long we stay, unless you want to leave sooner. If you need to hold my hand all night, that’s okay. I owe those people nothing, no explanations, and neither do you.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  Nate felt a heavy pull deep in his gut, one that past experience told him was about to lead to a very bad end. Part of him still wanted to overrule her, turn around, and head back to Sarasota right then.


  Yet, if he did that, he knew Eva wouldn’t be happy. Hell, she likely wouldn’t be happy anyway by the time they left her parents’ house, but he had to give her the chance to figure that out for herself.


  He pulled her in for a kiss. “I love you, and I’m there, and nothing they can say or do will change how I feel about you or run me off. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you. I love you, too.”


  He took a deep breath and they got back underway.


  Her parents lived in an older neighborhood near Town ’N Country, which was threaded through with canals that led to the north end of Tampa Bay. It looked like in the ‘70s or ‘80s the place might have been new and built by people back then considered to be in the upper echelon of income.


  Now it was a middle-class neighborhood with some homes that tenaciously struggled to hold on to their rich roots, while other homes looked like they were barely staying ahead of code enforcement.


  Hell, Leo and Eva’s house in Sarasota, while older, looked pristine and immaculate. So did his own.


  Her parents fell somewhere in the middle, nothing to be ashamed of, but any real estate agent would have had a laundry list of curb appeal projects for them to undertake before a successful listing could happen. The driveway was already filled with four cars, and several more were parked along the street, two wheels in the grass.


  He pulled down to the end of the line of cars and parked there, leaving enough room between him and the car behind them that if someone parked him in at the front, he could still back up and get out.


  “Did you grow up here?”


  She nodded as she stared at the house, but she didn’t answer.


  He really didn’t want to go in there, and wanted her to go in there even less.


  This was not a joyful homecoming for her.


  “How long’s it been since you’ve been here?”


  “A couple of years. I wouldn’t come without Leo.”


  She didn’t reach for her seat belt right away and he thought maybe this was it, that she was making the call.


  But she finally unbuckled and flashed him a sick-looking smile before reaching for the door handle.


  “Uh-uh. You wait for me.”


  “Sorry, Sir. I forgot.”


  He got out and walked around, opening the door for her and getting the small gift bag and card out of the backseat. She’d bought her sister a couple of small gifts with cats on them, as well as a gift card to Ann’s favorite coffee store.


  He considered it a thoughtful, personal gift.


  Eva’s grip nearly crushed his left hand as he slowed his stride to hers and walked with her to the front door. He stepped in front of her and rang the bell before she could.


  Somewhere along the walk from the car to the front door, Eva’s energy shifted, darkened, withdrew. She wasn’t a woman happy to visit her parents and see her sisters and other family.


  This woman acted like she was being marched to her execution.


  He turned to the door as it opened, an older woman offering him a polite smile that widened when she looked past him and spotted Eva. “Eva, sweetheart, you came!”


  He shifted his stance to block Eva as he smiled and held out his right hand. “We haven’t met. Nathaniel Crawford. So nice to meet you, Mrs. Banks.”


  The older woman was good, but not good enough. Her smile slipped a fraction as she shook hands with him. “So nice to meet you, Nathaniel. Call me Lorie.”


  He didn’t want these people calling him Nate. Only people he liked were allowed to shorten his name, although people he barely knew sometimes tried that. And he really didn’t care to call her parents by their first names, either.


  Since there was a very likely chance he might never see any of these people again, he wasn’t inclined to start out on a casual footing with them.


  In fact, he preferred not to, keeping them at arm’s length.


  Mrs. Banks led them inside and he didn’t miss that Eva gave her a one-armed hug, not releasing him or the gift bag, which she held in her left hand.


  “Everyone’s out back. Your sisters will be delighted to see you, and your father’s looking forward to seeing you and meeting your new man.”


  Nate just bet he was.


  Nate followed Eva’s mother as she led them through the house to the lanai where a screened pool cage overlooked a canal. Several people turned at their arrival and he quickly scanned everyone’s expressions.


  The man he suspected was Eva’s father stood over by a grill, a bottle of beer in one hand and a spatula in the other, and was talking to another man.


  “Everyone,” her mom said, “this is Nathaniel Crawford, Eva’s boyfriend.”


  Abraham Banks finally turned to study Nate, lifting his chin as if sniffing the air.


  Nate waited until her father had turned to the man he was talking with to shift his own focus back to Eva. She’d let go of his hand and was now hugging a woman.


  “Nate, this is my sister, Ann.”


  He offered her a warm smile for Eva’s sake. “Congratulations.”


  “This is for you,” Eva said, handing it over.


  “Oh, thank you!”


  Apparently her father was part cat, because he spoke from right behind Nate before he realized the man was there. “Well, at least you brought something. Surprised you’re not having to pay child support to that man you divorced. And I use the term loosely.”


  Nate slowly turned as Ann scolded her father in what was supposed to be a playfully meant way, but Nate picked up the tight, stressed tones in her voice. Nate stood nearly six inches taller than the man, something he hadn’t been able to judge while he’d stood by the grill.


  Nate didn’t move, didn’t step back, even though the man was practically in his personal space. “Mr. Banks, I presume? Nathaniel Crawford. So very nice to meet you.” He didn’t offer a hand, because the guy still held the beer and the spatula.


  The man finally had to step back. It was either that, or keep craning his head up at an uncomfortable angle for any man to maintain against another he wasn’t romantically involved in. “You’re not gay, are you?” the man snarked.


  “Dad!” another woman chastised. She’d come up behind him and now slid between him and Nate, a nervous look on her face as she backed up and forced her father away. “Hi, sorry. Look up grumpy in the dictionary, you’ll see his face. I’m Gayle. Nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand.


  Nate shook with her, because her energy also read nervous.


  But neither sister seemed to bear the dread that Eva did.


  He also noticed that both sisters had brown hair that didn’t look like it came from a bottle. But in pictures he’d spied in the living room on their way through, he’d seen two dark-haired girls and one with fair, almost blonde hair.


  Likely Eva. He knew she colored her hair, and that her natural hair was very fair.


  Another puzzle piece.


  No one else apparently noticed the exchange except the sisters and their mother. And as Nate was introduced to various cousins, Eva looked around.


  “Where’s Grandma?”


  Ann leaned in. “She didn’t come. Mom offered to go get her but…” She pointed over her shoulder toward where their father stood. “You know she doesn’t get along with him. I went and saw her yesterday and took her out for dinner.”


  “Oh. I figured she’d be here.”


  Nate had to ask. “Your grandmother doesn’t get along with your father?”


  Gayle snorted. “Nooo. Didn’t like him when he dated Michelle and liked him even less when he started dating Mom and they got married.”


  “Michelle?”


  “Our birth mother,” Eva quietly said, taking his hand.


  Nate did his best to be charming, nice, and use more than a hint of British accent at times, winning friends and influencing people, so to speak.


  Even better was the way he caught glimpses of Abraham Banks’ expression darkening the more obvious it became that Nate was popular with everyone.


  An hour after arriving, they managed to get through dinner. When Eva needed to use the bathroom, Nate went with her, standing outside as if awaiting his turn. He studied more pictures hanging on the wall, one of them older, at least by a generation. Four kids, three girls and a boy, and their parents.


  One of the girls was as fair-haired as the little girl in the newer portraits and bore a striking resemblance to her.


  When Eva emerged from the bathroom, he pointed without speaking.


  “That’s Michelle,” she said, “and Mom.” She pointed to an older, dark-haired girl, then to others. “Aunt Kelly and Uncle Mike, who are out there.”


  He caught her hand and squeezed. “Okay. Wait here for me.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  That she didn’t even try to argue told him a lot.


  He quickly used the bathroom and was washing his hands when he heard a man’s voice just outside.


  With the hair bristling on the back of his neck, he didn’t even bother drying his hands as he opened the door and found Eva’s father standing there, with Eva backed against the wall.


  Nate put on a smile and stepped between them, staring down at the man. “Abe, old chap,” he softly said, letting his full accent come through, “I suggest you take a step back. One would think you’re trying to intimidate your daughter.”


  Abraham Banks didn’t take a step back, though. He glared up at Nate. “You sure you’re not one of those faggots, too?”


  Nate didn’t even blink. “I would strongly suggest that you don’t talk about Laurel’s father and step-father like that,” he said. “I consider them close personal friends.”


  “Huh. Imagine that. She managed to pick herself two queers for guys. Can’t do anything right. Had a chance to get full custody of that little girl and she blew it.”


  Nate’s fingers itched to close around the man’s throat but he resisted. “Wow. You are a pillock, aren’t you? Leo and Eva warned me about you but I honestly thought perhaps they were exaggerating. No one in this day and age could be so utterly lacking in social graces as that. Sad to see I was wrong.”


  Nate stepped forward, forcing the man back against the opposite hallway wall. “Eva, love, go say good-bye to your mum and sisters, now. We must be off.”


  Eva bolted. When Abraham made like he was going to go after her and put a hand up to push Nate back, Nate grabbed his hand and twisted, hitting the pressure points in Abraham’s hand as well as reaching up and hitting one in his upper arm.


  He drove older man down to his knees. “There, now,” Nate muttered. “That’s a good chap. You’re lucky I don’t break your bloody neck, but I promised Eva I’d behave myself like a gentleman.” He released the man and followed Eva to make sure she hurried.


  Nate suspected once Abraham got up off the floor that he’d be off his trolley and come after him. He had fixed a pleasant smile on his face and already fished his keys out of his pocket by the time he reached the lanai. He’d prefer to go out the back and around the side rather than through the house again.


  He caught up with Eva, hugging her sisters and her mom good-bye.


  “But why do you have to leave?” her mom asked.


  “Sorry, my fault,” Nate said. “Wife of one of my regular clients just called. Emergency case, poor man’s going through chemo. Sad thing, really, but I need to go do a treatment on him for nausea. So lovely meeting you all, and thank you for dinner. Ann, once again, congratulations. Good evening.”


  He caught Eva’s elbow and aimed her for the side door out to the backyard.


  Didn’t even bother looking behind him, but when they emerged in the front yard, Abraham charged out the front door.


  “You come back here!” he raged, although Nate wasn’t sure who at, himself or Eva.


  Nate grimly handed her his keys. “Right. Go lock yourself in, love, and no matter what, stay there.” She stared at him. “Go! That’s an order.”


  Nate followed her a few more steps, slowing his strides and waiting, just in time to turn, stepping sideways and dodging the man, who wasn’t expecting Nate to jump out of the way. Abraham lost his balance and fell. That sent him sprawling across the grass.


  A couple of the cousins had spilled out the front door and were now watching with stunned expressions. Ann and Gayle also emerged, followed by their mom.


  Abraham tried to lunge at Nate, but Nate caught him by the hand and set him back on his knees. “That was a rather nasty spill, Mr. Banks,” Nate said loudly enough for the people on the porch to hear. “Here, let me help you up,” As he forced the man onto his feet, Nate once again hit a pressure point in Abraham’s hand, but the way he was standing shielded his action from view.


  The witnesses thought Nate was trying to help the older man to his feet.


  “You really shouldn’t drink quite so much, sir,” Nate said, raising his voice even more. “I believe you’re inebriated.” He leaned in and whispered, “If you so much as look at Eva again, I will kill you, sir. Don’t think I can’t do it and make it look like an accident. And I have friends in law enforcement who’d be happy to help me, considering your checkered past regarding children.”


  The last was supposition on Nate’s part, but it certainly seemed to shake the older man, whose eyes widened.


  Nate released the hand pressure point and grabbed Abraham’s elbow as if concerned about the man’s balance as he helped him back to the front porch, but he had a finger dug into another pressure point on the inside of the man’s arm and was pretty much forcing him to stay upright at that point.


  “Mrs. Banks,” Nate said, “you might want to think about giving him a couple of cups of coffee.” He let Abraham go, glaring at him.


  Well, the stupid bugger didn’t know when to quit.


  Abraham turned around. “I’m not drunk, you asshole! You attacked me.”


  Nate looked hurt. “You tripped on the lawn. I helped you up.”


  “Uncle Abraham, you were running and tripped,” one of the men said. “I came out the door as you went down. I saw it. Mr. Crawford helped you up. He didn’t trip you.”


  “You didn’t just see him attack me right there?” Abraham waved his hand at them. “Look what he did to me! And…and he attacked me inside the house, too!”


  Nate gave a pitying look to Mrs. Banks and sadly shook his head. “Is there a history of dementia in his family?”


  Abraham shoved Nate, hard, but Nate had anticipated his motion and been prepared for it and played it up, rolling with it, making it look like he’d been caught by surprise as he went down.


  “Abraham!” his wife screamed as several people rushed to help Nate to his feet and a couple of the men dragged Abraham back. “What the hell has gotten into you!”


  “He…he attacked me!”


  “You just attacked him,” Gayle screamed back as she bent over to help Nate up. “What is wrong with you, Dad?”


  Nate let them fuss over him and pretended to be rattled. “Mr. Banks, it’s obvious you’re not feeling well. I’ll let that little incident go.” He brushed his clothes off and turned to Lorie, taking her hand and kissing it although he didn’t want to.


  It did, however, complete the tableau in a very satisfying manner. “Mrs. Banks, it was terribly lovely meeting you. Thank you for your hospitality.” He turned, barely able to conceal his smile as he walked down to his car.


  Behind him, Abraham ranted, shouted, and no doubt if people weren’t holding him back, he would have taken another run at Nate.


  He heard the locks click open as he reached for the handle and then he smoothly slid into his seat, closing the door behind him. He held his hand out, palm up, and Eva dropped his keys into it.


  He waited until they were away from the house to glance over at her.


  She stared at him with wide, terrified eyes.


  “Are you all right, love?”


  She nodded.


  He focused on the traffic ahead. “What did he say to you in the house, before I came out of the bathroom?”


  She burst into tears.


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Nate pulled over into the same parking lot and held her until she calmed down.


  She couldn’t tell him. Not right then.


  “When we get back to your place, please,” she whispered.


  “All right. Call home, sweetheart,” he gently said. “Check on Laurel.”


  She did. “What happened?” Leo asked upon answering. “It’s way too early for dinner to be over.”


  Nate got them back on the road again.


  “It’s okay,” Eva said, sniffling. “Nate took care of it.”


  “Did that fucker try to lay a hand on you?”


  “I’m okay. He…” She closed her eyes, not even sure how to begin explaining what happened. It’d be better to let Nate tell him tomorrow. “It’s okay. Nate took care of it. I’ll be home tomorrow. Nate and I need to have a long talk tonight.”


  “About…him?”


  She knew who he meant. “Yeah. I need to tell him.”


  “I was afraid something like this might happen if you went. I think your dad was always a little afraid of me.”


  She didn’t know exactly what Nate had said to her father when he helped the man up off the grass, but from the brief flash of terror in her father’s eyes, she knew it had to be threatening.


  “Yeah, well, now’s he’s even more afraid of Nate.”


  “Heh. Good. I want to hear that story tomorrow. I always knew Nate was good people. I expect both of you here for dinner. Love you.”


  “Thanks. Love you, too.”


  “Here’s Laurel.”


  When Eva ended the call, she sat with her hands in her lap, her gaze out the windshield. “Thank you, Sir,” she said. She still couldn’t believe what she’d witnessed.


  It was like she was dating a British ninja basketball player or something.


  He reached over and took her hand. “This is my job,” he said, the British accent now faded from his tone. “Protecting you. Taking care of you. I know I told you I won’t ask you to tell me or force you to tell me, but obviously he is a threat, to you, and to Laurel. I need you to give me at least the information I need to keep both of you safe.”


  “When we’re back at your place,” she said. “I want to be curled up in your arms when I tell it.” She stared out the passenger window. “Then I’ll tell you everything.”


  “Including whatever it was he said to you in the house today?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.” She needed to tell him the other part first.


  About the baby.


  That would determine what else—if anything—she told him.


  He squeezed her hand. “Fair enough, sweetheart.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They stretched out on the couch, but fully clothed, her head in his lap and his feet on the coffee table. Clothed was by Nate’s choice, because he didn’t want her to feel any more vulnerable than she obviously already did.


  He’d grabbed a box of tissues as well. “Where do you wish to start?” he gently asked.


  “I need to talk to you about something else first.”


  “What’s that?”


  She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “It’s a two-part process. I need to see how you’re going to react to the first part before I can finish telling you everything else.”


  “Very well.”


  Whatever this was, it had weighed her down like an anchor on the Titanic. Her energy felt subdued, drained, weak. When she finally spoke several long moments later, he could barely hear her.


  “Jesse and Leo already know about the second part. Jesse didn’t know at first. Not until after Leo’s accident and…something happened. And I realized as a result of all of that how much Jesse means to me. I love him. Like a brother and a friend, not romantically. But he saved my life.


  “Until I can tell you all of it, some of this won’t make much sense. But because of Jesse, my family—my pack—is whole. There is always room for more people in it. You, Cherise, Wade. Another baby. You have to understand and accept on faith that Jesse is as important to me as Leo is. That I love Jesse as much as I love Leo.”


  He nodded. “I know. I can see that. I also don’t question or begrudge it in the slightest.”


  She took a deep breath. “Jesse’s always wanted to have a baby. Because of…things, Leo and I only had Laurel. I didn’t tell Leo everything before I was pregnant. But with Leo and Jesse, it’s okay. And I always wanted to have another baby. At least one more.”


  He knew a lesser man might think she was being melodramatic.


  But he’d just gone a round with her father and could afford to be patient and charitable. “Yes?”


  “I told Jesse that I want to have a baby with him. With a doctor’s help,” she quickly added. “Artificial insemination, not…not sleeping together.”


  He had not expected this and it took him a moment to process things. He realized she was waiting on him to respond. “When is this happening?”


  “We’ve got an initial appointment to see a doctor in a couple of weeks.”


  He slowly nodded, conflicted, processing. “May I ask questions of you about this?”


  “Sure. Yeah. Of course.”


  She had tensed in his lap to the point that she felt like a jagged ball of scrap metal, rusted, dull, trying to protect herself from what she surely thought would happen. She’d obviously expected a bad response from him.


  He loved her too much for that.


  No, this wasn’t something he’d expected to hear from her, but to be honest, he’d never expected to be in this situation in the first place.


  To be in love with a woman who lived with her ex-husband and his husband and co-parented their child together.


  Had he not known Jesse and Leo personally, this revelation might have struck him…well, might have pissed him off, actually.


  But he had seen the love in both men, for each other, and for Eva and Laurel.


  And to be fair, Jesse had known her first.


  He carefully considered his next question before posing it. “Is this something you’re doing because you want to do it, or because he asked it of you?”


  “Because I want to. It was my idea. I asked him about it. Him and Leo. Leo had to sign off on it.”


  “Because Jesse is his slave?”


  “No, because he’s his husband and it affects everyone in our pack.”


  “How will Leo and Jesse feel about me being around and being in a relationship with you while you’re pregnant?”


  “They like you a lot, Nate. They’ve signed off on you.” She snorted. “They keep asking me if we’ve talked yet and moved forward.” Her tone softened. “They worry about me.”


  He worried about her, too. “You’re not being coerced in any way to have a child with him?”


  “No! They would never do that.”


  “Leo has full legal custody of Laurel. You can see why I would ask that.”


  She hesitated. “No,” she said. “Nothing like that. That was…” She shuddered. “That was what happened to protect Laurel after Leo’s accident. And it was partly my idea, anyway. I wanted it that way.”


  “And is that part of the second thing you wish to talk about?”


  “Yes.”


  Here was a tiny spotlight brightly illuminating what was, at best, a side issue. A relatively minor one in the grand scheme of things. A baby was not a bad thing, even someone else’s.


  The larger problem and barrier to them ever being together was that “second thing.”


  “Are there any other issues, besides the other issue, that I need to know about?”


  “No, Sir. That’s it.”


  He laced fingers with her. “Will having this baby make you happy?”


  She finally looked up into his eyes and nodded. “For a lot of reasons.”


  “To be honest, I raised a child. Maybe not biologically, but I was there all her life. I had also reached a point of acceptance that I likely wasn’t going to father a child with whoever I ended up settling down with. If this is going to make you happy, and you’re doing this of your own free will, and you and I will still be able to have our relationship while you’re pregnant, then I’m okay with it.”


  Gobsmacked didn’t come close to describing the shock on her face. “Really?”


  “What, would you rather me get territorial or jealous or be unreasonable about it?”


  “I…” She stared, stunned.


  “One of my rules is that you cannot be romantically involved with someone else. You can’t be sleeping with them. If you’re going through a doctor to do this, that still, to me, follows my rules. I don’t wish you to help him with the sample collection, as it were. I would suppose that’s Leo’s job.”


  She sat up and stared at him. “You’re okay with this? Really?”


  “Really.”


  “I…I can’t promise you that I’ll want to or even be able to have another baby after this one. I’m going to be forty soon.”


  He smiled. “I can do the math. That’s an issue we can discuss later. Not having a biological child with you isn’t a deal-breaker for me. It never has been. I love you for countless reasons, but your ability to conceive or not isn’t one of them.”


  She kissed him, throwing her arms around him and squeezing tightly as she broke down crying again. “Thank you, Sir.”


  “I told you, I’m in this for life. Now, my opinion would have been drastically different had you decided to do this without talking to me first after I collared you. I will demand input then.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He palmed her cheek, brushing his thumb over her flesh. “So if I’d freaked out and said absolutely not, we wouldn’t still be talking right now, would we?”


  She laid her head against his chest. “No, Sir.”


  He closed his eyes and rested his cheek against the top of her head.


  “You said there was more. Are you ready to talk about the rest of it, then?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She didn’t continue.


  “I’m not asking or ordering you to tell me. I’m still not changing my position on that. You have to be willing to tell me.”


  Her breath hitched. “What do you think it is?”


  “You honestly want me to guess?”


  “Yes.”


  “I think you’re about to reveal to me that your father sexually abused you and you were—rightly—worried about him abusing Laurel. I think that’s part of the reason why you fought the divorce so hard at first, and I think it’s tied into why you had such an aversion to giving oral sex. I think that’s another reason you’ve accepted Jesse into your home so readily, because he’s a protector. Maybe you even suspected there were issues with your marriage years before Leo finally tried to gently disengage from you, but you turned a blind eye to them because you loved Leo and you were terrified to be alone. Not because of being alone, but because you were afraid for Laurel and yourself. You looked like your biological mother, unlike your two sisters, so your father, who still hadn’t gotten over your mother, turned his…attentions onto you.”


  She sat back, looking shocked.


  He continued. “I think you do a good job hiding all this from our friends, but Leo and Jesse can see through you like a glass of water. I can, too, to a certain extent. Past events all make complete sense when taken in that context. I think you used self-injury in the past as a way to deal with the abuse and emotional pain. There likely are one or two suicide attempts in your past. Whatever happened that night at the hospital with your parents, the night of Leo’s accident, you agreed to the custody deal to ensure Jesse had legal guardianship of Laurel so your parents absolutely couldn’t take custody of her.


  “At Christmas, you made a reference to Jesse about something I didn’t know at that time. When he thanked us all for a great day, you thanked him back, and said, ‘you know why.’ I suspect perhaps Jesse interrupted a self-injury or suicide attempt, or otherwise ‘saved’ you, which is why you say he saved your life.”


  Silence, just wide, staring eyes.


  “No, Leo and Jesse didn’t tell me any of that. They never betrayed your trust. So, how accurate was I?”


  She slowly nodded.


  “Now, you tell me first what your father said to you at the house while I was in the bathroom. Then you may start wherever you wish to start in telling me the rest.”


  She slowly laid her head against his chest and began to talk.


  Unfortunately, he quickly found out how tragically, horrifically accurate he had been, pretty much across the board.


  And that it had been far worse than he’d expected.


  


  * * * *


  


  Eventually, Nate carried her into his bedroom. On his bed, still fully clothed, he held her, rocked her as she cried more tears than he’d known it was possible for a human being to cry.


  Which, considering what he and Cherise had endured, was saying a lot.


  She clung to him, her faced pressed against his chest to muffle her agonized screams as she relived her nightmares and finally took away their power for good.


  As he soothed her, Nate desperately wished he’d known all this before they’d gone to her parents’ house.


  He wouldn’t have been nearly as gentle as he had been with the man.


  Grief and anger and pain poured from her, her energy dim and waning as her soul finally cast a healing light on all those secrets so desperately and poorly hidden within her.


  He’d been spot-on. All of it.


  And more he hadn’t thought of.


  As he closed his eyes and held her, he knew the next time he saw Jesse and Leo that he would hug them both and tell them thank you for keeping her alive for him to meet her.


  No, she wasn’t being coerced into having a baby. He got it.


  She trusted Leo and Jesse. Two men who had absolutely proven to her they could be trusted.


  And now, it seemed, she trusted him, too.


  It was hours before she lay still and trembling in his arms, cried out. Shattered.


  He pressed his lips to her forehead. “I love you, sweetheart. And I think despite everything you’ve survived you managed to keep a beautiful, loving heart in your soul. I’m not going anywhere unless you ask me to leave. I promise you that.”


  She shuddered as she took a long, ragged breath. “I want to wear your collar, Sir,” she whispered. “Please collar me.”


  He tipped her chin so she had to meet his gaze. “It’s for life. And I have rules.”


  She nodded.


  “You will be my slave, not just my submissive.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I agree with you and Jesse having a baby, but we are all going to live in the same house. We’ll have to arrange that.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I will not overrule that agreement you’ve made with Jesse. I will also not interfere with you as a parent. I do, however, expect to be a full co-parent to Laurel and the baby, with rights of parenting within our household.”


  She nodded.


  “In all other ways, my rule is law when it comes to you and me. Issues that impact all of us as a pack are, of course, something we all deal with. But you will obey me.”


  “What about safewords?”


  “Those still apply for play, but not for our relationship. You will obey me. For example, had I known all of this before this afternoon, we would not have gone. I would have arranged an alternate opportunity for you to see your sister, but you would not have had contact with that man.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Under no circumstances are you to have any contact with your father without my permission, or allow our children to have contact with him. Not on the phone, not in person. Your mother and sisters and other relatives, you can talk to them on the phone or e-mail or whatever. You may not, however, meet with them, or your other relatives, other than your grandmother, without my permission first. And if I tell you no, you obey me without question.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “If you disobey me about any of my rules, you will be punished. Not while you’re pregnant, but believe me, you do not want to bank punishment strokes for nine months.” He smiled, happy to see it drew a smile from her.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And we will get married before the baby’s born.”


  She frowned. “What about the baby?”


  “What about it?”


  “The birth certificate. If you’re my husband they’ll think you’re the father.”


  “We tell the truth, that Jesse’s the father. There’s nothing wrong with that. Surrogacy is very common.”


  “Yes, Sir. But…why?”


  “Why what?”


  “Why do you want to get married before the baby arrives?”


  “Because I’m in this for life.” He cupped her cheek with his palm. “That’s what I’ve said all along when I knew how I felt about you. I didn’t know if you’d ever be able to trust me enough to confide the full truth in me, though. That would have been the main barrier.”


  “Do you want to have children?”


  “I told you, it is a non-issue for me at this time. That will not change. We will discuss it later, if you even want to or can try to have another child.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He kissed her. “So, will you marry me?”


  She nodded, finally smiling, one that reached her beautiful sweet brown eyes. “Yes, Sir.”


  He got up and went to his dresser, where he retrieved the tag. He brought it over and reached out, taking the old tag off and replacing it.


  She looked at it. “It’s…the same.”


  “Not quite.”


  She looked at the back, her expression softening when she realized what he’d done. “All three of you?”


  “Another rule. If I’m not around, you will obey Leo and Jesse, unless it directly conflicts with one of our rules or an order I’ve given you. You are still under their protection. That doesn’t change. They are now secondary to me in terms of hierarchy in our relationship, but they still have the right to protect you and keep you safe. Understand?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He sat next to her on the bed. “I will find something else you can wear as a day collar in addition to this that is mine alone.” He stroked her cheek. “Besides a ring. But Laurel won’t question that,” he said, nodding at the tag. “Hopefully. And eventually we’ll have a formal collaring ceremony. But you are now collared to me. If you ever want to be uncollared, you have to tell me that.”


  “I won’t want that, Sir.”


  “I bloody well hope not.” He kissed her again. “Because it would break my heart.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Eva felt like she’d run a marathon. Yes, she absolutely wanted to marry this man.


  When she had, deep in her heart, been convinced he would leave when she told him about the baby, not only had he surprised her, he’d surpassed any of her best-case fantasies.


  Nate now knew the depths of her pain and he hadn’t shied away from it.


  He’d embraced it, and her, without disgust or hesitation.


  Even better, he’d embraced her pack.


  She went into the master bathroom and cleaned up, washed her face, blew her now raw nose, and took a look at herself in the mirror.


  If he can collar me and propose to me while I look like death warmed over, I guess he must be in love. Her eyes were red and puffy, as was her nose.


  He spoke from the doorway. “I love you,” he said. “I don’t care what you look like. You still look beautiful to me.”


  “That’s spooky.” She turned to him. “Seriously, how do you do that?”


  He walked over to her and pulled her into his arms. “You aren’t as opaque as you think you are. Not to me, not to Leo, and not to Jesse.”


  “You think you can handle sharing a house with them?”


  He took a moment to answer that. “I think we’ll need a bigger house. Let’s be realistic. But yes, unless they’re slobs and you’re doing a great job covering for them, I will adapt.”


  “I know you like doing things your way.”


  “There comes a time when a man has to decide if he wants to do things his way alone, or if he’d rather learn a new way of doing things and live with the people he loves.”


  He tucked her hair behind her ears. “While having my privacy has been wonderful since Cherise moved out, I can’t lie. It’s been lonely. This was the first time in my life I’d actually lived alone. I have to admit it wasn’t as great as I thought it would be after the novelty wore off.”


  “I thought you hated having a roommate?”


  “Having a temporary roommate is different from someone who is part of your life. Family. Pack. Completely different. Were I sleeping with that man, or closely related to him, I might have been more tolerant of him and his habits.”


  “Glad you weren’t sleeping with him,” she muttered. “Did the gay husband thing once. No offense to Leo, didn’t end so well for me in the long run. Until I met you, of course.”


  “No worries, love. I am strictly heterosexual.”


  “Good.” Speaking of sexual, now that the worst of the emotional debris was finally scoured out of her mental basement, she was feeling sort of…frisky.


  Apparently the spooky mind stuff applied to that, too. His hands slid down her ass, fingers squeezing, pulling her against him. She felt his cock harden as it rubbed against her through their clothes.


  “What kind of mood are you in tonight?” he asked.


  “Master gets to choose,” she whispered.


  “Master asked a question,” he said, smacking her ass with his hand. “I expect you to answer it.”


  She kissed him, rising up on her toes. She loved how tall he was, the way his hair brushed against her face like this when they kissed.


  “I’m in the mood to finally do something we haven’t done yet, Sir.”


  He responded by digging his fingers even deeper into her ass and seductively rolling his hips against hers. “You are, are you?”


  “Yeah. Because my appointment’s in three weeks, and we won’t have much time together before that.”


  Nate had an intensive two-week continuing education course he’d be attending in Orlando starting next week. Between work and Laurel and Leo and Jesse’s schedules, she wouldn’t be able to get away to go see Nate.


  He smiled down at her. “I can’t argue with that logic,” he said, scooping her up into his arms and carrying her back into the bedroom. He playfully dumped her onto the bed and stared down at her as he started unbuttoning his shirt.


  “But once you are pregnant, love, forget about wearing panties around me. And yes, that is a rule.”


  She smiled. “Yes, Sir.”


  “I guess we’ll be able to save money on condoms.”


  He crawled onto the bed, stalking her, pinning her hands over her head as he nibbled his way down her neck. “I plan on spending a lot of time with my cock buried inside that sweet pussy of yours.”


  She tried to rub herself against his leg, but he dropped his full weight onto her, pinning her. She loved it when he did that, immobilizing her with his body.


  “Your pussy, your ass—they belong to me now, and I shall be making up for lost time.” His devious smile made her clit throb even harder. “I have so many dirty fantasies rolling around in my brain, you have no idea.”


  “Probably no dirtier than the ones I’ve been thinking,” she admitted, her face heating.


  He raised his head. “Truly? Do tell.”


  He still had her pinned, and she wished they were both completely naked already. “I’ve wondered what it would feel like for you to fuck my pussy while you had my ass filled with a toy,” she softly admitted.


  He sucked in a sharp breath. “Love, that is a delicious fantasy I shall be happy to fulfill for you.” He waggled his eyebrows. “In fact, let’s check it off the list tonight, shall we?”


  Her heart raced as she nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  He sat up and started unbuttoning her shirt. “I’ll admit that was one of my fantasies, too,” he said. “Why do you think I’ve had so much fun training you for anal play? That, and having a toy stuffed in your pussy while I fuck your ass.”


  A shiver rolled through her, electric heat that started in her clit and quickly spread. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. “I’d like that, too.”


  He parted her shirt and pushed her bra up, exposing her breasts. She’d started to reach for his arms, to touch him, but he said, “Arms over your head and keep them there.”


  She immediately complied, loving the sharp edge to his tone.


  “I own you,” he said, his hands slowly squeezing her breasts until she gasped. “I own your body now. I plan to claim every square inch of it. Well, except that portion I’m loaning to Jesse.” He smiled, pulling a giggle from her.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He rubbed the pads of his thumbs over her nipples, making her squirm as it triggered more throbbing from her clit.


  Leaning in, he sucked on her left nipple, hard, then her right, back and forth until she was trying to rock her hips underneath him for traction.


  “Another rule,” he said. “From this point on, I’m in control of your orgasms.” He grinned. “In fact, I might withhold orgasms as alternate punishment for you while you’re pregnant.”


  She whimpered. “I’ll be a good girl. I promise.” She’d rather take a paddling than get worked up and not be able to get over.


  Boy, could he ever work her up.


  “I’m sure you’ll try,” he teased. “Even the best girls have their naughty moments.”


  He climbed out of bed, finished stripping, then undressed her. “Oh, just a minute.” He got out of bed and left the room, quickly returning with a towel and items from the toybag—a butt plug, lube, the Hitachi and an extension cord, and a condom.


  “Hands and knees, love,” he ordered. She quickly complied, wiggling her butt at him even as she felt her pussy drenched with her juices. She dropped her head to the bed, moaning as he lubed her ass and the toy and then slowly started working it inside her.


  With his other hand, he played with her clit. “Do not come yet, baby,” he ordered. “You do, you’re getting paddled.”


  That made her whimper. “But Sir, you’ve got me horny.”


  “You can come once my cock is inside you.”


  “Did you bring a second condom?”


  He froze.


  That made her look. “What?” She knew they were out of the flavored condoms, but thought he had more of the regular ones.


  “Bollocks,” he muttered. “There was only one. Hold on. One thing at a time.” He lightly swatted her on the ass. “Let me get this inside of you first.”


  Once he did, and the butt plug had settled inside her and pulled another moan from her, he got out of bed again. She heard him rummaging around in the toybag and fought the urge to burst into frustrated tears.


  Yes, he’d make her come.


  But she’d really wanted to have him inside her like that when she did. And there probably wouldn’t be another good chance for them to have another unhurried night together like this for several weeks.


  Finally, he returned, triumphant. “Aha! I found one.” He stared at it. “It was buried at the bottom of my bag.” He frowned, turning the package over. “Hope it’s not expired.”


  “I don’t care!” she said, relieved. “Please!”


  He smiled. “You’ll get to come, don’t worry.”


  “But I want you.” She couldn’t help it. Yep, more tears.


  His smile faded and he hurried back to the bed, climbing in with her. “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”


  “I want this. I want you. I want something that’s ours, now. Just ours.”


  “You’ve got me, sweetheart. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “I haven’t…since Leo. That’s been…well, over a year.”


  He kissed her. “If it’s any consolation, it’s been about two years for me, too.”


  “I thought you only slept with someone after you collared them.”


  “No, I never said that. I don’t just jump into bed with someone. I haven’t collared someone before like I have you. But people I’ve been with before romantically weren’t always playpartners, even if they were kinky. But over the past several years I grew more and more choosey until it was easier not to be in a relationship than it was to try to find someone.”


  He tipped her chin up. “And my past partners didn’t have whopping big secrets they were terrified to admit that made me want to wait to make sure I didn’t do irreparable harm to our trust bond, either.”


  She nodded.


  “I’m not perfect but I’m doing the best I can. I’ve had girlfriends in the past who played with others but had a relationship with me. You’re the first person I’ve ever felt this strongly about, this deeply for, who I wanted to love and own for the rest of my life.”


  He rolled her onto her back, kissing her, pushing her thighs apart with his knees as he sat up and held up the condom wrapper. “We need to go to the store tomorrow,” he said with a smile as he ripped it open and rolled it on.


  He braced himself with one arm on the mattress by her head, his gaze holding hers as he stared down at her. With his other hand, he held his cock, teasing her by swiping it up and down her folds, brushing it over her clit.


  “Tell me what you want, sweetheart,” he softly said.


  “I want you to claim me, Sir,” she whispered.


  She arched her back, angling her hips as he slowly pressed forward, savoring it, taking his time. Between the butt plug stuffing her and his cock deliciously stretching her, she was already close to coming from how great it felt. Only once his cock was completely sheathed in her pussy did he let out a soft breath.


  “Hold still, baby,” he softly said. “Let me savor this.” He shifted position, pinning her hands over her head before he slowly started thrusting.


  It was…heaven. That was the best description. All the toys in the world could never compare to the real thing. He was skilled with his tongue and his hands and the Hitachi, but the emotional connection of having his cock finally embedded inside her completed her in a way she hadn’t expected.


  She stared up into his eyes, his hair a curtain on either side of his face, enveloping them in a cocoon as he slowly moved. He seemed to be studying her face, waiting on…something. She didn’t even care if she didn’t come this way. A lot of times—well, in the past—she didn’t and needed help getting over.


  Then his body and his cock hit her clit and something inside her perfectly, making her gasp.


  He smiled. “Right…there.” He did it again…and again.


  She didn’t know if it was the addition of the butt plug, or he was just that good, but he watched her, building her up, driving her closer to the edge. “Come for me, baby,” he whispered. “Come for me just like this. Be my good girl.”


  She was so…fucking…close. Rocking her hips in time with him helped add friction, and before she realized it she was climbing, tipping, falling, crying out as her body squeezed his cock and the butt plug and her orgasm carried her away with it.


  “Good…girl,” he said through gritted teeth, not changing his pattern until he was sure she’d finished. Then he started fucking her, really fucking her, hard, driving her up the bed with the force of his strokes until he buried his cock deep within her with a groan. He rested his forehead against hers, breathing heavily, eyes closed.


  After a moment he finally opened his eyes again and kissed her, hard. Reaching down, he held the condom in place before pulling out, barely fumbling before he got it out.


  “Love you, baby,” he whispered.


  She smiled. “Love you, too, Sir.”


  


  * * * *


  


  But if she thought he was done with her, she was in for a surprise. When Nate returned to bed, he made her spread her legs. He held up the Hitachi. “Oh, you don’t get to go to sleep until I’m sure you’re satisfied.”


  “But we don’t have any more condoms.”


  “I know. As late as it is, I’m good until morning. You, however…” He grinned. “I want to hear some begging to stop coming before we go to sleep.”


  And beg she did as he used the Hitachi on her and made her come for the better part of twenty minutes before she finally called yellow.


  He shut off the Hitachi and kissed her. “Much better,” he said. “Now go take that out, clean up, and let’s get to sleep.”


  “Yes, Sir.” He smiled as he watched her gorgeous ass all the way into his bathroom.


  Yes, he’d had girlfriends and relationships before. But nothing like this. The others, he knew they had expiration dates. Either they’d want more and he didn’t, or they would simply move on when they realized he wasn’t the heavy sadist or strict protocol-driven partner they needed.


  Eva, however, he saw himself spending the rest of his life with her, the men…


  Their children.


  And that was all he wanted.


  As she snuggled in his arms, he felt her energy revived, restored, and at peace in a way it hadn’t ever felt before.


  They would be okay. He knew it. His dreams even spoke of it, his mind conjuring up a wedding and collaring, happy domestic scenes from the future.


  Until he woke up, that was, squinting with one eye shut and the morning light piercing through his skull.


  “Ugh,” he muttered, easing his head back onto his pillow.


  Dammit. Figured he’d end up with a headache after the events of the day before. The negative energy had to snap back and rebound on him somehow.


  “Are you okay, Sir?” she asked.


  “Headache,” he muttered. He’d had a couple of these in their time together, but this was winding up to be a doozy. “I don’t think I’m going to be up for playing this morning. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay. Can I get you anything?”


  “Yes, a couple of ibuprofen, some ice-cold coffee with sugar, and a cold wet washcloth for my forehead. And the bottle of peppermint oil from the bathroom.”


  She jumped from bed to get them as he lay there. He even tried a pressure point on his hand, the webbing between the thumb and forefinger, but that did little more than take the edge off of it.


  No, this was an all-day affair. He could tell. And the only way to get through it was to get through it.


  She soon returned with everything and after swallowing the pills with the coffee, he laid back, the wet cloth on his forehead making the peppermint oil he’d spread there feel icy and soothing. “Let’s watch TV, baby,” he said. “Go make yourself something to eat and bring it back here and we’ll snuggle.”


  “I’m sorry you don’t feel good.”


  He sighed. “Me, too. I’d planned for more fun for us today.”


  In fact, by later that afternoon, he still wasn’t feeling well. “Can you call Leo or Jesse and ask them to come pick you up when you’re ready to leave? I don’t think I can drive.”


  “Sure.” She’d spent the morning in bed with him, holding his hand and just enjoying being there with him.


  Even if they couldn’t play or have sex, her time with him over the next couple of weeks would be highly curtailed and she’d take every second she could get. She had taken his car and made a Mountain Dew run for him earlier in hopes that it would help the headache, but all it did was make him puke it back up less than an hour later.


  When he was dozing, she went out to the living room and called Leo.


  “Hey, you all right?” he asked.


  She loved that he cut right to the chase. “Yeah, I’m fine, but Nate’s got a sick headache.”


  “Oh, man. I’m sorry.”


  “Can you come pick me up later?”


  “Sure. When?”


  It was already after four. “Anytime.”


  “Okay. Give me about an hour. Jesse and Laurel are out grocery shopping. When they get back I’ll come get you.”


  “Thanks.”


  Nate was awake again when Leo arrived, and he walked back to see him.


  “Hey, buddy. Sorry you’re feeling crappy.”


  “I’ve gotten these all my life. I’m sad to say this isn’t an unusual experience.”


  Leo turned to her. “Can I talk to him alone for a minute?”


  She suspected about what. “Sure. I’ll wait out there.”


  “Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate wasn’t too out of it to know what Leo wanted to talk about. Once the door was closed, he didn’t hesitate.


  “Sorry this isn’t the best time, but what happened yesterday?”


  Nate gave him the quick version of the encounter with Eva’s father, including that she had finally confessed the full truth of what her father had done to her.


  Leo looked like he wanted to drive to Tampa and punch the fucker. “Goddammit,” he muttered. “Fucking bastard.” He shook his head. “I tried to get her to press charges when she told me. I looked into it. Some of what he did, they still could have prosecuted him for it at that point. She wouldn’t.”


  “I know.”


  Leo took his hand and squeezed. “Thank you. Thank you for loving her, and thank you for protecting her.”


  “She told me about the baby.”


  Leo froze. “Yeah?”


  “It’s all right. I’m okay with it. As long as you and Jesse are all right with me marrying her and we’re all living together.”


  Leo chuckled. “I guess we’re going to need a bigger house.”


  “Well, and there’s more. I’ve collared her.” He told him.


  Leo pressed his lips tightly together for a moment, his eyes looking too bright. “Wow,” he softly said. “Thank you. I…I wasn’t expecting that.”


  “Well, it only makes sense. I know you two love her, and that’s no threat to me and what I have with her. It relieves me to know I have two people I can rely on to be there for her.”


  Leo blinked back tears, finally wiping the back of his free hand across his eyes. “You are part of our pack,” he said. “You have been. Thank you for loving Laurel, too. That means a lot to me. And…honestly? I didn’t expect you to handle the baby news this well.”


  “Leo, as I’ve already told her, I’ve raised a child.” He smiled. “I’m going to enjoy watching someone else having to go through the terrible teens with a daughter the way I did. I am a sadist, you know.”


  Leo laughed. “Yeah.” He fell silent for a moment. “You think two Masters can get along in a house together?”


  “We won’t know until we try, will we? As long as we’re patient with each other and work as quickly as we can toward moving someplace that has more than two bathrooms, yes, I think we’ll be fine. Think of it this way—we’ve just made date nights for each other a lot easier to manage.”


  “True.” He stood. “Well, I guess I’ll take our girl home, then.”


  “Drive safe.”


  “You know I will. Precious cargo.”


  He left the door open and Eva came back to say good-bye.


  Nate pulled her in for a kiss. “Be my good girl, all right? We’ll work everything out once we get through the next couple of weeks. I can’t even think about moving until after my class is over.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  She headed for the bedroom door. “Oh, and sweetheart?”


  “Yes, Sir?”


  He managed a smile. “I’ll be getting reports from Leo on whether or not you’re behaving yourself and doing what you’re told. Just remember that.”


  “Dammit,” she playfully muttered. “Yes, Sir.”


  After he heard them leave, he closed his eyes and turned off the TV. Maybe he could get to sleep and pop the damn headache.


  But at least he could rest easy knowing this was temporary. The remainder of his life was now settled.


  Since he’d already survived the worst day of his life, everything else from here on out was easy.


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Nate’s firm response didn’t waver or change in the three weeks leading up to Eva’s first appointment. Despite having very little time together, between him being gone for his course and then an extra-heavy load of clients the week upon his return, leading to long, exhausting days for him, he always made time to talk on the phone with Eva at least once a day.


  And, every time, he reassured her he hadn’t changed his mind.


  That he loved and supported her, and that he still wanted her to be his wife. That they’d have their wedding once her first round of appointments was set up after the initial appointment.


  Eva did her best to beat back years of self-doubt during this time. The ingrained mental voices that constantly whispered in her ear and tried to tell her she wasn’t good enough, that Nate would leave her, too, that this was too good to last.


  That she was too old to have a baby. That there’d be a problem and she’d let Jesse down by not being able to get pregnant.


  She always responded to those mental voices by repeating her new mantra.


  If it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.


  Eva’s stomach felt a little iffy Tuesday morning before their scheduled appointment. The five of them had gone out to dinner the night before at a new Vietnamese restaurant Laurel had been bugging them to try because she’d seen it on their route to school. Nate had early clients Tuesday morning, so he and Eva didn’t spend Monday night together. But they’d be getting together tomorrow night, spending the whole night together.


  Maybe that was for the better anyway. Eva felt nervous as hell about today. As long as everything checked out okay, they would schedule the next series of appointments. And Jesse would have to give a…sample.


  Leo would render the assist there, if necessary.


  Ironically, as much as Eva had fantasized early on about wishing Leo and Jesse were bi, now the thought of sleeping with Jesse brought a massive squick factor into the mix. She loved Jesse, but not romantically. Like a brother.


  Sleeping with Jesse to do the deed the “natural” way—if he could even handle doing that with her—would have felt…weird. Awkward.


  Besides, her heart belonged to Nate. It wouldn’t just feel like cheating, it would be cheating, and she would not do that.


  So the choice between impersonal medical assistance and a potential lifetime of uncomfortable morning greetings became a no-brainer.


  Laurel would get the little brother or sister that Eva always wished she’d been able to give her. Leo’s legitimate fears over any contact with Eva’s father were finally put to rest.


  She and Leo could finally have a second child. Technically not together biologically, but they’d be co-parenting.


  Leo and Jesse had also agreed that yes, Nate would be a co-parent as well, and were both excited to get started helping plan their wedding. What really touched the men, though, was how Nate had collared her, still leaving her under their protection. It meant all the more reason for them to live together, and something about that settled her heart and soul more than she wished it would. They’d start planning on how to integrate the two households next week, easing Laurel into it so it didn’t disrupt her too much.


  Best of all, Jesse’s dream of becoming a biological father could finally come true.


  Hopefully. She was almost thirty-nine. If they were going to do this, it needed to be now for a slew of biological reasons.


  She was sitting at the kitchen table and sipping a cup of mint tea when the men walked into the kitchen. They’d already taken Laurel to school, giving Eva the house to herself for a short while.


  Leo frowned. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. I think we can cross another cultural food dish off my palate. It didn’t settle well with me last night.”


  “Bummer,” Jesse said. “I thought you liked it.”


  “I did, but this morning it doesn’t seem to be liking me.”


  Leo leaned against the counter. “Can I say something?”


  She smiled at him. “Yes, if I change my mind at any point in this process—up until I’m pregnant, obviously—I will say so. But I’m in. Really. I want this, I want this for both of you, and I’m ready for it.”


  Leo looked unconvinced.


  She pushed her chair back and walked over to him, wrapping her arms around him.


  Yes, staring up into his blue eyes still conjured love inside her, but that had slowly been transforming from in love to…love.


  “Look, my big, scary secrets are out. He knows everything about me and he still loves me and wasn’t scared off by my past. I’m finally ready to move on. I lived too much of my life in self-constructed prisons. Let’s do this.”


  She turned, holding a hand out to Jesse. He joined them for a group hug. “And as you both keep reminding me, the pack always comes first. We always come first. And I want this.”


  “What about Nate?” Jesse asked. “Are you sure he’ll be okay with this?”


  “He says he is, and I have to trust that. You’ve both talked to him yourselves. Either he is, or he isn’t. But if I’m going to spend my life with him, I have to trust him that he’s telling us the truth about how he feels.”


  Jesse nodded. “I love you for this. You know that, right?”


  She kissed his cheek. “I know. And I love you for all of this. You saved my life. Literally. Not many people can ever pay that back.”


  “This isn’t just about that, is it? Because if it is—”


  “It isn’t,” Leo quietly said, staring down at her. She returned her gaze to his and nodded.


  “She always wanted another baby,” he quietly said. “But after she told me what her dad did, I was the one who said no. I wouldn’t risk it. Especially when she wouldn’t press charges against the fucker.”


  “If I tried to press charges, I know what would have happened. Even if there wasn’t some statute of limitations, he still wouldn’t have been prosecuted. He would have talked his way out of it, my sisters and my mother would have supported him and said I was nuts, and I would have ended up hating him and myself even more.”


  Leo palmed her cheek. “Our children have absolutely no contact with your father. Understand? Not even supervised contact. If you want me and Jesse to talk to your mom and sisters, we will. I don’t give a shit what they think of me or Jesse. You’re an adult and if you still have contact with your mom and sisters, fine, but don’t ever let me find out your father got to see our children.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir. We’re in complete agreement. Nate already laid down the law there. I’m not allowed to have any contact with my father, period.”


  “Nate said that?” Jesse said.


  “Yeah,” she said. “I felt a little bad for him when I told him everything that night. I think he wanted to turn around and go back and kill my father.”


  Jesse smiled. “I knew there was a reason I liked him.”


  “No shit,” Leo added.


  “He will absolutely make sure no contact ever happens,” she said. “You three are all on the same page.”


  “For the record,” Leo said, “I really like Nate. And not because I’d love to have him around here all the time to work on me for pain. Laurel loves him, and when I watch him with you, I can see he loves you.”


  “Ditto,” Jesse said.


  She smiled. “Thanks.” Her stomach rumbled. “Hold that thought.” She barely made it to her bathroom before she puked. The men followed her.


  “Okay,” Leo said. “Executive decision. We’ll call and reschedule the appointment.”


  “No,” she insisted. “I’m okay. Seriously. Just…give me a minute.”


  Sure enough, she felt better after that. She rinsed her mouth out and brushed her teeth, all under the watchful eye of the men, who didn’t seem convinced.


  “Better, see? Obviously, I’m not a Vietnamese food kind of girl. Remember how I nearly hurled the first time I tried sushi? Hello, that’s why I usually don’t do date night with you guys for sushi. Sensitive stomach. Last night was tough for me.” She’d barely been able to eat what she’d ordered, through no fault of the restaurant.


  Jesse drove and Leo made Eva take shotgun while he climbed into the backseat. An hour later, they were shown into an exam room and the nurse left Eva with a gown, sheet, and specimen cup that already had a sticker on it with her name.


  “Go ahead and fill that for us in the bathroom down the hall before you get undressed,” the nurse said. “Leave it inside the little metal door in the bathroom. We’ll grab it.”


  “What’s this for?”


  “Routine,” the nurse said.


  “Okay.” Eva did that first, quickly returning to the exam room and changing. She didn’t even feel bashful in front of Jesse although he still turned around without her asking while she changed.


  Leo helped her up onto the exam table. “It’s safe,” she joked once she had the sheet over her lap.


  Jesse turned, his face an adorable shade of red. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Not like I think you have cooties or anything, but…” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to see a sister naked either, if I had one.”


  “Are you going to tell your parents?” she asked him.


  “I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet. I haven’t even told Jason.”


  Jesse’s oldest brother was the only one of his family who’d have contact with him. His parents and second-oldest brother had disowned him when he’d come out after high school.


  “You do realize you’ll be required to make the craving runs, right?” Leo teased Jesse.


  “Huh?”


  Eva giggled. “Oh, I forgot about those.”


  “Of course you did,” Leo teased. “I was the one who had to go make them.”


  “Like what?” Jesse asked.


  Leo snorted. “There was the one infamous midnight Burger King onion ring run, where I was on my phone Googling locations and trying to find one that was open. You’d think that was easy, and maybe it is up in Tampa or somewhere, but not in Sarasota County. Holy fuck, be glad you aren’t sharing a bed with her. She had Godzilla gas all the next day.”


  Eva laughed. “Sorry.”


  “No, you absolutely were not sorry,” Leo teased. “Because you sent me out again the next night—earlier, thank goodness—for another damn batch of them.”


  “They were good…at the time.”


  Leo playfully poked her in the arm. “The salad phase wasn’t so bad.” He looked at Jesse. “We might need stock in Sweet Tomatoes, though. She could plow her way through her weight in greens at their salad bar.”


  “Hey, that was a healthy craving,” Eva protested.


  “True. And not nearly as gas-inducing as the onion rings.”


  They were still bantering back and forth when the doctor walked in. “Mrs. Cooke?”


  “Miss,” she corrected, her face heating. “It’s…complicated.” She’d opted to keep Leo’s last name when the divorce was finalized.


  The doctor sat after shaking hands with everyone and the introductions were complete. She offered Eva a smile. “Well, it sounds like you’re one big happy family.”


  “Pack,” Eva corrected without thinking about it, her face heating when she realized what she’d said. “It’s…complicated,” she repeated. “Actually, our daughter came up with it after seeing a story about wolves.”


  No need to get into the BDSM dynamic implications of it.


  “Your daughter?”


  Leo pointed from him to Eva. “Our biological daughter, but Jesse is her step-father and she calls him Poppa.”


  The doctor consulted the chart again. “Okay. So we’re actually going to be working with Mr. Morrow and Miss Cooke?”


  “Mr. Cooke-Morrow,” Jesse corrected with a smile. “It’s complicated.”


  “Obviously.” But the doctor wore a smile. “My brother’s gay. He was with his partner nearly ten years when the gay marriage ban fell and they were able to get married. They have a daughter through a surrogate.”


  “Oh.” That relaxed Eva, that the doctor was so open-minded already. “Then you understand.”


  “I think so.” She started to ask Eva a couple of questions when there was a knock on the door. The doctor stood and cracked the door open enough Eva could see one of the nurses on the other side.


  “Excuse me just a moment,” the doctor said. “I’ll be right back.” She slipped out, closing the door behind her.


  Eva heard them discussing something, but their voices disappeared down the hall.


  Jesse had moved to stand on her other side, so Eva took both their hands in hers and pulled them into her lap. “This will be good,” she said. “Adding to our pack.”


  Jesse’s brow furrowed. “Remember—”


  She squeezed his hand. “Yes, I know. But I do want this, so stop that. You’re starting to make me think you might not be sure.”


  “Oh, I’m sure.” He chuckled. “Sorry. I’m just nervous. Seriously, this is like a dream. I didn’t think this would ever happen.”


  The doctor returned. Eva noted her expression had changed. A rumbling started in her gut that had more to do with that than any remnants of last night’s dinner still causing trouble for her.


  The doctor sat and seemed to be figuring out what to say. “There’s a slight…complication,” she said.


  “What?” all three of them asked.


  The doctor looked at Eva. “We’re not going to be able to do a fertility procedure on you at this time.”


  “Why not?” all three of them asked.


  “Because, Miss Cooke, you’re already pregnant.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  They sat in the car, silent, the engine running and AC on high to chase away the June heat.


  Eva was in shock.


  All three of them were.


  Beyond the shock she felt horrible, guilty.


  She felt like she’d let Jesse down.


  She couldn’t even enjoy the news.


  Finally, Jesse reached over and took her hand, gently squeezing. “We need to go talk to him.”


  It took her a moment to realize what he meant. “This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.”


  “So what,” Leo asked from the backseat, “exactly haven’t you told us?”


  “I…” She swallowed hard. “The night a couple of weeks ago, after we went to my parents’ house and then had the big talk, we…actually slept together. I mean, we finally had intercourse for the first time.”


  “Well, obviously you had intercourse,” Leo said. “But is there anything else?”


  “We used a condom!” she said. “We were careful!”


  Jesse hadn’t let go of her hand, but now he was staring out the windshield. “Not careful enough,” he muttered.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered, her tears coming hot and heavy. “This isn’t what I meant to happen!”


  He squeezed her hand and finally turned, pulling her into his arms. “I know, sweetie. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I think we’re all in shock.” He stroked her back as she sobbed against his shoulder. Leo leaned forward, between the seats and laid an arm over her shoulders, too.


  “What am I going to do?” she managed through her tears.


  “First thing,” Leo said, “is we’re going over to Nate’s office and having a talk with him.”


  “He’s going to hate me.”


  “Why?” the men asked.


  “I mean…what if he thinks this was on purpose?”


  “Was it?” Jesse asked.


  “No! Hell, I didn’t know we were going to sleep together. I was so upset, and I told him about this, and then when he said he was okay with that I told him…what he did to me, and then…” She started crying again. “Hell, we didn’t even think it was going to happen until he found he had a condom in his bag he’d forgotten about. We were out of the ones we normally use for play. Usually he gets these flavored ones for me because—”


  “Wait,” Leo said. “Back up. You guys didn’t mean to have intercourse? And it was the first time? What the hell have you been doing together all this time? I thought you two were sleeping together. I wasn’t asking because I was trying to respect your privacy.”


  “Orgasm play, but not…you know…actual intercourse. So it wasn’t planned, no.” She fumbled the glove box open and found a pack of tissues in there. After blowing her nose, she said, “He even joked he hoped it wasn’t expired.”


  There was a moment of silence from both men. “Oh. He did, did he?” She didn’t understand the sudden venom in Jesse’s tone.


  “No! Not like that, it wasn’t like that. Please, guys, don’t hate him.”


  Jesse and Leo exchanged a long look, apparently on the same wavelength…and the wrong one.


  “Guys, please—”


  “You were officially collared as under our protection,” Leo said. “He knew that. He had no right to go getting you—”


  “You never said I couldn’t sleep with him,” she said, starting to feel a little aggravated at them for trying to shove the blame onto Nate. “You both said you liked him and signed off on me pursuing a relationship with him! You’ve practically been shoving me at him. So don’t go hating him because someone fell asleep at the quality control station.”


  Silence filled the car, other than the sound of the engine and the AC running.


  Jesse blew out a long breath. “Fuck,” he quietly said. “That could have been me the only time I slept with a girl when I was a kid,” he said. “Accidents happen.”


  “Exactly,” she said. “Please, this is as much my fault as it is his. We didn’t set out to sleep together that night, but one thing led to another. If he hadn’t had any condoms we were just going to fool around like we usually do, but not actually have sex. I just…I wanted more, okay? I needed more.”


  She looked down. “You guys have each other,” she said. “I wanted at least one time to actually fuck him before I got pregnant, and I knew once we started with the appointments he and I wouldn’t be able to risk it. I needed something that was just between me and Nate, that was all ours, until after I had the baby. Besides, it’s been a long fucking time since I’ve actually been fucked. Since before Leo left me. Not that our play isn’t fun, but sometimes, a girl just needs that intimate emotional connection, you know?”


  More silence. She hadn’t meant it as a guilt trip, but when she finally forced her focus up again, both men were staring at her with sympathy in their gazes.


  “You never told me that,” Leo said.


  “You never asked,” she shot back a little more harshly than she meant to.


  “When you told me no one stayed the night while Laurel was home, I thought that meant—”


  “I didn’t want to look totally pitiful,” she said. “The reason I broke up with Mark was besides the comments he made about you…he wanted to take things to the next level and I…didn’t.” She started crying again. “The other couple of guys I dated, when they wanted to have sex, I broke up with them. I couldn’t. They weren’t you. And after you left, I didn’t even have a goddamned orgasm until Nate and I started playing together. What Nate and I’ve had has been great, but I wanted just a little more…before. You know? Was that too much to ask? He’s sharing my goddamned uterus with you guys. I just wanted at least one time with him before that.”


  “Oh, sweetheart.” Leo’s sad tone only made her cry harder. “I’m so sorry.”


  “I’m happy for you two, all right?” she nearly screamed. “And I love you two guys, but dammit, I’ve been alone! Even with Nate, because I couldn’t make myself tell him everything before then. And I finally didn’t feel alone anymore with him that night, and I didn’t want to stop feeling not-alone, okay? So if it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine for not being more careful. So please don’t hate him, because I love him.”


  Jesse pulled her back into his arms. “Shh. I’m sorry. I don’t hate him.”


  “Me, either,” Leo said.


  “Well, good, but he’s probably going to hate me for this.”


  “No, he won’t,” Leo said. “Not unless we’ve all horribly misjudged him, including Tilly.” Leo sat back and pulled his phone out.


  “Who are you calling?”


  “Cherise. To see if Nate has an opening to talk this afternoon before we have to go get Laurel from school.”


  “He’s coming over for dinner tomorrow night. Do we have to tell him today?”


  “Yes,” the men said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Nate was waiting on his next client when Cherise hit him up on the intercom. “Leo just called and asked if you could slide him in this morning. It’ll bump your lunch a little, but I’ll run get you something. They won’t mind if you eat while you’re working on him.”


  “Okay, thanks.” He would always make time for any of them.


  Then he had a thought. This morning was their first appointment with the doctor.


  I hope everything went okay.


  If it hadn’t, surely Eva would have texted him. But nothing since her chipper good morning text exchange. Not that that was unusual. She knew he was busy with clients and they usually had a lunchtime text exchange until after both of them were home from work.


  Maybe Leo didn’t go to the appointment with them.


  Perhaps he’d misunderstood. It was going to be Jesse’s baby. Maybe they decided he should be the one to go with her.


  Well, it wasn’t his business. If they wanted to tell him, they would. He didn’t want to pry. They had welcomed him into their dynamic, and he was happy to be there. They were supposed to have dinner together tomorrow night at Eva’s and break the news to Laurel that he and Eva were going to get married.


  He had finally gotten Eva an engagement ring and was going to “propose” to her in front of Laurel. That way, they wouldn’t have to explain the ring to her later.


  Even more, he was looking forward to spending time with Eva and Laurel and yes, with Leo and Jesse. He hadn’t had brothers growing up. Just Cherise.


  It was nice to actually have men he felt a sibling bond toward. Sure he had male friends, but this was different.


  This was family.


  He did manage a quick bathroom run and was scarfing down the lunch that Cherise had grabbed for him when Eva, Jesse, and Leo appeared in his office doorway.


  “Hey…” He studied their faces. “What’s wrong?” Eva looked like she’d been crying.


  “We need to talk, Nate,” Leo said, pulling the door shut behind them.


  “You’re not here for an appointment?”


  “No.”


  Cold fear congealed in a hard, jagged ball in his gut. He focused on Eva. Standing, he walked over to her, taking her hands in his and waiting until she looked up at him.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked, hoping he’d kept his tone as calm as he meant to.


  She didn’t answer at first even as she stared up into his eyes.


  “Do you want me to tell him?” Leo asked. But Leo’s tone sounded gentle, not harsh.


  She shook her head, blinking back tears. “Nate…”


  He led her over to the table and had her sit when she couldn’t continue. “Eva, sweetie, tell me what’s wrong. You’re scaring me.” He pulled her hands against his chest and realized how cold they felt, even though it was hot outside. “Are you okay? Is there a problem?”


  He was aware of the men standing behind him, but he kept his focus on her. She swallowed hard and took another deep breath.


  “I’m…pregnant,” she whispered.


  He frowned. Maybe he’d goofed up the timeline and missed hearing about an appointment somewhere. He’d been so damn busy the past couple of weeks that it wouldn’t be beyond the realm of possibility. “That’s…great, right? Congratulations! I told you, I’m okay with this—”


  “No,” she said, stopping him. “It’s not Jesse’s. It’s yours.”


  His mouth snapped shut.


  He processed.


  And processed.


  And…


  “What?” he whispered, certain he’d misheard her.


  “I haven’t been with anyone except you. And the timing is right from…the night we talked. They did a routine urine test before my appointment and found out I’m pregnant.”


  “Pregnant?”


  She nodded.


  “Mine?”


  She nodded. “I’m sorry.”


  He pulled her into his arms. “Why are you apologizing?”


  She started crying again. “I feel like such an idiot. I’m so sorry. This isn’t what was supposed to happen.”


  He made her sit back and cradled her face in his hands, kissing her. Once he knew he had her attention, he said, “Sweetie, this is okay. I’m still not going anywhere.”


  “But…it’s yours.”


  “Yeah. You made that clear.” He had a thought. “Unless you mean you’re not going to ke—”


  “No! That’s not what I meant. But you and I hadn’t talked about this. Well, I mean, we talked about talking about it later, after…but not—”


  He kissed her again, just to make her stop talking and give him a moment to process some more and let his relief settle within him. He rested his forehead against hers. “You’re pregnant with my baby, correct?”


  She nodded.


  He released her hands and pressed his hands to her stomach. “And we’re keeping it, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Okay, then.” He pulled her into his arms again and buried his face in her hair. “Then I guess the four of us need to have some serious talks a lot sooner than we’d planned to, don’t we?”


  She cried even harder. “You’re not mad?”


  “No, sweetheart. I’m not mad. This isn’t something to be mad about. I love you, and I love your pack. The only thing I’d be mad about is if you tried to cut me out of your life now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Her relief only made her cry harder. On the way over, as she sat there in shock, Leo and Jesse had bandied the obvious potential negative reactions back and forth. If Nate was angry, that was it, they would simply walk out and either Jesse or Leo would claim to be the baby’s father on the birth certificate. Ditto if Nate didn’t want to be involved with the baby’s life but wasn’t a dick about it, they’d get his family history so they’d know if there were any genetic issues they’d need to be aware of for future considerations, and part ways with him.


  The only thing they really hadn’t covered in depth and been prepared for was his complete and immediate acceptance of the situation.


  Duh, as Laurel would have said.


  “What am I going to do?” she whispered against his chest.


  “What do you mean?” Nate asked.


  “I mean…This wasn’t—”


  He kissed her. He had a way of kissing her to shut her up, she realized.


  Not that she minded.


  He made her look him in the eyes again. “I told you, and I’ll keep telling you—I’m here for life. I’m not going anywhere. Do I think I should move in with you tonight? No. But I think we need to sit down and talk, all four of us. This affects all of us. I do want to live with you. Not just as the baby’s father. I love you. I told you that.”


  “But…I didn’t think—”


  “The only thing that would make me walk away is if you lied to me or cheated on me. I love you, you’re my slave, and my fiancée, and I’m not going anywhere.”


  Leo stepped over and touched his arm. “You’re not just saying this?”


  “No, I’m not just saying this. Am I in shock? Yeah. Jesus, I was afraid you were going to tell me they found out she’s got cancer or something.”


  Leo smirked and looked at Jesse. “Guess you’re off the hook for Burger King runs.”


  Jesse smiled. “Well, okay, so there is a silver lining.”


  Eva laughed through her tears. “Damn, how quickly they change sides.”


  Nate frowned. “Burger King runs?”


  “We’ll explain tonight over dinner,” Leo said.


  “Tonight?”


  “Yeah, unless you have plans?”


  “Just catching up on sleep,” Nate said. “Are you sure we want to talk in front of Laurel right now?”


  “Why not?” Jesse asked.


  “Because…the same reason you guys didn’t want to talk about what you were doing in front of her. To make sure everything took and was going okay. To not jinx the process.”


  Leo rubbed at his chin. “True. I think Aunt Tilly’s home. She can take Laurel out and babysit tonight.”


  “Shouldn’t you call her and ask her first?” Nate asked.


  “Nope,” Jesse said. “This is technically her fault.”


  “How do you figure that?” Eva asked.


  “She fixed you two up. I say that makes it her fault.”


  “She might argue that point with you,” Nate said.


  “She can try,” Jesse said. “But Laurel has her Aunt Tilly wrapped around her chubby little hand. That damn Domme absolutely cannot say no to Laurel.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Much as Leo and Jesse had, Nate and Eva held their collaring the night before the wedding at the club. Laurel was once again spending the evening with Rob and Laura and their little girl, while everyone else gathered at Venture.


  Nate hadn’t completely moved in yet, even though he was sleeping at Eva’s house every night now. They would spend tomorrow night at his house after the wedding, alone and able to make as much noise as they wanted before he finished moving his things into Eva’s.


  Well, what he could move in. They’d be getting a joint storage unit to put things from both houses until they built a new house.


  Laurel had reacted to the news of the wedding and baby quite predictably.


  “I’m the flower girl,” she said. Once she’d been assured of that, she seemed to be concerned with little else except that she really didn’t want to share her bedroom with a sibling.


  As Loren called for order to start the collaring, Nate smiled down at Eva. She was starting to show and Nate took every chance he got to run his hands all over her belly.


  Not to mention Leo and Jesse had staked claim as well, stopping her every morning to talk to her bump.


  She didn’t mind. It was sort of like having three husbands, but only sleeping with one of them.


  It actually relieved her. This pregnancy, she could spend it completely free of the worry and anxiety that had overshadowed her ability to really enjoy being pregnant with Laurel.


  Especially since half the time she worried about how to keep their baby away from her father without revealing the secret to everyone.


  Or if Leo was even a few minutes late getting home from work and worst-case scenario daymares uncontrollably plagued her, how would she stand up to her parents if something happened to him and they came in and ordered her to move back home, and she ended up under the same roof as her father? How would she support a baby alone?


  How would she protect a baby alone?


  She wasn’t alone, and never would be alone. Not ever again.


  Ed was preparing paperwork to change the guardianship papers for Laurel, adding Nate as an additional guardian. When Leo suggested filing a modification to the divorce custody order reinstating joint custody for him and Eva, Eva had nearly had a panic attack, begging him not to.


  She didn’t want to mess with what was working. If she wasn’t the custodial parent, and if there were two other legally appointed residential guardians ahead of her, there was no way in hell any judge would ever give her parents custody of her daughter.


  And that thought terrified her more than anything.


  “We’ll keep this short, folks,” Loren said. “And I turn the floor over to Leo.”


  She hadn’t expected that, and Nate’s knowing smile revealed nothing.


  Leo and Jesse, who wore his formal leather cuffs and collar, stepped over next to Loren.


  “Some of you were here last year when I collared my boy,” Leo said. “And that night, we collared Eva as being under our protection. Not as her Doms, but until we knew she had someone we felt comfortable trusting with her and her care. We’re proud to say that Nate—Crawford—is that man. And he has claimed her not just as his submissive, but as his slave. And tomorrow, he’s making her his wife.


  “But we are a pack. As such, we take that responsibility very seriously. And because tomorrow we can’t do this part without getting a lot of questions from any kids in attendance, we’re going to do it tonight. Nate, do you promise to protect our girl, take care of her, love her, and do everything within your power to make her happy?”


  Nate smiled down at her. “I do.”


  “Eva, do you pledge yourself to this man as your Master, to obey him and allow him to do what he needs to do to uphold his promise to this pack?”


  “I do.”


  “Then you need to ask me and our pack for what you want.”


  “I want to be his collared slave. I want him to own me, every last bit of me.”


  Jesse held out a jeweler’s box and Nate withdrew a silver bracelet from it, with a heart-shaped locket on it. On it in a circle were all the men’s initials. He fastened it around her right wrist. “This is your day collar from me,” Nate said. “This is your pledge to me, as your Master, your love and obedience, and to our pack.” He touched her tag. “Just like this is your pledge to me as well, to me and the pack.”


  He started to kiss her when Leo stopped him. “Hold up. We’re not done.”


  Leo wore a playful grin that Eva recognized, and it amused her to no end that now Nate looked confused.


  Jesse produced something that he passed to Leo. “As part of our pack, you need the symbol of our pack,” Leo said as he held up a necklace like the ones he and Jesse wore, only Nate’s tribal fish tag had a green background.


  His favorite color.


  Nate bowed his head so Leo could put it on him. Now she started crying happy tears because she spotted Nate blinking a few of his own away.


  Leo, then Jesse, hugged Nate as he looked at the tag. “Thank you,” he said, sounding choked up. “I wasn’t expecting this.”


  “You’re of the pack,” Jesse said. “You need to match, as Laurel would say.”


  Nate kissed Eva. “And tomorrow, you become my wife.”


  


  * * * *


  


  There wouldn’t be any spanking for her, though, as there had been with Jesse’s collaring. Nate wanted to save their fun for tomorrow night, after the wedding. And because she was pregnant, he refused to use impact play on her even though it’d been green-lighted by her doctor.


  The next morning was a blur of activity, including Tilly getting there early to take charge of the bride and the flower girl while Nate, Leo, and Jesse were left to their own devices.


  Lucas and Leigh had offered use of their home for the wedding, but tonight Nate and Eva would go over to Nate’s house and spend the night there instead of the pool cottage.


  Nate tried to hold onto every second of memory he could, commit it so strongly that he’d never forget it. When the three of them were dressed and standing in the living room, Leo smiled.


  “Nervous?”


  “Bloody hell, am I.” He hadn’t thought he would be, considering they practically lived together already, and had done the collaring last night.


  “That’s normal,” Leo said. “Been through it twice now.” He leaned in and kissed Jesse. “Thankfully, I’ll never have to go through it again.”


  “So fear is normal?” Nate asked.


  “Absolutely. I’d be worried if you weren’t.” Leo smiled. “You going to be okay to drive?”


  They’d be taking two different vehicles, since Leo and Jesse would be bringing Laurel home and Nate and Eva would leave right after the wedding reception.


  “Yes, I think so.” He took a deep breath. “I can’t wait for Cherise and Wade to go through this.”


  “Laurel already called dibs on the flower girl gig,” Jesse said. “And she told Cherise that. So she’s not getting away with a wedding at the club like she wanted.”


  “Ha. Serves her right.” Nate grinned. “Why shouldn’t she suffer like the rest of us?”


  When they arrived at Lucas and Leigh’s, Tilly, Eva, and Laurel weren’t there yet. Tilly had taken them out to breakfast and to get their hair done before the ceremony.


  When the women finally arrived, Nate thought he’d be okay, but the sight of his slave took his breath away. He’d made her shop for a dress and she’d finally settled on one that wasn’t quite formal, but that he loved. Thin straps, a billowy hem that sat just below her knees, and a beaded bodice that shimmered in the afternoon sunlight. Kel and Mal photographed and filmed the day for them as Leo and Jesse both walked Eva down the aisle, following their flower girl extraordinaire.


  I’m one lucky bloke.


  Loren addressed the crowd. “Gilo?”


  “The flower girl promised me a frosting flower off her piece of cake to keep my mouth shut.”


  Laurel grinned. “Thank you, Uncle John,” she called out.


  “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”


  Nate tried not to laugh and failed, since Loren looked like she was going to wet herself.


  As she finally got herself under control, she said, “Since I know darn well there aren’t any objections to this union, who gives this woman away?”


  Leo spoke up. “My husband, daughter, and I do.”


  Now Nate had to fight not to cry, because he could see Eva struggling to keep it together.


  Leo and Jesse handed her off to Nate, both men squeezing his shoulder as they moved to take up the best man positions on Nate’s right.


  Tilly, who stood with Laurel as the matron of honor, looked pretty damn close to tears herself.


  Nate barely heard a word of the ceremony. All he could do was stare down into Eva’s beautiful sweet brown gaze and for once give thanks that his thoughts were firmly rooted there, in that perfect moment, and not partially stuck on a hot runway with Cherise’s screams in his ear.


  The best day of his life. His life was filled with them, lately. The next best day would be welcoming their baby into the world.


  Not just him and Eva, but all of them together in the delivery room, as a pack.


  “I do,” he said when prompted.


  They exchanged rings, and when Loren said, “…I now pronounce you man and wife, you may kiss your bride,” the burst of applause and cheers faded as his world collapsed into a tiny, round bubble of just him and Eva, there together.


  He took her into his arms and kissed her, long, sweetly, savoring every second before touching his forehead to hers. “I love you, slave,” he whispered, brushing a tear from the corner of her eye.


  “I love you, too, Master,” she whispered back.


  


  * * * *


  


  Before they could have cake—and Gilo could collect on his bribe—they needed pictures.


  In addition to the usual ones, Eva insisted on a “pack picture.” Her and Nate, with Laurel in front of them, flanked by Leo and Jesse, and Cherise and Wade.


  It didn’t matter to her that none of her “family” was there. They hadn’t been invited.


  She and Nate had driven up to visit her grandmother Friday night and told her both the wedding and baby news, and she promised not to breathe a word of it.


  “Serves them right for how he acted that day,” her grandmother had said. “Do what makes you happy, honey. Life’s too damn short to be unhappy.”


  Then it was finally time to cut the cake, and Eva made sure to give Laurel a piece with plenty of frosting flowers that would allow her to pay off her bet and any vig Gilo might charge her.


  To her daughter’s credit, Laurel made an immediate beeline toward Gilo, who seemed confused at first when she tried to get his attention.


  Eva watched as he laughed and then leaned in to talk to her. Laurel wore a beaming grin as she headed off for a table.


  Gilo caught her watching and flashed her an okay sign.


  Tilly had apparently seen the exchange, too.


  “Dammit, I love that SAM,” she whispered to Eva as she helped her and Nate serve the cake.


  “I thought he aggravated the crap out of you?”


  “He does, but that’s only because I love the hell out of him.” She sighed. “Abbey’s a lucky woman. With different timing, I might have ended up with him.”


  “I need to hear that story.”


  Tilly smiled, but it looked a little melancholy. “Different day. Today’s about only happy stories. And my story turned out okay.”


  “You got a happy ending.”


  “Yeah, but I had to go through hell to get it.”


  “I’ve got that well-worn T-shirt,” Eva mumbled.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  When they arrived at Nate’s, he wouldn’t let her walk in. He opened the door and scooped her up, carrying her over the threshold. After kicking the door shut, he carried her to the bedroom.


  Their last night “alone” for a while, not counting date nights.


  And he was looking forward to every sweet minute he would get with their family.


  She played with the tag on his necklace. “One of us,” she teased.


  He felt the prickle of tears in his eyes again and quickly blinked them away. He’d never be able to tell the men how much he appreciated the gesture, what it meant to him.


  And how much he would treasure the tag and what it represented.


  “But you still belong to me, love,” he said, leaning in and kissing her.


  She hadn’t been allowed to wear panties or a bra under her dress, so when he worked his way up from her knees, kissing inside her thighs, he had nothing to stop him as he pushed the hem of her dress up and settled in, his face buried in her pussy.


  “Hands,” he sharply ordered when she tried to push him away after he brought her over the first time with his mouth.


  Immediately, she raised her hands over her head and kept them there, the bracelet looking gorgeous around her wrist and Eva squealing and protesting as he slowly licked her sensitive clit and soon had her close to coming again.


  He lifted his face from her pussy. “Remember, unless you’re safewording, you do not push me away when I’m making you come. If you want me to stop, you have to safeword.”


  “Yes Sir,” she gasped.


  “Are you safewording?”


  “No…Sir…”


  “Good.” He set to work again, fucking her with his tongue before circling her swollen clit with it again. The doctor had assured him that, for now, it was safe for them to have sex and play as long as she was comfortable in the position. The pregnancy was progressing perfectly, without complications.


  He had plans for her tonight.


  Once he had her well into subspace from not letting her come again, he got out of bed and stripped. When he was naked except for his wedding band and his pack tag, he had her stand and he removed her dress.


  His hands glided over her flesh, settling on her belly. He leaned in and kissed it. “My beautiful slave, you have no idea how happy you’ve made me.”


  He took a deep breath and snapped his fingers, pointing at his feet.


  She immediately sank to her knees, waiting.


  His cock stood out stiff, rigid.


  Eager.


  “Someone confessed something to me this morning,” he said.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “And?”


  “I still want to, Sir.”


  He stroked her head, his hand cupping her chin. “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He stared down into her eyes, gauging her mindset. “What if I take away your safeword for this?” he asked. “Can you still trust me?”


  She nervously licked her lips. She’d asked for this, too. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered. “I want Sir to do this.”


  There wasn’t any fear in her energy now, and hadn’t been since the night of the confessions.


  He stroked her hair with both his hands, gently fisting it, slowly building this up for her. “You need to say it, and you need to ask for it, so I know that you really want it.”


  The pink tip of her tongue flicked out again, wetting her lips. “I want Sir to fuck my mouth tonight and use me, make me swallow a load of his cum, and take away my safeword for it. I want Sir to totally own every part of me.”


  Sure, she’d gone down on him countless times over a condom before, but never with him driving.


  And never swallowing a load.


  “You’re going to hold it in your mouth until I tell you to swallow,” he hoarsely said, his heart swelling at her willing trust. She wanted this last demon permanently banished from her soul and knew only this could chase it out for good, replacing bad memories with good.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  He tightened his grip on her hair. “Then open your mouth like a good girl.”


  She did, her hands holding onto his legs, fingers curling around the backs of his thighs.


  “Look at me,” he whispered. “Keep your eyes open and look at me.” He wanted that as much for how fucking sexy she looked as he did so he could better gauge her responses. He wasn’t an idiot. He would stop if she fought or froze, but he wanted her to think otherwise, to help her through this.


  “Lick the tip, sweetheart.”


  She tentatively flicked her tongue out, swiping it over the slit and drawing a gasp from him. “Good girl,” he whispered. “Such a very good girl.” He watched her, letting her gain confidence, waiting until she was trying to lean in and do more before he slowly started easing his cock between her lips.


  “My good girl looks so beautiful,” he said, smiling down at her. He slowly started thrusting, enjoying how she swirled her tongue around the head and shaft, the delicious suction as her lips closed around it.


  It didn’t take long before he knew she was doing okay and he could really start making her wish come true. Being careful not to gag her, he started fucking her mouth, faster, deeper, feeling his release quickly climbing.


  “Remember,” he hoarsely said. “Hold it until I say so.” And that was all he could say before his balls drew up tight and he exploded with a satisfied moan into the sweet, wet heat of her mouth.


  She moaned, too. He recognized the glazed look of subspace in her eyes, grinning that now he had one more way to play with her and drop her into that delicious realm that she enjoyed so much.


  As he caught his breath he kept his softening cock in her mouth, waiting. When he finally eased it out, he said, “Open.”


  Sure enough, she held it there.


  “Good girl. Swallow.”


  She did.


  He immediately dropped to his knees and kissed her, one hand slipping between her legs and playing with her clit, making her moan and lean against him as he started finger-fucking her.


  “Good girls get rewards,” he whispered in her ear. “The next time you do that, I’m going to have the Hitachi pressed against your clit and not let you come until you make me come first.”


  She moaned even louder, her hands now holding onto his shoulders, her head pressed against his chest.


  “That’s right, sweetheart. Just like I trained you to love anal, I’m going to train you to love this. It won’t take long before you’re begging me to suck my cock because you want to taste me.”


  He felt her fingers tightening and knew she was close.


  He stopped, making her gasp. “Come on. On the bed.”


  Already, his cock was starting to grow hard again, which had been part of his plan. He knew it wouldn’t take him long to recover from that, especially with how he planned to reward her.


  Back on the bed, he grabbed the Hitachi and switched it on, teasing her with it and not quite getting her over. As his cock hardened, he eased it into her slick pussy, sitting up once he was fully buried inside her.


  With the vibrator on low, he edged her, making her squirm, now able to hold back his own release.


  Had he done this to her first, he would have blown immediately from the way her sexy form responded to him.


  He slowly fucked her, finally switching the vibrator to high and enjoying it as she writhed through orgasm after orgasm, her body squeezing his cock with each one.


  Reaching down with his other hand, he played with her nipples, back and forth. They were getting more sensitive now, and it only drove her harder over the edge yet again.


  “Such a good girl for me,” he said. “Did you enjoy sucking your Master’s cock?”


  “Yes…Sir!”


  Maybe now that she’d finally made herself do it she would quit obsessing and berating herself for not being able to do it.


  Or even if she never wanted to do it again, he’d be fine with that, too, as long as this had helped her make a breakthrough.


  “My sweet, brave slave. I’m so proud of you for being such a good girl for me.” He fucked her a little harder, a little faster, the pressure of his body pressing the vibrator against her clit and trigging another orgasm in her. “I’m going to make sure that I’ve gotten every last orgasm out of you that I can before I fill your pussy with another load.”


  Unless he couldn’t hold it back first. It felt sooo damn good fucking her like this.


  Admittedly, it was nice not worrying about birth control, even though in a few months their play would likely be curtailed as she became more uncomfortable.


  He’d make good use of their time meanwhile.


  Her necklace had twisted, the tag now lying against the side of her neck. He reached up and held onto it. “Give me one more, baby,” he said. “Show me who you belong to.”


  She let out a soft cry as her body responded. He finally switched off the vibrator and put it to the side, bracing himself with one arm as he held her tag with the other.


  “Good girl.” It only took a few more strokes before his climax hit and he fell still, leaning in to kiss her. With his cock still buried in her pussy, he rolled onto his side, taking her with him and holding her body tightly against his.


  “I love you, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I love you so much.”


  She kissed him. “Love you, too, Sir.” She wore a sated, sleepy smile.


  “Are you all right?”


  A happy sigh escaped her. “I’m…perfect.” She nibbled on his lower lip. Absolutely perfect.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When he awoke the next morning, there was a deliciously warm, soft pair of lips wrapped around his cock, a tongue licking his shaft.


  He stroked her shoulders as he rolled completely onto his back, giving her better access. “Good morning to you, too, baby.”


  She reached up, grabbed his left hand, and put it on her head.


  Then she did the same with his right.


  His cock hardened even more, as if electricity shot through him. She looked up his body, her gaze meeting his.


  He threaded his hands through her hair, fingers digging into her scalp. “Does my sweet little slave want me to fuck her mouth?”


  The head bob and accompanying mumble definitely meant yes.


  He held on tight, taking control and now with his feet planted on the mattress, he fucked his cock into her mouth, making her moan and that rolling right through his balls and into his core.


  “Such a good, good girl,” he said. “Master likes being awakened like this, for the record.”


  She moaned again. A needy, horny moan. One that meant if he liked it, she wanted it.


  He didn’t bother holding back. This had been far more than he’d ever expected and he would enjoy it. “You can swallow when I come,” he said. “Swallow every drop, and then climb up here and let me eat that sweet pussy out.”


  She really moaned at that, and he blew his load, holding his cock deep in her mouth as she swallowed every drop his balls pumped out.


  He didn’t let go of her, though, keeping one hand in her hair and pulling her up and off his cock, making her sixty-nine on top of him and continue sucking him to get him hard again.


  Didn’t take long. Not when he dug his fingers into her thighs and forced her to stay in place as he made her come and then started building her up again.


  He blindly felt around for the Hitachi and located it, pulling it into his hand when he found the cord. He made her get up and change positions again, impaling herself on his cock as he held up the Hitachi.


  “Hands behind your back.”


  She complied as he switched the vibrator on high and pressed it to her clit.


  “Fuck my cock, baby.”


  She did, her eyelids drooping, lower lip caught under her teeth as she rocked back and forth on his cock.


  “You keep fucking me until I come,” he said, grinning. “Might take a while for the second load.”


  She whimpered, trying to move faster then pausing as an orgasm tore through her.


  “That’s okay, baby. You can sit there as long as you want.” He grinned. “I get a show and get to feel every time you come.”


  She started moving again, her shoulders back because of her hands behind her, her full breasts bouncing with each thrust.


  He reached up, teasing, tweaking her nipples and triggering another climax.


  “Oh, I am going to have sooo much fun with you over the next few months,” he said. “You are going to be one well-fucked little slave,” he said.


  It took her nearly ten minutes before he finally came. When he switched off the vibrator, she slumped over his chest, limp, sated.


  He wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling the top of her head. “Good morning to you, too, Mrs. Cooke-Crawford.”


  She giggled, lifting her head to stare into his eyes. “Thank you, Sir,” she said.


  “Um, I think I should be thanking you, but for what?”


  “For being so patient. And for not running away when I told you everything.”


  “Oh, sweetheart.” He kissed her. “I told you, I’ve already had the worst day of my life. Loving you is a pleasure, not a burden.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  Eva slept late that Saturday morning, blissfully able to enjoy not having to get up to cook anyone breakfast or go to work.


  The fact that she now had to pee, and wasn’t sure how she’d get up out of bed by herself, was totally irrelevant.


  Yay waterproof mattress pad!


  Nate only had two clients that morning. Then he’d come home and they’d spend the afternoon together before going to the club that night.


  It wouldn’t be much longer before she wouldn’t be able to go to the club for a while, not with a newborn at home to take care of.


  She wanted to spend as much time with her friends as she could.


  Besides, Tilly was going to be there that night, and she definitely didn’t want to miss an opportunity to see her. Tilly was about to head over to England for three months with Lucas and Leigh, for a movie project their production company was filming.


  When she finally rolled herself onto her hands and knees, she felt a little bit of dizziness for a second before it passed. She made it to the bathroom before needing to change the sheets, or her panties.


  Yay, me! She had permission to wear panties again now that incidental accidents were extremely possible.


  Nate was a sadist, not an asshole.


  She got out to the kitchen, squinting a little at the kitchen clock. “Dammit, I probably need glasses now.”


  She had spent a lot of the last week on the computer finishing up things at work before she took her leave of absence. Yes, she easily could have worked another four to six weeks, but all three of the men had pretty much put their feet down.


  Okay, so Nate put his foot down and Leo and Jesse backed him up, flat-out telling her they wouldn’t tolerate any nonsense from her.


  If she couldn’t tell one damn Dom no, she darn sure couldn’t tell two of them—and a pushy Alpha slave—to shove it.


  They could afford it. Wade and Cherise had given up their apartment and moved into Nate’s house. It was half hers, anyway. They were taking over all the monthly expenses, as well as the insurance and taxes, which freed up some of Nate’s income.


  The legal settlement from Leo’s accident would pay off all of Leo’s outstanding medical bills that insurance didn’t cover, pay off the mortgage note held by Lucas and Leigh on this house, as well as pay for the property and over half the initial expense of the new house. They’d sell this house to finish paying off the rest of the new house’s mortgage, and it would allow them to bank a good bit in savings on top of that.


  So many changes, so soon. The baby would probably arrive before the new house was finished, but Leo and Jesse had already decided they would swap bedrooms with her and Nate, giving them the master bedroom so the baby could sleep in their room. That would be next weekend’s project, in fact. Plus they still needed to shop for a few things, like a car seat, crib, and other sundries.


  It would all work out. She’d rather conduct moving homes with a newborn than while fat and pregnant and totally unable to do anything except huff and puff, be ordered to sit down and stop doing stuff, and feel guilty at not being able to do anything.


  Which she was doing a lot of this morning anyway—nothing. As she took her bowl of cereal out to the TV, she found herself squinting at the screen as she scrolled through the program guide to find what she wanted to watch.


  Damn middle age.


  Well, sadly, she suspected this might effectively settle the question about whether or not she could be a surrogate for Jesse and Leo. Yes, she wanted to, but she would be over forty by the time she’d be in a position to have another baby, and that started jacking her risks—and risks to the baby—even higher.


  They could still use a third-party surrogate with her eggs and Jesse’s sperm, which was something Jesse had brought up. That she’d readily do. Raising a third child…she would happily do that. With all four of them to pitch in, it wouldn’t be a hardship. Actually giving birth to that third child might be problematic, though, and she felt guilty as hell about it.


  She stared down at her belly, barely hidden under one of Leo’s old shirts. “Let me tell you something, pumpkin,” she said. “You have no idea how much this pack loves you already, but you sure did throw a monkey wrench into more than a few plans. You little stinker.”


  She felt a faint kick and smiled, stroking her belly with her free hand. Usually the baby kicked a lot early in the morning and then settled down until she did in the afternoon.


  Then it was like a soccer match in her uterus.


  Sorry, football.


  Laurel had been the same way.


  This morning, though, the pumpkin wasn’t quite as active.


  It’s getting pretty big in there. Not much more room.


  She was also growing increasingly uncomfortable thinking of the baby as “it.” Rethinking her decision to be surprised might not be a bad idea. Her instincts told her it was a boy, just like her instincts had told her Laurel was a girl, but then again, a sonogram and an amniocentesis had confirmed that.


  Not knowing meant not being able to buy a lot of baby stuff yet beyond some generic either/or onesies and blankets and stuff.


  Hell, she and Nate still hadn’t decided on names yet, and it was difficult for her to do that when she wasn’t even sure of her baby’s gender. She hadn’t been able to settle on Laurel’s name until she knew she was a girl.


  Her cell phone rang, getting her attention. It was lying on the coffee table. Rather than trying to lean forward and grab it, she hooked her toes under the coffee table’s edge and dragged it close enough she could reach her phone.


  Her mom.


  Ugh.


  She thumbed the accept button. “Hello?”


  “Hi, sweetie. It’s Mom.”


  She bit back the sarcasm she wanted to spit at the woman and decided to keep it civil. “What’s up?”


  “Well, Gayle and Ann asked about throwing you a baby shower.”


  Fuck.


  Tilly and the rest had already thrown her one…a kinky one. That had been three weeks ago, at Lucas and Leigh’s house. She’d accidentally let the baby news slip to Ann a few weeks ago during a phone conversation and knew swearing her to secrecy was pointless without a long, drawn-out conversation about why.


  “I’m not having one, Mom,” she lied without feeling the slightest bit guilty. “I don’t need anything, but tell them thanks.”


  “But…they really want to.”


  “If they want to come down here and the three of us can go to lunch or something, I’m okay with that. But seriously, no baby shower.”


  Her mom was quiet for a moment. “You know, your father would really like to see you and Laurel.”


  Oh, hell no.


  “That’s not going to happen.” Not over her dead body, or the dead bodies of her three men.


  “He feels really bad about…what happened.”


  Eve was unable to hold it back any longer. It felt like a dam crumbled inside her. “Feels really bad about which time, Mom? Him acting like an ass at the hospital and scaring the crap out of my daughter while Leo was lying in a coma in the ICU? Acting like a shit-head at Ann’s graduation party? When he—and you—treated me like shit while I was growing up and always threatened that I’d turn out to be a loser like my birth mother? Or when Dad fucking molested and raped me when I was a kid because I reminded him of Michelle, huh?”


  Dead silence.


  “Why didn’t you ever stop him, Mom?”


  Silence.


  Eva looked and saw the call was still connected.


  “What…what are you talking about?”


  “Don’t bullshit me. You had to know what was going on, or at least have a suspicion. I know he didn’t do it to Ann and Gayle, but he never got over Michelle, did he? And how convenient, I looked just like her. And you were too damned scared to stand up to him, right?”


  “I…I…”


  “Don’t bother. Listen, if you honestly had zero clue what he was doing all those nights he came to my room, fine, I forgive you. But no, it’ll be a bloody cold day in hell before that manky sot sets eyes on me or my children ever again.”


  Wow, I went Brit on her. Yay, me.


  “Eva, I—”


  “Just stop, Mom. Stop right there.” Now she felt the twinges of a tension headache starting. “I need to go. Good-bye.” She ended the call and tossed her phone onto the couch.


  What would Nate have called that conversation? A cock-up, isn’t it?


  How could a day that had started out so well with her not peeing her panties before crawling out of bed have turned tits-up so fast?


  Maybe that was the term he used.


  She focused on breathing, relaxing, eating her cereal, and watching TV.


  Telly.


  She snorted. Yes, she’d admit, when Nate deliberately used his accent, it was sexy.


  Nate arrived home before Leo, Jesse, and Laurel. He put his stuff down and walked over to where she sat on the couch, her puffy ankles propped up and unable to focus on the TV.


  Literally unable to focus, because her eyes were even more blurry now than they had been when she got up.


  He knelt next to the couch and kissed her belly before kissing her. “How’s Momma?”


  He’d left his hair back and she reached over and untied it, fluffing it with her fingers. “Fine, Sir.”


  He sat up, scowling as he caught her hands and brought them to his lips to kiss them. “Okay, seriously. What’s wrong?”


  Damn him and his keen Dom intuition and spooky senses. “I had a call from Mom earlier.”


  “Is he in his grave? Sorry, that was in bad taste. Did he get hit by a lorry? Fall off a ladder? Struck by lightning—boy, that’d be ironic, wouldn’t it?”


  She snorted, “No.”


  His expression darkened as she told him what happened.


  “And?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “And…that’s it. She didn’t call back.”


  He cocked his head.


  “I’m not lying, Sir, I swear.”


  “Then what else is wrong?”


  “I’m about to give birth to a baby elephant. What do you think?”


  He arched an eyebrow at her.


  She pointed at the TV. “My eyes are bothering me and I started to get a little bit of a headache after I talked to her, but I’m okay. I’m probably overdue for an eye exam and have been pushing my luck not getting glasses before now. Pregnancy changes hormones and stuff. That’s all.”


  He leaned in and cupped a hand around the back of her neck as he kissed her. “Do you want to skip the club tonight?”


  “Absolutely not,” she said. “This is my last chance to get my Tilly fix for a while. Please?”


  He finally nodded. “Okay. But if you don’t feel good, we’re canceling. Or leaving early.”


  “I’m okay, Nate. Honest.”


  “So my cheeky girl went Brit, huh?”


  She smiled. “I did, Sir. Are you proud of me?”


  “I’m always proud of you, love.” He kissed her again before standing. “But make sure you tell Cherise that one. She’ll say you’re bloody brilliant.” He grinned before heading back down the hall toward their room to change clothes.


  Damn, she loved that man.


  Okay, yes, Leo did her a huge favor divorcing her. She didn’t see it at the time because of her emotional pain, but had he not divorced her, he’d be miserable, Jesse would be alone, so would Nate…


  And she’d be stuck in denial. Still.


  This was better. Much better, and worth every ounce of pain it took to get there in the process.


  


  * * * *


  


  The cruel irony that she now craved sushi didn’t escape her. “This is our secret, right?” she asked as she leaned in close.


  Nate smiled at her from across the table. “Would I betray you, love?”


  “No.” She shoved another piece of California roll into her mouth. “Count yourself lucky I’m not craving BK onion rings,” she said.


  “Oh, believe me, I am. Leo told me.”


  She stuck her tongue out at him. He’d had to help her order because with her vision so blurry, she was having difficulty making out the text in the dim restaurant.


  By the time they reached the club, her headache was back. Not bad enough to make her want to cancel, but enough that Nate noticed.


  He stopped her before he even unfastened his seat belt. “Seriously—”


  “Seriously, I had two glasses of tea with dinner, and if I don’t get inside, there’s going to be an accident.”


  It was bad enough she had to carry spare panties in her purse—and not even fancy panties, just plain black panties. She also had a duffel bag in the backseat with a change of clothes, just in case.


  With Laurel, three different times she’d lost the race to the toilet and had learned to take extra clothes with her.


  Once they were inside, with her settled on one of the couches and with a chair for her to prop her legs up on, she shooed Nate off to go socialize and work on people. He’d offered to just go to be with her, but that wasn’t fair and she knew it. He liked what he did, and she liked that he helped people. She wasn’t jealous, because he wasn’t doing the kind of play with others that made her jealous.


  If he’d done any of their private play with anyone else, however, hooo boy.


  And she’d made it to the bathroom, although she hadn’t peed nearly as much as she thought she would. In fact, all that day, she’d actually been doing pretty good.


  Then again, as puffy as everything was getting, every ounce of liquid she drank was probably going straight into her extremities.


  Tilly arrived a few minutes later and practically mowed down several of their friends in her eagerness to get to Eva. Then she settled on the couch next to her, and that was all she wrote.


  Eva leaned her head onto her friend’s shoulder, glad to have her there.


  “You feeling okay?” Tilly asked after they’d been talking for a while.


  It wouldn’t do any good to deny it, so Eva started out by fudging that she had an argument on the phone with her mom about her father, and then listing her physical symptoms.


  Instead of blowing it off, Tilly sat up, scowling. “Say what? Why didn’t you say something before?”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Wait here.”


  Tilly nearly mowed down a few more people as she bolted across the dungeon, interrupting Landry, where he was scening with Cris, to go through Landry’s pants pockets herself in search of something before heading out the door to the office.


  Marcia walked over. “Where’d she run off to?”


  Eva shrugged despite a bad feeling starting to take form in her gut. Or maybe that was the growing backache she was feeling. “I dunno.”


  Tilly returned moments later, carrying a bag. She didn’t sit down next to Eva, though. She sat the bag on the sofa and opened it. “Left arm. Sleeve up.” She pulled out a blood pressure cuff and stethoscope. “Did I speak Klingon? Sleeve up, lady.”


  Eva rolled her sleeve up and obediently let Tilly take her blood pressure.


  Tilly frowned and took it again.


  And one more time.


  “What?” Eva asked.


  Tilly’s face was now an unreadable mask as she made a notation on a small notepad she’d pulled from the bag. “Do you remember what your BP reading was when you saw your OB last week?” She took Eva’s pulse.


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. It was like 110/70, I think. Why?”


  “What is it usually, do you know?” Tilly noted her pulse on the notepad.


  “Why?”


  “Curiosity.”


  “I don’t know. Is there a problem?”


  “What’s your weight?”


  “One seventy-five this morning. What’s going on?”


  “How’s your eyes? You said your vision’s blurry?” Tilly shined a light in her eyes, checking them.


  “I just need glasses.” Eva’s back twinged again. “And I think I need to pee again.” Nate was in the middle of working with the person on his table, his back turned to them. Fortunately, she didn’t think he’d seen what was going on.


  If he had, she knew he would have been racing over to find out what was wrong.


  Tilly dumped everything into her bag, except for the notepad, which she tucked into the back pocket of her slacks, and the pen, which she stuck over her ear. She shouldered the bag before grabbing an arm to help Eva up off the couch.


  “I’ll go with you.”


  “I can pee by myself.” Another pain hit Eva, making her wince. “So what was my blood pressure, anyway? Why’d you check it so many times?”


  Tilly bird-dogged her all the way into the bathroom. “It’s probably nothing. We’ll check it again in a little bit, and before you leave tonight. You said you had iced tea with dinner. Well, caffeine can spike your BP. Make sure you drink nothing but water tonight. You also said you had sushi for dinner, right? Soy sauce? All that sodium can help raise your blood pressure, too.”


  “And I think it’s not settling well with my stomach,” she said as they entered the bathroom.


  “You feel sick?”


  “I…I don’t know.” She didn’t feel good, that was for sure. And she was starting to feel worse by the minute.


  “How’s the baby doing?” Tilly asked. “More active than normal? Less?”


  Eva stopped walking, thinking. “Less than normal. It’s getting big, though. That happens.”


  She felt warmth between her legs. “Dammit.” She waddled into the wheelchair accessible stall, mentally cursing that she’d just pissed herself as she slid the lock and crossed over to the toilet. As she squatted to go, she got a look at her underwear, the dark stain on the black fabric. Yep, she’d peed.


  Dammit.


  Then, when she finished, she wiped herself and froze.


  She could hear Tilly still there in the bathroom, the sound of her heels on the floor as she shifted position.


  “Til?” she softly called out.


  “Yeah, sweetie?”


  “Can you please go get Nate for me?”


  “What’s wrong, honey.”


  “Just…please go get him.”


  “Fuck that noise, you tell me what’s wrong!”


  Eva winced as a stronger, sharp pain slammed into her.


  She must have made a noise, because there came Tilly, kicking her medical bag under the door ahead of her before she dropped onto her back and shimmied under the stall door.


  When she stood and turned, she immediately saw the problem. “Fuck.” She unlocked the stall door, running out and yelling for Marcia. She returned immediately, pulling on nitrile gloves she’d taken from her pocket before helping Eva up off the toilet. “Okay, sweetie. You’re going to the hospital.”


  The toilet bowl was full of bright red blood. “Tilly?” Her vision was worse than ever. “My eyes.”


  Tilly looked grim as she reached over and flushed the toilet. “I know, sweetie. That’s part of it. I probably should have gotten you out of here as soon as I took your BP.”


  Marcia burst into the bathroom. “Tilly?”


  “In here.”


  Marcia pushed into the stall and gasped as she saw the blood on Tilly’s gloves. “Oh, fuck. I’ll call—”


  “I can have her at Proctor-Collins Med Center’s ER in four minutes. I timed it from here years ago, in case something ever happened. It’ll take an ambulance that long just to dispatch and find us and get here. Grab Nate. Have someone pack up his gear for him and have him give Landry his keys. We’ll take my SUV, it’s bigger.” She’d pulled up Eva’s underwear for her. “Bring me towels, too. Several.”


  Marcia ran out to do it.


  As Tilly was getting Eva out of the stall, Nate burst through the bathroom door. “What happened? What’s wrong?”


  Tilly threw her keys at him and pushed past him and out the door with her arm around Eva. “You’re driving. My ride.” Marcia returned with towels, and now Cris and Landry followed them. Cris was still naked and hooded.


  “What’s wrong?” Landry said.


  “Get him dressed and follow us in Nate’s car with his gear. Proctor-Collins. I think she’s got pre-eclampsia, and probably placental abruption.”


  Eva realized the dungeon, other than the music, had gone silent, watching. “Fucking move your asses!” Tilly screamed, forcing everyone into frantic action. “And bring my purse and going home clothes!” she yelled after Landry.


  Another jolt of pain slammed into Eva as they were getting her into the SUV, laid in the back, the seat down. Tilly climbed in with her, pulling the back door shut behind her. “Drive it like you stole it, buddy, and don’t kill us. You know where we’re going?”


  “Yeah.”


  Tilly hit the cargo light. She yanked the bloody gloves off, inside out, and pulled a fresh set from the bag. Then she got out her BP cuff and stethoscope. Eva didn’t think it was just the dim light that made her friend’s face look so grim as she checked her vital signs.


  “Tilly?”


  “Shh, sweetie. Be a good girl for me. Just lay still. We’ll be at the hospital in a minute.”


  But Eva was feeling progressively worse, the headache throbbing, hurting more than any she’d ever had. “I love you, Tilly.”


  “Love you, too. Now shut your mouth and let me do my job.”


  This was bad. Really, really bad. She knew what Tilly had said. They’d been things she’d obsessed over with Laurel’s pregnancy, every potential thing that could go wrong.


  She’d barely thought about them with this baby. This pregnancy had been nearly textbook perfect.


  The headache grew even worse, as did her vision, and the backache. She was afraid, terrified to ask how much she was bleeding.


  Tilly braced herself with one of the oh shit handles as Nate rounded a turn. “Drive right up to the ER entrance,” Tilly said to him. “Hit the horn as soon as we pull in to get their asses in gear.” It felt like forever as Tilly stared down at her, checking her. “Hang in there,” she told Eva. “Be a good girl for me and hang the fuck in there.”


  The tires screeched nearly as loudly as the horn as Nate slid to a stop under the canopy in front of the ER door. He threw it into park, but Tilly was already out the back door and screaming for a gurney as Eva felt her vision fold into a tiny point before blackness took her…


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Nate felt like his knees would give out when he saw all the blood in the car, on Eva, on Tilly’s clothes and arms as she climbed out of the SUV. She was barking orders and Eva’s vitals at a nurse and a security guard who’d run out to meet them with a gurney.


  “Go park it and get back here,” Tilly ordered. “I’ll stay with her.” He also realized she was now barefoot, her heels in the SUV. “Go!”


  He did, shattered as he watched them wheel Eva away, Tilly running alongside and once again talking to the nurse.


  Numb, he got the vehicle parked without hitting any other cars. As he headed inside, he realized he hadn’t grabbed Eva’s purse from the car. He returned for it, knowing he’d need her ID and insurance cards, before heading inside again.


  He started to run past the desk, following the sound of Tilly’s barking voice when the security guard stopped him. “Sir, you can’t go back there.”


  “That’s my wife!”


  “Sir, they need to work on her, and we need to get information on her.” He steered Nate to a chair at a desk where a grim-faced young woman in scrubs started taking Eva’s information.


  He was about to beg, plead with them to let him go back when he heard a code blue being paged to a bed in the ER.


  A few minutes later, Tilly slowly walked out. Her stethoscope was draped around her neck.


  He stood, terrified. “Well?”


  “They’re taking her to surgery right now. They have to deliver the baby and stop the bleeding.”


  His knees collapsed as he heavily sat again, fortunately landing in the chair. “I heard a code—”


  “That wasn’t her,” Tilly quickly said, “it was a guy next door to her. Cardiac arrest.”


  She looked down at herself and turned to the clerk. “Um…” She held out her hands. She’d peeled off her gloves, but still had Eva’s blood smeared on her hands, arms, all over her clothes. “Any chance I can clean up and borrow some scrubs so I don’t scare the natives?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly left the scrubs on even after Landry and Cris arrived with her clothes, but she pulled on socks and purple Crocs from her bag. She also kept the stethoscope around her neck.


  “At least I look the part,” she mumbled to Nate as he stared at her. “I can probably talk my way back there once she’s in recovery.”


  “Why won’t they let me go back, Tilly?”


  She grabbed his hands and squeezed, hard, staring him in the eyes. “Nate, this is serious. She’s bleeding, and they have to save her and the baby. I’m sure as soon as it’s safe they’ll come get you, but right now, they’re focused on saving them.”


  “It’s too soon, Tilly.” He knew he needed to call Leo and Jesse. Hell, Cherise, too, if Marcia hadn’t already. “She’s only thirty-two weeks.”


  “And those are damn good chances,” Tilly said. “Seriously good. But even if it was just pre-eclampsia, they’d still have to deliver the baby. Unfortunately, with the rupture, they needed to get her in there fast. They’ve got anesthesiologists and surgeons and nurses and everyone else running around doing their jobs. They can’t take you back there right now. We need to call Leo.”


  Leo. Of course. Nate nodded, still numb, fumbling around for his phone and finally getting it out. He punched in Leo’s number and hit send…then realized he had no clue what to say to the man.


  Leo answered. “Nate?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  Leo’s voice changed. “What’s wrong? What happened?”


  Nate caught sight of people hurrying into the waiting room and realized it was Marcia and Derrick, followed by June and Scrye. June wore a long trench coat over her bare lower legs and sandals, no doubt covering up whatever Scrye had been in the middle of tying when all hell broke loose. Scrye had been in the middle of suspending her when everything happened. June carried a bag and headed straight for a bathroom as Scrye followed Marcia and Derrick over.


  “Nate?” Leo asked.


  Nate spotted a raw end of red rope peeking out past the trench coat’s hem, brushing against the backs of June’s calves, before the bathroom door swung shut after her.


  Scrye cut his ropes. He never cuts his fucking ropes. As that thought sank in, he realized Leo was yelling at him over the phone to talk to him.


  “We’re at Proctor-Collins,” Nate hoarsely said, his throat closing as tears hit. “The emergency room.”


  Tilly saved him, gently taking the phone from him. “Leo? Tilly.” She got up and walked away, waving for Marcia, Derrick, and Scrye to follow her to listen as she told Leo what was going on.


  Landry slid over into Tilly’s seat and draped an arm around Nate’s shoulders. “She’s strong and tough. She’ll be okay.”


  It felt like he couldn’t even breathe. Had he thought nothing could be worse than that day at the air show?


  Fuck that.


  This was worse.


  A thousand, million times worse.


  And once again, he was helpless to do a fucking thing to save the people he loved.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly got the phone tree going, including making sure Cherise was called. Leo and Jesse still hadn’t arrived when a nurse in surgical scrubs came out and called for him. He grabbed Tilly’s hand and dragged her with him.


  “I don’t know if they’ll let us both in,” Tilly muttered as they jogged behind the nurse down several halls.


  “Then use that bloody brilliant charm of yours to get yourself in,” he muttered back. “I need you.”


  “Roger roger.”


  The nurse had him and Tilly scrub in, apparently missing the fact that Tilly wasn’t actually an employee. Then she helped them gear up—cap, gown, face mask, booties, and gloves, before handing them off to another nurse who was similarly garbed and took them in.


  “Her vitals are stable and they’ve delivered your son,” the nurse said.


  “Son? How is he?”


  “They’re still evaluating him. I’m taking you to your son, but you can’t go in with your wife yet.”


  He started to ask why when they pushed through another door and spotted three people in scrubs surrounding a crying baby in an open incubator bed.


  “Congrats, Daddio,” Tilly said, sounding near tears. “Your pack just got bigger.”


  They let them approach and even though they were talking to Nate, he didn’t comprehend a word they said. The world pulled into a tight focus as he reached out a gloved finger and touched his son’s tiny right hand.


  The baby’s fingers closed around Nate’s finger. His color looked purply and reddish and not what he thought a baby was supposed to look like.


  Fortunately, Tilly was talking and listening and getting the information he wasn’t capable of absorbing at that time.


  Two of the people departed, heading to another room to their left where he heard commotion and suspected that was where Eva lay fighting for her life.


  If he turned that direction, he’d want to run to her side, and only be in the way.


  And he knew it.


  Tilly walked over to the other side of the bed and looked across at him. All he could see were her eyes, between the cap and the mask.


  “Nate, look at me. I need you to listen to me, buddy, and I need to know you understand me.”


  He nodded.


  “Did you get any of what they just said?”


  He shook his head.


  “Okay. Are you listening to me?”


  He nodded.


  “They’re going to transport him to St. Pete, to the NICU at All Children’s. They’ve already dispatched an ambulance. It’s en route, ETA less than thirty minutes at this point.”


  “Transport?”


  “Shh, listen to me, Nate.” He tried to focus through his growing fear. “That’s good, because it means they don’t feel he’s critical enough to air flight, and they’re waiting for All Children’s to send one of their special ambulances instead of sending him out in a regular ambulance. This is good. He’s stable, but he needs critical care for now because he’s a preemie.”


  He nodded.


  “You’re going to go with him, okay? We’ll stay here with her. I promise.”


  “Why can’t I stay with Eva?”


  “Because your son needs you, and you’re the only one right now who can authorize treatment. We can stay with Eva.”


  “Don’t leave her, Til,” he whispered. “Swear to me.”


  “I swear, I’ll stay with her. Until Leo and Jesse and Wade get here and I know she’s stable. Then I’m coming up to St. Pete to be with you. Okay?”


  He slowly nodded. Some damn Dom he was. Here was his son, and he could barely even think.


  The nurse monitoring the baby reached out and touched his arm. “Dad? Do you have a name picked out yet?” she asked. “I need to fill out his paperwork.”


  He shook his head. “I don’t know. We hadn’t decided yet. We didn’t even know if we were having a boy or a girl.”


  “Okay. I’m going to list him as Baby Boy Crawford for now.”


  “Cooke-Morrow-Crawford,” he said, feeling both silly and comforted as he said it.


  “Is that his whole name?”


  “His last names,” Nate said. “Hyphenated together. Baby Boy Cooke-Morrow-Crawford,” he said, spelling it out. “We have a very large…family.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Tilly found out that they’d stabilized Eva, but they were still trying to stop the bleeding. She’d needed several units of blood already and because of her fragile condition they weren’t going to let anyone into the OR with her.


  Tilly spoke with the nurse who was monitoring his son and was able to talk them into letting her stay there in the prep area, as long as she promised not to get in the way or go into the OR.


  When the ambulance crew arrived from All Children’s, they transferred “Baby Boy” into one of their incubator beds, swapped all his monitor leads over to their monitors, and his oxygen tube, and quickly shuttled them both out through the ambulance bay.


  Nate barely had time to catch a glimpse through the windows of Leo and Jesse, with Laurel in Leo’s arms, standing in the ER and surrounded by at least twenty of their friends, including Cherise, before the ambulance doors swung shut and they were on their way.


  Seat-belted into one of the jump seats, Nate laid his head back against the wall and cried.


  He felt the medic nudge his hand and realized it was a package of tissues.


  “Thanks.”


  The man offered him a smile. “It’s all right. We’ll take good care of him. His vitals are good, and his weight’s good, too. I’ve seen preemies far younger and smaller than him make it.”


  “I wish you could give me those kinds of odds about his mom,” he hoarsely said.


  


  * * * *


  


  If Nate had to tell someone where he was to save his life, he couldn’t. Between the ambulance ride, and then the twisting and turning and moving and doors and corridors—he knew he was somewhere in St. Pete, but beyond that, he was lost.


  And some time close to two in the morning, he finally ended up parked by a nurse in a nearly empty waiting room just outside the NICU, a cup of bloody awful coffee in one hand, and in the other hand, where his wrist now bore two different medical bracelets from two different hospitals linking him to his wife and newborn son, a nearly dead cell phone.


  And he didn’t have a charger.


  The NICU nurse supervisor had called down to Sarasota for him and confirmed Eva was still listed in critical condition, but they couldn’t tell her anything beyond that, or if she was even out of surgery and in recovery yet.


  And until he got a charge on his phone, Nate didn’t dare call anyone.


  He sat there for nearly two hours and was about to send a text to Leo when a nurse came for him.


  At least she wore a smile. “Mr. Crawford?”


  He stood.


  “Follow me, Dad.”


  He did, nearly stumbling as he got up.


  She turned. “Are you all right?”


  “Just very…exhausted.”


  “I’m sorry.” She led him into an anteroom and explained scrub-in procedures, got him gowned, capped, masked, and led him back to his son’s bed.


  A female doctor in scrubs stood there going over his chart. They had something taped over the baby’s eyes, but his color looked better, and they’d cleaned him up even more than before.


  “What’s wrong with his eyes?” he asked the doctor.


  “Oh, it’s just to protect them because of the lights,” she said, pointing up. “Bilirubin lights.” She launched into a litany of information that washed right over his skull and into the ether. “Do you have any questions?” she asked when she finished.


  He nodded.


  She waited, and finally asked, “Sir?”


  “I’m sorry. Can…can I hold him?” He choked up. This wasn’t how he’d imagined their big day.


  This wasn’t right at all. It should have been all four of them, and Laurel, together for the birth and welcoming him into their pack. A celebration.


  Not…not just him, not a man barely in his right mind and unable to put sentences together standing here in a strange hospital in another county while he didn’t even know if his wife was going to survive.


  “Yes, let us get everything set up.” The nurse brought a glider rocker into the bed area, one with a matching footstool, and then got Nate settled in with a pillow in his lap and warm blankets over his chest. Then, working together to transfer all the baby’s monitor leads and oxygen tube and IV lines over, the nurse and doctor got his baby settled in his arms before the doctor headed off, leaving him with the nurse and his son.


  He stared down into the baby’s face and started crying again, not caring who saw him.


  The nurse, apparently used to this, knelt next to him and provided a nonstop stream of tissues for him as she patiently answered his questions. He knew he probably asked the same ones several times, maybe even stuff the doctor had told him, but nothing was sticking.


  Dammit, where the hell is Tilly?


  “Can he eat? Is he hungry?”


  “That’s what the nose tube is for,” she said. “Hopefully your wife will be able to pump breast milk, but we’ve got him on a special formula for now.”


  He had a little blue stocking cap over his head, and tiny cloth mitts on his hands.


  And even though they hadn’t settled on a name for him yet, he knew what he wanted to name him.


  “The nurse at the other hospital needed his name,” he said.


  “Yes, but we can fill that in later.”


  “I know what his name is.”


  “Are you sure? You can wait a little, if you want to talk to your wife first. It’s difficult to get a birth certificate changed once it’s issued.”


  “She’ll be okay with this. It’s Kenneth Leonard Jesse Cooke-Morrow-Crawford.”


  She wrote it down and stared at it. “That’s a mouthful,” she tried to joke. “Family names?”


  “Yes. My step-father, and…” What were Leo and Jesse? “My brothers,” he said. “My brothers’ names.”


  “You must be a very close family.”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off his son. “We are.”


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Nate startled awake at a touch on his shoulder. The nurse had taken Kenny, as Nate was already thinking of him, a little while ago and settled him back in his incubator bed. Then…


  Then he’d nodded off before he could even get out of the chair.


  In front of him knelt Tilly, looking far more haggard and drawn than he’d ever seen her, and still wearing, apparently, underneath the gown and mask and everything he also wore, the scrubs from earlier.


  Last night?


  Nate felt terrified to ask. “Is she—”


  “In ICU when I left,” she said. “Critical, but stable. Leo and Jesse and Wade are there. Wade’s nearly a nurse. He knows enough to help them out with understanding what’s going on. Eva’s not conscious yet and probably won’t be until later today. They’re keeping her sedated for now in case they have to take her back to surgery a third time.”


  He nodded. “What time is it?” The disorientation wouldn’t fade, tenaciously muddying his thoughts and brain to the point he wasn’t even sure if he was actually awake or not.


  “Nearly nine. The supervisor let me in since you were here. Said you slept right through shift change and they didn’t have the heart to wake you up.”


  “Bloody hell.”


  He sat up. On the other side of the bassinet, a different nurse perched on a high stool, tapping notes into a laptop on a rolling stand.


  She lifted her hand and smiled. “Hi, Dad. I’m Louisa, your son’s day nurse.”


  He nodded, still feeling…


  Wrong.


  Tilly didn’t move, one hand on his arm, waiting on…something.


  “What?” he asked. “What’s wrong?” It finally penetrated his brain. “Wait…surgery…a third time?”


  That’s when Tilly blinked back tears and had to look down, away from him. The nurse quietly brought over a box of tissues and passed it to her before returning to her station.


  That scared him more than anything, seeing Tilly cry.


  She forced her mouth into a thin line, struggling to compose herself before her gaze focused somewhere just below his eyes. On his nose, or mouth, maybe, but she wouldn’t look him in the eye.


  “Eva started bleeding again in recovery the first time. Hemorrhaging really bad. The first time, they fought and fought to get the bleeding to stop. This time, they had to make a hard decision, and fast.”


  “What?”


  “They had to do a partial hysterectomy. I’m so sorry.”


  “Partial?”


  “She’s still got her ovaries, but it was that, or risk her bleeding to death.”


  He slumped back in the chair. “She can’t have any more children.”


  “No, but she can still donate eggs, and if you all use a surrogate, you can do that.”


  Dammit. That was going to crush Eva. She already felt guilty enough as it was that Jesse’s opportunity to be a birth father had been accidentally taken from him.


  “Focus on the fact that she’s still alive,” Tilly said, squeezing his arm. “And the baby’s alive and doing well.”


  He looked over at the nurse again, and received another kindly smile. “He’s doing well. You slept through rounds. The neonatologist on call can come back to talk to you, if you want. He’s still here.”


  He nodded and pointed to Tilly. “To her. Have him talk to her. I can’t…I can’t even…”


  He tried not to think about the smells of aviation fuel and the feel of Cherise viciously struggling in his arms, kicking and screaming and trying to get to their parents.


  He shoved that memory away. “Can I sign a form or something giving Tilly authority?”


  Tilly and the nurse both frowned. “What?” they asked.


  “For treatment or to get information or access or whatever. If I’m not here, I need someone else who can.”


  “Cherise is out in the waiting room,” Tilly said. “Why don’t we let her—”


  “Bloody hell, both of you, then,” he said, struggling to keep his voice down. “And Leo and Jesse, too. I can’t be up here all the time, I need to be with Eva.”


  Tilly cupped his face in her hands and waited until he focused on her again. “She’ll be okay in a few days, most likely. We need to get you a room at the Ronald McDonald House and get you some food and some sleep.”


  “But…I need…” He broke down again.


  The nurse brought another chair for Tilly, and she sat in front of him, holding him as he sobbed against her shoulder.


  “It’s okay,” she soothed, stroking his hair, rocking him. “The baby’s doing good right now. Damn sight better than you’re doing, to be honest. Now, I’m exhausted, you’re exhausted, and the back end of my car looks like someone got murdered. You’re cleaning that up, FYI.”


  He managed a snort through his tears, which he knew damn well was her intention.


  “There, see?” she said. “If I can crack a joke, you know it’s going to be okay. But you need to breathe, and you need to eat. And you damn sure need to sleep. Cherise drove me up here. We went by the house and grabbed you some clothes. Now, I’m going to go get her and bring her in here and the nurse can have you sign whatever and Cherise will stay here with the little guy until you and I sleep.”


  He nodded.


  “Okay.” She kissed his forehead and got up, leaving the unit.


  She returned a short time later with Cherise, now scrubbed in and gowned and masked. The nurse had Nate sign forms authorizing Tilly and Cherise to make decisions and receive information on his behalf.


  “What about Leo and Jesse?” he asked.


  “When they get here,” Tilly said, “we can do that, but for now their asses better be at Eva’s bedside.”


  “Laurel?”


  “June and Scrye took her. She’s fine.”


  He felt horrible that Laurel had been an afterthought to him and apparently Tilly and Cherise picked up on that.


  “Yo, bro,” Cherise said. “Don’t feel bad. Not like you didn’t have a shitload already on your plate. She’s fine.”


  Tilly grabbed a bag that Cherise had brought in with her, and she led Nate out of the NICU. They dumped their disposable gowns and masks and the other stuff in the entry and he slowly followed Tilly down corridors.


  “Where are we going?” he hoarsely asked.


  She slowed her purple-Croc-clad strides and hooked an arm through his. “Oh, man. You are messed up. I thought I was bad off.” But her tone held no snark, only sadness. “Front desk. They’ll call security for us and give us a ride over to the Ronald McDonald House. We’ll get checked in and sleep.”


  Ten minutes later they were standing in the lobby, with the clerk telling them there was only currently one room available, with one bed.


  “That’s fine,” Tilly said before Nate could argue, pulling out her ID and holding out her hand to him for his wallet. He slowly dug it out of his back pocket and handed it over to her for her to paw through and find his ID.


  He realized the nurse in the NICU had put an ID band on Tilly’s wrist, and come to think of it, before they’d left the baby’s side, Cherise had received one, too.


  The clerk started to go over things after filling out paperwork, then Tilly stopped her. “I’m sorry, can I please get him upstairs and horizontal and come back down and do the rest of this? He’s not processing anything right now and I’m afraid he’s going to collapse. It was a rough night for all of us.”


  “Of course.” The volunteer grabbed a room key and led them upstairs.


  Tilly looked around the room and pointed him toward the bed. “I brought three chargers with me. In the bag.” She set it on the bed. “Hopefully one works for your phone. If not, later we’ll go out and buy one or have someone bring one up. I’ll go finish the orientation.”


  He nodded.


  Tilly followed the woman out, closing the door behind them.


  He didn’t even get as far as finding the charger. He kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto the bed, sobbing himself to sleep.


  


  * * * *


  


  Eva ran through terrifying nightmares. Of something being wrong with the baby, and of losing Nate and not being able to find him or their baby. Loud noises, shouting voices…


  Pain.


  Replaced by nightmares of her father, of what he’d done to her…


  More pain…


  Her eyes snapped open and she clawed, startled, at the woman leaning in over her.


  The doctor caught her one hand while someone unseen grabbed the other. “Mrs. Crawford? Eva? I’m Dr. Harliss. It’s okay. You’re in the ICU at Proctor-Collins Medical Center.”


  As English started processing through Eva’s brain she let out pained, gasping breaths, relaxing, no longer struggling. “Husband…”


  “He’s right there.” She pointed to Eva’s other side.


  Eva turned her head and Leo stood there.


  Now her pulse spiked, pounding, and somewhere an alarm went off. No, that couldn’t all have been a dream, could it? Maybe she’d ended up in the hospital after all the morning Jesse found her lying in the bathroom, but then why would Leo be there and not—


  Jesse rushed in. “She’s awake?” The doctor let go of her hand and got out of the way so Jesse could edge in next to Eva on that side.


  She calmed. “Where’s Nate?”


  Leo gently squeezed her hand. “He’s up in St. Pete at All Children’s Hospital with the baby.”


  “Baby?”


  Now she could isolate the source of the pain. She looked down and realized she no longer had a huge baby belly. When she tried to reach down, Jesse gently caught her hand.


  “No, sweetie. They took the restraints off when they started bringing you up because we knew you’d panic, but you can’t do that. You can’t touch your incision.”


  Now she started crying. “What happened?” More awareness settled in, and she realized she also wore an oxygen cannula, and her throat hurt like holy fuck. She had an IV in her left hand, the one Jesse now held, and was connected to monitors and leads.


  Dr. Harliss had moved to stand at the end of the bed. “Eva, your placenta detached, and you started bleeding severely. You also had severe preeclampsia. We had to deliver your baby by emergency C-section.”


  Leo stroked Eva’s forehead and she looked at him, at his sad, blue eyes.


  “What else?” she asked. “Tell me everything. Is something wrong with the baby?”


  “He’s doing good,” Leo assured her, pulling out his phone and showing her a picture. “Cherise texted me these. See? He’s okay.”


  She cried as he scrolled through them for her. They’d planned for everyone to be in the room when he was born. “It’s a boy?”


  “Kenneth Leonard Jesse Cooke-Morrow-Crawford.”


  Now she knew she was still dreaming. “Say whut?”


  Leo smiled, still holding the phone for her. “Blame your husband. He named him.”


  “No. It’s…perfect.” If they were having a boy, she’d wanted his first name to be Kenneth, after Nate’s step-dad. The middle names she honestly hadn’t considered yet, but…


  Perfect. Their pack.


  Although she would have a word or two with Nate about three last names. That was just overkill.


  Still, she loved him for it.


  But Leo looked sad. “What’s wrong?” she asked after she realized the doctor had left them alone. “I know that look. We were married for twelve years. What’s wrong?”


  Jesse squeezed her hand to make her look at him. “Sweetie, they had to do a partial hysterectomy to save you. You wouldn’t stop bleeding. You had two surgeries. The first time, they thought they got the bleeding stopped, but then you started bleeding in recovery and they had to rush you back in. The second surgery, your BP tanked and they nearly lost you. We told them whatever they had to do to save your life, that they had to do it.”


  She stared into his brown eyes, so different from Nate’s, her vision blurring from tears. “Hysterectomy?”


  He leaned in close, stroking her head. “Sweetheart, it was that, or lose you, and we cannot lose you.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, sobbing now. “I’m so sorry, Jesse.”


  One of her monitors beeped and now both men worked to calm and soothe her. The nurse came in to check on her, silencing the alarm. “We can give her something to calm her, if we need to,” she gently said.


  “No,” the men said. “She’ll be okay,” Jesse said. “She’s just waking up and processing.” The nurse left them alone again.


  Jesse continued stroking her hair, refusing to let go of her hand. “Sweetheart, you come first. Your life comes first.”


  “But I fucked this all up,” she whispered. “I was supposed to have a baby for you.”


  He kissed her forehead. “Eva, listen to me,” he whispered. “You are supposed to be alive to help raise our daughter, and now our son. I’m going to love that baby every bit as much as if he had my genes. And you still have your ovaries. Maybe at some point we can talk about a surrogate, but right now, our priority is getting you healed up so we can take care of our son. He’s part of the pack. Just like Nate’s part of the pack, and Laurel’s part of the pack. Community property.” He smiled. “Okay?”


  No, it wasn’t okay. Not only had she screwed up their plans by getting pregnant by Nate, she’d even managed to fuck up all of them being able to celebrate their baby’s birth together.


  Leo squeezed her hand and waited for her to look at him. “Do not,” he whispered, “make me call your Master and Tilly and tell them you’re not thinking straight about this.”


  Oh, fuck. Tilly. She was supposed to be catching a flight to England.


  “What day is it?”


  “It’s Sunday afternoon.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “2:23.”


  She closed her eyes. “Tilly was supposed to fly to London tonight.”


  “No, she’s delayed that and sent Leigh and Lucas without her.”


  One more person’s life disrupted. More, if she thought about Lucas and Leigh and their production company. And here Lucas and Leigh had been so generous, buying the mortgage for the house after Leo’s accident so she—


  “Where’s Nate?” she asked. “Can I talk to him?”


  “He’s asleep right now,” Leo said. “Cherise texted me a little while ago with an update. Tilly got a room at the Ronald McDonald House up there for them to crash.”


  “But the baby—”


  “Cherise is with the baby,” he assured her.


  More lives disrupted.


  Jesse made her look at him. “Listen to me. Remember our talk that morning in the shower?”


  She nodded.


  “You still don’t get to check out. Shit. Happens. This was not your fault. This just as easily could have happened if it was my baby, and you don’t think I’d feel like shit that you almost died? Think again. You are not allowed to feel guilty or responsible for what happened.”


  Jesse stroked her hair again. “This happens to other people, all the time. People who aren’t a fraction as well-supported as we are by our friends. We’re damned lucky, okay? We’re really lucky Tilly was there last night and following you around keeping an eye on you. You could just as easily have bled out in the bathroom before anyone realized you’d been gone too long. The doctors said last night the only reason you and the baby both survived was that Tilly loaded you up and got you to the hospital so fast. It was that serious and that close. If she’d waited for the paramedics, you and the baby might not have made it.”


  She tried to breathe through her pain. “Okay.”


  He reached over and hit a button, then put it into her hand and closed her fingers around it. “They gave you a pain pump for right now, since you’re awake. Probably will take you off it tomorrow.”


  “Where’s Laurel?”


  “Scrye and June have her,” Leo said.


  “Nobody called my…” She hoped not.


  Leo smiled. “Like hell. Am I in jail?” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Nobody called your parents, or your sisters, and nobody is going to, either.”


  She softly wept as the men lowered the bed’s side rails and snuggled with her as best they could.


  “We love you,” Leo whispered, “and you’re a great mom. This was beyond your control.”


  “And you need to ride out whatever emotions you have,” Jesse said. “Hold onto us, whatever you have to do. The doctor warned that you’ll probably have mood swings both from the effects of the hysterectomy and the C-section, not to mention the stress. Your body just went through a hell of a trauma. It’s okay to feel a little crazy and out of it as long as you’re hanging on to us. We won’t let you fall.”


  How did she get so lucky? Not only these two guys, but Nate, too? And Cherise and Tilly and…


  She cried even harder. “Thank you,” she managed. “I love you guys.”


  “We love you, too,” Leo assured her. “And right now, since Nate’s not here, I’m stepping in temporarily as your Dom and ordering you to lean on us and let us help you through this.”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir.”


  “Good girl,” the men softly said.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  


  Nate was having a nightmare. That there was something wrong with Eva and the baby and he couldn’t get to them to help. One of those horrible dreams where he tried to run and couldn’t no matter how hard he tried. And then he was at the airshow, and the sound of the plane landing began, and—


  “No!” His eyes popped open and it took him a few ragged, haggard breaths to realize he’d been asleep.


  Still caught in a nightmare, unfortunately, just not the one he’d dreamed about.


  “For fuck’s sake,” Tilly groused as she reached over and flipped on a lamp. “Do you always wake up like that?”


  “Sorry.” He still lay, fully dressed and on top of the covers, where he’d fallen.


  He looked to see that she was under the covers on the other side of the bed, a pillow jammed between them.


  “That’s for me, not because of you,” she said. “I have a habit of backing up against whoever’s sleeping behind me.” She yawned and rolled over to face him. “I didn’t want you thinking I was making a move on ya.”


  She flashed him an exhausted grin before her head flopped down onto the pillow. “You get your shower first, dude,” she said. “I want a few more minutes.” She pulled the pillow into her arms. “Your phone’s on the charger. You damn Doms suck at following directions. You’re welcome.”


  He sat up and spotted his phone, plugged in and charging, on the dresser. He hurried over to it and picked it up, finding it fully charged.


  It was 3:17 in the afternoon. “Holy crap, why did you let me sleep this long?”


  “Dude,” she said, “Cherise is there with him.” She pointed behind her, at the bedside table. “And my phone is on and loud.”


  It vibrated against the table. She looked over at it. “Okay, well, fuck.” She sat up and grabbed it. “False alarm, it’s Leigh, asking how things are.” She scrolled through her messages, then made a point of switching the ringer back on and showing him. “No calls from Cherise.”


  He called her.


  “He’s fine, bro,” Cherise said by way of answering.


  He slumped onto the end of the bed. “Really?”


  “Really really. The doctors came by to check on him just a few minutes ago. They’re talking about taking the feeding tube out in a couple of days. How’s Eva?”


  “I haven’t called yet.”


  “Then text me when you find out. Make sure to get a shower and food. Tilly said you didn’t eat before you crashed.”


  He glanced over at Tilly. She’d flopped back down onto the bed again, eyes closed. Like that, she looked vulnerable, aged.


  Exhausted.


  “I didn’t,” he said.


  “Okay. Love you.”


  “Love you, too.” He hung up and stared at his phone.


  “Peanut doing okay?” Tilly asked.


  “Yeah.”


  She peeled her eyes open again. “She’s fine, or we would have heard something. Call Leo and find out.”


  He did, but it was Eva’s who answered after the third ring. “Nate?” She sounded weak, in pain.


  “Baby, I love you so much.” He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose as tears rolled down his cheeks again. Relief, this time.


  “I love you, too. How’s the baby?”


  “He’s good. I just woke up and talked to Cherise.”


  “I’m sorry, Sir,” she said. “They had to do a—”


  “Shh. Stop. It’s okay. Tilly already told me.” He struggled to pull himself together, to at least sound like a damned Master. “You’re alive, and that’s all that matters. You’re alive, the baby’s alive, and you are my good girl. You didn’t do anything wrong. Is Leo there?”


  It sounded like she was crying. “Yeah. Yes, Sir.”


  “Let me talk to him.”


  He heard her pass the phone off. “Hold on,” Leo said. It sounded like he walked out of wherever it was, probably away from her so he could talk without her overhearing. “Yeah.”


  “How is she?”


  “Upset and in a lot of pain. Jesse and I have been trying to tell her nobody blames her for this, but you know how she is.”


  “Yeah. How long does she have to stay in there?”


  “They might move her out of the ICU tonight if we can keep her calm and keep her O2 levels up. She keeps getting upset, and that trips the monitor alarm, and then we have to calm her down. She lost a lot of blood and they’re worried about potential blood clots and infection, too.”


  “But…” He couldn’t finish.


  “The doctors insist that everything looks promising. You know how they are, they won’t give you assurances. Other than possible complications, so far, so good. It’ll be at least a couple of days before they think about discharging her. We’ve been told probably a week.”


  He felt a tap on his shoulder. Tilly had a wad of tissues in her hand.


  He took them, nodding thanks to her. “Leo, I…thank—”


  “You’re pack, Nate,” Leo quietly said. “She is, you are, and now the baby. You don’t have to thank me. You’d be here if this was Jesse, I know you would.”


  “Yeah.” He absolutely would. He felt the tag on his necklace under his shirt, against his chest.


  “You’re my brother,” Leo said. “Yes, I love her. I always will. You don’t know how grateful I am that you came into our lives. And that baby up there, I consider him our baby, not just yours. He’s my son, Jesse’s son, her son, your son. Just like I consider Laurel your daughter and Jesse’s daughter. Blood is irrelevant. We can’t do this shit alone. We need the strength of the pack, especially right now. I don’t care that I’m a Master, I’m not too proud to admit I can’t do this alone.”


  Nate lost it, covering his eyes with his spare hand, his shoulders shaking as he sobbed. “I can’t do this alone,” he choked out. “I was so scared last night. I’m still scared.”


  He felt Tilly move, holding him, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him against her as he cried into the phone.


  Leo’s voice gentled. “You’re not alone, I promise. And you’ve got Tilly and Cherise up there. Lean on them. Lean on all of us. That’s what pack is for. That’s why we’re better than a family. We’re all here because we want to be here, not because we have to be by blood.”


  “Please take care of her, Leo,” Nate said.


  “We’ll take care of our girl, and you take care of our son.”


  “I love you, Leo.”


  “I love you, too, Nate. Let me talk to Tilly, please.”


  He blindly handed the phone to her. He felt her hands gently close around his and she took the phone from him.


  “Hey… Yeah, we just woke up and need some food and coffee… Okay. Will do. Bye.” She ended the call and handed him the phone back.


  “What?”


  She smiled. “As your packmate, he gave me permission to go Domme on your ass to take care of you as needed.” She poked him in the shoulder. “Go. Get. Your. Shower. I want coffee and food and in that order. And you probably haven’t eaten since yesterday, have you?”


  His stomach picked that moment to growl.


  “Yeah,” she said. “That’s what I thought.”


  He looked her in the eye. “Is this going to be okay?” he asked.


  Her expression softened. He knew he was seeing the side of Tilly few people ever got to see. She tucked his hair behind his ears before she clasped his hands in hers. “I can’t promise you it will, but everything I’m seeing looks good. It’s too soon to tell.”


  “Thank you for being here.”


  “Hey, I’m a pushy bestie. Kind of my job.”


  “How bad was it last night?” he asked. “Really. Honestly.”


  Her brow furrowed and her mouth pressed into a straight, grim line before she answered. “We almost lost her. Twice. Literally, if we’d waited for an ambulance, she probably wouldn’t have made it. They might have saved the baby through an emergency C-section, but Eva would have bled out. I was actually the one who started the IV on her in the ER as the rest of them were trying to get her intubated and ready to move to the OR. I guess I kind of went a little Nurse Dommey, and they kind of forgot I didn’t work there, at first. Then they got her intubated and I took over the bag.”


  She smiled. “They didn’t bother questioning me until I nearly ended up in the OR with them. That’s when they finally realized I was barefoot, and one of these things is not like the other, and ran me out.” She sighed. “I forgot how frantic ER shifts could be. They were my favorite in rotation, I think. No shocker there.”


  She studied her hands. “Then they almost lost her again on the table during the second surgery. That’s why they had to do the hysterectomy, they kept pumping blood and fluids in her to get her BP back up. It was the only option.”


  He nodded. “Thank you.”


  “Hey, what good are those little letters after my name if I don’t get to use them every once in a while? And all those damned bedpans and adult diapers I had to change in school.” She smiled.


  “And now you help make movies.” He finally managed a smile.


  “Yeah, well, being a nurse was sort of sadistic in some ways, and I transitioned into a pro-Domme. Which was sadism and fulfilling fantasies. Now I get to torture Hollyweird execs and fulfill people’s fantasies on film. Kind of funny, when you think about it. The paths we take.”


  He thought about the funeral, held at the base chapel, a family picture of all four of them propped on an easel as he held a sobbing Cherise in his lap and people they barely or didn’t know filed past and told them how sorry they were.


  About the two urns sitting on a shelf in the living room at home.


  About how alone he’d felt, how he’d forced himself to be strong because it was all he could do to make himself breathe, and he knew he needed to take care of Cherise.


  How different his life would have turned out had Cherise not needed to pee and wanted frozen lemonade when she did.


  How they might have died, too. Or if he’d left the area by himself, or not gone with them, how he might have later just killed himself out of grief.


  How he’d locked his true grief away for years. Maybe he’d been cutting himself emotionally for two decades by keeping his standards so high he didn’t have to risk letting anyone in, until he met Eva.


  And now…


  He had a pack.


  He’d only thought he’d grieved. Lied to himself. Yes, he’d cried, alone and with Cherise.


  But he hadn’t really released it. The guilt. Survivor’s guilt. Guilt that maybe he fucked up Cherise’s life.


  Maybe Eva wasn’t the only one who had old issues to let go of.


  Tilly gently tapped him in the middle of the forehead, bringing him back. “Shower, coffee, food. And I need to show you the chores and stuff everyone has to do every day. I already did ours for the day and signed off on the sheet before I came back up. When you check out, you have to make sure the room is clean, and wash all your linen and towels and stuff, and leave it ready for the next person to check in.”


  “All right.”


  “I’ll even cook you breakfast. The kitchen is open to whoever needs it.”


  “What about Cherise?”


  “We’ll take her something. They have take-out cartons in the kitchen for just that purpose.”


  “All right.”


  She dug out his clothes and handed them to him. Fresh briefs, shorts, jeans, two different shirts. “I didn’t know what you’d want, and we were guessing. Sorry.”


  “It’s fine.” He wouldn’t be able to shave, but that was okay. The bathroom even had hotel-sized soap and shampoo. Tilly had brought a travel kit for herself, so he didn’t worry about what he used or leaving enough. After he emerged, with the same jeans from the night before, but a different shirt, she smiled.


  “You nearly look human again.”


  “Thanks.” He pulled his hair back with an elastic band that was actually one of Eva’s but had somehow made it into his pocket the night before.


  He made the bed while Tilly showered. When she emerged, she still wore her Crocs, but she’d put on jeans and a tank top under a long-sleeved shirt left unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up. No makeup, and she’d pulled her wet hair back into a messy bun, and looked nothing like the Tilly he thought he knew.


  “Don’t look so shocked,” she teased. “Hey, ask Jesse about the night of Leo’s accident, what I was wearing when I picked him up.”


  “Sorry.”


  She walked over to where he sat on the end of the bed and pulled him against her for a hug. “Stop that,” she lightly said. “Quit apologizing. Hey, you know I love you guys because very few people get to see me like this. I’m not a ball-busting bitch all the time. Only most of it.” She kissed the top of his head. “You’re speeeecial.”


  She repacked some things to take to the hospital with them, including phone chargers, and then led him downstairs. “Oh, here’s your room key.” She handed him one. “We only have the two.”


  The place amazed him. She got him seated at a table. “Omelet okay?” she asked.


  “Perfect.”


  She rummaged through the kitchen and fifteen minutes later, they were both eating. She’d made enough for Cherise as well before cleaning up the dishes and pan they’d used. It was nearly four thirty when a security car from the hospital picked them up and took them back.


  Now he could orient himself a little. He recognized a couple of buildings and knew where he was. He could also pay attention and actually read signs in the hallways as Tilly unerringly led him back to the NICU.


  After they scrubbed in, they found Cherise in the glider, feet propped up, Kenny tucked against her chest and sleeping, while she had a Kindle lying on her lap.


  “Hey,” she whispered. “He just went back to sleep.”


  She moved to get up but he stopped her. “No, let him sleep.”


  “I really have to pee,” Cherise whispered.


  “Oh. Okay.” She handed him the Kindle to tuck into her purse, then she got up, with Tilly and the nurse helping move monitor leads and Kenny’s oxygen tube and IV line, and then a few moments later Nate was sitting there with his son still sleeping.


  So tiny. He didn’t even remember Cherise being that small when she was first born.


  “How much did he weigh when he was born?” he asked the nurse.


  She looked it up. “Five pounds, six ounces. Darned good for a preemie. And his lungs are in good shape, too.”


  He smiled. “He would have been a moose at forty weeks.” He looked at his sister. “You weighed over eight pounds.”


  Tilly got caught up with the details of Kenny’s condition. This time, Nate actually processed most of what the nurse said.


  “So we’re looking probably at a two-week stay,” Tilly guessed.


  The nurse nodded. “Depends on how all his results come out, he gains weight as expected, and if he is able to feed without any trouble. No promises, of course, but in my experience that would be about right. Maybe three weeks.”


  Perhaps three weeks until they could bring their son home.


  He laid his head back. He sat with one arm curled around his son, who lay against his chest. The other hand, he cupped around his son’s back. He felt him breathing, slow and easily, felt his heart beating in his chest.


  He felt so tiny, so fragile.


  Cherise traded car keys for the room key with Tilly.


  “Wait,” Nate said. “Where are you going?”


  “Don’t panic, Daddio,” Tilly said. “I’m going to run south and check on Eva, pick up more clothes for us, and make sure Cris and Landry de-crime-scened my car.”


  “I thought you said I would have to do that,” he joked.


  “Yeah, well, you can wash it a few times. If we’d left it, we’d never get the mess out of it. I’ll be back in a few hours. I want to miss the worst of rush hour.” She leaned in and kissed him. “You’ll be fine for a couple of hours. You’re conscious, vertical, and caffeinated. You got this.” She squeezed his shoulder, gave Cherise a hug, and…


  She was gone.


  Cherise settled into the other chair to eat. “Wade’s going to come pick me up tonight. I won’t leave until Tilly gets back. I need to notify all your clients for tomorrow and Tuesday, at the very least. I’ll be back tomorrow night for a few hours.”


  Work. Oh, yeah. He had that, didn’t he?


  “Jesse and Leo are coordinating a schedule down there,” Cherise added. “That way all three of you will be able to work. We’ll play Wednesday by ear, but I’ll move the rest of your morning appointments for the next couple of weeks so you can sleep up here and then drive down.”


  “What would I do without you?”


  She shrugged. “Let’s not find out.”


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  


  Nate had just finished eating dinner, which he’d picked up from the cafeteria, and swapped out holding Kenny so Cherise could eat. Then he felt his phone ringing in his back pocket, and Cherise had to help him dig it out.


  It was Tilly, with a FaceTime call.


  Only it wasn’t Tilly’s face which appeared on his phone, it was Eva’s.


  Nate struggled not to break down crying with relief to see her there. “Hey, sweetheart.”


  Tilly stuck her head next to Eva’s and waved. “Dude, move the phone so she can see the peanut!”


  “Oh, right. Sorry.” He changed the angle and saw Tilly pass Eva a box of tissues.


  She was crying.


  Damn. He would likely start crying, too, if she didn’t stop that.


  “He’s beautiful,” Eva sniffled.


  “He should be, love. You’re his mother.”


  “Tilly showed me pictures. It doesn’t feel real yet.”


  “You’ve been through a lot,” he said. “We’ll get you healed up and then you can be here with him.”


  “Oh,” Tilly said from off-screen. “Hold on.”


  Two more faces crowded in on either side of Eva. Leo and Jesse.


  “Hey, little guy!” Leo said.


  “Don’t call Nate a little guy,” Jesse joked, making Eva smile even through her tears.


  “He’s gorgeous,” Leo said. “Can’t wait to get him home.”


  “Laurel is beyond indignant that she can’t see him yet,” Jesse said. “She thinks we’re hiding him.”


  “Why?”


  “We haven’t told her exactly what happened,” Leo said. “We didn’t want to scare her.”


  “June’s going to handle taking care of her, getting her to school and back this week,” Jesse said.


  Nate missed his family. Not just Eva, but all of them. He wanted their house, as small and crowded as it now felt.


  Wanted his pack.


  Cherise wanted in on the action and moved so she could be in the picture. “Aunt Cherise gets to hog him for now.” She playfully blew them a raspberry. “Don’t worry, you’ll get to do aaalll the midnight feedings and changes soon enough. You focus on healing.”


  “Okay, everyone,” Tilly said. “Shoo. Let the two of them talk and make moony eyes at each other for a couple of minutes.”


  Cherise smiled as she got out of the way and went back to eating.


  “Are you still in the ICU?” Nate asked Eva.


  “Yeah. They might move me in the morning.” She held up a finger with a plastic clip attached to the end. “I keep setting this stupid thing off.”


  She was on oxygen, too, and looked…well, bloody horrible.


  Much like he felt.


  “I’m sorry I can’t be there, love.”


  “No, it’s okay. I want you there with him. Everyone’s taking care of me down here. I’m glad you’re there with him.”


  Tilly didn’t let her talk for long. “She needs to rest, and you have your hands full. Anything you need from your house?”


  “I’ll text you.”


  “Okay. Say good-night because I need my phone back.”


  Nate wanted to stare at Eva all night long. “Be my good girl,” he said. “I love you.”


  Eva nodded. “Yes, Sir. Love you, too.”


  He ended the call and laid the phone in his lap.


  Cherise snorted.


  “What?”


  “Oh, nothing. Never thought I’d see you so emotional, bro.” She grinned. “I like this new and improved you.”


  “I’m emotional.”


  “No, it’s good. Usually you’re very…” She seemed to search for the word. “British,” she said, affecting an accent. “Stiff upper lip, what.” She tipped her head toward the baby. “You seem more relaxed now. Settled.” She forked a bite of salad into her mouth. “It’s a good change.”


  “I was twelve when you were born,” he said. “I look back on that and it seems impossibly young. Such a long time ago. I never dreamed what we’d go through. And, honestly? I never dreamed I’d be the father of a newborn. I had a few weeks there where I was enjoying the idea of co-parenting a baby, just to find out I fathered one. And now he’s here.”


  “You’re still co-parenting,” she said. “Those two guys will be pitching in. They’re as excited to be parents as…well, before last night, obviously, as you were.”


  “I am excited. I’m just…terrified.”


  “She’s okay. You heard. She’ll be moved into a regular room probably tomorrow.”


  “I keep wondering if this is a nightmare and I’ll awaken and realize no, just new father jitters, and everything’s fine.”


  “Everything is fine. Now,” she added. Then, her tone changed, thick, choked. “They’re both alive, so it’s all good. Nothing can be worse than that day,” she whispered. “Nothing.”


  “I didn’t think so either,” he said. “But this was.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On Monday, doctors and other specialists who hadn’t been at the hospital over the weekend were now available to talk to Nate and examine his son. Nate’s day was a flurry of activity and note-taking and begging Tilly not to ever leave his side.


  Tuesday was a little better, especially being able to go back to the room and have a semi-private conversation with Eva over FaceTime. She was now out of the ICU and in a private room, and June had brought Laurel over to visit Eva for a little while after school. She got to talk to Nate on FaceTime and see the baby that way. Leo and Jesse came up that night to visit and see the baby and bring Nate his car.


  It was Wednesday before Nate was able to leave St. Pete. He arose before dawn and stopped by the hospital to see Kenny before heading south.


  It was a little after seven when he found Eva’s room. Cris was asleep in a recliner over on the far side of the room, and Eva looked exhausted, even in sleep.


  He sat in the chair next to her bed and stared at her, afraid to wake her up. He hated to disturb her.


  Apparently, Cris was a much lighter sleeper. He sat up. “Hey,” he mumbled before yawning.


  Nate raised a hand in greeting, trying not to awaken Eva, but her eyes fluttered open.


  He immediately caught her hand and brought it to his lips. “Good morning, love.”


  She squeezed his hand tightly, desperately, as her eyes closed again. “Good morning, Sir.”


  He managed to get the bed rail down and climbed in with her, holding her as she softly cried against him.


  “I love you, Sir,” she said.


  “I love you, too, sweetheart.” He closed his eyes, relieved to have her in his arms again. Yes, she still had healing of her own to go through, but she was healing. It would only be a matter of days before she was released. She’d be out now had it not been for the complications.


  “Is he really okay?”


  “He’s beautiful, and he can’t wait to see his mommy.”


  He only stayed an hour before heading to the house. Leo and Jesse both had left already. Even empty, without the sounds of his pack there, it felt better being home.


  He quickly grabbed what he’d need to take back with him to St. Pete after he finished work, then stopped in the living room.


  Their family picture from their wedding day sat there on the mantel. All of them, the group shot. Him and Eva, with Laurel in front of them, with Jesse and Leo and Cherise and Wade flanking them.


  He pulled his phone out and carefully snapped a picture of it. It wasn’t the same as having them all with him, but it was something he could look at.


  And that was almost as good.


  Good enough until they were all together again.


  


  * * * *


  


  They were able to change rooms at the Ronald McDonald House to get one with two beds. At any given time, there were two or three of them staying in the room at night, including the night Nate ended up sharing a bed with Jesse because Tilly had claimed the other one.


  And neither man felt brave enough to wake her up to make her share the bed.


  It was eight days before Eva was discharged from the hospital. When Leo and Jesse brought Eva up to All Children’s that Monday evening, Nate still worried about her but they all assured him she was cleared to be there.


  “I can’t lift anything heavier than a pillow,” she said. “But at least I can hold our son.”


  Nate kept a steadying arm around her in the NICU after she got scrubbed in and he helped her to Kenny’s bed. When she saw the baby lying there, she started crying again. He could sympathize.


  “He’s so tiny,” she said as he helped her into the glider and they started getting her ready with pillows and warm blankets.


  “He’s already gained half a pound since he’s been here,” Nate said.


  A breast feeding nurse had worked with Eva down at the other hospital, setting her up with a pump. They wouldn’t be able to keep that milk, since she’d been on medications that passed through into the milk, but they had hoped she’d be able to start breast feeding once Kenny was able to.


  Unfortunately, despite having breast fed Laurel without trouble, between the trauma of the C-section and the hysterectomy, she wasn’t producing nearly enough, even with regular pumping, to be able to feed him without supplementing with formula.


  Not enough to make it worth the massive hit to her psyche every time she got frustrated at herself for the small quantities, which didn’t help things. The more trouble she had, the more it upset her, meaning less production, until Tilly quietly coordinated with Nate, Leo, Jesse, and the nurse down there to call off the attempts for Eva’s peace of mind. The baby was thriving on formula, and while it wasn’t the preferred option, everyone agreed that Eva had already been through enough. They needed her focused on her recovery, and taking care of the baby, not what was quickly blowing up in Eva’s mind into one more perceived failure on her part.


  Nate, Leo, and Jesse crowded around Eva, comforting her, wiping her tears as she slowly rocked back and forth, clutching the baby to her. Tilly stood to the side, silently filming and photographing the moment for them. She would leave for England in a couple of days, unable to delay her departure any longer. Now that Eva was out of danger, and the baby was stable and thriving, they really didn’t need her even though they wished they could keep her there as a security blanket.


  The night before Kenny was scheduled to be discharged, eighteen days after he was admitted, Nate and Eva were alone in the room. They’d gotten everything packed and all they’d have to do in the morning was their chore, wash the sheets and towels, and make sure everything was clean and ready for the next resident to check in.


  As Nate held her in bed, she tried to relax. This was such a different experience from having Laurel. Kenny would be sent home with a heart monitor for a couple of weeks to make sure he didn’t have sleep apnea. But he was being bottle fed and gaining weight. Leo and Jesse and even Laurel had all taken turns feeding him already, and both Jesse and Leo were eager to have “their” son home with them.


  Laurel was a little miffed that her brother was too little to wear a necklace with their pack tag on it, but Leo mollified her by offering to get him one and hang it on the wall over Kenny’s crib in the master bedroom.


  And they were getting him home just in time to celebrate his first Christmas, too.


  She heard her phone ring and she rolled over to retrieve it from the side table. She flinched when she saw it was her mother.


  She sent it to voice mail and set the phone down.


  “Who was it?” Nate asked.


  “Mom.”


  He arched an eyebrow at her. “You haven’t contacted her, have you?”


  “No, Sir,” she said. “Last time I talked to her was that morning she called me.”


  “Good girl.”


  Her phone buzzed—the voice mail alert.


  Nate got out of bed, grabbed her phone, and took it into the bathroom where she imagined he was checking the message.


  When he returned a moment later, she couldn’t read his expression.


  “Lightning? Truck? House fire?”


  “Huh?”


  “Did he die? Please tell me he’s dead.”


  “Ah.” Nate smiled. “No, unfortunately, no.” He returned the phone to where she’d had it. “She wanted to invite us to Christmas dinner at their house.”


  “You’re kidding?”


  “Would I kid about that?”


  “Well, fuck that shit,” Eva said. “No way in hell.”


  “You didn’t hear me call her back, did you?” He returned to bed.


  “So we’ll just ignore it then, right?”


  “Oh, no. I plan on calling her tomorrow.”


  “Why?”


  He curled his arms around her. “So I can tell her all about the grandson she’ll never lay eyes on as long as she’s married to that monster.”


  She thought he was joking at first, until she realized he was serious. “You’re not kidding, are you?”


  “Just because I’m not like Tony or Scrye or Kel or some of our friends doesn’t mean I’m not sadistic in my own ways.” He looked at her and gentled his voice. “Do you honestly believe she had no clue?”


  What she wanted to believe and what she really thought were two different things. “I honestly don’t know,” she finally said. “There were plenty of times she made shitty comments to me when I was growing up. I don’t know how guilty she really is, but she damn sure isn’t innocent.”


  “Exactly,” he said. “She lost all rights of access to this pack years before this pack was even formed.” He closed his eyes. “And all I give a damn about is our pack, not her. We are going to have a house full of friends for Christmas. I’m afraid there’s no room for any of those other people. Jesse said the guest list is already at seventeen, and he’s having to coordinate gifts for the kids because several people almost duplicated things. Our children will have no lack of love and ‘family’ of our choosing. But I refuse to introduce any negativity into their lives. They’ll have enough of that to deal with when they’re older.”


  “Did I mention how much I love you?”


  “The ring on your finger and bracelet on your wrist told me that.” He smiled. “And I love you, too. Now be a good girl and go to sleep. Tomorrow will be a long, busy day.”


  “But a good one.”


  “Yes, a very good one.”


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  


  So many changes, Eva could barely keep track of them. Kenny had just turned four months old and his latest visit with his pediatrician had been blessedly uneventful. Despite his early birth, he’d quickly caught up to where he should be growth-wise and his pediatrician was satisfied that he shouldn’t have any lasting effects from his early arrival.


  He certainly was plowing through formula at a fast pace. Even Eva had to admit that had she been able to breast feed she likely would have been supplementing with formula, and pumping, so that everyone could help feed him.


  Jesse and Leo, when they were home, practically hogged time with the baby.


  She still felt badly about Jesse not being able to be a biological father, but he told her he wasn’t worried about it. Kenny was “their” son, and he didn’t care who the “legal” father was.


  They’d moved into the new house the previous weekend. This weekend, Eva was finally going to make it back to the club for the first time since the night she nearly died. Jesse and Leo and Laurel were on the job tonight with the baby.


  Well, Jesse and Leo were on the job. Laurel would likely be sound asleep by nine thirty.


  It was nice having the master suites at one end of the house and the kids on the other. The extra doors for the hallways between them helped muffle sounds even more, giving the adults a little extra measure of privacy. The baby monitor for Kenny’s room took care of worrying about hearing him, and both sets of parents had receivers in their rooms, as well as a portable one in the kitchen, so they could hear if he cried.


  Eva had bristled when all three men put their collective feet down about her not going back to work until Tilly came up with the perfect solution. They needed someone part-time at their Florida office to help out. Basic office work, answering phones, helping Tilly coordinate schedules between their new office in England, Florida, and LA. No travel involved, either.


  And she could bring Kenny and Laurel to work when she needed to. The other two people staffing the office full-time brought their kids in.


  She wouldn’t be making as much as she had been working full-time, but with all three men working, and with Jesse’s income going back up once he finished his degree in a couple of years, they wouldn’t really need her income.


  It was more to keep her from going stir-crazy.


  Completely alone-alone together in the hotel room they’d rented, Nate had to go Master on her ass to order her out of bed when she’d wanted to stay behind and have another round of fucking. Tilly, Landry, and Cris would all be at the club tonight and they were supposed to meet up with them there.


  Outside of sex, Nate had been hesitant to play with Eva even though she was completely healed, afraid of hurting her.


  Eva was coming close to going switchy on his ass in protest.


  She wanted to play, and yes, she was hoping Tilly and her men could talk some sense into Nate.


  The first part of their evening was spent catching up with friends and going out to the office to show off baby pictures on their phones.


  Eva was standing there with Seth and Leah when Tilly came out and got her. “Your Master calls,” she teased.


  “Did you talk to him?”


  “Oh, I warned him that mouthy little slaves go feral if they aren’t taken in hand often enough.”


  “That’s the damn truth,” Seth agreed, earning him a playful poke in the shoulder from Leah.


  When Eva returned to the dungeon, she found Nate at the table he usually used, already setting up for their scene. He crooked a finger at her and called her over, snapping his fingers and pointing at the floor in front of him.


  She dropped to her knees, loving it when he grabbed her hair and forced her head back. “Someone’s been wanting to play,” he said.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Tilly assures me I won’t break you if I do.” He smiled. “That means I guess I should make up for lost time.”


  Oh, fuck. “Yes, Sir.”


  He leaned in. “Then someone better get naked and climb onto my table.”


  He released her, helping her up. Yep, she felt subspace creeping in already. Once she was facedown on the table, Nate securely tied her to it, including blindfolding her.


  She wasn’t sure what he had planned, but the fact that he’d tied her legs wide apart hopefully meant orgasms in her immediate future.


  He started out with some violet wand play, and that quickly dropped her all the way into subspace. She wasn’t a masochist but he derived sadistic pleasure from watching her struggling to please him, so he didn’t have to deliver a lot of pain.


  Just enough of it.


  He combined the violet wand with doing sadistic reflexology on her feet, quickly turning her brain to mush as she was both turned on and horny as well as crying from the pain.


  That’s when he apparently set aside the violet wand. “Such a good girl,” he whispered in her ear.


  Then he bit her on the ass, hard, making her cry out before she heard the Hitachi switch on and he pressed it between her legs.


  Her entire body arched, straining against the ropes as the orgasm slammed into her. He held a hand over her mouth, two fingers between her lips, to help muffle the sound as she surfed her way through the first and strongest round of pleasure. After a couple of minutes of that, he started pairing the sadistic reflexology with the Hitachi, combining searing—and both temporary and harmless—pain in her feet with pleasure coursing through her clit.


  Damn, he was good.


  By the time he finally stopped and she lay there limp and trembling, she was thoroughly wrung out.


  He untied her and wrapped a blanket around her before helping her sit up.


  His playful smirk only made her horny again, despite what she’d just endured. “Better?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”


  “Oh, you thank me now,” he said. “Just wait until we get back to the room.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Yes, Tilly had nailed it when she’d pulled him aside.


  After having seen his wife almost die, it was difficult for him to bring himself to playing with her the way he used to. He wanted to cherish her, not torture her.


  Although, yes, torturing her a little was fun.


  And, okay, yes, after finishing with her on the table he was hard as granite and aching to be balls-deep inside her.


  That would have to wait until they returned to the room.


  Once they did get back to the hotel, he immediately put her on her knees, waiting, while he stripped and got the Hitachi ready. Then he stripped her, sitting her in front of him on the floor at the end of the bed.


  She opened her mouth, eager to go down on him. He held her by the hair, making her wait for it, beg for it, even.


  Only then did he ease his cock into her mouth all the way to the root, making her wait a moment before allowing her back up. He made her—well, he supposed since she was eager to do it that “made” technically wasn’t the right word—lick his balls and take her time worshipping his cock, all with her hands bound behind her with rope.


  When he knew he was close to blowing his load, he got her up and bent her facedown over the bed, feet on the floor. Slamming his cock home inside her, he grabbed the Hitachi. “Good girl,” he said as he flicked it on and reached around her with one hand, pressing it to her clit.


  She moaned against the mattress, her body flexing as she came.


  He held her bound wrists with his other hand and started fucking her. “Come hard, baby. Because when I’m done, so are you.”


  That made her moan even louder, and as best she could she tried to rock back against him in time with his thrusts.


  “That’s it, baby,” he urged. “One more.”


  He picked up the pace, harder, faster, his balls swinging against her ass with every thrust until he felt his own climax building.


  He turned off the Hitachi and set it aside, fucking her, holding onto her hips as he slammed into her until, finally, pleasure exploded through him as his balls emptied inside her.


  Collapsing on top of her, he kissed the back of her neck.


  She giggled.


  He was so worn out he could barely catch his breath, and here she was giggling. “What’s so funny, love?”


  He pulled out and got her up on the bed and rolled onto her side, facing him. “Remember that very first night when you worked on me at Leo and Jesse’s collaring?”


  “Yes?”


  “Remember how Tilly stood there with me and held my hand?”


  He frowned. “Yes?”


  “Do you remember what she said?”


  “I’m sorry, not exactly, no.”


  She giggled again. “She said you had a Professor Snape vibe going. I just remembered that, and that you’re using a Hitachi Magic Wand on me.” She giggled even harder.


  “Ah. I see.” He held it up. “This one?”


  Her eyes widened as he switched it on and went after her again, Eva now caught in a vicious cycle of laughing and orgasming until he took pity on her a few minutes later and let her breathe.


  She immediately giggled again after catching her breath.


  “Now what?” he asked, amused.


  “I wonder, what is the magic command for making someone orgasm?”


  “Hocus poke-us.” He laughed as he untied her. “I obviously didn’t fry your brain enough if you can still ponder things like that.”


  They snuggled together in bed, thoroughly worn out now. She smiled all the time, no worry lines creasing her face at all like she’d borne when he first met her.


  Her energy felt light, loving, and twined delicately with his.


  “I love you, Master,” she said. She only called him that when they were alone together like this.


  He kissed her. “I love you, too, slave. Now go to sleep or I shall work you up to a frenzy and not let you come.”


  “Sadist.”


  “Your point?”


  She sighed. “I guess I don’t have one.”


  After a couple of minutes he felt her fall asleep, and he was finally able to relax. Life had been nonstop crazy, but now that they were moved into the new house, they could all settle into a permanent routine.


  And even though it was nice being alone with her like this…


  He couldn’t wait to get home to his pack.
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