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Suncoast Society

Our Gravity

At thirty-one, Bryce is a damned good attorney, but it feels like that’s all he’s got going for him right now. He’s just about given up on finding a boyfriend, much less a submissive, and his dreams of being a father look increasingly slim. Then mutual friends in the Suncoast Society take over.

Dustin is relatively new to the area. The realtor thinks his friends are wasting their time fixing him up, especially since Bryce is fifteen years younger than him. No younger guy has ever wanted him before. Except this feels like forever in a scary-fast way. Bryce is not only okay with Dustin not wanting kids, he’s also the Dom of Dustin’s dreams.

Enter Kira, Bryce’s lifelong best friend. She’s about to make Bryce’s dreams come true with a devastating price. Dustin knows he owns Bryce’s heart, but can he accept the guy he loves marrying a woman whose last wish is that Bryce be by her side?
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Chapter One

 

Fuck.

My.

Life.

Bryce Butler removed his glasses and laid them on his desk. Sitting back, he rubbed his eyes, keeping them closed for a moment in hopes it’d help both how dry and gritty they felt, as well as stave off the tension headache attempting to coalesce at the base of his skull.

I need new glasses.

He’d been putting it off because, lately, he barely had two seconds to take a shit in peace, much less find a couple of hours to get to the optometrist and have his eyes examined.

Maybe it’s my head I need examined.

Because if he was honest, he was keeping himself busy and refusing to take time off.

It was easier to focus on work and not the gaping maw of emptiness that made up the sum of his personal life.

In front of him, his computer monitor displayed a PDF of the Florida Supreme Court ruling he needed to dissect and quote to help his client receive a hearing about new evidence discovered regarding his case, thanks to the frequently sketchy and mostly illegal bullshit one Sarasota county prosecutor had engaged in for years.

Kimbra’s hard work on the Louis Olson case had finally blown open and exposed the malfeasance committed by the prosecutor and his office over the years.

Now the real backbreaking work had started—processing a massive backlog of cases the guy’s office had prosecuted, where the defendants insisted they were innocent, and there had been enough reasonable doubt that maybe they weren’t lying. Especially cases where DNA evidence sat, frequently untested, in state labs or evidence lockers.

Sorting the legitimately wronged defendants from the ones lying and trying to take advantage of a bad situation was something else, however.

He’d drawn this case, along with four others, when Kimbra handed out the first round to everyone in the office willing to work on them.

That was in addition to his usual caseload.

Why’d I become a lawyer again?

Oh, yeah. To do good and make a living for myself.

Except…lately, it didn’t feel like he was living. At all. Much less doing good.

He opened his eyes and squinted at the large monitor docked to his laptop. Without his glasses, he could barely make out the words despite the high zoom magnification.

Yeah, I need new glasses.

The sound of a knock made him turn. Kimbra Luzon leaned against the doorframe, and he thought it was a smile on her face, but at that distance, and without his glasses, he couldn’t tell.

“You sleepin’ here tonight, or what?” she teased.

“Maybe. Not like I have anyone to go home to except Archer.”

She walked in, her long dark curls bobbing and the smile on her face coming into slightly clearer focus with every step. “How’s that cantankerous pussy doing, anyway?”

“He chewed through my cell charger cable last night. I had to stop and buy a new one on my way here this morning.”

“That makes, what, eight in the past month?”

“Nine. I should buy them in bulk.”

“You’d think Archer’s owner would learn not to leave charger cords where that cat can get to them.”

“You’re doing that arched eyebrow thing at me, aren’t you? I can’t tell for sure without my glasses, but that sounded snarky.”

She stopped by his desk and signed something at him.

“Okay, I know that was snarky. I think.”

“When’s your next ASL class?”

“Tomorrow night.” He’d decided to try to learn it since, being on the public defender rotation list, they frequently dealt with clients who were deaf or hard of hearing. He already knew bare-bones Spanish, enough to stumble his way through a client meeting without—usually—needing an interpreter or Kimbra, who grew up speaking it fluently, thanks to her Cuban father.

Six classes in and he already felt lost, although the instructor had assured him that was normal and that his skills would improve with time and practice. Everyone else in the Friday night classes seemed so much more fluent than him already, though.

“How’s your classes coming?”

He held out his right hand and waggled it back and forth.

So-so.

She laughed. “Smartass.”

“Yeah, well, better a smartass than a dumbass.”

She tipped her head toward his monitor. “How’s the Bradley case coming?”

He made the sign for so-so again.

She tapped the watch strapped to her right wrist, the gold band light against her dark golden brown skin. “You realize it’s after eight, right? That as soon as my ass is out the door, you’re going to be the last one here?”

“Yeah, well, not like Archer will give a shit.” He reached for his glasses and settled them on his face. Kimbra’s concern came into clear focus, as did her stunning blue eyes.

“I’m worried about you burning yourself out.”

“Why?”

“When’s the last time you went on a date? Or went out? Or did anything but come to work, go to court, or go to the jail to talk to clients?”

“I’m taking an ASL class every Friday. That’s out. It’s on a date. Doesn’t that count?”

“I’m counting that as work. Come to the Suncoast Society munch Sunday night. How long’s it been since you’ve gone to one? You don’t even make the coffeetimes anymore.”

“I thought you were only in the lifestyle because of Walt? Since when did you get kinky again?” Alone in the office, they could talk about this topic without fear of others overhearing.

“No, I’m not, not really. I’m vanilla with sprinkles, but I have a lot of friends in the lifestyle. I’m not nearly as kinky as Walt, and definitely wasn’t his submissive, but I do like to hang with my friends.”

“Are you making that an order as my boss?”

She planted her hands on her hips and arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at him. “If I have to.” She delivered it with more than a little snappy head shake, which made her dark curls bob.

He dropped the playful act. “What good is it going to do? There’s rarely any single gay guys there. None that flip my switch, anyway.”

“Then let’s hit the Toucan next weekend. I’ll be your fruit fly, baby.” She grinned. “Might find me some sugar while I’m there, too.”

“I think that would get you in trouble, would it not?”

She shrugged. “We’re still not quite exclusive yet. She hasn’t even come out to her family.”

“But you said her brother—”

She waved his comments down. “Trust me, even she admits she’s being silly, but I’m not gonna rush her. Things are fine the way they are. So…you, me, and the Toucan?”

He snorted. “Even less guys my type than at the munches. At least the times I’ve been there. Sure, it’d be fun to go if I already had a partner, but not my scene for hookups. You think I’m walking around topless in a chest harness and strutting around in a pair of assless chaps, think again.”

“I think technically all chaps are assless, but no, didn’t mean that.” She sank into the chair next to his desk.

Her tone turned concerned. “Honey, you’re gonna burn out at this rate, then we’re going to lose one of the best attorneys we got. I can’t afford that. You need time to relax. You can’t fill someone else’s cup if your well is dry.”

His face burned as he tried to ignore the truth in her words. “Yeah, well, all I seem to attract are twinks who are more interested in partying than working on a long-term relationship. They make me fucking feel old, and I’m only thirty.”

“You’re an old soul, is what you are. What about FetLife?”

He snorted. “Apparently there are plenty of guys there who can’t read a profile. Last time I tried seriously looking on there, I had Doms falling out of my ass wanting a crack at my crack. Not a damn one of them had bothered to read that I am a Dom and I’m not the slightest bit switchy. Or I get hit on by women who miss the fact that, helllooo, gay.”

“What about Venture?”

“It’s not a meat market—it’s a dungeon. It sucks going and knowing I’m not going to play. Or I can play with women all night long, and that’s not really my jam.”

“I thought you didn’t mind playing with women?”

“If they’re friends and I know them, sure. Not strange women.”

“I think most women in the lifestyle tick the box next to strange in some fashion.”

He rolled his eyes at her snarky smile. “You know what I mean. I need an emotional connection to someone to play with them. Tying is different. I’ll tie nearly anyone, as long as they’re not an asshole and don’t have hellacious BO. But for impact play, I don’t like playing with strangers.”

“And how long since you even went out and tied anyone, hmm?”

He side-stepped her question. “I’ve been busy.”

“I’ll go to the munch with you Sunday. Hell, I’ll buy you dinner. I feel guilty you’re so busy.”

“You didn’t force me to take these cases.”

“But I really appreciate that you did. So how about it? You, me, I’ll call up a couple of other friends, and we’ll all go Sunday. I bet I can talk Walt and Holly into going, if they aren’t already. Then you’ll get a chance to practice ASL with Walt. Come on. Please?”

He knew she wouldn’t let up, but he didn’t resent it. Next to Kira, Kimbra was probably the person closest to someone he could call a good friend.

“Okay, fine. You’re buying. Hell, you know what? You come pick my ass up so I can have a couple of glasses of wine with dinner without worrying about becoming your client in a DUI.”

She grinned and held out her hand for a fist bump. “Deal.”

He bumped with her. “I’ll wrap up here and go home,” he promised. “Not much longer. I want to finish reading this ruling and digest it for a while.”

“Excellent.” She stood and turned to go. “All work and no play makes Bryce boring as hell.” She cast a smile at him over her shoulder. “Got it?”

He snapped her a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

Kimbra snorted. “Later, sweetie.”

Once he heard her lock the front door behind her, he removed his glasses again and stared at the screen. The other thing bothering him was his best friend, Kira. He hadn’t heard from her in a couple of days, which wasn’t like her.

She lived in Dallas, but had, unfortunately, been laid off from her job a week ago. On top of that, six days before losing her job, she’d broken up with her long-time boyfriend, Shawn, a guy she’d met while they were all in college in Tampa. Bryce never had liked the man.

Hated him, actually.

Mostly because the guy had a massive fucking chip on his shoulder and treated her like crap. When, during a dinner conversation early on while they were still in college, Kira had let it slip they’d lost their virginity to each other in high school, Shawn had angrily gone off on her, accusing her of “hiding” the information from him. It didn’t seem to matter to Shawn that it had been the only time they’d ever had sex, and, oh, yeah, it had been the final proof Bryce had needed to confirm yes, he was gay.

Bryce had hoped she’d break up with the jerk then, but it hadn’t happened. Somehow the fucker had sweet-talked her into forgiving him. He didn’t outright forbid her from seeing Bryce—which would have been impossible anyway, since they were roommates—but it never failed Shawn would blow up her phone with texts or calls when the two of them went out somewhere without Shawn.

To a predictable level.

After graduation, Shawn had dragged her off to Dallas for his job, and because he was from the area, and…that’d been that.

At least she never married the fucker.

When Kira came to Florida to visit family, she and Bryce always managed to find time to get together. But when her parents moved to Oklahoma for her dad’s job, that’d cut back how often she could get to Florida without Shawn pitching an absolute shit fit over it.

But now…

Now she was free of the fucker. She’d moved out of the house they’d been renting together and into a small efficiency unit at a long-stay hotel, putting most of her things in storage until she could figure out her next step. Which turned out to be a good plan when she’d been laid off six days later. No expensive utilities and rental deposits to pay, but from what she’d said it sounded like a fairly generous severance package.

Frankly, Bryce was hoping she’d consider the idea of moving back to Florida.

He’d come drive the moving truck for her personally, if he could get her to agree to it. She’d hated Texas from the start. Hated the weather, hated not knowing anyone out there, and hadn’t been fond of the job she’d found there as a junior corporate attorney for a software company. Shawn was born and raised in the Dallas area, and Kira had lamented to Bryce that she had nothing in common with Shawn’s family.

She’d felt miserable, but she’d tried to tough it out. Because she’d loved the fucker.

Bryce still didn’t know the final straw that made her leave the fucker, but suspected she’d tell him that when she was ready. He did know a repetitive point of contention between them was that she wanted kids. Shawn had held off, saying he wasn’t ready to be a parent yet, but they could talk about it at some point. Over the years, his opinion had swung to the “no kids” side of the spectrum while still dangling it out to Kira as a possibility.

Bryce hated him for that, too. How many countless hours had he and Kira talked about families, kids? They were both only children and had wanted kids of their own. It was a dream they shared.

He decided to call it a day and head home. He needed to swing by the grocery store for a few things. After packing his stuff, he decided to shoot Kira a text.

 

Just checking in, honey. How you doing?

 

He was walking into the Publix not far from his house when she replied.

 

I know this is short notice, but can I come for a visit? A long visit?

 

He smiled and thumbed in a reply.

 

Long as you want. When, and how long?

 

He was nearly ready to hit the checkout line when she replied.

 

In about two weeks, give or take. Not sure for how long. A while.

 

He frowned as he studied her reply. He’d known her since they were kids. They’d grown up living three blocks from each other. Vague wasn’t her style. The corporate attorney didn’t like plans hanging unconfirmed.

 

Mi casa, su casa, for as long as you need to stay, seriously. Days, weeks, months—I’m here for you. Is everything okay?

 

He was loading his groceries in the car when she responded.

 

Thank you. <3 Long story, tell you later. I need out of the big D. Have to wrap up a couple of things first. Pick me up when I fly in?

 

Her reply left him feeling seriously freaked out, but he also knew better than to bombard her with questions right now. It’d only make her feel pressured and trigger her. He didn’t want to be like Shawn. When she was ready to talk, she would.

She always did with him.

 

You don’t even need to ask. Text me flight info when you have it.

 

He missed her reply until he’d parked in his driveway and glanced at his phone.

 

Tks. :) I love you, B. No matter what, I want you to know that.

 

A shiver rippled up his spine. That’s not how she usually said it to him.

He didn’t care if his gelato melted. He replied.

 

I love you, too, but you’re scaring me.

 

He stood there and awaited her reply.

 

We’ll talk when I get there. It’s complicated and I’m stressed. I need to leave Dallas for good. I’m SAFE, no worries.

 

A little relief seeped in. Must be Shawn acting like a jackass. She’d never said he was violent, and Bryce knew if he had been she would have left a lot sooner, but still…

Something serious was going on. She was never sappy with him. Usually, it was Luv U and a heart emoticon when she said it to him. Their special little thing they’d always done since first getting cell phones in their teens.

If it wasn’t worry about violence, he had another strong suspect. He knew she’d received a generous severance package, but maybe there’d been financial stuff going on he didn’t know about. About some things, like money and relationship issues, she was extremely tight-lipped, not wanting to bother others or air her dirty laundry. The only reason she’d told him about the breakup was because they’d been friends for so long, and she’d known damn well how much Bryce hated the asshole. Bryce also knew he was one of the few people she would open up to.

He sent her another text.

 

Then move in with me. Ship your shit here and stay with me as long as you need. Like old times except we can afford to drink now. Find a new job here. I’ll even send you money to hire movers if you need it. I can get you interviews here.

 

She knew he was kinky, so it wasn’t like he had to hide his private life from her.

Not that I have a private life right now.

When she didn’t reply immediately, he finally started hauling his groceries inside. By the time he had his groceries put away and had fed a howling Archer his kibble, she replied.

 

:) Deal, if you really mean it. I don’t need money, I’m good. I’ll send flight deets when I’m ready. Couple of weeks to pack and prep. Lot of loose ends to tie up.

 

Relief filled him and he actually jumped for joy. A literal jump. He didn’t understand why she’d need that long if her stuff was in storage already, but he wouldn’t question her on it. He’d take the win and grin like a fool.

 

Of course I mean it. I’ll be waiting, sweetie. Luv U <3

 

Luv U 2 <3

 

He relaxed a little at that. Back to their usual.

I’m a dummy. Of course this is emotional for her. I’m making too much of nothing, again.

Yeah, he had a habit of doing that with her, but he felt protective of her. She was his bestie, after all.

He’d owned his house for a little over a year now, closed on it after her last visit so she hadn’t even seen it in real-life yet, just via FaceTime. It wasn’t huge, but it was his, a three-two with a one-car garage he never parked in because he had stuff stored in it. He walked down to the larger of the two spare bedrooms. He’d set it up as his home office, because, honestly, when had he ever had guests who weren’t sleeping in his own damn bed?

Even then, those had been few and far between since he’d bought it.

He kept a treadmill and exercise bike in the smaller of the two bedrooms. It wouldn’t take much to reconfigure the room and move his desk in there. The futon could stay where it was in the larger spare room for now, until he figured out how long it’d take Kira to get her stuff shipped to Florida. She might need it to sleep on it if she arrived here first. Then again, she could share his bed with him, if she needed to. Wasn’t like they hadn’t literally slept together plenty of times in college, one or the other falling asleep in the other’s bed while watching TV or movies.

God, I’ve missed her.

Excitement built. She was his best damned friend. Except for their freshman year of college, when they’d been in dorms, they’d lived together all through college and law school. Shawn hadn’t liked it once he found out they’d had sex the one time in high school, but since Shawn hadn’t been paying her bills, Kira had told him he could go screw himself if he didn’t like it.

Unfortunately, Shawn had backed off and tolerated it instead of walking away from her.

After a shower, where Archer kept trying to stick his head through the shower curtain to perv on him, Bryce nuked himself a dinner and sat on the couch in front of the TV.

She’s going to yell at me about my diet.

He smiled, missing that, too. How she’d always harassed him about his eating habits, trying to get him to eat more fruits and veggies. Momming him, as he’d called it.

Considering his own parents had moved to Tallahassee six years earlier, where the main office of his father’s law firm was located, he hadn’t had much up-close momming lately anyway. Other than Kimbra, and since she wasn’t only a friend but his boss, he didn’t count that.

Archer jumped onto the couch with him and tried to shove his face into Bryce’s chicken fettuccini meal.

“Hey, asshole. Stop.”

The black and white tuxedo sat, primly wrapped his tail around himself, and slow-blinked at Bryce with his green eyes. He was a perfectly marked tuxedo, front mittens and everything. When Bryce had adopted the cat from the shelter six months ago, he’d been less than a year old and a gangly mass of long limbs, and Bryce had named him after his favorite TV cartoon character.

He was a lot like the cartoon Archer, too. Selfish, destructive, with rich tastes, completely inappropriate, not very good at what he did, and oblivious to what others thought of him. Although he had good looks going for him and could be affectionate when he wanted to be.

Bryce loved him to death, though. At the rate he was going, Archer was the closest thing he’d ever have to a baby.

He’d always wanted to be a dad, even when he was a kid. He and Kira had spent countless hours playing house, complete with stuffed animals standing in as their children. As he grew older and understood things about himself, he knew the chances of him being a dad grew longer by the year.

Sure, if he found a guy he fell in love with, settled down with him, and it lasted, they could find a surrogate to have a baby for them, or they could adopt. Absolutely. The mechanics of becoming a father didn’t stymie him. Hell, he could hire a surrogate himself and raise a child alone.

Except he wanted someone to spend his life with. That came first. He had no desire to be a single father.

He didn’t want to be single, period.

Yet, here I am.

The few guys he’d felt he clicked with as a person, a partner, and as a Dominant, they’d had little or no interest in being parents.

Which…sucked. That wasn’t usually the big factor that had tanked his relationships with them, but it didn’t help matters.

Except…he was starting to think maybe he needed to drop that requirement from his list.

“I could always adopt more cats,” he muttered as he took another bite.

Archer slow-blinked at him in feline contempt before getting up, turning, and showing his butthole to Bryce before stalking down to the far end of the couch. There he sat and started licking where his balls no longer lived.

“Asshole.”

Archer paused, looked at him, gave him one of those eye-narrowing almost-blinks, and went back to licking himself. 


Chapter Two

 

The couple arrived five minutes before their appointment to see the house. The wife was obviously pregnant, but Dustin Poole was no idiot. He didn’t even mention it, and wouldn’t, unless they did first.

As he showed them around the listing, a spacious four-three with a pool located in a posher section of Lakewood Ranch, he listened carefully as they talked. When the couple walked over to the window in one of the spare bedrooms, the wife smiled.

“This would be a great room for the nursery, hon. Look at how much light it gets.”

“Yeah, it would,” her husband agreed.

Whew! “When are you due?”

She smiled as she stroked her baby bump. “Five months. We weren’t expecting him to get transferred here while I was pregnant, but so far, we like what we see of the area.”

“No more cold winters,” the husband said, smiling. “That’ll be really nice.”

“You’ll be happy to learn we have fantastic hospitals and excellent schools here…”

Later, Dustin smiled to himself as he drove back to the office. The couple had put in an offer on the house. Now all he had to do was await an answer from the very motivated seller, who’d been transferred for work six months earlier and was hemorrhaging money paying two mortgages. Dustin was heading for his office when he passed Lara in the hall, waddling on the way from her office to the bathroom.

She smiled. “I’m thinking guys are really lucky now. You all get to pee standing up.”

“Um, I’m…sorry?” he joked as he stepped out of her way. He knew she was pregnant, and not just because of her baby bump.

She playfully poked him in the shoulder as she edged past him. They’d quickly developed a friendship and close rapport. He and another agent, Victor, had gotten together and volunteered to handle her listings for her, gratis, while she was out on maternity leave, if she’d at some point in the future volunteer to handle some of their weekend open houses so they could take days off. She’d immediately jumped at that offer.

It’d been Victor’s idea, and he’d proposed it to her after talking with Dustin. Apparently, Victor felt he owed her since she’d been instrumental in helping him meet Simon, his husband, and he and Simon were very close friends with Lara and her husband, Brad.

Lately, it seemed Dustin was surrounded by pregnant women, everywhere he looked. Wasn’t like kids were on his radar. Nothing against them, he just…didn’t feel very parental.

Never had. Never had a reason to. He’d been an only child and had no close cousins growing up. He was close enough with his parents, who still lived over in the Miami area, no problems there.

He just didn’t want to be a dad. He was a workaholic, and while he’d admit that his personal life was lacking, there wasn’t a child-sized hole in his life he was looking to fill.

It was a completely different and definitely not child-friendly sort of hole he’d like filled, and having kids would actually interfere with what he considered his ideal life.

All he had to do was find an ideal someone to share it with.

He dumped his stuff on his desk and went in search of a cup of coffee. Once he had that, he passed Lara again, this time as she was waddling back to her office. He’d only worked in this agency for four months. Now that he was settling in, he was getting to know his fellow agents. He’d been out to dinner with Lara and Brad several times already. And Victor and Simon. They’d all made him feel welcomed in a way he hadn’t felt in Miami, despite having grown up in the area.

He was also pretty sure both couples were kinky, but as with pregnant women, it wasn’t a subject he broached first. If someone else wanted to bring it up, sure.

Lara paused, a hand on her belly. “You busy for dinner tonight?” she asked, almost as if reading his mind.

“Didn’t have any plans, no.”

“Come over for dinner. Everett and Wylie are coming over, too. Just casual.”

He knew from conversations with Lara that Everett was her ex-husband, and Wylie was Everett’s husband.

And they lived across the road from Lara and Brad.

“Sure, why not? Can I bring anything?”

“Just yourself. Unless you have a date?”

“That’s a laugh. I haven’t had time for a social life.” He’d hit the ground running once he’d started working in the Sarasota real estate office, having moved there from Miami. He’d grown tired of the high-end real estate turf wars in Miami, and sick of the party scene when it came to dating.

Besides, he wasn’t a twink. He was forty-five years old, so it wasn’t like he had gay male Doms fighting each other for a chance to date him. Unless they were bears older than him, and that wasn’t his scene, either.

He wanted to meet a nice guy who wasn’t way older than him, who didn’t look like he was wearing a rug, and who wanted to beat his ass.

Is that too much to ask?

“Well…maybe we can take care of that for you, too. We’ve got some friends with hellaciously good track records introducing people to each other. If…eh…you’re of an open-minded kind of mindset.”

“How open we talking?”

She arched an eyebrow at him and tipped her head, indicating for him to follow her into her office. He shut the door behind them and sipped his coffee.

“Weeellll,” she slowly started after she settled behind her desk. “How open-minded are you?”

He decided to go for broke. “Are you asking if I’m a swinger, or kinky, or what?”

“The second. Or am I wrong about you?”

He frowned. “Is it obvious?”

“Not really, no. But I could tell you’re not exactly a prude. You seemed to pick up double entendres the vanillas in our office don’t. Question is, you a Top or bottom?”

“In bed or the dungeon?”

“Both.”

Not like he had anything to lose opening up to her. “Definitely a bottom in the dungeon. In the bedroom I’m versatile. In the relationship overall I’m the bottom.”

“You know we have a BDSM club here in Sarasota, right?”

That pulled him up short. “We do?”

“Yeah, Venture. Nice dungeon. Not a sex club, either. Private membership club but easy to become a member. We have a lot of friends who are members, too. Some who even volunteer.”

“Really? I did not know that.”

Now that was an interesting tidbit that had somehow escaped his attention. About there being a local dungeon. “You’re members?”

“Yep. Brad and I are more toward the vanilla end of the scale than Ev and Wy are. And they wouldn’t be upset with me revealing that to you, either.” She smiled. “But my boy and I have fun.”

Ah. Now he knew why he’d clicked with her as friends almost immediately. She was a Top. For some reason, he’d always easily made friends with toppy women. Probably because, unlike many men, he had no chip on his shoulder about a woman who liked to take charge.

“Does six tonight work for you?” she asked.

“Sure. I was going to cut out of here in a little while anyway. Shorts okay?”

“Absolutely.” She leaned back in her chair. “And no worries about me keeping a lid on our…eh, extracurricular activities. I’m on FetLife, too, if you want to friend me there.”

“Um, no offense? I’ve never been fond of the site. I tried it a couple of years ago, and it was as bad as all the dating apps I’ve tried and given up on. I need a real-life connection with a person. I’m not into cruising or quickies or anything like that. I still have an account there but I haven’t been on it in over a year, at least.”

She cocked her head at him. “No wonder you didn’t know we have a local dungeon. What about munches?”

“I haven’t had time to go to any.”

“There’s one this Sunday. You should come.”

“Can’t. Open house all day.”

“It’s not until seven. You’ll be done by then. We’ll buy you dinner.”

He stepped closer, folding his arms over his chest as best he could while sipping his coffee to buy him a little time to respond.

“Why are you so eager to play matchmaker?”

She grinned. “It’s kind of a thing we do. We like to see our friends happy. Pay it forward. Come on, what do you have to lose? If nothing else, you make new friends, right?”

He sighed, sensing now that she had a self-ordained mission to fix him up with someone, she wasn’t going to let up. “All right. But don’t get your feelings hurt if you pair me with someone and we don’t hit it off, okay?”

“Deal.” He turned to head for his own office when Lara spoke again. “So what is your type, anyway?”

He glanced back, and yes, she actually had a pen and notepad ready.

He rolled his eyes. “Nice guy, gainfully employed or independently wealthy, reasonably intelligent, Dominant. Not attracted to bears, chubs, or otters, though, so…” He shrugged. “I know I’m getting to be a gay man of a certain age who’s going to start having problems attracting a guy who’s going to want me, but there you have it.”

“Nah, you just haven’t been fishing in the right pond, that’s all.” She’d jotted down a few things. “We’re going to put the Frightful Five on it.”

“Excuse me? The who?”

She grinned. “You heard me. The Frightful Five. That’s what we’ve dubbed them, and so far, their track record is one hundred percent. To the good.”

“I hope this wasn’t a mistake.”

“Nope.” She set her pen down with a pleased smile. “See you tonight at six.”

He returned to his office and couldn’t help the little strand of hope that was trying to shove its way into his mind like some kind of mutant bean sprout bursting through concrete, no matter how hard he mentally stomped on it to kill it.

Hope got his heart broken in the past. He was done with hope.

What happened, happened. Maybe eventually he’d get pulled into the gravity of someone else and start circling in orbit around them, but he needed to focus on other areas of his life.

Or maybe I just wasn’t meant to be happy like that.

 

* * * *

 

Lara and Brad lived in the eastern part of the county, in a rural area. Both they, and Wylie and Everett, had working ranches. Brad even paid Wylie to pasture some of his stock on their land for grazing purposes.

Now knowing what Dustin knew, it was easy to see the bond between Master and slave when he studied Ev and Wy, as they’d told Dustin to call them. Ev reminded Dustin a little of a Viking, and the fact that he had a nice body forged from his years doing metalwork and blacksmithing was a plus. Wylie wore a chainmail bracelet Dustin suspected was his day collar, and the adoration in his eyes as he looked at Ev made Dustin’s heart twist in an envious way.

Apparently Brad’s teenaged son, who lived with him and Lara, was away for the evening, because the frank conversation started almost immediately.

“I had a quick chat with Victor this afternoon,” Lara said. “He gave me permission to tell you he and Simon are also in the lifestyle.”

“Our Victor?”

“Yep.”

One more puzzle piece clicked into place. “That I can believe. I can totally see Victor being a Dom.”

Dustin had felt a keen, sharp stab of disappointment when he’d first met Victor in the office, shook with him, and saw the wedding ring on the man’s left hand. His Southern drawl always threatened to harden Dustin’s cock when he talked to him.

“You asked if I had a type,” Dustin said. “Victor would definitely be my type. And Ev, here. Not that I’m trying to hit on you,” he quickly added.

Ev smiled. “No worries. And thanks, I’m flattered.”

“That’s a pretty broad spectrum,” Lara said. “But makes my job easier.”

“I hope so, because I’m about to give up. Unless I’m specifically somewhere there are almost nothing but gay men, like a gay bar or something, I rarely get hit on by gay guys. If I was bi, I could easily find a woman to take home.” He belatedly realized how that came out. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound narcissistic there.”

Lara smiled. “You didn’t. I knew what you meant.”

“Most people assume I’m straight, including gay men. I must have missed it when they handed out the ‘gay male subliminal signals for dating’ genes. And when I do get hit on by gay guys, it’s either young twinks looking for a Daddy, or bears way older than me whom I’m not attracted to.”

“That’s because you’re so big and brawny,” Wy said with a smile. “They could climb you. Hell, if I was single, I’d climb you.”

“Aaaannd that’s exactly my point. I don’t mind topping in bed, but I am not a Top. Have no desire to be. I deal with my life how I need to, and do the adulting thing just fine. If I’m in a relationship, I want him to be in charge.”

“So you don’t want someone younger than you?” Lara asked.

“I don’t mind that. Except I have no interest in some eighteen-year-old getting his party freak on or looking for a sugar Daddy. You pair me up with a mature younger guy, sure, I’d go out with him and give him a chance.”

“Okay. That makes our job easier.”

“I don’t know if he’d give me a chance,” he added.

“Huh?”

He shrugged. “Let’s just say my track record with younger Doms has sucked.”

They heard the front door open. “Yoo-hoo!” a woman called out. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Come on in.” Ev stood and greeted the woman, who carried a cheesecake. “Dustin Poole, this is my sister, Eve Cannon.”

She shook with him. “Nice to meet you. No, don’t get up, Brad. I know where everything is. I’ll fix my own plate.” She hugged Wylie, then, going around the table on her way to the kitchen, she leaned in and hugged Lara, then Brad. “I’ll be right back.”

Ev retook his seat. “She knows. No worries.”

Dustin relaxed. Eve joined them a moment later, her plate laden with food, and took the empty chair next to Wylie. “What’s the topic of discussion?”

“Bringing in the Frightful Five for Dustin,” Lara said, quickly catching her up on the conversation.

Eve’s eyes widened. “Oooh! Cool. Kimbra told me she’s bringing a guy from her office to the munch Sunday. Single, gay, Dom. I’ve met him. He’s a cutie.”

“Hot damn.” Lara shot Dustin a pleased smile. “We’ll start there, then. I’ll get with Kimbra and sort out the deets.”

This was moving waaay too fast. “Who’s Kimbra?”

“A friend of mine,” Eve said. “Lawyer. Different kind of law than I practice, though. She handles criminal and a lot of civil rights cases. Does a lot of pro bono work, especially looking at overturning wrongful convictions.”

Eve used her fork to point and sweep around the table. “And a friend in common to everyone here. Her ex-husband, Walt, is a Dom. He and his wife, Holly, will be there, too. If nothing else, we’ll find you more friends.”

“I feel like I need a scorecard to keep track of people now.”

Everyone busted out laughing. Wylie spoke first. “That would be for Tilly and her guys, but they’re out of town and won’t be there.”

“Wait, who’s Tilly?”

“She’s the group’s original matchmaker, and the organizer of the Frightful Five to do the job in her absence.” Wylie smiled. “Hey, she introduced me and Ev, among others. She’s got a knack for it. They all do.”

“As long as he’s not some nutjob,” Dustin said. “I don’t need crazy drama in my life.”

“No,” Eve assured him. “I don’t know him real well, but Kimbra speaks highly of him as an attorney. If he was a drama llama, he wouldn’t be working in her office. She doesn’t tolerate that nonsense. And she wouldn’t be personally vouching for him and bringing him to a munch if there was any chance of him being a trainwreck.”

By the time Dustin headed home around ten that evening, he felt…

He didn’t know how he felt.

The other five were convinced him turning himself over to them and the Frightful Five—which still sounded like a scary as hell name for matchmakers—was the right move. Add in Victor and Simon, despite their absence.

Seven to one.

Well, they can’t all be wrong, can they?

He’d reserve judgment until he actually met the guy Sunday night. He knew it was likely they wouldn’t hit it off as anything other than friends, because, hellooo, law of averages. And he had no idea how old this guy was.

But new friends, he could use some of them.

Another reason he’d left Miami, because he realized most of his “friends”…weren’t. They were acquaintances, drinking buddies, fuck buddies if he wanted them to be—and he rarely did—and sources of stories Dustin could later tell which nearly always started with, “So this guy I knew got really drunk one night and…”

Yeah.

Not exactly quality guys.

But what did that say about him that he had acquired that circle of “friends” over the years? After college and starting work, it seemed like his quality friends drifted away, either literally, moving out of the area, or figuratively. Life and lives got in the way. They started families.

And he’d gotten tired of being the only single gay friend at a gathering of all families, or at least of couples, gay and straight.

Fuck my life.

He had not taken the time to do a serious introspection in several years, but if he was brutally honest with himself…

Yeah. He’d set himself up to fail in dating. The guys he’d really clicked with on an intellectual and emotional level wanted to nest. Adopt kids, or some even had kids already, either adopted, or biological with a surrogate, or biological as a result of a soured relationship with an ex-girlfriend or ex-wife, their failed attempt to try to insist they weren’t gay.

If he didn’t want his life in Sarasota to become as emotionally empty as his life in Miami, he needed to step up and figure this shit out.

What can it hurt to meet this guy Sunday?

Nothing. It’d hurt nothing. It wouldn’t lead to anything, he was convinced of that, but it wouldn’t hurt a damn thing.

Okay then. Let’s do this. 


Chapter Three

 

“Do not act like a bitch tonight, Bryce.” Kimbra eyed him at a red light. “If you embarrass me in front of my friends, I’m going to spank you in a bad way, boy. What is wrong with you? Why are you in such a foul mood? If you didn’t want to come tonight, why not tell me before I drove all the way over to your place to pick you up?”

A wave of shame filled him. Yes, he’d been grumpy and growly and basically an asshole since she’d picked him up twenty minutes earlier. It wasn’t her fault.

“I’m sorry.” He stared at his phone. “It’s Kira. I think there’s something really wrong and she’s not telling me.” He finally returned his phone to his shirt pocket. If Kira texted or called him, it’d go off and he’d feel it.

Kimbra’s tone softened. “Sorry. You should have told me that. I was beginning to think a pod person had taken you over. You said she’s going to be here in a few weeks, right?”

“Yeah, but I was going to FaceTime with her earlier today. She cancelled the call, then sent me a text saying she couldn’t FaceTime with me, and that she’d catch up when she gets here. Which I still don’t know when that is, because she hasn’t told me.”

Kimbra gave him a raging case of side-eye. “So? That’s all?”

“We FaceTime every Sunday, same time. It’s our thing. For years. She never cancels at the last second like that without telling me why. It’s like there’s something wrong and she’s trying to hide it.”

“Look, you said she’s moving, right? Maybe she was busy doing something. Or on the toilet. Regardless, don’t take it out on anyone tonight, okay?”

He still couldn’t shake the feeling there was something…wrong.

“Maybe you’re right.” It was easier to say that and stuff his feelings than trying to explain it to Kimbra and letting her logic him out of it.

“Mira, chico, she just broke up with a jerk, right?”

“Yeah?”

“And she’s stressed from losing her job.”

“Yeah?”

“Cut her some slack, huh? Three of the biggest life stressors are hitting her at once. Job loss, relationship loss, long-distance move.”

“Yeah, I guess. I can’t wait for you to meet her. Maybe you can help me get her some local contacts.”

“I’ll be glad to. Probably hook her up with Eve for contacts, too. She handles corporate law. Maybe even Ed and Ross. Let’s get her down here, first. Meanwhile, you need to focus on you. Stop trying to deflect and dump all your energy into her once she gets here. Just because your last boyfriend was an asshole doesn’t mean there’s not a guy out there for you.”

“I still can’t believe I let you talk me into coming tonight.”

“Free wine and food, buddy. I know the way into your heart.”

He chuckled. “Gee, why didn’t you and Walt work out?”

An amused snort escaped her. “That boy was wicked in the sack, but he needed a lot more than I could give him outside of it. It wasn’t his fault, and I’ll be the first to admit it. Hey, he’s happy with Holly, and things worked out for the best. If I hadn’t divorced Walt, he wouldn’t have met Holly, and Holly wouldn’t have met me. Louis would still be sitting in a damn jail cell he didn’t belong in, and you and I wouldn’t be up to our armpits in files, looking for wrongful convictions.”

“I think you took that argument one point too far to be effective, counselor. You should have stopped with Louis getting out of jail.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m a masochist when it comes to work, boo.” She fluffed her dark curls with one hand. “Makes me a damn good attorney but a sucky life partner, much to my parents’ chagrin. Plus they ain’t gettin’ any grandbabies outta this uterus.”

From the parking lot the restaurant looked pretty busy when she pulled in and found them a spot. They were walking toward the building when they heard a car honk.

They turned, and Kimbra smiled and waved. “There’s Fingers now.”

Moments later, Walt and Holly joined them. Bryce had met Walt before, working with him while talking to deaf and HOH clients who needed a sign language interpreter. Kimbra knew rudimentary basics, but she wasn’t fast or fluent enough to handle a detailed conversation full of nuance, especially about legal matters.

Walt signed as he talked, not just with Bryce, but with all of them. “Hey, how are you doing?”

Bryce struggled to remember what he’d learned so far and signed along. “Fine, thanks. Please correct me if I mess up, or fill in for me.”

“I will. Tell me to slow down if I go too fast.”

They headed in and Kimbra steered them all toward a back corner table after greeting Tony and Shayla, who were the hosts for the night. “Tilt up the chairs,” she said. “We’ve got all of it.”

Walt sat next to Bryce, on his left. Kimbra’s friend and fellow lawyer, Eve, arrived shortly after and took a seat next to Kimbra on Holly’s far side. Not long after, Everett, Eve’s brother, arrived with his husband, Wylie, and a couple introduced as Lara and her husband, Brad.

Everett’s ex-wife and her husband.

As long as they can keep it straight, I guess.

That left them awaiting one person, the seat remaining vacant on Bryce’s right side.

Lara leaned across the open space, her voice low. “Dustin works with me. Really nice guy. Realtor. Smart guy. Good luck!”

She actually gave him a thumbs-up.

“Um…thanks.” He hoped her eagerness wasn’t a bad sign. He’d been the victim of matchmaking gone wrong before, well-intentioned friends thinking people belonged together just because they were single and gay.

At least everyone in this group knew about the kinky stuff, so one less way to foul things up.

When the guy walked in, Bryce’s attention was drawn to him immediately. Over six feet tall, older than him, but from what he could see, buff, in shape. Button-up shirt and jeans, but not dad jeans, and not skinny ones, either. Broad shoulders tapering down to a trim waist and a tight ass. Hazel eyes and brown hair with a few traces of grey. Confident walk, but not assholish swagger.

Turn that knob to eleven, kiddies, we have a winner. Please let that be him!

Then Lara spotted the newcomer and waved, and he waved back and headed their way.

I’m buying lotto tickets tonight.

Bryce turned to Walt and signed hot, then bit his knuckle.

Walt laughed. “I don’t think that’s proper ASL, but I get your meaning. If you want to drop signing for a while, I’ll understand.”

“Thanks.” Bryce took another look. The guy landed hard on the adorable side of fuckable.

And yes, this was Dustin, Bryce was happy to have confirmed. Bryce stood to shake with him and knew from his own five ten that the guy had to be at least six three or six four.

Yum! “Nice to meet you. Bryce Butler.”

“Dustin Poole.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce had gorgeous blue eyes, blond hair, and was dressed in khaki slacks and a button-up shirt that made Dustin feel underdressed in his jeans.

Slim, and definitely younger than him.

Daaammmn.

Sure, he was cute, but Dustin had a feeling it was only a matter of time before Bryce dropped the hammer on him. He didn’t know how young the guy was, but in his experience it wouldn’t work out for Bryce.

At least, that was the excuse younger Doms had always given him in the past.

Sorry, man. It’s not you—it’s me. No hard feelings.

That was code for you’re too old for me and can’t keep up with me. Hell, even a couple of older Doms close to his own age had used that excuse, only for him to learn later they’d taken up with a twink who barely looked eighteen.

He settled in what was apparently his seat—right next to Bryce, he noticed—and gave a waitress his drink order before focusing on the guy he wished he could have. Maybe a defeatist attitude, granted, but better that than getting his hopes up about the drop-dead adorable Dom just to have them crushed.

They chatted for a little while, and it almost made it worse for Dustin. The guy was wicked smart, evilly playful, great sense of humor, and his gorgeous blue eyes gleamed behind his glasses.

Finally, Dustin had to say it, get it over with, spare the guy having to do the dirty work. “Look, I’m forty-five.”

Bryce’s right eyebrow slid up. “I’m thirty. Is that a problem?”

Dustin blinked, not sure he’d heard him right. “Sorry?”

“Do you not date or play with younger guys? You said that like it’s a problem for you.”

“No. I mean, yes, I do, but I meant if…” He found himself trailing off, as what could only be amusement quirked the corner of Bryce’s mouth.

“I don’t have a problem with it if you don’t,” Bryce said. “I’m not into twinks. I’d rather play with someone who has their shit together and is stable in their life. I’m not fond of drama or partying. As an attorney, I’m kind of allergic to bullshit, personally and professionally.”

Dustin licked his lips, swallowing hard to form spit since his mouth had gone dry. “Okay.” It barely came out a whisper.

“I’m also not poly,” Bryce continued. “I do like to tie, but I haven’t done much of that lately. Here’s what I need in terms of minimum boundaries. Playing with others by permission only—that goes for both of us. No sex or sexy play with anyone else, though. If that’s a problem for you—”

“That’s not a problem,” Dustin said, still unable to speak at his normal volume. It was like Bryce made his own gravity and had sucked Dustin into his orbit, the pull tugging him closer and closer.

And Dustin didn’t mind in the least.

“Mind if I propose something?” Bryce asked.

Dustin nodded.

“Kimbra drove me tonight. I live south of here, near Gulf Gate Estates. If it wouldn’t be an imposition—”

“I’ll drive you home.”

Shit. It felt like his brains had fallen out of his head and he had no clue why. This wasn’t like him.

Bryce smiled. “If at the end of the night you’re still interested, how about we ride together and we can talk more. If not, no hard feelings, and I can still catch my ride home with Kimbra.”

“It really doesn’t bother you how old I am?”

“I’m getting the feeling this has been a problem for you with others in the past.”

“Only the last few years. Another reason I wanted out of Miami.”

“Oh, well, there’s your problem.” Bryce’s laugh sounded warm, friendly. Strong. “Party crowd. Stand and Model flavor of S&M.”

“Exactly.”

“You’re not allergic to cats, are you?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. Because I have one. But he’s kind of an asshole sometimes.”

“Only sometimes?”

Bryce shrugged. “Not all the time. Maybe I shouldn’t have named him Archer.”

Dustin snorted. “I love that show.”

Bryce’s smile widened. “Excellent. Glad to hear it.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce was giving thanks for shallow, narcissistic assholes who’d obviously discarded Dustin in the past.

His lucky day, for a change.

The longer he talked to Dustin, the more he found to like about him.

And Dustin liked Archer?

Duuuuude.

That meant he had a quirky sense of humor and probably wouldn’t look at Bryce like he was an alien when he made snarky asides.

When Tony started the introduction round after announcements were made, Bryce took a moment to watch Dustin when his attention was on Tony. He acted quiet, soft-spoken, but in a friendly kind of way. Like he didn’t want to be overpowering, or like he was used to people seeing his size first, so he tempered his voice to put people at ease. He probably had great rapport with his real estate clients because he didn’t come off as a “salesperson” like some people did when they had that kind of profession.

Frankly, Bryce liked playing with guys bigger than him. That they willingly submitted to him and took what he gave them was a massive turn-on. Dustin was a good six inches taller than him, not to mention had at least fifty pounds on him.

So what if he was older? Wasn’t like they were going to go run a marathon together or anything.

I hope Kira likes him.

That thought popped into his brain from out of nowhere. They hadn’t even settled for sure whether or not Dustin wanted to drive him home, much less if they were going to get together again to talk…or anything else.

He also didn’t want to focus on Kira right now, on whatever was going on in her life that she felt she couldn’t tell him. Because every instinct in him screamed that there was something wrong.

Maybe Kimbra’s right. I need to let her tell me when she’s ready. Or maybe I’m making a mountain out of a tiny pile of bullshit.

For tonight, he wanted to fully focus on the hunk sitting next to him. 


Chapter Four

 

Dustin didn’t know if Bryce meant what he said, but he damn sure hoped he did.

Because Dustin could already tell Bryce was not only his type, but he could easily fall hard for the Dom.

The attorney wore an air of quiet confidence that didn’t even come close to approaching the automatic turn-off of asshole arrogance. They had similar tastes in books and movies and music.

He was fucking adorable.

Long, nimble fingers he could easily picture tying him, flying him.

Spanking him.

Jacking his cock for him.

He could see himself on his knees in front of the guy, and that’s when his chub really tried to take control of his body’s blood flow.

Dinner was winding to a close and they were waiting for their checks. Apparently, Kimbra had volunteered to pay for Bryce’s to entice him to come the way Lara had volunteered to pay for his for the same reason.

“So…” Bryce leaned in. “No pressure. No’s a perfectly acceptable answer. You feel like driving me home so we can talk some more?”

Dustin nodded. “I don’t have to work tomorrow. I can stay out late.”

Bryce turned and caught Kimbra’s attention. “I’m taking a personal day tomorrow, boss.”

She smiled and tipped her water glass at him in a toast. “Enjoy. ’Bout damn time. Best not see your ass in the office before Tuesday.”

Once they’d said their good-byes to everyone and were free to leave, Dustin felt a little confused when Bryce stopped just outside the restaurant’s front entrance. Dustin had naturally fallen into step behind him, happy to follow.

“What’s wrong?” Dustin asked.

Bryce smiled up at him. “I don’t know which car is yours.”

Mortified, his face heated. “Oh, duh. Sorry. I’m an idiot.”

He’d started to take a step when Bryce caught his wrist and waited until Dustin met his gaze.

“Hey,” Bryce quietly said. “I’m not an asshole. At least, I try not to be. You don’t need to feel like that around me. I want you to just be you, and I don’t want you to put yourself down, either.”

More heat inflamed his cheeks. “Okay,” he mumbled.

Bryce’s hand slipped down Dustin’s wrist to grip his fingers, where he squeezed. “Lead the way,” he quietly said.

“Yes, Sir.” It slipped out automatically, and now Dustin really felt like an idiot.

But Bryce smiled, with more than a little playful evilness to it. “Careful. I like the sound of that.”

 

* * * *

 

Boy, did he. Bryce’s cock had hardened like damn concrete. Even though he knew Dustin had likely slipped into a default mode, it sure as hell did good things to Bryce’s body and soul.

Bryce was also glad to see Dustin kept his car clean. As Bryce got Dustin heading in the right direction, he studied the man’s profile in the dim light.

“I’m going to be honest that I’d like to see you again,” Bryce said. “But if you don’t feel that way about me, please be honest with me.”

“I want to see you again.” It almost sounded like Dustin clamped down on dropping another Sir onto the end of that sentence. “I had fun tonight,” he added.

“So did I.” Bryce knew he needed to be careful, that it was too damned easy to jump into something wrong for all the right reasons…or to jump into something right for all the wrong reasons.

Either way, it’d be doomed if it was rushed.

“Have you been dating anyone lately?” Bryce asked.

“No. I haven’t had a boyfriend since before I left Miami. Months before. When I moved over here and found a new doctor, I updated my test results because it’d been a while. Neg across the board. That was over a month ago, and I…”

He stopped for a light and used the opportunity to look at Bryce. “Been nearly a damn year for me since I’ve been laid, not to put too fine a point on it.”

“Join the club. Eight months, but the guy turned out to be a player. Lucky for me, he didn’t play me into a case of something I couldn’t get rid of.”

“Yikes.”

“He was looking for a sugar Daddy and because I was an attorney, he assumed I was rolling in dough.”

Dustin smiled. “You’re not? Darn.”

“I do a lot of pro bono work with Kimbra, sooo…yeah. That doesn’t pay a damn cent. I’m lucky to get expenses covered some of the time on those cases.”

“I think that’s cool, though. That you help people. I sell real estate. That’s not exactly philanthropic work.”

“Since we’re talking, let’s get the stuff out of the way we really couldn’t talk about in front of others at dinner.”

The light had turned green and Dustin let off of the brake. Bryce turned a little in his seat so he could watch Dustin’s face. “If we’re dating,” Bryce continued, “I will expect certain basic boundaries be maintained in addition to what we talked about. There will be some rituals we’d have that wouldn’t interfere with work for either of us. That’s something else you need to understand—I work. Sometimes, I have to work late. And I might get called in for a PD case—”

“A what?”

“Public Defender. We take on those kinds of cases too, sometimes. Kimbra says I’m a workaholic.”

“I know I am. Plus I’m usually working most Saturdays and Sundays during the day. Like this week, I’m taking off Monday and Tuesday.”

Hmm. That was interesting, and Bryce shelved it away for now. “I don’t do private drama, and I definitely don’t do public drama. I don’t want our private lives splashed all over Facebook or FetLife.”

“Agreed.”

“I can play heavy and hard, or I can play soft and sexy, depending on what you like. I’m definitely a sensual sadist, and I do love rope.”

“Nothing scaring me off so far.”

“I’m thinking we try dating before we play. At least go out a couple of times. When I first got involved in the lifestyle, I was lucky enough to be mentored by Tony and Kaden and others, and I learned the best mantra is ‘sadist, not asshole.’ I don’t ever want to do something to you I can’t undo.”

“When did you know you were kinky?” Dustin asked.

“I think I always knew it, even though I didn’t understand it when I was a kid.” He laughed. “I used to love tying up my best friend Kira.”

That situation flashed into his brain. “Oh, and okay, full disclosure. She’s going to come for a long stay in a few weeks, possibly even move in with me for a while. She’s my best friend and just broke up with her boyfriend and got laid off from her job. She was a corporate attorney out in Dallas. And…she was the first, last, and only woman I ever slept with.”

They’d stopped for another light. “Okay?”

But the way Dustin said it was like he was waiting for the rest, not like he didn’t like what he was hearing.

“I didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings about her later.”

“I don’t really get a say in who lives in your house, considering we just met tonight.”

“I know, but her ex was an asshole who got really pissed off when he found out she and I slept together.”

“How old were you when it happened?”

“Sixteen. She turned seventeen a few weeks later.”

“I don’t think I have anything to worry about then, do I?” Dustin wore an adorable smile when he said it.

“She knows I’m gay and kinky, so that wouldn’t be an issue while she’s staying with me.”

“Okay, then. I don’t have a roommate. I’m in a small apartment for now, renting it from the agency. Was she mad when you came out to her?”

“No, that’s kind of why we slept together. She didn’t care one way or another, and she offered to sleep with me to see how I felt about it.” He couldn’t help smiling at the memory. “God, I’m lucky she didn’t hate me after that. I was such an idiot. When did you come out?”

“Well, in high school, I kept trying to tell myself I was straight, right? Then in college I thought well, okay, maybe I’m bi. Then, after I graduated from college, I was sharing an apartment with this guy with a smokin’ hot older brother who had his eye on me, apparently from the day I moved in. Once the brother finally sussed that I was interested, he invited me to this party, right? Said one of their friends had just turned twenty-one and wanted to celebrate it right, implying it was going to be sexy.

“I’d already been with a few guys, in addition to a few women. I wasn’t sure if my issues performing with the women were because I was gay, or because either she or I simply sucked in the sack. So I go, no expectations.

“We get there, now, he’d told me to wear shorts and a T-shirt, just casual. I did. We go in, the host greets us, he’s wearing tight shorts and nothing else. He calls over this naked guy wearing a latex dog mask, knee pads, and a butt plug tail. And that’s it.”

“Oh, boy.”

“Uh huh. Tells him to greet the guests. Called him his puppy. Before I can even say anything, puppy’s got my shorts down around my knees and my cock down his throat.”

“Holy cow.” Bryce reached down to shift his cock so it wasn’t uncomfortably pressing against his zipper.

“Right? That’s not what I said, but close. Before I could shoot, guy pulls off me, does the same to my friend. And now I’ve got a raging boner hanging out in the breeze. Host smiles, smacks my ass, and tells me the main party’s out on the pool deck, and that puppy is the evening’s fluffer, for now. If he makes anyone come when they first arrive, he gets caned. But that he’ll be available for fun on demand after the birthday boy’s present plays out.

“We make our way out to the pool, and there ain’t a stitch of clothing to be seen. I said fuck it and stripped. Bowls all over the place full of condom pouches. Host walked us out and said only two rules—that if someone says no, that’s it, and that if they tell you to use a condom, you use one. Anything else goes. Before I know it, I’m balls-deep in another guy’s throat and he’s getting plowed from behind. Birthday boy finally showed up, and turns out he wanted to be the center of a gangbang.

“I had watched porn, don’t get me wrong, but I did not know it was possible to fuck or be sucked in so many ways at once. And puppy later got paddled, but I found out he liked that. By the time I collapsed into my own bed just before dawn the next morning, I realized yeah, I was definitely gay, and I was probably kinky, because I let them take a few test smacks on my ass with a paddle while puppy was blowing me and…yeah.”

“Wow.” Bryce laughed. “Talk about jumping into the deep end of the pool in terms of sexuality.”

“Left me no room for doubt, that’s for sure. The drawback to that was once I’d had some sleep, I woke up and panicked, because even though I was pretty sure I’d told everyone to use a condom, I couldn’t remember for sure. At one point I was getting spit-roasted, and there were poppers and I had a third guy sucking my cock—I was out of my head with everything going on. I think my balls tried to turn themselves inside out there toward the end of the night.

“The lady at the health department got to know me on a first-name basis, because I was going in every week for tests, at first. She finally calmed me down after week five or so, and by six months, she was able to convince me that no, I hadn’t caught anything.

“Believe you me, that adjusted my mindset. I mean, nothing against people who enjoy that? Because, yeah, in the moment I can see why, but I found out the hard way I personally am not wired for group sex or even poly. I can’t handle it. I don’t want to share, and I damn sure never want to feel that level of anxiety again.”

Dustin glanced his way. “God, I hope that story doesn’t make you think badly of me.”

On the contrary, Bryce thought it was adorable. It meant Dustin was conscientious and open-minded, and willing to experiment, but not careless.

“Not in the least. So what do you like as a submissive?”

“Well, one hard limit is do not try to take away my coffee. We will have us one if you try that.”

Bryce smiled. “Again—sadist, not asshole. What happened to the asshole who tried that?”

“I started giving him a blow job and then walked out in the middle of it after I had him horned up out of his mind.” Dustin smiled. “Told him I was going to suck down a Starbucks frappe with whipped cream on my way home, and it was the only creamy white stuff going in my mouth that night.”


Chapter Five

 

By the time Dustin turned in to Bryce’s driveway, they’d covered a lot of ground regarding limits both play and relationship-wise.

And Dustin’s cock was freaking hard.

Like, painfully hard.

Like, back to his teenaged years kind of hard.

He hadn’t felt that hard in…well, too damn long. Even when he had someone to make him hard.

“Would you like to come in for a while and…talk?”

Dustin wasn’t sure if Bryce was meaning literal talk, or metaphorical talk that would end with them naked.

At this point, he didn’t care. He was good either way. “Yeah.”

Bryce let them in and disarmed his alarm. A gorgeous black and white tuxedo cat strolled up, making a lot of noise. Bryce scooped up the cat and turned toward Dustin with it in his arms. “And this is Archer the asshole. Sometimes asshole. Not all the time.”

“He’s gorgeous.” He held out his hand for the cat to sniff him. After a moment, Archer looked at Dustin and gave him a partial blink and tipped his nose up in a way that Dustin would swear translated to, “’Sup?”

Bryce set him on the floor again. “Let me show you around.” The house wasn’t fancy or brand new, and Dustin tried to shut off his realtor’s brain when it came to thinking about upgrades or staging. This was the guy’s home. And it wasn’t any messier than his own. Bryce obviously wasn’t a fussy person when it came to some things, which was good, because Dustin wasn’t, either. Bryce’s home felt lived in.

Like it had a pulse and a soul.

His felt more like a waystation, and he guessed that’s what it was, really. He hadn’t unpacked most of his stuff and it was stored in boxes in the second bedroom. Damn place didn’t even have a washer and dryer, and it was in a duplex. Normally, he wouldn’t have even looked twice at it to rent, except the snowbird owner lived out of town and wouldn’t even be there. Also, because of some bad press due to its history, they couldn’t even use it as an Airbnb unit because of sensation seekers and creepy people. So he was getting it for a fraction of what he’d pay for rent anywhere else.

More money in his pocket until he decided where he wanted to live in the area. Its questionable history of two deaths there didn’t bother him, even when Victor pulled him aside and showed him everything about it and warned he and Simon had a creepy experience while Victor lived there.

Dustin didn’t care. He wasn’t superstitious, and he didn’t believe in ghosts.

He did, however, believe in capitalizing on a fantastic deal when it wasn’t going to hurt someone else in the process.

Bryce kicked off his shoes and socks and left them in the bedroom before they returned to the living room. There, they settled on the couch with the Weather Channel on in the background for noise more than anything.

“I told you my defining moment,” Dustin said, more for something to talk about than letting silence envelop them. “How about yours?”

“Well, told you about Kira, which settled the question for me. I guess when I really understood yeah, I was kinky, was in college. Had two friends, a couple, lived together, George and Carl. Gay. One night, I’m over there for pizza and to watch a game, and Carl was kind of acting a little…odd. Like there was something he wanted to say and couldn’t.

“It’d always struck me that Carl was probably the default bottom in that pair, and George the default Top. I knew they were into leather, were always trying to get me to go to events with them and stuff. But between classes and doing things with Kira and our friends, I really didn’t have time for that kind of stuff. And I didn’t exactly equate what they were doing with what I had in my head, right? Especially with rope.

“Finally, George starts to laugh, and says, ‘Boy, I gave you permission to ask him. If you ever want any hope of it happening, say something, because he’s the only one I’ll ever let you ask and do it with.’ Now they had my attention. I mean, they were good-looking guys. I could have been attracted to either one of them if they were single. Carl finally drops to his knees in front of me, where I’m sitting on the couch, and starts to tell me he’s got a fantasy of getting DP’d, and asked if I’d help George make it happen at least the one time.”

“Wow.”

“Right? That was the first thing I thought, too, after ‘What the fuck?’ Well, and wondering what the hell DP was, because I wasn’t sure until George clarified. And…we did it that night. Used condoms. I guess George had been working him up with larger and larger butt plugs. Carl started out sucking both my cock and George’s and getting us off once so we’d last longer the second time, because, damn. Then he got us up again, and I got to be on the bottom. He rode me for a minute, then George worked his way in there, and holy shit. I had to make Carl hold still for a minute because it was fucking hot, and even after having come once I was almost ready to come again that soon.

“Then we let Carl go to town. Funny thing was, Carl actually came without his cock being touched, which surprised the hell out of me, let me tell you what. I guess I wasn’t a very good kinky gay guy back then, because other than the occasional porn on my computer to wank to, I didn’t know a fraction of what I know now.

“After George and I finished plowing him, and we’re all lying there catching our breaths, I asked what the hell that magic trick was. He started to explain he’d trained Carl using prostate milking.”

Bryce smiled. “I let George show me by doing it to me, then he let me do it to Carl. He couldn’t get me off again, because after two that close together, I needed some time to reset. Got me hard again, though, which I hadn’t anticipated. George talked me through milking Carl’s prostate, and it didn’t take me long to get him to come a second time while George held Carl’s hands pinned so he couldn’t touch his cock.”

“Holy shit,” Dustin muttered. “That sounds hot.” He’d heard about it, but had never really investigated it before beyond using the occasional toy on himself while he masturbated, or previous partners using a toy on him.

“Yeah, it is.” Bryce’s gaze took on an almost cat-like appearance, eyes narrowing slightly, the outer edges crinkled in amusement. ’Sup. “Really hot.”

Dustin swallowed and heard himself say, “Can we try that?”

“Don’t tempt me too hard. Part of me wants to put you on your knees right now.”

Dustin knew Bryce was joking, because of the way his lips quirked in a smile. It was a small tell he’d picked up from the man during dinner, part of his sense of humor, sort of dry, friendly snarky, not at all mean-spirited or biting.

It felt like an invisible force tugged at him, drew him over to Bryce, and Dustin sank to the floor in front of him. “Like this, Sir?”

Bryce’s blue gaze widened in surprise. Then he slowly licked his lips, and Dustin knew it wasn’t his imagination that Bryce’s voice sounded thick, deeper, hoarse.

“Yeah. Exactly like that.”

 

* * * *

 

Oh, holy fucking hell!

How was he supposed to have an ounce of self-control when Dustin was literally throwing himself at him?

Wait, we’re both damn adults.

Bryce forced himself to nod. “You sure you want to do this tonight?”

“I do, Sir.”

“You call me Sir one more time, it’s gonna be a rule you keep doing it.”

He wanted to lick and suck Dustin’s playful smile, or bury his cock between his lips while he was doing it. “Yes, Sir.”

Bryce hoped he swallowed back the needy groan trying to escape his traitorous throat. What he reeeaally wanted to do was pull Dustin’s face into his lap and have him deep-throat his cock.

A little soon for that tonight.

Or…was it?

He stood, and yeah, it put Dustin’s face at the perfect height for face fucking, if he wanted to go there right now.

Which, he absolutely did want to go there, except he was supposed to be responsibly adulting.

Instead, he reached out and stroked Dustin’s hair, pulled his face against his thigh and held him pressed there.

“Rule one,” Bryce said, barely able to think, much less talk with his cock begging for relief, “you say red at any time if you need to. No penalties. You don’t say yes just to please me tonight, okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Rule two, from this point forward, unless we decide to go our separate ways, we consider ourselves an item. That means no dating or sex or playing with other people.”

“But you said you like to tie people.”

“I’d run it past you first and you always have veto rights. And ditto if there’s something you want to do with someone that I don’t do, like fire cupping or something.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Bryce could stand here all night and stroke Dustin’s hair. Soft and fine and straight, it felt like silk against his fingers. From the way Dustin kept nuzzling his leg, obviously wanting to work more toward the center, toward his crotch, Bryce could tell Dustin was as starved for contact as he was.

“Rule three, I don’t want a doormat who doesn’t know how to be playful, but I don’t want a brat, either. You’re an adult and I expect you to act like one when it comes to discussions and playing and even sex. I can’t trust you if you don’t speak up and tell me, honestly, what’s going on in your head.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“If we’re not together, you text me in the morning when you get up, and at night last thing before you go to sleep. I might not always reply, especially if I’ve already gone to bed, but do it anyway.”

The eager way Dustin nodded wasn’t helping him think clearly. It was making his cock roar to be pounding into his body, mouth or ass, he wasn’t picky at this point.

“Yes, Sir.”

Bryce studied him, tried to pull back mentally and emotionally, tried to rein himself in.

Except…

He felt drawn to Dustin, a relentless, invisible force joining them, like this was meant to be and he couldn’t say why, but it felt utterly perfect in a way no other relationship ever had.

Except for his friendship with Kira.

He broke his big personal rule and plunged forward, knowing fear might freeze him forever, if he let it.

“Condoms or bare tonight? Either way. Your choice. I can get my results for—”

“Bare, Sir. Please.”

Okay, fuck it.

Was it reckless and sketchy and borderline stupid?

Yep.

Was he still gonna do it?

Fuck yes.

“Stay.” He forced himself to let go of Dustin and switched off the TV. In its place, he connected his phone to the stereo and started one of his favorite playlists, nothing but Jack Johnson. As the music filled the house, he headed to his bedroom, stripping as he walked, already naked by the time he reached his bathroom. He grabbed two towels, lube, and a couple of nitrile gloves from under his sink before he returned to the living room.

Dustin hadn’t moved a muscle, still kneeling where he’d left him.

Perfect.

And even better?

Mine. Aaaallllll mine.

 

* * * *

 

Dustin’s eyes widened when he realized Bryce had stripped. Fuck, he was gorgeous! Lean with softly defined muscles, just the perfect balance between in shape and not. Definitely not a gym rat.

His cock, holy hell, Dustin’s mouth watered. Close to nine inches, Bryce’s cock was longer than his own but a little thinner around, meaning…

He swallowed, already imagining what it’d feel like buried in his ass.

Hoping he’d get to feel it buried in his ass tonight.

Bryce spread one of the towels on the couch and turned to him, smiling. “Stand and strip.”

Dustin had no conscious memory of rising, but he was pulling off shoes and shirt and everything flying in different directions in his frenzy to obey Bryce. Once he was naked, Bryce had him sit on the couch and pull his legs up, ass and heels on the edge of the cushion, and to hold his thighs open, hands under his knees.

Bryce knelt in front of him, a playfully evil smile making him look even hotter. He still had his glasses on and it somehow looked perfectly right on him.

A sexy little eyebrow waggle up at him. “I—”

“Maow!” Archer jumped up on the end of the couch and sauntered over, sniffing Dustin’s arm.

“Okay, dude, sooo not the fucking time.” Bryce grabbed him and set him on the floor.

Archer immediately jumped back up onto the couch and once again approached Dustin.

Dustin did his best not to laugh, but the aggravation on Bryce’s face made it impossible.

“Buddy, I’m about to put you in time out in the guest bathroom at this rate.” Bryce set the cat down again. “See? Told you he’s an asshole. Now he’s trying to cock-block me.”

Except that Bryce’s cock didn’t look in the slightest bit blocked, and neither was Dustin’s.

Archer finally took the hint. He jumped up onto the far end of the couch and turned his butthole to them before he settled in to lick himself.

“I guess that’s the best we can hope for right now,” Bryce said. “Where were we?”

“I think you were about to show me something, Sir.”

“Exactly.” Bryce nudged his glasses up on his nose, realized they were still on, and removed them, setting them on the coffee table behind him. He flashed Dustin a smile. “Don’t need to get those all spooged.”

After pulling a nitrile glove onto his right hand, he liberally squirted lube over his index finger and held it up. “Ready?”

Dustin nodded, maybe a little too eagerly, but since they were both naked he supposed he wasn’t the only eager one at this point.

Bryce went slowly, his gaze never leaving Dustin’s as he rested his left hand on top of Dustin’s right knee. He slowly pressed forward, taking his time. Dustin bit his bottom lip and forced himself not to rock his hips against Bryce’s hand and egg him on.

He’d turned himself over to this gorgeous man and was perfectly willing to let him set the pace, no matter how torturously slow it was.

One finger had easily slid through his pucker, and Bryce smiled as he slowly finger-fucked him for a couple of minutes. He added more lube, then worked a second finger into him. Dustin’s cock twitched, pre-cum already pearling at the slit over what Bryce was doing.

He scissored his fingers inside Dustin’s ass, finger-fucking him again for a moment before turning his hand palm up. Dustin felt Bryce’s fingers hook inside him, searching—

He gasped as Bryce’s fingers found his prostate.

Bryce’s right eyebrow slid up. “Yeah, buddy. Right there.” He slowly started rubbing it, stroking it, teasing him. Meanwhile, a nonstop trickle of pre-cum now flowed from the end of Dustin’s cock, slowly dripping down onto his stomach.

“I’m not mean enough to make you hold it, either,” Bryce said. “Not tonight.” His evil smile returned. “We can work on training you for that later.”

Holy fucking cowbells.

What the fuck was it about this guy that Bryce was already balls-deep inside his head? He’d never felt anything like this before, mentally or physically. It was already one of the hottest sexual encounters he’d ever had in his life—even including the orgy—and they’d barely done anything yet.

Dustin threw his head back against the couch and quit trying to hold still. He tried to rock his hips against Bryce’s hand, but then Bryce stopped moving.

“No,” he quietly said. “Look at me.”

Dustin forced himself to lift his head and stare down at Bryce.

“Watch me. And I didn’t tell you to fuck my hand, boy.”

Dustin swallowed, mesmerized. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.

A beaming smile filled the man’s face. “Good boy.” His hand started moving again, and Dustin kept his gaze anchored on Bryce’s blue eyes. “You’re my good boy, aren’t you?”

His heart raced, pounded. “Yes, Sir.” He absofuckinglutely was Bryce’s good boy, and he’d cut a bitch who said he wasn’t.

It also didn’t take long. As horned up as Dustin already felt, once Bryce got him close enough to the edge, Dustin felt the tipping point and, sure enough, an orgasm slammed into him. It was different than from stroking himself, not as intense in some ways, but more intense in others. Like he’d been jump-started or something was the closest thing he could think of, without the sweet, slow build normally there to help him along to a rolling boil.

Bryce’s fingers stilled, but he didn’t remove them from Dustin’s ass. “Good boy,” he said. “Let’s do it again.”

“Again?” Was he crazy? “Uh—”

“Yes or no.”

It wasn’t a question, but an order to say one or the other.

Dustin knew saying no to Bryce for something like this would be impossible. Not because he thought Bryce wouldn’t honor it, but because he didn’t have the strength to tell him no.

He didn’t want to fucking tell him no, either.

“I’ll try, Sir. Yes.”

The smile returned. “Good boy. That’s all I ask.” He moved his other hand, encircling the base of Dustin’s spent cock. Then he went down on him, licking, sucking, until, impossibly, Bryce’s mouth was starting to coax interest out of him.

Bryce’s mouth was a thing of beauty, a masterpiece of sweet, wet heat and a tongue and lips that found every nerve ending and stroked them perfectly. He’d never been blown so well as Bryce was going down on him. This was heaven. He wasn’t a religious man but if heaven was a fraction this sweet a guy might start praying.

Or speaking in tongues.

Then the fingers in his ass started moving again, doing their magical little spell weaving, whatever the hell it was he was doing down there.

Holy shit!

It’d been years since he’d been this ready to go a second time in one night, much less this quickly after coming the first time.

Once Dustin was fully hard, Bryce pulled Dustin’s cock from his mouth, swept his hand through the puddle of cum all over Dustin’s stomach, and used that for lube to stroke his cock.

“Now then. Let’s do that again. I don’t expect it to feel nearly as strong, or give me as much cum, but I’m sure I can coax another one out of you.”

It took longer, and Bryce was obviously enjoying the challenge. It was the stroking more than the fingers in his ass, Dustin thought, that got him over, but the orgasm left him trembling and spent and drained, literally and metaphorically.

Bryce sat up, looking quite pleased with himself. He peeled the glove off inside out and dropped it onto the floor. “Now then,” he said, pointing at his cock. “What do we do about this?”

“Maow.”

“Shut up,” Bryce said without looking at Archer. “We didn’t ask you.”

“Sir’s choice,” Dustin managed.

The eyebrow slid up again, making Dustin swallow hard. “That’s a dangerous blanket statement.”

“Within the hard limits we discussed…” He took a deep breath and dove into the deep end, hoping his friends hadn’t fucked him over with a psycho or something. “Sir’s choice.”

Bryce grabbed Dustin’s hand and pulled him to his feet. “Well, I’m about to break one of my personal rules.”

“What’s that?”

“That I don’t fuck a guy on a first date. I never fuck a guy on the first date, much less on the night I first meet him.” He grabbed the lube, the towel, and the glove, and led Dustin toward the bedroom. “But I’ll be damned if I’m going to sleep before I plow that sweet ass of yours and show you who you belong to now.” 


Chapter Six

 

Bryce needed his cock in this man’s ass, and he needed it now.

First he wanted to see what his mouth felt like.

He tossed the towel and lube onto the bed, and they detoured through the bathroom so Dustin could clean up and Bryce could ditch the used glove and wash his hands.

Thank god Dustin wasn’t a gym rat, just a guy in decent shape, little soft around the middle but he didn’t mind that at all.

Dat.

Ass.

Holy cow, he was going to enjoy the hell out of leaving marks on that gorgeous ass when they played. Dustin’s ass was tight and so were his legs, his thighs strong, muscled.

Right now, he also wore a sweetly glazed, subspacey look. Or maybe it was his well-fucked look. Either way, it was damned adorable and twisted Bryce’s insides in a good way. Made his cock throb even harder than he was to start with.

Bryce slapped Dustin’s ass and pointed at the floor at the end of the bed. Without needing further instruction, Dustin knelt, ready.

Eager.

Bryce sat on the end of the bed in front of him and spread his thighs. “Okay, boy. Nice and slow and look me in the eyes as best you can while you do it. If you’re not blindfolded, and I’m facing you, I want you to try to look me in the eyes when you’re worshipping my cock.”

Dustin practically dove onto his cock, deep-throating him and making Bryce moan with pleasure as he slowly laved every centimeter of his cock back up to the tip. He cupped his hands around Dustin’s head, not forcing him, but letting him know who was in charge.

Part of him wanted to shoot the load down his throat.

Part of him wanted to hold back and put it in his ass, mark his boy sooner rather than later.

Why not both?

Hell, he hadn’t wanked in a couple of days. It’d be fun letting Dustin get him hard a second time and then riding his ass and being able to last for a while when he did.

“You swallow,” Bryce said. “Take it like a good boy.”

The moan Dustin let out as he doubled his efforts vibrated through Bryce’s balls and sent pleasant shivers of gooseflesh rippling over his body.

Dustin obviously liked being told what to do.

He tightened his grip on Dustin’s head, gradually taking control and seeing how he reacted to it. Within a couple of minutes, Bryce was calling the shots, and Dustin held on to Bryce’s legs for dear life.

Soooo…fucking…good!

Eager was more than half of it. He could tell Dustin really wanted to be doing this, wanted to be on his knees in front of Bryce and taking everything Bryce gave him. When he felt the sweet ache of his balls drawing tight, he plunged deep into his mouth one last time and held still as Dustin swallowed every drop of cum he gave him. He felt Dustin’s tongue stroking the underside of his cock as his throat worked, no hesitation at all.

Bryce loosened his grip, stroking Dustin’s hair. “Such a good boy,” he said. “Just like that.” When he caught his breath he pulled Dustin up and onto the bed with him. This time, he wanted to take his time.

He rolled Dustin onto his back and planted his hands on either side of his head before leaning in to kiss him. “I swear I wasn’t planning on doing this tonight when I asked if you wanted to drive me home.”

“Neither was I.” Dustin reached up and pulled Bryce down for another kiss. “I thought I’d be lucky if I made it through dinner without you telling me thanks, but no thanks.”

“Oh, no chance of that, buddy.” He nibbled his way down Dustin’s jaw, to his ear, nipping the lobe.

Couldn’t get enough of him. Like he hadn’t even had dinner, and he was starving and Dustin was his all-you-can-eat buffet. “Lucky for me you only met stupid guys before tonight.” Bryce sat up, grabbing Dustin’s wrists in his hands and pinning them over his head. “I’m gonna have sooo much fun getting to know every inch of your body and marking it as mine.”

He slanted his lips over Dustin’s for another kiss. No hesitation when Bryce traced the seam of his lips—they parted for him immediately, completely open to him.

“Can you spend the night?” Bryce hoped he wasn’t making a mistake, but there was just…something about the guy.

“Yes, please, Sir. I’d like that.”

Bryce smiled and sat up, releasing his wrists.

Dustin kept his hands where Bryce had put them. “Ooooh, you perfect fucking man. You know how to be Sir’s good boy, don’t you?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Fuck.

Me.

Dustin’s voice sounded dreamy, definitely subspace achieved.

Bryce reached out to play with his nipples, see how sensitive they were, and was pleased to find Dustin moaned when he pinched and rolled them between his fingers.

“Ooh, there are definitely nipple clamps in your future, buddy. And probably a ball gag, too, because if Kira stays with me for long, like hell am I not going to play with you.” He leaned in and nuzzled noses with him. “And if you aren’t making noises, then I’m not doing something right one way or another.” He kissed Dustin again as he tweaked his nipples.

More sweet moans from the man.

Aaaannnd there went Bryce’s cock, ready for round two.

He grabbed the lube and slicked himself, pleased when Dustin spread his thighs wide open, pulling his knees back without Bryce even having to tell him to.

“I mean it,” Bryce said, feeling like he could drown in Dustin’s sweet hazel eyes. “We do this and you cheat on me, there are no second chances. This is us, unless we decide we’re done and we tell each other that. I won’t be with anyone but you. Not that I had a line of guys waiting or anything.”

Dustin smiled. “Fuck that ass, Sir. You tapped it, you own it.”

Shiiiiiit!

He took the first stroke hard, slamming into him, having to pause once inside him because of how nice and tight Dustin’s ass felt fisting his cock.

He also loved how the larger man’s body felt under his, pliant, willing, ready. Eager.

His.

I can’t be falling in love with him this soon. We just fucking met, and that shit doesn’t end well outside of romance novels and Hallmark movies.

He held on to Dustin’s legs as he long-stroked him, taking his time and watching the other man’s face. “Fair warning—I enjoy toys. Expect to be stuffed in a variety of ways.”

Dustin smiled, and it was a sight Bryce knew he wanted to keep seeing. More, he wanted to keep being the reason for that smile. “Long as you don’t try to jam an artificial life-sized whale dong in me or something, I’m game to try, Sir. If something’s too much, I’ll tell you.”

“Ooohhh, buddy.” He picked up the speed a little, long, slow strokes out until just the head of his cock remained inside him, followed by hard and deep driving plunges, until his balls slapped against Dustin’s ass. “Someone’s going to sleep with a toy in their ass tonight.”

Between them, he felt Dustin’s cock stir. Not full wood, but a little interest.

Dustin felt it, too, and looked shocked. “No fucking way.”

“What?”

“I mean, not about the toy, that’s cool. I can’t be getting hard again!”

“Why not?” Bryce paused, grinning, and started stroking Dustin’s cock for him, enjoying how it stiffened in his hand. “Maybe I’ve got a magic peen.” He hoped the eye waggle and tone of voice was a clue he was joking.

Dustin burst out laughing. “Magic peen, Sir?”

His own cock twitched at that. “I’m tellin’ ya, you’re not allowed to not call me Sir now. You done got me used to it.”

“With pleasure, Sir.” Dustin’s smile widened, and it made him look years younger. Not that he looked ancient or anything to start with. Bryce legit wouldn’t have thought Dustin was over forty if he’d met him cold somewhere.

God, I love that smile.

Dustin looked happy, carefree.

As if he wasn’t used to feeling like that lately.

Bryce wanted to blow him. Suddenly, it was a craving, and Bryce needed to finish business now, bust his nut, mark what was his, and suck one more out of his guy just to prove to him that not only was he not too old for Bryce, but that Bryce knew how to handle his boy.

Prove to him he was more than Dom enough for him, fifteen years younger or not.

He kept stroking Dustin’s cock as he plowed him, fast, hard, deep, throwing him a ball-slappin’ fuck Dustin would be able to feel in his tonsils tomorrow. And the thought that this guy very well might be the guy for him was the thought that tipped Bryce over the edge.

“Yes!” He held still, savoring it, more than a little possessive, too. “Mine,” he whispered. “Don’t you fucking forget it.”

Before Dustin could respond, Bryce pulled out and leaned in, sucking Dustin’s cock down his throat. He palmed Dustin’s sac, and if the sound of the moans coming out of him were any indication, he suspected his boy was enjoying it.

It took Bryce a few minutes to get Dustin really hard, the kind of hard just before a guy makes it, a little extra heat as blood rushed in—and Dustin’s hips bucked up, fucking his mouth as he sounded like he came. Not much in the way of actual cum to swallow this time, but then again, he’d already milked him dry twice.

He savored him, staying with him and not releasing him until he went soft again. Then Bryce crawled up his body and kissed him, loving how his arms felt wrapping around him.

“I make a believer out of you, boy?”

Dustin stared at him in disbelief for a moment before he started laughing, like a dam had burst inside him, flushing self-doubt and old beliefs right out.

“Yes, Sir. I will not doubt you, or your magic peen, or your magic mouth, ever again.”

“Damn right,” Bryce said. “Shower. Then snuggling.”

“What about the toy?” Dustin’s eyes went wide as he realized what he’d said.

Bryce grinned. “You are fucking adorable, mister. We’re going to have so much goddamned fun wearing each other out.”

 

* * * *

 

After the shower, Dustin obediently knelt on the bed on all fours while Bryce slid the butt plug into place. He didn’t understand why the big deal about this one, because it wasn’t even huge or anything.

Until Bryce giggled and the butt plug hummed to life.

“Motherfucker!” Dustin gasped, struggling to stay upright.

Bryce turned it down to low and climbed into bed, placing the remote on the bedside table where he could reach it. “Yes, I’m a sneaky motherfucker. I don’t deny it. Get used to it. I warned you I’m a sexual sadist.”

Dustin finally crawled up to snuggle along Bryce’s side. Bryce turned on the TV and flipped through channels until he found an old monster movie on Turner Classic Movies. “Perfect.” He set the remote aside and let out a sigh. “Full tummy and empty balls. Can’t ask for much better than that.” He kissed Dustin.

“Well, except for a full ass, thank you, Sir.”

“Or a beaten ass.”

“Mm-hmm.” He tipped his head back. “When can we try that?”

“Let’s enjoy fucking each other into exhaustion for a few days before we get to that point.”

“Lara was telling me about the dungeon here in town.”

“Yes, Venture. You haven’t been?”

“No, Sir.”

Bryce’s gaze studied his face. “You been to a dungeon before?”

“A couple of times. Mostly private ones. There was a club over in Miami I went to a few times.”

“You like rope?”

“I guess. I don’t dislike it. I’ve never had a partner who was a rigger before. I like watching it.”

“You’ve never flown?” Dustin liked the way Bryce sounded…hopeful.

“Suspended? No. Never really been tied, beyond my wrists, or being tied down to a bench or something.”

Bryce smiled, and maybe it was a cliché, but Dustin wanted to keep making him smile like that.

“Then I guess if you aren’t sick of me by Saturday night, we can go, and I’ll fly you.”

“That sounds amazing.”

Come to think of it, this guy was pretty damned amazing.

The butt plug hummed away. “Will this thing be on all night, Sir?”

Bryce’s smile widened, a full-on, evil grin. “Long enough.” He nuzzled noses with him, his voice dropping to a whisper. His fingers brushed over Dustin’s spent member. “Whose cock is that?”

Without hesitation. “Your cock, Sir.”

“And whose ass is that?”

“Your ass, Sir.” It felt like a weight had lifted from his shoulders, from his heart.

From his soul.

Fuck, he’d kill for that sexy-ass smile.

“That’s right. My cock, and my ass. That means you don’t play with that cock without my permission, and you don’t get to come when we’re not together unless you ask permission. And it goes without saying—but I’ll say it anyway—no one gets to play with that cock or that ass but me.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And don’t worry—I probably won’t be playing with my cock, either. Now that I have you, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to take care of that for me.”

A warm, sweet shiver rippled through him. “Thank you, Sir.”

Teeth nibbled his lower lip, lightly tugging. “No, thank you, boy.”


Chapter Seven

 

They fell asleep with Dustin curled in Bryce’s arms. It didn’t matter to Dustin that he was taller than Bryce, it still felt right.

Like for the first time in forever, he had someone he was meant to be with.

Everything had felt…easy. Not just sex, but the conversation, their rapport.

At some point during the night, Bryce switched off the butt plug, or maybe the batteries had died in it, Dustin didn’t know. But when he briefly awoke at one point, he realized he’d rolled onto his side, away from Bryce, and Bryce had followed him, now spooned along his back.

Dustin wiggled back a little, closer to Bryce, and pulled Bryce’s arm tighter around him before dropping back into a sweet and peaceful sleep.

Best damned sleep he’d had since he couldn’t remember when.

No dreams, either. Just awaking in the early morning hours when he’d usually be getting up for work and realizing his cock was hard, his ass was stuffed, and Bryce was awake.

“Mmm.” He pressed his lips against the nape of Dustin’s neck and it made him shiver all the way to his damn toes. “Mornin’.” Bryce’s voice sounded deeper, throaty, sleep-sexy.

His.

He realized he wasn’t the only one with a hard cock. And now that he was awake, Bryce was slowly rocking his hips against Dustin, his cock nestled along the seam of Dustin’s ass.

“Good morning, Sir.”

“Fuck, yeah,” he said.

Then Dustin spotted something in Bryce’s hand a split second before the butt plug exploded into life in his ass.

As Dustin moaned, trying to curl into a fetal position with the damn thing jackhammering against his sweet spot, Bryce wrapped both arms around him and tightly held him from behind.

Restraining Dustin and clamping his arms against his side.

And it didn’t help Dustin hold back any, realizing he was being penned in by Bryce’s arms.

“Come like this if you can, boy,” he said. “Do not touch your cock. Be my good boy.”

Dustin closed his eyes and tipped his head back, unable to hold back his moans. Bryce’s teeth grazed his shoulder, making it feel even sexier, nipping, sucking, and drawing more noises from Dustin.

Dustin was glad they were in a house and not an apartment, because this was going to get fucking loud.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He moaned, unable to process the intensity, the pleasure bordering on pain and focused right.

Fucking.

There.

Bryce’s fingers found a nipple. He captured it and pinched, rolling it in his fingers.

“Ohhhh, fuck!”

Stubble sweetly scratchy against Dustin’s cheek, hot breath in his ear. “Come for me, boy. Give it to me. Now.”

At the same time Bryce said the last word, he twisted Dustin’s nipple and it was just enough. His body responded, ropes of cum exploding from his aching cock, all over the bed, all over his hands and Bryce’s.

And a low, deep rumble exploded from Bryce. He shut off the butt plug and rolled Dustin over onto his stomach, into the puddle of fresh spooge. Shoving Dustin’s thighs apart, he pulled the butt plug out of him and replaced it with his cock.

“Yes! That’s my good boy!” He grabbed Dustin where his thighs met his hips and pounded into him.

Dustin was still not quite sure he hadn’t had a cerebral hemorrhage or something, and didn’t have enough recovered brain cells yet to move and help fuck. He was sort of floundering on the bed, wondering what kind of a mess he was making, and then realizing those last two words were still pinballing through his brain.

Good. Boy.

Holy fuck, I am utterly fucked.

He was able to arch his back and finally brace his hands against the headboard, grabbing hold of two vertical metal rods and fuck back against Bryce.

“That’s it, baby. You like your Sir riding you?”

“Yes, Sir! Harder.”

“Ooooh, baby.”

Apparently, Bryce had overdrive. He picked up the pace and force, and from the way Bryce was pounding him, it was going to jar the fillings out of Dustin’s future dentures. Bryce downshifted and ground that gorgeous cock into his ass better than any cock had ever fucked him.

And it wasn’t until he heard Bryce coming that he realized something else.

Well, two things, actually.

One, that he could already see he would be an absolute slut for this man in any and every way Bryce wanted him to be, both sexually and with their BDSM relationship.

And two, between the world-class fuck going on in his ass, and the way his cock was rubbing around in the spooge puddle he’d made, he was now hard again.

Holy fuck!

Bryce finally fell still, collapsing on top of him, both of them breathing hard and Dustin trying not to rock himself against the sheets to get off.

“Well, I know one thing that’s happening today,” Bryce mumbled from where his face was now planted between Dustin’s shoulder blades.

“What’s that, Sir?”

Bryce kissed Dustin’s back. “Laundry.”

Dustin started laughing. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce rolled Dustin over and dropped onto him again. Bryce knew he was smiling, because it felt like he’d never really smiled before right now.

With him.

“Good morning.” He kissed Dustin, not caring about morning breath, not caring about the spooge drying between them, not caring about anything except that Dustin was hard.

Again.

Yippee!

“Don’t move.” He grabbed the lube from the bathroom counter where it’d ended up, prepped himself, and then straddled Dustin. “Fair’s fair, boy.” He lined up the head of Dustin’s gorgeous and thick cock with his ass and slowly pressed, savoring it.

A low hiss escaped Bryce as he worked it inside him. “Yeah, baby. That’s what I needed.”

Dustin’s hands settled on Bryce’s hips, and the sweet, wide-eyed look of astonishment on his face could only be interpreted one way.

At least, Bryce thought it was astonishment. Without his glasses, Dustin was a little blurry, even this close up. “I apparently have an effect on you, thank goodness.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Ass met thighs, and Bryce wiggled around a little, finally leaning in and capturing Dustin’s hands. He pinned them over his head and smiled.

Usually he needed at least two cups of coffee in him before talking, much less smiling.

Dustin definitely had an effect on him, too.

“What do we say we start this morning right, hmm?” He started moving, his ass soon adjusting to the meat he was riding and loving every second of it.

“We haven’t already?” Yep, that was disbelief in Dustin’s tone.

“That was just the wake-up.” Dustin rocked his hips as best he could. “You can come any time you want, boy,” Bryce said. “As long as your cock is in my ass when you do. Otherwise, you’ll wait until I decide to let you come again.”

Which, let’s be honest, Bryce wasn’t going to deny him anything today. He wanted to spend as much of today as possible teaching this man he’d just needed the right damn Dom in his life, and he was just the Dom to blow him and his expectations out of the water and treat him right.

His words also had the desired effect, a little delicious desperation thrown into the fun mix and getting Dustin moving even more under him. Bryce took pity on him and even as his own cock started inflating, he kept riding his boy, trying to gauge how close he was, looking for signs.

Enjoying getting to learn his body in this way, too.

Because he planned on seeing him like this a lot.

A whoooole lot.

A daily occurrence kind of lot.

He gathered Dustin’s wrists in his left hand, and reached down with his right to stroke his own cock. Yeah, normally he needed copious amounts of coffee to do anything like this, too. Never was much of a morning fucking kind of guy.

This.

Man.

He rode him, harder, finding and keeping Dustin’s rhythm, their gazes locked on each other. Maybe all he’d needed was to get knocked out of whatever crazy-assed orbit he’d been in and into Dustin’s. Because this felt better than right, better than perfect.

This felt like the rest of his life just waiting, stretched out ahead of him. And despite being a realist and knowing shitty things about the shitty depths people could go to do even shittier things to each other, this felt like he’d achieved the right groove, the right path.

The right man.

He struggled to hold back. “Come for me, baby. I’m close.”

There it was, the slight lift to his brow, a gasp, and when Dustin’s rolling moan started, Bryce frantically pounded his own cock to finish with him as Dustin’s cock pulsed and filled his ass.

Bryce grinned, triumphant, and sat up. He smeared the puddle of cum around on Dustin’s stomach and then traced the letters BB in it.

Dustin laughed, but it almost sounded like an exhausted gasp. “Sir?”

“I own it. I’m marking it.” He grinned down at him, leaning in to kiss him, not caring about the mess. Nothing soap couldn’t clean up. “Mine.” He sucked on his lower lip, finally releasing it as he sat up again.

Dustin reached up and traced a DP in the mess now coating Bryce’s stomach, too. His gaze flicked to it, then back up to Bryce.

“Damn right,” Bryce said, feeling choked up. “Fuckin’ A I’m yours, too. Let’s go take a shower. We have stuff to do today.”

 

* * * *

 

They climbed into the shower together and it was…

Dustin struggled to keep himself from thinking ahead. Of the future.

The way Bryce scrubbed his back for him, finishing by wrapping his arms around Dustin from behind and letting their bodies slide together.

The way Bryce smiled at him before he handed him the scrubby, turned, and braced himself against the wall, feet spread.

Open invitation.

Dustin started out scrubbing his back, but soon dropped the scrubby and his hands roamed as he pressed against Bryce’s back. Up and down his sides, around his waist, lower.

Cupping Bryce’s cock, which stirred in his hands but didn’t get fully hard again.

“Even I need a little while to recharge,” he joked, not moving.

It felt so fucking good to have a real person in his arms.

Who wanted to be with him for more than just sex—

Okay, so, to be fair, all they’d done so far had been sex and cuddling, but it wasn’t the same thing. This was…

More.

Way more.

He took his time, nuzzling the nape of Bryce’s neck with his lips as his hands continued roaming. He found out Bryce’s nipples were as sensitive as his own, and he played with them, tweaking, tormenting, Bryce wiggling his ass against Dustin in response.

He didn’t know how long they stayed there like that, but when he realized they were going to use up all the hot water, he finally stepped back.

Bryce turned and pulled him into his arms, and Dustin found himself dipping his knees, reducing the height differential.

That earned him a playful smirk. “It’s okay, buddy. Doesn’t bother me. Most guys I’ve been with have been taller than me. I kinda like it that way.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s a turn-on. Pet on a leash. Knowing you’re not here because I’m making you be here, you’re here because you want to be, and submitting to me because you want to.”

Dustin smiled. “That butt plug is evil.”

Bryce’s grin widened. “Yeah, it is. Didn’t hear you complaining.”

“Didn’t say that, Sir.”

Bryce’s smile faded. “Don’t string me along, please. I’m going to freak you out right now.”

“Huh?”

Bryce cupped his hand around the back of Dustin’s neck and pulled him in for a long, deep kiss. When he finally ended it, he kept his forehead pressed against Dustin’s.

“I’m gonna freak you out by admitting I don’t know what this is or what I’m feeling, but I don’t want it to stop, and I’ve never felt like this about someone before.”

Dustin swallowed hard. “Then I guess I’m going to freak you out, too, Sir.”

“Huh?”

The metaphorical cliff lay in front of him.

He jumped. “Because I think I am on the way to falling in love with you.”

Bryce pulled away just enough to meet his gaze. “Yeah?”

Dustin nodded. “Yeah. So either they need new day jobs running a dating service, or we’re both fricking insane.”

He read the all-too-familiar fear in Bryce’s blue gaze. The way he studied Dustin, watched him, mentally weighing his words. Dustin had felt that himself too many times to remember.

When Bryce next spoke, it was a whisper, barely louder than the water. “I can see myself in love with you, hard in love with you, like spend the rest of our lives together kind of hard. Give me a reason not to ask you to move in with me this weekend.”

Dustin didn’t want to get his hopes up, but that was damned hard with his heart now firmly in charge of things. “You haven’t run a credit check on me.”

Bryce chuffed. “Do I need to run a credit check on you?”

“You should. Just in case. You’re an attorney. We should run background checks on each other.”

“What will I find when I run one on you?”

“That I’m forty-five, single, don’t own property, and I’m registered as an Independent voter, which pisses me off sometimes because I can’t vote in most primaries. What about you?”

The smirk returned. “I own a home, I’m a Democrat, and I have an asshole cat who loves to chew charger cords at an alarming rate. Just phone chargers, though. Nothing else.”

Dustin reached up and palmed Bryce’s cheek. “Toilet paper to the front or back?”

“To the front, you heathen.” Bryce smiled. “You try to give me decaf coffee, you won’t have an orgasm for a month. I’ll lock you up and hide the damn key.”

“I already told you coffee’s a hard limit for me.”

“Ah, that’s right, you did.” He kissed Dustin, and it felt warm and sweet and heavenly.

Just like all the cheesy, sappy love songs said it would.

“Let’s get moving,” Bryce said, finally releasing him and stepping under the water. “I’m starving after that amazing wake-up.”

When they finished, Dustin had to coax Archer to let him have his shirt back. He’d apparently spent the night sleeping on it, from the looks of all the cat hair on it. Bryce didn’t bother putting clothes on before walking out to make them coffee.

“Don’t worry about it,” Bryce said. “We’ll stop by your place first, before breakfast.”

“My place?”

“Yep. We’ll dump the sheets in the washer now, and they’ll be done by the time we get home. Then you can do your laundry while we play today. Grab stuff so you can spend tonight, too.” He leaned against the counter, arms folded over his chest, legs crossed at the ankles. He’d put his glasses on, and there was something so fucking adorable about the combination that it made Dustin’s heart thump in a strange way.

I should not be falling in love with him this soon, but I am.

“What’s in your head, boy? You just had a look on your face.”

His cheeks heated as he looked away and shook out his shirt. “We’re both crazy,” he said. “You know that, right?”

“Yep. We can make that part of our wedding and collaring vows, if you’d like.”

Dustin’s head snapped around, not sure if he was kidding or not.

From the amusement on Bryce’s face, he couldn’t tell.

“Problem with that, boy?”

Dustin pulled on his shirt before he answered. “No, Sir. Not a problem at all.” 


Chapter Eight

 

Bryce drove. Dustin directed him to his duplex apartment and mentally skimmed through the place’s condition before he even stepped out of the car.

Nope, nothing bad.

He grabbed his mail and headed for the front door. Bryce followed, stopping in the entry and making no move to hide that he was surveying the place from where he stood.

“I gotta say, nothing wrong with it, but considering you sell real estate I would have expected something bigger.”

“It’s a bargain, and I’m not locked in on a lease,” Dustin admitted, laying his keys on the counter. “Those were my deciding factors. And it was immediately available. I didn’t want to jump into a commitment on a place…”

He realized what he was saying and looked at Bryce, who wore a big grin.

It couldn’t be denied a reply, either, and Dustin laughed. “Yeah, I get the irony. Make yourself at home while I change and grab stuff.”

“Don’t forget your laundry.” Bryce was already perusing a stack of books on the entertainment center. “I mean it. I want you to do your laundry at my place. No reason for you to waste time and money doing it elsewhere.” He picked up a book and turned it over to read the back blurb copy.

“Yes, Sir.”

Maybe someone else would have felt a little put off at someone going through their stuff, but he got it. He’d been to Bryce’s place, and now Bryce wanted a chance to learn more about him.

This absolutely was crazy, and they both felt it.

They were also both helpless to put the brakes on.

“You’re not that far from my office, either,” Bryce called to him from the living room as Dustin collected his laundry. Dustin added the clothes he’d been wearing to the basket and grabbed clean clothes to put on, shorts and a shirt, about the same level of casual as Bryce wore. “I could easily spend nights with you and leave for work from here, as long as I’ve been home the night before to check on Archer.”

“It’s about the same distance for me to work either way. Maybe a few minutes longer from your place. No big deal.”

Bryce’s voice in the master bedroom doorway startled Dustin, and he turned.

“My bed’s bigger.” Bryce smiled.

When had he smiled this much lately? “I do like your bed.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” He walked over and sat on the edge of the bed, smiling up at him.

Fuck it.

Dustin knelt in front of him, even though Bryce didn’t give him any kind of command, verbal or non-verbal.

Bryce stared down at him for a long moment, the smile fading from his lips. “Why did you do that?” he quietly asked.

Doubt filled him. “I…did you not want me to?”

“That wasn’t my question. Be honest.”

Dustin stared at him, now feeling emotionally off-balance. “Because it felt right.”

He reached out and stroked Dustin’s head, gently tugging him closer, to rest his head on Bryce’s thigh, below the hem where his shorts fell.

“It feels scary-right, buddy.”

A shiver rippled through Dustin and he wrapped his arms around Bryce’s lower legs. “Yeah. Scary-right is an apt term, Sir.”

It soothed Dustin when Bryce stroked his hair like that. He closed his eyes and pressed his cheek against Bryce’s thigh. Neither of them had shaved that morning, and he hoped his stubble wasn’t irritating him. He inhaled—soap, fabric softener.

Bryce.

He pressed his lips against Bryce’s inner thigh. “I’m fifteen years older than you. I—”

Bryce’s fingers tightened on his head. “Dude, firm rule. No saying you’re almost old enough to be my dad. Seriously. Forget the age difference. It doesn’t matter to me. If anything, you should be worried that I’m going to be so horned up over the next couple of months that I’m going to want to be fucking you every time you bend over in front of me until I get the new relationship energy out of my system. And yes, you’ll be spending your time with me mostly naked.”

Dustin forced his eyes open and looked up to see Bryce’s playful smirk was back. “Yes, Sir. What about Kira?”

“What about her?”

“If she’s living with you…” He didn’t know where to go with that.

Bryce shrugged. “If it makes her uncomfortable, we won’t do it. If it doesn’t, you’ll be naked. It’s my house.” He tipped Dustin’s chin so they were looking into each other’s eyes. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes, Sir.” The answer fell from his lips, automatic.

Yes, he did trust this guy, even though common sense and reason told him to be careful.

Bryce smiled. “Good boy.”

 

* * * *

 

It had surprised Bryce when Dustin dropped to his knees like that, but he decided to go with it.

Dustin was absolutely correct—this did feel right.

Everything about this felt right.

That scared the hell out of him.

He kept looking for a shoe to drop, or…something.

Anything.

There didn’t seem to be anything, though. This was a guy who seemed to be exactly who he said he was. Did Bryce expect him to be perfect? No, absolutely not. Neither was he.

But all the things that mattered…

So far, those things were lining up like some magickal astrological chart. The guy had many of the same books he did. He kept his place tidy.

He was fucking adorable and hotter than hell in bed.

They both had their own issues.

Bryce urged him up, patting the mattress. Dustin rose and sat next to him, where Bryce indicated.

Bryce laced fingers with him, looking into his eyes. “There was a look on your face earlier. After I fucked you, and then rolled you over. You were staring up at me with a look on your face. What was it?”

He watched the way Dustin’s throat worked, how his gaze darted down for just a moment before rising back to his eyes. “I was shocked I was hard again.”

“And?” There was more. He could sense it.

A sweet pink flush rose in Dustin’s cheeks. “I think my exact thought was that I realized I was going to end up being a complete slut for you, based on how you’d made me feel already. I don’t honestly think I can say no to you, within our limits.”

Bryce’s free hand cupped Dustin’s cheek, and he leaned in and kissed him. He ran his thumb over Dustin’s cheek, enjoying his morning stubble rasping against the pad.

“Believe it or not, the feeling’s mutual. This isn’t a one-way street. Yeah, I’m the Dom, I’m in charge, but it’s still a partnership. I don’t take that responsibility lightly, either. Maybe the other guys you’ve been with were stupid enough to make a snap judgment about you, or were looking for other qualities, but I need more than they were looking for. Way more.

“What I need is someone who gets me. Who gets that yeah, some of it’s sex, some of it’s play, but the biggest part of it is the two of us. Being able to talk. Being honest with each other. Being authentic with each other.”

He stroked Dustin’s lips with his thumb of the hand still cupping his cheek. “I might be in the middle of a case and when I come home, I’ve got my laptop and notes spread out all over the coffee table and I barely do anything but work. I like what I do. Doesn’t mean I don’t love you or want to be with you, but if I’m trying a case where someone’s life is on the line, I need to focus. You have issues? Well, so do I.

“One guy I dated got pissed off because I had a client who was facing life in prison without parole. I had DNA evidence clearing him, and the fucking prosecutor still took it to trial. Had to have a special hearing to get a ruling from the judge to allow it into evidence. Defendant was black, victim was white. No, he was no angel in his past, had a juvenile record, but this was a rape case and the worst he’d ever done was tag a highway sign and steal a couple of cases of beer. And in that case, he was innocent. Guy had cleaned up his life and had a kid and a wife and a good job. But the guy I was dating at the time was pissed off because I wouldn’t go clubbing with him. I’m sorry, innocent man’s life on the line here. Little more important.”

Dustin nodded.

“Other guys had similar problems with me and my work,” Bryce continued. “So, yeah, I get it. Sort of a reverse problem from what you had. One guy actually told me dating me when we weren’t in bed or in the dungeon was like dating an ‘old man.’”

Dustin leaned in and slanted his lips over Bryce’s. Hard and hot and yeah, morning stubble on both of them meant his kiss felt raw and fucking real.

“Can I sit there with you if I don’t disturb you?” Dustin asked when he lifted his lips from Bryce’s.

“Huh?”

“Like…” His face reddened. “Like could I lay there on the couch or on the floor with my head against your leg or…something? If I promised not to interrupt or distract you?”

Bryce didn’t know why he was suddenly blinking back tears, or why Dustin’s eyes also looked a little too bright all of a sudden.

“Yeah,” Bryce hoarsely said. “That’d be fine, buddy. That’d be fine.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce helped him load his laundry in the trunk, his overnight bag in the backseat, and they headed out for breakfast. Bryce knew a little Amish place off Bahia Vista, and that’s where they went. Being a Monday, it was past their rush hour and they practically had the place to themselves.

During their little chat on his bed, Dustin had seen his own old pain mirrored in Bryce’s blue eyes. No, he hadn’t thought about things like that, in those terms.

Maybe I’ve been dating the wrong kind of guys for me.

He never would have anticipated the instant rapport he had with Bryce. Hell, he’d never had this level of rapport with a guy within a few weeks of dating him.

Truth be told, he’d never had this level of rapport with any guy he’d dated.

If someone else told him this story, a friend asking his advice, he’d grab them, shake them, and ask them what the hell they thought they were doing. Tell them they were being reckless and careless and a bunch of other -lesses that he probably wasn’t even thinking of right then.

That you take things slow and carefully.

Well, what the hell had that gotten him so far?

Big fat nothing, that’s what.

Trusting his friends, though, good quality friends, seemed to have changed his life.

Because he was already thinking about Bryce in life-changing terms.

The cheerful waitress took their drink orders and left them with menus.

“Any recommendations?” Dustin asked.

“Their banana pancakes.” His blue eyes twinkled over the top of his menu. “Not as good as mine, but pretty dang good.”

“Banana pancakes, huh?”

“Yeah. It’s a thing.” His focus returned to the menu. “Something Kira and I started in college. Every Sunday morning, we’d cook a big breakfast and stand there in the kitchen, singing and dancing and acting silly, but it was our thing, you know? We both love Jack Johnson’s music, and one of his songs is Banana Pancakes. Well, I found a couple of recipes and fine-tuned it.”

“Her boyfriend didn’t mind?”

“Asshole usually had to work on Sundays so he rarely spent Saturday nights with us.” He laid his menu down, the evil grin making Dustin’s cock twitch. “And he was allergic to bananas.”

Dustin snorted. “No.”

“Yep. Oh, totally deliberate on my part, believe me. But Kira loved my banana pancakes. So I was usually guaranteed at least one peaceful weekend morning where I didn’t have to look at Shawn’s fugly mug.” He closed his menu. “Fuck it, I don’t know why I bother looking at their menu, I get the same thing nearly every time.” He cocked his head at Dustin. “You’re not allergic to anything, are you? Food or medicine?”

“Nope. Not that I’ve discovered.”

“Me, either.” He folded his arms in front of him on the table and leaned in, dropping his voice. “Breakfast is my treat, by the way. We’ll stop on the way home and get groceries for dinner tonight. You can pick that up.”

“Tonight?”

A sexy eyebrow arch as he smiled. “Yes. My boy’s going to cook me dinner tonight. Your choice. I’m not picky.”

Dustin’s heart was still thumping over the my boy part of that comment.

The sexy blue eyes narrowed even as the evil smirk returned, and Dustin’s cock twitched again.

Oooooh boooyyyy…

“You like it when I call you my boy, don’t you?”

Dustin nodded. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.

Bryce reached across the table and gently squeezed his hand. “I like it, too. More than you will ever know.” 


Chapter Nine

 

They stopped at Publix on the return to Bryce’s, and together they unloaded the groceries and Dustin’s things from the car. While Bryce put away stuff in the kitchen, Dustin moved the sheets from the washer to the dryer and started his first load of clothes.

This felt…

Domestic.

Not in a bad way, either.

In the past, it’d always felt like he had to be the uber-best version of himself possible, and always got the distinct feeling the other guy felt and acted the same way.

This…wasn’t that. Not at all.

In all the good ways.

This felt not like he was with someone he’d met less than twenty-four hours ago, but someone he’d met twenty-four months ago.

Someone he could be his authentic self around.

He felt like the Bryce he was seeing was the real Bryce, too. Not some best-case-scenario mask Bryce had stapled into place to impress him.

Maybe it was the safety-net feeling of knowing people he trusted had colluded behind the scenes to pair them. He’d been set up on blind dates before, but there’d been no two-way discussions about them before the actual match-up.

Just, “Hey, I know a guy, you should go out with him.”

Those kinds of blind dates had always ended badly for him. Maybe not flamingly badly, or back-of-a-squad car badly, but none of them had ever led to more than three or four dates before either he knew it wasn’t going to work, or before the other guy said yo, sorry, no hard feelings.

Returning to Bryce’s bedroom, where Bryce had insisted Dustin put his things, he quickly stripped and put his clothes away before heading out to the kitchen to see if Bryce needed any help.

He liked Bryce’s double-take when he appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Can I help, Sir?”

A sexy smile filled Bryce’s face. “FYI, I love that you remember stuff I tell you and I don’t have to repeat myself a bunch of times before it sticks.”

He walked in, Archer trying to twine around his legs as he did. “I try to pay attention, Sir.”

“Fuuuck.” He pulled Dustin into his arms and leaned against the counter, staring up into his face. “That is sexy as hell, boy.” He draped his arms around Dustin’s neck. “Only one thing would make it more perfect.”

“What’s that, Sir?”

The evil smirk appeared. “You wearing my cuffs and collar.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce was going to tell him what else he thought Dustin should be wearing—although, technically, he wasn’t sure if “wearing” was the right term to describe a vibrating butt plug—when his phone blurped the custom ringtone he had for Kira for a FaceTime call.

He dove for his phone where it sat on the counter and nearly fumbled it onto the floor before he was able to answer it, grinning. “Hi, stranger!”

Kira smiled. “Hey, you.” She wore her favorite USF ball cap, the worn one he’d bought for her freshman year in college, and it looked like she was in her hotel room. “Sorry about flaking on you yesterday. You got a minute to chat?”

“Absolutely, doll. Oh, I’m being rude. Hold on.” Before Dustin could get away, and being careful to hold the phone so he wasn’t showing all of Dustin’s secrets to her, he draped his arm around him. “Lookie here. Kira, meet Dustin. Dustin, my bestie, Kira. Dustin’s a real estate agent and friends introduced us at the munch last night.”

She smiled and looked like she was trying to peek to get a better look of Dustin’s southerly real estate that wasn’t currently revealed to her. “Daaaamn, B. You worked fast. Lookatchoo.”

“Yeah, well, long story. Um, actually, not really long. But good.”

Dustin smiled, his face an adorable shade of red now. He raised a hand and waggled his fingers at her. “Um, hi. Nice to meet you. Bryce has told me a lot about you. Looking forward to meeting you.”

“Damned lies, all of it. Don’t believe a word he says.” She grinned. “That Dom didn’t take long getting you out of your clothes, huh? And he’s playing hooky on a Monday? Ooooh, I know what you two are doing today.”

Bryce refocused the phone on him, sparing Dustin more embarrassment. “If you were here already, you’d know what we were doing. So what was the deal yesterday, huh? You scared me.”

“Sorry, B. I was in the middle of some stuff and in mixed company and didn’t want everyone there knowing my business. I really wasn’t able to talk.”

Relief flowed through him. “Ahh. You coulda told a bitch that, honey.”

“Sorry again. I’ll make it up to you, sweetie. Promise.”

“You got flight deets for me yet?”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin could see the phone’s screen from where he stood next to Bryce, even though he wasn’t currently visible in the frame now. A brief shadow flickered across her features.

“Not yet. Soon. Still wrapping up some loose ends on this end. I don’t need the extra stress of a deadline in case something takes me longer to handle.”

She’s lying.

Maybe not lying, but there was something she was hiding from Bryce, and it immediately put Dustin on the defensive.

Although he didn’t even know this woman, and had no reason to think that beyond his gut instinct.

“Please tell me that means you are moving back here, right? You didn’t change your mind?” Bryce had crossed from hopeful to needy in tone.

“Yep. You’ll be stuck with me. I don’t know how long I’ll be staying with you, sweetie. And I don’t want to cramp your style.”

“Dustin’s cool with it, seriously. I already told him about it. Aren’t you?” Bryce tipped the screen toward Dustin, and he gave her a smile and a thumbs-up.

“I’m good, honest,” he said.

“Okay. We can talk about all of that after I’m there. As soon as I book the tickets, I’ll let you know.”

Bryce had aimed the phone at himself again. “You wait too long, and I’m going to fly out there and abduct you myself.”

Another one of those flashes. “Nah, sweetie. I appreciate it, but I got it. I’m perfectly capable of adulting on my own. Hey, I know you don’t talk to them a lot, but nothing to my parents about this yet, okay?”

“Sure, but why?”

“I don’t want them trying to talk me into moving to Oklahoma. I’d rather tell them I’m living with you after I’m already living with you.”

“But they know you broke up with Shawn, right?”

She sighed. “Yes, but they don’t know about me getting laid off.”

Maybe that was what he was picking up, then. She was hiding info from her parents, and maybe it was translating into her talking to Bryce, even though it was her parents she was keeping in the dark.

“When are you telling them that?” Bryce asked.

“Once I’m in Florida.” She smiled, and it looked…well, tired. And maybe a little pained. She sort of winced.

“You working on a headache?” Bryce asked. “Did you get your eyes checked like I’ve been harping on you? You know you need glasses, stubborn. That’s why you keep having those damn headaches.”

“I’m fine. Just really tired.” It looked like she reached up to the brim of her cap to take it off, then jerked her hand away again. “Listen, I have a lot of stuff to finish here if you want me there. And I didn’t mean to interrupt your…fun.” She smirked, a lot like the way Bryce did, and waggled her eyebrows at them.

“Thanks, sweetie. Do not scare me like that again, huh?”

“Sorry. Just been stressed. I wasn’t thinking about your momma bear mode.”

“And I got banana pancakes with your name on them when you get here.”

A wide, beaming smile. “Did you take him to Zook’s?”

“This morning.”

Now she looked sad. “I’ve missed our Sunday mornings.”

“Me, too, sweetie.” He blew her a kiss. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. Nice to meet you, Dustin.”

“Same here.” He waved a hand far enough into the frame she could see it. “Looking forward to meeting you in person.”

“Ditto.” She ended the call and the happy smile Bryce wore said it all.

He laid his phone on the counter and turned to Dustin, squeezing him in a tight hug. “Man, we’ll be like the Three Musketeers or something. This is going to be awesome.” He gasped and looked up at him. “Maybe we can sic them on finding a great guy for her! She’s not full-on kinky, but like I said, she knows about the lifestyle and is fine with it.”

“I don’t know her well enough to make that judgment call. That’d have to be up to you, Sir.”

“Well, technically I guess it’d be up to her. We can talk to her about that.” Bryce laid his head against Dustin’s chest, and it felt right wrapping his arms around Bryce.

Soooo right.

“Time for a skills test!” Bryce stepped back, grabbed Dustin’s hand, and led him to the bedroom. They’d remade the bed earlier with another set of sheets. Bryce threw a towel onto the bed for Dustin to kneel on, and before Bryce even went into the bathroom to get it, Dustin knew what was in store.

He lowered his shoulders to the bed and stuck his ass out, earning him an appreciative whistle from Bryce upon his return.

“Such a good boy.” Dustin didn’t flinch when Bryce stroked his ass cheeks.

He did jump, a little, at the feel of warm breath over his balls, moaning when Bryce licked them, gently sucking them into his mouth one at a time. His hands grabbed Dustin’s hips and it didn’t take long for Dustin to feel himself swirling down into a sweet haze that he’d swear was subspace.

Without any impact play.

Daaaamn!

Apparently, all his cock had needed to recover from their morning struggle snuggle was a couple of hours and breakfast at an Amish restaurant.

Who knew?

Bryce took his sweet time, too, flicking his tongue along Dustin’s taint, warm, wet heat engulfing his balls, teasing just the tip of his cock, back again. A slice of heaven, sweet torture—he didn’t bother trying to stay quiet. He already knew Bryce loved to hear him make noises.

No problem.

It felt soooo fucking good! So good that when Bryce pulled away, Dustin moaned even louder, begging him not to stop.

Yep. Total slut.

“I’m right here, boy. Hold on.” Bryce sounded amused.

A moment later, Bryce’s finger started playing with his asshole, and Dustin knew what was coming next.

Probably Bryce.

Bryce only teased him a little, though, before adding a second finger and more lube. Then the hand disappeared, replaced by something else Dustin had a feeling he was going to get to know very intimately.

“Push,” Bryce ordered.

Dustin did, and the butt plug easily slid inside him. He heard Bryce strip off a glove. A moment later, Bryce stretched out on the bed next to him—fully dressed, which surprised Dustin.

In his hand he held the remote.

He wore an evil smile.

“Let’s play a game.” Bryce waggled his eyebrows at him, and Dustin knew he was fucked.

Totally.

Completely.

Was there a word sluttier than slut? He didn’t know.

If there wasn’t, maybe he should invent one, because he was going to need it.

Bryce held up the remote. “I get to pick the length of time it’s on. You get to pick the setting it’s on. The catch is, I don’t tell you how long until after you’ve picked the setting.” He also held up a folded sticky note. “I’ve written a number on here. In minutes, between one and sixty. That’s to keep it fair so you don’t think I just randomly picked in relation to the setting you picked.

“Now, the other catch is that if you come before your time is up, you’re going to get punished. One bare-handed swat for every minute early. If you make it the full time, I will give you one minute at the end of your time to come. However, if you don’t come in that one minute window, I have a nifty little chastity cage you’re going to be introduced to for the rest of the afternoon. If that goes on you, I’ll give you a chance to beg, barter, or in some other adorable way plead your case to me to let you bust a nut by milking you while you’re wearing it.”

The smile grew even more evil, if that was possible.

Dustin’s cock throbbed. There wasn’t much of a downside to any of that, even the spanking.

Bryce continued. “One more thing—keep in mind, it might be tempting to choose a low setting, thinking you can endure it more easily regardless of the time. But will it keep you at a high enough simmer to boil on command? Or will you think I’m automatically going to assume you’re going to think I’ll assume you’ll pick a low setting so I go for the highest time possible? Or do you think I’m going to think you’ll pick a higher setting so I’ll go for a lower time, or—”

“Never go in against a Dom when your nuts are on the line?”

Bryce’s eyes widened. He leaned in and deeply kissed him. “Fuck me, you can quote The Princess Bride?”

Time for Dustin to smile. He affected an accent. “Hello. My name is Dustin Poole. You fucked my ass. Prepare to come.”

Bryce let out a squeal Dustin never would have imagined could come from the guy before he started laughing and rolled onto his back. “Holy shitballs. You are the perfect guy, you know that?”

“As you wish, Sir.”

Bryce handed him the remote. “Pick. Before I cream myself, goddammit.” He climbed off the bed and started stripping.

Dustin studied the remote. “Can I try a few of the settings first, or is it one and done?”

“You can adjust it. Tell me when you want the time to start.” Now naked and back on the bed, he had his phone in his hand, the timer open.

No time entered into it yet.

Dustin knew the only way to get through this—not that he was complaining—was to get through it. “Any negotiation about the game?”

Bryce sat back on his heels, his smile gone, all serious now. He nudged his glasses up on his nose. “You can always safeword. For anything.” He pointed at himself. “Again, sadist, not asshole. Do we need to stop and talk?”

“I want to up the stakes.”

His right eyebrow arched, but he didn’t interrupt.

“Paddle strokes, not bare-handed. But I pick the paddle from your collection.”

“Oookaaaay. That sounds kind of one-sided, though.”

Dustin met his gaze. “I want the one minute to be me fucking your ass.”

The other eyebrow joined the first. “Ooooh, baby.” He held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” He climbed out of bed. “I need to prepare.”

“Is that a yes, Sir?”

“Fuckin’ A, that’s a yes. I need lube. I thought we established last night I like you fucking my ass.”

“Technically, Sir, last night you fucked your ass on my cock.”

“Yeah, well, I still enjoyed it.”

He returned a short moment later, spreading out a couple more towels on the bed before sitting on the bed in front of him, propped on his elbows, legs spread. “And FYI, you can always spend your time enduring trying to distract yourself by worshipping my cock, if you wish.”

Said cock was rock hard and right there.

Dustin leaned in and licked the tip, his gaze focused on Bryce as he did.

The low moan rolling from Bryce finished hardening Dustin’s cock. He tasted pre-cum, warm and salty. Bryce had just a little bit of an Adam’s apple, and as he swallowed, Dustin could watch his throat working.

“Jeezus, fuck, get started, because Papi wants to bust a nut.”

Dustin smiled, swirling his tongue around the head of Bryce’s cock before releasing it and studying the remote.

He knew damn well what the devilish thing could do.

He also knew as long as he was hard and horny, he could probably beat the one-minute buzzer.

Switching it on, it apparently defaulted to the low, buzzing hum, pleasant, but tolerable. He clicked it one setting at a time until he reached what he assumed was midway. Throbbing, but a tolerable pulsation he could deal with.

“Ready?”

“Yes, Sir.”

With a smile, Bryce unfolded the sticky note and showed him the time written there. Ten minutes. Bryce punched it into the timer and hit start.

The only bad thing about this position was that the butt plug could easily rub against Dustin’s prostate.

Distraction…gooood.

He dove onto Bryce’s cock, watching him. Bryce buried his fingers in Dustin’s hair, egging him on. “Yeah, boy. Sooo fucking good.” The slightly hoarse tinge of need to his tone only encouraged Dustin.

But…Dustin realized he’d chosen well. This particular setting was definitely keeping him hard and ready, but not over the top. He didn’t even bother glancing at the timer, preferring to meet Bryce’s hungry gaze.

“For the record,” Bryce gasped, “I like to keep you on your toes. Games like this.”

“Mm-hmm.” That, at least, he could hum around Bryce’s cock.

“Oooohhh, fuuuuck…”

When the timer went off, Bryce grabbed his phone and switched it to one minute. “Get in there, boy,” he ordered, spreading his legs and holding up the tube of lube.

Dustin eagerly did, slicking his cock and easily sinking balls-deep in Bryce’s ass in one hard thrust.

“Yeah,” Bryce said. “Don’t hold back. Pound my ass. Timer starts…now.” He thumbed the button and dropped his phone onto the bed.

Dustin grabbed Bryce’s legs and shoved them back, holding them with his arms under Bryce’s knees. He found his rhythm and started riding Bryce, loving the moans that now rolled from him.

“Fuck yeah! Pound my ass.”

Well aware he couldn’t take his time, Dustin took the remote, which he’d palmed, and flicked it to high.

The butt plug’s steady throbbing became a hard staccato on his sweet spot. He dropped the remote and threw his head back as his orgasm rolled through him like a tsunami. Hard and almost painful, intense.

“Yes!” Dustin fell still with his cock deep inside Bryce. When he reached for the remote, he couldn’t find it.

“Looking for this?” Bryce held it up, a cocky smirk quirking his lips. “You want that to turn off, you’d better get me off.”

Dustin pulled out and let go of Bryce’s legs to dive onto his cock again. This time, Bryce grabbed his head, fistfuls of hair. It wasn’t a blow job as much as it was a face fucking.

“That’s it, you tricky boy. You fucking take it from your Sir.”

Another moan escaped Dustin, loving this—

Loving him.

About the time he deep-throated Bryce the man exploded and rewarded Dustin with a mouthful of cum to swallow. And swallow he did, savoring it, knowing that he had the power to bring this man pleasure and now had him all to himself.

Seconds later, the butt plug fell still. Dustin went limp, both of them panting, Bryce keeping his hand on Dustin’s head, but this time stroking his hair.

Lovingly.

Tenderly.

Dustin heard the first snort. By the time he managed to look up, Bryce was full-on laughing and pulling Dustin up the bed and into his arms. Bryce’s laughter was infectious. Dustin started laughing, too, until they were both laughing so hard they were crying.

When was the last time he’d laughed this hard? Had this much…fun?

He couldn’t remember.

Especially not in bed.

Bryce rolled on top of him, smiling down at him.

“Still think the age difference is going to be an issue?”

Dustin shook his head. “No, Sir.”

“You, my dear boy, are a tricky fuck. I’ll have to remember that.” He held up the remote, eying Dustin’s reaction, but not making any motions to turn it on again.

“You didn’t say I couldn’t change the butt plug setting after the time was up, Sir.”

“No, I didn’t.” His smile widened. “Just remember that I am a sadist. And I looooove operant-conditioning. There are all sorts of devious things I can reprogram your body to enjoy.”

Dustin smiled. “Yes, Sir. Keep in mind, you break it, you bought it.”

Bryce kissed him one more time. “Who said I’m ever letting you go?” 


Chapter Ten

 

Bryce finally dragged himself out of bed again, relieved Dustin of the butt plug, and they grabbed a quick shower.

Note to self, stock up on batteries for it.

Bryce didn’t bother putting on clothes, either. He did put on music, however, filling the house with a shuffled mix from one of his favorite playlists. Since they both needed to check e-mails for work, they sprawled across the couch, Dustin with his head in Bryce’s lap as they scrolled through their phones and handled anything needing their immediate attention.

Even Archer was being nice, settled quietly on the back of the couch and staring down at them but not waving his butthole in their faces or anything.

For once.

This felt sooo damn right.

Dustin felt right.

Bryce was staring down into Dustin’s face when the man’s gaze swiveled up and caught him watching. A sweet smile curved his lips. “Sir?”

“Yeah, I’m going to go with my gut here.” He ran his hand through Dustin’s hair. “How about I spend tomorrow night with you at your place, since you have the day off? I’ll come over after I stop by here to take care of Archer.”

Dustin’s smile widened. “I’d like that.”

Bryce laced fingers with him, his own smile fading. “I don’t care how crazy this might seem, or how fast this is happening. Every other guy I’ve been with and dated, I did it reasonably and smart and took my time. It got me nowhere, in the end. I’ve never been with someone where it feels like this, even after several months.”

Dustin let out a deep breath. “Me, too.”

“Oh, my god, I got me a boyfriend. Kimbra is going to be impossible to live with for a while.” His smile returned. “And she’s going to tell me ‘see, I told you so’ every damn time I turn around.”

“I have a feeling Lara will be fairly smug, too.”

Bryce squeezed Dustin’s hand. “I do have ASL classes on Fridays right now.”

“What’s that?”

“Sign language. Friday evenings. Six to nine. Meet somewhere for dinner after, and then come back here for the weekend?”

“Sure. What about Wednesday and Thursday nights, Sir?”

It was difficult for Bryce to focus when Dustin called him that. “I have to come by here regardless for Archer. But what’s your preference?”

“I don’t have one, Sir.”

Bryce’s cock threatened to stir. “How about your place, then?”

“Works for me.”

Bryce set down his phone and stroked Dustin’s cheek with his other hand. “I hope this doesn’t come out sounding wrong, but it makes me feel better knowing you’re feeling the same crazy way I am.”

Dustin laid his hand over Bryce’s. “Me, too.”

 

* * * *

 

“Now that’s the kind of smile I hoped I’d see on your face this morning.”

Bryce looked up from his computer monitor to spot Kimbra triumphantly grinning ear to ear. She leaned against his office doorway, arms folded over her chest.

“Yes, you were right. Yes, you told me so. Yes, I should have let you do this sooner.”

“Boo, I didn’t even need you to say that. But now that you did, I’ll take it.”

And with that, she returned to her office.

He’d honestly expected her to milk that a little longer, but whatever.

Bryce had a hard time peeling himself off Dustin that morning. Dustin had waited until the very last moment to get dressed, and when he saw Bryce dressed in a suit and tie for work, his cock had hardened.

Aaannd that had meant Bryce popped one, too.

Except he had to be in court at eleven this morning, so skipping work today wasn’t an option.

I bet he rocks a suit.

Aaannd there was his chub, back with a vengeance.

At this rate, he was going to be useless in court if he didn’t get his head in the game.

Eh, the one on his shoulders, not the one currently trying to hog his blood supply.

He received a text a little after three that afternoon.

 

Any preference for dinner, Sir?

 

Bryce leaned back in his office chair and softly moaned as his cock—which had been behaving once he’d pulled himself into his work—woke up and screamed howdy, y’all.

What am I going to do with this boy?

He could think of at least sixty-nine things, to start with.

He thumbed open his photos and looked at the selfie he took of the two of them that morning before he’d left for work. Both of them smiling, and looking into each other’s eyes instead of at the camera.

When was the last time he’d smiled like that in a picture? Hell, he wore a goofy-ass grin on his face. So did Dustin.

They look like two goobers in love with each other.

Or guys who’d managed to score front-row tickets to Hamilton.

Since he knew it wasn’t that, he had to admit it looked like two guys in love.

Realizing Dustin was awaiting a reply, he quickly sent him one.

 

Whatever you feel like making. No preference. I’ll be there around seven, after I take care of Archer.

 

Instead of working, he sat there and awaited Dustin’s reply.

 

Yes, Sir. :)

 

After a thought hit him, he went in and set his phone not to delete texts. He didn’t want to lose a single one.

Whatever this was, he didn’t want to lose any of it. Not a second. He wanted it forever emblazoned in his mind and memory and able to scroll back through things so he could smile over them.

The way he was smiling in that picture.

 

* * * *

 

The week passed in a blur for Dustin. By the time Friday night rolled around and he’d finished last-minute details for that weekend’s open houses, he felt the good kind of exhausted.

Due in no small part to him and Bryce wearing each other out every night.

Which had also led to the best week of sleep in Dustin’s fricking life.

Tonight they were going to meet at a pizza place not far from Bryce’s house before heading there. This actually worked better for Dustin anyway, because his two open houses were only minutes from Bryce’s, meaning a few extra minutes he could sleep in both mornings.

Bryce was already there when Dustin arrived and had grabbed them a table. He couldn’t help the way his heart thumped when he saw Bryce. He’d shed his tie and jacket, but still wore the slacks and dress shirt he’d left in that morning, his collar open and sleeves rolled up his forearms.

He’s all mine.

Who said submissives couldn’t feel territorial or possessive about their Dominants? He wasn’t jealous, but he knew he was in love with the man and would do whatever it took to keep this working between them. The bond between them only deepened the more time they spent together. They really hadn’t had an actual “scene” yet, just a lot of sexy play. They had already negotiated the rope scene for tomorrow night, and Dustin was looking forward to flying for the first time.

There were a lot of things he was looking forward to doing with Bryce—like hopefully spending the rest of his life with him.

Bryce smiled when Dustin walked up and kissed him hello before sliding into the booth. Dustin didn’t give a fuck who saw them together. People could get over themselves if they didn’t like gays. He wasn’t going to hold himself back and deny himself something straight people took for granted.

Bryce’s intense blue gaze held his from across the table. “Did I tell you how fucking sexy you look in a suit, boy?” he murmured just loudly enough for Dustin to hear.

“I believe you did, Sir. Every morning, so far.” He winked at Bryce. “You’re no slouch yourself, either.”

And Bryce had already ordered him a water and an iced tea, too. Bryce slid the menu across the table to him. “Want to split a pie?”

“Sounds good. Your choice, Sir. I have no preference. How was your class?”

Bryce smiled and waggled his right hand back and forth.

“Having trouble with it?” Dustin asked.

Bryce smiled. “Eh, sort of. That’s the sign for so-so.”

“Ah.”

“We had a practical exercise today where we were supposed to have a very basic conversation with signs we’ve already learned. I could remember most of the signs to sign them, but interpreting someone else signing isn’t going so well.”

“Sorry.”

“I need more practice. Kimbra’s been trying to help me in the office, but she’s not nearly as fluent as Walt is. She knows more conversational ASL.” The waitress returned, and Bryce put the order in. He waited until they were alone again to lean in with a smile. “What time will you be finished tomorrow?”

“By six, at the latest. Plenty of time to get back to your place and change clothes.”

“Where are they at, again? Your open houses.”

“The listings are on my Facebook page.”

“You have a page? I thought you just had a profile.” He pulled out his phone.

Dustin laughed. “The page is for business. I shared the open houses on my profile.”

“Ah. You are tricky. I’d like to hit dinner tomorrow. Kimbra said we’re welcomed to join a group of them at Sigalo’s tomorrow night before going to Venture. There’s usually a standing Saturday night reservation for a back corner. The people fluctuate depending on who’s got what going on, but she said she’ll be going.”

“Sounds good.”

Saturday morning, Dustin had totally forgotten about the conversation. The open house was going well, although not quite as many people as he’d hoped due to a rainy morning. Still, several of the people who’d come through looking at the listing seemed pretty serious about it. He was between people, alone in the house and standing in the kitchen, reading his e-mail on his phone when he heard the front door open.

He slid his phone into his pocket and put on a professional smile before rounding the corner—

To find Bryce standing there with one of the fliers from the hall table in his hands and an evilly playful smile on his face.

“Sir?” he whispered.

“You alone?”

Dustin nodded.

He grinned. “Well, show me around.”

“Um…okay.” He actually didn’t get any farther than the hall bathroom, because Bryce stuck his head inside, scoped it out, grabbed Dustin’s hand, and dragged him into the room, locking the door behind them.

“Hands on the counter.” Bryce’s voice barely registered above a whisper, but it was all Sir, and Dustin was helpless to argue.

He placed his hands on the counter and Bryce nudged his feet wider apart even as he reached around Dustin and unfastened his belt and slacks.

Over his shoulder, in the mirror, Dustin spotted the playfully evil gleam in Bryce’s blue eyes as he shoved Dustin’s slacks and briefs down before unfastening his own slacks, revealing he’d gone commando.

Yep. Total slut for him.

“Sir missed his boy, and him being soooo close was too much temptation.” Bryce pulled a condom pouch from his pocket and ripped it open with his teeth. “This’ll be fast and hard and one-sided, boy, so try to stay quiet.” He made fast work of rolling on the pre-lubed condom, tossing the wrapper in the toilet, fortunately.

Dustin’s head drooped even as his now rigid cock throbbed, screaming for attention. Bryce lined up the head of his cock with Dustin’s ass and shoved in hard, deep, fast. Dustin sucked in a sharp breath at the bright burst of the good kind of pain that rolled itself into pleasure even before his cock fully impaled him.

“Watch me, boy.”

Dustin had to force his eyes open. He knew he’d do anything for the smile Bryce was giving him right then.

“Look at you, sticking your ass out so well for your Sir.” Bryce grabbed his hips and Dustin had to bite back his own needy moans over the blistering fuck Bryce threw him. It was raw and hot and sexy as hell. Dustin prayed no one walked into the house right now, but he probably would have let Bryce take him even if he’d had a dozen people milling around out there.

He needed this man, needed what he gave him, needed it like oxygen. It was like Bryce held the blueprint for his soul and knew exactly what connections to make where for maximum results.

It didn’t take Bryce long to get over, only taking a moment to catch his breath before pulling out and flushing the condom and wrapper.

Dustin didn’t move, because he hadn’t been told to. And he wasn’t sure how the hell he was supposed to get his cock back into his pants now, anyway. Bryce washed his hands and fastened his slacks, looking pleased with himself. He turned Dustin to face him, smiling as he held Dustin’s cock in one hand and used a finger from his other to catch a drop of pre-cum from the slit.

Dustin’s mouth was already open when Bryce’s finger rose. He sucked it from Bryce’s finger, swirling his tongue around the end of it. Then Bryce pulled his finger free, quickly tucked Dustin’s cock back into his briefs, and got his slacks fastened.

The playful smile returned. “Better tuck in your shirt. And text me before you leave later.”

He was doing that when he heard the front door open. Bryce swatted him on the ass and scooted past him, already out the bathroom door and heading down the hall toward where the master bedroom was.

Ducking out, Dustin intercepted the couple before they even made it farther than the entryway, but it took him a moment to settle his brain and get back into agent mode. He knew from the angle there was no way the couple could have spotted Bryce or him emerging from the bathroom.

Whew!

Speaking of Bryce…where was he?

He emerged from the master bedroom like he’d been innocently looking around in there, and now was nothing more than a potentially interested buyer, not even a hint of the evilly playful gleam in his eyes.

He waited for a natural break in Dustin’s conversation with the couple to shake hands with him and offer him a smile. “Thanks for your time today. Still have a few more to look at.”

“Of course. Thanks for stopping by.”

Dustin was pretty sure the couple couldn’t see the wink Bryce dropped him.

 

* * * *

 

Dustin shot Bryce a text before he started his car. Bryce must have had the reply text already queued to send, because he responded immediately.

 

Door’s unlocked, boy.

 

His cock hardened. Hell, now all he wanted to do was stay home tonight and wear each other out.

When he returned to Bryce’s, he didn’t spot him, at first. It wasn’t until he walked into the master bedroom and pulled up short.

Bryce, on his hands and knees on the bed, ass in the air, a lazy smile on his face. “Thank gawd. It didn’t take me that long to get home when I left there.”

Dustin didn’t remember unfastening his slacks as he strode across the room. He didn’t even kick off his shoes or remove his jacket. He shoved his slacks and briefs down and hoped Bryce had lubed himself, because otherwise, this would be uncomfortable for one of them.

They both moaned as Dustin sank his cock balls-deep inside Bryce’s well-lubed ass.

“Ride it hard, boy, because your ass belongs to me for the rest of the night, and I plan on putting pretty marks on it before I bring you home to fuck your brains out. Again.”

Dustin didn’t hesitate to unleash on him. Bryce met him stroke for stroke, and even Archer jumping onto the bed in the middle of things didn’t distract him from his goal.

“That was fucking mean, Sir.”

“Ah, but someone didn’t safeword.”

Dustin dug his fingers into Bryce’s hips as he slowed his strokes and ground into him. “Honestly? I didn’t even think about it at the time.”

“I watched and waited until you were alone.” He grunted. “Fuck, yeah, boy. Get in there and get you some. Jeeezus, I think I’m addicted to your cock.”

That was another thing Dustin loved about Bryce. When it came to sex, positions were irrelevant to Bryce. If he wanted Dustin to fuck his ass, that was a Dominant telling his boy what to do, and his boy happily following orders. Same with giving oral—he was a Dominant, and if he wanted to suck his boy’s cock, by god he would suck it.

And damn, could the man suck a cock. Dustin had always considered himself pretty good at it, and had always received favorable responses, but he’d learned a few new tricks from Bryce he’d added to his own repertoire.

Bryce clamped his ass down onto Dustin’s cock, increasing the friction and almost driving Dustin over the edge. He picked up the pace again, long-stroking Bryce until he felt his orgasm boiling up and cum ready to explode from his balls. He finished hard and deep, gasping for air as his cock pulsed and pumped inside Bryce’s ass.

“Good boy,” Bryce said. Dustin finally let go of him and Bryce pulled away, flipping over onto his back. His hard cock stood proud and erect, and Dustin’s mouth automatically opened as he lowered his head, fully intending to enjoy sucking that load out of him.

Bryce caught him by the tie and stopped him. “Uh-uh. Not now.” Bryce reeled him in to lie next to him, kissing him. “That’s for later. By the time that goes off inside you, one way or another, I want it nice and ready for you.”

Dustin kissed him, foreheads together, nose-to-nose. “Best. Open house. Ever.”

“You sell it?”

“Not yet, but fuck.” Dustin started laughing. “You keep this shit up, you will be stuck with me for life because I’m gonna be addicted to you.”

Bryce tugged on his tie to get another kiss from him. “Maybe that’s part of my evil plan, boy.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

They somehow managed to make it to dinner on time. Bryce knew some of the people there, but those he didn’t know acted warm and friendly. By the end of the meal it felt like they’d been friends for years with all of them. Everyone had been welcoming to both of them.

On the drive to the club, Dustin noted that. “This is not like Miami,” he said. “Well, I never managed to find a group of people like this in Miami. That was fun. Thanks for not letting me talk you into staying in bed tonight.”

“I was hoping you’d like them. I think every region has its own wavelength in their kink community, you know? This area, a group of them started a munch group decades ago and it’s morphed into the community here now. I know one of the guys passed away a few years ago, but Tony was part of that original group. Ross and Loren. Gilo. Even Walt’s been around for years, although I’m not sure if he was part of the original group. Seth and Leah who were at the munch? The guy who passed away, Kaden, was her first husband, so she was there at the very start. And the people who opened Venture, too. They started the club because the house parties were getting too big and people were worried about liability.”

“Felt like a family reunion back there,” Dustin said. “A good one. Felt like I could be myself.”

Bryce patted him on the thigh. “That’s because you can. With them, and with me.”

At the club, Bryce unloaded his implement and rope bags from the trunk and had Dustin carry them in. They made their way through the entry process fairly quickly, and it was actually Tony who gave Dustin his orientation and tour after his paperwork was finished and their fees were paid. Once they were done, Bryce retrieved his bags from where he’d left them along the wall and led Dustin over to a large, red metal A-frame set up on the old side. He’d seen Walt and Holly and a friend of theirs, who was also a lawyer friend of Kimbra’s, enter the club before them, but they were already set up over on the new side.

When Voodoo by Godsmack started playing, Bryce knew someone had put Walt’s custom playlist on.

Bryce toed off his shoes. “Strip.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly at first. “Sir?” The sign on the side of the A-frame warned people to take off their shoes before stepping onto the MMA mats under the A-frame, or to move the mats if they weren’t using them. So he understood why Bryce was shedding his shoes.

Bryce arched an eyebrow. “Strip or safeword. Did we not talk about this? I’m pretty sure you told me you were fine playing naked, or I would have made sure you brought a jock to wear.”

“Right now? Here?”

“I want to play now. You have to be up early in the morning. If I want to get you home in time to enjoy a big finish we can’t do here, we need to play early. So either strip, or safeword. Either choice is fine, but please pick one. I don’t want to tie up the equipment if we aren’t going to play. Once this thing starts getting used, it’s usually busy all night.”

It wasn’t the nudity that was the problem. Dustin had been to dungeons and play parties before. It was…

He didn’t know what it was.

Maybe because in the past when he’d been somewhere, it’d always been more of a…party. Music so loud you couldn’t hear yourself think and no one else could hear you, either, so dark you could barely see, people too involved in themselves or their activities they really weren’t paying attention to anyone else…

Bryce stared at him, awaiting his response.

Dustin started to unbutton his shirt when Bryce reached up and closed his hand around Dustin’s.

“Are we okay, boy?” he softly asked.

Hell, he couldn’t say he didn’t trust Bryce, because that’d be a fucking lie. He absolutely trusted him despite the fact that they’d known each other less than a week. His friends told him he could trust Bryce. His gut told him he could trust Bryce.

All of Bryce’s actions told him he could trust Bryce.

But they did this, it took them into serious play, formal play, not just two guys fucking around in bed.

It was the final area where they really needed to see if they were compatible so they could start working on the rest of them.

Dustin nodded. Bryce physically was no different now…yet something felt different. He seemed…bigger, somehow.

“I need a color, boy. You have to say it.”

“Green, Sir.”

Bryce’s hand skimmed up, around the nape of Dustin’s neck, cupping him. “I can take you to the other side, to the mats over there, and tie you on the ground. Wouldn’t be able to fly you over there.”

Another couple had already taken up residence on the smaller A-frame on the other side. They weren’t using it for suspension, but for an impact play scene, and it looked like they would be a while. And Walt was playing with someone at one of the trapeze bars while Holly looked on, but as Tony had explained during the walkthrough, those couldn’t be used for suspension because they weren’t a secure hardpoint.

But over here, people were milling around in the social area, talking—setting up to watch their scene from a discreet distance. People coming and going from the nearby office door. It would be a little more private playing over on the other side. This was like…

Center stage.

What was he really afraid of? How people would see them?

That was silly.

“Green, Sir. I want to fly tonight.”

Bryce rubbed his thumb through Dustin’s hair. “You sure?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“We’re going to talk about this later. I want to know what made you freeze up like that.”

Had he? He didn’t think he’d reacted quite that strongly, but then again, maybe he had. “Yes, Sir.”

Bryce stepped back. “Strip, boy.” He still used that same quietly firm tone, not even one Dustin had really heard him use before. This was…he didn’t know how to explain it.

Like Bryce had stripped himself of the fun and playful parts of his personality, set them aside, and it was now the Dom in full charge, not just directing from the shadows of his soul.

Once Dustin started undressing, Bryce opened his rope bag and started removing coil after coil of rope. Then he took out a large ring and hooked it through the heavy-duty swivel climbing carabiner already attached to the A-frame by a stout piece of chain, which itself was attached to a point welded to the frame by a heavy-duty shackle. The whole set-up looked like you could hang a dang car from it.

Most of Bryce’s rope was blue or black. The rigger slid a pair of paramedic scissors with neon pink handles into his back pocket, but Dustin spied something attached to one of the handles.

“What’s that?”

Bryce pulled it out and showed him. “Rope cutter. I must have lost a dozen of the damn things before I finally got smart and cable-tied the scabbard to these. I never lose my scissors.” He returned them to his pocket.

Dustin stood where Bryce told him to and held still as he started wrapping rope around him. He tied a hip harness on him first, and it seemed to both amuse and please Bryce that Dustin remained hard throughout the process. Not only did part of the harness go between Dustin’s legs, but Bryce took a length of black paracord and fashioned a rope cock ring around the base of Dustin’s cock and balls, ensuring he’d stay hard.

Dustin kept his focus on Bryce, not on the people behind them in the social area who he knew were watching. If he kept his focus on Bryce, what he was doing and the feel of his hands, the nervous jitters disappeared. The slightly uncomfortable wedge against his balls, just enough to distract him, also helped.

Bryce was calm, methodical, his long fingers nimbly wrapping rope and tying knots and apparently sure of what he was doing. Once he was satisfied with the hip harness, he started creating a chest harness.

The rest of the dungeon and the attendees slipped away from Dustin’s mind. All he cared about was Bryce, the feel of the rope sliding across his flesh, the way it held and hugged him.

Letting go to Bryce and giving him complete control over him and his body. His pulse slowed, evened out, calm filling him.

Bryce paused, smiling as he met Dustin’s gaze. “Color, boy,” he asked in that same low, sure tone.

No hesitation this time. “Green, Sir.”

“Good boy.”

Once Bryce finished the chest harness and connected it to the hip harness, he started running ropes through the ring, down through the back side of the harness, back and forth. Dustin had seen a few suspensions, but since he’d never had a relationship with a rigger, it really hadn’t been something that had drawn him in beyond casual viewing.

To be honest, he wasn’t sure how, if he outweighed Bryce, that Bryce was going to get him in the air.

Finally, Bryce stepped around behind him. “Lean forward.”

He did, shocked when he felt the slack suddenly taken up and his feet left the ground. Before he could really process that, though, Bryce had grabbed him by the ankles, hauled them up, and was tying his legs bent back.

Bryce stepped back and gave him a hard shove, grinning as Dustin let out a startled yelp before he realized he was secure.

But he was flying.

Bryce pushed him again, and again, turning him to push him in a different direction, and Dustin realized the laughter he was hearing came from himself.

Bryce finally brought him to a stop and held his head. “Now, if we were at one of the private parties,” he softly said, “we could have a lot more fun. Since I can’t fuck you here, I’ll have to have fun in other ways.”

There was enough of his ass not blocked by his legs being tied the way they were that Bryce was able to spank him. He’d pulled a small acrylic paddle out of his implement bag and was using that on his ass cheeks, and along the sides and tops of his thighs. With the paddle light and stingy, Bryce held Dustin still, braced against his body as he spanked him, then suddenly gave him another hard shove, taking swats at him every time he swung past.

Between the impact play, and the way the ropes held his body, Dustin felt subspace suck him under. Wasn’t even the hardest impact play he’d ever endured, not by a long-shot, but it was Bryce.

After a few minutes of this, Bryce swapped out the paddle for a riding crop and repeated the fun. Encouraged by Bryce’s playfully teasing taunts, Dustin did his best to twist and squirm away from each swat in the ropes, and it was only when Bryce gave him a moment to catch his breath that Dustin realized at some point Bryce had spread two towels under him.

He froze when he felt the flapper on the end of the crop brush against his cock. Bryce now held the harness to keep Dustin still. He leaned in close.

“Glad I put those towels down there. You’ve been dripping the whole time, boy.” Bryce nipped the shell of his ear as Dustin felt his face grow hot. “What would you like to trade me in return for letting you come when we get home, hmm?” The crop’s flapper traced up his cock, lightly flicked his balls just enough to make him flinch but not painfully so, and back down again.

“Anything Sir wants,” Dustin replied without even thinking.

 

* * * *

 

Bryce was glad he hadn’t used a blindfold on Dustin tonight. His gaze traced the fine lines along the outer edges of his hazel eyes, the strands of grey here and there in the soft, fine brown hair he was addicted to playing with. They were halfway through Walt’s usual playlist, and the occasional paddle smack or moan drifted through the doorway connecting the two sides.

“You don’t think that’s a dangerous thing to tell me, boy?”

“No, Sir. Because I trust you. I know you won’t violate my limits.”

Bryce threaded his fingers through Dustin’s hair. “Good boy.”

Dustin would have several nice welts along his thighs come tomorrow morning. Bryce wasn’t sure which one of the two of them was having more fun right now, based on how Dustin kept laughing and his cock never went soft. It’d been so long since Bryce had been able to really play with someone the way he wanted to. If they were at a private party, he would have already emptied at least one load of cum down Dustin’s throat and jerked him off while he was suspended. When he tied someone, unless he was dating them, he never played with them. Sometimes the bottom’s partner played with them once they were up in the ropes, while he stood aside and watched and kept an eye out for any potential safety issues.

This was a close second. The other part of this fun could happen at home.

Tonight, not only as he’d tied Dustin, but once he was in the air, Bryce could feel the energy swirling around them, through them, joining them.

That’s because I’m in love with him.

There was no way to deny it any longer.

The more time Bryce spent with Dustin, the deeper and harder he fell for him. There were no red flags. Not a single one.

The only major point they differed on was having kids, but Bryce had pretty much decided that was a non-issue. He was thirty and a workaholic attorney. Dustin was a workaholic, too. In their free time, they played hard together—so far.

Like they’d really have time for a kid, anyway.

On the shallower side of the personality pool, children would put a massive crimp in Dustin’s nakey time around the house, too. Nakey time for both of them.

Hot couch-sex time.

Yeah.

Besides, Dustin was fine with maybe getting another cat or two to keep Archer company.

Sure, they had to make sure their vanilla lives long-term were going to align, but nothing so far made Bryce think they wouldn’t.

Was he really going to give up a guy who seemed to be the perfect love of his life in every other way just because of kids he didn’t even have?

Uh, noooo.

Duh.

He’d rather be happy with a life partner who seemed to be a perfect match for him.

He brought Dustin down and had him sit on the towels while he coiled and stowed the belaying ropes and retrieved his ring from the A-frame. The rope harnesses he could take off him elsewhere, but he could already see people queuing their equipment bags for their turn on the A-frame. It didn’t seem like Dustin had dropped very far into subspace. Then again, this had been on the lighter end of impact play.

Bryce hadn’t wanted to do anything that couldn’t be undone.

Once he was packed and moved his stuff, leaving Dustin’s folded clothes on top of the rope bag, he got Dustin up on his feet and headed over to one of the aftercare couches on the other side. He grabbed a fleece throw from the rack of them as he passed, and they snuggled together on one of the couches.

Walt was still going to town on their friend while Holly watched from a different couch. He knew with her pain issues the play Walt engaged in with her was different and more therapeutic. But she didn’t mind Walt pummeling the crap out of someone else, as long as it wasn’t sexy play and she could watch it happen, or veto anything.

If he was gay I soooo would have done him, Dom or not. He loved watching Walt play.

Pulling his attention from their scene, he looked down into Dustin’s face. He smiled up at Bryce while Bryce played with his hair.

“How’s my boy?”

“Good, Sir.”

“Why’d you freeze up before?”

He could see it churning in Dustin’s head. Yes, mean to make him actually think right now, but he hoped it’d help wipe away Dustin’s filter and get him the most emotionally honest answer.

“I’ve never been a ‘show’ before, Sir. On display.”

“You’ve played in public before, you said.”

“But it was…different. Never been a featured attraction before.”

“Ah. We all right?”

“Yes, Sir. That was fun. When do the ropes come off?”

Bryce smiled, a thought hitting him. “At home.” Beneath the throw, Dustin’s hard cock was tenting it. Sure, the paracord he’d tied around him was helping the situation.

“Home, Sir?”

“Yes. You can put your clothes on over the rope. Leave your underwear off.” Dustin had worn slacks tonight, so the rope harnesses wouldn’t be too snug on him. He leaned in and nuzzled noses with him. “I’m looking forward to holding on to those ropes while I fuck your brains out, and hopefully grind an orgasm out of you with my cock.”

Dustin swallowed hard, his voice a whisper. “Yes, Sir.” 


Chapter Twelve

 

New favorite thing—sex in rope.

Dustin wasn’t thinking that because Bryce was able to plow one out of him just by fucking him, but because there was something incredibly erotic about Bryce tying him. Making his rigger fantasies come to life using Dustin’s body as his canvas, painting him with rope.

And, yes, using the rope to hold on to as he fucked Dustin.

They’d no sooner made it through Bryce’s front door than Bryce was stripping Dustin as he led him to the bedroom. Dustin loved the hungry way Bryce looked at him.

He loved Bryce.

Dustin couldn’t deny what he already felt for the man. He’d felt attraction and lust and the slow burn of what might have turned into a long-term relationship, but nothing had ever felt like this.

Like Bryce.

Bryce put Dustin on his back on the bed. After Bryce stripped, he threw Dustin’s legs over his shoulders as he first worshipped Dustin’s cock—and the man could suck a cock.

With every ounce and more of hunger in his gaze, he devoured Dustin’s cock, but not letting him get over the edge. Keeping him begging and aching and needing more.

Needing Him.

Yep. Complete slut for him.

Not that he was complaining—because he wasn’t. It was nice having someone in his life who seemed to genuinely want Dustin exactly for who and what he was.

He was enough for Bryce.

No hesitation in his gaze, no caught wistful glances at guys younger and hotter than him, no worries about whether Dustin could “keep up” with him in bed or outside it.

That was all secondary.

Bryce made him feel like the most important person in the world.

Bryce made him feel.

In ways no one had ever made him feel before.

It wasn’t long before Dustin was begging Bryce to fuck him, needing him, wanting to be completely owned by the man.

Possessed.

Bryce grabbed lube and a condom and had quickly knelt between Dustin’s thighs. His blue gaze burned down into Dustin’s, hot and intense, like a flame, flickering and just as alive and all-consuming.

Sometimes Bryce liked to take his time and make love to Dustin, and sometimes he just wanted to fuck him.

Tonight was about the fucking, and that’s what Dustin needed, too. Every tug of the ropes against his flesh, especially the paracord around the base of his cock and balls, felt like Bryce pulling on him, pulling Dustin into the center of his heart.

With his fingers wrapped around the rope, Bryce thrust hard, drawing a moan from Dustin as he plunged balls-deep into his ass.

“Yeah,” Bryce hoarsely said. “That’s what I like to hear out of my boy.”

Bryce bent Dustin in half, the man’s legs over Bryce’s shoulders and his knees pressed into his chest. Dustin held on to Bryce’s arms while Bryce sawed his cock into the man’s ass.

A slight pause and adjustment of his angle, tightening his grip on the ropes. Bryce grinned when Dustin moaned even louder. “That the spot, boy?”

“Yes, Sir!”

“That’s what I thought.” Now that Bryce had him, he pounded him, every stroke of his cock gliding along Dustin’s sweet spot, his cock throbbing with every stroke Bryce took.

“Don’t take all night to get over, boy,” Bryce teased. “I might make you hold it until tomorrow.” He stopped with his cock buried in Dustin, grinding, more moans rolling from Dustin.

He didn’t care who heard him. This man could make him moan in ways he never even knew he could.

Like hell he’d keep quiet.

Bryce picked up the pace again, rapid-fire strokes once again finding their mark and whether it was Bryce’s cock or the fucking sexy, cocky look in his eyes, it tipped Dustin over the edge. His ass squeezed Bryce’s cock, milking it, and the man added his own noises to the symphony as he took several last, hard strokes before falling still inside Dustin.

Slanting his lips over Dustin’s, he kissed him, devouring him.

“I love you, boy,” he whispered, his breath warm on Dustin’s lips.

His heart raced, even harder than while they were fucking. “I love you, too, Sir.”

Bryce stared down at him for a long, sweet moment, the hint of a smile playing along the edges of his mouth. “So I guess all that’s left for us now is to keep spending time together until we run out of excuses not to be living together, or we get so tired of having two places we finally do it, hmm?”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce hadn’t meant to say it.

Not now, not yet, not this soon.

But he was done lying to himself and trying to find excuses to deny what he felt.

Better to lay his cards on the table now and be done with it rather than trying to dance around the topic and maybe leave Dustin wondering where he stood with him.

“Maybe, Sir. I’d like that, at some point. Hopefully soon.”

Hell, they hadn’t spent a night apart since they’d met. That said something, right? Even weeknights, where normally Bryce would be focusing on work the next day. He’d rarely spent weeknights or work nights at someone else’s place when he was dating them.

Bryce sat up. “How about at the one-month anniversary of when we met we sit down for a serious talk to check in and see where we’re at? And we start seriously discussing that option, if you’re good with it.”

Dustin nodded, his smile reaching not just his eyes but to the depths of his soul. “Yes, Sir. I’d like that.”

“No pressure. Or if you decide you want more time—”

Dustin reached up, snagged a hand around the back of Bryce’s neck, and pulled him in for a long, sweet kiss. “Stop,” he said. “I’m an adult. If I need more time, I’ll tell you, I swear. I think based on what we know so far, we might even be checking in sooner than that to see if we want to.”

Bryce nodded. “Maybe.”

Dustin seemed to be thinking about something, and Bryce let the silence play out between them. “Are you really okay with me not wanting kids?”

“Yeah. Because the more I look at it, the more I realize it’s one of those things I don’t have to have. In a perfect world? Sure. But if I have to choose between a man who, so far, is perfect for me, or holding out for someone who might not even exist just so I can have kids? No, thank you, it’s not even a choice. It’s you, and maybe what I needed was meeting all the idiots I have in the past to show me you really are perfect for me.”

 

* * * *

 

Sunday, Bryce took Dustin in the en suite master bathroom of the house where Dustin was running the open house, in a short time frame between potential buyers when they were there alone.

This time, Bryce hopped up on the bathroom counter and sat there while Dustin blew him. Bryce grabbed Dustin by the head and pulled him onto his cock, basically fucking his mouth.

Dustin loved it. Loved submitting to Bryce, loved that he wasn’t afraid to take him.

To take what was his.

At this rate, open houses were going to keep Dustin perpetually horny.

Sure, he knew he could ask Bryce not to do it, or even safeword for it, but…why?

It was fun, and now that he knew Bryce was taking precautions and not trying to get him into trouble, he didn’t have the heart to ask him not to do it.

Especially when he could tell how much fun Bryce was having doing it.

“Don’t swallow,” Bryce gasped just before he came, his fingers digging into Dustin’s scalp. “Hold it.”

Dustin did, struggling against his trained reflex to swallow like a good boy.

Bryce pulled him up. “Okay, swallow.” Then he kissed him, hard and grinding like he’d fucked him last night, reminding him who he belonged to.

“You having fun, Sir?” Dustin asked. His own cock was hard, and he’d have to adjust himself as soon as Bryce let go of him. Otherwise, he’d look like he had a damn tent in his slacks.

“You look fucking hot in a suit. What can I say?”

“Well, so do you.”

“Oooh. Matching suit fetishes. Me likey. You don’t have to take that off as soon as you walk in the door. I love you in a suit.” He kissed Dustin and prompted him to move so he could stand. Then he ruffled his hands through Dustin’s hair to straighten it. “I think I heard a car outside.” He tugged him down with Dustin’s tie. “Love you,” he whispered, one more kiss to seal it.

“Love you, too, Sir.” Dustin heard Bryce lock the master bathroom door after him when he hurried back to the kitchen.

Sure enough, an older couple was coming up the walk. Bryce made it out of the master bedroom before they reached the front door.

Plenty of time.

And Dustin didn’t even have to fake his smile as he talked to them.

By the time the open house ended and he made it back to Bryce’s, he was ready to snuggle…or whatever Bryce had in store for him.

He wasn’t expecting to walk in and smell something that nearly hardened his cock—freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, and the underlying aroma of something else cooking.

He found Bryce in the kitchen, standing at the kitchen sink and washing a pot. He wrapped his arms around him from behind. “You already have me under your spell and now you’re cooking for me, too?”

Bryce wore only a pair of shorts and no doubt could feel Dustin’s erection pressed against his ass. “I’ve cooked for you before.”

“Yeah, but whatever the hell you’ve got in the oven smells amazing!”

“Pot roast. How’d the rest of your day go?”

Dustin flexed his hips, rubbing his stiff cock against Bryce’s ass through their clothes. “Hornier than hell, Sir.”

“Good. Want to make sure you don’t forget about me.”

“Never, Sir.”

Bryce tipped his head back onto Dustin’s shoulder and looked up at him. “Doesn’t bother you I’m shorter than you?” He batted his eyes at Dustin, making him smirk.

“No, Sir. Nothing about what we have bothers me. Not a damn thing. That’s why I’m scared to fuck this up, because it feels so perfect.”

Bryce dried his hands and turned in Dustin’s arms, draping his arms around Dustin’s neck. “I know that fear. Quit spying on my brain from inside it.”

They stared into each other’s eyes for a long, quiet moment. The only sound in the apartment was Jack Johnson on the stereo.

“You really think we’ll make it a month to have that talk, Bryce?”

That was an agreed-upon signal, a heart-to-heart talk, or at least person-to-person, vanilla, real-life. Not Sir and boy.

Them.

The real them.

Bryce sighed. “If I could get away with it, and had a big enough vehicle, I’d be driving over to your place tonight, loading as much of your shit in it as possible, and bringing it back here.”

“Responsible adults wait. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.”

“Yeah. Me, too.” Bryce rested his head against Dustin’s chest, something he loved. Didn’t make Bryce seem less Domly to Dustin. It felt comfortable, that his Sir trusted him enough to be real and honest with him.

To be vulnerable around him.

No acts, no airs.

The real man.

Maybe that’s why this felt so right so soon, because he knew this was who Bryce was. Their friends knew Bryce, and he wasn’t one person in public and someone else in private.

What you saw was what you got—honesty.

Dustin nuzzled his face in Bryce’s hair. “What do you think Kimbra would say if you asked her opinion?”

He snorted. “She’d be asking when we’re getting a marriage license, and why the hell I haven’t moved you in yet. I know she would.”

“I didn’t think she was a Domme?”

“She’s not. She’s vanilla with sprinkles and feisty as hell, but she’s also damned honest. And I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay her for introducing me to you.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce hated that Monday rolled around again, meaning back to work. When it came to awaiting Kira’s arrival, Bryce felt like time had slowed to an impossible crawl. But time with Dustin seemed to flash before his eyes, slipping away too quickly. Barely a week and a half into this, and Bryce was having a damned hard time remembering what life was like before Dustin walked into his. It felt like Dustin had always been there, like he’d always be there.

He was a whole person outside of Dustin, but it was like his own ragged orbit had stabilized with Dustin’s sweet, calm presence to soothe him and even out his rough edges.

Life felt…sweet.

Like one of those crazy-sappy eighties love songs that no one wanted to admit made them smile and think about someone. Like Air Supply and REO Speedwagon got drunk on cheap-ass wine, fucked all night, had a bastard love ballad, and soaked it in unicorn cum and candy sprinkles.

They’d spent every night together since that first Sunday night, alternating back and forth. They’d already brought shower stuff to the other’s house, quickly starting to infiltrate each other’s spaces, mingling, merging.

Dustin had admitted if Bryce “joked” too many more times about him moving in, he was liable to take him up on it. Dustin also admitted he found it more difficult to logic his way out of the argument with every hour he spent with Bryce.

Bryce was happy with that admission and doing his damnedest to wear Dustin down. Despite having agreed on waiting a month to have the discussion, it was like they were both looking for permission from the other to ignore that self-imposed deadline and just…do it.

And each other.

That Wednesday night, they were camped out at Dustin’s place. Dustin had cooked them dinner since he’d had the day off, and Bryce had headed there after running home first to check on Archer, grab his mail, and get clothes to spend the night at Dustin’s. Dustin had finished cleaning the kitchen and lay sprawled on the couch, naked, watching TV with his head resting against Bryce’s thigh while Bryce read a Florida Supreme Court decision on his tablet.

Naked was now Dustin’s default mode when they were alone at either man’s home.

They both preferred it that way.

Bryce’s free hand rested on Dustin’s head, petting him, playing with his hair, addicted to that damn shit like a drug or something. Both of them were—Bryce loved the peaceful look that took over Dustin’s features when he did it, and something about how soft his hair felt soothed Bryce better than any fricking Xanax when he sat and stroked his hair, played with it, ran his fingers through it.

Bryce’s phone vibrated on the arm of the couch with a text alert that turned out to be from Kira. When he read it, he nearly knocked his tablet onto the floor in his excitement.

“Fuck yeah!” He texted her back, not even caring if he sent typos.

She’d understand.

She was his bestie.

“What?”

“Kira texted me her flight info. Next Tuesday afternoon. Even better, she’s flying into Sarasota. I don’t have to drive all the way up to Tampa.”

Less than a week!

“That’s great!” The previous Sunday evening, after their pot roast dinner, Dustin had helped Bryce rearrange the third bedroom and move his desk in there, before Bryce fucked two orgasms out of Dustin as a reward for a job well done, and for making him wait for so long after the earlier blow job at the open house.

Positive reinforcement, yo.

Sadist, not asshole.

“I cannot wait for you to meet her.” Bryce smiled down at him. “Are you off next Tuesday?”

“Mostly. I know I have a closing that afternoon, but I don’t remember what time. Will probably take a couple of hours, start to finish. I’m taking Thursday morning off to make up for working Tuesday afternoon.”

“So you’re off Wednesday?”

“No, Sir. Monday.”

“Darn. I already warned Kimbra I was going to take a day or two off after Kira gets in. I don’t have any court dates on my calendar next week.”

“I can probably leave early on Wednesday, depending what’s waiting for me when I get there,” Dustin said. “Next weekend’s really busy, though. I have open houses both days.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin had still been at the open house last Sunday when Bryce had his weekly FaceTime call with Kira. Whatever slight misgivings Dustin might have felt when he’d first seen Kira on the previous call, he knew he’d have to ignore them. Finally getting an arrival date from Kira had invigorated Bryce, especially as he’d been discussing his plans with Dustin, how Bryce couldn’t wait to have her “home” so they could keep an eye on her and help her find a good guy.

They.

Something else he’d noticed—that Bryce no longer talked in hypotheticals when referencing their future. Whether or not he realized he was doing it, Dustin didn’t know.

But it told Dustin the man was there, for life, already emotionally invested in them.

Another first for him, at least in recent years.

It scared him in all the good ways.

Bryce wanted him.

Really and truly wanted him.

Dustin’s open houses that weekend were closer to his apartment, so they spent Friday and Saturday nights there, Bryce going home during the day to do chores and take care of Archer.

It also meant sexy repeats of the previous weekend. Bryce dropped in, and because these open houses were busier, both Saturday’s and Sunday’s visits were quick blowjobs.

Plus, on Saturday night, they went to Sigalo’s again for dinner with everyone. The more people Dustin met, the more he realized he’d finally found his tribe. He’d talked with Lara and Victor during the week and they’d both assured him that’s how this group of people rolled.

Honesty, compassion, and with a community spirit of looking out for each other and newbies. Asshats didn’t last long amongst them, usually self-removed from the group when they figured out drama wasn’t tolerated.

Dustin had also admitted his slight misgivings about Kira to Lara, hoping for insight. They had talked in the office that Friday afternoon, ahead of the weekend.

She’d frowned, seemingly weighing her answer. “Do you think it’s something on her end, or something inside you?”

“If I knew that I wouldn’t be bouncing this off you.”

“It’s natural to feel a little off-balance. They’ve known each other all their lives, it sounds like. You’re worried if he’ll still want you after she arrives. Or that she’ll step between you. That he’ll choose her over you.”

He ran his thumb over the crease in his slacks. “I don’t know why I feel like that, either.”

“Uh, because you’re human?” He looked up and spotted her smile. “Dude, this is new and scary and happened so fast. Ridiculously fast. But you know what? The more people I’ve talked to about Bryce, the picture is emerging he is who he says he is. A nice guy. Worst thing anyone will say about him is he’s a workaholic and pretty intensely focused when he’s trying a case. And it sounds like you already know that. Don’t sink yourself just because of your fears. Those guys in your past were idiots. Let this happen however it plays out, and don’t assume you’re going to be tossed out in favor of a platonic friend.”

“My brain and my heart are still at war over that.”

“Trust me if you can’t trust yourself. If I thought you were making a mistake, I wouldn’t have let you make it without warning you first. Walt swears up and down Kimbra is wicked good at reading people and she wouldn’t have vouched for Bryce if he wasn’t a good guy. Now, I’m not saying I know Bryce a fraction as well as everyone else I’ve talked to does, but I can’t imagine he’d toss you over for his friend without a good reason, like you kicked his cat or something.”

Dustin had already lost two charger cords to Archer, but couldn’t find it in his heart to feel anything other than slightly aggravated at the handsome, playful cat.

“I hate the unknown.”

She smirked. “Again, dude, join the club called the rest of humanity.” 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Bryce awoke Tuesday morning feeling…eager.

Happy.

Even discovering Archer had chewed through yet another charger cable—time to find a new place to plug it in—wouldn’t dampen his mood.

He could barely wait for Kira to get there. It’d been over a year since he’d last put real-life eyes on her sweet face, and damn had he missed her.

Fucker.

At least she was permanently free of that asshole now.

Part of him was tempted to drive to the airport early and sit there and wait so nothing would delay him getting to her. Except he needed to accomplish some work that morning, since he’d be taking the afternoon and all of tomorrow off. Maybe even Thursday, depending on Kira’s mindset. He’d left that up in the air and warned Kimbra he was iffy.

He’d damn sure do his best to talk Kira into living with him long-term. Remind her how much fun they’d had living together in college.

At least he knew he wouldn’t feel so damn lonely anymore.

Well, except now he had Dustin, which had made that a non-issue.

Bryce couldn’t deny Dustin had managed to hook himself deep in Bryce’s feels somehow, getting all tangled up there. That Dustin admitted he felt the same helped put Bryce’s mind at ease.

It wasn’t a guaranteed forever, though, no matter how hard they’d fallen for each other. Right now, they were still in the shakedown cruise portion of their relationship, and he’d be a terminal idiot to think anything else. Sure, the sex was great, and playing in the dungeon felt awesome.

Yes, he was in love with the guy.

It was the long-term vanilla stuff they needed to make sure worked. Only then would Bryce start to relax and get his hopes up in a big and mighty way. When they had their talk in a couple of weeks, Bryce was hoping he could talk Dustin into moving in with him.

Them. Him and Kira.

At least Dustin wasn’t an asshole about Kira moving in with him.

I can’t wait for them to meet.

That was another thing. How Dustin reacted to and related with Kira would play a big role in deciding the direction of their relationship. If Dustin and Kira didn’t get along, that was a non-starter for Bryce. He was getting her back into his life now after several years of her being stuck in Dallas with the asshole.

Nothing was going to stand between him and his bestie anymore.

He wouldn’t let it.

Not even Dustin.

Please let them like each other!

It’d break his heart in more than one way if they didn’t.

In his best-case fantasies, Kira moved in with him, and then he talked Dustin into moving in, and then he and Dustin could screen Kira’s boyfriends for her. Maybe the Frightful Five could fix her up with a good guy.

Someone not an asshole like Shawn. Only then, once Bryce was certain Kira had found a keeper, would he encourage her to make it permanent with the guy, if she wanted to.

Until then, they could make up for lost time together.

He was at work that morning when she texted him that she was on the plane and it was preparing to take off. He squealed with excitement when he received the text, which prompted Kimbra to stick her head in his office door a moment later.

“Context for the squee, boo?”

He held up his phone. “Kira’s in the air!”

She gave him a thumbs-up. “Excellent. Wasn’t sure if that was a work-related squee or a personal one.”

“No, if it was work-related, that would have been a whoop, not a squee. Squees are reserved for personal situations only.”

“Gotcha.” She left him alone, and he pulled up the flight tracker app so he could actually see her plane’s flight path and progress. It was a direct flight, and from that point on it would be nearly impossible for him to get any decent work done with her winging her way to Sarasota.

He texted Dustin.

 

She’s in the air!

 

He replied a few minutes later.

 

Excellent! Looking forward to meeting her tonight. Heading into my closing soon. I’ll see you tonight, Sir.

 

Bryce set his phone aside and stared at the motion on the screen in front of him on the flight app. He really needed to get his brain focused on this. Except…

Kimbra hadn’t been wrong about what a workaholic he was. Before Dustin entered his life, he usually ended up working every evening and most weekends. From home, but still—work.

Always work.

He could always justify it.

What he usually couldn’t justify was taking time off, time for himself, especially during the week. It made him feel like a slacker, even if he knew that was illogical and untrue. His billable hours were right up there with everyone else’s, frequently above everyone else’s, in addition to the pro bono cases he handled.

Which was why Kimbra was usually riding his ass to go home early, take time off, take a personal day—anything involving self-care.

She’s right, I’m going to burn myself out.

Another reason he wanted Kira living with him. She was no slacker, but she could also talk him into taking time off.

Wasn’t that also part of the problem? That when he’d lost his best friend to the “Big D,” he’d kind of lost his will to replace her and his social life. Yeah, he had friends, but no best friends.

She was his best friend.

Finally, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He packed his stuff and paused in Kimbra’s doorway on his way out. “I’m out of here.”

She leaned back. “Have fun tomorrow. You want another day?”

“I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

First, he wanted to see what kind of emotional shape Kira was in. She might want to do nothing more than lie on the couch, alone, and watch TV on Thursday, a decompression day after the stress of the past several weeks for her.

“You guys coming to dinner Saturday?” Kimbra arched an eyebrow at him.

“Maybe. Might bring Kira.” He smiled. “Set you all on the job of finding her a guy.”

“Hey, Lara and I lucked out, that’s all. I’m not on the Frightful Five squad. I don’t want that much power.”

“With great power comes great responsibility.”

She giggled. “You know it, buster.” She shooed him out. “Go on, now. Have fun.”

“See ya.” He felt…light as he headed to his car. Twenty minutes later, he was sitting inside the terminal and skimming through e-mails on his phone. He wanted to text Dustin, but he’d be in his closing and Bryce didn’t want to interrupt him. Fooling around with him at an open house was one thing. Bryce would never fuck up a deal or closing for him. That was way out of bounds.

The arrival board’s time agreed with the flight tracking app. As he watched the distance tick off, the plane almost there, he fought the urge to stand and nervously pace. He’d waited so long for this moment, to have her back.

Suck it, Shawn.

There had to be more to their breakup than she was letting on, because that was sooo Kira. Minimize, deflect, and then, later, when she was ready, after she’d processed everything, she would open up. At her pace, on her timeline. He totally respected that.

It felt like it took forever from when the arrivals board and the app both said the plane was on the ground and taxiing to the gate before people started to emerge. She trailed the main crowd, a laptop bag draped over her shoulder and towing a rolling carryon.

Okay, so that squee other people definitely heard. Maybe a few even turned to look at him, but he didn’t care!

He went to sweep her into a hug, spin her around, but she stopped him. “Easy, B. I’m kind of sore. And I’m working on a headache.”

“Oh, sweetie!” He took the laptop bag from her and gently hugged her. “Of course you are, all that packing and stuff.” He took the carryon handle from her. “I wish you’d have let me come help you with all that. You know I would have.”

She did look a little paler than usual, and that concerned him. Plus he hadn’t realized how thin and drawn she looked. Video chats didn’t really convey that.

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t have met Dustin.” Her brown eyes twinkled, and today she wore a colorful scarf folded narrowly like a headband, holding her brown hair back from her face. She’d let it grow longer than the last time he’d seen her, down past her shoulders.

“Let’s go get your suitcase and get you home. I can’t wait for you to meet him. Oh, my god, I’m so excited!”

“I hope Archer likes me.”

He grinned. “He’s an asshole. His opinion doesn’t matter.”

She looked tired. And her body had felt a little on the gaunt side when he hugged her. Shawn was always an asshole about hitting the gym and working out, so no doubt she’d tried to keep pleasing him, and all the stress and everything.

“What does your bag look like?”

“Bags, plural. There’s four.”

“Four?”

“Yeah. Wanted to make sure I had everything. Big, round, hot pink name tags and pink ribbons tied to the handles. They’re all black. The bags don’t match, just the name tags and ribbons are alike.”

“Kimbra said she and Eve can help introduce you around. You know, about getting interviews for positions.”

“That’s…that’s great, thank you.”

Her tone didn’t sound…right. He turned from the luggage conveyor belt. “What’s wrong?”

“B, I’m tired. Exhausted. There’s one of them.” She pointed. He turned, spotted it, and snagged it. She stepped back from the conveyor belt so he’d have room to set it behind him.

After ten minutes, they had all four of her bags, and he felt like an utter shit. She was five four and slim, and even on a good day, it wasn’t like she could bench press a Buick or anything. Her suitcases each had to weigh at least fifty pounds, if not more, and she’d had to deal with them alone in Texas? Wrestling them in and out of vehicles? And then in the airport?

I should have flown out there to help her.

“Let me go grab one of those carts, then we’ll get you out to the arrivals curb and I’ll go get my car and bring it around. Okay?”

“Thanks, B.” He started to walk away, but she caught his hand and he turned. “I love you.”

He stepped in, shoving away the flash of chill that tried to settle in his soul. “Love you, too, sweetie.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead, like he’d always done. “Let’s go home.”

Twenty minutes later, they were heading south from the airport down 41. She watched the scenery pass outside her window. “God, so much has changed even in the past year. They finally finished all that construction though here, huh?”

“Yeah. Hell, I think they’d started some of that shit when we were in high school. Are you shipping your car, too?”

She didn’t turn from the window. “I sold it. I didn’t want to deal with it, and it had pretty high miles on it. Plus, I’d bought it from Shawn’s brother.”

“Ah. Fresh start. Totally get that.” He studied her at a stop light. “I just cannot believe you’re finally here!”

“Sorry I’ll be crimping your sexy style, dude. Seriously, don’t mind me. As long as you two aren’t trying to do it on my bed while I’m in it, I’m fine. It’s your home.”

“Hey, it’s our home. You and me, just like old times. Banana pancakes and everything.”

That pulled a smile from her. “Jeez, you have no idea how much I’ve missed that.”

“If it’s a fraction as much as I’ve missed it, then yes, I do.”

When they finally arrived, he smiled as he shut off the car. “Welcome to Chez Kinky,” he joked. “Sorry about the futon in the guest room.”

“No, seriously, it’ll be fine.”

“I mean, once your bed gets here and everything—”

“Honey, I really need to pee. Sorry. Can we get inside?”

“Oh, sure, duh!” He rushed ahead to get the house unlocked and turn off the alarm. He showed her where the hall bath was and then unloaded her luggage and wrangled it all into her room.

Her room!

She rejoined him in the living room, and he took her into his arms and did a silent waltz around the living room. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to see the place in person.”

She smiled. “There’s no music, B.”

“There will be. Whatever you want. Lady’s choice.”

“Show me around.”

He did, and they ended back in the living room, where Archer stared at them from the couch, interrupted in mid-no-balls lick, freezing as he watched them.

“Please forgive the uncouth furball,” Bryce said. “At least he’s always elegantly attired.”

Archer pulled his nose out of his junk and sat up to let her pet him. He immediately head-bumped her hand, loudly purring.

“See? Told you he’d like you.”

She sat down next to Archer, petting him. “He’s a sweetie.”

“See if you say that after nine phone charger cords. Or was it more?” He honestly couldn’t remember now. He sat next to her. “Plus, Dustin’s lost a couple to him, too.”

He heard her deep sigh, like it echoed through the hollows of her soul, and his instincts cringed before she even spoke.

“I need to talk to you about something, B.”

“What?”

“I…” She blew out a breath. “Wow. This is harder than I thought it’d be. I didn’t want to do this at the airport. I wanted to wait until we were safely here so we could…focus. Let me start by saying that if you say no, I’m cool with that. We’re cool. Understand?”

Confusion filled him, along with growing terror. “What?”

“Just…” She started crying. “I’m pregnant, B.”

He blinked, certain he’d misheard her. “What?”

“That’s not the problem, though. And I need you to stay calm. Please?”

“What do you mean that’s not the problem? How can that not be the problem?” Now he understood why she’d had to get out of Dallas and away from Shawn. It had to be about Shawn, maybe abuse she’d hidden—

She untied her scarf headband and removed it, tears falling, trailing down her cheeks. Now he spotted something he hadn’t consciously processed before—she wasn’t wearing makeup, which was highly unlike her, and…

He blinked. His brain shifted to neutral and wouldn’t engage again.

Refused to acknowledge.

At first.

As his eyes betrayed him, his gaze followed her hairline from her ear, up her left temple, to the spot at the front of her scalp, over her left temple, where it had been recently shaven and was already starting to grow back.

In the middle of that lay a fresh half-circle surgical scar, the staples still in place, like an evil smile with tiny, shiny teeth. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

“I…” Kira choked back a sob. “I sold my car because I shouldn’t be driving. Won’t be able to drive anymore.”

“Because you’re pregnant?” Bryce couldn’t pull his eyes from the surgical scar. Didn’t want to think about what it meant, a cold, hard, steel ball suddenly rattling around in his guts and threatening to take his stomach out in the process.

She laid her hands over his and he was aware she was trying to look him in the eyes, but he couldn’t.

Ten staples held the curved wound closed.

He counted.

And recounted.

Fresh. Less than two weeks old, from the looks of the way the wound’s edges were healing and the hair growing back in.

“B, please look at me.” He finally forced his gaze to meet hers. “Please let me get all the way through this, because I don’t think I can say it more than once.”

He nodded.

“If you say no, we’ll think of something else, okay? No is fine. But…it’s bad, B. It’s glioblastoma multiforme. It’s aggressive. It’s not treatable.” She squeezed his hands. “Look at me, honey.”

His gaze had drifted up again, toward the scar. “What? What does that even mean? What is it?”

“Cancer, B. It’s cancer. One of the worst a person can get.”

“Cancer?” Had he thought it couldn’t get worse?

It had.

She nodded. “I’m sorry I lied to you.”

“Lied?”

“When I blew off our Sunday FaceTime call a couple of weeks ago, I was still in the hospital. I’d had surgery that Friday. With everything going on, I forgot to text you an excuse sooner. I didn’t want you to find out like that.”

He hated that she’d been going through all of this alone.

She continued. “Before you ask, no. There isn’t a treatment. Not to cure this. It’s aggressive, and it’s fast, and it’s already pretty far along. That’s how I found out I’m pregnant. As part of my pre-surgery lab work, they tested me, standard procedure. I’m less than eight weeks along.”

“Shawn’s?” He didn’t know why he asked, more reflex than anything, because no, she was not a cheat. Not his Kira.

“Yeah. The ironic thing is that the final fight we had, it had been him all pissed off because I had yet another bad headache and turned him down for sex.”

His heart sank. “Your headaches.” She’d been having them off and on for months. Over a year, when he thought back.

Bryce had been chiding her to get to the eye doctor, thinking she probably needed glasses.

“Yeah. Exactly.” She took a deep breath. “The fight devolved quickly, and he accused me of all sorts of things that had more to do with the seven beers he drank than it did me. I said look, why would I want to be with a guy who won’t even give me a commitment about marriage or children? And he looked at me and said, ‘I told you I don’t want kids. You get pregnant, you get an abortion, or you get out. And if you get out, forget me paying you child support. The only money you’ll get out of me for a baby is me dragging you to the abortion clinic myself to pay for it.’ Then he shoved me.”

“Shoved you?” Rage washed through Bryce and threatened to make him sick to his stomach. There was no irony. What he and Dustin did consensually was light-years away from that fucking piece of monkey shit shoving his best friend.

Pregnant best friend.

Dying best fr—

“Don’t worry. That’s the first and last time he ever put hands on me. It was the final straw.”

“That motherfucker.”

“By the time he sobered up, I already had a U-Haul truck backed up in the driveway and had paid the neighbors next door to help me load. He didn’t even remember the fight, but at least the neighbors had heard the screaming and backed me up. Then the fucker told me if I wanted to get pregnant so badly, I could find another guy. Like he was trying to save face or something.”

Her bitter laugh held the dregs of disappointment and heartache. “Joke’s on him. I left and didn’t even know I was pregnant.”

“Oh, sweetie.” He folded her into his arms. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“I was going to, but I was too busy moving out. Then I got laid off. A couple of days later, I had a really bad headache that night. I thought it was all the stress catching up with me. It was horrible bad and got worse, and I ended up calling an Uber to take me to the ER because I couldn’t even drive. They did a CT scan and the blood work and…”

It would have been less painful on him opening a vein and bleeding versus watching her cry, the agony in every sniffle, every sob. “I wasted my life with him, B. He brushed me off when I’d talk about kids, but not like he was really serious. Always said we could talk later and then turned on the charm to distract me. Later never came. I should’ve known better.”

“Shhh. I’ve got you, sweetie.” An arctic chill settled in his chest, blanketing his soul as he tried to process all of it.

“I need a big favor. I researched. In Florida, if a couple’s married, the husband is assumed to be the baby’s father. I want to marry you so she’ll have you when…” She sobbed again. “It’s really bad, B. I also want you there at the end to…to take care of the final decisions for me. I won’t do that to Mom and Dad. I don’t want them having to decide to kill me off.”

“Can’t we get another opinion? We can go up to Moffitt in Tampa. They’re a research—”

“No, B. I’ve already had multiple opinions, okay? Nothing we do will stop my cancer. But anything we try to slow my cancer, which won’t work anyway, those will hurt the baby. They almost didn’t do the surgery on me to verify it. And I was in a university teaching and research hospital.”

She looked up. “I had a team of doctors working on me, because, whoopie, I’m an interesting case. I’m going to have this baby or…” She laughed, but it sounded bitter, hollow. “I’m going to have this baby or die trying. But I want you to be his or her father. That means you need to talk to Dustin about this. I won’t come between—”

“Yes.”

She cupped her hands around his cheeks. “No, B,” she gently said. “You have to talk to Dustin about this first.”

“We’re not married.” He realized how idiotic that sounded as soon as he said it. “We’ve only known each other a couple of weeks.”

“You’re in love with him, you big dummy. I could see it on your face, and I saw it on his during that FaceTime call. He loves you. This guy has a different effect on you than I’ve seen any other guy have on you before. I know I’m right about this. So you need to talk to him first. I won’t violate his consent. I might not have long to live, but I can’t live with myself if I fuck this up for you.”

He rested his hands over hers on his cheeks. “How long?” It felt like he couldn’t breathe, like he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs, like it was being squeezed out of him.

“Less than two years, definitely. The tumors are too pronounced. Almost surely less than a year. Everyone thinks I can probably be kept alive long enough for the baby to develop enough to be safely delivered and have minimal complications. I’m less than eight weeks along now. That means approximately seven months to go, at the most.”

He stared into her eyes. “Kept alive?”

“I might not be conscious. That’s my only loophole about hydration and nutrition and intubation, is if I’m still pregnant and you need to keep me alive so the baby has a better chance of survival. My goal is to see my baby born, but no one could guarantee I’ll be conscious and aware for that.”

It all slammed into him at once, like a kick in the balls and twice as painful.

“This is why you sold your car,” he whispered, finally understanding, completely.

“I sold everything, B.” She sadly smiled. “I have several boxes I shipped via UPS this morning on my way to the airport. They’ll be here by Friday. I sold everything else, or donated it, or trashed it. I won’t need it and didn’t want anyone else dealing with it. All I need is you and here and now.”

“Loose ends to tie up.” Everything she’d told him now made perfect sense.

Context.

“Yeah.”

She still held his face in her hands, his hands pressed over hers, holding on, never wanting to let go.

Unable to process this. “Please tell me this is the worst thought-out prank ever?”

More tears. “I wish I could, B. Other than my doctors, you’re the first to know. I haven’t even told my parents yet. They would have swooped in and tried to get me to go home with them, and I don’t want to die in Oklahoma. I didn’t think I’d have the strength to fight them. And I don’t want them having to make the final decisions.

“Plus, that’s too close to Texas for my tastes. I don’t want my baby born anywhere but here, in Florida, where I was born. Where you were born. I want to be here, with you, in Florida. And I want this baby to be born with your last name, and you listed on the birth certificate as its father. Besides, they raised their kid. I know they’d raise my baby in a heartbeat, but I know you’ll be a great father. I don’t want Shawn even knowing about him or her.”

“You said he didn’t want kids. We can get him to sign off on a parental rights waiver.”

“He didn’t want kids, but he hated you. It wouldn’t shock me if he tried to get custody just to piss you off and then hand the baby off to his parents or brother or someone to raise.”

Rage washed through him. “I’ll do it.”

“You can’t say yes to marrying me until after we talk to Dustin. I won’t let you. We don’t have to be married for me to list you as the baby’s father. It just adds an extra layer of legal protection Shawn won’t want to deal with if he ever finds out. Being married automatically gives you certain rights and privileges. You can file for Social Security for the baby more easily that way, and survivor benefits. Life insurance beneficiary. End of life decisions. I’d still do a power of attorney, but as my husband it makes the whole situation simpler. Less paperwork.”

“This isn’t real.” He wasn’t sure he’d said it out loud, until he saw the way she blinked back more tears. “This isn’t happening,” he insisted. “This is a nightmare. You’re my best friend. I can’t lose you when I just got you back.”

She laced fingers with him, pulled her hands from his cheek, and pressed their hands against her chest. He felt her heart beating.

For now.

That thought sucker-punched his soul and left him gasping for breath.

“I love you so much, B. I always have. I need you right now. I’m sorry I’m dumping this on you, but I need you, and my baby’s going to need you.” She tearfully laughed. “You always wanted to be a dad. I knew you’d be a great dad. Now you get your chance to be a dad. I wasn’t sure what to get you for your birthday, so…surprise.”

He almost couldn’t handle how…matter of fact she was being, but that was Kira. Always had been.

Calm.

Practical.

She’d always balanced him so perfectly, keeping him grounded while reminding him how to play and take time for himself.

She didn’t speak for a long time, even as his traitorous eyes roamed over the surgical scar, memorizing it, slamming against his mental defenses trying to convince him this wasn’t real, wasn’t happening.

A nightmare.

“How…” He licked his lips and tasted his own tears. “How can you be so calm?”

“Because I can’t deny the facts. And I’m not calm. You have no idea how hard it was going through my stuff and looking at it and saying yeah, I won’t need that…or that…and then donating it or selling it.” A ragged laugh escaped her. “Plus I couldn’t even get drunk when I did it.”

She squeezed his hands. “This will happen. I decided the best thing I could do was face it under my terms. I’m not going to spend my final months fighting with…him. Or trying to get my parents to let me go. I know you love me, but I know you’ll honor my wishes and make the hard decisions even if you don’t want to. You’ll stand up for me when I can’t. Because you love me enough to let me go under my terms. I can’t ask for more than that.”

“I…” He choked back a sob. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“Because I’ve been enough of a mess as it was. I didn’t need you being a mess any sooner than necessary. There’s nothing you could have done for me in Texas that I couldn’t do for myself. I wanted to do as much for myself as I could, while I still could. It’ll be soon enough I won’t be able to do things for myself, or speak up for myself. That’s when I’m really going to need you. That’s why I’m here now. Because I trust you. Because I love you. And because I lost enough of my life with you and I want to be with you at the end of it.”

Her tears started again. “I want the last memory I have to be your blue eyes and knowing how much at least one person besides my parents loves me for who I am. Truly loves me. I need that person to be you.”

He held her, rocking her, crying with her. “What do we do next?”

“We talk to Dustin. When’s he get here?”

“After work. He’s got a closing today. I don’t know what time exactly he’ll be done. He’s going to text me when he’s finished.”

“I don’t want to tell my parents until after we…do whatever it is we need to do. Hopefully he’s okay with this and we can get a marriage license, and in three days from then, get married. Florida has a waiting period. Then it’s out of my parents’ hands, and they can rest easier knowing they don’t have to make any decisions about this.”

“Will they try to fight me for custody?”

“No. I doubt it. Especially after I talk to them. They love you. You’re like the bonus son they didn’t have to pay for.” She tucked her head against his chest and he couldn’t stop thinking about all the times they’d snuggled together to watch TV.

All those countless nights he’d thought would never end.

This can’t be happening. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

A little after five, Dustin sat in his car outside the title insurance office where the closing had been held and breathed a sigh of relief. Another successful closing meant another paycheck.

That was one thing that sucked about this job—there was no guarantee of pay. He always had to be careful with his expenses, because he never knew when or where his next paycheck might come from, or how much it’d be.

Another way he and Bryce fit perfectly together, how they approached their spending and saving patterns.

He texted Bryce.

 

On my way, Sir. I’ll swing by home first and be there in about 45.

 

He was looking forward to meeting Kira despite his initial instincts during the FaceTime call. She was important to Bryce, and Bryce loved her very much. That meant Dustin would make an effort to get to know her, try to befriend her.

Try to follow Lara’s advice that he felt understandably anxious about how their relationship was unfolding so quickly, but to not let that anxiety make decisions for him.

With traffic sort of heavy, he set his phone facedown on the passenger seat and focused on driving. It wasn’t uncommon for Bryce to not text him back immediately. If Bryce and Kira were talking, Bryce might not be focused on his phone anyway.

Dustin shoved back the now-familiar twinge of anxiety, a slight pang. Bryce had known Kira all his life, just about. Of course he’d be excited to see her again after so long.

Didn’t mean he was being ignored.

Not deliberately, at least.

Bryce hasn’t done anything wrong. This is my insecurities trying to lie to me.

It absolutely did not mean Bryce would toss him aside all because of his friend.

It was a relief to finally park in Bryce’s driveway. Increasingly, it felt like home to him, more than his own place did.

After grabbing his laptop and overnight bag from the back seat, he headed inside.

“Honey, I’m home,” Dustin called out as he walked in. Now sort of a running joke between them, whoever arrived usually said it.

He looked up to see Bryce standing at the end of the foyer, and the first thing that struck him was he wasn’t wearing his glasses.

Followed by he looked like hell.

Has he been crying?

In two steps, Bryce closed the distance and practically body-slammed him with the hug, his embrace tight and desperate, wordless.

Dustin automatically wrapped his arms around him.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Dustin asked.

Kira appeared in the doorway, and the first thing that hit him was the shaved spot over her left temple.

“Hi,” she softly said. “You must be Dustin.” She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, like she was hugging herself, not like she was being standoffish.

He nodded, trying to get his brain to stop flying through possibilities long enough to focus.

She sadly smiled. “It’s nice to finally meet you. We need to talk.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin managed to get Bryce to let go of him long enough he could set down his laptop and bag right there and follow Kira into the living room, to the couch. A dark, heavy, cold puddle of foreboding had coalesced in Dustin’s gut.

What worried him beyond Bryce’s obvious distress and the more than obvious surgical scar on Kira’s head was the fact that Bryce had almost seemed to…shut down. Like he’d hit his limit and wasn’t able to function.

Bryce curled up on the couch, his head in Dustin’s lap, as Kira sat at the far end.

“First of all,” she said, “like I told B, no is a perfectly acceptable answer. I won’t hate you or hold it against you, because this is a lot to ask of anyone.”

“No to what?”

She pointed to her head, at the scar. “So, funny story. I went to the ER for a really bad headache, aaannnd found out I have terminal brain cancer.” She smiled. “Oh, and I’m pregnant.”

“Pregnant?”

“Yeah.” She detailed what had happened, what an absolute shit her ex had been, and the real reason she’d come to stay with Bryce.

What she’d asked of him.

The whole time, Bryce stayed quiet, except for his tears and occasionally blowing his nose. Dustin stroked his hair, not wanting to let go of him, wanting to keep touching him for comfort, for peace.

To ground him to reality, because this felt like anything but.

Dustin struggled to process the information when she finished. “You want to marry Bryce and name him the father of your baby?” He needed to say it to make sure he was hearing her right.

“He’s always wanted kids. But I know he’s in love with you, and I suspect you’re in love with him, too, right?”

Dustin nodded, even as he looked down at Bryce. He couldn’t imagine what Bryce was going through right now. No wonder he’d shut down.

“I can come up with some workarounds for not being married to him,” she said. “And I mean it—if you say no, I get it. I personally wouldn’t be happy if the roles were reversed. But it will be a lot easier on everyone if he marries me, and there are some benefits he’ll only be able to apply for if he’s my widower, versus just holding a power of attorney.

“There’s also the very real possibility the baby won’t make it. I’m barely two months along. He or she might not be old enough to survive when I die. Or I might miscarry. Or any number of scenarios. It’s not guaranteed I’ll deliver this baby, but my only goal is to try to hang on long enough to see him or her born.”

That cold puddle of foreboding had frozen into a murky, icy lake inside Dustin. “I…I don’t want kids,” he softly said before he realized he’d said it aloud.

The choked sob from Bryce ripped Dustin’s soul.

“I understand,” Kira said. “Bryce wanted to say yes to this immediately, but I told him I needed you to sign off on it. If you’re saying no—”

“No. I mean, I’m not saying no. Sorry. I was thinking out loud.” It struck Dustin there’d been no change in her tone, no recriminations or…anything. The same soft, calm, matter-of-fact tone she’d used to tell the story.

Now he understood completely what she’d been hiding from Bryce that day on the FaceTime call.

And why.

No, he couldn’t blame her for that. If anything, he felt grateful to her that she loved Bryce enough to spare him that emotional trauma for as long as possible and waited to get here to tell him.

“You don’t need to give me an answer tonight,” she said. “This is huge, and I understand that it’s not a snap decision. I’d prefer you take a little time to think about it.”

He slowly nodded, at her offer of time to process, not in agreement to the deal.

She stood, and he noticed how she wobbled a little when she got to her feet, like her balance might be off. “I’m going to give you guys some privacy,” she said. “I’ll come out later. Take a few days to think it over, Dustin. I mean it, if you say no, we’ll start putting workarounds in place.”

“But yes or no, you’re listing him as the father of your baby?”

“I have to. I can’t risk Shawn trying to take custody.”

“Playing devil’s advocate here, shouldn’t the baby have the right to know about their birth father?”

“I already know his family’s health history. There’s nothing there, no heart disease or cancer or diabetes to worry about. How B wants to handle telling him…her…the baby about things will be up to him.”

She slowly left the room. He could see her gait looked…off. How she reached a hand out to the wall as she rounded the corner into the hallway, like she needed it for her balance.

Fuck.

 

* * * *

 

Fuck.

It figured that when Bryce thought life was perfect it turned out to be an illusion, a cruel mural someone had painted on a wall for him to run smack into, instead of a true happy future with his bestie and the man he loved.

Bryce finally sat up and dared to look Dustin in the eye.

The man wore a thousand-yard stare, shock and other emotions Bryce didn’t dare label painted there in stark relief.

“If you say no, that’s it. I won’t do it.”

Dustin nodded, but didn’t speak.

Bryce didn’t want to break the silence but knew he had to. “Please, say something.”

Dustin took a long time answering, and when he did, he spoke slowly, carefully. “I…don’t know what to say.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“If you want to say no, I get it. I won’t hate you, and it won’t end things between us—I promise.”

Dustin’s gaze dropped, and he wouldn’t look him in the eyes. “I can’t give you an answer right now.”

“I know.”

“I…” He blew out a long breath. “I’ve never wanted kids.”

A cold fist squeezed Bryce’s heart. “I know.”

Dustin sat there, quiet, contemplative. “Why are you giving me this kind of veto power? It’s not just because she told you to, is it?”

“No. Because I love you. A few hours ago, my world looked like me trying to convince you to move in with me, and the three of us being happy roomies until she either met a guy and moved out or felt like moving out on her own. I could see my life with you laid out perfectly.”

“You could?”

“Yeah.”

Dustin finally met his gaze, and the green flecks in his hazel eyes today looked subdued, muted.

Sad.

“I could, too,” Dustin whispered.

“It’s not a sure thing she’ll even have the baby.” Bryce felt like a shit for saying it, and even more of a shit for hoping that wasn’t the option that happened, because god help him, the only bright spot in all of this was he finally saw hope to be a dad.

The one thing he’d always wanted in life and had thought would never happen.

Something he’d been at peace with because Dustin was his consolation prize, and a perfect one at that.

“I need to think about this.”

Bryce nodded. “Please stay tonight.”

“I…I think maybe I should go home tonight.”

Pain arced through Bryce’s soul. “Okay.”

“I mean…” Dustin’s lips pressed into a tight line. “I need to think. I can’t think right now. When I’m with you, all I want to do is make you happy, and I can’t say no to you. I need to be alone to think about this.”

A sinking feeling settled within Bryce. “I understand.” He suspected if Dustin walked out his door that he might never return.

He hoped he was wrong, hoped Dustin loved him enough to trust him. He could easily see the two of them being dads. But only if Dustin wanted to be a part of that.

Dustin pulled him in for a hug, his chin rubbing along the top of Bryce’s head. “Are you really sure this is what you want?” Dustin asked. “I mean…duh, not that she’s… I mean, a baby. Are you really sure this is what you want? Not just because you love her?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“The baby part is settled.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah.”

He felt Dustin’s breath against his scalp. “Okay,” he quietly said. Then he kissed the top of Bryce’s head. “I won’t say yes or no tonight. I can’t. This isn’t something I can make a snap judgment about.”

“I know.” But he already knew.

Maybe he was wrong, maybe he didn’t have enough faith in Dustin, but Bryce felt he already had his answer.

“I’d be sixty when he’s in high school.”

“You promised no dad comments.”

Dustin’s chin rubbed against his hair again, and Bryce deeply inhaled, wanting to remember this man, every bit of him, fearing this might be their last truly intimate moment together.

“I’m going to go say good-bye to her and head home. I think the two of you need time alone tonight anyway.” He let Bryce sit back.

Regret, sorrow—pain. All those and more echoed in Dustin’s gaze.

“Okay,” Bryce said. He leaned in and kissed him on the lips, slowly, tenderly, trying to let him go in his heart and say good-bye.

His heart broken not once, but twice. Losing Dustin and, eventually, losing Kira.

Dustin touched his forehead to Bryce’s. “I promise I won’t leave you hanging. I’ll try to give you an answer either tomorrow or the day after. I know time’s a…premium.”

He didn’t have to spell it out. This wasn’t only about whether or not he’d be okay with Bryce marrying her.

This was about whether or not they were going to have to say good-bye.

“I love you, Bryce.”

He choked back the sob trying to struggle free. “I love you, too.”

Dustin rose and walked down the hall, and a moment later Bryce heard them softly talking.

Unable to make his legs move, he sat there, every breath a struggle, every thought in his brain trying to swamp him and drown him in the depths of his grief.

This has to be a nightmare.

He’d awakened to the love of his life in his bed, and his best friend finally coming home.

And now…

Kira saw Dustin out, then walked over and sat next to Bryce. “This’ll be okay,” she quietly said, ever the calm one. “He loves you. He just needs time to process. Have faith in him.”

Bryce laid over, with his head in her lap, and cried. 


Chapter Sixteen

 

The next morning, Dustin sat in his office a little after nine and stared at his laptop screen without really seeing it.

He couldn’t…focus. It was partly due to the fact that he’d slept like utter shit last night.

Thank god he didn’t have any showings today, something he never thought he’d ever say.

He just…couldn’t focus.

Starting with the fact that sleeping alone felt alien now, felt…wrong.

Without Bryce sleeping next to him, cuddled with him, he hadn’t been able to get comfortable. Kept waking up and blindly reaching out into the void to find Bryce, just to remember he was alone in bed.

And why.

In the painfully bright light of day, he hated himself for not accepting Bryce’s request to spend the night with him. He’d texted Bryce good night last night, and remembered to text Bryce good morning, and had received a reply from him not long after both times, but…

Sigh.

Lara passed his office door, froze, backed up, and stared at him. “Dus?”

He wasn’t sure what reaction he gave her, but it made her step in and close the office door behind her, locking it, and hurrying over. Next thing he knew, he was crying and she was standing there next to his chair, holding him.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

“Kira…” He forced back a sob, trying to stay quiet, and finally managed to choke the story out.

The whole time Lara stood there holding him, pressing tissues into his hand, and it was almost worse because here was an obviously pregnant woman and it only served to remind him what was happening.

“What do I do?” he finally managed. “He said if I say no, he won’t do it. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s right.”

She stared down at him, his grief reflected back to him in her gaze. She ran a hand through his hair and didn’t answer, at first. Then she pulled her cell phone from her back pocket, thumbed through her contacts, and called someone.

“Hey, Tony, this is Lara Jarred, Brad’s wife, from our little…social group. … Yes, exactly. I have a very…delicate situation with a lifestyle friend of mine. You met him at the last munch. Can you please give me Seth Erikkson’s number? I thought I had it, but I don’t. … Well, it’s a similar situation to what Seth and Leah dealt—right. Okay, hold on.”

She grabbed a pen from his desk and jotted a number down on a sticky note. “Ready. … (941) 555-6879. Thanks. Can I tell him you gave me—okay, thanks. I appreciate it.”

She ended the call and then punched the number into her phone, apparently saving it as a contact. “You have any clients or appointments this afternoon? Closings? Showings?”

“No.”

She dialed the number and waited for an answer. Just when Dustin figured it would go to voice mail, he heard a man answer on the other end. “Hey, Seth? This is Lara Jarred…”

Ten minutes later, Dustin was once again alone in his office, and he had a late lunch date with Seth Erikkson at a sports bar not far from their building. He thought he would recognize Seth once Lara told Dustin he’d been at the first munch he’d attended, and had been at Sigalo’s and at the club the first night Bryce flew him.

Lara’s parting wisdom to Dustin was to tell Seth everything, to be completely honest with him, and she promised Seth wouldn’t judge him for any of it.

For the rest of the morning, Dustin desperately tried to focus on work and couldn’t. Finally, he left really early, telling Tawny, their receptionist, that he was out for the rest of the day. He headed to the restaurant and grabbed them a table in a fairly private corner. The place was quiet, dark, the main lunch crowd already dispersed. Once the waitress left him with a menu and took his order for a water and a rum and Coke, he tried to make the menu make sense to him.

Normally, he never drank during the day, unless it was a weekend and he was at a barbecue or something.

Today, he needed it to settle his nerves. He suspected their talk would last more than long enough for the alcohol to work its way out of his system.

Seth texted him when he arrived, and Dustin replied he was inside. Sure enough, he did recognize the man. Dustin stood to shake hands with him, but Seth pulled him in for a long, silent hug that nearly started Dustin crying right there.

Once the waitress took Seth’s drink order—and Dustin noticed Seth went for a vodka and cranberry juice along with his glass of water—and took their food orders, they were left alone.

Seth sadly smiled at him from across the table. “Let’s start with your situation first.”

Dustin did, managing to not break down sobbing as he told it.

Seth sat and quietly listened, hands clasped around his drink. He’d nod occasionally, but didn’t interrupt.

When Dustin finished, he sat back as the waitress brought their food and then left them alone, telling them if they wanted, they could cash out on the little tabletop computer thingy. Dustin hated them, was always worried he was going to screw it up and not pay for his food or something, but at least it meant they’d have relative privacy.

“You and Bryce have only been together, what, less than a month now, right?” There was no mocking or any other kind of “tone” in Seth’s voice, just asking for clarification.

Dustin nodded.

“But you’re in love with him.”

“Yeah. Like, in a way I’ve never been before. Except I don’t want a baby. I’ve never wanted kids. If I leave, I could be walking away from the best thing in my life. But am I being fair to him? To me? I feel like an ass if I walk. I just…need outside perspective.”

Seth nodded again, pinching his glass between his thumb and forefinger and turning it on the circle of condensation dripping from the sides onto the table.

“Let me tell you my story,” he quietly said. “Kaden and I literally were friends our entire lives. I never remembered him not being in my life. When he came to me and told me he was dying, pancreatic cancer, and then dropped the bomb on me about him and Leah being Master and slave—and that he wanted me to take over for him—it…”

He needed a moment, and fortunately that’s when their waitress dropped by to make sure they were doing okay.

“I was terrified,” Seth continued once the waitress departed. “Didn’t think I had it in me. I loved Leah. Was in love with her. Had been for years, but never thought that was something that would ever become reality, right? I didn’t know Leah had been in love with me, too, and Kaden’s original goal before he found out about his cancer was to try to bring me in as their third.

“But…Leah has specific issues from her past, needs that had to be taken care of a certain way for her own safety. That’s not an exaggeration.” He stared down at his drink. “So here’s what happened…”

They ate as they talked. As Seth talked and Dustin listened, really hearing the man, especially the pain still so fresh and raw in his soul as Seth discussed his friend and what he’d forced himself to do—something that eventually felt more natural, and then perfectly right, as he opened his mind and heart and let go to the situation.

By the time they’d finished, Dustin was giving thanks that he hadn’t known Kira as long as Bryce had. He was an empathetic human being. It would be painful on him watching her decline if he decided to stay, but not nearly as painful as it would be for Bryce.

Except…

There was still the issue of kids.

And the man he loved would be marrying a woman—platonically, but still—and caring for her, raising her baby as his own.

Seth asked him more questions, gently prodding. Then the waitress cleared their plates, leaving them with their drinks. Seth was still nursing his vodka and cranberry while Dustin had finished his second rum and Coke way earlier and had switched to water.

“I don’t want to be a dick,” Dustin said. “Am I rushing this?”

“You love him, though.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s not like you’re a kid on your first crush. From what you’re saying, you were pretty sure right off the bat he’s the guy for you. Your friends—his and yours—must have thought so, too, to introduce you to each other.”

Dustin nodded.

Seth smirked. “You were basically paired by the Frightful Five. Well, not them, but same thing. Close enough.”

Dustin nodded again.

“And Bryce flat-out told you if you say no, he won’t marry her?”

Dustin actually felt a little like a dick now, when he thought about it like that. Because Bryce was giving him, a guy he’d literally only known several weeks, an important veto decision over someone Bryce had known most of his life.

Didn’t that show how much Bryce loved him?

“Yeah.”

“That’s…huge. A man doesn’t give someone that kind of veto power if they aren’t ready to spend the rest of their life with them.” Seth sat with both hands clasped around his drink, elbows on the table, hunched over as if the weight of his memories crushed him.

From what Dustin had just learned, he imagined that was a spot-on analogy.

He wished he could say he didn’t empathize with Seth, except he was already starting to feel the first waves of that same weight pressing into his soul.

“I don’t have any good advice for you beyond all of that,” Seth said. “I’m still kind of hoping Kaden left more notes for us.”

“Notes?”

Seth softly snorted. “Fucking control freak, man, do I miss him. He left us video messages on CDs, notecards, letters, cards, even had friends give us some of them on certain anniversaries, right? Like our first wedding anniversary, his birthday, her birthday, mine—” His voice choked a little and he turned his drink, clockwise, then counter-clockwise, the glass lightly floating on the puddle of condensation below it on the table.

Clockwise, counter.

Clockwise, counter.

“Instructions.” Seth drew in a ragged breath, but didn’t meet Dustin’s gaze. “Literally starting from the moment he died. Ed came over when I had the hospice nurse call him and told me then, showed me the first one. I mean, Kade had it planned almost to the minute those first several days. And…I’m glad he did. I don’t think I could have made it without them. Then there were more, spread out the farther we got from the day he died.

“It’s good, though, you know? Like he’s always watching over us. I know this isn’t a problem for you guys, but one of the things I wondered was how he could be so. Goddamned. Calm. Like he was the most chill man ever. Some transcendental level bullshit or something. How he could…how he could be so inviting and giving me his wife.

“And it wasn’t until after he died that I realized it was because, in that time from when he was diagnosed, those first months, he made all the videos. Because I remember what he looked like, and that skeleton in the bed when he finally drew his last breath was not my Kaden. Not anymore. My Kaden, who married me and Leah on that video, had maybe just found out he was dying three or four weeks earlier, at the most. Maybe it hadn’t even sunk in yet, you know?”

Counter, clockwise.

“But later, when I could think about it, I realized he really was at peace, as much as he could be, from the beginning. He’d already said good-bye to us at the funeral at Venture. He’d married us off. It was a done deal, to him. He was dead and gone, a walking, talking ghost. The cards and letters and stuff, he could have written them at any time. But the videos were done early. He wasn’t gaunt. He looked healthy, nothing wrong with him. Long before he died, he was already looking back at us with one foot on the other side, man. He was just waiting for us to say our final good-byes to him after his body gave out.”

Clockwise, counter.

“And I know some people were weirded out when they found out about his plans, but you know what? Fuck them. That was him loving Leah, and him loving me, and him doing the best he could under the worst damn circumstances to hold on to his own sanity. He had to believe I was going to keep Leah alive, or the whole thing fell in on him. It was as much a survival tactic and coping strategy for him during as it was for us after. He admitted that in his journals not long before he died. He left those for me to read, too.”

Counter, clockwise.

Clockwise, counter.

“Best piece of advice I can give you?” he whispered. “Don’t give a shit what others think, man. Fuck them.” Then he threw back the rest of his drink and carefully set the glass on the circle of moisture. “You guys do what you need to do for you two, and for Kira, and for her baby. Kira needs to do what she needs to do to get through it. Don’t fucking worry about what’s right or wrong to anyone else. You love him?”

Dustin nodded.

Seth sadly smiled and shrugged. “Then you do anything for the people you love.”

“I really didn’t want kids.”

“Well, I can’t help you there. Wasn’t a consideration in our case. I didn’t think I could keep my shit together enough to get me and Leah and Kaden through everything to the other side. I did it. It’s amazing what you can do when you think you can’t when you love someone enough. Loves the fear right out of you before you even realize it. One step. Then another. Next thing you know, you’ve been walking for miles and years and you look back and see the whole journey. And this is more him than you. You can see part of this as an outsider since you just met her. You’ll be his rock the way I was Leah’s.”

Seth clasped his hands together on the table, around the empty glass in front of him. “Don’t be a dick, though. If you think you can’t do this, tell him that now. Don’t get to where she’s in hospice and he needs you the most and you freak and bolt. Or plan to stay and help him through it all and wait a long time before walking away after. Not during, though. Don’t do that to him, or her.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“You don’t owe me any fucking promises.” His smile looked sad. “But any you make to Bryce and Kira, keep ’em. Betrayal on top of a massive heartbreak like this will break a man.” He developed a distant stare. “Like I knew if it wasn’t for Leah, Kaden would have suck-started a nine once he confirmed his diagnosis and settled his affairs. He refused to go out like his dad went out. The only reason he stayed until the end was for her and for me, because he knew it would hurt us more, especially her, and he knew he had eternity ahead of him to be free of pain.”

He sniffled and sat back, playing with the glass again. Ice tinkled inside it.

Counter. Clockwise.

Counter. Clockwise.

Clockwise.

Full stop.

Seth stared at his glass. “If you think you can’t do it, though, do me a favor, huh?”

“Yeah?”

“Damn, I guess I am asking you for a promise.” When Seth’s gaze shifted up and met Dustin’s, his eyes looked bright, too bright, red-rimmed now, like he was close to tears.

“If you do need to walk, come tell me first, please? I want to talk to the gang so we can step in and help. Bryce and Kira might not want a lot of people around, and that’s cool. We’ll respect that. But I saw the way he already looks at you, and it’s the way Kaden looked at Leah. Fuck, probably the way I look at Leah. The fact that he’s asking this of you proves how much he loves you already. Losing you will gut him, but he can get over it. But he’s going to need support when he loses her, especially if she delivers that baby and it survives. He’s going to be a dad, and he’s going to need you. You can find another person to share your life and bed. But it’s nearly impossible to replace a best friend you’ve known that long. Trust me on that one.”

Dustin churned it in his brain while Seth let him.

He did love Bryce.

But…

I’m not ready to be a dad. I never wanted to be a dad. I would be a sucky dad.

Except…the whole dad thing wasn’t even a given. Kira could miscarry, or die before the baby was old enough to deliver. The baby might not even survive.

Was he really willing to be a soulless dick and walk away from the best thing that had ever happened to him on a flimsy what-if? Especially when Bryce needed his emotional support?

Really?

He stared at the ice melting in Seth’s glass, and the answer was there, in his mind. It’d been there the whole time, he’d just needed to pull back his focus and wide-angle that bitch and get some perspective on it so he could see the entirety of it and not just a corner that made no sense without the bigger picture.

No.

He couldn’t be a dick.

What the future would hold for them if the baby was born, and if it survived remained to be seen.

He wouldn’t be the dick who walked out when the man he loved needed him to get through this.

“I should tell him he needs to marry her.” He slowly nodded. “I will tell him that.”

Seth reached over and squeezed his hand. “Attaboy,” he softly said, wiping at his eyes with his other hand. “No kidding, middle of the night, anytime, you call me if you need me. I guess you and I are the official founding members of the unofficial twelve-step support group for kinky people who love people who know they are dying.”

Finally, Dustin felt like laughing. “Except I don’t believe in a higher power. And I have a feeling alcohol might end up becoming my friend for a little while.”

“Yeah, well, be careful with that, too. Doyle’s a counselor. So’s Ted Collins. I don’t know if either of them do grief support, but I know they’d refer you to good people. Or there’s always me.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“But…do me a favor, huh?”

“Yeah?”

“If Leah’s around and you need to talk to me, just say you had a question about ‘that project.’ Lots of people ask for my advice since I used to be a contractor. Her eyes will glaze over and she’ll do anything to get away from the discussion. Or if she asks how ‘that project’ is going, just say you’re still in the planning stages and weighing all the angles. Vague stuff, right? She’s in a good place, but I don’t want to test those waters, if you get my drift.”

He nodded. “Right.”

“Thanks, man.” He reached for his wallet, but Dustin stopped him. “No, my treat. Seriously. I appreciate you coming out and talking to me. Especially on such short notice.”

“I hope I was helpful.”

“You were.”

They stood and hugged. Seth left while Dustin pulled out his wallet and used the table-top computer to cash out.

He couldn’t focus on the whole fatherhood question. That would be like asking what kind of tires to put on a car he didn’t even own yet and might not ever buy. Wasted energy.

Energy Bryce really needed from him right now to keep him sane and upright and focused.

The quiet certainty settled across his soul like a comfortable quilt fresh out of the dryer on a freezing-ass day. For now, this was what he needed to do, and what Bryce and Kira needed him to do.

It felt right. Not just right, but the right thing to do.

He’d damn well do it.

Because he loved his Sir, and he was his Sir’s good boy.

It’s all he really wanted to be. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Dustin went home first, needing to be alone for a little while to fully absorb and digest his talk with Seth before he faced Bryce.

And Kira.

As he changed and repacked his overnight bag, he hesitated. How was this supposed to work, exactly?

The guy he was definitely in love with marrying a woman?

And raising a baby?

Except…

Everything else about Bryce was perfect. Everything between them was perfect. The man got him. It seemed like Bryce felt the same way about him.

Dustin knew he couldn’t put this off. He threw his laptop and overnight bag into the car and headed over to Bryce’s without texting him first. When he arrived, he wasn’t even all the way up the walk yet when the front door opened, as if Bryce had been watching and waiting for him.

Hoping he’d return.

If Dustin hadn’t made up his mind already, the sad desperation painted across Bryce’s face would have tipped him over the edge.

Inside the entry, with the door closed behind him, Dustin reached out and enveloped Bryce in his arms, tightly holding him, not missing the sigh of relief that escaped Bryce as he did. He buried his face in Bryce’s hair.

“Okay, Sir,” he whispered. “I love you. I cannot imagine what this is doing to you. I’m not going to be a dick about this. You do what you need to do for her, and I’ll support you because I love you.”

There were tears in Bryce’s eyes when he looked up, and Dustin realized Bryce wasn’t wearing his glasses. His blue eyes looked bloodshot, rimmed with red, his nose puffy.

“I love you, too,” Bryce whispered. “I’m sorry about this.”

Dustin cupped his face in his hands. “Don’t apologize for being a good friend, Sir.”

“Bryce and Dustin time.”

Dustin brushed Bryce’s tears away with his thumbs. “Yeah, honestly? There’s no difference. I mean it. I talked to Seth Erikkson today. He was nice enough to meet with me.” Dustin took a deep breath. “This sucks, and I never wanted to be a dad, I’ll be honest with you about that. But I’m not walking away from you, Sir. I need you in my life, and if that means I need to learn how to be a dad, then I guess that’s what I’ll do.”

“Please, move in with me.”

Kira appeared in the hallway. The surgical scar stood out in stark contrast to her brown hair.

He now understood why she’d jerked her hand away when she’d almost removed the hat during the FaceTime call.

“Please move in,” she echoed. “I feel badly enough about this as it is. I don’t want to come between you two.”

“You don’t have anything to feel bad about,” Dustin said. “You can’t help this. And I can’t blame you. I won’t blame you. This makes sense.”

She walked over but didn’t reach out to hug them. “Are you really okay with this? I wouldn’t forgive myself if this comes between you.”

Dustin rested his head against Bryce’s. “I’m really okay with this. And yes, I’ll move in. Actually, hold off buying a bed. If you like mine, you can use it.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said. “Thank you.”

“No, you’re…” He swallowed, trying to buy himself time to think of how best to say it. “I want you to be comfortable. Try it first. We can always put it in storage if not.”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

Dustin knew he had to do this. For Bryce, and for himself. He opened an arm to her, to draw her into their hug. Bryce did, too.

She started crying. “I’m sorry. You guys should be having fun and making a life together, and now here I am.”

“It’s okay.” Dustin kissed the top of her head, nuzzling her the way he had Bryce. “We’re a team now.” He gave them an abbreviated version of his discussion with Seth that afternoon. “I’m not saying I’m perfect or won’t stumble from time to time, but you both seem to have faith in me. And I love Bryce. I can’t walk away from him. Especially not now.”

He met Bryce’s gaze, and the gratitude filling Bryce’s blue eyes also threatened to break Dustin’s heart.

All of this.

Everything.

“Apologies in advance if we sometimes get loud,” Dustin said. “Apparently he’s turned me into a moaner.”

It had the desired effect. Tearful laughter erupted from her, and she smiled up at him, her brown eyes as red as Bryce’s, her nose red and puffy.

They must have cried a lot today.

“You can be as loud as you want,” she said. “I have earbuds. I’ll put on music and crank it up.”

“Good. Because he’s pretty dang loud, too.”

“Oh, well, that I knew. I lived with him.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce went to go start cooking them dinner while Dustin put his things in Bryce’s room. Aware that Kira followed him and stood in the doorway, he turned.

“Can we talk?” she asked.

He nodded.

She stepped in and closed the door behind her. She kept her voice low. “He really loves you. He’s in love with you and he loves you. I’ve known him most of my life and never saw him like this before.”

He suspected this was all her talking. He couldn’t believe Bryce would send her in to do this for him. That wasn’t his style.

“I love him, too.”

“If I had any other option available, I’d take it. But I don’t. I don’t want my parents to be the ones to have to make the decision to withdraw life support. And if I give them custody of my baby, it would leave everything easier for Shawn to challenge later just to spite them, because he didn’t like them any more than he liked B.”

“It’ll destroy him to do that to you, you know. To make the decision.”

“Not if he has you to love him and for him to lean on.”

He sat on the end of the bed. “You apparently have more faith in me than I do.”

“I don’t need to have faith in you. I have faith in him, and he has faith in you.” She walked over and sat next to him. “I wish I’d listened to my gut about Shawn back in college. That night he went off when he found out B and I had slept together one fricking time in high school should have ended things right there. He was even more of a dick to Bryce after that, and I tried to rationalize it was just alpha male machismo.

“The truth was, Shawn was a dick because Bryce is one of the most alpha guys I’ve ever met. Even though Shawn was a bigger guy, he could never intimidate B. You don’t know it if you don’t know Bryce. Can’t tell it just by looking at him. Stealthy.”

Dustin nodded.

“It sneaks up on you,” she said. “People always underestimate him. That’s why he’s such a great trial attorney. He doesn’t come off as some douchey asshole.”

“Exactly.”

“He pulls you in. Like he makes his own gravity. You don’t realize it at first, until you’re already in orbit around him. Once that happens…” She shrugged, smiling. “Then he’s got you.” Her hand closed around his. “I’m sorry we won’t have more time together. I’d really like to be friends with you.”

He reached for her, gently hugging her. “We’ll be friends for as long as we can be, sweetie.”

 

* * * *

 

Thursday morning, Bryce and Kira introduced Dustin to the ritual of banana pancakes. This morning, she’d tied a scarf around her head, hiding the scar and giving the illusion of a woman with her whole life ahead of her.

“Since you won’t be able to sleep late Sunday morning,” she said to Dustin, “I talked Bryce into getting everything yesterday at the store so you could celebrate with us today.”

“How’d you know I’d be here this morning?” Dustin asked.

She smiled. “I had faith.”

They cranked up Jack Johnson on the stereo, the two friends singing along and knowing all the songs by heart. Dustin’s heart ached for Bryce every time Dustin caught him starting to choke up, or his smile fracturing even the slightest.

This has to be breaking his heart.

Dustin finally joined in. None of them were completely on-key at the same time. As he threw himself into it, it felt good to know that, at least once in his life, he did one truly decent thing for another human being.

No matter what happened after Kira died or the baby was born—because, technically, she could die and her body be kept alive long enough to deliver the baby—for right now, Dustin would be there for Bryce and Kira.

As they sat and ate at the small kitchen table, Bryce leaned in and kissed him. “You can call me Sir around her.” He’d dropped the nakey time rule yesterday, and Dustin had worn shorts this morning.

“Doesn’t bother me,” she assured Dustin. “I’ve known he was kinky for years. As many times as he tied me up when we were kids, it’s not exactly a shocker.”

That finally pulled a laugh from Dustin. “So what was he like as a kid?”

“Oh, gawd,” Bryce muttered. “Can I safeword?”

She grinned. “Pretty much the smart-ass he is now. I’ve always told him he’s an old soul. Every time he’d date some twink his own age and come home grousing that all the guy wanted to do was go clubbing or whatever, I’d warn him he wasn’t dating the right age range.”

“Okay, okay,” Bryce said. “You were right and I was wrong. Better?”

Her laugh sounded clear, light. “You wouldn’t do more than have coffee with that one literature professor I tried to fix you up with. He was eight years older than you.”

“He was a smoker. Yuck. It was like kissing an ashtray. No, thank you.”

The longer they talked, the more Dustin could see the dynamic between them.

And the barely concealed pain.

Both trying to be strong for the other.

Shit.

Beyond the obvious, because of his love for Bryce, Dustin knew Kira needed his strength as much as Bryce did.

It also reinforced his decision to do this.

“When can we move you in?” Bryce asked as they were cleaning up the kitchen.

This was real. Really happening.

Unstoppable, unfortunately.

The cancer didn’t give a shit about Dustin’s reservations about a baby, or his love for Bryce, or even Bryce’s love for Kira.

The cancer didn’t care.

“We can stop by my place on the way home from our errands this morning, so I can grab a load of clothes and we can clean out my fridge. I’ll let them know at work this is my last month living there. I’ll need to rent a truck to move my furniture.”

“I’ll pay for that,” Bryce offered.

“No,” Kira said, cutting Dustin off before he could reply. “I’ll pay for it.”

Dustin turned.

Brows raised, chin set. She meant business.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to do it. Consider it an early housewarming gift from me. I’ve got the money.” She snorted. “Not like I can take it with me—”

Bryce clapped a hand over his mouth to stifle his sob. Dustin was closer and wrapped his arms around him, holding him tightly as Kira stood and stepped in behind him, wrapping her arms around both of them.

“I’m sorry, B. Me and my mouth. I promise I’ll try to tone it down.” Her gaze landed on Dustin, both apologetic and silently screaming, And this is why he needs you.

 

* * * *

 

After breakfast, the three of them headed to the county courthouse to get a marriage license for Bryce and Kira. Bryce drove, but Kira insisted on sitting in the back and letting Dustin ride shotgun.

“I kind of like this,” she joked. “Kind of like having a chauffeur. Making the Dom drive me around. I could get used to this.”

“That’s it. You love me only for my wheels.” Bryce’s light tone barely concealed the pain Dustin knew lay in his heart.

Dustin also knew that, yesterday, Bryce had taken her to the DMV to get her Florida state ID. She willingly gave up her license, not trusting herself behind the wheel anymore, now that she knew what she was up against.

Dustin couldn’t blame her. In fact, he respected her for it, knowing how difficult it was for her to give up her independence.

He wasn’t sure if their positions were reversed that he’d be handling everything so…calmly.

Last night, Bryce had cried himself to sleep in Dustin’s arms after making love to him.

Not fucking, not sex, not kinky, not Sir and boy—but a man in pain seeking solace and comfort.

Dustin would always give that to him, as much as he could.

Everything that he could.

Always.

Getting the marriage license was straightforward. Since it was Thursday, there wasn’t anything else they could do about it until Monday, since the state had a three-day waiting period.

On the walk back to the car, Kira hooked arms with both of them and smiled. “Enjoy your last romps as a single guy,” she teased. “I’m gonna make an honest man outta ya.”

Dustin couldn’t help but laugh.

“I forgot to warn you she’s a ball-buster,” Bryce said.

“Spoiler alert!” She giggled.

 

* * * *

 

They stopped by Dustin’s apartment next. When he pulled his keyring from his pocket, he stared at the two new keys on his keyring, for the front and side doors at Bryce’s house. Bryce had given them to him last night, as well as an alarm code and a clicker for the garage door opener.

“I’ll start on the fridge for you,” Bryce said.

“Okay.” He turned to Kira to find her studying his books almost identically to the way Bryce had the first time Dustin brought him there. “Did you want to try my bed?”

She turned to him with a playful smirk. “That’s what she said.”

“I’ll have you know I’ve made him scream my name in that bed,” Bryce called from the kitchen. “Among other noises. Many times.”

“Nice to know you haven’t lost your touch, B,” she called back. “I’d be ashamed of you if he hadn’t at least moaned a little.”

She held Dustin’s arm and let him lead her down the hall to the bedroom.

“Don’t be fooling around with my guy,” Bryce called after them. “I have dibs on him.”

“I’m allowed to look and lust, B.” She laid her head over on Dustin’s shoulder. “God, I’ve missed him,” she whispered. “I envy you.”

“Envy?” They’d reached his bedroom at the end of the hall.

“Yeah.” She released his arm and sat on the bed, lying back on it. “You get the rest of your life with him. I mean, so do I, but not nearly as long as you’ll have.” She shifted around a little, relaxing. “This is nice. Perfect. Thank you.”

He shrugged. “I wish I could do more for you.”

She propped herself up on her elbows. “You’re taking care of him. And, hopefully…” She patted her tummy. “You have no idea how much I love you for that.”

“You barely know me.”

“I don’t need to know you to love you. He loves you. That’s good enough for me.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Dustin wasn’t surprised that Bryce didn’t drop in on his open house Saturday. He figured with Kira there, Bryce would want to spend as much time with her as possible. She’d even gone to Bryce’s ASL class with him Friday evening.

What surprised Dustin was when he returned home to Bryce’s late Saturday afternoon and learned they were all going to dinner at Sigalo’s that evening.

This, apparently, was Kira’s doing.

“I want to meet the people responsible for putting a smile on this guy’s fugly mugly.” With a scarf tied in place—today a leopard print—and carefully twisted and positioned as a headband, it was easy to pretend she wasn’t dying.

Dustin would have preferred to stay home and vegetate, spend time talking with her and getting to know her better, but Bryce had already made up his mind.

What Kira wanted, Kira would get.

Even Dustin agreed with that. Who was he to deny her anything now? Even the thought of that was enough to make him feel like shit.

She was fucking dying.

Go to dinner? Sure.

No problem.

She again picked the backseat.

Dustin turned. “Are you sure you don’t want to ride up here?”

Her bright smile would be infectious if not for the backstory he knew lay beneath the surface. “Nope! I’m good.”

At Sigalo’s, everyone welcomed them with open arms. Apparently, Bryce had called someone and told them they were coming, and the circumstances, because everyone conspicuously didn’t ask things like when she’d be looking for a job, or ask about what brought her to Sarasota.

In fact, Loren stood and walked around the table, leaning in to speak with Bryce. “I’m a notary. I’d be happy to marry you guys, if you’d like. I’ll even come to the house. No charge.”

Kira flashed a playful grin at Dustin before answering. “Well, he’s the dang Dom. I guess he should get a say.”

Bryce rolled his eyes, but already Dustin could see the dynamic between the two, the years of friendship.

In some ways, he envied Kira her years with Bryce.

But probably not more than she envies my future with him.

That thought hit him like a gut-punch, and the pain settled deep inside his soul.

 

* * * *

 

Bryce knew they didn’t need to call ahead and ask for places to be held for them tonight, but he’d wanted Walt to warn Seth, just in case. The last thing he needed was extra guilt over accidentally triggering Leah.

But Seth and Leah had come out tonight, too, making a point of hugging them all when they’d arrived.

When it came time to pay the check, Kira snatched it out of Bryce’s hand, her “fight me, bitch” playful, challenging smile on her face. A familiar battle between them.

“Just because you’re marrying me doesn’t mean I’m some sort of kept woman.” She tucked her credit card into the holder and handed it to the waitress. “Got it?”

Arguing wasn’t an option. It never was with Kira when she was in one of these playful moods.

He snapped her a two-fingered salute from his temple. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Smartass. Hey, take me to the club. I want to see it.”

Another point he couldn’t argue. Despite the way the outer edges of her eyes looked pinched with pain, whatever she wanted, he’d give her, if it was within his power to do so.

They’d spent the morning talking while Dustin was working. She’d laid out the plan to Bryce, what she wanted, end-of-life care—everything.

With a soul grated so raw he nearly felt numb, he’d listened and nodded and tried to compartmentalize all of it. The legalities versus the love he felt for her. In her time between finding out about her cancer and boarding her flight to Florida, she’d spent every free second researching Florida family law that would apply to their case to make sure she’d left nothing to chance.

If she was still awake and aware when it came time to deliver the baby, that would be a minor miracle, but she’d take the win.

Otherwise, Bryce was to authorize whatever measures had to be taken to keep her body functioning for the baby to survive.

Once the baby was delivered via C-section, they were to withdraw all heroic measures and let Kira go.

Period.

He tried to pretend she was a client and couldn’t. “When are you telling Steve and Kate?”

Beyond the obvious, that was the second thing that left a sour taste in his mouth. He loved her parents almost as much as his own and hated keeping this a secret from them.

“Not until we’re married and I’ve seen my doctors next week. I want to have an approximate timeline ready to discuss with them, because they’re going to ask when the baby will be delivered.”

“You can’t guarantee that, though.”

“No, but I need a best-case so they can start planning. They’ll want to be here for that.” She sadly smiled. “They can’t afford to raise another kid, B. I don’t know how much of my money my care expenses will eat through.” She’d even cashed in her retirement plans—everything. The only thing she had left was her life insurance, which she’d already changed to list Bryce as the sole beneficiary.

“We can add me to your medical insurance, in case mine runs out. They’re supposed to pay six months of COBRA for me as part of the severance package. That’s…cutting it close. Raising a baby on top of that? Mom and Dad barely have enough for their retirement. I’m not sure they do have enough for retirement.”

“Will they try to take custody from us?” He knew how Dustin felt about kids, but Dustin had opted to stay.

That meant every iteration of every future thought Bryce had automatically included Dustin in it.

He…had to.

Contemplating Dustin not being there drove the breath out of him and took him out at the knees.

I need him.

“No, honey. Like I told you, I don’t think they will. Especially after I ask them not to and tell them that this is what I want. They love you. I’m sure they’ll love Dustin, too. Don’t be surprised if they figure out a way to move back to Florida, though. Mom hates Oklahoma. She was raised here.”

Bryce shook himself out of his thoughts and focused on driving. When they reached the club, Kira filled out the forms and insisted on paying Bryce and Dustin’s entry fees, in addition to her own membership. And it was Tony, again, who would handle her orientation.

Not that any of them expected her to play.

Ever.

She made a point of hooking her arms through both his and Dustin’s arms as they followed Tony around while he covered their rules. With that finished, they settled in at a table in the social area with a good view of the A-frame, where Scrye was setting up to tie a younger looking man, while the two older men with him eagerly watched. Bryce had seen them around the club before, and knew they were a poly triad, but couldn’t remember their names.

“Oooh, they’re hot,” she said.

Bryce gently poked her shoulder. “Hey. We’re getting married tomorrow.”

“I can look. Besides, you get to fuck Dustin. Least I can do is perv vicariously.”

“Fair point. Carry on.”

“Don’t need no man’s permission to perv. Even the man I’m marrying.”

He could see glimpses of his old Kira there, hidden just below the surface. Their playful banter, the gentle teasing that was never mean-spirited.

If he pretended her scarf was merely a fashion statement and not hiding a deadly secret…

“I don’t have a ring for you,” he said. “Sorry.”

She leaned her head onto his shoulder. “I don’t want one,” she softly said, all kidding vanished from her tone. “You’ll wear one for Dustin, not me. That’s the way I want it.”

He knew Dustin had heard her, from the way his hazel gaze met Bryce’s from her other side.

“Sure, sweetie.” He kissed the top of her head. “Wifey gets whatever wifey wants. Happy wife, happy life.”

She patted his thigh. “Thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

Kimbra, Eve, Loren and Ross, and Ed, their friend and another local attorney who came highly recommended by Kimbra, arrived at the house at ten the next morning. The bare-bones marriage ceremony was short, sweet, and to the point. Dustin took video and pictures to document it for later.

For the baby, for them.

Then Ed sat down with Kira and she showed him everything she’d already prepared.

He nodded. “Looks like you don’t need my services, hon. You have it all set. This is exactly what I would have put in place for you.”

“We need a local guy,” she said. “In case there’s any hitch and the hospital tries to overstep their boundaries.” The four of them were seated around the smaller kitchen table. “Like…” For the first time that morning, she choked up. “Like if the baby dies, and the hospital—or my parents—still insist on trying to keep me alive at that point. Or if I’m conscious enough to refuse hydration and a feeding tube, and they want to try to take it to court to force me to have them.”

Ed nodded. “Understood.”

“I don’t want these two guys having to fight a battle,” she added. “If there’s any fighting to be done, I want a local guy in the trenches. I want B and Dustin focused on me and the baby. They’ll have enough to deal with.”

Ed gathered all the papers together. “Under the circumstances, I’m going to waive my usual retainer fee. Bryce can file all of these for you himself. You don’t need me doing that. How about twenty-five dollars, just to keep it legit? I won’t charge you anything else unless you actually need me to go to bat for you for something, but you’re free to call me whenever you need to for consultations. Gratis.”

It surprised Bryce when that was what drove her to full-on tears. “Are you sure?”

Ed reached over and patted her hands. “I went through this with Kaden. He wasn’t just my friend, but my business partner. I saw what it did to Leah and Seth, and I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy. You guys can always call me with questions, day or night.”

Ed pulled out a business card and wrote two numbers on the back, his personal cell and home numbers, and handed it to Bryce. “Seriously, even if it’s two a.m., you call me. No charge, either.”

Bryce stared at the handwriting. “Not that I don’t appreciate this, because I do, but…why?”

“Because Kaden would have done the same thing, and he’d kick my ass if I tried to charge you for advice in a case like this. But, mostly, because this is the right thing to do. You’ll have a rough enough time in the coming months. I won’t add to that.”

Once they were alone again, settled on the couch, Kira slumped against Bryce. “I think I need to go lie down for a while.”

“We need to get my bed moved over here for her,” Dustin said. “Know anyone with a truck we can ask for help today?”

“I’ll make some calls.” Bryce left Kira with Dustin and walked down to his bedroom, closing the door behind him.

He needed a moment.

He really needed a drink, but knew that couldn’t happen.

If he started, he worried he might not stop.

It only took him one call, to Kimbra, and she told him she’d call him right back. Five minutes later, she did, and told him the Collins brothers would be there in twenty with a truck to pick up Dustin.

“Thank you.”

“Honey, there is a virtual army waiting in the wings for you to reach out. Seth already spread the word. My e-mail is legit slap full of people wanting to help, in any way you need it. You aren’t alone. All you need to do is ask, and someone will help. Whether it’s moving something or needing someone to come sit with her, it’s done. Just ask, boo.”

He squeezed his eyes closed against the stinging prickle of tears struggling for freedom. “Thank you.”

“Honey, that’s what friends do for each other. And at some point in the future, when you get a chance to pay it forward, you do. Except you’ve already built up a bank on paying it forward, as far as I’m concerned.”

“How?”

“All those pro bono cases you handle. You’re a good man. You help people. Let us help you, for a change.”

When he finally got off the phone with her, he felt…drained. But in a good way. He washed his face before returning to the living room to give them an update, and so that Dustin could get ready.

By eight that night, not only had the Collins brothers moved the bed, they’d helped move all of Dustin’s furniture, the stuff that wouldn’t fit in a car, and it was now stored in Bryce’s garage. The rest of the stuff they could get over the next couple of weeks, a few boxes at a time, here and there.

Kira had gone to bed, but Dustin stood in the garage, staring at his stuff. Bryce slipped his arms around him from behind. “Are you okay?”

Dustin turned in his arms, holding him. “I honestly can’t believe you’re asking me that. That’s for me to ask you.”

“I don’t want you to get lost in all of this.”

“I won’t, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin wasn’t worried about getting “lost.” For the first time in his adult life, he truly felt completely secure about his romantic partner. Bryce would not have asked him to stay, asked him to move in with him, if he didn’t love him. Even with all of…this.

No, he wouldn’t be Bryce’s primary focus all of the time, and that was fine. He shouldn’t be. Kira needed to come first right now.

Getting lost in it all? Not an issue. He’d always be there for Bryce, and Kira, a step behind and waiting and watching and ready to step in when they needed him.

After…

He’d try not to think about that. That was the only question mark, and it was one for him alone to ponder. He didn’t want Bryce stressing any more than necessary right now. In fact, Dustin wanted to do everything possible to make this as easy on them both as he could.

That included volunteering to take her to doctor appointments. Fortunately, Bryce had to be in court on Monday and couldn’t take the day off. After driving to the courthouse in separate vehicles to file the marriage certificate, the three said good-bye.

As Dustin drove her to her first appointment of the day, Kira explained. “I was ready to call an Uber to do this, if I had to. I really don’t want B at more of these than he needs to be. Not the oncologist. The obstetrician, that’s fine. But not the oncologist.”

“Why?” He glanced at where she sat in the passenger seat. Today’s scarf was a pretty floral number in purples and pinks.

“I don’t want his face rubbed in it. I want him to be part of everything to do with the baby, but I want to minimize his contact with the oncology team.”

That nearly started Dustin crying. “Thank you.”

She sniffled. “I love him. I have a lot of dreams that will never happen. At least one good thing might come out of all of this, and that’s maybe I can make B’s biggest dream come true.”

Before Kira had left Dallas, she’d done her research and arranged urgent appointments. The oncologist was ready for her, but instead of being shown to an exam room, Dustin was a little thrown off to find themselves sitting in an office in front of a desk.

Dr. Murphy didn’t keep them waiting long, and the soft-spoken man looked to be around Dustin’s age. “This is your husband?”

“No, my husband’s boyfriend.” From the evil smile on Kira’s face, Dustin suspected she’d been waiting and hoping for that question.

Bazinga.

“Beg pardon?” the doctor asked.

“I have reasons for marrying my husband besides the fact that he’s my best friend and we grew up together.”

“And he’s the baby’s father?”

“That’s what the birth certificate will say. Bryce and Dustin are gay. Bryce had to work today. I live with them, and…after, Dustin and Bryce are going to get married, and Dustin will adopt my baby.”

“Ahh.”

Dustin kept his mouth shut. The private doubts were for him alone, for now. He refused to add any emotional loads to Kira’s already overfull mental plate.

“I reviewed the information your doctor sent me from Dallas,” Dr. Murphy said once he’d settled behind his desk. “I would like to talk about you getting another MRI.”

“Why?”

“I’d like current information. Based on my conversation with your doctors out there, you’re completely informed on what’s going to happen. I’d like to find out how fast this is all progressing.”

“I’ll agree to a CT scan, but I’m not getting in an MRI machine. Not while I’m pregnant.”

“There’s minimal risk.”

“And that’s too much.” She offered him a wry smile. “If you think I’m stubborn now, just wait.”

Dustin wondered if the doctor would be put off by her direct manner, but the man smiled. “I’m sorry that we had to meet under these circumstances, but I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy working with you.”

“I’ll be one of your easiest cases.” She handed him a sheet of paper. “That’s my obstetrician’s information. We’re heading there after we’re done here. Your office and theirs should have the record-sharing permission forms. I sent them in when I did my paperwork before I left Dallas.”

He looked. “We do.”

“Let me tell you my goal,” she said. “My goal is doing whatever it takes to deliver a healthy baby. Once that goal is achieved, nothing else matters, and I want to die with what little dignity is left to me at that point. If my body gives out before then, whatever extraordinary measures are necessary to keep the baby alive and inside me for as long as possible needs to happen. Then when the baby is delivered, I’m allowed to die. It’s as simple as that.”

Dustin tried to pay attention, knowing Bryce would likely grill him for every detail later that night, but they quickly veered into medical jargon and lost him. Obviously, Kira had done a lot of cramming for this, and even the doctor looked impressed at her knowledge.

By the time they left, she had an appointment for a CT scan tomorrow morning. And before they left, he removed her surgical staples.

Next stop was the high-risk obstetrician willing to take her case. He would coordinate with the oncology team to manage her care.

“I was worried I might have to go up to St. Pete or Tampa,” she said. “But everyone I talked to said Dr. Salsburg is great.”

As with the oncologist, Kira had obviously done her homework, although she did ask quite a few more questions of the doctor than she had Dr. Murphy, filling in places where she had knowledge gaps. And she took notes on her iPad. This time, they were in an exam room, and the doctor wanted to do an ultrasound with her exam, even though it was early in her pregnancy.

When the doctor and nurse left her alone to let her change into the gown they’d left her, Dustin stood. “I’ll go wait out there.”

“Why?”

“Um…” He tried to think of a reason. “Because I’m not your husband?”

“I want you in here. Trust me, it won’t embarrass me.”

“Okay.” He had a feeling it might embarrass him, though, but he’d keep his mouth shut.

An hour later, they’d hit a drive-thru for lunch—her treat—and were heading to Dustin’s place so he could pack some more things.

“You were adorable,” she teased. “Your face was so red.”

“Sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for.” She reached over and patted his arm. “Thank you for today. I really appreciate it. Are you usually off Mondays and Tuesday?”

“Not always. Depends on when I have closings or showings.”

“I’ll coordinate with you on the oncology appointments. If you can’t go, I’ll figure something out.”

“Because you don’t want Bryce there.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Thank you.”

She shrugged. “I love him. He’s still trying to accept the facts, and I get it. He loves me. He’s hoping for a miracle, even though his brain knows that won’t happen. The true miracle will be delivering a healthy baby, at full-term, and I’m awake and aware to meet him or her.”

She sniffled, turning toward the window. “And I don’t even know if that’s going to happen or not.” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Four weeks after Kira’s arrival, and Dustin had moved all his things over to Bryce’s, cleaned the apartment, and turned in his key. Bryce had apparently opted for denial and shoved any and all thoughts beyond the baby’s arrival into a mental closet, closed it, locked it, nailed boards over it, and then wrapped it in electrified razor wire.

Before he dug an alligator-filled moat in front of it.

Dustin had settled into a sort of confidant and co-conspirator relationship with Kira. With him, she could fully vent or cry or discuss things outside of Bryce’s ken. Things she knew would add unnecessary stress or grief to Bryce’s already overwhelmed shoulders.

Dustin was happy to do it and be that for her. And he did little things for her, too, like once he discovered her favorite foods and snacks, he made sure they kept them stocked. She wasn’t watching her weight now, and while she did eat healthy foods, even her obstetrician gave her permission to have extra dessert or snacks if she wanted.

As her headaches increased, Dustin made sure they kept cold packs in the freezer and that she didn’t run out of peppermint oil, which she used on her temples, something that wouldn’t hurt the baby like many painkillers might. When Dustin found out Nate, one of the Suncoast Society regulars, practiced acupuncture, Dustin arranged for him to start coming to the house a couple of times a week to work on Kira.

They did go to the club most Saturday nights, Kira staying at home, but their home play was curtailed despite Kira’s assurances it wouldn’t bother her. Ironically, Dustin found it nearly impossible at home to get into a submissive headspace and stay there long if he was naked outside their bedroom, leading Bryce to permanently rescind the naked rule.

On the other hand, Dustin took great pleasure doing little things around the house for Kira and Bryce. Whether it was fixing their morning coffee for them, or making sure the laundry made it from the washer to the dryer—anything like that gave him a needed mental submissive fix.

It also freed Bryce in many ways to spend time with and focus on Kira during their waking hours.

At night, after playing or making love, it wasn’t uncommon for Bryce to cry himself to sleep in Dustin’s arms.

The obstetrician had performed a blood test which confirmed both that the baby didn’t have certain genetic issues, and her gender.

Now they awaited the arrival of Jennifer Bryn Butler, aka Jenny.

Meanwhile, Bryce busied himself buying everything baby-related that Kira would let him.

Everything.

Evvvveerrrrythiiing.

From Daddy’s Little Princess onesies, to toys, a crib, a stroller—everything. Even Dustin had to admit it was adorable, in a heartbreakingly sad kind of way. Dustin ironically found himself now praying Kira delivered a healthy baby who survived, because if she lost the baby, it would likely destroy Bryce.

He was currently driving himself crazy researching car seats. One night, while the three of them sat on the couch and watching TV, Kira between the two men, Bryce had been talking to them about different models, the pros and cons.

While Bryce had been head-down over his laptop, Kira sent Dustin an adorable, knowing smirk.

In that moment, he realized—and reconciled—how much Kira kept back from Bryce on a daily basis. It was Dustin she let see how bad her headaches really were. It was Dustin she’d literally lean on to walk to or from the car.

This was a service, being of service. Not just to Kira, but to Bryce.

Protecting him as much as possible from the worst. From the truth.

Bryce was no idiot, and Kira and Dustin understood that. If he really wanted to open his eyes and see what was going on, he could.

Instead, Dustin chose to focus on the baby, and on the good things he could focus on, like his deepening friendship with Kira, and his relationship with Bryce.

He also took a key portion of Seth’s advice to heart and took as many photos and videos of Kira as he could, especially with Bryce. Likewise, he made a point of having deeper conversations with her, learning about her, things he could pass on to Jenny later.

He suspected she was also writing, leaving letters the way Seth had reported Kaden did.

Kira’s parents had been understandably upset by the news, and perhaps hurt that she’d gone to Bryce and made all the arrangements without talking to them first. They’d had a couple of private phone calls with Bryce, too, trying to discover her true state of mind.

Except they also admitted Kira had pegged their financial situation accurately, something they hadn’t wanted her to know about.

They’d be coming in two weeks to spend a four-day weekend, flying into Sarasota and staying in the third bedroom, which now held the futon, with Bryce’s desk moved into a corner of the living room. Bryce bought their tickets for them. And they wouldn’t have to spend money for a rental car or hotel room, and Dustin was in complete agreement about paying for groceries and spending time as a family rather than going out to eat.

Going out to eat also grew more problematic, because Kira had been hit by morning sickness, in addition to her more frequent headaches. Except the morning sickness would hit her at all times of the day.

That particular Sunday, though, Dustin didn’t have an open house scheduled, even though he did have some afternoon appointments to show a house. That meant he’d get to participate in Banana Pancakes.

When Kira emerged from her bedroom that morning, she wore her USF ball cap, her hair pulled into a ponytail out the back. Bryce had already put the music on. As the first bouncy Jack Johnson melody filled the room, it allowed Dustin a brief respite. He could pretend the growing lines on Bryce’s face weren’t there, forget about holding him last night as he’d cried himself to sleep in Dustin’s arms.

As Kira crossed the kitchen, Bryce swept her into his arms and leaned in to speak to her stomach. She’d started to show, fascinating Bryce.

“Welcome to Banana Pancakes, Jenny.”

Kira laughed as she ruffled his hair, but sadness filled her eyes as her gaze locked with Dustin’s. Sensing her mood, Dustin swooped in to start dancing with her, carefully holding her so she wouldn’t trip, singing off-key with the song on purpose, mangling the words and making her laugh.

Triggering an avalanche of laughter from Bryce as he started to prep their breakfast.

Crisis averted.

 

* * * *

 

Once Dustin had left to go to work that Sunday, Bryce mentally stapled his happy face in place and tried to figure out what he could do with Kira that day.

She made the decision for him.

“Let’s go over to the beach. Down to Manasota Key.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, my stomach’s feeling up to it.”

“Sure. We can go.” He didn’t want to take her around crowds of people. The last thing she needed in her condition was to get sick. Another reason he was fine staying home with her. He’d been frequently washing his hands and using hand sanitizer at work to an almost obsessive extent, terrified he might bring some illness home to her.

Once they parked, he kept his gait slow as she held on to his arm and he led her over the boardwalk and down the sand to the water’s edge. She’d donned a pair of sunglasses and wore an oversized T-shirt over a pair of loose shorts. She kicked her sandals off, but before she could bend over to pick them up, Bryce grabbed them. He’d left his own shoes in the car.

“You don’t need to go overboard, sweetie.” She wiggled her toes in the surf, stirring up fragments of shells and other debris.

“I want to take care of you.” Except for the very first appointment, he hadn’t missed a single visit with the obstetrician. Dustin had made a few of those, but he always worked his schedule around her oncology appointments and took her to those, not that there was much Dr. Murphy could do except talk to her and read through the reports sent over from the obstetrician. Kira had enacted a moratorium on any scan that wasn’t specifically to do with the baby. Ultrasounds were fine, obviously, and, so far, everything looked good.

“You are taking care of me. You and Dustin, both. I love you guys.”

She bent at the knees and smiled as she picked up a shark’s tooth, black with age, and the sharp edges dulled. She handed it to him. “Remember how we loved coming here in high school? We could kill hours digging.”

“Yeah.” He took a couple of pictures as she looked for more, then some video, and part of him silently understood her rationale for this trip even though he didn’t want to consciously admit it.

One more memory for Jenny for later.

In one of the boxes she’d shipped from Texas had been her three keepsake jars, filled mostly with sharks’ teeth and other shells she’d found during their youth, most of them with him at her side.

Some of the few things she’d wanted to pass down to Jenny, or give to Bryce.

Like her high school yearbooks.

Photo albums and pictures from the walls, most of the later removed from the frames to make it easier to ship them.

A few cherished items, gifts from him or her parents.

In her suitcases, she’d brought more keepsakes than clothes, because she was buying clothes from Amazon to fit as needed, refusing to get more than necessary. Or she borrowed T-shirts from Bryce and Dustin.

What she left unsaid—that she wouldn’t need any clothes later.

“Don’t forget to take care of Dustin, B.” She handed him another shark’s tooth. “Your boy loves you. How about you take him out to dinner tonight and romance him? Maybe get a room overnight somewhere.”

“Why?”

“Because right now, I’m okay. I can be by myself overnight. He’s off work tomorrow. You said you don’t have appointments or court tomorrow. Call Kimbra and take the day off. She’s been begging you to use some vacation time.”

“I’ll need that…” Pain choked his throat, forbidding him from saying the last word.

Later.

“I already made the hotel reservation for you, so it’s not up for discussion. It’s five minutes from the house, so if I do need you, I’ll call.” She smiled up at him. “Spank the crap out of him, fuck the hell out of him, and let him moan as loud as he wants without worrying who can hear.” Her expression gentled. “And you can cry as loud as you need to, sweetie.”

“This isn’t fair.” He hadn’t meant to go there, didn’t want to go there with her. Wanted to stay upbeat and positive for her.

“No, what’s not fair is my ass getting bigger before my boobs.” She looked down at her chest and the expression on her face pulled the laugh out of him before he could process it. “Buuuut, life’s not fair. Besides, Mom and Dad will crimp your weekend style in a couple of weeks. You two need to go spend the night out, enjoy each other, and remember why you love each other.”

“Is there anything you’re not telling me?”

She grinned. “A shit-load. You’re welcome. But Dustin’s here to help shoulder that. No nasty surprises, honey. I’m only letting you deal with what you need to deal with.” She hugged him. “And you gotta promise me you won’t let Jenny be some spoiled rotten, entitlement-minded brat. Raise her right, like our parents raised us.”

“I promise.” Bryce’s parents, Eric and Tina Butler, had driven down last week from Tallahassee and had dinner with them. While there, Bryce’s father had taken a look at all the paperwork they’d filed for Kira, and he’d agreed with Ed’s assessment that everything looked to be in order. He’d also known Ed from when he’d practiced law in Sarasota, and agreed he was an excellent choice to have waiting in the wings.

They were also sad for what was happening to Kira, but couldn’t fault her reasoning or her plan.

She stooped and plucked another shark’s tooth from the surf. She’d always had a better eye for finding them than Bryce did. He had to be right on top of them, kneeling or sitting, to see them. She could be walking along and barely paying attention and spy them.

Pressing it into his palm, she smiled at him. “And let her get her hands dirty. Pull weeds in the flowerbeds with her. Teach her how to check the oil and change a tire, like Dad taught me. Don’t raise a pampered princess who can’t take care of herself.”

He studied the tooth, another black one, this one longer and thin and rounded instead of a triangular, flat one. “I promise.”

“You’re going to be an awesome dad. Both of you.” 


Chapter Twenty

 

Bryce was ready when Dustin returned home that evening. He’d dressed up for dinner—slacks, button-up shirt, tie. He’d also packed for them and left the bag in the trunk of his car.

Dustin’s eyebrow arched when he spotted Bryce’s attire.

“Don’t even get comfy, boy,” Bryce told him. “We’re going out.”

“Out?”

“Out.”

Kira sat on the couch, her smile playful. Archer had settled in her lap and was soaking up affection from her. “Out,” she said. “Fun time for you two tonight. So…shoo.”

Bryce got Dustin turned around and headed out to his car. Didn’t even let him put his laptop down first.

“What’s going on?” Dustin asked once they were in the car.

Bryce patted him on the thigh. “Kira gave me some marching orders for tonight. She made us a hotel reservation.”

“She going to be okay alone?”

“The hotel is five minutes from the house, and she promised to keep her phone on her at all times in case she has any problems.”

Bryce knew darn well sex with Dustin—and play—had quickly become an escape for him. Losing himself in the other man’s body was no difficult feat, either. He’d also noticed Dustin had quickly become conditioned, his cock stiffening any time Bryce scruffed him by the back of the neck, or pointed at the floor for him to kneel, or any other number of things, small and large, that Dustin had come to associate with their dynamic and play.

Sometimes, the only thing that could take Bryce’s mind away from reality and give him a brief respite from his growing grief was Dustin.

One sweet, pure thing in his life, nothing but comfort and love and willing to do whatever he could for Bryce.

Bryce drove them to a steakhouse for dinner, no reservations needed. On the walk from the car inside, he led slightly, his fingers laced through Dustin’s, and not giving a shit who saw them together or what they thought of them.

He’d damn well take his boy out to eat if he wanted.

Walking up to the hostess stand, he offered her a smile. “Two, please. Booth.”

“Certainly, sir. Right this way.” She didn’t hesitate, either, her smile genuine as she grabbed two menus and marked off the table on her chart before leading them to their table.

Once they were seated at the table, Bryce wasted no time mentally dropping Dustin hard and deep where he wanted him. He used his left toe to nudge Dustin’s legs apart at the ankles. Not that he’d do anything to him here, of course, but he certainly could see exactly how well-conditioned his boy had become.

Bryce didn’t look up from the menu when he quietly spoke. “Legs apart, boy.”

Sensing more than seeing, he knew Dustin had complied without hesitation.

“Good boy.” He also reached over and closed Dustin’s menu, gently tugging it from his hands and sliding it under his. All without making eye contact with him. “I’ll order for us.” He lightly brushed the toe of his shoe along the inside of Dustin’s right calf before pulling away.

“Yes, Sir.”

Now Bryce looked up, smiling. “My very good boy.”

 

* * * *

 

Holy…fuckballs!

Dustin’s pulse drummed in his throat. As he sat there with his aching and throbbing cock uncomfortably pressing against his zipper, his mouth dried up as Bryce’s gaze swiveled up and onto him.

Bryce smiled, the sexy, evil smile he gave Dustin in the dungeon when he was particularly proud of him.

Or in the bedroom.

The two were quickly becoming interchangeable for him.

Had he once been worried about Bryce being too young for him?

Fuck that noise, it was like the man radiated an easy confidence that he wore in a sexy-as-fuck kind of way.

When their waitress arrived to take their drink orders, Bryce smiled up at her. “We’re ready to order, too.”

“Sure.”

“Prime rib for both of us, mine rare, his medium rare. Bleu cheese on my salad, ranch on his. Baked potato with butter and sour cream for both. And we’ll both have water and sweet iced tea.”

Hell, it was what he most likely would have ordered anyway, and exactly the way he would have ordered it. His heart warmed.

Bryce paid attention, even to tiny details. Hell, he’d dated a guy once for six months who couldn’t remember that he hated bleu cheese, much less how he liked his prime rib cooked.

She jotted it down. “You got it. I’ll put this in and get your drinks for you.”

Bryce handed over the menus. “Thank you.” When she turned to leave, Bryce settled back in his seat, a pleased smile on his face. There wasn’t anyone really close enough to hear their conversation, especially as low as Bryce was speaking.

“Hands on the table, palms down.”

Dustin immediately complied, loving the smile Bryce awarded him.

He felt Bryce’s foot return, the tip of his shoe pressed against the insole of Dustin’s right foot, applying just enough pressure for him to move Dustin’s foot out a little more, spreading his legs even wider apart.

Crossing his arms over his chest, Bryce arched an eyebrow at him. “Hope you’re hungry.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Once the waitress brings us our drinks, I have an order for you.”

Dustin swallowed. “Yes, Sir.” He nervously sat there while the waitress returned with their glasses and straws and left again.

Bryce glanced around before smirking. Dustin had to lean in to hear his low tone.

“Go into the bathroom. Take off your underwear. Bring them back to me. You can keep them in your pocket for now. You have five minutes—go.”

Dustin was up and moving even before his brain fully processed the content of the order. Fortunately, there was no one at the urinals or in the two stalls. He picked the wheelchair accessible stall and worked fast to get his pants and briefs off.

He wasn’t sure why Bryce had picked this particular order at this particular time, but if Bryce wanted him to know, he’d tell him.

He didn’t like to go commando when working and was only recently starting to get more used to doing it when Bryce ordered him to for going to the club or around the house.

The irony that he was more comfortable naked than commando wasn’t lost on him.

After getting his slacks and shoes back on, he wadded up his briefs as tightly as he could, shoved them into his left front pocket, and washed his hands before hurrying back to their table. He even remembered to sit the way Bryce had him posed before, his legs spread wide apart.

Bryce smiled as he glanced at his phone. “Four minutes. Good boy.”

More warmth filled Dustin. “Thank you, Sir.”

“Left front pocket?”

Dustin nodded.

“Thought I saw a little bulge there. Hold on to them for now.” He laced his fingers together and rested his hands on the table, leaning in. “How do you feel, right now?”

Dustin nervously swallowed. “Off-balance, Sir.”

“Excellent.” Bryce’s smile widened as he sat back. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Bryce blew him a kiss as the waitress approached with their salads. “Good boy.”

 

* * * *

 

The hotel wasn’t the newest or fanciest, but it was nice, clean, and the king-sized bed would give them plenty of room to roll around in.

Kira had chosen well for them.

I love that girl so hard.

Bryce had texted her before they’d left the restaurant. She’d assured him she was fine and for them to stick to the plan.

Bryce set the bag on the end of the bed and turned, pointing at the floor by his feet.

Dustin immediately sank to his knees in front of Bryce.

Bryce held out his hand. “Underwear.”

Dustin fished them out of his pocket and handed them over.

Bryce dropped them onto the bed before returning his attention to Dustin. He stepped close, stroking his hair and pressing Dustin’s face against the front of his bulge. “You were such a good boy for me tonight. You didn’t even hesitate when I sent you to the bathroom. I’m very proud of you.”

He loved the way Dustin always seemed to melt against him like this, the way his whole body relaxed.

“Thank you, Sir.”

Did Bryce wish things had happened differently? Well, of course he did. In the middle of all of this, Dustin was the one thing keeping him sane and whole.

The man’s love and comfort. The way Dustin took care of him.

Watching him help Kira and how Dustin took care of her, too.

Bryce set up his phone to play music through a small portable speaker he’d brought. That done, he unpacked the rope he’d brought for tonight’s play, and a few other items he’d need. He pulled the covers down and off the bed before returning to Dustin.

“Up.” Dustin stood, and Bryce loosened the man’s tie, removing it. As he worked on Dustin’s shirt buttons, Bryce smiled up at him. “Going to take very good care of my boy tonight.”

Dustin smiled. “I’m sure you will, Sir.”

He took his time stripping Dustin, teasing him, making sure to keep him hard and eager during the entire process. One of the ways Dustin had been conditioned to their play, to giving Bryce the reactions he wanted from him, was this ritual. Stripping him, and stroking his flesh, raking his nails up and down his skin.

Biting him. It nearly always dropped Dustin into subspace by the time Bryce was through, and usually had Bryce fairly riled up, too.

Like tonight, he was already hard and horny.

Bryce kept his own clothes on for now, only rolling up his shirt sleeves and kicking off his shoes and socks. “Sit on the end of the bed.”

Dustin sat, waiting, while Bryce uncoiled the first rope and started tying him. Tonight it wasn’t for restraint so much as it was sensation. Dustin loved being tied. Tonight it’d be a decorative chest harness, tight enough to give him the feeling of being bound, but not meant for any kind of suspension.

Not that he could suspend him there in the hotel room.

He paused behind Dustin, leaning in to bite the back of his right shoulder, hard, sucking, not letting up until Dustin started moaning.

Bryce reached around him and found his hard cock. Slowly stroking it, he rested his chin on Dustin’s shoulder. “Don’t come without permission, boy.”

Another moan from Dustin when Bryce released his cock. He had Dustin lick the pre-cum off his fingers before he resumed tying him. He was mean enough to tie Dustin’s arms at his sides, restricting his movement, but in a comfortable enough position Bryce wouldn’t have to worry about his circulation.

Once he finished, Bryce stepped back and examined his handiwork, taking a couple of pictures. Never to share, but with shibari, he liked to document it, when he could. Always made him smile to look back on it.

That done, he stood in front of Dustin and loosened his necktie. “Now for part two.” Dustin’s rigid cock twitched, and Bryce fought the urge to dive into his lap and gobble him down. He wanted tonight to last.

Then there was also the fact that he wanted to ride Dustin’s cock.

He slowly unbuttoned his shirt, loving the eager, hungry look in Dustin’s hazel eyes. Dustin’s hands fisted, fingers fidgeting, Bryce knowing Dustin wanted to help him strip. Strip him faster.

Rip his clothes off him.

He left his shirt on but parted down the front after tugging the shirttails free. His own cock tented the front of his slacks as he slowly unfastened his belt. He had two different leather belts that he wore with jeans and had used on Dustin’s ass before. Neither of them this belt, but the effect was the same. Conditioned to expect something, either sex or play, with him slowly stripping his belt from the loops it made Dustin’s cock twitch and a soft moan escaped the man. Bryce dropped the belt to the bed, Dustin’s sweet gaze now focused on his.

Bryce removed his glasses and put them on the dresser. When he turned, he stepped in close, nudging Dustin’s thighs wide apart so he could stand between them. It forced Dustin to look up to maintain eye contact with him.

Electricity crackled between them. From the sweet, glazed look in his eyes, Dustin was already hard and deep in subspace. No doubt about it in Bryce’s mind. He’d come to know his boy’s look well.

His.

Sometimes he still pinched himself when securely ensconced in daydreams about them, without thoughts about Kira sweeping through to gut him at the same time.

This man wanted him, trusted him.

Loved him.

He knew it was true love, because only true love or insanity would allow someone to say yes to this whole situation.

He unfastened his slacks, taking his time sliding the zipper down. Dustin’s focus dropped, now eyeing Bryce’s hands as he peeled his slacks down and off, stepping out of them so he could drape his arms around Dustin’s neck.

“One of these days, I might send you to one of your open houses wearing a paracord rope harness. Something your clothes will easily hide.” He leaned in and nibbled on the shell of Dustin’s right ear. “Tie it between your legs, around your balls. So every time you move, you feel me on your skin.”

A sweet, needy moan escaped Dustin.

“How about that, hmm?”

“Whatever Sir wants,” Dustin whispered.

He pressed his lips against Dustin’s ear. “Good boy.”

Straightening, he pushed Dustin back, smiling when he landed flat on the bed. Bryce climbed on top of him, straddling him, hands braced on his chest. He felt Dustin’s hard cock rubbing along the seam of his ass, and it took him a long moment to decide what to do next. Part of him wanted to lube his own ass and ride him. Except he also wanted to put some marks on Dustin’s ass.

Decisions…decisions…

He leaned in and kissed him, twisting Dustin’s nipples as he did, nipping his bottom lip. “Hey, there.”

Dustin tried to lift his head and follow him when he ended their kiss. “Please!” He tried to rock his hips against Bryce to get greater traction against his cock, but Bryce was sitting too far forward to accomplish that.

“Oooh, begging already. Please what, boy?”

“Please make me come, Sir!”

It had been a couple of days for both of them, come to think of it. They were still finding their level when it came to sexytime, the new relationship energy wicked strong in both of them despite the circumstances. Maybe they were both using it as an escape.

Dustin wasn’t allowed to masturbate, and Bryce didn’t need to, because he had Dustin. A couple of mornings, when Dustin had the day off, Bryce had started out fucking Dustin’s mouth before work and making him wait until that night for release, then teasing him throughout the day with sexy texts.

Then he got to come again that night. His libido might be somewhat higher than Dustin’s, but Dustin had no problem accommodating him in that way. If anything, it seemed to charge Dustin up.

On the one hand, Bryce hated that he was the first partner Dustin ever had who truly appreciated him in all ways, and made him feel needed and wanted. On the other hand, Bryce gave thanks for idiots who’d never appreciated Dustin before, leaving him there for Bryce to scoop up and love.

The perfect man, perfect love, perfect partner.

Bryce got up, rolled Dustin onto his front, and grabbed the riding crop he’d stashed in his bag. Not as loud as a paddle, but wicked enough to leave plenty of marks.

“I’ll make you come, all right. But first you have to earn it. Give me a number, boy.”

“Twenty-five, Sir,” he gasped.

This had become a game—Bryce making him provide a number without giving him context.

It humbled him how much Dustin trusted him.

“Excellent.” Bryce leaned in and bit him on the nape of the neck, not releasing his bite until he drew a sweet moan out of Dustin. “Twenty-five with the riding crop it is.”

He climbed off the bed and stood at the end, his left hand holding on to the rope harness where it ended around Dustin’s waist, the crop in the other.

He laid it across Dustin’s ass. “I’ll do the counting. You focus on the not screaming.” He laid into him, fast and viciously and knowing they’d hurt like hell but wanting to get them over with quickly so they could get to the fucking. He worked up and down his thighs, too, making sure to lay a few right along the seam where his butt met the tops of his thighs.

Dustin pressed his face against the bed and struggled to hold back his screams as each welt appeared. Once Bryce finished, he dropped the crop onto the floor and knelt behind him, feathering his lips across Dustin’s hot flesh and quickly working him back into moans of the sexy kind.

Grabbing Dustin’s ass cheeks, he spread them and rimmed him, Dustin now trying to rock his hips back against Bryce’s mouth. He’d discovered by accident how much Dustin loved being rimmed when the man had lost his load all over Bryce’s chest the first time he’d done it to him. He’d had Dustin on top of him in a sixty-nine and had been trying to make it last longer for him.

Except…it hadn’t.

It’d embarrassed Dustin, but Bryce had found it adorable.

And now…he made sure his boy got lots of TLC.

He’d also made up his mind what to do next. After torturing him in the good way like that, Bryce grabbed the lube and a condom, prepared Dustin and himself, and fisted the rope harness as he slid his cock deep inside Dustin.

As Dustin’s hot and beaten ass pressed against Bryce’s thighs, it was all Bryce could do to hold back. Dustin moaned, flexing his hips, trying to regain his footing so he could fuck himself against Bryce.

“I’m driving,” Bryce hoarsely said. “Hold still.” Nice thing about using a condom, it helped him hold back a little longer. Tonight, he wanted to give him a long, deep, punishing fuck. His boy had earned it, and more.

Bryce changed his grip, holding on to the harness at his shoulders, specifically why he’d tied him like this. He knew Dustin was not only enjoying the sex, but the sexy feeling of the rope digging into his flesh.

Of being completely under Bryce’s control.

“Don’t you come, either,” Bryce ordered, his own control rapidly fraying. “You’ll get yours in a minute, but only if you’re my good boy. You come without permission, I’m gonna give you another fifty with the crop.”

Dustin let out a groan, but Bryce wasn’t sure if that was passion or trying to maintain and follow orders.

Didn’t matter.

He long-stroked him, taking his time and settling into a rhythm once he knew he wouldn’t explode immediately. Slowly pulling out until just the head of his cock remained inside him, before plowing him deep and hard and fast.

It didn’t take long before Bryce realized he was near the edge. With his balls slapping against Dustin’s ass on every stroke, he quickly built and finished, white-hot pleasure coursing through his veins as the orgasm swept through him. He filled the condom, falling still for a moment to catch his breath before he unwrapped his fingers from the harness and pulled out.

After he cleaned up in the bathroom, he returned and rolled Dustin onto his back again, dragging him far enough up the bed he could brace his feet on the mattress. He lubed himself, then rolled a condom onto Dustin’s still-hard cock.

Slinging a leg over Dustin, he grabbed the harness and lowered himself, sliding around a little, having fun watching Dustin’s desperation as he tried to angle his cock so it’d sink home.

“What’s wrong, boy?”

“Please, Sir!”

“Well, since you begged so sweetly.” Bryce maneuvered himself into position, until he felt the head of Dustin’s cock pressing for entrance. Locking gazes with Dustin, he dropped down onto his cock, wincing a little at the sudden intrusion and loving every second of the feeling of his guy filling him. “Fuck your Sir, boy.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin’s freshly beaten ass rubbed against the bed, a wonderful counterpoint to the pleasure of thrusting up into Bryce’s tight hole.

Something else he loved about the man, that he was just as eager to be fucked as he was to do the fucking. No one-way street.

Every stroke meant Bryce was tugging on the harness for leverage, and he let Dustin set the pace. It was too damn easy to lose himself in Bryce’s blue gaze. The man was fucking sexy and smart and devious, and there wasn’t a damned thing about the man he wasn’t desperately in love with.

With his ass fisting Dustin’s cock, Bryce deliberately squeezing, it wasn’t taking long to build him up. He felt his balls tightening, ready to blow, so close to the edge. He tried to ride that line, draw it out a little, but he wanted it too badly. Thrusting up into Bryce, he gritted his teeth and got him some, not bothering to stifle his moans as pleasure rolled through him.

“Fuck, yeah!” Dustin wished he could reach up and hold Bryce, pull him into his arms.

Bryce smiled and leaned in, kissing him. “Better?”

He nodded, past the point of being able to talk for a few minutes.

Bryce carefully climbed off of him and took care of the condom. He returned from the bathroom, untied Dustin, and then they grabbed a quick shower before collapsing into bed.

Tonight, Bryce wanted to be the little spoon, which was fine with Dustin. He didn’t care how they snuggled, only that they were in bed together and touching.

Legs entwined, his arms around Bryce, he felt like he was home.

Wherever Bryce was, that was home.

For now, he shoved all thoughts and worries about the future out of his mind. Right here, right now—he knew he loved this man.

It had to be enough.

“Thank you,” Bryce whispered in the dark.

Dustin nuzzled the back of his neck, nipping.

Their way of saying I love you.

“Always, Sir.” 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Bryce had practically grown up in Steve and Kate Walkens’ house. He hadn’t seen them in a few years, so it was nice having them around for several days.

Except for the circumstances that had brought them in the first place.

Even better, they seemed to like Dustin, and Dustin said he liked them, too.

Difficult conversations were had over the course of the weekend, but Steve and Kate promised not only Kira, but Bryce and Dustin, that they wouldn’t interfere with the custody arrangement. Bryce promised them he’d make sure they had a relationship with the baby.

Kira didn’t feel up to riding to the airport when it came time to take them so they could catch their flight home. Dustin stayed home with her while Bryce drove them. Steve rode in the front passenger seat, and once they were away from the house he started crying.

“Jesus, someone please wake me up from this fucking nightmare.”

Bryce struggled to keep it together. “I wish. When she got here and told me, I begged her to tell me it was the world’s worst practical joke.”

“I always hated that fucker, Shawn. Never understood what she saw in him.”

“That doesn’t matter now,” Kate quietly said. “All that matters is figuring out how we can get down here more often.”

“I can’t believe how strong she is,” Steve said. “She thought about everything.” He wiped at his eyes. “Sorry, Bryce. I know this is hard on you, too, but I’m glad she has you.”

“I’m glad I can be there for her.”

“And Dustin,” Kate said. “He seems very nice. Kira told us she really likes him a lot.”

“I couldn’t do this without him.”

At the airport, he helped them with their luggage and stayed with them through check-in and walked with them as far as he could. They gave him tearful hugs.

“Please let us know immediately if…if she gets worse suddenly,” Steve said.

“I will. I promise.”

Kate took her time hugging him, reluctant to let go. “Always did want you as a son-in-law, sweetie,” she said. Her sad smile nearly started him crying again. “Not like this, but I guess it is one small bright spot in everything.”

“Yeah.”

He waved to them once they reached the security checkpoint and finally headed back to his car. After starting it, he sat there with the AC running and stared out the windshield.

Every time he thought he had a handle on his emotions, something else came at him from a different direction to knock him off balance.

He’d never seen Steve cry. This weekend, however, all of them had shed plenty of tears, including Steve.

There had been a time, when he and Kira were younger, Bryce had thought about marrying Kira.

That was before he understood why he looked at some boys the way girls did.

Maybe there’d even been a time where Kira had loved him like that.

He headed home, where Dustin was already working on dinner. Bryce stood behind him, arms around him, face pressed against Dustin’s back. He loved this, the solid security of the man. Some men might feel some stupid, arbitrary inferiority that they were shorter than their partner, but he didn’t feel like that at all about Dustin.

Dustin was safety, a gentle gravitational force keeping Bryce from spinning too far out into despair or grief.

Always grounding him, his anchor, his lighthouse.

A million other metaphors.

Mostly, Dustin was his.

That alone quieted a thousand demons in his soul.

Kira didn’t have much of an appetite tonight despite Dustin making her favorite meatloaf, and food was about the only pleasure she had left. At this rate, with Dustin always cooking her favorites for her to try to coax her to eat, Kira wasn’t the only one who’d be gaining baby weight. They managed to cajole her into eating more of the homemade mac and cheese, and end the meal by drinking one of the canned protein shakes Bryce had started stocking for her.

It was calories. For her, and for Jenny.

Once Bryce finished eating, he helped Kira take a bath and then helped her down the hall and into bed. It wasn’t uncommon for one or both men to snuggle with her in bed to talk, not wanting her isolated in her room, unless she specifically asked for privacy.

Tonight, Bryce snuggled in, his head against her tummy, his hand splayed across it. He hadn’t yet felt Jenny kick, although Kira had started noticing movement.

Kira stroked his hair. “It’s okay to cry, B. It won’t break me. I worry about you more when you don’t cry.”

At that moment, he felt a kick against his hand on her tummy.

Kira laid her hand over his. “You feel that, Papi?” They’d long ago established he was not a “Pops,” and one secret between him and Kira was that Bryce wanted Dustin to be “Daddy.”

“Yeah.” Wonder and grief and love and a massively overwhelming soup of emotions plowed into him at once and took his legs out from under him.

“She’s sayin’ hi to you.”

He remembered how he broke down in the doctor’s office the first time they all got to hear her heartbeat.

“Hi, Jenny.” He closed his eyes, face pressed against Kira’s tummy. “We can’t wait to meet you, sweetheart. Me and Mommy and Daddy.”

“Please don’t hold it in, B.”

That finished him. He closed his eyes and let it go, crying, hating himself for not being stronger and loving Kira so much for doing this, for him more than her. The doctor in Dallas had recommended terminating her pregnancy and then taking an aggressive approach to her treatment that might have guaranteed her another twelve months or longer.

Maybe.

It wouldn’t have cured her cancer, though.

He closed his eyes and hoped for another message from the daughter he hadn’t yet met.

 

* * * *

 

After an hour, Dustin realized Bryce was still in Kira’s room, so he went looking for him. He stood in Kira’s bedroom doorway and watched them together. It looked like Bryce had cried himself to sleep, his ear pressed against her belly, his arm draped over her. She had one hand buried in his hair, her eyes closed.

There wasn’t a lick of jealousy in Dustin’s soul right now, either. Just pain for them both. He couldn’t lie and say he knew what they were going through.

He had no clue.

All he knew was his own pain, watching them both hurting and feeling helpless to do a damn thing for either one of them, nothing he could do could make it better.

As if sensing his presence, she opened her eyes and her gaze met his.

“He’s asleep,” she mouthed to him.

He nodded and walked into the room, stopping by the bed. “Can I get you anything?” he whispered.

Her sad smile broke his heart. She nodded and patted the bed on her other side.

Carefully, so as not to awaken Bryce, he climbed in next to her and she lifted her head so he could slide his arm under her. Then he could see what she really wanted. He rolled onto his side toward her, letting her brace her body against his. She caught his other hand with her free hand and squeezed hard.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Then she silently cried against him.

Shit.

The man Dustin loved, his heart was breaking a day at a time.

And there was Kira, trying to comfort Bryce, when she was the one fucking dying. Carrying a baby she would never truly know.

A baby she might not even live to see born. There was a damn good chance she might slip into a coma before she could deliver Jenny. If she didn’t, it was likely she wouldn’t live more than a few weeks after Jenny was born.

That broke his heart.

“Thank you for loving him,” she whispered.

He nuzzled the top of her head. “He’s an easy guy to love.”

“This isn’t easy.”

“No, it’s not. But I’m not going anywhere.”

She went quiet and still for so long he thought maybe she’d cried herself to sleep, too, but then after a few minutes she spoke. “I know this isn’t what you signed on for. To be a dad. Thank you for loving her, too.”

“I never saw myself as much of a dad. Maybe the problem was I wasn’t with someone who could see me as a dad.”

She let out a soft gasp and slid his hand down, over her belly.

A moment later, he felt it, a kick or a punch, he didn’t know what, and his heart raced to feel it again.

Jenny didn’t disappoint.

Kira tipped her head back so she could look him in the eyes. “Maybe she sees you as her dad already, too. They can hear in there. Voices, noises. Recognize people. She’s going to know you and B when she’s born.”

“She’s going to know you, too.”

Kira’s smile didn’t fool him in the least. “Yeah. Remember, her last name’s Butler. Make sure that’s what they put on the birth certificate. Not Walkens. Jennifer Bryn Butler.”

Another thing he loved her for, wanting to not just give her Bryce’s last name, but name her after him, too, in a way. Close enough. “You’ll be able to tell them that yourself, sweetheart.”

He didn’t want to think about the alternative plan, a set date and a C-section that would end in both a birth and a death.

He wanted to believe to the depths of his soul that she would at least get to see her baby’s eyes open, hear her cry, love her.

Say hello to her.

Let them get a picture of mother and daughter together, of Kira looking into her daughter’s eyes and smiling at her. Video so Jenny could hear her mother’s voice talking to her.

Thank god Kira’s parents hated Shawn as much as Bryce did. They were going to do their best to spend more time in Florida, but it wasn’t like they were rich, and they had to work, too.

It was more important for them to be there for the birth of their granddaughter. And Kira was speaking to them nearly every evening on Skype or FaceTime.

This sucked for everyone, but the suckage that hurt Dustin the most were the deep lines in Bryce’s face. He looked aged, like he was fifty, not thirty.

If someone had told Dustin not even the stuff about Kira, but that he’d fall hard and deep for a guy fifteen years younger than him, and who was a Dominant, he’d have laughed them out of the room. Bryce was an old soul and mature far beyond his years, even before all of this happened.

Landed on them.

He totally got what Seth had meant about the mental gas tank, though. He found himself thinking that every morning about Kira. How much longer?

When did the gauge slip from yellow to orange to red…

To black?

When did time run out, and the inevitable could no longer be avoided?

When?

At this point, she wasn’t allowing any scans, no pain meds, nothing that might possibly negatively impact the baby. Jenny could potentially be delivered as early as in four weeks, if necessary, with a good chance of survival.

Every day past that point meant a better chance of survival with less negative side effects from an early delivery.

The question also remained…how did he get Bryce through the inevitable?

Was he even capable of it?

Am I strong enough to do this for him?

Actually, the more he thought about it, the more he knew there wasn’t an alternative. He would have to wade his way through the swamp of grief and despair with Bryce, because no way in hell would he walk away from Bryce before Kira died.

This might suck, but he wouldn’t let Bryce face it alone.

He still wasn’t sure how he was going to handle being a “dad.” Or if he even could handle being a dad. He damn sure wouldn’t be a dick and walk out on Bryce in the middle of all of this. He’d never be able to live with himself if he did that.

Privately, he knew he might have to walk away later, after she’d passed and Bryce had his emotional legs under him once again. He could see Bryce being a dad. Absolutely, the guy was made for it. Maybe that was what made him such a damn good Dom at his age, a natural instinct, a quiet surety Dustin knew he’d never felt at that age.

Then again, Bryce felt a heavy weight of responsibility on his shoulders from trying cases, understanding it wasn’t just docket numbers and names, it was people and lives. This wasn’t any different, in some ways.

Dustin knew he’d have to shelve the question of “when.” He didn’t want to walk away from Bryce. He loved him, was in love with him. Not just the sex, but loved him.

But was it fair to Bryce to hang around when he wasn’t even sure he could be a dad? Bryce needed someone solid and sure for that.

There will be time to worry about that later. For now, he knew, he needed to keep his focus on Bryce and Kira and doing what little he could for them both.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

From that night on, it was like Bryce shoved part of himself into a box and refused to let himself break down in front of Kira. Like he felt guilty about letting her see a weaker side of him, one that he had no problem expressing to Dustin.

Kira pointed it out to Dustin on a Monday while they were grocery shopping. She didn’t miss opportunities to get out when she felt up to it, even doing something as mundane as this. Today, she was pushing the cart more to hold on for her balance, because she refused to ride one of the electric scooter carts. That meant they shuffled along at her slow pace. Dustin didn’t mind. He grabbed things she pointed to so she didn’t have to let go of the cart.

It wouldn’t be much longer before she wouldn’t be able to manage trips like this, and Dustin couldn’t say no to her. Maybe he hadn’t known her a fraction as long as Bryce, but she’d quickly worked her way into his heart as a friend, and he completely understood why Bryce loved her as fiercely as he did.

“He should know better than trying to hide shit from me,” Kira said as she studied packages of cookies. “I can see through him like a glass of water.”

“He loves you.”

“I love him, too, big guy. Is he at least talking to you when y’all are alone?” “Big guy” was her nickname for him the way “B” was her nickname for Bryce.

Dustin didn’t want to betray Bryce’s confidence, but he also didn’t want her needlessly worrying about him. “He is.”

She let out a sigh and leaned over the handle of the grocery cart. “I guess that’s the best I can ask for. Please don’t let him burn himself out.”

“I’m trying. But you know how he is.”

“I do. Oooh, Oreos.” She stopped and scooped two packages of them into the cart, then added a third. “Did I say ‘sorry’ lately?”

This had become a running joke between them. She’d apologize for taking over his life. Then he’d let fly a comeback that never failed to make her laugh. “Hey, at least you let me sleep with your husband, so we’re copacetic.”

He hadn’t looked behind him. Apparently the older woman also in their aisle had heard and shot him a very strange look before she hurried past them.

Dustin’s gaze met Kira’s and they both burst out laughing.

 

* * * *

 

Kira was about six months pregnant when she started having more trouble walking and problems with her balance. In the house, she could lean against the wall for support, but if they were out, one or both men needed to help her to keep her from stumbling, especially outside. Dustin worried to the point he feared she’d fall and hurt herself, or the baby.

One of the benefits of Sarasota having a large retiree population was the number of medical equipment suppliers in the area. Dustin stopped by one store he passed every day on his way to work and bought a lightweight, folding wheelchair for use in the house and when out and about. It would easily fit in either of their car trunks.

Plus, he figured it would be less exhausting for her that way. She could push herself around in it if she took her time, but her rapidly decreasing hand strength and coordination meant that it wouldn’t be long before she’d need someone to move her where she wanted to be.

When he’d come home with it, Bryce had pulled him into their bedroom and kissed him, hard, deep, and so passionately that every kiss they’d shared before it felt chaste in comparison.

“I fucking love you, dude,” Bryce said.

“What?”

“Thinking of that. You’re amazing.”

Heat filled his face. “I don’t want her falling and getting hurt.”

Dustin could tell it wasn’t that Kira liked it, but she appreciated the gesture and would use it. It was a necessary evil, to her, giving up one more aspect of her life and independence.

The next step, already discussed but not yet implemented, would be renting a hospital bed for her and setting it up in the living room. She was already having trouble getting out of bed by herself in the mornings and frequently spent her days on the couch. They’d already arranged for one—all they needed was to pull the trigger on getting it.

In fact, it wouldn’t be long before one of them would have to stay home with her during the day.

It wasn’t something the men discussed, because Dustin took a hard look at the situation and knew it should be him. While Kimbra had lightened Bryce’s caseload at work, he still had a couple he couldn’t just hand over. Plus Bryce needed the income.

So did Dustin, but at least he was living with Bryce. Bryce had been paying his own bills before Dustin moved in and started chipping in. Dustin figured he’d dip into his savings. He’d had a couple of good months, and his car was paid off.

Plus Kira insisted on paying a portion of the monthly expenses, so it wasn’t like losing his income for a few months would ruin Dustin. She never let him pay for groceries, either, when she went with him. Part of everything they’d set up was adding Bryce to all of Kira’s bank accounts, so that when she died, anything left in them wouldn’t be tied up in probate. Whatever was left could go toward paying bills.

It was at six and a half months when Dustin came home for lunch and caught Kira in tears on the floor by the couch because she’d fallen and didn’t have the strength to get up. That afternoon, Dustin sat down with George Dougherty, the head of the agency, and requested an immediate leave of absence. Everyone was aware of his situation, and, fortunately, George was understanding about it. Dustin would be able to hand off his listings to Victor and Lara to take care of for him, since she was back to work following her maternity leave.

He didn’t even ask Bryce first, after Kira had begged Dustin not to call Bryce about the incident.

When Dustin arrived home that evening, Bryce hadn’t yet returned. Kira lay napping on the couch. Even in sleep, deep lines were etched in her face from the pain. He’d noticed last week she sometimes had trouble coming up with words now, or said the wrong word.

More heartbreaking that she realized it, and would frown, hold up a hand to silence them, and struggle to find the right word.

He’d changed into shorts and had dinner underway when Bryce arrived home, looking haggard and drawn. When he walked into the kitchen, he hugged Dustin from behind, his face pressed against Dustin’s back.

“I’m so glad to be home.”

“What happened?”

“Fucking mistrial. We have to start all over again picking a new goddamned jury tomorrow. At lunch, three of them decided to walk over to the crime scene, since it was only four blocks away. They then proceeded to tell the other jurors all about it when they got back. Fuck having two alternates, we had to toss the whole damned jury.”

“Shit. Sorry.”

“Another three goddamned days out of my life, and that jacks me up with Kira’s appointments.”

“It’s okay. I can take her.”

“But you have to work, too.”

“Please don’t be mad at me.”

“What?”

Dustin turned in his arms. “I’m taking a leave of absence. I told George today. Someone needs to be home with her. I can take a leave like this without it killing me in terms of my job. It’s a hit to my income, but I can step out and step in as I need to. You can’t.”

Bryce stared up at him, like maybe he didn’t comprehend what he’d said. “Leave of absence?”

“Yeah.” Dustin sighed. “We’re…going to be cutting it close,” he gently said, trying not to be a dick. But with Kira refusing any radiology scans that didn’t specifically have to do with the baby, it was difficult for the oncologist to make any kind of accurate prognosis. “I’ll take her to all her appointments. If you can make some of them, great. If not, I’ll be there. I’ll take care of her, I promise.”

When Bryce didn’t respond for a long time, Dustin thought maybe he was mad.

Then Bryce grabbed him by the hand—not gently—and silently dragged him out of the kitchen, down the hall, and into the bedroom, where he closed the door behind them.

Fear slammed into his gut. “I’m sorry, Bryce. I know I should have talked to you first, but—”

Bryce grabbed him by the head, pulled him down, and kissed him, hard.

Confused, Dustin went with it. Especially when Bryce backed him toward the bed. A hard shove, and Dustin fell onto his back. Bryce climbed on, pulled down Dustin’s shorts, and proceeded to give him a blowjob.

A damn good blowjob, deep-throating him and all.

Now even more confused but not about to interrupt him, Dustin held Bryce’s head and enjoyed the hell out of it, including assuming he was allowed to come.

Bryce didn’t waste any time, either. This was a hard-sucking, full-on humming blowjob meant to get him off fast.

Dustin lifted his head to see Bryce’s blue gaze focused on him, the full force of it hitting him square in the heart. As he filled Bryce’s mouth with cum, he could see the hints of a smile at the corners of Bryce’s lips.

He dropped his head back onto the bed, relishing the pleasure, catching his breath as Bryce crawled up him and kissed him, hard and deep.

“I fucking love you so goddamned much.” Bryce sounded like he was close to tears. “You know that?”

“I love you, too, but what’d I do?”

“Taking care of her.”

“You’re not mad?”

“You want another blowjob?”

Dustin started laughing. “Sir, I’m gonna need a few minutes, at least.”

He lay next to Dustin, propped up on one elbow. “Why today?” he quietly asked.

He couldn’t lie to him. He told him about how he’d found Kira earlier, and Bryce rolled onto his back, brushing tears away. “Dammit.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No. It’s okay. It would have upset her if you’d called me. It’s okay. She’s not hurt?”

“No. That was the first thing I found out. She’d forgotten to lock the wheels on the wheelchair. Fortunately, she’d been on her way back from the bathroom, not on her way to it. She missed the couch and slid down it and couldn’t get up again. And she couldn’t reach her phone.”

“Does she know yet?”

He shook his head. “She’s been asleep.”

He didn’t tell Bryce that when he’d first arrived home he walked over to the couch, worried that she lay so still, and watched to make sure she was breathing.

That was a preview he didn’t want to share with Bryce. He knew the man would have his own fears to worry about without added burdens.

Later that night, as they lay in bed after getting Kira put to bed, Bryce rolled onto his side and draped an arm over Dustin’s chest.

“I’m sorry I haven’t given you a collar yet.”

Dustin nuzzled his head against Bryce’s. “I don’t need one to know you love me. I just need you.”

“I wanted to do a ceremony at Venture and everything. After that first night, I started trying to figure out what to do, and when to do it, and then…Kira. I’m sorry.”

“Bryce,” he gently said, “we have other things to worry about. I know when life settles down that you’ll do something. You’re in my bed every night. You tell me you love me. If I thought I needed something tangible from you, I’d tell you that. You give me what I need. That’s enough.”

“How’d I get so lucky?”

Dustin almost defaulted to playful snark, except with everything else spinning around them, he knew that wasn’t the best choice. “I’m the lucky one, Sir. I get to be a part of your life, and hers. Thank you.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

The next week, Dustin and Kira had returned home from her doctor appointment, and he helped her into her bed for a nap. He returned to the couch to go through e-mail on his phone and found his expected direct deposit notice from his bank.

But when he looked at the amount, it was way larger than he’d expected it to be.

He found the corresponding e-mail from the agency detailing his payments and found two sales he wasn’t expecting.

He called George Dougherty. “Hey, you got a minute?”

George laughed. “Don’t even ask me about it.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I promised Victor and Lara I’d make you take the money, one way or another.”

Now Dustin felt guilty. “I wasn’t expecting them to share commissions with me.”

“Yeah, but Lara insisted, because you wouldn’t take a cut of the sales you closed for her while she was out with her baby. Victor seconded it. They’re tag-teaming your listings.”

Of all the things to finally drive him to tears. “Thanks. I’ll call them.”

Once he got his emotions under control, he called Lara first, and she answered almost immediately. “Yeeeesss?”

“Thank you.”

“I wish I could do more. If you need someone to come sit with her during the day, or if you guys want to go out for the evening or something, let me know. If I’m busy, Brad or Mark might be able to come by. Or Ev or Wiley.”

“You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“Yeah, I do. You’re a good guy, both of you are, and this is a bad situation. It’s the least we can do. Besides, I still feel guilty you and Victor wouldn’t let me split commissions with you while I was out.”

“We were happy to help out.”

“Well, so are Victor and I, and I have a husband who can pay the bills without my help, so it’s fine. Seriously.” She sighed. “I don’t suppose she wants a baby shower, does she? I’d love to give her one.”

“No, but thanks. I asked her about that. She said she’d rather people do something for us at the wedding…after.”

“Ah. Gotcha.”

When he got off the phone with her, he called Victor and basically got the same response. He suspected they were going to not only sell his listings, but maybe even give him cuts of some of theirs, depending on how long he was out.

At least, that was the impression he got from Victor.

I’m damned lucky.

No way in hell would he have found this level of camaraderie in Miami.

Leaving that city had been the best decision of his life, even if it meant part of his soul would get ripped out in the process.

Still wouldn’t change a thing.

 

* * * *

 

Bryce pulled off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. He should go home, but he was almost finished reading the opinion on his screen and he wanted to be done with it.

He put his glasses back on and glanced at his phone, at an alert he’d received from his bank.

But when he opened it, it was…

What the fuck?

Standing, he walked down to Kimbra’s office. They were the only two left in their building right now, so he didn’t bother closing the door.

“Um, hey, got a minute?”

She turned from her computer. “Sure, boo. What’s up?”

He held up his phone. “There’s a problem with my direct deposit.”

“Problem?”

“Yeah. I need to cancel this or refund it or something, so—”

“Don’t you fucking dare, kiddo.”

He focused on her and realized she was smiling. “What?”

“Every cent of that is yours.”

“Um, no, it’s not.”

“Sure it is. You have a benefactor.”

“Kimbra, this is twenty-five thousand fucking dollars more than I should be getting!”

“I know.”

He stared at her, jaw agape. “What the hell?” he finally asked when he could say something.

“You have friends who have means and who mean to show you you’re not alone. Didn’t come from me, but I was asked to be an intermediary and pass it to you. They wish to remain anonymous, but let’s just say they more than have the means. That’s maybe a week’s worth of interest of their net worth. And if you need more, I’m to tell them that.”

He blinked. “What?”

She leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers. “You might not have met them personally, but I know them. Let’s just say they have made a habit of investing in worthy causes that tug at the heartstrings.”

It hit him. “Lynn…what’s her name. Durran. The writer who hit the lotto and paid for the DNA testing for Louis Olson’s case. Her?”

Kimbra smiled but wouldn’t answer.

“Shit, I didn’t ask for this.” He suspected Ed Payne had said something to Lynn. He was her attorney, too.

“You didn’t have to. And no, I didn’t ask for you. It came as a pleasant surprise to me, too. I need you to finish handing off your cases by next week. I want you on an official leave of absence. Now you have no excuse that you can’t afford it.”

He didn’t realize he was crying—damn, sometimes it felt like all he did was cry—until she was up and moving and enveloping him in a hug. “I need to work.”

“You need to stay home.”

“I…” He choked back a sob. “It’s keeping me sane.”

“She needs you. You can take a couple of the pro bono cases home, if you want, and work on them from home. Honey, I called Dustin this morning and talked to him about how she’s doing and how you’re doing. Hiding from this with work isn’t helping. You’ll kick yourself in the ass later that you weren’t home.”

She cradled his face in her hands. “Go home,” she gently said. “Take your stuff and go. That’s where you’re needed. We’ll be here, your job will be here, when you come back. All this shit will be here.”

He knew she was right.

He just didn’t want to admit it.

“Thank you.”

“I’ll pass it along.” She gave him a hug, turned him around, and marched him to his office. “Go home. Now. Don’t even bother coming in tomorrow.”

“I have to come in tomorrow to finish some of this.”

“Fine, but you’d better be handing stuff off to everyone.”

“I will.” No use arguing. He closed everything down and took what he needed. When he arrived home, Kira was asleep on the couch, her head in Dustin’s lap.

He leaned in and kissed Dustin. “Don’t wake her up,” Bryce told him. “Did you eat?”

“I left you a plate in the microwave.”

Bryce kissed him again and went to get it.

Home.

Yes, this was where he needed to be, even though it meant no respite from facing the future.

Thank god for Dustin. He couldn’t do this without him and was glad he didn’t have to.

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Kira laughed as she held on to Dustin when he helped her out of bed. “I have a hunky private nurse and I can’t even molest him.”

He’d been an only child and had never really wished for siblings before, but if this was what having a little sister was like, he knew he’d missed out big time. “Well, you can, but you shouldn’t. Your husband has dibs on molesting your private nurse.”

This had become another running joke between them. Sure, taking care of her had helped him slake his submissive needs, but he didn’t mind taking care of her.

He’d come to love her, maybe not as intensely as Bryce did, but there was no resentment in his soul over the situation. Not about her.

Only about how much pain her loss would cause Bryce, and him.

How unfair it was he didn’t get to have her in his life longer.

How unfair that Jenny wouldn’t be able to know her mom.

He helped her with her morning bathroom routine, then out to the sofa. Before he could pull away, she grabbed his hand and pressed it to her belly.

Fear shot through him even as Jenny made her presence known.

The only unknown for him—once Jenny was there and Kira wasn’t, could he be everything Bryce needed him to be?

He’d been purposefully avoiding those thoughts lately, not wanting to devote energy or attention to them.

Not wanting to pull his focus from her.

She smiled up at him. “She’s been doing that every morning lately. Like she wants to say hi to Daddy.”

A wave of guilt washed through him, as if she’d sensed his private doubts. “Yeah?”

“You’re going to be a great dad.” Her voice held quiet certainty, a level of unwavering surety he damn sure didn’t feel.

“Bryce is going to be a great dad.” It was a chickenshit side-step, and he knew it.

So did she. “You love him, don’t you?”

“You know I do.”

“Then trust in him even when you don’t trust yourself.” She gave his hand a little squeeze before releasing it. “Because he’s never wrong. That’s one of the frustratingly annoying things about the guy.” Her smile turned sad. “He was right about Shawn. Wish I’d listened to him.”

“I’ll get your breakfast, sweetie.” He started to step away from the couch when she spoke again.

“We need to call the medical equipment place.”

He turned. It was her tone more than anything that did it. Quiet and solemn.

“For the bed?”

She nodded. “See if they can get it here today or tomorrow, please. Preferably this morning, before B gets home.”

He knew this would gut Bryce. At every turn, every point of deterioration, he’d had to adjust and refocus and Dustin could see how it killed him a little more inside, acknowledging one step closer to the end.

He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Okay, sweetie. I’ll call after breakfast.”

 

* * * *

 

They’d been able to deliver it just after noon and Bryce was still at the office. By the time the truck backed into their driveway, Dustin had rearranged the living room so that Kira could easily see the TV and into the kitchen. Plus the bed was reasonably close to the hall bathroom, so Dustin and Bryce would more easily be able to help her take care of things.

Although Kira had already asked the oncologist about things like catheters, to make it easier on her and the guys. She was starting to have a lot of constant pain now, not just periodic headaches, and moving more than necessary was agony for her.

“This thing have four-wheel drive or something?” Kira squinted as she studied the remote control for the hospital bed, playing with it, raising it up and down, adjusting it.

The guy showed her all the adjustments, including inflating and deflating the mattress to help prevent pressure sores.

When it came time for the guy to have her sign off on the delivery, Dustin didn’t miss that she was having trouble holding the stylus to sign the electronic form on the tablet. He waited, not jumping in, but ready if she called for him to do it for her.

But she managed it.

Once they were alone again, she slid over to the far side of the bed and patted the mattress next to her.

He climbed in and let her snuggle against him. Another thing she loved doing, and Dustin didn’t mind doing it for her.

“This’ll do,” she softly said. “I was worried it wouldn’t be big enough.”

Sometimes, she had trouble sleeping, and being cuddled against one of them always helped with that.

She drew his arm around her and settled in, and before long, from the slow and steady sound of her breathing, he knew she was asleep.

That’s where they were when Bryce returned home an hour later. Unfortunately, Dustin spotted the shock that Bryce quickly schooled to a smile when he walked in.

“Hey,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss Dustin hello. “When did this come?”

“She asked me to call for it this morning.”

He stroked Dustin’s hair as he nodded, but the pain was right there, just behind his blue eyes, barely contained.

Slowly and carefully, Dustin extricated himself from her without waking her and tucked a body pillow behind her, where he’d been, helping keep her in the same position. Then he followed Bryce to their bedroom.

Bryce made it as far as the bed before his knees gave out. Dustin was able to swoop in and keep him from hitting the floor. Getting him onto the bed, he wrapped his arms around him and gently rocked him, Bryce’s face pressed against his shoulder while he silently sobbed.


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Bryce struggled against the terror threatening to take his legs out from under him that morning as they prepared to drive to the hospital.

How am I supposed to take care of a baby?

Sure, he’d wanted to be a father, but now feeling utterly useless in the face of Death’s slow and steady onslaught, he doubted everything about himself.

If it wasn’t for Dustin’s quiet, calm, rock-steady presence, Bryce knew he’d be a sniveling mess right now.

This was…the start.

The start of a new chapter in their lives, and the start of the final chapter of Kira’s.

Kate and Steve were going to meet them at the hospital. As Dustin quietly took pictures and videos all morning, in between making sure everything was ready to load in the car and forcing Bryce to eat something, Bryce knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Dustin.

Without a doubt.

Bryce let Dustin drive. He was too fucking nervous and worried he’d get them in an accident. Dustin was…no shit, his literal rock.

I couldn’t do this without him and wouldn’t want to try.

They checked in. Bryce had to sign the forms for Kira since she couldn’t hold a pen any longer. Then they were shown to a waiting room while the delivery team assembled. Bryce stared at the matching plastic ID bracelets he, Dustin, and Kira wore. Jenny would get one after she was born.

The first stage of becoming a father made…real.

Then they were all, including Steve and Kate, taken back to a small consulting room where Dr. Salsburg, the obstetrician, went through everything with them one last time. Dr. Murphy, the oncologist, also sat in and listened, but didn’t have much to contribute at that time beyond wanting to be a part of the process.

They would even have two extra nursing assistants in the room to help with taking pictures and any logistics issues. Everyone understood Kira’s condition and knew this wasn’t a normal delivery, and they were proceeding accordingly.

The nurse coordinating everything in the delivery room wore a kind, practiced smile. “Mom is obvious.” She pointed at Dustin. “Dad?”

“Dad,” Bryce confirmed before Dustin could reply or contradict him, then added, “Papi,” pointing at himself. “I’m not really a ‘Pop’ kinda guy.”

Kira chuckled. “Dude, I sooo want to call you ‘Pop’ now.”

Finally, it was time for them to prep Kira and give her the epidural and start an IV. She was taken into another area while Bryce and Dustin were shown how to scrub in, and were given gowns and caps and surgical masks and everything.

This is really happening.

As they waited for someone to tell them where to go next, Bryce looked up into Dustin’s eyes, the only part of his face visible between the mask and the cap.

“I love you,” Bryce whispered. “Please marry me.”

Why had he waited to ask him? He didn’t know. All he knew was the possibility of this man not being in his life, for the rest of his life, ripped his already tattered heart to shreds.

Dustin leaned in and touched his forehead to Bryce’s. “Yes. And I love you, too, Master.”

Relief so powerful he almost cried flowed through him upon hearing that title. “I mean…” He swallowed hard. “I mean…after. I mean—”

“It’s okay, B. I know what you meant.” He reached up and cupped Bryce’s cheek. “We can talk about that later. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

He laid his hand over Dustin’s and squeezed hard, afraid to let go for fear of finding this was a dream and he was alone and waiting and Kira was going to die anyway.

But no, Dustin was here, with him, steady and sure and unwavering.

The door opened and one of the nursing assistants waved them into the delivery room.

Bryce and Dustin crowded around Kira’s head, each one taking a hand, Bryce on her left and Dustin on her right. They handed off their phones to the CNAs and one started taking video, the other still pictures.

“I’m scared, B.”

“It’s okay, sweetie. They got it under control. She’s old enough. She’s going to be fine.”

“Please don’t leave me.”

“I won’t, honey. I promise.”

Meanwhile…yeah. Broken heart in progress, one day at a time.

 

* * * *

 

Dustin was still trying to process that Bryce had labelled him “Dad” when Bryce had popped the question.

It was like two doors lay ahead of him, and he had to choose one, and whichever one he chose, there was no going back.

He could choose to leave Bryce, or he could choose to stay.

All the while, behind him, the path was closing in on him, forcing him to decide once and for all. Up until now, he’d been able to hold the future back as a nebulous “what if” that didn’t need to be addressed yet.

Despite the terror flowing through him, he knew he needed to choose the door that kept him walking at Bryce’s side for life.

There really wasn’t another choice but that one. Not now.

Maybe there never had been, from that first night at the munch, when Bryce’s gravity had started dragging him into orbit around him, just like Kira said.

No, he didn’t want to escape.

There was a drape between them and the doctor and nurses below taking care of bringing Jenny into the world. So Dustin focused on Kira, on Bryce, on stroking her head through the cap she wore and holding her hand. They’d had to pump additional painkillers into her when the epidural didn’t fully take care of her, and they’d started talking about possibly putting her under when it had all kicked in at once and the surgeon could begin.

It seemed to last a lifetime of seconds. Then Jenny’s cry filled the room, followed by the doctor’s voice.

“Congratulations, gentlemen,” Dr. Salsburg said. “You have a beautiful daughter.”

Kira started sobbing as Bryce leaned in close, whispering to her.

“Who wants to cut the cord?” Dr. Salsburg asked.

Bryce’s blue eyes peered over the top of his surgical mask and nailed Dustin. “Cut the cord, Daddy,” he softly said.

“Me?”

Bryce nodded. “You.”

The doctor was waiting. Hand trembling, Dustin reached out and took the surgical scissors and made the cut where they showed him, fully aware Bryce was watching every move he made.

“Is she okay?” Dustin asked.

“She’s beautiful,” the nurse said, and they took him and Jennifer over to a waiting warmer bed on the other side of the room, where they started to clean her up.

“Is…her color. Is that…normal?”

Another nurse, he could tell she was smiling from the way her eyes crinkled at the outside corners above her mask. “She’s perfectly healthy, Daddy. We’ll get her cleaned up and you’ll be able to take her over to Mommy and Papi.”

He swallowed hard, feeling useless, wondering how the hell they were stupid enough to entrust something so tiny and fragile to him?

Dustin was aware of the two CNAs taking video and pictures as they placed Jenny into his arms a few minutes later—yes, she looked more like a normal baby—and guided him around the table to Bryce and Kira.

Kira started crying again. “Hey, sweetheart.” Bryce lifted her hand to the baby’s hand. “Open your eyes, Jenny. Say hello to Mommy and Papi.”

She did then. Her brown eyes looked like Kira’s, and it broke Dustin’s heart even more.

“Let’s get you all into another room so Grandma and Grandpa can come say hi,” the lead nurse said. “One of you can stay here with Mom. They’ll get Mom taken care of in here, and you can all regroup shortly in recovery. We’ll let you all in there with her.”

“I’ll stay,” Bryce said. “Go introduce her to Grandma and Grandpa.”

“Okay.” He kissed Bryce—which was more a press of mask to mask—then leaned in to kiss Kira’s forehead. “We’ll see you shortly.”

Steve and Kate both burst into tears when he walked through the door with Jenny in his arms. They’d equipped them with gowns and Dustin was shocked to realize he was hesitant to let Jenny go, to hand her over so they could hold her.

“How’s Kira?” Kate asked as Dustin finally let her take Jenny from him.

He was glad to finally rid himself of the surgical mask and the cap. “She’s awake and talking. Bryce is with her. They said they’ll finish in there and bring us all into the recovery area with her. They’ve all been fantastic.”

Steve nodded, wiping away tears as he stroked one of Jenny’s hands with his finger. “Honey, I know you said you didn’t want to move again and would rather divorce me first, but I gotta tell you, I think I’m either going to ask for a transfer back to Florida, or find a new job here. Sooo…we might need to get divorced if you don’t want to come back.” He punctuated his comment with a tearful laugh.

Nodding, she laughed with him. “Yeah, I was trying to figure out how to tell you I wanted to move before a moving truck shows up, or if I should just wait and leave you a note to follow me when you came home to an empty house.”

They’d already prepared a corner area in the recovery room, usually an area that would hold two beds, the whole section curtained off for them and with a glider chair and stool ready for them. Dustin let Kate carry Jenny as the nurse guided them back, bringing the rolling bassinet with her. “We’ve got a bottle, ready, too,” she told them.

Kate turned to Dustin. “You should feed her.”

“What?” He took the baby as she handed her over.

She pointed at the chair. “Sit, Daddy.” She kissed his cheek. “Let them show you what to do.”

He did, the nurse draping a small cloth over his shoulder and handing him the bottle. She explained how to hold it, how to feed her, the signs to look for when she was done.

It was too much for him to take, and his emotions finally boiled over. Dustin shed the tears he’d done his best to hold back all morning as Jenny fed, and he tried to wipe his eyes against his shoulders and didn’t even care who saw him snot-sobbing.

Kate reached over with a tissue and wiped his tears away, her other hand on his shoulder. “See, Daddy? You’re a natural.” She patted his shoulder. “You’re a dad now. You have to learn how to do all of this. We’re not going to be around to help at first.”

“Oh, my god, I’m a dad!” he whispered.

Steve laughed even as he sniffled back tears of his own. “Yeah, it never stops scaring the shit out of you to say it, either. Not even when they’re in their twenties.”

They wheeled Kira in a few minutes later, Bryce trailing behind them. Steve and Kate focused on Kira, talking to her.

Seeing Dustin sitting there, Bryce smiled as he pulled off the surgical mask. He walked over and knelt next to the chair so he could kiss Jenny’s head, and then kiss Dustin.

“How’s she doing, Daddy?”

Dustin choked back more tears. “I’m a dad! Can you believe it? I’m a dad!”

Bryce smiled, reached up, and ran his hand through Dustin’s hair. “Yeah, you are, buddy.” Bryce’s blue gaze held him captive, calmed him. “We’ve got a beautiful daughter.” His hand slid down the back of Dustin’s head, cupping the nape of his neck, gently squeezing in a way Dustin couldn’t mistake for anything but his Master taking control. “And you’re going to be an awesome dad.”

“Oh, my god, she’s going to want to date!”

Bryce’s thumb stroked Dustin’s jaw. “I’ll take care of any guys who come sniffing around, don’t worry. You’ll be the softy, I’ll be the disciplinarian.” Bryce winked.

“Do you want to hold her?”

“In a little while. You’re doing fine. Let her eat.” He kissed him again before standing up and returning his focus to Kira, who, now that the nurses had her settled, was dozing off from all the pain meds they’d given her. That according to the nurse in charge of her for her recovery period, as she explained it to Bryce, Steve, and Kate.

The nurses finally took Jenny from Dustin so they could check her vital signs again. Then they let him change her diaper before bundling her up and tucking her into the bassinet. It was about an hour later after mom and baby, with their entourage in tow, were moved to a private hospital room in the maternity wing, when Bryce finally picked up the baby and held her. She’d fallen asleep after eating and giving Dustin a tiny burp, and had slept through having her diaper changed.

She remained asleep now as Bryce stood next to Kira’s bed and rocked the baby in his arms as he softly sang Banana Pancakes to her.

It took everything Dustin had not to break down sobbing as he watched him with her. He realized Steve was taking video of them with Dustin’s phone. Hell, he’d forgotten about the phones. Thank god for the extra help they’d given them. At least someone had remembered to pass them off, because pictures had been the last thing on Dustin’s mind once Jenny was in his arms.

The peaceful, serene smile on Bryce’s face marked a perfection Dustin knew would be short-lived. He wished he could freeze this moment for all of them. Wished he had the words to adequately explain it to Jenny later—when she would be old enough to understand—how Kira had worn a sleepy smile as she watched Bryce sing and rock Jenny.

How could he have ever even considered walking away from Bryce after Kira died?

Never.

He couldn’t.

He was a dad now—Jenny’s dad. He didn’t understand what magic switch had flipped inside him, but he knew he’d die to protect her. He also hadn’t realized it was possible to be so deeply in love with a man that it felt nearly physically painful. He could already see Bryce, a week from now, a month, a year, five or ten or twenty. He could see this man he loved, a natural dad, who Jenny would grow up calling Papi and knowing he was her father, too. Could see him holding her, singing her lullabies, spooning food into her mouth, brushing her hair before school—standing shoulder to shoulder with him as they tried to put the fear of god into any boy she brought home to meet them.

Giving her away at her wedding.

Hopefully one day standing there holding their grandchildren.

This damn man buried in his soul and heart and head, whose orbit he never wanted to break free from.

His man.

A man who it was impossible to make happy right now because of the circumstances, but who, maybe, for this precious pocket of time, was as close to happy as was possible.

Bryce gently placed Jenny on the bed next to Kira. Kira’s muscles were too weak, her grip too uncoordinated to risk holding her. But Bryce stayed right there, one hand on the baby and keeping her securely tucked against Kira’s side.

Kate leaned in to whisper in Dustin’s ear. “I swear to god if anyone tells Shawn about this baby, I will kill them myself.”

“Not going to happen. Besides, he didn’t want a baby. That’s the other reason she broke up with him. Because during their final fight, before he shoved her, she’d been trying to nail him down about their future and he flat-out told her he didn’t want kids. That if she got pregnant, she’d get an abortion whether she wanted one or not, because he wasn’t paying for any kids. Little did she know she was already pregnant.”

He knew Kira hadn’t told them all of that before, afraid they might want to confront Shawn and accidentally reveal Jenny’s existence. She’d asked them to trust her that she had her reasons for leaving Shawn and not telling him she was pregnant. Now, Dustin knew they wouldn’t contact Shawn.

“Jeezus,” Kate whispered. “I knew I hated that sonofabitch for a good reason.”

“I’m glad I never got to meet him.”

“I hope no one’s stupid enough to mention Jenny to Shawn’s parents.”

“They won’t. Kira only told the people she knew she could trust, and told them not to say a word, and why. And there were damn few of them, anyway, because she didn’t tell anyone who was friends with Shawn. Made sure they all knew he didn’t want kids, and what he did and said to her. And his feelings on kids weren’t a secret, either, apparently, because he’d said that before. Just never said it so angrily or so…detailed before. He was emphatic that she’d get no choice in the matter.”

“Too bad he wasn’t swallowed or caught in a condom,” she snarked.


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Bryce’s parents drove down from Tallahassee and arrived early that evening. Bryce walked down to the hospital’s lobby to meet them and get them visitor’s passes and lead them back. Kira had faded in and out of consciousness all afternoon, exhausted and in pain and barely able to keep her eyes open.

Dustin didn’t know them very well, but Bryce’s parents seemed like nice people. They asked Dustin if he wanted to go to dinner with them and Kira’s parents and Bryce.

His gaze fell on Jenny, currently sleeping in her bassinet, and the plastic bracelet on his wrist that matched the ones on Kira, Bryce, and Jenny.

“No. I’m good.” He’d eaten a big lunch only a couple of hours ago when he’d brought back food for him and Bryce from the cafeteria.

Bryce hugged him. “You all right?”

“Yeah. I just…I’m sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night. I’m going to curl up in that recliner chair and sleep. Why don’t you go home after, huh? You didn’t sleep last night, either.”

Bryce studied him for a long moment. “You sure?”

“Yeah. I got everything I need.” The original plan had been for them both to stay over, but that was silly. Kira would sleep most of the night, and at least one of them should get some decent sleep tonight. He knew Bryce had barely slept the night before.

Bryce finally nodded. “Okay. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Papi.”

Bryce smiled. “Gonna take a while to get used to that, Daddy.”

Dustin rested his forehead against Bryce’s. “I’ll watch her. You go. It’s okay.”

Bryce kissed him, long and sweetly and full of love, before following his parents and Kira’s out of the room.

Dustin prayed she didn’t die tonight, with Bryce not present, knowing he’d likely never forgive himself if that happened. But Dustin watched the rise and fall of her chest, and they kept leads on her to monitor her vital signs, and the IV stayed in place, keeping her hydrated. A catheter meant she didn’t have to get out of bed, less stress on her body, less pain for her.

Her oncologist recommended keeping her in the hospital for at least four days in her current condition. That if she seemed to be stable after that point, they could take her home again.

Another fear of Dustin’s allayed, that she’d be discharged straight to hospice care.

“Why didn’t you go?”

He almost didn’t register it was Kira talking to him, until he turned and saw her staring at him.

He walked over to her. “Hey, sleepyhead. How you feelin’?”

“Like someone sliced my guts open and pulled a baby out of me.” She offered a lopsided smile. “You can go with them. I’ll be okay.”

He slipped a finger into her hand. “Squeeze that for me.” He held her gaze.

Her fingers closed around him, but she couldn’t squeeze.

“That’s what I thought,” he gently said. “You can’t even press a call button if you need help, or if the baby cries.”

Tears rolled down her face. “Will I get to go home?”

He dropped the bedrail and carefully climbed in to hold her. “Yes, sweetheart. We’re taking you home.”

With the TV on and the lights off, it didn’t take long for her to fall asleep. Once she had, he carefully climbed out and moved to the recliner next to her bed, Jenny’s bassinet right next to him on his other side.

He didn’t realize he’d dozed off until a nurse awakened him. “We need to take her to radiology. Oncology wants a CT scan.”

“She didn’t want any more scans.”

“They want a comparison.”

“It’s okay,” Kira said, now awake.

He leaned in. “Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I’m not pregnant now. I don’t want a lot more, but it’s been several months. It might…” She took a deep breath. “How long, you know?”

“Want me to go with you?”

“No, stay here with Jenny.”

“Okay.”

He helped the nurse unhook the monitor leads from the wall unit. She had a portable one to take with them. A couple of minutes later, she was wheeling the bed out of the room and that left Dustin with the baby.

He walked over to her. Sound asleep and gorgeous. “Jennifer Bryn Butler,” he softly said. “I wonder if you have any idea how much we love you?”

 

* * * *

 

After dinner and calling Dustin to check on Kira and Jenny, Bryce went home. It was better he go home, because he wasn’t sure he could keep from crying in front of her right now. Even Archer acted subdued, leaving Bryce alone after nothing more than an affectionate head bump.

The quiet in the house made his soul ache.

The empty hospital bed a grim foreshadowing.

Too close to a preview, in some ways.

Not just Kira, but Dustin was fifteen years older than him. It really hadn’t hit home until now that there were inevitable probabilities involved with that age differential.

Probabilities he didn’t want to think about.

Especially not tonight.

He walked into the kitchen and got a large glass. After dumping some ice in it, he filled it over three quarters with rum, then topped it off with a little cola, stirred, and downed it. From there he headed for the bathroom, so he could cry in the shower.

Sob.

In a way he didn’t dare do around Kira now. She’d want to comfort him when it was his job to be the strong one. She was counting on him.

He’d have time enough to cry later, to bury his head in Dustin’s lap and let his love soothe him.

Later.

A luxury Kira really didn’t have any longer.

He sank to the shower floor, wrapped his arms around his knees, and leaned against the wall as he struggled to wrap his heart and soul around the fact that his best friend, someone he’d honestly seen himself growing old with in some way or another, was going to be dead within a couple of months.

At the most.

Likely sooner.

It didn’t feel real.

It sucked that his dream guy and dream baby and dream house and dream job all came true, and all Kira got was his tears and some pictures and video for her daughter to remember her by.

It sucked.

It wasn’t fair.

It hurt.

A soul-deep ache he knew he’d carry all his life, every time he looked into his daughter’s eyes and saw Kira there, or heard Kira in the lilt in Jenny’s laughter, the tip of her head.

A part of Kira would walk through his life in Jenny’s footprints, and in his heart and memories.

On top of all of that, part of him wanted to go to Dallas and punch Shawn’s lights out for taking her away from him for several years and costing him that time with her.

Except…he wouldn’t have Jenny.

How am I supposed to go on without my best friend?

 

* * * *

 

Dustin stood immediately when they wheeled Kira back in. He could tell she was awake, even though her eyes were closed, from the pinched look around her eyes and the way she held her hands balled into fists.

“Hey, sweetie. You didn’t get any speeding tickets in this contraption, did you?”

She softly laughed and finally opened her eyes to look at him. The nurse was still transferring all her monitor leads over to the bedside monitors.

He did notice she now had an oxygen cannula that she hadn’t left with, and a small tank of it under the bed. The nurse transferred the tube to the valve in the wall, behind the bed, and caught Dustin watching her.

“Her O2 levels dipped when we transferred her from the bed to the CT scanner. Probably just from pain and exhaustion. It’s a precaution.”

He nodded, but the nurse’s smile didn’t look quite right.

“What’d the scans show?”

Still that not-right smile. “Dr. Murphy will come talk to you in a little while after he finishes reading them.”

“Awfully late for him to still be on-site, isn’t it?” It was nearly eleven.

He wished she’d drop the smile. It was almost worse. “He asked to be kept apprised when we got the scans done.”

Once the nurse finished and left the room, Dustin repositioned the recliner next to her bed and dropped the bedrail so he could more easily hold her hand. He moved the bassinet next to the recliner, so he could reach Jenny with that hand if she stirred.

“Whatcha thinkin’?” Kira quietly asked.

He resisted the urge to force a smile of his own. “Kind of unusual. Him hanging around this late.”

She sighed. “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

“What do you know?”

“From the way they had me laying on the scanner bed, I could see the techs and the nurse studying the screen. The nurse’s eyes went really big, and her jaw literally dropped open. She’d make a horrible poker player.”

“Okay.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “Should I call Bryce?”

“No. He’s probably drunk by now, and I don’t want him trying to get back here like that.”

“Drunk?”

“You know he doesn’t drink very much. But…” She needed a moment to collect her thoughts. “The worst times, he uses it to be able to let go when he can’t any other way. He can’t let go with you right now because you’re not home. I’ve been watching him. He doesn’t like to cry in front of me anymore. Not since the night he fell asleep in bed with me. He thinks he has to be the strong one.”

Would he ever know Bryce the way she did?

“You’re not going to leave him,” she added. Calm, sweet certainty. “Ever. You can’t. I know you were thinking after I died you’d get him through it and then leave, but you won’t.”

A little shame washed through him. “No, I won’t leave him. How did you know I even thought that?”

“I could sometimes see the way you’d hesitate when B talked about future stuff. The way you looked sad, but you’d smile or agree or whatever. But you’re in orbit now. There’s no escape velocity strong enough, except what I’m going through, to break free of his gravity.” She smiled. “Settle in and enjoy the ride, Daddy. When did it finally hit you?”

He wouldn’t lie and deny it. Wouldn’t insult her intelligence like that. He knew in this conversation that she would completely hold his confidence.

“He proposed to me just before they brought us in to you in the delivery room. And then when I cut the cord and realized she was really here, and she was so tiny and so beautiful and perfect. And I’m terrified, too.”

“Hey, congratulations.” She made the gesture that passed for squeezing his hand. “I know you’re scared. It’s okay to be terrified. That’s normal. Especially right now. B’s terrified, too.”

“He doesn’t look like it.”

“He’s better at hiding it. It’s another reason he didn’t fight you about staying with me tonight. He’s scared maybe you’ll leave. He probably thinks the longer you spend with her, the less likely you are to abandon them.”

That…would be totally Bryce.

“I won’t leave. I can’t. Never. Not now. I get it now. And I love him. And her. And even you, sweetie.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Thank you for loving them.”

He gently brushed her tears away and kissed her forehead. Then the door opened, Dr. Murphy walking in and closing it behind him.

From his sad smile, Dustin knew.

No miracles.

No mysterious medical reprieve from nowhere.

No hope.

He’d changed clothes since they’d seen him earlier in the day. He now wore jeans and a Tampa Bay Lightning T-shirt and his hospital ID badge was clipped to a front belt loop. He carried a tablet in his hand and walked around the bed to sit on the end, on the side Dustin was on.

“Don’t sugar-coat it, doc,” Kira joked. “Will I ever play the piano again?”

He smiled, for real this time, before it faded. “I’m so sorry, guys. I wish I came bearing good news.”

“Can we stop with the scans now?” she asked.

He nodded. “Yeah.”

“I want to see.”

He pulled it up on the tablet and showed her. Dustin didn’t want to look, but he couldn’t stop himself. Not only had the existing tumors grown in noticeable size from before, there were two more that had formed and looked large, to his untrained eyes.

“Any idea?” she asked.

“I know your fine motor skills are rapidly deteriorating, and you said the headaches are worse.”

She nodded.

“It would probably be time to start firming up your final plans, if you haven’t already.” He switched off the tablet. “Discuss things like feeding tubes and hydration.”

“None of the above.” She smiled. “I told you, when I get to that point, just let me go. Still didn’t give me a timeframe.”

“I sincerely doubt it’ll be longer than six weeks. I’m honestly shocked you can still talk. Based on the growth rate we’ve seen in your existing tumors, and that there are two new ones, I suspect we’re looking at maybe a couple of weeks before you lose higher functions. If you want me to coordinate with your hospice care team about pain management, let my office know. We can…” He hesitated. “We can keep you comfortable, at the end.”

She nodded. “Help push me over the edge faster, she asks hopefully?”

His head drooped and he shook it a few times as he chuckled. “I’m sorry we met under these circumstances,” he said. “I’m sure you’re the kind of person who keeps people in stitches.”

“I can be. That’s a polite way of saying I’m a ball-buster. Truth time, though. What, three days, give or take, once I refuse food and hydration?”

“I’ve seen people hang on as long as two weeks after that point. It’s rare, but it happens.”

She sucked in a breath. “Wow. That…sucks.”

“Not usually conscious during that whole time, at least. Harder on the families than on the patient.”

“Yeah, I’d guess so.” Her gaze focused on Dustin. “Make sure when we hit that point no one tries to give me any fluids. Not even those stupid mouth swab things.”

“Well, that might make administering painkillers problematic,” Dr. Murphy said. “It’s easiest done via IV, to keep it at a constant level in your system.”

She sighed. “So, other than pain management, we’re basically set then. Right?”

He nodded. “All I can do for you now is wish you well and write orders for painkillers.”

“I really appreciate your honesty, doc. Thank you for not trying to jerk me around all this time and for respecting my wishes.”

“You came in knowing the facts and the odds and you weren’t looking for a miracle. I’m not sure, even if you hadn’t been pregnant, that I wouldn’t have taken the same approach with you. I, personally, have treated several hundred patients in my career with this diagnosis. Not one of them lasted longer than thirty-six months by the time I first saw them in my practice, most way less than that. I have heard of a rare few patients who made it nearly five years, but I personally think it’s cruel to tell people that at the outset.

“This is one of those cancers we don’t have a handle on yet. They’re making advances all the time, and yes, prognosis is improving short-term for patients who are caught early, but it’s fast and nasty and not in a place where we can just open you up and cut it out of you and try radiation and chemo to knock it back for a while.

“The brain is the body’s mainframe. This flavor doesn’t have to metastasize to kill you—it knocks out the mainframe and the rest of the body’s systems follow. If a patient wants to try to fight it, of course I’ll treat it aggressively. But if a patient wants the best quality of life for as long as possible…”

He shrugged. “Then, in that case, you’re looking at it.”

Once they were alone again, she patted the bed on the side Dustin was on. He carefully climbed in with her after grabbing the box of tissues and let her cry.

He felt…numb.

About this, at least. A weird, guilt-infused Schrödingerian purgatory where he wanted her to slip away as quickly and painlessly as possible, while at the same time wanting her to have as much time as she could with Jenny and Bryce.

She got that out of her system and he thought she’d fall asleep, but she didn’t. “Don’t tell B about what Dr. Murphy said. Please?”

Withholding something from Bryce, especially about Kira, felt…wrong. “Why?”

“I don’t want to rub his face in it.” She took another tissue from him and blew her nose. “He’s not an idiot. He knows it won’t be long.”

Now he got it. He nodded. “Sure, sweetie. I understand.”

Jenny chose that moment to wake up and start fussing. He carefully climbed out of bed again and picked her up. Holding her felt more natural now, less terrifying.

“I’ll be right back.” He slipped out of the room with her cradled against his chest and found their nurse.

She took a peek at her. “She’s probably hungry. Let’s go make her a bottle.”

He nodded and followed her to a room where she prepped the liquid formula and set the bottle in a warmer. “Don’t nuke the bottles in a microwave. That can heat them unevenly and get them too hot. Do you have one of these at home?”

“Yeah. Bryce already bought one.”

Hell, Bryce had already bought one of everything, and now Dustin felt even more guilty that he hadn’t been paying better attention to the littler things, the finer details. The only reason he knew they had one was from Bryce trying it out in the kitchen, where it was set up and awaiting Jenny’s arrival home, because he didn’t want to be caught without one.

The same reason he hadn’t bought any formula yet, because he wanted to wait to see what they gave her at the hospital and then buy that. Ditto diapers, because he didn’t know what size she’d take.

The finer details. That was Bryce.

The nurse quickly took Jenny’s vitals while they were waiting, so she wouldn’t have to disturb her later. Once the bottle reached the right temperature, he carried the bottle and Jenny back to the room. Then he raised the head of Kira’s bed before he climbed onto it.

“What are you doing?” Kira asked.

“You’re going to feed her, hon.” He set the bottle down. Working one-handed, he arranged a pillow in her lap and then moved her left arm so he could nestle Jenny there. Then he put the bottle in her right hand and held it with his hand around hers.

She choked back a sob. “Look at her eat!”

He tipped his head onto her shoulder as he watched. “Yeah.”

The nurse stuck her head into the room. “Everything okay?”

“Can you come here, please?” Dustin asked.

She did, and he directed her to his phone on the bedside table. “Pictures and video, please?”

“Of course.” She took a few stills first, then he talked her through how to switch to video.

Kira’s attention never shifted from Jenny, even as Dustin kept his hand around hers so she could hold the bottle. “You’re so beautiful, sweetheart, and Daddy and Papi are going to have their hands full keeping boys away from you when you’re older.”

Dustin kissed the top of Kira’s head. “Yeah, we are.”

Dustin took Jenny back once she’d finished so he could burp her. The nurse had given Kira a dose of painkillers, and now it was kicking in. Since she wasn’t breastfeeding, and considering the circumstances, Dr. Murphy had prescribed the best painkillers.

With Jenny tucked into the bassinet on one side, and Kira tucked in on his other, Dustin settled in the recliner and tried to get some sleep. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Bryce and Dustin took turns spending the night with Kira while she was in the hospital, her parents staying with her during the day while the men spent some time at home napping or getting things ready. Bryce had tried again to talk Steve and Kate into staying at the house, but this time, Steve smiled as he gently refused.

“You guys need this time.”

“But what about you?”

“She’s already told us what she wants.” Kate’s smile looked sad. “She sent us money a couple of months ago. More than enough to pay for the hotel room while we’re here. We’re five minutes from you guys. But she knew we’d all need quiet corners to escape to for now, and asked us to stay there and not at the house.”

“I…I didn’t know that.”

“We know.” Steve patted his shoulder. “She didn’t want you to. She said you’d try to argue with her and she didn’t think she had the strength to fight you on it. Don’t worry, Dustin didn’t know, either.”

Bryce knew he could ask Lara or Kimbra to put out the word amongst the Suncoast Society group and they’d have a flock of volunteers to help them, more than they would know what to do with.

That wasn’t best for Kira. She wouldn’t know most of them, even if Bryce and Dustin did. More importantly, it wasn’t what she wanted.

Insurance would take care of her end of life care.

And he sensed the end of her life wasn’t far away. Now she didn’t have to hold on. She’d achieved her goal—to deliver a healthy baby, and she got to meet her.

Now…

Now she could let go.

Bryce dreaded the next stage. Not because he was terrified of taking care of a baby and being a father, even though he was, but because it was the beginning of the end.

Kate was happy to work with the men, getting them comfortable bathing Jenny, everything they needed to know. The hospital staff was wonderful, everyone already informed about the situation and being very careful and respectful in how they talked with Kira.

No references to what they might usually discuss with new parents, future activities she wouldn’t even be around for.

Keeping everything anchored on the present and the baby.

On the fourth day, as expected, Kira was discharged. Dustin took care of getting the car loaded and everything ready before they brought Kira downstairs to the front entrance in a wheelchair. They’d taken Dustin’s car today, because the back seat was wider and more comfortable, and Bryce wanted to sit back there with Kira and Jenny even though it wasn’t a long ride home. Steve and Kate followed in their rental car, and Dustin hurried inside the house to bring their wheelchair out to get Kira while Bryce took care of Jenny.

An hour later, Kira was napping in her bed while Bryce had Jenny settled in her crib next to Kira’s bed. Yes, it crowded the living room, but it meant Kira could see her daughter.

The unspoken point—that no one expected it to be an issue for long.

Archer had immediately jumped onto Kira’s bed and settled in at her side, issuing a silent challenge to anyone to dare move him. He sniffed a little in the direction of the crib, but made no move to investigate. During Kira’s absence, Archer had greeted them at the door with plaintive howls, as if wondering why they’d taken his favorite human from him. He’d spent her time away sleeping in the hospital bed, curled up in the middle.

Keeping it warm for her.

Now that they were home, Kimbra, Lara, Victor, and others could come to visit. Kira had okayed a short list of people she’d come to meet and know, and people she knew cared about Bryce and Dustin. Kimbra wasted no time showing up, complete with two chicken meals from Publix for lunch.

Something Bryce hadn’t even thought about, although now with the delicious aroma wafting through the house, he realized he was starving and hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. Dustin took everything from her to set up in the kitchen.

Kira slept through her arrival, and Kimbra kept her voice down as she admired the baby. “May I hold her?”

“Sure,” Bryce said. “Of course.” He dropped the side of the crib and picked her up, settling her in Kimbra’s arms.

“Aww, she’s beautiful, Papi.” She smiled at him, playful. “You will bring her to work, won’t you?”

“Sure. On non-court days.” His office was plenty big enough for a portable crib for her.

“Good, because everyone’s been crawling up my business wanting to know when they can get their hands on her.” She gently rocked her. “Lord, I love being an auntie.” She smiled down at the baby. “Put me down for Saturday night babysitting, if you ever need me.” The sly smile she gave him told him what she really meant.

If they wanted to go to Sigalo’s and the club.

“Thanks. I probably will.”

Ross and Loren arrived then, and he wasn’t altogether sure there might not be a catfight between her and Kimbra over who got to hold the baby. But Kimbra handed her over to Loren, who blinked back tears. “She looks just like Kira.”

The rest of the afternoon was filled with people dropping by to visit. Bryce sat back and tried to filter everything, his emotions ragged and raw. It was a blessing Kate and Steve were there because they stepped in and took over while Bryce collapsed onto the couch and tried to focus on breathing.

Even Dustin seemed wrung out. Kira mostly slept, waking up briefly for him or Dustin to help her to the bathroom, and then back to bed to take her painkillers, sip some water, and go back to sleep.

It was nearly ten that night when Steve and Kate finally convinced Bryce to let them return to their hotel.

And then…

Even with the TV on, the house felt achingly empty, silent.

Waiting.

Preparing.

Archer refused to give up his spot next to Kira, as if he was keeping watch. Any attempts to move him met with resistance, and getting him out of bed usually meant as soon as he was put down, he was scrambling and trying to get back into the bed with her.

She awoke long enough for another bathroom trip, then back to bed. They’d prepared and purchased adult diapers for her, her idea, so she wouldn’t soil the bed. They also positioned the baby monitor right next to the head of her bed, where they could hear her speak or hear the baby if she stirred.

Because Kira refused to let either of them sleep on the couch tonight.

“Go to bed,” she said. “Please. Don’t fight me on this. You both need to sleep.”

“That’s not going to happen tonight,” Bryce snarked.

“You’re exhausted and look like shit,” she said. “Please, sleep. If I need you, I’ll speak up.”

They’d already tested the baby monitor and knew it was sensitive.

Finally, they retreated to their bedroom, leaving the door open, Bryce wishing she’d change her mind.

 

* * * *

 

Dustin knew what Kira was doing, because she’d told him the last night he’d slept in the hospital with her.

She wanted Bryce in his own bed, with Dustin, not her. He needed to start getting used to not being there with her all the time.

Time to process the separation.

He couldn’t snuggle up with her and hold her much longer, and she wanted him ready for that. She wanted him holding and snuggling with Dustin.

“He needs to learn to lean on you instead of trying to be the strong one.”

“How did you get so smart?”

“I don’t feel smart.” She’d sadly smiled. “If I was really smart, I would have dumped Shawn a long time ago.”

They settled in bed, Bryce wearing a thousand-yard stare that worried Dustin.

“Talk to me, Master.”

He couldn’t call him that with everyone around, but ever since the day of Jenny’s birth, when he’d settled the issue in his heart, he’d mentally shifted into that mode. Most of the time when they were alone, that was how he now referred to Bryce, not just as Sir.

He didn’t need a collar or a ring, because in his heart, Bryce owned him.

When he was honest with himself, he knew Bryce had owned him since that very first night, crazy or not.

There never had been any other path, no other choice. Dustin thought there’d been, but looking back, everything else was a false trail. It would have led him back to Bryce’s side anyway, because his heart and soul were so thoroughly tangled with Bryce’s there was no way he could ever figure out how to get loose.

His gravity completely pulling Dustin into a comfortable orbit he never wanted to break free from.

“I…” His weary sigh spoke of grief and fear and resignation in one ugly ball. “I feel helpless. Lost.”

“I wish I could do more for you.”

Tonight Bryce lay nestled in Dustin’s arms, facing him. “You’ve done way more than anyone could ever ask, buddy.”

He could sense an ever-present tension in Bryce now, the waiting, the unknown.

“Make sure you don’t shut me out.” Dustin nuzzled his head. “Please don’t shut me out.”

“I won’t.” A pause Dustin waited out. “How long do you think?”

“She’ll let us know.” The hospice nurses would start tomorrow, checking on her at first, then coming in full-time until Kira was ready to transfer to their facility.

Kira didn’t want to die there, in their home. She didn’t want Bryce having that memory, or perhaps never wanting to sell the house in the future for fear of disrespecting her memory somehow.

Dustin would have scoffed at that except he’d seen it himself as a realtor, and he knew Bryce too well.

She could peg him in some ways that Dustin couldn’t.

Privately, Dustin suspected less than two weeks before that happened. Not before her parents left, but it wouldn’t be long after that. Maybe Bryce hadn’t noticed, but she hadn’t asked for any food today.

Damn sure wouldn’t point it out to him if he hadn’t.

It was simply a matter of time now. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Dustin wasn’t sure which one of them got less sleep that night, him or Bryce. Dustin couldn’t sleep, lying awake, bedroom door open and the baby monitor on full volume right next to his head. The slightest noise set him sitting straight up in bed, waiting to see if there was something else.

Plus he was attuned to how restless Bryce was, worried about him.

And plenty of times he got up and walked out to the living room to check on Kira and Jenny anyway.

No more pleasant sleep for her, unfortunately. Even in sleep her face now looked aged, pained.

He studied her hands, looking for any signs of movement, voluntary or not.

She reminded him in some ways of an old bird, weary, ready to let go and yet unable to let herself sink into a deeper, permanent sleep.

Now she had something to live for. Someone.

Except…she’d set seeing Jenny’s birth as her personal goal. Had told him during some of their private talks that if she could just see her baby, it would amaze and complete her, and…then she could let go.

How long would the disease tether her to a body that was rapidly failing her? Would it be kind and produce a tumor, or enlarge an existing one, that would press somewhere to quickly stop her breathing and heartbeat?

Or would it take her life away from her one step at a time, leaving her locked in and cruelly aware toward the end and unable to communicate with them?

Dustin had stopped researching, because the more he did, the more depressed he felt. He knew there would be no last-minute, TV drama medical miracle to halt this bastard in its tracks and give them more years with her.

At least Kaden’s cancer had been kinder in some ways, sparing his mind and ability to communicate with his loved ones even as it took his mobility and independence from him.

The moral dilemma ripped at him. When they finally hit that point with her, she’d made it clear, in writing, that she wanted all life support stopped. Only IVs for pain relief.

No matter how cruel it seemed to them to watch her fade away like that.

But it was her wish. She didn’t want to linger in a body she couldn’t control and facing pain she couldn’t express the levels of to seek relief.

She didn’t want to go, but she wanted to be released.

 

* * * *

 

Kate and Steve showed up a little after seven the next morning and brought breakfast and coffee with them, donuts, Kira’s favorites, and bagels for the guys. Bryce was in the bathroom with Kira when they arrived, and after he got her settled in bed again, Steve took over helping her eat, including cooling her coffee with ice cubes so she could sip it through a straw while he fed her small pieces of donuts and they talked and smiled over silly memories.

Dustin wasn’t sure if Bryce would eat at first, but then he finally did, after changing Jenny and getting her morning bottle ready so Kate could feed her. They wanted Kate and Steve to have as much time with Kira and Jenny as they could before they returned to Oklahoma next week.

Kira had already told them that if they hadn’t moved back to Florida before she died that she didn’t want them returning just to see her die. That she preferred their last memories of her be the best they could under the circumstances, talking and interacting and aware.

This was her good-bye to them.

The end she reserved only for Dustin and Bryce and Jenny, not that Jenny would remember it, or her.

With Kate and Steve there to take care of Jenny and Kira, the men took their coffee into their bedroom and closed the door behind them. Bryce sat on the end of their bed and sipped his, but from his thousand-yard stare he was anywhere except there, with Dustin.

Dustin wanted to comfort Bryce, hold him, love him, but wasn’t sure exactly what he needed right then, or how to give it to him. And Bryce seemed to be in a kind of zombie mode now that they were home from the hospital and, for a little while, neither Kira nor Jenny needed him.

Lost.

Dustin took his own coffee into the bathroom and started the shower. Then he returned to Bryce and stood in front of him, stroked the man’s hair.

“Come on, Master,” he softly said. “Let’s take a shower.”

Bryce finally nodded and handed his mug to Dustin. Dustin sat it next to his on the bathroom counter and quickly stripped before Bryce had even pulled his T-shirt off.

Dustin stepped into the shower and let the spray beat down on him. When Bryce joined him, Dustin opened his arms to him, enfolding him in his embrace. Bryce didn’t speak. He laid his head against Dustin’s shoulder and stood there, pressing himself against Dustin as though trying to merge with him. His fingers dug into Dustin’s back as he clung to him.

Dustin rubbed his chin against the top of Bryce’s head. He hated feeling helpless. Hated it. Anything but not being able to do something.

Anything.

After a few moments, Bryce looked up at him and the pain in his blue eyes nearly ripped Dustin’s soul from his body. Dustin nuzzled noses with him but didn’t speak.

Words were useless at this point.

Bryce rose up a little on his toes to kiss him, and Dustin instinctively dipped a little in the knees the way he always did, so Bryce wouldn’t have to stretch. While they were kissing, Bryce worked his right arm free and reached up, grabbing the back of Dustin’s neck and holding on. He used the grip to deepen their kiss, taking complete charge, backing Dustin against the shower wall as he did.

Dustin couldn’t close his eyes, because Bryce hadn’t. His usually beautiful blue eyes were rimmed with red and bloodshot, probably as much as his own were. But they were focused on Dustin, and Dustin didn’t want to miss a breath of knowing his Master’s attention was all on him for this fleeting moment of time, and not on the hurricane swirling around them.

For now, they were safe within the eye of it, awaiting the backside to come through and lash them from the other direction, likely twice as badly, or more.

Bryce’s other hand reached between them and found Dustin’s cock. He hardened immediately under Bryce’s fingers. Part of him felt bad about that, and part of him reveled in the fact that his Master had trained him so well that even in this circumstance he could still respond to him.

Be his good boy.

Give Him what he wanted.

Him.

Their lives would now revolve around Jenny.

Dustin’s soul would always revolve first and foremost around Bryce, a satellite to their larger family planet.

Bryce pressed down with the hand on Dustin’s neck, making it clear what he wanted. Dustin sank to his knees and as he started to suck Bryce’s cock into his mouth, Bryce went completely hard.

Maybe he wasn’t the only one conditioned now.

He was aware of Bryce reaching for something as Dustin went down on him, and after a couple of minutes Bryce pushed him back, to the floor, taking complete charge again.

Bryce pinned him by the throat with one hand, and with the other he fumbled the cap off the lube. As two fingers speared his ass, Dustin lifted his knees and spread his thighs as wide as he could in that position.

Still, their gazes remained locked, even now. Bryce’s gaze narrowed, just a little, in that cat-like way, the only indication he felt pleased.

This was going to be hard and fast and maybe even hurt in good ways.

Dustin didn’t care. It was something he could do. Something his Master needed from him. He’d readily give it, since it was all he could give right now.

Bryce quickly worked Dustin up to three fingers before he finally released his throat. Then he fisted his cock, lined it up with Dustin’s ass, and thrust hard and fast and deep, bottoming out in him.

Dustin bit back his wordless cry as his ass adjusted to the intrusion. The slight pinching burn made his own cock twitch, though.

Bryce threw Dustin’s legs over his shoulders and plowed him hard, all the while kissing him, wordless grunts and moans shared between them, swallowed, absorbed, understood.

As the shower steamed up it filled with the sound of wet flesh slapping against flesh while Bryce used him, took out his grief and anger and everything on Dustin.

He’d take it and more. Everything. Every bit of it.

Dustin had assumed Bryce wasn’t going to get him off and was fine with that, but then Bryce paused and lifted his mouth from Dustin’s to reach between them. No words, just the look, and Dustin let go to him.

There was nothing gentle or tender about the way Bryce jerked his cock, and Dustin didn’t hold back. He’d no sooner started coming in Bryce’s hand than Bryce released him, leaned in again, and kissed him as he fucked him.

It was Bryce’s turn now, and it only took a couple more thrusts before he fell still, cock buried deep inside Dustin’s ass and pumping him full.

Bryce lowered Dustin’s legs, drawing them around his waist as he broke their kiss. He pressed his lips to Dustin’s chest, over his heart, and Dustin held him, thinking they were done.

They weren’t. Bryce’s teeth locked onto his pec in a painful bite that yanked a sharp hiss from him.

That’s when the moans started.

Soft, deep, more like an eerie wail of a banshee across a foggy moor than a sound Dustin ever expected to hear from his man.

Now understanding, Dustin held on tight, ignoring the pain of Bryce’s teeth in his flesh and pressing his face into Bryce’s hair. Enveloping him with his body as much as he could.

Bryce’s arms lay limp at his sides as he quietly sobbed against Dustin, and now Dustin could close his eyes and breathe and wait.

All they could do was wait.

It was all that was left to them.

And he knew Kira was right, that no way in hell would Bryce break down in front of her if he could avoid it. Especially not like this.

Dustin started humming to him, Inaudible Melodies. He didn’t know why he picked that one, it just came to him. They’d listened to all that music so much lately, it was right there at the top of his brain. He couldn’t remember all the words unless he was singing along with it, but he knew the music. When he finished that, he started softly singing Banana Pancakes to him, because that one he could remember all the words to, and he hoped Bryce didn’t mind he was a little off-key.

But Dustin didn’t move, except to stroke Bryce’s head, or his back. Eventually, Bryce released his bite and kissed the spot, but he didn’t raise his head.

“Please don’t leave me.” He whispered it, the feel of his breath against Dustin’s flesh searing hot even with the shower raining down on them.

“Never, Master. You’re stuck with me. Besides, someone proposed to me.”

A soft laugh. Bryce raised his head and met Dustin’s gaze again. “Does it make me a bigamist to propose to my guy when I’m already married?”

Finally, an attempt at humor, something woefully lacking over the past several weeks, and another point that had broken Dustin’s heart.

“You big ole bigamist, you. I ain’t becomin’ a Mormon, sorry.”

The hint of a smile, and it nearly made Dustin cry. “So I’m not cheating, because my wife’s cool with it. And it’s not poly, because I don’t want anyone but you. So what is it?”

Dustin cradled Bryce’s face in his hands. “Inescapable gravitational field?” He arched his eyebrows. “A black hoooole.”

Bryce actually snorted. “There’s a hole I’m in, all right.” He pushed himself up on his arms and stared down at the mark he’d left, leaning in to kiss it once more before untangling himself from Dustin. He reached down to help him stand, and this time, he pulled Dustin in for a hug.

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No, Master.” He closed his eyes, satisfied and temporarily content in that moment, that he’d been able to soothe Bryce’s soul in some small way.

“You keep calling me ‘Master’ like that and I might make it a rule.”

“Good. Take what I’m giving you. That’s what I’m here for. For life.”

Bryce hugged Dustin tightly against him, clinging to him.

In that moment, Dustin knew he’d made the right decision.

The best decision.

The only decision. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

The true end started three days after Kate and Steve returned to Oklahoma. As he’d predicted, Dustin noticed the downhill slide immediately. Like Kira had been waiting for her parents to leave. Her pain levels were off-the-charts.

Hospice assigned a full-time nursing team to monitor Kira, and she spent a lot of time sleeping. Archer always slept on her bed, and when she was awake, he nuzzled close to her, as if sensing she needed comfort. She had become his favorite person, like a totally different cat with her around.

He hadn’t chewed a single goddamned charger cord since she’d arrived from Texas, and both men were secretly wondering if the cat would be more heartbroken than them at her death.

At night, either Dustin or Bryce were always on the couch, near her. She’d dropped her objections to it since the other got to sleep behind a closed door and without the baby monitor waking them. They took every opportunity they could to try to have Kira help feed Jenny, the nurses filming and taking pictures for them.

Three weeks after Jenny’s birth, and barely a week since Kate and Steve had left, Dustin had night duty for the baby. He thought Kira was asleep when he changed Jenny and prepared a bottle for her.

“Hey.”

He turned, smiling at Kira. “Hey, sweetie. Want to feed her?”

Her smile didn’t fool him. Too tired, too weary.

Too ready.

“Need you to do something for me.” Archer had curled up on the bed next to her.

“Sure.”

“My laptop case, in my closet. Please bring it to me.”

A shiver rolled through him. Her laptop was on the table next to her bed, in plain sight. “Your laptop’s out here, honey. Right there. Did you want me—”

“Please bring me the bag. You’ll see.”

Confused, he let the hospice nurse hold Jenny and feed her while he went to get the case.

It felt like there was something in it, but he didn’t open it, returning to the living room with it.

She nodded. “It’s for you. You and B. Open it.”

He did. Dozens of envelopes, addressed to him and Bryce…and Jenny.

With “open” dates on them.

He also found a zipper-top bag that held a black jeweler’s box and a flash drive.

“I took a page from what you said your friend told you. There’s more on the drive, when I couldn’t write anymore. I didn’t want to miss anything. And videos. I titled them.”

He held up the box.

Her pained smile widened. “Open it.”

Inside lay a matching set of men’s wedding bands, one slightly smaller than the other.

“If you’re gonna marry my husband, I wanted to give you something to remember me by.” The bands were blue in the middle and grey on the edges, and around the blue portion were etched what he realized were tiny cats and pawprints. “The paperwork on them is in there, too. Supposed to be lifetime guarantee.” What he recognized as a laugh escaped her. “Didn’t say whose lifetime. Good thing I bought them using Bryce’s name, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Something old is you.” She smiled, managing to stick her tongue out at him. “Those are something new. You’re borrowing my husband, so we’ll call it close enough. And they’re blue. Try it on.”

He took the larger one out, his vision blurring as he realized it fit perfectly. “Thanks.”

“I snuck one of your rings out to get the sizes. I knew what size to get him. Do you like them?”

“They’re gorgeous. I love them.”

“Little bit of me. Leaving pawprints on your heart.” She managed to lift her hand and rest it on Archer’s back. The cat lifted his head and gave Dustin a slow half-blink.

’Sup.

He slipped the ring off and tucked it back into the box.

“There’s videos on the laptop.” She sighed. “Go ahead and put that all back in the room, please. And the laptop.”

He swallowed. “You sure?”

She nodded. “If I want to talk to Mom and Dad, I can use your phone or the tablet.” She glanced at the laptop. “I don’t need that anymore.”

Trying not to cry, he gathered it up and carried it back to her room, setting it all inside the closet. There were boxes and boxes in there of things she’d bought for Jenny, clothes in different sizes, and toys. Kira would still be a part of their lives for a while.

A couple of things she’d bought and given to Dustin to put in their safe deposit box. A charm bracelet for when Jenny turned thirteen. A beautiful diamond pendant on a necklace for when she turned sixteen.

A bracelet with gorgeous blue sapphires for when she got married.

Various charms for the bracelet to mark mileposts, like her first baby.

He returned to the living room and took Jenny back from the nurse. Kira let out a sigh.

“Let’s move me on Thursday. That’s in two days. Call the medical equipment place and have the bed removed that day, please. I want it gone before Bryce comes home.” They were already on standby and had assured Dustin that as long as they had at least twenty-four hours’ notice, they could accommodate them.

He swallowed hard. She’d barely eaten anything the past several days and was losing weight at a dramatic pace. She’d barely eaten while her parents were there, and only because he suspected she didn’t want to hurt their feelings.

“Okay.”

“Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce rode with Kira in the private ambulance that came to pick her up and transport her to the hospice facility. Dustin had updated the medical supply company that morning and they were already en route to get the bed.

He’d hang back with Jenny until after that was done.

Bryce thought Dustin was simply getting some chores done before following them. Bryce would text him once they had Kira settled in a room.

Another reason she’d wanted to be transferred a little sooner, because they had the space and she didn’t want to wait too long and not be able to get moved there. The three of them had toured the facility a couple of months ago when she’d first arranged everything.

Dustin sent Steve a text that they were transferring her and wasn’t surprised when he called Dustin a few minutes later.

“How bad?” he hoarsely asked.

“She’s still conscious and cogent. For now.”

“Can we talk to her at least one more time?”

“I’m sure she’ll want to tonight. Beyond that…you know how she is.”

A harsh laugh. “Yeah, I do. I already told work I’m leaving. They don’t have a transfer for me, but a friend of mine in Florida is getting me a phone interview where he works. Kate’s got the house listed and has started packing.”

“You can stay with us, if you need to.”

“We’ll see how long it takes to sell. I know she didn’t want us to make it back before, but…dammit, she’s my little girl.” He broke down sobbing.

Dustin blinked back his own tears. “I know.” There wasn’t much else he could say. There was no comfort to be had.

Not for any of them.

Not really.

It sounded like Steve blew his nose. “Shawn had the balls to call Kate three days ago.”

“Really?” That was shocking, and they hadn’t mentioned it during the nightly video chats with Kira.

“Fucking son of a bitch. Lame excuse that he’d found some of her clothes and wanted to know how to get hold of her. Kate told him he could trash or donate them. Then he got pissy with her and demanded to know where Kira was. She told him he could go fuck himself, because Kira wasn’t going to talk to him. Then Shawn said he heard a rumor she was sick. Kate told him she’d already died and hung up on him, then blocked his number. She called me immediately and told me to block him. I don’t know why we didn’t think of that sooner, except I didn’t think he had our numbers.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Son of a bitch.”

“Does he have any other way of getting in touch with you?”

“I don’t know. Doubtful.”

“You don’t think he’ll show up at your house, do you?”

“Let him try. I’ll put him on his ass, scrawny bastard. A couple of her friends from Dallas called Kate the next day and asked what was going on, left voice mails, but Kate didn’t talk to them. I told her not to. We’ll wait until…after.”

“That’s for the best.” And it followed the plan Kira had already outlined to Bryce, how she wanted people notified.

“I know.”

Dustin got off the phone with him just as the medical supply company’s truck was backing into their driveway. He locked Archer in the hall bath, ignoring his indignant howls. It only took them twenty minutes to get the bed and leave.

That meant the living room now looked…hugely empty.

When he let Archer out, he immediately rushed into the living room, tail twitching and finally glaring up at him.

“Please don’t piss on our bed, dude. I’m sorry. This is what’s happening.”

Kira had spent extra time with the cat that morning, giving him treats and tearfully saying good-bye to him.

The irony that the cat would miss her more at first than Jenny wasn’t lost on him.

With Jenny asleep in her carrier, he quickly moved her crib back to her bedroom and got the living room rearranged.

The way it was before.

The whole time, Archer glared at him from the back of the couch, his tail twitching, his ire apparent.

Bryce had taken an overnight bag with him, determined to spend tonight there. He wanted them to take turns for now, but Dustin knew the truth—Bryce likely wouldn’t leave the hospice center until her death.

Not that he blamed him.

After Bryce texted him what room she was in, finally, Dustin got moving. He fastened Jenny’s carrier into the car seat base and headed to the hospice facility.

He hated making this drive.

Despised it.

This was a drive of pain and grief and prolonged agony.

Please, just take her fast, huh? Quit making her suffer.

But when he arrived and found Bryce stretched out in bed with her, watching TV, his heart broke and he hated himself for his earlier thoughts. It wasn’t that she wanted to go fast, except she was suffering.

But so was Bryce.

So was he, unable to help, unable to…fix this.

Nothing could fix any of this.

With their hearts broken, the shape of their grief didn’t matter, he supposed.

The only thing that mattered was that he, somehow, ease Bryce through to the other side and be waiting there, holding him, loving him through it.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Dustin never knew a week could feel like such agonizing hell.

That night, Bryce lay in the hospital bed with Kira, facing her, cradling her body against his. He rarely left her side except when Dustin made him get up to eat or take a shower or hold the baby. Bryce hadn’t left the hospice facility, staying with her. For the past several days, he’d spent most of his time in bed with her.

For now, Dustin sat in a chair on Bryce’s side of the bed, the baby asleep against his chest after having taken two bottles.

Sure, he could have settled Jenny in her travel crib, which had been set up in Kira’s room ever since the day she’d arrived at the hospice facility.

He didn’t want to put her there. He didn’t want to let her tiny body out of his arms.

Who knew he’d go from not wanting to be a dad to his world revolving around the sleeping infant he couldn’t bear to let go of?

This future had been nowhere on his radar.

Right now, he knew they were close to the end. He could tell. In fact, he stood, took out his camera, and took a couple more pictures of Bryce and Kira together. He knew Bryce would want them later. Maybe Jenny would, too.

He’d taken thousands of pictures and hours of videos in the past week.

Then he gently placed the baby between them and took more pictures. Bryce laid Kira’s hand on the baby, guided the baby’s fingers around Kira’s, and Dustin had to blink back tears. More pictures.

Bryce nodded for him to take Jenny back. This time, Dustin walked around to the other side of the bed and settled in that chair, so he could reach over and lay a hand on Kira’s back, Jenny still sleeping against his chest.

Kira’s breathing seemed painfully slow and shallow now. She hadn’t opened her eyes or responded to them in two days, and they’d been assured by the staff that she wasn’t in any pain.

All it was now was a waiting game, waiting for her body to finally give up.

Go in peace, sweetheart. We have your back.

He heard Bryce’s soft, tearful whispers, knew he was once again clutching Kira’s hands in his. That she’d lived this long amazed Dustin. Then again, it had shocked Kira that she’d lived to actually see her daughter’s birth, be awake and aware for it, able to talk to her and hear her cries.

Dustin closed his eyes and deeply inhaled Jenny’s scent.

My daughter.

It even felt right thinking that, and he never could have imagined that months ago.

It surprised him even more that the reason he couldn’t let go of Jenny was because if he did, he knew he’d start crying and likely wouldn’t be able to stop any time soon. At least with her in his arms, it forced him to remain calm, to focus on her.

To be her dad.

A distraction from the impending storm of grief about to swallow all three of them whole before it spit them out on the other side of their hell.

He heard Jack Johnson softly start playing on Bryce’s phone, Banana Pancakes. Dustin tried not to think back to the first morning in the kitchen when the three of them had danced together, smiling, her surgical scar hid by a colorful scarf and a carefree smile on her face because she knew, no matter what, that her baby would be fine with them.

He wished he’d grabbed his phone that morning and filmed that, Kira’s smile, the way it reached all the way to her sweet brown eyes and lit them from within. To show to Jenny later on, so she could see her mom had made the most of her last months, that she’d been happy and at peace, and that she had loved Jenny very much.

There wasn’t a much more perfect way to end your life, no more that anyone could ask than that.

Bryce softly sang along with the music, punctuated by frequent sniffles and his voice cracking as he cried.

Banana Pancakes gave way to Better Together. Dustin started softly singing along with Bryce, the way they had with Kira. Bryce’s voice grew a little stronger, but Dustin couldn’t see his face from this angle, just Kira’s back.

Dustin looked down into Jenny’s peaceful face as he sang, singing to her as much as he sang to Bryce, for Bryce, with him.

Singing to their daughter.

Yes, Kira was her mother, but at some point—he didn’t know when—his brain had sneakily shifted and Jenny was his. His and Bryce’s. Their daughter. He didn’t care she wasn’t biologically his—she was his.

The way Bryce was his.

Never Know started playing. Dustin knew for the rest of his life he would think about this night when he listened to this music. This night, and the mornings in the kitchen, and the afternoon Jenny was born.

The first night he and Bryce made love.

All these memories and more, permanently locked into his mental gravitational orbit to hover there, around these songs.

And he was good with that.

Inaudible Melodies played, and they sang. And as they sang, Dustin felt her take a breath…

And then no more.

Bryce’s voice faded out, choked, crying. Dustin sat up and carefully watched, listening.

Kira lay still.

He leaned in and kissed her cheek, then got up, still managing not to wake Jenny. He walked over to the door and cracked it open enough he could look out. A nurse sat at the desk out front, and he caught her attention.

She nodded and quickly picked up the phone.

Dustin left the door cracked open and walked over to stand behind Bryce. Bryce sobbed now, even as he tried to sing. Dustin didn’t have the heart to turn off the music. This was for Bryce now, and Dustin would honor it, respect it, let him do what he needed to do.

The night nurse quietly walked in, her stethoscope in her hand. She offered them a kind smile and walked around to Kira’s other side, listening in several places for a while before leaving again after giving Dustin a little nod and a sad smile.

She’s gone.

 

* * * *

 

How am I supposed to do this without you?

Bryce stared at Kira’s face and willed her to come back to him even though he knew that was futile.

She’d wanted to be a mom. She’d wanted to have a family. Not only had that been taken from her, she’d been taken from him. His best friend.

This wasn’t fair. They were supposed to raise their kids together, do things together as families.

Grow old together and share everything.

Be obnoxious in the nursing home together.

If I Could started playing and the lyrics were too much for his soul to bear. Bryce fumbled for his phone and silenced the music. Then he kissed her hands, kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose.

She’d always be thirty-one.

She’d always be his best friend.

She’d always be the mother of his child.

She’d always be his biggest heartbreak.

He’d remember her as the laughing kid who never made fun of him for what he enjoyed doing. The girl who’d asked him to homecoming and prom every year in high school, because she knew he wouldn’t ask anyone else, and she didn’t want to go with anyone else.

The girl who’d sat with him in freshman orientation in college. Who’d held him when he’d cried over the breakup of his first serious relationship with a guy.

She was.

In every chapter of his life, either a costar or there, ever-present, in the background.

He knew what had to happen next. He had to force himself out of the bed and into Dustin’s arms and, somehow, go home and let the next step happen.

They would take her, cremate her, place her in the urn she’d already chosen, and call them to come pick her up when she was ready in a few days.

A few days earlier, after she’d finally slipped into a non-responsive state, Bryce had cut several snips of her hair to keep, tucked away with the hospital bracelets and sharks teeth and pictures.

Dustin had mostly shouldered the weight of Jenny’s care the past several weeks. How did he shift from the death watch to being a dad now?

He was aware Dustin had sat down again, on his side. Bryce knew he still held Jenny.

He knew if Kira could speak that she’d tell him to get up and hold their baby. To let her go now, to let her pass on.

To let things happen, the things she’d actively arranged so he wouldn’t have to.

He needed to call Steve and Kate.

He needed to call Ed, so he could file paperwork for them.

Jenny had a pediatrician appointment tomorrow. He’d put her on his insurance when she was born, his daughter.

Seeing his name on her birth certificate had sent him to the bedroom to lock the door and cry—happy tears, fortunately.

Now he could marry Dustin and he could adopt her. Ed had the paperwork. All he had to do was file it.

But first he had to get out of this bed and let her go, and he wasn’t sure he had the strength to do that.

He didn’t know how much time had passed when Dustin finally stood and nestled Jenny in her carrier.

No!

He couldn’t take his eyes from Kira’s face, the pain and deep lines finally eased.

She was finally at peace and out of pain.

He was aware of Dustin quietly moving around the room, walking over to the door, stepping out for a moment.

Returning, someone with him.

Then Dustin left again, and Bryce wasn’t sure, but he thought Dustin had carried something outside.

He returned a little while later, the jingle of car keys, and Bryce knew.

Dustin started breaking down the portable crib.

The other person, whoever they were, sat in a chair across the room, outside Bryce’s field of vision, probably a nurse or one of the hospice volunteers, someone to sit there with Jenny more than with him.

While Dustin loaded the car.

Finally, Dustin stopped going back and forth and the other person left the room, closing the door behind them.

He felt Dustin’s warmth, his presence, behind him.

“Hey, B,” he softly said. “It’s time.”

Bryce sniffled. “I don’t want to leave her alone.”

“She’s not alone, buddy. They’re waiting for us to go. They’ll take good care of her. We can’t do anything else for her.”

He shook his head.

Dustin sat on the edge of the bed, behind him, and Bryce heard the sound of an envelope opening. He knew she’d left them messages, letters.

His heart couldn’t take it.

Dustin made him look.

She’d used pink gel ink, writing in large, capital letters, taking up the whole page.

 

GO HOME, B!

I LUV U! <3

 

And a smiley face.

Sobbing, he closed his eyes and kissed her forehead one last time as Dustin helped him sit up and turn, on the edge of the bed. Dustin tucked the note back into the envelope and slipped it into Jenny’s diaper bag, a bag Kira had picked out on Amazon and bought.

Dustin finally got him standing, and Bryce swayed on his feet for a moment before he felt steady enough to stand without Dustin’s arm around his shoulders.

Then Dustin shouldered the diaper bag and picked up Jenny’s carrier.

He turned one last time and wished he hadn’t. She looked like she was sleeping, peaceful.

He wanted to climb back into the bed with her and never leave it.

Dustin draped his free arm around his shoulders and gently but firmly steered him out the door. Outside the room, one of the caseworkers stood, waiting, a clipboard in hand.

“I’m so sorry, Dustin, Bryce,” she softly said in a kind and practiced voice that made Bryce want to scream. “I need a couple of quick signatures, and then we’ll follow her plan.”

Dustin set down Jenny’s carrier and took the clipboard from her, quickly signing Bryce’s name to the forms where she indicated.

“Thank you,” Dustin told her. “We appreciate everything you’ve done and how you took care of her.”

“Of course.” Her smile widened briefly as she focused on Jenny. “She’s so beautiful. Such a sweetheart.”

“Thank you.” Dustin hugged her, and two of the nurses who’d taken care of Kira, who walked over to say good-bye.

Bryce felt…numb. He hugged and nodded but couldn’t speak. He worried he’d start screaming.

Or crying.

How could he still cry? Shouldn’t he be cried out by now?

Somehow, Dustin got him out to the car and inside it. Once they were on the way, Dustin placed a phone call, and Bryce didn’t need to be a psychic to know it was to Steve.

“Hey.” He let out a weighty sigh. “10:17. … Yeah. Okay. I’m driving us home right now. I need to get him inside and get Jenny and everything situated first. … He’s…not. I’ll talk to you later. … Yeah, you, too.” He hung up and set the phone in the center console.

Bryce laid his head against the window and stared out at the night, wondering how he was supposed to move forward now.

 

* * * *

 

She called that right.

She’d warned him weeks ago that she knew Bryce wouldn’t want to leave her. That’s why she’d left him that note to use to get him moving, knowing Bryce might not want to listen to Dustin, but at least at that moment, he probably would listen to her.

Even though she couldn’t talk anymore.

He’d kept that note in Jenny’s diaper bag, ready to show him, wishing he hadn’t needed to use it but always suspecting he would.

Now they’d have to start over, in some ways. They’d never really lived together alone. The bulk of their relationship had formed around Kira and taking care of her, the three of them together, preparing for Jenny’s arrival.

Against the odds, Jenny had come, Kira had met her…

Now it was time to figure out who they were.

When they arrived home, Dustin grabbed Jenny and waited by the passenger door until Bryce finally forced himself up and out of the car and toward the front door. Archer met them at the front door with disapproval in his eyes and a flicky tail. Every time Dustin had come home to take care of him and take care of washing clothes and swapping out clothes for Bryce, Archer had followed him, vocally crying, as if yelling at him for his daddy and his adopted mommy and new tiny human being gone.

Once he had Bryce inside, he left him alone and took Jenny down to the nursery to get her settled. He knew he needed to take care of Bryce, but first he wanted to unload the car, put stuff away, and get Steve called back.

By the time he’d accomplished item two, Bryce had made it to their bedroom and was sitting on the end of the bed and staring at his hands.

Dustin kicked off his shoes and double-checked the baby monitor before calling Steve back.

“Okay, we’re home.” He walked out to the kitchen to preset the coffeepot for in the morning.

“How’s Bryce?” Steve sounded about like Dustin felt, grated raw and ready to collapse.

“Not good.”

“Was…it quiet?”

He’d been sending him text messages, keeping him posted. Kira had been adamant that once she was unconscious, she did not want her parents seeing her.

“It was like she went from being asleep to being a deeper level of asleep. She wasn’t in any pain, didn’t feel anything. She just…went to sleep.”

Dustin could hear Kate crying in the background and it sounded like Steve wasn’t far behind her in terms of losing it. “Thank you for being there for her. For taking care of her. She told us how much she loved you, too. Said you were like a big brother to her.”

He finally let his own tears flow, knowing he couldn’t hold them back any longer. “I never had a little sister, but I loved her like one.”

“How’s Jenny?”

“Misses Grandma and Grandpa,” he tried to joke. “Can’t wait for you two to move to Florida.”

“We had an offer on the house today. But we’ve got two more people coming tomorrow to look at it, so we’re going to wait and hear what they say. It’ll be a couple of weeks then. I can’t start my new job until next month. My current job said I can keep working until then.”

“That’s good.” He jotted himself a note to log onto MLS and start searching for listings for them. Tomorrow would be paperwork day, including seeing what they’d need to file for Kira’s life insurance policy.

“I’m going to let you go. Thank you again. Hug Bryce for us, please. Love you both.”

“Love you, too.” He leaned against the counter and tried to pull himself together for Bryce. He could fall apart later.

Bryce needed him now.

Archer walked into the kitchen and rubbed against his legs, meowing. Dustin scooped him up and held him. “Sorry, buddy. She’s not coming back.”

After a few minutes, he put the cat down, blew his nose, and returned to the bedroom to find Bryce sitting exactly as he had been when he’d left him there.

Dustin got him undressed and finally coaxed him into bed. After he undressed, he crawled in with him, holding him, wishing Bryce would just let it out and cry.

There wouldn’t be a funeral. Kira had asked them not to have one. She’d given them a list of people they could notify about her death, like certain friends on her Facebook account. She’d opened a new Facebook account after leaving Shawn, blocked Shawn and his family and close friends from it, and added the few friends she knew wouldn’t give him any information about her. She’d basically abandoned her other old social media accounts.

She’d given Bryce and Dustin all the logins, though. The only reason she hadn’t closed her old accounts was because she’d had them since they were in college, and there were plenty of pictures of Bryce and her together on them. Pictures Bryce wanted to retrieve, along with the dates they were posted and any other information, so he’d have it for Jenny.

No one would be told about Jenny. That was the way Kira wanted it. She also hadn’t told anyone, other than her parents, where she’d gone when she left Dallas. Less chance of Shawn eventually finding out about Jenny that way.

They all hoped he’d be lazy enough not to look farther into her death once he eventually heard confirmation of it.

But a funeral, as far as she was concerned, was too risky, too much of a chance of someone finding out about Jenny.

Dustin was almost asleep when he heard Bryce speak.

“D?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. I love you.”

In the dark, Dustin found Bryce’s lips and kissed him. “Love you, too, Master.”

Bryce finally went to sleep, and only then did Dustin relax again and let himself slide into darkness. 


Chapter Thirty

 

Bryce lay awake the next morning, alone in bed. He’d almost bolted out of it, worried that he wasn’t at the hospice—

When it hit him.

He could smell coffee and hear Dustin talking to Jenny, or maybe to Archer, he wasn’t sure which.

He didn’t bother putting his glasses on. He used the bathroom and pulled on a robe and stumbled out into the kitchen.

Dustin had Jenny in his arms, feeding her a bottle. What he hadn’t heard from the bedroom was the sound of Jack Johnson playing from his phone, turned down low, Dustin singing Banana Pancakes to her, tears rolling from his eyes as he slowly shuffled around the kitchen with her. Archer sat with his tail tucked around his body, watching him from the far end of the kitchen.

Except for the tears it would have been funny.

He started singing with him, walking over to join them, wrapping his arms around both of them and staring into his guy’s eyes.

The man he was going to spend the rest of his life with.

The man he loved with all his heart.

The man who’d done what no one should ever be asked to do, who by all rights Bryce wouldn’t have blamed if he’d walked away.

The song ended and Dustin leaned in, resting his forehead against Bryce’s. “Morning, Papi.”

He managed a laugh. “Morning, Daddy.” He kissed him and then reached over to turn off the music. “What’s on the agenda for today?”

“I’ll call Ed and Kimbra and everyone.” He handed Jenny to him. “I think she’d like to spend some time with you.” He kissed Bryce again and turned to make his coffee for him.

Her eyes were open, and she stared up at him with her sweet brown eyes.

“Hey, sweetheart.” Wasn’t this when he was supposed to be sobbing his heart out? But all he could do was stare at this perfect, precious miracle.

Dustin walked into the living room and turned on the TV there, to the morning news.

Life would…get back to normal.

Not today.

Today, he wanted to hold their daughter and rest in Dustin’s arms and not think about the world at large. They needed to get through this next period and then life could…resume.

Three weeks.

That was how long Kira planned for after. To handle paperwork. To get the death certificate back so they could get married. To have the wedding. Quiet time alone to grieve. Then, they’d both go back to work.

They’d raise Jenny.

They’d figure out the rest of their lives.

I still need to find him a collar.

Because maybe they were dads and were going to be married, but he didn’t want to lose sight of what brought them together.

Dustin was his. Especially after all they’d gone through. He wanted to make sure his boy knew how damn much he loved him.

 

* * * *

 

The next week, with Kira’s death certificate in hand, Bryce and Dustin headed to the county courthouse. It was the same clerk who’d helped them before, and she eyed the paperwork—her side-eye activated when she reached the dates on the marriage certificate for Bryce and Kira, which they’d brought as well.

Bryce looked…lost.

Dustin stepped in. “She was his best friend, and she wanted to make sure her baby had a father when she was born and would be taken care of. This was the plan, the way she wanted it. Please don’t hassle us. We’re grieving enough as it is.”

Her expression softened. “I’m sorry.”

Twenty minutes later, they had the paperwork and were heading back to the car.

They were going to hold the wedding at Lara and Brad’s house that Saturday night. Not a large crowd, and everyone there—except the baby—was kinky.

Bryce wanted to hold the collaring and the wedding at the same time. Loren had already agreed to perform both services for them.

Dustin wanted whatever Bryce wanted, but he wasn’t sure how he’d get through either of them without sobbing a swimming pool’s worth of tears.

They’d also wanted to keep things quiet and low-key. If either set of parents tried to guilt-trip them about the way they’d held their wedding and leaving them out of it, they’d simply say after Kira died they didn’t feel like celebrating and wanted to elope so they could start Dustin’s adoption proceedings as quickly as possible for Jenny’s sake.

Which was the truth.

Maybe for their one-year anniversary they’d have a recommitment ceremony or something, but for now it was them and their friends from the Suncoast Society and elsewhere who they knew were kinky, and who knew everything about them.

And Jenny.

And she was too young to understand anything anyway.

It was early evening, and Lara and Brad had put out citronella torches. Everyone gathered in their backyard and they quieted when Loren called for attention.

“We’ve got a twofer tonight,” she said with a smile.

Bryce currently held Jenny. They’d garbed her in a pretty pink dress and matching headband Kira had bought for her months ago and earmarked for tonight. Dustin was glad it was a little large on her, because she’d be able to wear it longer that way.

And they’d get plenty of pictures of her in everything Kira had hand-picked for her.

Right now, she was asleep on Bryce’s shoulder, her mouth open just a little, and fortunately Dustin had thought to give Bryce a burp pad to protect his shirt from drool.

Everyone was keeping their voices down, not wanting to wake her.

It was…

It was perfect.

Knowing Kira had picked their rings out for them made it a little more perfect. They’d forever have a reminder of her love.

Dustin didn’t know whose idea it was to scatter plentiful boxes of tissues around the folding tables where they’d be eating, but he thanked them as he dabbed at his eyes.

They stood in front of Loren, facing each other. Kimbra was standing up for Bryce as his best man, while he’d asked Lara to stand up as his.

“These two men,” Loren started, “met through mutual friends and have been together ever since. A little magic in a world that struggles to strip it from us. Tonight they wish to share their vows to each other in front of the friends they know will understand what they’ve been through and what it took them to get to this point. Bryce?”

Dustin’s vision blurred as he blinked away more tears. Bryce had left his glasses on the table, knowing he’d be crying anyway and not wanting them in his way.

Bryce stared up at him. “I never thought having my heart broken would also mean I’d find the meaning of true love at the same time. I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, and then my world crumbled. When I found out about Kira, you could have easily said no way and walked away. I wouldn’t have blamed you. No one would have.

“But you didn’t. Not only…” He choked up, making Dustin sniffle too. “Not only did you step up, you showed me you are the kind of man I wish I was. I don’t know if I said it enough to you the past few months, but I could not have made it through this without you. Because even though my heart is broken, you showed me how to put it back together again. You held the pieces in place with your love, and you gave me hope. We became fathers together. We’re finally starting our life together. We’ve been through sickness and health, we’ve been through the darkest valleys. We’re finally able to breathe and I love you even more now than I did when I first realized I wanted to spend my life with you so many months ago. Forever, that’s what I want, because I can’t have asked for a better man than you. And that’s what I promise you—forever.”

Oh, gawd, he was going to cry even harder. Dustin wiped his eyes and struggled to remember what he’d written.

“Kira warned me that loving you is like being pulled into orbit. I’d kind of thought that even before, but it’s true. I never wanted kids, never saw myself as a father. But I loved you and trusted you and knew there was no way I could let you walk out of my life. That if I did, I’d hate myself forever. So I loved you. I trusted you. And you showed me not only am I a pretty okay dad, but I love being a dad.” Bryce’s teary smile lifted Dustin’s heart.

“I never would have known how much a part of my soul was incomplete until I met you. My only regret is I didn’t meet you and Kira sooner. That I didn’t get to share more of my life with her as my friend. And that Jenny will never get to know her the way you and I did. Because of her, I learned things about myself that I never knew, learned how strong I was, and learned how much I need you in my life. We’re a family, and we’re dads, and I promise as long as there’s breath in my body, I’ll always be there with you.”

Loren looked pretty teary, too. “Bryce, the ring.”

Kimbra handed it to him, and he slid it onto Dustin’s left hand.

“Do you, Bryce, take Dustin to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.”

“Repeat after me,” Loren said. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

“With this ring, I thee wed.”

Dustin had to blink back more tears.

She had Dustin repeat everything after sliding the ring onto Bryce’s hand. Then they held hands, Bryce being careful not to jostle the baby.

“By the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I now pronounce you husband and husband.”

Bryce kissed him, and for a sweet moment in time Dustin knew true perfection.

“We’re not done yet, folks,” Loren joked. “Hang on.”

They handed the baby off to Auntie Kimbra for the next part.

 

* * * *

 

Bryce pointed at the ground in front of him, and Dustin knelt without hesitation. He rested his left hand on Dustin’s head, stroking his hair, trying to settle his thoughts.

He hadn’t written anything specifically for this part, knowing he’d be doing good to remember his wedding vows.

“I know you said it didn’t matter to you, but it matters to me,” Bryce started. “You stood by me and loved me and humbled me with your service.” He choked back tears. “You didn’t need a collar to love and serve me. You asked only for my love and faith, and you have every bit of that. You called me Master without me asking that of you. You offered yourself to me without anything asked in return except that I didn’t break that trust. You’ve given me your heart and wear my ring. I stand before everyone here tonight and ask if you’ll please officially take my collar, not just my name. If you’ll do me the honor of letting me claim you as not just my husband, but my slave.”

“Yes, Master.” Dustin smiled up at him. “I would be honored to wear your collar.”

Bryce had purchased the stainless steel chainmail bracelet from Rebecca not long before Jenny was born, knowing he wouldn’t have the time or the heart to try to find one later, not in time for tonight.

Kira had loved it when he showed her.

He fastened it around Dustin’s right wrist, kissing the inside of his wrist before helping him stand and pulling him in for a long, sweet kiss that drew soft applause from the attendees.

Kimbra had insisted they have at least one dance, followed by music for them to eat barbecue by, not to mention the Publix sheet cake they’d ordered as their wedding cake.

Dustin took Jenny from Kimbra, because he wanted her to join them.

Bryce had let Dustin pick the music, and when Brad started the playlist for them, tears filled Bryce’s eyes as Banana Pancakes played.

Dustin shrugged, an adorable smile on his face. “It’s kinda our song now, you know?”

“Yeah.”

They danced, slowly, Jenny in Dustin’s arms, asleep on his shoulder, his other arm around Bryce.

Perfection.

He wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Love you, Mr. Butler,” Bryce whispered, smiling. Dustin had volunteered that he wanted to change his last name.

He wanted to have Bryce and Jenny’s last name.

Dustin’s sweet smile soothed Bryce’s aching heart. “Love you, too, Papi.” 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Bryce had driven them to Lara’s. After dinner and cake, they headed home. It was a little after nine when they returned, and Jenny slept through the car ride, changing her upon their return home, and putting her to bed.

The men stood next to her crib, Dustin standing behind Bryce and with his arms around him, his head resting on Bryce’s shoulder.

Bryce laced fingers with him and felt their wedding bands rubbing against each other.

“Love you, Papi,” Dustin whispered.

Bryce squeezed Dustin’s hands. “Love you, too, Daddy.”

Dustin snorted, and Bryce tipped his head back. “I meant that in the non-kink way.”

“I know. Still taking me a little time to get used to it.”

“But you’re getting used to it?”

He sighed. “Yeah.” He nuzzled the side of Bryce’s face. “I am.” He pressed his lips against Bryce’s ear and breathed, “Master.”

Bryce hadn’t been sure how in the mood either of them would be, but at that his cock stirred, and he could feel Dustin’s pressing against his ass through their shorts. “Mmm. Let’s take this to our room.”

They made sure the baby monitor was on and closed the door behind them, as well as their bedroom door. Bryce removed his glasses and set them on the dresser when Dustin stepped behind him and started grinding against his ass.

Bryce smiled as he ground back, bracing himself against the dresser so he didn’t get driven into it face-first. “Someone’s eager.”

“Damn right. I want to fuck my husband.”

Bryce turned and shoved Dustin back, onto the bed, landing on him and pinning his hands over his head. Lacing fingers with him, he squeezed, smiling. “You do, hmm?”

“Yes, Master.” He wore a playful smile.

Bryce’s cock throbbed. “You know what that fucking does to me.”

Dustin’s smile widened. “Maaaaaster.”

Bryce released his hands. He sat up and stripped off his shirt, then started helping Dustin remove his. Dustin flipped them over, on top, kissing his way down Bryce’s neck to his chest, teasing him, sucking on his nipples as he ground his hips against Bryce’s.

“Need to get you a good set of cuffs and collar,” Bryce gasped through his need. “Find something nice for you, boy.” He fisted Dustin’s hair and started pushing him lower. “Come home at lunchtime on your days off and fuck you senseless.”

Dustin’s head popped up, questions in his eyes. “Huh? What’s that have to do with cuffs and a collar.”

“You can wear them.”

“Uh, what about the baby?”

“Grandma. Or Auntie Kimbra. That cock ain’t gonna suck itself, boy.”

Dustin grinned and went down on him, his gaze never leaving Bryce’s. Bryce drew in a sharp breath as Dustin’s tongue circled the ridge around the head, played with his slit, teasing him. “That’s it, boy. Get me even more worked up so I can grind that nut out in your ass.”

He licked his way down to Bryce’s balls, taking his time and playing with them, sucking one, then the other into his mouth. Meanwhile, he slowly jacked Bryce’s cock with his hand, that perfect way he loved, his fingers circled around the head.

Bryce wasn’t sure he could hold out long enough to fuck him at this rate. Dustin was so damned good with his mouth, and it’d been a while for both of them.

He finally pulled Dustin off his cock and flipped him over, onto his side, facing away from Bryce. Something a little different tonight. Bryce grabbed the lube and once Dustin realized what he wanted, he held his leg up, giving Bryce room to get him prepped and easily slide his cock deep inside him.

Raw tonight, because he wanted to mark his boy.

He reached around Dustin and grabbed his cock, slowly stroking him as he thrust his own cock into Dustin’s ass. “Kiss me.”

Dustin tipped his head back, softly moaning as Bryce explored and teased, losing himself in his husband.

This. Man.

So sweet and fine and all his.

He wanted to make love to him tonight, remind him of the basics, of them, of their hearts. The kink was fun, sure, and something they both needed, but they needed this, too.

Without this honest passion, the undiluted trust, the unfiltered desire between them, nothing else could have happened.

This was them at their best.

This was them forever.

They found their slow, sweet rhythm, Dustin rocking back into every thrust as Bryce took his time. He didn’t want to rush tonight.

Tonight was for them, for their life together, the true start they’d been denied by grief and circumstances.

“Forever,” Bryce whispered, kissing up to his ear, down to his chin. He deeply inhaled, Dustin’s deodorant and shampoo and the fainter scent of the shaving cream he’d used earlier that afternoon while he was getting ready. Their sweat and their sex and every bit of them mixed together, impossible to tell where one started and the other ended.

“Forever.” Dustin sucked on his lip, playful, Bryce responding by squeezing his cock and making him groan. “Fucking sadist.” He smiled.

Bryce thrust hard, earning another groan. “That’s right. I am.”

 

* * * *

 

Dustin would do anything for this man. He didn’t know how or why they’d found each other, but gave thanks for it.

Even with the tears and loss, he wouldn’t trade a minute of it. It was all of who they were. It made them, broke them, and reshaped them into something still perfect.

Something them.

Bryce stroked Dustin’s cock harder, firmer. “I’m close,” Bryce said. “Come with me. Want to feel your ass squeezing me.”

Dustin rocked himself back and forth, between Bryce’s hand and cock, working it. He was close, too, and while he’d love a marathon fuck tonight, he knew neither of them had the energy. Jenny had awakened them at four a.m., and neither of them had gotten back to sleep or had a nap.

The warmth of Bryce’s body along his back, his breath in Dustin’s ear, the feel of his chin against the back of Dustin’s head—every bit of it rolled into one sweet ball of pleasure that expanded at the base of his spine and flowed through him.

“Yeah, baby,” Bryce gasped. “Love how your cock gets hard like that.”

That was all it took. Dustin’s cock erupted, Bryce catching up and finishing with him, both of them falling still wrapped around each other.

On the baby monitor, they heard Jenny fuss a little, and they both froze, waiting to see if she would settle again, or if this was her waking up for a bottle.

Bryce snickered after a moment. “Dude, we’re holding our breath.”

Dustin realized he was right and laughed with him.

False alarm. She didn’t make another noise, so they finally got up and cleaned up before returning to bed.

Naked, they snuggled, Dustin splayed across Bryce. They kept robes next to the bedroom door so they could at least be naked in their bedroom. In a very short time, they knew they wouldn’t even have that luxury, so they enjoyed it while they could.

Bryce played with Dustin’s hair. “I think it’s ironic you said you used to have bears and leather Daddies all over you. Now you are a Daddy.”

Dustin yanked one of Bryce’s chest hairs, making Bryce snicker. “Not funny. I’m your boy, Master.”

Bryce’s hand cupped his, and he brought it to his lips and kissed it. “I wonder if Lara will let us bury the bodies of the boys we kill who try to date her on their property?”

“She’s not allowed to date until she’s thirty,” Dustin groused. “Even then, maybe not.”

Bryce snorted. “I have a feeling she’s going to friendly up to Auntie Kimbra for help convincing us not to be annoyingly protective dads.”

“I don’t care. You’re my Master, but that doesn’t mean I won’t go to war over our baby. She’s always going to be our little girl.” He almost choked up at the end, thinking about Kira.

Bryce kissed his temple. “Yeah, she is.”

 

* * * *

 

This was going to be their last week before getting back to work. Jenny had a pediatrician’s appointment that morning. To Dustin’s relief, he pronounced she looked perfect, was gaining weight on schedule, and he had no concerns.

After, they took her out to the beach. It was a Wednesday, so not many people there, except some retirees and tourists. It was a beautiful, sunny day, not too hot, with a sweet breeze blowing in off the Gulf.

Dustin carried her as Bryce walked along and searched for shark’s teeth. She was awake, and as he showed her his finds, she watched him, then was distracted by the water.

He knew this would be another future catharsis for Bryce, to bring her to the beach and show her how to look for them with him, filling a new memory jar with their finds.

Building sandcastles with her.

Already, she’d outgrown one of the outfits Kira had bought for her. Dustin had cried when he realized that, the memory of Kira opening the Amazon package and smiling over it still fresh in his mind.

So many things still fresh in his mind about her.

The friend he lost too soon.

In some ways, he knew, Kira had her own gravity. She’d certainly pulled him into orbit around her. Maybe she’d been wrong about Bryce’s gravity. Maybe they’d always orbited around her, even though she hadn’t realized it at the time.

And now—Jenny.

Bryce straightened to show her another tooth and their gazes met. Dustin leaned in to kiss him. “Love you, Papi.”

He smiled. “Love you, Daddy.”

They turned and nuzzled noses with Jenny. Their perfection.

Their miracle.

Theirs. 


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Dustin stared at the sealed envelope in his hand. The open date on this envelope was two years after her death. He could tell from the ragged look of Kira’s script that it had been written in her later days, probably not long before she couldn’t even hold a pen, during the last couple of weeks before Jenny was born. She’d not only left letters, for him, for Bryce, and for Jenny, but videos for them, too, taken with her phone and on her laptop.

Most heartbreaking, she’d recorded herself singing songs, like Banana Pancakes, lullabies, and others.

Happy Birthday. Silent Night.

She’d made Dustin promise they wouldn’t watch them until after she’d died, and it broke their hearts all over again, reducing both men to sobbing husks by the time they made it through all of them.

A few of the videos she’d actually recorded more as journals, right after finding out. Maybe she hadn’t known what to do with them later. But once Dustin had shared Seth’s story about Kaden, she’d done it with a purpose, although not to the extent Kaden had done.

Glancing up, he watched Bryce and Jenny outside in their backyard. She was dressed only in a diaper and sat next to him, helping him pull weeds in the flowerbed next to the fence.

By that, it meant she was grabbing at the weeds and basically stripping the leaves off them, which made Bryce smile nonstop.

He knew Bryce was struggling today and, unlike the one-year anniversary, Bryce had made no mention of what today was despite them starting the morning with him crying in Dustin’s arms and taking the day off from work.

Dustin had, too. Taken the day off. He’d arranged it months in advance, knowing Bryce would need him.

He carefully slid his finger under the flap and eased it open. He tried not to destroy them when he opened them, wanting to be respectful of them and Kira’s memory.

 

Hey, big guy!

I told you so, didn’t I? I knew there was no way in hell you could ever walk away from him, or her. (I’m guessing they didn’t goof and she was a her? LOL)

Maybe you didn’t have confidence in yourself in the beginning, but I had confidence in you. Your doubts weren’t the only thing I could see in you. I could see it in your eyes how much you loved him. No one had ever looked at B the way you looked at him. And he’d never looked at anyone the way he looked at you.

God, it’s hard to write this stuff in past-tense but it feels weirder trying to think of it happening now as I write about it.

He’s a special guy, and I knew only a special guy was worthy of him. You’re a great dad. I know you are, because I can see it in you even before she’s here. How you take care of B, and me. You just needed B’s faith to infect you like it does with everything he touches, in good ways. He makes his own gravity, I told you that. He always has. Once he loves you completely, it’s impossible to escape his orbit.

Like anyone who gets to know him the way you have would want to escape him. I sure didn’t. My problem was I could never find a straight guy as great as him. He’d spoiled me.

Thank you, big guy. I don’t know when it happened, or how long it took, but I’m sure it was hard and ugly and painful for him, and you, and I’m sorry I can’t be there to dance in the kitchen and sing off-key and all the fun things the three of us never got to do as friends. I would have loved watching you back B up screening her future boyfriends for me.

If it’s possible, I’m watching you and smiling at you and holding all three of you.

Keep making those banana pancakes, big guy. Keep dancing. Keep singing.

Keep living.

Luv U <3,

K.

 

The words blurred on the page as his tears hit, hard and heavy. It’d been a while since he’d cried like this, but he took the letter into their bedroom and tucked it away in his dresser with the others she’d left for him that he’d already read, before locking himself in their bathroom and letting it out.

He’d found keeping it in was worse. Harder.

Much harder.

And he needed to pull himself together. If Bryce saw him crying, no way in hell would he be able to hold it back, and he’d spent enough time crying already.

Later today, they were having dinner over at Steve and Kate’s condo and taking Jenny swimming in their complex’s pool. Eric and Tina were coming down for a visit this weekend. His own parents had stopped by last weekend and spent Sunday afternoon and evening with them, taking the three of them out to dinner before they headed home.

Spoiling their granddaughter rotten.

No one was mentioning the date, though, the anniversary.

Especially around Bryce.

Dustin had asked them not to.

Bryce knew what day it was. The last thing he needed was being reminded of it by well-meaning people.

It was time to move forward. Even Bryce admitted that.

That’s why today was spent focusing on Jenny.

Dustin wasn’t a religious person, but part of him hoped there was reincarnation or something so Kira’s spirit could live once again in more than their memories and the letters and videos.

She deserved that, another chance.

Especially since she’d given Dustin a life he’d never imagined, one far better than even his wildest dreams.

 

* * * *

 

Dustin was in the kitchen and getting their lunch ready, while trying not to trip over Archer twining between his legs, when he heard the sliders to the back porch open.

“Daddy! We pulled weeds!”

He turned just in time to scoop the filthy, grinning toddler into the air, making her squeal with delight.

“I can see that. Did you have fun helping Papi in the backyard?”

“Yeah!”

Papi wore a smile. “I’ll go get her cleaned up.” He walked over and gave Dustin a kiss before taking her from him.

She was definitely a Daddy’s girl, in many ways. Dustin never dreamed that among his life skills he’d one day be listing “styling hair,” but he’d learned how to tame her curly locks so she didn’t get tangles and snarls.

Even more surprising to him?

He loved the hell out of doing it for her. He could see he’d be the one learning how to paint nails and apply makeup, while Bryce would be teaching her how to check the oil in her car and change a tire.

He had lunch ready for them when Jenny came streaking out from the hallway, giggling up a storm. She wore an adorable pink sundress and as she ducked behind Dustin, he heard Bryce booming in the hall.

“Where’s that sneaky princess?”

More giggling, even as she held on to Dustin’s legs and sat down, peeking between them.

“What princess?” Dustin said. “I don’t see a princess.”

Bryce appeared in the kitchen doorway. Now shirtless and without his glasses, he stopped and scratched his head as he looked around. “I could have sworn a wiggly little princess ran in here.”

“Nope.” Dustin shook his head. “No princesses in here.”

More giggles.

“Are you sure you haven’t seen any princesses?”

“Not today, no.” It took him and Bryce everything not to break into laughter as their gazes met and Bryce winked.

“Hmm. Okay. I guess I’ll have to go look in the living room.” He headed out again.

Jenny pulled herself to her feet, ripping out a few hairs from Dustin’s legs as she did, and peeked around him. Then she streaked out the other doorway, back toward the hall.

This game always ended the same way, with Bryce waiting to ambush her as she emerged from the kitchen, sweeping her up into the air before blowing a big, wet raspberry against her cheek and making her squeal with laughter.

After lunch, they put her down for her nap, and with a full stomach and a morning’s worth of physical labor, it didn’t take long for her to crash into a deep sleep.

They turned on the baby monitor and locked themselves into the bathroom for their shower. Dustin was more than willing to be coaxed to join Bryce.

These were good days. Very good days. Sweet, long days Dustin never imagined he’d have in his life.

Certainly never the way he’d dreamed his life would play out.

It was even better.

Dustin scrubbed Bryce’s back for him, wrapping his arms around him from behind and holding him pulled tightly against his chest. He didn’t have to look to see Bryce’s eyes were closed, because Bryce had tipped his head back against Dustin.

They’d spent countless hours like this since Kira’s passing. When Bryce was ready to move, he would lift his head again.

Bryce needed the comfort, and Dustin was happy to be that anchor for him.

Eventually, Bryce straightened and turned in Dustin’s arms, kissing him. “Love you, Daddy.” From the first time Jenny had said Daddy, it was forever seared on his heart. It no longer held any connotations for either of them except regarding their daughter.

Dustin smiled. “Love you, Papi.”

 

* * * *

 

Bryce knew he had another note from Kira to read today, but he wanted to wait until tonight, after Jenny was asleep and they were home and he could lie in the solid comfort of Dustin’s arms in their bed and slowly absorb it.

He couldn’t imagine a more perfect man to share his life or raise their daughter together.

Sometimes, he felt guilty that they did have this perfection. A great guy, good jobs, a beautiful daughter, and loving family and friends to support them.

At the cost of Kira’s life, not that he could have done anything to change those events or the course of Fate, and not that he was at fault in any way over what had happened.

He knew Kira’s belief had been that at least one good thing would happen from her death. And it had—Jenny.

Focusing on his grief wasn’t his default mode. He had Jenny and Dustin and work—in that order—and he knew Dustin’s priorities were the same.

Today, however, was harder than most days. The anniversaries always were, even though Seth assured them it would get easier. It’d never be “easy”—losing someone you loved never was. But a familiarity would set in and coping would come more naturally, until one day you looked back and saw the journey.

He wasn’t there yet, but had finally reached the apex of his pain and knew he was past it, on the other side, slowly leaving the worst behind him.

The only way he made it there was because of Dustin’s love and support, and he’d be an idiot not to understand that.

Of course he did. They were a team. Beyond the Master and slave, beyond husbands, beyond love.

Dustin had walked every step of the way with Bryce when a lesser man might have told him good-bye and walked away.

He had no doubts about Dustin’s love and loyalty to him or their daughter.

 

* * * *

 

“I think we wore her out.” Kate smiled as she watched Jenny, who was currently dressed only in a diaper and crashed face-first on Steve and Kate’s couch, mouth open as she softly snored.

“Amen,” Bryce said. “She’s like the Energizer bunny.”

“She’ll keep you young,” Steve said, smiling at Dustin. “You’ll have no choice but try to keep up with her.”

Dustin hooked his thumb toward Bryce. “Heck, keeping up with this guy keeps me young.” He dropped Bryce a wink that threatened to harden his cock right there.

With Steve and Kate’s move to Florida came cutbacks and downsizing. They’d sold their house in Oklahoma and fortunately made enough they could buy a condo and still have money left over where Kate could move to working part-time. Plus Bryce gave them half of Kira’s life insurance payout, after discussing it with Dustin. The other half he and Dustin put into a savings account to go toward Jenny’s college education, if she decided that was what she wanted to do.

This way, Kate could be a grandma and watch Jenny for them several days a week. Dustin and Bryce had a Google calendar they shared with her, where they immediately listed any times they had to be in the office—or in court, in Bryce’s case—and needed her. With Dustin now on a fixed schedule of Wednesdays and Thursdays off, it made it easier to juggle around that. Sometimes, Bryce took Jenny to work with him, and then he rarely saw her as everyone in the office wanted a chance to spend time with her. Occasionally, Lara would take her for the day when she had a weekday off and schedules wouldn’t work out any other way.

Bryce didn’t care, because they were all good problems to have.

He had cut back his workload at the practice, though. He didn’t take cases just to fill his time anymore. He still did pro bono work, but only one case at a time now, instead of trying to fix the world by himself.

By the time the men got home, put Jenny to bed, and got another shower to rinse off the smell of pool water, Bryce felt exhausted.

Hopefully it meant he’d be sleeping well tonight.

He retrieved the letter and, once he lay little-spooned against Dustin, he carefully opened the envelope and unfolded the letter.

 

Hey, B,

You’re an amazing man, you know that? Bae shows up on your doorstep with the world’s craziest plan, and not only are you in, you are in without hesitation.

And I love you so damn much for that.

Hope I’m not wrong that the big guy and you are still happy and together and being AMAZEBALLS dads.

Just know that I love you. I always have, and I always will. I don’t think I ever stopped being in love with you. Once I was pulled into orbit by your gravity, I didn’t want to leave, even knowing I’d never have you like that. I was happy to be your bestie, and you to be mine. You are the world’s best bestie.

Please don’t forget to have fun. Don’t forget HOW to have fun. Don’t forget it’s not the destination, it’s the journey. Isn’t that what you always told me?

Never forget how much I love you and Dustin. Don’t cry because I’m not there. Please try to reach a place where thoughts of me and things we did make you smile and remember how important living truthfully is.

As I write this, I watch the way he watches you and I know how much he loves you, and how much you love him. Never lose that feeling. Never forget to take time for the two of you.

Luv U <3,

K.

 

Not crying wasn’t going to happen tonight. His hand trembled as he held the note, Dustin reaching over and steadying Bryce’s hand by wrapping his own around him. He nuzzled Bryce’s temple.

“I was so scared,” Dustin whispered. “I thought maybe I should hang around until after, let you get settled and stable, then leave. How was I going to be a dad? I’d be a sucky dad.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Well, you proposed right before Jenny was born, for starters. Then when I cut the cord…I knew she was ours. And I knew you were the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with. And I trusted you to get me through whatever we had to get through, that if you had faith in me, maybe I should have more faith in myself.

“And she saw it. She watched us together and saw every bit of it and she and I talked about it. She had faith in you, and in me. But mostly in you.”

“How do you feel now?”

He let out the soft, gentle laugh Bryce loved. “I can’t imagine life without you and Jenny. I don’t want to.”

“No doubts?”

“Millions. Not about you or her or this, though. Kate and Steve told me it’s normal to feel terrified being a parent.”

“No regrets?”

His lips feathered along Bryce’s ear. “Only that I didn’t get to know her longer. And that she won’t be here to see Jenny grow up. Or that Jenny won’t get to know her as a person, she’ll only have photos and video and the stories we all tell her.”

Bryce carefully folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope before rolling to face Dustin, tucking his head against his chest while Dustin wrapped his arms around him and held him.

Comforted him.

Loved him.

Life was as perfect as it could be without Kira there with them.

But he had Dustin and Jenny and, for the first time in his life, he knew what true contentment felt like.

 

 

THE END
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