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Suncoast Society
Blue Motel Room
You do not sleep with your best friend’s girlfriend. Especially not when you’re both extremely drunk on mead…and gay. Ron hoped the night with Eve was nothing more than a figment of his imagination that will never return to haunt him, or harm his friendship with Kimbra.
Except Kimbra also had a regretful drunken interlude she hoped would never see the light of day.
Enter the adorable Dr. Ivan Mercado, who carefully conceals deeply tragic personal truths. The young and talented surgeon leads a secret double life to deal with his darkest pain and has never let anyone inside his armor before. Until he meets Ron, and the Viking Dom easily peels away Ivan’s shell without even trying.
But actions have consequences—ones that can last a lifetime. Will the worst mistake of Ron’s life turn out to be the best thing that ever happened to him? Or will it destroy both men’s lives and crush their hearts forever?
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Chapter One
 
Late Thursday afternoon, and Kimbra was working on one hell of a tension headache. She was the last one in the office and knew she should head home…but home was feeling awfully empty as of late.
Mostly because she knew there was little to no chance of having any company tonight, or this weekend, either. She and Eve were currently in an “off again” phase of their relationship. Not really officially “off,” but on the down-low in a way that double agents living in deep cover would find envious. After a couple of years of this, it was starting to…wear a little thin on Kimbra.
It was a predictable cycle. When Eve got like this, Kimbra always gave her plenty of room, no pressure to step things up a notch, going at Eve’s speed. Just when Kimbra would start to get her hopes up that Eve might finally decide that this time she was going to take that extra step forward—
That’s when Eve would scurry deep inside her closet again.
Hell, Eve still hadn’t come out to her brother—who was gay. Or to her parents—who’d whole-heartedly accepted Ev and his husband, Wylie.
The only people who knew about them dating were Kimbra’s own kinky ex-husband, Walt, one of Kimbra’s co-workers—who was also kinky—and a few of their kinky friends. Most of those assuming they were nothing but best friends.
Including Eve’s kinky brother, Ev.
Kimbra tossed her pen onto her desk and sat back, rubbing at her eyes.
They weren’t exactly exclusive, yet neither of them were seeing anyone else at the moment. They actually had permissions set in place they could date or even sleep with others, as long as they were safe and notified the other about it. Neither of them had slept with anyone else.
Why am I not pushing her harder for a commitment? Or at least a resolution?
In many ways, their relationship was perfect. They were both independent, they were both lawyers, both made decent livings, and they were both orbiting close enough to the kinky world to be slightly influenced by it, but not needing to be full-on gimp-suited all the time.
Kimbra’s phone buzzed with a text and she was simultaneously delighted and disappointed to discover it was from her best friend, Ron.
 
Hitting the Toucan this Saturday. All night. Wynn & Meri out. Need wingman. Y’in?
 
She’d met him several years ago first through her father—because Ron worked for him as an electrician—but then their paths also crossed when Ron and his sister started attending munches a couple of months ago. Gay, and he was a sweetheart she enjoyed spending time with as friends. Besides Walt, she’d definitely call Ron her best friend.
She didn’t have to reply immediately, even though she already expected what Eve’s answer would be. Instead, Kimbra swiped open her ongoing text thread with Eve and texted her.
 
Do we have plans this weekend?
 
She hadn’t even set her phone down before Eve replied.
 
I’m swamped with a case. Need to put in extra hours. If you have plans, go ahead. I’m good. No worries.
 
Kimbra stared at the screen for a long moment, struggling against the urge to throw her phone across the room.
It wasn’t worth getting angry, though. One of the things she’d loved about this whole situation early on was not having someone clingy hanging off her. Not having someone needing to have her there with them, all the time. Even better, Eve was also an attorney, although she practiced corporate law, not criminal. That meant she got it when Kimbra was hung up with a case, or needed to burn the midnight oil researching.
That approach had kinda backfired on Kimbra, though, the pendulum swinging too far in the other direction from not-smothering to non-existent physical contact.
She finally decided on a reply that wouldn’t sound bitchy or passive-aggressive.
 
Okay, thanks. Good luck with your case, boo.
 
Kimbra was about to set her phone down when it vibrated again.
 
Have fun, ;)
 
Kimbra leaned back in her chair. So many fucking ways to interpret that, but she’d do what she always did with Eve and take it at face value.
 
Thanks.
 
This time, her phone made it to her desk.
Except she picked it up again, immediately swiped into Ron’s message, and replied.
 
You’re on. Time/ride?
 
* * * *
 
Eve tucked her phone into the pocket of her blazer and tried to pretend she hadn’t been ignoring every damn thing opposing counsel had said during the past few minutes. She wasn’t lead on this negotiation, at least, so she didn’t have to be paying attention.
She should be, but…
Get your mind back into the game, Cannon.
She hadn’t seen Kimbra in a couple of days and hated the way she felt turning her down for the weekend.
Eve was under no illusions that Kimbra had basically been asking if they were going to get together, or if she should make other plans.
A slight bit of guilt knowing that Kimbra had likely been offered viable plans by someone else, and she’d been indirectly asking if they were going to get together…or if she could accept whatever offer whoever else had offered her.
A slightly thicker twinge of jealousy wove itself through that complex tapestry, too.
That compounded Eve’s guilt and self-loathing, that she’d indirectly shut Kimbra down.
Especially with a lie.
The truth was, Eve had a dirty secret planned for her weekend—she would binge-watch Hallmark movies awaiting her on her DVR, catch up with her laundry…and re-evaluate her life choices.
Including how unfair she was being to Kimbra.
Two hours later, she had take-out sushi spread across her coffee table and had shed her pantsuit for Flintstone leggings and an old T-shirt.
Sure, nearly every ounce of common sense she had in her head told her the rational thing would be to come out to her family, publicly acknowledge her feelings for Kimbra, and…
Then what?
It would also mean acknowledging a certain…finality to her life. She wasn’t interested in dating around or…
Sigh.
Ever since high school, when she realized being bisexual was a thing, she wasn’t ready to close off any of her options. She liked guys, she liked girls.
Not all guys, and not all girls.
Never before had she ever felt an attraction to someone strong enough to make her want to…decide.
On that one person.
Until Kimbra.
Eve wasn’t poly, so that wasn’t the problem. She only wanted to be with one person.
Then there was the question of kids. She’d yet to decide on that, either.
It wasn’t a question of how to have them, duh. If she was with a woman, medical intervention. That was straightforward. IVF, or if she couldn’t conceive, adoption.
Kimbra didn’t want kids, though.
And Eve…well, she thought maybe she did.
While Eve knew herself to be a relatively damn good corporate attorney, she was shit at deciding things for herself in her personal life.
Settling down with Kimbra, and putting it all out there, outing herself in a formal kind of way that was…
Permanent.
Or, it should be.
She didn’t want to commit to Kimbra if she couldn’t commit for life.
Eve couldn’t commit to spending her life with someone else if she couldn’t even fucking decide what she wanted for sure.
Like settling the option of children in her mind.
That wasn’t fair to Kimbra, either, and Eve damn well knew it.
I’d deserve it if she met someone else and moved on.
Another reason she hadn’t put being exclusive on the table. They’d both dated a couple of times in the past, but hadn’t slept with anyone.
Yet.
Would this be the weekend they finally hit the “Kimbra’s done putting up with Eve’s shit” level?
I guess we’ll find out.
 
* * * *
 
Ron felt a little bit of melancholy to pull into his driveway and realize Meri wasn’t home, even though he hadn’t been expecting her to be home tonight since he knew her fiancé, Wynn, was caught in a vicious pain cycle right now and she was staying with him.
Darn.
No, that wasn’t fair, and he knew it. He was genuinely happy for her and Wynn, who was quickly looking like he would become Ron’s brother-in-law.
But Ron wouldn’t deny having Meri living with him had been great.
Had chased the lonely away from his own life.
He walked inside, reset the alarm, and headed down to his bedroom to grab a shower.
I need to get laid.
That was the reason for the trip to the Toucan that weekend. Find someone to fuck—maybe even spank them—and bust a nut.
At this point, he wasn’t even caring about looking for forever. He just wanted to fuck a real flesh-and-blood human instead of his own goddamned hand or a jack toy.
His problem was, he was picky.
Which was why dating apps usually didn’t pan out for him.
Allowed him to meet plenty of nice guys, but most of them he didn’t want to fuck.
Or if he did want to fuck them, he didn’t want to actually give them his real phone number, because they were annoying as fuck outside of bed.
Sigh.
He stepped into the shower and quickly soaped up and rinsed off. Then he grabbed the bottle of lube he kept in there and dumped some into his hand.
This fantasy would be of the last guy he’d fucked—who’d also liked to be spanked—but had ended up getting back together with his old boyfriend.
That took him out of contention for Ron, despite the two men volunteering to swing with him.
He wanted a guy of his own, not multiple guys.
Guy had been hot, not a twink, but with a slender, lithe build that had felt perfect writhing along his own body as Ron had stretched out on top of him. His perfect bubble butt had already been hot and red from the bare-handed spanking Ron gave him, feeling delicious against his flesh as he’d slid his cock inside the guy and ground into him while biting the back of his shoulder.
Yeeeaah.
He closed his eyes and tipped his head back against the shower wall, slowing his strokes and twisting his hand when he reached the head of his cock, around the crown, back down again. With his other hand, he cupped his balls and gently tugged on them to slow things down.
He wanted to ride this fantasy for a little while.
Maybe for as long as he’d ridden the guy in real life.
He’d been a hot fuck, nice tight ass clamping down on his meat as Ron hooked his arms under the guy’s shoulders and used that grip for leverage to plow him.
“Fuck,” he whispered into the steamy air.
Maybe I should reconsider my objections to swinging.
Being wrapped in a condom meant he’d lasted longer fucking him, too. Finally, Ron pulled out, flipped him over, and draped the guy’s legs over his shoulders to plow him rough and deep.
Flesh slapping against flesh, the guy had begged Ron to fuck him harder, faster. When he’d tried to pull on his own cock, Ron had slapped his hand away.
“Not yet. I’m driving.”
That had made the guy whine and a soft, needy look developed in his brown eyes.
A needy look that turned Ron’s crank even more. Allowed him to slow down and take a breath, pull back to a simmer for a few shallow thrusts.
Making it last.
Really need to get a cockring.
The guy had started begging then, and Ron dug in deep, ball-slapping thrusts that finally ended with him exploding and filling the condom inside the guy. Only then did he reach down and jerk the guy off, loving the way his ass had squeezed his cock when he finally exploded all over himself.
And it was that thought on which Ron finally let himself tip over the edge, ropes of cum spilling between his fingers as his eyes fell closed with a satisfied grunt.
He stood there leaning against the wall, a soft breath escaping him.
Fuck, I’m so alone.
He rinsed off and nuked some leftovers, then dragged his laptop into his bedroom and pulled up some gay bondage porn to jerk off to. If he was going to be lonely tonight, by god, he’d be lonely with empty balls.
He watched a video of a hunky blond bear covered with tats spank, beat, and then fuck a twink. While Ron didn’t personally want a barely-legal guy, he’d be lying if he tried to deny that body type didn’t turn him right the fuck on.
It absolutely did.
This time, it took him a little longer to build up a load, and when he finally let loose and covered his own abs with cum, the bear was pulling out for his own money shot all over the twink’s tight ass.
And he was still home alone.
Ron closed his eyes. Fuck.
Maybe I can meet someone this weekend.
He hoped.
He went to clean up and then return to bed, hopefully to fall asleep now that he’d jerked off twice, and hopefully not lie there all night feeling lonely and full of self-pity.
 
* * * *
 
“Hello, Mr. Sagafin. How are we this evening?”
The sixty-eight-year-old man’s eyes widened as he stared up at Ivan from his hospital bed. “Jesusfuck, kid. How old are you?”
Dr. Ivan Mercado forced a smile. “Old enough that if I had a dollar for every time I heard that line, my med school tuition would finally be paid off and I could afford something besides ramen noodles for dinner six days a week.”
Ivan pulled up the patient’s latest labs and quickly scanned them. No sign of post-op infection, which was good. The massive heart attack on top of his pneumonia had nearly killed the man. It would suck if complications from Mr. Sagafin’s emergency triple bypass surgery late yesterday finished what Ivan had fought so hard to prevent. This had been the first time he’d actually “met” his patient, although he had operated on the man.
His previous contacts with the gentleman, the patient had either been sedated in his ICU bed, or unconscious on his OR table.
“Isn’t it past your bedtime?” Mr. Sagafin hit the button to raise the head of his bed a little.
Another forced smile. “I might actually be able to afford a house payment if I had a dollar for every time I heard that one, too.” Ivan preferred making another cycle of rounds before going home, even if he’d been in the OR late, or up early. Putting eyes on his patients and their latest labs and making sure there wasn’t anything he’d overlooked.
Wasn’t like he had anyone waiting for him at home.
This kinda was his home. He sure as hell spent more time here than he did at home.
Since this was his last patient of the evening to check on, once he’d finished listening to two more of the guy’s threadbare lines (I’ve got underwear older than you, and Are you even old enough to drink yet?) Ivan had a quick discussion with the man’s night nurse before grabbing his stuff and heading home.
In his ten-year-old Mazda, which he’d bought used two years ago after his old beater died, the car he’d had since high school and had nursed through college and med school.
So when does the whole being a “rich doctor” thing kick in?
Sure, he was only thirty-four, but he felt a metric fuck-ton older than that most days, despite being blessed with good genes and getting carded every time he wanted to buy a scratch-off, much less rum.
His studio apartment was a recent upgrade four months ago. The complex wasn’t the best, but it beat sharing a house for the past two years with a guy he’d found to room with through Craigslist. That guy had been…well, okay, but Ivan had told the man very little about himself personally.
Even though, courtesy of paper-thin walls, he knew all about the guy’s sex life, and the technique preferences of the women the man brought home.
Living alone cost him a little more now than that arrangement had, but at least his studio apartment was on the second floor and at the far end of the building, so he only shared one wall with a relatively quiet neighbor.
And he had a great view of the complex’s pool.
Which, since it was nearly dark out, was only populated by a few older residents and families just wrapping up their evening.
No cute guys.
Darn.
He grabbed a chicken pot pie from the freezer and dumped it onto a paper plate to nuke it. Didn’t even have to look at the instructions because he ate them so often.
Maybe the daily ramen was an exaggeration, but only a little. He lived austerely not so much by choice as by necessity. He dumped nearly every extra penny he had, which wasn’t much, into his retirement and savings accounts. He only had one splurge he indulged himself in, which he also looked at as self-care.
Mental health care.
A desperately needed way to dump a little stress and get away for some R&R once or twice every couple of months, and he spent less on it than some people spent on Starbucks every month. In fact, he was going this weekend, Saturday night, and not a moment too soon.
He felt…stretched almost to the breaking point.
Dark.
Empty.
The mental static growing louder.
After downing the pot pie he stripped and hit the shower, even though he’d had a shower at work after his last surgery when changing from surgical scrubs into jeans and his Adventure Time T-shirt under his white coat before making his final rounds.
Fuck normalcy, it wasn’t like he was trying to impress the board of directors or something.
But a long, hot shower at home, at the end of a long-ass day, was one of his ways to decompress. His routine kept him reasonably sane.
Self-care.
Another shower in the morning upon waking would help him get his head on straight and pull his Dr. Ivan Mercado mask firmly into place so he could function.
Lather, rinse, repeat.
Is this all there is?
Something he thought all the time and yet tried to keep himself from thinking.
He wanted to believe there was more.
Something more.
Someone more.
Someone for him.
Except he’d yet to find that someone and strongly doubted he ever would at this point.
He had work, which was…okay.
He saved lives, usually.
And when he didn’t…
Well, those were the darkest days for him.
In more ways than one.
 
Chapter Two
 
“Thanks for coming with,” Ron said. He was doing the driving this weekend and had just picked up Kimbra at her place.
“What happened to Wynn and Meri?”
“He’s in a lot of pain right now. I know he doesn’t look like it, because of how he’s built, but he deals with a lot of chronic pain from an auto accident years ago. Comes and goes, especially if he does too much around the house, or we’re having screwy weather.” This Saturday, Ron wore sunglasses against the bright afternoon glare and didn’t look anything like a Viking.
Well, he wasn’t dressed like one. But he was pretty damn tall, and with his blond hair and blue eyes, he sure could pass for a Viking.
“No problem, sugar. Might try to find my own joy, if I’m lucky.”
He didn’t respond, at first. “Not sure if I’m supposed to cheer you on or talk you out of it.”
“It’s all right. Not sure I know myself.” She checked to make sure her phone was on silent and slipped it into her purse. “I’m sliding more toward the ‘cheer me on’ end of things, I think.”
“Sorry.”
“Nothin’ to be sorry about.” She flashed a smile she didn’t feel as she fluffed up her curls. “I went from a decent husband who was too clingy in some ways, and we butted heads all the time because we’re both bossy, to a woman who can’t make herself commit but who will let me take charge…when she can find time to spend with me. Apparently my picker is fucked. I need to unfuck it. I’m tired of sleepin’ by myself more nights than not.”
“You’re a catch.”
“Damn right I am.”
“I meant…” He sighed. “I know she’s Ev’s sister, but I’ve never seen her at our Viking events he attends. I’ve only met her one time, when she was with you, and I didn’t really speak to her long enough to get to know her.”
“And that’s the problem. One of.” The more she talked about this, the more things were starting to—slowly—come together in her own mind. “She’s reluctant to come out with me to events unless they’re lifestyle events. And even then…” She didn’t finish.
She didn’t have to.
“Is it a quick death, then, or a long, slow demise?”
She shrugged. “Does it really matter?” She hated admitting it out loud to someone else.
That made it more…real.
Kimbra snorted. “Or I might just spend the weekend drinking and staring at more hot people I can never have.” Then she could draw it out and not face it.
Yet.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Oh, come on,” she said. “Mostly gay men there, honey. I have better chances of hitting the lottery than I do getting laid this weekend.” Another sad truth.
“Are you all right?”
“No, but sitting around my place and staring at the walls isn’t going to make me feel any better.” She coiled a curl around her finger, tugged it, then let it spring back.
Tried not to think about Eve doing the exact same thing the last time they’d spent the night together a few weeks earlier. Eve loved to play with her hair.
And Kimbra loved to play with her.
“Why don’t you let the Frightful Five take a shot at matching you up?” she asked Ron. “They hit it out of the park for Meri and Wynn.”
“Yeah, they did. And yeah, I’ve already talked to Eliza and Cali. They’ve got feelers out. But I’m not putting my eggs all in one basket. If nothing else, I’d like to at least get fricking laid this weekend.”
She offered him up a fist-bump, which he returned. “Amen,” she said.
 
* * * *
 
Their rooms were located right next to each other, two single kings on the second floor, poolside, in the southern building. Ron dumped his stuff and immediately headed over to Kimbra’s room, where he perched on the end of her bed. Her walls were painted a greyish shade of blue while his were green, and somehow, it seemed to suit her better.
“What do you want to do first, sweetie?” he asked. “Lunch? Pool? Lunch by the pool?”
She smiled. “Better than lunch ending up in the pool, I s’pose.”
He noted the faint sadness in her gorgeous blue eyes. With her dark, golden brown skin and her hair a playful explosion of naturally curly dark brown ringlets, if he wasn’t gay and she wasn’t a Dominant, he’d totally do her.
Well, he supposed she was dominant, little d, not a Dominant. One of the reasons marriage didn’t work out between her and Walt, because Walt was a Dom. But they were still close friends. Ron knew Walt even did ASL interpreting for Kimbra’s clients from time to time, and he and his new wife, Holly, attended family functions with Kimbra’s family.
“You brought that gorgeous bikini, right?” he asked.
Her left eyebrow arched. “Why?”
“You need to package the merchandise right, honey.”
“Ah.” She smirked. “I thought maybe you were asking for you.”
“Sorry. It’s not you, babe. It’s totally me.”
She sat next to him on the end of the bed. “I suppose I should spend the day getting totally drunk. That way, I can spend tomorrow recovering, and be ready to face Monday head-on, right?”
He draped an arm around her shoulders. “Sounds like a plan.”
Kimbra tipped her head over onto his shoulder. “You ever tell a soul about me being a sensitive, wishy-washy woman right now, they’ll never find your balls. You know that, right?”
Ron laughed. “Do I look stupid?”
“No, you look like a hunk.” She turned her face toward his. “And you’re a catch,” she said, her voice taking on a suddenly quiet, serious tone. “Any guy who doesn’t want you’s an idiot.”
“Hey, hey, hey. Why the sad face? I specifically said no sad faces this weekend. This is happy-getting-laid weekend, right?”
“I just…” She sighed. “Maybe I should take my own advice and talk to Eliza and them, but I’m not really full-time…”
She waved her hand at the room. “I’m not full-time kink. I want to have fun in the bedroom, but I ain’t got time for someone who needs their life run for them, and I’m not looking for someone to grovel under me. Being in charge? Okay, I’ll own that. It makes my life easier. That’s where me and Walt always butted heads. We both took charge, and we both assumed the other would let us. I need someone who’ll let me take charge, but that don’t mean I want to be capital-K kinky all the time.”
“Not everyone who’s kinky needs that all the time,” he reminded her. “Plenty of people are happy only doing that in the bedroom. Or if they like it outside the bedroom, they make their own way with it. Doesn’t have to be dungeon time all the time.”
She flopped back on the bed. “I guess lunch. I can gorge myself and then fall asleep in a lounger by the pool.”
“That’s my girl.” He worried about her, about how…unhappy she seemed. When around others, their friends, Kimbra always put on a sassy smile, quick with a laugh. She didn’t air her drama, not around most people, and damn sure not at work.
“At least I’m somebody’s girl.”
 
* * * *
 
During lunch either Kimbra’s mood improved, or she was doing a damn good job of trying to fool him into believing she was cheering up a little. They sat at a table in the restaurant’s covered patio area and watched cuties from behind the safety of their sunglasses.
“How about that guy over there in the blue Speedo?” she said.
Ron looked where she was surreptitiously pointing at a dark-haired twink. “He’s cute. I’ve seen him a couple of times around here. Or someone similar.”
“All twinks look alike to me, sugar. Least the white ones do.” Her wicked smile slid his opinion toward maybe her mood was improving.
Ron tipped his head back and forth as he studied the guy. “Still, he looks barely legal. I’d like one who doesn’t get carded every time I take him out, or makes it look like I’m robbing the damn cradle.”
“Or that he’s your son?”
Ron shuddered. “Yeah, let’s not go there, please.”
“Then how come you ain’t wigged out over Wynn and Meri?”
“He’s only nine years older than her. He was barely out of college when he taught us, and she was nearly eighteen back then. But I’m thirty-six, and the thought of dating an eighteen-year-old creeps me out.”
“Ah. That is different.”
“Right?” He glanced around, his eyes settling on the twink again before moving on. He couldn’t tell what color the guy’s eyes were because he wore sunglasses. If his memory was correct they weren’t blue, but not brown. Ron suspected the twink’s tan complexion was more natural than sun-kissed, and he had brown hair just slightly shaggy, but which probably laid down perfectly if he ran a comb through it.
He didn’t allow himself to think about if the nameless guy had ruffled his own hair or another hand had done it for him. Wasn’t an option, anyway.
“What about that brother over there?” Kimbra said.
Ron looked. “Oooh! He’s gorgeous!” They both watched as another guy walked up to him, kissed the guy on the lips, and locked hands with him as they turned to finish talking to the other couple the man had been talking with when the second man walked up.
Then they both spotted the matching wedding bands on their left hands.
“Aww,” Kimbra and Ron said in matching disappointment.
“Well, he is cute,” Ron said.
“Don’t worry, boo. We’ll find you someone.”
They headed back to their rooms to change and grab towels before returning to the pool. Kimbra brought her Kindle, her ID, and her credit card.
“What are you planning on buying?” he asked.
“Something tropical, icy, and hopefully with a lot of rum. Or tequila.”
“You know what they say.”
She tipped her head at him as they were heading for the stairs. “Mead’s my speed?”
He laughed. “No. It’s mead is forever, but that’s not what I was thinking. What came to mind is one tequila, two tequila, three tequila, floor.”
“I thought it was tequila makes my clothes fall off?” She started to head down. “Or wine’s fine, but liquor’s quicker.”
He cast an appraising eye at her turquoise green bikini, the jewel-tone blue and purple scarf now pulling her hair back and off her face, and the purple and fuchsia sarong around her hips. At the bottom of the stairs, he stopped her and adjusted the sarong’s knot a little lower on her tummy.
“Glad I shaved the kitty this morning,” she groused. “Like it’ll see any action.”
“Oh, stop. You’re gorgeous.”
“Pretty pussies don’t matter when you’re surrounded by nothin’ but oblivious hounds, hon.”
They staked out loungers next to each other and he bought the first round of drinks for them. Two piña coladas, and they were just strong enough to not risk sending them both to bed early.
Kimbra served as Ron’s base of operations as he ventured out through the pool courtyard and talked to guys. No one he really hit it off with yet, though. He’d brought condoms and lube and test results and hoped he’d get to put all of them to use tonight.
He caught another glimpse of the twink but lost him in the growing crowd. After dark, the whole pool courtyard area would turn into an open-air dance floor, complete with lights, and more people were arriving.
Which would, hopefully, improve his chances.
By seven, after several fairly weak drinks each, he was ready for a break and wanted dinner. He’d only hit it off with one guy so far, but that guy was a Top in both senses of the word—in bed and in the dungeon—and Ron wasn’t feeling the least bit bottomy tonight.
Kimbra was slowly making progress with her TBR list thanks to a full Kindle charge.
A quick return to their rooms, and they both changed into shorts and headed back down to the restaurant. She’d kept the bikini top, and he’d donned a short-sleeved button-up shirt, but hadn’t buttoned it. He hadn’t missed that she’d brought her phone this time, either.
He knew she was doing this for him and if he wasn’t dragging her around with him, she’d probably have retreated to her hotel room by now. She was still trying to make a little bit of an effort, but they’d only seen six women so far who didn’t work for the resort, and they’d either been paired with women or men.
Not even any single women for her to ogle.
He felt a little bad about that. She was bi, so she could appreciate both ends of the spectrum, even if the majority of eye-candy that evening wouldn’t be the slightest bit interested in her through no lacking of her own.
They ate on the patio again.
“How you doing?” he asked.
She shrugged. “Vertical.” She tapped a fingernail against the glass of the second rum and Coke she’d ordered with her dinner. The first had already been consumed, and the current victim was half-empty. “I’m thinking I’m done with tropical and edging myself slowly toward straight-up trying to buy a bottle off a bartender.”
“Slowly?”
“Or not-so.”
“Sorry, sweetie.”
She sat back. “Not your fault. I need to get off my ass and make some hard decisions here soon. Difficult to really put my heart into this when my heart’s elsewhere.”
He was going to try to be a good friend and press for more when their waitress returned to check on them, prompting Kimbra to order another refill. Then a group of guys were seated at a table next to theirs.
Including a hot redhead Ron offered a smile to, who smiled back at him.
Kimbra poked Ron in the arm and used her eyes to shove him toward the guy.
Taking that as his cue, he turned to talk to him. “Hey. Ron.” He held his hand out.
“Gary.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Maybe this night just turned around.
Chapter Three
 
Kimbra paid the bill after ordering herself another rum and Coke. She caught Ron’s attention, waved, and then left him to his new friends. The nice thing about the resort was since it was one whole property, you could take your drink and walk around with it.
That’s what she did.
As she wandered through the courtyard, she tried to get into the thumping bassline of the music, tried to keep time with the beat, but it just wasn’t happening tonight. She knew if she returned to her room she’d only sit there reading and moping and wishing she was out and about.
Without an outside distraction, resentment would start to seep in that Eve couldn’t be bothered to find time to spend with her.
Resentment already had started creeping in more frequently as of late, no matter how hard she tried to beat it back. No amount of rationalization that it was about Eve and not about her could completely eradicate it, either.
Now I understand what Walt felt like. Maybe this is my karma.
The twink she and Ron had seen earlier sauntered by and paused, approached her, a nearly empty drink cup in his hand.
“Hola, mami,” he said, giving her a long look. “Watchoo doin’ here?” He had an annoying, nasally, most likely fake accent that didn’t go well with his adorable body and sweet face.
“Probably same thing you are.”
“Choo single? ’Cause if choo are, maybe I can help tonight.”
“Yeah, I’m single.” She switched to Spanish. “Are you even eighteen yet?”
His brow furrowed. “What?”
Kimbra took another sip of her drink and tipped her head as she appraised him. “I bet my friend Ron could tear your ass up in bed and leave you begging for more. He’s hung like a horse, I’m pretty sure. He’s single and looking. Want an introduction?”
He shook his head. “I’m not readin’ choo. Choo speak English?”
She switched back to English. “Why you callin’ me your mami if you can’t even habla the lingo?”
“Oooh, choo sassy. I like dat.”
His fake accent was pissing her off. “Watch it, baby, or I’ll spank your ass.”
Used to closely observing people during depositions and questioning and while testifying, she spotted the shift in his gaze immediately. A nearly desperate hunger that didn’t strike her as sexual appeared in his eyes.
More…literally desperate.
Like “rescue me” desperate.
He stepped closer, his gaze locked on hers now. He stood maybe five-seven, and she was five-eight. “Maybe I’d like for choo to spank my ass, hmm?” He reached out and traced a finger along her belt buckle. “I’d make it worth choo while.”
“I ain’t no hooker, baby.”
“Di’n’ mean dat.” He closed the distance, so close she could smell the rum on his breath and the sad desperation that nearly washed off him. “Might be gay, but not stupid ’nough to turn down a legit spankin’ from someone hot as choo. I got soda an’ rum back in my room. Choo spank me, really spank me…” He smiled and flicked his tongue over his upper lip in an unmistakable gesture. “I make choo happy.”
She pointed her other hand over her shoulder, waving it toward the general direction of the leather bar off one corner of the courtyard. “You could have leather Tops on your ass as well as in it. Why me?”
His nostrils flared just a little, and she spotted how his throat worked as he swallowed. “Maybe I’m not lookin’ for someone in my ass tonight. Maybe I need to trust someone. Choo look like someone I can trust.” He wrapped his mouth around the straw in his drink again and took a seductive pull off it, making sure to lick his lips.
Part of her brain screamed at her to smile and say no thanks.
That part was kicked out by the rum and her clit, which thought this was a mighty fine idea. “You better be at least twenty-one.”
“I am.”
“And can prove it.”
“ID’s in my room.”
She glanced back to where Ron was still chatting away with the ginger and the man’s friends.
Fuck it. Maybe she’d never even have to admit to Ron that she snagged the cutie if he scored with the redhead and was too busy wrapped up in his own rut.
“Lead the way, sugar.”
 
* * * *
 
His room was poolside on the second floor in the northern building, almost exactly directly across the courtyard from hers. As she followed him up the stairs, she couldn’t help but stare at his cute, tight little ass in his Speedo.
He knew she was watching, because halfway up he stopped and cast a smile at her over his shoulder. “Choo like what choo see?”
She stepped up next to him and smacked his ass, hard, not holding back.
He rubbed the spot. “Ow! Motherfucker.”
No accent.
She sweetly smiled. “Well, well, well. If you want your spanking, honey, stick with your real voice.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered before he continued on up the stairs.
But she spotted a hunger in his eyes that he hadn’t possessed before.
She waited until they were inside the room to grill him. “Why the fake accent, kiddo?”
“Sorry. Kind of the persona. Sometimes helps me find guys easier.” This voice fit him perfectly and aged him a little. He was probably much closer to thirty than twenty, despite his looks.
His room was a single king like hers, and the same blue walls. He’d left the bedside lamp on, so while it was dim, there was still enough light to see by. He walked over to the mini fridge and pulled out a two-liter bottle of soda. The bottle of rum sat on the dresser, and the ice bucket had been recently filled. He reached for her cup.
“Now, see? Your real voice is perfectly fine.” She finished off the last dregs of that drink and handed her cup over. He added ice but before he could splash rum into it, she stopped him. “Lemme see your ID, honey.”
He rolled his gorgeous light green eyes, but set everything down and dug a wallet out of the bag on the floor on the other side of the bed, removed his ID, and handed it over.
The Florida driver’s license definitively stated he was a safe driver, an organ donor—and was, in fact, thirty-four.
Holy shit.
Closer examination of it led her to believe it was genuine.
“Damn, boy. You look good for your age.” She pulled out her phone. “Ivan Gonzales Mercado. Helloooo, sweetie.” She took a picture of his ID.
“Hey!”
“Don’t worry, sugar.” She returned the ID to him and her phone to her back pocket. “I’m an attorney, which means I like to cover my ass. Kimbra Luzon. Why’s a nice boy like you with a name like that faking a Spanish accent?”
He tucked his ID back into his wallet. “My grandmother used to teach me when I was little. She was from Puerto Rico.” He accurately rolled his Rs on the last two words and sounded more genuine this time before dropping that accent again. “I used to be able to hold conversations with her completely in Spanish. I’ve forgotten a lot of it.”
“My papi came to Florida as a kid from Cuba.” She swirled her fingers in the air, indicating the glass and that he should resume refilling it. “I grew up speakin’ it. My mother taught school and made sure all of us were fluent in Spanish. Helps me out in my line of work.”
He started to hand the glass to her, but she said, “Uh-uh. You take a sip first, sugar. Not that I don’t trust choo, but I just met choo.”
He smiled and took a long gulp from it before holding it out to her. She took it, and he set about refilling his own.
Taking long swallows, she knew she probably shouldn’t have it. He’d mixed it strong, so that it was more like Coke-flavored rum than a rum and Coke. The accumulation of alcohol already in her system had shoved her well over the “good buzz” level and into felony DUI status, she was pretty sure.
Still, she offered him a smile. “You neg, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. You want my test results?” His body was slim, trim, not an ounce of fat on him, and his long, gracefully nimble fingers held her interest. She could picture him maybe playing the piano or something suitably artistic like that.
Wondered what those fingers might feel like against her flesh.
“I’d say yes, except I don’t have any of my own,” she admitted. “Honestly wasn’t expecting any action this weekend with anyone, much less a guy. So if you want to back out after I spank you, I’d understand. I won’t hold you to it.”
“No,” he quietly said. “I trust you.” He downed another long gulp from his own drink.
“So what do you do for a living?” she asked. “Fair’s fair.”
“I’m a doctor.”
The braying laugh escaped her before she could clap a hand over her mouth. “Nah, get da fuq outta here. Seriously, what do you do?”
“No, seriously. I’m a doctor.”
“A real one?”
He smirked. “Define ‘real.’”
“Like, a teaches philosophy kind of doctor, or prescription-pad kind of doctor?”
“Plays with people’s insides kind of doctor. Kind of why I’m here this weekend.” Dark clouds entered his expression.
“What’s going on?”
His tight, pinched smile looked all the more painful for his effort to make it. “Bad week at work. Lost a patient late yesterday in the OR. Was just getting ready to finish and let my resident close when she coded. Couldn’t get her back. Had to tell her husband and three kids, their spouses, and their grandkids, that I killed Meemaw.”
Kimbra heard the record screech in her brain. “Whoah, honey. What do you mean you killed her?”
He shrugged. “My hands were in her chest. She was my patient. She died on my watch. Makes me responsible for her.”
Kimbra reached out and stroked his arm, a few pieces of his puzzle now snapping into place.
He was looking for his own mental escape, much like she was. “What kind of doctor are you?” Whether he waxed or was naturally lacking in a lot of body hair—she suspected the second—his skin felt smooth, soft.
“Surgeon.” He took another long drink. “I mean, yeah, she had other health issues. Technically it was a stroke that killed her. We can’t predict those. But it was probably triggered by the surgery. Sooo…”
He shrugged. “It’s still me having to sit down with her family and answer their questions and let them take potshots at me, when they feel like doing that. Some do. It’s almost easier on me when they do. Yesterday, they didn’t. We all cried together yesterday.”
“How often do you lose patients?”
“In Sarasota? More often than I’d like. Unfortunate side effect of practicing what I do in a community with a large retiree population.”
“I’m from there, too.” She sat on the end of the bed when the room dipped and spun a little around her. “So you feel you…what, need to be punished?”
“No. The pain helps me…go away. For a while.”
“And so does the alcohol?”
“I can’t drink, usually. I never drink during the week, even after work, because sometimes I’m called in for emergencies at night. I won’t drink at all tomorrow. I allow myself to get plastered only on the weekend nights I come up here, when I know I won’t be called in because they have someone else on call since they know I’m ‘out of town’.” He made finger quotes around that.
“Why won’t you trust the leather Tops to take care of you then?”
“Long story, and pretty much all about me rather than any of them. And my history. From way back when I was a kid.” Another of those tight, painful smiles. “Right now, I’m drunk as shit, I want to get my ass spanked as hard and as long as you can do it, and then I promise you, lady, I’ll make your eyes roll back in your head.”
“What about you?”
“You don’t have to help me out. I can go jerk off in the shower.”
“What if I want to help you out?”
He held up his cup. “Once this kicks in, and after the spanking, maybe I’ll take you up on it, if you still feel up to it.”
 
* * * *
 
She was beautiful, with her curly hair and her blue eyes, her skin a few shades darker than his own. Yet she also wore a subtle, attentive air. Not a hint of narcissism about her. She’d asked about him, seemed concerned about him.
Maternal.
This wasn’t the first time he’d ended up with a woman instead of a man on one of these trips, but he’d felt increasingly desperate as the day faded into evening without him hooking up with someone.
The leather bar wasn’t an option he wanted to contemplate. Not tonight.
Not as fragile as he knew he was right now.
Maybe if he hadn’t lost a patient yesterday and hadn’t held off trying to self-medicate at home.
He shoved all that away as he chugged his drink. The belch bellowed forth as he mixed a refill, this one even heavier on the rum. “’Scuse me.”
She laughed. “Sugar, you’re adorable.”
“Not adorable enough, apparently.” He decided fuck-it, and shoved down his barely there bathing suit, turning to face her. He wasn’t exactly hard, but his cock, in response to her stinging ass-slap on the stairs earlier, had perked right up.
She let out an appreciative whistle. “Damn, boy. That makes me want to cry, that you’re gay.” She reached out, stroking a finger down the pale crosshatch of scars and faded bruises along the outside of his left thigh, her gaze then shifting and taking in the scars on his right leg. “What’s all that?”
“Nothing.” Ivan knelt on the floor in front of her, gently tapping his cup against hers in a toast to draw her attention back there and off his legs. “I’m yours all night, however you want me, ma’am.” He took another couple of swallows of his drink. “All I ask is I get a spanking out of it. A real one. A hard one. I need to cry.”
“My ex is a Dom.” She smiled. “I’m not exactly subby myself, baby. You want to negotiate this?”
“Spanking.” He nodded at her leather belt. “Or belting. No marks on my arms or face. And, obviously, don’t kill me or choke me out or anything like that. No stabby-stabby. Nothing…gross. Meaning no piss or scat. Other than that, I’m yours to play with tonight, and I promise to make sure you fall asleep satisfied.”
He chugged the rest of his drink, leaned back and stretched his arm to set the empty cup on the dresser, then turned to face her again, holding both hands out, palms facing up. “Now how often you get a chance like this, ma’am?” he quietly asked.
“Never would be that answer.” She stood, set her cup on the dresser, and headed for the bathroom. “Stay right there.” He heard her in the bathroom. After she finished and washed her hands, she returned and pulled her phone and wallet from her back pockets and set them on the desk.
Then she stripped her belt from the loops on her shorts. Returning to the bed, she sat on the end and patted her lap. “Facedown, sweetie. A little warmup first to see how much you can really take.” She set the belt off to the side, next to her.
His heart raced, relief filling him as he stood. “Yes, ma’am.”
He wobbled a little, reaching out to steady himself just for her hand to grab his.
“Y’all okay?”
“I will be soon, ma’am.”
He stretched out over her lap, relieved that, for tonight, he wouldn’t have to think about seeking out one of those leather Tops. He’d hoped the guy she’d been hanging with would have paid attention to him, struck up a conversation with him. He could nearly always convince one of the vanilla-looking guys to give him a spanking, once he got them interested enough to follow him back to his room. Yeah, his looks turned off a lot of the safer-looking guys, though, thinking he was way younger than he really was.
In his experience, a lot of the leather Tops who were single and looking didn’t want to stop at just a bare-handed spanking. They also frequently wanted to throw in a lot of banter that hit bad triggers in his soul. Triggers he knew a lot of negotiation could avoid…
Except he didn’t have the mental strength in him to do that right now.
He needed a nurturing kind of spanking, and wasn’t it ironic he found it in a woman?
Really fucking drunk didn’t even begin to describe his current condition. The drunker, the better, so he could awaken in the morning, take a deep breath, and step back into his usual life.
Until the next time he needed a night at the Toucan to try to decompress.
Her nails raked up and down his back, his ass, her hands warm against his flesh. “Ready?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered, clenching his fists and squeezing his eyes tightly shut.
He was more than ready.
 
Chapter Four
 
The room was dark when the sound of a door slamming startled Kimbra awake some time during the night.
She started to roll over when she realized two things simultaneously—that she was naked, and that she wasn’t alone in bed.
Shhhiiiit!
She sat up and carefully edged away from the warm, deeply sleeping lump buried under the covers next to her.
A warm lump that had been pressed tightly against her back.
She was still a little drunk, but not so drunk she couldn’t tell that she’d done fucked up.
Big time.
Oh, good fucking grief, what the hell did I do?
She eased herself out of bed and in the dim sliver of light seeping around the edges of the curtain from the lights out in the breezeway, she was able to find her phone on the dresser and hit the button to give her some light. That also showed her it was 3:17 a.m.
Just the top of Ivan’s head was visible where he lay swaddled under the covers and facing the other side of the bed.
Fuck fuck fuck!
She found her clothes, fumbled them on, almost left her wallet behind in her race to get the fuck out of there, and did a quick sweep to make sure she hadn’t left anything else behind.
As quietly as she could, she let herself out, easing the door shut so she didn’t awaken him. The courtyard was dark, silent, and nearly empty, except for a few people quietly talking in loungers or in the pool.
She made her way downstairs and scurried across the open expanse of courtyard to the stairs closest to her room and up again. Her hands fumbled her keycard, and for a panicked moment she thought she wouldn’t be able to get her room open until the lock finally turned green and granted her entrance.
Closing and locking the door behind her, she threw the deadbolt and safety bar for extra measure and stood there, shaking.
Fuck!
Stripping, she headed for the bathroom, and there proof of her true idiocy slammed home.
Dammit!
After using the toilet, she jumped into the shower and cleaned up, doing mental calculations and finally relaxing. She’d only missed one day of the pill this time around, but she was almost at the end of her cycle anyway. Hell, as many times as she’d forgotten to take the pill while she was with Walt, she’d never caught pregnant with him, and they’d climbed all over each other all the damn time. The only reason she was still on it was to help control her migraines.
After getting out of the shower, she immediately took the missed pill and tried to relax.
This is fine. This’ll be fine.
Except…guilt started washing in. Yes, she and Eve had an “arrangement.” But neither of them had used the option for anything other than dating, so far. And even then very rarely, and not for the past couple of years.
Dammit.
She turned off the lights, plunging the blue room into full darkness as she climbed into her own bed. Her pulse was finally slowing.
This is fine.
Except…it wasn’t. Her right hand vaguely throbbed from the spanking she’d given him, followed by using the belt on him, turning his ass deep red and making him cry as he begged for more. And then…
She stared up at the dark ceiling.
And.
Fucking.
Then.
He’d been better than good with his tongue, but she’d wanted more and had flipped him over onto his back and rode him like a Kentucky Derby winner.
Christ, if Eve had told her she’d fucked a guy without a condom while drunk, Kimbra would read her the riot act.
This is fine. This will be fine.
This is fine.
It might not be fine after she finished talking with Eve…who would probably and rightfully chew her a new asshole for being so reckless.
Then again, maybe this was the precipitating event Kimbra needed to shake up her world and force her to choose a new path if Eve wasn’t willing to share hers.
She rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. Finally, a snort escaped her.
At least I fucked myself a doctor. Jeez, does this make me a cougar now?
 
* * * *
 
I can’t even sleep late on my weekends.
Ivan lay there alone in bed and stared at the ceiling. In the early morning, the hotel lay quiet around him, and the blue walls made this room feel a little like a cave.
An escape.
He preferred the blue rooms to the green ones, and definitely over the yellow ones, which reminded him too much of the hospital rooms of his youth.
His mind finally felt calm for the first time in a couple of days. Longer, even, but the last couple of days had been the worst. Especially after losing his patient Friday.
He’d never heard Kimbra leave, so at least he had that to be thankful for. Not having to deal with whatever sober self-recriminations she might feel this morning. She seemed nice enough, and if pressed to do so in the future, yeah, he’d let her spank him again.
It was worth it. She’d definitely known her stuff and he silently thanked her for the mental reprieve last night gave him.
Except he didn’t have her info.
Which was fine. Better that way, perhaps.
Taking a long, slow deep breath in, he held it before slowly blowing it out again.
The world was once again righted.
Until the next time.
He sat up, wincing at his delightfully sore ass. In some ways, it was a blessing and a curse that he hadn’t yet found the right amount of alcohol to make him drunk enough to blank out an evening’s events. The spanking, he absolutely wanted to remember.
He didn’t need to remember Kimbra or her moans.
Or the other things they’d done.
All he needed to remember was the peaceful calm within him, the storms subsided for now.
After he’d eaten her out and pulled a couple of hard orgasms out of her, she’d wanted to blow him. He’d let her, but then he’d relented and let her ride him when she wanted to climb on.
At least he didn’t need his copy of Gray’s Anatomy to find a clitoris.
I don’t understand why straight guys can’t figure that shit out. It’s not rocket science.
He finally climbed out of bed. After checking the time on his phone—6:49—he dragged himself into the bathroom to use the toilet and take a shower. He’d be on the road by seven thirty.
He didn’t need to hang around today and do late checkout because he’d found what he came for.
Pretty much the only thing he’d come for.
At least the knife could stay closed tonight.
The twink with the nasally sounding horrible fake Puerto Rican accent was gone. The man who stepped out of the room twenty minutes later with his damp hair neatly combed back off his face wore jeans, a plain blue short-sleeved collared pullover, loafers, and dark sunglasses to help separate him from the rest of the world. He looked young, but closer to his real age than the twink had. He climbed into his car and debated coffee and breakfast for a moment before pulling out of the parking lot, heading north on US 19 so he could hit a drive-thru before heading south over the Skyway.
This was a fine day. He felt even, steady.
Calm.
Reset.
Desperately needed. Overall a win, in his mind, even if he’d had to do it with a woman.
Not exactly a bad tradeoff.
He was walking in his own front door less than an hour later. He’d taken care of laundry on Friday night, knowing he wouldn’t be in a mood to fight for a turn in the complex’s laundry room today. He could spend the rest of the afternoon tidying his tiny apartment and chilling.
Cleaning first.
After those fifteen minutes were up, he took another shower—a long, hot one—and climbed into bed to binge-watch Bleach. He didn’t even have a couch, because he didn’t need one. He never had company. The small table and two chairs had been a yard-sale score for twenty-five bucks. It was all the furniture he needed, other than the IKEA dresser he’d been given by a former roommate right out of med school, when the guy had moved and left it behind.
Last two times he’d moved, he’d rented a pick-up truck from Home Depot for $19.95 an hour and had it back with change to spare. One trip. That’s how he lived—light and small.
It kept things simple for him. Easy.
Little to weigh him down, including relationships.
Because if there was one thing that had been hammered home into his brain early on was that the people who claimed to love you the most were also the ones who could do the most painful and permanent damage to your soul.
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra awakened in her hotel room to a throbbing headache and her cell phone vibrating on the nightstand. After fumbling for her phone, she dragged it close to her face and squinted to find a text from Ron.
 
Breakfast?
 
Her stomach rolled at even the thought of food right now. She realized it was after ten, and checkout was noon. She’d have to get up and get moving soon.
 
No. You go on. Come get me on your way out.
 
Next door, from Ron’s room, she heard the door open and close again.
She lay there for a few minutes before the night slammed back into her brain.
Holy shit.
She finally dragged herself out of bed and went to peek out the window. Across the courtyard, the door to the room she’d spent much of last night in stood open, a housekeeper inside and cleaning it.
Guess no awkward morning conversation with the boy, then.
Parts of the events were a little sketchy in her mind, but she remembered…enough.
Including the haunted look he’d tried to hide from her when they’d first talked, maybe the thing that had most drawn her to him when she was truly honest with herself. A look she’d seen plenty of victims wear.
Made her want to hold him in her arms and soothe his aching soul, ease his pain.
Love him. Not even romantically, but at least as a friend or older sister.
She suspected that might be something desperately lacking in his life.
Whatever personal demons the boy was fighting were way more powerful than anything she could do for him with just an over-the-knee spanking, but he’d been of age, willing, had approached her…
And he had been cute.
I am never gonna drink that much again.
Ever.
By the time Ron returned from breakfast, she’d taken another shower, had consumed two cups of coffee courtesy of the room’s tiny coffeemaker, and was packed and ready to go. Fortunately, she’d already donned her sunglasses before stepping out after his knock.
“You all right, sweetie?”
“I’ll live. Just get me home, please. How’d things go with you and the ginger last night?”
“They…didn’t. So what’d you do? Last I saw you, you were chatting with that twink.”
Fortunately, she was damned good at bluffing, considering what she did for a living. Even though it left her feeling less than honest. Ron was her friend, but she wasn’t ready to talk. “I drank way too damn much, is what I did. I just want to go home.”
“Sorry. Guess neither of us spent the night like we’d hoped we would.”
“Nothin’ to be sorry about. Got me out of the house.”
Fortunately, Ron was good about not needing to be hit over the head by a clue-by-four. He didn’t try to force her to talk as he drove them back to Sarasota. Instead, he kept the music on at a not-earsplitting level and softly sang along with it.
He dropped her off at her place and Kimbra didn’t even bother to unpack her bag. Three ibuprofen later, she stripped and face-planted into bed, praying no one disturbed her.
Part of her “agreement” with Eve was telling each other if they’d slept with anyone else. Didn’t need prior permission for it.
Except, until now, neither of them had done anything like this before.
She is gonna tear me a new one.
Then again, it felt like Eve had been pulling away from her lately. Instead of feeling guilty about this, maybe she should embrace it. It would either lead to them parting ways, or maybe it would make Eve realize she was about to lose Kimbra.
While the benefits of this arrangement had far outweighed the drawbacks for most of their time together, Kimbra had now slid off the track and into the fuck-it ditch.
She wanted to quit living in a land of limbo, full of nothing but maybes. Did she love Eve?
Yeah, absolutely.
Eve said she loved Kimbra, too.
Except actions spoke louder than words.
Maybe it was time to force this to a head once and for all, before she completely poisoned the well between them and they wouldn’t even be able to remain friends.
But not today. If she texted Eve they needed to talk, it might happen today…
Not with this damn hangover.
She closed her eyes and tried to find some blissfully unaware comfort within sleep.
 
Chapter Five
 
Tuesday evening, Eve stepped onto the front porch of Wylie and Everett’s house and didn’t even have to knock. Through the living room windows, Wylie spotted her and waved her inside.
She ate dinner with them a couple of times a week, usually. More often than she did with Kimbra, unfortunately.
My own fault.
Currently eating away at her was Kimbra’s text to her earlier that afternoon, asking if they could get together to talk at some point.
Soon.
Which Eve had dodged for now by saying sure, but she’d have to let her know when. Busy, busy, busy, you know.
Right now, she was technically based out of an office in the same complex as Kimbra, but because of the layout and the parking, she could literally go days without seeing Kimbra if she didn’t negotiate the maze to make the effort. Fortunately, she was also spending a lot of time at her co-counsel’s main office, which was on the other side of Sarasota.
At least her excuses about the case eating away at her free time weren’t total fabrications this week. Sure, she could work out of her main office…but it was more comfortable not having to worry if Kimbra would drop in on her or not.
She didn’t want to know what Kimbra did last weekend.
She didn’t want to know what Kimbra wanted to talk about.
She didn’t want to…think. Not about this. Not right now.
Not when she didn’t even know what she wanted.
She loved Kimbra, yeah. But…
There were a lot of unanswered what-ifs still floating around in her brain.
Kimbra didn’t want kids. Kimbra had her shit together.
Kimbra was determined and went after what she wanted and usually got it.
Yet…
Kimbra had also given her the space Eve had asked for, not shocking after Kimbra divorced Walt for him wanting more than she could give him emotionally. Kimbra was driven and fueled by an inner furnace that on the outside Eve knew others thought she also possessed…
Except she didn’t.
Not really.
She liked coasting along in this comfortable little rut she’d found herself in and not having to make any…decisions.
This shit was so much easier when it was Ev I was worried about.
She one-armed hugged Wylie so she didn’t drop the cheesecake she carried. “Where’s the big guy?”
“He’ll be out in a minute. He was working in the shop later than he planned.”
She followed him to the kitchen with the cheesecake she’d brought. “What smells so good?” She tucked the cheesecake into the fridge.
“Chicken piccata.”
“Oh, my god. I love you. If Ev hadn’t married you, I probably would have.” This was another thing she felt guilty about.
She’d known for years that Ev was gay. Had encouraged him to come out to their parents. Insisted that they would understand, all while holding back her own secret. Yeah, she was technically on the bi side of queer, but she’d been a total coward and let him go barreling into the breech first with their parents.
And now…she didn’t have a good excuse anymore not to tell everyone about her and Kimbra.
Honestly? She was shocked no one had said anything to Ev and Wy about it yet. While only a couple of lifestyle friends, like Ron, and Kimbra’s ex, Walt, knew the full truth, they were all a pretty close-knit group. In retrospect, she supposed she’d hoped it’d accidentally get out and she could deal with it then.
The longer the secret remained held…
The less inclined she felt to disturb that carefully balanced canoe.
Wylie studied her. “Are you all right, sweetie?”
“Just…tired.” She forced a smile. “Really tired.”
“You coming out to join us on Saturday?”
She flinched, then her brain belatedly connected and realized he was meaning that literally. “What’s happening Saturday?”
“We’re having Ron’s Viking group over. Ev’s going to show them blacksmithing, and I’m going to show them homesteading stuff. They’re going to have their shield-fighting practice here, too, since we have the room.”
“Oh. That’s right.” Ev had mentioned it the week before, but she’d honestly forgotten all about it. “Um, sure. I guess.” It was the perfect excuse to not have to make plans this weekend.
Or you could ask Kimbra to join you, dumbass.
Then Ev emerged from their bedroom and it spared her having to think about that.
I’m a chicken-shit.
Bok.
She’d own it.
Didn’t give her an easy way to overcome her anxieties and worries.
And yet she still couldn’t walk away from Kimbra.
 
* * * *
 
“You all right?”
Kimbra looked across the table at Ron. This Wednesday evening, he was all Viking’d out in full garb. With his sister staying home with her boyfriend due to the man’s bad pain day, Ron had called her at lunch and begged her to be his DD tonight so he could hang with his Viking friends and drink mead and not need her professional services later.
“I’m fine, boo.” She played with her glass of Coke, swirling the ice with the straw. “Just…thinking.”
“Aboooout?”
“We’re here tonight for you, not me.” She waggled her fingers at him. “Enjoy.”
She was still playing text tag with Eve. One of their ironclad points was their “relationship” could not interfere with their work. Apparently, Eve was deep into a case right now, and needed her evenings to either work or catch up on stuff at home.
Except…
It sure felt like she was being put off. Like once Eve heard Kimbra wanted to “talk,” Eve…didn’t.
To be honest, Kimbra didn’t want to have this talk, either. She suspected Eve would rightfully go off on her.
Strike one—getting freaky with a guy while blind drunk.
Strike two—fucking him bare.
At least her period had started, a little lighter than average, but the past year or so that’d been normal for her. Sometimes early, sometimes late, sometimes barely a day or two of spotting, sometimes days spent looking like a fight scene out of Ash vs. the Evil Dead. She wasn’t in menopause yet, but she was catching up to it and knocking on its door.
But that worry was off her plate, fortunately. She’d have to get a couple of rounds of testing done over the next few months just to make sure, but she suspected they’d come out neg. The guy was a doctor, and likely very damn careful.
Still, she and Eve needed to…talk.
Kimbra wanted the talk to not only be about what she’d completely own up to doing, but also about where Eve really wanted them to go, if she still even wanted to be with Kimbra.
Yeah, she loved Eve. But this was not sustainable, nor was it healthy. For either of them. Kimbra had finally hit her point that she wanted someone in her life. At least to the extent she could cuddle with them at night before falling asleep. Didn’t need to be attached at the hip, but being alone was…
No longer preferable.
Ron finally went back to chatting with his friends. Everyone had been nice tonight, and he’d even invited Kimbra to some Viking thing over at Ev and Wylie’s house on Saturday, except…
No. She didn’t know if Eve would be there—because it was, after all, Eve’s brother’s house—and if she hadn’t even talked to Eve by then it would make for an uncomfortable day for everyone.
She wasn’t into bringing her drama around others. If anything, she kept it deeply covered, putting on a mask for the world to see. Part and parcel of being an attorney.
The mask.
That’s the way she’d keep doing things.
 
* * * *
 
Ron was feeling absolutely zero pain when they finally finished dinner and he poured himself into Kimbra’s passenger seat for the ride home.
“So…Saturday?” he asked. “Come with?”
“Nah, I’m good. I think Momma said they have something going on they wanted me to put in an appearance at.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“You have a talk with Eve yet?”
She hadn’t told Ron what happened Saturday night, but the man wasn’t an idiot. She had told him she was going to talk with Eve, though. “Things’ll happen when they happen. I’m in no rush. How’s your love life?”
“Touché.”
“I appreciate the concern, but I’m fine.”
“For the record, I won’t mention anything to her about last weekend if she’s there Saturday.”
“I appreciate it.” Even more reason not to confess things to him yet. He’d likely chew her a new one for being careless, blame himself for being distracted—for taking her there in the first place—and worried to death about her until she had a few rounds of testing come back neg. Kimbra was a big girl and could deal.
He didn’t need that extra burden in his life. The Dom was concerned, caring, and would absolutely take over and try to “fix” everything if given the slightest inkling his help was desired.
Ron was a nurturer. The way he’d taken care of his older sister, Meri, and moved her from St. Louis back to Florida a few months earlier. She was a breast cancer survivor, and had lost her job—and insurance—and blown through her life savings and retirement paying for treatment. On top of that, her boyfriend had dumped her literally the day he drove her home from the hospital after her mastectomy. She hadn’t even told Ron what was going on until that final straw made her call him and tearfully admit it.
Ron had immediately flown out then to take care of her, then again months later to move her home to Florida, to his home.
Now, it seemed, Meri had drastically improved her life by getting a new job Ron had arranged for her through Leo, Ev’s boss and another “friend in common,” as well as by meeting her boyfriend, Wynn, a man new to the lifestyle but a good man.
And considering the brother was a slightly darker spitting image of Dwayne “the Rock” Johnson, a damn fine looking man.
Lucky woman.
If Wynn had been the slightest bit subby, she would have been all over that in a second.
No, I have to be pining over a woman who’s got a subby streak, but who’s even more independent and stubborn than my own damn self.
 
* * * *
 
Ron knew it was the mead chattering at him, but he said it anyway. “Have you asked Eliza and the Frightful Five to set you up?”
He wasn’t too drunk to see how she tensed. “No. And don’t you dare ask it for me.”
“Why not? I thought you were going to?”
“Because I’m not ready for that yet. No need to make an already complicated sitch even more so.”
“Complicated how?”
“Just…as it is. Everything about it. I don’t even know what Eve and I are right now.”
“Her brother’s gay. Why is she putting this off?”
“I don’t know, Ron. If I did, I wouldn’t be in this situation one way or the other, now, would I?”
Her testy tone silenced him for all of maybe thirty seconds. “Want me to talk to her?”
She let out one of those sighs and shook her head, her wild curls bobbing. “No. Absolutely not. No white-knighting on my behalf unless I expressly ask you for it.” She stopped for a light and looked him in the eye. “Red.”
He grumbled. “Just want to see you happy.”
“Worry about you, honey. I’m fine. You’re thirty-six. I’m older than you. I’m a functioning adult—I got this.”
“I hate seeing you unhappy.”
“I know, baby, and I love you for it. But I’m not miserable. I’ll work through this. Eve and I could be married in a month, or gone our separate ways, for all I know.”
“You’re going to talk to her about this.” He hedged it more, by tone, as a borderline order.
She caught that, too. “Don’t Dom me, boy. Hear me? We’re friends, and I love you, but I meant it. Red.”
“Fine,” he huffed. “But promise me if you end things with her that you’ll at least talk to Eliza, huh?”
“If I end things with Eve, I want it to be on friendly terms. We have too many friends in common, and I don’t want to mess any of that up. So this needs to happen between me and her, not with outside assistance, a’ight?”
“Fine,” he grumbled.
She pulled into his driveway and he saw Meri’s car wasn’t there. She was supposed to spend the night at Wynn’s house and leave for work from there. “Text me when you get home, huh?”
Kimbra smirked. “Baby, you’ll be passed out in bed by the time I get home. I ain’t textin’ you good night.” She pecked him on the cheek. “Now go on and get in there. I’m fine.”
She waited until he’d unlocked the door to back out of his driveway. Once she was gone he locked the door and reactivated his alarm. If Meri did come home, she’d know to turn it off when she came in.
After having Meri living with him, returning home to an empty house felt…
Empty.
Yeah, he’d need to shoot Eliza a text soon to see if they’d come up with any prospects for him yet, although he suspected if she had she would have been pounding on his door. No, this couldn’t be rushed, but after last weekend’s goose-egg, and now faced with his solitary life…
I’m lonely.
 
Chapter Six
 
“Thanks again for letting us have this here today,” Ron told Everett for the bazillionth time Saturday afternoon. “We really appreciate this.”
“Dude, seriously, this was cool. We enjoyed it. Thanks for the sword commission.”
“Hey, I love your work.” Ron had shown Ev a picture of what he wanted a couple of weeks ago, and Ev had quoted him a price that was extremely reasonable and meant he’d get exactly the kind of sword he wanted. He wanted one he could use for their combat, with the heft and feel of a real sword, but without the sharp edge to it.
Instead of buying some cheap Chinese crap off the Internet, he wanted to pay someone he knew, someone local who did quality work, to make him exactly what he wanted. He’d already given Ev the cash for the deposit, the rest to be paid upon completion.
Ron and Everett currently occupied camp chairs outside Everett’s home shop and were watching some of the kids running around in the deepening twilight. Half of their Viking group had already packed up and left, and it looked like most of the rest were starting to think about doing that, too. Wylie had already returned to the house to finish some monthly accounting paperwork.
Everett had held demonstrations on blacksmithing today, letting some of the adults and older teens who wanted to try their hand take a crack at pounding metal. Meanwhile, Everett’s husband, Wylie, demonstrated how to milk goats and other homestead activities. Maybe not exactly Viking-age stuff, but pretty cool nonetheless. In between those activities, they’d had shield fighting practice, while under a couple of picnic tents for shade, and with extension cords stringing to the shop, others had used sewing machines, or had been working on nålbinding, card weaving, chainmaille, or leather crafts. All of that followed by a scrumptious potluck barbecue that left Ron not wanting to move much even if he hadn’t been drinking heavily already.
The men both held red plastic cups filled with mead. Ron had brought several sixty-four-ounce growlers with him, reserved for sharing with their generous hosts. He wouldn’t bother going home tonight, because Ev had offered ahead of time to let him spend the night in his old Airstream trailer, the Tin Can, parked under cover next to Ev’s shop. Even had air-conditioning.
That way, Ron could drink to his heart’s content and not worry about driving.
And Ron’s sister, Meri, and her fiancé, Wynn, could have Ron’s house to themselves tonight. Wynn’s neighbor was in the process of having a new roof put on, and they would be working tomorrow morning. During the work week, Wynn was up and out before they got started, but he wanted to sleep in tomorrow since he’d been having a bad week with his pain levels.
Wasn’t like Ron had anyone to share a bed with.
He shoved his loneliness back.
Eve walked over and took up an empty camp chair. He’d been able to mostly avoid Ev’s sister all day without it even looking obvious.
“What are you guys drinking?” She’d come over earlier and had fun helping Wylie teach the younger kids about goats and chickens and gardening. Ron had spent what contact he’d had with her that day being nice to her, friendly, not saying anything to her about last weekend. If Kimbra wanted her to know, that was between the two women.
No matter how much he wanted to fix this for his friend, he knew he couldn’t.
Especially since he’d been asked not to. Worse, she’d safeworded. Meaning he’d respect that.
Even if he reeeeally wanted to fix this for Kimbra.
“Mead,” Ron said, leaning over to snag another plastic cup from the sleeve of them next to his private cooler. “Here.” He pulled one of the jugs out of the cooler and poured her a little, just enough to taste.
She gave the contents a tentative sniff before sipping. “Holy cow! This stuff’s awesome.”
“Has a kick, too,” he warned as she held her cup out for him to pour more.
She shrugged as she sat back and took another swallow. “Not like I’m going anywhere tonight.”
“She’s crashing in our spare bedroom,” Ev volunteered.
“I’ve already had a couple of beers,” she admitted, then gently elbowed her brother. “Big bro confiscated my keys.”
“Ah.” Ron took another couple of swallows. He was already on cup number two and feeling no pain himself, so he wasn’t judgy.
As more people packed up, helped clean up, and said their good-byes, Wylie rejoined them and took his own cup of mead. By the time they were down to just the four of them, it was after dark and Ron didn’t know about the others, but he was pretty shit-faced. Fortunately, Everett had a relatively new addition to his shop, a full, working bathroom, including a shower. Ron didn’t have to impose by going into their house or try to use the tiny one in the Tin Can. There were still nearly two full growlers of mead left, and he was going to do his best to chip away at it tonight, probably while watching gay BDSM porn on his laptop.
Hell, wasn’t like he was worried about going home tonight.
Didn’t have anyone to go home to. Not in a romantic sense, leastways.
He’d showered and was returning to the Tin Can when Eve walked over from the house, a slightly lopsided smile on her face. “Any of that mead left?”
He grinned. “Want to help me finish it off?”
“Fuckin’ A, I do. Mead is forever, right?”
He laughed. “Yeah, mead is forever. That is one of our battle cries for a very good reason.”
He held the trailer’s door open for her and let her go first. Unlike the very brief time he’d seen her out and about with Kimbra at a munch, she’d acted very chatty today, friendly. He halfway thought maybe he could sound her out for Kimbra, despite Kimbra asking him not to.
But…he hated seeing his friend so…miserable. And just like he was an “up in your business” brother, he considered himself that kind of friend.
From the way Kimbra had sounded and acted last weekend on the way home from the Toucan, it proved to him she loved and wanted Eve. He wasn’t sure what had happened to adjust Kimbra’s thinking during that Saturday night—or maybe she’d had some soul-searching discussions with the twink she’d been talking with—but she sure acted like a woman in love and pining to him.
If the two of them could get out of their own fucking ways and get together and work things out, maybe they could be happy together.
He’d brought the cooler into the Tin Can earlier and nearly tripped over it as he climbed the stairs inside.
Eve giggled and reached out a hand to steady him. “You okay, there, Leif Erikson?”
He snorted. “Hey, I’m six four, all right? This place is tiny. Besides, have you actually seen your big bro over there when he’s in ren fair season? He looks more like a Viking than I do.” He waved in what he suspected was the general direction of the house. “He goes long-haired hippie, if you didn’t notice. Puts me to shame.”
With Ron’s job, while he could let his hair grow out and grow a beard, it would be hotter than fucking hell and get in his way, so he didn’t even attempt it.
She stepped back and dropped down onto the sofa bunk, which took up the front of the tiny trailer and was already opened and ready for use. “Yeah, and he shaves and gets a haircut for Wylie the rest of the year. He’s so fucking adorable. Wylie, I mean. Not my brother. Eww. I mean, yeah, Ev’s…”
She let out a sigh as she leaned over and grabbed a plastic cup from the sleeve of them on top of the cooler. She shook it at him. “Never mind. You know what the hell I mean. Hit me, Bjorg.”
He smirked. “That’s actually a girl’s name, honey.” He opened the cooler. “But you’re in luck, because it does mean ‘help,’ so good on ya.” He pulled out one of the growler jugs. “You’re helping me kill a growler.”
“See? Even a blind-drunk chick can get one right every once in a while.” She offered him another smile as he poured her half a cup. She cleared her throat when he stopped, so he topped it off for her before filling his own. “Thanks.”
After returning the jug to the cooler, he sat next to her on the bed. He’d donned a pair of loose shorts for the return walk to the Tin Can. He held up his cup in a toast. “Skål.”
She gently touched her cup to his. “Skål.”
They sipped in silence for a moment. “So what do you think about my brother?” she asked.
He wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but it was a safer topic than straying toward Kimbra. “I think he’s very married and even more in love with his husband.”
“I meant in the looks department.”
“Not gonna lie. He’s gorgeous. If we were both single, I’d consider bottoming to him for a night. But long-term, it wouldn’t work.”
“Why not?”
He smiled. “Maybe you weren’t processing I’m not exactly a full-time bottom.”
Her brow scrunched up in an adorably drunk way before her eyebrows lifted. “Oooohhh.”
He nodded in time with her head bob. “Riiiight. I’d be more interested in finding me a Wylie of my own. Now he’s fucking adorable as hell.”
“I know, right?” She took several long swallows from her cup. “Makes me question my own goddamned life choices,” she muttered. “Lucky bastard.”
He sensed maybe he was treading in dangerous territory but wasn’t sure if that was for realz or if he was just that fucking drunk.
Maybe a lot of both.
“How so?” he asked before he…couldn’t.
Eve was in the process of chugging her mead and emptied her cup before responding. “You ever…cross teams?”
“Huh?”
“Girls. You ever do girls?”
“You did get the memo I’m gay, right?”
“Duh.” She leaned forward toward the cooler and he had to reach out and grab a fistful of the back of her shirt to keep her from tipping over sideways while she opened the cooler, dragged the growler out, and poured herself another full cup. She slowly sat up, refilled his cup, but he took the growler jug from her to return it to the cooler.
“I meant…pre-decloseting,” she finally said.
“Yeah. I did. Lost my virginity to the girl I took to junior prom. I think she wanted it way more than I did. She was bound and determined to take my V-card, for some reason. Three girls total, but one only gave me a blowjob, so does that one even count?”
“Sure, she counts.” She cocked her head at him. “How’d you know for sure guys did it for you?”
“When I had to keep hiding hardons in the shower after gym in high school. Got pretty good at super-fast showers and carrying well-placed towels and gym bags.”
“How’d your parents react when you came out?”
He drained his cup in several swallows, trying to drown the darkness with the sweet booze. “They threw me out.”
“Shit. Sorry.”
“It is what it is. Fortunately, I had a friend I could stay with. Got a job, worked my way through trade school, made a life for myself. Couldn’t have done it without Meri’s help.” Fuck it, he grabbed the growler and rather than return it to the cooler, he set it on the floor next to the bed after refilling both their cups.
Maybe I shouldn’t be pounding this back so hard right now…
“So you’re single, right?” she asked.
“Not by choice, but yeah.” He wasn’t even sure now if Eve remembered he was friends with Kimbra, but he could be a sneaky motherfucker without violating Kimbra’s safeword.
Right? “You?”
Shadows filled her blue-green gaze for a long moment as she stared down into her cup. “I don’t know exactly what I am right now,” she quietly said.
 
* * * *
 
Well, Eve knew she was drunk, for starters. She had counted on Ev taking her keys, which was why she didn’t bother telling him about the shot of tequila she’d added to one of her earlier beers. She’d gone from keeping a good, rolling buzz going to wanting to get blisteringly drunk in a way she never usually did…and never had before.
She wanted to make the choices go…away. At least for a while.
She wanted her own non-peyote-induced psychic revelation, her time in the wilderness.
Clarity.
An answer.
Words and thoughts blurred, and at some point she was aware of being on top of Ron and either doing some really hot and nasty things to the handsome guy, or she was having one hell of a sexy dream…
And the next thing she knew, someone lay snoring next to her.
Squinting against an obnoxiously horrendous hangover, she sat up and started to stagger out of the bunk and towards the door when she realized she had a little problem.
Where are my clothes?
She turned around and the adrenaline jolt smacked her in the face and made her head pound even worse as she realized Ron was also naked.
What the fuck did we do together?
Panicked, she returned to the bunk and gingerly felt around in the sheets to locate her shorts, panties, bra, and T-shirt before she backed away from it. On top of everything else, now she had to pee.
Really fucking bad.
Mental images of her shoving Ron back onto the bed and going down on him floated to mind and she tried not to groan over her stupid fucking…stupidity.
Fuck!
He was still snoring in the bed as she quietly let herself out, shivering in the damp, barely-past-dawn early morning air. The shop bathroom was the closest. After turning on the light and locking herself in, she went to use the toilet…
Oh, fuck.
As she sat there, she stared at the spots high on her inner thighs, white, dried—a mental image of her riding Ron at one point while she fingered herself—
Oh, fuck, please, no!
And yeah, if she thought about it, she was achy in places that normally only ached like that if she used a vibrator on herself.
Or Kimbra used a strap-on on her.
Oh, jesusfuck.
She stripped and hopped into the shower there, and—
Confirmation.
Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!
Most of her memory from the night before was a mead-induced black hole, buuuut…she was pretty sure she’d been the aggressor.
At least, she assumed she’d been. Even drunk, she knew deep in her gut no way in hell would Ron ever go after a man and sexually assault him, much less a woman. That meant she must have come on to him. Or at the very least, she must have made the first move.
Shit. He’s Kimbra’s best friend.
She mentally did calculations, because she wasn’t on the fucking pill. She didn’t have to be. It wasn’t like Kimbra could get her pregnant, and even though they weren’t specifically exclusive, Eve hadn’t been with a guy in…
Nearly two years.
Hell, she hadn’t been with anyone but Kimbra in nearly two years, even though she’d gone out once or twice with a couple of guys.
It was almost the end of her cycle. She was due to have her period any day now, actually.
Standing there in the shower, the shakes hit her, hard, fierce. So hard, she slid down the wall and sat there, curled up, arms around her knees as she cried.
I love her. I’m in love with her.
Whatever Kimbra had done last weekend—and Eve hadn’t pushed her for details because, honestly, she hadn’t wanted to know—had made her want to talk to Eve this week.
Eve had been putting her off, afraid of the conversation.
Afraid it would be the end, finally.
I don’t want to lose her. I’m in love with her.
And wasn’t that her answer right there?
After finding strength to stand, she stepped out of the shower, dried off, and pulled her clothes back on.
This will be okay. Maybe he won’t even remember it.
She hoped.
Fuck, it wasn’t bad enough she’d slept with a guy while they were both blind-ass drunk, but it was her girlfriend’s best friend.
Her girlfriend’s gay friend.
Praying Ev and Wylie were still asleep, Eve snuck into the house through the unlocked kitchen door and closed it behind her.
The house lay dark and silent and she breathed in a sigh of relief.
Creeping down to the other end of the house, she stared down the hallway toward her brother and Wylie’s closed bedroom door and didn’t hear anything. Moving slowly, she opened the guest room door, slipped inside, and closed it behind her…
And nearly screamed when she turned and saw Wylie standing there at the end of the bed and wearing a bathrobe, arms crossed over his chest and a smirk on his face. She’d managed to clap a hand over her mouth to stifle the sound.
“Jesusfuck you scared the crap out of me!” she hissed.
“I almost locked you out last night after Ev fell asleep. I got up and went to check the doors and realized you weren’t in the house.”
“You waited for me all this time?”
“No, I left the back door unlocked. I’d just walked into the kitchen to get the coffee started when I saw you crossing the yard. What were you doing outside?”
She thought about lying, about deflecting, about not answering.
Then she realized the simplest truth wouldn’t sound bad to Wylie.
“I got blind drunk with Ron and his mead last night, and woke up in the Tin Can a few minutes ago. I guess we both passed out.”
“Ah.” He walked over and kissed her cheek. “You sober now?”
“Yeah.” More than she wanted to admit.
He noted her damp hair. “You took a shower out there?”
“I didn’t want to wake you guys. Besides, I was already out there.”
“Ron still asleep?”
“Yeah.” Okay, sure, her version of events contained a huge, honkin’ lie of omission, but if Ron didn’t bring it up to anyone, she damn sure wasn’t going to.
“You need something for your hangover?”
She nodded. “Yes, please.”
“Come on. I won’t rat you out to Ev.” He snorted as he headed for the bedroom door. “Besides, the guy’s gay. Not like Ev would begrudge you two crashing out there.”
She was glad she was following Wylie and he couldn’t see the guilty look she knew she had to be wearing. “Yeah, right? We were talking and next thing I knew, it’s morning.”
“Mead’ll hit you fast and hard and in unexpected ways, honey.”
“You ain’t fuckin’ kidding,” she muttered.
“Mead is forever.” He softly chuckled.
Let’s fucking hope not, she thought.
 
Chapter Seven
 
“Why are you up this early?” Eve followed Wylie out to the kitchen and watched him hit the switch on the coffeemaker.
“Animals. They don’t take days off, and they don’t understand weekends mean sleeping in.” He smirked. “Besides, this is actually thirty minutes later than my usual time. I need to ride the pasture fence line today. Mark’s at his mom’s for the weekend, and I want to do it before it gets too hot. That also means, hopefully, I’ll get to spend some quality time with Ev today.”
Mark was the teenaged son of their neighbor from across the road. The neighbor rented pasture space from Wylie for part of their cattle herd, and Mark worked part-time for Wylie, doing chores on the homestead.
He reached into a cabinet and handed her a bottle of ibuprofen. “There you go. You know where the glasses are.”
“Bless you, my son.”
Eve was working on her second cup of coffee and sitting at the kitchen table while Wylie made her pancakes when Ev walked into the kitchen.
“What are you doing up, Sir?” Wylie asked as he kissed him. “I wasn’t expecting you up for at least an hour.”
“I smelled pancakes. That’s why you’re not in trouble for not bringing me coffee. I know you weren’t expecting me up yet.” He smiled and lightly swatted Wylie on the ass before dropping a kiss on top of Eve’s head. “You sleep okay last night?”
“Yeah, great. Thanks.” She held the mug with both hands and hoped Ron didn’t choose that moment to walk in because it was taking everything she had not to let Ev see how badly her hands trembled.
If she was lucky, maybe she could get the hell out of there before Ron even woke up.
That meant making her escape before Wylie started taking care of the goats and chickens. With the Tin Can’s proximity to the coop and the goat pens, no doubt the noise would awaken Ron.
She still couldn’t believe what she was pretty sure she’d done last night. As the coffee and ibuprofen kicked in, a few more stray snippets she felt nearly certain were memories and not dreams from the night before had floated to mind.
Nothing she was particularly proud of, either. She kind of remembered them joking around, Ron admitting it’d been a while since he’d been laid, her offering to blow him, and then…
Things had apparently escalated quickly in their drunken state.
She didn’t think she’d raped him…and she felt reasonably certain he hadn’t forced her, either.
But the fact that she was bi and he was gay, and that they’d both been drunk off their asses, left her conscience swirling down her brain’s metaphorical sub-basement sewage drain.
In other words—she knew she should go apologize to him, but she selfishly hoped he might not even remember the night.
If so, yay.
It would forever live in infamy in her brain, though.
Along with the fear that he might say something to Kimbra about it.
Dammit.
Meanwhile, she needed to get food in her stomach, coax her keys back from Ev, and go home.
Then she needed to wait until she was sure Kimbra was awake and go talk to her and quit putting this off.
Because she felt reasonably sure Kimbra wanted to break up.
Which was ironic, now that Eve was damned certain she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Kimbra.
 
* * * *
 
Ron awakened with a helluva hangover and zero memory of the evening after he’d started hammering back mead with Eve.
Damn.
He realized it was bleating from the nearby goat pen that had pulled him out of his mead-induced coma and back to the land of the living.
He sat up, realized he was naked, and finally found his shorts to pull on so he could hit the bathroom, grabbing a shirt from his bag before heading out.
After using the toilet and washing his hands he rinsed his face and stared at himself in the mirror.
I’m too old for this shit.
He wasn’t exactly a “drinker” except for mead, on occasion. Getting himself that shit-faced plastered, though, was a rarity regardless of the booze. Not in a long damn time.
He hoped he hadn’t said anything to Eve last night about Kimbra.
I guess I’ll find out if I did.
He didn’t want to do anything to piss Kimbra off—she was his best friend.
Last weekend still swirled through his mind. The slightly sad look on the twink’s face, the missed connection. There’d been something…an old-soul air about him, at least from a distance. Ron really regretted not talking to him.
Maybe I could head up there next weekend. Alone.
Kimbra was supposed to be his wingman, not a cock-blocker.
Except that wasn’t fair and he knew it. He’d seen the guy several times that day, but hadn’t made eye contact with him despite feeling the guy’s gaze landing on him more than once. Lastly, because he’d been too busy chatting up the cute redhead. By the time he realized he didn’t really feel a connection with the ginger, both Kimbra and the twink had been gone. He didn’t see if they’d gone off together or not after talking, but he suspected not.
Helloooo. Twink. Like she’d be interested in the guy like that.
She’d probably wandered into the drag queen show and then back to her room for the rest of the night while Ron had tried and failed to make a connection and finally gave up around eleven.
I’m sick of being alone.
On his way back to the Tin Can, he paused and stared at where Wylie was filling several pans of feed from over the fence. The goats gathered close to him, some trying to eat the goat chow as it spilled from the bucket he held and into the pans below.
“Are you the goat whisperer now?”
Wylie turned, smiling. “This time of morning, yeah, pretty much.” He finished that and tossed the empty bucket back toward the barn and headed for him. “How you feeling?”
“Not so loud, huh?” Ron smiled as he ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll live. Wouldn’t say no to ibuprofen or coffee, if there is any.”
“There is, in the kitchen. Eve already had hers before she headed home.”
Ron pulled up and turned at Wylie’s tone and smirk. “What?”
“Ev doesn’t know, but I caught Eve stumbling into the house this morning at daybreak. Said you two got sloshed and passed out together in the Tin Can.”
A dark, unsettled feeling stirred somewhere around the base of his spine. Maybe he was more hungover than he thought, because Wylie’s obvious amusement wasn’t computing. “Why doesn’t Ev know?”
“Because it would embarrass Eve. She’s my sister-in-law. I know how to be politic.”
Relief! “Ah. Then I guess I’ll keep my trap shut, too.”
Wylie patted him on the shoulder. “Wise man. Besides, not like you guys did anything. Nothing to tell Ev. Right? I mean, not that it would matter if you did, buuuut I’m assuming from your end of things—”
“Phpth.” Ron shoved away an uncomfortable mental image he had first assumed was nothing more than a drunken dream. “Not that she’s not nice, because she is, but she’s not a guy.”
“And while Eve can be an overprotective little sister, Ev’s a really overprotective big brother, when he wants to be. I’m smart enough to keep my mouth shut when there’s nothing to talk about anyway. Even if there was, short of a direct order from Sir, I’d still keep my mouth shut. Ev’s probably in the kitchen. If not, just let yourself in the back door.”
“Thanks.” Ron started toward the house.
“I left you some pancakes on a plate in the oven. Help yourself.”
“Thanks, again.” Yeah, it wouldn’t be Eve he’d draw Ev’s ire over, if he had half a chance.
Not that he was a home-wrecker, because he wasn’t. If a guy was taken, that was it, done, period. Total non-starter.
But if he was going to make a pass at anyone on this property, it’d be Wylie.
Unless the guy I wish I’d approached instead of the red-haired guy happens to show up by some miracle.
Besides, even if he was into women, he would never do that to Kimbra. She was his friend.
He found Ev sitting at the kitchen table and reading his tablet while finishing his breakfast. When he spotted Ron through the door he waved him in and pointed to the oven when Ron entered. “Wy left you a plate.”
“He told me. Meds first, huh?”
Ev smiled and pointed at the counter, where a clean glass, an empty coffee mug, and the ibuprofen bottle were laid out and ready.
“Thanks.” After he had washed three tablets down, he poured his coffee and retrieved the plate, sitting with Ev. “Man, I haven’t hit it that hard in a long time.”
“Did you two finish off the mead?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t looked.” He remembered almost stumbling over an empty growler jug lying on its side when he left the Tin Can. “I’m afraid to.”
Ev snorted. “I can’t drink like that, either. Too hard suffering through it the next morning.”
“Yeah, well, I think I found my mid-year’s resolution.” He sipped his coffee before tucking into the pancakes.
“Mid-year’s?”
“Yeah. Limiting myself to only one serving of mead per event.”
“One serving?” The arched eyebrow and smirk told Ron Ev had picked up on that distinction. “That’s not a very definitive qualifier.”
Ron shrugged. “Well, I don’t want to be too boring.”
Ron made it out of there and was on his way home less than an hour later. And, it turned out, they hadn’t finished off the mead. There was still over half a growler left in the cooler, but they’d emptied the other one.
That was a lot of fucking mead.
His headache had settled back to a dull throbbing by the time he returned home and unloaded his shit. Wynn and Meri weren’t there, even though her car was. Ron climbed into the shower and stood there with the water as cool as he could stand it and the spray aimed at the back of his head.
That helped.
Unfortunately, it also allowed him a moment to think about how he’d acquired the hangover in the first place.
Now he wasn’t sure if it was memories or dreams. Ev said Eve had left almost an hour before he climbed out of the bunk…but Ron wasn’t dead or dismembered, so he was assuming either a) he didn’t force Eve to do whatever they did, if the mental images he couldn’t rid himself of were really what happened, or b) they hadn’t done anything, and they’d just been dreams.
B was his preferred choice. For multiple reasons.
For starters, Kimbra. She was his friend, and he knew she was in love with Eve.
Actually, back that truck the fuck up.
For starters, because even though yeah, he’d been really drunk and on a long dry streak sexually, he was not into women. So he wouldn’t have made a pass at Eve, drunk or sober.
If something had happened, that would mean Eve had probably…
Shit.
He was gay, not dead. If she’d been determined enough, he wouldn’t have turned her away in his condition last night. Not exactly informed consent, but he also wasn’t going to make a federal case over it, either. Not with her, with him being friends with Ev and Kimbra.
Especially Kimbra.
Except…maybe nothing happened last night. Maybe they’d talked and he’d had sexy fucking dreams that just felt like memories.
That was a lot of fucking mead.
That sealed it for him. He wasn’t going to call Eve and ask, “Hey, did we fuck around last night? Literally?”
That wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have in any universe, much less this one.
He’d wait to see if she approached him. If she didn’t, that meant it’d only been in his own brain.
Besides, how would he even go about getting her number without it raising some uncomfortable questions?
He dried off and didn’t bother pulling on clothes before he climbed into bed. All he wanted to do was sleep off his pancake coma and mead hangover and make the uncomfortable thoughts go away.
Especially to make the uncomfortable thoughts go away.
The sooner, the better.
 
Chapter Eight
 
Immediately upon returning home, Eve stood in her shower and scrubbed herself head to toe again.
This is fine. This’ll be fine.
Even her symptoms from her hangover had drastically improved as the food and coffee and meds helped.
She was more worried about Kimbra’s reaction at this point, especially when combined with knowing Kimbra wanted to “talk.”
Would this be the final tipping point?
Eve wouldn’t blame her if it was.
I love her.
Eve turned from where she’d been leaning against her kitchen counter and headed for the catch-all drawer. There, she rooted through it and found what she was looking for.
Instead of calling Kimbra, she opted to drive there. It was a little before noon when she pulled into Kimbra’s driveway.
Fortunately, Kimbra’s car was the only one there. Part of her had felt convinced she’d arrive and awkwardly stumble across the very thing Kimbra wanted to “talk” about—that she’d already moved on with someone else. Eve forced herself up the walk and rang the doorbell.
When Kimbra answered the door, Eve immediately threw herself on Kimbra, kissing her, closing her eyes and nearly sobbing with relief as Kimbra responded. Kimbra wrapped her arms around Eve and took control of the kiss, stepping back inside with Eve in her arms and kicking the door shut with her foot.
Finally, Kimbra lifted her head and stared into her eyes. Her voice sounded low, tone somber. “I don’t see you for, what, over a week, and you show up now, with a greeting like that. What’s up?”
“I love you,” Eve said, unable to hold back her tears. “I love you, and I can’t lose you. Please marry me.”
Eve dug the key out of her pocket, took Kimbra’s hand in hers, and pressed it into her palm before closing her fingers around it. “I’m an idiot and I love you. You’ve put up with me all these years. I’m done being stupid, if you’ll still have me.”
Kimbra stared at the key for a long and bumpy moment. Eve couldn’t pull her gaze from Kimbra’s, while Kimbra’s focus remained on her hand.
“You’re giving me a key?”
They didn’t have keys for each other’s places.
“I’m giving you me, Ma’am.”
Now Kimbra’s beautiful blue gaze met hers, her brow furrowing as she studied Eve. “Is this because I wanted to talk?”
“It’s because I had an…epiphany.”
Kimbra’s gaze returned to the key. She turned it over in her palm, as if trying to convince herself it was real. Eve’s soul chilled at her next words. “We still need to talk, hon.”
Eve nodded. “I know. We do. I mean, I do, too.”
Kimbra closed her fist around the key. “I mean, we really need to talk. There’s something I need to tell you.”
 
* * * *
 
What Kimbra wanted to do was haul Eve down to the county clerk’s office and camp out there so that first thing tomorrow morning they could get their marriage license. Then she wanted to tie Eve down in bed for the next three days, edge her without letting her come, until she was nearly out of her damn mind with need, and then drag her back to the county clerk’s office to say, “I do.”
All that before bringing her back home and making love to her for the rest of the week. Kimbra wasn’t one to take off weekdays, but for this she’d make an exception.
The sharp edges of the key dug into her palm and she forced herself to focus on Eve’s gaze again. Blue-green, like her brother’s eyes.
“Yes, Ma’am?”
Damned if her saying those two words didn’t do something good to Kimbra’s soul.
Now I get why Walt likes it like that.
Kimbra knew they should go sit down for this talk, not have it standing there in her foyer, but she was afraid if they did that she’d end up wrapped around Eve—or Eve would be wrapped around her—and the last thing they’d be doing was talk.
She couldn’t get side-tracked.
Taking a deep breath, Kimbra decided to plunge in head-first. “Last weekend, I went to the Toucan with Ron. I got really damn drunk. I’m not talking a good buzz kind of drunk—I’m talking bad-decision, black-out drunk. I was propositioned by a subby who was looking for a hard, no-strings spanking in exchange for making me feel good, and I took them up on it. I was drunk and lonely, and that’s no excuse, but—”
Eve kissed her again, hard, deeply, surprising Kimbra. Eve wrapped her arms around Kimbra’s neck and held on tightly, until all Kimbra could do was reach around and grab Eve’s ass and go with it.
Finally, Eve let them come up for air, but she kept her forehead pressed against Kimbra’s and her eyes closed.
Tears spilled down her cheeks. “I got really drunk with someone at Ev’s last night, and woke up next them in the Tin Can. I’m sorry, Ma’am.”
Kimbra sighed. “You’re comin’ here this morning out of guilt?”
“A little.”
“A little?”
“A lot. A whole lot. Mostly because my first thought when I woke up was that I love you, I don’t want anyone but you, and I’m terrified I’m going to lose you because I’m a fucking idiot. I was worried that’s what you wanted to talk about, that you wanted to break up. I’m so sorry.”
“So are you doing this because you want to, or because you’re scared not to, or because you’re feeling guilty and shook?”
“Mostly the first, a little of the other two. But mostly because I want to.” Eve sighed. “Even if it hadn’t been for last night, I’d still be okay with what you did, because that was what I asked you to agree to, even if I was stupid to not give you more a long time ago. I wouldn’t have put up with me for this long, that’s for damn sure.”
Kimbra made Eve look at her and meet her gaze. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Kimbra said.
“Is that what you wanted to talk about this past week?”
Kimbra nodded. “I was feeling pretty damn guilty, too. I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize to me, Ma’am. We had an agreement.”
Kimbra studied her for a long moment. “We done playing games? We gonna make this real and official and tell everyone?”
“Can we please get married first?”
“You know your parents will be okay with this, right? Look how much they love Wylie.” A thought hit her. “Or are you worried they might not like me because I’m mixed?”
Which would be…weird, because she’d met Eve’s family before—under the pretext of them being friends and colleagues—and they’d seemed perfectly fine.
Then again, being fine with their daughter’s friend, and being fine with their daughter’s wife, were two different things entirely.
“Not any of that.” Eve drew in a deep breath. “This is…about me. I also need to figure out how to apologize to Ev.”
“For what?”
“For keeping this a secret. For being a chicken and not admitting it sooner. For basically making him come out first so I could see Mom and Dad’s reactions.”
Kimbra pulled her in again. “It’s all right, baby girl. How do you want to do this, then?”
“I was thinking we could get married, work out where we’re going to live and all that, and then throw a party for everyone. Safety in numbers.”
“No, I want to tell my family first,” Kimbra said. “I don’t want to blind-side them. They’ll keep it quiet. Not like Walt doesn’t already know we’re sort of an item. I think they’ll be okay, but I’d rather they receive the news in private in case they aren’t.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“We’ll tell your family separately, too, after we tell mine.” Kimbra offered her a smile. “We’ll practice on mine.”
Besides, Kimbra knew she’d just scored a huge win, and like hell would she push too hard and send Eve scurrying back into the closet. “Within the next two months we’ll tell your family. How’s that? We’ll start off by having dinner together with them and Ev and Wylie a few times, and then break it to them after we feel them out. If I think any of them will take it badly, I’ll handle it from there. We can even fudge things and tell them we’re dating, if you want, and then later tell them we eloped.”
It felt like every bit of tension drained out of Eve. “Thank you, Ma’am.” Eve stood an inch shorter than Kimbra’s five-eight, but right now, the way she had tucked herself close against Kimbra’s body, she felt smaller, more vulnerable.
Briefly, Kimbra was uncomfortably reminded of Ivan last weekend, how close to his size and build Eve was, and she quickly shoved that out of her mind.
Emotions weren’t rational. Kimbra understood that all too well from her years practicing criminal law. Eve had just given herself to Kimbra.
Was she willing to give some in return to reward that concession and help ease Eve’s fears?
Fuckin’ A, she was.
Once she got a ring on her girl’s finger, she could take her damn sweet time from there to work on her.
“We spend most every night together from this point on, even before we publicly move in together,” Kimbra said. “Not counting when you have to travel for work or something. We’re living together. Period. We just need to decide which house is the one we’ll be in for good. And we need a prenup.”
“Pre-marital assets remain full property of the person who owned them coming into the marriage, including but not limited to houses, cars, and retirement accounts. Our paychecks are our own, not marital assets. We’ll create a joint account to use for household expenses and contribute equally to it, unless we draw up a future stipulation changing that. Items purchased by someone during the marriage remain theirs, unless it’s a gift for the other.”
It was simple and clear-cut. Kimbra kissed the top of her head. “Deal. Marry me, baby girl. This week.”
“We can get the license tomorrow, Ma’am.”
Kimbra squeezed Eve tightly against her. “Done, baby girl. You don’t even have to call me ‘Ma’am’ if you don’t want to.”
“I want to.” Eve sighed. “I don’t expect you to be a full-time Domme. But I’m done trying to run my personal life. I suck at it. I’m never as happy as when I’m with you.”
“That makes two of us, honey.”
 
* * * *
 
Could it really be this…easy?
“Did you want to talk more about…what we did?” Eve asked Kimbra. She didn’t want to, but it needed to be settled.
“Not unless you do. What happened with me will never happen again, and it shouldn’t have happened in the first place. I’ll likely never see ’em again in my life, so…Yeah. I’m good wiping the slate clean if you are and not worrying about details.”
Relief filled her. “Yes, please, Ma’am.” At some point she knew she’d need to pull Ron aside, privately apologize, and beg him to never mention it to Kimbra.
But…not right now.
Not today.
All she wanted to do today was bask in the sweet relief washing through her, the surety that Kimbra was hers now.
Finally.
Kimbra chuckled. “I could get used to you calling me that.”
“Me, too, Ma’am.”
Kimbra finally untangled herself from Eve’s arms and walked over to where her purse and keys sat on a bookshelf near her front door. She picked up her keys and made a point of looking at Eve when she threaded the key onto the ring.
“I don’t have any spare keys right now. We’ll go out later and I’ll get one made.”
Eve smiled. “Yes, Ma’am.” It even sounded right, felt right calling her that.
With that done, Kimbra held her hand out to Eve. “How about we go make a couple of hours’ worth of new memories to help get rid of our mistakes?”
Eve took her hand. “Gladly.”
 
Chapter Nine
 
Kimbra led Eve down the hallway to her bedroom.
Can it really be this easy?
Maybe it could. She wouldn’t have to think anymore about Ivan and the haunted look in his eyes.
I should delete that picture from my phone.
That wasn’t something she’d go handle right this second, though.
Right this second, she had her girl’s hand in hers and was ready to get down to the business of getting busy with her.
It’d been too damn long between them, too, since the last time they’d made love.
Kimbra had never taken their time together for granted before, never knowing for sure if or when Eve might be ready to make this permanent.
Except today it felt sweeter, more real—like Eve was more there.
Like there was a we, an us.
A them.
And if Eve was happy playing the little spoon with her, even better. She was good with that and anything else Eve wanted to do, as long as it involved them being married and together.
Kimbra backed Eve toward the bed even as they helped each other strip along the way. Yeah, Walt had been good in bed when they were together. Unfortunately, their problems were mostly when they were out of bed. She could give her damn self an orgasm with her own two hands or a vibrator.
What she needed was a partner who got her, who understood her drive, her work, and wouldn’t have a problem with that. Eve was just as driven with hers, and the two of them could be perfectly happy sitting in silence in the living room, surrounded by piles of files and paperwork.
They had done just that countless times before.
All Kimbra had needed was Eve to finally be ready to jump so Kimbra could catch her.
She playfully shoved Eve, making her land on her back on the bed. Kimbra climbed up and straddled her. “You still a little hungover, boo?”
“Yeah. Not as bad as when I woke up, though. Still have energy for you.”
Kimbra smiled. “Good. That’s punishment enough, I suppose. I know I felt miserable last Sunday. Thank god Ron drove us home.”
“Can I please ask something?”
“Sure.”
“Can we not talk about that again? For either of us? As in ever? I hit bottom this morning. Seriously.” Tears filled Eve’s eyes. “I thought for sure I’d lost you. I never want to feel like that again. Ever.”
Kimbra leaned in and kissed her, gently, sweetly, taking her time and loving it when Eve responded. “Sure, baby. Done and forgotten. In the past.”
Kimbra kissed her way down Eve’s jaw, to her chin, down her neck and nuzzling her lips in the hollow of her throat. She wanted to take her time today.
She wanted to take forever. Convince Eve that this was the right path for them both, that it was a path worth taking.
That they were worth it.
No rushing today, Kimbra slowly trailed kisses down the valley between Eve’s breasts, cupping them in her hands and brushing the pads of her thumbs over her nipples.
That earned her a sweet, sexy moan. Eve spread her thighs and started grinding against Kimbra’s knee, which was planted between them. Smiling down at Eve, Kimbra shoved her knee up harder, pressing against her pussy to give her better traction.
“I’m not even mean enough to tell you to hold it. Today,” Kimbra added. “Sometimes I’m gonna want to make you beg, though, baby girl.”
Eve gasped. “Yes, Ma’am.”
That needy desperation was more than enough to finish firing up Kimbra’s libido. She pressed Eve’s breasts together, nipping and sucking hard on her right nipple, then her left, back and forth as Eve squirmed beneath her.
Eve still hadn’t managed to grind one out against Kimbra’s leg when Kimbra moved south, biting and sucking and licking a path of marks all the way down, over Eve’s navel, to her pussy.
“On second thought,” Kimbra said, sitting up, “maybe I do want to make you work for this.”
Eve let out a frustrated groan while Kimbra retrieved the toy she wanted from her nightstand. One end of the dildo, a large oblong bulb shape, slid inside Kimbra’s pussy, holding it in place and allowing her to fuck Eve with the business end of it. A strap-on that…wasn’t strapped on. She grabbed Eve’s legs and shoved them up and apart.
“In fact, I think I want to fuck the first one out of you, baby girl. Let’s start this new world order off right.” She slipped two fingers into Eve’s pussy and found her soaking wet, and used her own juices to slick the dildo. “Gonna remind you who you rightfully belong to so you don’t ever doubt it again.”
 
* * * *
 
There was nothing on Eve’s mind right now except how good Kimbra’s body felt against hers, and how great everything she was doing to her felt.
Kimbra teased Eve’s clit with her thumb as she slid fingers inside her cunt again, gathering more wetness to coat the dildo. Eve had confessed to her once this was her second favorite toy, next to the Hitachi vibrator.
When Kimbra notched the head of the fake cock against Eve’s pussy, her blue gaze met Eve’s. “No one else. Not as long as we’re together, and I want to spend forever with you.”
Eve nodded. “No one else. Ever.”
She gasped as Kimbra slammed home, her sadistic grin lighting fires deep inside Eve’s body as she held still for a moment. “I always forget how much fun this thing is until I’m fucking you with it, baby.” She ground her hips against Eve, their clits rubbing together before she began her long, slow withdrawal.
Kimbra reached down and cupped Eve’s breasts again, this time pinching and rolling her nipples between her fingers as Eve held on to Kimbra’s hips and tried to urge her into moving faster.
But Kimbra wouldn’t be rushed. She settled into a long, slow, teasing grind, one she knew would frustrate Eve even as it worked her closer to the edge of coming.
Kimbra’s gaze never wavered from Eve’s as she fucked Eve, watching her, gauging how close she was, finally picking up the pace as she sensed Eve getting closer.
And she was, too. Eve played dirty and reached between them, finding Kimbra’s clit and rubbing it, making her cry out as she came. Kimbra’s fingers dug into Eve’s breasts and that was the last little jolt she needed to fall over the edge, too.
Sweet, desperate pleasure exploded from her clit, sweeping through her body as her pussy clamped down on the toy. Kimbra fell still, the dildo still buried deep inside Eve. When the evil, sexy grin curled Kimbra’s lips, Eve knew she was in trouble.
“That’s a start, baby.” She leaned in and kissed Eve, slanting her lips over Eve’s in a crushing kiss as her hips started rocking again. Now sensitive, it wouldn’t take either of them very long to get over a second time.
And knowing Kimbra’s evil streak, Eve had a feeling she’d be begging her to stop at some point.
Until then…she’d gladly take every second of it, relishing it.
Loving it and loving Kimbra.
It was nearly an hour later before they both collapsed, sated, Eve aching in all the good ways and curled in Kimbra’s arms. The dildo had been discarded to the side a little while earlier, and they’d finished with Eve on top of Kimbra in a sixty-nine.
Sweet, languid calm filled Eve.
“Thank you, Ma’am.”
Kimbra chuckled. “Thank you, baby girl.”
Eve pressed her face against Kimbra’s breast, sucking, leaving yet another mark. “Sorry I was so stupid and waited so long.”
“Nah, don’t think like that.” Kimbra’s fingers lightly raked through Eve’s hair, against her scalp. “This was what we both needed, getting our heads on straight. It happened, we’re here, and that’s all that matters in the end.”
Eve snuggled in and closed her eyes. “Can we take a nap before we run our errands?”
“You read my mind, honey.”
 
* * * *
 
If it wasn’t for the fact that Kimbra needed to go out and get a spare key made, she wouldn’t want to leave the house at all.
The key, and they needed to go get Eve’s clothes and stuff for her for tomorrow.
Eve would be sleeping in her bed tonight. No more late-night good-byes and even longer hours alone.
Not anymore.
Worth it.
She felt the difference in Eve today. Sure, desperation had played a role.
Kimbra didn’t even care.
How they reached this point was completely irrelevant.
All that mattered was they were here now, they were on the same page, and by the end of the week, they’d be married.
It sure as fuck beat the alternative.
Kimbra had been ready to say good-bye to Eve. Not an ultimatum, but a melancholy farewell with the sincere hope that they could remain friends even after.
Following last weekend, her heart had felt…scorched.
Even the few drunken hours she’d spent with Ivan had helped sate something within her that had felt lonely and unfulfilled.
She’d felt needed.
Wanted.
Not sexually, but as a person.
That was what had been missing for far too long with Eve.
Except now…
She felt it, and more.
Kimbra didn’t need a wedding “ceremony.” All she needed was her woman to finally say I do and mean it. She’d had a “wedding” before and it hadn’t lasted. Eve shied away from public displays like that, anyway. It wasn’t her thing, even when it was for celebrating other people.
I hope Ron will warm up to her.
Ron was a very protective man when it came to those he considered “his.” Be it family or friends—or friends he considered family. Considering how shitty his parents had treated him—and Meri when she’d taken his side and stood up for him against them—friends were his family.
While she hadn’t talked to him this weekend because of his Viking thing, she knew he would need Eve to prove to him she wasn’t going to break Kimbra’s heart before he really “accepted” her.
Which was fine. He was Kimbra’s reality check, just like she was his.
I need to call him.
Because, actually, if there was someone she wanted there celebrating with them, it’d be him. Because he understood and had put up with more than his fair share of listening to her whine about what was or wasn’t going on with Eve over the past couple of years.
But she didn’t need to call him right this second. All she wanted to do was bask in this moment, Eve securely snuggled in her arms and for once the world feeling like it’d righted on its axis for her.
 
Chapter Ten
 
Ron stared at his phone Monday morning, the text he’d received from Kimbra.
 
Call me when you have a sec, boo. I’ll be back in the office by 11. :)
 
Well, she didn’t sound mad.
He hoped.
Besides, Kimbra was the kind of person who, if you’d pissed her off—say, for example, taking her parking space, cutting in front of her in line at the grocery store, or fucking her girlfriend—she’d tell you to your face.
 
Will do.
 
He slipped his phone back into his pocket and focused on the job at hand, replacing a broken wall light switch, and installing a new ceiling fan fixture for the customer.
He’d spent most of yesterday and last night trying to recover his mead-missing memories and just…couldn’t.
What few hazy, strange things he could recall made him feel pretty damned shitty, if they were even accurate.
He didn’t want to believe he’d slept with Eve. He hoped if that was what really had happened that she would have said something.
Note to self, get new round of testing.
Just in case.
Although he hoped she didn’t have anything. If she did, he knew there would have to be some difficult conversations with her, and with Kimbra. If he did pick up anything, since theoretically Eve was the only one he’d perhaps slept with in months, it would have come from her.
Except…they didn’t sleep together.
Right?
Right.
Once he’d finished that job and was back in his work van, he headed toward his second job of the day. On the way there, he stopped to grab lunch and parked in the fast-food restaurant’s lot to call Kimbra.
“So what’s up?” he nervously asked when she answered.
“What are you doin’ Thursday afternoon?”
“Um, working, I guess? Why?”
“I need you to carve a little time out of your schedule, if you can. Maybe two to four?”
He nervously swallowed. “Why? What’s going on?”
He could hear her smile. “Don’t you dare tell Papi, but Eve and I are gettin’ married, and I want you there.”
Ron knew he couldn’t have heard her correctly. “Uh, what?”
“Married! She showed up on my doorstep yesterday nearly out of her mind worried that I was gonna break up with her. We talked things through, and we agreed we want to be married.”
“Um, congratulations. That’s…great.”
“You don’t sound happy.”
“No, I am. It’s just I thought, you know, after last weekend—weekend before last, I mean—that you were…done.”
“I pretty much had resigned myself, yeah. Between you and me, I guess she had her own run-in Saturday with someone and it made her realize she wanted us.”
His blood ran cold. “Run-in? What kind of run-in?”
“We’re not discussing details. I mean, me and her didn’t.” She sighed. “Just like I didn’t give her the details of last weekend. Don’t ask, don’t tell. We had an arrangement, and that’s all in the past now. It shook her, and mine shook me, and it shook us in the right direction. That’s all that matters now.”
Hell, he didn’t even know Kimbra’s details of last weekend. Maybe something had happened with her. “Are you all right?”
“I’m better than all right, honey. I’m great! We’re not telling any of our family yet, though. We need to sort out living arrangements and everything. So keep this on the down-low for now. Okay? It’ll take us a couple of weeks.”
“Sure. Sure thing. Yeah.”
“But you’re my best friend. Neither of us want a ‘wedding,’ but I want you to be there. Please?”
“Of course I will. Anything, honey.”
She gave him the exact details of where and when to meet them at the county courthouse before she had to go because of an incoming call.
Ron sat there, staring at his phone.
Well, shit.
So the good news was that Kimbra and Eve would finally be happy together, long-term.
The bad news was that he’d most likely fucked his best-friend’s girlfriend—who was also the little sister of another good friend of his—and there was no way in hell him admitting it to anyone would ever end in anything good.
Do I play this cool, then? Pretend nothing happened when I’m around Eve?
As far as he was concerned, discretion wasn’t just the better part of valor.
In this case, it was the better part of friendship.
 
* * * *
 
Thursday afternoon, Eve tried to suppress her nerves as she rode with Kimbra to the courthouse. She knew Kimbra had invited Ron to be there with them.
Kimbra wasn’t the kind of person to play cruel mind games, either. She wouldn’t get them there, together, and then spring some sort of “ah-ha!” trap on the two of them.
She would have reamed them both out if she really knew what happened.
Maybe Ron doesn’t even remember.
As far as she was concerned, that night could die a quick and painless death in her memory. She was going to take the chicken’s way out and pretend it never happened.
At least, not with him.
There would never be a reason for them to discuss it, anyway. Her period had started Monday morning, not as heavy as it frequently was, but then again, her periods had always been irregular, so that wasn’t concerning.
What was important was it had ridden into her uterus and she’d never in her life been so glad to see it arrive. To the point she had to bite back the whoop that had wanted to escape her when she saw it.
They’d already drawn up their prenup and signed it, handing copies over to Ed, who was going to be their personal attorney and the only one other than Ron who’d know about their wedding, for now.
She wanted them to get their living arrangements handled first. Maybe her family would be disappointed in her that she didn’t confide in them about all of this sooner, but Eve knew she needed to handle her life for her, not them.
Thank god Kimbra understood her.
Thank god she hadn’t fucked up her chances to spend the rest of her life with Kimbra.
And thank god she hadn’t made a life-altering mistake she couldn’t take back.
Never going to drink that much again.
Evvveeerrrr.
They had just parked in the county garage when they spotted Ron pulling in. Kimbra grabbed Eve’s hand and together they walked over to greet him.
Kimbra hugged him as soon as he stepped out of his van. “Thank you for being here today.”
“Wouldn’t miss it. You know that.”
Eve nervously avoided eye contact with him when she hugged him. “Thanks for coming.” She kept it quick and fought the urge not to shove away from him when she stepped back.
“Of course. Thanks for having me. As a witness.” His quick addition told her more than she wanted to know.
Like he felt as uncomfortable as she did.
Fuck.
She’d held on to some wild thread of hope that maybe she’d been wrong, maybe she’d imagined it.
Maybe he’d have no memories of what happened.
No way in hell did she want to have any kind of conversation with him about it, either.
When they reached the building, Kimbra needed to duck into the bathroom, and that’s when Eve took her chance.
She sucked in a deep breath. “About last Saturday night—”
“Never happened,” he quietly said, finally meeting her gaze for a brief moment before looking away. “So there’s nothing to talk about. Deal?”
She nodded, shaky with relief. “Deal. Thanks.”
He nodded, but started scrolling through his phone, effectively ending the conversation.
Not that she was unhappy about that.
 
* * * *
 
The last thing Ron wanted to do was discuss this. At least he’d correctly guessed Eve didn’t want to discuss it, either.
The incident could fade away and never be mentioned again, as far as he was concerned.
All he cared about was his friend was happy. Kimbra looked happy. That bullshit about glowing brides was no fucking lie. Even dressed in her usual slacks and blazer, her face glowed, her radiant smile beamed as they waited in line for their turn in the clerk’s office.
He genuinely felt happy for her. He wanted her to be happy. She worked her ass off to help other people—she deserved happiness.
Eve made her happy.
Once it was their turn, the three of them followed a clerk into a side room, where Ron used the women’s phones to take video with Kimbra’s and still photos with Eve’s while they quickly said their vows before kissing.
As he watched, his heart throbbed, aching over Kimbra’s obvious joy.
Someone to finally share her life with.
Something missing from his own life.
They weren’t exchanging rings today because they hadn’t yet purchased any and weren’t sure what they wanted yet. Back outside less than thirty minutes later, Ron gave Eve another brief hug before hugging Kimbra.
“Congratulations, sweetie,” he said. “I’m glad you two finally got your shit together.”
“Come have dinner with us tonight,” Kimbra offered.
“Nah, I can’t. I’m going over to Wynn’s. I guess he’s invited a teacher from Sorrellson who’s single and gay and they want to play matchmaker.”
“Ah. Well, can’t fault you for that. Good luck.” She pecked him on the cheek before taking Eve’s hand and heading to their car.
He fished his keys from his pocket and realized his heart really wasn’t in it tonight. He already suspected it wouldn’t end in a match for him. Meri had shown him the guy’s Facebook profile, and yeah, he was handsome enough, but something about the guy didn’t…do it for Ron.
He’d promised Meri to keep an open mind, though, and that’s what he’d do.
I hope Eve appreciates how much Kimbra loves her.
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra couldn’t spend too much time celebrating their wedding when she had a stack of case files to work through. Over the next three weeks, the two women spent all their spare time going through their personal financials, real estate paperwork, wills, POAs—and negotiating the best way to set up their future together.
After studying the local housing markets and listing pros and cons for both homes, Kimbra proposed she move in with Eve and they keep Kimbra’s house as an investment property. Either long-term rental, or as an Airbnb. Kimbra’s house wasn’t located in an HOA development the way Eve’s was, so Kimbra wasn’t restricted by what she could do.
Eve’s house was a little larger, anyway, and she had more equity built up in it.
They set up joint checking and savings accounts, updated life insurance policies, slowly working their way through all the minutiae of combining their lives and households.
Eve voluntarily hyphenated Kimbra’s last name to hers.
Kimbra was also happy to note that Eve had been including her at family dinners more frequently, and Eve had rearranged her schedule to make sure she could go with Kimbra to hers. Everything this time felt…different.
Like Eve was really there now.
It allowed Kimbra the freedom to relax and know that Eve was working toward the big reveal for their families.
By their third week married, they spent every night at Eve’s. Kimbra had moved enough stuff over to her place she could comfortably live there now. But with both of them horrendously busy with work, they were taking their time moving all her stuff. Small things at first, that they could carry in their cars. Clothes, jewelry, all of that. They’d eventually have to call in the troops, Walt and Kimbra’s siblings, and Eve’s brother and Wylie, to help do the heavy lifting portion of the move once Kimbra was ready.
The Tuesday four weeks after Eve showed up on Kimbra’s doorstep and begged Kimbra to marry her, they lay in bed that night after making love, Eve tightly snuggled against Kimbra.
“Not this coming weekend, but next weekend, I want to tell my family.” She looked up at Kimbra. “Let’s tell your family this coming weekend.”
“Okay, but why the wait for your family?”
“Mom and Dad are out of town this weekend, and Ev has an event he’s vending at.”
“Ah.”
Eve snuggled in close. “And I’d like to go ring shopping this week.”
Kimbra fought the urge to jump out of bed and do a happy dance. She nuzzled Eve’s forehead. “That sounds like a plan, baby girl.”
“Thank you for being so patient with me.”
“I was married once already and it didn’t last. I want to do whatever I have to do to make sure we’re forever. I’m patient. I know you’re wanting the same thing.”
But when they both woke up the next morning, Kimbra found herself bolting for the toilet in the master bathroom. Eve started to follow her, to check on her, when she ran from the bathroom.
“You all right?” Kimbra yelled. She’d heard retching noises from the hall bathroom.
“No.” She heard the sound of the toilet flushing, then the sink running. Kimbra flushed round one herself, but she wasn’t brave enough to get up yet, her stomach still feeling iffy.
Except Eve finally rejoined her. “Okay, we are never eating at that sushi place again. Here I thought they were good.” She brushed her teeth. “I don’t even feel like coffee.”
At the mere mention of coffee, Kimbra once again threw up, until she was left dry-heaving and miserable.
“Maybe we should think about suing them,” Kimbra only half-joked when she finally felt stable enough to give up hugging the toilet.
But when they both were still doing it Thursday morning, Kimbra was wondering if the culprit wasn’t in their house. She threw out their flavored creamer they kept in the fridge, as well as two containers of gelato they’d both eaten from, and a package of brie.
Friday morning, still puking, they both called in sick to work. Together they visited Kimbra’s GP, who could fit them both in at the same time. They sat in the exam room after having given blood and urine samples, both of them eying the room’s garbage can, just in case.
When the doctor joined them, the older woman wore an expression Kimbra couldn’t immediately label, but which set her jangled nerves on an even sharper edge than the one on which they already perched.
Dr. Kepler carried a tablet with her, which she used for notes. “Congratulations on the wedding, by the way,” she said. “But I am curious about something.”
“What’s that?” Kimbra asked.
“Is there anything you’ve failed to mention to us in your health records?”
“What do you mean?” Eve asked.
“Because I get the distinct feeling that neither of you understand why you’re having these particular symptoms.”
“That’s why we’re here,” Kimbra said.
The doctor studied them for a long moment before she spoke again. “You’re both pregnant. And before you even ask, yes, I had them double-check that they didn’t accidentally test one of your samples twice. That you’re here and not at a fertility specialist leads me to suspect I need to step outside for a few minutes and let the two of you have some private time to talk. I’ll be back in fifteen.”
The doctor let herself out as Kimbra willed her heart to keep beating. When she finally looked at Eve, she suspected her wide-eyed expression of horror matched Kimbra’s own.
Chapter Eleven
 
Fuck fuck fuck!
Eve fought against the urge to beg the doctor to take her with her when she left the exam room.
The weight of Kimbra’s gaze on her nearly crushed her. Eve realized there was no way in fucking hell she could get out of telling Kimbra the truth.
When the tears hit, Eve closed her eyes and sat there, certain this was the end of her world. She had assumed Kimbra had slept with a woman, not a guy. Again, not a violation of their agreement.
Sleeping with Ron wasn’t exactly in violation of their agreement either, except it was a personal level of fuckery that Eve wasn’t the slightest bit proud of.
“It was that weekend up at the Toucan,” Kimbra finally whispered, her voice shaky. “I’m sorry. I forgot to take my pill, but I thought it was okay because I took it the next morning. I was drunk when it happened. He was drunk, too. I barely remember any of it, but that’s…that’s no excuse. I do know he was neg, because I saw his test results.”
Eve couldn’t quit crying, could barely process…this.
“That’s what I wanted to talk about,” Kimbra continued. “I wanted to talk to you, apologize for being an idiot, and see where we’d go from there. Then you showed up Sunday morning.”
Eve nodded again.
She heard Kimbra climb off the table and step away. A moment later, she pressed a tissue into Eve’s hand and Eve heard her blowing her own nose.
Eve finally forced her eyes open. Kimbra looked…shook.
“I guess it’s safe to say you slept with a guy, too, huh?” Kimbra’s forced smile didn’t fool Eve in the slightest.
Still crying, she nodded.
“I…I have a copy of the guy’s driver’s license,” Kimbra finally said. “He—”
“Can we please finish this conversation at home, Ma’am?” Eve whispered. “I don’t want to do this here.” The clinic’s walls were paper-thin.
Kimbra nodded. “Sure, baby girl.” She stepped in close and hugged Eve. “I love you,” she said. “This doesn’t change anything between us, except we need to redo some of our plans.” A harsh laugh escaped her. “All of our plans. We need to factor in two babies.”
Eve let Kimbra hold her but was pretty dang certain Kimbra wouldn’t feel the same way when Eve confessed who she’d slept with.
 
* * * *
 
Twenty minutes later, they’d talked to the doctor again, checked out, and were sitting in Kimbra’s car in the parking lot. Stunned, Kimbra wondered if the sudden concrete wall she felt between her and Eve meant Eve wasn’t as okay with all this as she’d said she was. With them both having…explored other options.
Eve still didn’t speak but let Kimbra hold her hand as Kimbra drove them home. The tension thickened and grew until they walked in the front door and Kimbra set her purse down on the bookshelf next to the front door.
“We need to talk about this,” Kimbra gently said.
When Eve turned, she was crying again. “Ron,” she tearily whispered. “It was Ron.”
“Ron what?” Kimbra walked over to her, wrapping her arms around her. “What about Ron?”
She could barely hear Eve’s soft, struggling whisper. “It was at Ev’s, the Saturday they had their Viking thing there. Ron brought several jugs of mead and I started drinking with him. By the end of the night we were both wasted and sitting there in the Tin Can talking and drinking, and…” She started sobbing. “I woke up the next morning naked in the bunk with him.”
White-hot fury washed through Kimbra. “Are you saying Ron took advantage of you?” She’d fucking kill him, if Ev and Wylie and Walt and their other friends didn’t beat her to it.
“No! I did it! I didn’t even think he remembered anything happened between us, until the day we got married. When you went into the bathroom, I started to mention it, and he told me it didn’t happen. Meaning he didn’t want to talk about it, either. That it might as well have not happened, as far as he was concerned.”
Kimbra realized she’d released Eve and had taken a step back. “Are you telling me you and Ron slept together, and he remembers that you did, and he’s been staying silent about it to me? My best friend fucked my girlfriend?”
Tears rolling down her cheeks, Eve nodded, hugging herself. “I’m so sorry, Ma’am. I’m not on the pill and haven’t been. But my period started like the next day, so I thought I was okay. I never wanted you to know who it was when we decided not to—”
“So that’s why you didn’t want to discuss the details that day? You felt guilty because you fucked my best friend?”
She nodded.
The next thing Kimbra knew, she’d grabbed her purse and keys and slammed the front door behind her, leaving Eve crying inside. She wasn’t even sure where she wanted to go, until she found herself heading toward Ron’s house. She stopped and pulled into a shopping center and parked off along the far end of it to pull herself together.
Now I get why people rage-murder their loved ones.
She wasn’t sure what hurt worse—Eve’s betrayal, or Ron’s.
She couldn’t even go curl up in her best friend’s arms for comfort about her own colossal fuck-up, because he had one of his own that directly impacted her life.
Before she went any further, though, she needed to do something else. She pulled up the number for her gynecologist and made an emergency appointment for herself and for Eve for Monday, giving the briefest of details why.
Then she called Ron.
 
* * * *
 
Finally, a Friday I can cut out early.
Ron had just finished his last job of the morning and swapped out his work truck for his personal car and was heading home. He’d worked late last night on an emergency job, so that meant this afternoon he was free. There might be a Toucan night in his future this weekend, because he didn’t have any other plans.
As he’d expected, he and Wynn’s friend hadn’t really hit it off romantically. As friends, sure, the guy was nice. Romance wasn’t in their future, though.
Ron was sitting at a stoplight when his phone rang, Kimbra’s custom tone. He hit the button to put it in speaker mode. “Hola, chica. ¿Que tal?”
“Where you at?”
He frowned at Kimbra’s clipped tone. “Honey, you all right?”
“Where. You. At?”
“Heading home, why?”
“You gonna be alone?”
Chills washed through him. “Yeah, why?”
“How long ’til you get there?”
“About ten minutes, maybe fifteen. Kimbra, honey, what’s going on?”
“On my way.” She hung up on him.
Shit.
He had a suspicion what and why she wanted to talk, but he wasn’t going to admit it unless she brought it up first. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe it was some other trouble between her and Eve, and she needed a shoulder.
Except…
She’d sounded pissed.
Like clenched jaw, hold-my-earrings pissed.
Meri wasn’t due home from work for a couple of hours yet. He’d just pulled into the driveway and was unlocking his front door when Kimbra screeched into the driveway and parked behind him. He didn’t bother closing the front door as he stepped inside and disarmed the alarm.
Before he could even turn, she’d stormed through his front door and slammed it behind her.
“You son of a bitch!” She shoved him, hard, and he held up his hands to keep her from clawing at his face. “You fucked Eve and didn’t bother to tell me?”
Oh, fuck.
Okay, so this was the absolute worst-case scenario.
“Sweetie, I’m sorry. We were both extremely drunk. I wasn’t even sure it had really happened. I woke up the next morning in the Tin Can, alone, and she’d already left. I didn’t even know it’d actually happened and wasn’t just a drunken dream, because she never said anything to me about it later.”
Kimbra slapped at him again, punctuating every word with a shove or a slap. “But you did know, because she said something to you the day we fucking got married, and you both agreed to keep it a secret! How could you not fucking tell me? How could you stand there and watch me marry her and not say oh, by the way, we fucked? How could you go all these weeks pretending to be my friend and not tell me?”
He finally grabbed her by the wrists more to keep her from accidentally hurting either of them than to protect himself. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. It wasn’t intentional, I swear. We were both really fucking drunk. That’s no excuse, but it’s the truth. I never meant to hurt you. I would never do anything like that on purpose. You’re my best friend, and I love you. You’ve known me for years—you know I don’t fuck around with someone who’s taken. Especially not a woman!”
She tried to pull away, but he didn’t let her, finally able to wrap his arms around her and hold her as she started sobbing against him. The worst of her wrath now spent, he guided her over to the sofa and held her as she cried.
Gutted is what he felt, knowing he’d caused his best friend this level of agony.
“I love you, Kimbra,” he said, hoping she would forgive him. “I thought there was no way this could ever come up again. As far as I was concerned, it didn’t happen. It damn sure wasn’t worth blowing up what the two of you had to drop that between you. It was a one-time thing I wish I could take back, believe me. I felt guilty as fuck about it when I realized it actually did happen. If I could take it back, I would. Eve loves you. I could see that the day she married you, and every time we’ve got together since then. She’s in love with you. Isn’t that what matters?”
Kimbra shook her head, still crying.
“Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I love you, and I was going to go to my grave to keep this secret so it didn’t hurt you. You know me—I’m gay. When have you ever known me to make a pass at a woman? It was really bad judgment caused by really good mead, and I’m so sorry. And yes, I’m neg. I just got new tests a couple of weeks ago, so there’s no worries about that.”
She mumbled something he couldn’t quite hear…except it nearly stopped his heart.
“What?”
Kimbra sniffled. “We’re pregnant.”
He stared, certain he’d misheard her. “Eve’s…pregnant?”
“And me.”
“Wait…what?”
Now she lay in his arms, holding them around her, trapping him there. “The weekend at the Toucan. I…I had a drunken night of my own and slept with that twink.”
“Wait. You did what?”
She shuddered as she drew in a long breath. “I’m pregnant. She’s pregnant. You’re going to be a father. And I…need to try to track down the guy I slept with.”
He forced her to sit up and turned her so he could see her face. “Eve’s…pregnant?”
“Yeah.”
“And you’re—”
“Pregnant. Yeah.”
“When did you find this out?”
“About an hour ago. I know exactly when I conceived, and if she hasn’t slept with any guys except you, we know exactly when she conceived. We’re a week apart.”
“Oh…fuck.”
“Yeah.” She grabbed his hands and squeezed. “I’m so fucking scared right now. What if the only reason she wanted to get married was because she felt guilty about what happened with you?”
He wrapped his arms around her again. “She loves you. I’m pretty sure she was terrified she was going to lose you.” Shock pulsed through him. “What the hell have I done?” he muttered, slowly rocking her.
Silence enveloped them, punctuated only by Kimbra’s sniffles.
“Does she know you’re here?” he finally asked.
“No.” She filled in the blanks about her morning. “So here I am.”
“Oh, boy.” He kissed her forehead. “I’m really sorry, honey. Do you think you can ever forgive me?”
A bitter laugh escaped her. “I don’t really have a choice. You’re going to be the father of my wife’s baby.”
“I love you.”
“I love you, too. That’s why I’m so fucking pissed off right now.”
“So what do we do next?”
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra looked up at him. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, what do we do next? If I’m going to be a father, I expect to be a part of that baby’s life. Every part of the process. You’re still my best friend, even if you hate me right now. I’m not walking away from either of you. And if you can’t find the guy, or he doesn’t want to be involved, then I guess I’ll be a father to both of them.”
Unexpectedly, the tears hit her again, hot and heavy. “Really?”
He cradled her face in his hands. “Uh, yeah. Really. I swear to god, Kimbra, I’ll make this up to both of you.”
“I got us a doctor’s appointment for Monday morning.”
“Then send me the info and I’ll take off work and be there. I’ll go with you to talk to the other guy, too, if you can find him.”
She thought about Ivan’s haunted gaze, his fragility. “No, I need to talk to him alone.”
“How do you know he won’t react badly? I really should be there for backup.”
“Ron, I love you, but I’m a big girl. I can do that.”
A beaming smile broke through. “Does that mean you don’t hate me?”
His smile widened at her aggravated snort. “Dude. You fucked my wife.”
“Technically she wasn’t your wife when I fucked her.”
She poked him in the chest. “You probably gave her Viking cooties, you asshole.”
His smile faded. He took her hands in his and brought them up to his lips, kissing them, holding them pressed to his chest. “I’m sorry,” he softly said. “I never meant to hurt you. You have every right to be pissed off at me, but I want to do the right thing. I want to be a part of his or her life from right here and right now. For both of you.”
“You realize you’re gonna get sent on midnight food craving runs, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And you’re gonna have to go to childbirth classes and stuff.”
He smiled. “Yeah.”
“And Papi is probably gonna wonder what the fucking hell.”
“Oh, boy. Yeah. But, hey, on the good-news side of things, he probably would never fire me because I’m going to be the father of one of his grandkids.”
She snorted, but that devolved into another round of tears. “I didn’t want any kids, and now I’m gonna have two!”
He held her. “Yeah, you are. You know what’s even worse?”
“What?”
He chuckled. “Now you have to tell Walt.”
“Oh, jesusfuck!”
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Eve lay curled up on the couch, crying, when Kimbra finally returned nearly hours later. She sat up, ready to beg Kimbra to forgive her, but Kimbra laid a finger over Eve’s lips before pulling her in for a hug.
“Tell me why you really wanted to get married,” Kimbra asked.
“Because I love you. When I woke up next to Ron, it scared me. I was terrified you’d hate me, and I was terrified I’d lose you.”
“So you two didn’t…actively collude to hide this from me until the day we got married?”
“I wasn’t even sure he remembered anything had happened until I brought it up.”
“And he didn’t force you?”
“No, Ma’am. From what I can remember, it was mostly me.”
“Tell me what you do remember.”
Eve managed to cry her way through it. “If you hate me, I understand, but please don’t hate Ron. He’s your friend and he really does love you.”
“I don’t…I don’t hate either of you. I’m just…upset. I need to work through this. I just had it out with him, and his version of events matches yours, except with a larger hole in his memory.” Kimbra sighed. “I made us doctor appointments for Monday morning, and he’s going with us.”
“He is?”
“Yeah. He’s gonna be a daddy, baby girl. He wants to be a part of this.”
“Are you okay with that?”
“I’m not okay with any of this.” Kimbra sat back, tipping her head back and staring at the ceiling. “But there’s not exactly anything I can do about it, either. It’s going to happen, and that’s it. I won’t cut Ron out of our lives, especially now.” She glanced at Eve. “So here’s my story.”
By the time Kimbra finished telling it about twenty minutes later, they’d both cried again. “So I guess I really don’t have much room to hold a grudge against you and Ron. There isn’t a moral high-ground here. We both screwed up, but now we’ve got two babies we’re going to have to bring into this world.”
Eve hugged her. “What if that guy doesn’t want to be a part of this?”
“Ron already said he’d be a father to both of them.”
“What are we going to tell our families?”
“Not a damn thing right now. We need to go to the doctor on Monday, first. And I need to talk to Walt.”
“To Walt?”
“Yeah.”
“Why?”
“Because one of the reasons we broke up was he wanted kids and I didn’t. I love that sadist too damn much to let him hear this second-hand from my family or our friends. I owe it to him to tell him to his face. I know if I tell him first, he’ll keep it a secret for me until we tell my family.”
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra stood and headed to their bathroom, where she scrubbed all the makeup off her face, most of which she’d cried off already. She didn’t bother reapplying it, either.
She needed to research Dr. Ivan Mercado and see where, exactly, he lived and try to find out where he worked.
Then she needed to go talk to Walt. Preferably alone, without Eve or Walt’s wife, Holly, there. Oh, she was friends with Holly, that wasn’t the problem.
But this was…between them.
If Walt told Holly after the fact, that would be up to him. Holly would no doubt hear about it sooner rather than later, once Kimbra’s family learned the news. Walt and Holly were welcome extended family around the Luzon household, Kimbra’s parents “adopting” Holly and her brother, Louis, once they learned about their family situation.
When Kimbra returned to the living room, she found her phone and showed Eve the picture she was now glad she’d never got around to deleting.
“I had enough brain cells to snap a picture of his license that night,” she said. “I remember thinking how damn young he was, that he barely looked like he was eighteen. If it turned out later he was lying to me and underage, I wanted proof I’d done due diligence.”
“Damn, he looks young.”
“I know. But I remember when we were alone, what little we talked, he’s…I don’t know how to explain it. I remember he didn’t want anything to do with the leather Tops. He wanted a spanking, and that was it. Like he needed it.” She thought about the scars and healing bruises she remembered seeing on his thighs but didn’t mention them, unsure why or how he’d earned them, even though she had a suspicion.
That wasn’t her secret to tell, if she was even correct.
Kimbra grabbed her personal laptop and, settling in with Eve on the sofa, she started Googling. It only took her a minute to locate Ivan’s apartment complex on Google Maps. His address on the county’s voter registration list matched what she had from his driver’s license, and another search of the state licensing board records showed that he was currently working out of Proctor-Collins’ Med Center.
Only blocks away from Walt’s office.
Okay, then. That would make this logistically a little simpler to achieve.
“Ron’s coming over for dinner tonight,” Kimbra told her. “Can you please cook something? He’ll be here around six.”
“Yes, Ma’am. Where are you going?”
“Walt first, then to see if I can find Ivan.”
“Then what?”
“I don’t know.” She pulled Eve in for another hug. “I think the two of us need to do a lot of talking this weekend, don’t we?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Her heart heavy, Kimbra set out after texting Walt to find out if he was at work today and if he had a couple of minutes to talk.
When the answer to both of those queries was yes, she knew she couldn’t delay or put it off. She’d visited him at work before and after being waved back by the receptionist, Kimbra easily found her way to his small office. He sat at his desk, working on his computer. When he spotted her there, he smiled and saved what he was working on before standing to give her a hug.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“Can I close the door?”
A shadow flickered across his features. “Sure.”
She did, then walked over to sit in the chair to the side of his desk. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m going to just grind through it, okay?”
“Are you all right?”
“No.” She forced a smile. “But I need to be. I also need you to please promise me not to tell anyone except maybe Holly until I have a chance to tell my family.”
“Sure.”
“Eve and I got married almost five weeks ago, for starters.”
“What?”
“Yeah. And we both just found out this morning that we’re pregnant.”
A mask she knew all too well slipped over his face as he slumped back in his chair. “Pregnant?”
She nodded. “Yeah. No, it was not planned. For either of us.”
“Wait…which of you is pregnant?”
“Yes.”
His mask slipped as his eyes widened. “What?”
She slowly nodded. “It happened a week apart. Copious alcohol consumption was a contributing factor in both cases.”
“Hold on—”
“No, we weren’t raped,” she quickly added when she spotted protective fury rapidly building in his gaze.
That evaporated into confusion. “Can you start over, please?”
She did, with Eve’s story first, then back-tracking to her tale. When she finished, he sat slumped again, staring at his lap.
“You’re both keeping them?” he softly asked.
“Yeah.” She leaned forward and touched his arm. “I’m so sorry, Walt.”
“Why are you apologizing?”
“Because I know how much you wanted kids.”
“Still do.” He wouldn’t meet her gaze.
“I haven’t talked to you in a couple of weeks. How’s that going, anyway?” Kimbra had actually performed Holly and Walt’s wedding ceremony, a small affair in Kimbra’s parents’ backyard, with Kimbra’s family and Walt’s in attendance, as well as Holly’s brother, Louis.
“She wants to keep trying, but I hate seeing her in pain. She stopped nearly all her supplements. It’s been less than a year since we’ve started trying, and even her doctor says it’s too soon to give up, but…”
He shrugged. “I fully get the irony that I’m a sadist and can’t stand seeing her in the bad kind of pain.” Holly endured a lot of chronic pain due to her fibromyalgia, caused by an attack by her step-father years earlier.
“I’m sorry.”
He shrugged. “It is what it is.” She hated his sad sigh. “You haven’t told Momma and Papi yet?”
“No. I want to talk to Ivan first.”
“You sure you should talk to him alone?”
“Honey, he’s about eighty-five pounds soaking wet. I think I got this.”
“Why are you here today?” He finally met her gaze again.
“Because I’m always gonna love you, Fingers, even though we weren’t meant for forever. I didn’t want you hearing this second-hand from someone else. You know before the baby daddy knows.” She smiled. “You’re gonna be an uncle.”
His sad smile gutted her. “We’ll be happy to babysit. I’m sure Holly will want to be a nanny for you guys. If we can pry the babies away from Momma and Eve’s mom.”
“Yeah.” She squeezed his hand. “Are we okay?”
“What? Yeah. Of course.” But she could tell her revelation had stunned him. Rattled him to his core.
“This isn’t what I wanted,” she said. “But…” She finally laughed. “Guy’s only thirty-four. I might be asking your advice, if he signs on to stay around.”
“Why? Oh, because he’s a subby?”
“Yeah.”
“If he doesn’t take care of his responsibility, he’d better not show his face around Venture.”
“I’m honestly not sure I’d blame him if he backs out. He didn’t ask for this, we were both drunk as skunks, and I kinda was the one who pushed him. Not like I’d need his money. The boy’s gay. Just like Ron’s gay.”
It finally hit her as she sat there. All of it. She reached over and plucked a tissue from a box of them that sat on the corner of Walt’s desk.
This is why I didn’t wear makeup.
“Honey, are you all right?”
“No.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I just realized what I did bordered on assault.”
“Did he tell you no, or safeword?”
“No, but you know as well as I do that doesn’t necessarily mean consent. And I feel shitty about that. It’s a little different with Ron and Eve. He’s a Dom, and he’s a big guy. Yeah, they were both drunk, but not like she could have physically overpowered him. Not really. But this kid, Walt. He’s a damn kid. I mean, he’s thirty-four, so he’s only nine years younger than me. But he’s…fragile. If I have to pick a word to describe him, that’s it. I think I might have pushed him. That’s another reason if he decides he doesn’t want anything to do with me that I’m not holding it against him.”
He leaned in for a hug. “Go talk to him, sweetie. Maybe he remembers more than you do. Maybe he was perfectly willing. You don’t know.”
“I’m not sure it’ll be better if I do know.”
 
* * * *
 
Walt walked Kimbra out to her car after she pulled herself together.
“Don’t wait too long to tell Momma and Papi, huh? They’re going to be so happy.”
“Yeah, but I need to come up with a cover story. Last thing we want to admit is two drunken one-night stands resulted in oopsie babies. I don’t need my family hatin’ on those two boys. It’s more our faults than it is theirs.”
“Hell of a story.” He smiled. “But seriously, let me know what the cover story is.”
“Probably’ll be IVF. I don’t know. I haven’t even gotten that far yet. I can’t think.”
She said her good-byes and headed over to the hospital. The front desk gave her a visitor’s pass and pointed her in the correct direction, but Ivan wasn’t in the hospital today, and when she wound her way through a maze of corridors to the attached office building next door where his office lay, he wasn’t there, either. She might have let the receptionist assume she was a pharmaceutical rep, which helped in trying to get information she suspected she wouldn’t otherwise obtain.
In fact, Ivan was out of town at a conference, and not expected back until Monday. Except he’d be in surgery all day Monday, and probably not back in the office until Tuesday or Wednesday.
Dammit.
Well, nothing was going to happen until Monday, at the earliest. Dejected, she headed for home.
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Ivan loosened his tie as he trudged across the baking-hot parking lot to his car Friday evening. He’d parked on the far side of the lot, as far as he could get from the hotel where the conference was being held, lest someone see what he was actually driving.
He’d already removed his conference name badge and tucked it into his laptop bag before he’d left the last meeting of the day. And he’d checked out of the hotel during the lunch break, stashing his suitcase in the trunk of his car.
He was ready to leave the Orlando hotel, except he wasn’t heading home. He’d decided he’d make this a whole-weekend stay at the Toucan, since he hadn’t been in the office the past couple of days and there was no chance of him being called in tonight.
This had been a stressful several days in many ways, trying to keep his doctor mask on and firmly in place in the face of so many other professionals who seemed to have their shit together—
And then there’s me.
He didn’t understand how everyone else did it, and he felt like an utter failure, no matter how often his high survival rates and low infection rates and surgical skills were praised.
At least no one had died on him over the past few days, so there was that. But the strain of trying to people had taken its toll. He knew if he tried to go home and cope alone in his usual way it would only make matters worse in the long run.
Better to spend not one, but two nights at the Toucan, hopefully spend them getting what he needed, and start Monday fresh and reset, able to face the work week ahead.
It was almost nine o’clock when he checked in and made his way to his room.
Yay, blue room.
They were his favorite because of the color.
He’d stopped just up the street and purchased food, a couple of two-liter bottles of soda, and a bottle of rum.
He wasn’t going to waste a minute of this rare two-night stay at the resort. Already, there was a party underway in the courtyard, and he needed to get moving and become part of it if he wanted to get what he needed tonight.
Ten minutes later, he’d downed his first rum and Coke, nuked a pot pie in the room’s microwave and consumed it, took a shower, mussed his hair, and donned the electric green Speedo he’d brought. Tomorrow he’d wear the blue one. But anyone there for the weekend who saw him in the same one tonight and tomorrow, it might turn them off.
After refilling his drink, he grabbed his room key and headed downstairs to the courtyard. A few familiar faces, mostly clustered around the restaurant patio and smoking cigars. A lot of unfamiliar ones, and a few who vaguely pinged his brain.
Picking up the beat of the music pulsing through the night, he started swaying in time, letting the alcohol flow through him, pulling the “twink” mask firmly into place. Dr. Mercado was never in residence here.
At least, not until Kimbra had effortlessly seen past the mask and yanked it out of his hands.
He cruised past the pool and down to the tiki bar, where he frequently found newbies to the scene hiding under the overhang, sometimes practically clinging to the high tops or the posts supporting the overhang.
Tonight he spotted two guys he sized up out of the corner of his eye before slowly making his way over to the more older-looking of the two. He wasn’t the most handsome guy there tonight by a mile, but his hair was neatly styled and he wore a decent-looking watch on one wrist—which ended in a really meaty hand he suspected could deliver a satisfying spank.
Chunkier than he was attracted to, but even better, because maybe the guy would be more willing to bite the hook. Wasn’t quite a bear or a chub, looked more like a vanilla guy who’d discovered the scene and was trying it on for size.
Perfect.
He put on “the smile” as he sidled up to the guy. “Hola, papi. Choo here alone tonight?”
 
* * * *
 
The recently divorced and barely out of the closet tax attorney was twenty-five years older than Ivan and a quick study. After Ivan got the guy all horned up by grinding on him there in the tiki bar, he led him upstairs to his room, exchanged test results, and…
Unplugged.
After the spanking, it wasn’t really Ivan blowing the guy. It was him watching from within a safe and cozy mental nest.
At least with Kimbra, he’d stayed…there and part of the events.
With this man, Ivan’s normal pattern took hold. He detached and endured and let the guy fuck him with his average cock—with a condom—doggy style while the guy’s fumbling, unskilled hand did manage to jerk a load out of him at the same time.
By eleven that night, Ivan was once again alone in his room, had taken a shower, consumed another drink, and was watching episodes of Ghost in the Shell on his laptop.
This wasn’t his first venture back to the Toucan since the night with Kimbra, but that night compared to all others since reminded him how much he usually didn’t connect with people.
Kimbra had been different. While physically, yeah, it’d been more the alcohol and her skills than attraction that had done it for him, emotionally he’d responded to her.
Dominant…and not domineering.
Nurturing.
He tried not to think about her. He’d yet to strike the motherlode and meet a guy who could make him feel like Kimbra had that night.
Part of him never wanted to, either.
Because vulnerability like that to another person full-time could easily destroy him.
 
* * * *
 
By lunchtime on Saturday, Ivan had already downed his first drink of the day and was spread out over the lap of a guy only a couple of years older than him, but who looked a lot older than that due to his full head of prematurely grey hair. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy, sort of vanilla, but willing to give Ivan a hard spanking in return for some fun.
The guy then plowed him—with a condom—missionary style, while telling Ivan to stroke his own cock and tell him how good he was, how great it felt, how big his cock was.
So much talking it pretty much ruined what Ivan needed.
It happened sometimes.
Once the guy had left, Ivan showered, made a fresh drink, and headed out again. He had plenty of time to find one or two more guys today. At least between last night and that guy, the mental static had diminished by approximately half, so that was a win.
He’d take as many of those as he could get.
Ivan opted to grab a salad from the hotel’s restaurant and ate out on the patio so he didn’t have to put on more clothes to go inside. While he ate, he was aware of one of the leather Tops eyeing him, a guy he’d seen there at the Toucan plenty of times, nearly every time he’d been, but had never approached.
This time, the guy walked over. He was cut, rugged, obviously a guy used to hard work, from his defined muscles and callused hands. Today he wore jeans, black motorcycle boots, and a chest harness with no shirt. Tall, maybe six-three, his black hair was greying around the temples and smile lines outside his intense brown gaze gave Ivan hope the guy might not be a total asshole.
“Mind if I sit?” the guy asked.
Vaguely terrified, Ivan nodded, his gaze dropping to his salad.
The Top reached across the table, extending his hand. “Porter.”
Ivan shook with him and barely remembered to keep his accent intact. “Ivan.” He never lied about his first name. Why bother? It was on his test results sheet.
Porter sat back, studying Ivan. “I’ve seen you here a lot, but never with anyone permanently.”
Ivan nodded.
“And every time I’ve tried to catch your eye, but it’s like if there’s a group of us standing around and talking, you’re afraid of us.”
By us Ivan assumed he meant the leather Tops that tended to congregate around the smoking area with their cigars.
There was no reason to lie to him about this, either. “I am.”
Porter’s gaze narrowed, but with what looked like curiosity, not predation. “Did one of the guys hurt you?”
“Not anyone here. It’s me, none of choo.”
One eyebrow arched skyward and he leaned in, dropping his voice. “I spent four years working in Puerto Rico, honey. Drop the accent, or we can switch to Spanish, but that’s just painful to listen to.”
Ivan felt his face heat. Figures he was pegged by someone like this guy, who he didn’t feel like running from…yet.
“Sorry,” Ivan muttered.
Porter sat back in his seat, a casual, easy slouch. “Riddle me this, buddy—I watched you take a guy back to your room last night, and he left after only about an hour. But he looked like a happy guy when he did. Then I watch you pick up another guy this morning. And here you are again. This seems to be your routine. You look pretty damn young, too.”
“I’m thirty-four.”
At that, Porter’s eyebrows arched in shock. “Seriously? Lucky fucking bastard.”
“Not really, or I wouldn’t be here.”
“You’re not turning tricks, are you?”
It felt like his face was burning. “No.” He shoveled another forkful of salad into his mouth.
“Then what’s your deal? Because I’ve watched you repeat this pattern every time I’ve seen you here.”
What the hell, might as well admit it. “I’m only looking for a good, hard spanking, no strings attached. I’m willing to trade sex for it, if that helps.”
“Then why the hell haven’t you approached me or any of the other guys before?” He tipped his head toward the Tops over by the cigar area. “That’s kind of our jam, you know.”
“Because there’s other…stuff I know a lot of you guys might like that I can’t do.”
“Stuff? You mean physically?”
Ivan shook his head.
“Humiliation, or something like that?”
Ivan nodded and finally met Porter’s gaze again. “And I really don’t have the mental strength to get into a long, drawn-out negotiation or explanation about it. Plus I don’t know if I’m mentally strong enough to stand up to one of them—one of you—if they decide to push once we’re alone.”
Porter’s chin lifted slightly. “Ah. You want a vanilla-ish guy who’s just happy to get laid.”
“Yeah. A single guy.”
“I’m single. Couple of regular play partners, and one fuck-buddy who’s currently out of the country for work and won’t be back for nearly a year.”
The longer Porter sat and talked to him, the more Ivan felt drawn to him, and that both interested and horrified him.
“So tell me, point-blank, your ideal scenario,” Porter said.
Ivan took another bite of his salad and chewed it slowly to buy him some time. “Guy comes to my room with me, spanks the hell out of me so I can cry and get what I need, I give him a little joy in return. Either a blow job, or he can fuck me, and we’re done. If he wants to make me come, too, great, but not a requirement. Not much talking, no making me tell them how good they are, how big they are, fake sexy talk, or anything like that. I don’t want porn narration with my spanking and sex.”
Porter smiled, propped an elbow on the table, rested his chin in his palm, and met Ivan’s gaze. “I have test results. Neg. And I like to spank. A lot. Other than checking in with you for a safeword, I promise I’ll keep my ego corralled and the talk to a minimum.”
Ivan’s cock was already twitching with interest, and considering he wore a Speedo, it wasn’t like he could hide that once he stood.
He nodded.
“Good,” Porter said. “Then finish that up and let’s go see if I can’t scratch your itch for you.”
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Ivan nervously led Porter back to his room. He hoped he wasn’t making a huge fucking mistake in trusting the man, but if he was…
Well, he’d deal with that later.
The draw of possibly getting what he needed was too damn strong.
Once the door swung closed behind them, Porter pulled out his wallet and produced a slip of paper that Ivan glanced at. Neg all the way across. He also showed Ivan his ID, and the name on it matched the test results. Porter was forty-eight, which surprised Ivan because he would have guessed the man was closer to forty, and he lived in Lakeland. At least, that was what the address on his driver’s license said.
Even better, because that was over an hour away from here, and almost two hours from Sarasota.
Ivan walked over to his bag, dug out his wallet, and handed his results over for the guy to scan before he returned it.
“Let me see your ID,” he said.
Ivan blushed, but showed the man his driver’s license. He only took his room key and a pre-paid debit card with less than fifty bucks on it when he walked around the resort. He brought his own alcohol, so he didn’t have to be worried about getting carded. That way, if he lost the card he wasn’t out a lot of money.
Making his own oblivion saved him money, too.
“You sober?” Porter asked.
“Mostly. Sober enough.”
“Good.” Porter left his phone and wallet on the dresser before he sat on the end of the bed, but made no move to undress. Leaning back stretched his torso and Ivan fought the urge to pounce on him. He wasn’t super hairy or anything, but he could see the guy used clippers to trim his chest instead of waxing or shaving. A faint treasure trail headed south, below his waistband.
“Ground rules first,” Porter said.
Ivan nodded.
“I ask for a color, you give me red, yellow, or green. Red doesn’t mean we’re done unless you say we’re done, so don’t be afraid to say it if you need to. Red means I’ll stop what I’m doing and talk to you before I continue.”
Ivan nodded.
“What about leaving marks?”
Ivan shrugged. “Elbows to knees are safe. I can hide that.”
“Good.” His eyes scanned Ivan’s body, and Ivan thought the man’s gaze lingered on his thighs for a moment, but then continued on until he was looking Ivan in the eyes again.
“I’m here for the spanking,” Porter said, smiling. “I’ll never turn down the opportunity to put a sweet little twink over my knee and turn his ass red.”
Porter’s smile faded. “I do not expect sex. If we finish and you say no, then that’s it. I won’t pressure you. Not trying to sound like an asshole, but I can walk out that door and have a guy on his knees for me with my cock down his throat in less than five minutes. Can’t always find a guy who wants to take what I can give him in terms of sadism.”
“Thanks. Probably yes.”
“Are you okay with me groping you during the spanking, or do you just want a spanking?”
“I’m okay with that.”
Porter scooted a little farther back on the bed and nodded toward him. “Strip.”
Ivan dropped the bathing suit and stepped out of it, leaving it on the floor, waiting while Porter’s gaze scanned him again.
“Good boy,” he said, his voice dropping in tone and volume. “Condoms and lube, just in case.”
Ivan retrieved them and set them, and a hand towel, on the nightstand.
“Come here.” Porter pointed at the floor in front of him, and Ivan walked over, kneeling there.
Porter leaned in, studying his face for a long moment. “I spank pretty damn hard. No shame if you need to safeword or ask me for a minute to breathe. I’ll keep spanking you until either I’m ready to quit, or you ask me to stop. Understand?”
“Thank you.” He wouldn’t call him Sir, even if the guy asked it of him. That was opening too much of himself, and he felt a dangerous skid along the edge as it was.
Porter patted his right thigh. “I’m a lefty. So head this way.”
Relief washed through Ivan as he stood and stretched out over the man’s denim-clad thighs, thighs which felt well-muscled, firm, just as in shape as the rest of him. Ivan’s cock brushed against the guy’s thigh as he settled into position, and he realized he might end up making a wet spot on the guy’s jeans.
Then again, this guy was experienced. If he wanted Ivan to move or put down a towel, he’d tell him.
Warm, strong hands stroked his back, his upper arms, his ass, his thighs. “Ready?”
“Yeah.”
Porter eased him into it, starting off light but quickly stepping up the force and pace of the spanking as he gauged Ivan’s ability to take it. Ivan’s ass quickly heated, stinging, the delicious wave of subspace yanking him down hard and fast.
Outside, the world disappeared, and he realized this was every bit as good in most ways as the spanking he’d received from Kimbra, minus that extra emotional warmth.
But it was good enough.
The tears soon flowed, and every time Porter whispered, “Color,” in his ear, Ivan told him green and they were off again. Porter mixed spanking with pinching and raking his nails up and down Ivan’s flesh, hard, making him gasp and squirm and beg for more.
The Top periodically reached between Ivan’s legs and palmed Ivan’s sac, played with his cock, but other than telling him what a good boy he was, or asking for a color—or making an appreciative noise when Ivan squirmed just right after a particularly intense series of impacts—he remained quiet.
Sometimes the impacts came heavy and fast and in sweet bursts of pain that bordered on too much. Sometimes Porter slowed the pace, giving him time to breathe and process.
At some point, Ivan realized Porter was picking him up, gathering him in his arms, and they stretched out on the bed with Ivan draped over the man. As his brain slowly oozed back into his skull, Ivan registered the light looked different than it had when they started, as if several hours had passed.
This warm, firm hunk of flesh he’d molded his body around held him. Ivan fought and lost against the urge to hump himself against the man’s hip, his hand snaking down his abs, until Porter caught it and laced fingers with him.
“Oh, we’re not done with the spanking yet.” He sounded amused. “I just needed a little break.”
Ivan whimpered, muffling it by pressing his lips against the man’s bare chest.
“Yeah, keep making those noises for me,” Porter said, patting Ivan’s ass with his other hand. “Because either you or someone else will end up with a hell of a ride by the time we’re done.”
Porter made no move to undress. When he sat up again a few minutes later, this time he put Ivan facing to his left and spanked him with his right hand. Ivan could tell it wasn’t the man’s dominant hand because the strokes weren’t quite as hard or fast, like he was getting used to it himself. But after that round ended, Ivan’s cock throbbed, dripping, and he really did want to do something for the guy.
He slid from the guy’s lap and dropped to his knees between his thighs, fumbling the man’s fly open and earning an amused chuckle from him. Porter easily picked him up and spread him out on the bed, where he bent in and slowly took Ivan’s cock into his mouth.
Oh…fuck!
In this way, too, Porter was no amateur. He kept his fingers pressed firmly around the base of Ivan’s cock as he teased him with his mouth. Before Ivan knew it, he was begging to come, which was something that rarely happened with him. Usually, by now, Ivan had already emotionally and mentally checked out and was just waiting for things to end.
“You want more?” Porter asked.
Ivan nodded.
Porter sat up and rolled onto his back, shoving his jeans down a little, just enough to free his cock. “Wrap and lube me, then.”
Ivan nearly knocked everything onto the floor in his excited lunge toward the nightstand. But a moment later, he had rolled the condom down Porter’s thick ten inches and was eagerly impaling his freshly lubed ass onto it.
The man smiled up at him, his hands resting on Ivan’s hips and patiently waiting while Ivan slowly fucked himself on the man’s cock. He hadn’t had a cock this large—outside of toys—in a while.
Not that he’d used many toys on himself lately, either. Hell, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d masturbated outside one of these weekend interludes.
Porter stroked Ivan’s thighs but didn’t seem to focus on his scars. He reached up and played with Ivan’s nipples, not rushing him as Ivan took his time easing inch after inch of the man’s cock into his ass. Even the sweet, pinching burn was a welcomed sensation, keeping subspace swirling through his brain.
Finally, when his hot, stinging ass met the man’s denim jeans, Ivan let out a relieved sigh and settled in, getting comfortable.
Porter pulled him down on top of him, kissing him and spreading his own thighs a little, forcing Ivan’s legs wider apart and making him arch his back.
Which pressed Ivan’s cock firmly between their abs.
Porter hooked one arm around Ivan’s shoulders and the other planted over his ass as he slowly ground up against Ivan. With Ivan’s lips slanted over Porter’s, the man still took control of the kiss, his tongue slowly fucking Ivan’s mouth as Ivan fucked himself on that gorgeous cock.
As Ivan’s ass adjusted to the intrusion, he started rocking faster, pre-cum oozing from his own cock and slicking the way between them.
“That’s it,” Porter mumbled against Ivan’s lips. “Give it to me.”
Ivan closed his eyes and ground against the larger man, struggling between wanting to ride him hard and fast, and drawing this out. It felt damned good, everything, all of it, and he didn’t let himself think about later.
He couldn’t.
The hand on his ass dug in and sent a fresh blossom of pain surging through Ivan’s nervous system, enough to shove him over the edge. Porter swallowed his cries as Ivan’s cock exploded, their abs suddenly slick as hot cum pumped out of his balls and spilled between them.
“There you go.” Porter grabbed Ivan’s ass with both hands and held on tightly as he fucked his cock up into him, apparently getting his nut as he grunted and fell still with his cock deeply embedded in Ivan’s ass.
One hand lifted, settled on Ivan’s head, holding him in place for a long, sweet kiss that nearly destroyed him. Ivan thought he’d have to pull away but as if reading his mind, Porter released him and let out a happy sigh. “I need to go take care of that.”
Ivan rolled off him and Porter got out of bed, heading for the bathroom. He returned a moment later, jeans zipped and cleaned up, but settled in bed again after handing Ivan the hand towel from the nightstand to wipe himself off.
Then he opened his arms to Ivan.
Hating himself, he went, snuggling in and closing his eyes.
Porter didn’t talk, thankfully, and Ivan allowed himself to relish the contact. In fact, Ivan was just starting to relax when Porter’s cell phone started buzzing on the dresser.
“Shit, that’s work. Sorry.” He untangled himself from Ivan and retrieved his phone, returning to sit on the edge of the bed as he read the text, then made a quick phone call.
When he finished, he turned back to Ivan, where he lay on the bed. “Sorry. That was the airport. One of the charter companies based out of there has a plane down and they need it for Monday morning. I gotta go. I’m the head mechanic there.”
A mix of disappointment and relief swirled through Ivan, and he quickly shoved it down and away. “It’s okay. Thanks for this.”
Porter studied him for a long moment, reaching out to stroke Ivan’s cheek. “I’ll leave you my card and number, okay? You want to talk, or want to get together, let me know. Even if it’s only the next time you want to come up here. Or if you just want to meet somewhere for dinner. I wouldn’t mind spending more time with you. Getting to know you better.”
Ivan nodded.
“I won’t force you to give me your number,” he said, “but I would appreciate a text tomorrow letting me know you’re okay. Or…even if you’re not okay and need me. I feel like a dick that I have to leave like this.”
“What time is it?”
“Nearly six.”
Holy shit. He’d lost several hours of time, and that usually didn’t happen. “I’ll be okay. Like you said, this is my…thing.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, what do you do for a living?”
“You won’t believe me.”
“Try me.”
“I’m a doctor. Surgeon.”
Porter ran his thumb along Ivan’s chin. “Coping mechanism?”
Ivan didn’t trust his voice. He nodded.
“Okay.” He studied Ivan for a moment. “I hope I helped.”
“You did. You were perfect. Thanks.”
Porter leaned in for a kiss and it nearly finished Ivan. When Porter sat up, he sighed. “You probably won’t be texting me, will you? Even though I really hope you do.”
Ivan shrugged. He didn’t want to lie to the guy, or hurt his feelings when yes, he had been perfect. “It’s not you, it’s me.”
Porter smiled, but it looked wistful, almost sad. “If I see you here again, will you at least please come talk to me?”
Ivan rarely went after the same guy more than once, but then again, most guys weren’t like Porter. “Yeah.”
“I guess that’s all I can ask.” Porter stood and walked over to the dresser, took a business card out of his wallet, showed it to Ivan, and left it on the dresser. “That’s this phone. You can text me on it, even personal stuff.”
“Okay.”
“Thank you for today. I enjoyed it. Thanks for trusting me.”
Ivan nodded. “Thank you.”
Porter looked like he wanted to say something else, but he sighed and let himself out.
Ivan rolled over and sniffed the man’s pillow, deeply inhaled.
Yeah, he’d really enjoyed himself. Could easily see himself being with the guy again.
Which was why that could never happen. Because he’d learned the hard way what happened when he opened himself to someone and made himself emotionally vulnerable to them.
And it might just kill him if he ever let it happen again. So no matter how good Porter seemed—and that only made it more imperative that Ivan stay strong—nothing else could happen.
Wasn’t Porter’s fault. He wasn’t the broken one.
That was all on Ivan, and he’d own it.
 
* * * *
 
Two hours later, Ivan was unlocking the door to his apartment and stepping inside. He’d taken the card and dropped it into his laptop case. No, he wouldn’t text the guy. Not right now, at least.
That kind of vulnerability could destroy him, if he wasn’t careful.
And he was always very careful.
But at least, for now, he had gotten exactly what he’d needed and knew he could function over the next week, as long as no serious complications or bad days cropped up.
If they did?
Well…then maybe he would find himself texting Porter.
But more than likely he’d do what he always did and default to his usual routine to cope.
That was always the safest option.
He would e-mail the guy tomorrow and let him know he was okay. Porter’s e-mail address was also on the card, and that was a safer option than texting him. If the guy didn’t have his phone number, he couldn’t start texting and calling him.
Couldn’t locate him. Not easily.
Couldn’t wear him down and talk Ivan into seeing him again.
Ivan popped a pot pie into the microwave and stripped while it was cooking. He’d eat, take a shower, and then spend the rest of the evening watching anime on TV.
It’s better this way.
At least he could leave the knife closed tonight.
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Despite Ivan’s hopes for the day, this was not a good Monday.
On top of his scheduled procedures, Ivan had not one, but two emergency surgeries, back-to-back.
Unfortunately, the second patient he lost on the table. Yeah, the guy had been seventy-five, obese, and had a slew of health problems like diabetes and gout, in addition to the heart attack he’d had that necessitated the emergency quadruple bypass, but he’d been on Ivan’s table, with his hands in the guy’s chest.
It’d been Ivan who’d had to walk out there and break that news to his patient’s devastated family. He refused to push that duty off onto someone else.
To them, the man had been father, grandfather, husband, brother, friend.
Ivan never forgot that. Ever. He never failed to center the family when he had to perform this grisly last rite, because he remembered the kind doctors he’d seen as a kid, remembered the doctor who’d told them his grandmother had died in surgery, how nice he’d been.
How the man had been wiping back his own tears as he’d broken the news to them.
He’d sworn he would never make an already horrible situation worse by being an asshole and dropping the news on them and just turning his back.
No matter how much it gutted him and made his own soul bleed.
He sat there, struggling and failing to hold back his own tears and feeling like a failure as the patient’s family cried and asked questions and tried to…process.
Finally, Ivan let the chaplain take over and made his way back to his locker to have a moment for himself before his next surgery.
He’d still had two procedures on the schedule, at that point.
And it was only Monday.
Fuck.
If the week kept hammering him like this, it would definitely be a Toucan kind of weekend. If he was lucky. Even this close to his last one.
He’d spend the fucking money and go and maybe even break down and cozy up to Porter again, if he had to. If the guy was even there.
That might leave him fighting more demons of a different kind come that next Monday, but anything was preferable to the tar pit currently comprising his soul.
Even risking emotional oblivion.
It was nearly eight that night by the time he’d checked on his last patient and was going to head out when one of the nurses flagged him down.
“Dr. Mercado? There’s someone in the surgical waiting room asking to speak with you. She asked for you by name. She’s been waiting for a while.”
This was…unusual. And, he suspected, it would probably have to do with the patient he’d lost. A family member with more questions, most likely.
“Thanks. I’ll be right there.” He ducked into a bathroom and took a few deep breaths, splashed water on his face, and then headed back to the waiting room.
The waiting room volunteer had already left for the day, and the first couple of people he approached hadn’t been waiting to talk to him. He didn’t spot her at first, until his gaze swiveled over to the windows looking out at the dark night, where a lone woman stood, her back to the room.
Kimbra.
He recognized her hair, and for a moment gave serious thought to bolting out of the waiting room before she spotted him. Their night flashed back into his mind, like he’d just relived the whole thing in real-time.
As if hearing his thoughts, she turned, delivering an unreadable tightening of her lips, maybe a smile, maybe not, he wasn’t sure. She seemed reluctant to close the distance between them, but she finally did.
“Hi. Sorry to drop in on you like this, but we need to talk. In private, please. Now.”
 
* * * *
 
Lord, even sober he looks nearly as young as he did that night.
Except now, in the harsh light of the waiting room’s fluorescents, she spotted the weariness in his expression and the fine lines around his eyes. Even with the white coat and the neatly combed hair, she couldn’t help but think back to that night.
There was a fragility to him today, even more than that night, that made part of her want to hug him tightly and tell him everything would be okay in a motherly kind of way, despite not knowing what he’d been through to make him look like that today.
Thank god I saved that picture.
She never would have believed he was thirty-four, even now. Maybe late twenties, if that. That was pushing it.
He turned and led her to a small consultation room just off the waiting room, where he flipped on the light and closed the door behind them before setting his laptop case on the table.
“What’s this about?”
She sat, choosing to try to keep this as friendly as possible, and waited until he sat to hold out her hand. “We weren’t really properly introduced that night. Kimbra Luzon, attorney at law,” she said, waiting until he shook with her.
“Dr. Ivan Mercado.”
“So you really are a doctor, huh?”
“Yeah. Cardiothoracic surgeon, specializing in cardiovascular. What’s this about?”
“There’s no easy way to say this—I’m pregnant, and it’s yours, because you’re the only guy I’ve had sex with in a couple of years. Going on seven weeks.”
“What?”
“Exactly.” She waited him out, watching the shock and disbelief first flood in, then out again, followed by…something she couldn’t identify.
He slumped back in his chair while she awaited his next response. She’d hoped for something not assholish, and so far…well, at least he wasn’t being an asshole.
Yet.
He didn’t meet her gaze. “You said you’re an attorney?” he quietly asked.
“Yeah. Criminal law. My wife’s a corporate attorney.”
His head snapped up at that. “Your wife? You told me you were single!”
“That’s the line? That’s where you get upset?” Okay, maybe that was bitchy, but she hadn’t expected that reaction.
“You told me you were single!”
“I was. We got married a couple of weeks ago, before we even knew about this. If it’s any consolation, while we were still in sorting-shit-out mode, she also had an…encounter. And you’ll love this—she’s pregnant, too.”
“What?”
“Yeah. By my best friend, if you can believe that. Yes, as in our case, alcohol was a contributing factor.”
His gaze dropped and he went quiet. She didn’t break the silence.
Finally, a hoarse, choked plea, whispered. “Please don’t ask me to help you get an abortion. I can’t make you have the baby, but please don’t ask me to do that. I…I mean, I’ll…” He sobbed. “I’ll pay for it if you do, but—”
“I’m keeping it. We both are.”
When he propped his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands, she expected nearly anything.
Except for him to break down quietly sobbing. Deep, agonizing, even more so because of how quiet he was being.
Finally, she had to reach over and gently pat his back, because the human being she was couldn’t stand seeing another human so obviously in emotional pain.
She also waited him out again.
“I’ll pay as much child support as I can,” he finally choked out as she handed him tissues from a box of them on the table. “But I’m not rich. I’m still trying to pay off my student loans. I’ll give you my savings and cash out my 401(k), but it’s not a lot. Please don’t write me out of their life just because you’re an attorney and you can because I can’t pay.”
“No, hey.” She patted his shoulder. “That’s not what this is about. No, we’d never cut you out like that. Not unless you were, you know, abusive or something.”
She took a deep breath, gentling her approach even more now that she knew he was on board with this. “I wanted to tell you in person, for starters. I didn’t want to do this over the phone. But Eve and I want you and the other guy to come over tomorrow night, if you can. We wanted to sit down with both of you, all four of us, to talk this out.”
“Talk it out?”
“We want you guys to be involved as much as you can be. Or want to be. He wants to be.”
He nodded, but in that quick, sharp, rapid way she knew meant he was probably going to start crying again.
Unable to help it, she leaned in and hugged him, noting how damn desperately he hugged her back.
“I’m sorry I’m such a wreck,” he finally managed. “It’s been a crappy day. I lost a patient in surgery.”
Now she felt like shit for doing this to him here instead of just hanging out and waiting at his apartment like she’d planned originally. “I’m sorry to drop this on you.”
“How’d you find me, anyway?”
“I Googled you. I still had your info from the picture I took of your license that night. You came up on the hospital’s website and on the state medical board’s site. Connected the dots from there. I stopped by Friday, but your office told me you were out of town.”
“Oh.” He grabbed more tissues to blow his nose again but didn’t try to escape her arm around his shoulders.
Now she felt she needed to try to reassure him. “I’m not taking any options off the table yet, but if you’re hurting that badly for money, maybe we can work something out where you move in with us. At least for a while, until you can get your feet under you. I don’t want you to cash in your retirement or savings.”
“Really?”
She nodded. “But you might regret that when you get to meet Eve. She can make me look cuddly when she’s cranky. Two pregnant women in the same house, due nearly the same exact time? You must be a masochist.”
Finally, the ghost of a smile. “You’re not bullshitting me? About maybe moving in?”
“I mean, we don’t even know each other yet, so I’m not moving you in tomorrow. Hell, I can’t even remember a lot of the really dirty part of our night. But if you want to be involved in your baby’s life, and the three of us find out we can stand each other under the same roof, we can probably work out something.”
More tears, more nodding, and she pulled him in for another hug. “Baby, I’m the pregnant one. I’m supposed to be emotional and hormonal, not you.”
“I’m sorry.”
She finally chuckled. “Honey, I was teasin’.” She gently rocked him. “You are seriously gonna have to find your chill, son, or you’re going to need a padded room by the time he or she pops out.”
“It’s been a really bad day.”
“Have you even had dinner yet?”
“No. I’m going to nuke a pot pie when I get home.”
“Can I buy you dinner, at least?”
He finally sat back, blowing his nose and shaking his head. “I need to go home and…decompress. It was a bad day.”
There was almost a flat tone to his voice, the way he’d said it. “If I remember correctly, you told me that night you lost a patient, too.”
He nodded. “Yeah. But I…” He drew in a ragged breath. “I need to stick with my routine. I’ll probably need to go up there this weekend. To the Toucan. I…to decompress.”
There was that word again. Kimbra felt horrible for him, but knew she couldn’t and wouldn’t be the one to help him out this time.
Not now, especially, now having Eve firmly by her side and at least that part of their crazy sorted out.
“Look, I have a lot of kinky friends. I can call around and see if any of the Tops I know—”
“It’s okay.” His voice came out barely a whisper, but he wasn’t looking at her again. “I’m used to this. I have a…process. For when I can’t get away.”
She cupped his face in her hands and made him look at her, a horribly good idea forming in her mind, but she decided to keep it to herself, for now. “You don’t look okay.”
“I’m still trying to absorb the fact that I’m going to be a dad.”
“Yeah, you are.” She smiled. “And fair warning, my parents are probably gonna adopt you, whether you want them to or not. Kind of what they do when they see someone they think needs ’em. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Your dad won’t want to kill me?”
“Nah, he’ll be so happy he’s finally getting a grandbaby outta me he won’t even care about the how. We can let them assume IVF, and if they ask how we all met, we can be honest and say through mutual friends. I mean, Ron is my friend, and he did take me to the Toucan. I’m guessing you two will probably end up becoming friends.”
He fumbled his phone out of his pocket, almost dropping it. After unlocking it, he handed it to her. “Please give me your contact info.”
She punched in her phone number and address, texting her own phone from his so he could see it worked. “I wish you’d let me at least take you out and buy you a burger or something.”
“No, thank you.” He almost sounded like a kid again now. A sad, wounded, broken kid. “I need to go home, I think.”
She walked him out, even though he’d offered to walk her to her car. He kept his car clean, but even in the shadows of the parking lot she could tell it wasn’t the world’s best car. He wasn’t shitting that he wasn’t rich.
“Tomorrow, our place,” she said. “Eight okay? Or can you make it earlier?”
“I can probably make it by eight but I might have to come straight from here. If I get caught up in emergencies, I might be late.”
“That’s fine. We’ll even feed you. I’ll be home by six, so anything after that’s fine. Just text me when you’re on your way. Sooner than eight’s fine, too.”
He offered to drive her around to her car, and she took him up on that, feeling vaguely guilty that her car was in better shape and several years newer than his. She wasn’t exactly rolling in dough, considering her line of specialty, but she was a damn sight better off than he was, obviously.
She’d suspected that after seeing his apartment complex.
“Text me tomorrow when you’re on your way,” she told him. “Even if it’s early, that’s fine.”
He nodded, and she hesitated, not wanting to leave him alone just yet.
“Are you all right?” He shook his head and didn’t look her way. She reached over and touched his arm. “Ivan,” she gently said, “you’re not alone. You’ll have me, and Eve, and Ron, and our families. We’ll be a family. All of us.”
He still wouldn’t look at her and she thought he was starting to cry again. “Are you going to be okay?” she asked.
“I don’t have a choice,” he said. “I have to be okay.” A choked laugh softly grated free. “I’m going to be a dad.”
She stroked his arm. “You’re going to be a great dad.”
She hoped.
“I’m just…in shock. Sorry.”
“Yeah, join the club.” She belatedly realized she would have to tone her typical snark back around him. At least at first, until he was used to her. She felt torn between wanting to cuddle him close and nurture him, and realizing he was a grown-ass man, a surgeon, and the father of her baby.
She finally climbed out and stood there as he drove off. After watching him drive away, she started her car and sat there for a moment. Then she texted Eve.
 
Done. He’s in.
 
Her phone rang seconds later. “Hey. How’d he take it?”
“I’m pretty sure he’s got something going on in his past. He begged me not to get an abortion, and when I said I was keeping it, he broke down sobbing with relief. I’m not even exaggerating.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah. I have a feeling he didn’t have a great childhood or something like that.”
“That’s…good, though, right? That he wants to be involved?”
“Yeah. But he’s not financially well off. I don’t know the full extent. I didn’t feel like going into the fact tonight that I want to run a full credit check on him, considering how upset he was. I guess a patient died on him during surgery today. He’s a wreck.”
“Oh, poor guy.”
“And…” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t make him any promises, but I told him after we get to know each other better, we might be able to work out him moving in with us to help him with his expenses.”
Eve went silent for a moment. “You did what?”
But it was a curious what, not an indignant one.
“Hear me out, honey.” Kimbra gave her a brief outline of her thought process, and Eve giggled.
“Oh, shit. Wouldn’t that be great?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. I don’t want to go there and Ivan turns out to be a fiery train wreck heading off the rails. I don’t want to do that to Ron.”
“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow night, huh?”
“Yeah. Let me get off here. I’m coming home. Need anything?”
“Only you.”
Kimbra closed her eyes, contentment filling her. “You know just what to say, sugar.”
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Ivan struggled to focus on driving and not let his mind slip away for a while. He couldn’t afford to get in an accident and he needed to be safely home, locked in his apartment.
Then he could do what he desperately needed right now to survive.
Especially now, with the weight of Kimbra’s revelation standing on the shoulders of the pain of losing a patient.
Call Porter.
No. He absolutely could not do that. This was bad enough as it was without risking further emotional destruction in the process. He didn’t even know the guy. The last thing he wanted to do was call him with…this. He’d e-mailed him late yesterday, and from the guy’s response he could tell Porter was eager to spend more time with him.
Which was exactly why Ivan had to hold him at arm’s length.
Especially now.
I’m going to be a…dad.
He struggled to process that.
Something he’d always wanted, but long ago had come to peace with the fact that it’d never happen.
That maybe it was best it never happened.
Now…it had, completely by accident.
It was with a great deal of relief he finally pulled into his apartment complex and parked. Practically running upstairs, he safely locked himself inside and set his laptop bag down. Emptying his pockets, he took the knife out and laid it on the table as he followed his usual routine.
For now.
Wallet and keys on the counter. Phone on the charger, morning alarm switched on.
He grabbed his tablet, called up his playlist he always used for this ritual, and hooked it into the Bluetooth speaker he used.
As music filled the space, a mix of new-age jazz and instrumental blues, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Dinner would have to wait tonight, the only time he’d disrupt his usual schedule. He wasn’t even going to try the first option tonight—he went straight to worst-case scenario contingency.
After stripping, he grabbed the knife and headed for the bathroom. He kept everything he needed in a plastic storage tub in the cabinet under the sink. He pulled out the bottle of surgical soap and took it into the shower with him. After his usual shower, he scrubbed his right thigh with the surgical soap, rinsing it well before getting out.
When drying off, he didn’t touch the towel to his right thigh. Instead, he used a sterile gauze pad and rubbing alcohol and swabbed the entire area. While that dried, he cleaned the knife, using another sterile gauze pad to wipe down the blade with alcohol. He prepped the nonstick dressing and triple-antibiotic ointment, readying the sterile swab he’d use to apply it with.
He pulled a large beach towel from the small linen closet in the bathroom and draped it over the closed toilet lid before sitting. Staring at the knife for a long moment, he felt his brain trying to shut down, his soul reaching, yearning, needing the pain.
He blanked out. When he came back, the knife was in his hand and a narrow line of blood welled from the first two-inch-long shallow incision along the top of his right thigh, the pain sharp and cutting through the mental static, driving it back.
Slow and steady, he carved three more lines in his flesh, waiting, breathing, before adding the fifth and final one.
The mental static had now faded to nothing more than background noise.
Ignoring the tears rolling down his cheeks, he used another sterile gauze pad soaked with alcohol to wipe the marks, hissing as renewed pain bit into his brain and wrapped itself around his sanity, forcing it to stay in place, keeping it locked there, safe.
Next the swab, loaded with ointment, covering each line before taping a sterile non-stick dressing in place over it. The cuts weren’t deep and would likely be mostly healed by the weekend.
He cleaned the blade and closed the knife, tightly clutching it in his left hand, his fist balled around it and feeling its comforting heft pressing against his flesh. He pressed it against his left thigh, breathing, thinking, trying to steady his mind.
As he lifted his fist he tried to concentrate on the knife’s bulk, the shape, the warmth it still held from riding in his front left pocket when he wasn’t wearing scrubs. His constant companion.
Then he brought it down hard high onto his left thigh, the thick butt end digging into his flesh and another jolt of pain rocketing through his system.
The magic number tonight was ten. By tomorrow morning, the dark red marks would be deep purple bruises he could touch through his pants and not even raise a single eyebrow over.
Much like when he leaned against something with his right thigh and pressed on the dressing under his clothes.
Undetectable.
Another reason he couldn’t call Porter, especially not now.
This was his secret.
This was his.
One thing no one could ever take away from him.
 
* * * *
 
After cleaning up the bathroom and putting everything away, Ivan pulled on a Yuri!!! on Ice T-shirt and sleeping shorts and almost forgot he hadn’t eaten anything. He nuked the pot pie, ate it standing in the kitchen, and washed the fork. The paper plate he tossed with the pot pie carton. After washing that down with a glass of water and then brushing his teeth, he shut the music off and retreated to bed, tuning the TV to Cartoon Network and setting the sleep timer.
He tucked the knife under his pillow.
I’m going to be a father.
God help all of us.
He closed his eyes and let the tears flow, allowed the grief to wash through him, finally free to cry with pain throbbing through his body.
 
* * * *
 
Ron wobbled through his weekend in an emotional daze. Fortunately, Meri had spent it at Wynn’s house, so he hadn’t had to break the news to her that she was going to be an aunt.
He still wasn’t sure how to do that.
Other than dinner Friday night with Kimbra and Eve at their house, he hadn’t really spent any time with anyone until he had to go to work Monday morning.
Which was a special kind of hell, trying to avoid Kimbra’s father out of fear the man might sense something was…amiss.
Confessing he was the baby daddy to a daughter-in-law the man didn’t even know he had yet wasn’t something Ron wanted to do. That genie couldn’t be shoved back into the bottle once it was released, and he wanted Kimbra and Eve to be the ones to do the uncorking.
Fortunately, he’d been able to leave early with the excuse of a doctor’s appointment, and let the intimation be it was about Meri and not Kimbra and Eve—since they knew at work about Meri’s past bout of breast cancer—and he’d met the women at their doctor’s office.
There were a few minutes of discomfort while Kimbra took over and clarified the situation with the doctor, explaining what was going on and who he was in relation to them.
But what blew Ron’s mind was when they did the ultrasound on Kimbra first, while he recorded it all on his phone…
And they could see the baby’s heart beating.
His vision blurred with unexpected tears as he stared at the screen. “Oh, my god,” he whispered.
It was…real.
Eve plucked the phone from his hand and held it. He realized both his hands were being squeezed—Kimbra on his right, and Eve on his left. Ron also knew if the guy Kimbra had slept with was stupid enough to not want to be a part of this, then Ron would gladly step in and fill those shoes.
The ultrasound tech made them three copies of the picture to take with them.
When he absolutely lost it was when it was Eve’s turn. A week smaller than Kimbra’s baby, but still, he could see the heart beating, even though from the position and due to it being smaller it was impossible for the tech to get a clear picture of it like she had for Kimbra. Still, she printed out three more pictures for them, using the computer to draw a circle around the “blob” that would quickly grow into his baby.
Kimbra draped an arm around his shoulders. “That’s your baby, honey.”
He sobbed, overwhelmed, while the ultrasound tech passed him tissues. “How could they toss me out?” he tearfully asked Kimbra. “How could they have gone through this, knew I was their son, and throw me out when I told them I was gay? How could they not love me?”
Eve squeezed his hand as Kimbra wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “Well, you got us. My mom and dad. And Meri and Wynn. Momma and Papi will formally want to adopt you into the family once the shock wears off. You’re gonna have more family than you’ll know what to do with.”
“Don’t forget Ev, Wylie, and Lara and Brad,” Kimbra added. Ev’s ex-wife and her new husband, living just across the street from Ev and Wylie, were also considered extended family, and Lara was Eve’s friend.
With the ultrasounds completed, the doctor returned to go over everything with them. “So, here’s the thing,” she said. “I’m actually going to be moving in three months because of my husband’s job. Unfortunately, I’m the only doctor in this practice who still handles obstetrics. I will give you a list of OB practitioners in the area, but I can’t specifically recommend one over the others.”
“I’ll ask Lara,” Eve said. “She seemed to like her doctor.”
Alone at home, Ron had watched and rewatched the videos of the ultrasounds several times, and he now stared at the two grainy black-and-white printouts of their babies.
Yeah, he was the biological father to only one of them, but he was already thinking of them in terms of “his” babies.
Did it make him a selfish shit to hope the other guy wanted nothing to do with this so he wouldn’t have to share them? He’d be Daddy to both of them and raise them as his own.
He’d damn sure never turn his back on either of them.
Before he realized what he was doing, he grabbed his cell phone and called his parents’ number. The last contact he’d had with them was a supposed birthday card his mom sent to him right before his last birthday.
Except it’d been a religious card with a bible verse about repenting.
He almost lost his nerve and hung up when his mom answered.
“Hello?”
Fuck it. “Hey, it’s Ron.”
Brief hesitation. “Oh. Hello. Why are you calling?”
Why the hell was he calling? Not like he’d gain any kind of satisfaction from this conversation. If anything, it’d leave him empty, hollow.
Hurting.
He knew that from past experience.
Maybe I’m really a masochist.
“Meri’s living with me now.” Sure, it was several months since she’d actually moved in, and she was likely going to be moving in full-time with Wynn shortly, but still…
Any excuse in a bullshit session.
“In Florida?”
“Yeah.”
“Oh.”
He waited, realized she wasn’t going to fill the silence, and finally decided to go there. “Yeah, unlike you and Dad, I wanted to make sure she wasn’t homeless.” Meri hadn’t told them about her cancer yet and he damn sure wouldn’t.
“What are you talking about?”
“Throwing me out when I was a kid, Mom. That’s what I’m talking about.”
“Well, are you still gay?”
“Yeah, I’m still gay.”
“We couldn’t support you doing those kinds of behaviors. All you had to do was turn straight again and everything would have been fine. It’s your fault we had to throw you out.”
Why the fuck did I do this to myself? “You do understand that’s not how this works, right?”
“All I understand is you were fine, then you weren’t.”
He closed his eyes and rubbed at his forehead. “I don’t know why I bothered calling you. You’re still the same bigots you were back then.”
“You have no idea how much it hurt us having you turn on us like that. You and Meri, both.”
“I didn’t turn on you, Mom. I finally admitted the truth about myself. I was stupid enough to think you actually loved me and gave a shit about me. You know what? Sorry I called. Good-bye.”
He angrily punched the end button and dropped the phone onto the bed.
Then he picked up the two sonogram pictures and stared at them. It was way too soon to be able to tell the babies’ genders.
“I promise you both I’m going to be there,” he said. “I don’t care if you’re gay or straight or whatever. I’m your daddy and I’m going to be there, I swear.”
When his phone rang, he almost hit end without thinking, assuming it was his mom calling him back. Then he realized it was Eve, but he hadn’t yet assigned her a custom ringtone like he had for Meri and Kimbra and other close friends.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“Kimbra talked to Ivan and he’ll come over tomorrow night for dinner. He’ll be here by eight, but we told him any time after six.”
“Okay, good. I’ll be there.” He stared at the pictures. “Thank you for telling me and letting me be in their lives. I won’t let you guys down, I promise.”
“I want you to be involved. I like Kimbra’s idea of us maybe all buying a house together, like Leo’s family.”
“Yeah. I mean, I know we need to go through all the logistics and financials about that, but yeah.”
“We’ve got time,” she said. “Let’s take this one step at a time. I mean, I know the three of us could live together. I don’t even know this Ivan guy. I haven’t met him yet.”
“I call dibs on being called ‘Daddy’.”
She laughed. “I’ll pass that on to Ma’am.”
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Tuesday morning, Ivan removed the dressing and checked his right thigh. It looked okay, so during his morning shower he cleaned it with surgical soap. After, he soaked another gauze pad in alcohol and pressed it to the marks, sucking in air as it stung. But he welcomed the pain, used it to help center him. He held the gauze pad in place with his right hand, while the fingers of his left sought one of the fresh bruises on his left thigh, caressing, testing, then pressing on the most tender point to add a little extra jolt to his brain.
He closed his eyes as he stood there, naked, while a soft, peaceful hum broke through the manic static crackling in his soul and jangling his nerves. Just enough to sand off the sharp edges and points so he could function today.
It’d probably be late when he returned home tonight, so he knew he wouldn’t have time to do anything else. This would have to do, for now. Tomorrow night, though…
He finally pulled the gauze pad away and checked it again. It’d heal up fine, like they always did. He carefully redressed it before pulling on clothes.
How the hell am I supposed to be a father?
That soft, nasty-smooth whisper was the same one that had tried to tell him he’d never graduate high school, never get a scholarship or student loans, would never make it through college, never make it into med school, never make it through residency…
That he wasn’t good enough, that he’d never measure up.
That he was a disappointment across the board.
He knew the voice lied. It always lied to him.
Didn’t mean he had yet figured out a way to totally shut it down.
It sounded like his father’s voice when he’d yelled at him, or right before he’d added another bruise to Ivan’s arm or thigh with his fist because he’d been drunk that night, the only outlet the man had for his rage. Bruises Ivan never showed his mother, never talked about.
The voice knew all his weak points and how to best try to break him.
It hadn’t yet. Although it’d come close a couple of times.
I have to be strong.
Maybe this was the answer. Someone to finally live for.
Perhaps not the most healthy of reasons, but he wasn’t going to argue over it. He finally had a focus, something outside himself. Helping people, saving lives—he wasn’t the only one doing that. There was no argument why it had to be him in particular doing it.
A baby.
His baby.
A chance to right the karmic scale in his favor. To prove to himself he wasn’t a fuckup or worthless or any of those other things the voice whispered to him at night while he tried to go to sleep.
This had been a miracle, of sorts. That Kimbra had gone to the Toucan that weekend. That they’d met. That he’d worked up the nerve to approach her when he spotted her alone after admiring her friend from afar all afternoon.
That she’d said yes.
That he’d said yes.
He didn’t want to engage in doctor mode right now. He didn’t want to revisit the units he’d spent in obstetrics and pediatrics during med school and residency.
He didn’t want to think worst-case scenarios, or the hurdles that would have to be jumped to end up with a healthy baby in his arms in seven and a half months.
He wanted to believe.
For the first time since he was a kid in his grandmother’s kitchen, he truly felt hope.
That was a feeling he desperately didn’t want to lose.
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra gave up trying to work around three and headed home, texting Eve when she was in her car.
 
I’m cutting out early. Heading home.
 
Kimbra hadn’t even set her phone down yet when she replied.
 
I’ll meet you there, Ma’am.
 
Kimbra knew her smile looked lopsided and snarky, because the snarky reply she’d leave unspoken wanted to be given a voice.
At least I don’t have problems getting her attention now.
Yeah. That was something she needed to leave in the locker room. They had more than enough crazy swirling around them. No need to bring the past back into it like that.
Especially not when her own glass house had damn thin walls.
She beat Eve there by about ten minutes, and that was including a stop by the grocery store. Ivan wouldn’t leave their house that night until Kimbra had seen him actually eat something. If her memory served her correctly, he was thin, nearly frail-looking. The more she thought about it, the more she worried about him, and would keep worrying about him until she was sure he was…okay.
Or until she could get him to tell her the full truth. Whatever he’d held back during their brief talks thus far.
Except they didn’t even know each other. How could she expect to core through his shell?
She would try.
She had dinner close to ready when Ivan texted her at a quarter till six that he was on his way. Ron had been held up on a job, but would be there as soon as he could after stopping by home first for a shower. She’d made stew, so it could slowly simmer and not be ruined.
And she’d been craving it all day, anyway.
Eve walked in. “What, exactly, are we telling our parental units?”
“Nothing until we’ve got a story we can all agree on.” She pulled Eve into her arms for a kiss. “You want to tell them we both made drunken mistakes?”
“Not really, no. Although I am hoping finally getting the grandbaby Mom and Dad have always wanted makes them totally miss the forest over that particular sapling.”
Kimbra answered the door when Ivan arrived, and he looked just as rough today as he had last night, a far cry from the smiling, borderline cocky twink she’d first encountered in the Toucan’s courtyard.
“Hey, sweetie. Come on in.”
Eve, already fully briefed by Kimbra about his reaction, had held back in the living room so as not to overwhelm him right through the door.
Kimbra closed the door and held her arms open for a hug. It wasn’t reluctance, exactly, that she sensed in him when he finally stepped in. But the way he relaxed in her arms as she held him, before he started crying again, told her he was anything but okay.
The way his arms tightened around her as he cried, clinging to her.
She stroked the back of his head, her soul shredding for him. She didn’t know what he’d been through in his life, but she knew they couldn’t abandon him. Once Eve got to know him, hopefully she’d agree.
Except they’d both be getting to know him. Kimbra had less than twelve hours’ time with the boy.
Maybe he’d hit it off with Ron. If so, perhaps that man could be the salve Ivan’s soul desperately appeared to need.
She finally steered him over to the living room. Eve had left, reappearing with a box of tissues that she held out to him.
“Thanks,” he sniffled, taking a few.
“This is my wife, Eve Cannon,” Kimbra said. “Eve, Dr. Ivan Mercado.”
Bless her heart, Eve put on the sweet smile and patted his shoulder before leaning in for a quick hug. “Nice to meet you, sweetie. Sorry this is so…crazy. We’ll all get through this.”
He nodded but was too busy blowing his nose to reply.
If I can just get him to stop crying long enough for him and Ron to get to know each other.
Once they were settled on the couch, with Ivan in the middle, Kimbra got started. “Ron’s running a little late tonight. Got caught at a job site. He’ll be here soon, though. Is it okay if we hold dinner until he arrives?”
“Yeah. That’s fine.”
“You’re really thirty-four?” Eve asked.
Kimbra snorted. “He’s almost three years older than you, honey,” she teased. “I went from cougar to cradle-robber.”
Eve giggled. “I didn’t say it, Ma’am—you did.”
“How old are you?” Ivan asked Kimbra.
“Forty-three.” She laughed. “And, believe me, I’m sure my ex-husband is mentally giving me a ration of shit about this.”
“Why?”
“I mean playfully, not in a bad way. We’re still friends. The why is in part because I swore I was never having kids, and he wanted kids. But yes, I am having this baby,” she quickly added, just to help stave off another crying jag from Ivan.
“You’re going to need a high-risk obstetrician because of your age. I’ll ask around and find the best one.”
“We are going to need a new doctor, because ours is leaving town in a couple of months. She gave us a list for referrals for obstetricians.”
“But do any of them specialize in high-risk pregnancies?” he insisted.
Okay, he had her there. She exchanged a glance with Eve. “I don’t know.”
Ivan emphatically shook his head and pulled out his phone, started scrolling through contacts. “I’ll have a referral for you by tomorrow morning so we can get you in for an appointment with them as soon as possible. There has to be someone in the area. If not, we’ll find you someone up in St. Pete, and—”
“Ivan,” Kimbra said, just a little edge in her tone, enough to make his head snap up and meet her gaze again. “It’s all right, sweetie. Please, don’t panic. We’ll deal with this. Doesn’t have to happen tonight.”
“I-I’m sorry, ma’am.”
Kimbra closed her eyes and silently swore as Eve giggled on his other side.
“You ain’t helpin’,” she groused at Eve.
“No, I’m not, but I am enjoying the hell out of this more than you can ever imagine. Ma’am.”
Kimbra opened her eyes and shot Eve mega-wattage side-eye, but then refocused on Ivan. “Honey, I’m not your ma’am. You don’t have to call me that.”
“Sorry.”
“You also don’t have to apologize to me all the time, okay? We’re all in this together. I screwed up, I own it, and I’m going to do this.”
“You can call her ma’am if you want to,” Eve said with an evil grin. “I don’t mind.”
Kimbra tipped her head. “You don’t get to decide that, missy!”
Eve’s grin stretched nearly ear-to-ear and would have made Jack Nicholson as the Joker proud. “Yes, Ma’am.”
Even Kimbra heard the capital M.
“Jeezusfuck,” Kimbra muttered. But when she returned her focus to Ivan, at least he was finally smiling.
Barely, but still, he didn’t look like he was going to start crying again.
Finally.
Now she knew what Eve was up to. Kimbra hugged Ivan again and while she did dropped Eve a wink so Ivan couldn’t see.
If Ron would just hurry the fuck up and get himself here, that’d be great. The sooner she could hand Ivan off to him, the better she suspected all their lives would be. Ivan would be perfect for Ron, someone for Ron to take care of, a stable emotional anchor for Ivan to hold on to. She suspected Ron would have the perfect combination of naughty and nurture the younger man desperately needed.
 
* * * *
 
The first thing Eve thought when she actually laid eyes on Ivan was how shit-faced drunk Kimbra must have been to sleep with him in the first place. Hell, even dressed in slacks and a button-up shirt the guy looked like he was in his mid-twenties, if that.
Barely.
He was a cutie, though. Hopefully Ron would like him, because Eve thought that’d be perfect. The four of them co-parenting together without worrying about significant others causing problems. Brown hair and sweet green eyes that bore more than a hint of sadness in them.
Yeah, she could totally see what Kimbra meant about him. He wore an air of fragility about him, and not just because he was thin-boned and slender. Hell, he was barely as tall as her, and she was an inch shorter than Kimbra.
“Oh,” Kimbra said. “Be right back.” She walked over to where her laptop case was propped against the living room wall and dug out the two ultrasound pictures. Eve knew exactly what they were, but the way Kimbra carried them kept the actual picture hidden from Ivan until Kimbra retook her seat.
“That’s your little guy. Or girl. We don’t know yet, obviously. And that little blob is Eve’s. I’m sorry we didn’t include you in yesterday’s appointment, but I wanted to talk to you in person. I didn’t think to show you those last night.”
Ivan gasped, his hands trembling as he took the pictures from her. Eve was already reaching for the tissue box again when she spotted the tears rolling down his cheeks.
“Oh, my god,” he whispered.
“Keep the tissues handy,” Kimbra gently snarked to her, shooting her a wry smile. “He’s gonna need ’em.”
Hell, Eve wasn’t too sure she might not need them, too. “Ron took video of them doing our ultrasounds,” Eve told him. “I’m sure he’ll give you the DropBox link.”
“Can I have these?”
“Yeah,” Kimbra said. “Those are your copies.”
He laid the pictures in his lap and Eve pressed more tissues into his hand.
Eve heard Ron’s car pull up, but before she could stand, he’d knocked twice and let himself in. “Hey, guys. Sorry to hold you all up.”
Oh, thank god!
Eve hoped Kimbra was paying attention, because from the way Ron pulled up short when he spotted Ivan sitting there, she suspected maybe there’d be some sparks flying.
Ivan was still head-down over the pictures, but Kimbra smiled and dropped Eve a wink.
Good. We’re on the same page.
Chapter Eighteen
 
Hail, Odin, please don’t be fucking with me. Your boy needs a damn break.
Yeah, it was the twink from the Toucan, and part of him wanted to charge in there and see why he was crying and fix everything for him, right then.
Then he realized Kimbra had given Ivan his copies of the ultrasound pics and Ron understood all too well why the man was crying.
He stopped, took a deep breath to calm himself, and walked over, hugging Eve, then Kimbra, when they stood to greet him.
“And this is Dr. Ivan Mercado,” Kimbra said, resting a hand on the younger man’s shoulder when he didn’t look up.
Finally realizing he was being addressed, he looked up at Kimbra, then at Ron.
Ron’s throat dried up at the sight of his gorgeous green eyes, like a leaf green, light, with hints of brown and hazel in them. “Hey.” He stuck his hand out and fought the urge to wipe it on his slacks first because he thought his palms might now be sweating. “Ron Dutton. Nice to finally meet you.”
Ivan nodded and shook with him. He had long, delicate fingers, soft skin, with fine-boned hands and wrists leading to slender arms that disappeared up under his rolled-up sleeves. Ron made sure he didn’t squeeze too hard when he shook with him.
The clothes Ivan wore tonight aged him a little—barely. He still looked young, and if Kimbra hadn’t told Ron she’d seen the guy’s driver’s license, he’d insist Ivan was barely twenty-five, if that. But at least with his hair combed and the clothes, it was easier to take the man seriously.
Although the view had been a lot nicer with him in his Speedo.
“Nice to meet you, too,” Ivan said, his focus immediately returning to the ultrasound pics.
Eve not-so-subtly swapped places with Ron and pushed on his shoulders to get him to sit next to Ivan.
“Ma’am and I will get dinner on the table,” she said. “You two sit there and talk. Ron, I think he wants to see the videos from yesterday’s appointment.”
The two women quickly disappeared into the kitchen.
Ivan looked up at him. “Can I?”
“Of course.” He pulled his phone out and cued up the first video, taking a risk and using the excuse of sitting close to drape his right arm around Ivan’s shoulders while holding the phone in his left hand.
Ivan’s hand flew to his mouth as he silently cried while watching it. Ron couldn’t help but watch Ivan, and stroke the man’s back, trying to comfort him. When it finished, Ron quickly queued up the next one and wondered if Ivan might want to watch both of them several dozen times so he could remain seated here next to him.
He wasn’t even sure if Ivan realized he was leaning into Ron’s embrace as Ron watched him.
 
* * * *
 
This was…a literal miracle. Ivan had lived most of his entire adult life up to this point assuming he would never be a partner to anyone, much less a father.
And now, here he was.
After the second video finished, he realized how close he was sitting to Ron when he looked up into the man’s face and found Ron’s gaze focused on him. That’s when Ivan became aware of the arm draped around him.
He didn’t exactly want to move, definitely didn’t want to shake him off.
Except this…couldn’t happen.
Could it?
Definitely shouldn’t.
Except…they were going to be fathers together.
“Welcome to the family,” Ron said with a raised eyebrow and quirky smile that made Ivan’s breath catch in his throat and his pulse skip.
“Thanks.”
“How’s your family going to react?”
The cold, black void threatened. He sat up, not quite leaning away from Ron, but the man withdrew his arm from around Ivan. “I don’t have one,” he said.
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. Not your fault. I’ll be right back.” He blindly stood and headed down a hallway he assumed led to bedrooms. There was a bathroom right off the hall, and he locked himself in. With his arms braced against the counter, he stared into the mirror.
I can’t do this.
I have to do this.
I want to do this.
I can’t do this.
He turned on the sink and let it run while he fumbled the knife out of his pocket. Then he unfastened his slacks and shoved them down. With the knife in his left hand and his teeth clenched, he punched himself in the left thigh with the butt end of it, adding more red marks to the purple ones already mottling his flesh.
Pain jolted through him, finally allowing him to breathe, to think.
To focus.
He pulled his pants up and put the knife away, then washed his face and hands.
His right fingers trailed down the front of his right thigh, pausing over the dressing hidden beneath his slacks.
He pressed, hard, until a gasp broke free, followed by a shuddering, deep breath as his brain temporarily settled in place again.
There.
He returned to the living room to find Ron standing there, waiting, and Kimbra and Eve waiting in the dining room. “Let’s go eat, buddy,” Ron said. He held one arm out to him, beckoning.
Knowing he shouldn’t, knowing it could lead to being exposed as the faker he was, he allowed Ron to drape his arm around him and guide him to a seat at the table. Ron took the one next to him, and Eve and Kimbra sat opposite them, with Eve directly across from Ivan.
The savory stew smelled wonderful, and ladled over rice, with a salad on the side, it was delicious. For once, he didn’t have to force himself to eat.
It was also the first home-cooked meal he’d had in years.
“Ron’s an electrician,” Eve said to Ivan once they were all eating. “He works for Kimbra’s father.”
“Yeah,” Ron said. “Which adds a degree of difficulty to the ultimate reveal.”
“What do you mean?” Ivan asked, glad to get the conversational topic pointing in any direction except his.
“Our families don’t know yet,” Kimbra said.
“Which is something we need to discuss and settle tonight,” Eve added.
“Settle?” Ivan asked.
“Our story,” Kimbra said. “Would you be okay fibbing to everyone that this was planned? Maybe let us imply it was IVF or something?”
Ivan nodded. “Sure.”
“All cards on the table,” Kimbra said. “I’m going to need all your information tonight.”
“What kind of information?”
“Social security number, all of that.”
“Why?”
“Because, boo, I might be carrying your child, but I need to know more about you. I’m going to run a credit check and background.”
Ivan kept his focus on his food. “I’m broke. I really don’t have any credit, but go ahead.”
“Fair’s fair,” Eve said. “You can run checks on all of us, too.”
He shrugged, refusing to look up, the effects of earlier already wearing off under the stress. He knew he couldn’t excuse himself right then, either. “I don’t need to.”
“Also,” Kimbra said, “if we end up moving you in with us—which I really want to do—I need to know more about you first.”
He finally made himself look up and meet her gaze. Her blue eyes were gorgeous, a different shade than Ron’s.
I wonder if our baby will have her blue eyes or my green ones?
 
* * * *
 
Kimbra watched Ivan, and watched Ron watching Ivan.
That is a smitten man.
Ron, not Ivan.
Ivan looked like he was having a hard time functioning, much less being able to focus and flirt.
“I think I’m still trying to let this sink in,” Eve admitted.
“Welcome to the great unknown, baby girl,” Kimbra said.
“Maybe it’s not the great unknown,” Ivan softly said. “Maybe it’s the really-sucks-ass unknown.”
“What are you really afraid of?” Ron asked him.
It took Ivan a long time to reply. “I don’t know. And I don’t even know everything that I don’t know.”
“Welcome to life as a functional adult.”
“I don’t feel so functional right now, much less like an adult.”
Kimbra hoped they hadn’t screwed up introducing the two men. She could already see Ron formulating ways in his mind to take charge of Ivan. Ron was a fixer, a helper, a nurturing guy.
Ivan was a ready-made project for him to jump into, with an adorable wrapper. Maybe perfect timing for Ron, considering it looked like Meri would be moving in with Wynn fairly soon. Without his sister to focus on, Ron would be…adrift.
She did wish she could cheer Ivan up. On the one hand, he seemed to be the good kind of shocked about becoming a father, but…yeah. The fragility. She got it. Not a hint of toxic masculinity there, though. Like there were some really bad emotional triggers that had all been hit at once.
“The other reason we need to have some hard talks about financials,” Kimbra said, “is because I want to know what your income is like. I have no interest in driving you into bankruptcy. That’s why we all need to spend time together. I meant it when I said we’d like to see if we could move you in with us. Except that means we need to know we’re all going to get along first.”
Ivan nodded. “I want to try to work toward that. Whatever you need from me.”
“Good. You know, there are friends of ours who have a non-traditional family structure. The man and his ex-wife, and their daughter, and the ex-wife’s new husband, their infant son, and the man’s new husband. They all co-parent both children together and share a house.”
Furrows wrinkled Ivan’s brow. “They do?”
“Quite successfully. This house wouldn’t be big enough to do that in, though. Not for long. We’d need to discuss future options once we reach that point.”
Ivan nodded, and Ron watched him.
Ron watched Ivan with the intensity of a dog watching a human eating a cheeseburger while praying to all the doggy gods that their human would drop it.
From this point forward, Kimbra could only hope that neither man got his heart broken.
 
* * * *
 
Once they finished dinner, and the men had helped the women clear the table, they gathered in the living room again.
Ivan wasn’t so out of it that he missed how Eve and Kimbra deliberately positioned Ron next to him on the couch.
Ron was a handsome guy, and definitely someone he could see himself being with. From the way Ron leaned in close, his arm around Ivan, he could tell the man wasn’t exactly repulsed by him.
If only he knew.
They all exchanged contact info with Ivan, too, so he had everyone’s cell numbers, e-mail, and other information. Ron sent him the DropBox link for the two videos, and Ivan wasted no time downloading them to his phone.
It was still hard to process that he was going to be a father.
Maybe another man would demand DNA proof, but he wasn’t one of those kinds of men. He sincerely doubted Kimbra was lying about this. It was too crazy, too out-there.
And it wasn’t like Kimbra wanted to have a baby in the first place.
Somehow, I’m going to have to learn how to pretend to be a functioning adult.
“How did you decide to become a doctor?” Eve asked him.
With all three of them now focused on him, he knew it’d be rude to refuse to answer, and lying was out of the question.
Fuck it. They’d probably come to hate him soon enough anyway.
“I wanted to help people. I was a premie. I spent a lot of time in and out of the hospital when I was little. Seemed like I’d get sick at the drop of a hat. My grandmother mostly took care of me. I was really close to her.”
“What about your parents?” Eve asked.
“My mom died when I was in college.”
“What about your father?”
A shudder rippled through him. “He died when I was fourteen, thank god.”
“What happened?” Ron asked.
Ivan thought about it and realized he couldn’t talk about it yet. “Not tonight, please. I can’t tonight.”
“It’s okay, buddy.” Ron enveloped him in a hug Ivan realized he didn’t want to free himself from. “You don’t have to tell us tonight. But it’s something I do want to hear at some point.”
“I can only handle so much at one time. I’m at my stress limit. I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize. All we need is for you to communicate.”
Ivan wanted to believe it was that easy, but knowing human nature, he suspected it wasn’t.
If it was, he would have let Porter stay in his life.
And he’d had plenty of proof in his past that people he let too close could hurt him the most.
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
They sat and talked for a little while longer. At least something could shove Ron’s brain into a different gear for a while and take his mind off the fact that he was going to be a father.
He desperately worried about Ivan, wanted to hold the other man, reassure him everything would be okay. Kimbra had warned Ron there was something going on with the guy, but this…
This worried him.
There was a vast ocean of grief settled deep within Ivan’s beautiful green eyes that truly made Ron fear for the guy. Like maybe he was close to breaking.
“I don’t think you should be alone tonight, buddy,” Ron said.
Ivan didn’t meet his gaze. “I’ll be okay,” he quietly said.
But the tone in which he said it meant he’d be anything but.
“Nooo, that doesn’t sound like you will. You’re coming home with me tonight. I’ll drive.”
“I have to work tomorrow.”
“We’ll bring your car over to Ron’s for you,” Kimbra offered. Ron wanted to hug her when she held her hand out and waggled her fingers at Ivan. “Gimme your keys.”
“I don’t have clothes or anything. I can’t stay at his place.”
“Fine,” Ron said, “I’ll drive you to your place, we’ll pick up whatever you need for in the morning, then I’ll take you back to my house. Meri won’t be home tonight. You can have my bed, and I’ll sleep in her room. I won’t take no for an answer.”
“Neither will I,” Kimbra said.
“I concur,” Eve added. “Motion carries.”
Ivan finally looked up, at all of them, and seemed to fold in on himself. He nodded.
Ron held his hand out. “Keys, buddy. Now.”
He produced them and handed them to Ron. Ron still couldn’t get over how delicate and beautiful his hands looked, long nimble fingers, probably great at what he did.
Ron removed the car keys and key fob from the key ring and passed them to Kimbra before pocketing the rest. “I’ll send you a text when we leave his place and head to mine,” Ron said.
She nodded.
He draped an arm around Ivan’s shoulders and steered him toward the door. Because of the difference in their height, and Ivan’s much slimmer build, it was impossible for Ron to miss the contrast between them.
Or how perfect Ivan felt against him.
Not.
Tonight.
The guy was definitely emotionally fragile. It was something Ron knew he would get to the bottom of eventually, after earning his trust.
It wasn’t just about them now. It was about their children. He needed to know the guy would be okay co-parenting their kids.
Ron opened the passenger door for him and waited until he was sure Ivan was tucked in to close it. “Where are we going?” Ron asked when he was behind the wheel and had it started.
Ivan quietly gave him directions and Ron didn’t try to make the guy talk on the way there. The apartment complex wasn’t the best in the world, but at least it wasn’t so bad he would demand the guy move immediately.
Instead of letting Ivan go up alone, Ron kept the man’s keys and walked up with him, unlocking the door for him. He found it telling that Ivan didn’t even try to take his keys back, accepted Ron taking charge of him.
The Dom inside Ron perked right up at all of that and thought that was a damn spiffy turn of events, even if Ron’s logic brain desperately tried to pull the emergency brake.
When they stepped inside and Ivan turned on the light, Ron paused after closing the door behind him. “Where’s the rest of it?”
“This is it. It’s a studio. It’s all I needed and could afford.” Ivan walked into what Ron assumed was the bathroom and grabbed a couple of things.
It wasn’t just small, it was spartan. That made it appear even more bare, somehow.
The guy’s queen-sized bed was neatly made with a blanket and three regular pillows, the mattress perched upon a plain metal bed frame tall enough to keep plastic storage tubs underneath. A small, cheap-ass two-person table and chairs, a dresser that held a TV.
That was…
That was it.
The alcove holding the bed probably should have a curtain or divider or something, but it didn’t. The place felt…empty.
Impersonal.
No pictures on the off-white walls. No knick-knacks. Hell, the hotel rooms at the Toucan weren’t much bigger and had far more personality than this apartment possessed.
The kitchen was not only clean, it looked like he might not even have anything in it, from the fact that there was nothing on the counters.
Absolutely nothing.
While Ivan packed an overnight bag, Ron stepped into the kitchen and opened a couple of cupboards at random. It took a third try to actually find two coffee mugs, a bowl, and a plate, none of which matched each other. Then Ron opened the fridge. Nearly empty, it held a few staple items like milk, eggs, and ketchup.
When he opened the freezer, he found it crammed with at least a dozen chicken pot pies. Not even good pot pies, like the Marie Callender’s ones. Ivan had the el cheapo, suck-ass three-for-a-dollar ones.
Ron couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Dude, what’s this?”
Ivan looked. “What?”
Ron pointed. “You live off these things?”
Ron immediately regretted not gentling his tone when Ivan looked away. “I usually have a salad for lunch in the cafeteria. I don’t eat breakfast here because I might be in surgery first thing and I have a…schedule. I can’t leave a patient because I have to go to the bathroom. During the week, if I eat breakfast, I’ll grab something at the hospital.” He zipped his bag and shouldered it. “I’m ready.”
Ron let the freezer swing shut, but he walked over to Ivan and held out his hand. After a long moment, Ivan exhaled and finally handed the bag over.
“Come on,” Ron gently said. “Let’s get you to back to my place.”
 
* * * *
 
Ivan didn’t know why he wasn’t fighting harder.
Or…at all.
Wait, he did.
It was easier to go along than trying to fight. It wasn’t like they were hurting him. They were trying to help. They thought they were helping.
They didn’t know him. At all.
Even through his pain, he recognized their actions came from a place of concern and caring on his behalf. He’d never had so many people focused on him at once, concerned about him and wanting to help.
They seemed determined to help him, and he couldn’t argue against all of them at the same time. Especially not when they’d provided such a united front.
Unlike with Porter, who’d been one man and willing to hang back and give him space.
Which made it far easier to tell him no.
Ron’s house sat in an older neighborhood, but Ivan would have killed to own something as nice. Again, Ron wouldn’t let him carry his bag. They were heading up the walk when they heard cars arriving. Kimbra had driven Ivan’s car, and both women got out and joined them on the front porch, where Kimbra made a point of handing the keys to Ron, not Ivan.
“You listen to him,” she gently scolded Ivan. “You hear me?”
He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He couldn’t help it, it felt comfortable calling her that, mother-to-be of his child or not.
“Oh, sweetie.” She hugged him. “He’s a really good guy,” she whispered in Ivan’s ear. “If I didn’t trust him, I wouldn’t have let him bring you here. Let him take care of you.”
He nodded as she released him.
After a hug from Eve, the women departed and Ron led Ivan inside, straight to the master bedroom.
Ron set Ivan’s bag down on the bed. “What can I get for you?”
“I need to take a shower,” Ivan said, hoping Ron would leave him alone long enough he could take care of some…things.
Ron sat on the edge of the bed and patted the mattress next to him, on his left. Ivan sat and knew he’d have to hear the man out.
It wasn’t helping that yes, he was attracted to Ron. Under other circumstances, he’d be eagerly chatting him up, loving the attention from him.
Except…
These weren’t other circumstances, and Ivan knew he was barely hanging on by a thread.
“Look, we’re all in this together,” Ron said. “You can talk to me about anything. I know this is overwhelming. Fuck, I’m overwhelmed. I still haven’t processed it.”
“What’d your sister say?”
“I haven’t told her yet. I’m still…processing.”
“And your parents?”
Ron sighed. “That’s a long and ugly story I don’t want to get into tonight. I’m not close to them. They threw me out when I was a kid. It was Meri who stood up for me and helped me out. She’s my family. Her and her boyfriend, and her boyfriend’s ex-in-laws.” He snorted. “That’s another funny story, for another time.”
At least that was something they had in common—shitty parents.
“I want you to know,” Ron continued, “that it’s okay to be scared. I’m scared. No matter how cool Kimbra might seem, I know she’s scared. So’s Eve. Please don’t hold back or hold shit in, okay? We understand, because we feel the same way.”
Ivan nodded.
Ron patted him on the thigh and Ivan involuntarily hissed in pain, drew back.
Too late to get away, though, because Ron had felt the gauze pad under his slacks. “What’s that?”
“It-it’s nothing.” He tried to shove Ron’s hands away, but the man effortlessly captured both of Ivan’s wrists in his left hand.
“Stop,” Ron ordered, but it wasn’t a yell. It was…it was a gently firm tone that cored through Ivan’s soul and made it impossible to disobey. “What is that?” Now Ron gently felt the outer edges of the dressing with his other hand.
Ivan couldn’t manage volume, his voice coming out little more than a whisper. “It’s fine.”
“No, it’s obviously not fine. What is it? Show me.” He stood, making Ivan stand, too, and finally releasing Ivan’s wrists. Ron stood there, hands on his hips, resolute.
Knowing this wouldn’t go well, Ivan couldn’t meet Ron’s steely blue gaze as he unfastened his slacks and lowered them enough Ron could see.
Ivan closed his eyes at Ron’s shocked gasp. “What happened?”
“It’s nothing.” He started to pull his slacks up but Ron grabbed his hands again and pulled them away.
“Stop. Let me look.” Ivan couldn’t refuse the tone in which Ron issued the order.
Ron knelt and gently peeled a corner of the gauze back. That gasp roared in Ivan’s ears, then Ron seemed to see the bruises on Ivan’s left thigh, since one hand gently stroked them.
And his old scars.
Ivan didn’t realize he was crying until Ron stood again, cupping Ivan’s face in his hands, his thumbs brushing the tears from Ivan’s cheeks.
When he looked, he found Ron’s blue gaze peering deep into his soul, and Ivan gave up trying to read whatever emotions might be there. He hadn’t spotted revulsion—yet—but figured that was only a matter of time.
It always was.
Ron pulled him against him, tightly, holding him as Ivan fully broke down sobbing. Back onto the bed, somehow cradled in Ron’s lap now, even with Ivan’s pants still down around his knees. The man had effortlessly scooped him up in his arms and sat gently rocking him as Ivan helplessly cried.
Shouldn’t he be cried out by now?
Ron let him cry, didn’t speak, only nuzzled his chin and his cheek against the top of Ivan’s head.
He didn’t know how long they sat there like that, Ivan not willing to try to get away now.
Eventually, Ron’s sad sigh broke the stillness. “You’re moving in with me. Immediately.”
It wasn’t a question, or a request, just that same gently firm tone that Ivan knew he could try to refuse a thousand times and still not truly rebel against. These people would always respect a safeword…and he couldn’t force himself to say one.
The way he’d gone along when Ron decided to bring him here tonight.
To let Ron hold his keys for him.
To…let him.
“What about your sister?”
“We’ll clear out my third bedroom.”
Ivan was shocked at the slight disappointment that crept through his soul over that.
That he wasn’t being moved into Ron’s bed.
Wait, what? What is wrong with me?
Instead, he closed his eyes and relaxed against Ron’s chest, since the man didn’t appear to be in a hurry to make him move or let him go. Ron’s breath ruffled Ivan’s hair a little, down the side of his head and over his neck.
How sad did it make him that it was the only truly intimate contact he could recall having as an adult? Sure, Porter had cuddled with him…but Porter had either not seen through his wall, or had been willing to allow the emotional wall to stay in place between them. Hadn’t shown any obvious interest in getting past it, not that Ivan blamed him.
Ron had not only seen through his wall, but easily swept it away.
And how sad does it make me that I’m willing to just go along with this and not try to stand up to him?
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Ron simultaneously wanted to sit there forever and hold Ivan, and also wanted to shovel Ivan into the shower so he could call Kimbra and ask her why the hell she hadn’t mentioned this little factoid to him about Ivan when they talked. She had to have seen his scars.
Holding Ivan won out.
Easily.
Ivan felt perfect in Ron’s arms. In a way no one had ever felt so perfect before.
The quiet settled around them. Ron waited until Ivan calmed down before speaking again. Trying to go for the obvious information might make the man shut down, and that was the last thing Ron wanted to do.
Correction—letting go of him was the last thing Ron wanted to do.
He rubbed his chin along the top of Ivan’s head. “Tell me about the pot pies, buddy. Why so many?”
Ivan spoke so softly Ron strained to hear him. “It’s an easy meal I don’t have to think about. I can put one in the microwave and I know exactly how long. Automatic. Especially when I have a bad day. And they’re cheap. I can eat one fast and then stand in the shower for a while. It’s…my routine.”
After seeing what Ron knew had to be self-inflicted injuries, he suspected there was more but he wouldn’t push him too hard.
Yet.
Not tonight, anyway. A little tonight, yes, because there were answers Ron needed. Deep explanations and explorations into what made Ivan tick could wait.
Eventually that would happen. Ron wanted to peel back Ivan’s layers and learn his secrets, no matter how bad Ivan thought they were.
Ron had broad shoulders and wanted the man to quickly learn he could lean on Ron, no matter how heavy the burden.
“Tell me about a bad day.”
A weighty sigh oozed from Ivan. “When I lose a patient. Those are the worst.”
Of course they were. “What else is a bad day?”
Another pause, another sigh. “When I find out an extremely drunken one-night stand while trying to cope with a bad day means I’m going to be a father.”
Despite his pain, Ivan still had a little sense of humor. “Yeah, but it means we finally met, right?”
Ivan laid his head against Ron’s right shoulder. He fingered the front of Ron’s shirt. “Yeah.” Ron heard him inhale, like he was sniffing Ron’s shirt. “I lost a patient yesterday. Before Kimbra showed up to talk with me.”
Shit. “I’m sorry, buddy.” Ron gently laid his left hand over the gauze pad. Now that Ron was looking for them, he could see countless old scars crosshatching Ivan’s flesh along both thighs.
That was except for where round, nasty-looking fresh bruises mottled his left thigh, and shadows of older ones dotted his right.
He alternates.
That thought nearly made him shudder, but he didn’t speak it.
“It’s an occupational hazard I don’t think I really processed before I went through my residency.”
“Why don’t you switch specialties?”
“Because everyone says how good I am at it. And I save way more people than I lose. That means I’m helping. I like helping. It’s worth it to know I’m saving lives.”
But at what cost to the gentle man’s soul?
Ron reached over and easily removed Ivan’s sneakers one-handed. As his hand skimmed back up Ivan’s legs, over where his slacks were still bunched around his knees, Ron encountered a hard lump in the man’s left front pocket. When he started to burrow for the item, Ivan tried to reach for his wrist, but Ron was a fast learner.
“Stop.” He didn’t even have to raise his voice.
Ivan’s hands fell still in his lap.
Folded, the body of the Buck pocket knife was about four inches long and had some heft to it, a thick hilt at one end with a hole in it, as if made for a lanyard to attach there. Holding it safely away from them and over the bed, Ron used his thumb to flick it open with one hand. The blade didn’t just have a wicked sharp point and edge, but also had a gut hook in the spine.
Ron closed it as realization dawned. He held the closed knife over Ivan’s left thigh and really saw the bruises, which were all the same shape and size as the knife’s end.
He slid the knife into his own back pocket. When Ivan started to protest, Ron touched his index finger to Ivan’s lips and waited for the man’s green gaze to settle on his before pulling his finger away.
“Kimbra said you told her you didn’t trust leather Tops. Why?”
More time Ron patiently waited through until Ivan answered. “They usually want things from me I can’t give. Or want to do things—or want me to do things—that will completely negate what I need. My problem with them is about me, not them.”
“What do you mean by negate?”
Ivan needed a moment to formulate his response. “If I’m looking for impact play to help me cope, and they accidentally or even on purpose say stuff someone else might not care about but it triggers me, it doesn’t help. Or want more from me than I can give them in return.”
“Ah.” He didn’t want to put Ivan on the defensive. So far, he’d been responding to Ron. “And when you can’t get what you need, you resort to what you can do yourself.” It wasn’t a question.
Didn’t have to be. The answer was right there, carved into Ivan’s flesh.
Literally.
“Yeah.”
Ron buried his face in Ivan’s hair and inhaled. He loved the way the guy felt in his arms, his scent, everything about him. He knew he couldn’t just waltz into Ivan’s life and fix everything for him, happily-ever-after time to ensue. That wasn’t healthy.
Even if it was exactly the thing he’d done to and for Meri. That was totally different, though. She was his sister, and she’d helped him when he’d needed it.
If there was ever to be something between him and Ivan, it had to be built on solid, healthy foundations, over time.
Except tonight, Ron was feeling his own pain and wondered if he could at least temporarily self-medicate by helping Ivan through this and his.
Ron wouldn’t deny it’d help distract him, too. Odin knew he damn sure needed a fucking distraction.
An Ivan-shaped and -scented one perfectly fit the bill.
“You don’t get the knife back,” Ron said. “Rule one, you come to me, and only me for…this. Whatever you need, I take care of that for you. This is non-negotiable. Understand?”
Ron held his breath awaiting Ivan’s reply.
“Yes, Sir,” he softly said.
Relief filled him. There wouldn’t be a fight about this. Not tonight, at least.
He cupped Ivan’s cheek. “Rule two—I’m in charge. Our jobs are outside of this, but once you leave work, you hand everything over to me, and you only focus on what I tell you to focus on, and in exchange I will take care of you. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
He stroked the man’s cheek with his thumb. “Rule three—no more Toucan, unless we’re going together and just for fun with each other. No other guys—or women. This is between you and me. I’m not talking about going out with friends. I mean no sex or play or dating outside this, whatever this turns out to be. I’m not asking you for sex now, either, but we both need to get our heads on straight, and we’re going to be dads soon.” So much for going slow.
Ivan nodded. “Yes, Sir.” When the pad of Ron’s thumb settled over Ivan’s lips, the man pursed his lips and kissed it.
A tension Ron hadn’t even realized he’d held in his chest eased. “Anything you want to add or ask for in return?”
“No, Sir.”
A discussion to revisit another time, then. Ron would gently pry those kinds of limits out of Ivan, but not tonight. “We’re a team. We’re going to have two beautiful babies to take care of. Even if you eventually decide you want to tell me to go to hell when it comes to anything besides being friends and helping you be a dad, okay. Fine. But we’re in this together.” He rested his forehead against Ivan’s. “Deal?”
Ivan nodded. “Deal, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
But the last thing Ivan wanted to do was tell Ron to go to hell. Part of him desperately wanted to latch on to Ron and hold on and never let go, no matter how crazy it was to think and feel like that this soon.
Kimbra knew and trusted Ron. While Ivan didn’t know Kimbra that well—obviously—that she was an attorney and Ron’s friend gave Ivan hope he wasn’t adding another layer of fucking up to this massive fuck-up.
Ron came already vetted by not just one but two attorneys, meaning unlike Porter, there was a pre-existing layer of safety in place.
He shivered as Ron stroked his thumb over the bruises up and down the top of Ivan’s left thigh. They sat there for several minutes before Ron spoke again.
“You’ve cut on both thighs.” The pad of his thumb paused over an old scar. “Why the bruises?”
He’d never had to talk about this to anyone before. “I can…mitigate for a while. A few hours. It…helps. I only cut at home. Sometimes I can get by without cutting if I do that.”
Ron made a loose fist, as if he was holding the knife, and gently brought it down on a couple of the bruises. Like he was showing himself what Ivan did, working it out in his head.
Ivan felt heat fill his face. No one knew this about him.
No one had ever asked or seemed to even notice any of it besides Kimbra.
He’d never been close enough to anyone long enough for them to notice and ask.
If Porter had truly noticed, he had chosen to not ask or say anything about it.
Ron’s hand opened and came to rest on top of Ivan’s left thigh. “Except on the bad days.”
“Yeah.”
“What can I do for you tonight?”
“You don’t have to do anything for me.”
“What was my question?” But the firmly kind tone Ron used to ask it meant he wasn’t asking, more he was telling Ivan to give him feedback.
Why lie? “A really hard spanking. I don’t even expect an orgasm tonight.”
“What if I want to give you an orgasm tonight?” His gorgeous blue gaze never wavered from Ivan’s. “Would you be okay with that?”
Another shiver rippled through Ivan. “I wouldn’t say no, Sir,” he whispered, barely able to speak.
“But would you be okay with it? You can tell me no when I give you a choice like this.”
Ivan nodded. “Yes, Sir. I would like that.”
Without displacing Ivan from his lap, Ron removed Ivan’s slacks and shirt, socks, leaving him sitting there in his briefs. All this he did while staring Ivan in the eyes, watching him, silently studying him. Any time Ivan tried to help Ron undress him, Ron gently caught his wrist and moved his hand away.
Ivan gave up trying to help, relishing this incredibly rare moment.
Someone taking care of him.
Completely focused on him.
Finally, Ron spread his thighs and shifted Ivan so he could stand. “Facedown. Head to my left,” Ron said. “Briefs on or off, your choice.”
Ivan’s legs felt weak, shaky, but he shoved his briefs down and off and stretched out over Ron’s lap.
He closed his eyes as Ron’s firm, warm hands stroked his back, his ass, his thighs. “How long and hard do you want it?”
“Please don’t hold back,” he said. “And for as long as you want. If it gets to be too much, I’ll safeword.”
Ron’s hands still stroked him. “What kind of stuff triggers you?”
Ivan didn’t want to talk—he wanted the pain. “We don’t have all night.”
“Let me rephrase that. What won’t trigger you? If I call you my good boy, is that okay?”
Ivan felt his cock trying to harden. “That’s okay, Sir. I would like that. I can’t do…humiliation. Even playfully.”
“Duly noted.” Ron’s hands squeezed Ivan’s ass, and Ivan fisted the covers and tried to slow his breathing. “Ready?”
“Yes, Sir.”
He wondered if Ron would hold back, but the first impact landed hard and stinging and was quickly followed by the next.
Ivan bit back a needy moan and decided to quit overthinking this, to let go and give in.
Totally give over and let Ron drive away the mental static loudly jangling in Ivan’s brain.
Ron’s left hand settled between Ivan’s shoulders while he spanked him. Every impact sank Ivan deeper into that dark, soft headspace where all he had to do was feel, not think. Where thoughts dissolved, replaced by pain, by his pulse, by his body taking over and shutting down his mind for a while.
Where he could cry and finally let go. Cry in the cathartic way that allowed him to rest.
He didn’t know how long the spanking lasted, only that at some point Ron eventually stood him up just long enough for Ron to stand and scoop him into his arms again. Ron carried him into the master bathroom, where he set Ivan down next to the shower.
Ivan didn’t want to think. All he wanted to do was stay in Ron’s care. His ass felt hot, deliciously sore, and that translated into sweet, fleeting perfection.
Ron reached in and started the shower, adjusting the temperature before turning to face Ivan. When Ron stripped, Ivan wanted to drop to his knees and start worshipping the man’s cock right there, but Ron had a different idea. He stepped into the shower, holding his hand out to Ivan to join him.
After removing the dressing on his thigh, Ivan did.
Ron’s broad shoulders tapered down his strong chest into a narrow V at his hips. His tight ass and leanly muscles legs were a perfect match for the thick cock and heavy sac between his thighs.
A cock which definitely showed signs of life. Of interest.
Ron pulled Ivan into his arms and held him under the spray. His next words melted Ivan.
“Such a good boy for me.” Ron kept his left arm around Ivan. With his right, he reached between them and wrapped his hand around both their cocks and started slowly stroking.
Staring up into Ron’s eyes, Ivan knew he’d just fallen in love with a man who now had the power to completely destroy him from the inside out.
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Ron wanted to spend all night loving Ivan, but even this was pushing the envelope way too fucking far. He should have grabbed his own shit, headed to Meri’s bedroom, and not done…this.
Any of this. Not tonight, without a lot of clear-headed talking and negotiating first.
Then there was the protective Dom side who said fuck that, his boy needed him.
He’d be kidding himself to deny he wasn’t already thinking of Ivan in terms of him being his.
They were both consenting adults, there literally wasn’t a better person to understand the headspace they were in than each other, and dammit, the guy was a cutie. Besides, Ivan’s previous MO was to find and pick up people to spank him, and then he’d have sex with them in return. People he’d never see again.
Why not him, and why not now?
Ron slowly stroked their cocks, watching Ivan’s eyes as he did, not wanting to miss a second of the other man’s reaction. It was like his soul opened, raw and bare, as wispy and fragile as the steam now swirling around them in the shower.
Watching Ivan helped Ron hold back his own release. Ivan’s cock was thinner and a little bit shorter than his own, but that meant he could fit them both in his fist and still hold on to his boy, too.
There were a lot of things it seemed Ron was unable to do around Ivan.
Like resist him.
He slanted his lips over Ivan’s and kissed him, his cock throbbing as Ivan moaned in return and he reached up, one hand cupping the back of Ron’s neck, the other in Ron’s hair and holding him in place as they kissed.
Perfection flashed through Ron’s mind, the two of them together, thinking about how Ivan would look riding his cock in a variety of ways, walking along the beach with him, cooking dinner together.
Going through the birth of their children together.
Ron sucked on Ivan’s tongue, nibbled and bit his lips, devoured him thoroughly as he stroked their cocks. Nothing about this situation was sane or normal or the slightest bit wise, but he was going for it.
Because maybe he and Ivan wouldn’t make it for the long-run.
They had to start somewhere, and why not tonight when they were already in the middle of the storm?
At least they could try to weather it together.
 
* * * *
 
It took every ounce of will Ivan had to not immediately come. The feel of Ron’s warm, strong, slightly rough hand around his cock threatened to make him explode immediately.
And he wanted this to last, for at least a little while.
He didn’t know how long this situation would last overall, and he wanted at least one damn memory he could hold on to.
One small moment of perfection.
With their cocks pressed together like this, it added a layer of sweet, hot sensation to the mix. No one had ever jerked him off like this before, with their cocks pressed together, and it felt absolutely amazing. Pre-cum spilled from both their cocks and Ron used it, slicking it down their shafts as he stroked.
Ron lifted his mouth from Ivan’s despite Ivan trying to maintain their kiss.
“Show me what a good boy you are for me and come for me, baby.”
Ivan couldn’t have resisted that if he’d wanted to. His balls drew up tight against his body as a sweet, piercing ache that blossomed into full pleasure shot through him. Ron’s hand grew even slicker around their cocks with Ivan’s cum lubing his grip. Ivan could barely keep his eyes open, watching Ron watch him, feeling for the first time like he was plugged into someone else’s soul.
Or they were plugged into his.
The sexiest smile to ever curve a set of lips filled Ron’s face. “Good boy.” He crushed Ivan’s mouth again. Then the arm around Ivan’s back tightened as Ron let out a low, sweet grunt of his own as he climaxed. His hand slowed, stopped, still holding both their cocks pressed together. His kiss grew tender, slow, satiated.
But he didn’t let go.
His eyes fell closed and he finally ended their kiss, their foreheads pressed together.
Ivan didn’t want to release him, either.
Ron finally spoke, his voice hoarse, soft. “Your choice. I can sleep in Meri’s bed, or—”
“Please sleep with me, Sir.”
Ron’s eyes opened and he studied Ivan’s gaze for a long moment before he nodded. “Okay, baby. I had every intention of taking this slow and not rushing this, I swear I did.”
“I didn’t want it slow.”
“We’ve got a lot of talking we need to do.”
“I know, Sir.” Even calling him that felt…natural.
For one damn time in his life, something felt easy and unforced and like it was supposed to be that way.
Everything about Ron felt like that, so far.
That fucking terrified him.
 
* * * *
 
Ron got the distinct impression Ivan wasn’t used to intimate contact. Not as in he didn’t want it, but as in the man felt starved for it. The way he clung to Ron, the way when Ron finally untangled himself from Ivan that Ivan still wanted to touch him.
Grabbing a washcloth, Ron dumped body wash on it and made Ivan turn around so he could scrub the man’s back for him. He took his time, trying to examine every inch of the man’s flesh as he did, looking for more clues to his past and what he’d been through.
When he turned Ivan around and stared deep into his green eyes, Ron knew he was already falling in love with this guy, no matter how risky that was at this stage.
They didn’t even know each other. They might hate each other in a week.
Ivan might get sick of having an electrician without a college degree running his life for him.
Ron cupped Ivan’s cheek and leaned in for another kiss. “I guess I need to drop a bomb of my own out there.”
“About what, Sir?”
“Meri’s engaged to a great guy. A teacher at Sorrellson Academy. Wynn. And they have a BDSM dynamic.”
“He’s a sub?”
Ron burst out laughing. “Uh, no. Not even close. God, she’s a lucky woman, though. Guy’s the spitting image of The Rock.” He carefully watched Ivan’s face for any hint of…something bad. Ron loved Wynn, and if Ivan turned out to be some sort of a racist, this wouldn’t go any farther than right here.
“Who?”
“You know, The Rock. Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson? Wrestler and actor?”
Ivan looked adorably confused.
“You don’t know who he is?”
“No, Sir. Sorry.”
“He’s black.”
“So? Isn’t Kimbra?”
D’oh. “Good point, boy.” He pulled him in for a hug. “Sorry. I just wanted to make sure there wasn’t another shoe to drop.”
“Not about that,” Ivan muttered.
Ron stared into his eyes again. “Do you hurt kids?”
“No, Sir!”
“Animals?”
“No!”
“Okay, then. If you’re not a rapist, serial killer, or hate mead, think I can work with pretty much anything.”
“What’s mead?”
Ron arched an eyebrow at him. “Please tell me you’re fucking with me.” From the clueless look on Ivan’s face, he could tell he wasn’t. “It’s literally nectar from the gods. Booze made from honey.”
“Is that what you were drinking when you slept with Eve? Because we were drunk off our asses on rum and Cokes.”
Double d’oh. “Okay, so that’s a baaaad example. Normally, I do not imbibe that much.”
Finally, the hint of a smile on Ivan’s adorable and totally kissable lips. “I don’t drink during the week because of work. But maybe this Saturday you can let me try some?”
“That’s a date. So what are your hobbies?”
His smile faded. “I work. I go to the Toucan sometimes, when I need to. And I like anime.”
“Where do you stand on Vikings?”
“I don’t watch football.”
“I—” Ron burst out laughing when he spotted another of those almost-smiles quirking Ivan’s lips. “You’re going to start coming to my Viking events with me.”
“Will they be okay with me?”
“Why wouldn’t they?”
“That we’re gay?”
“Honey, I’ve been out as gay since before I started going. I’m not the only one there. They’re chill.”
“Okay.”
Ron pulled Ivan’s arms around his waist and stared down at him. “Meri’s kind of self-conscious right now. She had a double mastectomy and, long story short, lost her insurance and blew through her savings and retirement for treatments and couldn’t afford a reconstruction. That’s why I moved her back to Florida from St. Louis. She had to sell her condo because she couldn’t find another job after she got laid off.”
Ivan scowled. “Has she seen a doctor lately?”
“No, she doesn’t have insurance yet. That’s another reason I’m good with her and Wynn getting together, because I know he’ll take care of her and he’s got good insurance.”
“Well, how long has it been since her last follow-up?”
“I don’t know, exactly. I—”
“But she really should get in to see someone as soon as possible. She needs regular follow-ups to make sure it hasn’t come back, or spread, or—”
Ron gently laid a finger on Ivan’s lips. “It’s okay, baby.”
“I’ll ask around for recommendations for—”
Ron leaned in and replaced his finger with his lips, since obviously that wasn’t shutting Ivan up.
The lips did the trick. Finally, when Ron knew he had Ivan’s full attention again, he said, “Let’s ease her into learning that a) we’re an item, and b) we’re baby daddies before I turn you loose on her in doctor mode, okay?”
“Can I say one more thing, Sir?”
“Sure.”
“If she talks to the doctor’s office, a lot of times if you’re paying cash they’ll do a deep discount on the fee. And I know Proctor-Collins has a sliding scale system for things like ultrasounds and other tests for people who have to self-pay with cash and are lower-income.”
Adorable.
Absolutely fucking adorable.
“Let’s wait to drop all that on her until after the shock wears off about our other news. A day or two won’t hurt. Right?”
Ivan finally nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
But now…he could see why his boy was a doctor. He wanted to help people, and it dovetailed nicely with his deep submissive needs to serve.
Add more than a pinch of masochism to an already tender and vulnerable soul, and it was a recipe for disaster if there wasn’t someone in his life he could count on to steady him.
Ron would do whatever it took to make sure he was and remained that person in Ivan’s life.
Once out of the shower, Ron took great pleasure drying Ivan off, making him stand there while Ron took care of him.
“What about your thigh?” Ron asked.
Ivan blushed. “I have what I need in my bag.”
“Where in your bag?”
“There’s a plastic tub.”
“I’ll get it.” Ron didn’t bother to wait to see if Ivan agreed with him or not. His boy would have to get used to being the one taken care of if they were going to last long-term.
He quickly found the box and brought it back to the bathroom, setting it on the counter and opening it. Ron’s stomach rolled a little as he realized this was a medical kit specifically for dealing with this. All the same size of non-stick dressing, packages of sterile gauze pads, alcohol, ointment and swabs.
Surgical soap.
“Tell me what to do.”
Obviously unused to someone else being involved in this process, Ivan stumbled and stammered his way through it while Ron wouldn’t let him do anything except watch and talk. Once his wounds were cleaned and dressed, Ron stood and pulled him in for another kiss.
“That’s the last one of these I see on your body, ever. That includes those bruises. That’s a hard limit and a direct order. You need pain? You come to me and we’ll work it out so I can give you what you need. I’m a sadist. I can do that. Understand?”
Ivan studied him for a long moment and finally nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“I know it’s terrifying to trust me right now. Believe me, I’m equally terrified in how badly I want to live up to the level of trust you have in me.”
Before they headed to bed, Ron dug out a spare key and set Ivan his own alarm code and made sure he knew how to arm and disarm it. Then they plugged their cell phones in and made sure their morning alarms were set.
When they settled into bed together, Ron pulled Ivan into his arms, the little spoon, and nuzzled his face against the back of Ivan’s head. “Get some sleep, buddy. It’s been a long day.”
But as Ivan fell asleep in his arms, Ron lay awake, trying to process that in the space of a few days he’d gone from being alone to looking like not only was he going to be a father, but he’d just found himself the guy he really hoped he’d be spending the rest of his life with.
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Ivan startled awake before his alarm the next morning to find Ron’s arm snugly draped around his waist.
“Don’t even think about movin’ yet,” Ron mumbled against the back of Ivan’s head. His voice sounded thick and sexy and still half asleep. “You’re perfect right where you are.”
Fuck!
So…it had happened.
It wasn’t merely a fantastic dream he’d have cruelly ripped away from him upon waking.
Ron settled himself against Ivan’s back, from shoulders to ass to legs and feet. “Good morning, boy.” His warm breath brushed against the nape of Ivan’s neck and a ripple of the good kind of shivers rushed through his body.
“Good morning, Sir.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Ron pressed his lips to the nape of Ivan’s neck. “How’d you sleep?”
Ivan was still trying to process this, all traces of sleep vanished from his system. Usually it took him the better part of an hour, a shower, and a cup of coffee to be awake enough to form coherent sentences, much less feel this awake.
And that was usually because he startled awake several times a night, at the slightest noise, despite his white-noise app running on his phone to help mask the sounds.
“Good, Sir.”
Damn, he’d had the best night’s sleep in a while. Best night since—
Kimbra.
Usually at the Toucan he woke up several times throughout the night, but he hadn’t even awakened when she left the bed.
Because I trusted her.
Ivan rolled over to face Ron, stroking the other man’s face, trying to reassure himself this was real and not a dream. Ron’s morning stubble felt scratchy against his fingers, and in the dark room there was just enough light to see Ron’s eyes were open and staring at him. In this light they looked deep blue, midnight, sweet promises of pleasure and teasing goodness beckoning him.
Don’t get your hopes up.
“I’m not too Domly to admit I’m terrified of fucking this up between us,” Ron said. “I need communication from you.” He’d kept his arm around Ivan, but now his hand had settled on Ivan’s ass.
And he felt Ron’s cock pressing hard between them, his own hardening in response.
“Yes, Sir.”
“You come straight here tonight after work,” Ron said. “I want a text from you as soon as you’re done at work and on your way, and another when you get here if I’m not home. Understand? The alarm sends me a text when it’s armed or disarmed, so I’ll know if you’ve arrived or not. Those texts best not be too long apart from each other in arriving, the one from it and the ones from you.”
“Yes, Sir.” Like he could have said no, even if he wanted to. He fought the urge to grind his body against Ron’s.
“After I get home from work we’ll eat, and I’ll drive you over to your place to grab a load of stuff. I’ll wait to get a shower until we’re done with that. I also want a text from you at lunch, with a picture of what you’re eating.”
“Sir?”
Ron kissed him, taking his breath away, making his cock throb even harder—painfully hard, aroused in a way he’d not only never felt before, but never dreamed possible.
Not possible for him.
“I want to know you’ve eaten something. No more fuckin’ cheap-ass pot pies, either. We need to be eating healthy and setting some good routines now. We’re going to be fathers. We need to be a good example for our kids.”
Kids.
Ron pressed his forehead to Ivan’s. “Sorry for last night.”
“Sorry?”
“I pushed you pretty hard. I should have had better self-control. We literally just met.”
“No, don’t apologize. You were—” His breath hitched. “You were perfect.” He reached up to palm Ron’s cheek again, stroking. “I want this.”
“I’m pretty territorial and protective. I can be a grouch if I’m exhausted. I tend to be an up-in-your-business kind of guy for my sister and my friends. That means I’m not just going to be up in your business, I will be dictating your business to you, so to speak. You think you can put up with that?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Work is work. Sometimes I take emergency calls and have to work at night or on the weekends, but that’s not very often. I understand your job is difficult and that has to come first. But when you’re not at work? I expect you to do what I say when it comes to life at home and us. If you can’t, then none of that passive-aggressive bullshit.
“I will not play games with you. What you see is what you get. You speak up and tell me why not if something isn’t working or won’t work. Then we’ll renegotiate it. Unless or until you do that, I expect you to do what I say. If you’re not doing what I say, and you’re not safewording to renegotiate, I’m going to assume you don’t want us to be a thing anymore. Got it?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Ron kissed him. “I’m guessing you can’t call in sick to work so I can spend the morning fucking your brains out so you never want to think about leaving me, huh?”
“I wish I could, Sir. I have three procedures this morning. And that’s if I don’t have any emergencies.”
A soft sigh escaped Ron. “Gonna take me a while to get used to having a doctor for my guy. You sure you won’t get sick of me?”
He squirmed against Ron’s body. “I won’t get sick of you, Sir.”
“Knife stays with me,” Ron said.
Ivan wasn’t sure how to deal with that. He was used to it always being on him if he wasn’t in scrubs. A touchstone of sorts.
A promise to himself that he could get through things.
Except I promised him I wouldn’t do that to myself. “Please don’t get rid of it, Sir.”
“I won’t. Sentimental value?”
“Yeah. Something like that.”
“You understand there will be a talk about that at some point in the near future, right?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“How about I promise to keep it on me and I give you something of mine to carry around to remind you who’s taking care of you?”
Was this what hope felt like? A sweet, deep, swelling ache in the middle of his soul? “Yes, Sir. Please.”
“Stay right here.” Ron climbed out of bed and left the room. He heard him open a door in the hall, saw the glow from a light being turned on, and then noises like he was looking through something. Seconds later, the light snapped off, and Ron returned holding something.
He sat on the bed. “Sit up for me, buddy.”
Ivan did.
Ivan couldn’t see what it was, because of the way Ron held it, but it was strung on a black leather cord. Ron draped it over Ivan’s head, then brought the amulet to his lips, kissed it, and held it out for Ivan to kiss.
“This is mine. I don’t wear it at work because I don’t want it to get in the way. Last thing you want to do as an electrician is have bits of metal dangling from around your neck when you’re dealing with hot wires. But I wear it a lot of the time outside of work, and to my Viking events.”
Ivan studied it. It resembled an inverted T, but with a curve to the bottom, like the rocker on a chair. Heavy, the dark, rough metal looked like maybe iron.
“Mjölnir. Thor’s hammer.” Ron closed Ivan’s hand around it. “That’s a loaner.” He smiled. “I’ve had that one for years. It’s my favorite. I’ll get you something specifically for you. So…do you think that will help you, at least for today?”
Ivan felt the way the metal pressed into his flesh as he clutched it in his palm. It had some weight to it.
“Yes, Sir.” He couldn’t wear it during surgery, obviously, but then again he couldn’t carry the pocketknife around, either. He’d do what he always did and tuck it safely in his locker while he was in surgery, and then be able to put it on and hide it under his shirt after he changed.
“Good. Only take it off if you have to for a shower, or for work. Oh, spoiler alert—I’m not exactly religious, but I do consider myself a heathen. I hope that’s not a deal-breaker for you.”
“Considering I don’t even know what that means, I’m going to say no, it’s not.”
 
* * * *
 
Ivan gave him another of those adorable, faint smiles. Ron knew he’d be making it one of his personal missions to figure out how to make him smile and keep him smiling.
Ron sighed. “It’s only five thirty. I guess if I can’t talk you into staying home for sex, I’ll just have to give you a reason to want to come back here tonight.”
He rolled Ivan onto his back and crawled down his body to kneel between his thighs. “Oh, another rule of mine—you don’t masturbate without permission. Period.”
“That won’t be hard to follow considering I don’t do much of that now.”
Ron sat up again. “What?”
It was adorable that Ivan had the amulet clutched in his hand even now, nearly distracting Ron. “I’m not usually in the mood that often. Sometimes at the Toucan. I haven’t had much reason to be.”
Ron trailed a finger from the base of Ivan’s cock to the head, where a drop of pre-cum already pearled at the slit. “Looks like I have your interest.”
He nodded. “You do, Sir.”
“Excellent.” Ron kept his gaze focused on Ivan as he dipped his head and swirled his tongue around the head of the man’s cock.
What he wanted to do was lube his boy’s ass and put a load in there and claim him.
This would have to suffice, for now.
Ivan gasped, a shiver rippling through his body that Ron felt with his hands cupped around Ivan’s hips.
Oh, he wasn’t going to make his boy come right now.
Nope.
Ron was going to spend the next several minutes teasing Ivan, enjoying every drop of pre-cum he coaxed from him…
And then leave him hard and horny and with a raging case of blue balls.
He wanted his boy desperate and eager to return to him that evening.
Working his way along the underside of Ivan’s cock, from head to balls, Ron took his time tracing every vein and ridge with his lips and tongue.
“Please, Sir!” Ivan gasped.
“Please what, baby?”
“Please make me come!”
“Nope.” He chuckled. “You can wait until tonight. I want you to arrive home from work and tell me exactly how you want me to make you come. And I’ll do it. Any position or technique you want.”
He blew across the head of Ivan’s cock before lapping up another drop of pre-cum from the slit. “Whether you want me to fuck you, or you want to fuck me, or you want me to deep-throat you—whatever it is. That’s one of the things you have waiting for you tonight when you get back here. After we make a stop by your apartment.”
An adorably desperate squeak escaped Ivan. His hips had started rocking, trying to coax Ron into doing more.
Ron shoved Ivan’s thighs apart and he buried his face there, laving the man’s balls with his tongue and trying not to chuckle over the noises Ivan made in response.
Eager, needy noises.
Wanty noises.
Ron didn’t even care he wasn’t going to come this morning, either. The blue balls would be worth it to know every spare thought his boy had today would likely be of him and this.
 
* * * *
 
Ivan honestly never realized sex could be so much…fun.
Sure, it felt good—most of the time—but this wasn’t a means to an end.
This wasn’t a trade-off, something to be endured because he’d gotten what he’d needed.
This wasn’t something he’d feel he needed to wash off in the shower later.
This felt like he could claim it and own it and enjoy it, guilt-free.
Maybe I have been doing it wrong all these years.
When their alarms went off within seconds of each other, Ron sat up, pulling a moan from Ivan as he lost the contact of Ron’s warm mouth on his cock.
Ron shut off his phone, then handed Ivan’s to him. “There you go, buddy.”
“Calling in’s looking like a viable option.”
Ron kissed him and climbed out of bed. “If you want to grab a shower with me, you’d better hurry up. I’ll go start the coffee.”
That was enough to get Ivan up and moving.
Before they climbed into the shower, though, Ron wanted a look at Ivan’s thigh. Ron carefully peeled the dressing off and Ivan examined it.
“It’s okay, Sir.” It wasn’t really even sore this morning, and he’d probably leave the dressing off from this point forward. No sign of infection, either.
“Do I need to take pictures of your legs to compare later?” Ron asked.
Ivan blushed. “No, Sir. I promised.”
Ron took the necklace off him and laid it on the counter, then pulled him in for a kiss. “We’ll get into a groove, buddy. I promise. Just keep breathing and keep leaning on me. I got you.”
By the time they were both leaving Ron’s about thirty minutes later, Ivan was wondering how his life had so drastically tilted on its axis in such a short amount of time.
And what might happen to ruin this dream.
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Keeping his mind on his work?
Hell, Ron could hardly focus enough to drive Wednesday morning.
He couldn’t help but replay last night and that morning, every sweet noise Ivan made. How he’d sounded begging for release.
How he’d looked when Ron had given him the amulet to wear.
Getting home tonight would be even more of a priority. Maybe they wouldn’t do much talking tonight after all.
Maybe they’d spend it in bed.
They’d have a lot of time to talk, but Ron suspected he could easily convince Ivan to make this for life if he just kept showing him how good it could be between them.
Kimbra texted him a little after nine that morning, while Ron was sitting at a light while driving to his second job of the day.
 
??
 
Ron smiled and tried to think which emoji could best sum up how he currently felt and failed.
 
Call me.
 
The phone rang seconds later. “Well?” she drawled.
“I love you and want to have your baby, honey.”
Kimbra snickered. “You done did that, Viking dude. You’re my baby girl’s baby’s baby daddy. That is going to get confusing.” She laughed. “Or are you two gonna confuse it even more?”
“I think we’re quickly heading down that path. I didn’t mean to take things fast last night, but I kind of took them fast.”
“How fast?”
“Well, I haven’t fucked him yet. Do I get brownie points for that?”
“What’d you do?”
“I sorta collared him.”
“Jeezus.”
“It was with a Thor’s hammer amulet, though, and I told him to use it to think of me. I didn’t actually call it a collar.”
“That’s something, I guess.” She sighed. “Did you look at his legs?”
“Yeah. We had a discussion about that. I don’t know all the whys, yet, but that’s high on the discussions-to-have list.”
“Good.” She paused. “I think he needs someone like you.”
“I think I’m going to need both of you at certain points. For him. I haven’t even scratched the surface of his pain. I’m going to need the whole village gathered around him.”
“We’re here. And tonight we’re going to go talk to Eve’s family. We’re having dinner at her parents’ house, and Ev and Wylie are coming.”
“Oh, boy. Good luck.”
“I know. She’s a wreck this morning. I think they’re going to be more upset about her holding back for so long. My family is tomorrow night. Momma and Papi have something going on tonight.”
“Going with the IVF story?”
“That’s the plan. We’re going to tell them you and Ivan were the donors.”
“That’s a G-rated way of stating it.”
“Just wish us luck, boo.”
“You don’t need luck, hon. You’re a kick-ass attorney. You got this.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Somehow, Ron managed to focus on work again and didn’t burn anything down or electrocute himself in the process. Even better, a little before one, Ivan texted him a picture of a pretty good-looking chef’s salad with the caption, Lunch, Sir.
Ron smiled and texted him back.
 
Good boy. Thank you.
 
That earned him a smiley face in reply from Ivan.
That afternoon, Ron had to stop by Everett’s place to pick up his sword. He’d already made the arrangements last week to stop by, and after the revelations over the weekend he had honestly forgotten about it until that morning, when the reminder popped up on his phone. But changing it at the last-minute would be…weird.
Weirder. This whole situation was already weird to start with.
When he drove all the way back to park next to Ev’s shop, the side door was open and he heard the man working inside. Pausing, he listened, the loud clangs as Ev pounded metal driving straight through Ron’s body.
Here we go.
He stood in the doorway to let his eyes acclimate to the dimmer light inside. Ev stood at his anvil, working a piece of metal before returning it to the forge. Between the noise he was making, and the headphones he wore for ear protection, no way he heard Ron drive up.
Ron held up an arm, waiving, hoping to catch his attention and not wanting to startle him while he was working red-hot metal.
That could probably be used as a weapon to kill the man who’d knocked up his little sister.
Ron jumped when a hand landed on his shoulder, and there stood Wylie, smiling.
“You can flip the lights to get his attention.” Wylie reached over and did just that.
Ev turned and raised a hand in greeting. “Be right with you.”
Ron waved back.
“Saw you drive in,” Wylie said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
It took Ev a few minutes to reach a stopping point. Meanwhile, Wylie departed again to take care of something on the homestead.
At least Ev’s not trying to stab me. So either he didn’t know yet, or he wasn’t upset about it.
Finally, Everett quenched the piece he was working on and set it aside, removing his headphones and his safety glasses. “Hey.” He walked over and shook with Ron. “Got it over here. Come on in.”
Ron nervously followed him into the shop, where Everett led him over to a workbench on the far side. On it lay several finished pieces, including a sword. He picked it up, grabbed a cloth to polish it, then handed it over, hilt first.
“Hope you like it.”
“It’s gorgeous!” He hefted it, feeling the balance, the way it fit his hand, and stepped away from the bench to work through some movements with it. “This is great!”
“I have fun making swords. I don’t forge as many of them as I wish I could.”
Ron put the sword down on the bench and dug into his pocket for his wallet. “That’s amazing work, Ev. Thank you so much.”
“If you ever want an edge on it, let me know. It’ll hold one.”
“No, this one will be for combat. I’d prefer it to be dull.” He counted out the bills and handed them over.
“Thanks.” Ev pulled his wallet out and tucked the money inside. “Although I might be needing you for backup.”
“What?”
He glanced toward the door and dropped his voice. “I haven’t said anything to Wy about this yet. Lara, Brad’s wife? You know, from across the street?”
“Yeah?”
“She’s my ex-wife, but we’re still close friends. She called me a little while ago to ask me why Eve would be looking to get the name of her OB doctor.”
An arctic blast slammed through Ron’s guts. “Really?”
“Yeah.” Dark storm clouds formed on Ev’s features. “We’re supposed to have dinner tonight at my parents with her. Not planned for a while, either. Last-minute. Eve called me this morning to see if we could all get together. Thought it was kind of odd, how insistent she was, but I didn’t think too much of it until I talked to Lara.”
Shit. “Well, I—”
“I mean, I know she’s been dating someone for a while now, but she won’t talk about the guy. I figured maybe he was married or something, or a fellow attorney. Why else hide it? But she’s an adult, and I didn’t want to meddle. But, seriously, if some guy’s fucking gone and knocked her up, I don’t care Eve’s an adult and taking care of herself. I’m going to fucking go after the guy. What’s the big fucking deal sneaking around? Is he fucking married or cheating or something? How’s a fucker like that going to take care of her and a baby?”
“Ev, I—”
“I swear, whoever the guy is, he fucking better be on his goddamned toes. That’s my little sister, and I’m not about to let some asshole ruin her life or leave her on the hook—”
“Ev! It’s…it’s me.”
The other man’s brow furrowed. “What?”
“It’s me. I’m the guy.” Okay, Eve and Kimbra were likely going to kill him for this, but it was shit gone sideways already.
“Wait, what?”
“It was that night we had the first Viking event here. We both got drunk off our asses and passed out in the Tin Can. The next morning, I honestly didn’t even remember what happened.”
Ev started toward him. “You fucked my little sister?”
Ron stepped back and held his hands up in front of him while praying this didn’t get physical. “She said it was more her than me. Dude, I’m serious, we were both totally wasted on mead, and… apparently it was enough. The weekend before, Kimbra had her own drunken encounter up at the Toucan, with Ivan, and—”
“Who?”
“Ivan. I’ll get to him in a minute. It shook Eve into realizing she was in love with Kimbra. They’ve been dating in secret for years, please don’t hit me, dude!”
Ev had stepped closer, both hands now balled into fists. At Ron’s words, it was like he finally realized what he was doing. He stopped, unballed his hands, and stepped back.
“You’re gay,” Ev said.
“Yeah, tell me about it.”
Ev stared at Ron for a long moment. “You’re telling me the side-piece Eve’s been dating is Kimbra Luzon? Walt’s ex-wife?”
“Yeah. Eve’s been struggling to fully commit to their relationship for a couple of years. She wanted kids, Kimbra didn’t. They’re both bi. It wasn’t serious at first, and fuck, they’re gonna kill me for telling all this to you. They’re not just dating—they’re married.”
Ev dropped his hands to his sides, but Ron kept his up, palms out, just in case.
“Married? Since when?”
“About five weeks ago. And Kimbra’s pregnant, too. By Ivan.”
Ev’s eyes widened. “They’re both pregnant?”
“Yeah. A week apart.”
Ev stared at him for a long and uncomfortably silent moment, looking like he wanted to say something but couldn’t figure out what, much less how. His eyebrows went up, his jaw worked, brow furrowed, the quick intake of breath like he was going to say something…but no.
Ron finally nodded. “Dude, try living it from this end.”
“So what’s going to happen now?” Ev finally asked.
“We’re still working all that out. I’m moving Ivan in with me, because he’s…” He’d spilled enough secrets. “He’s broke. He’s a surgeon, and he’s still paying off medical school loans. He’s a nice guy. He and I hit it off.”
Ev stared at him. “Eve and Kimbra got married? And they didn’t tell us? Much less invite us?”
“Yeah. They didn’t tell anyone. Well, I knew, but that’s a long story. Neither one realized they were pregnant. They both found out last Friday, same time. They thought they had food poisoning or the flu or something.”
“Why hasn’t she told us they got married?”
“They were going to, but they’ve both been working and settling in and they wanted to make sure they hadn’t made a mistake. They hadn’t told the other the deets about what happened, just there was a person they’d slept with. So they were shaking things out between them. I’ve simplified a lot and told you way more than I should’ve already. That’s Eve and Kimbra’s story to tell.”
At least Ev didn’t look like he wanted to hit him…anymore.
“They’d just started coasting along,” Ron added, “and were going to tell everyone they were married when they found out they were pregnant, and that kind of messed all of us up.”
Ev scrubbed his face with his hands. “Okay, stupid question—why? I mean…why is everything messed up? Or…was?”
“Because Kimbra’s my best friend and she and I had to hash that out, and she and Eve had to hash that out, because Kimbra rightfully felt pissed off at both of us for not saying anything, even though they’d had an…agreement. It’s been a literal shit-show, dude. They worked it out between them, and then Kimbra told Ivan on Monday night. We all four got together to talk last night, because they wanted to have a plan of attack in place before they talked to everyone else to break the news.”
“Why?”
“Dude. They’re attorneys, duh.”
“Oh. Yeah. True.”
“They wanted to get together with you and your parents tonight to tell you guys. They’re meeting with Kimbra’s family tomorrow night, because her parents have something going on tonight they couldn’t cancel. If it makes you feel any better, Kimbra’s family doesn’t know she’s been dating Eve, either. They thought they were just friends. Walt knew, but he didn’t even know they got married until Kimbra told him.”
“Fuck.”
“Tell me about it. Try going to work the past couple of days and trying not to look your boss in the eyes because you know he’s going to be pissed as fuck that I didn’t tell him any of this. He’s Kimbra’s father, dude.”
“Oh, shit.” Ev slumped against the workbench. “So now what? Please don’t tell my parents she’s pregnant just for her to get rid of it. That will kill them.”
“She’s keeping it. They both are. We’re all going to work together to raise both babies. The four of us. Like Leo and Nate and them do.”
Ev ran a hand through his hair. “So you’re telling me Eve’s been dating Kimbra all these years?”
“Yes.”
“And Kimbra’s pregnant?”
“Yes.”
“And this Ivan guy is the father of Kimbra’s baby?”
My boy… “Yes.”
“Because they got drunk and slept together, too?”
“It’s…complicated. Way more complicated than what happened between me and Eve. And I’d rather not tell more of his story.”
“But you’re the father of Eve’s baby?”
Ron nodded.
Ev snorted. Then he did it again. Then, next thing Ron knew, the man was full-on belly-laughing, bent over the workbench and howling with it.
Ron didn’t interrupt.
Finally, Ev pulled himself together. “Jesusfuck, I don’t know whether to kick your ass or hers. Metaphorically.” He took a deep breath, blew it out, and held his hand out to Ron.
Ron shook with him, then Ev pulled him in for a hug.
“I guess I should say congratulations.” But he didn’t sound …happy.
“I’m sorry, man. I honestly thought it hadn’t happened, that I just dreamed it. I thought we both got drunk and passed out.”
Ev frowned. “So you’re saying it wasn’t consensual?”
“It… Look, I’m not going to argue semantics. I’m not proud of myself, but I’m also not blaming Eve for this. It just happened. She isn’t the first woman I ever slept with, and apparently she was trying to sort some shit out in her head, and the alcohol kind of…took over. I hadn’t been laid in a while, so apparently I wasn’t very hard to convince to…go along with things.”
“Why wouldn’t she tell me she’s queer? She spent over two fucking years begging me to tell our parents. She knows our parents are okay with me being gay.”
“Exactly,” Ron quietly said. “It’s her story to tell, and maybe she’ll be pissed off at me for telling you this much now, but I didn’t want to stand here like an asshole while you’re ranting and then have to face you on the back side of it. I know she told me part of her hesitation is she wanted kids, and Kimbra didn’t, and she was afraid to totally commit to Kimbra at that point. Maybe not a great excuse, but we’re all human.”
Ev crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at the floor for a moment. “But you’re not going to walk away from this?”
“No. I’ve always wanted kids. Well, I honestly thought I’d be an uncle one day. Then Meri had the double mastectomy, and—”
“Wait, what?”
“She survived breast cancer. She’s also got the gene for it. It runs in our family. I finally made her move back here to Florida after she couldn’t find another job and she was broke and had to sell her condo. The cancer treatments wiped out her entire savings and retirement. And Wynn, her fiancé, he’s a schoolteacher and almost fifty. So they’re probably not going to have kids.”
“I didn’t know all that. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, well, she doesn’t like to talk about it. But I can tell you, there are worse surprises than having a sister tell you she’s married her girlfriend and she’s pregnant after a drunken one-night stand with your gay friend.”
Ron leaned against the workbench and crossed his arms over his chest while staring at his feet. “Try having your sister call you from another state, in tears, admitting her asshole ex-Dom literally just dumped her after bringing her home from the hospital following her double mastectomy, which you didn’t even know she’d had.”
“Dude…I’m sorry.”
Ron shrugged but didn’t look up. “So if you’re wondering if I’m going to flake, no. How it happened doesn’t matter to me as much as taking care of them now that it has. And I know this is asking a lot, but I’d appreciate it if you could not tell Eve I already told you all this and pretend to be surprised by it tonight. Kimbra said they’re going to use the IVF excuse. Let them have their dignity.”
Ev stood next to him and leaned against the workbench, too. “This Ivan guy,” he finally asked. “What about him? Is he going to be there for Kimbra?”
“Yeah. Far as I know. But…” He sighed. “I think he’s my responsibility now, too. At least, I hope he is.”
“You hope he is?”
“Yeah. It’s…”
“Complicated?”
Ron snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Kimbra had laid down the law earlier that day that she’d be doing the driving tonight. Eve felt too nervous, and it wasn’t like either of them could have a drink to calm their nerves.
Those days were over.
At least until after their babies were born.
Eve didn’t speak and Kimbra didn’t try to force her to make useless conversation that would likely devolve into a tense sniping session. When they arrived at her parents’ house, Wylie’s truck was already parked out front, on the street, leaving space for Kimbra to pull into the driveway and park behind Eve’s parents’ vehicles.
“You ready, baby girl?”
Eve nodded. “One thing I want out there, right now.”
“What’s that?”
Eve met her gaze. “No fucking way in hell are we giving them matching names, no matter how much my parents rally for it. You have no idea what a pain in the ass it was for me and Ev growing up, thinking they were calling one of us when they wanted the other. They never admitted it to us, but I know they regretted doing it. I wouldn’t put it past my father to try to talk us into it.”
Otto and Olive Cannon did have a slightly wacky sense of humor Kimbra always thought was endearing. “Why?”
“Misery loves company. I told you the story about the night Ev brought Wylie over to meet them.”
“Oh. The butt plug story.”
“Yeah, the butt plug story.” She sighed. “Please, Ma’am?”
“No arguments from me. Come on, let’s do this.”
They headed up the walk, Kimbra a little surprised when Eve reached for her hand and held it as they approached the front door and rang the bell.
It was actually Ev who answered the door, wearing an…odd smile.
If Kimbra didn’t know any better, it was the smile of a man who already knew something and was greatly amused by it. She’d seen her siblings and parents wear that same damn look countless times while growing up.
Ev hugged Eve first, and she let go of Kimbra’s hand to do it, then stepped inside.
Ev hugged Kimbra and whispered in her ear. “I know, and I’m okay. We’ll talk later. I haven’t told anyone else.” He stepped back with a wink, letting her pass so he could shut the front door.
Well, shit.
It had to be Ron who told him, because she knew damn well Walt wouldn’t have said anything. If he had, it would be her parents he told, not Eve’s brother.
Personally, the only one Kimbra had been slightly worried about was Ev. Not because she thought he would disapprove, but because she was afraid he might try to go after Ron out of big-brother fury.
But if Ev was on board…
Whew.
They were going to be grilling hamburgers out on the lanai tonight. As they all gathered around the table out there to chat, Eve caught Kimbra’s eye and nodded.
Here we go. Kimbra nodded back.
“So, I guess you guys are wondering why I asked if we could get together tonight.”
Kimbra glanced Ev’s way and his gaze met hers, his barely contained smirk almost making her laugh.
“We did think it was kind of unusual, honey,” Eve’s mom said. Olive and Otto either had no clue, or had pretending to be perfectly chill down to a science.
Eve took a deep breath. “I owe all of you an apology. Especially Ev.”
He scowled. “Me? What for?”
“Because I’ve been dating Kimbra for the past couple of years. I’m bi. I was too chickenshit to admit it before. Then, when you came out, I wasn’t sure how to apologize to you and kept…hiding.” She reached out for Kimbra’s hand and held it. “And we got married a few weeks ago.”
Kimbra tensed, waiting to see if there’d be fallout.
Otto let out a heavy sigh. “Congratulations, but it means I’m going to have to listen to your mother gripe about not getting grandchildren.”
“Otto Cannon, that wasn’t very nice,” her mom groused.
Kimbra hoped that was a…good response?
“Well, there’s a part three to this,” Eve said before her parents could continue. She squeezed Kimbra’s hand. “We’re pregnant.”
“Is that a royal we, honey?” Otto asked.
Eve’s cheeks reddened. “No, Dad. It’s a literal we. Kimbra and I are both pregnant. She’s due a week before I am.”
Olive let out a squeal that startled Kimbra. Before Kimbra could even react, Olive jumped up, nearly turning the table over in her excitement to get to Eve and Kimbra and throw her arms around them in a hug while simultaneously jumping up and down in excitement.
“I’m getting two grandbabies?” Olive screamed.
Kimbra winced at her nearly pierced eardrum, but Eve laughed. “Yeah, Mom. You’re getting two grandbabies.”
“OH MY GOD I’M GETTING TWO GRANDBABIES!”
Well, if the greater Sarasota area didn’t know it already, they would now.
Much to Kimbra’s relief, Olive seemed to think the fact that she was getting two grandbabies was a far bigger deal than the fact that they’d gotten married in secret or knowing anything about the fathers.
When Kimbra ducked inside to use the bathroom, she found Ev in the kitchen upon her return.
“So how’d you find out?” she asked.
He smirked. “Don’t blame Ron, because it’s Lara’s fault.”
“Lara?”
“She called me this morning wanting to know why Eve needed the number for her obstetrician.”
Kimbra winced. “Son of a bitch.”
“Yeah. When Ron came by this afternoon to pick up his sword, I was ranting about wanting to kill the fucker sneaking around with my baby sister, and he thought it best he come clean then rather than look like an asshole later.”
“Ah.” She leaned against the kitchen counter. “We okay?”
“Of course we are. You’re my friend, and my sister-in-law.”
“I couldn’t rush her. I didn’t want to keep it secret this long, but I wasn’t going to out her.”
“No, I get it.” He smiled as he stared out through the sliding glass doors. “You realize you just lost any privacy you once had, right? Mom’s going to be all over both of you, all the time, until you put babies in her arms. And then she’s going to be underfoot every damn day.” He hugged her.
“Hope she and Momma don’t get into a tug-of-war over them.”
“Well, you’ll have two. They won’t have to take turns except to swap back and forth. And I’m sure Dad will be happy, too.”
“To have grandbabies?”
He snickered. “No, to give Mom something to do and get her off his ass every day. So am I going to like this Ivan guy Ron mentioned?”
“I think so. He’s a doctor. A surgeon.”
“Really? No shit?”
“Sweet guy. He’s going to need our village around him. He doesn’t have any family, and I get the feeling he’s been through a lot of heartache before we ever met him.”
“Well, then I’m sure Wylie and him will get along great.”
 
* * * *
 
Eve managed to peel their mom off her for a few minutes and headed inside. Ev followed.
“Hey,” he said. “Come here.” He pulled her in for a long hug. “I’m not mad, but I wish you would have said something sooner.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know how after keeping it hidden so long.”
“Yeah, and you learned nothing from me and what I went through with Lara, huh?” he teased.
“I guess not.”
“I promised Ron earlier today I wouldn’t say anything about the truth.”
Stunned, she pulled back to look up at him. “What? You knew?”
He wore that annoying big-brother smirk of his. “You should know better than to ask Lara for the number for an OB doc and not tell me the story then. She was grilling me, asking what the hell did I know that I wasn’t telling her. Ron stopped by to pick up his sword, I was ranting, and he came clean.”
She dropped her head against his chest. “I’m a dummy,” she muttered.
“I’m just glad I don’t have to kick his ass.”
“No, please don’t kick his ass. I guess mead really is forever.”
“At least for nine months, it is, yeah.”
She snorted. “Well, if he and Ivan hit it off, it’ll be perfect.” She finally stepped back.
“What happens next?”
“We tell Kimbra’s family and see about maybe moving Ivan in with us.”
“But he’s a doctor, right?”
“He’s a broke doctor paying off a ton of student loans.”
“Ah.”
“Exactly. He’s a sweetheart, though. We just need to…ease him into this. I think he’s overwhelmed.”
“So will I need to kick his ass?”
“Ev, seriously. He makes Wylie look butch.”
“You’re kidding.”
“No.” She explained what she knew.
“Well, since you haven’t had a detailed discussion with Mom and Dad about the circumstances, can I suggest just resorting to literally saying don’t ask, don’t tell to them? Because if you say that, they’ll stop asking. If you lie or give fake details, they’ll keep asking and then if you trip up later, they’ll nail you and get curious.”
“I think you’re right.”
“You know I’m right, just like you were right I should have come out to them way sooner than I did. Again, let me be the bad example of what not to do.”
“True.”
By the time they finally got out of there around nine that night, Eve was worn out and her mother was already planning their joint baby shower.
But Eve had said exactly what Ev had suggested when her mother came up for air long enough to wonder about the…logistics of how they’d gotten pregnant.
Their mom had reacted exactly like Ev predicted, especially when Eve followed her comment with the fact that the fathers were both fantastic guys, gainfully employed, friends of theirs, and would be helping them raise the babies as active fathers.
“That went well,” Kimbra drawled.
“Yes, I should have come clean a long time ago, I admit it. I hope your family reacts as well as they just did.”
“Oh, honey. You have no idea. Momma and Papi are gonna make your mom and dad look completely chill by comparison. They go wild over every grandbaby, especially first ones for the parents. See, I already know how they’re gonna react. They’ll probably be more angry at me for denying them a wedding. Except I already had one for them. I know they’ll accept you, because you’ve seen how much they love Walt.”
“Will they have a problem with me being a woman?”
“Nah. You’re giving them a two-for-one on grandbabies. Are you kidding me? Like I said, tonight was chill by comparison.”
When they reached home, Eve was glad they weren’t getting together with Ron and Ivan tonight. She needed to…decompress a little.
As always, it seemed like Kimbra could read her mind. Once they were in bed, Kimbra pulled her into her arms. “I think someone needs a little mental vacay.”
“I could be persuaded, Ma’am.”
Kimbra rolled Eve onto her back and worked her way down Eve’s body, not bothering to take her time tonight. Tonight Kimbra went right for every button to work her up and get her begging for her. She climbed between Eve’s thighs and pushed them apart even as she reached up and played with Eve’s nipples.
Except Kimbra was apparently in a mood to make Eve beg tonight. She teased, lightly sucking on her clit without getting her over, swirling her tongue around it, easing off just to do it all again.
Eve was not too proud to beg.
Finally, Kimbra turned around and lowered her pussy over Eve’s face. She eagerly grabbed Kimbra’s hips and pulled her over her mouth, eager to please her, wanting to hear her come.
“That’s it, baby girl,” Kimbra said, her voice husky. “Just like that.” Kimbra resumed licking Eve’s clit, and it didn’t take long before they had each other moaning and grinding.
Eve rapidly flicked her tongue over Kimbra’s clit and finally got her over the edge. As she moaned her climax against Eve’s pussy, Kimbra started lightly sucking on her clit again, and it was game over.
Kimbra rolled off her but kept an arm draped over her as they lay there and caught their breath.
“You realize in a few months we’re going to have to get creative, right?” Kimbra said. “We’re not going to be able to do that.”
Eve snorted. “At least we’ll be able to remember everything we do to each other, because we can’t get drunk.”
Kimbra laughed. “True story.”
Kimbra turned around and Eve snuggled tightly against her. “We’re going to have to find a bigger place,” Eve said. “Especially if Ivan moves in with us.”
“Let’s hold off on that.”
“Why?” Eve tipped her head back to look up at her.
“Let’s see how things go with the two of them. If I know Ron, he’s probably going to be marrying that boy if he has his way.”
“You think?”
“Yeah. I was curious and started looking up some properties.”
“Properties?”
“Yeah. Maybe we could build a house. Go in as a trust with Ivan and Ron.”
“Ivan’s broke.”
“I think I can arrange a private loan with Lynn. She’s the one who fronted the money for the DNA testing that cleared Holly’s brother. Ed says she does some real estate investing. There’s some great properties over by where Leo and Tilly and Doyle and all them are. We close fast, get a house built. We start on it now, we should have it close to done not long after the babies arrive.”
“What if Ron and Ivan don’t want to live with us?”
Kimbra arched an eyebrow.
“Okay, yeah, sorry. We give Ron a chance to move in so he’s close to the kids and he’ll move in tomorrow.”
“Exactly. And he’ll have Ivan with him.”
“You seem pretty certain about that.”
“Baby girl, I know my boo. He’s needed someone like Ivan in his life for way too damn long. Now that he’s got him, he’s never letting him go.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Ron was glad he’d beat Ivan back to the house Wednesday afternoon. He’d actually beaten Meri home, too, which was unusual. Fortunately, he’d been able to avoid Cedro Luzon, his boss, since he was out of the office.
And he was Kimbra’s father.
Such a web of connections. Ron found Meri her job with Leo through Ev, who worked for him. He worked for Kimbra’s father, and had ever since high school. If it hadn’t been for his job there, he would have been up shit creek when his parents threw him out. At least he’d been able to work while going to tech school to become an electrician, because his roommate had worked for him.
On Wynn’s side, there were coworkers and friends who’d led him into the Suncoast Society, and therefore to meeting Meri. Ron had known Rusty and Eliza already, through the ren fair circuit, and through Meri’s friends and former classmates, Susie, Grant, and Darryl.
He could go on and on.
While he waited for Ivan to finish working, Ron started rearranging the third bedroom. Some of Meri’s stuff was stored in there, as well as his own. At least Ivan didn’t have a lot of stuff. He’d borrow a pickup truck that weekend to finish moving Ivan out of his apartment and in with him.
Like hell would he let the guy get away from him.
Didn’t seem like Ivan was in a hurry to get away, either.
Ron wondered if Ivan had decided how he wanted to receive his orgasm. Ron honestly didn’t care how—he just wanted to watch the man’s face as he came and relish knowing it was him giving Ivan so much pleasure.
Something he was pretty sure the guy wasn’t used to getting much of in his life.
Meri arrived while he was still working on that and stopped in the bedroom doorway. “What are you doing?” This was the first time he’d actually laid eyes on her in a few days, although they texted back and forth multiple times a day, and talked on the phone.
He turned. “So…hey, listen. I’ve got to talk to you about something.”
“This sounds bad.”
“It’s not…bad. It’s just…big.”
Her eyes widened. “Did you meet someone? You met someone, didn’t you!”
“Um, yeah, but that’s not the big part.”
“How is that not the big part?”
“You’re going to be an aunt.”
Her gaze narrowed. “Say what?”
He walked over to her and held her shoulders. “You know how one of my Viking group’s battle cries is ‘mead is forever’?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, it really is.” He gave her the quick and clean version of what happened between him and Eve.
“Oh. My. God! Congratulations!”
“It gets better.”
He told her about Ivan, leaving out the pocketknife and the fact that he’d had the man in his bed—with him—last night.
She rubbed her forehead. “Let me make sure I’ve got the bullet points correct—you got drunk and slept with Kimbra’s girlfriend, Eve.”
“Yes.”
“And Kimbra got drunk and slept with this Ivan guy.”
“Yes.”
“And you both knocked them up.”
“Yep.”
“And now you’re basically claiming this guy?”
“Pretty much, yeah.”
She sighed. “I know you made my decisions for me because I’m your sister and I’d fucked up, but are you going to be okay?”
“Kimbra and Eve seem to think he’s a good guy. I want you to meet him as soon as possible.”
“I can’t tonight. Wynn’s got parent-teacher meetings, and I need to pick him up and take him home after. I drove him to work today. He’s in a bad pain cycle right now and I earned myself a spanking by hiding his car keys from him this morning.”
“Oooh, naughty brat. I’d have spanked you, too.”
“Well, he hasn’t spanked me yet, but when he texted me at lunch he thanked me for driving him. I had a flat tire yesterday and he insisted on changing it instead of letting me call AAA. He’s paying for that stubbornness today.”
“Ah. Poor guy.”
“Yeah. I just stopped by to grab clothes and check the mail. But congratulations again.” She hugged him. “Remember all the advice you gave me, though, huh? Keep your eyes open.”
“I will. I don’t think Kimbra would let me screw up.”
“I’m surprised Kimbra didn’t kill you for sleeping with her girlfriend. I’m shocked Kimbra’s father hasn’t killed you.”
“Yeah, well, he doesn’t know yet. That’s tomorrow night.”
“Good luck.”
“I might need it.”
She left a few minutes before he received a text from Ivan.
 
On my way, Sir.
 
He smiled as he stared at the screen. Yeah, this was the right thing to do. Absolutely.
 
* * * *
 
Good boy.
 
Ivan sat in his car at a red light and smiled over the text. Okay, so his life was about to get really damn crazy…
And he didn’t even mind.
He’d had a good day at work, and no less than ten people asked him what had happened to make him look so…
Happy.
He didn’t even know what to tell them yet. It wasn’t a secret he was gay—his sexuality wasn’t even an issue at work because he didn’t discuss stuff like that, and especially not in front of patients. But the few times people had offered to fix him up—with men or women—he’d either declined the women by saying he was gay, or declined the men with a fib that he was dating a guy.
He’d never faced blowback about it, either.
Several times he’d reached down to his pocket just to remember his knife wasn’t there, then up to the amulet resting against his chest, under his shirt. Except now it was out, fished out from under his shirt as soon as he’d clocked out.
Maybe he’ll let me keep it.
The other thing he kept twisting around in his mind any time he had so much as a spare second was how did he want Ron to make him come tonight?
He’d never really looked forward to an orgasm like this before. It was something quickly done and over with and usually a means to an end to get what he’d needed.
Now that it was on his mind, he couldn’t stop thinking about it, or Ron.
Or the feel of Ron’s mouth on his cock that morning.
By the time he arrived at Ron’s his cock ached, throbbed, and yet Ivan still had no clue what answer to give Ron. He grabbed his stuff and headed inside, pulling up short when he saw Ron standing there and smiling at him.
He set his stuff down and the answer came to him as he threw his arms around Ron and kissed him. “Sir’s choice,” he said.
“Reeeeally?” Ron’s hands settled on Ivan’s ass. “You sure you want to hand that back to me? I promised you any way you wanted.”
“I suck at choosing anyway.”
Ron slanted his lips over Ivan’s, a sucking, searing, hungry kiss the likes of which Ivan could never remember feeling before. It surprised him when Ron dipped his knees so he could better hike Ivan into his arms and wrap Ivan’s legs around his waist. With his hands under Ivan’s ass, he carried him over to the back of the couch, setting him there even as he still kissed Ivan.
He felt Ron’s hard cock pressing against him through their clothes when Ron lifted his lips from Ivan’s. “I’m not playing around,” he hoarsely said. “I want to see what we can build between us. So if you’re not in this all the way, do me a favor and tell me now so I don’t get my heart broken.”
“I’m really…broken, Sir.”
“That’s okay, baby. So am I. I’m pretty good at putting pieces back together, just ask Meri.”
“What if you don’t want me?”
“How about if you want this you trust me and tell me the short version right now?”
Ron was peering into his eyes with that blue gaze of his, a blue gaze he knew he was going to be a sucker for every time. “I was a premie. Three months. They didn’t think I was going to make it. I was in and out of the hospital a lot, sick a lot. My parents had to work a lot to make ends meet and pay insurance and stuff and my father really resented me.”
“How could he resent you?”
“Because my brother was killed about a year before I was born. Freak accident during a football game. Got tackled and snapped his neck. Just a stupid, bad, unlucky hit and the way he landed. He was seventeen. I’m what they call a ‘replacement baby’ in every sense of the word. My mother was almost fifty when she had me, which is probably one of the reasons I was a premie. She told me before she died that she went off birth control on purpose and didn’t tell my father.
“So instead of being able to deal with his grief and try to heal, he was forced to take an extra job and use up all the money they’d saved for retirement, and what was supposed to go for Joshua’s college, all that, on my medical expenses. And, of course, he couldn’t retire. He was sixty-two when I was born.”
“Oh, shit,” Ron whispered.
“Yeah. Nothing like adding insult to injury by the ‘replacement baby’ being nothing like the son he’d lost. The son he’d bonded with. Who he’d been a Scoutmaster for, took him hunting and fishing and camping. Who he’d seen become an Eagle Scout.
“Then, there was me. They couldn’t even take me to the grocery store without me catching a cold, much less take me out into the woods to catch a fish.”
Ron held Ivan’s head in his hands, his forehead pressed to Ivan’s. “That’s your brother’s knife.”
Ivan closed his eyes and nodded. “I know it makes me a horrible son to be glad my dad died when he did, but it put both of us out of our misery when he was gone. He would have likely killed me himself if I’d come out to him as gay. It would have been the final insult. Joshua was into football and baseball and soccer. Me? I either had my head in a book or watched anime all day.”
“Oh, jeezus, baby. I’m so sorry.”
“Joshua looked like a younger version of my father. He was six-three when he died. My dad was six-four, a big guy, beefy in his younger years, even bigger than you. Joshua was like his clone. Then there was me. My dad didn’t miss many opportunities there toward the end to point out how much I wasn’t like him or Joshua, and how damned disappointing it was. Like he thought I could control my height or my build or my appearance.”
“What an asshole.”
“Unlike Joshua, I looked like Mom and her side of the family. Everyone was short and thin.”
“How’d your dad die?”
“Congestive heart failure. I know his drinking was a contributing factor.”
“And your mom?”
“Breast cancer.”
Ron wrapped his arms around Ivan and held him. “I know nothing I can say can ‘fix’ what happened to you, but you realize your father was fucked up and none of that was your fault for being born, right?”
“That was the other reason I wanted to become a doctor. I thought maybe he’d finally be proud of me. Joshua was going to be a doctor. Then later, I wanted to be one for Mom, if nothing else. But mostly because how nice the doctors were to me as a kid, and to my abuela when she was in the hospital. I wanted to try to help people like that.”
“Oh, baby.” He slowly rocked Ivan. “How about you let me have a shot at taking care of you for a while, huh?”
“I just wanted him to be proud of me for one damn thing. But it was like my very existence constantly reminded him of what he’d lost. All I ever wanted was for him to love me for who I was, the way my mom did.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Ron stared down into his boy’s sad green gaze. What Ron really wanted to do was find his father’s grave, dig him up, and piss on his corpse.
“Is that why you cut?” Ron finally asked. “To punish yourself?”
“I don’t know. The pain helps me deal. I think maybe part of it was I was so used to IVs and needles and pain as a kid it…numbed me somehow.”
“But you cut with Joshua’s knife.”
“Dad said he always carried it. He gave it to Joshua in Scouts when he got his certification to handle a knife. When Joshua died, my dad always carried it. One day he’d left it on his dresser, I was maybe ten. I picked it up to look at it and he walked in and spanked me for even touching it. When he died, Mom gave it to me.”
“What the hell?”
“She didn’t know. She was working a lot, too. He never did that kind of stuff around her. I was hers. And he loved my mom. Sooo…” He forced a sad smile. “I was a triple disappointment. Because he had to take care of me because even though I was the exact opposite of who he needed me to be, I made my mom smile.”
Another puzzle piece clicked into place. “And that’s why you can’t deal with humiliation play at all. Because of shit the guy said to you.”
“Yeah.” He laid his head against Ron’s shoulder.
“When did you start cutting?”
“In college. After Mom died. I didn’t mean to. I was sitting there with that damn knife that I was only carrying because Mom thought it would mean a lot to me to carry it, and I accidentally dropped it on my thigh and it cut me. For a few minutes, everything felt…peaceful.”
“Endorphins?”
“Maybe. I discovered BDSM not long after I came out because my first boyfriend like to spank. Then he cheated on me and…” He shrugged. “It got easier and easier to try to deal with things on my own. I was busy and had college and work and residency and everything. I discovered the Toucan a few years ago. It was relatively…safe.”
Ron buried his face in Ivan’s hair. “I’m going to take care of you, baby. I swear. We’ll make it through this.”
“You sure you still want a crack at me?”
“Can’t scare me off that easily. But we do need to run by your place and grab stuff. I’ll rent a pickup truck this weekend.”
Except Ivan didn’t move, and Ron didn’t want to let him go.
“You swear no one but us?” Ivan softly asked. “Not even for play?”
“I swear. No one but us. But you didn’t answer my question.”
Ivan tipped his head back, looking up at him. “I still say Sir’s choice,” he softly said.
 
* * * *
 
“You give me a choice like that, I’m liable to keep wanting to make it for you.”
Ivan stared up at Ron. To Ivan, this whole thing felt so different from anything else—anyone else—he’d ever been through, that he didn’t even have an adequate frame of reference.
He’d given up trying to tell guys his story a long time ago. His first boyfriend had been mildly sympathetic since Ivan had recently lost his mother. Beyond that, most guys, especially older guys, usually gave Ivan the impression it was something Ivan should just…get over.
He couldn’t get over it.
It’d been his life, the definition of his entire childhood and personality.
How did you just “get over” something like that?
It was easier not to be vulnerable, not to tell.
To hold it in and pretend to be a functioning adult so he could fall apart when he was alone.
And here was Ron, wanting to know and still interested in him.
Even after knowing what a fucking train wreck he really was.
“Maybe it should scare you that I’m willing to trust you to keep making it for me this soon,” Ivan said.
Ron leaned in. “Maybe it should scare you that I’m not scared off.”
“Maybe it should scare you that I’m not scared off.”
Standoff.
Ron finally smiled and closed the remaining distance to kiss Ivan. “Dinner, getting your stuff, and then we’re going to see if we can’t scare the hell out of each other some more.”
 
* * * *
 
After having spent the night at Ron’s, Ivan was now struck by how stark his own apartment felt in comparison. It’d never really occurred to him before. He’d never lived somewhere he’d felt free to decorate or make his.
And now he was going to be moving in with Ron.
Shit! I’m moving in with a guy!
But even as he dragged a storage tub of pictures out from under his bed, he realized he didn’t want to run from this. Even if he wasn’t crazy-attracted to Ron the way he was, moving in with him, even as roommates, would still make sense monetarily and logistically. Why have to buy two of everything for the baby—
Babies.
Yeah, Ron had been talking like that, too, referring to them in the plural, as if they were both his.
He looked up from where he sat on the floor. Ron was in the process of emptying out his one closet, packing the two suitcases Ivan had, the rest of his clothes to be stuffed in garbage bags for the ride back to Ron’s.
Ivan had honestly never looked ahead before. To him, thinking about the future meant stuffing money into a retirement account and making sure he kept his CEs and licensing requirements up to date.
He’d never had plans.
Not really.
Never.
He’d never had someone to make plans with before.
Not like this, with other people centered and part of his decision-making process.
He’d existed, day-to-day, week-to-week, and so on.
The calendar flipped.
Ron glanced over at him. “What’s wrong, buddy?”
It took him a minute to catch his breath, to swallow back the lump in his throat. “Nothing, Sir.”
Ron’s brow furrowed and he walked over, dropping down to one knee next to him. “That wasn’t a ‘nothing’ kind of look. I always want the truth from you.”
“I just…it’s all hitting me at once.”
“Which part?”
“Everything.”
The sexy smirk returned. “Am I finally scaring you?”
Ivan grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him down for a kiss. “No, Sir,” he said, “but I have a request.”
“Yeah?”
“I’ve never had anyone here before. I know it’s kind of backward, but how about you fuck me here before you get me moved out?”
Ron stood and held out both hands to Ivan, wiggling his fingers to indicate he wanted Ivan to take his hands.
Pulling Ivan to his feet, he led him over to the bathroom. Without another word, Ron started stripping Ivan, kissing him as he bared every inch of him. Ron smiled as he held the Thor’s hammer amulet.
“Did it help?”
“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”
“Good. Then you can keep wearing it.” He kissed it, held it to Ivan’s lips for him to kiss, then lifted it over his head and put it on the counter.
Ron stripped, and in the shower there was as much kissing and teasing as there was soaping and washing. Soap-slick fingers slid down his crack as Ron teased Ivan’s cock with his other hand.
All Ivan wanted to do was drop to his knees and worship Ron’s cock, but Ron didn’t let him do that. Once they rinsed the soap from them, they dried off and Ron picked up the amulet and draped it over Ivan’s head again.
His gaze met Ivan’s. The steel grey flecks in the blue depths held and drew Ivan. His own personal Viking.
“Lube?” Ron asked.
For a panicked second, he thought no, he didn’t have any, until he remembered there was a bottle under the bathroom sink. He retrieved it and handed it to Ron, who’d grabbed a clean towel from the linen cupboard in the bathroom.
He took Ivan by the hand and led him over to the bed. “You really want to leave this up to me?” Ron asked.
Ivan nodded.
Ron gently held Ivan’s chin and this kiss was a soft, slow tease. “Then I’m going to take my time making sure that sweet ass of yours can take me, and I’m going to fuck you raw and make you mine by claiming you right. You want to back out, just say so. But if you want me, and this, we’re going to proceed like this is for life. Because as far as I’m concerned, it’s going to be.”
“How can you be so sure it will be? Aren’t you scared?”
“Oh, baby, I’m fucking terrified right now.” The left corner of his mouth quirked up. “I’m used to dealing with electricity all day. It’s safe enough if you know what you’re doing. If not, you can burn down a house or kill yourself or someone else. Believe me, I’m used to playing with fire. A few times it’s bit me, when I wasn’t careful.”
His smile faded. “But I know no one’s ever made me feel the way you make me feel. I’m not perfect, and I don’t expect you to be, either. I expect you to be honest, and to try your hardest, and to be patient, and I’ll give you that in return. If you think that’ll be enough, then get on the bed and spread those gorgeous thighs of yours for me.”
No one had ever talked to Ivan like that before, with blatant hunger in their voice, need bleeding through every syllable.
Wanting him.
He climbed up onto the bed and pulled his knees up, spreading his thighs wide.
Ron stalked him, climbing up on all fours, his gaze burning into Ivan’s. Large, strong hands stroked the backs of his thighs, down, thumbs brushing over Ivan’s sac and along his taint. Ron flattened himself on the bed and buried his face there, worshipping Ivan’s balls, rimming him, down his cock and back up again and driving Ivan nearly insane with need.
Pre-cum dripped from the end of his cock, forming a puddle on his abs. Ron saw and leaned in, licking it up and drawing obscenely hot patterns along Ivan’s flesh with his tongue.
Blue fire sparked in the man’s gaze when he paused his feast. “Sometimes I want it rough, baby.”
“I can take you.”
“Like right now?”
Ivan licked his lips. “I’ll safeword if I have to.”
Ron’s gaze narrowed. “No, I don’t think you will.” He bit down where his lips were pressed to Ivan’s abs, hard enough it made Ivan gasp with pain. Bright shards of light burst through him and he damn near came. This wasn’t a playful, teasing nip. This was a hard, toothy bite that was close to breaking the skin and Ron wasn’t even done yet.
His eyes remained focused on Ivan’s even as he chewed on him, sucking hard, Ivan’s flesh clamped between Ron’s teeth. Upon Ron releasing the bite, Ivan drew in a shuddering, relieved breath just for Ron to do it again in another spot.
And again.
Again.
He felt like prey.
Marked.
Mauled.
Fingers pressed against his ass and Ivan had just enough time to process Ron had somehow opened the bottle of lube and drizzled it down his crack when those fingers breached and stretched his rim, scissoring and insistently fucking him.
Still, Ron bit him. Ivan had long lost count but every time he picked a new spot Ivan’s cock twitched and drooled more pre-cum all over him, now mixed with Ron’s spit and even lube.
Ron sat up, grabbed Ivan by the hips, and rammed his cock home in one hard, driving thrust.
Ivan’s cock exploded, ropes of cum shooting almost as far as his chin and splattering over his chest and abs.
Above him, Ron grinned. “That’s all fucking mine now, baby.” He reached down and smeared it all over him, all over the bites marking his flesh, trailing his fingers down to encircle Ivan’s cock. “You think you have another one in there for me tonight?” He squeezed, gently at first, then a little more, slowly stroking. Ivan was going to tell him no way, not possible, not that soon, but his cock would have made a liar out of him.
It only took Ron a couple of minutes to get Ivan fully hard again. He draped Ivan’s legs over his shoulders, then proceeded to fuck Ivan with hard, deep thrusts, filling him and bottoming out with each one. Ron jerked Ivan’s cock in time with his strokes. “Play with your nipples, baby.”
Ivan reached up and did just that, helpless to disobey even if he’d wanted to. The conflagration in Ron’s eyes had reached critical mass, and god help him, Ivan wanted the meltdown to consume him, too.
Deeper, harder, until Ron was pounding him inside and out and Ivan impossibly felt his second climax starting.
“That’s what I wanted.” Ron released Ivan’s cock and planted both hands on the bed as he slammed into him, coming a few thrusts later.
He sat up, pulling Ivan with him. With him still impaled on Ron’s cock, Ron held him there, Ivan’s arms and legs wrapped around him as Ron held him, kissed him.
Nuzzled down the side of Ivan’s neck to bite and suck on his left shoulder.
Ivan shivered, the last echoes of pleasure still rippling through him. He laid his head on Ron’s shoulder and closed his eyes as Ron picked another spot to bite and suck.
Inside his ass he felt Ron’s cock still twitching, having spent and spilled, filling him.
Peace filled him.
He nipped Ivan’s earlobe. “Only marks ever get put on your body on purpose from here on out are the marks I put there, where I want them and how I want them and when I want them. You understand me?”
Ivan shivered in his arms. “Yes, Sir.”
“Open your eyes and say it back to me.”
I’m totally fucked.
He opened his eyes and knew there was no way in hell he could ever walk away from this man. “Only you ever mark me again, Sir. I belong to you.”
He smiled. “Close enough, baby.” He lay back, taking Ivan with him, so he was cradled against Ron’s chest, the spoogey mess smeared over both of them now and Ron apparently not even giving a single fuck about it. “Close enough.”
 
* * * *
 
Ron hadn’t meant to get distracted by fucking, but like hell would he turn Ivan down.
Especially now that he had a crucial insight into his boy’s wounded psyche.
Why did people who had no business being parents end up as parents?
“We should clean up and get your stuff packed and head home. We’ll still have to unload there.”
“Can we wait and take a shower there?”
Ron thought Ivan was kidding until he caught the serious look in his boy’s eyes. “You sure?”
“I don’t want to have to take another shower before bed. Besides, you marked me.”
Fuck. His cock twitched inside Ivan over the thought of marking him again, too.
Then it clicked. “You like the idea of me being covered in you.”
Ivan nodded, the sweetest hints of a smile curling his gorgeous lips.
Ron kissed him. “Then let’s get moving and get home. I have a feeling I’m going to find the energy to put one more load inside you after we go to bed, and want to fall asleep with my cock inside you after I do.”
Ivan ground against him. “That sounds like fun, Sir.”
How’d he even get here? Hell, it was only Wednesday, and in less than a week he found out he was going to be a dad and he now had a guy.
A hot guy.
A fucking doctor.
Not just a doctor, not a foot doctor or a pimple-popper—he had a fucking surgeon.
An hour later they’d returned to Ron’s house, unloaded, and were once again in the shower. The bite marks showed up nicely against Ivan’s flesh, and Ron spotted the way Ivan smiled as he studied them in the mirror before joining him in the shower.
Then to bed, where Ron spooned behind Ivan and slowly stroked the man’s cock for him while taking his time fucking him.
Didn’t even care about the sheets, he could do laundry tomorrow.
Ron kissed Ivan as he made love to him. As hard and vicious as he’d been earlier, this time he took his time and built Ivan up, holding his own climax back until he’d made Ivan come and the man’s gorgeous ass was squeezing Ron’s cock. They muffled each other’s moans with their mouths, falling still with only their breathing to break the quiet.
“Will it scare you if I admit I’m already in love with you?” Ron whispered.
“Only if it scares you if I admit I’m in love with you, too.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Thursday night, Kimbra hoped she was doing a good enough job pretending she wasn’t nervous as she drove them over to her parents’ house.
Please let them be as chill as Eve’s parents were.
Eve and Kimbra were able to get appointments with Lara’s doctor—who also dealt with high-risk pregnancies—late the next Thursday. So once this task was handled, they’d have a little breathing room to try to get their emotional feet under them again.
From the texts she’d exchanged with Ron, it seemed things had quickly heated up between him and Ivan.
Good for them.
When they arrived at her parents’ house, Kimbra’s mom let them in. “Hey there, you two. Come on in.”
Papi was sitting at the table and reading his tablet. “There’s my girls.”
“Yeah, so, about that, Papi.”
He sat back. “What?”
Her mom had followed them into the dining room. Kimbra draped her arm around Eve’s shoulders and decided not to sugar-coat it. “Eve and I got married.”
Her mom nodded. “Okay?”
Kimbra stared at her. “Wait, what?”
“What?”
“Eve and I are married.”
“You said that.”
Kimbra exchanged a glance with Eve to make sure she was really awake and not having some sort of psychotic break or something. She wasn’t sure if it relieved her that Eve looked as confused as Kimbra felt.
“You’re acting awfully…calm, Momma.”
“You want me to be excited or upset?”
“Hold on. What’s going on? Are you understanding that Eve and I got married?”
“English is not my first language,” Papi said, “and I’m understandin’ you jus’ fine.”
Her mom lightly backhanded her dad’s shoulder. “You owe me twenty, by the way, Papi. I said within a year.”
“What?” Kimbra asked.
“I bet your father you two would be married within a year. You moved in with her a few weeks ago for no clearly stated reason. Frankly, I’m surprised you two didn’t get married before now. You’ve always been stubborn. Just like me.” She walked over and hugged both of them, Papi also standing to give them hugs.
“Is that the only reason you wanted to come over for dinner tonight?” Papi asked.
“Um, no.” She exchanged another nervous glance with Eve. “We’re both pregnant.”
“Ha!” Papi crowed, pointing at his wife. “I can keep my twenty! Told you!” Another round of hugs followed, and, fortunately, her parents weren’t as concerned with the hows as they were the whys and, most importantly, the whens.
Which involved another series of half-truths and an outright lie, but one easy to remember.
Eve wanted kids—not a lie.
The fathers were a male couple who were friends of theirs—Ron and Ivan—who also wanted kids and who met as a result of meeting the women—also technically not a lie, although a manipulation of the order of events.
Kimbra wasn’t doing this again—definitely not a lie—so they wanted the kids to be the same age.
Eve’s “baby fever” had rubbed off on Kimbra.
Bald-faced Liar McLiarfacepants.
When they finished dinner and headed home, Kimbra had just started the car when Eve started laughing in the passenger seat.
“You have something to say, baby girl?”
Eve snorted. “That went well.”
“Don’t get cocky, girlie.”
“I’m not getting cocky, Ma’am. I’m just saying that was way easier than I thought it’d be.”
“Don’t jinx us.”
 
* * * *
 
The men met them at the doctor appointment. Eve was glad to see Ivan looked less fragile now. Actually smiled a few times during the appointment.
While Kimbra had been in touch with Ron via text and phone, they hadn’t actually seen the men since last week. Friday afternoon, they were all getting together over at Ev’s house, along with Kimbra and Eve’s parents, Meri and Wynn, and Lara and Brad, to have a cookout.
Ron had moved Ivan in with him last weekend, and while it was a whirlwind romance, Ivan especially seemed to be wearing it well. Even better, Meri and Wynn really liked Ivan.
For all their sakes, Eve hoped the men made it and stayed together. This would be infinitely easier with two couples instead of two single guys and them.
They performed Kimbra’s ultrasound first, and Ron stood behind Ivan, holding him, his chin resting on Ivan’s shoulder as they watched and Eve filmed it.
“That’s your baby, buddy,” Ron whispered.
And when the tech flipped over to audio, so they could hear the heartbeat. Ivan’s hand covered his mouth as he started sobbing.
She and Kimbra both reached over to hold Ivan’s hands as Ron held him. Eve didn’t know the specifics about what Ivan had been through in his life. Ron had privately told Kimbra it was bad, but that he thought with all of them helping Ivan he could finally heal.
Also, that it explained why Ivan so desperately wanted to be a father and was eagerly anticipating the babies’ arrivals.
The tech printed ultrasound pictures for them the way the other one had. Finally, it was Eve’s turn.
That’s when things went sideways.
“So, do you want the good news or the bad news?” she asked.
“Bad,” Ivan immediately said.
The tech smiled, froze the picture, and drew a circle…
And then another circle.
“You’re going to need to buy an extra car seat.”
Ivan gasped. “Holy shit! It’s twins!”
Eve started laughing. “Okay, haha, that’s a good one. Did you put her up to this, Kimbra?”
“She’s not kidding,” Ivan said, stepping around the table to get a better look. He started asking questions of the tech, using terminology that Eve had no clue what he was talking about.
The tech, a woman probably in her late fifties or early sixties, gave him an odd glance. “You think you’re a doctor, kid?” she joked.
Kimbra and Ron burst out laughing, but Eve was in too much shock.
“Sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. Dr. Ivan Mercado, Proctor-Collins Med Center. Cardiothoracic surgeon.”
“You’re kidding!”
Ivan had met the three of them there, since the office was located only a block from the hospital. He dug his name badge from his back pocket, where he’d tucked it after walking in with it while still wearing it and Eve had pointed it out.
“Holy shi—” She coughed. “Sorry, Dr. Mercado.”
Ivan grinned, and it was enough to make Eve think maybe this would all be okay. “Twins! This is great!”
“Holy shit,” Kimbra said, then she smacked Ron’s shoulder.
“Ow! What was that for?”
“Twins, huh?”
“I didn’t do it on purpose!” Ron pointed at Eve. “Mead is forever. I warned her!”
 
* * * *
 
Ron felt too stunned to ask questions, but Ivan took over, apparently able to focus more now since his initial shock and awe over seeing his own baby on the screen had sunk in.
Twins?
“I didn’t mean you literally had to give my mom two-for-one on the grandbabies,” Kimbra teased Eve, leaning in to kiss her.
Ivan pulled out his phone and took a picture of the screen, grinning as he stared at it.
Once they were talking to the doctor again, she laughed. “I guess you’re both high-risk pregnancies now. Congratulations.”
“I don’t think that word means what you think it means, doc,” Kimbra snarked.
Before they left, they’d agreed they were going to get together on Sunday at Kimbra and Eve’s to discuss this latest development and revise their plans. After they left the appointment, Ron drove Ivan over to his car, where he’d stowed his laptop case and bag upon leaving the hospital.
“Are you okay, Sir?” He looked entirely too amused.
“Don’t forget I am a sadist,” Ron said. “I might decide to spank you just because.”
Ivan grinned. “Can I say ‘challenge accepted’ then, Sir?”
“You know it’s not a great idea to tease a sadist, right?”
“Maybe I’m trying to distract you.”
In many ways, that’s exactly what Ivan was doing, even if he didn’t realize it.
Ivan was no longer the man Ron had first met at Kimbra’s, and didn’t even resemble the twink he’d seen before at the Toucan.
This man was Ron’s man.
And Ron loved every millimeter of him.
 
* * * *
 
Ron drove Sunday night, although he felt probably every bit as nervous as Ivan did. He’d given Ivan a proactive spanking right before they left, because he’d started stressing over finances again despite Ron telling him not to stress, and Ron suspected the man was still a little subspacey.
Which was fine. It’d help things go easier for him. Ron trusted Eve and Kimbra. They were attorneys, but they were all in this together. He had no reason to think they’d try to screw the two of them over.
Kimbra had apparently seen them drive up, because she already had the front door open for them as Ron led the way up the walk. He pulled her in for a hug and a kiss on the cheek, unable to keep his hand off her tummy. “How we doing, Mami?”
She smiled. “Lucky I let you two get away with that now.” She opened her arms to Ivan, who practically melted against her. “How’s our boy?”
“Good, ma’am.”
Ron smiled. No, he didn’t mind Ivan calling her that. He knew it was a lower-case m and not an upper-case one. And he didn’t mind Kimbra calling Ivan that, either.
Ron knew he came first in Ivan’s heart. He’d actually worry if Ivan didn’t feel at least some affection for Kimbra and, to a certain extent, Eve.
Kimbra kissed the top of his head. “I see someone got a spankin’ before they came over, hmm?” She playfully ruffled his hair.
“Yes, ma’am.” He leaned in and kissed her tummy. “Hi, sweetheart. Don’t give Mami a hard time, huh?”
Ron thought if Ivan acted any more adorable, his heart would burst just from watching him.
“Come on, boys,” Kimbra said, leading the way. “This’ll be a working dinner.”
Eve was carrying the last of the food out to the table, and there were stacks of paperwork at the other end. “Hey, guys.”
Eve hugged Ron first, letting him lean in to kiss her tummy after she kissed his cheek. Ivan next, Eve kissing the top of his head the same way Kimbra had, smiling as he also leaned in to talk to her tummy and the babies. It didn’t matter Ivan was older than her, all three of them had defaulted to Ivan being the “youngest” of the group.
He didn’t seem to want to challenge them on that, either.
Meatloaf and green beans and salad were on the menu, and it was delicious. Ron carefully watched Ivan, making sure he ate enough.
“We’ve been doing some research,” Kimbra said. “And considering the latest development, we think we’ve hit on a perfect solution. So please hear us out.”
Eve passed papers to Ivan and Ron. “We’ve found a piece of property for sale, over near Mevi and Doyle’s place. Right there by Tilly and all of them. It’s expensive, but I think it’d be worth the investment. We’ve already lined up a private lender who’s willing to back a loan for us right now to buy the property and start construction. We could close on it by the end of the week. If Kimbra and I sell our houses, we can use that for the construction costs, plus whatever you can contribute.”
“You want him to sell his house?” Ivan asked.
“No,” Kimbra said. “He’s free to do whatever he wants with his house. Sell it, or keep it for investment income and rent it. The house and property would be part of a trust we’d all be owners of. That way, no one gets screwed. And it means, forward thinking, we can add the kids to the trust at some point and they wouldn’t be hit with inheritance tax for it.”
“I like it,” Ron said. “I’d be willing to sell.” He looked at Ivan. “What do you think?”
He remained quiet for a long time. “I won’t be able to contribute much, Sir,” he finally said. “Not right now, at least.”
Shit. Ron recognized that tone. Ivan was struggling to not withdraw from the conversation, but he was feeling less-than again.
“Honey,” Kimbra said to Ivan, “this will be an equal partnership. We’ll keep the accounting in terms of who contributes what. We need the house built. We can contribute more now and you can contribute more later.
“We’re going to have four adults and three kids under the same roof. None of us will let the others starve, I’m sure. But once the house is built, we’ll look at all the numbers and then we can figure in your share of what you owe. If you can’t swing a full payment every month, we’ll do a partial. You and Ron can work that out between you based on your income and your expenses. You’ll still be paying in your fair share over time, but we need this plan put into action now.”
“She’s right,” Ron said. He reached over and captured Ivan’s hand, squeezing. “This is what families do—they take care of each other.”
“But what if you don’t like living with me?”
Ron’s heart broke for his boy. Despite all the progress, Ivan’s scars ran deep, and it would take more than a couple of weeks of hot sex and straight talk between them to help him move past it.
Ron was going to respond, but Kimbra stood and rounded the table to wrap her arms around Ivan. “Sweetie, if Eve and I thought we couldn’t live with you two, we wouldn’t be talking about this option right now. Obviously Ron’s able to live with you, and he knows us. If he thought it wouldn’t work, he would have said something.
“We don’t want you guys to miss a second of their lives. Leo and Nate and their pack make it work. Even better, we’ll design the house with a split floor plan like theirs, a master suite at each end of the house and the kids in the middle. That way, everyone’s got privacy, and the kids will have all their parents living under the same roof.”
“Kimbra has three sisters and a brother,” Eve said. “She can live with nearly anyone.”
Kimbra snorted. “True story.” When she finally released Ivan, Ron stood and leaned in to hug him. “And,” Kimbra added, “we’ll design it so both couples have their own…sanctuary. Create a sitting room with each bedroom. Maybe have a little wet bar sort of thing so we can each have our own snacks, a little sink and fridge, coffeemaker, like that.”
“Besides,” Eve said, “between her parents and mine, they’ll be over all the time, especially at first. We’ll have plenty of time to get settled in and find our groove.” She arched an eyebrow at Ron. “Just had to give me twins, huh?”
He snorted. “Sorry, but isn’t that kind of your fault, too?”
“And don’t forget Ev and Wylie,” Kimbra said. “I have a feeling we’re all going to see a new side of Wylie around those babies. He’s nearly as excited as our parents.”
Eve laughed. “He’s fricking adorable.” Her hand rested on her stomach. “I’m not ashamed to admit I’m terrified. But I can’t think of two guys I’d rather be terrified with than you two. I mean, who wouldn’t want a doctor in the immediate family?”
Later, on their way home, Ivan broke the quiet between them. “I used to wish I had a brother or sister, because of Joshua. When I was little, before I knew what was really going on. Then I wished I’d never been born, because of what happened. But I’m really glad they’ll all be born so close together. Like triplets, almost. They’ll be able to rely on each other. They’ll have each other.”
“They’re going to have us, too,” Ron said. At least during all his family’s bullshit, he’d known he and Meri had each other.
And he’d come damn close to almost losing her to cancer without even knowing it until after the fact.
“Are you ever going to tell your parents?” Ivan asked.
“About what?”
“About the babies?
He snorted. “No. I don’t want them a part of our children’s lives. They’re bigots. They don’t deserve to be part of their lives.”
“I can’t wait to get the blood work back. Find out what we’re having.”
“I don’t care what we’re having,” Ron said. “I just want healthy babies.”
“I don’t care either,” Ivan said, “except I want to know what to start buying.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do we buy pink? Do we buy blue?”
“We can buy whatever we want,” Ron said. “I want to raise our babies to see the world differently than my parents did. They don’t have to conform to pink or blue just because that’s what people think they should do.”
“I didn’t think about it like that.”
“Think about what you lived through, the expectations on you. Why would we want to lay something like that on them before they’re even born?”
Ivan’s hand settled on his thigh. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being patient with me. For opening my mind. And for reminding me what’s really important.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Kimbra and Eve handled the loan and closing on the property, getting the men the paperwork to sign to hand over to Ed so he could get started on creating their trust and handle that paperwork.
Over the next three weeks, the men met with the women for dinner at least two times a week.
They also found out through blood work results that they were having girls.
All girls.
Three girls.
That thrilled and terrified Ron all at the same time. Having little girls meant less childhood trauma for Ivan to relive first-hand.
It also meant he and Ivan would be outnumbered by women in their household.
The grandmothers, however, were absolutely thrilled.
As Ron settled into life with Ivan, he saw the man change in good ways.
Including the way he openly laughed and freely chatted on Wednesday night Viking outings when he accompanied Ron as his DD, the way he’d started making friends at the Saturday Viking events they went to. The way he was making friends amongst their kinky group of acquaintances.
The next Saturday, four weeks after Eve’s twins were diagnosed, the men headed over to the women’s house to sit down with them and finalize the house plans so they could meet with an architect to draw up their blueprints.
“You know, Ron, you boys really should be married before the babies arrive, if that’s what you’re gonna do,” Kimbra said.
“Why?” Ivan asked.
Kimbra arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at Ron, and he knew.
“So they can have the same last name,” Ron said, not needing a map to follow her train of thought. “Our last name.” He struggled to suck in air, to breathe, but it all boiled down to this, when he thought about it.
It was perfection.
It also fucking terrified him.
He turned, clasping Ivan’s hands in his as he dropped to one knee in front of him. “Please marry me,” he said. “I love you, and I know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. This week.”
Ivan’s eyes widened. “You want to marry me now?”
“Uh, yeah,” Kimbra said. “Why do you think he’s so damned goofy all the fricking time? He loves you.”
“Duh,” Eve softly snarked, punctuated with a smile.
Ivan was his net—Ron only hoped he caught him. “I want to put my house on the market,” he said. “Sell it. Meri’s moved in with Wynn. It’s a seller’s market right now. Put that money into our house.” He looked at Kimbra and Eve, who both nodded in encouragement, but remained silent.
Then back to Ivan. “Marry me, and let’s do this. Because I can’t imagine my life without you in it. As my friend, my lover, my husband, and my slave, and the father of one of my kids. Marry me, and let me keep making you smile and laugh. Marry me, so I know I can spend the rest of my life with the only guy I’ve ever loved the way and as deeply as I love you.”
Ivan’s eyes filled with tears, but at least this time Ron knew it was for a good reason as he started nodding. “Yes!” He threw his arms around Ron’s neck. “Yes, Sir! Yes!”
Ron kissed him, sweet relief filling him.
“Halle-fuckin-llujah,” Eve snarked. “About damn time.”
“But where will we live until the house is ready?” Ivan asked when Ron finally let him take a breath.
“Here,” Kimbra said. “It’ll be tight quarters for a little while, but you can get a storage unit. And the bonus is it means y’all will be here, with us. Won’t be much longer before these kids are trying to play soccer with our bladders, and you’ll be able to feel every kick.”
 
* * * *
 
Ivan was able to get away early on Monday afternoon to meet Ron at the county courthouse and get their license. As they stood waiting in line, all their paperwork in hand, it struck Ivan how fast this had all happened.
Except it felt like Ron had been in his life forever. It was hard to even think about the past now, except the few good things he used to keep desperately clutched to him.
Memories of his abuela. Life with his mom after his father died, before she got sick.
Not only had he gained two new sets of parents in Kimbra and Eve’s families, but Wynn’s ex-in-laws adopted Ivan as quickly as they’d adopted Meri and Ron. That wasn’t even counting the extended “family” surrounding them.
Ivan still felt the urge to cut. It wasn’t something that magically disappeared overnight just because he was getting laid on a regular basis.
Especially on the bad days.
Now, they had a code. When Ivan knew it was a bad day, he would text Ron as soon as possible with an SOS emoji, and then let him know approximately what time he’d be home.
Ron was always waiting for him.
Always.
Then Ron would hold him, tell Ivan how much he loved him, and then give him what he needed. Sometimes just a spanking.
Sometimes, he needed more than that, and would ask for a paddle or cane.
He could cry it out of his system, feeling truly purged in a way he never did before.
And Ron always let him wear the Thor’s hammer. Ivan didn’t want another one, even though Ron asked if he did.
This belonged to Ron and it always reminded Ivan of his strength, his steady, calm presence in Ivan’s life.
When it was their turn to step up, the clerk looked through their paperwork and started to type it into her terminal.
“Will you need change of name forms?” she asked.
“I will,” Ron said before Ivan could even think to answer. He smiled down at him. “I can’t wait to be Mr. Dr. Mercado. My parents threw me out. I don’t owe that name anything. Besides, you’re a doctor. It’d be hard for you to change everything. I’m going to hyphenate it to the end of mine for my certifications and stuff, but I’m yours.”
“I thought I was yours?” Ivan barely remembered not to call him Sir in front of the clerk.
Ron smiled. “You are. But this is to show the world it works both ways, baby.”
Three days later, it was the two of them with Kimbra and Eve, Meri, and Wynn back at the clerk’s office. It was actually Kimbra who married them in the small room off to the side.
And, in a surprise to Ivan, Ron produced not just wedding bands, but a lightweight stainless steel necklace with a clasp on it. Ron’s steady gaze pierced through him. “So you have something to put your wedding ring on when you need to take it off for work. Less chance of it getting lost.”
Fortunately, Meri and Wynn were taking pictures and video for them, because all Ivan could focus on was Ron.
Kimbra kept it short and simple, and when Ron slipped the wedding band onto Ivan’s finger, Ron then brought Ivan’s palm up to his lips and kissed it.
This happened fast, but all doubts about it had fled Ivan’s soul.
Nothing had ever felt right until Ron entered his life.
Everything about Ron and this and them felt right. Yeah, it scared him, but it scared him in good ways now.
 
* * * *
 
Ron barely knew what the hell he was saying. He just repeated what Kimbra told him to say.
All he cared about was that little band of metal now residing on his boy’s finger.
The man belonged to him, officially, legally. That was all Ron cared about.
He didn’t owe his parents jack shit, not the way they’d tossed him out. Of course he’d change his name to Mercado. Not like he needed to match Meri, anyway. Once she married Wynn, she’d be changing her name, too.
The Dutton kids finally finding the true love they’d sought.
“Can we take you out to dinner?” Kimbra asked when they all exited the county clerk’s office later.
“Another night, maybe.” Ron had been holding Ivan’s hand, and he gently squeezed, smiling at him. “We’re going to go home and play doctor.”
Everyone except Ivan groaned at the joke.
Ivan winked at him.
They were no sooner through the front door and had closed it behind them than Ron had Ivan pushed up against it, pulling at his clothes, hungrily devouring his mouth in a possessive kiss. Ivan was trying to help get Ron naked, too, and they left a trail of clothes behind them on their way to the bedroom.
Ron rolled on top of Ivan and reached for the tube of lube he’d left on the nightstand. “Want you inside me, baby,” Ron said as he slicked Ivan’s cock.
Wasn’t the first time his boy had fucked him, but he especially wanted it tonight. To show Ivan he meant it—that they belonged to each other.
This week had been a slew of good days on top of each other—fortunately—and it was only fitting to do this today.
Ron loved the way Ivan’s expression grew soft, needy, his lower lip clenched under his teeth as Ron slowly impaled himself a little at a time on Ivan’s cock. Bare tonight, and he was enjoying the sweet burn as his ass stretched and adjusted to Ivan’s cock.
Ron’s cock twitched with every bit of Ivan’s cock that sank deeper inside him. He leaned forward and pinned Ivan’s hands to the bed when he tried to reach for Ron’s cock and help him out.
“I’ll explode if you do that, baby. I’m in charge. You just lie back and enjoy it.”
The restraint only made Ivan needier, trying to flex his hips in time with Ron’s motions. Ivan had wanted Ron to start experimenting with bondage on him, but other than using leather cuffs sometimes, Ron was hesitant to do that with him. He worried about making him sore, especially his arms and hands. Ron worked with his hands, but Ivan’s hands were his work. He couldn’t be stiff or sore like that when he sometimes had to be in surgery for hours at a time and performing the most delicate of procedures.
Those sweet, soft hands closed around his. “I won’t last long, Sir.”
“I don’t need you to last long, baby. I just need you to put a load inside me.” When his ass met Ivan’s thighs, Ron held still for a moment, nearly giggling at the pitiful sounds Ivan made while Ron flexed and clenched his ass around the other man’s cock.
Except he was close, too.
He leaned in for a kiss, then nibbled his way down the side of Ivan’s neck, over his left pec, where he bit down hard.
His boy came unglued, the orgasm catching him by surprise and Ron mentally giggling as he milked it from him with his ass even as he bit and sucked on Ivan’s flesh.
Finally, he sat up. “Hands stay over your head.” Ivan still squirmed under him, though. Ron fisted his cock and started stroking. Pre-cum already leaked out, smeared between them. He reached down with his free hand and ran his thumb through it, then up to Ivan’s mouth.
He sucked Ron’s thumb like it was the man’s cock.
“Mine,” Ron gasped as his cock exploded. Cum splashed all over Ivan, over his abs and chest, over the old teeth marks and the fresh one.
As he caught his breath, he used both hands to fingerpaint it all over his boy, ending by drawing a heart over Ivan’s with it.
Ivan clasped his hand over Ron’s and sat up, hooking his other behind Ron’s neck and kissing him. “Yours, Sir,” he whispered. “Only yours. And you’re mine.”
Ron laid him back down on the bed, kissing him. “Only yours,” Ron whispered against his mouth. “Forever.”
 
* * * *
 
Ivan expected their move from Ron’s into Eve and Kimbra’s would take a while.
Except Lara was a realtor and managed to find them a buyer the day Ron listed his house.
Which kicked off a frantic frenzy of packing and moving.
Including one last fuck the night before they were making the big move over to Eve and Kimbra’s in what would soon not be their bedroom anymore.
“I know I haven’t lived here long,” Ivan said, “but I’m going to miss it. It’s the first place we made love.”
“Me, too,” Ron said. “But think of it this way—we’re going to have a big house pretty soon. New rooms to break in and make our own. The first place that’s ours. We’ll be the first ones living there.”
“I’ve never lived somewhere like that before.”
The thought of having a family of his own, a new house—these were things Ivan still struggled to pound through his brain, that they were really happening.
The struggle grew easier every day, though. Especially once they were living with Kimbra and Eve.
And every doctor appointment, he breathed a sigh of relief at the ultrasounds of their babies, who were growing right on schedule in perfect ways.
Their babies.
All of them had fallen into the pattern of referring to the babies as “theirs.” There was no biological distinction now between them as far as the four of them were concerned.
Ivan also understood now exactly how and why Leo and his pack could live together and co-parent the way they did.
Eve was having trouble deciding names, but Kimbra already knew what she wanted. “I want a mix,” she told Ivan. “Maybe Momma’s name and either your mom’s, or your grandmother’s maybe. Amaleeza Rosa?”
“Amalee Rose,” he said without thinking, then turned to Ron. “What do you think, Sir?”
“I love it,” Ron said. “It’s beautiful.”
“Me, too,” Eve said.
Kimbra smiled and pulled Ivan’s hand onto her tummy. “I think we have a winner,” she said. “Now if someone will get off her keister and make up her mind.” She arched an eyebrow at Eve, who blushed.
“I don’t make decisions fast. You know that.”
The other three of them burst into laughter.
“We know, baby girl,” Kimbra said. “We know.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
It was early on a Sunday morning, and Ivan had, as usual, slipped out of bed earlier than anyone else and went to make himself a cup of coffee. Outside it was storming, pouring rain and gusty winds from a frontal system blowing in off the Gulf and set to bring them rain and nasty weather all day. They were supposed to go over to the new house today to look around and check the progress, but that couldn’t happen with this weather.
He’d pulled on a pair of PJ bottoms when he got up, too. Maybe Eve and Kimbra were cool with him running around naked, but he wasn’t. Not in front of them.
If it was just him and Ron, sure.
The new house probably wouldn’t be ready until shortly after the babies were due, that much Ivan knew. But it would be nice having a private space of their own, their own coffeepot and small breakfast bar right there by their bedroom.
A little sitting room just off their bedroom where they could play without being heard from the kids’ bedrooms.
Once the kids were older and moving around on their own, they’d lose that privacy unless they locked the door.
Except Ivan wouldn’t mind that at all.
He was surprised to hear a bedroom door open while he was waiting for the pot to finish brewing. He stuck his head around the end of the kitchen counter to see a very exhausted-looking Kimbra waddling her way down the hall.
“You’re up early, ma’am.” He kissed her on the cheek, his hand automatically stroking her tummy through her T-shirt before she climbed onto one of the stools at the breakfast bar.
“I didn’t sleep good.” She winced. “I don’t feel good, either.”
Every vestige of sleep evaporated from his system. “Don’t feel good how?”
“My back, for starters, but that’s to be expected.”
“What else?”
“Headachy. Just…don’t feel good.” She wiggled her feet and hands. “And I’m blowing up like a damn balloon today.” Her hands and feet looked slightly swollen from yesterday, more so than what had been normal for her.
Her face looked puffy, too, which he didn’t like at all.
As if he was at work, Ivan departed and Dr. Mercado arrived. He grabbed his phone to use the timer to take her pulse, then retrieved the blood pressure cuff and stethoscope from the first-aid kit he’d put together for them.
He didn’t like what he found, taking it twice more before noting it on his phone.
“What?”
This man could take charge and stand up to Kimbra without trouble. “You’re not going to like this.”
“Like what?”
“We need to wake everyone up and get you to the hospital.”
“Why?”
“Because your BP’s up.”
“What does that mean?”
“It could mean nothing, or it could mean pre-eclampsia. We need to get you checked in and put under observation, just in case. I want them to run some labs to see for sure.”
“I just need coffee, Ivan. I’m going through caffeine withdrawals. And some breakfast.”
“No, that’ll raise your blood pressure even more. And you can have some sips of water, but I don’t want you eating anything yet.”
“Why not?”
“Because if they need to do something, it’s better if you haven’t had anything to eat. Like for the labs,” he fibbed. “They’ll want fasting numbers.”
He didn’t want to scare her yet with the possibility of a C-section.
She tried to give him “the look,” but he propped his hands on his hips and gave her his “doctor stare.”
Check and mate.
Kimbra blinked first, bursting into tears. “I’m scared. I haven’t felt good since late yesterday. I’m only thirty-one weeks!”
He stepped in to hug her. “Even more reason for us to go in and have you checked out. Everything might be fine. You might be egging Ron on tonight caning my ass for putting you through a scare over a false alarm. And I’ll gladly take every stroke you tell him to give me. But we can’t risk her or you.”
With an arm around her, he coaxed her off the stool and back down the hall. He rapped twice, hard, on their door as he passed, on his way to the master bedroom with Kimbra.
They’d reached Kimbra’s door when Ron opened their bedroom door and stuck his head out. “What’s going on?”
“Get dressed,” Ivan said. “We need to have Kimbra checked out.”
Twenty minutes later, they were piled into Ron’s car with the women in the back seat. Eve and Ivan both tried to comfort and calm Kimbra. Ron had already called the doctor, who’d meet them at the hospital.
“You are sooo lucky you don’t share a bed with me, Ivan!” Kimbra snarled. “I would have neutered you twenty times by now, if you did!”
Ivan glanced over at Ron, who was desperately trying to hide his smirk.
Unfortunately, Ivan’s own chill was quickly waning without anything for him to actually do at that moment. “Do you want me to call Momma and Papi for you?”
“Don’t you dare! I don’t need them freaking out just to find out I need coffee.” Kimbra shot him nearly lethal stink-eye.
Ivan had pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, but he’d had the forethought during his rush to leave the house to grab his work bag, in which he kept a change of clothes and his lab coat and employee ID. So when Ron pulled up to the ER entrance, Ivan pulled on the coat and strung his ID around his neck while he ran to grab a wheelchair for Kimbra.
He knew he wasn’t supposed to “treat” Kimbra, but he wasn’t above playing dirty to try to hasten the process of getting her admitted. Fortunately, the triage nurse knew him and waved them through to a bed while Eve stopped at the desk to do paperwork. Ron could join her after he parked the car.
“Make sure they get brought back here as soon as they finish paperwork,” Ivan told the triage nurse.
“Who are they?”
“My husband and Kimbra’s wife.” He turned, unable to contain his smile. “And Kimbra’s having my baby, so I’m going to exert a little physician’s privilege to make sure we all get to stay in here.”
“I’m not having this baby today, Ivan!” Kimbra groused.
He turned back to her while the nurse went to go fetch a fetal monitor. “You might be, honey. We need to get labs on you.”
An hour later, after blood and urine tests, and an ultrasound of the baby, the obstetrician stood at the end of Kimbra’s bed and wore an expression Ivan thought of as doctor-grim.
“I’ve already called and ordered an OR be readied,” he said. “You’re definitely in pre-eclampsia, and we need to deliver that baby now for both your sakes.”
Kimbra burst into tears again. “It’s too soon!”
“She’ll be a little small and need to spend at least a couple of weeks in the hospital, but I cannot risk her life or yours. She’s got really good odds in her favor at this point.”
“Can’t you give me something for it to treat it?”
“Yeah,” Ivan said. “A C-section.”
A nurse stepped in and said something to the obstetrician, and he nodded. “I’m going to go scrub in. They’ll come get you in a few minutes.”
Kimbra focused on Ivan and Ron stepped aside so Ivan could lean in and kiss her forehead. “Honey, this has to happen. Do you think I’d let them do something that wasn’t necessary?”
“But she’s so little!”
“I know.”
“Promise me you’ll stay in there.”
“We’re all going to stay in there with you. You’re in my dungeon now, ma’am.” He smiled. “But we need to call Momma and Papi and everyone and let them know what’s going on.”
Kimbra nodded.
Less than an hour later, the waiting room was over half full with people mostly there for them, including Walt and Holly, and Ivan had ducked out to his locker, changed into surgical scrubs, and was scrubbed in and gowned and standing in front of Kimbra, holding her hands as the anesthesiologist administered the epidural. They’d bring in Ron and Eve once Kimbra was on the table and right before they were ready to start.
He hated the fear in Kimbra’s eyes, wished it didn’t match what he felt but had such great experience hiding.
“You’re doing great, sweetie,” he said as her grip painfully tightened on his hands.
She squeezed her eyes closed, tears running down her cheeks as the man did his work. This was one area Ivan wasn’t as experienced in. His patients went to sleep on their backs, or were already out by the time he got to them, depending on the circumstances.
This was the first epidural he’d witnessed since rotations, and his first personally vested one.
Once they had Kimbra on her back, a nurse brought Eve and Ron in, both of them in gowns and masks.
Ivan didn’t want to watch the actual procedure. He stayed at Kimbra’s shoulder, looking down into her eyes and trying to keep her calm and focused on him. That’s why it surprised him just moments later when he heard a baby cry.
He looked up, his vision blurring for a moment as he blinked back tears. One of the nurses held her cradled in a surgical blanket. He knew they’d have to clean her up before he could hold her—if he could hold her yet—and evaluate her.
Still, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life.
His personal miracle.
The doctor’s gaze met his over his mask.“You want to come cut the cord, Dad?”
“Papa,” Eve, Ron, and Kimbra all said at once before they started laughing. “He’s Papa,” Kimbra added. “Ron’s Daddy.”
Ivan nodded and stepped around to take the scissors from the nurse.
The baby looked so tiny, not even three pounds, he was certain. He cut the cord and couldn’t help staring at her. “Hey, sweetheart. Welcome to the world.”
He started to return to Kimbra, but she shook her head. “Go stay with her. Don’t you dare leave her.”
He leaned in and nuzzled her forehead. “Love you, ma’am,” he whispered.
“Love you, too, boo. Now go keep an eye on our daughter.”
He could tell Ron was smiling from the way his eyes crinkled at the outsides. After leaning in for a quick nuzzle from him, and Eve, Ivan started to walk over to where the nurses and neonatologist were checking her out, then stopped and turned.
“What did you decide on the name, ma’am?”
“I like what you said. Amalee Rose. After Momma and your abuela. Amalee Rose Luzon Mercado.”
Mercado.
For a second he thought he was going to hyperventilate, then pulled himself together and stood just off to the side while they took care of his daughter.
My daughter!
 
* * * *
 
Ron kept a close eye on Ivan, knowing this was his work and, in a way, his area of expertise, even if a different specialty.
Still, Ivan was his boy, and he knew how emotional his boy was.
Especially right now.
At least getting time off from work won’t be a problem for me.
It felt like events were simultaneously moving at light speed and creeping along like frozen molasses. He and Eve both had taken pictures and video, and he knew he’d need to review all of it later, when he could focus.
“Seven,” he heard a woman call out.
He started to ask Ivan what that meant when Ivan turned and gave Ron a thumbs-up.
Ron kept a hand on Kimbra’s right shoulder while Eve hovered at her left, softly whispering to her. But his focus remained on Ivan, who stood off to the side, watching and talking to one of the nurses. A few minutes later, the neonatologist high-fived Ivan.
“Eight,” the doctor said.
“I want to see her,” Kimbra said.
He wasn’t sure if Kimbra was fully processing yet that the baby would be transported up to St. Pete to the NICU at All Children’s.
“They’ll bring her around so you can see her after I’m finished with you,” the obstetrician told Kimbra. “One dance partner at a time, counselor.”
“Go take a picture for me,” Kimbra told Ron. “Please?”
“Sure, honey.” Eve was running video, and Ron had the responsibility of taking still shots. He edged his way over to where they were working on her and handed his phone to Ivan.
Ivan stuck his arm in and snapped a couple of quick shots, but when he went to hand the phone off to Ron, Ivan leaned in to whisper to him.
“The Skyway’s closed because of the storms, and they can’t send a helicopter in this weather, either. They’re going to dispatch a transport ambulance in about an hour, when it’s safer for them to leave. St. Pete’s really getting hammered and she’s not critical enough to need immediate transport in a regular ambulance. Hopefully the bridge will be re-opened by then.”
That would…suck, the baby being up in St. Pete. But better than the alternative, one he didn’t want to contemplate.
Good luck them keeping Kimbra in a bed for the full recommended recovery time. She’d likely be trying to beg someone to drive her up as soon as she could feel her feet to walk.
Note to self, keep her phone confiscated so she can’t call an Uber.
Finally, they rolled the incubator over so Kimbra could see her. Kimbra started crying again as she reached over and touched the baby’s hand through the small, round access hole in the side.
“Hey, sweetheart. Happy birthday.”
Ivan knelt so he was eye level with Kimbra. “They’re going to transport her as soon as it’s safe to. It’s too stormy and windy right now. They don’t want to risk transporting in this weather.”
“You go with her, Ivan.” Ron heard the hard edge to Kimbra’s tone. “Don’t you dare leave her.”
“I will. But only if you promise me to listen to Ron and Eve and what the doctors tell you to do.”
“Fuck that,” Ron said. “I’m going to St. Pete with you.”
Eve patted Ron’s shoulder. “I’ll go lawyer on her ass and play sneaky—I’ll ask Momma and Papi to help me keep her in bed. I—” She stopped talking, a weird look on her face.
“What?” Ron asked. “What’s wrong?”
She looked down and the weird look turned to one of unmistakable horror as she focused on Ron again. “I think my water just broke.”
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Eve had tried to focus only on Kimbra and what was going on that morning. She knew the baby would have to spend weeks in the NICU at this stage, and had honestly thought it’d be her babies, Thing One and Thing Two, who’d wind up arriving early. That wasn’t uncommon with twins.
That’s why she’d ignored the uncomfortable contractions she’d been feeling all morning, attributing it to stress, or just slightly stronger Braxton Hicks contractions than she’d been experiencing.
But as she stood there with warm fluid gushing down her legs, she struggled to remain calm and not start crying.
Over the top of his mask, Ivan’s eyes widened. “What?”
The obstetrician turned from where he’d been talking to the neonatologist. “What?”
She nodded. “My water just broke. I’ve been having contractions all morning.”
“Why didn’t you tell us that before?” Ivan asked.
“I was too worried about Kimbra.”
“Okay, so we’re doing another C-section,” the OB said. “I don’t want to put them through the trauma of a birth at this stage.”
Eve burst into tears.
Kimbra reached for her hand and squeezed. “It’ll be okay, baby girl. Let the boys take care of you.”
A flurry of motion seemed to take place all at once, Ivan and Ron and the delivery team jumping into action. Kimbra was moved into recovery, where the men brought her parents and Eve’s in to stay with her, while they turned around and scrubbed in again so they could be there for Eve.
Ron stood off to the side while Ivan stood in front of her and held her hands for the epidural. Not once did his gaze leave hers as he softly talked her through it, kept her focus on him and not on the agonizing worry now pulsing through her.
When they laid her back on the table and started prepping, Ivan never left her side, reminding her to breathe.
“This is a helluva way to try to get a two-fer discount, counselor,” the doctor joked when he rejoined them. “So for your information, yes, I’ll discount my fee today. Although I do appreciate not having more than one Sunday interrupted by you and yours.”
“I was going to ask for a friends and family discount,” Ivan joked, still looking at Eve, the outer edges of his eyes crinkling over his mask.
“Ivan, maybe you should think about changing your specialty to obstetrics. You’re certainly getting enough experience today.”
“I’m good, Paul.” He winked at Eve. “I don’t think I’ll be going through this again.”
“Are they going to be okay?” she asked Ivan.
“Shh. I need you to calm down, sweetheart. I need you to breathe for me.”
She really liked this side of Ivan. Calm, controlled, sounding sure of himself in the good way. She’d never got to see him at work, only hints of Dr. Mercado when they were at their doctor appointments.
Poor Ron looked like he was two breaths from being freaked out, no matter how chill he was trying to pretend to be. Ivan, on the other hand, no longer reminded her of a terrified kid. He sounded confident. Comforting.
He leaned in close. “Breathe for me, sweetheart.” He glanced up at the monitors she was hooked to. “Your pulse is up and your O2 is down. I need you to take some long, slow, deep breaths for me, okay?”
One of the nursing assistants had been brought into play to help with video and pictures while Ron and Ivan tried to keep Eve calm.
“Did you pick out names yet, sweetie?” Ron asked.
“How about Stormy and Windy?” Ivan joked.
Eve struggled not to cry. “I don’t know! I can’t even name them yet. I couldn’t make up my mind.” She looked up at Ron. “You name them. Whatever you name them is fine.”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I kinda like Stormy and Windy.”
“Besides that.”
“Uno and Dos?” Ivan teased.
“Don’t let him name them,” she said to Ron. “Please.”
 
* * * *
 
Ron had, after consulting with Kimbra months earlier, tried to stay neutral on the names decision. Eve wanted to decide…
But she couldn’t.
He knew some of her favorites, and honestly? He didn’t care what they named the babies, as long as it was something they wouldn’t catch hell for in school.
“Okay, sweetheart. I’ll name them.”
“Not matching names, either. I’ll kill you.”
A cry broke through the room. “There’s Baby Girl One, Daddy. You want to do the honors?”
His vision blurred. “Yeah.” He cut the cord then returned to Eve’s side to await the second delivery.
Once both babies were delivered, he left Ivan with Eve and stood watching as they tended to his daughters. It felt…surreal.
Yeah, they’d known Eve had a greater risk of delivering early because of the twins, but he still thought it’d be later than this.
Am I really ready for this?
He waved Ivan over. “I’ll stay with Eve. You need to be here to speak doctor to them.” He took a picture with his phone of each one then leaned in to whisper in Ivan’s ear. “You name them, boy. That’s an order.”
Ivan jerked, startled, his eyes wide as he stared up at Ron.
Ron nodded and returned to Eve’s side.
Twenty minutes later, both babies were safely tucked in incubators, but a week made a difference in development and they were rushed out to join their other baby in waiting for the ambulance, Ivan going with them.
They were all in recovery, Kimbra and Eve’s beds next to each other, when Ivan returned. He’d changed into street clothes and had his bag slung over his shoulder, although he wore a lab coat and his name badge. “They’re stable. The ambulances are on the way from St. Pete. The Skyway reopened.”
“You go,” Ron said. “I’ll follow.”
Kimbra looked groggy, exhausted, the pain meds they’d given her via IV now fully kicking in. “You need to run home and get clothes, boo. And a phone charger.”
“I have clothes in my go-bag in the car,” Ron said. “And my phone charger.”
“For me.”
“You’re not coming,” Ron said. “Your butt is staying here, both of you, until they release you in a day or two.”
“Don’t worry,” Amaleeza said. “Between me and Olive, we’ll sit on them if we have to.”
Ivan stepped in close and dropped his voice as he talked to Kimbra, so low Ron and the others couldn’t hear. Finally, she tearfully nodded, and he kissed her forehead.
“Now, we’re going to go wait with the babies,” Ivan told them. “I expect both of you to be model patients. I will hear about it if you give them any hassles.”
Ron noticed with relief that both women nodded.
Ivan held Ron’s hand as he led him down a series of hallways. They both now wore medical bands for all three babies. “What’d you do back there?”
“What?”
“Did you go Dom on Kimbra or something?”
Ivan smiled. “No, I did one better. I went doctor.”
“I think I like this side of you, boy. It’s sexy.”
Ivan smiled up at him. “Then prepare to spend the next twenty-four hours or so horned up like crazy.” His smile faded. “I think they’ll be okay, but I can’t promise you or them that they won’t have complications. There’s still a lot of tests to do. And they’ll probably need to be on oxygen. At least Etta and Livia will.”
Ron stopped him. “Etta and Livia?”
Ivan smiled. “After Wynn’s mom and Eve’s mom. A little different, like we did for Kimbra’s mom.” They all referred to Wynn’s ex-mother-in-law Loretta as his “mom,” especially since she’d adopted all of them, too. “Etta Lara Cannon Mercado, and Livia Meredith Cannon Mercado.”
“That’s…that’s beautiful.” The tears caught him by surprise, and Ivan pulled him in for a hug. “That’s perfect. Thank you.”
 
* * * *
 
The next several days passed in a blur to Ron. It took Ivan getting downright stern over the phone the next morning with Kimbra to force her and Eve to not check themselves out of the hospital early.
The grandparents took turns driving up to see the babies. Ron, Ivan, Kimbra, and Eve had one double room at the Ronald McDonald House next to the hospital, where they slept in shifts, including the grandparents, who took turns when the four parents needed to return to work and couldn’t be there during the day.
All three babies developed on track, with Amalee the first to be discharged after four weeks, and Etta and Livia after six.
That first night home, once they’d managed to get all the grandparents to leave, the four of them lay stretched out on sofas or the floor in the living room as all three babies slept on a quilt.
“I can’t believe they’re all finally here,” Eve said.
Ivan lay on the floor next to the quilt, staring at their three baby girls. “Me, either.”
“You did good, boy,” Kimbra told him. “We’re all proud of you. We know how hard this has been on you.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” He brushed at his eyes, a move Ron didn’t miss from where he lay on the other side of the quilt, able to see Ivan’s face.
Ron had kept as close an eye on Ivan as he could over the past several weeks. Sometimes, between work and sleeping, they barely had ten minutes together during a day. It was impossible for Ron to spank him at their temporary housing up there. He’d had to resort to biting and pinching to help Ivan out when he needed relief during their stolen moments together.
He’d even offered to let Ivan cut if he wanted to, as long as he only did it with him present, but Ivan had declined that option.
He only wanted his Sir’s marks.
Ron knew it was progress, even if Ivan wasn’t processing that right then.
Ivan had only allowed his mask to slip around them. If the grandparents or friends or others were there, they saw the Dr. Mercado half of him.
Not the boy who just wanted to curl up and do nothing but watch his babies sleep.
The third bedroom was only a temporary nursery, because they’d be moving to the other house as soon as possible. The contractor had made a lot of progress over the past several weeks, and estimated they’d be able to move in in about six weeks.
“Why don’t you two go to bed?” Kimbra said. “We’ve got this. I think there’s a boy who needs a decompression spanking.”
Ron stood and rounded the quilt, holding out a hand to Ivan.
Before Ivan took it, though, he leaned in and kissed each baby on the top of their heads. “Papa loves you,” he said, nearly making Ron bawl right there.
If Ron had ovaries, they’d be exploding.
He led Ivan down the hall to their bedroom. With the door safely closed behind them, he pulled Ivan into his arms. “There’s my sweet boy.” He wouldn’t let Ivan do a thing as he stripped him, kneeling in front of him to worship his cock once he was naked.
“Sir, I—”
Ron cupped his ass in his hands and held him in place, sucking the first orgasm out of him, knowing his boy would have energy for a second one after the spanking he was going to give him.
“That’s a reward,” Ron said once he stood and kissed Ivan. “You more than earned it.” Neither of them had the time or energy to masturbate over the past several weeks, either working, driving, taking care of babies, or sleeping.
It’d been all Ron could do to keep track and make sure Ivan had been eating at least two meals a day.
Ron stripped and sat on the edge of the bed, patting his lap. “Let’s do this.”
“Don’t you want me to take care of you first, Sir?”
“No, because I’m exhausted and want my one to count.”
It was a quick, hard spanking, followed by Ivan riding him while Ron jerked him off. Less than thirty minutes later, they’d cleaned up and lay snuggled in bed together.
“Can we paint our bedroom blue, Sir?”
It was a decision he’d left to Ivan, but he hadn’t settled on a color yet. “Sure. As long as it’s not a dark blue. Don’t want it to feel like a cave.”
“No, Sir. Light blue.” He stared up at Ron, and he got it.
“Like at the Toucan.”
Ivan smiled and nodded.
He nuzzled his boy’s nose. “I think that’s perfect, baby. Whatever you want.”
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
A few months later…
 
The single king room had blue walls, Ivan was glad to see. Like some sort of omen, a sign. It’d been a long time since he’d been here, and unlocking the room door to see it was blue just sort of…
Perfect.
It soothed him.
He filled the cup with ice and poured soda over it, waiting for the fizz to go down before topping it off and returning the two-liter bottle to the room’s fridge.
After tucking the room card key into his electric green Speedo, he carried his cup out, making sure the door locked behind him. He stood on the second-floor breezeway overlooking the Toucan’s pool courtyard and scanned the courtyard for a moment, searching. As he did, he reached up, an unconscious habit now, and played with the Thor’s hammer amulet around his neck.
The late Friday party was already in full swing this weekend, the music up and the revelers in full party mode. Ivan let the beat wash over him and made his way downstairs.
Inside his suit, his cock hardened. He couldn’t help it. Anticipation swirled through him, the old and new mixing and merging. How many times had he made this exact journey in the past? He couldn’t recall, and wasn’t sure he really wanted to.
Tonight was the first time he’d been here in what felt like forever, and he had an itch to scratch.
He scanned the courtyard, the modern bar up at the front, near the entrance to the main office and made up of glass blocks lit by multi-colored LED lights. The gaggle of Tops over by the smoking area and the entrance that led to the leather bar and where they held the drag queen shows.
Nothing.
Nothing he was looking for, anyway, despite the guys he sensed trying to catch his eye, the wolf-whistles, the winks and blown kisses tossed his way.
Ivan now had a definite…type. And he wouldn’t be happy until he found a guy who totally met the bill.
Not finding what he was looking for, he sipped his drink and slowly crossed the courtyard, heading toward the tiki bar. In the deepening shadows of the overhang there, he sized up the men sitting at the high tops and the bar, most of the latter who sat with their backs to him, their focus on the hockey game on the TVs over the bar.
Ivan circled around, to approach from the far end and better catch someone’s eye. The third guy from the end, a tall, hunky blond, shirtless and broad-shouldered.
Yeah.
The blue eyes locked onto him, hungry, following his progress, the owner swinging around on his stool as Ivan stopped in front of him and blew him a kiss. Then Ivan took a sip of his drink and licked his lips.
“Hellooo, Daddy. What’s someone like you doing in a place like this?”
The man smiled and leaned back, sipping his drink. “Hey, there, Papa.” He spread his thighs and Ivan accepted the invite, stepping in close between them. “Aren’t you adorable?” the hunk noted, looking him up and down.
“I could be a lot more adorable.” Ivan rested his left hand on the man’s thigh.
The man’s finger traced the wedding band on Ivan’s ring finger. “Looks like you’re taken, hon.”
“I am.” He smiled. “Married to a very hot and hunky territorial Viking who has the axes and swords to prove it.”
The man’s blue gaze narrowed, his own wedding band flashing in the tiki bar’s lights as he took another sip of his drink. “Hot and hunky territorial Viking, huh? Tell me why I should risk getting my balls handed to me.”
Ivan leaned in, pressing between the other man’s thighs and feeling the man’s cock harden in his shorts. “You can spank my ass as hard as you want before you fuck me.”
“Mmm.” The man laid his hand over Ivan’s on the guy’s thigh. “Keep talking.”
“Ivan?”
At the sound of his name, he whirled around, instinctively pressing back against the man at the bar for safety. In front of him stood Porter.
“Um, hey.” Now Ivan felt incredibly naked and exposed. Which was ironic, considering he’d once asked Porter to spank him and then had one of the better fucks of his life with the man.
The man at the bar had set his drink down and reached around Ivan with his left arm, finding Ivan’s left hand and lacing fingers with him.
“How are you?” Porter asked. “Haven’t seen you around in months. You doing okay?”
Ivan could practically read the man’s mind. Simultaneously, Ivan felt shitty that he couldn’t be more for the nice guy, and a slight jolt that the fingers laced through his were now gently but insistently squeezing, asking a silent question, wanting to know if he should take over or not.
“I…I’m good. Sorry, it’s been crazy.” He laughed. “Really crazy. Good crazy. This is my husband, Ron. Ron, this is Porter.”
Ron reached out with his right hand, around Ivan, to shake with the man. “Hi, nice to meet you. Ron Mercado.” He chuckled. “Or Mr. Dr. Mercado, as our friends sometimes call me.”
Ivan didn’t fail to notice that, with his left arm, Ron was holding Ivan’s body pressed even closer to him now. Ron’s hard cock rubbed against Ivan’s lower back through their clothes.
Yes, technically the Speedo counted as clothing.
Barely.
“Congratulations to you both,” Porter said.
“Thanks,” Ron said, taking over. “Kind of caught us both by surprise.”
“How’d you meet?”
Ivan and Ron both burst out laughing, but Ivan let him answer. “We got two wives pregnant.”
The stool next to Ron’s became vacant, and Porter settled onto it as Ron told him the story. When Ron finished, at least Porter didn’t look quite so…disappointed.
Ivan couldn’t blame him. Who’d willingly walk into that kind of tangled situation as collateral damage? The man had dodged a bullet he hadn’t even known was fired at the time.
Even more reason Ivan was glad he hadn’t taken Porter up on his open-ended offer for more. It would have doubly sucked falling for Ron while entangled with Porter.
At least this way, it was slightly more tidy.
“Wow,” Porter said. “That’s…crazy.”
“Tell us about it,” Ron said. “So this is our weekend off. We make sure each couple gets a break together at least once a month. We haven’t really had alone-alone time since before the kids were born, so Kimbra made us a reservation here for the weekend and basically kicked us out the door. Told us to come have fun.”
“How old are they now?”
“Five months,” Ron said. “Three months post-due dates. But all three of them are healthy and happy and the pediatrician said they all look like they’re on track to have no lasting effects from being born early.”
Before Ivan knew it, Ron had whipped out his cell phone from his back pocket and was showing Porter pictures.
He was fucking adorable, that hunky Viking husband of his.
When Ron finished showing the guy about ten gazillion photos of the babies, he surprised Ivan. “Have you had dinner yet? Let us buy you dinner, please?”
Porter smiled. “Sure. Thanks, I appreciate that.”
Ron patted Ivan on the ass and leaned in for a kiss. “Go throw on a pair of shorts and shirt, and bring me a shirt, please.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Ivan didn’t need to be told twice and hurried off to do it.
 
* * * *
 
Ron waited until Ivan was safely out of the tiki bar to slip his phone back into his pocket. Then he offered the other man his hand again. “Thank you, by the way.”
Porter shook with him. “You’re welcome. For what?”
“When we first got together, he told me about you. About the evening you spent together. You have no idea how much it helped him at the time. I won’t get into details why, but I appreciate it. That’s why I want to buy you dinner. It’s the least I can do.”
The guy seemed to be appraising him. “You’re not jealous?”
“Why would I be jealous? You helped my boy—although he wasn’t mine then. That’d be like me being jealous because he slept with my best friend before he and I were together, or him being jealous of Eve for us sleeping together before I met him.”
“That is, no offense, a crazy fucking situation.”
“Yeah, you ain’t kidding. Finally got moved into the new house together. Now we’re all able to relax and enjoy being a family.”
Ron took another sip of his drink, a very weak rum and Coke, ordered that way on purpose, and the only alcohol he’d have tonight. Ivan wasn’t allowed to have any alcohol this weekend, just in case something came up and they had to hurry home unexpectedly. Ron wanted one of them completely sober to drive.
“You ever get down to Sarasota?” Ron asked.
“Why?”
“We’re members of a munch group there, and a BDSM club. Venture. They’ve got a wicked-good group of matchmakers there. Excellent track record. If you’re ever tired of looking, we’ll hook you up with them, introduce you around, and let them try to find you a special someone.”
Ron watched as the guy glanced at the TV, then down to his hands, which lay clasped on the bar. “Lakeland isn’t exactly full of hot gay subbie guys. I’ve heard about Venture before but I’ve never had a chance to go.”
Ron pulled his wallet out and handed the guy a business card after borrowing a pen from the bartender to write his personal cell number on the back. “I mean it. No bullshit. I’m sure Kimbra and Eve would love to introduce you around to their friends, too.”
Porter studied the card for a moment before tucking it into his own wallet. “Thanks. I might take you up on that.”
Ron patted him on the shoulder and leaned in, dropping his voice. “I love him, and I know he loves me. We have three beautiful babies together, and I’m the luckiest guy on the face of the planet. But I’m not kidding when I say you shouldn’t envy me too much. I happen to be a fixer, personality-wise, soo…” He shrugged. “It worked for us in this case, where it might not have worked for him with someone else.”
“This have to do with the scars I saw on his legs that night?” He finally met Ron’s gaze again.
Ron nodded. “Yeah.”
“Is he safe now?”
Ron nodded again. “Yeah. He’s in a much better place now. He’s finally healing, inside and out.”
Porter slowly nodded. “I had a friend who was a cutter. He had a lot of childhood trauma he never worked through. He ended up killing himself a few years ago. Ivan reminded me a lot of him.” He sadly smiled. “I’m glad he found you.”
“Me, too.”
“I’ve been worried about him. Always kept an eye out for him when I came here. I didn’t want to harass him through e-mail, but he never replied after our first exchange, and when I sent the follow-up, I didn’t want to keep after him if he was done.”
“Literally the Monday after he met you, Kimbra tracked him down and told him she was pregnant. He and I met that Tuesday. He’s been with me ever since. As soon as I saw his legs…”
Ron realized he was saying too much. “He’s safe, and he’s happier now than he’s ever been in his life. Not just because of me, but because of our kids, and Eve and Kimbra and their families. He’s done a lot of hard work for himself. He finally has a healthy life and a reason to focus outward and on the future, instead of inside and on the past.”
Porter sadly smiled. “Good. I’m genuinely happy for both of you.”
They chatted about BDSM and other stuff, until Ivan returned a few minutes later. He’d donned denim shorts and a pullover shirt, and brought Ron a T-shirt.
Ron thought Ivan looked even more adorable than he had in the Speedo. He held hands with him for the walk across the courtyard to the restaurant, where they ate on the patio.
By the time they finished dinner, Ron knew he liked Porter and hoped they could find someone to hook him up with. He felt he owed the guy, even though he knew the man wouldn’t feel that way.
Such a close call. Ivan could have already been taken by this guy by the time he’d met Ivan.
Except while Ron didn’t mind chatting, he also couldn’t wait to get his boy back to their room and fuck his brains out.
The original plan had been for them to flirt and pretend they’d just met, let Ivan try to pick him up, convince him to go back to the room, where they’d play a while, then order a pizza or something to be delivered so they didn’t have to leave the room. Ron had wanted a happy ending for Ivan—literally and metaphorically—a good memory to replace all those other ones in his brain about the Toucan.
Then Porter had shown up and fubared the plan. Except Ron didn’t begrudge that. He was glad he could finally put a face to the name and the story.
He’d always feel gratitude toward Porter for taking good care of his boy that night, even before Ivan was actually his.
Once they said their good-nights to Porter and headed upstairs, Ron led the way, holding Ivan’s hand. “I know someone who needs a good spanking and fucking tonight.”
Ivan playfully batted his eyelashes at Ron. “I can’t imagine who, Daddy.” Ron’s cock, which had softened a little during dinner, rose up and said howdy, now throbbing and hard and ready to be taken out and played with.
Ron stopped and pulled Ivan in for a kiss, pressing Ivan’s hand to the front of his own shorts to show him. “That is so fucking dirty and sexy, all at the same time. How do you manage to do that to me just by calling me that?”
“Well, I kinda have the whole playing doctor thing down pretty good already. I figured it was time to branch out into other sexiness.” He grinned.
Ron smacked his ass and smiled. “Come on, Doctor. I think I have a boy in desperate need of a prostate exam.”
 
* * * *
 
Dinner with Porter had been fun, but Ivan wanted his alone time with Ron. Time where they didn’t have to be Daddy and Papa, and could be Sir and his boy.
Time alone to get as loud and dirty as they wanted with each other.
Although with the kids at this age, it was actually the easiest time to sneak in fun around them and their schedule. It’d be as their daughters grew older that they wouldn’t be able to take weekends off like this.
Another reason Kimbra had kicked them out the door tonight.
“Stop thinking about the kids,” Ron gently chastised as their room door swung shut behind them and he threw the safety bar and deadbolt.
Ivan turned. “What?”
He wore that adorable, sexy smirk that could always coax interest out of Ivan’s cock. Except tonight it was more than mere interest, it was like his cock had a hotline directly to Ron’s brain and was already anticipating what was going to happen and begging for it to get started already.
“You’re thinking about the kids. This is us time, babe.” He pulled Ivan into his arms.
“I don’t want to miss any time with them.”
“You’re not. We’re not. We need this time together, alone. It’s healthy. That’s why next weekend it’s Kimbra and Eve’s turn.” Eve had given up trying to breastfeed and the twins were now on formula. Kimbra had been pumping and freezing breast milk, but they were also supplementing with formula, so it was all good.
Ron’s hands settled on Ivan’s ass and he used that grip to grind his hips against the other man. “You’re an absolutely fantastic dad. We’re allowed to be a married couple every so often without feeling guilty about it.”
Kimbra had actually been feeling guilty that she’d been so busy with court cases lately, after another spate of DNA testing that’d been performed on old cases, and clients she was working to exonerate based on that new evidence. She and Eve both had been looking forward to putting cases and work aside this weekend and focusing on being moms.
Before Ivan could even react, Ron had scooped him up and tossed him onto the bed, pouncing on him and pinning him down.
“Brain disengaged. Now.” Ron slanted his lips over Ivan’s, the long, hard kiss shoving in the mental clutch so Ivan’s brain could freewheel for a few moments. Grinding against Ivan, Ron knew exactly what buttons to push.
It shocked Ivan to think how far he’d come since the night he’d approached Kimbra and changed his world forever, even though he hadn’t realized it at the time.
If he hadn’t, he never would have met Ron, or Eve, or their families, or—
Ron reached between Ivan’s thighs and cupped his hand around Ivan’s cock and balls. “You are wearing way too many clothes for a man who wants to get fucked, baby.”
“You’re the one who threw me onto the bed, Sir.”
Ron smirked. “Get naked.” He sat up and stripped off his T-shirt.
Moments later, they were both naked, except for their wedding rings and the Thor’s hammer amulet Ivan wore, and Ron was slowly working a lubed dildo into Ivan’s ass. Ivan knew what else was on the menu, because he’d asked Ron if they could try it.
A few weeks earlier, Ivan had been perusing a sex toy site—which catered to gay men and had great preview videos—and an idea had made his cock stand up and beg. The idea had first crossed his mind one night at a party at Cali, Max, and Sean’s house, while watching Justin and his Sirs playing together.
Ivan had no interest in being shared, or inviting another guy into their bed. Fortunately, neither did Ron.
That didn’t mean there weren’t…fantasies floating around in Ivan’s brain.
Including what it might feel like.
Ron, being the obliging sadist he was, had quickly added to their sex toy collection and had been working Ivan up with larger butt plugs and dildos, with this night being the goal.
Dubbed the “gangless bang” by the unrepentantly puntacular sadist, Ivan had been looking forward to their original plan of him “seducing” Ron up to their room, while Ron promised Ivan that he’d bring some of his “friends” to the party.
Friends he could guarantee were neg and would obey any and all safewords, as well as stay hard all night long, and he could even fuck them raw, if he wanted, with no fear.
Okay, sure, it was corny as hell, but Ivan hadn’t exactly had a lot of experience in this area, and developing the fantasy had turned his crank. And Ron’s.
Right now, Ron was deviously fucking Ivan with the large dildo, which was a little larger than Ron’s cock. As horny as Ivan was, he knew it wouldn’t take Ron long to loosen him up.
Especially when Ron slowly started blowing him, just the head of Ivan’s cock inside his mouth.
Ron held up one of the toys, a small dildo, and arched an eyebrow at Ivan, who nodded.
Ron held it upright, on Ivan’s abs, and slowly “walked” it up Ivan’s body.
Ron lifted his mouth from Ivan’s cock. “Say hello to my leetle friend.”
Ivan burst out laughing.
 
* * * *
 
Ron thought the smile might be permanently etched on his own face as he watched Ivan laughing. So many miles from the sad, fragile man he’d first met, Ivan’s deep, rolling laughter made Ron’s cock throb and beg to be buried inside his boy.
That was kind of the plan anyway, right?
Except Ron loved making him laugh, loved every smile and playful eye-roll he coaxed from his boy.
Didn’t take a single damn one of them for granted, either.
He pulled the big dildo out and set it aside on a towel. Then he slathered his own cock, and the small dildo, with lube.
He was going to breed his boy right tonight.
The little dildo first, which Ivan could barely even feel. Wasn’t much bigger than two fingers. Then Ron lined his cock up on top of the dildo and watched Ivan’s face as he pressed for entrance.
“Grab your cock for me,” Ron ordered. “Do not come though.”
Ivan fisted his cock and slowly stroked as Ron worked his cock into Ivan’s ass. It felt weird in a good way feeling the toy gliding along the underside of his own cock, and made for a tight squeeze around his cock.
With the toy and his own cock fully seated inside Ivan, Ron paused and took a deep breath. Holding his own nut back would be tougher than he thought. Ivan looked so fucking sexy, deep in subspace already and staring up at him with a hooded gaze while making sweet, needy sounds as he slowly stroked his cock.
Only when Ron was sure Ivan was all-in on that one—marked by how he rocked his hips in time with Ron’s thrusts and desperately started begging for more—did Ron remove the dildo and grab another.
“Now this is Dick,” Ron said as he held the jelly dildo up and made it shake. “He don’t fuck around.”
Ivan’s eyes widened before he burst out laughing again. Ron quickly lubed that dildo and started working it into Ivan’s ass, along the underside of Ron’s cock.
Laughter quickly turned to moans. Ivan started stroking his cock harder and Ron could feel the man’s ass pulsing around his cock as space quickly grew tight again. Once that was seated inside him, Ron leaned forward and kissed him.
“How’s my boy?”
Ivan forced his eyes open and the helpless desperation there nearly made Ron’s cock explode. Ivan nodded.
Ron braced himself on one elbow and reached down to hold the dildo in place as he fucked Ivan. “You can come, baby, but try to make it last a little. This is fucking hot.”
 
* * * *
 
As Ivan’s ass grew used to the new intrusion, he had to admit yeah, it was damned hot.
Ron’s blue gaze drilled through his soul, pinning him in place.
He was going to spend the rest of his life with this man—he absolutely knew that without any doubt.
Slowly fisting his cock, Ivan tried to hold back despite how good this felt. The toy pressed Ron’s cock against Ivan’s prostate with every stroke. Even without jerking his cock he might be able to come like this.
“Okay, baby,” Ron said. “I’m close. Get it while you can.”
Ivan pumped faster, harder, concentrating his strokes on the head of his cock while focusing his gaze on Ron’s.
“That’s it, baby,” Ron whispered as he fucked him. “Give it all to me.”
There was that momentary struggle as his body tried to hold on and ride that high for a moment longer before he tipped over into an orgasm. This one felt more intense than most, his ass clamping down on Ron and the toy and making Ivan cry out from how strong it felt.
“That’s it.” Ron pulled out all the stops and drove his cock into him several more times before his body tensed and he groaned. “Fuck yeah.” He removed the toy and dropped it on the towel, but didn’t pull out. He kissed Ivan, caging him with his body now, gentle nips and nuzzles against his lips, loving teases.
“My beautiful boy,” Ron whispered. “Do you know how much I love you?”
“I never thought it was possible to love like this. To feel so…happy.”
Ron nuzzled noses with him. “Let’s see how happy you are when we have three teenaged girls all PMSing at the same time.”
“That’s when Eve and I stand back and let you and Kimbra take the incoming fire.”
Ron snorted. “Gonna hide behind the big, bad Viking daddy, huh?”
“Yeah, because how else am I gonna have your back, Sir? I’ll always have your back.”
“Even when I make horrible dildo puns?”
Ivan nipped Ron’s bottom lip, lightly sucking on it. “Well, I am a masochist.”
“I’ve created a monster.”
“And yet you still love me.”
Ron’s smile lit every last nook and cranny in Ivan’s soul, chasing away all shadows. “Damn right, I do.”
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