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Sometimes you have to stand in the light; otherwise, you wither in the dark.









  
  
The Doctor’s Training Trilogy is dedicated to everyone in the world who defies conventions. It is dedicated to those who take the chance to be themselves in a world that demands compliance with norms. We dedicate this book to everyone in the queer, BDSM lifestyler/kinkster, geek/nerd, neurodivergent, pagan, artistic, writing, transgender communities, and any other community that dares to defy the “norms.” Nothing takes more courage than to stand up and be yourself when those around us demand that we conform.


We refuse to conform. We refuse to comply. We are beautiful and unique. We are never going to go away, and we are going to change the world.













  
  
Playlist




Check out the playlist for Doctor's Training! You'll find songs that inspired me to write these books, and the songs that I feel like go along with the characters and their lives the best. Check it often, ads I'm always adding new things to it as I find them! 
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As always, I list the major triggers of the book here. I hope that you take them seriously, because these triggers are generally highly detailed, and you have to keep yourself safe. Please don't read this book if any of the following bother you or if you don't think you can handle reading about it. Note that none of these triggers are treated as romanticized, and none are perpetrated by the protagonists of the story. 


      [image: ]Rape/Non-Consensual Sexual Contact
Non-Consensual Bondage
Non-Consensual Drug Use
Kidnapping
Gun Violence
BDSM
Graphic Sexual Content
Group Sex
Public Sexual Acts
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PTSD and Therapy
Mental Illness









  
  
Introduction




Strange, isn't it? When you finish something that has been in development for years, you would think it's a sense of relief. Pride. Happiness. 

Stronger, though, is a feeling of emptiness or sadness that the story has ended. The characters won't be seen again, and everything is wrapped up with a nice bow. There's a happily ever after, and the reader can move on with their life and so can the writer.

That's not the case here. The Doctor's Training trilogy is only the beginning of an expansive universe called the Healing Bonds universe. Under this universe, there are three different series. Chains of Fate, which is the series Doctor's Training takes place in, takes place in St. Louis, Missouri. Around the same time that this series is going, another series is happening, Joe Town Bound, which takes place in the city of St. Joseph, Missouri. Finally, the last series, Silken Bonds, takes place in Santa Cruz, California. You may be asking, why are these all in the same universe? I can't give all the details, of course, spoilers, you know. I can tell you that this universe has an overarching plot and theme running through it that connects are three together. 

As far as Chains of Fate, while the books that follow this trilogy are technically stand alone novels, they're really meant to be read in order because each one features a link to the characters in this first trilogy. You may see characters have cameos just for a moment, or they may be intricately involved with the plot. You'll get peeks in the world as time passes for Kieran and his polycule, and the rest of the family and friends they've met along the way. Each book in Chains of Fate (and the other two series) will end on a happy for now note. Joe Town Bound and Silken Bonds will take place concurrently with the books in Chains of Fate, and all of them will release throughout each other's timelines. They all start after Doctor's Training ends, however.

So, if you're in the mood to see more of the characters from this trilogy, check out the books that follow. You'll see different ways the stories interconnect and the way these characters shape the world they live in. 

Thank you for taking a chance and reading this book. It means everything to Kenyon and me. We write for you, of course, and what we write isn't for everyone. And that's okay. If it isn't your cup of tea, pass it up. If the trigger warnings bother you, pass it up then, too. These books have darkness in them, but there is light at the end.

Happy reading!
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Chapter One


The Doctor and the Hospital





Dr. Kieran Sung sat at his desk with a look of frustration across his dark brows. He was in a confrontation with his new patient’s frustrated and distraught parent. She was causing the comfortable location of his office to become decidedly uncomfortable. He shifted in the oversized chair behind his desk, flinching as it made an awful squeaking noise. His nose wrinkled as it made a puff of air from the cushions exuded the smell of leather. The chair was well over three years old, yet it still had that new leather smell. He tolerated it, even enjoyed the scent in small doses, but the creaking sound the stiff material made was why he rarely sat in it. It also had the unfortunate effect of making him look even smaller than he already was, and he seriously considered asking to have the thing replaced with a smaller one made of cloth. A second person could easily sit beside him due to his thin, diminutive stature. 

Kieran took slow, steady breaths, attempting to keep the atmosphere of anxiety from overwhelming him. He glanced at the two large windows in the corner of the room, which looked out onto the busy streets around him. St. Louis was known for having much of the medical community based on North and South New Ballas Road. McKellar Hospital was one of the many hospitals and medical facilities along the northernmost portion. His office sat at the northeast corner of the medium-sized private hospital. From here, he could see the main road on the far-left side, which was already busy with lunchtime traffic. Directly outside, he could see the pharmacy across Magna Carta Drive and the other buildings sitting behind them to the right, but only if he opened the draperies. Right now, as always, they were closed. He kept the dark brown curtains pulled tight against the sunlight because it caused such a glare. It was not terrible today, as it had turned cloudy after the rain they had the day before. Somehow, it made him feel dreary with the current situation.

He pulled his attention from the dull afternoon light filtering through the heavy drapes and returned it to the woman sitting across from him. His deep blue eyes tried to focus on her, but today, he had much more difficulty with his attention than usual.

“I requested a doctor to do the surgery on my daughter, not a student. Why am I sitting across from a child?”

Mrs. Edison, with her hard, hazel eyes and ash blonde hair tied up in a tight bun on top of her head, was utterly obtuse about the fact Kieran was trying to save her daughter’s life. He noted the wrinkles spreading out around her eyes, colloquially called “crows’ feet,” and thought perhaps this woman stressed a lot over things she should not. He dragged his short fingers across the dark surface of the desk and wondered why she could not seem to understand his young age, which was not a concern. He understood the woman’s problem with him. He knew his age had initiated this particular confrontation. At twenty-five, Kieran was well aware of the perception others often had. Kieran had never let these situations bother him for too long; once he got past the initial anxiety attack caused by confrontation, he was able to cope with it. At least, he used to be able to cope with them easily.

Lately, Kieran was having great difficulty moving on from these types of situations. Kieran knew he did not fit well in the world, but he never minded it before. He had always taken care not to care. He would move on if someone did not like him for who he was. In recent months, the little things separating him from the rest of the world were growing considerably, and he was beginning to be bothered by this fact. People like the woman sitting across from him had always been in his life, but he had only recently become increasingly irritated by them.

His focus landed on the things on his desk despite the fact he knew this woman was waiting for him to come up with some response. He noted his pen cup was too far to the right, and the cords coming up from the plastic-rimmed hole in the wood were disorganized. He slightly shook his head to remove his focus from the disorder on his desk. It was not a large desk, as Kieran only needed a little space. It was a plain desk with two smaller drawers and a file drawer on either side. His focus shifted to the fact one of the file drawers was askew.

He turned his attention back to the woman. How could he respond to her displeasure with the fact he was young? It was not like he could change his age or change the fact he was the only doctor who would even attempt the removal of her daughter’s brain tumor. Upon entering the office, she had been antagonistic. She had pushed open the dark wooden door with more force than necessary, then glared at Kieran as though he were someone who should not be at his desk. It was early afternoon, and he had not even taken out his laptop after returning from lunch.

Gritting his teeth, he knew he had to get himself under control. Impulse control and emotional control echoed in his mind. Those are your biggest deficits, Kieran. He frowned because he did not need to hear his therapist’s voice in his head right now. This week, Kieran tried to do everything he was expected to do. He was trying so hard to be normal. Normal is the goal, Kieran. You can do it.

He looked at the patient’s mother again, his hand drumming rhythmically along his right thigh. This self-stimulation was quiet, and only he could hear the slight patting against the smooth cotton of his scrubs. He felt the slight rise where the embossed fabric made a pattern of interlocking blue diamonds.

Hearing a light knock on the door, he saw his mentor, Dr. Thomas McKellar, looking in. He leaned against the door frame with arms crossed over his chest and a bemused grin. The old doctor’s dark brown eyes were centered on Kieran as the younger doctor nodded to him. Thomas was in a pristine, deep gray suit, as always. He was the current Director of Medical Services for McKellar Hospital and Kieran’s long-time therapist and teacher. Thomas had a way with patients; Kieran could never copy it appropriately.

This morning, Mary Jameson, Kieran’s personal nurse and childhood friend, told Kieran this would be difficult and then summoned Thomas. Usually, the fact Mary assumed these things would not bother him. Yet today, the thoughts racing through his mind revolved around why she thought she had always to intercede. Even if he could not handle a situation, he wondered why she felt it was her place to make the call and not his.

Kieran knew Thomas would intercede; Kieran would attempt to deal with this woman without his assistance and fail. Several times, Thomas had informed Kieran of his inability to tell when he needed help. He also informed him how all of this was part of his deficits in the social areas.

“Ma’am, you requested Dr. Kieran Sung. Dr. Sung is a world-renowned neurologist and neurosurgeon.” Thomas spoke as he walked into the room toward Kieran’s desk. “He is also the head of our elite Neurosurgery department here at McKellar Hospital, Mrs. Edison.”

He dropped a hand on the slight young doctor’s neck. At the motion, Kieran’s attention shifted to the dark-grained wood of his desk. He dug one of his trim nails into the wood grain on the edge facing him. The hand on his neck felt good despite being reprimanded for not doing a good enough job.

“I requested a doctor.” Mrs. Edison glared at Kieran. “This is a child. He’s barely older than my daughter!”

Thomas squeezed the back of Kieran’s neck. Kieran could imagine the older doctor’s face turning into the gentle, comforting look he used with patients. It was something Kieran would never master. Kieran knew Thomas had already looked over the files on this patient. Thomas always looked over the files on Kieran’s patients. Well, he always seemed to know everything about the patients like this. He knew about all his surgeries.

“Mrs. Edison, correct me if I’m wrong, but you took your daughter to St. Luke’s a month ago. She was having seizures and migraines, which led you to the emergency admittance. They showed a stage two tumor. Their neurology department determined it was a stage two cancerous tumor. They had defined it as inoperable. The neurosurgeon referred you to Dr. Kieran Sung.” Thomas’s voice might have soothed patients but grated on Kieran’s nerves. It sounded too fake, almost condescending, to his ears. It was not sincere. “I believe you consulted several other private doctors who refused to help. Her file shows four referrals for hospice end-of-life care. You want to save your daughter’s life, so you brought her here to see Dr. Sung. Dr. Sung has agreed to this surgery based on the scans alone when others refused.”

Mrs. Edison nodded. “Yes. They said that operating on the tumor would only shorten her life. Dr. Shyrock from St. Luke’s said Dr. Sung was the only one who would even attempt the surgery.”

“Yes,” Thomas commented. “The reason is because Dr. Sung specializes in micro laser surgery. He uses some innovative techniques to do this. He also has equipment of his own design; no one else has previously achieved such innovative neurosurgery technology. There is an excellent reason you were referred here by Dr. Shyrock. She is one of the people who worked with Dr. Sung during his internship days.”

When Mrs. Edison turned to look at Kieran, her eyes were still hard. “How do you expect me to allow a man this young to operate on my only child?”

“I understand your trepidation. Considering the nature of Janet’s tumor, Dr. Sung has already begun setting up for this surgery for next week,” Thomas affirmed. “I assure you; you want Dr. Sung to do this surgery.”

Kieran stared at her in annoyance; the patient was nineteen, so the hospital did not have to work with her mother. He did not have to work with her mother. Janet worked full-time and had her own insurance. Yet, here they sat arguing over what to do anyway, as if she were twelve years old. If Thomas had not told him it was essential to speak with this woman, he would have gone to speak with Janet without this meeting.

This reminded him why he put off speaking to patients and families until the last possible moment. If he never had to deal with another human being, he could have lived out his life with happiness. Still, being a doctor meant he had to have some interactions with others. He could not always avoid patients and their families, though he did a decent job of doing it regularly. This was the most challenging part of his job. He knew other doctors who did not care whether they were good with patients; he always cared. Kieran had just never been good at showing it.

Thomas constantly told him he had to be more normal with his patients. He always needed to be normal, to act like everyone else, and not act weird. Putting his head in his hands, he began to comb through the black hair at his temples. The hair at his temples always appeared thinner because of this nervous tick.

Kieran was approaching the end of his control. He could feel the growing need to put himself in a small space. The room around him was far too big to be comfortable.

“Um, Mrs. Edison, might I ask if you have researched Dr. Sung?” Thomas asked.

She turned her dull greenish gaze on the taller man who moved to stand behind Kieran. Thomas moved his hands onto Kieran’s shoulders and squeezed. Kieran appreciated the pressure since it helped ease the tension in his shoulders. His nose wrinkled slightly at the smell coming off Thomas. He never told him, but he hated whatever deodorant or aftershave he used. It smelled like wet socks.

“Of course,” Mrs. Edison answered with a roll of her eyes. “His credentials seemed impressive. But he is far too young!”

Thomas continued to rub Kieran’s shoulders, and Kieran felt some tension ebb from the intense pressure. To any other person, it would probably be quite painful. Kieran craved a deep pressure sensation. It was one of the few things which could curb his anxiety. The more pressure Thomas applied, the quicker Kieran relaxed. With the reduction of anxiety, his perception of the room as growing faded.

Thomas smiled sweetly at her. “I assure you, Kieran has more than enough experience in his twenty-five years to deal with this. He is, quite frankly, the best and only option you have for your daughter. Dr. Sung here is one of the few doctors in the state and country specializing in neurosurgery and neurology. He is widely published and has done more innovative work with brain surgery than anyone in the last fifteen years.”

Giving Kieran a harsh glare, she nearly snarled. “Even if this is the doctor I was looking for, how in the world am I supposed to allow a child barely older than my daughter to open up her brain?” She just kept repeating the same argument in different ways.

Kieran let out a breath with a small degree of satisfaction, though. He supposed it was a step in the right direction, even if the entire statement was not logical; age did not play into ability. Kieran knew surgeons in their fifties could still not suture a wound closed properly. Lack of logic always annoyed him to no end. Despite his youth, he had far more quality of experience than doctors twice his age. He covered his face and then looked up at the woman before him. Thomas was still massaging his shoulders, and he felt he could run the predetermined script now.

“I graduated from the medical doctor program in four years, a full year sooner than they generally allow. I then took a residency at Washington University. I dual specialized in neurology and neurosurgery. No one had ever succeeded in this before at Washington University or any major medical program. During my residency, I completed a Master of Science in bio statistics. I then completed a master’s in clinical investigation. The year after my residency, I finished with a Ph.D. in neuroscience. My research and dissertation centered on using the same micro-laser surgery I will use on your daughter. I also finished the Doctor of Medicine and Doctor of Philosophy program. I took the head of neurosurgery position here at the age of twenty-three,” he stated, eyes focused on the bridge of the woman’s nose. Always the bridge of the person’s nose. Years of therapy had tried to teach him to “look people in the eye.” Still, it had only taught him to stare at the bridge of someone’s nose. It made people think he was looking into their eyes.

“I am your daughter’s greatest chance of survival. I specialize in impossible operations. Almost exclusively, my patients are those other neurosurgeons who will not touch. I have yet to lose a patient due to my inability to perform a procedure. Were the procedure done by any other doctor, I deem the chances of success to be about ten percent. I estimate a seventy-five percent likelihood of success. I have done some much more difficult surgeries in my time here. I succeeded. The surgery will take approximately fourteen hours, assuming no complications. Regarding my experience, while I am not the age you expected, I have the training and experience suitable to this work.”

He paused and closed his eyes, finishing the script in almost one breath. “I cannot put a bookshelf together to save my own life, but I can cut into a person’s brain with almost a .08 percent miscalculation risk on my part. I understand I appear to be incapable of what I can do. I have given you everything you need to know and more.”

He took a deep breath because he had finished the predefined script and swallowed hard against the anxiety welling in his throat. He hated going off script, but the woman stared at him with a blank look. The surge of anxiety made Kieran uncomfortable now as his practiced speech was completed. Once more, his perception of the room began to alter. He needed to find a small space and get rid of this feeling.

“If we have things settled, I have rounds. I also must see your daughter. Thank you,” he finished, standing.

As Kieran walked out of the room, he barely registered the smirk on Thomas’s face and the shocked and disbelieving face of the woman he left. He did not care what either of them thought now. He was quiet as he ducked into one of his hiding places to collect himself. This spot was one of the smaller linen closets. He breathed in and out a few more times, using the anxiety-coping skills he had been using since he was a child. Breathe in, count to five, and breathe out. Repeat. The breathing and the close confines of the linen closet helped. He’d rather be wrapped up in his weighted blanket at home.

This happened too often for his liking. Rarely did anyone believe someone with his youth could handle this job. He was not a child. He had finally relented to Thomas’s pleading and let him have a writer do a biography. It had taken time to compile all the data. Since then, Thomas had been begging him to make public appearances. Thomas seemed to think if he appeared in public, people would be less likely to question him. If people stopped questioning, then Kieran would not have as much anxiety around families and patients. Kieran seriously doubted his anxiety would lessen, but he would humor Thomas. Aside from his best friends Artemis and Mary and his father, Thomas meant more to him than anyone else. He would do the things he hated for him.

Even so, he needed someone like Artemis to soothe him. Artemis did not tell him what to do, and he let him be himself.

He wished Thomas had not sent Artemis to another floor to help prep a patient for Dr. Santos. It annoyed him; even as the head nurse on the neurology floor, Artemis had to do things like this. Thomas had insisted Artemis handle the situation; something about the patient being in a delicate condition and needing the best nurse they had on the floor. Kieran let out a sigh. He supposed Artemis was the best nurse on the floor. It seemed to him that the best nurse on the neurology floor often had to go somewhere else.

With one last deep breath, Kieran opened the door. He stepped back into the empty hallway. Thomas had ensured Kieran’s office was set somewhat apart from the busier parts of the floor. The subtle shade of blue the walls were painted here always calmed him. Before heading to Janet Edison’s room, he had to go to radiology and grab her file. At least there would be no one there since it was still their lunch time; he did not even want to deal with the radiology staff. He kept his head down and watched his feet on the slightly pinkish-tan-colored carpeting leading to the elevator.

Kieran stepped off the elevator and walked up to the door to the radiology records room. This hallway always sounded so empty and echoed. The blank white walls were featureless except for a couple of doors. He walked halfway to one of the stark doors with a punch code lock. The radiology records department’s small plaque beside the door was the only attribute revealing this. Of course, because of restrictions on patient file access, not just anyone had access to these rooms. Only doctors and the head nurse of each floor could open the records’ offices throughout the hospital. He grabbed the file waiting for him in the basket. The record’s receptionist was on lunch at this hour, so he had asked her to leave it there for him. He paused, heading back down the hall toward the elevator again.

He went back over his script for his qualifications once more in his mind. He hated having to tell people the same information. He had to make his qualifications apparent if he wanted access to his singular obsession. Of course, the list of his degrees was only one of the idiosyncrasies that made him stand out. His interpersonal relationships were rather rudimentary. As a child, he had struggled even to make friendships with other students his age. Truthfully, he never tried. He found others his age dull, boring even. Such small-minded thinking, and they seemed to be unable to keep up with him when he chose to speak to them. Instead, he found the medical journals far more interesting. He found people’s bodies and biology fascinating, especially their brains. He had no genuine interest in relationships with those inside the bodies he studied. Each surgery was a challenge and a new opportunity to hone his exacting skills.

Lost in thought, Kieran almost did not notice the family heading down the hallway toward him. He froze briefly and stepped to the side to look over the films. He tried to act like he was ignoring them completely. Kieran just wanted them to hurry past him. He concentrated hard on looking at the films. But honestly, his attention was entirely focused on the group passing him. He heard every word, even though they spoke quietly. They were talking about their cousin having a mammogram later today. Sometimes, there was too much noise and information for him, especially since he took it all in, even when it was unnecessary.

Kieran continued walking and took long breaths as he headed the rest of the way to the elevator. At least they were not going there. His anxiety made it impossible for him to deal with so many people. They would get close to him and touch him, and people touching him irritated him to no end, at least when he did not want to be touched. As usual, his mind wandered to his problems when he had issues with a patient. It had been nice Thomas had given him a shoulder rub. When he was the most stressed, he craved pressure sensations and proprioceptive input. The brief shoulder pressure had been a good short-term fix, but he wanted more than a brief shoulder rub. He needed to find out if compression vests were slim enough to work under his scrubs without being obvious. He chewed his lip. Thomas said normal people did not need to use compression vests. He would worry about it later, he guessed as he stepped into the elevator.

As he entered, he stumbled a bit. Steadying himself on the wall, he cursed under his breath in Korean as he pushed the button for the seventh floor. The light for the ground floor was lit. He had hoped to make it to the seventh before dealing with people, but it seemed someone was getting on the elevator soon. He stood beside the door as it stopped and opened on the ground floor. He had one last hope: maybe no one would get on.

His luck seemed to be nothing, if not consistent because someone was getting on. He looked up and hid a grimace. She was a slender and voluptuous woman, mid-twenties, it appeared, with platinum blonde hair in a bun. He noted she had clear blue eyes accented with neutral makeup. She smiled down at him. Most irritatingly, she stood quite a bit taller than him with her heels. Of course, at five feet three, most people were taller than Kieran. He smiled back, then immediately realized she had not pushed another button. The lack of another button meant she was also getting off at the seventh floor, and he would be in the elevator with her until then.

“Hey!”

“H-hey,” Kieran responded, glancing at her. His face turned pink immediately before he could think about anything else to say.

Unfortunately, when he blushed at speaking with women, they assumed it meant attraction. It did not mean any sort of interest at all. He just hated interpersonal relations that had nothing to do with his job. Granted, he hated interpersonal relations that did have to do with his job. He always lacked the correct script for dealing with others in social settings. Operating on brains was so much easier. His continual state of embarrassment tended to encourage those trying to make sexual advances. They seemed to perceive his discomfort as some inane mating ritual. He did not know how to stop this sort of thing from happening, but it was quite frustrating.

“Are you a doctor here?” she continued. He wore the usual white coat over his scrubs, but he refrained from commenting that he was obviously a doctor.

The woman kept trying to make eye contact. Not only did he find it uncomfortable, but her presence seemed to exude some sort of…something. He felt almost compelled to answer when she spoke. It was strange. He supposed most would consider her attractive. He made note of her dress, though. She wore a short black skirt with a black blazer over a low-cut red camisole, revealing her ample cleavage. Again, his brain insisted on taking in all the information possible, even when it was not needed or wanted.

“Um, yes,” he answered, turning again to stare at the numbers above the elevator door. Why did they move so slowly? When was this elevator going to get to the floor he wanted?

“Oh, you’re so young. Are you an intern? Or is resident what they call it?” She moved closer, making Kieran back away into the side of the elevator. She was not intending to crowd him, he knew. He was already on the other side of the elevator, and people got closer to the individuals they spoke with. Now, he was pressed against the mirrored side.

“N-no,” he stammered while glancing up at her, then back up to the lit numbers of the elevator. One more floor. One more floor.

“Oh, really? What do you do?” She peered down her nose at him with that smile again. She was inside his comfort zone, and he felt boxed in.

“I-I am Head of Neurosurgery, but I must see to a patient waiting; nice talking to you.” He gasped, almost tripping since he could not get out of the elevator fast enough.

After he was out, he checked behind him to see the woman walking in the same direction. She appeared to be searching for a room. He shook the encounter off and wound his way around the seventh floor until he saw the room he was looking for, 756, and knocked gently before opening it. A pretty girl with long dark auburn hair and wide grayish-green eyes sat in the bed.

Her room was not much different from the average hospital room. There was not a lot of equipment out since she was only admitted for evaluation. A bed dominated the center of the room, and there were two windows to the left of the bed. Those windows had a seat under them that turned down into a sleeping surface for any family members if they should stay with a patient. The only other furnishing in the room was the TV along the east wall and a recliner next to the plain hospital bed. A bathroom sat behind and to the right of the bed. All the neurosurgery rooms were single-occupant rooms, which Kieran was grateful for.

He gave her his best “nice doctor” smile. He practiced so much in front of the mirror. He picked up her chart from the end of the bed and flipped through it, even though he already knew every detail. It seemed to comfort patients to have the doctor skimming over their charts in front of them.

“Um, hello, who are you?” she asked timidly, glancing around the otherwise empty room.

His distracted state had led him to mess up the script already. He was supposed to begin the script as soon as he came in before he picked up the chart. This was one of the main reasons he did not like to meet with patients’ family members independently of the patient. It threw off his routine and the scripts he used when dealing with patients.

“I am Dr. Sung. Assuming you sign for the surgery, I will be taking the tumor out of your brain first thing on Monday morning.” He smiled again, trying to get onto the script as quickly as possible. “Then I am afraid you shall be stuck here for a couple of weeks with our hospital food. For that, I must apologize in advance.”

He felt the strain on his facial muscles from holding the fake smile. Granted, it worked because the anxious look on Janet’s face faded a bit. She gazed at him with a nod. He thanked all the psychology texts he had read over the years for his ability to manipulate his actions in front of his patients. Happy patients asked fewer questions and caused him less stress, after all. He placed the new films on the counter to examine for the patient’s benefit. He did not need to look at them again; he had them memorized already.

Just as he was about to continue, he heard speaking behind him as the door opened. He glanced behind him to see Janet’s mother and the blonde woman from the elevator coming into the room. She must have stopped in the main waiting room to meet with Mrs. Edison. Great, more people made his anxiety spike higher. It was hard enough dealing with his patients, but family and friends were a nightmare.

“Dr. Sung, you beat me here.” The older woman looked anywhere but his face. It appeared Thomas had taken a bit to give her a talk. “Dr. McKellar said you’d come to speak to Janet once you’d picked up her films from radiology.”

“Hm, yes, I was just telling your daughter I would perform the surgery Monday morning if she agrees.” He nodded at them, focusing on their noses to avoid their piercing gazes.

The blonde-haired woman was openly gaping at him. “You…you were serious? You’re like twenty!”

Kieran arched a brow, turning back to the chart in his hands. “I turned twenty-five this year. But my age does not change the fact I need a decision on the surgery today so I can confirm the staff for Monday morning. I also need to set up pre-surgery tests and preparation. I have already alerted the staff for the surgery as of last week, when Janet came in. Janet’s surgery would take top priority as one step down from emergency. The mass is large enough to start interfering with her bodily functions, and if it is not removed soon, her estimated time to live is around six to ten months, depending on the results of chemotherapy. My experience with this type of tumor is it does not respond well, and chemo is not a fun experience to go through, especially when the results are debatable.”

He received blinking eyes from all those in the room as a response. “You are cold,” the busty blonde-haired woman hissed. “Do you not have any bedside manner?”

“Clair!” Janet chided, slapping the blonde woman on the arm. “Enough. He’s just giving me the information. Please don’t treat me like I don’t know I’m dying. I’m well aware of the fact. I would much rather hear it straight out than someone trying to sugar-coat it.”

Clair started to say something, then nodded. “I’m sorry, Janet, I just worry about you; you’re like the kid sister I never had. I don’t like to think about the fact you’re so close to leaving me.”

Frowning, Kieran ran through what he had said. Smile at the patient and check. Joke with the patient about lousy hospital food post-surgery, check. Explain the place of priority of surgery compared to others, check… He paused. That was when she had interrupted. And he could not be sure he had done it correctly. Had he done the risk and benefit part wrong again? Explaining the risks of the surgery and the potential benefits was the hardest for him. He tended to get technical and provide more information than the patient wanted from him. He did not understand why a patient would not want the most complete information. They always wanted good news and never the truth. He had found the less information they had, the better things went. All those things were in the social area of dealing with patients. It made no sense to him. There was no logic at all.

Kieran arched a brow for a moment before scowling. Without another word, he quickly stepped into the hallway. He flagged down Mary from the nurses’ station nearby. A short woman headed over toward him.

Mary Jameson had grown up next door to Kieran’s family in Chesterfield. She sighed, running a hand through her short, brown hair. Kieran shrugged, staring at her blue paisley scrub top intently. He was avoiding her hazel eyes. She put her hands on her hips for a second and sighed again. Mary was much shorter than the blonde woman from the elevator. She was perhaps five feet tall and rather plump about the middle.

“Need some intervention with them?” she asked, touching his shoulder. Of course, Kieran noticed the extra pressure she exerted. It did not make any impact on him. He liked intense pressure sensations, after all.

“Perhaps,” he responded, raising his eyes slightly and smiling at her.

Nodding, Mary went back into the room with him. She snatched the chart out of his hands, startling him, before she smiled at the three women in the room. Kieran stepped back to stand back against the glass door. Staring at the ground, he crossed his arms over his chest. He hated being in the room for this because he knew Mary would say annoying things. Grabbing the tablet from his pocket, he started a new game of a block game on silent.

“So, we have Miss Janet Edison? How are you today? I’m here to clarify and answer any questions. My name is Mary Jameson, so I’ll take any questions about the procedure. I’ll be assisting the doctor during the surgery. I’ll also be the liaison to the family during the procedure.” She glanced back and saw Kieran busy on the tablet and then turned back to the family. Kieran was watching her, even if she did not realize it. “I’ll apologize for Dr. Sung’s…ah manner. He tends to be somewhat abrasive with patients.”

Kieran cut his eyes up and felt a pang of annoyance. She always “apologized” to him. Not only did she make some apology, but she always did it in such a way she seemed to think he was not paying attention. He did not appreciate the things she said when she felt certain his attention was diverted. He could fully listen to her and play a game on the tablet. Why could she not be more like Artemis and accept him as he was? She generally aligned with Thomas and his beliefs about what was best for him. On the other hand, Artemis was fine with Kieran’s thoughts on things no matter what. Perhaps he should rethink how he felt about the people in his life.

“I told him he didn’t have much bedside manner.” Clair stared at her friend in the bed. “He doesn’t seem to care much for the impact of his words on someone who is facing…facing what she is.”

Mary ran a hand through her short hair once more. “Ah, I know, I know, but you know what they say about the best doctors? They tend to be terrible at the bedside. He is rather clinical.”

“Is he really the best?” Janet spoke with a tone just over a whisper. “I mean, he’s going to do surgery on my brain, so…”

Kieran smirked at the tablet. No matter what else came out of this debacle, the choice about the surgery had already been made. Janet would sign the paperwork, and then Monday would see the long and strenuous surgery. He felt the surging sensation of excitement in his stomach at the prospect of the challenging surgery. This was what made all the frustrating parts of the job worth it. Monday, he would go into the surgery theater and open her skull. He would see the tumor that was teasing him in the films with the seemingly inoperable problem it presented. He would solve the problem.

“Ah, he’s a genius at surgery, there is no doubt,” Mary answered. “I would ask you to ignore his terrible bedside manner. Please understand, he is definitely not good with people.” Mary handed Janet the clipboard with the paperwork on it. She lowered her voice a bit. “He’s just…socially awkward, you see. He doesn’t do well with people anytime.”

Kieran felt somewhat betrayed by Mary now. The comment was outside the realm of his bedside manner with patients. She had been increasingly aggressive in telling him what he should do, as though he could not choose himself. Grinding his teeth, he shifted his weight to his other hip. He wanted this over. He needed to talk to someone else besides Mary before he had another episode with his tics.

Janet took the clipboard and looked over the paperwork. She scribbled a few times on the pages and then handed it back. Kieran knew the sound by heart. She had signed the paperwork for the surgery. Swallowing a thick lump in his throat, he hoped Mary deemed his presence finished soon. He wanted to leave the room and see if he could find Artemis. He needed to be with someone, not judging him for a bit. Mary’s words left him deeply irritated, and he had to escape her.

“Alright, Dr. Sung,” she said as she reviewed the paperwork. She looked at Kieran. “Everything here seems to be in order.” Kieran snapped the tablet case closed and stood up straight. He glanced at Mary.

“I shall see you Monday morning.” Kieran gave Janet and her visitors a curt nod, then quickly escaped.

He heard Mary continuing to speak behind him, but he had to leave the room immediately. His eye had already started twitching, just standing there listening. Utterly unaware of where he was, he nearly ran into someone in a set of scrubs. He stopped, apologized without thinking, and cursed his constant motor issues. If Mary had been around, she would have scolded him for being clumsy, as though he had control over it. He had to get to Artemis right away, or he was going to say something to Mary he would have to apologize for later. It did not strike him as odd to fear such a thing, though Artemis told him repeatedly that he should never feel bad for being himself. He really hoped Artemis was back from the Long-Term Care floor because he needed to talk to him.








  
  

Chapter Two


The Nurse and the Understanding





As Artemis Seath went through the Long-Term Care ward to the patient’s room, no one approached him. He was an unassuming person who wasn’t quite five and a half feet tall and typically quickly looked over. He was not in the best mood as he navigated the hallways with practiced ease. Finding the room he was looking for, he tucked his dark brown hair behind his ear. His hair tended to fall into his face on the right side, but he preferred it in his face most of the time. With patients like Ms. Dankin, he pulled it back. He paused briefly, cleaning his glasses on his scrub top before entering. He pushed open the door and went into the dimly lit room. 

The elderly woman turned and gave him a wide, toothless grin. Artemis visited her yesterday after she finished her tests on the seventh floor. They had found a “berry” aneurysm causing some troublesome symptoms for the septuagenarian. It was a common type of aneurysm, and Dr. Santos was confident he could successfully clip it without much trouble.

“Ms. Dankin, how are you today, beautiful?” he asked with a broad smile. His bright greenish-blue eyes took in her vitals with a practiced glance. She was doing relatively well today.

“Oh, sweetie.” She nodded. “I’m feeling better, I think. I slept last night! Am I moving to the seventh floor today?”

“I think we might be able to bring you upstairs and figure out what to do about the little blood vessel in your noggin who is misbehavin’.” He looked over her chart. He knew all about her case at Thomas’s request. Dr. Santos should have come down to himself or his primary nurse. Instead, Thomas had sent Artemis, saying something about wanting his best nurse on Ms. Dankin’s case. Artemis was sure the real reason had more to do with keeping him off the seventh floor as much as possible.

“Is this doctor good? Dr. Santos?” she asked as her face turned a bit concerned. “I know all of you here at this hospital are good, but…”

“Dr. Santos specializes in vascular neurosurgery, so he is very good at what he does,” Artemis told her as he checked to ensure everything was ready for the transfer. “All seems in order, lovely. The orderlies will be down in about an hour to move you upstairs. They’ll bring Dr. Santos’s regular nurse with you, Deana. She’s a lovely lady who’ll get you situated in a nice room upstairs. I’ll check in to make sure everything’s going well and say hi.” Artemis smiled at her again as he put the chart back down.

He moved up to the head of the bed and checked over the IV. Anna Dankin had a hip replacement several days ago. Unfortunately, she had developed a series of worrisome symptoms close to surgery. Headaches, dizziness, and occasional blind spots led them to have her sent for an MRI. Luckily, they’d found the aneurysm a very good candidate for clipping, a surgery where the little bubble on the artery was clipped off and the artery repaired. She was in good health for her age and only stayed on long-term care long enough to undergo physical therapy.

“Aren’t you the head nurse up there?” she asked as he patted her shoulder after making sure all the lines were still in place.

“Everyone was a bit busy today, so I thought I’d come down and see to this myself,” he commented, not wanting to tell her it hadn’t been his idea to do this today. It was true he hadn’t been otherwise occupied, at least. “I don’t mind because I get to talk to lovely people like you.” As he spoke, he squeezed her shoulder.

“Oh, honey, if you don’t mind me asking, how in the world did you get such a scar on your face? It looks like an old one, too!” She seemed to focus on the scar running down his face.

Artemis put his hand against the scar, feeling the ridge running from the corner of his eye to his chin. He smiled because he didn’t mind so much when people like this asked him about it.

“Oh, there was a sort of incident when I was a kid…” He trailed off. How was he going to explain the fact some men came into his house and tried to murder his family because of who they were. He swallowed and chewed his lip for a second. “A home invasion,” he settled on. “I got cut by this one guy who didn’t know how to handle his knife. I was lucky, though. My best friend lived nearby, and his dad’s a pediatric surgeon. So, he stitched me right up!”

“Goodness, that’s something…” the older woman remarked with a shake of her head. “I bet something like that was scary for you as a child.”

“Ah, I got to stay at my best friend’s house for a while. Brat kept sneaking into my room to stay with me the whole time, even when he was told to stay out. He’s a bit funny like that. He gets really attached to people he likes. There aren’t too many on that list, though. And he doesn’t listen well when he wants to do something.” He smirked as he crossed his arms over his chest.

She smiled. “Ah, so sweet, honey. Do you get to see him often these days? Sounds like you care about him a lot.”

Artemis nodded with a grin. “Oh, yeah, he’s a doctor up on neuro, but he’s a specialist in micro-laser surgery, mostly oncology. He does a lot of tumor and mass removals. He also designed the tools that Dr. Santos uses.” He was quiet for a second. “I wish I saw him more, but he doesn’t go out a lot. He’s autistic and doesn’t do too well with people.”

“Well, you know, going out doesn’t have to be the only way you spend time with someone you love.” She winked at him slyly.

Artemis stared. “What?”

“Don’t look at me like that. I see those pink cheeks when you talk about him,” she said. “If I learned anything in my day, it was to tell the ones you love how much you love them. When I was your age, I fell in love with a beautiful woman. You know, it was the fifties and all, so I never told her, and she married a man who abused her terribly.” She paused, and he could tell her eyes were dampening. “I went to her funeral two years after she moved away. There was a letter for me in her things, telling me how much love she’d held in her heart but couldn’t say. I was happy, my husband and my kids, but I always wonder what woulda have happened if I’d told her how much I loved her.” She smiled again. “Just don’t waste time, that’s all I’m saying. Call it old advice from an interfering old woman.”

Artemis saw the genuine emotion in her eyes, and for a second, he almost felt like telling her more, but he just smiled. “I’ll think about it.” He patted her arm before he left the room.

“You take care, honey!” she called as she watched him leave.

He enjoyed the patients like her so much. Despite her age, her gray eyes still had a mischievous sparkle. He shut the door and took a deep breath before returning to confirm the transition with the nurses’ station on this floor. He shook his head a little without thinking, allowing his hair to drop back over his scarred cheek.

He was thoughtful as he headed out and over to the nurses’ station in the center of the floor. It seemed relatively quiet today, which was excellent for this floor. He’d thought about working this floor, and it had been one of the choices he’d been given, but he wanted to be in neurology. He hadn’t spent the extra time and effort specializing in nursing related to neurology and neurosurgery to be sent to another floor, no matter how Thomas tried to convince him he was a good fit for another department.

Most people he worked with didn’t know that the reason he got into nursing to start with had nothing to do with helping others. It concerned his constant worry and need to care for his best friend, Kieran. Sometimes, he found it odd he had based one of the most significant choices of his life on anyone except his family. Other times, he found it only natural he would have done so. He was an excellent nurse, though. He’d been offered top spots at several other hospitals in the St. Louis area but turned down every one. He was home here with Kieran, and here he would stay.

It wasn’t like Artemis didn’t like Thomas; it was just Thomas seemed intent on keeping him away from Kieran. Artemis had no intention of letting that happen. Artemis had his suspicions as to why Thomas seemed to play hospital politics against him, but it wasn’t something he could ever prove.

Artemis got to the nurses’ station and quickly ensured everything was for the patient transfer. Sighing as he headed back to the elevator, he hoped nothing had gone wrong upstairs in the hour he’d been gone. He hadn’t gotten any pages over the intercom and hadn’t heard the pager go off in his pocket, so it was a good sign.

He took the elevator up and headed to his own nurses’ station once he got out on the seventh. He called for the orderlies to transfer Ms. Dankin and sent for Deana to go with them. He found Dr. Santos and let him know she was coming up. By the time he finished everything, he made his way back to the nurses’ station to find Kieran standing there looking at a chart.

It was easy to tell by Kieran’s posture that he was anxious. He approached him from the side so Kieran could tell someone was coming up. He put both hands on Kieran’s shoulders. When Kieran turned and looked at him, Artemis knew something was bothering him.

“Kie, what’s up?” he asked with a concerned frown.

Kieran tilted his head to the side and stared into space for a minute, grinding his teeth. At the motion, Artemis knew Kieran needed to stim. He also knew Kieran was trying not to stim, and it frustrated Artemis to no end. It wasn’t like drumming his fingers hurt anyone.

Artemis looked around, brushing a hand through his hair. He grabbed Kieran by the hand to usher him into an empty patient room and pushed him to sit down on the end of the bed. The room was dark since the curtains were pulled closed and the lights were off. Artemis knew if Kieran was upset, the less stimulation from the outside, the better.

Putting both hands on his hips, Artemis looked Kieran over. He could easily see he was upset, and Kieran was probably unsure how to explain it. Ever since childhood, it had been this way with him. He would give him time and let him speak when he was ready. Artemis had never pushed Kieran to talk if he couldn’t or didn’t want to.

“Love, you look a bit flustered.” Artemis sighed, smiling gently at him.

Kieran nodded with a somewhat embarrassed look on his face. Artemis hated that Kieran always seemed so embarrassed by becoming upset like this. He especially didn’t like the idea of Kieran feeling embarrassed around him. Lately, he hadn’t seen Kieran outside of the hospital. It shouldn’t have bothered him, but he shook the thought away. They were both busy. He didn’t dwell on the fact that much of Kieran’s time was taken up by what Mary and Thomas requested.

An eternity ago, a young Artemis had met this other little boy living in the area. Artemis had been seven, and Kieran had been six. It was before Kieran had gone to the other school. They would often play in the small park nearby while Kieran’s mom watched from a bench and Sherlock, Artemis’s young caretaker and “uncle,” watched from the other side.

Artemis remembered his Uncle Sherlock whispering about how the little dark-haired boy needed someone to play with and how the other kids made fun of him whenever they came to the park. Artemis wasn’t going to stand for something like bullying. He’d marched right over to where the little dark-haired boy sat in a sandbox, filtering sand through his fingers repeatedly, and told him they would be friends and play together from now on. Kieran’s mother had smiled and told him to go on. From then on, Artemis played with the little boy everyone else had said was weird. Other kids would tease Kieran now and then, calling him names, and Artemis would yell at them to leave him alone.

Then the incident happened, and Artemis couldn’t remember all the details. He just remembered waking up and seeing Kieran leaning over him, crying about him being hurt. Kieran had refused to listen when the adults tried to make him leave. Artemis vividly remembered Sherlock arguing with Kieran’s father about being brought to Kieran’s house. Artemis had never explained to Kieran what everything had meant, and he wouldn’t. Kieran didn’t need to be pulled into the messed-up situation that had left him scarred. He knew there was some connection between their family and Kieran’s, but Sherlock would say it wasn’t something he should worry about whenever he asked.

After the horrible incident, Artemis struggled to contain his anger, and being around Kieran helped him a lot. Kieran could calm him instantly, no matter how upset or angry he got. The only other person who helped Artemis calm down was his boyfriend, but even then, he couldn’t drain his anger as Kieran’s presence did.

It wasn’t long after the incident when Artemis lost his temper entirely for the first time in front of Kieran. Kieran had been playing hide and seek with him in the park and had gone well away from his mother’s sight. A few boys cornered Kieran, pushing him back and forth between them. Kieran was scared, but it wasn’t the first time it had happened. Artemis was almost entirely healed from the wound on his face; the flesh was still pink and fresh in the late healing stages. For some reason, Artemis came around the corner and became furious. He ended up fighting with the bullies. Kieran had to pull him off them, pleading with him not to hurt them anymore.

Artemis knew quite well how, in Kieran’s life, he had very few people who had come to his aid for acting like himself. Artemis also knew how much Kieran had to act around Thomas and Mary. Kieran never had to be someone else around him, and Artemis made sure he didn’t.

“Mary,” Kieran muttered. “Ssibal, she always thinks I do not hear what she says when I zone out. They all think I do not hear, all but you. You know, even when I look like I am not paying attention, I am still aware of my surroundings,” he grumbled, crossing his arms and rolling his head over his shoulders. “They are going to be looking for me in a minute.” He stopped and sighed deeply. “I still have to finish my rounds and talk to my father about a little girl who came in last night.”

“You can’t help your actions when she antagonizes you.” A deep scowl settled in across Artemis’s brows.

“At least I left the room before I started ticking,” Kieran muttered. He rubbed a hand over his freckled nose and cheekbones. “It would be bad, going off and yelling ‘fuck’ in the middle of a room with a patient. Even if it is not in English.” Kieran chewed his lip for a second before continuing. “Aigoo, this is so annoying; why does she think I do not know what she says?”

Artemis sat beside him, putting an arm around him with a deep sigh. “Kie, you have to figure out how to make things work. It would be best if you told her or something. She needs to know she should stop pushing your buttons like this. It’s fucked up. Friend or not. You’re not doing so well. You told me before how Dr. McKellar said if you aren’t careful…” he started.

Kieran nodded. He leaned his head over and rested it against Artemis’s shoulder. “A breakdown right now would mean medications. Medications mean no more surgery. No more surgery means I would go out of my mind. I must have access to surgery. Thomas says there is no way he will let me do surgery on something as simple as anxiety medications. I do not understand the harm. They do not interfere with surgery. Thomas should know, though. He has spent the last forty years working with autistic people like me. He has to know best.”

There was a second of silence before Artemis spoke up. “I don’t know, Kieran, you need to do something because yer sufferin’ right now.”

“I know, I know, Artemis, believe me.” Artemis reached up and ran a hand over Kieran’s head, which lay against his shoulder. “I am trying. I do not want Thomas to see me like this, so I came to you. He would be mad and tell me I should not be bothered by her saying the truth.”

There was a tickle at the back of Artemis’s mind. Artemis knew something was off about this situation, and he always had. There was something wrong with the whole idea of Kieran being unable to make his own choices about what medications he should take, for one thing. Kieran trusted Thomas, but Kieran was a doctor, too, and he knew even more about the brain than Thomas did. Artemis was well aware that Kieran was as attached to him as he was to any family member, but still. Thomas said Artemis couldn’t understand the reasons behind some of the things Kieran told him. He knew, though, that saying something would upset Kieran, and he didn’t want to frustrate him even more than he already was. He’d do anything to avoid upsetting him. Instead, he kept those thoughts to himself. Artemis just supported his friend in whatever he decided to do. Kieran was smart enough to figure out if Thomas was doing something wrong…

Artemis adjusted his glasses a bit and realized Kieran had relaxed a bit. He rubbed his back for a second and then hugged him. When Kieran responded with a firm nod and sat back up, Artemis released him and sat up straight.

Kieran stood slowly, and Artemis observed him. “Okay, go finish rounds, do your consult, and in ainm Dé, go home and rest. You have a big surgery on Monday!” Artemis gently pushed him out of the empty room.

Kieran nodded and headed down the hall, lost in thought already. Artemis leaned against the door frame and watched Kieran navigate down the hall while avoiding making eye contact with the passing nurses. Artemis didn’t know what to do. He wanted to help Kieran overcome this problem with the others in his life, but he wasn’t sure how. He reached up, thoughtfully fiddling with his necklace. Kieran was stressed out and in need of some relief. He knew ways that worked for him to relieve stress, but it wasn’t the right solution for everyone. Sometimes, he needed to engage in things that took him outside himself and to a place where the world ceased to exist. It was also a place of unconditional love.

Mrs. Dankin’s words came back. Was he wasting precious time?








  
  

Chapter Three


The Teahouse and the Artist





Kieran began the day by waking up well before his alarm went off. He usually woke up before sunrise, but the surgery was today at six am. Well, he had to be there at six am. The actual surgery would begin at seven and last for approximately fourteen hours. He always drove in with his father in the mornings because he did not drive. His father never complained about times like this when he had to take him in extra early. Kieran had mentioned trying to learn to drive to Thomas, but Thomas said he did not think it was a good idea even to try. Thomas told Kieran there was no real reason for him to drive, and it was too much stress. Kieran was a little put off by the idea he could not handle it, but as usual, he did not say anything. Thomas knew best. 

As they drove, Kieran only halfway listened as his father prattled on about this or that in the pediatrics unit. Kieran’s focus rested only on the surgery ahead. In his mind, the steps played on an endless loop. He could see the tools, smell the room, feel the metal under his fingers, and hear the buzz of the saw. His father understood Kieran’s need for this routine. Though he spoke, his father did not expect answers, replies, or responses from Kieran as they headed to the hospital. He knew his father talked in hopes of relaxing him before the surgery. It was comfortable and familiar, and it was routine.

“Seems the weather’s good today, son,” his father said as he turned off the car. “Still warmer than it should be; sort of strange for this time of year.”

Muttering some reply as he pulled the light jacket around him. It may turn warm later, but right now, it is cold. He nodded to his father, and they went into the big double doors together before he split off and went to the elevator. He went immediately to his neurosurgery theater. There were other neurosurgeons, but he was the most sought-after, so it had become his theater. Kieran gave a curt nod to everyone as he entered. He had already dressed in the only clean scrubs he had had clean this morning, a set of light lavender ones. He had been happy one of his purple sets was clean since it was his favorite color. He always heard the muttered responses to his clothing choices but did not care. He liked wearing the purple ones. On more than one occasion, Mary had said if he wore purple, it made him look weak. He had no idea why. Color had nothing to do with weakness or strength.

After he scrubbed up, Kieran went into the prepared surgery room. He breathed in the sterile air and closed his eyes. No one else thought it smelled any different. They would look at him with an odd stare if he said anything about the surgery room smell. He could not help his nose pick up things other people did not. It had a scent.

He opened his eyes back up and glanced around. Once everyone was ready in here, he could not tell the difference between those present. He would sometimes recognize Mary, but everyone was interchangeable. They all wore the same white coverings over their scrubs, white caps, and white masks.

The anesthesiologist sat at the head of the chair Janet would sit in for the surgery. Unlike some other surgeries, Janet’s body would be upright. The monitors were already on and set up, with another nurse sorting the cords. Most people did not realize how much preparation went into mundane things in surgery. Janet was already out in the pre-op area waiting to begin.

Here, Kieran felt utterly comfortable. Everything about the room relaxed him. Here, he had no worries. Here, he did not have to worry about scripts and checklists. He did not have to concern himself with angering others and getting himself hurt. Here, he knew what to do without hesitation. He was one of the best neurosurgeons in the world, and those watching knew it. As awkward and abrasive as the young doctor appeared to each of them, none could deny the kind of skill he used in surgery.


      [image: ]Varick Jaeger grumbled under his breath as he got dressed for work. He needed to head out early because his friend Janet was having brain surgery that day. Glancing over at the clock, he saw it was almost six thirty. He sometimes felt his overprotective nature caused him problems in life. He permanently got attached to people and needed to take care of them. His little sister Clair and Janet worked as waitresses at a local all-night chain diner, Randy’s. Varick spent a lot of his spare time waiting for Clair when she got off work late because she didn’t drive, so he got to know Janet. Soon, he ended up offering to take her home as well.

Janet always told him not to worry. She would be okay walking home alone. Varick didn’t want the young woman walking alone at night, even in St. Peters. He glanced in the mirror and wondered why anyone would want him showing up at a surgery at a fancy private hospital. He knew he’d get the looks from going to visit her there. He didn’t feel bothered by it; he was used to it. He knew Janet always got upset when someone said something negative about him.

Running a hand over his head, Varick wasn’t what most people would consider approachable, especially since he had more than a few tattoos and piercings. He stood at a total of six feet four in height. Of course, the nearly two inches his riding boots added didn’t help matters. What made him even more imposing was that he was fit and muscular and weighed almost two-sixty without much body fat.

Since returning to Missouri, he worked at a local tattoo and piercing place called the Japanese Teahouse. Before he came to St. Louis, he’d been out in Santa Cruz, where he ran an MCC called The Pride. The Pride had left its mark in more than one way, the most obvious being the massive back tattoo he had yet to get altered. The Riding Club hadn’t ended well for him.

As he left, his leather riding jacket covered his full-colored arm sleeves. He paused and checked the sky, scratching at his dark blond landing strip-style goatee. Perfect riding weather, he thought as a few sparse clouds slipped over the morning sun. It was chilly yet, but it would probably warm up later. There were advantages to living in the Midwest. Sighing, he pulled on his bright teal-colored helmet over his multicolored hair with a sigh and threw his leg over his bike. His motorcycle was a restored ‘69 Triumph and his most prized possession. He might as well make the trip now because traffic was going to be a bitch if he waited for any later to leave.

Varick got to the fancy private hospital at about six forty-five. To his surprise, he missed a large chunk of traffic. He got off the bike and blew a low whistle; the place was more than pleasant. When Clair said it was an upscale private hospital, she hadn’t been kidding. Now he understood why Janet was already worried about how much things would cost her. Even with insurance, going to this kind of hospital costs a ton of money. A few nights ago, when he’d taken her home, she’d gone on and on about how much everything would cost her and her family. Varick tried to tell her it didn’t matter how much it cost. Her life was worth more.

Walking through the ornately etched glass sliding doors was surreal. He felt eyes on him as soon as he entered the doorway. He had his hands in his jacket pockets and felt slightly intimidated by the fancy place. He felt eyes on him as soon as he entered the doorway. He didn’t fit in with this décor. He went to the elevator and smiled at two nurses who stepped in with him. They seemed to be attempting to disguise the fact they were staring. He couldn’t help almost grinning because he almost always found it amusing. He pushed the button for seven and nodded to them. Both looked away, and he ignored them when they got off on the fifth floor. He got off his floor and followed the signs to Janet’s room. Of course, Clair was already there. He pushed the door open and caught them mid-discussion.

“Are you sure?” Clair was saying as he stepped into the room. Her face immediately lit up, and he saw, as did Janet’s.

Janet smiled. “Hi, Leo.” She used his nickname like everyone except Clair did. “Will you tell your sister I’ve made my choice and I’m having the surgery today?” She craned her neck to look up at the much taller man. “She doesn’t seem to get there’s no backing out now.”

“Sis, you have gotta let the girl get this done. I know you’re worried, but you said this guy was the best in the country, right?” he commented, arching a pierced brow at her.

Clair nodded. “Yeah, but he’s kinda…weird.”

Varick rolled his eyes at her. “He operates on brains. Of course, he’s weird. Now, you just let the man do what he does best. It’s not like Janet here has any other choice. Every other doctor has told her there’s no hope. And I can’t watch her waste away to nothing if anyone someone can stop it.”

“I know, I know, I just…” Clair turned to Janet with tears already gathering in her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, love. You’re like the sister I never had.”

“Clair,” Janet shook her head as she spoke, smiling at the other woman. “Look, I know I’m only nineteen, but you and Mom have got to stop hovering. I heard one of the nurses talking last night, and I gave Mom a stern talking speech afterward. She got rude to Dr. Sung. I’m a big girl; I know what I’m doing. I’m prepared for anything, Clair.” She paused and took the other woman’s hand in hers. “If I don’t come out of this surgery, that’s what’s meant to be. You know that. I don’t believe in God like Mom does, so I’m not leaving it in God’s hands. I’m leaving it in the doctor’s hands, and I know he’s going to do whatever he can to save my life.”

“Even if it seems like he couldn’t care less about you as a person? You know that, right? I’ve looked up stuff online about him. I read some terrible things on doctor review sites and message boards. How he doesn’t care about patients as more than puzzles to solve, and he doesn’t do this to save people. Some say he only does it for his own benefit…” She squeezed Janet’s hand gently as she spoke.

Janet snorted in response. “Clair, tell me, does it matter why he does this? I don’t care about his bedside manner, past, age, or any of it. All I care about is that he is good at doing the impossible. So, what if he sees surgery like a puzzle? He saves people, so does it matter?”

Clair started to say something, then stopped. Varick recognized the look on her face. She just realized she wasn’t thinking logically. “I guess you’re right, I… I didn’t think of it like that.”

Moving over next to his sister, Varick patted Clair on the back. “Sis, sometimes folks with the worst people skills are the best at what they do. They don’t waste time on the bullshit that comes with extra junk. Sometimes, it means they are the best choice.”

The door opened, and they looked up to see a nurse come in wearing a set of bright yellow and white striped scrubs, pushing a cart in front of her. She was shorter, with a round figure and face. She had a cart she was pushing in front of her.

“Nurse Mary, this is my big brother, Varick,” Clair explained with a smile.

Varick nodded and offered his hand to the plump little nurse. Well, she’s a cute little thing, he thought. Good curves and a nice set of bright hazel eyes. But the expression on her face had judgment written all over it, and he was instantly on the defense with her. He immediately knew when someone made assumptions about his appearance.

“Nice to meet you.” He gave her a strained smile and dropped his hand. “You can call me Varick or Leo if you like. Everyone but my sister calls me Leo.”

“Hmm, yes, good to meet you. Now, Miss Edison, we’ll go to the surgery theater in a few minutes. Dr. Sung is already in pre-surgery prep, and we’ll be getting started soon. Any questions?” she asked, looking around.

Shaking her head, Janet turned toward Clair and Varick. “Mom is already in the pre-surgery room and will be in the waiting room with you. Aunt Jane and Aunt Reatha will come by about four this afternoon after work, but Mom will stay the whole time. Are you guys staying?”

“Clair is,” Varick smiled at her encouragingly. “I’ve got a full load of appointments scheduled today, but I’ll be here when you come out tonight.”

Janet sighed and glanced at Mary. “I’m ready.”

Mary called another nurse to help her unlock and move the bed. A few moments later, Varick and his sister were alone in the empty room. He felt her lean against him.

“She’s going to be okay, right Varick?”

“She’s going to be fine, sis,” he responded, squeezing her shoulders. He steered her out of the room to the surgery waiting room area down the hall.

Varick knew his sister so well. Both had become overprotective of each other and became protective over everyone else they cared about. Clair got wrapped up in appearances now and then, especially about people around friends. It was one of the things Varick thought was odd, considering what he looked like. She sometimes made snap judgments of people, which he found frustrating, and never failed to call her on it.

“Promise to come back?” Clair stared up at him with a pleading look as Varick pushed her to sit in one of the chairs.

Varick shook his head. “I promised once already, didn’t I?” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be back after I’m done at the Teahouse. Probably with a hand cramp.”

“Your fault for doing something like tattooing people,” she responded and patted his arm.

Varick shrugged expressively. “Hey, what else is a starving artist gonna do with his life?” He shrugged expressively.

Shaking her head, Clair spoke softly. “You could return to school and finish your literature degree, Varick. There’s no reason not to. Or get an art degree. Considering what you do on your skin, I can’t imagine what you could do with other media.”

“Sis, it has been way too long since I started. Besides, I used every stitch of cash to return to St. Louis. Remember, no college fund left?” Varick reminded her, a slight frown crossing his face.

“I know, I know, I’m just glad you’re back. I missed you while you were gone. And I wish the trip to Santa Cruz hadn’t been for nothing.” She pushed her hair behind her ear. She’d worn it down today and had forgone the makeup. That, in and of itself, showed how worried she was about Janet. Clair was the type who never left the house looking less than perfect.

Varick shook his head again before scratching the back of his neck thoughtfully. “I still can’t believe the bastard. Call outta nowhere and tell me he’s in trouble and then fucking run off with some piece of tail before I even get there.”

Clair smiled at her brother. “And you would do it again in a heartbeat, you big teddy bear.”

Varick mock glared at her. “Hey, don’t let people in on that secret; I’m a big tough guy, remember?” He mock glared at her.

Clair laughed and shooed him. “Don’t be late for your first appointment today, tough guy. It won’t look good on your spotless record. You were lucky to get a job so quickly around here when you came back.”

“Well, it helps. I know one of the guys who works there.” He shrugged at her.

Before leaving, Varick kissed her on the forehead and headed out. He already had the place mapped in his head. If there was one thing he was good at, it was remembering places like this. He went down to the bottom floor and glanced into the gift shop as he passed. A stuffed lion was sitting there. It was funny, considering his nickname. He almost left…but he stopped, going in and buying the silly thing.

Once he got to his bike, he put it in one of his saddlebags. He had no idea why; he just wanted the silly thing; it was cute. He looked up at the bright morning sun, got onto his bike, and took off back to St. Charles.


      [image: ]Luckily, Varick had not started the complicated baby portrait he was about to tattoo onto his client’s arm when the door to his room office slammed open. Varick’s space was half of a room that he shared with another tattoo artist. The client jumped in surprise when he sat in the padded seat. He looked up to see Mischka Seath, his best friend and coworker. Varick put down his tattoo gun and smirked at him. Mischka stood almost five-eleven and didn’t quite break the two-hundred-pound mark. But, when he was angry, he appeared to grow.

“Varick Jaeger, you told me this shit would wash out,” he growled at Varick.

Varick tried his hardest to avoid snickering. “Um, my mistake? I swear, I thought it was wash-out dye.”

Mischka narrowed his gray-blue eyes at Varick and then shook his head, light pink strands among the blond falling into his eyes. “Like hell, you feckin’ bastard! You dye your hair every color under the sun. Yeh know the damn difference between wash wash-out dye and permanent dye! I washed my hair eight times last night, Leo, eight goddamned mother feckin’ times! And look at it, still as freaking obnoxiously pink as yesterday!”

At that point, Varick lost his control and started laughing out loud. Mischka blew air out of his mouth, and the pink-tipped hair fluffed up around his face. It was frizzy and unruly, but it wasn’t nearly as pink as the day before, even though Mischka acted like it was. It looked more like a corona of cotton candy.

“Yeh bastard, I’m gonna kill yeh!” Mischka said and took a menacing step further into the room toward him.

Varick’s client glanced between them, appearing scared this guy would attack the tattoo artist. He was paying a lot to do this work on his arm. But Varick was still laughing, holding his stomach.

“Hold on, hold on, I can’t breathe, Mischka,” Varick said, trying to get control of himself. “But You look like a puffed-up mieze!” He could barely talk as he wiped the tears from his eyes.

“You are so going to regret this, Leo,” he growled, this time more menacingly.

“Oh, poor mieze, will you hiss and spit at me?” Varick, he teased, smirking. “Now go on, I have a piece to do. That’s what I work here for, right?”

His friend glared at him and turned around, storming out and slamming the door to Varick’s laughter as he continued to chuckle. Varick picked up the gun again.

“Um, he seems angry.”

Varick’s client was a young man whose first child was born the weekend before.

“Don’t worry about him. He’s a big pussy cat,” Varick assured the client as he set to work, transferring the portrait of his infant onto the client’s arm.

After he finished with the portrait a few hours later, he made another couple of his appointments. He’d only scheduled one intricate, time-consuming piece for the day. T the rest were simple cartoons and symbols. When he was done with his last client, he stood up and stretched after his previous client left before taking his break. He left his office and headed into the hallway, where he could see down into the front area.

The Japanese Teahouse was arranged with their client’s privacy in mind for the clients. The business was set up in an old shop front on Main Street in St. Charles, Missouri. The front entry was an open glass front with a large desk on the left side. Their main receptionist and accountant, Dannie Smith, sat there most days, scheduling and taking payments. On the right side was an L-shaped display counter with the various jewelry available. There were example piercings on silicone body part displays ranging from ears to intimate piercings. The intimate piercings were inside a little ornamental-looking case with a sign on the front reading “adults only.” Framed artwork and posters of flash art covered the walls behind the desk and display case. There were binders of artwork and photos shelved on top of the case to show off even more of the artists’ work.

Beside Dannie’s desk, it opened into a small waiting area. A set of intricate wooden stairs led up to the piercing parlor on the left. In the center, the waiting area opened into a long open space. Either side had four rooms, with an office at the end for the shop owner. Each artist had a small desk area in the middle open area where clients could see some of their work posted. This way, clients didn’t disturb any tattooists in the closed-door areas. Each of them had a half of one of the rooms for their things. Varick had the desk and room closest to the break room in the back.

He left the closed room to go out into the main area. Of the twelve regular tattooists, only three others were in today, but a couple were on call. As he entered the main area, he noticed Mischka was at the front desk talking to someone at his desk. Varick walked across the larger room to the small break room and grabbed his lunch from the fridge. Returning, he sat at his desk and opened his laptop to check the news. He wasn’t the best with technology, but he did like to keep up to date with current world events, so his computer was set up to go directly to a significant news website on the desktop.

When he opened the laptop, he paused in surprise for a few seconds and stared before he growled in frustration. He stood up, looking for Mischka. He opened the door to Mischka’s tattoo room and saw no one. He went to the front and found the receptionist filing invoices in the back file cabinet.

“Dannie, where is he?” he nearly whispered with a furrowed brow.

“Mr. Seath?” she asked, confused.

Varick He nodded. “Where is that cheeky little bastard? I’m gonna kill him right now.”

Dannie shook her head, blond hair bopping back and forth in her high ponytail. “I’m not sure, Mr. Jaeger.” She straightened the long-sleeved kimono-style uniform top and left to go to the front.

As she left and as she did, he saw Mischka sitting on the display case where Dannie was going now. He started chatting with Dannie as soon as she walked over.

Varick slammed the door and stormed over toward him. Mischka looked up at him, grinning as Varick came around the corner up to him, where he sat on the counter with a fierce glare at him. He dropped both hands on either side of Mischka’s legs and leaned over him.

“What’s the password?” Varick’s voice had lowered at least an octave as he narrowed his eyes at him.

“What password, Leo?” Mischka stared up at him with his hands folded in his lap and smirking.

“The fucking password to my computer so that I can get the pornography off the screensaver, Mischka,” he said in a flat tone.

Mischka just continued to grin at him. Varick knew why he’d done this; it was revenge for dying his hair pink while he was napping on his desk yesterday. Mischka was well aware he had an intense dislike for all pornography, especially anything with women in particular. It would have been easy for Mischka to set up the screensaver and set a password, so Varick had to ask him for it. Varick wasn’t the most adept at technology, so it still had the primary changeme1234 password the laptop came with. Mischka continued to grin at him.

“Fine, Leo, I’ll tell you on one condition. You fix my hair before work tomorrow morning,” he said, smirking at him.

Varick sighed and felt his eye twitch. “I’ll come by before we open and fix it. Password.”

Mischka grinned wider. “Mieze.”

Varick growled and went back through the curtain on his laptop, changing the password and screensaver before he picked up his food again. Now that Mischka couldn’t see him, he felt himself smile. If it hadn’t been for Mischka, Varick wasn’t sure where he’d be at this point in life. Mischka had been the one to help him bust his own Motorcycle Club for the illegal shit they were starting to get into. He wasn’t sure he could have escaped the situation if it hadn’t been for his friend. At least he’d been able to get out of there. He paused, sandwich halfway to his mouth, staring at Mischka as he came back through the curtain talking to a customer.

Though he did look cute with the pink in his hair, he thought. He was a little mieze. Varick shook his head. He was thinking of a man almost as old as he was as a kitten. Where the hell did that come from?

Varick was finishing his lunch when he saw Dannie gesture toward him as she spoke with a client. He thought it looked like a walk-in had arrived, and he returned to the tattoo chair to get to work. He spent the next few hours working on several tattoos.

Finally, when it was time to leave, he saw Mischka talking to the evening receptionist at the front. As he walked by, he grabbed Mischka by the arm, spinning him toward him.

“Hey, we’re riding this weekend. Really need it after this week.” Varick glanced at Mischka and gave him a curt nod.

When Mischka paused, Varick noticed his friend’s face was starting to color. “Um, okay, ah, I’ll let my boy know…”

Varick clapped the shorter man on the back. “See ya in the morning, I’ll bring some bleach to get the pink shit outta your hair. Even if the Mieze look is good on you.”

He had already changed into his leather chaps for the ride to the hospital and had his jacket draped over his shoulder. He headed out, shrugging on his leather as he left.

Varick had just about shut the door when he heard Mischka’s voice behind him mumble. “Damn that man,” followed by a giggle from Dannie. Varick paused and glanced back to see the other man walking back to his desk through the curtain. He wondered what his comment had been about.








  
  

Chapter Four


The Patient and the Surgery





During the long surgery on Janet Edison, Kieran did not sense the passage of time. For him, fourteen hours might as well have been fourteen minutes. He never watched the clock during a procedure; he only watched his work. As tedious as this type of surgery tended to be, he enjoyed it. This highly complex surgery allowed him to hyper-focus on the most minor details. 

With his obsession fulfilled for the next week, his temperament would improve drastically. As much as he hated people watching him, he ignored it. Above him, sets of eyes viewed his every move and whispered in amazement at how he worked effortlessly. Kieran put himself into a zone where he and the patient existed alone. As much as he hated people watching him, he ignored it.

The watchers often were there because Kieran did the impossible. Every patient he worked on was a “lost cause” and had been told they were dying. So far, he’d only lost one patient, which was not his fault. No one blamed him, yet Kieran saw it differently, even if he didn’t say so in words. The patient had been on street drugs when the surgery began, and the addition of the anesthesia had caused respiratory depression. Kieran could not let the loss go, and every time he stepped into the surgery theater, the face of the one patient he had lost loomed in front of him. He could not lose another.

Finally, he closed up, stripped his gloves, and pulled his mask down with a shaky sigh. With his obsession fulfilled for the next week, his temperament would improve drastically since his obsession was fulfilled. It took a little time for him to bring himself out of the near trance-like state he entered during an intense surgery. Generally, he stood in the prep room outside the surgery for almost half an hour before he was ready to leave.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to look and see Mary. “Ready to go do your duty, Dr. Sung?”

Despite Kieran’s irritation at her, he nodded and headed to the waiting room. The number of people had increased, and he visibly stiffened, getting a pat on the back from his nurse. He saw Mrs. Edison standing by the coffee pot talking to a man Kieran assumed was Mr. Edison. The blonde, Clair, was sitting with and holding a white paper cup and looking at her phone. Beside her sat an intimidating-looking man with tricolored hair. Even though Kieran rarely focused on other people, this man drew his attention immediately. Wonderful, he thought to himself. There were even more people to ask questions and barrage him with even more anxiety.

Kieran swallowed, put on his fake smile, and stepped into the fray.


      [image: ]Varick got back to the hospital at almost eight that night. He was tired but promised Clair to be there for her. Janet wouldn’t know if he was there, but Clair needed the support. He returned to the waiting room, head down and ignoring the people who stared at him. Sometimes, like this morning, it amused him. After a long day like today, he was no longer entertained by their glares and excessive attention. He opened the surgery waiting room door and found Clair, Janet’s parents, and her two aunts seated. By now, he guessed Janet was either still in surgery or recovering.

Varick sat down next to Clair and leaned over to bump shoulders with her. “Hey, sis, how are things?”

Clair smiled, putting away her phone. “So far so good. The little nurse has come out five times so far to update us. She said there were some minor complications, but things were going as expected for the most part. She said there was nothing to worry about.”

“Good news, huh?” Varick confirmed with a smile.

Clair nodded momentarily while wringing her hands before pulling out her phone again. Varick smiled, seeing she was playing solitaire. Some things never changed. As children, solitaire had been the only card game Clair had ever cared about. He thought Clair knew more ways of playing solitaire than anyone else. Her favorite was Algerian, which was generally winnable but took a ton of strategy. As kids, they used to mix things up and play a variation called double solitaire, where two people could play. It had led to many fingernail cuts from his sister as they tried to place cards on each other’s spreads.

“I’m going to walk around for a bit,” he explained as he stood up again. He was still stiff from his ride and needed to walk around.

Over the next three hours, Varick ended up walking around the hospital more than once over the next three hours. He had a phone, but since he was not the best with technology, his was very basic. Instead, he read all the boring magazines and paced the floors. More than one person gave him an odd look as they walked by to see him in the waiting room, reading about home improvement and gardening in the waiting room. He always liked the artistic nature of landscaping and home design.

The nicest thing he found while wandering about was a little enclosed garden a couple of floors down. It had several benches and a nice grassy area in the middle with floral borders around it. In the center, there was a sculpted fountain. It had a glass covering to allow the sun through to keep the flowers blooming year-round. He narrowed his eyes and squinted but couldn’t tell what they were from two floors above. It looked like there were a few beds of pink and white flowers. He wandered back to Janet’s room and noticed he could see the garden clearly from her window. After a while, he found his way back to the surgery waiting room.

The door swung open, and the nurse named Mary came in with a short, dark-haired man in a doctor’s coat and lavender scrubs. The doctor peered around the room before stepping and then stepped forward. Everyone started to get up and move toward him. Varick blinked in surprise as he got closer because he could see the name tag read Dr. Kieran Sung. Neither Janet nor Clair had mentioned how incredibly adorable the doctor was. Varick shook his head. Nope, stop it; I’m not here for that. But he found it odd. He rarely found others attractive in more than an aesthetic sense. To think that the doctor was adorable was so very strange for him.

The young doctor cleared his throat and smiled a very fake-looking smile. Varick immediately noticed how his voice shook a bit as he spoke.

“Uh, Janet is in recovery now, and she will be able to have visitors within an hour or two once she leaves recovery, but just the parents for tonight. Limit it to fifteen minutes or less for tonight and just the parents. We have made an exception for visiting hours tonight for you. It has been a long surgery, and she will need her rest. The surgery was successful with minimal complications. She will remain in the ICU unit until Wednesday morning; then, I will transfer her to surgery recovery. I have requested she stay for two weeks at least. I know it is a long recovery time for this surgery, but I worry about post-surgery testing. The removal of the tumor was a little more difficult than anticipated, but I am sure there will be little to no permanent damage. The tumor was more invasive than I expected so that I will have scans run at the end of this week. I will also do the same at the end of next week to verify there are no remaining traces of the tumor. She will still need to face some testing to ensure no other problems, such as speech, reading, and cognition. Now, uh, if you will excuse me, I have to get some rest.” He took a deep breath and then bowed slightly at the waist.

“But what if something happens? If you leave, what happens to her if something goes wrong?” Clair asked, wringing her hands.

The doctor looked even more anxious, and Varick frowned to see him shift back and forth on the balls of his feet. “I apologize, but I have been in surgery for fourteen hours and have to eat and sleep soon. I do not leave the hospital for at least twenty-four hours after a surgery of this magnitude. Believe me, If something happens, they shall find or wake me up.”

Before anyone could say anything, the doctor turned on his heels and left, and he seemed to trip over thin air. He stopped, visibly realigned his limbs, and headed to the elevator. Varick assumed to get some food as he said.

“Did he just trip over nothing?” Varick asked Clair. “He must really be tired.” He picked up his jacket and shrugged it back on.

“Varick, shh,” she whispered, frowning as she watched Mary talk to Mrs. Edison. “Why don’t you go to the cafeteria and get something to eat, yeah? And don’t scare anyone, you big bear.”

He shrugged. “Sure, you want something?”

Clair shook her head as Varick left, shoving hands into his pockets as he strolled to the elevator. On the ride, he couldn’t stop thinking about the young man he’d just seen. He was fascinated, though, by the doctor. The guy had to be younger than him, yet he was the Head of neurosurgery. And damn cute, to boot. Varick grinned. Well, wouldn’t it be funny if he tried to snag himself a doctor… He snorted at the thought. Yeah, right. Someone who looked like him would never get himself an upstanding citizen for a partner.

The more he thought about it, the more he considered how odd it was for him to find someone attractive. He usually didn’t. He had never found anyone physically attractive or considered anyone a possible partner. He would admire their physical appearance, and he quite enjoyed a wide variety of body types of all genders. However, most of the time, he didn’t feel like he wanted to do anything besides look. This felt different. He wanted to talk to the doctor and touch his face and kiss those tired-looking eyes. He was startled out of his thoughts when the elevator doors opened.

Varick entered the cafeteria and glanced around, idly clicking the silver sphere in his tongue against his front teeth. The only people in the cafeteria at this hour were a few visitors and a bored-looking cashier. He smiled as he caught sight of a white coat with a dark mop of shaggy hair standing in line at the food counter. The doctor was humming to himself and examining the cold food items since it was eight at night. He paused briefly and then approached the counter to find something to eat. The cafeteria kitchen was closed, and the hot foods were gone.

Varick glanced over as the doctor picked out what appeared to be a sandwich and studied it for a moment with a scowl. He then put it on his tray and chose a carton of chocolate milk. Varick smirked. Huh, he’s such a kid, he thought. He followed behind him through the line and chose a similar meal with a far more suitable cola drink. He observed as the doctor picked a seat in the farthest corner of the room and sat down, removing his white doctor’s coat. He started picking apart the sandwich, causing Varick to tilt his head and stare. Soon, there were discreet piles: onions, pickles, and tomatoes, each piled on the napkin. He then folded the napkin and set it aside. The lettuce and meats were carefully replaced on the bread and topped with the slice of cheese. The doctor had to adjust it twice before he got it to the place he liked. He nodded at the sandwich and closed it up, and Varick swore he glared at the parcel of unwanted toppings. Before he realized what he was doing, Varick was headed toward the young doctor’s table. He figured it was all in or not at all.


      [image: ]After the surgery, Kieran was mainly on auto-pilot. He talked to the family; then he went down to the cafeteria. He could feel his blood sugar was low, and his legs were going to start cramping soon. After standing for hours, he wished he could take muscle relaxers or something in times like these.

He managed to get his food and sit far away from everyone else. He did not want to have to deal with people after surgeries; he would find himself a place to sleep after he ate something. Consequently, Artemis would always fuss at him if he did not eat before sleeping after surgery.

Kieran startled almost violently at the slight thump when a tray landed on the table next to him with a slight thump. He looked up, briefly locking his dark blue eyes with the guy from upstairs before shifting his gaze to the spot between his eyes. Kieran blinked, swallowing his bite of food. This was the tall man from upstairs with the tricolored hair. Generally, He never differentiated between “group” members, but he recognized the strange hair. Usually, he was mostly oblivious to his surroundings, but someone with blue, purple, and green hair? Even to him, bright hair stood out even in Kieran’s mind.

“Um, yeah, can I help you?” he asked, picking up the milk and sipping through its straw, not taking his eyes off the man before him.

It was not like he was suspicious, though he should be, he thought to himself. The man was huge and menacing-looking, to be honest. He was at least about a foot taller than Kieran and had to outweigh him by at least a hundred pounds or more pounds. In addition to the hair, he had facial piercings and tattoos. He thought he remembered his name was Varick or something like it from what he had heard around Janet’s room.

“Huh, I just thought I’d be friendly and sit with you. Seem off on your own.”

Varick spoke in a surprisingly proper and cultured-sounding voice. Kieran had to reevaluate his observations of this individual. Obviously, he was more than his appearance. One of the things Kieran tended to struggle with was taking people and their words entirely at face value. He tended to evaluate someone based on first impressions, which often led to him not understanding them.

Kieran watched him for a second, taking another bite of his sandwich. He turned away and continued to eat in silence for a little while. After a moment, he peered over to see that the vibrant-haired man was quite comfortable at a table with a stranger. “Um, I am not much for company; most people keep their distance from me.”

Varick stared at the young doctor for a long moment. “Well, my name’s Varick, by the way, but you can call me Leo. Why would people steer clear of you? You seem like a good guy. Certainly cute.”

This very attractive man just called him cute. He shivered a bit with a feeling he did not understand. Despite his nervousness, or perhaps because of it, he felt his face heating. “Um, I have been told I am…what was it, caustic. Blunt. I tend to be overly honest, and I have found people do not like such things too much.”

“Ah, well, their loss. More honesty would do people good.” Kieran felt Varick watching him as he took another bite. Kieran felt his eyebrow twitch.

“My father said when they were handing out tact, they must have completely missed me,” Kieran explained. He felt the heavy pull of exhaustion on his lids. “It is hard to remember that people do not usually like the truth. Gets me into a lot of trouble.”

“Hey!” the other man shouted, startling more than one nearby late-night patron into glaring at him suddenly as Kieran began to fall asleep sitting up.

Kieran startled again, nearly kicking the table. He blinked and looked at the concerned expression on the other man’s face. He was glad he spent so much time studying facial expressions for times like this. “Sorry, I have become exhausted after a long surgery like today. Especially when there are so many factors. I felt like I needed two more hands in there.”

“Don’t you have nurses?” Varick was frowning at him. “Or other doctors? I thought long surgeries you guys like traded off or something.”

Kieran smiled, attempting to seem normal, finishing his milk. “Most do, but I…I do not allow anyone in my surgeries. I must control every aspect; otherwise, I cannot work. I use my nurses to hold clamps and use the sponges, but I do the cutting, sawing, suturing, and everything else. I cannot afford to let anyone else into the surgery. What I do…no one else really can do.”

“Humble, aren’t we?” Varick asked, leaning back in the chair with a cocky grin. He crumbled the wrapper to the sandwich and laid it beside the cola bottle.

Kieran frowned and thought it over for a second, then nodded. “Ah, I see. You perceive me to sound like I am bragging and boasting about my skill.”

Varick’s grin turned to a frown. At the curious turn of phrase. “What do you mean by that?”

The doctor shook his head. “I apologize. I tend to be honest about my skills, and it tends to put off others as well. I used to get teased and bullied in school for it. Well, my bluntness and my awful coordination. Oh well, I guess I should be glad my hands work perfectly, even if the rest of me does not. “

Varick smiled slyly, quickly realizing this young doctor was completely honest in more ways than one. “You aren’t boasting.”

Kieran quirked an eyebrow at him as he picked up his tray and stood up. “Of course not. Boasting serves no purpose.”

As he went to dump his tray, Varick followed him. Varick nodded, following the dark-haired doctor as he dumped his tray. He watched as he disposed of the package of remaining things from his sandwich. Kieran stumbled on something, or nothing, and fell into Varick’s body. As Varick tightly grasped him around the shoulders to steady him, Kieran gasped as he felt a strange, unfamiliar sensation shoot up his spine he had never felt before. Kieran felt a blush rise at the closeness of the larger man, and he noted he smelled faintly of something familiar, but he could not place the scent.

“Oh, sorry about that. Gets worse the more tired I get,” Kieran explained to him. He took a deep breath as Varick set him up on his feet again. Despite his size and apparent strength, Kieran noted as this man touched him; despite his size and apparent strength, he was careful not to grab him in too tight of a grip.

“What does?” Varick asked with a curious stare, his hands lingering on his thin arms a bit too long. Kieran’s heart blood was pounding in his ears now, but he was unsure why.

“Dyspraxia. It is a motor condition I have.” Kieran had to swallow repeatedly before he could continue. His heart was still pounding, and his face felt hot. “I am lucky; most people have it affect their fine motor skills too, but for me, it just affects the gross motor. Used to be worse when I was a kid.” He turned and moved toward the exit and waved to the man as he turned toward the exit. “Nice talking to you, um, going to sleep for a while.”

Kieran got out the door to the elevator and held the door closed button for a few seconds as he forced his heart to calm down. Why was his body reacting this way? He felt like a bunch of fluttering things were loose in his belly. Worse than that, he felt flushed and wanted to return to the cafeteria and talk to that man again. He tried to find out all about him and that strange man to hold him again. This was so odd, and he was unsure what to do with it. He pressed a hand against his crotch with wide eyes. That did not happen often at all. Why would this be happening? He closed his eyes and forced his body under control, hitting the button for seven and scrubbing his hands over his face. He should ask Artemis. He knew about these things because he had a boyfriend. He would ask him what this meant.


      [image: ]“Are yeh sure about this?” Conner was frowning as he sat across from his business partner in the Randy’s Diner off North New Ballas. There were people everywhere, but Randy’s was one of the only all-night diners in the area. He had misgivings about the whole plan his friend had come up with. He ran his hand through his stringy, undercut, auburn hair for the hundredth time tonight. He and his brother hadn’t left his mother in Ireland to work in the States to get involved in something like this.

“Dude, really, this is so feckin’ perfect.” Barry was grinning at Conner across the table.

“I dunno, this is risky,” he responded quietly. “I mean, I know he looked like the perfect mark, but what if he’s under protection? What if we cannae get ‘im separated from the fat little nurse that’s always following ‘im around? Or the scary-lookin’ nurse always shadowing ‘im when he’s around?”

Barry sighed and rolled his dark eyes at his friend. “Look, we’re in feckin’ deep to Callaghan. If we don’t do something, we’re never leaving St. Louis. At least, not alive. This is a golden opportunity. If it hadn’t been for the call I got from some weird dude the other day, I wouldn’ta thought ‘bout it. But don’t tell Callaghan we had any help with this. We can’t let him know anyone else even knows about this scheme, let alone gave us the whole idea.”

“But this guy, yeh don’t even know who he is? Just some guy tha’ walked up to you after we lost the drugs? Idn’t that suspicious? Aren’t yeh worried the guy might have had something to do with the drugs getting’ stolen?” Conner asked with a deeper frown.

“Nah, we know it was the stupid East St. Louis black Black gang.” Barry had a sour look on his face as he shook his head. “We saw that asshole running away from the drop. They snuck into the drop point and snagged it before we got there. Boss expects us to drop the shipment off by Friday, and if we don’t do somethin’, he’s going to feckin’ kill us on sight. That was a lot of money worth of feckin’ coke.” Seven and a half million dollars worth of cocaine was a lot of coke to lose.

Conner sighed and ran his hand through his hair again, pausing to rub the shaved portion near the back of his neck. “I…I dunno. Kidnappin’?”

“Yeah, look, it couldn’t be easier. You said he was weird and took off alone a lot. He’s a feckin’ doctor. He’s got money. Look, see here.” Barry turned his tablet around so Conner could see the page he’d pulled up. It was the web page for McKellar Hospital with a doctor’s profile on it. “Look at this; his father’s a fuckin’ doctor, too. It means bank, Conner, like lotsa bank.”

Biting his lip, he stared at Barry. “But…will tha’ be enough? Say we pull this shite off, is it gonna be enough to get us out of debt for the shipment? Will it make him happy enough to forget we got it stolen?” He spoke in a low voice as a couple walked by with the hostess.

“No, but I know how to get to the bastard without putting us in any further danger. Because look at this.” Conner Barry returned his tablet and pulled up a website for a book publisher. “Read down about halfway.”

As he read, he muttered to himself. “Autistic prodigy, neurology, son of a Korean immigrant, father is a pediatric surgeon, grandson of…” He looked glanced up at Barry. “Holy feck, this…oh, this is perfect. Do yeh think the boss knows about this?”

“Look at him. Does he look seem like he’s half-Irish? His last name is Sung, and he looks takes after his Korean father of his,” Barry said with a cocked eyebrow. “But knowin’, you can see it in his face. The eyes and the cheeks. He’s got his father’s skin tone, but he’s got those big, dark blue eyes.”

Conner shook his head. “No, cannae tell he’s Irish blood at first look at all. Why would they put this for public view? That’s feckin’ insane. This makes him a feckin’ target to anyone who knows his grand-da. But we can use it.” He was starting to come around to Barry’s idea.

“See, I know what I’m talkin’ ‘bout.”

“So, we ransom him to his father; then we give ‘im to the boss? Won’t he just kill ‘im?” Conner said. He honestly didn’t want to see someone die because of this.

“That’s the beautiful part,” Barry grinned wider. “Boss has this thing for boys.”

Conner arched a brow. “Lotsa folk have a ting for boys. I mean, I know the boss is old school and probably don’t want a bunch of people to know he likes feckin’ other dudes, but in this day ‘n age…” He arched a brow.

“No, you don’t get it. How old does this doctor look to you?” Barry smirked slowly.

Conner shook his head. “I dunno, like sixteen or some shit; he’s a feckin’ twink-looking bitch.”

“Yeah, boss, don’t just like boys. He likes lil’ boys. The younger lookin’, the better.”

Conner nodded at him as a genuine smile spread across his face. “So, we pay ‘im what the shipment we had pinched by the other gang was worth, and then we give ‘im this doctor as a way to encourage him not to blow our brains out. Then, just to be feckin’ sure, we take off with some of the cash and disappear to the feckin’ Bahamas or something,” he said. “I dunno if it will work, but we’re dead when he finds out we lost the shipment.”

Barry nodded. “We got nothin’ to lose, buddy. Not a damn thing.”








  
  

Chapter Five


The Actor and the Stage





The director, Jason Twillen, yelled over the din of the other actors running back and forth inside the new Highland Theater. 

“Alright, where’s my Benedick?!” rang out as the company prepared for their first public production. The theater was brightly lit for rehearsal, and the whole place smelled of new fabric and cleaning supplies. Tomorrow was the production’s opening night and the theater itself.

Carmine Deangelo, Benedick, was flirting with one of the new actresses and hadn’t heard the call for his character. The actress was playing one of the bit parts in the production, and it was the first time he’d encountered her in the St. Louis acting community. She was a shorter woman with a plump figure and lovely wavy brown hair.

“No, really, I’m serious!” he told her, smiling brilliantly at her, his dark eyes sparkling.

She giggled. “I don’t think I should talk to you like this, Mr. Deangelo.”

“What? Why? And call me Carmine, sweetheart. Really, I think you’re cute as a button on in a corset.” He gave her an expressive wink and did not attempt to hide the fact he was looking directly down at her cleavage. He thought she looked pretty nice in the outfit she was wearing for the part. “With a figure like yours, you are destined for greatness and have such personality.” He kept his voice low as he leaned against the wall backstage wall. They were just beside the curtain main curtain.

The woman blushed brightly and covered her face with her hands. Her dark hair was done up on her head in a mock-up of the fancy hairstyle she’d wear for the play. “Goodness, they were right! You are incorrigible!”

“Wha’? Because I like what I see?” he purred and smirked at her. He took a moment and traced a finger over the bottom of the corset, the contrast of the white fabric striking against his dark skin.

“I didn’t think I was the type you’d hit on, Mr. Deangelo.” Her face reddened even further.

Carmine shook his head. “Why wouldn’t I hit on you? You’re gorgeous.” Carmine knew why; the woman was older, perhaps in her mid to late thirties, with a thick figure, and she probably didn’t think she deserved his attention.

She blushed again. “Oh, um, I think the director is calling for you…” Her face reddened even further as she turned away from him, disappearing into the group of other fellow extras.

He smiled to himself. It wasn’t like he expected to get a date out of her, but he really did think she was cute. H and he figured she should know. He glanced up toward the front of the stage and knew if Twillen was yelling, he should go find out what he wanted. He went to the front, where the director stood, and talked to someone else. Any minute, he’d realize Carmine hadn’t approached him yet and yell again. When he was halfway to the front, he felt a hand on his arm, and he turned to see Julien giving him a shy smile.

“Oh, Jules,” he smirked, patting the shorter boy’s hand. “How are you, sweetheart?” he asked.

“Um, Carmine, ah, do you think maybe after rehearsal…ah…could we get coffee today?” he asked. He had a wide-eyed and hopeful look on his face. “I don’t have to be home until late. We could, you know, maybe go do something…”

Carmine hated to turn him down; he did enjoy the boy’s company, but he wasn’t even sixteen yet; he was one of the high school kids helping with the production. “Oh, Jules, I’ve got an appointment for a radio interview after rehearsal. I’ll have to take a rain check. Maybe when we all go out after the production this weekend?” There was no way Carmine would go out alone with a kid, but if Julian wanted to go out with the group, it would be fine.

With a duck of his head, Julien took off, face red. Carmine sighed and shook his head.

“Damn, what is it with you and the high school boys?” Persephone, one of the actresses he’d worked with on several productions, commented as she approached him.

“They hear I’m bi, and they all think they found someone to look up to. Which is fine, but I wish they’d quit trying to get me to fuck ‘em,” he muttered. “I know I’m known as a player, but I’m not a damn pedophile.”

“I said, where is my Benedick?” he heard again.

“Shit, later, Seph.” He left her to hurry over where Twillen stood, pushing his purple plastic-rimmed glasses up his nose.

Twillen’s mood wasn’t good today, Carmine knew. His shirt was untucked, and his hair was messy. Twillen was always put together unless he’d fought with his husband. Carmine knew he was going to get it for being late this morning. Chewing his lip as he ran a hand over his close-cropped black hair, he got the courage to go ahead. He moved through the various groups of actors, waiting for instructions from the director. Everyone was getting into position around him for a complete run-through of the play before the debut tomorrow evening. Several turned to look as he made his way through them. Carmine always caught the attention of the other actors when he went past them. After all, he was quite the striking character. He’d been blessed with his mother’s soft facial features and smoldering dark eyes; his skin was medium brown. However, it was his attitude, as well as his natural charisma, which caught the most attention.

His nature, of course, meant he had a lot of love interests in his past, or at least, it was the assumption. His flirtatious nature made others assume he had a nonstop string of lovers. Honestly, he flirted more than he dated. Unfortunately, it left him with a reputation. He had gone through several lovers, male, female, and other genders, but they usually ended because of his problems, which were things that had nothing to do with his flirting. People could handle him at his best, but they couldn’t handle him at his worst. But he felt it was okay, though. He’d keep looking for someone to take him however he was, up, down, or in between.

Once he got up beside the director, he said, “Hey, I’m here.” Carmine turned his dark eyes on the director.

Twillen glared at Carmine. “You’re late.”

“Um, yeah, sorry, I just got up late. My mom had a bad night last night, and I—” he explained.

The director cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I don’t care, Deangelo. One more tardy, and I will put your understudy in the role.”

Carmine ground his teeth and nodded. If he weren’t careful, he’d lose his spot and couldn’t take the risk. As much as he hated working for the man, he couldn’t take the chance of getting bumped off this production. The possibility of getting a contract with any theater in St. Louis was low, and he had worked hard to get it. The Highland Theater was steady work, and he’d landed a position as one of the prominent cast members.

“Yeah, got it, got it,” he commented, putting on his fake smile as he left to get ready to run his lines.

“Man, is it just me, or does he hate you special?” muttered one of his cast mates, stopping him as he passed.

“Darren, you know he doesn’t like…” Carmine paused, glancing at his fellow. Darren was a typical theater kid from high school. ; Darren was well educated from day one, and more than being educated, he didn’t have a mother that required so much care, “Me,” Carmine finished. He knew Darren wouldn’t understand that the director hated his lateness and “excuses,” which were perfectly valid but unacceptable to Twillen.

Carmine would get through it despite the director’s passive-aggressive nature. He would do what he did best: bring in people to watch him in the show. And people would come just to see him. Lots of people loved his acting, and he was well on his way to becoming one of the best-known stage actors in St. Louis. His Macbeth had been good enough to be awarded some fancy statue; before that, he’d done a great Mercutio. His role as Mercutio had gotten him enough recognition to land him the leading role in Macbeth and now in Much Ado About Nothing. He planned to try out for Midsummer Night’s Dream and hoped to get either Oberon or Lysander. Either role would look good on his list of roles, and he hoped for the best with the summer play.

As he headed to the stage, Everyone got into their positions for the first run-through with his Beatrice, the first run-through of the day. He kept thinking about what he had going on later in the day. At least he could go to the radio station to interview his friend Charles. Twillen had been happy he would give the production some extra advertising. He knew Charles said there was another guest on the show today, a local doctor.

He felt a grin split his face for a moment. And after that, he was heading to the club. He wanted to see the blonde sub with whom he’d spent the past few weekends; Loki had been his scene name. Carmine had no idea his real name, but he hoped to see him tonight and get his number. Who knew? Maybe they could hit it off out here in the real world. After all, there wasn’t much talking while he flogged his pale skin. He shivered. Watching those red marks appear against his light-colored flesh had been far more impressive than he had imagined. Especially with his cock buried to the hilt in his ass. He smirked, remembering the way he’d absolutely writhed in ecstasy under the flogger… He shook his head to clear his thoughts before he became too distracted. He shook his head, looking to see if they were ready for him.

These people all thought they knew him. They believed he was a whore, and sometimes he thought he was too. But he really wasn’t. Every partner he’d ever had broke it off with him when they couldn’t handle him at his worst points. A lot of partners won’t stick around when they hear the phrase “I have bipolar disorder” come out of someone’s mouth, so he didn’t tell them, just instead telling them he was moody. Of course, they all liked him when he was happy. Things went wrong for him when he wasn’t pleased.

Luckily, word of his down periods didn’t get around. He was sure he’d never get a part again if they knew he had to monitor his mental state carefully. He was on an upswing right now, though, so he knew the jittery feeling would come on soon. He was going to have to be careful because if he shifted up into a major manic phase, he might get in trouble again.

He pulled out his phone and checked the med-minder, and he’d ticked off his medicine this morning. He breathed out. It was all good, he thought to himself. As long as he took his medication, he could keep it under control. Most of the time. He’d still swing into his manic phase. There was no stopping it, but at worst, he’d be impulsive and hyper. He just had to watch himself over the next couple of months. Keeping his libido in check would be the hardest part. Why his impulse control problems were rooted in his sex drive, he had no idea. Couldn’t he have had impulse control problems with something besides his sex drive?

For now, he just had to get through the morning at rehearsal. Afterward, he would go to the radio studio for the show with Charles. Then, after they were done, later on in the evening, they would both head to the club. And if he were lucky, the fiery sub would be there again tonight.

“Everyone, places! Act four, scene one! Benedick and Beatrice!” Twillen shouted from in front of the stage.

Carmine turned and smiled at the woman playing Beatrice and began the dialogue.


      [image: ]Carmine stepped into the office of the broadcast studio before the lunch hour show began. He ran a hand over his head to wipe off the water. Of course, it would start raining right as he stepped out of the car. Turning to shut the door behind him, he glanced outside and saw the clouds weren’t dispersing. But at least it wasn’t a heavy rain. It was a good thing it waited until after rehearsal. Missouri weather was nothing but unpredictable. He walked toward the waiting area of the plain office and looked through the large window into the recording booth. His friend Charles Ruebern was doing the pre-lunch show music and announcements.

Fifteen minutes before the interviews started, Carmine sat in one of the comfortable chairs that looked into the recording studio. He grabbed one of the books on the table. It looked like this one was a gardening magazine from 2007. He needed to get Charles to buy some decent reading material if he wanted to interview him more often.

He was glad Charles was happy again. Last year, his childhood friend had come home after being medically discharged from the army when he’d had his leg nearly taken off by an IED. In the end, he suffered permanent damage to the nerves along his thigh and had terrible scars. He hadn’t known what to do with his life since he planned a military career. Carmine encouraged him to pursue his dream of being a radio DJ and host. Charles liked to joke. He even came equipped with a radio face.

In the studio, Charles was nervously picking at the microphone. Carmine grinned because today was an extensive interview for Charles. He’d been working for this small independent AM station for the past six months. For the last three of those months, he’d had this show at the lunch hour block. Due to his lackluster guests, his ratings were relatively low. This was his chance to finally interview someone who mattered to the St. Louis community, which was one of the reasons he’d asked Carmine onto the same show. It was a good way for Charles to have Carmine there as support and give Carmine some support for his craft.

The front door opened, and he looked up to see a short, dark-haired young man and a taller, gray-haired man enter the room. The younger man wore black jeans and a t-shirt and seemed annoyed at being steered into the room by the older guy in a gray three-piece suit. He certainly is a cute little thing, he thought. Of course, his mind descended entirely into the gutter when the younger guy turned around. Carmine bit his lip, trying not to stare at the guy’s ass. The jeans he was wearing clung in all the right places, showing off his pert bubble butt.

Impulse control, he told himself. He couldn’t go trying and sex up everyone he saw, especially right now. He made a promise to Charles that he was going to be more careful. Instead, he tried to focus on the interview coming up. Strawberry’s would take care of things until it passed, he mused, eyes moving back to the guy’s ass again. Every time he shifted, the denim clung to every curve making Carmine want to grab him and lick him from toe to head while pausing to play extensively right in the middle of his adorable ass. Dammit, if a cute guy in jeans was revving his engine this bad, he was really letting his libido run wild today. At this rate, he was going to explode just thinking about an ass.

“Kieran, relax,” the older man sighed, fussing with the young man’s clothes.

Kieran, he thought to himself. What a cute name for the guy. Carmine glanced up now and then as the older guy pushed Kieran’s dark hair back from his face. He noticed he was clenching and unclenching his hands repeatedly. The taller man shoved what looked like a blue stress ball into one of them.

“Thank you, Thomas,” Kieran exhaled, squeezing the ball repeatedly. “I know people will not be able to see me, but it does not help my anxiety. I know people are listening to me.”

So, the old guy’s name was Thomas, Carmine noted.

“Just speak to the host as we discussed. Just think of this as talking to someone new.” Thomas smiled and put both hands on Kieran’s shoulders

Shifting his weight on his hips, Kieran turned his face up and glared at the older man. Carmine moved uncomfortably because, goddamn, his cock was threatening to draw attention to himself. He swallowed dryly and kept trying to act like he wasn’t listening. The room’s acoustics carried sound well, so he didn’t have to stare at them to overhear. The younger of the pair didn’t care about being overheard, but the older kept trying to silence him. He appeared to be growing more and more agitated.

“You know it does not help at all. I do not do well with people as it is, and new people are even worse,” he stated. “Thomas, how can I do this? I cannot do this,” he whined, squeezing the stress ball almost hard enough to pop it. Carmine could see the blue peeking through his fingers.

“Just think you’re talking to Mary,” the older man told him. Carmine noticed he clenched his fists tighter at that thought. “Okay, then pretend you’re talking to Artemis.” Now, the younger man did seem to relax a little.

Thomas adjusted the waistband of Kieran’s jeans, then pulled at the plain black and blue striped t-shirt. This drew Carmine’s eyes to Kieran’s stomach, where it flashed briefly. It was enough to show the beginnings of his happy trial, where it disappeared under the band of the low-rise jeans.

Crossing his legs, Carmine tried to think of anything else. The guy had to be too young for the club, and Carmine was a pervert, but he would never touch anyone under twenty-one. Admire, yes; jerk off afterward, yes, but never touch. If they were too young for the club, he didn’t want to chance it. Thankfully, he had Loki to take his mind off this.

“You know this is what needs to happen. Every time you end up in a confrontation with a patient, you get more and more stressed. I’m afraid you’re going to have one of those episodes again. It’s been years; I don’t want us to return to that. The last time we almost had to put you in a care facility, remember?” Thomas was starting to get annoyed. Carmine could tell he was trying not to be heard.

Carmine’s brow furrowed despite his attempts to act like he wasn’t listening. A care facility? What would someone his age need to go to a care facility for? It would have to be mental health, he thought, remembering his episode when his bipolar disorder had gotten out of hand, pre-diagnosis. It turned out that not sleeping for two weeks was a bad thing, and so was having sex with every person he could get while he wasn’t asleep.

A young woman came around the corner and smiled at the pair. “Dr. Sung, come on in, you’re up first.”

A heavy sigh brought Carmine’s attention back to Thomas and Kieran. “Look, ignore everything except the DJ. He’s not there to embarrass you; he’s there to learn about your life and what you’ve been through. You have nothing to hide, and I’ve provided him with a basic file. He’s been given the script you were practicing with this week. Stick to answering his questions, and don’t go on tangents,” he ordered. He gently pushed the young man toward the door with the glaring red light. Carmine noted the way the kid seemed to be resistant to doing this.

Kieran chewed at his thumbnail before stopping to stare at his hands. Carmine could tell they were shaking. Hmm, interesting, he thought, thinking the kid had pretty bad stage fright. Kid, wait, she called him doctor… He couldn’t be a kid. Carmine had no idea how long medical school took, but his degree took him four years after high school. He’d been twenty-two when he graduated from UMSL, so he had to be older than that.

“Thomas, squeeze me before you make me do this,” he muttered quietly. “Father normally does it, but I need it now or…”

Thomas pulled him into a tight embrace, only letting go when Kieran relaxed. He pushed him back to arm’s length. “Better?”

Curious, Carmine thought as he watched him go into the studio. Kieran glanced at Thomas and sighed again. Carmine stood up and went to stand beside Thomas to see the interview. He smiled as the doctor entered the chair and looked around with flittering eyes. Watching the interview would be more interesting than reading years-old magazines on health and wellness.

He nodded to the other man, “Hey man, what’s up?”

The gray-haired guy smiled. “Just very happy. This is the first of many interviews for him.”

Carmine cocked an eyebrow. “He didn’t seem so happy about doin’ it,” he informed Thomas, then turned back to the window as the doctor got ready.

“No, but he’ll do them. He’ll do what I tell him needs to be done,” he explained, crossing his arms and staring through the glass.

Carmine gave the guy a sideways glance for his tone of voice. Something about the statement bothered him. He hated making assumptions, but it sounded almost too controlling to be suitable for this young doctor. He decided. He’d get him away from this old man and ask him out after the show.


      [image: ]Kieran put on big, comfy headphones and smirked a little because they fit. He looked up to see the DJ grinning at him. The man was decent-looking, he thought. The DJ had trim dark brown hair and a set of wide-set hazel eyes. Kieran could immediately read the military posture of this man. Usually, that would have made him worry, but he had a ready smile and winked at Kieran before he started talking into the microphone.

“And welcome back, listeners! As promised, I have a special guest for you today on Local Talk with CJ. Today, we have a local neurosurgeon, Dr. Kieran Sung from McKellar Hospital!” he said and pressed a button; there was a weird bonging noise in the headphones.

Kieran frowned and squeezed the stress ball again, wishing Artemis was there to hold his hand instead. He looked across the table and saw Thomas standing on the other side, smiling in encouragement. Another man beside the doctor was watching him with an amused smirk. Kieran took a deep breath and reminded himself this was only the first of many interviews. Thomas had said this was for the best, and he trusted him to tell him what was best.

“So first off, doc, can you tell us how you managed the monumental feat of becoming the head of neurosurgery at the ripe old age of twenty-five?” he asked, leaning forward expectantly.

Kieran tried to quiet his nerves by swallowing the rising fear in his throat. Even though he could not see the listeners, knowing they were there was giving him an immense amount of anxiety. One or two people, and he was alright, but he had no idea how many people could hear him. He swallowed again, his throat clicking dryly.

“My father is a pediatrician; I suppose it would always be my calling. I believe I started reading his medical journals when I was around six or seven. At the time, I was fascinated by the brain. I suppose the fascination I had with the brain led me to neurosurgery,” Kieran dictated with a nod to the DJ. It seemed to be going well so far.

“Folks, I’d like you to understand he started reading medical journals at six. Now, Dr. Sung, how could you do such a thing?” Charles requested, leading the questions just as they had scripted. Kieran let out a slow breath.

“Well, at the time, my father suspected I was a little advanced in reading, but he noticed I understood the journal articles. When I was eight, I was failing school and was picked up for special education testing. Through the testing, they discovered my problem: the material was too simple, and I needed to be advanced. The school could not account for my…ah…special needs properly. I was transferred to a special school and graduated at 16. I finished a double bachelor’s program in two years to get my first degrees at 18,” he recited from his script. He had practiced it so many times over the last week.

Charles nodded, glancing down at the script in front of him. “You mentioned testing; I assume one of those was an IQ test?”

Kieran narrowed his eyes at him and nodded again. This was not in the script. “Um, yes, I test in approximately 120 or 130, but IQ tests are somewhat skewed for people like me. Most of my ability has come from much study and hard work. I have a natural inclination toward medicine, and that does help me with my interest in brains and neurosciences. Really, more than IQ, my study habits and dedication to the material have made me who I am today.”

“You imply normal IQ testing isn’t effective on you. Why?”

At the question, his eyes widened a bit. He knew the script the host had been given did not have such information; however, it was in the biography. He wondered why this DJ was so stuck talking about his IQ scores. They were arbitrary measures of potential in individuals, and they were not why he had become as successful in neurosurgery as he had. His potential ability helped, of course, but IQ was something that he never put much interest in since it was so varied. This DJ, however, appeared to want to discuss it further. There was no reason not to discuss it since the book was why he was on the show.

“Well, um, as it details in my biography, I have autism, mild or high functioning, as much as functioning labels matter. Because of the fact autistic people test differently, there is a possibility my brain differentiation’s make my IQ testing difficult. I also have hydrocephalus.” He paused, seeing the confused look on the DJ. “Hydrocephalus is a condition characterized by ‘water on the brain.’ The technical definition is a condition in which fluid accumulates in the brain, typically in young children, enlarging the head and sometimes causing brain damage.” It wasn’t like he asked, but Kieran wanted the interview to proceed.

Unfortunately, Charles returned to the subject of Kieran’s autism without missing a beat. He leaned back in his seat and smiled. “Really? And how does this affect you? Autism, I’ve heard it is nearly a sentence of intellectual inferiority…”

Kieran visibly bristled, making the DJ frown. “It most certainly is not! Unless you are going to count Einstein among those inferiors. Many people have incredibly talented minds and can accomplish much if given the time and the patience. My focus is on brains, and I can dedicate myself to a singular pursuit of studying neurosurgery and how best to heal the brain.”

“Please, Dr. Sung, tell us how you’ve learned to cope with this disorder.”

Kieran gritted his teeth as frustration started to mount. The DJ had used the one word to describe his autistic nature that Kieran despised. Disorder. “It is no more of a disorder to me as having brown hair is to you. To put it simply, I think differently. I sense things more sharply, and it allows me to completely focus on surgery and calculate hundreds of variables in my mind simultaneously.”

“Ah, yes, well, the obvious reason you are agreeing to interviews is due to the book coming out next month, which will be available…”

While Charles ranted about the book, Kieran focused on breathing as his hand tapped against his thigh.

The show went into a commercial. He looked up to see Charles staring at him as he pushed the mic away a little and leaned toward Kieran.

“Hey, I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean anything by it; I was just surprised. They didn’t get me an advance copy of the book…all I had to go on is what the old doctor told me on the phone,” Charles explained with a sheepish smile.

Kieran bit his lip. “Yes, I understand. But you went off script, which is difficult for me to handle on a good day. This unfamiliar situation makes today not one of those good days.”

“I’m sorry, really. We’ll chat a bit more about your childhood, and then we’ll go to the next guest, and he might ask a couple of things, I’m sure.”

Kieran’s eyes went wide. “I cannot leave when I am done?”

Charles smiled nervously. “Well, I guess you could, but explaining to the listeners would be awkward since you’re slated for being on for the whole hour…”

Kieran nodded. “Alright, but I can just sit there, right?”

“Sure!” Charles responded with a grin. He paused and pulled the mic back around. “Welcome back!” he said into the mic. “So, now I know you are all dying on some facts about our amazing doctor here. I’m going to go over this impressive life here. You can, of course, read more details in his biography. So, to cover the basics, it says here you were born July 26th of 1990, at a mere twenty-six weeks gestation. Wow, you were one pound and seven ounces at birth? It is a simple miracle you survived, man,” he marveled, looking over the blurbs in the file. “The good doctor had a shunt put in for his hydrocephalus when he was three. It says here he was first diagnosed with autism at two due to non-development of language skills and a severe delay in motor skills. A diagnosis of dyspraxia at five, and then, of course, at eight, you were tested for intellectual delays and learning disorders only to find your IQ was over 120. You attended Channings in Chesterfield and then shot through the programs to finish your degrees, including doing the impossible and completing a five-year medical program in four. He took a job as head of neurosurgery at his father’s hospital at 23.”

Charles looked up at Kieran and whistled. “This is amazing. Folks, this young man is phenomenal! Twenty-five years old and already well ahead of most men and women in his field thirty years his senior!” He nodded toward the assistant, who turned to go out.

“After this next commercial, we’ve got our next guest, Carmine Deangelo, a local stage actor starring in Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing this weekend at the brand-new Highland Theater!” Charles boomed and clicked off. When the assistant left the room, Kieran noticed she had grabbed the other person standing with Thomas.

The door opened, and the other man, Carmine Deangelo, he assumed, entered the studio, grinning at Kieran and then Charles. Kieran noticed the assistant took a seat at the open end of the table once more.

“Hey, Charles, how’s it going?” Carmine inquired, sliding into the chair next to Kieran.

“Great, great! Better ratings than I’ve had since I started.”

Kieran glanced at him and felt a strange sensation he was figuring out was attraction. He rarely felt it, but lately, he felt it more often. This Carmine was attractive, he decided. His skin was darker, so he was of African American descent, and his hair was black and close-cropped to his head. He wore a sleeveless t-shirt, and Kieran saw a snake tattoo coiling around his left arm onto his shoulder. He noticed he also had pierced ears, and his voice was rich and robust. It made Kieran’s mouth go a little dry for some strange reason. He supposed an actor would have to have a good voice, he thought as Carmine and Charles chatted.

“Hey, you sounded good,” Carmine told him, jolting him out of his thoughts.

Kieran nodded, taking off his headphones so he could hear better. “Th-thank you, I do not do so well with these things.”

Charles motioned to them to put on the headphones, put on his own and started talking again. “Welcome back! And now, we have local stage actor, the incomparable Carmine Deangelo!” he crowed. “Tell ya a secret, folks, if you didn’t know it: Carmine grew up with me in Skinker DeBaliviere. He is a St. Louis boy, and something tells me he always will be. We’ve been friends since we were kids, sneaking pieces of his ma’s cannoli right off the pan before it was cool. Man, would we get in trouble for messing up his ma’s kitchen! So, Carmine, you came here because I begged ya, right?”

“Too true, CJ,” Carmine responded, looking at Charles, but Kieran noticed Carmine glanced at him again. “So, what didja want to know about me that ya don’t already know?”

Chuckling, Charles shook his head. “Ain’t me who has to find out about you! Our listeners need to know this information. First, tell us about your current projects. We need the information about the new Highland Theater. You’re a member of the newly created Highland Company now, and your fans won’t have to be looking for you all over town anymore!”

Kieran tuned out the following conversation, trying to focus on his stress ball. He heard Carmine talk about his role, who else was in the play, and details on when and where it was taking place before moving on to other projects the actor was interested in. Kieran felt like it was taking forever. Wait, he thought to himself, an hour? His interview had only taken fifteen minutes… That meant he’d have to talk again. Or they were going to have callers. He looked up at Thomas, who stood in the window nodding to him. Why didn’t Thomas give him the details about how this worked before he came here? Kieran was more than a little exasperated with him over this.

“So, there we have the basics! Now, we’ll start taking callers. We know you want to ask these two gentlemen questions!” Charles remarked, smiling. He then clicked some buttons on the keyboard. “Caller, you’re on!”

“Yeah, um, Carmine, this is for you; um, are you seeing anyone these days?” came a squeaky-sounding female voice. There was a bunch of giggling in the background.

Carmine smiled. “Nah, I play the field, sweetheart. I’m always up for new experiences; why don’t you come out and see the play? Maybe we’ll meet up.” There were squeals in the background. “Kidding, kidding, but seriously, come see the play. It will be an amazing production!”

The girls squealed again and hung up the phone. Charles snickered, pressing another button. “Next caller.”

“Question for the doctor. What do you do in your free time? It sounds like you do an awful lot of work and school?” came a younger-sounding male voice.

Kieran paused a minute. “I…I like to read…mostly medical journals,” he explained, sitting back to indicate he was done to the host.

“Ah, okay, next caller?” Charles said, arching a brow at Carmine. “Next? No one…” he muttered. “Try this again; next caller, you’re on!”

The questions continued for a while, mainly for Carmine, for which Kieran was thankful. Then, there was another one for him. “Caller, last one for the day, what’s your question?” Charles requested cheerfully.

“Um, so, this is for the doctor, um, you said you’re twenty-five, right? And I was wondering if you had a wife or anything yet?” came a female voice. Kieran couldn’t guess the age of.

Kieran swallowed. “Um, no, I do not really date at all,” he stammered and leaned back.

“Do you like men or women?” she came back with before Charles could click her off the channel.

“I…I…never thought about it.” He spoke in a rush, and Charles cut the call.

“Alright, that’s all the time we have for today! Thank you for listening, and tune in next time because you never know who will appear on this show!” Charles said, giving a mini weather report and local news headlines.

Kieran concentrated on his stress ball, holding it between his leg and the arm of the chair and squeezing it hard, trying to keep a neutral face. While Charles was talking, Carmine pulled off his headphones and turned to Kieran, who had already taken his off.

“Heya, Kieran, was it?” Carmine whispered.

“Uh-huh,” Kieran muttered, glancing up at him and then back down to the table.

“What’s up? Dontcha like me?” he responded, frowning a bit.

Kieran looked up, confused a bit by the question. “I cannot like or dislike you as I do not know you.”

“Huh, that was a new one. Well, what do you think of me so far anyway?” he returned, leaning toward him, a strange glint in his eye.

“You are forward, bold, and quite full of yourself. That would be my assessment at this point,” Kieran stated, feeling his nails dig into the foam ball.

Carmine leaned back. “Well, you don’t beat around the bush.”

Kieran frowned. “Bush?” he said, looking confused for a moment. “Oh,” he remarked, remembering it was a metaphor. “Metaphorical bush.”

Carmine’s brows wrinkled, but he looked up as Charles put down his headphones. “Alright, guys, the light’s off; you can go out now. Thanks for coming to do this. Helps a lot,” he told them.

Kieran leaped to his feet, ready to dash out, when he felt something encircle his bicep. He startled, turning to stare at the offending appendage, following it up to the smirking actor. Kieran froze in place, unsure what to do about the hand on his arm. It was all he could concentrate on; the stress ball was starting to burst at the seams from the pressure. Carmine made a face and let go of his arm, quickly shoving his hands into the pockets of his tight jeans. He looked away for a second before turning back.

“Hey, you wanna go for a coffee, doc?” he asked with a placid smile. “I mean, I know you said you didn’t date and all, but just coffee, right?”

For a moment, Kieran stared at him. He asked him out. Someone had never asked him out. He never thought it would be something he had to do, especially after he shut him down several times and insulted him. He swallowed and started to tell him he thought it would be nice to go out for coffee after all. Just then, Thomas approached the door, grabbed Kieran’s other arm, and tugged him out of the room, almost making him trip. He had not noticed the door even opening. Kieran grabbed onto Thomas to steady himself, feeling his balance try to give way.

“Come on; you have rounds tonight, remember?” he ordered, sending a frown in Carmine’s direction.

Kieran, though, felt annoyed as he was ushered out the door, turning to glance back at the actor. Thomas did not even let him answer. What if he wanted to go for coffee with him? Thomas assumed he wouldn’t want to go with him. It was not like he had ever shown interest in going out with someone, but making his own decision would have been nice.

The way people were making his decisions for him was beginning to get on his nerves. First, the way Mary did this all the time, and now Thomas was doing it. They were both assuming what he could and couldn’t handle. He would much rather have gone back in and accepted Carmine’s offer.








  
  

Chapter Six


The Friends and the Club





Charles followed Carmine out as the two doctors left the studio. Carmine watched them go, hesitating a bit at the doorway, debating trying to follow. 

“Man, the fuck dude, that boy is smokin’,” he said. “You sure that shit’s legal, cuz man, he doesn’t look older than fuckin’ nineteen…”

Charles snickered. “Nope, twenty-five. And he is the most stressed out person I’ve ever interviewed with.”

“Oh yeah?” Carmine looked at him with a cocked eyebrow.

“Man, think about it. The boy has gone through about thirty years of school in about ten. Can you imagine how much of a childhood he didn’t have? And he never got to be a teenager, from what his file read. Pretty much straight into college and then to medical school, never stopping to do any normal things. On top of that, he’s got his thing, the autism stuff. I didn’t go into the problems with his gross motor coordination…” Charles informed him, glancing over his notes.

“Gross motor? The fuck dude, speak English.”

Charles sighed. “He didn’t like to walk until he was two and still goes to therapy. But he was so nervous about bringing up his autism shit I didn’t even go there. I heard he was brutally honest, but he pegged you right on…” Charles shrugged, breaking into giggles again.

Carmine rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, he knew me for like fuckin’ half an hour, most of which I wasn’t talkin’ to him.” He paused. “I thought he was going to go to coffee with me for a second, but the other guy dragged him off before he could say anything.” Carmine stopped to think about it. If the kid was twenty-five, why was the other guy maltreating him like he was twelve? “You heading to Strawberry’s tonight?”

“Oh, you still cruising for a partner? I thought you and the little gal with the dark hair would go for it.”

Carmine shook his head. “Nah, she’s collared already. ‘Sides, I think I’m done with chicks for a while. But no matter, I’d rather have something more fresh…” He looked back to where the doctor had gone.

“Seriously? The boy is oblivious! I doubt he’s ever jacked himself off, let alone let someone like you…well, do what you want to do!” Charles exclaimed with a grin and a shake of his head. “He’s probably never heard the term anilingus, let alone knows what it means.”

Carmine grinned. “Ah well, you know me, always got my eye on the hard-to-get ones. Did you get your girl to agree to go down there? She finally gonna play our games?”

“Finally! It took forever to get her into it, but there was no 24/7 for her; she ain’t really that kind of girl. At least, not yet. But damn, won’t she look good in the outfit I got for her.” He paused and looked thoughtful for a moment. “Well, she won’t wear it yet, but I bet she will. I hope. She said she’d try it, but only if I kept it light. So, she’s coming, but she ain’t into the public displays like the others. Clair is too sweet, though. Well, she says she won’t be into public stuff for now. I can sense she’s intrigued, though, so we’ll see. I get the feeling she might be naughty underneath the sweet exterior.”

Carmine cocked an eyebrow. “Only you would go out and find a woman who isn’t into the lifestyle and try to turn her into your own Domme. I still can’t believe you. Man, I offered—”

Charles shook his head again. “Nah, man, I want a woman. And you sure as hell don’t look like one.”

“Hey, what’s her brother think? I mean, if she gets into it, I mean.” He wondered how Clair’s large, very imposing-looking brother might react to the bondage kink.

“Ask him; he’s coming with her tonight. He was reluctant until I told him I was the submissive one,” Charles snorted.

Carmine smiled. “You think the hot blond I saw last few weekends will be there tonight?” he asked.

“Loki?” Charles asked. “He’ll be there, he’s there every night, but I’m not sure if you’ll get to Dom him again. Remember, he’s a switch; he might be in a Domme mode. He’s interesting. Most of the time, he’s a dude, but when he Dommes, he turns into a chick, like voice, walk everything. The first time I’ve met a switch who switched roles and genders…” he frowned. “If I went for cock at all, I’d take her on…”

“Man, I don’t care if she’s Domme tonight; I’ll watch. Goddamn, he’s got a nice ass, and I ain’t got to go down on it yet,” he smirked. “Though, I’d rather go down on a cute doctor right now, fuck.”

Charles shook his head. “Yeah, you’ll never touch the doctor, so keep dreaming.”

Carmine snickered. “I love a fuckin’ challenge. I bet you dinner. I can get him to go out on a date with me. He was gonna go before that old ass took him away…”

“Dinner?” Charles thought out loud. “Make your ma’s cooking, and you got a deal. Work out the details after you lose. There is no way you’ll even see him again, let alone get a date.”

“Like hell, bastard,” Carmine chided as they headed out together.


      [image: ]“Thomas,” Kieran whined. “The experience was horrible! Please tell me I do not have to do another interview!”

Thomas rolled his eyes but kept them on the road as he drove. “You did great! And the only other interviews I have scheduled are a private camera interview and one with a magazine. After that, I don’t have any others on the slate for now. Now, what was so horrible about this one?”

“He deviated from the script!”

“Kieran, we’ve talked about this. You’ve got to get over wanting to control everything around you. Sometimes you just can’t,” he sighed.

“Sometimes I am so tired of it,” Kieran explained, his head thumping against the cool window of the car. Thomas looked over at him, frowning. “I feel like I am always wound up, you know. It feels like I am going to explode. I swear, I need another surgery to get my mind straight.”

Thomas nodded, wondering what would help him. He couldn’t have him losing it right now. They were in a delicate position. If he went off on one of his episodes, he would lose all the opportunities he had laid out over the next four months. Kieran was his shining star, after all.

Kieran was his proof of how successful a child with autism could become, provided the right therapy. ABA worked wonders for Kieran so that it would work for all the other kids out there. These days, with all the push back against ABA, Thomas was finding it harder and harder to keep parents engaged with his services. As a founding member of the Channings School for Autism and a current board member, he’d seen their enrollment drop drastically, with these adults claiming ABA had harmed them. They were lying. Still, he’d already had to dismiss two interns because of all these people who claimed ABA was abusive. How ridiculous. He turned a child from useless to one of the best neurosurgeons in the world using it. Now, he just had to ensure Kieran didn’t prove him wrong. Thomas had to decrease his anxiety level.

“What about a vacation, huh, Kieran? Get out of town or something?”

“No, I have to be at the hospital until the Edison girl is discharged. Her radiation therapy is going well, and she should be released after I clear her in the next week. You know I do not like going out of town at all.” Kieran shook his head emphatically as he spoke. One of the frustrating habits Thomas had yet to break Kieran off was a refusal to leave his home area. They’d have to work on that next. He hoped to take Kieran to a conference in the next year or two.

“What about in town? Like the Shakespeare production this weekend at the new Highland Theater?” Thomas asked. He knew he needed to get Kieran to relax.

“Too many people,” Kieran stated and closed his eyes. It was getting close to late afternoon, and Thomas knew Kieran’s thoughts were on the hospital now.

The rest of the ride to the hospital was silent. When he pulled into the parking lot, Kieran was out of the car as soon as it was parked. He ignored Thomas entirely as they walked into the hospital. Together, they rode up to the seventh and into the locker room. Thomas sighed and waited outside the break room locker room, wanting to continue their conversation. He glanced up when he heard someone coming and saw Jae walking toward him. As usual, Jae smiled brightly in his cartoon character-covered scrubs. Just as he reached Thomas, Kieran went out of the locker room in his scrubs and coat. He tripped on something and nearly ran into his father.

“Oh, son, how did the radio interview go?” Jae piped up, smiling at him from beside Thomas.

“Ask him,” Kieran snarled as he strode away, again tripping over nothing.

Thomas waited until Kieran was out of view. Jae was standing there staring in the direction his son had gone. Thomas touched the elder Sung’s shoulder and spoke softly to him. “I’m sure you can guess how it went.”

“I’m worried about him,” Jae muttered under his breath, turning slightly to face Thomas.

“Yeah, he’s burning out fast. His tics are back, he’s self-stimulating every chance he has, and his anxiety is shooting through the roof. He almost destroyed the stress ball I let him take into the interview. He practically snapped at the host when he went off script. He’s also spending too much time in surgery and way too much time with Artemis.” Thomas looked at Jae with a near glare. “We have to get this under control. The stims are going to have to stop. Period.”

Jae paused. “Thomas, look, I know you are a professional, and you’ve worked with kids like Kieran for almost forty years now, but it seems like putting him into situations where his anxiety is triggered would be a bad idea.”

“Oh, Dr. Jae, now you know he’s unlike your little patients. It is all a matter of exposure and letting him push his boundaries right now. Who knows what the future could hold if we don’t do that?” He squeezed his shoulder. “I mean if we don’t push his boundaries and let him experience some anxiety-inducing things now, what happens if, in surgery, something goes very wrong? If he snaps?” he asked, a concerned look crossing his face.

Jae glanced up at him for a few seconds. “I…I don’t know, Thomas. You keep saying it, but you won’t let him have any medications to help. Why can’t…”

“No, we have to do this without meds. It just has to be Jae. You know that. With his unique brain, do you really think it would be a good idea to expose him to unnecessary chemical alteration?” Thomas shrugged. “I don’t know what would happen.”

For a second, he thought Jae would continue, but he just nodded and looked thoughtful. Thomas really needed him to drop the medication talk. He had to keep things as they were. Kieran was a success story and needed to stay this way. He was successful with only ABA therapy and no medications. It had to keep up that way, at least until this annoying tide of anti-ABA people disappeared. His career, everything he’d built, and all his research and publications depended on it. The future of Channing’s school also depended on Kieran being a good poster child for their successes.

“Maybe a girlfriend?” Jae offered softly, breaking him out of his reverie.

He sighed, knowing Jae worried about his son. He also thought finding him a partner was a terrible idea, but he might have to reconsider if it could help the situation. “Mary’s been trying to get his attention forever, Jae. Are we even sure he likes girls? Or anyone? He could be asexual, you know.” Asexual would be the best case in Thomas’s mind.

Honestly, dating was the last thing Thomas wanted Kieran to do. Competing with another trusted person in his life would be challenging for Kieran’s loyalty. Thomas already had to compete with the prissy little boy Kieran had made friends with as a child. An intimate partner would only cause problems. It would take Kieran’s focus off his career, which could become an issue if it lasted too long. If he became romantically involved with someone, he would either have to put a stop to it like he had earlier today, or he would have to control his partner as well. No, if he dated anyone, it would have to be Mary or someone else he could arrange for Kieran so he’d stay in the right environment.

Jae was quiet for a minute. “I don’t know, he’s awkward around all genders. But he needs something to cling to at the end of the day. I don’t like seeing him like this.”

“We’ll have to see how things go,” Thomas said, not wanting to continue the conversation.


      [image: ]Kieran was checking in with Janet in another part of the seventh floor. He knocked on the door once before he entered her room, where she was sitting up talking to Clair and Varick. He rarely recalled family, but he remembered them since they were around so much. Kieran smiled as best he could while he walked through the room to grab the chart from the end of the bed.

“Are the headaches going away?” he asked while he looked over the white bandages still on her head. With the sutures mostly healed over, the bandages at this point were there to keep her from touching the scabbing wounds.

She smiled. “Yeah, and they said I could go home next week! Thank you for that. I’m just amazed there’s no sign of the tumor; there were three doctors who swore it was inoperable!”

Kieran nodded, eyes going to the papers even though he knew every detail. “It happens often, but I am glad I could help you.”

After he checked the IV lines and looked over her last vitals in the chart, he put it down on the bed to remove the bandages to check the suture wounds. When he finished looking over the wounds and was satisfied they were healing well, he replaced the bandages.

He reached down for the chart and felt her hand brush his. He blinked dumbly at the hand, frowning. Unlike his reaction to the actor at the radio program, Kieran only felt slightly uncomfortable when touched by her.

“Do you need something? I can get a nurse if you need something,” he inquired. He glanced up at her face and noticed a blush spreading across it.

When she said nothing, he moved to the end of the bed to replace the chart. He bowed slightly at her and started to back out of the room. “Let me know if you have any questions. Mary will be around six tonight!”

Kieran turned and fled the room. He paused at the nurses’ station, glancing around for Artemis first. Not seeing him, he picked a clipboard and started looking through it. His mind was on several things at once.

In the room he had just left, Janet watched the door where the doctor had just left.

Clair patted her leg. “Hey, maybe he’s shy too, but he is awfully cute! Take it slow and easy!”

Varick stood against the wall, staring in the direction the doctor had gone, then glanced at the two women. He snorted at Clair’s comment, contemplating his reaction to Janet’s touch. He was beginning to think he was on the right track about the doctor being gay.

“You’re one to talk, sis. You and Charles just hooked up a couple of months ago, and you’re already all over him and going to that club tonight.”

Now it was Clair’s turn to blush. “Well, he’s really sweet and a radio personality! Oh, now that I think about it, Janet’s doctor interviewed him today, and guess who else was on there? Deangelo!”

“Deangelo?” Varick asked, frowning, not keeping up with local pop culture.

“You’d like him; he’s an actor, starring in Much Ado About Nothing this weekend,” Clair smiled. “And he’s unattached, attractive, and bi.”

Varick rolled his eyes. “Sis, really?”

The conversation shifted, but Varick lost track of what Janet and Clair were talking about because when he looked through the tall window next to the door, he saw the doctor still standing close by. Varick saw the dark-haired nurse walk up and grab his arm to turn him toward her. Then, it seemed they were having a heated discussion because Kieran was agitated. Varick watched as the doctor started drumming his fingers against his thigh. His drumming got harder and harder until the dark-haired nurse grabbed his hand. He shook her off. At this point, Varick leaned over and pushed the door open enough to hear the conversation. Clair and Janet grew quiet behind him.

“Kie, come on, you gotta calm it down and quit doing it; you’re making the patients nervous,” Mary said.

“Mary, you know well I cannot…I’m just…aigoo. I am going to the roof to rock, okay, I have to do something, and…just ssibal…if you see Thomas, send him up. I do not think I can deal with patients for the rest of today; it is too fucking much, okay? I feel like my goddamned head is going to explode, okay…” His fingers started thrumming against his chin, and he rocked back on his heels.

“Okay, I’ll cover, go upstairs, and work it out, okay? Do what you have to do. Was it the interview?” she demanded.

He nodded vigorously. “Ssibal, ssibal, yes, fuck. He went off script and messed me up.”

“Shhh, watch your mouth down here,” she insisted, frowning at him.

“You know I cannot fucking control it. I am going up.”

Kieran turned on his heels and practically ran for a nearby door. Varick watched him go and heard the exasperated sigh from the nurse. He slipped out of Janet’s room, waving Clair off when she tried to ask him what he was doing. He followed the doctor through the door, seeing him going up the stairs a little in front of him. Varick realized it took Kieran a bit to navigate them, obviously struggling with keeping his limbs in order. Varick was quiet as he continued upward, and once Kieran reached the top, Varick heard the key in the roof access. He approached the base of the stairs just as the door swung wide, and the doctor slipped out.

Varick grinned, running the last few stairs and catching it, slipping out before the self-locking door closed behind him. He moved around the side of the small alcove that housed the stairs. The area looked slightly damp, but the clouds had become sparse as he glanced at the sky. The chill remained, though. He peered around the alcove wall and saw a concrete divider in the center of the roof. Kieran was leaning back against the divider wall. He started rocking his body back and forth, hands interlocked over his head. From the angle, Varick saw Kieran’s face was almost blissful at the action. Then, the doctor wrapped his arms tightly around himself and continued the motion. When he heard the door opening again, Varick moved to hide around the side but peeked out and watched as another doctor came out.

“Kieran, you’ve got to get yourself under control. I can’t have you snapping at patients; you know that” he stared. “You’re ticking and stimming too much again. What’s got you worked up?”

Kieran looked up at the gray-haired man and shook his head. “Ssibal, Thomas. I do not know. The interview got me going, I guess. Whatever, my nerves are shot now.”

“You’re burning yourself out, that’s what,” the older doctor responded.

Kieran swallowed. “Get me another surgery; I do not care what; give me an appendectomy or a colectomy, just let me into surgery so I can think.”

“Kieran, you can’t do a surgery like you are now. I’ve told you before. No way will I let you do surgery if you’re stimming like this. How can I be sure you won’t start drumming in surgery?”

“I will not, you know it! Surgery is the only place I am normal!” Kieran nearly yelled at him. He was getting frustrated.

Varick narrowed his eyes as he watched the older doctor, Thomas, let out a long sigh and spoke in a tone that sounded like a command. “Kieran. Stop. Sit. Think.”

Kieran dropped to sit down, crossing his legs. He closed his eyes and appeared to be focusing. To Varick, it looked like an automatic response to Thomas’s command. It was interesting, but there was something about Thomas bothering Varick. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, though. He definitely didn’t trust this older doctor. Something was just off about him.

“Okay. Better. Not great, but better.” Kieran opened his eyes and let out a sigh.

“So now, can we discuss this? Stand up here, and we can talk.” Thomas placed his hands on his hips.

Except Kieran obstinately stared at the ground in front of him and refused to stand up. “I am fine here.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Thomas knelt beside him. “Now, you know if you start on medications, you can’t do surgery, so we have to get through this. It would be best if you had a break, you know. How long has it been since you’ve done anything fun? You could take Mary on a nice date… A quiet restaurant.”

Kieran finally looked up to glare at him. “No way, she is like…like my sister.”

Thomas nodded. “How about the girl who has been hanging out with your patient? She seems to like you enough.”

Again, he shook his head. “Eh, no. I just…I do not like her like that.”

“What about the guy earlier who tried to ask you for coffee? He seemed nice enough.” Varick heard a tone to his voice, almost as though he was annoyed at asking the question.

Kieran shook his head for a third time, a dusting of pink coloring his cheeks. “Too many people, though he was kind of nice.”

Thomas grinned even wider. “Okay, well, what about taking out one of your nurses, like Hinto? He’s always thought you were cute, talks about you all the time…”

Kieran frowned. “He is so…I do not know. He wears makeup and those glittery things. Besides, I think Dr. Santo and he are already dating.”

Thomas appeared quite pleased with himself. “Hey, didn’t you say you talked to the one guy in the cafeteria?”

To Varick’s amusement, Kieran’s face became slightly pink again. “Ah, yes, he was just being nice though.”

“Ha, I have you figured out! You’ve got a crush on him,” Thomas commented. “I saw him down at your patient’s room; why not go talk to him?”

Kieran looked up, seemingly abhorred at the thought. “I cannot do that, Thomas! I…I cannot even… Oh gods,” he muttered, burying his head in his hands. “Aigoo… ssibal,” he moaned, dropping his hands before peering up at Thomas. “Do not tell my father, okay, I don’t know if he…”

“Kieran, don’t tell him what? That you like guys instead of girls? Do you think he’s going to care?” Thomas asked, still kneeling beside him. “After everything, you know he loves you for you, not what’s up here.” He pointed to his head.

“I guess. I just…I never thought about it until I ran into the guy with the multi-colored hair…and he is so…” Kieran stopped. “He’s so big and tall, Thomas. He should be intimidating, should he not? Instead, he feels safe to be around.”

“Come on, are you okay, or do you need to go home?” Thomas questioned. Varick caught the tone of his voice again, and it wasn’t kind. This Thomas sounded more irritated than anything all of a sudden. Had the concern been an act a second ago? It was almost as though he’d been humoring the doctor and hit his limit for dealing with it.

“Do the hold again, okay? The really, really, really tight one.” Varick noted Kieran’s voice was almost childlike in the asking.

“You know I don’t like that one,” Thomas frowned. “I’m afraid you’ll pass out one of these days. You need to eliminate these needs altogether; having me feed into them isn’t helping.”

“Please, Thomas, you are the only one strong enough to do it, and I need it right now, or I cannot go back in there.” Kieran stood and turned his back to the other man.

Varick continued to watch as Kieran crossed his arms over his chest, placing his hands on his shoulders. Thomas then wrapped his arms around Kieran from behind, placing his arms over Kieran’s, and began to squeeze him in his grip. For a moment, Varick wondered if he should intervene because he thought the doctor would pass out. Then Thomas let go, sending the young doctor staggering forward a bit, panting. Kieran shook his hands out and straightened up.

“Okay, I have to apologize to Mary…I went off on the cursing tick on her. She hates it when I do, but she did not want me drumming,” he explained, shrugging at the older doctor.

“She’ll forgive you; she always does. You know she’s right, though. The drumming needs to stop. Normal people don’t do that sort of thing, Kieran.”

Kieran and Thomas went back through the door. As soon as they had disappeared through it, Varick moved around and managed to wedge a foot into it before it closed completely. As Varick watched them walk back downstairs, he reviewed what he had heard and seen. He’d been right; the doctor was coming apart at the seams. Maybe he’d see what Charles thought tonight at the club.

He shook his head because this whole thing was giving him a headache. Then he grinned. The doctor liked guys, though, and blushed when discussing Varick. That was a damn good sign if he ever saw one.


      [image: ]Carmine stared into the full-length mirror and adjusted his clothes. He usually wore the same style when he went to the club. Generally, he wore pleather pants or dark jeans, boots, and a vest. Sometimes, like tonight, he wore a T-shirt under it. Of course, he was nervous because he hoped Loki would be available.

Once ready, he descended the stairs from his small room and went through the kitchen, where his mom sat at the dinner table.

“Cucciolo, will you be out late tonight?” his mom asked. She was looking through a home and garden magazine when he came down.

“Yeah, Ma,” he said, leaning over and kissing her on the temple. “I’ll eat when I get back, promise.”

“Good, there’s gnocchi in the fridge; warm it up and eat properly!” she exclaimed as Carmine opened the back door.

“Alright, alright, Ma, I will. Call me if you need something before I get back.”

“I’ll be fine, Cucciolo. Have fun! Be careful!” she said as she tucked a gray strand of hair behind her ear.

He went to his car, a small black Chevy SUV. He preferred a car, but his mom couldn’t get into cars since they were too low to the ground. He had to take her to the doctor and the store every week.

He headed over toward the old brewery where the club was. He’d never imagined a brewery could be turned into a dungeon. After pulling into a parking spot near the entrance, he got out of the SUV and saw Charles waiting near the door. The building itself looked plain from the exterior. The only accurate indication of a club inside was the neon sign over the door with the words “Strawberry’s Black.” On the name, the apostrophe looked like a strawberry dripping chocolate. It lit up, but it wasn’t one of those signs that caused the entire area to glow for miles. He thought it was rather tasteful.

“Yo,” Charles yelled as Carmine came up to him. The line was already long despite it being early. He put an arm around Charles, and they made their way to the end of the line.

“So, if you’re going to bring out Clair tomorrow, why did you want to come tonight, too?” he asked. “I mean, you aren’t gonna have someone flog you when you’re starting on her training with a Domme tomorrow night…”

Charles shrugged a bit and didn’t answer. After a short wait, they stopped at the first checkpoint. Here, the folks going downstairs got wristbands, and those here for the music got their hand stamped after paying the cover charge. Carmine and Charles had membership cards for the lower levels, so they both showed them and their IDs. They were waved on after they had the wristbands wrapped on them. They checked their coats at the first coat check and then walked through the first-floor bar. They came up and greeted the bouncer at the door leading to the stairs going down.

Carmine gave him a fist bump and a grin. “Yo, Jerome, man, how’s it hangin’?”

“Not bad, Dragon; you here to just hang or gonna play?” the large man asked. Jerome was someone he had known even before he started coming to the club. He was one of the few black folks who didn’t rag on him for being biracial. He was also a massive man at over six foot nine. Carmine didn’t know how much he weighed, but the man could have been a Mark Henry lookalike.

“Was looking to play with Loki, but I don’t see him at the bar.” He glanced behind them.

Jerome shook his head. “Nah, he went down a bit ago with Wycked. She’s doing a pegging demo on him tonight,” he shrugged.

Carmine groaned as he followed Charles down the stairs. “Fuck, I’m so fucking horny…” he pouted. “Guess I’ll watch, though. She’s a damn fine Domme to watch.”

“Want to go grab a couple of sodas?” Charles asked. “I’ll get a table up by the stage so you can ogle your boy’s ass.”

He nodded to Charles and headed over to the bar. He glanced beside him at a guy who was as much of a cute little thing as the doctor he’d seen. Before he could stop himself, Carmine smirked and spoke up.

“Sugar, nice ass,” Carmine commented and winked at him.

The other man, a short, dark-haired guy wearing nothing more than a pair of leather boy shorts and a collar, didn’t respond. Carmine noticed the intricate body tattoo of a vine decorating his back and leg and the orange and red lily on his shoulder. He hummed a bit in appreciation for the tattoos and his svelte body as he walked away.

The bartender shook his head and put down Carmine’s usual drinks. “Dude, don’t even try to chat that one up.”

Carmine picked up the two colas. “Man, I can admire. Wasn’t gonna touch; he’s collared,” Carmine smirked at him and then headed back to Charles.

He had picked a table toward the front. He took up a seat facing the stage with a huff. He had wanted to play with Loki tonight. He supposed he’d have to watch him instead. Charles was standing at the side of the table talking to someone else, but Carmine wasn’t familiar with them.

He glanced up to the stage and saw the spanking bench set up along with a table to the side. He couldn’t see what was on it but imagined they had already put out everything they would need for the demo.

“What’s up? You aren’t gonna go grab you a sub to play with?” Charles asked as he sat back down beside him at the small table.

Carmine shook his head. “Nah, I do not want to do anything if it isn’t with him.”

Charles stared at him for a long time. “The fuck? Weren’t you getting a hard-on when you were checking out that little doctor’s ass?”

“That’s different,” he muttered. “I mean, yeah, but…I can’t explain it. Maybe I like two people.”

Charles was surprised. “Man, we’ve known each other since we were kids, and I’ve never seen you turn down playing when we’re here.”

He shook his head again and glanced up as he saw Loki come up from the curtain behind the stage. Loki wasn’t the type Carmine usually went for, to be honest. He was thin, almost to the point of being able to count his ribs. Carmine usually went for heavier and curvier subs, but for some reason, Loki fascinated him. Perhaps it was his exotic looks or the cocky attitude he had.

Standing up on the stage, Carmine looked like some pale angel or something. His platinum hair was pulled back from his face, and he wore one of the strap harnesses over his chest. Carmine licked his lips as he could see his nipple piercings glinting in the dim light. He was too far away to see the details on his tattoos, but the harness covered the one on his sternum anyway. He could see the one around his belly button and noticed he didn’t have his belly button ring tonight. He wore a short, flared skirt that came down to his mid-thigh. He was barefoot otherwise, and he’d rock back on the balls of his feet now and then.

He watched the crowd while Loki was waiting for everyone to settle down. He crossed his arms over his chest and blinked those enchanting eyes. Carmine loved his eyes because he’d never met someone with one green and one blue before, and he’d definitely never met anyone with white eyelashes and eyebrows. Carmine thought his looks were exotic and unique, and that kept his attention like nothing else.

As Loki scanned the crowd, his gaze landed on Carmine, and he smiled. He winked his blue eye at him and then looked back as Wycked stepped up beside him.

He thought she was a nice-looking Domme. She wore a leather bra top with a leather garter belt connected to dark stockings. She had on what Carmine knew was a strap-on harness. Her long blonde hair was up and in a braid down her back. It looked to him like they were both wearing small microphone headsets, too.

“Pegging demo…” Carmine sighed. “I’d rather be pegging him with my dick than watching her peg him with a fake cock.”

Charles nodded. “Shut up, she’s fucking hot, I like watching her work…”

“I wanna watch him take my cock again,” Carmine mumbled as his eyes scanned the pale-skinned person on the stage. “She’s going to stuff him; do you know how much he can take?”

“Try not to watch the dudes, Carmine.”

Carmine sighed and shrugged. “You’re missing out, that’s all I gotta say.”

Wycked looked around and saw most people were sitting. “We’re going to start now. If you don’t already know us, I’m Wycked, and my partner is Loki. If this is your first demo, I usually use him as my demo bottom. This is a pegging demonstration; I’ll give information as we go along. I’d appreciate it if any questions are held until we’re finished,” she stated and nodded to Loki. “I’ll take him backstage and do his aftercare before I come back for questions.” She turned to Loki and nodded for him to talk.

“Alright,” Loki blurted while he glanced around. “Remember, play nice. You all better know how to ensure everyone stays safe and healthy, so be sure if you’re receiving, you should be cleaned up nicely and neat. At the very least, have a condom on the toy, and make sure you’ve been to the bathroom that day. You might consider stretching beforehand, which I have already taken care of.”

Wycked rolled her eyes and grasped Loki by the back of the neck. “Come on,” she demanded and spun him around to bend him over the bench. He gave a soft oof when he flopped down. He grunted as he pulled his knees up to the sides.

“Now, this boy can take a big cock, which means for the sake of this demo, I’m using a larger one. You must be careful with the bottom to know what size they can comfortably take. Also, keep in mind, Loki’s a pain-slut, so he likes things a bit rougher than some.”

She leaned over, grabbing the back of his ponytail and pulling him back toward her. “Aren’t you a pain-slut, Loki?” Loki snorted but refused to answer, so she shoved his head forward again. She swatted him across the ass hard enough that the pop could be heard in the audience. “Well, I was going to be nice to you, but now I think I’ll make you suffer brat,” she commented in a voice dripping with honey as she turned toward the table where an assortment of equipment was laid out.

She picked up and showed the audience several strap-on compatible dildos, some small, some large, and some of them were realistic. Then she picked up a larger one that was very much not realistic. It had an almost translucent look in speckles of pinks with swirling purples, blues, and black. It had ridges, giving it the vague shape of a bird, with the end looking like the head of the bird tucked beak against the body.

“This is a product I highly recommend. The toy is called Fire bird by Night by Phoenix Toy Nest. This particular one is custom-made for this slut here. High quality silicone material and comes in various sizes. I’m not using a condom on it because this one belongs to this brat. Condoms are good for cleanup, but if you know Loki, he hates them with a passion. For him, the use of a condom is a hard limit. On cheap dildos, you are best off using condoms. Not everything is phthalate-free, and not everything claiming to be ‘body safe’ actually is.” She waved the dildo about in front of her. “This beast, well, you get what you pay for. Want something good? Drop at least a hundred.”

She attached the dildo to the strap-on, showing how it fits into place inside the ring. “Make sure you are using the correct sized ring for the cock you’re putting on. If the ring is too small for the toy, the toy is hard to remove, and there’s a possibility of damage to the toy, and it’s a pain in the ass to deal with it. If the ring is too big for your toy, the toy might shift or fall out. Not something you want to happen in the middle of a scene.

“Now, as I said, Loki’s a pain-slut, so he doesn’t need a lot of extensive prep, but it is still recommended to avoid injury.”

She grabbed a bottle of lube from the table as she flipped the skirt over Loki’s back to expose his ass. “I’m using a thicker, water-based lube. Something like this is good for anal play as well as toy play. Not all lubes are created equal. Some lubes are better for sex and some are better for toys or masturbating. Remember, water-based is necessary for silicone toys. The last thing you want is to buy a toy like this, running into hundreds of dollars, and have it completely ruined by putting the wrong lube on it. Especially if it happens to be a favorite shape.”

She applied a generous glop of the lube to her fingers and slid two of her slim digits into him. He flinched at the touch and ground back on her. “Stop it,” she growled out and smacked him with her free hand while continuing to work on loosening him for a few moments. “No matter what, if you are doing anything with anal play, massage the rectum thoroughly. Ensure you can feel the muscles loosening around your fingers until you can easily slide in and out. You should reach a point with almost no resistance. The bigger the toy, the more fingers you should insert and the longer it should take. Remember, make sure the bottom is ready for whatever size you’re using,” she instructed.

She moved into position behind him and lubed the dildo. She pressed up against him enough that the tip of the dildo was just against his entrance. He made whimpering noise as she touched him. “Hmm, you want something?”

Carmine’s eyes didn’t move as he intently watched the scene play out. Loki made a noise in his throat somewhere between a growl and a sigh. “Come on, tell me what you want,” Wycked sang as she gently pressed the tip into him, just enough to inch past the ring of muscles. He groaned, then gasped as she pulled back again. “What is it? You want me to do something?” she asked, sliding forward just barely into him and rolling her hips a bit.

“Fuck…” Loki finally growled. “Fuck me with it…”

“Hmm?” she demanded and pressed forward about an inch before pulling back. “You said what?”

Loki nearly choked as he tried to make the words. “Hnng… Fuck me, please, Miss Wycked… Please…”

“Yes, good boy,” she praised as she pressed deeper into him by a couple of inches before pulling back out completely.

She glanced at the audience. “Depending on the experience of the bottom, you will have to be aware of the speed at which you penetrate. Slow is the safest bet, mostly because we don’t want to cause the wrong sort of pain. Remember, there is a genuine danger of causing tearing and other injuries. Always use lots of lube, lots of preparation, and slow insertion. Keep in mind, unlike a real cock; you do not have the feeling through the strap-on.”

She slowly slid back into him, causing him to shudder as she pushed deeper, almost pushing half of the dildo in now. “If you feel resistance, stop. Do not force insertion if the bottom indicates pain or they can’t handle more depth. You must be aware of this. As you move from initial insertion and into the actual fucking, then you still need to keep the sub’s position in mind. Stay centered,” she instructed as she began a slow and steady pace, setting Loki’s voice to a constant low, drawn-out moan. “Now, be aware of the location of the prostate,” she reminded the crowd as she moved in a fashion that made Loki arch and yelp. “This keeps the sub in a state of constant stimulation, assuming the sub has a prostate. I am focusing on anal pegging; vaginal pegging has some other intricacies. If your sub is equipped with a vagina, angle the dildo toward the vagina and rub against the barrier between the anal cavity and the vaginal cavity. Keep in mind, if your sub has a clitoris, the clitoris is more than just the nub above the urethra; it is an internal organ that expands around the vaginal opening. Massaging this area while anally pegging can often cause an intense pleasure.”

Wycked began to thrust deeper into him and set a faster pace. After a while of increasing her speed and depth, she started to feel his body begin to tense when her hand lay on his back.

“What, boy, you want to cum?” she teased, continuing to stroke his back and hips as she stilled inside him.

Loki panted for a long few minutes. “Please…I’m going to…go…”

“Don’t you fucking dare cum without me telling you,” she snarled out and began a shallow series of thrusts, just barely nudging into his prostate until he was nearly nonsensical. “So, what is it? Do you need something, boy? Hmm?”

“P-please… Please, Miss, I need to…need to…” he finally stuttered out after a few minutes of panting.

“Need to what? I’m sorry, I can’t understand if you stutter like that. Speak clearly, boy,” she snarled again, teasing him lightly with the toy’s tip. She slid backward until she was barely pressed into him and waited.

“Miss, please, let me cum; I need to…please…” he practically sobbed out, and Wycked smirked.

Wycked backed out from him before slamming all the way in at once. Loki nearly yelped, gripping the bench hard enough to whiten his knuckles. More than one audience member seemed concerned as she set about, causing the bench to slide from a couple of the thrusts. After a few minutes, she started to slow and then leaned over, reaching one hand under to stroke his cock and slipping the other down to the top of his ass to teasingly press against the muscles there. She knew he was at the edge of his restraint by the amount he was dripping. It was impressive he’d lasted this long, considering she hadn’t put a cockring on him.

“Now, cum, show them how much you love being fucked like this.”

Loki didn’t last long after she spoke to him in the domineering tone, his body tensing and fingers digging harder into the leather of the bench. He let out a throaty moan as he went over the edge. Wycked thrust through his orgasm until his body stopped twitching. She gently pulled out of him and unstrapped the harness, dropping it into the plastic-lined basket beside her. She then reached for a towel with all her tools on the table. After cleaning him of fluids and lube, she rested her hands gently on the base of his spine.

“Don’t forget to check them for any possible injury before going with their preferred aftercare. I need to take care of that right now, so thanks for watching. I’ll be back when I’m finished to take any questions,” she explained as she helped Loki up from the bench and took him behind the curtain to the backstage.

The audience had started to disperse, people going about their fun. At the table where Carmine and Charles sat, Carmine sighed and reached down to adjust himself. “Fuck…” he grumbled.

“If you’re needy, go find…”

“I’m not gonna do it,” Carmine sighed again.

His oldest friend watched him as he stared at the stage for a few minutes. Then he spoke softly. “You seriously got a thing for Loki, huh? I never woulda thought.”

Carmine jerked as if startled and turned to Charles again. “Look, I know I’ve been messing around for years and bounced between subs and stuff. But you know I don’t want to.”

Charles nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you needed someone when Denice dumped you. I wish I could have been there to tell the bitch off.”

Carmine didn’t doubt Charles would have said something to her. He hadn’t even told him the whole story. Charles didn’t know they’d been engaged, and she was the cause of some of his anxiety when it came to approaching new partners. He couldn’t help the fact he’d gone into a depression or had to go into the hospital to get his medications adjusted again. She’d told him she couldn’t have a Dom or a husband who couldn’t control his mental state. She’d broken it off the day he was released from the hospital. He’d never been happier to have not moved in with her.

He looked at Charles and smiled, still unwilling to tell him everything. He shrugged. “Eh, you were off getting shot at in a desert, you know. I wanted to go in with you, but they wouldn’t let me,” he shrugged as he reached up and rubbed the back of his head.

“Man, I’m glad you couldn’t. You know how much damage control I’d have to do with your horny ass in an army base?” he grumbled with a smirk.

Carmine winked at him. “You say you only dig chicks. But I hear tales about your battle buddies…”

Charles reached over and smacked Carmine on the back of the head. “Fuck you, bastard. Ain’t like that,” he said. “You just like to shove your slut dick in anything that has a hole. You’d fuck a goddamned couch if you thought it’d get you off.”

“Depends on if it was a hot couch,” Carmine smiled and downed the rest of his cola. “You think he’ll come back out?”

Charles shook his head. “You know he usually only scenes once a night. And it looked pretty intense.”

Carmine nodded. “Ah, well, I’ll go jerk off when I get home, then I’ll come back tomorrow for him. Maybe if I get here early enough, I can play with him…”

“He works tomorrow, though, so don’t count on it. He sometimes doesn’t scene after he’s bartended all afternoon,” Charles informed him.

Carmine stood up and glanced down at Charles before he gave him a sad smile. “I’m gonna head home, catch you tomorrow,” he said solemnly as he left the club.

He drove home in silence, finding it quiet once he got there. He paused inside the door and put a hand against the frame. He would need his Trazadone tonight because he was so wound up. Damn, did he wish he still had his old contacts for weed right now.

Carmine, Carmine, what the fuck are you doing? Getting attached to someone else that can dump your stupid ass when they find out what a moron you are? He scolded himself.

He closed his eyes briefly, then went to the kitchen and opened the fridge, rummaging for a second. Snatching a container of gnocchi, he headed up the dark stairs to his room. His mom slept on the first floor in what would have been the living room. He took the single bedroom upstairs. He sat down on the bed cross-legged and grabbed the TV remote to find anything, as he popped cold gnocchi in his mouth without much thought. Definitely need the sleeping pills tonight, he thought as he put the empty container on the floor.
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