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Suncoast Society

Splendid Isolation

Following a humiliating breakup with his abusive ex and business partner, Wylie sells his software company and moves to Florida. He’s determined to be self-sufficient and turn his run-down homestead around.

There’s only one slight problem: he has absolutely no clue what he’s doing. He’s in way over his head.

Everett’s a skilled artisan metalworker exploring his kinky side. He never went to college, but he’s good at what he does, even if he doesn’t earn much working Ren Fair circuits. Enter a job offer from Leo, which solves one of his problems.

When the Viking blacksmith and the computer geek meet over a welding job, sparks fly. Literally. Egos clash between the two fish out of water while their intense chemistry draws them together. With love and sex as hot as Everett’s forge, the two men fall hard. 

Then, Wylie’s ex tries to blackmail him into moving back to California. Is Wylie’s spine tempered steel? Or will Everett lose his first true love?
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

 

 

Yes, before you even ask, you’ll be seeing more of these characters over the next several books. The “voices” sort of ganged up on me and introduced a new batch of Suncoast Society members with plenty of interesting stories and backgrounds to explore.

While all the books in the Suncoast Society series are standalone works which may be read independently of each other, the recommended reading order to avoid spoilers and to not miss any backstory information is as follows:
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Chapter One

 

“Should I open it for you, Ev?”

Everett kept his eyes closed as he rubbed at his forehead. The Saturday afternoon felt hot and muggy, especially for late January. Even the custom-molded shooter’s earplugs he wore couldn’t help prevent the aggravation of his already throbbing headache as he worked at the forge.

I should have known.

He didn’t get headaches like this very often, but when he did, they were whoppers and usually a portent of really bad news.

Cue the call from his little sister that had arrived right after he’d stepped out of one of the portable toilets and was heading back to the forge.

“Yeah, go ahead,” he quietly said.

“Okay. Hold on. I need to set the phone down.”

He already knew what the large envelope from Lara would contain.

Honestly? He’d expected it for a long time. It was just that he had kind of quit thinking about it, forgetting he was…married.

Eve came back on the line, her voice subdued. “It’s divorce papers.”

He sighed. “Yeah, I kind of suspected.”

“Took her long enough,” Eve muttered.

“What do I have to do?”

He imagined his sister scanning the pages, her blue-green eyes, the same color as his, skimming through everything and looking for the tl;dr to give him.

“Wait, there’s a personal note here, too. Sorry, I didn’t see it at first, it was behind the other papers.”

“Just read it to me.”

 

“Dear Ev, we both knew this was way overdue. I met a guy about six months ago, and we’re planning on getting married. I don’t hate you. I get it, and I wish you’d open up to me as a friend. I don’t know what your finances are like, but if you could chip in half, I’d appreciate it. I’ll let you know how much it is once it’s finalized. Even if you need to make payments to me, or can’t pay half, anything would be fine. I’ll file the paperwork next week unless you contact me that there’s something you want changed. I wish you well and hope you find what you’re looking for. I miss you and our friendship. I hope you can find it in your heart to at least let me be a part of your life like that. Love and hugs, Lara.”

 

His sister made a disgusted-sounding noise. “It’s dated three days ago. Can I go smack her now?” she snarked.

“No,” he quietly said. “She didn’t do anything wrong, and you know it. Besides, you two are friends.”

“Which is why I want to smack her. She didn’t tell me she was doing this.”

He needed to get Eve back on track. “What are the terms?”

“Hold on.” Another pause. “There’s a lot of standard stuff, declarations of facts, statement of no kids, yadda-yadda. It’s pretty simple. She’s asking for a dissolution of the marriage, that the two of you have been separated and living apart for two years, and that you’ve already separated all joint assets to each other’s mutual satisfaction. The marriage is irretrievably broken by mutual assent, and no maintenance to be paid.”

She summarized the details, which were spare, considering they’d already divorced in everything but legal status. “Also, she states that the divorce is a joint request uncontested by either party.”

“That’s because it is.”

“Let me have Kimbra look this over and contact Lara’s attorney for you, please? Family law isn’t my specialty. If you weren’t my brother, I’d represent you myself.”

“No, that’s not necessary. She’s not asking me for anything. I won’t drag it out.” He heard a noise and turned to see the crowd gathered around the distant jousting pit and apparently cheering something that had happened. On that afternoon, the festival was packed. “Did she include her phone number?”

“Yeah. It’s jotted on the note.” She read it off to him.

“Okay, that’s her same cell number.”

“She didn’t even bother to call you to tell you she was doing this?”

“She e-mailed me a month ago about going to see an attorney together to get it filed. I told her I didn’t have the money at the time. That was the last I heard.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that? I would have gone with you.”

“Because I still wouldn’t have had the money. And no, I’m not taking money from you.”

Eve made that noise. The one she’d made ever since they were kids, sort of a tongue click, that meant she didn’t agree with him but she wasn’t going to waste her breath arguing. “You okay, bro?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t sound okay.”

“I’m a little dehydrated. It’s hotter than hell out here and I’m working on a headache.”

“Ah. Want me to bring you anything?”

That was Eve, two years younger than his thirty-two, and always trying to take care of her big brother.

“No, I’m okay. Andy and I have a cooler of water over by the forge. I just haven’t been drinking enough.”

“How’s it going this weekend?”

“I sold a few pieces and took a commission for a short sword. That’ll pay my expenses for the month, but I’m going to have to get a day job. I can’t keep going like this. With the economy right now, people aren’t ordering custom stuff like they used to. Andy doesn’t have enough extra work to toss my way to make up the difference.”

“My yard is your yard, bro.”

“Except your homeowner’s association isn’t going to allow a blacksmith to set up in your yard. I already pissed them off parking my van there last weekend.”

He’d only been there Saturday evening and early Sunday morning to help her out by swapping out the bad garbage disposal in her kitchen sink. He’d needed another part but everything had been closed, so the job had to be finished the next morning.

The following Tuesday morning, Eve had received a deed restriction warning in the mail from her HOA for him parking in the driveway overnight, even though he hadn’t been there overnight. He’d come back early the next morning to finish the job so her kitchen sink could be used again.

“Yeah, well, fuck ’em.”

He managed a chuckle. “You can’t do that. You have to live there and get along with your neighbors.”

His little sister apparently had a far better head on her shoulders than he had on his. She certainly had her personal life put together in an enviably orderly way. Eve also had a law degree and handled corporate law issues in a larger office in Sarasota. Not a partner yet, but she was already making decent money, and becoming a partner was her next goal.

“I’m guessing you don’t want me to say anything to the ’rents about this?” she asked.

“Please, no.”

“Ev, you know they’re going to ask eventually.”

He scratched at his scraggly beard. “And when they do, I’ll deal with it then. Not like they don’t know we’re separated. It’s been two years.”

“They love you,” she softly insisted. “They’re going to be okay.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“No, but when have they ever been homophobes?”

“They’ve never had a gay son before that they know of. Both sets of our grandparents were not socially liberal. You know that. It’s one thing to be okay with other people’s kids being gay. Totally another for their own son to come out. I don’t want to alienate them.”

“Okay, fine. I still think it’s a mistake to keep it a secret. But you’re a big boy. I can’t fight your battles for you.”

That didn’t stop Eve from trying. And he desperately loved her for it. “I’ll say something to them eventually.”

“I don’t want to lie to them. I hate lying, especially to them, and you know that. If they flat-out corner me and ask, I’m going to tell them to talk to you. You won’t be able to dodge them then.”

“You’re an attorney. I’m sure you lie all the time.”

“That’s different. And I don’t lie, I…fudge. I can’t help how my words are interpreted.”

Right now, all his parents knew was that he and Lara had separated two years earlier, her citing his time spent away from home at ren fairs and other festivals straining their relationship to the breaking point. Irreconcilable differences.

Not that he’d finally been forced to admit he was gay after he realized he’d made a mistake marrying Lara because he thought that was what he was supposed to do. One wild and crazy weekend trip to Vegas with several friends when he was twenty-five, and after a drunken evening spent talking too much shit that wasn’t true, and they’d returned to Florida married. They’d been living together a year at that point, after dating for nearly a year, and Everett had secretly hoped putting a ring on her finger might finally squelch the whispers in his brain for good.

It hadn’t.

If anything, it’d made everything between them infinitely worse—especially their sex life.

No, he couldn’t blame Lara for any of it. The blame squarely lay on his shoulders.

“I need to go,” he said. “I’ll text her and tell her to file it.”

“I will loan you the money, if you’d quit arguing with me and take it.”

“No. You’ve done too much for me already.”

“I’m just sayin’.”

“Love you, sis.”

She let out that sigh, the frustrated one that told him she was practically biting her tongue clean through not to shake him and let him have it. “Love you, too, bro.”

When he got off the phone with her, he put his earplugs back in before he accidentally dropped them or lost them. When normally working, he used earmuffs, but they weren’t well-received at ren fairs sometimes. This was supposed to be an old-time world, although they did give him a pass on the safety glasses. He’d gone to a gun shop and had a couple of pairs of custom-molded shooter’s earplugs made for wearing at the festivals. Unobtrusive, yet saved his hearing.

He pulled up Lara’s number and hesitated, trying to figure out how to word it.

Eve called me. Got the papers. Go ahead. No revisions needed. I’ll try to get you some $$ but don’t know how long.

He was about to slip his phone back into the pocket on his utility kilt when his phone vibrated.

Lara.

OK, no problem. Whenever you can. Sorry, Ev. No hard feelings?

Even that made him feel like shit. She had every right to hate his guts, and yet…here she was, trying to keep things copacetic.

He did love Lara. He always would. Unfortunately, he was never in love with her, which was a distinction he didn’t learn until after the fact.

After he’d wasted years of his life and hers trying to be someone he wasn’t.

I’m sorry. I want you to be happy. I hope he can make you happy and I wish you both well.

He waited a moment, and she replied.

Thanks. :) You, too. I want you to be happy, too. I mean it. I want us to be able to be friends again. I miss you. I love you as a friend and I always will. You’re a good man.

That almost made him feel worse. He thought for a moment before replying.

Thanks. I’ll always love you, too. You’re a good woman.

He slipped his phone back into his pocket and trudged through the people and sand toward where the forge was set up. 


Chapter Two

 

It was late in the day and clouds had moved in to cool things off a little without bringing rain. Everett had sold another small piece, even though his friend, Andy, the guy he was sharing the space with for the long weekend, was doing much better than he was in terms of sales. Everett had just finished another demonstration of making nails when a familiar-looking woman and man strolled up to browse his display.

The little tri-colored Chihuahua mix she had on a leash wore a custom shirt of chainmaille, and he finally recognized the woman was one of the vendors there, plus he’d seen her at several other similar events over the years, both around Florida and out of state.

“Hello. Let me know if there’s anything you’re interested in.”

The man smiled. “Thanks.” They both wore period garb, although Everett thought he remembered seeing a third man working the booth with them. “This is going to sound like a strange question,” the guy started, “but do you ever make custom pieces?”

“All the time. What were you looking for?”

The woman suddenly blushed as the man, handsome with dark brown hair and hazel eyes, stepped in close and dropped his voice. “Set of lockable manacles with about twelve inches of chain between them. To fit her.”

It took Everett a moment to process what he’d asked. “Like handcuffs?”

“No, something where I could put a small padlock on each side.” He pulled out his phone and called up a picture. “Wrist irons. Something like that.”

Everett took the phone from him as the woman’s blush deepened to beet red. Sure enough, old-style wrist irons, made from flat metal hinged on one side.

“Yeah, I could make them.” They wouldn’t be hard to make, either.

“How much, and how long?”

Everett tried to figure how much labor he’d have to put into them. He knew he already had the stock iron and chain in his storage shed at Andy’s, stuff left over from other jobs, so no outlay there. Hoping to not blow this by quoting too high a price or screwing himself over on the labor, he took a shot in the dark.

“One-twenty-five. I could have them for you within two weeks.”

He smiled. “Great. Do you take credit cards?”

Everett blinked. He was used to people trying to haggle with him, or whipping out their phones to show him how cheaply they could get reproduction or Chinese-made shit on eBay.

“Um, yeah. Sure. Let me get my tablet.”

He walked over to where he and Andy kept their personal belongings hidden in a wooden trunk that looked period. In his leather messenger bag Everett stored his tablet, with a credit card reader attached. After taking their information and measuring her wrists, he wrote up the order. Fortunately, they lived there in the Sarasota area.

“I can bring them to you when they’re done. I’m local.”

“Oh, cool. Hold on.” The man, whose name was Logan, examined a display case of knives and dirks Everett also had on the table. “Are these for sale?”

“Yeah. Those are all one of a kinds. I made them myself.” He loved making blades, although he couldn’t make a full-time living at it, unfortunately.

“May I?” Logan indicated the display.

“Yeah.” Everett opened the case and the man picked one up that had an ornate handle. About twelve inches long, it had a Celtic knot design worked into the hilt, and it was wicked sharp.

The guy crooked a finger at the woman, whose name was Rebecca and presumably his wife, from the matching rings on their fingers. He gently drew the point up and down her lower arm as her eyes dropped closed and a blissful smile filled her face.

Fascinated, Everett couldn’t take his eyes off them.

“Do you like it?” Logan asked her.

Her eyes remained closed. “Yes, Sir.”

Oookaaay. Now the dots had just connected.

These weren’t people simply looking to add realistic gear to their weekend reenactment garb.

They were kinky.

He felt his own cock twitch, and was desperately glad for the heavy leather apron he wore over his shirt and kilt. He was no stranger to kinky people, even though he hadn’t tried to get involved in the local community in Sarasota.

He hadn’t had the emotional energy to try.

On the ren fair circuit, there was a lot of overlap between LARPers, SCA, kinksters, nerds, and other “non-vanilla” people. People who weren’t afraid to let their freak flags fly, in whatever way they expressed it, and who enjoyed a break from their regular lives.

Logan turned and presented the knife to him, hilt first. “We’ll take it.”

“Um…it’s normally two-fifty, but since you gave me the custom order, I’ll give it to you for two hundred, plus tax.”

“Cool.”

Holy…shit. It had sat in the case for six months. Damn straight he’d take the money. “Great, thank you!” Everett quickly added that to their total and rang the order up. He gave them a business card, and as they walked away, obviously happy, he tried not to watch the guy’s ass in his breeches.

I need a fucking life.

At least his headache had started to abate somewhat. He honestly hadn’t expected to sell any big items this weekend. This event was one he worked every year more to keep his name out there locally, and for the chance to use an outdoor, antique-style forge.

Plus the entry fee for vendors was cheap if you were also providing demonstrations. So he and Andy, always went dutch on the fee and shared the space.

Andy stepped over. “You just sold the Celtic knife?”

“Yeah. And a custom piece.” He tucked his tablet back into the trunk.

“That’s awesome!” Andy smiled, but then it faded. “Why don’t you look happy?”

“Eve called me earlier. Lara finally filed.”

“Filed? Ah. Sorry. Sorry?”

Everett nodded. “Thanks. It’s okay. Long time coming.”

Andy patted him on the shoulder. “Want to go out drinking tonight to celebrate? I’ll drive, and you can get blasted.”

He didn’t feel like celebrating the event. “Not with this headache,” he fibbed. “I’m going to go home, take a shower, and collapse. We still have tomorrow to work. I can’t be hungover.”

“The Tin Can isn’t a home, dude. It’s barely roadworthy. One good bump and it’s going to fall apart on you. You can’t keep doing this.”

“I can sleep in my van on the road. Or my trailer, or even a tent, when the weather’s nice.” Wouldn’t be the first time he’d done that.

“Again. You can’t keep doing this. Rent a room from us. You’re already there most of the time anyway. Just move inside, not even more money in rent. Just add some for groceries.”

“You guys finally got rid of Colin. I don’t think Charlotte’s going to want to give up her privacy this fast.” Their youngest son had started college earlier that year.

“Charlotte suggested it. She hates it when you tow that damn thing.”

“It doesn’t leak.”

“That’s not a stellar endorsement of its roadworthiness. I think she was researching ways to burn things down last week.”

Andy and Charlotte owned ten acres in Manatee County, in a rural area surrounded by farms and pasture. Technically, the set-up Everett had for his trailer wasn’t legal, but he and Andy had been friends for years. He rented space from them, and helped Andy out around the property when he needed it. Everett also made use of Andy’s workshop, and kept his work trailer and storage shed there. They’d put in a slightly illegal but perfectly functional septic dump for Everett’s tiny travel trailer, a drain which fed into the legal septic tank for Andy’s shop behind the house.

“I can’t afford anything else.” Everett turned and sat on the trunk. “I’m going to have to look into at least a part-time job. I need to dig out of this hole. I’m never going to get ahead like this. Getting by won’t help me when I’m in my sixties. I’m one bad hammer strike or an accident away from being totally fucked.”

By the time Everett returned to Andy’s property that evening, he felt exhausted, but happy that he’d made more money than he’d anticipated. Before going into the Tin Can, he walked over to his shed and unlocked it. Right where he thought it’d be, he found the metal he’d need, and plenty of chain. Not that he’d start on the job tonight, but he set everything close to the door where he could easily see it before locking up and returning to the trailer.

Not much, the small, 1973 twenty-three foot Airstream Safari he’d dubbed the Tin Can had seen better days. He’d traded a guy two custom swords and a knife for it not long after he’d married Lara, thinking it’d be perfect for taking to ren fairs so they’d have an inexpensive place to camp in privacy without needing a tent or shelling out money for a hotel room. That was before he’d had the large work trailer. The Tin Can needed a lot of work, but it served his needs now.

And it didn’t leak.

Well, now it didn’t leak, since he’d fixed the leaks. He’d already done a lot of work to it over the years. Not like he had a lot of stuff to protect. His clothes, laptop, printer, and a cheap TV.

The things he owned worth real money were in the workshop, or in his secure work trailer and large Ford van, his tools and finished pieces for sale.

Instead of showering in the trailer, he grabbed his stuff and walked the ten feet to the workshop’s side door, unlocking it and going in and using the larger shower in the bathroom there. He’d sprung for the tankless water heater since he used it the most, and he’d bought and installed the second-hand washer and dryer so he didn’t have to use Andy and Charlotte’s.

With the big bathroom, he could let the water soak into his aching body and not worry about the tiny shower in the trailer.

He’d have to swing by Eve’s house at some point to pick up his mail. He still had it delivered there because he didn’t want to cause trouble for Andy and Charlotte by having his official address listed as their house. Even his vehicle registration and driver’s license were Eve’s Sarasota address.

When he’d originally moved out of the apartment he’d shared with Lara two years earlier, he’d stashed what few personal things he had at Eve’s and used her spare bedroom for a few weeks. That had happened after admitting to Lara he was gay, following her rightfully blowing up at him for rarely being home, and not touching her when he was. She’d assumed he was cheating on her, at first, and started secretly searching and driving herself crazy, trying to find proof of his infidelity.

Until she’d stumbled across the gay porn links in his browser history, and his secret was finally out.

Then Andy suggested he hook the Tin Can up at his place and kick in an extra fifty a month above what he already paid for electric. Hell, the Tin Can had already been parked there, so that happened.

And there he’d stayed.

Andy and Charlotte knew he was gay, as did Eve and, of course, Lara, but…

That was pretty much it. He didn’t advertise he was gay, he didn’t date, and he really didn’t socialize a lot outside of being active at the ren fairs and through work he did.

His “splendid isolation,” as Eve had sarcastically dubbed it after unsuccessfully trying to get him to come over for a Super Bowl party last year.

What he felt, he couldn’t even accurately label.

Loneliness? Maybe.

Guilt?

Definitely.

Until he could get himself past that, he really didn’t feel like messing up someone else’s life.

He’d thought by marrying Lara it might make him feel more at ease about himself.

Not so much.

In the early days while dating and after they first moved in together, Lara had teased him about being too bossy, too much of a control freak, so he’d pulled back.

Way back.

Unfortunately, he’d belatedly realized that being dominant—a bossy control freak—in his relationship with Lara had been the only thing keeping him able to…perform.

When he’d toned back that part of his personality in an attempt to mollify her and not be an asshole, it had destroyed the last vestiges of his carefully built facade.

Only when he’d run out of excuses and she’d confronted him about the gay porn sites in his laptop’s browser history had the truth finally come spilling out of him.

She’d been worried he was cheating on her with some other woman.

He hadn’t been cheating on her at all.

Definitely not with another woman.

She made more than he did and could afford their apartment on her own. She gave him the trailer, since it wasn’t worth much anyway, and he didn’t want any of the stuff in the apartment.

He’d wasted nine years of her life, total. Years she couldn’t get back.

No, he wasn’t going to contest the divorce.

He’d dragged himself out of the shower and was heading back to the Tin Can when he saw a set of headlights sweep into the driveway and head back toward where he parked. Not Andy or Charlotte, because their vehicles were parked at the house.

Then he recognized Eve’s Jeep Cherokee and he stood there, resigned and waiting for the ass-chewing he suspected he was about to receive.

She didn’t disappoint.

When she stepped out of her SUV and walked over, he noticed she carried a cloth grocery bag. “Is this Self-Pity Central?”

“Hey.”

She hugged him. “You know horse-hair shirts went out of style a couple hundred years ago, right?”

He opened the door to the trailer and let her go first. She stepped in and stared, as she always did. “I think prisoners have larger cells than this.”

“It’s bigger on the outside.”

“I’m not calling you the Doctor.”

“I have ten acres I can rattle around on. I’m hardly ever inside it, except at night.”

She set the bag down on his tiny counter. “Fuck this shit. Ev, move back in with me.”

“No. I can’t park my van there.”

“You can pull through the gate and park in the backyard.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re living in a fucking tin can.”

“Aluminum.”

She planted her hands on her hips and looked like she wanted to smack him. “You punishing yourself for your marriage failing doesn’t do anything but allow you to hide from life. Lara’s obviously moving on.”

“As she should.”

“Are you at least dating? Going out? Fucking sexy guys?” She gave his beard a hard yank.

“Ow!”

“You look like a goddamned Viking, and not even a sexy one. Like one of those drunk-ass, gross, tapeworm-infected, syphilitic, rapey kind of Vikings.”

“You need a thesaurus.”

“You need a fucking haircut and a shave. Keep the beard if you must, but jeez Louise, you’re a great-looking guy and it’s like you’re trying to drive people away.”

“Maybe I don’t need a relationship to fuck up.” He put his shower stuff away. He’d left his dirty clothes in the hamper next to the washer in the shop. “Maybe I don’t want a relationship to fuck up, huh?”

“Being scared to fail has never bothered you before, bro. Why should it bother you in your relationships?”

“Because then it’s someone else at risk and not just myself. I hurt Lara.”

Eve sank onto the bed, which was the pull-out sofa he kept pulled-out all the time. “So you were young and stupid. Now you’re older and still acting stupid, even though I know you’re a damn smart man.”

“I need to focus on work. I need to start saving money.”

“Moving in with me would let you do that.”

“I can’t work in your garage. I can work here. And I’d still be paying Andy rent, plus have to drive here from your place.”

“What about the next time we get a hurricane, huh?”

“I back the Tin Can into the shop and hold on tight.”

One of those disgusted sounds escaped her. “How’s your headache?”

He leaned against the counter. “It’s better, thanks.”

She stared at him for a long, quiet moment. “There’s leftovers in the bag,” she quietly said. “Three containers. Bring them back when you’re done with them.”

“Thanks.”

She stood and walked over to him, wrapping her arms around him and hugging him, which he returned.

“Why are you so damn stubborn?” she muttered against his chest.

“Pot, meet kettle.”

“At least my stubbornness is productive.”

“You’re single.”

“I date. I socialize. I have a life outside of work. I don’t isolate myself.”

He shrugged. “I just…need time.”

She finally stepped back. “Don’t take so much time needing time that you wake up old and alone one day and realize you let life pass you by.”

Once she left a few minutes later, he put two of the containers of leftovers in his tiny fridge while nuking the third for dinner.

While he ate, he looked through the other accumulated mail that had been in the bag with the divorce papers. Followed by the papers themselves. After locating a pen, he signed where the pink sticky arrows indicated. He’d drop it by Lara’s office on Monday.

That way, he could keep it short.

And likely not meet whoever her new guy was and giving Everett one more way to feel inferior. 


Chapter Three

 

This is a fucking nightmare. That’s what this is. I’m going to wake up, and this is a nightmare.

He’d just arrived on the property in person for the first time, a little before eight that Sunday morning. Wylie Young stood in front of the house that was now officially his. A house that stood on over three hundred acres of land, much of that pasture currently being rented to a neighbor who had fifty head of beef cattle grazing there.

Wylie knew he should probably file the past three months under the heading of Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time.

Including buying this property online, sight unseen, from a local real estate broker trying to sell it quickly for the out-of-state family of the previous owner.

Oh, it had a house, barn, workshop, storage sheds, smokehouse, and a couple of other small outbuildings, just like the online description said it did.

It was also apparently a massive DIY project, just like the ad—and his friends—had said.

Everything on the land was now his, excluding the cattle. Including a couple dozen chickens and four goats currently being cared for temporarily by the same guy who owned the cattle. Conveniently, the guy lived across the road from Wylie’s new…homestead.

Wylie had spoken to the realtor on the phone and verified it was a legit transaction by having local friends and an attorney check it out for him. Even though at every turn everyone told him there would be a lot of work involved…

He hadn’t expected this.

He slumped back against his pickup truck and stared at the house. He’d been told it was built by the father of the man who’d been the owner. Wood-frame house sitting up on concrete pylons about two feet off the ground, tin roof, classic Old Florida construction with tall ceilings and a wraparound screen porch.

Most of the latter which was blowing in the breeze.

The pictures had made it look a little rough, sure, but he hadn’t thought it was this…bad.

Fuck.

Trying to pull himself out of his shock, he started walking around. The workshop actually looked like it was in good shape, maybe only a couple of years old. A tall metal building with a large overhang on one side, large enough to park a full-size RV under it. The barn that the goat enclosures and chicken coop were attached to seemed solid from the outside. And walking down to the northern boundary of this part of the property, it backed onto a small river that was apparently good for fishing.

“Okay, so that’s pretty, at least,” he muttered.

He even had a dock in the theoretical sense of the term, in that there were several wooden poles driven into the river bottom, with rickety pieces of wood nailed to them, extending maybe fifty feet out into the water.

Not that he was brave enough to test it out at that moment, since the structure appeared to be older than the house.

When he heard a vehicle approach, he turned and walked back up to the house, where an older and well-worn Chevy pickup now sat parked next to his Ford. A man got out and waited for him.

“Wylie?” He held out his hand. The man looked to be about Wylie’s age and wore a baseball cap and worn jeans over even more worn work boots.

“Yes. Brad?” Wylie shook with him.

“Good to meet you, sir.” He had a pleasant Old Florida Southern drawl. They’d talked on the phone already, when Wylie had told Brad yesterday he would meet him there that morning. “Ready to start the tour?”

“Sure.”

Brad pulled out a ring of keys and looked around. “I haven’t fed the animals yet this morning. Want me to start there?”

“Sounds good.”

Bypassing the house might make him appreciate its…rustic charms more when they reached that point.

“Mark’s got copies of the keys for the locks out here so he can take care of the animals. If you change them, let him know, unless you don’t want him helping.”

“I won’t be changing them soon, and yes, I do want him helping. Please.”

The goats were happy to see them. Brad unlocked the barn and the men walked past an old red tractor that looked nearly as big as Wylie’s truck, to the back where several large metal fifty-five gallon drums stood.

Brad patted one. “Goat chow’s in here. Chicken feed’s in the other one. I sent you the info where I buy feed and supplies. Hay’s in the trailer.”

Somehow, Wylie had missed that. “Trailer?”

“Yes, sir.” Brad unlocked a back door to the barn, a smaller one, and pointed. From his previous angle in the yard, Wylie hadn’t seen the semi trailer sitting there.

Okay, so I guess I own that, too.

“Key to the padlock’s on the keyring, and Mark has one. There’s still several bales of timothy in there.”

“Timothy?”

“Hay.” The guy looked at him. “You know, for the goats.”

“I’m going to need a lot of help with them, at first,” Wylie said. “I’ve never had goats or chickens before.”

Brad stared at him for a moment, fortunately not asking the question. “I’ll send Mark over tonight when he gets home. He’d be with me, except he’s visiting his mom this weekend.”

“Can I pay him to keep coming over? At least for a few weeks? And do I owe you anything? Or Mark?”

“No, sir, you don’t owe us anything. Real estate agent paid for the feed and hay, and we live right here. As for Mark, he’s always looking to earn spending money. You can take that up with him. Long as he does his chores at home and does his homework, I’m fine with it. Keeps him out of trouble.”

Relief flooded Wylie. He didn’t want to kill off the poor animals out of stupidity. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Brad showed him how much and how to feed the animals, and how to collect the eggs. They went into an old refrigerator in the barn that despite its ancient age still seemed to run, with several dozen eggs already there.

“Holy cow. I’ll never eat all of those. Help yourself. Seriously. I don’t want them to go bad. Please?”

“Thanks. I’ll get some on my way out.”

The tractor, and several other pieces of large equipment Wylie knew he’d never remember the names of, were all his and came with the property as well. There were tools and items in the workshop—he didn’t know what they were used for. There were a couple of sheds and smaller outbuildings filled with items.

The smokehouse was self-explanatory, although it was empty and not…smoking.

“Bob was between batches,” Brad said. “He used to make great beef and venison jerky. Loved that stuff.”

Then Brad turned and asked the question. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, you sound a little…new to homesteading. What made you want to buy a place like this?”

Wylie sucked in a ragged breath. “I’ve been asking that myself ever since I got here.”

 

* * * *

 

After about an hour of going through stuff—including a tour of the house—Brad left Wylie alone with the heavy ring of keys and weighty knowledge.

The inside of the house was livable, if one considered not leaking and enclosed walls “livable.” The plumbing and electricity worked, and the roof was only six years old.

There was that.

Brad and Mark had cleaned out the fridge and other food and put out roach traps, so at least there was that to be grateful for.

Bob Meselin left oddly specific instructions in his will. The independent octogenarian had apparently been on the outs with his living relatives. Other than a few specifically designated items that had already been retrieved by his attorney—like an old pickup truck that had been willed to Brad’s son—Meselin had left instructions for the entire property to be sold, as-is, complete with contents and animals, to someone outside the family. Preferably someone who would want to run it as a homestead. And they had to stipulate in the purchase contract to a deed covenant, to not divvy it up for development, or resell it to someone without the stipulation that it couldn’t be developed. It had to remain agricultural use, notwithstanding improving, expanding, or replacing the existing house, or adding to or replacing the outbuildings.

According to the real estate agent, that had discouraged several potential buyers who’d inquired before Wylie.

The property and contents were able to be sold quickly, bypassing probate, because Meselin had set them up in a trust. The money from the sale was divvied up between Bob Meselin’s remaining kin after another trust had been set up, one for Brad’s son, and a hefty percentage was donated to several local charities.

Up until his death three months earlier, Bob Meselin had lived alone and independently, never married, growing much of his own food in a garden that had now gone to seed, and living very much off his own land. He’d worked out an arrangement with Brad, discounting pasture fees in exchange for fully butchered cows every year, some of that meat which was still safely frozen in a huge chest freezer in the barn. It was a win-win arrangement that helped allow Meselin to have his property taxed at a much lower agricultural use rate, and got Brad cheap pasture for his cattle.

Brad had assured Wylie the meat in the freezer was fine, relatively fresh.

It seemed that, in the past, Meselin had raised his own cattle, but when he hit seventy-five he sold them because it was too much for him to deal with at his age. That’s when he started renting pasture to neighbor Brad.

Wylie sank onto a wooden kitchen chair and stared around him. He had brought the bare essentials and stuff he couldn’t stand to part with from California in the U-Haul trailer now hooked to his truck. He’d never driven a truck before, much less pulled a trailer, until he’d traded in his Mercedes sedan and bought the year-old truck with a crew cab and only five thousand miles on it in California. In the trailer, he’d packed his bed, a couple of pieces of furniture he’d wanted to keep, his clothes, books, kitchenware, and other beloved possessions. The rest he’d sold with his condo, as-is, when he’d left his life behind.

Too many memories.

Goddamned Ralph.

There was part of him that wondered if Ralph had cheated on him and let him discover it on purpose, as a way to talk him into selling out his share of the company for less money, just to be rid of him.

He would have thought he was crazy had Landry not also made the same observation three months ago.

The cheating and offer to buy him out had capped off years of…

Wylie didn’t want to think about it. Any of it.

Looking back on it all, he couldn’t believe he’d allowed it to happen in the first place, much less that he’d tolerated it as long as he had.

Back to the situation before him. He’d have to clean the house out before he could live there. It wasn’t that the guy had been a hoarder or anything, but…

It needed to be cleaned out.

And completely gutted and renovated.

He mentally went through his finances. He’d paid two-point-seven million, cash, for the property and its contents as-is. That money had come out of the buyout from Ralph, and left him nearly twenty million total after taxes, including what he’d made selling his condo.

That sounded like a lot of money, except he wasn’t an idiot. He was forty-one. He had a good forty years of living ahead of him, if he was lucky. Yes, he’d already stashed a chunk of his remaining money in investment and retirement accounts so it’d be there, safe, until he needed it later.

But he’d have expenses, insurance, property taxes to pay every year. Repairs and maintenance.

Possible future medical expenses.

He couldn’t afford to go Better Homes and Gardens on this place simply to jack it up cosmetically to some arbitrarily high standard.

If he really wanted to be self-sufficient and make a go of things, and not be dependent on anyone else for the rest of his life, he was going to have to dig in, let go of a lot of preconceived notions he’d had of being some sort of Jeffersonian gentleman farmer—minus the horrors of slavery—and figure out how the hell to make a go of this place.

I guess I’ll be eating a lot of eggs.

There were over ten acres of citrus trees, too, but this time of year they weren’t ready to harvest, and Brad’s cousin kept some bee hives in the back in exchange for free honey.

I’m sooo fucked.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie decided to tackle what he could right then. That meant unhooking the trailer and taking a trip to a home improvement store for cleaning supplies. He’d have to call around tomorrow to get a construction Dumpster delivered, but he needed to at least get one corner of the house set up for himself.

Staying at a hotel was out of the question. He didn’t want to waste the money.

Plus, he was too damned embarrassed to ask Landry if he could bunk with them.

They warned me it needed work.

In addition to cleaning supplies and a few other things, he bought himself a staple gun and staples—even though he didn’t know if he already owned one in the workshop—several rolls of duct tape, and five large rolls of heavy plastic sheeting.

The house had four bedrooms and two bathrooms. One of the bedrooms had a relatively new and working window-shaker AC unit. Based on its furniture and appearance, the room had apparently been used as the master bedroom. The bathroom right next to it also appeared to be the one the man had used most, so Wylie would get that one cleaned up first.

After opening all the windows in the house, and taking massive amounts of “before” pictures with his phone, he started with the bathroom. First, he completely emptied it, throwing everything away except for toilet paper.

Starting at the ceiling, he wiped down the wood-paneled beadboard walls, scrubbed the bathtub and its tiled walls, as well as sprayed the grout down with a heavy-duty cleaner. Everything out of the old medicine cabinet over the sink went in the trash before he wiped it down inside and out. The cheap pressboard shelves hanging on the wall over the toilet got wiped down, too. Eventually, he’d replace them with something better, but for now they were functional and would stay.

He scrubbed the sink and toilet, bleached both, and the linoleum floor. With that accomplished, he rinsed the shower walls and was relieved to see that the grout had cleaned up relatively well. After hanging a new shower curtain and putting down the cheap bath mat he’d purchased, he sat and used the toilet.

As he sat there, trembling with exhaustion, he fought the urge to burst into tears.

He would have been better off buying a small house in the area, fixing it up, and keeping his head down.

No, I had to screw up epically. I had to insist I was self-sufficient. I had to prove to my mother—and Ralph—that I wasn’t a loser and unable to take care of myself.

Except his mother had been dead for years.

And he’d left Ralph’s lying, cheating ass in California.

It was ironic, when he stopped to consider it, that he’d basically been in a relationship with someone very much like his mother. Someone who gave only backhanded compliments and made themselves “useful” in such a way that made him feel useless.

Someone he’d twisted himself inside out to please and, in the end, never could, because the problem was them, not him.

When he finished, he was standing in the doorway to the bedroom and trying to decide on his plan of attack when he heard a vehicle approach outside.

Heart sinking, he walked out to greet Landry, Cris, and Tilly.

Tilly wore sunglasses and stood with her arms crossed over her chest as she studied the house from where she stood next to their SUV.

“Hey,” Wylie said, greeting Landry and Cris with handshakes. When he reached Tilly, she cocked her head at him for a moment before opening her arms.

He couldn’t stop the tears as she engulfed him.

“What’d I do?” he tearfully said as she patted his back. “What’d I get myself into?”

“You going to let us put you up at our place until you get this place in shape?”

“No. I need to do this on my own.”

“That does not mean torturing yourself,” Landry drawled. “That would be a sadist’s job.”

“Will you let me call in some friends and favors, at least?” Tilly asked. “I can have a literal army of people out here tomorrow.”

“I really can’t afford to pay anyone right now.”

“For free.”

“I…” He took a deep breath and finally stepped back, wiping at his eyes. “I need to do this.”

She removed her sunglasses and studied him. “While I applaud you for your tenacity, Wy, you need help.”

“Love,” Landry said, “behave.”

“I am behaving. I don’t know how much more clearly I can say to him this place is a dump without outright saying this place is a dump. And I did warn you,” she added. “I warned you this place was a massive DIY project. I sent you pictures.”

“I know. I know you did.”

Cris spoke up. “Why is this so important to you? To do it yourself?”

“Because I have a lot of stuff to prove. Especially to myself. Ralph always insisted it was just a fluke, a lucky break, that I was successful. That I couldn’t have done it without him.”

Landry snorted. “He’s ignoring the fact that you had started the company long before you met him, is he not?”

“Yeah.”

“And so are you.”

Wylie slumped against the side of the SUV. “Just trying to get him out of my head. Among other people.”

“Can I at least refer you to a shrink for a Xanax prescription?” Tilly snarked. “Because…day-amn.”

“Tilly.” Landry’s tone was that of a parent to a willful child. “Settle, love. Now.”

“Nooo, no, no,” she said, wagging a finger at her husband. “You don’t get to play the Master card with me, buster. Not right now when we’re talking to our friend.”

Faster than Wylie could follow the movement, Landry’s hand shot out, grabbed Tilly by her ponytail, and hauled her in close, forcing her head back to stare down into her face.

“Since you have decided to play that game, love, in front of Wylie no less, then I shall declare it game fucking on, as you like to say.”

Wylie realized his cock had hardened like iron in his jeans, the first time he’d felt anything remotely close to his libido returning in…well, in the six months since first discovering Ralph’s betrayal.

He knew the triad was kinky, and they’d even discussed stuff plenty of times, but they’d never done anything overt in front of him before.

Tilly let out a squeak. “Yes, Sir.”

Landry kissed her before releasing her ponytail. “Good girl. Now behave.” He turned to Wylie. “It is my understanding, from what you told me in our conversations, that Ralph compensated you for your share of the company. Why can you not afford to hire help for this project?”

“He did.” Wylie went through the mental accounting he’d just put himself through earlier, along with his rationale.

And…

Fuck it.

These were, in all honesty, his closest friends. Which wasn’t saying much, since he’d only known them a couple of years. Ralph had pretty much gained custody of their other “friends” through sheer manipulation.

All this time, he’d portrayed Ralph to be a great guy to them. His own humiliation over Ralph’s cheating, and the things he’d allowed to happen, had played into Ralph twisting the narrative to make him look like Wylie was mentally unstable, lying, maybe even trying to run the company into the ground to hurt Ralph, when the exact opposite had been true.

“This is my life,” Wylie added. “Literally. I know it’s overkill, but I’m going to do this myself. I mean, I know I’ll have to hire some stuff out. But I need to learn how to do things. If I need something specific, I’ll ask you guys for referrals to people you trust to hire for the jobs. But…for fuck’s sake, I grew up the son of a mechanic. I should be able to figure out some of this.”

“Your father died when you were merely a boy,” Landry said. “That is what you told me.”

“Yeah. And my mom never let me forget it. That I couldn’t do stuff. So…” He shrugged. “Failure isn’t an option.”

“You burned your ships,” Cris said.

Wylie nodded.

Tilly sighed. “Well, show us around your estate, squire. I was only out here long enough to take pics and everything was locked up, so I couldn’t get inside. Then at least let us take you out for pizza or something.”

“Deal.”

 

* * * *

 

Actually, Tilly was sneaky. Instead of going out for pizza, Tilly offered to go get food and bring it back while Cris and Landry helped Wylie remove the old bed from the bedroom. That turned into them helping him bag the previous owner’s clothes to donate to a charity, and then start emptying the room so he could get his bed in there.

Before Wylie knew it, they’d helped him completely strip the room empty, clean it, and hang the thick plastic on the walls and floors and seal it around the AC unit with duct tape. Then they moved his bed in from the trailer and assembled it.

“Can I pose a stupid question?” Tilly asked while they sat around the kitchen table and ate pizza.

“Sure.”

“Why the plastic? Looks like a Dexter kill room in there.”

“I haven’t seen any live bugs, but I don’t know if there are. I want to be able to sleep tonight without freaking out. Plus, I’m sure the plastic will help keep the cold air in.”

They’d already cranked up the AC and sure enough, it had chilled the room down quite nicely.

“Ah.” She slowly nodded. “Know what else would help you sleep?”

“What?”

“Staying at our place. You can even have the pool house, if you’d rather. And we have a pool and hot tub. No bugs inside.”

“Where’s the baby?”

“Leigh took her for us. Play date with Lily. We’ll pick her up on our way home.”

Landry had held his opinions most of the afternoon. “I have to agree with my wife on this one, Wy. While I admire your tenacity, you are approaching a level of masochism that even Cris is likely unable to achieve.”

“Hey,” Cris playfully protested.

Landry continued. “The invitation stands. You may stay at our place while you plan your attack.”

It was tempting.

Soooo tempting.

Then the memory of Ralph smirking at him that final night, when Wylie confronted him with the proof of his cheating and threatened to leave.

“You can’t make it on your own. Face it, you’ve always hung on to other people. Just let it go and we can still have fun and make money together. You’ve got it good with me, and you know it.”

Just one of many escalating taunts.

“I appreciate that, but what I’m going to do is start by cleaning out the house and go from there. One step at a time. I need to do this. I know it sounds irrational, but it’s what I need to do for me.”


Chapter Four

 

Late Sunday morning, while the first jousting demo of the day was in progress, a man approached Everett.

“Just wanted to tell you, that knife is absolutely amazing. We tried it out last night and had a lot of fun with it.”

It took Everett a moment, but he realized this was the third man he’d previously seen with Logan and Rebecca in her jewelry booth.

Apparently, the guy realized Everett might not recognize who he was. “Sorry. Toby Sorto. My husband and wife came by yesterday and placed the order for the wrist irons and bought the knife.”

They shook. “Um…she’s still alive?” Everett only half joked.

Toby laughed. “She enjoys the sensation of knife play. We don’t cut her.”

Relief. “That’s cool. I’m glad it went to a home where people will enjoy it. I don’t judge. I’m…non-vanilla myself.”

A man called out. “Toby.”

They both turned as four adults walked up, three men and a woman, with a little girl dressed as a fairy bopping along behind them, and one of the men carrying a baby boy in a front sling. The man who’d called out seemed to be walking slow and with a decided limp.

“Leo!” Toby hugged the man who’d called to him, and then exchanged hugs and greetings with the rest of them. “Long time, no see. How you doing? You look great.”

“We all got a day off together and decided to take a family day.” Leo stepped in to examine the display, especially the knives. “Wow. These are fantastic.” He looked up. “You make these?”

“Yeah.”

“What kind of metalwork do you do?”

Toby leaned in. “We ordered some custom stuff yesterday.” He whispered something else to Leo, who smiled.

“I’m pretty versatile.” Everett dug out a business card and handed it to Leo, who studied it. “I’m not the world’s best farrier, and I’m not really set up for that, but I’ve done a little of everything, and a lot more of some things.”

“Nice to meet you, Everett. Leo Cooke. How’s your welding skills?”

“Pretty good. I’m sure there are welders out there better than me, but I’m good and not ashamed to admit if there’s something above my skills. I’m always looking to learn and improve, though.”

The man pulled his wallet out and withdrew a business card of his own, handing it over. Cooke Welding and Fabrication. “Don’t suppose you’re looking for extra work, are you?” Leo asked.

“Why?”

Leo motioned to him to step aside to talk. Everett had Andy watch the displays as they walked off to the side.

“I was in a car accident. I’m not up to full strength yet, and might not be for a while. I can do some stuff in the shop, but my energy’s in the shitter, my strength’s still iffy, and my pain levels are still pretty high. I’m short a good field guy, because I had to let one guy go for getting a DUI and getting in a wreck on his own time. I can’t risk that. I’d be willing to be flexible with hours at first, if you need to. Trial basis. You’d have to be working mostly out in the field, though. On-site repairs.”

“I have my own rig.”

“That’s fine, but I’ll provide you a work truck.”

“Okay. What are we talking for pay?”

“Well, let’s say a thirty-day probation.” They discussed terms and negotiated. “If an emergency call comes in after hours, you get double time for that, and a percentage of the labor rate. Don’t get a lot of those, but sometimes we do.”

“I’m scheduled to work BARF in Tampa in a few weeks.”

He frowned. “What?”

“Bay Area Renaissance Festival.”

“Oh. Okay. So what are we talking?”

“A couple of Fridays, but my Saturdays and Sundays are booked for that whole block of time.”

“No problem. We can work around that.” Leo glanced back to see where the little girl was. She was talking with Andy, who was showing her a puzzle game he’d made out of long nails.

Leo dropped his voice. “Full disclosure up front. If you’re making irons for Logan and Toby, then you have a hint of their…lifestyle.”

“They’re kinky.”

“Yeah.” He pointed to the younger man, the one not holding the baby. “That’s Jesse, my husband. The woman is my ex-wife, Eva, and that’s our daughter, Laurel. The other man is Nate, Eva’s husband, and their baby, Kenny.”

“That’s…confusing. But cool you guys are so friendly.”

“We all live and co-parent together,” he said. “Nate and I are…let’s just say we each run our relationships. I don’t want there to be any ‘discoveries’ later and you get upset that I didn’t tell you about our non-traditional family. Obviously, we don’t do anything inappropriate in front of our children.”

Everett bit the bullet. “Well, I’m gay, but it’s not common knowledge.” He pointed to Andy. “He and his wife know, but not many others do.” He gave Leo the quick version of his story. “I haven’t been involved in the local community, but I know I have kinky interests of my own. Unfortunately, never had the time to explore.”

Leo smiled, held out a hand, and they shook. “What are you doing for dinner tonight?”

“Why?”

“Come on over to the house for dinner, if you’re not busy. Just a friendly family dinner. Once the kids go to bed, we can talk more. Not,” he quickly added, “for anything weird. But we have a wide network of friends in common, so to speak. Before I introduce you around to them, and vouch for you to them, I’d like to get to know you outside of work as a friend. Besides, if you’re going to be working for me, I’d like to have a chance to talk with you more.”

Everett wasn’t really sure he was in a socializing mood.

On the other hand, what he could make working for Leo would help him move toward his goals and actually putting money aside for retirement and living in a house that didn’t have wheels.

And it wasn’t like he had any plans.

“Okay. Deal.”

They agreed on a time, exchanged cell numbers, and Leo texted him their address. “Just shorts and a T-shirt, nothing fancy,” he insisted.

“Can I bring anything?”

“Nope. Just yourself and an open mind.”

 

* * * *

 

Despite being exhausted, Everett still showered and headed out again after returning home and unloading everything. He didn’t even have to lie to Andy that he was going to talk to a guy about a job, and have dinner with the man and his family.

He just…omitted a few facts.

Part of Everett felt nervous, but the longer he’d thought about it throughout the afternoon, the more he realized maybe this was some sort of sign. Lara filing, meeting people active in the kinky community in Sarasota, a new job—he wasn’t superstitious, but he didn’t have to be beaten over the head with the symbolism, either.

He was five minutes from home when Eve called him.

“What are you doing for dinner tonight, bro?”

“I’m going to have dinner with a guy and his family I met today.” He told her about it, leaving out the kinky stuff, obvs.

“Cool! I was going to try to guilt trip you into coming over for dinner, but I’ll reserve that for a later time.”

“Sorry to deprive you of that.”

“No, I get it. Good luck tonight. That sounds like it could really work out for you.”

“I hope so.”

“Text me when you get home and let me know how it went. If I’m awake, I’ll call you back.”

“Okay.”

He suspected she wasn’t done, and she didn’t disappoint. “Hey, listen. Please give some thought to talking to Mom and Dad.”

“Why?”

“They called me today to say hi, and Mom asked about you.”

He fought the urge to groan. “What’d you say?”

“The same bullshit I always say. That you’ve been busy working fairs and custom jobs. At least give them a call and say hi. It’s been a few weeks.”

“I will. I’ll call them tomorrow. Now, I’m driving. Let me get off here. Love you.”

“Love you, too, bro.”

He didn’t really want to talk to his parents. They’d ask him in a roundabout way how Lara was, and he’d have to admit to them that the divorce was going forward.

Which would invariably lead to uncomfortable questions about if he was dating, all of that.

Not telling them about the divorce wasn’t an option. They had a gaggle of nosy friends whose kids had, unfortunately, taught them how to use the Internet. They made searching public records for gossip an Olympic-level event. It would come out eventually, and the fallout would be far worse if they heard it from others rather than him.

Not to mention they would give Eve epic parental shade for not telling them.

He couldn’t dump that on them like that. He needed to nut up.

He found Leo’s house, a relatively new construction, from the looks of it, in eastern Sarasota County. Slightly rural neighborhood, higher value homes than he could afford on his current income.

When he rang, it was Nate who answered the door. The tall, thin man reminded Everett of a friendlier version of Professor Snape from the Harry Potter movies, except he smiled a hella lot more and didn’t have the same accent. His hair was just long enough for him to wear it pulled back with a hairband.

“Nice of you to make it.” Nate shook with him and escorted him in, showing him around.

Jesse and Eva were in the kitchen—and Everett already knew he’d have trouble not calling her Eve—finishing up dinner. Leo sat at a large table in the kitchen with the little girl in a chair next to him and the baby in a high chair.

“Sorry if I don’t get up,” Leo said, extending his hand. “Still have some pain. Broke my pelvis in the accident. Today’s walking did me in.”

“Sorry.”

“No reason to be. Just explaining. So, you said you have pictures of some other projects you’ve done?”

He pulled out his phone. “Yeah.” He set it up so Leo could swipe through it. As Leo studied the pieces, sometimes pinching and zooming, he’d ask questions about the material, the methods Everett had used, and why he’d used them.

Everett was no dummy. This was as much a chance for Leo to suss out if he was BSing him about his skills as it was to get to know him.

He returned Everett’s phone as Jesse and Eva started setting the table. “I’m very impressed,” Leo said. “You obviously know what you’re doing. I’m really hoping the trial period works out for both of us. I can certainly be flexible with hours for you, as long as we get them on the calendar early so I know what to expect for scheduling.”

“Absolutely. I’ll bring the info with me tomorrow.”

“On your off time, once we get through the trial period, we can talk about you coming in and using the equipment in the shop, if you need to. As long as it doesn’t interfere with your job or any ongoing company projects, I’m okay with that.”

“Wow, thanks. That’s awesome.”

“I believe in hiring good people and treating them well. If I can’t trust you to work for me, I have no business having you work for me. Trusting you means you should be able to use the shop during off hours.”

They talked more in-depth about the kind of work Leo’s shop did—which was a little of everything. Because it was Sarasota, they did a lot of marine jobs, both on-site and in the shop, on various materials. Farm equipment, custom fabrication and repairs, some one-off decorative jobs—Leo’s pictures on his phone fascinated Everett as much as his seemed to fascinate Leo.

“Wow,” Everett said when returning the man’s phone. “Those are really cool. A dragon fire pit? That’s neat.”

“Right? That took me a while. I’m not an artist, so we had to work with a friend of ours”—he coughed—“in common, who’s a graphic artist. She was able to talk with the client and create a rough draft of the shape and dimensions for us to work from. It was a first for her, but she had a lot of fun doing it.”

Nate joined them at the table, while Jesse and Eva started bringing food over with Laurel’s help.

“Are you going to go to work with Daddy?” Laurel asked Everett.

“I’m going to try,” he said. “I hope it works out.”

“But you were at the medieval fair thingy today.”

“I do that in my spare time. It’s sort of my hobby, but I try to make money at it, too.”

“Oh. That’s cool. Mevi makes money with his hobby. He plays guitar and sings. He teaches me guitar.”

The adults suddenly looked…stunned?

Leo arched an eyebrow at his daughter. “What’d we talk about regarding Mevi’s privacy?”

Laurel seemed to realize she’d broken a rule and clapped a hand over her mouth. “Daddy, please don’t tell him I told! I’m sorry, I forgot!”

He nodded. “Just remember, he’s doing you a favor for Aunt Tilly. You need to keep it quiet.”

Mevi wasn’t exactly a common name, and the only one Everett could think of off-hand was…

No.

No?

As they started eating, Everett wondered if maybe there were some famous people in their group of “friends.”

 

* * * *

 

Once dinner was over and the dishes were done, Eva took Laurel and the baby out of the room to get both ready for bed.

Leo dropped his voice. “Before you ask, yes, that Mevi. He’s a friend of a friend, and she got Laurel guitar lessons from him. He’s moving to the area with his husband. But one thing you’ll learn if you want to be part of this group is discretion.”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

Leo smirked. “Then you’ll fit in just fine. And others will respect your privacy, too, no worries there.”

“Kind of how people stay in our group,” Nate said. “If they want to stay, they protect everyone’s privacy. This is a group that is separate from the club.”

“Club?”

“Venture. The BDSM club here in Sarasota.”

“There’s a…club?”

All three men smiled. “Yes,” they said in unison.

The next ten minutes were spent with Nate, mostly—since he was the senior member of the Suncoast Society munch group and Venture the club—giving the overview and history of both.

Everett’s mind spun. “I’d really like more information on both, please.”

“Do you have any ideas about your BDSM interests?” Nate asked.

Everett considered his answer. “I know I’m a Dominant. Lara told me I was too bossy. I toned it back for her, because I loved her. I didn’t want to be a dick. But there were times I wanted to throw her over my lap and spank her and knew I couldn’t. And my…fantasies run in that direction.”

“How long before you realized you were gay?” Leo asked.

Trying to shove his guilt aside, he said, “I took too damn long. I feel badly about that. She could have been free and looking for someone else. I met her and really liked her and thought that was being ‘in love’ with someone. I was a dumb kid.”

“Join the club,” Leo said. “But the point is to live now, in the present. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

“Oh, that reminds me. At some point tomorrow, I need to drop the divorce papers by her office.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem at lunch.”

“That’s what I was hoping. You know, I guess this is fate or something. All this happening at once. Like it’s pointing me the way I’m supposed to go. The divorce, meeting you guys—maybe it’s time for me to get out of my shell.”

 

* * * *

 

After another hour of talking, Everett headed home feeling…lighter wasn’t the exact word he’d use.

Enlightened, sure. It looked like he was going to get invited to some of the private events if things kept going well.

He wouldn’t lie he was looking forward to it. Meeting like-minded people was a good start. He didn’t expect to magically find a perfect guy for himself and spank him into a romantic sunset.

He’d be happy to have friends he could hang with who didn’t make him feel weird or shameful for his desires. Not that his current—and tiny—group made him feel like that, because they didn’t.

Mainly because they had no clue about this aspect of his personality.

The good thing was that he now had a job, as long as he didn’t fuck up and bork it. Leo was already talking in terms of when, not if, Everett finished his probationary period working for him.

While he would miss being his own boss, he wouldn’t miss being perpetually broke.

Because if he did want to get involved in BDSM and find a kinky partner, he damn sure didn’t want to bring them back to the Tin Can on date nights.


Chapter Five

 

Landry, Cris, and Tilly eventually left, allowing Wylie to sink back into his own head while he worked.

He appreciated their concern—and their offers to help—but if he couldn’t adult on his own at this point in his life, he was well and truly fucked in the bad way.

Wylie was sitting on the front porch around six, taking a break, when a boy walked up the driveway. Considering the kid looked like the spitting image of Brad, he assumed this was Mark.

“Mark?”

“Yes, sir. Mr. Young?”

Wylie stood to shake with him. The kid was as tall as he was…which being five eight, Wylie frequently found people taller than him. If Mark was fourteen, he’d likely soon be taller than Wylie.

“You can call me Wylie. Your dad said I should talk to you about paying you to take care of the animals and stuff.”

“You don’t know anything about them?”

“Honestly? No. And I don’t want to screw up.”

“Did he show you the chicken tractor?”

“Eh, the big red one in the barn?”

Mark rolled his eyes even as he grinned. “Come on.”

Wylie scrambled to follow the kid. He’d left everything unlocked from earlier and had planned on making rounds to secure the outbuildings before retiring for the night. On the far side of the chicken coop, pushed up against the outside of the door, sat a low, long frame made out of PVC pipe, about eight feet long by four feet wide and maybe four feet high. Covered in chicken wire, the thing also had a set of old bicycle wheels at one end.

“Too late to put ’em out tonight. In the morning, make sure the door at the end of the thing is up against the coop door. It swings in. Go in the back way and chase at least some of ’em in. Some are stubborn and won’t go. Close the coop door, then go around and close the tractor door before you move it. Just lift it a little off the ground and move it where you want it. They’ll walk with it.”

“Where will I want it?”

“Garden’s gone to seed. Let ’em graze there. They eat bugs, till stuff, and their poop is fertilizer. Make sure to put a water feeder in there for them. Bring ’em back into the coop before dark. Especially on sunny days, make sure the tarp is set to cover for shade at the right angle. Put them back into the coop at night so you don’t have to worry about predators. This is light enough a dog or coyote could dig under it.”

“Um…can you do all that for me in the mornings?”

He shrugged. “Sure. Really nasty days, though, leave ’em in the coop. You can save food scraps to give ’em, too.”

Mark went through the procedures with the goats, too, which was fortunately easy. Making sure their water was clean and they had hay.

“Mr. M used to stake one or two of them out every day in different places around the house to graze.” Mark pointed to a setup lying just inside the rear barn door, like a dog stake with a long piece of cable attached to it. “Just don’t put it where they can get tangled, and make sure to take a tub of water out for them. Preferably somewhere they have some shade.”

“Is that the only reason he had goats?”

“No, he breeds them and sells the little ones once they’re weaned.” He pointed to two of the females, which did look broader across the beam than the other female and the male. “They’re pregnant right now. I think the third is, too. He’d already sold the last batch of kids before he died, and the billy did his thing without any help from the rest of us. He used to milk them. Made great goat cheese. His big notebook is in the kitchen with that kind of stuff written down. He had a lot of those. He kept lots of notes.”

“Oh. Okay. Cool.” Wylie added that item and stuck it at the top of his mental checklist of stuff to do. “Wait…what do I do when they…birth?”

“Kid,” Mark said. “They usually don’t need help. I don’t know when they’re due. Usually about five months, so they might be going to drop any time.”

“Great.” One more thing he’d have to learn about.

“Every other weekend I’m usually at my mom’s,” Mark continued. “So sometimes, I can’t come over. How do you want to figure my pay?”

“Well, I will likely need other help around here, especially at first. Like the garden, cleaning out the workshop and stuff. I’ll obviously pay you more for doing those things.”

“Nah, weekly pay is enough. And don’t clean out the shop unless you know what you’re doing. Lot of valuable stuff in there. Tools, equipment, parts for the machines. He has a welding set, too.”

The kid headed off that way without Wylie even asking, and when Mark opened the workshop door, it was obvious the kid knew far more about Wylie’s new homestead than Wylie did as he started pointing out things Wylie might have tossed.

“You need to disk the grove soon, too,” Mark said.

“Huh?”

“The orange grove. It’s getting overgrown.” He returned to the barn and pointed out one of the pieces of equipment in there that Wylie hadn’t recognized.

“Why? And even more importantly, how?”

“That’s the disker. Hooks to the back of the tractor. Weeds grow up in the grove, gets overgrown, takes away water for the trees. Make sure to leave that stick on the front of the tractor, too.” He pointed at it.

“Um…okay. Why?”

The kid made a scoffing noise. “Spiders. Duh.” He headed outside again.

They agreed on a flat-rate for Wylie to pay him every week, cash, which seemed fair to Mark. The kid wouldn’t only take care of the animals for him, but also help educate him, since he’d spent a lot of time helping Bob Meselin in the man’s last years.

And he still refused to let Wylie pay him extra for anything else he did.

“Mr. M loved this place,” Mark said, looking a little wistful. “He didn’t want his family to get it. He knew they’d sell it to a developer or something. He wanted someone to buy it who’d run it as a homestead. His parents raised him and his sisters here. He was the last one left of the kids. They all died before him. I enjoyed coming over here. He taught me a lot.” He stared at Wylie. “You married?”

Wylie really didn’t want to get into a complicated discussion with the kid about his personal life. “No, never married. No children. I’m single.”

Mark slowly nodded. “I hope you do okay here,” he finally said. “Mr. M would have liked that. Liked that you’re going to try something new.”

“I’m going to try. I have a lot to learn.”

Mark shrugged. “Got to start somewhere. If I’m not around to ask, or it’s not in the notebooks, Google it.” With that, he headed home, with a promise to come over early in the morning before school to take care of the animals.

As Wylie watched the kid walk down the driveway, he realized something.

I might have made a fortune as a software engineer, but I am not smarter than a fourteen-year-old boy.

And that was something he was determined to rectify.

 

* * * *

 

At least Bob Meselin had believed in some luxuries of modern living. His house had been wired for cable TV in the living room and bedroom, even though the two TVs looked like they were borderline antiques. Wylie had been able to get the power account switched over to his name, as well as get cable and Internet hooked up, with help from the attorney and real estate agent. Once he grabbed the suitcases he’d been living out of for the trip to Florida from the truck, he headed inside to take a shower and collapse in his own bed in a creepily empty, but guaranteed bug-free room.

He’d have to empty the other three bedrooms and get the other bathroom ready.

The kitchen.

The living and dining room areas.

Hell, he hadn’t even completely walked around the entire outside porch to investigate the outside storage hutch on the back side of the house. There was a utility room area off the kitchen that also needed to be cleaned out. And he’d have to investigate to see what shape the washer and dryer were in.

When he synced his Fitbit with his phone, he realized he’d done triple his daily step goal, as well as had logged “activity” time, to boot. Not surprising, considering that, during the days he took driving to Florida, he’d barely racked up any steps.

He perused Amazon on his laptop and ordered several dozen books about homesteading, gardening, and raising small livestock. And books on goats and chickens. After a little thought, he added other books, like basic electrical, plumbing, and carpentry guides, and then finally placed the order. Videos were fine, but he preferred to have reference books at hand, something he could spread out in front of him.

In that way, he was a little old-fashioned.

He wouldn’t obsess over the house. He’d get it cleaned out, cleaned up, and do some basics, like figure out how to repair the screens and other cosmetic issues that he could handle himself, even though it’d been decades since he’d helped his dad do home repairs when a child. The second bathroom seemed to not have a working light, even after he’d replaced the bulbs in the fixture and checked to make sure the circuit breaker hadn’t tripped. He’d have to call an electrician to check that out, and then see what it’d take to have a central heat and AC unit installed.

That was a worthy splurge he was willing to make, considering looking at the ancient fuel oil furnace the house was equipped with made his skin crawl in fear.

As he settled in, exhausted, he tried to go to sleep and realized he couldn’t. It wasn’t the hum of the AC unit in the room that kept him awake, either.

Anxiety.

Worry.

Dread.

What have I done?

Was he so pitifully desperate to prove an ex-lover and his dead mother wrong about him that he was going to rush headlong into this stupid venture?

Apparently, he was.

Worse, he already had, by buying this place in the first place.

Best-case, he got the house fixed up and gave in, gave up, sold out.

Still, that didn’t sit well with him. He really wanted to make a go of it.

Grow his own vegetables.

Fresh eggs.

Support himself in a real and tangible way, not merely with code and electrons. He’d spent the majority of his life cooped up in an office and feeling like he was less-than, even though he was peer-recognized as being one of the leaders in their field.

But if his toilet stopped working, it was either a massive undertaking to fix it on his own, or he had to give in and call someone to do it for him.

He was tired of feeling worthless.

He wasn’t a crazy prepper by any stretch, but what if in the current political and economic climate something horrible did happen? He could take care of himself then.

He wouldn’t need any help, or need someone to rescue him.

Wouldn’t have that nagging voice in his head, his mother scolding him for not being his father and not being able to do things she needed doing around the house.

Wouldn’t have her blaming him for having to sell the house because she couldn’t take care of it, forcing them to move into an apartment.

Wouldn’t have Ralph’s “teasing” comments pecking at his mind about all the stuff he couldn’t do by himself.

He could prove to himself that yes, he could survive.

Maybe I should let Tilly call me a shrink.

 

* * * *

 

Monday morning, Wylie awoke sore and exhausted and realized that he didn’t even have food in the house.

He did, however, have coffee. He’d unpacked the plastic storage tub from the truck’s cab that held his coffeemaker, sugar, creamer—things he knew he’d need and had kept close while on the road.

He was no idiot.

As he stood at the counter and waited for the coffee to brew, he fought the urge to start cleaning right then. There was so much to do, he could kill himself working in one room alone. Everywhere needed to be wiped down.

Fortunately, most of it looked to be dust and not…some really gross, unnamable muck. It didn’t seem that the previous owner was a smoker, either. In the kitchen, mix that dust with some grease and grime around the ancient stove, but at least it wasn’t a worst-case scenario like a hoarder or something.

Thank goodness.

That would have fractured his sanity for sure.

Even in the workshop and storage sheds, while cluttered, there was a certain rhythm and order to them. The previous owner likely knew his way around them and their contents as well—or better—than Mark had seemed to.

House first.

Well, that and learning how to take care of the animals. He desperately didn’t want to kill them. He knew learning how to take care of them needed to be a priority.

He glanced at the Fitbit on his left wrist and idly wondered how many steps and how much activity he’d rack up today. While working, he’d been pretty religious about using the interface on his phone to keep track of his weight, food intake, activity, and daily steps, forcing himself to take stairs at work or to walk to lunch or the store instead of driving.

He hated to work out. Other than swimming in his pool at his former condo building, or using a treadmill in the workout room there, he didn’t “exercise.” Maybe he didn’t have the tightest body for a man his age, but at least he was in decent shape. A couple extra pounds around the middle, but nothing really noticeable when he was dressed.

By the time he walked outside with his mug of coffee, he realized that Mark had already come and gone. In an adjacent field lay what looked like an old patch of garden where he’d parked the chicken tractor, complete with a water bottle inside it. When Wylie checked in the barn fridge, there were eggs that hadn’t been there last night.

And the goats happily greeted him.

Returning to the house, he realized it was after nine o’clock.

Crap.

Yes, being a homesteader meant getting up at the ass crack of dawn to take care of things. No more night-owl lifestyle for him, working until after midnight and then sleeping late in the mornings.

As he found his phone and looked at his exploding to-do list, he realized the first item on his list needed to be arranging for a Dumpster.

For that he called Tilly, remembering she’d mentioned friends who did that kind of stuff. That call led to getting recommendations for the best local companies to call for a Dumpster, which led to his third call, ordering one from the first company because they could have one there that afternoon.

It felt good checking off at least one item from his list.

Right now, he needed food before he did anything. The fridge in the house would have to do. Older and not very pretty, at least it worked. Since it was empty, he quickly wiped it out so it was completely clean inside before heading off to the grocery store for food and for more cleaning supplies. Eventually he’d replace the fridge and other appliances, but if he was going to make a go of things, he was going to have to learn to make do where he could to save money.

For now, he’d make do.

Because he was really looking forward to silencing a few inner critics. 


Chapter Six

 

Everett awoke early Monday morning right after daybreak and realized he needed to get up and get moving if he wanted to make it to Leo’s shop on time. It’d been a while since he’d worked regular hours as an actual employee, versus an independent contractor who could set his own hours doing jobs for other people.

He almost reached for one of his work kilts and decided against it. If he was doing field work for this company, it might mean crawling around on the ground.

Not exactly something compatible with wearing a kilt. They were fine for standing at a forge all day out in Andy’s workshop or at a ren fair, but not for real-word welding and working.

He grabbed work jeans and threw on an old T-shirt, grabbing a spare in case he needed to change later. With his work boots on, and his small cooler full of bottled water, he climbed into his van.

As he started it, he sat there, thinking.

I’m forgetting something.

He had his phone, car charger, cooler—

Shit.

Leaving the van running, he unfastened his seat belt and returned to the Tin Can to grab the divorce papers off the table. Yeah, at some point today he’d need to run them by Lara’s office. She worked for a high-end real estate broker. She’d started out as their receptionist, worked up to office manager, and last he’d heard from Eve, had been working on getting her real estate license.

Or, maybe she’d already earned it by now, for all he knew.

Maybe she’d met her new guy through work. Maybe he was a high-end—

He slammed the door shut on that line of thinking and headed out. He’d stop by a convenience store not far from the house to gas up and get coffee and something for breakfast to eat on the drive into Sarasota.

It was weird driving in morning rush-hour traffic again. He was so unused to it now, it almost felt like he was finally adulting for the first time in a long time. When he arrived at Leo’s shop, he was fifteen minutes early and Leo wasn’t there yet. But while waiting to make the left-hand turn across traffic into their parking lot, he’d seen a man unlocking the building and going inside.

Once Everett parked in front of the building, he grabbed his phone and headed inside, stopping in the office. “Hello?”

“Hold on, I’ll be right there.” It sounded like lights and an air compressor were being turned on somewhere out back, then the guy returned through a door on the far side of the small office. “Can I help you?”

“My name’s Everett Cannon. I talked with Leo yesterday, and—”

“Oh! The new guy. Great! Yeah, Leo called me in case you got here first. I’m Carl. Hold on.”

He went to a file cabinet and pulled out some forms. “You can sit at the desk if you want to. Or there’s a clipboard.” A chipped coffee mug on the desk held pens and he pulled one from it. “He had to take his daughter to school this morning. He’s probably bucking traffic.”

“Thanks.” Everett picked up the clipboard and opted to sit in one of three folding chairs along the wall, not behind the desk.

“I need to finish getting stuff opened up. If he’s not here when you’re done, come find me back there.”

“Okay.” Standard, generic employment and tax forms, they took him a couple of minutes to fill out. He hesitated at the past job history and former employer references. He’d been self-employed for years now. Deciding to leave that part blank, he knew he could ask Leo about it.

He left the forms on the desk and headed into the back to find Carl.

The shop was larger than he’d expected from its exterior. It was tidy and organized, which relieved him even more. And when Carl rolled up one of the back doors, Everett saw three well-equipped work trucks parked outside in the secured yard.

“How long have you worked for Leo?” Everett asked.

“Oh, better part of ten years now, I guess. I used to have my own shop years ago when I lived up north.” He smiled. “Wife got sick of winters. So I sold out up there and brought what I wanted with me. Making about the same money I did before, when you figure how much cheaper it is to live down here. And I don’t have to pay the bills for the business.”

Everett took an immediate liking to Carl as the older man showed him around the shop. They even had a tall quench that Everett’s mind already started thinking about using. Right now, he used Andy’s for making blades, but he was limited to the length he could do.

This one was long enough he could finally think about maybe trying a couple of longsword projects that had been haunting his brain for a while.

Everett came to a stop in front of a metal workbench. On top of it sat what looked like some sort of exhaust manifold.

“What’s that off of?”

“Oh, marine inboard. Old antique. Owner says he wants to try to fix the original. Mostly a show boat. Not like it gets heavy use. Leo’s friends with the mechanic at the marina, so he’s going to try it for him.”

“He said you do a lot of marine jobs.”

“Lower units, trailers—weird mix of stuff.”

“Hello?” Leo’s voice floated in from the office.

“Out here, boss,” Carl said.

Leo’s limp looked more pronounced today, and he was definitely moving even more slowly than yesterday.

“Glad you made it.” He shook with Everett. “I saw the forms.”

“Not sure what you wanted for past jobs. I can give you plenty of references, but I’ve been self-employed.”

“Don’t worry about it. Either you will or won’t be full of shit.” He smiled. “So far, you don’t strike me as full of shit.”

Another man walked in. “And there’s Raj,” Leo said.

After the introductions were handled, Leo took Everett back into the office while Carl headed out for a job and Raj continued working on another project in the shop that he’d left off on the previous Friday.

“We’re pretty informal around here,” Leo said. “If you do your work well, and don’t jack around in the process, that’s all I care about. I get a lot of repeat commercial customers calling us for specialty jobs no one else will touch.”

“Carl showed me the boat manifold.”

Leo smiled as he nodded. “Keith is a…friend in common, like what we discussed.”

“Ah.” Everett didn’t need to be beaten over the head.

“In fact, you’ll meet him sooner rather than later, I’m sure. Friday he called me about another job.”

“On a boat?”

“Forklift. They use it to pull boats out of the water. Their old one has a problem and they don’t make parts for it anymore. If we can fix it, it’ll save them having to scrap the thing. He said he’d let me know when they’re ready for us. They have to get it pulled apart and get the metal prepped first.”

“Never worked on a forklift before, although I’ve done farm equipment.”

Leo nodded, then glanced at the door out to the back of the shop to ensure it was closed before he spoke again, his voice low.

“Jesse and I are going to the club on Saturday night, if you’d like to meet us there. We usually go to dinner with friends first. No pressure, just getting together. If you’d like to meet us earlier for dinner, we’d be happy to introduce you around.”

It was on the tip of Everett’s tongue to say no.

That’s when something in his subconscious kicked in. Last night, after Laurel and her little brother were safely tucked in bed, Eva and Jesse had totally changed, as had the two Dominants. Jesse had sat on the floor next to Leo’s chair, his head resting against the man’s leg as Leo played with his hair while they talked.

Eva had sat in a chair next to Nate, but she’d donned a leather collar and had leaned against her husband, her eyes closed and a contented smile on her face even as she listened and participated in the discussion.

Everett wanted that.

The only way he’d find a partner like that was if he quit dicking around and put himself out there. This was one of the few weekends over the next couple of months where he didn’t have to be anywhere.

“Okay. I’d like that, the dinner first. Thanks.”

“I’ll text you the restaurant and time later in the week,” Leo said. “Nothing super fancy, either. Jeans and a button-up casual shirt are fine. For dinner and…later.”

“I really appreciate this.” He felt comfortable opening up to the man after dinner the evening before. “I know I need to get out more and meet people, but Sarasota isn’t exactly a hotbed of eligible guys.”

Leo smirked. “That’s what I thought, until I met Jesse through…friends in common. Keith, in fact. Oh, fair warning. Some of our friends are matchmakers.”

“You know, at this point, I wouldn’t mind the help.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett was sent out on a job that morning in one of Leo’s work trucks, to an automotive restoration business where Leo hinted the owner was another “friend in common.”

Brooke Wallace of Wallace Customs was an interesting contradiction, and apparently one of the best not just in their area, but was regionally recognized as an expert in car restorations. They had an old hot rod with a crack in the frame they were trying to stabilize before anything else could happen. After a couple of hours, Everett and Brooke were both satisfied with the job, and he returned to Leo’s shop with a check for the work he’d completed.

Leo smiled as Everett handed the check over. “She called as soon as you left and raved about you.”

“In the good way?”

“Oh, yes. She also dropped a list of names on me she thought I should try introducing you to.” He smirked. “I warned her over the phone before you got there that you were…one of us. She was, I should add, one of the matchmakers’ ‘victims.’” Leo gave him a quick summary of Brooke and her two men, Cody and Justin. “And just to make things even more complicated, we have two Justins and two Nicks in our group of friends.”

“I won’t be meeting everyone all at once, will I?”

Leo snorted. “No. Not everyone goes to every event. Think of it more like a large extended family. Sometimes people literally become family. Best group of people I ever met in my life.” His smile faded. “Our pack couldn’t have made it through everything we’ve been through if it hadn’t been for those very same friends.”

“Looking forward to it.” Everett scratched the back of his neck. “Is it okay if I take off for lunch and go run an errand?”

“Sure. Carl should be back by the time you are. I have another job that’s going to be a two-man gig you can go out on.”

“No problem.”

Everett pulled out his cell and sent Lara a quick text to see if she was going to be at work.

She was.

When he pulled up in front of the building, he immediately felt out of place. Not just because of how he was dressed—in now-dirty jeans, more than a little sweaty—but also because of his personal work van. Even though it was only two years old and had set him back quite a lot, it didn’t exactly fit in with the Mercedes, Porsche, Audi, and Lexus parked in front of the building, along with Lara’s new Cadillac.

They were still friends on Facebook, and he’d seen her post pics of it when she bought it a few months earlier.

It was a little odd, in retrospect, that she hadn’t posted anything about her fiancé.

Taking a deep breath, he grabbed the papers and walked inside. A receptionist he didn’t recognize looked up at his entry and briefly wrinkled her nose at him before schooling her expression into a polite smile.

“Hi, may I help you?”

“I’m here to see Lara Cannon. I’m her…husband. Ex,” he quickly added, feeling lame. “I have some papers she needed me to sign for her.”

“Oh.” The woman’s posture seemed to relax a little but the fake smile never left her face. “I’ll let her know you’re here.” She picked up the phone and called back, then returned to working on her computer terminal as if he no longer existed.

Based on her expensive clothes and carefully coiffed hair, to her, he probably didn’t exist.

Lara appeared a moment later, a warm smile lighting her expression. “Hey, Ev.” She didn’t hesitate to hug him, even though he warned her he wasn’t exactly fresh. “Stop. I’ll hug you if I dang well want to. Come on back.”

She led him back to her office, which was new. Before, she’d had a desk out in the main area behind where the receptionist now sat.

“Nice.”

“I finally got my license,” she said.

As she closed the door behind him and walked around to her desk, he was almost afraid to lower himself into one of the chairs in front of her desk.

“Sit, please?”

“I don’t want to get anything dirty. I was at a job this morning.”

She tipped her head at him, arching an eyebrow. “Come on, Ev.” Her tone sounded gentle. “This is me. Sit. Please?”

He finally did, not leaning back, barely perching on the edge of the seat and hoping he wasn’t getting it dirty. He used seat covers on his van, changing them out and washing them regularly to protect the upholstery. The seats were a stain-resistant and durable non-cloth kind of material that reminded him of fake leather, except it wasn’t, but still he didn’t want them ruined.

He laid the papers on her desk. “Look them over and make sure I didn’t miss anything,” he quietly said. “I don’t want to hold this up for you. And congratulations, by the way. He’s a lucky man.”

She glanced through them, setting them aside before meeting his gaze. “Are you okay?”

He had to think about that for a moment before answering. “I’m truly sorry, sweetie. I love you and always did. I was stupid. I’m sorry I wasted those years for you.”

She rose and rounded the desk, taking the chair next to him, which forced him to turn to face her. “Ev,” she softly said, “I don’t consider those years wasted. You’re a good man. I’m sorry I thought you were cheating on me, but I’m even sorrier that you didn’t think you could open up to me and tell me the truth when you finally realized it.”

He slumped, his gaze falling to the floor. “That was on me, not you.”

“Have you said anything to your parents yet?”

“About the divorce?”

“About being gay.”

“No. Eve’s riding me to get it over with.”

“I really think they’d be okay. I can’t believe Mom and Dad would cut you out of their lives.” She took his hand and squeezed, not letting go. “And no matter what, you can always call me. I want to stay friends with you, if you’ll let me. I know we haven’t been close lately, but I got the feeling you needed space. I didn’t want to crowd you.”

He stared at her hand holding his and made no attempt to pull away. “Is he a good guy?”

“I think so.” She eventually smiled. “Enough I finally got off my ass to file.”

He managed a soft laugh. “His idea, or yours?”

She shrugged. “Does it matter? Maybe I was using this as a security blanket for a while. I was afraid to put myself out there. I could honestly tell the truth that I was still married but separated, if I needed an easy out. Date a guy I wasn’t sure about, I could claim ‘complications’ and disengage without getting specific.”

“Tricky.” But he didn’t miss that she hadn’t really answered his question. Were they still a couple, that would have been a key clue to him to dig his heels in and keep gently working at her to tell him the full story.

But…he figured he should count himself lucky she wanted to be friends. He didn’t have the right to pry any longer.

“Eh.” She shrugged, stroking his hand. “I’m worried about you. It’s been two years. Have you at least…dated?”

He slowly shook his head. “I haven’t wanted to fuck up anyone else’s life.”

She squeezed again, hard. “Look, you need to stop that stinkin’ thinkin’. I could never get it through your thick skull that the only person really hard on you is you. About anything. I liked being married to a guy who was handy and could fix shit. And who was the one at events pimping your stuff you made, huh? I’m proud of you for how talented you are. I’ve never thought less of you. I wouldn’t have married you if I did. Anyone who does look down on you is an asshole and not good enough for you. You’re good at what you do and it brings you joy. Not many people get to say that.”

“I live in the goddamned Tin Can in Andy’s backyard.”

“So? You have a job. You have skills. You get out there and hustle and grind and don’t sit on your ass.”

“Two jobs, actually.” He updated her, and she squeezed his hand again.

“That’s great! I’m really happy for you. See? Things are trying to align themselves for you.” Unlike him, she had a more metaphysical view of the world. He’d never minded that, thinking it was cute.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Who knows?”

“I know I was hard on you at first. I was upset and angry and I’m sorry about the things I said to you back then.”

“I deserved them. Every one.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I want you to be happy. And hopefully, if this job works out, I’ll be able to get you some money fairly fast to pay for my share of the divorce.”

“No worries. Whenever. Even if you can’t, that’s okay, too.”

“But I don’t want to be a mooch.”

“I never thought of you as that.”

“I felt like it, though.”

She stared at him for a long, quiet moment. “I wish you could see yourself through our eyes. Me, Eve, your parents, Andy and Charlotte. I’m sure all of them, standing here, would agree with me. You’re a talented man. And if your new boss and friends are good people, they’ll say the same thing. Stop thinking you’re not as good as anyone else. That martyr look doesn’t look good on you any more than the ‘rapey Viking’ look you’re currently going for.”

With her free hand, she gave his beard a playful tug, much the way Eve had Saturday night.

“Eve said the same thing.”

“I might have talked to her on the phone this morning.”

Now she had his attention. “What?”

“She called me. We had a good talk. She was a little ticked off at me for not telling her I was filing. But I thought you had probably mentioned it to her, so I apologized for that. She warned me she was concerned about you, and offered to pay your half of the money, if necessary.”

He fumed. “She did, huh?”

She squeezed his hand again. “Don’t be pissed at her, Ev. It came from a place of love. Besides, I turned her down. I knew you wouldn’t want her to do that, and, hello, take it as a sign that you have a fiercely protective sister, huh?”

“She had no right to meddle like that.”

“She is your sister. Do you not understand how concerned she is about you? Honestly, after talking to her, how concerned I am? You used to have fun and take breaks. Now all you do is work and sleep. That’s a sign of depression. Going through that shit with Cameron nearly killed me, too, you know.”

A flash of guilt. He’d remembered her gut-wrenching sobs as they sat at her little brother’s graveside, Everett with his arm around her shoulders, feeling helpless as he tried to console her while her parents sat on her other side, nearly numb with their grief at burying their younger child.

“I’m sorry,” he quietly said. “I’m…no. I’m not suicidal. I promise, I won’t do that. I’m just…dealing. Processing. Maybe this was the kick in the butt I needed. Maybe you’re right, that this is a sign. Leo and his husband invited me to go out to dinner Saturday night and meet some of their friends.”

“Great! Go, enjoy yourself and drop the damn guilt. Also, while you’re at it? When you wear nice jeans, those black leather boots, and that light blue button-up shirt I gave you? You look fucking hot.” She playfully scratched his chin. “Even scruffy, you look hot. You have a nice ass, you big Viking dude, you.”

He finally laughed, and it felt easy this time. “I know, I need a shave and a haircut. BARF’s coming up, though. I’ll trim everything back after that.”

“Well, manscape or something.”

She leaned in and hugged him, hard, despite him trying not to make full contact so he didn’t get her clothes dirty. He gave up and let her do it, when it was obvious she wasn’t giving in.

“You’re a good-looking guy. Honestly? Any guy you end up with is a lucky bastard, and I’m looking forward to meeting him.”

“Meeting him?”

“I’d hope you’d eventually introduce us.”

He stroked the engagement ring on her finger. “So…when do I get to meet the guy dating my wife?”

She let out a laugh that sounded a little too high, too nervous, and finally released him, sitting back. Something about it…he was determined he would not pry. Especially not after what he’d put her through.

Maybe I can sic Eve on her for info.

“Steve’s an ophthalmologist. Met him when he came in with his parents when they were looking for property.”

“Ah. I take it he knows about me?”

“Considering I still have pictures of you and me hanging on the walls in the apartment, it’d be hard to lie.”

That…surprised him. “You do?”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “Yes, I wanted to castrate you myself at one point early on. But then I was sitting there a couple of months later, on the anniversary of Cameron’s…” She trailed off and swallowed hard before continuing, her voice softer than before. “I called Eve. I don’t know why, but I needed to talk to someone who knew me. And we talked for a couple of hours.”

“She didn’t tell me that.”

“I know. I asked her not to. I also begged her to please tell me if you were…showing any signs. So we could intervene. Because I knew eventually I’d get to a place of acceptance about what happened with us, but I never wanted her to feel what I felt sitting there that day. I knew I’d never be able to live with myself if I turned away from you completely and later heard that you’d…”

She sniffled before reaching out to caress his face. “You’re a good man, Everett Cannon. The world is a better place with you in it. I miss our friendship even more than I miss what we had.”

“I didn’t think you’d want to be around me.”

“At first, no. But like I said, I’m at a place of healing. Steve is part of that, yeah, but now I can see things more clearly. Growth. I want to be your friend again, if you’ll let me.”

“I’d like that, too.” He had missed that part of their relationship.

“Good.” One more hug. “I’ll walk you out.”

She actually held his hand on the way out, standing with him by his van to hug him once more before letting him go.

“I’ll keep you posted.” She smiled. “Don’t you dare lose my number, buddy.”

“This mean I’m invited to your wedding?”

She smiled. “Watch out or you’ll be my maid of honor.”

He managed a laugh for her, and kept the smile on his face even as he climbed into the van and backed out.

Two blocks away was a sandwich shop he’d been to plenty of times with Lara, nestled in a shopping center.

He pulled in, parked under the shade of a tree, and sat there with the AC running while he cried. 


Chapter Seven

 

Wylie had nearly worn himself to exhaustion by the time he heard a truck pulling up in front of the house around two that afternoon. The kitchen, which sat at the northern end of the house, along with the utility room, was completely empty except for the large appliances. The contents of every drawer and cabinet were now strewn across the living and dining room areas, and the small eat-in table and two chairs that had been in there were now setting outside the back door, on the porch.

At least he had found the notebooks Mark had told him about. Five large three-ring binders, and several spiral notebooks, some of them looking decades old. He stacked them in his bedroom so he didn’t misplace them or accidentally throw them away. He’d go through them later, when he had time.

And when he wasn’t feeling so heavily overwhelmed.

He picked his way through stuff to go outside and talk to the driver and decide on the best place to drop the container. Once he had, and Wylie had signed for it and been shown how to open the back end of it, the driver left.

One of the first things he did was drag the old mattress and boxspring and bed frame into it, pulling them all the way to the far end. Next came the bags of stuff he’d left stashed on the porch, emptied from the bathroom and bedroom and now some from the kitchen, as well.

Having the porch free of garbage bags helped his mindset a little. Right now, he was in the process of scrubbing the cabinets and drawers, inside and out, as well as the kitchen walls. The cabinets and drawer fronts were painted an old pale bluish green he suspected was the original color from when the house was built. He actually liked the cabinets, made of solid wood, not particle board, even if the color and simple wooden knobs weren’t something he liked.

After debating for a while, he took some pictures, made a quick count of cabinet doors and drawers, and took the smallest drawer with him for a trip to the home improvement store. There, after consulting with the paint department experts, they determined what kind of primer he’d need, and he bought a couple of gallons of white paint, along with the necessary accessories to do the job.

He also bought rolls of shelf liner paper, new knobs for the doors and drawers, some cabinet organizers, and took a look at countertop options, as well as sinks and faucets.

For today, however, he would settle for what he’d put into his cart.

Since the house didn’t have a dishwasher, he also picked up a new dishpan, drainer rack, and drainboard. A new shop vac, since he didn’t have one—unless there was one in the workshop—also joined the purchases. For the hell of it, he took a quick trip through the nursery department.

It depressed the hell out of him. How was he supposed to grow a garden?

Knowing it wasn’t a great idea, he bought a small cherry tomato plant, a very large decorative container for the porch, and enough potting soil to fill it.

After adding more cleaning supplies, moving boxes and tape, garbage bags, and gloves topped the pile, he checked out and returned home.

Mark was walking down their driveway toward Wylie’s when Wylie stopped to check his mailbox.

“Want a ride up to the house?”

“Thanks.” He jumped into the passenger seat after glancing into the bed and the backseat. “More shopping?”

“Yep. Working on the kitchen now.”

“That’s a big Dumpster,” Mark said as they rounded the turn and the house became visible past the trees screening it from the road.

“Yeah. It’ll be full when they pull it out of here, I’m sure.”

“Just remember what I warned you. Let someone help you go through the shop and stuff. I won’t be at my mom’s this weekend. I can help you. No extra charge.”

“I don’t feel right not paying you for working.”

He shrugged. “Dad’ll just find stuff for me to do. I always liked coming over here. Mr. M, he let me go fishing when I wanted to.”

“Well, that’s fine. I don’t mind you doing that, either, as long as it’s okay with your dad.” He parked in front of the house and shut the engine off.

“Thanks. I appreciate it.” He hesitated before getting out. “Mr. M really loved this place. Please don’t give up on it.”

Wylie sighed. It wasn’t the first time the boy had made that statement—or one similar—to him. “I’m going to try not to, but it sounds like I have pretty big shoes to fill.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie helped Mark with the animals, the boy explaining more stuff to him and patiently answering his questions before heading home for the afternoon, leaving Wylie free to return to his kitchen work.

Then he spotted the cherry tomato plant.

Why did I get that? I’m probably going to kill it.

Still, he put the large container pot, made to look like old, glazed pottery and with suns embossed on it, on the porch near the front door, where it’d get afternoon sun. He filled the planter with dirt and then stuck the plant, which came in a biodegradable “pot,” into the dirt after removing the plastic labels from it.

It’d likely be a while before he was growing a full garden, but maybe if he could keep this one damn plant alive, it’d give him hope.

Wylie knew he wasn’t going to get the kitchen painted today. He’d opted for white, knowing it would lighten the room, and it’d be easy to paint over later when he decided on a color scheme. He could always use a colored countertop and then paint the walls something else to break things up. Right now, they were a yellowed, dingy eggshell kind of color he suspected had been a lighter shade at one time. Add new window treatments for the two windows, as well as the one in the door, and it would really spruce things up.

The old linoleum floor was another matter.

Knowing it was a mistake to do it, he still peeled up a corner.

It didn’t shock him to find another layer of older linoleum underneath.

And another.

And another.

Finally, it looked like hardwood floors underneath.

Okay, that’s another project.

Not for today, though.

He had completely scrubbed and cleaned the old electric stove and lined the removable metal pans under the burners with foil. It was old, but serviceable, and he wouldn’t replace it yet.

With all the cabinets and drawers empty, cleaned, and standing open to dry out, and the old, worn linoleum now clean if not pretty, he dug his microwave out of the U-Haul trailer and brought it inside to set on the counter. He’d have to move it when he started painting tomorrow, but at least he’d be able to cook himself dinner tonight.

A lot of what the previous owner had in the kitchen, he’d load up to donate like he did the old clothes. He had his own kitchen stuff that he’d brought with him, including cooking pans and utensils. He couldn’t unpack any of that, however, until he had the cabinets painted and the shelf paper and organizers installed.

There would be a full kitchen overhaul in his future.

Not right now.

Not with so many other pressing priorities.

After nuking a frozen dinner and eating it in his air-conditioned bedroom, he faced off against the second bathroom. But it was already night, meaning no light from the window in there. He’d found a working battery-operated lantern under the sink in the kitchen and set it up in there. Using that, he was able to see well enough to completely empty and scrub the bathroom from ceiling to floor. Maybe the light wasn’t working, but it was now functional in other ways.

And it was one more item checked off his to-do list.

Accomplishment.

By the time he took a shower and collapsed in bed, it was nearly ten o’clock and he didn’t even open his laptop or check his e-mail.

He felt exhausted.

When he heard a beep, he checked his phone and realized he had missed calls and text messages from Tilly.

With a sigh, he texted her.

Sorry, been busy cleaning. Heading to bed now. Talk later.

She responded with a thumbs-up icon.

As he closed his eyes, he tried not to run through all the projects awaiting him. Mark had told him he’d show Wylie how to start and run the tractor tomorrow afternoon after school, and how to hook up the mowing deck and the disker deck so he could use those. The area around the house was really starting to get overgrown.

It would be a start, a small step toward being able to do what he needed to do around there.

As exhaustion took him, he tried to focus simply on how tired he was and not about the mountain of work ahead of him.

At least he was too tired to give Ralph any thought at all.

 

* * * *

 

By the time Everett grabbed a shower and nuked one of the containers of leftovers Eve had brought him, it was after ten. He’d spent the time between returning home and then working on the wrist irons project. He also had the custom short sword to work on, but he wanted the easy project knocked out first, because it was fast money. Not to mention, the customers were friends of his new employer.

After looking at several pictures online, he’d drawn a rough draft of what he would make, including dimensions, and had gotten started. He was pleased with his results so far. The job also progressed far more easily than he’d suspected it would.

It felt good to be working in the shop without the additional pressure of wondering where his next income would come from. And Andy hadn’t even batted an eye when he’d walked out there and asked what Everett was working on. Andy had made plenty of odd items for customers over the years, from kids’ toys to kinky toys, and everything in between. Part and parcel of being involved in the ren fair circuit, they had contact with all walks of life.

It was metal, and it was money.

What customers did with the items wasn’t their concern, as long as it wasn’t going to torture kids or animals or something.

After his lunchtime cry, Everett hadn’t felt better, exactly, but he’d felt…a little lighter. No, he didn’t want to emulate Cameron. He knew the depression he was feeling was a different kind. Situational, not the serious, life-long biochemical imbalance issue Lara’s brother had always dealt with, from in his early teens.

Another reason Everett had been reluctant to drop yet another emotional bomb on her.

Hey, I know your brother just killed himself, but FYI, I’m gay. Sorry. Have a good life. See ya.

Nope. No way in hell could he have done that to her and ever look at himself in a mirror again.

It still didn’t alleviate his guilt.

Once he finished eating and washed and dried the container, he got his stuff ready for tomorrow, including making himself a sandwich for lunch out of fixings he’d purchased on his way home that night. Anything he could do to save money right now would be a good thing.

But even after he stretched out in his bed, sleep didn’t come easily.

Logically, he knew beating himself up was stupid and unproductive. At least he’d progressed that far in his mental meanderings.

Didn’t mean he could stop feeling like that at the flip of a switch.

This probably marked progress, however. Even Everett would admit that.

Talking with Lara today had been cathartic. Yes, he’d missed being friends with her. Maybe they could grab lunch together or something.

Maybe two years was long enough to spend mentally flaying himself for his failures.

Maybe he should invite a little more New Age woo-woo into his life.

He still wasn’t sure when—or if—he should come out to his parents.

And that’s not even a decision I have to make tonight.

Wasn’t like he was dating anyone.

That’s when another realization hit him squarely between the eyes, making him feel like a complete idiot.

If he hadn’t been dating, he hadn’t needed to worry about hiding them from his parents.

Had he been not-so-subconsciously avoiding life and relationships because he knew it would help him make excuses to himself about not coming out to his parents?

Yeah, he was pretty sure that’s exactly what he’d been doing.

For now, he’d be happy to make it through Saturday night, then the upcoming weekends at the ren fair in Tampa, and then…

Then he’d figure out how to approach the future. Because what he’d been doing wasn’t healthy, wasn’t working, and wasn’t the way he wanted to spend the rest of his life.

He felt lonely.

He felt…like he was in hiding. Hiding in plain sight.

And these are all conversations I can have with myself at another time.

He got up, lowered the temperature on the small AC unit a couple more degrees, and then stretched out and tried to go to sleep.

His mind refused to shut down.

Especially when he mulled over the fact that Lara had still cared enough about him to want to give Eve a heads-up to keep an eye on him.


Chapter Eight

 

A good night’s sleep had mentally done Everett a world of good. He awakened before his alarm went off, in plenty of time to make himself coffee and toast a bagel. Not having to drive his own vehicle to go to job sites would save him some fuel expenses, and eating at home as much as possible would save even more.

I can do this.

Besides, if he was going to be eating out, and then going to the club with Leo and the others, it would behoove him to save up. Leo paid weekly, but Everett wouldn’t get his first paycheck until next week.

All night he’d dreamed about Lara and their time together. That she’d forgiven him and still wanted to remain friends blew him away.

In the good ways.

Lara, new friends, a new job, an expanding social circle of kinky folks—they had to be good signs.

Leo was already at work when Everett arrived. He knew from late yesterday that he’d be going out to an on-site job with Leo, one scheduled the day before. As they prepared the work truck to leave, Leo headed for the passenger side.

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer you drive. The pain’s killing me today. I overdid it last night helping Nate with some yard work.”

“Oh, sure. No problem.”

They headed out, Leo navigating. “This’ll be a simple job. Cattle farmer we’ve done work for before. Their squeeze chute broke. It’s actually an easy job, but don’t think I’m trying to babysit you. Only reason I’m coming out is I haven’t seen the guy in a while and I need out of that office.” He laughed. “Don’t tell Jesse or Eva on me, please. They nag me that I’m trying to do too much.”

“Your accident was a while ago, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, and the doctor said I’d barely be walking by now. I kind of blew their expectations out of the water. We had a pool at the old house, and when we built this one, we had one put in. I did a lot of water walking as part of my rehab. I didn’t want to just sit around.”

Actually, Everett was glad Leo was with him, because had he needed to find the place by himself, he likely would have gotten lost. The ranch was in western DeSoto County. While finding the main entrance wasn’t too bad, where they had to meet the rancher was actually way off in the back of the large ranch.

“He could probably afford to buy a new dang chute,” Leo said, “but he’s too cheap. We’re out here several times a year repairing various equipment. He’s willing to pay the service call fee.”

“Nobody closer who can do it for him?”

“I’m sure there probably is, but the last time he tried that a couple years ago, he got screwed over. Then someone recommended me, and he’s been happy to pay.”

“So how’d he get your name all the way in Sarasota?”

Leo smiled. “Friends in common, although he doesn’t know that. This guy’s vanilla, but the referral came from someone I know through Venture.”

“Wow. Like being part of a secret cabal.”

That drew a laugh from Leo. “The secret kinky welding cabal. I have a feeling we won’t be taking over the world anytime soon.”

The rancher was happy to see Leo, especially since he’d heard about the man’s accident. While Everett made the repair to the chute and reinforced another two spots he found that also looked like they might be close to breaking, Leo and the man perched on the rancher’s lowered tailgate and caught up. Everett was happy to see Leo had meant it when he said he wasn’t going to be watching over Everett’s shoulder.

While Everett didn’t mind teaching or demonstrating, having someone backseat welding over a very basic job would have irritated him.

Two hours later, once he finished and the rancher had signed off on the job and gave Leo a check, the men headed back to Sarasota. They were approaching the county line when Leo had Everett pull over at a small, family restaurant.

“My treat,” he said. “We just made an easy three hundred bucks. Plus, I love this place’s meatball subs.”

Everett knew his lunch would keep in the cooler, and he could eat it for dinner later.

Once they’d settled into a booth and had placed their orders, Leo dropped his voice.

“I just wanted to check in with you and make sure you were okay. Didn’t want to say anything before we got started today, but you seemed a little sad when you came back from lunch yesterday.”

Everett played with the paper wrapper that had covered his straw. “Just hitting me, the divorce, all of that. Lara and I had a good talk yesterday when I dropped the papers off. She doesn’t hate me, even wants to be friends.” How fortuitous that not only did he have a new job, but a boss who literally understood exactly what he was going through in his personal life?

“That’s good.”

“Yeah.” Everett slowly unfolded and refolded the wrapper. “Mind if I ask you a question? Personal question?”

“You can ask me anything. Might not answer, and please don’t take offense if I choose not to.”

Everett slowly nodded. “Did you feel…guilty when you divorced your wife? I mean, had I figured shit out sooner, I wouldn’t have wasted Lara’s time. She could have moved on sooner.”

Leo stared out the window for a moment before he turned back to Everett. “Not only because of Laurel, but there were other…extenuating circumstances between myself and Eva. I love my daughter, and I love Eva, but I won’t deny I had some selfish resentment at times. And guilt. You’re what, thirty?”

“Thirty-two.”

“See, I’m twelve years older than you. Which doesn’t sound like a lot until you trace back to the times we grew up in. Things were, socially, more liberal for you than me. I think I always had thoughts and feelings I tried to deny or explain, but when I was younger, I did my best to ignore them. Thought they’d just…go away. That once I married Eva, that’d be it, I’d be ‘fine.’ Didn’t work like that. Took me a long time to mature and realize what was missing in my life.” He lowered his voice even more. “Not just the gender of my partner, either.” He arched an eyebrow at Everett, who nodded in reply.

“The irony, of course, is that part of our relationship was…not functional, not like me and Jesse, or what she has now with Nate, but kind of did fall into a D/s sort of thing. Still, we weren’t the right romantic and life partners for each other. So we had it almost half right.”

Leo straightened his silverware on the table. “To get back to your question…guilt. Yeah, some. Mostly because of the extenuating circumstances, which I won’t talk about, and because of Laurel. I know that if you asked Eva now if she feels our life together was wasted time, she’ll probably say no, just like I’d say no. We both grew and matured while we were together. Had we tried to seek what we really needed when we were young and stupid, it probably would have ended in disaster. So maybe try reframing it as a learning period. You can’t succeed unless you’re willing to fail. Multiple times. If you stop trying, that’s when you’re wasting your life.”

Everett pondered his words. “I guess that’s how I should look at it.”

“Absolutely. You said she didn’t like the ‘bossy’ part of you, right?”

“Yeah.” His turn to stare out the window. “I thought all those fantasies I had were ‘wrong’ so I locked them up and reined myself in.”

“That’s a common theme for a lot of dominant men, regardless of their orientation. We’re raised in this culture to never raise our hand against a woman. To not be a controlling asshole. And there’s no fine line there teaching us that it’s okay to be dominant, as long as you have a willing partner who wants that kind of dynamic. Or other…things.”

Everett snorted. “Toward the end, before I finally gave up, I couldn’t even get it up with her unless I replayed gay BDSM porn scenes in my head.”

Leo smirked. “Yeah, well, join the club. When you do meet someone, don’t be afraid to goof up, but hand-in-hand with that means don’t be afraid to admit your goof-ups and own them. Always be willing to learn new things. Jesse taught me so much in the beginning.”

Leo barely spoke above a whisper now. “Not just kinky stuff. He wasn’t my first guy, but he might as well have been, because I’d never had full-on sex with a guy before. You find the right subbie guy who loves to serve, tell him he can serve you by teaching you, and let him go to town. He’ll teach you about yourself, your sexuality, and being kinky. And let me tell you what, your fantasies will pale in comparison when you finally meet the right guy.”

“How did you know Jesse was the right guy?”

Leo smiled. “Because it felt like I’d been sucker-punched in my soul. Like I was drowning in him and I didn’t want to come up for air. Like the most right and easy thing ever.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie awoke in misery Tuesday morning, stiff and sore and barely able to move. He hadn’t hurt this bad in a long time.

When he finally rolled himself into a sitting position and looked at the time on his phone, he realized he’d slept through his alarm—or shut it off while half asleep—and had once again missed his chance to be up and see Mark so the kid could show him stuff.

Dammit. He’d have to resort to setting a backup alarm on his Fitbit like he used to, the silent alarm always waking him up in plenty of time for work if the phone didn’t.

He had preset the coffeemaker the night before and after getting it started he stood in the shower and used up all the hot water while trying to undo the knots in his back.

I’m too old for this shit.

He was forty-one. What the hell did he honestly think he was doing? He’d spent his life behind a desk or in a boardroom, not working on a farm. When he was little he remembered hanging with his dad while he worked on stuff around the house, but he’d been a kid.

Then his father had died, and even though it wasn’t fair, his mother had never let him forget that he wasn’t capable of taking care of stuff for her, like home and auto repairs. Not in so many words when he was younger, but by the time she died he’d built up a pretty deep pool of resentment toward her for sloughing that off on his shoulders.

He was getting out of the shower when someone knocked on his front door. He pulled on a robe and padded out to see Tilly and a woman standing on his front porch.

“What are you doing here?”

“Helping.” Tilly pecked him on the cheek as she walked past, uninvited. She carried a drink carrier holding three coffee cups.

The woman with her smiled as she held up a Dunkin’ Donuts bag. “Hi. I’m Loren.” They were both dressed in old shorts and T-shirts, looking like they were ready for work.

He closed the door behind them. “Hello, nice to meet you. Sorry, I just got out of the shower. I was trying to unknot my back before I got started again.”

Tilly made a slow turn as she surveyed the room before stopping and facing him, one eyebrow arched. “Dude. I thought you were going to make this place look better. What the hell?”

“Go look at the kitchen.” He pointed.

Tilly walked over to the doorway. “Oh!” She turned, grinning. “Good on ya! What’s on today’s menu?”

“Painting the cabinets and doors and stuff, inside and out. Not the walls. Not yet. Maybe primer them if I have enough left over. I scrubbed them yesterday.”

“Okay, well, good news, you have us both all day. Eva’s babysitting for me today, and Loren’s free. We’ll help.”

“I like painting,” Loren said.

“First, coffee and bagels.” Tilly pointed at him, circling her index finger. “Did you take anything for your back?”

“I need to dig my ibuprofen out.”

“Do that, get some clothes on, and let’s get this done.”

“But you’ve already done so much for me, all three of you.”

Loren snorted. “Heh. She’s got a plan.”

Tilly pointed at her. “That. You’re going to pay me back by coming to a dinner party we’re having in two weeks. Not formal, but dress nice. Suit, if you have it. And yes, Loren’s in the lifestyle and kinky. Her hubby’s her Master, and they’re my best friends.”

Maybe he hadn’t had enough coffee yet. “But…isn’t you inviting me to a party more of you doing stuff for me?”

Loren snorted again, but Tilly shushed her. “I have a plan, man. Going to introduce you around to the local community. We’ll have singles there, too. Think of it as your kinky quinceañera.”

“Kinkyñera,” Loren said.

“Ha! Good one!” They high-fived.

“She’s playing matchmaker, in other words,” Loren explained.

Tilly walked over, gently took him by the shoulders, spun him around, and sent him off toward the bedroom with a pat on his ass. “Chop-chop, buddy. Lot of work to do today.”

Still not sure he was awake, he opted not to fight Tilly and head for his room to follow orders.

It seemed like the easiest option.

He damn sure wasn’t in any position to argue with the feisty Domme this morning, physically or mentally.

When he returned, they’d laid out the bagels and packets of cream cheese and butter on the counter. Tilly had scrounged a couple of knives and spoons from a box of silverware, washed them, and set them out for fixing their bagels and coffee.

“How much of this shit you keeping?” she asked as she motioned to it.

“I don’t know yet. I need to sort through it. I’ll take a lot of it to donate somewhere.”

“Would it be easier if we got that out of the way now?” She pointed at the pile of boxes he’d bought but hadn’t put into use yet.

“Honestly? Not really. It’s out of our way, and it’s something I can do on my own. I don’t want to rush and donate something valuable. That will only take me a couple of hours. If I have help, I’d rather it be with the painting.”

After eating and moving the microwave, coffeemaker, and other stuff out of the kitchen, they got started. The women helped him remove the cabinet doors and all the drawers, stripping the knobs from them. They laid down drop cloths outside and set them all out there in order for priming. Working back and forth between priming the insides of the cabinets and the stuff outside, it only took them two hours to finish that part. Fortunately, the primer seemed to be sticking well, and when they applied the first layer of paint, it went on easily.

And the house was starting to smell like fresh paint, which actually cheered Wylie a little.

When they took a lunch break, Tilly slowly nodded as she examined their handiwork. “It’s not fancy, but there’s nothing wrong with that. It’ll be clean and fresh and functional. When you get the walls and floors done, it’ll look downright homey.”

“It will, won’t it?”

She turned to him. “Why do you sound so surprised?”

“Because what does it say about me that getting a bathroom cleaned and now getting the kitchen straightened out have cheered me up so damn much?”

Loren hugged him. “I’d say it means you’re overwhelmed. Tilly’s right. Give yourself time and enjoy the process instead of struggling. You’ll look back on all this in a year and think damn, I wish I’d taken it easy on myself.”

The whole time, he’d been taking pictures for a record so he could remind himself how far it’d come.

Tilly grinned. “Who knows? That big workshop would make a great dungeon. You might be having kinky parties out here this time next year.”

He snorted. “If I’m even still alive and haven’t worked myself to death from exhaustion by then.” 


Chapter Nine

 

Once Tilly and Loren had helped Wylie do all they could, he finally managed to convince Tilly they could head home. She promised to return tomorrow if he needed her, but he already felt guilty enough monopolizing her time and convinced her to stay home. The cabinet doors and drawers needed additional coats of paint, but that had to wait until they were dry. So he spread drop cloths out on the porch and moved them all, in order, to there so they wouldn’t get rained on.

He noticed the cherry tomato plant and found a plastic pitcher to fill with water and give it a drink. It hadn’t quite gotten droopy, but the dirt around it looked dry, and he hadn’t watered it yesterday when he’d planted it.

Stupid.

The grass was starting to get pretty tall, too. Fortunately, he spotted Mark heading up the driveway and looking like he’d changed into work clothes.

When Mark reached the house, he nodded to Wylie. “You ready to learn how to mow this place?”

“Yes.”

“We fix the main gate, you can let the goats wander around, since you don’t have a garden in yet.” It was setting off to the side and looked like it was missing a hinge or something.

“I’d rather not tempt fate like that yet. And how’d it get broken, anyway?”

“It wasn’t closed, and the concrete block he used to prop it open slipped. Wind caught it during a thunderstorm and it twisted. Snapped the hinge clean off.”

“Is that something you know how to fix?”

“Well, I’d need help with it. And we’d need to get a new hinge. Not sure a repair would hold, though. By the time you waste the energy trying to fix it, could just buy a new one and hang it a lot faster.”

“Oh.” He had no clue how much one of those would cost. “Do you think I should?”

“Yeah, eventually. That happened about two weeks before he died and no one did anything about it.”

“This is going to sound like a stupid question, but where and how do I order a new one?”

“The feed store might have one. It’s a common size.”

“Oh.”

“We can look on Saturday, since we should go and stock up, anyway. You bring the truck and the credit card, and I’ll navigate.” The kid grinned.

Wylie stuck his hand out. “Deal.”

They headed for the barn and Wylie got out of the way while Mark climbed up on the tractor, started it, and smoothly drove it outside.

Where he parked it and shut it off before climbing down.

He pointed at Wylie. “You can’t drive it from down here.”

Reluctantly, Wylie walked over and Mark started going over the controls. Fortunately, Wylie’s very first car had been a stick shift, so the principle was the same. Except his car didn’t have a PTO.

“Why do I need that again?” Wylie asked.

Mark pointed into the barn. “To use the attachments. There’s others, too. You want to mow, you need to learn how to drive it first. And remember, you’ll be towing a mower deck behind you. You’ll need wide turns.”

Taking a deep breath, Wylie made sure the parking brake was engaged before pressing in on the clutch and turning the key.

It started immediately, a throaty rumble that almost startled him.

“Now, listen,” Mark said. “Don’t drive toward the house or your truck. Or near a fence. Not until you get the hang of it.”

“Maybe I should watch you do it first.”

Mark grinned as he shook his head. “This is how Mr. M taught me how to drive it. And normally, you wear earmuffs. But you need to hear me.”

“What if I have trouble?”

“Hit the brake and the clutch and shut the key off. I’ll walk behind you. Don’t touch the throttle right now. Just coast in low gear.”

He ground it a little trying to get the shifter out of neutral and into gear, but he managed it. Then he released the parking brake. With both hands white-knuckling around the steering wheel, he let off the brake pedal and engaged the clutch…

And promptly stalled it out.

Mark cackled. “I did that, too. Little slower on the clutch. You’ll feel it wanting to grab. It’s kind of picky since it’s older.”

He tried again, and this time, it lurched forward. Wylie let out a scream of panic, which turned into a cry of joy as he realized he was.

Driving.

A.

Fucking.

Tractor!

Mark let out a whoop behind him, cheering him on as Wylie crept across the grass. Might not be the fastest ride ever, but he laughed and fought the urge to bounce up and down in the seat like a big kid as he slowly made loops around the field next to the house.

A few minutes later, Mark waved at him, then made a slicing motion across his throat. Wylie remembered to hit the clutch first, the brake, and then applying the parking brake before shutting it off.

The kid walked over, grinning. “How’d that feel?”

“Great! That was…that was awesome!”

“You ready to handle second gear? Reverse?”

Wylie laughed. “Maybe, yeah. Maybe.”

After another twenty minutes, Wylie finally felt like yes, he was getting the hang of this. He’d even given Mark his phone to take a few pictures for him as he drove, so he could remember this day.

The day he took his first real step toward independence.

A freaking baby-step, with a teenager who wasn’t even old enough to have a learner’s permit yet teaching him how to drive, but he’d take the damn win.

Mark headed toward the barn and waved him over, indicating for him to back up to the door.

Wylie did, shutting it off.

“I’ll back it in and hook up the mower deck and drag it out here. Then I’m going to unhook it and have you do it.”

Fear seized Wylie. “You sure? I mean, I’m good with you doing it and saving that lesson for later.”

Mark smiled as he shook his head. “I can’t be here all afternoon. I have homework to do. If you forget how to unhook it later, or if you don’t feel comfortable backing it in with the deck attached, just park it here and I’ll do it in the morning. Leave the key in the fridge for me to find. But you need to learn this.”

“Okay.”

After showing him how to refuel it—and that was something else he’d need to do, get the gas cans refilled—Mark climbed on and effortlessly backed the tractor in, showed him how to hook up the mower deck, and drove it back out again minutes later.

After unhooking it, Mark stepped aside and pointed. “Your turn.”

“How old were you when you learned how to drive this thing?”

“About nine. But my dad wouldn’t let me mow until I was ten. He’d let me drag the disker, though. I’ll show you that tomorrow. You look like you’re about to crap a brick now.”

He really did like the kid. Reminded Wylie a lot of himself at that age, except…confident.

Wylie smirked. “Gee, thanks.” He got the mower deck hooked up with Mark talking him through it, then unhooked it. Once it was reattached yet again, Mark made him get up on the tractor and talked him through how to engage the PTO.

“Wait a minute.” Mark jumped down, walked into the barn, and returned with two pairs of ear protector muffs. Climbing back onto the running board, he handed Wylie a pair. “Wear them when doing stuff like this.”

Mark got him started and heading toward the field. Once Wylie was comfortable, Mark had him shut the tractor off, climbed down and stood a safe distance away, then motioned for him to start it again.

He did, hesitating before engaging the PTO.

When he started mowing, he glanced behind him, shocked to see…

Mown grass.

Mark cheered as Wylie waved and headed for the fence. Remembering the tips about not going too fast or getting too close, he made one pass around the field, did a graceful figure eight across it, then started zig-zagging.

When he looked over at Mark, he wore a smirk and slowly shook his head.

On his next close pass, Wylie pulled up and shifted into neutral. “What?”

“You don’t mow like that. You go around, or back and forth.”

He looked out at the field, with its patterns. “Not even for practice?”

Mark rolled his eyes, but his grin belied his expression. “Go mow. I’ll take care of the livestock.”

Wylie gave him a thumbs-up and started mowing again, this time making circles around the field. He wasn’t finished mowing when Mark emerged about twenty minutes later. Wylie drove over and was almost to him when he heard a weird metallic snap.

He immediately shut it down and turned to look as Mark walked over.

“That didn’t sound good,” the kid said as he got down on his knees and looked.

“What was it?” Wylie climbed down to join him.

“Oh, here it is.” At one of the attachment points on the top of the deck, the metal bracket had snapped off.

“Damn. How does that get fixed?”

“You need a welder.” Mark glanced at him. “Correction, you have a welder in the shop. You need to know how to weld. In this case, I’d suggest you call someone. My dad can use a cutting torch, but he doesn’t weld.”

Mark took over, moving the tractor and leaving the mower deck outside and a safe distance from the barn before unhooking it and parking the tractor inside.

“What do I tell someone when I call?”

“Take a picture of it and send it to them when you call them. Tell them it’s an old tractor mower deck, and a bracket on top broke. The other side broke a few years back and Mr. M. fixed it. See?”

Now that he looked, he could see where the other side had been repaired.

“Okay. Thanks.”

Mark slapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, you did pretty good.”

“Oh, where do these go?” He pulled the earmuffs off.

“Hook on the wall. You’ll see it, where I hung the others.” Mark headed home while Wylie went into the barn and looked for the hook.

Yep, lots of safety gear. Two more sets of earmuffs, and several pairs of safety glasses, along with leather gloves and a fire extinguisher that looked pretty old.

Note to self, buy a couple for the house.

He hadn’t even had a chance to really explore the contents of the barn, workshop, or outbuildings. After taking a couple of pics of the deck and close-ups of the bracket, he texted them to Tilly.

You know a welder?

She replied moments later with a smiley emoticon and a phone number.

Tell Leo that Tilly referred you. He’ll treat you right.

Thanks.

Even knowing it was probably too late in the day, he made the call, surprised when a real person answered. “Cooke Welding and Fabrication. Leo speaking.”

“Oh. Um, hi. Hello.” After fumbling through an overly long explanation of what was going on, Wylie finally remembered to add the key phrase. “Tilly told me I should call you. I’m sorry I sound like an idiot. I’m really new to all of this, and the kid teaching me how to use the tractor said it had to be welded.”

The guy chuckled, but it didn’t sound mean. “That’s all right. Let’s start with your name, phone number, and address, and then when we get off here immediately text me the pics. It sounds like a job we should be able to do. In fact, I can send a guy in the morning.”

“You can? That’d be amazing, thanks.”

After ending the call, he texted the pictures. Leo called him back a few minutes later. “Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem, as long as the deck isn’t rotted with rust. When my guy gets there in the morning, he’ll take a look at it. I can’t give you a firm estimate until he does. But it’s a minimum fifty-dollar-charge to send a guy out there to your place to look at it. If he can do it, you’re probably looking at less than two hundred dollars total, as long as he doesn’t run into any trouble.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Excellent. Thanks. I really appreciate it.”

“He’ll be there about between eight and nine, or so. He can call this number if he needs to?”

“Yeah, it’s my cell. Thanks.”

“No problem.”

As Wylie stared at the mower deck, at least he felt some small measure of relief.

He managed to handle a problem.

With a lot of help from Mark and Tilly, but he’d handled it.

The grin settled on his face and he knew anyone seeing him might think he was nuts. No, he didn’t do the repair himself, and the repair wasn’t even done. But…

I did it.

He went to go check on the goats. They all wore collars with bells and name tags on them, but he hadn’t learned their names yet. He supposed he’d have to get them new tags ordered with his phone number, since the number on them was the previous owner’s.

They all walked up to the fence for attention, and he reached through to scratch their heads.

“Sorry I’m not the best company right now. I promise, I’ll figure this out.”

Worn out, he headed to the house to take a shower. Tonight, he wanted to start going through the notebooks.

 

* * * *

 

After work Tuesday, Everett headed home and went back to work on the wrist irons. He tried not to let his mind wander too much as he worked, thinking about how they’d likely be used.

Part of that was trying not to fantasize about a cute guy wearing them, kneeling in front of him, mouth open, ready, and willing.

He felt his cock respond to that fantasy.

What if I meet someone Saturday night?

Trying not to get his expectations up no matter what his cock wanted to think, he forced his attention back onto the job at hand.

Except now that his mind had teased him with thinking about what could possibly be in his future, his cock wouldn’t let him forget it. He hadn’t been with anyone since leaving Lara, and even masturbating had happened few and far between. The desire hadn’t been there.

Another sign of depression, yes, he knew that.

Why fantasize about something he hadn’t felt he deserved, much less at the time wasn’t even sure how to make come true?

He’d only been with two other women before Lara. He wasn’t exactly up for manslut of the year status.

Reaching down, he adjusted himself so his cock wasn’t uncomfortably pressing against the front zipper on his jeans.

And this is why I love kilts.

Usually when working in the shop, he wore one. Definitely more comfortable at the ren fairs, and cooler.

Now that he’d adjusted himself, though, he’d only succeeded in making the problem worse, his semi-chub not wanting to go away.

Recognized, it wanted relief.

Demanded attention.

Insistently throbbed every time he moved.

Fuck.

Eventually, he got to a point where he couldn’t take it anymore. He reached a stopping point on the job, shut everything down, and grabbed his shower supplies and a clean pair of shorts from the Tin Can. Once in the shower, he closed his eyes, leaned against the wall, fisted his ornery cock, and started stroking.

Now his mind could run wild. A subbie guy on his knees in front of him, naked, mouth ready and willing to use. Plunging his hands into the guy’s hair and slowly fucking his mouth…

Yeah.

Like a piece of iron, his cock hardened and he had to slow his strokes or risk blowing immediately. The fantasy shifted in his head, the same fantasy guy on his back, legs up and spread wide, hands bound over his head, ass lubed and ready to fuck.

He hadn’t even touched another cock besides his own, but he was looking forward to that day. Not just receiving pleasure, but giving it, too. He wanted to go down on his guy, experience being fucked by him—everything.

Being able to get rough in bed, feeling his hands on him, hard fucking that risked breaking the damn bed…

He reached up with his free hand and tweaked his nipples, biting on his lower lip as the fantasy grew in his head.

He wanted a guy who’d willingly bend over and present his ass for a spanking, who wanted the Dominant within him, who wouldn’t tell him to stop being so bossy because that was one of the things he loved about—

Everett’s cock exploded as a deep groan escaped him. Finally freed from his mental prison, the fantasies had made that orgasm one of the best he could remember, not even counting the fact that it’d been a while since he’d had one.

As he stood there under the water, softening cock in his hand, he closed his eyes and let his pulse slowly settle back into its normal rhythm.

Saturday night couldn’t get there fast enough for him. Of course he wasn’t guaranteed to meet anyone, but it was a start, and he was eagerly looking forward to it.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie showered, nuked himself a meal, and retreated to the bedroom. Now feeling a little silly—but only a little—he looked at the plastic-lined walls. He’d have to do something about the bedroom.

The U-Haul was still his for another week. He’d have to start unloading it and his clothes from there. At least the washing machine worked. Tilly had run a couple of old towels she’d found in one of the closets through it, and they’d emerged unscathed. It was an older washer, as was the mismatched dryer, but they both worked.

At least clean clothes were in his immediate future.

His plan was to finish the kitchen tomorrow, clear out what he wasn’t going to keep and take it to Goodwill, unload his kitchen stuff from the trailer and wash and put away whatever he was going to keep from the previous owner, and then start on the bedroom. He was going to paint it and figure out what to do with the windows. The old curtains had been disintegrating, and he’d thrown them out, along with the rusting curtain rods that looked like they’d been there probably since the house was built.

He located what appeared to be Bob Meselin’s newest notebook and started thumbing through it, a lot of it not making any sense to him since he wasn’t sure what some of the notes meant. They ranged from stuff about when he’d planted the garden, along with what crops and where, to information about the goats’ vet records and the chickens.

Note to self, call the vet and schedule a visit.

He wasn’t even halfway through it before he started yawning uncontrollably, and was shocked to realize it was only eight o’clock.

Exhausted, he remembered to set both his Fitbit and phone alarms before turning off the TV and lights and immediately collapsing into sleep.


Chapter Ten

 

Wednesday morning, Wylie awakened about an hour before his alarms went off. Had he thought he was sore yesterday?

Ha!

It paled in comparison to his compounded misery today.

Buy more ibuprofen.

And a heating pad.

He stared at the ceiling. Was barely even dawn.

Need to paint it, too. New light fixture. Ceiling fan.

Those were future needs. Right now, he needed to get the kitchen squared away. After the welder guy left today.

Actually, right now, he needed to quit stalling by staring at his ceiling, and figure out how to get the fuck out of that bed.

Maybe the welder guy will be hot.

Probably straight as an arrow, but possible eye candy.

Who am I kidding? I can’t even sit up, much less get it up, even if the guy was some kilted god or something.

After another five minutes of mentally chastising himself, he finally attempted to arise from bed, something even his morning woody didn’t want to participate in. Slowly sitting up, he groaned as every ache and pain reminded him he wasn’t a teenager, and that buying this place had probably been the stupidest fucking idea of his life.

Second only to getting involved with Ralph.

He finally gave up trying to stay quiet, realizing that was pointless because he was alone. He let out a loud groan as he rolled over and pushed up, feet finally meeting the floor as he waited, breathing through the pain.

“You’re a fucking idiot, Wylie Young.”

He swallowed two ibuprofen and used his hand to scoop water from the bathroom tap into his mouth.

Water filtration system.

Apparently, the house was on a well. Great that he didn’t have to pay for water, but the water he had sucked donkey balls, with a sulfuric tang to it he didn’t want to have to get used to.

After limping out to the kitchen to hit the button on the coffeemaker, he made it back into the bathroom and in the shower stood under water as hot as he could tolerate it.

Epsom salts.

He looked down at the gaping hole of the drain, no stopper, no built-in plug.

Tub stopper.

Heating pad.

Twenty minutes later, he wrapped the towel around his hips and walked out to the kitchen to pour his coffee. Now he could appreciate the smell of fresh paint and how much lighter the kitchen looked with the cabinets painted. It’d be even nicer with the doors put back on and the drawers replaced.

Progress.

On the way back to the bedroom to get clothes, he stumbled, bumped into a chair that had a pile of silverware haphazardly stacked on it, and nearly impaled his foot on a fork.

And spilled his coffee.

“Goddammit!” Nearly in tears, he fought the urge to hurl the coffee mug against the wall. That’d just make a bigger damn mess.

He returned the coffee mug to the kitchen, wet some paper towels to wipe up his mess, and readjusted his day in his mind.

Sort through kitchen shit in the living room before I kill myself on it.

He didn’t know how Bob Meselin died, and wondered if he’d simply gone missing and Mark or Brad thought to look for him.

If I die between now and the next Saturday, at least Tilly will hunt my ass down.

That was, unless the ancient blender sitting on the floor by the front door tried to take him out next.

 

* * * *

 

Everett beat Leo to work by thirty seconds, and they’d both beat Carl and Raj.

“Nate took Laurel to school for me this morning,” Leo said, smiling. “And I have a field job for you. Got called in late yesterday right before I was heading out. Friend in common referred him, but don’t know if the guy is lifestyle or not.”

Leo explained the job and showed Everett the pictures.

“Looks pretty straightforward,” Everett said.

“We’ve got some channel scraps you can take with you. One of them should work. Poor guy sounded overwhelmed, so I didn’t make him measure anything.”

“No problem.”

After loading everything he thought he might need and programming the address into his phone for navigation, Everett headed out. At least it looked like he’d have an easy start to the morning. He let the radio play, music trying to drown out his thoughts about Saturday. Wouldn’t do to get caught with his mind wandering down that road while he was trying to work.

Despite the fact that he’d awakened with a raging morning woody that nearly wouldn’t go down for him. Had he not needed to get moving to work, he would have locked himself inside the big bathroom in the shop and taken a quick shower to take care of it.

As it was, he’d given serious thought to packing his damn dick in ice to get it to go down so he could take a piss in the Tin Can’s tiny all-in-one bathroom.

Dreams about sexy subbie guys and the things he wanted to do to them taunted and plagued his sleep. Not that he was complaining, but the morning result was a little inconvenient.

He almost drove past the guy’s driveway and spotted the gate off the hinges as he turned in and followed the well-worn track through the grass. He came up to the house first, and a guy outside waved as Everett pulled up and rolled the passenger window down.

“Wylie? I’m Everett. Leo sent me to weld the mower deck.”

“Yeah.” He pointed to a barn set off behind the house. “It’s out there, you’ll see it. I’ll follow you.”

Everett waved and continued on, hitting the button to roll the window up again. The guy was cute. Brown hair, brown eyes, slim. Maybe a little older than him, but no twink and definitely not a bear.

Stop it. He’s probably straight.

Doesn’t mean you can’t look, his dick helpfully replied.

He saw the mower deck sitting in the grass and pulled up next to it. He was already out and examining it by the time Wylie limped up. Now Everett could see the guy was definitely shorter than him, maybe five eight, if that, although the way he stood stooped over, it was hard to tell. No wedding rings, either, although that meant absolutely nothing.

He shook with Everett. “Wylie Young. Thanks for coming so quickly.”

Everett bit back the joke struggling to get free. Friend of a friend or not, this was a client, and he needed to act professional.

“Everett Cannon. Not a problem. This bracket here, I take it?”

Wylie slowly nodded. The guy looked like he was in misery.

“Are you all right?”

“Just…” Wylie let out a pained laugh. “Sorry. Been a rough couple of days and I’m trying to get settled in. I trust Tilly, and she referred me to Leo. If you can fix it, whatever needs to be done, I’ll gladly pay and greatly appreciate it.”

Everett glanced out at the field adjoining the barn. It looked like a drunk toddler had tried to mow. “Need it to keep this place up, huh?”

“Yeah.”

 

* * * *

 

If Wylie hadn’t been in so much pain, he might be able to better appreciate the guy’s gorgeous blue-green eyes, his blond hair, or his delicious ass. Perfect body type for him, except for how damn scruffy he looked. At least six one and with strong, broad shoulders. Wylie wondered what the guy would look like without the long beard and mustache, and with his hair cut neat and short.

Probably a totally fuckable Top, on a scale of one to ten.

Mark chose that moment to walk up, of course. “You here to weld the deck?”

Everett nodded, smiling. “Are you his son?”

Mark snorted. “Nah. Neighbor. Live across the road. Those are my dad’s cattle.” He pointed to the eastern pasture. “I’m helping the greenhorn out.” Mark shot Wylie a playful grin. He knew he couldn’t be mad at the kid even though the friendly jab had dug deep into his pride. “Mr. M, the former owner, he had to fix the other bracket a couple of years ago.” He pointed it out to Everett.

“I saw that. Looks like it’s holding okay.”

“I was getting him used to pulling the mower deck when it popped yesterday.”

Wylie spotted the gears turning in Everett’s head as his expression changed, carefully schooled. “You’re teaching him how to use it?”

“Yeah. He just moved here Sunday. Don’t know nothing yet. I helped the former owner out. Mr. M. Died a few months back.” The kid looked sad, like he was blinking back tears before he sniffled. “I’m going to take care of the livestock. If you have any questions, I’ll be here for about twenty minutes before I need to catch the bus.” He headed off to the barn.

When Everett’s gaze fell on him, a battle between sexual heat and deep shame rolled through Wylie. The guy was probably straight, and probably fully capable of taking care of whatever happened in his life. Guys as hot as him usually were the full package.

“I-I’m the n-new owner,” Wylie found himself blabbering.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” The guy walked back to his work truck, where he started getting stuff out and preparing to do the job.

“California.”

“What’d your wife say about the move?”

Wylie wasn’t stupid. No way in hell was he going to assume the guy was gay and feeling him out, although were he at a bar, that’s exactly what he’d think. “Recently single, but never married.”

“So how’d you end up in Florida?”

“Friends of mine live in the area. I decided to sell out my share of the software company I started and retire early. Wanted to homestead. Be independent.”

Wylie tamped back his growing defensiveness. He didn’t want to piss this guy off, especially since Tilly had given him their number.

Guy gave him a little fair enough kind of shrug before he started doing…Wylie wasn’t sure exactly what he was doing, and standing there and uselessly watching him suddenly felt very uncomfortable in a way he couldn’t identify. He couldn’t make small talk with him, he didn’t want to ask a thousand stupid questions, and he knew he could put his time to better use helping Mark and maybe learning something from the teen.

“I’ll be around the barn if you need me.”

“No worries.”

Mark was inside the coop and shooing birds into the chicken tractor. Wylie got in and helped him, and together they corralled all but three of the birds into the thing.

“How do I get baby chickens?” Wylie asked, not even thinking about how it sounded.

Mark started laughing. “You asking how they’re made? Or where to buy some?”

“I mean, we’re getting eggs. How do they get fertilized?”

“You need a rooster. You don’t have one, just laying hens. Mr. M didn’t like to slaughter birds, said it made him feel bad. His dad used to make him kill the chickens when he was a kid. He didn’t slaughter his own cattle, either. Used to call a guy who’d come do it and butcher them out for him, until he sold them and started trading with Dad. Dad hires that out when we keep one or two back for ourselves. As far as chicks, Mr. M used to buy new ones every couple of years from the feed store as the birds started aging out. He just let ’em die of natural causes or old age.”

“Ah.” Wylie helped Mark move the chicken tractor, and it was, indeed, pretty light. Mark put the water bottle inside the portable coop and then checked that the tarp over the top for shade was secured.

Then, the boy turned and pointed where the sun was coming up over the trees on the horizon. “Know why I set it facing this way? The direction?”

Wylie shook his head.

Mark pointed at the sun, then swept his arm up and around, toward the west. “That’s the path of the sun. That’s where it’ll hit. You set it wrong, they won’t get any shade at all, and it’s hot as heck in the afternoons right now.”

Willy immediately grokked what he was saying. “Ah. Got it.”

He followed Mark back to the goat pen. They were loudly bleating or screaming or whatever the heck it was called. Mark unlocked the padlock on the back of the trailer and dug out hay for them, tossing it into the pen. “Oh, hey. Cooter dropped her kids last night.”

Wylie wheeled around. “What?”

Sure enough, there were two little baby goats practically clinging to the side of one of the mommas.

“Aw!” Wylie walked over. “They’re adorable! What do I have to do?”

Mark shrugged. “Looks like they’re getting around okay. They don’t usually need a lot of help. Might want to call the vet, though, just to check them out. Tell you what sex they are. I don’t have time to check right now. Name and phone number should be in that e-mail my dad sent you with the other info in it.” He glanced at his phone, which he’d pulled from his back pocket. “I need to go. Can you get the goat chow for them?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“See you this afternoon.” He left as Wylie stood there, staring.

The momma goat, which had taken a bite of hay, lifted her head as she chewed and stared at Wylie.

“Cooter, huh?”

The goat bleated at him.

 

* * * *

 

Of course the guy was cute and rich. No wonder he’d said he’d pay whatever it cost to fix the deck and hadn’t bothered haggling on the price. He also had a nice, nearly new Ford crew cab truck sitting in front of his house.

Some people have all the luck.

Who needed knowledge when they could pay to have the place fixed up for them?

It also meant even on the long odds the guy wasn’t straight, no way would he have any interest in Everett. Everett knew he was well below Wylie’s income bracket.

At least this wasn’t a difficult job. Grind off the old paint around the broken bracket and make sure he had the deck surface ready, cut a new piece to fit, and then he’d have to drill a set of holes in it for the guy for the mounting bolt once he got the new piece welded in place.

He was glad that he had a leather welding apron with him, though. Normally, a job like this, he wouldn’t bother putting it on.

Today, it was camouflage, helping to hide his stubborn hard-on.

Everett wasn’t sure if the guy was straight or not, but he would feature prominently in Everett’s shower fantasies tonight, that was for damn sure.

He had to admit that one of the benefits to using Leo’s work vehicles was that he had the setup to do it. Gennies with enough power so he didn’t have to try to hook into an outlet.

Not that a lot of places had the right kind of outlet.

He donned his welding helmet and was getting ready to start when Wylie approached from the barn, on the phone with someone. Everett held off, wanting to make sure to warn the guy not to look at the glare, completely unsure if Wylie would even know about that.

He wouldn’t take a chance. Not like it’d hurt him to wait a couple of minutes until the guy was off his call.

“Yes, thanks. I’ll be here.” He hung up. “Sorry. Vet.”

“Everything okay?”

“Um, I hope so. I apparently now have two more goats since yesterday. Newborns.”

“Oh. Congratulations.”

“Thanks!” Wylie grinned, and something about the innocent joy contained in that expression twisted Everett’s guts straight to his cock, making it struggle to beat its way out of his jeans.

“I’m getting ready to weld. Just wanted to warn you not to look at the glare.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Everett nodded his head to drop the visor and set to work. Getting the new bracket positioned and secured didn’t take long. After carefully checking his work, he shut down the welder and the genny and removed his helmet.

“I’ll get the new holes drilled in it for you and you’re all set. Unless you want me to grind the bead down smooth.”

“I honestly don’t even know what that means, so I’m going to say no. It looks great.”

“Might want to hit it with some primer and paint. Spray cans,” he added. “Keep it from rusting.”

“Right. Thanks. I’ll ask Mark if I have any.”

Everett thought it was odd the guy needed to rely on a neighbor kid to help him out. “So, were you raised on a farm?”

The guy seemed reluctant to answer, at first, and he looked even more adorable to Everett for it. “No. This is a new experience for me.”

“And you were a software programmer?”

“Yeah.”

Everett pulled off his gloves. “You mind me asking a stupid question, just out of curiosity?”

 

* * * *

 

The only bad thing about not looking at the glare while Everett was welding meant that Wylie also couldn’t look at the guy’s gorgeous ass in his jeans as he bent over the mower deck.

And the way he phrased that question already told Wylie where this was going. “Depends, I guess.”

“It seems like you’re a little in over your head. A bit overwhelmed. Why’d you buy this place?”

Shame filled him that someone, a perfect stranger, had immediately—and accurately—pegged exactly what he’d been thinking. “I’m sure someone like you wouldn’t understand.”

A definite chill descended over the Viking. “Someone like me, huh?”

“I-I mean, I don’t need to explain myself to anyone. I’m sick of explaining myself. I’m sure shit like this comes easy to you, with your mechanical skills and scruffy man-beard. Just because I don’t look capable doesn’t mean I’m not. I’m tired of people looking down their noses at me. I can learn. If I ran a software business, I’m sure I’m smart enough I can figure this out, thank you very much.”

Already feeling ashamed for exploding, Wylie fought the urge to apologize. Why should he apologize?

Everett didn’t turn and look at him. “Fair enough.”

There was a deep chill in the Viking’s tone, cold enough to freeze all of Florida on that hot morning.

Everett didn’t speak again as he prepared to drill the bracket out.

Now feeling like an ass, Wylie knew he needed to beat a retreat. “I-I’ll be up at the house when you’re done,” he quietly said before limping in that direction.

While he waited, Wylie cleared out a good chunk of the detritus in the living room, either packed into boxes marked Donate or set aside and safely out of the way to be washed and put away later. Some things had been tossed into the Dumpster. Hearing the truck approach, Wylie limped out the front door and down the porch steps.

Everett didn’t get out of the truck and didn’t make eye contact with him. “One fifty. Cash, check, or charge?” His voice held a definite chill to it that hadn’t been there before.

Wylie didn’t look up, too ashamed of how he’d acted earlier. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and handed over a card. While Everett took it, Wylie snuck a glance.

The other man’s stony expression gave away nothing. Everett had a tablet and swiped the card through a reader, then said, “Text or e-mail the receipt?”

“Text is fine,” Wylie said. “Same number.”

Everett tapped it in, and seconds later, Wylie’s phone vibrated with an incoming text.

Returning the card, Everett nodded. “Have any problems, give Leo a call.”

Everett rolled the window up. As Wylie stepped back, he struggled with the urge to wave, get his attention, apologize.

Frozen, Wylie watched him drive off.

Consoling himself with the fact the guy was probably straight and taken, Wylie slowly turned and painfully limped his way back to the house.

 

* * * *

 

Everett stewed all the way back to the shop. He hoped Leo wasn’t pissed at him for discounting the job like that, but he didn’t want the guy to have extra reasons to bitch to Leo. He’d tell Leo exactly what happened, and if his boss wanted to take the extra fifty out of his check, fine.

Why the fuck did the guy have to be so damn cute?

Then again, if he was rich and from California, Wylie was probably used to buying things and people he wanted without much regard to their feelings.

Fuck him.

Leo walked out as Everett was unloading a few things from the truck. “How’d it go?”

Everett didn’t bother dragging it out. “Guy’s an asshole, and I discounted the job.”

“What?”

He repeated what happened and Leo’s expression darkened. “Want me to go call him right now and tell him to lose our number?”

“No. He’s a customer. Next time, though, I’m going to charge him fucking double.”

“There won’t be a next time. We’ll be busy. Or I’ll go myself and set him straight. Maybe I should call Tilly and tell her what happened. She’ll lay into him.”

“No.” Everett turned. “I’m a big boy. I handled it.”

“But if he was going after you because you’re gay—”

“See, I don’t think that was it at all. I took it more to be he sees himself as better because he’s got money.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Everett snorted. “Garden-variety doucheball, not homophobic one. I mean, he might be gay, but I didn’t give him any reason to assume I was.”

Even though I was checking him out.

His boss didn’t look convinced. “Okay, if you say so.”

“I do. It’s fine. Just…let’s drop it. The job is done and it was easy money. If you want to take the extra out of my pay, that’s fine.”

“No. I agree. He tries to call me and bitch, I’ll tell him we gave him a Tilly discount and normally it would have been a three-hundred-dollar job.”

“There you go.”

Still, as Everett went through his day, he couldn’t get his mind off Wylie. He’d met plenty of douches in his time. Drunks at ren fairs. Plain old assholes.

There was something deeper about Wylie. Defensive.

Everett scoured everything he’d said and done and, honestly, didn’t see where he’d said or done anything that would trigger that kind of reaction in the guy. Had to be the guy’s problem, not his.

It didn’t matter now. It was a moot point.

At least he’d feel zero guilt about the fantasies he’d masturbate to later, of tying Wylie up and using him hard in a variety of sexy ways.


Chapter Eleven

 

“So you going to come out tonight?” Tilly asked Wylie on the phone Saturday morning.

Since she hadn’t mentioned anything to him about his blow-up with the welder on Wednesday, Wylie assumed either the guy hadn’t said anything about it, or Leo hadn’t reported it to Tilly.

“I’m sorry, no. I’ve got too much to do.”

He’d finished painting the cabinet doors and drawers and had put them back together, as well as got his kitchen stuff unloaded and put away. That had allowed him to move stuff around in the living room so he could finish unloading the trailer and get it returned.

The vet had come Wednesday afternoon and checked on the new additions, declared them healthy, and said to expect the other goat to give birth any day, while confirming the third female goat was also pregnant but not as far along.

“Well, let us come help.”

“No, I need to go to the feed store. Mark should be here any minute to help me. And we’re going to get a new front gate.”

She let out a sigh audible over the line. “Next Saturday, you’d best be here for our dinner party, or I’ll send Landry and Cris after you.”

“I promise I’ll come to that, yes. Right now, I can’t relax until I get this place cleaned out.”

“Fine.” She huffed. “I’m telling you, I can make one phone call, and I can—”

“No. I love you to death for being helpful, but…I need to do this.”

He also didn’t want to risk another outburst like he’d had on Wednesday. He still felt horribly ashamed over it and had decided that, next week, he’d bake a batch of cookies or something and take them over. Apologize in person.

At least he’d managed to get the field and the area around the house mowed. On today’s list, Mark was going to teach him how to use the disker once they returned from the feed store and had the new gate hung. They’d delayed the disking lessons because of Wylie’s pain levels, but Mark said it needed to get done this weekend.

At least today he felt relatively human.

Once he got off the phone with Tilly, he studied the house. He’d been eating in the kitchen now, which was relatively pleasant in the morning with the windows open and a breeze blowing through. Mark had suggested Wylie get another window-shaker AC unit for the living room area.

That could wait. As long as he could sleep in a cool room, he’d endure for now.

Wylie spotted Mark walking up the drive and stepped out to meet him, locking the door behind him. He’d put on jeans and a T-shirt for today’s work, and within minutes they were heading to the feed store.

“Oh.” Wylie had a stupid thought. “What size gate do we need?”

“Twelve foot.” Mark smiled. “I already measured it.”

Relief mixed with embarrassment filled Wylie. “Thank you.”

“We need to see if we can get a wheel for the bottom of it. That’ll work better than the way he had it hung. He always meant to re-do it, but never did.”

“I’ll go by whatever you say.”

“Have you checked the fences this week?”

Wylie glanced over at him but didn’t respond.

Mark grinned, but Wylie couldn’t get aggravated at the kid. There was just something about him.

“I’m guessing that’s a no.”

“How do I do that?”

“Well, think it’s time you got to know your property?”

“Yes, but do I drive around, or what?”

Mark’s smile widened. “Not exactly.”

 

* * * *

 

“You have got to be kidding me.” Wylie looked up at Mark, who sat on a brown horse. In his hand he held the reins to a second horse, a dappled Appaloosa. They’d already returned from town, unloaded the feed and other supplies, and with Brad’s help they’d quickly hung the new gate.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know how to ride?”

“I’ve ridden. Years ago.”

“Pony rides at carnivals don’t count.”

“They should,” Wylie muttered.

“Look, I’ve even got a lead. Just hold on. You need to learn this.”

“How did Bob do it?”

“The past couple of years, I did it for him. He used to have horses.” Mark patted the neck of the one he sat astride. “He gave them to me and Dad two years ago for Christmas. This one was one of his. That one there is mine, and she’s really slow and gentle.”

“How many horses do you have?”

“You’re stalling.”

Dammit, the kid was right. “How do I get on?”

Mark got down and showed him how to put his foot in the left stirrup and get up. Once he was nervously sitting there, holding on to the saddle horn for dear life, Mark reached under the horse and did something.

“What are you doing?”

“Calm down. Just tightening her cinch. She likes to blow out sometimes when saddling her. She thinks she’s sneaky.”

“You said she’s gentle!”

“She is. Don’t mean she’s not sneaky.” He finished the adjustment. “Want me to use the lead?”

Wylie swallowed his pride and nodded.

Mark grabbed it, where it was looped around his saddle horn, and snapped it to Wylie’s horse’s bridle. “Just don’t yank the reins. Kind of get the feel for her. Maybe we should get you a helmet.”

“You don’t have a helmet.”

“I’ve been riding since I was three.”

“Oh.”

Wylie held on as Mark mounted his horse and started leading Wylie’s horse at a walk across the field toward a gate on the eastern side. The kid effortlessly got off and opened the gate, led both horses through, and then closed it behind them before getting back on again.

Wylie also saw why driving around wasn’t possible. Some of the fence led through trees and marshy wetlands where you couldn’t see it if you had to drive around. Mark showed him what to look for, and explained things to him that he never would have known had it not been for the kid.

By the time they returned to the house over an hour later, Wylie had finally mustered the nerve to try riding on his own, without the lead rope, since Mark assured him the horse would follow his mount, if nothing else.

“Can I pay you extra to do this for me every week?”

“Nope. You need to do it. It’s part of owning a homestead. Besides, I don’t have the time.”

“What about the cattle?”

“Dad checks on them every day when he feeds them. He goes in through the other gate straight into that pasture. We keep that one locked. You have a copy of the key on your keyring.”

On one of his trips for supplies, Wylie had two copies made of every key on the ring, just in case.

“You said you did it for Bob.”

Mark cast a grin over his shoulder. “I also didn’t have to take care of his livestock twice a day, every day.”

Wylie knew he’d have to cede that point to the kid. “Why don’t you graze the horses over here?”

“We graze them in a pasture at home. Dad doesn’t like to mix the horses and the cattle, if he can avoid it. Doesn’t want the horses in the feed for the cattle. Now stop stalling. I need to get you started with the disker.”

He thought Mark would take the horses home first, but he didn’t. He tied them to what Wylie now realized was a hitching post in front of the barn. After showing Wylie how to hook up the disker, Mark drove the tractor out of the barn and then put it in neutral, showing him how he’d be lowering the disker at the grove.

Then Mark grabbed his horse, mounted, and led the way.

Following on the tractor, Wylie hoped this wasn’t a mistake.

Mark kept his horse a safe distance from the tractor. “See how the trees are in rows? Just go up and down, with the disker lowered. Don’t hit the bee hives at the back of the grove. You don’t need to go between the trees, just up and down the rows. You’ll have to make two passes on each row because the disker isn’t wide enough. So go up one, down another, then back up the undisked side, like that.”

“And why are we doing this again?”

“Keeps the weeds down.” He backed his horse up a little more and shooed Wylie into the grove.

Nervously, he dropped the disker and slowly started, glancing behind him to see what it was doing. The attachment turned and mixed the dirt, clearing the way behind him.

When he made a wide turn and came back down the next row, Mark gave him a thumbs up and then rode off. By the time Wylie was approaching his first pass between the last two rows, he felt pretty confident, and more than a little silly that he’d been nervous.

Until he hit the spider web.

He’d never seen a spider that large before out in the wild. It was at least five inches across, with a long, yellow and black body and bulbous things on its legs. Wylie let out a scream and managed to shut off the key as he dove from the tractor and hit the dirt.

Its web had gotten caught on the stick on the front of the tractor, where the spider furiously writhed, trying to untangle itself.

“Fuck!”

Well, now Mark’s comment about leaving the stick in place made complete sense.

Shuddering in revulsion, Wylie looked around for anything he could use to hit and kill the spider with. Finally, he snapped off a piece of lower branch from a tree and nervously walked over.

The spider was still frantically writhing around the stick.

Wylie managed to get the spider off the stick with another scream of his own, and then dropped the branch, and proceeded to jump up and down on it until the spider was dead.

Then he kicked dirt over it.

Letting out another full-body shudder, he climbed back onto the tractor and got it started.

Note to self—get a bigger stick.

 

* * * *

 

Tilly tried one last time, calling Wylie around five that afternoon. “We’ll even come get you and bring you home. And buy you dinner.”

“Honey, I’m too sore to be anything but a pain in the ass.”

“What happened?”

He detailed his day, omitting the close encounter with the spider of doom. He’d also disked the garden area, after picking out old wooden and metal stakes and cages the previous owner had used for trellising vines and plants.

“So all I’m doing is eating, taking a long hot soak in the tub, and settling in with a gardening book before I pass out.”

“Oh. Wow. You’ve been busy.”

“Yes.”

“You’ll probably hurt like a motherfucker tomorrow from riding.”

“I hurt like a motherfucker now from riding.”

“I’ll let you go. Next Saturday, suit and tie, be here.”

“I promise.”

And with that, she was gone.

As he finished eating dinner and cleaned up, he imagined what it would smell like with cookies baking and maybe even brownies cooling on a rack.

Or having people over without having to worry about Ralph throwing a fit if he did.

Able to invite whoever he wanted without it being “cleared” first.

Serving whatever he wanted without enduring Ralph’s snarky comments.

Shoving those bad memories away, he headed to the bathroom to take a bath.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie wondered if there was money to be made buying stock in Epsom salts. He was probably supporting a company with the amount he was going through.

He’d found a stopper that worked for the tub and now every night he ended up soaking in a bath as hot as he could stand it, with Epsom salts mixed in, until the water cooled.

I’m too old for this shit. What possessed me to do this? There are easier ways than this to prove a point and live my life.

Still, when he walked out to the kitchen and saw how it was coming together…he couldn’t explain the pride he felt. Yes, there was a long way to go, but he’d made progress. He planned on pulling down the plastic in the bedroom tomorrow, scrubbing down the walls, and painting the bedroom a pale blue he’d longed to use in a bedroom.

Even though Wylie had owned his condo, Ralph had nixed the idea of a blue bedroom because he’d hated the color. When Wylie had pressed the point, Ralph had pressed back harder. Hadn’t even mattered Ralph didn’t live there.

As he’d done in so many other ways, Wylie had given in and regretted the orangey-cappuccino color from the get-go.

Not just regretted—hated it.

He’d found an old dresser in one of the other bedrooms and dragged it out onto the porch yesterday. After emptying it and wiping it down, he’d removed the drawer pulls and primed and painted it white.

It’d be his new dresser in the bedroom.

Old linoleum covered the floor in there. For now, he’d put down a cheerful area rug he’d purchased until he could either replace the linoleum or check the floors underneath and refinish them, if they were salvageable.

Good enough would have to do for now. Sure, he could raze the house, plop down a modular home, and have a brand new place probably in less than two weeks.

That wasn’t a smart use of his money.

He’d never lived in an old house before, and its charm had already grown on him. He’d talked to an employee at the home improvement store about the porch screens and now knew how to replace them himself. He’d have to pry the old lathing strips off that held the old screen in place, replace the screen, staple it into place, and then nail the lathing strips back on.

A pain in the butt, but doable.

And that meant something he could do himself.

Maybe not perfectly, but it was an accomplishment he could toss in the face of the voices in his head every time they tried to tell him what a failure he was.

Sinking into the hot water, he let out a soft groan. At least doing all this work was forcing him to exercise. Every day, his Fitbit was doing the little goal achieved buzz dance on his wrist for him, fairly early in the day, too, usually.

Yes, next Saturday he’d definitely go to Tilly’s. He was looking forward to it, to meeting new people. To forcing himself out of his self-imposed isolation.

Having Tilly, Landry, and Cris there to sign off on anyone he met was a bonus.

Because he was done trying to pick a partner on his own. After Ralph, he didn’t trust himself.

Not by a long shot. 


Chapter Twelve

 

Fortunately, the rest of Everett’s work week went more smoothly than his Wednesday morning encounter with the cute but feisty homesteader with the chip on his shoulder.

Saturday evening, Everett took his shower and wore the jeans, shirt, and boots Lara had suggested. Wasn’t much he could do about his beard and mustache, because he wasn’t shaving them off or trimming them. His hair, while long and shaggy, wasn’t long enough for a hair band.

He’d finished the wrist irons and was bringing them with him, since the triad was also going to be at dinner. He was happy with how they’d turned out and hoped they would be, too. He’d sent them pics, which had been well received.

Pulling up outside Sigalo’s, he parked toward the back of the lot, not wanting to be as easily visible. Leo and Jesse stood just inside the entry, waiting on him. Everett and Leo had already agreed not to mention the incident on Wednesday to Tilly. Water under the bridge, and they didn’t even know if the guy was lifestyle or not. No reason to muddy the waters.

Tonight, Everett wanted to have fun and focus on meeting new people.

Everett shook with the men and followed them inside, to the back corner, where several tables had been pushed together. As Leo started introducing him to everyone, Everett tried to steady his nerves. Tilly and one of her men, Landry, were already there and seemed like very nice people, if not a slightly confusing dynamic. Apparently their third, Cris, stayed home with their young daughter. But their friendly welcome was even more reason for Everett not to say anything about the irritatingly cute Wylie.

Besides, Everett had spent plenty of time mentally using the man for all manner of kinky, sexy things in his now nightly shower wanking sessions. If nothing else, the encounter had been totally worth that.

At least his libido had finally returned.

Now if he could only find a guy that cute, who was subbie, who wasn’t a raging asshole.

Then he heard a familiar man’s voice. “Ev?”

He turned to see Rusty and Eliza McElroy walking toward the group.

“Hey,” Everett said, feeling nervous about how he’d deal with this.

Behind him, Leo let out a chuckle. “Guess you know them, huh? Good thing they’re here for dinner with us.”

Everett immediately relaxed while Rusty shook with them, and then Eliza opted for hugs. “Yeah, I’ve known them for years,” Everett said. “Through ren fairs.”

“One of us, one of us,” Jesse playfully chanted.

“You’d be surprised just how many of us,” Eliza confirmed with a playful grin. “We’re eeevvvrrywhere.”

While they were getting that greeting out of the way, Toby, Logan, and Rebecca arrived.

“I have your order with me,” Everett said, not wanting to scare any vanillas who might overhear. “I’ll give them to you after dinner.”

“You’re coming to the club later, right?” Toby asked.

“Yeah. Leo talked me into it.”

“What’d he make for you guys?” Eliza asked.

Toby leaned in, whispering in her ear.

Her eyes brightened as she turned to Everett. “Ooh! I want to order a pair!”

“I’ll have to measure your wrists.”

“Not for me. For Barbarian, here.” She grinned up at her husband, who rolled his eyes.

“Yes, dear,” Rusty said.

It took Everett a moment to grok what she meant. When it finally sank in, a lot of things made sense.

In retrospect, Everett knew that revelation about his friends’ kinky relationship shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Eliza was definitely an in-charge kind of person, much like Lara had been, and Rusty had always made her the envy of other women in their social group with his obedient, attentive ways.

Dinner was great, the people were welcoming and patiently answered Everett’s questions, but unfortunately there were no single gay male submissives he might possibly pair off with at some point.

Still, it was nice to meet people in various relationship and dynamic permutations, het, gay, and bi. Lots of different points of view, and Everett eagerly listened to everyone.

After dinner, out in the parking lot, everyone gathered around and not only praised the wrist irons, he took three more orders, in addition to Eliza and Rusty, as well as sold two knives.

Leo and Jesse watched, both wearing amused smiles. “Now aren’t you glad you came tonight?” Leo asked. “Just wait until word of your knives gets around. You’ll be a very popular man among our circle of friends.”

At the club, Everett was barely able to get through his new member orientation with Tony, who’d also been at dinner. Five people, having seen the other knives, and the wrist irons, wanted to talk to him.

Including Derrick and Kel, the club’s co-owners. Kel invited Everett to bring what he had with him inside and take up a couple of tables in the social area before the club got crowded. And they let him bring his tablet in, putting stickers over the camera ports, so he could run sales.

By the time Everett packed everything away, he’d taken four more custom orders and sold all his knives.

Leo and Jesse helped him pack the rest in his van. “Now that you just became the most popular guy in the place,” Leo teased, “are you ready to learn some new stuff?”

“Absolutely.” From what he’d sold, while it would keep him plenty busy at nights to replenish his custom blades, he could easily pay his expenses for the month as well as pay Lara for his share of the divorce.

Ironically, one of the first scenes he got to witness was Toby, Logan, and Rebecca. Including knife play with the one they’d bought from him the past weekend.

As he watched the men trace intricate patterns across her flesh without breaking the skin or drawing blood, Leo explained.

“It’s part sensation, part mindfuck. She knows they’re not going to cut her, although there are people who enjoy cutting. It’s about the good fear, safe fear, putting her into subspace.”

There were some other newbies in attendance, so all of them got an introductory class, courtesy of Tony, who Leo called in to take over. Two het couples, and two single guys Everett quickly sussed were gay. To Everett, it felt like the weirdest field trip ever as Tony ushered them around and narrated various scenes for them from a respectful distance.

While the two single guys were nice, neither flipped Everett’s switch in terms of physical attraction. Luke was only nineteen, too young for Everett’s taste. The other guy, Arlin, wasn’t ugly or anything, he just didn’t do anything for Everett. He also suspected the guy was a Top, anyway, and from some of what Everett had overheard, Arlin was new to the club but not the lifestyle. At least Everett knew he would come out of the evening with two new acquaintances who might later become friends, if nothing else.

And the ability to pay Lara, now that he’d made so many sales.

Watching Landry play with a friend of theirs, a man named Bob, was sexy as hell. He wouldn’t have thought Landry was so sadistic from talking to him at the restaurant.

Like a sponge, Everett soaked up everything he watched, storing it in a new mental file for all of…this.

It was a lot to take in, and he did so eagerly. So many things straight from his own fantasies, and more he’d never even thought about before, but which was also better than anything he’d dreamed.

Tilly, who didn’t join Landry’s scene, walked over and leaned in to whisper something to Leo. He nodded, and she moved to stand next to Everett.

Motioning to him to lean down, she whispered, “What are you doing next Saturday night?”

“Nothing. Why?”

She grinned. “Leo will give you the deets. You’re invited.” She patted him on the arm and moved on to talk to someone else.

Later, after Landry’s scene ended, Leo and Jesse took Everett back to the social area to talk. “Tilly and her guys are having a formal dinner party next Saturday night and you’re invited.”

Everett hoped he didn’t cringe to a noticeable level. “Formal?”

“Suit and tie, not tux.”

“Um, you know, it’s okay. I’ve got a ton of custom orders to do now and—”

“It wasn’t a request,” Leo said, smirking. “Tilly basically ordered me to order you, and I’m not crossing that lady.”

Everett didn’t want to buy a suit. He wanted to put the money he’d made tonight toward paying Lara. “I don’t have a suit,” he finally admitted.

“What size are you?” Jesse asked.

“Huh?”

Leo nodded. “Yeah, we’re about the same size. And what’s your shoe size?”

Somehow, Everett found himself not only invited, but Jesse had stepped outside to call Eva to look at some clothes in the back of Leo’s closet and confirm the sizes.

And now, he had no excuse, because Leo would loan him a suit and shoes.

“I’ll even come pick you up and we’ll bring you home after,” Leo said. “I have to run an errand that way on Saturday.”

Everett tried to think of a reason, any reason, to get out of it.

He couldn’t.

“I guess I can’t say no, can I?”

Jesse grinned. “Not to Tilly, no.”

“She seems like a nice lady, though.”

Both men laughed. “She is,” Jesse said, “but she’s scary as fuck if you aren’t on her good side. Trust me. No way in hell will I disobey her. No sane person who knows her is that stupid.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time Everett got out of there it was well after midnight and he felt exhausted. Driving home to the Tin Can, he wondered how long it’d take him to save up to get a place of his own. It was so convenient living right there next to Andy’s workshop, but Everett had to admit the tiny trailer’s cramped quarters had started to wear on his nerves.

Not that he’d ever admit that to Eve.

But even though it stung his pride to have to borrow a suit and shoes for the dinner party next week, he would accept that as a trade-off for how many sales he’d made tonight without even expecting he’d make one.

And it meant he had a lot of work ahead of him after hours. If he wasn’t so damn tired tonight, he’d fire up the forge and get to work.

At least he knew that, once he got caught up, he could make several pairs of the wrist irons in different sizes and have them ready for sale. It was very likely that once word of those got around he’d be selling more of them. He’d never made any before because he’d never really thought there’d be a reason to.

Need to order more stock, and chain.

He’d be blowing through what he had in short order at this rate.

He could also make more knives. Maybe even start making some of the more elaborate designs he’d been thinking about and hadn’t tried yet because he’d been too busy.

Busy was good. Busy meant money coming in.

Busy meant people liked his work and okay, sure, maybe he was still insecure about his skills despite what everyone told him. He wasn’t the only person in the universe who liked to receive validation.

Validation made even better when backed by monetary investment by others.

Yet another positive sign this had been the right decision? Another nudge from the greater universe at large?

He was sure Lara would probably think so, as would Eve.

As he collapsed into bed, he closed his eyes and tried to keep his mind off the things he’d seen tonight. He needed sleep, because tomorrow would be a long-ass day out in the workshop. He couldn’t afford to spend time whacking off to fantasies of some of the scenes he’d witnessed tonight.

Especially while envisioning Wylie as his submissive and taking a punishment for being such an obnoxious brat to him the other day.


Chapter Thirteen

 

After a nerve-wracking week, Everett wasn’t sure he would fit in tonight at Tilly’s dinner party. He’d even tried to gracefully back out during the week, but Leo had playfully implied attendance was mandatory, and Ev didn’t want to lose this job.

Maybe Leo hadn’t been quite that harsh, but Leo had insisted Everett would have a good time, and seemed extremely eager to get him out to meet more people. Plus, Leo had emphasized yet again that Tilly was someone Everett definitely wanted as a friend.

Besides, the man had come to pick him up and offered to drop him off at home later.

And it’ll get my mind off that stupid Wylie.

For some reason, the inept homesteader kept coming to mind, a total fish not just out of water, but like he’d been dropped into the center of a damned desert. The poor guy was going to have to either master his steep learning curve at light speed, or break down and hire experts to get the place up and running.

But why did he have to be so fucking cute?

Didn’t help that Wylie was now the star in all his masturbation fantasies.

While it stung his pride a little to have to admit he didn’t have a suit of his own to wear and he’d be wearing one of Leo’s, at least it was money he didn’t need to put out for something he might never wear again. He’d already paid Lara his half of the divorce fee, stopping by her office Wednesday and grabbing a quick lunch with her.

He’d just walked through the front door after Leo, and had greeted Nate and Jesse, when Eva walked into the room.

She pulled up short and stared at him. “Uh-uh. You have to shave.”

Everett bristled. “Why?”

“Scratch that. Shave and a haircut.”

“Two bits,” Jesse playfully chimed in.

Resentment rolled through him. “Why should I? Shouldn’t someone who’s interested in me like the real me?”

Nate crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose,” he drawled with more than a little British accent tossed in. “The other way of looking at it is that you’re using your appearance as an integrated suit of armor so you can set yourself up to fail, since you believe you should punish yourself instead of admitting you’re human like the rest of us mortals. Or would you prefer I find you a couple of ravens and poke one of your eyes out?”

“Huh?”

“See? You look like a Viking and yet have no clue who Odin is.”

“I don’t have time to get a haircut, or time to shave, most of the time.” What really burned his pride was the fact that before going to work for Leo, he usually didn’t have the extra money for the haircut.

Although maybe Nate was on the mark about the shaving part.

Like hell he’d admit either of those points now. “I look the part for BARF,” Everett added. “It’s what I do.”

“That’s a weak excuse at best,” Nate said. “Your friend, Andy? At the Sarasota event? He was clean-shaven and had short hair.”

“His wife makes him shave and trim.”

“Well, then. There you are.”

Eva started pushing on Everett’s back, herding him down the hallway. “Come on, Thor. Time to shear your ass.”

“But—”

“No buts,” she said. “You want to spend the rest of your life alone? Or would you like a chance to maybe find someone who might be your kinky match?”

He turned and looked to Leo for help.

The man held up his hands. “I vote shave. And she used to cut my hair all the time while we were married. She does a great job.”

Even Jesse nodded. “You’re scruffy, but not in the cute way. At least manicure your beard.”

“Fuck,” Everett muttered, knowing he was outnumbered. Even worse, hating to admit maybe they had a valid point.

Eva pointed at the guest bathroom. “Move it, Thor.”

Twenty minutes later, she’d taken a pair of trimmers to his hair and beard, and left him alone with a fresh disposable razor and shaving gel after she cleaned up the hair from the bathroom floor.

Resigned, he stared into the mirror. Okay, yeah, he did look better like this. A lot better. And it wouldn’t be nearly as hot working at the forge if he didn’t have long hair.

When he emerged ten minutes later, Jesse’s eyebrows shot up. “Holy shit, you’re fucking hot!” He glanced Leo’s way. “Sorry, Sir. No offense to you intended. I had no idea he was that hot.”

Leo wore a playful smirk as he draped an arm around Jesse’s shoulders. “No worries. I’d have to be dead or straight not to notice him myself. He’s right. You look hot, Ev.”

Nate snorted. “Hell, I’m straight and I think he looks hot.”

“You guys are just saying that,” Everett muttered.

Eva took his hands. “No, they’re not. I’m a woman, and yes, I agree, you look damn good. We’re going to dress you up and show you off and hopefully find you at least a few new friends. Tilly said they have a friend they’ve invited to the party tonight, and he’s single and gay. She says she thinks he’d be perfect for you.”

“Yeah, but is he kinky?”

The other four looked at each other and burst into laughter.

“Duh,” Leo said. “He’ll be at the party. They don’t invite vanillas to these shindigs. Now go get dressed so we’re not late.”

Eva led him to the guest bedroom, where she’d laid out several options for him and finally settled on which combo would look best on him before leaving him alone to change. Fortunately, he and Leo wore the same size shoes.

When Everett stepped out of the guest room, he was still fighting a losing battle with the tie. He held it up. “Help? I can’t do these things.”

Hell, he didn’t even own one.

Eva walked over and fixed it for him. “You. Look. Amazing.”

“No shit,” Jesse said. “If I was single, I’d be panting all over you.”

“Really?”

“My boy’s not allowed to lie,” Leo said.

Eva finished tying his tie for him. “There.” She plucked a piece of lint from his shoulder. “First rule of kinky dating is you have to fish in the right pond. Second rule is you have to have the right bait. We’ve got both those points covered now. Maybe you’ll meet someone tonight, maybe not. The point is, you might meet someone who knows someone who points you two in the same direction. You have to start somewhere. If nothing else, you’ll end the night with more friends than you started.”

“I feel like an imposter. Who’s going to be interested in a broke blacksmith?”

She poked him in the shoulder. “Uh, maybe some subbie guy looking for a strong, handsome Dom. Duh. Both Jesse and I fell in love with Leo.”

“And I’m rather fond of him myself,” Nate added, smirking. “Although, platonically.”

Everett felt his face heat. “Sorry.”

“Forgiven,” Eva said. “But don’t be insulting to people. Just because you’re not a college grad doesn’t mean people won’t be interested in you. And if they’re that shallow, you don’t want to be with them anyway, because they’re damn sure not good enough for you.”

Part of him wished he’d driven himself to the party so he could leave when he wanted to if he became overwhelmed. Then again, showing up in his work van wasn’t exactly “classy.” He brought his bag with his other clothes in it so he could change and leave the borrowed clothes with Leo, who could drop him off at home after the party without having to go back to their place first.

When he saw the house they were going to, he rethought that idea anyway, of driving himself. It was a good thing he’d ridden with them. The large house sat on several acres of property with a private gate that required you punch in an access code for entry. The long driveway curved in front of the house, where nearly a dozen cars were already parked.

Not exactly a place his work van would fit in for a social event.

“What are people going to expect from me tonight?” he asked as Leo drove them toward the house.

“Absolutely nothing,” Nate said. “It’s not a play party. It’s a semi-formal dinner. By that meaning you’ll see submissives and slaves serving their partners and possibly other Dominants, depending on their situation.”

“Serving?”

“Food and drink. Not blowjobs and fucking.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

“Not everything we do is sexual,” Nate said. “Remember, the brain is the body’s biggest sex organ.”

“So…what do I do?”

“Be polite and respectful. They’re going to use a wristband system. You’ll have one that indicates you’re a single Dominant. You’ll likely be approached by single submissives who want to talk to you, or there might be taken submissives who enjoy service who will be serving people besides just their Dominant.”

“What about Jesse and Eva?”

Leo and Nate exchanged a glance and started laughing. “We’re selfish,” Leo said. “While we consider you extended family, and they can get you food or drink if they want to, they normally only serve us. In a situation like this, both of us. And you, of course.”

Jesse piped up. “I don’t mind serving Nate, because he’s pack. We all take care of each other at home anyway. And you’re a friend, so I know it’s not weird.”

“What Jesse said,” Eva added.

“So how do I keep women from hitting on me all night?”

“They’ll go through that with you.” Leo parked and turned to stare at him. “You want to keep making excuses, or do you want to go meet some new friends and enjoy yourself?”

Everett hated that they were right. “I get it.”

“No,” Nate said as he also turned. “I don’t think you do. We’re not forcing you to do this. You could have said ‘no’ at any time, and yet you didn’t. You let Eva tidy you up. You let us dress you. Obviously, there is a subconscious part of your brain that wishes to change your situation, whether you want to admit it or not. How about giving in and letting go?”

“I though Dominants are in control?”

“Of what they can control. I can’t control the weather, mate. I can’t control what someone thinks about me. Leo couldn’t control the fact that he was in an accident, or that we nearly lost Eva during Kenny’s birth. You need to admit that you’re tired of being alone and you feel guilty about moving forward. Once you finally do that, and let go, you might be amazed at what happens.”

They all stared at him.

“Okay, fine, so I feel guilty, all right? She wasted seven fucking years of her life on me before everything blew up because I was too chickenshit to admit I’m gay. There. I said it. Happy?”

Nate slowly nodded. “So don’t do that again, then, right? A woman starts hitting on you, politely smile and say, ‘Sorry, I’m gay.’ It’s that easy.”

“You’re straight. How would you know?”

Nate pointed to Leo. “Because he and I have had numerous talks, that’s why. You are not the first gay man in the history of the world to marry a woman.”

Eva snorted.

Nate pointed at her. “Quiet in the peanut gallery.”

She smiled but didn’t speak.

“Tonight,” Leo continued, “is about being able to just be who we are without judgment. We can freely discuss any topic without worrying if anyone can overhear us, or running into people we don’t want to run into. Consider tonight your kinky kindergarten. You’re going to start meeting a wider circle of people than who get to come out to the dinners or the club.”

Leo and Nate got out, opening the doors on their respective sides for their partners. Everett ended up climbing out the passenger side door, following Jesse, and fell into step behind both couples. Leo and Jesse held hands as they walked up to the door, while Eva held Nate’s right arm.

At the door they were greeted by a handsome man in a nice pair of slacks and button-up shirt. Instead of a tie, the top button of his shirt was left unfastened, exposing a leather collar around his neck.

“Hey!” the man said, leaning in for hugs from the two couples as Everett hung back.

Leo turned and indicated Everett. “Cris, this is our friend, Everett. Completely new to the lifestyle. Single, gay, Dominant. He’s the one I spoke to Tilly about. I vouched for him. He works for me, too.”

Cris extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Everett. I’m Cris, Tilly and Landry’s husband. They told me about you. Sorry I couldn’t be there Saturday. Welcome to our home.”

Everett shook with him. “Thanks for inviting me tonight.”

There was a small folding table set up in the foyer with several small, plastic storage boxes on top, each one labelled, corresponding with a chart on the wall above it with each wristband. There were also name tag stickers and markers to write with.

“Left wrist is Dominant,” Cris explained, “and right is submissive. Switches pick whichever one they want, or, hell, one of each. So, Everett, you’ll want to put your wristband on your left wrist.”

“How do I remember that, much less all of these colors?” It was confusing.

“It’s easy. Red, which many people will be wearing, means stop. If people are wearing red, they’re not single, or at least they’re not available.”

Both Leo and Nate handed Jesse and Eva red wristbands.

Cris continued. “Think of orange as caution. You’ll mostly see submissives wearing that color. That means they’re taken, but they are free to serve others tonight if they want to. Consider it a sign of friendship or respect if someone offers you something and they’re wearing an orange wristband.

“Green means someone’s available to talk with or be served—or serve anyone they want to, if they’re a submissive—but not necessarily that they’re single. It also means you can ask a submissive wearing a green band to get you something. Whether they do or not is up to them. Plus, it means they’re not interested in discussing relationships or play situations tonight, though, unless they bring it up first.”

“So I can’t talk to someone wearing red?”

“You can talk to anyone,” Cris said. “I don’t think anyone in this group tonight has strict protocols preventing talking. If a submissive is with a Dominant, before you talk to the submissive, make sure it’s all right with their Dominant. But if you do start to talk to a lone submissive and they don’t say anything, just give a quick apology and disengage, and don’t take offense because they certainly won’t, as long as you do that. And don’t ask someone with red or orange to serve you. Unless, of course, they’ve offered to.”

“I’m never going to remember all of this.”

“It’s not as daunting as it sounds, trust me.” Cris pointed at the board. “The blue wristbands mean someone is not only available for service, but they’re single, or at least available, and looking for a relationship.”

“So…they’re single.”

“Or poly,” Cris said.

“What?”

“I’ll explain later,” Leo said. “You’re not poly, from what you’ve told me.”

“Okay.”

“Now, you’ll notice there’s solid and a checkered blue wristbands,” Cris continued. “Because the way we set it up, only people who are available and looking wear blue. Solid means het, checkered means not-het. How not-het they are will have to be determined by discussions between the individuals. It’s an ice-breaker. We tried to simplify things.”

“I’d hate to see what complicated would look like,” Everett snarked.

Cris smiled. “Tilly originally had about twelve different wrist bands. We made her whittle it down.”

“Okay, let me make sure I understand this. I’m single and gay and Dominant and available. That means I’d wear a checkered blue one on my left wrist?”

“Yep.” Cris handed him one. “Don’t worry, we made several charts and hung them all over the place. Think blue, sail on through. It’s an old boating phrase for water depths.”

Everett struggled with the wristband, until Eva took it away from him and put it on him. While she did, he noticed Cris wasn’t wearing a wristband.

“What about you?” Everett asked.

“What about me?”

“You’re not wearing a wristband.”

He smiled. “It’s my house. Besides, it’s…confusing for our situation. Tilly isn’t, either, although Landry is.”

“Any other rules?”

“Basically, besides being polite, is that Dominants shouldn’t have to serve themselves, unless they choose to. So if you decide to serve yourself, don’t be surprised if male and female submissives suddenly offer to get you stuff.”

“I’m going to feel weird asking people I don’t know to serve me,” Everett said.

Cris grinned. “I take it you don’t go to many restaurants?”

“That’s different. I’m paying for it then.”

“No one here tonight will do anything they don’t want to do. Some people, their kink is service. They enjoy serving others. They’ll be offering to do it. It’s not like you’re taking advantage of them. Just be polite and remember your please and thank yous and it’ll be fine.”

“You have to start somewhere,” Leo advised. “At least we’re not dumping you into the deep end of the pool with a private play party.”

Cris laughed. “This is true. Especially one with Ross competing in a rigging contest.”

For some reason, that made everyone laugh. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

As he dressed, Wylie realized how long it’d been since he’d put on a suit.

Since before he left LA.

He had to admit it felt good getting dressed up for a change. As he stared into the mirror and worked on his tie, he tried to settle his nerves.

He’d dated before, sure. Had relationships with guys. Even kinky relationships.

All of them had tanked, and it wasn’t until now he realized why.

He’d been in relationships with other submissives.

Well, except for Ralph, and he tried not to think about that guy. Ralph was a special circumstance. An exception.

A bad exception he’d rather not think about.

It hurt too damn much.

He’d never been attracted to biker Daddy bears—no offense to any of them, it just wasn’t his thing. He liked suit-and-tie guys, no denying it. And most of the guys he’d been attracted to, who had that Dominant vibe going on, were either straight or taken.

Except Ralph.

Hindsight’s perfect. He stared into the mirror. Landry’s right. I need to take risks if I want to gain anything.

But as he looked around at his house, he wondered if he really had the best judgment. He was in over his head and he’d be an idiot to deny it. If he broke down and called in “experts” to do everything, he’d eat through his savings.

He thought about the insufferably handsome Everett and shoved that thought away. Not only was the guy likely straight, Wylie wasn’t attracted to him in anything but a superficial way. Sexy Viking vibe or not, the guy was too scruffy for his tastes. Just because he had gorgeous eyes and an even more gorgeous ass meant nothing.

I have to do this on my own.

If nothing else, to silence his mother’s voice in his head, and Ralph’s stupid taunts. Of course that was an absolutely shitty reason to want to make this work out, and he realized that, but there he was.

There were over thirty cars parked in the yard when he arrived, so he parked and took one last look at himself in the mirror before he headed for their front door.

Cris greeted Wylie and covered all the wristband options with him. After taking a deep breath, Wylie selected a blue checkered one.

“Right wrist?” Wylie asked, even though he was staring at the chart where it was marked.

The other man smiled. “It’s all right to feel nervous. We all were. This is a big first step for you.”

Wylie managed to get the wristband on his right wrist and wrote himself a name tag.

“And you don’t have to serve anyone,” Cris said. “If someone asks you to get something and you don’t want to, just say, ‘Sorry, I’m not available right now,’ and no harm, no foul.”

“You sure?”

“Have you met my wife and husband?” He grinned. “You honestly think any of us would allow something to happen against someone’s will?”

“True.” He couldn’t imagine Tilly or Landry, much less Cris, tolerating anyone forcing someone to do something.

“We’re still in social mode,” Cris said. “There’s still an hour until dinner. Why don’t you try to mingle?”

“What do I do at dinner? What if no one wants me to serve them?”

Cris rested his hands on the man’s shoulders. “You’re overthinking this. You can, of course, eat whenever you want. And you can talk to anyone, not just people who are available. We’ve invited several singles tonight, as well as some people who are totally new who needed a low-key event to get their feet wet and meet people locally. Like yourself.”

Nodding, he took a deep breath. “Sorry. Just really nervous. I haven’t really been in an…organized kinky group before.” Maybe his nerves would take his mind off Everett. Hell, maybe he’d meet someone who’d take his mind off Everett.

“That’s okay. Nervous is fine. We were all nervous once. These are nice people. Have fun.”

Cris led him into the house and immediately introduced him to a group of three men and a woman. One of the men wore a green wristband on his left wrist, one wore green on his right, while the woman wore a red one on her right and the other man wore a red one on his left.

“This is Dani, Todd, Coop, and Hunter,” Cris introduced. “Gang, this is Wylie. He’s brand-brand new and knows no one except me and mine. Could you please take him under your collective wings tonight and introduce him around?”

“Be glad to,” Coop said, leading the handshakes. He wore a green wristband on his left wrist.

“Please don’t fry his brain, huh?” Cris teased.

Coop smiled. “Spoilsport.”

Cris left Wylie to them. Wylie noticed they were all wearing matching wedding bands. “Is it okay if I talk to all of you?”

“Yes,” Coop said. “Dani and Hunter can talk to anyone tonight.”

Wylie assumed Hunter was Coop’s husband, based on the fact that Coop had his arm draped around Hunter’s shoulders, and Dani leaned against Todd.

“So…you’re married to Hunter?”

All four of them suddenly wore mischievous grins. “I’m married to Todd,” Coop said. “Hunter and Dani are married.”

Wylie tried to process that, and the fact that Coop leaned over and kissed Hunter’s forehead before smiling again.

Dani burst out laughing. “Okay, guys. Cris said he’s new and specifically said not to fry his brain. Go easy on him.” She reached over and touched his shoulder. “The four of us are in a poly quad. We make Cris, Tilly, and Landry look positively Puritanical by relationship standards.” She quickly explained their dynamic.

That simultaneously cleared things up and confused Wylie even more.

He turned to Coop. “Let me get this straight. You’re a straight man married to a gay man?”

“Correct.”

“And Hunter, you’re a gay man married to a straight woman?”

“Yep.”

“We all live together,” Todd added. “And we switch things up all the time. It’s not always all four of us in the same bed at the same time. Sometimes it’s Hunter and me, sometimes it’s me and Dani. Or even me and Coop. It depends on who’s feeling what.”

“That’s…really confusing. Not judging you, just…commenting. But if it’s working for you, then good for you.”

“Oh, it works quite well for us,” Coop said. “In a case like tonight, where there’s no play involved, I don’t mind letting other submissives serve me, or having Hunter serving other Dominants. Todd and Dani don’t want to serve or be served for a variety of reasons. In fact, we’ll probably be finding her a comfy place to sit at some point and parking her there for the evening.”

They’d also explained her health issues. “Sorry. That must be rough.”

She shrugged. “Today’s a good day. I enjoy the good days to the fullest and try not to overdo it.”

A couple of times while they were talking, Wylie caught a glimpse of a really hot guy talking with some others out on the lanai, but he couldn’t see the guy’s wristband due to the blazer the man wore.

He was going to go take a closer look when the quad he was talking with introduced him to Holly and Walt, Rachel and Andrew, and Paul and Lynn. All three couples wore red wristbands, the men on their left wrists, the women on their right. As Wylie talked with them, at least he discovered that there were some people in attendance with easy-to-understand dynamics.

He lost sight of hot Mystery Hunk on the lanai, but was introduced to even more people.

Jake and Ben were a couple, also both wearing red wristbands. But the trio of Glen, Wade, and Justin, all three men wore green wristbands.

At one point, Tilly dodged through and came to a screeching halt when she spotted him. “Wylie! How long have you been here?”

“Less than an hour. Cris let me in.”

“Shoot. I have someone I want you to meet. I think he’s here already. Don’t you dare leave tonight without seeing me first, okay?”

He tipped her a two-fingered salute from his temple. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Smart-ass.” She pecked him on the cheek and dashed off again as someone called for her.

When he turned, he found everyone he was currently talking with staring and smiling at him.

“What?” It seriously creeped him out.

Paul laughed. “Looks like she’s put a target on you.”

“Huh?”

“Tilly the matchmaker,” Justin said. “She’s good at that. Wicked good. Just know what you’re getting into with her. She won’t relent until she thinks you’re happy.”

“Word,” Paul said, rubbing his jaw, which made everyone laugh for some reason.

 

* * * *

 

Everett tried to relax and enjoy the evening. Leo had basically kicked him out of the metaphorical nest, introducing him around and then slipping away while Everett was talking so as to force him to make new acquaintances.

So far, while he’d seen plenty of available female submissives and male Dominants, and several male submissives wearing solid blue wristbands, he’d yet to run across any single “non-het” male submissives.

Although, as busy as the place was, with people already spilling into the air-conditioned tent where dinner would be held, there might be plenty of unicorns bouncing around out there.

They aren’t unicorns. This is my first time meeting people. No expectations.

He’d spent enough time talking himself down even before Leo had arrived to pick him up. He should know better than to get his hopes up in the slightest.

A couple of times, female submissives did come by to ask if he wanted a refill on his iced tea, but he politely declined until a male submissive did.

Green band. Still, he was a cute guy and took Everett’s mind off Wylie…who, for some stupid reason, had been on his mind all evening.

“Refill, sir?”

“Yes, please.” He handed the guy his cup. “Iced tea, unsweetened.”

The guy respectfully tipped his head and hurried off. When he returned, Everett thanked him. “Can I ask you a question…Scott?” He’d had to lean in to read the guy’s name tag. Then, he had a thought. “Oh! Are you by any chance Keith’s Scott?”

He hadn’t yet met Keith, because he’d been out at another job when Keith had notified Leo they were ready for the forklift repair. Leo had gone with Carl to handle it.

The man smiled. “That’s me. Have we met?”

“I work for Leo.”

“Oh, sure.” His smile brightened. “What was your question?”

“Question? Oh, yeah, heh, sorry. I shiny-squirreled there for a moment.” Everett held up his left wrist. “Don’t suppose you’ve seen a potential checkered match for me running around here, huh?” He hoped his smile made the comment come off in a joking manner. “Or should I give up and settle for chatting with people this evening?”

“Oh.” The guy looked around, obviously searching for someone. “You know, there is another guy around here…” He turned back to him and looked at his name tag. “Everett. When I see the guy again, I’ll make sure I send him your way.”

Everett refused to let hope creep in. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“I take it you’re new to the Suncoast Society?”

“Yes, that’d be me. I don’t just work for Leo. I’m also friends with him and his…pack. Rebecca, Logan, and Toby introduced me to them. I came with Leo and the others tonight. And I know Eliza and Rusty from the ren fairs.”

“Awesome. Follow me, and I’ll introduce you to my wife and my Master.”

“Your—” He realized it’d be stupid to be confused based on the people he’d already met, much less Tilly, Cris, and Landry.

Just go with it. “Sure. Thanks. That’d be nice.”

Scott smiled and led the way.

Everett followed.

 

* * * *

 

There were probably close to a hundred people at the party. Maybe more. Wylie had wondered how they were going to handle feeding all those people when the tent was pointed out to him. Right next to the door to the lanai, it was enclosed and air-conditioned, meaning they’d all be comfortable in the warm evening. People had already started wandering in there from the house, so he followed when the group he’d been talking with headed in that direction.

He also caught another glimpse of the mystery hunk on the other side of the lanai, but Wylie still couldn’t see his wristband, so he didn’t want to embarrass himself by walking over there just to look.

Meanwhile, he chatted. He liked that no one in the group he was talking to expected him to serve them. They talked with him like anyone else. No pompous asshattery or forced arbitrary protocols.

Just people being…people.

Definitely the most relaxed lifestyle event he’d ever attended.

While he watched other submissives serving Dominants, it didn’t seem that any of the Dominants were gay. Or, if they were gay, they weren’t single, because they weren’t wearing blue checkered wristbands.

Right now the group he was talking with contained couples and triads, straight, bi, and gay, and people from every walk of life, it seemed.

Bill and Gabe, a man and woman he was currently speaking with, were warm and friendly.

“So do you like living in Florida?” Gabe asked.

“I’m getting used to it. It’ll be a lot better once I get my house finished the way I want it.” He decided to leave off the details, mostly because he was embarrassed by them.

“I think it’s fascinating that you’re going to homestead.”

“It’s a lot of hard work and definitely a steep learning curve, as I’m finding. What do you two do for a living?”

They shared a smile and both said, “Public safety,” in unison before softly chuckling.

“Sorry,” Bill said, “but we need to protect our privacy. No offense.”

“None taken. I guess if I wasn’t retired I might be the same way.”

“Thanks for understanding,” he said.

A man walked past Wylie, stopped, backed up, and smiled. Wylie wasn’t sure why, because the guy was wearing a green wristband on his right wrist.

“Hi?”

“Just to confirm, are you single…Wylie?” the guy asked. His name tag read Scott.

“Yes?”

“And gay?”

“Yes?”

“Can I steal you for a moment? I have a gentleman who asked me to keep an eye out if I ran into someone like yourself.” He pointed to Wylie’s wristband.

Gabe smiled. “Good luck.”

“Thanks for the chat,” Wylie told them, shaking hands with both before following Scott out of the tent.

Scott paused for a moment, looking around, before taking off again.

That’s when Wylie felt the start of a panic attack creeping up on him as they were apparently heading for a small cluster of people who stood chatting inside the house.

Including Mystery Hunk, who stood with his back to them.

And who, as he reached up with his left hand to scratch at the back of his neck, just under his hairline, exposed a checkered blue wristband.

Thank you, powers that be!

Wylie was already practicing in his head what to say, what not to say, how not to trip over his own tongue while focusing on not hyperventilating, when Scott touched the man’s shoulder.

“I found him.”

Mystery Hunk turned and Wylie felt himself frozen by a gorgeous pair of…familiar-looking bluish-green eyes that hardened his cock like iron. He couldn’t even look away to see what the guy’s name was.

Then Scott spoke. “Everett, this is Wylie.”

Wylie felt his stomach contract as not-so-Mystery Hunk’s handsome lips quirked in a smirk. “Funny meeting you here.”

Wylie tried to say something, found his voice coming out in a squeak, and had to swallow before he finally managed to say something completely lame and utterly dumbass.

“H-hi.”

“Oh,” Scott said. “You’ve met before?”

“Briefly. Through work.” Everett’s gaze never left Wylie’s, pinning him in place.

“Well, I’ll leave you guys to it, then,” Scott said with a smile, apparently oblivious to the fact that Wylie was torn between wanting to crawl under a rock in shame and dive into this hunk’s pants.

This…this man was…

Gorgeous.

Everett filled out the suit perfectly, and with the fresh haircut and shave, Wylie wanted to climb him like a tree and peel him like a banana before seeing how many licks it’d take to reach his warm, gooey center.

I’m fucked.

Everett’s right eyebrow slid up in a deliciously sexy arch that Wylie was pretty sure had left a damp spot inside his briefs in the aftermath.

He held his cup out to Wylie. “I would greatly appreciate a refill on my iced tea, if you don’t mind.”

Wylie found his hand reaching for it, Everett not letting go immediately and Wylie’s fingers suddenly stroking Everett’s with a mind of their own.

“S-sweet or unsweetened, Sir?”

Yeah. He heard the capital letter.

So, apparently, did Everett, because his smirk widened and grew exponentially sexier.

“Unsweetened, please. Thank you.”

Wylie numbly nodded and turned to find a drink table.

 

* * * *

 

Everett wished he could reach down and adjust his cock in his borrowed slacks. He hadn’t expected to run into Wylie here of all freaking places, but his interactions with the guy suddenly made more sense when put into this context.

Wylie hadn’t known Everett was gay, and vice-versa.

And he could tell from the shock on Wylie’s face that the man had definitely liked what he’d seen when he realized who he was.

Even if nothing else happened other than Wylie filled his cup for him, it’d been worth coming tonight just to see his expression when Wylie recognized him.

Keith looked amused. Leaning in, he dropped his voice. “There seems to be a bit of shock on his part.”

“Our previous dealings were…a little contentious,” Everett said. “Nothing bad. Just got off on the wrong foot.”

Keith grinned. “Have fun with him, then.”

“I plan to.”

Yeah, he wouldn’t piss the guy off because, hellooo, customer.

However…

If Wylie was there at the party, he was there because he was kinky, too.

Tilly rushed up. “Did I just see you talking to Wylie?”

“He’s getting me a refill. Why?”

“Oh, good! I wanted to introduce you two.” She leaned in. “Lan’s known him for a couple of years, through work. A little high-strung sometimes, but that’s because he’s bouncing around as a single subbie. Had some bad relationship luck. Needs a firm, trustworthy hand.”

She dropped him a wink and patted him on the shoulder before disappearing again.

Hmm.

Wylie returned with his cup of iced tea, still looking a tad shell-shocked. “Here you go, Sir,” he quietly said.

Everett took the cup from him, pausing as he wrapped his fingers around it, this time stroking Wylie’s fingers. “Thank you.”

“Y-you’re welcome, Sir.”

Everett held his gaze for a long moment. “Can we go talk for a minute? Alone?”

Wylie licked his lips and nodded.


Chapter Fifteen

 

The only clear space where they could talk without going outside was in the entryway by the front door, and the tent provided no privacy. Of course Wylie followed Everett. He couldn’t have told Everett no even if he wanted to.

And he definitely did not want to.

Except…there was that tiny little problem of feeling like a complete and utter asshole. That, during their initial meeting, he’d been less than polite and courteous to Everett, based a little on the man’s appearance at the time and mostly on his own insecurities, triggered by Everett’s perfectly logical and polite question. It was something he’d felt increasingly ashamed of, especially since he’d never managed to make it over there to apologize to him in person. He’d been busy and just…

Didn’t do it.

The guy had cleaned up well, and even though that sounded shallow of him, Wylie realized he hadn’t given Everett a very fair initial evaluation. Everett had also definitely not deserved for Wylie to go off on him like he had.

As in Wylie’s cock was now begging him to beg Everett to give him another chance, and this time he promised not to act like a jerk.

He followed Everett to the entryway, where Everett stood with his back to the rest of the house while Wylie had ended up against the front door.

“So,” Everett said, his voice so low no one else could overhear. “Guess we need to have a talk.”

Wylie fought the urge to hold his breath. “Yeah.”

He wouldn’t blame Everett if the guy hated him. The more Wylie looked back on the conversation that morning, the more he realized Everett would be completely within his rights to tell him to go fuck himself right the fucking fuckety fuck off.

Fucking hell.

Everett transferred his cup to his left hand and stuck out his right. “Everett Cannon. I’m a blacksmith and welder. Do a lot of ren fairs and stuff. And, I’ve been told by others, I clean up rather well.”

Wylie shook with him. “Wylie Young, retired software engineer and utter failure as a homesteader, with an unfortunate penchant for sticking my foot in my mouth without meaning to. And yes, you clean up amazingly well. And yes, I realize that makes me sound like a horrible douche, but I did mention the foot-in-mouth disease, right?” He didn’t want to let go of Everett’s hand.

So he didn’t.

There went the corner of Everett’s mouth again, quirking up in a sexy smirk. “I wouldn’t say you’re an utter failure as a homesteader. You haven’t given up yet.”

Wylie’s soft laugh came out like a bark. “You haven’t been back lately. Not much has changed.”

They were still holding hands.

And Wylie was still utterly captivated by this man in front of him.

“Feel like sitting together for dinner tonight, or are you here with someone?”

“I’m not.” Horror flashed through him. “I mean, I’m not here with someone, and yes, I’d like to sit together. Please. Thank you. Sorry.”

Everett’s smirk widened. “I didn’t drive myself tonight. I rode with friends, so when they leave, I’ll have to leave. Unless you feel like driving me home by then. I’m not far from your place.”

“How’d you know—oh. Duh. Of course you know where I live. Sorry. Yes. I mean—” He winced. “I swear I’m not an idiot. Yes, I’d be happy to drive you home.”

“To give us time to talk,” Everett said. “Not asking for more than that tonight.”

Wylie nodded.

“I’m going to be up front with you that I’m not poly. I don’t share. So if monogamy isn’t your thing, tell me now.”

Wylie’s heart trip-hammered in his chest. How perfect was this? “I’m not poly, either. I’m a one-man man.”

Everett gently squeezed Wylie’s hand. “Then how about we both change our wristbands to red and spend the evening talking? If at any time you decide no thanks, come change it again.”

Wylie stared at where their hands were joined, his gaze slowly traveling up to Everett’s captivating eyes. “Yes, Sir,” he heard himself say.

Everett stepped over to the table, leading Wylie behind him. He set his cup down on the table and used the pair of scissors there to cut his wristband off, then Wylie’s. Grabbing two red ones, he finally let go of Wylie’s hand to put Wylie’s on him first, then his own.

Wylie’s heart continued hammering in his chest as he stared first at the wristband, then back up at Everett. “I’m sorry I acted like a jerk that day. It’s…a long story and was totally about me, not you. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Apology accepted.” Everett picked up his cup and stared at him over the edge of it as he took a sip. “I’m not a stupid man. I’m human. I’m not going to lie and say I’m not a little insecure sometimes because I don’t have a college degree. I enjoy what I do, I work hard at it, and I’m good at it. This is fair warning. If what I do for a living, and who I am, isn’t enough for you, I won’t be able to change that about me.”

“You were right the other day,” Wylie admitted. “About me being in over my head. You were right, and it humiliated me. Not that you meant to,” he quickly added. “That’s completely on me. That’s part of why I blew up. I’m in way over my head and someone called me on it. I was upset that someone finally pegged me as the faker I feel like I am. And that’s what I meant by someone like you—you are good with your hands and you’re so much smarter than I am in a lot of ways. I never meant it to be anything about your background in a negative way. But I can’t fail. If I do, I’m done. That’s my life and retirement there. And I was attracted to you and thought you were straight and adding all that in…”

Wylie sighed. “Hi, I’m Wylie, and I’m an idiot. I’m really sorry. I just have a lot on my mind, and a lot of stress with everything going on at the…homestead.”

Something about Everett’s expression softened. “Then it gives us something else to talk about, doesn’t it?”

 

* * * *

 

Had Everett met this version of the guy the other day…well, he might have been willing to try to ask Wylie out then, if he’d known for sure he was gay. This guy was sexy and cute and totally not an asshole.

In fact, he felt sorry for him, in a protective kind of way. In a want to fix everything for him kind of way.

He wasn’t going to claim this was love at first sight or any bullshit like that despite the fact that he hadn’t been able to get Wylie out of his mind since that morning. After what he’d put Lara through, he refused to jump into something.

Then again, they’d dated, and then lived together for a year, and he’d still fucked up.

Past is past.

They headed back to rejoin the others, and Everett introduced Wylie to people the other man hadn’t met yet.

As they made their way toward the dinner tent, they caught up with Leo and the others and Everett introduced them.

When Leo heard Wylie’s name, his gaze narrowed, but Everett cut his thought off at the pass. “We’re cool,” Everett assured him. “Starting over. Water under the bridge. Apology given, accepted, and done.”

Leo nodded, but Everett could tell his boss would be keeping an eye on Wylie.

Fine with him, a second set of eyes on the situation—especially experienced eyes—wasn’t a bad thing.

Wylie placed his hand on Everett’s arm to get his attention. “Do you mind if I call you ‘Sir’ tonight? I guess I should have asked that before I did it.”

“I don’t mind.” Everett’s cock twitched again. “I like it.”

Wylie dropped his voice even as he tugged on Everett’s arm to get him to hang back a step. “Leo hates me, doesn’t he? You told him what happened between us?”

Everett smirked. “You’re not his favorite customer, no. He told me that if I wanted him to, if you ever called back, he’d tell you to go fuck yourself.”

“Sorry.”

“You apologized to me already. But I suspect you’ll be working hard to earn Leo’s respect back, if things progress between us. He’s a good man and he’s loyal to his employees.”

“I’m really sorry.”

Everett patted his arm in a comforting way. “Let’s see what happens tonight. No expectations.”

He liked it when Wylie’s fingers laced through his and it felt…right.

Perfect.

As if made for each other.

They were about to head into the tent when Rebecca, Toby, and Logan walked up, hugging him.

“Hey,” Logan said. “Glad to see you made the invite list.”

“Me, too.” He introduced Wylie to them.

“I know I already said this, but that knife is amazing,” Logan said. “We’ve already given it a lot of use.”

“And the irons,” Rebecca said with a grin.

“Knife? Irons?” Wylie asked.

“The knife and wrist irons we bought from him. He made them.” Logan whipped out his phone to show Wylie pictures of the items, and Everett would be lying if he didn’t feel some measure of satisfaction at the way Wylie’s jaw practically dropped.

“You made those?” Wylie asked him.

“I do custom blades and other work, yes.”

“That’s…that’s amazing. Do you have pictures of your other work?”

“Let’s go take our seats first.”

 

* * * *

 

Shame embedded even more deeply into Wylie’s brain. This guy wasn’t “just” a blacksmith or welder. He was a true artisan, if his other work looked a fraction as amazing as the knife he’d seen a picture of.

Everett chose seats on the other side of the table from Leo and his husband, Jesse. People were still picking out seats when Everett withdrew his phone from an inside pocket of his blazer and swiped to something, then handed Wylie the phone.

The first picture was a beautiful sword, several pics following it close-ups of the handle. More swords, knives, and other items, like intricate ironwork pieces, filled the photo album.

When he returned Everett’s phone to him, he couldn’t miss the spark in the man’s eyes.

“That’s…that’s gorgeous,” Wylie softly said. “You’re amazing.”

“Thank you.” He returned his phone to his pocket. “I went to work for Leo because I need to think about my future. I’m never going to get ahead, otherwise. My wife finally filed for divorce.”

“Your…wife?” Okay, more proof Wylie needed to keep his libido in check.

“We’ve been separated for two years. Amicably. I moved out after I finally admitted to her I was gay.”

“Oh.”

“She’s met someone she’s serious about. I didn’t have the money to file for divorce before now. The only thing left to do is getting officially divorced. We’ve lived completely separate lives in all ways since I moved out. If I don’t want to spend the rest of my life living in a ratty old travel trailer in my friends’ backyard, I need to get serious about making money. It was actually Rebecca, Logan, and Toby who introduced me to Leo. They’re friends through the Suncoast Society, and…here I am.”

“Lucky for me,” Wylie said, staring up into his eyes. Even sitting down Everett was still noticeably taller than his own five eight. “Can I get your dinner, Sir?”

He loved the way Everett smiled. “You certainly can. I’ll start with salad, please. Ranch dressing if they have it, if not, whatever’s available. Let me know what my entree options are when you return, please.”

“Yes, Sir.” He practically jumped up out of his seat to go get it for him. He wasn’t sure if he was supposed to also get his food, so he opted for no.

The least he could do was wait and find out.

Frankly, he wouldn’t have blamed Everett if he’d pulled him aside, quietly told him to go fuck himself, and then rejoined everyone at the party.

Or even not-so-quietly told him to go fuck himself. Everett’s actions, however, spoke volumes about his nature. He wasn’t petty or vindictive.

That he got a second chance was unbelievable. Usually, his luck never gave him second chances.

Not good ones, anyway.

Bad ones like Ralph seemed aplenty, though.

Maybe my luck’s finally changing for the better.

He could only hope. 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Wylie returned with Everett’s salad and not one of his own.

Everett immediately realized his mistake and regretted it. “I’m sorry, buddy. You can get your food when you get mine, too.”

Wylie’s bright smile warmed Everett’s heart…and other, lower places of his anatomy. “Thank you, Sir. They have chicken marsala, salmon, vegetarian lasagna, and assorted vegetables and starches.”

“Chicken, surprise me on the sides, and rolls if they have them, please.”

“Yes, Sir.”

With that, Wylie was off in a flash.

Leo noticed, arching an eyebrow. “Is he over-compensating?”

Everett shrugged, smiling as he picked up his fork to tuck into his salad. “Ask me if I care. I’m enjoying him serving me tonight. That he’s trying to make up for being an asshole is a nice bonus.”

Leo leaned in and dropped his voice. “You gonna tell him to go fuck himself?”

“No. Honestly? I’d like to get to know him better. He apologized for his comments. He’s really in over his head with that place he bought, and totally stressed out. He’s got a lot of money tied up in the property. He said it’s his whole retirement. I’m willing to cut him some slack. This time.”

Leo still looked wary. “Just keep your eyes open.”

“I plan to. But if he’s Tilly-approved already…well, anyone can have an off day.”

Wylie returned with Everett’s food and his own salad, sat them down, and headed off again for his entree.

“I could get used to this,” Everett admitted to Leo.

Leo grinned. “Yeah, believe me, you could.” He reached over and ruffled Jesse’s hair. “Ask me how I know.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett got used to Wylie jumping up to refill his tea every time it fell below half full, without even asking if Everett wanted a refill. Attentive, and not just in a wanting to make up for his previous behavior kind of way, either.

At least, that’s what it felt like to Everett.

Like this was a snapshot of the man, the real guy, not the raging jerk Everett had dealt with the other day.

Even more reason to give him a second chance.

“So how much have you done?” Everett asked him. “Progress on the house?”

Everett almost wished he hadn’t brought it up, because a gloomy cloud seemed to settle over Wylie’s features. “Not nearly enough.” Wylie detailed his work in the kitchen, and in the master bedroom, both of which were, for now, put together and usable. He still had to finish cleaning out the other three bedrooms, but beyond cleaning and tidying, cosmetics would wait.

And that wasn’t even discussing everything else to do around there.

“Not to get too personal, and feel free to tell me to go to hell, but don’t you have the money to hire this stuff out?”

“It’s…a long story.” The weariness behind Wylie’s smile didn’t fool Everett in the least. He also knew that meant a subject of conversation between them in the near future, to sort it out.

Wait…what?

He’d have to check in with himself later.

Okay, sure, he’d love to at least be friends with the guy, if Wylie would be okay with that.

But…

Something about the guy pulled at Everett, tugged at him. The more he talked with Wylie, he could feel the man’s gentle nature. He could also understand why Wylie had gone off—a combination of stress and pent-up frustration over everything, with the desire to try to tough it out.

And that desire to tough it out was something Everett respected the guy for.

“Listen, I’m going to be really busy the next couple of months with the ren fair, but I wouldn’t mind trying to pitch in when I can and where I can.”

Wylie slowly nodded. “I appreciate it. Landry asked why I don’t pay a contractor team to come in and do everything. I mean, yeah, I could. But I spent the last twenty years working my ass off. I’ve always dreamed of being able to retire and do…this. I know it sounds stupid, and I know it’s a lot of hard work. That’s part of what drew me to it, the challenge, you know? No, it’s not in the middle of Alaska where it’s life-or-death. I get that. That I couldn’t handle. I know my limitations. I just…I want to feel like I achieved something with my life. Even something small, like this.”

“This isn’t small. And I think it’s admirable you’ve taken on such a huge job.”

“I didn’t realize how huge it would be. I haven’t even gone through the workshop and sheds yet.” He stretched his neck back and forth. “Hell, trying to get the house habitable has nearly killed me. I haven’t physically worked this hard in a long time.”

Without thinking about it, Everett reached over and started rubbing the base of Wylie’s neck, feeling the huge muscle knots there.

Wylie’s eyes dropped closed, his head tipped forward, and he let out a soft moan. “That feels…oh my gawd, that’s great.”

Everett’s cock suddenly screamed to life, straining against the front of his borrowed slacks and struggling with his brain for the bulk of his blood supply.

“I’ve been told I give great backrubs.” Finally, reluctantly, he stopped kneading Wylie’s neck, letting his hand trail down the man’s back, pausing between his shoulder blades for a moment before lightly patting him.

If he didn’t finish his meal, he’d be sitting here all evening trying to sneak innocent feels of the man.

Wylie looked up at him, pained gratitude in his expression. “Thank you, Sir.”

Everett’s breath caught in his throat before he responded. “You’re very welcome, boy.” He didn’t even know why he picked that word, except it felt right.

Instinctive.

Their gazes locked for a moment. “I like that,” Wylie softly said. “Thank you.”

A thrilled shiver ran through Everett’s nervous system, as if he’d finally found and been plugged into the right socket after years of trying and failing miserably to locate the correct connection.

He patted Wylie’s thigh. “Finish your dinner. Then we have the rest of the evening to talk.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie didn’t know why the way Everett had called him boy—quiet, warm, tenderly—had drilled straight through his brain and into his heart.

This man owed him no courtesy, and yet Everett was behaving as if it truly was a fresh start between them without Wylie’s idiocy to taint whatever lay ahead.

Okay, stop thinking about Ralph, you asshole!

By now, that man would have dropped a shit-ton of snarky asides alluding to what Wylie had said at their initial meeting.

This man felt solid, steady, and not merely in a physical way.

“Have you lived in Florida all your life?” he asked Everett.

“I’m a native. My parents still live here, and my younger sister.”

“So how did you get into what you do?”

“In high school, I loved SCA and the ren fairs. I ended up apprenticing during the summers with a guy who did it for a living. Instead of going to college, I went to trade school to learn how to weld and do metal fabrication. The smithing part was more a hobby at first, until I realized how good I was at it and how much I enjoyed it.”

“That’s really cool.”

“Not in the summer, it’s not.” Wylie wanted to kiss his sexy smirk.

He opted to not be that forward. “Oh, I bet that is hot work.”

“At least it helps keep the weight off, so I guess that’s a bonus.”

“What else do you enjoy?”

They talked movies and books and the longer they talked, the more Wylie found to love about the man. No, Everett was anything but some dumb redneck. He was smart and articulate, and had a dry sense of humor that was quickly wrapping Wylie around his soul.

After dinner and dessert, people started mingling again and Tilly sought them out. “How we doing, boys?”

Wylie smiled up at Everett. “Thanks for inviting me tonight, Til. I really appreciate it.”

Everett’s gaze never left his. “Me, too.”

Tilly let out a soft laugh and hugged both of them. “My work here is done. It’s now up to you, gentlemen.” She headed off to talk to someone else.

Leo and his pack had drifted off to talk to other friends, momentarily leaving Wylie and Everett alone, staring at each other.

“Would…would you mind if we left now, Sir?” Wylie asked. “Not to be pushy, but I’d really like to spend some time talking with you, alone. If that’s okay?”

Everett stepped closer, kissably close, but Wylie held himself back.

When the man spoke, his voice sounded soft, not able to carry. “For tonight, only talking. I screwed up one marriage. I’m not going to rush into something and feel guilty for that. Not saying I’m not interested in more, because right now, I am. But not tonight. I don’t want to lead you on with false expectations, is all. Will that be a problem?”

Wylie softly gasped, shutting down another memory he wished he could forget, something he should have known was a red flag.

“That’s not a problem, Sir.” His voice trembled. “I’m fine with that.”

Everett’s gaze held his for a moment longer before he smiled. “Let’s go say our good-byes then.”

They sought out Tilly, Landry, and Cris first, and Leo and his pack last. “I need to get my bag from your car,” he told Leo.

Leo glanced at Wylie, then back to Everett, his head tipped in a silent question.

“We’re good,” he assured Leo.

Leo walked out with them to open the car. As Wylie stood off to the side, waiting, nervously clutching his keys in both hands, he watched Leo lean in and whisper something to Everett before stepping back. Everett smiled and nodded, glancing in Wylie’s direction.

As Leo walked past him after locking the car, he patted Wylie on the shoulder. “Don’t make me regret giving you a second chance,” he said before continuing back to the house.

Everett shouldered the bag. “Lead the way.”

Wylie decided if he was going to do this, he was going to do it. Instead of simply unlocking his truck, he hurried around and opened the passenger door for Everett.

The man stopped before getting in, staring down into Wylie’s eyes. Even in the dark, Everett’s blue-green eyes looked clear, intense.

“Thank you,” he said. “But for future reference, if I’m driving, I’ll open the car door for you.”

Another shiver—a pleasant one—rippled through Wylie, ending at his cock and shaking it awake in a way he hadn’t felt in…ever.

“Yes, Sir,” he said.

Everett smiled and reached out, gently stroking Wylie’s jaw and stopping at his chin, his thumb and forefinger hesitating there.

“I really like the way that sounds,” he said. “Fair warning, I’m new to this. To being able to embrace it and live it, I mean. I’m going to need patience and honesty from you if we take this into a relationship beyond just friends. I’m going to need you to call me out if I screw up, and I need you to teach me when I’m not sure of something. I’m also going to need you to be patient with me that I want to go slow.”

Wylie fought the urge to drop to his knees in front of him and pledge his undying devotion. “Yes, Sir.”

“Let’s go back to your place.”

Horror filled him. “My place?” He hated that his voice squeaked a little.

“I want to look at that bathroom light you talked about. And see what you’ve done with the place.”

“I…I…” He swallowed hard. “It’s a mess,” he softly admitted.

Everett turned and set the bag on the front floorboard before facing him again, his hands resting on Wylie’s shoulders. “Right now, I live in the Tin Can in Andy’s backyard. A tiny travel trailer that’s seen better days. Now, when we get done at your place, we can go back to mine and talk longer, but it’s not a showplace. I want you to not feel self-conscious. If anyone has a reason to feel ashamed of where and how they live, it’s me. Deal?”

Wylie nodded.

“We’re both works in progress, right? Progress, not perfection.”

He thought if Everett didn’t stop talking, Wylie knew he’d burst into tears right there from the perfection of the other man’s words. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good.” He smiled, and Wylie suspected he was going to lose his heart to this man. “Then let’s go.”

Everett climbed into the truck and Wylie hurried around to get in, his hands trembling as he fumbled the key into the ignition.

Taking a couple of long, slow, deep breaths to prevent himself from hyperventilating, he managed to get his seatbelt fastened and not crash into any other vehicles parked there as he headed toward his house.


Chapter Seventeen

 

Everett left his blazer in the truck, loosened his tie, and rolled up his shirt sleeves. While Wylie held a flashlight for him, he used a screwdriver to remove the cover plate on the bathroom switch and look inside.

“I don’t want to dig too deeply tonight.” He flipped the switch on and off again. “The wiring looks old. So does the switch. It could be a loose connection at a junction, or at the fixture.”

Wylie really wanted to spend more time talking, but Everett had asked to see the bathroom first. So he wasn’t going to argue with the man.

“The other bathroom works, so for now, I’m okay. This is on my to-do list. And when it’s daylight, there’s plenty of light from the window I can use it. It’s clean and the plumbing works, at least.”

Everett replaced the switch plate and Wylie found himself looking into Everett’s eyes, as if drawn to them.

“Show me the bedroom.” Everett added a smile. “Just to look.”

Wylie led him down there. “I keep the door closed for the AC.” He opened it, flipping on the lights. It was freshly painted and he had put up cheap half-curtains hung from spring-loaded rods in the windows for privacy. “Still a lot to do to it.” He had things stacked along the walls. “I need to dig out another dresser from one of the other bedrooms and paint it before I bring it in.”

“Not going to buy new furniture?”

“No. Yes, I can afford it. But I swore I was going to try to live my life responsibly once I retired. Reduce, reuse, recycle. Every dollar I save is a dollar I can put toward something like an electrician. I want to get the house rewired and have central heat and air put in. I don’t want to face winter, as mild as it might be, with a fuel oil furnace.”

“I don’t blame you.”

They walked down to the kitchen.

“These are the original cabinets?” Everett asked.

“Yeah. Solid wood. I decided to paint them inside and out. I might redo the kitchen one day, but other than the countertop and a new sink, for now it’s fine.”

Everett studied the linoleum. “Hardwood floors underneath?”

“I think so.” He showed him the corner where he’d peeled the layers back. “I don’t know anything about finishing floors, or if these can be refinished, but it’s clean. That’s most important right now.”

Everett held out his hands to Wylie.

Without hesitation, he took them and let Everett draw him in. He thought maybe Everett would kiss him, but he didn’t. He stood there, staring down into Wylie’s eyes for a long, quiet moment.

“I really respect you for taking this project on,” Everett said. “I’m sorry you thought I was making fun of you the other day.”

“No! That was me, not you.”

Everett gently squeezed his hands. “Please, let me finish.”

Wylie nodded.

“I’m not going to lie that I’m a little intimidated by you.”

“Me? Why?”

“You’ve made a fortune and retired already and are starting a whole new life. I’m still scrabbling around.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“I appreciate that. But that’s one of my triggers. Honestly? I feel more comfortable seeing that you’re approaching this head-on instead of throwing money at it for people to set it up for you. That takes a lot of guts.”

Warm heat—the good kind—filled Wylie. “Thanks.”

“Leo gave me some great advice when we were talking several days ago. He told me if I met someone more experienced in the lifestyle—and being out—than I was, to learn from them. He and I have very similar backgrounds. I was married to a woman for years and tried to make it work. I’ve never been with a guy before. And I desperately don’t want to screw things up by going too quickly.”

Wylie nodded but didn’t interrupt.

“I’m guessing you’ve been in relationships before, yes?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Vanilla and D/s?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“What are you looking for? Honestly?”

Wylie had trouble thinking with Everett’s solid warmth right there. “I don’t want to be a fast fuck. I don’t want to be a thrill before you move on to someone else. I won’t be poly, so if you can’t be monogamous with me, do us both a favor and be honest with me now.”

“We’ve already settled that last point. I don’t play around, literally or figuratively. If we’re dating, or in a permanent relationship, I’m exclusive, and expect you to be, too.”

Relief filled Wylie, so strong and piercing he nearly cried. “Absolutely.”

“Long-term, what are you looking for? I want this discussion out now, so we don’t hurt each other accidentally.”

He took a deep breath. “Long-term?”

“Your ideal.”

He swallowed, finding it hard to speak. “I want a Master who wants me for life, who wants to marry me. Who will hit both ends of the spectrum, from romancing me as his cherished husband, to using me hard as a fucktoy as well as to satisfy his sadistic urges. And everything in between. Friends and lovers and spouses and Master and slave, all in one. A man who is secure enough to have his own friends and hobbies and let me have mine, as well, but who I can also do things with.”

Everett reached up with his right hand and cupped Wylie’s cheek, his thumb gently brushing his flesh. For a long, silent moment he stared into Wylie’s eyes.

“Whoever he was really hurt you, didn’t he? And I don’t mean in the good ways.”

Wylie couldn’t help the tears that suddenly blurred his vision. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.

“Never lie to me. And I’ll never lie to you. Even if the truth is painful. Agreed?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“We go slow. If I’m not going slow enough for you, you can ask me to slow things down even more, but I won’t speed them up. Agreed?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett’s gaze seemed to search his for…something.

When he finally leaned in, Everett didn’t kiss him on his lips, as he’d expected.

He placed a lingering, tender kiss in the center of his forehead. “Let’s go back to my place to talk. It’s not much. When you feel tired, let me know, and then you can come home. I don’t have to be up really early in the morning, but I do need to spend it working over there. I have a lot of custom orders to get out, and my weekends will be shot during BARF because I’ll have to be up in Tampa every Saturday and Sunday.”

Wylie’s body trembled. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Within him, Everett’s brain and balls warred for control of his body and actions. On the one hand, he wanted to haul the guy to bed and love the pain out of his soul.

Brain finally won the TKO, convincing him that taking things slow was not only smart and safe, it would make it that much sweeter when he did finally advance to the next level.

He gave Wylie directions, and less than fifteen minutes later, they were pulling up next to Everett’s van. Leading Wylie inside, he turned the AC on and it soon had the place cooling down nicely.

Everett kicked off his shoes and draped the blazer over the back of the dinette, but he didn’t undress. Instead, he sat on the end of his bed and patted the mattress next to him.

“Clothes stay on,” Everett said.

Wylie, who’d shed his blazer at home, kicked his shoes off and sat next to him.

“I know this might seem stupid,” Everett said, “but you need to understand where I’m coming from. Lara and I dated about a year before we lived together another year and then got married. I still managed to screw that up and hurt her. It’s not that I don’t want to sleep with you, because I do. In fact, I’ve been fantasizing about you ever since that day at your place.”

Wylie’s brown gaze widened. “Y-you have?”

“Yeah. I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I’d be lying if some of the fantasies I had weren’t a little bit of a revenge kind of thing, but I didn’t even know you were gay, much less kinky.”

“What kind of revenge?”

“Oh, tying you up and having you on your knees and fucking your mouth. Things like that.”

Wylie’s lips parted, the tip of his tongue flicking out as he licked them. “That doesn’t sound bad, Sir,” he said, barely above a whisper.

“Well, not in retrospect, no.” He smiled. “Let’s lie down and talk. Okay?”

Wylie eagerly nodded, and they stretched out, facing each other on the bed.

 

* * * *

 

Yeah, Wylie had been attracted to Everett, even with his scruffy hair and beard, but he hadn’t really fantasized about him because he’d been too exhausted—and too ashamed of his own behavior—to take action.

As he snuggled close to Everett and realized how perfect it felt lying next to the man, he knew he was going to fall in love with him.

Whether or not his heart would be broken in the process remained to be seen.

“Tell me about what you used to do. Why’d you sell the company?”

That was like throwing a bucket of icy water on his feels. “How much time do you have?”

“You tell it how you want to.”

He inched closer to Everett, hoping the other man wouldn’t mind.

Then Everett opened his arms to him and Wylie went, snuggling tightly against him and…

Relief.

It felt like the world righted itself for the first time in…ever.

Ever.

Eyes closed and with this man’s arms securely sheltering him, he pressed his forehead against Everett’s chest and told him the surface basics about Ralph, from first meeting him until finally freeing himself, emotionally and financially, from the guy. When he finished, he didn’t move, waiting for Everett to respond.

Everett shifted position slightly and hooked a foot around Wylie’s. “That was a shitty way for him to treat you. Start to finish. He took advantage of you.”

“I know. I mean, I know it now. Landry and Cris even commented on it before I’d told them the details. It was easier to sell out and walk than try to get him to sell to me. I suspected he would have driven the company, and my personal reputation, into the ground no matter the cost just to make me pay. I probably could have gotten more than I did, but my freedom was worth it.”

“So why Florida, exactly?”

“Opposite end of the country from him, for starters. I’d travelled out here to meet with Cris and Landry a couple of years earlier, for some consulting they did for us. I liked it out here. It didn’t hurt that I knew they were kinky and there was a kinky population in this area. When I knew I was going to do this, I asked them to help me find property. I wanted to completely shed my old life. They found several smaller places, but this place came on the market and I knew I had to have it.”

“Did they look it over for you before you bought it?”

“They did. Tilly warned me it was rough and needed work. And…” He sighed. “I mean, I heard her, but I didn’t listen. I was so eager and desperate to be away and be self-sufficient that I wanted it.”

He loved the way Everett nuzzled the top of his head. “You wanted to be able to prove to the guy you can make it.”

“Not just him. My mother, too.”

“You said she’s dead.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t silence her voice in my head, though.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett felt protective fury struggling for a foothold in his system as he listened to Wylie talk about his mother. No wonder the guy had fallen prey to an asshole like his ex, lulled in at first before being used and abused—literally—and then cast aside. Eager to please, even more eager for validation from someone he considered a person of importance in his life. Rarely letting someone in close, and when he had, they’d had the ability to hurt him worst of all.

“Does it bother you that I’m nine years younger than you?” Everett asked during a lull in their talk.

“No. Why would it?”

“Just wanted to make sure.”

“As long as it doesn’t bother you. Fair warning, the past two weeks have showed me I’m not nearly in as good of shape as I thought.”

Everett let out a yawn. “Will it bother you there are plenty of days I come home and just want to take a shower, eat, and crash?”

“Not at all.” Snuggling with the shorter man felt…perfect. Everett knew his own cock kept making a showing, and he intermittently felt Wylie’s press against him, too.

“Have you been tested recently?” Everett asked.

“Not since I’ve been in Florida. I had two rounds, one immediately after leaving the bastard and then about a month before I moved. I haven’t been with anyone since him, either.”

Wylie’s hair felt soft against his chin. Everett loved the way it felt brushing over his lips. “I haven’t been with anyone since I left Lara but I know I need to get a test just in case. Level playing field. I was only with two other women before her. Never been with a guy before.”

He felt how Wylie snuggled even closer. “That’s even better,” he said.

“Why?”

“I feel special. Lucky.” He tipped his head back to stare into Everett’s eyes. “I hope I get to be your first.”

“If this keeps going as well as tonight has, you’ll be my first and last.”

He loved Wylie’s smile. “I hope so, too.”

They talked, and a couple of times Wylie dozed…and so did he. It wasn’t until Everett opened his eyes at one point and realized the grey light of dawn was trying to creep in that they were both still stretched out on his bed, fully dressed and wrapped around each other.

“Good morning, Sir,” Wylie mumbled.

Everett couldn’t help but chuckle. “Wow. I slept with my first guy. That was easier and a lot lower-stress than I expected.”

That earned him a laugh in reply. “So how was I?”

“Well, you didn’t snore, so bonus points, there, buddy.”

They stared at each other for a long moment before Everett leaned in and kissed him. Not a deep, hard kiss, but a tender, lingering press of lips to lips.

“Thank you, Sir,” Wylie said.

“For what? Falling asleep on you?”

Wylie smiled, but it wasn’t like any other smile he’d already seen from the man.

Something about it tightly gripped Everett’s heart and wouldn’t let go.

“Thank you for going slow. If I get too pushy, feel free to punish me.”

“You might not like my punishments, boy.”

A soft sigh escaped him.

Everett watched his eyes. “Boy,” he whispered. “My boy.”

Wylie whimpered.

Everett smiled and reached between them, palming Wylie’s bulge through his slacks. The man immediately hardened against his palm. “Who’s my good boy?”

“I am, Sir,” he answered. No hesitation.

Everett’s smile widened as he gently squeezed. “My good boy doesn’t masturbate without permission.”

The other man’s face softened, his expression open and honest and…more there, somehow. “Yes, Sir.”

“You can text me for permission when we’re not together.”

“Yes, Sir.”

When Wylie tried to feel Everett, he took the man’s hand and diverted him, placing it on his ass. “No, boy. Not this morning. I let you do that you’ll have me naked on my back giving me a blowjob, and that’s not how I want our first time to be.”

Another whimper escaped him. “Yes, Sir.”

Everett held his lips just over Wylie’s. “Our first time, I’m going to romance my boy. It’ll be on my terms, and it’ll be something we can look back on later and smile and remember every second of it.”

He rolled on top of Wylie, bracing his arms on the bed as he stared down at him. Slowly rocking his hips, he felt Wylie’s hard cock pressing against his own through their slacks.

“Today, you’re just going to have to be horny all day while you do your chores and work around the house.”

“Yes, Sir. May I please cook you dinner tonight?”

Everett considered it. Really, he should work…

But he’d warned everyone he’d taken orders from that they were looking at a wait time of possibly as long as three months, and why.

One evening spent with this man would be a rare treat for the next eight weeks or so.

“Something simple. Don’t stress yourself out. Even if it’s mac and cheese and hotdogs, or something like that. Deal?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett kissed him again, loving the feel of the other man’s arms around him, how he tightly gripped Everett’s ass and tried to rock against him.

He didn’t know how long he could do this, hold himself back from Wylie, but with the hectic pace he’d be living under for a while, it would help.

“Are we agreed we’re exclusive, for dating and for play, unless we decide this isn’t working?”

“Yes, Sir. I’d like that, please.”

Another kiss, and Everett’s cock ached. He could already imagine how it’d feel having Wylie’s legs wrapped around him while he fucked him, something he’d fantasized about before.

“Text me good morning every morning when you get up,” Everett told him. “And good night.”

“Can we do this again?” Wylie sounded nearly desperate.

“My weekends will be crazy for the next couple of months. And I have to be at work in the morning.”

“How about tonight? After dinner? Could I please come back here with you and spend the night? I…I really enjoyed this. I haven’t slept that well in a long time.”

Honestly? Neither had Everett.

“No trying to sneak sex?” Everett asked.

“No, Sir. I promise.”

“Clothes. At least shorts.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett sat up, helping him up. “Let me show you the luxurious bathroom.” He took three steps and opened the door. “Ta-da.”

Wylie smiled. “How hard is it to shower in there?”

“I don’t, usually. I have a full bathroom in the shop, but I don’t mind using the toilet in here.”

After they’d both used the bathroom—and Everett had changed into shorts and a T-shirt while Wylie was occupied in there—Everett grabbed his keys and quickly showed him the workshop, including some pieces in progress.

“Wow. These are great!”

“As much as I wish I had a bigger place, I have to admit it’s nice being able to walk right out here to work. Or if I can’t sleep, or if it’s really hot during the day, I can work out here at night. The house is far enough away it doesn’t keep them awake from the noise.”

Wylie stared at the smaller gas forge, but didn’t say anything.

Everett made him face him. “What are you thinking?”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly.” Everett prepared himself for the worst.

“We could always set you up a workshop at my place. I know you didn’t see it last night, and didn’t go in there the other day, but it’s a bigger building than this. And you could store your stuff there. And even park the Tin Can there. It’s got an overhang made for an RV.”

Everett processed that, finally pulling him in for a long, tight hug. “Let’s definitely keep that option on the table, buddy,” he softly said as Wylie clung to him. “I like the sound of that. But let’s date for a while first. You might come to hate me.”

“I won’t, Sir. I can already tell.”

He pressed a kiss to the top of Wylie’s head. “How can you tell?”

“Because I’ve never felt safer in my life than I do right now.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

After returning home, Wylie went inside, made coffee, grabbed a quick shower, watered his cherry tomato plant—which, miracle of miracles, he hadn’t killed yet—and was outside taking care of the livestock when Mark arrived. The boy was supposed to be at his mom’s this weekend, but had swapped weekends due to a schedule conflict on her part with work.

“You’re up early,” Mark noted.

“Got up early.”

“Really early. Did you go to the store or something this morning?”

Wylie felt heat fill his face. “Why?”

“I saw your truck coming back when I was out feeding the horses.”

“Oh. Yeah. Listen, can you help me go through the workshop today?”

“I thought you wanted to work on your house?”

“I do, but if you’re going to be at your mom’s next weekend, I’d like help with this.” He didn’t want to have to explain to the kid why he was so interested in sorting through the workshop now.

He shrugged. “Sure.”

They put the chickens out and then unlocked the workshop. Mark knew where all the light switches were and started pointing stuff out.

“The air compressor’s there. Sometimes, you have to bleed water out of it.”

“I’m guessing that’s a future lesson.”

Mark shot him a smirk. “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

This shop was definitely larger than the space where Everett lived. He didn’t know anything about building a forge or what it’d take…but he’d definitely be willing to pay for any upgrades or equipment Everett needed to make it work.

Am I really jumping that far ahead?

Apparently, he was.

It’d shocked the hell out of him to wake up snuggled against the other man’s side that morning, their clothes still on and his ass unfucked.

Shocked him in a good way.

He’d also struggled to keep his hands off his cock in the shower, the raging erection only going away by blasting himself with cold water at the end of his shower. He’d agreed that he wouldn’t masturbate without his Sir’s permission.

He would be his Sir’s good boy.

Still, he was aware of its presence, not quite all the way soft, which was why he’d opted for jeans instead of shorts this morning.

To help hold things in.

In one far corner stood the welding rig Mark had mentioned, as well as a couple of tall tanks.

“What are those for?” Wylie asked.

“Cutting torch rig. Not sure if there’s anything in the tanks or not.”

“I have a…friend I can ask.”

Mark cocked his head. “That welder guy?”

He hoped his face wasn’t red. “Yeah. Him.”

“I want to learn how to weld,” Mark said. “Not professionally. Just basics I can use around the ranch.”

“That sounds useful.”

“I want to go to college and become an attorney, but Dad runs the ranch and works sometimes. I don’t see why I can’t, either.”

“What kind of law?”

“Civil rights.” His face looked grim. “There was a news story here a few months back. A black guy released from jail after his sister finally got an attorney to work on the case. He was adopted, and his mom and sister were white. Their step-dad got drunk after he got fired and attacked and killed their mom and nearly killed his sister. The guy shot the man in self-defense, but they put him in jail for murdering him and their mom, and attacking the sister, because she’d had no memory of the attack. He was only like eighteen when it happened, and it took them years to get him out of jail despite the fact that there was DNA evidence the prosecutors never tested that proved he was innocent. That’s bullshit. It made national news and everything.”

Wylie paused. He remembered hearing something about that, but it had been right in the middle of him upending his own life and he hadn’t paid much attention. “You’re right, it is bullshit.”

Mark’s expression darkened. “And look at what happens to gay and transgendered people. That nightclub in Orlando. If we don’t have civil rights, we don’t have a society.” He seemed to realize how intense he was getting and mustered a smile. “Sorry. Mom’s always telling me I’m an old soul, whatever that means.”

“I think it’s great you want to do that kind of work.”

“I used to have long talks with Mr. M. He was really smart. We’d discuss all sorts of current events. He was a news junkie. I learned a lot from him about looking at all sides of an argument. He’d switch sides mid-discussion and make me defend the other side. I really miss those talks with him. He always treated me like an adult, not a kid.”

“Like the tractor driving lesson?”

Mark grinned. “Exactly.

 

* * * *

 

Everett struggled all day Sunday to keep his mind on his work and not on reliving every conscious second of the evening before. He was taking a break and checking his e-mail on his phone when he realized he had a text from Leo.

How’d it go?

Good. We talked really late. Having dinner tonight.

Leo must have been right there, because another text came in. Tilly’s having a private play party next Saturday at their place. Their last one for a couple of months. She “hinted” you and Wylie should come.

What time? I have BARF starting next Saturday.

You can come late. We’ll talk tomorrow. Have fun tonight.

Yes, tonight. Despite the relief of having paid Lara, now he wished he didn’t have a backlog of custom orders. He wanted to go spend time with Wylie, even if only to help him around his house.

Then he thought about the tears in Lara’s eyes that night.

The final confrontation.

Where she’d sobbed when he’d finally choked out the truth to her, knowing it’d break her heart but unable to lie to her any longer.

He couldn’t do that to anyone else. Ever.

He had to be sure.

If it meant taking his time and suffering through blue balls to make sure it was for life, he was fine with that.

Because hurting someone the way he’d hurt Lara wasn’t something he could ever survive the guilt of a second time.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie swore he wouldn’t stress, that he’d be a good boy and obey Everett’s order not to go nuts.

Aaaand…he failed.

What he did do was use the pizza dough he’d purchased the day before when he’d gone grocery shopping and put together a large pizza that would fit on the pizza stone he’d brought with him from California.

He loved making single-sized gourmet pizzas. Today he could make a larger one. Paired with a nice salad—store-bought produce, unfortunately—it would be a nice meal for them.

Everett texted him when he was on his way. When Wylie saw the headlights sweep past the front of his house, he was ready to remove the pizza from the oven.

Rushing to the front door to let Everett in, Wylie wasn’t sure if he should kneel or what. Then Everett smiled and pulled him in for a kiss.

“You know, Sir, I’m good with whatever you want to do,” Wylie gasped when he came up for air. “I’m so horny I can barely see straight.”

“And that’s why I said we’d go slow, at my pace.” He pulled him in for a hug. “My crazy schedule will force us to take things slow.” He reached down and patted Wylie’s ass. “What smells so great, boy?”

“Dinner, Sir.” He’d even used real dishes to set the small table in the kitchen. The big dining room table was still covered with boxes and other items he’d had in the trailer.

He led Everett into the kitchen and let him pick which chair he wanted to sit in. As he served Everett his salad, before he could turn to get his own food, Everett caught his hand and pulled him in for another kiss.

“Thank you. This is wonderful.”

His mouth went dry. “You haven’t even tasted it yet, Sir.”

“I mean you. Everything. I appreciate it.”

Even in the early days, Ralph had never been so kind. That man had been a predator and had known exactly how to ride the razor’s edge between tugging on Wylie’s heartstrings and emotionally taking his legs out with a chainsaw.

Sometimes at the same time.

As they started eating, Wylie asked Everett about his current projects.

“I’m trying to get caught up from all the orders I took last weekend while at the club.”

“But that’s great, right?”

“It’s not a bad problem to have. I’m just not used to it. I’m glad Leo’s working with me on my ren fair time. I enjoy doing those.”

Wylie wasn’t sure how he’d survive that long. If he was this horny now, and they hadn’t even slept together yet, how was he supposed to make it through the next eight weeks?

“Leo texted me earlier,” Everett said.

“Yes, Sir?”

“Apparently Tilly is having a private play party at her house next Saturday, and not-so-subtly hinted that we’re supposed to attend.”

“What about the ren fair?”

“I don’t have all the details. If we can go late, I can make it. I might be exhausted and need you to drive me there and home again, but I’d like to go.”

Wylie’s heart raced. “And play with me?”

Everett reached over and gently cupped Wylie’s hand. “Don’t be upset by this, but no. I want to watch and learn. I do want to play with you. But I don’t want to fuck it up. I never want to harm you.”

“You won’t harm me, Sir. I know you won’t. And I can teach—”

Everett squeezed again. “Listen to me,” he softly said.

Wylie shut up.

“Do you really want to be my submissive?”

He eagerly nodded.

“Then isn’t part of that doing what I say as long as it doesn’t violate your hard limits?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I want to go slow. Because once I let loose, I have a feeling I’m never going to want to rein it back in. For play or for sex with you. What I went through with Lara is something I won’t repeat. I want to make sure we are good. If play and sex are off the table right now, we can focus on getting to know each other.” He smiled. “Besides, I’m going to be extremely tired over the next few weeks. The first time we play, and the first time we make love, I want to be there one-hundred-percent. You deserve that.”

If Wylie wasn’t already on his way to being in love with Everett, that sealed it. “Thank you, Sir.”

When they finished eating, Everett insisted on helping him clean up the kitchen.

“Can I show you something, Sir?”

“What?”

“Outside.” He grabbed a flashlight and his keys and led Everett through the yard and to the side door of the workshop. He needed the flashlight to find his way to the light switch.

When he turned it on, he shut the flashlight off. “Well? What do you think?”

 

* * * *

 

It was bigger than Andy’s workshop, by at least twice as much.

And how scary was it that he could already see where to put a forge, how he could rearrange things, where his tools would go? As if imprinted there, perfection, a ready answer.

“It’s nice.” He tried to stay noncommittal. They’d just met each other. Tilly’s track record notwithstanding, it was too early for Everett to even think along these terms.

When he saw Wylie’s face fall, it nearly broke Everett’s heart. He pulled Wylie in for a long, deep kiss, his arms sliding down to the other man’s ass.

“If we’re not sleeping together yet, I’m not talking about moving in yet. Yes, it’s a great shop. It’s a perfect shop. But even if I was going to move in with you tomorrow, I still couldn’t move my shop. I have too many custom orders to finish and I can’t move my shop in the middle of that. Plus, I’m using Andy’s forge. It’s not in my budget to build a new one right now.”

At least hope returned to Wylie’s sweet brown gaze. “That’s not a no?”

“That’s not a no, baby.” He stared down into the other man’s face, realizing how perfect that term of endearment felt.

A playful smile finally curved Wylie’s lips. “But we are sleeping together, Sir.”

He lightly swatted the man’s ass. “You know what I mean.”

“I’d be happy to pay for the forge, Sir.”

“No. I pay my own way. I’m no mooch. But to do things right and replicate what Andy’s got, I’m looking at probably five grand. Working for Leo will help me save that up fairly fast. I was already paying my monthly expenses.”

“Then tell me what you need, let me have it put in, and you can pay me back.”

Wylie was fucking adorable, if not pushy. Everett reached down and swatted his ass again. “Listen. You need to learn not to argue with me about stuff like this. Until you can do that, it kind of proves my point about taking things slow, don’t you think?”

Wylie pouted, resting his face against Everett’s chest.

“Don’t pout,” Ev teased. “Your face will freeze that way.”

Wylie finally chuckled and looked up at him. “This tease and denial is a fucking bitch, Sir.”

Everett smiled. “Get used to it, boy.” He nibbled on Wylie’s left earlobe. “Because I plan on mindfucking the hell out of you in the good ways before my cock ever claims you.”

Wylie moaned.

 

* * * *

 

Once they were back at the Tin Can later that night, snuggled in together and talking, Everett realized trying to hold on to his determination to wait to claim Wylie might be a harder battle than he thought.

Literally.

There was a quiet perfection in the way their bodies fit together, even something as simple as how Wylie looked up at him, anticipating what he was going to say.

They lay on their left sides, spooned together, Wylie’s ass pressed against Everett’s cock. Even through both their shorts, it was like his cock could sense the man’s ass was right…there.

“You sure you’re going to get to sleep tonight, Sir?” Wylie teased, wiggling his ass.

“You want to build up punishment days in chastity before we even start fucking each other, just keep doing that, boy.”

Wylie snorted, but fell still.

Eventually, he heard Wylie’s breathing slow and deepen, allowing Everett to close his eyes. The way his arm draped over Wylie’s waist, the feel of the man’s legs along his…

Everything.

This.

Perfect.

If his balls didn’t fall off from sexual tension, he suspected once he did make his move with Wylie, they’d not be able to stop fucking for a few weeks.

It scared him how perfect Wylie felt, in every way.

How easy this was.

Should it be this easy?

Didn’t that mean there was a problem, a step he was missing?

He wasn’t sure.

All he knew was that if he could hold on to this man, maybe he could finally let go of his guilt over what’d happened with Lara, now that it appeared she’d moved on with her life.


Chapter Nineteen

 

They spent the week stealing little bits of time here and there where they could. Wylie insisted on bringing Everett dinner every night after Everett finished work at Leo’s. He logically argued it was so Everett wouldn’t lose any time working on his custom orders in Andy’s shop. It was something Everett let him do after thinking on it and knowing it wouldn’t be a hardship for Wylie. Plus, it would make Wylie happy to “serve” him like that.

The added bonus, it gave them some “vanilla” time together, something Everett didn’t want to skimp on. Once they moved their relationship into a physical one that put them into the territory of things that couldn’t be “undone.”

Everett didn’t want Wylie to have any regrets.

Despite his crazy, exhausting week, followed by a long-ass day up in Tampa, Everett was determined not to miss the private party at Tilly’s Saturday night. Leo had assured him he could dress the way he had the night they went to Sigalo’s.

Everett made Wylie wear a suit and tie.

Mostly because he liked how Wylie looked wearing a suit and tie.

Wylie also picked him up, giving Everett a chance to relax and decompress. They’d already decided that Wylie would spend the night with Everett in the Tin Can so they would have a chance to talk about the things they’d seen that night and sleep in as late as possible before Everett had to get up early to leave for Tampa Sunday morning.

Leo had also warned Everett that at the private parties they’d likely see a lot of sexual play that wasn’t allowed at Venture.

Tilly greeted them at the door tonight, wearing a loose sundress. “Hey! Glad you could make it!” She gave them both hugs. “With our crazy schedules coming up, this’ll be the last time we get to have one of these for a while.”

“Thanks for inviting us,” Everett said.

He caught sight of Cris talking with someone in the kitchen.

Tonight, the man was naked, except for a leather collar and wrist and ankle cuffs. A far cry from the slacks and shirt he’d worn the night of the formal dinner.

At least he knew most of the people there, and Leo and Jesse arrived not too long after they did.

As the evening progressed and people started playing, Tilly also helped narrate some of the things they were witnessing. That was helpful when Leo and Jesse got up for their turn.

Reconciling the loving husband and father Everett knew Leo to be, with the sadist who took control of the man on the bench before him, took more than a little bit of mental wrangling.

Not because he thought less of Leo for it, but because he could so easily see himself in Leo. Watching Leo play with Jesse was like a mental preview of what could be him if he found the bravery to embrace it.

Their scene was beautiful, raw, savage, and spoke to every cell in his soul in a way nothing else had before.

He knew.

This was who he was.

Desperation threaded through his veins, into the depths of his being, because the last thing he wanted to do was fuck up and harm Wylie.

In any way.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie stuck close to Everett, keeping his cup filled, getting him food.

Holding his hand.

Snuggling close and enjoying Everett’s arm draped around his waist or shoulders.

He craved the physical contact with him in a way he’d never craved anything else before in his life.

This was only one more reason Wylie was convinced not only was this perfect, but that Everett was the man he’d spend the rest of his life with.

He ached to be with him, near him. Even to sit there in Andy’s workshop and watch him standing at the forge, the sweat beading on his flesh and dripping in rivulets.

Longing to lick Everett’s flesh became a subject of his dreams. Picturing himself sitting, naked, at his feet, looking up at him, awaiting his command.

This gorgeous man, his own Viking.

For the first time in his life, a man who made him feel wanted by waiting.

Wylie had been through cheaters—including Ralph—and liars and all manners of assholes through the years. Everett was in no way like any of them.

Everett was in no way like anyone he’d ever been with before.

When he watched Jesse and Leo together, he could envision himself on the bench under Everett’s hands. For the first time, able to close his eyes and freely give himself without constantly worrying about hard limits.

Knowing Everett would never take things too far.

If nothing else in his life ever went right, as long as he had Everett, he knew he could face anything.

That scared him in all the good ways.

 

* * * *

 

After Leo and Jesse finished playing and Leo took him to the hot tub to cuddle, Landry put Cris on the same bench.

Everett was used to pounding things, using force and heat in the course of his work. There was absolutely a level of finesse involved, but in a completely different way than this.

Watching Landry play with Cris was like watching an intricate, delicate dance despite the fact that one was getting the crap beaten out of him. The way Landry watched, gauged, attacking and tempering as needed, back and forth, in some ways not unlike working metal between the fire and the anvil and the quench.

It was sadistically beautiful, delicately brutal.

He loved it.

Next to Landry, Everett felt like a complete poser, even though Leo had warned him not to. That, like anything else, the skills could be learned if one was dedicated. That he himself not that long ago had been a total clueless noob.

Having watched Leo and Jesse play already, it was hard to picture the man as insecure or tentative.

Everett stood beside yet slightly behind Wylie as they watched the scene. With Wylie’s attention riveted on Landry and Cris, it allowed Everett a chance to study Wylie’s features. Wylie stood a comfortable five inches or so shorter than his own six one. Actually, approximately the same height Lara had been. If he didn’t know Wylie was gay, he likely wouldn’t have assumed it had they met under other circumstances. He certainly hadn’t assumed it during their first encounter at Wylie’s place.

Sure, the guy had spent his career behind a desk, writing software and running a business, but nothing about him screamed…effeminate. Wylie was trim and slim and looked damn good dressed up, like a suit was as natural for him to wear as a kilt or work jeans were to Everett. Everett wouldn’t have been attracted to Wylie had he fallen outside this particular type, either. Just like he wasn’t attracted to beefy gym rats or twinks.

Or, when he’d still tried to force himself to be straight, busty women, or rail-thin twigs who’d also fallen outside his narrow range of attraction.

The irony that he was simultaneously attracted to Wylie as well as slightly intimidated by him because of Wylie’s income bracket, education, and former profession wasn’t lost on him, either.

Wylie glanced up at him, smiling. “Isn’t he amazing?”

There was another thing. Wylie was nine years older than him, and had been out pretty much his entire adult life, as well as involved in a kinky lifestyle for years.

How was he supposed to be a Dominant to him? Yeah, Leo had warned him about that, too, to let Wylie teach him.

But Everett felt like he barely had his own shit together in his regular life. He’d spent a fair number of years running from the truth about his sexuality.

Was it fair to Wylie to tie up his time and attention when he could obviously do far better than him?

“Yeah,” Everett managed when he realized Wylie was still awaiting a response. “That’s…hot.”

And it was. He envied the bond between the men that allowed Cris to submit to Landry. The trust Landry had so obviously earned over the years from not only Cris, but from Tilly, as well.

I need to talk with Leo some more.

So far, Leo had lived through the most clear-cut circumstances that mirrored Everett’s own. Except that Everett didn’t have any children with Lara.

More guilt. She’d wanted kids, but he hadn’t. He’d told her he didn’t, but when she’d pressed him early on if it was something he might be willing to talk about and reconsider in the future, he’d…hedged.

Not wanting to hurt her feelings.

More cowardice on his part.

The stack of sins he’d committed in the past kept growing.

Watching Landry with Cris was like watching a simmering pot of sexual soup just on the verge of boiling without roiling over. Anticipation, lust, desire, raw need and all of that wrapped in the sensually vicious sadism Landry dished out. Smoothly fluid, sure movements, every strike and stroke like a carefully applied brush to canvas, creating a masterpiece of maiming, painting the other man’s flesh with bruises and welts.

Wylie stepped back against him, pulling Everett’s arms around him. Everett tightened his embrace, not even caring Wylie could feel his erection digging into his ass through his jeans and Wylie’s slacks.

This man already trusted him. No way did he want to ruin that.

 

* * * *

 

After Cris and Landry’s scene ended, Wylie and Everett started watching Leah suspending Justin out on the lanai. Apparently this wasn’t the first time she’d tied the man, and Justin’s Masters and husbands, Glen and Wade, stood off to one side, watching and waiting.

Wylie eagerly watched Leah work, noticing that her husband, Seth, stood on the other end of the frame, observing but not interfering. Not with any kind of jealous air, either, more like he was enjoying watching her.

Tilly returned after checking on Landry and Cris. She wore a wistful smile. “I wish Kaden could be here to see this.”

“Who?” Everett asked.

“Leah’s…” Tilly’s smile tightened even as her voice choked a little. “Her first husband and Master. He and Seth grew up together and were best friends.”

“Were?” Wylie asked.

She quickly brushed at her eyes, her smile not fooling him. “He died a few years ago. Pancreatic cancer. He set up everything so that when he…”

She needed a moment. “He moved Seth in with them. Trained him. She’d loved Seth anyway. It’s no exaggeration to say none of us would be sitting here right now without Kaden. He’s the reason the Suncoast Society munches got started. He was the one who goaded Derrick into opening Venture, helped make it happen.” She hugged the two men. “He loved mentoring newbies and teaching what he knew.” She left them to go take care of something.

Wylie suspected she needed a moment to hide her emotions back under her carefully cultivated mask.

He pulled Everett’s arms around him again and settled in to watch.

They’d seen Leah tie someone else earlier, another woman, but she’d used pink rope for that. It looked like the men had provided Leah with the rope she used on Justin, and once she completed the suspension, checked the ropes, and stepped to the side to make way for Glen and Wade, it soon became apparent why.

Glen and Wade stripped. Both looked older than Justin but were in great shape. Justin had been blindfolded and suspended sitting up, legs bent at the knees and bound so they were forced wide apart, leaving him open.

Justin had been wearing a leather jock, but the men unsnapped the cup on the front and the bound man’s rigid cock sprang free. Wade made quick work of tightly binding Justin’s cock with paracord, and the sight made Wylie shiver in the good ways, pulling Everett’s arms even more tightly around him.

Yep, one more thing he’d like to try, if Everett was up to eventually exploring rope.

After using paddles and a cane on Justin’s ass and thighs, making him squirm and cry out and struggle in his bonds, the men stepped in close, wrapped their cocks in condoms, added a generous amount of lube and…

Wylie swallowed hard, his own cock aching, stiff, struggling for freedom as he watched Wade in front and Glen behind both work their cocks into Justin’s ass at the same time.

All three men, but especially Justin, were moaning. They weren’t close enough to be able to hear what the men were saying to him, but from the way Glen had leaned in, his mouth by Justin’s left ear, Wylie knew he was talking to him as they both fucked his ass at the same time.

Sooo different from some of his living nightmares, this made him wish he’d found someone like those men in his past.

Then again, he wouldn’t have found Everett.

Wylie laid his head back against Everett’s solid presence behind him and cupped a hand around one of his. Trying to slide it lower, over his cock. When Everett grokked what he was doing, he chuckled and nipped Wylie’s ear.

“No, baby,” he said, switching positions slightly, his hands now covering Wylie’s, fingers laced. “I’ll let you rub one out tomorrow morning after I leave for Tampa.”

He tipped his head back, staring up into Everett’s gaze. The man kissed him, slowly, lingering, tenderly, resisting Wylie’s attempts to deepen it.

“How can you have so much self-control?” Wylie whispered, nearly desperate to come.

Everett sadly smiled. “Because I refuse to fuck us up. A few more weeks after two years of being celibate won’t kill me.” He nodded toward the scene before them. “Let’s watch.”

Wylie forced his attention back to the three men. What he really wanted to do was drop to his knees right there, unzip Everett, and go down on him. Everett’s erection felt large inside his jeans, so there was no doubt he was turned on right then.

Wade’s hand gripped Justin’s cock, around the paracord covering it. He started jacking the man’s cock until, finally, Justin’s entire body twisted and contorted in the rope as he let out a cry and the men picked up the pace of their fucking, their own orgasms not far behind. As the three of them stood there recovering, their arms around Justin and each other, both men kissed him, and each other, whispering to each other.

He’d seen a lot of hot scenes, but that had, by far, topped anything he’d ever witnessed.

The men withdrew. While Wade went to clean up, Glen slid a large butt plug into Justin’s ass. When he fished a remote control out of the pocket of his shorts from where they’d ended up, as Justin once again groaned and contorted in the ropes, Wylie knew it was a vibrating plug.

Justin’s cock hardened immediately.

Glen stepped away to go clean up. Leaving the paracord wrapped around Justin’s now-revived cock, Wade got the front of his jock snapped on again and then they quickly worked to lower him once Glen returned.

The two men took turns holding and supporting Justin as they donned their own clothes. Then they coiled their ropes and cleared the suspension frame as the next couple, a massively large man and his waif of a wife, took over the space.

Everett untangled himself from Wylie, caught his hand, and led him back inside, to a quiet corner in the hall where no one was currently standing.

He pulled him in and kissed him, hard, his hands on Wylie’s ass and gripping him tightly through his slacks. Wylie softly moaned and held on as he felt Everett’s erection pressing against his, grinding, right…there…

“Don’t you dare come, boy,” Everett hoarsely muttered. “Not here, and not now. You’ll be my very good boy and wait until I tell you, won’t you?”

He whimpered. “Yes, Sir.” Dropping his head to Everett’s chest, he closed his eyes, loving the feel of the man’s chin rubbing the top of his head even while he still slowly rocked his hips against Wylie’s.

“I know this sounds weird and stupid, and maybe old-fashioned, but I want our first time together to be right. I want to be able to look back on it and smile and it be one of the best memories we ever have. I don’t want it to be us pawing at each other in someone else’s back bedroom, or in a car. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir,” he whispered, torn between sexual need and breathtakingly painful romance.

“This is me. This is who I am. This is a hint of what you’re getting into. When I set my mind on something, that’s it. You’ll have to go with it. I’m stubborn and bossy and pushy and when I want something done my way, that’s the way I want it done.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“So you need to decide tonight, right here and right now, if you can wait. Once I’m done with BARF, that next Saturday, we’ll have a date and plan to spend the whole night together, as long as everything’s still going well between us. Between now and then, we’re going to talk when we can, spend time together when we can, but you will not pressure me for sex. You can ask for permission to come when we’re not together, but when we’re together, we’re not going to have sex yet. Period. Understand?”

Wylie tipped his head and stared up into Everett’s gaze. Intense, maybe even worried.

“Can we still kiss, Sir?”

Everett smiled. “Of course.”

“And sleepovers?”

His smile widened. “Absolutely.”

Wylie draped his arms around Everett’s neck and rose up on his toes to kiss him. “Yes, Sir. I’ll show you how good of a boy I can be for you.”

Everett’s lips parted slightly. “Just be prepared for when we do take things to the next step. You might be wishing I wasn’t going after you every time you bend over.”

Wylie smiled. “Who says I won’t be deliberately bending over for you any time I catch you watching me, Sir?”


Chapter Twenty

 

Everett and Wylie did a lot of talking over the next several weeks. They both got tested for full panels—neg across the board—and got that out of the way. They had several dinner dates, both eating out and Wylie cooking for Everett, in addition to Wylie making and bringing him dinner at the workshop in the evenings. On those nights, Wylie usually made enough extra that Everett would have lunch for the next day.

Everett offered to cook for him, but Wylie didn’t want to put him through that aggravation in the Tin Can, much less the added time stress on the man’s already overloaded schedule.

And, as he openly admitted to Everett, he wanted to give his Sir a sample of what he could look forward to in the future.

Serving Everett like that, being able to do little things to take care of him, made Wylie happy. It didn’t hurt that Everett sometimes made him beg and plead to masturbate, once making him wait three days before he was allowed to make himself come while Everett listened on the phone and talked him through it.

Everett also let Wylie give him a set of keys to his place, and stopped shutting him down when Wylie talked about “when” and not “if” Everett would make the move to his place.

In return, Everett gave him a key to the Tin Can and the shop at Andy’s and relented when Wylie begged to at least let him do his laundry for him.

Although, one Saturday afternoon, Everett let Wylie lie in his bed in the Tin Can and masturbate while Everett sat in his van during a break in Tampa and talked him through it on the phone.

Even though his Sir hadn’t been there with him, Wylie had buried his face in Everett’s pillow and imagined his Sir’s blue-green gaze.

Meanwhile, Wylie had accomplished a couple of small victories. Instead of focusing on the house’s interior, once he’d cleaned out the items he didn’t want, so that the large Dumpster could be hauled off, he’d replaced the exterior screen around the porch.

That had taken him nearly two weeks, but once he had finished it, he could sit back and relax on the porch in bug-free comfort in the evenings. It meant he could leave all the windows in the house open during the day when he was home and not worry about those screens having holes or gaps in them.

And he hadn’t killed his cherry tomato plant yet, either. It was thriving.

Instead of planting a full-scale garden, he’d opted to create a couple of raised beds at one end, mounded up but not framed in, where he was employing a small-scale gardening technique he’d read about. So far, he had sprouts for lettuce and spinach, tomatoes, and a few other vegetables. It wasn’t much, but it made him feel a small sense of accomplishment.

He’d also purchased some herb plants like basil, rosemary, and mint, and they were likewise thriving.

He now owned eight goats, including the kids, and with Mark’s help had repaired a pen next to the first one so he could keep the male separated from the females.

Although he still wasn’t too sure about milking the goats.

He was working his way through Bob Meselin’s journals, too. Likewise, he’d purchased a three-ring binder of his own and started collecting vital information. The house wasn’t perfect, the other three bedrooms, while emptied of everything he hadn’t wanted to keep, weren’t habitable yet, and he had used some of Bob Meselin’s old sheets as slipcovers for the small, lumpy couch and armchair in the living room.

He also hadn’t yet called in an electrician to look at the second bathroom.

On the other hand, every small step he took translated into a larger victory overall. He was always welcomed to borrow one of Mark and Brad’s horses for running the fence lines, and could now go over alone and catch, groom, and tack up a horse, and then ride the property by himself.

He also learned to keep a can of bug spray on the tractor when he disked the grove.

He’d eaten dinner with Brad and Mark a couple of times now, both at their house and out, and even once having them there, sitting at the small kitchen table. He enjoyed their company. Brad’s drawl and polite Southern manners always put Wylie at ease. While they hadn’t had any discussions about Wylie being gay, and Brad and Mark both knew Everett and Wylie spent time together, Wylie got the distinct impression that even if Wylie did outright admit it, Brad likely wouldn’t care or have a problem with it.

The first Saturday Everett had free after the ren fair ended, he confirmed with Wylie he had plans for him. He wouldn’t tell Wylie what the plans were, only what Wylie was to wear, and that he was to go run errands that afternoon after four o’clock, and not return home any earlier than six, and no later than six thirty.

During the course of their discussions, despite Everett nearly driving Wylie mad with sexual tension over the past several weeks, Wylie had to concede a point—he’d never wanted someone as much as he wanted Everett.

Likewise, he’d never before known the depth of trust he now held in the man, never thought he’d ever be able to trust again in his life. He’d never been with anyone like Everett. Someone so honest and open and willing to talk.

Someone who hated playing mind games of the dysfunctional kind.

Someone dominant but not domineering.

Not like Ralph.

Don’t think about that asshole tonight.

The last thing he wanted to do was spend the evening comparing the men in his mind.

Still, he couldn’t help but feel bad over how he’d treated Everett that first day, when he’d come to weld the mower deck. He’d never wanted to be that guy, the guy who treated servers or sales clerks like shit. He always tipped well and said please and thank you and held his impatience when in a store.

Yet he’d lashed out at Everett.

And he’d been forgiven.

Somehow, that made him feel worse, as if he hadn’t been made to atone for what he’d done.

Not only that, he’d come off looking shallow, superficial, when that wasn’t who he was inside.

Too many years in the corporate world had hardened his outer shell in a bad way, making him unable to see past imperfections. He’d wasted so many opportunities, passed on potential matches.

And somehow had ended up with Ralph.

Yuck.

They’d spent several nights together over the past weeks, too, usually Sunday nights where Wylie slept over with him in the Tin Can, Everett almost always dropping immediately into an exhausted sleep from the weekend spent up in Tampa. Wylie had gone to Tampa several times to visit with him there and had enjoyed watching his guy in action, how he talked with the people.

He looked fucking hot in a kilt. Wylie didn’t even mind Everett’s increasingly scruffy beard when he didn’t shave during those weeks.

They’d also had countless discussions about D/s and relationship issues.

Discussions the likes of which Wylie never had with any previous partners, and it made him a little sad to realize it took this man, a man completely new to the lifestyle, to finally make him see what he’d been missing in life.

How he’d cheated himself out of a fulfilling relationship before now because he’d always been in a hurry. Instant gratification.

Which was how he’d ended up with the homestead, when one boiled things right down to it.

It was close to dusk as Wylie drove home from his errands a little after six. He tried not to get his expectations up about their impending date, his hopes.

His fantasies.

Everett’s van sat parked in the yard when Wylie pulled in, but he didn’t see him around, and he wasn’t in the house.

He called out. “Ev?”

Then he noticed the large arrow on the grass, made with hay, pointing to a freshly-mown path through the tall grass and leading north away from the front yard and toward the river.

Everett had asked him only for his trust and honesty.

If he wanted a chance at happiness with a really great guy, Wylie knew he’d have to figure out how to wrest trust out of his solidly locked mental trunk and hand it over completely. Everett had given him every reason to trust him.

He wanted this—wanted him—more than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything in his life before now.

Wylie followed the path, which wound through the grass and trees and down to the river, where he found Everett sitting inside a picnic tent with screen on all sides. He was reading his Kindle and looked up with a smile when he saw Wylie approach.

Inside, a blanket had been spread out, he had a cooler, a small duffle bag, and on an upside down milk crate sat a candle in a glass jar that cast a soft, flickering glow in the dwindling light.

“Hi,” Everett said, almost sounding bashful. He wore a T-shirt and shorts…and had apparently gotten a haircut that afternoon.

Wylie wanted to dive onto him and kiss him, but knew that’d be rushing things. “Hi. This is a surprise. Nice one.”

“Welcome to our date.”

Wylie smiled as he unzipped the flap and stepped inside, zipping it behind him. “Candlelight dinner?”

“Well, it’s citronella. Double-duty.”

“Smart.”

Everett patted the blanket next to him and when Wylie realized Everett was barefoot, he kicked off his sneakers and removed his socks, leaving them next to Everett’s shoes.

“I hope you don’t mind this,” Everett said.

They were positioned behind a stand of cypress trees lining the river. They could see it, but with dark falling, it’d be nearly impossible for anyone to see them there, even with the candle. The tall grass now matted down under the blanket provided a softer cushion than just hard ground, and he also realized Everett had put down a tarp under all of that.

And now he understood why Everett had asked him to wait until Monday to mow.

“It’s wonderful, thank you.” He sat next to Everett and stared up at him. Everett had asked him to let him lead tonight.

That’s what he’d do.

If he wanted any chance at a life with this man, he’d have to learn to let go to him in every way he asked of him.

That was something he desperately wanted to do. He didn’t want to be a “do me” sub.

He wanted to be able to be open, laid bare emotionally as well as physically.

After what he’d gone through with Ralph, he’d never settle for less again.

He owed it to himself.

Everett reached up and stroked Wylie’s cheek, cupping it, staring into his eyes for a long moment before leaning in and brushing a kiss across his lips. Wylie’s eyes dropped closed and he tried to lean in, follow him when Everett sat back, stopped by Everett laying his thumb over Wylie’s lips.

“No rush. We have all night,” Everett told him. “Take your shirt off.”

Wylie pulled his shirt tail out of his jeans and unbuttoned just the top two that were fastened, yanking it up and over his head and tossing it aside.

He loved the smile Everett gave him. “Lie down. Facedown.”

Wylie did, closing his eyes as Everett straddled his ass. He heard Everett unzip the duffle bag and get something out. A moment later, it felt like he drizzled oil over his shoulders, followed by the feel of his strong hands kneading his sore muscles.

“Oooohh.” That felt nearly as good as sex. “That’s…amazing.”

“I suspected you needed a good back rub from how hard you’ve been working around here.”

“Please don’t stop, Sir.”

Everett’s throaty chuckle stiffened Wylie’s cock. “Don’t worry.”

Wylie didn’t know how long the back rub lasted, only that he’d totally forgotten about being hungry. He was torn between wanting to drift into a blissful sleep and fisting his cock until he came. Thank goodness Everett had ordered him to wear jeans, because they’d give him at least a little cover to hide his raging erection.

When Everett finished, he cleaned the oil off his hands with a moistened wipe and climbed off Wylie.

Which Wylie was sad to feel happen despite fighting the urge to grind his hips against the ground below him. He missed the feel of the other man’s weight on him.

He heard Everett open the cooler. When he looked, Everett was taking out plastic containers. Then he sat within reach of them and spread his legs, patting the blanket between them. “Sit here. Your back against me.” He pulled his shirt off and tossed it onto Wylie’s.

Heart racing, Wylie did, enjoying the contact of his skin against Everett’s. That put Everett’s lips near his left ear.

“Reach around behind me with both arms,” Everett softly said. “Keep your hands there.”

He did, his pulse now throbbing, cock screaming for action.

“Good boy. Close your eyes. Keep them closed until I tell you otherwise.”

He did.

“That’s my good boy.” Everett kissed the side of his neck.

Wylie’s heart rolled in a dangerously hard way. Yes, maybe he shouldn’t be thinking the L word, but it was like this felt so perfect, so natural, that he couldn’t help it.

Something cool touched his lips and they opened automatically, trusting. The grape slid in, the tip of Everett’s finger lingering and tracing his lower lip before withdrawing. It was even sexier that Everett didn’t speak, his cheek pressed against Wylie’s as he fed him grapes and pieces of banana and kiwi slices.

Everett’s touch grew more confident as Wylie sucked on his fingers, flicking his tongue against them, trying to give him a preview of what he wanted to do to the other man’s cock.

But this…this was hotter than the hottest sex he’d ever had in his life.

Ever.

Everett switched to cheese cubes, tracing his lips with each one before slipping it into his mouth. Wylie wanted to feed him in return, wanted to do this to him, but he’d be a good boy and keep his hands where he was told.

Everett’s left hand reached back and slid along his arm, lacing fingers with him and drawing it around to his front. “Keep your other hand back there,” he softly said. “And keep your eyes closed.”

Wylie did.

He felt Everett change the position of his grip on his hand before he led Wylie’s fingers into a plastic container holding the fruit. When Wylie realized Everett wanted him to pick up a grape he did, letting Everett guide Wylie’s fingers into his mouth.

Everett slowly sucked on Wylie’s fingers and the grape before taking it from him. He felt the man chewing it and swallowing as he guided Wylie’s hand back to the container for another piece.

This went on…forever, it felt like. Wylie lost track of time, his brain fuzzy and deliciously gauzy, wishing he could freeze this moment in time. Everett’s tongue on his fingers felt tentative at first, the wet heat of his mouth making Wylie’s cock throb with every pull. In fact, Wylie felt Everett’s cock pressing against his back through the man’s shorts.

After a while, Everett switched to the container of cheese and in that sweet, still air around them the world contracted, folding in on itself as life seemed to disappear outside them and this. Wylie bit down on his lower lip to stifle his moans as Everett slowly tasted and teased Wylie’s fingers with his tongue, much in the same way he’d done to Everett.

Then, it hit Wylie, a reality bomb in his brain. Despite their sleepovers and dates, Everett had never been with a guy before. This wasn’t merely another date, but an exploration for him. Not only about being with a guy, but able to be a Dominant in ways he’d never been able to explore before their relationship.

Everett’s own armor set aside and exposing his vulnerable underbelly to Wylie.

No matter how badly Wylie wanted the man, Wylie wouldn’t rush him, would totally surrender to him.

Everett tucked Wylie’s hand behind him again and Wylie felt him reach for something else. The sound of more plastic containers being opened, and then something touched Wylie’s lips.

Sushi, dredged through soy sauce and wasabi.

“Sorry, but chopsticks would be a little tricky.”

Wylie softly moaned as he slowly devoured the piece while Everett held it for him, California roll, leaving his fingers for Wylie to lick soy sauce off of before reaching for another piece.

After the third piece, Everett held a bottle of water up for him to drink from before he took a few swallows from it, too.

Then he nibbled around the shell of Wylie’s ear. “Are you mine tonight, boy?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Completely?”

Wylie welcomed the emotional free-fall. “Yes, Sir. Completely.”

“Do you trust me?”

“I do, Sir.”

He heard the soft rush of Everett’s breath in his ear. “If you need me to stop anything, say red. It won’t hurt my feelings or upset me. But unless you say that, I’m not stopping.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett reached for something, then a soft blindfold slid over Wylie’s eyes and he tried to stifle his needy moan when his cock twitched again.

Everett took his hand once more and had Wylie feed him sushi. Wylie wished he could see him, gaze into his eyes, tried to imagine what they looked like in the soft candlelight.

No matter what happened in the future, Wylie knew the bar had forever been set higher than he’d thought possible in terms of romance. The sexual tension and desire lay heavy in the air, even thicker than the humid Florida evening.

 

* * * *

 

Everett had stressed himself nearly to the point of puking all day, worried about every facet of tonight’s dinner and date. Then he realized if a relationship was going to work long-term between him and Wylie, Wylie would have to accept him as he was, the way he accepted Wylie.

Up until the point Wylie had walked up, Everett had waffled on how to handle this evening. It wasn’t until the man was in front of him and Everett realized he needed to settle his own nerves that he’d decided on the back rub first, followed by feeding each other.

He had a thousand fantasies he wanted to make real with this man, from silly and sweet, to sweaty and sadistic, and everywhere in between.

This first night between them, though, he wanted it to be memorable, romantic. He wanted Wylie to see this side of him and know the man was okay with Everett not being a sadistic Dominant all of the time. He wanted Wylie to be able to look back on this night and not forget a second of it.

Himself, too.

Even before they finished the sushi, Everett’s cock throbbed in his shorts, aching, wanting to be buried inside Wylie. Still, he held back, going slow, savoring this first night.

Their first night.

His first night.

In some ways, it was like being a virgin again, the first time he’d ever been with a guy, the first time holding a man in his arms in a sexual way. He was glad for the sleepovers they’d had, because at least he felt comfortable with Wylie like this now. He certainly felt nervous enough to be a virgin. Probably even more, because unlike in high school, he wasn’t fumbling around with a girl who was also a virgin with no idea what she was doing. This man was nearly a decade older than him and had been with men before.

The way Wylie sucked and licked his fingers was an unspoken promise of enjoyment to come. In some ways, Wylie would have to take the lead, or at least offer advice, simply because porn wasn’t real people. Watching two guys doing it on a computer screen, and two guys actually doing it in a loving, romantic way were two completely different things and in no way a blueprint for reality.

He saved the strawberries for last. He’d already deburred them and included a container of dark chocolate syrup to dip them in. The first one, he’d traced it along Wylie’s lips, coating them with chocolate and loving the way his tongue flicked out at it before Everett slid the berry between his lips.

The second one, he teased him with it, a touch before pulling it back. “Ask me for it,” he whispered in Wylie’s ear.

“Please, Sir, may I have it?”

“Good boy.” He gave him the berry. Then he dipped his finger in the chocolate and Wylie didn’t miss a beat, swirling his tongue around his digit, sucking on it and licking the chocolate sauce off as Everett slowly fucked it between his lips.

He pulled his finger from Wylie’s mouth and kissed him, hard, holding his head in place, loving the way the other man’s tongue met his, dueling, thrusting, another hint of things to come.

Torn between wanting to feel Wylie’s lips around his cock and wanting to bury his cock in the man’s ass, Everett had to pull back and take a moment to breathe, staring at him. Blindfolded, Wylie tried to get his lips around the tip of the finger closest to his mouth. Everett gave it to him, letting him suck it into his mouth.

“Who’s my good boy?”

“Me, Sir,” he mumbled around Everett’s finger. “I’m Sir’s good boy.”

Wow. 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Everett removed the blindfold from Wylie and dropped it into the bag. “Look at me.”

Wylie’s eyes fluttered open and stared into his.

He caressed Wylie’s cheek with his fingertips, pausing over his lips. A thousand fantasies, dirty and sweet, all rolled through Everett’s mind at once and what he settled on was leaning in to kiss him again, sucking on his lower lip before coming up for air once more.

“Feed me a strawberry,” Everett ordered.

Wylie had to pull his gaze from Everett’s to see where he was reaching, but he managed to get the strawberry and dredge it through the chocolate sauce and up to Everett’s lips.

Wylie’s hands trembled.

“Feed me from your lips.”

Wylie’s chest rose and fell as he opened his mouth and put the tip of the berry between his teeth. Everett leaned in, taking it from him, enjoying the soft moans the other man made as he swiped his tongue over Wylie’s lips to get every last bit of chocolate.

“Again,” Everett said, his voice hoarse.

He could do this all night with him. Had he loved Lara? Yes, but he’d never felt this depth of passion or level of intimacy with her as he already did with Wylie.

That saddened him, that his denials had deprived both of them this kind of relationship before now.

Then again, maybe he couldn’t have handled someone like Wylie back then.

Wylie couldn’t mask the way his hand shook as he took another strawberry, this time holding it halfway between his teeth instead of just a little bit.

Everett cupped his hand behind Wylie’s neck and held him in place as he leaned in to take it, another long, deep sucking kiss following. Then he lay back, bringing the other man with him, on top of him. Wylie rolled completely onto his front and kissed him, hard, straddling Everett’s right thigh and grinding his bulge against him.

With a fistful of Wylie’s hair, Everett held him in place and savored him, refusing to be rushed, his other hand sliding down Wylie’s back and into the waistband of his briefs to cup his ass, kneading it and making Wylie moan as they kissed.

Rolling them over so Everett was on top, he braced his arms on either side of Wylie’s head and stared down at him. A light dusting of brown hair across his chest led to a treasure trail down past his belt buckle.

Everett lowered his head and licked a path from Wylie’s chin down his neck and over his chest to the man’s left nipple. Flicking it with his tongue, gently teasing and testing with his teeth, nipping, biting until he got the level of gasps and moans he wanted before moving to Wylie’s right nipple and repeating it. When Wylie wrapped his arms around him, Everett lifted his mouth from his nipple.

“Hands over your head.”

A soft whine in response, but Wylie complied. Everett changed position to hold on to the man’s wrists, pinning him in place as he slowly tormented him.

He only got one first time with Wylie, one first time with a man.

He refused to rush.

Eventually, he kissed and licked his way down the treasure trail until he reached Wylie’s belt. Sitting up, he stared down at him, their gazes locked as Everett unfastened Wylie’s belt and worked on his fly. The man’s hard cock pressed against the front of his jeans, springing free when he pulled his briefs down.

Everett started tugging his jeans off him, and when Wylie tried to help, Everett lightly slapped the outside of his thigh. “Stop. Hold still.”

Another soft whine in response, but Wylie fell still and let Everett do it.

His own cock was screaming and there was very likely a huge wet spot on the front of his briefs. He didn’t care. He wanted to do this his way, and once his own shorts came off, his cock would be quickly buried inside this gorgeous man’s body.

Once Everett had him stripped, he spread Wylie’s legs and started kissing a hot path along his inner thighs, from his left knee up, skipping his cock and balls, and down his inner right thigh. On his way up again, he paused at the man’s sac, breathing on him, staring up his body at the nearly mindless need painted on the other man’s face. Wylie trimmed, but still had bush.

“I want my boy shaved,” he said, brushing his nose along the man’s down. “One of your jobs will be helping me shave down there, too.”

“Y-yes, Sir!”

He flicked his tongue out, a tease, along the bottom of Wylie’s sac. He could smell him, warm and musky and vaguely of soap, like he’d showered right before his errands. From the slit at the tip of his cut eight-inch cock a clear drop of pre-cum had pearled and slowly rolled down his glans.

“Do not come until I give you permission, boy,” he said.

With that, he reached out and held Wylie’s cock as he slowly licked his way up the underside from base to head.

Yes!

 

* * * *

 

Wylie knew if he wasn’t given permission to come soon, he might explode just from spontaneous combustion. He felt himself fall deep into subspace and never had he ever experienced such passion, heat, sexual tension.

If this was their first time together, he could only imagine how hot their sex would get as the man grew used to him and they got to know each other’s anatomies better.

Everett’s tongue slowly slid around the head of his cock, exploring, tasting, even as his hand squeezed the base of Wylie’s shaft.

Everett’s breath blew hot across the head of his cock as he spoke. “Tell me how you want me to fuck you tonight, boy.” He went back to exploring.

Only one answer pounded through his brain. “However Sir wants to fuck me.”

More licks. “Do you play with your ass? Can you take me?”

“Y-yes, Sir.” The man’s mouth was hotter than sin and he wasn’t even sucking on him yet. It made putting vowels and consonants together difficult in the extreme.

Everett reached over to his duffle bag and grabbed something. Then Wylie felt fingers and cool lube against his rim, moaning as a finger slowly breached while Everett engulfed his cock with his mouth again.

The man sadistically took his time, matching his movements hand and mouth, working up to two, then three fingers before sitting up and wiping his hands. He shoved his shorts and briefs off, rolled a condom onto his shaft, and nudged into position, pressing the head of his cock against Wylie’s rim.

He leaned in, staring down at him, hooking his arms under Wylie’s shoulders and lacing fingers with him. Pinning him in.

“Ask me for it.”

“Please fuck me, Sir!”

Everett leaned in to kiss him, faking him out, smiling as Wylie struggled to raise his head and kiss him. With one hard, deep thrust that made both men moan, Everett plunged his cock into Wylie’s ass all the way to the balls. Wylie nearly came from how good it felt, but fortunately Everett held still, leaning in and kissing him, swallowing his cries.

“Part of me wants to make this last for hours,” Everett whispered. “And part of me wants to fuck you hard and fast and make you mine right now, as quickly as possible.”

“I am yours, Sir.”

Wylie knew it to the depths of his soul. Just this little bit, the past several weeks of getting to know each other punctuated by this perfect night, had wrapped him around Everett’s heart and soul.

No one could ever live up to this now. To Him.

Everett slowly fucked him, Wylie’s aching cock unable to get friction between them. Then Everett pulled out, Wylie gasping in protest at the sudden emptiness as Everett chuckled. “Hold on, boy.”

He stretched out on his left side, rolling Wylie to face away from him with his head nestled in the crook of Everett’s arm, spooning the way they had during their sleepovers. Everett reached down and lifted Wylie’s right thigh before sliding his cock inside him again.

“Yesss,” Everett hissed before kissing him again. As he got them settled into position, slowly fucking Wylie, he reached round him with his right arm and fisted Wylie’s cock.

Wylie tipped his head back, kissing him, hooking his arm behind Everett’s head and holding on to him, not wanting to lose any contact with him.

I love him.

 

* * * *

 

Everett wished he could do this all night with Wylie and knew that wasn’t going to happen. He wouldn’t be able to hold out forever, and neither would Wylie.

But he wanted to savor this, savor him. He wanted to pound the man’s ass, slowly tease him, fuck him on all fours, and, sometime soon, have Wylie fuck him.

For tonight, he wanted to make his guy come, to feel Wylie’s body impaled on his cock and obeying him.

Being his good boy.

The man’s tight ass deliciously gripped his cock, feeling far better than even the best times with Lara.

“Come for me,” he said before crushing his lips onto Wylie’s again,

The man did, almost immediately, his body arching against Everett’s as his ass contracted around his cock. Without releasing Wylie’s cock, Everett started fucking him hard, fast, trying to catch up and letting out a deep groan as he did. His cock exploded, his balls filling the condom as he fell still with his lips covering Wylie’s.

Wylie didn’t let go of him, desperately kissing him even as his cock started inflating again in Everett’s hand.

Everett released him, bringing his hand to his mouth to taste Wylie’s cum before letting Wylie lick his fingers clean. Kissing him again, he returned his hand to Wylie’s now hard cock and started stroking. Inside Wylie’s ass, he felt his own cock inflating.

“Fuck, baby,” he whispered. “That was so good.”

“It’s all yours, Sir,” Wylie said. “Just for you.”

He rolled them, Wylie on bottom, Everett nudging him onto all fours as Everett grabbed his hips and started to plow him hard.

Wylie arched his back and rocked back hard to meet each stroke. “Yeeesss, Sir, just like that!”

This time Everett came first, pulling out and praying the condom came with him—it did, yay!—before he reached around and quickly finished Wylie off.

They collapsed onto the blanket, Everett spooned around Wylie.

He nipped the back of Wylie’s neck. “Let’s clean up in the water and go for round two.”

Wylie chuckled. “I thought that was round two, Sir.”

“Round three, then.” He kissed the nape of his neck again. “You arguing with me?”

Wylie rolled to face him and wrapped an arm and leg around him. “No, Sir,” he said, meeting his gaze. “I belong to you. If you want to fuck me all night long, I’m happy to do it.”

Everett cupped his face, searching his eyes for any sign of…

He didn’t know.

“I’m falling in love with you.” He hoped it wasn’t a mistake to admit that this soon. “Please don’t break my heart.”

Wylie’s eyes widened before he kissed him, hard, trying to squirm even closer to him. “I love you, too, Sir. Let’s go clean up and let me give you a proper blow job.”

Everett smiled. “You’ve been dying to blow me.”

“Fuck, yeah, I have.”

Everett tossed the condom into the plastic grocery bag he’d brought for garbage and they walked, naked, down to the water’s edge. In the dark, they didn’t need to worry about anyone seeing them, and it didn’t take Wylie long to tease Everett back to full hardness.

“You’ve got nine years on me,” Wylie joked. “Might take me a little longer for number three tonight, if I can even pull it off.”

“We can try.” Everett grabbed him by the cock and led him back to the tent. He let Wylie push him down onto the blanket and dive between his legs.

Best.

Blowjob.

Ever.

He’d thought Lara had been good at them, and, honestly, he’d frequently closed his eyes and envisioned it was a guy doing him.

Wylie far surpassed his wildest dreams. Not just sucking him, but worshipping his cock, his balls, even rimming him and giving Everett another scorching hot first.

He stroked Wylie’s head, loving it when the man reached up and grabbed his hands, pressing them harder against his head to indicate to get rougher with him.

So he grabbed two fistfuls of Wylie’s hair and started fucking back against Wylie’s mouth, letting his climax build and swell before finally bursting free, his balls pumping a hot load of cum into Wylie’s willing and eager mouth.

Wylie sat up, grinning. “And that’s likely the best blowjob you’ve ever received in your life.”

“It was.” Everett crooked a finger at him to lean in, kissing him and loving that he tasted himself on the man’s lips. Everett sat up again, having Wylie sit in front of him like they’d started and handed him the bottle of lube. “I want to watch you stroke yourself,” Everett murmured into his ear. “Don’t come without permission. If you get close, beg me.”

While Wylie had masturbated for him over the phone, Everett had yet to actually see him do it.

Wylie’s eyes dropped closed as he squirted lube into his right palm and started to do just that, cupping his balls with his left.

Everett slipped his hands between Wylie’s arms and his chest and started pinching the man’s nipples.

“Oh…fuck, Sir!”

“Oooh, there will be nipple clamps in your future, boy. Count on it.”

Wylie’s head lolled back onto Everett’s left shoulder as he stroked himself. Everett watched, fascinated, turned on but after three climaxes too spent to do much more than watch this time around. He wasn’t even sure if Wylie would be able to get it up a third time…until he started talking to him.

“We’re going to have rules, boy. No masturbating without permission still applies. When we’re alone at home, you’re naked inside unless you have permission to wear clothes. I’m going to get you a collar to wear. And once I formally collar you, I’m getting a ring put in your right ear.” He nipped the shell of Wylie’s ear, near the top. “Up there. Captive bead piercing you can’t take out yourself. Something unobtrusive. That will be your day collar. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir!” Wylie’s cock had fully inflated again. He even sounded deep in subspace.

“I’ve never been able to be me before now. I’m a Dominant, and I’m a sadist, and lucky you, you get to benefit from all of that. I’m going to have fun turning your ass red before I fuck you at night. I want to learn shibari and tie you up and fuck you in all sorts of positions. Spend days off together where you walk around lubed up and ready so any time I want to bend you over, even if it’s out in the barn, I can slide my cock up that tight ass of yours and fill you up.”

Another needy moan. “Yes, please, Sir.”

He nipped Wylie’s ear again. “Just to clarify it one more time—I do not share. No play with anyone but me, and damn sure no sex with anyone. I want to be fluid bonded with you and only you. I won’t cheat on you. If you cheat on me, you won’t get a second chance with me. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“When we spend nights together, before we go to bed you will get on your knees and we’ll talk about the day, if there’s anything we need to deal with.” More nibbling on his ear. “Any punishments that need to be given. I expect honesty from you. I will punish you far less if you’re honest with me than if you lie to me. And when we’re out in public or with friends, you’ll listen to me when I tell you to do something. It’s my job to protect you and I expect you to listen to me.”

Wylie shivered in his arms and Everett suspected he’d just hit on a key point that maybe hadn’t come out yet in their many talks. “Yes, Sir. May I please come?”

“Not yet.” Wylie moaned as Everett nuzzled his neck. “Don’t think it’ll be all punishments, either. I plan on rewarding my good boy. Catch you in the act doing good things.” He stopped tormenting his nipples and moved his left hand up to Wylie’s throat, gently cupping the front of it while he encircled his waist with his right arm.

“I plan on loving my boy so hard and so well. You won’t even want to look at another guy, I’m going to take such good care of you. You’ll never have to doubt where I am, either, because I’ll spend every day showing you how much I love you. Are you close?”

“Yes, Sir, please, may I come?”

Everett took his time, nuzzling the side of Wylie’s neck, working back up to his ear as he gently applied a little pressure to his neck. With his lips pressed against Wylie’s ear, he softly breathed, “Come.”

Wylie’s body stiffened in his arms, a soft cry escaping him as Everett felt Wylie’s hot cum splashing across his arm and Wylie’s hand and stomach. As the man lay panting in his arms, Everett scooped it up onto his fingers and brought them up to Wylie’s mouth. The man eagerly sucked them clean, time and again as Everett fed it to him.

He stretched out on his side, Wylie’s head nestled in the crook of his arm and his other still draped around him. “Nap time, baby.”

 

* * * *

 

One a day, sure, if he was feeling up to it. Two in a day? Um, okay, sometimes, if one was in the morning and one in the evening.

Three a day?

Wylie hadn’t done that in years.

And here Everett had just gotten three out of him in under two hours.

When was the last time a lover had ever gotten him so worked up? So perfectly swinging in that sweet spot between reality and fantasy, desires and dreams?

Never.

Snuggled safely against Everett’s solid warmth, Wylie closed his eyes and drifted to sleep, well aware that they were naked out in the open, in a tent that provided zero privacy in the daytime should they oversleep.

If Everett wasn’t worried, he wouldn’t, either.

And that was a huge thing for him. He didn’t know if Everett realized how huge.

At some point, lips playing with his ear woke him up.

“We need to go to the house, baby. It’s late. We can sleep in, but we can’t be out here when Mark gets here.”

His eyes flew open, panic hitting him until he realized it was still dark. “What time is it?”

“Nearly two.”

He sat up and met Everett’s gaze in the dim light cast by the display of his cell phone. At some point, the candle had burned down and gone out.

“I’ll get the cooler if you’ll grab our clothes,” Everett said. “Use your phone’s light to see the path.”

He nodded, sleep once again trying to settle in his system with the knowledge they were still safe.

He stood, wincing a little at the good aches and pains he was already feeling. If this was the kind of thing he could expect with a younger man as a lover, he was going to have to step up his game and make sure he stayed in shape.

He found their clothes and gathered everything together. “Did you mean it?” he asked, almost afraid of the answer.

“Mean what, baby?”

He closed his eyes, fighting against dropping into subspace again. “Everything.”

He felt Everett’s hands on his shoulders, turning him.

“I meant every word I said. If you can’t handle me the way—”

Wylie rose up onto his toes and kissed him, silencing him. “I love you, Sir.”

“Love you, too, boy. Get that cute ass up to the house. We’ll shower off and get into bed and you can teach me the fine art of giving a blowjob in the morning.”

His heart raced. “Yes, Sir.”

He forced himself not to run, not wanting to stray from the mown path. In the house he turned down the AC in the bedroom so it was cooling while he started the washer and dumped all their clothes in together. Everett walked in with the cooler and took the leftover food to the fridge.

In the dim light cast by the light from the fridge, Wylie studied Everett’s profile and his heart caught in his throat at how beautiful he looked. He’d let his beard and mustache grow out for the ren fair, but had kept them trimmed. Last Sunday night, he’d shaved while Wylie had stood behind him, arms around his waist, and watched.

Everett glanced his way, that handsome lopsided smirk curving his sexy lips. “What, baby?”

“You, Sir. Everything about you.”

He finished putting away the food and walked over, pulling him into his arms. “How was our first time? Be honest.”

“Perfect.”

Everett stared into his eyes for a moment. Wylie didn’t interrupt, suspecting he was trying to put words to a thought.

“I did mean every word out there,” he quietly said, less sadist and more serious now. “From I love you, to I’ll take care of you. And everything in between. I’m not going to be an asshole. But I am in charge. You’ll get a say in our life, you’ll get to make some decisions. But if you can’t take me as I am, tell me now, because it’ll kill me to think this is forever and years from now you tell me it’s not working and you had doubts all along. I won’t do that to someone else. Life’s too short.”

Wylie grabbed his head and pulled him down for another kiss. When he let go, Wylie sank to his knees and looked up at him. “I want to be with someone I trust. Someone I can completely let go to. Someone I know will make good decisions, because sometimes, I really suck at that.” He held out his hands, indicating the house with a barking laugh. “Case. In. Point.”

Everett caught his hands and pulled him up. “Then we’ll do this for at least six months,” he said. “If we haven’t killed each other by then, let’s start talking about getting married. Because I’m not going to spend the rest of my life with someone and not be married to them.”

“Move in with me. Please? Bring the Tin Can over here if you want to. You said you could build a forge in the workshop. If you get sick of me, you can move back into the Tin Can and still stay here. Or one of the other bedrooms. Please, Sir?” With Everett already talking about the future, Wylie wanted it now.

Everett cupped his cheek, a tender, gentle gesture that had already burrowed deep into Wylie’s heart. “I’m not going to force you to let me move in here right now.”

“You don’t have to force me. I want you here. Please, Sir?”

His thumb stroked Wylie’s lips. “You don’t have to call me Sir all the time, either. Only when we’re playing, or in protocols, or in bed.”

“I want to.”

“I don’t want to burn you out on us by going 24/7 right off the bat.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Ev. I want this. You’ve had to hold back who you are? So have I, for longer than you.”

His eyes searched Wylie’s face. “Two weeks,” he said. “Let’s try two weeks me living here with you, in the house. If we’re about to kill each other, we’ll step it back a little. I won’t move the Tin Can here yet, or my stuff from Andy’s workshop. In two weeks, we’ll talk.”

Wylie eagerly nodded, his heart singing at the thought of having his Sir there all the time. He turned his face so he could kiss Everett’s palm. “Thank you, Sir.”

Everett turned him toward the kitchen doorway and lightly smacked his ass. “Shower. Now. I want to curl up in bed with you.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Wylie awakened firmly cuddled against a comfortably Everett-sized body behind him. It was daylight outside, but from the look of the light, not very late.

Closing his eyes again, he knew he was smiling. Would probably be smiling for quite a while.

He’d also be enjoying the hell out of these good aches and pains he was currently inventorying in his body. It’d been a long time since a night of sex had left him feeling this good emotionally.

Hell, it’d been a long time since anything had left him feeling this good emotionally.

And for a blessed little while, he didn’t hear his mom’s chastising voice in his head. Or Ralph’s.

Everett.

Sir.

Master.

He liked the last one best and wondered if Everett would ever want him to call him that.

It was likely no coincidence that he’d also had the best night’s sleep in as long as he could remember, either. Not only from having his brains fucked out, but from finally having Everett in his life in this way.

He hadn’t been kidding about that. This was the first time in his life he could remember finally feeling…free.

The irony didn’t escape him, no.

Everett snuggled closer, drawing Wylie’s body tightly against his, Everett’s semi-stiff cock pressed against the seam of Wylie’s ass.

Wylie’s hardened in response as he thought about Everett fucking him in this position last night.

Everett’s warm breath blew against the back of his neck. Their bodies fit together perfectly, and for the first time in his life, Wylie was glad he was only five eight.

“Good morning, baby,” Everett sleepily muttered.

Wylie laid his hand over Everett’s, lacing fingers with him. “Good morning, Sir.”

He chuckled. “You keep calling me that, maybe I will make it a full-time requirement.”

“Yes, Sir. I hope so.”

Everett’s lips nuzzled against his flesh, tenderly.

Lovingly.

“Just keep in mind that even if I’m not calling you baby or boy or slave or my sweet slut, you’re all those things, always, in my heart.”

A soft whimper escaped Wylie at that last moniker.

Everett’s hand slid down to Wylie’s cock, which had fully hardened now. He wrapped his fingers around it, but didn’t squeeze, didn’t stroke, which frustrated Wylie.

“Hmm. So you like that last one, too, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir,” he whispered, his face heating, not shame but a deep, dark desire effortlessly dug up by this man.

“I expect you to be my willing slut,” he said, his voice still thick with sleep. “By that I mean for me and only me.” More nibbles along the back of Wylie’s neck that made him moan and his eyes fall shut. “You’ve opened Pandora’s Box, baby. We need to stock up on lube and condoms, because you might as well start out every morning lubing that sweet ass when you get up.”

Everett grazed his teeth along the top of his shoulder and back to the nape of his neck. “Might stop by unexpectedly for lunch to fill your ass with a load. Put a butt plug in you to hold it in there until I get home to add to it before we take a shower and I clean you out to add another one before bed and finally let you nut.”

Wylie realized he was grinding his ass against Everett and knew yes, he was absolutely a slut for this man.

Unapologetically.

Proudly.

“That’s when I’m not using that hot mouth of yours and filling your belly with my cum.” He bit down on the top of Wylie’s shoulder even as he started squeezing Wylie’s cock, pulling a soft cry of pleasure from him.

“Oh, you’ll get to come, too, baby. I’m going to keep you horny for my cock. My good boy will get all the orgasms I can drain from him. I have sooo many fantasies I’m ready to turn into reality. Wait until I start buying toys.”

Everett’s cock was fully hard now, pressing against him. “Vibrating prostate massager, inflatable butt plugs, learning how to milk you while you’re in a chastity belt, maybe even make my own bondage frame to strap you to while a fuck machine plows your ass and you suck my cock.”

Wylie trembled in his arms, afraid he’d wake up from this gorgeous dream and find himself alone and in a house that could fall down around his ears and not…here.

With him.

“What do you think, baby?” Everett whispered in his ear.

Wylie rolled onto his stomach, ass in the air, legs spread wide. “Please, fuck me, Sir!”

Everett chuckled, reaching under him to gently tug on his cock. “Not yet, baby. You have butt plugs? Toys?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Towel, lube, condom, and all your toys. Get them. Let me see what you have.”

On shaky legs, Wylie made it out of bed, went to use the bathroom, then started to search. While he did that, Everett hit the bathroom. The first three items and one of the butt plugs were easy to find. The other butt plugs, and toys, he had to dig through a box to find them. He’d nearly tossed them when he moved, except he’d finally realized that it might be a while before he met anyone and he shouldn’t let his memories of Ralph taint his own sexuality or deny him pleasure.

The four butt plugs, three dildos, and the vibrator were laid out on the bed, on the towel, for Everett’s careful consideration. Wylie’s cock jutted out, rigid and leaking pre-cum as he watched Everett studying them.

 

* * * *

 

Holy…shit!

In the good way.

Everett felt nearly frozen from indecision, trying to pick something to play with.

He wanted to play with everything.

Including Wylie.

Especially Wylie.

“Which one is your favorite, boy?”

“I-I use all of them. It depends on how I feel. Sometimes I have to work up to the larger ones, though, if it’s been a while.”

One of the dildos had a suction-cup base. “How do you use that one?”

“I either stick it to the shower wall and back up onto it, or on the floor and squat over it.”

Fuck.

Me.

That mental image was…hawt.

Everett smiled. “At some point in the next couple of weeks, I will be getting a demonstration of that technique from you.”

“Yes, Sir.” Wylie’s smile looked glazed, spacey. Everett didn’t know if that was left over from last night’s fun or he’d dropped back down into subspace.

He leaned in and cupped Wylie’s cheek, loving how the other man nuzzled his face tight against his palm.

“When I ask for full honesty, it means in every way. Including sexually. If you have fantasies, no matter how dark or dirty you think they are, I expect you to tell them to me. There’s no shame in fantasies, because they’re our outlet. I wouldn’t be doing this with you if I didn’t trust you. If you tell me a fantasy of getting spit-roasted, I don’t assume you want to cheat on me. I assume it means I have to get evilly creative and plug your ass with a toy while fucking that hot mouth of yours.”

Wylie’s lips parted as pink filled his cheeks. “Yes, Sir.”

Everett sucked on Wylie’s lower lip before pressing his forehead to Wylie’s. “I was at that party. I watched Glen and Wade DP Justin, and I saw the way your cock was hard. So was mine. It took everything I had not to fuck you right there and to wait so I could do it right. Nothing saying I can’t work you up to fucking you at the same time with a toy in there.”

Another shiver raced through Wylie as his eyes dropped closed. “Yes, Sir.”

“Would you like that?”

“Yes, please, Sir.”

“So tell me. The darkest fantasy you have, right now.”

He watched Wylie’s throat nervously work, and he didn’t speak at first.

“Eyes open. Look at me when you tell me.”

His eyes fluttered open. After a deep breath, he spoke, so soft Everett could barely hear him. “After weeks of training, I want to spend the day as Sir’s fucktoy, tied down to a bench and being used in every hole, filled with Sir’s cum at both ends, teased and edged all day and made to beg before Sir does…that as you jerk me off.”

“Does what, boy?” Everett said, his own cock throbbing at that hot image.

He swallowed again. “Fuck my hole with your cock and a toy at the same time.”

Everett slid his hand around the back of Wylie’s neck, cupping it, pulling him in for a long, deep kiss. “Good boy,” he hoarsely said. “Such a good boy for me. Tell me another.”

“I hope Sir invests in a sex sling to fuck me in.”

Everett smiled. “Oooh, that’s a given. Tell me more.”

“I…I wouldn’t mind Sir…seeing if I can be trained to be f-fisted…”

As Everett kept Wylie talking, he noticed the other man’s voice grew more sure, approached normal volume and strength even as he seemed to relax, his nerves disappearing.

Everett smiled as Wylie stared into his eyes, now steadily meeting his gaze instead of nervously darting away with every revelation.

Nothing he’d said had shocked Everett. In fact, most of the man’s fantasies were either pretty dang close to his own as a Top, or were hot and sexy variations Everett hadn’t thought of himself.

“Never keep your fantasies from me, boy,” Everett told him. “Nothing you just said shocked me.” He smiled. “Made me hornier than hell and wishing I didn’t have to work for a living. We’d fuck each other to death if that was the case.”

That drew a soft laugh from Wylie. “Maybe I need to go get me a prescription for blue pills to keep up with you.”

Everett gently squeezed the nape of his neck. “No, baby. I don’t expect marathon fucking from you. We’re both human. If it ever gets to a point where it is an issue for you, we’ll discuss it then. Right now, I’m just so fucking relieved to know you want me, and that I’m not alone anymore, that even nights spent cuddling in front of the TV will be happily welcomed.”

Wylie’s eyes suddenly looked bright, and he started blinking away tears. When he reached up to wipe them away, Everett gently caught his hands and stopped him. “What’s wrong? What did I say wrong?”

Wylie shook his head. “Nothing, Sir,” he said. “You didn’t say anything wrong. That’s the point—everything you’ve done and said is perfect and I’m scared I’m going to fuck this up the way I’ve fucked up everything else good in my life.”

Everett leaned in and kissed his tears away before engulfing him in his arms, hugging him, holding him tightly cuddled against his chest so that he had to look up at Everett.

“Did you ever stop to think maybe you weren’t the one at fault all those times? Everett to Wylie—I love you. That is first above all else. If something were to happen to you tomorrow, and you couldn’t ever get it up again, I’d still want you. I’d still love you. I’d still take care of you. Because I love you. If I got hurt tomorrow and you had to take care of me, would you still love me?”

“Of course!”

“Okay. This isn’t about sex. Sex is part of it, yeah. But the only reason the sex is part of it is because I love you and trust you. That’s why I wanted to do this slowly. Could I have jumped on Tinder or Craigslist or something and found quickie hook-ups after Lara and I separated? Sure. But I didn’t want that. That’s not who I am. There are going to be times you’re swearing at me because I’ve got you tied up and I’m edging you and I’m caning your ass. There will be times what I want is nothing more than spending the day hiking or going shopping or to the beach.”

He gently tapped the center of Wylie’s forehead. “And there will be days you want to be my slut and spend the day covered in my spooge from head to toe, and there will be days you just want to curl up and read and chill.”

He tapped Wylie’s forehead again. “What all those times have in common is that, no matter what, we love and trust each other, and what we are to each other always lives in there, no matter what we’re doing at the time.”

He kissed Wylie. “That’s how I want to be a Dominant. There will be times I get home from work feeling worn out and shitty and not in the mood to order you around. I expect you to still be my slave, even if I’m not actively in Master mode. Just like there will be days I’m feeling frisky and ornery, and you might be exhausted from working around here. I’m not ever going to force you. That holds zero attraction for me. But in my head, I’m still your Master and you’re still my slave, and if what I need to do to take care of my slave is to let him just be Wylie and I need to give Wylie some TLC, that’s what I do.”

More tears welled up in Wylie’s eyes, sliding down his cheeks. “Yes, Sir.”

“Let me guess. Ralph wasn’t like that?”

“No, Sir.”

Everett knew the basics of some of the things Ralph had done. Wylie had been reluctant to talk about him, though, and without being able to spend a lot of time together, Everett had been reluctant to get Wylie talking just to have to turn around and leave, or end a phone call.

Digging into that mine of pain and helping him clear it out for good was near the top of Everett’s list, though.

“Okay.” A sigh escaped Everett. “I’m not Ralph. Being Master and slave 24/7, to me, means we can still talk as Ev and Wy. I’m not going to let you slide on protocols and rules and punishments, once we work out all those things. I will expect you to be a mature adult and safeword and ask for modifications if you need them, and explain to me why. Pushing your boundaries is not the same as being a callous asshole. Just like expecting that being 24/7 means there will be times we have different modes. First gear, second, third, and so on. Last night was probably second gear, getting to know each other. Times like this, right this second, where we talk, first gear. Maybe even neutral, depending on what we’re dealing with.

“I have to work. I won’t mooch off you. I refuse to do that. Wylie and Everett take precedence over work as people and partners, but Master and slave ‘gears’ in terms of priority fall below work, and critical tasks like taking care of the livestock and emergency repairs around here. Make sense?”

Wylie nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

“Being a Master 24/7, to me, isn’t being sadistic sexy Dom dude all the time.” He tapped Wylie’s forehead again. “It’s always in there.” He tapped his own forehead. “It’s always in here. And we learn each other so well that we can seamlessly downshift and upshift into different gears to meet the other person where they are at any given time and handle their needs for them. To me, that’s a perfect 24/7. Okay?”

He loved the man’s smile. Wylie lifted his head to kiss him, his hand settling behind Everett’s neck. “Yes, Sir. That sounds perfect to me, too.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Everett picked one of the butt plugs, not the largest but the one Wylie usually used if he was going to put one in, and set the other toys aside. Wylie’s pulse raced as Everett made him lie back on the towel, legs spread and held open, while he lubed Wylie’s hole.

Then the butt plug.

Slowly working it into Wylie’s ass, Everett smiled up at him. “Get used to having your ass filled when I’m around. Either by my cock, or by something getting you ready for my cock.”

“Yes, Sir!”

Once it was fully seated inside him, Everett sat up. “Such a good boy. You can come for me.” He climbed on top of Wylie sixty-nine, loving the way Wylie’s mouth felt on his cock as he moaned when Everett went down on him, the way his noises vibrated through him.

Taking his time and holding back his own orgasm were easy when he listened to the deep, rolling moans Wylie made, muffled by his cock in Wylie’s mouth. Reaching down, he played with the base of the butt plug, fucking Wylie with it, loving how the man’s mouth felt. He didn’t know how long they lay there, but Everett would have gladly done it all day, if possible. He worked his mouth and lips and tongue up and down Wylie’s shaft, sucking him, devouring him, taking him as deeply as he could before licking and sucking on the head, tasting his pre-cum just to go deep again.

They eventually settled into a rhythm, Wylie’s hips frantically bucking up against Everett’s face as his desperation grew. He had hold of Everett’s ass, his fingers digging into his cheeks as he eagerly swallowed Everett’s cock. When Wylie’s moans changed into high-pitched whines, his cock hardened, grew hotter. That’s when he erupted, hot cum spurting into Everett’s mouth.

Only then did Everett start to fuck Wylie’s mouth, never relinquishing the other man’s cock as he fucked his mouth until he finally came, Wylie’s hands massaging his ass as he softly moaned and swallowed, nuzzling his face against Everett’s pubes.

Everett got up and turned around, pulling Wylie into his arms. He draped himself over Everett, their legs twined.

Perfection.

“How was that?” Everett finally asked.

Wylie wore a contented smile. He nuzzled the side of Everett’s neck, sated, calm, wearing a happy air the likes of which Everett couldn’t remember seeing on him before.

“Perfect, Sir,” he murmured.

He slid one hand down Wylie’s back, fingers working between his ass cheeks to find the base of the butt plug. Gently pressing on it rewarded Everett with a soft, needy moan and Wylie trying to press his body even tighter against Everett’s.

“My boy’s going to wear that for a while yet this morning,” Everett said. “No clothes this morning, either. I bought stuff for breakfast at the store yesterday. We don’t need to leave the house today, if we don’t want to.”

“We need to get your things from the Tin Can, Sir.” Wylie’s voice sounded a little subspacey, even, not just fuck-sated sleepy.

There was that. He had promised Wylie two weeks to try it out between them. “We can do that later. I don’t want to move right now.” He nuzzled Wylie’s forehead. “I want to cuddle and nap for a little while, then I want you to fuck my ass.

Wylie’s head shot up. “Sir?”

“What?”

“I…” He seemed at a loss for words.

“What’s wrong?”

“I-I wasn’t sure you’d really want me to do that.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” He studied Wylie. “Is this going to be a problem?”

He shook his head. “No, Sir.” He settled back into position.

“I might not feel like catching all the time, no. But this day is all ours, and I want that from you today.”

“You don’t expect me to…top you, do you, Sir?”

“I’m not a sub, no. I’m talking making love.”

Wylie’s head tipped back, his gaze focused on Everett’s.

“What?” Everett asked.

Wylie’s lips curved in a sweet smile. “You called it making love. Not just sex.”

“It’s not just sex. I love you. There will be times I want to bend you over and plow you hard. And there will be times I want to romance you. I have a lot of catching up to do and I want it all. With you.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie had caught himself once again trapped by old and toxic thoughts. Memories.

Behavior practically engrained in him by his time with Ralph.

Fucker.

As if preternaturally tuned into Wylie’s thoughts, Everett’s gaze narrowed. “What?”

“Nothing, Sir. I don’t want to talk about old stuff today. Like you said, today is all ours. We’ll have lots of time for me to…” He didn’t know the right word for it.

“Emotionally purge?”

Wylie closed his eyes. It was that or risk Everett seeing how close he was to tears. “Perfect way to say it.”

“This is exactly why I wanted us to go slow. Not only because I didn’t want to repeat mistakes from my past, but I didn’t want to risk hurting you.”

“You’re a beautiful man, Everett Cannon. You aren’t capable of hurting me.”

“Ooooh, reeeally? I haven’t even spanked you yet.”

“I meant hurting me in the bad ways. And I hope there’s a spanking in my near future, Sir. I haven’t had one in too damn long.”

“I don’t have any paddles. Let’s start with bare-handed and go from there until I’m confident.”

“That sounds good to me, Sir.”

They both dozed off. It was the sound of Everett’s phone going off from where he’d left it plugged in and charging on the dresser that awakened them some time later.

“Do you want me to get it for you, Sir?”

“No, that’s Eve’s ringtone. She’ll text me.” A moment later, it beeped. “And there’s her text.”

“Want me to get it?”

“Nah. Watch this.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Siri. Read my new messages.”

The phone beeped. “You have a new message from ICE - Sister. You want to have dinner tonight?”

“When the robot revolution happens,” Wylie joked, “Siri will lead the charge. You realize that, right? She knows humanity’s secrets.”

He snickered, kissing Wylie before he sat up. “I’ll text her back if you’ll make coffee.”

“Who, Siri? Asking for future leniency?”

Everett grinned as he leaned in for another kiss. “I love this about us,” he said. “This is exactly why I wanted to go slow.” He waggled his eyebrows at Wylie. “And the butt plug stays in.” He stood and walked over to the dresser.

Wylie felt his cock already trying to revive, which was a minor miracle in and of itself.

A quick trip by the bathroom, and then he headed to the kitchen. Everett followed him a moment later, also naked, pressing his body along Wylie’s back. “Quick question.”

“Yes, Sir?”

“You feel like meeting Eve tonight?”

Wylie turned, “Really?”

“I know I said today was about us, but—”

“Yes, Sir.” He rose up to kiss him. “I’d love to meet her.”

This was a good surprise. Wylie knew Everett wasn’t out to his parents. He’d already made a conscious decision that he wouldn’t press Everett to tell his family about them. Everett had assured Wylie that he would come out to them, and nothing Everett had said or done yet had been a lie.

He trusted Everett. Completely.

This was just one more way that trust had been validated.

Everett smiled. “I mentioned she’s an attorney, right? And overprotective?”

“But you said she doesn’t have a problem with you being gay…didn’t you?”

“Oh, no problem there. But it took her months to finally relax around Lara. It wouldn’t matter if you were a guy or a girl, she’s my protective little sister.”

“It’s handy to have an attorney in the family.”

“Well, she practices corporate law, so not really. But we’re close.” He sighed. “I told her a couple of weeks ago that we’re dating, and I promised her then that when we took things to the next step, I’d introduce you to her.”

“You did?”

Everett wrapped his arms around Wylie. “I didn’t want you to stress. And I didn’t want to stress. I also didn’t want to jinx this and say, ‘Yeah, cool, he’s the one.’ Even though I already knew you were.”

Wylie blinked, realized he was crying, and melted against Everett.

Everett let out a soft sigh. “I want to talk about him in-depth at some point. You need to get it out. I also want to make sure I don’t accidentally trigger you.”

“I know, Sir.”

Everett’s arms engulfed him, safe harbor from his emotional storms, security and peace and love.

Above all, love.

It bowled him over that this man, so new to everything they were going through now, and nine years younger than him, was infinitely better as a partner in such a short time than…

“I’ll have your coffee in a moment, Sir,” he said.

Everett made him look up at him. The concern in his eyes nearly buckled Wylie’s knees. “Can I fucking punch him, at least, if we ever cross paths?”

If it wasn’t for the fact that it’d break Wylie’s heart to be separated from Everett by the man going to jail for assaulting Ralph, he’d book their flights that minute.

“What’s that thing Leo said about Tilly and prison orange?” He managed a smile. “Hey, his loss. I nailed myself a Viking. I think I came out ahead.”

“Why does everyone think I look like a Viking? I don’t see it.”

He kissed Everett’s chin, which was slightly stubbly that morning. “The kilt, the beard, the shaggy hair.”

“So what turns your crank?”

“You do, Sir.”

“I’m serious. You seemed to be immune to my rapey Viking charms when we first met.”

Wylie reached up and ran his fingers through Everett’s hair. “It’s your hair, Sir. I think you look better like this, with it short.”

Everett leaned in and sucked on Wylie’s lower lip. “Longer would be easier for you to hang on to when I suck your cock.”

Said cock twitched as Wylie’s throat went dry. “That’s a good point, Sir.”

Everett chuckled and kissed him, then turned him around with a gentle pat on his ass. “Coffee. Cuddling. Then breakfast.”

“And then?”

“You get grilled by Eve later.”

 

* * * *

 

They ended up eating breakfast then instead of waiting when they realized it was after eleven in the morning and they were both starving.

Then they headed back to bed, where Everett wanted to take his guy’s mind off everything except this new stage of their relationship. Grabbing another towel from the bathroom, and the second smallest butt plug, Wylie knelt at Everett’s ass while he got on his hands and knees.

Everett closed his eyes, hoping their earlier round would allow him to not nut the second Wylie’s hands touched him.

“H-how do you want me to do this, Sir?”

Everett sat up and turned, leaning in to kiss Wylie. Long, slow, tenderly, with a hand cupped behind his neck. “How do you want to do this?”

Wylie’s brown eyes, flecks of amber scattered here and there, were filled with trust. “I want to make love to you, Sir.”

“Then do that.” He nibbled on Wylie’s lower lip.

Everett ended up on his back, Wylie stretched out on top of him, kissing and exploring his body. Taking his time, Wylie slowly worked his way down to Everett’s nipples with his lips, gently sucking, teasing, finding the exact right thing to pull the strongest reaction out of Everett.

Meanwhile, Everett’s cock had fully inflated once more, throbbing, aching. No way would he rush his guy, either. The anticipation every time their eyes met sent another jolt of passion straight to his aching balls, his eager cock.

Wylie made love to him, frequently returning to kiss him, slowly and passionately, languid explorations that allowed Everett to completely let go to his lover and enjoy the moment wholeheartedly.

Obviously it had an effect on Wylie, too, because Everett kept feeling his hard cock brushing against his thigh or abs.

Excruciatingly slow, Wylie kissed and licked a trail down Everett’s abs to his cock, where he only teased him by swirling his tongue around the head before sitting up and pushing Everett’s thighs wide apart. Grabbing him behind the knees, he shoved them up toward Everett’s chest before settling there.

Warm breath on his balls, then the slow, delicious feeling of Wylie’s tongue swirling, teasing, exploring. Sliding into his rim before tracing a scorching trail up his taint, engulfing his balls one at a time in his mouth, and back down again.

Everett closed his eyes, his fingers digging into the backs of his thighs as he held his legs open for Wylie.

This. Is. Heaven.

There was no other adequate word for it.

He had no idea how long Wylie spent down there, only that it felt like an eternity and not nearly long enough. Then his tongue disappeared for a moment, replaced by the feel of a finger coated in cool lube. Wylie turned Everett’s cock into a lollipop, licking the head as he gently slid his finger into Everett’s rim.

Everett let out a gasp of pleasure at the intrusion, wanting more.

“Are you okay?”

“Don’t stop, please.”

The finger went deeper, then…

Everett gritted his teeth, afraid he was going to come when Wylie found his prostate.

He must have sensed it, because his finger stilled, as did his mouth. “Right there?”

“Uh-huh!”

Wylie chuckled. “One of my fantasies, Sir, is you trussing me up like this and milking me without even touching my cock, before you fuck me and put a load inside me and then stuff me with a butt plug.”

Everett chewed on the inside of his cheek to maintain control, that hot mental image not helping him hold back. “Put it on the list, boy.”

Wylie pressed his lips to the tip of Everett’s cock, his tongue flicking along the slit. “Right on the edge, aren’t you, Sir?”

“Uh-huh!”

“Doesn’t it feel great?” He slowly backed his finger out before thrusting in again, this time staying clear of his sensitive button. “You were fucking me perfectly last night, Sir. Your cock kept hitting me right…there.” His lips caressed the tip of Everett’s cock. “This gorgeous cock of yours.” He slowly finger-fucked Everett’s ass with one finger before pausing, adding more lube, then a second finger. “I don’t think I’m going to need to loosen you up with a butt plug, Sir.”

This time, there was a slight pinching burn that helped Everett hold back and get a better grip on things as Wylie gently scissored his fingers inside Everett’s rim. Not fucking him yet, just loosening him up.

“Another fantasy for the list, Sir, is that one night, if you’re tired, I’ll do this to you so you can lie back and not have to do any work.” Another lick along the slit. “I’ll suck and milk a really hard one out of you so you can fall asleep happy.”

“Put it on the list,” he managed through gritted teeth, his control once again strained.

When he looked, Wylie wore a playful smile. “This is fun, Sir.”

“Uh-huh. Don’t be afraid to experiment with me. I might be your Sir, but like I said, I want to learn.”

“Ohhh, Sir. Believe me, I’m looking forward to teaching you.”

With their gazes locked, Wylie started moving his hand again, the pinching burn returning as he finger-fucked him, but that was okay. It helped Everett hold on, hold out. He didn’t want to come yet. He wanted to feel Wylie’s cock in his ass before he busted a nut.

Every drop of pre-cum that leaked from his cock Wylie lapped up, eyes on Everett every time. “My Sir will never have to masturbate again, unless you want to,” he whispered. “That’s my job, to take care of you. I’m here for your pleasure.”

“I want you to feel good, too.”

Wylie’s grin lit his whole face. “Oh, I do, believe me. Seeing you like this, what I’m doing to you…this is nearly as good as feeling your cock in my ass for the first time last night.”

It was the third finger where Everett realized maybe he wasn’t as good at this as he thought. His cock even wilted a little, although it quickly revived when Wylie lightly brushed against his gland after he’d started to slowly thrust all three fingers into him.

“If you can take three, you can take me, Sir,” he teased.

This was, no shit, amazing. Maybe not how he wanted to get off every time, but Everett also could see how much Wylie was enjoying this. Unable to let go of Dom mode, he knew he could drop this into his toolbox for future reference, a special treat for Wylie to earn.

When Wylie withdrew his hand and then reached for a condom, Everett stopped him. “Bareback.”

Their gazes met.

“Are you sure, Sir?”

“The only reason I didn’t last night was because we weren’t close to a bathroom for easy cleanup. Believe me, I plan on putting a load in you bare and claiming you today.”

Wylie’s lower lip caught under his teeth. “Can you hold out until after I fuck you?”

“I’m going to try.”

Wylie lubed his cock and, for good measure, added more to Everett’s ass. Nudging the head of his cock against Everett’s rim, he pulled Everett’s legs around his waist and braced his arms on either side of him.

Everett reached up and cradled Wylie’s face in his hands. “Do it, baby,” he whispered.

Wylie slowly pressed for entrance, both of them groaning at the sensation. It was somewhere between two and three fingers, and as Wylie finally bottomed out, he leaned in and kissed Everett, deeply, softly moaning.

“I won’t last long, Sir,” he whispered.

“Then fuck me how you want to, baby. Then you’re going to pull that butt plug out and ride my cock, if I can last that long.”

Wylie’s cock slowly withdrew before thrusting deep again, and Everett understood what he’d meant about last night. He could feel Wylie’s cock hitting that perfect spot every time.

He hoped it didn’t take his guy long to get off or he might blow.

Wylie seemed to be watching his face, gauging his reaction, timing his movements. As Everett got used to the sensation, he started moving with Wylie, rocking his hips, until Wylie had finally sped up and pumped at him, hard, fast, deep.

That O face was a sight Everett knew he’d never forget. He felt Wylie’s cock begin to throb inside him and knew he was there. Wylie struggled to keep his eyes open and failed, his head dropping, a long, deep moan rolling from him while his body trembled and went rigid. Everett wrapped his arms around him, pulling his body down onto him and holding him.

“Good boy,” he cooed. “My very good boy, claiming his Sir.”

Another tremble washed through the other man.

“I love you so much, boy,” Everett said. “I love you so, so much. I’m sorry I made you wait, but I didn’t want to hurt you.”

Wylie raised his head, tears in his eyes as he kissed him hard and desperately. “Please claim me, Sir.”

“Get that plug out of your ass and do it, baby.”

Everett’s hands settled on Wylie’s hips a moment later as he was preparing to do just that.

“Look at me,” Everett ordered. “Eyes on me.”

That sweet glazed look had returned. Wylie’s gaze never left Everett’s as he slowly impaled himself on Everett’s cock, both men moaning as he bottomed out.

Everett only let him pause for a moment. He dug his fingers in and urged him to start moving as he flexed and thrust up into him, setting the pace.

It didn’t take him long. “Get ready, boy. Claiming what’s mine…now.” He ground up into Wylie, his balls exploding and Wylie’s moans echoing his as he finally found relief.

Wylie slumped onto him as Everett held him, both of them sweaty and exhausted now, sated.

“Love you, Sir,” he mumbled.

“Love you, too, boy.” He held him tightly. “Never letting you go.” 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

They dozed for a few minutes before dragging themselves out of bed, along with the toys and towels, and into the bathroom.

Standing under the spray, Everett made Wylie stand there as he kissed him and used his hands to soap every inch of the man’s body.

Yeah, waiting had been literally painful some nights, especially trying to will his cock to go down so he could sleep when he knew he had a willing, eager man snuggled against him. They’d already agreed that since their tests had come back neg they’d be fluid-bonded, no one but each other.

Everett wasn’t dumb. Yes, they’d usually use condoms from a logistics standpoint, but he’d wanted that symbolic union as well, today, showing Wylie his love and devotion.

He finally let Wylie wash him, and he closed his eyes, savoring it, then realizing Wylie had dropped to his knees after washing his cock, a warm, sweet mouth engulfing him.

Tapping him on the head, he put a quick end to that. “Let me rest a little first,” he said.

“Aw.”

“Boy, behave.”

He nearly chuckled at Wylie’s frustrated sigh, but the man placed a kiss on Everett’s cock and rose again.

Everett pulled him into his arms, content to hold him like that, savoring the feel of Wylie’s body pressed against his.

“Sir said something about shaving.”

“So I did. Not today. You can shave yours tomorrow morning, then tomorrow night after I’m done working for the day, you can take a shower with me and shave mine.”

He felt Wylie’s lips nibbling at the hollow of his throat. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Why are you thanking me?”

“For letting me do that for you. I want to do things for you. That’s part of my kink. I enjoy serving you. That’s probably one of the only reasons I was able to wait so long without tackling you and begging you to fuck me all these weeks, because you let me do stuff for you.”

He drew back just enough he could look into Wylie’s eyes. Something else he couldn’t get enough of, the man’s expressions, the love, the blatant devotion there. “Sorry I wasn’t able to do more for you, baby. In the future, I’ll be able to schedule stuff better.”

“And we’re living together now. But it’s okay, Sir. You did plenty for me.”

He didn’t remind Wylie of it being a trial period. “How did I do things for you?”

“You showed me you meant every word you said last night,” he said. “You showed me these past several weeks. You waited. You knew damn well you could have bent me over any time and fucked my brains out, and a lesser man would have done just that. But you wanted to do things right and you’ve earned my trust completely. That’s…that’s huge, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie definitely didn’t want to spoil today by talking about Ralph. But he wished there was a way he could show Everett in as tangible a way how much trust Everett now had from him.

Waiting.

He’d known Ralph less than forty-eight hours before the guy had him bent over a chair with a red ass and a raging erection, begging him to fuck him and make him come.

Not one of his finer or more responsible moments, in retrospect.

That had happened nearly ten years earlier. Approximately the same age Everett was now.

Everett rested his head against Wylie’s. “You have your triggers, and I have mine. Poor Lara thought I was cheating on her before we had our final blowup. I hate that I put her through that. I’d do things a lot differently if I could, like admitting to her sooner what was going on in my head. I hate that I lost our friendship for so long as a result.”

“I wouldn’t mind meeting her one day, if you think it’s appropriate.”

“I’d like that.” He smiled. “Then again, she can tell you all sorts of embarrassing things about me. Maybe that’s not such a hot idea.”

Wylie cuddled against him again. Even this felt perfect, like they were made for each other. “Please promise me something, Sir.”

“I’ll try.”

He closed his eyes. “Promise me you’ll never share me. For play or for sex.”

He felt Everett draw back again, his hand catching Wylie’s chin and forcing his head up and back.

“Look at me, Wy.” It was Everett’s stern tone that shocked him into opening his eyes.

Everett’s intense gaze burned through his soul. “Whose cum is filling your ass right now?”

“Yours, Sir.”

“And whose cum’s in my ass right now?”

“Mine, Sir.”

“That’s it. Period. Sex or play. The only time I would even think about asking for or giving an exception is something like getting fire cupped, or someone teaching me a technique on you. And that would be a play thing only, not for sex. As far as sex goes, no. We are monogamous. Period.”

Relief flooded him. “Thank you, Sir.”

Everett’s expression softened. “I had you in my bed over two months and didn’t fuck you. If that doesn’t show self-control, I don’t know what does.”

“It does, Sir. I trust you. I…just needed to hear it again. I’m sorry.”

Everett tightly hugged him. “No, don’t apologize. It’s all right.”

“And for the record, I don’t consider stuff like that example, like Nate or someone teaching us something, or if you needed him to do acupuncture on us, that’s different. I mean…play.”

“Only you, baby. I don’t have a problem with poly people, but it’s not my thing and never has been. I don’t share, and I won’t make you share. Ever.” He hesitated. “Well, maybe one thing I might force you to share.”

Wylie knew from his tone he was teasing. When he looked, he spotted Everett’s smirk. “What, Sir?”

He leaned in and nibbled the side of Wylie’s neck. “We’ll be sharing toys back and forth between us.”

To laugh like that felt good. “Yes, Sir. I have nooo problem with that.”

 

* * * *

 

They spent the afternoon rearranging the three spare bedrooms. Wylie still hadn’t done much with them beyond emptying the previous owner’s things that he didn’t want, some of which had been donated and some trashed. His own things were now stored in one bedroom, clearing the living and dining rooms, which he’d rearranged but hadn’t done anything else with yet. His own TV sat on top of a dresser pulled from one of the bedrooms and stuck along the wall. Eventually, he wanted to mount it to the wall, but that’d need to wait until after he painted or did whatever he was going to do there, and had Everett put the mounting bracket up.

There was another old dresser that Everett was happy to use for his own clothes. They consolidated the stuff that had come with the house in one bedroom, Wylie’s things in another, and the third extra room would be for Everett. The closet had been emptied, too, and Everett was fine not painting the dresser right now.

“We’ll get through it slowly but surely,” Everett assured him, an arm draped around Wylie’s shoulders.

Everett had allowed him to don shorts and sneakers for this, not wanting him to get hurt.

“So many projects to do. I feel useless.”

“Stop that.” He turned Wylie to face him. “New rule. You aren’t allowed to put yourself down.”

“But look at this place! I’ve been here nearly three months now, and hardly anything’s done!”

Everett gripped his hands. “You rescreened the porch. By yourself. The whole fucking porch. How is that not ‘done’?”

“That’s not a critical thing, though.”

“It’s huge. You cleaned out the kitchen. You got your bedroom spruced up. You’ve got a garden started. Buddy, this isn’t an overnight fix unless you want to spend a ton of money. You’re doing things the smart way.”

It was hard for Wylie to think in those terms.

“I need to get an electrician out here. For the bathroom and to tell me what I need to do to get this place ready for central AC.”

“That’s definitely on the list,” Everett told him. “I’ll take a look at the bathroom and see if I can fix it for you. I feel bad I haven’t had time to do it before now. It might just be a bad light switch.”

“Brad mentioned that once we get the electric and AC done we might need to insulate the attic and under the floors. We can get under the house and put in that sheet foam that’s foil-lined.”

Everett smiled.

“What?”

“Do you realize how many times you just said ‘we’?”

“Is that good?”

His smile broadened. “Very, baby. Very good.”

Wylie let Everett drive his truck. They stopped by the Tin Can first and talked to Andy and Charlotte to let them know what was going on so they wouldn’t worry about Everett’s increasing absences.

The couple both hugged Wylie. “Welcome to the family,” Charlotte said. “Good to finally see Ev happy. I haven’t seen him smile this much in years.”

“If you get to the point where you put a forge in over there, let me know,” Andy said. “I’ll help you with the work.”

“Thanks. We’re still a ways from there yet. I’m not even moving the Tin Can yet. We want to do this the smart way.”

As they drove to the restaurant, Wylie tried to tamp back his nerves.

Everett reached over and held his hand. “Relax.”

“You said she might grill me.”

“Exactly why you should relax. She’d grill you regardless of who you are. It’s about her, not about you. Evening Cannon isn’t exactly a laid back kind of woman.”

“Evening?”

“She hates it. I think it’s pretty. Our parents’ names are Olive and Otto, and they thought it’d be cute to name us similarly. That’s why she goes by Eve.”

Eve was already at the pizza place when they arrived. She greeted Everett with a long, strong hug before turning her focus on Wylie. She wore her shoulder-length hair loose, and her blue-green eyes peered at him with a critical gaze Wylie tried his best not to shrink before.

“Eve Cannon, this is Wylie. Wylie Young.”

“Nice to meet you,” Wylie said. “Everett’s told me a lot about you.”

She stared up at him, an inch shorter than his own five eight. Finally, she opted for a hug. “Nice to meet you, too, Wylie.” She waggled a finger at him after stepping back. “Break his heart, I’m your worst nightmare.”

Everett covered his face with his hand. “Sis, stop it.”

“Just sayin’. Never piss off an attorney.”

“You’re a corporate attorney.”

“I have Kimbra on my side. And I’m sure Ed would help me, too.”

Everett dropped his hand. “Did I mention my little sister is rabidly overprotective?”

“You might have, Sir.” He clapped a hand over his mouth, his face heating.

Eve’s gaze slowly shifted from Wylie back to Everett. “I thought you said he’s from California.”

“H-he is, he—”

“Then why’d he just call you sir, hmm?”

“He’s…polite?”

She stepped into Everett’s space, forcing him to lean back. “You got something else you want to go ahead and admit to me now and get it over with so you don’t have this poor guy terrified of me more than he already is?”

Everett swallowed hard. “I told you Lara thought I was too bossy.”

“Yeah? You’ve always been bossy. So?”

Wylie lowered his hand, fascinated at this turn of events. Having been an only child, he was completely confused that Everett’s beloved little sister seemed to terrify him.

Everett reached around her, feeling for Wylie’s hand. He drew Wylie to his side and slipped his arm around Wylie’s waist. “In our relationship,” Everett slowly said, “Wylie likes me being in control.”

Eve let out a relieved breath and lightly punched Everett’s shoulder. “Why the fuck didn’t you just tell me that from the beginning? Jeezus, I have kinky friends, for fuck’s sake. Even Kimbra’s ex is a Dom.” Wylie was surprised when Eve pulled him in for a second hug, then kissed his cheek. “If Ev gets too pushy and you need backup, call me.”

“Hey,” Everett protested. “How’d I suddenly get to be the bad guy?”

“You’re not. But now I’m not worried about him taking advantage of you or trying to control you.”

Wylie opted to keep his mouth shut, even as Everett squeezed his hand to get his attention before sending him a wink behind Eve’s back. She’d already turned and headed for the restaurant’s front door.

“Let’s go get food, boys. I’m fricking starving.”

 

* * * *

 

While Everett wasn’t exactly happy that news had come out the way it had, he was relieved to be able to discard every last one of his contingency excuses he could have pulled out to use if one of them slipped around Eve.

Once they’d placed their orders, Eve steepled her fingers in front of her on the table.

“When are you telling Mom and Dad?”

“I want to get moved in first and settled,” Everett said. “I’m going to tell them I’m moving in there, just not all the details.”

“Going to let them think you’re roommates?”

“Yeah.”

“I personally think you’re worrying over nothing, but you’re an adult and I won’t interfere.”

“We’ll have them over for dinner a couple of times or something,” Everett said. “Then, once I get a feel for how they’re reacting, I’ll tell them.”

“Going to do it before Thanksgiving?”

“That’s months away.”

“I know. Don’t leave poor Wylie swinging in the breeze, though.” She reached over and patted Wylie’s arm. “Our grandparents, if Everett didn’t tell you, were old-fashioned and products of their generation, unfortunately. I personally think Mom and Dad will be okay. But Everett’s resisted telling them the truth. What about your parents?”

“They’re dead.” Everett’s irritation at his sister faded immediately as he watched Wylie’s expression flicker to grief before he schooled himself again. “Only child. No family, not really.”

“Oh.” Eve reached out and stroked Wylie’s arm. “Sorry, buddy.” She left her hand resting on his. “If it means anything, you gained a really pushy, overprotective little sister who’s an attorney.”

He covered her hand with his. “Thanks. I appreciate it. Ev warned me you might grill me.”

She shot Everett a glare. “He knows me too well. You didn’t have to scare him, though. I’m not that mean.”

“See?” Everett said. “Even she admits she’s mean.” He laughed as she playfully swatted him.

“So when do I get to see the place?” she asked.

He hated that Wylie looked embarrassed. “It’s still a work in progress,” he muttered.

“It’s being rehabbed,” Everett said.

Eve arched an eyebrow at Everett. “Like I give a crap. You’ve been living in the damn Tin Can for how long?” She patted Wylie’s arm again. “Seriously, doesn’t bother me. I’d love to come over for dinner.”

Everett was about to answer when Wylie spoke up. “Well, how about tomorrow night, if you don’t mind the place. It’s not gross, it’s just not…done.”

“Sounds great. I’ll bring dessert. I bring a fantastic cheesecake.”

“You buy it at Publix and add pie filling to the top,” Everett said.

“I said I bring it. I didn’t say I make it.”

Wylie finally laughed, which was like music to Everett’s ears.

When they were finally back home later and had the truck unloaded, Everett pulled Wylie into his arms for a kiss as they stood in their living room.

“You did amazing tonight. I think she loves you already.”

“I hope she likes my cooking.”

“Don’t go nuts. Seriously. She doesn’t put on airs.”

Wylie tucked his face against Everett’s chest. “I keep worrying I’m going to screw up big time and fuck something up.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I just do. Paranoia, I guess. I’ve managed to fuck up everything else in my life, it feels like.”

“Let’s settle into a routine and go from there.”

“Did I mention how grateful I am for the second chance you gave me?”

“You might have said that, buddy. I wasn’t exactly at my best that day, either. Remember, you aren’t the only one with issues.”

“If you want to wait to tell your parents, it’s okay. Don’t feel pressured on my account.”

“I love you. I’m not hiding you or lying about who you are to them. I’m going to call Mom tomorrow to chat and mention that I’ve moved in here.”

Wylie didn’t mention the two-week trial period, even though a smile creased his face.

“What?”

“That was a really short two weeks.” Wylie grinned.

Everett pulled him in and lightly smacked his ass. “You know as well as I do that I can’t keep my fucking hands off you, and if either of us had serious doubts before now…I think we’ve worked through them.” He studied Wylie’s face. “Still going to wait to bring the Tin Can over here. And moving my work stuff.”

“That’s fine, Sir. As long as I can sleep with you every night, I’m happy.”

Everett kissed him. “That makes two of us.” 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Based on his first meeting with Eve, Wylie should have known dinner at their house the next evening would go fine.

And the cheesecake was delicious.

Wylie enjoyed settling into a routine with Everett. Enjoyed getting up earlier than him to prepare his coffee.

Loved kneeling before him at night to talk before bed.

The feel of Everett’s hand closing around his cock in the middle of the night, leading to delicious sex before they fell asleep again.

It felt perfect between them in a way nothing had ever felt perfect before, and for the first time, Wylie realized maybe his life had led him straight to this man and this moment.

They hadn’t done much talking, though, because when they weren’t busy during the day, they were usually in bed making love or sleeping.

Late Thursday morning, Wylie wasn’t expecting the phone call from Landry. In fact, he was out on a horse and riding the fence line when the call came in.

“Are you busy?” Landry asked.

“I’m on a horse. Define busy.”

“Did I hear you say you’re on a horse?”

“Yep. The four-legged kind, not a euphemism for a kinky piece of furniture kind. What’s up?”

“Um, well, that mental image aside, I was wondering if you and Everett are available for dinner tonight at our house? Vanilla, and casual.”

Maybe it was his years reading people in the course of his work. Maybe it was something in Landry’s tone. Wylie wasn’t sure what it was, but it wasn’t just “casual.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing bad, I assure you. But it would be far easier to discuss it in person. Is that a yes?”

Wylie ran through his mind if they had any reason they couldn’t be there. “Everett’s at work. I don’t know what time he’ll be home. I need to ask him first.”

“Anytime’s fine. After seven. Just text me when you know.”

“Okay, but—”

“Fine, we shall see you then. Thank you.”

Wylie looked, and sure enough, Landry had hung up.

Hmm.

He pulled up Everett’s number and called, a little surprised when Everett answered instead of voice mail. “Hello, handsome. What’s up?”

Wylie shivered, something only Everett had ever been able to make him do. “Sir, I just got off a very short and confusing phone call with Landry. They want us over there for dinner tonight.”

“Kinky?”

“No, that’s the odd thing. Casual. Whenever we can get over there after seven.”

“I can make it back by then. I thought they were in LA?”

“So did I. That’s why this is odd, but he said he wanted to talk in person.”

“Do you want me to call him?”

Now Wylie’s cock wanted to stir at the protective hint to his tone. “No, Sir. It’s not like that, I don’t think.”

“Well, we’ll go and see what’s up. I wouldn’t mind seeing them again. It’s been a couple of months.”

“Thank you, Sir. Should I tell him we’ll be there around seven?”

“Sounds good.”

Wylie ended the call and texted Landry.

For the first time in days, Ralph blipped through his mind, unbidden, making his stomach roll in a bad way.

Couldn’t be about Ralph, could it?

Wouldn’t be that the man died, because Tilly would have been crowing that news to him immediately.

I’ll just have to wait and see.

 

* * * *

 

Sure enough, when Everett rang the bell, Cris answered in shorts and a T-shirt, wearing his day collar bracelet. When they followed him inside, the rest of the family was in vanilla mode. KC sat in her high chair at the kitchen table while Landry talked on his cell phone and Tilly was trying to keep KC from lobbing crackers at him.

Landry wasn’t helping, either, apparently, opening his mouth wide and trying to catch the crackers his daughter tossed at him.

“I swear, if she grows up feral, it’s their fault.” She hugged both men. “Thanks for coming tonight. Meat loaf and mac and cheese, because Cris was working up until a little bit ago, and you get my cooking skills.”

“Sounds good to me,” Everett assured her.

Landry stood and shook hands with the men even as he spoke to someone on the phone. Finally, he was able to end the call. “Apologies. I have been in the process of juggling a few things today.”

From the way Landry’s gaze settled on Wylie for a moment, Everett suspected he wasn’t going to like whatever it was Landry wanted to discuss. Still, the man held off, not even getting into it while they ate dinner.

Wasn’t until after dessert that Landry finally got around to it. “I would like to talk work for a moment, if I may,” he said to Wylie.

“Work?”

“As in software.”

“All right.”

Everett sat back, trying not to feel like a fish out of water. Yes, this is what Wylie had done for a living, made his money doing. Quite a bit of money.

Landry continued. “Keep in mind that if you were to tell me no, it will not hurt my feelings. It is a perfectly acceptable answer.”

“This sounds big,” Wylie said.

“Well, we were approached by Ralph Carter about possibly licensing software applications to them.”

The name rang a bell in Everett’s brain, but he couldn’t place it, at first. He also didn’t miss how Wylie went quiet, his gaze dropping to the table, an impenetrable mask descending over his features.

And Wylie didn’t reply to Landry at first.

“Yeah?” Wylie eventually responded, and Everett wanted to…protect him, it felt like. Even his tone sounded subdued.

“Who’s Ralph Carter?” Everett finally asked, already suspecting what the answer was.

“My ex,” Wylie quietly said.

“Oh.”

“So you can see,” Landry said, this time to Everett, “why I added the caveat that my feelings wouldn’t be hurt if he says no to this. Or, if you as his”—he glanced at the toddler—“husband say no.”

“No to what?” Everett asked.

“I would greatly appreciate it if Wylie would fly out with me this weekend to LA—at my company’s expense, obviously—to go over contract points and specifications. Paid as a consultant, of course. All expenses paid. We’d probably be out there as long as ten days. Two weeks at the most, although I doubt it would take that long. Wylie, I realize this might put you in an…undesired position, which is why I will not be upset if you say no.”

“How much contact do I have to have with him?”

“I’ll do my best to minimize it. Prevent it, if possible.”

“And why do you need me? I’ve been gone over eight months. Why can’t this be done remotely?”

“You know the company. And you wrote their software. Designed their systems. If there’s any…well, fuckery afoot, while I can look at specifications and my team can run compatibility checks and those sorts of tests, I need to know if I’m setting my company up for failure. I hate to lose. Especially when I can research and prevent it. I don’t want there to be claims later that we delivered sub-par code or support. This will, of course, be easier done on-site at our data center and offices out there. You can even stay at our condo. Cris will be accompanying me on this trip, so you’ll have extra support and he will be at your complete disposal.”

Landry glanced at Everett. “Professionally, and as a buffer to Ralph, if forced to have contact with him. In addition to myself, of course.”

“Are you afraid this guy might hurt you?” Everett asked Wylie.

Wylie sat back in his chair, studying his fingernails. “Not physically,” he muttered. “At least, not anymore.”

Everett didn’t like the dark clouds in Wylie’s eyes, the furrows in his brow that hadn’t been there literally minutes earlier before this bomb dropped.

“Give me a reason why I should say yes?” Everett asked, taking over. He turned to Landry. “I owe you guys a lot. Everything. For helping us get together. I get that. But why should I say this is okay when I can already tell it’s hurting him?”

Wylie reached out and snagged his hand, gently squeezing. “Let’s hear him out, Sir,” he softly said.

“This is potentially a fifteen million-dollar deal,” Landry said. “I would be paying Wylie forty thousand for his services, in addition to covering all his expenses, regardless of whether or not the deal is completed successfully.”

Everett thought he’d misheard him. “Forty thousand? Dollars?” He wasn’t sure he’d ever made that in a full year.

Landry smirked. “Quite. They stand to make a lot of money from their product, if our code, out of the box with minimal tweaking, will work for them. And there are bonuses tacked onto the deal, in addition to that. But there are also penalties if certain parameters aren’t met or able to be overcome.”

Everett understood. “Wylie is your insurance they can’t try to fuck you over.”

“Exactly. And I already informed Mr. Carter that I would be contacting Wylie about this. If he accepts, his fee also will be tacked onto our licensing agreement.” He smiled. “So Mr. Carter still is forced to shell out the money.”

Wylie snorted. “Well, that’s a little bit of an FU to Ralph, isn’t it?”

“If you need time to think about it, I understand. Ideally, I’d like to fly out late tomorrow, so you could spend the weekend going through our systems and be completely up to speed come Monday morning before we meet with their senior programming staff.”

“Can we go talk about this in private?” Everett asked. “Outside?”

“Certainly.”

Everett stood, catching Wylie’s hand and leading him. When they were outside on the lanai with the sliders closed behind them, Wylie let Everett make the first move.

“Tell me what you want to do, babe,” Everett said.

Wylie wrapped his arms around Everett’s waist. “Forty grand should pay for the new AC system, and rewiring the house, with plenty left over. I wouldn’t have to tap into savings.”

“But what will it do to you if you have to face that guy?” Everett still didn’t know much about what had happened between Wylie and his ex, only that it hadn’t been good, it’d been at times extremely abusive, and that Wylie had probably allowed himself to get screwed over just to get out and away from the fucker.

“I have you, Sir. I trust Landry and Cris. If they say they’ll protect me, I believe them. I’ll ask them to make sure I’m never alone with him. Physically, he wouldn’t dare try anything at work or in front of people.”

Everett held him. “Baby, I don’t want you to be at risk. And I can’t come with you. I’m in the middle of a big job for Leo.”

“I know.”

He hated feeling like this. “What do you want me to say?”

Wylie’s trusting gaze stared up at him. “Whatever you want to say, Sir. I trust you. I told you, I apparently don’t make good decisions. I will go with your decision, no argument.”

Everett still couldn’t decide. He waved Cris and Landry out onto the lanai and sent Wylie back inside. When the door was shut, he stared at the two men. “I don’t know everything that fucker did to him,” Everett started. “We haven’t gotten that far yet. It’s been a really tender subject for him, and I haven’t pushed. We were going to start working on that. If you have some insight on what that fucker did to him, tell me now.”

Landry and Cris exchanged a glance but it was Landry who spoke. “We don’t know everything, either. Not personally, that is. Of a personal nature, I should say. Based on things Tilly said Wylie admitted, I suspect there was physical, mental, and likely even a level of sexual abuse over the course of their relationship. We do know the basics of how Ralph Carter tried to screw Wylie out of a company that was rightfully Wylie’s. Wylie started it, grew it, long before he was ever involved with that man. But…”

Landry slipped his hands into his pocket and studied his feet for a moment. “Ralph Carter apparently engaged in a systematic campaign against Wylie on multiple fronts for a while, culminating in revealing that he was cheating on Wylie. It was less painful for Wylie to allow the man to buy him out than it was for him to fight it and oust the other man.”

“Why does he even have to have contact with the fucker?”

“He might not, but in the course of our work, it might happen. I cannot guarantee it won’t. What I can and will guarantee is that I promise you, Wylie will never be left alone with the man. Either myself, or Cris, will always be there with him.”

Everett studied Cris. “No offense? I’ve seen this guy beat your ass. How can I trust you to protect Wylie?”

“Because he’s an expert in martial arts,” Landry said. “Don’t let my boy’s appearance fool you any more than your boy’s appearance might fool others. Just as my boy is lethal in the boardroom as well as outside it, yours was, at the time he departed, one of the leaders in his field. He could have walked from that company and signed his own paycheck at any other in Silicon Valley or elsewhere. He didn’t have a non-compete clause. He chose to leave California, and our industry, because emotionally it was too painful for him there.”

“But you’re dragging him back.”

“I wouldn’t if I thought there were a better way.”

Everett stared through the glass sliders, where Wylie was letting KC toss crackers at him now, much to the toddler’s delight.

“He’s still in a lot of pain from whatever that fucker did to him,” Everett said. “Why should I say yes?”

“Because perhaps by saying yes it will allow him to finally rid himself of that ghost for good. If you send him, he won’t blame you, because you are his Master and he asked you to make the decision. If he decides and sends himself, no matter what happens, he’ll always blame himself if something goes the slightest bit wrong. The key difference is that while he will hold you harmless because of the love he has for you, he will never stop blaming himself.”

Every cell in his body screamed at him to say no. “If I say no?”

Landry shrugged. “We shall soldier on. As I said, I know this is a difficult thing to ask of him. But factoring in my decision to ask it is the chance for him to face off against the man one last time and be guaranteed the upper hand. He knows he has your love and strength awaiting him at home. He is building a new and better life for himself. Ralph Carter will always be the same miserable, narcissistic bastard he always was. Perhaps Wylie can banish that ghost for good.”

That was also a very good argument.

“Let me talk to him again,” Everett said.

Landry nodded, and the two men headed inside, sending Wylie out.

There were a couple of loungers on the far side of the pool. Everett held out his hand and wordlessly led Wylie around to them, dragging them next to each other and sitting, facing each other.

Everett held Wylie’s hands in his, their knees touching. He stared into Wylie’s eyes. “Do you have a preference?”

Wylie didn’t answer for a long moment. “I’ll accept Sir’s decision either way.”

He gently squeezed. “This is a Wy and Ev moment, babe. Shifting into neutral. I need to hear this from you.”

Wylie let out a shuddering breath. “I have arguments for both sides. But I keep thinking about how if I had forty grand, I could get the rewiring and AC done.” His gaze dropped to their hands as his thumbs stroked Everett’s. “And I could use whatever’s left over to get the workshop set up for you.”

“I told you I’d pay for that.”

“But I want to pay for it.” He finally met Everett’s gaze again. “I know this is supposed to be a trial period, but for the first time in my life, with you, I don’t feel alone anymore. You know how you told me Eve joked about your ‘splendid isolation?’ I used to feel like that even when I was with Ralph. Except it wasn’t so splendid. Being alone, after him, was better than being with him because at least I wasn’t always wondering what the next shit hitting the fan would be. I didn’t have to live walking on eggshells any longer.

“Then you and I got together. Even in the very beginning, everything felt different, better with you. Even when we couldn’t be together at night, I didn’t feel alone. I didn’t have to drive myself crazy wondering where you were. I felt peaceful.”

Everett reached out and cupped Wylie’s cheek. “How bad did he hurt you? Be honest with me.”

Wylie’s gaze fell again. “Bad,” he whispered.

“What if I send you and something goes wrong? I’d never forgive myself.”

“I trust Landry and Cris. If they say they’ll keep me safe, I believe them. The worst he can do is make snarky comments to me. I refuse to be alone with him, and it’s not like even he’s stupid enough to physically attack me with witnesses. I couldn’t care less about snarky comments.”

Everett leaned in and held Wylie. “If I let you go do this, and let you pay for the workshop…will that make you happy?”

Wylie’s embrace tightened. “Yes, Sir. It would. It would make me so happy to set the workshop up for you and get you completely moved in. Please? I want to do that for you, Sir.”

“It scares me that you have so much faith in me, Wy. I don’t want to fuck this up. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Wylie actually sounded sort of excited now. “You won’t hurt me, Sir. This won’t hurt me. Please, Sir?”

Closing his eyes, he prayed he wasn’t making a mistake. “Okay, boy,” he whispered. “You promise to stay safe for me, though. Come home safe to me.”

Wylie kissed him, smiling at him. “And I promise not to masturbate while I’m out there, Sir. I’ll come home ready for my Sir to fuck me raw.”

Everett wondered if it made him a sick freak that now his own cock was throbbing at that thought. “Oh, I plan on fucking you raw tomorrow before you leave. You’re going to be making that flight with a sore ass and a butt plug holding a load inside you.”

Wylie’s smile widened. “Yes, Sir. Gladly.” 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Before they left Tilly’s, while Wylie was in the bathroom, Everett texted Leo to arrange to leave early tomorrow to take Wylie to the airport. It didn’t matter that Landry and Cris had offered to drive him.

Wylie was his guy. He would drive him.

He also didn’t feel much like talking on the way home. He held Wylie’s hand, and once they were inside the house, Everett grabbed him and kissed him before Wylie could even start undressing.

At that moment, he desperately wished he had something he could put on Wylie, a necklace or bracelet, anything, to send him off with. A tangible item Wylie could focus on if he got upset while out there.

“You think you can hold out that whole time you’re gone not masturbating, hmm?” he rumbled against the base of Wylie’s throat.

“Y-yes, Sir. I’ll be your good boy.”

“Then take a tube of lube with you, boy. Because every day you’re out there, first thing in the morning, that butt plug goes inside you after you’ve had a shower, and it stays in you all day until you’re ready to go to bed at night. Understand?”

“Y-yes, Sir.”

He pulled Wylie’s head to the side and bit him, hard, sucking, a needy moan escaping Wylie as he did. “Stay.” He walked to the bedroom and grabbed a tube of lube and a hand towel, then returned to the living room.

“Strip.”

He stepped back and watched as Wylie quickly undressed, his hands trembling and that sweet glaze already appearing in his expression.

Once Wylie was naked, Everett grabbed his hand and led him around the couch, sitting and pulling him facedown over his lap, Wylie’s head to his left. “Tonight, boy, I’m going to spank this sweet ass before I take you to bed. We’ve been too busy fucking for me to take you in hand yet. Good boys take their spankings, don’t they?”

He felt Wylie’s rigid cock brush against his thigh, past his shorts. “Yes, Sir!”

He stroked Wylie’s ass, squeezing his left ass cheek, then his right, before he delivered the first hard, stinging slap. Back and forth he spanked him, Wylie squirming and moaning but making no effort to pull away or block him.

His own cock ached, and he knew he wouldn’t last long once he started fucking Wylie.

 

* * * *

 

Their D/s dynamic hadn’t been very physical yet, except in bed. They’d been too busy to get much farther than eager fucking. They had planned to go to the club that Saturday night, because there was an Impact 101 class Everett had wanted to attend to learn techniques for topping Wylie with implements.

Being spanked by his Sir had to be the best feeling in the world, next to sex.

And next to hearing Everett tell him he loved him.

Feeling wholly owned, possessed by a man he trusted completely.

He knew it was a big deal for Everett to allow him to pay for something. Just like he had his own triggers, paying his own way was one of Everett’s.

Another reason to love him.

As fire bloomed in his ass from Everett’s hard spanking, not holding anything back, Wylie squirmed a little but only to allow his cock to rub against Everett’s thigh, below where his shorts covered.

When Everett stopped spanking him, Wylie gasped, catching his breath, waiting to see what he’d do next.

He sat back. “Straddle my lap.”

Wylie did, facing him.

“Hands behind your head.”

Wylie immediately complied.

“Don’t you come before I give you permission,” Everett said, his hand closing around Wylie’s cock.

Wylie moaned, chewing on his lower lip as Everett squeezed. With his other hand, Everett started playing with Wylie’s nipples, back and forth, pinching and tugging and teasing them, even as he stared into Wylie’s eyes.

“Do you like that, boy?”

“Y-yes, Sir!”

“Maybe I’ll get your nipples pierced.”

“That’s Sir’s choice.” He’d never had piercings, but just the ear piercing he knew Everett would get him scared him more than a little.

Nipple piercings terrified him, but he’d do it.

Because he was Sir’s good boy.

Had Ralph ever told him he’d get him pierced, Wylie would have told him to go fuck himself. He didn’t trust Ralph enough to let him do stuff like that.

Shoving out of his mind the things he had been stupid enough to let Ralph do to him, usually while in the heat of subspace and trying to earn his praise, he focused on the way his sore ass rubbed against Everett’s shorts.

“Unfasten my belt and open my shorts,” Everett ordered.

Wylie did, even as Everett still tormented his nipples and cock. Everett’s cock was hard, delicious, and it took every ounce of will Wylie had not to lean in and suck on it.

Everett handed him the lube. “Get me and yourself ready.”

Wylie lubed his hole and slathered more on Everett’s cock, wiping his hands on the towel.

Everett grabbed his hips and urged him up, the thick head of his cock pressed against Wylie’s rim.

“Kiss me, boy.”

Wylie draped his arms over Everett’s shoulders, holding on tightly, kissing him deeply. He wished it was possible to telegraph to Everett exactly how deeply he was in love with him, how much he trusted him.

Everett thrust up, hard, even as he shoved Wylie’s hips down, sinking his cock all the way into Wylie’s ass. They both moaned, especially when Everett sucked on Wylie’s tongue. He felt more than naked—red ass, being fucked by his fully-clothed Sir.

He felt vulnerable in the best way possible.

No longer alone.

No longer isolated.

Everett dropped one hand to Wylie’s cock. “Fuck that sweet ass on my cock, baby. Show me what a good boy you are for me.”

Wylie started rocking, withdrawing almost all the way just to slam himself back down onto Everett again. Everett stilled his hand cupped around Wylie’s cock, gripping him just firmly enough, and in the right position, that Wylie was accomplishing two things at once.

“Better come before I do,” Everett muttered. “You don’t, you’re holding it until tomorrow.”

Everett’s other hand cupped the back of Wylie’s head, their foreheads pressed together as Everett started a nonstop narrative of what Wylie would have in store for him upon his return.

“Think you’ll be sucking one out of me right there in the truck in the airport garage when I pick you up. I’m going to tease your cock, not letting you come then, either. That’ll be part of your punishment for leaving your Sir alone and unfucked for so long. When we get home, I’m going to make sure I’ve acquired a paddle by then, and it’ll be ten hard swats for every day you’ve been away, while you’re bent over my lap like you were just now. With the butt plug in place. And unless you call me and give me a good reason why it shouldn’t be, that butt plug better be in place when I pick you up. I’ll be checking. When you get back, I’m going to start your training to take me and a toy at the same time. We’re going to work on bigger plugs for you, maybe even an inflatable one—”

That sent Wylie over the edge, his body frantically rocking on Everett’s cock, his cum coating the man’s hand as his orgasm exploded.

“That’s my good boy.” Everett grabbed his hips and thrust, hard, finishing with a loud gasp of his own before falling still with his cock still firmly wedged inside Wylie’s ass.

He wrapped his arms around him, cum and all, Wylie didn’t even care, and held him against his chest. “Such a good boy for me,” Everett softly cooed. “My very good boy. I’m going to miss you so much while you’re gone.”

He shivered, the pleasure still rippling through him, intensified by Everett’s words.

“I’m going to miss you, too, Sir.”

He didn’t move, waiting on Everett to let him know when.

Finally, Everett nuzzled the top of his head. “Let’s go clean up in the shower and get to bed, baby.”

Wylie lifted his head and kissed Everett. “I won’t let you down, Sir.”

He couldn’t interpret the other man’s sad smile. “You could never let me down, buddy. I’m just worried about letting you down.”

 

* * * *

 

The next morning, Everett made an early morning call as he pulled out of the driveway. Twenty minutes later, he was parking in Rebecca, Toby, and Logan’s driveway. It’d make him late to work by a few minutes, but he’d already texted Leo about that.

She met Everett at the front door with a hug, her dog Chewi dancing around for attention.

“Hey, you all right?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’m sorry to call so early.”

“That’s okay. I was up. The guys had to go to work.”

“I really appreciate this.”

“No problem.” She led him back to a spare bedroom that was her studio. “I don’t have a lot of choices right now, sorry. I’m still trying to get my stock caught up from what I sold at BARF. I had a bunch of custom orders to take care of.”

“That’s okay. I want something he can take with him. It’s not even going to be his collar, just a…stress abatement. I don’t want to send him off on this trip without something.”

“That’s so sweet.” She pulled out several different bracelets that might fit his purpose.

One, made up of blue and silver aluminum rings, caught his eye. He knew Wylie’s wrists were a little slimmer than his own, and the bracelet barely fit around his. Snug. That meant it shouldn’t be too big on Wylie.

“This one, please.” He handed her a credit card, but she waved it off.

“Nope. Consider it a present from us.”

“I can’t just take—”

“You can.” She put it in his palm and closed his fingers around it. “That’s not even a custom one. I sell a lot of that pattern. I usually only charge twenty-five for it. Consider it an early gift from us.”

He hugged her. “Thanks.”

“Hey, you looked happier up at BARF than I’ve seen you look in a few years. I mean, I know we didn’t know each other very well before…this. But I can see the difference. It’s good to see you smiling.”

After another hug, he headed off to work, the bracelet safely tucked away in the dash console. He helped out with an easy job that morning in the shop, working through lunch so he could get out early and get home.

He’d texted Wylie to be waiting for him, naked, kneeling near the front door when he arrived. When he walked in the front door, that’s exactly how he found him.

The sight of Wylie’s suitcase and carry-on bags sitting next to the door nearly twisted his heart out of his chest, though.

“My good boy.” He walked over, leaning in to kiss him. “Close your eyes. Hands behind your head.”

Wylie did, without hesitation.

One of the things he loved so damn much about him, the trust.

He pulled the bracelet from his pocket and fastened it around Wylie’s right wrist. “This isn’t a collar, boy. This is something for you to have from me as a reminder of who’s waiting at home for you, and who loves you. If you get stressed, you can look at it and remember that, no matter what, I love you.” He brought Wylie’s wrist up to his lips and kissed the bracelet.

He helped Wylie to his feet. The tears in Wylie’s eyes as he stared at the bracelet nearly made Everett start crying. Then, he stared up into his eyes. “I love you, Sir.”

“Love you, too, boy.” He reached down and grabbed Wylie’s cock. “Time to spank and fuck you.”

He proceeded to do just that, with Wylie bent over the edge of the bed, a hard, fast bare-handed spanking before he filled his ass with a load of cum while giving him a hand job.

Followed by sliding the second-smallest butt-plug into place before they grabbed a quick shower.

Wylie wore a peaceful smile as he let Everett hold him under the spray. “Thank you, Sir. I needed that.”

“You thank me now. Wait until you get back and you can’t peel me off you for a couple of days.”

“Is this when I should admit I took one of your dirty T-shirts and packed it? Not a work shirt, but one you’d worn for a few hours.”

Everett fought the urge to laugh, afraid Wylie might take it the wrong way. “You did, hmm?”

“It smells like you, Sir. I wanted to be able to cuddle with it.”

He wrapped his arms tightly around him. “Come home safe, Wy,” he hoarsely whispered. “I don’t just mean physically. When you get home, I want to know what he did to you. I want to know everything. I want it out of your head so you know that, no matter what it was, it’s in the past and I’m in your future.”

“Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie held Everett’s hand all the way to TIA. Right before leaving the house, he’d given Everett his keys, as well as a credit card he’d had issued for the homestead’s bank account in Everett’s name.

“Use this for anything you need while I’m gone.”

Everett stared at it. “When did you get this?”

“Over a month ago. I was going to give it to you this weekend.”

“You put me on your bank account?”

“You’ll need a card for expenses here.”

“How deep does your trust in me run?”

He stepped in close and held Everett’s head in his hands, waiting for the man to meet his gaze. “You’re my Sir, and my lover, and my friend, and the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. If I can’t trust you with a damn debit card, I have no business calling you my Sir. In fact, if you want to and have time to, feel free to call for estimates for the electrical and AC work and get them booked. I trust you.”

At the airport, they met up with Landry and Cris in departures, Wylie going through the ticket line with them so he could check his bag and get his boarding pass. Everett held Wylie’s hand on the way up the escalator to the main terminal, and before the three men boarded the monorail to the gate terminal, Everett pulled Wylie to the side.

“Promise me you’ll stay safe. Don’t let anything the fucker says get under your skin.”

Wylie held up his right wrist. “I’ve got my Viking armor to protect me, Sir.”

Everett chuckled and pulled him in for one last hug and kiss. Another thing Wylie loved about this man, that he didn’t give a shit who saw him with Wylie. “Be my good boy. Love you.”

“I will, Sir. I promise. Love you, too. I’ll text you when we’re on the ground.”

“You’d better.”

One final kiss before they returned to Landry and Cris, who he shook hands with. “I’m trusting you with him,” Everett said. “Don’t make me regret this.”

Landry solemnly nodded. “I swear we’ll take care of him.”

He pointed at Landry, but directed his comment to Wylie. “You do what he tells you. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

No, in any other circumstance, Wylie would have bristled under the admonishment, felt chastised.

Coming from his Sir, he knew its origins—deep in Everett’s heart. The worry for him.

The love.

Wanting to protect him.

As they walked through the first security checkpoint to board the monorail shuttle to go to the airside terminal, Wylie looked back.

Everett held a hand up, waving, and Wylie did, too.

As the doors slid open and they stepped on, Wylie shouldering his laptop carry-on, Landry let out a sigh.

“Marry that man as soon as you can get a ring on his hand, do you hear me? I don’t think I have ever seen someone so painfully in love with another person, outside of my own two adorable brats.”

The doors slid shut and Wylie held on to one of the poles as the monorail slid out of the terminal.

“Hey,” Cris lightly said. “I think I should be insulted by that.”

Wylie watched the main terminal building growing smaller. “I won’t pester Ev for that. He wants to set the pace.” He dropped his voice, mindful of others in the car with them. “I’m his good boy. When he tells me it’s time, then we will.”

“Cris, why don’t you talk to me like that anymore?”

He snorted. “I do, Sir. When we don’t have KC right there to overhear.” He wore a day collar bracelet on his right wrist.

“Ah, that is true. You have no excuse on this trip, though. Wylie is one of us, as they say, and Tilly is solo with the little one.”

“You mean except when we’re at meetings.”

Landry arched an eyebrow. “Oh, do I?”

Cris frowned, keeping his voice low. “Lan, come on. We’re always vanilla around other companies.”

“I will put you on your knees at the security checkpoint. Don’t think I won’t. I’ve done it before.”

A brief staring contest commenced as the monorail slowed upon its arrival.

Landry said something in a foreign language Wylie thought was French.

Cris’ gaze dropped to the floor. “Yes, Master,” he whispered.

Landry brightened. “There’s my very good boy.” He reached over and scratched Cris’ head. “And no, of course I won’t make you say that while we’re working around others this week, but I apparently did need to remind you of your place, slave.”

The last word he delivered leaned in close and just loudly enough Wylie could barely hear. He knew no one else could.

They made it through security and on the way to their gate, Cris excused himself to go to the bathroom.

As Wylie and Landry found seats at the gate, Landry leaned in. “I suppose you wonder what I said to him, hmm?”

Wylie felt his face heat. “I assumed you didn’t want me to know or you would have spoken in English.”

He grinned. “I told him since he didn’t want to kneel, he could put a butt plug in while we were waiting for the flight and wear it all the way to LA.”

“He’s not the only one wearing one,” Wylie muttered, shifting in his chair.

Landry arched an eyebrow at him. “Really? My, Everett certainly has hit his stride rather quickly as a sadist. I shall have to remember to ask him over alone one night to see if he’d like any additional pointers.”

A sly smile filled the sadist’s face, finally prompting a laugh from Wylie. “I am sooo fucked.”

Cris rejoined them, and Wylie didn’t miss the briefest of glares he sent Landry’s way from behind his back before he sat.

Landry’s gaze never left Wylie’s. “Did my boy just give me a dirty look?”

Torn between which friend he should be more loyal to at that moment, Wylie hesitated. Before he could respond, Landry glanced over his shoulder at Cris and said something to him in French, with a decidedly sharper tone than earlier.

Cris muttered a reply, stood, and, shouldering his carry-on, headed off toward the bathroom again.

Landry’s smile brightened as he settled back into his seat.

Wylie didn’t ask.

He didn’t have to.

“I told him to go put the next larger size in. I make him bring several in his carry-on when we travel together. Mostly because if he ever receives a bag search, his embarrassment amuses me. But sometimes, for this very reason.” Landry pulled out his phone and started checking his e-mail. “Oh, when we’re at the condo, will it bother you if he’s nude?”

“Um, no?”

Landry looked up. “Was that a question or an answer?”

“An…answer?”

Landry chuckled and returned to his e-mail. “No worries, my friend. I am a sadist, but you are not mine to play with. I think I would prefer if you were at least partially clothed while you’re alone and our guest. If your Owner was accompanying you, it would be different.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

With the time difference, it was just after dark when the car brought them to the condo building.

It felt…weird being in LA now.

As they waited for the elevator, Wylie struggled not to let his mind travel to Ralph and the times he’d waited for this very same elevator with him.

The things Ralph had done to him in that elevator, frequently humiliating things in front of kinky friends, for Ralph’s amusement.

Another reason Wylie had wanted to move.

He reached over and fingered the bracelet on his right wrist. He wouldn’t take it off the entire time he was gone. That wasn’t a requirement on Everett’s part, but something he wanted to do.

They were riding up to Landry and Cris’ floor when Landry spoke. “Are you all right, Wylie?”

“Yeah. Sorry. Just some bad memories.”

“If it means anything, Doyle and Mevi are the ones who purchased your old condo.”

“Who?”

“Our friends in common. Mevi Maynard, and his husband, Doyle.”

His eyes widened. “Holy shit,” he whispered. “Seriously?”

He hadn’t had contact with the new buyers during the sale, his real estate attorney overnighting the papers to him to sign after Wylie had agreed to the purchase price. By then he’d already been ready to move and had been staying in an extended-stay hotel suite for a few days as he tied up loose ends.

Someplace where Ralph couldn’t drop in on him unexpectedly.

“Seriously. They’re building a house in Sarasota, practically across the road from us. I believe they’re here in LA because Mevi’s recording in the studio right now. Would you like to meet him?”

“I…I…I—”

“Trust me, it’s not a bother,” Landry said. “They’re friends. Our vicious little wife is responsible for them meeting in the first place.”

“Um…sure.”

They left their luggage in the entry of Landry’s condo and headed back down again. Landry rang the bell, and Wylie was shocked when one of the most famous rock stars of their lifetime answered the door wearing shorts, a leather collar, and leather cuffs on his wrists and ankles.

“Hey! Come on in!” He greeted Landry and Cris with hugs.

Landry turned. “This is a mutual friend from the Suncoast Society, Wylie. This also used to be his condo. Wylie, this is Mal.”

“Nice to meet you, Wylie.”

“Likewise.” Wylie couldn’t help staring at how different the condo looked than when he’d lived there. In some ways, it felt like being in a totally different place, while toxic ghosts of Ralph still lay everywhere.

Another man walked in. “Hey, guys! I thought Tilly said she wasn’t coming back for a few weeks.”

“She’s not, unfortunately,” Landry said. “We had business to attend to.”

The other man was Doyle, Mal’s husband. Mevi preferred to be called Mal by his closest friends from Florida. With the greetings and handshakes out of the way, Landry got down to the sneaky side business he’d apparently had in mind.

“Wylie, I’m actually glad this worked out the way it did. Doyle’s specialty is addiction recovery, but he is a licensed psychologist.”

Wylie felt the shift in the other man, not unfriendly, but like a professional mode was suddenly engaged. “If you ever need to talk about something, I’ll be happy to give you my cell number. Or if you need to talk while you’re out here. I’m free this week and next.”

Landry’s gaze pierced right through Wylie. “I promised your Owner I’d protect you while you’re in our care. Even more importantly, as your friend, I wish you to have everything you need at your disposal. I cannot guarantee you won’t have any contact with Ralph while out here. I will make sure I can provide you with a safe outlet to discuss things.”

“We were getting ready to eat,” Mal said. “I made plenty. You guys want to stay for dinner?”

“That would be marvelous, thank you,” Landry said, grinning at Cris.

Cris’ face reddened, but he nodded. “Thank you.”

Cris wasn’t getting an early reprieve from his apparently large butt plug.

After dinner, Landry and Cris retreated to their condo, leaving Wylie behind to talk in private with Doyle for a little while. Doyle led him to his home office—which had, ironically, been his own home office—and shut the door.

“Can I ask a really stupid question before we start?” Wylie asked as they sat down.

“Sure.”

“Did you repaint the master bedroom?”

“No offense, but yes. Light blue.”

Wylie started laughing, which he didn’t realize had turned into tears until Doyle was pressing a tissue into his hands.

Doyle patiently waited him out, and Wylie volunteered the answer when he could finally talk again. “Ralph refused to let me paint it. Even though he didn’t live here.”

“Have you ever talked to anyone about this before? I mean a professional, once you left Ralph.”

He shook his head. “Ev doesn’t even know most of it yet. We just moved in together. Our schedules have been…crazy. I don’t know where to begin.”

“Start wherever you want to.”

He did, the brief overview of how he and Ev met, their relationship timeline, and then backing up to…

Ralph.

An hour and what felt like a gallon of tears later, Wylie took a deep breath. “I’m really sorry to intrude on you guys like this. I’m sure this isn’t how you wanted to spend your Friday night.”

Doyle smiled. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. Tilly called me this morning and asked if you three could stop by tonight. Mal didn’t ‘just happen’ to make enough food. We knew when your flight was coming in and approximately what time you’d be here, because Lan texted us when you landed. We didn’t want you to feel pressured to talk if you didn’t want to. After you were on the plane, she called Everett to make sure he was okay with you talking with me.”

Wylie stared at him before he started laughing again…

Which turned into more crying. He’d gone from feeling overwhelmed and completely alone in the world, to feeling overwhelmed because he not only had a loving Sir but an adopted network of caring friends looking out for him.

Once he composed himself one more time, he took a deep breath. “What the hell would we do without Tilly interfering in our lives and looking out for us?”

Doyle smiled as he shook his head. “I’m sure I don’t ever want to find out.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie had already called Everett after they’d landed and were in the car on the way to the condo. Because of the time difference, it was late, so Everett had said his good-nights to him then. Everett had reminded Wylie to text him good morning, but they would talk at least every night.

Everett had also agreed with Tilly’s plan to keep the true mission of the evening quiet, and wasn’t mad at her for not telling him sooner.

She was absolutely right that, had he known, he might have transmitted his own anxiety to Wylie about it.

Truthfully? Everett felt better about Wylie’s trip out there, now knowing that Tilly, Landry, and Cris cared enough about their friend to arrange something like that for him. That meant they damn sure would look after him while he was away.

But lying alone in that bed sucked.

Sucked big time.

Tomorrow would mark one week since they’d taken their relationship to the next level, and here his guy was on the other side of the country.

Everett slept fitfully. When he got up early Saturday morning, he discovered Wylie had preset the coffeemaker for him before he’d left. He hit the button and waited for it to brew so he could take a mug outside with him to take care of the livestock.

He still had some custom orders to work on, but he’d already decided that today he would spend it there at the homestead, knocking out a few little things he’d seen that needed doing, in addition to the chores he’d promised Wylie he’d take care of. Mark was at his mom’s house this weekend, so taking care of the livestock fell on Everett.

He got all the chickens out of the coop and into the chicken tractor and set it on top of an area of old garden they hadn’t been on yet. Then he hooked up the small dump trailer to the tractor and set to work cleaning the old hay and droppings out of the coop, as well as the large nesting box area, and putting in fresh hay.

Next came mucking out the goat corral, and using a shovel to transfer the growing muck pile from them into the trailer. He drove it over to the garden area and dumped it on the next section they’d planned to turn into raised beds, spreading it with a pitchfork. After hosing the trailer out, he hooked up the disker to mix it in better. While he was there he weeded the raised beds and installed the drip watering system he’d found parts for in the workshop. That meant Wylie wouldn’t have to go out and manually water it and stand out there. He’d pick up a timer for it that afternoon so it would be totally automated.

That finished, he outlined the next two beds and mounded the dirt for them, planting seeds and marking the sections. Cabbage, mesclun, kale, and two kinds of melons, in addition to black eyed peas.

Meanwhile, Wylie had texted him good morning and Everett had replied…missing the hell out of him.

Who said Doms didn’t do stuff for their subs?

He’d do anything for Wylie.

It wasn’t quite noon yet, and Everett was setting posts for a new fence around the beds, all the supplies for which they’d already had on-site in the barn and various storage sheds, to keep deer and the goats out. That’s when Brad Jarred rode up on a horse. Other than the USF Bulls baseball cap, he looked like a cowboy.

“Everything go okay this morning?” Brad asked.

“I think so. I didn’t kill or lose any chickens getting them moved.”

Brad grinned. “That’s always good. If you need any help, you have my number.”

“Thanks. You know, I think Wylie checked the fence Thursday.”

“He did, but I have a couple of heifers I need to locate. I want to separate them from the herd and bring them up to my house until they have their calves.”

“Need any help?”

“No, sir.” He patted the ropes hanging off his saddle horn. “Been doing this most of my life, but thanks.”

He rode off, and Everett thought about calling Eve to see if she wanted to have dinner.

Maybe invite Brad.

So that’s what he did, after stabbing the post-hole digger into the dirt to keep it upright while he made the call.

“What’s this about, bro?”

“Why do I have to have a reason to have you over for dinner when I’m going to be by myself? Well, except maybe for our neighbor, if he can make it.”

“Where’s Wylie?”

“He had to fly to California for business.”

“So you’re trying to fix me up with your neighbor, huh?”

Busted. “Sure. Why not?”

She sighed. “Sorry, bro. I have a date tonight.”

“Oh, holding out on me, huh?” he teased. “So who is he?”

“Fellow lawyer, and they’re very nice. Don’t know if it’s going anywhere or not. Not a date-date. Just dinner, okay? Chillax.”

“I don’t think cool kids say that anymore.”

“Sure they do, because I just did. Gotta go, I’m at the grocery store. I’ll talk to you later.” She ended the call.

He tucked his phone away, amused at the irony that now his sister was the one with the mystery date.

Now he had to get back to his fencing, so he could finish that, go run errands, and then maybe even tackle trying to figure out the bathroom lighting issue.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie spent Saturday with Landry and Cris at their company, consulting with Landry’s staff and going through specs, starting the process of checking code and systems ahead of the meeting on Monday morning with Ralph’s people.

Landry couldn’t give Wylie a full slate of who’d be in attendance, of course, but he knew from e-mails Landry shared with him that at least two of the engineers would be guys he’d personally hired into the company.

His company.

Until he’d hired Ralph, stupidly fallen for the asshole, let him worm his way into his bedroom—and boardroom, through giving him shares instead of pay raises—and then found himself fucked over the bad way.

If he’d known what a narcissistic sociopath the guy was, he never would have hired him, much less let him fuck him.

Damn sure never would have submitted to him.

While talking to Doyle had been difficult, at least by having the scab ripped off he knew he could talk to Everett about it all when he got home.

Not over the phone.

He hadn’t told Doyle all the details, either, but it felt like an unhealthy blockage had been removed.

Admitting the things he’d allowed Ralph to do to him, the humiliation…

The things he’d agreed to in the course of their D/s dynamic and play that he hadn’t really wanted to do, but Ralph had manipulated him into doing anyway. What had started out at first as swinging and letting other Tops use him at parties morphed over the years into more. Only the last year they’d been together had been truly horrific, and in retrospect, Wylie realized Ralph had likely been deliberately setting him up to make a play for control of the company the entire time.

The physical abuse.

The “slave auctions” where Ralph rented him at parties to other Tops for play and sex.

The bath houses.

The gang-bangs.

And worse.

Stuff that had turned Ralph’s sadistic crank. While Wylie hadn’t wanted anything to do with it, Ralph had taken the emotional leverage Wylie had unwittingly given him by talking about his mother’s treatment of him and used those tactics against him.

How it’d make him proud if Wylie did it.

Told him what a good boy he was for going along with it.

Praised him.

The only times he heaped that kind of praise on him in their relationship.

And later, when admitting he was running around on Wylie, using those same scenes against him emotionally, telling Wylie what a needy, disgusting pig he was for going along with it all, weak-spined and weaker-willed.

Nope, no way Wylie could be poly now, or be with someone who was poly, or even who wanted to play with others.

Knowing that Everett hadn’t so much as dated after leaving Lara had gone a long way to helping earn his trust.

The possessive way Everett told him he would not share him, for play or sex.

Yep, he’d gladly take his possessive Viking for the rest of his life, knowing he was safe with him. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Monday through Thursday had been tense days for Wylie, but productive ones. He ignored the odd looks a couple of the guys who’d used to work for him gave him on Monday, and there’d been no sign of Ralph.

Wylie didn’t know and didn’t care what kinds of rumors or outright lies Ralph had spread about him. He was here to do a job, a job that would allow him to get his Sir completely moved in with him with no excuses.

Like it was meant to be.

It amused him a little, too, to see that there were still a few things he’d told Ralph needed to be addressed, some firmware updates that hadn’t been applied, minor hidden backdoors he’d left open upon his departure that were still open.

He still didn’t bother to remind them.

Not. My. Problem.

True to their word, either Cris or Landry—or both—never left him while at his old company. Even to go to the bathroom, one of them accompanied him, or stood watch outside if it was a one-person bathroom. Whenever he felt nervous, he touched his bracelet, closed his eyes, and thought about that first night together with Everett, or any of their sleepovers.

From the looks of things, they might have the whole operation wrapped up by the next Wednesday at the latest, if they worked through the weekend.

Which Wylie was fine with doing if it got him home sooner.

Not to mention, in the entire time they were together, Ralph never willingly went into the office on a weekend.

Then came Friday.

They’d been working a couple of hours already, Wylie deep in code mode with Cris and two of the engineers from the other company, when the door to the conference room they were using opened behind him.

“Well, look who’s here. Long time, no see, Wylie.”

Wylie wondered if anyone else could hear the record screech as the functions in his brain came to a grinding halt. He struggled against his fight or flight instinct, which was telling him with every ounce of his being to get.

The fuck.

Out of there.

Except he sensed Ralph standing in front of the room’s only exit.

Landry had been there with them earlier, but had left to get them something to eat and return a couple of business calls.

Cris had been sitting next to Wylie. He stood and turned while the two engineers on the other side of the table both looked up, shock and fear in their expressions.

Wylie could easily identify their expressions because they revealed emotions he knew too damn well from his time spent with Ralph.

He could only imagine how draconian Ralph had become toward some of the staff without him there to intercede. It had usually been taken out of Wylie’s hide or ass later on behind closed doors, but it’d been worth it to keep his team happy.

Until…it hadn’t.

“Mr. Carter. Is there something I can help you with?” He sensed Cris step sideways, behind him, a direct block between him and Ralph. The man’s tone sounded stony, icy, nothing like Cris’ usual voice.

“I heard Wylie was on the premises and wanted to say hello to him, since we have a…history together. You don’t mind, do you?”

“We’re pretty busy right now. Maybe you could stop by later.”

Wylie’s fingers froze in mid-air over his keyboard as he stared at his right wrist, at the bracelet. He’d worn a long-sleeved button-up shirt today, but had rolled his sleeves up.

Ralph wasn’t so easily deterred. “That wasn’t exactly a request. If someone’s in my facility, I should be able to talk to them.”

“You were notified that Mr. Young is working as a consultant for us.”

Stalemate.

Wylie knew damn well that Ralph wouldn’t leave until he faced him down. Hoping he didn’t fuck up the deal for Landry and Cris, he stood, turning. “We’re pretty busy here, Ralph. What do you want?”

He refused to call him “mister” anything.

He should have been ready for the shock of seeing those ice-blue eyes again, but he wasn’t prepared for how cold, calculating the man looked. How had he ever thought him handsome? His eyes had been one of the first things he’d been attracted to.

“Well, there’s the little farmer.” Ralph grinned. “Did you blow through all that money already?”

Wylie forced himself not to react. He wouldn’t be surprised if Ralph had someone look into what he’d been up to. Considering he’d filed a change of address form, and had gotten a new driver’s license and voter registration card, it wouldn’t be hard to track him.

He hadn’t been trying to hide, just run away.

Anger flashed through him. “Did you blow through some other poor sucker’s good graces already?”

Cris laid a hand on his shoulder and Wylie didn’t shake him off. Wylie crossed his arms and that’s when he saw Ralph’s gaze immediately home in on the bracelet he wore.

Ralph’s voice hardened into a stomach curdling tone Wylie knew all too well. “Told you that you couldn’t make it on your own. That you’d come crawling back to me. Okay, maybe not to me, but I know exactly the kind of man Landry is, and can only imagine what other services you’re providing him. So I’ll count this as a win. Why else would you take a pissant consulting job unless you did something stupid like blow through your money?”

“Because unlike you, I have real friends. I’m doing this as a favor to them. Don’t you have a rock to crawl back under?”

Cris stepped forward, toward Ralph. “We need to get back to work, Mr. Carter. Or would you like me to go ahead and cancel the deal right now?”

“You wouldn’t dare. Besides, Landry’s the one to make that call, not you.”

“Don’t be too sure about that. You contacted us, and we have a backlog of other clients and projects we can devote our time and resources toward. I have full authority to pull the contract and walk out of here right now. Try me.”

Wylie was sure the two guys on the other side of the table were probably trying to figure out how to teleport themselves from the conference room. Like deer in the headlights, they didn’t move.

Wylie held his breath.

Ralph blinked first, turning to storm from the room but pulling up short as Landry opened the door, aborting Ralph’s trademark flounce.

Landry looked like a sleek, smooth predator, standing a couple of inches taller than Ralph, forcing Ralph now to look up into his face. “Mr. Carter. Did you need something?”

“No.” He practically shoved past Landry and disappeared.

Wylie closed his eyes, his heart pounding, and not in a good way.

In a way that he hadn’t felt since before he’d signed the paperwork selling his share of the company to Ralph.

Landry studied him for a moment, then glanced at Cris. “Gentlemen,” Landry said to the other two engineers, “if you could be so kind as to give us a moment, please? Confidential business discussion. About ten minutes. Thank you so very much.”

The two men were no sooner out the door when Landry started speaking in low, rapid-fire French to Cris.

It was a decidedly what the fuck just happened kind of tone.

“Guys, it’s okay.” Wylie slumped back against the chair. “Let’s just get this done. We’re so damn close.”

“I won’t have him treating someone like that,” Cris said, “friend or employee. If he treats you like that, I can only imagine how horrible he could be to someone he thinks is beneath him.”

“That’s the problem. He thinks everyone is beneath him. I can deal. He’s not going to do anything besides being a dick when there are witnesses.”

Ralph hadn’t made a reappearance by the time they left on Friday. As Cris drove them back to the condo that evening, Wylie sat in the backseat and studied a cityscape that felt vaguely familiar, yet now alien.

Florida was home.

Everett was home.

This wasn’t home, even though he’d grown up in the region and spent his entire adult life living and working here.

It’d never truly been home. Not really.

“Are you all right, Wylie?” Landry asked.

He fingered his bracelet. “I’ll be okay. I just want to get this done and go home.”

“I apologize for not being there earlier. I was told he was out of the office all day. Had I known he was coming in, I would have taken you with me when I left.”

“He’d have done that even if you were there. That’s just who he is. That wasn’t even him anything close to approaching his worst.”

“How bad did it get with him when you were together?”

Wylie stared out the window. “A level of bad I swore I’d never put myself through again.”

“If you’d like to go talk to Doyle when we return, I completely understand.”

“No. I just want to go collapse.”

He didn’t tell Everett about the incident when they talked, either. He didn’t want to upset him, and Everett hadn’t directly asked if he’d had contact with Ralph or not. Instead, he closed his eyes and envisioned the homestead, the things Everett told him he was getting done around there…

Loving him.

“Miss you, buddy,” Everett said. “I’ll be glad when you get home.”

“Me, too, Sir.” He’d put the T-shirt on the other pillow and hugged it to him every night, wishing it was Everett.

At least not masturbating wasn’t a problem. He missed Everett so damn bad he didn’t have the urge to.

When he finally got off the phone with him, he rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. If he ever did work like this again, he’d have to make sure he didn’t have contact with that fucker.

There were now too many images trying to race through his mind, shit he’d hoped never to revisit.

Memories he wished he could reach in and pluck from his brain and destroy.

Then again, he wouldn’t have Everett now, and be able to truly appreciate him, if he hadn’t been tempered by the heat of the crucible that had been his relationship with Ralph.

 

* * * *

 

Everett wanted to surprise Wylie by having the guest bathroom electrical problem fixed by the time he returned home from California.

Except…he wasn’t having much luck. By Saturday afternoon, trying to juggle it around everything else, he still hadn’t managed it. Wylie had been gone over a week, and while he’d accomplished a lot of little things, this was something he’d really wanted to do himself and hadn’t been able to.

And calling in an electrician wasn’t exactly in his budget. Yes, he could use the credit card Wylie had left him and insisted he use, but he wanted to handle this for his guy, dammit.

One small thing.

When all else fails…

Everett made the call and wasn’t sure he’d pick up, at first, until he did.

“Hey, Ev. What’s up?”

“Dad, can I ask you a huge favor?”

“Does it involve a loan?” he teased.

“No.” He detailed what was going on, the problem they were having, and his dad seemed to mull it over.

“And you’re sure the switch and the fixture are wired and grounded properly?”

“I replaced the switch and the fixture. They still don’t work. I’ve hit my knowledge limit.”

“I can come over right now and look at it, if you’d like.”

“Thanks, Dad. I really appreciate it.”

“Let me get my tools loaded and I’ll be on over. How do I get there?”

He gave his dad the address, as well as the easiest route from their place. Glancing around the house, it was presentable enough. They knew from what he’d told them that they were roommates, that Wylie was in the process of renovating the house, and he was helping out as a trade-off as most of his rent.

Hopefully, he could avoid any uncomfortable discussions beyond that right now.

Less than an hour later, his dad arrived, looking around as he climbed out of his car. “This is an…interesting place.”

“It’s a work in progress.”

“So when do we get to meet your friend?”

Everett hoped he wasn’t blushing. “Sorry, I’ve been really busy. And Wylie’s kind of nervous about having people over with the house not finished. We’ll come over after Wylie gets back from California.”

“What’s he doing out there if he’s retired?” Everett helped his dad get his tools from the trunk.

“He’s helping a friend of ours. Same guy who introduced us. Met at a dinner party at their house. A mutual friend of ours bought a knife from me at a ren fair, and we were friends in common…”

An hour later, his father had isolated the problem, a loose wire up in the attic. Fortunately, it hadn’t burned down the damn house.

As he held the ladder for his father to climb down, he couldn’t control his pleased grin.

Wait until Wy sees this!

Okay, so his dad had to bail him out.

“Eh, speaking of bathrooms—”

“Just use the other one, Dad. It’s okay.”

His father headed off while Everett started picking up tools and putting the bathroom back together. He couldn’t wait to surprise Wylie with it.

His father returned a few minutes later, wearing an…odd expression.

“You all right, Dad?”

“Oh, sure. I’m fine.” He smiled. “Arrange dinner with your mother, huh?”

“I will, Dad. I promise.”

Once he’d helped his dad load everything and saw him out of there, Everett stood in the second bathroom, turning the light on and off. He felt more than a little stupid that he hadn’t climbed up there himself and checked that out, but electrical issues weren’t his forte.

Wylie’s going to be so happy!

He started thinking about that.

His reaction.

I love him. I want to spend the rest of my life with him. Am I really going to wait six months to talk marriage?

He took a deep breath and recalled Lara’s face that night.

Yeah. Waiting was smart.

Meanwhile, he’d spoil his guy rotten. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Monday morning, it felt good to stop by the second bathroom, flip the light switch, and have the light come on. Every time Everett walked past it, he did it.

He smiled. Wylie would be surprised, and it’d be a great way to welcome him home.

In addition to kinky sex.

Even though they hadn’t been living together that long, Everett realized how lonely he felt now that Wylie wasn’t home.

Amazing how quickly and naturally they’d settled into a rhythm together with their daily schedules in such a short amount of time.

Easy in a way that, once again, Everett had never known before.

When Everett reached work, he checked his phone and found a text message from Lara, sent just minutes earlier.

Lunch today?

He thought about it before responding. Not sure exactly what time, but yes.

:) I’m free all afternoon. Just let me know when and where.

He had missed this. They’d tried to eat lunch together at least one day a week when they’d been together, sometimes more if he brought her lunch from home. He’d been renting workshop space from Andy even back then, working from there if he wasn’t contracting out to anyone else at the time.

Their friendship meant a lot to him and he didn’t want to fuck it up. Maybe her fiancé, Steve, wouldn’t see Everett as a threat.

When he finally walked into the small pizza shop they both enjoyed, she gave him a strong hug. “I missed this,” she said.

“I was thinking the same thing earlier.”

They placed their order to share a pie and settled in to wait. “I got your e-mail about the address change. Did you rent a place?”

“Um, not exactly.”

A slow smile creased her face. “You met someone?”

“Kinda. Yeah.”

She grabbed his hand, holding on. “That’s awesome! Tell me about him. What’d your parents say?”

“They don’t know yet. Eve’s met him. I mean, my parents know I moved, but I didn’t exactly tell them I was living with-with him.” He explained most of it to her.

Studying him, she cocked her head. “What are you leaving out of the equation here?” She still hadn’t released his hand.

He debated not telling her, but she’d pegged him so accurately early on without even knowing it, he suspected maybe she’d understand.

“Well, remember how you used to scold me for being too bossy when we first got together?”

“Yeah?”

“He kind of likes that part of my personality.”

Her gaze narrowed for a moment as she seemed to ponder that. Then, her eyes widened. “You’re a…one of those guys from that movie…a Dom!”

“Actually, yeah. Turns out there’s a label for it.” He wasn’t sure how the conversation would turn, but he should have had more faith in her.

“Oh, my gosh! That makes total sense!” She squeezed his hands again. “I never thought about it before. A friend of mine’s been trying to get me to read a whole bunch of romance books. She’s totally into the craze.”

“It turns out a lot of people do this in real life.” Without any gory details, he outlined the basics, including that there was a club in the area. “He’s been in the lifestyle before, but the last guy he was with fucked him over. We just…clicked.”

“And your very first meeting, really, was him going off on you?” She wore the adorable, playful smirk he remembered all too well.

“Yeah, go figure. Glad I didn’t tell him to fuck himself that afternoon.”

“Told you the rapey Viking look wasn’t a good one for you.”

“Message received, from like every female in my life, and a bunch of the men, straight as well as gay.”

“You in love with him?”

He couldn’t bear the weight of her gaze and studied their hands, his callused and hers soft, the engagement ring glinting on her left.

“Yeah,” he softly said. “I love him. We’re going to live together first, figure out what the hell we’re doing with all of this, and then in six months take a hard look at things. If it’s still going well, we’re going to talk about getting married.”

She leaned in to hug him again. “I’m so happy for you!”

“Please don’t say anything to Mom and Dad yet, huh? I’m going to introduce him to them, but I want to be the one to break the news. I mean, obviously not the Dom and sub stuff. That we’re in a relationship at all. Eve promised she’d keep it a secret for us for now.”

“I won’t. I promise.” She sat back, grabbing a napkin from the holder on the table so she could dab at her eyes. “I’m really happy for you, Ev. You looked so sad that day you brought the papers in. I hated seeing you look like that. I want you to be happy.”

“Thanks. I want you to be happy, too.”

“I feel kind of bad now, though.”

“Why?”

“I guess I’m sort of dominant, too, huh?”

“Yeah, babe, you are. But that’s okay. That’s what makes you good at what you do.” He tried to lighten the tone. “Long as Steve stays in line, right?”

“We butt heads sometimes, but he’s learning not to challenge me.” He fought the urge to question her more on that. She was an adult, and he had no right to pry. Not after what he’d put her through. “So tell me about the place Wylie has. That sounds amazing…”

Everett was still talking about Wylie’s property and what they were doing there, their plans, when the waitress brought their pie out. As Everett carefully dished Lara a couple of pieces before getting his own, he tried not to think about how many times they’d had meals together, just like this, while they were together.

They’d finished and were waiting on the check. “Listen,” she said, “if you guys need referrals to contractors, I have a whole folder full of names for various things, people we’ve used in the past. I’d be happy to share them.”

“I appreciate it. I’ll tell Wylie. Sorry he couldn’t be here today. I know he’s looking forward to meeting you.”

She laid her hand against his cheek. “I’m looking forward to meeting him, too.” She smiled. “The guy who stole my husband’s heart.”

He laughed as he hugged her. “God, I missed you. I missed this, our friendship. I’m so sorry.”

She patted his back. “It’s okay. I think we both needed time to heal. But now that we’re back together as friends, no way in hell am I letting you get away again, huh?”

“Absolutely not.”

Before they left, Lara wanted a selfie with him. She took it on her phone, then texted it to him so he’d have a copy of it. After Everett returned to work, he studied it for a moment, then flipped to one of him and Wylie.

I miss my guy.

Ached for him.

Ached in a way he never had before, even for Lara when they were married.

A couple more days, and he’ll be home.

Trying to shove away what he knew to be irrational fear, he headed inside to see what awaited him that afternoon.

 

* * * *

 

Everett had just pulled in at home after work that evening when his cell phone rang.

Wylie.

“Hey, buddy.”

“We have our tickets for tomorrow night, Sir.”

“Tickets?”

“Our flight home.”

Everett’s pulse throbbed, and so did his cock. Hell, he’d been so busy between work, chores, and repairs at the house, and working on custom orders at Andy’s, that he hadn’t had the energy to masturbate.

And without Wylie there, he hadn’t had the desire.

“What time do I need to be there to pick you up?”

“But it’ll be late, Sir.”

“I already warned Leo I might need a late morning when you returned. He’s fine with it.”

They chatted for a while longer before Everett got off the phone with him.

Now, he could plan.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie was secretly thrilled that Everett had insisted on picking him up at the airport. Sure, he easily could have let Landry and Cris bring him home.

He felt wanted.

He couldn’t remember a single time Ralph had ever offered to take him to the airport or meet his flight.

When they stepped off the monorail and into the main terminal, he spotted Everett immediately, his guy’s intense gaze focused on him. And Everett didn’t take his eyes off Wylie as he practically ran down the security chute next to the monorail exit, dodging people until he flung himself onto Everett.

Everett’s throaty chuckle filled his ears. “There’s my good boy. Gawd, I fucking missed you.” He kissed him, keeping it short and PG-rated but not letting him go, resting his forehead against Wylie’s. “Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir. Missed you.”

Cris and Landry caught up with them. “I trust you find him in satisfactory condition?” Landry smirked. “In all seriousness, thank you for allowing him to make the trip.”

Everett took Wylie’s carry-on from him and wouldn’t let him carry it. He held Wylie’s hand all the way down to baggage claim and while they were waiting. After saying their good-byes, Landry and Cris had to take the shuttle out to long-term parking, where they’d left their car, while Everett stepped into the elevator with Wylie.

They were in it alone. Everett pressed him against the back of the car once the doors slid closed and kissed him, hard.

“Remember what I said, boy?” Everett rumbled.

“Y-yes, Sir!” How could he have forgotten?

Unlike Ralph, he knew Everett would be careful, not really risk them being seen.

In fact, Everett immediately stepped back with a playful smile on his face as the doors slid open. “Oh, this is our floor.”

Grabbing the handle of Wylie’s larger bag, Everett led the way.

“How’d you park in here?” Wylie asked. “Isn’t my truck too tall?”

“Nope, just squeaks under by a few inches.” He’d parked along a far eastern wall, away from the elevators, backed into the space. The sun was close to setting, and deep shadows darkened the area. Opening the passenger side rear door, he put Wylie’s bags back there. Before Wylie could get into the front seat, though, Everett glanced around, bent him forward over the seat, and ran his hand along the ass seam of Wylie’s slacks.

“Hold still, boy.”

Wylie’s cock hardened immediately. Everett’s fingers found the base of the butt plug, and he pressed against it, letting out a soft groan that echoed Wylie’s.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. Such a good boy.” He pulled Wylie up, turning him around to face him. With the door hiding their activities from anyone who might see, Everett reached down and cupped Wylie’s cock through his slacks, gently squeezing.

“I see my boy is eager to get that taken care of, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett’s smile widened. “I picked up a paddle and a couple other toys Saturday night. I stopped by Venture and did a little shopping. Do you know how many strokes you owe me?”

Right now, Wylie wasn’t sure he could accurately give his own name if asked, much less do basic math. “Ten per day I was gone, Sir.”

Everett squeezed again. “That’s right. Ten per day. Eleven days. One hundred and ten strokes.”

Wylie swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

Another squeeze, pulling a needy moan from Wylie.

Fuck. He knew he’d drop to his knees right here if Everett ordered him to. He wouldn’t be able to help himself.

I’m sooo fucked.

Everett released him after one final squeeze. “In the truck, boy.”

On shaky legs, Wylie climbed in. Everett waited until he was inside to shut the door and circle around to the driver’s side, where he started the engine and got the AC blowing.

Glancing around, he reached over, grabbed Wylie’s head, and pulled him down toward his crotch. “Get busy, boy. I’ll keep watch, don’t worry.”

With eagerly trembling hands and a watering mouth, Wylie worked on Everett’s belt and shorts, moaning when he realized he’d gone commando. He sucked Everett’s cock into his mouth and started working on him, his Sir’s scent filling his head, his soul, spinning him into subspace.

Everett’s hand settled on the back of his head, stroking his hair. “That’s right, baby. Thought I’d make it easy on you. Would have worn a kilt, but it was too tempting to bend you over in the elevator and fuck you right there.”

Wylie moaned around his cock.

Everett snaked a hand down, pulling Wylie’s shirt from his waistband and reaching under it to torment his nipples. “My poor boy’s going to have to wait to get home to get his relief. Going to need to take his paddle strokes like a good boy. I’ll even give you a choice. I won’t make you take them all tonight if you don’t want to, but you’ll have to wait to come until you’ve taken them all, even if it’s not until tomorrow night after I get home from work.”

Wylie knew that moan sounded whiny and needy. No, he didn’t want to wait. He’d taken far worse than that in the past.

Everett’s hand left his nipples and slid down under his waistband, into his briefs, finding his cock. “Yes, there’s my good boy.” The hand in Wylie’s hair tightened. “Get me off, baby. Don’t fuck around. Sir needs to put a load in his boy right now.”

Wylie intensified his efforts, managing to get a hand inside Everett’s shorts to fondle his balls as he sucked hard, frantically, until he was soon rewarded with Everett’s hand forcing him hard and deep onto his cock. Hot cum pumped over his tongue, Wylie moaning again, happy to once more have his Sir there, being his good boy.

Serving him.

“Yesss,” he hissed, easing up, back to stroking Wylie’s hair. The hand on his cock gently jacked him a couple of times before disappearing, much to Wylie’s disappointment.

But Everett didn’t let him sit up yet.

“Wait.”

He seemed to freeze, then a moment later said, “Sit up. Now.”

There was no one around, fortunately.

Everett quickly fastened his shorts and belt, smiling before he leaned in and kissed Wylie. “Love you so fucking much, baby. You hate me for making you wait?”

He returned his smile. “No, Sir. I love you.”

“Let’s get home. I have a surprise for you.”

Everett didn’t hold his hand at first…until they were safely out of the tricky-to-navigate parking garage. Then he reached across the seat and laced fingers with him, squeezing.

“Let’s get you home where you belong.”

Wylie smiled, feeling happier than he had in a long damn time. “Yes, Sir.”

On the way they talked, Everett updating him on some of the things he’d done. Wylie suspected he was holding back.

“Did you run into Ralph while you were there?”

Wylie refused to lie to his Sir, but he didn’t want Everett to freak out, or to get mad at Landry and Cris. “Yes, Sir. He stopped by the conference room one day. Cris was with me.”

He felt Everett tense. “And?”

“And we exchanged a couple of verbal barbs, Cris threatened to cancel the contract if the guy didn’t leave, and the jerk left when Landry showed up.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re leaving something out?”

“I was never alone with him, Sir. I swear.”

“How’d your talks with Doyle go?”

He had talked to him a second time, Sunday evening. “He’s a nice guy. He helped me work some stuff out.”

Everett gently squeezed his hand again. “We need to talk about all of that, when you’re ready.”

“I know, Sir. Not tonight, please?”

“Not tonight. I want to get you home, feed you, spank you, fuck you, and then make your eyes roll back in your head.” He spotted Everett’s grin even in the growing dark.

Wylie faked innocence. “But Sir, didn’t you just feed me back there?”

He loved the sound of Everett’s laugh. “That was your appetizer, baby. I have dinner ready to go when we get home. Leftovers from last night, but home cooking. Eh, I’m really talking food now. I’m hungry.”


Chapter Thirty

 

When they pulled into the yard, Wylie sighed with relief. “I never thought I’d be glad to say I’m so glad I’m home, but I’m so glad I’m home.”

“You’re not the only one glad you’re home.” Everett walked around and got the door for him, kissing him as he climbed out. He still insisted on carrying Wylie’s bags for him, too.

When they got inside, Wylie headed for the bathroom. “You can take the butt plug out,” Everett told him. “Oh, use the other bathroom.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

“But it’s dark.”

“Is it?”

Wylie walked over to it. “Uh, yeah, see—” He looked up as the light came on. When he stared back at Everett, he saw the man wore a sneaky grin. “You fixed it!”

“Actually, Dad fixed it. There was a loose wire in the attic. No, I haven’t got the estimates on the AC and electric rewire yet.” He set Wylie’s bags in the bedroom. “I tried to fix it for you and finally had to call in reinforcements. Oh, and we’re going to have to go to dinner at my parents’ house soon. I don’t have a date yet, but Dad pretty much said Mom was going to order it.”

“Do they know about us yet?”

“Not yet. I didn’t want to have that conversation without them both being there. And you.” He pulled Wylie into his arms. “You’re my guy, and nothing changes that. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. Now get naked, get that butt plug out, and make sure you’re lubed up for later.” He grinned.

“Yes, Sir.”

By the time Wylie made his way to the kitchen, Everett had microwaved the plates of mac and cheese and kielbasa, with mixed veggies.

“Sorry it’s not fancy.”

He wrapped his arms around Everett, staring up at him. “Ev,” he softly said, “it’s great. Thank you. I appreciate it.”

Everett’s brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

Wylie took a breath, forcing bad images out of his head. “He never would have picked me up, much less made me dinner. He never made me dinner. He damn sure never fixed the bathroom light.”

“But Dad—”

“Shh.” He grabbed his hands and forced himself not to break down crying. “There’s a reason I can trust and love you the way I do. It’s because I lived through hell. You had a good relationship with Lara, all things considered. You’re afraid to fuck us up. I get it. But trust me when I say there are far worse things to do to a partner than move fast.”

 

* * * *

 

Now Everett wasn’t sure he should do the spanking. He wasn’t going to beat the crap out of him, of course, but maybe they should talk tonight.

Once again, it was like Wylie eerily read his mind. “Don’t you dare go easy on me with the spanking, either. I need one.”

Everett pulled him close, his hands resting on Wylie’s naked ass. “If it means anything, Lara never was tuned in to me like you are.”

“Good. Something else unique to us. I thought you wanted to paddle me with the butt plug in?” He grinned.

“I did. Until I realized logistically it’ll be easier to fuck you immediately upon finishing the spanking if you don’t have it in.”

“That’s my smart Sir.” He rose up and kissed Everett. “Let’s eat. Please? I’m starving.”

He’d brought a towel to sit on, too, which Everett knew meant he’d followed orders and…

Now his cock started throbbing again.

Why was he being all emo and worried? If Wylie was good with things, maybe that should be good enough, right?

Except he didn’t want good enough. He wanted for life, and wanted to make sure things were as perfect for his guy as he could make them.

After dinner, he insisted on helping Wylie clean up the dishes and get the coffeemaker set up for in the morning. Then they moved out to the couch, where on the old, beat-up coffee table sat a few new items.

“Oooh. Pine.” Wylie picked it up. Three inches wide and approximately twenty inches long, it was a solid paddle that Everett knew would sting because he’d tested it against his own thigh before he’d bought it.

Wylie’s cock hardened like iron when he looked at the second item. “Ohhh, baby. That’s what I’m talking about.”

Everett stepped behind him, grabbed his hips, and ground the front of his shorts against Wylie’s ass. “Inflatable.” He nibbled the side of Wylie’s neck. “I warned you. That’s what the other two plugs and the toy are for. To start working you up to that.” The two butt plugs, larger than ones they already had, and a relatively small, squishy dildo, a little smaller than Everett’s cock.

Wylie writhed against him. “Please spank me now, Sir! I need a good fucking.”

Everett reached down and grabbed Wylie’s cock, squeezing it. Wylie’s cock felt hard, hot, and Everett could tell his poor guy needed relief.

Nibbling behind Wylie’s right ear, Everett whispered, “Beg me.”

“Please, Sir! Please spank your boy’s ass! I need to be spanked for leaving my Sir alone!”

He turned him around and kissed him, taking the paddle from him. “Over my lap, boy.” He sat, pulling off his T-shirt. The shorts would come off only after he spanked his boy, because otherwise he’d be skipping the spanking.

He stroked Wylie’s back, his left hand cupping around the scruff of his neck. “You don’t need to count. I’ll count them. If you need to safeword for them, I’ll stop, but at some point you will get the rest of them.”

“Yes, Sir. Please!”

“Here we go.”

He got through the first five when Wylie lifted his head and glared at him.

“Red.”

Everett’s heart fell. “Too hard?”

“Uh, no. I can barely feel them. Ev, seriously, I need a good spanking. Don’t hold back.”

“I told you I wanted to go to that class.”

“Wy and Ev?”

Everett nodded.

Wylie reached behind him and pointed at his tailbone. “Watch out there. Lay it across my ass cheeks. You can hit one or the other or both at the same time, but try to move around. Down the tops of my thighs is okay. No higher with a paddle than here.” He drew an imaginary line across the top of his ass, below his hip bones. “Okay?”

“How about bare-handed?”

“Someone promised me a paddling.”

“Test swats that count?”

“Only if you roll back to zero, because, seriously? I barely felt those first five. You spanked me harder with your hand.”

“All right. Get back in position and let me know when.”

Wylie settled, wiggling his ass at Everett. “Green, Sir.”

He laid the paddle across Wylie’s ass. This time, he smacked him good. Wylie’s head bobbed up, but he let out a sigh.

“Green, Sir. Even a little harder, if you want.”

He took another stroke, and another, Wylie finally settling in, moaning, sometimes gasping. Everett eventually found a good combination of the strength and timing to get a continuous, low, rolling moan out of him.

He stopped at fifty, and left the paddle lying on Wylie’s back to reach under him. His cock was not only dripping, but had dribbled pre-cum all over Everett’s leg, too.

“Someone’s enjoying their punishment.”

“Yeesss, Sir,” Wylie moaned.

He stroked the man’s hot, red ass, loving how it looked and felt. Picking up the paddle, he started in again. “Let’s go.”

It took him a little longer to get through the rest of them, because he hit him harder and left more time between them for him to process. When he finished, he rolled Wylie onto his back and sat him up so he could stand, shuck his shorts, and climb between his legs.

Wylie stretched out on the couch, legs raised and spread as Everett impaled him to the root in one hard thrust.

“Yes!” Wylie gasped.

“Come for me, boy.” It only took two more thrusts of Everett’s cock to get Wylie over without even touching his. Then Everett grabbed Wylie’s legs, bending him nearly in half, and plowed the man’s ass.

“Look at me,” Everett ordered.

Wylie’s eyes fluttered open, the sated, happy smile on his face twisting Everett’s heart into a ball.

“Who do you belong to?”

His smile widened. “I belong to my Sir, completely. Please use your boy’s ass, Sir.”

That did it. Everett couldn’t have held his orgasm back if he’d wanted to, and he took two more thrusts before burying his cock deep inside Wylie’s hole.

Wylie wrapped his arms and legs around him, stroked his back, nuzzled his head. “Fuck yeah, Sir,” he whispered. “That’s the way to properly claim an ass.”

Everett closed his eyes, his face buried against Wylie’s neck. Lying there, catching his breath, he inhaled their scent, sweat, sex—them.

“It scares me how much I love you,” he softly admitted. “I’m scared I’m going to fuck up and hurt you and I know I sound like a broken record, but it’s how I feel.”

Wylie’s embrace tightened even more around him. “You can’t hurt me, Sir. You can never hurt me, because I know how much you love me. I’ll always stop you. Just like I did now. I won’t ever let you go too far with me. I promise.”

Everett kissed him, wishing he could fall asleep exactly like this with him, but knowing they needed to get to bed. “Aren’t you scared?”

“Not of you, no, Sir. Never of you.”

“Why?”

“Do you trust me?”

“Of course I do.”

“Okay. Do you think I’d ever hurt you? If our positions were reversed and I was your Top and you were my bottom, but everything else between us was the same, the emotions, would you be scared of me going too far?”

“No. You’d probably not go far enough.”

“Okay, then.” Wylie shifted position a little, winced, then laughed.

“What?”

“That was an excellent paddling, Sir. I’m going to be really sore in the good ways tomorrow. Thank you.”

“You can take a break on the butt plug tomorrow, if you want to.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

Everett looked to see Wylie smiling. “Then I guess you can wear whichever one you feel like tomorrow. Only for as long as it’s comfortable.”

“What if I want to try to see if I can work up to the biggest one?”

He couldn’t help it—the laughter bubbled out of him and he ended up biting Wylie on the side of the neck because he was too tired to move more than that. “Pushy damn sub. Who said Doms are pushy?”

“That wasn’t a nooo…”

Everett snorted. “You can wear one of the two smallest ones for four hours in the morning,” he said. “How’s that?”

“Aww.”

“No pouty lip.”

He looked, and sure enough, despite the twinkle in Wylie’s eyes, he had pooked out his lower lip at Everett.

“Come on, buster. Shower, bed, sleep.” He slowly pushed himself up and off of Wylie, pulling the other man to his feet. “Glad I told Leo I’ll be late in the morning. I slept like crap while you were gone.”

“Me, too, Sir.”

He marched Wylie toward the shower. “Onward.”

As he passed the second bathroom doorway, Wylie stopped, reached in, and turned the light on and off. “That’s so cool!”

“I’ve been doing the same thing.”

“Amazing how my priorities have realigned in the good ways. I’m excited about a bathroom light.”

“Then you’ll come all over yourself when you see the drip watering system and fence for the garden tomorrow.”

“Oooh—”

“Tomorrow. Shower and bed now.”

“Aww.”

 

* * * *

 

The next evening, Everett stopped by Publix and brought home sushi for dinner. Curled up together in their air-conditioned bedroom, in bed, with the sushi—and after plying Wylie with moscato wine—Everett pounced.

Wylie lay sprawled against him, naked, Everett feeding him. It had turned into a massive turn-on for both of them, not just sexual, but intimately. Emotionally. Everett loved the control, the way it made Wylie react.

Wylie apparently loved the love and attention he got.

Which was why Everett wanted to have this talk.

When they’d finished their sushi, Everett snuggled Wylie against his chest, arms around him. “We need to talk, baby.”

“About what, Sir?”

“We’re not putting this off again. Tell me what Ralph did to you.”

He felt Wylie’s body tense, and when the man tried to get up, Everett tightened his grip around him. “No,” Everett gently said. “We’re having this talk.”

Wylie slumped. “Yes, Sir.”

Changing position to lie on his side with Wylie securely nestled against him, he laced fingers with him. “I love you,” Everett said. “Nothing you tell me changes that. Nothing.”

He drew in a deep, shuddering breath and tightly pressed his head against Everett’s neck. “He started out working for me. I hired him in thinking he was good at what he did. What I didn’t know is that programming wasn’t his only skill.”

Everett pressed his lips against the top of Wylie’s head as he told the story, not interrupting him.

Trying to control his growing anger.

The guy had earned Wylie’s trust, suckered him into a kinky relationship with himself as the Top, and then proceeded to destroy Wylie’s self-esteem and peace of mind over several years.

It sickened him the things the man had put Wylie through as loyalty tests, manipulations subtle and blatant, and downright punishment for slights real or perceived.

An hour later, Wylie had finally poured it all out of him, Everett not having to leave the bed because he’d had the mind to make sure he had prepositioned a box of tissues on the nightstand where he could reach them.

He pressed his lips to Wylie’s forehead. “I wish I’d known this before that first morning. I feel horrible I could have triggered you by what I said.”

“You didn’t, Sir.”

“This is Ev and Wy.”

“I want Sir.”

Everett stroked his arm. “Okay, baby. Sir and boy. Is there anything we’ve talked about that we need to change?”

“No.” He finally tipped his head back to meet Everett’s gaze. “I don’t want to change a thing between us. What you and I have is worlds different. See, that’s the thing. A lot of what he had me do, it wasn’t what we were doing. It was the emotional aftermath, because instead of it being a fun, happy, consensual thing, it was designed to use me. I didn’t really realize it at the time. I thought I was making him happy. But…he was a narcissist and emotionally drained me.

“What you and I do, it’s reciprocated. You brought dinner home. You sat here and hand fed me. Everything you do for and with me? I feel how much you love me. But that’s why I don’t want to share you or be shared. Ever. I…I can’t. I won’t.”

Everett held him close. “Never. Especially not now. I’m going to be hard-pressed to let you try a technique with someone now.”

Wylie sat up. “That’s not what I mean. That’s different. And if you’re right there, it’s okay. Being with me, you know?” He stroked Everett’s arm. “Everything he did was for him, not for me. And it was used against me later. I never knew something I’d confided to him, thinking he was someone I could trust, would be weaponized. My mother…she was in pain. Emotional and mental pain. And that doesn’t excuse her taking stuff out on me verbally and emotionally because Dad died, but it is what it is. I can forgive her for that.

“I can’t forgive Ralph for what he did to me, and I shouldn’t have to. He was a predator. And I’m never going to have to see him again. Not socially. If I ever do work for Landry again, I’ll ask that he or Cris be with me.”

“Fuck that. I’ll take off work and I’ll go with you. I dare the fucker to smart off around me.”

Wylie rolled on top of him, slanting his lips over Everett’s. “And that’s why I trust you. He never would have stood up for me like that. That’s why you need to trust me when I go along with stuff. Because I will always stand up for myself now. I know I can. I left him and stood up to him. Maybe not as hard as I should have to get more money that should have been mine, but I’ll be okay as long as I’m careful. And now I have you.”

“And you don’t care I’m a broke blacksmith?”

Wylie didn’t answer at first, stroking his cheek, his gaze seeming to search Everett’s face. “My Sir is a fierce Viking warrior, an artisan, a skilled craftsman. He slipped in and conquered my heart without even trying. He’s an honorable man, a loving man, a protective man.” He pressed his ear to Everett’s chest. “I don’t care you’re not a literal Viking. To me, you’re always going to be one. That’s how I see you. And I’m proud to be the man standing beside you.”

He was glad Wylie had laid his head back down, because he didn’t want his guy to see the tears he was now blinking back. “Love you so damn much, Wy.”

Wylie feathered his lips against Everett’s chest but didn’t lift his head. “And I love you, too, Ev. Forever.” 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Wylie had been back from California for less than two weeks…and after getting several estimates for the electrical rewiring and AC work, he’d had Everett handle finalizing the bids and scheduling the work. With the amounts known, Wylie had more than enough left over from the forty grand that he had immediately got the ball rolling on equipping Everett’s workshop, including making Everett order everything he needed.

That’s when Everett’s mother dropped the bomb that they would be coming over to dinner the next Sunday, even though Everett had tried to delay it as long as possible. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to have that conversation with them, but he’d been busy with preparing for another ren fair in three weeks, and work, and…

Well, enjoying alone time with Wylie.

Wylie barely ate anything all day that Sunday. Everett had to stay on him to nibble and drink water, afraid he’d make himself sick worrying himself into a tizzy.

“You know, I can stay home and you and Eve can tell—”

“Shh.” He caught Wylie’s hands and cradled them against his chest.

This was about the fourth or fifth time—Everett had lost count—that Wylie had volunteered to stay home to make this easier on him.

“You’re mine, and this has to happen. I want to be able to invite them over for dinner, have holidays here with them and Eve. I can’t do that if I’m stuck in the closet.”

“But what if they hate me?” he asked in a pained whisper.

He pulled him into his arms. “Baby, it doesn’t matter. I’ve resigned myself to whatever happens. Eve has always said she thinks they’ll be okay. Even if they aren’t, that’ll suck, but I have Eve and Andy and Charlotte and all our other friends.”

He cradled Wylie’s face in his hands and made him look at him. “Think about the other possibility—what if they do accept this and you? You gain parents.”

Of course he was scared shitless.

He claimed Masterly privilege to…not outright lie to his boy about things, but to…smooth them over.

Fudge them, as Eve would say.

But it had to be done, and now he was regretting that he hadn’t followed Eve’s advice early on and come out to them. If they accepted it then—and by extension Wylie now—Wylie wouldn’t be going through all this stress.

Note to self, procrastination baaad.

Especially when it negatively impacted his boy.

Wylie looked handsome in his slacks, long-sleeved dress shirt, and tie. Everett even felt underdressed next to him in his good jeans, black motorcycle boots, and short-sleeved button up shirt.

Actually, Everett was okay with feeling underdressed, because just as he felt at home the way he was, Wylie fucking rocked his clothes. He’d spent plenty of years in a corporate setting where he’d had to dress up to set an image. He looked good.

“You, my fine, handsome boy, are getting fucked when we get home,” Everett promised.

Wylie managed a nervous smile. “Yes, Sir.”

He wasn’t even going to try to ask Wylie not to call him that tonight. If he remembered on his own, great. If not, he didn’t want Wylie beating himself up for forgetting and it slipping out.

They took Wylie’s truck, Everett driving. Not just because Everett was his Master, but because Wylie was admittedly too dang nervous to drive. Everett even held Wylie’s hand for the whole ride, stroking the back of his hand with his thumb, trying to soothe him.

As they neared Everett’s parents’ house, Wylie finally broke the silence. “Please don’t get upset with them if they don’t like me, Sir.”

Everett gently squeezed his hand. “What’s our first rule?”

“Sir’s in charge.”

“Good boy.”

He left it at that, knowing damn well nothing he said right now could set his boy’s mind at ease. They’d have to get through it.

He also wouldn’t deny he was happy to see Eve’s Jeep parked in his parents’ driveway when they pulled up in front of their house. With three cars already parked there the driveway was full, so he parked on the street, a common practice in the neighborhood anyway. Before letting Wylie get out, Everett made him look him in the eyes.

“Let me get your door. I want you to breathe, and don’t feel you have to sell yourself. I love you. Eve’s crazy about you. How my parents accept us or you isn’t our problem—it’s theirs. Understand?”

Wylie nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Everett brought Wylie’s hand up to his lips to kiss it. “Love you, boy.”

“Love you, too, Master.”

He got out and walked around, hoping he wasn’t telegraphing his own anxiety to Wylie. He opened Wylie’s door for him and then got the casserole out of the back seat, from where the dish was snuggled in its soft-sided thermal travel case on the floor. He let Wylie carry it.

Another struggle Wylie’d gone through, trying to decide what to bring tonight.

Everett led the way across the yard, waiting to ring the doorbell until Wylie stood next to him and Everett could place his right hand in the small of Wylie’s back to hopefully encourage him.

And to ground himself.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie prayed he didn’t drop the damn casserole right there on their front stoop. His stomach had tightened into a painful knot he wasn’t sure might not make him sick despite Everett’s attempts throughout the day to prevent that from happening.

When the door opened, Everett’s mom stood there. Wylie recognized her from pictures, but Everett’s resemblance to his mom was more striking in person, especially the eyes. Eve favored their father, with his rounder face but their mother’s blue-green eyes, and it was easy to see the sibling resemblance in them.

She offered them a smile and automatically leaned in for a hug from Everett. “You two are right on time.”

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetie.” She kissed him on the cheek before turning her attention to Wylie. “You must be Wylie. So nice to finally get to meet you.”

He hoped his smile looked…normal. “Very nice to meet you, too, Mrs. Cannon.”

“Please, call me Olive. Well, come in, both of you.” She waved them in and closed the door behind them. “You’re just in time. Eve’s gigging your dad over the Bucs.”

“Oh, boy.” Wylie glanced up at him for the explanation. “Dad is a die-hard Bucs fan, even though they usually suck.” The last three words he called out to the house.

From somewhere in back he got a, “Ha! Fair-weather fan!” in reply from an unseen male voice, who then laughed.

Everett continued with a smile. “The only reason Eve follows football is to tease him.”

“Who does she root for?”

“Whoever is doing best,” Olive said, smiling. “Or the Falcons, which really irks Otto, for some reason.” She pointed to the dish in Wylie’s hands. “Let’s take that into the kitchen.”

The comforting feel of Everett’s hand on his back returned as they followed Olive down the hallway to the kitchen. It opened up onto a great room area, with a table set for five in the middle, and at the far end on a sectional sofa were Eve and a man he presumed to be Otto Cannon watching a football game on a large-screen TV.

Their house didn’t appear to be huge, what he’d seen of it so far, and the neighborhood seemed quiet, older but not rundown and not ritzy, either. A nice middle-of-the-road retirement community. They didn’t have a decorative theme other than eclectic. The walls along the hallway were filled with family photos, and while neat and tidy it was unremarkable except that it felt homey and unpretentious.

Average.

Friendly.

Olive laid out a dish towel for him to set the casserole dish on once he removed it from the thermal bag.

Which he was tempted to keep holding on to as a security blanket, until Everett gently coaxed it out of his hands to put it on the far counter, out of the way.

When he came back, he touched Wylie’s left shoulder with his hand. “Want something to drink?”

He nodded, hard. “Please.”

“Iced tea?” Olive asked. “Or we have soda, milk, water, juice—”

“Iced tea’s fine, thank you.”

Everett squeezed his shoulder after meeting his gaze. “I’ll get it for you.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to argue that was his job, except…

He didn’t know where the glasses were.

Everett leaned over and pulled one from a cabinet, sending him a little knowing smile as he headed to the fridge to get ice and tea.

“It’s pre-sweetened,” Olive said. “I hope that’s okay?”

“That’s fine, ma’am. Thank you.”

She smiled. “Aw, you’re adorable.” She poked her son in the back as she walked past him to get to something on the stove. “You’ve been living there how long now? Why didn’t you bring him over before?”

Eve and her father had stood and walked over to greet them, Eve giving Wylie a hug and encouraging nod after he’d shaken hands with their father.

Wylie had assumed Everett was going to wait to reveal things to them until the end of dinner.

As Everett poured tea over the ice, he said, “Because I wasn’t sure how to break the news to you and Dad that I’m gay.” He turned to hand Wylie the glass. “Here you go, babe.”

Wylie at first couldn’t take the glass from him, frozen, even glancing at Eve to make sure he’d heard Everett correctly and it wasn’t merely a stress-induced figment of his imagination.

Except…Eve’s eyes looked as wide as his own felt. When she locked gazes with him, she slowly shrugged, apparently not expecting the revelation that soon, either.

He wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or worse.

Everett finally closed Wylie’s fingers around the glass and waited until his gaze had settled on his once more before letting go of it. He held it with both hands—now trembling—as he took a sip.

Otto wore a confused frown, but didn’t speak. It was Olive, who’d been stirring something on the stove before slowly turning to face them, who broke the uneasy silence.

“Is that why you and Lara divorced?”

Everett finally nodded. “I mean, it was the other stuff, too, but…yeah. I never cheated on her, though.”

Olive seemed to be studying her son, as if trying to decide how to approach it.

At least no one was screaming.

Yet.

She finally cocked her head. “Why didn’t you tell us then?” she asked, her voice a little softer than before.

“Because I felt guilty enough about wasting those years of her life, and I wasn’t sure how you guys would react. So before we go any farther, I need to add part two to the equation. Wylie and I aren’t just roommates. He’s my boyfriend. We’re living together.”

“Duh,” his father said.

Everyone stared at him.

He held a beer in his hands, and it wasn’t until Wylie realized it was a non-alcoholic brand that his shoulders untensed a little.

Olive’s hands came to rest on her hips and she turned her focus onto her husband. “What do you mean by that?”

“When I went out there and helped Everett with that electrical problem in the bathroom. He ain’t living in the Tin Can, because it’s still parked at Andy’s. He’s damn sure not sleeping on that couch, and there’s only one bed in the house. Plus, there was a butt plug on the back of the toilet in the other bathroom.” He took another swallow from the bottle, letting out a belch. “’Scuse me.”

Olive advanced on her husband while Wylie exchanged a nervous glance with Everett. “You knew and didn’t bother to tell me? What is wrong with you?”

“Because he’s a damned adult, that’s why. Not my business what the hell he does.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett had hoped by getting the revelation out of the way at the start of the evening that it would either settle Wylie’s nerves or settle the matter of him being disowned by his parents, but…

Yeeeaaah, this was not a scenario he’d foreseen.

He also made a mental note to add a new rule that sex toys had to be dried and put away if there was only one functional bathroom and guests might drop by.

He also didn’t understand why his mother seemed pissed off at his father.

“Otto Cannon. I think that’s something that you should have told me. He’s our son.”

He gestured at Everett with the bottle while focused on his wife. “Okay. So Ev and Lara separate on amicable terms and neither files right away. They never talked about having kids around us despite you bugging the crap out of poor Everett. He always had an excuse about that. Lara still sends us birthday and Christmas cards and calls you every so often to say hi. And yet, she never says a bad word about Everett when she does.

“When you tried to get her to talk to you early on about reconciliation, or about why they divorced, she’d stay very vague, like she was trying to protect his privacy. He hasn’t dated a single damn woman since he left her. He moved in as ‘roommates’ with another guy. And you damn well know all of that is nearly verbatim what happened to Chet and Kelly’s son before he came out to them.”

He nodded and took another swallow. “But mostly, it was the butt plug.” He shrugged and held up the nearly empty bottle. “We got more of these?”

Eve snorted. 


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Wylie remained frozen like a foraging raccoon caught in a floodlight. He huddled there, trying to shrink and disappear into the glass of iced tea he still held in both hands.

He sensed Ev’s dad was…copacetic.

He was still trying to get a read on Olive.

She stood there, slowly shaking her head at her husband. “I agree that Everett is an adult and entitled to his privacy, but he is our son and I would have appreciated you telling me that, Otto!”

“And what? You start hinting and bugging him and begging him to invite Wylie over and drive the poor kid crazy? No.”

“I would not have done that!”

Eve and Everett exchanged a glance and then nodded. “Uh-huh,” they both said.

“Well…I just want to meet who is important to you. Why is that a bad thing?”

Otto drained his bottle before he walked over to the fridge and rummaged around, finding another non-alcoholic beer. He closed the door, set the empty on the counter, and used a magnetic bottle opener from the front of the fridge to pop the cap off.

“It’s not…bad, hon. You’re just…over-eager.”

“I want to be involved in my children’s lives.”

Wylie still wasn’t sure he was supposed to relax, so he remained frozen in place, only moving his eyes.

Everett spoke. “Just to be clear,” he slowly said. “You’re okay with me and Wylie being together?”

She hugged her son. “Am I ‘happy’ you’re gay? I could lie and say sure, yes, whoopee. I’m a realist, and you know that. I’m worried for you, and for Wylie, for a number of reasons.”

“Why?”

She glared at him. “Pulse, for starters. Matthew Shepard. And countless things that have and haven’t made the news. In my ideal mind, my son married a woman and they gave me grandbabies, since someone”—she glared at Eve—“refuses to settle down. But that’s not reality. My reality now is I have to adjust my life to try not to worry every time you tell me you guys are going somewhere, that some stupid fuck is going to want to hurt either one of you simply because you love each other. That is not a worry any mother wants to have. Not a good mother, anyway.”

“Wow,” Ev said, both his and Eve’s eyes wide again.

Wylie was a little less afraid to move now, but he wasn’t going to push things so far as speaking and drawing attention to himself.

But Ev looked at him. “Mom never drops the F-bomb.”

Olive finally seemed to see him. “Are you all right, Wylie?”

Now everyone was looking at him.

He stared into his glass of tea and nodded a little.

Everett took the glass from him and set it on the counter before pulling him into his arms and holding him. Wylie didn’t realize he was crying until someone—Olive—put a piece of paper towel into his hand.

“Sorry,” he whispered.

Everett didn’t release him, his chin resting on Wylie’s head. “He’s been scared to death today about how you’d react. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was gay before, but after Grandma and Grandpa, and MeMe and PawPaw, how they were, I just…” He didn’t finish.

Olive walked over and laid her hand on Everett’s shoulder. “I used to…not hate gay people, but if it was someone else’s family problem, fine. I never acted like an ass to anyone, but I won’t lie and say I wasn’t relieved when you married Lara. But I’ve seen friends who disowned their kids, or treated them and their kid’s partner like crap. And I could never do that to you or someone you love, no matter what my feelings are.”

She laid her other hand on Wylie’s shoulder. “Do your parents know?”

Everett spoke before he could. “They’re both dead. He doesn’t have any family.”

“Oh, sweetie.” She made Everett move and enveloped Wylie in a hug. “Look, you are always welcomed in our home, with the same rules we’d ask of anyone Eve brings home. You’re family. We’ll respect you and be courteous to you if you accord us the same. And when we come to your home, we’ll also do that. Although…”

She sighed. “While I would never tell you what to do in your own home, please police the sex toys before we come over. Unless you want me and Otto leaving our strap-on and vibrator out and about.”

“Mom!” Everett and Eve both screamed.

Screamed.

Wylie, who was approximately Olive’s height, looked to see her smiling at him.

She winked.

Otto let out another burp. “I ain’t apologizing for a thing. I’m retired, dammit.” He saluted them with the bottle and took another sip.

 

* * * *

 

Everett covered his eyes with his hands, that mental image now forever seared into his brain.

Aside from learning waaaay more about his parents’ sex lives than he’d ever thought he would—and damn sure more than he ever wanted to know—it did seem that they’d achieved best-case scenario.

He had to hand it to his mom. Once she realized Wylie had no family, she immediately adopted him, no hesitation there.

“So can we back up a little?” Olive said. “Because that kind of cheated me out of my son telling me he’s got a boyfriend.”

Everett smiled and laced fingers with Wylie, staring down into his eyes. “I love him, and we’re living together. We’re eventually going to talk marriage, but not yet. We wanted to live together first to make sure everything’s okay. As far as we’re concerned, everything is okay so far.”

He draped an arm around Wylie’s shoulders and pulled him against his side, pressing a kiss to Wylie’s temple. “He makes me happy. And I hope I make him happy.”

Wylie smiled up at him, the nervous stress now gone from his features. “You do.”

“Now that the secret’s out, can we expect you to come over for dinner more often?” his mom asked.

“Yes, Mom. And we’ll invite you over, too, before you even go there with the guilt. As long as you don’t mind that the house is a work in progress.”

“The whole place is a work in progress,” Wylie softly snarked. He looked at Everett’s dad. “And thank you, again, for helping with the bathroom electric. I really appreciate it.”

Everett poked him in the side. “What’s our rule?”

Wylie sighed. “I don’t beat myself up.”

Now his mom looked confused, and rightfully so. “Why? What’s wrong?”

Everett started telling the story, and his mom and dad’s questions slowly drew Wylie out. Before long, they were actually sitting down at the table and eating and Wylie had finally started coming out of his shell.

Everett watched, not interrupting and trying not to derail the conversation. He was seeing his Wylie finally making his debut with his parents.

From the looks of things, they loved him.

“Well, I took the county’s master gardener class from the extension office,” his mom said. “I’d be happy to come out and look at the garden for you and give you ideas and help out where I can.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.” She pointed at his dad. “And he’s just sitting around on his ass. He can help out with the house. We’d love a chance to help you boys out.”

His dad sighed. “As long as you stock my beer.”

“You’re not allowed to drink, Dad,” Everett reminded him.

“Why not?” Wylie asked.

“My meds. But I’m allowed to have the non-alcoholic kind.”

 

* * * *

 

Other than the unexpected glimpse into his future in-laws’ sex life, the evening was going far better than Wylie expected.

“Don’t let him give you a sob story,” Olive said. “I let him have a couple of glasses of wine a week when he behaves himself. But he loved beer, and his meds don’t mix well with alcohol. That was our compromise.” She took another bite of the broccoli casserole. “This is really delicious, honey. You did good.”

Wylie felt his face heat. “Thank you. I like cooking. I’m actually good at it.”

“What are you boys doing tomorrow?” she asked.

Everett arched his eyebrow. “Tomorrow?”

“So I can come over and see the place and see what needs to be done.”

“Mom, you don’t have to come over tomorrow. And I have to work.”

“I want to help. And you don’t need to be there. Wylie will be there, right?”

Wylie thought he heard Ev mutter, “Oh, boy,” under his breath.

“I’ll be there,” Wylie said.

“The sooner we get a garden plan in place, the better. You said you have a few raised beds right now, right?”

“We have two really going well, and Everett started two more while I was gone.”

“And you want to actually homestead as much as possible, right?”

“That’s what I originally wanted to do.”

“Well, I can teach you how to can stuff. Put up vegetables. I grew up doing that. It’s not hard. We can plan your garden based on time of year and what you like to eat, of course. Florida is a great state. You can grow all year round. And we could even set up PVC greenhouse tunnels for winter to protect stuff from frost. Not that we get much of that this far south. Those are easy to make.”

He stared at her. “Really?”

“Sure. And it sounds like you have plenty of eggs. I love fresh eggs.” She smiled. “Did you think about fishing? Otto loves to fish.”

Otto looked thoughtful before he nodded. “I do love to fish.”

“You could try setting trot lines off your dock, or fish traps. Smoke fish.”

Wylie stared at Everett. “I…I never thought about that.”

“Neither did I. Mom, you have any beef jerky recipes?”

She grinned. “Do I?”

Otto let out a snort. “Oh, you’re in trouble now, boys.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time they left later that evening, Wylie felt such relief he couldn’t even begin to put words to it. The total antithesis to what he’d been through growing up.

Not only were Olive and Otto—Mom and Dad, as he’d been upgraded to son status—lovely people, they were obviously proud of Eve and Everett. On the ride home, he was grateful that Ev didn’t try to get him to talk and simply held his hand.

He didn’t want to talk.

He wanted to think.

He wanted to remember this evening, maybe the second most perfect evening of his life, next to their first date night in the picnic tent.

When they returned home, he waited for Everett to walk around and open the door for him. As he stepped out and stared up at his man, their gazes locked.

Wylie reached up and hooked a finger inside Everett’s shirt collar, pulling him down for a kiss. “Sir mentioned something about a fucking when we got home?”

Everett’s hands cupped Wylie’s ass. “I sure did, boy.”

“How do you want me, Sir?”

He spun Wylie around, facing the side of the truck. “Bend over. Hands on the truck.”

Wylie’s eyes dropped closed as he did, spreading his legs and wondering how far his Sir would actually go out there in the yard before taking him inside. Everett’s confidence as a sadist had grown explosively. He loved mindfucking Wylie in a variety of ways.

He felt Everett’s body press along his as he reached around him, unfastened his belt and slacks, and slipped his hands inside Wylie’s briefs to stroke his suddenly hard cock.

The insta-boner.

I should patent that.

Whenever he had Everett’s hands on him, that’s what it felt like, something akin to magic penile powers of persuasion.

Everett ground his hips against Wylie’s ass but didn’t unfasten his own jeans.

“Such a good boy for me. Maybe I need to go ahead and permanently mark you as mine so you don’t forget who you belong to.”

“Maybe Sir needs to brand his boy.”

“You joke like you think I won’t do it.”

“Who said I was joking, Sir?” He wouldn’t deny it was more than merely a hot fantasy of his, to have Everett cold-brand his ass, or even get him a tattoo. And those were things he had stood up to his ex about when Ralph had “joked” about marking him, much less getting him a piercing.

He’d never allowed Ralph to do that to him.

For Everett? He’d gladly do it, had already agreed to the ear piercing. “I belong only to my Sir. I’d be proud to wear your mark. I can’t wait for you to officially collar me and pierce my ear.”

Everett let out a contented sigh while continuing to stroke Wylie’s cock. “You were perfect tonight, baby. They loved you. I love you.” He nibbled on the back of Wylie’s neck. “New rule, though.”

“Yes, Sir?”

“Let’s make sure if we have guests over that we corral the sex toys.”

Wylie started laughing, unable to help it. “Do you think she was kidding about the strap-on?”

“Actually? No, I don’t. I’m almost positive she wasn’t kidding.”

“They are consenting adults.”

Everett’s hand fell still. “Oh. My. God. They are my parents. I don’t care what they do between each other as long as they don’t get arrested. And can we please not talk about that right now, because it’s a massive chub-choker for me, and I don’t mean that in a good way.”

“Sorry, Sir.”

“I heard that snicker.” He pulled his hand from Wylie’s pants and grabbed Wylie by the hand. “That’s it. Into the house. Someone’s getting a spanking before their fucking.”

Everett grabbed the paddle as Wylie frantically started stripping. Now more confident with the implement, he’d learned how to finesse that fine line between hard enough to help drive Wylie deep into subspace, and not so hard that he was harming him.

In the bedroom, both of them naked, Everett bent Wylie over the edge of the bed and gave him a frisky round of ten really hard swats that left Wylie humping the air and wiggling his ass in a please fuck me kind of way. Everett barely had time to get up on the bed and get a condom rolled down his shaft before Wylie was tackling him and trying to straddle him.

“Hold on, buddy.”

“I need your cock, Sir!”

“You are a pushy boy, you know that?” He’d finally gotten the condom all the way on when Wylie, lube in hand, had covered him and quickly buried Everett’s cock in his ass.

Everett stared up at his guy, watching the happy smile now curving his lips, the way his eyes had fallen shut in bliss. “Go ahead and ride me, boy.” He reached out and stroked Wylie’s cock. He loved watching Wylie fuck him like this, reaching up to tweak his nipples and make him moan.

Carefree didn’t come close to describing it. There was a joy in everything Wylie did for him—in bed or out of it—that humbled Everett in many ways. He’d loved Lara, but this was so much more.

Wylie’s ass grabbed Everett’s cock, drawing him closer to the edge as he rode him. Everett always tried to get Wylie over first, mostly because he loved the way Wylie’s ass squeezed his cock when he came.

“Come for me, baby,” Everett said. “You know what I want.” He stroked Wylie a little faster, swiping his thumb over the head of his cock, over the slit, making him moan.

From nipples to balls, Everett used his other hand to cup the man’s sac and fondle it, which was what finally sent Wylie over the edge. Everett stroked faster as cum pumped out of Wylie’s cock and all over Everett’s abs. Everett quit holding back, grabbing Wylie’s hips and thrusting up hard, relieved to let go and unload.

Wylie collapsed on top of him, his cum gluing them together. Deliberately wiggling around to smear it, he looked up at Everett with a playful smile.

“You trying to earn extra swats?”

He batted his eyes. “Who, me, Sir?”

Everett swatted his ass. “Yes, you, baby.” He kissed him. “Let’s clean up. I’m worn out, and I have to work tomorrow.” He reached up and touched the tip of Wylie’s nose. “And you get to garden with Mom.”

Wylie groaned. “Why’d you harsh my mellow?”

Everett grinned. “Welcome to the family, babe.” 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Olive surveyed their starter garden the next morning. “Why’d you decide on raised beds?”

“I thought raised beds were good?”

“They are, but you didn’t put borders around them.”

“Well, to be honest, I was trying to do this on the cheap and learn what I’m doing before I started investing a ton of money in it.”

She walked around the fenced-in area. The fence was easily expandable, and a temporary measure until Everett could get the bigger fence around the garden area repaired and reinforced to keep goats and deer out. Sections of it had collapsed over the years and Meselin had never repaired them.

“I still think you need a small high tunnel. We can make the frame out of PVC. You can start trays of seedlings in it, and then transplant them. It’s easier than trying to start seeds like this. And it’ll keep bugs and stuff out, too.”

That sounded intimidating. “What do I need to build that?”

She’d brought a couple of gardening books with her. Retreating to the house with them, and a notebook, she sketched out the rough draft of the frame from one of the books, noting what they’d need.

Wylie felt even more intimidated. “Um, do you know how to put it together?”

“Oh, sure. That part I can do. I’ve helped Otto with plumbing before. PVC is easy to work with. You and I can handle this.”

Two hours later, they were back from the home improvement store and laying everything in position. Two hours after that, and Wylie was looking at his first portable greenhouse, which he’d helped assemble.

He hadn’t felt this accomplished since realizing his kitchen was put back together. “That’s great!”

“You did good, honey.”

He couldn’t help the warm thrill that ran through him. Having her show him this stuff…he’d learned more from her that morning than he had in hours of pouring through books and—finally—YouTube videos.

“Wait until Everett sees this!” Wylie took a couple of pics of the finished product and texted them to him.

“Are you and Everett happy?” she quietly asked.

He turned to stare at her. He’d thought they’d had a fun morning, but now she wore a melancholy air that was unmistakable. “I love him. I’m honestly happier than I’ve ever been in my life. I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

She pulled him in for a hug. “Sorry if I was a little out of it last night. I see the way Ev looks at you and he seems happier than he’s been in several years. Even happier than when he was with Lara. Don’t get me wrong, she’s a lovely woman. But…I get it. I just…I worry about you boys. Please, promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t take risks. I know that might sound horrible…”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “One of my friends, her daughter was a paramedic in Orlando. That night. I don’t ever want to get a call that someone hurt you boys simply because you love each other.”

He hugged her again. “It’s okay, Mom. I promise we’ll be careful.”

“That’s all I can ask.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett’s mom and dad became frequent visitors, helping Wylie take on smaller projects that he didn’t know how to do. And Eve stopped by to have dinner with them a couple of nights. Everett felt more than grateful to his family for embracing and adopting Wylie the way they had. It seemed to boost his spirits even higher.

The garden wasn’t the only project getting a jump-start. With Everett leaving instructions every morning for Wylie on what to do out in the workshop—rearranging, sorting, moving stuff to one of the sheds—and then helping out after work every day, it only took a week to get the building organized and cleaned out to the point Everett could get his equipment installed. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough for now.

Good enough that Wylie’s face lit up with absolute joy the first time Everett got his gas forge running. He had to set up his coke forge still, but planned to do that outside, under the overhang. The gas forge sat just inside the set of large, double doors leading out to the overhang area, with good ventilation. With the two forges basically back to back, it wouldn’t be too aggravating to step inside with metal he was working on, but he preferred to have the messier furnace outside instead. He could always set up his portable anvil that he toted in his work trailer outside by that forge if he was doing a lot of work there.

And seeing Wylie look so happy, to know that Everett was one step closer to being able to move all of his stuff there from Andy’s place, was worth it to Everett.

He’d do anything to keep making his guy that happy.

He’d even been able to buy a new permanent anvil and vise set-ups. The shop anvil he’d been using at Andy’s had been a little shorter than was comfortable for him to work at for long periods of time, because Andy was shorter than him, and it was, after all, Andy’s shop. Now he had a permanent one of his own, the stable base anchored to the floor, right below his hips, where his knuckles hit.

Even Andy was a little envious when he saw Everett’s new shop. “Dude, I might come over here to use your stuff. That’s a bigger forge than mine. And you have a coke forge? Isn’t that a little overkill?”

Everett grinned. “I know, right?”

He even had a long vertical quench perfect for swords, something he’d never had before.

And he’d gone through the welding equipment Wylie had inherited through his purchase of the house and incorporated it into his shop setup. Bob Meselin had a cutting torch and an arc welder, and the shop was already wired for 220.

They’d also swapped out the washer and dryer in the house for the ones Everett had bought to use at Andy’s, since they were much newer. The old ones now sat on the porch behind the kitchen for now, until they decided what to do with them, or whether to keep them and hook them up out in the workshop for Everett’s work clothes.

With every small accomplishment over the next couple of weeks, Everett wouldn’t deny he could not see anything wrong with their relationship or this arrangement.

Rebecca had an old flatbed trailer that had been her uncle’s Everett could borrow to load all his metal from his storage shed at Andy’s, then they could disassemble the pre-fab shed and move it to the new place. He already had a spot cleared and leveled for it at the end of the overhang, where it would be partially out of the weather. Even better.

There’d still be plenty of room for the Tin Can and his covered work trailer to be parked together under the overhang.

Everett was at their house, trying to get the storage shed reassembled while Andy and Wylie had gone back for another load of metal. They didn’t get a lot of traffic on their road. From the workshop’s location and angle, he had a good view around the trees screening the house from the road. That’s why he looked up at the sound of an approaching car. He didn’t recognize it.

It slowed as it approached their open gate, then turned in, driving all the way up to the house, where it parked.

Everett didn’t know why, but the hair stood up on the back of his neck. The house was unlocked right now, because they’d been back and forth all morning, someone always at the property.

But now Everett quickly walked down to the yard from the workshop to intercept the visitor.

A man stepped out of the car, which turned out to be a Mercedes. Slacks, loafers, a button-up shirt, fancy watch—his clothes screamed money and privilege. He slowly surveyed the property as Everett walked up, glancing at Everett’s work van and apparently reading the signage on it detailing he was blacksmith and metalworker, eventually turning his attention to Everett.

“Can I help you?” Everett stopped a few yards away. Something about the hard, cold glint in the guy’s ice blue eyes only reinforced the caution he felt.

A slow, calculating smile filled the man’s face but didn’t come anywhere close to touching his eyes. Someone else might think he looked handsome.

Everett wasn’t even remotely attracted to the guy.

“I’m looking for Wylie Young. This is his place, isn’t it?”

“Who wants to know?” Movement in the distance caught his eye, and Everett spotted Brad, on horseback, crossing the road from their place and heading up the driveway.

The stranger made no move to hide his obvious disdain as his gaze traveled up and down Everett’s body. “That’s not a no. So who are you?”

“How about you tell me who you are first and we go from there?”

Fuck being nice to this guy. Every hard-wired instinct Everett had screamed this fucker was an asshole at best, or a predator at worst.

Brad rode up, circling the car and positioning his horse not far from Everett. “You all right, Ev?”

“Don’t know yet.”

Brad swung down from the horse and stood next to Everett, not speaking, but his intent obvious.

The man leaned against his car, a smirk curving his lips, arms crossed. “Isn’t this adorable? Are you some of the so-called ‘friends’ Wylie mentioned? Or are you the hired help around here?”

Every word this asshole uttered grated on Everett’s last nerve. Not only what he said, but the condescending and superior tone he used.

“How about you state your business?”

“I told you. I’m looking for Wylie. Or are you that stupid?” He raised his voice and slowed his speech, as if Everett and Brad were deaf or stupid. “Do you speak English, or did he resort to hiring deaf idiots?”

In the distance, Everett heard another vehicle approach. From the sound of it, and the tell-tale rattle of metal, he suspected it was Wylie and Andy returning with another trailer load.

Fuck.

Everett fought the urge to flex his fists. “You might want to turn around and leave. Now.”

“Not until I speak with Wylie.”

“Not until I get a name.”

The stranger’s arrogant smirk widened. “None of your business. Not sure how you rednecks do things, but if I wanted to talk to you, I would. How about you get your boss out here for me, hmm? I don’t deal with employees.”

And fuck, yeah, of course that was Wylie’s truck rounding the curve and slowing, preparing to make the turn into their driveway. From the way the fucker’s car was parked, Wylie wouldn’t be able to get around him to make the final drive up to the shop, either.

The visitor noted the look on Everett’s face and turned to follow his gaze. “Oh, well isn’t that great timing? Guess you’re off the hook now, bubba.”

Everett took a step toward the guy, who’d turned away from them. Brad caught his arm and gave a sharp shake of his head. That at least gave Everett a chance to pull himself together and regain control.

As Wylie drove into the area in front of the house, Brad walked over to a nearby fencepost and tied the horse’s reins to it before returning to Everett’s side.

Wylie got out of the truck and rounded the front, a sick look on his face, while Andy exited the passenger side.

That’s when Everett knew exactly who this fucker was.

A reddish veil dropped over Everett’s vision, something he thought only happened in fiction. He must have tried going after Ralph, because suddenly, Brad had hold of both his arms from behind and was dragging him back as Wylie ran over, tailed by Andy.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he shot at the guy. Wylie stood in front of Everett, trying to help Brad back him up a few steps.

“Apparently getting a look at the competition. Can’t say I’m impressed, Wy. When did you start slumming it with the hired help? Or are you just that desperate for attention?”

“Let me at him!” Everett lunged. 


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

Wylie hoped he didn’t puke, because he was pretty sure he might.

He also didn’t want to give Ralph the satisfaction of seeing how fucking rattled he was. Wylie wasn’t even sure Brad could help him hold Everett back at that point.

“Ah, so I’m right that Blond Mongo here isn’t just an employee, is he? Is he the guy who gave you that bracelet I saw you wearing? Do you have a fetish for dumb, broke rednecks now?”

Brad let out a grumble. “Ah, fuck it. Let’s pound him.” He let go of Everett and started to take a step forward when Andy jumped in to help Wylie hold both men back.

“You have two seconds to state your business, or I help them beat your fucking ass,” Wylie told Ralph.

Ralph snorted. “The software geek has paid attack rednecks. How cute. Of course you can’t fight your own battles. You never could. I came here to make you an offer. I need a software engineer to head our new division. One million a year, guaranteed by contract for a minimum of three years.” His smile widened. “But you need to be on-site, in LA. No telecommuting.”

“Fuck you, Ralph.”

“Aw, sweetie, we did that already. I found so much better ass than you it’s not even funny. Although I’m sure you could improve if you tried harder. I did try to teach you. Are you really going to live your life here doing this stupid Green Acres bullshit? You can’t even change a goddamned tire by yourself.”

The barb dug deep, almost leaving Wylie unprepared to react when Everett lunged again. Wylie slammed into Everett, arms wrapped around him, desperately trying to force him back a few steps. Andy had his hands full holding Brad back.

“Sir, please!” he hissed in Everett’s ear. “He wants you to try something. He will put you in jail.”

And now he knew damn well that was exactly what Ralph was hoping for, to goad any or all of them into hitting him so he could press charges.

Ralph laughed. “Aw, let him take a swing at me, Wy. I’d love to see the Florida justice system in action.”

“I’ll gladly go to jail,” Everett said. “Especially if I can take this fucker apart at the seams.”

Ralph held a hand up to his mouth. “Oops. I guessed right, didn’t I? Is Mongo here tapping your ass? Did I hit a nerve? Okay, fine. Two million a year, guaranteed. Come on, that’s money you can’t afford to turn down and you know it. Give you a chance to rebuild your rep and hell, you can buy a younger version of him out there. A smarter one who doesn’t have to get his hands dirty for a living. Are you honestly going to waste the rest of your life hanging around with cowboys and, what, tradesmen?”

Ralph motioned to Everett’s van, parked in front of the house. “You know you like men with brains, Wylie. He’s probably mooching off you because of your money. As soon as you fuck up, the way you always do, that will be gone, and so will he. He’ll find another rich guy to pander to with a bigger cock and a bigger bank account. Come back to LA. Three million, final offer, and you know you can do better than him there. Hell, I might even give you another chance, if you ask me nicely.”

“Fuck you, Ralph,” Wylie said, not letting go of Everett. “Get out of here. There’s not enough money in the world to make me work with or for you again, much less touch you.”

But Ralph didn’t move. He crossed his arms and slowly shook his head, a look of disappointment on his face that Wylie knew all too well.

A look that curdled his guts because, in the past, his ingrained reaction would have been to immediately seek forgiveness and ask how to make things right.

Not this time.

“Wylie,” he finally said, “you’re wasting your potential. Once again you’ve proven what an idiot you are. Smartest thing you ever did was hire me and let me run things the right way. Last chance. Why waste your life here with these people? How do you think your poor mother would react to this stupid choice, hmm?”

Wylie didn’t know when the shift happened, but he was suddenly screaming and it was Everett, Brad, and Andy now all trying to hold him back.

“You motherfucker! You goddamned fucking sonofabitch!”

 

* * * *

 

White-hot rage seared through Everett, but it was the tears in Wylie’s eyes as he lunged, screaming incoherently at Ralph, that snapped Everett back into full control.

He wrapped his arms around Wylie’s waist, bodily lifting him off the ground as Brad grabbed his arms and they wrestled him backward.

Ralph looked on unflinching, smiling, even.

Andy spoke up. “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, or where you think you are, but if you don’t get out of here, you’re going to find out how we handle walking assholes here in the Sunshine State.”

Wylie still struggled, screaming, wrestling against them with more strength than Everett knew he possessed. He and Brad finally had to take him down, pinning him to the grass to keep him on the ground. Even then, Wylie continued to put up a fight, screaming.

Crying.

Ralph let out an exaggerated sigh and turned the full force of his icy gaze on Everett. “He won’t be happy with you, you know. Not for long. That boy needs brains to keep him on his toes and keep him from getting bored. He’s wasting his potential stuck here. Do him a favor and a kindness and let him go back to where he belongs.”

“Get in your fucking car and leave before I call the sheriff’s office and have you arrested for trespassing on our property,” Everett hoarsely ordered. He held Wylie’s wrists pinned to the ground as he straddled Wylie’s chest, while Brad held his legs.

Ralph opened the car door. “You have my number, Wylie. I won’t even hold it against you that you left, either. Honestly? I respect you a little for it. Well-played. I never imagined you’d take it to this extreme to get my attention. But it’s time to drop the playing-hard-to-get game and come back where you belong. You know your place. Three million a year. You weren’t even making that much when you left. Think about it, because this is a limited-time offer. I’ll expect your call.”

He climbed into his car and took his sweet time getting it started, turned around, and finally drove away.

Only then did Wylie stop fighting them, going limp as he sobbed. Brad got off him and stood, he and Andy stepping away as Everett pulled Wylie into his arms.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’ve got you.”

“Why’d he have to show up here? What the fuck is wrong with him? Why is he so fucking evil?” Wylie clung to Everett.

Everett stroked his hair, his face pressed against Wylie’s head. “I don’t know, baby,” he softly said. “Some people aren’t happy unless they’re fucking life up for others. Don’t let him back into your head. You’ve come too damn far to give in to him.”

Even as he tried to say the right things, Everett struggled to remove the damn barbs from his own emotional armor. If that was a hint of the bullshit Ralph had put Wylie through while the two men were together, the manipulation, the outright abuse…

He closed his eyes, slowly rocking Wylie. “I’ve got you, buddy. It’s okay. He can’t hurt you ever again.”

Andy walked around where Everett could see him and pointed to the truck, the workshop, and himself.

Everett nodded, and Andy returned to Wylie’s truck, this time getting behind the wheel and driving on up to the workshop to start unloading.

That left Brad, who looked on, his expression unreadable. Finally, wearing a sad look, he gave Everett a questioning thumbs-up and pointed at his horse.

“Thank you,” Everett silently said as he nodded.

Brad nodded back, walked over to his horse, collected the reins, mounted, and rode away toward the east pasture to check on his cattle.

It took Everett a moment to get Wylie up on his feet. With an arm around Wylie’s waist, he helped him into the house and got him settled on the couch, where he curled up into a ball, still crying.

Had he not known what Wylie had already suffered at the fucker’s hands, this might seem an excessive reaction. Some of it was from the confrontation, obviously.

No telling how much of it was leftover and undealt with pain still festering in his soul.

Never in Everett’s life had he been so glad he didn’t have a gun on him. He realized how easy it would have been to shoot Ralph right there where he stood, without an ounce of remorse for doing it.

Well, he’d feel remorse that he’d end up in jail for it, but not for actually doing it.

Walking evil. He wasn’t a psychologist, but he’d seen TV shows about people like Ralph, and it certainly seemed like he fit that profile.

Everett brought Wylie a glass of water and a damp dish towel. He made Wylie sit up enough he could take a few sips of water, and then gently wiped at his face, folding the towel and laying it across his forehead.

“It’s okay, buddy. I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got you. I love you.”

Wylie cried himself to sleep in Everett’s lap fifteen minutes later. Torn between wanting to stay there with him, and knowing Wylie might feel even worse for disrupting the day’s work, he debated what to do.

The drawback to sitting there was that Everett could mentally replay the taunts Ralph had lobbed at him, as well.

Now he completely understood what Wylie had meant about Ralph using information in a laser-guided manner to destroy someone. Sure, the jabs about being blue-collar and broke were low-hanging and obvious fruit to start with, but they still stung.

It also settled in his mind the fact that no way in hell would he ever allow Wylie to go out to California to work again if there was even the slightest chance he’d have contact with Ralph.

No.

Fucking.

Way.

Carefully easing himself out from under Wylie and sliding a pillow into place, he dug his phone out of his back pocket and walked into the kitchen to call Landry, standing where he could still see Wylie on the couch through the kitchen doorway.

Landry answered. “Hello, Ev. What’s up?”

“That fucker just showed up here at our goddamned house,” he said, keeping his voice low. “He offered Wylie three million dollars a year to go back to work for him.”

“Wait, what? Who?”

“Ralph. That goddamned sonofabitch drove into our fucking yard and tried to bait me into hitting him before he took a few verbal smacks at Wylie. If it hadn’t been for my friend and one of our neighbors being here, I wouldn’t have been able to hold Wylie back. And now Wylie’s cried himself to sleep on the couch. How the fuck did he get our address?”

A string of what sounded like French epithets crossed the line before Landry pulled the phone away from his ear and screamed, “Cristo! Maintenant!” Then he returned to the line. “How long ago did this happen?”

“Less than half an hour ago.”

“And you said there were witnesses?”

“Yeah.”

“Hold on.” In the background, Everett heard another man speak, who he assumed to be Cris. Landry pulled the phone away again and started speaking rapid-fire French to him.

“Wait, what? Slow down, Lan,” he heard Cris say. “Back up.”

Landry continued speaking French, and it sounded like there was a brief wrestling match for the phone.

“Give me the goddamned—Ev? Is that you?”

Cris.

“Yeah.”

“What happened? Is Wylie okay?” In the background, Landry continued ranting in French. “Lan, tais-toi!” Cris snapped.

Everett repeated what happened.

“Oh, he did, did he? Landry, for the last fucking time, shut up so I can hear him!”

Landry finally quieted.

“Shit, I’m gonna pay for that later,” Cris muttered. “I’ll get our corporate attorney on the phone and issue a C&D warning. The asshole might not realize it, but there’s a clause in our contract prohibiting any employees, corporate officers, or their agents from harassing our employees or contractors. There’s a fairly standard ethics clause that most contracts like that have, but I had an extra line added in there that toughens it up a bit and they didn’t even notice. He pulls any shit like this again, we can terminate the licensing agreement immediately and he forfeits all monies currently paid to us. Or, if you prefer, I can yank the contract right now. Your choice.”

Everett thought about it. “If you yank the contract, though, you don’t have any leverage over the guy.”

“There is that. But it’ll cost him five million dollars as of right now, if that’s any consolation. Except costing him money and having no pull on him might goad him into making Wylie his hobby.”

“Shit.” He ran a hand through his hair and stared at Wylie’s still form on the couch. “Send him the warning. How’d he get our address?”

“I don’t know. Public record, probably. He already knew Wylie had bought the homestead, based on one of the comments he made to him here. He probably had a PI track him down when we put in the security request for an access badge to get him into the building. Wylie wasn’t trying to hide when he moved.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

“If he shows up again, call the sheriff’s office and issue a trespass warrant. But Wylie’s absolutely right that the guy was trying to goad you into a physical altercation.”

“I would have kicked his ass.”

“Doesn’t matter. He would have buried you in court and probably sued you for bullshit medical expenses, too. He’s the kind of asshole who will keep someone tied up in court for years for fun.”

That hit him like a bucket of cold water. Okay, no matter what, he didn’t want that hanging over his head, or Wylie’s.

Especially when he realized the guy likely would have blackmailed Wylie into coming back to work for him in exchange for dropping the charges against Everett.

“Are you guys here or out there?”

“We’re in LA.” Cris dropped his voice. “I think the only thing going to save my ass later with Lan is Tilly and KC are here with us.”

“Sorry.”

“No, seriously, don’t apologize. If you need to get Wylie out of the house for a while, Eva’s got spare keys and the gate and alarm codes for our house at Tilly’s Venice office. I can have her meet you there and let you guys in and you can stay at our place until I know Ralph’s been served with the C&D. Or longer, seriously. Weeks, even. Please. It’s the least we can do. You can use the big guest room in the main house.”

The thought of being run out of their home by the asshole enraged him all over again. “No. I appreciate that, but I won’t leave.”

“I’m worried more about Wylie’s peace of mind if you stay and he shows up again.”

“If we leave because of Ralph, it’ll be worse for Wylie. We’ll put a combo padlock on the front gate and give the people who need it the code so they can get in. That’ll help. And forget asking Wylie to come back and help. Not if it means he’ll have any contact with that asshole. I won’t allow it.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I totally understand. Let me get off here and call the corporate attorney. I need to track him down since it’s Saturday. Please tell Wylie how sorry we are this happened.”

“Thanks.” Everett ended the call and stared at his guy. Even in sleep he looked pained, tormented.

A far cry from the easy joy Wylie had worn watching him crank up the forge for the first time.

Motherfucker.

He turned on the TV to the Weather Channel and knelt next to Wylie, kissing his cheek, his chin, nuzzling in close.

“Hey, buddy. You all right?”

Wylie’s eyes looked red, puffy. He sounded horribly out of it. “Sir?”

“It’s okay. Sir’s orders—you stay in here until I come back. Okay?”

“But we’re working.”

“I know. We’re still working. I want you to rest for a little bit. When I come back to get you, then you can come back out and work. Promise me.”

He finally nodded.

Everett palmed his cheek, smiling down at him. “That’s my very good boy.” He brushed his thumb over his lips. “Do you know how much I love you?”

“I love you, too, Sir.”

He kissed him. “Go back to sleep for a little while. Sir’s orders.” Wylie settled in, and Everett handed him the TV remote.

When he went outside, he headed for the gate leading to the east pasture, scanning the landscape for any sign of Brad.

He saw him, on the far side of the herd, emerging from the trees on horseback. Everett raised his hand, waving to get his attention. At first, Brad didn’t see him. But then he urged his horse into a trot and circled around the cattle, heading right for him.

“How’s Wylie?” he asked as soon as he rode up.

“I made him lie down and rest for a little while. Thank you for helping back there. I appreciate it.”

Brad snorted. “Don’t know how much help I was. I nearly took him out myself. What an asshole.”

“I’m sorry you got dragged into that.”

“Nothing for you to apologize for. Who the fuck was that douchebag, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Former business partner of Wylie’s. And his ex.”

“I can see why he’s the ex. Thank goodness he traded up when he met you.”

“Yeah. So maybe give Mark a heads-up if he sees that guy around again and we’re not home to call the cops. Report him as an intruder.”

Brad smiled. “Possibly armed.”

Everett chuckled. “Sure.” He reached up to shake with him, and Brad took his hand.

When Brad turned his mount to return to the cattle, Everett headed to the workshop. Andy was still unloading the trailer, and Everett pitched in.

“Wylie okay?”

“He’s pretty upset. If I thought I could get away with it, I would have killed that guy and buried him in a deep hole here on the homestead.”

“I would have helped. Sounds like that asshole’s one mouthy comment away from an ass-kicking. I hate shitheads like that.”

Once they had the trailer unloaded, Andy helped him finish reassembling the shed, as well as the metal racks he used inside it to hold metal. It was about an hour later when they had that finished, so Everett went to check on Wylie .

He lay on the couch, the TV still on the Weather Channel.

And he hated the dull, dead look in his boy’s eyes.

He sat on the floor next to him. “How you doing?”

“I’m sorry, Sir.”

“Okay, for starters, you don’t have anything to apologize for.”

 

* * * *

 

It didn’t matter what Everett said, Wylie knew it was his fault Ralph had showed up.

Likely not for the last time, either. He’d committed the cardinal sin of leaving Ralph’s sphere of control, and then turning him down again.

Ralph wanted what he wanted. Knowing Wylie had a new man in his life meant Ralph would likely redouble his efforts to be a fucking pain in his ass, just for fun.

He’d seen him do it before, although at the time Ralph had framed it in a different way. To make it look like the person had deserved it.

“He was here because of me.”

“He was here because he’s an asshole.” Everett stroked his hair. “Cris said they put a clause in the contract forbidding him from this kind of shit. They’re sending him a cease and desist.”

Wylie’s stomach clenched. “That’ll just make him try harder.”

“Fuck him. This is our life. If he wants to waste his time trying to cause us trouble, I have a hot news flash for him. There isn’t anything he can do. You own this place free and clear, right? No note on it?”

“Right.”

“Okay, then. The only leverage he might have had isn’t there.”

“Which will piss him off even more.”

Everett cupped Wylie’s face in his hands and stared into his eyes. “Baby, stop. I’ll make it an order if I have to. Get him out of your head, right now. Only person who should be in there mindfucking you is me.”

That finally drew a smile from him.

“Do you feel like working, or should I make you stay here?”

Wylie finally sat up. His head throbbed, even though he’d gotten up and taken ibuprofen after Everett had left the house. “I want to help.”

“Okay. Andy and I got the shed put together. How many more loads of metal was there?”

“I think he said one.”

“Okay, perfect. We can’t start loading everything without all the metal here to see what goes where. You guys go get the last load. I’m going to start assembling the other forge.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett stood, holding his hands out to Wylie. He took them and Everett pulled him to his feet. “That’s my good boy,” he said, kissing him.

Still, even as he followed Everett outside and back to the workshop, Ralph’s evil words kept pecking at his brain.


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

They changed the lock on the front gate to a combination padlock. They gave the combination to Mark, Brad, Eve, Everett’s parents, Lara, and Andy. It would stop any future “drop ins” by the asshole.

By Tuesday morning, Ralph had called and left three voice mails on Wylie’s cell phone. Blocking his number was useless, because Wylie said Ralph could call him from any phone in the building and it’d show up as a different number and become a game to him. Or use Internet phone numbers, or even spoof his number. And having Cris and Landry pull the contract would basically free the guy to come after them.

Everett made Wylie get a new phone, with a new, local number, and give it out only to those who needed to have it, like their friends. They were not allowed to give the number out to anyone else. If they were going to give out a number, they could give out the Internet number Everett used for work, which rang to his personal cell.

They put the new phone in Everett’s name, on Everett’s account, to hopefully prevent Ralph being able to track it.

Everett took possession of Wylie’s old phone, keeping it with him, monitoring it.

When the next call from Ralph came in Wednesday, Everett had just returned to Leo’s shop after eating lunch with Lara.

“Hello, Ralph.”

There was a pause on the other end as the man regrouped. “Who is this?”

“This is Wylie’s personal attack redneck. What the fuck do you want?”

“I won’t stop calling, you know. Not until he gives in. And he will give in. He always does.”

“Yeah, good luck with that, asshole, because you won’t be talking with him.”

“Do you honestly think you will stop me? He’s terrified of being broke. I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse.”

“He’s under orders not to talk to you.”

The other man laughed. “Wylie’s your sub. Now I get it. Listen, what you don’t know about Wylie would fill a goddamned encyclopedia. I know that little piece of ass like I know the back of my hand, and so does half of—”

“He told me the shit you put him through, yeah. Manipulating him, abusing him, forcing him against his will. I know all about it. You won’t drive a wedge between us with that amateur move. You got anything else you want to say before I hang up on you?”

Ralph’s voice dropped to a hiss. “You’ll never be enough for him. He liked it. He liked everything I did to him. Don’t let him lie to you to try to make me out to be some monster. Sometimes, he even begged for it. Even wanted to be made into a cuck, so that’s why I—”

Everett cut him off mid-sentence, hitting the end button. Before the guy could call back, he logged into the voice mail settings and changed the greeting into a short and impersonal one.

“Leave your message after the beep.”

Then he shut the phone off and dropped it into the center console.

He could check the account through the Internet login portal, including playing voice mails.

It was tempting to call Tilly, except he didn’t need her getting arrested for going off on the guy.

Staring at his own phone, he pulled up a contact and called.

Doyle answered on the second ring. After exchanging greetings, Everett didn’t waste any time. “I hate to bother you, but I need to talk, and I need it kept confidential. Even from Wylie.”

“Of course. What’s wrong?”

It took him ten minutes to summarize the latest events. Since Doyle already knew the basics of what Wylie had suffered at Ralph’s hands, Everett didn’t have to go there.

“Now what do I do?” Everett asked.

“For fuck’s sake, whatever you do, do not tell Tilly.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? Hell, no.”

“She’ll hunt him down and rip him a new one.” Doyle sighed. “Without having met this joker face to face, my educated guess is we’re looking at a narcissist, maybe even a psychopath. Someone completely unable to feel empathy. He got what he wanted out of Wylie by taking over the company, but then Wylie slipped out of his grasp and had the audacity to go on and be happy without him. Now he wants him back under his thumb.”

“But he was cheating on Wylie.”

“I didn’t say it was rational. Those personality types aren’t rational. All you can do is hope he gets bored when he doesn’t get a response and he can’t talk to Wylie. That might mean you’re taking the brunt of contact by checking voice mails. But don’t respond to his calls.”

“Should I get a restraining order?”

“They likely won’t give you one. There hasn’t been enough stuff done yet. And a guy like that, that’ll only egg him on at this point. Don’t engage, whatever you do.”

Everett felt a headache threatening. “You’re telling me I basically have to let him take potshots at us?”

“Unless or until he escalates to a point you can have him arrested, yeah. Someone like him is smart enough to stay just inside crossing the line into illegal activity. Change or cut off that number, it’ll become more of a game to him. What about Wylie’s e-mail?”

“Shit. I didn’t even think about that.” He stared at the phone. “He’s been so busy he hasn’t even checked it lately.”

“You’re his Sir. Set him up a new e-mail address, you check his e-mail, and forward anything he needs to see to the new one. Otherwise, dump it. Or, maybe even save anything Ralph sends for future proof. And his voice mails.”

“I already deleted voice mails.” He laid his head back against the seat. “Do I tell him all this? It’ll kill him inside. He was really happy. Happiest I’ve ever seen him. Then that fucker shows up.”

“With my usual clients, I would say that secrets are bad. You guys aren’t my usual clients. You’re his Sir, and as one Owner to another, I’m going to tell you what I’d do if I was you. You’re free to take my advice or not, it won’t hurt my feelings either way.”

“Yeah? What would you do?”

“Not tell him a damn thing. Handle it all as much as you can. Get a fucking PO box and send all your mail there, too, and you get the mail. You’re strong enough to shoulder this until it finally dies down. Based on what the guy has put him through in the past, that’s how I’d handle it.”

Everett thought about it. “When should I say something to him?”

“Hopefully never. But if things escalate to a physical safety point, then you’d have to. If you need someone to vent to, call me. As a friend, like you are right now.”

“How does that not eventually backfire?”

“Here’s my read—Wylie is the kind of loving guy who would turn himself inside out to make you happy and even do what he thinks protects you from that jerk. Including maybe something stupid like walking away from you if he thought Ralph wasn’t going to stop and was threatening you.”

A chill settled in Everett’s stomach. “Yeah.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, then. You want to spend the rest of your life with him?”

“Yeah. Absolutely.”

“Then show him. Be his guy. Remember you love him and you’re doing it to protect him.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“No problem. Call me, day or night. Seriously.”

“Thanks.” He ended the call and stared at his phone.

Whatever he had to do for his guy, that’s what he’d do.

 

* * * *

 

When Everett returned home from work on Wednesday with the change of address forms and the keys to their new PO box, Wylie didn’t question it.

He also didn’t argue later that night when Everett created him a new e-mail address, then changed the password on the old account so only he could access it.

“Are you upset with me, Sir?”

He pulled Wylie in for a hug. “No, buddy. Not at all. My job is to protect you, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

“But…he’s my problem.”

“No, he’s my problem. Are you my good boy?”

He stared up into Everett’s blue-green gaze, so different and so much warmer than Ralph’s. “Yes, Sir.”

Everett smiled. “Then stop trying to do my job for me. Okay?”

Part of Wylie wondered if he’d exchanged one controlling, dysfunctional relationship for another…except logic tried to step in.

Everett went out of his way to not hurt him. To protect him.

To love him.

This felt different than the hell he’d been through with Ralph.

He only hoped it didn’t drive a wedge between them.

 

* * * *

 

Thursday, Everett set up his Gmail app to add Wylie’s old e-mail account to his phone so he could monitor it. Checking the voice mail on Wylie’s old phone had Everett listening to Ralph’s veiled threats to start e-mailing things.

Thursday afternoon was when the first three pictures showed up in an e-mail.

Wouldn’t it be a shame if your new lover saw some of THESE?

Everett created a new folder called junk2 and moved them there. Not that he wanted to keep them, but he wanted to see if Cris and Landry might be able to track the source later. That was something beyond his skill level.

What he struggled with wasn’t the content of the pictures, of some of the things Ralph had made Wylie do.

It was the obvious fear and discomfort in Wylie’s expression.

There was no enjoyment there.

That was a man being forced against his will.

Glad I set him up a new e-mail account.

He also set his alerts so that he didn’t receive notifications for new e-mails from the app. No way did he want Wylie seeing any of those.

Just before he left work for the day, another batch of three pictures arrived.

And again he moved the e-mail to the new junk folder.

This time, he didn’t look at the pictures, knowing it’d only piss him off and he didn’t want Wylie knowing there was something wrong.

Doyle called that one right. Everett would never saddle Wylie with dealing with this shit.

At least this weekend he had a ren fair he was working down in Punta Gorda, plus he’d had several more custom orders come in from their Suncoast Society friends. With the Tin Can moved under the workshop overhang, he was completely moved in and his own shop fully functional.

It gave Everett a good outlet for his angry energy, so that at night when he finally collapsed in bed with Wylie, he could close his eyes and get to sleep without feeling murderous rage overcoming him that the man he loved was being victimized yet again, and he was helpless to do anything other than hide it from him.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie tried to maintain a brave face for Everett. Throwing himself into working around the homestead helped keep him busy, but he wouldn’t deny he didn’t want to be alone around there that weekend with Everett gone during the days at the ren fair.

Fortunately, Ralph didn’t return that weekend.

Ever since Ralph had shown up last Saturday, Wylie thought he detected a subtle shift in Everett’s behavior. Like maybe there was a slight chill that hadn’t been there before. He knew Everett was busy with work, the custom jobs he was doing, and then the ren fair, but something seemed…

Off.

Like there was a subtext he was missing.

Everett assured him he wasn’t upset with him. But, since that afternoon…nothing. No sex, although they’d cuddled in bed before going to sleep every night. And Everett hadn’t been making him kneel to talk before bed, either, too tired to do it.

In the mornings, Everett had been up and gone early, or working so long and late at night that when he finally came inside, after Wylie took dinner out to him in the workshop, he basically grabbed a shower and collapsed.

Going on the next Thursday and approaching the two-week mark since Ralph had invaded their sanctuary, Wylie couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something wrong despite Everett repeatedly telling him everything was fine. After Everett returned home from working at Leo’s, Wylie tried to talk to him about it.

“Sir, are you all right?”

He looked exhausted. “I’m fine. Why?”

“If something’s wrong between us, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you?” He hadn’t received any calls or e-mails from Ralph. If Everett was intercepting any, he wasn’t saying.

“Nothing’s wrong. I have a lot of work to catch up on, including a sword that I screwed up the first attempt on. A lot on my mind.”

“It’s just that—”

Everett held out a hand. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes, Sir.”

He leaned in and brushed a kiss across Wylie’s lips before picking up the two bottles of water he’d pulled from the fridge. “Then let me get back to work. Once I get caught up, I’ll take a night off. Maybe we can go to the club this weekend.”

“Yes, Sir. Do you want dinner?”

“Bring me something later, please. In a couple of hours.”

“Yes, Sir.” He watched Everett head to the workshop. He’d changed from jeans into a utility kilt, something he frequently did after getting home. He said it was cooler working in front of the forge in them.

Something felt…off. Really off.

Wylie was trying to decide how to best approach Everett about it when his new cell phone rang from Everett’s parents’ house phone.

“Hello?”

It was Mom. “Wylie, are you busy?”

“No, I—”

“Oh, good! Can you come over right now? I did something horrible to the computer, and Otto is going to kill me if he finds out. He’s out with a couple of his buddies.”

Wylie was already up and moving and reaching for his keys. “What happened?”

“I was doing research and got this popup window from the antivirus software that warned me I had a virus and had to call the computer manufacturer for them to fix it. I started to call when I realized it had to be a scam because we use something else as our virus software. So I just closed the lid and…” She sighed. “Now I’m calling you and hoping you can help me.”

He did an about face and headed for his desk to grab his laptop and a spare thumb drive. He hadn’t even turned on his computer in a week. If he needed quick Google searches, he used his phone. Ditto to order from Amazon.

“Did it say your computer was locked up? Ransomware?”

“No, it said a virus had been detected.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, I can probably help out. That’s usually a fake pop-up…”

After sticking his head in the workshop and yelling so Everett could hear him with his earmuffs on that he had to go help Olive with a computer problem, Everett had simply nodded, not stopping what he was doing with the glowing hot piece of metal he was hammering against his anvil.

Five minutes later, Wylie was in his truck and speeding toward their house. What Olive finally admitted to him was that she’d been on an adult website, looking up some information.

I need to talk to him tonight.

 

* * * *

 

I need to talk to him tonight.

Everett dunked the knife he was working on in the smaller quench tank and tried not to think about Wylie right now.

He needed his mind on this project. He wanted it done and out of his hair so he could make attempt number two on the sword.

And maybe he could stop thinking about the videos that had come through Wylie’s old e-mail, in addition to all the pictures. He’d made the mistake of starting to watch the first one that morning when he’d arrived for work at Leo’s.

Then he’d promptly puked in the grassy strip next to the parking area, barely getting out of his van in time.

The e-mail message had crowed, This is a real party, HUH?

Wylie had begged not to do it, but Ralph had used blatant manipulation to get him to finally say yes even though it was obvious to anyone with half a brain he wasn’t really willing.

Then Ralph had made a game of picking from the group of five guys who got to get blown by Wylie first.

That’s as far as he’d gotten before he shut it off and dove for the door.

My poor boy.

How could Wylie have the level of trust in him that he did?

And how the hell did he ever tell him this shit, what Ralph was trying to do? How long did he hold out until he admitted it?

When would Ralph finally give up?

What if Ralph never gave up?

Because then he’d have to stop making excuses and admit to Wylie that the man hadn’t done anything wrong, and that he was just dealing with this shit.

Add to that the stupid verbal punches Ralph had taken at him in the yard that day, and on the phone. What happened when Wylie realized this was all there was to him?

Would he still be enough for the man?

Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath and pulled reality back into focus. Of course Wylie loved him, and he loved Wylie. Would kill or die for the man. Loved him in a way he’d never loved Lara before.

Sure, he knew his guy was faithful to him, Ralph’s jibes notwithstanding. This time, it was all Domfail on his part. His own insecurities trying to catch up with him.

But wasn’t that just more proof that he was a big fat faker?

How could he be a good Master to Wylie when he couldn’t even control his own feelings? They’d moved into a D/s dynamic so fast, maybe they’d gone faster than he should have for his skill level as a Top or Dom or Master or whatever the fuck he was supposed to be.

Was he going to let Wylie down?

I have to talk to him.

It was going to be a sucky conversation admitting that he had doubts about his abilities to be a good Dom. Except even he recognized what he’d been doing, isolating himself—once again—with work and excuses and a brain full of rattling emotional skeletons that predated his relationship with Wylie by years.

He’d talked to Doyle a couple of times since that first phone call, and sure Doyle tried to reassure him he was doing the right thing, Everett couldn’t help but feel less-than.

And he’d never forgive himself if he hurt Wylie. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie didn’t know who was more relieved, him or Olive, when he found out yes, it hadn’t really been a ransomware bug that hit her computer. He dumped the browser cache, ran a full virus and malware scan, and changed some of her browser settings to help prevent a recurrence of the problem.

And it took less than an hour.

“Oh, I love you!” She hugged him, hard. “Thank you so much! You’re a lifesaver!”

“You’re welcome, Mom. I’m glad I could help.”

She stepped back, studying him in much the same way he’d seen Everett look at him in the past. “What’s wrong?”

He felt his face heat. “Nothing.”

“Don’t you nothing me. What’s wrong?”

As much as it embarrassed him, he gave her a highly sanitized version of what had happened in California, then Ralph showing up.

She pulled him in for another hug. “Let me let you in on a little secret about Ev. He’s always been sensitive about this topic. He feels responsible for the whole damn world sometimes, but especially someone he loves so deeply as you. Why do you think he couldn’t move on after he left Lara? He left her because he was gay, yet he doesn’t start looking until after she tells him she’s engaged?”

“I thought you didn’t know why they divorced?”

“I didn’t. But after that night, I called her and talked to her and she was finally able to open up to me. Between me and Lara and Eve, it didn’t take rocket science. He isolated himself to punish himself, even though he didn’t need to. Honey, he let you go to California. Then that jerk shows up here. He’s doing the same thing, punishing himself. I know my son, and yes I missed the gay thing, I’ll admit that. But he did a good job hiding that. What he can’t do is hide how much he loves you. I see it when he looks at you, the way he’s talked about you since finally admitting it to us.”

“What do I do?”

“You march in there and tell him dammit, you love him, you aren’t mad at him, and he needs to talk to you.” She nodded her head for emphasis. “And if that doesn’t work, call me to come set him straight.”

As Wylie left and headed home, he knew he wouldn’t call her for backup. That’d just be…weird.

But yeah, he did need to stand up to his Sir and get him to talk. Might get him spanked for it, but he needed to do it. 


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Wylie wasn’t back yet when, a little after eight o’clock, Everett hit a stopping point where he could grab something to eat. Walking back to the house, he carved off a few pieces from the pork tenderloin from the previous evening’s dinner, added some leftover veggies, and nuked it. Instead of eating there, he took it out to the workshop, along with a large cup full of ice water.

In the shop, he quickly got sidetracked and his plate sat there on the rolling metal cart, the meal mostly uneaten, as he tried not to think about the bigger picture.

That he was letting his own insecurities get to him. Of course he trusted Wylie. He knew more than enough about Ralph and what he’d put Wylie through that he logically understood damn good and well Wylie wasn’t about to go back to the fucker.

What if he takes Ralph up on the money?

No. He couldn’t—wouldn’t believe it about his guy.

Hell, the rewiring and AC system installs had happened and Wylie hadn’t fretted once about the money during the whole process. He’d insisted Everett order everything he wanted for the shop.

That was not a man concerned about money. And those were likely the three biggest one-time expenditures they’d need to make for a while on heavy-duty maintenance around there.

He saw the headlights of Wylie’s truck and didn’t stop what he was doing. In fact, he noticed a few minutes later that Wylie stood in the workshop doorway and waited until he had the knife in the small quench before he stormed inside.

He stopped in front of him. “You need to talk to me, Sir.”

That’s exactly what Everett had wanted and planned to do, until he saw the anger painted across Wylie’s face and heard it in his tone, pulling him up short. “What?”

“I’m done with you pushing me off, Sir. You need to talk to me, dammit, and tell me what I’ve done wrong. Not to mention you haven’t touched me in like two weeks, like you’re ashamed of me. If I’ve made you mad, tell me what the hell I did so I can apologize and make it up to you. If it’s the Ralph shit, talk to me, please? If you’re rethinking us because of what he said to you, then don’t leave me twisting in the breeze, and just get it over with already because I feel like you’ve put up a wall around yourself and you’re not letting me in. It feels like you don’t even want to own me anymore.”

At war within Everett, the urge to pull his guy into his arms and assure him no, nothing was wrong, it was him. He didn’t want to hurt his boy when he’d been through so much already, and it wasn’t like Wylie had pushed him for sex. Hell, he hadn’t even asked for permission to masturbate. He didn’t want to risk forcing his boy to do anything. That was the loving man who wanted to wrap Wylie in a plastic bubble and protect him from the world.

Then, there was the sadist.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie hoped he wasn’t making a horrible mistake by challenging Everett like this, but he felt like he was running out of options.

Everett reached out and grabbed him by the hair, pulling him close and forcing him to dip his knees. “What was that, boy?”

He wasn’t going to back down, even as part of his soul jumped up and screamed with joy and struggled to tug him down into subspace. “Y-you heard me, Sir.”

Everett didn’t let go of him as he dragged him over to a workbench, grabbed a small coil of rope off the wall, and then back to his anvil stand. He bent Wylie over it, and before Wylie could react, he found his wrists tied together and the rope looped around the base, holding his ankles spread apart.

Wylie tried to look up and saw Everett put a length of metal bar in the gas forge. “You really want me to own you, boy?”

He’d be lying if he said his cock wasn’t hard, because it was. A thin tendril of fear curled through him. “Y-yes, Sir.”

Everett walked back to Wylie, reaching under him and unfastening his jeans and belt and shoving them and his briefs down, exposing his ass. Wylie’s cock immediately throbbed as he anticipated a fucking. Especially since he wasn’t allowed to masturbate without permission, and Everett had been so busy lately…he hadn’t felt right asking for permission to do that when his Sir obviously hadn’t been in the mood.

Except…Everett didn’t fuck him. He stroked Wylie’s ass, squeezing both his cheeks so much it made him groan, then zeroing in on a point on his right ass cheek. Everett flicked it, hard enough to make Wylie wince.

“Right there, boy.” He walked back to the forge. “That’s where it’s going to go.”

“Sir?”

“You said the night we met my parents that you wanted me to mark you. Well, obviously, you need me to take you in hand.” He worked the metal bar. “Going to brand you.” Everett cast a glance over his shoulder. “Unless you want to safeword.”

Like fucking hell would he safeword. Part of him couldn’t process what Everett was saying. No way would his Sir do something like that to him…

Would he?

He trusted Everett. If this was some sort of loyalty test because he was afraid Wylie might walk on him based on the shit Ralph had said in the yard that day?

Well, game fucking match. He trusted Everett with his life.

He could—and would—take anything his Sir dished out.

Anything.

“Green, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Shit.

Everett had honestly expected Wylie to safeword. He walked over to the bench and grabbed a bottle of lube from where it’d been forgotten from a fucking session a couple of weeks earlier when they’d christened the workshop.

Stepping into position behind Wylie…

Okay, yeah, he really did want to fuck the man’s ass.

Later.

But first…

He applied a huge dollop of lube to his finger and started working it into Wylie’s hole. The man couldn’t flex and move very well being bent over the anvil like that, and it had to be uncomfortable as hell for him, but bless his heart he was trying to go with it.

And his cock was hard and even dripping pre-cum. As Everett did the math and tried to remember the last time they’d made love…

Fuck. Even more Domfail on his part. No wonder his poor boy felt unwanted. Time had kind of gotten away from him, in addition to the stress.

On the rolling cart where his unfinished dinner and cup of ice sat, he had a metal punch lying there, one of his touchmarks, one he used to stamp his logo on smaller items, like knives. Grabbing the punch, he dropped it into the cup of ice and returned to the forge, deliberately making noise with the metal as he turned it, pulling it out to show Wylie how it glowed before sticking it in again.

“That’s what’s been missing, isn’t it?” Everett asked. Now that Wylie was meeting him in this game, he’d see how far his boy would let him take it. “A nice, big brand on my boy’s ass to show everyone he’s owned by me.”

He turned and saw Wylie watching him.

“Green, Sir.”

Walking over, he squatted next to Wylie and grabbed his chin, hard. “Once I brand you, you’re mine. Only mine.”

“I’m already yours, Sir. You can put whatever marks you want on me. I belong to you.”

Everett wasn’t sure if he should be turned on or horrified, and right now he was a mixture of both, so he tabled that decision until later. He walked behind Wylie, positioning the metal cart so it’d easily be within reach. Then he returned to the forge and, with a pair of sturdy tongs, he picked up the bar. With the other end of it glowing bright red, he walked over to Wylie and showed it to him.

“You sure?”

Wylie swallowed hard. “Green, Sir,” he whispered.

 

* * * *

 

Wylie closed his eyes. He’d prove to Everett, if this was what it took, that he was here for life. Nothing Everett did could scare him off. No way could he have misjudged the man so horribly.

He refused to believe it.

He deliberately chose to trust.

Heat from the glowing metal washed against his face.

“Don’t move a muscle,” Everett said. “Don’t move, but you can scream and cry. And you have permission to come, if you’re able to.”

He sensed and heard Everett rise, but unless his Sir ordered him to, he would not open his eyes.

He’d prefer not to.

Everett stepped behind him and raised his kilt, sliding his hard cock inside Wylie’s ass. Wylie couldn’t even move to fuck him back, and the anvil dug into his chest from the position he was in.

“Who do you belong to, boy?” Everett hoarsely asked.

“I belong to you, Sir. Completely. Green,” he added before Everett could ask.

Everett stopped fucking him and shifted position a little, pulling his kilt out of the way. “Then get ready, boy.”

He heard the sizzle and smelled flesh burning a millisecond before he felt the brand touch his ass. Maybe a trick of the pain, it felt smaller than the rod had looked and the scream escaped him even though he’d been determined to hold it back and take it like a good boy. Tears rolled down his face as he kept his eyes closed, his head up even as he sobbed and cried through the pain.

“Goood boy,” Everett cooed, pulling it away.

A metallic clang, then Everett grabbed Wylie’s cock. His skilled, callused hands knew exactly how to stroke him and Wylie couldn’t have held back if he’d wanted to as Everett pulled an orgasm out of him in three quick pumps. As soon as Wylie came, Everett released Wylie’s cock and grabbed his hips, fucking him hard and deep and furiously.

Pain and pleasure created a thick slurry in Wylie’s brain, a light-speed dump into subspace he hadn’t been anticipating while Everett’s cock brushed across his gland with every hard stroke. It was still trying to settle in his brain that Everett had just branded his ass when the man thrust one last time, climaxing inside him, filling his ass and marking him with his cum.

He didn’t realize he was sobbing until Everett untied him and lifted him, holding him, sinking to the floor with him, cradling him in his arms.

Wylie clung to him. “I love you, Sir. Is that enough? I’ll do any—”

“Shh, it’s all right. I love you, too, boy. I love you so fucking much. I’m so sorry. I’ve been an asshole. You didn’t do anything wrong, baby.”

The hard one-eighty confused Wylie, and he assumed he’d misheard Everett, a trick of the endorphin dump or something. “Am I your good boy again? Did I do good, Sir? Do you want me now?”

Everett held him tightly against him there on the workshop floor. “You’re my very good boy, and I love you so fucking much and I’ll always want you, baby. Always.”

Relief filled him. It sounded like his Sir was back, the loving, protective Viking who’d been missing for the past couple of weeks.

“We…we need to take care of the brand, sir. I don’t want to get it dirty.” He could feel the brand in his flesh, although the pain had disappeared and it wasn’t hurting again yet. He’d proudly wear his Sir’s mark, too, no matter how crazy that sounded. He knew more pain would set in later, once his body processed it. Right now, nerves were seared, and—

Everett chuckled, kissing him. “I didn’t brand you, baby.”

He finally opened his eyes and saw Everett’s smile. “Uh, I can feel it in my ass, Sir.”

Everett arched an eyebrow at him. “Oh, can you?”

Wylie reached around, trying to maneuver with his pants down, and felt his ass.

The spot felt…cold?

He turned, trying to look.

“Be careful,” Everett warned. “Don’t hit the cart. The bar on there is hot. I branded a leftover piece of pork tenderloin I hadn’t eaten yet. What I used on you was a punch I dumped in my cup of ice. I mindfucked you, baby.”

Wylie finally managed to climb to his feet and turned to look. No, he couldn’t see any mark on his ass, except dirt now smudged against his skin.

On the cart, the piece of meat lying next to the hot bar had a large burn mark in it.

Everett stood and pulled Wylie against him. “I’m sorry, boy. Ralph’s comments dug into my head, even though I knew better. Made me doubt myself and my ability to take care of you, not doubt you. I’m so sorry.”

Wylie stared at the cart, unable to take his eyes off it. “You weren’t going to harm me,” he whispered.

“I’m sorry I tested you like that, I just—”

He turned in Everett’s arms, kissing him, hard. “I love you, Sir.”

“You’re not mad at me?”

He cradled Everett’s face in his hands as he stared into his eyes. “I trust you, Sir. I trust you completely. I told you, I sometimes make sucky decisions. I trust you to make good ones. And, once again, you proved that right. That I can trust you.”

Already, Wylie’s cock started inflating again.

Everett saw and circled his hand around it. “Let me get this closed down out here and we’ll go take a shower. I have a very good boy who earned being able to fuck his Sir’s ass tonight.”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you!”

He pulled Wylie in again, staring down at him. “You were really going to let me brand you, weren’t you?”

“I did let you brand me, Sir. I thought you were. I belong to you. I trust you.”

He stroked Wylie’s cheek and kissed him again. “How’d I get so lucky? You trust me and put up with me.”

“I’m the lucky one, Sir. I know you’ll keep me safe, even from myself. This only proves it to me.” 


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

Fifteen minutes later, in the shower, they were holding each other under the water, Everett devouring Wylie’s eager mouth.

Why had he let Ralph get under his skin?

Oh, yeah, because I’m an idiot.

He pinned Wylie against the wall and dropped to his knees, going down on him as Wylie buried his fingers in Everett’s hair and hung on tight. Everett didn’t want to think, didn’t want to talk.

He just wanted his boy to know how much he loved him.

Only when he knew Wylie was close did Everett release his cock from his mouth and grab the lube, bending over before handing it to him. “Have fun, boy. You earned it.”

Wylie playfully took his time, stroking his fingers across Everett’s gland and getting him really close to coming just from that before replacing his fingers with his cock and finishing the job.

Everett barely had time to brace himself when he felt his orgasm erupt, even without a hand on his cock to stroke it from him, as Wylie’s cock rubbed across his prostate with each thrust. “Fuck!”

Wylie grabbed his hips and fucked him harder. “That’s right, Sir. Your boy is going to spend the rest of our lives together taking good care of you. Nobody’s ever going to be able to make you come as hard or as good as I can.”

“Fill my ass, boy.”

“Yes…Sir!” Wylie let out a satisfied grunt and sprawled over Everett’s back, arms now snaking around him. After he caught his breath he straightened, Everett rising and turning to hold him.

“Talk to me, Ev,” he softly said after several long, quiet minutes. “What’s really going on? This is more than just what happened.”

Everett debated how much—or if—he should tell him.

“There were more calls and…e-mails.”

“Shit.”

When Wylie didn’t go on, Everett looked. He had his face pressed tightly against Everett’s chest, eyes closed.

Everett wished there was a way to isolate the two of them from the world, a special place where nothing bad could ever get in.

He stroked Wylie’s back. “It doesn’t change a damn thing I feel about you. Just like I know the bullshit he said about you getting bored with me was just that—bullshit.”

“I’m sorry, Sir. I’m sorry he’s doing this.”

“You don’t owe me an apology. I’m sorry I shut down. Between stress and everything else, I was trying to deal without dumping any of it on your plate. But I…I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to be that guy.”

Wylie looked up at him. “Ev, you will never be that guy. From the minute you swore to me we’d be exclusive, that you don’t share, I knew I could trust you. From that minute, you erased the possibility of you ever being that guy. I still want to do all those fantasies you and I talked about doing that first morning, and more. You are my future, and as long as it’s you and me and nobody else, then I’m good.

“Was I abused and taken advantage of because I made the mistake of telling him fantasies and didn’t stand up to him and withdraw my consent? Yeah. I didn’t say no. I should have, and I didn’t, because I was still under the illusion he was someone he wasn’t. I thought I had his heart. He had mine, even though he damn sure didn’t deserve it. Once I finally realized no, he wasn’t capable of love, only abuse, I finally found the strength to leave. But what you and I do isn’t like what he did to me. Nothing even close.”

“Okay. Promise me you’ll—”

“I promise I’ll safeword.”

“You didn’t safeword out there tonight.”

“Yeah, well, I still want you to mark me. Tattoo, cold brand, piercing. Even a hot brand, if that’s what you say. Not on my face. Preferably my ass. Except the piercing, that in my ear, like we agreed to. And yes, I do agree to that. I think it’s hot, and I can’t wait for that. I never let him mark or pierce me. That was a hard line I never let him cross.”

“Did he try?”

“Fuck yeah, he tried. He took me to a party one night where a guy was doing cell popping and I told him hell, no. He threatened to leave me then, and I said fine, go ahead. He backed down, but I paid for it in other ways over the next several weeks.” He reached up and stroked Everett’s cheeks. “The pictures and videos will stop, Sir.”

“What are you—”

He pressed a finger to Everett’s lips. “Do you trust me?”

Everett nodded.

He rose up and kissed him. “Then please don’t ask me anything else, Sir. It’s for the best, I promise. It’ll be okay.”

They snuggled and fell asleep. At one point, Everett thought he felt Wylie get out of bed. When he woke up again, Wylie was bringing him his morning coffee and wearing the easy smile Everett had been missing seeing since before Ralph showed up.

Everett caught his hand and pulled him in for a kiss. “Thank you, baby. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

“You’re awfully awake.”

“Had to do a couple of things. Don’t worry.” He turned to leave the room, and Everett was so distracted by his gorgeous ass that he almost let him get away without stopping him.

“What things?”

Wylie glanced over his shoulder and pressed a finger to his lips before he left the room.

Everett sat up and sipped his coffee. Then, dreading the inevitable, he grabbed his phone and headed to the bathroom. If Ralph was following his usual pattern, there’d already be at least one e-mail awaiting him in Wylie’s old account.

He found…

Nothing.

That didn’t relieve him, though, because he wasn’t sure what that signified after days of harassment.

And even though he checked Wylie’s old e-mail several times during the day, still…nothing.

Just average, innocent e-mails. There hadn’t been any phone calls or texts that day, either, on Wylie’s old phone. The voice mail was full, so Ralph couldn’t have left a message even if he’d tried.

But the quiet was…disquieting.

Everett was on his way home that evening when Cris called him.

“You busy?”

“Driving home.”

“Pull over, please.”

“What?”

“Just…do it.”

Wondering if this was the other shoe, he found a convenience store lot and pulled in. “Okay?”

“Has there been something going on that you didn’t tell us about?”

Better to get this out of the way now. “Yeah.” Everett detailed, briefly, without giving too much information, what he’d been dealing with.

Cris started chuckling, then laughing, then managed to get himself under control. “Let me take an educated guess that you haven’t heard shit from him today, right?”

“No. Why?”

“You probably won’t, either.”

“I won’t?”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“Well, I’m out here in LA. Landry’s in the UK with Tilly and KC. My morning started at one AM local time with a phone call from a screaming Ralph Carter trying to accuse me of backdooring their systems.”

“What?”

“Oh, don’t worry, I was soon able to help their data center security guys track it to Malaysia, but it gets better.”

“It does?”

“The culprit dropped a payload at some point in the past—we don’t know exactly when—that went off at that time. It locked all their terminals in the building, and any computers connected to their VPN were immediately infected.”

“Um, okay?”

“That’s not the good part.”

“It’s not?”

“It’s what the payload was.”

“What was it?”

“A series of pictures of Ralph Carter in a variety of, shall we say, compromising and highly graphic sex acts with a…double-digit number of partners. At the same time. As the bottom. As in he was pulling a freight-train worth of cock.”

Everett closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “That’s it?”

“No. It gets better.”

“Better?”

“It also e-mailed not only every staff member, but all their vendors, customers, e-mail newsletter subscribers, and posted on all the comments of their public blog and social media accounts several links to public TOR accounts containing a lot more pics and—get this—videos.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.” He snorted. “It was sooo worth getting awakened that early, just to go in, find the trails, point out it looked like an old and unpatched firmware backdoor issue that someone exploited possibly as long as two years ago—and not patching firmware is an unforgivable sin in terms of data center security management—and then drop on him the fact that if he didn’t get this fixed within forty-eight hours, as well as bring his data center up to compliance, he faces a fine in terms of our licensing contract.”

“A fine?”

“To the tune of five million dollars.”

“Okay, just tell me everything, because I’m fucking lost.”

“It puts our software that he’s licensing at unnecessary risk of IP infringement by exposing it to unauthorized users. We have a clause in our contract that he agreed to. Not my circus, not my monkeys. He’s fucked.” Cris snorted. “Literally.”

“So why are you telling me this?”

“Because I didn’t want to call Wylie’s phone.”

“Why?”

“Plausible deniability. Duh. Talk to you later. And treat your boy to a steak dinner or something tonight. Tell him I said that was the best pwning I’ve seen in a long damn time.”

“The best what?”

He spelled it. “He’ll know what it means.” Cris ended the call, leaving Everett sitting there and staring at his phone.

When he got home, Wylie wasn’t in the house, and Everett realized he’d forgotten to stop by the PO box. He found the tractor and disker were missing from the barn, so he took Wylie’s truck and drove over to the grove, finally locating him.

Wylie wore a bright smile and brought the tractor to a perfect stop parked near the truck, where Everett had rolled down the driver’s window.

“Hey, Sir. Do you mind if I finish disking the last three rows before I start dinner?”

He arched an eyebrow at Wylie and didn’t respond.

Wylie’s smile grew. “Sir?”

He suspected his boy might not ever tell him the story, even if he ordered him to.

As Cris had said, plausible deniability.

He crooked a finger at him.

Wylie climbed down and walked over. Everett reached out, caught him by the shirt, and pulled him in for a kiss. “Finish your disking, then come inside for a shower. I’m taking you out to eat tonight. I’m paying. And you’re wearing a butt plug so I can fuck you when we get home.”

“Sir?”

“Oh. I’m supposed to pass you a message from Cris that it was the best pwning he’s seen in a long time, whatever the fuck it means. I take it you know what the fuck it means? He said you know what the fuck it means.”

Wylie’s smile widened. “I do, Sir.”

“Do I need to spank you?”

“If you want to.”

“I’m guessing it’s untraceable?”

“Oh, it’s traceable. To where it needs to be traced.”

On the way back from dinner later, they pulled into the post office so Everett could check their mail. Maybe now he’d be able to let Wylie do it, if he didn’t have to worry about the risk of something showing up.

Inside, he found a hearing notice from Lara’s attorney for their final dissolution hearing in two weeks before the judge.

Slowly walking out to the truck, he climbed in.

“Sir?”

He handed him the paper as he started the truck and got them heading toward home.

“This is good, right?”

“Yeah. I’d forgotten about it, though. She told me a couple of weeks ago it’d be coming soon.”

Their schedules still hadn’t gelled for them to meet Lara’s fiancé, even though Wylie and Lara had hit it off immediately as friends when Wylie joined them for lunch one day.

For some reason, Everett was beginning to suspect her fiancé wasn’t too keen to meet them. Nothing concrete, just little ways Lara tended to divert the subject rather quickly every time it came up.

That wasn’t like her, to avoid a topic.

Then again, she was an adult, and after what he’d done to her, he really had no room to talk when it came to her private life.

Except he knew he’d want to pound anyone who might hurt her.

“We haven’t been living together six months yet,” Everett gently reminded him.

Wylie smiled. “I know, Sir. I told you, I’ll do things your way.”

He reached over and took Wylie’s hand, squeezing.

Wylie squeezed back. 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

Early on a Wednesday afternoon, Everett tried not to fidget while Wylie tied his tie for him. Wylie had surprised him with a new suit to wear to court.

“It’s all right, Sir. I’ll be there with you.”

“Thank you for coming with me.” Everett had taken the whole day off, knowing it’d be pointless trying to work today.

Fortunately, Leo had understood perfectly.

“Do you really think I’d let you go by yourself, Sir?”

“Yeah, but this isn’t your battle to fight. So to speak. Metaphorically speaking.”

“You’re my Master,” Wylie insisted. “I’m by your side unless you order me not to be.”

Everett met Wylie’s sweet brown gaze. “How’d I get so lucky?” he quietly asked. “You put up with me being a neurotic mess who doesn’t even feel like a functioning adult a lot of the time.”

Wylie’s lips curved in a playful grin. “Well, if you can put up with me after our first meeting was me being a complete asshole, and then dealing with my literally psychotic ex, I don’t see a problem here. Life’s not perfect and neither are we. I’ll take imperfect and loving honesty over a perfectly untrustworthy douchenozzle any day of the week.”

There had been no more e-mails or phone calls from Ralph. Apparently the digital tactical nuke Wylie had unleashed on him had the desired effect.

Game, set and match.

“I wonder how rich her new guy is?”

Wylie finished with Everett’s tie and then grabbed his hands, squeezing. “Sir, stop. If you two didn’t separate, we never would have met. The thought of you not being in my life breaks my heart. Think of it like that, if you need to.”

Everett pulled him in for a long, strong hug. “Thank you for grounding me.”

“Part of my job, Sir.”

“Butt plug in?”

Wylie snorted. “Want to check me? I’m Master’s good boy.”

He’d been calling Everett that more over the past several weeks, too. Not that he minded.

He kind of liked it.

Wylie also hadn’t brought up marriage, although he sure talked like they were spending the rest of their lives together. Which was fine with Everett, because he knew Wylie was the one.

When they reached the courthouse, Lara and her fiancé and attorney weren’t there yet. They were early though, not due there until two. Their hearing was slated for three, and the attorney had warned them they might not get out until after four if things were running late.

When Lara walked up with the guy, Everett knew he hated him immediately, just from the way the guy eyed him and Wylie. But he’d already promised Wylie he’d behave himself and pretend to like him even if he didn’t, for Lara’s sake.

“Everett Cannon, Wylie Young, this is my fiancé, Steve Ewing.”

“Doctor,” the guy added with a too-tight smile as he shook hands. “Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, especially over the last couple of months, it’s like I know you already.”

“Oh. That’s nice.” He bit back the urge to say he really hadn’t heard much about him.

Which he hadn’t.

The guy looked older than her and wore a dour air. His suit screamed money, and so did his watch and shoes. When he had to sit on a bench with her to wait, he looked very uncomfortable, as if afraid common germs might jump on him.

Lara seemed awfully quiet, too, not her usual chatty self. When Everett exchanged a glance with Wylie, he knew it wasn’t just him sensing it.

Finally, the attorney arrived and they started going through everything one last time.

Then the bailiff notified them the judge was running late due to a family emergency that morning that had thrown the whole docket off. They could wait or reschedule.

Everett was about to say reschedule, and thought Lara was, too, except Steve spoke up. “We’ll wait,” he said. “This has gone on long enough. I can’t imagine it’ll take long.”

Lara nervously glanced at Everett. “It’s okay, hon,” he assured her. “Whatever you want to do. You want to hit Mama Suarez’s for an early dinner when we get out of here?”

She grinned. “I haven’t been there in a while. Absolutely.”

“Where?” Steve asked.

“Oh, it’s a great Mexican place—”

Steve snorted.

Wylie laced fingers with Everett and squeezed, keeping Everett quiet.

Lara shot Steve a look, but turned to Everett. “I would love to eat there after we’re done.”

Steve went coldly quiet and refused their attempts to get him to chat, so Lara turned her focus on Everett and Wylie, asking about the homestead and projects. The three of them had a very pleasant conversation despite Steve’s chilly demeanor.

When they were summoned into chambers a little after four, the bailiff quickly called the proceedings to order, swore everyone in, and the judge glanced over the paperwork.

“Counsellor? No opposing counsel?”

“No, your Honor. This is uncontested.”

“That’s a nice change.”

The attorney quickly ran through the points, and the judge looked at Lara. “You’re Mrs. Cannon, the petitioner?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And you’re swearing or affirming everything in these documents is accurate?”

“Yes, your Honor. We’ve been amicably separated for a couple of years now, and I want to get remarried.”

He focused on Everett. “Mr. Cannon. You’re swearing or affirming everything in these documents is accurate?”

“Yes, your Honor.”

“Mrs. Cannon, do you want to change your name?”

“It’s not necessary, your Honor. I’ll be getting remarried soon. I’d just have to change it again.”

“Fair enough. Any final comments or motions?”

The attorney took over. “No, your Honor.”

“So be it.” He signed the orders. “I declare you divorced and wish you all the best in your future ventures.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were standing out in the courthouse foyer, the attorney going over everything. The orders would get filed and as of right that moment, they were divorced.

Everett leaned in close to Wylie. “Mind if I talk to her for a moment?”

“Of course not, Sir.”

Everett held a hand out to her and, not caring if Steve cared or not, led her a few feet away and held her hands.

“I’m sorry, Lar.”

“Ev, it’s okay.” She smiled up at him. “You will be at my wedding, FYI.”

“Absolutely.”

“No, I mean you will be. You’re going to be my maid of honor.”

He laughed. “I am?”

“Yeah.” She hugged him. “I’m always going to love you, Ev. You’re a good man, and Wylie’s a lucky guy.”

“I’m always going to love you, too. And if Steve breaks your heart, I’ll kick his ass and have backup with me.”

She laughed. “I don’t doubt it.” Stepping back, she smiled. “I’m glad we can be friends again.”

“Me, too. We need to start having movie night again. Wylie and I will buy a new couch the three of us can curl up on and we can introduce him to our favorites.”

He noticed she didn’t correct him for not including Steve.

“Wylie’s not jealous of me, is he?”

“No. Why would he be? Steve’s not jealous of me, is he?”

She shrugged, but didn’t answer.

More proof of a problem. “I don’t want to cause you trouble.”

“You won’t. I’m not giving you up as a friend, so any problem he might have, he’ll have to deal with.” She hooked an arm through his. “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.”

“Okay. Me, too.”

They rejoined Wylie and Steve and then split up to head to their vehicles to meet at the restaurant. It was almost five, and traffic was starting to pick up.

“I hate him,” Wylie said. “He didn’t say a single word to me while you two were talking. He just glared at your back. I wanted to kick him in the shin.”

“I thought I was the designated attack redneck in the family?” he teased.

“I’d pwn his ass, all right. Give me a few minutes and—”

“No, baby.” He grabbed Wylie’s hand and squeezed. “Lara loves him.” He sighed. “But if he breaks her heart it’s game fucking on.”

“Damn right it is. Just give me his date of birth and turn me loose.” 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

Everett was doing his best not to telegraph to Lara his dislike for Steve. There was something…wrong about him.

The “innocently helpful” comments he’d made to Lara throughout the afternoon, things like how he’d teach her to decorate when she moved in with him, how he was looking forward to upgrading her wardrobe, maybe even changing her hairstyle.

Everett’s Lara seemed to fold in on herself in Steve’s presence, become a different person.

A weaker one.

That wasn’t his feisty wife—ex-wife, he tried to remind himself—the woman he’d married and loved.

Still loved.

Always would love, even if not romantically.

No way in hell could he say anything, though. Not with the guy right there.

They were seated almost immediately in the restaurant, having arrived well before the evening dinner rush. It wasn’t an expensive restaurant, but it had been a favorite of his and Lara’s while they were together.

She smiled at him from across the table. “Remember the night I made you snort salsa out your nose?”

He chuckled. “How could I forget? I was picking crap out of my nose for days, it felt like.”

“Hey, it cleared out your sinuses.” She grinned. “You’re welcome.”

On her other side, Steve wrinkled his nose but didn’t say anything even as Everett and Wylie laughed.

Wylie turned to him. “I have to hear this story, Ma-an.”

It was all Everett could do not to bust out laughing again. He’d heard that, Wylie almost slipping and calling him Master. Fortunately, Lara jumped in to tell the story. Everett was happy to see a glimpse of his Lara’s personality peeking out.

“We’d been at a ren fair all day Saturday and came in here with a bunch of friends, all of us still dressed like that, right? And Rusty’s cutting up like he usually does…”

He tuned out as he watched her. Honestly? He hadn’t been shocked to discover Eliza and Rusty were kinksters. But this woman before him, this was the woman he’d loved and married. His friend. He knew he couldn’t say anything to her about Steve despite his misgivings.

If Steve made her happy, who was he to judge, much less interfere?

“…so then I said, ‘Rowlaff,’ like the guy had, and this one here had just taken a huge bite of chips and salsa. Right out the nose.”

Everett smiled and took a sip of water. “Still burns just thinking about it. I’d rather snort soda through my nose than spicy salsa and chewed up chips.”

“Well, you must be used to pain, doing what you do.”

The three of them stared at Steve, who now wore a…Everett couldn’t exactly pin down the man’s expression. Pursed lips, furrowed brow. He was almost fifteen years older than Lara. Maybe that was the issue, he just wasn’t comfortable around them the way Wylie was. Didn’t get their humor.

“What do you mean by that?” Everett finally asked when he’d let the uncomfortable silence settle for a moment, just because he could. No way would Lara have revealed something personal like that.

Would she?

“Well, I mean, what you do for a living. Welding and…stuff. People like you probably get hurt all the time.”

When he felt Wylie tense next to him, Everett laid a hand on his thigh under the table and squeezed, hard, demanding his silence. “I’m not just a welder. I’m a metalworker and a blacksmith. It’s a dying art.”

“My parents showed and jumped horses while we were growing up.” Steve wrinkled his nose again. “There are lots of farriers out there. They even have training schools for it. That’s not exactly a ‘dying art.’” He let out a scoffing laugh.

“Ev’s not a farrier,” Lara said. “I’ve told you that several times now.” Ev remained quiet, recognizing the testy tone in her voice and wondering if all was perfect in her world after all. “He’s an artisan.”

Steve arched his eyebrows as he studied his menu. “If you say so.”

“What the hell, Steve? What’s gotten into you?”

He slapped his menu onto the table. “All I’ve heard from you the past few weeks is Ev this and Ev that. You just divorced the guy. I get it. You probably didn’t want him to fight the divorce, so I assumed you were being nice to them so he’d go through with it. But how much longer do I need to put up with you hanging around with…them?”

Everett had had about enough of this asshole’s shit. He was about to lay into the guy and remind him Lara was an adult and could pick her own damn friends when a voice from the restaurant entryway caught his attention.

“Ev! Wy!” Mark practically ran over, smiling, leaning in to hug them from behind, Brad following a few steps after. “What are you guys doing here?”

Oh, thank you! Maybe there was something to divine intervention after all. “Having dinner, buddy.”

“Duh. Dad had a parent teacher conference and picked me up. Why are you in suits?”

“We just got done with the final divorce hearing. You and your dad want to join us? We haven’t ordered yet.”

“Can we, Dad?”

Brad shrugged, glancing at Lara, then Steve. “Sure, if it’s okay with everyone.” He nodded at Lara and removed his ballcap. “Ma’am.”

“Absolutely,” Wylie said, immediately jumping up to help pull the neighboring table over against theirs.

Ev decided to handle the introductions and keep it simple. “Brad and his son, Mark, live across the road from us. He grazes cattle in our pasture, and Mark’s been helping Wylie before and after school, and on the weekends. Mark worked with the previous owner, too.”

Steve’s chin went up a hair as he studied father and son. “So you’re a farmer or a cowboy?” he asked Brad from the other end of the table where he sat on Lara’s right.

Lara shot her fiancé a dirty look.

“Do a little of a lot of things,” Brad said, smiling. He’d ended up seated on Everett’s right, Mark seated across the table, next to Lara, on her left. “Was my family’s place and I took it over. My dad had a stroke and couldn’t run it anymore, so he and Mom moved into an assisted living community where she’d have help with him. I grew up there, at the ranch. We moved back when Mark was two, and Mark’s lived there ever since.”

Everett realized there was a lot he didn’t know about his neighbor. A flash of guilt he knew he’d have to deal with later—and rectify—pulsed through him at that revelation.

“So you’ve been running your parents’ place since then?” Everett asked.

“No, sir. Not full-time. Not at first, anyway. Sold off a lot of property they used to own so they could buy their condo and give them plenty to live off of. Kept five hundred acres and the main house. I still freelance from time to time for extra money, when it suits me and fits into my schedule around Mark’s school activities and stuff.” He took a sip of water from the glass the waitress had set in front of him.

“Freelance doing what?” Steve asked.

“Chemist. I’m a consultant.”

Steve let out a harsh-sounding snort. “Chemist? Is that a euphemism for cooking meth or something?”

“Steve!” Lara gasped, backhanding his shoulder. Everett could tell that wasn’t a playful swat, either.

“I was just kidding, sheesh. Lighten up.”

Everett handed it to Brad, the man looked so cool he could freeze nitrogen into a liquid. A slow smile creased his features. “No, sir. I have a PhD in environmental chemistry from USF. I do a lot of work in the citrus and agricultural industries.”

Brad took another sip of water. “I also hold several lucrative patents, including one for an organic fungicide I developed as part of my doctoral thesis. I’m currently working with a state Department of Ag grant study on fertilizers that will help reduce the toxic algae problem rainwater run-off is creating in Lake O and on both coasts.”

Holy. Shit.

Everett fought the urge to reach across the table and close Steve’s gaping jaw for him.

Lara for the save. She immediately turned her back on Steve and started chatting with Brad and Mark. Meanwhile, under the table, Wylie was pounding his fist against Everett’s thigh in an attempt to keep himself from laughing hysterically at the frigid burn Brad had calmly administered with a side order of Southern drawl.

Okay, fair enough. Today, Brad wore a clean button-up work shirt, faded jeans, and work boots. His worn baseball cap currently resided in the chair next to him.

He didn’t look like a rich, semi-retired chemist. He looked like a good ole Florida Cracker cowboy.

Which is exactly what Everett had thought him to be all this time. Nothing wrong with that, but the high regard and respect he’d already held for the man just shot through the stratosphere.

As did his irritation at himself for making assumptions about the guy.

Steve kept his mouth mostly shut, except to sullenly order when the waitress came around. After a few more minutes of Lara and Brad hitting it off, Lara smiled at Everett.

“So when are you and Wylie going to get married?”

“And which one of you two is the girl?” Steve added.

Lara’s jaw literally gaped as she turned on him again. “What the actual fricking hell, Steve?”

Wylie must have sensed Everett wanted to stand and pound the guy, because he hooked an arm through Everett’s, holding on tightly.

Then, Brad spoke on Everett’s other side, his voice sounding low and cold.

“Buddy, don’t you have eyes?” Nothing remained of Brad’s friendly tone, much less his Old Florida drawl. “Or are you just that damn stupid? They’re both men. Neither of them is a woman.” His words sounded as sharp and piercing as any piece of steel Everett had forged.

Steve’s face went red as he glanced at Everett and Wylie and then Brad and Mark, and finally Lara. “Come on.” He forced a laugh. “I was joking. Can’t anyone at this table take a damn joke?”

“Wasn’t funny,” Mark said, also glaring down the table toward Steve. “Jerk,” he added.

Brad didn’t make his son take it back, either.

Storm clouds darkened Lara’s expression. “Apologize, Steve. Right now.”

“I’m not apologizing for a joke. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Me? What the hell is wrong with you? Where is all this garbage coming from all of a sudden? You’ve never acted like this before.”

“Look. I’ve been very patient with you over the past several months. I even stood up to my dad for you. He told me I could do better than—”

“Stop right there.” Everett shook off Wylie’s grip as he rose. “Don’t you dare talk to her like that.”

Steve also stood, pulling his keys out of his pocket. “Come on, Lara. Let’s go. I knew this was a bad idea, coming to dinner with them, but once again, you didn’t listen to me, and I was right.”

She stared up at him. “No,” she said. “I’m going to stay here and enjoy my dinner with my friends. You can leave, if you want.”

“You rode with me. You are my fiancée. Get up. We’re leaving. Now.”

Everett wanted to lean in and kiss her—friendly, not romantically. She coolly smiled at Steve, held up her left hand, pulled the ring off, and laid it on the table.

Then she flipped him off. “Problem solved. Have a nice life, asshole.”

“You don’t want to do this.”

“You’re right. I don’t want to do this, but apparently you aren’t the man you pretended to be over the past several months we’ve been seeing each other. And thank god I discovered it now. If I have a choice between sitting here and eating an enjoyable dinner with my friends, or leaving with a guy who’s apparently a douchebag in disguise, I’ll stay with my friends, thanks.”

Steve snatched the ring off the table. “Last chance. I’m not kidding. I walk out that door, it’s over between us. I’m done with you not listening to me, and I’m done with this nonsense.”

Everett wasn’t sure when he’d clenched his fists, and was vaguely aware of the restaurant’s staff watching them. They were the only diners in their corner of the restaurant, but at a couple of distant tables, they now had attention focused on them.

“She said leave,” Everett said. “We’ll make sure she gets home safely.”

Brad also rose, slowly pushing his chair back. “Mark and I will be glad to drive her home, Ev.”

Lara sweetly smiled. “Steve, go whine to your daddy that the bitchy woman hurt your fwagile widdle feewings.” Her smile faded. “Guess I shouldn’t have ignored my instincts when you talked about your two exes being hard to live with. You’re the common denominator, aintcha?”

Steve turned on his heel and stormed out. Everett was going to walk around to sit next to Lara, but Brad started that direction first and Wylie’s hand shot out, catching the back of Everett’s blazer and pulling him up short.

When he glanced down, he could tell Wylie was giving him a look of some sort, but he couldn’t quite—

Ooooohhh.

As Brad settled in next to Lara, she offered him an apologetic smile. “Sorry about that. Guess that wasn’t the best first impression, huh? Let’s try this again without the douchebag hanging off me.” She held out her hand. “Lara Cannon. Ev’s…well, ex-wife, as of about an hour ago. And happily single.”

Everett settled back into his chair and kept his mouth shut, curious about this development.

Brad returned her smile and shook with her. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. Dr. Brad Jarred. Official Florida Cracker. Single dad. That’s my son, Mark.”

She turned to shake with Mark, who gave her a bright smile. “Hi. Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Nice to meet you, too, sweetie. I feel like I know you already from talking with Ev and Wylie.”

Now Wylie pounded his fist against Everett’s thigh again. He’d have to spank him for that, especially since it felt like he was going to have a whopper of a bruise there tomorrow. When he glanced down at Wylie, Wylie was trying—and failing miserably—to disguise his giddy smile.

Lara sent Everett a playful smirk. “Now I really owe you dinner,” she told him.

“Why?”

“Because you just saved me the cost of another and far messier divorce.” She blew him a kiss and Everett blew her one back. 


Chapter Forty

 

Dinner lasted well over an hour, and not once did Everett snort salsa out his nose despite Lara’s best efforts to crack him up when he had a mouthful of food.

When it came time to leave, Mark spoke up. “Dad, can I ride home with Ev and Wy, if it’s okay with them? I want to get started on my homework.”

Brad looked briefly torn. Everett spoke up. “It’s okay with us. We were going to stop by Publix on the way home, though.”

Brad glanced at Lara, who smiled. “If Everett and Wylie trust you to drive me home, I’m fine being alone with you.”

God, Ev loved that woman.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Brad said, smiling at her. Then he opened his wallet and handed Mark a credit card. “That’s the ranch card.” He pointed a finger at him. “One container of ice cream. And the rest of the groceries we need. I also want to see the receipt, so don’t go sneaking junk food, either. Do you have a copy of the list?”

“On my phone.”

“Okay.” He hugged his son, then shook with Wylie and Everett. “Thanks for taking him home.”

“No worries,” Everett assured him. “Take your time.”

Lara gave Wylie a hug first, then Everett. She whispered in his ear, “I just did the right thing, didn’t I? Please tell me I did the right thing.”

He kissed her cheek. “You’re going home with him, aren’t you?” he whispered back. “Text me later to let me know you’re home safe, or I’ll be calling you.”

He released her, giving her a wink as she stepped back.

They’d no sooner climbed into Wylie’s truck, Everett driving and Mark automatically taking the backseat, when the boy spoke up.

“I’m calling three months.”

The men turned to stare at him.

The teen wore a grin.

“What?” they asked in unison.

“Three months before Dad’s either proposed or moved her in, or both. He’s never looked at a woman he’s dated like that before.” His smile faded. “I mean, that’s good, right? I really like her. I’ve never liked the other women he’s dated. She seems really nice.”

Everett couldn’t help it. The laughter rolled out of him as he started the truck. “Let them figure it out on their own, buddy. They will. Trust me.”

Wylie handled getting their groceries while Everett took another cart and went with Mark to help him get his and supervise him. While Mark was studying cans of soup, he finally broke into their light chatter with a heavy question.

“You and Lara got divorced because you’re gay, right?”

He wasn’t sure how deeply to get into this topic with the kid. “Basically, yes.”

Mark put three cans of store-brand cream of mushroom soup into the cart. “I’m not trying to be nosy. I mean, she’s not like psycho crazy, or a total wacko or something, right?”

Now he thought he saw where the kid was going. “No, she’s a sweetheart. Our divorce was totally my fault. I’m glad we’re at a point where we can be friends, because I missed that part of our relationship.”

Mark started looking at cans of tomato soup. “How’d you tell your parents you were gay?”

Then again, maybe he didn’t know where Mark was going with this. “Honestly? I chickened out for a long time. My sister and some friends knew, and Lara, obviously. But I didn’t tell them the full reason why we divorced. It wasn’t until I met Wylie and after I moved in with him that I finally admitted to them I was gay.”

“How’d they take it?”

“Ironically, my dad said he already suspected.” The details of that revelation were ones he wouldn’t repeat to the kid. “But he hadn’t said anything to my mom.”

Mark looked at him. “But how’d they react?”

He carefully pondered his response. “They love me, and they love Wylie. They don’t have a problem with us being together. My mom is…concerned. Because she’s a mom and she worries about what other people might do.”

“Assholes like Steve?”

Everett wasn’t sure Brad would want him correcting his son’s language, so he decided to let it slide. “Jerks like Steve, yes. And worse.”

Mark picked up four cans of store-brand tomato soup and added them to the cart. “We have some jerks at school.”

“Unfortunately, there are jerks in every school. Just do the best you can to help the kids they’re jerks to, and stand by the kids being bullied. Talk to your teachers and parents, if you can.”

Mark had squatted down to look at a price tag on the bottom shelf. “One of the kids being bullied is my boyfriend.”

Everett froze, not sure he’d heard the kid right or not.

Then Mark glanced up at him. “We’ve been seeing each other for a couple of months now, since last school year. He was in my Algebra class, so we said we were studying, because I hate Algebra and he’s really good at it. He’s fifteen already, but we’re in the same grade.”

Everett used the cart to lean against as he carefully pondered his next statement. “Do his parents know?”

“Yeah. They promised not to tell my parents unless, like, we had to report something to the school if the bullying gets worse. Jacob didn’t want to report it, just blew it off. We were really careful at school. It hasn’t gotten too bad yet for him, and most of the worst guys were seniors, so they’ll be gone next year anyway. We’re taking some extra AP summer classes and don’t have a problem right now.”

“I thought you had a girl you spent time with.”

“We both do. That’s another reason why Jacob’s not being bullied much now. They’re dating each other and using us so Farreh’s parents don’t freak out. They spend time with us at Jacob’s house so they can be alone. The other one, Ashlynne, her cousin is a real bitch and was trying to start rumors at school last semester about them being queer. Jacob and I heard someone talking about it, they thought it was funny. They didn’t really think they were gay, they were just jealous she was smart.

“So we went and talked to them and volunteered to help them, if they’d help us. Now there’s guys who kept telling the seniors they were full of shit since they see us together with the girls and think we’re straight. They’re friends, and we’re friends, so the four of us together, no one hassles us. By the time regular school starts up again, it should be fine.”

Shit.

He walked around the cart and knelt next to the kid, not touching him, but dropping his voice. He didn’t miss how Mark reached up and wiped at his eyes.

“What would you like us to do? Can we help?”

Mark didn’t meet his gaze, kept his attention focused on the shelf before him. “Can Jacob and I come have dinner with my dad at your place? Maybe have Lara there, too? It’d be easier for us to tell him if we weren’t alone. That way, if he blows up or something, maybe you guys or Lara can take Jacob home?”

“You don’t want Jacob’s parents there?”

“I like them a lot, and they offered to do that. But…” He shrugged, his gaze darting to Everett before returning to the shelf. “I’ve been reading websites and stuff for advice. I want to do it in neutral territory. I hope I’m being scared for nothing. I hope Dad doesn’t blow, but if he does, I don’t want Jacob’s parents getting into it with him, if that makes sense? I don’t want to…escalate it.”

The kid was wise beyond his years. “Sure, we can help you out, if that’s how you want to handle it.”

“Thanks.” He let out a ragged breath. “Mom, I mean, I love her, but she’s busy with work and stuff. I don’t think she’s going to blow up. If she does, oh, well. I’m hoping after what happened tonight it means Dad won’t freak out. I’ve never heard him say a bad word about you and Wylie, so I think he’s cool. I want to tell him first. If he handles it well, he can help me tell her. If he doesn’t…I guess I’m maybe moving in with Jacob’s parents. They already said they’d help me file for emancipated minor status if I needed to. I’ll be fifteen soon.”

“Wow. How long have you been planning this?”

“Couple of months. I mean, I’m not stupid. Jacob and I might break up in a few months or years. We’re young. And yeah, Dad’s probably going to be cool. But no offense? I don’t want to get roped into marrying a girl when I shouldn’t.”

“Fair point.” Everett stood. “I envy you.”

“Why?”

“Because you have your act together far more than I did at your age.”

Mark grabbed a couple of cans of chicken noodle soup and put them in the cart. “You want to know something sad?”

“What?”

“My mom said the same thing to me a few weeks ago, about me in general versus her life right now. Not even knowing this other stuff.”

 

* * * *

 

They were in the truck and on the way home when Everett told Wylie what Mark had confessed to him, and had asked of them. After everything else that evening, it shouldn’t have surprised Wylie, yet he found himself gobsmacked once again.

And feeling even more in love with Everett for being the guy he was and wanting to help.

“Of course we’ll help you,” Wylie said, turning so he could look at Mark. “I’m glad you can trust us to come to us like this. But why wouldn’t you think about living with your mom instead?”

“Because she’d have to change her whole life around. I’m sure if I begged her to do that she would, but honestly? She’s kind of a ditz. She’s great at her job and she travels all over the place and makes decent money. She’s the one who gave me the choice to stay with Dad or live with her when they got divorced. I didn’t want to leave the ranch. I love it there. I’m lucky they weren’t at each other’s throats during the divorce. They’re still kinda friends, even. We do holidays together when Mom’s in town. They got married really young and fell out of love. I’ve got friends who feel like dog chew toys in their parents’ divorces.”

“And you’d have to change schools,” Wylie said.

“Probably, yeah. I don’t want to do that, either.”

“Unless Jacob could change schools?”

Mark shrugged.

When they pulled into Mark’s front yard, they helped the kid unload his groceries and get them inside. Then the kid pulled them each in for a hug. “Thanks, guys. I’m really glad you’re living there. Mr. M would have liked you both a lot.”

Something in Mark’s tone tugged at Wylie. “You were really close to him, weren’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“So tell us what you haven’t told us yet.”

He toed the ground with his sneaker. “Promise not to tell anyone? I mean, it’s not bad or anything. But I promised him I wouldn’t tell. But since he’s dead, maybe he wouldn’t mind me telling you guys since you own the place now.”

“Sure.”

“I told him I was gay. I was always comfortable around him. Not in a creepy way. He never did anything like that. Really nice guy. Taught me a lot of stuff. It was after the Pulse nightclub shooting. I was there helping him that Sunday, and I was sick to my stomach about it. He asked me what was wrong, and I told him. He hadn’t seen the news yet. And when I told him, he showed me something. He had a picture that used to sit in a frame on his bedside table, him and a guy. Taken a long time ago. The other guy was wearing a military uniform.”

Mark wiped at his nose, his tone changing, growing somber. “Mr. M brought the picture out and showed it to me. Told me it was him and an old friend of his. He died fighting in Korea. Then he touched the picture and started crying. I’ll never forget what he said. ‘Mark, never deny who you are, or who you love, or you will die filled with regret. Love who you are, and love whoever you want to love.’ Then he took the picture back to his room.

“He didn’t say he was gay outright, but I know from how he said it, you know? That’s the reason why he never got married all these years. He used to tell people his fiancée died and he never got over her death. But the truth was, it wasn’t a girl. It was a guy. A couple of times he’d told me how he and Tom had planned to do this or that with the place. That’s when I finally knew who Tom was.”

Wylie hadn’t seen any such picture. “What happened to it? The picture? There wasn’t one when I moved in.”

Mark wouldn’t look up. “It was in his will to cremate the picture with him. And a couple of others. I had to help the attorney and find them for him. I knew where they were, which ones. He’d shown me, like he knew I’d have to help, right?” He rubbed at his nose again.

“Can I ask you a strange question, Mark?”

“I guess.”

“What happened to his cremains?”

“I have him,” he softly said. “He told his lawyer I could do whatever I wanted with him. So I took copies of the pictures with my phone before I gave them to the attorney and printed them out. I have them on my shelf in the bedroom next to his urn. I don’t have the heart to dump him out somewhere. It’s like at least he’s not alone now, if he’s there with us in the house, right? And I don’t want to ever forget to live, and that’s the most important thing he taught me. He also left me five hundred grand, in a trust to be used for college. Some from his savings, but most from the sale of the property.”

Realization slammed into Wylie. “That’s why you won’t let me pay you extra for helping, isn’t it?”

He nodded but didn’t meet Wylie’s gaze. “Because you already did. I owe you, even though you didn’t know it. I promise I won’t waste my shot, either. I’m going to be a lawyer.” He lifted a hand and turned, still without looking up. “Night, guys. Thanks again. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Stunned, Wylie didn’t realize he was crying until they were across the road and at their house. Everett shut the truck off, got out, and helped him out of the cab, holding him tightly.

“Fuck,” Wylie whispered. “I just thought he was being a nice kid. I mean, he is a nice kid, but…damn.” An earlier conversation they’d had hit home. “Now I know why he is so interested in being a civil rights attorney.”

“Yeah.” Everett kissed the top of Wylie’s head. “Let’s go inside, get the groceries put away, and cuddle. I want to see what we hear back from Lara. And let you get that butt plug out.”

Wylie laughed. “Thanks.” A sigh escaped him. “Sorry I’m not feeling friskier right now. I honestly thought we’d be into the heavy-duty celebratory fucking by this point.”

“It’s all right, boy.” He kissed him. “How about a quickie in the shower, and I’ll let you make it up to me tomorrow?”

“That sounds good.”

They were in bed, snuggling skin-to-skin with the TV on, when Lara called Everett a little after eleven.

Wylie muted the TV while Everett put the call on speaker mode. “Hey, gorgeous. You all right? I was starting to get worried about you.”

“Oh. My. God. Everett Cannon, I want to kill you!”

Wylie and Everett exchanged a glance, Wylie’s blood running cold. “What happened?” Ev asked.

“You’ve been hogging that hunk all this time and never introduced me to him? Holy hell!” She started laughing. “I probably would have broken up with Steve months ago had I met your neighbor and spent time with him! And he’s such a sweetie, he’s so polite with the yes ma’ams and no ma’ams.”

Wylie closed his eyes and dropped his head onto Everett’s chest in relief as Everett spoke. “Well, fair warning, Mark has already started a betting pool about how long it is before you move in or Brad proposes.”

“Um…”

Wylie opened his eyes again and met Everett’s gaze. He decided to let him do all the talking.

“Um? What’s that mean, honey?”

“Well, heh, funny story there. I told the apartment managers here I wasn’t going to be renewing my lease, because—stupid me—I thought I’d be moving in with Steve. They’ve already rented it out, and the complex is full right now. Soonest I can get into another place this size is four months.”

“So you need to move in here?” Everett poked him, and Wylie didn’t even open his eyes. He just gave him a thumbs-up. “Wylie says he’s cool with it.”

“Um…no.”

“No? What, you want to borrow the Tin Can?” Wylie opened his eyes again, his own confusion mirrored on Everett’s face.

“No. Brad offered to let me move into their house, into my own room there. Apparently they have a large house.” She giggled. “But in all honesty? I wouldn’t be shocked if it ends up being more a lot faster than that. We spent this whole time talking. He pulled out of here right before I called you. I really like him. He’s got to ask Mark if he’s okay with it, though.”

Wylie let out a snort and spoke up. “I think it’s safe to say he is. But…there’s something you need to know before you move in, and you have to promise not to tell Brad yet.”

She sounded wary. “What?”

Wylie let Everett tell it, since he’d had the initial conversation with Mark.

When he finished, she didn’t respond at first.

“Honey?”

“Yeah,” she quietly said. “I’m here.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. That poor kid. Honestly? If Brad is a jerk to him I’m going to strangle Brad myself, because I’m sick of this bullshit.”

“But you can see why I said it needs to happen quickly?”

“Yeah. Duh.” She sighed. “Here’s the kicker. I was going to ask if you could help me move Sunday. If not into Brad’s, at least into storage while I stay at an extended-stay place until I get a new apartment.”

“Or,” Wylie said, “you move in here.”

Everett stared at him.

“Wylie, sweetie, I love you to death, but you sure you want me interfering with your…private time?”

“I’m just saying you’re family. I don’t have any family. You and Eve are family to me.”

“And that’s another thought,” Everett said. “If you didn’t want to live here with us, I can talk to Eve. You know she’d be happy to have you.”

“I’ll talk to Mark in the morning,” Wylie said. “See if we can have the dinner Friday night. I know he isn’t going to be at his mom’s this weekend.”

“I tell you what, I’m going to give up trying to date if Brad turns out to be a dick to Mark,” she said. “I mean, being with him felt like being with you, Ev. The fun we used to have? The way we laughed all the freaking time? I didn’t realize how much I didn’t laugh when I was with Steve.”

“That’s because he’s a prick.”

“Yeah, apparently. You’d think I would have seen that sooner. I thought he was sophisticated. I didn’t realize he was douchey.”

“He never acted like that before?” Wylie asked.

“No. Not in front of me. I mean, some of his friends were dicks…”

She trailed off.

“What?” the men asked.

“Shit. Gawd, I’m a fucking idiot!”

“What?” they asked again.

“The friends of his that I’ve met, nearly all of them are like that when their wives aren’t with them. Why the hell didn’t I see he was probably like that, too, when I wasn’t around?”

“Because you thought you loved him,” Everett said.

“Well, my schedule is free,” she said. “Let me know about dinner. I damn sure want to be there so I can rip Brad a new one if he’s a dick to his kid.”

“Will do,” Everett said. “Love you.”

“Love you, too. That goes for you, too, Wylie.”

Wylie smiled. “Love you, too, Lara.”

Everett ended the call and set his cell phone aside. “Guess you never thought you’d get into all this craziness when we met, huh?”

He snuggled more tightly against Everett’s side. “I’m just glad you realized my assholishness was a one-off thing and gave me a second chance.”

“Me, too, boy. Me, too.” 


Chapter Forty-One

 

The boy who showed up with Mark late Friday afternoon while Wylie was trying to get the chicken tractor back to the coop might have been a little older than Mark, but despite being a couple of inches taller, he looked much younger. Thin, with a delicate, willowy build, shaggy blond hair almost to his shoulders, wire-rimmed glasses, and soft-spoken.

Wylie wanted to build a huge wall around the kid and fight to the death to protect him. That’s the impression he immediately got.

“Thank you for doing this, Mr. Young,” Jacob said.

“Uh, that’s Wylie, or Wy, and you’re very welcome. Hopefully we’re stressing for no reason. And let me add that you’re welcome to come over here with Mark, if you want. I mean, as a responsible adult, I’m not going to allow or condone you guys locking yourselves into one of our spare bedrooms for a few hours. However, if you need a safe place you can just sit and talk, or go stare at the river, or whatever, we’re cool with that. Any sneaking around of a more personal nature will have to be done elsewhere. And you can tell your two friends Mark told us about, those girls? Same applies to them. As long as they don’t show up here alone. They need to be here with you boys, unless we can sit down and talk to their parents first and make sure they’re okay with them being here. We cool with that?”

Jacob nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you.” Mark reached out, took Jacob’s hand, and squeezed.

And didn’t let go.

Wylie’s heart ached for them. He’d been lucky enough to grow up in California, in the LA area, where being gay barely blipped anyone’s radar. He’d had a boyfriend in high school, and while they didn’t suck face in the hallways, they’d felt safe enough. They weren’t even the only openly gay kids there, although he’d been careful to keep that fact away from his mother as long as possible.

These kids were growing up in a fairly conservative area with a far smaller population. What he and Everett could get away with as two adult men was far different than what kids could get away with.

Which sucked for them. A boy and a girl in public, no one batted an eye if they held hands. Two boys, or two girls? They could face harassment at best.

Then there was the worst.

“Come help me finish up with the livestock,” Wylie said, “then we can go help Everett with dinner.” Everett had stopped by Publix on his way home with a list from Wylie of what to get. Dinner would be a joint effort, but Wylie had to get his chores done around the homestead first. Besides, Everett had decided he really enjoyed cooking, now that he had a kitchen he could actually cook in, instead of the Tin Can.

Lara arrived a little after five. The boys were in the kitchen helping Everett, and Wylie had just gotten out of the shower and pulled on shorts and a T-shirt. “Brad texted me while I was on my way,” she said. “He’s heading home now and going to take a shower. He had a meeting today with the grant committee.”

She walked over to Mark and hugged him, and Jacob, after Mark introduced them. Mark had, predictably, given Brad his approval for the plan to move Lara in with them.

Now they were both nervous about the man’s reaction, as was Jacob.

Wylie knew Lara and Brad had gone out to dinner alone the evening before, but he didn’t want to ask her about it in front of the boys and he knew Everett hadn’t had a chance to talk to her, either.

“So are you ready for your move Sunday?” Wylie asked her.

She glanced at the boys and nervously smiled. “I think so. Most everything little is packed. I’ll finish that part tomorrow and be ready for all of you on Sunday morning.”

They all knew her destination was contingent upon how that evening played out. Just in case, Wylie had already shifted stuff around inside the spare bedrooms so they could quickly empty one of them, the one farthest from their bedroom, so she could get moved into it if needed.

He hoped that was an unneeded preparation.

When Brad arrived, he wore shorts and a pullover short-sleeved collared shirt, no ball cap. Lara greeted him with a rather innocent kiss that made the man smile. “Hello again, ma’am.”

“Why hello to you, too.”

Wylie glanced at Everett and his curious head cock meant he’d heard…something in the man’s tone.

Not bad, but it sure wasn’t a casual hello.

As they got settled around the dining room table, which Wylie had excavated and formally set with china he’d thought it’d be a while before he ever used again, he realized how good it felt to have people in the house.

Such as it was.

People who didn’t look at the disarray, and the fact that it was a work in progress, and not a showplace.

People who didn’t judge him or Everett.

Unless they’d horribly misjudged Brad.

Wylie decided to try for a roundabout approach as they dished out food on their plates. “Sorry about the disruption at dinner Wednesday night. Hope you don’t hold Steve against Lara.”

Brad and Lara exchanged a glance, smiling at each other. “We already discussed that,” she said. “I never should have dated Steve. Honestly? I was looking at the wrong things. He charmed me and swept me off my feet, but every time he wanted to change me, I should have seen the warning signs. They were getting worse and I was hoping I was wrong, or gun-shy, but I should have listened to my gut based on his asshole friends. Everett was the right guy for me, I just wasn’t the right guy for him.” She tossed Everett a playful wink.

“And he apparently didn’t like your independent personality,” Everett said.

“I need a guy who doesn’t mind that I like being in charge.” She smiled at Brad.

He smiled back.

Wylie tried to kick Everett under the table, to make sure he was paying attention, but Everett pulled his legs out of the way and arched an eyebrow at him.

I’ll pay for that later.

He didn’t even care. He’d enjoy it.

They were halfway through the main course when Mark took the bull by the horns. “Dad, did you know Mr. M was gay?”

Brad, caught totally off-guard, since the last topic of conversation had been Doctor Who, stared at his son. He slowly set down his fork. “How did you know that?”

Mark retold the same story he’d revealed to Everett and Wylie, leaving out Mark’s revelation that had prompted it.

Brad slowly nodded. “He was a good man. It’s a shame he was lonely for so many years.”

“You know how you wondered why he left me the trust for law school?”

“I was curious, yes.”

Wylie watched Jacob. He’d reached over and taken Mark’s hand, staring at the kid’s face as if Mark were his lighthouse in a stormy sea.

The same way Wylie felt about Everett.

Wylie reached under the table, to where Everett sat on his left, at the end, opposite from Brad.

Everett grabbed his hand and held on tight.

“It’s because that morning, I told him I was gay, and that’s why I wanted to go into civil rights law.”

Brad slowly nodded. From the way he moved, both Wylie and Everett tensed in case they needed to intervene. So did Lara.

But instead of exploding, Brad stood and embraced his son, holding him. “It’s okay, buddy. I knew you’d tell me when you were ready to.”

Wylie’s eyes widened as he turned to Everett, whose expression mirrored his own.

Mark broke down crying. “You knew?”

“Uh, yeah. I pay your cell phone bill. The number of texts between you two is like any two kids who are dating. I’ve seen you and Jacob together for how many months now? I figured when you felt you could tell me, you would. I didn’t want to push you in case I was wrong or you weren’t ready to come out. I was glad when Wylie and Everett moved in. I was hoping maybe you’d feel safe admitting it then.”

Brad walked around Mark to hug Jacob. “Do your parents know?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay.” He stared down at both boys. “We need to have a talk about safe sex. Not right now, I’ll spare everyone that. But I want to know you kids are safe. I’m not stupid, and I was fifteen once, and I never got a talk. So you’re going to get the one I wish I’d had. Okay?”

The boys nodded.

“And we’re going to have some dating rules. You’re only fifteen. Well, almost fifteen.” He ruffled Mark’s hair. “At least I don’t have to worry about you getting a girl pregnant and her father wanting to hunt you down.” He smiled.

Lara, Wylie noticed, was dabbing at her eyes, too.

“Are you all right?” Brad asked.

She nodded and stood to walk around and hug the boys, and then Brad. Her gaze lingered on his for a moment before she leaned in and kissed him. “You’re a good dad.”

“You knew, didn’t you?”

“This was kind of a planned dinner, yeah.”

“And if I was an ass, we wouldn’t be moving you in Sunday?”

“Guilty.”

He chuckled and pulled her in for a long hug. “Two teenaged boys underfoot a lot. You going to be okay with that?”

“Insta-family. Yeah, I’m good with it.”

 

* * * *

 

Lara headed back to Brad’s with him and the boys once dessert was finished and after helping wash the dishes. As the men headed for their bedroom, Wylie pulled off his shirt.

“Oh, thank gawd I can finally get naked.”

“You have been nudity-deficient tonight. Maybe I should spank you for that.”

Wylie grinned. “Sir’s rules.”

In their bedroom, Everett pulled Wylie into his arms. “So what was that trying to kick me thing about earlier?”

“Huh? Oh. Maybe Brad likes his women a little bossy.”

“I hope so, because if he doesn’t, he’s in for a rude awakening. Don’t get me wrong, I love Lara to death, but she needs a laid-back, ‘yes-dear’ kind of guy.”

Tonight Everett wanted to savor the good energy left over from dinner going so well. Mark and Jacob wouldn’t have to sneak around now, Lara and Brad might end up together…

And no more secrets from Wylie about Ralph, because Ralph had apparently disappeared off the face of the earth.

He pulled Wylie on top of him in bed, resisting his efforts to slide down his body and go down on him.

“I want to take it slow, baby,” Everett said as he hauled him back up yet again. Rolling them onto their sides, he slid a hand down Wylie’s hip, to his thigh, pulling his leg over his.

That put them in a perfect position, cock against cock, rubbing together between their bodies. Nestling Wylie’s head in the crook of his other arm, Everett started rocking his hips against Wylie.

“Slow, baby,” he said. “Be my good boy.” He smacked Wylie’s ass with his bare hand. “I’ll reward you, don’t worry.”

Wylie’s heavy-lidded eyes gazed up at him, subspace either there, or soon would be. “Yes, Sir.”

He smacked Wylie’s ass cheeks back and forth as they kissed, their cocks sliding between their bodies. His hand slipped between Wylie’s ass cheeks, sliding down the seam until his finger reached his rim.

Wylie moaned, trying to rock against him.

“Does my good boy want his hole filled?”

“Please, Sir,” he whispered.

He teased him, not breaching. “What should I fill it with?”

“Your cock, Sir. Please?”

While Everett was gaining proficiency and confidence using implements, he still worried about inadvertently harming Wylie.

Except tonight he’d planned a little surprise.

“Condoms and lube,” Everett ordered.

Since they’d had guests, everything had been corralled into safe places. The lube and condoms were in the bedside table…and when Wylie opened the drawer, he gasped.

Everett smiled as Wylie lifted the knife out, one Everett had made, an E and W worked into the handle design.

“Oh, and I think I want to try knife play tonight,” Everett said.

The point was sharper than the blade. It’d cut, but he didn’t put as fine an edge on it as he would one actually meant for cutting.

This was for fun, for sensation.

“Thank you, Sir!”

“Go get a towel. Lie face down.”

Wylie immediately rolled into position after handing him the items. Everett had not only watched knife play scenes at the club, but had spent over an hour on the phone with Toby, Logan, and Rebecca, plus the men had shown him a few techniques.

Starting with the point at the base of Wylie’s neck, he slowly traced designs in his boy’s flesh, not breaking the skin, just a light scrape that he’d feel for a few hours later. Wylie shivered with pleasure, his fists balling up the sheet.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes, Sir. It feels amazing!”

Everett loved the way Wylie’s flesh responded to him, muscles bunching, the sweet noises he made. That’s what made it good for him. If he knew Wylie didn’t enjoy it, he couldn’t enjoy it.

Which was how he was finally able to abolish the ghost of Ralph from his head and from their relationship.

Wylie was right—no way would Everett ever force Wylie into doing something Everett wasn’t sure he was into. He’d never forgive himself.

A ghoul like Ralph had no soul.

When he moved farther down, straddling Wylie’s thighs, that gave him access to Wylie’s right ass cheek. Everett traced an EW design, pressing just a little harder than he did elsewhere. Still not drawing blood, but enough to make Wylie moan with need.

“I researched. After we get married, I’ll get you a tattoo. But not before. Hopefully by that point we know we’re not going to fuck this up.” He leaned in and kissed the mark. “A piercing can be removed and the hole close up. This is different.”

“Thank you, Sir!”

He set the knife aside and rolled a condom down his shaft, coating it with lube before adding lube to Wylie’s hole.

That made Wylie flex his hips in an attempt to take his fingers deeper.

Everett nudged in, pressing the head of his cock against him. “Open up for me.”

Wylie pushed up with his hips, both men moaning as the head of Everett’s cock breached him.

Twin hisses of pleasure escaped them. “Yes!”

Everett slowly fucked him, his fingers laced with Wylie’s. Under him, Wylie tried to help him, move with him.

He bit down on the back of Wylie’s neck, hard, the way he loved. “Yes!” Wylie moaned.

“Come if you can, baby,” Everett said.

Wylie frantically started undulating underneath him while Everett slowed his strokes, wanting him to get off first.

“Now we need to set up the collaring, baby. Keith already put me in touch with a guy he’s used several times who will come to wherever we want it done.”

Another low, needy moan escaped Wylie. From the short, jabby way he was rocking against Everett, he suspected he was getting closer.

“Tilly said we’re doing it at their house, so that’s a given. Going to sit you in a chair and pin your arms behind you and hold you down while he puts the ring in your ear. I already found it, a stainless captive bead ring. Doesn’t come out.”

He nipped the top of Wylie’s ear. “Right there, like we discussed. You’ll have your bracelet you can still wear, of course. But that ring doesn’t come out, ever. It stays in, and it marks you as mine.”

Wylie’s back arched. “Yes!” From the way his ass throbbed around Everett’s cock, he knew he’d gotten over.

Thrusting hard and fast, he caught up, exploding, filling the condom before dropping all his weight onto Wylie with his cock still deep inside his boy.

Wylie squeezed Everett’s hands. “Yours,” he whispered. “Only yours.” 


Chapter Forty-Two

 

“Hold the fuck still, will ya?” Tilly attacked Wylie with the lint roller.

“Ow.”

“Well, how the hell did you get goat hair on it, anyway?”

“I don’t know. I think it was on my truck’s backseat somehow. And, again, ow.”

“It’s a lint roller, not a paddle. Nut up, buttercup.” She stood back, carefully eyeing his suit jacket. “I think that’s it. Your guy will kill me if you show up looking like a damn billy goat.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“The fuck it wasn’t.” She shook the lint roller at him. “Don’t you argue with me, buster.” Then she smiled. “You liking Florida now, aren’t you?”

He couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah. And the house.”

She tightly hugged him. “I knew you two would be good together.” She stepped back and smacked his shoulder again, hard. “That’s for nearly blowing it before I even had a chance to match you two up. Dumbass.”

“I’ll never live that down, will I?”

“Not as long as I’m alive, no.” Her expression softened. “How’s Mark and Jacob?”

“Good. Brad and Lara sat down with Breanna. Mark’s mom. She was fine. More worried about the kids than anything. What’s weird is that even though they’re young, I have a feeling they’re going to make it.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Just a feeling. They’re both really mature for their age, and they both are really focused on school. But they seem to have more common sense than adults twice their age.” He sat on the end of the bed. “They’re already focused on college applications.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, right?”

“And Brad and Lara are going to be here tonight?”

“Yep.”

“How’s that going?”

Two weeks post-divorce, and Lara was happily living in Brad’s guest bedroom. That was after getting her moved a day earlier than planned after Steve showed up Saturday morning, pounding on her door and screaming at her like a crazy man. He’d been hauled away in handcuffs while Brad, Everett, Wylie, and Andy had swooped in to help her move everything that morning instead of the next day.

Unfortunately, Wylie and Everett’s evening sex life was now down to nil, because Mark and Jacob kept getting sent over to their house to visit or help or watch Everett in the workshop, while Brad and Lara had alone time. Mark was even starting to learn

Wylie wasn’t sure exactly how things were going between the two, but he suspected it was going well and had more than a hint of Lara being in charge, based on a few things he’d heard Mark mention off-hand and some of the questions Everett had reported her asking him about being a Dominant.

And the way he’d heard Brad always refer to her as “Ma’am” much in the way he himself called Everett “Sir,” and not just because he was a polite Florida boy.

Capital letter M.

Wylie didn’t know what Everett had planned to wear for the ceremony. All he knew was he’d been ordered to wear this suit for his Sir. He’d driven over here himself, and Brad and Lara would bring Everett. Obviously, the two of them would ride home together after.

Tonight wasn’t a play night, though. Wylie had asked Everett for it to not be a play night, and Tilly had agreed. Dinner with their friends, laid-back, easy-going. Everyone else could dress casually, if they’d wanted.

Mark and Jacob were spending the night at Jacob’s house, hopefully with adequate adult supervision.

Wylie’s logic for tonight was that his and Everett’s first time meeting—without being at each other’s throats—had been at a dinner. And if Tilly wanted to invite any other newbies tonight to see the softer side of sadism, even better. In fact, Arlin and Luke, who had been at the club several times now since the first night they went when Everett did, would be in attendance, as would others.

“You ready?” she asked.

He took another look at himself in the mirror. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

They walked out onto the lanai where this would be held. Loren stood ready to officiate.

Waiting for him was Everett, in his new suit Wylie had purchased for him, looking nothing like the protective Viking he knew lurked below the surface. With Ralph now safely silent, Wylie could appreciate how his guy had nearly gone to literal battle for him.

This was his handsome, gentle Sir, the man who could melt his brain and drive him deep into subspace, and the sexy sadist who could tear him apart at the seams and make him beg for more.

His Master.

Him.

Even if Everett never brought up marriage again, Wylie knew he would never leave him. Ever.

He’d more than earned his love and trust—he’d proven it. He’d taken emotional blows and shielded Wylie from the worst of Ralph’s wrath and done it stoically and without thought for himself.

The most selfless love he’d ever known.

Everett held his hand out and Wylie put his in it, letting him draw him close.

Everyone gathered around, the only chair there the one he’d be sitting in soon enough.

“I know you all want to eat,” Loren said with a smile, “so let’s get right to it. These two hunks met here, and it’s very appropriate they declare their love for each other here. We’ll do the ceremony first so that if anyone’s squeamish they can duck away before the finale. Oh, heh, spoilers, sweetie.”

Gilo laughed. “Anyone here who’s squeamish doesn’t know us very well.”

Tilly laughed and fist-bumped with him. “Word.”

Everett went first, holding hands as they faced each other. “I don’t have a lot to say, because what I feel for you is pretty simple. I love you. I don’t mean that superficially, or euphemistically, or as a throwaway comment. You are my heart, you are my life, you are my soul. And I’m a selfish man, because I won’t share that level of love with anyone else, and I’m not going to share your body with anyone, either. I’m not talking a love for family or friends. This transcends that. I only have room in my heart and life and soul for one person in that way—you. Whether it’s fixing something for you at home, or letting you vent, or holding you in my arms when you need to escape the world, I am that man.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett was close to tears and hoped Wylie didn’t cry, or he knew he would, too. He didn’t know what kind of wedding they’d eventually have, but it didn’t matter. To him, this was the important ceremony, the one that would live forever in his heart and soul.

“I will be the first to fight for you, and the first to die for you, because I don’t want to be in this world if you’re not in it. You’ve met me where I am, and loved me for who I am. You want every bit of me every bit as much as I want every bit of you. The light and the darkness, the sweet and the sadistic, the love and lunacy, the Viking and the valentine. I’m yours. I might own you, but only because I’m yours. And that’s all I ever want to be is yours and only yours.”

Wylie’s smile drove the world away, Everett’s focus on him as Wylie squeezed Everett’s hands hard before finally speaking.

“I’m yours. You’ve always put me first, even when it was hard, even when it wasn’t convenient. Serving you is a joy because I love you, and I love you because I trust you. And I trust you because you lived your life showing me this is who you are, the man I love. The man I want to be with. The man who can forge iron into delicate shapes, just like your hands can be gentle and touch me so tenderly I want to cry, and yet give me the pain I need and want and make me cry the good kinds of tears.

“You’ve never hurt my heart, only given me the kinds of pain I wanted. You gave me a second chance when you didn’t have to. You see my vision for my life and not only supported and encouraged me, you’ve walked with me, helping me.” He smiled. “When I grow up, I hope I’m as good a man as you are.”

That prompted a gentle round of laughter from the assembled spectators.

Loren spoke. “Everett, you have something to ask this man?”

Everett brought Wylie’s hands up to his lips and kissed them. “To me, this is every bit as permanent and lasting as a marriage. The ring I want you to wear, on your right side to symbolize your submission to me, and in your ear as a permanent reminder of the fact that you’re owned, can’t be removed by you. It needs to be your choice to wear it, knowing there’s no going back, only forward. I swear to you in front of everyone here, I won’t make you regret trusting or loving me. If you want to be owned by me, to become my slave and me your Master, you need to ask me for it.”

Now Wylie did blink away tears. “I want it more than anything in the world. I want everyone to see who owns me. I want to be your slave, and I want you to be my Master.”

Loren waved to someone. A guy brought a small TV table over and pulled on gloves. Everett moved the chair into place and had Wylie sit facing the audience.

Everett knelt behind him, drawing Wylie’s arms behind him and hooking his arms through them, holding him in place. “Ask for it,” he whispered in Wylie’s left ear.

“Please claim me as your slave, Master.”

“Lean your head back against my shoulder and close your eyes, baby.”

 

* * * *

 

Terror didn’t come close to describing what rolled through Wylie right then. This was no mindfuck, and it was no fake-out.

This was real.

This was happening.

He’d never wanted anything more.

He closed his eyes and rested his head against Everett’s shoulder behind him. Flinching when the piercer swabbed his ear with disinfectant, dried it, then did something.

Apparently he was confirming the placement with Everett, who spoke. “Right there.”

He felt something touch his ear.

“Just the marker,” Everett told him.

He heard the piercer preparing something.

“Okay,” Everett said. “He’s about to do it. Last chance.”

“Do it, please.”

Everett’s grip on his arms tightened, almost painfully, as the piercer touched the shell of his right ear. “Here we go,” he said.

The sharp pain drove through Wylie, making him cry out, but he held still despite the tears squeezing from under his eyelids.

Tugging, a little more pain, then the feel of the ring being inserted. Another little tug as he placed the bead, and then—

“Done.”

Wylie gasped with relief that it was over.

“That’s my good boy,” Everett whispered in his ear. The pain was already receding.

The audience applauded.

Everett relaxed his grip and moved around to stand in front of him, leaning in, cradling Wylie’s face. “Are you all right?”

He forced his eyes open, blinking through his tears, and nodded. Throwing his arms around Everett’s neck, he kissed him. “I’ve never been more all right in my life.”

The piercer gave them care instructions and headed off to put his stuff away while the rest of them accepted well wishes and congratulations. Brad and Lara walked up, hugging them both.

“Congrats, guys,” she said.

Wylie couldn’t wait to see the ring in the mirror, but Everett had told him to wait.

So he’d wait.

He was a very good boy.

Before dinner started, Everett led him into the hall bath and shut the door, locking it. Standing behind Wylie, he smiled at him in the mirror.

“Mine,” he whispered. “I can’t wait until it’s healed enough I can play with it, tug on it.” He kissed his cheek. “Going to condition you so that every time I play with it, no matter the situation, you instantly get hard.”

Hell, he was hard now. Mission accomplished. “Yes, Sir.”

Everett wrapped his arms around him from behind. “I hate what you had to go through, but I’m glad you found me.”

Wylie pulled Everett’s arms even more tightly around him. “Me, too.” He ground his ass against the front of Everett’s slacks. “Now you own me. You modified the original packaging. No returns.” He smiled.

Everett laughed. “Then maybe I really do need to get your nipples pierced so you are triply mine.”

“I belong to Sir. If that’s what you want, that’s what I get.”

“Maybe later.” He nipped Wylie’s neck. “I’m having too much fun playing with them. If they’re out of action because of fresh piercings that would suck.”


Chapter Forty-Three

 

When his silent alarm on his Fitbit awakened him before dawn Monday morning, Wylie shivered in the unseasonably chilly morning air as he carefully slipped out of bed to start their coffee. He needed to get Ev up and moving to work. He had an early morning job at a marina, and had specifically asked Wylie to wake him up by five.

Wylie also didn’t want to wake Ev up before coffee was ready to ask if he could put clothes on, not even a robe.

He was his Sir’s good boy, and a little bit of chilly ass was worth it.

After using the bathroom, he washed his hands, glancing in the mirror.

The ring in his ear was healing nicely now three weeks post-collaring. It made him smile every time he caught sight of it there, or every time he reached up and felt it.

Lightly tugging on it hardened his cock almost immediately.

Every time.

On his way out to the kitchen, Wylie stopped by the thermostat and saw it was sixty-five in the house.

No wonder I’m cold.

Changing it to seventy-two, as he headed to the kitchen he heard the unit kick off. They’d completed the attic and under-house insulation last week, and no longer needed to crank the AC thermostat down as far in the sultry summer heat.

Under his bare feet, the linoleum floor felt chilly as he hit the button on the coffeemaker and set out mugs, waiting for there to be enough to make Ev’s.

When he opened the fridge to get the creamer, he paused at the sight of the small wrapped box on the top shelf, in front of the creamer bottle.

Taking it out, he saw it had a small tag with his name written on it in Everett’s handwriting.

Hands shaking, now from nerves instead of the chill, he let the fridge swing shut and carefully unwrapped the present. Inside the box lay a jeweler’s box. Inside that, the sight of the titanium wedding band, grey on the outside with a blue stripe circling it, and blue inside, the same colors as the bracelet he wore, brought tears to his eyes.

“I was thinking that maybe we could have a talk this morning before I go to work,” Ev quietly said from behind him.

Wylie spun around and saw him standing there, lounging against the doorframe, wearing his robe.

In his hands, he held Wylie’s robe.

“Sir?”

His sleepy smile lit his handsome face as he walked over and held Wylie’s robe open for him so he could slip it on. “It’s chilly. Why didn’t you put this on?”

“I didn’t want to wake you to ask, Sir.” He slipped into it.

Everett took the ring from him and slid it onto Wylie’s left ring finger. “My sweet boy.” He pulled him in for a kiss. “Marry me,” he whispered. “Let me do one smart thing in my life, please?”

Wylie wasn’t sure he’d heard him right, at first. “Marry?”

“If you don’t mind being married to a blacksmith. I know it’s sooner than six months, but I don’t want to lose you.”

Wylie rose up on his toes to kiss him, draping his arms around Ev’s neck. “Yes, Sir. Of course I’ll marry you. I love you.”

Ev’s hands settled on Wylie’s ass as he smiled. “I usually let my beard and hair get shaggy for BARF every year. Not a requirement, since I’m paying to vend, but lends to the authenticity. Is that going to be a hard limit for you, or can you tolerate me all scruffy for a couple of months?”

“Looking like a Viking?”

“So I’ve been told.”

Wylie kissed him again. “Only if you promise to ravish me like a Viking, Sir.”

In one smooth move, Ev backed him up against the counter and grabbed him behind his thighs, lifting him and setting him on the counter, wrapping Wylie’s legs around his waist.

Wylie could feel the hard press of Ev’s cock through his robe as Ev’s lips slanted over his, crushing him. When he tried to unfasten Ev’s robe, the man grabbed his hands and put them back over his shoulders before he set about doing it himself. Then he grabbed the bottle of olive oil from the counter and drizzled some into his palm, slicking it over his hard cock.

Wylie’s cry of surprise was swallowed as Everett lined his cock up with Wylie’s rim and pressed in, hard and fast. A brief flare of discomfort quickly replaced by pleasure as Ev sank all the way to the balls inside his ass. Thank god he’d worn a butt plug all day yesterday or it might have hurt.

Everett lifted his mouth from Wylie’s. “Vikings claim what they own, or so I’ve heard.”

“Yes, Sir.”

As he slowly started fucking Wylie, Everett bit down on the side of his neck and sucked, hard, pulling another cry out of him as his cock throbbed and ached between their bodies. Now Wylie had to hold on to Everett or risk falling off the edge of the counter onto the floor, because Everett started fucking him, hard, pistoning his cock into Wylie’s ass, slamming into him until he bit down even harder and a muffled grunt of pleasure escaped him.

Impaled and helpless, Wylie hung from the man until one of Everett’s hands snaked between them and wrapped around his cock.

It only took three pumps before he was coming, Everett’s noises now pleased. He let go of his bite on Wylie’s neck and stared down into his eyes. “Good boy,” he whispered. Another soul-sucking kiss followed, hot and deep.

Everett’s gaze narrowed as he smiled.

“What, Sir?” Wylie gasped, barely able to think.

“I also tend to pretty much wear nothing but kilts while I’m working BARF.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Guess who’s going to be spending a lot of time on their knees giving me easy-access blowjobs.”

Even as Everett’s fingers still circled Wylie’s spent cock, it twitched a little in the man’s hand.

“You like that idea, don’t you?”

He couldn’t lie to his Sir even if he’d wanted to. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered.

Maybe he could easily get used to scruffy Everett if there was a nice trade-off like that.

Not that it mattered, because he was deeply in love with the man now, no matter what he looked like.

“Going to have to get you a couple of kilts, too,” Everett said, nibbling the side of Wylie’s neck and making his cock twitch again. “So I can bend you over and fuck this sweet ass whenever I feel like it. Because I ever catch you wearing underwear under a kilt, your ass is getting caned.”

He shivered in Everett’s embrace, and it had nothing to do with the chilly air.

Ev pressed his lips against the shell of Wylie’s right ear, his lips gently tugging on the ring there. “Tell me the truth. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Wylie swallowed hard. “Yes, Sir.”

“Take you to one of the private parties dressed like that, ass pre-lubed, and just bend you over and flip your kilt up whenever I wanted to, fuck you in front of everyone.”

His cock started inflating in Everett’s hand. “Yes, Sir.”

“Who owns you?”

“You do, Sir.” Hell, at this rate, he was going to spend the whole day in subspace.

Everett squeezed Wylie’s cock. “Today, you wear the large plug all day, and my khaki kilt, the old one. You might need to wear a belt with it to keep it up. Anytime I text you and ask for it, I’d better get an up-kilt pic from you immediately showing you’re being my good boy.”

Another squeeze before he released Wylie’s cock and lifted his head so he could smile down at him. “And no touching your cock except to pee. I’d better come home tonight to find you plugged and horny and wearing that kilt. You wait to take a shower tonight until I get home.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Yep. Subspace.

He rested his forehead against Wylie’s. “I love you. But I spent a lot of years holding back who I was in a lot of ways. I can’t do that anymore. I won’t. That horse is out of the barn and isn’t going back. Is that going to be a problem? If so, tell me now.”

“No, Sir. I love this side of you.” He nervously swallowed. “If…if you want to be like this more, I’m okay with that, too.”

“You are, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett went back to nibbling on the side of Wylie’s neck. “Tell me why.”

“I-I…” He swallowed. It was hard to think with Everett doing delicious things to him. “I like when you take charge of me, Sir.”

“Go on.”

“I…I like it when you…like right now. When you take me.”

“Details, boy.”

With the butt plug in today, he was going to be in sexy misery, hard and horny all day long.

Maybe the kilt was a favor, giving his cock room to roam instead of being squished inside jeans.

“I like it when you use me, Sir. I love it. I belong to you, and it makes me feel loved and owned and wanted when you grab me and fuck me or make me suck you.”

 

* * * *

 

Everett felt his cock growing hard inside Wylie’s ass again. “You do, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir. I love being Sir’s fucktoy. I love knowing that I’m the first and only man you’ve ever been with.”

Everett switched to the other side of Wylie’s neck and started nibbling his way down to the man’s shoulder. “You know what I love, boy?”

“What, Sir?”

After a hard bite to the top of Wylie’s shoulder, Everett lifted his head again and stared into his sweet brown eyes. “I love knowing no other man has ever put a ring on your hand—or in your ear—but me. That no other man has truly owned you. That I’m the only man you’ll ever be married to.”

He loved Wylie’s smile. It didn’t matter he was nine years older than Everett. He didn’t look it, and he didn’t act like it. Wylie was his boy.

Holding on to Wylie, he turned them around so he could lay the other man on the kitchen table. In that position, he lifted Wylie’s legs over his shoulders and bent in to plow him a second time.

“I’m going to make you hold it this time, boy,” Everett rumbled in his ear. “I want you tackling me and begging me to make you come by the time I get home tonight.”

A low, needy moan escaped Wylie even as Everett felt the other man’s cock fully inflate between them. “Yes, Sir!” he gasped.

Everett laid another crushing kiss on him as he fucked Wylie’s mouth with his tongue. The table dangerously rocked under them, scooting across the floor as he pounded Wylie’s deliciously tight ass with his cock. He wasn’t sure Wylie would even be able to hold back his own orgasm until Everett felt his balls tighten and he dumped load number two into him.

Breathing heavy, he sucked on Wylie’s lower lip. “Good boy,” he whispered. “Love you so fucking much.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

“Even when I make you wait to come?”

Wylie’s eyes looked a little glazed, subspacey. “Yes, Sir. I’m yours to use.”

How had they gone from a contentious first meeting to…this?

He rubbed noses with him. “I can’t afford to give you a fancy wedding. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want a fancy wedding. I want to go down to the clerk’s office as soon as we can and apply for a license and get married there. Today.”

Everett sat up and helped Wylie lower his legs and sit up on the table, his arms around him. “I can’t give you anything but a lot of hard work, and my word, and honesty, and love. Is that enough?”

Wylie kissed him. “It’s the best, Sir. It’s all I want.” He hooked his legs around Everett’s. “The reason why I love letting go to you is because I trust you. If you say you’ll be somewhere, I know that’s where you’ll be. If you say you’ll take care of something, you’ll take care of it. If you say you love me, I know you mean it. You never play games with my heart.” He smiled. “And I won’t deny it’s really hot knowing that I was your first guy, pitching and catching.”

“My only guy.”

“Yeah, that.”

Everett looked down at the mess between them from the first time he’d made Wylie come. They were both a sticky, oily mess, and Wylie’s hard cock still jutted between their bodies.

He leaned in and kissed him. “Make my coffee and come take a shower with me.” He smiled. “I’ll put the plug in for you.”

Wylie grinned. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Wylie knew there would be more teasing in his immediate future, and Everett didn’t disappoint. After getting cleaned up and the cum and olive oil washed off them, Everett had Wylie bend over and stick his ass out.

Wylie’s head dropped, his eyes falling closed as Everett took his time sliding his lubed fingers up Wylie’s ass and playing with him.

“Don’t come, boy,” Ev whispered in his ear.

“Yes, Sir.”

But Everett made that a damned hard order to comply with as his fingers slowly stroked back and forth over Wylie’s gland and his cock screamed, throbbing, a thin stream of pre-cum dripping from his slit.

Finally, he withdrew his fingers and replaced them with the lubed plug, taking his time slowly fucking it into Wylie’s rim.

It was…large. Larger than Ev’s cock, and as the widest part of the plug worked through his rim, he let out a hiss as the burning stretch nearly became too much.

Everett’s other hand closed around Wylie’s cock and slowly stroked. “Easy, boy. Breathe through it. You can take this. I remember someone asking me to work him up to DP with a toy and fisting. We kind of got sidetracked and didn’t get that far. Time to start your training again.” It finally slid all the way in, the base settling in the seam of his ass.

Everett’s fingers closed around his, gently squeezing as he pressed his back along Wylie’s. “You are so fucking sexy, boy.” His voice sounded hoarse, needy. “You’re going to make me proud today, right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Everett kissed the nape of his neck. “You can take it out once an hour, if you need to.” More nuzzling that made his cock throb. “I trust you to be my good boy. Good boys get rewards.”

Wylie rubbed his ass against Everett, wishing he was about to get fucked for a third time. “Thank you, Sir. I’ll be your good boy.”

Everett released his hands and made him turn, tipping Wylie’s chin with a finger so he could stare down into his eyes. “You’re always my good boy.” He brushed a kiss across his lips, then brought Wylie’s left hand up to his lips and kissed the ring there. “That’s why I want you as my boy for life.”

“Can we please go to the courthouse today, Sir?” Wylie begged.

Everett’s gaze studied his face for a long moment. “On one condition.”

“Yes, Sir?”

An evil smile slid across his handsome features. “You wear the kilt, and you have the butt plug in.”

Wylie laughed. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

As they stood in line in the clerk’s office, Everett insisted on holding hands. He’d taken his divorce papers with him that morning when he left for work, and Wylie had driven to meet him there at two PM after Everett finished a job.

“We’ll have to come back Monday to actually get married,” Everett told him. “Three-day waiting period.” He smiled. “Handguns and marriage licenses. Gotta love this state.”

When it was their turn, it only took a few minutes to fill out and sign the form and get their license. As they left the office, Everett pulled him close and brushed a kiss across his lips.

“You don’t mind that your fiancé is nine years younger than you?”

“No, Sir.” Wylie smiled. “I’m still your boy, and you’re still my Sir.”

Everett leaned in close, speaking into Wylie’s right ear. “How the ass?”

“Stuffed, Sir,” he whispered.

Everett flicked the ear piercing with his tongue and leaned out again, smiling. “Such a good boy.”

Today, Everett had worn jeans for work, but Wylie was a good boy and followed orders.

When Everett returned home that night and walked through the front door, Wylie tackled him, throwing himself at him and wrapping his body around Everett’s.

“Please, Sir.”

Wearing that sexy, evil grin, Everett grabbed him by the hair, spun him around, and bent him over the couch. He flipped the kilt up and over Wylie’s back, exposing his ass.

Wylie felt him press on the base of the plug. “My poor, horny boy need some relief?”

“Yes, Sir. Please!”

Everett nudged Wylie’s feet wider apart and gave him a quick bare-handed spanking that had Wylie’s cock dripping. Then he heard Everett unzip. He pulled the plug from Wylie’s ass and immediately replaced it with his cock, grunting with satisfaction as he easily slid balls-deep inside him.

“Fuck, boy,” he hoarsely said. “Goddamn, that’s hot.”

He pounded his cock into Wylie’s ass, hard and deep thrusts that were like the jackhammering he’d given him that morning. It felt sooo damn good, not just the physical pleasure of Everett’s cock hitting his gland, but the emotional pleasure of submitting fully to his Sir’s desires and knowing he could trust him to never harm him. Moments later, Everett was coming, punctuating his orgasm with a hard slap across Wylie’s ass.

He stood there for a moment catching his breath with Wylie still bent over the back of the couch and now even more desperate to come.

Grabbing him by the hair again, Everett led him to their bathroom, dumping the butt plug into the tub and quickly stripping himself and Wylie. In the shower, he held him under the spray, kissing him, his hands on Wylie’s ass and squeezing hard. Once he’d soaped up and cleaned off, Everett pointed at the floor of the tub and Wylie immediately dropped to his knees.

“Hands behind your back, boy.”

He did, opening his mouth before Everett even fed his clean cock to him. Within minutes, he once again had a raging erection.

But instead of fucking his face, Everett pulled him to his feet and kissed him. “Your turn, boy,” he whispered before he turned and leaned forward, reaching behind him to spread his ass cheeks.

Wylie nearly dropped the tube of lube, his hands shook so much. Sir always reserved catching as a special treat, a reward, and he wanted to make him feel good even like that.

As his fingers slowly scissored inside Everett’s ass, brushing over his prostate, Everett slowly rocked his hips back and forth in time with his movements.

Finally, he slicked his own cock and nudged into position, going slow, his hands holding Everett’s hips.

That’s when he surprised Wylie, letting go of his ass and bracing himself against the wall, thrusting back hard with a deep grunt.

“Fuck me like you mean it, boy,” he said, sounding nearly close to coming. “Fill my ass. That’s an order.”

Well, if he put it like that…

Wylie held on to Everett’s hips and did just that, starting slow to make sure he didn’t hurt him but then quickly picking up speed until he pounded his ass, not taking long to explode and bury his cock deep, filling his Sir with his cum as he slumped along his back.

After a moment, Everett finally straightened, Wylie’s spent cock sliding free. When Everett turned, he wore a happy smile and cradled Wylie’s face in his hands. “Love you, boy.”

“Love you, too, Sir. But can I ask something?”

“Of course.”

“Why did you choose that?”

Everett kissed him. “A reward for being my very good boy today.” Another kiss, and this time he pulled Wylie against him. “And a reminder that I belong to you as much as you belong to me. I might be your Sir and your Master and your Owner, but I’m your husband—or will be—first. And your friend. I don’t see you as less than me. You’re my partner, my love.”

Wylie’s hand closed around Everett’s stiff cock. “May I please take care of that for you, Sir?”

“Sure. I would appreciate that very much.”

Wylie sank to his knees, holding on to Everett’s legs as Wylie eagerly sucked a second orgasm out of him. Few things made him happier than knowing he was the one drawing those sounds out of his Sir as his tangy cum pumped over his tongue.

When he recovered, Everett pulled him up again and held him.

The contented sigh escaped him.

“Ready for dinner, Sir?”

He chuckled. “Naked, collar.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“And turn the AC up a little so it’s not too chilly for you.”

“Yes, Sir.” Everett’s eyes seemed to be studying his face. “What are you thinking, Sir?”

“That it looks like I’ve exchanged a splendid isolation for an even more splendid love. And I couldn’t be happier, Wy.”

Wylie closed his eyes and tucked his face against Everett’s chest. “Me, too, Ev.”

 

 

THE END
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