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Fenton had a bad experience in college. It left him with one hard limit he’ll never budge on, the same hard limit that’s tanked every relationship he’s had and resulted in his trust being repeatedly shattered. When he meets Joel, courtesy of matchmaking friends, he senses something different in the Top and wonders if he’s the real deal. Especially when Joel receives the Snoobug seal of approval from Fen’s young niece.

Joel’s first impression of the fricking adorable side is that he’ll break if Joel so much as looks at him wrong, much less plays with him. Fen’s limit isn’t a problem for Joel, because the Sephora-loving, Broadway-musical-singing, essential-oil-diffusing subby slid right past all of Joel’s emotional defenses like no other. And looks can be deceiving—Fen is much tougher than people assume.

After a family tragedy, when Joel’s past returns to strike where he’s most vulnerable, can Fen step up, swing hard, and save them with his cast-iron will?
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Chapter One

 

A little after eight o’clock on Tuesday morning, Fenton White glanced at his desk, where his cell phone currently buzzed with an incoming call.

Tom.

Right now, Fen had too much to do to pull his focus from his current project. He was finalizing the plans on this valve for a customer, and the machine shop had to get the prototype started that afternoon on the CNC machine.

Not to mention Fen’s feelings still stung from last night’s encounter between them.

Fuck him. He can wait.

Three months into their relationship, and Fenton was ready to declare it over. Not that he wanted to, because Tom was smart, hot, well-educated, had a great job, and had his life together. Tom also seemed to have it bad for him. He was great as a Top in the dungeon and in bed.

Maybe it is me.

Tom was the latest in a line of guys who had either broken up with Fen, or he’d broken up with them before they could pull the trigger.

His phone stopped buzzing as voice mail finally picked up. Fenton nudged his wire-rimmed glasses farther up his nose and went back to work, hoping he could delay this conversation. Considering how he’d stormed out of Tom’s house last night after their fight, he wasn’t looking forward to their next talk.

The voice mail alert didn’t buzz, but a moment later, a text message arrived.

 

Can we PLEASE talk about this? I’ll be home tonight by 7.

 

Fenton stared at the message and struggled against the urge to cry. There wasn’t really anything to talk about. Frankly, he was done talking about it. If one little thing was such a big deal to Tom that he’d be willing to tank their relationship over it, then Fen wasn’t going to give him the chance, no matter how right the rest of things were.

He was tired of putting himself out there—putting his heart out there—only to get stomped on time and again. Why should he always be the one expected to cave in?

He was always honest with them up front. Why the fuck couldn’t other people be honest right from the start, instead of thinking they could later talk him into changing who he was and trying to be sneaky about it?

Maybe I should turn myself into one of those selfish bastards, holding back, not letting people inside until they prove themselves.

Being the nice guy wasn’t working for him so far.

He waited until lunch to finally return Tom’s text.

 

Not much to talk about is there? You made yourself perfectly clear last night.

 

Fen set his phone aside and took another bite of the sub Ben and Jake had brought back for him. He was still working on this project and didn’t want to leave until he had the file sent to the shop.

Tom texted him back almost immediately.

 

PLEASE come over tonight to talk about this.

 

The last thing Fen wanted today was an emotional back and forth in text messages with Tom when he needed to have his mind completely focused on his job.

It wasn’t like they would come to a productive solution in text…or in person, most likely.

Wasn’t Fen’s first rodeo. He knew how this would inevitably play out.

Fen would finally break down and agree to talk to Tom. Tom would either apologize and back off for a little while before trying again, or try to wheedle and argue his point right up front.

Push.

Convince him.

Tell him how unreasonable Fen was being, and try to prove to Fen he wasn’t like other guys, that he was special and should be given a chance to show him why, even though Fen had been up front with him at the start and Tom had agreed to Fen’s hard limit.

Aaannd they’d end up back at square one, which was when they first met and started dating, when Fen had been totally honest and up front with him, and Tom had said sure, fine, no problem.

Just like nearly every other guy he’d dated for any length of time had said.

Bottom line?

They’d all lied.

 

* * * *

 

Fen finally sent Tom a text that he’d be there around seven thirty. He knew he’d regret this, but it was better that than a protracted text battle that would only end the same way while distracting him from his job.

Might as well get it over with tonight so I can grieve and move on to the next failure.

At least Fen got the project file sent to the shop so they could begin work on it. Once he’d done that, he sat back in his chair and removed his glasses, laying them on the desk. Then he rubbed at his temples.

He had one hell of a headache already, and knew it’d only grow worse by the time he finished his “talk” with Tom. Fen was reasonably sure Tom would try to seduce him into bed tonight, because that was Tom’s MO when they’d bumped against this wall in the past. Sweet-talk him, seduce him, and get Fen to agree to give Tom another chance.

Cue repeat of the cycle.

This would make the fifth time, if he didn’t step out of the cycle, and Fen was finished playing the game.

Done.

It was obvious Tom wasn’t going to change his mind, and Fen wasn’t going to change his.

I’m a physical masochist, not an emotional one.

He was going through his work e-mail when Jake stopped by his cube. “How you doing? You look a little…stressed. Is the project going okay?”

Fen leaned back in his chair. “I already sent it to the shop. Just…personal stuff.”

“Anything I can help with?”

Fen shrugged, forcing a smile. “Help find me a decent guy who means what he says at the start of a relationship.”

Jake winced. “Sorry.”

Another shrug. “It is what it is, and I am who I am. I’m not compromising myself to make someone else happy if it makes me miserable in the process.” Fen dropped his voice so only Jake could hear him. “That’s not my idea of ‘submission.’”

“Ah.” He seemed to be mentally weighing something. After a long moment, he spoke. “How would you feel about me and Ben putting out the word and talking to others and seeing if we can’t help you out?”

“Why not? I’m damn sure not doing a good job by myself.”

“Cool.” Jake pulled out his phone and sent someone a text message. “You free this weekend?”

“I will be,” Fen muttered as he stared at his phone, at the text thread with Tom.

 

* * * *

 

Fen didn’t go home after work, even though he had plenty of time before he was due at Tom’s. Instead, he headed to his favorite sushi restaurant and splurged a little, eating enough to fill himself, knowing damn well he wouldn’t feel like eating after.

And also eliminating one excuse Tom might try to use to spend more time with him, offering to cook him dinner, or take him out to eat.

Knowing that Fen wouldn’t want to be rude, and that he could wheedle Fen into agreeing to either option.

Another reason Fen hadn’t dropped the ax yet. Other times he’d tried, that was how Tom had manipulated him.

Finally, he headed over to Tom’s. With tense shoulders and a feeling of impending doom swaddling him, he parked in the driveway, next to Tom’s Lincoln Navigator, and headed up the walk.

He was reaching out to ring the doorbell when Tom opened the door, a smile on his face.

It made him feel even worse. “Hey,” Fen quietly said.

“Hey.” Tom reached for Fen, to hug him. Fen let him, but he knew Tom could feel the stiffness in his posture.

That he really didn’t hug Tom back.

Tom shut the door behind him. “Look, I’m sorry, baby. Can we please sit down and talk about this?”

Fenton stepped back and hugged his arms around himself. “You made your position pretty clear last night. I’m only here to finish this.”

Tom cocked his head at him. “Can we at least talk about this before you get pissed off?”

“I’m not pissed off.”

“You sure as hell acted pretty pissed off last night when you stormed out of here.” Tom headed toward the kitchen, obviously expecting Fen to follow him.

Eventually, Fen did, knowing the conversation wouldn’t happen if he didn’t.

“Look, can we please get this over with?” Fen said from the kitchen doorway, where he’d stopped.

Tom finally turned. “We can’t even talk about it?”

“I’m not changing my mind.”

Tom leaned his six-four slab of gorgeous self against the counter. Shirtless, his broad shoulders tapered down to a trim waist. He spent regular time in the gym, and it showed. A pair of loose shorts didn’t do much to hide the fact that the guy had a nice ass and well-defined thighs. He got himself waxed on a regular basis, smooth chest and back with every muscle clearly defined.

Always left Fen wanting to climb him like a squirrel and eat his nuts. The scale was about right, too.

“I’m not the one who hurt you, Fen. You’ve never even given me a chance to show you I’m not like other guys.”

“No, I did. You’ve had three months, and then you blew it by acting exactly like pretty much every other guy I’ve dated. We talked about this at the start, and every time you’ve pushed the envelope I’ve still let you talk me back. Not doing this again.”

“Come on, babe.” He smiled, the playful grin that usually made Fen’s cock twitch with interest. Gorgeous blue eyes—Fen was always a sucker for guys with blue eyes—that sparkled with a sexy invitation. “We don’t have to do it right now. I wanted you to know it’s a goal I’d like to reach with you at some point in the future. At least let me have a chance to show you whoever made you hate it was a clueless fuck. I’m not like that guy.”

Cue mental record screech.

“Yeah.” Fen stared at the floor. “You are. You just proved it. Look, I’m going to grab my shit out of the bathroom, and then I’ll go.”

Tom’s face fell. “What? I told you we don’t have to do it right now, and—”

“What fucking part of I do not do anal sex did I not make clear to you only about twelve dozen fucking times! I am a side, and this is who I am, so stop trying to change me!”

He hadn’t meant to scream it, but from the way Tom flinched, and from how raw Fen’s throat now felt, he realized that’s exactly what he’d done.

But Fen wasn’t done.

“You’re a fucking Dominant, so RED, SAFEWORD, or just plain NO. I have made that clear, and you’re bound and determined to fucking ignore me. So I’m done!” Fen turned and stomped down the hall to the guest bath, where he’d left a couple of things.

That was all he’d left there, fortunately.

He was aware of Tom hurrying down the hall after him. Fen blinked back angry tears by the time he got there and hit the light switch. He shook Tom’s hand from his shoulder before reaching into the shower to grab his shampoo, conditioner, body wash, facial scrub. Everything. It was the principle of the matter, not the cost of the product.

Even though it was expensive product.

He wanted no trace of himself left behind. Clean break.

Hard stop.

“Babe, please. Come on. Talk to me. You don’t want to, then we won—”

“How long before you fucking try to talk me into it again, huh? This is not the first damn time we’ve gone ’round over this, Tom.”

Fen snatched his body lotion, toothbrush, toothpaste, floss, and mouthwash from the medicine cabinet and shoved past him back to the hall. “We go through this, and you promise to back off, and then pretty soon, you start in again, trying to pressure me in little ways. No. Not again. I’m done.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you? Why are you being such a bitch about this? It’s not a big deal! Lots of people have bad shit happen to them, and you know what they do? They adult, they fucking get over it, and they move the fuck on. You not doing anything about it’s only keeping you held hostage to the past.”

When Fen turned, it took every ounce of self-control he had not to start pelting Tom with every damn bottle and tube he held in his arms. “If it’s not a big deal, then why the fuck can’t you accept this is who I am, and that I don’t owe you a goddamned explanation for why I am the way I am?” Tom hadn’t heard the full version.

Looked like he never would, either.

Tom glared at him, then held his hands up in supplication. “Okay. Fine. I tried being patient with you. You want to overreact like this, instead of talking to me like a goddamned adult and trying to work on moving past what happened to you, then fucking leave.”

“I have talked to you. You fucking ignore me. It shouldn’t matter to you why. All that should matter is I say, ‘This is a goddamned hard limit,’ and you say, ‘Okay.’”

“Yeah? Well, good luck with that. Try finding someone else who will treat you half as good as I did with you not putting out. I was trying to be patient so I could teach you that it wasn’t anything bad. You’re just being stubborn. It’s like a straight guy with a woman who won’t let him fuck her. It won’t last very damn long. You don’t want to get fucked every time, okay, I get that, no problem. But you’re gonna spend a lot of years alone, asshole, you don’t learn to put out every once in a while. Blow jobs get boring, you know. Grow up, you fucking cocktease. Not like it’ll kill you or anything.”

Stunned, Fen stared at him for a moment, unable to believe what he’d just heard come out of Tom’s mouth.

How did I ever think he was gorgeous? How did I ever trust him?

Fen wheeled around and headed for the front door. He almost dropped stuff while getting the door open, but he made damn sure to fucking slam it behind him.

In his car, he dumped everything onto the passenger seat and wiped away tears before starting the car and pulling out.

Tom didn’t even come to the door to watch him go.

Well, that wasn’t so hard after all.

Except it sure as hell hurt like fuck. A lot more than it usually did.

Especially since he wasn’t at all sure any more Tom might not be a little bit right. 


Chapter Two

 

I cannot believe I am doing this.

That Wednesday night, Joel Burch sat in someone else’s living room, on their sofa, feeling like he was currently undergoing something right out of the Spanish Inquisition.

Nooooobody expects it.

He sure as hell hadn’t.

When Joel agreed to attend a dinner with Keith and Leo at their mutual friend’s home to see what they could do about finding him someone, he hadn’t realized it was going to turn into…this.

June, Cali, Abbey, and Eliza stared at him from their various standing or seated positions, shooting rapid-fire questions at him until Landry, the home’s owner, finally laughed and held up his hands.

“My dear ladies, might I suggest a less adversarial approach? He came here in good faith, not knowing what to expect. You have all downshifted into ‘asshat Dom’ mode when that is not the case at all. He is the one coming to you for assistance.”

June, who terrified Joel for some unknown reason despite her tiny size, leaned back first. “Sorry. Force of habit.”

Joel cast a glance over at Keith, who smiled and nodded. “You’re doing great, buddy.”

“You know, I’ve had colonoscopies that were less invasive and more comfortable than this.”

Eliza burst into laughter. “Sorry, but that’s funny.”

“Look,” Leo said, “Keith and I vouch for him. I’ve known him a couple of years now. I didn’t know he was gay or kinky until recently. He’s gainfully employed and I haven’t met anyone who’s ever said a bad word about him.”

“Ditto,” Keith said. “Go easy on him, huh?”

Bob walked into the room. “Dinner’s ready.”

Joel still wasn’t quite sure what the deal was with him. Bob was barefoot and wore a leather collar, but was dressed in jeans and a button-up shirt. Joel knew Landry was married to Tilly, who was currently out of town in LA. She’d had to fly out last night for a work emergency, or she would have been there, too. Cris, their other partner, was currently at a neighbor and co-worker’s home with their young daughter, keeping tiny ears away from their adult conversation. But apparently they were a triad or a quad or…something. Both Leo and Keith had been kind of circumspect regarding them, and Joel got the feeling the poly group was sort of closed-mouthed about the deets regarding their relationship.

Which wasn’t a big deal to him, he was simply curious.

Leo slowly pried himself out of his chair and walked over to Joel, patting him on the shoulder. “But now you see why they were dubbed the ‘Frightful Five.’”

Abbey snorted with laughter. “Be thankful Chelbie’s morning sickness is all-day sickness, or she’d be here, too. She wanted to be, but we finally convinced her that her sitting with a bucket in her lap and puking her guts up while we were trying to talk might be counterproductive.”

Joel blanched. “Thanks.”

Abbey shrugged. “Hey, we’re sadists, not assholes.”

Landry chuckled. “That’s my line, my dear.”

“Actually,” June said, “I think Kaden is the one I heard say it first, years ago. It sort of filtered around between Ross and Tony and others.”

“God, I miss that sadist,” Abbey quietly said. Her eyes suddenly looked too bright, and she brushed her fingers across them. “There’s still days I can’t believe he’s gone.”

A poignant pause filled the group for a moment, some of them obviously having known the man. Joel kept his mouth shut, not wanting to be an asshole.

June forced a smile. “Didn’t mean to bring everyone down, sorry.” She walked over to Joel and stuck her hand out to shake with him. “And sorry for the interrogation. Straight, gay, bi, pan, ace—doesn’t matter. Before we start pairing people up, we like to know someone’s not an asshole. If it’s any consolation, we grill subs just as hard as we grill you Dom types. Crazy exists on both sides of the slash.”

That was the only reason he hadn’t left yet, because Keith and Leo had assured him that if he was serious about finding a life partner—locally—who was truly compatible with him for the long-haul, this was his best bet.

For that alone, he was willing to endure this.

“No worries,” he said. “I appreciate it. And believe me, it’ll be well worth it if you do find me a unicorn.”

“Maybe we should have called ourselves ‘The Unicorn Hunters,’” Eliza said.

 

* * * *

 

Dinner was amazing, and once Landry had assured Joel that Bob was happy to play butler-slash-waiter for them for the evening, he shoved aside any discomfort he’d had about the guy serving their food and basically waiting on them.

Landry sat at the head of the table, and had given Joel the opposite end so everyone could more easily see and talk to him. The questioning eased up quite a bit in tone, although the topics were now more detailed, personal.

Uncomfortable.

Which was exactly why he answered every question to the best of his ability.

“Do you have any restrictions on age difference?” June asked.

He thought about it. “Not really. I mean, I’m not particularly interested in dating someone who just turned eighteen. If a guy is younger than me but very mature and put together in his life, I’m cool with that. Likewise, if a guy is older than me, as long as he hasn’t forgotten how to have fun, that’s fine, too.”

Landry posed the question Joel was surprised hadn’t come sooner in the evening. “Why haven’t we seen you around Venture, or the munches, before now?”

“I had a bad experience back in Mobile. I met a guy at a munch and we hit it off. There were a few minor things I gave him a pass on, because you know, new relationship, sometimes people just come off weird when they’re really eager. About a month in, I realized he was the bad kind of crazy. As in, I finally got around to running a background check on him, realized he was seriously crazy, and I ended it.

“Then he went running around to people, anyone he even thought I knew, and basically outed me. Not only as gay, but kinky.”

“You weren’t out?” Landry asked. “As gay?”

“Not to my family, I wasn’t. A few close friends knew, but considering the climate there, life was a lot easier for me staying under the radar. Only a couple of the friends who knew I was gay also knew I was kinky. I lost my job, lost a lot of family, lost friends. And the friends who already knew I was gay and kinky kept their distance, because they were worried Johnny would come after them next.”

“Johnny?”

“My ex. So I ended up leaving Mobile, both because I wanted to get far away from Johnny and because I needed a new job. I found a job down here, and have been here over eight years now. I have to admit I love it.”

“But you’re understandably gun-shy,” Landry commented.

“Absolutely.”

Keith laughed. “You guys have no idea how long it took me and Leo both working on him to convince him to come meet everyone tonight.”

“Months,” Leo added.

“I’m also not real fond of Internet dating,” Joel said. “I’ve met some decent guys, but no one who struck me as ‘life partner’ material. A lot of them, their idea of S&M means ‘Stand and Model.’ That’s not counting all the tools and assholes and narcissists I met in the process.” He shook his head. “I’m not looking for a quick hook-up, either. I don’t do one-night stands. I’m thirty-eight, and I’m tired of being alone, or settling for a relationship that only fulfills part of my needs. Leo and Keith assured me that privacy is sacrosanct amongst your group, so…” He shrugged. “Here I am. They trust y’all, so I guess unless someone gives me a reason not to trust y’all, I’ll trust you, too.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time Joel left Landry’s house a little after ten that night, his head was spinning.

Was he seriously considering turning himself over to a group of people he barely knew, had literally just met, to play matchmaker for him?

Apparently, because he’d already done it.

At least he’d made new friends.

Oh, sure, he had friends. Lots of friends. Friends who knew he was gay, and even gay friends.

What had been lacking for a while were kinky friends, because that wasn’t exactly something you discussed at the average tapas and wine meet-up. “Hey, know any good masochistic bottoms who aren’t crazy assholes?”

Nope.

He lived in a small, one-bedroom condo on the fifth floor in a ten-story building in the Laurel Park neighborhood, overlooking Sarasota Bay, just south of the Ringling Bridge. The good news was that he had quiet neighbors, a gorgeous fricking view of the water, and lived in a building and neighborhood with very low crime.

The bad news was there was no way in hell he’d ever hook up with anyone from his building.

The reason for that being that most of his neighbors were sixty and older.

For what he was paying in rent, he probably could have rented a large house, or a larger apartment somewhere else, but he loved the view, enjoyed the quiet.

And he’d found himself the frequent recipient of baked goods from caring neighbors who’d all sort of adopted him as a son. Or, in some cases, a grandson. Especially when he frequently ended up roped into helping fix a little something in their apartment that they couldn’t do themselves and needed done right then instead of calling a professional. Like replacing the guts in a toilet that wouldn’t stop running, or replacing a light bulb in a ceiling fixture.

He also never lacked for dinner companionship, if he wanted it. All he had to do was hang out for about five minutes in the lobby by the mailboxes, or at the building’s pool, and he’d have all the invitations he could handle. He’d never have to pay for groceries, much less cook for himself, if he took everyone up on their invites.

There were far worse places to live. Even if he was the building’s youngest resident, and the only single gay male, he still enjoyed living there.

And they all knew he was gay. Surprisingly, he’d had far less negativity from his neighbors than he’d thought he might. The “worst” reaction he’d had was one older, widowed man who basically did little more than nod his head in greeting when he saw Joel, and that was it.

Refreshing.

One of the more interesting reactions was three of his neighbors trying to hook him up with family members who were also gay, usually by inviting him over for dinner.

Fortunately, in all three cases, the other men were also indulging their relative and had no honest expectations of wanting to date Joel.

When he reached his apartment, he found a foil-wrapped loaf of something he guessed was banana nut bread sitting on the floor next to his door. Smiling, he picked it up and read the sticky note taped to the top.

Thank you for fixing my faucet! — Carla.

Carla Jorgenson, one floor up. An eighty-two-year-old widow with three kids who lived out of state. Her neighbor had called Joel yesterday afternoon to see if he could help her out, and after only five minutes, he’d tightened the loose connector under her sink that was leaking, saving her a call to a plumber.

He called her, knowing the night owl would still be up. “You’re very welcome, but you didn’t have to make me anything.” He peeled back a corner of the foil and deeply inhaled, knowing what he’d be having for breakfast in the morning.

“You took time out of your day to help me, and I appreciate it.” She laughed. “And I know how much you love my banana nut bread.”

“You are a dream, Carla. Thank you, darlin’.”

“You’re welcome.”

After ending the call, he deposited the loaf on his counter and headed to his bedroom. He needed to be up and moving early tomorrow. He had a double engine overhaul coming into the marina tomorrow—an older twin inboard on a high-dollar antique cruiser—that would be a pain in his ass until they finished it and got it out again, but it would also be a lucrative job. And considering the boat’s owner was a well-known real estate broker in Sarasota, handling high-dollar properties, that meant if Joel finished the job quickly, on time—or early—and done right, he’d receive invaluable word-of-mouth referrals from the man.

Definitely do not want to fuck that up.

With a full tummy, and thoughts of toasted banana nut bread awaiting him for breakfast, he headed for bed.

He didn’t want to think about the Frightful Five or their promise to start working on finding him some worthy prospects. It would happen, or it wouldn’t, without any input from him.

He was no worse off for having met with them, and if they succeeded?

Well, maybe he’d finally stop feeling so damn lonely. 


Chapter Three

 

Thursday morning, Fen awoke with his eyes crusted with goo and feeling like they were swollen to the size of ping pong balls. He’d spent most of yesterday with a horrible headache that had made work miserable. When Jake had stopped by Fen’s cube to check on him, Fen had apologized and told Jake that he couldn’t talk about anything but work that day.

I should explain it to him.

Jake had seemed to understand and had left him alone after gently patting him on the shoulder.

He considered Jake and Ben friends. Kinky friends, not just gay friends. Although Jake was technically bi.

Didn’t matter.

They had always been good guys.

They hadn’t pried in the past when Fen talked about breakups, either. So they didn’t know that bit of minutiae about him that had the power to nuke every relationship he’d had thus far.

After plodding through his day yesterday and arriving home last night, he’d cried himself to sleep, all too familiar with this pattern. He would mourn the death of yet another relationship, the loss of yet another fantastic guy most men would kill or willingly surrender a testicle to have a chance with.

Saying good-bye to yet another dream he never should have considered having in the first place.

Yet here stupid him was, sticking to his guns and sabotaging otherwise perfection—again.

Maybe I should just give in. Maybe I’m being stupid. I could grit my teeth and bear it.

But…

As someone had once told him, didn’t he owe it to himself to stay true to himself when it was something so…deep?

No pun intended.

Tom hadn’t sent him any texts yesterday, either.

Fen knew they were well and truly done.

He couldn’t blame the guy…mostly. Fen would probably be done with him, too.

This was another part of the familiar pattern—doubting himself. It would take a little while to re-establish his self-esteem and remember that no, he didn’t owe anyone an explanation. If this had been a young female submissive with an older male Top, the guy would be called a predator for trying to get her to do something she’d already clearly said was a hard limit.

Fen wouldn’t hold himself to a different standard just because he had a penis instead of a vag.

As he finally rolled out of bed, he realized he couldn’t bear the thought of eating anything, despite the fact that all he’d had yesterday were two pieces of toast at breakfast. So he brewed himself a mug of mint tea before climbing into the shower to try to wake up. He hoped the mint tea would settle his stomach and allow him to at least eat something.

Anything.

It didn’t worry him, because this, too, was familiar. He’d go through days of hating himself, wondering why he didn’t simply give in despite his past and his feelings on the matter, calling himself a dumbass, before finally letting it pass and giving himself permission to move on.

And permission to hang on to his hard limit.

To stay true to himself and what he knew he needed.

To allow himself this bit of self-care, when he’d experienced plenty of times in his life where he’d ignored himself and suffered as a result.

He was only twenty-six. It wasn’t like he was in danger of spending the rest of his life alone. Maybe if another ten years down the road he was still doing this same dance with guys, sure, then he’d take a harder look in the mirror.

But bad things happened the times he’d given in and tried to “get along.”

It wasn’t worth doing that to himself again.

I need to hit the yoga studio. He had a membership, which meant he could take any of the classes as a drop-in. He tried to do a little every day at home but didn’t always manage it.

The past couple of days, especially.

He didn’t have time this morning, either, but he did some stretching to help work a few kinks out of his body, and that helped soothe his soul a little.

By the time he’d reached work, he’d eaten a small bowl of Cheerios with almond milk and the worst of the puffiness and redness had disappeared from around his eyes. He didn’t meet Jake’s inquiring gaze as he passed the man’s cube on the way to his own desk, either.

At least that was one thing he didn’t have to worry about. McMannis Manufacturing didn’t give a crap if someone was gay or straight or whatever. As long as they showed up when they were supposed to and did quality work on time or beating expectations, that’s all that mattered. Jake and Ben were married and had been working together for a few years before that.

Work was now Fen’s refuge—another familiar pattern.

Maybe I should get a cat.

If nothing else, maybe he’d drop by Venture Saturday night and see if he could pick up play for the evening. A well-beaten ass helped alleviate a lot of stress and shut down his brain. Short-term, but still, he’d take it.

At least he knew he wouldn’t run into Tom there. Tom wasn’t fond of Venture, because he couldn’t play the way he wanted to there, with full-on sex as part of the deal. He’d had to get a membership to play there the first couple of times with Fen before Fen would play alone with him.

At the time, the fact that Tom had done that had been a plus in his favor. That he’d been willing to take things kind of slow for Fen. Tom hadn’t rung any bells in terms of warning signs for predators.

It’d allowed Fen to drop his guard in other ways, which led him to…here.

I’m such a fucking idiot.

To be fair, this was the only way in which Tom had been lacking, even though Tom had been forty-one. Kind of was a turn-on for Fen, frankly, that the hunky older guy wanted him. If Fen hadn’t been up front with the guy, had not engaged in multiple conversations with him about his hard limit, maybe he’d cut the guy some slack.

Except Tom’s words echoed in his head. If it wasn’t for the fact that he really wanted and needed a Dominant for a relationship, he might have no trouble finding a guy. He’d met other guys who were sides, when he specifically went looking for other guys who felt the same way he did for whatever reason they had. But they usually weren’t Tops or Doms.

And he’d even tried dating a couple of them.

Not only had there not been much sexual chemistry for Fen without the guy taking charge—the few he’d let get far enough to sleep with him—but there hadn’t been much in relationship chemistry, either. Not enough to sustain something healthy long-term.

At the end of the day, three quarters of the office staff had already left when Fen got up and stopped by Jake’s cube. He waited in the doorway until Jake looked up from his computer, where he’d been working on a project. “Yeah?”

Fen kept his voice low. “You guys going to…the club Saturday?”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “You all right?”

Fen had sworn he wouldn’t start crying.

Would.

Not.

But that’s exactly what he did, tears rolling down his face even as he squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head.

Jake stood and quickly ushered him into a nearby conference room, closing the door behind them. There weren’t any windows in there, so no one could see how he stood there, trying to sob quietly on Jake’s shoulder.

Jake held him, a friend, nothing more, trying to comfort him.

A moment later, a soft knock. “Jake?”

Ben.

“Come in,” Jake said.

Ben did, concern immediately filling his features when he spotted Fen’s tears. He stepped in, standing behind Fen and holding him, too.

“Why guys gotta be assholes,” Fen whispered as he cried. “Why can’t they just do what they said?”

“Sorry, buddy. You going to be okay to drive home?”

“Yeah. I just need to get this out of my system.”

“Feel like talking about it?”

“There’s not a lot to talk about.” Fen sniffled. “I was open and honest about a hard limit from the start, guy said okay. Three months later, now he’s trying to make me give up that hard limit. Not the first time, but this was the last time and final straw.”

“Let us talk to the Frightful Five for you,” Ben offered. “They have a damn good track record.”

“I’d settle for a good ass-beating Saturday night,” Fen said, sniffling again. “And maybe I should adopt a cat.”

“We’ll meet you there,” Jake offered. “Sorry I won’t play with you, but you know I don’t play with anyone but Ben now.”

“I know. I just want…wingmen.”

“Absolutely,” Jake said. “We can be that for you.”

After a trip to the bathroom to wash his face and blow his nose, Fen headed home for the day. Getting drunk was looking like a good possibility—and wouldn’t take more than one drink to achieve—but instead he headed to the mall.

Time for a little retail therapy.

He wasn’t exactly a snob when it came to most things, but he was absolutely a snob when it came to certain things. Like his body wash, shampoo, conditioner—he liked what he liked. He’d come to grips with the fact in high school that he was gay, and he was definitely not butch, and he was totally okay with that. If some people wanted to say that, paired with his slim build and his sensitive personality, made him some stereotypical gay guy? Sure, he’d own that, with a snap and a head toss thrown in while he read you.

Weren’t many guys who could take the level of beating he enjoyed, either. He’d seen plenty of butchier pups pale when watching him stick his butt out and wiggle for more cane strokes when they would have been safewording long before he did.

He could be a pain slut and still drop a bit of change at Sephora. The two were not mutually exclusive things. Hell, he loved having baby soft skin and smelling nice. He’d yet had a Top or boyfriend complain about that, at least.

His favorite clerk, Toni, was in this afternoon.

Bonus.

She smiled when he aimed straight for her. “Whatcha got for puffy eyes, baby?” He took off his glasses and leaned in to give her a better look.

She winced. “Ooh, do I need to go hit someone for you, honey? I’ll do it, too. Just gimme an address.”

“Nah, he’s not worth it.”

“Come on.” She patted his shoulder. “I’ll fix you up. Follow me.”

She not only got him that, but showed him the newest body scrub they’d just received, reminded him he was almost out of his favorite facial mask when she asked how long since he’d purchased any, and he ended up adding a bottle of bubble bath to his basket because, dammit, he was worth it.

And it smelled like margaritas.

He felt marginally better about himself by the time he walked out of there, his wallet lighter and the shopping bag bulging. He was overdue for a haircut, too, and sent his stylist a text to find out when her next opening was.

He was almost to his car when she shocked him with a reply.

 

Just had a cancellation for last color of the day. I was going home but I can take you asap.

 

At least no one was around to hear him squee.

He replied he’d be there in ten minutes. Twenty minutes later, he was happily sighing as she had him lying back in a chair, massaging his scalp as she shampooed him.

“I was going to send you a reminder text this week. I hadn’t seen any future appointments on the calendar.”

“Don’t let me leave here today without booking the next four appointments, babe.”

“You feeling okay? You look a little…wrung out tonight.”

“Yeah. Lost about two hundred and twenty-five hunky damn pounds on Tuesday.”

“Oooh, ouch. Sorry.”

“Yeah, it’s just one of those things.”

She wrapped a towel around his head and sat him up to get him back into her chair. “This guy lasted, what, three months?”

“About.” Fen forced a smile. “Longest one for a while.”

She met his gaze in the mirror. “Same as always?” She ran her fingers through his short brown locks.

“Yeah. Not feeling like getting too crazy.” He forced another smile. “I just bought a new body scrub. That’s as wild as I want to get for a while.”

He managed to keep up a fairly energetic conversation with her despite his mood. By the time he left—tipping her well, because she always earned it with him, as picky as he was—he had his next four appointments in the book and had managed to go nearly thirty minutes without wondering if maybe he was just a failure instead of Tom being an asshole.

He lived in one side of a duplex, owned by a snowbird who was rarely ever there, a guy who lived up north who was also his landlord and handled the rental duties through a local real estate office. A two-two apartment, no washer and dryer the only sucky thing about it. He could take his laundry to his parents’ house to wash. Since he usually ate dinner with them at least one night a week, that meant he had no trouble keeping up with it.

It was an odd apartment, though. Kind of a funky vibe to it that he’d quickly gotten used to after he’d moved in less than six months earlier. Sort of comforting, like even when he was alone, it was almost as if he wasn’t alone. But not in a he-needed-to–call-in-Sam-and-Dean Winchester kind of way.

Sometimes he noticed things were out of place, or he’d misplaced something. Then he’d simply throw his head back, apologize to the air for whatever he’d done to piss the place off, ask for the item back, and within an hour or two, he always found it. Sometimes where he thought it was supposed to be, even though he knew he’d searched there, and sometimes not.

Maybe he was crazy. He’d own it. Maybe he was just forgetful, but it was kind of neat thinking maybe he had a ghost. Yet since the rent was ridiculously cheap, and the neighborhood was good—quiet, but good—he loved it.

He used the second bedroom as a library and storage, meaning he could keep the small living and dining room area clutter-free and tidy. After taking his new purchases into the master bath and putting them away, he changed into a pair of shorts and made himself a salad for dinner. He still wasn’t feeling hungry. Another physical manifestation of his mood.

But at least if his mom texted him and asked him how he was doing and if he’d eaten today, he wouldn’t have to lie to her.

He hated doing that.

Finally, he made himself a mug of chamomile tea with honey and settled in for a hot bubble bath with his new margarita-scented suds.

Heavenly.

As he sipped his tea, he pondered being single, yet again. Maybe this was for the best. If he was brutally honest with himself, there were lots of little things he’d overlooked about Tom because they’d been inconsequential. The way Tom would “joke” about the products Fen used, while he himself used some dime-store three-in-one crap that smelled like a chemical soup to Fen’s nose.

The way he’d roll his eyes when Fen wanted to linger over something in a store instead of simply getting it and getting out.

The way Tom would shake his head at how Fen always cried over the scene in Yuri!!! On Ice when Victor tackled Yuri in a kiss after Yuri’s performance.

The way…

He closed his eyes.

Fuck.

The guy was hot and hunky and definitely hung. Fen had loved sucking down that cock and jacking him off with two goddamned hands, but no way in hell, even if he hadn’t had issues with anal, was that fricking fire hose going up his ass.

Period.

How many times had he gobbled Tom’s cock in a parked car outside a restaurant or movie theater? Couldn’t do that fucking, that was for sure. Not like he ever turned the guy down, either, when it came to making love or just getting him off.

That was not even counting how Fen was basically a wet-dream list for the guy’s sadistic side, up for pretty much anything he wanted to put Fen through on a bench or in ropes.

Why wasn’t what I offered him enough?

Or would he ever find a guy he’d be enough for, as-is? 


Chapter Four

 

Friday afternoon, Joel and one of his guys were deep in the bilge on the double engine overhaul, trying to get the damn mounting bracket bolts broke loose on the second engine. They were so old and corroded from years of exposure to salt water that they didn’t want to budge. They’d spent five hours fighting the first one yesterday before they’d gotten it free and pulled out of the hold.

It was hot, smelly, tight quarters, and generally miserable. At least the cruiser was safe on dry land, sitting in a cradle while they did the overhaul, so he didn’t have to add wet to the hellish descriptors. The bilge had been drained completely dry already.

He heard someone climb up the ladder braced against the back of the boat. “Anybody home?”

Keith.

“We’re down here.”

He sat back as Keith climbed aboard and then leaned in, looking down the hatch. “That looks like the third circle of Hell.”

“Just about. What’s up?”

Joel didn’t miss how Keith glanced at Barney sitting next to him. “Nothing much. Just wanted to see how you were doing. Pick up our conversation where we left off the other night.” He arched an eyebrow at Joel.

Well, that likely meant Keith had news for him.

“You know what, Barn? Let’s take a quick break,” Joel told him. “Back in fifteen or twenty.”

He wiped his sweaty brow on his shirt. “Sounds good to me. I’ll hunt up a fan while we’re at it.”

“Excellent.”

Once they heard Barney was safely down the ladder, Joel dropped his voice. “That was fast.”

Keith grinned. “The Frightful Five are good. What are you doing Saturday night?”

“Hadn’t made any plans. Why, should I?”

“You have plans now. You’re going to meet us at Venture at eight. Bring your toybag. If nothing else, we just lined you up a potential play partner. Maybe more.”

“Can’t tell me more?”

“According to June, he’s cute. Twenty-six, gainfully employed. I think I’ve seen him before, if it’s the same guy I’m thinking of, and yeah, he’s adorable.”

“Eight, huh?”

“Yep. Bring a driver’s license for the sign-up process. Won’t take but a few minutes.”

“They protect privacy?”

“Of course they do. This isn’t the bullshit you went through in Mobile. We don’t tolerate that kind of shit around here.”

“Okay, I’ll be there.”

“Excellent.” Keith grinned. “Apparently he’s a pretty heavy maso. Prepare to work up a sweat.”

“I can only hope.”

It’d been a long damn time since he’d actually played with anyone. Months, at least. A guy he’d met up in St. Pete at the Toucan resort one leather weekend. It’d been even longer since he’d slept with anyone.

He did not randomly hook up with guys. He had to date them for a while first.

Especially not after what he went through with Johnny. He learned a hard lesson—never stick your dick in crazy. And never let crazy stick its dick in you, either.

 

* * * *

 

Fen headed to his parents’ house straight from work. His mom walked out while he was digging the laundry basket out of the trunk.

She wore a playful smile. “Sometimes I think you only come visit me for laundry.”

He kissed her cheek. “Don’t be silly. I visit you for food, too.”

She lightly smacked his arm. “Your dad’s not home yet but he said we can go ahead and eat without him.” She looked around, being obvious. “No Tom tonight?”

His lips pressed together into a thin line. “No. We’re done.”

“Ah. Sorry, sweetheart.”

“Me, too.”

Fen carried the basket inside, refusing his mom’s attempts to take it from him. He’d no sooner walked through the front door than he heard his older brother, George, call out.

“Watch out!”

Fen looked down just in time to get his legs tackled by a giggling, laughing toddler.

“Fen!”

“Hold on, Snoobug, let me go get this started, first.”

His sister-in-law, Onna, walked into the foyer and scooped up the eighteen-month-old so the baby could give Fen a kiss on the cheek. He kissed her back, then her mom.

“How you doin’, Fen?” Onna asked.

He forced a smile. “Vertical.” His troubles were not their troubles, and he refused to burden them.

In the garage, he started his first load of clothes before returning to the living room so he could grab Naris and spin her around the way he always did, the sound of her squeals of happy laughter always uplifting to his own soul.

Then he settled her on his hip. “How’s my best girl?”

She grabbed his chin and leaned in, sniffing. It always amused the family how she loved to sniff him, whatever current body wash or lotion he was using attracting her, usually something floral or fruity.

“Fruit!”

“Strawberries, but thanks for noticing, Snoobug.”

Content to finally be in the arms of her favorite relative, she jammed a thumb into her mouth and leaned her head against his shoulder. Then he was finally able to give his brother a one-armed hug.

“Tom?” George asked, eyebrow arched in a silent question.

Fen shook his head, and conversation immediately headed elsewhere.

They’d been through this before with Fen. They knew not to ask, not that he’d talk about it in front of the baby anyway.

He preferred they didn’t ask, and loved them for their consideration throughout the years.

As they moved to the dining room, Fen counted his blessings. With his family he’d hit the jackpot, no doubt. His parents and brother were accepting of him being gay, George’s wife, Onna, was accepting, and even her family really didn’t care, not that he had much contact with them as it was.

Fenton knew he was an oopsie baby. His parents hadn’t been expecting him. At thirty-nine, George was thirteen years older than Fen, which was just enough of an age difference that they got along well, and George had always felt protective of Fen.

When he came out in high school, Fen had been reasonably sure his parents would be okay, but he hadn’t been sure about George. His brother had been the polar opposite of him—big, beefy, broad-shouldered, and on the football team in high school. Fortunately, not only had George been fine with it, he made the standing offer to kick anyone’s ass Fen needed him to kick if they hassled Fen.

Fen settled into a chair at the table, Naris in his lap as he got caught up talking with the couple. Last week, George and Onna had missed dinner because George had to go on a business trip, so they took a weekend together, leaving the baby with Fenton’s parents.

They didn’t always get together on a Friday, but their dad’s work schedule the past couple of weeks had worked out that way. A detective with Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office, if he caught a case that kept him late, that had to come first, and they all knew that.

He was planning on retiring next year. He was eligible for retirement three years ago, but couldn’t pry himself away from the job.

“We going to talk or eat?” his mom teased as she sat.

Fen stared at Naris. “You want to talk, or eat?”

She grinned and blew him a raspberry, which he returned against her cheek, making her squeal with laughter.

“Oh, can you babysit for us next Saturday?” Onna asked. “My sister scored free tickets to that gambling dinner cruise and asked if we want to go.”

“Oooh, I get my girl all night?”

“Well, if you want. We were going to pick her up a little after midnight.”

“Nah, how about we meet you for brunch the next morning? What do you say, Snoobug? You want to spend the night at Uncle Fen’s?”

She squealed with laughter and threw her hands in the air, narrowly missing knocking his glasses off in the process. “Unca Fen!”

At least that was one Saturday night he knew he’d have plans. He probably wouldn’t be in the mood to go to Venture two Saturdays in a row, anyway. Either he’d get his ass beaten tomorrow night…or he wouldn’t.

By the time they were finishing up with dinner, and Naris was falling asleep in her high chair—where Fen had finally convinced her to sit, between him and Onna—his dad returned home.

George was obviously their father’s son. Glen White stood six three, broad-shouldered and beefy. Fen, on the other hand, looked a lot like their mother’s side of the family, slender and willowy, except he didn’t have their blue eyes. He had his father’s amber-brown eyes, while George had gotten their mother’s blue eyes.

Onna got a sleepy Naris out of her high chair and took her out to the living room so the rest of them could sit there with their dad and talk.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said once he was seated at his usual place at the head of the table. “Caught a case. Convenience store robbery.”

“I wish you’d retire now,” their mom said. “I don’t like you being out there.”

“Not like I’m on patrol any longer.”

“I don’t care. It’s still dangerous.”

“I like what I do, honey. And I’ll get more from my pension if I wait. We talked about this.” His gaze fell on Fen. “No Tom?” He obviously wanted to change the topic of conversation.

Wasn’t exactly the topic Fen wanted to switch to, though. Fen shook his head, then heard the buzzer go off on the washing machine. “Saved by the bell,” he muttered, getting up to go switch everything to the dryer and start another load.

 

* * * *

 

When it was just Fen and his mom in the kitchen later, him helping her with the last of the cleanup, she took another test bite out of the topic.

“If you feel like talking, honey…”

The ellipsis hung in the air like a cloud of air freshener spritzed in a bathroom with an out-of-order fart fan deep in the middle of triple bean burrito night.

He forced a smile he knew wasn’t fooling her. “Not really. Same shit, different day. I’ll get over it.”

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.” He kissed her cheek. “But thanks.”

He couldn’t get out of there until his clothes were done. Instead, once they’d finished the dishes, he headed out to the living room in hopes Naris had gotten her second wind.

She lay sound asleep on a quilt on the living room floor, snoring like a hundred pound bulldog.

“Wow. That’s…dainty.”

Onna smiled. “I filmed her the other day and posted it on Facebook. Over a hundred shares already.”

He pulled out his phone. “How’d I miss that?”

“Maybe because you have a responsible day job and you do the adulting thing so well,” she teased. “You don’t spend all day on social media like some people do.”

He quickly found the post, grinning as he played the video, then liking and sharing it himself.

By the time he’d finished his laundry and headed home, he felt better, lighter. Spending time with his family always did that to him.

Bonus—he’d get to babysit the Snoobug next Saturday.

That was always a sure-fire way to make him smile. He loved being an uncle, loved taking care of her for them.

Didn’t mean he wanted to be a parent, because he didn’t. The uncle gig, however, he was totally down for that.

At least that part of his life wasn’t a complete meltdown. 


Chapter Five

 

Saturday morning, Fen slept late, until after ten, and awoke to find he had a text from Jake.

 

Still coming tonight? Someone to introduce you to. Top. Nice guy. Vetted by F5. GWM 38.

 

Fen took a deep breath and pondered that. The Frightful Five had a damned good track record so far. If nothing else, maybe he could at least get his ass tenderized.

 

Yep. 8pm.

 

By the time he’d hit the bathroom and then started a kettle of water boiling for his morning tea, he had a reply from Jake, a smiley face and a thumbs-up icon.

I guess I’m busy tonight whether I like it or not.

He wouldn’t back out now, not when Jake had gone out of his way to help Fen.

Despite it being warm outside and having the AC running, Fen opened all the windows and turned on the ceiling fans to air out the apartment. Then he fired up essential oil diffusers in the kitchen, living room, and both bedrooms, with a citrus blend he adored that always cheered him up.

Okay, me time. He grabbed his mat, blocks, and strap, and put on some soothing music, dabbed a couple of drops of lavender oil on the back of his neck, and spent an hour doing yoga in the living room.

Ahh.

That helped center him.

Now feeling better emotionally, more grounded, he vacuumed and mopped all the floors.

Once they’d dried, he shut the windows and bumped down the temp a little to make the air feel nice and crisp.

He liked things the way he liked them. He wouldn’t apologize for that. His mom had once stopped by while he was in the middle of his Saturday routine and had tried to shut off the AC for him, claiming he was wasting electricity.

It was his electricity to waste. He paid for it. And it was worth it to enjoy the fresh feeling this part of his weekly cleaning routine always gave him.

It lifted his spirits even more.

Coincidentally, it never failed that, for the next couple of days, he wouldn’t misplace or lose anything like he frequently did. So maybe if there were such things as spirits, they enjoyed the little weekly ritual, too. He kind of thought of the apartment as a her, even though he knew that didn’t make sense. It had a summery kind of feel to it.

Like a July afternoon.

He liked it there. He’d be sad when he eventually moved on to a larger place, or a house, but for now, he was content.

Once he’d finished dusting and doing a few other chores, he made himself another mug of tea—mint, this time—and settled into a hot bubble bath to relax and read a real-life book. While he preferred to read most of his books on his Kindle Fire, he had a weak spot for manga, especially the BL genre—no shocker there—and those he preferred to read in the original paperback format.

Plus, while he’d be sad if he dropped one of those in the tub, at least it wouldn’t fry it like it would his Fire.

One of the great things about his job was that he didn’t have to bring it home with him. On the rare occasion he was running behind on a project, he could always work on a Saturday and take a different day off. Or if it was something different, an unusual project that had really grabbed his interest, something he was excited about working on, he might carry that over to personal time.

But once he was done for the day, most days, he was done. Meaning his weekends were his.

After his bath, he curled up on the couch with the TV tuned to Turner Classic Movies and set his phone alarm to wake him plenty early enough to get ready. He wanted to be well-rested for tonight.

Hopefully, he’d go to sleep that night with a mighty sore ass.

 

* * * *

 

Saturday morning found Joel down in the bilge of the engine overhaul. They’d finally gotten the second engine out late yesterday afternoon, but with that done, they had to scrape years of gunk and old paint from the inside of the engine compartment so it could be inspected, cleaned, and repainted before they reinstalled the engines. He wasn’t even supposed to be working today, but he didn’t want to get behind on the project when there was so much riding on it.

It wasn’t like he was struggling for a living, but it’d be nice to have his work acknowledged by someone and promoted throughout the upper echelon of Sarasota’s movers and shakers. Maybe then he’d be able to afford to buy a house. Right now, he’d focused more on building his business and putting money away for retirement.

He was no dummy.

He might not have a college education, but he’d soaked up everything he could from his vo-tech training and had done plenty of research on his own from when he started working on boats back in high school for a friend of his father.

Plus they had the annual speedboat races here. Sarasota and the surrounding area had a thriving water recreation scene. It’d made it a no-brainer when he’d settled here after leaving Mobile. A quick perusal of online employment ads had led him to the first job he’d had there, then he’d quickly moved to buying the guy out after two years. The previous owner had been in his seventies and ready to retire.

Joel had plenty of working years ahead of him, and the good news was not many guys could work on inboard engines and transmissions the way he could on some of these older boats. He’d handled plenty of them in Mobile over the years, pleasure craft and commercial fishing vessels.

He had a good niche skill that overlapped well with the area’s needs, and the perfect market, too.

Joel finally called it a day at three, wanting plenty of time to get home, clean up, and rest before tonight. He would approach tonight with zero expectations. It would make things far easier on him that way. Maybe meet a nice guy, hang out, talk, beat his ass, make a new friend.

Cool.

Except…nerves tried to set in. As he drove home, he struggled to clear his mind and just…breathe.

They wouldn’t set him up with a lunatic. They were serious about their questions to him. If whoever they’d vetted to pair him with was vouched for by someone the Frightful Five trusted, chances were the guy had a decent track record of not being insane.

Right?

Right.

He struggled after his shower to decide what to wear. Dress up a little and go with khakis and loafers? Look Dom-serious in jeans, black motorcycle boots, and a short-sleeved navy button-up?

He couldn’t decide.

Finally, he opted for the jeans. He didn’t want to dress up too much and feel out of place, and at the last event he’d attended at the Toucan, plenty of guys had worn jeans.

After eating something, a short nap, and then getting dressed, he texted Keith that he was on his way to Venture. He knew where the place was, had driven past it on his way home from work yesterday. Nondescript, located in a commercial warehouse complex, nothing outside to indicate it was a BDSM club. No purple flashing neon or half-naked women on billboards.

Discreet.

Just the way he wanted his private life kept.

He carried his toybag down to his car, for once not running into any of his neighbors to waylay him or ask uncomfortable questions about what he was carrying. When he arrived at Venture, he spotted Keith standing outside, talking to another man. Joel decided to leave his toybag in the trunk of his car for now, until he figured out if he even liked the guy or not.

And he was kind of hoping this guy wasn’t the guy they were introducing him to, because while he wasn’t bad-looking, he also gave off a distinctly Dommy vibe.

Then there was the matter of the wedding band on his left ring finger. Total non-starter.

“Joel, this is Jake, a friend of mine. He works with the guy we’re introducing you to tonight.”

Whew.

Joel smiled, shaking with him. “Nice to meet you.”

“I’ve known him a couple of years,” Jake said. “He texted me he’s on his way here now. I’ve seen him play before, here at the club and at private parties. Despite his outward appearance, he’s a pretty heavy masochist. Sweetheart of a guy.”

“Forgive my skepticism, but why’s he single?”

“Usually it’s him breaking up with a guy. Honestly? I haven’t pried. I get the feeling from some of what he’s said that it’s due to a hard limit being crossed. What that limit is, I don’t know. I have never played with my friend, so I’ve never stuck my nose in. I figured if he wanted to volunteer it, he would. But likewise, I’ve never heard any Tops, including his exes, say a bad word about him. If there’s drama, he’s damned good at keeping it hidden. And I asked around.”

“That’s good to know. Don’t know if Keith told you, but I’m allergic to drama.”

Jake smiled. “Join the club. Let’s get you inside and get your paperwork filled out so we can show you around.”

The process was easy. They checked his driver’s license and ran his name through the USDOJ’s database of registered sex offenders. Then he filled out a form, handed over twenty-five dollars, and received a wristband. The woman running the counter, whose name badge read Jenny, playfully shooed him inside.

“Go on. Jake and Keith will give you the newbie talk. I need to keep the line moving.”

There were five people behind Joel, who’d come in while he was paying for his membership. Keith and Jake had stood there waiting, and he realized Keith wore a name badge on a lanyard, too. Jake wore a wristband.

“I DM at least one night a month,” Keith explained as he led Joel inside. “They run an all-volunteer crew. Everyone started out as a member, so they have a vested interest in keeping it going.”

The dungeon was, to Joel’s pleasant surprise, clean and spacious. Jake introduced Joel to his husband, Ben. Then Keith showed Joel around both sides of the space, Keith going over the rules as he did. By the time they returned to the tables in the social side, a guy was stepping in from the office.

“There he is,” Jake said, peeling off to go greet him. After a quick hug, Jake led the man over.

Calling him rail-thin was generous. Couldn’t be any taller than five nine, if that, at least six inches shorter than his own six three. Neatly styled brown hair, and young, although he looked older than a twink. Behind his wire-rimmed glasses, long lashes framed gorgeous, expressive brown eyes with what Joel suspected were flecks of amber in them, although in the dim light it was hard to tell. He wore khakis and a perfectly pressed button-up shirt. Joel got the impression that this wasn’t just a special night for him—he always dressed like this.

“This is Joel,” Jake said to the cutie.

Joel stuck his hand out. “Hi, nice to meet you.”

“Fenton,” the guy said, meeting Joel’s gaze. “Nice to meet you, too.” He spoke quietly and from the gentle, light grip of Fenton’s hand, one thought smacked Joel upside the head.

Jeez, if I stare at this guy too hard I’m gonna break him. How the hell am I supposed to play with him?

 

* * * *

 

Holy fucking shitballs on a buttered-up skillet, thank you, Universe!

Was he drooling? Fen hoped he wasn’t drooling, because Joel’s gorgeous blue eyes had already hardened Fen’s cock before he even found out the guy’s last name. And he had firm, coarse hands likely to leave gorgeous bruises all over his ass that would last for days.

Thank!

You!

“You can call me Fen,” he added, hoping the cutie didn’t think he was an idiot.

Cutie-pie smiled down at him—

And hot damn, yes, he’s fucking tall, too!

—and Fen sighed when he grabbed the man’s hand again. “Let’s go talk alone, shall we? Or am I moving too fast?”

He wanted to climb him and lick every square inch of him.

That would definitely be moving too fast, as well as it was frowned upon in that establishment.

Now at a private party where it was anything goes, sure…

“Sure,” Joel said, his lips curving in an adorably sexy smile that in comparison made Tom uglier than a zombie extra in The Walking Dead.

Tom? Tom who?

Fen fought the urge to drag the guy behind him. He led him across the room and over to the new side, where no one was playing yet. They had several couches for aftercare over here, and it was one of those that Fen led him to.

“So.” He offered Joel a smile, praying he wasn’t getting his hopes up for nothing. “Where would you like to start?”

Joel shrugged, still smiling. “I’m thirty-eight, Dom. Been a while since I’ve had a long-term relationship, because I had a really bad experience with a guy who turned out to literally be batshit. I value my privacy and now I take my time. Nothing personal, but I don’t do random hook-ups, or jump into bed after one date. I’m strictly monogamous, too. Playing with others in the dungeon is one thing, but if I’m dating a guy, I stay faithful, and I expect the same respect in return.”

Fen wanted to fall into his arms. Joel had a sweet, sort of deep, husky Southern drawl that finished hardening his cock. “I don’t do anal.”

Horrified, Fen clapped a hand over his mouth and begged for a hole to open in the floor so he could swan dive right into it.

That was not how he’d wanted to segue into that conversation. It’d simply spilled out of him.

Now all he could do was pray he hadn’t tanked this right from the start. 


Chapter Six

 

Joel wasn’t sure he’d heard Fen right, at first, over the sound of the music and how soft-spoken he was. “Sorry?”

Meanwhile, Fen’s face had turned adorably red, and he’d clapped a hand over his mouth like he wished he could suck the words back into his mouth.

Yet Joel patiently waited him out, curious.

Fen eventually lowered his hand and took a deep breath. “I…sorry. I didn’t mean to blurt that out like that. It’s a hard limit. I don’t do anal. Receiving, at all. Sometimes I’ll do a few things giving, but…” He seemed at a loss where to go from that disclosure.

“It’s my understanding sex isn’t allowed here at the club.”

Fen stared down at his hands, but his focus quickly darted up to him before dropping again. “It’s not.”

Joel shrugged. “Okay. Considering I have yet to play with or date a guy based upon his asshole, I think we’re good. Besides, sex isn’t on the table right now, anyway.”

Fen didn’t exactly sit back, but from his tense posture, Joel could tell this man had been deeply hurt in the past. That triggered every protective instinct in Joel’s body to want to comfort and reassure Fen he would never break his trust.

And as he remembered Jake’s earlier caution to him, Joel realized now he understood why this cutie was still single.

My good luck, for a change.

“But I mean…long-term,” Fen said. “I’m serious. No trying to convince me to try it with you once, or to do other things that might lead to full-on intercourse. Nothing.”

“Okay. I’m fine with that.”

Fen’s gaze narrowed, brow furrowing. “Lots of guys have told me that.”

Joel remained cool and refused to get defensive, knowing he wasn’t the source of Fen’s fear and emotional pain. “I’m not lots of guys.”

Fen tipped his head to the side, chin down as he stared up at Joel, almost like looking at him from a slightly different angle might make him see something he was missing. “Why are you okay agreeing to that? Nothing personal, but I’ve heard that before, plenty of times, and I’ve been burned every single time.”

“The last two guys I was with, we never got as far as intercourse. One guy moved because of his job, and since I wasn’t going to uproot my life and move with him to California when we’d only known each other seven weeks, that ended. The other guy, we decided we had fun in bed, but we weren’t really compatible in a lot of ways and never crossed that line. With both guys, though, we had plenty of ways to get each other off and have a lot of fun in the process. So…yeah, I’m okay with that. I didn’t miss it then, and I doubt I’ll suddenly start missing it now.”

Joel let the silence lay there for a while until Fen decided to break it.

“Guy I broke up with this past week, he told me he was fine with it, too, when we started seeing each other. Then last week, he decided to tell me he wanted me to start ‘experimenting’ with some toys. That was after three months together. And he refused to drop it. He’d tried to push the issue a couple of times before, and I shut him down, but this time he was more persistent and I stopped giving him a pass.”

“Then he’s an idiot. A hard limit is a hard limit. I don’t care if you say your hard limit is I don’t call you ‘boy.’ Or you can’t have me wearing a certain deodorant because it triggers an allergic reaction. Or you can’t be restrained. Or no jazz music during a scene. Whatever that hard limit is, I will never violate it. If it’s something I can’t accept, I don’t agree to play with the person, or have a relationship with them other than friends.”

“I’m talking no fingers, no toys, no dick. Period.”

Now he felt certain this was Fen’s issue with other guys, and Joel knew it needed to be addressed now. Otherwise, Fen would obsess on it and not believe his answer was genuine. “Okay, we’re jumping the gun, but let’s go ahead and go there. Rimming?”

“I’m okay with that, giving and receiving. I mean, post-shower or swim, obviously.”

“What about giving anal?”

“Not fucking. Maybe toys or fingers. That’s a very shaky maybe. The circumstances would have to be right, but if I say no, that’s it.”

“Oral, giving and receiving?”

“Yes, and yes, please.” Fen finally smiled again, and Joel felt his heart give a thump in a way it never had. Fen was fucking adorable.

“Any other sexual hard limits?” Joel asked.

“Monogamous. Meaning no handjobs or kissing or oral or anything else with anyone else. And I need to see a current test result before unwrapped oral.”

“Ditto on that. What about hard limits playing?”

“I love a heavy, hard scene. Nothing that’ll mark me from the neck up or permanently disfigure me. No blood play on purpose. I don’t like humiliation, but if you insist on that in a scene, we can talk finer points. No watersports or scat, because, ew. Not trying to diss anyone’s kink, but definitely not my kink.”

Joel thought he could sit and listen to him talk all night. His voice sounded naturally soft, had an adorable singsong quality to it. “You haven’t lost me yet. Keep talking.”

Fen leaned in a little, his posture less tense than before. “Unless you’re an asshole and keep smacking me on my shin or kneecap or something, I’m not likely to safeword unless I get a leg cramp.” He nudged his glasses higher on his nose. “I know I look fragile, but believe me, I’m not. I’ve taken stuff from Tops some pain pigs had to tap out for. Playing hard and heavy is the only way I can get into subspace.”

“You’ve never reached subspace without impact play?”

Fen shook his head and Joel felt sorry for the guy. Yeah, he knew some people just couldn’t, but he’d seen plenty of people who could, and even had a couple of play partners in the past who could do it.

“Rope?”

“Oooh, yes, please. The tighter the better. I’m a squirmer. No breath play, though, although I do like having my throat held. But not choked.”

They handled more negotiations, Joel asking about his health history and medical issues, aftercare, all the things he needed to know when playing with someone, especially for the first time. When he felt he’d covered all the ground he could, he finally asked the question.

“Do you think you’d like to play with me tonight?”

 

* * * *

 

Fen stared up into his blue eyes. Who was he kidding? For tonight, at least, he was a goner.

“Yeah.”

“Then let me go grab my bag and we can talk some more.”

He started to stand, but Fen grabbed his arm. “Talk?”

“Yeah, talk. I want to go through my toybag with you so you can see what I’ve got. Pull anything out that you don’t want me to use tonight.”

“Really?” He knew it wasn’t uncommon for the het Doms who played with women to do that, but he’d never had a gay Top he’d played with before make him that offer. Not on the first time playing together, although they’d take stuff out of rotation for future scenes that he found he didn’t like. He could always safeword mid-scene, but…

Sigh.

Maybe I’ve been a crappy Top-picker, too. Of course a good Top would do that, gay or het.

Joel settled in again. “I don’t know what kind of guys you’ve been playing with, but I don’t like accidents or misunderstandings, especially when I can prevent them. It’s easier for me to leave you wanting more the next time we’re together than having to rebuild your trust after I’ve broken it.”

“It’s usually not in the dungeon where I have problems with guys. It’s in the bedroom.”

“Since sex isn’t on the table right now—”

“You don’t want to have sex with me?” Fen clapped his hand over his mouth again. “Dammit,” he muttered from behind it. “Sorry. Apparently, I have a raging case of the dumbs tonight.”

But Joel smiled. “Full honesty, right?”

Still not moving his hand, Fen nodded.

Joel leaned in a little and dropped his voice. “Sugar, if we’d already known each other for a little while, I think I’d have a hard time letting you out of my bed.”

A shiver rippled through Fen. Still, he didn’t dare drop his hand yet. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. Whether you still like me after we play is a different story.”

Fen finally lowered his hand. “I need a damned good ass beating tonight.”

“Marks are okay?”

“Marks are preferred. I like remembering how I earned them.”

Joel smiled and held up his keys. “Then how about I go get my bag from my car so we can keep talking about that?”

Fifteen minutes later, Fen hadn’t taken anything out of play. Joel had some wicked looking implements in his bag that Fen couldn’t wait to see how they felt.

Joel looked around and spied the area of MMA mats always available for use by people who wanted to do primal play or ropework on the floor. “Can we use those?”

“Sure.” Fen wasn’t sure what Joel had in mind. While Joel picked up his bag and headed for the mats, Fen grabbed a fleece throw and a couple of towels from the rack of them provided for use free by the club and followed him.

Joel sat and removed his boots, setting them next to the mat. Then he smiled, patting the mat next to him. Fen spread the blanket out, but before he kicked off his shoes, he realized he hadn’t addressed something.

“Oh. Did you want me to get undressed?”

“That’s up to you. How do you usually play?”

“Naked.”

 

* * * *

 

Joel wished he’d gone with the khakis now. His cock was screaming in his jeans, uncomfortably wedged against his fly and to move and adjust himself right then would be obvious.

He swallowed hard and nodded. “Okay.” Joel hoped it hadn’t come out as a squeak.

“Let me grab us a couple of bottles of water real fast, too. And a couple of cookies or something for aftercare.”

Oh, thank you! “Sure. Thanks.”

As soon as Fen crossed through to the other side, Joel winced and got his willful cock adjusted to a less painful position.

If he was this hard now, after negotiating to play with Fen, he could only imagine the raging boner he’d have by the time he drove himself home later.

I’ll be rubbing out a couple tonight.

Fen returned, kicking off his shoes before stepping onto the mats, setting the three bottles of water and the paper plate of chocolate chip cookies out of the way to the side.

And then he started stripping.

Joel hoped he wasn’t drooling. Sure, the guy was thin, but with his clothes off, Joel could see his lean, sinewy muscles.

While his cock was thin, it was close to eight inches long.

Joel knew this, because Fen was semi-erect.

He sat cross-legged in front of Joel, a sexy smirk on his face. “Oh, these.” Fen removed his glasses, folded them, and tucked them into one of his shoes. “There. I’m all yours.”

You will be.

Wait, what?

Joel took another breath to buy him a second to process the phantom thought that had popped into his mind out of nowhere.

Dammit, he wanted him. He wanted to throw caution to the wind and—

Wait, we just fucking met!

Then again, the Frightful Five had seen fit to pair them together. This wasn’t another Johnny whom Joel had zero clue about the guy’s past.

“Then let’s get started,” Joel finally said, reaching for a coil of hemp rope after setting a rope cutter and pair of paramedic scissors off to the side where he could easily reach them in case he needed them.


Chapter Seven

 

Fen loved rope, loved everything about it. When done well, strict and properly tied so he couldn’t squirm free, it felt amazing against his body. He wasn’t a contortionist, but doing yoga had given him good flexibility. In fact, he took classes at the same studio where Scrye’s wife, June, taught classes.

Joel started by tying Fen’s arms behind him. Fen flexed and took a deep breath as Joel started wrapping rope around him, a trick he’d learned years ago to keep rope harnesses looser. That’s why it surprised him when he breathed out and Joel jerked it tighter.

Joel leaned in and whispered in Fen’s left ear. “Used to have a horse when I was growing up who’d do that, too.”

Fen couldn’t help it, he started laughing, caught totally off-guard. That allowed Joel even more opportunity to snug the ropes tighter around him.

“You did warn me you were a squirmer,” Joel said. “I like a challenge.”

Fen cast a glance behind him at the man. He wore a playfully intense gaze, his blue eyes dark in this light, like deep ocean waters.

They talked while Joel tied, and Fen felt himself relaxing even more. He sensed Joel was as cautious with his heart as Fen was, probably for different reasons though. But Fen was careful not to stray too deep into personal topics yet, not wanting to know too much about this guy in case he decided he didn’t want to take things farther with him than tonight.

It would be easier not knowing much about him.

Not forming an attachment.

Although that was damned difficult already. His fucking cock would not soften, the feel of Joel’s hands on him making Fen crave more with him.

After immobilizing him, Joel had Fen try to get free. Unlike some riggers he’d played with, Joel wasn’t just fooling around. It wasn’t a tie Fen could stay in for hours, but he definitely wasn’t getting loose without assistance.

Joel flipped Fen onto his stomach and started tying his ankles to his thighs in a modified hogtie. Once that was done, he let Fen try to squirm free and Fen realized after only a minute that it wouldn’t be possible.

“Uncle.” He smiled. “Good job, you.”

“Ready for more?”

“More?”

Joel pulled a small, lightweight acrylic paddle from his bag. “More.”

Fen’s heart thudded in his chest. “Yes, please!”

Joel draped one of the towels over his jeans before manhandling Fen over his lap. That alone practically made Fen swoon, that the guy could pick him up and move him around.

Rrrrwaor!

Few things could melt him like that, a guy he trusted who could immobilize him and have his way with him.

Something he’d had far too few episodes of, unfortunately.

He couldn’t resist rubbing himself against Joel’s legs, either. Joel grabbed Fen’s ass cheeks with both hands and squeezed, hard, fingers digging in and finally making Fen draw a sharp hiss of pain.

“Color?”

“Green.” Fen closed his eyes, taking a deep breath and shocked to feel swirls of subspace already teasing him.

Shit.

Had he relaxed that much with the guy so soon?

Apparently so.

“FYI,” Fen said, before he lost the ability to speak coherently, “no sex doesn’t mean you can’t grope or feel around. So…feel free.”

“I just might.” A fist grabbed Fen’s hair and pulled his head back. Joel pressed his cheek against Fen’s. “Who’s gonna be a good boy for me tonight?” His deep, raspy drawl raked across every nerve ending in Fen’s soul and tugged on strings apparently connected directly to his now aching cock.

“Me, Sir!”

It easily rolled off his tongue.

“I get too rough for you, call yellow immediately. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Hell, it’d taken three play sessions with Tom before he’d felt comfortable calling him Sir.

With Joel, it was like…

It was almost like it felt natural. The way it should be.

Whoa, slow up there, kiddo. You just met him tonight.

Didn’t change how Fen felt, though. He had a good feeling about Joel, about them.

Like this time, maybe it really was different.

He’d never had that particular feeling before. There was always doubt lingering in his mind, eventually proven correct one way or another.

Joel dug his nails into Fen’s flesh along his thighs, his ass, his upper arms, pinching and playing, alternating with firm strokes that felt so damn great.

And when Joel cupped his left hand around the back of Fen’s neck, Fen suspected what was coming next.

The acrylic paddle was light and narrow and stung like a motherfucker. He hissed and gritted his teeth but didn’t cry out. He suspected the first several swats were Joel testing the waters, watching his reaction, because, seriously, Fen could spank his own ass harder than that.

The next one landed hard, across the crack of his ass and getting parts of both cheeks. That one made him whimper.

“Damn,” Joel muttered, then he went to town on Fen.

Yep. Joel had definitely been holding back. He alternated swats with the paddle with bare-handed smacks, with hard pinches to the insides of his thighs.

Then fingers gently stroked Fen’s sac, making him jump in startled surprise before he moaned and arched his back, trying to encourage him to do more.

The man’s callused palm cradled Fen’s balls, lightly rolling them along his flesh. “By the way, I personally enjoy giving a blow job as much as I enjoy getting one.”

Fen’s eyes fell closed and he tried to hump Joel’s thigh again.

A hard, bare-handed smack landed on his ass, startling him. “Didn’t tell you you could do that, boy.”

“Please, Sir,” Fen gasped, realizing he wasn’t heading for subspace, he was full-on deep inside it. “Please!”

“Nope.” Joel chuckled. “I’d rather leave you thinking about the image of me having you tied up like this, except in the middle of my bed and on your back, with me taking my time licking and sucking your cock for a couple of hours.”

Shhhhiiiit!

Tom saved giving oral for special treats that had to be earned. He’d been pretty damned good at it, but it had always come at a price.

The last time had triggered the final fight, where Tom had started talking in the middle of said blowjob, about wouldn’t it feel so much better if Fen also had a prostate massager toy up there while Tom was blowing him?

First time Fen had ever put a stop to a blowjob.

He’d gotten up, gotten dressed, and walked out while Tom—who hadn’t gotten off yet—tried to beg and plead with him to talk to him about it and listen to “reason.”

Stop thinking about him!

Right now, all he wanted to think about was Joel and his hunky, talented hands.

Joel untied Fen’s legs but didn’t untie his torso yet, or move him off his lap. He did start switching out implements, though, including a fucking wicked cane that brought tears of pain to Fen’s eyes and drove out all conscious thoughts for…

A while.

When Fen could finally think again, he was untied and snuggled in Joel’s lap, facing him, resting against the man’s broad chest with the fleece throw draped over Fen’s back.

Fuck.

The good kind of fuck.

Joel sat with one arm draped around Fen’s back, the other holding Fen’s head, fingers threaded through Fen’s hair. Fen looked up, staring into his eyes for a long, quiet moment.

The club didn’t exist. They could be totally alone right now, for all he cared.

Before he could stop himself, Fen reached up, hooked the back of Joel’s neck with his fingers, and pulled him down for a long, sweet, tender kiss.

 

* * * *

 

Joel knew he probably should have stopped Fen from kissing him, but dammit…he didn’t want to. And it wasn’t against the club’s rules, either. Kissing was allowed.

He didn’t try to press his tongue into Fen’s mouth, although all he wanted to do was ravish him, tongue-fuck him and give him a preview of how hard he wanted to make love to the guy and possess every cell in his body.

No anal? Fine, he didn’t fucking care. That had been the hottest scene he’d ever had in his life. Fen responded to his hands like the two of them were invisibly tethered to each other’s souls. And Fen had taken probably the hardest beating he’d ever given anyone, either, and begged for more.

Beneath the man’s flesh, his smooth, lean, hard muscles had absorbed every impact and desired more. Fen’s clothes camouflaged a body that was far sturdier than he looked at first glance.

Now he understood what Jake had meant about appearances being deceiving.

Fen broke the kiss first, resting his forehead against Joel’s chin. “Does anyone want the mats, Sir?”

“No one I’ve seen.” That was another thing—he hadn’t told Fen to call him Sir, but dammit, it sure as hell sounded right coming from him.

“Okay. Can we stay here for a while, then? Just like this?”

“Sure, baby. As long as you’d like.”

Fen nuzzled in, now tucking his head under Joel’s chin. Joel wrapped both arms around him, more perfection. As if there’d always been a Fen-shaped void right there in front of him that he’d never recognized before.

Until now, with the man in his arms.

Dammit.

Joel knew he’d need to keep his wits about him or he’d want to be taking this guy to bed tomorrow night.

That’s a bad thing…why?

In fact, Joel was going to ask Fen if he wanted to get together tomorrow for lunch or dinner to talk some more when Fen spoke up.

“I’ve been told I make pretty good pork chops,” he said. “Would you mind coming over tomorrow for dinner?”

“I’d love to, thanks,” Joel said before logic-brain could talk him out of it.

Absolutely, he wanted to see more of the cutie.

Fen tipped his head back, staring into his eyes again. “Maybe come over late afternoon. We can watch movies and talk.”

Joel nodded.

Fen reached up and palmed Joel’s cheek. “What are you, thirty-two, thirty-three? I can’t believe you’re thirty-eight.”

Joel smirked. “I’m thirty-eight.”

“Really? You don’t look that old.”

“Sunscreen. Every damn day I have to be out working.”

“What do you do?”

“Boat mechanic.”

Normally, he would never tell that much about himself that soon, but…

Something about the guy.

Something…sweet and deep and hard and sexy and…

Mine.

“I’m an engineer,” Fen said. “I’m twenty-six.”

“And you look like you’re about twenty-one.”

Fen smiled. “Good thing I’m not a drinker. I’d be getting carded all the time, seriously.”

“Can I ask why? Why you’re not a drinker, I mean?”

“Sure. I’ll warn you now, I’m a cheap date when it comes to booze. One bottle of beer or glass of wine will literally knock me out. I can’t even tolerate coffee, because it turns me into the Flash.” He hesitated. “As opposed to a flasher, which if I was the Flash would be totally useless, because who’d see me flashing? I’d be moving too fast.”

Joel smiled, enchanted by this guy. He was unlike any other man he’d ever dated or played with before. Fricking adorable. “Not a big drinker myself. A beer every so often, or wine coolers.”

Fen sat up, facing him, straddling him, his legs wrapped around Joel’s waist.

Like this, it’d be super easy to imagine them both naked, fisting their cocks together and stroking…

Fen draped his arms over Joel’s shoulders, the fleece throw sliding down his back and puddling around his waist. Joel’s hands cupped Fen’s ass, squeezing, and he enjoyed the way it made Fen smile.

“I suppose you want a detailed explanation about my hard limit.”

Joel shrugged. “Only if or when you want to tell me. If you’d said it was something you wanted to work on getting past, then I’d want to know as much as I can. It’s not, so it really doesn’t matter why. All that matters to me is that I will never violate it.”

He didn’t miss that Fen’s eyes suddenly looked a little too bright, and he blinked quickly. “Okay,” he quietly said. “Thank you. Maybe in private. I’d rather not here.”

Joel stroked Fen’s cheek. His flesh felt soft, smooth, and the guy smelled great, too. Like a fruit salad, strawberries and oranges and something else delicious. “Only if you want to.”

“I—” He took a deep breath. “Where would you like this to go? Between us?”

“I’m not going to propose to you tonight, but I don’t do hook-ups or friends with bennies. I’d like a long-term, stable, hopefully permanent relationship. But I’m not going to pressure you for anything except two things right now. One, you do not lie. Period. I’d rather you be brutally honest with me than try to dance around stuff. And two, which dovetails with one, do not cheat on me. If we’re going to try to see what happens between us, then it’s only the two of us. I promise you those two things in return, along with three, not breaking your hard limits. Any of your hard limits, but especially that big one.”

Fen leaned in again. Joel thought for another kiss, but Fen touched his forehead to Joel’s and closed his eyes. “I’m kinda…weird.”

“Weird how?”

“I tick a lot of the stereotypical gay guy boxes. But I love essential oils, I love spending time babysitting my little niece, and I think I might have a ghost in my apartment.”

“A ghost?”

“I mean, something strange. But I’m gainfully employed. I pay my own way. I put myself through college and I have a job. I’m saving for my retirement already. I don’t like to cruise bars or dance clubs.”

“So how are you weird?”

Now Fen played with the top buttons on Joel’s shirt, fingering them, foreheads still touching. “I don’t do anal,” he quietly said.

He gently grasped Fen’s head in his hands and made Fen look him in the eyes. “Last time I’m going to say this—I don’t care about that. One of my quirks is I don’t like to repeat myself a hundred times. I know trust has to be built. I don’t blame you for not trusting me yet, and I don’t hold it against you. But are you sure you’re ready to be alone with me tomorrow? We can go out to eat or see a movie or something.”

Fen swallowed hard. “I’m tired of always having to be on guard.”

“I’m sure you are.”

His eyes searched Joel’s face. “What if I want to do safe calls tomorrow with Jake and Ben?”

“I’m fine with that. I’m glad you’re cautious. If you want to put them on Skype where they can watch us, I’m fine with that. Or invite them over, too.”

Fen stared at him for a long moment. “My dad’s a detective with the sheriff’s office.”

Joel laughed. He couldn’t help it, the comment came from left field. “Is that a threat, or a warning?”

“No, I mean…it’s why I’m weird, too. Dad taught me to be careful. My parents will want to meet you if we start dating. They won’t give me any peace if I don’t.”

“Okay. I can’t introduce you to mine. They’re in Alabama and disowned me when my ex outed me.” He slid his hands down to Fen’s shoulders and gently squeezed. “So I have a few issues of my own.”

“Yikes. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. I had to leave Mobile and move because I lost my job, everything. Guy went seriously nuts when I broke up with him after finding out the truth about him. So he ruined my life there. I had to start over.”

Fen held his hand out. Amused, Joel took it.

This time when Fen shook with him, it felt firm, strong. Far stronger than he looked.

“Hi. Fenton White. I’m an engineer, twenty-six, Sarasota native, one older brother, and really overprotective parents.”

“Joel Burch. Thirty-eight, boat mechanic. Displaced from Alabama, but I kind of like Florida better. Been here eight years now. And you want to talk overprotective? You haven’t met the people in my condo building yet.”

“Huh?”

He smiled. “Let’s just say I hope you like banana nut bread.” 


Chapter Eight

 

Joel didn’t make Fen get dressed. In fact, Fen got the impression Joel was more than okay looking at his naked body.

That definitely didn’t hurt Fen’s feelings.

Good, let him get hungry for the merchandise.

It was only after Fen realized they’d been sitting there for nearly three hours total that he finally sat back and stared into Joel’s eyes.

“Guess we should go see how everyone’s doing.”

“I guess so.”

He didn’t want to move, and Fen knew that was a dangerous thing, to feel this hung up on a guy this soon.

Except…Joel felt different than any other guy Fen had played with or dated in the past.

Maybe that was naiveté on his part, and he’d admit to it, but there he was.

Or maybe the Frightful Five are frightfully good.

He hoped.

Finally, Fen started getting dressed while Joel picked up his implements and coiled his rope. Then Joel stood and waited for Fen, bag in hand, reaching his hand out for Fen’s.

Touched, Fen took it and let Joel lead him back to the social area.

Ben and Jake were sitting at a table and talking to Keith, who was standing and keeping an eye on play happening on that side.

“Well?” the three men asked together.

Fen laughed, glancing up at Joel. “That was a lot of fun.” He stretched his head from one side to the other, hearing a few pops. “And I think I’ll be feeling it tomorrow, too.”

Joel smiled. “You’re welcome.”

They sat to talk for a little while. Fen would sit and talk to Joel all night, if he could.

Except then Joel let out a huge yawn.

“Sorry. I’ve got a big job at work this week. Went in this morning for several hours to get ahead of it. Kind of wiped out.”

Fen bit back the urge to ask Joel if he could follow him back to his place for the night.

That was not the kind of guy he was or wanted to be.

Don’t lose my brains.

He hadn’t even felt this eager about Tom, and he’d thought Tom was fucking great.

Until he wasn’t.

Ah, case in point.

Joel smiled at him. “Want to walk me out to my car so we can exchange phone numbers and addresses and stuff?”

Fen eagerly nodded. “Yeah. What time tomorrow?”

“What time would you like me there? And can I bring anything?”

Fen fought the urge to ask Joel to follow him home. “Is four okay? Or is that too early?”

“That sounds great.”

“And maybe a dessert or something.”

“Deal.”

Joel stood and shook hands with everyone. Fen suspected he’d be interrogated when he returned, and he didn’t care.

Outside, at Joel’s car, he put the toybag in the trunk before pulling out his phone. With numbers exchanged, Fen was loath to let the man go.

He stepped in to hug Joel, closing his eyes and inhaling. Didn’t smell bad at all. He’d smell a lot better if he wasn’t using cheap-ass generic products, but that was okay. He’d find something perfect for Joel and keep him supplied with it.

“Thank you for tonight,” Fen said, still unwilling to let him go just yet. “That was great.” He belatedly realized he still felt more than a little subspacey—another first. Usually once he came up, he was fully up, and that was that.

“My pleasure. I enjoyed it. I hope we can do it again soon. Maybe next Saturday?”

“Sure! I—oh, I can’t. Darn.”

“Busy?”

Fen looked up. “Yeah. I promised my brother and sister-in-law I’d babysit my niece all night.” He had an idea. “Hey, you could come over. Movie night and dinner. We can consider her a chaperone.”

“Might need her to be one,” Joel said. “I’m going to have a hard enough time keeping my hands off you tomorrow night.”

“Who says I want you to?”

Joel smiled and finally ended their embrace. “Patience, baby.” He leaned in for one final kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Casual dress, I take it?”

“Yeah, shorts and a T-shirt.” Or less.

“See you then.”

Fen waited until Joel had driven off to return to the club. Jake, Ben, and Keith were all waiting for him in the office.

“Well?” they asked in unison.

He rolled his eyes but engulfed all three of them in a group hug. “I fuckin’ love you guys!”

 

* * * *

 

Joel couldn’t remember the last time his mood had felt so…light. He’d had a blast playing with Fen and hoped the guy wouldn’t wake up the next morning hating him for how hard he went on him.

He got the distinct feeling he could have gone even harder on him and Fen still would have loved every minute of it.

Leaving his bag in the trunk when he reached his building, he headed up to his condo and wasted no time rubbing one out in bed.

As he lay there catching his breath, he thought about Fen, his sweet brown eyes, how perfect Fen’s body had felt against his. Incredibly, his cock started swelling again.

Not bad for a guy near forty.

For the second one he took his time, fantasizing about all the things he’d love to do to and with Fen. It was only as he finally exploded that he realized in his fantasies, he hadn’t included anal.

Heading to the bathroom to clean up, he smiled to himself. He wanted the adorable subby for himself.

And he was no fucking idiot who’d give up a guy like that over one tiny damn thing that didn’t matter to him at all.

He sensed Fen was his future.

That was the only thing that mattered to him.

 

* * * *

 

After the best night’s sleep he’d had in a long fucking time, Joel awoke late the next morning and the first thought that hit his brain was to wonder how Fen was doing.

Throughout the night, he’d dreamed about the guy.

That’d never happened before. Not with a guy he’d just met.

He grabbed his cell phone from where it sat plugged in on the bedside table and texted him, agonizing over what to say.

Something between not too eager and creepy and not too nonchalant, either.

 

I had fun last night. Looking forward to tonight. Wanted to check in this morning and make sure you’re okay.

 

He lay there in bed, trying not to hold his breath. When his phone buzzed with a reply, he nearly dropped the damn thing on his forehead, because he’d been scrolling through e-mail.

 

EXCELLENT! :) Feel free to come over at 3 if you want. :)

 

Did he want?

Fuck yeah, he wanted.

 

I’ll see you at three. :)

 

Joel wondered if Fen always used so many emojis and decided he didn’t care.

He was fricking adorable.

Hopefully, he would soon be all Joel’s.

That afternoon, time didn’t simply crawl. It flattened all four of its tires, blew up its engine, and anchored itself to a very large rock.

That’s what it felt like to Joel.

Finally, even knowing he’d be a few minutes early, he left home and stopped by a Publix near Fen’s duplex to pick up a Key lime pie from the bakery. He pulled into Fen’s driveway at ten ’til three.

As he approached Fen’s front door, Fen threw it open with a grin and practically danced in place like an excited puppy.

Joel couldn’t help but smile. “Hey.”

Fen rose up onto his toes to kiss him hello. “Hey, Sir. Oooh, I love Key lime pie, thank you!” He took it from him and headed for what Joel could see was the kitchen.

Joel followed. “You don’t have to call me Sir if you don’t want to. We haven’t talked about that.”

He slid the pie into the fridge. “And what if I want to?”

Everything about the guy kept Joel off-balance.

In good ways.

“Then…I guess if you want to, go ahead.”

Fen closed the fridge and returned to the living room to stand in front of him, smiling. “I want to. And I don’t throw that label around easily or freely. I’m no slut.”

Daaammmn.

Well, in this case, at least. Because what Joel wanted to do was put Fen on his knees, which would put him right around cock height, and—

Joel swallowed hard. “I’m going to be honest that I’m finding it hard to control myself around you. I meant every word I said last night about sex not being on the table, but—”

“Three.” Fen held up three fingers, smiling wickedly at him. “Two last night and one this morning.” He looked down and adjusted the front of his shorts, which were tented. “Sorry, buddy. You have to wait until later tonight.”

Jeezus, maybe he would drop to his knees in front of the guy and suck him down.

Adorable. Frickin’ adorable.

Fen tipped his head. “How many for you?”

“Two last night, one this morning, and another in the shower while getting ready. And I think I’m already ready for another one.”

Fen stepped forward, pressing his hips against Joel’s and wrapping his arms around him. “I’m going to stop by the health department tomorrow at lunch. I can get test results faster that way than having to go through my doc and get an order for the lab. Plus they’re cheaper than a co-pay. Should have first results before the weekend. But they can do instant HIV.”

Joel nodded. “Okay. I’ll do that, too.” He couldn’t help it, he wrapped his arms around Fen and stared into his eyes. Yeah, in this light, he could see he’d been right that the lighter flecks of color in Fen’s gorgeous brown eyes were amber.

He leaned in and kissed him, still holding back, not wanting to plunder him.

It surprised him when Fen jumped up, wrapping his arms and legs around him. Joel caught his ass and held him, turning and propping him against the back of the couch while they kissed.

It was Fen who wanted to go farther. His tongue teased at the seam of Joel’s lips, lightly at first but then with impatient pressure until Joel gave in and took over. He cupped the back of Fen’s head with one hand and went deep, teeth and tongue and sucking, licking, trying to show him how hungry he was for him.

Except he was pretty sure Fen could feel Joel’s erection rubbing against Fen’s through their shorts.

Joel had to come up for air. It was that, or grow increasingly light-headed from how fucking horny he was. It felt like all the blood in his body was now pooled in his cock and balls and demanding he do something about it.


Chapter Nine

 

Fen knew he was seconds from making a very bad decision for a very good reason.

“Of course,” he gasped, still nibbling at Joel’s neck, “handjobs would be safe, even before test results.”

“That’s still sex.”

“Do you have any idea how fucking horny you have me right now?”

Joel grabbed Fen’s hand and put it over his zipper.

That was…

Holy fuck, thank you!

That was one very nice cock hiding right there within his reach, literally.

Didn’t matter that he didn’t do anal, he still didn’t want a guy with a micropenis who felt like a damn toothpick in his mouth. Not to mention guys like that usually had chips on their shoulders from feeling they had to overcompensate for their…shortcomings.

“Yeah,” Joel said. “I have a clue.” The corner of his mouth quirked in a smile.

Fen took a deep breath. “Seriously, I swear I’m never like this. Ever.”

“Neither am I.” He let Fen put his feet on the floor. “I think that’s a good sign, don’t you?”

Fen nodded. “Yeah. Maybe the Frightful Five are better than they think they are.”

“That’s what I keep hearing,” Joel said. “But…let’s stick to our original plan of being responsible adults.”

“For how long?”

Joel stroked Fen’s cheek. His hands felt rough and warm, firm, like sweet control and sexy nights spent screaming the guy’s name. “Until neither one of us can come up with a good enough excuse not to.”

“What are we going to do until then?”

“Talk. Keep talking.” He smiled. “Doesn’t mean we can’t still tease each other.”

Fen honestly wasn’t sure he wouldn’t be on his knees and begging to suck Joel’s cock before it was time to get dinner ready.

At least for that he was able to take his focus off Joel and his sweet, Southern drawl, his large hands, his tall, sexy body…

Dat.

Ass.

Sure, he’d been instantly attracted to guys before. No guy had ever completely wiped out his reserves like this before.

To his credit, Joel insisted on helping with dinner, not just sitting back and watching TV or leaning against the counter and watching Fen.

The second of which Fen would have been fine with, because it would have meant being able to watch Joel, too, and there was nothing hard on the eyes about him.

After dinner, he helped with the cleanup, too. And as they sat on the couch and watched another movie, Fen decided the only way he wasn’t going to end up crawling into the guy’s lap and trying to pull his zipper down was by talking.

Finding out how really okay Joel was with Fen’s restriction needed to happen sooner rather than later. As much as he wanted this hunk, he needed to know he wasn’t royally fucking up.

Fen curled his legs under him at his end of the sofa and turned to face Joel while he took a bite of Key lime pie. “So…story time, huh?”

Joel cocked his head and angled his body to face him. “I sense this is big.”

“Yeah. Kinda. Might make you reconsider me.” Fen poked at his Key lime pie and took another, tiny bite, swirling the creamy, tangy filling over his tongue. “There was this guy in college. Freshman. Not even nineteen yet, right?”

Joel nodded but didn’t interrupt.

“Literally first time away from home on his own for any length of time, up at USF in Tampa. He was out, no problem there. Nice guy for a roommate in the dorm. Didn’t care the freshman was gay, because roommate’s older brother was also gay. Our bumbling freshman started talking to a guy in one of his engineering classes second week in. Slightly older guy, hot, kind of a wolf, future bear vibe, right? Freshman can’t believe this guy seems interested in him. It was actually the wolf approaching our freshman.”

Fen had never sat down and told anyone this complete version of the story before. Not even Tom. It hurt too fucking much, made him sick to his stomach to think about it.

Made him fucking angry.

Ragey, literally wanting to kill someone angry, not hangry needing a Snickers angry.

Usually, the guys who made it far enough to want or need to know this much about him received a highly sanitized version that was reduced to three sentences or less.

I don’t like anal because…

He took another bite of pie. “Should mention the freshman’s dated a couple of guys by this point, some fumblings here and there with a lot of sweat and lubed hands and jizz, but our freshman’s never…been with a guy. Right? No fade-to-black romance movie scenes where they wake up the next morning in the same bed.”

He waved his fork in the air. “Overprotective parents who were fine with me—I mean him—being gay, but who were more worried about what might happen to their son because his father is a cop who had to deal with queers and transfolks who’d been victims of violent crimes, victims simply because they were queer or trans. And he knew cops who’d worked Pulse. So…he didn’t want his son becoming another victim on a memorial wall.”

Joel had finished his pie and set his plate on the coffee table. He now leaned forward, listening, his full attention on Fen.

Fen stared down at his pie for a moment. “Wolf asks the freshman out a couple of times, then one night asks the freshman back to his apartment. Even back then, our intrepid freshman knew he was kinky, and the wolf indicated he was just the Top to scratch his itch and introduce him to a few things. Freshman was all on board with that, even sex, because, duh, eighteen-year-old guy. Horny as fuck. And now here are all his fantasies being brought to life? Suh-weet!”

Fen took a deep breath and then opted to finish his pie, three large bites that he gobbled down fast before setting his plate aside. Sitting cross-legged, facing Joel, his hands in his lap, he pushed forward.

“Rope and spanking. Not so bad. Lot of fun. Wolf wanted his cock sucked. Okay, that was hot, too. Our freshman had been trussed over a large hassock and was eager and horny and ready to play.” He picked at his fingernails, swallowing back bile.

I should have skipped the pie.

 

* * * *

 

Joel wasn’t sure he wanted to hear this. He could see how uncomfortable Fen felt reliving it. “You don’t have to tell me, buddy,” he gently said. “It’s okay.”

Fen shook his head, taking off his glasses and laying them on the table, next to his plate. “He was five years older than me,” he quietly said, his tone even softer than before, as if the weight of the memory held his voice pinned inside him. “He pulled out of my mouth, slapped a condom on, gave me about thirty seconds of two fingers with lube on them while I was still trying to figure out what the hell he was doing, then he fucked me. He’d shoved a ball gag in my mouth to shut me up after he pulled his cock out of my mouth.

“Whole time, he told me to take it, because if I wanted to be a good little piggy for this big, bad wolf and keep playing with him, I would take it, or I could keep crying and turning him on even more because he was a sadist.”

Joel felt a little ill but refused to move or interrupt him.

“Worst part was he jerked me off while he did it. Still hurt, but made it feel good, right? I didn’t know what the hell that meant. I was a damn anal virgin. Hadn’t even stuck my own fingers up there. I didn’t know then that the brain can process both inputs simultaneously and that it didn’t make him less of a rapist for what he did to me just because he jerked me off at the same time.”

Fen slowly shook his head, tears rolling down his cheeks. “When he finished he left me tied up for a while with a huge vibrating butt plug stuck in me that he’d put in as soon as he pulled out. Remember, I’m eighteen fucking years old. A stiff breeze could get my cock up, and I could easily come ten times a day if my arm didn’t fall off. Fucker tells me see? Can’t have hated it too much. Cue round two.”

Fen shifted position, hugging his knees to him, chin resting on them as he stared at Joel. “At the end of the night, he unties me and turns into the sweet, hunky wolf again. Totally fried my brain, and not in a good way. Told me how good I was, and that my ass better be back there at seven the next night. I was scared and confused and no fucking clue what to do. I’d gone there willingly and asked him to tie me up. What was I supposed to do, claim rape? I had no clue what RACK or SSC or consent was. Had no clue I’d been raped, because it wasn’t like he forced me to be tied up or to go there. Didn’t know I could line-item consent to shit.

“I did what he told me to. I thought I had to. And yeah, some of it I did like, but definitely not that one thing. It was expected of me to take it, like it or not, ready or not, even though I’d beg him every time not to and he told me slaves didn’t get to say no. He’d had me sign a slave contract, and I didn’t know those damn things didn’t mean shit legally, you know? Plus I was fucking confused because some of it was fun, right?

“Except after three weeks with the guy, I was throwing up every morning and night, scared shitless, losing weight, horrible nightmares. I’m barely getting my schoolwork done. Thank god my roommate’s older brother stopped by to see me one Sunday afternoon. He was like six years older than me and working on his Master’s. To this day, I think my roommate called him and asked him to come talk to me, because he could tell something was really wrong.

“Roomie left us alone and I finally broke down and told him what was going on. Thought the guy was going to go murder the fucker, seriously. Told me the facts of life in a way my parents never could, because hell, duh, straight and het and while they did a damn sight better than a lot of parents, this wasn’t exactly something they foresaw. He wasn’t kinky, but he had friends who were and knew enough to help me weed out the bullshit and convinced me no, the ‘contract’ was bogus.

“Told me to cut off contact with the guy immediately. I said well, that wouldn’t be easy because he was in my class. Asked which class, when, where, who the guy was, all of that. Didn’t think anything of it at the time. I begged him not to call the cops and he promised me no, no cops. I was too fucking relieved to finally know I could say no and put a stop to it.

“He tells me he’ll attend my next class with me. It’s the next afternoon. What I didn’t know at the time was that he had a part-time job working in the admin office, with access to student records. Guy comes to class with me, but wolf isn’t there. It’s a Monday-Wednesday-Friday class. So that was a Monday. Wednesday, the wolf is there, but looked like he’d been keelhauled, I’m talking seriously. Would not so much as look at me, and when he spotted my roommate’s brother, he literally got up and left the room. Dropped the damn class. Never heard from him again. I noticed my roommate’s brother’s knuckles looked like he’d hurt them somehow, but when I asked him what happened, he smiled and said nothing, that he busted them on a tool. I thought he meant working on a car, because I knew he worked on his own car. I was willfully ignorant from that point on once I finally realized what happened.”

Joel knew he could never take the pain away from Fen’s soul, or erase the memory of what had happened to him, no matter how much he wanted to.

All he could do was what he did, and that was open his arms to the man and wait, pray that he crossed the void and trusted him.

Fen stared at him for a long, silent moment while the movie played on, unwatched. Then he crawled down the couch and into Joel’s arms, where he sobbed himself to sleep while Joel held him gently trapped between his body and the back of the couch.

At least I’m not horny anymore.

What he wanted to do was get his hands on the sonofabitch who’d hurt his guy—and he’d be lying to himself if he denied he wasn’t already thinking of Fen in terms of being his—and beat him to a bloody pulp.

With Fen perfectly nestled like that, his head tucked against Joel’s shoulder, he could study Fen’s features while he slept. Beautiful, smooth skin, and tonight smelling like coconut and peaches. His brown hair was straight and fine and soft, and Joel could already imagine what it’d feel like brushing between his thighs or across his stomach as Fen went down on him.

He lay there with his free hand resting on Fen’s chest, feeling his heartbeat softly drumming away in his chest. His sweet, limber, sexy little guy. Stronger than he looked, not only physically, but emotionally. What Fen had been through would have driven lesser men to drink, not to seek out BDSM.

Fen had coped in the best way for him, and Joel would absolutely respect that limit.

I will never even tell him he can tell me if he ever changes his mind. I never want him to think that of me.

Fen was articulate and self-aware, that much was obvious. If Fen ever decided Fen was curious, Joel knew he’d speak his mind.

Unless or until that day ever happened, Joel would always work on the assumption it would never happen.

That was fine with him. He’d meant every word he’d said to Fen on the subject.

Reconsider Fen?

Never. He was quickly falling in love with him.

When Fen woke up about an hour later, his eyes looked red and puffy, and he sniffled, embarrassed.

“Sorry I fell asleep on you.” He tried to sit up, but Joel gently restrained him with the hand still pressed to his chest.

“S’okay, baby. Can we just lay here, like this? I had fun.”

Disbelief filled his features. “You had fun watching me snore all over you?”

“I had fun watching you sleep.” His fingers curled around Fen’s hand and he brought it to his lips and kissed it. “I’m not very churchy, as in at all, but I was giving thanks for so many stupid men before me who allowed me the chance to be lying here with you. And I want to put one rule on the table right now, so I don’t do something stupid and accidentally trigger you.”

“What rule?”

He held Fen’s hand pressed against his own chest. “No anal. Period. But, if I say something like I want to fuck you, or let’s go fuck, or anything along those lines, I do not literally mean intercourse, I mean fuck around, as in sex in general, in whatever form that takes between us. Not literal fucking. Okay?”

Fen’s eyes widened and started tearing up again. “What?”

Joel froze, afraid he’d royally fucked up his attempt at not wanting to fuck up. “Are you okay?”

Fen grabbed his head and kissed him, hard, tongue and all, draping a leg over Joel’s and grinding against him.

Okay, fuck it.

He kissed Fen back, his hand sliding down to Fen’s ass. He grabbed it, hard, and rubbed his thigh against Fen’s cock, where he now had Joel’s thigh clamped between his legs.

Then he smacked Fen’s ass, hard.

Fen let out a loud, gasping cry, then froze.

So did Joel’s heart. He broke their kiss. “Baby? Are you okay? I thought—”

Fen started laughing, snorting, his whole body shaking. He buried his face against Joel’s chest and laughed until he cried, nodding, shaking his head, and nodding, back and forth between the two gestures until Joel realized he’d have to wait for Fen to regain his composure to find out what the fuck.

Hiccuping and sniffling, he finally did. “Yes to that rule, Sir,” he said, still giggling. “And I need to get up for a minute and…” He dissolved into more giggles.

“What?”

Fen sighed, untangling himself from Joel and sitting up, then pulling the waistband of his shorts out and looking down them with another sigh. “He couldn’t wait until tonight, Sir. When you smacked my ass…” He sighed once more, this time melodramatically as he pointed down the front of his shorts. “Guess you have an effect on me. And yes, I like having my ass smacked, if you couldn’t guess.”

Joel finally followed Fen’s thought processes and started laughing with him. 


Chapter Ten

 

Fen had a difficult time focusing on his work Monday morning. At one point, when Jake walked by while talking with one of their coworkers, Fen slid his chair over to his cube’s entrance and held out his hand for a high-five, which Jake returned without skipping a beat in his other conversation.

Fen didn’t say anything, but he wore a grin—the same grin he’d had plastered across his face from the second he awoke that morning—and rolled in front of his terminal again.

Tonight he was going over to Joel’s for dinner.

Last night’s sadism had been Joel somehow managing to head home without letting Fen at least give him a handjob, then Joel making Fen promise not to masturbate without permission.

And when Joel got home, he called Fen and made Fen listen while Joel rubbed one out, all the while telling Fen a mere fraction of the deliciously dirty things he wanted to do to and with Fen. Before Joel had ended the call for the night, he’d given Fen permission to masturbate again.

Which was good, because it was going to happen regardless of whatever punishment Joel wanted to give him.

No one—not one single guy he’d slept with—had ever given Fen that proactive caveat before. Fen fully recognized it was a trigger, and didn’t know why he’d never pressed anyone harder to agree to that so he could not worry.

Maybe because, before, I never trusted anyone enough to tell them the details.

Following the fifth or sixth time Tom had triggered Fen, he’d given Fen a similar caveat, but coated with exasperation and impatience.

Which, of course, now Fen understood why, because Tom’d had no intention of sticking to the hard-limit long-term. Tom thought he had a magic penis and could easily make Fen forget about his “ick factor,” as Tom had callously labeled it, and past trauma regarding anal.

Except what Tom hadn’t understood was the serious thought of doing that didn’t merely dredge up a dump truck load of bad memories in Fen, but made him feel physically ill, as well, in addition to ragey.

They’d spent the rest of Sunday evening talking—after Fen had changed his briefs and shorts—snuggled together and discussing TV shows and movies and music and books. Fen liked how he felt draped over Joel’s body while Joel lounged on the couch.

Perfect.

No elbows or knees in the wrong places. Like they were perfectly proportioned for each other.

Even that felt spookily right.

They’d texted good morning, but Fen knew he wouldn’t hear back from Joel until lunch, because Joel didn’t exactly have a desk job and frequently didn’t have his phone on him, depending on what he was doing.

A little after one, Fen was already back from lunch and his stop by the health department when his cell phone rang. He was pleasantly surprised to see it was Joel.

“Hellooooo, Sir,” he answered, making a mental reminder to change Joel’s listing to read Sir in his contacts.

“Hello, baby. How’s your briefs?”

Fen snorted, covering his mouth and keeping his voice down. “Non-sticky. Want me to send you a pic?”

“Nah. Not yet. Let’s wait until at least week two before we’re sexting each other.” He laughed. “Still on for tonight?”

“Try and stop me.” Fen had already plotted several different routes to get to Joel’s from work, depending on the traffic, and had memorized them.

“I can’t wait. I need to get back to work. See you in a few hours.”

“Absolutely.”

Fen had even brought a change of clothes so he didn’t have to go all the way home after work.

When Fen left work fifteen minutes early—since he’d arrived fifteen minutes early—he made a quick side trip by Sephora and picked up a sample pack of body scrub. He wasn’t sure what Joel might like, or what scents might work well with his body chemistry.

Good a time as any to train my Dom to tolerate my weirdness.

And last night Joel had agreed to be flexible with some things like that, since he didn’t have a firm preference usually, except regarding price.

When Fen pulled into the parking lot at Joel’s building, he spotted the man himself unloading grocery bags from his trunk. After shouldering his own bag, which also held his laptop, he rushed over to help him.

“Hello, Sir.”

“Perfect timing, baby.”

Joel wouldn’t let him take a bag until he’d given Joel a kiss hello first. Joel was sweaty and dirty and stinky, and damned if Fen didn’t want to drop him to the pavement and hump every square inch of his filthy body right there.

Okay, pool time will be out of the question, at first.

He wasn’t sure how chill Joel’s neighbors would be watching Fen walk around with a tent in his Speedo.

He was happy to see Joel wasn’t a slob. His small condo looked lived in, but that pleasant real-world mix between bachelor with a life and minimalist that ticked off one more barrier that had been blown out of the water.

Was there nothing imperfect about this guy?

Nothing that would turn Fen off, so far.

With the groceries put away, Joel turned. “I need to grab a shower.”

“Can I help?” Fen asked before he could stop himself.

Joel stepped close, smiling. “I’m pretty dirty.”

“Please can I help, Sir?” Fen begged, now wanting it more than anything.

 

* * * *

 

This was a baaaad idea, and Joel knew it. If he let Fen get those gorgeous hands on his naked body, he honestly didn’t think he’d have the strength to tell him no.

He needed to be sure he was really, really ready to make that potential commitment. Because after what Fen had already been through in the past, he didn’t want to end up being another regrettable mistake in the younger man’s life.

He also didn’t want to set himself up for heartbreak…again.

Except.

He stared into Fen’s sweet, earnest gaze.

Fen, so far, seemed to be everything Johnny hadn’t.

Open, honest.

Sane.

Not to mention vetted.

And he had a good job.

He stared down into Fen’s face and knew he was falling for the guy, already.

Hard.

Joel held up a hand and ticked off the points on his fingers as his cock struggled to steal all the usable oxygen from his blood stream. “No lying—I want full honesty, even if it’s painful. No cheating. It’s just the two of us for sex and for play. We won’t even talk collaring yet, because it’s too soon for that.”

Fen eagerly nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Sooo fricking adorable.

“Do you have anything you want to add?”

“No, Sir. You know my hard limits.”

“You can always negotiate those if you need to,” Joel said. “They aren’t etched in stone, from my perspective. If you want to take more stuff off the table—”

“Only what I told you, Sir.”

Joel remained patient, taking Fen’s hands in his. “If you ever want to, you can. Always. And you can always safeword. I’m not some asshole lookin’ for a robot who’ll never complain or speak up. I want a partner, a lover, a friend, and yes, a submissive. But I’m going to be honest that my long-term goal, ideally, is husband. Not tomorrow, obviously. Just my thought process. If that’s not on your future radar with me, then do us both a favor and say so now.”

“You’re not scaring me off that easy, Sir.” Fen grinned. “And I picked up something for you today.”

“You did, huh?”

“Mmm-hmm. Just a little something.”

Joel had a suspicion, based on the Sephora bag he’d spotted Fen carrying.

The hopeful look on Fen’s face was what finally did Joel in. “Okay, sure.” He turned. “Oh.” He went over to his messenger bag and pulled out a piece of paper. “Initial results.” He wouldn’t get the full results for a couple of days, but HIV—neg. Which he already knew, because he was careful.

Damned careful.

Fen took the paper and read it, smiling. He pulled his out of his laptop bag and showed it to Joel. “See? Perfect!”

Fuck it. Life was short. Damned short.

And, so far, Fen seemed perfect for him.

“Come here, baby.” Joel pulled him close and kissed him, hard, sucking on his lower lip. “Go get whatever it is and join me in the bathroom.”

Joel started stripping as he walked, dumping his clothes on top of the clothes washer, which sat with the dryer in a closet just off the kitchen, in the short hallway leading to the bedroom and bathroom. Somehow, Fen, who was wearing more clothes, managed to not only strip faster, but race past him—naked—and was waiting for him in the bathroom when Joel got there.

Fricking adorable.

In the bathroom, Joel held up a finger, pressing it to Fen’s lips. “No bare oral yet. That’ll be our big night, once we get our test results. Okay?”

Fen eagerly nodded, sucking Joel’s finger into his mouth and swirling his tongue around the end of it.

Joel’s cock twitched.

I’m totally fucked.

Fen was so proud of the sample pack he’d bought for Joel that even though Joel honestly didn’t care about the kind of soap he used, he made sure to make a big deal about it so Fen didn’t get his feelings hurt.

Out of the four bottles, Fen picked a vanilla-scented one, grabbed Joel’s scrubby, and took over, starting with his back. Joel closed his eyes, forehead pressed against the wall, and let out a soft groan.

“Yeah, baby.” It’d been a long time since he’d had someone to be this intimate with.

“Do you like it?”

“Yeah.” It took Joel a moment to realize Fen meant the soap. “It’s nice, baby. I like it.”

What he liked even more was the simple pleasure of having someone touch him like this. Fen didn’t just scrub his back, he stroked Joel’s arms and legs, squirmed his entire body against Joel’s, slippery flesh against flesh.

After a couple of minutes, Fen giggled. “You need to turn around, Sir. So I can wash your front.”

Joel turned, leaning back against the wall. He opened his eyes and watched Fen, realizing Fen’s gaze was locked onto his own. He started with Joel’s shoulders and arms and slowly worked his way down, skipping from his hips to his feet and working his way up.

Staring at Joel’s rock-hard and twitching cock, Fen licked his lips.

He dropped the scrubby. One hand curled around Joel’s cock, the other around his balls, and Joel groaned. Warm, soft, living flesh touching him. Fen perfectly stroked him, lightly giving a twist to the stroke at the head.

It’d be too easy to want to grab Fen’s head and fuck his sweet mouth.

“Stand up, baby,” Joel hoarsely said.

Fen smoothly rose without releasing Joel’s cock and balls. Joel turned them, Fen’s back now against the wall, and reached down so he could stroke Fen’s cock.

“Hold it for me, sugar,” Joel ordered. “Come with me.”

Slanting his mouth over Fen’s, he started stroking the man’s cock, gently, not sure how sensitive he was, and increasing pressure as Fen eagerly fucked his hips against Joel’s hand.

Fen’s strokes on Joel’s cock sped up but Joel struggled to hold back. With his other hand braced on the wall over Fen’s right shoulder, Joel kissed him, kept kissing him, never wanted to stop. He focused on that, on tracing the shape of the man’s teeth, of the sounds of Fen’s moans as Joel swallowed them whole and took them straight into his heart.

This.

Man.

This friggin’ adorable man who’d burrowed straight into his soul.

He couldn’t fight his attraction to Fen, and he really didn’t want to.

He lifted his lips from Fen’s. “Get ready. Look at me.”

Fen opened his eyes and stared up at him, sweet and vulnerable and…

Adorable.

His.

Joel gasped, wanted to throw back his head and howl in relief as his balls squeezed ropes of cum all over Fen’s hands. Fen quickly followed a couple of strokes later, and as they stood there they kissed, catching their breath, leaning on each other.

Joel pulled Fen’s arms around him and turned again, this time the one against the wall and Fen cradled against him. “I think I’m in trouble, sugar,” Joel said.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t think I’m ever gonna want to let you go.”

“Who says I want you to?”

 

* * * *

 

Yeeessss!

Except for the fact that they were in the shower, Fen would have jumped up and down in joy.

That, and he didn’t want to fall and bust his ass. With his luck, he probably would have.

They finally finished their shower, drying each other off, still kissing.

Making love standing up without even touching each other’s cocks.

Hell, it’d never felt this good with Tom. Ever.

Never felt like they were this close.

Joel cupped his cheek. “I promised you dinner, baby.”

“Let me help you cook, Sir. Please?”

Joel had a couple of different smiles, Fen had already noticed. The sexy, one-sided smirk he gave Fen now had the deadliest power when it came to twisting Fen’s cock.

“Sure.”

They didn’t bother getting dressed. Joel had planned for a light meal, grilled chicken cut up in a salad with cranberries and almonds and feta cheese, fresh fruit on the side, and cheesecake for dessert.

Perfection.

All during the prep work, they kissed, stroked each other—all the playful kind of interactions Fen loved and had longed for.

It was like he’d dreamed this delicious Dom out of thin air, and that terrified and thrilled Fen all at the same time.

Maybe this was the guy his life had prepared him for, this man, right now.

If so…he would never be grateful for what happened to him in college, but he knew he could put it behind him and relax, knowing he finally had a guy who was willing to take him as he was and not try to change him just because.

That was, if things continued to work out between them.

They spent the evening talking, cuddling, watching TV, and making love again. This time in Joel’s bed. He had Fen masturbate while he watched, wanting to see how he stroked himself, and playing dirty by nibbling on Fen’s nipples, sucking them, discovering how ultrasensitive they were and then taking full advantage of that to torment him while he made Fen hold back until he gave him permission to come.

Then Joel tucked Fen against his left side, while with his right hand he stroked his own cock. Thick and beautiful, around eight inches, and Fen could already imagine how it’d feel and taste in his mouth, when he finally got to go down on it.

Remember to buy more flavored condoms.

He memorized every line, every angle in Joel’s face as the man orgasmed, wanting to be the one who got to make him make that expression for the rest of their lives, thinking there was nothing sexier in the world.

Fen hated going home, but he hadn’t planned to spend the night, and it’d mean getting up super early tomorrow to go home first. Not to mention an unplanned change like that would throw his morning routine into chaos, and then totally bork the rest of his day.

“Can I stay over tomorrow night, Sir?” he asked, almost dreading the answer.

Joel rolled on top of him, smiling down at him. “You can’t distract me getting ready in the morning. I have to be out of here early.”

Fen nodded. “Me, too.”

Joel nuzzled noses with him and Fen felt himself slip even closer toward love. “Okay. Sure, if you want to.”

“Can you spend the whole weekend with me?”

“What about your niece?”

“That’s okay. Not like we’ll be naked in front of her. Heck, we’ll be lucky if we can keep a diaper on her. She’s in a nudist phase.”

“Wait, how old is she?”

“Eighteen months.”

Joel laughed, his head resting on the bed. “I don’t know why I thought you said she was eight for some reason. Sorry. I was wondering how can you not keep clothes on an eight-year-old, and why does she need a diaper? You order them to wear clothes at that age.”

Fen laughed with him and wanted to run his hands all over Joel, wanted to stroke his arms, his abs.

His cock.

Except he let out a yawn and realized it was after ten. “Sorry. Guess I should head home.”

Joel got up with him, pulling on shorts and grabbing his keys, not only walking him downstairs, but all the way to Fen’s car. “Text me when you get home, baby, okay?”

Someone else to worry about him if he disappeared.

Someone who made him feel like he wasn’t alone anymore. “Yes, Sir. Absolutely.”

And when Joel smiled and stepped back while Fen got in, he stared into Joel’s blue gaze and realized he was lying to himself if he tried to deny he wasn’t in love with the guy already.


Chapter Eleven

 

Tuesday morning, Fen sat at his desk and didn’t look away from the project he was working on when his phone rang with his mother’s custom ringtone. He blindly grabbed for his phone and drew it to him.

“Hello, birth-giver.”

She laughed. “You sound like you’re in a good mood. Your father’s schedule changed. Tomorrow night at seven for dinner.”

Fen reflexively hit ctrl+S and sat back. “Tomorrow?”

Damn.

There went his plan to spend Wednesday night at Joel’s and leave straight for work from there Thursday morning. His parents lived all the way up in Bradenton, and from Joel’s, that’d be nearly an hour.

Actually, there went his plan to get laid tomorrow night.

He could see the frown in her tone. “Is that a problem?”

It wasn’t required to be at family dinners, but considering how supportive his parents had been throughout the years, he tried to miss as few of them as possible. Plus he hated missing any opportunity to spend time with his little Snoobug.

“No, not a problem.” He hoped she couldn’t hear him sigh. “Change of plans, that’s all.”

“Oh?”

Shit.

He might as well get it over with, because he knew that tone of voice, too. She’d gently keep pecking away at the topic from different angles until he admitted it. The fact that he wasn’t pining the loss of Tom any longer wouldn’t go unnoticed, either.

“Mutual friends of mine got together and played matchmaker and introduced me to a guy Saturday. Really great guy. I was going to see him again tomorrow night.”

“So bring him.”

He thought he’d misheard her. It took them several weeks to invite Tom. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Okay, where’s my mom, and what’d you do with her?”

“Honey, I don’t think I ever heard you describe Tom as a ‘really great guy’ in the entire time you were dating him. Frankly, your father and I weren’t very fond of him. Bring your new guy and let us meet him.”

Why not? One more test. Besides, Snoobug would likely hate him, anyway. She’d hated Tom, but then again, she was at that age where she pretty much hated most people on sight who she didn’t spend time with every day. She still kicked and screamed when Onna’s mom and dad tried to hold her.

So far, she’d taken to Fen like crazy, even more than his parents, whom she saw several times a week, on average. Another reason he didn’t want to miss spending time with her.

“Okay, sure. I’ll talk to him.”

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.” He stared at his phone for a minute before texting Joel about it. He knew this was probably some sort of test on the part of his parents. If they extended the offer and Joel declined, they’d immediately mark a check in the Dislike category when sizing him up.

 

* * * *

 

It was nearly noon before Joel returned to his tiny, air-conditioned office just off the shop area in the marina and could check his phone for messages. He found a text from Fen.

 

Change of plans Wed. night. Dad’s schedule changed. Dinner @ 7 at their house. Mom told me to invite you.

 

Wow. He hadn’t met parents in a while. That was usually a big deal.

Then again, wasn’t Fen a big deal in his life already? He couldn’t get the guy out of his mind. Not at all. All morning, he’d been constantly distracted by thoughts of him.

Keeping his mind on his work usually wasn’t a problem Joel had.

Now all he could think about was the next time he got to see Fen—that night—and replaying what they’d done last night. Fen said he’d stop by the store and bring fixings for dinner.

I need to give him keys to the building and my apartment.

He had extras in a drawer in his kitchen, but he’d never given a key to anyone except to one of his neighbors once, when he had to go out of town but was expecting a delivery of a piece of flat-pack furniture.

Wasn’t this kind of instalove usually limited to the realm of romance novels and extremely bad life choices?

Or maybe the cultures who used matchmakers were really on to something after all.

He texted him back.

 

What do I need to bring?

 

Fen must have been waiting for his response, because he replied almost immediately.

 

Nothing. Mom enjoys cooking. You could bring clothes and shower stuff and come straight to my place after work.

 

Maybe he could spend the whole night at Fen’s. That wouldn’t exactly be a bad way to spend the night.

Better than a quick handjob and heading home alone.

Hell, he didn’t want to be alone anymore.

 

That sounds like a plan, sugar. I need to grab lunch and get back to work. See you tonight.

 

Fen responded with a series of smiling emoji faces, which made Joel smile.

Frickin’ adorable.

 

* * * *

 

Fen struggled to keep his mind focused on his work for the rest of the afternoon. He’d packed to spend the night with Joel and was eager to be with him again.

This isn’t healthy, is it?

To be this hung up on someone so soon?

Wasn’t this one of the key warning signs of subfrenzy?

But his mind kept circling back to the fact that the Frightful Five had vetted and paired them. If there’d been a red flag, he knew any or all of them wouldn’t have hesitated to throw it and drag Fen off for a private warning chat.

Fen also knew from what Joel had told him that he’d been given an interrogation worthy of an international war crimes inquiry.

By the time he arrived at Joel’s and made it upstairs after being buzzed in, Joel met him at the elevator and took some bags for him. “Next time, text me when you’re here, baby, so I can come help you.”

Fen felt a pleased flush fill his face. “Yes, Sir.”

Unfortunately, Joel had already taken his shower, but Fen loved that he smelled like strawberry. Once they’d set the groceries on the counter, Joel grabbed him and kissed him, hard, cupping Fen’s ass and grinding against him.

“Missed you today, sugar.”

“Missed you, too, Sir.”

Joel smiled down at him. “You know, you keep calling me Sir and you’re gonna spoil me rotten.”

“Maybe that’s my evil plan, Sir.”

Joel grinned and patted Fen on the bum. “Let’s get dinner started. I’m starvin’.”

After dinner and cleaning up, they ended up in Joel’s bed. Fen would take the blame for that, because he’d stood at the counter and ground his ass back against Joel’s hips when the man had hugged him from behind.

That had led to a furious explosion of clothes being flung off in a trail starting in the kitchen and ending at Joel’s bed, where he’d scooped Fen up in his arms and tossed him onto the bed before crawling up on it and stalking him.

“I picked up a little something on the way home from work today, baby,” Joel said from where he’d ended up between Fen’s legs, kissing the inside of his right ankle.

“You did?”

“Mmm-hmm.” He drew a scorching circle around the inside of Fen’s left ankle with his tongue. “Side table on your right, top drawer. Toss me one, please.”

Fen fumbled around and found—

“Flavored condoms!” He’d actually packed some but they were out in his bag and in his rush to get in bed with Joel, he’d forgotten about them.

A wide smile creased Joel’s face and he held out a palm for the plastic pouch.

Fen pulled pillows under his head while Joel shoved Fen’s thighs wide apart and settled in, slowly rolling the condom down his shaft.

“Hope you enjoy this, baby.”

“Oh!” Fen struggled to keep his eyes open as Joel completely swallowed Fen’s cock to the root. Then he slowly worked his way up again, swirling his tongue around Fen’s shaft. When he reached the head he gently grazed his teeth over the ridge, drawing whimpers of need from Fen.

Working slowly, this time he licked and sucked his way down the underside of his cock, to his balls, where he had fun taking them into his mouth one at a time. All the while, Fen tried to rock his hips in time with Joel’s movements, tried to hold back, tried to savor every second of this.

Damn, the man was good! And Fen was glad he kept himself shaved down there, too.

One thought kept pulsing through Fen’s brain with every beat of his heart—if it felt that good through a condom, he could only imagine how damn good Joel’s mouth would feel bare against his shaft.

Apparently, Joel was serious about how much he enjoyed giving oral. He took his time, built Fen up several times before letting him cool off a little, keeping him at a fast simmer and begging for permission to come, even though Joel hadn’t told him—this time—that he had to wait.

Fen completely lost track of time as he lost his damn mind to this man’s magic mouth. Finally, Joel chuckled. “You can come, baby.”

He swallowed Fen’s cock to the root once more, at the same time grabbing handfuls of the back of Fen’s thighs and squeezing, hard, fingers digging in.

The combination of mind-blowing pleasure and pain short-circuited Fen’s brain. He grabbed Joel’s head and started fucking his mouth as the orgasm slammed into him, driving the breath from him even as he tried to hold back his relieved cry. His cock filled the end of the condom, and Joel released his grip on Fen’s thighs, to hold the condom closed around the base of Fen’s cock. Still, as Fen’s cock grew limp in his mouth, Joel continued holding it there, smiling even with his mouth full, those magic blue eyes twinkling with evil Dominant mischief as he watched Fen recover.

Releasing Joel’s head, Fen sat up and grabbed Joel, kissing him. “Dammit,” he whispered. “That was…fuck.”

“Good?”

He stared at him in disbelief. “Good? That was like the gold-star standard right there!”

Joel sat back on his heels and patted Fen’s hip. “Go clean up and get back here.” He pointed at his own cock. “He’s ready to meet your mouth.”

Fen did, eagerly climbing onto the bed. Joel sat propped up against the headboard, knees bent and thighs wide open.

Hell, Fen’s mouth was watering, ready to get a taste of him.

Joel held up two pouches. “Strawberry, or banana? Only two left. I didn’t want to get a bunch of this kind if they tasted gross.”

“Either.” Fen held out his hand and ended up with banana. His hands trembled with eager excitement as he ripped the pouch open and started rolling the condom down Joel’s shaft.

 

* * * *

 

Joel hoped he didn’t prematurely explode and ruin’s Fen’s fun. Fen kept one hand around the base of Joel’s cock and with the other played with his sac. There was no sexier sight in the world than watching his cock disappear between Fen’s eager lips.

Fen kept his gaze focused on Joel, knowing exactly what he was doing to him with every swipe of that sweet tongue of his.

The only reason Joel hadn’t taken the risk of going down on Fen bare was that he didn’t want his boy assuming that risk himself in return. And Joel knew damn well Fen would have begged to suck Joel raw if he’d sucked Fen like that.

Not that Joel honestly believed the rest of the results would come back anything but neg, but he would always put his boy first, and that meant setting a good example.

Considering he’d already screwed up by not being able to hold back longer on sex, in this way, at least, he could remain steadfastly firm. They’d have their results by next week at the latest. No hardship to have Fen’s sweet naked body in bed with him even without being able to suck him raw.

He already had ideas he wanted to try, websites he wanted to visit and toys to shop for. He didn’t need to fuck Fen’s ass when through the miracle of kinky science there were countless jack toys out there already that could serve as more than adequate replacements.

Oh, the fun they could have together trying them all.

But not yet. He wanted to make sure Fen’s trust in him was absolute. If he tried to introduce toys like that too soon, he worried Fen might think he was trying to play a game with him and coax him down the road to trying anal, and that was absolutely not what he wanted to do.

It was, as far as Joel was concerned, something forever off the table. And he was absolutely fine with that.

Fen was sexy and playfully eager. Joel held back as long as he could before Fen’s skilled mouth finally drew him over the edge. When Fen knew Joel was coming, he went deep, nose pressed against Joel’s pubes and with every bit of his cock down his throat.

Oh, wow!

Finally, he was too sensitive and pulled Fen off his cock and up into his arms, where he could kiss him and snuggle, wrapping his arms around him and completely engulfing his slim frame against his body.

“So fucking good, baby,” Joel breathed, unable to believe his life had finally brought him this bit of good luck.

“Want me to get you a washcloth, Sir?”

“No, I’ll get up in a minute.” He looked into Fen’s face for a long, quiet moment. “I’m so glad you’re spending the night. I don’t want you to leave.”

“So you’ll spend the night with me tomorrow?”

Joel smiled. He couldn’t have refused him, the hopeful look in Fen’s face tugging at Joel’s heart. “Of course I will, baby. All night long. It’s the only place I want to be—with you.”


Chapter Twelve

 

In the light of day, Joel wasn’t feeling so brave regarding meeting Fen’s family.

Especially Fen’s dad.

When Joel packed clothes the next morning, Fen insisted he could wear shorts and a T-shirt, but Joel wanted to make a good impression.

Especially since Fen’s dad was a cop.

He knew the man would likely be hard to impress and potentially look for any flaw to hold against him. They were overprotective parents who, had they known about Fen’s college experience, likely would have kept him living at home as long as possible after he graduated.

That was based on his own feelings, of wanting to build a safe bubble to keep Fen in. If he could afford it, he’d make Fen a stay-at-home husband, one less worry on his mind every day, being able to know his baby wasn’t driving in rush hour traffic.

Which he also understood was a totally irrational response, but something about Fen brought those feelings out in him in a way he’d never felt before.

Ever.

If he felt like that, unless Fen’s parents were complete and utter assholes, he couldn’t imagine they didn’t feel at least a little like that themselves.

He’d finally settled on a casual button-up short-sleeved shirt and nice khaki shorts. At least the double engine overhaul job at work threw enough curveballs at him throughout the day to keep his mind focused, for once, on that and not on Fen or the dinner that night. It was only after work, as he was driving to meet Fen at his place, that his anxiety crept in again.

Maybe this was the “bad” thing that would jinx this whole perfection. Maybe Fen’s family would hate him, tell Fen to get rid of Joel, end of story.

Because it seemed impossible, new-relationship energy or not, for things to be going this well this soon. Sure, it’d been less than a week, and yes, the Frightful Five had a great track record.

But…really?

Did he finally get the happily ever after with an adorable guy who seemed custom-made for him?

Fen stepped into the shower in the master bathroom to help Joel scrub off. Which had led to them jerking each other off and then almost running a few minutes late. He let Fen drive because, honestly, he felt too nervous.

“You’re sure we shouldn’t bring dessert, or a gift, or…something?”

Fen arched an eyebrow at him. “Nope. I swear my parents aren’t jerks, Sir.”

“Please don’t call me Sir in front of them.”

“I wasn’t going to, no worries.” He smiled. “My big, bad Dom is terrified right now.”

“Fuck yeah, I am. Your dad’s a cop. He hates me, he’ll make my life hell until I leave.”

Fen reached over and patted his thigh. “Mom told me on the phone yesterday that she and Dad didn’t like Tom, and I didn’t even know that. Take that as proof that even if they don’t like you, it doesn’t change anything between us. I swear they’re not like that. Neither are George and Onna.” He laughed. “It’s the Snoobug you’ll have to worry about. Naris. If she hates you, don’t get upset, because she hates most people right now.”

Joel still wasn’t convinced it’d be that easy. All he could do was trust his boy.

 

* * * *

 

Poor Joel.

Fen knew the only way to truly convince him that his family was the polar opposite to Joel’s was to show him.

Trial by Snoobug.

George and Onna weren’t there yet when Fen parked in his usual spot behind his mom’s car. His dad’s work car, an unmarked cruiser, was already parked in its spot, so he was home, at least.

Before getting out, Fen leaned in and kissed Joel. “Deep breaths, Sir. This is okay.”

He led Joel up the walk and tried the doorknob to see if it was unlocked. About the only time they left it unlocked was when they were expecting them to arrive for family dinners.

It was.

He opened it and called out. “Hello, parental units.” He caught Joel’s hand and practically hauled him through the door, closing it behind him. “We’re here.”

Like a couple of meerkats, his mom’s head popped through the kitchen doorway, while his father’s popped out of the den. He stepped in front of Joel to intercept them for hugs when they hurried in before turning to introduce them.

“Mom, Dad, this is my boyfriend, Joel Burch. Joel, this is Glen and Ivy.” Might as well go there instead of trying to say he’s just a friend.

Joel was closest to Fen’s dad and reached out to shake with him first. “Mr. White, it’s nice to meet you. Thank you for inviting me—”

His dad grabbed his hand and pulled him in for a hug. “That’s Glen and Ivy, none of that formal crap if you guys are dating. Nice to meet you, son.”

His mom swooped in for her hug, too. “Why, he’s nearly as tall as George. It’s so nice to meet you, Joel.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Poor Joel still looked like he felt terrified. Fen grabbed him by the hand and followed his mom toward the kitchen. “So what’s for dinner tonight?”

“Onna shared a recipe on Facebook a couple of weeks ago for a paella recipe I wanted to try.” She turned, looking horrified. “Oh, my gosh! You’re not allergic to fish or shellfish, are you?”

Joel finally smiled. “No, ma’am. No food allergies.”

“Whew! I’m so sorry I didn’t think to ask that first.”

Fen grabbed plates and handed them off to Joel so he could get the utensils out and start setting the dining room table. “Don’t poison him, Mom. Our friends worked really hard to match us up in the first place.”

“Don’t be silly. I would never poison someone the first time I met them. I’d give them three or four chances first.” She sweetly smiled.

“I should add my family has a pretty dark sense of humor,” Fen warned.

He led the way to the dining room and switched on the light. Fen went behind Joel, laying out the flatware. They’d just finished when Fen’s dad walked in and tossed a small notepad and pen onto the table in front of Joel.

“Name, DOB, all of that—”

Mortified, Fen wanted to smack his father. “Oh, my god, Dad, seriously?”

His dad grinned as Joel’s eyes widened.

His mom swooped in to the rescue, appearing from the kitchen. She snatched them off the table, shoving them at her husband. “Glen White, do not give the poor guy a hard time. Can’t you see how nervous he is? Tonight is not the night to run him through the wringer!”

Fen held up his hands, dropping into serious mode. “Dad, his family disowned him when someone outed him on purpose. Can we please chill a little on the teasing until he gets to know us better?”

His dad winced and stuck out his hand. “Sorry, son. We’re pretty laid back around here.”

Joel shook with him. “It-it’s okay.”

Fen draped an arm around Joel. “Hey, at least he didn’t do to you what he did to Tom.”

Fen’s dad snorted. “I still say that was hysterical.”

His mom looked unimpressed. “He had one of those big 12-volt spotlights you use on a boat hidden under the table by his chair. I didn’t know it. In the middle of dinner, second night Tom ever ate dinner with us, he breaks this damn thing out, shines it in Tom’s face, and starts interrogating him.” She stared up at her husband. “I thought Fen was going to climb over the table and wring his neck. Thank god George was sitting next to him and reached under the table to disconnect the damn car battery he’d hooked it to.”

 

* * * *

 

Joel was still trying to get his pulse to slow to an even rhythm. Once Fen’s parents left the room again, Fen grabbed Joel’s hands and squeezed, hard.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I will be.”

“I forgot to mention my family’s…weird.”

“Well, you did warn me you were weird.” He managed a smile for Fen because from the look on Fen’s face, he suspected his boy wanted to kill his father right then.

“Nuts from the same tree.” Fen was about to say something else when they heard the front door open and a man called out.

“Prepare to worship her royal highness, you miserable peasants.”

“Snoobug!” Fen released Joel’s hands and darted through another doorway.

Joel followed him and stood back while Fen and his parents swooped in, surrounding the couple. Joel knew George was a year older than him. The two brothers couldn’t have looked more different if the genes had been deliberately mixed that way.

Fen had shown him pictures, but with the men together in person, he could see their resemblance to their parents and each other, but the differences were also more striking.

When the elder Whites had greeted the couple and their daughter and then passed Naris to Fen, Fen walked over to Joel.

“George, Onna, this is my boyfriend, Joel.”

Joel shook with the couple. “Nice to meet you both.”

“He’s going to be with me Saturday while we babysit her majesty.”

The little girl had George’s blue eyes and a thick head of Onna’s black hair. She was going to be gorgeous when she grew up.

Joel had limited experience with babies and wasn’t sure what to do. So he held out a finger for her to grab. “Hi, Snoobug. Your uncle’s told me all about you.”

She’d had one arm draped around Fen’s neck and had been leaning against his chest. She cocked her head at Joel, staring, literally gave him a sniff, then bypassed his outstretched finger and nearly flung herself at him.

“Whoa!” Fen struggled not to drop her while Joel grabbed her, pulling her in as she continued staring at him.

The other adults went silent, watching this play out.

Then the baby grinned, leaning in and blowing a huge, sloppy raspberry against his cheek, laughing after she did, sounding delighted.

“Dole!”

Then she promptly laid her head against his shoulder and started sucking her thumb. She kept turning her face toward his neck and he could hear her sniffing him. When Fen tried to take her back, she fussed and pushed away, trying to stay with Joel.

Fen’s eyes widened. “Um, well, okay then. I guess you just received the Snoobug seal of approval.”

“Holy shit,” George muttered. “Did you see that?”

Onna smacked his shoulder. “Language!”

“But did you see that?” He stared at Fen. “Marry him, bro. Now.”

 

* * * *

 

Fen even had to swap seats with Joel at the dinner table, because Naris wanted “Dole” to sit next to her through dinner.

A lesser man might have had his feelings hurt to find himself overthrown.

Fen considered it a victory worthy of a Super Bowl ring. He didn’t know if Joel understood what a big deal this was. If Naris was in love with Joel, no way would any of his family have a problem with Joel. She’d never reacted to anyone like that before, much less someone Fen had brought to meet his family.

Okay, then.

After dinner, when Joel tried to help clean up the dishes, Naris pitched a literal tantrum until Joel picked her up and followed Onna out to the living room.

Fen’s dad watched that play out, then turned to Fen. “No, seriously, marry him. They say kids and dogs are great judges of character.”

Fen’s face reddened. “Dad, we’ve known each other less than a week. I would think you’d be telling me to be careful.”

“You said mutual friends introduced you, right?”

“Yeah?”

“And you trust them not to introduce you to an asshole?”

“Yeah?”

He gently poked Fen in the chest. “You want me to run a background check on him, I will. But unless he acts like an utter tool, give this a chance.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time they’d left Fen’s parents’ house that evening, Joel had relaxed and had fun. It was hard not to have fun when a playful toddler insisted on monopolizing his time and showing him all the toys in her diaper bag and talking to him for long periods of time in a language that had discernible English words in it, but was also a goodly chunk of scrambled Toddlerese.

“So…that went well,” Fen finally said. “Snoobug is trying to steal you away from me, but I think I can deal with my jealousy.” He flashed Joel a smile.

“I thought you said she hates people.”

“She does! Seriously, did you see how stunned everyone was, including me? That’s usually how she acts around me.”

“She was sniffing me.”

“She does that to me, too. She loves the scent of the stuff I use.”

“Maybe that’s why she liked me so much.”

Then again, maybe it didn’t matter. He’d had fun in a way he hadn’t had fun in…years.

He’d felt like part of a family again, and until that night he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed that feeling.

And that night, he’d slept more soundly than ever cuddled with Fen in his bed. Thursday night they slept over at Joel’s, and Friday night back at Fen’s, where Joel would spend the whole weekend with him.

This was starting to become a habit he didn’t want to break.

Come Saturday afternoon, Fen drove them over to George and Onna’s house. They lived in a two-bedroom townhouse in a newer development near the Gulf Gate Estates area. Joel wondered if Naris would still like him, but as soon as she saw him, she was throwing her arms out at him, trying to reach him and happily screaming his name.

“Dole!”

When Fen snorted, Joel arched an eyebrow at him. “No fruit jokes.”

“Aww.”

Joel had wondered why Fen wanted to pick her up instead of letting George and Onna drop her off like they’d offered, until he realized the man had a mission. They went to Sephora, where Fen introduced Joel to Toni, his favorite sales clerk, while Joel carried Naris because she wouldn’t let Fen carry her.

Apparently Naris had met Toni before.

“She’s getting so big!”

While Naris would let Toni touch her, it was obvious the toddler wasn’t going to let anyone but Joel hold her.

So Fen carried a hand basket and Joel, now totally amused, trailed behind with Naris.

This literally was a new experience for him.

A few times, Fen let Joel sniff things—which meant Naris insisted on sniffing them, too—and give his opinion. By the time they left there, Fen had dropped over a hundred dollars, including buying a small bottle of strawberry bubble bath for Naris.

“George insists he’s going to teach her how to work on cars,” Fen said as they headed out to his. “Which is fine. But her Uncle Fen’s going to remind her it’s okay to work on cars and smell good and have great skin and hair at the same time.” Fen blew a raspberry against her cheek and Joel felt his heart slide completely into the “in love” slot and firmly wedge itself there.

But only seven days in, he wasn’t going to say it yet and jinx this. Because he knew he had to make sure they built themselves a solid foundation that was going to last for life.

And he’d fight however hard he had to to convince Fen he wanted to be there for life. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Over the next six weeks, there was rarely a day they didn’t at least see each other and eat dinner together. Most nights they spent together, at one place or the other, and Joel frequently spent weekends at Fen’s because his apartment was closer to the club and Sigalo’s.

They also went to the club every weekend. The Frightful Five had added another notch to their riding crop in terms of success.

And the men talked.

A lot.

They’d talked more over the first couple of weeks of their relationship than Fen had talked with Tom during their entire three months together.

Another reason Fen was sure this was right, because it was like the Universe’s Magic 8-Ball had finally landed on All signs point to YES and stayed stuck there.

One thing they hadn’t done yet was tell each other “I love you.” Fen resisted saying it because he didn’t want to jinx things, even though he damn sure felt that between them and was reasonably certain from Joel’s words and actions that he felt it, too.

And every week, during their family dinners, Snoobug made a beeline for “Unca Dole” as soon as they arrived.

This Friday night, Fen was spending it at Joel’s only because Joel wanted to run by work for a little while on Saturday morning, and he’d had to help one of his neighbors earlier in the evening with a small plumbing repair. They’d spend the rest of the weekend at Fen’s.

And Joel had teased Fen that he had a surprise for him tonight.

A big surprise.

Fen wasn’t sure what Joel had in mind for tonight. Joel had asked only that Fen trust him. So far, nothing the man had done over the past six weeks had violated his trust. Other than the detailed conversation they’d had in the beginning on why Fen needed that particular limit in terms of sex, Joel had certainly seemed happy to abide by that one…bit of minutiae.

Both in bed and in the dungeon, Joel seemed absolutely perfect, and Fen couldn’t help but hope this was for life.

Fen suspected that, for tonight, anything loud and noisy wouldn’t be on the menu, given the paper-thin walls of Joel’s condo building. Maybe his neighbors were heavy on the hearing-impaired side due to their age, but it didn’t mean they wouldn’t hear a heavy-duty spanking going on.

When he arrived, he texted Joel he was there before he let himself into the building with his key. Fen tried to control his nerves on the elevator ride up. He had a change of clothes for in the morning stashed in his laptop bag, but he could travel light since he now kept stuff to take a shower with there at Joel’s so he didn’t have to schlep it back and forth.

Likewise, Joel had started keeping stuff at Fen’s.

Tom had never kept anything at Fen’s. In fact, he’d rarely wanted to sleep there. Had said he didn’t like the “vibe” of the place itself, not Fen’s decor, which had still hurt Fen’s feelings at the time. He also realized, in retrospect, it should have been another honking red flag.

Joel stood waiting in the open doorway when Fen stepped off the elevator. It took every ounce of control Fen had in his body not to run down the hall and jump into his arms.

Why’d he have to have blue eyes?

Fen stopped at the doorway and rose up onto his toes to kiss him hello. The man reached around, grabbed Fen’s ass in both hands, and squeezed, hard. A soft mewl of pleasure burst free, and Joel’s gaze narrowed even as his lips curled.

“Ready to play, baby?” he whispered.

Fen eagerly nodded. “Yes, Sir!”

His cock was on board with that idea, too.

Joel caught him by the hand and led him inside, closing and locking the door behind them. Then he took Fen’s bag from him and gently—Fen noticed—set it on the counter before pulling Fen into his arms again.

“Rule one tonight—no matter what, I swear to you I will not violate your hard limits. But I need you to trust me because I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Can you do that?”

Fen nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Dammit, why’d it have to feel so fucking right calling him that from the very first night?

“Rule two—you shut your brain off. Period. No trying to guess ahead or overthink this. I want you to enjoy yourself, stay in the moment, and be totally honest with me when I ask you stuff. Got it?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Soooo fucking right calling him that.

“Go use the bathroom and clean up if you need to, then come back out here.”

Fen hurried to do it. When he rejoined Joel in the living room, Fen realized Joel had thrown a sheet over the couch. And his rope bag was out.

He’d added more rope to his personal inventory over the past couple of weeks, and they’d had a lot of fun with rope bondage.

Joel caught him by the hands and backed toward the couch. “Strip, baby,” he whispered before releasing his hands.

Fen kicked off his shoes and pulled his socks off. Then, with trembling hands, Fen unbuttoned his shirt. Joel held out a hand for it, and Fen didn’t miss he also neatly folded that before setting it aside. His jeans and briefs followed, and Joel pointed at Fen’s glasses and held out his hand.

Fen handed them over.

Joel pulled him into his arms and Fen felt Joel’s hard cock rubbing against him through Joel’s shorts. His own cock was already hard, aching.

With a scorching pair of sexy lips that were hot enough to have been forged in the fires of Mt. Doom, Joel explored and teased, tasted, took his time nibbling and loving on him, until Fen was ready to drop to his knees and blow him to earn some relief for himself.

But what he had Fen do first was put on a blindfold. Fen smelled fresh leather, and it felt a little stiff but not uncomfortably so.

“Bought this especially for you, baby,” Joel whispered, nibbling a hot trail across the nape of his neck. “No one’s worn it but you.”

“Thank you, Sir,” he said, touched at the gesture.

He eased Fen down to his knees, then Fen heard the whisper of rope before he felt it. Joel quickly started tying him, his arms together in front of him, hands literally over his cock, so he could easily reach it.

“Just because you can play with it doesn’t mean you have permission to,” Joel whispered in his right ear, the smile in his voice making Fen’s cock twitch.

A shiver raced through his body. “Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy.”

At one point, he bent Fen forward over the seat of the couch, and in addition to the sheet, Fen felt a beach towel under him. Now Fen had a suspicion what this position was for. He’d spent plenty of time engaged in cock worship just like this. The rope harness made it hotter, though, he wouldn’t deny.

Joel paused in his tying, running his hands down Fen’s torso, to his ass, over it, down his thighs and back up again. “How’s my boy?”

“Green, Sir.” Fen impossibly felt himself slipping toward subspace, unable to believe he could actually get there without at least some impact play first. He never had before, not with any partner, although he’d certainly reached subspace far more easily with Joel than he ever had with anyone else.

Then his stomach loudly rumbled, mortifying him.

But Joel chuckled as he squeezed Fen’s ass cheeks for a moment, fingers digging in. “Don’t worry, baby. I’m going to feed you dinner. Hence the sheet. Don’t want to make a mess.”

Fen completely relaxed, not even realizing there’d been a little bit of tension in him. Of course Joel wanted to protect his sofa from food or other…spills.

Duh.

Nothing nefarious here.

The rope harness felt comfortingly tight and wiggle-proof, but not so severe Fen thought his hands would go numb. Joel had become an expert at restraining his limber subby over the past few weeks.

Once Joel finished, he patted Fen on the rump.

“Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right back with dinner.”

Fen heard him moving around in the kitchen and make several trips back and forth. He’d moved the coffee table to the side, but right against the couch, where Joel could reach it. Then he settled into place sitting on the couch in front of Fen with his thighs spread wide, Fen between them.

Fen opened his mouth and tried to catch Joel’s cock, but a hand gently cupped his chin and tipped his face up as Joel laughed. “Not yet, baby. Don’t make me blow yet.”

Salad first, fed to him by hand, with fingers, Joel taking time to let Fen suck Caesar dressing off his hands between bites. Pieces of grilled chicken, chunks of cheese—it was perfect.

He was perfect.

Followed by raw veggies and ranch dressing, and then fresh fruit for dessert. Fen didn’t know how long he knelt there, mouth automatically opening after every bite, his cock dripping and hard the whole time.

Joel licked Fen’s lips and chin clean before wiping him down with a damp wash cloth.

“Ready for some fun?”

He nodded, barely able to think at that point, his bliss felt so thick and powerful. He knew he was fucking deep in subspace. He didn’t even realize when Joel had turned on the music, except now it was playing and had been for a while.

Joel carefully got up to clear the food. When he returned, he knelt behind Fen, his body folded over Fen’s back, arms encircling him, hugging him.

“Do you trust me, boy?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Joel nipped the back of Fen’s left shoulder. “Please don’t freak out on me, okay?”

Fen tensed, but nodded.

Joel moved away for a moment, and Fen heard sounds of him getting something else. When he returned, more rope. This time, tying a hip harness around him, between his legs.

That’s when he heard the bottle of lube open and Fen froze.

“Shh, let me do this. I don’t want you rubbed raw.”

Behind his blindfold, Fen closed his eyes and prayed he hadn’t made the worst mistake of his life. Tears broke free, and he flinched when he felt Joel rub lube along the seam of his ass.

Before he could say anything, Fen felt something…long and thick and not flesh press against the length of his crack, all the way down to his balls, but not like Joel was trying to fuck him with it. Almost like—

“Let me finish tying this in place.”

A breath Fen hadn’t realized he’d been holding rushed from him. More tears. This time, of relief.

Suddenly, the feel of Joel’s hand in the middle of his back and his voice in Fen’s left ear. “Baby, are you okay?”

He nodded. “Yes, Sir.”

Joel kissed his cheek. “I don’t want it to slip out of place.”

“It’s…it’s—”

“Wedged in there. Not going inside you.” He chuckled. “I promised I wouldn’t violate your limit. I did not promise not to find a workaround that wouldn’t.”

Relief and curiosity waged war within Fen and had snapped him out of subspace. But now Fen kind of got the impression that whatever the sort of squishy, jelly-like tube was down there, it was definitely of a fuckable size.

Okay, then.

Joel finished tying. “Okay, close your legs together and stick your ass out.”

He did, moving carefully, trying not to squeeze his balls in the process.

“You can use your hands to rearrange things down there, if you need to.”

That helped. Now with his thighs pressed together and his balls safely out of the way, he realized between his body and the rope harness, it was holding the thing in place.

Now he also understood why Joel had tied his hands in front of him, in that position.

The sound of the lube bottle being opened again came to him, definitely the edible lube, from the blueberry scent. Fen’s cock had wilted during his previous fear, but Joel’s lubed hand quickly pumped his shaft, getting him hard again. Then—

Holy fuck!

Something warm and soft and slick and nubby and indescribably hawt feeling engulfed Fen’s cock, making him moan.

“Yeah, baby. I thought you’d like that toy.” He folded himself over Fen’s body again. “Hold on to it for me for a minute. But don’t fuck yourself with it.”

Fen’s trembling fingers closed around it and Joel’s hand disappeared.

It was hard to hold still. Fen wanted to hump himself like crazy on whatever the fuck it was.

Behind him, Joel grabbed Fen’s hip with his left hand, and with his right apparently held his own cock. He lined himself up and pressed forward.

Fen felt Joel sliding his cock into the toy wedged between his legs, slowly filling it, making Fen moan again and want to hump himself back and forth.

“I know, baby. Fuck, wait’ll you try this one. It grips your cock.” He fell still with his abs pressed against Fen’s back. “Okay, give me a moment. This is fucking hot, and I’ve been fantasizing about this for days, ever since they arrived. I want to give you a nice, long ride before I blow.”

Days?

Fen pushed his ass out against Joel. Never had anyone suggested something like this to him before.

If they had, he would have readily agreed. All the fun and none of the drawbacks? Absolutely! He could never enjoy it—before—when a guy said he only wanted to fuck his asscrack, because invariably there was an “oops” where the guy “accidentally” almost poked it in his butt. So Fen was always tense and on guard, unable to really relax and have fun with it until it was over and he knew he wasn’t going to be violated.

In fact, the only reason he’d started doing that with Joel was he had initiated it himself, while riding on top of Joel and able to control it. When Joel was on top doing it to him, he always went too slow to actually get himself off, preferring to be careful and use it more as foreplay, afraid of accidentally triggering Fen.

Joel’s hand reappeared around Fen’s holding the toy encasing Fen’s cock. Joel tightened his grip, trapping Fen’s hand in place and drawing the toy most of the way off Fen’s cock until only the head remained inside.

Fen whimpered, afraid he was going to blow.

“Okay, baby,” Joel whispered in his ear. “I want you to fuck your sweet self back and forth. If you come before me, you need to keep this fine ass of yours humping until I come, or else you’ll spend the rest of the night in the chastity cage while I tie you to the bed and suck your nipples.”

Fen frantically started humping, trying to hold back while registering Joel’s deep, rumbling moan of pleasure. He haaaated the chastity cage, but wouldn’t safeword for it. Joel could easily get him hard, which hurt…which also made him hard.

Ad infinitum.

But it amused Joel. And Fen wouldn’t deny making the sadist smile was one of his own obsessions.

“Yeah, that’s it, baby. Fuck yeah, that’s good.”

Fen rocked harder, back and forth, pistoning his hips and hearing the slap of flesh against flesh. Now he understood why the lube, so the toy wedged between his legs could freely move and not grab or pinch his ball sac in the process and create the bad kind of pain, because it was sliding around a little.

Joel’s other hand trailed up and found Fen’s left nipple, playing with it, circling it but not pinching—yet. “Sooo good, baby. I’m so fucking close. Be a good boy and fuck your Sir.”

Fen braced himself against the couch and humped like a twerking twink hopped up on meth, frantically, chewing on his lower lip in an attempt to help himself hold back. Even with the slight pinch of ropes and the unfamiliar wedgie pressing against his balls from behind, he was still right on the edge of—

“Yes!” Joel gasped, burying himself in the toy while starting to jack Fen off.

Fen exploded, pressing his face against the sofa as he cried out, the orgasm so intense he thought his balls were trying to empty themselves inside out through his cock. As he shuddered, trembling, Joel slowed and stilled his movements, pressing the toy firmly against Fen’s pubes and lightly squeezing.

One more full-body shudder of pleasure swept through Fen.

He was vaguely aware of Joel pulling out and unwedging the toy, then he sat on the floor and cradled Fen against him, over his lap, in his arms.

Joel’s lips found his. “We okay, baby?”

“I love you, Sir.” It popped out of him, unplanned and a surprise to Fen, too.

But it was true.

Deeply and madly true.

Terrifyingly true.

Absolutely true.

He felt Joel reach for the blindfold’s buckle. Blinking as the room came into view again, Fen felt Joel grasp his chin in his hand and he made Fen look him in the eyes.

Those fucking gorgeous blue eyes.

“Say it again, baby. I want to see you say it.”

“I love you, Sir.”

Joel smiled and kissed him, long, sweet, deep and fiercely.

Possessively.

“I love you so fucking much, you sweet little brat.” His hand slid around, cupping the back of Fen’s head as he kissed him again. “I love you so much it fucking scares me. But are we okay?”

Fen rested his forehead against Joel’s. “Sir, we’re fucking fantastic. That was…that was awesome.”

“I scared you, didn’t I?”

He wouldn’t lie to him. “Yeah, the lube. I didn’t know where that was going to lead.”

“So…are we okay?”

“We’re okay. I trust you. I get it now.”

“I promise this isn’t some gateway ploy, either. I mean, I’d like to experiment with other positions and you not being tied up, too. I’d also like you to try it from a Top role, if you want to. But I wanted something…different for tonight. Something I knew neither of us had ever done before. A special memory for us.”

“No, I get it.” Fen lifted his head and stared into Joel’s eyes again for a long moment. “It was perfect. Thank you.”

“Let’s go take a bath.”

“Bath?”

Joel smiled. “I might have gotten you something else. Well, it’s for both of us, but mostly you.”

“What?” Fen tried to get up and remembered the rope harness.

Joel grinned. “Impatient boy, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir!” 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Joel had been dubious about the Sephora sales clerk’s recommendation on the bubble bath…until Fen squealed when he handed him the bottle.

Then Fen nearly tackled him. Joel had to catch him under his ass because he jumped up and wrapped his arms and legs around him like a spider monkey.

Gawd, he fucking loved it when his boy did that.

“Thank you, Sir!” He kissed Joel, deeply, grinning ear-to-ear when he let them both come up for air.

Joel smiled. “Glad to see after the hottest round of sex in my life that it’s the bubble bath that makes you smile.”

Fen finally put his feet down again so Joel could release him. “It was the hottest round of sex in my life, too, Sir.” He waggled his eyebrows at him. “Might lead to the second hottest round of sex in your life if you play your cards right.” He turned and bent over to turn on the water in the tub, giving Joel an adorable butt wiggle when he did.

Joel couldn’t help it—he reached out and smacked his ass.

Fen cast a sultry smile over his shoulder. “Keep that up, it might lead to round three.”

“Let’s recover from this round first, baby.” He grabbed the two toys so he could rinse them in the tub, then stepped into the tub and sat, spreading his legs as wide as he could. At least the oversized soaking tub was another benefit to the condo.

Fen set the stopper once the temperature was right and then dumped some bubble bath in before climbing in and nestling against Joel’s chest, between his thighs.

Joel wrapped his arms around Fen. He couldn’t help it, he never wanted to let him go. He loved holding him. If all his guy required from him was never doing that one thing, hell, that was easy.

Finding someone who quieted his soul the way Fen did wasn’t worth quibbling over how he got a damned orgasm.

Certainly wasn’t worth losing him over it.

Fen tipped his head back onto Joel’s shoulder and let out a contented sigh. “This is nice.”

“Yeah.”

He looked up into Joel’s face as he reached up and hooked a hand behind Joel’s head, threading his fingers through his hair. “Can I make the old dog, new trick joke now, or later?”

Joel smirked. “How about saving it for while I have you tied down to a spanking bench and have a paddle in my hand? I wouldn’t want to forget. You know us old fogies are kind of shaky in the memory department, sugar.”

Fen snorted and snuggled closer against him. “Yeah, nothin’ ‘old fogey’ about you, Sir. I want a better look at those toys.”

He fished around in the bubbles until he found one, grabbing the one that had been wedged between his legs. After dumping the water out of it and brushing the bubbles off, he examined it. “It looks like it’s supposed to be inserted.”

“It is.” Joel took it from him and touched the tip of his index finger to his thumb, encircling the base of the toy just behind the opening. “Doesn’t mean that’s the only way it has to be used. They make jack toys and insertables. ‘Wedgable’ isn’t a term on their website. Adapt, improvise, overcome.” He smiled.

“Ah.” Fen fished around and found the other one.

“That’s specifically a jack toy,” Joel said. “Very stretchy. You can even flip it inside out for cleaning and to dry.”

Fen stretched it, impressed. “I love them.” He tipped his head back, staring into Joel’s eyes. “Thank you for these.”

Joel struggled not to get lost in Fen’s sweet amber-brown gaze. “Oh, there’s more where those came from. Literally. I need to go easy on the spending for a couple of weeks. I went shopping online the other day and got a few other toys, too. I blew a wad there. Again, literally. So other than the club, we’re going to be staying in a lot. No movies, unless it’s Netflix and chill or something.”

Fen pulled Joel’s arms more tightly around him. “Time in bed with you will be way more fun than a movie, Sir.” That was something else Joel loved about Fen, that he loved to snuggle. He didn’t realize how much he’d missed snuggling until Fen pranced into his life.

If they were sitting on the couch, or even out at dinner, Fen always had to be touching him. Whether draped over his lap, or leaning against him, or even their thighs touching in a booth, or their feet pressed together under a table.

Joel loved it, loved everything about him.

Once the tub was full enough, Joel reached up with one foot and shut off the water. “I looove tangerine,” Fen said, deeply inhaling. “Perfect choice.”

“I tried to pick one that it looked like you didn’t have. I should have taken pictures of the bottles but I didn’t remember seeing one of these.”

“I can’t believe you went to Sephora for me!”

“I can’t believe I know what the hell Sephora is. Do I get Dom brownie points for that?”

Fen squeezed Joel’s arm with his hand. “You get allll the brownie points, Sir.”

Joel rested his chin on Fen’s shoulder and inhaled. The scent of his boy, a little salty, warm, mixed with a fruit salad’s worth of different kinds of product. But always with the underlay of his own sweet scent.

“I love you,” Joel quietly said. “I mean it. I don’t want to fuck this up. Maybe this makes me undomly, but I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep you happy and not fuck this up between us.”

“I love you so much it scares me,” Fen admitted. “I’ve loved before and gotten my heart ripped out. I was always afraid to love. Got used to holding that part of me back. I knew something would happen, and it’d end, and at least I’d know I didn’t lose my damn heart to them. I’ve lost my heart to you.”

Joel caressed his cheek. Even with late-day stubble starting to come in, his skin still felt soft, gorgeous. “So what do we do now?” His heart pounded in his chest.

“Isn’t that kind of up to you?”

“This is something we need to talk about together.”

Joel watched Fen’s throat work as he swallowed. “My lease is up in two months.”

“Mine’s up in three. That gives us enough time to make sure. Right?”

Fen’s fingers traced the shape of Joel’s fingers, where he was still caressing Fen’s cheek. “Right.” He pressed his hand against Joel’s, lacing fingers with him. “You sure you can live without that one thing?”

“I’d be a pretty shitty person if I couldn’t, sugar. I didn’t fall in love with your asshole—I fell in love with you.”

Fen kept Joel’s hand pressed against his cheek and he nuzzled it. “I’m not going to turn butch, you know.”

“Thank gawd.” Joel grinned. “We’d kill each other.”

“I mean, I’m always going to suck at doing stuff like fixing things. I can’t. Which is stupid, I know, because I’m an engineer and can program a CNC machine and make shit for NASA contractors. But you ask me to hang a picture, and it won’t stay on the damn wall.”

“I’m good with that. That’s my job. I’ll take care of you.”

He noticed Fen’s eyes suddenly looked too bright and he blinked a couple of times. “Do you promise? To take care of me?”

“I mean, I don’t want you to quit your job, because we’ll need the income. And we need to split chores fairly, but of course I’m gonna take care of—”

Fen kissed him, hard. “No guy’s ever promised to take care of me before. Not and really meant it.”

“Baby, I mean it. For life. I spent too many years lookin’ for you. Not about to let you go now that I’ve found you.”

 

* * * *

 

Fen didn’t want to leave the tub. He wanted to stay there with Joel, snuggled in his guy’s arms, blissfully peaceful and still basking in his post-orgasmic haze.

Not to mention there was still more than a little subspace mixed into all of that. He could still see some ligature marks on his arms from the ropes, temporary brands from his Sir that would disappear all too soon, unfortunately.

He knew this wasn’t exactly a marriage proposal, but he was quickly shedding any and all doubts about Joel.

Hell, even Snoobug loved him, and she hated anyone she didn’t know very well,

That should tell him something.

But Joel coaxed him out of the tub after they quickly rinsed off under the showerhead. Fen wondered if there was going to be more kinky fun in their evening, but when Joel wanted to snuggle in bed and watch Hitchcock movies on TV, Fen realized he didn’t feel like moving.

This was…perfect.

Joel was perfect.

He loved cuddling against him, their difference in size, how he felt…safe.

Yes, he’d had a moment of fear earlier, but his trust in Joel had been validated, not shattered.

He didn’t feel like there were any expectations on him, except to be honest and to trust Joel.

As if reading his mind, Joel nuzzled Fen’s forehead and pressed a tender kiss there. “Sorry I scared you earlier, sugar.”

“That was me, not you.”

“I don’t want you to ever be scared of me.”

“But I like it when you keep me off-balance in a scene.”

He sighed. “I mean, of me. Worryin’ what I’ll do in a scene is different. Sometimes I want you nervous then.”

Joel started to say something else, but then the sound of his cell phone ringing distracted him. “Dang, meant to put that on the charger. Hold up. I’ll be right back.” It stopped ringing about the time it would go to voice mail. But before Joel could even get out of the bedroom, it started ringing again.

“Just a minute,” he groused as he headed out.

Fen cocked his head so he could stare at the man’s delicious ass.

Cheeks so tight, you could bounce a rock off them while getting your rocks off over them.

Fen heard him answer it out in the kitchen, then the sound of him walking back toward the bedroom. “Hello…Mom? Wait…hold on, I can’t understand you. Mom? What’s going on?”

He reappeared in the bedroom doorway, confusion on his face.

Fen sat up, watching him.

“Mo—Mom. I can’t—hey, Jack. What’s going on?”

A feeling of dread enveloped Fen. He pulled the pillow into his lap, hugging it against him as he watched the color drain from Joel’s face. When he slumped against the doorframe, Fen jumped out of bed and ran over to him, arms around him and half-dragging, half-pulling Joel back to the bed.

“No,” Joel whispered as he collapsed onto the edge of the bed. “Oh, no.” He closed his eyes, tears now streaming down his face.

Fen couldn’t make out the man’s words on the other end of the line, but could hear the tone. Heavy, grave.

“Yeah,” Joel hoarsely said. “I’ll leave tonight and drive up, be there in the morning. … Yeah. Love you, too. Hug Mom and Celia for me, please? … Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He hit end and stared at his phone, stunned shock on his face.

Fen took the phone from him and set it aside before wrapping his arms around him. He didn’t have to ask, he could easily guess. If it wasn’t something about Joel’s father, it had to be someone close in the family.

Joel leaned over, his face in Fen’s lap, his arms around Fen’s waist, and sobbed. Fen did his best to wrap himself around his guy, knowing there wouldn’t be any comfort he could give to take this pain away. All he could do was be there for him, do whatever he could for him.

Love him.

It took Joel at least twenty minutes to pull himself together enough to speak. “Dad.”

It was all he said.

It was enough. Fen pressed his lips against Joel’s back. “You can’t drive like this, Sir. We’ll take my car.”

He stroked Joel’s hair and thought maybe Joel would argue with him, except…he didn’t.

Joel nodded. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

Fen took care of cleaning up from dinner so they didn’t have a science project growing in Joel’s living room by the time they returned, and got the dishwasher running. It took Fen the better part of an hour to get Joel put together enough he was on his feet and moving, and Fen got Joel started digging out clothes for himself for the trip.

Fen pulled on his clothes and his glasses and went to check on Joel. He stood there in the bedroom, clothes strewn across the bed, a lost look on his face.

After grabbing something for Joel to wear on the road, Fen handed the clothes to him and gently pushed him toward the bedroom door. “Let me take care of this for you, Sir. Go get dressed and brush your teeth. Then grab the stuff you need from the bathroom. We’ll stop by my place on the way so I can pack.”

Joel nodded.

Once Joel was out of the room, Fen put back most of what Joel had picked. The one suit the man owned would have to do, but he didn’t see a garment bag for it. It hung inside the plastic bag from the cleaners and looked like it hadn’t been worn in years. A quick look at the size showed it’d probably still fit Joel, so Fen hung it from one of the dresser drawer handles so he wouldn’t forget it. He didn’t know how long they’d be gone, but he grabbed him a couple of pairs of shorts and jeans, in addition to two pairs of khaki slacks for him, and picked one of three ties hanging from a hanger in the closet. The white dress shirt that went with the suit was in the plastic bag with the blazer and slacks.

Shoes…belt…dress socks.

He stared at the accumulated pile and neatly tucked it into the suitcase.

I can buy him something there, if I forgot it.

Once he had that packed and setting out in the living room by the door, next to his own bag, he got Joel’s carryon packed with things like phone chargers and his tablet and laptop, other things he suspected he might need. After surveying the condo, Fen was able to focus on Joel, who stepped out of the bathroom.

He wore a haunted look.

“You ready to go, Sir?”

Joel stopped at the bedroom door and looked inside. “Where’s my stuff?”

“Ready to go, Sir. All packed.” He caught him by the arm and led him to the door, taking Joel’s keys from him. “You’re not driving. Wait for me.”

Fen made one final sweep through the place, turning off the bedroom TV and double-checking the coffee pot was off. Then he shouldered the bags after handing the suit to him. “Go on, Sir. I’ll lock up. Get the elevator for us.”

Joel nodded and slowly headed down the hall.

As he locked the door behind them, Fen didn’t stop to ponder the fact that he’d taken charge. It had to happen for now, because Joel was barely vertical. In this relationship, yeah, he wanted Joel to take care of him.

But that meant he had to step up and take care of his Sir in return when his Sir needed him.

Back at Fen’s apartment, he left Joel sitting in the car with it running while he grabbed his backpack and Joel’s suit and dashed inside. He picked a suit for himself, packed both his and Joel’s in his garment bag, and packed for a couple of days, hoping he guessed right. Before he locked up, he called his mom.

“Everything okay, honey? It’s kind of late.”

“No. I was at Joel’s. He got a call a little bit ago that his dad died. I’m driving him to Mobile. We’re about to leave my place now.”

“Mobile? Alabama?”

“Yes, Alabama. That’s where he’s from.” When she didn’t reply at first, he knew there was a problem. “What, Mom? Just say it.”

“Are you sure that’s…the right thing to do?”

“Mom. He is my boyfriend, and his father just fricking died. I know we haven’t known each other for very long, but the guy can barely function right now. I’m going to do the driving. He’s in no condition to drive.”

She sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just…worry about you. About your safety.”

“I’ll be with Joel. We’ll be fine.”

“I thought he said his family disowned him.”

“Most of them did. I don’t have the specifics.”

“Do you want me to have your father take time off and go with you?”

“Huh? No, Mom. Why?”

“What about that ex of his—”

Now he got it. “Mom. This is not the time to play the worried card. We don’t need to bring our own cop to a family funeral. I’m sorry, but I need to get moving. It’s going to be a long night. I want to get on the road.”

“Make sure you text me how you’re doing.”

“I promise. Love you.”

“Love you, too, sweetie. Tell Joel we’re sorry.”

“I will.” He made one final sweep of his place and headed out again, adding his luggage and his laptop case to the pile in the backseat. At least he could work on some stuff while away.

“Don’t forget to notify your guys,” Fen said.

Joel sighed. “Yeah.” He texted someone, who texted him back a few minutes later.

Fen added calling Jake to his to-do list for tomorrow. He highly doubted he’d be back by Monday.

They were north of Tampa when Joel finally spoke again. “Thank you.”

“It’s okay, Sir. This is what people who love each other do. They take care of each other.”

He laughed, but it sounded sad. “I just literally promised to take care of you, and I’m not doing a very damn good job of it.”

Fen reached over and patted him on the thigh. “Stop, please. But do you mind telling me where we’re going, exactly?”

A ragged laugh escaped him. “Yeah, I guess that would be helpful. 75 to 10, then west. Get off at the Highway 59 exit. I think it’s exit 44. There’s a hotel at the exit we can probably get a room at. If you hit Mobile Bay, you went too far.”

Fen forced a smile. “You mean literally hit the bay, or crossing it?”

Joel’s hand settled over Fen’s and squeezed, hard. His voice sounded choked, raspy. “Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Joel tried to sort out his thoughts and failed miserably. The last time he’d seen or talked to his father had been right before leaving Mobile for good.

Hadn’t left on good terms with the man, either.

It was still difficult to process his brother’s words.

Massive heart attack.

Their mom found him facedown in the backyard when she returned home from grocery shopping that evening. He’d been working on a tractor and collapsed.

When Joel last spoke to his father, he’d always—always—thought one day he could hug him again and tell him he loved him.

Joel’s mother hadn’t stood up for Joel when his father exploded, because she was married to the guy. He couldn’t totally blame her, considering the bullshit she’d had to go through, thanks to Johnny. But Joel could tell that cutting him out of her life wasn’t her preference. The fact that she still sent him Christmas and birthday cards, cards at every holiday, and called him every couple of weeks, had proven that.

By silent agreement, they didn’t talk about his father or Joel’s personal life during their calls.

His brother and sister, Jackson and Celia, were both younger, and he was friends with them on Facebook. But since they also lived locally near Mobile, and had contact with their father, they kept their communications with Joel on the down-low to protect their sanity and not antagonize their dad.

Joel didn’t blame them, either.

To the rest of his family, and long-time family friends, he might as well have been dead to them. Johnny had done a number on Joel’s life, dropped it into a wood-chipper, and spread it all over the damn place after soaking it with napalm and setting fire to it.

He hadn’t kept up with that psycho’s location at all. He’d blocked him on Facebook at the time, and set everything he did to friends-only, his privacy settings locked down tight.

The friends he had on Facebook, other than his siblings and a couple of cousins who hadn’t cared he was gay, were mostly people from Sarasota. He knew them all in person, plus his friends list was set to be visible to him only.

It wasn’t the way he’d wanted it, but Johnny had skillfully burned all of Joel’s bridges for him, leaving him nothing but ashes in the wake of the events.

As they drove north through the night, Joel forced himself to speak occasionally, partly to help keep Fen awake, and partly to sort out his own thoughts, the ones he’d struggled not to think about for so long.

He’d thought there’d always be another day, another chance to talk to his dad.

A chance to try to reconnect with him.

A chance to tell him he loved him.

Until that call a couple of hours earlier.

“What’s so stupid,” Joel said, “is I’m not sure it was the bein’ gay and kinky part that pissed him off so much. I honestly think it was more that here was this third person spreadin’ all this information about me all over the place. Other people ‘knowin’ our business,’ as he’d say. Gossipin’. He grew up in a time where unless it was good news, you didn’t talk about it outside of immediate family. Even then, sometimes not.

“He was…embarrassed. All their friends and family and people who went to their church got to hear about their ‘pervert’ son. Based on some stuff my mom’s said over the years, I think she kinda suspected I was gay before that all hit, but she never said anything before it came out.”

He stared out the windshield at the highway rolling in front of them. “I hope Karma took care of that fucker for me.”

“Your ex?” Fen asked.

“Yeah. Psychotic sonofabitch. If I’d known how crazy he was, I’d never gotten involved with him. But I wasn’t in the kinky scene for very long. Hell, I still wasn’t fully out. My boss was a ragin’ homophobe, which was another reason I stayed in the closet. I’d drive over to Pensacola to attend gay events there. Especially in the beginnin’ I didn’t want to do anythin’ where I might be seen and it get back to my family, you know?”

Joel shook his head. “Gawd, I was an idiot. I started goin’ to a munch in Mobile after a couple of years. People all seemed nice. Mostly straight, some gay. Then I met Johnny there, and since there weren’t a whole lot of eligible gay and kinky guys I’d met in Mobile, I gave him a chance. I should’ve been more careful. I shouldn’t have told him so much about me at first, and I should have talked to people about him.”

 

* * * *

 

In his grief and emotional pain, Joel’s drawl had thickened, deepened, and despite himself Fen thought it was sexy as hell and hoped that didn’t make him a horrible person to have that thought at that time.

Fen had never pushed Joel to talk about his ex in detail before. He could tell it was a painful topic and hadn’t wanted to stress him.

Except now that the topic was open…

“How long were you with him?” Fen asked.

“A month. But there wasn’t a Frightful Five for me back then. I was busy with work, and Johnny seemed to hit all the right marks. I figured nobody’s perfect, right?”

“But he wasn’t.”

“I had a guy approach me at one of the munches, when I’d gone without Johnny because he said he had to work. Never saw the guy before, but he asked if I was datin’ Johnny. I said yeah, why? And he told me if I was smart, I’d ask around about him in Biloxi and turn the other way and run. So I did some diggin’. Turned out Johnny worked for one of those casino barges they had there. Got himself fired for basically doin’ to a guy there what he turned around and did to me. When I broke things off with him—without tellin’ him I’d looked into his past—he literally went crazy. Told me I’d better check myself and reconsider, or he’d make sure everyone in town knew about me, includin’ my parents.

“Well, fucker knew I wasn’t out. I told him to go fuck himself, thinkin’ he wouldn’t do that, because he wasn’t out to his job, either. And he couldn’t exactly afford to lose his job, because, oh, yeah, turns out he was on probation.”

“No!”

“Yeah. For passin’ bad checks. Somethin’ else I didn’t know, and another reason he lost his job at the casino, because they sort of don’t want people workin’ for them with those kinds of charges on their record.”

“I guess.”

“Within an hour, he’d literally set fire to my whole life. He’d called my boss, my parents, my sister, my brother, my landlord—everyone. Crazy bastard went onto Facebook, into a couple of community-based groups there that he knew I had family and friends in because I was a member, too, and posted announcements about me in there.”

“Oh, fuck!”

“No, it gets better. Thankfully, I’d never exchanged any naked pics with him. But he sent copies of pics of his bruised ass to my parents, my brother and sister, my now ex-boss, my parents’ church, posted them on Facebook in the groups—I had no clue that in a month’s time, he’d stalked me and had found out pretty much everythin’ about me he could and was ready to go with that information.”

Fen’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Motherfucker,” he muttered.

“Yeah.” Joel rested his head against the window. “Lookin’ back, I see all the warnin’ signs. I do. At the time, I was young and stupid and didn’t. But now you know why I’m very…private. And why I don’t jump into bed with people or rush things. Well, before you.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“Nothin’ for you to apologize for, sugar.” He’d rested his hand on Fen’s thigh and squeezed. “I was scared to get close to anyone for a while. A long time. I know a couple of times right after I left, he created fake Facebook accounts and tried to friend me. I’d have no clue who the names were, and you could tell the accounts had been recently created. I blocked them. About six months after I moved to Sarasota, that nonsense stopped. I didn’t even tell anyone where I was movin’ to, at first. I didn’t want them to accidentally reveal where I was.

“I mean, yeah, he could have run a background check on me or somethin’ and picked up my voter registration, but I didn’t even register to vote for over a year after I moved. That’s how fuckin’ nervous I was. Especially once I found out that voter registration information is public record in Florida, names and addresses. I’d finally contacted one of the guys from the old munch via FetLife and asked him if he knew where Johnny was. He said the guy had left, no idea where, hadn’t heard anythin’ about him. That’s when I finally started to relax a little.”

“Maybe my dad could look into it for you?”

“Nah. I don’t want to invite trouble. Besides, that’s not legal for cops to do, to just check on someone. I know, because I talked to an attorney here in Florida, in case Johnny did track me down, and I asked him that very question. I still have Johnny’s social security number and stuff written down. I ever really want to track him, I’ll pay one of those background check places. He might even be back in jail, for all I know.”

“Thank you for telling me all that,” Fen said. “I don’t ever want to break your trust in me.”

Joel squeezed again. “I doubt you ever would, sugar.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

It was a little before six the next morning when they neared Loxley. Joel felt guilty that he’d napped for a while, but it was a comfort to sit there and listen to Fen singing along with Hamilton, Rent, West Side Story, and In the Heights.

This guy is my life.

Joel felt exhausted, but that one sentence gently pierced through everything in his brain and quieted his emotional pain and fear.

He had wondered how he’d present Fen to everyone, not wanting to expose him to any more negativity than necessary, yet that one sentence said it all.

There was only one way he could introduce Fen—as his.

His guy.

Not his husband—yet—but that was a conversation he needed to have with Fen. Soon. Hell, he was ready to move in with Fen.

Formalizing it on paper was the next step.

There wasn’t anyone else on earth he wanted to be with more than he wanted to be with Fen. Never had been.

No one had ever made him feel like this.

He directed Fen to a hotel on the north side of the Interstate. He wasn’t sure if his mom was going to want them to stay at her home, in addition to all the other stress. Plus, other family coming from out of state might need the space.

Frankly, Joel wasn’t sure he could handle it. He’d need some time away from them periodically to process his emotions after so many years apart.

He needed time alone with Fen.

They needed a safe refuge.

They ate breakfast at a nearby restaurant before they checked in, and Fen texted his mom that they’d arrived safely.

Joel was relieved to see there weren’t many people around as they checked in. As much as he wanted to get over to his mom’s house as soon as possible, he knew it was way early and that Fen needed to rest for a while after driving all night.

When Fen tried to protest that he was okay, he couldn’t even finish the sentence before a yawn escaped him.

Joel led him over to the bed. “A nap, baby. We both need it. All right? It’s not even daylight yet. I’ll set my alarm.”

Fen nodded.

They stripped and climbed under the covers with the AC turned on high for both the noise and to chill the room down. Joel folded his body around Fen’s, spooning against him, peace surrounding him at the comforting smell of Fen’s shampoo in his lungs.

His guy.

His.

Fen’s fingers laced through his, and like that, they fell asleep.

 

* * * *

 

Fen felt exhausted by the drive and knowing how Joel was mentally and emotionally wrung out by all of this. When Joel’s phone alarm went off at nine, Fen groaned, wanting more time curled against his Sir in a surprisingly comfortable bed, considering how cheap the room was and that it wasn’t the newest-looking hotel.

Until it slammed into his brain why they were there.

Then his eyes snapped open and he drew in a sharp breath.

Joel was fumbling for the phone to turn off the alarm. Fen rolled over, to face Joel.

Eyes red and puffy, deep lines in his face.

Fen drew him in, holding him while Joel cried against his chest. He wished he could isolate him from the world, give him the time he needed to grieve and process.

In all the time he was with Tom, this was something he’d never seen from the man. Not once.

Vulnerability.

His soul stripped bare and raw and metaphorically bleeding.

Hemorrhaging.

Fen first made Joel a cup of coffee from the tiny machine there in the room, followed by one for himself. Then he led Joel into the bathroom and grabbed his bottle of vanilla body scrub to use on both of them. He hoped it would be one small way to comfort Joel today, knowing they shared that, at least, nothing too overt to draw attention. He’d packed his green tea shampoo and conditioner, so at least that wouldn’t be too obvious, either.

Joel braced his arms on the shower wall while Fen scrubbed his back. Then Joel made him turn around so he could scrub Fen’s back for him. Fen was going to turn around to take the washcloth from him when Joel’s arms closed around him, one hand circling Fen’s cock.

Fen’s eyes dropped closed and he pressed his back against Joel.

No way could he deny him.

Never.

Joel nuzzled the back of his neck. “Love you so much, baby,” he hoarsely said. “You have no idea how much.”

Fen tipped his head back. “Show me, Sir.”

Joel stroked Fen’s cock, his strong, callused hands feeling sooo fucking good. Despite how tired he felt, Fen’s ingrained response to his Sir’s touch was stronger.

He rocked his hips against Joel’s hand, needing it now, when only a moment ago he hadn’t even been horny.

Maybe it wasn’t exactly the most respectful thing in the world, to enjoy being jacked off when traveling for your guy’s father’s funeral, but wasn’t there something about grief sex being cathartic?

He hoped.

Otherwise, he was just an asshole.

Joel’s other arm encircled him, pulling Fen’s back tightly against Joel’s body. “Come for me, baby.”

Fen braced his hands against the wall and pressed back a little, wanting even more contact with Joel’s body, the solid warmth of him.

It didn’t take long for Joel to get him over, milking the cum from him, leaving him shaky and weak and trembling.

Fen turned around. Before Joel could stop him, Fen sank to his knees and engulfed Joel’s cock in his mouth.

 

* * * *

 

Joel was barely sane at that moment. He didn’t know what had possessed him to do that to Fen right then, except it had felt right to do it.

And now, with Fen’s hot, sweet mouth sucking on his meat, he could barely put together a coherent thought.

He dropped the washcloth and grabbed Fen’s head, fucking his mouth hard, deep, Fen’s pleased moans vibrating through Joel’s balls and straight into his body. Fen grabbed hold of the backs of Joel’s thighs, holding on while Joel face-fucked him, until he quickly shot his load straight into Fen’s eagerly waiting mouth.

They were both moaning then—Joel with pleasure, and Fen happy that he’d brought him over.

Joel sank to his knees in front of him and kissed him. “How’d I get so fuckin’ lucky?” he hoarsely asked.

Fen smiled. “I think I got the better end of the deal, but okay. I won’t argue with you.”

After a few minutes, they climbed to their feet and finished their shower. Joel didn’t even mind he smelled like Fen.

In fact, he loved it. If it had been deliberate on Fen’s part, even better. He’d been letting Fen buy all that kind of stuff for him since Fen hadn’t been fond of what he’d been using.

For right now, he knew they needed to get dressed and go see his mom.

“Do you think we’ll be okay here?” Fen nervously asked.

“Jackson asked me to come. Said that Mom wanted me to come. And that Celia wants me here. Might be some unhappy people, but fuck ’em. We’re here for my family, not for anyone else.”

Joel sipped his coffee while Fen quickly shaved, then styled his hair, and cleared the vanity so Joel could have it. While Joel was shaving, Fen laid his clothes out for him. It was only when Joel really processed what he was looking at that he realized Fen had packed totally different stuff than Joel had laid out on his bed at home.

Better choices.

Joel had grabbed shorts and T-shirts, not thinking and only wanting to get on the road.

Fen had actually put him together so he looked like more than just a boat mechanic. And Fen, of course, looked like a fucking knockout in his dress slacks, dress shirt, and tie. Even when dressed casually, by his standards, Fen always looked like a knockout. Classy.

No tie for Joel this morning, Fen had laid out khaki slacks and a short-sleeved button-up shirt for him, navy blue with an abstract geometric print on it in black. Subdued.

Somber.

The same shirt he’d worn to Venture the first night they’d met.

At least he didn’t need a tie with it.

He hadn’t been in much of a condition to tell Fen that in this community, jeans were acceptable in church or at a funeral, as long as they were your good jeans and you didn’t wear sneakers or flip-flops with them.

Once Fen was ready and rejoined him, he stepped in front of Joel and tweaked the points on his collar, where they were buttoned-down. “We need to have you try your suit on when we get back later,” Fen said. “Just in case it’s too small and we need to buy you another one, or I need to take the trousers in or something. I brought a small sewing kit with me.”

Joel stared at him, trying to process that. “How did I get so damn lucky to meet you?”

Fen smiled up at him, those dark amber eyes of his soothing him, long lashes, sweet honesty.

Vanilla-scented love, a guy who wanted nothing more than to be taken care of and to make him happy, and yet here Fen was, forced to duct-tape Joel’s soul together when Joel was supposed to be the one in control.

“You picked yourself a slave with a subscription’s worth of issues. So I think you have that backward, Sir. I’m the lucky one.”

Slave.

That was the first time Fen had called himself that.

And yet…

It felt sooo fucking right. Better than right.

It felt perfect.

Just like everything else about the man felt perfect to Joel’s heart and soul and body.

Joel grabbed him, hard, and pulled him in for a deep, crushing kiss. “Marry me,” he hoarsely said. “Please fuckin’ marry me. I need you.”

Fen’s lips parted, then the tip of his tongue flicked out, licking his lips. “Are you asking me this because you want to, or because of a reaction to losing your dad?”

“I don’t fuckin’ care. Does it matter?”

“It matters to me, Sir.” Fen reached up, cupping Joel’s face in his hands. “Ask me again later, when we get home, after a couple of weeks. Once you have a chance to sort things out in your head and in your heart. You’re hurting right now and I don’t want you to feel pressured because you asked it and then you reconsider. Please?”

Joel laid his hands over Fen’s. “But what would you say if you answered me now?” He had to know.

Had to.

“The same thing I hope I get to say a second time when or if you ask me again—yes.”

 

* * * *

 

Fen knew he had to hold himself together for Joel’s sake, but right now all he wanted to do was cry—happy, cathartic tears—and spend the day curled up in Joel’s arms in the hotel room. Before they headed out, Fen called Jake to let him know what was going on, and that he wasn’t sure when they’d get back. Finally, he texted his mom that they were heading to Joel’s parents’.

Once in Fen’s car, Joel directed him south of the Interstate, toward his mom’s place. They passed through a small town and into more rural land, lots of strawberry fields and other pasture, some woodlands.

“Just up ahead.” Joel pointed. “Slow as you go into that curve. The driveway’s on the south side, on our right.”

His tone of voice caught Fen’s attention, and Fen actually pulled over onto the shoulder and shifted into park so he could look at him. “Are you going to be okay, Sir?”

Joel didn’t look okay. His color seemed off, skin pale with florid patches high on his cheeks.

“I have to be okay,” he said. “I think my blood pressure’s through the roof. My heart’s pounding right now. It’s stress. I’ll be okay. I just want to get this over with.”

Fen reached over and took his hands. “How do you want me to play this, Sir?”

“Huh?”

“Am I a good friend who knew you were in no condition to drive? Or are we neighbors? Drinking buddies? Obviously, I’m not calling you Sir in front of them, and—”

“You’re my fiancé,” Joel emphatically said, a little of the color returning to his face as he stared at Fen. “Period.”

Fen’s throat went dry. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Fuck it, they know I’m gay, thanks to Johnny. I’m beyond the give-a-shit phase now. My job’s not in danger, because I’m my own boss. I don’t want to pretend you’re not the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. I’m not too proud to admit I need you and can’t get through this without you.”

Fen reached up and stroked his cheek. “I promise I’ll tone back the PDAs.”

“Why?”

Fen blinked. “Seriously?”

“What part of ‘don’t give a shit what they think’ didn’t I make clear?”

He knew Joel was hurting and not thinking clearly. Fen didn’t want to cause him or his family additional grief.

I’ll have to handle this my way, regardless of what he thinks.

“Okay, Sir. We’ll do it your way.”

Fen checked for traffic before pulling back onto the two-lane road. A moment later, they were slowly rolling up a rutted dirt driveway, heading toward a house sitting under the shade of several large oak trees, older trees that looked like they’d received vicious prunings in the not-too-distant past, from the color where the wood was cut.

“Wow,” Joel said. “They must have lost a lot of trees when a storm went through in the past couple of years. The roof’s new, too.”

The house was surrounded by several fields that were growing strawberries and something else Fen wasn’t sure about. Three other vehicles, two pick-ups and an older car, sat parked in front of the house. Joel directed him to park there, next to them.

Fen made sure he had his cell phone on him when they got out. Logic told him nothing would happen, but as his father had drilled into him, be prepared.

As they walked toward the front porch, Fen hoped he wasn’t escorting Joel into an emotional buzzsaw. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

In the past, Joel wouldn’t have thought twice about simply opening the door and walking in without knocking, calling out to his family as he did. If they were home, the door wasn’t locked.

This morning, he knocked. Instinctively, he blindly reached out next to him and Fen’s hand closed around his, gently squeezing.

Joel wouldn’t let go.

He heard someone approaching, and it was his brother, Jackson, who answered. He was the youngest of the three of them, twenty-nine, and looked like a younger version of himself.

Jackson didn’t say anything. He opened his arms and hugged him, hard, burying his face against Joel’s shoulder as Joel did the same to him.

They stood there like that for minutes, Joel trying to process he was actually there and able to hug his brother again.

“Love you, Jack,” he hoarsely said.

“Love you, too, bro.” Jackson drew in a deep, ragged breath and finally stepped back, rubbing at his eyes. The same shade as Joel’s, they were puffy and rimmed with red, bloodshot.

“Um, Jack, this is my fiancé, Fenton White.”

Fen gave him a subdued smile, and Joel could tell from the handshake Fen hadn’t held back. “Please, call me Fen. I’m so sorry we had to meet under these conditions.”

“Yeah, likewise. Celia’s in with Mom. They just woke up a little bit ago.” He led them into a house that was like stepping into a time capsule. Except for the TV in the living room being a new flat-screen—and sitting on top of the old, huge console TV they’d had—not a damn thing had changed.

Except the deep, resonant drawl of one Jason Burch would never roll through the rooms while his footsteps practically shook the house.

Joel instinctively headed down to the hall, along to the back bedroom that had always been their parents’ room since they were kids. He found the door standing open, and Celia and his mom in the bed, both crying.

He gave up trying to hold back his own tears and stepped inside, rounding the bed so he could get in on the other side and hold his mom between him and Celia.

“I cain’t believe he’s gone!” she moaned, the sound shredding his heart. “What am I gonna do without him?”

Jack had followed him as far as the bedroom door. It wasn’t a very big room, and the full-sized bed mostly filled it. “I’ll go get breakfast started,” he said. “We have to be at the funeral home at eleven.”

Joel nodded and Jack disappeared.

He closed his eyes, wishing he could take back the past years, wishing he’d fought harder to bridge the gap between himself and his father, wishing he hadn’t been such a fucking coward. Maybe if he’d kicked Johnny’s ass instead of doing the “sensible” thing and turning his back on him and not treating his threats as serious, Johnny wouldn’t have dared to fuck with him or his family.

Then again, I wouldn’t have Fen.

He felt a hand squeeze his, hard, and opened his eyes to Celia staring at him.

“Thank you,” she silently mouthed.

He nodded, knowing nothing he could say to her or his mom would make this better. All he could do was be there and do what he could to help them through this and, later, let Fen help him.

 

* * * *

 

Fen didn’t feel right following the brothers when he hadn’t been specifically invited to do so. So he remained in the dining room, staring around at the walls. A china cabinet on one wall held plates and dishes that looked like they’d never even been used. Pictures on the walls showed the family, this generation and ones before it, at different stages of life. Even pictures of a young Joel, which despite the circumstances made Fen smile when he stared at them. A glimpse of his guy.

He could see the familial resemblance between Jackson and Joel, even more apparent when they were little kids. He knew both siblings were unmarried. Jackson was twenty-nine, Celia the middle child at thirty-two.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and took close-up pics of several of the photos, especially ones of a younger Joel. He knew he might never have this chance again and wanted something of Joel’s past for himself. Then he put his phone away as he heard someone coming.

Jackson returned. “I need to cook breakfast. We have to be at the funeral home at eleven.”

Finally! Something Fen could do to help! “Please, let me do that for you. Just point the way.”

Jackson nodded. “Thanks. That’d give me a chance to get a couple of things done before we go.” He led Fen to the kitchen, showed him where everything was, and then stepped out what Fen guessed was the back door.

It’d be easy enough. Bacon and eggs and Bisquick pancakes. He could do that, no problem. From the look of the ingredients in the fridge, he could easily whip up a frittata or something, then stopped himself.

He didn’t want to look like a showoff. His job here was to support Joel and Joel’s family, not throw an unfamiliar monkey wrench into things.

The coffeemaker clicked as it shut off, and Fen reached over, switched it off, then on again so the burner wouldn’t shut off.

Rolling up his sleeves and tucking his tie into the front of his shirt, he looked around and spotted an apron hanging from a magnetic hook on the side of the fridge. From the Made in China tag on it, it was a reproduction of a frilly, old-time formal housewife’s apron, but it’d cover him from neck nearly to knees, so he tied it on.

First he counted out eggs for scrambling, whisked them up with a few splashes of milk, added some pepper and salt, and set the bowl aside. That would go into one pan, after he cooked the bacon. There was a cast-iron griddle he could use for the pancakes, which he mixed according to the instructions on the box. Then he turned to the stove.

His heart fell. The fridge looked like it was only a couple of years old.

The stove, however…

He gulped. This stove might have been new when his father was a kid.

Maybe.

Some of the numbers on the knobs for the front two burners had been worn off with age.

And it was a gas range.

Shit.

He’d never used a gas range before in his life. Propane grill? Sure, but they usually had an igniter button.

He tried turning one of the knobs, heard a hiss of gas, and smelled it, but saw no flame. He immediately shut it off.

Shit!

He didn’t want to go interrupt them, but he also didn’t want to blow up their fricking house.

Especially with him and Joel inside it.

So he did what any self-respecting adult male would do—

He called his mom.

She answered on the first ring. “Fen? Are you—”

“Mom, I have an emergency. How do I light a stove?”

“What?”

“A stove. A gas stove. How do I light it?”

“You just turn the knob. I think. The pilot light will light it.”

“I tried that. Gas came out but it didn’t light.”

“Well, turn it off!”

“I already did that. How do I light it?”

“Does the knob push, like a grill?”

He tried. “No.”

“How old is it?”

“When was Eisenhower president?”

“Yikes. Hold on. I’ve never used a gas stove. My friend Jill has one, but you just turn the knobs.”

“I thought Gramma’s house had one?”

“No, you’re thinking Great-Grandma Paul, but she never used it because she didn’t want to pay for gas. She used a hotplate. That’s how she burned down her house, she forgot about it and—”

Fen let out a screech when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“Fen? Are you okay?”

He looked to see Joel smiling down at him.

“Yeah, sorry, Mom. Joel startled me. I’ll ask him. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

He watched Joel reach over to a box of wooden kitchen matches he hadn’t noticed before that sat on the windowsill over the sink, next to the stove. There was also a box of long ones. Joel lit a match, turned the burner to the middle of the settings, held the match near the burner, and it fwhomped to life. He turned the fire down to a lower setting after shaking the match out.

Joel leaned in and kissed him. “Turn it all the way off when you’re done. If you need the oven lit, come get me. It’s tricky sometimes, and you have to use the long matches.”

“Thank you.”

 

* * * *

 

Joel bit his tongue not to roar with laughter over the terror on Fen’s face when he’d startled him. He’d come out to pour his mom a cup of coffee and had held back in the kitchen doorway when he’d heard Fen’s hushed and hurried tones.

Maybe wrong to eavesdrop, but once he realized why Fen was talking to someone Joel assumed was Ivy, he had to hear how the conversation played out.

He’d never imagined his guy wouldn’t know how to light a gas stove. The man could cook like a fine chef, had a natural talent for it.

At least something can make me smile today.

He poured the mug of coffee, black, and headed back to the bedroom. At least she was sitting up now, her and Celia both.

“Fen’s cooking breakfast,” he told them as he sat on the edge of the bed. “Cel, you go get your shower. I’ll stay with Mom.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Celia kissed her, then him on the cheek and left the room.

His mom took the mug and held it pressed between her hands, blowing across the top before she took a sip. “Did you show him how to light the stove? It can be tricky.”

“Yeah. He’ll be fine.” He dove in. “I love you, Mom. I’m sorry I’m back because of this.”

“Love you, too.” She had brown eyes, not quite the color of Fen’s, darker. “I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to talk some sense into him. He did love you. He was just…mad. You know how private he was. He didn’t want people talkin’ about our personal stuff, and here we were like front-page news.”

“I know. It’s okay.”

She took another sip of coffee. “Are you doin’ okay?”

“Not right now, no. I always thought I’d be able to talk to him at least one more time.”

It was a tired, wan smile that creased her face. “I meant in general. Do you love him?”

He’d posted pics of himself and Fen together on his Facebook page, set to friends-only, of course. He knew Jackson and Celia had seen them, because they’d each liked them.

“I’m gonna marry him, Mom.”

“How’s your business goin’? You told me you were doin’ that big engine job a few months ago.” He knew what she was doing. She wanted a distraction, and he was just selfish enough to give it to her, because it meant not having to face the harsh reality that his father was never coming back.

“It went real good. Guy was happy, took a bunch of clients out on it. Hands out my cards to everyone. It’s brought us a lot of work. I had to hire another guy to keep up.”

“What’s Fen do?”

“He’s an engineer. He works for a company that manufactures stuff, like custom parts. He’s one of the ones who does the plans on the computer and then they send it to the milling machines to cut them out.”

“How’s his momma an’ them? Good people?”

“His dad’s a county detective, about to retire. His mom’s retired. His brother’s an engineer, too, but he works for a commercial developer. His sister-in-law is a doctor, an ENT. And wait’ll you see Snoobug.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“Snoobug?”

“She’s almost twenty months old.” He pulled up a selfie. He’d been holding Naris, and he and Fen had blown raspberries on her cheeks at the same time, making her squeal with laughter. He’d snapped the pic at the perfect time, capturing the huge, chubby grin on her face and her eyes squeezed closed as she’d laughed. He’d never posted pics of her online, even though Onna and George did, because he didn’t want to risk the chance of Johnny ever possibly being able to see them.

Just in case.

“Aw, she’s adorable, sugar.”

“She’s a sweetie. She fell in love with me right away, and she usually doesn’t take to strangers well. Fen’s family was trying to get him to marry me right then. They said it was a good sign.”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “They sound like good people.”

“They are. They love me. They treat me like family.”

She patted his arm, leaving her hand covering his. “I hope I get to meet them.”

“You guys have to come down to visit. We’ll schedule the wedding for then. Take a week, at least.”

“I should sell this damn place. Your father’s had offers the past several years, good offers, and he’d run ’em off. But I’m so tired and I can’t afford to pay to hire another guy to come in and do everything your father does.” She teared up. “Did.” She shook her head. “I won’t make Jackson give up his job to run it. He makes good money in Mobile.”

His father had inherited and run the farm, in addition to the years he’d spent working for the school board in Mobile, doing maintenance. When he’d retired, he’d been a supervisor, and started working full-time running the farm. He’d scaled it up in the twenty-plus years since his “retirement.”

“Then sell it. Not right this minute. After a couple of weeks, let things settle. Ivy used to be a real estate agent. I’m sure she’d be happy to come up and advise you so you get a good deal.”

“Ivy?”

“Fen’s mom. She sold real estate before she retired.”

“I’m…I’m just so tired.”

“Do you feel like coming out to the kitchen and meeting Fen?”

She patted her hair. “Let me get a bath and get dressed first. I’ll be out shortly. The kids spent the night last night so I wasn’t alone.” She stared around the bedroom. “I never told you this, but I didn’t want this place. I wanted your father to sell it, but he promised your grandfather he’d take care of it. I didn’t make that promise.”

“It’s okay, Mom. You don’t need to decide today.”

“I want my family back.”

She’d been a housewife, a farmer’s wife. During the day, she’d run things around there, been there for them as kids when they’d come home from school, the mom who always volunteered for stuff at school.

She’d started going to community college for accounting when she’d gotten pregnant with him…

While she’d never made him feel guilty about that, Joel always had, a little bit.

“Get your shower and come on out and meet Fen.”

“Okay.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

Joel rejoined Fen in the kitchen, slumping into one of the chairs at the smaller table there. “Thanks, babe,” he hoarsely said.

Fen leaned in for a kiss. He had the bacon done and was nearly finished with the stack of pancakes. The eggs wouldn’t take long to cook, so he was holding those for another minute.

“Of course.”

Celia, her brown hair damp and pulled back into a ponytail at the base of her neck, walked into the kitchen.

Fen felt nervous tension jolt through him, but she smiled and walked over, plucking at the apron. “Nice fashion statement. You must be Fen.” Then she hugged him, hard. “Thanks for bringing him.”

“It’s okay. Like I told Jackson, I wish the circumstances were better.”

She nodded, sniffling and sitting next to Joel. “Where is Jackson?”

“He said he was going to go do some chores,” Fen said. “Breakfast will be ready in about five minutes.” He gave the eggs one more whisk and poured them into the same pan he’d cooked the bacon in. He’d found an old coffee can in the fridge with grease in it, and had added the hot bacon grease to that.

“Oh.” She walked out the back door, leaving it standing open. Fen could see the back porch out there. She cupped her hands to her mouth and hollered, “Breeeeaaaaakfaaaaast!” Then she returned, pouring herself a mug of coffee before sitting.

One day, Fen knew, this would all be amusing in a retelling of events.

Today was not that day.

Finally, the whole family was at the table, which Fen had already set with plates he’d found in the cabinets there, and they started eating. He wasn’t really hungry, since they’d had an early breakfast, plus he’d nibbled a little while he’d cooked, a couple of pieces of bacon and the sacrificial first pancake, which he’d accidentally scorched on one side before he’d gotten the hang of fine-tuning the temperature on the burner.

As he started scrubbing the mixing bowls and utensils he’d used, he knew enough not to scrub the cast-iron griddle and pan. He wiped them both out with paper towels and left them on the back burners, where they’d been sitting.

The phone kept ringing, too. It’d started after Joel had returned to the kitchen, and while the family ate, Fen took over, taking messages and relaying that they were going to make the arrangements shortly. He suspected they’d be inundated with visitors that afternoon as word got around.

Jackson finished eating quickly so he could grab a shower. Then Celia, Jackson, and Joel’s mom all piled into the backseat of Fen’s car, while Joel gave Fen directions to the funeral home.

“Mary Southerington called me last night,” Joel’s mom said. “She said she’s gonna have the ladies’ Bible study group at church bring food over today. And the cousins will be coming over starting tonight, I’m sure. We’re gonna need to go to the store. I think there was a sale down at the Walmart on paper plates and stuff this weekend. I saw it in the paper.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Fen said before Joel could even answer.

“Thank you, sugar.” She sniffled. “This don’t feel real.”

Fen wasn’t prepared for the dozen or so relatives who were awaiting their arrival at the funeral home. Fen had pulled up to the portico to let everyone out before going to park. When he walked into the main entry, he nearly turned around and walked out again.

Joel was talking to a man who, from his jeans and T-shirt, Fen knew likely wasn’t an employee of the funeral home.

He felt someone tap him on the shoulder, and turned to spot an older woman standing there, older than Joel’s mom. “Do we know when the funeral is yet? I need to call my other sisters.”

“Um, no, sorry. That’s why we’re here.”

“Can we go see him?”

“Sorry?”

“Can one of you take me back to see my brother?”

Fen felt like he’d dropped into an episode of The Twilight Zone. “Ma’am, I don’t know. We’d have to ask someone.”

“Well, don’t you work here?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Fen.” Thankfully, he heard Joel and offered the woman a smile. As he walked toward Joel, he heard the woman say to an equally ancient woman standing next to her, “I thought that boy worked here from how he was dressed.”

Oh, boy.

 

* * * *

 

Joel was glad he’d looked for Fen and was able to rescue him before his Aunt Gloria latched on to him. He reached for Fen’s hand, lacing fingers with him as he started introducing him to people.

When it came time to make the arrangements, he realized half the room wanted to join them and have input when it was time to talk to the undertaker. Joel finally put his foot down.

“Listen. Aunt Gloria and Aunt Ginny can come with us, but there’s not going to be room for all the cousins.”

Gloria’s son, Robbie, looked indignant. “Well, why does he get to come?” He pointed at Fen.

Oh, no, he did-unt.

But before Joel could speak up, his mom did. “Because he’s my son’s husband, and he’s immediate family, and I want him in there with us. That’s why. The rest of you sit yerselves down and wait out here and we’ll tell you what’s goin’ on when we get out.”

She hooked her arm through Joel’s free arm and practically dragged him, and Fen, along after the undertaker. Celia, Jackson, and the two aunts followed.

Behind them, he heard Aunt Ginny, who was nearly deaf, speak in what he was sure she thought was a whisper to Aunt Gloria.

“I thought that boy worked here, way he was dressed.”

“So did I.”

“I didn’t know he was—”

Joel turned and gave them an angry glare and both women shut up, looking like guilty children caught talking in church.

I might need Fen to pick me up a bottle of vodka or something to get me through the next couple of days.

Fortunately, the funeral was pre-paid, and his parents had already decided on most of the stuff. It’d be held at the Methodist church his mom attended, the graveside service in the cemetery next door, and the wake to follow at the Fellowship Hall.

The soonest it could be held, coordinated on the phone by the undertaker talking to the minister, was Monday afternoon.

That meant a day and a half—weekend days—of people coming over to the house to see Mom and pay their respects and bring food.

Definitely gonna need vodka.

They got through that, Gloria and Ginny objecting over every other detail despite being repeatedly told that it was pre-decided and pre-paid. They were finally able to leave the funeral home nearly two hours later, after informing the other relatives gathered there what was happening, and when, and fielding more objections from people who had to repeatedly be told no, the funeral was pre-arranged, per Joel’s father’s wishes.

The biggest request from the peanut gallery had been an open casket, which his father had specifically and emphatically said he did not want.

Even the undertakers had abandoned them when they had to set up for a funeral that was going to start in about two hours.

Joel was bombarded once again by a shit-ton of questions when a voice rose from the ranks.

“Quiet!”

Fen stood there, hands raised to get everyone’s attention. When the room fell silent, he pounced, using a drawl Joel had never heard him speak before but made him sound like he was from there.

“Now, I know y’all have your opinions, but it’s time to have respect for the dead. Mr. Burch made these arrangements himself, and I know y’all wouldn’t want him disrespected like that. We need to take Mrs. Burch back to the house and get her settled in. If y’all wanna come by the house later today, please pass the word not to arrive before four. She needs time to rest and pull herself together before a bunch of people swarm her. Understand?”

Everyone looked at each other, then, finally, one of the cousins nodded, which triggered a chain reaction of nods, and Fen smiled.

“Good. Thank you. Now, y’all need to go on. They need this place ready for another funeral here soon, and we need to clear it out and the parking lot. Okay?”

People started moving toward the door. As they did, Joel heard Aunt Ginny again.

“See? I told you he has to work for the funeral home. That proves it. You’re just goin’ senile.”

Joel clapped a hand over his mouth and struggled not to burst into laughter.

 

* * * *

 

The next day and a half passed in a blur of faces and people and food.

So.

Much.

Food.

Fen had never seen that quantity of food in his life. Especially deviled eggs and potato salad. There must have been as many ways to make them as there were people bringing them. Barb, as she’d asked Fen to call her, had skipped going to church Sunday morning due to sheer emotional exhaustion. And after church, as the word had gotten around, more people swarmed them.

Fen got to know where the local Walmart was, because he made several trips for stuff they needed at the house, like toilet paper, paper plates, plastic cups, and foam cups for coffee.

So.

Much.

Coffee.

He finally picked up a cheapie coffeemaker to add to the mix to help keep up with the demand.

And he learned how to make iced tea from tea bags.

Saturday and Sunday nights, they made it back to the hotel late to collapse. One of Joel’s older cousins had already gotten herself thrown out of the house by Barb when the woman had made a nasty comment to Fen where Barb could overhear her.

The house had fallen silent as the woman raised her voice.

“Anyone else got a problem with my son and his husband? Because we can have us one right now if you do, and you can get the hell outta my house.”

No one took her up on that offer, and after a moment, conversation had eventually picked up again.

Apparently that story had made the rounds, because no one else said a bad word about Fen or Joel. At least not where Barb could hear them.

Monday afternoon, Fen drove the family over to the church early. There wasn’t a visitation except for the hour before the service. Barb hadn’t wanted one, and figured anyone who wanted to see her could have come over to the house, or could see her there.

It was hot and muggy and Fen had been equally shocked to be named one of the pallbearers by Barb. Not only had he never done that before, he was by far the shortest guy chosen for the roster.

He didn’t argue.

When the time came, he took his place in the middle, behind Joel, and together they all carried the casket out to the cemetery, where the grave awaited.

Another brief graveside prayer, and then it was lowered in.

They were trudging through the cemetery grass over toward the Fellowship Hall when Fen heard a man’s voice speak up.

“Hey, Joel. Long time, no see.”

Fen watched Joel’s head jerk up, from where he’d been watching where he was walking with his mom on his arm as they picked their way around gravestones.

Joel handed her off to Jackson and started toward the man, fists clenched. “Get out of here, you sonofabitch.”

Fen’s pulse spiked, and he knew without asking who the fuck this was. He darted around people and intercepted Joel before Joel could take a swing at the man. Fen wrapped his arms around Joel from the front and struggled to push him back.

“He’s not worth it, Sir,” Fen whispered. “He’s trying to bait you.”

“Read about the funeral in the paper. Figured as good a way as any to get a look atchoo now,” the guy continued in an accent Fen suspected was Louisiana in origin. “How’s your family like you now, huh? Took you down a few pegs, didn’t I? You drop me like that, I warned you. Now your whole town knows whatchoo like. Then you go runnin’ off like a coward, dincha? Told you I’d make you regret leavin’ me. Best thing you ever had, you.”

“Motherfucker!” Joel growled, and Fen was now being helped by Jackson, who’d wrapped his arms around Joel’s waist from behind.

Fen glanced back at the guy. Nearly Joel’s height, not as broad across the shoulders, kind of on the thin side, wearing denim cargo shorts and a T-shirt for a casino Fen had never heard of. His shaggy hair and scruffy face might have looked handsome in other circumstances, but Fen wanted blood on his guy’s behalf.

He did a few quick calculations, gauged the distance, and scoped out the headstones behind the guy.

Then he lunged, shoving Joel back toward Jackson and using that for added momentum.

He landed on the guy, the force of his lunge and the element of surprise helping Fen knock the guy backward over a knee-high headstone. In the process, Fen also caught him in the groin with one knee and landed with his forearm braced across the guy’s windpipe.

“You so much as ever look at him again, you pencil-dicked piece of fucking swamp trash,” Fen whispered, “and I’ll hunt you down and gut you like a fucking pig and leave you for dead. My dad’s a cop and I learned a lot from him, asshole. See if I don’t.”

He let Joel and Jackson pull him up and off Johnny, who’d started gasping for air and coughing as soon as he could draw a breath in again without Fen’s weight on him. Johnny clutched at his balls, moaning in pain as Joel and Jackson dragged Fen back.

“Get out of here,” Joel ordered. “We’ll call the cops on you. Bet you’re probably in violation of probation for something anyway. I know at least ten people here will say you attacked Fen. No one’s gonna believe your word over his.”

Johnny finally crawled to his feet. “You’re gonna be fuckin’ sorry, asshole.”

“Yeah, I’m already sorry I ever laid eyes on you in the first place, you lousy sack of shit. You get the hell out of here before I finish what he started.”

They lost sight of him heading through the trees ringing the cemetery as he staggered toward the parking lot. Joel’s mom started waving everyone toward the hall, waiting there with Jackson and Joel and Fen until she could talk to them without being overheard.

She leaned in and kissed Fen on the cheek, wiping away the smudge of lipstick she left behind. She wore a smile. “Sugar, I think that was the best thing I’ve seen in my entire life.”

“Sorry, Barb.”

She patted his shoulder. “Mom,” she said.

Joel brushed the grass and leaves from Fen’s jacket, buying him a moment for the others to walk ahead.

Then he grabbed Fen and kissed him, hard. “I should spank your ass for that, baby, but I’m too fucking horny from watching you do it.”

“I’m assuming that was Johnny?”

Joel grinned. “You weren’t sure?”

“I had a pretty good hunch. If it wasn’t him, he sure seemed like someone who needed a good ass-kicking.”

“I love you, baby. So fucking much. What’d you say to him?”

“Told him he’d better leave you alone, that you were mine.” He kissed Joel. “And that you said he sucked in bed compared to me.”

Joel roared with laughter.

 

* * * *

 

Four hours later, after the wake at the Fellowship Hall finally ended, they returned to his mom’s house, exhausted and, for the first time in days, alone.

“Thank god that’s over,” she said as she collapsed on the couch. She stared up at her children. “I’mma gonna snatch a knot in Gloria’s tail she asks me about that damned pocket watch one more time. I keep tellin’ her Jason didn’t get it when her father died, and she doesn’t believe me.”

Celia sat next to her on the couch. “Do you want me to take tomorrow off from work?”

“No. You two go back to work. Best thing for you right now. Come over for dinner tomorrow night.” She looked up at Joel. “Can you two stay for a couple of days for a visit?”

He couldn’t say no. “Sure, Mom.”

“Go check out of that hotel and you can use your old room.” She reached a hand out toward Fen. He took her hand and let her pull him down onto the couch. “I kept tellin’ people you were Joel’s husband. I guess you proved to them all you were.”

“Sorry I lost my temper. It’s his fault Joel didn’t get to see his dad again.”

“You’re a good man.” She ruffled his hair. “I’m glad he picked someone so protective.”

Fen smiled up at Joel. “I love him.”

Celia and Jackson stayed with their mom while Fen and Joel packed and checked out. Later that night, curled together in what had been his room, Joel kissed the back of Fen’s neck. “When we get home, you’re getting the blowjob of your life, mister.”

Fen giggled. “People always underestimate me. That’s their first mistake.”

“And my lucky break.”

They finally left late Thursday evening, far later than Joel had planned. Joel had helped his mom by doing some things around the farm for her, and had put her in touch with Ivy, who’d already made arrangements to drive up the next week to start helping her figure out her next move.

And Joel’s mom had fun teaching Fen how to cook some of Joel’s old favorites that he’d wondered if he’d ever taste again.

She’d also given Fen a well-used and loved cast-iron skillet that had belonged to his dad’s mom. Many meals full of love had been cooked within its well-seasoned rim.

It also meant that his mom had fully accepted Fen as part of the family.

Fen had also taken scans of her recipe book with his phone, saving them as PDFs so he could print them out when he got home. More favorites of Joel’s, food he’d grown up eating and had missed more than he’d realized over the past eight years.

Once again, Fen was driving. “Thank you for this,” Joel said. “You have no idea how much. Especially handling Johnny.”

“Can I admit something now that we’re alone?”

“Sure.”

“I wasn’t going to let you go after him. If one of us was arrested, I wanted it to be me.”

“Why?”

“Because this isn’t Tampa or Miami. I had a strong suspicion if a detective from Sarasota called the police department here and talked to someone, he could probably get the charges reduced or dropped. Or at the very least finagle something so I’d be released without bail.”

Joel stared at him, processing that before he started laughing. It roared out of him and kept rolling out of him even as they pulled in at a Speedway for a gas and bathroom stop.

When they got on the road again, bladders empty and the gas tank and coffee cups full, he heard Fen make a noise.

“What?”

“Nothing, I guess. That car that just passed us. I’ve seen it several times.” They were almost to the juncture at I-75. From there, it’d be less than five hours home.

“I’ve seen several cars we keep seeing. That’s common along this stretch. You leapfrog them. I used to pass trucks going back and forth from Pensacola, get off for gas, and then pass ’em again a few miles down the road.”

“True.”

They reached Sarasota a little before three a.m. and went to Joel’s because it was closer to an exit off I-75. Plus he needed work clothes for in the morning and had to get his car.

As they collapsed into his bed without bothering to unpack, he pulled Fen in close. “Can I give you a rain check on the blowjob, baby?”

“Please, yes. I just want to sleep right now.”

And they did. 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Fen dragged himself to work Friday morning. Jake stopped by his cube. “How’s Joel doing?”

“He’s getting through it. My mom’s going to go help Joel’s mom with stuff. She’s thinking about maybe coming for a visit and looking around at buying a condo. We’re thinking about possibly renting a house and seeing if the owner of Joel’s condo will sell to her. It’d be the perfect building for her. Secure, lots of people to be friends with.”

“That’d be awesome.”

“Yeah.” He leaned back in his chair and yawned. “Sorry.”

“You sure you don’t want to go home and rest?”

“Nah, I want to get caught up. I’ll probably stay late today and go right back to Joel’s tonight.” He could wear the clothes he’d taken to Alabama to work. Frankly, he didn’t want to go home if Joel wasn’t going to be there, too.

Joel surprised him by showing up at his office at nearly eight that night. Only Fen and two of the machinists working out back were still there.

“Ready to go, baby? I got us a pizza.”

Fen nodded. He’d gotten a lot done today, actually. Being able to work from Joel’s mom’s had helped. But they were so exhausted that after eating and taking a shower together, they fell into bed.

The next morning, Fen watched Joel getting ready to go to work. Despite it being a Saturday, Joel had to, because unlike Fen’s job, there weren’t as many people to take up the slack, and he couldn’t work remotely.

Not only had Joel said they were going to the club tonight, they were going to spend most of the weekend in bed at Fen’s. “You going to let me cook you dinner before we go to the club, Sir?” Fen pulled Joel’s pillow into his arms and pressed his face against it, deeply inhaling his scent.

He was hoping he could fill Joel’s stomach and make him want to stay home and cash in the blowjob rain check.

“I’ll bring extra clothes and my toybag and we can go there after we eat. I should be at your place around three. How’s that?”

Fen smiled. “Perfect. That’ll give me time to go shopping.”

“Why do you look like you have a surprise planned?”

“Because maaaaybe I do, Sir.”

Joel leaned in and kissed him. “Love you, sugar.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

“Sorry I can’t take a full day off today. Me being gone put us behind.”

“No, it’s okay. You need to work.”

Once Joel had left for the morning, Fen finally tried to peel himself out of bed—and made it. He still preferred his bed to Joel’s. Joel’s was only a queen, and his was a king. It was nice having that extra bit of room to move around in.

Sure, he was spoiled. That was the point of being a responsible adult, that you could save up and buy the stuff you really wanted. He’d gladly enjoy and love his thrift-store furniture as long as his mattress was good quality.

The benefit of being in Joel’s bed was, of course, Joel.

He started a load of laundry—another benefit of Joel’s condo, he had a full washer and dryer—and began tidying up the place, including emptying the food from the fridge. By the time he left, it was nearly noon, and he’d finished the laundry and folded it, putting Joel’s away and neatly stashing his in the basket to take home.

Next stop, the grocery store. Being a Saturday, it was, of course, crazy. As he looked at the recipes he’d scanned onto his phone, he grinned as he stopped in the produce section. They had a huge display of green tomatoes.

Perfect!

He hummed to himself as he shopped, letting his mind drift. Thinking about when they could get a house of their own, how nice it’d be to have the room to throw parties for their friends—kinky and vanilla ones—someplace where they could get as loud as they wanted when Joel spanked him—and made him come.

A place of their own, that smelled of them, that was filled with their things mixed together, their energy.

Theirs.

But he wouldn’t push Joel. He’d be his Sir’s good boy and be patient. He knew he had the man’s heart—and Joel had his.

They had the rest of their lives together.

At home, as soon as he walked into the apartment, he realized the air smelled…not bad, but stale. Then he realized since he’d missed going through his routine last Saturday, because they’d headed to Mobile, it’d been two weeks since he’d aired it out. His mom had brought his mail in for him, and he’d have to go through that later. It sat in a neat pile on his coffee table.

She’d also turned his AC up to eighty-five to save energy.

First things first, he cranked down the AC. After getting his groceries and laundry put away, and cleaning the old food out of the fridge and tossing it, he turned on the ceiling fans, throwing all the windows and even the kitchen slider to the backyard wide open.

Thank goodness for screens! He wouldn’t have a houseful of bugs.

He sorted through his essential oils and went with a citrus blend to freshen the place, but added in a few drops each of lavender and vanilla to balance it out and give it a more mellow vibe. Liking that result, he replicated it in all his diffusers and then set about getting ready to cook. He wouldn’t have time to mop the floors before Joel got home, but that was okay, because they weren’t bad. He’d leave the windows open until after he was done cooking.

Fen didn’t know if his oven fried chicken would be as good as Joel’s mom’s, but he’d damn sure try. Maybe if he could cook his guy a comforting meal of familiar food, it might help him relax after all he’d been through.

While he cooked, he turned up the soundtrack to Mama Mia! on his stereo and sang along with it as he prepped the chicken, keeping an eye on his time.

“I think I’m finally getting my groove back,” he said aloud, more to the apartment than to himself. Ever since having Joel over that very first night the weekend that they met, he hadn’t noticed anything missing or moved. Maybe the apartment liked Joel?

He didn’t feel silly thinking it. Fen knew he loved the man. It was only natural whatever funky energies he shared the space with might sense his newfound happiness and feel the same way, right?

He finally got the chicken in the oven. Fen had mixed the breading ingredients for the tomatoes, and had already sliced them and started to heat the shortening in the cast iron skillet Barb had given him, when he heard his phone ring back in the bedroom.

Joel’s ringtone.

“Dammit.” He ran to grab it before it went to voice mail. “Hey, gorgeous.”

“Hey yourself. I’m on my way.”

“Good. Dinner will be ready soon.”

“Excellent.”

“Got a little surprise for you, Sir.”

“You do, hmm?”

“Yes, Sir. And that’s all I’ll say until you get here. Then you’ll know what it is.”

Joel’s throaty chuckle stiffened Fen’s cock. “Then I’ll see you soon.”

Fen practically ran back to the kitchen and got the first batch of green tomatoes started. The shortening was hot and popped a little as he slid the breaded slices into the skillet. Thankfully he’d paid close attention to how she’d made them. Otherwise, he might have treated it like deep frying, which would have been a pain.

“Ah, dammit!” He pulled off his glasses and looked at them. A fine spray coated both lenses. Shortening.

“Well, I can’t clean them right now. They’ll just get dirty again.” He laid them on the counter and had finished flipping the first batch of green tomatoes when he heard a crash that sounded like it came from the master bedroom.

“What the hell?”

He made it halfway down the hall, as far as the doorway to the second bedroom, when he spotted a man standing in the doorway to the master bedroom, but he couldn’t make out his features without his glasses.

Fen froze, paralyzed as the guy grinned and started toward him. “Don’t have Joel here to protect you now, you. You gonna gut me, huh? Think I’ll take my time and fuck your ass so he knows every time he takes you I done been there. He can have my sloppy seconds.”

Johnny.

The guy looked even bigger than he remembered. No way Fen could fight him off for long in that circumstance if he caught him. Not unarmed and without the element of surprise.

Run. Kitchen.

It sounded like a young woman’s voice in his right ear, almost familiar, he’d swear to it, but Fen didn’t take time to process that. His fear paralysis snapped. He pivoted on his toes and bolted down the hall with the sound of Johnny’s footsteps echoing behind him on the tile.

Instead of aiming for the back door, Fen thought to snatch his phone off the kitchen counter.

NO!

The woman’s voice again.

Then his eyes fell on the knife he’d been using…before passing over it and focusing on the stove.

Fen lunged. He felt Johnny’s hand close on the back of his shirt and start to yank on him as Fen’s right hand wrapped around the skillet’s handle where it sat on the burner. Closing his eyes and leaning his head to the left, he blindly heaved the skillet’s contents over his right shoulder into Johnny’s face. Only a couple of splashes of hot shortening landed on Fen’s T-shirt on his right shoulder, but Fen ignored the pain.

He’d felt worse in a scene.

Johnny screamed and released Fen’s shirt, but Fen wasn’t through. His gripped the handle with both hands now, and swiveled to his left, bringing the skillet around and swinging as hard as he could. It connected with the left side of Johnny’s head with a bone-jarring clang that silenced Johnny’s screams and sent him careening sideways, to his right, the momentum knocking him over and the right side of his face landing on the stove’s glowing hot burner.

Another scream from Johnny, this one sounding…well, weird, as Johnny managed to pull himself off the burner and slide to the floor, where he landed on his ass, sitting there staring at his hands and moaning and making sounds like a drunken peacock.

In his ear, Fen heard another whisper, or maybe it was his own rage chattering at him.

“Motherfucker,” Fen muttered. He swung again, low to high like a golf club, catching Johnny dead center in the middle of his face, this time with a satisfyingly thuddy crunch.

The force of that impact once again silenced the man’s screams and sent him tumbling back, where he landed face-up on the floor, eyes mostly closed, but no iris visible, and no movement in them.

Fen stood there, staring, panting, skillet poised at the ready and waiting for the fucker to get up, to make any movement, so he could smack him again. He wasn’t sure if Johnny was unconscious or concussed or dead, and frankly, he didn’t care.

He wasn’t taking his eyes off the fucker.

And by god, this was a motherfucking castle doctrine state.

He did, however, reach over and switch the stove’s burner off. Then he stepped around Johnny, after giving the man’s left knee a hard kick to make sure he was at the very least unconscious, so Fen could grab his phone. In speaker mode, he dialed 911 and left it sitting on the counter so he could once again hold the skillet with both hands and keep his eyes on Johnny.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“A guy broke into my apartment and attacked me. I…” A sob clawed its way free. “I had to fight back. He’s unconscious right now, I think. I’m afraid to check his pulse. He’s hurt bad. I hit him with a skillet. I need an ambulance and the cops, please.”

A fairly large trickle of blood now flowed from Johnny’s left ear and pooled on the floor by his head, in addition to the blood on his face from where the hot skillet had made impact. His nose was flattened and bloodied. Then there was also the spiral–shaped burn from the stove element along the right side of his face.

“Sir, what is your address and your name?”

He gave her the info, then took a deep breath. “Please call Detective Glen White for me. Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office. W-H-I-T-E.” He gave her his dad’s official cell phone number, and his private one.

“Sir, can you leave your apartment and get to safety?”

“I’m not leaving in case he gets up again. I don’t want this sonofabitch to get away!”

“Sir, please stay calm, I have EMS and deputies on their way. Are you injured?”

“Not really, he got nearly all of it. Just…just call Detective White, please!”

“I’m passing a message along to the Sheriff’s Office dispatch right now, sir, but why do you want him called?”

“Because…” He gave up trying to be strong, trying to be brave. He started crying. “Because he’s my dad, and I need him!”

 

* * * *

 

Joel pulled over onto the shoulder when two marked sheriff’s cruisers went flying past him, lights flashing and sirens blaring. He was going to pull back onto the street when he spotted the ambulance approaching from the same direction, so he and the cars ahead of and behind him stayed put until it passed, too.

He could see ahead of him that all three were going in the same direction Joel was. Another cruiser, lights and sirens going, turned onto the street ahead of him, following the others.

And as he kept following them, turn for turn, a bad feeling started congealing in his gut.

He couldn’t help but push the accelerator closer to the floor. When he reached Fen’s street, he had to park by someone’s yard and run, because there were cruisers and another ambulance in front of Fen’s and the street had been blocked off three houses down.

Joel’s heart lodged in his throat when the deputy tried to stop him. “Sir, you can’t go in there.”

“That’s my fiancé’s place! What happened? Is he okay?”

“Joel!” In the distance, he spotted Fen’s dad waving at him from where he sat on the front porch.

Even better, he spotted Fen tucked against him.

The deputy let him through and when he reached the porch he nearly threw himself on top of Fen, who was crying.

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“I-I-m s-sorry, S-sir! I-I wanted t-to—”

He pulled Fen against him. “Shh, it’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s okay, baby. I’m here.” He stroked Fen’s hair as the man’s sobs renewed.

He stared over him at Detective White. He wore his badge holder strung around his neck on a beaded chain, and was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. He looked like he’d been doing yard work, from the grass stains covering his sneakers and bare lower legs.

“What happened?”

Glen patted Fen’s shoulders. “A guy broke in and attacked him. Fen said he was your ex?”

Rage washed through Joel. “What?” he screamed.

“Yeah. Fortunately, Fen was cooking and grabbed the skillet and…” He looked at the back of Fen’s head and shook his head.

“Dead?” Joel silently mouthed.

Glen grimly nodded.

It felt like he’d been sucker-punched.

He tightened his grip on Fen and rocked him as Fen cried, Joel’s face pressed into Fen’s hair, which smelled like—

“Glen.” A uniformed deputy stood in the open doorway and motioned to him.

“Stay here with him.” Glen stood and walked into the house with the other deputy.

A million and one questions flooded Joel’s brain, but he wouldn’t ask any of them right now. Fen had started trembling. One of the EMTs walked over and squatted down so he could look Fen in the face.

Now Joel realized Fen didn’t have his glasses on.

“Sir, can we check you out now? I’m really worried about you going into shock.”

“No—”

“Yes, baby,” Joel overruled, scooping Fen into his arms and carrying him over to the back of the ambulance that had already been parked in front of Fen’s. Ten minutes later, Fen was wrapped in a silver thermal blanket, despite the warm afternoon, and they’d put EKG leads on him and were monitoring him as a precaution, because his blood pressure was still high and his pulse extremely elevated. The EMTs thought it might be due to adrenaline still in his system, but they wanted to transport him to be on the safe side once he was cleared to leave.

In the process of pulling his T-shirt off him for the EMTs, Joel discovered the burns on the top of Fen’s right shoulder, which they were now cleaning and dressing.

And why the hell did his guy smell like fried green tomatoes?

Glen joined them at the back of the ambulance. “Fenton,” he said, totally Dad tone. “I need Joel to come talk to me for a minute, okay? He needs to look at something for me. He’ll be right back. Okay? You stay here.”

Fen nodded, but there was something haunted to his expression, the way he was still silently crying, that made Joel want to never leave his side.

Reluctantly, he followed Glen into the house.

Someone had thrown a sheet over the body, which lay on the floor in the kitchen near the stove. Glen stopped Joel at the end of the counter, and another deputy raised the sheet enough Joel could see.

Holy…FUCK!

His Fen had done that?

Then again, he thought about watching Fen’s flying leap in the cemetery as he’d taken Johnny down after the funeral. How he’d been so shocked he hadn’t been able to respond, to do nothing except watch it play out until common sense kicked in again and he and Jackson had peeled Fen off Johnny.

It’d taken both of them to do it, too.

“Is that him?” Glen asked.

Joel nodded and they covered the body again.

Joel felt…ill. “Yeah,” he finally said when he felt he could speak without throwing up. “Johnny McNamara. He showed up at Dad’s funeral Monday. I don’t know how he found Fen…”

He thought about what Fen had said at the one gas stop. “Shit. He must have followed us from Alabama after my dad’s funeral. One time Fen said he kept seeing the same car and we didn’t think much of it at the time. Lots of cars heading east on I-10 to I-75.”

“What kind of car?”

Joel described it. One of the uniformed deputies was taking notes, and as Joel looked around, he realized all the windows were open. “What the hell happened?”

Glen pointed to where the cast iron skillet had been dropped on the floor. “We’ll have to get Fen calmed down to get him to recount the events for us again, but from what we could get out of him, Fen heard a noise in the back bedroom. Screen’s pulled out on one of the windows there. When Fen went to investigate, he saw this guy in the bedroom, and then heard a woman and turned and ran.”

“A woman?”

“Yeah. They’re getting K9 units in here now to track. Fen made it here, into the kitchen, where the guy caught up to him. Apparently the guy also told Fen he was going to sexually assault him.”

Glen looked torn between rage and anguish, and needed a moment before he could continue. “So Fen grabbed the skillet. First he flung it back over his shoulder”—he mimed the action—“hitting the guy in the face with the hot oil and food, which distracted the guy. Then Fen turned and…”

He mimed swinging. “Nailed him in the head, but apparently not hard enough to take him down. Fen hit him a second time when the guy lunged at him. Then, as the guy fell, he hit the stove on his way down and landed on the floor dead, or dying. If he wasn’t dead already, his head probably hit the tile hard enough to do more damage before he expired. Big guy like that, dead weight, lots of momentum.”

Wow. That explained why it looked like Johnny’s face had been smashed in.

It had.

He was still trying to come to grips with the fact that his guy, his sweet, gentle Fen, had done…this.

“Fractured skull, most likely,” Glen said. “Blunt force trauma.”

Now Joel realized he smelled chicken cooking—his mom’s chicken.

He pointed at the stove. “I think that’s on. The oven.”

The deputy closest to it was wearing black tactical gloves. He opened the oven door and peeked inside. “Damn, that smells good. We get pictures already?”

“Yeah,” one of the other uniformed deputies said.

The deputy closed the oven door and then turned it off. “Someone please note in the official record that the oven was on, and responding officers turned it off for safety.”

“Got it,” someone else said.

Joel spotted the chef’s knife lying on the cutting mat, where several green tomatoes had been sliced and were waiting to be breaded. Now that he was registering details, he spotted breaded and partially cooked tomato slices all over the floor.

“That’s my grandmother’s skillet,” Joel numbly said. “Mom gave it to Fen when we were there. She showed him how to make some of my favorite recipes. She…” He choked back tears of his own. “She really likes Fen and wanted him to have it. Knew he’d appreciate it.”

Glen leaned in and dropped his voice to a whisper. “We have to take it as evidence. I’ll make sure it gets back to him once the investigation is closed.”

Joel nodded, wondering if this was the weirdest conversation he’d ever have with his future father-in-law.

“Is…is Fen in trouble?”

“No,” about four officers and Glen all said.

Glen continued. “Self-defense.” Glen glanced around and smiled, dropping his voice to a whisper again. “That’s my boy.”

No, he’s my boy.

But Joel was smart enough not to say that out loud. Especially not to his fiancé’s father, who was currently surrounded by a half-dozen well-armed co-workers.


Chapter Twenty

 

Glen took Joel’s keys from him and told him he’d move his car to Fen’s driveway once everyone cleared out. He was going to stay behind and unofficially supervise the crime scene cleanup once the body was removed and the CSI techs had released the scene.

He sent Joel to the hospital in the ambulance with Fen, and would have Fen’s mom meet them there. Ivy practically had to be held back to keep from climbing into the ambulance with them when they were unloading Fen on the gurney, until Fen grabbed her hand and squeezed.

“Mom. I’m okay. They just want to check me out.” He was still crying, but at least he had stopped trembling during the ride, and while still dangerously elevated, his pulse and blood pressure were starting to head back into normal territories.

In fact, as Ivy sat on Fen’s other side and waited with Joel in the ER cubicle, she couldn’t quit stroking his hair, holding his hand.

Asking him if he was okay.

A doctor came in and talked to Fen, then ordered a mild tranquilizer for him, only one dose, to help get his stats back into normal range. They gave him a pill, and less than twenty minutes later, Fen took a deep breath and let it out again.

Joel kissed his left hand, which he’d been holding. “Feeling a little better?”

“Yeah.” His eyes teared up again, but at least he seemed calmer, and the beeps on the monitor over his bed were getting steadier. “I’m sorry. I wanted to surprise you.”

Joel couldn’t help it—he burst out laughing. “Well, you did that, baby.”

Even Ivy managed a snort over that as Fen smiled.

“I meant dinner. I wanted to make your mom’s chicken and fried green tomatoes for you.”

Joel leaned in and kissed him. “Well, good thing you did. That saved your life. What if he’d grabbed that knife?”

“I wasn’t thinking.”

“What about the woman?”

Fen scowled. “Huh?”

“Your dad said you heard a woman when you spotted Johnny coming after you.”

“Oh. I don’t think she was with Johnny. I think it was my ghost.”

Joel and Ivy’s gazes locked as Joel spoke to Fen. “Your…ghost?”

“Yeah. I think I have a ghost in the apartment. She told me to run when I saw Johnny. I kind of locked up, seeing him there. I froze. Like I wasn’t processing. Then she told me to run.”

He’d stopped crying—again—and now sounded almost…chipper.

Ivy pressed her lips together for a moment before speaking. “You think you have a ghost in your apartment?”

“Yeah. You know how I’ve always told you stuff moves around.”

Joel wanted to get Fen off that topic, because it truly made the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. “I think Johnny might have followed us back from Alabama,” he said. “Remember you told me about that car you kept seeing?”

“Oh, yeah.” Fen smiled, nodding, and Joel realized he was deep in the grip of whatever they’d given him to calm him down. At least that had worked. From the look of the monitors, all the readings were back in the range the nurses had told them they wanted to see them hit.

Then Fen frowned again. “Bastard. Ruined a perfectly good meal. Did anyone turn off my stove? What about the stereo? I hope it didn’t embarrass Dad that his friends heard me playing Mama Mia! so loooud.”

Fen dropped his voice to a whisper a deaf statue could have heard. “I like to sing to Broadway shows—SHHHH!” He brought up his left hand, which Joel was still holding, and pressed a finger to his lips. “Don’t tell anyone!”

Ivy’s giggles set Joel off, and before long, they were both laughing while Fen laid his head back and smiled. The nurses had re-dressed his burns, which were only first-degree, after examining them. Glen and another detective arrived as the ER doctor was preparing to discharge Fen. And Glen had brought Fen’s glasses with him, too.

So Joel and Ivy stepped out while they questioned Fen. From the raucous laughter filtering through the sliding glass door, Joel was pretty sure Fen was being entertaining, no matter what he said.

Once the detective had finished taking Fen’s statement, Ivy and Joel were able to rejoin Fen and his dad. They were only waiting for the discharge paperwork now.

Joel had to know. “Did you tell him about the lady?”

Fen grinned, but it looked adorable, lopsided and more than a little drunk. “Sure. I said it was probably something off the soundtrack. I did have it cranked pretty loud, after all.”

He dropped Joel a conspiratorial wink.

 

* * * *

 

Glen drove Joel and Fen back to Fen’s apartment, Ivy following in her car. Glen told them that the K9 units had tracked Johnny’s trail back to his car, which fit the description of the one that had followed Joel and Fen from Alabama.

But the dogs didn’t pick up a second scent, only Johnny’s.

At Fen’s, Glen and Ivy sat with Fen in Joel’s car, refusing to let him move, while Joel went inside the apartment and packed for Fen. Glen had made sure all the windows and doors were shut and locked before coming to the hospital, and he’d already dumped the remains of dinner, emptied the garbage, and had started a load in the dishwasher so there wouldn’t be a foul mess.

For a long moment, Joel stared at the now squeaky clean section of tile on the kitchen floor where Johnny had met his fate.

At the hands of his guy.

His sweet, harmless, gentle…

Son of a sheriff’s office detective.

Joel leaned back against the counter, stunned. Maybe Fen had stood a better chance against Johnny than everyone thought. Fen had told him how his dad and George had drilled self-defense tactics into him as a kid so he could stand up for himself.

How everyone who didn’t know Fen or who hadn’t seen him with his clothes off automatically assumed he was some sort of weak wimp.

They had no clue about the man’s true strength.

Forcing himself to get moving, he packed for Fen. Not sure what Fen would want in terms of stuff like bubble bath and body scrub, Joel grabbed a garbage bag and swept everything out of the master bathroom shower and cabinet into it. Next he grabbed the oil diffuser out of the living room, made sure it was empty, and also took a couple of handfuls of bottles of oils, in addition to the small travel caddy of them that Fen kept on the counter.

For clothes, Joel packed the bare minimum. For starters, Fen wasn’t going to need much until Monday morning, and he could come back and get it for him.

Secondly, he planned on keeping his guy naked and in bed—resting—until then.

Finally, he had his trunk loaded down and Fen’s parents followed them back to Joel’s building and helped move all of Fen’s stuff up to Joel’s apartment.

From the sofa, Fen cocked his head. “Looks like you’re moving me in.”

Before Joel could answer, Glen did. “I hope to hell so, son. I think this was a sign you need to be out of that apartment. What better place than living with the guy you’re going to marry?”

Joel’s jaw snapped shut with an audible click as he stared at Glen.

“The first officers on scene told me he said he needed to call his fiancé.” Glen smiled. “I’m assuming that’s you?”

“Yes, sir.”

A giggle burped out of Fen, but he clapped a hand over his mouth.

Ivy walked over and hugged Joel despite him trying to protest that he stunk from work. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll hug you if I want to.” For good measure, she kissed his cheek. “Welcome to the family. Snoobug loves you, anyway. I knew you were going to last.”

Fen still held one hand over his mouth, and with the other now wildly pointed at Joel, his eyes wide. “That’s right!” he mumbled behind his hand. “I forgot she loves you! You’re the first guy she’s met who she loved!”

Glen also hugged him. “Welcome to the family, son. You have our blessings.” He grinned. “We’ll buy you a new skillet for a wedding present.”

Fen’s eyes watered and he dropped both his hands into his lap. “Your grandmother’s skillet!” He nearly started sobbing again. “I’m sorry!”

Joel raced to his side to comfort him while Glen and Ivy smiled and headed for the door. “He’s all yours, Joel,” Glen said with a smile. “Text us later and let us know how he’s doing. If I need anything else from him tonight, I’ll call your cell.”

“Thanks, Glen.”

The older man turned and pointed at Joel. “That’s Dad to you, son.” Then they let themselves out.

He finally got Fen calmed down again. When Joel wanted to put him to bed, Fen instead insisted on taking a shower with Joel.

Joel finally gave up and let him, knowing the only way he would get his guy horizontal for a while to rest was to give in.

He was fine with that, even if it wasn’t very “domly.”

Once he had Fen snuggled in bed to rest for a while before Joel called in a pizza, the TV softly playing, Fen nuzzled his lips next to Joel’s ear.

“I lied to the cops, Sir.”

Joel smiled, kissing his forehead. “I know, baby. It’s okay.” And frankly, he didn’t care if Fen lied about his “ghost.”

“No, it’s not. You told me no lying.”

“No lying to me.”

Fen sighed. “I told them he hit his face on the stove after I hit him the second time.”

From the drowsy sound of Fen’s voice, it sounded like he was almost asleep.

“Yeah?”

“I didn’t have to hit him the second time. I…” He yawned. “I threw the stuff over my shoulder, turned, and smacked him. He went down, hitting the stove on the way. He was still sitting there on…the floor…and I smacked…” Yawn. “…him again. I didn’t have to. I…” One more yawn that Joel echoed, finally unable to hold back. “…wanted to. Castle…doctrine…took care of…him…for my Sir. July told me to…”

Joel’s eyes snapped open, but Fen was already asleep.

 

* * * *

 

Fen had horrible nightmares, of Johnny chasing him in the apartment. Of a girl or young woman being chased and bludgeoned in his apartment. Murdered. Dying in the second bedroom, her skull fractured against the windowsill.

When he pried his eyes open, Fen realized he was in Joel’s bedroom and it was dark out.

And he had a fucking splitting headache.

The moan escaped him as he tried to sit up, then gave up that idea.

The TV was on, but at the sound of his moan, the lamp on the right side of the bed snapped on. “Baby?”

Fen groaned again as he closed his eyes. “Please put me out of my fucking misery. What the hell did they give me?”

“I don’t know. You okay?”

“Sure, if you can get me the skillet so I can whack myself in the head with it and kill myself.”

“Peppermint tea?”

“Yeah, please, since I don’t have any peppermint oil. And ibuprofen. And maybe an icepack or wet cloth?”

“Coming right up.”

Fen lay there, realizing his right shoulder also hurt like hell where he’d been burned. As did his back, and his legs, and—pretty much his whole damn body.

The phantom sensation of the jarring impact, and the sound that accompanied the first hit, wouldn’t leave his brain.

Would it ever?

The look on Johnny’s face when Fen took the second swing at him.

He—

Oh, fuck.

Now he remembered what he’d said to Joel just before falling asleep on him.

He sensed more than heard Joel return. The man put a small, glass bottle in his hand. “That was in that small caddy thing you have. Is that the right one?”

Fen forced an eyelid open enough to read the label. “Oh, gawd, yes, thank you!” He closed his eye again and, working by feel, twisted the cap off and took a long, deep inhale from the bottle.

Almost immediately, both his nausea and his headache settled a little. Enough he could manage to open his eyes again.

Joel stood there, concern on his face and a glass of water in one hand, a bottle of ibuprofen in the other.

“I love you so damn much right now you have no clue,” Fen said, praying Joel still felt the same.

The smile that curved Joel’s lips gave Fen hope. “Love you, too, baby. Think you can sit up to take these?” He shook the bottle.

Moving carefully, Fen did, snorting another noseful of peppermint aroma before he dared to swallow the caplets, chasing them with water.

That done, he rubbed a couple of drops of peppermint on the back of his neck, along his forehead, and took one more inhale from the bottle before capping it and setting it on the bedside table.

Now he also realized that his big oil diffuser from his living room was sitting on the bedside table closest to him and diffusing lavender.

Oh, my gawd, I fucking love this guy!

He deeply inhaled, trying to find his calm, peaceful center. “What time is it?”

“After ten. I hope you don’t mind I ordered a pizza and ate.”

Guilt filled him. “I’m sorry. We missed going to the club.”

“I don’t care about that. I texted Jake and let him know what happened. He’ll pass the word. I only care that you’re safe.”

Fen wondered when the other shoe would drop and decided to reach for it himself and get it over with. “About what I said before I fell asleep. I—”

“I don’t fucking care.” Joel sat next to Fen and wrapped his arms around him. “I’m sorry you had to deal with him alone. He could have killed you.”

“He underestimated me.”

“Obviously.” He rubbed his chin in Fen’s hair and sighed. “Do you need to go talk to anyone, baby?”

“Like who?”

“Like a psychologist or anything. To deal with this.”

“Nope.” Rage filled him and Fen struggled to shove it away. “He told me he was going to rape me. He would have had to kill me, because no way was I going to stop fighting. This wasn’t some random guy pissing on my lawn. This was a guy who broke into my house and he probably would have killed me after he raped me, if not before.”

 

* * * *

 

The thought of Johnny even setting foot inside his guy’s home, much less having plans to do that to Fen, sent another jolt of anger through Joel. “We’re good, baby.” He rubbed his chin in Fen’s silky hair, the gesture soothing Joel. “We’re fine. I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you. That because of me he came into your life.”

“Not your fault, Sir. I took care of him. He’ll never bother us again.”

“I can’t lose you,” Joel whispered. “It’d kill me.”

Everything about Fen soothed him.

Everything.

Fen rested his head against Joel’s shoulder. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere as long as you want me. It’s okay, Sir.”

“No, it’s not okay. I promised I’d always take care of you, and now, here it is two—no, three times in less than a week, you’ve had to take care of me.”

Fen looked up at him, blinking those gorgeous eyes of his. “Then I guess you’d better hurry up and put a ring on it before something worse happens.” His lips curved into a sexy smile.

“I want you to move in here. Fuck your lease, we’ll find a new place after it’s up if they won’t let you out of it. We can start looking for a house to rent.”

“I’ll have to call the real estate office.”

“I’ll call them and talk to them for you.”

“I appreciate that, Sir, but I’m on the lease. I can do this. I’m an adult.”

“I want to take care of you.”

“Then do that by letting me do what I need to do. I promise if I need your help, I’ll ask for it.”

“We can put my stuff in storage so we can move your stuff in here, and—”

“No.” Fen met his gaze. “That’d be a huge pain in the ass, Sir. I’ll get a storage unit. I’m not hauling all my stuff up here. Well, one thing.”

“Name it.”

“My bed.” He smiled. “You have to admit, it is better. You said it yourself.”

Joel kissed him. “Damn right, it is.” 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Four months after the attack, Joel, Fen, and their friends and family—including Joel’s family—stood on a beach at a county park on Siesta key while Loren officiated their wedding ceremony. They’d arrived there earlier that morning and had taken over one of the larger picnic pavilions, first for Glen’s retirement party.

Not hard to commandeer county facilities when you were the po-po, apparently.

After the excitement of Fen’s attack, Ivy finally put her foot down and demanded Glen retire.

The party carried over to the wedding, the food and celebration part of the men’s reception being held before the wedding as part of Glen’s party, and then the ceremony would be followed by cake.

Fen had insisted on simple and short, caring more about getting the wedding band on his finger than trying to remember what he’d wanted to say while crying snotty tears all over the place.

But the Master had decided they would write their own vows, and Fen agreed.

Mainly because he anticipated the delicious caning he would receive later during round two, at Venture, when they had their collaring ceremony.

That was the ceremony Joel wanted kept short and sweet, so he could finally take Fen home and have fun with him there.

The men held hands and as Fen stared up into his man’s blue eyes, he knew down to the depths of his soul this was for life.

They’d survived a trial by fire already. Not to mention a trial by Snoobug. Anything else would be a cakewalk.

This man had proven to Fen, beyond any doubt, that he wanted him, the way he was, without hesitation.

And Fen was happy to know he was the guy who’d restored Joel’s ability to trust again.

He was even happier to know they were having the day filmed and photographed, because he was sure he wouldn’t remember a damn thing later except Joel’s gorgeous eyes.

“We’re gathered here today,” Loren started, “to witness these two men coming together, in love and trust, to commit to each other to be married for life. They’ve written their own vows and would like to speak them. Joel?”

Fen had to keep blinking back tears as he watched Joel’s blue gaze.

Joel squeezed his hands. “Friends introduced us. I’m not ashamed to admit I’d given up ever finding someone. That’s why I put it in their hands and thought maybe they could help. I didn’t really expect them to come through, though. Not really.”

“That’ll teach you to doubt the powers of the Frightful Five,” Gilo softly teased from their Suncoast Society group of friends.

A ripple of laughter rolled through them. But Joel and Fen had expected the aside.

“And then they introduced me to this guy who, at first glance, I thought was a tiny, meek thing I’d break if I hugged too hard.” He smiled. “A guy who was the most adorable man I’ve ever set my eyes on, and who smelled delicious. A guy who quickly showed me appearances are very deceiving, and who turned out to be one of the strongest men I’ve ever known.

“Me and my family were able to lean on you when we needed you, and you were not only strong enough to hold us up and keep us from falling, you showed everyone what the true definition of family is and made me realize that I needed to spend my life with you. I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love you, and I promise before everyone here I will spend the rest of my life loving you, taking care of you, no matter how hard it gets sometimes. I’ll always have your back the way you had mine, and I’ll never reconsider asking you to be my husband.”

Joel squeezed Fen’s hands, and Loren smiled. “Fen, your vows?”

He had to remember not to call Joel Sir right now, because there were more than a few vanillas, friends of his parents—a lot of them cops—in the gathered crowd.

“When we met I told you I had one line that could never be crossed, and you agreed without hesitation. You were the first guy in my life who didn’t try to change me, who didn’t try to remake me or get me to reconsider. You accepted me as I was then, and you accept me as I am now.

“I think I fell in love with you the night we met, but I had a hard time trusting, too. Everything, every instinct in my body, our friends, even Snoobug told me this was right, this was what I needed. But my experiences in life told me not to trust. You proved to me at every step that you were the man you said you were, the only man who’s ever looked at me and looked through my core to see who I am, not just what they thought I was. You stripped my soul bare and saw the truth and loved the fear out of me.”

Fen managed to slide a little vanilla-friendly hat-tip to kink into his vows. “For the rest of my life, I promise to love, honor, and obey you. To walk by your side and spend every morning and night being your partner and friend and husband and wielding a mean skillet.”

Some of his dad’s friends in law enforcement hooted in approval at that one.

They’d already received over twenty pieces of cast-iron cookware. Fortunately, some friends had gone for less obvious choices in terms of type, because they now had nine skillets of various sizes.

Joel smiled and winked.

“I’m ready to spend the rest of my life as your husband,” Fen finished.

Loren called for the rings. George was Fen’s best man, and Keith was Joel’s. They exchanged rings, Loren taking over and then finishing with, “By the power vested in me by the state of Florida, I now pronounce you husband and husband, and I defy anyone to try to get between the two of you guys.”

They kissed to the sweet sound of laughter, applause, and cheers of approval from the crowd.

“Love you, Mr. Burch,” Joel whispered to him after kissing.

Fen grinned. “Love you, too, Master.”

 

* * * *

 

They’d had a long day full of fun and laughter, and had time to return to Joel’s to take showers and change clothes before heading to Venture.

Next week, they’d be moving into their new home that they’d put a down payment on. Joel’s mom would be moving into Joel’s old condo next month. She was in the process of moving out of the farm after having sold it for far more money than Joel’s dad had ever been offered in the past.

More than enough she could afford the condo, give some to all three children, and still have plenty to live on, in addition to her Social Security and the proceeds from Jason’s life insurance policy.

Fen had never told Joel what his dad had found out about Fen’s old apartment. He knew if he had, Joel might have never set foot in it again, even to help him move out of it.

About the murder years ago.

When Fen had talked to the real estate company the next week, the agent there had admitted they knew about it and it was in their disclosure file, but not something they had to disclose for renting.

When Fen had angrily gotten up to storm out, Lara, a friend from Venture, had appeared in the doorway to see what was going on.

And it turned out Lara had known about the apartment’s history. After she chewed the woman out for not disclosing the past murder when she’d rented it to Fen, Lara had led Fen to her office, closed the door, and quietly filled him in on the other part of it.

That the victim had been June’s sister.

If June later put together what had happened to Fen with where he lived, she’d never mentioned it to him when he was at the studio for yoga sessions. When she’d asked him the next time she’d seen him if he was okay, he’d kept his answers short and sweet, quickly diverting the topic.

The last thing he wanted to do was think about how, if he listened to June’s voice, it could have been her identical twin warning him to run that day.

Or that maybe there was an interesting kind of poetic justice, a karmic scale balance in play, when he’d swung that skillet.

Fen wondered if July would ever truly find peace, but the last time he’d stood alone in the apartment, with it empty and ready to lock the door behind him for the last time, he’d called out to her, spoken to her.

Thanked her.

Invited her to follow him, if she wanted, and if not, that he understood.

He didn’t know if she would take him up on his offer, or if he was crazier than he even knew for thinking there were such things as ghosts.

Except that gooseflesh always rippled across his body when he remembered her voice speaking to him that last time.

When she’d told him to swing hard the second time, like a golf club, and to aim for Johnny’s face.

That was something he’d never tell anyone, not even Joel. That secret would remain firmly between him and July and Johnny.

And Johnny damn sure wasn’t telling anyone jack shit anymore.

 

* * * *

 

The crowd burst into applause when Joel led Fen into the dungeon. The Frightful Five stepped forward first to claim their hugs before everyone else congratulated the couple. After the din settled, Loren called for attention and they all gathered at the back of the room.

“Part two,” she said, looking out over the room. “Where’s Gilo?”

“Here,” Abbey said, and another explosion of laughter took hold.

She led him over. She had him on a leash and bound in a straight jacket. He wore a leather hood with a ball gag in his mouth.

“Now how are we supposed to hear him?” Loren said when she stopped laughing.

Abbey unbuckled the ball gag and held it.

He gave her a look. “You just wait until I’m out of this straightjacket and I’m Top later, young lady.”

Abbey flashed him a wicked grin. “Who says I’m letting you out of it tonight?”

“Goddammit,” he muttered, drawing more laughter.

“Okay,” Loren said. “Joel?”

He smiled at Fen and pointed at the floor.

Fen sank to his knees. Joel’s cock had already hardened in his jeans, imagining what he was in for later.

Joel withdrew a stainless steel chainmaille necklace from a small drawstring pouch he’d pulled from his back pocket.

“You have been through…a lot with me already.”

“Yes, Sir, may I have another?” Gilo joked in a British accent.

Abbey slapped the ball gag back in place while everyone laughed.

Joel continued. “I’m not happy just to be your husband. I want to own every bit of you the way you already own me, but if you want that, too, you need to say it in front of everyone.”

“I want you to be my Master,” Fen said. “I’m your slave, and I want to wear your collar. Please.”

Joel leaned in and fastened it around his neck, giving him a long, sweet kiss. “For life, baby.”

“For life, Master.”

He helped him to his feet to another round of applause and congratulations. Then he led Fen over to the new side, to one of the benches there.

“You have one minute to get your sweet ass on that bench, and you’d better be wearing nothing but your collar and your wedding ring.”

Joel turned to start unpacking his bag. When he straightened seconds later, Fen was already on the bench, naked, and wiggling his ass at him.

He cast a look over his shoulder and grinned. “You were saying, Master?”

“Goddamn, you’re quick.”

He took his time getting his implements ready, letting Fen stew for a minute until he turned to him to take him in.

Bare ass, sweet unmarked flesh.

For now.

One of the beautiful things he’d discovered about his boy over their months together was he was absolutely a masochist, and pain made him horny. He’d be lucky if he wasn’t fighting Fen off in the elevator on the way up.

Joel didn’t bother with lighter implements. He went straight for the heavy paddles and canes without a warmup. Fen arched his back, sticking his ass out for every impact, begging for more. When Joel would walk around to his head to ask for a color, Fen would grab him, pull him in, and kiss him, hard.

Then say, “Black and blue,” with a playful grin.

Joel finally gave up after thirty minutes, and finishing with a cane, wanting to get him home and continue the sexier portion of their play before he collapsed for the evening.

Especially since he’d been online shopping again, and had ordered a special surprise for his eager, horny boy.

He damn sure wanted to use it on their wedding night. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

In the elevator on the way up to their floor, Fen jumped into Joel’s arms, wrapping his arms and legs around Joel and slamming him against the back of the elevator as he kissed him.

Joel caught him, laughing, having to step forward and put a foot out when the door opened on their floor. “Down, baby. I need to get the bag. Go unlock the door and wait outside. Do not go in.”

“Yes, Master.”

He jumped down and like Flash, he was gone.

I’m so screwed.

And he loved it.

He grabbed the implement bag and followed him down the hall to their condo, where Fen waited outside the door, grinning.

Joel set the bag inside their condo, then stepped out again and scooped Fen into his arms, kissing him as he walked through the door. “Welcome home, sugar.” He kicked the door shut. “Go get naked. Leather cuffs and collar. Day collar stays on.”

He was too horny and on the verge of being too tired to waste any time with seduction. They were both horny as hell because he’d not let Fen come since Thursday…and neither had he.

But he’d spent plenty of time tormenting Fen, including sending him to work yesterday in a chastity cage, which had left him begging to exchange a blowjob for freedom at lunchtime.

Joel had held firm, though, and had tied Fen up last night, watching TV with him in bed and enjoying the sounds of him whimpering and begging for relief.

To sleep last night, he’d put a set of locking leather cuffs on Fen and fastened them to the headboard so he couldn’t reach his cock.

He wondered how long his guy could last tonight.

Joel locked the front door before following Fen to the bedroom. Then he produced the surprise he’d hidden in his implement bag yesterday. He’d taken the risk to have it delivered to himself at work to surprise Fen, and, fortunately, no one had opened his package by mistake.

Before climbing onto the bed, he took one of the jelly cock rings and stretched it, securing it around the base of Fen’s cock. Fen let out a hiss, followed by a moan. “Oh, fuck, that’s good.”

The second one, Joel put that around the top of Fen’s sac, just under his cock, drawing another happy moan out of him.

Then he showed him the true surprise. Fen’s eyes widened. Joel spun him around and used a snap clip to attach his wrist cuffs together before bending him over the bed and stroking his ass. Cane marks and paddle bruises nicely branded him as Joel’s.

He added a couple of hard bites, smiling as Fen moaned and begged for relief.

“Just a minute, baby.”

Joel grabbed the lube and climbed onto the bed. He sat propped up against the headboard, then patted his lap. “Sit facing me.”

It was fun watching Fen trying to maneuver with his arms behind him, but his boy was tenacious and limber and determined and finally made it. He sat with his legs spread, draped over the tops of Joel’s thighs.

Joel edged forward, so their cocks were touching. Fen watched his hands as Joel slicked lube over both of them, pressing their cocks together. “Ready for another first?”

Fen nodded, his lower lip caught under his teeth.

Joel dumped a generous amount of lube into the toy, a larger version of the wedgeable one, and then set the bottle aside. Joel stretched the toy with both hands and pulled it over the heads of their cocks.

It felt tight, deliciously so, but Joel knew it’d stretch to accommodate them. Fen let out a moan as it tightly fisted both their cocks while Joel took his time working it down their shafts.

“Fuck…fuck…fuck!” Fen muttered, his head thrown back and his hips working, trying to urge Joel to go faster, harder.

He laughed. “See why I double-ringed you, boy? I knew you wouldn’t last as long as getting us inside it.”

He lifted his head, his eyes glazed with the sweet tell of subspace. “Please, fuck me, Master!”

“I am, boy. Hold on.”

“I need it!” His sweet, whining tone was making Joel’s cock twitch.

One thing Joel had noticed lately was that Fen begged for a fucking. In the beginning, even with the clarification firmly in place, Fen had always been careful with his words. Now, he knew Joel knew what he meant, and he was finally free of that pain, in one small way, at least.

Fen could ask for what he wanted and know his Master wouldn’t cross his line.

He’d reclaimed a portion of himself with Joel.

Joel honestly didn’t care if Fen never wanted to do anal. A couple of weeks ago, he’d broken out a prostate massager to use on himself while Fen went down on him, something Fen was totally fine with Joel doing.

The next night, instead, Fen had grabbed a glove and lube and slid his fingers up Joel’s ass while he blew Joel, making it even hotter.

He’d never asked Fen to do it, had decided that it’d be a while before he would ask Fen to do something like that to him, unless Fen volunteered.

Later, it’d led to a good conversation with another cathartic cry for Fen.

More healing. A small step at a time.

Maybe one day his boy wouldn’t think about the wolf and the freshman, with too many good memories taking the place of the painful ones.

Meanwhile, Joel would get as creative as he could making new, better memories for Fen, memories that featured only Joel and his love for Fen with none of the bad kinds of pain.

It took him a couple of minutes to get the toy all the way down to the base of his cock. Fen whined and thrust and looked adorably pathetic and needy.

And all his.

Joel reached out and lightly tugged Fen’s nipples, making him clamp his lips shut on the squeal trying to escape. “Who do you belong to?”

Fen forced his eyes open. “I belong to you, Master.”

This was one of their rituals now.

“Who owns your body?”

“You do, Master.”

“Who made those marks on that sweet ass?”

“They’re your marks, Master.”

“And why do you take those marks?”

“Because I love being owned by you, Master.”

He leaned in, catching the D-ring on the front of Fen’s leather collar with a finger. “Who loves you?”

“Master loves me.”

Joel’s lips hovered over Fen’s. “Who loves you?”

“Master loves me.”

He nipped Fen’s lower lip.

Always three times. “Who loves you?”

“Master loves me.”

Joel kissed him, hard, and with his other hand slowly started jacking the toy on their cocks. They moaned into each other’s mouths, the incredibly tight, slick friction of the toy and their cocks pressed together threatening to pull Joel immediately over the edge.

He stopped, Fen moaning and trying to fuck against him, and Joel grinning. “Oh, someone’s desperate.”

“Yes, Master!”

He let go of the D-ring and reached around behind Fen and unclipped his cuffs. Then he leaned back and smiled, holding the jack toy pressed against the bases of their cocks.

“Then I guess you’d better fuck one out of your Master if you want to earn that.”

The underside of Joel’s cock was more sensitive, and based on variations of this theme they’d experimented with over the past couple of weeks, he suspected if he held the toy at exactly the right position, Fen would be able to fuck one out of him like this. He raised the toy enough that there was about an inch of free space at the tip, then smiled.

“Get busy, boy.”

Fen fell forward, moaning, devouring Joel’s lips with his as he braced his arms on either side of Joel and started fucking the toy. Joel reached up with his free hand and fisted his hair, growling his pleasure into Fen’s mouth and knowing no, he wouldn’t last long.

Not long at all.

The slick, solid heat of the underside of Fen’s cock sliding along Joel’s was a close tie in terms of pleasure when compared to a blowjob.

And Fen was fucking awesome at blowjobs. Blowjobs, or mouth fuckings, which Fen also enjoyed the hell out of being on the receiving end of.

Fen could barely keep his eyes open, heavy lids and a long, steady moan rolling from him as the entire bed shook from the force and speed of his thrusts. Unrestrained and deep in his lust, he looked gorgeous and perfect.

And Joel owned him.

It was that thought that shoved Joel hard over the edge. Fen felt him coming, the sudden extra, hot lube filling the end of the toy and with a cry of his own he exploded, collapsing on top of Joel.

He cradled Joel’s face in his hands, kissing him, nuzzling noses with him, nibbling on his lips and chin and finally falling still with his forehead pressed to Joel’s.

“Please?”

“Oh, sure, I suppose—”

And he’d barely gotten that out before Fen was up and pulling the toy off them, then diving onto Joel’s cock to lick and suck him.

Edible lube was more expensive than the other stuff, but it sure as hell tasted better after the fact. And Fen had become addicted to begging to be allowed to suck Joel clean after they’d come, especially if it’d been Joel jacking their cocks pressed together.

Before now, with their hands, but he suspected he’d found a new favorite thing for Fen. He stroked Fen’s hair, feeling at peace, content. “I guess that means that was a winner?”

Fen gave him a thumbs-up, but his gentle, sweet mouth didn’t leave Joel’s cock.

He left him there, a little surprised he was able to get it up a second time that soon, and not at all surprised to find Fen hard again.

For round two, he restrained Fen on his back, wrists to ankles and his thighs wide open. He’d rinsed out the toy and added more lube, then positioned himself, his balls against Fen’s as he lubed their cocks and once again sheathed them together in the toy.

Not once did Fen flinch, like he used to in their early days together.

He trusted.

He knew.

And to Joel, that was the sexiest thing of all.

Joel smiled down at him. “Gonna fuck my boy.” This time he’d also removed the jelly rings, or they’d be there for an hour. Fen had incredible stamina after his first, frantic orgasm had been given to him.

Fen grinned and wiggled his ass as best he could in that position. “Bring it, Master.”

“Come for me, baby. Don’t make me wait.”

Joel actually wanted to fuck, not jack them. So he figured out the best placement and started doing just that, bracing himself with one hand while he held the toy in place with the other.

There it came, the helpless desperation sweeping through Fen’s brown eyes, half-lidded, lower lip trapped between teeth.

Joel lowered his head to Fen’s right nipple and sucked, hard. Fen gasped, whining, and then Joel nearly giggled with glee to feel him coming in the toy. He kept sucking, biting, his own orgasm not far behind with Fen’s pitiful noises pulling the cum right out of him.

He released Fen’s nipple and kissed the bite.

“That was cheating, Master.”

He laughed and looked at him. “Are you complaining?”

“I didn’t say that.”

This time, they cleaned up in the bathroom together, Fen keeping his collar and cuffs on as they curled up in bed, Fen’s face pressed against Joel’s chest.

Perfection.

Some nights, Joel awakened to find he’d moved away from Fen in the night and Fen had followed, spooning him from behind. Sometimes they slept like this, sometimes him spooning Fen.

Even in sleep, they were always touching.

Always.

“Good day?” Joel asked.

Fen kissed him, hard. “Best day ever, Master.”

Joel had left the choice of whether to keep or change his name up to Fen. Monday, they’d go file the marriage certificate, and then Fen could start the name change process.

“Love you, Fen. So fucking much. Thank you for trusting me.”

Fen palmed his cheek. “Thank you for teaching me how to trust again, Joel. I love you so hard it hurts.”

“Hurts good?”

He smiled. “Hurts the best.”

 

 

THE END
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