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TYMBER DALTON
Copyright © 2019
 
Chapter One
 
Please don’t let this be a mistake.
Maddox Orosco sat at one of the large, round tables in the private meeting room of the steakhouse and studied the munch attendees who’d already arrived. So far, he only knew two of them, the hosts for tonight, whom he’d come face-to-face with upon walking through the door.
Marcia and Derrick Watson.
AKA his employers.
He knew they ran a BDSM club in Sarasota—they made no secret of it. But he’d deliberately avoided going there, for now, until he really got to know people in the local scene. He hadn’t even told them he was in the lifestyle.
Hence why he’d come here tonight, to the munch, instead of going to the club.
Because he didn’t want things to be…weird.
Too late.
It was weird.
Well, weird for him, maybe not weird for them.
He’d worked for them a little over a year now, and they were great people. But he’d been attending a club up in Pinellas County, and one over in Orlando, for the past several years, mostly because after college he’d settled up in St. Petersburg. All the people in the lifestyle he knew mostly hung out in those two areas. Since he’d moved back to Sarasota, he hadn’t made any local lifestyle friends here.
He’d decided that driving all that way, when there was a dungeon practically in his own backyard in Sarasota, was just…stupid.
Which was why he’d decided to attend the Suncoast Society munch tonight, to ease his toe into the local lifestyle scene and get used to it, meet people, before possibly running into his bosses at their club.
Best-laid plans, and all that shit.
The reason why he knew Marcia and Derrick ran the club was because they’d put it out there during his job interview, in the interest of full disclosure. They didn’t want him hearing about it third-hand later on and then perhaps freaking out about it.
The other reason he’d wanted to start finally making inroads with the Sarasota kinky scene was that his ex, Kelly, had resumed attending the club in Pinellas. Not that he’d asked, but mutual friends of theirs had told him she was on boyfriend number three since they’d imploded.
Never doing that again.
He’d moved in with her. They’d lived together for over two years when, one day, she decided she was done and kicked him out.
Only for Maddox to later learn she’d been cheating on him for several months. He had to fight to get all of his stuff out of the condo, but since it was in her name, he was limited as to what he could do.
He’d finally needed friends to intercede on his behalf and basically corner and shame her into letting him come get his stuff.
That fiasco came on the heels of him losing his job when the large accounting firm he’d worked for in St. Pete closed without warning, and with a scandal about insider trading swirling around the owners.
Thankfully, several rounds of testing had shown Kelly didn’t leave him with any other dismal reminders of their time together.
It was just fate and blind luck, he supposed, that made him open his options to casting a wider net for a new job and he ended up back in his hometown of Sarasota. Making a little less money than he had been, but ironically he had far better health insurance now. Plus, he’d bought a small house and was paying less per month for a mortgage and living expenses than he’d been paying for his share of rent and expenses to Kelly for her fancy condo in downtown St. Pete.
A lot less.
It wasn’t a large house, but an older home, a little two-two with a really large, open great room area worth about three rooms, and a completely refurbished eat-in kitchen. It also had a small pool which took up most of the backyard, and it was located in a quiet neighborhood about fifteen minutes from work on the south side of Sarasota.
Truth be told, he’d missed Sarasota. St. Pete had been fun to live in right out of college, but he was hitting that point in his life where he knew he needed to give serious thought to the next stage. He didn’t want to be alone anymore.
He wanted to find the right woman—or man—to settle down with.
Maybe I should try dating guys again.
That was the nice thing about being bi—he had options. Relationships with the last two women he’d dated hadn’t ended well. But in the past when he’d dated guys they hadn’t been interested in settling down.
Then again, that’d been over five years ago, the last time he dated a guy. And he hadn’t dated anyone since his breakup with Kelly over a year ago. Now, he was finally ready to date again.
Maybe.
He hoped.
I’m thirty-four, not sixty-four. I’m not a fricking dinosaur, for crying out loud.
Although, times like this, he sure as hell felt like one.
Marcia and Derrick had sat him at their table, but they were currently making the rounds, apparently knowing most of the people in attendance. That was fine with Maddox. He preferred not being the center of attention. He’d planned to sit in the back of the room and do more observing than talking tonight, to get a feel for the group, but he hadn’t felt right refusing Marcia and Derrick’s warm welcome and friendly insistence that he sit with them.
There were more people arriving now. Instead of trying to remember everyone’s names, Maddox chose to take his seat and put in his beverage order with the waitress. While he waited, he pulled out his phone and scrolled through Facebook, pausing when one story on his feed caught his attention and punched him right in the memories.
Not so much the story itself, but the who.
And the location listed on it.
Less than an hour ago, Hank Webster had posted a picture, a selfie with part of a house visible in the background.
A selfie of him and a little girl who looked a lot like him, the same blue eyes, both of them smiling into the camera.
 
All moved in! Let our new adventures begin. Great to be back in Sarasota!
 
Privacy set to friends-only.
It shocked Maddox how much his heart—and cock—still throbbed when he stared at his old friend. He also wondered when Hank had gotten married and had a…baby. She looked to be at least four or five, with long, curly blonde hair lighter than Hank’s.
He felt a little ashamed to admit he hadn’t visited Hank’s profile in a while, but it’d felt like the bad kind of emotional masochism to keep doing it.
Unable to help himself now that the ancient wound had reopened, he thumbed through Hank’s pictures and realized that there wasn’t…a lot.
As in, there wasn’t much of anything of note in Hank’s profile. No pictures of a woman, no pics of a wedding, no pics beyond a couple of older profile shots that Maddox remembered seeing a few years ago.
When he scrolled through Hank’s timeline, there were very few posts, most of them little more than scattered fuck my life kinds of grousing, or reposted memes.
Weird.
And his relationship status was listed as single.
Before Maddox could do too much pondering on all of that, Derrick clinked his fork against his water glass. “Good evening, everyone. Thanks for coming out tonight. If you’re looking for the computer group, I have no idea where they are.” Laughter rippled through the room. “Let’s go ahead and get this started so the servers can take our orders.”
Maddox knew he had to put a pin in that for now, so he forced himself to lay his phone facedown in front of him on the table.
Oh, Hank. If only you knew some of the fantasies I had about you, buddy.
 
* * * *
 
What a long fucking day.
Hank Webster collapsed on the sofa with a cold bottle of water while Jaylene happily zoomed around the house. To her, he knew, the place felt like a mansion compared to the shitty one-bedroom walk-up apartment they’d had in Pittsburgh. Now, they had a backyard, they had privacy.
They also had over one thousand miles of distance between them and Cameron’s family. Unless he’d wanted to move them across the fricking country to California, he had to hope that’d be far enough.
I never thought I’d be thankful Mom and Dad aren’t alive, but I kinda am.
Which was a completely selfish thought, he knew, but it beat the alternative. Besides their hearts breaking over everything that happened, they would have absolutely still wanted to try to keep Jaylene in Pennsylvania, to not “cut off” Cameron’s family.
Fuck those assholes.
Them raising and coddling and enabling their narcissistic psychopath of a son was the whole reason Lois was dead to begin with. Then they’d actually paid for the fucker’s defense attorney and had tried to paint her murder as being all her fault!
Motherfucker.
He’d pulled his truck into the driveway of their new house that morning a little before ten, and their landlord met them there with the keys. Hank had already handled connecting the utilities and the lease.
Then he’d spent the rest of the day unpacking the trailer with Jaylene’s “help.”
Which wasn’t helpful, but like hell would he tell his little girl that. JJ was happy and excited about the move, and that went a long way toward softening his mood despite his exhaustion.
What he really wanted to do was pour himself a couple of fingers of Jack from the bottle stashed in one of the boxes marked KITCHEN, but he wouldn’t dare do that until JJ was in bed and sound asleep.
He was over two years into his unexpected full-time single parenthood, and this move had finished draining him of every spare penny he had, but…
Worth it.
Absolutely worth every goddamned cent. Little Jaylene Joyce Webster was now his life, and he’d absolutely do whatever it took to protect her. You couldn’t put a price on peace of mind.
She bounced over to him, jumping onto the couch and nearly nailing him in the nuts on the landing. “I love our house, Daddy!” she shrieked, making him wince and laugh at the same time.
“Glad you do, sweetheart.” He’d once again reached out to Bryce, a friend from high school, to help him find it. He hadn’t wanted to get taken by some scammer, especially since he had no cash reserves. Not after the probate battle, followed by the legal battle to keep custody of Jaylene, and then filing the adoption paperwork, and the ensuing fight to revoke Cameron’s parental rights.
Of course the fuckers in Cameron’s family fought Hank every step of the goddamned way.
Thank god Lois made a will after JJ was born, like I asked her to.
Losing their parents not long after moving to Pennsylvania following his graduation from high school had been tough on the siblings but it’d also provided a valuable lesson in planning ahead.
Which was why, when Cameron murdered Hank’s sister, at least Hank had been able to immediately take full custody of his niece and keep her out of the hands of the fucker’s family. Because Lois had a will and had put a power of attorney into place, and even before Hank’s niece’s birth, Lois had a permanent restraining order against Cameron for severely beating her while she was pregnant.
Wish you were here, Sis.
It wasn’t fair. They’d planned to move back here together when Jaylene was only two. Then Cameron’s stupid parents filed an injunction against it, and they’d had to fight it. Hank had tried to tell Lois to end all contact with them before that point, but like their parents, she’d had a soft, kind heart and had wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt, at least. To not paint them with their son’s crimes.
To try to work things out with them.
They battled them for a year over that before the judge finally dismissed the case a few months after JJ had turned three. Cameron had only served eight months in jail for attacking Lois. Fortunately, the judge had issued the permanent restraining order against him for JJ, too, because of the mountain of evidence against Cameron that he hadn’t wanted JJ in the first place.
Screenshots live forever.
Hank and Lois had been saving up money to move when, a couple of months after the last court case had been resolved, came that horrible afternoon he received a frantic call at work from Lois’ friend, Marla. Marla and her husband Barry had gone with Lois and JJ to a planned visitation with Cameron’s parents, meeting at a McDonald’s not far from the apartment Hank shared with Lois.
Cameron had shown up and shot Lois. Thankfully, Lois had thought fast when he showed up. She’d handed JJ off to Marla and Barry, who’d taken her inside. After everything happened, they had kept her out of the hands of Cameron’s parents until Hank could race there from work.
Cameron’s parents had initially been arrested, too, until their attorney got charges against them dropped when Cameron finally confessed to everything.
Still, Cameron claimed mental anguish and tried to use an insanity defense, which stalled the fucking case for months.
And then down to one household income, and trying to be a single dad to JJ, Hank had still been stuck in Pennsylvania.
Now the fucker was doing life without parole—finally—and thankfully that had been a point in Hank’s favor when he filed to have Cameron’s parental rights terminated for good so he could legally adopt JJ.
Fuck those assholes.
With a full protective order finally in place against Cameron’s entire family, Hank’s attorney told him he was under no obligation to tell them where he’d moved, or give them any kind of contact with JJ.
The first thing Hank had done was move to a new apartment in Pittsburgh, getting a smaller one that cost him far less a month. Albeit it was an old and crappy building, and wasn’t in the best neighborhood.
But it’d been within his budget. Once he’d made friends with everyone in their building and told them the basics, they’d all been very protective of him and JJ.
Meanwhile, in the two years following Lois’ murder, he’d saved every penny he could. Between that and what minuscule savings he had left after paying all the legal expenses from the custody battle and adoption, he’d swung this move.
Barely.
This house was an older three-two, not large at all. Except it felt huge and empty with what little furniture they had. They didn’t have a lot to start with, because he’d drastically downsized when they’d moved to the smaller apartment. Before they moved this time, he sold everything he could for extra money and to save space. He’d towed a large, completely full U-Haul trailer behind his pick-up truck to move everything they had left. He’d turn that in tomorrow morning on his way to his new job, which he also had thanks to Bryce helping point him to leads.
“Are we living here for good, Daddy?” JJ asked.
He’d never get over that. Every time she called him that it still hit him squarely in the feels, even though she’d pretty much called him that ever since she could talk.
Hell, he’d been there at her birth, had been there throughout her entire life. To her, he was her father, even before he’d legally adopted her. Didn’t matter that biologically he was her uncle. She’d never seen Cameron in person until the day he murdered Lois. Hank had also been honest with JJ that a bad man was her bio father, so he gave himself a promotion from uncle to her dad.
He gently tugged on a pigtail. “Yeah, sweetie. We’re here for good. At least for a few years. If I can save up money to buy us a house of our own we might move, but that’ll take me a while.”
“Can we still have my birthday on the beach?”
He smiled. “Yes, sweetheart. You and I are absolutely going to celebrate your birthday on the beach.”
“Yes!” She rolled onto her back on the couch and flailed her arms and legs in the air in celebration, making him laugh.
That reminded him—he needed to contact some old friends from high school and see if he couldn’t get at least a few people to show up. She wouldn’t care that she didn’t know them, but it would help make it feel more like a celebration.
She’d be turning six in two weeks and she’d never seen the ocean. Before their life fell apart, he and Lois both had been building up this very moment for her. They’d wanted to move back to Florida and raise her here.
Thirty-two and starting his life over as a single parent wasn’t a situation he’d ever expected to find himself in. Lois had been two years older than him. She’d been going to college when she first met Cameron and the fucker swept her off her feet.
Hank had hated him on first sight, and Cameron had done his best to drive a wedge between the siblings over the years.
At least that was one thing he’d failed at. Cameron hadn’t counted on how strong their bond was, especially in the wake of their parents’ sudden death in a car accident. And he hadn’t hit her, at first. It was years of chipping away at her, mental abuse she’d hidden from Hank, until the day she discovered she was pregnant and Cameron put her in the hospital.
And Hank had him put in jail.
He shook himself out of his thoughts. “Time to get your shower so we can put you to bed, pumpkin. First day of school at your new school tomorrow.”
“Okay!” She jumped off the couch and zoomed from the room.
With the move behind them, the full gravity of their situation slowly started sinking in. He needed to quickly reestablish a network of friends here in Sarasota. He’d be enrolling JJ in school tomorrow morning, had all that info ready, but there were only something like four weeks left in the school year here. He’d need full-time child care for her, and that was something he didn’t have lined up yet, a chore he dreaded.
Trust didn’t come easy for him now.
At all.
Not just a trust issue, but a money issue, too.
It wasn’t like he’d be dating anytime soon, either. Although his situation was far less entangled than it had been in Pittsburgh. No more worries about looking over his shoulder to see if someone from Cameron’s family was spying on him on a date so they could contact the woman behind his back and tell them lies about him.
Crazy fuckers.
After the second time that happened, four years ago now, he realized someone was going through his Facebook feed and getting info from there. That’d been before Lois was murdered, when they were still in the middle of the legal battle.
So he’d locked his Facebook account down, deleted everyone from his friends list who he thought might possibly have so much as the most remote of connections to Cameron’s family and friends, or who were mutual friends with anyone associated with Cameron and his family, and deleted nearly all his old posts, or set them to viewable by him only. He left very few posts visible and those were set to friends only.
Not that he’d been very active on the site to start with but he’d started posting again after JJ was born, in an attempt to stay in touch with friends in Florida.
He also hadn’t bothered trying to date since that last time, too paranoid about being followed, or whether or not maybe someone was really who they said they were, or if maybe they were a spy for Cameron’s family.
The handful of friends he had left on the site were mostly people he’d known in high school, like his old best friend, Maddox, and another good friend, Bryce. And a few distant relatives.
I really need to get in touch with Maddox.
He regretted falling out of touch with his former best friend, but life had just gotten in the way. But at least he still had a few friends here in Sarasota.
Hence how he’d been able to get this place arranged. Bryce had reached out to him to check on him after Lois’ murder. They’d been friends in high school and Bryce had known Lois. He’d heard about her murder through one of Hank’s distant cousins, who still lived in the area.
Bryce was an attorney, and had been a valuable resource both through the criminal trial and through navigating Pennsylvania’s family law system. He’d helped Hank find a new family law attorney up there, a friend of one of his coworkers, who’d discounted his fees. Bryce had actually prepped most of the paperwork for Hank for free, sending it to the attorney there for little more than a quick perusal and to file it. Which had saved Hank a shit-ton of money.
Another reason returning to Sarasota was a no-brainer—Bryce had made Hank promise to call him if Cameron’s family started more shit, and that he’d rep him for free, or at least for a greatly reduced rate, if Hank insisted on paying him.
Well, he was no mooch. He’d be working as a roofer, for now, because it was the first paying job he could get that he was qualified for that paid more than minimum wage.
It’d be hard work, and not paying as much as he was making up there. But without a state income tax, and without having to pay union dues, and with cheaper living expenses, it’d wash out. Plus he was going to look into taking online classes. Maybe he could get his contractor’s license or something.
For now, he could make ends meet, and it had to be enough.
He simply had to keep putting one foot in front of the other.
With a little girl to take care of, it wasn’t like he had any other choice.
 




Chapter Two
 
After the munch, Maddox sat in the restaurant’s parking lot and studied his phone. He had the Facebook app open again and scrolled through Hank’s profile.
Damn, you’ve aged well, buddy.
Hank hadn’t only been his best friend—he’d been Maddox’s secret crush. Maddox’s biggest regret was never telling the man how he felt.
Then again, Hank was straight, had dated girls. Maddox had never come out as bi in high school, never dated any guys back then. That hadn’t happened until he was in college and felt more comfortable in his own skin.
He hadn’t seen Hank since the man’s family moved out of state not long after he and Hank graduated from high school. He was nearly two years older than Hank, but they’d been in the same grade in school.
As the start of a really baaad idea blossomed in Maddox’s brain, he struggled not to go through with it.
I could just send him a message, right? What harm is there in that?
Except the man was obviously a father now. Probably married or involved or something.
Right?
Wasn’t that the bad kind of emotional masochism to engage in? Not only bad, but fruitless and prodigiously stupid. Not that he was a masochist in the first place—he was definitely a sadist.
Except he’d been an emotional masochist throughout junior high and high school without even realizing it had a name.
Ironic, yes, considering he was definitely a Dom and a Top now and had a full grasp of all the dynamics and labels.
Back then, he’d secretly pined for the guy who was his best friend, a guy he didn’t dare tell how he really felt.
Not that he thought Hank would be an asshole about it, because back then Hank didn’t give a crap if someone was gay.
But Maddox had been worried Hank would freak out a little over him specifically had he admitted to him at the time what a huge crush he had on Hank, and it could have driven a wedge between them. So Maddox’s high school days had been consumed by him gorging on old ’80s and ’90s power ballads while he masturbated late at night or in the shower and thought about holding Hank in his arms.
Closest they’d ever coming to making Maddox’s fantasies come true was the occasional shared masturbation session when they were alone at one house or the other and had unsupervised access to a computer they could view porn on.
Because they’d also shared a bed countless times when they’d stayed over at each other’s houses. His parents didn’t have a guest room back then, and they’d had a crappy couch. Hank’s parents didn’t have a guest room, either, and their couch was one of those sectionals with recliners built in that you couldn’t easily stretch out on.
It’d secretly broken Maddox’s heart when they moved but he knew Hank wasn’t ever coming back. It wasn’t like he could follow the guy. So he’d thrown himself into his college classes and trying to date.
He’d attempted to build a bridge in his heart and get the fuck over it, drowning his sorrows in Air Supply and power rock ballads and trying to move on. He still couldn’t hear that music without at least a memory of Hank popping into his head.
Before he could chicken out, he liked the picture of Hank and his daughter and then sent him a private message.
 
Missed your face, dude. Call me.
 
And before he could stop himself, he added his cell number and sent it.
Then he set his phone facedown on the passenger seat and started his car to head home. Because otherwise he’d sit there in the parking lot all night, waiting for the little notification dot to show Hank had seen the message.
Because it might break his heart if Hank saw it and then didn’t respond right away.
 
* * * *
 
It was almost eleven by the time Hank had a squeaky clean pumpkin put to bed and sound asleep, he’d grabbed his own shower, poured himself two fingers of Jack over ice, unpacked the bare-bones basics of what they’d need in the kitchen for tomorrow, and he stretched out on his bed—on the floor, because he’d sold the frame before they moved—in nothing but a pair of boxers and with his phone. Right now, they had boxes of stuff stacked in the back side of the house, in the great room area, which was supposed to be the dining room area. Pictures, keepsakes, books, and things like that.
They could wait to be unpacked. He’d wanted his clothes, his bed, and JJ’s stuff in their rooms, so he could get her as settled as quickly as possible.
He’d be living out of boxes and suitcases for a while, because he’d also sold his dresser.
The pile of boxes in the great room could also wait because in one box was three urns—their parents and Lois. He didn’t even have a place to put them, because he sold their bookshelves before they moved. Wasn’t like he wanted to set them on the dining room table.
He’d even splurged and ordered pizza tonight because he had a coupon for it, and they could eat off it for two days. It meant delaying going to the grocery store. He had oatmeal and Pop-Tarts and bananas for them for breakfast, granola bars for him for lunch. He’d brought all the non-perishables from Pennsylvania. He could make them soup and rice, they had fruit cocktail and canned tuna fish. They could get by without grocery shopping until his direct deposit hit the bank.
He opened his phone and noticed an alert for a new Facebook message. He reluctantly tapped the app’s icon because he rarely received private messages. The ones he did were usually from Cameron’s parents or other family. Although since the restraining order those had stopped.
His reluctance immediately transformed to a rush of delight when he recognized the sender’s name.
Dox!
His delight was immediately replaced by shame that he hadn’t stayed in touch with his best friend. Instead of replying immediately, he scrolled through Maddox’s timeline, his pictures. Apparently single, or at least he didn’t have a significant other highlighted on his profile, and living in Sarasota. It seemed like Hank remembered Maddox was living in St. Pete, at one point. Sure enough, when he scrolled far enough back in Maddox’s timeline, he saw where he had been there for a few years. But now he had a house in Sarasota.
Dang.
They’d been tight as teenagers, inseparable for years, all through junior high and high school. If he’d had a brother, it would’ve been Dox.
I wish I’d kept in contact with him.
But Maddox had gone on to college and Hank hadn’t. Hank’s parents had moved. Then his parents died, and he’d struggled with Lois to make ends meet while she finished school and started working, then came her troubles with Cameron…
His heart twisted a little. He’d never had as good or close a friend as Maddox. It would’ve been too mushy to him back then to admit he loved the guy, but looking back on it as an adult, and having suffered the losses he had…yeah. He’d loved Dox.
He smiled as he remembered some of the things they’d done together as teenagers. Not that they’d ever admit it to anyone else, but they’d jerked off together to porn a few times, they’d been that comfortable around each other.
Hell, he’d never experimented with a guy, but if he ever did, it would’ve been Dox.
After taking another sip of Jack and then setting the water glass on the floor next to his bed, he finally composed a message.
 
Missed your face, too, dude. You have NO idea how much. Long story. Just saw your message, sorry, and I’m heading to bed. Got back to Sarasota this morning and spent the day unloading all our stuff into the house. Start my new job tomorrow morning. Feel free to text me tomorrow. Let’s get together this week and catch up. Sooner, the better.
 
And he included his phone number. After sending that, he copied Dox’s number and saved it as a contact in his phone, and even saved Dox’s Facebook profile pic so he could set it as the contact picture for him.
Some of his life’s best memories featured Dox. Before he knew their parents were moving them to Pennsylvania, Hank remembered a time he could picture the two of them together all their lives, best men at each other’s weddings, raising kids together.
Growing into grumpy old men together.
Until life got in the way.
Until heartache and tragedy got in the way.
Until being an adult got in the way.
Hank finished his drink and scrolled through Dox’s pics again, pausing when he reached one that included the two of them as kids. Dox had posted it over five years ago as a Throwback Thursday post, but hadn’t tagged him in it, hadn’t included a caption.
But he remembered that picture, and had a copy of it in one of the boxes stacked in the great room. The two of them helping Dox’s dad work on his car, both of them filthy and grinning. Hank must have been thirteen or fourteen years old.
He’d spent the night at their house, and the two of them stayed up until the early hours of the next morning lying in Dox’s bed and talking.
That was something else he missed—how they could talk. About anything. There hadn’t been any topics off-limits between them. Maddox never busted his balls in a bad way, never made him feel self-conscious. Even when Dox had helped him with homework, especially math, which Hank had spectacularly sucked at. Hell, he wouldn’t have passed Algebra his junior year if it hadn’t been for Dox tutoring him. They’d been in the same grade and had a couple of classes together every year, but in math Dox had excelled while Hank struggled to pass.
Hank turned off his lamp—also sitting on the floor, because he’d sold his nightstands—and rolled over after setting several alarms on his phone.
He had an early, busy day tomorrow and couldn’t lie there thinking about a past that was long gone.
He had too much of a future ahead of him now, a daughter to raise, and no one to help him shoulder the burden.
 
* * * *
 
It felt too tempting to shut off his alarm the next morning but Hank knew he couldn’t do that. He’d told his new employer he’d be in this morning after getting Jaylene enrolled in school and returning the trailer. Today would mostly be spent handling paperwork at her school and his new job, finding out where to go, meeting supervisors and crew foremen, all that kind of stuff.
He sat up, his body groaning in protest.
Coffee.
That was one thing he’d made sure he unpacked last night—the coffeemaker. He didn’t have any milk, but he still had some powdered creamer, so that’d have to do.
He got it prepped and stood there waiting with his travel mug ready while it brewed. He usually didn’t take sugar in it, something Lois used to tease him about—
He sucked in a sharp, shaky breath as the memory of her laugh slammed into him.
This isn’t fucking fair. We finally made it, sis, and you should be here with us.
She’d missed JJ’s first day of school last fall. Missed Trick or Treating with them last year.
Missed more than one Christmas now, not that they’d had fancy Christmases. Hell, last Christmas they wouldn’t even have had a tree had the guy across the hall from them—whose apartment perpetually reeked of weed and whom Hank was nearly certain was a drug dealer—not given them a three-foot pre-lit tree and three boxes of el cheapo ornaments three days before Christmas.
The guy had apparently overheard JJ’s conversation with another of their neighbors while Hank had been checking the mail in the building’s lobby. She’d asked JJ if they were ready for Santa and had their tree up and everything. Before Hank could scoop JJ into his arms and head upstairs, she’d told the woman no, that it wasn’t in their budget.
Because Hank didn’t lie to her. He wanted her to understand she wasn’t being punished, but that Daddy had to spend a lot of money to keep her safe, and that Christmas had to be about spending it with each other, not about stuff. Hank had also promised JJ Santa wouldn’t forget her, and he had secretly managed to buy her a couple of presents from her list.
But two hours later, there’d been a knock on their door. When Hank looked, he’d found the stuff sitting there in their doorway, and across the hall the guy gave him a smile and thumbs-up as he was closing his own door.
Hank brought everything inside, got JJ started putting it together, and had a quick cry in the bathroom.
Once the tree was decorated, he’d had JJ get her crayons and showed her how to fold a piece of paper to make a card, neatly wrote Thank you, and Merry Christmas! inside it for her in ink, and then let her decorate and color it.
Then he carried her across the hall and they knocked on his door and gave it to him.
Christmas morning, there’d been another knock on their door. Hank had opened it to find presents not just from weed guy, but apparently from most of their building.
You couldn’t convince him Santa didn’t exist, even if maybe he reeked of weed.
It’d taken them a week for JJ to make thank you cards for everyone, but she did it.
Just because it was a shitty building and a crappy neighborhood didn’t mean their neighbors were horrible. That’d been the only good thing about living there.
The tree, ornaments, and cards from everyone were some of the keepsakes also boxed up in the great room, along with photo albums and pictures. Like hell would he leave them behind. They were a reminder of the good in humanity, something he’d desperately needed after everything they’d been through.
A journey he’d mostly made alone, because he did everything possible to shield JJ from the worst of the reality. Thankfully, she hadn’t actually seen Lois get shot. When Cameron had shown up, Lois had quickly handed JJ off to Marla and Barry and asked them to take her into the restaurant, and they had.
That’s when they’d heard the shots.
Barry grabbed JJ from Marla and they both ran, Barry half-dragging Marla by the hand through the restaurant and out a door on the other side, to go hide in a store next door. There’d been a cop sitting in his cruiser in the drive-thru. He’d heard the shots and immediately taken Cameron down, shooting him in the shoulder.
Too bad he didn’t kill the fucker.
Hank dug his knuckles into his eyes and rubbed away his tears.
I should have been there with her.
Then again, as everyone told him—including the prosecutor—had he been there, maybe both of them would have been dead, and then who would be raising JJ?
He drew in a shaky breath, held it, and blew it out again. He couldn’t afford to take any time off to recover from this move. Hell, he hadn’t taken a day “off” in over three months. When he wasn’t working or taking care of JJ, he’d been hustling to work some under-the-table home repair jobs and sell everything he could to bank as much money as possible for the move. He’d worked his last day on Friday, spent that night and Saturday morning loading the trailer, and then they left Pennsylvania for good late Saturday morning and he’d driven straight through.
He needed a paycheck, and he wouldn’t get his first one from his new job for two weeks. Right now he had less than two hundred dollars in his checking account. His last paycheck from his previous job would hit his account via direct deposit by Wednesday. At least his bank was a national one, with a couple of branches in the Sarasota area, so that was one less thing to worry about.
Once that check hit, it would give him almost a thousand dollars in the bank, total, because he hadn’t worked a full pay period the last week at his job.
It was also all the money he had in the world, because he’d paid out the first, last, and security deposit on this place, the electricity and water deposits, and the deposit for the Internet service. Fuck, he couldn’t even afford a cable package right now. Thankfully, he had a Fire TV Stick and Netflix, and JJ knew how to find her favorite shows on that.
He’d have to pay to switch the license plate on the truck, and get a Florida driver’s license, but that could wait a couple of weeks. He also had his cell bill and auto insurance coming due. At least the truck was paid off and in decent shape. He took a risk by only having collision on it, but it saved him an extra hundred a month.
He wanted to update his truck one day, because he hated that he didn’t have a backseat for JJ to ride in. He knew having a car seat in the front passenger seat wasn’t ideal, but it was the situation. Lois’ car had been older than his truck, with far more miles on it, and in bad shape. He sold it when she died, and he’d needed a truck for work, anyway.
JJ received a small Social Security death benefit every month because of Lois’ murder, but he stashed that into a savings account and refused to touch it, unless it was an emergency and his last resort. He wanted that there for her if she decided to go to college, or a trade school, or whatever. Once she was eighteen he’d give it to her. It was her money, not his.
He did have a couple of credit cards, but they had a zero balance on them and he intended to keep them that way. They were his first-tier emergency backups, so he hopefully would never have to touch JJ’s money. It’d be too dang easy to start using them, and before he knew it they’d be at their limit, and he’d have a real emergency he’d need them for. They had enough food in the house to make do until he got paid.
Besides, he had no idea how much child care was going to cost him. If he had to tap those and had already run them up, he was screwed.
After he poured himself a mug of coffee, he headed back to his bedroom to take a shower. When he spotted his phone on the floor next to his bed it was tempting to grab it to see if Dox had replied yet but he opted to hold off. He couldn’t afford to get sidetracked and run late this morning, no matter how exhausted he was.
They were in Florida now. He would make it through today, come home, get JJ fed and bathed, and then collapse early. He wasn’t even going to screw with unpacking anything else until this weekend, if then. It could wait. Wasn’t like he had any place to put the stuff for now.
And even if he did unpack stuff, it’d only be after sleeping as late as JJ would let him Saturday and Sunday.
Another good thing about this job—he would have weekends and holidays off, meaning no worries about needing a weekend sitter. An elderly woman in their old building had taken cash to watch JJ after school and on weekends when he was working. Maybe not the ideal arrangement, but JJ had been safe and cared for there, so he couldn’t ask for much more than that.
This week, his job would let him take off early in the afternoons to get JJ, until he could arrange after-school care for her. He hoped someone at the school would be able to give him some leads. If not, he’d ask Bryce if he knew of anyone. Putting her in an expensive daycare wasn’t an option right now, unfortunately.
I just have to hang on for a few more weeks until I can breathe. It’s only going to get better from here. It has to get better from here.
 




Chapter Three
 
Early Monday morning, Maddox sat on his toilet and stared at his phone. He hadn’t even had his first cup of coffee yet, but he was now wide awake.
He’d spent the night dreaming about Hank, probably due in no small part to the fact that right before he fell asleep he masturbated to old fantasies he hadn’t thought about in a while.
Like having his blue-eyed friend under him in bed and slowly plowing his ass while Hank stared up at him in wide-eyed desire and need, begging Maddox to make him come.
Or to let him come.
Because…yeah, tease and denial was haaaaawt.
Right now what had his full and undivided attention was Hank’s reply to his message last night.
Had his pulse throbbing.
Especially the last line.
 
Let’s get together this week and catch up. Sooner, the better.
 
He read and reread it.
Yep. I’m officially an emotional masochist.
Because obviously the man was a father now, and probably involved with someone. He’d referenced unloading “our” stuff.
He wasn’t…unattached.
That meant Maddox knew his hottest fantasies would forever remain tightly tucked within his mental closet, never revealed.
But Hank was back and wanted to see him.
This week.
No hypothetical, wishy-washy maybe someday. No oh, we should totally get together sometime.
No “should.” This week.
A definitive.
God, I’m a dumbass.
Because as Maddox looked at Hank’s pictures again, showing the handsome man he’d grown into over the past fourteen years since Maddox had last seen him, he realized how much of Hank’s life he’d missed. He wasn’t at the man’s wedding—
Well, if there’d been a wedding. Maybe there hadn’t been.
He hadn’t made a better effort to stay in touch with the man who’d been his best fucking friend.
The love of my life.
Then again, in some ways it had been easier to let their relationship naturally fade away, hadn’t it? It meant he hadn’t had to make an official acknowledgement in his brain that it was over, that there would never be anything between them other than friendship.
No reason to finally accept in his brain that his darkest and most fervent fantasies had no hope whatsoever of coming true.
Except as he thought back to his fairly dismal romantic track record, he realized he’d never truly felt about anyone the way he’d felt about Hank. Especially not Kelly, who’d been the closest he’d ever come to settling down, before she showed her true colors and nuked his world.
Didn’t that say…something?
He’d fucked blue-eyed guys before and pretended they were his Hank.
Pinned their hands over their head and long-stroked them as he stared into their eyes and remembered the sounds Hank made when he came while rubbing one out over computer porn.
A sound that had tripped him over the edge, because he hadn’t been paying attention to the porn.
He’d always sit so he was watching Hank without him seeing him do it. Watching how Hank had stroked his cock, how he’d focused on the head, different than how Maddox stroked his own cock.
He’d never touched or tasted the man’s cock, but he’d memorized every tiniest detail he could, under the circumstances.
God, I miss him.
It was only five thirty, so he couldn’t text him yet. For starters, it was too damn early.
Secondly, it’d make him look needy and desperate.
Which, okay, he was, but that was beside the point. That was his own cross to bear, not something he would put onto Hank.
The guy had a beautiful little girl who looked so much like him it drove a painful stake through Maddox’s heart.
I wish I’d been there for her birth.
To congratulate his friend, at least.
To maybe be Uncle Dox to her, proud to love his guy and his guy’s daughter from afar while trying his damned best to be civil to the mother of his guy’s child.
Which was another odd thing…
Hank didn’t list a partner on his profile. He had his relationship status listed as single, and he didn’t have any pictures of a woman on there, either. No mention in any of his few postings of a wife or girlfriend or baby momma.
Weird.
Maybe she had a sensitive job or something.
Or maybe he’s…divorced?
Did he dare hope for that, even though it probably made him a shitty person to hope that?
He let out a sigh and finished what he needed to do. He wanted to hit the gym before work this morning. Another method he’d used countless times over the years to distract himself, by working out. Dumping his frustration and loneliness and previously unnamed pain into machine reps, and miles on a treadmill or recumbent bike, or curls with weights.
He wasn’t exactly a gym rat, but he wasn’t in bad shape.
It was sort of his hobby now because he hadn’t had a romantic life since returning to Sarasota.
Hell, he’d sort of hoped to maybe meet someone at the gym—man or woman—but even in that respect he’d bombed.
Maybe I should start going to the dungeon on a regular basis.
Vanilla dating didn’t do it for him. Kelly hadn’t been as kinky as he’d wished, but he’d never force someone to do something they didn’t want to do. That held zero interest for him. She’d been into rope and a little playful slap and tickle, wearing a collar for play and made to kneel to give blow jobs, but she damn sure wasn’t a masochist, much less what he’d really consider a submissive.
His ego also still stung from the breach of his trust. That he’d been so thoroughly taken in by her he’d honestly had no clue she’d been stepping out on him.
At least the guy she’d cheated on him with had dumped her fucking ass. He’d felt a little satisfaction about that factoid.
Serves her right. Goddamned ho.
He’d be far more careful next time. But when he was in a relationship, he gave total trust and expected it in return. He never even considered cheating on her. It just wouldn’t happen. He never had a problem with her going out with friends without him, either, because he expected she’d be faithful.
Until it turned out she wasn’t.
He still wasn’t sure how to deal with that. No, it wasn’t his “fault” but he wondered what he’d missed, at the time.
He’d told her at the start if she ever wanted out, or wanted to change their dynamic, all she had to do was speak up and say so. Hell, if she’d wanted to be poly, he would have considered that, too, except she’d said she wasn’t and would never cheat.
He’d never make that mistake again, either.
He wasn’t built for poly or nonmonogamy. He’d thought it was something he could handle, but no.
Not that what she’d done was ethical nonmonogamy. Maybe he’d feel differently had she actually talked to him instead of screwing around on him behind his back.
Still, he was man enough to admit his limitations. His next relationship, they would have to agree to monogamy or it’d be a non-starter. He wasn’t built to share, and he wasn’t hard-wired to want more than one person romantically. Absolutely no problem or restriction on platonic friends, of course. He’d never get jealous over that. That kind of bullshit had no place in a healthy relationship.
But for sex and sexy play?
Yeah, he was going to set a limit.
Now he just needed someone for him.
He paused before he was about to head out the door. Staring at Hank’s response one more time, Maddox finally opted to reply. Hopefully the alert wouldn’t wake him up.
 
Just got up, on my way out to the gym before work. I’ll text you later this morning. Glad you’re back in town. I’ve really missed you.
 
Yeah, maybe adding that last sentence made him sound a little needy, but he’d own it. He was done fucking around with hiding his feelings. He didn’t need to tell Hank all the deets about what he felt for him, but he wanted to make sure he didn’t leave the basics unsaid.
It looked like he was about to have his best friend back in his life and he wanted the man to know he loved him and had missed him.
The in love confession could remain locked away.
Along with his memories, hopes, and dreams of ever having more with Hank.
This time, he wouldn’t let their friendship slip away.
 
* * * *
 
Hank was sitting in his truck at a red light when he made the mistake of looking at his phone and spotted the response from Dox.
He swallowed hard and glanced at it, his heart thumping as he read it. He didn’t know exactly why he hadn’t kept in touch with Dox, or why he hadn’t reached out to him before now.
He’d been trying to hold things together for Lois after their parents died, then he’d been busy working—it seemed like all he ever fucking did was work—and years had suddenly passed. Then all of Lois’ bullshit with Cameron and the first round of legal issues. Cameron had beat her up so badly he put her in the hospital. Hank had moved all her shit out of their apartment and moved her in with him, since Cameron had been arrested and couldn’t afford to bond out.
Clean break.
Except she was pregnant with JJ. It’d taken Hank a lot of tearful pleading with her not to give in to Cameron’s parents and drop the charges, reminding her he could’ve killed her. Then they discovered Cameron had other restraining orders in the past from other women, other charges filed—and dropped—for domestic violence.
That if he could do that to her, what the hell could he do to a baby?
And, yes, Hank admitted he’d tried to talk Lois into an abortion, but she’d shut him down right away on that, so he’d dropped it.
From that moment on, he dedicated himself to being a good brother and uncle-to-be, not wanting Lois to distance herself from him.
But she hadn’t. She’d cried on his shoulder, curled up at night with him holding her to help her through the nightmares. He’d held her hair out of her face when she puked her guts up with morning sickness.
Held her hand when she crushed it during contractions, and held JJ in his arms when she was born after he cut the cord.
“Daddy,” JJ scolded. “Light’s green.”
He set his phone aside and let off the brakes. “Sorry, kiddo. Thank you.”
“What’s my new school going to be like?”
“I don’t know, sweetie. The pictures and reports looked good.” Sarasota County had decent schools, at least. She’d attend the elementary school for several years, then the middle school she’d transition to was right next door to that, if they were still living in the same house by then.
Their landlord had expressed an interest in possibly selling to him at some future point, if he wanted to buy.
Hank had been honest with him that financially he wasn’t in a position to buy right now. It wouldn’t do any good to lie to the guy. Why? At least he wasn’t up to his fucking eyeballs in debt. One thing their parents drove home to them. To not use credit cards except for emergencies, and pay them off as soon as possible. If it was something you wanted, save up cash for it instead of paying a shit-ton more for it in interest.
He’d taken that lesson to heart, too. His three cards were paid off. He used them once a month, just to keep them active, and immediately paid the balance. If he ever needed to rent a car, or get a hotel room—or rent a U-Haul trailer—they came in handy for stuff like that.
Or to hire an attorney for emergency custody and adoption proceedings.
Or to pay for his sister’s cremation.
But with his finances so desperately thin right now, he didn’t want to put any charges on them unless absolutely necessary. If they were starving, sure, he’d buy them food, but they had enough food to make it until he got paid.
He’d timed it this morning to try to get to the school early so he could find a large enough parking space to handle the trailer, because the rental company wasn’t open yet anyway, and he hadn’t wanted to drop the trailer without checking it in. He wanted an inspection so no one tried to whack him with bullshit fees later on.
He gathered the folder with all the information he’d need from JJ’s old school and from her pediatrician, including her physical and vaccination records, and they headed into the office.
Twenty-five minutes later, one of the office aides led them through the halls to her new classroom. The teacher, a cute, young redhead named Miss Grant, seemed nice and welcomed them with open arms and a beaming smile.
The aide walked him back to the office so he could finish filling out forms. They’d wanted to get her in class right away so she didn’t feel left out or uncomfortable since the day hadn’t started yet.
As he studied the emergency contact form, he realized he didn’t have anyone to add. It brought up a painful lump in his throat that forced him to blink back tears.
Fuck.
At JJ’s old school he’d listed Marla and Barry, and his previous boss and his wife, because they’d loved JJ. He pulled up Bryce’s contact info on his phone and called him, hoping he wasn’t waking him up.
Fortunately, he answered.
“Hey, man. Did you get down here all right?”
“Yeah, I’m at JJ’s school right now filling out forms.” Hank nervously laughed. “Um, would you mind if I listed you as an emergency contact with them? I…” He choked back the unexpected tears. “I don’t have anyone.”
Bryce’s tone turned gentle. “Sure, buddy. I don’t mind. What do you need…”
A moment later, Hank had that space filled and thought to copy what info he didn’t already have into Bryce’s contact in his phone. After a moment, he added Bryce as an ICE contact on his phone.
But that still left another space on the form.
He would use Dox’s parents, except he knew they’d moved out of the area, so that was no help.
With his heart pounding in his chest and not knowing why, he called Dox.
Please don’t let this be a mistake.
 




Chapter Four
 
Maddox was on mile three of a grueling, punishing run on the treadmill when Avenged Sevenfold was interrupted in his earbuds by the Deadpool theme marimba remix ringtone. He glanced down at his phone, which sat propped in the holder on the treadmill, and nearly face-planted when he saw it was Hank calling.
He grabbed the handrails so he could put his feet on the sides and hit the treadmill’s emergency off switch before answering the call. “Hey, buddy! Long time, no talk!”
“Yeah, I’m sorry to call so early, Dox, but I need a huge favor.”
It felt good to hear that nickname again. Hank had been the only one to call him that, and he’d always loved it. “Anything.” He grabbed his towel and mopped sweat off his face. “What’s up?”
“I’m at my daughter’s school and need a second emergency contact for her. Bryce Butler was my first call, because he’s sort of my lawyer now, I guess, and—”
“Wait a minute.” Maddox tried to process that. “What about your wife?”
“Wife?” Hank sounded confused.
“Um, I mean, your daughter’s mother,” Maddox clarified. “Girlfriend?”
“Well, she’s my sister, and—”
“Uh, whut?”
Hank sighed. “It’s a long story, and damn, I just realized how creepy that sounded. Sorry. JJ’s not my biological daughter, she’s my niece, but I adopted her. Lois was her mother. She was murdered a couple of years ago by JJ’s bio father.”
Horror filled him. “Shit. Dude, I-I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”
“It’s okay, Dox. You didn’t know. But I need two local contacts, and…” He sounded close to tears and Maddox wanted to pull him into his arms and hold him. “I just realized I don’t have two emergency contacts.”
“Sure, yeah. You can add me. Of course.” He read off the information Hank needed. “Are you okay?”
“I’m…I’m just putting one foot in front of the other right now. I’m…vertical. Barely. I’m exhausted from the drive down from Pennsylvania, and the move, and everything. It’s just the two of us. I don’t even have after-school care set up yet. I’m kind of overwhelmed.”
“What about your parents?”
Hank hesitated. “They died not long after we moved up there. Car wreck.”
Maddox closed his eyes and silently swore. “Hank, I’m so sorry, man..”
“It’s okay. It’s been years now. You didn’t know. I sort of hunkered down in survival mode.”
But that didn’t make Maddox feel any better for not knowing. “Can I come over tonight to help you? Bring you anything?”
Hank laughed, but it sounded tight, emotional, close to breaking. “Yeah, I wouldn’t say no to a beer or something. I can offer you soup, leftover pizza, and canned tuna fish, until I get my last paycheck from my previous job and can go grocery shopping on Wednesday.”
“Text me your address,” Maddox told him. “And what time?”
“I’ll be home by five thirty, probably. Any time after that.”
“Does she have any food allergies?”
“No, but she’s in a fish sticks and tater tot phase, if that helps. She loves green beans.”
Maddox was already forming a plan. “Done. I’ll come by and cook you guys dinner.”
“I didn’t mean you had to—”
“No arguments, buddy,” he gently said. “We’ll talk tonight and get caught up.”
“I…” Hank laughed again. “I’m not sure where my sheet pans are. I don’t think I sold those before we moved. I mean, I hope I didn’t. I really downsized.”
Maddox took a chance, knowing he was setting himself up for secret disappointment but doing it all the same. “I missed you. I’m so glad you’re back. Whatever you need, I’m here for you. Let me do this for you tonight, okay? Please?”
“Okay, yeah. Thank you. I really appreciate it.”
“Soon as we hang up, text me your address.”
“I will.” Maddox was about to hang up when Hank spoke again. “Dox… Thank you.” Hank’s voice sounded heavy, full of emotion, almost enough to make Maddox start crying right there in a fucking busy-ass gym.
“You don’t have to thank me, H. I’ll see you around six.”
“Six.” Hank sniffled. “Thanks.”
Maddox ended the call and stood there dumbly staring at his phone, trying to convince himself that just happened.
He was also trying to process the vast amount of information dumped on him, leaving him feeling damned guilty he hadn’t been at his friend’s side to help him through everything.
And feeling like a royal shit, because—
He’s single.
Of course, there was still the whole problem of Hank being straight, but…
Maybe he could rebuild their friendship and something could happen.
Well, stranger things had happened in the world. Working on a slow-roll, low-key plan to seduce his straight best friend over time wasn’t exactly the worst plan in the world. Not like putting-men-on-the-moon difficult.
And maybe not even feasible in the slightest, depending on what fourteen years apart had done to both of them.
But one thing was for certain—he couldn’t stand the pain he’d heard in Hank’s voice. From this point on, he was going to be there for Hank, every day, in any and every way Hank would let him be there for him. He’d show him he wasn’t alone anymore.
Whatever Hank needed, he’d do his best to make it happen.
Because when he took an honest look back on his life since they’d last hugged outside Hank’s parents’ house…
There’d been a gaping void there the whole time. One shaped like his best friend.
It’s time I do something different in my life, and rebuilding my friendship with Hank is that first step.
 
* * * *
 
Relieved and nearly in tears, Hank sniffled them back and tried to discreetly wipe his eyes as he added Dox’s information to his phone and then texted him their address. After looking at the form for a moment, he swapped the numbers on the form, scratching out the number 1 next to Bryce’s name and changing it to 2, and vice versa for Dox.
He wanted Dox to be the first call, if it ever came to that. He hadn’t seen the guy in fourteen years, but he still trusted him. The guy had saved his ass before. Hank felt reasonably certain the man would be equally protective of JJ.
I need to change my will.
At his last job, he’d had a cousin over in Daytona listed as his next of kin. She and her husband had only met JJ once, and that’d been before Lois died.
But if he was rebuilding his life here…
I need to talk to Dox about that.
Maybe Dox wouldn’t want the responsibility of potentially being the guardian of a little girl he never knew and wasn’t related to, but deep within Hank, something gnawed on his soul. He’d seen first-hand how quickly fortunes and futures could irrevocably change in tragic ways.
He needed to know JJ would never be raised by those fucks in Pennsylvania. He wanted her to never have contact with any of them ever again.
After returning the forms to the woman in the office and making sure everything was squared away, he started to leave, then hesitated. “Do you have a list of daycares or after-school programs?” he asked.
He was out of there five minutes later. The school couldn’t recommend any daycare facilities specifically, but she did give him a list of after-school camp providers who were approved to pick up kids.
It was a start. Four different martial arts programs, the YMCA, and three churches. On the last three…
Yeah…no. Hard pass.
Wasn’t that he had anything against religion in particular, but Cameron’s parents had been hard-core Evangelicals and simultaneously tried to slut-shame and then victim-blame Lois at every turn, demanded “forgiveness” from her and Hank without making any serious efforts to demand true change from Cameron the first time around, and then tried to find any loophole possible to get him off of the murder charges.
Nope.
Once Hank had returned the trailer—and he even asked the woman behind the counter if she had any recommendations for child care, but she didn’t—he headed to his new employer.
Ken Listley wasn’t at all what Hank had pictured through their phone conversations. He had a deep, rolling voice that Hank had imagined belonged to a large, broad, younger man, but Listley was about five nine and thin as a rail, probably in his sixties, from the full head of grey hair and the lines in his face burned there from so much time spent working out under the sun. The man ran a large-scale construction contracting business, with roofing, electrical, and plumbing divisions. They did repairs, as well as a lot of new-construction work for developers in the area, like Sarton and others.
Hank sat in the office to fill out all the forms. He’d have to go take a drug test today, too, at their expense, but he knew he’d pass it. He’d never done anything like that, because he’d never felt a need to and he couldn’t have afforded it, anyway. Hell, the only reason he had the bottle of Jack was because it was a going-away present from one of his former coworkers he used to give rides to all the time.
This time when the forms asked for next-of-kin, he didn’t hesitate to put Dox’s information.
Ken Listley did have one bit of good news. “I asked around for you after you told me about your daughter. I hope you don’t mind.” He handed Hank a slip of paper with some names and numbers written on it. “Those were some recommendations about daycare.”
Hank nodded. “Thank you so much. I’m sorry it’s going to take me a few days to handle that.”
Ken, as he’d asked Hank to call him, waved down his apologies. “I’m a grandfather. I get it. So, from what you said on the phone, you have experience running crews…”
They talked for over an hour. Florida building codes were, of course, different than what he’d dealt with in Pennsylvania. Far stricter roofing requirements to stand up to hurricanes, but holding up under the weight of snow wasn’t an issue.
“Here’s my thinking,” Ken said. “I want you to work from the bottom up so you know all aspects of the business. But if you prove yourself, and my guys like you, I want to look at moving you into a crew leader position within a year. Not a huge pay boost, but from there we can look at helping you get your contractor’s license. I want to start stepping back my day-to-day involvement, and I’ve got several guys I’m already aiming in that direction.
“You can imagine, it’s hard to get and keep quality help who can pass drug tests, who will work for what I can pay them to start, and who can prove they can work legally. I lost four guys just in the last month, when our office manager discovered their paperwork was forged. I hated to let them go because they were nice guys and hard workers, but I can’t lose my insurance or my contractor’s license.
“Used to be as long as a guy could give me something that looked legit, I could claim ignorance. As long as they were sober and put in an honest day’s labor, I didn’t give a damn.” He shook his head. “It’s hit the whole construction industry hard around here.”
“I just need to be able to pay my bills and take care of my daughter.”
Listley drove Hank out to several job sites to introduce him to the crew foremen before driving him to the lab to handle the urine sample and blood work. Then back to the office.
“You can ride with the crew or drive yourself usually,” Listley told him, “but I guess you’ll need to drive yourself for a while, until you get your daughter’s child care handled.”
“Yes, sir. I appreciate it.”
“Just don’t make me regret it, that’s all. I’ll give people plenty of chances, especially if they work hard. I’m not an asshole but I have a business to run.”
“I won’t make you regret it, sir. Thank you.”
Hank made it to the school in time to get a good place in the pick-up line for JJ. They didn’t live on a school bus route, which would have made his mornings a little easier. It was too soon to know if they’d be on one for next year.
JJ spotted the truck and ran for him with a grin on her face that, for a few brief and blissful seconds, erased all troubles and worries from his mind. He got out and swung her into his arms for a hug before taking her backpack from her and helping her into the cab.
“How was school today?”
She climbed into her car seat so he could get her buckled in. “I love my teacher, Daddy! She’s soooo nice. And I already made a friend.”
“That’s good.”
She continued telling him about her day as he drove to the first place on his list to look at, one of the martial arts dojos, the one closest to his new employer’s office.
“What’s this place?” she asked when he found a spot in the large strip mall’s parking lot.
“They have an afternoon camp. They pick up kids from your school and bring them here, and then I’d pick you up here after I get off work. You want to learn how to do…kara-tay?” He said it like SpongeBob, eliciting a giggle from her.
“Can I? That sounds sooo cool!”
“Well, I don’t know. Maybe.” His smile faded. “Let me talk to them first. It might be way out of our budget right now.”
She solemnly nodded. “Okay, Daddy.”
He got out and helped her out. Carrying her on his hip, they headed for the dojo. He wasn’t holding out high hopes for being able to afford it, but hell, having her learn how to protect herself wasn’t a bad thing, that was for sure.
The woman behind the counter looked older than himself…and familiar. She smiled when they walked in. “Hello, there. Welcome.” Her voice even sounded familiar.
From the way her gaze narrowed as she looked at him, he had a feeling she recognized him, too.
He stopped halfway across the lobby when it hit him. “Holy cow, Mrs. McElroy?”
Her eyes widened. “Hank Webster!”
He nearly burst into tears when she hustled around the counter and hurried over to them for hugs. “Oh, my gosh! How are you doing, honey?”
“I…” He choked out a laugh. “It’s a long story, ma’am.”
He and Dox had Eliza McElroy all three years in high school for history and social studies, and they had loved her classes. She’d been their favorite teacher, always witty, interesting, and fair. She loved the subject matter, loved teaching it and bringing it alive for them.
The only idiosyncrasy she had, if you could even call it that, was she asked her students to use “ma’am” with her, and with each other. Or “sir” if talking to a male student. To be polite to her and to each other in her class.
“And who is this beautiful little ninja princess?” she asked.
JJ giggled. “I’m JJ.”
Holy shit, if Mrs. McElroy worked here, he really hoped he could afford it, suspected he wouldn’t be able to, and that would make him cry. He’d trust her to take care of JJ and keep her safe.
He didn’t just mean from the sparring, either.
“How old are you, JJ?” she asked.
She grinned. “I’ll be six in two weeks! Daddy’s going to take me to the beach and I’ll finally get to see the ocean.”
“That sounds like fun!” She gave JJ a little fist bump. “So what brings you in here today?”
He took a deep breath, bracing himself for disappointment. “We just moved back here over the weekend. I enrolled her in kindergarten, and today was her first day. I need to find after-school care for her, and line up summer daycare, too. They listed this place as one of the approved pick-up camps and I…” He forced the smile to stay on his face even as he choked back tears. “Here we are.”
Her gaze narrowed as she watched him, then she returned her focus to JJ. “Do you like cartoons?”
She nodded. “I love cartoons!”
“How about I sit you down in the back room while your daddy and I talk for a couple of minutes and catch up. I was his teacher when he was a kid.”
JJ nodded, and he knew he just needed to hold it together for a couple of minutes, until JJ was safely absorbed in a TV show.
God bless the woman.
Once Mrs. McElroy had her set up on a sofa in a small office and watching the TV there, she led Hank back to the front desk. “Okay, we’ve got about fifteen minutes or less before the hordes invade.” Her smile faded as she gripped his hands and squeezed. “Tell me the truth, honey. Everything. What’s wrong?”
It poured out of him in a tearful rush, and she was suddenly pressing tissues into his hands as he choked out the story.
“And I’m sorry I’m crying. I know you’re going to tell me how much it costs and I’m not going to be able to afford it right now, which really sucks because I know I could trust her here if you’re here, and—”
“Shh.” She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him. “You’re in luck—we have a scholarship program.”
“You do?”
“Yeah.” She laughed. “Well, we do now.”
Five minutes later, he was filling out forms and he’d worked out he could afford two of the outfits for her, and a gear bag, and he bought those.
Well, they went on one of his credit cards, and he’d pay it off Wednesday.
He also promised Eliza that, as soon as he could afford it, he’d start paying twenty-five percent of the usual cost, which would risk stretching his budget a little, but he could make it as long as he was careful.
It was worth it.
It didn’t help him with JJ’s care during summer hours, but then Eliza left him alone for a moment to make a phone call and came back wearing a beaming grin.
As soon as school ended, JJ would go to a gymnastics day camp in the mornings, and then Eliza herself would pick JJ up and drive her to the dojo for afternoon classes.
The woman who ran the gymnastics school with her sister was a close friend of Eliza’s, and—oh, look at that—she just happened to have a full scholarship available for JJ, too.
The tears hit him again. “I’m sorry I’m such a wreck,” he whispered, hoping JJ didn’t overhear him this upset. “These are good tears, I swear.”
“It sounds like you’re maybe working on a good case of PTSD you’ve never been able to deal with.”
“I’ve…I’ve been in survival mode. I’ve had to stay strong for her. I’m exhausted.”
“What are you two doing for dinner tonight?”
“Maddox is coming over at six to make dinner for us.” He tearfully laughed again. “I haven’t seen the guy in fourteen years, and he messaged me last night on Facebook. I replied, but when I called him first thing this morning and asked if I could use him for one of JJ’s school emergency contacts, he said yes without hesitation. I’ve missed him so much.”
“Sounds like the best kind of friend to have.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ve never had a friend as good as him,” he admitted. “Never one as close, either.”
“How about tomorrow night, then? You and JJ, and heck, Maddox, too. Or does he have a wife or girlfriend? Or husband or boyfriend? Invite them, too.”
A slight tendril of jealousy unexpectedly shot through him at that thought, and it was something he decided he’d have to unpack later. “I don’t even know. I don’t think he does. I’ll ask him tonight.”
She pulled out her phone. “Give me your info again, so I don’t have to look it up, please.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He recited it to her, and she texted him so he had her personal cell number, plus she gave him June’s information.
By the time they left, he had everything set up for JJ to start classes tomorrow, including the forms to give to the school in the morning to authorize the dojo to pick up JJ. Then they stopped by the gymnastics studio, where June Jarette, a tiny woman with a huge smile, immediately engulfed them in a hug and swept JJ into their small shop to get her outfitted.
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this, ma’am,” he said, his hands trembling as he dug out one of the credit cards to buy JJ two outfits.
This was worth it—well worth it.
“Aw, you’re welcome, sweetie. You’re adorable.” She seemed to size him up. “Just to let you know, a group of us are pretty dang good with matchmaking.”
He laughed. “I’m too busy with JJ to even think about that right now, but thank you, ma’am. Maybe in a couple of years.”
“Just keep it in mind.” She grinned. “We have a one-hundred-percent success rate so far.”
It would be too easy to fall into a self-pitying mood if he stopped to contemplate his MIA love life. “I’m still trying to process…this. You all are amazing, and I promise I’ll find a way to pay y’all back. I’ll even help out working on the weekends, if you need me to. Chores, repairs—whatever. I’m good with my hands.”
She waved him off. “Hey, we take care of family. Eliza said you’re just as good as family. My sister, May, handles the gymnastics side of things. I focus on teaching adult yoga and pole-dancing classes now, but JJ is going to love May. And she’ll absolutely be safe here with us.”
He nodded, swallowing hard. “Mrs. McElroy said that, ma’am. I trust her. She was my favorite teacher in school.”
It was a little after five by the time they were heading home. In her car seat, JJ chatted away, excited to start her new class tomorrow at the dojo.
Maybe I should be just a little religious and give thanks.
Because it sure as heck felt like divine intervention going on right now.
Then again, every time in the past it felt like things were going too well, that’s when massive piles of shit hit the fan and blew up his life.
 




Chapter Five
 
All day Monday, Maddox had a hard time concentrating on his work with the excitement bubbling inside him.
I get to see him again!
He knew getting his hopes up that maybe something might eventually happen between them was stupid, but there it was.
I’m a doof.
At lunch time, Marcia stuck her head into his cubicle. “Well?” She smiled. “Thoughts?”
He sat back in his chair. “I had fun. I need to start getting out more often.”
She handed him a business card, and it was for Venture. On the back, she’d written FREE MEMBERSHIP, the date, and had signed it. “Give that to whoever’s at the desk when you go in. If they give you any issues, have them call me personally.”
“Thank you.” He tucked it into his wallet.
She shrugged. “We’ve got a great group of people who attend on a regular basis. Bunch of us frequently gets together every Saturday night at Sigalo’s, if you ever want to join us. We’ll introduce you around.” Another playful smile. “Some unofficial matchmakers in our group, too. Damned good ones.”
He thought about how close to tears Hank sounded that morning. “Thanks. I don’t know if I’ll get there this weekend or not. My best friend from high school just moved back to town with his daughter, and he sounds like he’s not doing well.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“Thanks. I want to catch up with him and spend time with him. He’s a single dad and overwhelmed. I don’t know the full story yet, but I don’t want to commit to anything until I know he’s okay.”
“Gotcha. Offer’s open-ended and still stands.”
“Thanks.”
After work, Maddox had enough time to swing by home first and change into shorts. Then he headed to the grocery store and remembered to get cookie sheets, just in case.
Hell, they could be house-warming gifts for Hank.
He remembered Hank said he hadn’t been to the store, and wouldn’t get paid until Wednesday, so he bought some basic staples like milk, eggs, lunch meat, bread, cheese, chips, juice, condiments like mayo and mustard, and snacks someone might pack in a lunch. He also added a six-pack of Shock Top to his cart and looked forward to finally having a chance to sit down and drink a beer with Hank. It was something they’d never done as teenagers, because it wasn’t worth the aggravation to either of them to try to sneak booze when their parents would let them have some if they just asked for it.
And neither of them had really liked what their parents drank, especially beer.
It wasn’t until college Maddox realized that was more a statement about their parents’ tastes than beer, and he found offerings that were more to his liking.
Once he was back in the car and on his way, he struggled to not feel nervous, to not stress over this reunion. It wasn’t like romance was in their future, right? Just a couple of old buddies reunited.
Except it was far more than that to Maddox. He might fib to Hank and not tell him exactly how he felt, but he couldn’t lie to himself.
He loved the guy. Now that Maddox had a chance to have Hank back in his life he’d do whatever he had to do to keep him there.
Even if only as a friend.
Because…yeah.
I’m pitiful.
When he arrived he pulled into the one-car driveway and parked behind a truck with a Pennsylvania plate on the back. He’d climbed out of his car and was starting to retrieve the groceries from the back seat when the front door opened.
Maddox paused as he stared at his old friend. He also knew he was royally screwed when his heart thumped, did that thing it always used to do around Hank.
Hank wore an exhausted smile as he walked down to greet him.
Maddox forgot about the groceries and turned, wrapping Hank in his arms for a tight hug that Hank returned.
“Fuck, I’ve missed you,” Maddox said, unwilling to release him yet.
He could’ve sworn Hank’s breath hitched. “I missed you, too, man.”
“You got bigger than me, dude.”
“Yeah.” Still, Hank didn’t release him. Maddox held him, happy to have him in his arms, even if only in this way. “My turn to kick ass and take names, I guess.”
“Nah. I’ll always have your back, buddy. Always.”
That’s when Hank softly sobbed, clutching at the back of Maddox’s shirt. “No one’s ever had my back the way you did. God, I’m so fucking exhausted and lonely and scared and…” He devolved into tears.
Maddox held him, leaning back against his car and not saying anything.
There really wasn’t anything to say.
After a moment, Hank released him and stepped back, sniffling and wiping at his eyes, tearfully laughing. “Sorry, dude.”
“Hey, it’s okay. I’m sorry I wasn’t around for you.”
Hank’s blue gaze met his, a little red and bloodshot from crying, and Maddox absolutely knew he was as lost now as he’d been at nineteen when he’d last seen him. Hank took a deep breath, looking down and toeing a small crack in the driveway’s concrete.
“I should’ve reached out to you,” Hank said. “It’s not your fault.”
 
* * * *
 
Hank toed at the crack again. He’d already talked to the landlord about the driveway. The man had mentioned it to Hank during the walkthrough yesterday morning. There were a couple of cracks in it that looked fairly fresh to Hank, so he’d wanted to make sure to point them out, but the man knew about it and already had it on his maintenance list. There was also one in the floor of the garage, but the landlord told him it’d been there for years and wasn’t an uncommon occurrence in homes in that area.
Still, he’d wanted it out there. Last thing he needed was getting blamed for stuff he didn’t do.
“Are you all right?” Dox gently asked, and the care and concern in his voice nearly started Hank crying again.
He finally met Dox’s gaze. “I…don’t know. I’m…exhausted. I’ve been so alone since Lois was murdered. I didn’t know who I could trust. I had to fight the fucker’s family for custody of JJ, and…” He let Dox pull him in for another hug.
“I’m so sorry, buddy,” he said. “What can I do to help you right now?”
“You’re here. That’s all I need.” He laughed. “Unless you want to wrangle JJ for me while I grab a shower. I need one.”
“Sure, absolutely.”
He helped Dox carry in the groceries and barely managed to not cry over that, too, when he saw everything Dox had bought for them.
JJ came running from her room. “Is this your friend, Daddy?”
He scooped her up and managed a genuine smile for her. “Yes, sweetheart. This is Uncle Dox. He’s my best friend. Maddox, this is Jaylene Joyce, but she prefers JJ.”
She smiled at him. “Nice to meet you, Uncle Dox.” Despite being in Hank’s arms, she reached out for a hug from Dox.
It warmed Hank’s heart that Maddox leaned in to hug her back.
“Nice to meet you, too, JJ. I heard you like fish sticks and tater tots. I happened to come bearing fish sticks and tater tots.”
Her eyes widened, and Hank knew Dox had just made a friend for life. “Yay! Thank you, Uncle Dox!”
“You want to help me cook dinner while your dad takes a shower?” Dox asked.
“Yes!” She reached for Dox and he took her from Hank.
“I’ll be out in a few,” Hank said.
After Hank’s shower he gathered their dirty laundry and carried it out to the garage, where the washer and dryer were located. Another good thing about this house—no more laundromat trips. That would save him money and time every week.
Sounds echoed in the empty one-car garage as he separated the loads and put in his work clothes first. He was down to two pairs of work jeans.
One good thing—since he barely had any shit, he could park the truck in the garage, if he wanted. He hadn’t gotten that far yet, though. He needed to reset the access code on the clickers for the garage door openers first, to be on the safe side. In case a previous resident still had one that matched. For now, he kept the overhead garage door locked, and the overhead garage door opener unplugged.
With that chore completed, he headed to the kitchen, where JJ and Dox were getting on famously. Dox already had fish sticks and tater tots in the oven, and was in the process of chopping fresh green beans to cook.
Hank stood there for a moment, watching them. A flood of memories he hadn’t thought about in years came to mind, about him and Dox and growing up together. How they’d cooked together with their parents, always a family thing. How Dox’s parents had treated him like another son.
How they’d even offered to let him stay there in Sarasota with them, if he’d wanted to, instead of moving to Pennsylvania with his parents.
But he hadn’t wanted to be separated from his parents, or from Lois. In retrospect, it was a good thing he had been there. They’d had each other to lean on in the aftermath of their parents’ deaths, and he’d been there to keep JJ safe.
He likely never would have been able to see JJ again had he not been there from the start. Or Cameron would’ve murdered Lois a lot sooner.
Hank crossed the kitchen to join them. “How we doing?”
Dox offered him a smile. “Got it handled. Should be ready in about ten minutes.”
“I really appreciate this.”
“Hey, I’d just be going home and eating leftovers. You’re not keeping me from doing anything. I’d rather be here spending time with you guys.”
“I asked Uncle Dox to come to my birthday party,” JJ said. “He said yes.”
Hank gently tugged one of her pigtails. “Did you say please?”
She solemnly nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”
“Good girl.” He might not be the world’s greatest father, but he’d damn sure instill respectful behavior in her. Basic manners.
He walked over to the fridge and pulled out two of the beers Dox had brought with him. He twisted off the caps and handed one to Dox. Then he gently clinked bottles with him and met his gaze.
“To being home again, and to having my best friend back,” Hank said.
Dox nodded. “Dang glad to have my best friend back,” he said.
They drank.
 
* * * *
 
After dinner, and after Hank checked to make sure JJ didn’t have any homework or anything, he got her bathed and put to bed a little early so he could collapse on the couch and talk to Dox.
He also had another beer, although Dox had switched to soda during dinner after his second beer.
One worry he’d had today was that Dox would get here tonight, and things would feel weird, or awkward, or they’d act like total strangers with each other.
Nope. It was like they hadn’t spent any time apart.
Not on his end, anyway. He hoped Dox felt the same.
“What can I do for you right now?” Dox asked.
Hank slowly shook his head. “You are. You have.” He looked at him. “Thank you. Again. I’m not too proud to admit I’m fucking broke right now, and you buying dinner for us was a huge help. And the other groceries.”
“Can I help you unpack those?” He pointed at the pile of boxes at the end of the room.
“No.” Hank explained the situation. “They can stay packed for now.” He threw his head back. “Damn near killed myself unloading yesterday.”
“I wish you’d called me. I would’ve come over and helped. How’d you get it loaded?”
“I paid one of my neighbors to help with the couch, my mattress, and JJ’s furniture.”
“So…I know we couldn’t talk a lot around her. Do you feel like filling in some details? You don’t have to if you don’t feel up to it.”
Hank sighed and went through the story. Including the unexpected and amazing kindness that afternoon, courtesy of Eliza McElroy and her friend, June. By the time he finished, he was blinking tears away. “And now, here we are.” He looked at Dox and found his friend watching him.
“Anytime you need something—for her, for you, doesn’t matter,” Dox said. “You call me. You ask me. Fuck pride, fuck thinking you’re a burden or whatever. Promise me. I’ll be pissed off if you don’t ask me.”
Hank’s breath hitched again as he nodded. “I promise.”
“If she’s sick and needs to go to the doctor, or if you need someone to stay home with her, I know Marcia and Derrick will let me work from home, because they let parents do that when their kids are sick. I can come here and stay with her, or you can bring her to me at my place.”
Hank nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”
He smiled. “If Mom and Dad still lived here I know they’d volunteer to help out, too. They’re supposed to come down for Christmas to visit. Wait until I tell them about her. They’ll adopt her as a granddaughter.”
Hank sadly smiled. “I miss your parents.”
“They’re on Facebook. You should contact them. I know they’d love to hear from you. Especially now.”
“I will.” Not that night, though. He needed to recover from his emotions from today, first. His soul felt raw, grated—humbled. “I feel like I’ve been lost in the wilderness forever.”
“Well, now that you’re back,” Dox said, “if you think I’m letting you get lost again, you’re crazy.”
It was a little before ten when Dox left, but not until after giving him another long, hard hug.
Damn, it felt good to have someone to hug again, and it wasn’t weird, because it was Dox.
“I’ll come by for dinner tomorrow,” Dox told him. “I’ll bring stuff and cook for us again.”
“Are you sure? Oh, wait. Mrs. McElroy invited all of us—you, too—to dinner tomorrow night.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.” Hank pulled his phone out and texted him the address.
“Okay.” Dox looked at his phone. “Oh. I know where that is. I’ll come by and pick you two up and we can ride together. Just let me know what time.”
“Sure. I’ll text her in the morning and ask.”
Hank walked him outside. One more hug before Hank released him and stepped back, despite wishing he could stand there all night hugging him. It just felt…damned good to get a fricking hug.
“I’m really glad you’re back,” Dox said.
“Me, too.” Hank stood there and watched as he got into his car and drove off, waving at him.
Finally, it feels like life is back on the right track.
 




Chapter Six
 
Maddox drove home, his mind thick with memories and hopes and subtle disappointments that he knew were all about him and had nothing to do with Hank.
Does it make me a horrible person to be glad he’s single?
Because it felt like it did.
It also felt like being glad Hank was alone so Maddox could make every excuse in the world to go see him might not make him the best person.
Might make his reasons…suspect.
Well, damn right they were. He wanted Hank to himself for a while. Sure, he had acquaintances, between St. Pete and Sarasota, but he seriously didn’t have any friends, now that he could honestly compare Hank to the others.
Tonight had been amazing, to Maddox, anyway. Literally felt like they hadn’t spent any time apart.
And fuck, the man was gorgeous.
He’d never admit it, but he’d saved the latest picture Hank had posted to Facebook to his phone so he could look at it whenever he wanted to.
Because…damn.
Having heard about the various jobs Hank had done in the years since high school, most of them in construction, it was no wonder the man was in such damn good shape.
When he lay down to go to bed he couldn’t sleep, his mind racing, imagination spinning out impossible fantasies. The only good thing right now about Hank’s situation was when Maddox had asked him if he was dating, or had left anyone behind, or if he wanted Maddox to introduce him around, Hank had said the last thing on his mind right now was dating. That even if he’d been interested in dating, he didn’t have the time or energy for it.
That all he wanted, for now, was friendship.
Specifically, rebuilding their friendship.
Finally, Maddox grabbed the bottle of lube he kept in the nightstand drawer and squirted some in his palm. Fisting his cock, he closed his eyes and adjusted his fantasy, now knowing how adult Hank looked and sounded.
How it’d felt hugging him.
The catch in Hank’s breath as his emotions got the better of him.
How his blue eyes looked as gorgeous as he remembered them being when they were younger.
Fuuuuck.
It was the thought of Hank’s blue eyes that really tipped him toward the edge and sent him closer to climax. He slowed his strokes, squeezing the base of his cock and letting himself cool down for a moment.
In a perfect world he’d be able to put the guy over his lap for a spanking that would turn his ass and the backs of his legs a gorgeous shade of red before he fucked the man’s outstandingly tight ass.
With a gasp he came, ropes of hot jizz squirting through his fingers as his balls emptied.
The sound of his ragged breathing filled the room even as his pulse surged and pounded in his ears before fading again.
I’m screwed. I’m sooooo fucking screwed.
He knew there was no way he could ever walk away from Hank. Not as a friend, and damn sure not for any woman.
Not right now.
Not until he somehow forced himself to come to peace with the fact that his fantasies would always remain just that.
 
* * * *
 
Tuesday morning, when Maddox awoke he already had a text from Hank.
 
Mrs. McElroy insists we call her Eliza, and she said dinner at 7.
 
Maddox smiled. He wouldn’t deny it was kind of nice having Hank texting him like this.
Maybe I can secretly condition him to text me every morning.
The thought made his sadistic Dominant side giggle, even though he knew he would only be setting himself up for future disappointment.
Worth it.
He texted him back.
 
Text me as soon as you’re home from work and I’ll come over to pick you guys up.
 
Hank replied almost immediately with a thumbs-up emoji.
A giddy little rush swept through Maddox. No, this wasn’t technically violating Hank’s consent in any way, because helloooo, Hank considered them nothing more than friends.
That it dovetailed nicely with his own personal desires was a bonus.
 
* * * *
 
Hank tucked his phone away. He’d been stopped at a red light, on his way to take JJ to school, when Dox replied to his text.
Last night, while he’d slept better than he had in a long damn time, his dreams were filled with memories of the past.
Exactly how lonely he’d been all these years really slammed home now that Dox was back in his life.
And he didn’t even have to share Dox with a wife or girlfriend.
Okay, that’s selfish of me.
Yeah, he’d own that. When they were in high school, while both of them had dated on occasion, it seemed like that was more of an imposition to their friendship than having true benefits of its own. Hell, he could jerk off if he was horny, and his hand didn’t bitch that he was spending too much time with Dox.
Which back then, during the school year, a lot of their time together was spent studying. Because Dox had saved his ass in math.
Frankly, he’d dumped more than one girlfriend in high school because she’d tried to come between him and Dox.
Doesn’t that tell me something?
He dropped JJ off at school, but instead of letting her go in by herself, he walked her inside. “Remember, you go to Miss Eliza’s dojo on their bus. The teacher will help you find the right one.”
She jumped up and down. “I can’t wait!”
He headed to the office after seeing her to class and talking to her teacher to let her know about the new arrangement.
After he waited his turn, the administrative assistant smiled at him. “Did you have any luck finding child care yesterday?”
“I did, actually.” He had all the forms ready. “And I’d like to verify something on her emergency forms. I want to make sure my friend, Maddox Orosco, is listed as being authorized to pick her up from school, not just as an emergency contact.”
“Sure.” She pulled up JJ’s file and added that information.
“And I’d like to add Eliza and Rusty McElroy, too.” He called up their contact info on his phone. She’d told him he could feel free to add them to JJ’s file, just in case.
She looked at him. “She used to be a history teacher?”
“You know her?”
She laughed. “I worked with her at the high school before she retired. Is she a friend of yours?”
“Yeah, and she was my teacher.” He explained she taught at the dojo and the fortuitous coincidence yesterday.
“That’s good you already have people here who can be a safety net for you.”
“Yeah, I’m lucky. Really lucky.”
With that handled, he headed to work. Today would be his first real day at his new job. While he wasn’t looking forward to the back-breaking work in the hot Florida sun, he was looking forward to once again earning a paycheck. He had never been rich, but he had always tried to keep at least a couple of thousand in savings for emergencies. Between the legal fees, and Lois’ funeral fees, and the move, he’d been feeling increasingly anxious with every dollar he’d spent. Now, at least, he could get back on track. Even better, he’d be able to buy health insurance through his new employer after he’d been there several months.
So far, he’d been damned lucky, able to get free or reduced medical care for JJ through the health department or other government programs. He hadn’t been in for a checkup for himself in too damn long, but it wasn’t like he had much in the way of options. He had been fortunate he hadn’t needed medical care for himself. Especially considering his line of work.
He opted to drive himself to the job site today instead of riding with the rest of the crew, just in case JJ had a problem and he needed to go pick her up early. Although he suspected he’d be far more nervous than she was. Once she accepted someone, her practically unshakeable trust meant she was eager and willing to spend time with them.
Him? He worried about her. She’d done great in her previous school despite how he’d worried and fought the urge to call the school to check on her all the time.
Not having anyone to worry about her with him didn’t help, either. Although knowing he had Dox back in his life was somewhat of a relief. He’d worried a little that the man might be thrown by him now having a daughter, but what a credit to him that he’d ordered Hank to let him help out.
You can’t buy that kind of friendship.
All during the day, he struggled not to look at his phone, to not check for messages, to not worry about her. When the time came he knew school would let out and she’d be going to the dojo, he was about to call to make sure she got there okay when his phone beeped with a text.
From Eliza.
 
She’s here safe and sound, Dad. Stop worrying. :)
 
He laughed even as he had to struggle against the tears wanting to well in his eyes. He quickly texted her back.
 
Thanks, ma’am!
 
He finally put his phone away, relaxed, and focused on his work.
 
* * * *
 
Maddox tried to focus on his work, but all he could think about was Hank and seeing him again that evening. He’d texted Hank to ask if they were supposed to bring anything to dinner, but apparently Eliza had said no, just themselves.
His nerves wound tighter as he headed home. There was an urge to shower and shave—again—and put on his best suit…
Except that wouldn’t make sense to anyone else and would look weird.
After finally opting for jeans and a T-shirt, he fought the urge to nervously pace until Hank texted him they were home. Then he jumped in the car and headed there, chastising himself the whole way.
You know you’re setting yourself up for heartache, right?
You know you’re a dumbass, right?
You know you should go out and find someone to actually, oh, date, right?
He also knew that wasn’t possible.
When they were teenagers, sure, he shoved back the possibility of having more with Hank than just friendship.
But he was bi, right? Wasn’t it possible Hank might turn out to be bi, too?
If he was wrong—in all honesty, he probably was wrong—then it could possibly mean the end of their friendship, and that was something he couldn’t deal with.
Better to love from afar and hope no stupid woman broke Hank’s heart.
When he arrived, JJ opened the door for him and ran out to greet him. Her hair was damp from a shower, and she wore shorts and a T-shirt. Without hesitation, she ran to him and flung herself at his legs, hugging him and making him laugh.
“Hello, Uncle Dox!”
He laughed and picked her up. “Hello, JJ.”
“Daddy’s taking a shower. He told me to let you in.”
He carried her inside. “How’d you like Miss Eliza’s class today?”
“She was there but she wasn’t my teacher. It was really cool…”
And for the next ten minutes, until Hank emerged freshly showered and looking buff in his shorts and T-shirt, Maddox got to hear all about JJ’s day as they sat talking on the couch.
It hit him for the first time that while he knew people who had kids, and had spent time around kids before, he’d never really seen himself as a “parent.”
As he sat there, a fantasy flashed to mind before he could cut it off at the roots. Of him picking JJ up from school, or classes, or whatever, and the two of them cooking dinner for them as a family, having it ready when Hank came home from work.
Of being a dad.
Fuck.
This was a self-inflicted, slow-motion emotional train wreck he was helpless to stop in any way.
“Hey, man,” Hank said, smiling at him as he emerged from the bedroom. His blond hair was still damp from the shower, and because it was a little shaggy, even though he’d combed it, Maddox could see the waves in it.
Could imagine himself running his fingers through it and ruffling his hair.
Maddox stood. “Hey.” Maddox was glad he didn’t have to step in for a hug and risk being rebuffed, because Hank stepped in first and hugged him.
“Thanks, man,” Hank softly said as they hugged, and too softly for JJ to overhear. “I’m not going to refuse the company right now.”
Maddox’s heart raced, throbbed, although in reality he knew Hank meant it in a completely platonic way.
He patted Hank’s back as they hugged. “Dude, you’ve been through a lot. You don’t have to thank me for being here. I want to be here. I’m an adult—if I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be here.”
At least in that way he didn’t have to fib at all.
Hank took care of transferring JJ’s car seat to Maddox’s car and they were quickly off, with Hank navigating.
“If you’d told me we’d one day be having dinner with Mrs. McElroy,” Hank said, “I wouldn’t have believed you.”
“Right?” Maddox said. “I can’t wait to see her again.”
When they arrived, a tall guy wearing a friendly smile answered the front door. “Hey, you must be Hank and Maddox. Rusty McElroy.” He shook with them, then stooped over and smiled at JJ. “And you must be the little ninja in training Miss Eliza told me about.”
She giggled. “I’m JJ. Pleased to meet you.” And she stuck her hand out.
His grin widened and he shook with her. “Pleased to meet you, too. You know, our daughter, when she was your age, we put a sword in her hand. We could teach you to be a shield-maiden, and—”
“Rusty!” Eliza called from inside the house. “Let them in and let’s at least feed them dinner before you start tossing her into combat, huh, barbarian?”
He laughed and straightened. “Yes, Ma’am.”
Hank had already started inside the house but Maddox froze as his gaze met and held Rusty’s for a moment.
He heard that capital M. And a whole bunch of things fell into place for him, including why she’d insisted on them using “ma’am” and “sir” during her classes.
Rusty arched an eyebrow at him, apparently picking up on what Maddox had figured out.
Maddox wondered how long it’d be before he ended up running into them at Venture.
He stepped inside and followed Hank and JJ into the living room while Rusty closed the front door behind them.
Eliza emerged from the kitchen and welcomed them all with hugs. “Hope you brought your appetites,” she said.
“Yes, ma’am,” Maddox said, catching the curiously arched eyebrow Eliza sent his way.
Hmm.
Once they were all sitting down and eating, Eliza focused on Maddox. “It’s so good to see you again. What are you up to? Where do you work?”
“I’m a CPA. I work for Marcia and Derrick Watson at—”
Rusty started coughing, choking on something, but Eliza’s gaze never wavered from Maddox’s.
Even more confirmation, and why Maddox had opted to name-drop.
“You gonna survive, barbarian?” Eliza asked, but still didn’t look away from Maddox.
“Yes, Ma’am,” he gasped as he reached for his glass of water.
“Small world,” Eliza drawled, her gaze narrowing. “Friends of ours. Good friends. Friends in common.” She softly emphasized the last word in such a way Hank and JJ wouldn’t pick up on it.
But Maddox did.
Now he was certain. “I enjoy working for them,” Maddox honestly said. “They’re great people. We have a few…hobbies in common, too.” Maddox glanced over at Hank, but his friend apparently had no reaction. He was clueless.
Rusty was still trying to get his choking under control, but Eliza slowly nodded, a playful smirk curling her lips. “Then we’ll have to talk sometime.” She quickly shifted the conversation to other topics. By the time they were ready to leave that evening, Maddox was convinced Rusty was collared to Eliza.
She pulled out her phone. “Give me your contact info, Maddox.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He did, and she texted him.
“That way, if we need to coordinate transportation or something for JJ, we can.”
“Absolutely.”
With her full tummy and the afternoon’s martial arts class, JJ fell asleep almost as soon as they pulled out of their driveway. On the way home, Hank seemed a little…melancholy.
“You okay, buddy?” Maddox asked.
“Yeah.”
“Then what’s wrong?”
He slowly shook his head. “Nothing. That’s what’s terrifying me—everything’s going right for a damn change.”
 




Chapter Seven
 
Wednesday morning, Maddox was at work and happily tuning out the world while thinking about the brief text message exchange he’d already had with Hank. Then he became aware of two people standing in the doorway of his cubicle.
Marcia…and Eliza.
Both of them wearing playful, knowing smiles.
Marcia crooked a finger at him, beckoning, before the women turned and headed for Marcia’s office.
With his happy mood now shattered, he stood and followed.
They waited until he closed the door behind him to start laughing.
He waited them out.
“Rusty damn near gave himself pneumonia from choking over worrying about freaking you out,” Eliza playfully said. “But you already knew, didn’t you?”
“I suspected. That’s why I name-dropped Marcia and Derrick. I figured it’d get that out of the way sooner rather than later.”
Eliza nodded. “Smart guy.”
“Why do you think we hired him?” Marcia teased. “We like smart people. That he’s one of us is a happy and unexpected bonus.”
“Does Hank know you’re kinky?” Eliza asked. “Or is he kinky?”
“No, he doesn’t know I am. And I doubt he is, but we haven’t had that conversation. I’ve only had him back in my life a couple of days. I don’t want to freak him out. Besides, not exactly a conversation that you have with a little kid around.”
“True,” Eliza said.
“So why the drop-in today?” he asked.
“Just wanted to make sure we’re copacetic,” Eliza said. “We volunteer at the club a lot. Would rather have this conversation outside of there to prevent freaking you out on-site.”
“I’m not freaked out. Sort of makes sense to me, in retrospect.”
“Marcia said she told you about this already, but I’m part of the matchmaking group, if you’re interested. One-hundred-percent success rate.”
He thought about Hank. “I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”
“Straight, gay, or bi?” she asked. “I mean,” she quickly added, “for me to keep my eye out.”
“Bi. I’ve dated guys and women.”
“Switchy, or Dom? Or am I totally off-base and you’re a bottom?”
He smirked. “You’re not off-base. Dom. Not switchy, but I’m a little flexible, in some ways.”
“Bi vers Dom. Got it.” She grinned at Marcia. “This’ll be fun.”
“I think I’d like to meet people in the area before I start dating again.” He didn’t want to let it slip he wasn’t really available out of fear they might accidentally tip Hank off.
The last thing he wanted was to put more stress on Hank than he was already under.
After chatting for a few minutes, he knew he needed to get back to work. “By the way, thank you, again, for what you and your other friend did for Hank and JJ. I’d like to chip in for the ‘scholarship,’ if need be.”
She waved him off. “It’s handled, trust me. Just let me know if he’s stressing over money too much, and we’ll figure another excuse to cut him slack on the fees. I don’t want him feeling guilty over this.”
“Will do.”
He returned to his desk and briefly considered how weird his life had just turned. In good ways, at least.
 
* * * *
 
At lunchtime, Maddox pulled out his phone and perused Venture’s website. There was a rope class late on the afternoon of the Saturday of JJ’s party, but Maddox thought he’d have enough time to make the class. He jumped onto FetLife and marked himself as going on the event there. Hell, the only way he’d meet local people in the lifestyle was if he went to events. No one wanted to get involved with a keyboard warrior sight unseen.
Not that he thought he’d do much dating, but one never knew.
It’d be a way to take his mind off Hank for a few hours, if nothing else.
Unless, of course, Hank wanted to do something with him that night. Then he’d do that.
No-brainer.
He really should have a conversation with Hank sooner rather than later, though. So it wouldn’t be…weird if his kinkiness came out accidentally in some other way. Or he wouldn’t want Hank to think he was hanging out with people and deliberately excluding him.
It was already a given he was going over to Hank’s house that night. He’d basically told Hank he was coming over to make dinner for them again. Maybe Hank would eventually get tired of him doing that, but until he did and expressly told him no, Maddox was going to do it.
Besides, he enjoyed it. JJ was adorable, and if nothing else it gave Hank a couple of hours he could take some stealth downtime, with JJ focusing on him and not Hank.
In fact, when he went grocery shopping on his way over to Hank’s, he made sure to add a few extra items Hank could tuck into lunches for himself or JJ.
And some other things, like toilet paper, paper towels, things he knew would absolutely be used.
JJ ran out the front door to greet him and help him carry in groceries when he arrived. From her damp hair, he guessed Hank had once again bathed her first instead of himself.
“Daddy in the shower?” he asked her.
“Yep! He told me I could only open the door for you, or someone like Miss Eliza.”
He gave her a high-five. “Good job.” They carried the groceries inside.
“What are we having for dinner?” she asked.
“Chicken breasts, and mac and cheese, and broccoli.”
“Can I help?”
“Of course you can.” He’d also purchased a baking dish for the chicken breasts, because he’d scoped things out Monday and knew what Hank didn’t have in the way of kitchen gear.
By the time Hank emerged from his shower, Maddox had the chicken breasts in the oven, and they were working on chopping the broccoli. Well, Maddox was chopping, while JJ was watching and they were talking.
His gaze happened to sweep over Hank’s and, once again, he felt that pleasant squeeze hit his soul. Hank’s hair was damp, and he’d pulled on a T-shirt and loose shorts. Maddox was glad he’d opted for jeans tonight to help contain everything and hide his own reaction.
I just know I’m going to despise his next girlfriend.
 
* * * *
 
Hank had heard the front door open and slam shut a little while ago, so he assumed it meant Dox had arrived.
A flash of guilt washed through him that the man was once again buying them groceries.
Except he felt so exhausted, it was worth the guilt.
While his final paycheck from his previous job had hit the bank account today, it meant less money he had to spend right now.
I’ll make it up to him.
He wouldn’t deny selfishly enjoying adult company he could unwind in front of, either. He suspected Dox wouldn’t be doing it if he didn’t really want to. He’d never had trouble telling Hank no when they were kids.
Although, as Hank looked back, he could never tell Dox no, and rarely ever wanted to.
And while he felt exhausted, having Dox there meant a few minutes he didn’t have to worry about JJ. So he risked closing his eyes and leaning against the shower wall to jerk off. Hell, it’d been forever since he’d even done that.
Usually, there was too much risk of JJ interrupting him. He’d quit counting the number of times she’d cock-blocked him like that. She could be sound asleep, and he’d lock himself in the bathroom, and she’d knock on the door within five seconds of him starting and getting himself good and hard.
Never failed.
Tonight, he pounded his cock hard and fast and really didn’t have time to even work up a good fantasy in the process before he squirted cum all over the shower.
Ahhhh.
Maybe it would be worth the little bit of guilt of having Dox over just to know he could do that in peace every once in a while.
When he opened the bedroom door he heard Dox and JJ talking, and it reminded him that no, he wasn’t the only one benefitting from this. JJ needed family, and Dox was family. He walked out to the kitchen to find them working on dinner together. He patted Dox on the back on his way to the fridge to get a cold bottle of water from it.
“Did I tell you how much I love you, dude?”
Dox smiled. “Love you, too, dude.”
“Hey!” JJ teased. “What about me?”
“Love you, too,” Dox said, kissing the top of her head.
“Ditto,” Hank told her, twisting the cap off the bottle to take a drink.
“Does this make you my step-dad, Uncle Dox?” JJ asked, and Hank choked on the swallow of water in his mouth while Dox started laughing.
But before Hank could answer, Dox did. “I don’t have any kids, so how about you can be my honorary daughter?” Dox looked at him and dropped him a wink.
“What’s that mean?” she asked.
“Well, I don’t think your dad wants to marry me,” Dox playfully continued, apparently unfazed by her question. “So it’s sort of a way to say you’re my daughter without you being my daughter.”
Hank was still trying to recover from choking.
JJ nodded. “Do I still call you Uncle Dox?”
“You can call me whatever you want to, sweetie. I know my parents will want to make you their honorary granddaughter, too. I don’t have any nieces or nephews for them to spoil rotten, because I’m an only child.”
“Cool! I’ve always wanted a grandma and grandpa.” She frowned. “Those other people weren’t nice.”
Hank finally recovered. “She knows what Cameron did,” he told Dox. “And what his family tried.”
Her face darkened, the spitting image of Lois. “I don’t want to talk to them or see them. They might take me away from Daddy.”
“No one’s ever taking you from your dad,” Dox said, meeting Hank’s gaze. “I’ll make sure of that. They’d have to go through me first.”
A flash of warmth hit Hank, reminding him of all the times Dox stood up for him when they were younger. “You always did take care of me.”
“Kind of what best friends do.” He smiled as he resumed chopping the broccoli. “They take care of each other.”
After dinner, Hank got JJ put to bed and returned to the living room, where Dox sat on the couch.
He collapsed onto the other end. “Sorry about earlier.”
“About what?”
“Her asking if you were her step-dad. Hope that didn’t weird you out.”
“Not at all. I meant it. Like I’m having kids anytime soon.” Dox laughed. “Mom has stopped asking me about that, and now asks if I’m going to become a crazy cat guy or something.”
“You’re still young. You’re only thirty-four. And you don’t have any cats. Yet,” he playfully added.
“Yeah, not exactly dating, though. After what Kelly put me through, I’m gun-shy, anyway.”
“At least you can date.” Hank laid his head back. “Going to be a long time before I date.”
“Well, I date in a very specialized pond,” Dox cryptically said.
“What?”
“How open-minded are you?”
“Depends.” He lifted his head again and looked at Dox. “Why?”
“I like to be in charge in a relationship.”
“Here’s my shocked face,” Hank teased, giving him a deadpanned expression. “You’ve always liked being in charge. Even when we were kids.”
“Yeah, well, not everyone likes that in a partner,” he said. “And I like a little…more than that.”
Hank sensed hesitance in Dox’s tone and something clicked in his brain. “Like that Fifty Shades stuff?”
“Would that shock you?”
“As long as she’s willing to do it, no,” Hank admitted.
Honestly? He’d had fantasies of his own over the years, of being able to let go and be a toy to someone, but it wasn’t anything he’d ever shared with anyone else. Some of the happiest days of his life were when he followed Dox’s lead and let him decide what they were doing so he could shut down his own brain.
Hell, Dox was the one who pushed him to study and frequently overruled Hank about how they were spending their time together. More than once he’d made plans to go out with a girl, but Dox overruled him.
Like hell he would’ve talked back to him, either. Mostly because every time he did what Dox told him in terms of studying, he managed to pass. Maybe by the skin of his teeth, but it counted.
When he got into trouble was when he didn’t do what Dox told him to do.
But once their parents died, all the responsibility had fallen on his shoulders, to help keep Lois on track and in school, for all the good it’d done him.
He was also convinced she would’ve reconciled with Cameron after the initial attack, had it not been for him supporting her and insisting she press charges and getting her moved back in with him.
And JJ would’ve likely been injured or killed. Or never been born in the first place.
He wouldn’t give her up for anything. He loved her, and she was all he had left of his family.
Except for Maddox.
Dox turned, sitting sideways to face him. “My bosses run a BDSM club here in Sarasota, place called Venture. I haven’t been yet, but I probably will start going. I used to go to a club up in Pinellas.”
“Is that like a sex club?” The thought of random sex with someone sort of squicked him out.
The thought of Dox having random sex also squicked him out a little, but he couldn’t exactly put his finger on why.
“No. They don’t allow sex or alcohol. Like they have classes on artistic rope bondage, things like that.”
“Oh. That sounds…different. So why are you telling me this?”
Dox seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Well, because I didn’t want you to think I was ditching you if you know I’m doing stuff and I don’t invite you along.”
From feeling a little…weird, to feeling a surge of love pulse through him. “I appreciate you not wanting to hurt my feelings, but it’s okay.”
Except…yeah. He might have felt strange if he’d thought Dox was ditching him.
“And if you ever are interested in going with me, just let me know,” Dox added.
That also brought out some…confusing emotions he’d have to unpack and examine later. When he wasn’t so fricking exhausted. “I’d need a babysitter.”
“I know we could arrange something with someone trustworthy.” But Dox intently watched him now.
Hank felt captured by his gaze, like something vital was spinning just outside his grasp.
The easy answer came to him. “Maybe sometime. It’s not in my budget right now, anyway. I have to pay off what I spent on JJ’s gear, and I need to put all my extra cash into building an emergency cushion.” He laid his head back again. “Those fuckers wiped me out in legal fees. Thank god Bryce helped me with legal advice and all the paperwork.”
In fact, that reminded him—he really needed to get together with Bryce, make him dinner or something as a thank you.
“I want you to promise me, if something ever happens and they come after you again, you let me help you fight them.” The determination in Dox’s tone reminded Hank of when they were kids.
“I promise.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “I can’t let anything happen to her. It’d kill me, man. She’s my whole life.”
He looked over when Dox laid a hand on Hank’s shoulder. “Then I’ll make sure I’ll always have your back so that never happens.”
When Hank started yawning a little before nine, Dox bid him goodnight, and they made plans for him to come over the next night. As Hank lay in bed and waited for sleep to take him, he realized how it was weird in a funny sort of way that he’d accepted Dox’s admission without qualms.
How it was…
Just Dox.
It fit his personality, that was for sure.
Because if there was one thing Hank knew about Dox, it was that he really liked to be in charge. The more he thought about it, the more he realized he’d always been okay with it. He always followed where Dox led him, because Dox had always taken care of him, and he’d trusted him.
Always.
For some reason, the thought of a woman getting to do that with his friend and stepping between him and Dox…
Well, it didn’t set very well with him.
And he wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that.
 




Chapter Eight
 
Maddox and Hank settled into what was, for Maddox, becoming a very comfortable routine.
Perhaps too comfortable.
It was so easy to go by Hank’s every evening and all day Saturday and Sunday. He’d even gone grocery shopping with them one evening and took charge of JJ while Hank had done his shopping. Maddox had used the opportunity to cruise through the toy section to find out what she wanted, so he knew what to get her for her birthday.
He’d already ordered her a kids’ robotics kit he was looking forward to working on with her, but he wanted something else that he knew she’d want.
What Hank didn’t know was that he’d talked to Marcia and Eliza, and they were going to enlist June’s help in making sure JJ would have her best birthday ever.
Maddox couldn’t wait to see Hank’s reaction, because he already knew JJ would be ecstatic.
But no way in hell could he miss a chance to make Hank’s day, and having a happy little girl was the best way to make his boy happy.
Sure, in his head that’s how he thought about Hank, even if he could never admit it to the man.
For now, he could delude himself.
In fact, that’s why he knew he had to go to the rope class on Saturday afternoon. Because it wasn’t fair to Hank to put those kinds of expectations on him, even if Hank didn’t know about them.
Maybe he’d meet someone.
Maybe pigs would fly, too. But hey, unless or until you drop-kicked that oinking motherfucker off the barn roof, who knew if it’d ever flap its porcine wings?
The Saturday morning of JJ’s party, Maddox awakened and realized how much he was looking forward to it. Marcia, Eliza, and June had really come through for him, and he suspected Hank would be blinking away more than a few happy tears when he saw how many people showed up.
He’d thought the highlight of his day would be the rope class that evening, but…no. This was better.
Hell, if it wasn’t for the fact that he really wanted to go to the rope class, he’d hang with Hank and JJ all evening long.
After making himself coffee, he stood in the shower and slowly stroked his cock while he conjured the image of Hank’s blue eyes. He’d been doing more of this lately, picturing his best friend as he jerked off nearly every night.
Just like in his teens, where it seemed like every time he was rubbing one out it was to fantasies of what he’d like to do to Hank.
Maybe he was a dumbass for still being in love with him, with someone he still couldn’t have, except he’d be lying if he denied it.
He leaned against the shower wall as he squeezed the head of his cock and stroked back to the base, up and down again. He reached down with his other hand and cupped his balls, gently tugging as he conjured a fantasy of having Hank on his knees in front of him, wrists tied behind him, while slowly fucking his mouth. Hank’s blue eyes staring up at him.
Mmm.
He wondered for the umpteenth time if Hank had ever been with a guy, then shoved that thought out of his brain almost immediately. He didn’t want to think about that, especially not right now.
No reality to intrude in his fantasies, thank you very much.
He wanted to believe Hank was all his, in that way. At least for now.
In his fantasy he watched Hank’s blue eyes as he slowly fucked his mouth and savored the feel of his tongue circling the head, how he’d push in deep and hold still for a moment, Hank’s breath warm against his pubes. Watching for the hint of desperation to make Hank’s brow furrow as he waited to see when Maddox would let him take a breath again.
The climax hit him, unexpected, taking his breath away as he furiously stroked the head to milk it from him. Ropes of cum filled his hand, adding an extra slickness to his strokes as he finished. Then he stood there, slumped against the shower wall, eyes closed.
Dammit.
This was emotional masochism of the worst kind, far worse than when he was a kid.
Because now he suspected he had even less of a chance of that particular fantasy coming true, but with Hank back in his life, he’d be damned if he had any interest in dating anyone.
The only person he wanted in his life in that way was Hank.
 
* * * *
 
Maddox tucked JJ’s presents into the trunk of his car and headed over to Hank’s fifteen minutes earlier than he’d told him he’d be there.
He’d steal every last second of time he could with him.
When he arrived, he hadn’t even made it all the way up the walk yet when JJ opened the door and ran out, happily squealing. “Uncle Dox!”
She wore an adorable pink sundress over a bright orange one-piece bathing suit, and he envisioned Hank shopping for clothes for her.
He had to shove that thought away. It’d be too easy to think about maybe shopping for clothes with him, shopping for groceries with him, maybe buying a new house with him—
He caught JJ as she threw herself at him, picking her up and swinging her around before settling her on his hip. “Happy birthday, sweetheart. How’s it feel being six?”
She threw her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Great! Daddy’s in the shower.”
“Okay.” He walked in with her and closed the door behind them. She was adorable, looked so much like Hank it made his heart squeeze. Thank god she’d gotten more of Lois’ genes than that loser asshole’s.
He set her on her feet in the entryway and she ran down the hall, presumably to let Hank know he’d arrived.
For a moment, the thought of what it’d be like coming home every day to JJ’s greeting flitted to mind, and he viciously shoved it away again.
No. Don’t go there.
It was the bad kind of torture to do that.
Even though he’d love that reality. It’d be a dream come true.
To be able to walk down the hall, enter the bathroom where Hank was in the shower, pull the shower curtain back and kiss him hello and—
He reached down and adjusted his cock, where it’d started stiffening in his shorts over that thought.
Bad Maddox. Stop it.
She returned. “He’ll be out in a minute.”
“Okay, sweetheart.” He walked over to the couch and sat down, just for her to bounce into his lap, nearly nailing him in the nuts in the process.
“Thank you for coming to my party today, Uncle Dox.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for anything, sweetie.”
“Do you think anyone else will come?”
He smiled. “I have a feeling a couple of people will.”
If they didn’t have at least double digits showing up, he’d be shocked. In fact, he suspected there wouldn’t be any leftover cake.
Thank goodness Eliza and June would be handling that logistics issue.
He heard a door open down the hall. “Hey, I’ll be right out,” Hank called.
“No worries.”
Meanwhile JJ settled in, one arm draped around his neck, totally at ease with him. “Daddy told me you and him used to go to the beach when you were kids.”
“We did.”
“And find shark teeth?”
“Yep.”
“Do you think we’ll find any today?”
“Oh, sure. They’re usually all over the place. But they’re not huge ones.” He held his fingers barely apart. “They’re usually little ones.”
She scrunched up her face. “They’re not big?”
“Not usually, no. Sharks lose their teeth all the time, though…” While they waited for Hank, Maddox went through what he knew about sharks, which wasn’t very much. “You know, we should take you to Mote Marine. They have live sharks in this really huge tank.”
Her eyes widened, adorable. “They do?”
“Yeah. And they have manatees, turtles—all sorts of critters.”
“Oooh! When can we go there?”
He mentally winced, realizing it probably wasn’t in Hank’s budget to take her, but then he had an idea. He knew they had annual family memberships. He could buy one and say he already had it and take them, then it wouldn’t cost Hank anything.
“I’ll talk to Daddy about it, honey.”
“Okay.”
“Talk to Daddy about what?” Hank stood at the end of the hall, shirtless and wearing shorts, scrubbing a towel over his damp hair.
Yum.
Thank goodness Maddox was sitting down, because it’d give him a moment to will his hard-on to go down. He’d gone from a little stiff to full-on wood. He hadn’t seen Hank shirtless since his return, and holy fucking hellsticks, the man was ripped.
Hank’s broad shoulders tapered down his torso to narrow hips and what Maddox already knew was a tight ass. A light dusting of blond hair across his firm pecs practically had Maddox drooling.
And now he stood there, waiting for—
Oh. He asked me a question.
“Mote,” he managed to croak out. “I told her we can all go to Mote and see the sharks and stuff there.” The slight frown had already creased Hank’s face when Maddox added, “I have a family membership.”
In the grand scheme of things, that was a trifling fib. He would have a family membership purchased before they went.
The frown eased. “Oh, thanks. Haven’t been there since we were kids.”
She bounced and nearly kneed Maddox in the groin. “Can we go, Daddy? Pleeeeeease?”
“Sure, we can go. But not today. Your party’s today.”
“Yay!” More bouncing, and as Maddox shifted position to protect his nuts from her knees, he caught a smile from Hank.
“I’ll be ready in a minute,” Hank said before turning and heading down the hall again.
Maddox fielded a bunch of questions from her while awaiting Hank. She was so full of energy, and intelligent.
He’s such a good dad.
Even if some miracle did ever happen…how would he handle being a step-dad? He’d never really imagined himself having kids. It wasn’t a mental conversation he’d had, because he hadn’t been with someone with whom it’d been a possibility. Kelly had an IUD—thank god—because she didn’t want to have kids. The men he’d been with before, it’d obviously not been an issue. And the other women he’d dated, they’d stated up front they weren’t interested in having a baby at that time.
Hank reemerged, now wearing a T-shirt. “Okay, sorry about that.”
“No, it’s fine.”
“You need to go to the bathroom?” Hank asked her.
“Oh, yes!” JJ jumped up and ran down to her bathroom, almost slamming the door behind her.
“Easy!” Hank called behind her.
“Sorry, Daddy!” she yelled back.
Maddox took the opportunity to stand, hopefully sparing his balls from further accidental ball taps. “Give me your keys and I’ll get her car seat moved over to my car while you get her stuff ready.”
“Oh, thanks.” He handed them over, and Maddox fought the urge to stare into Hank’s eyes as their hands touched.
Shit.
He knew he had it bad for the guy.
He walked outside, so distracted he nearly tripped when he caught his toe on a large crack in the driveway concrete. He retrieved the car seat from the truck, then had to figure out how to attach it to his back seat. Hell, he only used his back seat for groceries and stuff.
By the time Hank emerged from the house with the first load of stuff in his arms, Maddox had figured it out and had it secured. Then he hurried around to pop the trunk open for Hank.
He wondered why Hank pulled up short, then Maddox walked back and realized he was staring at the two wrapped presents.
“What’s wrong?” Maddox asked him.
Hank set the grocery bags down in the trunk. “You bought her presents?”
“Yeah. That kitchen set she saw in the store, and a cool starter robotics kit I hope she likes. I’ll help her with it.”
Hank stared at them for another second or two before he threw his arms around Maddox and hugged him tightly. “I love you, dude,” he whispered. “Thank you.”
Maddox held him, his eyes dropping closed for a moment as he imagined other circumstances where he wished he would hear Hank say those same words. “Love you, too, dude,” he said.
Hank headed back into the house to get more stuff, and Maddox stood there for a moment, watching him.
I’m so screwed.
 
* * * *
 
Hank couldn’t get the sight of those two large, wrapped boxes in Dox’s trunk out of his mind. He thought maybe Dox would’ve gotten her a little something, but that he’d gone to the trouble to actually get her what she’d asked for, something outside his own budget for now, and something else…
It humbled him.
I don’t deserve him.
Fortunately, they didn’t have any trouble finding parking, and one of the covered pavilions was completely empty. With JJ bouncing around and excitedly chattering, he was glad his best friend was with him today for this.
“Why don’t you go take her down to the water,” Dox suggested. “I’ll handle setting everything up.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.” Dox smiled as he checked his phone. “Give me about thirty minutes or so.”
“Okay.” He hugged him again. “Thank you. Hey, pumpkin, come here.” He called her over to him and took her sundress off her so she wouldn’t get it soaked. Then he slathered her with sunscreen, grabbed a towel, and leaving their shoes behind, he led her up the boardwalk over the dunes.
She let out a squeal and started running when they crested the dune. “Daddy, look!”
He smiled as he followed her. “Wait for me at the water.” He deeply inhaled, loving the sweet salty tang of the Gulf. He hadn’t realized how badly he’d missed this, missed the clean air, missed the sunshine bouncing off the white sand.
He kept his eyes on her as he followed her so he wouldn’t lose sight of her. The water today was calm, light blue-green waves gently licking the sand.
Damn, I’m so glad to be home.
Being born in Florida and having never lived anywhere else before the move to Pennsylvania, snow had been a delightful oddity his first winter there.
His first ice storm—not so much. Especially trying to drive on the shit.
He’d quickly gotten over his enchantment regarding winter weather the first year there, and had been plotting how to save enough money to move back to Florida when their parents were killed.
Lois couldn’t change schools, and their parents’ insurance basically paid for what was left of her tuition, so he couldn’t ask her to uproot herself and he didn’t want to leave her there alone.
Not when she was the only family he’d had left, and he’d worried about her. Even in high school she’d had a shitty dude picker. He’d almost hoped she and Dox would get together, because that would have been perfect. But they hadn’t been interested in each other at all.
He caught up to JJ, who was now jumping up and down and laughing riotously at the farthest edges of the surf line. The tide looked like it was going out, and he pulled out his phone to snap a couple of pictures of her and then take video.
“What do you think, JJ?”
“I love it, Daddy!”
She looked up at him with the most perfect, beaming smile on her face, and in that moment he knew he could never be with anyone who didn’t love and cherish her as much as he did. Meaning he was probably in for a long, lonely life until she was grown up and out on her own.
These were the moments that kept him going even when he was so exhausted and lonely he cried himself to sleep at night.
These were the precious times when he could keep himself centered in the moment and just…be. Vicariously enjoy life from her point of view and temporarily forget about all the adult things he had to take care of and worry about so that she could simply be a normal kid.
As normal as possible, considering her mother had been murdered by the sperm donor.
Which was one of the reasons Hank had wanted to adopt JJ. He’d never lied to her, but he’d kept things age-appropriate. It was one less stressor on her to not have to keep explaining to people he was her uncle, not her dad, and what happened to her mom and dad.
It also made things easier being her parent versus being her guardian when it came to legal stuff, and school, doctor visits, all of that. He had a birth certificate with his name on it, so it made it easier on him.
He looked down and pointed out the line of shells and detritus in the surf being revealed by the receding water. Then he spotted a shark’s tooth and she snatched it up with a delighted squeal, dancing and splashing in the water.
“Look, Daddy! Look!”
He smiled. “I see, pumpkin.” She handed it to him to hold and eagerly started looking for more.
Worth it. Totally.
As they were closing in on the thirty-minute mark, he knew he had to refocus her. His pocket was filling with shells and shark teeth she’d found. “Hey, let’s go back to Uncle Dox, okay? Who wants cake?”
“Me me me!”
They headed back, and at first as they crested the dune on the boardwalk, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. He thought maybe another party had taken over the pavilion from them. Until he spotted Eliza, Rusty, June and her husband. And a bunch of other people, at least twenty—no, more. And the whole pavilion was decorated, and—
JJ let out another of those happy squeals and bolted toward Dox as everyone started singing Happy Birthday to her.
Hank stopped in his tracks, tears momentarily blurring his vision as he processed they were all there…for her.
Dox picked JJ up, singing with everyone else as Hank finally blinked away his tears and forced his feet forward again to join them.
“OHMIGOD THANK YOU!” she screeched, making everyone laugh. Dox set her down and she started running around, hugging Eliza and June first, then everyone else, even though she had no clue who most of them were. There were even some kids, although Hank had no clue who they were, either.
Dox wore a pleased smile Hank remembered all too well from when they were kids. For half a second, if Hank thought Dox wouldn’t mind it, he’d kiss the guy.
Instead, he hugged Dox, long and hard. “Thank you, dude. I love you so fucking much.”
“You’re welcome. Love you, too, buddy. Can’t let my honorary daughter not celebrate her first Florida birthday in style.” Not only had everyone brought presents and decorations—and another cake—but someone was grilling them burgers and hot dogs.
Holy shit.
He stood there, stunned and amazed, his arm slung around Dox’s shoulders and Dox with his around Hank’s waist as they watched the little princess running around and meeting everyone.
Yeah. Moving back to Florida had absolutely been fucking worth it. He laid his head over on his friend’s shoulder and just…absorbed it all.
 
* * * *
 
Ooohh, this had totally been worth it. Without a doubt. Between the happy excitement on JJ’s face, and the stunned shock on Hank’s, Maddox knew he’d done the right thing.
Thank goodness he had Marcia and Derrick taking pictures and video for him with his camera and phone, because Hank was too stunned to process everything and remember to take pics.
And twice in one day Hank had told him he loved him.
Sure, he’d meant it as a friend, but still…
I’m a dumbass.
There was a better chance of them having a blizzard next week than his deepest dreams regarding Hank ever coming true. Still, Maddox was happy to accept whatever scraps he could.
JJ opened a ton of presents, and some envelopes that were gift cards. But to Hank’s credit, every time she opened those, she still happily squealed and went to hug and thank the giver before handing it over to Hank. He’d taught her right, even at her young age. She already had an appreciation for money and gifts he’d definitely taken until he was a lot older to achieve.
I wish I could do more for them.
Not that Hank would let him. He was a proud man, and Maddox could see how he was already trying to ease back a little on what he let Maddox do for him. Hell, had he known about Hank’s circumstances, and that they were moving to Florida, he would have done whatever he could to convince Hank to move in with him for a while. He had a king-sized bed.
They could share.
Just like they used to.
Too late now, though. Hank had signed a year-long lease on the house.
At least now he could see Hank every day. Hell, there hadn’t been a single day since he knew they were back that he hadn’t seen Hank for at least a few minutes. In the future he could always use the excuse he was driving by, since Hank’s house was on the way between Maddox’s office and home.
For this moment in time, however, Maddox was going to enjoy this and try to figure out how to forever store it in his brain.
Once the party started breaking up after lunch and cake, everyone pitched in to help clean up and to load JJ’s haul in Maddox’s car, so he could drive them back to Hank’s.
Maddox had a thought. “You know, why don’t you come over to my place tomorrow and go swimming?” He’d had them over for dinner already, but not for swimming. “And bring your robotics kit and we can work on it after.”
“Oooh, please, Daddy?” she asked Hank.
He smiled, but it looked weary and made Maddox think about cancelling his plans for the night so he could stay with Hank and take care of him. “Sure, sweetie. If Uncle Dox wants us there.”
“Of course I want you there,” Maddox told him. “Come over after you wake up. Chill out with me for the day.”
Hank hugged him. “Sure. Thank you.”
Back to Hank’s house, where Maddox helped him unload everything. After saying good-bye, Maddox headed home, feeling more than a little…melancholy.
Going to the club tonight would suck in some ways, because he knew he’d be thinking about Hank the entire time.
Sigh.
That was also why he really had to go. Because being alone sucked, but pining over his straight best friend sucked even harder.
 




Chapter Nine
 
Later that evening, Maddox joined Eliza and Rusty for dinner at Sigalo’s after he sat through the rope class at Venture. Following dinner, they returned to the club, where he’d joined as a member earlier when he checked in for the class.
The shibari rope rigging class was fun. He learned some things he didn’t know, even though it was a beginner-level class.
It still felt weird not calling her Mrs. McElroy, however. And it totally made sense she was a Domme, looking at it in retrospect. Tonight, they both wore volunteer name badges.
“By the way, thank you, again, for everything you and June have done for Hank and JJ,” Maddox told her. “I’ve been meaning to tell you that. I really appreciate it.”
Eliza shrugged. “We’ve been blessed. We like to pay it forward. Kind of a thing with our group of friends. Especially when it comes to the welfare of kids. That’s why we enjoy playing matchmaker for our friends, too.” She tipped her head and seemed to consider him. “Sooo. You said you’re bi. Is he—”
He shook his head. “He’s never given me any indication he is.”
“Ah. Too bad.”
“Yeah. Tell me about it,” he added before taking a sip of water from the bottle in his hand.
“I notice you don’t seem to object to the idea, though,” she noted.
“I don’t.” He sat back. “Between us? I’ve always crushed hard on him, but never admitted it to him. Now I definitely can’t admit it to him.”
“Why not?” Rusty asked. “You’re single, and he’s single.”
“Because I don’t want to weird him out or put more stress on him.”
“But this morning he told me you guys have been hanging out every day.”
Maddox sighed. “We have. I’m still secretly crushing on my straight best friend. I’m absolutely going to hate whoever he starts dating next.”
Eliza snorted. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”
Maddox stomped back the hope that wanted to flare in his heart. “Why?”
“Because he’s so stressed, for starters,” she said. “He’s also hyper-focused on being a good dad. Which, everything I’ve seen, he’s an amazing dad. JJ is a very lucky little girl. But he won’t let himself take a break. If anything, I honestly think he’d feel guilty about dating.”
Maddox watched as a couple prepared to start a suspension scene on the large A-frame closest to the social area. A man and a woman. “Probably. He always was hard on himself.”
The woman stripped down to her panties and a sports bra. She smiled and chatted with the rigger in voices too soft to carry to where they were sitting at a table in the social area.
Ironically, watching a scene like this in a club a year ago would have had him surreptitiously adjusting himself. The woman was pretty, a little on the short side, and not a skinny twig. She wasn’t busty, but she had rounded curves in her ass and thighs, the perfect kind of woman to flip over your lap and spank.
Tonight, however, all he could think about was Hank.
How much he’d like to flip him over on his lap and spank him.
Eliza’s voice intruded on the start of a good fantasy of putting Hank on his knees in front of him, the perfect height for him to—
“Earth to Maddox.”
“Hmm?” He looked to find her smiling at him.
“I was offering to introduce you to her when they’re finished.”
“Why?”
Rusty snorted but didn’t respond. Eliza playfully backhanded her husband’s shoulder. “Because…you’re single?” she snarked. “I mean, isn’t that a good reason?”
“But she’s with someone. Not exactly proper form to ask a guy’s submissive out.”
“He’s a rope slut, and so is she. They’re only play-partners—they’re not together. Orrr…” She smiled. “I could introduce you to him. He’s single, too. And gay.”
“Being bi really does open their files and improve their chances of finding you someone,” Rusty playfully added.
The guy wasn’t bad-looking. A little on the thin side for his tastes. “He’s a Top though,” Maddox noted.
“Vers. And a switch.” Eliza arched an eyebrow at him, a look Maddox well remembered from high school. “Is that a green-light?”
Maybe before Hank was back in his life he would’ve been interested in either of them. But…
Yeah. When he thought about either of them as he watched the man tie her…
Nothing.
Zilch.
Not even a twitch from downstairs.
He finally opted for, “I’m afraid I wouldn’t be good company right now.”
“Interested in me hooking you up for a friendly dinner with one of them? No pressure. Get you out of the house.”
“I am getting out of the house.”
“To Hank’s,” Rusty said, all teasing now vanished from his tone. “You said it yourself—you’re hung up on a guy you think is unobtainable. Maybe what you need is to force yourself to step into a different groove for a while.”
“Who knows?” Eliza added. “Maybe Hank will get jealous and you can open a conversation with him.”
That was tempting, except Maddox wasn’t fond of those kinds of mind games. Mindfucks within the context of a scene? Sure, absolutely.
He also suspected Hank wasn’t exactly clued in to Maddox’s feelings, either.
Still…
They had a valid point, and he knew it. “I guess I wouldn’t be averse to dinner with her.”
“Atta boy,” Eliza said. “Consider it arranged.”
As Maddox settled back in his chair to watch their suspension scene, he wondered how he was going to move forward if he was still so completely hung up in the past.
 
* * * *
 
Hank stretched out in bed with his laptop to watch Netflix. JJ had a fantastic day, had absolutely rocked it in the presents department, and he felt nearly overwhelmed with gratitude for everyone who’d taken part.
Especially Dox.
Who apparently was going to that kink club tonight.
He didn’t know why that spun up a nest of conflicted feelings inside him. The guy deserved a life outside Hank’s pitiful existence. Especially after everything he’d done for him and JJ.
Besides, they were going over to Dox’s tomorrow to hang out and swim, and he’d told JJ to bring the robotics kit with her.
He definitely didn’t want Maddox to grow resentful of all the time he spent with them. That meant not being a clingy friend.
Except that’s exactly what he felt like. Which totally wasn’t him.
Except…it was. When it came to Dox, it definitely was and always had been.
He completely understood he’d once again defaulted to their old dynamic from when they were kids, of him letting Dox take charge, take control.
It was a comfort, familiar and welcoming, like slipping on a favorite pair of jeans that fit perfectly.
I don’t want to share him with anyone. Not like that.
The show continued playing on, unwatched, as he contemplated that.
Am I feeling…possessive?
That was weird, though, because wouldn’t that mean…
He stared at the ceiling and tried to sort that out in his head.
He’d felt like this when they were kids, too, but hadn’t really thought about it all that much until now, when viewed through the lens of an adult who’d had romantic relationships in the past.
He didn’t understand why he felt like that, either.
Looking back through his life…the only person he’d ever felt about like that was Dox.
He finally gave up trying to watch the show and set his laptop aside. After another moment he got up, locked the bedroom door, and stretched out in bed again. At least tonight he was reasonably certain JJ wouldn’t wake up and interrupt him. She’d worn herself out today.
Hank didn’t even have any lube. He pulled his boxers down and spit in his palm before stroking his cock.
Mmm.
He tried to quiet his mind but peace wasn’t…there.
While his cock was starting to get interested in the festivities, his brain was still distracted and couldn’t—wouldn’t—settle on any one fantasy to help him get the juices flowing.
Then a memory popped into mind, remembering one of the times he and Dox had jerked off together while watching porn.
His cock twitched and hardened in his hand.
Alllrighty, then.
His mind drifted from that memory to one night when they’d shared a bed together at his house. Nothing weird ever happened between them, but there was one night that had always hung around in the depths his mind, when he’d awakened to find himself pressed firmly against Dox, wrapped around him.
Not back-to-back, either, something that didn’t bother either of them, but spooning around him, Dox’s body warm and firm against his.
And he’d felt slightly horrified to realize his own cock had been rock hard, which he was pretty sure is what had awakened him, because he realized he’d been rubbing against the guy in bed. He’d had to carefully move, terrified Dox would’ve awakened and freaked out over it, and quietly headed to the bathroom, where he’d quickly rubbed one out in stealth mode.
He hadn’t thought about that incident in years, but it was what he was thinking about tonight while he stroked himself, enough pre-cum leaking from his cock to give him better lubrication and allow him to really start stroking.
Fuuuuck…
As his cock exploded and filled his hand with cum, he lay there trying to catch his breath and processing the swirling, confused emotions rolling through him.
He didn’t understand what it meant and wasn’t sure he should.
It’s been too fucking long since I’ve been with another person. That’s my goddamned problem.
As he climbed out of bed to clean up in the bathroom, he knew it was a problem he’d continue to have for the foreseeable future, because he refused to put JJ second…
And he also refused to give up any time with Dox. He’d lost enough time between them.
No way in hell would he sacrifice that friendship. Not for anyone.
 
* * * *
 
Eliza had gone to work immediately upon the end of the scene and when it was apparent the woman was feeling up to talking. It took her all of five minutes to bring the woman over to where Maddox still sat at the table and now watched another rope scene. She introduced herself as Neem, although Maddox got the distinct impression that was just a scene name, not her real name.
Fair enough. He didn’t have a reason to conceal his true name from someone, but totally understood why a single female submissive would want or need to.
Her large, greyish-green eyes studied him as he talked and told her a little about himself and his experience. She still wore her long reddish blonde hair in a loose, messy bun on the top of her head.
That was one benefit about dating inside the BDSM pond—it was easy to get likes and dislikes noted and out of the way before discussing things such as real names.
“How are your rope skills?” she asked when he’d finished listing his kinks and play preferences.
“I can restrain someone, but I’m definitely not at the level of the Top you just played with. I wouldn’t even think about attempting a suspension right now.”
“Oh.” She sat back, pulling the ponytail holder from her hair and finger-combing her tresses. They hung past her shoulders. “I really like rope. I’m not much of a masochist. I mean, I’ll take some light play. Sensual play. Any kind of bondage, though, whether it’s rope or cuffs or whatever, will turn my crank hard.” She smiled. “Strict protocols, like kneeling, stuff like that, is fun, too. I like handing over control when I trust someone.”
In the past, that would have been the exactly perfect line to reel him in hard to ask for more details and continue the conversation.
“Eliza said you’re single,” she noted. “Did you want to play tonight?”
At least he didn’t have to make up a reason to refuse her. “I didn’t come prepared to play tonight, and I don’t think I’m in the right headspace to play anyway, sorry. It’s been a long week.”
“That’s okay.” Although she did look a little disappointed.
He forced himself to ask it. “Did you want to grab dinner or something sometime?”
Even he heard the lack of interest in his voice. Damn, I used to be better at this.
“I mean, hit me up on Fet and send me a message with your deets.” She told him her profile name, which was actually different than what she’d given him as a scene name. “I marked myself as coming tonight, so you can find me through the event page. I’ve got a crazy work schedule the next couple of weeks, so it’d have to be after that.”
He nodded, relieved, and feeling like an idiot for feeling relieved. “Sure, not a problem.”
Before Hank returned, would Maddox have felt eager to follow up with her? Shown her more interest so she’d be eager to explore things a little sooner with him?
Because he suspected, based on her tone and how she was glancing around already, that her work schedule was just an excuse.
Which was disappointing on a number of levels, because it was an immediate ding against her for the dishonesty. Nothing he could pin down for certain, of course, but her body language screamed it.
And he wasn’t about to ignore that.
Missing subtle cues the last time got him into that mess with Kelly.
Rather, allowed him to miss the mess she was making of his life without him even knowing it at the time.
“Nice talking to you.” She pointed to a small group of people who’d just arrived, half of them carrying gear bags. “I’ve been waiting for them to arrive. Hit me up and we’ll get together sometime.”
“Sure. Thanks. Nice talking to you, too.” But as she stood and walked over to the group and started giving and receiving hugs, he knew it’d never happen.
So he picked up his bottle of water and refocused on the suspension in progress.
Eliza plopped down next to him, wearing a dour expression. “Dude, you could’ve tried a little harder than that. You ruin our perfect record, I’m not going to be happy.” She poked him in the shoulder.
“Sorry, ma’am.” He swirled his water bottle a little. “I’m just not feeling it.”
Her expression softened. “You could try talking to Hank.”
“And if he freaks out and it ruins our friendship?” He met her gaze.
“Maybe it won’t, you know. Maybe he’ll surprise you.”
“He’s only been back in my life for two weeks. I’m not willing to risk that. If he expresses an interest in what I’m doing here, I can ease my way into that conversation and come out as bi. But right now, I think that’d overwhelm him.”
“Sad thing is, I think you’re right about that, at least.” She patted him on the shoulder before she stood and headed across the space to talk to someone else.
As the suspension progressed, Maddox tried to focus on that and not on the thoughts in his brain, the fears, the worst-case potential if he came out completely to Hank.
Because he wasn’t sure he could handle that kind of broken heart right now.
 




Chapter Ten
 
Over the next week, Dox came over every evening to have dinner with them, although it was now Hank buying the groceries.
Most nights. Sometimes, Dox put his foot down and insisted on buying them, and sometimes he just showed up with them without even asking first.
Dox was also helping JJ with the robotics kit. It was a little advanced for her age, but he was so patient explaining things to her and letting her do them that sometimes Hank found himself standing there and watching them together instead of doing whatever it was he’d planned to get done while Dox kept her busy and supervised.
The next Saturday evening, however, Dox once again went to that club, attended another rope class. Hank had even gone so far as to look up the place online. Sure enough, it stated in several places on the website that sex was absolutely not allowed, and that…reassured him somewhat.
Why, he wasn’t exactly sure.
He also wasn’t sure he wanted to figure it out.
Or to figure out his vague irritation and anxiety over it all, which lasted until Dox had sent him a good-night text a little before ten, telling him he’d made it home and was going to bed early.
While also confirming they were coming over to his place to go swimming and have dinner on Sunday.
Leaving Hank filled with a vaguely smug satisfaction that Dox obviously hadn’t hooked up with anyone, or had brought anyone home.
Monday night, Dox came over for dinner, bringing a Publix chicken dinner with him. But since Hank wasn’t feeling very good, and JJ didn’t seem to be, either, they called it an early night. After Dox left for the evening, Hank got JJ put to bed.
Then he could finally just…chill. There was a chance he might not have much to do with work tomorrow, because rain was predicted, which would put a halt to the job he was currently working on with the crew. They were supposed to remove a large roof on a house tomorrow in preparation for repairing any rotted decking and then re-roofing it. He was simultaneously hoping they didn’t get rained out, meaning he’d only earn three hours’ pay, and hoping they did so he could come home and take a nap before picking up JJ.
I’m so exhausted.
Exhaustion was a state he was used to perpetually living in. Except now without the additional crushing loneliness of living in Pennsylvania. This exhaustion, at least, was the satisfying kind. Earned after having worked an honest day’s labor, of knowing you don’t owe any apologies for how hard you labored.
Absolutely, moving back to Florida had been the right choice. He’d reconnected with Dox, he’d gotten hooked up with Eliza and June, and secured affordable, reliable care for JJ.
He liked his boss and most of his coworkers. The work wasn’t his dream job but it wasn’t like he was qualified to do something that would pay a lot more. Listley already had him shadowing some of the crew foremen to learn from them. Since Hank had a clean driver’s license, he was further ahead than many others on their crews who didn’t have a clean license—or any license.
At least Hank was able to keep the rent paid, food on their table, and could see where in a few months he’d have their finances caught up and able to get them some sort of health insurance. They were getting ahead, finally.
Finally.
The peace of mind from having half a country between him and Cameron’s family was also worth it.
Soooo worth it.
Part of him wanted to pour himself a drink and take time to unwind for a little while on Facebook, and part of him said no, go to freaking bed already.
Adulting suuuuucks.
But he decided adulting was the smart thing, so he checked all the doors and windows. He was in the kitchen when he thought he heard a noise in the garage, but when he stuck his head through the door from the kitchen, he didn’t see or hear anything. He’d done a load of laundry earlier and already had it dried and put away. His truck was parked inside tonight, because he wasn’t sure if it’d be raining in the morning or not, and he didn’t want JJ to get soaked getting her into the truck.
He crawled into bed and closed his eyes. Dox had been around so much over the past couple of weeks that it was difficult to remember how lonely he’d felt up in Pennsylvania.
It once again reaffirmed his decision to move back to Florida.
To home.
To raise JJ here and wipe all memories of Pennsylvania from her mind, except for the good ones of Lois that he wanted her to remember.
He was building his village for her, and a damn fine one it was, too, if he did say so himself.
At some point he finally drifted to sleep. It was anything but a restful slumber, though. He had nightmares of working on the roof of a house and it caving in under him, complete with creaks and groans and crashing noises—
“DADDY!” JJ screamed, waking him up in a blind panic.
The noises weren’t just in his dreams. Somewhere in the house, he heard a grating, grinding noise, a sickening metallic crash, and more of JJ’s panicked screams.
He jumped out of bed and bolted for her room only to find the door standing wide open, but she wasn’t there. He spun around and ran down the hall, through the living room and into the kitchen, where he found her backing away from the door leading to the garage.
Scooping her up, he paused as he tried to process what, exactly, he was seeing in the garage. His pickup truck now rested nose-down in a large and growing hole that was swallowing it in slow-motion.
Synapses in his brain finally started firing. “Fuck!” He turned, snatching his phone and wallet off the counter with his free hand as he ran past, heading for the sliding glass doors off the living room, which led out to the backyard.
JJ was crying in his ear but he ran around the far end of the house and out to the sidewalk. There, one-handed and trembling, he dialed 911. He also got a better view of what, exactly, was going on.
“911, what is your emergency?”
“I…I…” He stared at the growing maw slowly devouring his driveway. “Sinkhole. There’s a sinkhole that just formed under our house. It’s…” He struggled not to burst into tears. “It’s swallowed my truck, and it’s taking our house.”
“Sir, is everyone out of the house?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you in a safe location?”
“We’re outside. My daughter and I.”
“All right, I’m dispatching help right now…”
Since he was standing out there in his boxer shorts, Hank wanted to try to grab something else to wear for himself and for JJ. Once he hung up with 911, he ran to their next-door neighbor on the safer end of the house, away from the sinkhole. He pounded on her door, screaming to wake her up, and shoved JJ at her when she opened the door. He’d met her and her husband, and they were an older couple, very nice.
“Sinkhole! Please hold her, I’ll be right back!”
JJ screamed at him not to leave her, trying to pull away from the neighbor and reach for him, but when the neighbor stepped out of her house and realized what was happening, she yelled for her husband.
Hank ran around to the backyard again, then inside through the sliders, which he’d left standing open, and down the hall to his bedroom. He grabbed shorts, a T-shirt, and started to grab shoes when an idea hit.
He yanked open his window, which looked onto the backyard. After punching the screen out, he started heaving boxes of his clothes through it. Once the cops arrived, they likely wouldn’t let him back into the house. He grabbed his laptop and charger and dumped it out there, too, managing to drop it on a box to cushion it.
Then he ran down to JJ’s room and did the same thing, grabbing armfuls of clothes, her school and gear bags, and tossed them out the open window.
But when he ran back toward the great room, to try to grab some of the boxes there, a sheriff’s deputy, who’d run in through the open sliders, caught up with him.
“Sir, you have to get out of here. Now. It’s not safe!”
“But I need to get—”
“Now!” He grabbed him by the arm and practically dragged him out of the house. From the garage he heard more crashes and metallic grinding. The deputy helped him move what he’d salvaged so far to the temporary safety of the neighbor’s porch. Finally, Hank took a sobbing JJ back from the neighbor and cradled her against him.
Another deputy was already stringing yellow caution tape around the front of their house. As a fireman walked up to him and started talking to him, Hank slid to the ground, his arms around JJ as they both cried.
 
* * * *
 
Maddox had been sound asleep after masturbating to his usual stable of fantasies about Hank when his phone rang and woke him up.
Hank’s custom tone.
He fumbled it, where it lay on his nightstand, before he answered it. “Hello?”
It sounded like Hank was crying, instantly driving sleep from Maddox’s brain while simultaneously making him think the worst. “Dox…I need you, I-I—”
“What’s wrong?”
Another man came on the line. “Hello?”
A brief flood of jealous rage mixed with worry washed through him at the strange voice. “Who is this?” Maddox demanded.
“Sir, this is Deputy Allen Greer, Sarasota County Sheriff’s Office. To whom am I speaking?”
His jealousy evaporated and converted immediately to full-on worry. “Maddox Orosco. What happened? Are Hank and JJ okay?”
“They’re safe…” Maddox sat up, horror filling him as the deputy told him what happened. “Mr. Webster indicated you’re a family friend. Would you be willing to come and—”
“Please tell him I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Or less.” Maddox was already up and moving even before he ended the call. As he got dressed, he had a thought and called Eliza.
“Oh, shit!” she said when he quickly explained. “We’re on the way. We’ll call some people. Maybe we can get them to let us move as much of their stuff out as we can salvage. I’ll call Bryce, too. I have his number. Maybe he can help convince them to let us do it.”
“Thank you!”
He was in the car two minutes later, his heart still pounding from the adrenaline dump the phone call triggered.
Damn right he’d be there for Hank and JJ.
Just try and stop me.
 
* * * *
 
At first, Maddox thought a deputy who was keeping the street blocked off wouldn’t let him in, until he explained who he was.
“Also, there are friends of ours coming to help,” he said, giving him Eliza’s and Rusty’s names.
“Okay, I’ll make sure they get through.”
Maddox slowly wove his car down the street and around fire rescue vehicles, until he got as far as they’d let him drive and he parked on the street three houses down from Hank’s. Then he got out and ran the rest of the way, finally spotting Hank sitting on his neighbor’s front porch, JJ in his lap and clinging to him like a koala.
Poor Hank looked lost, in shock. Before Maddox could say anything to him though, JJ realized he was there and she flung herself at him. He caught her and held her.
“Uncle Dox! All our stuff’s inside.”
“It’s okay, sweetheart. Stuff can be replaced. You two are safe—that’s all that matters.”
There was a haphazard pile of clothes and boxes stacked on the porch. From what he could see, half of the driveway, Hank’s truck, and the roll-up door had dropped into a large cavity. That corner of the house looked like it was already starting to sag, in danger of fully caving in.
He carefully sat next to Hank, still holding JJ, and draped his arm around Hank. “Hey, buddy.”
“I have to get the boxes from the back of the living room,” he said, sounding stunned. “Mom and Dad and Lois are in there. And all our pictures and stuff.”
Eliza and Rusty came running up, Bryce on their heels. “Are you guys okay?” Eliza asked.
Hank slumped against Maddox. “What am I going to do?” he hoarsely asked.
Maddox handed JJ back to Hank. “We need to get their stuff out.” If he had to risk arrest himself, he’d at least go get the boxes holding their urns and pictures. Those were the top four boxes in the pile, clearly labelled in marker. He’d seen them plenty of times during his visits, practically had them memorized.
Marcia and Derrick hurried up, followed by several others. As the attorney, Bryce took over. Within five minutes, they were consulting with the senior sheriff’s commander who’d taken control of the scene. Walking around the back of the house, they surveyed the situation.
“I’ll give you fifteen minutes,” he finally said. “Or if it looks like it’s getting worse, I’ll call you out.”
“That’s all we need,” Bryce said. “Let’s go.”
Working fast, they formed several human chains, one group taking the living room, and two groups taking the bedrooms. It only took them ten minutes to empty as much as they could, avoiding the kitchen, because it was too close to the garage and too unstable.
Derrick and Marcia had driven both their vehicles, as had Eliza and Rusty, and Bryce had his car. Some of the others they’d called in had pickup trucks. As Hank and JJ sat on the porch and watched, Maddox and Bryce coordinated loading their belongings into vehicles for the trip over to Maddox’s house.
“I-I don’t have a car seat for her,” Hank hoarsely said. “Hers was in my truck.”
“I got you covered,” one of the men said. “I’ll give you ours. We’ve got others in Essie’s car and one of the trucks.” He ran off to retrieve it from his car.
Another man walked up. “Are you both okay?” he asked.
Maddox didn’t recognize him, but Hank looked up and sadly laughed. “Yeah. I guess we know why the driveway was cracking.”
The man chuckled. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m so sorry.” He turned to Maddox and extended his hand. “Dave Marion. I’m their landlord.”
“Ah.” They shook. “Maddox Orosco, the best friend. They’ll stay with me.”
“I’ll get your deposit back to you, and the pro-rated rent,” he assured Hank. “I’ll have to get it wired in from my escrow account, so it might not be by end-of-day tomorrow. Might be the morning after. As soon as I have it, I’ll cut you a check and bring it to you personally.”
Maddox watched as Hank numbly nodded. “Thanks.”
At least JJ had calmed somewhat, with Eliza and June also helping comfort her.
“Let’s get them over to my place,” Maddox said. He made sure everyone had his address and cell number, and after they got the gifted car seat buckled into Maddox’s car, they headed out.
Hank silently slumped against the passenger door and Maddox didn’t try to make him talk or cheer him up. The man looked like he was in shock and wore a dazed expression.
JJ fell asleep on the way there. When they arrived, Maddox parked in the front yard to leave the driveway free for everyone else. He popped the overhead garage door open for them, too. While Hank got JJ out, Maddox directed the crew, which had picked up about ten more people along the way, it looked like, on where to put everything. He had them shift stuff out of his spare bedroom, which was more an office and catch-all room, so they could put JJ’s things in there.
With everyone working quickly, Hank was able to tuck JJ back into her own bed twenty minutes later. The boxes and suitcases holding Hank’s clothes were stashed in tidy piles along the wall in Maddox’s bedroom, and everything else was either put in the dining room or in the garage.
That’s when it hit Maddox that his biggest dream was, ironically, coming true, in a way.
Just not in any way he’d ever wanted it to come true.
After everyone else left, Hank stood there in the living room, looking lost as he stared at the boxes holding the urns and pictures. It was now three a.m. and Maddox knew Hank had to be near collapse.
“I don’t even have fucking renter’s insurance,” Hank said. “I don’t have comp on the truck, either. I can’t replace my truck.”
He rested a hand on Hank’s shoulder. “You’re both safe. Seriously, that’s the most important thing to remember.”
Hank nodded.
“And you have a place to stay with me for as long as you need it. You’re family, and I love you both.”
Although Hank had no clue how much.
“I owe you,” Hank said, his voice cracking. “Dox…I owe you everything, man. I can never repay you for tonight.”
Maddox pulled him in for a hug. “You don’t owe me anything,” he said.
“Yeah, I do. Whatever you want, you’ve got it. Anything you need, you ask. Anytime.” Hank broke down crying as Maddox held him while his heart broke for Hank.
If only I knew you wouldn’t push me away, buddy.
Otherwise, Maddox knew exactly what he’d ask of his friend, and it would mean Hank would never again have to worry about keeping a roof over his or JJ’s head.
Draping an arm around Hank, Maddox led him into the bedroom. “Just like old times, right?” He tried to keep it light in tone, but he felt emotionally crushed for Hank, and over the fact that he couldn’t simply admit to him what he felt.
Hank tearfully laughed. “Yeah, just like old times. But I don’t mind sleeping on the couch.”
“It’s a king-sized bed, dude. Seriously, it’s not like we haven’t slept together before.”
He briefly considered clarifying that, then decided no, fuck it.
“True.” Hank met Maddox’s gaze. “Thank you. Again. For everything.”
“Look, Marcia already told me tonight while they were helping us for me to work from home tomorrow. She also said I can have a flexible schedule for the next couple of weeks if I need it, until you get another vehicle. I’ll drive you to work and handle getting the pumpkin to school. Then I’ll pick her up from Eliza in the afternoon, and come get you from work. Once your landlord refunds your deposit, and you get the power deposits and everything back, I’ll take you car shopping.”
Despair filled Hank’s face again. “Now I’m back to no place to live and we have even less than we had before.”
“Dude. You have a place to live—you’re living here, with me.”
“I mean…we can’t stay here forever.”
Sure you can.
But Maddox didn’t say that. Instead, he took a risk and reached up, cupping Hank’s face in his hands, and he went full Dom on him.
“You’re living here, with me,” Maddox quietly said. “That’s an order. You are setting yourself up for a heart attack at the rate you’re going and the stress you’re under. Look, I wasn’t there for you when I should’ve been. Let me be here for you now. Lean on me. Do it for me, if nothing else. Fuck it, I’m lonely. I’ll admit it. Having you two around is going to be fun.”
“But…what about dating and…stuff?”
“I’m not dating.”
“You started going to that dungeon. Didn’t you go out with someone? I thought Eliza fixed you up.”
“I have gone to Venture, but I’m not seeing anyone right now. It’s only you and JJ in my life, okay? So if you need to tell yourself you’re doing it to keep me company, then do that. All right?”
He thought Hank might argue further but he finally nodded, looking weary and exhausted to his core.
“Excellent.” Maddox pulled him in for another hug, relief twining through him.
Did it make him a shitty friend for manipulating Hank like that?
Maybe.
He didn’t fucking care. He really was worried about Hank killing himself with stress. If he had to resort to a little manipulation to get Hank to see things his way, so be it.
He set Hank up in the shower with fresh towels and stepped out, closing the door behind him.
What he really wanted to do was climb into the shower with Hank and make love to him, promise him he’d take care of him and JJ, and end up having a movie-perfect future together.
Life didn’t work that way, though.
For tonight, he’d have to graciously accept that the universe had put Hank in the same bed as him.
And hopefully maintain his patience and not rush things and scare the man off in the process.
 




Chapter Eleven
 
By the time Maddox took his own shower and returned to the bedroom, Hank was thankfully sound asleep.
Good. He needs the sleep.
Maddox stood there for a moment, staring at him, unable to believe he was really there, in his bed.
The volunteers had retrieved the majority of their belongings from the house, minus anything in the kitchen, and, of course, Hank’s truck and anything inside it. Unfortunately, the truck itself would be a total loss.
Hank didn’t have comprehensive coverage on it, and he didn’t have renter’s insurance, either. At least the truck was paid off, so no adding insult to injury and having to pay off a loan balance on a truck he couldn’t even drive now.
Maddox turned out the lights and carefully settled on his side of the bed. Plenty of times when they were kids they’d awakened to find themselves pressed back-to-back, so it wasn’t weird.
Hopefully Hank would still think it wasn’t weird.
Because he knew he’d be snuggling against Hank any chance he got.
The next morning, when his alarm went off what felt like far too early, Maddox heard a groan from Hank.
“Jeez, I was hoping that was a nightmare.”
Maddox rolled over to face him. “Sorry, buddy.”
From what he could see of Hank’s face…he looked like hell, and Maddox hoped Hank wouldn’t have to do anything too complicated today.
“I just want to catch a fucking break.” Hank’s voice sounded hoarse, raw—broken. “I just want something to go right, for a change. I want to raise JJ, be reasonably happy, and get paid fairly for doing an honest day’s work. That’s it. It’s not asking too much, is it?”
Maddox risked holding him. Hank still lay facing away from him, but when his body started shaking as he cried, Maddox wrapped himself around him, his heart breaking for him once again.
“I’m here for you. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll get you through this. You two are going to live with me, and it’ll give you a chance to finally breathe and relax. I need you to focus on you and on her, and not stress over the rest. This will be okay. I’ll make sure you’re okay.”
He couldn’t help inhaling and breathing in Hank’s scent, not when his nose lay against the back of Hank’s head, buried in his hair.
When his cock decided this was a great position and began to stiffen in his boxers, Maddox opted to sit up and rest a hand on Hank’s arm.
“I’ll go get coffee made for us,” he said.
“Okay. Thanks.” Hank slowly sat up and looked at Maddox over his shoulder. “I love you, dude.”
Maddox patted him on the back. “I love you, too, dude.”
At least he didn’t have to lie about that.
He climbed out of bed and headed for the kitchen.
 
* * * *
 
Once he was alone, Hank drew in a shuddering breath and struggled to rein in his tears. He needed to get JJ up and ready for school. In fact, getting her to school today would probably be best for her, keep her mind occupied. Keeping her on her normal schedule would mean less time for her to be upset about their circumstances.
Although JJ likely would adapt quickly. She loved Dox, and now they had a pool. Despite his stunned state last night, it looked like the volunteers had managed to empty her room, getting everything out through the window.
Thank god I never unpacked those boxes.
It would’ve broken his heart if he’d lost those irreplaceable memories, or the urns of his parents and Lois.
He dragged himself to his feet and started looking for clothes. By the time he smelled coffee brewing, he was fully dressed in work clothes and headed to what was now JJ’s room to wake her up.
He turned on the hall light so he could see and not trip and scare her, but after opening her door he realized they’d managed to arrange her room very close to how it’d been at the other house. The door was in a different place, though, and so was her lamp, because there hadn’t been an outlet handy.
He walked across the room to turn her lamp on. This room had a ceiling fan, but no overhead light. He could probably add a light kit to it for Dox as one small way to help earn their keep.
She rolled over and mumbled something, finally bringing a genuine smile to his face. Like him, JJ wasn’t a morning person. “Hey, sweetheart. Rise and shine.”
She squinted at him. “Daddy, why’s my room weird?”
He sat on the edge of her bed. “We’re staying at Uncle Dox’s now. The sinkhole last night.”
Her eyes widened and she gasped. “The ground ate your truck!”
The snort escaped, and it felt good to have that moment of levity. “Yeah, it kinda did, didn’t it?”
“Can we live here for good?”
He knew Dox wouldn’t let him talk about moving right now, but realistically, he knew they couldn’t impose on him indefinitely. “We’re going to live here for a while,” he opted for. “I’m not sure how long. I’m going to have to get another truck, and our budget took a huge hit with this.”
“I want to live here with Uncle Dox. Why do we have to move anywhere else?”
He reached out and combed his fingers through her blonde tresses as he looked into her blue eyes. His little girlie-girl. She loved pink and dresses and princesses and unicorns, but she also liked getting her hands dirty.
“You don’t,” Dox said from the doorway. When Hank looked, he saw Dox had pulled on a bathrobe. He stood there, an unreadable expression in his eyes, his arms crossed as he leaned against the doorframe. “You’re living here with me, permanently, and that’s it,” he quietly said.
Ancient feelings washed through Hank, partly memories, of other times Dox basically laid down the law to him, although he was never an asshole about it, and Hank just…happily went along with it.
JJ jumped out of bed and ran over to him, throwing her arms around his legs in a hug. “I love you, Uncle Dox!”
He picked her up and hugged her, but his gaze was still focused over her shoulder and on Hank as he hugged her. “Love you, too, sweetie. Not going to let anything happen to either of you. You need to get ready for school. I’m going to take Daddy to work, and then I’ll take you to school.”
She gasped. “Are you going to pick me up from Miss Eliza today?” She smiled. “You can see me in class!”
He firmly nodded. “Yep. Until Daddy can get another vehicle, I am officially your chauffeur, princess.”
“What does that mean?”
He laughed and set her down. “I’m driving you.”
He turned and walked into his own bedroom, closing the door behind him while Hank located and set out clothes for her. He heard the master bathroom shower start and wondered if Dox had even poured his own coffee yet.
“Get dressed, sweetie, and then I’ll make you breakfast.” He headed to the kitchen and found not one, but two coffee mugs sitting there, ready and waiting, along with a spoon and the coffee fixings.
He knew Dox liked his coffee light and sweet, so he poured his first, prepared it, and carried it down the hall and through the bedroom, where he knocked on the master bathroom door. “Coffee.”
“Just bring it in, thanks.”
Hank opened the door, steam already swirling through the room. Couldn’t see anything through the opaque shower curtain anyway, though, so he set the coffee mug on the counter next to the sink. “Here you go.”
Dox’s head appeared around the end of the shower curtain. He smiled. “Thank you. See? I’ve never had a morning coffee server before. You want to pay me back? You can do that for me every morning.”
Hank laughed. Leave it to Dox to try to lighten the mood. “Sure. Suppose you want breakfast, too?” But Hank smiled, even though he felt exhausted.
“Oooh, now you’re talking, buddy.” He waggled his eyebrows at him. “See? I’m easy to keep happy. This is perfect. I won’t even make you be a cabana boy around the pool. Just morning coffee and breakfast.”
Hank laughed again, a little louder this time. This felt easy and…right. If Dox was joking around with him, things had to be copacetic, didn’t they?
“Sure, I can do that for you.” He turned to go check on JJ’s progress.
 
* * * *
 
Maddox watched through the small gap between the shower curtain and the wall as Hank turned and left the bathroom.
Fuuuuuck.
Thank god the man couldn’t see the morning wood he sported.
Sure, it was sneaky and underhanded, even though Hank had no clue…but to have a gorgeous subby guy bringing him morning coffee?
Uh, yes, please!
Even better, he got to sleep next to him every night, even if all they did was sleep.
It did hit him that he could easily be sneaky and underhanded and enlist JJ to help him shut down Hank’s talk about moving—
Wait, that’s the perfect idea.
That’s exactly what he’d do.
That’s why he wore a smile fifteen minutes later when he emerged from the bedroom, showered, shaved, and dressed for work. He smelled bacon and realized…
Yes, Hank had cooked them breakfast. Eggs and bacon and toast. JJ was already eating, and she smiled when Maddox walked out with his empty coffee mug in hand.
“Daddy cooked breakfast.”
“I see that.”
Hank had even set the table, and he laid a plate laden with bacon and scrambled eggs in the usual spot where Maddox sat.
“That’s yours,” Hank said. “Your toast is almost ready.”
It was only because JJ was there that Maddox was able to will his stubborn cock into submission. “This is fantastic, thank you.”
“Least I can do.” Their gazes met when Hank reached out to take his empty mug from him. “Refill?”
“Yeah, thanks.” He handed it over and forced himself to sit at the table and not watch Hank.
Because…yeah, that would totally mean he’d have a tent in his slacks, and he couldn’t do that around JJ.
He turned his focus to her instead. “Guess you have a story to tell in school today, huh?”
“Yeah.” She scowled as she chewed a mouthful of eggs. “Did the ground eat Daddy’s truck, or did the house eat it?”
Maddox chuckled. “The ground ate his truck and the house.” He heard the toast pop, and before he could even turn, Hank had buttered the slices and set them on the edge of Maddox’s plate.
“There you go.” Then Hank sat at the table with his own plate to start eating.
“Thank you.”
Hank offered a tired smile, but then he focused on JJ. “You scared me last night, sweetheart. When you heard the noises, you should’ve come and got me first. You could’ve been hurt.”
“I didn’t know it was real. I thought I was asleep.”
“Now that we’re all awake,” Maddox said, “and not in any danger, can I get the story from the start?”
He watched Hank as he retold the events. Maddox’s guts clenched in an ugly way at how close he came to losing both of them.
Once Hank finished, he looked down at his plate for a moment. “Thanks again,” he softly said before those blue eyes landed on him. “I can’t thank you enough. I meant it—anything I can do, you name it.”
Maddox reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “Hey, I love you, dude. This is what best friends do for each other.” He looked at JJ. “And I love you, too.”
She grinned. “I love you, Uncle Dox!”
Hank chuckled. “Yeah, I love you, Uncle Dox.”
Maddox’s focus returned to him, but now Hank was staring at his plate as he finished his breakfast.
They were in the car fifteen minutes later and heading toward Hank’s work. He could ride with the crew today, and Maddox would pick him up from the office at the end of the day. Once Hank was safely delivered and they were heading toward JJ’s school, she spoke up.
“Are you going to walk me to class, Uncle Dox?”
He glanced in the rearview mirror at her. “Do I need to? Because I will.”
“Daddy doesn’t, but you’ve never met my teacher. I want her to meet you.”
“Oh. Well, okay.” He parked when they arrived and headed into the school with her tugging on his hand. It was an older school, one-story, and with open courtyards and breezeways. Each classroom opened out onto a covered hallway, and he was relieved to see he wasn’t the only adult accompanying a student to their room, although none seemed to be walking with the older students.
The teacher stood outside the door, smiling and greeting her students as they arrived. Maddox felt a flash of jealousy wash through him as he sized her up and noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.
Hank hadn’t mentioned much about her, just that she was nice and JJ loved her.
Well, there were only a couple of weeks left in the school year, if that. He really needed to get that info, too.
The teacher’s smile slipped only a little when he walked up, but he could immediately see she was wondering who he was.
JJ handled that for her. “Miss Grant, this is my Uncle Dox. He’s not really my uncle, he’s Daddy’s best friend and my step-dad.”
He had to hand it to the woman, she had a damned good poker face. “Oh, nice to finally meet you, Uncle Dox. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
He held out a hand. “Thanks. Maddox Orosco.” He knew he could’ve left it at that, but it might make Hank wonder later why he didn’t correct the story. He hugged JJ good-bye and then straightened. “I’ll see you this afternoon, sweetie.”
Once JJ was safely inside the classroom and out of earshot, he clarified things. “That wasn’t exactly right, though. I’m not actually her step-dad.” He gave the teacher the quick summary and her expression shifted again, this time to concern.
“Oh, wow! I heard on the news this morning about a sinkhole taking a house. That was theirs?”
“Yeah. And I’ve known Hank literally since we were kids. I couldn’t not take them in. Hank’s listed me as her emergency contact, and I have permission to pick her up from school, if there’s a problem. But please call us if she seems to have any issues that crop up after the fact.”
“Absolutely.” She smiled. “Your wife’s a lucky woman.”
He knew a fishing trip when he spotted one, and decided to toss a little chaff into the air to deflect her and maybe “accidentally” misdirect her away from Hank.
“Well, there isn’t one, and it’d be husband if there was, but thanks.” He smiled. “I think my biggest battle will be convincing Hank he doesn’t need to feel guilty about them living with me. After everything he’s been through over the past couple of years, it’s time for him to be able to lean on someone else and be taken care of.”
She slowly nodded in that knowing way, and he suspected her mind had just zipped off in the direction he’d wanted it to. “So your number is in her file?”
“It should be. For now, if there’s any emergency, please call me first instead of Hank. I’ll be the one bringing her to school or coming to get her if there’s an issue. He doesn’t have a vehicle yet. Might be a couple of weeks, depending on how fast they get his utility deposits refunded.”
“Well, while you’re here…” She glanced around and lowered her voice. “She’s been acting really tired in the afternoons the past couple of weeks. They get a short naptime after lunch, but sometimes it’s difficult to wake her up.”
Hank hadn’t mentioned anything about that. “I know the martial arts lessons sort of wear her out. She seems okay on the weekends, and I’m usually around all during the day, but I’ll keep an eye on her.”
“Oh, that’s right. I bet that’s it.”
Maddox chatted with her for another moment and finally left, feeling smugly satisfied that he’d likely redirected any potential competition in another direction. Once in the car again, he texted Hank before getting on the road.
 
One princess safely at school. You didn’t tell me her teacher’s cute.
 
He sent it, knowing it was a calculated risk.
Hank responded a moment later.
 
Thank you! I owe you.
 
Followed by another seconds later.
 
She’s nice, but I’d feel weird asking her out. Not even going there.
 
Relief filled him, with guilt a close second.
But only a little bit of guilt. It was more smug satisfaction.
From there he opted to stop by their house first. He wanted to see what state it was in. Part of the street was roped off and he had to walk from four houses down. There was a small crew in the yard, one rolling what looked like an odd kind of cart back and forth in straight lines while others were surveying the property and putting out marker flags.
The sinkhole was only a little larger than it’d been last night. Maddox spotted part of the truck’s rear bumper stuck up at an odd angle where it was visible under the collapsed roll-up door.
Then he caught sight of a guy standing on the sidewalk. He was wearing a work shirt that matched the people with the cart and survey equipment, and Maddox realized he recognized him.
“Wade?”
The man looked up, his gaze narrowing briefly as he eyed him. “Y-yes?”
That’s right, he was sure he remembered now. From the Suncoast Society munch he’d attended. The guy had a slight stutter, and had been there with his husband and their third.
Maddox walked over and extended his hand. “Maddox Orosco. We met…at dinner with friends a few weeks ago.”
Recognition dawned, and he was apparently relieved that Maddox was being discreet. He shook with Maddox. “Wade Hines.”
“What are you doing here?”
He pointed at the cart. “Ground an…alysis. Mapping.” He smiled and pointed at the embroidered company name on his shirt. “Evil day…job.”
“Ah.”
“What are you…d-doing here?”
“Hank is my best friend. He called me last night when it happened. The man who was renting the house, him and his little girl.”
“Are they…okay?”
“Yeah. He and his daughter got out safely. And a bunch of us, including my bosses, Marcia and Derrick, and Eliza and Rusty, and others, came out to help clear their things out and get them moved to my house.”
Wade slowly nodded, fitting the pieces together. “Ah.” He smiled. “F-friend in…common.”
“Exactly.” Maddox’s attention returned to the house. “Any chance of us being able to clear out the kitchen? We got everything else out.”
Code enforcement had red-tagged the house and put a warning sticker on the front door.
Wade shook his head. “Too…unstable. Still…shifting. That’s what we’re doing. M…apping the ground to see…what else is…there.”
Wade swept his arm, indicating the development. “Built on top of an old…orange grove. Not the…first sinkhole to…happen here. Place is…pockmarked with them. Four in…twenty years. And more voids. Lots of…subsidence all…over. Half the…p-place is on well water. Older section is. And…yard irrigation systems. And golf…c-course irrigation system just…over there.” He pointed, indicating beyond Hank’s house. “Groundwater…subsidence.”
“Oh, shit.” Thank god they’d only been renting and hadn’t bought the place.
Wade nodded. “They’re…lucky. Void extends…past back of house. Could’ve…opened under a b-bedroom.” He consulted his tablet, then let out a piercing whistle to his crew. The guy pushing the cart stopped and waited while the surveyors kept on working.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to work,” Maddox said, shaking with him again. “We can talk later.”
“Yeah. Glad they’re…okay.”
“Me, too.”
Once at the office, he dove into his work. Marcia and Derrick waved him into Derrick’s office not long after his arrival.
“How are they?” Derrick asked.
“JJ’s fine,” he said. “Hank’s still shaken.” He told them what he’d learned from Wade.
Marcia’s eyes widened. “Holy crap,” she said. “They really are doubly lucky. They have you, and they’re alive. They need anything, let us know.”
“Hank’s a proud man. Getting him to accept much more help might push him to his breaking point. He’s going to need to replace his truck, though.”
“When he’s ready, let us know,” Marcia said. “We know a car dealer.”
“Yeah, a new one won’t be in his budget right now.”
“Maybe not,” Derrick said, “but we trust her to not screw him over. She’s a friend in common. She can help find him a good used one within his budget.”
“Ah. Thanks, I’ll let him know.”
He spent the day yawning and drinking more coffee than he usually did, which he suspected might catch up with him later.
When it was finally time to pick up JJ, he headed out feeling…excited. If this was what being a step-dad felt like, he could easily get used to it.
Now if he could only find a clear and reduced-guilt path toward convincing Hank that was a great idea.
 




Chapter Twelve
 
It was both slightly weird and a comfort living with Dox. JJ quickly settled in and acted like she’d never lived anywhere else. For Hank’s part, he realized the first weekend there that he was sleeping better than he had in fricking years.
Having a living person in bed with him, even platonically, was like a silent balm he hadn’t known his aching soul desperately needed. It was a comfort awaking in the middle of the night and having Dox’s calm and steady presence there.
To assuage his guilt, he arose before Dox every morning and made sure his coffee was ready, as well as made breakfast for them. Hank also insisted on taking over the cooking, laundry, and other chores, since Dox wouldn’t let him chip in for anything. Evenings were spent together with JJ, and…being a family.
That first Sunday night, they were sitting on the couch and watching a movie, with JJ asleep and sprawled across both of their laps, when it struck Hank that he was actually…relaxing.
There weren’t a million anxieties silently streaking through his brain.
By the following Wednesday, he had all his deposit refunds. With Marcia and Derrick’s recommendation, Dox drove Hank to the dealership. Susan Costello Holman, the owner, personally took charge of them and walked them around to show them four different used trucks she’d had checked out. Derrick and Marcia had apparently already talked to Susan, and it was soon clear that Susan had already talked to Dox, who playfully and silently smirked the entire time.
Hank finally settled on a Ford pick-up that was only three years old, but had low mileage, and it had a crew cab. That meant JJ could safely ride in the backseat. When it came time to do the paperwork and he filled out the financial forms, he realized the price listed was a good three grand less than the window sticker.
When he pointed that out to her, she smiled. “You get the friends and family discount,” she said as she nodded at Dox. “We’re good friends of Derrick and Marcia’s. They told us what happened.”
Immediately, he realized the context. She meant those kinds of friends, the kinky kind, and he wasn’t sure how that left him feeling.
Dox hadn’t gone out since they’d been living with him, not even to the club. If they weren’t at work, they were together, or Dox was transporting JJ to school, or picking her up from Eliza’s. Dox had even bought a new car seat so they had one in both cars, and he wouldn’t let Hank chip in for it.
Hank had also notified the school of their situation and made sure they reflected their new address in their records. It apparently amused Dox to no end that he was now “officially” listed in the school records as JJ’s “step-father,” since that was the closest category they had to what they now were.
Why the hell not? If it didn’t bother Dox, it didn’t bother him. Not like he had a dating life to worry about
It was just over two weeks since they’d moved in with Dox, and tomorrow was the last day of the school year. From that point on, they would drop JJ off at June’s gym in the morning and then pick her up from Eliza’s dojo in the afternoon. She loved karate and was eagerly looking forward to gymnastics, too.
At least the extra exercise was burning off her seemingly boundless energy. She usually crashed hard every evening and slept all night, sleeping better than she had in a while.
The irony that he now could’ve had the privacy to jerk off in bed had he been living in their house did not escape him.
He made do, usually rubbing one out in the evening when he took his shower after returning home. With Dox taking charge of JJ, he didn’t have to worry about her. Dox was also teaching her how to swim, because he didn’t want her living there and not knowing how. He had a pool fence surrounding the perimeter of it out on the screened lanai, but accidents could happen in an instant.
Today, Hank had finished work early and headed over to the dojo to pick up JJ after shooting Dox a text that he was going to do it. He stood there, watching JJ with the rest of the class. She was the smallest one, even though there were a couple of boys her age. But she was apparently keeping up with all of them where she stood in the front of the class, in the first row and right behind the instructor, and worked through forms with them.
Eliza walked over to stand next to Hank and leaned in, her voice low. “She’s doing really well. Very feisty. I can’t wait until she starts sparring.”
He slowly nodded. “I’ll need Xanax then, but okay.”
She snorted. “You’re a good dad.”
He sighed. “If I was a good dad we wouldn’t be shacked up in my best friend’s house and living on the charity of others. I would’ve had full insurance on my truck, and had renter’s insurance.”
“Oh, sweetie. Shit happens. But you’ve got the best friend ever helping you out.”
“Believe me, I know that. Thank god we used to share a bed when we were kids, so it’s not weird. Dox won’t let me sleep on the couch. He insisted on me sharing his bed. I mean, it’s a king-sized bed, so it’s not like we’re on top of each other. But I feel guilty.”
A weird look crossed her face. “Why?”
“Because I’m upending his life.”
“It’s his life to decide that, honey. Enjoy it and be thankful for it, and him.”
“I am, believe me. But we can’t live with him forever.”
“Has he asked you to move out?”
“No.” He sighed. “He insisted we live with him. But he won’t let me pay rent. I tried to give him grocery money the other day and he wouldn’t even let me do that. When I got my money back from the landlord, and the utility deposit refunds, he insisted I use that for a new truck.”
“He loves you.”
“I love him, too. He’s my best friend. He’s pretty much the only family I have left, because I consider him family. I wish I hadn’t gone so long without talking to him. I missed him like hell.”
“Then why don’t you let him do this for you without feeling guilty about it? He obviously wants to do it. He’s a big boy. He can make his own decisions, you know. Enjoy being together. Doesn’t JJ love him?”
He nodded. “Yeah. They’re crazy about each other. He’ll be a great dad one day.”
The class took a break. He watched as JJ ran over to the water cooler to get a drink of water, then she darted through the doorway toward the back, where the bathrooms were.
“You’ve had to be strong alone long enough,” Eliza counseled. “Maybe he’s seeing this as a chance to make it up to you for not getting in touch with you over the years. Let him. Listen, I’d be the first to call you out if I thought you were screwing up.”
“I don’t want to overstay our welcome.”
“Again, let him tell you that.”
“I thought moving back to Florida was going to be our chance to get ahead,” he said. “I thought finally, our luck was changing.”
“I’m going to give you some advice, hon. Just because you don’t think your luck is changing for the better doesn’t mean it isn’t. Sometimes, the biggest blessings look like curses at first blush. Just look at history for proof of that lesson.”
“I know you’re trying to cheer me up, ma’am, but I think I’m beyond that right now. I’m…exhausted.”
“Stay strong, hon. You can do this. Let Maddox help you. Hey, think of it this way—it’s making him happy.”
“That’s the only reason I’m not totally selling all my plasma or something right now for extra money. He’s acting like we’re doing him a favor by living with him. He sounds like he really means it when he says he doesn’t want us moving out.”
“Then believe him.”
JJ returned from the bathroom and waved at him as she headed back to resume her place in the class.
“Is she having fun?” he asked Eliza.
“Oh, absolutely. You know the benefit of her learning all this?”
“What?”
“Between this, and June, and Rusty chomping at the bit to get her to our reenactment group and start teaching her how to use weapons, you aren’t going to have any worries about boys giving her shit. She’s going to be fricking lethal, just like our daughter.”
“I guess that’s something.”
Twenty minutes later class ended. JJ ran over to him, throwing herself at him for a hug. “Did you watch me, Daddy?”
He scooped her up into his arms. “I sure did. Are you a black belt yet?” he teased. “Taking out ninjas left and right? Ready to join the samurais?”
She giggled. “No, Daddy.”
“Well, let’s get your stuff and get home. I want to start dinner so it’s ready when Uncle Dox gets home. Go say good-bye to Miss Eliza.”
She put her shoes on and ran to do that, then grabbed herself another drink of water. Before he could stop her, she darted back to the bathroom again.
At least she was now at the age where, unless they were at some sort of venue where he didn’t feel comfortable letting her out of his sight, she could use the bathroom on her own.
While she did that he grabbed her gym bag and backpack. Once they were in the truck and on the way home, she started talking his ear off about school that day, and her friends, and evvverything.
He nodded where appropriate, he hoped. At least with her in the backseat she couldn’t tell when he wasn’t paying close attention to her like she used to could.
Right now he was trying to decide what to make for dinner. If Dox wouldn’t let him pay rent, and wouldn’t let him give him grocery money, the least he could do was take up the slack and do chores and cook for the man.
Maybe Eliza’s right. Maybe I should take him at his word.
The thought of looking for another place to live right now and moving again was not just daunting, but physically exhausting.
But if they were going to be living with Dox for a while, he was going to have to convince his friend to let him pay him something. He couldn’t stand not paying their way. It wasn’t like Dox was a rich man, either. Sure, he was far better off than Hank was, but he didn’t want to ruin their renewed friendship by being a mooch.
It would be a while before he could save up funds to afford another place for them. He now had a car payment, higher auto insurance because he had to have comp and collision—and a gap rider while he still had payments—and he really needed to get JJ health insurance. That meant buying health insurance for himself.
On top of everything else, that wasn’t in the budget right now. If he had to, he’d tap into the emergency fund, but the thought of doing that grated on him and made him feel like a failure.
The lesser of the two “evils” was to take Dox at his word and continue living with him. For his part, he was enjoying it, and he knew JJ was, too.
Hell, it’s kind of like we’re husbands now. I take care of him, and we don’t have a sex life.
That thought made him silently snicker.
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
Two weeks into JJ’s summer break, it was usually Maddox who dropped her off at June’s and picked her up in the afternoon from Eliza’s. With their rainy season upon them, sometimes Hank ran late getting home when the crew had to stop working for a rain or lightning delay, but the short duration of the storm meant they could continue once it abated.
JJ had spent the weekend mostly lounging on the couch and watching TV, acting like she wasn’t feeling very good, like she was tired, but she wasn’t running a fever. At least she was staying hydrated. It seemed every time he turned around she was drinking water. It was a weird weekend, though, because Hank’s boss asked him to work Saturday and Sunday to help another crew finish a job that’d gotten delayed due to weather, and he’d make overtime for it.
Maddox had sent him out the door to do it with full assurances he’d take care of JJ. He knew damn well Hank would feel guilty as fuck if he turned down the opportunity to earn extra money, even at the expense of his days off.
In fact, Hank had already left for work on Monday morning when Maddox realized JJ had fallen asleep on the couch where she’d ended up after breakfast. “Sweetie, we need to get ready to go.”
With school out, he didn’t have to get up quite as early as he’d had to when he had to drive her to school, so that meant he was usually lying there in bed watching Hank quietly get dressed in the morning and staying out of his way.
And trying to hide his own erection over the view, since Hank didn’t bother acting bashful while getting dressed.
Why would Hank feel he needed to?
Bonus for Maddox.
“I’m tired, Uncle Dox.”
“I know, sweetheart, but you need to go to Aunt May’s. Maybe Aunt June will let you take a nap in her office again.” She’d done that twice last week. It wasn’t uncommon for the extra exercise to do that to new students at first, they’d assured him. And she was the youngest student in their day camp.
He finally got her out to his car and in her car seat, where she promptly fell asleep again. But by the time they’d arrived at the gym, she seemed more awake and nearly normal.
Instead of just letting her get out and watching her go inside, he parked and walked her in.
June was manning the front counter. He hugged JJ good-bye and sent her on while he stopped to talk to June. “She’s acting a little tired this morning. She’ll probably need a nap.”
“You know she drinks a lot of water, right?” June asked.
“Yeah. Hank’s always on her to make sure she doesn’t get dehydrated. Haven’t even had to remind her lately. He’s always worried about it because of the heat. He has to watch out for it because of work.”
“Yeah, but she’s not working on a roof in a Florida summer,” June said. “And she’s been a little moodier than normal for her.”
“Do you think there’s a problem?”
“I’m not a doctor. But if she’s not herself in a day or so, you might want to drop by her pediatrician and have her checked out.”
“Okay.” He knew Hank had a pediatrician for her, and Maddox even had the info stored on his phone, just in case. Except she’d been healthy ever since they’d moved down, as far as he knew.
He headed to work and decided not to stress Hank out by relaying the information. He’d handle it. If it turned out she was just being a moody kid, he didn’t want Hank freaking out over nothing, especially when he was already stressing enough. He didn’t have health insurance for them yet, but he’d insisted that Maddox start taking a hundred a week from him to help with expenses.
The only reason Maddox accepted it was because he knew trying to fight Hank on this point any longer would only heap more stress and guilt on the man’s plate. For now, he tucked it into his savings account.
He’d just finished lunch when his cell phone rang with a call from June, which was unusual and disturbed him before he even answered it.
“Hey, what’s up.”
“I hate to do this, but you really should come pick JJ up and take her to the doctor.”
His pulse spiked. “Why? Did she get hurt?”
“No, but she threw up a few minutes ago. She’s not running a fever, but you really need to get her seen today. My gut’s telling me there’s something wrong. I called Eliza after you left to ask her if she’d noticed anything, and she said JJ’s been drinking a lot of water, and hitting the bathroom a lot.”
“Well, yeah, if she drinks she’s going to pee.”
“No,” June insisted. “Not in a normal kid way.”
“What do you think’s wrong?” He stood and started gathering his things so he could work from home after getting her seen at the doctor’s office.
“Maybe nothing. Maybe just a stomach bug. I’m not a doctor. But you need to tell them all these symptoms. Also, has she been losing weight?”
“What?”
“Weight. Has she lost any weight?”
“I don’t know.” He tried to think back. “I don’t know what she weighs.”
“Have them look at her records. It should be in there if he just had her school physical done before he moved down here.”
“Okay. I’ll be there shortly.”
He ended the call and told Marcia what was going on before he hurried out to his car with his stuff. On the way over there, he called the pediatrician’s office and confirmed they could see her. Bryce had drawn them up a power of attorney so Maddox could do anything like this for JJ without having to drag Hank out of work for non-emergencies.
When he arrived at the gym, May directed him back to the office, where JJ was curled up asleep on the couch, a fleece throw over her and a bucket on the floor next to her. June was working at her desk.
“I’ll carry her bag for you,” June said. “I got her stuff ready.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re going to take her to the doctor right now, right?”
He stared at her, knowing something was going on. “Just tell me your thoughts.”
She glanced at JJ before meeting his gaze. The petite woman was intimidating. He loved her to death, and so did JJ, but he suspected if you got on her bad side she could take you apart at the seams.
“She was cold. That’s something else lately I’ve noticed, that she gets cold really easy. Have them check her blood sugar.”
“What?”
“Just…ask them. Tell them all her symptoms and then ask. She might need a different diet. She’s doing a lot of physical activity. Her blood sugar might be low.”
He tried to calm himself. “Okay.”
JJ woke up when he picked her up to carry her out to the car, but fell asleep almost before he’d pulled out of the parking space. He ended up carrying her into the doctor’s office because she was fussy and grumbly and tired.
As he sat and filled out paperwork with her in his lap, he shoved aside the thought that yeah, he was a dad now, and he wished he could be her dad.
If only.
When it came time for the insurance info, he returned the forms to the clerk. “Her dad doesn’t have health insurance yet. I’ll be paying for today’s appointment. Is there a discount or something for self-pay?”
The office clerk nodded. “We do cash discounts.”
“Well, it’ll be a credit card.”
She smiled. “Same thing. I meant non-insurance.”
“Okay, thanks.”
He sat to await their turn, JJ softly snoring against his shoulder, she was so deeply asleep. When the nurse called them back, he was able to rouse JJ enough she could stand on the scale. The nurse checked her weight, frowned, and then consulted her chart before tweaking the balance weights on the scale.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Dad, has she been on a diet or something?”
“Step-dad,” JJ groused, climbing into his lap again.
He let it go because it wasn’t worth wasting the time to clarify it. “No. She’s a couple of weeks into her gymnastics day camp, and she goes to a martial arts camp in the afternoon. She was doing the martial arts camp after school for several weeks before the end of the year, though. Why?”
“How’s her appetite?”
“She’s been eating normally, I guess. I haven’t noticed any changes. Why?”
“Well, she’s lost four pounds since her last physical just before they moved down, it looks like.”
“What?”
“Let me get the rest of her vitals and then we’ll go from there. What are you here for again today…”
An hour later, they’d done a urine test—which he’d asked one of the female nurses to help her with—checked her blood sugar, drawn blood to send out to the labs, and the doctor looked a little somber when he entered the exam room after reviewing the immediate test results. He pulled up a rolling stool to sit and talk with Maddox, where he sat in a chair with JJ in his lap again.
“What’s wrong?” Maddox asked, fear filling him. Sure, he loved JJ like a daughter now.
“I’m going to need you to bring her back to our office in the morning for her to have blood work drawn after a fast tonight.”
“What do you mean?”
“No food or anything but water after midnight. I want to run some more tests.”
“What do you think it is.”
“Well, for starters, her blood sugar is unusually high. There is no indication of a UTI in her urine, so that’s not causing any of her other symptoms. Her blood pressure is a little lower than I’d like to see. Based on all her symptoms, and on the weight loss in just a couple of months, and with the blood sugar levels, I’d like to be sure before I make an official diagnosis.”
“But what do you think it is?”
He met Maddox’s gaze. “I think the test results are going to show type 1 diabetes.”
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
Hank felt exhausted when he returned home that evening. Using up his weekend working had been great for helping his bank account, but not so much for his body.
When he arrived home he smelled dinner cooking and felt a little guilty he wasn’t the one doing it.
It also surprised him that JJ didn’t come greet him at the door like she usually did.
Dox, however, met Hank when he walked in. The grim look on Dox’s face didn’t bode well.
“What happened?” Hank asked, fear rolling through him. “What’s wrong?”
Dox took his lunch cooler from him. “Kitchen,” he softly said.
“Where’s JJ?”
“She’s napping. Let’s go talk. Come on.”
Hank followed him. Numb, he stood in the kitchen and listened as Dox told him about picking JJ up and taking her to the doctor…and his preliminary diagnosis.
“I…” He felt like he’d been gut-punched. “Can we get a second opinion or something? She’s a healthy kid. She’s rarely sick, even after she started kindergarten.”
“That’s why I’m taking her in tomorrow morning for the additional blood work. That’s when he’ll confirm it, or look elsewhere. I already told Marcia and Derrick I need a couple of days off, and why.”
“I…” He slumped back against the counter. “Can he be wrong?”
“I doubt it. June even told me to have them check her blood sugar. She didn’t tell me she suspected diabetes, but after I called her once we were home, to tell her what was going on and that we might not be there tomorrow, she admitted one of her daughters’ friends when they were kids had T1D.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s the type of diabetes. T2D is the insulin-resistant type. This is the one they used to call juvenile diabetes.”
“Wait. That’s the worse one, isn’t it?”
“It can be, if we don’t manage it properly. That’s why it’s critical we get her diagnosed now, if that’s what it is, and get her on a treatment regimen. Does anyone in your family have it?”
Hank shook his head. “I don’t know. Wait…” He thought about it. “Mom’s mom had something. She had to take shots all the time.”
“But you don’t remember why?”
“No.” He felt numb. “She’s going to need one of those testing things, right?”
Dox nodded. “Likely.”
“Those are expensive, aren’t they?” He felt physically sick. “And I heard insulin is really expensive, isn’t it?” He wanted Dox to reassure him, to tell him this was going to be okay.
The grim look on his friend’s face offered no solace. “I was thinking maybe it’s better you go to work tomorrow and let me handle this, and I’ll—”
“Fuck that! I’m her father!” Then something else hit him. “Wait, how much was today’s appointment?”
Dox shook his head a little. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Uh, yeah, I will worry about it. How much? Will they bill me, or do I need to pay you back? How’s that work?”
Dox stepped closer and put his hands on Hank’s shoulders. “Stop,” he gently said. “I took care of it.”
“I-I can’t let you do that!”
“There’s no ‘letting’ me do it—it’s done. I’m taking care of tomorrow, too.”
“No.” Hank shook his head. “No, I’m going tomorrow.” He pulled out his phone. “I’ll call my boss and tell him I need the day off.”
Dox reached out and covered Hank’s phone with his hand. “I’m still taking her to the appointment tomorrow,” he gently said, “and I’m still taking care of the bill. If you want to come with us, okay, but understand, this is how it will be tomorrow. I’m handling everything. Okay? I’m in charge. I won’t accept no for an answer, buddy. Either you go to work and let me take her, or you ride with me, but I’m not arguing with you about this.”
He stared into Dox’s brown gaze. Tonight it looked like chocolate and dark coffee depths, intense, resolute.
He knew that look all too well—that was Dox’s take-no-shit, non-negotiable look. He’d been the recipient of it countless times when they were kids, and every time, he’d always given in to Dox and done what he said.
Always to Hank’s benefit. He’d never regretted it after the fact, even if he’d argued with Dox before giving in.
Hank finally nodded. “I’ll ride with you.”
“Okay.” He moved his hand, and Hank could barely believe the words coming out of his mouth as he quickly explained to Ken Listley what was going on.
Once that was done, he started for the kitchen doorway because he wanted to put eyes on JJ and reassure himself she was okay. His pulse had started pounding, his head spinning during the phone call to his boss, panic threatening.
But a hand clamped down on his arm. When he looked he saw Dox standing there, immovable.
“Stop,” Dox softly said. “Take a deep breath. Don’t go in there all panicked and scaring her. She’s okay. The doctor and I talked to her.”
“But—”
“Do. Not. Scare. Her.” His steady gaze bored into Hank. “She handled the blood draw and finger-sticks today like a champ.”
“She always was okay with needles,” he mumbled. “Nurses always said she was the calmest kid ever for her shots.”
“Okay, then. We told her if it is that, then she’ll need medicine that will make her feel better again. She actually wants the tests tomorrow. She knows it’ll be uncomfortable, but she wants to feel better. She knows something’s wrong. She’s a smart kid.”
 
* * * *
 
Maddox knew this was difficult for Hank and had tightly reined in his own emotions. Was he scared?
Fuck yeah, he was. He also knew if he showed the slightest fear that Hank would freak the fuck out, and then JJ would pick up on that.
He had to be Hank and JJ’s rock right now.
He pulled Hank in for a long hug. “Just breathe, buddy. We’ll take care of her. That’s what family does.”
Except an idea had already started to form in his brain. Once they confirmed or ruled out the diagnosis tomorrow, he could take his next step. One he wasn’t sure how Hank would react to.
One he felt like a gigantic fucking asshole for almost being…eager to implement.
After he released Hank, he followed him down the hall to JJ’s room, where Hank took a deep breath before opening her door and going in.
She opened her eyes. “Hi, Daddy.”
Maddox hung back in the doorway, watching as Hank knelt next to her bed and leaned in to kiss her forehead. “Hey, sweetheart. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you this afternoon.”
“It’s okay. Uncle Dox took care of me. We told them he’s my step-dad.”
Maddox remained quiet and carefully watched Hank for any sign he was going to freak out so he could step in and take over if he did.
“He kinda is, isn’t he?” Hank said as he stroked her forehead. “I’m going to take off from work tomorrow and go with you and Dox to the appointment. I want to talk to the doctor myself.”
“He said it might be die beetles.”
Maddox couldn’t hold back his snort. “Diabetes.”
“I don’t want to miss gymnastics tomorrow,” she groused. “We’re supposed to start learning balance beam.”
“Miss June told me she’d help you make it up, honey,” Maddox said. “You’ll be caught up in no time.”
When Hank looked up at him, his haunted gaze drew Maddox over to the bed, where he helped him to his feet. “You rest some more, sweetie,” Maddox told JJ. “I’ll have dinner ready soon, and Daddy needs a shower.”
She smiled. “Daddy’s stinky.”
“Yeah, he is.” Maddox turned him and steered him out the door and into their bedroom, where Hank started crying as soon as the door closed behind them.
“What am I going to do?” he tearfully whispered.
Maddox pulled him in for a hug. “You’re going to breathe and let me take charge of this. You focus on keeping calm for her, because that’s what’s best for her. We’ll take this day by day. It might not be that.”
“But he thinks it is?”
“Yeah, he does.”
“Then what happens?”
“Then they teach us what to do next.” He didn’t want to overwhelm Hank with an info dump.
Like that they’d be referring them immediately to a pediatric endocrinologist, among other specialists. That they’d also want her eyes checked, follow-ups with other doctors, like a cardiologist, to get baselines so they could monitor her for any potential damage by the disease. That they’d need to go to a dietician, at first, and take classes to help learn how to manage it, and how to give her shots and check her blood sugar and and and…
That night, once they got her put to bed and they went to bed early, too, Maddox knew Hank wasn’t doing well at all. He tried to quietly cry where he lay on his side facing away from Maddox, but he could hear his soft sniffles.
It broke his heart, but he didn’t want to push too hard. Not yet. Once they had confirmation, then he could step in and totally take over. It was what would be best for JJ.
Fortunately, everyone’s offices were located in the Proctor-Collins Medical Center complex, meaning they could walk to all the appointments once they arrived. No driving back and forth all over Sarasota.
The next afternoon, after a morning spent getting the lab work done, and more time as an urgent referral in other doctors’ offices, and going to the pharmacy, and talking to physician’s assistants and a dietician—there was a confirmation. A consensus.
A diagnosis.
A preliminary plan of treatment.
Maddox worried about Hank, so he handled doing all the talking and taking notes and asking questions while Hank held JJ and listened while wearing a wide-eyed look of shock.
He didn’t let Hank handle any of the paperwork or see the bills, either. Yes, he was hitting credit cards and dipping into his own savings to make the payments, but there wasn’t another option and he wouldn’t let Hank raid JJ’s savings account for it.
Best just to keep him out of this part of the process. Hank was having a difficult enough time digesting all the info coming at them hard and fast.
Later that evening, after dinner and getting JJ put to bed, Hank finally crumbled. Despair washed over his face. “I’ve got less than eight hundred dollars in the damn bank right now,” he numbly said. “That was how much all those medications and stuff were today. I saw the pharmacy bill. We don’t have a fucking place to live. I don’t have health insurance for me or for her. I have a car payment now, and higher auto insurance. I’m not going to be able to get any kind of health insurance through work for weeks yet. What the hell am I going to do?” He struggled against his tears. “I don’t want to raid her savings account!”
Dox reached for his arm. “Dude, please listen to me. To start with, you do have a place to live—here, with me.”
“I…I…” Hank looked like he couldn’t focus on anything. He brushed the tears out of his eyes. “This isn’t what you signed up for, man. I can’t ask you to let us live here indefinitely. I…” Hank let out a ragged sigh. “Fuck my life. I take two steps forward and twenty back no matter what I try.”
Hank headed for the bedroom, leaving the door standing open behind him.
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
Maddox followed Hank to their bedroom, where he softly closed the door behind him and locked it. If JJ awoke and needed them, she’d knock.
Right now, he was worried about Hank.
Desperately worried.
Hank had ended up sitting on the edge of the bed, head bowed, shoulders shaking as he softly sobbed.
It broke Maddox’s heart.
I have to do this.
Hank had hit his breaking point, his rock bottom.
He was broken.
“What am I going to do?” Hank hoarsely whispered. “How am I supposed to take care of her?”
Maddox walked over and sat next to him on the bed. Hank offered no resistance when Maddox draped his left arm around his shoulders and pulled him over, so his head lay in Maddox’s lap. Hank ended up with his legs on the bed, literally curled into a fetal position with Maddox’s arm around him.
“Remember the night of the sinkhole, how we talked after I got you both back here and settled in?” Maddox softly asked. “How you said you owed me?” He hated approaching it like this but knew it was the only way. He had to think about what was best for JJ.
That it dovetailed perfectly with his own hopes and dreams was the only bright point in this whole mess.
“Yeah?”
Maddox reached down with his right hand and brushed Hank’s hair away from his face. He kept his voice soft, but firm. “I’m calling that in. Right now. You and I will go to the county clerk’s office first thing in the morning and get a marriage license. Tomorrow’s Wednesday, and I think there’s a three-day wait to actually get married, so we’ll probably have to go back Monday to do that. You’re going to marry me, I’ll put both of you on my health insurance immediately, and I’ll adopt JJ as my daughter. We’ll raise her together.”
Hank froze, looking up at him, but didn’t pull away, didn’t immediately argue.
Maddox waited him out.
“What?” Hank finally asked.
Maddox threaded his fingers through Hank’s hair. “You heard me, buddy. I’m taking over. This is how it’s going to be.” He gently fisted Hank’s hair. “All you have to do is say yes, and I’ll take things from there. No more fighting through this alone.” With his left arm still draped around Hank’s body he tightened his grip on his friend, his love.
His.
Hank finally rolled over in Maddox’s lap to stare up at him with those gorgeous blue eyes. “Really?”
“Really. You want to pay me back? You do this for me. Marry me.” Maddox laced fingers with him. “At the risk of borking what we have, I need to confess something to you.”
Maddox swallowed back his fear but knew he couldn’t start their marriage with a lie and ever hope to really have what he wanted with Hank.
“I’ve always loved you. I’ve always been in love with you. I’m bi. I’ve had relationships with men and women. But I was afraid I might scare you away if I told you how much I was crushing on you back then. So I kept it to myself. I love you, I’m in love with you, and I really want to marry you. I get that you don’t feel like that for me, and that’s okay. I don’t even care. All I care about is taking care of you, and taking care of JJ. If this is the only way I can have you, I’ll be happy to have it. I love her like a daughter, so let her be my daughter. No one can take either of you away from me then.”
 
* * * *
 
Hank’s brain had pretty much hit blue-screen status and he knew it. He was beyond functioning. Thank god for Dox, for him being there today, for him taking over.
The hits had kept coming, and it felt like Dox had stepped between Hank and life and was taking the blows for him so he could fucking take a goddamned breath.
He stared up into those brown eyes and tried to…process.
JJ loved Dox already. Even better, she trusted him.
Hell, he fucking trusted him.
It took him a moment to pull enough brain cells and breath together to form speech. “All those nights together when we were younger…”
Dox sadly smiled. “You have no idea how many times I laid there next to you and listened to you breathing and felt desperate to beat off. More than a few times I went into the bathroom and did it, just so I could fucking sleep. Made the few times we did that together particularly good for me.”
Dox stroked Hank’s hair, massaged his scalp, and it felt so goddamned good that Hank’s eyes nearly dropped closed.
“And…now?” Hank asked.
Dox sighed. “I know you’re straight, buddy. I mean it—I don’t even care about that. I don’t care if you don’t love me like that. It’s okay. I won’t expect anything from you. This is about me being able to take care of the two of you. I can do this thing, right now. I’ve got damned good health insurance. All we have to do is get a piece of paper for us, so I can fill out another piece of paper, and we can get her everything she needs. Nothing else has to change between us, if you don’t want it to. I can’t sit here watching you drown and not save you. This is bigger than me and my feelings—this is about JJ and her life and her health.”
Dox was right—it was bigger than both of them. And it wasn’t like he was dating or anything.
Crap, he didn’t want to. Every day since he’d been living there, he’d looked forward to coming home—
To Dox.
“Please,” Maddox softly begged. “Let me take care of you both.”
Hank pushed himself up into a sitting position and found himself eye-to-eye with Maddox. Hank nervously swallowed, licked his lips, and didn’t miss how Maddox watched him do it like he was entranced or something.
No one had ever looked at him like that before.
With hunger in their eyes.
If he thought back to when they were teenagers, he remembered catching a glimpse now and then of Maddox watching him if they were working out in the yard shirtless, or swimming, or—
Honestly?
This last hit had finished taking his legs out from under him.
Hank knew he had nothing left in him with which to fight, and he was lying to himself if he tried to say otherwise. He was…tired. Exhausted.
Done.
“Okay,” Hank whispered before he lost his nerve.
Fierce triumph flashed across Maddox’s face and he tipped his head forward, forehead-to-forehead with Hank now, his hand coming to rest on the back of Hank’s head.
“I love you, buddy,” Maddox said, sounding vulnerable in a way Hank had never heard him sound before, like he’d opened the depths of his soul and laid it bare before him. “Even if it means I can only love you like this, that’s okay. Because at least I’m taking care of you, of both of you. That’s what true love’s really about—taking care of each other. Taking care of the people you love.”
Hank didn’t want to move. His mind struggled to make sense of the confusion and emotions swirling through him with every one of them simultaneously battling for his attention.
When they were growing up, Maddox had always taken care of him, bigger, older, and able to stand up for him. He’d always followed Dox’s lead, let him make the decisions, felt happy to follow in his wake. Dox had been the popular one, the smart one.
Dox had always put himself between Hank and bullies, because back then Hank had been a skinny damn twig and Dox had two inches and about thirty pounds on him.
Until this moment, he didn’t realize how much he’d truly missed all that. Dox watching out for him, having his back. Helping him study, worried about him passing tests—
All of it.
For the first time in his adult life, he also realized he’d never had someone to take care of him. After leaving Florida, he’d always been the caretaker, stepping in when their parents were killed so Lois could continue school. Stepping in to take care of her after Cameron fucking beat her up, helping her get away from him.
Stepping in to be a father to his niece and taking care of both of them.
Then truly becoming JJ’s father, spending the last couple of years as a single dad.
How many nights before moving to Florida had he cried himself to sleep because he felt panic threatening to strangle the breath from his lungs? Trying to put on a strong front for JJ so she didn’t worry, trying to be strong and comfort her even when he felt like he was tap-dancing on paper-thin ice with his arms full of dynamite? Waiting until he was in the shower or until after she’d gone to bed so he could secretly cry, sitting there silently wailing with his arms wrapped around himself as he rocked, trying to soothe himself.
Always feeling like he was faking it. Wondering how the hell everyone else was a functioning adult, and here he was, stumbling around and barely able to keep his shit together.
The crushing loneliness. Being terrified to let anyone in emotionally when he was living in Pennsylvania, because he was worried whether or not they were connected to Cameron’s family.
Before he could think about it too much, he reached up and cupped the back of Maddox’s head, the way Maddox was holding him, mirroring him.
“What do you need from me?” Hank asked. “Right now?”
He realized the sudden brightness in Maddox’s eyes was from tears he struggled to blink back. “Just for you to say yes.” He didn’t move his hand from the back of Hank’s head, or his other arm, where it still curled around Hank. “Please marry me.”
Where Hank’s hair had a slight natural curl to it, looking shaggy and unkempt if he let it get too long, Maddox’s brown hair felt straight and fine and soft under his fingers.
He met and held Maddox’s brown gaze for a long moment, saw the flecks of amber and chocolate there.
Took a moment to process how most of the voids in his life had been filled with memories of this man, and of missing him, even when Maddox wasn’t consciously on his mind.
Missing the relationship they’d had.
Missing their friendship.
The trust.
The thought of giving in and letting go to this man filled his brain with a sweet, quiet peace that called to him.
There was no other choice he wanted to make.
“Yes. Yes…Sir?”
A ragged laugh escaped Maddox and he cupped Hank’s face in both his hands, their foreheads still pressed together. “I won’t make you call me that. You don’t have to do any of that if you don’t want to. I’ll never force you to do anything you don’t want to do. I mean it. Even if we never have anything other than this moment like this, buddy. Even if all we are is friends who live together and are married.”
Hank took a long, slow breath and let it out again. “What if I…want to? What if I want to try it? What if I’m done pretending I’m a functioning adult and I admit I need a…need an owner?” He took a deep breath. “What if I want to be with you as more than just friends?”
Maddox’s thumb stroked Hank’s cheek. “Ever been with a guy before?”
Hank shook his head a little, his heart racing, pounding in his chest. “I mean, just those times we…you know, jerked off together, but that’s it.”
Was he really thinking about doing this?
Hell, yeah, he was.
It wasn’t like what he’d been doing was working for him anymore.
Maybe it was time for him to try something different.
Someone different.
Someone he trusted, someone he knew would always have his back, no matter what.
Someone who knew everything about him and not only stared back at him unflinchingly but who wanted to step up and take control and make things right.
Someone JJ loved, and who loved her as much as he did.
“I mean it,” Maddox said. “I don’t need this from you if you aren’t comfor—”
Before he could lose his nerve, Hank pulled him in for a kiss. Dox’s deep, needy groan as he slanted his lips over Hank’s drove a spike of molten desire straight through Hank’s balls and into his cock.
Desire on a scale he honestly could never remember feeling before.
Their cheeks rasped against each other, both of them needing a shave. Their teeth clicked together but when Hank felt Maddox’s tongue sweep over them he met him there, tentatively at first. Both of them tentative.
In a way, that reassured Hank, that he wasn’t the only one…nervous.
He’d never felt anything like this before.
Maddox’s fingers tightened around the back of his head, taking control as he lifted his lips from Hank’s.
“I mean it—I don’t have to have this if you don’t want to do it.”
“I want to try.”
Dox studied his face for a long moment. “Then we take it slow. We take it night by night. We work our way through everything and don’t take each other for granted.”
Hank nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“Rule one,” Maddox hoarsely said, “you do not lie to me. I need full honesty from you about everything. If anything about what we’re doing doesn’t work for you, I need you to talk to me about it. Say red or yellow, I don’t care what it’s for, so we can talk. I have zero interest in forcing you to do anything. Like I said, I still want to marry you, even if there’s no sex or play or anything other than friendship between us.
“Rule two, if we are going to try to have a deeper relationship, including sex, then it’s only the two of us in this relationship, for sex or play. We don’t date anyone else, either. Rule three, I’m in charge. Of you, of us, of our family. Period. I will give you input, but I make the rules and the final decisions. You do what I say, and I will carry the burden of everything except what I tell you to worry about. Can you accept those three rules?”
A dark, terrifying chasm loomed in front of Hank no matter how he tried to avoid it. Telling Dox no to any of this wasn’t an option.
Not when he had JJ’s life to consider.
If it wasn’t for her, sure, the two of them could take their time, explore, figure this shit out.
She didn’t have time. She was looking at a lifetime of doctors and injections and blood sugar monitoring. Of learning how to eat healthy, of constantly being aware of what every choice she made would do to her body.
He wanted her to have a normal life—karate, gymnastics, Girl Scouts, soccer, dance classes. Friends and excelling in school. Get her on the robotics team, if that’s what she wanted. Whatever she wanted to do. Maybe with Maddox there to help tutor her she’d excel in STEM classes.
He couldn’t do any of that for her now with this additional burden added to his plate, because every spare moment he spent working to earn money for her medical treatments meant less time he’d have to devote to her as a father.
And he’d still fall epically short.
Here before him sat a man willing to make him his husband and make her his daughter and help care for her.
Love her.
Protect her.
Devote his life to her.
Comparing the two options…well, saying yes to Dox was a no-brainer.
It also wasn’t exactly an option that repelled him, either.
Hank met his gaze. “Yes, Sir.” Hell, it even felt right calling him that.
Felt natural.
Didn’t that mean something?
Dox’s gaze softened, that heartbreaking vulnerability still right there, on the surface. “How long’s it been for you?” he asked Hank, and Hank didn’t need him to clarify.
A laugh barked free. “Three or four years, give or take. Too damn long.”
“Me, too. Not quite that long, but too damn long.” Dox turned them so he could lay Hank back on the bed. “How about we stop talking for a little while and take care of something first?” Dox asked.
Hank nodded. “Please.” Inside his shorts his cock throbbed now, aching, and wasn’t that a positive sign? Maybe it wasn’t guaranteed long-term success, but damn, it was the first real sign of life down there in a long fricking time.
He trusted Dox. If Dox said Hank could stop this at any time, Hank believed him.
Dox had never, in all the years they’d known each other, betrayed his trust.
Ever.
Especially now, when the man had every reason in the world to back off and walk away from a problem that no one expected him to accept responsibility for.
Yet, here he was, stepping up and taking over.
Dox was right—if that wasn’t love, what was?
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
Back in high school, there’d been countless fantasies Maddox rotated through in his mind relating to Hank. Over the years they had drastically decreased in frequency, both because it was tough thinking about not having Hank in his life and because he’d had real-life partners to devote his time and energy to.
All those fantasies now came roaring back to mind.
He also immediately swept them away.
Maybe there’d be other nights to make them come true.
For tonight, he knew he had to go slow, take his time. Hank was desperate and broken and emotionally gutted. There was no doubt in Maddox’s mind that, under different circumstances, Hank would’ve asked if he was kidding, they both would’ve laughed it off, and Maddox would have quietly and sadly closed a door in his mind, knowing those dreams would never come true.
Honestly? Tonight he didn’t even give a shit if he came or not. If he could do nothing more than take Hank’s mind off everything else for a little while, soothe his raw and aching soul, it would be enough.
More than enough.
Years ago, he’d been the caretaker, the one to back bullies down. What Hank didn’t know about were all the times Maddox had stood back and given a challenging stare to some fucker who thought they were going to bully Hank, but there Maddox was, watching his back.
Too many times.
He hadn’t wanted to rub Hank’s face in it.
Now, Hank was taller and beefier, in shape without having to try, because of the jobs he’d worked. No soft, cushy office job for him. He could easily kick Maddox’s ass, if he wanted to.
Maddox sat up, watching Hank, trying to control his own breathing so he didn’t hyperventilate. The realization that his greatest hope was about to come true nearly overwhelmed him.
Those blue eyes stared up at him and now it hit him why he’d always gravitated toward men and women with blue eyes when dating.
None of them had ever measured up to Hank, the sweet sky blue and midnight flecks watching him now.
He straddled Hank and held his hands in front of him, wiggling his fingers at Hank.
Hank tentatively reached up and let Maddox lace fingers with him.
Maddox brought Hank’s hands up to his mouth and kissed them, then pressed them against his chest.
“If you feel you need to,” Maddox said, “anytime you feel you need to, you can tell me stop, or no, or say yellow or red if you need me to slow down or stop. Understand?”
Hank nodded. Beneath him, Maddox felt Hank’s cock, hard and pressing against him.
Maddox knew he now wore a smirk and didn’t even try to hide it. Instead, he shifted a little, deliberately grinding against the other man. His own cock was trying to punch through his shorts, so why should he suffer alone?
And, obviously, there was the added benefit of helping stoke Hank’s furnace, too.
He knew it was working because Hank’s lower lip caught under his teeth and he shifted against Maddox, trying not to lose the friction between them.
“That’s it,” Maddox softly encouraged, kissing Hank’s hands again. “That feel good?” He rotated his hips a little, just enough to pull a needy gasp from the other man and make Hank’s fingers tighten around Maddox’s hands.
That widened Maddox’s smile. “Yeah. You like that, huh?”
Maybe it was better this way. With fourteen years’ experience under his belt, it was both humbling and sexy as fuck that he got to be the first man to do this with Hank. He was mature enough at this point in his life to hopefully not fuck it up, to know to not worry about himself right now.
To know how to make it better for Hank than maybe it would have been way back then.
Maddox leaned forward, pinning Hank’s hands over his head against the mattress and bringing Hank’s lips within kissing distance again. No hesitation whatsoever from Hank when Maddox slanted his lips over his to kiss him again. Hank responded, kissing him back with a growing hunger that Maddox had to tamp down within him to maintain control.
All while doing a slow bump-and-grind against Hank that was definitely going a long way to distracting him, if the sweet, soft, needy noises he was making were any indication. Maddox took his time, too, savoring this kiss, wanting it to last.
Wanting everything about tonight to last forever in his memories, the way Hank had lasted forever in his heart.
When Maddox lifted his head again, Hank’s came up off the mattress, trying to follow him. Definitely a good sign.
“Stay,” Maddox whispered, sitting up and releasing Hank’s hands. He reached down, peeled off his own shirt, and tossed it on the floor. Then he rose up just enough he could tug Hank’s shirttail up and out of his shorts. Hank helped him get it the rest of the way off him, discarding it to the floor.
He scooted down Hank’s body far enough he could lean in and trail kisses down his firm, tight abs, circle his navel with his tongue. The man’s skin felt scorching hot against his lips, and he smiled to himself as he felt Hank’s breathing quicken.
He’s mine. I just have to not fuck this up.
 
* * * *
 
Shit! Hank nearly shot his load in his shorts when Dox kissed him while he ground against him.
This wasn’t only a matter of necessity and practicality—this was fucking sexy as fuck, and Hank wasn’t stupid enough to lie and argue it wasn’t.
He had a moment to reflect upon his own lacking skills in the seduction department before Dox unfastened Hank’s shorts and started easing them down his hips as he kissed his way south.
Hank clenched his fists, struggling to obey, to keep his hands where Dox had put them, even though what he wanted to do was grab Dox’s head and fuck his mouth. Desire had wound to a fevered pitch within him, sex never feeling this hot before.
Ever.
Then Dox looked up, a triumphant smile on his face. “I won’t even make you hold it this time, buddy,” he said. “Because I have a feeling I won’t have any trouble getting you up a second time. Then I can really have some fun making you come.”
He sounded cocky and confident, and everything like the old Dox.
Like the guy who’d literally saved his ass how many times?
Just like he was still saving his ass now.
That meant it was only fitting his ass belonged to Dox, right? He was the one putting all that work into saving it and pulling him out of the fire.
And, shit, the guy was talking about getting him off not once, but twice?
Sign me up.
Maybe it wasn’t the most responsible thing to do under the circumstances, but trying to be a responsible adult hadn’t been working for him for years.
Time to change course.
Dox watched Hank watching him, intense passion and hunger fueling a furnace behind his brown gaze.
Hank knew maybe he’d look at this in morning’s light and think it was a mistake.
For now?
There was nowhere else he wanted to be except right here.
Hank forced himself to keep his hands in place even as he rounded his back a little so he could lift his hips and allow Dox to slide his shorts down farther.
As the fabric slowly exposed his stiff cock pressing for release inside his briefs, Dox’s smile widened. “Oooohhh, we are going to have so much fun, buddy. I promise you, you will go to sleep tonight a very happy man.”
His cock eagerly twitched over that, which made Dox’s smile twitch in reply.
Dox pulled Hank’s shorts all the way down and off him. He smiled up at Hank before leaning in and lightly grazing his teeth up and down the outline of his cock through his briefs. Hank clasped his hands together, trying to force himself to remain in place.
Even through the fabric he felt the warmth of Dox’s breath against his cock and that nearly dragged him over the edge.
Dox sat up again and cupped his hand around Hank’s bulge, gently squeezing and pulling another needy moan from him.
Then he paused. “You doing okay?”
Hank eagerly nodded. “Please don’t stop!”
Dox’s hand pulsed around Hank’s cock.
Squeeze…release. Squeeze…release.
He slowly raked his nails down it, from tip to balls, drawing a shudder of pleasure from Hank.
“Please!” Hank gasped.
“Please…more?” Dox teased.
“Yes!”
Dox chuckled and slipped his fingers inside the waistband of Hank’s briefs, slowly working them back and forth, his fingers brushing against Hank’s abs.
“Take my hands,” Dox said.
Practically trembling with need now, he reached down and wrapped his fingers around Dox’s hands.
Waiting.
Dox’s brown gaze bored into him. “Show me what you want me to do next, buddy.”
Hank’s throat felt dry, but he pushed Dox’s hands down, taking his briefs along with them. He felt cool air hit his cock, which twitched and sprang free as Dox exposed it.
Dox’s voice sounded ragged, strained. “Damn, buddy. That’s hot.” Now Dox’s breath really scorched his sensitive flesh. “We have to have another kind of talk, but that can wait. I’m fine risking this tonight.” He turned his hands and squeezed Hank’s. Then he released him and finished removing Hank’s briefs, tossing them to the floor.
Easily shouldering Hank’s thighs apart, he settled in and glanced up one last time with a sexy smirk before the tip of Hank’s cock disappeared between his lips.
Choking back a strangled cry, Hank grabbed Dox’s head and tried to rock his hips against him, needing more right fucking now.
But Dox wouldn’t be rushed. With just the head of Hank’s cock in his mouth he used his tongue to slowly swipe along the slit, circle the head along the ridge, play with his glans, just to do it all again.
He let out another strangled cry as Dox released his cock and looked up at him. “Eyes open. Watch me. If you can’t hold it that’s okay, but I want you watching me when you come.”
Hank threw out an arm, finally found a pillow, and dragged it under his head so he could obey. Between his thighs Dox’s torso felt warm, skin-to-skin contact Hank hadn’t realized how starving he’d been to feel until this moment.
Once Hank was ready, Dox’s fingers encircled the base of Hank’s cock again, and he started over.
Torn between wanting to hold back so this lasted for-fucking-ever and needing to nut right now, Hank realized he was holding his breath when he gasped for air.
Everything felt so.
Fucking.
Good.
This wasn’t just because it’d been forever since he’d been laid. Dox was giving him, so far, the best blowjob he’d ever had in his life.
I hope I can make him feel this good.
Because, yeah, he wanted to do it. He wanted to be able to give Dox at least this level of pleasure, because…damn.
And still Dox’s gaze remained fixed on Hank’s as more of Hank’s cock disappeared between his lips, until he felt Dox’s chin against his balls, his breath warm on his flesh.
Dox started moving, head slowly bobbing up and down, his tongue apparently weaving a magic spell around Hank’s cock, sucking and licking and loading him on a rocket sled launching straight into orbit.
Then Hank hit the point of no return, his balls almost painfully aching as they drew up close and pleasure spiked through him. It took every bit of will he had to keep his eyes open and watching Dox as ordered. From the way Dox’s gaze narrowed as he swallowed and swallowed while Hank rocked his hips in time with his movements, he knew Dox was grinning and pleased.
He settled one hand on Dox’s head and threaded his fingers through his hair, needing the contact, needing him.
I need him.
I don’t just need him, I want him.
 
* * * *
 
If Maddox’s mouth hadn’t been full of about eight solid inches of beautiful cock, he would have been screaming in celebration and doing a victory dance. He swallowed every drop of cum Hank’s balls pumped out, wanting all of it.
While Hank climaxed, a nonsensical stream of words and swearing and pleasured sounds rolled from the man. Maddox wasn’t even sure if his guy realized he was speaking in tongues or not.
Fuck what anyone thought Masters and Doms should do. He liked giving head, and he wasn’t beyond playing dirty to quickly convince Hank that this would be far more than a marriage of convenience between them.
This was forever, as far as Maddox was concerned.
This was the solid foundation on which Maddox wanted to build their lives together, giving his guy everything he needed, loving him, showing him how he felt.
No bullshit mind games, no passive-aggressive nonsense, no holding back.
If he ever lost Hank, he didn’t want it to be because the man had no clue how he really felt or how good things could be between them.
When Hank finally finished coming, his fingers played with Maddox’s hair, his grip easing, relaxing. His chest rose and fell as he caught his breath, and Maddox gently released his softening cock after placing a last, tender kiss on the head.
Then he crawled up the bed, lying next to Hank and pulling him close so their bodies were pressed together and Hank’s head lay cradled in the crook of his arm.
And he kissed him. Gently, tenderly, loving the awestruck wonder painting Hank’s gaze with need and amazement.
“See?” Maddox told him. “That was easy, wasn’t it?”
Hank nodded, apparently beyond speech right now, but Maddox spotted the way his eyes looked too bright.
He suspected the emotional breakdown that had started earlier could now fully run its course. So he wrapped Hank in his arms, hooking a leg around him, too, and held him.
Sure enough, the tears started. Hank softly sobbed in his arms as Maddox held him and nuzzled his forehead with his lips, whispering to him that he was okay, that they were both safe, that he’d take care of him and of JJ.
That they were a real family now, and Hank wasn’t alone any longer.
That Hank could finally, finally relax and rest. That the weight was off his shoulders.
That he loved him.
The last he said more than the rest, over and over again. It finally struck him had Hank ever died before Maddox got to confess this to him, it would have forever left a dark, painful spot on his soul, to be carried with him until his death.
It took Hank a while to finally calm down, and as he lay in Maddox’s arms, he snaked one around Maddox’s waist and snuggled in closer.
Then Hank tipped his face up to stare into his eyes for a long, quiet moment.
“What about you?” he finally asked.
“What about me?”
“Dude, that’s not a banana in your shorts.”
Maddox nuzzled noses with him. “I can wait. I promised you at least two tonight.”
Another long, comfortable silence settled around them as they stared into each other’s eyes. “Do you want to fuck me tonight?” Hank softly asked.
Maddox smiled. “Another night. There are sooo many other things I want to introduce you to first.” But he sensed the relief in Hank over that. So he kissed him again, lightly nipping his lower lip, tugging on it, feeling more than a little triumphant when Hank’s cock twitched between them.
“The first time I fuck you,” Maddox whispered, “I want it to be after you’ve begged me for it, because you’re so desperate to feel me there that it’s like an insatiable need.”
Hank gasped, a sweet softness returning to his gaze that Maddox suspected might be more than a little bit of subspace.
So he pressed a little further. “There are so many ways I can make you come, make you explode. And the first time I actually fuck you, I want to be able to do it raw. I want to fill you with me and look into your eyes and watch you while you feel me doing it.”
Hank reached up and grabbed the back of Maddox’s head and pulled him in for a kiss, more than a little hunger in it. And, yes, Hank’s cock was definitely reviving. Already.
Excellent sign.
Maddox let Hank roll him onto his back, where he straddled Maddox on the bed. “I…I want to make you feel good,” Hank said. “That…that was…no shit, dude, that was the best blowjob I ever had!” And, yes, Hank’s cock was already chubbing again, Maddox was pleased to note.
Maddox didn’t bother hiding his smile. “That? Oh, that was nothing.” His hands slid to Hank’s ass, where he squeezed and held him in place so he could grind up against him. “Wait until we have a night where I can tie you to the bed and edge you for an hour. By the time I finally let you come, you’ll be begging me for it, and it’ll make what you just experienced feel like a drunken fumble in comparison.”
Hank’s mouth gaped. “Duuuude…”
“I mean it, buddy.” Maddox knew this was a memory he’d take to his grave, this night, the look on Hank’s face—all of it. “I promise that in a couple of weeks you’re going to forget you ever slept with anyone besides me. I’m going to keep you so happy you’re going to think we’ve always been together, and that you’ll never want to be with anyone but me.”
Hank’s gaze searched his face. “That sounds like a challenge-accepted kind of dare.” But the corner of his mouth curled up in a smirk.
“It absolutely is.”
“What about the kinky stuff?” Hank asked.
“You simply follow those rules I gave you, and the rest will fall into place. I want control. Am I a sadist? Yes. But there are lots of ways for me to get my sadistic fix, including ways you might think are totally vanilla. A year from now, I promise, you’ll look back and not have any regrets about being with me.”
Hank finally seemed to process he was fully naked but that Maddox still wore shorts. Hank reached down and fingered the button on them. “Thank you for being patient with me.” He took a deep breath. “I’m so…exhausted. I mean, emotionally. When the doctor told us, I thought a pit opened up to swallow me. I felt…helpless.”
Maddox released Hank’s ass so he could stroke the tops of his thighs. “I know, buddy,” he gently said. “We all have a breaking point. You’ve been strong by yourself for so long, and you’ve been amazing. But I’m here now, and you’re going to hand all that over to me. Control. To me, that’s part of the ‘kinky stuff.’ Even when it comes to vanilla stuff like that.”
Hank’s gaze met his again. “I feel like I should’ve been stronger.”
Maddox shook his head. “Don’t do that. Don’t second-guess yourself, or put yourself down. Don’t compare yourself to others, or think about what you ‘should’ have done. You survived—that’s the important thing. You survived, and you kept JJ safe and happy. Now, it’s my turn to shoulder the burden for you, and it’s something I want to do. Your job is to obey me, go to work, and help take care of JJ. The hows I’ll take care of. Understand?”
He took a deep breath and nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
Maddox smiled. “See? That was easy, right? You got laid, you made me happy, and you can finally stop killing yourself with worry and stress. You’re not alone anymore.”
“You haven’t got off yet.” Hank laced his fingers with Maddox’s again. “I want to get you off.” Hank’s gaze didn’t shift from Maddox’s. “I want to. Please?”
Maddox already knew how he wanted to do it this first time, so that he could ease Hank into it, already eager or not. Incrementally. He wanted Hank to want to do more, to be hungry for it.
To beg for more.
He patted the mattress next to him. “Then lie down here, let me get my shorts off, and you can help me with that.”
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
Hank rolled off Dox and lay next to him, on his left, where he’d indicated. He watched as Dox sat up and shucked his shorts and briefs and then grabbed something from the nightstand drawer before he stretched out next to Hank, his left arm extended toward him.
It was obvious what he wanted, and Hank eagerly snuggled next to him again.
He hadn’t realized how desperately freaking lonely he’d been. He’d known it, but in one of those you kind of ignore it or else you’ll cry sort of ways.
He also hadn’t missed how Dox’s cock was erect.
In his right hand, Dox held a bottle of lube, and he drizzled some over his cock and snapped the bottle closed. After dropping the bottle to the bed, he fisted his cock and turned his face toward Hank, where he kissed him again.
Dox wasn’t a bad kisser, either, come to think of it.
“Put your hand over mine,” Dox softly said.
He did. As Dox slowly started stroking his cock, Hank realized what Dox was doing. Getting him used to it, easing him into things.
Dammit, I love this guy. “You don’t have to make me start in the kiddie pool,” Hank said.
Dox smiled. “My rules. I’m in control. This is how I want you to do it with me this time.”
Hank returned his smile. “Yes, Sir.”
Dox took slow strokes, squeezing the head as he tugged at the end, giving a little twist at the base. This was the first time Hank had ever touched another guy’s cock, but he was too busy enjoying the next kiss Dox laid on him to ponder that for long.
A few minutes later, Dox was watching his face as he slid his hand out of the way and had Hank take over, covering Hank’s hand with his own so he could still guide him.
Hank stared into Dox’s eyes before he leaned in and kissed him once more. Dox curled his left arm, where Hank was tucked against him, and buried his fingers in Hank’s hair to hold him in place, taking over the kiss. As Hank grew more sure of himself and how he was stroking Dox, Dox eased his hold around Hank’s hand.
Dox’s gaze grew soft even as his breathing turned ragged, catching, his hips starting to work in time with Hank’s strokes.
“Just like that,” Dox whispered. “Fuck, yeah, baby. Just like that.”
Hank felt desperate to make him come, to give him a fraction of the pleasure Dox had just given him. “This what you used to fantasize about, Sir?”
Dox smiled, his gaze now heavy and hooded. “Ooooh, yeah. Part of me always hoped you’d joke around, wondering what it felt like jerking another guy off. I would’ve volunteered to go first and jerk you off. In a heartbeat. Mmm.”
Fuuuck.
He’d been clueless. Totally clueless.
It wasn’t like he would have randomly hooked up with any dude, but the more he thought about it…
Yeah. If he was ever going to experiment like that back then, Dox would’ve been the only guy he would’ve done it with.
Hank watched Dox’s face as he stroked his cock for him. His own cock was definitely starting to recover and show renewed interest.
Live the rest of his life with this man?
Not only was it looking like the practical option, but the more they did together, the more it was looking like a damned spiffy option, in Hank’s opinion.
Dox’s lips parted as his cock filled with heat, turned even hotter inside Hank’s fist. “Please don’t stop,” Dox gasped.
Hank’s confidence soared, prompting his cock to fully inflate. There was a dramatic difference between the theoretical part of being with another guy, and the fact that this man, who’d just professed his deep and decades-long love for him, lay vulnerable before him, literally begging him for relief.
Sure, he appreciated the irony in that he’d agreed to let Dox be in control. Except in this exact moment, he currently felt more powerful and in charge than he’d felt in years.
Hank pressed his forehead to Dox’s again. “I won’t stop, Sir. I want to make you feel as good as you made me feel. I want to learn how to roll your eyes back in your head.” Dox’s gaze softened even more, helpless and pleading.
Making Hank feel even stronger, more desperate to cross this line with him and not look back. This was something within his power to do, and he felt desperate to do it.
To chalk up one fucking item in the Win column.
He nuzzled noses with Dox, his lips a breath above Dox’s. “Please come for me, Sir.”
Dox’s eyes went wide for a split-second before they squeezed closed and a low, guttural moan escaped him. Hank sped up his strokes and Dox’s cock twitched in his hand, pulsing as he exploded. Dox grabbed Hank’s hand and used him to finish, hot cum filling Hank’s hand and making Dox’s cock feel even more slick.
His whole body went rigid against Hank’s before he went limp and his hand fell still as he gasped for breath.
Hank kissed him, so many confused emotions rolling through him as he stared into Dox’s face.
Except for one emotion, which floated to the top and settled there, gentling his emotional waves—love.
He definitely loved this man, and not just as a friend. When he looked back on their relationship…he’d always loved him.
Would what they have be perfect?
No, but neither was life.
Like hell would he walk away from him. Like he’d said, they’d take things night by night.
Ignoring the mess, Hank pulled Dox into his arms, holding him the way he’d held Hank earlier. He nuzzled Dox’s forehead and inhaled.
Sweat, cum, lube—them. He absorbed the way Dox felt in his arms, his breath brushing over Hank’s chest.
The way his own cock throbbed now, fully engorged and erect as it rubbed against Dox’s hip.
“Let’s go clean up in the shower,” Dox mumbled. “Then I’ll get you off again.”
“You want a nap first, Sir?”
“No, because if I go to sleep, I can’t keep my promise to you to make you come again.” He finally opened his eyes and met Hank’s gaze.
The movies were right—there was a distinct zing he felt shoot through his heart, deep into his soul.
With peace settling over them, Hank stared into his eyes. “I love you, Sir,” he said, confidence filling him as the words gently parted the silence.
Dox cupped his cheek and brushed another kiss across his lips. “I love you, too, boy,” he whispered. “I’ve loved you forever, and I never thought I’d ever have anything like this with you. You’ve just made my biggest dream come true.”
 
* * * *
 
Maddox climbed out of bed and took Hank by the hand to lead him to the bathroom. There, in the shower, he pressed him against the wall as the steam built around them and Maddox kissed him once more.
A lifetime of fantasies swirled within him, scenarios he’d never dreamed possible. With this step taken, he wanted to make them all come true now.
Above all, he wanted Hank to know how much he loved him, and JJ.
How much he wanted them to be a family.
This wasn’t a Dom/sub thing, this was a man-in-love thing.
This was him feeling more vulnerable than he ever had in his life and desperate not to fuck this up.
His own cock twitched and jerked in interest as he worked his way down Hank’s body, taking time to graze his teeth along the man’s nipples, which elicited needy moans from him. By the time he was on his knees in front of Hank, with the man’s hard cock right there, his own cock once again throbbed, hard and wanting relief.
He could wait, though. This was about keeping a promise to his boy, the first of countless promises.
Slowly, he engulfed Hank’s cock in his mouth and took his time making love to it. He wanted this night to last in Hank’s memory the way he knew it’d last in his.
Once Hank was rocking his hips in time with Maddox’s movements and softly begging him for release, he stood and reached for the bottle of lube he kept in there. He drizzled a generous amount into his right hand, then pressed his body against Hank’s for another kiss. He leaned back enough he could wrap his fist around both their cocks, drizzled more lube over them, and then slowly started stroking.
“Kiss me, baby,” he hoarsely said to Hank.
Hank draped his arms around Maddox’s neck and kissed him deeply, burying his hands in his hair and softly moaning into his mouth.
This…
Holy crap, this was perfection. Even if they never progressed past this point, never fucked each other, only did this with each other, it was still a lifetime’s more perfection than he ever dreamed possible.
Hank broke their kiss to press his forehead against Maddox’s. “I’m close, Sir,” he gasped.
Maddox slowed his strokes. He was close, too, but he wanted this to last.
Needed it to last.
He stared into Hank’s eyes, memorizing every sweet noise he made, the way he looked at him, his blue eyes heavy hooded and dark, like midnight now.
He slowly twisted his hand at the top of every stroke, gliding around the heads of their cocks and Hank trying to fuck himself into Maddox’s fist with every downstroke. “Right hand,” Maddox said, holding up the lube.
Hank held out his palm and Maddox squirted some into it, more onto their cocks, then dropped the bottle. “Put your hand under mine.”
Hank wrapped his fist around their shafts under where Maddox gripped them. Then Maddox grabbed Hank’s head with his left hand and kissed him again as, together, their hands started moving.
Hunger built between them, feeding off each other and growing in intensity with every stroke. “Almost,” Maddox mumbled against his lips.
Hank nipped Maddox’s lower lip, sucking as he pulled back. “Come for me, Sir. I want to feel it.”
 
* * * *
 
And Hank did want to feel it. He’d gone from feeling like his world was shattering out of control to being rotated just a quarter of a turn or so, until he snapped perfectly into the place he was always meant to be and never knew awaited him.
There was something so vulnerably erotic about all of this, about Maddox not simply tossing him onto the bed and fucking his ass. Although, as hard as he’d come the last time, and to have a second one this quickly—under someone else’s control—was absolutely fucking amazing.
“I want to add a new rule,” Maddox hoarsely said.
“Anything.” And Hank meant it.
Maddox fisted Hank’s hair and stared into his eyes. “I want control of this. Of when you come. You give that over to me, too. You belong to me. I promise I’ll keep you happy and well-fucked, but if you feel horny? You come to me and ask for it.”
A few months ago, if someone had asked that of him he’d have told them to go fuck themselves.
Now?
He felt like he was already headfirst down the rabbit hole.
He was about to commit to this man for life, a man who’d proven his love already.
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
Fierce victory flared in Maddox’s eyes. He sped up his strokes and pulled Hank in for another kiss. They came almost simultaneously, their cocks pulsing against each other and inside their hands, and Maddox had to brace himself against the shower wall with his left hand to remain upright. Still, they kissed, gentling to tender nuzzles as their hands slowed and stopped, remaining wrapped around their softening cocks.
Hank felt it when, with his right hand still in place, Maddox’s pinky started stroking Hank’s fingers. Hank slid his hand up just a hair, so he could lace his index and middle fingers with Maddox’s.
For a long time, neither of them spoke, just staring into each other’s eyes.
“I swear,” Maddox finally said, his voice thick and hoarse. “I’ll take care of both of you.”
Hank closed his eyes and tipped his head forward, against Maddox’s shoulder. “I know, Sir. You already do.”
When they finally climbed out of the shower after the water went cold, they dried off, pulled on sleep shorts, and unlocked their door to check on JJ.
Still asleep.
After setting an alarm on his phone, Hank curled up in bed with Maddox, enjoyed feeling the way Maddox spooned against his back and the other man’s arms wrapped around him.
And despite his terror over what might go wrong with JJ’s medical treatment, at least now he knew he could go to sleep and not stress over finances or how to pay for anything.
He’d only stress over what Dox told him he could.
That was peace of mind no amount of money could buy.
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
The next morning, Maddox and Hank decided they would break the news to JJ over breakfast. Maddox had asked Hank to let him take charge of it, and his boy had agreed.
Once she was seated at the table and eating, Maddox took a deep breath. “We need to talk to you about something, honey,” he said. “You know how when I met your teacher that day, you told her I was your step-dad?”
She nodded.
“How would you feel if I was really your step-dad?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what if I marry Daddy for real?”
She tipped her head as she stared at him. “Marry?”
“Yeah.”
She studied both of them for a moment. “But then I couldn’t call you ‘Uncle Dox’ because you wouldn’t be my uncle, you’d be my dad.”
He bit back a laugh. If that was her only objection, he’d call it a win. “You can call me whatever you want, sweetheart. You can still call me Uncle Dox, if you want to.”
“But I can’t. Because you’d be my dad then. I can’t call you my uncle if you’re my dad.” Cue an epic eye-roll that nearly made him snicker. Duh.
“What do you want to call him?” Hank asked, obviously close to laughing himself, Maddox was happy to see.
She studied Maddox for another moment. “Can I call you ‘Pop?’ I can’t call you both ‘Dad’ because you wouldn’t know who I want.” That duh was also silent but obvious.
Unexpectedly, he choked up as he nodded. “Yeah. I like that. I’ll be happy to be called Pop.”
“Okay.” She resumed eating.
He and Hank exchanged a glance. “Um, do you have any questions?” Maddox asked her.
She shook her head. “No.”
Then again, kids were easy. They didn’t learn to be assholes on their own. They had to have an asshole adult put bullshit into their heads first.
“So you’re okay if I marry Dox?” Hank asked.
She nodded and took another bite of her eggs. “Uh huh.”
Maddox and Hank exchanged a look and shrugged.
After breakfast, Maddox dropped JJ off at June’s and met Hank over at the county clerk’s office to file for their license. JJ had another doctor appointment today at two, but Maddox would go pick her up for that and then take her to Eliza’s after.
As they stood in line, an idea hit him, but he wanted it to be a surprise for Hank.
Once they had their license in hand, Hank walked with Maddox out to his car, where Hank pulled him in for a long, sweet kiss that hardened Maddox’s cock.
“Love you, Sir,” Hank said. “I’m not doing this only for JJ. I’m doing this because I really love you.”
“I wish I’d been braver sooner,” Maddox admitted.
“It’s okay.” Hank finally smiled. “We’re both smarter than we were as kids. When are we going to tell your parents?”
“Not yet. They’ll want to fly down for it, and they’ll worry about JJ. Let’s get settled and then we’ll tell them the truth, that we eloped. We’re both under enough stress as it is right now. Let’s take the easy way out on this.”
“You think they’ll be okay with it?”
“Uh, yeah. They’re gaining a granddaughter and a son-in-law. I’m pretty sure they’ll be happy about it. I mean, not about her diagnosis, but about having her to spoil rotten in the first place. They always loved you.”
Once they’d parted ways, and he knew Hank had headed to work, Maddox took a slight detour. The jewelry store was in a small shopping plaza and he saw it nearly every day on his way to and from work.
It didn’t take him long to buy two plain bands, not the least expensive they had, but close to it. He had to guess at Hank’s ring size because he wanted this to be a surprise, so he used his middle finger as a size guide and went a little larger than that. They assured him he could swap it out if it didn’t fit.
He wanted his guy to have a ring on their wedding day.
His ring.
Back in the car, he sat there and stared at the two bands in the ring box and realized this was…real.
This was happening.
I get the guy, and the sweet kid. I get perfection.
Now all he had to do was not fuck things up.
 
* * * *
 
Thursday and Friday had the men busy with a bunch of appointments for JJ, and an intro class for managing JJ’s health, and learning how to check her blood sugar and give JJ her medicine. Eventually she’d be doing it herself, but they needed to do it for her for right now, until they had her medicine levels worked out and stabilized.
And at night, once JJ was safely asleep, the men locked their bedroom door and Hank learned what it meant to give himself to a Dominant.
To hand over all control.
Still not doing anything besides oral and handjobs, though. Not that Hank was complaining about that, because…
Daaaaamn.
Hank wasn’t sure if Dox was taking things slow in the sex department because he worried about Hank freaking out, but he didn’t question it. He’d agreed to this and, frankly?
He didn’t have any complaints about the sex he was getting. For starters, it was a lot more frequently than he’d been getting it in years.
Secondly, Dox was damned good at it.
Third…he realized he was absolutely enjoying bringing Dox pleasure. He loved the noises and faces Dox made as he got him close to the edge. He wanted to learn how to be as good at giving a blowjob as Dox was.
He loved stroking the man’s cock and watching his face as he blew cum into Hank’s hand, the way he shuddered at the end and gasped with pleasure.
He wanted it all, and more.
Then there was snuggling in bed with Dox.
As in, Hank loved doing it. After so many years alone, it was nice to have someone to cuddle up with and go to sleep next to. It honestly wasn’t awkward like he’d thought it might be, because it wasn’t much different than what they’d already been doing. Except now Hank knew he could snuggle against the man and it wouldn’t be a problem.
Saturday morning, Hank grumbled when his cell phone rang a little after eight o’clock in the morning. He’d been comfortably spooned around Dox, who now also grumbled.
“What the hell?” Dox muttered.
Hank reached behind him and blindly fumbled for the phone and dragged it to his ear. “Hello?”
“Hey, did I wake you up?” a woman asked.
“Eliza?”
“Ain’t the tooth fairy. Listen, what are you boys’ plans for the day?”
He wasn’t even awake yet. “I don’t know, I—”
“Hooo, boy. You’re still asleep, aren’t you? Put your Sir on, please. I tried calling him first but his voice mail picked up.”
Well, that was one order he’d happily follow. “Eliza. Wants to talk to you.” He put the phone in Dox’s hand and then used that arm to hook around Dox’s waist and drag him even closer to his own body.
“Hello? … No, but— … I mean, yeah, but— …”
Whatever it was, Eliza was apparently not letting Dox get a word in edgewise.
Hank closed his eyes and pressed his face against the nape of Dox’s neck. Yesterday, Hank had talked to Ken Listley and gotten the okay to be late for work Monday morning. The plan was to go back to the county courthouse, get married by a clerk, and file the paperwork. Then Dox could take JJ to the gym before he went to work and immediately start the paperwork to add Hank and JJ to his insurance plan. Hank would head straight to work after they got married. As soon as he had the insurance in place, Dox would handle updating the doctors’ offices.
Hank was almost asleep again when Dox’s words punched through enough of his brain to make sense. “Okay, thank you. We’ll see you at one.”
Hank realized he’d ended the call. “See who where at one, Sir?”
Dox snuggled against him. “We’re to be at Eliza and Rusty’s at one. June told Eliza why JJ will be late Monday morning. Apparently, they’re taking exception to us getting married without any friends present. They’re all throwing us a wedding.”
That woke Hank up again. “Huh? How are they doing that? They need someone to marry us.”
“One of their friends is a Notary and volunteered to do it when they asked her.”
“Oh.” Hank’s eyes started drifting closed again.
“All we have to do is have us, JJ, and our marriage license there at one. She said she’s taking care of the rest.”
Hank opened his eyes, but he found himself staring at the back of Dox’s head. “Really?”
“Really.”
“So…what do we do now?”
“We go back to sleep for a while. I’m still too asleep to drag you into the shower and fuck your brains out in there.”
Hank hadn’t been horny…until Dox said that. Now his cock started inflating where it’d been pressed along the seam of Dox’s ass, separated only by their shorts.
“Oh, you did not just pop wood over me talking about fucking your brains out, did you?” Except as exhausted as Dox sounded, he also sounded amused.
Lying was forbidden, so Hank sighed in resignation. “I did, Sir.” At least the no-lying rule took a lot of the mental discomfort off his plate.
Honestly? This was the easiest relationship he’d ever had.
“Mmm.” Dox deliberately ground his ass against Hank, turning his little problem into a bigger, harder one. “Then let me take care of my boy so he’s not in misery all day.” Dox rolled him onto his back, sat up, and pulled down Hank’s shorts to suck his cock down his throat.
Hank bit back a needy groan. At least he knew the door was locked. They’d fooled around late last night and never unlocked it.
Dox shouldered Hank’s thighs apart so he had plenty of room to bob his head up and down Hank’s cock. Hank pulled a pillow under his head so he could watch him and reached down to stroke his hair, run his fingers through it.
When he came, it was with his fingers laced with Dox’s and squeezing his hand, struggling to keep his eyes open to watch while pleasure coiled and snapped inside his body, taking him over the edge.
He caught his breath and peeled his eyes open again to see Dox’s brown gaze steadily focused on him. He released Hank’s cock with a playful kiss on the head before tugging his sleep shorts back into position.
“Do you want to fuck me, Sir?” Hank said. “You can, if you want.”
 
* * * *
 
Maddox climbed up his body and kissed him. “At some point, yes. If you want me to. Right now, I’m having too much fun learning everything I can about your body before we even get to that point.”
Maddox rolled onto his back and Hank sat up. “Are you sure you’re going to get…everything you need, like this, Sir?”
“What do you mean?”
“We can’t really play because of JJ. And you’re not…” His face turned an adorable shade of pink. “Are blowjobs and handjobs enough for you, Sir?”
Maddox smiled. “They’re the start, buddy. We’re doing things backward and getting married first. I like the idea of keeping you in mental limbo for a little while, though. I meant what I said about control. That’s more important to me than spanking or play. There might be nights I tie you up and edge you and use you and make you beg to come. There might be nights we play and I see how many times I can make you come in the space of a few hours. We’re just getting started, and I’d rather take my time and do things this way. Day by day, night by night. Taking our time and having fun.”
Hank leaned in and nuzzled the front of Maddox’s shorts, which were tented by his erection. “Am I allowed to ask to make a rule, Sir?”
“Of course. This isn’t a one-way thing, buddy.”
“Then I’d like to make a rule, Sir,” he quietly said, his breath warm against Maddox’s cock, even through his shorts.
“What’s that?”
Those blue eyes of his would always hit Maddox hard in the feels. “I’m not allowed to lie to you, and I have to tell you if something’s wrong, correct?”
“Yes?”
“If you aren’t getting what you need, if you feel like you’re missing something, I want a rule in place that you’ll tell me and give me the chance to come up with a solution with you—together.”
Maddox sat up, which prompted Hank to sit up. He cupped Hank’s cheek with his hand and kissed him, taking his time and savoring it. “I promise,” Maddox said. “That’s a rule I’ll gladly agree to.”
That was the last talking they did for a while, because Hank pushed him back onto the bed and pulled Maddox’s shorts down. It wasn’t the world’s best blowjob, but every one he gave Maddox was getting better, and they were pretty good to start with.
No complaints about them, that was for sure.
What he lacked in skill he made up for in enthusiasm.
And those blue eyes of his.
Once sated, he pulled Hank into his arms to snuggle with him tucked against his side. “I think I’m going to hyphenate your last name to mine,” Maddox said. He’d been thinking about this ever since Hank had said yes.
“You don’t want me to change my name?” Hank asked.
“No, because of JJ. It’s easier to change my name.”
“What if I wanted to add your name, Sir?”
Maddox stared into his eyes. “That’d be cool.” But his heart raced in a good way at that. “Is that something you’ve been thinking about?”
“Uh, yeah. I want my husband’s name.”
“What if you’d married a woman?”
Hank shrugged. “I never really thought about it much before now, but I kind of think they should take each other’s names. Why only one? Or keep both their names.”
Maddox thought about the wedding bands he’d hidden in his laptop case. “Good point.”
 
* * * *
 
When they finally climbed out of bed, JJ wasn’t far behind them, drawn by the smell of coffee brewing.
“There’s our princess,” Maddox said, kissing the top of her head when she wandered into the kitchen. “Let’s check your blood sugar.”
She melodramatically sighed as she flounced into her chair, dropped her head to the table, and stuck her hand out. “I suppose.”
It made Maddox snicker, because he’d seen her do more of this so far than Hank had. She wasn’t seriously griping, more she was trying to make him laugh. She knew he hated having to stick her, and she wasn’t sure enough to do it yet herself.
Maddox checked her sugar levels and consulted with the instructions to verify what he was giving her and how much before he did. Her sugar was a little high, and she’d be eating shortly. They were still so early in this process that the doctors wanted to fine-tune her medications. There were all sorts of variables, like food, gymnastics, and martial arts, that could impact her sugar levels. Since she was already very active, that would help in some ways.
But already they could see the worst of her irritability, which had crept up on them over the past couple of months, was gone, as was a lot of her previous exhaustion.
And she said she felt better, too.
“So, we have a change of plans for today,” Maddox told her while Hank cooked their breakfast.
“What change?” she asked.
“Miss Eliza wants to throw us a wedding at their house today.”
She cocked her head. “Instead of the courthouse?” They’d told her their plans already, and had planned to take her along Monday morning and make her a part of it.
“Exactly. Miss June’s going to be there, too.”
She nodded, already looking excited. “I’d like that! Will there be cake?”
“I don’t know exactly what the menu will be,” he hedged. “We’ll see.”
She did an adorable little dance in her chair. “Daddy and Pop, sittin’ in a tree. To-day they’re gonna get marrieeeeed!”
Hank burst out laughing and turned from the stove. “I don’t think Walt Whitman has any worries,” he joked, making Maddox laugh even harder at her confused scowl.
“Who’s that?” she asked.
“Never mind, pumpkin,” Hank said. “You’ll find out when you hit high school.”
After a morning spent doing chores, they headed over to Eliza’s per her orders, and were shocked to find cars parked up and down their street, with one parking spot reserved for them in their driveway. They didn’t even make it up the front walk before the front door was thrown open, and they were welcomed inside with the sound of happy cheers.
Eliza led them through the house. “Guys, this is Loren and her hubby, Ross. She’s going to be the I-do officiator today.”
“Thanks for doing this.” Maddox remembered Loren and her husband from the munch he’d attended, and they’d come to JJ’s birthday party. JJ remembered them, too.
Loren smiled. “My pleasure. I’m sort of the unofficial official for this group.”
“You gave me the Kindle for my birthday!” JJ said, hugging them both.
“Yes, we did,” Loren said. “Have you been using it?”
“Every day! I loooove it!”
“We got your thank you note,” Ross said, giving JJ a little fist bump. “Your daddy is doing things right.”
She grinned up at them. “So is Pop. He helped, too.”
Maddox was still absorbing that he was really going to be JJ’s step-dad and wondered if that was ever going to get old.
He hoped not.
“Do you have anything special you want to say?” Loren asked them. “Any vows you wrote?”
Maddox met Hank’s gaze. “I want to say something when we get to that point. Whatever basic ceremony you normally use is fine.”
“I didn’t plan to say anything,” Hank added, “but I can wing it.”
They didn’t waste any time, either. Eliza hustled everyone out to the backyard, where a grill was already starting to smell pretty dang good from whatever it was they were cooking on it.
Rusty, who wore an apron, whistled for quiet, and Loren took over. “This is a last-minute addition to the weekend’s festivities,” she said. “Eliza requested I keep it short, sweet, and remind everyone if you want your meat rare you’d better tell Rusty now, if you haven’t already.”
He held up a pair of barbecue tongs and snapped them together, making everyone laugh.
June’s husband, Scrye, who made tall Rusty look small, and who JJ also loved, picked her up and settled her on his shoulders so she could easily see the ceremony. And Maddox was aware of several people taking pictures and video with their cells, which was good, because now they’d have memories of it they could look at later.
For now, all he could see was Hank.
“Join hands,” Loren said, and they did.
Maddox found himself blinking back tears and swallowing the lump in his throat.
This is really happening.
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
This is really happening!
Hank stood there in Eliza’s back yard and stared into Dox’s eyes while trying not to cry.
He couldn’t even focus on what Loren was saying. The ceremony was more or less noise to him, quieted only by focusing on Dox’s calmly intense gaze.
There was no going back for him, only forward.
This wasn’t merely a means to an end for him. This was love.
This man truly was the love of his life.
Maddox had seen him at his worst and lowest at various points in his life and still wanted to be there for him.
Still wanted to have his back.
Wanted to protect and love JJ as much as he did.
How could he ask for a better partner than that?
As Loren led them through reciting their vows, Hank focused on Dox, on trying not to break down bawling like a baby, and on the fact that, for the first time in his life, he felt completely at peace.
“Maddox,” Loren said. “You wanted to say something?”
He nodded and squeezed Hank’s hands. “I’ve always been in love with you. I was too chicken to admit it when we were kids. Maybe it’s better I didn’t, I don’t know. I never thought I’d see you again, then you came back into my life. It feels like a series of events conspired to make sure we got our second chance, and I’m beyond grateful for that chance. I refuse to waste it, or to deny what I feel for you. I swear to you that I’ll love you for the rest of our lives, I’ll always take care of both of you, and that I’ll love JJ as my own child.”
Then Dox released his hands. Hank watched as Dox’s hand dipped into the pocket of his shorts and he held up a ring. Hank had to blink back tears as Dox slipped it onto his finger.
“With this ring, I thee wed,” Dox said, looking Hank in the eyes. “I want you to know how serious I am about this, that it’s not a game to me, it’s not just doing you a favor. It’s for life, and I mean every word of my vows.”
It fit perfectly.
That Maddox had actually found time, somewhere, to go out and buy one for him…it meant the world to Hank.
“I-I don’t have one for you.”
Dox smiled and reached into his pocket. “I just so happen to have one.”
Hank chuckled. “You sneak.” He took it from him and had to pause for a moment to corral his thoughts. “I was clueless about how you felt for me when we were kids. I always knew you were my best friend. I can look back on those years and see this isn’t far-fetched. I’ve always followed you around, and you always took care of me. I think it’s only fitting that I spend the rest of my life following you around, because I’ve never been happier than when I’ve been with you.”
He slipped the ring onto Maddox’s finger. “With this ring, I thee wed. I want you to know I will spend the rest of my life trying to be the best husband I can to you, and like you said, working day by day, night by night to make us as strong a family as we can be.”
“With that,” Loren said, “I pronounce you husbands. Feel free to kiss.”
Everyone cheered as Hank leaned in and kissed Dox first, staring him in the eyes as he did.
“Love you, Sir,” Hank whispered.
He could never remember Dox ever looking so happy in his entire life as he did in that moment. “Love you, too, boy.”
 
* * * *
 
It was nearly dark when the men finally got out of there, with JJ asleep on Hank’s shoulder as he carried her to the car and strapped her into her car seat. Rusty and Eliza had both worked with her most of the afternoon on basic fighting techniques, with a fake sword and shield, and she was already hooked on it.
One more activity for their little girl that would, as Rusty and Eliza gleefully pointed out, help teach her how to defend herself and terrify boys—or girls—who might want to mess with her.
They wouldn’t argue with that logic. Not at all.
Maddox got behind the wheel. Then he sat there for a moment, a playful smile on his face.
“What?” Hank asked.
“I’m in decent shape, but I’m not sure I can carry you across the threshold when we get home.” He winked.
Hank snorted. “I’ll cut you some slack for that, Sir.” He laid his hand on Dox’s thigh and felt a thrill roll through him when Dox laid his hand over Hank’s and left it there for most of the ride home.
Yeah, this felt…right. No, it didn’t make sense unless he took an honest assessment of himself and his life up until this point, the sum of it and the sum of his relationship with Dox.
Everything they’d done as kids set this into motion.
The trust.
The rapport.
The love.
He never had the right vocabulary for it when they were kids, but it was all there, the whole time.
He wasn’t stupid enough to try to deny it.
Why? Why deny the best thing to ever come into his life, next to JJ?
Why deny how he felt about the guy when the truth was, he was finally happy? They both were.
JJ woke up long enough to get her bath, check her blood sugar, and take her medication, then she fell asleep again almost immediately, worn out from her nonstop play that afternoon.
They stood in her bedroom doorway for a moment, watching her sleep.
“We’re going to have to threaten boys she brings home, aren’t we?” Hank asked.
Dox grinned. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem by the time she reaches that age. Especially if Rusty and Eliza have anything to do with it.” He patted Hank on the shoulder. “Let’s head to bed. I think I know what I want to do next.”
 
* * * *
 
In an ideal world, Maddox would have taken Hank to a decent resort on the beach for the whole weekend and holed up in their room, never leaving it until time to check out, spending the entire time making Hank’s head explode from pleasure.
Giving him every reason to celebrate the choice he’d made giving himself to Maddox.
For tonight, they had to be dads. Eliza and Rusty had offered to let JJ stay with them tonight, as had June and Scrye, but the men gently refused their offers because they were, frankly, scared to. They were still worried about JJ’s medication and adjusting the levels, checking her blood sugar—all of that. Maybe in a few weeks, once doctors were happy with her maintenance levels, and JJ had started learning how to take care of that, too, then they’d let her out of their sight for an overnight.
Until then, Maddox was perfectly happy to be an overprotective dad and keep her close at night. It was difficult enough to let her out of their sight during the day while they were at work.
Maddox led Hank to their bedroom—their bedroom—and locked the door behind them. Then he pulled Hank into his arms. “I’m still afraid I’m going to wake up and find out this was just a dream.”
Hank draped his arms over Maddox’s shoulders, around his neck. “If it is, then we’re both having it…Sir.”
He wore a playful smile while he said it.
“Sounds like you’re getting used to calling me that.”
“I am, believe it or not.” His smile faded. “I wish Mom and Dad were here today. And Lois.”
“If they’re able, I’m sure they’re watching us and smiling.”
“I hope so.” His gaze seemed to be searching Maddox’s face. “I’ve spent the past couple of years too deep inside my own head. I know I have. I didn’t have a choice. I had to shove everything way down inside me and hold on tight because I had to take care of her. I was afraid to lose it. I was all she had, and I couldn’t let those fuckers in Cameron’s family have her. I wouldn’t. Especially not after they tried to blame Lois for everything.”
“It’s you and me, boy,” Maddox quietly said. “You and me, shoulder-to-shoulder. You’re not alone anymore, and I won’t hesitate to fuck someone’s shit up if they try to get in our way. Let them try to come after us. We’ll take them apart.”
“And we can sic Eliza and June on them,” Hank playfully added, a smile once again quirking his lips.
“Absolutely we can. Do that, and then sit back and watch the show.” He pulled Hank in for a long, slow, sweetly gentle kiss. “No Sir and boy tonight, okay? Just us.”
Hank tipped his head forward, forehead-to-forehead with Maddox. It was something they seemed to do a lot, sometimes just standing there for a minute or two like that, taking quiet comfort from each other. It wasn’t…uncomfortable. It wasn’t weird. It felt normal, easy, like nothing was required except being present in the moment and accepting what was.
“What if I want Sir and boy?” Hank asked.
Maddox nuzzled noses with him. “Does that comfort you?”
“Yeah,” he softly said. “It does.”
Maddox turned them so he could sit on the bed. He put Hank on his knees on the floor, between his thighs, cradling his head against him and massaging his scalp for him. A soft moan escaped Hank and it was like he nearly melted into Maddox’s lap.
He smiled, holding him, loving this.
All his fantasies made real.
His life made complete, when he hadn’t realized before how much was missing.
“My good boy,” he said, rubbing Hank’s scalp. “I promise I’ll take such good care of you.”
“Thank you, Sir.” Hell, Hank even sounded like he was in subspace.
Maddox’s heart raced at the feel of Hank actually nuzzling his forehead against his thigh.
Tenderly.
Lovingly.
No, this wasn’t a man reluctantly going along with the events.
This was a man willingly all-in, and Maddox believed him when he said he was in this for real.
For life.
If I’ve got this kind of rapport with him now, how great will it be when we can scene?
After a few minutes, Maddox prompted Hank to stand and tugged his shirttails free of his shorts, pulling it off him, followed by Hank’s shorts and briefs.
The man was fucking gorgeous, there was no two ways about it. Not perfection built in a gym, either. His body was from real, hard, honest work on a daily basis.
“All those times I stood up for you,” Maddox teased, “and now, here you are, the fucking badass.”
Hank looked a little bashful. “You’ll never know how much I appreciated it back then. I could always count on you when I couldn’t count on anyone else. Why did you do that?”
“Because I’ve always loved you, buddy. I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt you.”
Sitting on the edge of the bed put Maddox at the perfect position to have a little fun. Hank’s cock wasn’t fully erect, but he definitely had healthy interest going on. Maddox playfully smiled up at him before pulling him close and teasing him, kissing his way down his treasure trail, nuzzling his lips around the base of his cock but not licking it.
That definitely got Hank’s interest. His cock finished stiffening, his hands settling on Maddox’s shoulders as Maddox leaned in and left a love bite just above his pubes. Hank softly moaned again, his fingers digging into Maddox’s shoulders. “Fuuuck…”
Maddox smiled up at him. “Oh, I plan on leaving all sorts of sneaky marks on you tonight.” He stood and peeled his own shirt off, quickly followed by his shorts and briefs. Pulling Hank’s body against him, feeling the firm warmth of his muscles and skin pressed along his, Maddox knew he was in…
Heaven.
Something else Maddox had stocked up on was lube, because at the rate they were going, they were going to be using a lot.
They’d probably be going through a lot of condoms at some point, too, although Maddox still wanted both of them to get tested, just to be sure. And he wasn’t going to step things up to anal yet, anyway.
There was still way too much fun to be had that they hadn’t even started having yet.
Maddox grabbed a towel and bottle of lube and stretched out on top of Hank on the bed. He started by kissing him, their cocks rubbing together as Hank spread his thighs so Maddox could lie there.
Yes, one night in the not too distant future, hopefully he’d be fucking his boy like that. Or, if it never happened, that was fine, too. They were not lacking for orgasms at the rate they were going.
Right now he wanted to savor the taste of Hank’s lips, gently nipping and sucking on them as they kissed. Taking their time.
Exploring.
“My husband,” Maddox said, unable to help smiling as he did. “I never thought I’d get to call you that.”
“Me, either, Sir.” Hank smiled. “Not complaining about it, that’s for sure.” Hank wrapped his arms around Maddox, his hands settling on his ass and kneading his flesh.
It’d been a while since Maddox had been with another guy, but how perfect that his last guy was Hank?
His last partner hopefully for the rest of their lives.
Maddox planted his hands on the mattress on either side of Hank’s head and smiled down at him as he slowly rocked his body along Hank’s. “You know,” Maddox said, “if there’s ever anything you want to try with me, all you have to do is ask.”
He loved how Hank’s fingers kneaded his ass. “I don’t even know what I don’t know, dude. I’m happy to follow your lead. Seriously.”
Maddox nibbled his way along Hank’s jawline to his right ear, where he nipped the lobe. “By the time you go back to work Monday morning, there won’t be a square inch of your body I haven’t had my hands or my mouth on. You realize that, right?”
Hank deliciously shivered below him. “You don’t hear me complaining, Sir.”
 
* * * *
 
Abso-fucking-lutely not, Hank wasn’t going to complain.
He had worried his boss might be a little weird about the whole situation, but fortunately, the guy wasn’t a jerk. One of the guys on his crew had given Hank a hassle when he heard Hank telling the crew foreman what was going on Thursday morning, but then on Friday, the guy wasn’t there. He’d been moved to another crew at the foreman’s request.
Ironically, the guy had been in line to possibly get promoted.
Not anymore.
Because the foreman had a son who was gay, and didn’t put up with that kind of bigoted shit from people working under him.
Neither did Ken Listley.
Hank arched his back a little, trying to gain a little traction on his cock where he was rubbing against Maddox, but the sadist pushed up a little, chuckling into Hank’s ear when he whined in disappointment.
“I’m going to take my time,” Maddox whispered. “This is our first time doing this married. I want to remember it for the rest of my life.”
Come to think of it, he had a point.
Hank had never come close to getting married before.
Maddox started working his way down Hank’s body, kissing and licking his flesh as he did, but not nearly fast enough for Hank’s liking. With every slow bit of progress the man made, Hank’s cock throbbed, aching for more.
Kind of the point, he soon learned. The faster he tried to urge Maddox, the more time he took, until he finally lifted his head to smile at Hank. “You realize the more desperate you are the better I like it, right?”
“I’m starting to realize that, Sir.”
Maddox sat up and grabbed Hank’s hands, pinning them over his head as he stared down into his eyes. “Ask me for it,” he said. “Tell me what you want, boy. Might as well get used to that now, because I’m going to make you beg a lot during our life together.” A sexy smile quirked his lips. “Kind of turns me on.”
Hank swallowed hard as he stared up into Maddox’s gaze. Now he understood what he’d loved about him when they were kids—the single-minded focus Maddox had on him. A lot of things made sense in retrospect, from the way Maddox never brushed him off, to the way he’d playfully made Hank beg for things when they were kids, like taking a break from studying, or to go do something together.
“I want you, Sir. Please make me come.”
Something akin to triumph seemed to light Maddox’s gaze from deep within him. He slanted his lips over Hank’s for a long, crushing kiss that scrambled Hank’s brain even while it made his cock throb and leak all the more. At this rate, he was going to blow just from eager anticipation. He could feel how hard Maddox’s cock was, too, leaking pre-cum all over him as he ground on him.
Maddox lifted his lips from Hank’s for more teasing, more nips and sucks. “Who do you belong to?” Maddox whispered.
Another of those thills ran through him. “You, Sir. I’m yours.”
“And who do I belong to?”
A lump rose in Hank’s throat. “Me, Sir. You belong to me.”
“Damn right, I do.” Sitting up, he grabbed the lube and drizzled a generous amount over both their cocks. Then he reached down and fisted both of them, resting his weight on his other arm as his gaze bored into Hank’s.
“Hold on to me,” Maddox told him.
Hank wrapped his arms around him and hooked his feet over the backs of Maddox’s calves. Hank let out a moan as Maddox slowly stroked them. The man had fucking magic fingers. Yeah, he was happy to turn over control of his sex life to Maddox. The guy was damned good at it, that was for sure.
“Come with me,” Maddox urged.
Slowly, until he gained a little confidence, Hank started moving with him, thrusting his cock into Maddox’s fist, their cocks rubbing together.
Almost immediately he felt his mind spinning away into a sweet peace where he was happy to turn everything over to Maddox. Nothing else mattered but turning everything over to him.
“There’s my good boy,” Maddox whispered. “You feel it, don’t you? You feel how good it is letting go to me, don’t you?”
“Yes, Sir.” He couldn’t have taken his focus off Maddox in this moment even if he’d wanted to. The man was his universe, his everything.
“For better or for worse, baby,” Maddox told him. “I’ll carry it all for you. All you have to do is give me what I want.”
Their gazes locked as Maddox patiently stroked their meat and Hank found himself actively fucking back against him.
That cocky, triumphant smile Maddox wore looked like no more than fourteen days had passed instead of fourteen years. When Hank’s climax erupted, Maddox practically growled with pleasure when he felt Hank’s cum fill his hand and spill all over them. He started stroking hard, fast, catching up and adding his own load to the sticky mess now covering both of them.
But he lowered his body over Hank’s and kissed him again, sweetly, sated—tenderly. “Love you, boy. For the rest of our lives.”
Hank lifted his head so he could kiss him. “Love you, too, Sir. Forever.”
 




Chapter Twenty
 
Hank let himself in the front door Tuesday night and pulled up short at hearing a squeal of laughter from JJ, and Dox’s voice.
Also sounding happy.
He walked in and found them on the couch, JJ enthralled as Dox read to her from a book.
The sight of the two of them together like that nearly drove Hank’s breath out of him.
And not in a bad way.
A sweet, deep ache throbbed in his chest, slowly twining its way down through his body to his cock, which twitched when he spotted the smile on Dox’s face as he turned the page.
I am in love with him.
Seeing this man loving his daughter, being a father to her, it felt like all the jagged, scattered pieces of his soul had been shaken and magically fell into their rightful places.
Finally.
They both looked up, smiling. “Hi, Daddy!” JJ said. “Pop was reading to me.”
“I see.” He set his lunch cooler down on the table and walked over to her to kiss her hello on the forehead. “Did you do your schoolwork already?” He’d bought a couple of workbooks for her to keep up with things like practicing the alphabet and learning basic math over the summer.
She nodded. “Pop helped me.”
Hank was well aware of Dox’s smile before his gaze swiveled and met Dox’s. The man wore a playful smirk, his own gaze searching Hank’s for…something.
Hank leaned in and brushed a kiss across Dox’s lips. “That’s because Pop is a great dad.”
From the way Dox’s gaze immediately softened, almost looking like was close to tears, it only cemented in Hank’s soul he’d absolutely made the right choice to marry him.
Dox was right—they could work on everything else along the way if they just kept loving and trusting each other. Day by day, night by night.
“I need to take a shower,” Hank said, standing up. “I’m all sweaty and stinky. I’ll be right out.”
“Peeee-ewwww, Daddy!” JJ pinched her nose, giggling.
Dox looked like he wanted to join him in the shower. “I’ll get dinner going for us,” he said instead.
Hank started to turn away. “Thanks.” Then he pulled up short, turned back, and laid a real kiss on Dox, one that had JJ giggling again and turned Dox’s cheekbones an adorable shade of pink. “I’ll be right back, Pop.”
Dox swallowed hard. “Hurry. I’m hungry.”
Oh, Sir wants to play that game, huh?
Toying with him like this was fun. “Have to make sure you eat your fill tonight then, Pop.” That time, he slowly straightened, watching the edges of Dox’s lips twitch as he tried to hold back the grin Hank knew desperately wanted to escape and which would draw questions from JJ if he allowed free.
Dox caught his lower lip between his teeth, a gesture gone again almost before Hank even saw it. Only then did Hank turn, wearing his own smile, and head back to their bedroom.
When he emerged ten minutes later, smelling and feeling loads better, Dox was in the kitchen finishing dinner prep while JJ sat on the couch and was busy coloring. During his shower, exhaustion had swept through him again, dampening his ardor a little.
Although he suspected Dox would have no trouble getting his interest up once a certain little girl was safely asleep.
Hank walked over to Dox and rested his head on his shoulder. “Thank you,” he said. “I know I keep saying it, but I keep meaning it.” He slipped his arms around him, and, yes, okay, it was very nice having someone to hug.
Dox’s arms encircled him, hugging him, one hand settling on the back of Hank’s head, where he gently massaged his scalp.
A soft moan escaped Hank, his eyes falling closed at the delightful sensation.
Maddox pressed a kiss to his cheek, then whispered, “I’ll do anything to take care of my boy. And yes, I plan on having my fill tonight before going to bed.”
Hank fisted Dox’s T-shirt and struggled against the urge to grind himself against him. He couldn’t do that with JJ right freaking there in the living room.
But apparently Dox felt the way Hank’s cock had gone rigid, because he pulled Hank tighter against his body. Without moving his lips from where they were close to Hank’s ear, he whispered, “I’ll also take care of anything else my boy needs taken care of, once we put her to bed for the night.”
Before the recent events had hard-shifted his life into Maddox’s orbit, Hank’s libido had been practically nil due to exhaustion and stress.
Maddox had changed that, too. Now that Hank’s libido had returned, it’d done so with a screaming vengeance that would put banshees to shame. “Yes, Sir,” Hank softly mumbled against Dox’s shoulder. “Please.” He pressed his thigh against Dox and felt that the other man’s cock was also hard. “I want another lesson, Sir. I want more.”
Maddox had introduced him to rope bondage and edging last night, and Hank had loved every second of it.
The sweet, soft exhale of breath against Hank’s cheek told him Dox was mightily on board with that plan. Still, he held on to his caution. “You do, hmm?”
Hank drew his head back just enough he could look Dox in the eyes.
“You’re my husband. I meant this for life. And I love you. Is it what I expected? No. Maybe that’s even better. Because you showed me how much you love me, and her. If you think I’m stupid enough to toss that away without giving us an honest chance, think again.”
Dox’s gaze slowly searched Hank’s face for a long, quiet moment. “Thank you for trusting me.”
Hank’s hands settled on Dox’s hips, and he pulled him against his body. “Just think, if I’d known all this back then, we’d have fucked each other to exhaustion countless times already.”
“Who says we still won’t?” Dox waggled his eyebrows at him. “We haven’t even scratched the tip of the iceberg yet.”
 
* * * *
 
In some ways, it seemed like the fourteen years apart had never happened. Maddox felt their rapport was stronger than ever, and it’d been pretty good back then. Able to finish each other’s sentences, know each other’s thoughts.
Rapport he’d never felt with anyone else before.
He’d been in love with Kelly and never felt like this with her.
Maybe another reason they were doomed beyond her cheating.
“Set the table, please, Daddy.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Maddox smiled and gave Hank one last kiss before he turned back to the stove. He hadn’t yet told his parents about them. He suspected they’d be okay with it—not that they got any say in the matter—except he was still processing. They’d only been married three days, but Maddox knew with all certainty they’d made the right decision.
The hardest thing about this would be mastering the steep learning curve they’d been hit with regarding managing JJ’s medical care. That absolutely terrified him, worrying about whether or not he’d foul that up.
They’d all be learning together, though. Thursday night they were attending their first class at Proctor-Collins Medical Center, for patients and their families, covering lifestyle choices and meal planning.
Once they had dinner and then put JJ to bed for the night, the men locked themselves in their bedroom and turned on music to help mask their activities, many of them favorite songs from their high school days. Maddox pulled Hank in for a long kiss that once again had Hank grinding against him. After stripping Hank, Maddox smiled and shoved him back, onto the bed, and pointed a finger at him.
“Stay.” Maddox walked over to the closet and retrieved a couple of items from his implement bag, including a ball gag, a blindfold, and a couple of coils of rope. He buckled the blindfold onto Hank’s head first, then kissed him again before buckling the gag around his head.
“Sit up, boy.”
Hank did, and Maddox quickly fashioned a basic rope harness around his torso, pinning his arms to his body. He pushed him back onto the bed again and straddled him, reaching down to play with his nipples, lightly pinching them and making Hank moan around the gag.
“Yeah, that’s what my boy likes, isn’t it?” Maddox softly said. “Make you completely helpless and then tease you until your balls feel like they’re going to explode.” He lightly flicked the edge of his fingernails over the tips of Hank’s nipples, making him moan again.
He reached down behind him and cupped his hand around Hank’s balls and cock, the latter of which stood erect and already leaking pre-cum all over Hank’s abs.
Maddox lightly dragged his fingernails over the bottom of Hank’s sac. “See, this is really making me hot,” Maddox told him. “Having you helpless and needy and having you beg for relief.” Beneath him, Hank’s body strained as he tried to wiggle his hips to get traction against his cock.
Maddox wouldn’t give it to him, though. Instead, he turned around, still straddling him but now facing the man’s cock, and leaned in to lightly blow over the tip of it.
Hank shuddered beneath him, whimpering now.
“Spread your legs,” he ordered.
Moving slowly and making Maddox pretty sure he’d drop-kicked Hank into deep subspace, the man finally spread his thighs.
“Wider, boy. When I tell you to spread them, I want them open.”
Below him, he felt Hank’s breathing catch, speed up, but he complied.
“Good boy,” he said. Then he leaned in again and gently tugged on Hank’s sac with his mouth, covering his teeth with his lips as he did so he didn’t accidentally bite him there.
Maybe that was something they could work up to.
Hank froze, whining again, but from the way his cock twitched Maddox knew he had him. Still wearing his shorts, he scooted up Hank’s body, so he could grind on his face a little. There would be deep face-fucking in his boy’s future, but not tonight.
He wanted him eager and needy and loving everything he did to him, asking him for more.
Begging him, even.
He hooked his arms under Hank’s thighs so he could keep them spread apart and proceeded to explore every inch of territory around his balls and the insides of his thighs with his mouth—except his cock. Every moan Hank made vibrated through the fabric of Maddox’s shorts and into his balls and cock. He knew he probably had as big a wet spot inside his briefs as the cum puddle Hank would have on his abs…if Maddox wasn’t licking up every drop he spilled.
After all the fantasies he’d had? He wasn’t about to waste a single drop.
He slowly worked his way along Hank’s cock with his lips, being careful not to get him off yet. Maddox had a plan for that.
It didn’t take long for Hank to start softly begging for relief, making Maddox smile. He lifted his head from Hank’s cock. “You feel like letting Sir sixty-nine you tonight?”
“Mmm-hmm!” No mistaking his eager agreement.
Maddox stood, finished stripping, removed the gag from Hank’s mouth, and then climbed on top of him again. He wouldn’t edge him too long tonight. He wanted to reward his good boy’s eagerness.
Building up to long periods of tease-and-denial could come with time.
And practice.
Hank’s mouth was already open and eagerly waiting when Maddox lowered his cock between the man’s lips. Maddox sucked in a sharp breath of pleasure as Hank’s lips closed around the head.
“That’s it, boy. Just like that.”
Holy fuck, the man was a natural. If Maddox had thought he might have half a chance with Hank when they were younger, he would’ve desperately tried anything to convince him to take a chance on them. So fucking hot and sexy, the sweet heat of his mouth cradled Maddox’s cock as he slowly pressed into the man’s mouth.
Not too deep—he didn’t want to gag Hank and turn him off.
There’d be plenty of time for Hank to perfect his deep-throat skills.
Maddox was looking forward to all the fun they’d have working on that, too.
Maddox licked a pearl of pre-cum off the head of Hank’s cock. “Come when you can, boy.” With that he went down on Hank again, moaning around his cock as Hank’s moans rolled through his own cock.
Fuck yeah.
The sweet edge of exploration added an additional layer of bliss to this. A shiny new relationship, a shiny new submissive—
A shiny new husband.
Maddox held back his own climax, wanting to feel Hank moaning around his cock to milk his cum from him. And as Maddox exploded, the feel of Hank’s mouth swallowing around his cock nearly rolled his eyes back in his head.
Once he recovered, he climbed off Hank and turned around so he could deeply kiss him, tasting each other as he slowly explored with his tongue.
He finally removed Hank’s blindfold. “Well?” Maddox asked.
Hank’s eyes still looked glazed. “Wow!”
“That a good wow?”
He nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
Inside, Maddox was doing a touchdown dance. Outside, he was chill. “More, boy? I mean, not tonight. We’re both exhausted. But…more?”
Hank nodded. “I want more.”
Maddox nuzzled noses with him. “Excellent.”
 




Chapter Twenty-One
 
It was a Friday night, and Maddox felt a little guilty that they were ditching JJ for the whole weekend, but that feeling quickly evaporated when she hugged and kissed them good-bye before happily taking off with the other kids to go play video games in the living room.
He’d been married to Hank for almost a month now, and June had invited JJ to spend the weekend with them. It wouldn’t just be her, but also a couple of other kids of various ages who were also children of their “friends in common,” and giving their respective parents a child-free weekend.
In other words, the first “honeymoon” the men had actually had.
And at JJ’s doctor appointment yesterday, the doctor had been pleased with how her maintenance was going and wasn’t going to make any tweaks to her medication right now. They’d see her in a month for a check-up. If she continued to do well, they’d move the check-ups to every two months, and then every three months.
June smiled. “Enjoy your weekend, boys,” she said before hugging them. “We got this.”
Poor Hank. He looked worried, terrified, even. “Don’t hesitate to call us, even in the middle of the night,” Hank said.
“I will, Dad.” She grinned. “One of my daughters’ friends when they were growing up had type 1. We’ll also have an appropriate menu, I swear. Plus we’ve got a couple of kids at the gym who have it. If I have any questions or concerns, I’ll call.” She dropped her voice. “Your Sir already went over all the details with me and signed off on everything.”
Maddox clapped him on the shoulder and squeezed. “Let’s go, buddy.”
As Maddox drove them home, he already knew he’d have to drop Hank hard and fast into subspace to take his mind off JJ for a little while.
They needed this time alone. They hadn’t had a long courtship, not really. They needed to explore, to relax.
To be able to let loose with grunts or spankings or any other noises they wanted to make.
Maddox wanted to fuck Hank on the couch, put him on his knees in the kitchen for a morning blowjob while he sipped his coffee, have him run around the house dressed in nothing but his wedding ring and collar.
Wanted to hand-feed him and lick the crumbs from his body.
At that thought he had to reach down and adjust his cock as it started thickening and pressing uncomfortably against his zipper. Then he had another thought.
He grabbed Hank’s left hand and pressed it into his crotch, squeezing his hand around Hank’s.
“Yeah, buddy,” Maddox said.
Hank smiled. “I have a feeling I know where that’s going tonight, Sir.” Hank took over massaging his cock through his shorts and Maddox put both hands on the wheel again.
“Ooooh, I’d be willing to bet your feeling is correct.”
When he stopped for a red light, he looked and still found Hank’s blue gaze heavy on him, his smile looking slightly devious as he leaned in for a kiss. He nipped Maddox’s lower lip before sitting back again when the light turned green.
Fuuuuuck.
It was getting easier to ignore the voice in his brain wanting to guilt him over this, wanting to hammer him for it, wanting to convince him he was wrong and taking advantage of the situation for his own gain.
“I should say, I hope I know where that’s going, Sir.”
Maddox glanced at him again, his cock twitching now more because of the direct, heated way Hank’s gaze never broke from his than the feel of Hank’s hand still massaging his cock. Swallowing hard, he nodded.
Hank’s fingers trailed lower. When Maddox shifted in his seat and spread his thighs as wide as he could, Hank lightly raked his nails over Maddox’s balls.
“Fuuuuck, buddy,” he groaned. “You’re going to make me come in my shorts.”
Hank grinned. “That wasn’t an order to stop, was it, Sir?”
“No, it wasn’t.”
Although, truth be told, Maddox was thinking about doing something else that weekend that they hadn’t done yet.
Several somethings.
Over the past several weeks, they’d gotten to know each other in ways they’d never dreamed possible before.
They did a lot of talking.
They also realized that they’d never been happier than they were now.
That what they had together was a sweet perfection neither wanted to lose and both cherished.
As soon as they were inside the house and had closed the front door behind them, Maddox pressed Hank back against it and kissed him hard. And while he started working to unfasten Hank’s shorts, Hank yanked off his shirt and dropped it to the floor. He stepped out of his shorts and reached for Maddox, sinking to his knees in front of him and looking up with a beautiful, playful smile as he fished Maddox’s cock out and kissed the head.
“Love you, Sir.”
Maddox’s throat tightened, a lump filling it as a ton of emotions hit him all at once. In everything Hank did, he showed Maddox how he felt.
The absolute proof this man loved him and genuinely wanted to be with him now.
The hows no longer mattered.
He reached down and fisted Hank’s hair, holding him back, keeping him from swallowing his cock. “I love you, too, boy.” His voice choked. “I love you so fucking much, you have no idea.”
The smile faded from Hank’s face and he stood to pull Maddox into his arms. “Dox, I love you,” he gently said. “I love you, and I love this. I had no clue you were what was missing in my life for all these years. I’m sorry we didn’t have all those years together, but maybe this is better. Maybe back then I couldn’t have handled this. I’m in this with you for life. I’m not going anywhere, I swear. I’m happy with you. In a way I’ve never felt in my adult life. I’m not just saying that.”
He cupped Maddox’s face in his hands and leaned in for a long, sweet kiss. Maddox slid his hands around Hank, down to his ass, holding on.
“Thank you for loving and trusting me,” Maddox said.
“You love and trust me, Sir.” He nuzzled noses with him. “Did I anticipate this? No. Would I have believed this if you’d told me several months ago it’d happen? No. But am I happy?” Hank smiled and kissed him again, this time tightening his grip on Maddox’s head, slanting his lips over Maddox’s in a firm, insistent kiss.
Maddox let him take control of the kiss. And when Hank’s tongue swept over the seam of his lips, Maddox parted them and let Hank keep control, meeting him there and grinding his hips against him as they kissed.
 
* * * *
 
No, this wasn’t where Hank thought he’d ever be.
In some ways, though, this was even better.
He had no doubts how Dox felt about him, or about JJ.
He had no doubts about JJ’s safety with him, or how much Dox loved her.
He had no doubts except hoping he never let the man down.
He owed him everything, and that wasn’t an exaggeration.
He had no doubts about Dox’s loyalty, no worries about his motivations, or if he was in cahoots with Cameron’s family.
He had unimaginable peace in his life that never would have happened any other way.
As he kissed this beautiful man whose loving spirit brought them together as a family, he knew beyond all doubts that giving himself to Dox had absolutely been the right thing to do.
Hadn’t Dox always taken care of him? Even when they were kids, and he never expected anything in return.
Hank lifted his lips from Dox’s and stared down into his eyes. “I’m hoping Sir’s going to give me that spanking you keep promising me.”
Maddox had done a lot to mark Hank in quiet ways JJ couldn’t hear—teeth, nails, even a knife, which he’d lightly dragged the point of over Hank’s ass, or gently poked him with the tip. Maddox had also become adept at tying Hank up, to the point that if Hank saw rope at work he found himself popping wood.
Maddox loved tying him up and edging him, making him beg for relief, and then would either jerk him off or blow him. While Hank had been ready to try more, to have Dox fuck him, Dox had slowed his roll, taking his time and making each other come in pretty much every other way possible except that way. Hank actually felt proud of himself because not only was he getting pretty good at giving blowjobs, he realized giving Dox a blowjob now made him hard in the process, because he loved knowing he was making Dox feel that good.
Impact play, however, had been off the table because they didn’t want JJ hearing it.
Outside of that, they had subtle rituals JJ wouldn’t pick up on. Morning coffee and breakfast, for starters. Hank always got it ready for Dox. Hank got up first and started every morning kissing Dox to wake him up, sometimes giving him a good-morning blowjob. They took a shower together nearly every morning.
At night before bed, Hank knelt at the side of the bed, between Dox’s thighs, his head resting in the man’s lap and Dox massaging his scalp while they went over the day’s events. Or, sometimes—more often lately—just sitting there and telling each other I love you. It was now a treasured part of Hank’s daily routine.
Hank couldn’t wear his wedding ring at work for fear of ruining it or getting hurt with it on, but Dox found silicone rings, and Hank wore one of those instead. Another ritual was, at the end of the day, Dox replaced the silicone ring with his wedding band, and then swapped them out again every morning for Hank. He kept his wedding band on all weekend, Dox making the swap again on Monday mornings.
Unless they were having a serious conversation as equals, Hank called Dox “Sir.”
Hank had also handed all control of their finances and expenses over to Dox. Hank still got to see everything, and give input, but he had been ordered not to waste time or energy worrying about them. Including worrying how to pay JJ’s medical expenses. That Maddox would make sure everything was taken care of.
Right now, Hank could tell Dox was studying him, trying to decide if he was really into it or just playing along. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” He smiled down at Dox. “I’ve liked everything you’ve done to me so far, Sir. Can we spend this weekend exploring what you really want to do?”
Hunger narrowed Dox’s gaze. “Yeah?”
Hank nodded, released his grip on him, and slid down to his knees again, holding his hands up to him. “Yes, Sir,” he firmly said. “I trust you. I promise if something is too much for me to take, I’ll speak up.”
Maddox studied him for a moment. “You know I don’t need to do more than we’ve done, right? It’s okay if you can’t—”
“I want you to use me this weekend. How will I ever know what I might like if we never try? I get it, you wanted to go slow with me at first. Mission accomplished. I’m asking you to take charge of me this weekend, and I’m begging you to please fuck me.”
It was hard to keep his gaze focused on Dox’s when the man’s hard cock bobbed right in front of him. His own cock was hard, too, and didn’t that say something?
Hell, he’d had more—and better—orgasms during the few weeks they’d been together like this than he’d had in…
Well, ever.
Dox had been infinitely patient with him, too. Even more proof of his love. Had Dox asked it of him before now, he would have happily rolled over and given Dox his ass. After the way the man could roll his eyes back in his head?
Hell, yeah.
Except Dox had taken his time, slowly adding more play and activities that had progressively driven Hank into deeper levels of what he’d learned was called subspace.
With every little bit of control he ceded to Dox, Hank felt freer, felt his mind calm and quiet, felt himself falling deeper in love with Maddox.
Hank wasn’t lying—what had been missing in his life was this man.
Dox reached down and laced fingers with him, squeezing. His voice dropped into that deeper and now familiar tone that sent ripples of pleasure washing through Hank’s body.
Because it meant while Dox might extract pain from him in some way, it also meant Hank was going to get to bust a nut in a mind-blowing way.
“You want to be my good boy this weekend?”
Fuuuuuck. Hank’s cock throbbed, aching and dribbling pre-cum. “Yes, Sir. I want you to use me hard the way you want to use me. I want to be your fucktoy this weekend.”
Dox’s thumbs slowly stroked the backs of Hank’s as he stared down at him. “And you promise not to let me go too far? I would hate myself if I did that.”
Hank nodded. “I promise I’ll safeword if I need to, Sir.” He hadn’t had to yet. “I want to see what my limits are, too. How will we ever figure them out if we don’t try? We won’t get a lot of chances like this right now. I’m asking you for this, Sir.”
Hank watched his chest, every breath he took as he stared down at him, like excitement had already wound tight inside him.
Dox finally nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Then we’ll do that.” He squeezed Hank’s hands again before tugging on them, wanting him to stand. “Come with me, boy.”
 
* * * *
 
A mix of fear and eager anticipation washed through Maddox as he led Hank to their bedroom.
Having carte blanche with his boy for the weekend?
Oh, hell yeah.
He drop-kicked his overbearing conscience into his mental basement and locked the door behind it.
Hank was absolutely right. How would they ever know what Hank liked or could take if they didn’t do it?
He needed to stop being afraid. Hank was an adult. Hell, Hank was bigger than him and could kick his ass.
Besides, what if he liked what Maddox did to him?
He’d liked everything else he’d done to him over the past four weeks.
He put Hank on his knees again at the end of their bed, switched on the lamp on his side of the bed, stripped, and then went to their closet to retrieve his toybag. He pulled out the leather cuffs and collar he’d bought for Hank two weeks ago and sometimes put on him late at night when they played, after JJ was asleep. He returned to where Hank knelt and watched him with those gorgeous blue eyes.
“Hands,” he quietly said.
Without hesitation, he held them up for Maddox. On Hank’s left ring finger, his wedding band softly gleamed in the light from the lamp. It made Maddox pause and stare at it, glance at the matching band on his hand.
My husband.
When they were younger, it wouldn’t have been an option regardless, because that was before the gay marriage ban fell.
Although even back then it was a hopeless dream he’d fantasized about.
All those nights he’d lain there and listened to Hank breathe, watching his back where he slept so close, and yet it might as well have been a million miles separating them. Untouchable.
He reverently kissed the insides of Hank’s wrists before he buckled the cuffs on him. When Hank bowed his head so he could buckle the collar around his neck, Maddox stroked his hair.
“My good boy,” he whispered. “So very, very good for me.” His fingers trembled as he buckled the collar around his throat. There, he paused. “My good boy,” he repeated. “Will you wear my collar for life, baby? Belong to me?”
“Yes, Sir,” he said, leaning forward and nuzzling Maddox’s thighs. “I want to wear your collar and be yours.”
He’d never officially collared someone before. Not even Kelly. She used to refer to him as her Dominant, but he’d considered a collaring as serious as a wedding. She’d worn a collar, but not his collar.
Although before she finished nuking his world, he’d considered marrying and collaring her.
In retrospect, he gave unlimited thanks for the blessing that was. Losing his job, losing his relationship, both events freed him to return to Sarasota and now…
Him.
Maddox folded his body over Hank’s, running his hands down the man’s back, raking his nails along his flesh on the way up and enjoying the sharp hiss that escaped him. “We’re going to have to make sure we’re wearing shirts around JJ for the next week or so, you know.”
When Hank looked up, Maddox spotted his slide to subspace already starting. “‘We’, Sir?”
Maddox smiled. “Oh, baby. I totally expect you to put marks of your own on me this weekend. After all, I belong to you as much as you belong to me. Unless I ever tell you otherwise, I have no problem being bit or scratched during sex. Jealousy doesn’t have a place in our relationship, because I trust you, and I hope you trust me. But absolutely feel free to be territorial, because I damn sure will.”
Blue heat darkened Hank’s gaze as a smile curled his handsome lips. “Yes, Sir.”
“We’ll probably attend private parties from time to time,” Maddox said. “Eliza told me she’s going to add us to the invite list.” He smiled. “No limits. Unlike at the club, full-on sex is allowed. That means we can get all that kind of stuff out of our systems without worrying about JJ hearing us.”
Hank’s smile made Maddox’s cock ache with need. “Excellent, Sir.”
Maddox leaned in and kissed him again. He hooked a finger through the D-ring in the front of the collar, gently tugging on it. “How would you feel about me tying you down to a bench, beating your ass for a while, and then fucking you right there in front of everyone?”
Hank’s lips parted, his tongue darting out to lick them before he answered. “That’d be hotter than hell, Sir.” He’d never realized how much he would love ceding control.
“You don’t know if you’ll even like me fucking you yet. How can you be so sure?”
The playful challenge gleamed in Hank’s eyes. “Then I suppose you’d better get started so we can see, Sir.”
“Mmm. I guess we should.”
 




Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Hank knelt there beside the bed, watching as Maddox laid out all his implements. Hank had been through the bag already, at Maddox’s urging. Last Saturday night, once JJ was asleep and they’d worn each other out, he’d sat there on the bed with Maddox watching and went through every implement, tried them against his arm or thigh, and asked Maddox about them.
Maddox had wanted him to remove anything Hank didn’t want used on him.
Hank had left everything in the bag. He knew if he had a problem with anything he could safeword, and Maddox would stop. He might belong to the man, but Hank knew with that ownership came a caution that the last thing Maddox wanted to do was cause him harm.
Hank had eagerly been looking forward to this weekend ever since they realized it would happen.
He loved JJ, but now with the knowledge he and Maddox could cut loose tonight and not worry about being overheard…
Yeah, he wanted it.
His cock twitched, pre-cum leaking from him as Maddox turned and looked at him. Unlike previous nights, he didn’t wear a smile.
“I’m going to mark you tonight, boy. In ways I’ve never marked you before.”
Hank nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“I’m also going to claim that sweet ass of yours. Is that what you want, boy?”
Hank nodded. “Yes, Sir. I want that.”
“Up on the bed. Hands and knees.”
Trembling with excitement, Hank complied, climbing onto the towel Dox had spread out there. Then Maddox blindfolded him.
“Stay, boy.”
Hank heard him walk into their bathroom, sounded like he got a few items, then returned.
The soft rustle as Maddox stripped and dropped his clothes to the floor.
His heart raced as he listened, following Maddox through sound. He knew Maddox had blindfolded him to help heighten the tension and anticipation—mission accomplished. It was something Maddox had learned early on about him.
Another thing Hank loved about Maddox—that he eagerly studied him and his body, how he reacted, and constantly tweaked things between them to always keep him on his toes in fun ways. Life with Maddox was anything but boring.
And it got better every day.
Hank felt the bed dip behind him, and flinched when Maddox touched his ass. “Spread them.”
Breath racing and heart pounding, Hank lowered his head to the mattress as he spread his knees to give Maddox better access.
He heard the snap of a glove being pulled on, the snick of the bottle of lube being opened…and then the feel of a lubed finger gently probing his ass.
Apparently he must have moaned, because Maddox snickered. “Oh, we’re just getting started, baby. I’ll make it feel good, I promise, but we need to take care of something else first so I don’t hurt you.”
Maddox massaged his rim for a while, relaxing Hank and even getting him into it before he started to press for entrance. Just the one finger, at first, until it was easily sliding in and out of him and had Hank moaning for more.
Not just moaning, though.
“Please, more, Sir,” he gasped when Maddox turned his hand and his finger swept over Hank’s prostate.
“You’ll be getting it, baby. Be patient.” Maddox took his time working Hank up to three fingers, including slowly jacking his cock for him while he did to take his mind off the pinching burn of all three fingers stretching his rim.
Maddox’s fingers disappeared. Then the sound of lube being applied again, followed by the feel of a firm and lubed object pressing against his ass.
“Push.”
Hank did, gasping at the feel of the object sliding inside him. “Is—”
“No.” Maddox giggled. “Butt plug. Something to get you comfortable while I start striping your ass. I think I want to train you to get really horny from spankings. This should also help.”
Hank gasped as he worked it inside him, the widest part nearly making him wince before his body greedily sucked it up to the base. Then Hank let out a cry when the butt plug hummed to life.
Maddox giggled again. “Oh, yeah, I should have told you that’s a vibrating butt plug.” He heard the sound of a glove being stripped off.
“Motherfucker,” Hank muttered, fighting the urge to squirm. His cock throbbed, nearly painfully aching now.
“Oh, you’ll be calling me that for a different reason shortly. Scoot back. Feet on the floor.” With Maddox’s hands guiding him, Hank backed up until his feet were on the floor.
Then Maddox’s plan became apparent. Maddox wrapped a jelly cockring around Hank’s cock and balls. “That’ll help you hold it, buddy.” He patted him on the ass, and Hank didn’t need to see his husband’s face to know he wore an evil, playful grin.
Maddox disappeared for a moment. Hank felt him return even before he spoke. “We’ll start light, and I’ll work up to the heavier stuff. I won’t go full-tilt on you tonight. We can do more tomorrow night.”
Hank immediately recognized the flogger from the feel of it. True to his word, Maddox started slow, and Hank soon felt himself sinking into subspace.
There was nothing like it, that glorious haze that kicked everything else out of his mind.
The thuddy impacts were more like a massage than a beating, and when Maddox paused, Hank actually let out a disappointed moan.
Maddox chuckled. “Oh, this is just the warm-up.”
He started bare-handed spanking him, Hank wincing a little as the impacts grew in strength…before moaning when Maddox changed the setting on the vibrating butt plug and totally distracted him again.
“Yeah, that’s what I suspected.” Maddox patted him on the ass. “I’ll get your brain rewired to enjoy this, too.” He sounded smirky. Hank was almost entirely sure his husband was wearing that cocky smirk.
The one that hardened Hank’s cock.
Every damn time.
As the play continued, Hank’s conscious devolved into nothing but the sweet spiral of pain and pleasure coursing through his body. He was used to pain on a daily basis through the course of his work. But this sweet and targeted ecstasy felt…
Amazing.
It felt far too soon before Maddox set aside his implements and removed the blindfold. “On the bed, baby. On your back.”
Hank complied, watching as Maddox pushed his thighs apart and removed the butt plug, setting it aside on the towel. “Time to claim what’s mine,” he said.
A shiver washed through him. “Please!”
Maddox smiled. “No going back.”
“Like I’d ever want to. Fuck my brains out before my balls explode, Sir. Please!”
“Oh, yeah. That.” Maddox giggled as he removed the cockring from Hank. Then he sheathed his cock in a condom, added lube, and nudged into position.
“Eyes on me,” he said as he stared into Hank’s gaze.
Hank gasped as he felt Maddox’s cock press against his rim and slowly penetrate him. He took his time, forward and back, a little deeper with each thrust. Until, finally, Hank felt Maddox’s thighs pressing against him.
He leaned in and kissed Hank. “Love you so fucking much,” he said.
Hank draped his arms and legs around him. “Love you, too, Sir, but please fuck me!”
Maddox reached between them with one hand and slowly stroked Hank’s cock as he fucked him. “Want to feel you milk it from me, baby,” Maddox told him. “Give it to me.”
This felt…weird and amazing and beyond any effective descriptor he had. To know Maddox was inside him, owning him in a way no one had ever claimed him before.
Maddox slowly fucked him, patient, intense, watching his every breath, it seemed.
When Hank’s climax started, it rolled through him harder than any he’d ever felt, and the sensation of his ass clamping down on the cock so beautifully fucking him added an extra level of delicious pleasure to it all. He cried out, his cock jerking in Maddox’s hand and cum squirting halfway up his chest.
Triumph flashed across Maddox’s features. He sped up his thrusts until he caught up and tipped over the edge, too, finally falling still inside him.
“Holy fuck,” Hank whispered, too…everythinged to even know what to say.
“Good holy fuck?” Maddox asked, sounding vulnerable.
Hank grabbed his head and tongue-fucked him, until Maddox sort of looked a little goofy now, too. “The best holy fuck, Sir. The very best.”
 
* * * *
 
“Are you almost ready, Sir?” Hank called out. “I don’t want to be late.”
“Stop rushing me, boy,” Maddox called back from the bedroom. “Or I know someone who’s going to spend a month in the metal chastity cage they hate so much,” he playfully added.
Hank winced. “Yikes,” he muttered. “Sorry, Sir,” he called out, and settled in to wait.
“That’s better.”
Hank couldn’t help it. He was eager to get to the party. Eliza and Rusty were watching JJ for them this weekend. Today, she went with the couple to their reenactment group to learn how to fight with a sword, and last night and tonight they were going to help her sew her own costume.
This was the men’s third private party, and he was looking forward to it. Tonight’s party was at Cali, Sean, and Max’s house. And the men’s expanding implement collection included quite a few items from their webstore.
Nine months married, and Hank honestly couldn’t remember what it felt like being single.
Hell, he could barely remember what it felt like being separated from Maddox for fourteen years. Especially when there were times the sadist sent Hank to work with special little reminders of who owned him.
Like having one of the silicone chastity cages Maddox had invested in locked on his cock for the day.
Not that Hank ever disobeyed Maddox when it came to masturbation. If he was horny and Maddox wasn’t already taking care of him, all he had to do was ask.
Not once had Maddox ever told him no.
Sometimes Maddox had lots of sadistic fun making Hank beg for it like crazy, but that was just part of the game, and something Hank not only didn’t mind, but had grown to love.
Because it meant there was someone in his life in charge of him, looking out for him.
Had his back.
And his ass.
But Maddox the sadist had started finding all sorts of sneaky ways to work their ever-deepening Master/slave dynamic into their vanilla life.
Keeping his boy’s cock locked up—just because he could—was quickly becoming one of Maddox’s favorite sneaky pastimes.
Could Hank safeword?
Well, yeah, obviously he could, but why would he? The only times he’d safeworded while with Maddox were for either something hurting him in the bad way, like a leg cramp, or because of something having to do with JJ.
Hank was now a crew foreman for the construction company, meaning a bump in pay, and yeah, there was something to be said knowing he had a little secret that he shared only with Maddox. The silicone chastity cages weren’t too uncomfortable to wear under work clothes.
Honestly? He’d sort of hit a point where he felt a little naked if he didn’t have one on during the workday.
Which was another thing Maddox said he loved about him—that Hank was so easily “trainable.”
Hank took it as further proof that Maddox, and what they had together, was true destiny.
Maddox finally emerged from the bedroom. From his playful smirk, Hank suspected he’d kept him waiting on purpose, knowing it bugged him.
Saaaaadist…
“Someone looks eager to go,” Maddox noted.
“I am, Sir.”
He pulled Hank into his arms. “Got a little special surprise for you tonight, baby.”
Hank shivered with anticipation. He knew that tone of voice.
That was Maddox’s “you’re going to fucking love this” sneaky tone.
And yes, Hank did always love it.
No exceptions.
“What, Sir?”
“Remember how at the last party we watched people using the Sybian?”
Hank’s cock immediately started throbbing. “Yes, Sir?”
“Guess who’s getting a turn on it tonight?” He playfully arched an eyebrow at Hank.
“Hopefully me, Sir.”
Whoops. Did he say that out loud?
Maddox grinned and pulled him in for a kiss. “You, my dear boy, are a very lucky guesser.”
Well, not luck, and they both knew it. At the last party, Maddox had stood there with Hank in front of him, naked, slowly jerking Hank’s cock as they watched a woman riding the Sybian and being forced to come time and time again.
Maddox had idly wondered how many times he could make Hank come using it.
And Hank hadn’t safeworded.
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Ahh, you thank me now.” Maddox grinned. When he tried to step away, Hank pulled him in for another kiss.
“I’ll always thank you, Sir. Because I love you.”
Maddox’s smile faded. “Are you really happy with me?”
Hank rolled his eyes and grabbed Maddox for one more deep, fierce snog. “Just try getting rid of me. You sort of fine-tuned me to you.”
“Night by night.” Maddox grinned.
“Every night. Only place I want to spend the rest of my life is with you. Love you, Sir.”
Maddox sighed, sounding contented. “Love you, too, boy.”
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