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Connor.

––––––––
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The text had told me to watch for a woman with a very blue shirt, and that was what I spotted walking into the cafe. I waved at the woman wearing a blouse that must’ve had every shade of blue imaginable. “Hi, Lucy. Thank you for meeting with me on such short notice.”

“It’s no problem.” Offering me her hand, she sat down at my table. A single smudge of paint on her shirt gave away the fact that she was an artist. “How’s your day going?”

“Good,” I said, having no intention of talking about the pile of work I’d had to do today. A little nerve-wracking, sure, but I’d gotten everything done in time. Unfortunately, talking about my job often bored people to tears. Being a cybersecurity specialist came with a ridiculous amount of paperwork to do, and loads of studying to stay ahead of scammers and other ill-intentioned people. “How was yours?”

“Good.”

She seemed nice. She also seemed very hopeful that she would leave with some work. Insisting on treating her to a drink and snack since I’d made her come out to meet me, I collected her desired items from a server and returned to our table.

“I bought one of your paintings a while ago.” Pulling said painting free from a bag, I showed it to her.

A soft smile lit Lucy’s face when she laid eyes on the painting. I rather liked that the painting that had filled me with such a sense of peace when I first saw it meant something to the artist who’d made it.

She trailed a finger over the fox’s tail. “I love this one.”

“I’d like you to make it into a triptych,” I said. “With this piece as the middle piece. If possible, I’d like all three paintings to make a single scene.”

Sitting a little straighter, she said that would be no problem.

I pointed to the right side of the painting. “I’d like a fox on this side. I’ll leave it up to you if it should be sitting or standing, but I’d like the fox to be looking up at the stars.”

“What is it?” I’d asked Harper when I looked away from the stars and caught her staring at me that wonderful first night we spent together.

“You just . . .” She searched for the right word. “You looked so peaceful.”

“I’ve been through a lot these past few years.” As always, the loss of my father made my chest ache. Tears threatened my eyes.

God, I missed him. My belly tensed when I thought about what followed his death. Tiffany. The woman who haunted not only my dreams, but sometimes my waking hours as well. Now my chest burned with pain where the knife had pierced.

The mere thought of that night still terrified me. But I had lived through it. I was safe here in Pebbletown. I didn’t know if I would always be safe, but I was for now. I needed to concentrate on that.

It was too easy to slip into memories. Memories of the woman I loved betraying me. Sometimes I got lost, remembering how many times I’d remained oblivious to red flags. Tiffany had cut away my supports one by one and I cursed myself because I fucking let her do it.

Exhaling through my nose, I felt tears sliding down my face as I thought about everything Tiffany had put me through—staying awake entire nights while I rocked her in my arms and told her everything would be okay, while she cried and talked about her past or the newest terrible thing that had happened to her. There had been times when I grew delirious from lack of sleep while I cared for her and tried to help her have a better life.

Anytime I dared try to take some time for myself—to rest, to see my family and friends—she would drag me into a new emergency, again and again until it felt never-ending. And yet, I continued ignoring increasingly bigger red flags that told me things weren’t right with her. Until it was too late.

I thought breaking up with her would give me my life back. She made my life a nightmare. I continued not sleeping, too consumed with fear about when and where she would show up next.

My phone rang off the hook. My email inbox filled up with messages from her when I changed my number, and a stream of messages flooded all my social media accounts. Half of them begged me to take her back or talked about how she loved and missed me. The other half were angry messages about how I was selfish and didn’t I care about what happened to her?

Of course I cared!

She didn’t deserve to suffer from whatever illness it was that she had. But I couldn’t give her the care she needed. My help had only enabled her to manipulate me and let her illness grow out of control until it consumed her.

My breath rushed out as I felt the knife come down. Her eyes had shone in the dark. They still shone in my dreams. Filled with a madness that still chilled me to the bone. Why? Why had I stayed with her for so long?

Feeling like there wasn’t enough air in the cafe, I managed to eek out that I’d lost my dad to explain my tears. A kind woman, Lucy gave my hand a squeeze and told me she was sorry for my loss.

“When you start losing yourself in the past, in the what ifs, I need you to fight, Connor.” Michaela spoke with force, her face level with mine as she tried to drill her words into me. Her hands were like iron, holding my face in place as she tried to help me. “You have to fight!”

“No thinking ‘If only I’d done this instead of that, she would be okay,’ or ‘things wouldn’t have escalated to that if I’d figured out a better way to help her.’ She fucking tried to kill you, Connor! Nothing you could have done differently would have led the two of you to a different path. It is not her fault her brain doesn’t work right, but she is disturbed and dangerous, and you deserve a good life, Connor. Promise me you’ll fight for that life.”

But I wasn’t a fighter. I knew I disappointed Michaela that night. She’d tried hard to get me to take a step I’d missed in my journey to heal. I’d stayed in denial for far too long. Then went from bargaining straight to depression, skipping over anger.

She didn’t manage to evoke the anger she wanted to see in me that night. It just wasn’t in me. I didn’t wish Tiffany harm for what she did to me. I wished that her brain would recover from whatever was wrong with it. That she healed and could someday lead a happy life full of wonderful things.

All I could do that night was assure Michaela that if that miracle happened for Tiffany someday, I never wanted to see her again. She did not need to worry about me returning to my ex.

After that night, Michaela moved on to other ways to help me. It still stung that I let her down, though.

Clearing my throat, I grabbed onto the coping mechanisms Michaela and my other therapists had taught me and dragged myself out of the past. “Sorry for getting emotional.”

“It’s alright,” Lucy said.

Running a finger along the edge of the painting, I looked it over. “I felt a sense of peace radiating from the scene you painted.” Gesturing to the sleeping fox, I told her I kept getting drawn back to the painting over and over while I explored the store I found it in. “I bought it before leaving the shop. It’s beautiful.”

Lucy blushed at my compliment of her work, and I swept my eyes across the cafe, looking at the other people sitting at tables, enjoying time with their loved ones or stealing a few minutes alone to recharge from their day. I immersed myself in the here and now.

The hair at the back of my neck started to settle when I assured myself Tiffany wasn’t here, but the urge to get somewhere with a locked door, somewhere safe, only lessened a little. It lingered because of the trio of parting gifts from Tiffany—PTSD, anxiety, and OCD. My therapists, both the one back home and the two here, assured me they would all lessen with time, but all three might be with me for the rest of my life.

Rubbing my neck to ease the tension built up there from needing to leave the cafe and get behind a locked door, I continued explaining why I’d asked the artist to meet me.

“Hmm, you probably can’t do stars,” I murmured. “It’s daylight in this scene.” But it felt important to have stars in Harper’s painting. I’d felt so close to her when we kept looking up at the stars the first night we spent together.

I’d allowed myself to imagine the possibility of finding love that night. Real love. Harper had made me feel safe from the very start, and my mind associated her with the stars we’d looked at together.

I thought about the reason I’d gone into the store where I bought this painting. To buy Harper a necklace. I’d found her the perfect one. A blue heart, the color of the ocean that wrapped around the coastal town I now lived in, with a pair of shooting stars wrapping around it. The perfect thing to symbolize the love I felt for her.

“I could make each painting be a different time of the day,” Lucy said. “Or would you rather it be the same in all three paintings?”

“I’d like stars in this painting,” I said. “Not full night. Dusk, when the stars are just coming out and there’s still some light to see by. The time of day when everything feels mysterious. Not in a creepy way, more like the approaching night is ripe with possibility. Does that make sense?”

Lucy’s pen swept across the page of the notebook she held as she wrote down my requests. “I think I understand.” Looking at me, the corners of her mouth lifted in a thoughtful smile. “And before you ask if that was a weird request, it isn’t. It’s nice to have someone know the feeling they want a painting to evoke.”

“Serenity.” Speaking without hesitation, I tapped the painting I held. “This one is peacefulness. I want the painting on the right to be serene. The fox is old enough now to go out on her own and make her own way in the world, but she knows that her loved ones are waiting for her to come home after her adventures and that she’s loved.”

Flipping to another page, Lucy raced to write something down. “That’s beautiful.”

I let her finish writing her thoughts before discussing the second painting. The pinpricks of awe I felt while she wrote a full two pages chased away the fear and the need to hide behind a locked door—safe from danger, but alone and cut off from life and all the good things that existed in it.

Lucy felt passionate about her work. I could see that. Her paintings weren’t just a side hustle to make money; she truly connected with the pieces she produced. I wondered if my sister had hung the skunk painting up yet. I would find out when I went to visit on Sunday.

Feeling more at ease now, I watched Lucy turn to a blank page. She didn’t write anything else. Instead, her pen moved in little flicks. She was drawing an idea. I always loved being near creative people while they worked. The most wonderful atmosphere formed around them.

“Sorry,” she said, growing embarrassed when she realized the passage of time. “I can work on the sketch at home. Sorry, I get lost in ideas sometimes.”

“It’s all right,” I assured her. “It’s peaceful watching you draw. How long have you been painting for?”

“Almost ten years now. I used to draw as a child, but my teachers were always after me about scribbling during class. I gave it up after they got aggressive about it. I never understood how me drawing was a disruption to the class. It didn’t make any noise, and I could listen to the teacher better when I drew for some reason.” She gave me a self-deprecating smile. “It’s embarrassing, but after I stopped drawing, my grades got bad. I don’t really understand why.”

“Because you were cut off from something you loved. And . . .” Hmm, some people didn’t like being told they might be neurodivergent, wrongfully thinking that was a bad thing, but I would take a chance. “You might have ADHD. It’s not like what they tell you in school. Drawing was a way for you to focus your brain, and they took that away from you. You might want to look up signs of ADHD in girls because it often presents differently between genders, though not always.”

“Huh.” She got lost in thought for a few moments before tilting her notebook for privacy and writing a quick note. Four letters.

I was glad she would look into it. It could be healing to find out why you were the way you were, and to know you weren’t alone. And also to know your teachers were the assholes, not you. Drawing during class had helped her and hadn’t hurt anyone else. Her teachers should never have made her stop.

She looked to be in her early fifties. If she started painting ten years ago, then the shitty way she’d been treated in school had stolen over two decades of her creativity. More than that, it had robbed her of a healthy coping mechanism. The damage that happened in school often had lifelong consequences. I was glad she’d been able to reconnect with art, even if it took a long time.

“The painting on the left.” Trailing off, I ran my finger down the left side of the painting. I’d known Milo for just under two weeks, minus our brief meeting the day I met Harper. I didn’t know him as well as Harper. “Can you make it last?” It would give me more time to cement my ideas.

“That’s not a problem.”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure on the theme of this painting yet. But another fox.” I thought about our run the other day. Of Milo leading me by the hand through Pond’s Park and introducing me to an acquaintance of his. The feel of his arm around me while we watched Brody teach his class. The smell of the fresh air as we enjoyed spending time together in the early morning.

“Dawn,” I said. For some reason, dawn felt like Milo to me. And with that, ideas started coming to mind. Asking Lucy for her notebook, I drew a large rectangle. “The fox is standing to the right of the painting, its tail trailing toward the fox in the middle, like it wants to be close to him, but also wants to bound away to a tree that will take up the left side of the painting.”

Thinking about the tree Milo and I had sat beside at the park, I asked her if I sent her a picture of the tree if she could incorporate it into the painting.

“I’d like a few birds in the tree. I don’t know what kind yet.” Milo’s room had a theme to it—birds and the environment. I would sneak a few pictures tonight to send to Lucy since I didn’t know what the bird species were, or which ones were Milo’s favorites. “Three birds? Or would that be too many?”

“Three is fine.”

“I’d like the fox’s ear perked up. He’s captivated by the birds. Happy.” There was something else I wanted to incorporate into the painting, but I had no idea how because it wasn’t something you could see. Then again, I was only guessing at Milo’s other special interest. I should make sure I was right about my hunch.

I was sad that he couldn’t come with me to my sister’s this weekend, but I looked forward to finding out what his surprise for the summer festival would be. Well, I was ninety percent sure I knew what it was, but what flavor it would be was what I looked forward to finding out. There were so many possibilities.

“Yeah,” I said, more to myself than Lucy. “If you could make the painting with the fox looking up at the stars first, and then give me a call in case I figure out what the last detail I want in the other painting is before you start it, I would appreciate that.”

Assuring me again that it was no problem, we discussed how long it would take her to make the first painting. I insisted on paying her for the painting now.

Rolling my eyes at Michaela’s mental nagging, I said I would pay for the second painting once it was finished, and Lucy agreed.

Mickey, just because a guy ripped me off when I first moved here doesn’t mean I let every Tom, Dick, and Harry rip me off. Though I understood she was just looking out for me.

Lucy didn’t seem like she would run off with my money and never make the paintings I’d commissioned her for. But ugh, that guy had run off with my money and left my yard looking like shit. I still hadn’t finished the landscaping around my home. I didn’t have a green thumb like my sister, and she was too busy with her largest-ever garden to help me make my barren yard look nice.

Good thing I know someone else with a green thumb, I thought. Living in an apartment building, poor Harper had no lawn or garden to plant flowers. Still, she did what she could with her love of plants, filling her home with greenery. I planned to ask her for help with my yard even though summer was half over.

With pricing and payment dates agreed upon, I left my painting with Lucy to allow her to color-match it with the other paintings. Getting into my car, my dick started thickening as I thought about what would happen tonight. After our kink talk, I would drive Milo out of his mind with pleasure. Mmm, I couldn’t wait.
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Milo.

––––––––
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“These are great,” Grandad said, referring to the social media posts I’d made.

I scheduled two a day for the next week and asked him to review the posts before hitting save.

Arms wrapped around me. “Milo, I truly appreciate all your hard work.”

Tearing up, I hugged my grandfather back. God, I wished his brother hadn’t spent the last few years slowly ruining their business. But I would do my best to build it back up. He hugged me for a long time, and the amount of weight he leaned against me spoke of how tired he must be. I would make sure he went home early today to rest.

Wandering off to talk with a customer who’d come in, I hit save on the work I’d done and looked forward to seeing how the posts would do. Sadly, the town’s social media page hadn’t shared any more of our posts. The one they had shared had done well, but unfortunately, the person running the page wasn’t very active. Not only on social media, but in general, I’d seen little evidence that they did much at all to earn the nice paycheck they received for their position.

I’d love to have their paycheck. I knew how much she made. It wasn’t as much as my old job, but then again, few places paid that much. If I had her job, I’d sure as heck work for my money and help the local businesses like she was supposed to.

Looking out the windows, I grumbled about people who didn’t do the bare minimum for their jobs as I saw the lady at the orange store only opening now. She should have been open two hours ago.

“Oh,” Grandad said, also peering out the window. “She finally bothered to show up, huh?”

“Yep.” I didn’t much like the woman who worked there, but ever since she’d indicated that she felt that people who worked in their own stores were “less than,” she irked me twice as much. Unlike some of the other tourist traps in the area, we were full of small businesses operated by locals. We weren’t full of big corporations whose CEOs didn’t come within twenty miles of their own businesses. Love’s Landing was a place meant to connect people.

“How does she get away with her erratic hours?”

“I’m gonna go snoop,” Grandad said. His cane clicked across the floor as he headed for the door.

I should have told him not to go, but my preference to avoid engaging in gossip felt low today. I was too curious about how she got away with frequently opening late or closing early. How had she not been fired yet?

I looked after customers and tidied the store while Grandad was out. He returned looking unimpressed.

“She owns the business, that’s how she gets away with it.”

“What?!” Now her sentiment about how owners shouldn’t have to work in their own stores made even less sense.

“Well, she sort of owns it,” Grandad amended.

“How so?”

“Ohhh, hot for gossip today, are we?” Raising an eyebrow at me because I was forever cutting him off from sharing gossip, he sat down. His smug grin told me he knew he had me.

Letting out a long groan of frustration, I told him that on this one subject I would compromise my morals.

“She owns the business on paper, but her mother funded everything. As far as I can tell, it’s a ‘take this free money to start up a business, anything that gets you out of my house’ kind of thing.”

“That makes so much sense.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Please excuse me while I go feel superior to her in every possible way.” With that, he went into the backroom to work on some paperwork.

Well, there goes my plan to make him go home early to rest. Now he’s intent on proving himself a better business owner than her in every way he can. I had to admit that I would likely do the same if I were him. In fact, I wasn’t even the business owner, and I found myself spending the day making the store look perfect and being the best helper I could be to tourists who wandered in and had questions about the town.

The whole time, though, I had to keep fighting against the most embarrassing erections each time I thought about Connor. He’d made every indication that we weren’t only going to talk about kink tonight but engage in it, and my mind whirled with ideas about what might happen.

Growing hard yet again when I pictured Connor forcing me into the position he wanted me in while I was blindfolded and gagged, I hid in the bathroom and begged my dick to go soft. Instead, the gag I imagined in my mouth changed from a ball gag to a different type of gag. One that pried my mouth open for his use and gave him full access. It was clear that Connor loved having his dick sucked, and I aimed to please him in every way I could.

Hard as it was, I forced my thoughts away from sexual things and got my dick under control. The next half hour was almost a relief to be so busy serving ice cream and ringing up items. It kept my mind on work.

Putting the new ice cream scoop into the water dish, I smiled at it. I didn’t notice any difference between it and our old one, but Michaela had taught Grandad and me a better way to move our hands that took a little of the pressure of forcing the ice cream into the scoop off our wrists. It had been kind of her to care, and I hoped my wrist wouldn’t be aching after work because, mmm, I had things for my wrist to do tonight.

Picturing Connor’s body arching in pleasure when I reached around him and jerked him off, I fought against yet another erection. Dammit, boy, calm down. Dreading the thought of having to slip away to the bathroom yet again and having Grandad clue in that I was hiding erections was enough to get my dick to calm down. The teasing would be endless.

Looking up when Grandad came out of the back room, I found him looking concerned and followed his line of sight. Shit. A guy was stuffing a fifty-dollar item into his pants pocket. If Grandad had seen this happening in any other store, he would already be in the guy's face. He was always quick to defend others. But defending himself? He wasn’t good at that.

Anger flared in me. How dare this asshole come in here to steal from an old man barely making a living? “Hey!”

My voice cracked through the air. The man jumped in alarm but only pushed the item further into his pocket to get it out of sight. Striding toward him, I demanded that he put it back or pay for it. My bravery lasted right up until I stood directly in front of him. That would be when the size difference between us filtered through my anger. Oh, and the fact that his biceps were the size of my waist.

Instead of being cowed by me yelling at him, the man looked enraged. He’s going to squash me like a bug.

Still, I held my ground. I expected the guy to get in my face or to bolt for the door. Either way, we were about to be out a fifty-dollar item. But at least I would have tried.

The man’s face twisted into a sneer when the force of my voice didn’t match the size of my body. Yeah, he was going to mock me for being small before he fled. As if he could say anything I hadn’t heard before.

“You heard him.”

The voice that sounded behind me oozed with an unspoken threat of bodily harm. The thief’s eyes widened in surprise as he took in the very large man who now stood behind me.

Oh, thank god.

No longer worried about being smashed into the floor, I crossed my arms and stared down the thief, secure in the knowledge that someone who shared my name but not my small stature would rip this guy into pieces if he touched me or stole from my grandfather.

Milo didn’t even have to do anything else. Built like a brick wall, he didn’t even need to flex his muscles to let the other guy know this wasn’t worth it. He only needed to stand there and look menacing. Cursed with resting thug face, many people gave Milo plenty of space when they encountered him on the street. It worked for him now.

“Pfft. It’s ugly anyway.” Pulling the necklace from his pocket, he tossed it onto the shelf and hastily headed for the door.

“Then why’d ya try to steal it?” Milo asked in a mocking tone and followed him out.

While it wasn’t Milo’s fault that his face looked angry when it was at rest, he did kind of have an anger management problem. Upset as I was at the would-be thief, I glanced out the window a few times to make sure the men didn’t get into a fist fight or something. Glad to see they didn’t, though they did exchange some words, I hastened to look like I’d just been working on a display when Milo looked my way.

“He won’t be back,” Milo told Grandad, who still looked a touch unnerved by the attempted theft.

“Thank you for that,” Grandad told him.

Despite our last names being very different, the school yearbook had broken the alphabetical arrangement just for us, putting the two Milo’s side by side in the book. Barely-over-five-foot me on one side, and six-foot-jesus-how-tall-are-you Milo on the other side. At least they’d put him in the yearbook. That was nice.

He’d been homeschooled for the last two years of school. Losing his parents and grandfather all in one go had been difficult for him, and their loss had caused what the school called “behavioral problems.” How could you not get angry at the world when it took almost your entire life from you in a single moment?

Milo’s emotional breakdowns had the unfortunate consequence of giving him the nickname ‘Mean Milo’ as students sought to differentiate between two boys with the same name in class. Before the loss of his parents, we’d been ‘Big Milo’ and ‘Little Milo’.

Much as I hated being called Little Milo, I had to imagine Milo must have preferred being called Big over being called Mean. He wasn’t mean. The people who sparked his anger quite well deserved it, though admittedly, sometimes his flames fanned out of control.

Milo was a kind man, yet most people gave him one look and assumed because he had the male equivalent of resting bitch face, and a large, strong body, that he must be a thug or a brute. It had to suck.

The two men spoke for a while, and I busied myself on the other end of the store to give them what privacy I could. Milo had always gotten along with people older than himself—in part because he respected his grandmother for taking over the care of him and his brother when they lost their parents, and because he’d never connected well with his own generation.

While he was several years older than his brother, I always felt like Milo and Brody had been meant to be father and son, not brothers. Milo just seemed older than he was. But I guessed that feeling stemmed from Milo taking such good care of his brother.

Accepting an envelope from my grandfather, Milo wished him a good day and headed over to me. The Landing would be turning fifty next summer. The owner had never redone the floors, and often large people walking shook the shelves because they had a heavy step. But Milo’s steps didn’t disturb a single item as he made his way to me. He didn’t go out much, but I’d seen him on the dance floor a few times. The man knew how to move.

“Wanted to say thanks,” he murmured and waved the envelope at me. “Abe says you’re the one who sweet-talked a tourist into buying my brother’s fanciest piece. Things are tight for him right now. This’ll help. Thanks.”

“I’m sorry we haven’t sold more of his pieces this summer.”

Milo shrugged. “Always hard to know year to year what people are going to be interested in. He’s working on some new pieces. He’ll be in next week to change some things out. Hopefully, he’ll hit the current trends a little better with them.” Blowing a breath out of his mouth, he looked around the shop. “I just wish there were more craft shows here. He doesn’t like leaving town in case the cops need his help with something, and I can’t always get a Saturday off to bring his stuff to a craft show in the city.”

“We really do need more venues for local artisans to sell their wares. I hope the summer festival does well for him this year.” Last year, it had rained so hard that the two-day festival hadn’t bothered setting up on the second day, everyone still drying out from the lackluster first day.

“I hope so too. Do you, uh, mind . . .”

It was comical to see someone twice my size with, like, five times my muscle mass grow flustered.

“You mind checking in with the fall festival people to see if Brody will get a spot this year?” Milo never asked for favors for himself. But he would go to the moon and back to help his brother.

Winking at Milo, I let him know he didn’t need to worry about Brody not getting into the vendor area this year. I had an in with the new vendor organizer.

“Thanks. I appreciate you looking out for him.” Milo’s lips lifted in a playful smile. “Brody says he ran into you the other day. Said your boyfriend seems real nice. Tell Connor I said thanks for whatever he said that put my brother in such a good mood.”

“I will. Brody was teaching tai chi when we found him filming in the park. Connor was captivated and mentioned he now understood what people meant by ‘fluid grace.’” Thinking of the morning Connor and I had spent in the park filled me with warmth. It had been a lovely excursion.

Milo’s smile completely transformed his face. No longer thug-like, he practically glowed with goodwill.

“I’ll have to tell Connor that Brody learned grace from his big brother.”

A surprised snort flared Milo’s nostrils, and I heard Grandad chuckling by the register. “Pffft. As if. I’m just a bull in a china shop.”

And yet, his light-as-air steps didn’t disturb a single thing as he rushed to make his exit.

“He still can’t take a compliment,” Grandad commented.

“It’s mean of me, but I love flustering him.”
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Connor.

––––––––
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Perking up at the name that lit up on the screen, I told my car to accept the call. Not many people had my number—a safeguard against Tiffany. But I’d met my friend Miguel-Angel in my college days. He’d never been to my hometown, and since Tiffany had no interest in BDSM, I’d never mentioned my friend, who was a fellow Dom, to her. As such, he was one of the few people with my phone number since there was no risk of Tiffany getting it from him.

“Hey man, what’s up?”

“Not much. Haven’t seen you in forever and wanted to catch up.”

I still had half an hour before I was due to drive Milo to his meeting. Soon Miguel and I were reminiscing about our wild college days, which led to talking about our current lives.

“Are you still the most eligible bachelor in the city?” I asked.

“Of course,” he said, sounding offended that I thought he might not be. “Though I admit your last few messages have made me feel envious. I’m happy for you. And for them. They must be sleeping very well after their Master wears them out every night.”

I laughed at the innuendo in his voice. Like me, he had a very high sex drive and stamina to boot. We’d had more than one competition back in the day to see who could go the longest.

“I aim to keep Milo up all night long tonight,” I admitted.

“Well, if you ever find yourself flagging and need help keeping him sated, just let me know.”

“Fuck. He’d love that. Not that I’d ever struggle to keep him sated, but he would love to spend a night with the two of us. Shit, these pants are not good for hard-ons.”

“Mmm, remember that night at Pedro’s? We wore that poor boy out to the point of sleeping for twelve hours.”

“Oh, I remember,” I said with fondness. I missed having the odd night here and there with a fellow Dom in bed to help me drive my partners to new pleasures. I had a local friend who was a Dom, and while both my partners were interested in threesomes, with Michaela being my ex-girlfriend, it didn’t seem like a good idea. Besides, she mostly only liked men. “Milo’s so cuddly, I love it. Remember how Pedro snuggled between us the whole afternoon once he finally woke up? I loved that.”

“Me too.”

“Oh hey, maybe you can help me with something. Milo and I are having our kink talk tonight and establishing our interests and boundaries.” It had been Miguel who had taught me the importance of doing so early into a relationship. A little older than me, he’d had more experience than I had at the time.

“You’re expecting things to get a little wild tonight?” he asked with interest.

“Very. You know I haven’t . . .” Fidgeting, I grew embarrassed at the admission. “I’m just getting back into things after a long break. Harper’s able to take my big dick, but Milo is a small guy. I’ve not put it in all the way with him yet.”

“You’re worried you’ll get too into the moment and forget to be careful?”

“I’ll feel terrible if I hurt him.”

“Hold on one second, I’m sending you a link.” A few moments of silence passed. “I have a friend who has one hell of a dick. To the point that guys are too afraid to be hurt, and he wasn’t getting any. One day, he showed up reeking of sex and told me he found a way to have sex safely. I know these look silly, but they’ll keep you from going too deep and hurting Milo. You can pound away with ease with one or more of these on.”

Ducking into the nearest parking lot, I tapped on the link he’d sent to find what looked like silicone donuts.

“Lube up your dick, stick a few of these on, and practice what the number to use is. Start with more than you think you’ll need. You can make a game out of it, teasing him and making him beg for more if he can handle it. If everything seems okay, take one off and try things at that depth until you figure out the right number of buffer pads you need.”

“These are genius. Thanks. Ah damn, would the sex shop here even have them?”

“If they don’t, why don’t you check with that foxy friend of yours? Didn’t you say she practically has an entire sex shop in her basement?”

“Michaela is always ready for a good time.”

“Damn, man, I’m not into women at all, but she is one fine lady. Rawwr. I bet she could bench-press me.”

“I thought you liked doing the bench-pressing?” I asked, curious to see if he’d become a switch.

“Oh, I do. If she can bench-press me, then it means she can bench-press others. I’d pay to see that.”

“I mean, she does do sex work now and again.” Laughing, I told him about the incident earlier this week and how well Marcie had handled it. Miguel laughed his ass off at the story about the slave collar.

“Speaking of slave collars, have you finally gotten to collar anyone? You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

Harper’s pretty blue heart necklace came to mind. “Day collar,” I said. “I found her a beautiful one to symbolize she’s mine. I’ll find out tonight whether Milo wants a traditional collar, a day collar, or none.”

“You just got real hard from thinking about wrapping a leather collar around his neck, didn’t you?” Miguel asked when I went silent, mirth in his voice.

“Yup.” I very much hoped Milo would want a leather collar, but I wouldn’t be offended if he said no. I was very envious that Miguel had collared a few people over the years. “I can’t go into the store now, thanks.”

“It’s a sex store, they aren’t going to care.”

“Yeah, I’m not going in there with a hard-on.” We talked for another few minutes before he had to go, and I headed into the shop. The small store wasn’t very progressive and didn’t have what I was looking for, which I’d expected. I made a phone call.

“Oh, almighty sex-goddess, this town’s sex shop is awful. Wouldst thou perchance have a sex aid for which I search?” I asked.

“This town’s sex shop is painfully inadequate, hence why I keep my own private supply of things. What are you looking for?”

Not only did she have what I was looking for, she had one still sealed in the package. Perfect.

Meeting me at the door when I arrived to pick it up, she held up the package, which was oddly covered in green painter’s tape. “There’s only one problem. This came in a box of stuff I received to review, so I’ll need you to write a review on it to post on the website when this item goes live. He’s hoping to get his new line out by Christmas. I’d like you to write the review after you use the product to make sure you don’t forget anything, since the launch is a while from now.”

“Not a problem.”

“Also, I’m under an NDA. The company that sent me the box of stuff doesn’t want anyone stealing their ideas. While I know you wouldn’t leak their products to a competing company, I’ll have to open the packaging and remove the paper inside that has the company name printed on it. I waited until you got here so you could see this item is brand new and unused, so you’d know it’s safe to use with your partner.”

“That’s the coolest NDA I’ve ever heard about.”

“Getting free sex stuff is one of the best perks about knowing a lot of businessmen,” she said. Picking up a pair of scissors, she cut open the package and removed the branding without me seeing it. “I’ll trust you and your partner not to post any pictures of the product online until after the official launch happens. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to cost me a million dollars in penalty fees.”

I gulped. “A million dollars?”

“A million dollars, Connor,” she said, staring me straight in the eyes. “Anyway, have fun.”

***
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“Love you,” I told Harper and gave her a kiss.

“Love you.” Nowhere near as prone to blushing as Milo, her face colored. “Have fun tonight.”

“Oh, we will.” I’d stopped in to say hello before going to pick up Milo.

Releasing a horny little breath, her eyes glazed over as her imagination sparked to life. “Was that okay to say?” she asked in a whisper.

Chuckling, I pulled her back into my arms. “I love how you’re simultaneously the most sexually confident woman I’ve ever been with and the most innocent.” Seeing her blush darken, I assured her it was an endearing trait. “Yes, it was okay to say that.”

Putting some distance between us when a few customers came into the shop, I wished her goodnight and headed to Milo’s store. He was leaving work early tonight to make it to the meeting on time, and I couldn’t help but offer to drive him there to rile him up a little before our sex talk tonight.

Walking into the general store, I stopped in my tracks.

“How are you as tall as me?”

I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of seeing him light up at the sound of my voice.

Leaning against the top of the ice cream counter, Milo rested his forearms over it. Something he should not have been able to do at five foot three. “Magic.”

Raising an eyebrow at his grandson, Abe thunked his cane against something behind the counter. “Get down from there, shorty.”

Not moving, Milo tried to claim he’d found some magic growing beans and shot up half a foot over the course of the day. Coming behind the counter, I discovered his “magic” was a step stool.

“I can’t reach the bottom of the tubs,” he said, pink coloring his cheeks. Turning on his heel, he told me he needed a minute to put out a fresh tub of ice cream.

Catching him around the waist, I pulled him into a hug. “You are not allowed to be embarrassed that you need to use a step stool. They exist for a reason. I use one to reach things on top of my cupboards.” Giving me a grateful look, he gave me a kiss before heading into the backroom to fetch more ice cream. I doubted his grandfather could carry the giant tubs. Fit as Milo was, it was no problem for him to carry the heavy tub and set it in place.

Chatting with Abe, I let Milo handle it. “How did I not realize Michaela’s glass sculptures come from here?”

“These are Brody’s work,” Milo said, coming to my side. “It’s nice that Michaela supports local artisans. Brody’s brother was here earlier to collect payment for a piece we sold recently. He was complaining about the lack of opportunity for artisans in town. There’s very little in the way of craft shows here. I’ve been thinking about what he said since he left.”

Hand on the small of his back, I thought about what he’d said. “I’m embarrassed to admit that I hadn’t even noticed the lack.” Leaning my head against his, I admitted I hadn’t gone out much since moving here until I started dating Harper. “Michaela started the dinner parties to give me a safe place to go out to socialize. Restaurants were too nerve-wracking for a while. I worried all the time that Tiffany was standing behind me, though logically I knew she wasn’t. People’s homes just felt safer.”

Milo pulled me deeper into his embrace and nuzzled my cheek. “She’s very kind.”

“She is. Spending time with a group of people and getting to know them let me be able to start going out with them. I still get nervous sometimes, but it’s less than it used to be.”

Remembering we weren’t alone, I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. There was no way Milo’s grandfather hadn’t heard me talking about being scared to leave my house. Glancing at him, I came to the conclusion that Milo had told him at least some of my situation because he didn’t look surprised, just sad for me.

“I’m a very social creature, so it’s been nice being able to go out again.”

Giving me a squeeze, Milo said he was glad. “Brody’s working on some new pieces. We’re excited to see what he brings in next week.”

Now that I’d met him, I wanted to support his art too, but the pieces in the shop were too similar to the ones Michaela had. While beautiful, I would wait to see what new things he made before I made a purchase.

“That had to have been a bugger to make,” I said and touched the trunk of the elephant Brody had mentioned was his favorite piece. Elephants weren’t my thing, but I hoped someone would buy the piece soon and treasure the hard work that went into making it.

“I can imagine.”

“Ready to go?”

“Yeah.” Hand slipping into mine, he followed me out. Two steps away from the car, he tugged me to a stop. “Connor.”

“Hmm?”

“Hydration will be key tonight. As a good Dom, you need to feed me water or I’ll keel over on you.”

Seeing no one in the parking lot, I advanced on him, driving him back a step and then another until his back pressed against my car. “Don’t worry, I’ll give you lots of water breaks, honey.” His legs parted like butter the instant my knee pressed between them. “Mmm, such a good boy. Or is it pure instinct to make room for your Master?” I closed the space between us until there was only an inch between the tent in his pants and my leg.

Milo’s only response was a horny noise that escaped his throat when he looked up at me.

“Well? Which is it? Are you a good boy consciously making space for your Master between your legs, or are you a fuck toy who understands its place?”
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