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Chapter 1
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The card declined.

Alec Dumont paused mid-sentence, his story about Paris dying in his throat as the waitress approached. She was small, dark-haired, visibly nervous.

“Sir, excuse me,” she said. “Your card was declined.”

Alec blinked. “Seriously? That’s weird. That never happens.”

He didn’t argue. He simply pulled out his wallet—slim, leather, obnoxiously expensive—and extracted another black card. “Try this one.”

“Of course!” She smiled, relieved, and vanished.

A few minutes later, she returned, crestfallen. “Declined too.”

“Are you sure?” Alec’s eyebrows shot up. “My credit cards are limitless.”

“Alec, it’s fine,” said the man across the table, already reaching for his coat. “Probably a machine error. Just pay cash.”

“I don’t carry cash.” Alec rolled his eyes. “I carry plastic. It’s called living in the twenty-first century.”

“Can you cover this? I’m kind of tight right now.”

Alec stared. “You’re kidding.”

The man scratched the back of his neck, looking anywhere but at Alec. “Yeah, you know, finances are rough right now and—”

“Get the fuck out of my sight before I break your face in half.” Alec’s voice carried. The restaurant went quiet. “Fuck that. Fucking parasite.”

The man scrambled up and vanished into the crowd. Alec sighed, turning back to the waitress, who stood frozen, clutching the rejected cards.

“Can I make a quick call?” Alec asked, reaching for his phone. “I need to sort this out.”

“Oh! Yes, of course!”

“Thanks.” Alec’s smile was all teeth.

Before he could unlock his screen, three mountains in suits and sunglasses materialized beside the table.

“Mr. Dumont,” the largest one said. “Your father requests you join him at his office. Immediately.”

Christ. Alec’s stomach dropped. “Really? Right now?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you at least pay for my coffee?”

One of them handed a card to the waitress without looking at her. “Taken care of.”

“How generous.” Alec stood, straightening his jacket. “Lead the way, then. I know the drill.”

He walked slowly toward the black sedan parked outside, then bolted.

He made it ten feet before colliding with a wall of muscle that happened to be his older brother.

“Really?” Julian grabbed a fistful of Alec’s shirt.

“Julian! Bro!” Alec tried for innocence.

“Cut the shit. Get in the fucking car.” Julian dragged him to the vehicle and shoved him into the back seat, sliding in beside him.

“Julian, I can explain—”

“Quiet, Alec.” Julian’s voice cracked like a whip.

“Shit.”
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THE SECRETARY OPENED the oak doors. “Mr. Dumont. He’s here.”

“Send him in.”

Alec stepped inside, his confidence shrinking with every step toward the desk. “Dad. Hi.”

“I received a call from your university dean,” his father said, fingers steepled. “You haven’t attended classes in three weeks.”

“I’ve been exhausted. You know, work and everything—”

“The work you don’t do?”

“Dad, you know I’ve been—” Alec clutched his chest, wounded.

“You think I don’t know you haven’t set foot in the company for a week?” His father cut him off. “Alec, I’m not stupid.”

“Fuck,” Alec muttered. He was caught.

“Enough indulgence. I’ve given you countless chances to straighten out, find some direction. You’ve squandered every single one.”

“Dad, come on! I don’t want to work at the company. I don’t want to finish college. It’s boring!”

“Your brother was right. We spoiled you.” His father sighed, rubbing his eyes.

“Julian? He’s an idiot. Just jealous I’m the favorite.”

“That’s enough, Alec!” His father slammed his palm on the desk. “I’ve spoken with your mother. We’re sending you to your grandmother’s house. You’ll spend the entire summer there. When you return, you’ll take your position at the company. No negotiation.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Your cards stay frozen. I’ll seize your car. Your apartment. You’ll be homeless and broke. How does that sound?” A thin, cruel smile.

“Oh for fuck’s sake.” Alec stormed out, slamming the door. His father watched him go, exhaling slowly.

“I hope this works.”

––––––––
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“FUCK. SHIT.” ALEC THREW clothes into a suitcase with violent efficiency.

“It’s just the summer, man,” said the voice from his phone.

“It’s just the summer when it’s not you, Rick.”

“Dude, relax. Just do what he wants. It’ll be fine.”

“I can’t. I hate the countryside. I hate the wilderness. I hate old people.” Alec flopped onto his bed, groaning.

“How bad can it be?”

“It’s literally the middle of nowhere. There’s no internet signal.” Alec held his phone up to the camera, displaying his own furious face. “See?!”

“Damn,” Rick said, scratching his chin.

“Exactly!”

“Can’t you just... run away?”

“No. They’re watching me like hawks. I have to go.” Alec sighed, rolling his eyes. “I’m doomed.”

“Well, if there’s no internet, take books. Or better yet, toys.” Rick grinned, knowing exactly what was coming.

“You’re sending me new ones? Seriously?”

“Yeah, I’ve got some new releases. Stop by before you go to your punishment.”

“Thank you, Rick. I love you so much.”

“I’ve got a new clit sucker and a three-in-one vibrator. Incredible reviews. Clients are obsessed.”

“I’m going to need them. It’ll just be old people out there.” Alec whined, burying his face in a pillow.

“Have a little faith, Alec.”

“I’m trying, but you—” A knock at the door interrupted him.

“Gotta go. The guards are here to take me to hell.”

“Good luck, baby.”

“I’ll need it.” Alec ended the call and opened the door.

“Mr. Dumont,” said the security guard, nearly seven feet of intimidation. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah. Take the bags to the car, please.”

“Yes, sir.” The guard signaled to the others. Alec walked downstairs, passing through the living room without saying goodbye to his family, who watched from the kitchen doorway, anxious and silent.

Once the luggage was loaded, the driver caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “Ready, sir?”

“Sure. Not like I have a choice.” Alec put on his sunglasses and shrugged. He’d accepted his fate.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




“Mr. Dumont. We’re here.” The driver’s voice was gentle, trying not to startle him.

Alec woke to a wall of green. Trees. Brush. Nothing else. He sighed, stepping out of the car and confirming there wasn’t a single human soul in sight.

“The house is clean and ready. Weekly deliveries of food and supplies will be arranged.” The driver unloaded the suitcases. “Anything else before I go?”

“Wow. So considerate.” Alec waved his hand dismissively. “No, no. I’ve got food and a roof. What more could I want?”

“Right, then. Enjoy your vacation.” The man bowed slightly, climbed in, and drove away, kicking up dust. Alec watched until the car disappeared over the horizon.

“Okay. Let’s get this shit over with.” He grabbed his bags and trudged toward the front door. When he opened it, childhood memories flooded in—his grandmother, the first person he’d told about starting his transition, his closest confidant.

“I’m here, Grandma,” he whispered, eyes stinging. He pushed the nostalgia aside and entered.

After unpacking, Alec grabbed a juice box from the fridge and settled onto the porch, letting the summer breeze hit his face. He watched the trees sway, listened to the leaves. It was... quiet.

“Not so terrible, actually,” he murmured, resting his head against a post.

“Ah! Hello!” A voice cut through the silence.

Alec startled. “Yes?”

“I’m Alana. Your neighbor.” A woman stood at the wooden gate, hand extended, though her eyes were already scanning the interior of the house. “Did you buy this place? It’s been empty so long.”

“Alec. And no, I didn’t buy it. It was my grandmother’s.” He forced a polite smile, shaking her hand. He hated curious people, but he didn’t need a feud on day one.

“Really? I don’t remember Mrs. Dumont having a grandson.”

“Well, she did.” His jaw tightened.

“Anyway, if you need anything, just ask!” She waved and started toward her own house.

“Wait!” Alec called out.

She turned. “Yes?”

“I haven’t been here in years. Where’s the town center? Is there anywhere to make a phone call?”

“Sure, I’ll drive you!” Alana beamed, suddenly enthusiastic. “Hop in!”

“Okay, thanks...” Alec smiled awkwardly, wondering if this was a mistake.

––––––––
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“AND HERE WE ARE,” SHE said, parking her ancient 1973 Ford F100.

“This is it?” Alec couldn’t hide his disdain. The “town center” consisted of a decrepit convenience store and a gas station with a phone booth.

“Yep!”

“Great.” He climbed out and walked to the phone booth, only to realize he had no coins. He breathed deeply, resisting the urge to scream, and headed into the store. He pushed through the door and collided with a chest that belonged in a superhero movie.

“Fuck, watch where you’re—” Alec cradled his nose, then stopped. Looked up.

Holy shit.

The man was massive. Short dark hair, eyes like ice, jaw carved from stone. Exactly Alec’s type.

“You opened the door suddenly,” the man said, calm and cold.

“I know. Sorry.” Alec smiled, embarrassed, unable to look away from that face.

“It’s fine. Excuse me.”

“Oh! Yes, sorry...” Alec stepped aside, watching slack-jawed as the man hoisted a massive bag of feed onto his shoulder and walked toward a pickup truck.

“Sir, need help?” The cashier, a man in his forties, asked amiably.

“Right. Phone tokens. I need coins for the phone.” Alec was dazed. He’d never seen beauty like that.

––––––––
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“HELLO? RICK? YOU THERE?” Alec spoke loudly into the receiver.

“Yeah, connection’s shit, but I hear you.”

“Good, because I have news.” Alec was grinning, couldn’t stop.

“What happened? You sound excited.”

“There’s a guy here. Huge. Hot as fuck. I’ve never seen anyone built like him.”

“Seriously? A hot guy in the middle of nowhere? That’s a surprise.” Rick laughed.

“I’m more surprised than you!”

“You going to go for it? He might be straight...”

“Well, I can try, right?” Alec bit his lower lip.

“Go for it.”

“You bet I will!”

––––––––
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AFTER THE CALL, ALANA drove him home, satisfied to be helpful.

“Alana, can I ask you something?” Alec broke the silence.

“Of course!”

“That tall guy at the store. Short hair. Do you know him?”

“Oh! Daniel? Yeah, it’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone.”

“Really? Do you guys hang out?”

“Oh, no, no! Daniel’s very reserved. Just works his parents’ farm, helps sell their harvest at a stand on the highway sometimes.”

“Sounds boring,” Alec huffed, deflating. How do you hit on a man who never leaves his house? Mission impossible.

“Interested in him?” Alana glanced over, sly.

“Maybe...” Alec shrugged, grinning.

“I’d help if I could, but even though we went to school together, we never spoke beyond necessity.”

“That’s fine. I have a plan.” Alec turned to the window, watching the vegetation blur by, smiling to himself. He wanted that man. He would have him.

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY.

“Perfect. Discreet and hot.” Alec winked at his reflection in the mirror. He looked nothing like discreet. The black bucket hat, sunglasses, and dark clothes made him look like a fugitive or a pervert stalker.

“Wait for me, sweet thing. I’m coming to rescue you.” He laughed and left the house, walking ten minutes to the spot Alana had described—Daniel’s parents’ fruit stand.

“Don’t see anyone...” Alec muttered, hiding behind a tree. After a few minutes, Daniel appeared, carrying two massive crates on his shoulders. He wore a tight, sweat-soaked tank top, muscles rippling. His body looked sculpted, perfect.

“Damn...” Alec murmured, biting his lip, imagining all the things he could do to that body.

Daniel set down the crates and began arranging the fruit with careful precision. Soon, locals stopped by to buy. Alec watched, heart hammering, waiting for his chance. Finally, Daniel was alone.

Alec removed his hat and glasses and approached casually, browsing the fruit.

“Need something?” Daniel asked, cold but respectful.

“Ah... I want...” Alec panicked, grabbing the first thing he saw. “Apples! I want apples!”

“How many?”

“I don’t know... a dozen?” Alec smiled awkwardly. He’d never bought fruit in his life.

“Okay...” Daniel bagged them. Alec paid but stayed put, staring.

“Something else?”

“No! No!” Alec jumped, rushing away. He’d acted like an idiot.

“What the fuck are you doing, Alec? Focus!” He berated himself all the way home. Total failure.
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Chapter 3
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One week later.

“Shit... what am I going to do with all this fruit? I’ve made every recipe from Grandma’s books!” Alec scratched his neck, panicking. He couldn’t eat it all. The pies, jams, and preserves would rot.

“Should give it to someone...” He sighed. Then it hit him.

“Well, neighborly kindness never hurt...” Alec smiled. Now he had another excuse to talk to Daniel, who remained a mystery.

––––––––
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“NEED MORE FRUIT?” DANIEL asked, expressionless.

“Actually, no. I came to give you this!” Alec presented a fresh-baked pie, beaming.

“I appreciate it, but I shouldn’t...” Daniel hesitated. For the first time, Alec saw emotion on his face.

“Oh, come on. Accept it. I made it with so much love.” Alec forced his eyes wide, pleading.

“Alright, I’ll take it.” Daniel took the pie, inhaling the scent, clearly hungry.

“Since you accepted... can I make a proposal?” Alec leaned over the counter, grinning wide.

“Depends what it is...” Daniel murmured, surprised.

“I want you to go out with me. I’m interested in you.” Alec said it naturally. He’d done this a thousand times.

“What?!” Daniel’s eyes widened, face flushing slightly. No one had ever been so direct.

“You heard me. I’m interested.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t...”

“Why? Do you have a girlfriend? Are you straight?” Alec propped his chin on his hand.

“I don’t date. I just can’t go out with you.” Daniel looked away, embarrassed.

“Well, you didn’t say you were straight, so that means I still have a chance!” Alec’s smile turned wicked. He’d learned something crucial.

“W-wait!” Daniel tried to backtrack.

“I’ll come back tomorrow. And the day after. Until you say yes, so get ready, sweetheart. You’ll be seeing a lot of me.” Alec winked.

“Or not...” he whispered after, confident he’d win.

“Hey, wait!” Daniel called, nervous. He didn’t understand the persistence.

“See you tomorrow, baby!” Alec waved, walking home with a bounce in his step.
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