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      This serial is rated for mature audiences only. If depictions of graphic consensual sex between adults is offensive to you or illegal in your region, please close this volume. The following pages contain sex between lovers, power exchange, love that heals, bondage, kink, erotic humiliation, consensual non-monogamy, sassy friends, lost souls, a conflicted and moody mother, references to the loss of a parent, secondhand references to veiled threats to a child, references to revenge porn, references to male aggression toward a youth, panic attacks, hurt/comfort, pet play, white knights, white knights who are willing to be dark knights, egregiously comforting use of delicious food, and a black cat. Her name is Artemis. If she licks you, you are hers. You have been warned.

      

      
        
        Blurb for The Residency Boys

        Collin: Episodes 10–12

      

      

      “You cannot be submissive if I do not earn your submission. You can’t reach surrender unless I wring that surrender out of you. You cannot be what I am asking unless I am what I say I am. Do you see? You have to become a different creature. And my honor and responsibility is to train that into you, to make you something you can’t yet imagine.”

      Shaking, Collin gazed up at his master. “That’s why you messed with my head, put me on display like that?”

      “Yes. And because you are absolutely beautiful struggling between your shame and your desire to please.”

      Submission to his master and his sir is Collin’s sanctuary and his revelation. Serving two men will require all that Collin has. And it will give him more than he dared to dream might exist.

      But even as Collin and his doms nurture their fragile new bonds, the outer world is not content to give them peace. The burns are not yet healed on Mr. Reevesworth’s hand before there are new threats, and this time, the wounds are not so easily rectified.

      As Mr. Reevesworth’s righteous anger burns, will Collin be strong enough to stand near the flames? Or will the past catch up with them all?

      This serial is a modern MMM+ BDSM billionaire romance intended for mature audiences only. If you like your romance kinky and spicy, then this story is for you.
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            Note on Titles and Names in Kink

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is written from Collin’s perspective. Therefore, readers may notice some inconsistencies in the use of capitalization of titles, such as “sir” and “master” as well as shifts between titles and personal names. This is a reflection of Collin’s experience and emotional state and should be read as such, as he moves through his journey, both in terms of relationships but also in determining what kink and respect mean to him. The inconsistencies in this text are purposeful.

      As the author, I’m aware there are certain “rules” and practices that readers may have come across in terms of titles in kink, but these are just that, practices that may fit one person’s relationship and kink but not someone else’s. Title can also vary. If someone is pressuring you into using worshipful or highly respectful titles that you’re not comfortable with or demanding capitalizations that you don’t feel they’ve earned, speak up and negotiate. If that’s not an option, please find a way to leave. That is not mutually respectful kink. Respect goes both ways.

      Just because someone declares themselves a dom does not make them one, nor are they entitled by their declaration of preferred dominance to anyone else’s deference, no matter how many years they may say they have in the community or what anyone else may say about their status. There are lots of tops out there cosplaying as doms and plenty of bullies trying to be wolves in sheep’s clothing. Please play carefully and know you are worthy of being respected.
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      The Mexican restaurant Mr. Reevesworth’s virtual assistant had suggested was casual and not too loud, at least not up on the rooftop patio. There was a view of the ocean under moonlight in the distance. Collin held a chair out for his mother, and she sat first. Mr. Reevesworth offered Alice a hand, but she laughed and waved him off with a thank you.

      “I think I’ve been here once.” Dr. Ryker cast a glance over the space. “Last year, maybe, for some university function.”

      “I never realized growing up how important the university was to the town’s economy.” Collin flipped over his menu. “Are you still doing any local research, Mom?”

      Dr. Ryker shook her head, eyes on the menu. “Funding dried up. Honestly, it’s an uphill slog for any kind of money these days. Enrollment is up, but everything else is down. Except, of course, sports. They’re fully funded.”

      Collin and Alice exchanged looks. This again.

      “Where are you getting funding these days?” Alice tried. “My professor just got a grant from a business out of Dublin.”

      Dr. Ryker made a face. “Let’s order, then talk.”

      Collin cast a look toward Mr. Reevesworth. The man had his polite face on, smooth, not disinterested, not particularly animated. He repressed a sigh and ran his eye over the dinner options. Enchiladas sounded good.

      He put his menu to the side and crossed his arms in front of him, leaning toward Alice. “Tacos or burrito?”

      She made a face. “Tacos! Of course. I’m just deciding between beef and chicken.”

      “Get the beef. You always complain the chicken is boring.”

      “Fine, you’re right. Why can no one cook chicken right?”

      “Probably because they actually like the taste of chicken.”

      Alice’s nose scrunched up. “I like chicken, sometimes.”

      Collin chuckled. “You like chicken smothered in curry or soaked in sweet and sour sauce.”

      Dr. Ryker sighed loudly and put down her menu. “Are you two finished?”

      Collin and Alice immediately went quiet. Collin’s stomach tied itself in a knot.

      “Well, are you?”

      Alice and Collin nodded. Collin glanced toward Mr. Reevesworth.

      Mr. Reevesworth inclined his head. Collin raised his hand and summoned a waiter.

      With ordering out of the way, an unsettled quiet wrapped itself around the table again. Alice made a stab at breaking it. She turned to Mr. Reevesworth. “So, dogs or cats?”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Reevesworth shot Collin a smile. “That’s a difficult decision. We have a cat named Artemis, but I enjoy both. My sister Linda has a German Shepherd. Do you have a preference?”

      Alice giggled. “Maine Coon cats. A cat the size of a dog.”

      “A beautiful breed.” Mr. Reevesworth inclined his head. “Collin tells me you’re studying human resources and communications?”

      Alice huffed. “Once the prerequisites are out of the way. This semester, I’m stuck in European History, Advanced Algebra, Econ 103, and Intercultural Communications, which is the only thing keeping me sane.”

      “So, you enjoy that class?”

      Alice sat up straighter, eyes bright. “I love it! The professor is this super young guy from Mexico who speaks like five languages and has lived all over. So, he’s always illustrating the textbook with stories. Last week we did a section on non-verbal communication. I want an entire class on just that.”

      “There are people who spend their entire careers on that.”

      Dr. Ryker gestured at her daughter with the fork she was unwrapping from the napkin. “You are not changing your major again.”

      “Mom! Seriously. It’s not even a major offered at my school. Anyway, who died? I thought we were supposed to be happy we finally got to see each other again?”

      Dr. Ryker’s lips thinned. “No one died.”

      Tension crawled up Collin’s already tight spine. Mom was in one of her moods. There was no denying it anymore. What had set her off, he wasn’t sure. And until she was done with it, nothing would get her out of it. He should have just called the family dinner off entirely. Now Mr. Reevesworth was having to sit through this with him and Alice. He dug his fingernails into his leg. The urge to scratch a red, hot set of lines up his arm was almost all consuming. Perhaps he could get away to the bathroom for a moment.

      Alice couldn’t leave well enough alone. She crossed her arms and turned sideways toward their mother. “This is not what I came home for, Mom. So, either talk about it or stop getting mad when I want to be happy.”

      Dr. Ryker’s eyes narrowed. “Alice, we have company.”

      “Mr. Reevesworth is hardly company. He’s Collin’s. And anyone can see you’re not happy. He’s not blind, Mom. Sorry, Mr. Reevesworth, I know you’re sitting right there and third person is rude.”

      “I’m not sure how you could have grammatically said anything else.” Mr. Reevesworth saluted Alice with his water glass. He turned to Collin. Under the table, his hand slid up Collin’s leg, pressing down and grasping Collin’s thigh. Collin squeezed his hand back.

      Dr. Ryker sighed. “I want you safe, Alice, and employed, not dancing for pennies. Is that such a terrible thing to ask?”

      “Human resources is a very safe major.” Alice rolled her eyes.

      Dr. Ryker shot her a look. “If you finish.”

      Out, I want out. One word to his dom and he’d be out, but he’d also lose. This wasn’t a scene. This was his family.

      He swallowed and squeezed Mr. Reevesworth’s hand, then let go, and turned to his mother. “It’s going to be a bit before the food arrives, but we’re right by the wharf. I want to pick up some of those candied pretzels I used to get as a kid.”

      Dr. Ryker’s face softened. “You remember that?”

      Collin nodded and stood. “Sir, I’ll take Lando with me. Is that okay?”

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced over to the two men on security detail with them and nodded. “Of course.” He pulled out his wallet and handed Collin a rolled-up fifty. “Get some extra for Damian, please.”

      “I was planning on it.” Collin shot his dom a smile and held out his arm to his mother.

      She blinked and then slid her hand through the bend of his elbow and let him lead the way out off the rooftop and down to the street. The wharf was right there, but the old-time snack shop was positioned in the viewing area at the end. There were lights strung up along the way, and the fresh sea air was stronger here away from the scents of the restaurant and the fall charcoal burners spread among the tables for warmth.

      They walked halfway down the wharf before Collin lowered his arm and leaned over the side, looking into the dark water.

      “I think I did something, but I don’t know what it is,” he said softly, eyes on the water.

      His mom leaned against the railing beside him, tense and quiet. At least she wasn’t moving away.

      “I know I’ve made some difficult decisions lately. And I know I’m asking a lot, that you be okay with Mr. Reevesworth…”

      “It’s not that.” Her voice was tight. In his peripheral vision, he saw her grip the wood until the tips of her fingers turned white. She rocked back and forth and settled with her forearms on the rail.

      “Can you tell me, then? I don’t like fighting, Mom. I’m not even sure we are. I just know I came home, and then…you’re not happy.”

      “Why did you buy a new shower curtain?”

      “Um…” Collin tugged at the hair on the back of his head. “It was old. They get moldy. You’re supposed to replace them every few months?”

      “Yeah, so, it’s my house.”

      Collin frowned. He glanced toward his mother. She was staring straight ahead at the water. “I’ve always done stuff around the house.”

      “Well, this time felt different. You didn’t ask.”

      Collin pulled on his hair again, then rubbed his face. But no more explanation was coming. He swallowed. “I don’t understand. I’ve bought stuff before.”

      “You think you’re better than us now?”

      Collin blinked. “No?”

      “You bought a lot of stuff. The whole living room was different.”

      “I mean, we vacuumed, opened the windows. Just the normal stuff.”

      “You emptied the fridge.”

      “Uh, yeah?”

      “Why?”

      “It needed doing.”

      His mother rocked back and forth, still gripping the railing. “You’re not coming back, are you?”

      What does that have to do with what we’ve been talking about?

      “Not really, I mean, to visit, yes, but to live here, no, not really.”

      “You’re ashamed of us?”

      Collin ran his hand over his eyes. “No. I think you’re amazing. And I’m proud of the three of us, what we’ve been through.”

      “But when you come back, nothing’s good enough for you anymore.” She shot him a look that was almost pure venom but also hurt. “You’re always fixing things.”

      “I—” Collin lost his voice for a moment and looked down at his hands. “I don’t understand. I didn’t think I did anything different this time. You’re busy at the school a lot, and it’s a big house. I always help when I come back. I helped before I left.”

      “Help.” Dr. Ryker laughed. It wasn’t pleasant. “You’re helping. Not doing your part, no, just helping.” She made air quotes. “I don’t want you to help, Collin. I want you to be doing your part. Like you were before you got swept off your feet.”

      “Did you…” Collin swallowed and blinked back tears. “Did you think, before this fall, that I was coming back here?”

      “Of course! Why else would I keep such a big house?”

      “Mom, there’s…you know there’s no future for me here, right?”

      “Of course, there’s a future for you here, Collin. You’re the one running away from it.”

      Collin sagged against the railing. Mr. Reevesworth’s words ran through his head along with the things he’d thought about when Mr. Reevesworth had asked him to imagine living by his mother’s wishes before he’d made the decision to take the rest of the semester off.

      “People here aren’t doing the things I want to be doing, Mom. I don’t fit here.”

      She was tense as a rod beside him. “I want you to be happy, Collin. What I don’t understand is why what makes you happy has to be far away. You and your sister. I thought we were close.”

      “We are.”

      “Then why are you both leaving?” She pushed off against the railing. The word

      “me” dangled unsaid in the night. “We should get the pretzels. The food will be served soon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back in the restaurant, Collin could barely focus on the conversation. The food was just food. The roar between his ears was drowning out his other senses. Mr. Reevesworth and Alice were talking animatedly about cross-cultural sensitivity. Mr. Reevesworth was sharing funny stories about international communication glitches in his businesses, and Alice was relating incidents she’d had working with the international student union on her campus. Dr. Ryker made appropriate noises now and then but mostly kept to eating. Under the table, Mr. Reevesworth had his hand on Collin’s leg.

      Partway through, Collin slipped away to use the bathroom and pay the bill. He came back to the table and asked if anyone wanted dessert. Alice wanted chocolate cake and vanilla ice cream to go. Mr. Reevesworth checked his watch.

      “We should sleep soon, Collin.”

      “Yes, sir.” Collin inclined his head. “Mom, do you want anything?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” Dr. Ryker motioned the waiter over and pointed to her soft drink for a refill.

      “Well, Alice, if you’re okay driving back with Dr. Ryker, Collin and I are going to check into the hotel.”

      Alice flashed him a smile. “Or I can drive if you want a drink before we go, Mom.”

      Dr. Ryker glanced at the bar. “Fine. One drink.”

      Alice fist pumped the air and held out her hand. “Keys.”
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        * * *

      

      The hotel was nice. The suite was on the top floor. Collin dropped his bag by the bed and padded to the window. Out in the common area, Mr. Reevesworth was speaking with the two security guys, their voices too soft to make out individual words. Collin pushed back the curtains and looked out over the ocean. Waves rolled in, kaleidoscope style on the long, smooth beach. Collin pushed his hands into his pockets and leaned forward, dropping his head against the edge of the frame.

      The door clicked shut. Collin turned his head. His dom was already moving toward him.

      He put his arms around Collin from behind, kissing the side of Collin’s brow. “Now we’re alone.”

      Collin let strangled air escape his lungs. “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth cradled him. “Tell me about the walk with your mom.”

      Collin huffed. “Can you spank me?”

      “Do you need it?”

      “I really, really wanted to hurt myself earlier. Now…I don’t know. I’m tired.”

      Mr. Reevesworth held him close but said nothing, waiting for him to go on.

      “I think she feels abandoned. And I don’t know what to do about it. Something about Alice and I cleaning the house and quote-unquote ‘helping’ set her off. I think she’s mad that I’m not doing it for myself?” Collin shrugged and held out his hands, palms up. “I don’t get it. I mean, I do, but I also don’t. I never promised to come back. I never planned on it. But I don’t think she realized that until today.”

      Mr. Reevesworth pressed his lips against Collin’s hair again. “She’s hurt.”

      “Yes.”

      “And what else?”

      Collin dragged in a long breath. “I’m… I feel bad about this, but I’m hurt that she’s hurt. I’m hurt that me trying to do what I can, trying to help and be there for her just made her mad. I’m mad that she and dad chose to be here because it made sense for them but didn’t think about me and Alice.”

      He turned and pressed his face into his Master’s chest. “I get that she feels lonely.”

      “She doesn’t have to stay.”

      “Tenure.”

      “But she got her PhD elsewhere, right?”

      Collin nodded.

      “She got her tenure here so fast because they knew that if she cared to look they couldn’t keep her.”

      “That’s not how she sees it. She talks like she’s going to die in that place.”

      Mr. Reevesworth rubbed his hand up and down Collin’s back. “Who are you responsible for, Collin?”

      Who was he responsible for?

      “Myself?”

      “Hmm…sometimes. Sometimes I’m responsible for you.”

      Collin laughed a little. “Yes, sir. And sometimes Mr. Moreau, too, sir.”

      “Émeric is the epitome of responsibility, yes. Are you responsible for your mother’s choices, Collin? Or her happiness?”

      Collin’s shoulders slumped. “No, sir. But aren’t I an ungrateful son if I don’t think of her and try?”

      “Which is why you’re here. And why you cleaned her house today. And why you called her from the hospital a few days ago. Not giving someone everything they could want is not the same as disregarding their wants. It merely means that one may have limits on what one can give.”

      Collin’s knees felt weak. Mr. Reevesworth guided him over to the large stuffed chair by the window and sat down, pulling Collin into his lap.

      “I don’t think I’d thought of it like that before. It’s always been this thermometer in my head and anything less than full to the top was less than what I was supposed to be.”

      “What about with us?” Mr. Reevesworth tipped Collin back so that Collin’s legs were over the side of the chair and his head and shoulders rested on Mr. Reevesworth’s arm. Like this, he could look up and see his master’s face.

      “There’s no thermometer, sir. It’s more like a choose-your-own adventure. There are different ways we can be good together, and you seem to like so many of them. We can’t live all of them, but we pick and choose, and as long as we’re being good versions of ourselves, then all of the choosing is good.”

      Mr. Reevesworth studied Collin’s face, eyes soft. “You’re doing well, pet. I do like your choices. I’m proud of you for not hurting yourself and for talking with me. I’m proud of your choices today. And I’m quite enjoying mine.”

      Collin blushed. I’m his choice!

      Mr. Reevesworth looked at his bandaged hand. “If you still need a spanking, I can, but it will have to be with a paddle. Or I can give you pain in another way. But it feels like you need this more.”

      “This, sir.” Collin nuzzled in close, putting his head on his master’s shoulder.

      In time, they showered together, Collin insisting—to Mr. Reevesworth’s amused pleasure—in handling all the soap. Afterward, while Mr. Reevesworth canted one lean hip against the bathroom counter, Collin carefully spread salve over Mr. Reevesworth’s hand. It was healing but still raw. Collin kissed Mr. Reevesworth’s palm, where the skin was whole, and rewrapped it with fresh gauze. “It’s looking better, sir.”

      “I have excellent care between you, Émeric, and Damian.”

      Collin smiled.

      Mr. Reevesworth uncapped Collin’s eye drops and pulled Collin in against him, tipping Collin’s head back. “Look at the ceiling, pet.”

      Collin obediently looked upward, blinking furiously as the drops washed over his irises. “I think my eyes are almost better, sir.”

      “How’s the soreness?”

      “Nearly gone.” Collin used the hand towel to dab away the extra moisture leaking from the edges of his eyes and onto his cheeks.

      Naked, Mr. Reevesworth guided Collin to the bed. The sheets were white and clean though not as soft as the ones at home.

      “We forgot the cage in the bathroom, sir.” Collin turned to go back.

      “Leave it off tonight.” Mr. Reevesworth guided Collin into the bed with one hand on his lower back. Collin let himself tumble forward onto his hands and knees and crawled across the mattress. There was no sound behind him. He looked back.

      Mr. Reevesworth was still standing, staring at Collin’s ass.

      Collin blushed and dropped his eyes, staying where he was. “Do you want something, sir?”

      “Just thinking of some of the things Émeric likes and how we’re going to be able to give them to him.

      “Sir!” Collin dropped his forehead to the bed.

      A large hand grabbed his ass cheek and squeezed. “You make this so easy, kitten.” Mr. Reevesworth put his knee on the bed and leaned over Collin, sliding his hands to Collin’s chest and pulling him upright. Collin followed the pull and fell back against his master’s chest. Mr. Reevesworth’s hand wrapped around the front of Collin’s throat. His other stroked Collin’s hips and groin, trailed up his belly, and found his nipples.

      “Just a little pain, pet.”

      Collin closed his eyes, his hands coming up and gripping his master’s forearm. “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth played his fingers over Collin’s nipples, first one, then the other, sensitizing them and making them stand up. Collin whimpered softly, hips bucking at nothing. How had he never known he was so sensitive before meeting this man? Now the mere brush of Mr. Reevesworth’s fingers had him thickening between his legs and his skin tingling in anticipation of more.

      “Beautiful.” Mr. Reevesworth whispered, looking over Collin’s shoulder and gripping Collin’s dick in his hand.

      Collin groaned. It was so rare that his master held him when he was hard. He was going to thrash or run. Days and days trapped in confinement had left him tender and superlatively aware of each point of contact. “Sir!”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled in Collin’s ear. “Do you know one of the reasons I enjoy keeping you in a cage so much, pet?”

      “No, sir?”

      “This. The animal a man can become when he’s let out.”

      Collin whimpered and tossed his head. “What am I going to become in another few years?”

      “This and so much more, especially as we train you. Someday Émeric is going to have you on your hands and knees on a table, hard and dripping at a mere word.”

      “And what will you make me, sir?”

      Mr. Reevesworth reached lower, cupping Collin’s balls. “I would have said ready and willing, caged or not, but you surprised me, kitten. You were all that on your own.” Mr. Reevesworth brushed a finger against Collin’s hole. “You already are willing to take me with no thought to your own orgasm.” Mr. Reevesworth kissed Collin’s cheek. “I’m going to train you to be beautifully shameless. Graceful in any position, willing no matter what is asked. Strong enough to hold any form I place you in.”

      Collin shivered as Mr. Reevesworth’s fingers stroked his taint. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good boy.” Mr. Reevesworth stroked back up to Collin’s chest. He rolled Collin’s nipples between his fingers again. “I can’t decide whether I want to pierce these beauties and chain you by them, walk you on a leash from these tender nubs, or if they should stay virgin and untouched.”

      “There are other places to place a leash, sir.”

      “Yes.” Mr. Reevesworth’s hand wandered lower again, gripping Collin’s cock. He tapped the tip of it at Collin’s slit. “I could put a gauge here, pierce you, and leash you by your root. It’s satisfying, indeed, to do that to a man.”

      Collin whimpered. “If you want to, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth kissed Collin’s neck. “I haven’t decided. Émeric and I have to discuss it. I could leash you here.” He touched Collin’s nose. “You’re already so docile and willing. I could lock your wrists behind you and leash you to a hook on the wall with a thin gold chain of rubies. I have one. And you would stay there, wouldn’t you kitten? Giving me those big patient eyes of yours even if I was edging you. You’d stand there, shivering and whimpering, tears running down your cheeks and cum dripping from your cage, helpless.”

      Collin’s hips bucked into empty air. His dick was hard now, and he had zero expectations he would be coming tonight. “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth trembled, pressing his forehead against the arch of Collin’s neck. “You’re a drug to me, Collin. I want you under me, and I want to raise you up and give you the world.”

      He passed his fingernails gently down Collin’s ribs and traced his hip bones.

      “Brace yourself, pet.”

      He slapped Collin’s cock with the flat of his fingers.

      A guttural cry broke out of Collin’s throat. Fingers latched around his right nipple as he reeled in shock. They bit down, applying pressure to the tenderness. Collin writhed, arching up into the sharp, clean burn.

      Teeth clamped down on his neck. Collin’s vision blurred. His head dropped back, offering up more of his undefended softness to Mr. Reevesworth’s teeth. His master released the first nipple only to grip and twist his other. Collin’s head rolled on Mr. Reevesworth’s shoulder. He shivered, unable to stop himself. The only thing keeping him upright was his master’s arm around his shoulders.

      His cock bobbed. Mr. Reevesworth stroked it once, slowly rubbing his thumb against the round end.

      “Sir.”

      “Hush, boy. I have you.” Mr. Reevesworth slapped it twice.

      Shock and burn rippled through Collin’s body, tingling out into his hands and feet. He slumped. Mr. Reevesworth let him slide down into a kneeling posture on the edge of the bed, his back still against Mr. Reevesworth’s belly, knees splayed apart and his buttocks resting on his heels. Mr. Reevesworth’s hands roamed Collin’s head and shoulders. Endorphins spread inside Collin’s body, making the world hazy and warm.

      Fingers gripped Collin’s nipples again, both sides together this time. Collin’s mouth fell open, and he looked up into his master’s face. “Sir.”

      “Don’t come, boy.”

      His chest was so tender. The flesh of his areolas was warm and puffy from the abuse they’d already suffered. A broken honorific tumbled from his lips as Mr. Reevesworth pinched and twisted his nubs. Their eyes locked together.

      Anything, sir. For you, anything.

      Collin’s breath came in quick, shallow pants, air gusting across his tongue. His body was vibrating, softly twisting, and arching with barely any motion up into the torture. Tears leaked from the edges of his open eyes. His arms hung helpless at his side.

      Mr. Reevesworth released his chest, wrapping an arm around Collin’s chest and claiming his mouth. Collin pushed up into the kiss, meeting his master’s tongue with his own. Mr. Reevesworth’s good hand wrapped around Collin’s cock and jerked it rough and quick. His grip around Collin’s chest held him and continued the torture of his bruised flesh. He rolled in the sensation, willing and powerless, blood pumping in his ears.

      “Beautiful boy. My beautiful boy.” Mr. Reevesworth eased back, hand stilling on Collin’s cock. Collin was fully erect and hard now, his precum wetting his master’s palm.

      Mr. Reevesworth stared down into Collin’s eyes and jerked him slowly three more times. He paused, just holding Collin in his grip.

      “Good boy.”

      “Sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth leaned down and pressed his lips against Collin, just a caress. “My good boy. We’re going to tie you now, and then I’ll slide inside you, and then we’re going to sleep.”

      “Sir?” Collin’s eyes fluttered. Had he heard right?”

      “Sh. You don’t have to understand. Lean forward and put your hands on the bed. Just like that.” Mr. Reevesworth pulled Collin’s knees farther apart and guided Collin forward, putting his hands on the mattress to brace him. He reached for something and came back with a black strip of cloth in his hand. He reached between Collin’s legs and wrapped it around the base of Collin’s cock and balls. It lifted Collin’s cock and balls up and away from his groin, displaying him as an obscene work of art. Collin’s face burned, and tears leaked from the edges of his eyes. He stared down at himself. A bead of pearly liquid grew at the tip of his dick, reflecting the light in the room.

      Behind him, Mr. Reevesworth speared him with two slick covered fingers on his good hand. Collin’s fingers tangled in the sheets under his hands. He had no leverage in this position, his knees splayed apart and his ass lifted up on his heels, available and already spread. Mr. Reevesworth kissed his neck and stroked down Collin’s tender chest as he worked Collin’s hole.

      Collin cried, head hanging forward. Tears dotted the white cotton.

      “Do you need me to stop, boy?”

      “No!” Collin’s hand came off the bed, gripping his master’s arm. “Please, no, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth kissed the back of his neck, his fingers starting to move again, spreading Collin from the inside. “What are you feeling, boy?”

      Collin had to find his voice. “Raw, sir. Naked.”

      “You are naked, boy.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What else?”

      “Precious, sir.” If anything, that word made him sob. He shuddered, clenching around the fingers in his hole. He clutched his master’s arm. “I want you, sir.”

      “You’re still too tight, kitten.” Mr. Reevesworth pulled his fingers out. Something plastic and cool slid into Collin’s hole; a syringe of lube.

      Collin arched his back. “Cold, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth kissed him again and urged him to tilt his head back, bending Collin back to claim his mouth. As Collin opened his mouth to take him in, Mr. Reevesworth sank three fingers into Collin’s dripping ass.

      Owned. He was owned. He cried into his master’s mouth, his hole spasming around his master’s fingers.

      Slowly, Mr. Reevesworth drew back. “Lay down on your side, pet, back to me.”

      Collin obeyed. He wiped his face on his arm as he moved to obey, lying down with his head on one of the many pillows.

      Mr. Reevesworth lay down behind him, spooning him. He lifted Collin’s leg and drew it toward Collin’s chest. His cock pressed against Collin’s thigh. Mr. Reevesworth grasped Collin’s ass, spreading it. Collin whimpered, hiding his face against his arms. His master’s cock pressed against his hole.

      “Push out, boy. Your master wants a warm place to rest tonight.”

      More tears gushed out of Collin’s eyes. “Yes, sir.” He reached back, pulling open his own ass and arching his back.

      Mr. Reevesworth sank his cock into Collin’s hole. Collin’s belly trembled and rolled with the invasion. His hole fluttered, gripping and releasing around the large organ spearing him and holding him open.

      “Good boy.”

      “I don’t feel like a boy, sir.”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Reevesworth nuzzled Collin’s shoulder. “What do you feel like?”

      “A sex doll, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled against Collin’s skin. “Do you like it?”

      Collin wiped the wetness off his face and onto the pillow. “I don’t know what to do with my hands.”

      “Is that distressing?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Reevesworth reached into the side table without withdrawing from Collin. He drew out a pair of cuffs. “Let’s fix that.”

      He wrapped the soft padded cuffs around each of Collin’s wrists and threaded them through the bars of the bed, leaving Collin with his arms pulled upward, one limb beneath the pillow and one above. “Better, pet?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Mr. Reevesworth drew the covers up over them both. “Now rest.”

      Collin almost laughed. He was speared by his master’s cock. His own was engorged and tied, and he was bound to the head of the bed. His chest burned and ached with bruises, and now he was meant to sleep?

      “Sir?”

      “Yes, pet?”

      “We’re sleeping like this?”

      “Yes, pet.” Mr. Reevesworth ran his hands down Collin’s belly and petted Collin’s bound cock, playing with the tender wet head and smearing precum over his glans.

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Then consider this training, pet.” Mr. Reevesworth ground his hips against Collin’s ass, dragging his dick over Collin’s prostate. “I love sleeping inside a warm, soft hole like this. Now be a good boy and let me have you.”

      Have you. The words reverberated inside Collin. Mr. Reevesworth was using him. Enjoying him. Collin’s body grew heavy and floaty as if it wasn’t his anymore.

      “Are you using me, sir?” he whispered.

      “Yes, Collin.” Mr. Reevesworth continued stroking Collin’s skin, throat to groin, the way one would caress a cat or dog. He tucked Collin in closer and adjusted, pressing a pillow against Collin’s belly so he could half turn Collin onto his stomach and press even deeper into Collin’s hole. “Can you imagine how lovely it is to have a beautiful boy in your arms, softly throbbing around your member like a living sheath, his own cock tied up and trapped, a toy to play with, warming your bed?”

      Collin dragged in a shaky breath. “No, sir. Have you done this, like me?”

      Mr. Reevesworth’s lips turned upward in a smile against Collin’s back. He nestled in, settling for rest. “Yes, many times. With my mentor. Franklin loved to sleep inside me. One of his habits was to cane me and then take us both to bed.”

      “Why?”

      “It made me cry.”

      Collin stiffened.

      “It was a good thing, pet.” Mr. Reevesworth whispered. He stroked Collin’s belly, gently, calming him. “My greatest fault back then was holding everything in. Franklin knew it would be my downfall unless I learned to surrender. There’s nothing like being flayed raw and then held down in a warm bed with another man deep inside you, owning you. He’d made me swallow Émeric’s cum while Émeric licked and sucked me with my cock and balls tied, unable to come. Sometimes he’d give me to Émeric to fuck and then slide back inside me until I’d break and tell them what was weighing on my mind. And then we’d fall asleep like that, Franklin inside me and Émeric pressed up against me.”

      “Weren’t you frustrated, sir?”

      “Are you frustrated, boy?”

      “No, but…” Collin tried to find words. “I think I’m different from you, sir. I’m satisfied if you’re satisfied. I like that you like me, whatever you’ve done with me, caged or like this, it’s enough. I like being made into something for you.”

      “Precious pet.” Mr. Reevesworth pressed his lips against Collin’s shoulder blade. “Yes, I was frustrated, sometimes. But I always slept. And then in the morning, after Franklin had woken up and fucked me, he’d release me and let me have Émeric.”

      Collin giggled. “Did Mr. Moreau like that, sir?”

      Mr. Reevesworth laughed silently, just his body rumbling against Collin’s. “Yes. Sometimes he made me fight for it. Franklin never kept staff in the house on those days. There were mornings when I had to chase him down, but after a night like that, he’d always let me have him. And then he’d beg for Franklin.”

      Collin smiled into the pillow. Thinking of his master and sir as younger men, chasing each other naked through a house, made his position seem more seemly. He tugged a little on the cuffs, just to feel the reassuring resistance.

      “You loved Franklin.”

      “Deeply.”

      “I think I love him too even though I’ll never meet him.”

      “You’ve met some of him. He’s in us. Men like him never die.”
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        * * *

      

      His wrists were still cuffed to the head of the bed when Collin woke, but at some point in the night, Mr. Reevesworth had slipped out of him, released his cock and balls, and rolled over onto his stomach, an arm and leg pinning Collin to the mattress. Collin lay there, feeling the weight of his master on top of him, the slight ache in his hole from being used, and the security of being chained. He didn’t want to move. He wanted to stay here, like this, feeling peaceful and content. Sure, there was a whole world beyond the white sheets and soft mattress, but he didn’t need, nor want, it right then. At some point, his bladder was going to force him to get up and hunger would make demands, but none of that was present.

      He pushed it out of his mind and it… went.

      He almost flinched. His head was…quiet. Peaceful. He closed his eyes, listening to Mr. Reevesworth breathe softly behind him, feeling the man’s heartbeat against his back. It lulled him back to sleep.

      The next time he woke it was to two slick fingers sliding into his ass. He started to lift his head, but his master’s voice whispered in his ear, “Hush, boy, go back to sleep. Master just wants to use his pet before he gets up. You keep sleeping. Just rest, little one.”

      That floaty, peaceful feeling wafted through him again. Hands turned him fully onto his belly, leaving him face down with his head between his outstretched arms, still chained to the headboard. Mr. Reevesworth spread Collin’s legs himself, arranging him as he wanted, parting Collin’s ass cheeks with one hand and smearing lube into his hole.

      Then he sank inside. “Just keep sleeping, pretty boy. Master’s going to take care of himself in this soft little hole and then go shower. Then he’ll come back and wake you up.”

      Collin hid his smile against the sheets and let himself make one tiny whimper before relaxing. It was like nothing else he’d experienced before, laying there, limp and pliant, with his eyes closed. Mr. Reevesworth lifted himself up on his arms, barely touching Collin anywhere but where he was buried in Collin’s ass and where their thighs met. In and out, a steady rhythm, neither fast nor slow.

      As if he was jerking off.

      A blush spread from Collin’s face, down his neck and arms. His dick stayed limp under him, as if it were under Mr. Reevesworth’s direct order to keep sleeping. All of him felt soft, loose. Above him, Mr. Reevesworth’s breath sharpened. He ground deeper into Collin on the downward push, his hips stuttering now and then. There was a soft groan and three more deep fucks. Then warm cum painted Collin from the inside. Mr. Reevesworth heaved a deep sigh and drew out slowly. He knelt between Collin’s legs and spread Collin’s cheeks with his thumbs. It was all Collin could do to stay still and pliant as if he were still asleep. Mr. Reevesworth rubbed his fingers through the cum and slick, smearing it around Collin’s hole and the cleft of his ass.

      Filthy. And… Collin’s thoughts skittered off into feelings and sensations, losing touch with language. The objectification was heady. The feeling of being desired and used and wanted filled him up and left him spinning as if he were in a dream state.

      Mr. Reevesworth leaned down, brushing a kiss on the small of Collin’s back. “Such a good boy.” He moved to the edge of the bed and left it, pulling the covers up over Collin as he exited, leaving Collin wrapped in warmth and softness.

      A moment later, the shower in the bathroom turned on and sounds of brushing teeth and the toilet flushing joined the morning symphony.

      Collin drowsed, exactly as his master had left him. If his wrists had been free, he might have fretted, but the cuffs were silent, clear orders. He was exactly where he was supposed to be, doing exactly what he had been ordered to do, pleasing the person he most needed to please. No fight. No struggle. No failure.

      He squeezed his hole, just to feel the soft ache and the stickiness of cum.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Reevesworth came out of the bathroom on bare feet and sat on the edge of the bed. He threaded his fingers into Collin’s hair and rubbed his head. “Morning, little one.”

      Collin turned to face him, blinking and smiling. “Good morning, Master.”

      “How do you feel?”

      Collin wiggled against the sheets. “Sticky.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. His hand ghosted under the covers and over Collin’s ass. Collin pushed up into his palm. Mr. Reevesworth sank one finger into Collin. “Are you sore?”

      “Only a little.”

      “Let’s check.” Mr. Reevesworth pulled back the covers and held Collin’s cheeks apart, spreading his hole. “You’re slightly pinker than normal but perfectly whole. I’ll put salve on you after the shower. How are you feeling in your head? Are you ready for the cuffs to come off?”

      Collin curled his legs up toward his chest. “I think I’d be happy to wear them all day, but that’s not really why we’re here, sir.”

      “You certainly won’t get a full shower attached to the bed.” Mr. Reevesworth produced the key and undid one cuff, but he reattached the cuff around Collin’s wrist after releasing the chain from the headboard. His fingers kneaded up and down Collin’s arms, working out the stiffness.

      Collin groaned. “You have magic hands.”

      “Practice.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled. “I still plan to get you lessons, but that may be some years in the future or at least after your etiquette class has concluded.”

      “You’re not hurting your hand, are you, sir?”

      “I’m being careful.” Mr. Reevesworth held up his bandaged hand, wiggling the tips of his unblemished fingers to show what he was using. “How do you see today going, and do you know what you need?”

      Collin drew in a breath and held it, letting it out by degrees. “Mom gets into funks. I think she’s in one now. She’s going to try to push through it and focus on the ritual and the celebration. We always talk to Dad during the ritual. And that’s sacred. But she’ll also be sad. It’s traditional to clean before the sabbat. So, I planned to be working on the house today. That’s what we usually do. Alice and I clean, and Mom prepares the ritual. I’ll need to clear the backyard to make room for it though, so that’s probably what I should do first.”

      “What does clearing the backyard entail?”

      “Mowing and then getting out the chain saw or the bush clippers. I checked yesterday. It hasn’t been done since I worked on it last June.”

      Mr. Reevesworth raised an eyebrow. “Red.”

      Collin blinked. “Sir?”

      “You’re not cleared for that, Collin. Yesterday was bad enough with you doing the bathrooms with your eyes and cleaning, but you should not be irritating your vision with a lawnmower. You were only cleared for controlled exercise a few days ago. What alternatives are there?”

      “Um…” Collin grimaced and rubbed his nose with his fist. “I could hire someone if we start calling around quickly? I don’t think Mom will like that though.”

      “Will you allow me?”

      “To do what, sir?”

      “Handle this with your mother.”

      Collin swallowed. Mr. Reevesworth took his hand and squeezed it. “I promise to tread gently.”

      “Okay, sir. I’ll let you handle it.”

      “Thank you.” Mr. Reevesworth raised Collin’s hands to his mouth and kissed the backs of Collin’s knuckles. Sitting up, he settled Collin between his legs, snagged his phone, and dialed.

      “Dr. Ryker, good morning.”

      Collin couldn’t hear whatever his mother said on the other end of the phone.

      “Collin tells me he planned to mow the backyard in preparation for the ritual, but as you know, he’s still under medical orders to avoid irritants in his eyes. Since his injury came about due to his association with me, I hope you would allow me to hire a yard service to take his place this morning. Would that be acceptable? I’m not fully aware of your practices.”

      There was a beat of silence. Collin traced the dark hair on his master’s inner thigh.

      “I do hope I’m not overstepping, Dr. Ryker. I understand it’s your private property. I just feel responsible for inconveniencing you on short notice because of the hazards of my public visibility.”

      More silence.

      “Money isn’t an object, Dr Ryker. It’s wonderfully one of the things that allows me to grapple with situations like this. Money is replaceable. Collin’s eyesight is not. I can have someone there within the hour and, either you or Collin can instruct them.”

      There was a beat. Mr. Reevesworth appeared to listen.

      “Thank you. I appreciate this.” He hung up.

      “She actually let you.” Collin raised both eyebrows.

      “Your mother is capable of allowing me to own my own responsibilities.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled tightly. “I’m going to call my assistant and have her find a yard service.”

      “I’ve never met this assistant.”

      “It’s a department. They work eight and a half hour shifts with fifteen-minute overlaps for handovers, and this is what they do. Eventually, you’ll have access to them too if you need it. Damian, Linda, and some of our department heads and c-suite people use them as well. It’s not economical to keep someone on staff just for me, but having a dozen handling things for many of us around the clock allows us to be efficient.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Collin and Mr. Reevesworth arrived at the house with a waffle breakfast steaming hot inside of take-out boxes, a lawn service crew was waiting at the curb. Mr. Reevesworth nodded Collin toward them and took the boxes for himself.

      Alice burst out of the front door. “You bring life!”

      “Food?” Mr. Reevesworth asked.

      “Coffee!” Alice hollered, leaping from the top step.

      Collin moved toward the lawn crew. A Latino guy in his fifties and two younger men, one with a distinctly Irish look and another who was probably the older man’s son, met him halfway. “I Diego.” The older man held out his hand. “This my son Arturo, my other son Patricio.”

      “Or you can call me Patrick.” Patricio held out his hand. “Papá forgets.”

      “Forget nothing.” Diego huffed. He launched into a long line of Spanish that had both of his sons chuckling.

      Arturo turned to Collin. “That’s all the English Dad has. If you want something, tell me or Pat. What do you need?”

      “I’m guessing Patricio is adopted.” Collin grinned as the redhead slung an arm over his dad’s shoulders.

      Arturo grinned. “Our mother has a thing for strays. And Dad has a thing for her.”

      Collin waved Arturo into the yard and walked around the side of the house. “I’m sorry my Spanish sucks. Never stuck in school.”

      “Well, neither did my French. But I’m learning Hmong for my girlfriend.” Arturo rubbed his face, looking at the overgrown backyard. “So, this is a lot.”

      “Tell me about it.” Collin grimaced. “I was going to do it, but someone threw chemicals in my eyes a few days ago, and my boss won’t hear of it till I’m cleared.”

      “Boss, huh? I saw you on the news.”

      Collin blushed and rolled his eyes. “Great.”

      “Don’t worry. Mom might be Catholic, but she already adopted our sister’s girlfriend. And Dad made her name Spanish too. So now she’s stuck.” Arturo waggled his eyebrows.

      “Do you all adopt older people too? Like someone my mom’s age?” Collin let light humor bleed into the edge of his voice.

      Arturo chuckled.

      Collin pointed out what needed doing and left Arturo to it. He went into the house via the backdoor and found Alice and Mr. Reevesworth in the kitchen. Alice had her face buried in the largest coffee cup, and Mr. Reevesworth appeared to have just portioned out the maple syrup and butter containers.

      Alice lowered the coffee long enough to say, “Mom’s in her room meditating. She says to eat without her.” Then she put her nose back inside the cup.

      Collin laughed and gave her a side hug, then dropped down at the table. “Let’s eat while it’s warm then.”
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, the front and back yards looked amazing. Patrick offered to run over to the hardware store and buy lumber to fix the front step. Collin knew a good thing when he heard it and handed the redhead cash. He also called Damian and asked for a background check. It was in his email’s inbox two hours later. By then, he and Alice had finished cleaning most of the house and even hauled the recycling away to the drop-off. It had piled up to waist height in the storage area.

      When Diego and his sons were done, Collin met all three at the street. “How much to come over regularly?”

      Arturo looked at his father and translated. They had a little back-and-forth, and Arturo gave Collin a number. “We’ll come twice a month. If you want maintenance done, that will be extra when it happens, like the step.”

      “I’ll pay you for the next two months right now. And if my mom makes a fuss, tell her I worry about her and that she has a big job. Also, she speaks Spanish.”

      Patrick grinned and repeated what Collin said to his dad. Diego huffed. He wagged his finger at Collin and said something.

      “Dad says good sons do it themselves. But he gives you an exception since your job is far away.”

      “My mom is lonely. But she loves this house.” Collin nodded at it. “Please take good care of it. My dad disappeared while we lived here.”

      “She wait for him?” Diego asked.

      Collin shook his head. “She knows he’d come back if he could.”

      Diego frowned. He patted Collin on the shoulder. “Okay. Okay.”

      Mr. Reevesworth joined Collin on the porch a few minutes later. He took off a pair of gloves ignoring the stink eye his security guard was giving him.

      “What did you do?” Collin glanced between the two of them.

      “I inspected the roof.” Mr. Reevesworth looked pleased with himself. “It’s been a long time, but I did roofing work before Linda and I found out we were inheriting our uncle’s estate.”

      “Oh.” Collin rubbed the back of his head. “What did you find?”

      “It needs replacing, badly, but so far, I don’t see real water damage inside except around one window upstairs. We’re fortunate it’s a drier climate here.”

      “I don’t think Mom’s going to want to talk about fixing the roof.”

      “Probably not.” Mr. Reevesworth pressed his lips into a thin line.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Ryker started setting up the ritual space in the backyard a little while later. She still wasn’t speaking to anyone but Alice, though that was only because Alice ventured out with hot chocolate and microwave-warmed waffles. She came back and joined Collin and Mr. Reevesworth in the kitchen and sat in Collin’s lap.

      “I think Mom was crying about Dad again. She’s got the big sunglasses on.”

      Collin hugged his sister. “Crying means that they loved each other. That’s a good thing.”

      “I know. But why does it feel like it’s a good thing that won’t let her have any other good things?” Alice slumped forward, elbows on the table, and rested her chin in her hands. “How about you, Mr. Richard? Do you still have your dad?”

      “My father had a complicated relationship with family, but he tried. He had me and my sister when he was older, though. And he traveled a lot.”

      “I’m sorry.” Alice twisted her fingers.

      Mr. Reevesworth shook his head. “Don’t be. Linda, my sister, is my only blood relation. But we do have family and close friends to rely on. Holidays are never lonely.”

      “Well, now you have me, too!”

      Mr. Reevesworth inclined his head. “Yes, we do. Have you picked a weekend to come out, yet?”

      Alice sat up straight, almost hitting Collin with her shoulder. “No! Let me do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Ryker was cold and distant in the afternoon and going into the evening. Alice put on a Halloween outfit—Robin from One Piece with the big white hat and sunglasses—and filled a large plastic pumpkin with candy to hand out on the porch. The security guards conferred with Mr. Reevesworth and split their positions. One was out on the street leaning against the car, and one was inside by the front window in the living room. Arturo and his family appeared to have kept Collin’s presence quiet, and there were no cameras or news people joining the trick-or-treaters. Collin put on a face mask and glasses and told all the kids he was dressed up as a spy. In his nice new black suit, they believed him. A couple of the adults joked that he was double-oh seven or part of The Matrix.

      Mr. Reevesworth, however, stayed back. At some point, he was on the phone, but then he returned to the living room.

      “Everything all right, sir?” Collin asked in a break between fairy princesses and Spidermen.

      “Just calling my sister for advice,” Mr. Reevesworth said. “I’m thinking we will head back early, maybe even tonight, well, after midnight.”

      “If you want to, sir.”

      “What do you have planned here for tomorrow?”

      “Nothing.” Collin shrugged. “We’re not really do things kind of people. If we need to go back, then we can go back.”

      “Do you need to stay?”

      Collin grimaced. He glanced back at Alice, who was chatting with the security guard. “Alice is coming out soon, so I think it’s okay. Mom isn’t very social right now, but she’ll ask when I’m coming back if I leave early.”

      “But what do you need, Collin?”

      Collin’s shoulders slumped. “Honestly, sir, I’d like to be home. I feel bad, but…”

      “I’ll see about changing our flight time, then.”
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        * * *

      

      The Samhain ceremony was beautiful and moving, as it always had been for the ten years Dr. Ryker had been leading it. Right before it started, three women, a young man, and an older man arrived. Collin recognized three of them as people who had come for previous years, but the other two were new. Names were exchanged quietly, and then everyone filtered out into the backyard. One of the women moved to help Dr. Ryker, and with a few words of explanation for those who were new, Dr. Ryker started the ceremony by invoking the four directions and raising the Circle. The older man settled in and started drumming.

      As always, Collin felt a tingle and a sense of awe as his mother spoke. When she was like this, he couldn’t see the woman who sometimes struggled and who could be abrasive in public. It was always like stepping into a mythical world where the shadows were alive and one could speak across the veil and be heard. The fire in the center was lit as well as the various candles. They stood in a circle, looking into the flames, and when the time came, Collin found it easy to close his eyes and invoke the image of his father. All year long, the man seemed far away and gone, but each year here, standing around the fire pit feeling the drumming running through him, his father felt near, almost close enough to touch.

      I met someone, two someones, Dad.

      It was as close as he was going to come to introducing Mr. Reevesworth and Mr. Moreau to his father. They didn’t have a grave to visit. There had never been a body to retrieve. This was what they had, once a year, when the veil grew thin.

      He closed his eyes and let the drum and the fire take him into the darkness and said everything that needed to be said.

      And if it was his imagination that a soft tenor voice drifted back to him saying I’m glad, it didn’t matter, because for one evening a year, his mother opened the doorway and gave her children back their father.

      Collin wiped tears away discreetly and gave himself a moment to say the names of his other departed loved ones: Grandpa, a friend from high school, and a teacher from middle school. And then, in time, the drumming ran out, the fire burned down, and his mother was speaking the words to open the Circle, letting back in normal time and normal laws.
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        * * *

      

      Collin and Mr. Reevesworth slept on one of the pull-out beds on the plane. It was surprising to see, but by the time they made it on the plane at two a.m., Collin was happy just to lie down behind the privacy curtain and rest against his master.

      At the airport, Mr. Reevesworth introduced Collin to the wonders of traveling privately, namely a shower and a changing room in the airport itself, not far from the terminal. They cleaned up together and waited for their security personnel to take turns freshening up themselves. It was only a few minutes. The two men who had traveled with them would trade out with two others and take time off once they made it into the city.

      Mr. Reevesworth checked his watch. “I’d rather keep you with me, Collin. Do you feel up to coming into the office? I’ll have breakfast delivered.”

      Collin smothered a yawn. Five hours was not enough sleep, but it was still more than his body was accustomed to getting, and he would not be falling back to sleep now that he had showered, dressed, and seen the sun.

      “I’m good, sir.”

      “Let’s do your eye drops now. It’s almost time, and doing it in the car will be hard.”

      “What about your hand, sir?”

      “You can check it in the car. Everything is in my briefcase.”
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        * * *

      

      The office was quiet. Collin patted his own face and shook himself as they walked past the empty desks of the outer office into the inner office. The silence of an office building on a weekend was eerie. Mr. Reevesworth set his briefcase on his desk and opened it. Their bags had been sent back to The Residency, so Collin only had his own personal carry-on item, a computer bag with a long strap.

      “You can sit in on the call if you like, Collin.”

      “If it’s all right, sir, I’d like to check on Ash.”

      Mr. Reevesworth nodded. “There’s a third breakfast for him. Feel free to eat with him if you like.”

      There was no answer at Ash’s door. Collin tried the handle and found it locked. He was about to give up when shuffling sounds came from the other side. Someone tripped, hit something, cursed, and then opened the door. Ash stood there, the room dark behind him except for a few glowing screens, holding his head in one hand and the door in the other.

      “Offerings?” Collin held the take-out bag up in front of him. “There’s hot chocolate.”

      Ash blinked at him stupidly. “What day is it?”

      “Saturday.”

      “Then how are you here?”

      “We flew back early.”

      “Fuck, you scared me.” Ash pressed a hand against his head and leaned over, dragging in air. “I thought I’d slept through a whole day. I’ve never done that. Came close but never actually did it.”

      “No, no, we just came back early. And I brought breakfast. Are you okay? Sounds like you fell. Why’d you even answer the door?”

      “’Cause it was you.”

      “How’d you know?”

      Ash gave him a look that clearly implied Collin was stupid. “It was your knock, dude. No one else knocks like you. You know, like how you know people based on the way they walk.” Ash flipped on some low lights.

      “I mean, I know that. I guess I never thought about how I knock.” Collin put the food on a desk. “You sure you’re okay?”

      Ash rubbed his head. “I’ll live. Why are you back early?”

      Collin shrugged and sat down. “Mom’s going through a sad moment. But she doesn’t like my sister and I around for it that much. I mean, we don’t seem to help.”

      “Sucks.” Ash opened up the food and grabbed the granola in both hands. “This looks good. Not your normal style though. You usually bring me donuts and shit.”

      “Mr. Reevesworth ordered this time. It’s all healthy stuff.” Collin opened his own meal. It smelled good. His stomach was more than pleased to see it. They’d eaten light the night before.

      Ash was mostly finished eating and Collin was halfway through his food before Collin broke the quiet. “You still planning on living here, or do you need help looking for a better place? I have time this weekend if you need a wingman.”

      Ash shrugged. “Apartments feel weird. Having my own apartment feels weird. Even if I get one, why would I leave here and go there? That makes no sense. Everything I do is here.”

      “So you can have your own space? Places for your hobbies. Keep your things?”

      Ash shook his head and the rest of his body with it, making his chair gyrate. “I don’t even have anything to put in an apartment. All I need to do is sleep and shower and have a change of clothes. I do all that here. But if I have one of these apartments”—Ash made air quotes in the air, holding his spoon between two fingers—“then I have to clean it, and think about it, and go in and out of it. Do you know how much time I wasted moving back and forth when I tried living in my last one?”

      “No.”

      “Like thirty minutes a day. It was awful. Thirty minutes of doing something and not liking it and not getting anything out of it. And I know, I know how some adults are like ‘oh, I commute two hours each way, six days a week’ or some such shit, and that like makes no sense. I mean, seriously, you better be getting something really nice from all that time.”

      “Walking is good for you.” Collin shrugged.

      “I do walk. I run up and down the stairs, from the basement to the top of the building, five times a day.” Ash pounded on his upper thigh with a fist. “My legs have never been stronger.”

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Because it feels good.”

      “But you don’t want to walk on the sidewalk from an apartment building?”

      “Collin, dude, sidewalks are slow. There’s people on them. No one uses the stairs here, at least not much. I can go as fast as I want, but if I’m out there, I have to worry about people, and step around their messes, and walk when the sign says to, and, like, gah! There’s all kinds of things. If I go out there, I don’t want to be out there during commutes. I better be getting a donut, or a coffee, or something. Not just moving my existence from one place to another because people think that’s the thing to do.”

      Collin poked at his food. “You have a point.” Frankly, he was out of arguments that didn’t start with because society will judge you.

      “Thank you.” Ash slouched over his bowl. “I know you think I’m weird.”

      “I’m the one who rented a pantry and then volunteered to be homeless.” Collin finished his meal and started to clean up. “You do go outside though, right? See the sun?”

      Ash pointed to the ceiling. “I mean, I know better than to not see the sun. There was this nurse when I was in jail who yelled at me about vitamin D, so I know if I don’t go out there enough I’ll get weird and sad.”

      Collin laughed nervously. “Yeah, it’s a thing. I have to take vitamin D in the winter because it doesn’t matter if I get out there enough or not; living this far north in the winter gets to me.”

      Ash shook his head and patted Collin on the shoulder. “Aye, man, you got the SAD.”

      Laughter burst out of Collin’s nose. “Where’d that accent come from?”

      Ash smirked behind his red bangs like the imp he was. “Wouldn’t you like to know. Bet you’re too young to remember.”

      Collin shook his spoon at Ash’s face. “I’m almost old enough to be your father.”

      Ash giggled. “Only if you had me at like seven years old. Also, ew…not cool.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Collin left Ash to start his day, including showering and washing his clothes in the basement. Mr. Reevesworth was off the phone but still replying to emails when Collin slid quietly into the office and sat on the edge of the desk. He smiled and finished typing, then closed his laptop.

      “Since we have the time, I want to show you the research room for the train project, the one getting us in all the trouble with Bernstein and co.”

      Collin popped onto his feet. That sounded promising.

      Mr. Reevesworth led him down into the hallways and back toward one of the offices Collin and Ash had checked for equipment. Mr. Reevesworth unlocked the door with a key and let them inside. He flipped on an overhead projector, which lit up the large center table with a map beamed down onto it. At one end, Collin recognized the city they were in and, at the other end, he saw what appeared to be another city. He leaned in to read the name. It was the capital of one of the states just to the south. Two train lines ran between them, following similar but not completely aligned paths.
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