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      This series is rated for mature audiences only. If depictions of consensual sex between adults is offensive to you or illegal in your region, please close this book. The following pages contain sex between lovers, power exchange, love that heals, bondage, kink, erotic humiliation, consensual non-monogamy, sassy friends, lost souls, overprotective mothers, references to the loss of a parent, mild self-harm, panic attacks, hurt/comfort, 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: Episode 4-6

      

      

      “I want to be wanted.” Collin rasped out the words. “I don’t think anything you do that tells me I’m wanted is going to be a problem, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth leaned down to kiss him. “So dangerous, Collin.”

      

      The Residency has become Collin’s sanctuary. But the ink is barely dry on his contract with Mr. Reevesworth before there is a threat. His mother, Dr. Sandra Ryker, is not about to surrender her dreams for Collin’s future, and she doesn’t care if she has to face down a billionaire to get her son back on the path she’s designed for him.

      If only Collin’s new routine were as simple as dominance and submission and wearing new clothes. In his first week as Mr. Reevesworth’s personal assistant, Collin runs face-first into both gossip and cyber threats. Not everyone who wants Collin’s secrets are as well-meaning as Mr. Reevesworth, Mr. Moreau, and Damian. Some of them are downright dangerous. And consent is a word these shadowy figures don’t care to entertain.

      Meeting these new challenges will test Collin’s trust in his dom and his new chosen family. Can Collin trust Mr. Reevesworth’s guidance to get him through? And can he prove to himself that he really is everything Mr. Reevesworth believes him to be?

      This series 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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      Alice huffed into the phone, clearly moving around her room on the other end. “I went to check in with her this morning after my morning run, and she didn’t answer, so I looked up her location. After yesterday, I think she grabbed one of the first flights she could get this morning.”

      Collin beat his head against the mattress. “Mom needs to chill!”

      “No arguments from me. At this rate, I’m going to buy a decoy phone and swap sim cards. I am not going through this when I graduate and start having an actual life.”

      “Move to a foreign country. Tell her the app doesn’t work there.”

      “It’s a thought. So, what are you going to do?”

      “Tell Mr. Reevesworth. And then fake my death.”

      “That’s not funny, Collin.”

      “I know. I know. But seriously, you weren’t the one with police at your door a few days ago.”

      “True. She did run background reports on all my professors and my roommates, though. Can you imagine what she’s going to do if I ever date?”

      “Is this why you don’t date?”

      “I don’t date because Lan Wangji belongs to Wei Wuxian, and I will never mess with their relationship, but no one else has yet met my standards.”

      “I knew the internet was good for something. Accept nothing less.”

      “Does this mean that your Mr. Reevesworth is as good as my cultivators?”

      “No comment.”

      “I accept your honorable silence. Now it’s time for me to shower. Got to go. Bye. And good luck.”

      Collin groaned and rolled over onto his back, covering his face with his arm.

      “Does your mother travel alone, or is she the kind to appear with an army?”

      Collin opened one eye. Mr. Reevesworth, still wonderfully naked, stood over the bed. He had one bruised eye and a collection of marks that would have put a prize fighter to shame. In short, he looked like one of the battered heroes in his sister’s danmei novels. Glorious.

      “Probably traveling alone. Unless she got her friend Natalie to come with her. She’s a psych professor. They’re close. And Mom thinks I’m depressed.”

      Mr. Reevesworth arched one brow. “You look very depressed, pretty boy. If you sink any further into that mattress, I will have to send for Damian to dig you out.”

      “Sir, respectfully, tell him to bury me. Deep enough I can’t hear the screaming.”

      Mr. Reevesworth grinned. He stretched and winced. “Actually, Damian would be the perfect one to put on this problem.” He walked out of the room.

      Collin shook his head. But now that he was awake, he did need to pee. He pushed himself up onto his hands and knees and crawled out of the comforting cocoon. Mr. Moreau was at the bathroom counter, skin shiny with ointment on various scratches and bruises. He was applying something to the skin under his eye.

      “Sir, can you help me use the toilet? Mr. Reevesworth went to talk to Damian.”

      Mr. Moreau nodded. He reached into his pocket for the key.

      Collin had barely finished washing his hands when Mr. Reevesworth returned. “Damian’s going to send a driver down to the airport for your mother. There’s only two flights she could be on if she took a direct flight.”

      “How did he do that so fast?”

      “It’s his specialty. And this one was easy. He just checked for flights leaving the airport near your mother and coming here that are still in the air.”

      “That information is public?”

      “Yes, if you know how to parse it.”

      Collin blinked. “Wow. But why would Damian even know to look that up?”

      Mr. Reevesworth laughed. “Matthew taught him.”

      Mr. Moreau waved a bottle in Mr. Reevesworth’s direction. “Richard. Ointment. Collin, use your bathroom. Shower. Put on something professional but not a full suit.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin went looking for water after a bare five-minute shower.

      Damian was in the kitchen eating waffles hot off the griddle with another four cooking. “Want some?”

      Collin shook his head. “You sent a driver for my mother?”

      “I was going to, but Ellisandre was already driving Linda down there.”

      “Is there a plan?”

      Damian shrugged. “I did my part. Matthew and I are meeting for a run in an hour, so I’m out unless I’m needed.”

      “What if Ellisandre just kidnaps her. Is that in their job description?”

      Damian tilted his head to the side. “I mean, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “What?!”

      “What’s a little bit of kidnapping between friends?”

      “Kidnapping?” Collin’s voice spiraled upward. “I thought we kept to the law around here?”

      “There were many laws of fashion being broken. The kidnapping was a moral necessity.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know.”

      Damian chuckled around a mouthful of waffles.

      Collin shook his head. “I’m making coffee. Want any?”

      “Yes. Please. Black.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Collin was in the living room, drinking black courage when his phone rang again. “Collin, who is this Ellisandre person?”

      “My friend, Mom. We work together for Ms. Linda.”

      “They look like a vampire.”

      “Mom, if someone was trying to kidnap you, I don’t think they’d put on five-inch heels and a corset to do it.”

      “They’re not wearing a corset, Collin.” Dr. Ryker switched the call to video with the screen flipped to show Ellisandre standing in the airport wearing what looked like a woman’s riding outfit from a Sherlock Holmes film if half the skirt were cut away to show pants on one side. They were also sporting fangs.

      “That’s my friend.”

      Dr. Ryker visibly braced herself. “I can get myself to you. No driver needed.”

      “Dr. Ryker?” Linda Reevesworth walked into the frame, dressed in a conservative gray suit with a plum-colored silk blouse. “Lovely to meet you, I’m Collin’s boss, Ms. Reevesworth. I see you’ve met my assistant.”

      The phone twisted around, and Collin lost track of the conversation. The call ended. A moment later, Collin’s phone rang again. This time, the call was from Ellisandre.

      “My lady has persuaded your matriarch, Collin.”

      “Thank gods.”

      “I personally would ascribe this miracle to Hypatia.”

      “Hypatia wasn’t a goddess.”

      “She is to me.”

      Ellisandre ended the call.
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Reevesworth entered the living room with his coffee. The bruise around his eye was missing. Collin did a double take. “Is that makeup?”

      Mr. Reevesworth smirked.

      Collin sighed. Focus. There are other things to think about. “Ellisandre didn’t say where they were bringing my mother.”

      “I thought we could go to the neighborhood you were researching the night you fell. You can tell her about your work. Is there a breakfast spot there she would enjoy?”

      “Yes.” Collin closed his eyes. “At least two.”

      “Do you mind if Ellisandre joins us? They’re hungry.”

      “No, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. “What about the king of Spain?”

      “If he wants to join in, he’s welcome. Is he married? Is he dating? Because my mother needs a new hobby. One that’s not me. I know she’s sworn off men, but maybe we can talk her out of it. Offer her university more funding. Something. Anything.”

      Mr. Reevesworth put his coffee on a coaster on the side table and crossed the room in two strides. He took Collin’s shoulders in hand and turned him, drawing Collin against his chest.

      Collin slumped against him. “I’m so, so sorry, sir. Last night was amazing, and I know we were all planning to just lay low and rest…” Collin’s voice cracked with frustration.

      Mr. Reevesworth wrapped both arms around Collin’s waist and shoulders. “We are going to go to breakfast with your mother. She is going to be horrified and impressed. We are going to walk down the street to one of the community centers I help fund. I’m going to introduce her to some people who would be only too glad to get her to write papers about their work. You are going to remind her that you’re still on doctors’ orders for light activity. We will return here, alone. We will lay down for a nap. The rest of the day will be ours.”

      “I can’t just abandon—” Collin clipped off his words. “I didn’t promise her I’d see her today. She came uninvited.”

      “Quite so.”

      Collin let out a long breath. “I really, really want to hurt myself right now.” He looked down at his arm.

      Mr. Reevesworth slid his hand up under Collin’s sweater. He caught Collin’s nipple between his finger and thumb and squeezed.

      Collin gasped. Like before, the pain started and then built, spreading out over his chest.

      Mr. Reevesworth let go slowly, holding a protective arm around Collin’s lower back. “Better?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. We might have to see about something more continuous for you if that works.”

      “I think clamps would show through my shirt.”

      “Waistcoats hide innumerable secrets as do sweaters and coats. We could always pierce you and hang weights from the rings.”

      Collin’s eyes flared wide. His hand went to his chest. That would hurt. And he liked that.

      Mr. Reevesworth took a smooth stone out of his pocket and set it in Collin’s hand. “Meanwhile, take this. Rubbing something or turning it over in one’s pocket is one way of self-regulating your nervous system.”

      Collin took the stone. It was dark blue with gold and browns. “What kind of stone is this?”

      “Labradorite.”
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Ryker looked like a gender studies professor from a small town even on the weekend. She stood a good five inches shorter than Collin and looked as out of place as Alice in Wonderland standing on the big city sidewalk next to Ellisandre.

      Collin followed Mr. Reevesworth through the gate of the train station and walked straight to her. “Mom.”

      She moved toward him, both arms outstretched. “My boy.”

      Collin returned her hug, then turned her toward the man behind him. “Mom, this is Mr. Richard Reevesworth.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Dr. Ryker.” Mr. Reevesworth held out his hand. “I read your piece in the university journal last quarter.”

      “You read it?”

      “Of course. Collin comes by his research skills naturally.”

      Ellisandre snapped open their fan. “I am famished. Compliment each other over breakfast.”

      Dr. Ryker blushed.

      Collin covered the awkwardness with a cough. “I know just the place. It’s a bar at night but serves breakfast and lunch earlier in the day. Mom, I think you’ll like it.”

      The place in question was a risk, but it was worth it. The art inside the first room was expressive and supportive of love and life in all its forms, but the second and third rooms, the side that was focused on the bar, contained local art that spoke back to the era of Stonewall and up into the present day with all the inhibition of a place designed for those of the age to order their own drinks.

      A brittle facade of normalcy settled over the group as scripts set in. Yes, they wanted a table. For four, please. And no, no one had any food allergies. Yes, these were the menus. Did anyone want anything to drink? Collin ordered coffee. Ellisandre asked for juice. Dr. Ryker sighed and relented, ordering coffee as well. Mr. Reevesworth kept to water.

      With Ellisandre and Mr. Reevesworth sitting between Collin and Dr. Ryker, there was no privacy for her to try to bend his ear for a private word. Her lips thinned as she studied the seating arrangements. She snapped up a menu and held it in front of her face.

      For a few moments, everyone except Ellisandre pretended to read the breakfast offerings. Collin dragged his eyes across the glassy surface of words three times and gave up. The returning drink service was an excellent excuse.

      Ellisandre leaned forward, arms crossed on the table in front of their chest. Their hair was platinum blond and styled within an inch of its life into something short, coiled, and historical looking. Collin had no idea what it was, but it brought up the word “glam” in his mind.

      “What are you getting?” they asked him.

      Collin shook his head. “Don’t know yet. You?”

      They tapped their nails against the surface of the table and sat up straight again, as if they’d never heard the phrase “poor posture”. “The crepes with cranberry sauce, I think.”

      “I didn’t see those. Where are they?”

      Ellisandre held up the menu and pointed with a long-painted nail. Collin squinted at it. There was a blueberry version, and it came with sides.

      “I’ll have to try that.”

      Ellisandre grinned. They turned to Dr. Ryker. “And you, ma’am?”

      “The eggs breakfast.”

      Mr. Reevesworth raised his hand and nodded to the server.

      Collin rubbed his sweating palms on his pant leg under the table as the server finished taking notes and walked away.

      “I suppose you’re here about my college plans.”

      “Collin!” Dr. Ryker flinched mid-sip from her water. “That is a family matter. We can talk later in private.”

      “Mr. Reevesworth is my mentor, Mom. He literally picked me up off the floor and helped me to the hospital. There’s more about the last few weeks that he knows than I do. And Ellisandre is the one who helped put all my classwork on hold while I was under medical supervision. They already know everything.”

      Dr. Ryker shot glances at the two non-family members at the table. “I thought you said the concussion was minor.”

      “Minor in the grand scheme of what a concussion can be.” Mr. Reevesworth laid one hand on the table. “The doctor, however, believes that Collin only lost his balance because he had worked himself into the ground. Thus, the suggestion that he take off the rest of the semester.”

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced toward Collin, including him as he went on. “Collin is extremely driven. I’m happy to have him on staff in a less taxing capacity while he recovers. However, I don’t want to lose him back to school full-time after I come to rely on him.”

      Collin nodded, meeting Mr. Reevesworth’s eye and turning back to his mother. “Thus, the job experience I explained to you, Mom.”

      “I don’t care what the explanation is, Collin. You’re sleeping with him. This…” Dr. Ryker pointed between them. “This is not as innocent as it seems.”

      Mr. Reevesworth studied Dr. Ryker’s face, saying nothing for a long moment. When he did speak, it was soft and low. “Say I were sleeping with your son, Dr. Ryker. What would be your main concerns?”

      Collin flushed and shot a glance at Ellisandre. We’re in public. Do something! But the minx was slicing up their pre-meal baked sweet with a fork, ignoring the rest of the table like a cat, hearing everything and doing nothing.

      Dr. Ryker drew in a sharp breath. “You’re not trying to deny it.”

      “I’m seeking information.”

      “Information is all that I have against someone of your status, Mr. Richard Reevesworth. Why should I tell you anything? You’ll merely counter my concerns.”

      Collin slid his hand into his pocket and wrapped his hand around his stone.

      Mr. Reevesworth tapped his fingers on the table. “If, as you believe, Collin is already under my influence, then I already have access to everything he knows about you. And there is probably no one who knows you better than your son.”

      “Collin is my son. There are certainly things that I haven’t shared with him.”

      “Collin got you through chemo. You don’t have siblings. You live far away from the rest of your family, most of whom are elderly. Your husband did not have family in the US. Collin bears the classic markers of a parentified child. 

      “However, he doesn’t display a fractured or resentful bond with you. He’s still capable of trust and high levels of vulnerability with authority. Thus, he was not only your caretaker but your friend and confidant and an equal who felt loved and, at least at times, respected. But it’s likely that society has given neither of you a road map for what the kind of close relationship that you shared with him should become, especially around the feelings of abandonment on your side as he exits your home and chooses a new one. After all, you had just lost your husband, and Collin became the man of the house. But then he left you.”

      Two bright pink spots burned in Dr. Ryker’s cheeks. Her mouth opened and closed, and her hand curled into a claw beside her napkin.

      “That both of you survived with the bond that you have is beyond admirable, Dr. Ryker. That you finished your PhD and gained tenure during all of it and so quickly is also impressive. You not only have an indomitable will but a keen mind and the ability to play politics. So, no, I would not say that you have nothing but information.”

      “There are rules—of decorum,” Dr. Ryker bit out.

      “And you have beautifully broken them.” Mr. Reevesworth inclined his head as if giving praise. “So now we can speak frankly. Your son is a thoroughbred. With your education and perspective, you have to understand how he matches up to your own students.”

      “He outclasses most of them.” Dr. Ryker raised her chin. “His ability to see patterns, not just any patterns but applicable ones, is uncanny.”

      “Collin’s ability to work with statistics in a way that speaks to a plebeian policy maker is unique. It wouldn’t matter, however, if he were not a sponge for ideas with the ability to organize and retrieve them when needed. When defending his research, he was challenged on social impact and business topics outside his direct research. But he had considered those aspects even though his professors were not versed in the matters.”

      Dr. Ryker pressed her lips together. “His works fall outside my specialty. I can’t judge objectively.”

      Mr. Reevesworth leaned forward a little. “I can. Because I’ve spent the last fifteen years hiring people like him.”

      “None of this changes the fact that you made a move on a vulnerable young man.”

      “Collin may leave whenever he wants.”

      “But he won’t, not when you’re offering him things he can’t get on his own.”

      “You’re telling me that you believe Collin can be bought.”

      Dr. Ryker gritted her teeth. “Everyone can be bought. People sell themselves all the time.”

      “Then it’s not a moral issue unless one sells oneself for too cheap a price.”

      Dead silence fell on the table.

      Dr. Ryker dropped her eyes. Her shoulders shook. “You could have had his mind and his work for pocket change. Why did you have to take the rest of him?”

      “Because if I bought his daylight hours, I would have to worry about what someone else was doing to his nights.”

      “Young men aren’t toys to collect.”

      “No, they’re gemstones to be harvested, cut, and polished and allowed to shine as brightly as possible.”

      “You don’t have to have sex with them to do that.”

      “If I wanted to merely have sex with Collin, I could do that in the back of any bar with a drink and an intelligent conversation. I could send him an anonymous message on an app offering him enough money that he wouldn’t have to worry about you and his sister until he graduated. I could pretend to be someone other than myself and meet up with him for Netflix and chill on Friday nights in an apartment I pretend to rent. I could fill his ears with the half-remembered and rarely fulfilled promises of our modern hookup culture and then abandon him when another boy caught my eye. And I would still be one of the best he’d ever had.”

      Dr. Ryker’s face was ice pale. If she didn’t start breathing soon, she’d pass out. “You really think you’re so much better than us.”

      “No, I think I’m more honest.”

      She’s going to do something terrible. Collin glanced around the room. Perhaps he should have chosen somewhere else. But no, they were seated in the room between the main bar and the main breakfast area. There was only one other party at the end of the room. And no one was raising their voices yet.

      Against the odds, Dr. Ryker raised her chin again, the edges of her lips twitching with dark emotions. “Explain.”

      “The illusion of the middle class and those who believe they are the middle class is that following one’s passions and talents is what it takes to make it in this world. But I don’t think you believe that, do you, Anastasia? That hard work and effort provide protection? In reality, in a patriarchal society, it is power that provides protection. You want a quiet, secure, small life for Collin. One familiar enough to be safe. One where your amount of influence might make a difference.”

      “I want him secure and happy. You are not that.”

      “You need him tied closer to you than to someone else who might have enough power to keep him away from you when you need him most. You’re almost alone in the world without him.”

      She was breathing with intention now, eyes bright. “Every good mother wants a relationship with her children.”

      “Not every mother is afraid that her son will pay the same price she paid for the future.”

      A tear spilled over and rolled down her cheek. “You have no right. No right.”

      “Collin has choices, Dr. Ryker. He has you. He has most of an education. He has skills even if they are low paying. He’s not helpless. If he’s with me, it is because he sees an opportunity. It’s because he wants what I want. Physical services have never been a requirement. Collin wants to change the world, not merely survive it. I offered him a place on my team.”

      More tears splashed down her face. “Everything I did was to make sure my children never paid that price to make their way.”

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced toward Collin and then to Ellisandre, then turned back. “Dr. Ryker, how would you mark the difference between paying for status and resources with one’s body and a committed, intimate relationship of mutual respect between two adults, in which one has significantly more power and money?”

      “Time. Attention. Input. The relationship that the more powerful partner has with the family of the less resourced partner. The demands the more powerful partner places on those in his own class concerning how the less powerful partner is treated.”

      “Then”—Mr. Reevesworth leaned forward—“consider this. Collin has already set time aside for Samhain. He will be home with you for the sabbat. Your anniversary and the birthdays of everyone in his family are not only in my calendar but my husband’s calendar as well. I hope to meet Alice soon. I already know her graduation date. My private residence is sanctuary to me and my husband, but you and Alice are always welcome in our guest apartment. I won’t be your spy on Collin, but I am willing to engage in all the exchanges that one could expect of a child’s healthy partner including reaching out to you if he has problems or incidents in the future.”

      “And your husband allows all this? Does he also have young toys?”

      “His current extramarital partner is older than he is. And they have been together almost as long as he has been with me. Émeric is as committed to the well-being of my mentees as I am. I rely on him as my life partner in all that I do. Collin can go to him for anything. He was the one who stayed with Collin in the hospital when I had to take a meeting.”

      “And if Collin took a partner, an equal partner, of his own age, what would you do?”

      “Run a background check on them, interview their last five employers, send my private investigator to conduct surveillance, and have a profiler scrape their social media, school work, and any other available data.”

      Dr. Ryker cracked a laugh. “That is a psychotic level of a need for control.”

      “I do no less for potential business partners. Collin will be the vessel of significant emotional, social, and financial investment. Why would I treat a man’s life and potential future impact with any less care than I take with my businesses?”

      “Because that’s not how we treat relationships.”

      “If a greater number of individuals treated their dating with the same care that some used for choosing schools or buying a computer, our society at large would have a higher level of success in relationships.”

      “Not all of us have the resources to do what you would do.”

      “No, but your son interviewed no less than three of us before he even agreed to work part-time in my sister’s office as a field investigator. And he knew what I was offering him personally though he did not choose it immediately.”

      Dr. Ryker raised an eyebrow. “I did not know this.”

      “We courted him. And he was cautious. Very cautious. He turned us down. He didn’t agree until he had proof that our mission aligned with his values, and even then, he was taking his time until his incident. Perhaps, Dr. Ryker, you taught him better than you realize. He even used a lawyer to verify the identity of the police you sent to our door.”

      “You did that, Collin?”

      Collin flinched at his mother’s sudden glance. It had been much easier letting the two battle it out and trying to pretend he was a thousand miles away. “I don’t forget, Mom.”

      Dr. Ryker’s shoulders slumped. “You’re really in this because you want to be.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “You actually like him? You don’t care that he’s married?”

      “Mom! One, you’re the one who taught me that monogamy is not the natural default of Homo sapiens, and two, I am not discussing my sexual preferences right now.”

      She raised her eyebrow.

      “Fine.” Collin’s nostrils flared. “I think he’s drop-dead gorgeous. I like making profiteroles at midnight with his husband. The smell of his shirt helps me fall asleep. The cat thinks I’m her personal bed. I am catnapping her if I ever leave. Mr. Reevesworth brings me my hat when I go out without it. When my ex-roommate threatened to sell Grandpa’s record, he took the phone, shut Andy down, and helped me get everything back. And that, that was way sexier than any centerfold model. Good looks are one thing, but actions… Seriously, Mom, don’t make me make you blush, okay?”

      Dr. Ryker closed her eyes and breathed out slowly. “So, you’re not giving up your education and your future for him?”

      “No. I’m not.”

      “And you will try to finish school?”

      “I will finish an education. It might be in a different school. It might not be traditional. It will serve me.”

      “And you’ll come home for Samhain.”

      “I’m not cutting you or Alice out. I’m not sure I can explain all this to Grandma, though.”

      Dr. Ryker rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Mercy, no. What Grandma doesn’t know can’t kill her. She doesn’t even know you’re gay.”

      “She doesn’t know you’re a practicing Wiccan.”

      “Well, we both have our secrets from the old bat.” Dr. Ryker took a long drink of coffee, carefully looking at no one.
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        * * *

      

      The food came. It was good even though Collin could barely look at it, too engrossed in the dynamics of the table.

      Ellisandre picked up the conversation after scarfing down their first crepe. “So, have you studied the effects of car ownership on gender disparity?”

      Dr. Ryker’s fork paused on its way to her mouth. “No. Most of my recent work has been around mixed economies versus more homogenous economies and what that means for income distributions and mental health outcomes.”

      Ellisandre lifted one shoulder. “Where are you pulling your sample data? Are you controlling for cultural differences, such as elder care expectations?”

      “I’m doing my best, but we’re using data that’s already available. It’s difficult to correlate rates of hospital visits among the elderly with their addresses.” She went on for a bit. Despite himself, Collin realized that he did understand what she was saying. He was more like his mother than he’d realized. At home, they talked about home things, not their professional interests.

      Ellisandre leaned forward, catching on a particular point. “What about when you control for the same rates of education?”

      Dr. Ryker grinned. “There’s a high level of causation between education and forms of religious practice.”

      Ellisandre tilted their head to the side. “Do you find any parallels between single-sector-leaning economies and religious groupings?”

      “Actually, yes.” Dr. Ryker crossed her arms. “I’m surprised you’d know that. What’s your background?”

      Neither Collin nor Mr. Reevesworth were much needed for the rest of the meal. Mr. Reevesworth excused himself for the bathroom and paid the bill before returning to his seat.

      Collin eyed his coffee mug, refilled three times, and considered his options as Ellisandre and Dr. Ryker continued to get on like a house on fire. Finally, he reached under the table and tapped Mr. Reevesworth’s leg in the safe signal written out in his contract. He’d never used it, but if he didn’t get relief soon, he’d lose his composure.

      “Excuse us.” Mr. Reevesworth pushed back in his seat. “Collin and I will be outside for just a moment. Please don’t let us stop your conversation.”

      Collin followed him out of the building onto the wide sidewalk.

      “You safe signaled.”

      “I need to use the bathroom, sir. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Relief flooded Mr. Reevesworth’s face. He reached into his pocket and drew out the key. “Are you saying you need to pause any of our current practices, or is the bathroom all?”

      “Just the bathroom, sir. Maybe we need another signal for that? Also, I think I can get it back in myself this time.”

      “If you can’t, put it in your pocket, and we’ll resume when we’re home. There’s no privacy here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Collin ducked back into the diner. The bathroom was tiny, a closet of a space just off the dining area. If Mr. Reevesworth had helped him, his mother would certainly have seen it, as would have everyone else.

      He did his business, succeeded in getting everything back in place, and went back outside. Ellisandre and Dr. Ryker were still talking. Mr. Reevesworth was on the phone.

      He finished up a moment later. “Do you want to spend time with your mother, or would you like to go home?”

      Collin smiled, muscles in his back loosening. “Home. You shouldn’t be exerting yourself either.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. “I will admit, sitting in that chair has been somewhat uncomfortable.”

      “You’re covered in bruises.” Collin glanced at his dom, blushed, and looked away.

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled, a full, happy sound. “So is Émeric. Which reminds me, I promised him I’d get rid of that bed.”

      Collin laughed. “You mean the rubble?”

      “Apt description. You can choose a better one since it’s going to be yours anyway.”

      “Won’t other subs use it too, like Damian?”

      “Damian doesn’t have the need to stay that close, at least not these past few years.”

      “He’s going to graduate, isn’t he? Like Matthew.”

      Mr. Reevesworth looked away. “As much as I would like to answer you, that’s Damian’s path. I’m very proud of the man he’s become.”

      Collin nodded. “I’m going to go make our excuses. I think those two are going to talk all day.”

      “If your mother stays until tomorrow, I’m happy to invite her to lunch. But we will be unavailable the rest of today.”

      Collin paused, then sighed. “I should make sure she has a place to stay.”

      “Ask Ellisandre to put her up in the hotel next to Linda’s office.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellisandre and Ryker were looking at spreadsheets on Ellisandre’s tablet when Collin walked back to the table.

      “I had to sign an NDA before you showed me spreadsheets. What makes her special?”

      Ellisandre sniffed. “These aren’t proprietary.”

      Collin leaned over Ellisandre’s shoulder. “I’m pretty sure that’s not publicly available information.”

      “Well, it’s not exactly information that we can publish ourselves.”

      “But I can.” Dr. Ryker met Ellisandre’s smirk with one of her own. “Your parameters need adjusting.”

      Collin shoved his hands into his pockets. “You two should just go back to the office and use the big boards. Mom, I know you’re dying to do it. So just go. Mr. Reevesworth and I are heading home. I need to sleep, and he has business to see to.”

      Dr. Ryker blinked. “I’m sorry, Collin. I totally got distracted. Yes, you should rest. The doctor said so.”

      Collin shook his head and pointed to the tablet. “This. This is what we worked hard to make happen, Mom. This is what you’re meant to do, why you survived cancer and why we all made sure you finished your PhD. Mr. Reevesworth and I are going to work hard and make lots of money so you can keep doing this and changing the world. Because the things Ms. Linda is doing with that data is just…amazing. I can’t talk about it, of course.”

      “NDAs.”

      “Exactly. So, go, geek out. Have fun. Make sure you have dinner eventually.”

      Ellisandre raised one curved brow. “Collin, you offend me. I always feed my charges.”

      “Yes, you’re very good at takeout.”

      Ellisandre pressed their hand to their chest. “You wound me!”

      Collin grinned. “Your take-out taste is impeccable.”

      “Well, then, you’re forgiven.”

      “Thank you.” Collin mock bowed. “Mr. Reevesworth said to make sure that Mom gets a room at the hotel by Ms. Linda’s office. Mom, I’m out for the rest of the day, but if you want to, we can do lunch tomorrow? Do you have a flight?”

      “My flight’s for tonight.” Dr. Ryker stood up. “So, this is goodbye, at least for the next two weeks. Without classes, I expect you actually home for Samhain.”

      He kissed her back on the cheek. “I know. I will be.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin rejoined Mr. Reevesworth on the sidewalk. “Mom’s flight is tonight, so we just said goodbye. I think she’s going to spend the rest of the day with Ellisandre and then catch the train back to the airport.”

      “And you’re settled with this, then? Do you need to spend more time with her?” Mr. Reevesworth regarded him with examining eyes.

      “Honestly, sir, I need to curl up into a couch and do all the shaking and screaming that I couldn’t do in there while the two of you were fighting, I mean, talking.”

      “I’ll order a taxi, then.”

      “If it’s all the same, I think taking the slower way home on the train would give me the distance to calm down.”

      “Then we shall take the train.”
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        * * *

      

      Taking the train did help. They didn’t really speak even on the elevator up to The Residency. Inside, they both removed their shoes, Mr. Reevesworth first.

      He walked deeper into the living room, loosening the top buttons of his shirt and shrugging out of his blazer. “I had intended on a slow morning in bed with you, pet. I’m afraid the mood was rather broken.”

      Collin huffed and pushed his shoes into their place on the rack. He joined Mr. Reevesworth in stripping out of his outer layer. “You can say that again. How are your bruises?”

      Mr. Reevesworth winced. “An Epsom salt bath would not be amiss. Come. We’ll take one in the master bedroom.”

      “I thought that was an outdated term.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. “Unless it’s appropriate for the household.”

      “Oh, should I be calling you master then? Shouldn’t you be referring to it as the sirs’ bedroom?”

      Mr. Reevesworth broke out into a full laugh. “Don’t change, Collin. Please don’t change.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin followed Mr. Reevesworth into the bedroom. They were met with the aftermath of last night. Sheets were on the floor in a wet pile, a broken twin bed lay to the side, and tiny streaks of blood on the wall.

      Mr. Reevesworth sighed. There was a note on the bed. He strode over, picked it up, and read the message out loud.

      “If your boy wants to pick a new bed, I’m not opposed. Apologies for ducking out so quickly. I’ll be back in time for dinner. I was thinking sushi or Mexican. Text me and I’ll pick it up. Émeric”

      Mr. Reevesworth ran his fingers over the handwriting, a smile on his face. “I think the bath will wait a little longer. Let’s put the broken frame out by the elevator. I’ll call someone to take it away. The mattress should be fine. Then you can order a new one while I start the laundry.

      “What about the walls?”

      “I think there’s touchup paint in the laundry room.”

      With two sets of hands, they made short work of everything, even moving the broken frame. Collin stripped the mattress, checked for splinters, and set it up against the end of the big bed so that there was no chance of spilling paint on it. Mr. Reevesworth brought in the household shopping tablet and gave verbal directions while he painted over the marks on the wall.

      “I think this one is strong enough, sir.” Collin peered down at the tablet’s screen. “But I’m not really sure. Maybe there’s like a BDSM bed that’s built for this kind of stuff. Something really strong.”

      “If Émeric and I break another bed, we’ll think about ordering something else. Just get something sturdy and minimal to hold the mattress.”

      The price made Collin gulp a bit, but he dropped the bed frame into the online cart and hit purchase. Then he started to make up the master bed while Mr. Reevesworth finished painting. He wanted to fall into it more than he wanted to put it to rights, but he got through it.

      Mr. Reevesworth surveyed the room and nodded. “Almost as if nothing happened.”

      Collin blushed and looked away. “Nothing indeed, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      In the bathroom Mr. Reevesworth started the tub and stripped off his clothes. “Shower first, then soak.”

      Collin obeyed. He took the time to fold their clothes and put them away. Mr. Reevesworth showered first. Collin followed, taking a little longer. He stepped out into the large bathroom. Should I dry off? Walk across the room naked?

      Mr. Reevesworth was stretched out in the massive tub, head laid back on a rolled-up towel. The makeup was gone, leaving all his bruises and bite marks on display. One leg was up, his knee just above the water. The jets were on, disturbing the surface.

      Collin curled his hands into fists. How had he gotten here again?

      Mr. Reevesworth turned his head and half opened his eyes. “There are you, pretty boy.”

      Collin swallowed and half looked away. He still didn’t miss Mr. Reevesworth lifting his hand.

      “Come.”

      Collin crossed the room. He stopped by the edge of the tub. 

      Mr. Reevesworth motioned toward the water. “In.”

      The water was deliciously warm. Collin stepped inside and sank down into the depths by Mr. Reevesworth’s feet, facing him.

      Mr. Reevesworth smiled, eyes almost closing but still watching. His hand sank back under the water, just floating a few inches below the water. “Stretch out.”

      “Then my feet will be next to you.”

      “My feet are next to you. We’re both clean, Collin.”

      Collin grimaced. He settled down on his buttocks and stretched his feet out. Mr. Reevesworth caught one of them in his hands. His eyes watched Collin’s face.

      Collin waited, barely breathing. It was such an intimate thing, having his foot touched. When had someone last touched his feet other than himself? He couldn’t remember.

      Mr. Reevesworth dropped his knee and settled Collin’s foot between his thighs. He dragged his thumb down the side of Collin’s arch and kneaded the back of Collin’s heel.

      Collin’s body sagged. His muscles relaxed, layer after layer, and he melted against the side of the tub. “What…is…that?”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. He held Collin’s foot between his hands and drained every last bit of tension out of it, point by point. Collin surrendered and grabbed one of the nearby towels, putting it behind his head. He couldn’t keep his eyes open, not when this man was taking him apart from the bottom up. Mr. Reevesworth started with the heel and worked his way up the bottom and the top of the foot, into the ball, and down every single toe.

      “I didn’t know.” Collin groaned. “Whatever you’re doing, can that please go onto the list of things you’re going to teach me?”

      “Even better, I’ll send you to my teacher.”

      “Anything. Please.”

      Mr. Reevesworth reached for Collin’s other foot. He repeated the process. As his fingers worked, Collin could feel the knots and the places of strain. How did I not know how much they hurt? He blinked hard and looked up at the ceiling. He was not going to cry from a foot massage. He was not.

      “Come here.” Mr. Reevesworth pulled on Collin’s leg. Collin startled. Had he been about to fall asleep? Perhaps. Or maybe he’d slipped into a waking dream state. He moved, not sure where he was going. Mr. Reevesworth caught him around the waist and settled Collin between his legs, his back to his chest. “Let me see your hands.”

      Collin held up his palms.

      Mr. Reevesworth took Collin’s right hand in both of his. “If someone is very tense and you don’t have long to rejuvenate them or you’re in public, there are five parts of the body that you can work with: the hands, the feet, and the head.” He trailed his thumb over the back of Collin’s hand. “Don’t rub the underside of the wrist directly. There are veins and too many people have injuries there. Start in the soft, slightly bulgy areas, the mound here behind the thumb. Feel that?”

      Collin nodded. He could feel where his muscle was thicker and the circular pressure of Mr. Reevesworth touch was welcome.

      “Then you can follow that around the palm, into the base of all the digits and down into the palm itself.” Mr. Reevesworth demonstrated. “How do you feel now?”

      “I can’t believe how good that feels. That’s just my hand.”

      “Many traditions locate the end points of the channels of the body in the hands, feet, and head, meaning that you can change the experience of the body through initiating changes in these locations.” He turned Collin’s hand over, working around the front, back and side muscles and then down into the fingers, just like he had done with Collin’s feet.

      Collin’s head slowly fell back against Mr. Reevesworth’s shoulder. “When did you learn all this?”

      “A long time ago. My second teacher was a strong believer in understanding the nerves of the human body. Do you want to try?” He offered Collin his hand.

      Collin blinked his eyes open and sat up a little straighter. Mr. Reevesworth’s groin was squished against his ass.

      It felt…odd. And nice. He focused on the strong hand between his own. The nails were carefully filed and rounded. There were small scars on the skin, showing where training or work had left marks. These were hands that had seen things. He turned it over, looking into Mr. Reevesworth’s palm. Slowly, he pressed his thumb into the mound below Mr. Reevesworth’s thumb.

      “Think of it as working your way down in layers. Light pressure until you feel where the knots or tension are, then more pressure as it is released.”

      Collin followed the instructions. It was like a conversation between his hands and Mr. Reevesworth’s body. He had to sense where the obstructions were, where the tenderness was, remember where the slight abrasions marred his knuckles from where he’d struggled against the wall with Mr. Moreau as they vied for dominance. Collin fell into it. There were bones and tendons; an entire world to map under his fingers. He didn’t need his eyes, only his sense of touch and the way Mr. Reevesworth’s breathing slowed behind him, his body resting lower and lower in the tub. It was like washing dishes with your eyes closed and using your fingers to find the bumps of grime and slick of oil that needed cleaning. But this kind of searching out and finding with one’s fingers was better, instead of cold ceramic, there was muscle, both hard and soft, and bones, and lines, and pulsing veins and all of it was alive, a person, that was allowing touch.

      He found Mr. Reevesworth’s other hand and worked that one as well.

      A soft snore echoed in the bathroom. Collin twisted around.

      Mr. Reevesworth was asleep, head tipped back on his towel of a pillow, lips slightly open.

      Collin bit his lip. It wasn’t recommended to let people sleep in hot tubs, right? But he could let him rest for a little while at least.

      He went back to finishing Mr. Reevesworth’s second hand.
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        * * *

      

      “Sir?”

      Mr. Reevesworth stirred and opened his eyes. “Yes?” He frowned and sat up. “I was asleep, wasn’t I?”

      “Yes, sir. I think it’s been about twenty minutes. It’s best not to sleep in hot tubs.”

      “True.” Mr. Reevesworth stretched his shoulders. “Let’s take this back to the bedroom.”

      Collin stood. Water rolled down his legs. He shook them slightly and stepped out, reaching for the towels. Turning back, he opened one and held it up.

      Mr. Reevesworth looked up, half frowning, as if he did not understand.

      “Are you coming out, sir?”

      “Yes. I—” He shook his head and stood.

      Collin wrapped the towel around him, then reached for his own. Mr. Reevesworth was continuing to stare at him. Did I do something wrong?

      Mr. Reevesworth dipped his head in a “come along” gesture. “Let’s take this to bed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Collin dried himself as he walked. Mr. Reevesworth dropped face down on the covers, his towel discarded. Collin hung his on the doorknob. He stood by the bed. Should I get in, wait for an order?

      Mr. Reevesworth patted the comforter. “Lay down.”

      Collin stretched out on his stomach, his head on one bent arm, so that he could see Mr. Reevesworth’s face.

      “Closer.”

      Collin edged over. Mr. Reevesworth reached out and grasped Collin’s farthest thigh in his hand. He pulled, dragging Collin in against his body.

      “Better.”

      Collin let out a long breath. “Are we cuddling, sir?”

      “You should always assume we are cuddling, pet.”

      Collin rolled onto his side and put his leg up over Mr. Reevesworth, slotting himself in against the man’s side.

      Mr. Reevesworth rumbled his appreciation. His hand moved up and down Collin’s back, ass, and upper thighs. “You are full of surprises, boy.”

      That observation didn’t seem to require an answer. Collin held his peace. This half-asleep, relaxed version of the powerful man of business was a dream and an enigma.

      His hands slid more and more often over Collin’s ass, trailing down over his crack and then sliding between his cheeks, pressing over the bud of Collin’s hole. Collin shivered and curled inward toward Mr. Reevesworth’s chest.

      “I had plans,” Mr. Reevesworth whispered into Collin’s hair. “But now I wonder if they suit you. Each test I give you, intended or not, you throw yourself into. I know so many things about you, but there are so many things that perhaps neither of us know.”

      “What surprised you, sir?”

      “Your punishment, when you decided to suffer for me, when you found release in suffering for me.”

      Collin trembled. He pressed a hand against Mr. Reevesworth’s chest, gripping lightly.

      “And then”—Mr. Reevesworth pressed his finger against Collin’s hole, just hard enough to slip the tip inside—“last night when you watched and stayed even as Émeric and I tore the room apart around you. I’ve never had a submissive stay for such display, not unless ordered. Were you not afraid?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Why?”

      “You love him like you need inside his skin. And he loves you like he needs to drink you in.”

      “There was blood on the walls.”

      “Only a little, sir. A very little. I’ve had worse cooking.”

      Mr. Reevesworth chuckled. His finger moved a little.

      Collin winced. “Could you use lube, sir? I think my skin is dry from the bath.”

      “It’s under the pillow.”

      Collin propped himself up on his elbows and pushed his hand under the mounds of soft pillows. His hand ran into the bottle almost at once. He handed it to his dom.

      Mr. Reevesworth thumbed it open. Collin tucked himself back down with his face against Mr. Reevesworth’s chest. The man’s hand found Collin’s ass again and returned to his hole, slick and cool. Collin breathed out and pushed back, easing the man’s finger inside him.

      Mr. Reevesworth pushed in at least two knuckles deep. Collin shivered against Mr. Reevesworth. The man was almost lying on his side now facing him. He slid one arm under Collin’s head and gathered him close, their legs tangling together.

      “Will you be frustrated like this, Collin?”

      “Uh, no, sir?”

      “You’re still wearing the cage.”

      “Oh.” Collin glanced down. He was. He looked small and—his mind blanked for a moment. He looked held, his dick trapped and soft beside Mr. Reevesworth’s free and stiffening cock.

      “I’m fine, sir.”

      Mr. Reevesworth hummed in the back of his throat. He slid his finger deeper, twisting and searching. The pad of his finger pressed down on Collin’s prostate from the inside. Collin groaned. He arched into Mr. Reevesworth’s body.
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