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Dedication
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This is dedicated to the young men and women who find themselves homeless because of who they are, to the ones who make difficult choices just to survive, to the ones who still have the strength to make their own way out in the world.

I hope that every young person who finds themselves degraded and discarded because of who they are finds a way to get revenge in the best way possible—by finding happiness.
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Chapter One
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Dallin hated himself just a little. Not a lot. After all, he was still a kick-ass designer and business owner and seriously hot gay man. Okay, so he was barely paying the bills as a business owner and no longer quite as hot a gay man, but still. He had earned a few bragging rights. However, the day after a foreclosure notice appeared on the front door of his design studio, he had to swallow his pride and visit Ben. That led to a little self-hate. He’d promised himself that he’d left his old life behind. Completely. When he’d quit, he’d raised his glass of whiskey and vowed never to spread his legs for another john, but considering that the shitty economy had already taken his apartment and most of his design clients, he was running out of options.

So he put on his big-boy pants and took the bus to the local pimp.

Pimp. Dallin didn’t really think of Ben that way, but it was the best description of the man’s role in Dallin’s life. Unlike the pimps on television, Ben had a small office shoved between a mailbox store and a restaurant that specialized in tacos. On the surface, it looked like a legal-advocacy office, and anyone who came in could get brochures on their rights after getting arrested and the legal requirements for getting a green card. There was an old chair that squeaked every time Ben swiveled slowly from side to side behind his desk, and the artwork came from years’ worth of cheesy calendars.

Walking back in the door and smelling the weird artificial pine cleaner Ben preferred, Dallin felt several years younger. He hated that cold desperation that crawled up into his throat. Ben was still behind his desk, and a quick wave sent Dallin to the worn couch.

Dallin waited as he tried not to fidget. He’d been less than polite about leaving the business, so he didn’t have a lot of room to test Ben’s patience. In the past, when he came to this office, he had a cocky smile or near pornographic ability to wrap his lips around the neck of a bottle of soda and suck. Now he tried for polite. Quiet, even.

If his sacrifice saved the design studio, it would be worth a little humility.

And if Ben didn’t give him a client, Dallin could throw one hell of a temper tantrum later. Maybe his good attitude was too much, because Ben kept shooting him strange looks even as he talked to someone on the phone about abusive bank practices and mortgages. Dallin wondered whether Ben was any good as a lawyer. Hell, he wondered if Ben was an actual lawyer or if he was just playing a part to hide his real business.

When Ben finished his call, he disconnected the phone and turned to study Dallin. Ben was an older man with a stomach that pushed out over his belt, but he still had the shadowed remains of a handsome youth hiding in his wrinkled face. He leaned forward and rested his chin on his hand.

Instead of fidgeting, Dallin tried to find that calm he’d used with clients. At one point he’d been quite skilled at smiling while men said horrific things to him before fucking him raw.

“If you’re trying that hard to be good, I’m wondering what you want,” Ben said. “I thought you were out. In fact, I believe you cackled madly like a stereotypical villain as you told me that I could fuck myself.”

Dallin cringed.

Ben laughed gently. “You aren’t the first to eat your words. I might have had one or two flounces myself in my wild youth. So what happened to that business of yours?”

“I still have it. I’m just trying to keep it—to find a way to pay the bills.” The words caught in his throat like sand. “I shouldn’t have treated you like shit just because I thought I was out of this.” Dallin was being honest about that. Ben had pulled him out of the gutter, and while Ben had made a nice profit off Dallin’s ass, he’d never tried to get Dallin hooked on drugs or asked him to do anything illegal like blackmail his clients. Luck had brought him to Ben’s attention after his parents tossed him out, and Dallin had paid him back by acting like a dick the second he had enough money to walk away.

“You’re a kid. You’re supposed to be stupid and self-destructive. I’m just sorry you never came around before. You don’t need to be broke to show up on my door.”

Dallin shrugged. He could have visited, but Ben was part of a world Dallin wanted to leave behind. “I can still do the job. I’m still good.”

“You brought in better money when you were bad.”

Dallin gave him a lopsided grin. It was true. At least half of Ben’s clients liked to play power games, and a lot of them liked it when Dallin played the bad boy. Dallin had striking green eyes and dark hair. Men paid extra if Dallin would act up and earn a few marks on his ass. Dallin’s parents might have been religious assholes who didn’t know how to be decent human beings, but they had blessed him with some very good genetics. From his father, he got the dark hair and wide shoulders. His mother had given him pale skin that showed all the marks the weekend Doms left. It earned him extra tips.

Ben sighed and leaned back in his chair. “How hard up are you for money?”

Dallin flinched away from providing an answer. He’d shared too much of his life with Ben, so he felt like every drop of information was one more piece of himself he’d lost. Ben didn’t need to know Dallin was sleeping on the floor under his design table or that he’d suck King Kong’s dick if it earned him enough money to keep the bank away.

He tried to keep his voice calm and neutral. “Maybe I could have a long-term client. Maybe someone who’s looking for something a little more out there.” Dallin kept his eyes on a spot just behind Ben’s left ear.

Ben let out a slow breath. “I thought you wanted to avoid long-term.”

“I’m not going to date the guy,” Dallin snapped.

“No, but if you see a guy every week, you’re going to form some sort of connection.” Ben reached for his coffee. He seemed to use the time to really study Dallin.

Dallin squirmed under the examination. He hated that there was this tiny insecure part that wanted to defend himself and beg Ben to give him a chance. Instead he sat up straighter. No one was going to make him feel like he had to beg for scraps. No one. Except him, of course.

“Okay,” Ben said. “What are you looking for in terms of pay? What are your limits?” Now his voice had a crisp, businesslike tone to it.

“You know what I do. I’m not going to cross my red lines, but I don’t have to like something to do it.”

“Do you need me to advance some up front?”

Dallin wanted to say yes. He needed the money, but he wasn’t going to take charity. “I’ll be fine,” he lied.

Ben snorted in obvious disbelief. “You’re annoyingly stubborn.”

“Yeah, but you love me,” Dallin shot back with a devilish smile. Almost immediately, he could feel his blush start. After walking out on Ben without looking back, Dallin didn’t have a right to tease the man. He gave up that right two years earlier when he’d acted like an ass.

For an uncomfortably long time, Ben studied him. “Okay. I have one or two clients that might want a regular. I’ll need to call them.”

“Thanks.” Dallin shifted on the couch and tried to figure out what to do with his hands. Somehow he thought getting back into the business would be harder, but Ben hadn’t even made him eat crow or beg. At this point, Dallin would have done either. He’d expected he would have to prove his seriousness by sucking Ben’s cock, and he’d braced himself for it. He’d never seen Ben naked. Dallin had had a “weird uncle” vibe about Ben, and Dallin’s cock wanted to apply for internal organhood when he even thought about Ben and sex. But he’d done worse in his twenty-three years.

“So what’s new with you?” Ben asked. He kept his gaze on his coffee cup, but Dallin could feel the weight of his attention.

Dallin leaped to his feet. “I should go. You know, I’m trying to be really good with the design clients I still have, and I have to deliver a calendar order next week. I should get a jump start on it, finish early, maybe.” Dallin realized he was babbling, and he closed his mouth so fast that his teeth clicked. Then he fled.

He was a twenty-three-year-old man who was on his third lifetime of experiences. He’d been the disgraced church boy, the whore, the business owner, and every time he reinvented himself and stood on his own two feet. Despite that, Ben could make him flee like a twitchy twelve-year-old. He hated that. Dallin stopped outside, feeling the heat rise from the concrete even before he started to walk across the cracked parking lot.

“Real cool,” he told himself in disgust. He knew Ben deserved better, but Dallin had put him in a box labeled Life’s Biggest Fuckups and closed the lid. It hurt going back into that pain. The only thing that would hurt more would be to call his folks up and ask for money.

Dallin snorted as he thought about how well that would go over.

He mused so much that he ended up having to run for the bus, and the 110-degree heat made that more miserable than usual. The bus’s air-conditioning whined as it threw out tepid air, and the seats smelled of sour sweat when Dallin sat on one.

A Hispanic woman with a large box on the floor between her feet eyed him suspiciously, which didn’t make a lot of sense. Dallin felt and probably looked like a limp dishrag. His dark hair tended to flop messily into his eyes, and he could feel the sweat soaking through his T-shirt. He wasn’t exactly a threat. The only person he’d ever posed any danger to was himself. He just had to hope this whole plan wasn’t one more of those big life mistakes that he had time to regret later.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two
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Dallin woke up in a panic, his legs tangled in sheets. The sudden impact of his shin against the leg of the worktable he’d slept under was an effective alarm clock. It took him a couple of seconds to realize that whatever fear clung to him was leftover from a truly nasty nightmare. A few seconds after that, he realized his phone was ringing.

Immediately the fear twisted in his guts. Maybe it was just a bill collector—although it’d have to be a damn good one to find his cell number. Still...it was possible. It didn’t have to be Ben calling. Dallin started digging through the nest of sheets and pillows, searching for the elusive phone.

Any sane person would have decided Dallin wasn’t available, but the person on the other end let the phone ring and ring, and Dallin was starting to regret turning voice mail off. It was Ben. It had to be. He was the only one stubborn enough to assume Dallin would still pick up after a couple of dozen rings. When Dallin finally found the cell phone, he clutched it and tried to figure out what scared him more—the idea that Ben hadn’t found anyone or the possibility that he had. Both were horrifying.

Worse. What if Ben had some client who wanted Dallin to dress up in a fur suit and stay locked in a cage or something? Dallin had seen that one episode of NCIS, and a Google search had sent him into kinky online territory he had never dreamed of. Before coming to Phoenix, he’d been a small-town kid who thought getting tied up during sex was the height of sexual deviancy. Yes, he’d been an idiot, but that didn’t mean he wanted to go exploring fur suits or golden showers.

After taking a deep breath and calling himself a moron, Dallin answered. “Hey,” he said. He was going for calm, but his voice did an almost-break thing in the middle, so he probably sounded like an adolescent boy. Great.

Ben was short, sweet, and right to the point. “I’ve found you a client.”

“Oh. Okay.” Dallin wasn’t sure what to say. He tried saying nothing and waiting for Ben to fill in a few more details.

“No excitement? No relief? No. Thank you, Ben, for doing the impossible on short notice? I know I’m a miracle worker, but this one was tough, even for me.”

“Thanks. Really. This means the world to me,” Dallin quickly offered. For someone raised to always respect his elders, Dallin realized his manners were rusty. “Is he a good guy? Do you know him?”

“He’s not into anything dangerous or unhygienic,” Ben said, which was not an answer, but that was usually Ben’s way of telling Dallin to keep his nose out of business that wasn’t his. Dallin knew enough about the other boys who worked the area to appreciate that Ben’s warnings were far gentler than most pimps’, but Dallin took the hint and shut up.

The silence got uncomfortable, but eventually Ben said, “He wants to meet.”

“Already?” Usually clients wanted some information. Then again, maybe Ben had pulled out the old Craigslist ad. Dallin cringed. The stupid kid who had written that ad didn’t understand himself or how much of his belly he was showing to potential predators. Dallin was older and wiser now, but if this guy picked him after seeing that old ad, Dallin had better be prepared to play at being naive and cute. “What’s he looking for?”

There was another long silence, and now Dallin was getting a bad feeling.

“He wants someone to play long-term sub.”

A cold chill went through Dallin. “Slave play?” he asked carefully. He needed money. He desperately needed money—so much that he had given real thought to calling his asshole parents. However, people who liked playing slave owner were either the nicest folks who wanted a safe place to get a little dirty or insane bastards. There wasn’t a lot of middle ground in that client base.

“No, no,” Ben quickly said, which was good, because Dallin was considering having a full-on panic attack. “He wants a sub—safe words, hard limits, the whole safe, sane, and consensual route.”

That didn’t make sense, because safe and sane Doms had their pick of the club scene. “If that’s true, he should check out the new bar down on Central. Plenty of guys down there will play without asking for a payday in the morning.”

“William likes more control than he gets out of a pickup.”

“So he wants a lot of control over me, but he wants to respect my safe word and limits?” Dallin checked. This was sounding... Hinky would be the nice way of saying it.

“I’ve known William for a lot of years. He’s safe. I wouldn’t send you out on this sort of long-term job if he wasn’t.”

Dallin’s gut for trouble had a short and brutal war with his trust in Ben. Every bad job Dallin had ever gotten, he’d found on his own—on Craigslist or in the local classifieds. Hell, Ben was the one who got him out of trouble when a local crackpot decided to play a few games Dallin hadn’t volunteered for. When Dallin had missed one check-in, Ben had come down like the wrath of God.

And that was what it came down to. He trusted Ben.

“When do we meet? And what is he looking for? Should I go for young and innocent or bad boy in need of discipline?”

“Try going as yourself,” Ben suggested.

“Right. Me is not really in big demand on the rich-Doms side of the world. He is rich, right? At the very least, tell me he has enough money to pay my bill in the morning.”

“He works for that big furniture place, and he has a house over in Scottsdale,” Ben said.

That was a snazzy part of town, but Dallin knew plenty of poor people who liked to act like they had money. “Does he actually pay his bills?”

Ben sounded amused when he said, “Yes, he does. I promise you that you will be paid for your work. Religiously, even.”

“Don’t bring religion into it. When religion and sex end up in the same sentence, the job always gets weird.” Dallin stood up and started searching for his pants. “I need to clean up a bit. How soon do you need me over there?”

“I’m sitting in the car outside your apartment.”

Dallin cringed. That would be the apartment complex he’d gotten kicked out of for nonpayment of rent. In his defense, he had a choice of paying the rent on the office or the apartment. One made him money. The other was just a place to keep his shit. He made the logical choice. However, Ben was a lawyer, and he would probably give Dallin some lecture about how it was illegal to live in a commercial space.

“I’m at work. I can grab a bus, or you can come over to my design studio.”

“You’re at work?”

“Yeah.”

“At nine in the morning?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I woke you up, and you’re at work.” Ben knew something was wrong.

“I fell asleep working on a project. Just come get me.”

Ben grunted, and that was a pretty good sign that he planned to bring this up again. Asshole.

“I’m wearing yesterday’s clothes,” Dallin said as he started grabbing anything that might give away the fact that he was living in the studio. “I’m not looking my freshest.”

“William wants honest. He doesn’t react well to people playing him, so a little unfresh might be good. I’ll be there in five.” With that, Ben hung up.

“Crap,” Dallin said before opening a cupboard and starting to shove bedding into it. He really needed this job before someone other than Ben figured out he was living in the studio. His landlord would not be amused.

He was fairly sure he’d hidden the truly damning evidence before he heard someone try to open his office door and then curse when it didn’t budge.

“Coming!” Dallin called as he headed for the locked door. “Sorry about that.” He threw the lock and pulled open the door only to freeze. Well, shit. Ben stood there in short sleeves and a hat that would only look normal on a Cuban detective on television, and next to him stood a second man with dark brown hair, a carefully tailored gray suit, and blue eyes. He was gorgeous. There was no way this guy was going to hire anyone, much less Dallin. Yeah, the client was soft in the middle, and he had one of those round faces that made men look uncomfortably boyish, even when they were in their...late thirties or early forties, Dallin was guessing. Still, he had class. With class and money, a gay man could get laid every day of the week and twice on Friday. This had to be a joke.

Dallin looked at Ben and waited for the punch line. Instead of offering an explanation, Ben moved into the room, forcing Dallin to step back. The new guy followed, closing the door behind him.

Now Dallin really wanted to fidget, but if this was a potential client—a big-money client—he needed to impress. Dallin gazed down at the new man’s feet and tried to project submissiveness.

“He’s pretty.”

Ben chuckled. “I told you he was.”

“He’s still young for my taste.”

Dallin looked up, but when he found those sharp blue eyes focused on him, he dropped his gaze back to the floor. He was out of practice. He clasped his hands behind his back and tried to loosen his muscles. He could do this.

“He’s lived a lot in his years. I know fifty-year-old men who are too young for you, but this one isn’t,” Ben said to the man.

“You don’t have to bring that up.”

“Just sayin’,” Ben offered. “You want someone sharp, and that’s my Dallin.”

“Is that right? Are you clever, Dallin?” The man moved forward until Dallin could see his shined black shoes. He shook his head without answering. He didn’t know what rules this guy was using, but some Doms were big into their subs not talking. It was better to be safe than to risk losing the job before he got it.

“He is pretty, and smart enough to know he doesn’t know the rules yet.”

“He’ll give you a run for your money,” Ben promised, and Dallin found he wanted to live up to that expectation. He might be a shitty son and a mediocre business owner and a good but not spectacular designer, but he was a kick-ass whore, and he wasn’t going to make Ben look bad when the man was putting his reputation out there to get Dallin the job.

“You may speak,” William said. “Are you clever?”

“I’m not stupid,” Dallin said. “Sir,” he added onto the end.

“You agreed to sub for me without ever meeting me. That doesn’t inspire faith in your intelligence.”

“I agreed to meet you, sir, not sub for you, not yet. And I agreed because I trust Ben.”

Ben gave a big belly laugh, and Dallin found himself smiling, even if he didn’t mean to.

“I see what you mean about his wit. Please wait outside.”

Dallin glanced up to see who William was talking to. He was looking at Ben, and Ben had his narrow-eyed shifty glare, the one that meant he couldn’t believe you were asking him something so stupid. William gazed back without any expression at all.

Eventually Ben huffed. “Fine,” he said with exasperation, “but this is an interview, so no putting the boy over his desk and nailing him.”

William made a show out of visually inspecting the office. “If you think I would have sex in here, you clearly do not know me as well as you pretend.”

Great. He was a stuck-up prick, and Dallin was standing in front of him unshowered and wearing wrinkled clothes. Dallin wasn’t sure why the guy hadn’t walked out yet. If he liked the finer things in life, Dallin was not one of those. However, William hadn’t left, and Dallin still had a shot at the job, so he took a deep breath and tried to relax into a submissive pose—head down, feet shoulder width apart to give the client a clear view, hands behind his back.

For a time, William circled him, and Dallin fought an instinctive urge to turn in order to keep him in sight. When William ran a finger down Dallin’s back, he couldn’t control the sharp flinch or stop himself from rocking away from the touch. However, he quickly moved back into position.

“You’re all worked up. This is just us talking.”

Dallin thought all sorts of things, like they were talking about a potential job where he sucked William’s dick and got tied up. That was worth getting a few butterflies in the stomach, but he kept that to himself. It also didn’t help that his real life and his life as a whore had just spectacularly collided, and he now had a client who knew where his studio was. That was a little freak-worthy.

“Grab a chair. Sit,” William ordered.

Dallin moved to his worktable and sat down on the edge of the chair, careful to keep his head bowed. William walked over and rested his hand on Dallin’s shoulder. That really wasn’t doing anything to calm him down.

“So, Ben says you’re looking for a regular,” he said, and then he tightened his fingers slightly. Dallin felt a shiver go through his body.

“Yes, sir.” He risked answering, even though it hadn’t been phrased as a question. William rubbed his thumb in a small circle against Dallin’s shoulder. It was weird, but at least Dallin could focus on that and not the butterflies currently staging a colorful but violent revolution in his stomach.

“He suggested that you don’t normally take regulars, and that you haven’t had clients at all for a while now. I am curious about why you’ve changed your mind.”

“I need money.”

“In the short term or long term?”

Dallin glanced up. He didn’t know what answer would get him the job. William looked down at him with a curious expression, and Dallin bowed his head again. “With the economy the way it is, probably long-term,” he admitted, even though it hurt to say it out loud. He’d been so sure he could succeed with a legitimate business, but it wasn’t happening.

“What has Ben told you?”

“Just what he said over the phone.”

“Which was?”

“You want a long-term sub. No slavery play. Just subbing.” Again, Dallin risked a glance up at the client since he didn’t seem to mind. “And looking at you, that doesn’t make sense, because you could find someone to play. Easily.”

“Perhaps,” William agreed, “but I don’t want to invest the time. I work long hours, and when I come home, I don’t want drama or games or even some sweet thing that I will have to talk into bed. I want to enjoy myself. I want to walk in the door and have someone totally focused on what I want and what I need.” William tightened his hold on Dallin’s shoulder, and it was as if Dallin could feel the man’s intensity and power through that connection. It made him feel exposed, especially here in the middle of his own design studio where he should be king. “This won’t be some job where you come in for two hours every Monday.”

Considering that was exactly what Dallin had expected, he wasn’t sure where this conversation was going. “What do you expect, sir?”

“I get home between seven and ten every night. You will be at my house waiting for me. Naked. I enjoy bondage, orgasm denial, and some sadomasochism, but nothing outside your limits. I will respect any safe word. You will stay until after I leave for work between six and six thirty the next morning. It goes without saying that you will steal nothing, you will not ever allow anyone else to have control over my house key, and you will never allow anyone in my house. If you violate any of those rules, you will be fired immediately. You will sign a contract agreeing to pay exorbitant damages if you tell anyone about me or my sexual preferences. In return you will earn eighteen hundred a week.”

That was a lot. That would get Dallin out from under his bills pretty damn quick. However, for twelve hours a day, the per-hour pay sucked. And Dallin would be working through his most creative hours. He got a lot of good ideas between eleven and three in the morning.

William added, “You will be given the use of a car so you can come back here to work, and you will be off duty from seven a.m. on Saturday until Monday when I expect you at my house when I come home from work.”

Dallin studied William as he tried to judge the truth of the answer to his next question. “Will I be sleeping during those hours, or will I be strung up on the wall waiting for you to wake up?”

William appeared surprised. “You will be sleeping next to me. You will probably be in restraints, but nothing that would prevent you from getting sleep. I generally go to sleep around eleven and wake up between five and five thirty, so you will do the same.”

That took Dallin’s working hours from twelve hours a day down to roughly six working hours and then sleeping in bed with his client. That wouldn’t be easy...not at first. Dallin would have to schedule extra time for sleep, or he’d get worn out. And if William gave him use of a car, he’d have to factor in gas costs. His studio wasn’t anywhere near Scottsdale.

“I’ll do it for twenty-two hundred,” he said.

“No.” William turned his back and started toward the door.

“What?” Dallin stood, startled by the sudden change in the tone of the conversation.

With his hand on the doorknob, William looked over his shoulder. “I do not negotiate. I agree to every limit you have on paper—no scarring, no scat, no needles, no blood, no golden showers or recordings of the sessions, audio or video. However, I do not negotiate. You accept my terms, or we walk away.”

That kind of decisiveness was a little sexy. Okay, it was a lot sexy. But as much as Dallin wanted this job, he also wanted a reason to avoid it. Maybe he just hated getting back in the game and admitting his design work wasn’t good enough to support him. Maybe his gut was right and he was walking into trouble.

“One week, trial run. After that, we can both decide if this arrangement is worth keeping,” William suggested. “However, the terms will not change if you decide to accept the long-term contract.”

Dallin found himself nodding before he realized what he was doing. A week. He’d agreed to a week.

William gave him a small smile. “Excellent. Are there any new limits you would like to add to your list? Ben informs me that you have been out of the business for long enough that his information might be out-of-date.”

There were a lot of things Dallin didn’t particularly like to do, but for money, he’d do them. Sometimes he even enjoyed them in a perverse, it-would-give-his-parents-a-heart-attack-if-they-knew-what-he-did sort of way. Dallin thought about Sammy, one of the boys who worked the street with him. Sam was in his twenties, but he never looked older than fifteen, which made him very popular in some circles.

“Don’t leave any whip scars, okay?” he asked. He remembered the sight of Sam’s back covered in lacerations. The client had kept him tied down so long that by the time Dallin got Sam to the hospital, the doctors couldn’t close the wounds properly.

“I would never hurt you like that,” William said fiercely, and Dallin believed him. There was something so intense and so raw in William that it was impossible to think that the man was lying. Which either made him a very different sort of client or a really, really good liar. Dallin was just glad Ben was going to know where he was.

“Come to my home tonight at six, and we can sign the official paperwork. Ben knows where I live.” William walked to Dallin’s side and raised his hand to rest it against Dallin’s cheek. It was a strangely intimate gesture—more so than a kiss, even. Dallin swallowed nervously and let his gaze fall to the floor.

“Oh yes, you will do well,” William said, clearly pleased with his purchase. “Six, and make sure you are showered and clean before you come.” Then he turned and was out the door before Dallin could get his thoughts together.
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Chapter Three
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Dallin got Ben to drive him to William’s place. It was an adobe-style home with white stucco and dark exposed beams and balconies. It wasn’t the fanciest house in the area, but Dallin guessed it was one or two million dollars easy. Hell, a person would probably pay that much for the stunning views of the mountains and desert.

Unlike his neighbors, William hadn’t tried to make his lawn look like Connecticut. Instead the twisted branches of paloverde trees shaded concrete steps that led up the hill to the front patio. Oleander guarded the side yard, standing ten or twelve feet high, but most of the plants were low shrubs and grasses that tucked in beside rocks.

“You okay with this?” Ben asked. It seemed a little late to ask the question now, but Dallin nodded. “He really is a good guy, a bit of a control freak, and he definitely has some OCD issues, but he cares about people. He won’t hurt you.”

“And if he does, he’ll pay, right?” Dallin said.

A strange expression crossed Ben’s face. “He won’t hurt you. So don’t pull any dick moves with him.”

“Me? I won’t be pulling any moves.”

“You’re the most manipulative bottom I’ve ever had work for me. Most people as stubborn as you insist on doing everything for themselves, and then they get hurt because they don’t have proper backup.”

The image of Sam’s injuries flashed across Dallin’s memory. He gave Ben a cocky grin. “I always look out for myself. So you’ll be waiting for a call in the morning?”

Ben nodded. “And I’ll come out if I don’t get one.”

“Thanks,” Dallin said, and then he got out of the car before he lost his nerve and asked Ben to drive him home. Eighteen hundred dollars. Even if William called this off after a week, Dallin would get eighteen hundred dollars. His monthly rent on his office was $875, so that would dig him out of the hole for back rent and let him put some money aside. That was all he had to focus on right now. One week.

Dallin reached the front door with no memory of the walk up the steep hill to the house. The heavy wooden door was exactly the sort of quality workmanship he’d expected from William’s house, and Dallin tugged at his worn shirt. He definitely didn’t fit. He rang the bell anyway.

While Dallin thought a butler or maybe a maid in a stereotypical black-and-white uniform would answer the door, it was William. He had on a button-up shirt with a small black-and-gray check pattern and black pants. “Come in,” he said.

Dallin took one step inside and stopped. A wide stairway swept up to a second story where a balcony circled the main room. A rock fireplace and facade on the far wall were accented with an actual boulder set into the floor. Black and chocolate-brown furniture sat on a stone floor, and pops of red caught his designer’s eye. Red flowers sat on the mantel, echoing a red pillow on a brown chair and a red stripe in the ottoman. The stairs had dark carpet with a red pattern in the weave. This was a professionally designed room.

“As you can see,” William said, “the front windows are tinted to prevent anyone from seeing in. I prefer my privacy. The doors and windows into the backyard are not shaded; however, I have extensive security on the property. You will hear three chimes followed by a whistle if anything larger than a coyote crosses onto my property. There are no sight lines from anyone else’s property. I have ensured that.” He started walking, and Dallin followed him.

“I have the contracts ready. If you make it one year without missing more than three days of work and while earning a satisfactory rating, you will earn a ten-thousand-dollar bonus. If you talk to anyone about my sexual preferences, you will forfeit four times the pay you have earned up to that point. So if you work this one week and then report any of our sexual activities, you will be required to pay seven thousand two hundred.”

“Thanks, I can multiply by four on my own,” Dallin said. So, if he was being paid just under two thousand a week, that was under eight thousand dollars a month or around ninety grand a year. Multiply that by four, and he’d be so screwed he’d never get out from under it. “I guess you do like your privacy.”

“I do.” William led them into a kitchen with black cabinets and stainless-steel appliances and a bold black-and-yellow swirly granite for the counters. More heavy furniture filled the room, and Dallin had the feeling that no woman had ever touched the space. It was very masculine and dark colors with straight lines. The fireplace in the family room wasn’t as large, but it had half-burned wood and ash in it, so it looked like this was the room William actually used.

“Here is the contract,” he said, tapping a stack of papers on the counter.

“All of that?” Dallin looked at the thick packet in some dismay. He wasn’t signing anything he hadn’t read yet, and it was going to take him all night to read something so large.

“Your workday begins at seven p.m. As long as you are naked and sitting on the floor, I have no problem with you spending your time reading,” William offered. He gestured toward the couch, and Dallin looked closer. Sure enough, there was a large cushion on the floor in front of it. “I am not interesting in having sex or even keeping you tied up every hour of your employment. As long as you are naked and available, there will be many times when you are welcome to pursue your own ends. There are several computers you can use, a library you’re welcome to, and of course the television. I will often enjoy watching you attempt to distract yourself when plugged with a large vibrator or locked into a humbler, but that can be for later.”

A shiver went through Dallin’s body at the words. However, William turned to leave. “When I come back down, do make sure you are naked and your possessions are properly stowed.” And then he was gone, his boots clacking along the hardwood and then hitting with a slightly higher pitch when he reached the stone floor.

“Oh boy,” Dallin said. He wasn’t sure he could do this. When he looked down at the contract, a heading in the middle of the first page read, Proper Storage of Personal Property. William had set up a cubbyhole in the garage, and all Dallin’s possessions were to be left in the bin before Dallin came in the house. That led to a section describing how Dallin would park the borrowed car in the third slot and leave at least thirty-two inches of space on each side of the vehicle. Yeah, OCD was one word for it.

Dallin pulled out his phone and dialed even as he started looking for the garage. He found an office and stairs down to a rec room with a large pool table that he envied. On his sixth try, he found a pantry that was larger than the bedroom he’d had back before he’d gotten kicked out of his apartment. He finally found the garage. That was about when Ben picked up the phone.

“If I talk to anyone, I have to pay four times the amount he’s paid me up to that point? Is that even legal?”

“Hello to you too,” Ben said. “And yes, it’s legal. I wrote the contract. He’s hiring you as a personal assistant and social-media consultant. If you talk about his personal life, he can sue you for breach of contract. It’s pretty standard in some social circles.”
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