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      Punctuality is a virtue I value, along with reliable cell service and AirPods that don't crackle like a dying EKG with every third step. Today I've been denied all three, which explains my mood upon arrival in this postage stamp of a coastal hamlet. The Northeast Regional deposits me with a final metallic shudder into air so humid it feels like breathing through a wet washcloth. My carry-on trails erratically behind me, its wheels catching on every imperfection in the platform. My phone vibrates: two calendar invites, six red-flagged emails, and a terse "we need to talk" from Diane. For a moment, I contemplate the approaching southbound train with unseemly interest.

      But StratEdge sent me here for a reason. The hospital merger waits for no man.

      Spencer Ward, they call me. Thirty-two years old and already senior consultant, known for PowerPoints that have saved companies millions and handshakes that have sealed deals across three continents. My cardiovascular fitness is exceptional. My project completion rate is flawless.

      And now I'm spending seven days at "The Gull's Nest," a B&B whose website promises "authentic maritime charm" and whose TripAdvisor reviews mention "life-changing blueberry scones." My carefully calibrated existence is about to collide with sea salt and locally sourced butter.

      The Uber—driven by a teenager with more metal in his mouth than the train I just left and enough vaping supplies to open a small shop—veers down a winding road flanked by skeletal trees. We pull up to a weathered two-story structure: windows glowing amber, porch furnished with creaking rockers, herb gardens framing the entrance. Overhead, a swollen moon illuminates the beach beyond. Something in me—the part not contemplating career suicide—acknowledges its appeal, the way one might admire a vintage record player: beautiful, but utterly incompatible with my digital life.

      The lobby is, somehow, both antiseptically clean and aggressively homey. Framed black-and-white photos of ships. A plaid sofa that looks like it’s never seen a dropped crumb. The smell of lemon polish and old wood. I allow myself the briefest hope that the proprietor, like any sane human, will have gone to bed at ten and left a key for me in a little envelope. My hope is immediately, profoundly disappointed.

      “Evening!” says a voice that sounds like it’s been run through a gravel filter, and I register the shape rising from behind the check-in desk. He’s taller than expected, and broader—a man designed for wielding axe handles, or rowing lifeboats through winter surf. His hair is a sun-faded brown, cropped close at the sides but wild on top, a swirl of rebellion barely contained by his actual person. He wears an oxford shirt with the cuffs half-rolled, jeans faded almost white at the thigh, and a pair of running shoes that might once have been neon orange. His eyes are blue, yes, but not the cliché kind—they’re the exact color of the ocean the morning after a hurricane, unsettled and sly. And they land on me, and stick, as though I’m something worth memorizing.

      “Mr. Ward, right? We were about to send out a search party. Or a cheese plate. Which do you prefer?”

      I am so tired I forget to deploy the Smile. Instead, I just nod. “Sorry. The train. Then the Uber.”

      He grins, wide and white and devilish. “You made it, that’s what counts. I’m Cole.” He vaults the desk in a single fluid movement, lands in front of me, and extends a hand. “Owner-slash-everything else. Let me get that.” He takes my suitcase, his hand brushing mine—electric, deliberate—then wheels it behind him with the easy entitlement of a man who always gets the last slice of pie.

      There are only two other people in the lobby, both of them hunched over mugs of something in the fireplace’s afterglow, and Cole steers me past them toward a staircase so polished it seems dangerous. “You’ve got the Admiral’s Suite. It’s our best, unless you like taxidermy, in which case I’d recommend Room Five. Do you like taxidermy?”

      “I’m not sure anyone likes taxidermy,” I say, and he laughs. It’s not forced. He is, it becomes clear, deeply comfortable in his own skin—a quality I find both enviable and deeply threatening.

      The stairs creak under us. The walls are hung with maps, old nautical charts whose lines and loops suggest places I have never wanted to visit. Cole walks backward up the last three steps, talking over his shoulder. “You’re in town for work, right? Consulting for the hospital group?”

      “Correct.”

      “Going to whip them into shape?” His smile dares me to admit it.

      I square my shoulders. “That’s the idea.”

      He props the suitcase outside a door at the end of the hall. “Hospital food will never be good, you know. No matter how hard you try.”

      “I don’t touch cafeteria menus. I touch metrics.”

      “Is that code for ‘get people fired’?”

      He says it lightly, but the question lands like a pebble in my shoe.

      I shrug. “Not always.”

      He leans against the doorframe, folding his arms. The shirtsleeves pull tight over his biceps. “Well, if you ever want to talk about our quality of care—” he taps his chest, mock-earnest, “I’m an open book.”

      I want to dismiss him. I want to say “Goodnight” with an edge sharp enough to lacerate. Instead, I blurt: “Do you own this place, or just terrorize the guests for sport?”

      He tips his head back and actually howls. “Own it. Bought it after college. Renovated every square inch. You should have seen it before.” His tone suggests that I’m lucky to have met him after the transformation, as though I missed some crucial evolutionary link.

      The sense of being studied, handled, prodded gently but expertly, persists. I wonder if he practices on all the guests, or if he’s bored enough to toy with even the likes of me. I almost ask, but I know what the answer will be.

      He hands me a key—an honest-to-god metal key, the sort you see in horror movies—and gives a little bow. “Breakfast is at seven, unless you want to sleep in. Then I’ll sneak you a scone.”

      I have never, in my adult life, slept in past six-thirty. I almost tell him so, but the effort seems pointless. Instead, I watch his retreating figure—easy, loose-hipped, a man untroubled by calendars or quarterly goals—until it disappears down the stairs.

      The Admiral’s Suite is, as promised, the best. It’s a corner room, windows facing both the bay and the lighthouse, with a bed the size of a yacht and more plaid than should be legally allowed. There is a decanter of sherry on the desk and a note in black fountain pen:

      

      
        
        Mr. Ward,

        

        Welcome to The Gull’s Nest! If you need anything, ring the bell at the desk or just shout.

        I respond well to shouting.

        

        Cole

      

      

      

      I read the note twice, then set it carefully aside. I unpack with surgical precision, lining up toiletries and plugging in my chargers. I open my laptop, refresh my email, and schedule three calls before nine AM.

      I am, at all times, in total control.

      Except, of course, when I’m not. Because I cannot stop thinking about the innkeeper and his laugh, the way he looked at me as if he already knew how to make me break routine, if he wanted to. I picture his hands—rough, probably, but clever—folding towels, pouring sherry, doing things to a man who is not me. A man who sleeps in, who lets himself be late for the train, who would order the cheese plate.

      For a moment, I consider marching back down to the lobby just to prove I am immune to local charm. To demand a proper, professional interaction. But I do not move.

      Instead, I stare out at the lighthouse, rotating in steady, insomniac circles, and wonder how long before I let myself get shipwrecked.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There is no way I should be awake at 2:44 AM. Not after eight hours of commuter purgatory, a greasy gas-station burrito, and the metronome of quarterly projections ticking behind my eyelids. But here I am, flat on my back in a bed too soft for spinal alignment, the sheets writhing around my knees, while the bastard child of Henry Cavill and every surfer douchebag I’ve ever dated paces the inside of my skull.

      Cole.

      I blame the sherry, or the silence, or the fact that my work emails have trickled to a halt and left me with an unfamiliar void to fill. Normally, I would use the downtime for yoga or LinkedIn stalking or some other healthy, productive self-care. Instead, I replay my entire arrival scene in a feverish, obsessive loop, unable to decide if Cole is a genuine nice guy or just deeply, professionally horny.

      For one, he moves like he’s in on some private joke. He did not break eye contact once during check-in, as if there was nothing in the world he’d rather be doing than torturing me with small-town banter. Even as he handed me the key, his knuckles brushed my palm—an accident, I’m sure, but I cataloged the heat anyway. I catalog everything. It’s the only way I know how to stay ahead of the game.

      But right now, my game is off. I lie here with my shirt unbuttoned and a hot, itchy ache snaking up my thighs. For the record, I am not the sort of man who gets off on empty compliments or unsolicited advances. My type is investment bankers with PhDs, men who know how to say the words “portfolio diversification” without making it sound like a come-on. Not…innkeepers.

      Which is exactly why, forty minutes into my insomnia, my mind flips the script: I’m at the front desk again, only this time, Cole doesn’t stop at being a polite host.

      He crowds me, close enough that I have to tilt my head back. My suitcase is gone. The other guests are gone. He cages me against the counter and, instead of making an innuendo about taxidermy, he just says, “You want this?”

      His hands are on my hips—firm, huge, working me back until the wood digs into my ass. I want to laugh at the cliché, but I’m too busy breathing him in, and then, before I can say something clever, his mouth is on my neck, wet and blunt and fucking hungry.

      The real me is under the covers, jaw clenched, one hand clutching the sheet while the other inches lower, past the waistband of my boxers.

      I thought of those hands—callused, knuckles nicked white, thumb pressing a crescent into my hipbone—and my own dick throbbed under the slapdash tension of my grip. I tried to keep it clinical, brisk, a one-and-done so I could sleep, but the image stuck: Cole’s mouth, almost laughing, stubble rough against my jaw as he bit down. The mental script wrote itself, unspooling detail by detail without my consent. Cole would be strong enough not to ask, would just haul me up onto the desk, paperwork be damned, and push up my shirt to tongue at my pec like he’d been waiting for it. The taste—sea salt, sherry, maybe even rosemary—would scrape the roof of my mouth, and the desk would bang rhythmically against the wainscoting with every thrust, until some ancient New England ghost begged us to stop.

      I squeezed myself hard, picturing it: better than than anything I’d managed with a browser window and a $2.99 trial subscription.

      In my head, he shoves me facedown over the check-in counter and wrenches my arms behind my back. The wood is cold under my cheek, but his hand is hotter than logic, fingers digging into my wrists, pinning me so hard I know I’ll bruise. “You know how long I’ve wanted to do this?” he says, voice all gravel and surf, breath ghosting the back of my neck. “Since you were still on the fucking Amtrak, probably.”

      Then he grabs my hips and hikes them up, making a show of how easy it is for him. “Christ. Look at you. Bet you’re already leaking for me, huh?” I moan, pathetic, desperate, because yes, in both universes I am leaking, pre-come wetting the dark fabric of my boxers and—fuck—I’m rutting into the heel of my palm so hard I can’t breathe.

      In the fantasy, he yanks my pants down, leaves them pooled around my ankles for maximum humiliation, and strokes my cock with a grip that is obscene, almost punishing. “That’s it,” he says, the words so thick with approval I could drink them. “Take what you need. Show me how bad you want it.” His fingers—big enough to wrap all the way around—milk me with slow, expert tugs, thumb catching on the head and smearing the mess down the shaft. I arch into it, no dignity left, grinding myself against the counter, whimpering because yes, already, I’m that close. I think of my face reflected in the little brass bell, flushed and desperate, and if there’s a word for what I am right now, I hope it’s not “consultant.”

      In reality, I pull my own hips off the mattress, legs shaking, my cock so hard it aches. I jerk myself in rough, ruthless strokes, nails biting into my palm, and let the fantasy eat me alive.

      “Fuck,” Cole says in my head, and the voice is so real I almost sit up. “You’re a fucking mess for me, aren’t you?” In the vision, he spreads me wide, hands brutal on my ass, and I can feel the heat of his cock, heavy and leaking, rutting between my cheeks. He doesn’t ask; he just spits in his palm, slicks himself, and bullies the head inside with one punishing shove. I go molten, mouth open on a silent gasp, because it burns in the best possible way. “That’s it,” he grinds out, hands bruising my waist. “Take it. Take all of me, Spencer.”

      In the room, I fist myself so hard I see stars, wrung out and ruined. In my head, Cole fucks me with the same relentless energy he brings to everything—piston-fast, deep enough that my eyes water. He doesn’t let go of my wrists, not even when I start to beg. “You want to come, pretty boy?” he croons against my ear. “Gonna make a mess all over my desk?” I nod so hard I nearly snap my own neck, hands scrabbling for purchase. Even in the fantasy, it’s humiliating how quickly I unravel.

      His free hand wraps my cock, jerking me in brutal counterpoint to his thrusts. “You’re so fucking tight,” he snarls, voice all shredded velvet. “Bet you’ve never been fucked like this, not in your whole perfect life.” I want to scream that he’s right, that this is a goddamn revelation, but all I manage is a strangled moan and a blur of curses and a pulse of heat that starts at the base of my spine and detonates up through my brain.
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