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Chapter One

MARK: HAVEN’T SEEN you at the club in a while. Is work keeping you busy?

It’s a check-in and an inquiry rolled into one. Mark’s looking for personal answers while knowing he and Daniel aren’t…personal. Daniel’s been absent from the club for a long time, even for him, and knowing Mark, this is both a genuine question and a subtle feeling-out to see if Daniel’s still open to scening.

Mark’s always been good at giving Daniel space without it seeming like coddling. Mark knows who Daniel is and what he’s like, and he tries to meet him where Daniel’s most comfortable. Gavin never did. Gavin was Gavin, and it meant Daniel always knew what he was in for when he scened with him, but it also meant Daniel had to be in the right headspace. Gavin didn’t adapt.

Mark’s more flexible—too flexible sometimes. Daniel likes having someone to push against. He likes when they push back.

Ryan pushes back in the best of the ways. He pushes Daniel right up to his limits and, if Daniel wants, he pushes past them. There are some hard limits Daniel has but there are others which are only limits because he’s afraid to test them on his own or with a partner he doesn’t completely trust. With Ryan, Daniel’s learned how his body is capable of more things than he thought.

The message is still waiting for Daniel when he opens his phone.

It would be easy to send back a simple yes or maybe a more in-depth big project—performance reviews coming up. Mark would accept either of those. And he’d read into what Daniel didn’t say—I’ll be back when work’s quieted down.

Easy but disingenuous. Daniel doesn’t expect to be at the club any time soon. He hopes not to be. It’s not like Mark can’t find other partners to scene with; he’s easygoing and perceptive, and Daniel knows he was seeing at least two others while also seeing him. Different people for different things. Different people for different schedules.

Maybe he should send back exclusive arrangement at the moment. It has the benefit of being true, and it leaves the door open for the future.

Again, there’s a touch of not-right in this answer. Because he doesn’t want this relationship with Ryan to end? Because it’s strange to plan for the end of a relationship while in one? Because he doesn’t know where he and Ryan stand?

Daniel’s been with partners before who preferred monogamy, but it’s been for a variety of reasons. Some liked the feeling that they were the only one—possession sometimes, emotional attachment others. Some liked that it meant sex was safer—only one partner, regular testing, everything clean, no surprises. Some liked the implication that they were the only person their partner needed. Daniel’s never identified with the last one.

Different people for different schedules.

Different people for different needs.

Ryan’s the first person Daniel’s been with whom he could be happily, long-term monogamous with.

He’s just not sure if Ryan feels the same way.

Daniel leaves the message unanswered, because he doesn’t know how to answer it.

 

THERE’S A TOWEL laid out on Ryan’s bed when they make it to his bedroom, and Daniel hesitates at the sight of it. Ryan bumps into him, not expecting him to stop. He goes with it, though, curling his hand around Daniel’s hip and pulling them close as if this is what he intended all along.

“This looks like it’ll be messy,” Daniel says, eyeing the towel with suspicion.

Ryan had proposed an open-ended scene, one where they didn’t sit down and plan it in detail or even outline before beginning. They’ve been doing more of those, as Ryan learns Daniel; as Daniel begins to trust him to know.

For someone who enjoys being in control as much as Daniel does, open-ended scenes twist him into a mess of emotion. He craves control but likes it when he doesn’t have to be. He’d like to know everything, but there’s something about how he trusts Ryan enough that he doesn’t need to that he likes even better. He wants to be surprised but only if it’s a good surprise.

Tonight’s no different, and his mind is already working, trying to figure out what Ryan has planned before they start. It’s a game of sorts, even if Daniel’s the only one who knows he’s playing it. Can he figure out Ryan’s plans before they begin? Can he figure them out before Ryan wipes away all ability Daniel has to think?

“I like messy,” Ryan says. He nudges Daniel forward. “Clothes off and get on the bed.”

Ryan’s fingers linger against Daniel’s hip, unwilling to let Daniel go right away. Daniel stays close as he pops the button his pants and eases them down. Ryan stays close enough that when Daniel steps out of his pants, he can lean back against the other man.

Ryan squeezes Daniel’s hips, a brief touch before he steps away.

“You’re not that distracting,” Daniel says. He folds his clothes and places them on his dresser to be dealt with later.

“Bed,” Ryan says.

Daniel sits on the towel Ryan laid out for him earlier, and it’s soft against his skin. He runs his hands over it and frowns when he sees the large bottle of lube on the nightstand. He knows they have smaller ones but, combined with the towel, this implies really messy. Or maybe Ryan only wants Daniel to think he knows where the night is headed.
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