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      This serial 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 volume. 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, pet play, white knights, white knights who are willing to be dark knights, egregiously comforting use of delicious food, and a black cat. Her name is Artemis. If she licks you, you are hers. You have been warned.
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      “I think we’re a little early in this relationship for you to be using ‘sir’ this often, though I must admit, I like the sound of the title on your lips, Collin.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled a little. “Have you eaten?”

      

      Twenty-four-year-old Collin is a nontraditional college student. Three jobs and a full load of classes have his back against the wall. When he walks into the internship interview, all he’s hoping for is experience and avoiding anything embarrassing, like buying a coffee he can’t afford. But the tall and unnerving Mr. Reevesworth of Reevesworth Industries seems to know more about him than any potential employer should.

      Mr. Reevesworth is using words like submission, pretty, intelligent, and trainable. The ring on his finger says he’s married, but he’s making no attempt to hide the fact he’s decided Collin should be his. But before he makes the offer Collin is almost sure he can’t afford to refuse, he gives Collin a card and an invitation to learn as much about him and his world as he knows about Collin. If he dares…

      Join Collin as he plunges into a world of kink, consensual non-monogamy, chosen family, and the inner workings of a company that intends to make the world a better place—even if they have to walk through their own and others’ darkness first to make it happen.

      This series is a modern MMM+ BDSM billionaire romance and is 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 that 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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      Who even put cafés on the seventeenth floor of a skyscraper?

      Collin looked down at the email on his phone for the twelfth time and frowned. It was right there in the address. He’d been in such a hurry answering the invitation he hadn’t bothered to read that detail until today.

      Was he even dressed for this?

      Collin brushed his hands down the front of his blazer. It was blue. And secondhand. But he’d traded two evenings of babysitting a classmate’s toddler so she could go on a date and study for the tailored fit, so at least it sat on him right. She’d even replaced the buttons so they all matched. And he’d made sure to wear black socks. He was pretty sure they were a match. At least, being black, there wouldn’t be much to see. And his pants were brown. Brown and blue were acceptable, or so the handbook pdf at the career center website had agreed.

      The elevator went up. Collin closed his eyes. At least he was lucky. Somehow, he’d ended up on an internship list and been invited for this interview without even applying. Something about a recommendation. The least he could do was show up and try to make a good impression. And pray the position either paid or was good with his other two jobs.

      The last two internships he’d lost out on because he couldn’t fully commit for zero dollars.

      Time to read the email one last time. Evidently, the CEO of the company himself was running the interview. Richard Reevesworth, Reevesworth Industries. Not that Richard Reevesworth had sent the email. His personal assistant had, or so it appeared.

      The elevator dinged. Collin stepped out into a hallway of white granite floors and dark paneled walls. A simple, hand-carved wooden sign with a spotlight at the end of the hall bore the name of the café. Collin checked the time. He was five minutes early. At least he’d gotten here on time. And not wet. The rain had been merciful and held off.

      The café was a mix of modern Asian influences and someone’s idea of eco-friendly. There were plants and stained wood everywhere with water features and privacy screens placed in such a way that each table was almost in its own private room. An elderly woman in a green dress greeted him at a small hostess stand by the front.

      “Just you?”

      “I’m meeting someone.”

      “Ah.” She ran her finger down a list. “What’s the name?”

      “Reevesworth. Richard Reevesworth.”

      “He’s already here. I’ll show you over.” She motioned him to follow.

      Was he early enough?

      The space they entered was on the other side of the café by floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out over the downtown toward the water. The clouds were dark but still not raining. There were two egg chairs softly upholstered in white, placed on either side of a low round table. A tall man with brown, almost black, hair and a touch of gray at the temples sat in one of them.

      “Your companion is here, Mr. Reevesworth.”

      “Auntie, thank you.” Mr. Reevesworth buttoned his suit as he stood and held out his hand. “Collin Ryker, I assume.”

      “Yes. Mr. Reevesworth. Thank you for inviting me. I hope you weren’t waiting long.”

      “I wait only as long as I like. And you are early.”

      Collin smiled. Safe, maybe. “Had to beat the rain.”

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced out the window as if surprised. “Yes, I suppose. Take a seat. What do you drink?”

      Collin hesitated. “I’m not picky. Coffee, black, would be lovely.”

      Auntie leaned forward on her toes. “Do you have dietary restrictions?”

      “No, ma’am. Not at all. Just haven’t looked at a menu.”

      She drew one out from a spot under the table and set it on the table. There were no prices. Collin’s stomach churned. That was not good. That was not good at all.

      Did he order something and risk the cost in hopes of showing he was serious, or did he just take it on the chin now and admit that he was the wrong sort of candidate?

      Mr. Reevesworth unbuttoned his suit jacket as he reclaimed his seat and motioned Collin to sit across from him.

      Collin acquiesced, trying a smile at the serving lady as he also unbuttoned and adjusted his blazer. “Honestly, just a water for now, please. I ate breakfast late.”

      Which was a lie. He hadn’t had breakfast at all.

      Auntie smiled. She looked toward Mr. Reevesworth. “Why don’t I bring out a water and a house blend black coffee with cream on the side along with your order, sir?”

      “That sounds lovely, Auntie.”

      Mr. Reevesworth steepled his fingers in front of his chest and gazed over them at Collin. “Please do try the coffee. The roaster is a friend of mine, and the tab is on me. I assume you have a lot of questions.”

      “Yes, actually. There wasn’t much information in the email.” Collin tried to sit properly, but the seat was very padded. He had to tighten his stomach muscles to stay upright. Or move toward the edge of the seat to get his feet on the floor. He went for that. “I wouldn’t have come if my professor hadn’t assured me the offer was legit. I apologize for taking so long to answer.”

      “You did your due diligence, then.”

      “As much as I could. You don’t have a lot of public-facing information.”

      “Most of the companies I run do, but Reevesworth Industries is mostly a parent company. There’s not much need for forward-facing information.”

      Collin smiled a little. “And your employees don’t post Glassdoor reviews.”

      Mr. Reevesworth smiled. “They are on LinkedIn, though.”

      Collin smiled back. Impasse. But at least there wasn’t nervous wiggling going on like in his last interview when it turned out the man was dealing with a massive allergic reaction to a spider bite and walked out in the middle.

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced toward the window. “The position I’m interviewing for is not urgent. I’ll only fill it if I find the right individual. It’s long-term. If successful, you would be working for me directly, full-time after graduation and part-time before that.”

      “How often are the people you hire into this role successful?”

      “Almost always.” Mr. Reevesworth’s eyes went back to Collin.

      His gaze was stunning. Not for any particular physical feature but for the intensity and depth. Heat rushed up Collin’s spine. If this was a date, he’d be in trouble, but fortunately, it was not a date. What he looked like or his experience and ability to please in any sensual manner wasn’t at stake here. He didn’t have to be charming. He simply had to be useful.

      And he could be useful. If he only knew what for.

      “May I ask what brought me to your attention? Usually there’s a job posting to go off of, but I’m afraid I’m in the dark here.”

      “It’s not a normal position, Collin. It’s a mentorship. One that comes with support, a paycheck, and housing. As well as an NDA. And long hours.”

      Collin leaned forward in his seat. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      Mr. Reevesworth tapped his fingers together, elbows resting on the arms of his chair. “No, I don’t expect you would. Tell me, Collin, have you ever submitted to someone?”

      Collin drew back. “Excuse me?” Where did we take a right turn at Albuquerque?

      Mr. Reevesworth glanced back over his shoulder at the rest of the café, but there was no one within hearing. Except for Auntie, who was returning with a tray.

      She set it down and placed a very small cup on a saucer on Mr. Reevesworth’s side of the low table. Then she put a small bowl of brown sugar cones, each the size of the end of a small finger, near the cup, with a spoon on its own tiny tray. She bustled around to the other side and placed little woven mats down and then served a clear glass of water and a dark clear mug of coffee. Cream and sugar came in their own miniature serveware. Finished, she stepped back, shot Mr. Reevesworth a smile and Collin an assessing look, and then disappeared.

      Collin kept a sigh to himself. He poured cream into his coffee. It was Mr. Reevesworth’s turn to speak, after all. Submission. He knew the term. He wasn’t dead. He’d seen porn. Well, a little bit. He didn’t have a lot of time for stuff like that. Submission meant sex. People didn’t submit to others in any other ways these days. It just wasn’t the done thing. Even though there were still some kings and queens in some countries, it wasn’t like any of them had a lot of power. People weren’t swearing fealty and riding off into battle.

      But if Mr. Reevesworth was discussing some sort of sexual position, why? The man was out of his league. In every way. From his bespoke black suit and bright Egyptian blue shirt to his age, somewhere north of forty. He was broad-shouldered, flat-stomached, and long-limbed to match his height. Hints of white showed at his temples, but it only accentuated his black hair, combed to the side and perfectly trimmed around the nape of his neck and the curve of his ear. He wore a wedding band on one finger and a small second ring on his other hand.

      Mr. Reevesworth stirred one sugar into his coffee and inhaled the smell. “Everyone submits to someone, Collin.”

      “I, please forgive me, Mr. Reevesworth, but I am just as lost now as when I arrived. I thought you asked me here for an interview for an internship. Or is this a different kind of interview?”

      “This is an interview. What kind of one depends on you.” Mr. Reevesworth took a sip of coffee and set down the cup. “Try to answer the questions. I promise they are going somewhere. Let me rephrase it to help you. Are you aware if you have ever submitted to someone, man, woman, non-gendered, a person, let us say?”

      Collin swallowed. He dropped his eyes to the carpet. Shades of brown and tan swirled around each other. Interesting, if necessary. Invisible if one were not paying attention.

      “I don’t think you’re talking about handing in homework on time or answering to a boss.”

      “Those certainly are forms of submission, depending on one’s mindset.” Mr. Reevesworth tapped his fingers together again. “Imperfect, usually, as there’s often very little trust involved. And parenting, well, although I was fortunate in one of my parents, I’ve seen enough over the years to know that those relationships are often not as they seem either. Parents all too often forget that there are two humans in the relationship. Often among people there is submission, but choice-less, desperate submission.”

      “You sound like you don’t like people very much.”

      “All those relationship judgments would be culturally dependent in perspective.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled and tilted his head to the side, watching Collin. “I enjoy beautiful things. In truth, I’m enthralled with beauty. And order. And enchanting chaos. There are far too many relationships and far too many people in this world who are damaged and unrepaired. They have no trust in themselves or in others.”

      Collin narrowed his eyes. “And what does that have to do with our interview?”

      “Everything.” Mr. Reevesworth took another sip of his coffee and set the delicate cup back down on the saucer. “You’re in school, yes? Your third year?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re twenty-four.”

      “I started later than is traditional.”

      “Why is that?”

      Collin looked away. “I have a feeling you already know.”

      “I have a good idea. I’d rather hear it from you.”

      “Excuse me, sir, but this is the least traditional interview ever.”

      “Thank you. I do consider that a compliment.”

      Collin folded his hands in front of him, leaning on his elbows. “My mother had cancer. I stayed back to help her and to look after my sibling.”

      “And how is she doing now?”

      Collin smiled. “Really well. She finally got tenure at her university after the chemo was finished.”

      “My congratulations to her. Coming back from something that serious is not easy.”

      “No. It wasn’t. We’re all proud of her. But if you’re trying to date her through me, give it up. She swore off all men.”

      Mr. Reevesworth shook his head. Even his eyes seemed amused. “Although my husband might enjoy female partners now and again, I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint you, Collin. I have only ever pursued men.”

      Collin shifted in his seat. The smile at the end of Mr. Reevesworth’s comment both warmed and unsettled him. He reached for his coffee. It had to be expensive. Best not to waste it. And cream had calories.

      “I’m much more interested in you, Collin.”

      And there it was again. The sense that Mr. Reevesworth’s interest went far beyond whether or not Collin could show up every day at 8:30 a.m. and make copies properly. “Didn’t you just say you have a husband? What would he think?”

      “He would tell me to bring back something pretty and intelligent—and trainable.”

      “Trainable.” Collin straightened his spine. “Is that why you were talking about submission just now?”

      “Partially. To go much further, my lawyer would insist that you sign an NDA, and I happen to agree with him. But I will tell you this much.” Mr. Reevesworth leaned forward and laced his hands together, his elbows resting on his knees. “My husband and I enjoy adopting young men into our family. We support them, we train them, we enjoy their company. We demand excellence from them, in every way, in every part of their lives. If they need medical care, we see to it. If they require physical training to reach perfection, we guide and support them. If they need assistance in selecting a career, we consult and guide. Each and every one will see a therapist, regularly, for which we will pay. And then, when these men are ready, we release them to the world, the better for our mentorship.”

      Collin sank back in his chair, back still straight. “That sounds…” He blinked a few times. “That sounds impossible. What do you get out of it?”

      “Companionship. Satisfaction. Pleasure. Entertainment. Minions happy to serve us in taking over the world.”

      Collin laughed despite himself. “You don’t look like Mr. Despicable.”

      “For which I am grateful. I wouldn’t be overly fond of running a lab full of yellow minions.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled. “What do you say?”

      “I don’t think I know you well enough. You’re asking for a lot more than an employer.”

      Mr. Reevesworth nodded. “A perfect answer.” He drew a card from his pocket. “This is the information for one of my boys. He works in finance law near here. If you want to know more, meet him.”

      Collin took the card. “How long has he been with you?”

      “Five years as a lawyer. The rest of his story is up to him.”

      Collin looked down at the card. It read Damian Sathers — Attorney at Law, followed by an email address and a phone number.
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        * * *

      

      Damian Sathers was a dark-skinned man of African descent with a shave so perfect his skin glowed in the sun. He had bright eyes and wore a blue-and-pink-striped button-down shirt beneath a solid dark-blue waistcoat. His belt and his shoes matched, as did the leather on his watch. He was taller than Collin, at least five foot eleven, if not six feet tall. Everything about him moved smoothly, even his fingers as they wrapped around Collin’s in a handshake.

      “Mr. Reevesworth said you would reach out. I’m glad you decided to consider his proposal.”

      Collin glanced around. There was noise enough to mask anything but a riotous conversation, considering several men and women in suits were busy getting lunch nearby. He held up the carry tote of boba tea in one hand and motioned toward some seats near the river with the other. It was a sunny day and the city planning department’s continued rework of the riverfront through the downtown was paying off in increased foot traffic to the open parks and green spaces around the water’s edge.

      Damian pulled out chairs for both of them and borrowed a napkin from the tote to wipe off the table. He tossed it in a nearby trash bin before coming back and sitting down.

      Collin offered Damian his drink, a green tea boba. “I’ve never had one of these before.”

      “You might like it, you might not.” Damian smirked and pushed his straw into his drink. “Mr. Reevesworth can keep his Turkish coffee. This is what I like.”

      “So I’m guessing that he made you a similar offer that he made me and you accepted?”

      Damian shrugged. “Each of his offers are tailored to the individual, but yes, simply put, he did.”

      “And you have no regrets?”

      Damian’s eyes rested on Collin’s face for a long moment. “There are very few people in this world you can trust, Collin. But the best ones to trust are the ones that tell you exactly what motivates them from the beginning. What they want. Even if it’s power. And believe me, Mr. Reevesworth is very much motivated by power. He’s the power behind this particular bit of park, actually. And he’s proud of it. I would say he gloated, even, when they extended the green space here.”

      “I thought that was the city planners.”

      “Oh, it went through the regular channels, but Mr. Reevesworth and his husband, Mr. Moreau, they pulled the strings. When Mr. Reevesworth says that he loves beautiful things, he is not merely observing. He creates. Beautiful spaces. Beautiful businesses. Beautiful people.”

      “Does he…did he ask you to get plastic surgery?”

      Damian paused mid-sip and laughed. White teeth flashed behind dark lips. “Plastic…?” He gasped and laughed again. “Plastic surgery. What? No. This…this is all natural.” He motioned at his face.

      “Then what do you mean, create beautiful people?”

      Damian tapped his foot against the ground. “You know how you can meet someone wearing filthy jeans and covered in mud after being outside doing something they love and they look amazing, but then you can meet someone in one of these Golden Mile department stores, dressed to the nines, but they look dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “The difference is hope, and joy, and security. Whatever that means for different people. There are people who are dying who have the spark and people who apparently have everything who don’t have the spark. Mr. Reevesworth and Mr. Moreau take delight in finding that spark, be it in a place, a person, a house, a business, and feeding it until everyone else can see it.”

      “They did that for you?”

      “Yes.”

      “But what did they do?”

      Damian smiled and shook his head, a glint in his eyes. “You haven’t signed that NDA yet, so there’s only so much I can tell you. I will say they will take you apart and fit you back together again. You will get very, very familiar with their personal gym or whatever other gym they assign you. They believe usable vitality and durability resides in activity. They will teach you to code switch.”

      “What’s code switching?”

      Damian’s lips twisted to the side. “I bet you wouldn’t believe me when I told you I grew up below 69th Street.”

      Collin frowned. Damian stretched out his neck and then stared Collin right in the eye. His shoulders sagged and tightened. His belly shifted. He sank down in his chair and his jaw changed somehow. Something challenging, angry sounding, and foreign dropped from his lips. Collin understood none of it.

      Collin’s spine tightened. He straightened up.

      Damian smirked and shook himself, shape-shifting back into who he had been when Collin first met him—a successful big city attorney.

      “That’s where I grew up. First in the South, as in Mississippi, then in the South Side here.”

      “I couldn’t understand a thing you said.”

      Damian chuckled, but his eyes were dark. “I bet you didn’t. That’s called code switching. It’s how you present yourself. All the subtle signals that we use to tell other people whether or not we belong somewhere. I bet you do it yourself without even knowing it. Like you’re someone else around your family but different at school.”

      “I mean, yes? A bit. But isn’t everyone?”

      “Most people, yes.” Damian stirred the boba balls in his drink and caught one in the end of his straw. “Knowing the right signals to send when is something that Mr. Reevesworth can teach you. I certainly didn’t have a father who knew how to code like an attorney.”

      “It shouldn’t matter, though.”

      “It does, though. And some of it should matter.” Damian moved his head from side to side, lips scrunched up. “Think of it this way. If I showed up using a speech pattern that told people I knew my way around cows in Montana, would they trust me with their financial due diligence, or would they trust me with cows?”

      “Cows.” Collin took a sip of his boba tea. He’d gone with regular. It wasn’t bad. Not really his thing but not bad.

      Damian nodded. “Sending the right signals doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with the color of my skin. That’s a big barrier to get over in some parts. I won’t lie. I have stories. But even someone who is inclined to trust someone of any skin color isn’t going to trust me with their financial dealings unless I present as someone who has spent time in the financial world. If I don’t present like someone who knows what they are doing, if I can’t signal the subconscious part of a potential client’s mind that I’m trustworthy, I won’t be their attorney. And of course, that means different signaling for different groups. What works in Mississippi doesn’t necessarily work here. And what works in Shanghai doesn’t always go down well in Riyadh. And what works to build trust in a Japanese community isn’t necessarily going to be what signals competency in an Israeli community.”

      Collin gripped the fabric of his pants. “You sound like you’ve been through all this.”

      Damian inclined his head. “You would be correct.”

      Collin looked away. “And this has helped you?”

      “Yes.”

      “No one does something for free. What has it cost you?”

      Damian chuckled. “Just my pride, my dignity, my secrets, my time, and the luxury of hiding from my fears and my rage.”

      Collin glanced Damian up and down. “No offense, man, but you look like you have your pride and your dignity in spades. I looked you up on LinkedIn, you know. And Google.”

      Damian’s eyes sparkled. “Yes. I suppose I do.” He sipped his tea, silently laughing. “I guess the question you need to ask yourself, young padawan, is whether or not you’re ready to be stripped down and put back together again.”

      “Were you?”

      Damian laughed outright, loud enough a few heads turned. “Was I ready? No. No, I wasn’t. But also yes. Almost no one is ready, really. But that’s part of the process. It’s whether or not you need. When you need enough, then it happens.”

      “You make it sound like I’m joining a cult.”

      “Think of it like a fraternity.” Damian stood up. “A fraternity of gentlemen.”

      “Gentlemen? You’re not misogynistic, are you?” Collin matched Damian’s rise.

      “No, but good questions. You’ll find that all of us respect women. Deeply. Not in the old-fashioned way of holding open the door. But in seeing them as our partners, at home, in public, in business. You’ll see. Now, do you want to meet someone else?”

      “Who? And what do you mean?”

      “Do you want to keep exploring Mr. Reevesworth and his proposal? Or do you want to get off this train now?”

      Collin filled his lungs with air and swallowed. “I want to keep going. But I haven’t made up my mind. This sounds too good to be true. You look too good to be true. Like seriously, if I met you in a bar, you’d be so far out of my league I wouldn’t try.”

      Damian nodded. “The next person will meet you. But when they want to. You probably won’t know who they are.”

      And then he turned and walked away. Collin clutched his boba tea and watched him go. The man’s ass looked like art in his pants. And the friendly nod he gave this person and that as he moved toward the sidewalk was easy and confident.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday night at the bar was often slow. Which meant that Collin hoped to get some reading in for his international political economics course. He needed more than a B to keep his average high enough for his scholarship, but the amount of material he needed to cram into his head before the midterm was staggering, especially when he was still working two part-time jobs to afford housing.

      He wiped down the bar one last time, checking to see if anyone was looking like they needed a drink, and pushed the button on his secondhand iPad to open his textbook. He was one paragraph in, and the bell on the counter dinged.

      His head snapped up. A woman in a rumpled button-up shirt and hair in a ponytail stood there. “My apologies, ma’am. What can I get you?”

      She looked him up and down and sighed. “Jameson, neat, make it a double.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He reached for the glass and the bottle at the same time, long practice making it look smooth, and poured. He slid it toward her on a coaster with a napkin. “Anything else?”

      “Company?” She raised an eyebrow and sank onto one of the stools, leaning forward, chin in her hands.

      “I’m on the clock, ma’am.”

      “I mean here.”

      Collin thumbed off his iPad and slid it away into the shadows of the workstation. “Rough day?”

      She nodded and took a sip. “The worst. No, not the worst, but on a train of worst. Tell me something, young man, have you ever cheated on a girlfriend?”

      “Never had the opportunity.” He busied his hands with wiping glasses.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never had a girlfriend.”

      “Boyfriends, no girlfriends.”

      She sniffed. “But have you ever cheated on them?”

      “No. Never.”

      She peered at him over the rim of her whiskey. “Huh. I believe you. Why not?”

      Collin rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, it’s an awful thing to do to someone, right? If they think they’re safe with you and you go and sleep with someone else. Like you tell someone this is reality, here’s my promise, rest in it, but then you go and do something that makes you a liar. Then that thing they thought they had, that they relied on, it’s not theirs, really. That’s an awful thing to do.”

      “So, it’s about ownership, huh.” She looked away, shoulders sagging.

      “No, not ownership. Trust.” Collin poured her a water with ice and set it in front of her. “It’s a tangible thing that proves whether or not you’ll keep your word to someone. Like if you would cheat on someone by sleeping with someone else when you’ve said you’ll be exclusive with a person, what else might you lie about? Whether or not you will pay a bill, whether or not you’ll stay with them through something bad?”

      “So, you don’t think anything but a monogamous relationship can survive?”

      “I’ve seen non-monogamous relationships do just fine. But if everyone knows and is freely consenting, that’s not cheating, is it? Cheating is when you do something you said you wouldn’t do, that the other person is trusting you to refrain from doing. It’s the veracity, not the exclusivity.”

      “Those are expensive words, bartender.”

      Collin smiled and shrugged. “I read expensive books. But now I’m doing all the talking. What do you want to talk about?”

      The woman giggled and picked up her whiskey, looking through the amber liquid. “I want to talk about why you wouldn’t do something awful to someone else.”

      Collin laughed and shook his head. He wiped down the bar, again, buying time. “I already told you I’m not into women, right?”

      “Well, tonight, I’m not into guys. Humor me. Tell me what to look for in someone to know they wouldn’t cheat on me.”

      Collin pressed his lips together, thinking. He rinsed out his rag, rang it out, hung it up, and dried his hands. “I think you’d need to look for someone who is aware that other people have their own realities. Their own experiences and their own internal worlds that are different from other people’s internal worlds. Someone who can recognize how to offer sympathy and see pain that isn’t pain that they know personally. Someone who genuinely wants those around them to live good lives, whether or not they themselves are part of that life. And someone who isn’t desperate, not in dire need of romance to fill a hole inside of them. Because a relationship will never fill them up, I mean, fill that hole inside of them up.”

      “Huh. How’d you get so smart?”

      Collin shook his head, half smiling. “I’m a bartender. Have you never watched Star Trek? This is where everyone’s problems get solved.”

      She chuckled and watched him, eyes hooded, one finger up, glass dangling in her hand. “Really though, you’re, what, twenty-six at most. Where’d you learn all this?”

      Collin shook his head. “Bartender’s union says I can’t spill trade secrets, ma’am. The bosses, they’re ruthless, like the mob.”

      “Not even half a secret?”

      Collin grinned. “No, but you could tell me yours. Unlike a therapist, I don’t even have to keep records that we talked.”

      She shook her head, smiling. “Don’t you have class in the morning?”

      “Class?”

      “Yeah, aren’t you a student?”

      “I mean, yes, I am, but how’d you know?”

      “My brother, you know him as Mr. Reevesworth, he told me.” She sat up, straightening her shirt and shaking out her hair, a perfect cut falling around her face. She held out a card. “If you want to know more, come to my office tomorrow, ready to sign an NDA, and I’ll show you around.”

      “You’re…his sister?”

      “Damian said you asked about whether or not women were respected in our circles. Thought I’d put those concerns to rest. Five o’clock. Tomorrow. My office. Address is on the card. That should give you enough time to get there from your last class. I promise we’ll be finished before you start your shift at the hotel.”

      Collin took the card with a hand that felt like someone else’s. “Dress code?”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’re not at that part yet.”

      She spun off her seat, showing no signs of intoxication, and strode out the door.

      Left behind on the counter was a fifty-dollar bill.
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        * * *

      

      Linda Reevesworth’s offices were on the twenty-second floor. Her company name was something that could have covered any number of industries or multiple ones. Her LinkedIn profile looked like her PR person had put in something nice as a placeholder but left off anything specific. Google turned up a variety of photos that matched the woman he’d seen attending various events, but details were scarce. She appeared to have attended the University of Washington and Oxford. She wasn’t on Facebook. At least not as herself.

      Collin smoothed his hair in the mirror of the elevator and adjusted his backpack over his shoulder. There were two companies on the floor he stepped out on. Linda Reevesworth’s was pleasant looking: frosted glass across the front reception and trees inside. Real ones, from the looks of them. A receptionist, a young person with an undercut hairstyle, black eyeliner, and a corset wrapped around their waist, stood to greet him. They looked like a vampire’s formal secretary if the apocalypse had come and supernaturals now ruled the world. Their black skirt—or maybe it was a train—flowed to the floor in the back, but they were also wearing suit pants.

      Collin bowed. That’s what one did in court, right?

      “Collin Ryker, yes?” Their voice was smooth, rich, and carried a hint of British nobility.

      “Yes, sir, ma’am, I mean…” Collin trailed off.

      “My lady will see you at once. Last office in the corner. Go all the way to the end of the hall, then take the turn, and go until you can’t anymore.”

      “Got it. I mean, thank you.” Collin bobbed his head one more time and turned, not daring to look up.

      Someone could have warned me! Nothing about Linda Reevesworth had prepared him for that.

      Linda was standing inside her office, flipping through photos on a tablet. She put it down and turned as Collin approached. “Come inside. I see Ellisandre got you to the right place.”

      Collin nodded. “Yes, ma’am, they did.”

      Linda smiled and hummed lightly. “Leave your bag. It looks heavy. And we have some walking to do. After you sign. Take your time to read it.” She waved at a small side desk beside the couch and chairs forming the sitting room side of her office.

      The NDA was simple enough. It covered a great deal of personal items and business. It didn’t preclude him from taking any particular employment, just from speaking about his time with certain individuals, including Mr. Reevesworth, Mr. Moreau, Linda Reevesworth, their mentees and employees, and a few others. Collin signed. At this point, he’d come so far his curiosity demanded it.

      What followed was one of the fastest walking tours of Collin’s life, starting with several project boards in the office and a few minutes outside on the city’s ground level during which she pointed out improvements in the city.

      “We have fifteen more minutes before you have to leave for your shift at the hotel.” Linda punched the buttons on the elevator for her floor. “What do you think?

      “I think very few people know what you’re working so hard to do. And I wonder what’s in it for you?”

      “Ah, that question.” Linda tipped her head back, smiling. “Would you believe me if I told you it was peaceful sleep and a life of no regrets?”

      “I’d want to believe you, and I’d be naive to accept that on face value.”

      Linda chuckled. “Fair.” The elevators opened. Ellisandre stood from their seat and passed Linda a take-out bag from a nearby restaurant. It smelled amazing. Collin’s stomach growled. He was just going to have to live with it though because there was no time left to go feed himself between here and his work. He’d already eaten his last protein bar for lunch.

      Linda paused in front of the reception desk. Ellisandre sat back down and opened a novel, ignoring them.

      “We make a lot of money, Collin. And we do it quietly. My brother and I had a lot of money to start with, not when we were young, but after our aunt died, we were the only heirs of her husband’s fortune. At least the only ones left in the will. So, we had a lot to work with. And we’ve done very well with it. But we know what the other side is like. And we want better. A widely better solution. But we can’t do that on our own. So…that’s where people like you come in. And people like Damian. And others. My brother wants you in his personal circle.”

      “Like Damian.”

      “Yes. Like Damian.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Tell me what you thought of the projects you saw today. Where do you see yourself in all that?”

      “I think you did your background checks on me and my internet history and cherry-picked my dreams. Sustainable housing, environmental stabilization, mental health built into cities, social justice in business, educational reform. I liked all of it.”

      “But where do you see yourself in it?”

      “I…” Collin dropped his chin. “Ma’am. I don’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Because…” Collin looked around at the clean glazed glass and stylish office floors and scuffed his shoes against each other. Then he looked up and straight in her eyes. “I’m not clean and focused and confident, like you all. I’m tired. My shoes are about to fall apart. I still send money back to my mom, somehow, because every month I’m afraid she won’t make rent and keep Alice in school. She might have survived cancer, but I’m not sure if we’ll survive the debt collectors from the bills. When I graduate, I’ll have a pile of debt, too. I’m not even going to have the time to look like any of you, let alone meet people and do what needs to be done to move these projects forward. I’ll be working two, three, jobs, if I’m lucky. I sleep four hours a night and drink coffee anywhere I can get it for free. I want to dream about all this stuff. I care about it. I do. But I use way too much plastic for cheap takeout. I can’t afford a subscription service to buy laundry tablets that don’t put more plastic into the environment. All my clothes are probably bleeding microplastics into the environment every time I wash them, and I totally benefit from cheap, underpaid labor because I can’t afford to pay someone what they’re worth.”

      Collin drew in a deep breath. Tears stung the edges of his eyes. “Maybe, if you’d found me sooner. But I’m tired, Ms. Reevesworth. I can’t do more. And everything you showed me is more, for really good causes, but I have to cover the basics. And I know that means the planet is going to burn down, and we’re all losing our human rights, but…”

      “But right now, you need to eat.” Ellisandre stood up and took the paper bag from Linda’s hand and pushed it into Collin’s. “Go work your shift. Then quit. I need an assistant.”

      “An assistant?” Linda’s voice rose an octave.

      “Yes.” Ellisandre sashayed back to their desk. “You said I could have one last week.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “No offense, I can’t take on another job.”

      “It pays twenty-five an hour.” Ellisandre picked up their book and ran their finger down the page. “Your shift starts at three p.m. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays and ends at nine p.m.. And starts at nine a.m. on Saturdays. Hours that day will vary. You can keep your bartending job, but tonight is your last shift valeting cars.”

      Collin’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. Ellisandre looked over the edge of their book. “I’ll have a uniform for you tomorrow. See you at three. Goodbye.”

      “See you at three.” Linda nodded and turned away toward her office.

      “I can’t quit a job without a formal offer of employment in writing,” Collin sputtered.

      Ellisandre lowered their book. “You almost hurt my feelings. Fine. You’ll have one, in your email, within the hour. I trust you can e-sign on your phone.”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      Ellisandre was as good as their word. The email came through in thirty minutes, and there was a new set of clothes waiting for Collin when he arrived the next day: chocolate slacks, a blue shirt, and brown loafers. They were all a fit. Ellisandre had had three sizes of shoes waiting. The ones not chosen would be sent back.

      Collin came out of the office bathroom running his hands down the sleeves of the shirt. “I thought the office dress code might be black.”

      Ellisandre shook their head. “Black is my color. Blue is yours. At least it is today. Now sit. There are about a hundred million data points to sort, and you will be sorting them.”

      Collin swallowed all questions. Ellisandre pointed to a screen and keyboard set up beside theirs. “This is yours.”

      Collin sat.

      Ellisandre pointed to the open database. “This is where we track areas that do not have restaurants or coffee shops at sufficient density to meet population need and income levels.”

      “There’s an algorithm for that?”

      Ellisandre raised an eyebrow. “Yes. And I refined it for this particular city. Each city requires a slightly different adjustment. Even each neighborhood. We’ll get to that later. All you need to understand today is to find the areas marked in red. These show recent city blocks where there is less than the expected number of businesses. For each area, look up what was there in the last five years, break it up by what was there, for how long, what is there, and how well they are doing, then use this database to look up who owns the businesses that are already there in the food business only. If you get through that this week, you’ll start visiting each location you’ve written up in person to take photos, talk to people, eat at the places that are there, and write a report. You’ll visit each place three times, no more than once a week. There’s a spending allowance. Bring back receipts.”

      “This is market research.”

      “Precisely.” Ellisandre raised one penciled eyebrow. “My lady is an angel investor. And in some cases, we find people to invest in, rather than them finding us. Or we guide our investees into better locations. Right now, we have five potential investees, but their chosen locations aren’t promising. Great creativity, less business acumen. It’s a common problem. Now, shoo, I have calls to make. If you need help, raise your hand.”

      Ellisandre turned away, opening a notebook and picking up their phone.
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        * * *

      

      The work was more interesting than the retreading American domestic policy as taught by his current poli-sci professor. Ellisandre only let him work for three hours though before sending him out on errands, first to pick up dinner for those in the office and then to walk “my lady’s loyal companion.” Which turned out to be Maribel, a German Shepherd. For that task, Collin changed back into his school clothes. It felt good, actually, to run through Millennium Park. Maribel was extremely well trained. The leash hung loose between them, and she jogged at his heel. He was winded long before her and had to pant, leaning over, his hands on his knees.

      “How do you do this?”

      A passing jogger laughed. “You work up to it.”

      Collin shook his head. At the next opportunity, he splurged on water and then called Ellisandre. “Can I give Maribel water while running?”

      “As long as it wasn’t refrigerated. And no more than one bottle every fifteen minutes.”

      “Thanks.” Collin hung up.

      He made it back to his desk after an hour. He sat down and promptly fell asleep at the keyboard. He woke up to a note stuck to his screen.

      Collin, you obviously required rest. Dinner is in the office break room with your name on it. Eat it and go home. The door will lock behind you. Also, your phone is on the charger beside the computer.
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        * * *

      

      Ellisandre’s idea of being a perfect boss was exact order, perfect timetables, and regular meals. They also included dressing Collin. When he showed up on Friday, a track suit and running shoes were laid out for him. He picked them up and turned them over a few times.

      “Ellisandre, what’s this?”

      “Oh, security complained someone was trying to steal my lady’s canine companion. Look the part, pass without spark. Wear that and I won’t have to explain anything.”

      “I can’t possibly be worth this much.”

      Ellisandre raised one eyebrow and turned in their chair. “Collin. Collin, Collin, Collin. This isn’t about you. It’s about us. Now wear the clothes like a good boy.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Ellisandre fluttered their long black eyelashes. “You beautiful idiot. It’s called standards. I have standards. We have standards. They are ours. We have hired you with full knowledge that you are incapable of meeting those standards from where you start. You are raw wood. Until you are sanded and polished, no one can see you for what you are. All they will see is a piece of wood in the wrong place, where only polished pieces are supposed to be. They’ll throw you out with the trash.”

      Collin looked between Ellisandre and the clothes and then back to them again. “That’s— it’s not people’s fault when they can’t…”

      Flashes of high school, trying to hold his pants together with tape, of shopping secondhand shops, and of putting plastic bags over his shoes just the winter before filled his vision. He squeezed his eyes shut.

      A strong, long-fingered hand came down on his arm. He startled, arms rising to protect his face.

      Ellisandre stood directly in front of him. “Yes. I know. Clothes are communication. And certain people communicate in ways that others can’t afford to speak. In ancient times, it was through laws, forbidding merchants from wearing certain colors. In Korean Imperial harems, colors were assigned to different ranks of women based on their importance and function to the emperor. It has been this way a very long time.”

      Collin dragged in a long breath. “Why…”

      “Why say the truth?” Ellisandre raised an eyebrow and glided across the room. They pulled a tissue from a box and turned, their tulle and silk skirt swinging out around their ankles. “I’ve always preferred the truth to lying. It makes everything so much clearer. Then again, I’m perfectly happy to lie all day to my lady’s adversaries.” They shrugged languidly. “And why should I lie to you? You already told me, the day I retained you, that you were aware of the differences in stations in society. So aware, in fact, that your imagination had shut down though perhaps that was more your sense of responsibility.”

      Collin accepted the tissue but didn’t use it. He was too busy staring into Ellisandre’s face. There was something cold but distant there.

      “There are two things you need to learn, Collin. Never lie to yourself about what you want, what you need, and what other people want from you. Don’t lie to yourself about how each section of the world works. And don’t lie to yourself that it can never change. Everything. Everything can change.”

      Collin drew in a ragged breath and dried his face. “Understood.”

      “Perhaps. For clarity, my standards include signaling to the world out there that working for my lady means competency. And while competency as a college student may include wearing a twenty-year-old T-shirt, army castoffs from the Vietnam War, and shoes that started squeaking five years ago, you are no longer a college student, at least not here. You are a personal assistant to the president of a successful investment firm. Competency in this role requires uniforms like that.” Ellisandre inclined their head toward the clothes. “You will find there are a great number of uniforms you will learn to wear. When you’re fluent, I may even let you start choosing your own.”
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning, Ellisandre handed Collin a smartphone and two battery packs. “Today you’re on your own. Take the top three locations you’ve highlighted in your research and go visit. You know what questions to ask, what pictures to take. See to it.”

      “Is there a uniform for this?”

      Ellisandre raised an eyebrow. “Consider this a test.” Then they swept off to the back of the office.

      Collin grimaced and looked down at his outfit. His first location was just off the Red Line, in the Uptown neighborhood. His normal clothes wouldn’t be anything unusual there, but his second location was in Lakeview. Fortunately, he had shopping bags left over from Ellisandre’s shopping trips for him. He’d change in a coffee shop somewhere along the way.

      It was an hour past time for him to clock out by the time he made it back to the office. His feet hurt and his brain ached from tracking details, but he was smiling to himself as he pushed his way through the office door. Seeing the city from the perspective of possibility was different, exciting. Talking to people about their needs and wants, and, in some cases, dreams, was rewarding.

      He sank down into his chair besides Ellisandre’s workstation and plugged in the phone. He’d gone through both battery packs, and it was still at only ten percent. He’d just charge it up enough while transferring the pictures and then head home to study. Ten minutes. That’s all he needed.

      His eyes slid shut. The silence of the office was bliss.

      A handkerchief ghosting across his lip woke him. He sat up with a start, eyes opening and staring straight into the visage of Mr. Reevesworth.

      Collin stood so fast his chair spun away from under him and hit the cabinet behind. “Sir!”

      “Collin.”

      “I-I’m sorry, sir.”

      “For what, exactly?”

      “For sleeping, sir. I know this is a workplace.”

      “It’s also after hours.” Mr. Reevesworth folded his handkerchief and put it away in his suit jacket pocket. “I take it you were waiting to transfer the photos?”

      Collin looked down at the phone. It was almost fully charged, and the transfer was completed.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I think we’re a little early in this relationship for you to be using ‘sir’ this often though, I must admit, I like the sound of the title on your lips, Collin.” Mr. Reevesworth smiled a little. “Have you eaten?”

      “Not yet, sir, I mean… No, I haven’t eaten. And I will, I mean, as soon as I get home. Which I should do, sir. I mean…” Collin closed his eyes and hung his head, hands going down on the desk. “I don’t think I’m at my best right now, sir. May I please go?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the bar, where I work, sir. My shift starts in…” Collin blinked at the phone. “It starts in an hour, and I should study before I start.”

      “When is your shift over?”

      Collin stared at the phone. When was his shift over? “Um…three. It’s over at three.”

      “Well, then.” Mr. Reevesworth tapped the desk. “Get your things. It just so happens I’m going mostly that way. Are you walking?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then we can walk, and you can tell me what you observed today.”

      It was difficult to think with Mr. Reevesworth watching his every move, but somehow Collin packed everything away. He was still in his good office clothes Ellisandre had given him, but if anything, that would make his boss at the bar happy. If he opened up the collar by a button or two, he’d pass for stylish.

      They took the elevator down in silence. It wasn’t until they were on the sidewalk that Mr. Reevesworth asked his first question. It was simple and direct enough, and even in a fog, all it required Collin to do was spit out data. What was the population density? How far from a school, university, or major office building? What competition was nearby? What were the people walking around like? And so on. Collin’s mind focused in on the location and the data, and they were outside the bar in what felt like the space between one breath and the next.

      “I’ll have to get the rest from you next week.” Mr. Reevesworth inclined his head at the door. “Good work.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Collin blinked.

      Mr. Reevesworth’s smile widened. “Keep it up, Collin. We’ll have you ready yet.” Then he turned and continued down the sidewalk into the city crush.

      Collin’s class readings on geology made little sense. His head throbbed, and the back room at the bar for employees was stifling. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and checked the clock on the wall. At the rate he was going, he was not going to keep his scholarship. He should have dropped this class and picked something, anything. else, but it was the last Gen Ed that he needed and the only one that fit into his work schedule and his class schedule. So, he was stuck with a professor who should have retired ten years ago.

      He closed the book and stood up, reaching for his apron. It was time. And he might as well get out there and earn tips.
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        * * *

      

      By eight thirty, he remembered he’d forgotten to eat. By nine p.m., he had a roaring headache behind his right eye. At nine thirty, his coworker had cut her hand open to the bone on a broken glass. He wrapped it and helped her type the address to the local ER into a rideshare app. Then between pouring rounds and making drinks, he texted his boss.

      No answer.

      He texted two other people on the call list. One texted that they were in Wisconsin at their in-laws. The other didn’t respond.

      Collin walked into the back and pressed a cold towel against his face and took in a deep breath. It was just four more hours until the bar closed. And five more hours until he could go home. He could do this. He could.

      Somehow.

      By midnight, the world had blurred. At one a.m., an angry divorcée threw a full beer down his shirt when he got her order wrong. But the bar was still full. He rushed into the back and pulled on his T-shirt with some band on the front from earlier in the day. But his skin was sticky underneath. He could feel it with every move. There were weird bits of color around every face, streaking out from the lights overhead, the TV on the far wall, and the streetlights through the windows.

      At one forty-five, he made last calls for drinks. It should have been one-thirty, but he’d gotten lost in the haze of work, as if he was going to stand behind that bar forever.

      One particular drunk didn’t want to leave, but he was finally cajoled out the door and into a cab at two fifteen. Collin closed the door after him and locked it, then slid down to the floor, and pulled his knees up to his chest. How long he was there, he didn’t know, but at some point, his phone rang. It was his sister, Alice.

      He thumbed it on. 

      “Hey, Collin, you still awake?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m awake.”

      “I’m stuck on my essay. Could you help?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Like eleven. I have to have it in by midnight. And Mom’s asleep. She took her meds already.”

      “Okay. Okay.” Collin used the door to pull himself to his feet. “Let me grab my headphones.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Work. I mean, bar’s closed, I’m just cleaning up.”

      “Am I bothering you?”

      “No, no, not at all. You can keep me company. My partner for the night had to get her hand stitched up, so I’m on my own. Go ahead, talk.”

      Alice’s problem was fairly straightforward. She needed to include another source in her argument, but her argument was already made. Collin listened to her talk while he wiped down tables and put up chairs. She submitted her essay just as he was closing the dishwasher and turning it on.

      He wished her good night and grabbed his backpack, heading for the door. The lights of a bus blinked and pulled away. He raised his hand and dropped it. He wasn’t even on the sidewalk. They wouldn’t wait for him. And he hadn’t even yet locked the door.

      His shoulders slumped, and he checked his phone. Almost out of battery after the call with his sister, and there wouldn’t be a train for thirty minutes, at the very earliest. And no more buses for sixty minutes.

      He could stay in the bar. But…he really didn’t want to. And it might not go down well with his boss. He could walk home, but that would take hours. And he still hadn’t eaten. And he wouldn’t be caught dead taking food from the bar kitchen.

      But he did have a leftover sandwich at Linda Reevesworth’s office. And they’d never said he couldn’t be there outside of hours.

      He pushed outside into the rain, locked the door, and started to retrace his footsteps.
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        * * *

      

      He was barely conscious when he reached the high-rise. Security waved him through when he scanned his badge, giving him a look but not saying anything. He shivered in the elevator all the way up to the twenty-second floor. In the break room, he stripped out of his shirt, tossing it into the sink. It smelled like beer. He smelled like beer. And he was cold. His pants were soaked. But he still had mostly dry jeans in his backpack. He toed off his shoes and stripped out of his slacks. They also smelled like beer. Perfect. He dumped those in the little sink along with the shirt. There was sticky all over his chest. He soaked a couple of paper towels and put soap on them and scrubbed. His skin turned pink, but the relief was worth it. He scrubbed all the way down to the waistband of his briefs. They, too, were soaked with beer.

      Well, he could wear his jeans without undergarments. It was a thing. Even if it wasn’t one he liked. He dragged off his briefs and continued to rub stale stickiness from his hip bones.

      “This is not what I thought the storm would bring.” Mr. Reevesworth’s voice came from the doorway.

      Collin’s head snapped around. His wet-socked feet slipped on the tile. Down he went. There was some sort of noise. A loud one. Close to his ear.
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        * * *

      

      “Collin. Collin, can you hear me?”

      A nice voice came from very far away. Collin rolled his head from side to side. Why was there a nice voice in his room?

      Something slapped his face. “Collin.”

      His eyes fluttered, but the light was too bright. He curled inward, toward something warm and soft and not so bright. Whatever it was smelled good. Musky and warm.

      “Collin. Open your eyes.”

      That was a voice that brooked no disobedience. He forced his eyes open. Everything in front of him was a dark-brown suit and a belt buckle.

      “Collin, can you look at me?”

      He blinked and turned his head. That hurt. He winced and looked up into Mr. Reevesworth’s eyes.

      “Collin, do you know who I am?”

      “Mr. Reevesworth.”

      “Do you know where you are?”

      Collin drew his brows together. That hurt as well. Best not to move too much. He tried to look around. “The break room? What? Where are my clothes?”

      He was naked. Completely naked, except for his socks, and practically in Mr. Reevesworth’s lap.

      “I believe your clothes are mainly in the sink. They smell like alcohol, but you do not smell like you’ve been drinking.”

      Collin closed his eyes. He was dreaming. He had to be dreaming. “This isn’t real. This isn’t real.”

      “It’s quite real, but if you like, we can pretend it is not, for the moment. Can you sit up?”

      “Only if I close my eyes.”

      “Let’s do that then. You hit your head hard. There’s blood. I need to check it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “There you go with that title again, boy.”

      Collin said nothing. He pulled his knees up and dragged himself into a sitting position. Not real. Not real. Not that anything much felt real at all. He started slumping sideways. Distantly, he heard Mr. Reevesworth on his phone. But he couldn’t follow the conversation.

      The next time he woke, there were two men near him and some sort of white board on wheels. Things blurred for a while. It was mortifying. He tried to sit up.

      “Stay down, Collin. Do as you’re told.”

      “No. Don’t know them.”

      Mr. Reevesworth’s hand wrapped around his. It was warm. So much warmer than his. He shivered. Something was wrapped around him, but he was still cold.

      “I’m here. And you know me, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “I will go with you.”

      “Okay.”

      There were questions. Some he answered. Some he couldn’t quite seem to grasp. Mr. Reevesworth’s voice, though, was a thread through all of it. His voice. And also his hand. In a nightmare of lights and movement, voices, and what seemed like the inside of an ambulance, that was the line he could follow. So he did. Anything Mr. Reevesworth said, he did. Or he tried to do. Even when there were sharp pricks in his arm, weird sounds, cold surfaces, and more flashing lights. Sometimes he felt like he went away, but he always came back. Until finally, at last, it was quiet and Mr. Reevesworth said, “Close your eyes, Collin. Sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      Collin roused to the sound of clicking keys and a woman in a white coat standing at the food of a bed. A bed in which he was lying. That at least tracked. His head felt large. He turned slowly. Seated beside him was a Black man in a purple turtleneck and dark slacks. He looked up.

      “Collin.”

      “Do I know you?”

      The man stood. He was tall, though not extremely tall. He held out his hand. “Émeric Moreau. My husband asked me to sit with you. He will return shortly.”

      Collin’s fingers twisted in the blanket. He glanced at the woman in the white coat, but she simply shot him a smile.

      “I’ll let you two be. Collin. You’re doing fine, if you don’t remember the last time we talked. Dehydrated and low blood sugar, signs of exhaustion, but with Mr. Moreau and Mr. Reevesworth looking after you, I’m not worried. We’ll have you checked out of here in no time.”

      Collin’s mouth opened and closed. What was ‘no time’? An hour, a couple of days? There was no way he was going to be able to pay this bill. They should have left him where he lay in the break room. Too late for that now. Maybe he could stall the debt collectors long enough to graduate next semester and then find a better job. Maybe. It took time for things to go to collections. And he could file for charity care and…

      Thoughts flew out of his brain as a warm hand settled on his.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, either share it or let it go, Collin. I suppose you’re concerned about the bill.”

      “Not to be a materialist, but…yes.” Collin kept his eyes on the blanket.

      Mr. Moreau patted the back of his hand and then squeezed it gently. “Fortunately, you fall under our insurance policy as an employee. And since you were injured on company property…”

      “I’m fairly sure I’m no longer employed, sir.” Collin risked a glance up. “I don’t know what Mr. Reevesworth has told you, but…it was my fault. I won’t make a scene, I swear. It was completely inappropriate.”

      Mr. Moreau smiled. The edges of his eyes crinkled. “I believe you are referring to trying to wash your dirty shirt in the sink.”

      “It…it was a little worse than that.” Blood burned in Collin’s cheeks.

      Mr. Moreau laughed. “I do believe that by leaving your socks till last, you rather ruined the scene for Richard. But he will survive the disappointment. Just remember. Socks should always be removed before pants.”

      He raised an eyebrow and smiled, leaning back in his chair.

      Collin blinked at him. “I didn’t have another pair of socks.”

      Mr. Moreau shook his head, his smile widening. He reached out and patted Collin’s knee through the blanket. “I think I see what drew Richard to you. Now, be a darling and stay there. I’m going to speak to your doctor and see about moving you home. And just so you know, that will be our home. You have a concussion. They won’t release you without supervision. And Ellisandre says you don’t have family here in the city.”

      The man left before Collin could find a word in his jumbled mind to speak.

      He was concussed. That was the only excuse he had. He was having concussion dreams, and it would all sort itself out later.
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        * * *

      

      Reality did not sort itself out. Three hours later, a last round of tests performed—which included a man in a white coat announcing Collin was of sane and sound mind—Mr. Moreau wheeled Collin to the elevator and out of the hospital to the sidewalk, where Ellisandre waited with a door to a sleek black car held open. They tsked and helped him into the back seat while Mr. Moreau went and entered the back seat from the street side. Then they sat in the front beside the driver, a young-looking Asian man.

      Mr. Moreau handed Collin a pair of sunglasses. “Cover your eyes. No one realizes how many light flashes driving causes. It will help you avoid headaches. Which you probably still have.”

      Mutely, Collin obeyed.

      “Collin.” Ellisandre turned in their seat. “I sent your clothes to the cleaners, all of them, even the shoes, though I’m not sure if they can get the blood out of your sneakers. Your phone is charged, but you’re not supposed to look at screens for a few days, so let someone know if you’d like anyone to check it for messages. Everything else in your backpack was safe enough. I had to lay some of it out to dry, so it’s all at the office. There was a reminder on your screen for a paper due today. Tell someone who your professor is, and we’ll contact them and get an extension. And don’t argue.”
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