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Prologue
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Two years earlier...

A man with pre-mature silver hair saw his reflection in the metal vase on the table between him and his best friend. She reached over and held his hand, the softness of her skin easing his frayed nerves. 

The silver beard he’d grown to cover the baby face he still had at forty-one years old, it clashed, the silver and his smooth face, handsome, it had been called. He didn’t think he was handsome. He looked like the old man they’d so recently buried. 

“Wolfram Reginald Peltzer, grandson of Lars Wolfram Peltzer, and Mary Louise Peltzer, son of Lars Junior, please affirm for the record and then we can proceed,” the lawyer in the four-thousand-dollar suit droned. 

“I am, all of the above.”

“Very well, Mr. Peltzer, you are the only heir to the late Mr. Peltzer’s estate, of course. However, there were provisions added when your father, the original heir, died ten years ago.”

Wolf knew there would be. He figured Lars had given every inch of land and every cent of money to his anti-everything charities. “I’m sure. What are the provisions? I get nothing?”

“No! No, Mr. Peltzer. You get, well, everything. We’re jumping ahead.”

Karolin’s voice was meant to sooth the two men, but all it seemed to accomplish was to arouse the damn lawyer. “You’ll have to understand that Wolf didn’t see eye to eye with his grandfather on a few subjects, including his...charitable donations.”

After clearing his throat and losing the flush on his cheeks Karolin had placed there, Patrick Cesnik, attorney at law, shuffled the papers in the will and continued. “I understand that, Miss, and that is the subject of the conditions of the will.”

“Conditions?” Wolf demanded. “What conditions?”

Eyeing them both, the beady-eyed lawyer said, “If you marry a woman and stay married for at least five consecutive years, you’ll inherit everything. Fail in this, and your grandfather’s estate will be broken up, sold, and the money given to his favorite charities.”

Wolf knew what that meant. Every anti-LGBTQ+ organization he’d come across, religious nut jobs who waited for the rapture, and anyone else that the old man knew Wolf would hate. 

“I see.”

“The land, homes, bank accounts, and stocks will be held in trust for seven years.”

“Oh, he’s giving me time to find a woman to marry. How fucking generous of him.”

The lawyer’s eyes met his and he grew terribly serious. “Sir, your grandfather was...to put it in a vulgar way, richer than God. Five years in a young man’s life isn’t a long sentence.”

Wolf had a revelation that made him grin. “You don’t agree with his bigotry.”

“I can’t comment on a client, sir, deceased or not, but I will say, off the record, that I’m rooting for you.”

Later, as he paced in his mother’s home, both the women in his life nagged him. “Wolf get your head out of your ass,” his mother said in her crude but to-the-point fashion. “You have a woman.”

Wolf stopped to gape at her, and then his eyes found Karolin. “Why, Wolfram, I’d be so pleased to be your blushing bride.”

“I can’t ask you to do that! Kar! That’s five years of your life. What if you meet someone?”

“What if you do? It’s a piece of paper, Wolf.”

“You heard the lawyer. It can’t be a scheme where we get married and don’t see each other again for five years until the divorce. We have to live together.”

“And?” Her chin was up, as was his mother’s. “I’m in no hurry to find someone else to marry. I love you enough to deal with your slovenly ways around the house. We were roommates in college, Wolf. What’s the difference?”

“The difference is we’re in our forties.”

“Ouch,” she exclaimed, teasing. “That hurt.”

He smoothed that over a little with, “I look it, you don’t.”

“You have silver hair, which most people would kill for, but look twelve. Get over yourself. Anyway, let’s do it. It can be like we made some pact when we were thirty. If we’re not married by forty, we’ll marry each other. You know I won’t mind you bringing home dates, and you won’t mind if I do, Wolf.”

Thinking on it, that made too much sense, and whenever things made too much sense, he inevitably fucked it up. Like his relationship with Darion...

“I spend the summers at the lodge. You hate the lodge.”

“It doesn’t say we can take separate vacations. Besides, one of these summers, I just may go with you and find I love it.”

All he could think about was how tongues would be wagging away, and it would get back to Darion that his closeted ex had a wife. Still, it was the only way to keep the lodge and keep the horrid organizations from getting all that money to spread their hate. 

“Fine. When’s the fucking wedding?”
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Chapter One
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“It’s the first day of November, Karolin. Don’t you think it’s a little early for Christmas decorations in the cabins?”

Wolf Pelzer, the polar bear best friend she was currently married to, was grumbling again. 

“I can’t believe you talked me into moving here all year long. Do you see the snow? Or did that pass your attention?”

When she married the man to keep his inheritance intact, she knew what she was getting into, and didn’t mind a bit. Of all the men the former model had been with in her life, none of them compared to the love she had for her platonic gay bestie. 

“I’m trying things out, Wolf. I realize it’s too early to have them fully decorated. It’s one cabin!”

Grumbling under his breath, he added another log to the fire of their own cabin, the one behind the office to the Silver Lodge, the business and land he owned, thanks to his homophobic grandfather. 

If it hadn’t meant so much to him, held the memories of the best times with his late father, Karolin knew he’d give up the place in a second. He wasn’t used to living there all year round, however, and the snow was making him cranky. 

She loved it. The solitude, the quiet, and she’d finally talked him into adding a Christmas season to the rentals. It was a hit the very first year, every cabin reserved from Thanksgiving to after New Year’s Day. “You’ll be making a fortune. You’re giving families and couples an old-fashioned Christmas they would never have if not for you and this place. Doesn’t that help a little to pull you out of this shitty mood?”

Wolf wasn’t usually cranky. His light shined on her from the moment they’d met nearly twenty years ago, but this forced marriage, though he loved her like she loved him, had had him tense since they’d said, “I do.”

The bell rang in the office and Wolf’s white head shot up, his silver brows furrowed. “What the hell?”

“I must have left it unlocked when I took down the orange Halloween lights this morning. I’ll go look.”

She left from the door that led from their home to the office and stopped short, glee and fear striking at once. 

A familiar face was staring at her, and his soft but clear voice said, “Angel.”

Coming out of her shock for the moment, she came back at him with, “Sorry, Darion, but I haven’t been a Victoria’s Secret angel in a very long time.”

“You’ll always be one to me.”

Rounding the counter, she went to him with arms open, and once they were embracing, she smelled the snow on his closely cropped hair. 

He was one of the most beautiful men she’d ever laid her eyes on, like her best friend, and like him as well, he was gay. “It’s good to see you, but...”

“I had to come when I heard he was sticking around for the off season.”

Pulling back, she saw it in his amber eyes, the lines on his young, fawn colored face. Darion was still in love with his former boyfriend. “He’ll be...well, glad to see you, sure, but...”

“How is he? I heard you’re married?”

Darion’s father didn’t like Wolf much, and it had nothing to do with his son’s former relationship with the man. No one except Karolin and very few others had ever known about it, because of Wolf’s grandfather. It was the biggest reason they’d broken up in the first place. Darion was outgoing and didn’t like being hidden away like a bad secret. 

“We had to. The old fuck is gone, but he made sure in the will that Wolf couldn’t come out for at least five years. We have four and a half to go.”

“Damn. The old asshole still messing with him from the grave, huh?”

Karolin saw it there, all the love the two had had for one another, and not an ounce had waned. “He was a terrible person, but at least he’s dead.”

His chuckle was as dark as she felt in that moment. 

“Hard to be happy about something like that with what he did to Wolf, and I guess keeps doing.”

From the doorway, Wolf said, “Hey, stranger.”

Karolin felt her stomach drop as she heard the barely disguised pain in Wolf’s voice. 

Darion turned on the charm, but it, too, was muted with sorrow. “I’m still strange, but no stranger than I ever was.”

Wolf was leaning on the frame of the door, his lips twitching, either in a smile or a frown, she couldn’t tell with his thick facial hair. “Home for the holidays?”

“Yeah, and maybe for good.”

“Did you finally find yourself?”

Karolin felt like an intruder, but she really didn’t know where she’d go if she tried to leave the two of them alone. 

Darion’s head ducked as he smiled nervously, his full lips spread wide and trembling. “Uh, yeah.” He righted his head to look Wolf in the eye. “Seems I was here all along.”

Karolin stepped between them, so she could get away, but remind them she was there first. She grabbed Darion into another hug and whispered, “Be gentle with him.”

“I will.”

As she left through the front, hearing the buzzer ring, she hoped it wasn’t like one of the bells in a cage match, and she’d return to see two bloody corpses. 

Walking along the cleared path to her mockup cabin, she thought back to those days, when Darion and Wolf were so in love, and so in heat, they could barely see anything or anyone else in their lives. 

That kind of heat, though, sometimes burned out or torched everything around it. Not the case with them. With them, it was the fact that Darion wasn’t going to let himself be hidden away, and he’d been too young to understand what Wolf was going through. 

Every inch of the Silver Lodge, every cabin, generator, camping spot, and even each of the trees reminded Wolf of the father he’d had for so few years in his life, but had molded him into the good, strong man he was. 

Every boulder held a memory, each trail he’d walked with his father, little hand in big, and he’d do anything to keep that part of the world as it was back then, when Wolf was a tiny boy. 

Opening the lodge for Christmas had been her idea, of course, but he hadn’t argued much. Claiming it was the money that moved him to agree, Karolin knew better. Wolf loved the city and all that it held for him, but nothing made Wolf smile like being in the woods. She wanted to give that to her friend, that feeling of peace all year long. 

Inside her cabin, as she thought of it, she felt the smile come back to her own full lips. Her long, highlighted chestnut hair was wound into a bun and she got to work, unsatisfied with the string of fake pine garland she’d placed over the sofa. 

While she took it from the miniscule hooks she found herself listening for the sounds of yelling or destruction of the office, though she knew that wasn’t their thing. Still, fire burned, and their fire could cause the place to go up in flames if they let it. 
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Seeing Ked putting on his jacket, knowing he wasn’t due at work until the following day, Sean asked, “Where you off to?”

“Going to visit Max.”

“He’s at work?”

“Not today.”

Frowning, Sean went to him and pulled the coat from his shoulders, stealing a kiss on the side of his neck. “No. I don’t want you sitting in the car for an hour in this weather.”

“I turn on the heater now and then.”

Max was poor and his father, who was basically falling apart by the appendage with the way he mistreated his diabetes, didn’t want Ked in his ramshackle home. When Ked, who’d gotten to be close friends with the shy, quiet kid, wanted to visit him, they sat in Ked’s Xterra and listened to music or talked. 

“That can only lead to the two of you being found dead of carbon monoxide poisoning.”

Ked’s slumped shoulders hurt Sean’s heart. Ked loved all his new friends in the small community of Bear Lake, but none so much as Max. The guy had gotten into Ked’s heart and ignited his protective nature. 

“I’ve got a favor to ask,” Sean started, knowing Ked’s temper would likely be sparked. 

“What? You know I’d do anything for you.”

Sean spun him around and kissed his lips tenderly before he set his forehead against Ked’s, closing his eyes, and just breathing him in. “Damn, I love you.”

“Is that what you wanted? Seems like a weird favor, being it’s you saying you love me, but I’ll grant that favor all day long.”

“Smartass. No, what I’d like is for you to speak to Brian Lauder for me.”

Ked stepped away and eyed him suspiciously. “Why? What did that shrink say about me? Does he want us to break up or stop our lifestyle? He thinks I’m bad for you, doesn’t he? Because my mouth runs on and on and I never shut up and, well forget it! I live here now, and I’ll sue! I’ll sue and throw you out, and no! I mean I’ll sue him and I’m sure, he’s a doctor, he’s got all kinds of money and I’ll buy an island to send him to live on that has no Wi-Fi, so he can’t video call you anymore, and-”

A hand was placed over his mouth, a gesture he was getting used to doing. Sean used it often to stop his rants and ramblings. 

“Jesus Christ, Ked.”

He took his hand away and Ked teased, “You sound like Dan now.”

“I didn’t say Jesus Christ eating lobster with butter dripping down his chin or whatever the hell Dan comes up with.”

Ked’s shoulders fell and he stared down at the floor. “Okay, so why does that shrink want to talk to me?”

“I told him about Max, and about Jake Christiansen’s brother possibly getting out of jail already, and a few other things. Ked, he doesn’t think you’re crazy, and neither do I. I talk to him once a week and it helps me.”

Ked nodded, giving in with that and moving back into Sean’s arms. “Sorry. I’m just always afraid someone is going to convince you that I’m no good for you.”

“No one ever could, and maybe that fear is something else you could talk to him about. I asked him to give me a call here soon. I promise, Ked, no one in the world could ever take you from me.”

“You know Darion’s back, right?”

Sean’s eyes closed as he laughed. “I heard. Small town and all, I heard before he got here. Why?”

“He’s your ex. You had a thing with him. What if...?”

“Go talk to Brian. Darion’s not even a subject worth worrying about, Ked, and you know that. Go in the living room, turn on the computer and behave for five minutes. I’ve got about thirteen new punishments set up for you that we can do indoors.”

Ked’s eyes widened as they rose to meet his. “Thirteen?”

He grinned and said, “I just thought of three more. Now, go.”

As he watched the love of his life slump off to the living room, Sean leaned back on the kitchen counter, wishing he were the type of Dom that would listen in to the session, but he wasn’t. That kind of privacy he’d never break. 

He instead pushed himself up and headed for his own coat and the workshop behind the house, where he carved his art pieces from wood and made kinky equipment for a sexual aid and clothing company that was based in Denver. 

*****
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Ked turned on the monitor, the picture of he and Sean as the wallpaper not making him smile like it usually did. Maybe Sean was right, and he needed a shrink. He’d been worried about everything Sean mentioned and more, things he’d been keeping from Sean. 

That was maybe bugging him most of all. In a good relationship, trust was important, but more than that, they weren’t in a simple relationship. They were Dominant and submissive, in the BDSM lifestyle. Ked had learned some on his own, and they’d been exploring more together. Keeping things from him, worries that Sean would want to help with, it was wrong, and he felt how wrong it was. 

After setting the hotspot on his phone to get the Wi-Fi on the computer, the only way to get it as far out as they were, he got on the video program they used to talk to clients of Sean, friends...and Dr. Brian Lauder.

It wasn’t long before the call was coming through and Ked took the mouse, clicking to answer. He saw his face on the screen, shrinking to the top right corner, and he could see how pale he was. He wondered crazily what Dr. Brian Lauder would make of that. 

“Ked! Good to see you.”

“Hi, Dr. Lauder.”

“Call me Brian, please, Ked. I’m not so formal as all that.”

I’ll bet you are with your own submissives, Ked thought, knowing Lauder had not one but two men who submitted to him. 

“Brian. Okay. Okay, so what did Sean tell you?”

Brian sat back in his leather chair and smirked. “That’s not how this works, Ked. He told me simply that you may need to talk. I’m not interested in what he thinks you may need to talk about, but truthfully, he didn’t specify anyway.”

He felt the word vomit coming up in him and he tamped it down, knowing Lauder would see that as nerves, though talking fast and a lot was normal as anything for him. 

“I just have a lot on my mind is all. I have a good friend who needs some help, I have a boyfriend I’m still getting to know, and I’m never sure if I’m doing things right with him, because, let’s face it, he’s perfect. He’d never tell me I sucked.”

Brian’s calm demeanor meant little to him, as it was likely practiced. “Go on, Ked. Tell me about this friend.”

Ked thought for sure he’d want to hear about Sean and his perfection. A nice surprise, and a welcome one, Ked did ramble a bit. “He’s the sweetest guy in the whole world, but he’s got no real life, you know? Like, he works all the time to make enough money to feed him and his dad, and his dad is in a wheelchair, so when he’s off work, he goes home to more work, taking care of his dad, and it’s all just too much! I want to help, and he won’t let me, and let’s face it, what could I do anyway? I’m no nurse or anything, but I’d like to yell at his dad, but that wouldn’t be nice, yelling at some sick guy with no legs and one arm!”

“He has only one arm and no legs? Was he in a war, too?”

Ked shook his head. “No, no, nothing like that. He has diabetes, but he won’t take care of it, eats all the time, sweets, pasta, everything he shouldn’t. They just started cutting parts off him! And Max, poor guy, has to just watch! Oh,” Ked said, feeling the bile rise in his throat. “I shouldn’t say what he has right? HIPPA laws or whatever.”

“You’re not his medical provider, Ked, you’re fine,” Brian reassured. “Listen, there is nothing you can do in that situation, as much as you’d like to help. Just be there for him, let him know, gently, there are places his father could go that would care for him, but a lot of families refuse to do that. Stop beating yourself up for things beyond your own control.”

“I’m not!” Ked saw Lauder wasn’t buying it, so he explained, “I’m not beating myself up for that, per se, it’s just that I want to help him.”

“Is there another family member that could take some of that burden?”

Sitting straight, Ked’s eyes darted all over the room as he thought about everything Max had ever said to him, and face it, that wasn’t much. The guy never spoke. “I don’t think he’s said, but I can sure find out! Do you think they’d help? Come watch the dad so maybe Max could finally get laid?”

The bile rose again as he realized he’d just revealed his new best friend’s most embarrassing secret. 

“Ked, stop getting so pale. This is confidential, and besides, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with being a virgin.”

“He thinks so! He’s like twenty-three! That’s old to never...you know, and besides, he wants to, not that he says that, because, well, he never says much of anything, but he says enough, and I know he wants to have someone, maybe not even a boyfriend, but a friend with benefits, something, just getting laid, ya know?”

“Ked, Ked, calm down. Let’s move past your friend for a moment. Sometimes it’s easier to talk about your friends and their issues than your own, and I don’t want us bogged down in that. What else is troubling you that has your boyfriend, and your Dom, I may add, so worried?”

Ked’s head shot to the side, toward the studio in the back. Though he couldn’t see Sean through the walls, he could feel him all the same. “He’s worried?”

“Of course, he is. As your Dom, he knows it’s part of his duty to you to help with things like this. All your concentration should be on him and his needs, not problems outside in the world.”

Still gazing off in the direction of Sean in the studio, Ked whispered, “I’m trying...”

“I know you are, Ked. You have an important career, and he knows that will give you worries. Tell them to him, let him help or at least listen. Is your job a concern?”

Ked looked back at the screen, angry. “No! I love my job!”

“I love mine too, but I’ve had my stresses about it, many times. Once, while I worked in a women’s prison, I was taken hostage. I came very close to dying.”

Blinking at the screen, Ked thought back to that time in his own career he came close to dying. “So, he told you about Christensen’s brother getting out of jail already.”

“Yes, Ked. I hope that wasn’t breaking a confidence. If it was, I’ll speak to Sean about it, but he told me he thought it was bothering you.”

It was bothering him. The brother Jake Christensen had been poaching with was getting out of jail. Jails were overcrowded, and since he hadn’t had a lot to do with his assault when Ked had caught them and been knocked over the head, he wasn’t considered a risk to release. 

When he caught the poachers, he’d been on his own, which had been stupid. Ked realized that, but he’d been hit over the head, and Jake wanted to kill him right then and there. Sean came along and rescued him, which was how they met. His consummate hero. 

“It doesn’t scare me if that’s what he’s worried about. I don’t think he’d hurt me. The thing is the prosecutor is coming to interview me again about his release. I don’t even know why that’s bothering me.”

“It’s bringing things back up, back into your life that you thought settled. I understand. I’ve been there, and so has Sean. He had to face the man who nearly killed him. Of anyone, I think he’d understand.”

That had gone through his mind. “I don’t want to bring that up to him.”

“I do. We speak about things every session that aren’t exactly comfortable for him, but he knows if he keeps them bottled inside himself, it’s going to fester and eat at him. The same, dearest Ked, can be said for you and your issues.”

Maybe Lauder...Brian, wasn’t as bad as he’d thought. “I’m sorry I’ve, I don’t know, mistrusted you? It’s not fair. I just thought you’d tell him I was bad for him, which maybe I am, I mean, he’s already having to call his doctor for me, and maybe that’s a bad sign, and then Darion is back, and maybe he’d be better for him, and-”

“Whoa! Hold up! Darion is back?”

Of course, Sean’s shrink would know all about Darion. Ked was sure Sean had cried long and often about losing him. “Yeah.”

“Oh, well good. I’m glad he’s well.”

Blinking harder at the screen, Ked hated him all over again. “What?”

“Darion is a sweet man. Still is, I hope. Sure, he and Sean didn’t work out, but he started Sean back on track to living in the world once again. You should be thankful to him instead of jealous.”

“I’m not jealous!”

Brian’s smirk was more annoying than the rest of him. 

“I know Sean loves me, okay? It’s not that, it’s just...”

“I understand, Ked, I do. I’m a man, in love with men. I have my jealousies. I know Sean, though, and I know a couple things about him. One, he’s very honest. If he says he loves you and not anyone else, including Darion, he’s not lying. Two, I know how much he loves you. Darion may have brought him back to the world some, but you’ve made him want to actually live in it. You’ve brought him so much joy. I’ve never seen him smile so much.”

Hearing someone else say it, maybe it shouldn’t help, but it did. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t want to delve into your mind to pull out things you didn’t want me to know, Ked. I understand that takes time and trust, but your Dom is worried, and he thought some time with me on here might help. If it didn’t, you have to tell him what might help. Let him help you. I know, being a new sub is hard. Asking someone else for help, for anything, is difficult, but even we Doms need to ask for help now and then. My boys have been there for me through some terrible times, and they still remind me to ask if I’m out of sorts. Don’t think it makes you weak. Asking for help is hard, and only the strongest of human beings can actually do it.”

When the session was over, Ked got his coat slipped onto his shoulders and he ran to the studio, still wary about interrupting Sean while he worked. He needn’t be, however, as Sean was sitting on the bed they’d placed there, for when they just couldn’t seem to make it to the house to make love, leaning over his knees, staring at the concrete floor. 

When Ked entered, Sean’s face turned up, and Ked saw the worry there. 

“It went well. I swear.”

Sighing a long breath out, Sean nodded. “Good. Good, babe, I’m glad.”

Ked went to him and knelt at his feet, taking Sean’s bushy face into both hands. “I’m sorry I worried you. I’ll come to you much more often, I swear.”

“I’d like that. I’d like to be here for you through everything if you’ll let me.”

“I’ll let you. I promise, I’ll let you.”

Sean nodded, moving in to kiss him, and under Ked’s hands, he felt Sean’s jaw moving with the deep, passionate kiss they shared, making him connect even more to the beautiful ginger man. 

“Now, go see your friend so I can get some work done.”

“Really? You don’t mind?”

“I understand you being worried about him, Ked. Just don’t sit in the damn car for an hour. Take him for a drive or make him take you inside! Shit!”

“I’ll try. Lauder...I mean...well, you know, the shrink, he gave me a great idea for how to help, and this way I can start on that.”

Sean nodded, looking more content than Ked had seen him in a while. Ked felt an inch tall with the worry he’d caused his man. “Good. Have fun and tell him hi for me.”

“I will.”
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Chapter Three
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Darion leaned his elbows on the counter, looking better than he ever had. Beefed up a bit from the skinny young man he’d been, biceps nicely rounded, neck a little thicker. His hair was still cropped short, very short, and his skin the same creamy milk chocolate that Wolf remembered licking every inch of while he was tied to his bed. 

“Awkward, I guess, but I had to come see you. I missed you, Papa Smurf.”

That made him laugh despite the tension in the room. “I told you I hated that cute little nickname you gave me.”

Darion chuckled and even his voice had aged, grown a little deeper, and much sexier. “It fits you. Perfect white beard and all. I was hoping you hadn’t shaved or something crazy like that.”

He went to the counter and the proximity to Darion was hard, the smell of him, the same flowery lotion he’d always used coming off him in gentle drifts and of course, pineapple. The man was obsessed with pineapple. “Nothing’s changed, Darion,” he whispered, hoping he’d catch the double meaning of the statement.

Darion’s eyes lowered to the counter and it was another strike of memory, the way he lowered his eyes in submission. “Maybe I have.”

“Maybe so,” he began slowly, trying to choose his words carefully. “But you can’t know how long it’ll be before having to hide our relationship will get to you again, and I won’t be hurt again. I can’t, Darion.”

“You think I want that? That I want to be hurt again, or to hurt you? Wolf, I haven’t had you off my mind this whole time, and that means something. I miss you. Don’t you...don’t you feel anything anymore for me?”

“You know I do, Darion. I’ve never felt for anyone like I did for you, and that never goes away, not really. I’ve had to hide it away, though, to keep myself from aching, and I won’t bring it back up again. Maybe in a few years when I’m finally done with all this.”

“Years? It’s been years!”

“Not enough,” he said, turning away from the man. With a voice rough from emotion that felt like it was choking him, he said, “It’s good to see you looking so well. I’ve...I’ve got to work.”

Holding the frame of the door to help keep him from falling to his knees, Wolf stayed there until he heard the door opening, felt the rush of cold breeze, and heard the buzz that announced Darion’s departure. 

Back in the main room of the living quarters, he sat hard on the couch, squeezing his eyes shut against tears that threatened. Darion...

They’d been great together, there was no denying that. They’d met accidentally, literally, on accident. Wolf slid on a patch of gravel some asshole had lost on the road, and Darion was heading to the highway at the same time. Wolf hit his rear bumper, after a hard pull to the right. 

The damage was minimal to their vehicles, but the moment Wolf saw him, he was a broken shell. The man’s smooth voice, his bright, wide grin haunted him until he called the Harrigan house, pretending to be an insurance agent, to speak to Darion about the accident. 

He hated pretending that way, but it had impressed Darion, who met him at the office of the Silver Lodge an hour later, and there began their hidden relationship. They were in bed together within hours, and rarely apart for months. 

When Wolf moved back to the city, Darion followed him, renting a small loft a couple miles from Wolf’s apartment. Not that he was there much, as he was always with Wolf, and Karolin, eventually, once they met. They became fast friends and he grilled Karolin relentlessly about everything she knew about Wolf. 

Their dive into BDSM didn’t take long, as Darion confessed his relationship with Sean Ashby had revolved around it. Wolf was trained in the ways of the Old Guard back when he was a pup, and it was his dream of finding a submissive like Darion. 

Dreams shattered, however, as he found out later. As well matched as they were in every way, Darion grew restless to move their relationship forward. He wanted to be with Wolf, live with him, out in the open, a couple, a real couple. 

Wolf couldn’t give him that. Not without giving up everything else in his life that meant something to him. Oh, he could give up the money without a second thought. The land, though, the places he’d spent as a child, the woods that molded him into a good man instead of the hate filled homophobe his grandfather was...

“How did it go? Like I can’t tell by looking at you.”

Karolin had come into the house the back way, so her presence wouldn’t be announced, and as she sat gently by him, she took his hand. 

“He looked good, didn’t he?”

He felt her nod before she answered, “Yeah, but it would be hard for him not to look good. Are you going to be okay?”

“No, but I’ll live. Hurt seeing him and not...not...”

“Telling him you never stopped loving him, that you want him back, that you’ll do just about anything to have him back in your life?”

“Except that one thing that made us break up in the first place. Am I wrong? Should I give this place up?”

Karolin sighed hard and whispered, “You’d resent him, and you knew that way back then. Nothing’s changed and until it does, you won’t make each other happy.”

Her words were true, and her hand was warm in his as it squeezed there, silently giving her strength to him for use. He’d need it as the weeks wore on and any time he was in town, he’d see Darion, he was sure. 

“God, he looked good.”

“Let’s get drunk and forget about him for a few hours. I feel like beating you at poker.”

About to deny the request, Wolf thought better of it. “If I win, you clean all the cabins when the guests leave.”

“Shit, you’re on! I want you to wear a maid’s outfit when you lose and you’re doing it. Complete with one of those little hats.”

“Fuck you,” he said, laughing.

“Don’t I wish you were straight?”

She could always pull him out of any funk. She was magical, his best friend, and someone he came to rely on too much, he knew, but she wouldn’t hear of him stopping. 

She won. Of course, she did. He knew he’d be held to the maid’s uniform, but that worry was for another day. That night, he’d go to his bed and be unable to keep from dreaming about the one that got away, but who was back in his life. 

He stayed up late to avoid it. 

*****
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Max was punching in numbers to the cash register when Ked found him that morning and had finally figured out how to ask about relatives. Sean had warned him against it but supported him regardless. That was Sean, a steady and wonderful guiding force in his life. 

“Hey, Ked,” he called over the sound of the register. 

“Hi, Max. I tried to catch you yesterday, but your car was gone.”

With a rather sad nod, his eyes cutting to the side, Max explained, “My dad. He had really bad insulin shock. Then he made up for it by making me stop at McDonalds. It was a long day.”

For one second, he’d considered not going through with his plans, but that face, a face much too tired for one so young made his mind solid on his scheme. “Did you call your aunt or whatever?”

Max looked back up at him, his brows drawn tightly together. “Aunt?”

“Don’t you have an aunt? I thought you said something like that.”

“I have an uncle, but I don’t think I’ve ever mentioned him.”

Caught in his lie, Ked thought fast. Good thing his brain was nearly as quick as his mouth. “Oh, well, it must have been someone else, but you know me, always mixed up about everything. I’m sorry about yesterday, that had to have been rough. I was going to invite you to dinner after you get off work, but I understand if you can’t come, I’d just really like you to come, maybe get a break, but I get it.”

A phone went off then and Max shoved his hand in his front pocket to retrieve it, answering as soon as he saw who the caller was. 

“Dad? You okay?”

Ked pretended to find a spot on the floor terribly interesting while Max spoke. 

“Dad, I told you, I just bought groceries. I got the lunch meat you can get into with one hand.” After a moment, he turned and whispered harshly, “You ate it all already? Dad, I work until six. I can’t bring you anything. Eat those protein bars until I can get there.”

Once the call ended, he turned, his handsome face red. “Sorry about that.”

“No, I am. I’m sorry, Max.”

He really was handsome, in that nerdish sort of way he had. His glasses with dented and beat-up frames, that he was constantly pushing up the bridge of his nose. He was tall, gangly, and always tense with sandy colored hair that stuck up in back, and when he wasn’t pushing up his glasses, he was pushing down his hair.

“Don’t. Don’t feel sorry for me, Ked. I like being friends. I don’t want someone who is just hanging around with me to pity me.”

Ked chuckled a little as he assured, “I do like you, but I can’t help feel bad for what you have to deal with. Can that be okay?”

Max nodded and tried to shove his phone back in his pocket, missed and it fell to the floor. That was the other thing about Max. He was clumsy. When he bent to pick up the phone, he didn’t pay attention to where he was moving and whapped his head into the corner of the counter, which caused him to stumble backward into the bottles of liquor that were stored behind the counter, knocking a dozen at least to the hard tiled floor. 

Ked winced as he heard at least half of them break, and the smell wafted right to him, making him feel instantly drunk. 

Rushing to help his friend to his feet, keeping his laughter contained, barely, Ked avoided the glass and the liquid enough to get Max and take him to safety. 

“Damn it! What’s wrong with me?”

“Sean said he had the same problem. He grew fast and couldn’t get control of his limbs for a long time. You’ll figure it out eventually.”

“Yeah, sure,” he grumbled. “I gotta clean that up. Mitch is gonna take that out of my pay for sure.”

Ked knew what a hit that would be to Max, who had so little money as it was. “Tell him I did it, or something.”

“He knows how I am, Ked.”

Ked helped, though Max complained about it, and as soon as he left the gas station, he was on his phone, rambling to Sean. “He needs us, Sean, he’s a mess, you should have seen him, and this all happened after his dad called, bitching about food. He’d already eaten a bunch and it stressed Max out and I don’t know what to do, I mean, I do, I need to do what we planned, but maybe he’ll hate me, and I know he probably will, he didn’t even want me to tell Mitch it was my fault all the bottles got broken, and he never lets me help with anything-”

“Stop,” Sean told him quietly but firmly. “If you can, get off early from work today and come home, ready to submit.”

With that, Sean ended the call, and Ked stared at his phone for a good minute before he let his hand drop with it to the seat of the Xterra and he righted his jaw from how it had been hanging. “How does he do that?”

What he was talking about was how, with a few words, Sean could take so much stress from Ked. He knew in his guts that Sean would help him handle anything that came along, and that gave him stress too. 

Part of what he’d been keeping from Sean was just that. Sean helped him, took so much tension from him, and Ked knew all he did was add to Sean’s. 

He made it to work to see Susan Dale, his second in command, already at work. He hated it, that she was always there when he got there, making him feel lacking, but she did live above the station in the apartment the federal government provided. 

Still, he felt as if she should be the head of the place. She’d been on the job longer, knew more, and was always on top of things. 

“Hey, Ked, how’s it going?” She started, then got a good look at him. “Oh, well, by the looks of ya, not well.”

“All kinds of stuff. Nothing pressing, though. Anything here?”

Susan nodded to his desk, which had a stack of faxed paperwork. “Dailies, of course, and the state patrol closed parts of the highway up near Stonewall after that snow they got. Glad it missed us. They got three feet in a few hours.”

His eyes widened at that, and not because of the amount, but because he hadn’t known about it. “I’m doing a shitty job.”

With a barked laugh, she asked, “And how do you figure that?”

“I should know this stuff! I’m not even paying attention to the weather alerts on my phone, I don’t know anything going on around here!”

After he sat at his desk and started rifling through the papers, she came and sat on the corner of it, setting a pudgy hand on the stack. “Talk to me, partner.”

Partner. He guessed it was true, and if he would just see it that way, he’d feel a little better. “Partner? You got a raw deal if I’m your partner. Pretty much like Sean. I’m a mess and the two of you have to clean up my messes or take care of me in some way, do all the work and let me know after, know things, do things while I’m in my own head, which everyone knows is just a big old mess of jumbled ramblings, and I hate it! I hate it!”

She stayed quiet throughout his rant and gave him a few seconds to breathe after it. 

“Feel better?”

He started to yell that, of course, he didn’t, but that wasn’t true. He did feel a lot of relief just getting it all off his chest. “See? You’re even better at knowing what I need. You and Sean.”

“You took me into this place and made sure everyone in town not only met me but gave me a chance. You have missed a couple things recently, but I’m here, and if I hadn’t been, you would have caught them no problem. You’re letting me in, finally. After all you did to get everyone else to accept me, you didn’t. Not on a professional level.

“When I first came here, you didn’t let me do much, Ked. You were on top of and in the middle of everything. You took all the calls from the state patrol, the game wardens, everyone. You didn’t let me do a whole lot.”

Ked blinked up at her and his jaw started working as he tried to find excuses or something to say. She didn’t let him. 

“I knew I was coming into a station that had a new leader, someone who’d want to do it all. We’re all like this, Ked. You’re mellowing some, and believe me, that’s a good thing. We can go for months in this job without much to do, then we get a fire, or some hiker gets lost and we’ve got to coordinate with Rocky Mountain Rescue to find them. Until then, we get what we need done and wait for the big stuff to hit. And when it does, we’re ready for it, and not burnt out.”

“I appreciate that, Susan. And...and I needed that.”

“So, good. Instead of beating yourself up, and feeling like you should lead or be led, think of us as partners, tackling this stuff together, but also know that if a decision is needed, it’s still up to you.”

“I will. You’re pretty awesome, you know that?”

“Hell yes, I do! I tell people that all the time.”

Thinking of what Sean had ordered, Ked thought about all she’d said and posed, “Can I leave early then? Maybe make some of this up to Sean?”

“I can probably take over after you get all the paperwork done. That’s still your job, boss.”

“Boss! What happened to partner?”
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Chapter Four
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After the paperwork was finished, Ked had one more chore to handle that he needed privacy for and had nothing to do with his job. The station had great internet, so he made sure Susan was busy and got to work, hunting down the elusive uncle Max mentioned. 

Ked had wanted to get much more from him about the man, but when the bottles were lying all over the floor and Max was worried over money once again, it was hard to fit in, So, what’s your uncle’s name and phone number?

He knew Max’s father’s name, of course, so he started there, not that Rudy Aragon would have a social media. Max barely had a phone and his fathers was an old flip phone, not capable of getting on the internet. 

Max had no Facebook or Instagram account either, not even a Twitter, but how would he have the time for them? Ked barely got on his own. 

Doing a general internet search of Rudy, however, brought up an address. Their beat-up place near Blue Lake. 

Possible relatives brought up a few hits, and one was a man in Florida named Ned Aragon. 

Searching for Ned, he did find the man on Facebook. He had pictures of his business, he was a realtor, and there it was, the thing that cinched it was Max’s uncle. Under schooling, his high school was listed as San Isabel High, the same high school all the kids around Bear and Blue lake went. 

He knew leaving a message on the man’s personal page may never be seen, and if he tried to friend Ned Aragon, just because he was in Bear Lake presently didn’t mean Ned would trust to add him. So, he went to the real estate page Ned listed and left a message there.

You don’t know me, but I am very good friends with your nephew, Max. He’s struggling to care for his father, your brother, and I was hoping you could help.

He then listed his phone number and thanked the man for his time, apologizing for using the business messenger. 

Once he turned off his computer, he told Susan he was heading out, and once home, looked all over for Sean, who wasn’t in the studio, like Ked thought he’d be.

Then, he found a note.

Babe, go to the bathroom, and get ready for me. It’s going to be a long afternoon.

Butterflies took off from his belly and lighted on his dick in that moment, and his grin widened before he swallowed as he thought back to the rant he’d gone on earlier that day. 

They weren’t likely to have a love fest that afternoon. Sean was going to get Ked centered, and the way Sean Ashby centered his submissive wasn’t always flowers and romance. In fact, it rarely was. It was painful and rough. 

Ked started to hurry through his routine in the bathroom before he remembered how much Sean hated him to hurry through things. Anything worth doing was worth doing right, the wise old hermit would say. 

So, taking his time, he washed, dried, and stood in front of the mirror after, seeing how red his face and upper chest were from the flush coming over him. He had once laughed at the thought of the lifestyle Sean led, gone so far as to make fun of the men wearing leather in the bar he’d gone to, at least in his own mind. 

After, though, he felt the sting of pain and the waves of pleasure it gave him, and when he felt the desire to fulfil every wish Sean could ever have wash over him, he changed. He looked forward to their times together, with Sean taking control of him. 

He found he needed it, giving up that control. He was in control at work, pushed to be in control of his friends and everything else in his life. Sean knew what he needed, and when, and like the amazing man he was, he knew Ked was out of sorts. Even a talk with the good doctor couldn’t cure him.

When he left the bathroom, naked, he padded down the hall to the bedroom and peeked in, finding it void of his Dom. He went to the kitchen and looked out of the back window there, only to see the studio still shrouded in the darkness of the shadow of the mountain. 

“Ked,” Sean said behind him, making him jump. 

As he spun, he saw Sean, looking so good in his flannel shirt and worn jeans that he could eat the ginger like a dressed-up Christmas cookie. 

“Sir.”

“Already calling me Sir. Is that excitement or anxiety?”

He started to say excitement alone, then it came out much differently. “Both.”

Hooking his finger and giving it a wag, Sean wordless called him over, and once Ked was in those arms, all was right with the world. He tried so hard to carry that with him, but he wasn’t there yet. 

“I know you are holding a lot back from me, Ked.”

As he tried to pull away and argue, Sean just held him tighter. 

“It’s true, and that’s why I wanted you to speak to Brian, but I don’t think that helped completely either. I want you to trust that I can help take away some of your worries. You trust me with your body, with your heart, but so far, you can’t trust me with your stress, and that’s going to change. I’m going to work hard for you, Ked, to earn that trust. 

As much as he wanted to shout to the rooftops that he did trust Sean with everything, he couldn’t. It was true. 

“I’m sorry. I’m trying.”

“Shh, Ked. I know you are. This is new. We’ve only begun to explore this lifestyle, our relationship itself is brand new. We have a lot to build together, and trust is one of them. I didn’t expect it all overnight, and that’s the first thing you need to know.”

Relieved beyond belief, Ked nuzzled his cheek into Sean’s chest and asked, “So how do we do that?”

After a long sigh, Sean whispered, “We delve a little deeper into the lifestyle. I want to do something to you tonight that will be scary, for the both of us, but will, hopefully, push our boundaries some.”

“You’ve pushed every boundary I’ve had so far.”

Sean chuckled, and Ked knew why. They hadn’t done much, as far as the lifestyle had gone. A lot of bondage, some pain, some orgasm denial, but Sean was leading him slowly into the life. Ked guessed that was about to change. 

“We’ve talked about things you didn’t want to ever try, things you wanted to try, and went over a lot of things, but one thing I’ve never pushed for yet, was sounding.”

At first, Ked didn’t know what he was talking about, then he remembered some of the books and articles online he’d read about the lifestyle for gay men, and the pictures came screeching into his head. 

Trying to pull away again and unable to, Ked squirmed in Sean’s tight hold. “That’s...that’s just, I don’t know, Sean, that’s big, I mean, huge, and we’re not ready!”

“Ked, hush. I’ve never pushed you too far, and if you want to stop, you have your safeword. I expect you to always be at the ready with it. I want this, and more than that, I want this for you.”

Those words from Sean, I want, they made more of an impact than anything had. “You want to do...that...to me?”

“Yes,” he said simply. 

If Sean wanted it, Ked wanted to give it to him. He moved his head and let his eyes rise to Sean’s, because Sean liked when he looked at him squarely. “I do too, then.”

As scared as he was, and he was shaking with the fear, he let Sean guide him to the back door. There, Sean had a thick robe waiting and some insulated slippers. 

“I didn’t want to take a lot of time with you undressing again,” he explained as he set the robe around Ked’s shoulders. 

“Good thinking,” Ked mumbled, wishing he’d dressed so he could stall the inevitable. 

Sounding. Placing a metal rod up a urethra. He’d seen pictures, even a partial video of it being done, way back when he was first learning about BDSM to try to snag Sean. 

The men having it done to them, their faces were a mixture of horror and bliss, much like a lot of the things couples in the lifestyle engaged in. 

Ked, himself, had been whipped with thin branches, or switches, several times, had Sean use anal beads, dildos, been bound, gagged more times than he could count, and there wasn’t one of the things he hadn’t been unsure of, but had ended up loving regardless. 

The bed Sean bought for the studio was their kink bed. It didn’t look especially malevolent, a simple full bed with wooden headboard that had thick slats. It was where, however, since the weather was too cold to play outside, like Sean favored, they’d explored. 

The windows of the studio made them feel the outdoors, even as they were warm inside, and sometimes, as they played, Ked caught Sean staring out, longingly. His thing was playing outside and using natural elements, binding Ked to trees, or having his face pushed in the dirt as they fucked. 

Inside the cozy studio, however, Ked lay on a firm mattress, and Sean took his time to bind him solidly. With a kit he’d bought that fit between the mattress and box spring, Ked could be bound with his arms and legs spread wide, leaving him open for Sean to work. 

That’s how he was bound that evening, each arm to an upper corner, his ankles to the lower ones. That told Ked they wouldn’t be fucking anytime soon. Disappointed, he closed his eyes, reminding himself that it wasn’t about him. It was about what Sean wanted and what he thought Ked needed. They had sex all the time, so it wasn’t like he was deprived. 

Sean ran his fingers down Ked’s chest in a light touch that gave him the chills. 

“This body, so tense, so beautiful. Why so tense?”

“You know why.”

His dark laughter was irritating, but Ked kept quiet about it. That was a miracle in itself. 

“It won’t be something you’ll ever forget, Ked. Having your dick fucked, well, it’s an experience.”

“You’ve...you’ve done it?”

Sean nodded as he scraped his thumbnail over Ked’s nipple. “I’ve been on the giving and receiving side of it, yes. I told you, I will do little to you that I haven’t tried myself. I want to know what you’re feeling.”

“Does it...well, of course it hurts, but a lot?”

Instead of answering right away, Sean took the limp shaft of Ked’s dick in his hand and squeezed. “Oh, there may be some pain, sure, but mostly it’s a sensation you will find uncomfortable. Strange. All your life, unless you’ve had a catheter you’ve only had the feeling of piss or cum coming out of it. Liquid, exiting. This is a solid thing, heading into it.”

Ked nodded and he found himself relaxing. Not only had Sean felt it, his explaining it helped more than he thought it would. 

As his cock was manipulated, it hardened quickly. Sean could make him hard in about a second as it was, but Ked was a little surprised he was getting turned on, knowing what was about to happen. 

“I want you to look in my eyes, Ked. Keep looking at me, even while I’m staring at what I’m doing to you. Don’t watch it going in, or you’ll freak out. The reason I tied you was so you’d be still. If you wiggle around, you could hurt yourself. That would kill me, Ked. Try, for me, and for the health of that dick I love, to be as still as you can.”

Chills came again and he trembled with them. “Okay. Okay, I think I have it.”

“Good. I’m going to start with a small one, narrow gauged, and work up a little. If you don’t hate it too much, we’ll eventually get to much bigger ones, and there’s something I’d like to do to you while it’s still winter. Call me a comical sadist, but I’d like to fuck your cock with an icicle.”

He felt his eyes go wide, and his throat worked to start spewing word vomit everywhere, though he couldn’t think of one word to say to that. 

“Not yet, babe. Calm down. Right now, I’m going to go easy on you.”

Easy? Having metal rods shoved up your dick was easy?

Sean left the bed and went to the cabinet he’d cleared of his tools and filled with their toys. Ked never looked in there, as it didn’t seem appropriate. Not only was the studio Sean’s, but their growing collection also gave him a yearning ache in his gut looking at it. 

Coming back to the bed with a bottle of lube and a small leather bag, Sean looked purposeful, his jaw clenched, and eyes set on Ked. 

From the bag he took a velvet wrapped package and he lay it on the bed, unrolling it. 

There, in order of thickness, were the metal sounds. 
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