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Chapter One

“Care to run it by me again?” Drew rubbed his jaw, trying to stifle his laughter while his brother prowled the small office.

“We think they’re smuggling exotic animals,” Sheffield explained, with a drawn-out sigh.

“Through a fraternity house?”

“Yes.” His brother glared, as though he was the crazy one for questioning this “case” he’d been asked to consult on.

Drew took a slow, steady breath and asked, “You know this, how?” He was trying not to sound judgemental, but he wasn’t buying this story. What the hell would a bunch of fraternity brothers want with exotic animals? He paused…the idea conjured uncomfortable images. He hoped there was no “bear pit” with the animals or dubious sexual practices. He had a weak stomach and didn’t want any part of that kind of investigation.

Still, his brother was the big bad cop in the family. Drew was the runt; the unworthy second son. Abandoned to do whatever he wanted with his life because he was already a disappointment. There wasn’t much he could do to lower his position in the family. But he was no cop, no action man, and no Sherlock Holmes. He knew nothing about solving a case or how to look for evidence of “foul play”. And he was allergic to certain animals.

“We’ve had reports of wild animals on the grounds. When we sent an officer to investigate, he was attacked by a large cat. When we tried to run the names and identities of those living in the house, we came up with nothing. These people don’t exist,” Sheffield explained, shaking his head as he paced the length of the tiny room. “We sent in another man, undercover, to grab whatever DNA he could get his hands on. What he brought back…well, the hair came back feline. Exotic cats—a panther, a lion, and a cheetah.” 

Now Drew was getting the heebie-jeebies. He wasn’t sure he wanted anything to do with exotic cats. He wasn’t allergic to cats, which meant he would need to try harder to wiggle out of this. “I’m not a cop.” And this was getting weirder by the second.

“No, which will work for us. The last few cops we’ve sent in undercover have been caught quickly. These guys are smart and professional.” The heavy stare Sheffield levelled made Drew want to shrink. But he wasn’t a five-year-old anymore. “You are a college kid looking for somewhere to belong. It will be tough. They’re private and secretive. They barely socialise outside their group of friends, and they don’t date outside the house.”

“Seriously?” Raising his hands, Drew asked for a pause as he considered those words. This job went beyond weird and into the downright kinky. “You mean—”

Sheffield nodded, a grin spreading across his lips. “They’re gay, bi or trans. They call themselves the LGBT House of Acceptance,” he revealed. Arching an amused eyebrow while pretending not to find it hilarious.

“Nice name,” Drew scoffed, knowing what Sheffield was implying.

“This isn’t anything to laugh about. These guys are serious illegal traders, and we need to shut them down,” he argued. The growl could have been funny if it wasn’t for the fact he was being used.

“Let me get this straight, brother of mine. You suggested me for this because I’m gay, right?” he asked, getting straight to the point.

“It helps.”

“Yeah. You! It won’t help me much.”

Sheffield waved off his concerns and sneered in his usual dismissive manner. “You’re a hermit. This will be good for you,” he claimed. 

Drew knew he didn’t give a shit whether it was good for him. Sheffield was like their dad—he thought being gay was a choice Drew made when he turned sixteen and came out to the family. A choice made to piss off everyone and gain attention because the almighty big brother had been accepted into the Police Academy. Fuck them. He wasn’t as narcissistic as his family.

“I happen to like being a hermit.”

“Will you do it? Because I need to tell my supervisor, and then we need to fit you for a wire. You’ll be going in tonight.” Sheffield stopped his pacing to level Drew with an intimidating stare which hadn’t worked since he was ten.

Nothing like short notice.

“No wire,” he decided.

“Excuse me?” He growled—fucking growled!—and Drew wanted badly to do a fist pump, in victory.

“You said these guys are smart? Professional? They’ll spot a wire. They’ll probably cavity search me,” he teased, wiggling his eyebrows. Sheffield was practically pimping his brother out to criminals. Not like he’d turn down a good frisking if the company was good-looking. “Let me handle it. I’ll get your evidence and report back in a week. This Saturday.”

Hell, he was being paid. He’d dress in a monkey suit and do the hula if they asked. Maybe he could use the cash to get out of this shit hole?

Sheffield raked both hands through his short dark hair. “The boss won’t like this,” he complained, in a quiet, unsure voice.

Rising from his seat, Drew tried hard not to smile. “Yeah, well he’s not done a great job so far, has he? We’ll try it my way, and, if it doesn’t work, we’ll do it your way,” he offered.

He was going to get what he could out of this. Out of this town and well away from his family. Sheffield was bearable in small doses, but the rest of his family were vipers snapping at his heels. Each one determined to ignore and berate him when he needed them. Ready to jump on board and use him for their own means when they needed a boost.

Doing this, for a bit of cash, was like when he’d attended an LGBT fundraiser with his dad a year ago, in return for a year’s worth of college tuition. As long as it got him away from his family, he had no dignity and no pride.

Not a shred.


Chapter Two

Walking up to the fraternity house, Drew removed his phone from his pocket and switched it off. He didn’t want Sheffield or his supervisor hacking into his phone, somehow turning the recording function on. Whatever happened tonight, he would do his job, but he’d do it his way.

The front doors stood shut, but enough music seeped through the cracks to let Drew figure out the beat if not the words. Taking a deep breath, he climbed the four steps to the front door and knocked.

According to Sheffield, the house wasn’t open to visitors or parties not organised by the Captain of the House, Rylee. He was taking a chance by showing up uninvited. With a duffel over his shoulder and a story to get him in the door, he waited.

The man who opened the door was nearly six-foot, with short but shaggy dirty blond hair. He had the most captivating dark brown eyes he’d ever seen, with a flicker of red which was probably a trick of the light. Gorgeous didn’t come close to describing him. “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” he said, with a quirk of a smile. His words playful, with a sexy undertone. The mention of a cat didn’t escape Drew’s notice either.

“More like kicked out,” Drew admitted, starting his cover story right off the bat. It wasn’t far from the truth. His family had kicked him out. Attending an LGBT fundraiser with his dad, for good publicity, had eased the way back in. “I heard this was the place to come if I needed a place to stay on short notice.”

The man at the door watched Drew, guarded. “According to who?”

He shrugged and grabbed the strap of his bag in both hands. “Rumours. No one in particular.” Drew knew better than to name names. Sheffield hadn’t said who to blame for the information he had about the fraternity house. “If they were wrong, I can leave. I need to know before it gets too late,” he said, as he glanced around the darkening campus grounds. He’d timed his visit to look like he’d been thrown out by his parents when they got home from work and had come straight here. It was late enough most people wouldn’t open their doors if he had to go anywhere else.

“The rumours are true,” the man admitted, taking a step back and leaving the door open. “You can stay the night, but there will be conditions if you want to stay any longer.”

Drew nodded. “Sure. I can look for somewhere else tomorrow. Thanks.” He stepped inside, passing by the tall man much closer than he would have liked.

A quick sniff from the blond’s direction had him unnerved, but he tried not to react. He kept going, further into the main hallway, then stopped. He waited to discover where he could bed down for the night.

“I’m Rylee,” the man said, holding his hand out.

“Drew.” He grasped the hand in a quick shake and watched Rylee closely. His blue eyes met brown, and a shiver crept up his spine. The Captain of the House was evaluating him, unwilling to release his hand. “Can I have my hand back?” Drew asked, flashing a smile to make it seem like a joke.

Rylee cocked his head and tugged his hand until Drew stumbled into his broad chest with a yelp of surprise. Rylee dipped his head and sniffed Drew’s chocolate brown hair, in the weirdest “hello” he’d ever had. “You seem nervous. And scared,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, well…I have been kicked out of my parents’ house and have nowhere to live. I think I have every right to be scared.” Drew’s voice showed his frustration, though his body screamed with curiosity. And a strange attraction to this odd, blunt man. “I’m now homeless and broke. Whoopie for me.” Forcing his hand out of Rylee’s grip, he gestured to the stairs straight ahead of the front door. “Want to show me where I’ll be sleeping tonight?”

Rylee’s serious look morphed into a grin. He waved Drew forwards and said, “Follow me, and I’ll find you a bunk.”

Drew followed and evaluated everything he could see as they climbed the fifteen steps. From the animal artwork on the walls to the animal prints on the fabrics, he got a good idea what the house was famed for. At the top of the stairs, a few bedrooms extended along the corridor towards the front of the house. Most extended to the corridor directly to the right, with only one straight ahead. “I’m guessing you guys are real animal lovers?” He nodded towards the nearest room.

Rylee chuckled and gave Drew’s back a gentle push towards the room on the far end of the long hallway. “An inside joke,” he claimed, completely avoiding the subject. He opened a door and gestured for Drew to go inside.

Drew laughed it off, choosing not to make a big deal out of it while casting an eye around the room. Compact, clean, simple. He was a few steps from walking into the daybed pressed against the right-hand wall and assumed the door ajar on the other side led to a bathroom. A nice perk. The double bed against the far wall was likely Rylee’s, with a wardrobe and dresser. The rest of the room was dedicated to an intense study area, a desk buried under a mountain of books and stationery.

“This is my room, but I keep a bunk for any strays who walk in on dark nights,” he chuckled, crossing to the bed under the window.

Drew tried to ignore his words, which constantly referenced animals. “Any rules I need to know about?”

Rylee perched on the edge of his bed, while Drew unpacked a wash bag from his duffel. “Don’t disrespect others. Don’t expect anyone else to clean up after you. Don’t disrespect boundaries or press a conversation when it’s clearly not wanted. No intimate touches, as some couples here are open while others are territorial.”

There he went again with the animal references. “No problem. I’m single and not on the lookout for any complications in my life,” he promised. The last thing he needed was to fall for another liar or cheater. He’d had his fill of both.

Eyeing him carefully, Rylee began an unnerving barrage of questions that shook Drew’s composure. “Are you willing to skip classes if necessary?” he added, with a glare implying necessary was a substitute for if I told you to.

“If it’s important,” Drew agreed, figuring this was a test to see if he was suited to their exotic animals export business. If he could make sure he was suitable, they might bring him in on their next trade and give him the information he needed.

“Are you allergic to animals?”

“Dogs, mostly. Horses, rabbits and fish, oddly enough.”

“Do you like animals?”

“Sure. Everything but house cats. They’re evil little bastards.”

Rylee laughed, letting his gaze drift a little further south than Drew liked. This guy was hot, big and full of muscles, the type to get his heart racing and his dick jumping for attention. But he’d been there, done that and had the physical and mental scars to prove it. He wasn’t going to fall for it again. “Can you care for others before yourself?” he asked, still smiling.

Drew frowned, not liking his tone. “I’m not a selfish asshole.” He wondered if he could ask this Rylee guy to answer the same questions. “I give money and food to the homeless when I can. If a roommate is sick or is going to miss classes, I’ll help out any way I can.”

“Good. I think we’ll get along fine.” Rylee gave a nod, suggesting Drew had passed whatever weird test he’d given. “Out of curiosity, what do you prefer I call you? Are you gay, straight, bi, trans, or nonbinary? What are your pronouns?” Rylee asked, once again throwing too many questions at once. 

Drew was glad he’d asked. He had a Female-To-Male friend who bravely battled the ignorance of their friends. Ignorant asses who continued to call him by his birth name, Rebecca. No one could accept him as Beck. “You can call me Drew. I’m gay and a “he”. You?” he asked, intrigued to find out more about this stunning specimen of a man. Not like he’d show his attraction, but there was no harm in looking and imagining.

“The same, “he”. And very gay,” Rylee replied.

Drew couldn’t help but snort, sure this guy was a regular charmer. Dangerous enough to convince him to stay far, far away.

“Well, it’s late. Take the bathroom first and get ready for bed.” With the order given, Rylee stood and crossed to the wardrobe.

Drew took a breath, overwhelmed by how quickly it happened. He’d slumped into Sheffield’s office at the unholy hour of eight o’clock, to spend most of the day reading his case-files and enduring his charming company. He thought this would be harder, but he wouldn’t argue against an early night. At least he had a bed and warmth; he hated to imagine the case if he’d been in the predicament his story indicated.

Grabbing his wash bag and a pair of loose joggers, he headed into the en suite to grab a shower and get ready for a decent night’s sleep. His mind whirled with possibilities; why Rylee had been flirting, if he could be the ringleader of an exotic animal smuggling ring. Why a frat house needed the money from an illegal operation, and how they managed to get hold of such animals.

By the time he left the bathroom and sank onto his bed to dry his hair, he wasn’t close to answering any of those questions. He avoided looking at Rylee, as he rose from his bed and disappeared into the bathroom. The man was a distraction he didn’t need.

Discarding his towel into a laundry basket by the door, Drew headed for bed. He lay with his head at the bathroom end to keep an eye on the door. Contemplating the many ways he could find answers without getting caught.

He needed to question the most gullible frat brother, which definitely wasn’t Rylee. Find new evidence of animals within the grounds, if he could. A whisker of an animal reported as stolen could close Sheffield’s case.

Ten minutes into his plans, the bathroom door opened. Drew turned onto his left side and faced the wall he hadn’t noticed had a huge mural of a wildlife savannah. Everything from elephants, lions, and gazelles painted in incredible detail across the landscape.

These guys didn’t know how to keep a secret.

Shutting his eyes tight, he ignored the footsteps of Rylee returning to his bed. If Rylee thought it was weird he’d fallen asleep quickly, he said nothing. Drew could act exhausted tomorrow or claim he’d travelled far after leaving his parents’ house. He’d think of something plausible.

He waited for the inevitable goodnight or question of whether he was asleep yet. Fingers drifted over his hair, forcing him to focus on presenting a believable sleeping figure. He’d tried to fake it when he was young, but his dad always knew he wasn’t asleep. He’d learned well since then to steady his breathing and relax his face.

“You’re beautiful,” Rylee whispered. “Beautiful but completely unaware of what you are. We’ll take care of you and bring you home, where you belong.” Those fingers trailed down his right cheek, fluttering over the pulse in his neck. “Home with me.”

Drew’s heart rate accelerated at the intimate touch from Rylee. His breath was unsteady even after Rylee removed his hand, footsteps padding the carpet as he walked away.

What the hell?

He hadn’t expected anyone to show interest, particularly on his first night. But he definitely hadn’t thought anyone would try to make a claim on him. Home with Rylee?

Tempted to roll over and ask, pretending to be groggy, a sharp intake of breath made Drew stop. The sound captured his curiosity. He made a sleepy moan and rolled over to face the room. He’d spotted a mirror beside the door able to give him a glimpse of Rylee’s bed.

When his movements drew no attention, Drew peeked his eyes open and almost gasped in shock. Rylee lay in his bed, stark fucking naked, the sheets thrown back. He wore not a stitch of clothing and tugged mercilessly at the sizeable cock in his hand. A faint growling escaped him as his hips bucked off the bed.

Drew knew he should look away, but he couldn’t. This was for him. Wasn’t that what Rylee meant when he said Drew’s home was with him? The guy thought he belonged here. It wasn’t wrong to watch a strong hand gripping his long dick, drawing the foreskin to allow his thumb to brush the slit of his head, was it? Hell, it was a thing of beauty, done in his honour. He had a right to look, didn’t he?

The problem was he didn’t want to look. He hadn’t had sex in two years since the last asshole cheated on him and left him with a black eye, three scratches, and a broken nose. Since then, Drew hadn’t been able to trust any man who was bigger than him.

Rylee, most definitely, was bigger. In the right ways.

Licking his lips, he couldn’t resist the urge. Reaching under the covers, Drew palmed his cock through his joggers, biting his lip to stop from moaning aloud. On the second nudge, his fingers catching the head to draw it up and give it a good grope, he stopped breathing.

In the reflection of the mirror, Rylee met his gaze and roared as he shot a stream of come over his chest. He never broke eye contact, as he trailed his fingertips over his chest, sweeping up his come, and licked his fingers clean.

It was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen.

“Goodnight, Drew.” His rough, orgasm-filled voice dragged Drew straight into his own spiral. He curled in and tried not to scream through one of the strongest orgasms he’d had in years.

Holy fuck!

Rubbing his face against his pillow, he tried to remember why he was here. Not to be fucked by the biggest, roughest piece of tight abs and big cock he could find. Nope. Not his mission.

Damn, if he didn’t wish it was.


Chapter Three

Drew woke, relieved he’d tiptoed into the bathroom around one o’clock to wash and change his joggers. He didn’t enjoy waking sticky from a solo venture. His teen days of suffering through those mornings were long over.

Still, it was disheartening but relieving to wake and see Rylee wasn’t in the room. His bed smelled like sex, but Drew tried not to notice. He focused on his morning ritual of shower, brush teeth, comb hair, do stretches and get dressed. Once done, he padded downstairs in his bare feet, a pair of joggers loose on his hips and a T-shirt keeping him covered in company.

He wasn’t sure if Rylee would mention what had happened last night or if he’d already told the other frat brothers. Passing through the large living room full of animal prints, Drew kept his eyes open. Gorgeous framed photos of the Serengeti, a plush sofa, and three huge La-Z-Boy armchairs, filled the space. He tried not to let the comfy surroundings matter. Not every nice home was hiding a dark secret.

The living room led into the dining room with no more than an archway, opening to a space twice as big as the living room. Drew noticed no one at the dining table, fit to seat twenty, seemed surprised to see him.

“Drew! Welcome.” A tall blond man approached with a warm smile, holding his arms out in greeting. Embracing him in a tight hug before he had a chance to back away. “We’re happy to offer you sanctuary as long as you need it.” The words were formal, welcoming, and a little weird.Drew had never been embraced into anyone’s life. Wriggling out of the hug, he flashed a weak smile and waved to the group of ten guys sitting around the dining table.

“I’m Lorcan. Let me introduce you to the boys,” he insisted, guiding Drew closer to the table. Except, he didn’t want to get too friendly with these people. They were criminals and he was here to put them in jail. “Sitting at the head of the table, I’m sure you recognise Rylee.”

Drew almost cringed when Rylee winked, his gaze drifting low while Lorcan rattled off a dozen more names. He couldn’t concentrate with such attention on him. Rylee hadn’t even been in his seat when he first looked, his T-shirt sweaty enough to imply a form of morning exercise. How did the man appear during the length of one hug?

He ignored the naming ceremony and nodded whenever one of the guys offered a smile or wave in response to their introduction. When it was over, Lorcan gestured to the seat kitty-corner from Rylee. “Nice to meet you,” Drew said, knowing their names didn’t matter. He was the new guy and could use the whole “not great with names” excuse later.

Rylee grabbed a plate and placed it at Drew’s spot, filling it with sausages, waffles, beans and bacon. “You eat meat, right?” he checked, though it was a little late if he didn’t since his plate was full of the stuff.

“Yeah,” he replied, grabbing his knife and fork. He moved half of the six sausages, two of the five pieces of bacon and two of the three waffles onto Rylee’s plate, which was already full of food. “I’m not a total pig. I’d like to be able to move when I’m finished.”

A few chuckles followed his words, though he was far from joking. He ignored them to begin eating, aware of Rylee watching from the sidelines. He didn’t once complain about the food Drew had landed on his already loaded plate. He ate slowly, never taking his eyes off Drew.

It was unnerving.

“Drew,” Lorcan said, still as eager and chirpy, “are you currently enrolled or signing on to classes? I looked for your name on the register and couldn’t find it. I was going to mark your transfer to the house on your records.” Lorcan was an early bird too. Like Rylee and his need for a pre-breakfast run. Fine. More work for him.

Swallowing, Drew relaxed with his forearms resting on the edge of the table, his knife and fork poised over his plate. “I’m registered as Andrew,” he explained, rolling his eyes at the truth. “My dad is a stuffed shirt who can’t trust me to find my own dick without help. He enrolled me under my given name as a “fuck you” to the biggest disappointment in the family.”

Lorcan’s eyes grew wide, but Rylee chuffed at his side.

“I’m pretty sure you found your dick fine, last night,” Rylee muttered. If it wasn’t for a few sniggers Drew would have hoped no one else noticed.

Glaring at the bigmouthed bastard, he snapped, “I may be a worthless little faggot, but I can find my dick fine. I have a degree in animal psychology, specialising in felines. I’ve studied animal bereavement counselling and modifying animal aggression. I’ve volunteered at a zoo, rehoming exotic animals, and was in charge of the breeding program for the big cats. I’ve done more in my twenty-five years of life than my useless piece of shit father has done in fifty years. I’m. Not. Dumb.”

That was why he was here. He was the only person Sheffield knew who had any experience with wild and exotic animals. He was perfect for the job, minus the badge.

Rylee raised an eyebrow, but it was Lorcan who sighed and spoke.

“Drew,” he said, waiting patiently for his attention. He had his hand on top of another; the guy sitting next to him, who flushed and stared at his plate. “You’re new here and don’t know us, which we’d be happy to fix. But please don’t use that word in this house. Some of us have bad experiences with it,” he hinted, glancing at the guy sitting beside him.

Clearing his throat, Drew gripped his cutlery tighter. “Sorry. I guess I’ve got a few hang-ups myself,” he admitted, shaking his head. His little tirade was hardly likely to endear him to the house. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Lorcan replied. He gripped the guy’s hand—was it Delaware?—and released him to return to his breakfast. “I can tell you have issues with your father. Most of us have trouble with family, so feel free to share. We understand, in one way or another. It’s not easy being who or what we are out in the open.”

Who or what? was a strange way to put it but Drew understood.

“Especially in Vihaan.” The sigh he released suggested life was hard there. Wherever it was. A tiny little town in the middle of nowhere, probably.

Drew gave a nod, though Rylee glared at Lorcan, who flushed under his gaze. Not knowing what the look meant, he changed the subject. “I’ve signed on for a law course. My dad insisted. I’ll bunk my classes and let him figure it out,” he confessed, earning a few more sniggers of recognition. “It doesn’t matter how many times I tell him I’m not interested, he can’t let go. Why not let him waste his money and support me for a year or two? By then, I’ll have a steady job and enough money to escape this shit hole.”

“I’m with you,” a voice said from his right. The guy was short, ginger-haired and had a sweet, cute face full of freckles. When he caught Drew looking, he flushed a burnt red and ducked his head to eat. “My folks kicked me out, too, a little over a year ago. I have a few months of my course left. The college gave me financial aid to finish. Then I’m out of here,” he elaborated, once he swallowed.

Yeah, that was the dream, right? Get Sheffield this big score at work and he was done. Gone.

*

After breakfast, the house held a meeting. Drew stayed for the housing, funding and chores, but cried off when it turned personal. He didn’t know these people well enough to eavesdrop on their private lives. No one had an objection, which helped him slip out of the house unseen.

Heading around to the back garden, he sank onto the bench propped against the side of the house. The garden was huge, more than big enough for wild cats to roam if let out to stretch their legs. Plus, the shed at the end of the garden could house cages big enough for exotic pets.

Having worked at the zoo, he knew enough to gauge sizes and needs for the wild cats Sheffield had mentioned. He made the calculations in his head, arriving at a count of four animals at one time.

Wild cats went for a cool sum these days. A clouded leopard was recently sold for five thousand, while a regular leopard was closer to four. The same went for panthers. A snow leopard’s pelt could go for eight hundred in the likes of Afghanistan. While a live tiger could earn a little over forty thousand. Photo opportunities, pay-to-play trades and sick fight clubs would buy an exotic animal for a few hours and discard them later.

If these guys had a hand in that, he’d gladly take them down.

“I feel…unstable,” a voice said close by.

Drew turned but found nothing but a vent in the side of the house. Intrigued, he slid across the bench, closer to the opening and listened. It sounded like the meeting going on inside.

“My cat is…insistent,” Rylee’s voice seeped through the cracks. “He’s flooding me with feelings I’m not ready to face and I…I don’t know what to do. Even running isn’t helping to calm him. He’s—” He stopped and sighed, sounding at the end of his wits.

It didn’t make sense. Having a cat was normal, but claiming it was “flooding” him with feelings sounded weird. Maybe he’d grown attached to one of their products and didn’t want to send it away? That would sound logical and tallied with those “do you care about animals” questions. Running. Did that mean his morning run was with the cat? Drew had missed an incredible photo opportunity, to prove they at least had wild cats on the property.

Now he had to find another way of getting proof.

At least he had confirmation Rylee was a good target. He could use the sizzling attraction between them to get information. First, he had to figure out how hard to push.

Maybe he should let Rylee seduce him?


Chapter Four

The meeting hadn’t gone to plan, but Rylee was glad to have gotten things off his chest. He forgot how good it was for the other boys to see him unravel. To show them they weren’t the only ones having trouble with control. But he wouldn’t let Drew off the hook. He’d cried off the meeting, insisting he didn’t know them well enough to hear their private thoughts and problems. Rylee wasn’t convinced. He headed to the garden, where he found Drew sitting alone on a bench, staring off into the distance.

“Are you settling in?” he asked, approaching the bench and hovering to find out if Drew was in the mood for company.

“Sure. It’s different, but not in a bad way.” Drew shrugged and sank further into the seat. Staring ahead as though he saw something important he needed time to fathom out. “I’m not used to going a whole day without a screaming match,” he joked, with enough venom Rylee could feel the pain he was hiding behind the humour.

Sitting, Rylee took a deep breath of the crisp air. “You like to deflect with sarcasm, don’t you? It’s not healthy.” He waited to find out what he was thinking and how he’d react to a little innocent questioning. “I’m not prying to know why you do it or what your dad has done to you, but I can see the massive chip on your shoulder. It shoots off rockets every time you open your mouth, in case anyone missed the flashing neon sign,” he warned. Intrigued to know if it was intentional or a survival technique he’d learned over time.

“Hello, Mr. Sarcastic. Nice to meet you.” Drew saluted him, sitting straight and adopting a straight-laced, stern look. One he dropped quickly while shaking his head in disgust.

Rylee gave him a few minutes to process what he’d said and think it over. “Do you have any friends?”

“What kind of question is that?” he raged, with a glare.

“A curious one,” he replied, intrigued to hear his first response was anger and indignation. What had happened to make Drew defensive and bypass the curiosity others had shown to such a question? “It’s the question of someone who is wondering why this fraternity house was your first stop last night. Most guys your age have a dozen friends who have sofas,” he clarified. Drew hadn’t once mentioned friends refusing to let him stay or not having the space. He hadn’t even implied he had friends.

“It’s a bloody impertinent question of a bigmouthed bastard,” Drew disagreed.

Waiting provided no answer. Rylee pushed for one. “Do you?”

“Have any friends? No,” he snapped, turning to face him while folding his arms over his chest. “No, I don’t have any fucking friends. I don’t have a boyfriend, a best friend, a decent family. I have nothing and no one. So the fuck what!”

“Exactly what I thought.” Rylee sighed and lifted his right foot onto the edge of the bench, to wrap his arms around his shin. Drew intrigued him, which had been obvious from the start. Something told him the urge to get closer ran deeper than simple curiosity. “Look, we’re a family here. We’re a little weird and quirky, but we’re decent folk. You can stay here as long as you need, whether you attend classes or not. Like you said, if your dad is paying your tuition for the year, you may as well get a place to stay out of it.”

Rylee hoped his soft, careful approach allowed Drew to think sensibly. He didn’t want the poor guy running off because they’d had less than pleasant words one time. Guys had vanished when they thought Rylee wanted to step in and be their authority figure. He didn’t want anything of the sort; he wanted the guys who stayed in their house to be honest—with him and themselves.

As much as he liked to give the benefit of the doubt, most people who came to them for shelter or advice played a part. To survive their family, friends, coworkers, or playing the straight guy, trying not to cause waves. It was important to Rylee to break them of those destructive habits before letting them loose on the world again.

As he’d hoped, his words made Drew take a slow, deep breath and release it in the same way. “Yeah.” With a dismissive shrug, he scratched his left cheek. “I’m helping my brother with a work project. Once I get paid, I can get a full-time job, get more money under my belt and get out of here,” he admitted, reaffirming the promise he’d made this morning.

“Is it bad? This town, I mean.” Rylee’s heart hurt to know he planned to move on, but it wasn’t his place to dictate where Drew went or when. He would like to get to know him better. He had a feeling he could help.

“The town is fine. It’s the bloody people who are the problem,” he grumbled, shifting, as though the admission made him nervous.

Nodding, Rylee guessed at the real meaning of those words, “Too close to home?”

“Much too close.”

“You said you’d studied a lot and you’re twenty-five?” Rylee asked, coming upon another interesting thought.

“Why does it matter?”

“Curious.”

Drew snorted, as though “curious” was an accusation. “Yeah. I’ve always loved learning, since I was little. When I left school, I kept going. I spent the next five years studying for my degree, with a few specialist courses,” he confessed quietly. “After, I took a year off, travelling around the Highlands, the islands and Ireland. When I got back, things went to shit. My dad wanted me to become a vet since he could call me a ‘doctor’ in front of his friends.”
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