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Warning

Welcome to All Access, a new BDSM club that promotes inclusivity. When you step through these doors, you are bound to find equality, acceptance, and even… love.

Colin: For the past year all I’ve known is heartbreak, and going to All Access was supposed to be a distraction from the pain. However, when I see my former play partner happy and in love, I flee the club, vowing never to return. 

Leaving Ohio and travelling to Alabama for a few days should help me to clear my head and help me to forget, but no amount of beautiful scenery, hot men, and southern accents could prepare me for what awaited me at the hardcore BDSM club, Flame of Fury. 

When I wake to find myself in my hotel room, I’m reeking of vomit and in extreme pain. Nothing makes sense,  except for the vaguely familiar man who promises to never leave my side, even after I tell him what I remember. 

As I try to put my life back together, Stephen's loyalty, belief, and kindness never wavers, but can I trust him after all that I've endured? 

Stephen: I've never allowed my blindness to hinder me, and that includes my sex life. As a Dominant, my main goal is to fulfill the needs of my play partners. 

When a heartbroken submissive asks for a scene, my instincts are on alert as I agree, but after ten spankings, Colin flees, and I'm left wondering about the boy  with an ache in my heart. 

A year later All Access opens, and I'm excited by the prospect of a club that caters to the disabled. More than that, I'm hoping to see Colin again. However, my joy is short-lived, because Colin is in trouble. When I see him respond to an ad that screams DANGER, I refuse to wait around. With a friend in tow I set out to rescue him, but we find him too late: He's bruised, battered, and alone.

His injuries and trauma are too much for him to bear so I agree to help him through it, but as altruism turns into guiding, nurturing, and training, I can't help but wonder about the future. 

But can I be what Colin needs after all that he’s endured?

This book contains mentions of alcoholism of a relative, sexual assault, drugging, and kidnapping. There are also graphic descriptions of rape. This book is intended for readers ages 18+!


Dedication

 

To my Auntie. Your knowledge about Alabama really helped me to create a decent setting. Your support of this book is greatly appreciated, and I love you.


Prologue

April 2021

How did one weekend with a guy from a gay bar result in my heart pounding, my dick hardening every time I saw him, and my mind racing? We’d met at Jaycee’s Saloon, and after he had taken control of my body, we went back to his house to enjoy each other. The next day, after breakfast, I wanted to impress Josaiah, so I'd put together a picnic for us.

That night, we fucked into the late hours. His fingers dominated me with just the right amount of pain as he dug them into my shoulders. Sunday morning, I noticed a change in him. He was distant, and while he pounded me, his thrusts quick and his grip tight around my thighs, it felt as if he was telling me goodbye.

However, that still didn't stop me from wanting him over and over again. From the moment he’d commanded me, I felt this need to comply and accept his demands and orders. This wasn't like other scenes I’d had in gay bars with men claiming to be dominant. They were usually too rough, but all in all, they were demanding and controlling sexually.

Josaiah was dominant through and through, confident, sexy, caring… until he turned on me. We weren't dating, but the last few weekends of our… fling were spent just being in the moment. How could he do this to me?

For the last two weeks, my days consisted of going to work, coming home, eating a light dinner, sometimes nothing at all, and sleeping. I didn't want to be reminded of Josaiah or BDSM. I usually spent my weekends going to gay bars, but I couldn't even fathom getting out of bed, let alone getting dressed for a night out. I didn't care about anything besides my job, and if I didn't have bills to pay, I probably wouldn't give a damn about that either.

A lump started to form in my throat, and I held my breath, not wanting to cry. I had done so much of that already in the last two weeks, and though I wasn't one to hold in my emotions, I couldn't allow Josaiah to get in my head. It was Friday, and tonight, I would get out of the house for a drink or a drive around town. Either way, I couldn't allow my sadness to consume me. I rose from the bed and strode into the bathroom to get ready for work. Nothing was going to ruin this day for me.

N

I pulled into Dresden High School's parking lot and turned off the engine. I bobbed my head to the thumping beat of Korn's “Idiosyncrasy.” The angry tones of Jonathan Davis's voice filled my ears, making me feel calmer. Music always helped me when I felt out of sorts, and this morning called for something heavier than Ashes Remain or Shinedown.

Students milled about, and a few of them engaged in intense conversation. One girl clenched and unclenched her fist while another was yelling at her. I tended to stay out of high school drama, my mind otherwise occupied by books or football. I waved at a few teachers as the song ended and exited my red Jeep.

It's good to have my car back. It had been in the shop for a month, and I was grateful that I wouldn't have to take an Uber again. Most importantly, I regretted meeting that jackass Caleb because if it wasn't for him… No! Don't go there!

I’d worked at DHS for four years and enjoyed the manual labor. There were some unpleasant moments but seeing the students’ smiling faces made any bad day turn around. The staff at DHS treated me well, and I thoroughly enjoyed working here.

It was a relaxed environment, and cleaning kept my mind occupied and my body moving. I never thought I'd be mopping bathrooms for a living once I graduated high school, but my auntie always told me:

“You never know what God has in store. Just take life one day at a time.”

So, who was I to argue with the Lord about my new job as a janitor? School was fun and all, but college just wasn't for me. I had thought about volunteering, but I wanted to get paid. I had previously worked at a library, applying for other jobs during my time there. I’d gotten a call back from DHS saying they needed a janitor. While checking out and organizing books was fun, Auntie always reminded me:

“A little manual labor never hurt nobody.”

I couldn't have agreed more. After a hard day’s work of mopping, wiping, and scrubbing, I always felt exhausted and dirty. But the bathrooms shined, the trash cans were empty, and the windows gleamed, so it was rewarding.

After the students were escorted to their classes, I headed upstairs to the second floor to clean the bathrooms. When the door closed behind me, I set to work scrubbing the sinks and toilets vigorously. I wanted the porcelain to shine. When I was sure my hands would fall off, I mopped the floor, watching the dirt and grime disappear.

Out of nowhere, a memory of me washing Josaiah as we showered together after our first meeting popped into my head. As the soap went down the drain, I couldn't help but marvel at his body, his firm muscled arms and legs, how the water ran down his back and his beautiful round ass. In my head, I watched as he rubbed the towel over his plump frame, and I shivered. Fuck!

My gaze landed on the clean floor below, and I buried my face into my shirt as another memory assaulted me. Two men were between Josaiah's legs, one fucking the other while he sucked at Jo's dick. Another man, the African American who had basically told me to fuck off, had his dick deep in Josaiah's throat.

Tears pricked the corners of my eyes, and I threw down the mop, rushing into the nearest stall. I couldn't hold it in any longer and I slumped to the floor, my body shaking as I hiccupped. I had cried when my ex from high school, Dwayne, and I had broken up, but this… this was different.

Back then I was young and horny, and while I thought that we would last, I also knew that all good things came to an end. He found me too clingy, and since then I hadn’t allowed myself to get close to anyone… until recently.

Now I knew what I wanted, and I thought I had found it with the dominant man from Jaycee’s Saloon. But seeing Josaiah's eyes so full of lust and hunger for other men, proved that I was wrong. After one weekend with him I wanted more than just sex, but after that awful night, it was obvious that I wasn't what he wanted. Get it together, man. Get up and do your job!

After wiping my eyes and nose with toilet paper, I flushed it down and walked out of the stall. I picked up the mop, plunged it into the cleaning solution, and watched as the dirt turned the water brown. As I worked my way through each stall, I focused on the rhythm of my movements, losing myself in the feel of the motion. How did I manage to lose control like that? I shook my head as I gathered my supplies to finish the last few hours of my workday. I need to stop thinking about him.

N

I smiled at the young man with a gold earring in his ear as he attached a wristband to my arm. They signified ranking: mine was blue, which told men I was a bottom. I scanned the bar's main area, watching men in various activities. Sensuously groping one another in dark areas of the bar, making out, their eyes only for each other, grinding slowly to the Trey Songz song that pulsed from the speakers.

I closed my eyes as my mind wandered to the last time Josaiah and I were here. I was carrying him out of the bar, his body heavy, not just from his weight, but because of the alcohol he had consumed. I had watched as he downed glass after glass of something or other, his hands and mouth greedily taking what he wanted from multiple men.

I could hear my ragged breathing in my ears and opened my eyes. I swiftly walked to the bar, hoisted myself onto a stool, and waited patiently for the bartender, Joey, to serve me. Maybe I'll order something strong. It's not like I am getting fucked tonight. Although on second thought, if I were to get fucked, a non-alcoholic beverage would keep my head clear so that I could remember the experience.

“Yo, man. What can I get for you?”

“A water, please.” Suddenly, I felt like I was going to cry, and the cold beverage would help keep the tears at bay.

“I haven't seen you since you carried Jo outta here. How is he?” he asked as he filled a cup with ice. 

I lowered my eyes, a lump the size of a golf ball forming in my throat.

Please, don't cry, not here!

“Hey, are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said softly as I took the glass from him, the coldness from the ice cooling my now warm hands. I took a long swig, set the glass on the bar, and regarded Joey. I shook my head. “I'm not sure how he's doing.”

“Oooh, trouble in paradise?” He looked at me expectantly, awaiting my answer, but I turned my head.

It's none of your business.

“Okay, so you don't wanna talk? Why are you here then? You look like you've had one helluva week. Want something stronger?”

I dropped my head into my hands, not wanting to divulge the pain, hurt, and anger that I felt. Inhaling deeply to calm myself, I turned back toward him and shook my head.

“Suit yourself,” he muttered as he walked away to serve other patrons.

Sipping on my water, I watched the men. Some wore practically nothing while others wore leather outfits, the material hugging their muscles and curves just right. I tore my eyes away as I watched a twink with a nose ring on his knees, his Dominant's hand tousling his hair as he reached to fasten a play collar around his neck. I squeezed my eyes shut again, wishing with all my might that I could just forget BDSM altogether.

After meeting Josaiah, I did a little more research into the subject and the different implements used for pain and pleasure. It seemed everywhere I looked, something jarred a memory or a thought of the lifestyle, and I hated it so much! Maybe it was a mistake coming back here. Slamming my glass down on the bar, I raised my hand. One more drink, and I'll leave. I could feel the tension building in my shoulders.

“Joey!” I snapped, not caring about my tone of voice.

“What's up?” His eyes were searching my face, concern evident in his expression.

“Another glass of water, please,” I huffed, avoiding his gaze and looked at the patrons surrounding the bar.

Most men were engaged in conversation, but others were eating, drinking, and laughing loudly. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a man sitting alone at the far-left corner of the bar, and I snickered. His hair is fucking purple!

I focused on his body language: how his folded, hairy arms rested on the bar, his long fingers tapped the glass that he was holding, and he seemed oblivious to the men ogling him.

Why am I looking at other men? I knew that Josaiah and I were over, and he had betrayed me, but I still felt a tug in my heart when I thought about him. Maybe this was a mistake. All I had wanted was to get away from my thoughts of Josaiah, and just be in the moment.

Jaycee’s Saloon was where I used to come and unwind after a long week, getting fucked and sucked, but now all it held were memories, both good and bad. There was nothing left for me here. As I stood to go, I took one last glance at the guy with the purple hair. He seemed not to notice anything around him.

I walked a few steps in his direction to get a better view. Holy fuck! He was hotter up close, the muscles in his arms and back taut, his hair combed back making it appear smooth, his face shaven and clean. I licked my lips and walked closer to the man. I stopped as he turned toward me. He raised his face in my direction, and I couldn’t take my eyes off his. He didn’t look at me directly, and his eyes were cloudy.

Inhaling deeply, I stepped back and squeezed my lips together. He's blind, could he know Josaiah? 

Don't be ridiculous! I was sure that there were plenty of disabled people in Columbus, which meant that not everyone hung out in the same circles. I kicked myself for thinking such stupid thoughts and turned around to regard the man.

“Hi,” I said quietly.

“Hello. How are you tonight?”

His voice was deep and rich, and I couldn't help but gaze at his plump lips. I wanted a change of scenery, a chance to stop thinking about Josaiah. Could this man hold the key to me forgetting for just one night? I sighed and slid onto the stool next to him. I opened my mouth, and the words tumbled out before I could stop them.

“I could be better. It's been a rough week. Well, a rough couple of weeks. My previous top cheated on me, and I'm not taking it so well.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” he replied, shifting closer to me. My reflexes kicked in, and I moved away from him to put some distance between us. “Is that why you're here? To get away from it all?”

“Yes,” I whispered. “All I do is think about his betrayal, the lust and hunger in his eyes, the other men. God, I was so stupid!”

“Okay,” he said as he put his chin in his hands. “I'm not sure what happened, but no matter what, it wasn't your fault.”

“You don’t even know me,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. You hardly know yourself. “How can you be so sure that I didn't do anything to make him cheat on me? Maybe I was a bad play partner.” 

I wondered if he had any knowledge of the lifestyle, and as a small smile crossed his face, I knew he understood what I was talking about.

“Tell me, how long had you known your previous top?”

“A month.”

“Was there vetting? Or was it pickup play at a party?”

I knew the questions were valid and the man was waiting for me to answer, but I couldn't. I already felt bad enough about our stupid fling, and my foolish feelings. So why couldn't I just let this go?

“I don't want to talk about this anymore!” I crossed my arms in frustration. “Why are you here, anyway?”

“Not confrontational, are we?” He pressed his lips together as if he was holding back something. “Well, I just wanted to get out of my house. Work has been pretty busy, and I needed somewhere to unwind.”

“I'm sorry.” I turned away from him, and my eyes landed on the couple from earlier. The Dom was leading his sub by the collar into the back of the bar. I shuddered, my mind replaying my first meeting with Josaiah. Pickup play, that's exactly what it was. No negotiation, no limits, nothing but a safe word and sex. I just needed to forget. I took a deep breath. Can I do this? “So, are you a Dom?”

“Yes, I am.” He propped his elbows on the edge of the bar as he spoke, and I smiled. Just let go. Let him take your worries away. Isn't that why you came out tonight? “Why do you ask? Are you interested in setting up a scene?”

“I want to have a scene with you, yes.”

“Were you looking for something specific? Are you up for a scene tonight? If…”

“Yes!” I exclaimed, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. “Please, I need this.”

“Okay.” He dropped the white cane onto the tiled floor and turned to face me. “First things first, what's your name? We've gotta start somewhere.”

“Colin, yours?”

“My name’s Stephen. Nice to meet you.” He reached out his right hand, and I placed mine in his. We shook, and I pulled away quickly. Don't get too attached to him like you did with Josaiah, remember? “What are your safe words?”

“Fire for stop and icicle for slow down.” I sighed, wishing that the interrogation was over so that I could just… feel. I don't want to think.

“Noted. Now, let's discuss your limits.”

We went through all the formalities: discussing limits, health issues, aftercare, and rules. This was all new to me, but I knew the terminology from the Internet. I’d had a few experiences with tops claiming to be dominant, so I knew what I liked, didn't like, and what I was interested in trying. Stephen handled everything perfectly, and I marveled at how calm and confident he was.

“What type of play are you looking for tonight, Colin?” 

I couldn't take my eyes off him as he climbed down from the stool.

“Impact play, please.”

N

This couldn't be happening! I was about to have a scene with another man, but why? Was I doing this because I missed Josaiah, and wanted to prove that I could live without him? Was it because I was lonely, and I needed a connection? Was I that desperate for a man's touch? As thoughts filled my head, I shook myself and inhaled deeply.

Calm down. You're going to be okay. It was too quiet. Where was Stephen? I was on my hands and knees on a bed in one of the back rooms of the bar, naked, and all I wanted to feel was…

“Are you ready, Colin?” His deep voice was near my ear, and I shivered at the closeness.

“Yes, Sir.” A tremor coursed through my body at the honorific I had just used for Stephen. He's not Josaiah. I bit my lip hard, attempting to keep my thoughts quiet. No matter how I felt about Josaiah, I wanted to enjoy this scene with Stephen.

His hands rubbed up and down my back slowly, and I started to relax. Minutes seemed to pass with no change, and I exhaled as my worries became background noise. I then closed my eyes as those same hands moved to caress my ass. I stiffened.

“Relax, Colin.” His voice was soft as he trailed his fingers down each cheek. “Don't think, don't speak, just feel.”

I breathed deeply as Stephen's hands caressed my back again, calming and grounding me. I need this. My muscles relaxed as his fingers traveled over my ass cheeks, and before I could blink, the lightest slap fell on my ass. More caresses, and then another light slap on my left ass cheek.

 I focused on the pattern. Caress, slap, caress, slap. Soon enough, all I could do was feel as the smacks grew in intensity. This felt… good. It wasn't sex, but Stephen's hands were gentle, maybe too gentle. Suddenly, I was assaulted by memories of Josaiah.

The way he bit my earlobe after our first time fucking. How he told me my mouth was exquisite our first night together. Josaiah's sigh as I brought him to orgasm in Caleb's car. Why was this happening now? Why? Then the angry words I had spouted at Josaiah before I left his apartment returned to me, and my chest tightened. I bolted upright.

“Fire.” I felt air where Stephen's hands once were. He was near me, but I couldn't tell him what was troubling me. I need to get out of here. “I'm sorry, I can't do this.”

“Are you okay?”

I ignored him as I scrambled from the bed and swiftly dressed after finding my clothes. I fumbled and stumbled while putting on my socks and shoes, desperately wanting to be out of this back room. I kept my eyes on my feet as I stood, grabbed my jacket, and turned to walk out. I glanced over my shoulder at Stephen, and I saw the bewildered look on his face. What if he needs help getting back out to the bar? I shook my head and stepped toward the door.

“Goodbye,” I said as I stood in the hallway, and as the door closed with a click, I knew that this would be my last time here at Jaycee’s Saloon.


Chapter One

Stephen

September 2022

I relaxed into my mattress as Vanessa Carlton's voice played from the stereo in the corner. It was Friday, September 2, and I had busted my ass at work coding websites and helping Grenade Tech with their site’s accessibility. The company that I worked for, LaMoyer Tech Firm, helped to make other companies' websites more accessible for the blind and visually impaired. I was very skilled in coding, and when they hired me at twenty-three, I was eager to get started.

Though I loved my job, there were days when I wanted to pull my hair out. This week had been busy with two clients wanting their sites completed by the end of the week, plus helping other businesses with their sites.

When I clocked out at 5 p.m., I was ready for a bath, some pizza, and a relaxing weekend. My phone buzzed and I unlocked it. As I double-tapped on Dennis's message, I smiled. We had met at The Ranger, and after realizing how much we had in common, he agreed to train me as a Dominant.

Upon realizing that I would benefit from further training with someone who was also disabled and could offer a more hands-on approach, he recommended Cameron, a frequent member of the bar who was also blind and used a wheelchair. Since then, he always had my back and sometimes, we visited The Ranger together, too.

Yo, man. U need 2 check out LBM! There's an ad for a new BDSM club in town on the front page. Blind people own it. Check it out and get bck 2 me. I WANNA GO!!!!!

Wow! I swiped to my Google Chrome app and typed in the website for LeatherBoundMen. Sure enough, as I was scrolling through the announcements an advertisement caught my attention.

A BDSM Club That Caters to Everyone!

Welcome to All Access! This club was created with one goal in mind—equality. The owners, Jenny Lawrence and Cyrus Malone, are blind D/s partners who wanted a place that catered to everyone, including the disabled. We are excited for you to join us on September 3, 2022, for our grand opening! Our tour will take place at 7:00 p.m. and the festivities begin at 8:00 p.m.! This is a two-hour event. Food and drinks will be provided.

Below are the rules and regulations for the club:

1. Each person who walks through our doors will be handed a wristband to signify their status: red equals Dominant, blue equals submissive, yellow equals switch, pink equals other, and green equals visitor.

2. Everyone will be handed a packet: inside you will find a pamphlet outlining the rules and guidelines for the club, a BDSM basics guide, and an application form to fill out if interested in becoming a member. If you need any of these materials in an alternative format, please let one of our staff members know and we’ll be happy to assist you.

3. Dress code is strictly vanilla until 8:30 p.m. After that, you can wear whatever you'd like, including nothing if that's your preference. We ask that you use the lockers in the alcove to store your belongings. Remember to gather your possessions after each use. We will not be responsible for your things.

4. Open play is permitted in the main area, and there will be a bin of toys for you to use. After each use, please, sanitize them with the supplies provided and then place in the white sterilization bins around the perimeter of the main area.

5. Private rooms are available on the second and third floors. We ask that you clean up after yourselves and leave the spaces exactly as you found them. The third floor is reserved for extreme play ONLY, so we ask that you have knowledge of the play and required tools. If something doesn't feel, see, or sound right, stop everything and find a dungeon monitor. They will be wearing black shirts with DM painted across the front and will be standing next to cardboard signs.

6. We ask that all members abide by SSC, RACK, and PRICK. If it is brought to our attention that a scene violates these guidelines, a discussion will take place. If you are found to be in direct violation of these mandatory rules, you will be removed from the property, and your membership will be revoked.

This is a FREE event. There is a fee for membership and, if you are interested, information will be available in the packet provided.

If you are happy to comply with the rules, get ready to party with us this weekend! We welcome any questions, comments, or suggestions and you can leave those via email at:

allaccessequal6798@gmail.com

This was fantastic! I was excited to be surrounded by people who I could relate to. However, this was a new place that I would need to learn the layout of, and with so many people, how would I accomplish that? It's not going to happen overnight. I knew I was overthinking things, but I needed to be prepared.

Maybe it was the not knowing that had my mind and heart racing, and that could be chalked up to a past filled with constant moving and not enough time to prepare. In and out of homes, not being able to keep what was important to me… how could someone at such a young age prepare for that?

Either way, I was excited about the opening of All Access. It would be a nice change from the other gay bars I visited. The Ranger was a step up, but the new club might be just what the BDSM community in Columbus needed.

Swiping further down the page, another ad caught my attention:

Wild and dark? Fantasy or reality…

“Hello?” Dennis was on the line.

“Yo, man. Did you look at the ad for that new club?” Dennis sounded cheerful, and I couldn't help but smile.

“Yes, and I have to say that I'm excited and intrigued to meet the owners and see what they've done with the place.”

“So, you'll go?”

I could only imagine my friend bouncing on his bed as he clutched the phone to his ear.

“Yes, I will.”

“I knew you'd be interested. So, anything new? How's work? You still staying away from the clubs because of that dude? Oh, what's his name? Carlton?”

“Work is good, man,” I answered, biting back a groan. “It’s been a busy week, which is why I was hoping for a relaxing weekend. Now, I have to get dressed tomorrow night instead of lounging around naked.”

“That's a sight I'd like to see,” he snickered, and I laughed. “So, once again you're avoiding my question about Carlton? What's going on? Are you going to let this dude keep you from exploring the lifestyle?”

“First of all,” I huffed, “his name's Colin. I know that I haven’t been very active within the lifestyle lately, but I can promise you I’m not giving up.” Let it go.

“Whatever you say,” Dennis said softly, and I knew he was worried about me. “Either way, we're going to All Access tomorrow to let loose. You definitely need it. You've been working your ass off and haven't played in so long. I'm starting to worry about you.”

He was right. Work had been a distraction from my reality. I was curious about the submissive who obviously had feelings for someone else. Honestly, there was something about Colin that I couldn't shake, something that called to me as a Dominant.

When we had our first scene I'd felt it, and after he ran out of Jaycee’s Saloon my instincts were on alert. He needed something, or someone. The way he pleaded with me for a scene told me he was either running away from something or needed to get out of his head.

I tried to help him. But when his body scrambled off the bed as if it was on fire, I knew something was wrong, although he didn't want to talk about it. The poor boy needed to be saved.

“Um, hello? Earth to Stephen. Are you listening to me?”

“I zoned out, sorry.” I cleared my throat. “What were you saying?”

“See, you can't stop thinking about the poor boy. Just be ready by 6:30 p.m. tomorrow, okay? And have a drink, or two, or three. You need it. Rid your mind of everything, including Colin. Tomorrow night’s gonna be epic, and I don't need your sour mood to ruin it.”

I chuckled as I heard a click. After turning up my stereo, I went online to order a pepperoni and sausage pizza, bobbing my head to the I Prevail song blaring from the speakers. Maybe Dennis was right. I needed to get out and see what could be. Still, a small part of me wondered about Colin and if he was okay.


Chapter Two

Colin

With my phone in one hand and a glass of pink Moscato in the other, I sat at my kitchen table with my feet propped up. Since school was back in session, a janitor's work was never done, and I was glad when the hands on the clock showed 3 p.m. I had come home, showered, and now I had plans with nothing but a couch, a television, and my phone for the rest of the weekend.

I was scrolling through LeatherBoundMen.com when an ad popped up for a new club in town. I scanned the contents and shivered. The opening night was tomorrow, and it was open to everyone, including disabled persons. I shook my head as I kept scrolling, trying to ignore the thoughts tumbling through my mind.

I had avoided anything BDSM-related for over a year, mostly because I had messed up horribly. First, I had caught feelings for a Dominant who was also a player. Then I came close to having a wonderful scene with a man who seemed genuine, and I couldn't control my emotions or thoughts, so I bailed.

Some submissive I am. I’d continued to research the lifestyle until recently. I wanted to at least have the basics just in case I met someone who understood me and what I was after. However, in the past year, I realized that I wasn't sure what I was looking for.

BDSM had been something new for me to explore, and when I found the one person that I thought could show me the way, I jumped in feet first and got hurt in the end. What is wrong with me? 

Then there was Stephen, that genuinely nice guy at Jaycee’s who took me up on my offer to have a scene, and I blew it by allowing my feelings and thoughts about Josaiah to consume me.

The worst part was that I ran out of the club like a scared little kid, vowing never to return. I sighed as I rubbed my temples. Maybe I should just call it a night. Then, as I was about to log out of the site, a hot pink banner with red letters caught my eye.

Wild and Dark? Fantasy or Reality? Come to Flame of Fury, where the darkness is accepted, and your inner beast can run wild. Membership is not necessary, but we will require you to fill out and sign a waiver. If you're new to the Flame, please feel free to check out our website and FAQs to see what we're all about.

What type of club was this? I logged out of LBM and slowly finished the rest of my Moscato. Inner beast? Dark? Wild? I shook my head as I trudged into my bedroom, my thoughts once again on a rampage. This time, though, they weren't nagging or suffocating, but curious. Pulling the quilt over my body, I relaxed into the mattress. Sleep seemed like the perfect way to stop my thoughts.
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I stood in the kitchen, stirring eggs and watching bacon in the skillet. My coffee cup sat on the counter, and I inhaled its sweet aroma. What a good weekend it is going to be. I had slept well, all things considered, and I was looking forward to nothing but relaxation today and tomorrow. I turned off the burner on which the skillet sat and set to work plating my food.

While I devoured my meal, I scrolled through social media. When nothing of interest caught my attention, I logged onto LeatherBoundMen.com. After deleting a friend request and message from a creepy old guy trying to get his rocks off, I switched to the home page.

That same ad from last night about the BDSM club for the disabled was still there, and I scrolled on, searching for the other club that had called to me in a way I'd never expected. The colorful banner popped up, and I reread the ad. Wild and dark? Fantasy or reality? Inner beast? Accepted?

Will I be accepted here? Why was this club calling to me, or better yet, why did I feel so drawn to the enticing words? After typing the club’s name into Google, I waited for the page to load. When it finally did, I focused on the screen where words were swimming before my eyes.

Welcome to Flame of Fury! This isn't your ordinary BDSM club. When you walk through our doors, you are taking a step over to the dark side. We play hard, rough, and with a smile on our faces, because EXTREME is our middle name, and we are not afraid of pain. However, we do abide by SSC, RACK, and PRICK. So, join us for a little fun, games, and pain!

Images swarmed in my head of crops, paddles, whips, marks, bruises, welts, and blood. I shuddered, but I kept reading through the testimonials and the FAQs and looked at pictures of the interior. I was in awe of what I saw, and after bookmarking the page, I clicked back to LBM. How extreme is extreme? I had watched porn videos of cock and ball torture, nipple clamps, and wax play, but nothing more than that. Was there more to it? Shaking my head, I picked up my dishes and carried them over to the sink. Can I handle more?

After the dishes were put away and the table wiped down, I retired to my couch to watch cartoons. Looney Tunes was playing, and as I relaxed into the soft cushions, I picked up my phone from its place on the coffee table. The ad was still open, and I closed it feeling the familiar tug from last night. The logo for All Access appeared within my line of vision, and I groaned. I opened the ad and read the contents once more. Hmm, both of the owners were blind. Did they know…?

No! I inhaled deeply to calm my now racing heart. Their opening night was tonight at 8:00 p.m. What if Josaiah would be there? Biting my lip, I pondered my choices. On the one hand, I had nothing planned for the weekend, and I hadn't left my house to do anything fun in… how long?

On the other, what if Josaiah did attend? Would I be able to face him? Would he want to talk to me? Had he found someone? Get over yourself. You're just making up excuses. If I went to All Access tonight, I would be getting out of the house, but I might also meet someone who shared my interest in BDSM, and with whom I could explore this lifestyle further.

I snickered, knowing that the probability of that happening was unlikely. No one had shown interest in me since… well, since Stephen. Will he be there? My mouth became dry as I thought about our first meeting. No way! I like Josaiah. I knew that things with Josaiah and I were over, but I just couldn't seem to shake him.

On the other hand, Stephen had given me what I needed at that moment, an escape. Going tonight might mean I’d get to see him. Then I could apologize for the way I acted after our scene. I sighed as I scrolled to the end of the page, and the colorful letters caught my eye once more. After logging out, I tucked my feet underneath my body and turned up the cartoon. Well, if all else fails, I have a backup plan.


Chapter Three

Stephen

When we exited the car, I inhaled deeply, my stomach doing flips. I had no reason to be nervous because I would be surrounded by people just like me. We'd have a commonality that I didn't share with anyone at the gay bars I frequented, and that thought alone made me smile. Then why do I feel like I'm going to throw up? I felt Dennis's presence on my left side and held onto his elbow.

“Nervous?”

“A little,” I admitted. “I'm sure the nerves will go away when I'm mingling and talking with everyone. How about you?”

“Nah,” Dennis replied. “I think the whole idea of disability inclusion is wonderful. Maybe I'll find me a nice boy tonight, but I'm not counting on it. I'm just here to support you. Are you ready to go in?”

“Yes.”

As we walked, I could hear the sounds of pedestrians talking and oncoming traffic. I could feel the cool night air on my face, and I could smell the scent of fried foods and cigarettes. What would happen tonight? Would I be approached by anyone? My thoughts were interrupted as a tinkling sound came from behind me.

Dennis told me to step up and my senses were on alert as I did as instructed. From behind a closed door, I could hear the thumping beat of “Alcohol” by Jamie Foxx and hushed voices could be heard in front of me. The overpowering scent of perfume had me holding my breath, then Dennis's presence was back on my left side.

“Welcome to All Access,” a woman greeted us. “I'm Jenny, and this is Rachel. We will be checking you in today. May I get your names, please?”

“I'm Dennis, and next to me is Stephen.” He nudged me, and I could feel his tall figure loom over me as he whispered into my ear. “She's the club owner.”

“Nice to meet you both.” That must be Rachel. Her voice was lower in pitch than Jenny's. “Let's get your paperwork filled out. Stephen, would you like a Braille form?” Wow! They had thought of the one thing that worried me the most: having the entire form read to me, which took time. I could do this without help, and I smiled as I nodded.

Fifteen minutes later, a wristband was placed on my arm, and I heard a click. The raspy tones of Adele grew louder as the doors opened, and I was led inside by Dennis. Two minutes later, my hand was placed on a chair, and I pulled it out.

“This place looks amazing,” Dennis commented as he sat next to me. “They have chandeliers, strobe lights, everything!”

I couldn't help but laugh at my friend's excitement. He'd always been in awe of glamorous and fancy things. If the club looked this nice, I couldn't imagine what the private rooms looked like. Probably well-stocked and as clean as a whistle. Soon a Willow Smith song had my head swaying.

“Don't even try it,” Dennis said as he laughed loudly. “You don't have enough hair to whip.”

We laughed for what felt like forever, and as I composed myself, I folded my arms across my stomach. There was never a dull moment whenever Dennis was around. Besides, the laughter had helped to loosen up my nerves.

“Want anything to drink?” he asked as he snickered, and I broke into another fit of laughter.

“Yes, please,” I said after catching my breath. “A glass of Moscato is fine.”

“Okay, be right back.”

As he walked away, I relaxed into my seat. I could hear people mingling and talking around me, and I hoped desperately that I wouldn't be sitting here all night. Being blind had its disadvantages, like not feeling brave enough to just jump into conversations.

There was a fear of being stared at and judged silently, but with Dennis here I felt better about meeting people. I could feel the presence of a figure looming over me, and I smiled. It was Dennis.

“I got you a tall glass. Drink up.”

I touched the glass, and holy hell! He wasn't lying. It was tall and wide, and I sighed as the first drops of the wine touched my tongue. A Beatles song could be heard through the speakers, and I chuckled. I liked all types of music, and a few songs by the band were included in my music library.

“Someone's approaching us,” Dennis said, placing a napkin in my hand.

“Hi, Dennis and Stephen,” a man's voice boomed to the right of me. “I'm Cyrus, the other owner of All Access. I hope you are enjoying the club so far.”

“Very much. I like what you've done with the place,” Dennis piped up before I could respond.

“Thank you. We wanted this club to be something different. Stephen, I understand that you are blind. Did you find the check-in process easy?”

“Yes,” I answered, a smile lighting up my face. They get me. “Having the ability to fill out my own application means a lot. I hate having things read to me.”

“I hear you,” Cyrus said. “Are you guys all right?”

“I think we're good, thanks,” I answered before Dennis could.

“We'll be starting the tour in a few minutes. If you need anything, just holler for me or Jenny. And if you get hungry, Rachel and Carly will make sure you are well taken care of.”

After thanking him, I sat back, tapping my foot to the Ludacris song. Now that I had met the owners, I felt more at ease. I was excited to see what the rest of the night would bring.
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After the tour, we headed back downstairs into the main area. It was almost time for the party to officially start. The tour was wonderful. Dennis, Cyrus, and Carly described where we were and what to expect in great detail.

I was in awe of the amount of time, effort, and money it took to get the club up and running. I was also right, the private rooms were well-stocked, and they each held a bathroom with a huge bathtub. They had thought of everything!

Dennis also told me many disabled people were in attendance for the tour, and he was excited to see how the club would expand over the upcoming years. There were people in wheelchairs, and the owners had ramps installed so that they could access the upper levels of the club. Deaf people also accompanied us, and interpreters were hired or brought in to keep them informed. Caleb, Cyrus's driver and the club's security guard, had greeted us when we had arrived, checking us for weapons, alcohol, and drug paraphernalia.

I was chatting with Dennis about the third floor of the club when a hush fell over the main area. The tapping of a microphone echoed, and I recognized Cyrus's voice as he welcomed us to All Access. He introduced Jenny, who talked a little about the club and why it was created.

“We hope that y'all are ready to party cuz we sure are!” I heard Rachel's voice, and the crowd laughed. “We want everyone to feel safe and welcome here, and if you don't, let someone know. We will take care of it. So, with that being said, let's boogie!”

“Who the fuck says boogie anymore?” Dennis laughed loudly, and I had to follow suit.

N

The night was turning out better than I had expected. I no longer felt nervous, just happy and content as I talked with Jenny, Cyrus, Rachel, and Dennis. The girls took a much-needed break from their duties, and Carly was manning the front desk. I had been told that her Dominant had recently died.

Being here tonight had brought back painful memories, so she wanted to keep herself busy. My heart went out to her, after all, I had lost someone important to me and still wondered about what life would have been like if she was still here.

“So, Stephen,” Rachel piped up during a long pause in the conversation. While talking with her, I could tell she was very chatty and curious about people. “Do you have a submissive?”

“No,” I answered, and I felt a kick from underneath the table. I grimaced, knowing who had done it.

“What about you, Dennis?” Rachel asked my friend, and I tuned out his response.

I knew what Dennis was hinting at by that small but painful gesture. He knew that I couldn't stop thinking about Colin, and that I felt something pulling me toward him. My thoughts took a turn as I sipped my water, remembering my first meeting with Colin. His story about his previous play partner, the way he pleaded with me to do a scene, and then the way his body relaxed in my hands as I landed blow after blow.

It was like I was healing him through the power of touch, taking away any pain, turmoil, and sadness that he felt in that moment. It didn't last long, because within minutes he was off the bed and mumbling a goodbye as he ran from the bar. Something had caused him to run, and I desperately wanted to know what it was. I was brought back to the present as a sharp pain shot up my leg.

“Earth to Stephen.” Dennis was by my side now, and I turned toward him. “Are you okay? Were you thinking about…?”

“Don't,” I snapped, my head spinning with thoughts of Colin. I took a big gulp of water before I continued. “I came here to not think about him. So please, don't bring him up again. I need to pee.”

I pushed my chair back from the table and waited for Dennis. The girls and Cyrus were talking amongst themselves, and I hoped that no one had overheard what was said between my friend and me. As we walked, I wondered what Dennis was thinking about.

I knew that he cared about me and just wanted the best for me, but what good would it do to bring up Colin? It wasn't like he was here, and if he was, we would be talking in a quiet part of the club.

We entered the bathroom, and Dennis placed my hand on a stall door. I put my other hand up to stop him from walking away.

“I just don't want to worry about him tonight, okay?” I said, softening my voice. “I've been thinking about him for over a year, and he hasn't shown up to Jaycee’s since our scene. Maybe I'm better off without him. I mean, hell! I met him in a gay bar. He could have been anyone. There’s no point in dwelling on him.” Even as I said the words, I knew they weren't true. There was something about Colin, and as I locked the stall door, I replayed my last few minutes with him in my head. What is it about you, boy?

After peeing, washing my hands, and telling Dennis I'd wait for him outside, I used my cane to find my way to the door. Leaning against a wall, I pulled out my phone and checked notifications and social media. Finding nothing of interest, I logged onto LBM. I had two announcements of likes on my picture. I then reverted back to the home page and while swiping, I came across the words from the ad from yesterday. As VoiceOver read the post, I shuddered. The play advertised was not my thing, but more power to them for creating a space for that crowd. As I swiped to hear the interactions on the post, the door opened behind me, and a hand rested on my back.

“Ready to head back?”

I nodded as I stuffed the phone into my pocket. A yawn escaped me as I held onto Dennis's elbow.

“You ready to go home?” I could hear the disappointment in his voice, and I shook my head.

“We have only been here for an hour. I'm enjoying myself. Let's see what else the night has in store for us.”


Chapter Four

Colin

“Cold” by Crossfade blared through my car speakers as I sat outside All Access. The song described my mood perfectly because, while I had convinced myself that this was a good idea, my stomach hadn't stopped churning, and my mind hadn't stopped racing. I felt that if I went inside All Access, I was betraying Josaiah somehow.

He was the first Dominant play partner that had ever meant something to me, and if I played with someone else, what if I got attached to them too? Fuck! Maybe I should just go home. I looked out the window at the many cars parked in the lot, and the security guard standing outside the glass door.

I sighed, yanked the key out of the ignition, and swung open my door. I kept my eyes down as I walked, not looking the security guard in the eye as I approached.

“Hello, welcome,” he greeted me. I raised my eyes to look at him, and I nodded. He pointed toward a box, told me to take everything out of my pockets, and take off my shoes. Strict security measures, great.

After the metal, alcohol, and drug search, and filling out the paperwork, I entered the club. As soon as the door opened, bright lights blinded me. After blinking a few times, I examined the scene before me.

The owners had gone all out. The strobe lights and chandeliers cast pretty shadows on the dance floor. Tables covered in red tablecloths sat off to the side, and a bar was off to the right. White bins with lids occupied each corner of the main area, their labels displaying different facets of play.

Walking further into the club, I could see white doors, ramps, and stairs. I turned toward the bar and hoisted myself up on a stool. I waited patiently as a blond-haired man took another customer's order. The thumping beats of “Mrs. Officer” by Lil Wayne made me want to snap my fingers, but I wasn’t feeling it. I looked up as the bartender approached. The nametag read Tony.

“Welcome to All Access. What can I get you?” His straight white teeth showed as he grinned at me, and I pressed my lips together to prevent the angry words from spilling out.

“A rum, please.” I was in no mood to sip, considering where I was and who I was trying my hardest not to think about. Let him go.

“Coming right up.” He was too cheerful for my liking, and I bit my lip in anger.

Inhaling deeply, I turned around to watch the people dancing to the Ciara song. Asses were moving, arms were holding, lips were… I averted my gaze, knowing where my mind would go next. Thank God for Tony.

“Here you go.” He set the drink in front of me, and I gaped at the tall glass filled to the top with liquor. “Is that too much?”

“No, it's perfect.” I pasted on a smile, and he returned it.

“Are you hungry? The food here's pretty amazing. I can bring you over a menu if you're interested.”

I sighed at his constant babbling. “Tony, I'm fine. You've done enough, okay? I'll let you know if I need anything.” He nodded and sauntered away.

No need to be rude to the poor guy. He is just doing his job. I took a few sips of the rum, allowing the burn to settle into my throat before repeating the action. I stared into the liquid, my mind once again racing. Why didn't I just stay home?

Nothing would happen tonight. I was sure of it. I was in an awful mood and just wanted to be home, curled up under a blanket while watching television. However, being alone with my thoughts and feelings didn't bode well for my mental health. I just needed to relax.

I held the glass in my hands and sipped while listening to the music and conversation around me. My body became more relaxed as I ingested more liquor, and I smiled at Tony as he set a plate before a woman with blonde curly hair. Her eyes were sad, and she looked as if she had been crying. I wondered what had happened to make her so unhappy. I watched the pair talking, Tony's eyes straying away from her face a few times, and I watched her face as she spoke.

Her body language, slumped shoulders, blank stare, and the constant biting of her lip, told me that she was in despair. Because I was sitting alone, I picked up my glass and walked over to the two. I stood next to the young woman and looked at Tony.

“Hey,” I said, taking the opportunity to interject during a pause in the conversation. “Can I get some water, please?”

“Yes, you may. Be right back.”

I gazed into the liquor as he scurried off, not knowing what to say. I'm sorry that you're hurting. I've been watching you this entire time and can sense your pain.

“Hi,” the woman said, and I turned toward her. “I'm Carly. What's your name?”

“Colin.” I reached out to shake her hand, and it was warm to the touch. “Are you okay? You look a little sad.”

“I will be, thanks.” She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes. “It's just been a rough year.”

“Tell me about it,” I muttered as the water was placed in front of me. “Thank you, Tony.”

“Anytime, man. I need to get back to work, y'all good?” He looked between Carly and me, and we both nodded.

I finished my liquor, placing the empty glass on the bar next to the water. I turned toward Carly to engage her in small talk, but she had disappeared. Where did she go? Suddenly, a chill went up my spine as a familiar laugh sounded from behind me. Turning around, I directed my attention to my left and froze.

My mouth went dry, and my legs shook. There sitting on a chair, was Josaiah, his hand tousling a young man's hair. Still the same player. When I managed to look down, I saw the collar—a black choker around the man's neck. He seemed happy, his lips parted as Josaiah's arm lay across the man's shoulders, his fingers barely touching the collar.

Something about the man seemed familiar, and as I focused on his face, which was trained towards the floor, something in my brain clicked. I looked into the eyes of the man, and when he raised his head, I slumped to the floor, my eyes never leaving his shocked expression.

Caleb, it was Caleb. He was Josaiah's sub. I closed my eyes, shaking my head to try to clear the image from my mind, the shiny black collar with the clasp…

“Hey, man. You feeling all right?” A hand rested on my shoulder, rubbing up and down. The voice was Tony's, but his touch, his voice, was all too much. Josaiah is… happy.

All I could hear was my breathing as I jumped up from the floor. Tony stood in front of me with a bewildered look on his face, but I didn't have time to explain. I reached into my pocket, threw a bill at his feet and, without thinking, ran past him. I need to get the fuck out of here. Before I could even make it to the door my body slammed into something warm, hard, and unyielding. I looked up into the face of a man with freckles, short black hair that was combed back, and warm hazel eyes that were peering at me with concern.

“Hey, you need to watch where you're going,” he said, an amused expression showing on his face. “What? See something that spooked you?”

“Get the fuck out of my way!” I growled, ready to pummel the bastard. I needed to get out of here.

“Rude, aren't we? You know, you should really learn some manners. You look like you're in trouble. Can I help?”

Fucking bitch!

“Leave me alone!” Tears streamed down my face. The man stepped back as I balled my hands into fists, lunging toward the exit.

Once I was safely near my car, I collapsed onto the ground, my sobs echoing into the silent night. How could he move on so quickly? How? My heart felt as if it was about to burst, and I rocked back and forth on my buttocks, pressing my hands to my chest to stop the pain.

It hurts so fucking bad! I wanted to run inside and tell Josaiah how seeing him with Caleb made me feel, how much I had missed him in the past year, and how sorry I was for everything I had said. However, none of it would make a difference. He was happy, and I was a depressed fucker.

I need to go home. Swiping my hand across my eyes, I shakily stood from the ground, pulled open my car door, and climbed in, not bothering to look back at the club. I vowed never to return here again.
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I cried endless tears. Everything hurt and I was hungry as hell, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of eating. Why does this hurt so bad? Oh yeah, because I caught feelings the first fucking night we met. I'm a fucking asshole! I buried my face into the couch cushions and bawled like a baby. God, this hurts!

How long had I been here? When I looked up at the grandfather clock on the wall, the hands were moving toward 10:00 p.m. I let out a shaky breath as I trudged into the kitchen to grab something to cure my aching throat. Slowly sipping the water, I leaned against the wall, my eyes down.

So much for going out and having a good time. One look at my previous play partner with another man had me running like a bat out of hell to the nearest exit. I couldn't handle it, and my chest constricted as I thought about the unspoken gestures that I had heard loud and clear. They were in love.

A pang shot through my chest, and I dropped the half-empty cup of water as I slumped to the floor. Tears fell freely from my eyes, and I dug my fingernails into my palms as I howled, allowing the pain to consume me. This isn't like you. I didn't even know who I was anymore, or what I wanted.

Twenty minutes later, I was still sitting on the floor in my kitchen rubbing my temples when my phone vibrated. It was an email from LBM letting me know that I had an unread message. I sighed as I logged onto the website, shaking my head.

Most of the communications were from creeps looking for a quick fuck or nudes, but that wasn't me. I didn't do those types of things. Opening the message, I groaned as the name of one of the owners from All Access, Cyrus Malone, showed on my screen. For fuck's sake, why did I RSVP on the site before I went to the club?

 

Hello. It has come to my attention that you were upset when you left the club. Is everything okay? Did something happen? Please, get back to me so that we can figure out how best to address the issue.

Cyrus

 

“Stop being so fucking nice to me!” I yelled, slamming the phone down on my leg repeatedly.

I had fucked up again, and now complete strangers were worried about me. I shook my head as I stared at the screen once more. Deleting the message, I clicked on the home page, and I saw the ad for the BDSM club in Alabama. Clicking on it, I reread the contents, and I felt the familiar tug, only this time, it was a stronger pull. Do it! I hit reply.

 

Looking for something different. Maybe I'll find it here. -Colin

 

I’d had enough of being sad, feeling like shit, everything. I needed to get away and exploring a new facet of the lifestyle was the perfect distraction. After mopping the spilled water, I walked into my bedroom to prepare for my trip. I pulled a duffel bag down from the top shelf of my closet. As I packed, I looked at the forecast for the next three days.

I emailed my boss, letting him know that I wouldn't be at work on Monday, stating that I had come down with a stomach bug. After that, I hooked my phone up to my Bluetooth speaker, shuffled my rock playlist, and as “This Is War” by Five Finger Death Punch started, I felt my body relax. Yes, this is war, and I'm going to win!


Chapter Five

Stephen

Opening my eyes, the sun's bright glare greeted me. I stretched, trudged into the bathroom, washed my face, and brushed my teeth. I had no plans for this Sunday except for a good book, some hot chocolate, and something warm to eat.

Deciding to go out last night was the best decision I had made. The owners were very friendly and accommodating, and I liked Rachel. Unfortunately, I didn't get to meet Carly, but I understood her need to take things at her own pace. They all seemed close, almost like a family, and I liked hearing their funny stories and anecdotes. I also met Caleb's Dom, Josaiah, who was also blind.

It felt good to be around people who understood my disability and what I dealt with. I found All Access to be a diverse and safe place, and I was thinking about becoming a member. The membership fee was only $8/month or $96/year, and I wouldn't mind putting the money aside for a good cause.

Their next event was a play party this weekend and I had plans to attend. I was unsure if Dennis would be accompanying me. An incident had rattled him last night, and after the happenings he seemed distracted, almost cloaked in worry and anxiety. His silence on the way home was unsettling, and when I prodded him for information, he just told me not to worry.

I'm a Dom. It is my job to be concerned for others. I wanted to check on him, but I thought better of it. Whatever he had experienced had him shaken, and I didn't want to be the reason he was in a sour mood.

After eating an English muffin with butter and jelly and a banana, I sat on the couch with a Braille magazine on my lap and the Ohio State football game on the television. My weekends were usually spent unwinding from the work week, and since I arrived home after 11 p.m. last night, I knew that a nap would be in my future.

On cue, I yawned and tossing the magazine on the floor, I stretched out on the couch to rest. Picking up my phone, I went to LBM's website to see what was happening. Scrolling through the home page, I noticed that All Access's ad was gone, but the announcement I saw last night was still up. After clicking on the club's name, I scrolled through their events.

Tonight was their Demo Night, where BDSM educators came and demonstrated different aspects of play. There would also be classes where you could learn and hone your skills. Exploring further down the page, I found their contact information and address. The club resided in Bessemer, Alabama, and wasn't far from Birmingham, where a good friend Larry lived.

He was my first kiss in middle school, and we had joined the same clubs and volunteered at the same places. He was the first person who I’d told about my sexuality, and upon finding out that he was gay as well, we were inseparable. When I came out to my parents at thirteen, he was right there with me, and from then on, he had been my best friend and confidant.

Scrolling back to the home page, I saw that the ad had three likes and two comments. This is an extreme BDSM club. Who would want to be defecated on or choked to the point of passing out? I knew that I shouldn't kink shame, but that type of play was too extreme for me, and I was baffled by how those acts could be considered pleasurable.

I opened the comment section, wanting to know what was being said. Someone had commented that they couldn't wait for Demo Night, and swiping over to the next comment, I froze. My breath caught in my throat as VoiceOver read the words.

Looking for something different. Maybe I'll find it here. – Colin

Could it be him? I shook my head as I reread the comment over and over. I hadn't seen him in a year, and the way he had left Jaycee’s, I just knew that he was desperately searching for something or someone.

If this was the Colin that I had met on that cool April night, then there was only one thing to do. Closing the website, I dialed the number and waited for the other line to be answered. My heart hammered in my chest, its assault making it hard to breathe.

“Hey, man. What's up?” Dennis's voice was groggy, and I gripped the phone.

“I think we have a problem.” I wasted no time getting straight to the point. It was something that got me in trouble lots of times, but the situation was dire. “I need you to go on Leather Bound Men's website. When you see the ad for Flame of Fury, let me know.”

I could hear him sipping something, and then he cleared his throat. My friend knew I meant business when I didn't greet him with a hello. I heard him tapping on the keyboard, and then he spoke.

“I see the ad. What am I looking at here, man?”

“Open the comment section and look at the last one. I need to know if that's Colin.”

Silence followed, and my stomach turned. Oh please. Don't let it be him. God, please.

“Oh my God.” Dennis's soft whisper came from the other end, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and my heartbeat accelerated.

“What is it?” I asked, my right fist clenching and unclenching. I couldn't sit still.

“That's him, all right. He's the guy who almost punched me trying to get out of All Access. Oh, Stephen,” he groaned. “I'm so sorry that I didn't tell you. Last night reminded me of how you described your first meeting with him, and the description that Joey gave me back then matches the face in the picture.”

Inside, I was pissed that Dennis hadn't disclosed the details of the incident to me. More importantly, I was saddened to hear that Colin had been at All Access and I hadn’t known. My anger was quickly replaced by fear. Colin, what are you doing, and why are you in Alabama?

“This club looks…” Dennis trailed off, and I knew he was thinking the same thing. He was a strict Dom, but those acts didn't appeal to him. He was into edgeplay, even golden showers and knife play, but none of the activities at this club would be Dennis’s cup of tea. “Why would Colin need to go here? He's looking for something different, but this…”

“I know, man,” I answered, my head falling back against the couch. “Dennis, you know what needs to be done. I know that he's not my submissive, but if he is going to this club, he shouldn't be alone. How long ago was the comment posted?”

“Um, about twelve hours ago. Do you think he actually went? He seems like the type to not follow through.”

“I don't know, and neither do you!” I growled, slapping my knee. “My main priority is finding him, okay? This already has BAD VIBES written all over it. He can't be alone, Dennis. So, here's what we're going to do. You, my friend, are going to book us a round-trip flight from Columbus to Birmingham, Alabama. Then get back to me with the details, and we'll talk strategy. Understood?”

Dennis knew me and could tell when my patience was wearing thin. I was in no mood for his assumptions about Colin.

 “Okay. I'm sorry I didn't tell you about last night.” His voice was soft, and I sighed. I knew he felt bad for not telling me, but right now it was the last thing on my mind.

“Get back to me when it's done. We'll talk soon, and it's okay, man.”

I hung up, tossing the phone on the couch. Fuck! What was this boy doing in Alabama? Dennis could be right. What if Colin didn't go? What if he chickened out? However, I could feel it in my heart that something wasn't right. Colin was in trouble, and I was unsure if anyone else knew of his whereabouts, but I would find him.

N

The day had flown by. I had spent most of it reading a technology magazine. The information kept my brain focused on something other than the broken boy who was probably 583 miles away by now. I sighed, rose from the couch, and stretched my cramped muscles.

I couldn't even think about food, but my stomach was grumbling. I need something quick to eat. Ramen noodles and hotdogs sounded perfect. It was easy, and I didn't have to do any major preparation.

Dennis had called a little after 2 p.m. to inform me of our travel plans. We would arrive in Birmingham by 11:30 a.m. tomorrow, and we would return on Tuesday at 5 p.m. I had already emailed my boss to keep him in the loop, telling him that an emergency had come up and I would need a few days off.

I then sent Dennis my half of the money for our trip, and though he insisted that I didn't have to, I knew I did. It was how I was raised, and though Dennis had a well-paying job working at a tech company, he was doing me a favor. I owed him.

After my meal, I retired to my bedroom for the evening, turning on some contemporary Christian music. I needed to listen to something that instilled a sense of calm and peace, and this would help me relax and hopefully fall asleep. My mind hadn't stopped mulling over the day's events, wondering what had driven Colin to take such a drastic step in his BDSM exploration.

Why was he looking for something different? What had happened? I replayed our previous scene, thinking about my part in all of this. Is this my fault? I sighed, knowing that I was not to blame for what was happening now. I had no way of contacting him, and who said he would even talk to me?

I was just some guy in a gay bar who spanked his ass ten times before he turned his back on me and ran. Why was I doing this? Going after him like I was his Dom? What if he didn't want me there? Turning over, I inhaled and exhaled to calm my racing heart and thoughts. Soon enough, my eyes were closing. I will find you, boy.


Chapter Six

Colin

I looked out the window at the trees and buildings as we whizzed by. One more hour to go! I had been on the plane since 6 a.m., and as excited as I was to embark on a new journey for the next couple of days, my mind had other plans. Sleep didn't come easy, and when it did, all I saw was Josaiah's hand resting on Caleb's neck. I hate this!

Before leaving my house, I checked that my flight itinerary and hotel booking was correct. My growing savings account had funded this impromptu trip, but I didn't care. I needed this. As I drove to the airport, I attempted to drown out my thoughts with rap music, but I couldn't stop thinking about what I was doing.

Within a few hours, I would be in Bessemer, Alabama, with nothing but time on my hands. I had already looked up places and sights I could visit, but tonight was where I took back control of my life. Flame of Fury, here I come!

I must have dozed off because when I opened my eyes, the pilot was announcing our arrival at Birmingham International Airport. I prayed that everything would go well for me, and then I picked up my bag from the floor.

As the plane descended, I looked out the window at the streets below. Soon enough, I would be walking them. When it landed, I sighed, swung my bag over my shoulder, and headed out into the warm morning breeze. No turning back now.

N

“Enjoy your stay, Mr. Jones.” The receptionist's nametag read Fred, and I smiled at him before I turned and walked toward the elevator. He had given me two warm chocolate-chip cookies when I arrived, and after finding my reservation, he handed me a room key. I appreciated his respectful and kind manner, which helped to put me at ease.

I had rented a car from the airport and used the GPS to find Fairfield Inn and Suites. My mind had stayed clear, and I wasn't sure if it was because I was utterly exhausted or because I had a mantra going in my head.

I will stay calm. I will stay calm.

Sliding the key into room 326, I pushed open the door and trudged in, dropping my bag onto the nearest table. I was tired, but I inspected the room, looking for any signs of laziness or failure on the housekeeper's part. There was a queen-sized bed in the center of the room, and the linens were nicely folded.

There wasn't a speck of dust on any of the furniture, and the windows across from the bed gleamed. Stripping out of my clothes, I crawled up the bed, pulled the covers back, and sighed with contentment as my muscles relaxed. Now, this is more like it. Before I could turn over, my eyes closed, shutting out the bright sunlight.

N

It had been five hours since I had arrived in Alabama, and I was in awe of the scenery. I had been hiking at Oak Mountain State Park and enjoying being out in nature. The birds sang, the air smelled of fragrant flowers and plants, and the wind blew slightly, making it a perfect day to sightsee.

I now sat above Peavine Falls, reading about the city of Bessemer and what attractions, foods, and activities I could enjoy. Nothing made me feel more relaxed than when I was out in nature, using all five senses to take advantage of what we call Earth.

Something about this serene place drew me in, making me want to stay here and never leave. I breathed in, inhaling the aroma of blooming flowers, and I felt at peace as I heard the waterfall below. How beautiful! I knew that getting away for a few days would be just what I needed.

Hiking back down the trail proved to be quite tiring, but when I reached my car, I was overcome by a feeling of sadness. There's always tomorrow. With that thought in mind, I climbed into the yellow Chevy and headed to Bob Sykes Barbeque, which I read was one of the best places to get a good meal.

It was a family-owned restaurant, and from personal experience, the staff at these types of places always made me feel like I was coming to a place of warmth, kindness, and love… home. I already knew what I wanted, and my mouth watered thinking about the ribs I was going to devour. As I pulled into the parking lot, I noticed how very few vehicles sat in the lot. I exited the car and headed inside.

N

I bobbed my head as I walked to my car, the beat of “Cool for the Summer” by Demi Lovato pulsing through the open windows of Al's on 7th. Climbing into the Chevy, I sat back and glanced at my reflection in the rear-view mirror. My face was alight with excitement, my green eyes full of love.

A lot better than yesterday. I wasn't going to let anyone or anything ruin this night. I stuck my key into the ignition and peeled out of the parking lot, feeling like I was on top of the world.

I had a wonderful time at the two gay bars I visited. Great music, and oh my God, the food was superb! I can't remember how many glasses of wine I consumed, maybe three?

I had made out with a few different men and danced with others. Stopping at a red light, I turned up the volume on the radio, “Wildest Dreams” by Taylor Swift was playing, making me tap the steering wheel. I feel great!

Once inside my room I checked the time, and seeing it was 8:30 p.m., I stripped out of my clothes and headed for the shower. I had packed a nice shirt and dress pants for the Demo Night at Flame of Fury, and though it was a club that catered to the most extreme of play, I still wanted to look nice.

Auntie always said, “First impressions are always important.”

As I lathered the washcloth with soap, I thought about my night ahead. Within minutes, I would be in a new territory which seemed to call to me every time I checked LBM.

What was it that drew me in? The promises that lay within the words? The hope that I'd find something, or someone worth remembering? My need for a distraction? Columbus held too many memories of Josaiah, and here in Alabama, there was nothing but good food, Southern hospitality, beautiful scenery, and hot men with Southern accents. This trip was long overdue.

Taking in a gulp of air, I pulled open the door to Flame of Fury. A tall man with sandy blond hair sat behind a desk, and when I approached, he looked up. His eyes were a gorgeous green, and I felt my heartbeat accelerate as I gazed into them.

“Hello. Are you here for Demo Night?” His voice was rich and deep, and he had a southern drawl that had my brain unable to function for several seconds.

“Y-yes, I am.”

“The name's Billy, and you are?” he asked, as he pulled papers from a folder and handed them to me. “Please fill this out and sign. Is this your first time here?”

“My name's Colin, and yes, it is.” I lowered my eyes and attempted to read the words on the waiver, but with the man's presence in front of me I found it hard to breathe.

Turning away from the receptionist, I read through the waiver carefully and thoroughly. It was a well-written piece stating that they won't be held liable for anything that happens at their club and that if anything feels off, tell a staff member. I signed my name at the bottom of the page and returned the papers to Billy’s outstretched hand.

“Hope you enjoy your time here.” His deep voice filled my ears as I stood, and I licked my lips. Keep talking, and I might have to… I shook my head as I crossed the room toward the door.

“Thank you.” Was all I could manage as I walked away from him.

The doors slid open, and I took a few steps inside. The place was packed! Dark, black panels covered the walls and I wondered why. Lights bounced off the dance floor where a few patrons shook their asses and snapped their fingers. A bar, tables, and chairs were set off to the left. People milled about, talking and laughing. Seems like a normal club. Behind me, I heard a throat clearing.

“Hey, buddy. Are you going to go in or just stare all night?”

I smiled and walked toward the bar, feeling foolish for gawking at the scenery like a nerd. I waited for the bartender and looked around at the people. Tall glasses sat with different liquors inside, and I wondered what my drink of choice would be.

“How may I help you?”

“A rum and Coke, please.” I smiled at the bartender.

“Want anything to eat?”

“No, thank you. I've eaten quite a lot today.”

It was true. I had leftovers from earlier: ribs, fries, macaroni and cheese, and bread from earlier. At the two gay bars, I had gorged on nachos, fries, and mozzarella sticks. If I ate any more, I would burst.

A tall glass was set before me, and I nodded as he went back to serving customers. The first sip was a little harsh but tasted divine. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I turned my head.

“Hey, man. I'm sorry that I barked at you like that earlier. Let's start over. Hi,” he said, extending his hand. “I'm Luke, nice to meet you.”

“It's okay, really.” I shook his hand and grinned at him. That southern drawl was having an effect on me, and I shifted in my chair as my pants became uncomfortable. “I was the one blocking the doorway. So, what can you tell me about this place?”

The man pulled out a stool next to me and sat. He had warm brown eyes and braided black hair, and his skin was smooth and light. He wore a chain around his neck and a ring piercing in his lip. I shuddered at the sight, and he chuckled.

“It was not that painful, man. I like it, and I love jewelry, so this fits right in. So, the club.” He regarded me with a calm stare. “It's been here for four years. The owners, Milo and Ray, are very proud of how well the place has done. There's a Demo Night every Sunday, and afterward everyone is encouraged to explore the club and test out their newly acquired skills.”

“Oh,” I gasped, taken aback by the man's revelation. I hoped there would be more to it than that, like maybe volunteering to try while a crowd is watching. This definitely was a different atmosphere. “What about dungeon monitors?”

“What's that?”

“You know, someone who monitors the play spaces to make sure things are going smoothly?” I took a few more sips of my drink.

“Um, we don't have those,” Luke said. “We have bouncers and trained staff in case of emergencies. But no monitors. No one's watching our every move. Now, tell me about yourself. I can tell that you're not from here by your accent.”

No dungeon monitors? I recalled The Ranger had DMs, and my online research told me that most BDSM clubs have them. So, why didn't this one? Aren't they supposed to be protecting us from any danger that could arise?

Clearly, Flame of Fury was a different type of BDSM club and, this was a another state, so maybe they had different regulations here. I wrapped a hand around the glass, sipping the liquor while studying the man. He had his arms folded on the bar, his eyes watching my face. He was waiting on me to answer. Remember, you're here to enjoy yourself. Stop worrying!

“I'm not from here. My home is in Columbus, Ohio.”

“Oh, the Buckeye State! Do you like it up there?” I nodded, and he continued. “I'm from Hoover, Alabama. It's not far from here. So how long are you in town, and where are you staying?”

“I leave in two days, and I'm staying at Fairfield Inn and Suites on Academy Court.” I looked up and noticed a wall with a glowing black panel. “Hey, what are those panels for on the walls? Why are they lighting up?”

“They are doors,” he answered, and my mouth fell open. “If you walk near them, they slide back, allowing you access into the rest of the club. Wanna go explore, um, what's your name?”

“Colin,” I replied, my heartbeat accelerating. I held onto the glass as I downed the rest of my beverage, and after slamming it on the bar, I turned toward my new companion. “Yes! Let's go!” I heard a beep, and Luke reached into his pocket.

“Oh, hold on.”

I watched as he unlocked the phone. A message appeared in the window.

 

The party's starting in a few, where are you?

 

A party? Luke typed a quick reply, and I looked down. What type of party? I liked Luke, he seemed amiable and fun, not to mention ruggedly cute, and I wanted to see where the night led. I now had someone I could talk to and question about the ins and outs of this place. Maybe if everything went well, I could go to the party with him.

“Ready to go?” His warm brown eyes looked into mine as I nodded, and I followed behind him watching his ass as he walked ahead.


Chapter Seven

Stephen

I couldn't sleep, I couldn't eat, all I could do was think. A migraine was coming, but my mind just wouldn't rest. I had woken up at 4:00 a.m. and showered, checked over our itinerary, rechecked my packed bag, and paced the floor until Dennis showed up at 5:15 a.m. to pick me up. He had commented on my appearance, but I ignored him.

 The normal proceedings before boarding went by smoothly, the flight was uneventful, and now, we were landing in Birmingham, Alabama. As the plane moved slowly along the runway, my heartbeat sped up knowing that I was now in the same state as Colin. Now, all I have to do is find him.

Dennis had rented us a white Honda Civic. As I settled into the upholstered seat, a wave of exhaustion washed over me. I couldn't allow the lack of sleep to deter me from finding Colin. The door swung open, and Dennis climbed in.

“You okay, man?” I could hear the concern in his voice, but I put up a hand to stop the words I knew were about to fall from his lips.

“No, don't you dare. We came here to find Colin, and that's exactly what we will do. Let's hit the gay bars downtown first.”

“Stephen, nothing's open right now. Most bars don't even open until 4 p.m. I'm sorry, man.” The car started, and I sighed as I dropped my head into my hands.

“Fuck!” I groaned. I just need to know he's safe. “What are we going to do until then?”

“You need to eat and sleep. That's exactly what I'm going to do.” I bit my lower lip, the angry words tumbling out of my mouth before I could stop them.

“Of course you can say that, you're not pulling your hair out worrying about a submissive who might be in danger. I can't even think straight! I don't want to sleep or eat. I need to find…”

“Stephen, please.” I could hear the frustration in his tone, and I closed my mouth. “You are going to go to the hotel, get a bite to eat, sleep for a couple of hours, and then we will comb the streets looking for your boy. Trust me, you'll feel better after these two necessities are taken care of.”

I knew that my friend was right. As anxious and worried as I was, my body told me that other things needed to be taken care of first. I sagged against the seat, dropping my hands to my lap and my head against the headrest.

“Okay.”

N

It was now 7:00 p.m., and we had already been to three gay bars looking for Colin. No one recognized him from the picture that Dennis had sketched, and I was getting increasingly worried. We had been in and out of Hoover, and now walked the streets of Birmingham.

The serenity of the silence surrounding Alabama's cities was relaxing. It gave me a chance to let my mind wander. Maybe he just needed some time away from it all: his ex, the heartbreak, his thoughts. Could that be why he showed up here? But what about Flame of Fury?

We entered Al's on 7th and headed straight for the bar. Dennis waited for the bartender to acknowledge us, and he showed him the sketch of Colin.

“Have you seen this man? He might be in trouble, so time is of the essence.” Silence followed, and my stomach turned. Please, tell us that you've seen him.

“I saw him.” I let out a breath, my muscles relaxing. “He was in here yesterday. He seemed to be enjoying himself, talking to some of the patrons and smiling. Nothing seemed wrong.”

“Thank you so much for your time,” I chirped as Dennis's elbow grazed the back of my hand. “You've been very helpful.”

“My pleasure.”

I closed the passenger's side door as Dennis climbed in. I buckled my seatbelt and turned my face toward my friend.

“So, what now?”

“There's one more bar we haven’t hit yet. After that, there’s only one other option.”

The car started, and I squeezed my eyes shut. God, please let me find him here. Please. Thoughts tumbled through my brain, making it hard to stay calm. I wouldn't rest until he was safe with Dennis and me.

Wherever he was, I would find him. I had to. I knew that he wasn't my submissive, but something pulled me toward Colin. When I could be sure he was okay and safe, I would try to find out what that ‘thing’ was. He's going to be fine.

“We're here.”

N

At Our Place, the last gay bar on our list, a few patrons recognized Colin from the previous night. They said the same thing the other bartender had: Colin seemed in good spirits, and nothing seemed wrong. So now we stood inside Flame of Fury, the thumping beat of a rap song pulsing through the club. The bartender talked with Dennis while I waited, feeling utterly hopeless and lost.

“He has seen him!” The sound of Dennis's shrill tone had my heart racing. “He says he left the bar with someone. Who the…? I'll be right back. Some dude is watching us.”

“Dennis, we don't have time…” I clamped my mouth shut, deciding to let it be. Dennis could handle himself, and besides, I had bigger things on my mind. Then suddenly, Dennis's hand was in mine, holding onto it tightly as he dragged me. “Where are we going?”

“This guy knows where Colin is. He's a piece of work, though.” We stopped, and I heard a sigh escape a man's throat. “Okay, dude. Talk. Where did you last see him?”

“If this isn’t some police investigation, you have no right…”

My hands were around the man's throat as I lunged for him. We both fell to the floor, and I leaned over him, digging my fingernails into his neck.

“Stephen!”

“Where the fuck is Colin?” I gritted out, bringing my face close to his. “Start talking, and if Colin is hurt, I will make sure you pay.”

“Okay, okay.” The man's strangled words infuriated me further, and I brought my knee to rest on his stomach. “He came… back with me last night to… our dungeon. We had a couple of drinks, ate, played, and I took him back to… the hotel. That's it, I swear.”

“You better be telling the truth, fucker!” I snarled and felt a glob of saliva leave my mouth. I hoped it landed on his shirt as I held him down. “Which hotel did you take him to?”

“I think… I've said too much alrea—”

“Which! Fucking! Hotel?” I yelled, shaking the man by his shoulders.

“Ow! Fair… Fairfield Inn and something. He's fine, I promise.” If this idiot was telling the truth, we had just traveled all over Alabama for nothing. That was where Dennis and I were staying. I let go of the man and stood, dusting off my hands and pants.

“He better be, or else!”

As we walked toward the door, the man's voice had me turning my head.

“He had a wonderful time last night with us. Yeah, his mouth and his hole are perfect. Don't…”

I attempted to break free of Dennis's hold on my hand, but his grip was firm as he pulled me toward the exit. He yanked open the passenger's side door, and I clambered inside as he slammed his.

“What the fuck were you thinking!” he bellowed as he shifted gears. “You know that your behavior was uncalled for, right? Don't say another word until we get back to the hotel. God, you act like the boy is yours.”

He was right, of course. My judgment was clouded by my emotions and feelings for Colin, but I needed to know. That idiot was an arrogant son of a bitch, and his words buzzed around in my head as we sped through the streets of Alabama. Colin wouldn't have sex with anyone, would he? I barely knew the boy, but I was questioning his decisions. I sighed and dropped my head into my hands. For the first time in a long time, I wanted to cry. I felt helpless and if I didn't find him, I wouldn't know what to do. I felt the car slow, and I reached for the seatbelt.

“Don't move.” Dennis's harsh tone echoed around the car's interior as he exited, slamming the door.

What the fuck? I hated being told what to do and I knew my friend was mad at me, but damn! Then my door flung open.

“Let's go.”

Inside the hotel, I drummed my fingers on the ceramic countertop, waiting for the receptionist to find Colin's room. He said he recognized the name but needed to look him up in the system. Hurry up. Please!

“I've found him. So, will one of you tell me what this is all about?”

“Please.” Tears pricked the corners of my eyes, and I inhaled to keep them at bay. Stay strong. “He may be in trouble. Which room is he in?” I heard the man sigh.

“326. Now you do know that I can’t allow you into his room without a member of the staff being present, and since neither of you are family…” I inhaled deeply and counted to ten before releasing the breath.

“Sir, Colin might be in real danger right now. We are his…” I swallowed before continuing. “Friends. We came here because someone told us that he was dropped off. Please, sir. Time is of the essence.” A lump formed in my throat as I waited for the receptionist to speak.

“Fred.” I heard Dennis’s deep voice next to me. “We understand the guidelines that the hotel has in place. We wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t an emergency, so would you please go with us to make sure that Colin is safe?”

Silence followed, and I breathed deeply, counting the seconds in my head. By the time I reached twenty, I could hear my heartbeat thumping in my chest. I opened my mouth to say something, but Fred spoke up.

“Okay, I’ll go with you to check on Colin.” He sighed, and I heard the wheels of his chair move across the floor as he stood. “Follow me.”

Dennis guided me into the elevator, but I felt like I was walking on air. Please, be okay. Please. The elevator's ding brought me back to the present, and somehow my feet carried me down the hall.

“Okay, this is his room.” He knocked on the door. Once, twice, three times. “Maybe he's out.”

“Open the door. We need to be sure.”

Fred shuffled his feet with a sigh as he slid the key into the door. We followed him into the room, and the stench of vomit had me burying my face into my shirt. My hand was squeezed tightly, and Dennis's following words constricted my chest.

“Oh my God, Stephen.”


Chapter Eight

Colin

How did I get here? I was in my room at the hotel, but how did I get here? And why was I here? I remembered having a drink with… who? My body felt like it had been hit by a semi-truck; every fucking thing hurt. The scent of stale vomit reached my nose, and I realized that I had been lying in my own bile. Fuck! What had happened?

I raised my head, moving it from side to side. Good, no bones are broken. I attempted to raise my chest, but pain seared my back, and I fell onto the damp sheets. I whimpered, my brain whirring.

I was at the club, I met someone, and then we were at his private dungeon. I had a glass of rum, I think, and then… nothing. I had been in and out of consciousness since… earlier? My stomach turned, and I coughed and wretched. I need to get to a hospital. Something wasn't right.

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I looked around the room, spying my bag on the floor by the nightstand. All I needed to do was reach out for it, but pain shot through my arm and into my shoulder when I inched my hand toward the floor. I turned away from the putrid-smelling bile and buried my face into my t-shirt, which didn't smell any better.

The sound of feet approaching had my heart racing, and I bit my lower lip, wondering if it was the housekeeper coming to clean. Someone knocked on my door, but I didn't budge. Eventually, they'll go away.

“Hello? Are you in?” It was the receptionist, and then a key unlocked the door. Fuck, no!

I watched as three men walked into my hotel room. The receptionist stood behind two men, one who I couldn’t place, and the other seemed vaguely familiar. Who was he?

“Oh my God, Stephen.”

Stephen? That name sounded familiar, but where had I heard it?

“Colin, can you hear us?” It was Stephen's friend, I imagined. I stayed quiet, afraid of my voice. “We need to get him to a hospital ASAP! Call 911! Colin, you're safe. We're going to get some help for you.”

Thank God for this good Samaritan. He walked over to me, Stephen standing near the door with the receptionist. He looked me over, and when he reached out his hand to touch my arm, my heartbeat sped up and I gripped his wrist.

“Don't touch me.” My own voice sounded foreign to me, whiny and broken. What had happened?

He nodded, and I loosened my grip. I just wanted to know… everything. I closed my eyes as I attempted to remember the events of… was it Monday? I remembered having that drink and then nothing. Not until I woke up a few minutes ago.

“Help is on its way, Colin. We aren't going anywhere, I promise. I’m Dennis, and Stephen's here, do you remember him from Jaycee’s Saloon? We came to…”

I tuned out his babble, recalling his previous words. Jaycee’s Saloon? That was where I met Stephen and…

“No!” I cried, my eyes filling with tears. He was why I was here. Josaiah!

I turned my face to the left and wretched, bile erupting from me once more. My muscles and skin screamed with every push, and tears streamed down my face as the realization hit me: something terrible had happened. My memory wasn't hinting at the events, but I needed to know. As the sirens grew closer, the receptionist told everyone to leave the room, but Dennis wouldn't budge.

“Hey, listen,” he said, bending so that we were level with each other. “We're concerned about you. Is there someone that we can call?”

“No,” I whispered.

“How can I help?”

“I… I don't know.” Tears fell freely as the sound of voices filtered into the room.

N

A woman stood over me, her long, blonde, curly hair pulled back into a ponytail. I recognized the scrubs from the many medical dramas I’d watched, and she wore a small smile as she addressed me.

“Hello, Colin. Good to see you're awake. I'm Dr. Amber Jean. It seems that you've been through quite an ordeal. Do you remember anything from the last twenty-four hours?”

I told her all I could, and I watched as she scribbled notes on her clipboard. As I finished, her look was calm but serious.

“We'll need to run some tests to rule out anything severe. In the meantime, do you have anyone that we could call for you?”

“My aunt, Deidra. But she's on a business trip in New York, so I doubt she'll be available,” I said, and I shook my head as I thought about my aunt's reaction when she found out that I'd been hospitalized.

After giving the doctor the contact information, I was told that a nurse would be in soon to run some tests. As the door closed, I looked around the hospital room. It was dark as I peered through the blinds, and machines displayed numbers and lines. I sighed and closed my eyes. Just sleep. The door opened, and a nurse with gray hair entered.

“Hi, Colin. I'm Helena. Let's see what's troubling you.”

After many tests, which included swabs of my throat and penis, I closed my eyes again. Images played through my head: of me drinking at the club with a guy with warm brown eyes, us watching a fire play scene, my lips on his while he cupped my ass outside of his dungeon, another guy handing me a drink, me waking up in my hotel room. Could I have been? No! He wouldn't. Then my mind went back to the good Samaritan’s words.

Stephen's here.

How did they know where I'd be? Why did Stephen come all this way to find me? I hadn't deserved his kindness. I sighed as I stared up at the ceiling. Why was I here?

I must have dozed off because a soft hand on mine woke me. I opened my eyes and saw the doctor standing by my side.

“Hi again. Are you ready for your test results? Sorry for the delay.” She pulled a stool up to the bedside and sat down. I nodded, and she continued. “First things first. We found three grams of GHB in your system. Do you know what that is?”

“No?”

“It is a recreational drug. It has the same effects as alcohol, like a buzz, but if too much is ingested, you could have lapses in memory, slowed heart rate, and other issues. Were any of your drinks left unattended at all last night?”

“No,” I answered slowly. “My last drink was handed to me, but I didn't taste anything different.” This is really strange.

“This drug is colorless, flavorless, and odorless. Were you at a party last night?” I nodded, and she wrote on her notepad. “All right. I'll need some more information from you regarding the venue you were at. We tried to reach your aunt but have been unable to contact her. There's one more thing that I think you should be aware of.”

“Okay?” I held my breath.

“We ran some STD and STI tests,” she started, and I could feel goosebumps rising on my arms. “I'm so sorry, Colin. The test came back positive for gonorrhea, and we also found a tear, or fissure, in your anus.”

I couldn't breathe. Gonorrhea? How?

“I… I…” I stammered as a lump formed in my throat. “I was just tested a month ago. The tests were all negative.”

“We had a rapid test run. It was negative for everything except gonorrhea. Don't worry. The infection is treatable and should clear up within a few weeks. Your fissure? We'll give you some creams to help heal that, and I think the bruising and pain you feel will mend with some pain relievers. We also ask that you…”

I couldn't listen to this shit anymore. I had an STI and a tear in my ass. Suddenly, images began to surface. Hands on my naked back, men's voices, my head pressed into a pillow, fingers touching me… Oh my God! Was that real? When I woke up and found myself in my hotel room things seemed a bit fuzzy, but… could that man have done this to me?

“Colin? Colin?” The woman's hand was on mine, but I pulled it away and loud sobs wracked my body.

“Please, go away! Go away! Go, go!”

I heard the wheels of the stool slide across the floor and a click. My body ached but all I could do was cry. How in the hell did I allow myself to be taken advantage of? The doctor described the drug, GHB, as being odorless, flavorless, and colorless, which meant that I wouldn’t have known if it was slipped into my drink. That had to be the only explanation, right?

The fragmented memories were feelings, sensations, voices, but when did I regain consciousness? If the memories were correct… oh my God! I was raped! Fucking raped! No man would ever want me, no man! I screamed, my fists punching the soft mattress over and over. This was all my fault! All because of Josaiah, I had gone in search of something, and… Who would want me now?


Chapter Nine

Stephen

I checked my phone for the millionth time since arriving at Medical West, where Colin was transported. It was almost midnight. Where were these damn doctors? I needed to do something. I couldn't just sit here. A door opened to the left of me, and I stood.

“Hi, I'm Dr. Amber Jean, Colin's physician. Were you with Colin when they brought him in tonight?”

“Yes.” Dennis stood next to me, his hand on my lower back. “How is he?”

“Well, we couldn't get ahold of his aunt, and he hasn't given us permission to disclose anything to you yet.” Her tone implied something, but I didn't push. “However, he shouldn't be alone right now. Since we weren't able to contact his aunt, he's going to have to leave the hospital with someone…”

“We will take care of it.” I piped up. “Can I please see him?”

“Yes, but please, don't agitate him,” she said softly. “We had to give him a sedative to calm him. Come on, I'll take you to his room.”

Time seemed to pass as we walked, and I couldn't stop the thoughts that tumbled through my head. What would I say to him? Would he even want me there? What had happened to him?

“There's a chair behind you.” She placed my hand on the arm of a chair and I sat, listening to the beeping of the machines. “If you need anything, just yell out for me. And if he does wake up, please, don't press for information.”

“I'll be right outside,” Dennis said, and I nodded.

As the door closed, I turned toward the beeping machines. What could I say? I inhaled to calm myself.

“It's Stephen. I… I needed to see you. I needed to know that you were okay. And now I'm here, sitting by your bedside. I'm sorry I couldn't be here sooner.” I swallowed, feeling a lump form in my throat. “I know we've only met once… but…”

I couldn't go through with voicing my thoughts. Could he even hear me? What if he could? The doctor said that he shouldn't be alone. There had to be something major going on, but what? Just tell him.

“After our first scene,” I started, squeezing my hands together, “I wondered about you. Why you ran out the way you did. I've been hoping and praying that I'd walk into Jaycee’s and get to see you again, but it never happened. Colin, I just… want you to wake up. Please?”

The beeping continued, and I touched the bed. His warm hand rested on top of the blanket, and I slid my hand underneath his. His fingers curled around mine and I gasped. He could feel my touch. What more could I say?

“So, you can hear me? Good,” I sighed. “I'm so sorry that I wasn't here sooner. I don't know what happened to you, but you have to know that I'm never leaving your side.”

His hand disappeared and I felt the loss immediately. Fuck! Was it too soon?

“I'm sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. I just… I don't know what to say. Something happened in this past year that has landed you here, and I feel helpless. I want to help you, Colin. I want to know what's troubling you. I won't push. Just know that I'm here.”

I hated this. With every passing second of silence, I felt like my heart was going to burst, the erratic thumping making it hard to breathe. I needed to help him, but… I kept my hand on the bed and reclined my head against the wall. Warm fingers covered mine and I stayed still, unwilling to move.
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I must have dozed off because the sound of a woman's voice had me opening my eyes. Where am I? Then the beeping and the hand curled around my own reminded me: Colin.

“Hey, it's Dr. Amber Jean.” Her hand was on my arm. “I wanted to check on Colin before I released him. How is he doing?”

“Quiet,” I answered. I rose from the chair and attempted to pull my hand free of Colin's, but he wouldn't let go. I leaned over and spoke softly. “I'll be back. Remember, I'm never leaving your side.”

His grip loosened, and I grabbed onto the doctor's elbow. My mind replayed the scene, and I sighed. That touch must have meant everything to him. The doctor led me out and placed my hand on a chair, and I sat down. As the automatic doors closed, I leaned against my friend.

“How is he?” His voice was soft, and I knew that he was worried just as much as I was.

“Quiet,” I repeated what I had told the doctor.

“How are you, though?”

I couldn't hold it in any longer. Burying my face into my friend’s neck, tears cascaded down my face and onto his skin. I had been holding on to so many emotions since arriving in Alabama, and after finding Colin in his hotel room, I was feeling run down and just needed to let it out. Dennis's arms went around me as I sobbed. I need to help him. Finally, after a few moments, I sat up and wiped my eyes and nose.

“I’m sorry, man. Thanks for being here.” I sniffled as I sat back in my chair.

“Stephen, what you're feeling is normal. It's okay to cry, and as long as you need me, I'll be here. However, that boy in there? He needs your strength and guidance.”

As always, Dennis was right. Crying was okay, but Colin needed a strong support system and I had to give him that. Whatever he went through seemed pretty serious, and it would require someone who was solid, nonjudgmental, and selfless to take on the responsibility of caring for him. I would do whatever it took to help Colin.


Chapter Ten

Colin

I couldn't believe that they had allowed me to be discharged from the hospital so soon. I had been drugged and raped, for crying out loud or at least that’s what the fragmented memories were hinting at. I wasn't even sure yet if I was going to press charges. I just wanted to try to get back to some sense of normalcy. I was grateful for the two men who sat across from me, but I couldn’t help but wonder what they wanted in return.

They told me they would be taking care of me until I felt well enough to go home, but it seemed too good to be true. I was sure they have wanted something more. I mean, the men from last night did, and they had to drug me to get it. Let's get this over with.

“I'm glad you both are attempting to help me, but I know that eventually, you'll want something in return.”

“Um, Colin. We are helping you because we want to. We don't expect anything from you. Our goal is to care for you until you're ready to go home.” Dennis tried to reassure me, but I wasn’t buying it.

“What about you, Stephen? Were you just going to bring me into your home, fuck me, and then kick me out once you got what you wanted?” I knew I sounded harsh, but no one was off-limits to my wrath after last night. I couldn't trust anyone.

“Colin, I just want what's best for you.” I looked into his eyes, and I saw the pain. He cares.

I scooted out of the booth and ran toward the restaurant's door, ignoring their calls. I needed to get out of here. They would eventually want sex. I just knew it. I ran until I spotted a Dairy Queen, and then I collapsed onto the steps, breathing hard. I just wanted to go home, where I could be away from these two kind souls, this state, and the horrors that were bound to follow me.

None of this would have happened if I hadn't met Josaiah. However, everything that had transpired this weekend was my fault, no one else's. Just then, fuzzy images appeared in my head: fingers holding my lips apart, wetness on my hole, a hard dick pushing, pressing… I fell forward onto the pavement, my anger, fear, and frustration rushing out of me in loud sobs and hiccups. I was oblivious to the people and cars passing by.

Who was I now? I had an STI, an anal fissure, and God only knew how many dicks were inside of me last night. I was broken.

“I hate myself!” I screamed, my voice echoing out into the silent night.

I just wanted the pain to stop. I wanted to feel whole again. I curled up into the fetal position and bawled like a baby, rocking back and forth. Suddenly, strong arms surrounded me, and I stiffened. Let it be Stephen, please, let it be him. What was I thinking? He wanted something more from me, I just knew it, but… he said that he wouldn’t leave my side. What was I to believe?

“Shh, there, there. It's okay, I've got you.” I looked up into those green eyes, and without thinking, I threw my arms around him and buried my wet face into his neck as he held me.

While lying in the hospital bed, I had heard and felt Stephen. His words brought me comfort and his soothing touch had me closing my eyes and drifting off to sleep. When the doctor came in to check on me, I didn't want him to leave. I knew what was happening here.

It happened with Josaiah, and now I could feel myself doing the same with Stephen. I yanked my body out of his embrace. All of this happened because I had caught feelings for someone. I shook my head and glanced at Dennis as I rose from the ground. Would I always feel this out of control, crying at every turn?

I couldn't keep these thoughts and memories inside forever. I needed to tell someone, but who? Stephen would look at me differently once he found out, and then who would I have? My auntie couldn't find out, not yet.

“Colin, I can tell that you’re in a lot of pain,” Dennis spoke softly. You have no idea. “The doctor told us not to push, and we won’t. I promise that our only goal is to help you during this time of need. If you want to talk, we're here, okay? However, it's getting late, and I think that sleep is best for all of us. It’s been a long day.”

Dennis and Stephen had ordered dinner for me, but I couldn’t eat. All I could think about while at the restaurant were the two men sitting across from me and the fuzzy memories of the men… taking what they wanted from me without my consent. Stephen told me that he would never leave my side, but… I glanced down at him, and he looked even more exhausted than I felt. He seems so lost.

“Yes, sleep sounds good.”
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I was in my now clean hotel room, the stench of vomit no longer present. The two men sat next to me, and I could see the worry in their eyes. What are they thinking about? I watched Stephen, his eyes half-closed, and I saw the folded red and white cane next to him. A memory surfaced of Josaiah and I as we walked through the park, his red and white cane sweeping along the path. I didn’t want to think, I just wanted to sleep.

“So, what time do we leave tomorrow? We should probably get some rest.”

“1 p.m.,” Dennis replied.

“Do you need anything, Colin? Will you be okay?” Stephen asked, and I nodded, knowing that he was concerned about me. Realizing the error of my ways, I spoke softly.

“Yes, I'll be fine.”

As the two men walked toward the door, my heart beat rapidly. What if the men from last night returned? I stumbled backward until I felt the bed behind me and collapsed onto it. I needed to tell someone, anyone. I was so afraid of being left alone, of what would happen when I closed my eyes. I watched as Dennis's hand slipped from the doorknob and came to rest on Stephen's elbow. Just let it out.

“I… I… I need…” I inhaled to calm myself. I can't do this. Stephen appeared on my left side.

“Colin? What's going on?” He knelt down next to the bed, and his words returned to me. He was by my side now, but would he stay there after I admitted what I had been through? I looked into those green eyes, the ones I had gazed into as he held my hand at the hospital. A lump formed in my throat, knowing that this man was serious about what he had said. He wouldn't leave my side, or he hadn't yet. Tell them!

“I…” Tears fell freely from my eyes. Why did this have to happen to me? “I… I… was raped.”


Chapter Eleven

Stephen

Oh my God! Holy hell! Colin's sobs surrounded me and covered me until they were all I could hear. This was something serious indeed, and I needed to do something, but what? I reached out for him, praying that he'd let me hold him. It seemed that we both needed a connection at this moment. His lean body fell into my arms, and I held him as his tears soaked my skin. This poor boy.

“I'm so sorry,” Dennis said, and I could hear the sadness in his voice. “Is there anything that we can do?”

“They drugged me and, because I couldn't fight back, they did what they wanted to me. I feel so… so… disgusting, so dirty! I hate myself!” His arms went around my neck, and I rubbed his back. My heart ached so much that tears threatened to spill from me, but what Colin needed was someone strong.

“Colin, we are here for you. I'm so sorry that this happened, and I may not fully understand what you have been through, but you are safe with us. Dennis and I both know that you may need time to process everything, and trust may not come easy for a while, but we made a promise,” I explained as I held his chin in my right palm.

“Really? You don't see me any differently now that you know what happened to me last night?” His voice was tinged with so much hurt and doubt. I sucked in a breath, afraid of the tears that were behind my eyes.

“Of course not!” I breathed, a pang shooting through my chest at the pain in his voice. “When I met you, you were dealing with something, and when I found you tonight, I didn’t know what to expect. But you have us now, and we will see you through this, no matter how long it takes.”

“Thank you,” Colin replied softly. He raised his head and spoke more clearly. “To you both, thank you for agreeing to take care of me until I could handle things on my own. It means… so much.”

“You are most welcome, Colin,” Dennis said, and I could hear the weariness in his voice. “We’re so glad we found you when we did.”

“God was on our side tonight, that’s for sure. If we hadn’t found you in time…” I trailed off, my body shuddering at the thought. No! Don’t think about that! I cleared my throat as I continued. “Now, I think sleep is on the agenda. We have a three-hour flight home later, and I know for a fact that airplanes aren't comfortable for sleeping.”

His arms tightened around my neck, and I turned toward him. His head rested on my shoulder, and I sighed. It had been a long day for everyone, and we were all feeling it, but for Colin, the fatigue that he was experiencing was of a different magnitude. Soft whispered words in my ear had my heart racing.

“Please, don't leave me. I don't want to be alone.”

“Are you sure?” His arms tightened around my neck as he responded.

“Please.” That one word told me everything. He needed me, and I nodded.

“Hey, Dennis,” I called out, turning to the right. “Colin has asked me to stay with him.”

“Okay. If you need anything, feel free to call. Colin, we are here for you. You are not alone. Goodnight to you both.”

With that, the door closed with a click. The only sound that could be heard was our breathing, and I rested my head on his shoulder as his chest rose and fell against mine. If we didn't move, we'd fall asleep on the floor.

“Hey, let's get you to bed.” Colin slowly stood, and I followed suit as I heard him settling into the mattress. “Goodnight, Colin. Sleep well.”

“Wait? Where are you going?” I could hear the alarm in his voice, and I rubbed his arm. He shivered as my fingers came in contact with the raised skin and bandages. Did they do this to you?

“I was going to get a blanket and sleep on the floor next to your bed, but…”

“No, please.” His hand was in mine now, pulling me down next to him. “Sleep here with me. I can't…”

“Okay, I will. I'll be right here.”

As I settled under the blanket, I felt the heat from Colin's body. His breathing slowed and became more shallow as he drifted off to sleep. I sighed, feeling robbed of all energy. His revelation had floored me, but it helped me to understand his behavior from earlier. I had made a promise.

I would never leave his side. Hearing the tears, anguish, and self-loathing made me want to hold him and never let him go, protect him from all harm, and be his savior. He was broken, but he wouldn't be for long because I'd be the support that he needed. I would bring him out of the darkness, guide him down the right path, and show him that there was more to life and love. However, he needed time and space to heal, and I understood that. My goal was to help him, even if doing so meant losing him all over again.
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We awoke around noon. Dennis had brought my belongings down from my room, and after a reserved Colin had showered and dressed, I followed suit. When I emerged, the television was on, and the smell of bacon pervaded the air. After eating, we headed to the airport.

According to Dennis, Colin had barely touched his food this morning and his eyes hadn’t left the hotel window that overlooked the street below. The plane ride was silent, each of us wrapped in our own thoughts. Colin had been silent all morning, and I knew he had a lot to process. I wanted to take some of his pain and shoulder it, but all I could do was be there for him.

“We are now making our descent into Columbus, Ohio.”

The landing was smooth, and as we disembarked, I couldn't help but relax. We were all home, where things were familiar and safe, but I knew for Colin that wasn't the case. He wouldn't be able to stop looking over his shoulder, and I wondered how I could help him.

“Colin, are you okay to drive? My car's just over there.” Dennis asked. I applauded him on how well he was handling things. We both agreed that we wouldn’t push, and that Colin would open up when he was ready.

“Yes, but since I'm staying with one of you, I'll need an address,” he answered softly.

After giving Colin my address, we piled into Dennis's car. He watched as Colin pulled out of the parking lot, and then we did the same. I slumped against the seat and dropped my head into my hands. I had slept a full eight hours, but I felt drained as all hell.

“I can see how much this is affecting you, man. However, there are some things you need to know before you decide to move the boy into your apartment. And before you get all Domly on me, a lot of things happened yesterday, so there was never a right time.”

“Okay?” I held my breath, wondering what more could be coming.

“He is badly bruised,” Dennis said after inhaling. “I don’t know what those bastards were trying to prove, but… the idiots clearly had no knowledge of SSC, because he’s covered in welts, marks, and cuts. He’s bandaged up, thank God, but he must be in extreme pain.”

“Fuck,” I breathed. I felt a pang in my heart, knowing that this boy was dealing with so much, and I couldn't help him.

“Stephen, he also has a fresh tattoo,” he hissed, and I turned toward him as the car came to a stop. “It's on his lower back, and the word? The word is just… disgusting.”

“What is it?” I gritted out as my hands clenched into fists.

“Oh, Stephen,” he sighed as he stepped on the gas. “It's CUNT.”

“What the fuck?” I growled, wringing my hands. “How could they do that? I doubt he knows.”

“I don't know, but we need to decide where he's going to stay for the time being…”

“With me, it's been decided,” I interrupted him.

“Stephen, the boy's been through some fucked-up shit in the last forty-eight hours,” Dennis barked. “Just because you slept with him last night doesn't give you the right to stake a claim on him. What he needs right now is to make his own decisions. I know you want to help, but you can't save everyone, man.”

For the rest of the ride, I mulled over my friend's words. I desperately wanted to help Colin, but maybe my feelings were clouding my judgment. Last night he seemed to respond to me. Why wouldn't he want to stay with me? Maybe his response was elicited by the recent events, but I couldn't let him just…

“He's waiting for us. You ready?” I nodded and placed my hand on the handle of the door. “And whatever you do, don't mention the tattoo.”
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We were now sitting on my couch, sipping water. Colin sat on my right, his body inches away from mine. He seemed distant. What was he thinking about?

“So, we agreed to take care of you until you felt ready to return home by yourself. Have you decided where you want to stay?”

“I…” he hesitated, and after taking a few sips of his water, he continued. “I'd like to stay at your house, Dennis. If that's all right.”

What the fuck? I had spent the night lying beside him, worrying about him, wracking my brain for ways to help him, and now this? I shook my head.

“Are you sure?” I asked softly, knowing damn well that I wouldn't stop him. If this was what he needed, who was I to stand in his way? He needs to make his own choices.

“I'm sure. I'd like to go now. Can we please leave?” He stood, and my heart cracked. He was trying to get away from me, but why? Had I come on too strong?

“Yes. We'll need to go back to your house and grab some extra clothes and toiletries, but don't worry, I'll be with you.”

How could he? I breathed in and out, counting each breath. I shouldn't be angry, but I felt like my world had come to a complete standstill. I wouldn't know if he was safe, taking his meds, or eating right. I trusted Dennis, but I felt like the rug had been pulled from underneath me. There was nothing I could do.

“I'm ready.” He sounded impatient, and I swallowed. I couldn't believe this.

“I'm going to talk to Stephen for a bit. Would you mind waiting in your car? I'll be right behind you,” Dennis said.

“Oh, okay,” he said hesitantly. “Goodbye, Stephen.”

“Goodbye, Colin.”

As soon as the door closed, Dennis's arms were around my neck. I held my breath to keep the tears at bay as he rubbed my back.

“I know how much this is hurting you, man. He will be fine, I promise. If you want, I can update you on his progress over the upcoming days.”

“That'd be nice,” I answered softly. “I know that this is his decision, but damn, for some reason this hurts!”

“It's because you care about him. I won't let anything happen to him. I promise. Now, my friend, please get some sleep. You look as worn down as those Reeboks you always wear. He will be well taken care of.”

He stood and walked toward the door. I felt the tears prick my eyelids, but I held my breath. My heart ached knowing that I wouldn't be the one to help Colin through his trials.

“I'll be in touch,” Dennis said softly.

“Thanks.”

As soon as the door closed, I hurriedly walked into my bedroom, stripped off my clothes, threw on some pajamas, and crawled into bed. As I laid my head on the pillow, the fear, anger, and need spilled from me in loud sobs. Dennis told me he'd keep me informed, but it wasn't the same as having Colin here. If he was here, I could watch over him, keep him safe, and comfort him when he needed me.

Would Dennis do the same? Dennis was a Dominant, but he wasn't emotionally invested in the boy like I was. I knew that he'd take good care of Colin, but not how I could. As my tears dried, I decided to work from home tomorrow. I enjoyed the atmosphere of my workplace, but with everything going on I couldn’t fathom being around my co-workers.


Chapter Twelve

Colin

The first thing I feel are hands on my naked body. They aren't gentle, and then voices become clearer. Men, they are talking.

“You did the right thing, Luke, by bringing him here. His mouth’s so beautiful, and his hole…”

Then something's pressing into my lower back. The sound is like… a high-pitched drill. I feel as if I'm floating in a thick cloud. I can't talk or move as fingers rub over my asshole with something wet.

“He'll never know.”

Laughter, they're laughing, but why? Then I see a face—brown eyes, his hair is braided, and the gold chain around his neck shines in the light above. What's his name?

“Luke, come and get a piece of this ass before this boy wakes up.”

More laughter, but the name? It's him, the man from the BDSM club. I open my eyes, and…

“No! No! Stop! Please!” I jumped from the bed, my eyes darting around the small bedroom. I was alone, but I could hear a door opening and feet running down the hall. Where am I?

“Colin?”

I focused on the face, and I fell to the floor, looking up at the man from yesterday. He was Stephen's friend, right? Oh my God! Yesterday's events rushed back to me: flying home on the plane, driving to Stephen's house, my decision to stay with Dennis, and seeing the hurt look on Stephen's face. I swallowed.

“I'm sorry… I…” I stammered, unable to form words. My body was covered in sweat, and I shivered.

“You had a nightmare.” Dennis's voice was soft as he spoke. “I'll get you a glass of water.”

He exited the room, and I sighed, pressing my hands to my face. I hate this! As I rose from the floor, I recalled the name of the guy with the chain, Luke. He was the man I had met at Flame of Fury, who had taken me back to his dungeon and left me alone with someone.

I sat on the edge of the full-sized bed and looked around the room. The walls were white, with paintings of trees and flowers, a cherry-finished dresser sat in the corner, and a nightstand sat next to the bed.

The room had a vacant air, and I was grateful for Dennis's generosity. If it wasn't for him, I would probably be in more trouble right now because of my feelings for Stephen…

“Here you go.” He held out a glass mug and I stared into the clear liquid. I looked between him and the mug, weighing my options. Dennis wouldn’t try anything, would he? How could I trust anyone after this past weekend? “It's okay, Colin. I understand that you'll need time to trust anyone, but I promise you that the only thing in that mug is water.”

I stared into the liquid once more. I took the mug and slowly brought it to my lips. Cold, bland, colorless, flavorless, and odorless. Yep, it was definitely water. I sipped slowly, not wanting to show Dennis how good this was, but also a little weary. He wouldn't do that, would he? As I lowered the mug, he glanced at me.

“Is it okay if I sit?” I nodded, and he sat at the foot of the bed. “Is there anything I can do? I heard you screaming and came running. Do you want to talk about it?”

“No, thank you. Um, what time is it?”

“Almost 4:00 a.m.”

“Shit! I have to get up for work in two hours.” I swallowed. Cleaning bathrooms should’ve been the furthest thing from my mind, but after everything that I had been and still was dealing with, I needed a distraction. While I couldn’t even be alone for one night without having a nightmare, at work there were teachers, other staff, students…

“Oh, where do you work?” He turned toward me.

“DHS,” I answered. “I'm a janitor. Maybe I should try and sleep. I need to leave here by 7:30.”

“Colin, I think it's best if you don't attend work today. You just went through something unimaginable, and I…”

“Look, just because I'm living here doesn't give you the right to tell me how to run my life!” I threw my hands in the air as I glared at him. “I’m going to work, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it!”

“Maybe not,” Dennis said, “but I can see it in your eyes, you're scared. I know that you’re in need of a distraction, something to get you out of your head, but I think it’s too soon. While you’re here, my goal is to help you through this tough time, but what you need more than anything is to know that you have the power to make your own decisions. So, if you want to go to work today, I won’t stop you, but just know that it goes against my better judgment. I promised Stephen that I wouldn't let anything happen to you, and that includes you going back to work before you're truly ready. I'm looking out for you, Colin.”

“You told Stephen you'd watch out for me?” A lump formed in my throat at the severity of this man's statement. He promised Stephen something, but why? Then his hurt look flashed in my mind, and I placed my hand over my chest. It is my fault.

“Yes, I did.” Dennis's voice brought me back to the present. “Now, the doctor filled us in on what needs to be done to treat your fissure. You have to take baths daily, and you need to eat well. How does that sound?”

“Okay.” I shrugged, looking at the blue quilt on the bed. “After I'm healed, will you send me back to Stephen?”

“Colin.” Dennis took a breath as he rose from the bed and looked at me, his face neutral. “You are in control. You have the power to make your own decisions, so once you’re healed, you can choose where you spend your time. I’m just here to guide and nurture, that’s all. You don't have to believe me, but I'm concerned about your health and safety, and I won't go back on my word. I'm not going anywhere.”

I stared into those hazel eyes, and a pang shot through my chest. I could see and hear the sincerity, but I was broken, which meant that Dennis would have a lot to deal with. I fell back against the bed, my body shaking with silent sobs. I didn't want to be here in this stranger’s home. I needed Stephen's strong arms wrapped around me, but I couldn't. My feelings were how I ended up in this predicament in the first place. I needed to play the game for as long as I could.

“Dennis… please… hold me.”

He kept his eyes on my face as he approached my side, carefully sitting beside me and pulling me into his arms. I stiffened, his touch soft and welcoming, but unfamiliar. I buried my face into his neck, my snot and tears wetting his skin. This didn't feel like Stephen's strong embrace, his hands soft and soothing, his deep voice calming me, carrying my fears and doubts away. I allowed the caresses, softly spoken words, and silence until I drifted off in Dennis's arms. This will all be over soon.
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It had been three days since I had returned home from Alabama. I returned to work on Thursday, and I was now relaxing in the bath per the doctor's orders. The hot water mixed with the Epsom salts relaxed my muscles, and I closed my eyes. This is nice.

Living with Dennis wasn't as bad as I thought it would be. He made me breakfast in the morning, packed me a lunch, and even made dinner, all while ensuring that I was okay and following the doctor's orders.

He stayed to himself, and so did I. When I had nightmares, he was always there, and when I needed space, he left me alone. Yet, as simple as this all sounded, I felt inadequate and worthless, and my emotions were never stable. I kept looking over my shoulder when at work, waiting for something to happen.

The smell of the conditioner surrounded me, and I smiled to myself. It was the same one my auntie had used to wash my hair when I was a child. She'd scrub my scalp and sing, the words telling of how great God is.

I laughed as I thought about it, my skinny body bent over a sink in a chair. Then another memory surfaced, and I shuddered. I sat on the couch, playing with a toy car and coloring in a book.

Lying next to me was my mother, who wore a pained expression as she pressed a hand to her mouth. Her eyes were squeezed shut as she groaned and sighed, and the stench of stale vomit permeated the air around her. The television was on, but I had no idea what was playing. I shook my head, trying to rid my mind of the images.

My aunt had saved me from the constant alcohol use, the avoidance, the tears, and the anger. My mom was grieving her mother, my grandmother, but she had been in and out of treatment since I was nine, and I was just fine not having her in my life.

The water was getting cold, so I pulled myself out of the tub. After wrapping my body in a towel, I walked into the room that was reserved for me. I applied the cream, which resulted in shivers and choked sobs, then I slipped into pajamas.

When I felt calmer, I decided to see what Dennis was up to. I had spent so much time in my room over the last few days, and I felt like a horrible houseguest because I was constantly being waited on. I needed to make an effort.

“Hey, Colin.” Dennis turned around in his chair and regarded me with a smile as I stepped into the living room. “Are you hungry? I was thinking of ordering a pizza if you're up for it.”

“Sure. That bath was extraordinary, and I've applied the cream.” I blushed. Dennis insisted on knowing that I was taking care of myself, and though he constantly reminded me of the control that I had, I felt better knowing that someone was looking out for me. It also helped me to stay accountable for my health. But telling a complete stranger about my private happenings was weird.

“Good,” he said with a smile, and my heartbeat accelerated. “Pepperoni sound good?”

“Fuck!” I groaned, realizing the doctor's orders. I had to eat vegetables and fruits until my fissure was healed. “Remember? Vegetables. This fucking sucks.”

“Hey.” His eyes softened as he looked into mine. “Pepperoni pizza won't hurt for one night, okay? And I'll limit your intake, so you don't overeat. No need to worry.”

I nodded and walked over to the couch. My lower back was itching badly, and I had scratched it in the days prior. When I reached to lift my shirt, I was startled as a hand grabbed my wrist.

“Don't scratch it, please. It will heal.” My eyes met his as he held onto my wrist.

“What will?” Dennis's eyes went dark, and I stared at him, waiting for him to let go of my wrist. His eyes darted around the room before he motioned for me to follow him.

“Come with me.” His voice was no longer calm but tinged with pent-up tears.

He led me down the hall to his bedroom. A mirror was within my direct line of vision, and he motioned for me to turn around.

“Before I show you your back, I need you to know that I didn't tell you because knowing would cause you more harm. Eventually, you would have found out, but…” He scrubbed a hand over his face, and I could see an array of emotions cross his face. “Lift your shirt and look at the reflection.”

With trembling fingers, I did as instructed. I looked at the mirror that reflected my back, and my heart stopped. My lower back was covered in ink, red letters that went from one side to the other. My knees buckled, and Dennis caught me before I could fall. There was one word on my skin, and a strangled sob erupted from my mouth as I read it:

CUNT.

Dennis was standing on my right side, and the door was to my left. He knew about the tattoo and didn't say anything for four days! Four fucking days! If he knew, so did Stephen, right?

“Does Stephen know?” I asked, keeping my eyes lowered to the carpeted floor.

“He just found out on Tuesday. I told him not to mention it because your safety and well-being was…”

Glaring at him, I raised my hand and slapped him. How could they do this to me? Both Dennis and Stephen lied to my face, the men who swore that they would protect and care for me. How could they? I dashed into my room, grabbed my bag with my clothes and toiletries, and stuffed my medication inside. I needed to get out of here. Why didn't they tell me?

Now, I knew that the fragmented memories were real. I was marked with a tattoo that I could actually see. Now I was marked. It wasn't enough to rape and drug me. They had to brand me too. I felt disgusting and dirty, and as I swung the bag over my shoulder, I heard footsteps approaching the door.

“Go away! I don't want to see you ever again!” I yelled, but Dennis's tall body appeared in the doorway.

“I'm so sorry we didn't tell you. I want to explain. Can you give me that?” I kept my eyes on his face, his cheek now red from where I’d slapped him. I snickered, folded my arms, and waited. “Colin, when we walked into that hotel room, we had no idea you had endured so much. I immediately thought you had been drinking and had a rough night. That wasn't the case, though. After you filled us in on your assault, I couldn't fathom telling you about the tattoo because it would do more harm than good. I realize now…”

“Don't, please. I understand why you didn't tell me, but it wasn't your decision to make. Since I’ve been staying here, you’ve been talking about me having control, but by deciding what I needed to know, you took that control away, just like… Luke and his friends. You did that! I should have known. End of story! This,” I exclaimed, pointing to the bruises on my arms, my ass, and my dick, “all happened to me, not you or Stephen! Now, I've got a fucking tattoo that I can't get rid of! You know what? I've had it with all of this. I'm leaving!”

“Colin, please.” I saw his eyes pleading with me, but I shook my head as I stormed past him. “I said that I'd take care of you.”

“Not by keeping secrets from me. You're not!”

I walked down the hall, past the kitchen, and stopped at the front door. After unlocking it, I stepped outside, the cool night air caressing my body. As the door slammed behind me, I sprinted toward my car, and when I was safely inside, I let the tears fall.

My life and body were no longer my own. As I stuck the key into the ignition and peeled out of the parking lot, I shuffled songs by Papa Roach, the drumbeats fueling me to drive faster and harder. I was going home where I could take care of myself. I didn't need a Dominant to watch over me.


Chapter Thirteen

Stephen

I sat in front of my computer attempting to code a website, but the elements and tags weren't making sense. I hadn't heard from Dennis in almost a week, but I had to stay focused on my job. It was the only thing keeping my mind occupied.

Still, even during work, I found myself thinking about Colin. The way he felt in my arms, the abruptness of his decision to stay with Dennis, his assault. I had booked an appointment with my therapist for this week because I wasn't feeling like myself.

Growing up in the foster system had its challenges, and one of them was my blindness. The other kids would tease, make fun of me, and do things deliberately to get a reaction. I was stabbed and almost set on fire while in my last foster home, and being so close to dying had me filled with anxiety and fear growing up.

As an adult, I'd been doubtful about my abilities, because of my past. When I became interested in BDSM, I was terrified of what others would say, how they'd react, and I found just the mere thought of dominating scary.

With the help of my therapist, I was learning to manage my thoughts and doubts better, but sometimes, the doubts consumed me, which caused problems. It happened with former play partners and Dennis a couple of times, and I didn't want it to happen with Colin.

The JAWS software droned on, and I could no longer focus on the website. I had a fucking deadline! This site had to be finished by tomorrow, and I couldn't even shut my brain off for two hours to get it done. Suddenly, banging sounded from the front door. I saved the project, turned off the computer, and walked to the door.

“Who is it?” I yelled, my heart racing.

“Open the fucking door, Ste…”

I flung it open, my best friend’s voice sounding panicked and stricken with sobs. He walked in, and I locked the door and sat on the couch. He followed suit.

“We have a problem.”

“What happened?”

“Colin's gone.”

“What do you mean he's gone? You had one fucking job, Dennis! You agreed to take care of him. So, what in the hell happened?” I snapped as I wrung my hands.

“It's all my fault.” He stood from the couch, and I could hear him pacing as he spoke. “He had just gotten out of the bath, I was about to order dinner, and he went to scratch his lower back.”

“Where the tattoo is?” I breathed.

“Yes, and I told him not to scratch it. I had to show him, Stephen.”

“Fuck! Oh God. He must feel so betrayed. Did he tell you where he was going?”

As Dennis filled me in my mind wandered. I just wanted the boy to be okay because if he wasn't…

“Then, he asked if you knew about the tattoo. He feels like we betrayed him, man. What do I do?”

“You do nothing. I'm going to handle this. He needed to know about the tattoo, but we agreed not to tell him… not yet at least.” I sighed, knowing that I wouldn't be getting much sleep tonight. I needed to find Colin.

“Stephen, he's pissed at both of us. Do you really think he'll respond to you?” I could hear the frustration in Dennis’s voice.

“Where do you think he went?” I asked as I wrung my hands. Please, be okay, boy.

“He probably went home. You should just let him come back on his own. He needs time and space…”

“He shouldn’t be alone, dammit!” I stood in front of Dennis now, my hands balled into fists at my sides. “The boy was raped and drugged, and the only thing he can be sure of is the tattoo he'll have for the rest of his life! He has an anal fissure, bruises, and God knows what else! He has to be taken care of, Dennis. He can't be alone.” I rubbed my temples as a pressure started to build behind my eyes.

“You're right,” he sighed. “But you're too close to this. Your feelings will just get in the way. He needs a friend right now, not a lover or…”

“You don't know what my boy needs!” I swallowed, the words hanging in the air. He’s not yours. “As his Dominant, I can foster growth, acceptance, and structure. I need to go to him.”

“See what I mean? You’re already calling him yours. Stephen, I agree that he shouldn’t be alone, but…” I interrupted him, my muscles tensing as I spoke.

“I’m going to him, end of discussion! He needs someone and he responds to me,” I huffed, the pressure in my head building. “Text me his address. I'll take an Uber.”

“Stephen…”

“We agreed to take care of him, and since you failed, I’m going to attempt to fix things before it’s too late!”
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I sat in the back of the Uber, my head throbbing. I had packed a bag with the essentials because I needed to be prepared. Colin could reject me, but my only goal was finding him and making sure that he wasn’t hurt… or worse. The sounds of Halsey drowned out my thoughts, her soothing voice slightly calming my nerves. When there was turmoil and chaos in my life, music was the substance that calmed me. I felt like I was on a rollercoaster, everything happening at once and not having enough time to process it all.

I checked my phone and sighed. It was almost 10:00 p.m., would Colin still be awake? What if he wasn't there? My breathing quickened as I thought about where else he could be. I shook my head, clasping my hands in front of me. Please, God. Let him be okay.

Ten minutes later, I was standing outside of Colin's apartment. How would he react when he saw me? Would he slam the door in my face? Would he tell me that he never wanted to see me again? My therapist's words filled my head:

“Don't focus on what-ifs. Focus on the here and now.”

I raised my hand and knocked loudly. I waited thirty seconds then tried again. After a minute, I rapped on the door with the heel of my hand, a constant sound that would have driven anyone mad. After about two minutes I stopped, rubbed the heel of my hand, and used the other one.

I needed to know that he was okay, safe, and healthy. I heard no sound of movement from inside, so I lowered my hands to my sides. What do I do now? I couldn't go home, and I wouldn't. I wasn't giving up on him. I tried again, and by the time I heard the latch click, there was a dull ache in my hand. I caught the door as it swung open.

“What the fuck do you want? Didn't your friend tell you? I'm done with you. Both of you lied to me. That's unforgivable! So, you can see your way off this property, or I’ll call the manager and have you escorted off. It's your choice.”

Whoa! Colin was obviously upset, but we were just trying to help him. We had no idea about his situation and thought it was too soon to mention the tattoo. Still, I was in control and wasn't about to allow him to talk to me like this.

“Excuse me? Listen, Colin. You can be angry at us, but we were just trying to help. We didn’t tell you because you had been through enough, and that tattoo is just another reminder. Look, I just came by to see how you were doing…”

“Just fucking great. I can't sleep. I keep seeing them in my dreams. I fucking hate this stupid diet that I have to adhere to! But you and Dennis wouldn't know anything about that, would you? Just leave me alone! I am waiting on my pizza delivery, and you’re not welcome in my home!” He tried to pull the door from my grasp, but I held tight as I wedged my body between him and the door.

“Colin, I don’t think you should be left alone. I won’t push, but I’d like to talk about this like adults. Please, don’t shut me out. I just want to help,” I pleaded with him, hoping that he could tell that I was serious.

He sighed, and I heard his footsteps as he retreated into his home. I stepped inside and closed and locked the door. Was this too much for him? He was going through a lot. What if he really didn't want to talk? Maybe I should just go. I reached out for the doorknob, but my other hand was grabbed, and I was pulled further into the apartment. Then my fingers rested on something soft. I sat and leaned back into the soft fabric, the smell of Febreze surrounding me. Was that lemon?

“What do we need to talk about?” Colin stood in front of me, and I reached for his hands. Nothing happened for a few seconds, but then soft, warm hands rested in mine.

“Talk to me, Colin. This last week couldn't have been easy for you. How was it staying at Dennis's? Did he take care of you?”

“Obviously,” he snapped. “I'm still standing, aren't I? He made me meals, made sure I followed the doctor's orders, and tried to keep my spirits up. Until he lied by omission, everything was fine.”

“Colin, I understand that you are dealing with a lot right now, but being angry at us isn’t benefiting anyone. Our goal is still to help and take care of you, but you need to meet us halfway.” I rubbed my fingers across the backs of his hands. “I've been worried about you, and I genuinely want to know how you're doing. Please, sit next to me. This is a safe space, and whatever you tell me, I won't repeat, I promise. Now come and sit.”

He removed his hands and did as instructed. I wanted to hold him and let him know that he was safe and that I wouldn't hurt him, but he didn't need that right now. So, we sat in silence for a while. The only sound that could be heard was a grandfather clock. Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

“Stephen, I hate myself,” he started. “I craved a connection so badly that I put myself in danger, and now I’m broken beyond repair. I have a permanent reminder of that night! No man will ever want me because when they're fucking me, all they will see is the one word that those men thought of me as, a CUNT! I'm a fucking cunt!”

He was sobbing now, and I reached for him, my previous decision abandoned. Colin needed me. His arms went around my neck, and I held him close, rubbing his back up and down. I whispered encouraging words, telling him that he was safe, that I was here, and that it would be okay. I could feel his heartbeat racing as I pressed my hand to his back.

“This is all my fault!” he sobbed. “All of this because I couldn't handle a breakup. I was just looking for a distraction, something that could take away the pain, at least for a little while. I wasn’t expecting… more pain. I just wanted to forget Josaiah. And you.”

“Me?” I asked, holding his chin in my hand.

“Yes, you showed me so much kindness the night that we met, and because I couldn't let go of Josaiah, I ran. Even a year later, I couldn't handle it. I needed to get away. I saw the ad online for Flame of Fury…” A tremor went through his body, and I pulled him closer.

“It's okay, Colin,” I whispered into his hair. “You're safe. What happened when you went to the club?”

He explained how he had gone to a few gay bars before visiting Flame of Fury. He talked about meeting a guy with a gold chain, who recently appeared in his dreams as Luke. Then he told me about Matt and Wayne, two guys at the private dungeon who had also appeared in his dreams. He mentioned the drink given to him by Wayne, and then he started hyperventilating.

“Colin,” I murmured softly into his ear, stroking his hair, and rubbing his back. “I'm right here. I've got you.”

“My dreams… they've been of the rape,” he said softly, after he regained control of his breathing. “Two, maybe three men… all doing… things to me. I dreamed about the tattoo a few days ago, but… I didn't think anything of it. The men in the dreams are touching… licking… ahhhhh! Stephen, I will never be able to have sex again.”

“I understand that you're in a lot of pain right now, but I'm sure your fissure will heal. I know that you want to resume your normal life, and I would like to help you with that. There should be no rush when it comes to sex, especially after all that you’ve endured.”

“No man will ever want me, Stephen,” he cried as he buried his face into my neck. “Sure, my fissure will heal, but I can't even look at other men in the same way that I used to. I… I used to think about how nice it would be to have my ass pounded. Normally, I’d visit the gay bars on the weekends, looking for a drink and good sex, but now, I can’t even think about… my hole being filled. I have so many medications. I need to change my diet. I hate this!”

“Colin.” I heard his words, but I also felt and sensed something. What else was going on? He was babbling, and I needed to understand why. “What are you not telling me? All the talk about being pounded and… I know that your assault has left you vulnerable and scared, but there is no rush. Sex can wait.” He inhaled, and I kept my hand on his back.

“I… they gave me an STI. Gonorrhea.” His sobs echoed around the living room, and my heart cracked. Poor boy.

“I'm so sorry.”

I didn't know what to say, but I continued to hold and comfort him. We sat there for a while, no words exchanged, but silent gestures that said it all. The grandfather clock ticked on, and all I could feel was Colin’s heart beating against my own. Finally, it was returning to normal.

“Every time I look in the mirror, I don't see myself.” Colin's voice broke the silence. “Now, I see a vessel. I look at the tattoo on my back and see my hole right below it, and all I can do is… stare in disgust. I am no longer myself, Stephen. They took that from me.”

“No, they didn't. I may not have known you for long, but Colin, from the day that I met you, I haven't been able to stop thinking about you.” I inhaled, realizing that it was now my turn to be honest. “I wondered what Josaiah had done to make you so upset. I questioned if I had helped or harmed you by agreeing to do a scene. But what I was most curious about was why you ran. You seemed more relaxed as I spanked you, and you seemed to let go, and then you were trying to get away from me as if I was the Boogeyman.”

“It wasn't you,” he said, touching the side of my face as he sat up. “It was all on me. I had caught feelings for Josaiah that he obviously didn't reciprocate, and I was heartbroken when he had a foursome in the bathroom at Jaycee’s. I…”

“He did what?” My hands balled into fists in my lap, and warm fingertips caressed my upper arm.

“It's okay, but… I needed to get away from all of that. So, I went to Alabama.”

If only I had known, I could have stopped him before things got this far. I could have been the positive light during such dark times. My therapist's words filled my head:

“You cannot change the past. Just focus on the here and now and look forward to the future.”

I knew what needed to be done. However, Colin was vulnerable, scared, and had his guard up. Could he learn to trust me if I pointed him in the right direction? Would he accept the help that I was about to offer him? I wanted to watch him grow into a more resilient person, and though I hadn't known him before last year, I wanted to get to know him. He needed structure, guidance, and therapy, and though I could offer him all of those things, one item had to be checked off the list first.

“Colin, how would you feel about talking to someone who could help you make sense of all your fears, doubts, and worries?”


Chapter Fourteen

Colin

“Like a therapist?” I stared at him, aware that he couldn't see my expression, but how did he know?

“Yes, like a therapist.” Stephen's hand rested on my arm. His touch was calming. “I know that you've been through enough and seeing someone is probably the last thing you want to do. However, I feel that talking to someone could…”

“Yes,” I interrupted him. “You don't know how badly I want this to go away. How I want the pain to stop. How I…”

“Colin, slow down,” he said as he rubbed up and down on my arm. “You know that seeing a therapist will help, but it will take time. And you can't rush the process. It will take as long as it takes.”

“I understand,” I said softly, and then Stephen's arm pulled me closer. We were sitting side-by-side on the couch, and I leaned my head back against the soft fabric. I just wanted to feel like myself again. Stephen was willing to help me. Could I trust him? What would he want in return?

“Colin, what are you thinking about?” How does he know?

“Um… I mean, you're offering me something major, and… well, what do you want in return? I…”

I froze as a single digit touched my lips. His finger stayed put and I smiled. Okay, now what?

“That's better,” he whispered as he removed his finger, my lips tingling from the touch. “Colin, I'm doing this because I can hear and feel the pain that you're suffering through. I want to see you come out of this a stronger man. You don't owe me a thing.”

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and I scrambled from the couch. After paying the delivery man, I set the pizza boxes on the kitchen table and returned to the sofa where Stephen was waiting. If this was what could keep the nightmares and fears away, then what did I have to lose?

“Okay, I'll try therapy.” I sighed as I stood in front of him, and he opened his arms. I stepped back, my heartbeat picking up speed. Being in his arms earlier felt… nice, but I knew where things were headed. However, he was waiting and it felt rude not to accept his embrace. I walked into his arms and once they were surrounding me, I buried my face into his neck. Please, let's just stay here.

“I will always be here for you, okay?” His deep voice rumbled against my ear. I didn't budge. Instead, my muscles relaxed, and I closed my eyes, breathing in the cologne and shower gel. Both were earthy and pungent, and something warm and sweet.

Time seemed to pass. Our breathing was in sync, and I felt dazed as I looked into Stephen's eyes. His face had settled into a smile and his posture was relaxed. He seemed content. I shook my head, not wanting to entertain the thoughts tumbling through it. Finally, I cleared my throat, and he slowly opened his eyes and lowered his arms.

“Ready to eat?” he asked, and I stepped away from him.

“I'll bring you a plate.”

“Colin, two slices for you. No more than that.” His soft but firm tone caught me off guard, and I huffed.

“I… I usually eat three.” Who was he to tell me how many slices of pizza I could have?

“And tonight, you're eating two. Now stop talking and start filling the plates. I'm starving.”

I wanted to protest and talk back, but I couldn't. I slumped my shoulders, mumbled “fine,” under my breath, and walked into the kitchen to do as instructed. I filled a plate with two pieces of pepperoni pizza and set it to the side when Stephen's voice filtered in from the living room.

“Two for me as well, please.”

I placed two slices on a second plate and walked out to serve him the food. His hands were outstretched, and I handed him the plate.

“Thank you.”

“You're welcome.”

I turned back into the kitchen and opened the liter of cherry Pepsi that had come with the pizza. I filled a glass and was about to pour another when Stephen's voice came from behind me.

“Water for you, Colin.”

“Are you kidding me? I can only have two slices of pizza, and now I can't have soda?” I wasn’t going to allow Stephen to tell me how to run my life, but…

“I'm here to take care of you. You have to adhere to a diet so that your fissure doesn’t get worse, correct? I’m not here to tell you what to do, Colin. Your safety and well-being are of utmost importance to me. Water, please.”

I sighed and capped the soda. I filled a glass with cold water and carried my food and beverage out into the living room. Stephen was sitting cross-legged on the couch, devouring his pizza. I sat at the other end and dug in.

As I ate, I thought about the events that had transpired. I had spilled my guts to Stephen about my fears, doubts, and nightmares, and his solution was to offer me something that I desperately needed. I didn't even know that I was in need until he had mentioned it.

I wanted to feel whole again, to sleep through the night, and to be able to walk down the street without constantly looking over my shoulder. I just wanted my life back. Had Stephen offered me a way to make that happen? So far, he had stuck to his word, and I hoped that he continued to.

But what if I hated therapy? Would I ever heal? Would I ever see Stephen again? Swallowing my last bite of pizza, I wiped my mouth with my hand. I needed to try for myself and for Stephen.

“It's getting late,” he said as I walked back into the living room after disposing of our dishes. “The pizza was amazing, and so was the company. How do you feel?”

“Well, I would be full, except you took away my third slice,” I answered, and he snickered.

“I'm sorry, but I'm just following the doctor's orders. You can have a second glass of water. That should help.”

I groaned as I sat next to him. His hand rested on my arm, and I shifted closer to him, needing to feel his body heat.

“Colin, it is getting late. I have a project that I need to finish before tomorrow afternoon. I…”

“Please,” I pleaded, the act of breathing becoming difficult. I didn’t want him to leave, especially after the good conversation and the calm that seeped into my body when he held me. “I can't… would you mind staying?”

His hand rested on top of mine on the cushion, and I could feel the heat radiating from his palm. Was he going to leave? I didn't want to take him away from his project, but I couldn't imagine spending this night alone.

“Colin, if you need me, you've got me. I can work from here in the morning, and then we'll see what the day has in store for us.”

“Um, us? You're spending the day with me tomorrow?” I asked incredulously.

“Only if you want me to. I just don't want to leave you alone.”

I didn't know what I expected to find when I trudged into my living room a few hours ago to open the door to the idiot who was banging rather loudly. However, I was grateful that Stephen hadn't listened when I told him to get lost. I didn't know what would happen tomorrow, but I was in awe of his generosity. What could I say?

“Thank you.”

N

I couldn't stop staring at this man. He was fast asleep, and the first few rays of sunlight were peeking through my blinds, but my eyes stayed on his face. Stephen’s mouth was half-open, his teeth straight and white, and his hair was sticking up in odd places. His light snore was a welcoming sound, not too loud or overbearing. I snuggled closer to him, the warmth from his body calming me.

My sleep was uninterrupted. I had asked Stephen if he wanted to sleep on the couch, but he told me no. He knew about the nightmares and wanted to be near just in case. Honestly, I didn't want him too far from me, either. As soon as we had climbed into bed, I pressed my body up against his and his arm went around me. I fell asleep instantly, knowing that with Stephen here I could rest easy. We had slept like this in Alabama, and while I should’ve kept my distance, the mere thought of being alone had me choking with fear.

 

I shifted underneath the quilt and sighed. Tomorrow, I would have to get up around this time to go to work, and I hated it. The thought of going outside alone terrified me, and I found myself looking over my shoulder at every turn. Shaking my head, I reached over to my nightstand and grabbed my pill bottle. For now, this was my life, I thought as I slipped out of bed. The cool air met my bare skin, and I shivered.

“Oh, what time is it?”

“Good morning to you, too,” I laughed. “It's only 6:15 a.m., you're up early.”

“Shit!” I watched Stephen as he bolted upright, tossing back the covers and climbing out of bed. He scrubbed a hand over his face and then trudged into the bathroom.

I wondered what the fuss was about, but then I remembered the project he had mentioned last night. I walked out into the hallway and stopped when I heard my name.

“Colin, do you have an extra toothbrush that I could use?”

“Yeah, hold on.”

Opening the hall closet, I rummaged around until I held a brand-new green toothbrush. The door opened, and I handed him the package.

“Thank you.”

I turned and walked into the kitchen. I scanned the contents of my fridge but found no fruits or vegetables, not that there would be any. I didn't eat that stuff. I was hungry, and Stephen was keeping a strict watch on my diet, but what would serve as good fiber?

I decided to open a box of Frosted Flakes and since I didn't know what Stephen liked, I settled on preparing him a hot beverage to start his day. He seemed stressed by the project and a mug of hot chocolate would loosen him up and help him focus.

N

I sat on the couch attempting to read a book, but every once in a while, my eyes would wander over to the recliner where Stephen sat, his long fingers flying over the keys on his computer, his head lowered. He seemed engaged in his work, and I smiled, thinking about how surprised he was when I handed him the hot chocolate. I had offered him breakfast, but he was determined to get on with his project.

As I stared at him, I wondered why. Why did Stephen feel the need to help me? Sure, he'd been worried about me since last year, but could that be all? Could he have real feelings for me? I shook my head, not wanting to entertain the possibility. No man would ever want me. I was broken beyond repair.

Stephen doesn't seem to think so. I threw the book to the side, knowing that my thoughts were wrong. He didn’t know how truly broken I was, and if he knew… he wouldn’t want me. I stood, stretched, and walked into the bathroom to start the water for my daily bath. I sighed, hoping that this would all be over soon.

Twenty minutes later, I was dressed in a t-shirt, gym shorts, and socks. The bath had been relaxing. A loud whoop came from the living room as I opened my bedroom door. I chuckled as I followed the sound.

“What's going on?”

“Colin, come and see.” The excitement in Stephen's voice was helping my mood, and I couldn't help smiling as I stood next to him.

On his computer screen, a website was pulled up. It was advertising a restaurant in Dayton, Ohio. I loved the layout, and specific headings were in different colors, which I also loved.

“Wow. This is amazing. Whose site is this?”

“A client of mine,” he said cheerfully. “I created the website for him.”

“Wait! You did this?”

“I sure did. Helping other businesses and customers create their websites is what I love to do. I work for a tech company that specializes in making websites more accessible for blind and visually impaired customers.”

“Wow! That's impressive.” Hearing Stephen talk about his career made me feel happy, knowing that he loved helping others. With the weight of the project nonexistent, a calm air surrounded him, and I was glad to see it.

“Thank you,” he said shyly. “Now that my work’s complete until tomorrow, what do you want to do today?”

“Um, well, I was hoping for a relaxing Sunday in. Unfortunately, I don't really feel like going out.”

“Oh, okay. That works for me.”

I saw the emotions in his eyes: sadness and disappointment. I didn't want Stephen to be upset. Though my mood had lifted slightly, I just wanted to be inside with nothing to do until tomorrow. Could I suffer through something for Stephen?

“So, what do you like to do for fun?” He spoke up.

“Well, I like to read, cook, draw, and be outside in nature. I love the outdoors. What about you?”

“I love to code and read. I also love learning about different types of technology. What's your favorite thing to cook?”

As we chatted, I felt a sense of calm wash over me. There was a normal conversation happening, nothing more. Maybe all Stephen wanted was to be my friend, and if that was the case then I could handle that. I needed a friend. Stephen's phone vibrated and I saw Dennis's name flash across the screen. He answered the call.

“Hello? Yes, I need them as soon as possible. Don't fucking ask me questions. Just bring them over. Do you remember where the spare key is? I'll see you in twenty minutes.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked, walking over to the couch to sit.

“Yes, don't you worry. However, after all of that coding, I’m famished. Can you make a mean grilled cheese?”

“Oh, you will never want another grilled cheese after you've tasted mine. It has a special ingredient, courtesy of my aunt.”

“Well, if it's that good, I have to try it. How about you make us some for lunch? I'm waiting on Dennis to bring over my clothes, but after that we'll eat and then we will take a little trip.”

“Me and you? Where are we going?”

“Patience, Colin. Just focus on making the best grilled cheese in Columbus. Everything else, just leave to me.”

What does this man have planned?


Chapter Fifteen

Stephen

I knew Colin was left feeling anxious, but this ‘trip’ would hopefully get him out of his head. After mentioning his love of nature, I knew the perfect place to take him. I hoped that an excursion would help him relax and we could get to know each other a little better.

As I stood in Colin's shower, allowing the hot water to cascade down my body, I was grateful for Dennis. He had offered to take us to our destination, but I declined. After the week we'd all had, it was best to put a little distance between Colin and Dennis. Besides, I didn't want to deal with his questions and comments. Colin and I would enjoy this together.

I grabbed a towel from the rack as I stepped out of the shower. After dressing in a t-shirt and jeans, I picked up my bag and felt vibrations coming from inside. I unzipped the zipper and opened the bag, the vibrations now nonexistent. I pulled out my phone, unlocked it, and checked the notifications. I smiled as VoiceOver announced that I had a missed call from Dad. I would call my parents when I returned home later tonight.

 I opened the bathroom door, and the most delicious smell greeted my nostrils. I trailed down the hallway and stopped before I reached the kitchen. The sound of metal against metal could be heard, and I stood listening to Colin humming to himself, obviously immersed in his activity. I crept into the living room, not wanting to disturb the boy. I was happy that he was doing something that he loved.

Settling down on the couch, I opened the Kindle app and resumed reading a Charlotte Bronte novel. I was a sucker for romance, especially those written before I was born. I loved learning about different time periods, but I also enjoyed watching the characters as they conquered and overcame the obstacles that were put in their way. The smell grew stronger as the minutes dragged on, and soon enough, I was lost in the story and the aroma.

“Lunch is served!” I was startled as Colin's cheery tone reached my ears. He chuckled. “What has you so jumpy?”

“Sorry,” I said, bookmarking my spot and locking my phone. “I was reading. You scared me.”

“I apologize.”

I reached out my hands, and he set a plate in them. I brought the dish closer to me and sniffed appreciatively.

“I want to watch you take your first bite. Oh, come on, don't make me wait.”

I was enjoying this side of Colin. I picked up the sandwich and bit into it. The cheese was melted perfectly, and I could taste a hint of garlic. Was that the secret ingredient?

“This is heavenly, Colin!” I exclaimed between mouthfuls. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”

“Have you figured out the secret ingredient yet?” he asked, and I smiled to myself as I shook my head.

“No, I haven't. And if it's supposed to be a secret, why don't you keep your mouth shut before your aunt shows up here? Aunts always know when you're telling on them.” I chuckled, and he laughed. It was a short but beautiful sound, and I smiled as I popped the last bite into my mouth.

“Aunts do have superpowers, don't they?” he said, sounding wistful. What was that about?

“Yes, they do. Now you need to eat and get dressed. I've got plans for tonight and I'm not too fond of being kept waiting.”

“Okay, I'm going. Don't get your underwear all in a twist!” I heard his footsteps as he returned to the kitchen, and I couldn't help but blush. I couldn't wait to see how Colin reacted to the surprise I had planned.

N

We exited the car, my hand in the crook of Colin's arm. As we walked up the steps into Columbus Park of Roses, I wondered what was going through Colin's mind. I wanted this to be a wonderful experience for him, and I prayed that he saw the beauty I felt when I came to this place. We finally stopped, and I turned toward him, wrapping my arm around his shoulder.

“Surprise!”

He was silent, which didn't bode well. Was he in shock? Was he being honest with me when he said he just wanted to be inside tonight? I attempted to lower my arm, but his hand caught mine.

“Stephen, this is amazing!” He breathed, and I let out a sigh of relief. “How did you know?”

“Well, you said you loved nature, and this was the first place that I thought of. Somewhere peaceful, quiet, calming. I hope it's okay that I brought you here.”

“Are you kidding? This place is like heaven! Come on, I wanna see all of the gardens.”

The excitement in his voice told me that I had done the right thing. I relaxed as we walked, and he promised to describe what he saw. I listened intently to his descriptions of beautiful roses and flowers, and I hung on to every word. The boy was practically drooling, and I was happy to hear his mood had improved. Now that I had him talking, I didn't want him to stop.

“So, what is your favorite flower?” I asked as we sat on a bench.

“I love all kinds, but my top three would be dahlias, red roses, and tulips. My aunt would drag me to the flower section of Walmart, and though I hated it, I ended up learning to appreciate the beauty in plants and flowers.”

“So, tell me about your aunt. You seem to be very fond of her.”

“I am,” he said as he shifted closer to me. “She adopted me after my grandmother died. She took care of me, encouraged me, fostered my love of learning, and set me on the right path when I was acting up. She means so much to me.” I could hear the quiver in his voice, but I didn't budge for fear of ruining the moment.

“I'm sorry to hear about your grandmother,” I replied softly. “Was she an important figure in your life?”

“Oh, yes. I have very fond memories of her. Her death affected us all, and I was only six when it happened. My mother took it the hardest, though.”

“I'm so sorry.” I placed my hand on his shoulder. “How is she doing now? Your mom?”

“I hear she's fine,” Colin's tone was somber as he spoke. “We don’t communicate. My aunt keeps up with her affairs.” I could tell that talking about his mother was making him uncomfortable, and I wondered why.

“I see. So, what is your favorite fruit?” I could tell that talking about his mother was making him uncomfortable, and I wondered why.

“I guess I'd have to say grapes. What about you?”

“Apples.”

We sat in silence for a while, the wind blowing slightly, but no sound could be heard besides the traffic somewhere far off. I closed my eyes and felt my body relax as the smell of fragrant flowers reached my nostrils. I felt at peace here, knowing that I could just let go and feel. There was no need to think or speak, just be. I wondered if Colin felt the same way, and I allowed my mind to wander. Colin's hand was wrapped around my wrist when I finally opened my eyes.

“I want to finish exploring the gardens. You coming?” I smiled, stood, and unfolded my cane. I held onto Colin's elbow.

“Lead the way.”

By the time we arrived back at the bench, we were both holding our stomachs and laughing hysterically. Our walk had been incredible, and while Colin talked and described, I listened and asked questions. We also talked about our high school days, which warranted laughter. My phone vibrated and I cleared my throat before answering.

“Hello?”

“Hey, are y'all still at the park?”

“Yes, we are. Why?” I was having a wonderful time with Colin, and I didn't want Dennis to ruin it.

“I'm on my way to pick you up. End of discussion.”

“Dennis, we…”

“Don't Dennis me! You know that you are crossing dangerous lines, right? He's not your boy, remember? You can't save him, Stephen. A trip to the park won't erase the hell that he's endured. I'm…”

I hung up, my muscles tensing. Dennis had no idea why I was doing this for Colin. I wanted him to have a day outside in nature to focus on something other than his own thoughts. I could tell by the cool evening air that it was getting late, but I didn’t care. If Colin was enjoying himself, then that was what mattered.

We had laughed, enjoyed the outdoors, and gotten to know each other a little. I told him about my adopted family and how they had saved me from the abuse, constant moving, and ridicule. He had listened intently, humming and commenting when appropriate. I liked that about him: he wasn't one to talk much. I hadn't realized that his hand was resting on mine.

“Are you okay? You've been quiet since that phone call.”

“It was Dennis,” I sighed. “He's on his way to pick us up. I'm sorry that the evening has to end so soon.”

“I understand,” he said quietly, sadness evident in his tone. “I hope there will be others.”

“Sure,” I replied, inhaling to calm my racing heart. “I'd like that.”

“I hope that we can become… friends.” The last word came out as a whisper, and I repositioned our hands so that mine rested on top of his.

“Hey, I made you a promise. I am not going anywhere. Would you like to exchange numbers so that if you are ever in need, I'm just a call away?”

Silence stretched between us, and I didn't push. Maybe it was too soon to ask, but after the time that we’d shared, I wasn't about to leave Colin without anyone to call on. After all, I was going to help him get back on his feet with the help of a therapist.

“Sure, okay.” He sounded uncertain, and I turned toward him.

“Colin, if you're not ready, we don't have to exchange numbers. I just thought…”

“It's not that I'm not ready. I just can't…” He inhaled a shaky breath, then continued. “I can't shake the feeling that…”

“I want something more from you.” I finished his sentence. “All I want from you is friendship. But I also want you to be okay. I hate seeing you doubt yourself, Colin. When we first met you seemed to know exactly what you wanted.”

“I was hurting and just wanted the pain to stop,” he responded quickly. “You made me feel better that night until…”

“Until you ran. Colin, I'm sorry that you've been through so much, but I will always be here for you. I don't have an agenda, okay? I just want to set you up with a therapist who can help you make sense of the turmoil in your mind.”

“And what if therapy doesn't help? What if I continue having nightmares and being paranoid? What if I never heal?”

I heard the sniffles, and I wasted no time reaching for him. He collapsed into my arms, and I comforted him. I could feel his pain as he sobbed silently, and I held him tightly as I whispered words of consolation into his ear.

Dennis was wrong. I could put my feelings aside to help Colin. He needed me more than ever now, and I wasn't about to ignore the ache inside every time he cried. I needed to help him.

“You are going to be okay. I promise. I will make sure of it.”

After a few minutes his sobs subsided, but his uneven breathing remained. I continued to rub his back, calming him and soothing him. I could feel his body relax, and I sighed. Just then, a man cleared his throat to my right.

“Hi. Hello? I'm here to drive you home.”

Colin attempted to pull away from me, but I kept my arms around him. I turned toward Dennis.

“Sure, give me a minute. And Colin needs a ride, too.”

“Okay.”

I heard his footsteps as he walked away, and I sighed, my body suddenly feeling drained of all energy. Leave it to Dennis to ruin a perfect moment. I knew he was worried about me, but he was wrong about my motives.

“Hey, are you ready to go home?” I asked softly into Colin's ear.

“I suppose I have to be, right?” He straightened, and I stood. “And yes, we can exchange numbers. I really do need a friend.”

I smiled as I held onto his elbow. We walked toward Dennis's car, and I opened the back door for him. He thanked me, and before I could climb into the passenger's seat, Dennis's hand grabbed my wrist.

“Stephen, whatever you are doing, it's not the right way to handle this. He needs help from a therapist, not a Dom. You can't…”

“I don't need to explain anything to you,” I whispered angrily. “It's none of your business what is happening between us.”

“You made it my business when you asked me to help you find the boy! I fucking took care of him because, for some reason or another, he didn't want to stay with you. Maybe he associates you with bad memories, but either way, I saw the tattoo! I saw the bruises! I can look at this from a different angle than you because your feelings are getting in the way of you being objective!”

I yanked my hand away from him, flung open the door, and climbed inside. I slammed it, and I heard Colin's gasp.

“What's going on? Were you guys talking about me?” I could hear the guilt in his voice, and I turned around.

“Colin, don't worry. Everything's fine.”

However, something was definitely off about Dennis.


Chapter Sixteen

Colin

What was going on between Stephen and Dennis? As the car accelerated, I couldn't help but look at Dennis's face. He wore a pensive expression, and the corners of his mouth were turned down. His eyes were stormy, and I wondered what could be going through his mind. I peered at Stephen, his cane was folded on his lap with his hands resting on top of it. He had a worried expression on his face, and a pang shot through my chest. Is this my fault?

Our evening had been wonderful, talking, laughing, and looking at the different flowers. I enjoyed Stephen's company, and I relaxed as we continued our conversation. When we sat on the bench in silence, nothing but the sounds of the traffic and the smell of fragrant flowers surrounding us, I initially felt uncomfortable with the setting.

I was sitting alone with a guy in a park, which could have been misconstrued by strangers walking by. However, when I looked over at Stephen, his eyes closed and his head reclined back against the wooden bench, I knew I wanted to feel the sense of peace that he exuded. Within minutes, I followed suit, reclining my head and keeping my eyes on Stephen.

I didn't know what to expect when we stepped outside of the house, but the man had surprised me. I realized that the trip to the park was just what I needed, and having Stephen there with me was better than being alone. Just then, a hand touched my knee, and I looked down to find Stephen's phone resting in his open palm. I took it, input my number, and handed it back to him. Within seconds, a text appeared.

Hi. It's me. I hope you enjoyed yourself tonight. I sure did.

I reacted to his message with a thumbs-up emoji and typed back a quick response. When I looked out of the window, I could see my apartment building and I sighed. I unbuckled my seatbelt and thanked Dennis for the ride home. After climbing out, I knocked on the passenger's side door. There was one more thing that I needed to do before I left. Stephen opened the door, and his smile was bright as he spoke.

“Have a good night, Colin.” He opened his arms, and I walked into his embrace.

His strong arms held me, and I rested my head on his shoulder. I felt an unfamiliar feeling as we lingered in that position, and I found myself pulling away from his warm embrace.

“Call if you need anything,” he whispered, and I smiled.

“I will.” I turned around and started walking toward my apartment. A hand tapped my shoulder, and I froze.

“It's just me… Dennis. I've been doing some research, and I wanted to give you this.” He held out a brown paper bag, and I stared at it.

“What is this?”

“It's okay, Colin. Inside are some pamphlets and an aftercare kit for your… tattoo.”

“Um, okay. Thanks.” I took the bag, and he gave me a small smile. “I appreciate it. Have a good night.”

“You too.”

I walked toward my front door, and after unlocking it, I dashed inside hoping to catch one last glance at my new friend before he left. He had given me so much over the last twenty-four hours, and I was so grateful. As I looked around my living room, my eyes landed on Stephen’s bag. I grabbed it and rushed back outside, and as I approached the car, I could hear raised voices. What was going on? The passenger’s side door opened, and I looked between Dennis and Stephen, their expressions tense.

“Here’s your bag,” I said as I held it out.

“Thanks.” He smiled and, as he took it from me, I looked over at Dennis. His eyes were closed, and his entire body was tense.

“Goodnight,” I mumbled before heading back inside.

There was definitely tension between the two, but why? I frowned as I dropped the paper bag on the couch. Whatever Dennis had found could wait until tomorrow.

I walked into my bedroom and looked around. What a day. I woke up feeling good, and at this moment I felt better than I had in a week. I glanced at the quilt that covered my bed, and I felt a sense of dread. Last night Stephen was here, and now I was alone.

I undressed and pulled back the quilt. I climbed into bed and slid over to where Stephen had slept. I rested my head on the pillow, and I could smell the scent of his cologne and something that was uniquely him. I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes. As sleep washed over me, my last thought was of my hand wrapped around Stephen's.

N

The needle presses into my lower back, but I can't move. I open my mouth to scream, but nothing comes out. I'm lying on my back, and a meaty cock slides down my throat. I hear grunts and moans, and then warm cum coats my face.

“Matt, your turn.”

“No! No! Stop!” I bolted upright, my body covered in sweat. My heart was racing, and I breathed in and out slowly. Another nightmare.

Walking into the kitchen, I retrieved a glass from the cabinet and filled it with water. I hated that I couldn't sleep through the night anymore. I replayed yesterday's events as I sipped, and I felt my lips curl up into a smile. I had so much fun yesterday, and it was all thanks to Stephen. Glancing at the clock, I let out a groan: 3 a.m. I still had a few hours left before I had to get up for work, but there was no way I was going back to bed.

That nightmare felt all too real, just like the others. Was my mind trying to piece together the sensations, sounds, and emotions, or were these actual memories resurfacing? I dropped my head in my hands and thought about what lay inside the bag on the couch.

If there was no tried-and-true method to get rid of the one constant reminder of my assault, I didn't want to know. I shook my head, not wanting to think about the tattoo. On cue, my lower back started to itch, and I reached behind me to scratch, but then I stopped, remembering Dennis's face when he told me about it.

After placing the cup in the sink, I walked into the living room and ripped open the bag. Pamphlets fell onto the brown fabric along with two bars of soap and some ointment. I picked up the container and read the label. I squeezed a bit onto my fingers, lifted my shirt, and pressed the ointment into my skin.

I shivered. The skin was hot to the touch. It felt like it was on fire, and I was transported back into the nightmare. Pain seared my lower back, and I fell to the floor, dropping the ointment. God, please. Make it stop.

“Make it stop.” Tears fell from my eyes, and I pressed my hand to my burning flesh.

I didn't know how long I had been lying on the hardwood floor, but I looked up at the grandfather clock and sighed. Only thirty minutes had passed, and the itchiness in my back had subsided. I removed my hand and rose from the ground.

After capping the ointment and tossing it onto the couch, I walked into the bathroom, closed the door, and lifted my shirt. The skin surrounding the tattoo was pale, and the letters were visible in the dim light. They did this to me. I was nothing but a hole for their semen, spit, and whatever else they could put inside of me. Closing my eyes, I dropped the hem of my shirt and opened the door.

Climbing into my bed, I settled onto the other side of the mattress where the sheets weren't so damp. I stared at my phone on the nightstand, and then I remembered that Stephen had given me his number. Could I call him?

He told me that he would always be here. Would he even answer? I picked up my phone, unlocked it, and scrolled to Stephen's contact. Just call him. I shook my head. There was no way I was calling him at almost 4:00 a.m. I turned over and pressed my face into the pillow. I needed to get some sleep, but what if I couldn't?

I attempted to slow my breathing and then closed my eyes. Images flashed in my mind: Luke with his lips pressed to mine, waking up in the hotel room, hearing the doctor's words. I tossed and turned trying to rid my mind of the images, but it was no use.

“I need Stephen,” I gasped as I fumbled for my phone.

I pressed the call button and listened to the ringing. His voicemail came on, and I sighed. Well, I tried, I thought as I dropped the phone back onto the bed. I knew I wouldn't be able to sleep, and I had an eight-hour shift today. Again, I sighed as I redialed the number. The phone rang twice, and Stephen's groggy voice filled my ears. I felt a pang in my chest, knowing that I had woken him.

“Stephen, it's Colin. I…” What should I say? “I couldn't sleep.”

I heard him shuffling and then silence. Had he gone back to sleep? I was about to try again when he spoke, sounding clearer this time.

“Sorry, Colin. I was drinking water. You said you couldn't sleep. Can you tell me why? Was it another nightmare?”

“Yes,” I whispered, and I felt the tears filling my eyes. Please, don't cry.

“Oh, Colin. I'm so sorry. Do you want to talk about it? If not, I understand.” He sounded sympathetic, and my heart ached, knowing that Stephen was trying to help, but…

I couldn't keep it in any longer. I sobbed hysterically and dropped the phone as I buried my face into the pillow. Stephen was saying something, but I couldn't hear him. His voice was deep and rich, and I inhaled to calm myself.

“It's okay, Colin. Let it out. I'm not going anywhere.” I sniffled and turned over. This shouldn't be happening. I needed to sleep.

“I'm sorry,” I said softly. “I just… couldn't sleep. I have to get up in three hours for work, but I…”

“Do you want me to fall asleep with you? I could take an Uber…”

“No!” I said sharply. “It's too late. I would worry about you out there all alone. Could you just… just…”

“I can sleep here on the phone with you. Will that work?”

“God, I hope so.”

“Okay. Close your eyes and think about something happy. Let me know when you've got that image in your head.”

I closed my eyes, and images began to torment me. I opened my eyes and tried again. I tried once more, and suddenly, memories of me and Stephen at the park flooded my mind. The roses, the plants, the bench. Then the serene moment of us just being at peace in nature filled my thoughts, and I sighed.

“I've got it,” I said softly.

“Good. Now hold onto that thought. I'm going to help you. Listen to the soothing words of Chris Tomlin as you fall asleep. Goodnight, Colin.”

I could see the pink and red roses in my mind and Stephen's relaxed posture. Then soft piano music started to play, and I wanted to open my eyes, but I couldn't. The music pulled me down into a dream where all I saw was this scene, but instead of flowers, I saw clear water and frogs. The sounds of croaking and water lapping at the sides of the pond were peaceful. Stephen sat next to me, his posture just as relaxed. The lyrics of the song faded as I slipped further into sleep. Stephen was right, this was soothing.


Chapter Seventeen

Stephen

It had been three weeks since we had returned from Alabama, and I was awaiting Colin's text or phone call. He had met with his therapist for the first time today and I was excited to see what he thought. Our conversations had been minimal, which worried me a bit, but work kept me pretty busy. I just hoped that he was okay.

I sat in my office at LTF inputting code into a document when a knock sounded on my door. I sighed and checked the time on my phone, 3:30 p.m. Only two more hours to go!

“Who is it?” I called out.

“Ryan. You have a visitor.”

“Send them in.”

The door opened, and I swiveled around in my chair. Footsteps stopped in front of me, and the smell of garlic reached my nostrils.

“Hi. Surprise!”

Holy hell! Colin! I couldn't believe that he was here. Warmth spread through me as I smiled at him.

“Colin! What are you doing here? I thought you were going to call me.”

“I wanted to surprise you. Hope that it's okay…”

“Hey, of course. Sit, please. It's nice to see you.”

The door closed, and he sat down next to me. The rustling of a bag caught my attention, and I sniffed the air appreciatively.

“Have you eaten? I brought you dinner. I… I just wanted to celebrate.”

“Oh? What's the occasion? I ate lunch a few hours ago, but it was small. This smells amazing!”

“It's from Spaghetti Warehouse,” he said and shifted closer to me. “And my therapy session went well today. I like Dr. Rogers. I think we'll get along.”

“That's amazing, Colin.” I felt a sense of pride, knowing that my influence had helped him. “I know that you can't talk about your sessions, but I'm glad that I could help.”

“Yeah.” He sipped his drink, and I placed my hand on his shoulder, rubbing slightly.

“You okay?”

“Sure,” he said, his voice taking on a lighter tone. “It's just been a long day.”

“I'm sorry. If there's anything I can do, just ask.” I picked up my fork and popped open the container that held the savory aromas.

“You're already doing it. So…” He trailed off, then continued after taking another sip. “I'm sorry that I haven't been in touch lately.”

“No apology needed, Colin. I've been pretty busy myself, so I understand. What's been going on?”

Silence followed. If he didn't want to talk, I wouldn't push. I sipped my drink, the flavor giving away its brand: Sprite. We continued to eat, each left to our own thoughts. Considering the circumstances, I was shocked by Colin's visit, but I was also grateful for the distraction. The sound of the door opening had me turning my head.

“Stephen, you know that Lucy Briggs wants her website finished before 6:00 p.m. today. So, if you don't get on it, you'll be staying late.”

“Mr. Vargas, I'm very much aware,” I responded. “She'll have her site by the end of the day. There are just a few more things to add, and then I'll upload it.”

“Good. Hello.”

“Hi,” Colin's voice was soft as he greeted my boss.

The door closed, and I turned around to face my companion. He was collecting his trash, and I rested my hand on his arm.

“It's okay. I have time. No need to run off. Come on, tell me what else happened in your day?”

“Nothing worth talking about,” he sighed as he dropped his empty cup on my desk. “I went to work, had lunch, and went to therapy. Then I picked up dinner and came to see you.”

“Sounds like a productive day,” I replied. “Plans for tonight?”

“Sleeping,” he said as he gathered up his trash once more. “I don't want you to miss your deadline, so I'll just get out of your hair. I'll…”

“Sit,” I demanded in a soft but firm tone. “You came all this way to celebrate with me, and now you’re trying to leave. Why? What's the matter, Colin?”

I rested my hand on his back and rubbed slightly. He sighed, and there was no need for words. He needs to feel me here. I closed my eyes, enjoying the heat coming from Colin's body. I could feel his muscles relax, but I could also sense the worry and anxiety. What was going through his mind? Colin's body was moving away from me and out of the chair, and he grabbed his trash and walked toward the door. I jumped up and followed after him.

“Stephen, please.” The anguish in his voice pulled at my heartstrings. “It was a bad idea to come here.”

“Colin, what is going on? Please, talk to me.”

“I… I just need to go. I'm glad we had this time together, but you need to get back to work, and I have to…”

“Tell me what's going on in your head. Colin, I'm not going anywhere. I just…”

“Will you just stop being so damn nice to me? I was fucking assaulted, and all you've done is give. Your time, your resources, your… I just can't do this anymore. I can't…” I heard the anger, the sadness, the pain, and it broke my heart. Did I do something wrong?

“Colin, I don't understand,” I said, a lump forming in my throat. What was he saying? “Did I do something to upset you?”

“No… It's me. I just need some space that's all. Goodbye, Stephen.”

What the fuck? I stepped back, and he opened the door and walked out of my office without another word. My heart hammered in my chest, and I swallowed. Then my chest tightened, and I collapsed into my chair. There was no way I could continue with work. I needed to go home, but Lucy was counting on me. The door opened again, and I growled.

“Don't you idiots know how to knock?”

“Man, I just saw your friend walk out of here.” It was Ryan, and I shrugged. “He was in tears. What happened?”

“I don't know, but I won't allow it to happen again.”
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I stood outside of Colin's apartment, banging on the door ferociously. I had made sure to finish Lucy's website before I had Ryan drive me over here, but I could barely focus as I input the rest of the code. I needed to know that Colin was okay. His behavior was shocking and confusing, and as a Dominant who really cared for the boy, I was determined to set this right.

“What the fuck do you want?” Colin's voice sounded from inside the house. “I said I needed space, and yet, you show up here. I…”

“Let me in, Colin. We need to talk.”

“I don't want to talk to you.”

“Fine, have it your way.” I walked to the side of the doorframe and sat on the cold, hard concrete. Fall was approaching fast, and the forecast called for snow tomorrow. “I'll just wait.”

A few minutes passed, and then the door opened. I didn't budge. I wanted him to invite me in.

“Come in before I fucking change my mind,” he snapped. I rose from the ground and walked into his apartment. After closing and locking the door, I turned to face him.

“Your behavior earlier was uncalled for,” I started. I knew I sounded harsh, but this needed to be said. “I understand that you're dealing with a lot, but I thought that we had an understanding. What has changed?”

“I… I just… I don't want to see you again. It's too painful. I'm sorry.”

“I find that hard to believe, especially after you showed up at my workplace today,” I said firmly as I walked over to his couch and sat down. “Colin, I thought we were working on becoming friends. Friends don't lie to each other.”

“I'm not lying,” he replied quietly.

“But you're not being completely honest, either. So, until you can be straight with me…”

“I'm sorry,” was his whispered reply. “I'm just… scared.”

I rose from the couch and walked toward him. As I approached him, he stepped back, and I stopped. What is it, boy?

“Is it the nightmares? All you have to do is call me.”

“You don't understand.” He inhaled, and then he stepped toward me. I reached out my hands, and his warm skin met my own. “I'm scared of… falling for you.”

What the fuck? I inhaled deeply, trying to process his words. Falling for me? How could he be falling for me?

“Colin…” I trailed off, unsure of what to say. “What do you mean? Do you have feelings for me?”

“I… I don't know.” I felt his hands tremble, and I rubbed my fingers over the backs of them. “I don't think so. I just… well, you've been here, helping me at every turn. I just don't want to lose you like…” He sniffled, and I let go of his hands.

“Come sit, please.”

I knew where this conversation was headed, and though I was unsure about his non-declaration, I knew that I needed to keep our relationship on a friendly basis, nothing more. Wasn't that what I was doing? He sat down next to me, and as I opened my arms for him, he leaned against me. As I held him, I could feel his heart beat against my chest, and I whispered softly.

“Hey, it's okay. I'm not going anywhere. I will never leave you. I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that because I've already lost so much this year. I can't stand to lose anything else,” he said through his tears, and I stroked his hair.

“I know, Colin. I've got you.”

Slowly, his breathing returned to normal, but I continued to hold him. His unique scent of Gain laundry detergent, lavender, and something uniquely Colin filled my nostrils, and I held onto that. I never wanted to forget it.

“Thank you,” he spoke softly after sitting up and grabbing my hands. “I'm sorry for my behavior earlier. Sometimes my mind wanders, and I get lost in those thoughts.”

“No need to apologize,” I reassured him. “And about your feelings? I want you to focus on healing. You won't lose me, but would it help if I backed off a bit?”

“No, please.” His tone was desperate, just like the first time we’d met. “I need you.”

“Then you've got me. And please, don't be afraid to talk to me. I understand you've been through a lot these past few weeks, but I'm not your enemy, Colin. I just want to help you. Do you understand?”

“I do, but… it's hard.”

“I get that. There is no rush, but I would really like to see our friendship grow, and a fundamental part of any relationship is trust.”

“I know,” he responded. “Once again, I'm sorry for running.”

The question had been on my mind since we’d found him in Alabama. Was now the right time to ask? It seemed like all he did was run, and I wondered why. Did he even recognize that this was his defense mechanism? I bit the bullet.

“Colin, why is that? Why do you keep running?”


Chapter Eighteen

Colin

I pondered Stephen's question. I ran from him during our first scene and recently away from All Access and from Ohio altogether. Why was I running?

“I… I don't know,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “My feelings and emotions since my breakup with Josaiah have… been all over the place. I'm just…”

“There's no need to try to make sense of it all right now. I'm just here to help you in whatever way that I can. Are you going to be okay?”

“I hope so,” I answered as I looked into those green eyes. He was being so kind to me. What did I do to deserve this? “So, how did you get here?”

“My friend, and no, it's not Dennis.” He stood from the couch, and I felt my chest tighten. He was leaving.

“What's going on between you two? Every time I see you both, there seems to be some tension,” I asked, just wanting to prolong the conversation.

“It's nothing that concerns you, okay? Now come here and give me a hug. I need to get home before Ryan has an aneurysm. He has plans tonight.”

I couldn't help the smile that lit up my face. I rose from the couch and walked into his embrace. I felt warm, safe, and like I could handle anything when Stephen held me like this. The world seemed to… stop when his strong arms surrounded me. His scent was inviting, and it filled me with strength. I needed him. Biting the inside of my cheek, I stepped away from him as his arms disappeared into his coat.

“Colin, please, just relax tonight. Are you following the doctor's orders?”

“Yes, sir,” I joked, but quickly continued. “I went grocery shopping last week and bought the fruits and vegetables that I can stand. I also bought a case of water instead of soda. Aren't you proud of me?”

“I am, Colin,” he said, and his word sent my heart racing.

Whoa!

“How about your meds? Have there been any issues with the cream or the ones for your STI?”

I shivered, remembering the tremors that coursed through my body three weeks ago as I touched my hole to apply the cream. I had felt the need to throw up, and I willed my eyes to stay lowered as I continued. I just wanted the pain to stop, I wanted to feel like myself again, and I hoped progress was on its way. Suddenly a horn blared, and I jumped.

“I'm sorry,” I said quickly. “Everything is going well, Stephen. But, um, before you go, I wanted to mention that…” Should I tell him about Dennis's package?

“Yes?”

“When Dennis picked us up from the park and dropped me off, he gave me something for my… tattoo. I wasn't sure if you had anything to do with it or not, but I just wanted to make you…”

“What the fuck?” Stephen's voice echoed around my living room as he bellowed, and I saw the indignation in his eyes. He unfolded his cane and walked toward the door.

“I'm sorry, was I not supposed to say anything?” I asked, my chest tightening. He was angry, but with who?

“Colin, this doesn't concern you,” he said, turning around as he opened the front door. “I need to go but call me if you need anything. Have a good night.”

“You too,” I said, and I watched his broad, muscular shoulders as they disappeared into the cold night.

I sat on the couch and looked down at my clasped hands in my lap. Stephen had given me a lot to think about and I would, eventually. However, I wondered what was bothering him about Dennis. Their relationship had changed since we returned from Alabama, and I wondered if it had to do with my decision to stay with Dennis. I sighed as I reached for the book I had dropped there weeks prior and settled back against the couch. I need to lose myself in another world for a while.

N

The needle is present once more, pressing into my lower back. I can feel it as it travels over my skin, and the high-pitched sound is deafening. Then I'm on my stomach and my hole is being filled. Are those fingers?

“No! No!” I scream, but my voice is hoarse, and then I hear laughter.

“Just take it, boy. Matt, gag him.”

I can hear footsteps approaching, and then a loud bang echoes off the wall. No words are uttered, but a man stands in the doorway, and his eyes are covered. He rushes toward the man behind me, and then I'm falling… into warmth.

Soft hands caress my body, I’m naked and cold, but the hands are warm. I sob and my skin continues to feel the heat from those hands. Then the person lowers their face, and I feel the tiniest brush of lips against my flesh. I catch a glimpse of green before I…

I turned over, my eyes darting around the room. Everything looked just as I had left it last night, but where was the mystery person who had saved me? I sat up and felt the tingling in my lower back. Shaking my head, I rose from the bed. I walked into the kitchen and looked out into the night. White floated through the air, and I felt a surge of excitement. It's snowing!

“Yes!”

I poured myself a glass of water and sipped it slowly while watching the snow fall. Winter was my favorite season, mostly because of the snow, but also because of the holidays and cheerful times.

I recalled many Christmases with my auntie when I was a kid, presents piled high underneath the blue and white tree. We always had fresh chocolate-chip cookies on Christmas morning with milk, and she would always light a candle for my grandmother and sing a hymn.

Then later in the evening, the family would come over and bring more presents and treats. I felt like I was in literal heaven, surrounded by family and food. However, there was always one person missing, and I swallowed my last sip of water to push down the lump that was starting to form in my throat. There was no need to focus on her.

Returning to my bedroom, I crawled under the quilt and allowed my mind to wander. Who was the person that had saved me? And why did they? I wanted to know, but it was highly unlikely that I'd get an answer. Dreams didn't work like that, did they? I turned over on my side and closed my eyes. Sleep washed over me, and for the first time in a month, I felt like I could fall into it.


Chapter Nineteen

Stephen

I had been swamped with work, not even having a second to take my lunch. I’d had meetings for most of the morning and was busy helping other coworkers and working on websites for the rest of the day. Clyde was cracking down on us, but I felt singled out and I couldn't blame him. I had barely met my deadline for Lucy's project yesterday.

I was grateful that Ryan had helped out yesterday with Colin. I felt more at ease knowing that we were working on our friendship, and that Colin was working on himself. I wanted what was best for my boy. However, his words constantly buzzed around in my head. As badly as I wanted him to be mine, I knew that his well-being was of the utmost importance. Anything beyond helping him as a friend was off-limits.

A knock sounded at my office door, and I stood, feeling the ache in my back. I needed a good massage.

“Who is it?”

“Your boss,” he said as he opened the door. “We need to talk, Stephen.”

I waited while he took his seat. I wondered what he had to say, and it didn't take him long to get started.

“I'm not going to sugarcoat anything. You were almost late on uploading Lucy's website. You have always been a model employee, I admire your work ethic and skill set. However, I think the visitor you had yesterday had something to do with your slip-up. Am I right?”

“He was just here to bring me dinner,” I responded calmly. “He has nothing to do with why I messed up.”

“Okay, Stephen. If you say so, but I will ask that you don't have visitors at work. It is affecting your performance.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling my muscles relax. And here I was, thinking he was going to fire me. “I understand, sir.”

“Good. Now, get home. It's just after 5:00 p.m,” he said as he walked out of my office, and I sighed. So much for another surprise visit from Colin.

I gathered up my laptop, earbuds, and charger, stuffing them into my bag. As I was about to pull open the door, another knock sounded, and I flung it open.

“Surprise! Hi, son.”

I couldn't believe it. My heart swelled as I ran toward them, and I was enveloped in a sea of strong perfume. My mother's arms held me close, and I felt my body relax. How did they know that this was what I needed after such a crazy month?

“I'm so happy to see you both,” I said excitedly after my dad bear-hugged me.

“We decided to come and check up on you,” came my dad's gruff voice. “We've been worried about you since our conversation a few weeks ago. You hungry? I think dinner is in order, don't you, Keisha?”

“Of course. Siek, what do you say?”

The place was mostly empty except for a few stragglers, but I blushed as my mom used my nickname. It was what I called myself when I was a kid before I could say my own name. But unfortunately, it stuck, and my family never missed a chance to use it. I rested my hand on my dad's elbow.

“I'm famished.” We all laughed, and I could feel the tension leaving my body slowly.
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We were driving around Columbus, singing along to Toby Mac at the top of our lungs. My family always instilled a sense of faith within me that I carried throughout my life. I preferred contemporary Christian music, while my mom preferred gospel. However, we both agree that God's word can be sung in any form, and it would still have the desired effect.

We had eaten at Applebee's, and I was close to bursting when I emerged from the restaurant. The food was extraordinary, and I had to box up my dessert, I was so full. During our meal, we talked about work, their jobs, and sports.

I had told my parents about Colin and given them minimal details regarding his situation, so I was grateful that they hadn't brought it up. We enjoyed each other's company as we drove around the city. It had been a favorite activity of mine as a kid. When they visited me, we still held the tradition.

“So, how's your friend doing?” And there it was.

“He's taking life day by day. It doesn't get any easier, but he's managing.”

“I'm so glad you found him when you did. And Dennis is such an amazing friend for helping you. You must really care about Colin,” my mom said softly, and I blushed. More than you know.

“He's just a good friend, Mom.” The more I tried to hide my feelings, the more my body gave them away.

“So, you haven't been with anyone lately?” I had to laugh at my dad. He always wanted to talk about my love and sex lives, and normally, I would have been up for it. However, Colin had been the only man on my mind for an entire year. I didn't want anyone else.

“No, Dad. I've just been focusing on my work. That's what keeps me busy these days. When the right man comes along, I'll be waiting.”

“Son, you gotta go after what you want.” My dad responded, and my mom laughed.

“Siek, don't allow your work to keep you from having fun. Trust me, when you're our age you'll wish you had enjoyed your twenties.”

We all laughed, and the silence that followed was comfortable. I wished my parents could meet Colin, but it was too soon. Besides, they would give too much away, and he was in no shape for my growing feelings. He was still healing, and I didn’t want to admit how I felt for many reasons. The main one being that if I voiced my feelings, I knew that he would run. It was too soon.

What I really needed to do was figure out what was up with Dennis. I had no knowledge of the items he had given to Colin to care for his tattoo, but anything regarding his care should have been discussed first. Was Dennis jealous? Whatever the reason, he wasn't about to fuck up the progress Colin and I were making.

“You ready to go home? You know that we love spending time with you, son. However, you look exhausted. Work been keeping you busy this week?”

“Yes, it has been a long week, Mom. I love you both. Thanks for surprising me today. I really needed it.”

“We know, son,” my father chimed in. “And about your friend? You know what’s best for him. Just follow your gut and not your head.” He tapped on my forehead. “Thinking is what gets you into trouble sometimes. Regardless, we're proud of you and will continue to be.”

“Thank you.” Tears threatened to fall, but I held my emotions in check. “Now let's turn on some Mandisa! And turn it up loud!”

Fifteen minutes later, I was hugging my parents as they promised to visit again soon. My heart felt lighter, but with the impending conversation looming in front of me, I felt a sense of dread. He was my best friend in the BDSM community, and if things didn't go well, who would I have? Flopping onto my bed, I pulled my phone from my laptop bag and dialed Dennis's number.

“Hello, Stephen. What's up?” He sounded tired, and I understood that because of the field he worked in, but there was no time for avoidance.

“What did you give Colin, and why wasn't I informed?”

“If you must know, I had been doing some research into tattoos and how to care for them. And not like it's any of your business, but I gave him ointment, some pamphlets for removing the tattoo, and antibacterial soap. Happy now?”

“Dennis, the decision to remove his tattoo should be his to make, not yours!” I said through gritted teeth, my left hand clenching into a fist. “What gave you the right to do that without my permission? I thought we talked about his care together.”

“Yeah, that was before you decided to take him to the park and sleep with him!” He shot back, and I bolted upright.

“Are you fucking kidding me? The boy has just gone through something traumatic, and I told him that I'd help him. What was I supposed to do? He needed me.”

“Sure, he needed you. When I walked up, I saw…”

“Dennis!” I yelled. “He was crying, and I was comforting him. I know what I'm doing, okay? Besides, why is this any of your concern? He doesn't want anything to do with you after you kept the secret of his tattoo from him.”

“Which you also knew about,” he retorted, and I ground my teeth together.

“You were taking care of him, not me! You could have come forward at any time. Look, it's been a long week.” I attempted to control my tone. “I'm not sure why you are so upset, but I'm…”

“You are allowing your feelings to get in the way of your judgment. You want to control the narrative, but what does Colin want? You won't ask him to stay, so you go over to his house. You won't bring him home to sleep in your bed, so you sleep in his. Think about what Colin needs. You are the fucking Dominant, Stephen, act like it. Either help him as a friend or just bow out. He doesn't…”

“You don't fucking know what Colin needs!” I bellowed.

“See? You can't be objective because all you can focus on is your feelings for the boy. You should be looking at this from a Dominant's perspective. He needs guidance, maybe some structure. I know that can't happen right now, but you're…”

“Dennis, this conversation is over,” I said sharply. My head was starting to hurt, and I could feel the pain growing. “I need to get some sleep.”

“Stephen…”

I hung up, tossing the phone across the bed. I hated that Dennis was acting like this. I understood that he was looking out for me, but I knew what I was doing. I had helped Colin get into therapy, and if anything were to happen between us, it would be Colin's decision. However, I vowed to keep things on a friendly basis between us, and I had made a promise to him. I would never leave his side. I would be here for whatever he needed. Wasn't that what friends were for?

As a Dom, I could guide, nurture, and teach him more about the lifestyle, but I was sure he wasn't ready for that yet. I wasn't the type to push, and I would continue to do what was best for Colin until he gave me a sign that he was ready or I sensed something that told me so. Dennis no longer had a say, and I would keep it that way. Colin was now my responsibility.


Chapter Twenty

Colin

I closed and locked the car doors, looked around, and started the short walk to the hospital. I was nervous and excited about my second appointment with Dr. Rogers because while I felt comfortable with him, I knew that today's session was going to be hard. Last week was the initial assessment, where Dr. Rogers asked me questions about my past, my emotions, and coping methods. It was hard for me to open up, and when things. got intense, I shut down. However, things would be different today.

I wasn't looking forward to talking about the years before I was adopted. However, Stephen did say that this would take time, and I was determined to see this through. Regardless, I was eager to get my life back. I missed going out on the weekends to the gay bars for good drinks, food, and sex, but lately those thoughts hadn't crossed my mind.

I was constantly worried about the reminder that was a secret to everyone else but all too visible to me. When I looked in the mirror this morning, I saw the almost-healed tattoo and a shiver coursed through my body. I wanted it gone.

My memories were still fragmented, and the nightmares were filling in the blanks, but I was ready for the sleepless nights, cold sweats, and the fear to stop. I had never been this anxious and afraid before, and now, it felt like all I could think about was that night. I walked up the two flights of stairs, turning back every so often to check my surroundings. Stephen's words filled my head as I reached the door to the clinic.

“I'm not going anywhere.”

I wanted to believe him. I truly did. He had kept his word since that night at the hospital, and I was grateful. However, I knew that all good things had to come to an end. I mean, Josaiah sure hadn't wasted any time getting into bed with someone else. I swallowed, recalling Josaiah's hand on Caleb's neck. This is all my fault.

“Colin Jones?” I turned toward the voice and smiled at my therapist. I rose and followed him into his office. I took the chair across from him. Blake Rogers was a burly man with thick, wire-rimmed glasses, a clean-shaven face, and a voice that didn't match his frame. He spoke softly and calmly, and I liked his personality: he was professional but also had a sense of humor.

Stephen had done his research: my therapist had knowledge of the BDSM lifestyle and was trained to work with patients who expressed interest in it as well.

“Good morning, Colin,” he said as he took a sip of his fragrant coffee. Hazelnut maybe? “How are you this morning?”

“I'm okay, Dr. Rogers,” I admitted softly, glancing up to meet his gaze.

“I'm sorry that I had to drag you out of bed so early, but this time works best with my schedule. You look like you haven't slept. What's going on?” He picked up a pen and opened his black notebook.

“I… just can't sleep. When I close my eyes, all I see and hear are those men.” I snapped my mouth shut as he scribbled on the page.

“Keep going. It's okay, Colin. Remember what I told you during our initial assessment? Nothing will be repeated unless you tell me that you want to hurt yourself or others. Last week, you gave me brief details about the night of your assault. Would you feel comfortable telling me the full story so I can understand how best to help you?”

I felt safe talking to Dr. Rogers, but when I opened my mouth, no words came out. I inhaled, attempting to calm my racing heart. I knew that we were establishing rapport, but talking about my assault with a stranger was going to be hard. Still, I needed to try. I coughed and started to tell the story in a small voice. I knew there would be tears, and I hated it, but I needed to tell someone. When I finished, Dr. Rogers slid a box of tissues toward me, and I took a few. I just wanted to go home.

“I can see how much this is affecting you, Colin,” he said thoughtfully. “I'm sorry that this has happened to you. Now, you’ve mentioned not being able to sleep and experiencing feelings of terror when you’re alone. What are you afraid of?”

“Those men… coming back to finish what they started,” I whispered, and he leaned forward.

“Tell me more about the nightmares you've been having?”

“Um, most times, they are of the three men doing… things to me.”

“Okay, like what?” I knew that he was trying to get me to open up, but all of a sudden, I felt sick.

“Touching me, licking me, fucking… well, prepping me.” I covered my eyes as I hiccupped.

“Where are they touching you? Your private areas, or…?”

“Yes!” I shouted, unable to stop the tears that flowed down my cheeks. “My back, my ass, my dick, everywhere. I can feel their fingers pushing into me, tracing the tattoo, holding me open. Oh God, it hurts!”

I bolted from the chair, my lower back feeling as if it was on fire. I pressed my hand over the area, but with the fabric in the way, the pain only seemed to intensify. I fell to the floor, and I heard the scraping of the chair as Dr. Rogers stood. He approached me but didn't come too close. I pressed my head into the linoleum, its cool material grounding me.

“Colin, what's happening? You are kneeling on the floor with your head pressed to it. Are you in pain?”

“Yes,” I admitted through my tears.

“Where is the pain stemming from?” His voice was soft as he spoke.

I pointed to my back and then raised my shirt so that he could see the word. He walked behind me, and I stiffened.

“I'm just going to look. I won't touch you.”

I wanted this all to end. Why was this happening now? I wished that I could sink down into this floor, never to return again. Then an image of Stephen and I sitting on the park bench flashed in my mind, and I focused on his face. Green eyes, purple hair, high cheekbones, and soft lips. My breathing started to slow, and I could feel my body relaxing. I needed Stephen.

“How are you feeling now?” I let the shirt hem drop as Dr. Rogers's calm voice reached my ears.

“Okay.”

“Good. Are you able to stand?”

I did as instructed, and when I looked up, I saw the concern in his eyes. My hands became clammy as I watched him maneuver around to sit in his chair. I followed suit, keeping a safe distance between my lower back and the chair.

“Does that happen often?” He tapped his pen on the edge of his notebook, and I nodded. “When does it happen mostly?”

“Um, when I'm applying the ointment.” A shiver coursed through me as I thought about the last few times I had done it.

“So, when you're touching the tattoo, it feels like what?”

“Like it's burning. Like it's on fire.”

“This time, however, you weren't touching the area, and you had a reaction. Has that ever happened before?”

“I… I don't think so.”

“Okay,” he said as he glanced down at his notes. “Does anyone else know about the assault?”

“No one besides my two…” I hesitated, trying to come up with the right word. “Friends. I haven't even told my auntie yet.”

“Why is that?”

“I'm not sure what to say. I mean, she's been my rock since I was seven. This would crush her.”

“It may hurt her, but she is only in pain because she loves you and wishes that she could help you. We can work on effective ways in which you can tell her about your assault. Now, we have an hour left before our time's up. Let's talk about your reasoning for leaving Ohio. You mentioned Josaiah last week. Who is he?”

Oh fuck, here we go. All of a sudden, I felt drained of all energy, and I could feel the bile in my stomach threatening to choke me. However, if this was the only way forward, I needed to try. Stephen was counting on me, and I needed to trust the process.
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Work should have been the last thing on my mind after such an emotionally grueling and intense therapy session, but I needed a distraction. from my thoughts. I had to work until 5:00 p.m. today, and by that time, the school would practically be empty.

I knew that a panic attack would ensue, but I needed to stay on top of my work. Since I had called in sick a few times, the teachers were giving me looks, and the last thing I wanted to do was slip up. Only six more hours to go.

By the time 4:00 p.m. had arrived, I was exhausted and in desperate need of a shower. A food fight had broken out in the cafeteria, and a girl had puked in the second-floor bathroom. There was also the general cleaning, and all of that mixed with the lack of sleep had me ready to throw in the towel. The only thing that I was looking forward to this week was payday.

I didn't know how I was going to spend my earnings, but I knew that I needed to replenish my savings after my trip last month. I completed my rounds, picking up trash, restocking the bathrooms with the necessities, and tidying up.

A teacher waved at me as she passed, and I smiled. It was almost time for the workday to end. Suddenly, my phone vibrated, and I fished it out of my pocket. I answered the call without looking at the Caller ID.

“Hello?”

“Sweet Jesus, boy. Where have you been? I've been worried sick about you. I saw the calls from a hospital in, um, Birmingham, Alabama, why were you there? Are you okay? I've been trying to get in touch, but the reception down here is spotty. What's going on with you?”

“Auntie,” I whispered, and everything from earlier came flooding back to me: the burning pain, Dr. Rogers's gaze as he watched me walk out of his office, his encouragement to confide in her. Our next session was going to be hard, but…

“Honey, what's going on? Did something happen? Why were you in Alabama?”

“I want to tell you, but I'm at work right now. I… I think we need to have this conversation in person.” I leaned my head against the mirror in the bathroom, the cool glass calming me.

“Colin, what happened? You sound so lost. Do I need to come home immediately? You don't know how close I was to coming home when I heard the message from the hospital. An accident, they said. Honey…”

“Don't rush home,” I said, inhaling to keep the tears from falling. My auntie was overprotective of me, which would make my homework assignment that much harder. “I am taking life day by day. That's all that I can do, honestly.”

“Oh my God, boy. Are you alone right now? I'm so sorry that I wasn't there, you should have had someone with you. Please tell me…”

“Auntie, I promise I wasn't alone. And I haven't been alone, not really.” I couldn't tell her about Stephen, not yet. Not when I didn't know how things were going to turn out.

“Oh, thank the Lord.” I heard her sigh of relief, and my lips turned up into a small smile. “I'll be home as soon as I can. In the meantime, you text me once a day so I know that you're okay. You got that?”

“Yes, I understand. Now I've really got to get back to work. As soon as you're home…”

“I'm coming over,” she interrupted me. I wouldn't have it any other way. I missed my auntie. “Please, Colin. Stay safe. I love you, pumpkin.”

“I love you too.”

I hung up and placed my phone back in my pocket. Thoughts filled my head, and I sighed as I leaned against the sink. I just needed a quiet place to go, somewhere that I could feel at peace.

My auntie would be home soon, and once she found out, Helicopter Mom mode would be in full swing. However, I was grown now, and could take care of myself. I did need support, but there was one person who could calm me down. and bring me strength by his touch

I can't. He's probably working late tonight. I gathered my supplies and after retrieving my phone from my pocket, turned on the flashlight. I left the bathroom and pointed the light toward my feet as I walked. Right foot, left foot. Was that a door closing? I could hear my breathing in my ears as I traveled down the long hallway toward the stairs.

I just needed to make it outside. It was too quiet, and I kept my eyes on the floor as the light bounced off my feet. Focus on something, anything. In my head, I saw the roses, heard a familiar melody, and felt a cool breeze on my skin.

Stephen was beside me, his head reclined against the bench, his arms resting at his sides, the perfect picture of tranquility. I sighed, feeling a sense of peace wash over me. Then I saw the door ahead, and I sprinted toward it, though it was a few inches away. I knew where I was going to unwind.


Chapter Twenty-One

Stephen

Daughtry’s smooth voice filled my ears as I sat on my bed, contemplating what to do. After the argument with Dennis, I knew I wanted more from Colin, but I couldn't achieve that while he was still vulnerable. I had a plan to keep the lines of communication open.

While our friendship was still evolving, I wanted to allow Colin to once again have control over his life. My plan would link us automatically in case of an emergency, and I wanted to prove to him that I could stay true to my word. Dennis was no longer calling the shots because I was now in charge of Colin's care. Anything that he required, he would come to me, no questions asked. But how would I broach this subject with him?

He was still in a very dark place and mentioning this could potentially set him back. He could feel like I was trying to isolate him, or worse, but that was far from the truth. I knew that he was scared of his attackers returning, so I wanted to give him a way to contact me at any time.

I checked my phone: 7:15 a.m. I disconnected it from my Bluetooth speaker and gathered my belongings for work. Once the hands on the clock reached 5:00 p.m., I would scour the stores for a discreet phone that I could give to Colin.

Thirty minutes later, I was sitting behind my desk when a knock sounded at the door. I called out, and the door opened.

“It's Ryan. Need anything before you start your day?”

I really liked Ryan. He was in his twenties, kind, with a bubbly personality. He had been working here longer than I had and always looked out for me, and sometimes he helped me with the visual aspects of creating a website. I knew that I could count on him if something went awry with my computer or if I had a work-related issue. Still, I hadn't known him long enough to allow him into my personal affairs.

“Just a hot chocolate,” I answered with a smile. “How are you?”

“Doing well. I went for a jog this morning, and I'm feeling great. Hey, how's that friend of yours doing? Is he okay?”

“Yes, he’s fine.” I lowered my tone as I spoke. “Hot chocolate, please?”

“You got it,” he said, and as he walked out of the office, I heard him laugh.

Ryan had seen Colin as he ran from the building the other day. He had taken me over to his house when I needed to check on him, and afterwards he drove me home asking very minimal questions. Could I trust him to do this one thing for me? If I continued to ask for favors, he'd eventually want something in return.

My heart thumped in my chest as I recalled Colin's words. He felt the same way because of how he was treated, but I wasn't like that. I genuinely cared about the boy and his well-being, which was why I was doing this. I just needed to be smart about it. I heard footsteps, and I turned around to retrieve my beverage.

“Here you go. Are you hungry? There are doughnuts in the breakroom.”

“I'm fine, thanks. So, do you have any plans after work today?” God, I hoped that I wasn't going to regret doing this.

“None that I know of. Why? Do we need to race over to Colin's again? Has he…”

“Will you close your mouth for just a second?” I stood from my chair and walked over to the door to shut it, then I faced him. “I can't divulge too much, okay? So, don't push. I need you to take me to pick up a phone.”

“Why? Are you going off the grid?” I could hear the amusement in his voice, and I cracked a smile for his benefit. However, this was serious.

“No. This is important, and I'll need some help picking out the right one. Will you help me?”

“I can, but Stephen, a phone is just a phone. We can just go to…”

“Ryan, we are doing this by my rules, okay? I'm looking for something specific and will need your help to find it. Will you help me or not?”

“Yes, I will. But I hope you know that I'm not going to let this go. I'm curious now.”

“And that's all you will be. Listen, I'll pay you for your time, but I can't tell you anything.”

“You'd do that? I mean… you don't have to.” I recognized that tone, the way in which he recovered himself. What was that about?

“You are helping me, and in return, I will pay you for your time. Now, we have two minutes before work starts. Get to your office before Clyde has your head.” I chuckled, and he did the same.

“Thank you.” Then he was gone, closing the door on our conversation.

I set up my workstation while thinking about the future. If this all worked out the way that I hoped, Colin wouldn't have to be alone ever again. I had my job that took up my weekdays, but I wanted my other free moments to be claimed by the boy who was starting to become something more to me. I wanted him to feel free to call me day and night, and my plan solidified my promise to him: I wasn't going anywhere. He needed to trust and believe in that.
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“What exactly are you looking for? We've visited three different stores, and you still haven't found the right phone.” I could hear the frustration in his voice, but I didn't care. If I didn't find it here at Target, I would take an Uber to my next destination. This had to be perfect.

“Something small and compact, but with Internet capabilities and location tracking,” I explained as we stopped once more.

“Hello, gentlemen.” A woman greeted us. We were standing at the electronics counter, and I rested my hands on it. “How can I help you?”

“Hi. I am hoping you can help me find a specific kind of phone.”

“Okay, what do you need?”

I informed her of my needs, and she sounded cheerful as we followed her through the store. My heart thumped in my chest, praying that I had finally found someone who knew what I needed and could provide that for me. This is for Colin. He needs this. We stopped as I heard keys unlocking a display case.

“Okay, so we have a few options here. I have some models that you can touch to see if they’ll work for you.”

I smiled at her words. At every other store today it had felt like I was training the employees on the correct way to help blind customers like me. This woman was a breath of fresh air: she knew what to do and say. As I examined the phones, I wondered what Colin was doing.

I hadn't heard from him in almost a week, and while I wanted to give him his space, my body yearned to be near his. Fate had thrown Colin into my orbit once more, and I wasn't going to allow anything or anyone to take him away. While I knew that he needed a friend, I couldn't help but wonder what could happen once he was whole again. Could we be more?

“Hey, pay attention.” I was startled by Ryan’s punch to my arm. I opened my eyes as the salesclerk giggled.

“It's fine. I have one more model to show you. Are you ready?”

“I am.”

Five minutes later I held a bag with a slim smartphone, charger, and headphones. It could fit into a fanny pack or small pocket, and it looked like an old flip phone. As we climbed into Ryan's car, I prayed that Colin accepted this gift. I just wanted to ensure his safety.

“I'm glad you found what you needed,” Ryan said as he started the car. “Are you hungry? I think there's a Texas Roadhouse nearby. Or Steak N Shake? Whatever you want.”

I wanted to check on Colin, but I knew that if he needed me, he would reach out. Well, I wasn't so sure about that. He had opened up a little during our trip to the park, but there was still more, I could feel it.

I wanted him to be able to trust me, and I hoped this would be the first step in our journey toward that trust. However, now wasn't the right time, and I needed to focus on other things besides the boy that I desperately wanted to call mine.

“Steak N Shake sounds great.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Colin

I opened the door and my auntie’s arms went around me. It took everything within me not to let it all out.

“Oh, honey. I'm here now.”

Soon we were sitting on the couch in my living room and I was in her arms. Her familiar scent, lavender and lemon, filled me with warmth reminding me of my childhood.

“Now, tell me what happened.”

I pulled away from my parental figure and looked into her warm blue eyes. My heart thumped in my chest and a lump started to form in my throat. I knew that this would crush her, but Dr. Rogers said she would understand. All I needed to do was calmly tell her.

This was the woman who had wiped away my tears as a kid, bandaged my skinned knees and elbows, and who had scolded me for being out late and coming home drunk, but throughout all of that, I knew that she loved me. Would she still feel the same after knowing what I had done?

“Okay,” I started. “This isn't going to be easy for me. We have our own lives, and I don't tell you everything I'm doing, but you must know that I still love you.”

“Yes, I know that. Colin…”

“Auntie, please. Let me say this.” I waited for her response, but nothing was said. Her eyes stayed on mine. “I was having a hard time after a… fling ended. I was sad, angry, and upset for most of 2021, and I just wanted to feel like myself again. So, I visited a new club here recently, and I saw my ex and his…”

I felt the tears behind my eyes, but I refused to cry. I wouldn't give Josaiah any more control over my happiness, even if his betrayal still hurt. I continued as my auntie's hand rubbed mine.

“He was seeing someone else,” I whispered, pressing my hand to my chest where the ache was once again present. “And it killed me. So, I decided to get away. I saw an ad online for a club in Alabama, and on a whim, I decided to check it out. There was no planning, I just got in my car and left.”

“Did you find some peace down there in the South?” Her smile lit up her face, but I shook my head.

“I thought I would, I hoped I would. The night that I visited the club, I met a guy.”

“Oooooh, tell me more. What was he like?”

“Please, Auntie,” I sighed, knowing that I was about to cry. This was so hard. “He seemed nice, genuine, asked questions about where I lived, what I did for work, small talk stuff. We walked around the club for a while, and then he told me about this party that he and his friends were having and asked if I wanted to go. I had my doubts, but I accepted. When we got there, he kissed me, but we had had a bit to drink, so I thought it was a drunken thing. However, I craved that touch.”

“Understandably so.”

“Then I met his friends, Matt and Wayne. Luke owned the place, and he went to check on the other people who were there. Um, so I was alone with his two friends. Wayne handed me a drink, and then…”

I couldn't continue. I knew that I had to do this, but the look in my auntie's eyes told me that she knew where the story was headed. My breathing quickened, and I reached for the glass of water that sat on my end table.

“Um, I finished the drink, and then I went to explore the place with the guys. After a while I started to feel like I was… buzzed. I felt really drowsy, and then I remember telling Luke that I needed a minute. He walked me into a bedroom, and I sat down. On the bed.”

“Colin,” she whispered as she held a hand to her mouth.

“I… don't remember anything after that until I woke up in my hotel room. I have… fragmented memories of… them…” I coughed, and the tears cascaded down my cheeks. “Oh, Auntie. They… they… raped me. I couldn't do anything. They drugged me… and they left a reminder on me. Oh God!”

No! No! I scrambled off the couch and pressed a hand to my burning flesh. I needed the pain to stop, but it was growing exponentially. What was it going to take? I fell to the floor, hands clenched into fists, my nails digging into my palms, and burying my face into the couch cushion. I pressed my fist into my lower back, sobbing uncontrollably.

“What did they do to you, baby? What happened?”

“I… it hurts,” I sobbed, and then she was off the couch and standing over me.

“Let me see. I need to see.” Her voice was calm but shaky, and I inhaled as I removed my hand.

Slowly, she lifted my shirt, and her gasp went straight to my heart. A strangled sob escaped her throat, and she dropped the hem as she collapsed onto the floor. I turned around and saw her white face.

“Auntie! Oh God, please.”

“Christ Jesus. Why didn't you protect him?” She was sobbing, and I rushed toward her, throwing my arms around her neck.

We lay there, our pain evident in the way that we cried. Her arms around me were comforting, and I rested my head on her shoulder. I wanted to comfort her, to say something that would help her through this anguish, but there was nothing that could be said. I was working on myself, but this grief that we were both feeling was raw.

“I should have been there. I should have…”

“No, no. This isn't your fault. You have to know that. I got myself into this mess, so this is all on me.”

“Now, you listen to me!” Her hand cupped my chin, and she turned my face so that we were looking at each other. “Those idiots, they are the reason for all of this. You did nothing wrong. You got that? Were you looking for fun? Yes. Were you looking for an escape? Hell yeah. But everything that happened after you got to that house was all on them. Do you understand?” She enunciated each word, and I nodded. “No, say it.”

“I understand. I just feel so… dirty. I hate myself, Auntie. They gave me a tear in my anus and an STI. No man will ever want me now.”

“STI? Oh God.” Her hand went to her chest, and I watched her breathe in and out slowly. “Baby, I'm so sorry that I wasn't with you. Were you alone? How did you get to the hospital?”

“I wasn't alone, Auntie. I had… two kind souls help me out.”

“Were they from Alabama? Or…?”

“They actually came to Alabama to find me. When they did, they refused to leave my side. Well, one of them hasn't.”

“Oh, thank God. I need to thank them. Where can I find them? And what about those men? Are you going to press charges?”

“Honestly, I don't think so.”

“What the hell do you mean? Those fuckers drugged, raped, and left you traumatized. Why wouldn't you want them behind bars?”

I had been doing a lot of thinking over the past month. As fulfilling as it would be to see them locked up, I knew that karma was a bitch, and that God worked in mysterious ways. They would be punished, but not by me. I was determined to heal so that I could come out of this stronger, better, and wiser. That would be the ultimate justice for me.

“I want to focus on healing, not a drawn-out court case that could take God knows how long. I will be fine, Auntie. I promise.”

“This is outrageous, boy.” She grabbed my shoulders firmly, forcing me to look her in the eye. “You're not thinking straight! These men need to be dealt with! I’ll call Tony. He will handle this.”

“Hey, listen to me.” I felt a surge of panic as I inhaled. This had to be said. “I am old enough to make my own decisions. I know what I'm doing, okay? I want them punished just as bad as you do, but not like this.”

“Not like what? Locking the bastards up so they can't hurt anyone else is the best thing, Colin.”

“Aren't you the one who said that God will take care of those who wrong us? You said that. So let Him handle this, please. Auntie, I need to do this for myself. You can't solve every problem for me, okay? I love you, but this is my decision to make.”

Silence stretched between us. I knew that she was upset and angry, but I needed to do what was best for me. I felt my muscles relax as her arms pulled me closer.

“Oh, baby. I'm so sorry. I promise to let you handle this, but if anything else happens, you have to talk to me. I can see the pain in your eyes, and it breaks my heart. I wish that I could have saved you. And thank you for reminding me of my words. Colin, you are my son, no matter what. Eleanor may be your biological mother, but I raised you, and I feel every bit as responsible for you.”

“I know. I know. My therapist told me that this had to be done. I'm sorry that this is causing you so much pain.”

“Don't you dare apologize. You've been through so much, and don't worry about me. You suffer for your kids because of the love that you have for them.” I chuckled as my therapist's words came back to me.

“Dr. Rogers said the same thing.”

“He sounds like he's a positive influence in your life. Now, I want to know about these two kind souls who went to rescue my baby. One of them must be someone special if he's sticking around after all you've been through. Most men would have left.”

I closed my eyes, and the image that kept me going filled my head. Stephen was starting to become something more to me, but I couldn't name it. His face in that moment looked so… beautiful, and I hated that I was thinking of him in this way.

However, he had kept his promise to me, and after what had happened last month, his word had meant everything to me. I still had doubts, but I didn't want to think about his ulterior motives. I looked my aunt in the eyes, and I smiled.

“He is, Auntie. He is.”
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I'm lying on a bed. I recognize the guy with the gold chain as Luke, and he's standing over me. I attempt to kick and flail my arms, but I can’t move. Two men are holding me down, and I hear the sound of a zipper. Oh no!

“You're going to take this dick like the good little slut that you are. If not, we'll have to resort to drastic measures.”

“No! Stop!” I can hear myself clearly as I beg, but my voice is muffled by a big, meaty cock. Tears fall from my eyes, and I gag as he thrusts down my throat, and then I'm falling again… into warmth. This time, I'm lying on a soft bed in a dimly lit room with candles flickering on a desk. Strong hands are caressing my naked body, calming me, soothing me. Then I see green eyes and feel soft lips press against my chest and kiss their way up my neck, over my nose and cheeks, and suddenly a gentle kiss is placed upon my lips. My heart stops, and I hold my breath. Is this real? Who is this? Then I hear two words that have my heart racing.

“Breathe, boy.”

“Colin! Colin, wake up! Baby, wake up.” My auntie? Was that her voice? I bolted upright, finding my body covered in sweat and my aunt standing by my bed.

“What… what’s going on?” My voice sounded strangled. Could I have been crying?

She wrapped me in her arms, and I buried my face into her chest, my tears soaking her nightgown. The dream felt so… surreal. No man would ever kiss me like that again, let alone call me ‘boy.’ I was no one's submissive, so the term of endearment was uncalled for.

The mystery person, though… seemed so familiar. That voice, who was that? I couldn't place the facial features. I shivered as my aunt rocked me back and forth, and while her touch was welcome, something felt off.

“I'm so glad I stayed over last night,” she murmured as she held me. She sat on the bed, and I rested my head on her shoulder. “Your screams scared me half to death. How often does this happen?”

“Almost every night,” I sniffled, and she rubbed my back. “I hate this.”

“Oh, baby.” I could tell she was holding back tears, and we held each other in silence. My auntie would be in pain for a while, just like me. However, she didn't know what it was like to wake up every night, my heart thumping in my chest, sweat covering my body, feeling lost and alone.

“I'm sorry, Auntie,” I said, pulling away from her. I climbed off her lap and sat back against the pillows. “I didn't mean to wake you. I need to get up for work in a few hours.”

“Are you sure you will be okay? I could sleep in here with you if it'll help?” I saw the warmth in her eyes, but I shook my head. There was something that I needed to do, and I didn't need her asking questions.

“I'll be fine, I promise. Could you get me a glass of water, please?”

“Sure thing, honey.”

After she returned with the glass, I smiled and wished her a good night. She frowned but kissed my forehead and walked out, closing the door behind her. I reached for my phone and scrolled to the contact. I pressed call and sipped on my beverage.

“Hello?” The voice on the other end sent a tingle down my spine, and my heart thumped in my chest.

“Hi,” I said shyly, taking another sip of my water. I heard shuffling and the sound of him settling into a chair.

“Colin, is everything okay?”

“No, Stephen. I… I need you.” My heart was thumping so loudly that it was becoming hard to breathe.

“Do you need me to come over? I…”

“No, please. Just… will you sleep with me here? On the phone?”

“Yes, Colin. I can. Lie down and close your eyes. Focus on the same happy memory that grounded you before. Let me know when you have it.”

I closed my eyes, and the nightmare played in my mind. Luke looming over me, the hands on my body as I tried to get away, the hateful words. My breathing quickened, and Stephen's voice broke through my haze of thoughts.

“Colin, I'm here. I'm here. You're safe with me. Now try again. Close your eyes.”

I did as instructed, and then an image of the green eyes flashed in my mind. Then I saw the roses in front of me, and Stephen's face was within my line of vision. He was so beautiful.

“I… I've got it,” I said softly. Would he play that beautiful song again? The one I found myself humming when I took a bath during the day?

“Focus on that for me. I'll be right here when you wake up. Goodnight, Colin.”

I focused on the scene in my head, and then it changed. White flakes floated through the air, and Stephen was still sitting on the bench beside me. However, his arm was wrapped around my shoulders, and I was leaning into his touch. I was warm and safe, and I felt at peace. A melody that I knew could be heard, and I recognized it as “Silent Night.” It was slow and sonorous, and as I looked into Stephen's eyes, I saw… love. Then, as I was drifting off into sleep, his voice reached my ears.

“I'm coming to bring you home, boy.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Stephen

I sat in my office nibbling on a bologna sandwich and home fries. The food was delicious, but my stomach churned, and I couldn't sit still. After Colin's call last night, I decided something had to be done. He could reject me but I had to try. His safety and well-being were my top priority.

Knowing he’d had another sleepless night had me thinking about what I wanted, but most importantly, what Colin needed. He seemed to be letting me in a bit more, and I wanted him to trust me completely. However, I knew that it wouldn't happen overnight, and the thought that I had uttered out loud last night didn't help matters.

“Hey, man,” Ryan opened my office door without knocking, and I ground my teeth together. “You good?”

“Yes, I'm fine.”

“I have some free time after work. Do you need to go anywhere?”

“Actually, I do have an errand to run. I'll tell you more when work is over. First, I need to focus on getting this Python code down.”

I was so glad it was Friday. I didn't have plans for the weekend, but I was ready in case that changed. I had packed two extra sets of clothes and toiletries that morning, and the bag sat underneath my desk along with my laptop bag.

Was I jumping into this too soon? What if Colin rejected me and didn't want to see me again? I swallowed as I picked up my headphones. There was no time for ‘what- ifs.’

N

I knocked on the door, hoping that Colin had received my text. My heart hammered in my chest as I heard light footsteps approaching, and then the door flung open.

“Sorry, come in.” I smiled as I stepped inside, closing and locking the door behind me. I opened my arms to embrace him and he accepted without hesitation. “It's so good to see you.”

“You too,” I said as I rested my chin on his shoulder. “I smell food. What are you cooking?”

“Wait and see.” He stepped away from me, and I laughed as I made my way to the couch.

He stepped away from me, and I laughed as I made my way to the couch. Folding my cane, I settled into the cushions and listened to the sounds of Colin busying himself in the kitchen. I was shocked that he was going to all this trouble. The smells coming from the kitchen were making my mouth water, and I inhaled deeply. Was that ground beef?

“What do you like on your tacos?” He stood in front of me now, and it took everything in me not to reach out and hold him. I wanted to feel his warm body in my arms, but tonight was a big night, and I didn't want to rush anything.

“Lettuce, cheese, and sour cream,” I answered with a grin. “We're having tacos? You're something else, Colin, just full of surprises tonight.”

“Well for starters, I slept better than I had in weeks, and I owe that to you. I also… heard what you said last night while I was drifting off, and um, I'm…”

“I'm so sorry.” My heart thumped in my chest. Fuck! “I didn't mean to say that out loud. But, you see, I…”

“Stephen, please don't apologize. I want you to enjoy yourself tonight.”

“I want the same for you.”

We ate in silence, both left to our own thoughts. What was he thinking? My bag sat on the floor near my feet, and the surprise was stowed away inside. Would he accept my offer of help? He seemed to be in better spirits today, but would that last? I sighed after I swallowed the last of my Kool-Aid. I patted my stomach and rewarded him with a smile as he took my dishes.

“That was delicious, Colin,” I praised him. “Your auntie must have loved having you home as a teenager. Did you cook for her often?”

“Yeah, I did once I learned how, and I'm glad that you enjoyed the meal.” I could hear the smile in his voice, and my heart melted. What I wouldn’t give to hear that more often.

“Place the dishes in the sink, and then come sit. We have a few things to discuss.”

“Yes, we do.”

I waited patiently as he followed my instructions. My belly was full, and I licked my lips, recalling the first meal that Colin had made for me. That day was the start of our friendship, and tonight would hopefully be the start of something new for us. I heard his footsteps as he approached the couch, and I smiled as he sat down next to me. I yearned to touch him, but I wouldn't, not yet.

“Colin,” I started, turning toward him. “You know I promised that I wouldn't leave you, and that I would always be by your side. When you were in the hospital a month ago, I told you that I had been worrying about you for a year, wondering about you and why you ran. When I saw your comment on LBM my instincts kicked in. I needed to save you. I wasn't sure if I could do it, if I could be strong enough to do what was best for you, but here we are.”

“Here we are,” he repeated softly.

“After finding out what Dennis had done, I needed to take matters into my own hands. Colin.” I inhaled deeply before continuing. “I want to be the one you can count on, who you call in times of need or strife, who can make your pain disappear. I want to be the one who can dry your tears, share in your smiles, and help you find your way when you're lost. I know that this takes time, but I want us to start building trust. Colin, I care about you. I want to watch you grow into a better person. I want to help you become that better person.”

I clamped my mouth shut, afraid that if I kept talking, all of my secrets would come tumbling out. Silence stretched between us, and questions started to arise in my mind. Did I say too much? What if he wasn't ready for what I was offering him? Would he reject me? Then I heard the sniffles, and my heart dropped into my stomach. Oh no! What did I do? I reached for him, but he didn't budge. I lowered my arms, my chest tightening. Oh God! This was a mistake, I thought as I reached for my bag.

“No, stop!” His voice was tinged with fear, and I dropped the straps. “Stephen, you… you've just given me everything. Lately, it's been hard trying to express myself when I feel so… lost. How did you know that I needed something… someone?”

“I just had a feeling,” I answered, not wanting to divulge my recent thoughts about our connection. “I know that we have a lot to learn about each other, and I’m excited to get to know you better. However, I hope our relationship can… expand beyond friendship in the future.”

“What, like us getting together? Because that's the furthest thing from my mind. I can't…” He sniffled, and I rested my hand on his knee.

“Nothing like that. All I'm going to say is that I hope you will grow to trust me and let me in. I hate seeing you in so much pain, and if it were up to me, I would shoulder it all so that you have nothing to fear. I would give anything to see you smile.”

“Stephen, don't you get it?” He moved closer to me, and I opened my arms for him. As I held him, I could feel his muscles relaxing. “I do trust you. From the moment you took me to the park and gave me something else to focus on, I knew that I could trust you. You've kept your promise to me, and I'm so grateful that you haven't left. I know that you and Dennis are supposed to be in charge of my care, but I don't want Dennis to have any say in this. Stephen, I need you.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Colin

I was sweating, and my heart was racing. I kept my eyes on his as I waited for him to speak, and the smile that lit up his face made me sigh with relief. His hands rubbed up and down on my back.

“I'm happy to hear that you trust me, because as our friendship evolves, I want the trust between us to do so as well. I'm learning new things about you every time we see each other, and I like what I’ve learned so far. Are you okay? Do you need a minute?”

“I'm fine,” I answered softly, inhaling the scent of the man holding me. It filled me with peace.

“Okay,” he said as he reached down to unzip his bag. I stiffened but relaxed as his hand continued its soft strokes up and down my back. “Now, you do remember that I am a Dominant. I know that we just had the one scene, but as a lifestyle Dom, I wish to guide, nurture, and help others. I do enjoy being in control as well, but for the right reasons.”

“What was your reasoning for limiting my food and beverage intake?” I snickered, remembering his tone when he ordered me to only have two slices of pizza and no soda.

“You had an anal fissure that required a diet of fibrous foods. While I wasn’t keen on you eating pizza, I knew that it was your choice, but I needed to limit the amount of food that you ingested. My goal that night was to make sure you were following the doctor’s orders. You had been through enough and I wasn’t about to let you injure yourself further.” he explained, and I kept my eyes on his face.

He was serious. “Colin, your well-being, safety, and health are of utmost importance to me. Considering all that you've been through in the past month, I wanted to help you stay safe and secure while allowing you the freedom to still rely on others. I want you to feel free to come to me with anything….” His whispered words had my heart pounding as he retrieved a black box from behind his back. “Open it.”

I resumed my position on the couch, but my body was pressed against Stephen's. I opened the box and stared in shock at what lay inside. A small smartphone was nestled in the black casing, and when I touched the screen, it lit up, a picture of birds flying through the sky, and the background was of high oak trees swaying in the distance. The setting was beautiful and peaceful, and then an image that I knew like the back of my hand filled my head. Tears stung my eyes as I turned toward Stephen.

“Are you okay? Is it too much? I can…”

“It's perfect. Thank you, thank you so much.”

“Oh, Colin. It was no trouble. I did this for you. This way, you'll have an instant connection to me in case of an emergency. If you're ever in trouble where you can't call me, press the side button twice, and I'll get an SOS message and call. This is to ensure your safety, do you understand?”

He had done all of this for me. He wanted me to have a safe space to talk and feel secure. He wanted me to rely on him, but could I? Could I completely trust him in this way? I stared at the small phone and picked it up, the weight barely noticeable. If I was ever in trouble, I could use this to alert him.

It was like he knew my fears and was working hard to assuage them. I slept without any nightmares when he was near, and his smile made my heart flutter. However, he was waiting for my response, but I had none. I threw my arms around his neck, breathing in his warm, unique scent. He was what I needed.

“I take that as a yes?” His laugh reverberated through his chest as he stroked his fingers through my hair, and I shivered at the touch.

“Yes, I accept. Thank you, Stephen. You have just… made my life a bit more bearable.”

As his hands held me against his hard, lean body, I couldn’t think of a better place to be. Between his touch and his scent, I knew that this was safety. I could trust Stephen. Until he wants something more from me. I ignored my thoughts as I rested my head on his shoulder, not wanting the moment to end. I recalled his bag sitting on the floor, and my heart thumped, realizing what was happening.

“Um, are you spending the night?”

“Only if you want me to, Colin,” he answered softly.

“Yes, please.” I felt my body relax as he held me tighter.

“Good. Now, how is therapy going?”
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I'm lying in the hotel room in Alabama. I recognize the huge flat-screened television on the wall, and I turn over. I'm alone, and as I peer out into the night, my heart starts to race. I hear the door open, and as I turn toward the sound, I freeze, the gold chain shining in the light. Luke wears a smug smile, one that shows his straight, white teeth.

He has a cigarette in his hand, and he's walking toward me. I move away from him and curl into a ball near the headboard. He's inching closer, the heat from the cigarette just above my skin. I fall into the space between the nightstand and the bed, and I attempt to scream, but nothing happens.

“No one will hear you, baby. No one. We fucked your throat nice and hard, and now, we're here to finish what we started last night. Now, be a good little boy and prep yourself for me.” He takes a drag from his cigarette and leans over me. I attempt to punch him, but his hand grabs mine. “Are you ready to play, boy? You're all mine.”

His voice drips with menace and lust, and ice claws at my heart. Help me, please. He drags me from the space where I’m hiding and throws me onto the bed. I scramble as fast as I can to the other side, but he is too quick and soon he traps my head between his hands. I am frozen to the bed as he towers over me, his cold eyes roaming over my body. He stares into my eyes, and I see the lust. He wants me and will do whatever it takes to get me.

“Let's try an experiment, shall we?” He grabs my wrists. I try to resist, but he just holds tighter. Metal surrounds my wrists, and I kick my legs hard. “Stop that right now!”

I watch his eyes roam over my naked body once more, and I feel sick. My stomach turns, and I feel the urge to vomit. I notice the heat from his cigarette as he takes another drag, the smell making my nose wrinkle. He holds the lit end above my chest, and as he lowers it, he says:

“You're mine.”

I screamed, kicking and holding my hand to my chest. My back was on fire, and I bolted upright. I saw the black bag on the floor, and then everything from last night came rushing back. Stephen's promise to take care of me, my new phone, and us talking late into the night. I dropped my head into my hands, and loud sobs fell from my lips. Where was he? Where was he when I needed him?

“Stephen! Stephen!” I felt the tingle in my lower back, and pain shot up my spine. “Ahhhhhh! No! No!”

“Colin!” I didn't budge as Stephen's voice filled my ears. I heard him trip and curse, and then his arms surrounded me. “Oh, Colin. I'm here.”

His scent enveloped me, and I inhaled deeply. I buried my face into his neck and sobbed uncontrollably. Luke was going to burn me, and Stephen wasn't there to save me. Why? Why? I wrapped my arms around his muscled frame, and he pulled me closer.

“I had to pee. I'm here, you're safe, I've got you. Oh, honey, I'm so sorry.”

“He… he… burned my chest. I… it hurts. My back…” I pulled away from Stephen's embrace and fell to the floor with unbearable pain in my lower back. I pressed my body into the carpet, screaming as the pain shot up my spine. “Make it stop! Stephen…”

I felt his hand on my upper back and a tremor coursed through my body at his touch. He rubbed slowly, and as he neared the afflicted area, I stiffened. No! No! As his soft flesh met my burning skin, I bit down on my lip as searing heat spread over my lower back.

“No!” I grabbed Stephen's hand and squeezed hard. “No, please don't! I…”

“What can I do? Please, tell me…”

“Don't leave me!” I groaned, and I squeezed his hand harder. “They'll come back, don't leave me. Just… rub my back. Not my lower back, just…”

“Okay,” he whispered, and I could hear the quiver in his voice. He didn't need this. He didn't.

His fingertips rubbed across my neck, down my spine, and back up. Over and over, his soft hands calmed me, and I could feel my heart rate slowing down. My lower back was still burning, and I whimpered. I just wanted the pain to stop.

He promised me that I could be myself around him, and right now this was what he was getting. I needed to know if he could help me and if he would test the boundaries of our trust. If I touched my back, the pain became too much, but what if?

“Could you… just… press your hand there?” I inhaled and let out a shaky breath.

“Are you sure? I don't want to hurt you.” He sounded so uncertain, scared even, and my heart dropped. He didn't sign up for this. He should go.

“Please.” It was one word, but it meant so much. I needed him to do this.

I felt heat above the afflicted area, and I waited. A minute went by, and I could hear his shallow breathing. I knew what he was thinking, but I needed this. Come on, do it! I heard Stephen’s strangled cry as his skin met mine, and I waited for the pain to stop. Slowly, it ebbed away, and I felt overwhelmed by the severity of the situation. He was taking my pain away, but how?

“How does that feel? Are you in any pain?” he asked after a while.

“No,” I whispered, my chest constricting. He had taken the pain away. “Thank you.”

“There's nothing I wouldn't do for you, Colin.”

His hand circled my tattoo, and the pain was now a dull ache. I didn't budge but allowed his touch to lull me into sleep. His words buzzed around in my head, and then the familiar image surfaced. However, I was naked, and Stephen was clothed.

I was lying across his lap facedown. His hands roamed leisurely over my body as if we had all the time in the world. I closed my eyes and gave in to his touch. I heard the birds singing and felt the breeze wash over my exposed flesh, and I sighed. Was this heaven?

“You're beautiful, boy.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Stephen

I lay in Colin's bed unable to sleep. He was wrapped around me, and I could feel the rise and fall of his chest. He was sure to be exhausted after his episode earlier, and the thought made my heart ache. His cries, his hand in mine, and his pleas for the pain to stop, it was heartbreaking to watch. Hearing him beg me to stop the pain made me want to tell him everything, but it wasn't the right time.

However, I couldn't bear to imagine what it was like when he was here alone. He had told me that his auntie had stopped by Thursday, and she had witnessed him having a nightmare, and afterwards he had called me. I was glad that he wasn't alone then, but there would be more nightmares, and I wasn't about to sit idly by and allow this to consume him. I had to do something.

Last night Colin admitted to needing me, and if I was being honest, I needed him too. I still doubted myself, but Colin had changed how I viewed life. His right to consent had been taken from him within an instant, but with me, Colin would always have a choice. My goal would be to help, nurture, guide, and love my submissive, and I wanted more than anything to offer Colin that.

His recent episode had taught me that the boy was broken, yes, but he yearned to be healed and whole again. Could I offer that to him? Would he accept me as his Dominant? We were working on our friendship, which would be an ongoing process, but he needed more. I could feel that he was holding something back from me, and I wouldn't push, but God, I wished to be there for him in more ways than one.

I wanted to watch him reach milestones, celebrate his successes, see him smile and laugh, and be the one to bring him to…

No! I promised Colin that I would always be there for him and that this was strictly a friendship, nothing more. I ignored my semi-hard dick and kept my thoughts on the day ahead. First, I needed to make sure Colin was okay, but then what? Would he feel like going out, or would he want to stay inside?

I knew that it would be the latter, so I thought over the possibilities. We could bake something, or watch a movie? Or set up his new phone? The decision was Colin's, but right now, I was famished. I could make something for us, but I didn't know his kitchen well enough. Ordering breakfast was the next best thing. Twenty minutes later, my phone dinged, announcing that the food was outside. I lowered my lips to Colin's ear.

“I’m just going to the door to grab our breakfast. Be right back.”

I slowly disentangled myself from his heated body and crept to the door. I pulled it open, and a blast of snow hit me in the face. Grabbing the bag, I hurried back inside and set it down on the end table next to the couch. Time to wake Colin.

Returning to his bedroom, I walked to his side and stroked his hair. It was soft to the touch, and I smoothed it back where it was sticking up. He sighed, and I leaned toward him.

“Colin, hey. Breakfast time. Wake up or you'll miss out. I hear chocolate-chip pancakes are your favorite.” He stirred, and I smiled down at him. His hand found mine, and he intertwined our fingers. “Good morning. Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” he mumbled sleepily.

“Then get up before they're all gone. I bought just enough.”

“You bought breakfast? How?”

“Don't worry, honey,” I reassured him, stroking his hair. “I ordered it. I went to the door to bring it inside, and I came right back here.”

“You were here the entire night?” he asked as he sat up. The loss of his touch could be felt throughout my entire body.

“We were closer than two peas in a pod,” I laughed, and he giggled. It was a beautiful sound. “Seriously, I didn't go anywhere.”

“Thank you, Stephen. You have no idea how much I needed something… someone. You. I need you.”

“Never leaving. Now come on. Whoever gets to the table first gets the first two pancakes.”

“Well, that'll be you. I need a shower.”

“Okay.” I turned toward the door, a wave of sadness washing over me. I wanted to help him, but I didn't want to come on too strong. After all, I wasn't his Dominant, and I couldn't just… hell, I already had.

“On second thought, I do love chocolate-chip pancakes. Is there bacon, too?”

“Oh, you bet. You can’t have pancakes without bacon.”

I heard him stand, and then his hand was in mine.

“Let's run together. We'll both have two pancakes.” I felt warmth spread through me as he squeezed my hand, and I squeezed back. “One, two, three. Go!”
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I had decided that a bath would do us both good. So, I sat on the toilet seat while he bathed. The silence between us was comfortable.

“I'm sorry about earlier,” he said, breaking the ice. I shook my head.

“Stop apologizing, please. You needed me. And I was happy to be here.”

“Thank you,” he said softly. “However, you didn't sign up for this. Maybe you should just go.”

“Not a chance, sorry. I don't plan on leaving you anytime soon.” I hadn't figured out the logistics yet, but I had a plan forming.

“What… what does that mean?” He stammered, and I blushed. I loved hearing him get all flustered. It was adorable.

“Finish your bath, Colin. I need to get in too, you know.”

“Okay.” His tone was somber, and my chest constricted. My poor boy.

Ten minutes later, we were both lounging on the living room couch. We were reading, which suited me just fine. I was almost to the end of the Virginia Wolfe novel that I was trudging through, and I was glad. The only sounds that could be heard were the grandfather clock and Colin as he turned the pages. It was too quiet. I closed the Kindle app and locked my phone.

“Are you having trouble focusing, too?” Colin's soft voice rang out in the living room.

“Yes. Are you okay? Need anything?”

I heard him close the book and then felt his body shift closer to mine. I yearned to wrap an arm around his shoulders. Would that be too much? I decided to test my luck. Lifting my arm, I slipped it behind Colin's head, and he leaned back into my touch.

“I want to know what you meant earlier. Are you spending another night or something?”

“Only if you want me to.”

“Of course, I want you to!” He exclaimed, and I gave him a smile. “But… is that all?” It was time for me to be honest.

“Colin, last night was… hard. Your safety and well-being were at the top of my priority list as I held you. I don't think I could ever leave you alone again after witnessing such… pain.” I inhaled, feeling the words at the tip of my tongue. “You told me last night that you needed me. What exactly did you mean by that?”

“Well, I… need you. You know how to calm me, ground me, and get me to sleep at night. When you're here I feel…” He swallowed, and I rubbed his neck. “I feel safe when you're here. I… I don't think I want you to leave.”

“I'm not going anywhere,” I reiterated as I leaned closer to him. “Let me ask you a question. What if, just for a day, you had someone who could help you take your mind off of the fear, the nightmares, the pain? What if that person could provide you with the ability to make your own decisions while also taking certain ones out of your hands? And what if one of those decisions was to give you tasks that could keep you occupied mentally and physically which in turn would allow you to grow into a stronger and better person?”

“Tasks? Like chores?”

“Sort of, yes. Chores, writing assignments, and other tasks which would be decided upon. Of course, there would be a discussion to determine what works best for you, but it's all just to help you take your mind off the…”

“Will you be the one deciding everything?”

“Well, we would sit down together and discuss everything, but ultimately, I will make the final decision. How does that sound?”

Silence stretched between us. I knew that this was something huge, but if he agreed, he wouldn't have to worry. I would be wholly committed and devoted to helping him become a stronger person. I would care for him, love him, and treat him with respect and dignity. All he would have to do is…

“I need time to think about… this. Is that okay?” I wouldn't have it any other way.

“If you jumped in with both feet and said yes, I'd be very concerned. It's fine, Colin. Take as much time as you need.”

“Thank you, Stephen.” I removed my arm, and he rose from the couch. “I'll be back.”

“No rush, honey.”

As he exited, I leaned back against the couch, a yawn escaping me. I hoped that I had made the right decision by offering him this option. If he rejected it, I would completely understand, but I wouldn't push. I was still getting to know Colin, but I knew that he was smart and had potential.

He just needed someone to nudge him in the right direction, and I had no doubt that he'd make a wonderful service submissive. If he accepted my offer, I would feel elated, but one thing would be missing. That didn't matter, however. Every dynamic was different, and if sex was off the table, that was fine. Colin held the key, so I needed to follow his lead.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Colin

In almost twenty-four hours, the relationship between Stephen and I had changed twice. At first, he was giving me a place to feel safe and secure, and now, he was offering me… what exactly? A way to keep my mind off of the trauma that I experienced every day, but… how? I recalled the events leading up to this moment, and I couldn't think of anything that would make him bring this to my attention now.

He wanted to make certain decisions for me, and that included the tasks that he said would help me take my mind off of my inner turmoil. He said that we would sit down and discuss everything, but… I would still be in control of my life, but was I supposed to sign it away to Stephen? No chance in hell. My decision was taken away from me the night I was handed that drink and…

No! Think about Stephen. I attempted to focus, but all I could hear in my mind were his words of exercising control. I would have to report to him, right? Would he monitor my phone calls and text messages? Was that his real reason for buying me this new phone? Was this his plan all along?

“No, that's not like him. Calm down.” I whispered.

What had he said before all of this? I replayed the last few minutes of our conversation in my mind, and I sighed. Logically, I knew that he was trying to get me out of my head, to help me focus on something else besides my pain and suffering, but why? What did he get out of this? Then something that Stephen had said surfaced in my mind:

“You do remember that I'm a Dominant?”

Was he asking me to? No, that was impossible. It was way too soon. I couldn't even be with anyone sexually. How could I be? Stephen had to be delusional. He had to be losing his mind. Didn't he know that I was broken? Why would he want me? I wouldn't be able to give him what he needed.

He could tell me that he wasn't interested in anything more. Still, while I trusted his judgment on other things concerning me, I couldn't shake the feeling that he was lying about that small detail. I shook my head. No time to think about that. Stephen wouldn't wait for long, and I needed to decide.

I yawned and turned over. Stephen wasn't in bed with me. Would I be able to sleep? I rose and made my way down the hall. I peeked around the corner and gazed at the man stretched out on my couch. His eyes were closed, his mouth was half-open, and his arms rested on his chest as it rose and fell. I smiled as I crept back into my room. If he could sleep, I could too.

I slipped underneath the quilt and rested my head on the pillows behind me. Stephen's scent filled my nostrils, and I breathed evenly as I closed my eyes. I could be Stephen's service submissive. He wouldn't intentionally hurt me, but could I really do this? After all that I've been through and am still going through?
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Sunlight streamed through my window, waking me from my sleep. I turned over and checked the time: 2:30 p.m., I had been asleep for two hours. I wondered what Stephen was doing. I knew that I had a decision to make, but I had so many questions. Would he expect me to call him by an honorific? Would I have to be naked when we were home? Home? Where would that be?

I threw my arm over my eyes, the sunlight bright and imposing. He said that I could talk to him about anything and that trust needed to be built. This was a big jump from just being friends, and I needed to know what I was getting myself into. I rose from the bed and walked down the hall.

I peeked around the corner and saw Stephen sitting up, his arms crossed behind his head. His expression was of deep concentration, and I didn't want to disturb him.

“Hi, Colin,” he startled me, his deep voice piercing through the silence. “I came to check on you just a few minutes ago. How are you?”

“I feel better, thank you,” I answered calmly as I sat on the couch next to him. “So, I have a couple of questions about your… um offer.”

“I'd be concerned if you didn't. Go on.” His arm rested around my shoulders, and I relaxed into his touch.

“Um, I know you've seen me at my worst, and… you won't expect me to… service you sexually, right? I ca…”

“No, Colin. I won't.” His voice was strained as he answered, and turning to look at his face, I saw the sadness around his eyes. Oh no!

“I'm sorry, I just wanted to know. Please, don't be upset with me.” I felt my chest constrict as a lump formed in my throat.

“It's going to take time for you to trust me, I understand. I just hope you know that I'm not like those men. I won't hurt you.”

I heard him, but it was hard to believe him. Josaiah, Luke, and now, I was about to jump into something with Stephen. However, this was… different, wasn't it?

“Okay,” I whispered, afraid of my voice. “What will you expect of me? Where will I be staying? I just need to know what I'm getting myself into. Will there be… a contract?”

“These are all valid questions,” he started, his arm pulling me closer. “I know this is overwhelming, but there is no rush, okay? If you need more time, just tell me. Now, I can say that there will be things we'll need to negotiate. You hold the key in this dynamic. If you say ‘red,’ everything stops in a scene, right?”

“Yes.”

“As a submissive, you always have control. You can say whether you want me to do certain things or if you'd rather do something different. We will take this slow, and if something doesn't feel right, just say so. I will not push your boundaries, not until you’re ready.”

Everything that he said made sense, and I swallowed. Is this really happening?

“I have a few expectations and protocols that must be followed. Are you ready to discuss them now?” And just like that, the temperature dropped in the room, and I stared at the man before me. His tone had taken on an authoritative edge, and I could feel goosebumps rising on my arms. Was I ready?

“I think so.” I breathed deeply, awaiting Stephen’s response.

“Colin, if you need more time to process everything, I will completely understand. Just say the word.” I knew what he was trying to do, but while I was anxious, I was also curious.

“I want to know… everything. Please.”

“If you’re sure.” He sighed before continuing. “You will address me as Sir when we're at home. In public, I am just Stephen. Understood?”

“Yes,” I answered, my heart thumping in my chest. I can do this! “Sir.”

“Good. I want this to be a good experience for the both of us, okay? As stated previously, you will have tasks to complete, and those can be discussed. There are three foundational pillars of any relationship, do you know what they are?” Was he testing me? I knew the answer, but I didn’t feel qualified to respond seeing how my last few relationships had ended. However, this would be different, right?

“Communication, honesty, and trust.”

“Yes, and I know that recent events have left you reeling and unable to trust others fully. We will move at your pace, Colin. I don’t want to rush into anything, especially because you’re still healing. I know that this sounds…”

“It's fine, really,” I interrupted him.

“Colin, a big part of our arrangement will be correcting behavior. I don't like to be interrupted, and you should speak only when addressed. Understood?”

“Yes,” I answered, my mouth dry. This was a whole new side to Stephen, and I wasn't sure how I felt about it. He was professional, authoritative, taking control…

“Yes, what?”

“Sir. I'm sorry…”

“Colin, the apologies aren't necessary. You will get used to this. It just takes time. Now, I will require you to kneel at home. Do you have any physical limitations that prevent you from doing so?”

“No, Sir.” My heart thumped in my chest, realizing that things were about to change.

“Good. As far as your therapy sessions and work, I would like for you to call or text me to let me know when you have arrived and returned home. I will also expect that you turn on your location so I know where you are at all times.”

“What? Really?” I was shocked. He is trying to control me.

“Yes, Colin. I need to know that you're safe, that you'll be where you say you'll be. I trust you, but considering the recent happenings, I don't want to chance anything. I am not doing this to control you, but to ensure your safety. Location on, yes?”

“I understand, Sir, yes.” He was doing this because he wanted me to be safe. He needed to know where I was at all times to ensure my safety.

“Good. I also require a weekly check-in. We will sit down and talk about the dynamic and see what things are working and what things aren't. I expect you to be open and honest with me in this meeting, just like I would any other time. Open and honest communication is imperative for this to work. Do you think that can be achieved?”

“I… I can try, Sir, yes.”

“I'm glad. Do you have any questions for me before we move on? We have more to discuss, but you may need time to process everything.”

“I…” In a matter of minutes, the mood had changed drastically, and my head was spinning with all of the new information. What would he ask of me next? “When does this start?”

“Do you need more time? If so, we can table this discussion until you're ready.”

“Everything's happening so fast, and I just… how long will I be your submissive?”

“I normally have a duration of three months, but if things need to be changed or amended, we can discuss it.”

“And you won't ask me to do anything that involves sex?” I had to know.

“Colin, I don't want you for sex. I'm doing this because I see potential in you, and I want to help you grow into a stronger person. Sex is the furthest thing from my mind.”

“Okay.” I sighed and looked into the green eyes of the man who had just given me something more. “I accept your offer. Thank you, Sir.”
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The wind howled outside my window. It was Monday, and I didn't know how long I had been lying there, but when I looked at my phone, I cursed. I was fucking late for work, which meant I was late for completing my first task: texting Stephen to let him know that I had made it there safely.

I pulled the quilt over my head, tears pricking the corners of my eyelids. I had fucked up. Would he still want to continue with our arrangement? Don't think, just text him. After calling my boss to inform him that I wasn’t feeling well, I sighed, realizing that stepping foot into work today would only raise questions. I had dark circles underneath my reddened eyes, and I couldn’t focus on anything, even if I tried. I had been in and out of sleep since my last nightmare and tears wet my cheeks.

Was it depression? Or could it be that because of my own stupidity, I was broken and alone? As I scrolled to Stephen's number, I decided that a call would be better than a text. I knew that he was working, but I needed to hear his voice. The phone rang four times before it was answered.

“Colin? Hi, good morning. Are you calling to tell me that you made it to work safely?” He sounded happy to hear from me, but I swallowed, realizing that he wanted honesty. I had to tell him.

“Hello, Sir.” I inhaled and pressed the phone to my ear. “I… I didn't go into work today. I'm not… feeling well.”

“What's going on? Talk to me.” His voice was soft but urgent, and I felt a pang in my chest. He was worried about me.

“I…” No, not the tears. No! “I can't sleep, and I feel sad, lost, I just… I need the pain to stop. Stephen, I…”

“Colin, please remember that we are in a dynamic now. I am your Dominant, and you are to follow the protocol of using my honorific. I am your Sir.” I shivered at his soft but firm tone. My Sir.

“Sir.” I echoed his words, and I felt a sense of peace wash over me. “I need you. All I feel is pain. I'm terrified to leave my home because… what if they return?… I just…”

“Honey, breathe,” he whispered, and I focused on his instructions. I needed to breathe. “You need to call your therapist. Now. He does home visits, and I know that you need me, and I'll get to you as soon as I can. However, Dr. Rogers is trained in your traumas and can help you. Do you trust me?”

“I do, Sir.” Every time I uttered the word, I felt at peace, like Stephen was just what I needed. “I will call him. I hope that you have a good day at work.”

“If you need anything, don't hesitate to reach out. I'm always here for you. And try to do something that can take your mind off of things. Bake or cook something, or maybe draw?” I heard voices in the background, and then he continued. “Hey, I have to go. Are you going to be okay?”

“As long as I have you, I will. Goodbye, Sir.”

“Goodbye, Colin.”

I sighed as I turned over, wishing I could fall down through the mattress and into the floorboards. I just wanted to disappear, never to be found again. What about Stephen? I smiled as his words came back to me. He told me to do something that could take my mind off of things. Would it really help? I needed to try for myself, but also because I wanted to follow Stephen's orders. I picked up my phone and dialed Dr. Rogers's number.

“Hello? This is Blake. How may I help you?”

“Hi, Dr. Rogers. This is Colin. I know we were supposed to meet in your office later today, but I… I need to see you now.”

“Are you in immediate danger?” His tone was calm but urgent as he asked.

“No, I just… I'm terrified. I'm sad and don't have the will to fight today. I…”

“I'm on my way. Take deep breaths, Colin. We will get through this.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Stephen

It was almost noon, and I was trying to focus on the woman who was training us in Python code. My boy was alone, and I couldn't help him. He needed me, and I couldn't be there for him, not yet at least. He sounded so lost earlier, and I refused to stand by and not do anything. In about thirty minutes he would know I was thinking of him.

“You seemed miles away during class,” Ryan said as he guided me back to my office. “Is everything okay with you and Colin?”

“Colin's fine,” I lied, pasting on a smile to emphasize my words. “How have you been?”

“Good,” he answered. “Am I dropping you off at Colin's tonight?”

“Not dropping me off,” I corrected him as I pushed open the door. “I just need to make sure he's doing okay.”

“You have been spending a lot of time with him,” Ryan teased, and I shook my head. “Is he your boyfriend?”

God, I wish. How I wanted to hold him, kiss his soft lips, and run my fingers through his silken hair. I bit my cheek to hide my smile.

“No, he's just a friend. Now go eat your lunch.”

“Whatever you say. I know that you and Colin are seeing each other. I'm happy for you, man.” His arms went around my neck, and I was shocked by the gesture. After a few seconds, he lowered his arms and exited the office.

What was that about? I was grateful that Ryan had been there when I needed him, but was he looking for something more? Maybe he just needed a friend.

Suddenly, I could feel vibrations coming from my pants pocket, and I retrieved my phone, accepting the call.

“Hello?”

“Sir…” It was Colin, and I smiled. Then I heard the hitch in his breathing, and goosebumps rose on my arms. He was crying.

“Colin, hey. What's going on? Talk to me, honey.”

“The flowers… they're beautiful. Thank you, thank you so much. I can't even…”

“Just wanted you to know that I was thinking of you. Was it too mu…?”

“They're perfect, Sir. I didn't mean to interrupt you, but… you are amazing.”

“I try,” I chuckled. He apologized for breaking a rule. He was still learning, and besides, this situation didn't warrant a punishment. “Have you eaten? Taken a shower? Had water?”

“I'm actually in the middle of a therapy session, but I wanted to call to tell you thanks for the gift. It means so much.”

“Oh my gosh! Get off the phone, boy.” The term of endearment slipped from my mouth without a thought. What the fuck? “And Colin. You're welcome.”

I hung up, floored by his reaction. I knew that it would make him feel special, but his tears told me something else entirely, he needed me. He needed my arms around him, my body pressed against his, my voice in his ear.

I needed to hear his sighs, feel his body relax under my gentle hands, and see his smile. He had mentioned that he was terrified of leaving the house today, but I wanted to get him out of his head. Nature always seemed to do the trick. Would this help or harm him? It was a simple walk, but would it have the same effect as the park visit? I was now in charge of Colin, and I would do whatever it took to help him through his pain.
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Colin and I sat on his couch, his warm body in my arms. There was nothing better than holding my boy. I could feel his heartbeat, his warmth, and hear his breathing. I stroked his hair, and he sighed. Friends only. The silence between us was comfortable, and I focused on Colin as I trained my face toward his.

“What are you thinking about?”

“I… just how quickly things have changed between us. One minute, we're just friends, and the next, I'm calling you Sir, and you're calling me…” A shiver ran through his body, and I wrapped my arms around him. Fuck!

“Was it too much? I'm sorry, Colin.” What have I done?

“Stephen, it… just took me by surprise. In my nightmares, they… call me that, but when you say it, it feels… right. Like it was meant for only you to say. Is this weird?” He giggled, and the nervous tension between us dissipated. I exhaled, feeling a weight lift from my shoulders.

“No, boy. I get what you mean. Now, I understand your hesitation, and we can slow things down even more if you like. I don't want you to feel uncomfortable.”

“Stephen…”

“What did I tell you earlier? I’m your Sir for the next three months, and if you forget again, you will be punished.” I dropped my voice to emphasize my point.

“Um,” he swallowed, and I felt the tremor course through his body. “Sir, I need this. I need you. Since the assault, nothing or no one has made me feel better about life and its meaning. You, however, have come into my life at exactly the right time and have given me so much. Therapy, friendship, this new dynamic that we share.” He turned in my arms. “Those beautiful flowers. When you're here, I can sleep fully through the night. I have something else to focus on: pleasing you.”

My heart soared hearing those words from Colin's mouth. I had given Colin those things because he needed them, and while I wanted him as more than just my submissive, I also wanted him to grow, thrive, and flourish under my command and leadership. I was astounded by his openness, and I pressed my hand to his chest.

“Oh, Colin. You are beautiful, boy. Inside and out, you are a wonderful man. Don't you ever forget that. You deserve everything and more. I want to help you, and I am proud to be by your side to do just that.”

He scrambled off my lap, and within seconds, his arms were around my neck. I could feel his heart beating against mine, and I rubbed his back. I breathed in his scent, lavender and lemon, and smiled into his hair. Holding him was the best part.

“So, can we discuss our new arrangement some more?” Colin asked as he rested his head on my shoulder. “I want to answer all of your questions so that we can start building a foundation. I want to make you happy, Stephen. I mean…”

“No.” I lowered my voice and smiled. “Let's go for a walk and discuss our arrangement. How does that sound?”

“But my punishment?” I could hear the quiver in his voice, and while I was planning on spanking him, I needed to know his limits before I did anything. It was only fair that I abided by them.

“Stand, boy. We're going for a walk. We'll discuss the punishment afterward. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.” My heart melted, hearing the resignation in his voice. He was learning, and I was so proud of him.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Colin

What was he planning? I was still getting used to this new arrangement, didn't he know that? Punished? Oh God! He held onto my elbow as we walked, and I felt my muscles relax as the crisp October air whipped my jacket. Having Stephen… Sir here with me just made everything better.

When Dr. Rogers arrived, he had taken one look at me and told me to take a bath. He made me a sandwich, which probably went against his ethics, but I ate slowly as he scrutinized me with his warm eyes.

Then we talked about the nightmares, the darkness that seemed to surround me, and well, Sir. I didn't tell him everything about this past weekend, just that he was helping me. Dr. Rogers agreed that Stephen was good for me, and he mentioned how my face lit up when I talked about him.

We worked on techniques for when I have a nightmare and Sir couldn’t be with me, and I also told him that I had completed my assignment. He was pleased to know that my auntie stayed with me after our talk, and before he left, he said that we would talk more about Stephen on Friday. However, I was dreading my next session, and it was a subject that I couldn't bear to talk about, even with Stephen: my mother.

“So, you've obviously been interested in the lifestyle for a while. What activities interest you?” Stephen's voice pulled me back into the present. I inhaled before responding.

“Impact play, chastity… bondage… I don't know…”

“I understand. I need to know your limits, both hard and soft, so that I won’t trigger you in any way. What interests you about spanking, and is it a soft limit, hard limit, or an activity that you’re sure about?”

“I’m sure about impact play. I've experienced it, and I like the marks and welts,” I answered softly. “The warm-up is the best part. I like the feel of a man's hands on my ass before he strikes. It's… thrilling, and I can’t stop wondering. Will he use a paddle or a whip? Cane or riding crop? I just… wow.”

“And the other things you’ve mentioned? Have you experienced those activities before?”

“I have been handcuffed, but that's it. I haven't experienced much else… Sir.” I replied, grinning like an idiot: I had remembered to call him Sir. “I've watched porn videos and read about it. I've done my research. BDSM is so fascinating, and after the breakup with Josaiah, I had time on my hands. Anything to keep… my mind occupied.”

“We are going to switch gears for a moment,” Stephen said as we stopped underneath a tree. I maneuvered our bodies so that we were in front of it. “How are your injuries? Have you been back to the doctor since September?”

“I have, yes. My anal fissure has healed.” I was grateful to not have to apply the cream any longer.

“And your tattoo?” On cue, my lower back started to tingle, but I ignored it.

“I haven't seen anything out of the ordinary. Honestly, I try not to look at it. It's just…”

“A constant reminder,” he finished my sentence, and I gazed into his beautiful eyes. He had been paying attention.

“Yes,” I whispered. The tingling sensation was growing, and I pressed my back into the trunk of the tree. Please, make it stop.

“Okay. Let's talk about your hard limits now.”

“Sex is definitely on top of that list,” I reiterated. “Anything involving penetration of my ass is off the table. Um, any sort of humiliation or degradation is out. No fellatio either. I'm sorry, I just can't…”

“Hey, what did I say about apologies?” His voice was soft as he held my chin in his hand. “This is all good to know. We are getting to know each other and having this knowledge will help me. We are navigating this new situation, and I want you to feel safe with what we agree on. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Are you ready to go home yet?” he asked softly, and my heart hammered in my chest. No!

“Not yet, please. Let's just enjoy this moment for a little while longer.” Little by little, the fog hanging over me was lifting, and it was all because of Stephen.
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When we arrived inside, I was told to kneel. So, I waited on my knees with my hands locked behind my back. I knew what was about to happen: it was time for my punishment. Stephen stood in front of me, and if I looked up, his crotch would be within my line of vision.

“Do you know why you're kneeling, Colin?” His voice was soft as he asked me, and I swallowed, knowing what I needed to say. However, I didn’t want to utter the words. “Colin, I asked you a question.”

“Yes, Sir. I… I disrespected you.” Was that right?

“And what is the rule?” His eyes were trained on my face, and I stared into them as I answered him.

“I am to refer to you as Sir… when we're at home.”

“Correct. Stand, Colin.”

He stood by the couch as I rose from the floor, feeling the ache in my knees. I walked to stand in front of him.

“Strip, please.”

“What? No!” I stepped away from him, and he followed me. No! No!

“Colin, I gave you a command. Strip, please.” My heart hammered in my chest, knowing that what I was about to do next was second nature.

“I can't,” I whispered, and I could feel the tears pricking my eyelids. He would be disappointed in me. He would hate me. Why would he ask me to do this?

“Colin. What are you feeling right now? I gave you a command, and you aren’t…”

“I can't. I'm sorry.” My heart beat rapidly, and I knew what needed to happen next. “You can't make me.”

I turned and ran down the hall into my bedroom, slamming and locking the door. I breathed hard as I collapsed onto my quilt. How dare he ask that of me? He wanted more, that was obvious. He lied to me. I let the tears fall, the confusion that I was feeling erupting from me in loud sobs. As knocking sounded from my bedroom door, I pressed my fingers into my ears.

I didn't want to hear anything he had to say. He was just like them. Why did he want me to strip? The knocking turned into banging, and I closed my eyes. Please, make it stop. Go away! Then I heard Dr. Rogers's voice in my head:

“It will help you. Progressive muscular relaxation or PMR is a great way to ground your body after a stressful event.”

I turned over and attempted to relax. However, the incessant banging was making it difficult.

“Stop, please. I need space.”

The banging ceased, and when I was certain he had retreated into the living room, I focused on my breathing. In and out, in and out. Then I tensed my entire body, and I held that position for a few minutes. I focused on my breathing once more as I worked to relax each muscle group.

Thoughts tumbled through my head as my body fell into a state of relaxation that didn’t seem possible a few minutes prior. I was about to be punished, he asked me to strip, and then I ran. He wasn't going to touch my body, not if he wanted something more from me. No way in hell. Stephen's words from earlier broke through my stream of thoughts.

“Sex is the furthest thing from my mind.”

Then why did I feel like he was going to…? I shivered but concentrated on finishing the muscular relaxation. I needed to talk to Stephen. I had overreacted and needed to make this right. I slowly rose from the bed and walked toward the door. Opening it, I stared in surprise at Stephen, leaning against the wall. He opened his arms, and I fell into his embrace.

“I'm sorry, Sir.” I needed to make things right. “I thought… that you wanted me… in that way. I don't understand why you would want me to strip.”

“Colin, look at me.” His voice was filled with pain, and as I obeyed him, I saw the tears filling his eyes but not falling. “I don't want you for sex. I don't. I am your Dom, not your boyfriend. What we have… it's stronger than a vanilla relationship. You've got to know that. I said that I wasn't going anywhere, and I'm not. Maybe I wasn’t thinking clearly when I asked you to strip, and that’s on me. However, this has…”

“Sir.” I threw my arms around him and hung on for dear life, the lump in my throat making it difficult to breathe. “Don't leave, please. I will do better, I promise. I just need to know why. Why did you want me to strip?”

“I will admit that asking you to strip was a mistake on my part, and I’m sorry for that. However,” he spoke softly as he held my chin in his palm. “I want to admire your body. I want to tell you what I feel when I touch you. I want you to know how beautiful you are. Remember what you told me about liking the bruises, marks, and welts? I want to feel those on your skin. You see, I don't want to fuck you, Colin. I want to cherish you, marvel at your beauty, and press my fingertips into your skin, marking you with my touch. Is that so wrong?”

Whoa! I couldn't look away from Stephen, and my heart fluttered. He wants me, but not in the way that I thought. What was I to say now? I felt like an idiot.

“I'm sorry, Sir. Can we try… again?”

“Only if you want, Colin. I know that you've been through a lot, but…”

“I have, but there's no excuse. I need to try… for you.” I took his hand and squeezed. “For us. I'm ready, Sir.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Stephen

We now stood in the living room, facing each other. What was I thinking? This isn't your fault. He's healing. I inhaled, hoping that this time would be different. His reaction told me not to push, and just like Colin, I needed to try… for us. This was a new situation that we were navigating, and I needed to be more mindful of my boy's needs.

“How about this? Instead of stripping completely, why don't you just pull down your pants and underwear?”

“But I thought you wanted me to…”

“Colin, what I want is for you to feel safe with me. I want you to trust me, and if I made you strip completely, you wouldn't be able to relax. I need you to relax. I'm sorry about earlier, okay?”

“It's okay. I overreacted. None of this is your fault.” He sounded so sincere, and it broke my heart to hear him blame himself. I shook my head.

“No, Colin. I should've been more mindful of your emotional and physical scars. I'm sorry.”

“All is forgiven, Sir.” My heart skipped a beat as he uttered my honorific.

“If you're sure,” I said, stepping away from him. “Now, pull down your pants and underwear.”

“Yes, Sir,” he whispered, and I heard him shuffling as he did as I had instructed. “Ready, Sir.”

“Good. Bend over the couch.” I heard his soft footfalls as he obliged, and I walked toward him.

I rested my hand on his shoulder. I needed him to consent to this before I raised my hand to strike.

“Colin, are you sure about this? I don't want to hurt you or cause you to have a flashback. Is this okay?”

“Yes, Sir. I have a safe word and will use it if I need to. Please?” He sounded brave, and I smiled. My boy was trying for me.

“What body parts am I not allowed to touch?”

“Um, my lower back and… my hole.”

A pang shot through my chest, hearing his words. It's going to take time. However, knowing that didn’t make it hurt any less. I rubbed his back up and down to relax him, trailing my fingertips along his neck and then down over his soft ass cheeks. He stiffened.

“Hey, it's okay. Just warming you up. You okay?”

“I'm… fine.” I ceased all movement, hearing the quiver in his voice. “Why did you stop?”

“Colin, I need to make sure you are of sound mind to play, and I heard the quiver in your voice. So be honest with me. How do you feel?”

“Nervous, but… I'm okay.”

I continued to run my hands over his muscled calves and arms, loving the feel of him. After a few more minutes of warming him up, I stood to my full height behind him. I rested a hand on his right ass cheek.

“We’ve already gone over why you’re being punished, so let's get to the punishment, shall we? Ten spankings will do.”

“Permission to speak, Sir.” Whoa!

“Yes, Colin?”

“Will I have to count each spanking with you?” This boy was surprising me today.

“No. I want you to just feel. Are you ready?”

“I am, Sir.”

I rubbed his upper back once more, and then I raised my hand above his ass. I brought it down and waited. I kept the intensity low as I gauged his reactions, which were nonexistent. He stayed still, but I caught hitches in his breathing. We had reached five, and I rubbed his cheeks.

“Doing okay?”

“Yes.” He sounded calm, and I smiled to myself. He was taking the spankings so well.

I intensified the next two, waiting to see how he reacted. There were only three more left, and after checking in, I amped up the intensity a bit. His back dipped, and I rubbed his warm cheeks.

“Sir, more, please? Please?” He was begging, and he sounded desperate. Was he okay?

“Colin, what are you feeling right now?” I didn't think I had missed the signs of subspace, but sometimes, it was hard to tell. Some signs were more visual.

“I feel… relaxed. Can we… keep going, please?” No slurring. He sounded fine.

“Just ten more, okay? Then I'm going to hold you until you’re begging me to let you go. Understood?”

“I would never tell you to let me go. Yes, Sir.” His voice was soft again, and I raised my hand.

I kept the intensity at the same level. By the time we reached fifteen, however, I could hear him sniffling.

“Colin, what is it?” Maybe I should’ve stopped at ten. Was he in pain?

“I'm… fine. Continue please, Sir.” His voice was strained, and I rubbed the back of his neck.

“Hey, hey. You can stop this at any time. Just say the word.”

“No, please.”

I rubbed his heated cheeks before I rained down the last five, my hands now tingling. I massaged my aching palms, and then all of a sudden I was surrounded by loud sobs. I jumped onto the couch and reached for my boy. He fell into my arms and I held him, rubbing his clothed back.

“It's okay, boy. I've got you. I'm here.”

He buried his face into my shirt and sobbed. It was his first punishment, and he was probably feeling a mix of emotions. His pain was killing me, and I wanted to make it all go away. But whether he felt pain or something deeper during that spanking, I wouldn't leave him. I couldn't because he needed me, just like I needed him.

Time passed as Colin's sobs subsided, and all I could feel was his heart beating against mine. He was sniffling, and I continued to rub his back. I stroked his hair and felt a flutter in my stomach. This was exactly where I belonged.

“Thank you, Sir. That was… exactly what I needed. I feel… better.”

“Yeah? Tell me more.”

“Well,” he started as he sat up. “That spanking relaxed and grounded me, and I feel… free. Do you remember the night I asked you to stop the pain? As your hands calmed me, I felt like I could breathe just a little easier, and now, after that spanking, my problems seem so small compared to a few hours ago. Does that make sense?” Whoa!

“Yes. So, I have healing hands that can take away your worries for a while?”

“Yes, Sir. But, I'm suddenly famished. Would you like me to cook something for us?”

I needed to get home. Clyde was counting on me to finish the website for a new store in town, but another hour wouldn't hurt. Besides, Colin seemed so at peace right now. I didn't want to disappoint him. I couldn't.

“Yes, honey. What's for dinner?”

“You'll have to wait and see. But, you know,” he giggled as he rose from the couch. “If you keep eating my cooking, you'll get a belly.”

“Ahh, man!” I feigned hurt, pressing my hand to my sculpted stomach. “Well, stop feeding me then.”

“I can't. You keep demanding food.” His laugh surrounded me, and I closed my eyes as I tried to imagine the smile on Colin’s beautiful face. “Besides, I like your body just the way it is. So, if you got a belly, I wouldn't mind.”
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I wiped my mouth with a napkin. The macaroni and cheese that Colin had prepared was superb. On such a cold day, this was the perfect way to end the night. Except I didn't want it to end.

“That was amazing, Colin. How did you know that mac and cheese was my go-to comfort food?”

“Yours too?” He squealed, and I grinned. So beautiful. “It's so cold out. I thought a warm meal would be best. I love cooking for you.”

“I love it too. Have you ever thought about becoming a chef? You seem very driven.”

“No, I've never thought about it.”

Silence surrounded us, and I knew that he was pondering my words. I saw potential in Colin, and though he was healing, I knew that he would be amazing at whatever he put his mind to. I believed in him. I opened my arms.

“Come here, boy.”

He fell into my embrace, and I pulled him close. His heart was racing, what was he thinking about?

“Are you okay, Colin? I can feel your heart beating.”

“Thank you for a wonderful evening, Sir. I needed this. Are… are you leaving?”

“Oh, honey,” I groaned, stroking his hair. “I wish I didn't have to, but my boss won't leave me alone about this project that I need to complete. Hey.” I cupped his chin. “I'll see you Friday for our first weekend together, yes?”

“Yes, Sir,” he said with a smile. “I'll be there.”

“I hope so. If you need me in the meantime, I'm just a call or text away. And Colin? I know this is still new, but I would really like you to use the burner phone when you need to reach me. Are we clear?”

“Yes, Sir. I understand.”

I stood from the couch, and I felt the fabric of my coat as Colin held it out. After zipping it up, I unfolded my cane and walked to the door. I turned around after I stepped outside into the blustery winter snow. I felt Ryan's hand at my elbow.

“Have a good night, Colin.”

“You too, Sir.” He sounded calm, and I smiled as I my new friend guided me to his car.

“That is definitely your boyfriend.” He snickered, and I couldn't keep the grin from my face as I climbed into the passenger's seat.

“He is definitely something.”
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The JAWS software droned on, sounding like nonsensical babble. I forced my eyes open and inhaled deeply. I had been sitting at my laptop for the last twenty minutes trying to work on this website. However, every time I attempted to input code, I felt my eyes start to close. Had a spanking scene really knocked me off my game?

Either I was getting old, or I had put all of my energy into Colin without realizing it. Of course, I had. My boy deserved everything I could give him and more. I knew that we were trying this out for three months, but honestly, I wanted this arrangement to be permanent. I knew that he needed me, and I was afraid to admit it because I worried about the future often. But I needed him, too.

I logged out of my computer, a yawn escaping my throat. I would get up early tomorrow to finish the website before the 8 a.m. deadline.

I slipped under the covers and rested my head on my pillows. A ding sounded from my phone, and I picked it up and clicked on the notification. I had one unread email from LBM, and I deleted the message. Then another email popped up from All Access:

Hello. You are cordially invited to the Halloween Masquerade and Play Party on October 29, 2022, at 8:00 p.m. Costumes are required. We ask that you bring one guest to accompany you. If you can't, that's fine, but spreading the word about our new establishment is key to getting the word out. Please visit our page for more details, membership info, and rules and regulations.

I sighed, closed the app, and locked my phone. This sounded like it would be a fun event, and I wanted to go. The email mentioned bringing a guest. Would Colin be up for it? I knew that he had fled All Access, but why? I needed to find out, but my eyes were closing, and I had a deadline to meet tomorrow. I turned over, and as soon as I pulled the covers over my body, I drifted off into a deep sleep, my head filled with images of my scene earlier with Colin.


Chapter Thirty

Colin

“Good morning, Colin. How are you?” Dr. Rogers sat across from me, warming his hands on a mug of fragrant coffee. I smiled at him.

“For the first time in a month, I can say that I feel good. Not like I could conquer the world, but better than I have been feeling. ”

It was true. After my punishment on Monday, sleep seemed to come easier, and my nightmares turned into dreams. They were strange but welcome, images of green eyes, warm hands, soft kisses on my skin, and words uttered that were full of warmth and love. Was it Stephen? Was he saving me?

I still had moments of paranoia when walking alone, but I felt safer in my own home. I had also kept up with my tasks, messaging Sir every day before and after work, and using my burner phone when I needed to reach him. It felt good to know I was pleasing him, but tonight was the start of our first weekend together, and I was nervous.

“That's great. Is this all thanks to Stephen? Those flowers  he sent you were beautiful.”

Since Dr. Rogers had knowledge of the BDSM lifestyle and was trained to help those who practiced it, I knew that I could trust him with the new arrangement. I told him of Stephen's offer last weekend, my punishment, and how things were going lately. He listened intently and smiled during our silly banter. I felt a sense of warmth when I talked about Stephen, and I liked it.

“Stephen has been helping you focus on something else besides your pain. That's amazing, but I must say that I am concerned. So, he asked you to strip, and you ran?”

“Yes,” I admitted softly, feeling my stomach turn. “I… I needed to get away from him. I thought…” I clamped my mouth shut, not wanting to repeat the horrible words.

“You thought he wanted you for sex just like your attackers?” I nodded, and he continued. “Did you tell Stephen this?”

“Yes, and the pain across his face…” I trailed off, recalling the expression. I shuddered. “He's trying so hard for me, Dr. Rogers. My comment obviously hurt him.”

“It did. And considering your circumstances, it is normal to be cautious and feel afraid. However, Stephen has given you so much already, hasn't he? As his submissive, you must feel some sort of connection with him, yeah?”

“Yes, and the spanking he delivered on Monday… really took me out of my head. I felt like… I was flying. It was like nothing else mattered, and I even begged for more. He was so kind and sweet, holding me through my tears. Why can't I give him the same courtesy? Why can't I just… trust him?”

“Colin, it is going to take time. However, I think you are heading in the right direction. You've allowed this man to come into your life at such a vulnerable point, pick you up, and give you something that you desperately needed. Let's not forget the burner phone, which I think is a grand idea. He obviously cares about your safety and well-being. He wants to be the one that you can count on. How do you feel about that?”

“I… I don't know,” I started, inhaling deeply. “It's overwhelming how quickly he's taken control. I mean, one minute I was staying with Dennis, and the next I'm planning on spending the weekend with a guy that I now call Sir. Is this normal? It's only been a month since the… assault.”

“Colin,” he regarded me with warm eyes. “There isn't a timeline for healing. Some patients have blocked out the trauma. Others, like you, deal with it every day. Therapy helps for some, and for others, they need something in tandem to help ground them. I think you've found that with Stephen. He grounds you, makes you feel like you are more than your trauma, and believes in you. Am I accurate?”

I didn't know what to say. Was he right? Had I grown to trust Stephen? How could that be when I still felt like he wanted me for sex? Stephen had given me so much in this past month alone, and there was no way I could possibly thank him.

He kept my nightmares at bay, he somehow made the physical pain disappear, and he encouraged and believed in me. I felt safe with Stephen, and I felt like I could talk to him… about almost anything. Was Stephen grounding me?

“I… I…” What do I say?

“No need to rush into answering. Today's session was supposed to be about your childhood, which I know is something you shy away from talking about. You mentioned running away from your Dom when he asked you to strip. Can you tell me what you were feeling at that moment?”

“Um, scared… like I needed to get away. I felt… like my heart was going to burst out of my chest if I didn't get somewhere safe. In that moment, Stephen wasn't safe… to me.” I gasped and shivered. I had associated Stephen with those men. I felt safe with him, but not right then.

“I see. What did you do afterwards?”

“I locked myself in my room, concentrated on my breathing, and did some progressive muscular relaxation. With every breath and body part that I relaxed, I found my thoughts were…” I didn't know the word. “Not so angry. I started to think more clearly.”

“So, it is helping, then? Good. This isn't the first time you've run, is it? You've mentioned running twice before because of Josaiah. He was all you could think about after your breakup, and you just needed… to get away. Were you scared then?”

“I… was sad, angry, and hurt. I needed, no, wanted to feel something. Something other than pain.” My heart ached, remembering the sadness as I tried to sleep on the plane. A lump formed in my throat, and I swallowed. No tears.

“Now you are running because of your fear and trauma. You told me of the time you had an episode concerning your tattoo. Stephen touched your lower back, and the pain stopped. Why do you think that happened?”

“I… I don't know,” I answered, staring into the man's eyes. “If I touch it, it burns like hell. When he pressed his hand to my burning flesh that night, the pain stopped. I told him yesterday that he had healing hands, was I right?”

“Healing hands? That Dom of yours has something that is truly helping you, Colin. And I think you need to hold onto that. Now, let's focus. Running is usually associated with fear, pain, or…” He sipped his beverage, and I watched his face. “Because patients are taught to run when things get difficult.”

“Taught? How can that be taught?”

“Tell me something, Colin. I know this is a tough subject for you, and we can stop at any time. However, I want to hear your answer. You've talked about your auntie before and very little about your mother. I know that when you were seven, your auntie took you away from your mom because she was grieving the loss of her mother, your grandmother. You mentioned briefly that your auntie saved you. From what exactly?”

I hated this. I hated that we had to talk about the woman who gave birth to me but didn't raise me. However, I knew that I hadn’t come this far with Dr. Rogers and myself to give up. I needed to try.

“My mother is an alcoholic,” I sighed. “I witnessed her hung over or passed out multiple times, and when I was seven, she punched me. My auntie came by the next day, sent me to my room to play, and within an hour, she had packed my clothes, and we were out the door.”

“How did that make you feel at such a young age?” He studied me, and I squirmed under his intense gaze.

“I was terrified. My mother and grandma were all that I knew… and I was being taken away from my childhood home and my mom.” I couldn't stop the tears as they fell from my eyes. “She never came back. She was sick. I missed her so much.”

“And you still do?”

I dropped my head onto the table, my body shaking with silent sobs. Did I miss her?

“She didn't care about me,” I cried. “She let my auntie take me away from my only home. She was sick, grieving. If my grandmother was still alive, maybe I would have turned out differently.”

“What do you mean by that?” His voice was soft, but I didn't dare look at him.

“Maybe I wouldn't have been so lost as a kid. Grandma would take me places, and we'd do things together. Once she died, that stopped. So did going to church, at least for a couple of years. My auntie tried to get me back into it, but I think… the ritual died with my grandma. My mom never liked church, and she would turn me down when I asked to go. I… missed my grandma, but I missed my mom more.”

“So, what you're saying is that when your grandma died, your mother died in a sense? Or at least, that's what I'm hearing. Do you think your mother misses you?” I should have been angry at his question, but I raised my face to regard him.

“She asks about ‘her son’ all the time. My auntie keeps me updated on her progress with treatment, but after so many years of not following through, I don't know what to believe about her.”

“So, I take it you haven't been to see her?”

I shook my head, my right hand clenching into a fist.

“Why is that?”

“What would I say? ‘Oh, hi, Mom. You weren't around for practically all of my life, but I'd like to start over.’ She's been absent from my life since I was seven. Why try and build a relationship now? She can say that she misses her son all she wants,” I spat, my chest constricting. “However, my auntie is the only mother that I’ve known.”

“Do you have any memories of your mother before the grief and alcohol took over her life?”

I closed my eyes, and images flooded my head, Grandma, Mom, and I picking apples, baking cookies together, me brushing Mom's hair as she rested on the couch. I nodded.

“They're all happy memories, but what difference does it make? She took care of me until I was seven, and even before then she tried. She was grieving.” I sniffled, and then Dr. Rogers's words came back to me. “Do you think that when my auntie took me out of my childhood home that day, she was conditioning me to run away from my problems?”

“It's definitely something to think about. How do you feel about that?”

My mom was neglecting me, and the day after she punched me, my auntie showed up. I felt that she was taking me out of a dangerous situation, but my therapist's words buzzed around in my head. Scared, pain, taught. What the fuck?

“Have you told Stephen about your mother?”

“Very little. He knows that my auntie saved me, but… that's it. I just… don't want him to think of me as… some lost boy.” I could feel my chest constricting. Would Stephen see me in that way?

“Stephen seems very level-headed. There is no rush, but I think that telling him would benefit you both. He could better understand why you’re so afraid. Why you keep running. Then you can start to heal.”

“I thought that my healing was from the recent assault, not my mother's abusive ways.” I turned my face away from him and glared at the door. I wanted to go home.

“Yes, but in a way, both are connected. You are in pain, afraid, and have felt these same emotions as a child. These situations have made you vulnerable, first as a child and now as an adult. However, you have support. I am here, and so is your auntie. And you have someone else who thinks the world of you.”

“No one thinks the world of me.” I shook my head, but I knew that I was in a foul mood and just wanted to get the hell out of here. He could only be talking about…

“Stephen does.”
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I couldn't go through with this. I was supposed to be at Stephen's house in thirty minutes, but all I wanted to do was stay in bed. Today's therapy session had brought up a lot of feelings from my childhood that I didn’t know I still carried, and I felt unsteady.

If I showed up at Stephen's, he'd instantly know that something was wrong, and I couldn't tell him, not yet. On cue, a ringing from my nightstand drawer sounded, and I opened it. The small smartphone lit up with Sir, and I picked it up.

“Hello?”

“Colin, hi.” He sounded happy, and I hated that I couldn’t match his mood. “Are we still on for tonight?”

I wanted to tell him no, that I didn't feel well, that I needed space. I wanted to, but I couldn't. I had to be honest. I didn't want to disappoint him.

“Colin? Are you still there?”

“Yes, Sir. I will be there soon. I just… have had a long day and…”

“Honey, listen to me. If you're not feeling up for it, we can reschedule. I won't be upset. I know you had therapy today, was it a tough session?”

“Yes,” I whispered. It was all that I could say without breaking doctor-patient confidentiality. “However, I don't want to let you down. I… I need this. It may help.”

“Colin, your mental health is at the top of my priority list. I need to know that you are of sound mind. I will not put you in danger, do you understand?”

“I do, Sir.” I rose from the bed, holding the phone close to my ear. “I assure you that I am of sound mind and will be ready to serve you this weekend.”

“If you're sure. Please text me when you have left your house. On this phone, please. I will see you soon, boy.”

“Yes, Sir.”

A thrill coursed through me as I stripped off my clothes. I still needed to pack and shower, but as I made my way into the bathroom, a smile spread across my face. Stephen was expecting me, and I wouldn't dawdle. I would prove to him and myself that I could do this.


Chapter Thirty-One

Stephen

I sat on the couch, patiently waiting for my boy to arrive. He sounded so exhausted and drained earlier, and no matter how many times he told me that he was fine, I needed to see him for myself. 

This weekend was supposed to be our first as Dom and sub, and I had decided that training would start immediately. Colin needed something else to focus on besides his trauma. Like cooking: he seemed relaxed when he cooked. I had other ways he could serve me, but he had to be taught.

Soft knocks sounded from my front door, and I rose to greet him. Opening it, I felt the blast of cold air and snow as it hit me in the face, and he rushed inside. I could smell his unique scent, lavender mixed with lemon, and I willed my arms to stay still as I turned toward him.

“Hello, boy. Welcome to my home.”

“Thank you, Sir.” His voice was soft but tinged with nervousness.

“Set your bags down, and then I want you to come stand in front of me,” I directed, and I heard him walking away. Within seconds, he was standing in front of me, and I took a few steps away from him. “Good. How are you doing?”

“I'm glad to be here, serving you this weekend, Sir.”

“Very well. I now want you to kneel right where you are.”

“Sir, will I… I… need to present myself to you?” 

Oh my God! He knew the positions! I shook my head.

“No need to present. Now on your knees, boy.” Without hesitation, he did as I asked. After waiting a few minutes, I checked his posture. Warmth spread through me as I felt the bend in his back. His hands were on his thighs, palms up, and I smiled. “I am so proud of you.”

I heard the hitch in his breathing, and I stroked his hair. I liked to compliment him because it brought light to his day and made me feel good when he accepted them. So, I planned on continuing to do so for the rest of the weekend.

“I want you to practice kneeling when you’re in my presence, so while you’re here, this position will be required throughout the weekend. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“How does it feel to be kneeling while I'm standing above you?”

“I feel… like if this is where you want me, I'll gladly accept the position because it makes you happy.” His tone was sincere, and my heart swelled with pride. How did I get so lucky?

“You are kneeling because, yes, I want you to. But you also know that a submissive's job is to serve the Dominant, and in turn, the Dominant will nurture, guide, and help the sub. You kneel because it makes me happy, and I get to marvel at your beauty as you hold that position, but also because you get some satisfaction out of following my orders. Does that sound accurate?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. Now, let me tell you the plan for this weekend. We have a few things to discuss, but after that, you will order dinner for us. Tomorrow morning at 9:00 a.m., I want breakfast prepared and waiting. I would like a cup of hot chocolate brought to my room by 8:30 a.m., and I want my clothes laid out, underwear on top. How does that sound so far?”

“Good, Sir. I can do this.” His voice was no longer soft, but filled with determination.

“After breakfast, I want you to find an activity that we can both enjoy. Then, depending on that activity, I want everything prepared. I also want lunch and dinner cooked, and before we sleep, I want the bedspread pulled back so that I can just slide in. Are these tasks feasible for you, boy?”

“Yes, Sir. Permission to ask a question?”

“Yes, go ahead.” I was in awe of how well he was handling everything. I couldn't wait for tomorrow.

“Where will I sleep? Also, how will I know what to prepare for our meals tomorrow? We're still getting to know each other, and I don't know your favorites.” I wanted to touch him, to reassure him, but I held back. Not yet. 

“Do you remember asking about a contract?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“I have written one up for the duration of our trial period. You will look it over, ask any questions you may have, and then we'll both sign it. We also have another thing to discuss, but first, stand.”

I heard the floorboards creak as he rose, and I could feel his presence in front of me. I opened my arms for him, and he fell into my embrace. His warm body pressed against mine fueled me, making me feel alive. I rested my chin on his shoulder, and we stayed that way for a few minutes. 

The only thing that mattered was Colin and I, the power of touch bringing us closer together. His scent permeated my mind, my nostrils, my home. I didn't want this moment to end. I wanted him in my life, in my house, in my bed…

“Are you ready to serve, boy?” I asked as I pulled away to regard him.

“Yes, Sir. I am ready.”
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We sat on the couch going through the contract page by page. It was a simple document explaining our roles, safewords, honorifics, expectations, rules, and protocols. I had written a standard BDSM contract, minus anything involving sex. 

For the next three months, I would have Colin Jones as my submissive. As we discussed our limits, I closely monitored for changes in his reactions and body language. The last thing I wanted to do was trigger him, but he seemed relaxed and calm.

“Are you sure… that the lack of sex in our dynamic isn’t going to be a problem for you?” I inhaled deeply, counted to ten in my head, and slowly exhaled. He needed time to trust me and was still healing.

“I promise you, Colin, that I am okay with everything in this contract. I wrote it, after all. Sex isn't vital for us to have a successful dynamic, okay? Are you ready to sign?”

“Yes, I am. Thank you, Sir, for being so understanding and accommodating. It means… so much that you understand the limits that I have asked you to abide by. Thank you.”

“You're welcome, boy.” He was thanking me for being a Dominant? Had he been with others who hadn't respected his limits?

I slid the laptop across the couch, and I heard his fingers tap the keys. I signed my name next, and a sense of peace washed over me. This was finally happening! He was mine, mind, body, and soul.

“I feel so… strange,” he commented as I saved the document. “It's like… this is a dream, and at any moment, I'm going to wake up and find out that it wasn't real. Pinch me, Sir.”

I reached for his hand and rubbed it, loving how smooth and soft his skin felt. I wondered what it would be like to hold his hand. Would he allow me to do so? I pinched the back of it, and he squealed, but didn't pull away.

“I'm nervous too,” I admitted as I continued to warm his hands with my own. “However, as long as we communicate and learn to trust each other, I'm sure we will be fine. Now, are you ready for the next order of business?”

“With you by my side, Sir, I know that I can handle… almost anything. What's next?”

My heart soared hearing my boy's words. I extracted an envelope from underneath the couch cushions and handed it to him. He opened it, and I waited patiently as he read through the email that I had printed out earlier today at work. A few minutes went by, and I was starting to worry. Then I felt the whoosh of air as the paper was flung to the couch.

“I can't. No, we can't go.” Oh no!

“Colin? What's going on?”

“All Access—we can't go.” His voice was shrill, and I felt an ache in my heart. He needed to talk to me.

“Is it Josaiah? What are you thinking, boy?”

He inhaled, and I knew that he was trying not to cry. I wanted to comfort him, but I waited. I didn't want to push.

“I need to tell you the entire story, but… can you please hold me?” His voice was filled with pain, and I reached out for him.

He told me about meeting Josaiah one night at Jaycee’s Saloon, their nights together, Josaiah's concern for Caleb, and how Colin had caught feelings for him without even realizing it. I now understood why he had said what he had about falling for me. 

He didn't want me to leave him or betray him like Josaiah. As he told me about seeing him and Caleb together, his body shook with silent sobs, and I pressed a finger to his lips as I wrapped my arms around him. No more talking, honey. 

“Shhh, it's okay,” I crooned into his ear. “I understand now, boy. We don't have to go if you don't want to. I'm so sorry.”

“But… but… what about you? Don't you want to go?” He sniffled, and I pressed a hand to his heart.

“Yes, I do. But I'm not going without you. You are my guest, so if you don't attend, I won't either. We can find something else to do instead.”

“I don’t want to hold you back. You can still have fun without me,” he said with a sigh, and I held him closer.

“Colin, it’s fine. We have two weeks to RSVP, so there’s no rush.”

“Can I… think about it? I don't want to say no, but there is so much… that I need to apologize for if we do go.” He sighed, and I rubbed his arm. “For starters, I ran out of the club like it was on fire. Then Cyrus reached out to me, and I ignored him. That was the night when I saw Caleb and Josaiah together and almost ran down… Dennis, that was Dennis?”

“Yes, that was him.”

“Oh, my gosh! I was a complete ass to him, and he still helped me out. I…”

“Colin, that's water under the bridge now. You are working on becoming a better person. Dennis will understand, and if you want to apologize to Cyrus, I'm sure he will appreciate it. However, he's not the only one you should apologize to.”

“Who else? Josaiah? I… I don't think…”

“Not Josaiah, boy. Caleb. I'm sure he saw you run, and he probably felt guilty. Listen, we can discuss this further whenever you're ready, but I think a calming bath will do us both some good. Then you'll order us dinner. Pizza sounds amazing. You deserve it after your many weeks of eating fruits and vegetables. Who knows, I may let you have more than two slices and a can of soda? Now, into the bathroom you go. I like my water hot and with lots of bubbles.”

“Yes, Sir.” He scrambled off the couch, and I smiled as I heard his feet tap the floor. He was eager to please me, and it wouldn't go unnoticed.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Colin

The warm water calmed me as I relaxed in the tub. From the moment I had arrived at Stephen's house, I was filled with a sense of peace, even though his instructions when I walked through the door had my head spinning. 

Everything happened so fast, and as I knelt on the hardwood floor, my body relaxed, and my heart fluttered. Was this where I belonged? I knew that I had to order food soon, but for now I was content here, in this warm bath, with nothing but the bubbles surrounding me.

Stephen had provided me with a list of his favorite foods and how he liked them. It was a simple gesture, but it went a long way to curbing my anxiety. My heart raced at the thought of the contract, but he had put me at ease, the document only being a few pages and consisting of the basic building blocks for a BDSM dynamic. 

The only thing missing was… well, the sexual items, but I was grateful for Stephen's assurance that he wouldn't be upset. However, I knew I wasn't giving him everything, and I wondered how long our dynamic would last. We had a duration of three months, but if I couldn't give him what he needed…

I shook my head as I popped bubbles. He hadn't asked for anything beyond my submission, and if he could respect my boundaries, the least I could do was… trust him. I wanted to obey, honor and respect my new Dom. He had given me so much. I needed to try. 

I stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around my body. Time to make Sir smile.

Ten minutes later, we were sitting on the couch, both engrossed in reading. The silence was comfortable, and I liked listening to his VoiceOver as it babbled on. I could see the text as he read, and I smiled at how at peace he seemed. I couldn't wait to see the smile on his face when the food arrived. 

I settled into the couch and continued reading. Halfway through page fifty-six, my eyes drifted over to Stephen, and my heart fluttered. His skin was smooth and light, and his brown hair was combed back, light flecks of purple still showing where it was now fading. His body radiated confidence as his arms rested on his bent knees. He wore a t-shirt and pajama bottoms, and I couldn't take my eyes off him. He looked… beautiful, more beautiful than at the park. 

Was I…? No! No! 

Suddenly, the doorbell rang, and I scrambled off the couch to grab the pizza.

“Here's a tip, sir,” I said with a smile as I handed the young man a ten-dollar bill.

“Thank you. Enjoy your night.”

I closed the door and walked over to the dining room table. I knew the rule: Sir was to be served first. I hummed to myself as I gathered two plates and cups, plating two slices of pepperoni and sausage pizza with extra cheese. 

I pulled an end table in front of Sir, and I watched his face. A small smile played at his lips, and I gazed into his eyes. They were green like mine, but a bit more… full. Wait! Were those the same… eyes? I averted my gaze, wondering if he could sense my stare. I placed a napkin to the left of his plate and the cup above it. 

I wanted everything to be perfect before I knelt by his side. Reexamining everything once more, I breathed deeply before I assumed the position. I was to wait until he acknowledged me, and by the way he had his ear pressed to the speaker, I had a feeling this would take a while. 

So, I waited, focusing on my breath, posture, and place. I was Stephen's submissive. I needed to have my head bowed, palms up on my thighs, and I wasn't supposed to speak unless spoken to. I had read all of this online, and I had seen enough at The Ranger to know what was right and wrong. 

Stephen was going be so proud of me, if only he would stop reading. I tried to decipher the book that he was engrossed in, but VoiceOver was too fast. It reminded me of Josaiah's phone, and I swallowed.

The conversation earlier with Stephen had taken a toll on me. I needed to apologize for my behavior a month ago, but could I? I hadn't attended a BDSM club since… I gulped, not wanting to relive the events that led to my assault. 

Caleb had seen me before I ran out. Could he have told Josaiah? Oh fuck! They must think I'm a coward, running away like a scared little kid. Then there was Dennis, who had done nothing but take care of me. 

Hell, he brought Stephen to save me. He also lied to you. I shivered, remembering the look on Dennis's face when he showed me the tattoo. Stephen lied to me too, but…

I bit my lower lip, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. Breathe, breathe. He's right here. Once more, I focused on my breathing, and then I heard a sigh escape Stephen's throat. I closed my eyes and waited, hoping that he would acknowledge my presence.

“That was such a good chapter. I couldn't put the book down!” He sniffed the air appreciatively, and I grinned. “Is that pizza I smell, boy?” His hand touched the back of my head, and I sighed. “Is dinner here?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Thank you, Colin. I'm starving.” He moved toward the table and picked up a slice. I watched him take a bite, and the moan that escaped from him had my heart fluttering. “Oh, my gosh! Boy, you ordered my favorite! This is amazing.”

I counted the threads on my pajama pants. I was growing impatient, and the pizza smelled divine! Stephen wasn't playing fair, and I pouted. Come on! 

“Boy, are you hungry?” he asked through a mouthful of food, and I groaned.

“Yes, Sir. May I please join you for dinner?” Please, say yes!

“Well,” he said, enunciating the word. “Since you asked so nicely, sure. You are allowed two slices of pizza and one cup of cherry Pepsi. Understood?”

“Yes, Sir.” I was practically bouncing. All I needed was…

“You may leave, boy.”

Two was better than none, I thought as I rose from the floor, my knees protesting. I swiftly walked into the kitchen and filled my plate and cup. I knew that he was looking out for me, and I appreciated it. 

However, an extra slice sounded so good, and I debated taking one until I remembered spankings would be my punishment. I closed my eyes as I remembered my last spanking. Maybe taking an extra slice wasn't such a bad idea after all. I laughed to myself as I carried my two slices and one cup out into the living room.

Since we’d signed our contract, I wanted to memorize the rules and protocols that Sir had in place, and one of those was that during meals, I would sit on the floor by his side while I ate. This was where Sir wanted me, and I would comply because I knew who was in charge of my well-being and safety.
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I awoke from a dreamless sleep, my back pressed against Stephen's warm, clothed body. I sighed, not wanting to move from the safety of his arm wrapped around me. Today was important, and I would be damned if I was late. I checked my phone: 7:55 a.m. Well, no harm in starting early, right?

I slipped from the bed, careful not to wake Stephen. I was excited for the day ahead, and I wondered what I could plan for us to do today. Peering out of the kitchen window, I saw a blanket of white covering the sidewalk. Oh, my gosh! I knew what we were going to do today, and I hoped to God that Stephen had a kid's heart. We were going to play in the snow!

I wanted our day to start out well, so I prepared a few of Sir's favorites for breakfast: bacon, eggs, and home-made fries. For myself, I sliced a banana and toasted an English muffin, adding butter and jelly to it. While enjoying our meal last night, Sir and I talked about the diet that I had been forced to adhere to, and after telling him the fruits and vegetables that I liked, he encouraged me to incorporate them into my daily meals. I agreed with him, of course.

By the time 8:25 a.m. had arrived, I had a tray in my arms with a spoon, a mug filled to the brim with hot chocolate just the way Sir liked it, and extra mixes just in case. The food was cooking, and the mixed smells were making my mouth water. As I set the tray on the nightstand, I looked over at Stephen, who was still fast asleep. I crept out of the room and went back to preparing breakfast. I hoped Sir liked the meal I had prepared for him.

When I returned to Stephen's room, his side of the bed was empty. Setting the tray down on the end table in the living room, I scurried into his closet to pick out his outfit. His clothes were organized neatly, the garments separated by space. 

Selecting an Ohio State sweatshirt and a pair of blue sweatpants, I folded them neatly and placed them across the dresser. I turned around and saw Stephen. He held a fork to his mouth, and I smiled at the way he licked his lips.

“Colin, you are just… wow.” His eyes sparkled as he sipped his hot chocolate, and my breathing quickened. He likes it. “Thank you so much. This is the best meal I could have ever asked for.”

“You're welcome, Sir.”

“I told you: you should consider becoming a chef. This food is to die for.” Another compliment, and I blushed. Wow. “So, what's the plan for today, boy?”

“It's a surprise, Sir. I can't divulge anything yet. However, I must say that I love your fashion sense. Is your favorite color blue?” I placed a pair of underwear on top of his outfit and disappeared into the closet to find a pair of boots.

“I do like blue, yes,” he answered. “As a foster child, I didn't have many things. When I was able to start buying my own clothes, I wanted fabrics that were soft and because I couldn’t see what I picked out, I had to rely on my sense of touch. I also relied on my imagination to help me match my clothing. You know how there are different shades of a given color? I liked the names of the shades of blue. Teal, Alice blue, sky blue. They just sounded… different.”

“Wow,” I whispered as I watched him from the doorway. “That's amazing. We always focus on our sense of sight, but when you don't have that, you have to rely on your other senses to tell you about the world. And you're right, Sir. Blue has some pretty shades.”

“Can you give me a hint about the activity that we'll be participating in today?” He was trying to appear calm, but inside, I knew that he was excited.

“I'm sorry, Sir,” I teased as I walked toward the door. “You gave me the task of picking out the activity, and that's exactly what I have done. You'll have to wait and see. With your permission, I'd like to finish breakfast and get started on the chores before we have some fun.”

“Go right ahead,” he said with a chuckle, and I had to laugh too. I was so going to bury him in the snow in a few hours.
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By noon, I was guiding Stephen down the front steps and into the grass. The snow fell around us, and the stillness of the afternoon was breathtaking. I felt at peace when it snowed, its silence calming and exciting. 

Winter was my favorite time of year, and as I packed snow into a ball, a grin the size of Ohio Stadium stretched across my face. Stephen was standing behind me, his arms crossed. I turned around and giggled, holding up the snowball.

“Sir, open your arms.” 

He complied, and I chucked the little creation at his head. Snow fell around him, coating his hair and coat. I watched his face, and I laughed as his mouth opened and closed.

“Colin!” he exclaimed, and I doubled over. His facial expression was priceless. “Was this your idea of a fun activity? A snowball fight?”

“Yes, and if you don't start throwing, I'm going to bury you.” I shifted from foot to foot, another snowball clenched in my mittened hand.

“Oh, you're on.” He fell to the ground, and I couldn't contain my smile as he packed snow into his gloved hands.

Our snowball fight had my adrenaline pumping. Most times he nailed me, and other times he missed, but I was having a wonderful time. I recalled doing this exact same thing with my auntie when I was younger, but with Stephen it felt… exhilarating. His whoops of joy when he nailed me, my groans, and our screams as the snow met skin… I didn’t want this day to end! Stephen held up his hands, his body sprawled across a pile of snow.

“I surrender, boy. Please. I'm freezing, and you seem to be doing much better at nailing me.” His mouth was open as he laughed.

“Aw, but this is soooo much fun!” I squealed. “Do you want to go inside?” God, I hoped not. I hadn't felt this good in… well, how long?

“Oh no, honey. I'm enjoying myself very much. You talked about burying me? I'd like to see you try.”

“Well, once you're buried, you can't fight me. Are you sure?” I asked, walking over to his side.

“Do your worst.”

I sat on the snow-packed grass, and I shivered. I was dressed for the weather, but I could still feel the cold as it seeped through my clothes. I started at his feet, packing snow around his boots. He kicked his legs, and snow flew into my face.

“Hey! I'm trying to do something here. You don't want me to hold you down, do you?”

“I dare you.” I gazed into his eyes, and my breath caught. He was making fun of me, but he was… wow. I pressed both hands to his shins.

I packed snow around his long legs, making sure that my hands never left his body. Once he was good and buried, there would be nothing that he could do about it. I worked my way over his stomach, the whiteness covering his blue hoodie. I smiled to myself, seeing that his face and neck were the last parts that needed to be buried. 

I looked at his face and gasped. His eyes were closed, his head was resting in the snow, and his mouth was half-open. Did he fall asleep? Holy hell! I gathered a handful of snow and dropped it down his shirt.

“Colin!” he yelled, and I couldn't help the laugh that escaped from my throat.

“Sorry, just needed to make sure you were still awake, Sir. How do you feel?”

“Like a mummy.” He groaned as he attempted to sit up. “Are you almost done?”

“Shhh, I'm at the best part.”

I gathered snow and placed it around his head. I walked to collect more and packed it around his hair. I gazed down at Stephen, covered in snow and unable to move. His eyes were closed again, and I rolled snow between my hands, placing it over his lips.

“There! You are all mummified!” I cheered and stood. Stephen was unrecognizable, but I knew that underneath all of this snow and ice was a man with a huge heart. “I'm going to grab my phone. I need a picture of this.”

He mumbled something, but I ignored him as I raced inside. This was the best Saturday ever, and it was far from over. I dashed outside and spotted the mummified Stephen, still lying in the same spot. I stood a few inches away from him and peered into the camera lens.

“Say cheese!” 

His lips quirked up, and the ice slipped to one side, making his smile appear lopsided. I snapped a few pictures, unable to take my eyes off of Stephen.

After placing my phone back inside, I scurried out to unbury Stephen. I sat on the ground and gazed at the parts of Sir's face that I could see, his lips and his eyes. His lips were soft and round, and I smiled. I wondered how he could be at peace underneath all of that snow and ice. 

Then my eyes locked with his, and I felt my body respond. My mouth went dry, and I felt like the breath had been knocked from my body. So green, so beautiful. An image suddenly appeared in my mind, and I gasped as the green eyes from my dreams appeared as soft hands caressed my body. It was him.

“Oh my God! It's you.” My heart thumped in my chest, choking me. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I didn't dash them away. “You were the one in my dreams. You… saved me.”

How could I ever repay him? I owed him more than just my submission. I reached out and picked up the icicle that had fallen near his lips. I traced his beautiful skin with it, then pressed my mittened fingers to them. I gazed into those luminous green eyes, and I knew I was acting on impulse and feeling, but I didn't care. 

Stephen deserved it. I shifted closer to him, cradling his snow-covered forehead in my mittened hand. I lowered my face toward his, and with my heart pounding, I pressed my lips to the same ones that had uttered soothing words that carried me off to sleep, showed me my place, and made me want to try. 

I stilled, waiting for him to say something, anything, but nothing happened. I pulled back, and I sighed. My heart was racing, and my stomach was fluttering, but it wasn't… fear that I was feeling. I felt… alive.

“Colin?” Stephen whispered my name, and I smiled at him. “This feels like a dream. Could you kiss me again?”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Stephen

Holy hell! No fucking way! His lips met mine once more, so soft, so full. I didn't want this moment to end. I had sensed a shift in him and his words. What did they mean? I had saved him. I had tried, but…

“Wow,” I breathed, his imprint still on my skin. I had been waiting so long, and it was unlike any other kiss I'd ever received. “Colin, maybe we should go inside. I think we need to…”

“Stephen, I know that I'm not supposed to interrupt you, but there's something that I need to say. And it can't wait.” I could hear him maneuvering to sit next to me, and I felt his hand clear away the cold snow and ice from around my head. 

I shivered, and he snickered. “We'll go inside after this, but I must say this. You know that I have nightmares, right? Well, recently, they've been more like… dreams. They start out as nightmares. Luke and his guys are there, about to… do something to me, and then I'm surrounded by warmth. I'm being held, and those same hands are calming me, soothing me, taking the fear and pain away. However, all I can see are eyes, green eyes.” Oh my God! I was in his dreams as he had been in mine.

“Colin, I don't know what to say.” I breathed, inhaling deeply to calm myself. I wanted to cry, shout, hug him, and never let him go, but he wasn't finished, and neither was I.

“I have been dreaming about you, too. Something has been drawing me toward you since the day we met, and I couldn't put my finger on what it was. You have brought so much joy into my life, boy. All I want to do is help you find yourself, heal, and be a better, stronger person. I… I truly care about you, Colin, and only want what's best for you.”

“Sir.” He sniffled, and I yearned to hold him, but I was unable at the moment. “You've been so selfless, giving me everything from friendship to resources to your… trust. I just want to thank you because I don't know where I'd be without you. Sir, I owe you my life.”

“Oh, Colin.” My words were interrupted by warm lips pressed against mine, and I wasted no time. I kissed him back, our lips warm against each other's as we shared our need and understanding. Then I felt his mouth open slightly, and I pulled back.

“Are you sure? I don't want to…”

“Please. I need you.” His mouth collided with mine, and I inched my tongue into his warm depths. His moans were swallowed by my need for him, and I knew that this was the start of something new for us. The kiss had been unexpected, but it was a start. Colin was starting to trust and open up to me. How did I get so lucky?

“I think we need to go inside and warm up, boy.” I sighed after we came up for air. “I might have frostbite.”

“Fuck!” Colin cursed, and I chuckled as he set to work. “One hot chocolate coming up, Sir. I promise.” His words sent warmth spreading through me and my heart soaring. He was determined to please me, and I was so proud of him.
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We sat on the couch, warming our hands with mugs of hot chocolate and our bodies in blankets. With my mind was still reeling from Colin's kiss, I set my cup on the end table and turned toward him.

“So, you kissed me. It was very welcome, but Colin, I thought that we were just…”

“I'm sorry. I shouldn't have kissed you. It's just that you looked so… beautiful. I couldn't resist.” I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled him toward me.

“Why did you kiss me, Colin?” 

He had told me of his dreams and me saving him. Was that all?

“I… you have given me so much, Sir. I… feel safe when I'm with you.” He sipped his hot chocolate before continuing. “I know that I need you to help me, and I am learning to trust you. Did I just mess everything up?”

“No, boy.” I reached for his chin, rubbing my thumb over his lower lip. “Colin, I just need you to know that I enjoyed the kiss very much. It was just… surprising. I want you to know that whatever you're feeling, thinking, or wanting, it is all knowledge that I should be aware of. I am your Dominant.”

“My Dominant.” 

It was like he was testing the words. 

“I'm… yours?”

“Yes. And you, boy, should never forget that,” I whispered as I leaned forward, pressing my lips to his. The scent of chocolate surrounded me, making me pull him in deeper. I could feel my dick harden, and I attempted to ignore it as our tongues met, thrashing against each other's. I wanted him, but no! I pulled away, shaking my head.

“Is there something wrong?” he asked, and I reached for his hand, intertwining our fingers. This felt… right.

“No, honey. However, I want to focus on something else for a moment. I like kissing you, but things are moving too quickly. I would like to focus on our dynamic as a whole, and whatever may come from it should happen naturally. I'm just… overwhelmed by this new revelation and your gesture.”

“I like kissing you too,” he said, and I heard the smile in his voice. “I agree, though. I am a little overwhelmed by this new attraction between us. At first, you were just my friend, then my Sir, and now, what do we call this?”

“I don't want anything to change between us, boy. We like each other, that's all. You are my sub, and I am your Dom. So, let's just take it one day at a time. There's no need to rush or label things, okay? Just focus on our dynamic, communicate with me, and the rest will follow. Don't worry, Colin. We're okay.”

“Yes, Sir.” 

I pulled him into my arms, and though I wanted to kiss his soft, full lips, his warm body against mine was all I needed in this moment. 

“Now, what's for lunch? Being buried and throwing snowballs has made me hungry.” I stroked his hair, and he leaned into my touch.

“Salad for me, and a ham and cheese sandwich for you, Sir. Do you like potato wedges? I made those, too.”

“When did you have time to go shopping?” I asked in shock. This boy was full of surprises.

“I brought some food from my freezer and picked up a few things before arriving, Sir.”

“And you're doing so well with maintaining your diet. That makes me so happy, Colin.” 

I beamed, and he sighed.

“That's all I want, Sir. I will do anything to make you smile.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Colin

Why did today have to be Sunday? Tomorrow, both Stephen and I would be returning to work, which meant I would have to leave today. My heart was heavy as I packed my toiletries into my duffel bag. I hated this. 

After such a fantastic weekend, I was dreading going back to my empty apartment until Friday. I wished that I could stay here, where I knew I would be safe, where Stephen would protect me. I sighed as I dropped the bag onto the bed.

Last night, I slept well, dreaming only of snow and Stephen. It was welcome, considering that all I'd had was nightmares for the last month. After yesterday’s revelation, I knew Stephen had been saving me in my nightmares. 

It was him, and I was overjoyed to know that me kissing him wouldn't mess up our dynamic. I was excited to see where things went, but in the back of my mind, I knew that I was just waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

There was something that he wanted from me, and I wasn't stupid. He was attractive and all, but I couldn't give him all of me in the way that he wanted.

I walked into the living room to find Stephen lying on the couch, a football game on the television. I knelt next to him and waited for him to acknowledge me. Being here put me in the mindset for submitting, and I loved the feeling of knowing that I was making Stephen proud.

“Good job, boy,” Stephen praised me as he rubbed my shoulder. “How do you feel?”

“Good, Sir. This weekend was everything that I could have asked for.”

“I'm glad. And what did you learn?” 

It was the ritual that he asked this, and I had an answer.

“I learned that…” I inhaled, realizing what I was about to say had to be said. “It's okay to have feelings. It's also okay to talk about those feelings, and it shows that maybe I'm not so broken after all if I'm able to open up.”

“Colin, please look at me.” 

I turned my head and stared into my Sir's eyes, so beautiful, so full of kindness. 

“You are not broken, do you hear me? You are building on yourself every day. When you can get out of bed in the morning, you are winning. You are my boy, and I will not allow you to talk down on yourself like that. It kills me that you are doubting yourself, but we will work through it. However, the next time I hear something degrading come out of your mouth, there will be consequences. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Sir.” Pain shot through my chest, and I swallowed. Stephen wanted me to be better, to think of myself as worthy. But how?

“Boy, don't worry. We will get through this together. I'm not going to give up as long as you don't. And that starts with you taking responsibility for your actions. You were hurting, and you owe it to Caleb to apologize. You should also apologize to Dennis.”

“I know, Sir. I just… what if Caleb doesn't accept my apology? He's happy with Josaiah. Why would he care about me?” I rubbed my fingers against the floorboards, watching Stephen's face. His expression was calm.

“How did you feel when you saw Caleb and Josaiah together?”

“Pissed, angry, sad, hurt. I wanted to fucking kill Josaiah,” I gritted out, and Stephen rubbed my upper back. He was calming me.

“I know. So, you felt all of those emotions, right? Do you think Caleb saw that in your eyes? Regardless, it's your choice, but please, think about it. Whatever you decide, I will be right here.”

“You'll be there with me when I talk to Caleb?” I asked incredulously.

“If you want me there, I'll be there. It's all up to you. Now, Cyrus is another person that you should apologize to. He was worried that something happened to cause you to flee from his club. Just remember that you won't be alone.” 

I heard the sincerity in his voice and felt the warmth spread through his hand on my back.

“Thank you, Sir. I just need… to think this over.” I fell silent and closed my eyes.

“Then close your eyes and let your mind run free. I'm only a tap away.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Caleb had been nothing but nice to me. He had some issues accepting himself as a gay man, and it weighed heavily on Josaiah. Now, I understood why: he wanted to be with Caleb. If Caleb saw me the night of All Access's opening, I had no doubt he told Josaiah. I swallowed at the thought of seeing Josaiah again. Would he insist on being there when we talked? Like Stephen was? 

I had to remind myself that Stephen was here, and he wanted to be there for me if I needed him. He hadn't left like Josaiah, and I was starting to trust him. Could I go to the Halloween play party and right my wrongs? It would be a step in the right direction, and maybe I’d be able to close a door on that part of my life. 

“Sir, I've come to a decision. I'd like to attend the Halloween party with you,” I said, turning toward him.

“If you're sure. There's no rush, honey. We still have two weeks.” His hand rubbed my back and I sighed, loving how his touch grounded me.

“I'm sure. Knowing that you'll be with me helps, and we… won't play, right? I just want to be by your side, Sir.”

“We won't play, Colin. However, I just want you to be comfortable. If you're sure about this, we will need to start training, and soon. You'll need to know the proper etiquette for interacting with me and others at a play party. Are you ready for that?”

“Etiquette? Like what?” I pondered the many porn videos and online articles I had read but couldn't gather any information.

“How to address other Dominants, your place as my submissive, how to serve me while we're out. Are you ready to learn, boy?”

“I want to make you proud, Sir. I am ready to learn.” Warmth spread through me as Stephen's hand stroked my hair.

“Good,” he said as the commentators announced the final score of the game. “And now, I think unfortunately, it is time for you to get home. I've enjoyed having you here, boy. You have made me so proud.”

Stephen stood and walked to stand in front of me. He wanted me to be home by a reasonable time so that I could prepare for work and unwind from our weekend, but honestly, I didn't want to go home. I felt safe and comfortable here. What was there at home but my thoughts, nightmares, and pain?

“Stand, Colin.” 

I complied, rolling my body up from the floor. He opened his arms, and I waited. 

“Come here, boy.”

Every time he used that term of endearment, my heart fluttered, and I felt alive. His strong arms wrapped around me, and I wrapped mine around him, reveling in the feel, the scent, and the presence of my Dom. 

Looking into his eyes, I knew what I wanted in that moment, and I leaned forward, pressing my lips to his. My body hummed with excitement as our bodies rocked against each other's, our mouths marking what was ours. 

I pulled away as my dick started to harden and rested my forehead on his chest. Breathe, breathe. Focus on something happy. I closed my eyes and went to my happy place. After a while, I opened them and noticed Stephen rubbing my back, and I pulled away from his embrace.

“I will require that you kiss me when you arrive and before you leave. Your kisses are intoxicating,” he breathed, and I beamed. Wow! 

“Yes, Sir.”

“Text me when you arrive home, Colin. Please, have a good night.”

“I will, Sir. Have a good night as well.” I gathered my belongings, pulled on my coat, and opened the front door. I allowed my eyes to roam over the man who now owned me, mind and soul, before stepping out into the frigid October wind. What a weekend it had been.

I pulled into my driveway and turned off the car. Time to get back to reality. Opening the doors, I stepped out of the car and turned around. I headed in the direction of my apartment and stopped when I saw Dennis approaching. What was he doing here?

“Hey, Colin. I was in the neighborhood and thought I'd stop by and see if you needed anything. How are things going?” He stopped a few feet away from me, and I hoisted my bag onto my shoulder.

“I'm doing okay,” I lied. I felt good, but considering Stephen's hostility toward Dennis, I needed to keep it casual. “How are you?”

“Doing well. Work's going good. I haven't seen Stephen much. We've both been busy, I guess. Have you talked to him?” It was obvious that Dennis was fishing for information by the way he looked at me, his eyes searching my face. I took a few steps back, feeling uncomfortable under his scrutinizing gaze. What did he want?

“No, I haven't. We… don't talk much. I just came home from a friend's house, and I need to get inside. However, it was nice seeing you again.”

“Yeah, you too. How have your… injuries been? I've been worried about you, man.” He shifted from foot to foot, and his eyes darted around. 

I needed to get inside.

“Dennis, I'm doing okay, honestly. I hope that you have a good night.” I walked past him, not bothering to look back. What was his real reason for stopping by? And why did he seem so… nervous?

I unlocked my front door and walked inside, dropping my bag on the couch. I peered out of my front window and searched for Dennis, but he was gone. I pulled out my secret phone and dialed Sir's number. He needed to know about this.

“Hi, Colin. You made it home safely?” He sounded cheerful, but I couldn't match his mood.

“Yes, I'm home.” I took a deep breath. “Sir, there's something that you need to know.”

“Uh-oh. What's going on?”

“It's Dennis. He was here outside of my apartment. He was asking questions about me, like how I am and about my injuries. He seemed… off.”

“Off how?” He sounded concerned, and I didn't blame him.

“He seemed nervous, and he kept looking around as if someone was after him,” I said as I sat on my couch. “It was like he was fishing for information. Should I be worried?”

“Colin, you have nothing to worry about. I will handle Dennis. You just focus on preparing for work tomorrow.” He sounded calm, but he said he'd handle it. 

How?

“Okay, Sir, but… are you sure that I shouldn't worry? He was somewhere in this area…” 

“Boy,” he said sharply. Whoa! “I've got this, okay? He won't bother you again. Do you trust me?”

“Yes, Sir.” I knew that he wouldn't allow any harm to come to me and that he would be right there if anything did happen. I trusted him.

“Good. Let me take care of this. I'll call you after I talk to him. Colin, don't worry. Everything's going to be fine. Now go make dinner, focus on something happy, and I'll ring you soon. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.” Whatever was going on was between them, and I trusted Stephen to take care of the problem. I rose to walk into my bedroom. Maybe some contemporary Christian music would calm me down. Stephen had sent me a playlist, and I couldn't wait to lose myself in this new genre of music.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Stephen

Colin had enough to deal with. And now Dennis was stalking around his apartment? What was he trying to accomplish? I pressed the phone to my ear and waited for him to answer. Colin said that he seemed like he was fishing for information, but… why?

“Hello, Stephen.” His voice was flat as he greeted me.

“What in the hell do you think you're doing? Why are you stalking Colin?” I couldn't hide the bitterness in my voice.

“Oh, Stephen. No one's stalking Colin. I wouldn't do that. I wanted to check on him, that’s all. Am I allowed to do that? Or do I need your permission first?”

“Look! I don't know what is going on with you, but leave us out of it. Why are you acting so jealous? Wait, is that it? Are you…?”

“Fuck off, Stephen!” he yelled. “I'm not jealous of you and that boy you want so badly to be yours. I wanted to check on him, okay? Remember, we rescued him from a dangerous situation almost two months ago. Or have you forgotten because your head's been so far up his ass?”

“You know what? I'm done talking to you. I don't need this drama. All I'm going to say is that if you approach Colin again, there will be consequences. I don't play when it comes to my boy. Goodbye, Dennis.”

I hung up and flopped back against the couch. I had never seen Dennis act like this before, and the only explanation was that he was jealous. He was a sadist who liked to leave welts, marks, and bruises, and he was also into some heavier BDSM play. 

At The Ranger, he played with men who were interested in his kinks, but he never had a submissive. Had I been rubbing my new dynamic in his face? I shook my head, knowing that doubting myself was just my go-to. I needed to stop doing that because I now had a boy who needed me to believe in myself and him. 

Dennis was no longer a factor in my life. I would handle anything that came my way, and I didn't need Dennis to help me. I was tired of his jealous ways and his know-it-all attitude about how to take care of Colin. We were both Dominants, but I was starting to wonder if my ex-friend needed some more lessons on the mental aspects of the lifestyle. I sighed as I dialed my boy's number. I promised him that I would call him back.

“Hi, Sir.” His soft tone reached my ears.

“He won't bother you again. I promise.”

“What did you do?” I heard the trepidation in his voice, and I sighed.

“I just talked to him, okay? That's all. So, what are you doing?”

“Listening to the playlist you sent me. It's amazing. I recognize a few songs from our phone conversations. Thank you, Sir.”

“Anytime, boy. Anytime.” In this moment, I knew that I would go to the ends of the earth for Colin. I would do anything to see him happy, to hear him laugh, to feel his warm lips pressed against mine. He was everything to me.
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The notification had arrived promptly at 8:00 a.m. from Colin, which was protocol. The rule was that he texted me before and after work. I was elated to see that he had followed my instructions and used his burner phone. He had told me of his therapy session Friday, and I was delighted to see the progress that he was making. My boy was improving, and though I had a hand in it, he was doing all of the heavy lifting.

The wind howled outside of LaMoyer Tech Firm, and I knew that a snowstorm was brewing, which was unusual for Columbus. I pulled my coat around me as I typed in HTML code. 

This website was almost finished, and I had a feeling that something was going to interrupt my progress. Suddenly, silence surrounded me, no longer hearing the hum of the machines, and a notification popped up, alerting me to the lack of Wi-Fi. Fuck! A knock sounded at my door, and I turned as it was pushed open.

“Power's out, man.” It was Ryan. I dropped my earbuds on the desk and stood.

“So, what now? Is Clyde sending us home?” I hoped he was because this weather warranted hot chocolate and my warm bed.

“Well, we can't do anything without internet. I hope so, honestly.”

“Guys, we're closing until the power's restored. The news is predicting tomorrow afternoon, so it looks like I'll see you back here on Wednesday. Stay safe out there, and if you're without power, please let me know. We'll supply necessities until power is restored,” Clyde explained, and I fist-bumped Ryan as his footsteps echoed down the hall.

“Let's get you home. We'll need to drive slow cause the roads are bad. Need to go anywhere?” 

Since I ran after Colin, Ryan had been very helpful and accommodating, and I appreciated it. I paid him for gas, and his reaction was always the same: shock and disbelief. Has he had to make his own way? What is his story?

“Home is where I need to go, and I’m not leaving until Wednesday. Also, you're staying with me until this lets up just a bit. You're not driving home in this.” I didn't want him driving alone on these icy roads. My home was his shelter for now. Something was calling to me about him.

“Stephen, you don't have to do that. I will be okay, I…”

“Listen to me. We're going to have a fucking snowstorm, man. You're not driving home in this. You can eat, code, and sleep at my house. Let me help you, please.”

“Okay,” he said, resigned.  

As I packed up my technology, I vowed to find out what was going on with Ryan. There was definitely a story there, and by his reactions, it didn't look like it would be pretty.

An hour later, we were stomping our feet to get the snow from our boots. I shook out our coats and hung them in the closet. The wind howled around the house, making the windows shake. We had to drive super slowly because there was so much snow. Music filled the car, making the drive more tolerable.

“Want some hot chocolate?” I turned toward the kitchen.

“Sure,” he said hesitantly, and I waved a hand.

“Sit down, Ryan. Please. You're welcome here, okay? Are you hungry?”

“No, I couldn't have you doing extra dishes. Please, the hot chocolate will do.”

“Be right back.”

What was it about this man that sent alarm bells going off in my head? His demeanor told me that something was definitely wrong, and the more that I talked to him, the more that I wanted to know what was troubling him. 

He seemed put off by simple acts of kindness and favors but was willing to help anyone that he came into contact with. Placing two Kraft macaroni-and-cheese cups in the sink, I turned on the faucet to fill them. He didn't want me to do extra work, but he needed food, and so did I.

Returning to the living room with a tray that contained the food and beverages, I walked toward the couch and set it down on an end table. I turned to head back into the kitchen when his voice stopped me.

“Stephen, I can't accept this. I told you…”

“And I told you. You are welcome here anytime. It's comfort food, and it'll warm your insides. I don't have any soup or anything, sorry. Now eat, please.”

I heard the uttered, “Thank you,” and I knew there was something to worry about. Picking up my bowl and mug, I went to sit next to Ryan on the couch.

“I'm sorry,” he said as I lifted the fork to my lips. “I'm just not used… to people being so nice to me.”

“No need to apologize.” I didn't want to push or ask questions, so I waited for him to continue.

“It's just that…” He trailed off, and I heard him set down his mug. “People can be so cruel sometimes. And I know that firsthand. I'm glad that you are a kind person.”

“I try. Have you had some experiences that weren't great with others?”

“Oh yes,” he chuckled, and I shivered. Not good. “Starting with my fucking family.” 

Uh-oh. I inhaled before I spoke.

“What about them?”

“They are a bunch of assholes, that's what!” His tone was no longer calm but bitter and filled with rage. “I'm their son, dammit! I should be their number one priority. They should've protected me, cared for me, loved me. But…” He trailed off, and I waited, holding my breath. Come on!

“But what? What happened?” I asked softly.

“This is a safe space, right? You won't tell anyone anything?” His question was whispered.

“I promise not to say a word.” I extended a pinkie and smiled as he took it and shook it.

“I'm… I'm… gay. I'm gay, Stephen.” 

I heard the sniffles, and a single puzzle piece fit into place. His parents must have disowned him. He continued. “They didn’t want a gay son. They kicked me out. I had nothing but the clothes on my back, a book, phone, and backpack. I was…” He sobbed, and my heart ached. Holy fuck!

“I’m so sorry,” I reassured him, setting my bowl on the table next to me. I turned toward him and waited for more to come.

“I… was sixteen. I needed my parents, Stephen. My friends knew that I was gay, but I couldn’t stay with them. I couldn’t allow them to take care of me. So… I was… homeless. I slept… outside… under benches. I rummaged through garbage cans or… I had to… do things to get a meal, Stephen.” He hiccupped, and a loud sob escaped from his throat. “I was so alone. So alone. I eventually stopped going to school, but I was smart. I knew my way around a computer, and one day, I stepped inside of a McDonald’s.”

“Did someone help you?” My tone was full of hope.

“Someone did. I was eighteen at the time. This older man, maybe about forty, saw me standing next to a window. We struck up a conversation, and surprisingly, he didn’t shy away from me like everyone else. He… he… bought me a meal, and we talked. Then he asked what I aspired to be when I got older, and… that’s how… I got here.” 

He was sobbing again, and I wanted to comfort him, but I couldn't. Not unless he asked for it, but my heart broke for Ryan.

“He helped you get this job?”

“He took me in. He knew that I was gay and took me in. He was transgender, identifying as male but born a female. He knew the struggle because he had lived it much younger than I and for much longer. He went to school for computer science, and he taught me everything that I needed to know. Stephen, he saved my life. I wanted to die, to let people kill me. I hated that I had a family who didn't want me. They don't want me.”

I couldn't take it any longer. I reached out for him, and he barreled into me, his arms wrapping around my neck so tightly I thought he'd strangle me. I rubbed his back and whispered encouraging words into his ear while he sobbed. The boy was holding onto so much pain, so much anger, and all I wanted to do was help him. What could I do?

“I'm sorry.” He sniffled and attempted to pull away from me, but I held him close. “I’ve said too much. You…”

“Ryan, you’re fine, okay? I’m here for you, no matter what you need. Talk, cry, vent, I’m here.” I rubbed his back, and his head fell onto my shoulder.

“Thank you,” he whispered, and my heart cracked. “Besides Jeffrey, no man has ever been this nice to me. I have a hard time accepting help and compliments. I think being homeless made me tough to the point where I felt like if my family didn’t want me, then no one did. Everyone had an agenda in my book, and I was never like that. Never.”

“If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’m so sorry, Ryan. I’m glad, though, that Jeffrey saved you and helped you become a better person. Is he still around?”

“Yes, he is.” 

I could hear the smile in his voice. 

“He helped me get the job at LTF, and he helped me with my first apartment. I owe him my life.”

“I'm glad you've found someone who gives you hope. He sounds like a positive influence in your life.”

“He is.” Ryan righted himself, and I grabbed my mug from the table. “What about you? Are you a positive force of nature for Colin? You've been spending so much time with him. I'm starting to wonder…”

“Colin and I are friends, Ryan. That's all.” That you need to know. 

“Whatever you say,” he said as he maneuvered to sit on the couch. “However, I can see it in your eyes. You're in love.”

“No, I am not. I promise you.”

“I've gotten really good at sniffing out liars, and you are barking up the fib tree so hard right now.” 

I laughed, almost choking on my food. Fib tree? “Maybe.”

“He seems like a nice guy. Why haven't you made your move yet?” He was eating again, which made me feel better.

“Well, he's been through a lot, and I don't want to push.” I wouldn't divulge Colin's secret. That stayed between us.

“Are you scared you'll hurt him or that he'll hurt you?”

“Honestly,” I took a deep breath. “Both.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

Colin

“Stand, Colin.”

My knees ached, and all I wanted to do was collapse onto my bed. However, in a week, I would be attending the Halloween play party at All Access. Stephen had mentioned that training would be time-consuming and tiresome, but what he failed to mention was the emotional toll it would take and the pain my body would endure.

There was no proper way to submit, but according to Stephen, I needed to learn the proper way to show respect. I had been taught how to address other Dominants, subs, and how to act while Sir engaged with other members of the club. However, the kneeling was taxing, both physically and mentally. Shoulders back, palms up on thighs, and legs spread, which I was still getting used to. Stephen wanted me to learn the proper way to present, and at first, I hesitated, but after some encouraging words and reassurance, I consented. I hated it, but he knew my boundaries, and so far, he didn't ask to touch my spread thighs.

“Grab the glass of water and present it to me on your knees,” he commanded.

I reached for the drink with my right hand. I was so tired, but I needed to focus. I held the glass with one hand while I knelt next to the chair. I raised my right hand toward Stephen.

“Your drink, Sir,” I said as I lowered my head. It was protocol, after all.

“Before you collapse,” he started, taking the glass from me, “let me check your posture.”

My God! I loved the feel of Stephen’s hands on my body, within my boundaries, but I just wanted to lie down. His hands roamed down my front, stopping just above my belly button. He trailed them over my bent legs, and skipping over my lower back, he felt my shoulders and neck. I shivered at his soft fingertips, caressing my skin. Why did I enjoy his touch so much? Why did it make me feel… alive?

“Stand, Colin.” 

Oh no, not again! I didn't even try to appear graceful as I rose from the floor, and then I heaved a sigh of relief as his arms opened for me. 

“Come here, boy.”

My heart melted at the term of endearment, and I fell into his embrace, tears threatening to choke me. My knees were sore as hell, and I had been worrying about my positioning and presentation. I felt like collapsing, and as if he knew, he wrapped an arm around my waist.

“Lean against me, honey. I know.”

His soothing words calmed me, and I stayed quiet as I gathered strength from the arms that held me. We had started training yesterday, and I knew that I had a long way to go. However, Stephen's praise at the end of each session and his warmth gave me hope that I would be able to make him proud next Saturday. 

I had also been revisiting our conversation about the wrongs that I planned to make right, and the more I thought, the more nervous I became. What if Caleb doesn't want to hear what I have to say? What if Josaiah…? Don't think about him. You've got Stephen. 

“Are you okay? How do you feel?” His voice was near my ear, and I felt my heart thump at his deep baritone.

“Total honesty?” I asked softly.

“That's what we strive for in this dynamic. Yes.”

“I'm sore, exhausted, but… happy. I feel like I have improved since yesterday as far as kneeling, but still.” I sighed and leaned my head against Stephen's shoulder.

“It will take some time. We have this weekend and next week to perfect your positioning. In the meantime, let me massage your knees, and then naptime for you. Thirty minutes, okay? You have a therapy session to attend tomorrow morning.”

How could I forget? It had been nagging at me since last week. Dr. Rogers didn't want to let the subject of my mother go so easily, and I was dreading telling Stephen about it. Would he look at me differently? Would he leave? As I walked into my bedroom with Stephen on my heels, I was determined to go into therapy tomorrow with a positive attitude, no matter what Dr. Rogers threw at me. My mother was a sore subject, but I knew that I needed to go through this in order to heal. I just didn't know how.

N

“So, you and Stephen spent your first weekend together, and things went well? Just well? What are you not telling me, Colin?” Dr. Rogers sat across from me, his hands wrapped around a teacup and his eyes boring into mine. I shifted under his intense gaze, but I knew that I needed to tell him.

“I… I kissed him. Before you go all, ‘why do you think you did that?’ I know why. He saved me, and I owed him.”

“He offered you therapy, which was a step in the right direction. He also hasn’t left your side since you were admitted to the hospital. Is there something else that he has done for you?”

I told him about the dreams that started as nightmares, and then a mystery person with green eyes saved me, calming me with minimal words and his hands. I relayed the events that led up to the kiss, and I watched as Dr. Rogers’s lips stretched into a grin.

“You buried him in snow, took a picture of him, and kissed him because of how peaceful he looked? How did you feel after the kiss?”

“I felt… alive,” I breathed, feeling my heart thumping excitedly. “It was unlike any kiss I'd ever had. He told me it felt like a dream and to kiss him again, and I did. Dr. Rogers, it was like… I knew.”

“Knew what exactly?”

Damn, I had to tell him everything.

“That I… was attracted to him. I could stare into his eyes for hours and get lost and not care because it was him. He has given me so much. How do I ever repay him?”

“Was that what you were thinking when you kissed him?” He took a sip of his tea, and I shook my head.

“It was a thought, but… he looked so beautiful with the snow surrounding him. His eyes were so… green. So beautiful.” I closed my eyes and thought of Stephen in that moment. My mouth became dry, and my eyes flew open as my therapist snapped his fingers.

“Hey, are you still with me?”

I nodded, and he smiled.

“So, he obviously accepted the kiss. What happened next?”

“We went inside and talked about everything. I had apologized for kissing him.” I lowered my head, feeling shame wash over me.  

“Why did you apologize?”

“I was afraid that I had overstepped. I was afraid that he would… reject… me.” I turned away from him.

“When you've been in other relationships or at bars or clubs, have you ever felt unsure about how you interacted with other men? Like, were you ever uncertain about how you handled yourself?” He jotted down something in his notebook, and I sighed.

“No, not really. I always knew what I wanted, and now all I do is second-guess myself. I used to be so sure.” I closed my mouth, feeling a sense of fear wash over me. Who was I now?

“Do you think that the assault has changed your perspective a bit? Or do you feel like you can't trust yourself?”

“The assault has definitely made me more cautious,” I started. “But with Stephen, I don't know what to do. I know that I'm attracted to him, but… what do I do with that? He and I agree that we want to take things slow, but I feel like I'm failing him.” I covered my eyes, not wanting the tears to fall. Please, not here. 

“Colin,” his tone was calm as he softly spoke to me. “What is it? Why do you feel like you're failing him?”

“Because I can't give him what I know he needs.” I dropped my head onto the desk, pressing my forehead into the oak. Please, don't make me say any more. 

“And what is that exactly?”

“I can't. Please?” My heart rate was accelerating, and I bit the inside of my cheek.

“Okay. Breathe, that's it.” I focused on my breathing, feeling the urge to throw up. I wanted to go home. “Now, Stephen doesn't strike me as someone who would push you into anything you didn't want. Am I right?”

“Sure,” I said after lifting my head. “However, he is a man with needs. I can't fulfill those for him. What kind of a submissive am I? What kind of man am I if I can't please my… um… Dom?” There was no need for labels, but what was he to me?

“You are a man who's just been through a traumatic event. There is no rush, Colin. Does Stephen seem happy?”

“He does, but…”

“Are you happy, Colin?” He tapped his pen on the desk, and I closed my eyes. Images filled my head of me and Stephen: training, eating together, signing our contract, hugging. During those times, I felt safe, protected, and… happy.

“Yes, I am.” I smiled as I said the words, feeling their weight in my gut. I was happy with Stephen by my side.

“Then keep the happy moments in the forefront of your mind. Intimacy is important, but it's not everything. In a way, you already have an intimate connection with him. You allow his touch and now his kisses.”

“Um, there's something else, but I don't know how to tell you…” I shifted in my chair, feeling sweat underneath my arms. How could I tell my therapist about my hard-on while Stephen and I kissed? This was weird.

“Take your time. Therapy is a process. Not everything has to be revealed at once, but eventually…”

“I… I got… um,” I stammered, averting my gaze. “Erect… Oh God! I'm sorry, this is…”

“It's different. When did this happen?”

“Um, when we were kissing before I left on Sunday. It was… unexpected. I hadn't… um, felt that in a while.”

“How did you feel?”

“To be honest,” I inhaled deeply. “Scared. I wondered if he could tell, and then I pulled away from him. I didn't want him to get the wrong idea.”

“I see. Your body was responding to his kiss, and you were terrified of that response?”

“Yes,” I whispered, pressing my hand to my forehead. “I didn't want him to think that I wanted him in that way, but… God, it felt so good to be kissing him. What if… I did want him?”

“Colin, you have needs, too. Now, I know that you've been struggling lately with your self-esteem and body image. Somehow, after almost two months of not feeling anything sexually, you get erect from a kiss with a man who has saved your life in dreams and, in a way, in reality. What do you think that means?”

“I… I don't know,” I groaned, feeling the pressure in my head grow. “I don't want to think about what that would mean because it would signify that I… I can't. Stephen doesn't think of me like that. He’s just my Dom. Nothing more.”

“Okay then. If you don't want to talk about Stephen and your newfound attraction for him, we only have twenty minutes left. Let's talk about your mother.”

“My aunt is my mother.” I squeezed my eyes shut as an image of Eleanor lying next to me on the couch, passed out, flashed through my mind. No!

“Colin, you care about your mother, though she was suffering. It’s okay to want answers about what happened.”

“I have all of the answers that I need, Dr. Rogers. She was grieving her mother and turned to alcohol to cope, not even giving her son a second thought. I don't need to know anything else.” I shook my head.

“Why haven't you been to visit her?” His question was valid, but all I felt was pain.

“I don't want to see her. I told you that my aunt raised me. She shaped and molded me into who I am. What can my mother tell me that would make me feel any better about my childhood?” My breathing became ragged, and Dr. Rogers rose from his chair.

“In and out for six. Let's do it together. Grab my hand if you need something to ground you. I'm here.”

I held my breath for six, and while Dr. Rogers counted out loud, I closed my eyes. I recalled my auntie carrying me out of my home, a black duffel bag swung over her shoulder. My mother was sprawled out on the couch, but I couldn't see her face. I reached out, and a firm hand gripped mine. I recalled kicking and screaming in my auntie's arms, and I squeezed the hand that I was holding. She saved me.

“Where did you go just now, Colin?” It was my therapist, and I opened my eyes to find his warm eyes regarding me.

“I… was being carried out of my childhood home at seven years old. My mother was passed out on the couch. Oh God, I was taken away from her, and she witnessed it. Oh, my…”

“Colin, you were a young boy. This wasn’t your fault. Your auntie took matters into her own hands, but she was worried about your safety. You've said before that she saved you.”

“Yes, but my mother? She had no say in the matter. She… Oh God. Was she protecting me? All this time, could she have been protecting me from her disease?” I stood from the chair, feeling lightheaded. I needed to get out of here.

“Hey, Colin. Look at me.”

I snapped my eyes toward Dr. Rogers's, and concern shone in his expression. “You were just a boy. You had the decision taken away from you. Now, you have a choice. You asked me earlier what your mother could say to make you feel better. She could tell you that she's sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“For her disease getting in the way of caring for you. For leaving you with your auntie. For not having the strength to go on. Would that apology help you gain some closure?”

I hadn't thought about seeing my mother, let alone talking to her. She was in an in-patient facility where she was monitored and received help for her addiction. My auntie told me that she asked about me all the time, but I was always so… closed off to the possibility of visiting her. 

Should that change, and if it did, what would I say? As a child, I was so angry, scared, and alone. But now that I knew the whole story and was older, I knew that I needed to decide. It didn't have to happen right away, though.

“I… I need to think about this,” I said shakily. I needed to get out of here.

“Good, that's all I ask,” he said as he opened the door. “Our time's up, but next Monday, per your request, we'll meet again. You mentioned some wrongs that needed to be righted, which we'll focus on next time. Have a good weekend, Colin.”

“Thanks.” I hastily shook his hand and walked out of the office into the brightly lit hallway.

I couldn't go home, not now. Stephen was waiting for me because his workplace was closed until next week. He had asked to stay, and I accepted, but I couldn't face him. I needed to go for a drive. I headed down to the parking lot, attempting to keep my eyes on the door. 

I still had a feeling that I would be followed, and I whipped my head around but saw nothing but the empty hall, doors on either side, and windows at the end. I pressed the button on the elevator and waited. Stephen would be so pissed if I didn't text soon, but I just… couldn't. Couldn't or wouldn't? 

Pulling open the driver's side door, I climbed inside and started the engine. I shuffled my rock playlist and allowed the sounds of Daughtry to wash over me as I pulled out onto the street. I had no idea where I was going, but as the clinic disappeared from my line of vision, I felt better. 

I was so grateful to Stephen for his suggestion of therapy, but the last few sessions had been grating on my nerves. Work was closed because the snowstorm had knocked down some power lines earlier this week, and they hadn't been restored yet. So, I had nothing but time on my hands. 

The only place I wanted to be was home with Stephen, but I couldn't. I was in a bad mood, and he didn't need to deal with that. A pang shot through my chest, realizing that our dynamic was just getting started and I was running again.

“Oh my God. He's going to punish me.” I whispered, and I shook my head. He wouldn't if he knew why I was doing this.

I kept driving, the rock music mixing with my thoughts. Stephen and my mother blurred my mind, making it hard to concentrate on just one thing. Stephen was the one person who made life bearable, easier, and worth living. He hadn't left my side since my assault, had respected my wishes and boundaries, and had given me so much. 

Now, I was running away from him because of my mother. The woman who gave me life but didn't raise me. The woman who punched me when I was seven because I spilled milk. She was drunk, but at the time, I didn’t know that. My auntie came the next day and saved me, but at that moment, I hated her for taking me away from my home, my room, and my mom. 

My hate was short-lived, and it became easier to like her, appreciate her for all that she had given me, and eventually play and bond with her. She was my mother, but I never stopped missing Eleanor, the woman who was there for the first six years of my life, along with my grandma.

I pulled over, feeling the tears prick my eyes. I reached into the glove compartment and removed the one reminder that I kept with me of my grandmother. Her picture lay inside of a locket, blue eyes and blonde hair like my mother's pulled back into a ponytail, her skin radiating in the sunlight. The photo was taken when she was much younger, before I was born, and even before my mother was born. 

She was standing outside a restaurant, and her smile was so bright and full of life. I closed the locket and buried my face into my shirt. How I missed her. Her laugh, her stories from her days as a chef, her confidence in herself. My body shook with sobs, and I felt empty inside, alone. I needed to feel warmth, safety, and security. 

I needed him, but if he saw me like this, he would ask questions. Could I tell him? After everything we'd dealt with and everything he had given me, would he leave me now? Would he go back on his word, his promise? There was only one way to find out, and if he did leave, I would know that he was just like everyone else.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Stephen

Where in the hell was he? Still no text, and it was an hour after his sessions usually ended. I paced the living room, my mind only on my boy. Could his therapy session have run late? Was he getting something to eat? If either of those possibilities were true, he still would have texted.

A noise outside stopped me, and I listened intently. I sighed as I recognized the familiar scraping of the shovel. The snowstorm had left piles of snow in its wake, along with downed power lines, and blocked roads. I was so grateful that Colin allowed me to stay last night.

I walked to the couch, sat down, and rose again. Dropping my head into my hands, I prayed to God that Colin was safe and would be home soon. I couldn't imagine what would happen if he wasn't.

“Come home soon, honey. I need you.”

Suddenly, the sound of a key could be heard in the lock. I rushed to the door, not wanting to miss holding my boy when he walked through that door. Tears clung to my eyelashes as I stepped between him and the door, his lavender scent filling my nostrils.

“I'm sorry, Sir. I…”

I pulled him into my arms, cutting off his words with a kiss. He was here, in my arms. Oh God, thank you! I held him close and continued to kiss him, his mouth taking all I had to give. His arms wrapped around my neck, and I laid him on the couch. He was home where he belonged. I broke our kiss, and his hand rested on my cheek. His fingertips wiped away my tears.

“I'm sorry, please. I just needed to go for a drive to clear my head after therapy. The session was… intense. I need to tell you about it because if I don't…”

“Colin, slow down. Honey, I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere. Breathe.”

I rubbed up and down on his chest, feeling it rise and fall. I matched my breathing with his, and my body relaxed. We were one, breathing together. I could feel his heartbeat, and I sighed.

“Sir, I shouldn't have worried you. I should've texted, but I needed to clear my head. I'm so sorry.” His voice was shaky, and I shook my head.

“It's okay, boy. I understand.”

“You do? I thought you'd be mad at me.”

“I was worried that something had happened to you, Colin,” I said softly into his ear. “I am disappointed that I didn't hear from you, but now isn't the time for that. What's going on? It's obvious that you're upset. Do you want to talk about it?”

“I… what if you don't… what if you leave? I can't…” His arms were around my neck, holding on for dear life. Leave him? Why?

“Colin, honey,” I crooned softly. “You are my submissive. Anything you tell me, no matter how big or small, will not impact how I feel about you. This is a safe space. I am never leaving you, boy. We will get through whatever this is together. You can lean on me, honey.”

“I need… you to… hold me, please, Sir.”

He rose from the couch, and I took his place. I lay sprawled across the fabric, and he pressed his body against mine. I wrapped my arms around his waist, and he shivered. His scent was overpowering, and I buried my nose into his hair.

“I- How do I tell you- I'm so afraid that you'll-” I pressed a finger to his lips.

“Colin, I'm not going anywhere, I promise. So, take your time, and just… start from the beginning.”

He inhaled, and I held him close. Whatever he needed to tell me was important, and I waited for him to speak.

“Remember when I told you about my auntie adopting me after my grandmother died?”

“Yes.”

“I didn't tell you why she adopted me. I… was seven years old, and my mom was sleeping in her room. I was hungry and wanted a bowl of cereal. She didn't answer when I called her name, so I tried pour it on my own. I succeeded, but the milk was another story.”

“Did you spill it?” I smiled as I rubbed my fingertips over his warm skin.

“I did, and I ran to tell my mother. She was still sleeping, so I put the jug back into the fridge and waited, feeling anxious and scared. She would be so angry when she saw the milk running down the counter and covering my clothes.”

“What happened when she woke up?”

“She saw the mess. I tried to apologize,” he said, and I felt his chest rise. “She was angry, like furious. She told me that I couldn't do anything right… that she… hated me, and then she punched me.” 

His body was shaking now, and I pulled him closer to me.

“It's okay, boy. I'm here. Take your time.”

“She… was so cold, so unloving in that moment. Then she carried me into the bathroom, but she was wobbling. She was… drunk. My mother's an alcoholic, Stephen.”

He sobbed, and I held him close, caressing his face and wiping his tears away. My heart broke, knowing the pain of a childhood that wasn't filled with love. He was seven and missing his grandmother, and his mom was supposed to take care of him, but she was grieving, too.

“She was grieving her mother. She couldn't take care of me, Sir. She would be passed out on the couch while I colored, played with cars, or watched cartoons. Then the day after she punched me, my auntie showed up.”

“Oh, was that when she adopted you?”

“Yes.” Colin sniffled, and I rested my head on his shoulder. “Well, she adopted me a year later, but I went to live with her then. You have to understand that at seven years old, being taken away from my mother, my home, and my room was an adjustment. My auntie packed my bags, and she carried me kicking and screaming out of the house. I was so angry, so scared, and I just wanted to be with my mom.”

“I get it,” I sighed. “However, your auntie took excellent care of you. She seems to be an influential person in your life.”

“She is, but… I never stopped missing my mom, Sir. Never. I…” He trailed off, hiccupped, and sighed. “I hated my auntie when I was younger. I didn't understand why she took me away from the only person and home that I knew and loved. So, for a while, I went to school, came home, did my homework, and stayed in my room, reading. It was safer than being out in the living room with her. Then one day after school, I came home, and she had baked chocolate-chip cookies for my snack.”

“Ooooh, yummy.” I smiled as I stroked his hair. “Did you take one?”

“Not at first,” he sighed. “They were hot from the oven, smelled and looked amazing, but I didn't want to give her the satisfaction. I headed toward my room, and she stopped me. Her voice was sad as she told me that she was trying to give me a better life. She knew she wasn't my mother, but she said we could become a great team if I could meet her halfway. In that moment, hearing the pent-up tears, I knew I didn't want to stay mad. I needed someone, and she was offering me her home, her love, her cookies.”

“Colin,” I whispered, tears rolling down my cheeks. “Oh, honey.”

“So, I took a cookie. They were the best damn cookies ever.” He laughed, and I smiled through my tears. “I took another, and another, until she had to take the plate away from me. That was the day my anger and sadness started to falter. Once I stopped holding onto all of that, I began to appreciate my auntie and all she had done for me.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “Have you ever told her this?”

“She knows some of it, yes. Not the cookie story, though.”

“She could probably feel your anger and sadness melting away in that moment. Colin, I'm so proud of you for allowing your auntie in. I'm so grateful that you decided to tell me this story.”

“In therapy today, Dr. Rogers and I talked about the importance of me confiding my past to you. I just… I didn't want you to think of me as a lost boy. However, I realize I should have told you sooner rather than later.” 

He turned in my arms to face me and I sighed as his lips met mine. He poured all of his fear, anger, and sadness into his kiss, and I took it all. He needed me, just like I needed him.

“Dr. Rogers and I have come to a conclusion as to why I run,” Colin said after breaking our kiss. His breath was sweet, and I inhaled, imprinting the scent in my brain.

“And what is that?”

“When my auntie took me away from my mom, my house, her alcoholism, she was unconsciously teaching me to run from my problems. Or something like that. It's like… I learned to run at an early age. Mom was punching me, so Auntie comes in and saves the day. And then I kept running. Got an F in sixth-grade spelling and locked myself in my room until dinner. Saw a guy in ninth grade on the football team with sweat running down his back in the locker room and knew I liked the sight. But didn't tell my auntie for years because I didn't know how to describe what I was feeling, and I was afraid of being judged. She was kind, understanding, and humorous about it. However, I ran from you because I was missing Josaiah. That's the worst mistake I’ve ever made, and I will regret it for the rest of my life.”

“Colin, honey. You are here in my arms, that's all that I want. I don't want to focus on the past, okay? I'm here and will always be. There's no need to run now, boy. I will always protect you, take care of you, and…” I wanted to say the words, but I couldn't. He was vulnerable and probably didn't feel the same way about me. “…cherish you. You are mine.”

“Yours. I am yours.”

His declaration filled me with pride, and he sounded sincere.

“Thank you, Sir, for not leaving me. Thank you for believing in me. I owe you everything.”

“Aw, honey,” I said as I stroked his hair. “You've already given me what I wanted. Your submission is priceless and seeing the improvement in you is everything to me. I'm so proud of you, my beautiful boy.”

His breath hitched, and then he sniffled. He wasn't used to compliments, and I held him close while he cried silently. Everything I said was true, he was beautiful, inside and out. Over the last month, I had gotten to know Colin, and the only thing that had changed from last year to now were the circumstances and my feelings. 

I was his Dom, yes, and that was more than I could have ever dreamed of. However, I felt this growing need to protect him, spend every waking moment with him, and be there for every breakthrough and milestone that he reached. This was turning into something more for me, and it could only be summed up in one word: love.
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The night was quiet except for the howling wind that woke me. Collin fit perfectly in my arms. Sleep had come easily for both of us, and I was grateful that I could lay here and watch him. I wondered what he was dreaming about or if he was dreaming at all. I stroked his hair, feeling the softness between my fingers. God, how I wanted to feel this while he… No! 

I couldn't think about this now, but my body wasn't following my mind. My dick was filling, and I sighed. Would it be weird if I took care of this now? I slipped from the bed quietly and walked to the door. Fuck! What if Colin has a nightmare while I'm gone? I knew what I needed to do, but I really, really wanted to pleasure myself while thinking about my boy. God, please let him be okay, just for a minute.

I sat on the toilet, pulled out my semi-hard dick, and squeezed. Ahhh, yes! When was the last time I had done this? I listened intently for any sounds of distress from the room next door, but nothing could be heard. 

I stroked slowly, wanting to prolong the experience. My dick was now rock hard, and I couldn't help the soft moan that escaped from my throat as I squeezed my balls. I closed my eyes and imagined Colin's mouth wrapped around my pulsing dick, his tongue licking the slit over and over. 

His throat worked around my meaty shaft, and I felt the tingle in my balls. Oh God! In my head, my fingers were threaded in his hair, and he was deep throating me. 

It was so fucking good.

I gasped as my orgasm hit me full force, semen shooting out over my hand and onto my boxers. Holy hell!

I leaned against the wall, my breathing returning to normal. I sighed and began to clean up. I didn't want Colin to know that this had happened. I flushed the toilet, washed my hands, and returned to my submissive. He was still sleeping, and I climbed into bed behind him. 

I closed my eyes and thought about last night. Colin's mood had improved, and I was happy to see it. He had made dinner for us, and the rest of the night was spent training and lounging on the couch, talking and kissing. God, his kisses were intoxicating, his lips soft and warm. I could lose myself in that boy.

I was drifting off to sleep when I felt Colin stir in my arms. I pulled him closer, but his hand stopped me.

“Sir, I… I need something from you.” His voice was groggy from sleep, and I trained my face towards his.

“Anything, boy.”

“I messed up yesterday. I was supposed to be home right after therapy, and I was late. So, I need you to…”

“Colin, that's water under the bridge,” I said, stroking his hair. “You had a hard session yesterday, and you needed to go for a drive. I understand that you thought I was upset, and I told you I was disappointed. However, it's almost 4:00 a.m. Can we talk about this tomorrow?”

“Sir, I broke a rule. I need you to listen to me.” 

I removed my arms from his body, and he sat up. 

“I am still learning about myself as a submissive, but I know the basics. There are rules and expectations that I am supposed to follow. You are the one who put those in place.”

“And you are the one who has agreed to follow them,” I responded.

“Yes, and yesterday, I broke a rule that was agreed upon. And there's a consequence for breaking a rule, right? So, I need you to… please.”

“What is it, Colin?” I held out my hand, but he didn't take it.

“No, Sir. I need to be penalized for what I have done. Just… please… punish me.”

What in the actual fuck? My boy was asking for punishment. He had broken a rule, yes, but that all went out the window after he had told me about his past. Now, here he was, asking me to do my job as his Dom. The dust had settled, and his mood was improving, but…

“Are you sure, Colin? I didn't punish you yesterday because your story was more important at that moment. You've learned your lesson, though, right?”

“I promise I won't ever go rogue without telling you first, but that doesn't excuse that I've broken a rule, Sir. Please, I need this punishment to solidify my place as your submissive.”

“What are you talking about? You are my sub, Colin.”

“I messed up, Stephen. I need you to put me in my place, to stop babying me. I need you to…”

“I am not babying you, Colin,” I said firmly, crossing my arms over my chest. “Where is all of this coming from?”

“You held me, kissed me, and told me that you were proud of me. What I didn't feel was my ass being spanked, my knees aching, or my mouth foaming from soap. Sir…”

“Stop talking right now!” I snapped, and his breath hitched. “You needed something less harsh yesterday. I wanted to hold you and take care of you. Punishments are given when you break a rule, and though you did, I didn't feel it was necessary this time. You needed me to be gentle with you.”

“Well, it's a new day now. Do I still need TLC, Sir?” He was trying to make light of the situation, but I couldn't wrap my mind around him asking for a punishment.

“I think you need to go back to bed before you get what you're asking for…”

“How about now? Is it punishment time yet, Sir?” His face was so close to mine that I could feel his breath. Oh, he was barking up the wrong tree.

“Bend over the bed, Colin. Don't make me wait one second.”

He squealed as I climbed off the bed. I walked into the living room and rummaged through my bag. I had brought an implement just in case, and I was about to redden his ass like a strawberry. Returning to my bratty sub, I dropped the oak paddle on the bed. I felt along his body, finding his ass bare. Holy hell!

“Why am I punishing you, Colin?”

“Because I interrupted you, I was late coming home, and I didn't text you, Sir. I am sorry.” 

I could hear the amusement in his voice.

“What are the rules?” I asked firmly.

“I am supposed to text you when I arrive and after I leave therapy, Sir. I am not to interrupt you. Once again, I apologize, Sir.” His tone was no longer light, but filled with sorrow.

“You asked for this, yes?”

“For the punishment, yes, Sir.”

“Thirteen spankings will do. I can't promise that they'll be light.” I skimmed my hand over his rounded cheeks, rubbing, kneading, pinching the skin.

“Yes, Sir.”

“What are your safewords, boy?”

“Icicle for slow down, fire for stop.”

“Good. Use them if you need to.”

I used my hands to warm him up, starting slow with light spanking. After about ten, I picked up the intensity and felt his body relax. I caressed his warm skin, rubbing his back, not realizing I had touched his no-go area. I stilled my hand above his skin.

“Are you okay? I didn't realize…”

“It's okay. I hadn't even realized that… you had touched me there. I'm okay.” He sounded calm and relaxed, and I picked up the paddle.

I ran the implement over his skin, and I heard the sigh escape his throat. I tested it against my hand, and he flinched. Yes, boy. This is what you want. 

“We’re starting your punishment now.” 

I tapped the implement on his ass and waited. When nothing happened, I continued with low intensity. But when I reached five, I knew something wasn't right. He was too quiet.

“Colin, how are you doing?”

“Wishing that you would stop babying me and hit me like I need to be. Sir.”

I closed my eyes. The Dominant's Creed stated that I should always punish my submissive with a knowledgeable and careful hand. I didn't want to hurt my boy, but he was asking for more. Could I fulfill what he needed? 

He had a safeword if things got out of hand. I raised the paddle above his left ass cheek and brought my hand down. He gasped, and I did the same with the other. The next three were of the same intensity, checking in and rubbing his heated skin as I went. The sounds that fell from his lips were precious, and I smiled. He was taking this so well.

“The next three, I'd like you to count with me. What number are we on?”

“Um, nine? I think?”

“Wrong, boy.” I dug my fingernails into his sore flesh, and he groaned. “We're on ten. And I’m adding another one for your slip-up. Are you ready?”

“Yes, Sir.” I could hear the defeat in his voice, and I knew he was caving. He was submitting.

I rubbed the paddle against his skin and brought it down with a little more intensity. He croaked out the number ten, and in rapid succession, I doled out the next three. His voice faltered on twelve, and I rubbed his ass. He was doing so well. For the last spanking, I upped the intensity a bit, and the paddle came down with a thud. He collapsed onto the bed, and I dropped the implement, climbing in behind him and pulling him toward me. His body was shaking, and he was holding in his tears.

“Let it out, boy. It's okay. I'm here.”

“I'm so sorry, Sir. Please, forgive me.” He was sobbing, and I wrapped him in my arms, rocking him back and forth. He was so beautiful, my boy.

“All has been forgiven, boy. It's okay, honey.”

He buried his face into my neck, his tears and snot wetting my skin. I rubbed his back up and down, careful not to touch his lower back. After a while his sobs subsided, and his breathing returned to normal. I felt his heart beat against mine as it slowed, and I heaved an internal sigh of relief.

“Feeling much better?” I asked, running my fingers through his hair.

“I feel… better, yes. I needed that. Thank you, Sir. I wouldn't have been able to live with myself if I wasn't punished.”

“You are welcome, honey. Now I think it's time we both went back to sleep. Even though we’re not at my house, the rules still apply here. You will cook all meals.”

“Yes, Sir.” Those two words alone were enough to make me want to kiss his soft lips, but I laid him on the bed and pulled him into my arms. My boy, my submissive.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Colin

The week had passed rather slowly. After hours of training and feeling physically exhausted and emotionally frazzled, the day had finally arrived. Tonight, I was going to prove to myself and Sir that I could be the perfect submissive. We had decided on our costumes but refused to divulge anything until the night of the party. I was excited to see what he had chosen, but no matter what he wore, he would be beautiful.

Over this past week, I had reflected on my progress over the last month. I owed it all to Stephen and Dr. Rogers. I knew I had a hand in it because I was willing to accept the help, but these two men had made life bearable. I still looked over my shoulder, still had nightmares, and every once in a while, my lower back tingled, but for the first time in ages, I’d been able to look at myself in the mirror and see myself fully. 

On the day that I was raped, I was looking for something to help me cope, and after my assault, I’d wanted to give up completed. Now I had Stephen, who made me see things differently. He had opened my eyes, showing me that the world could be cruel, but it didn’t have to be. He was the bright light in my life, and I was overjoyed to have him as my Dominant.

I parked in front of his house and stepped out of the car, my red cape dragging behind me. Underneath, I wore black jeans with a yellow belt attached and a blue shirt with Superman’s logo on the front. I also wore red boots, and as I walked, I smiled, loving how well my neighbor, Zander, and I had planned out this costume. Normally I stuck to myself, but Zander and I had spoken a few times. And when he saw me struggling with shopping bags full of apparel, he wanted to help.

I shuffled my feet outside of Stephen's apartment—not anxious about seeing him, but what the night ahead might hold. Finally, I raised my hand and knocked.

“It's open.”

I pushed open the door and gasped. Stephen was sitting on the couch, a pink party hat strapped to his head, a black eye patch over his left eye, and he wore purple shorts over blue jeans. His shirt was blue, and I couldn't hide my laughter.

“What… who… are you?” I leaned against the doorjamb, attempting to catch my breath.

“Oh, laugh it up, but I bet your costume is just as hilarious.” He stood and strode toward me, stopping directly in front. “If you must know, boy, I am the Purple Man Eater, and if you're wearing purple, I will eat you.” He opened his mouth to show his white… holy hell! Fangs!

“Wow,” I breathed, and I erupted into another fit of laughter. “Who is the Purple Man Eater?”

“No such thing, but there is an alien species called the Purple People Eaters. They consume purple people. Are you wearing purple, Colin?” His voice dropped an octave, and I shuddered.

“No, Sir.” I swallowed, feeling the temperature in the room drop. I stared into his green eyes, and I became lost in their depths. Feeling my heart rate accelerate. No matter how ridiculous his costume was, he still looked… hot.

“So, what's your costume?”

I had gotten used to Stephen's hands on my body, and he never went near my no-go areas. Tonight I wanted things to be… fun, relaxed, free. I stepped toward him and inhaled.

“Touch me. See for yourself.” 

He didn't budge, and I stood in front of him, waiting. 

“Go on, it's okay. I'm asking you to. Please, Sir.”

“I… I won't touch your no-go areas, but if you're sure.” His voice was strained, and I knew he was feeling the same emotion that I was: fear. “Turn around.”

Slowly, I did as instructed. His warm hands roamed over the back of my neck, and I shivered. Down my shoulders and skipping over my lower back, his hands found their way onto my ass cheeks. I couldn't help the sigh that escaped my throat. His hands were soothing me, calming me, grounding me.

“Turn around.” I froze, hearing the strain in his voice, but it differed from his previous tone. He… was… holding back. What was he thinking? Remembering his order, I did as instructed, but my head spun.

His hands roamed over my chest, down to my stomach, and then one came to rest on my thigh. If he’d moved a bit to the right, he'd know that my cock was filling. He'd know that I… was enjoying his hands on my body, that he made me feel… good. What was I doing? I stared into Stephen's eyes, and I couldn't look away. He was so beautiful, and his lips were parted as if he was going to say something. I closed the space between us and grabbed the back of his head. I pressed my lips to his, and a fire unfurled deep within me. 

How could one man look so damn delicious? His tongue fought against mine as we poured our need for each other into the kiss. My cock was now close to being fully erect, and I pulled away, feeling dizzy with want. What the fuck?

“Colin,” Stephen breathed, and I pressed a finger to his lips.

“You… look hot,” I whispered. What could I do about that, though? “However, we've got a party to get to, Sir. I…” Don't apologize. Dr. Rogers says to admit your feelings. “I feel alive when you kiss and touch me.”

“I know, I can tell,” he whispered, and I smiled. “Now before we run the risk of being late, who are you tonight, boy?” He was back in Dom mode, and I kept my eyes on him as I answered.

“Superman, Sir. Da-da-da-da,” I sang, twirling so that my cape flew around me. “I can fly.”

“Yes, you can.” He laughed, and I felt my heart soar. Such a beautiful sound. “Well, hello, Superman. I'm Sir Purple Man Eater. Are you ready to conquer the night?”

“I am, Sir.” Deep inside, I felt something click into place. I lowered my head and stared at the ground. Here was where I was meant to be.

“Okay. We are going to be just a little late, but there's something missing from your costume, Colin.”

“There is? Hmm.” I looked down at my outfit. “I have the shirt, the boots, the belt…”

“Kneel.” The word was whispered, but I complied immediately.

I waited at Sir's feet, my heart thumping in my chest. What did he have planned? I racked my brain but couldn't come up with anything. Then he spoke.

“Almost a month ago, you agreed to be my submissive. I am so proud of who you've become. You've faced some challenges, and I haven't left your side because I made you a promise. You have been so resilient, and I just can't say enough how much being back in your life has meant to me.”

“Stephen,” I whispered, tears burning my throat. Why was he saying these beautiful things? Was he leaving? Oh no! Think positive thoughts. 

“I'm not finished. I've watched you over the last few weeks, and I'm in awe of your progress. You attend every therapy session, and though it may be hard, you persevere. You have opened your heart and arms to me, and I know it hasn't been easy. Now, you are going to make me and yourself proud tonight by being the wonderful submissive that I've trained and that you've embraced. Your costume is a part of you, and you'll be able to come home and take it off. This, however, proves that you are mine. Mind, body, and soul, I own you.” 

I heard something jingle, and then he knelt in front of me. 

“Lower your head.”

I complied, my chest constricting. Tears dotted my eyelashes, and I sniffled. I felt his hands as something was fastened around my neck. I heard a click, and I froze. Could this be what I thought?

“Tonight, I want you to wear this to symbolize who you belong to. I am your Dominant, and tonight, as you embark on righting your wrongs, I will be with you. Colin, stand.” With shaky legs, I did as instructed. The accessory around my neck fit snugly, and I reached up to touch it. “Go have a look.”

I dashed into the bathroom and stared at myself in the mirror. A black collar with an O ring rested around my neck. I caressed the leather, astounded at how well it fit. This was for me. 

He did this to show others that I was his. I am his. How could I ever repay him? He had just given me something else that I could cherish forever. My Sir. Tears sprang to my eyes as I turned, and Stephen's arms were open for me, my safe haven. I ran toward him, and he held me. Silent tears fell from my eyes.

“Thank you, thank you. You’ve saved me more than enough times, in my dreams, as your submissive, and as a friend. How could I ever repay you? I… I can't wait to make you proud, Sir.” I sounded pathetic, but his fingertips raised my chin, and the softest kiss fell onto my lips as he wiped away my tears.

“You can take me to the Halloween party so that we can have an amazing time. And when we get home?” He brought his face closer to mine. “You are all mine. Mind, body, and soul.”

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered, that feeling deep within me returning. I should've backed away, I should’ve said no, but his hand held me in place, and I didn't want his touch to stop. I needed it, I needed him.
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“Welcome to All Access. Oh, Colin and Stephen, hi. I remember you both. How are you doing tonight?” It was Rachel, and I smiled at her.

“Good,” we both said in unison. Despite the circumstances of tonight, I was feeling better than I had in a long while.

“Hi to you both,” Jenny piped up next to her, and we shook her hand. “Stephen, I have a Braille check-in form for you.”

“Thank you, Jenny.” I smiled at him as he sat down to fill out his form.

“I'm so glad that you decided to come back,” Rachel whispered to me as I checked in. “We were worried about you. Cyrus especially, but most importantly…”

“Colin, are you ready?” I turned to see Sir waiting, his cane resting against his chest. I couldn't take my eyes off of his face as I came to stand by him.

“Yes, Sir.” Without knowing it, Stephen had saved me again.

“Have fun, you two.” Jenny's voice was filled with excitement as I pulled open the door.

Wow! The place was lit by red chandeliers, which gave the main area a spooky vibe. A rap song blared from the speakers, and people milled about, dressed in all kinds of costumes and gear. 

I marveled at the number of people, realizing that there were more here than last time. I turned toward the bar and smiled. There was a person dressed as a monster near the bar area, and yellow tape surrounded the entrance. The sign above his head read: Take a picture with the ghouliest of ghouls or be denied a drink. Your choice, I have claws.

“Oh, my gosh!” I exclaimed, turning toward Stephen. “We have to get our picture taken with the monster!”

“What monster?”

“There's a monster standing near the bar. You have to take a picture with him, or else you can't enter the bar area. Please, can we?” I knew I sounded like a child, but God, I was feeling so good. I wanted to enjoy myself tonight, even if, for most of the evening, I would be kneeling at Sir's side.

“Okay,” he chuckled. “Let's take this picture.”

When we stepped to the green monster's side, a loud roar escaped his throat, and I almost pissed my pants. I felt Stephen's body jerk, and I turned, laughter erupting from me.

“Are you okay?”

“Fine, thanks.” He faked a smile, and I wrapped an arm around his shoulders.

“We'd like our picture taken, please.” I smiled at the costumed person, and as he lifted his hand, I saw long claws protruding from his arm. Holy hell!

After our photo, I led Stephen to the bar. We hoisted ourselves onto stools and waited for our order to be taken.

“You were scared shitless,” I chuckled. His fake smile popped into my head, his fangs popping out over his bottom lip.

“I was not, okay? It was just… unexpected. Now stop poking fun at me before…” He leaned toward me, and I felt his warm breath on my neck. “Before I have to eat you.”

The sound of his husky voice went straight to my cock. I shifted away from him, and the bartender approached us. Stephen ordered for us, and I sat quietly as we waited. When he used the secret word, I was supposed to follow his instructions, but for now, I was happy sitting by his side. 

The sounds of the club faded as I thought about earlier. Stephen had given me a play collar, but we wouldn't be playing, right? Then I heard his voice as he asked me to turn around and felt his warm hands on my body. I wasn't supposed to feel like this, was I? It hadn't been two months yet, and I was getting hard over another man's touch and kiss. What did this mean?

“Excuse me, your water.” The young man with a lip piercing appeared in front of me, and I took the cold glass from him.

I sipped slowly on my drink, allowing the water to penetrate my body. I glanced at Stephen, who was sipping his beverage. What I wouldn't give to feel his lips pressed against mine. As if he could read my mind, he leaned toward me, pressing his lips to my neck.

“You're mine,” he whispered in my ear, and I shivered as I turned toward him. I pressed my lips to the hollow of his neck and breathed in the scent of him, vanilla, pungent cologne, and something uniquely Stephen.

“Yours,” I breathed. I was his.

We stayed that way for a few minutes, then the music stopped. The sound of a microphone could be heard, and we pulled away from each other, our moment interrupted. I sighed as I held the glass to my lips.

“Welcome back to All Access. If you're new here, thanks for joining us.” It was Rachel who was speaking.

“I hope that you all are enjoying yourselves.” I smiled at Jenny, her excitement radiant in her voice and expression. “We have goodie bags for you all behind the bar, but you must take a picture with the green monster to receive it. Also, there will be a costume contest at the end of the night, so please, stick around for that.”

“Hello, everyone.” I saw Jenny's smile grow wider as her Dom, Cyrus, stepped up behind her. Cheers rose up around us, and I felt my heart swell. He was well-respected, which made what I needed to do that much harder. 

“Thank you. Now, the costume contest has three categories. Most outrageous, most unique, and a general category we didn't name. The winners will receive a pumpkin head filled with candy hand-picked by Rachel, Jenny, and I. Are y'all excited?”

As the crowd cheered, a plan formed in my head. All I needed to do was complete my first order of business, which would be to apologize to Cyrus. As Cyrus continued, I closed my eyes. When would Stephen ask me to kneel? I was anxious, awaiting his order. He just had to say one word, and I would slowly fall into my headspace as his submissive. “Thriller” by Michael Jackson startled me, and I heard Stephen as he snapped his fingers next to me.

“Colin, do you know how to moonwalk?” I couldn't help the snicker that escaped from me.

“No. Do you?”

“No.” He hummed to the song, and I felt my heart stutter. He was so beautiful.

I scanned the bar area and saw the bartender from earlier handing out brightly colored bags. Goodie bags, yay! I held out my hand as the bartender approached, and I told Stephen to do the same. 

I ripped into mine, pulling out a lollipop. Well, this was weird… considering… earlier. Pushing the candy back into the bag, I pulled out a sticker that read: Happy Halloween. All Access.

“Oooh, chocolate coins!” Stephen's shrill squeal caught me by surprise.

“Your favorite?”

“Heck yeah,” he exclaimed, practically bouncing on his stool. “My mom used to hide these underneath my pillow when she first adopted me. She and my dad used to make a game out of it. If I found it, I got to keep it, and if I didn't, they would accrue until the next time.” His eyes were alight, and I swallowed, seeing the gleam in his expression.

“I like chocolate coins too,” I said softly. “And your family sounds like a fun bunch.” My auntie's face popped into my mind at that moment, and I shook my head. Not now. As if he knew, Stephen's hand rested on my back. He rubbed up and down, and I breathed deeply, his touch grounding me.

“Kneel.”

It was time. With my heart thumping in my chest, I climbed down from the stool and knelt next to Sir, the front of my body facing away from the bar. I could watch people from this angle, but I kept my eyes lowered, my palms up on my thighs, and my shoulders back. I heard the thumping beat of a Pink song, but the lyrics were hard to focus on. I closed my eyes and let my thoughts wander. 

People were watching me, I knew it. Were they wondering why I was fully dressed and not naked? Were they judging me? A lump formed in my throat, and I shook my head. You're fine. He's right here. Breathe. So I did, counting each breath as my heart rate returned to normal. I also performed some progressive muscular relaxation, feeling the tension ease with each muscle group I relaxed. Slowly I opened my eyes, and conversations became clearer.

“It's so good to see you again. I heard that you've got a sub. Congratulations.” It was Cyrus, and he now occupied the stool I had previously sat upon.

“Yes. He is doing so well. How is Jenny? You both seem to be enjoying running the club.”

“We are, man. Jenny had her doubts, but with her two friends by her side, she seems to be opening up and becoming more confident in her job. I'm so proud of her.”

“That's wonderful. Speaking of her friends, how is Carly doing?”

Their voices became hushed, and I wondered why. Then I remembered Carly from my first night here. She had told me that the year had been rough for her, but I didn't know why. She looked so sad, so lost, and that night, I was feeling the same, just wanting an escape. Don't think about that now. 

As Cyrus and Stephen continued to talk, I looked around the club as best as possible without breaking position. I saw others kneeling as well, most of them naked, others half-dressed, and a few fully clothed. I sighed with relief, knowing that I wasn't alone. Then I caught sight of the collars surrounding the necks of the submissives: leather collars with decorative studs, necklaces, and chains. 

So much variety, but the symbol remained the same: ownership. I reached up and fingered my own collar, Sir's symbol that I belonged to him. A sense of peace washed over me, knowing that I was right where I belonged. I felt my entire body relax as Sir's hand rested on the back of my neck, his fingers sliding underneath the clasp. I held my breath.

“You are doing so well, boy. I am so proud of you.” 

Warmth spread through me, and my body felt like it was flying. “How are you doing?”

“I'm… well, Sir. Thank you.”

“I'm glad to hear it.”

Nothing else mattered but his hold on my collar and his words. He was proud of me. I had never felt this alive, and to be honest, I was proud of myself, too. A month ago, I couldn't even imagine stepping foot outside of my apartment, let alone going to a BDSM club. 

However, things had changed. Suddenly, Stephen's hand was gone. I focused on my breathing and my posture, not wanting to think of the loss that I felt when Sir's touch disappeared.

“Colin,” he whispered into my ear. “Stand.”

I did as instructed. I kept my eyes down, waiting for further instructions.

“Look at me.” I turned to my Sir, and suddenly, I couldn't breathe. This was really happening! Caleb stood off to the side, watching us with a nervous expression. Behind him stood Josaiah. “It's time. Are you ready?”

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered, feeling my chest constrict. What was I supposed to say?

“I have spoken with Josaiah, and he has agreed to let you speak to Caleb. We are both hoping that you two will be fine alone… without us.” Stephen's voice was calm and controlled as he spoke, but I couldn't match his tone. I felt sick as I looked between Caleb and Josaiah, his hand wrapped around his sub's collar. I reached for my Dom's hand, and he pulled me into his embrace.

“I… I don't think I can do this.” I said, my voice wavering. “What if…”

“No, Colin,” Stephen whispered firmly into my ear. “No what-ifs. We talked about this. You need to heal, and the best way to do this is to right your wrongs. You ran out of here, and Caleb saw you. He must have questions, and you need to get whatever's hindering your ability to let go off of your chest. If you're uncomfortable I can go with you, but I trust you to do this alone. I have complete faith in you, Colin.”

He believed in me. I pulled back and stared into those green eyes, the ones I fell into every time. He wouldn't steer me wrong, but this was about me. I hated harboring so much sadness and anger for Josaiah. Sir was right, I needed to get this off my chest. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to Stephen's, the lightest flesh upon flesh. I needed him to know how much he meant to me, how much I cared about him, and how much I needed him.

“Thank you, Sir. I will make you proud.”

He chuckled as I righted myself and turned toward the couple. I glanced at Caleb, who nodded.

“Let's go into the office. It's in the back, I'll show you. Cyrus wanted to talk to you as well.” He turned and, taking one last look at my Sir, I followed him. I can do this. 
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The office was clean with an oak desk that dominated the space. Two armchairs surrounded it, and filing cabinets sat on each wall. A kitchen off to the left housed a coffeemaker, fridge, and microwave, and another white door to the right was closed. Caleb and I sat in the two comfy chairs, not looking at each other. I needed to do this.

“How have you been?”

“I'm doing good, thanks. I'm surprised that you didn't ask to speak to me sooner. When I saw you that night, I wanted to talk to you, to check on you. But then you ran out of the club, and… I thought you were mad at me.”

“I wasn't mad at you, not exactly.” I inhaled deeply and continued. “Josaiah and I had ended when he chose to have a foursome in Jaycee’s Saloon while we were together. It hurt, but what hurt even more, was that I was the one picking him up after that drunken night and bringing him home. Those men didn't give a shit about him, I did. Then he brushed me off like I was nothing but… I had said some awful things about you both, and for that, I am sorry.” A pang shot through my heart at my realization. I was hurt and angry and didn't think of my words until now. 

“Caleb, when I told Josaiah that you and he had something in common what I meant by that was…” I trailed off and locked gazes with him for the first time tonight. “That you were both searching for something. I had no right to say what I said, and I barely knew you. So, I am truly sorry.”

“You were right, though. When I met you and Josaiah, I was angry at you both. I was in the closet, and I wanted…” Tears filled his eyes, and I reached for his hand. He held it loosely. “What you had. I just… couldn't. I was afraid of being touched. My first crush died because of his sexuality, and when I met Josaiah, and he kissed me the first time I went to Jaycee’s, I was…”

“Shocked, scared, angry?” I didn't know what he had gone through, but I could only imagine.

“Yes. It was easier to hate him, to be cold towards him, and you. I called Josaiah gay slurs, phrases that I had heard in school, words that had haunted his childhood. I didn't want to be that man, and I am a better person because I met Josaiah.” He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and regarded me.

“I… I was lost after I walked out on Josaiah,” I admitted as my chest constricted. “I wanted to stop feeling sad, angry, hurt. And I did something that I will regret for the rest of my life.”

Silence stretched between us, and I closed my eyes. Caleb and I had apologized to each other, and it didn't guarantee that we'd be baking together anytime soon. However, he had opened up about his crush dying, and I felt that I owed him the same honesty.

“I went to another state in search of something new. I wanted the pain to stop, I wanted to feel like myself again, and instead, I left that state more broken than I'd ever been.”

“What happened?” It was safer to keep my secret, but I was tired of not talking about it. I had been hiding it inside for weeks, and the only people who knew were my auntie, Stephen, and Dr. Rogers. Would Caleb tell anyone? I stared into his blue eyes, and my heart lurched as the words spilled from me.

“I… I was drugged and raped.” Tears sprang from my eyes, and Caleb bolted from his chair. He ran to my side and put his arms around me. “All because I wanted the pain to stop, all because I wanted to stop thinking about something that never was, I put myself into a situation that…”

“Stop, stop! It wasn't your fault, okay? You had no control. You were drugged. Colin, I'm so sorry that you were suffering so greatly.” I relaxed into his embrace. He was comforting me. “I wish there was something that I could've done.”

“I… that night after I ran out of here, I decided to go to Alabama to check out this new BDSM club. I ended up meeting a guy who owned a dungeon, and I went back with him. He kissed me, and I felt the connection I had been craving since Josaiah's betrayal. Then I met his friends… and they gave me a drink… and then everything's a blur after that until I woke up in a hotel room.” My heart rate was returning to normal, and I breathed more easily. “That was when I met Stephen again.”

“Again? You knew him before then?”

“Yes, but that's a story for another day,” I said, sniffling. “Thank you for listening. I appreciate it.”

“So, how are you holding up?” Caleb lowered his arms, and I sat back in my chair, my eyes locked with his.

“I'm taking things day by day, but Stephen…” I trailed off, my mouth becoming dry. “He makes everything better.”

“I know what you mean,” he said, sitting on the floor next to me. “Josaiah was just what I needed.”

“I'm glad that you both found each other and that you're happy.” A year ago, those words wouldn't have been uttered, but now, I felt at ease now that we had communicated. He was a submissive, and though his Dom was a previous fling, I felt like we could get along.

“What about you and Stephen? Are you together?” I shook my head. “Do you want to be?”

“I… I don't know,” I stammered, feeling my palms dampen. “I like him, he's given me more than I deserve, and I… feel alive when we're together.”

“Alive, hmm?” He cocked his head to one side. “Does he know this? I'm surprised that you haven't noticed how he feels about you. His face was trained in the direction of you walking away with me. He's smitten by you, Colin.”

I shook my head. No man was smitten with me, especially not Stephen. We agreed to take things slow, but earlier… it was like we were fueled by something… magnetic. What was that feeling… lust?

“I know you're doubting everything because of your assault, but…” He trailed off. “You said that he has given you so much. Would you accept his love if he offered it?”

“Love? Caleb, you're crazy. Stephen doesn't love me.” I shook my head, but my heart had other plans. A sense of peace washed over me, and I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Does he love me? 

“Just think about it. Now, though,” he said as he rose from the carpeted floor, “I should probably let the others in to speak with you. But Colin, please take care of yourself. And if you need to talk, I'm here most days.”

“Thanks,” I whispered, and I stared as Caleb opened his arms.

“Come on. You know you want a hug. It's the only way to end this conversation.”

I smiled as I rose from the chair and stepped into Caleb's embrace. As I pulled away, the office door opened, and I spotted Josaiah and Cyrus standing in the doorway. I sat down and prepared myself for another round of conversations. Now that I had talked with Josaiah's sub, maybe talking with him wouldn't be so painful. I reached up and rubbed the leather between my fingers. Stephen was with me.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Stephen

I was so proud of my boy. He was doing this to get some closure for himself. However, he had been gone for almost forty minutes, and I knew that Josaiah and Cyrus would be speaking with him, too. I just hoped that he was okay. A hand tapped my shoulder, and I turned around.

“Sir, it's Caleb. I just came to give you an update. Colin's fine, and all is forgiven.” I heaved a sigh of relief. Thank God. “He told me about… his assault.”

“What?” My heart hammered in my chest.

“It came up in conversation. I promise I didn't pry, and I comforted him. I'm so happy that he has you to keep him grounded. I hope that we'll be able to keep in touch.” I could hear his hopeful tone, and I smiled.

“That's between you and Colin, but I would love it if you two got along. It would mean so much to Colin.”

“If you'll excuse me.”

As he walked away, I relaxed into my chair. Colin had divulged his secret to Caleb. Besides me, two other people knew about his assault. Caleb's declaration had floored me, but I understood Colin's need to talk to someone else. He was dealing with a lot and needed to confide in others, but the last person I expected was Caleb. I was grateful that they had talked things out, and I hoped that the conversation between my boy and Josaiah was going well, too.

I closed my eyes, the Nickelback song fading to background noise. I recalled Colin's behavior as I roamed my hands over his costumed body and his words afterward. I felt the need in his kiss, the tremble in his voice, and in that moment, I wanted to just rip his clothes off and have my way with him. 

However, that still wasn't possible. I didn't want to come on too strong, and I didn't want to scare him off. Besides, I had a promise to uphold, to take things slow, and not push. Sex could wait. However, I couldn't help but think about his tongue sliding over my rigid dick, licking me clean after I busted down his throat, my fingers threading into his hair. Fuck! I squeezed my legs together and pulled my shirt down to hide my erection. 

I knew what I wanted, but I couldn't have it yet. No matter how logical I tried to be, I was going crazy with need on the inside. I needed to hear his moans, his cries, his pleas. I needed to feel his tight hole surrounding my hard dick while I pounded him. Would we ever get there?

I opened my eyes, attempting to calm my body. Colin needed to heal, and once he did, and he asked for sex, then and only then would I give it to him. I felt like an animal, ready to pounce on my prey. I needed a drink. I turned around and raised my right hand.

“What can I get for you?”

“Vodka, please.”

I listened to the music playing over the speakers, a slow song causing the room to quiet a little. The music calmed me, and I felt at peace as I listened to the lyrics. My glass was set before me, and I took a few sips. I didn't normally drink, but I needed something to calm me. I closed my eyes and continued to listen to the song and sip my beverage, my body rocking slightly. 

My boy had pleased me in more ways than one tonight, and that was better than anything sexual he could have given me. Then why did I feel so confused? Suddenly, arms were surrounding my neck, and I heard sniffles. Colin! I opened my eyes and turned in his arms.

“Hey, are you okay?” I stroked his hair and rested my hand on the back of his neck where the clasp to his play collar was.

“I'm better than okay. Thank you, Sir. Thank you.” His tears wet my skin, but I didn't care. He needed me.

“Did everything go okay with Josaiah?”

“We talked, he apologized, I apologized. I'm okay.”

“Caleb told me that you talked about your assault. How did that make you feel?” I whispered into his ear.

“That's why I'm so emotional, Sir. I told someone else, and I don't feel bad about it. I know that Caleb won't tell anyone. I… feel better. Thank you again.”

“My job is to push you, and if you had said that you couldn't go through with it for one reason or another, I wouldn't have forced it. However, I knew you could do it, boy. I'm so proud of you.”

“I needed to hear you say that. I'd like to take my place at your side, Sir. You were with me the entire time, and I need to show you how appreciative I am of you and your gift.”

His words made my heart soar. He remembered my words about the collar, and he was asking for permission to kneel by my side. I was in awe of this boy. I lifted his chin and kissed him, our tongues finding each other’s. The familiar feeling from deep within coursed through me, and I bit his lower lip, sucking it into my mouth. I wanted him so fucking badly, but I pulled away before I went too far.

“Sir, I…”

“Kneel,” I ordered, and I heard his sigh as he pulled away from me.

“Yes, Sir.” His tone was of exasperation, and I smiled to myself. Despite how I was feeling a few minutes ago, I was determined to make sure that Colin and I had a wonderful time before we stepped foot into the unknown, which was my house.
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The night had ended perfectly. I had won Most Outrageous Costume, which meant I owned a pumpkin head filled with candy. Colin and I had taken a tour of the club, seeing as he hadn't gotten to do so when he visited the first time. After the winners were announced, I felt quite tired, and I could tell that Colin was too. Now we sat on the couch, him in my arms, my fingers resting on his throat where his play collar was.

“I don't want to take this off. I feel honored to wear it, Sir.” He sounded almost sad, and I cupped his chin.

“You can wear it for the rest of tonight, and then I'm going to ask for it back. I'm glad that you feel safe wearing it.” I kissed his temple, and he giggled.

“I want to feel close to you,” he said, his hand finding mine. “Can I keep it, please?”

“If it means that much to you, boy.” I bent my face towards his, and he captured my lips.

I slid my tongue into his warm depths, and he moaned into my mouth. Oh my God! That sound was exquisite. I sucked on his bottom lip, grazing it with my teeth. My dick hardened as he took mine into his mouth, sucking hard. I pulled back and held his face in my hands. I wanted him.

“Colin,” I breathed.

“Sir.”

“I think… that we should slow down. As much as I love kissing you, I…” I trailed off, fighting with myself. Of course, I couldn't tell him the truth, but… “When I kiss you, I feel…”

“Alive, like I do? Sir, I know you said we should take things slow, but… what if I don't want to? What if I… want you?”

“In what way? Colin, remember what I said? Sex isn’t everything. I’m willing to wait. Our dynamic is moving in the right direction, and I don't want to rush this, honey. Kissing you gets me… excited, I will admit.” I inhaled to calm myself. “However, I'm thinking about your well-being, mental health, and physical health. You are my main priority, boy.”

“Sir, I understand that…” He trailed off, and silence followed. What was he thinking? His hand dropped from mine, and he sat up. “Maybe you're right. I'm…”

“Don't even say it, Colin!” I said firmly, pulling him back into my embrace. “Honey, I'm willing to wait as long as it takes, okay? There is no rush. We can slow things down, but I can't promise that I won't have to sneak a kiss every once in a while.”

“Please, don't stop kissing me.” I heard the need in his voice, and I smiled. He needed them as much as I craved them. “And since you've mentioned my mental and physical health, I will admit that I see improvement, but I… don't think I'm ready for… sex just yet. Your kisses just… make me feel something that I never thought I'd feel again.”

“I understand,” I said, ruffling his hair. “Now, I'm exhausted, and I know you are too. So, let's get ready for bed, and whoever makes it there first has to massage the other.”

Without listening to his words, I fled down the hall and into my room. He squealed as he ran after me, wrapping his arms around my waist. I stood at the foot of the bed and swiveled my head to regard him.

“Are you ready for your massage, boy?”

“If it's sure to put me to sleep, then yes I am, Sir.”

“Get into bed, Colin.”

He stayed put. I waited patiently, wondering what was on his mind. Then he removed his hands from around my waist, and I heard shuffling, then the clang of metal on the floor. I turned toward him.

“Colin, what are you doing?”

“Well, you can't massage me with clothes on, can you?” He had a point, but… “You know the areas not to touch, and Sir, I trust you. It's fine.”

Wow! He was willing to be naked in front of me. Either he was trying to prove to himself that he could do this, or the conversations at the club must have helped. Regardless, I would get to touch his warm flesh. I heard him climb into my bed, and I inhaled. There was nothing sexual about this, just two people enjoying each other's company through the power of touch.

“Sir, I am… waiting on you to mark my body with your fingertips.”

Holy hell!!! He had reiterated what I had spoken to him only weeks prior. I climbed onto the bed and crawled over to him. I could feel the heat from his body, and when I reached out to touch his skin, I shivered. This was really happening. He was lying on his stomach, and underneath my hand was his upper back.

“Are you ready, boy?”

“Yes, Sir.”

I wanted him to feel my lips before I pressed my fingertips into his skin. I kissed his shoulder blades, and he sighed as I pressed my fingers into his muscles. I repeated the action until I reached his lower back, and I stopped. His breathing was shallow, and I ran my hand down the middle of his back.

“Sir…” His voice was quiet as he addressed me. “You can… touch it. I need to feel your hands there.”

“Are you sure? This is a no-go area.”

“I know, but it wouldn't feel right if… you skipped over it. This is a full-body massage, after all. Please.”

“Only if you're sure, honey.” I trailed my fingers around his lower back, not wanting to press my fingers there.

“Can you… kiss it before you touch it? It might help.” His voice was wavering, and I stilled my movements.

“Are you sure? I could just skip over this area altogether, boy.”

“Sir, I'm sure.” He sounded sincere, and I inhaled, lowering my lips to his lower back.

As I pressed my lips to his scarred back, I felt his body stiffen. Over and over, I kissed his afflicted area, and I felt his muscles relax. He shivered as I kissed above his tattoo and down below. I lifted my head and waited.

“I'm fine.” His voice was wavering, and I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Sir, please continue. I promise I'm fine.”

I held my hand above his skin and felt the heat radiating from it. The last time I touched him here, he became relaxed and calm. Would my touch still have the same effect? I slowly lowered my hand to his lower back.

“I'm going to touch you now.”

I pressed my hand to his tattoo. Nothing happened for a while, and the only sound that could be heard was our breathing. I needed to make sure that he was okay before I continued.

“It's fine, Sir. No pain.”

“Good,” I breathed as I pressed my fingertips into his skin.

I kneaded the muscles in his lower back, and I felt the tension loosen. I held my hand there, marking his skin. Those men may have stained him with ink, but he owned something more profound: power. He carried it with him when he confronted Caleb and Josaiah, when he chose to kneel by my side, and when he allowed me to touch one of his no-go areas. 

His attackers were no longer winning, and as long as we had each other, we would be stronger than those men. I rubbed my hand up and down over his tattoo, and I sighed. His breathing was steady, and I knew that he was asleep. I spoke quietly into the darkness.

“He is going to be much stronger than this tattoo. He is not a cunt, but my boy. Mine.”


Chapter Forty

Colin

I'm lying on a bed in a room that resembles Stephen's. On the dresser are lit candles and surrounding me are rose petals. I hear a sound, and I look up to find Stephen's green eyes.

“We don't have to do this, honey.” He says in his deep rich baritone. “Your body is precious, and it needs to be cherished. I will understand if you want to take some time to think about this.”

“No, I don't want to wait. We've waited long enough. Please, Sir. You are everything to me. I want this.”

He leans over and presses his soft lips to mine. I press a hand into the back of his head as our tongues fight for what they want. I need him. He sucks on my bottom lip, grazing his teeth over the swollen skin. I do the same, and then he pulls back.

“Tell me, Colin, that this is what you want.” His tone is earnest, and I grab his hand.

“Stephen, this is what I want. You won't hurt me. I trust you.”

He sighs and removes his hand from mine. He pulls open a drawer, and I feel my heartbeat accelerate. This is really happening! He climbs onto the bed with me and runs his hand languidly over my body. 

I shiver at his warm touch, and my dick fills as he lazily moves his hand lower. He runs a single finger over my almost rigid cock, and I moan. He smiles as he does it again. Over and over until I'm rock solid. Then he pushes my legs apart, and my heart lurches in my chest. Stephen is going to fuck me.

“Are you ready, boy?”

“Yes, Sir,” I breathe.

His fingers are slick with lube, and I hold my breath as he runs them over my crease and my hole. Fuck! That feeling is exquisite. He circles my entrance with his lubed fingers, and I moan, I can't help it. Then he enters me, and I howl with pleasure. 

A white-hot need pulses through me, and as he pushes deeper, I ride that single digit. It feels so fucking good! Then he slowly adds another, and I close my eyes as I'm begging for his dick.

“You are mine, boy. Mine,” he says as he buries his fingers deep inside, and I scream as they graze over my prostate.

My eyes flew open, and I pressed my hand to my racing heart. Holy hell! What the fuck? Glancing over, I spotted Stephen lying on his back, his eyes closed and his mouth half-open. I stared at him, and my heart began to beat rapidly. 

Looking down, I saw that my dick was rock hard. No! I focused on my breathing, closing my eyes, and counting each breath. Why did I dream of something like that? Of course, Stephen didn't want me in that way, but the dream felt so real. Could I have been kidding myself all along? Could I have been seeing what I wanted to see?

I sat up and turned toward Stephen, the man who had helped me see things differently. Last night, he told me that when he kissed me, he got excited. I did too, but I couldn't tell him that. I didn't even know what this meant for me, and I was scared to find out. We agreed to take things slow, and last night, I admitted to not wanting to. Now, I wondered about Stephen.

Last night had been incredible, and I was shocked that he had won Most Outrageous Costume. When we finally made it home, all I wanted was to be wrapped in his arms, kissing his soft lips, but after he told me to slow down, I felt uncertain. My first thought when he admitted to getting excited was that he wanted me. 

He wanted to fuck me, and I was set to run. Then he made me think about my mental health and what I had already gotten from him, and none of that included sex, just kisses and his warm arms keeping me safe and secure. Then why did I feel so conflicted now? 

On the one hand, I wanted to heal and be completely ready before anything sexual happened between us. On the other, I felt something for him, and I needed to know what that was.

I watched Stephen sleeping, his chest rising and falling. My eyes roamed over his body, his shirt covering his beautiful, muscular biceps. I reached out and pressed my hand to his stomach. I rubbed across his clothed skin, and I shifted closer to him. I needed to do this for myself. I needed to see how we reacted to each other.

I lifted his shirt slightly and pressed my hand to his stomach. I took a deep breath, and just like he had done last night down my back, I pressed my lips to his skin. I waited, looking for any signs that he was waking up, and when I saw none, I continued, making my mark on his skin with my lips and tongue. 

I could feel my dick responding, and I stopped. Well, I was feeling something, but was Stephen? He wanted me, I was sure of it, but how could I find out? My eyes landed on his crotch, and I smiled. This would determine if he wanted me sexually.

I held my hand over his dick, my mind now empty. If I do this, will he wake up? I needed to know, but then what? If he got hard, would I leave? I couldn't, but it would prove that he does want sex from me. 

Could I live with that, knowing that my Dom was interested in something more from me? There was only one way to find out. Slowly, I lowered my hand to his flaccid dick and held it there. I waited, watching his face, but nothing happened. 

With my heart hammering in my chest, I rubbed my hand over his dick, and at the same time, my cock started to fill. I kept going, and within seconds, Stephen's dick was almost erect. Why was I doing this? I squeezed it, and it stood at attention. 

Wow, it was thick, and I shivered as I gazed at it. His pants covered it, but I could feel the girth and width of it. I cupped my own cock, long and meaty, and I pressed my palm to it. I stared at Stephen's growing erection once more, and I closed my eyes. My touch made him hard, which meant that he wanted me sexually. 

A moan cut through my thoughts. I froze, realizing that my hands were still on our growing erections. His groan, though, was beautiful. Then I felt him stir.

“Colin,” he moaned, and I couldn't look away from his face. His mouth was open, and his eyes were closed. His hand came to rest on mine. He moved it up and down, and my heart hammered in my chest. Stop this! The rapture on his face was…

I yanked my hand from underneath his, and his eyes flew open. He knew that I was touching him, I could see it on his face. My instincts kicked in, and I moved across the bed, landing on my feet on the floor. Stephen still hadn't uttered a word, but he didn't have to. His actions had told me everything that I needed to know.

“Colin? What's going on?” His voice was full of sleep.

“I… I wanted… I wanted you.” It was the best thing that I could come up with.

“You wanted me? Colin,” he sighed as he reached to turn on the bedside lamp. “I thought we talked about this last night. We aren't going to worry about sex right now. I told you, there's no rush. I can wait to have you, boy.” That's not what your dick's saying. 

“I thought you didn't want me in this way.” I couldn't hide the bitterness in my voice. “I thought that your main priority was me and my healing.”

“It is, Colin.” He maneuvered to climb out of bed, but I backed away. “Colin, what is going on? I woke up, and…”

My eyes were glued to his face, and I watched every emotion cross it in slow motion. Lust, sadness, but the most painful to see was the look of hurt that seemed to permeate and resonate throughout his entire body. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“Did you touch me while I was asleep?” His tone was no longer calm but tinged with pain. I lowered my head, his expression too much to bear.

“I… I wasn't trying anything, I swear.” I closed my eyes, trying to figure out what to say. “I just needed to see for myself…”

“What? How I would react to you?” The pain in his eyes was too much, and I turned away from him. He was going to leave me, I just knew it. I needed to get out of here.

“Yes, but it just proved to me that all along, you wanted me for sex! You are no better than…”

He was off the bed and in front of me within seconds. His hands gripped mine, and I refused to look into his eyes. The pain searing my wrists couldn't have compared.

“I would never hurt you, never.” His hands were shaking, and all I wanted to do was hold him, but I was too angry and confused. “You have hurt me, Colin. I told you last night that I got excited when we kissed, but tonight, you took it upon yourself to see how my body reacted to you. Do… do you think that little of me? I… I have never… pressured you into anything, never.”

Tears streamed down his face, and my heart shattered. How could I ever look at this man again? He had given me so much, and now, it was all falling apart.

“I was willing to wait for you. Colin, sex wasn't on my mind, do you hear me? I want you, okay?” he bellowed, and my heart dropped. It was time. “But not in the way you think. Please, Colin.”

I wrenched my hands from his and dashed down the hall. I found my bag on the floor near the couch, and I stuffed my costume inside. I was still naked, but there was no way I would face Stephen again. He wanted me.

“I need my clothes,” I called down the hall, hoping that my voice didn't sound small.

Minutes passed, and then I heard footsteps padding down the hall. I closed my eyes as he approached the couch, and he sniffled. He swiftly walked away, and I dressed quickly. Gathering my bag, I walked toward the front door and pulled it open. I stepped outside, feeling my heart shatter all over again. 

Tears filled my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. Snow crunched underneath my feet, but I couldn't care less. I unlocked my car doors and blindly climbed in. The darkness of the night was inviting, and I pulled out my phone: 3:00 a.m. Where in the hell was I going to go this late at night? I couldn't go home, and Dennis was out of the question. 

I started the car, deciding that maybe a drive would clear my mind. Stephen’s pained expression popped into my head, and I sniffled. No! He wants me for sex. No! I pulled away from the apartment complex and drove away from the one person who used to give my life meaning.
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My eyes and throat burned from holding back the tears that I knew would eventually fall. How did things get this far? I turned off the engine and looked at the sign for All Access. Why was I here? One minute I was driving with no destination in mind, and then I remembered Caleb's words. Would he be here? I exited the car and started the walk up to the front door. 

What if I came all this way for nothing? What if everyone had gone home for the night? There was no sign of the security guard from earlier, and I wrapped my hand around the ice-cold doorknob. Taking a deep breath, I tried the door. It opened, and I stepped inside, finding Rachel and Jenny in their places at the front desk.

“Colin? Is everything okay? You don't look so good.”

“I… I'm not.” I was a mess. Tears streamed down my face silently, and the girls surrounded me within seconds.

“What happened?” Jenny asked.

“I… I lost Stephen… I…” I hiccupped, and then arms surrounded me, the strong scent of perfume invading my nostrils. I looked up to find Jenny's face trained toward mine.

“Rachel, let the guys know that we'll have to stay a little longer. Please, he shouldn't be alone.” 

I was touched by Jenny's generosity, but I didn't want to intrude.

“I… if you need to be somewhere, I can go. I just thought…”

“No one's leaving until your eyes are dry, your belly's full, and a smile is on your face. I'll be back.” Rachel wasn't playing around, and I was grateful for her take-charge attitude.

“Colin, what happened? Do you want to talk about it?” 

Suddenly, the doors to the club opened, and a swarm of people surrounded Jenny and I. Caleb and Josaiah stood side-by-side while Cyrus stood behind Jenny.

“Colin, why don't you come inside? We can make you something to eat, and if you want, you can tell us what's going on.” Caleb's soft tone was calming to hear, and I sighed as I pulled away from Jenny. Her hand caught mine as we followed the others into the club.

The main area looked like it hadn't been used tonight. Everything was clean and tidy. I sat in a chair next to Jenny, and her arm went around my shoulders.

“Do you like salad?” Rachel asked, and I shook my head. “Grilled cheese, fries, pizza?”

“I don't think I can eat. I…”

“Pepperoni flatbread pizza it is. I'm not going to allow you to be hungry, Colin.”

I smiled at her as she walked away, and as the others pulled up chairs, I looked around. These people were willing to risk their sleep for me. Why?

“We can wait until Rachel gets back with your food, or you can tell us now if you want. Do you want some coffee or hot chocolate?” Jenny asked.

“Hot… chocolate, please.” Fresh tears spilled from me as I remembered serving Stephen his favorite beverage. He doesn't want me in that way, just for sex. 

Caleb took Jenny's place next to me, and I turned toward him. Our eyes locked, and he nodded. He was by my side, both physically and figuratively. A mug of hot chocolate was placed before me, and I sighed as its delicious aroma permeated my nostrils. 

I wrapped my hands around the steaming cup, the burn distracting me from the ache in my heart. Then Rachel returned with a plate full of pizza, and my mouth watered. I thanked her and watched as she sat on the opposite side of me. Everyone was waiting for me to speak.

“I did something… that… cost me my relationship with… Stephen.” The ache in my chest expanded, and I held my breath. “I… he… was so hurt.”

“Colin,” Caleb whispered as his hand rested on my knee. “I don't know what is going on, but if it involves your feelings for Stephen, I think you might want to fill everyone else in on what you told me. That is, only if you're comfortable.”

I told Caleb because, well, it came up in conversation. I was practically a stranger to these people, but the sense of friendship, family, and love was strong here. Could I trust them? Would they tell anyone?

“I need to tell you all a story, but I need to know that this stays between us. No one else can know.”

“We promise.” The entire group chimed in unison, and my mouth dropped open. What? Wow!

I opened my mouth and inhaled deeply. You can do this. Caleb had witnessed something traumatic at such a young age, and he had shared that with me. All of these people were strangers to me except for Josaiah. I grabbed my mug and took a long sip before regarding the others.

“About a month ago, Stephen saved me from a horrible predicament I’d gotten myself into. I was dealing with my breakup from… Josaiah, and I wasn't coping well. I came to the opening night of All Access, but I saw Caleb and Josaiah together, and I just… ran. Seems to be my specialty,” I mumbled. 

Josaiah rose from the table and excused himself.

I continued, “That night, I booked a plane ticket to Alabama, packed my bags, and the next morning I boarded the plane. I was determined to get away from the pain, the anger, the sadness. I was so… lost. For a year, I just went to work. Other than that I didn't leave my apartment.”

“I'm so sorry you were hurting, Colin,” Jenny said softly.

“I loved Alabama at first. It was beautiful, the people were very hospitable, so polite, and the food was superb. I didn't want to leave, but I was on a mission. I saw an ad for Flame of Fury, a new BDSM club in Bessemer. That was my destination. I was looking for the pain to stop, and I hoped I would find what I was looking for there. I… left Alabama in worse shape than when I had arrived.” 

My chest tightened, remembering Stephen's arms holding me outside of the Dairy Queen when I had run away again. I shook my head, not wanting to cry. I closed my eyes as I continued. “I met this guy, Luke. He seemed nice, we talked and had a few drinks. We walked around the club for a while, and then he mentioned this party at his private dungeon. I was looking to unwind, so I accepted his invitation.”

“Take your time,” Caleb whispered, and I leaned toward him, needing something to ground me.

“Luke and I kissed… um,” I swallowed, my eyes filling with tears. “He kissed me before we went inside, and I kissed him back. Then I met his two other friends, Matt and Wayne. I was handed a drink while Luke went to check on the other members of the dungeon, and then…” I turned my head, holding my breath. 

You're almost done. Keep going. “We explored the dungeon, and I started to feel really drunk. All I knew was that I wanted to lie down, and Luke led me into a bedroom. I remember lying on the bed, and then nothing until… I woke up in my hotel room.”

I turned to look at the others, and their eyes said so much. I didn't have to say anything more. A scream cut through the air, and I saw Rachel run to the back of the club. What was happening?

“It's Carly,” Cyrus spoke up. “She must've overheard. Jenny…?”

“I will go check on her, but first, Colin, I need to know.” She placed a hand over her mouth and lifted her face in my direction. “Did Luke rape you?”

“He… did, and so did Wayne and Matt. I… don't remember the rape, but I have fragmented memories of the night. I guess my mind is trying to piece together the events that transpired.” I dropped my head onto the table and sighed. “They gave me an STI and an anal fissure, and Stephen just… wouldn't leave my side.”

I sobbed, my body shaking. He was so warm, kind, and caring to me during the first few weeks after my assault. After I agreed to be his submissive, my feelings had started to grow. But what was I to him now? Nothing? Hands rubbed up and down my back, and I kept my eyes lowered as I spoke.

“Stephen… he wanted me to complete tasks to help me keep my mind off of my pain and trauma. He has given me so much, and he hates me now. I just know it.”

“Not from where I'm sitting,” Cyrus spoke up. “It's how he talks about you, the way he advocates for you, his body language when you’re in his presence. Colin, he loves you, no doubt about it.”

Caleb had said the same thing, but if it was true, why hadn't he said anything? I closed my eyes, but all I saw was Stephen's hurt expression. He didn't love me.

“So, what did you do, if I may ask?” Caleb’s voice was soft, and I inhaled.

I told them of my feelings for Stephen and my doubts after my assault. Everyone listened intently as I talked about my fear of having sex and my feelings of failure. I didn't want to cry anymore, but I found myself tearing up as I spoke about the recent happenings.

“I… he doesn't want me as his sub. He wants me for my body. He got hard.”

“Colin, you were touching his dick!” Rachel exclaimed. “What did you think was going to happen?”

“No,” Jenny whispered. Her face was stricken with tears. “He got hard, and so did you. You want Stephen in that way, right?”

“I… I don't know.” I sighed, my hands covering my face. I no longer knew what I wanted.

“Colin, please eat.” Rachel looked at me and then at my untouched food.  I stared at my pizza, still intact. Finally, I picked up a slice and bit into it. The cheese was melted just the way I liked it, and I moaned appreciatively.

“So, Colin,” Cyrus started. “I have an idea of what Stephen's thinking. You've mentioned almost five times that he has given you so much. He has respected your boundaries and limits and hasn't pushed. He's also told you that sex isn't important, right? Now, the trust is broken between you two. Are you in therapy? If so, how were you grappling with these feelings before?”

“I am in therapy, and I… just believed in my Dom. I wanted to trust in his word, his promises, but after last night…” 

Rachel speared me with a look that had me clamping my mouth shut.

“You've been through a lot, I get that,” she started. “However, you can't be mad at him for getting hard. Has he given you any reason to believe that he wants you for just your body?”

“I just told you that he said kissing me gets him excited.” I spat, and her eyes never left mine.

“That's normal, Colin. When you've kissed him, have you gotten hard?” 

I swallowed, realizing that I now needed to do some thinking.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“So, why did you run out of his house? Because you've got it in your head that this man wants you for sex? From where I'm sitting, Stephen's just being a good Dom by respecting your limits. He was spooked to find your hand wrapped around his dick, and he was hurt by your actions. He said no sex, and you went ahead and played God with your dynamic. Why can't you see that Stephen loves you, Colin? He was willing to wait for you, and all because he got hard, you want nothing to do with him? You're stupid.”

“Rachel!” Jenny yelled, and my heart dropped. She wasn't lying, though. I was stupid.

“No, Jenny! Stephen has done everything that a Dom should do, and Colin's too… damn stupid to see that he was just looking out for him.” Caleb rose then and walked over to Rachel. Jenny took his place and pulled me into a hug.

“Don't listen to her,” she whispered into my ear. “Everything's going to be okay. Talk to your therapist, but we want to see you and Stephen back together. He obviously makes you happy.”

In so many ways, he did. Thoughts tumbled through my aching head, and I wanted to cry. What had I done, walking out on my Dom? He wouldn't forgive me. I sighed, relaxing into her embrace.

“He does. I just don't know how to make this right.”


Chapter Forty-One

Stephen

I couldn't sleep, I couldn't eat, and I didn't want to think. Colin, my boy, my submissive, was gone. I didn't understand why. He had said that he wanted me, but then he left. He had walked out of here without a word, which hurt me more than anything. I thought we were working towards something… I sat up and grabbed the box of Kleenex that sat on my nightstand. I hadn't stopped crying since he’d closed the door on our dynamic. I loved him so much.

I wondered where he had gone, and for the millionth time I picked up my phone to call his burner phone, which he had taken with him. That was our way of communicating, and I needed to make sure he was okay. I dialed the number and waited, holding my breath. Please answer. As soon as his voicemail played, I ended the call and threw the phone across the bed. It was 5:00 a.m., and I had no idea where my boy was.

His actions tonight had disturbed and floored me. The dream I was having was of Colin and I, and when I woke up his hand was wrapped around my dick. Then he said that all I wanted from him was sex. My heart shattered at the thought, and I couldn't help the sob that escaped from my throat. 

I had never felt this… heartbroken before over another man. I wanted Colin in more ways than one, but the furthest from my mind was the sex. Sure, kissing him made me hard, but why would he touch me without my permission? Why would he betray my trust like that?

Now I was without a submissive, and I didn't know what to do about it. He needed space, I knew that, but what he also needed was his therapist. The fact that he had touched me was jarring within itself, but I had explicitly said that there was no rush. Was I sending mixed signals? Was I too open about my feelings? God, why did this have to happen now? 

Thanksgiving was in a few weeks, and there was no way I'd be up for going to see family. Colin was the only boy I needed, and now he was gone. This was all my fault. There was no one I could call. Dennis and I weren't on speaking terms, and I just knew that he would rub this in my face. Ryan wouldn't understand, and my parents, I couldn't talk to them about this yet. Not yet. I turned over and cried myself to sleep, thinking about the boy I would give my life for.
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I sat in my office at LTF, my face trained toward the computer screen, but my hands rested in my lap. Sleep didn’t come easily, and I was hungry, but I couldn't eat. Everything I did reminded me of Colin and getting ready this morning was a chore. 

I had entertained the thought of staying home, but Clyde needed me. Besides, work would keep my mind off of my pain. All I could hear was Colin's last words, his laugh, and I just wanted to curl up into a ball and cry. I had lost my boy.

A knock sounded at my office door, and I didn't answer. The door was pushed open, and then it closed again. I felt a presence on my left side, and I sighed.

“Yes?”

“Stephen,” Ryan's soft voice filled my ears. “You haven't booted up your computer. You do… know what time it is, right?”

“Of course, I know the time!” I snapped, and immediately regretted it. Ryan had been nothing but kind to me, and I should show him some respect.

“Look at me, Stephen.” 

I raised my face in the direction of his voice. 

“Oh my God! You look awful. Have you slept? Eaten?” Keep it together. 

“I can't…” My lips trembled, and I bit them. Not now! “It's… Colin.”

Tears fell freely from my eyes as I uttered my boy's name. My heart shattered all over again, and I didn't pull away from Ryan's embrace. I needed the physical connection.

“What happened?”

“I… he… I love him so much. So, fucking much! He left me, Ryan.”

“I'm so sorry, man. Listen, I'll be right back. Please, put away your laptop.”

I obviously was in no shape to work, but I had to. I could always work from home, but not forever. I placed the laptop in my bag, and then I felt my phone vibrate from my pocket. I removed it, and VoiceOver announced the name that had just made me cry.

Hello, Sir. I am at work. 

That was it? He didn't ask how I was or… I swallowed, remembering his last words. If I wanted him for sex, why would he be texting me and using my honorific? Regardless, I was grateful that he hadn't completely turned his back on me. 

My heart dropped, realizing that we would no longer enjoy each other’s company, snowball fights, or his delicious cooking. I felt a hand on my back, rubbing up and down. Ryan had returned.

“Clyde wants to see you. I told him that you were in no shape to work today, and he has agreed to give you the next few days off if you need them. I didn't tell him everything. After you talk with him, I will take care of you as you have done for me.”

I knew that Ryan was trying to be nice, but I didn't need him or anyone else. All I needed was my bed, my pillows, and my thoughts of Colin. I needed him. I rose from my chair, shook my head, and allowed Ryan to guide me down the hall into the boss's office. We came to a stop, and I heard the chair swivel.

“Good morning, Mr. Clarke. Mr. Meadows has informed me of your predicament. Would you mind explaining to me what's going on?”

“Mr. Vargas, I…” My breath caught in my throat. “I… My boyfriend…”

“Look, Stephen. I don't know what is going on, but your personal issues shouldn't interfere with your work performance. Now, I expect you to be back here on Thursday.”

“Yes. I understand…” 

Ryan interrupted me.

“Wait! You told me that he could probably get the whole week off. Now he has to come back on Thursday. Mr. Vargas, can't you see that he is in pain? His boyfriend left him.”

“Mr. Meadows, this doesn't concern you. Stephen is a grown man, and I expect him to be back on Thursday. You shouldn't have come into work today, Stephen. Go home. I'll see you on Thursday.”

“Okay.”

“Look at him. Mr. Vargas, look at him.” 

I leaned against the doorframe, my face trained toward the floor. I felt pretty awful, but I probably looked even worse.

“Mr. Clarke, look at me.” Mr. Vargas's gruff tone reached my ears, and I followed his instructions. Silence followed, and I wondered what Clyde saw. “Stephen, have you slept? Eaten?”

“No, sir. Not really,” I admitted softly.

“Stephen, I can't have you coming into work when you're not at your best. Mr. Meadows told me that your laptop wasn't even open when he entered your office.” I nodded, and he sighed. “Okay, come back next Monday. I expect you to work from home this week, is that understood?”

“Yes.” Relief washed over me. I would have my shit together in a week. “Thank you.”

“You can thank me by going home, getting a bite to eat, and some rest. Mr. Meadows, a word.”

Ryan led me outside of Clyde's office and told me to wait. The door closed, and I pulled out my phone. I reread Colin's text, and my eyes filled with tears. I miss you, boy. As I placed it back into my pocket, I heard angry tones coming from the office.

“He needs me, sir. I can't leave him alone. It's just one day, dammit!” 

I was appalled at Ryan's behavior toward our boss, but I was touched by his need to look out for me.

“Ryan, your mouth is going to get you into trouble. You don't want me to make a call to Jeff, do you?” 

Was Clyde threatening Ryan?

“Call him. I'm sure he'd back me up on this. Stephen shouldn't be alone right now. That's all I'm saying. I'll be back tomorrow.”

“Stephen is a grown man, Ryan. He will be okay. I need you here in the office.”

“And tomorrow, I will be. But right now, a friend needs me.” I heard Ryan's hand touch the doorknob, but Clyde's gruff voice stopped him.

“I'm calling Jeff. You have my permission to drive Stephen home, but anything more isn't your problem. He can take care of himself.” 

I moved toward the door, gripped the handle, and flung it open.

“Mr. Vargas, he'll be back tomorrow, okay? It's not like you're running low on staff. Also, threatening to call his caregiver is fucking absurd! All he's doing is helping me through a difficult time. He can work from home, too. Ryan, let's go.”

“Mr. Clarke, for someone who's so down, you sure do have a lot to say. I don't have time for this. Stephen, I expect you back here on Thursday, and Ryan, later today. No exceptions.”

“Ryan, let's go,” I gritted out, and I allowed the door to slam. That son of a bitch was going to be the death of me. How dare he threaten Ryan? Wasn't that illegal?

The door opened, and a hand rested on my shoulder. Ryan guided me back into my office, and once there, I told him to shut the door. I turned toward him.

“How often does he threaten to call Jeff?” My tone was stern as I spoke.

“This… this was the first time. I guess since Jeff put in a good word for me in order to get the job, he feels that he can notify him when things go awry. All because I don't want you to be alone.”

“I don't want you to lose your job over me, though.” I sighed, picking up my laptop bag. “Let's get out of here.”

“I don't think I will, but if I do, Jeff won't allow me to sulk. His firm hand will keep me in line.” He giggled, and something clicked inside of my head.

“Hold on!” I waved my hand in front of him. “Is Jeff your… Dominant?”

“Oh my God!” The whispered exclamation from Ryan's mouth told me everything. “How did you know?”

“You said firm hand. I know what that means, Ryan. I'm a Dominant, too.”

Suddenly, arms surrounded my neck, and I smiled. Ryan was probably hugging me because I understood the lifestyle.

“You get me, Stephen. You really do.” His voice was tinged with pent-up emotion, and I rubbed his back. I felt a sense of peace wash over me. We shared a commonality that most people didn’t understand.

“I get you. Don't worry, your secret's safe with me.”

“So, if you're a Dominant, does that mean that you were… Colin's?”

“Yes,” I whispered, and the ache in my heart grew. I just wanted to go home. Ryan read my mind.

“Let's get you home.”


Chapter Forty-Two

Colin

I sat across from Dr. Rogers in his office. The week had passed slowly, and somehow, by the grace of God and the power of friendship, I was doing… okay. The group of friends I had met on Sunday had been by every day this week to make sure I wasn't alone. However, today was one of those days where I wished for some peace and quiet. I needed time to myself, but first I needed to get through therapy.

“Colin, what's going on this morning? You don't look… well.”

I told him everything with tears streaming down my face. I told him about the nightmares returning, this time they weren't of my rape, but of Stephen burning, bleeding, and dying in front of my eyes with the same pained expression on his face. Dr. Rogers listened intently, his hands folded in front of him. When I finished, his warm eyes regarded me.

“You touched Stephen while he was asleep? You said it was because you wanted to see how he reacted to you and you to him, but he had already told you plenty of times that sex wasn't on his mind. So, although he admitted to getting hard when you kissed him, wasn't that enough?”

“No, it wasn't. I wanted to… see how he reacted to my touch. He got hard.”

“That's normal, Colin. However, because he became erect due to your touch, do you believe that he wanted you for sex all along?”

“I… he admitted to wanting me, Dr. Rogers,” I sighed. “He was actually pleasuring himself with my hand… before he woke up.” I sounded like a fool. What was I thinking?

“How do you think Stephen felt when he woke to your hand wrapped around his penis after he had told you that sex was not on his mind?” Dr. Rogers tapped his fingers on the oak top of his desk, and I covered my face with my hands.

“He was hurt.” I groaned. I couldn't forget his expression even if I tried. “Why did I do that? Why was I so stupid?”

“Last week, Colin, you admitted to being attracted to Stephen. You told me of your erection when you kissed him. Could that be why you wanted to explore these reactions?”

“Maybe,” I whispered, lowering my hands. “However, I know this problem is deeper than that. This is my fault. I did this.”

“But why, Colin?” Dr. Rogers stared into my eyes, awaiting my answer. Of course, I knew the answer, but it would break my heart to say it aloud.

“Because… I…”

“Take your time, Colin. Therapy is a process.”

“I was raped, and I'm having a hard time believing that any man would want me after all that I've been through. I… also can't break this thought cycle of Stephen being like those men.” I clamped my mouth shut as a memory surfaced. I was about to tell Stephen that he was just like… them. What the fuck?

“Colin, your face has gone white. What is it?”

“I almost told Stephen… that… he… was like those men. Oh my God.” Tears sprang to my eyes, and I didn't dash them away as they fell. “No wonder he hasn't reached out. He must think I'm crazy and delusional.”

“Colin, look at me.” I kept my eyes on my therapist’s face as he spoke. “Count each breath and listen. Your rape was awful, leaving you feeling vulnerable and lost. However, there has been one constant person who hasn’t left your side since the night you were admitted to the hospital. Well, two. Who are they?” Those answers were no-brainers.

“You and Stephen.”

“Exactly. What did Stephen tell you that night?”

“That… that… he wouldn't leave my side.” I sniffled, the realization hitting me like a ton of bricks. I had really fucked up. I had lost Stephen due to my own devices.

“Okay. So, has he given you any indication of wanting you for sex?” I knew the answer, but I couldn't utter it.

“No. He hasn't.” I whispered, and tears fell from my eyes as I spoke. Stephen had proven himself time and time again, but my constant fear and doubt seemed to override that fact.

“He has told you over and over that sex can wait, right?” I nodded, and he sat back in his chair. “Okay. We're going to try a little exercise. Close your eyes. Now I want you to think about Stephen. Just get an image of him in your mind.”

I did as instructed, and I smiled at my favorite image. It was the one I saw when I was anxious or scared. When I was having a bad day. When Stephen helped me to fall asleep after a nightmare. I nodded as the image became clearer.

“Now I want you to rid your mind of all thoughts. Relax each muscle group, breathe, but keep that image in the forefront of your mind. When you're ready, nod.”

I focused on relaxing each muscle group, from my neck down to my toes. I breathed in and out, and by the time I was finished, all I could see in my head was the image of Stephen relaxing on the bench. I nodded per Dr. Rogers's instructions.

“Good. You look more relaxed. Now repeat after me, okay? Stephen doesn't want me only for sex.”

“Stephen… doesn't want me only for sex.”

“Again.”

“Stephen doesn't want me only for sex.”

“Five more times.”

In my head, I saw Stephen's face and his relaxed posture, and I repeated the phrase slowly five times. This seemed silly, but as I spoke, I felt something shift. Dr. Rogers was… helping me.

“Okay. Now repeat after me. I have feelings for Stephen.”

“I… I have feelings for Stephen. I have feelings for Stephen.”

“Three more times.”

I did as instructed while focusing on Stephen's face. The tension was no longer present within my muscles, and I wondered why Dr. Rogers had suggested this exercise.

“Slowly, open your eyes.” I held a breath and obliged. Dr. Rogers's face came into view, his thick-framed glasses perched on his nose. “How do you feel?”

“Calm,” I admitted. “But…”

“Why do you think I had you complete that exercise?” 

Hell, if only I knew. I closed my eyes and thought about the session up until now. I was placing the blame on Stephen when it was my fault. I touched him, became upset, and ran. I did this.

“You wanted me to change my thought patterns?”

“Yes, Colin. You don't believe Stephen cares for you or that you care for him. You are scared of those feelings because of your assault. It scarred you, however, it doesn't mean that you are damaged forever. Stephen gave you something to focus on, which was serving him.”

“Serving him… made me feel… whole. It’s a feeling that I can’t describe. It was like… I would go to the ends of the earth to see him happy. Now I feel… lost.” I exhaled, feeling the weight of my confession lift from my shoulders.

“If Stephen were here in this room with us right now, what would you say to him?”

“That I am so sorry for hurting him and that I would become a better boy mentally and emotionally for myself so that I could be that for him. Please, I…”

“Colin, therapy is a process, and you haven't given up, which is good. Are you willing to put in the work to get your Sir back? It will take some heavy lifting on your part, but I have complete faith in you. You will conquer this hold that your attackers have had on you since the night of your assault, and you will be reunited with Stephen. Are you ready for that?”

“More than anything.”
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As I locked my car doors, I spotted Zander standing next to his red Honda Civic. I waved to him. He waved back, and as he approached me, I gave him a smile.

“Hey, man. How have you been?” Zander asked.

“Doing okay. Where are you off to?”

“Going to play basketball with the guys. Hey, I hope it’s okay, but a group of people asked me if I knew you. They said they were your friends.” 

I knew who he was talking about, and I pressed a hand to my forehead. “Yeah, they are. Are they still here?”

“They asked to wait outside of your apartment. I said yes. Was that okay?”

I really wanted time to myself this weekend, but…

“Yeah, it’s fine. Hey, have fun with the guys. I’ll see you soon.” I smiled and waved as I turned to walk toward my apartment.

“Thanks, man. Peace.”

As I approached, I grinned at my new friends. They returned my smile as I stuck my key into the lock, and once we stepped inside, Jenny pulled me into a hug. I welcomed it, the weight of today’s therapy session still heavy on my mind. After pulling away, I closed and locked the door.

“Your neighbor is cute,” Rachel piped up, and I laughed.

“I'll tell him you said that.”

I sat on the couch and Cyrus, Jenny, and Carly followed suit. I turned on the television, and a sitcom appeared on the screen. Rachel headed to the kitchen, and I heard a squeal followed by the sound of a package being unwrapped. A few minutes went by, and then the smell of buttered popcorn filled the air.  

After today's session, I needed to unwind and wondered if my new friends were here to help me accomplish that. I had hoped that I could sift through these thoughts and feelings about Stephen at some point this weekend, but that didn’t seem possible now.

“How was therapy?” Rachel asked as she returned to the living room. She handed me the bowl of popcorn, and I took a handful before I passed it to Cyrus.

“Dr. Rogers is really helping me to see things differently. That's all I can say,” I responded, leaning back into the warm cushions. “So, what's the plan for this weekend?”

“Actually, there is a reason we're all here,” Cyrus spoke up. “You've met Carly, haven't you?”

“Yes, I have. Hi, Carly,” I said as I regarded her.

“Hi,” she said softly. Her arms were crossed, and her smile was small.

“You both have something in common, and it might be best if you two could talk. We’ll leave, grab food, and if you want, maybe we could spend the night? We just don’t want you to be alone.” 

The last person who had spent the night was… Stephen. Carly was obviously hurting, and I didn't want to say no. Could we somehow help each other?

“Food sounds great. Carly and I can stay here and talk. We’ll figure out the rest when you return. How does that sound?”

“I like the way you think, Colin.” Rachel hugged me, and I wrapped my arms around her, feeling elated to be surrounded by such good people.

As soon as I had informed Rachel of my favorite foods, the group had exited my apartment, leaving Carly and me alone. I turned off the television and faced her. She reached for my hand, and I took it, giving it a gentle squeeze. 

“Cyrus mentioned we have something in common?” I asked.

“It’s a bit of a rough story, but I want to tell you, if it's okay.” When I nodded, she squeezed my hand in return. “I thought I had found my perfect Sir a year ago, but it turned out to be a lie.”

She told me of Tyberius, her Dominant, who seemed wonderful and perfect initially. His hatred of himself as a blind man, in addition to his feelings of worthlessness, was the reason he turned to alcohol, and she sobbed as she told me of her kidnapping by Jenny’s ex-boyfriend. Tyberius was drinking after their scene, and he had passed out, which was how Carter was able to get into his house: the door wasn’t locked.

Her friends had saved her, but the next morning, they had found out that Tyberius had died of alcohol poisoning. Carly leaned against me as she sobbed. I wrapped my arms around her, her tears wetting my skin.

“I loved him, Colin. I loved him, but our dynamic wasn't healthy. Because of him, I was kidnapped and almost raped. He was the reason I have… turned my back on the lifestyle. Don't get me wrong, I am happy for my friends, but I can't be a part of something that has caused me so much pain. I just can't.” I rubbed her back as I heard the pain in her voice. 

She was heartbroken, not just because of her ex. It seemed that she really wanted to explore this lifestyle, but that experience had ruined it for her.

“I get it. I'm so sorry that you're still grieving, Carly. If there's anything that I can do, please let me know.”

“You have your own problems, honey,” she said softly as she pulled away. I sat back against the couch, watching her face. “I will be okay, and I'm glad that they gave us a chance to talk in private. There’s something that I have to tell you that I can’t confide to my friends.”

“Okay,” I said, reaching for her hand. She took it and looked into my eyes. There was a cloak of sadness surrounding her, and I desperately wanted to shoulder her pain.

“Every time I walk into All Access, I'm reminded of my few months with Tyberius. The good, the bad, and the ugly. I see Jenny and Cyrus together, Caleb and Josaiah, and I feel so… alone. I know that Rachel's single, but she won't be for long. Look at her. She's beautiful, feisty, and a nurturer. Cyrus has trained her well.”

“I knew that she was a Domme,” I exclaimed, throwing my hands into the air. “Wow, that's amazing. I'm sorry, um. So, what you're saying is…”

“That I'm not going to be at the club anymore. I will give up my job there. They don't need me, and I can focus on my day job. I just need to put this part of my life behind me.”

“Are you sure about this? I mean, won't your friends be upset?”

“Yes, but they'll understand. They saw the pain that Tyberius had caused and how lost I was after his death. I need to do this for myself.” Her voice was filled with determination as she spoke, and I smiled at her.

“Well, I won't say a word. I'm proud of you for doing this.”

“Okay, now that you know my story, I want to hear yours. Tell me about Stephen and your feelings for him. I know that you were assaulted, and I want to hear about that, too. You know about my kidnapping, and if I can help in any way, I will try.”

My heart went out to Carly. She was in so much pain, but she was trying her best to be strong for me. The sound of her scream resounded in my head, and I stilled.

“Are you sure you want to hear about my…”

“I do,” she whispered.

I swallowed and retold the story, from my breakup with Josaiah up until now. She listened intently, rubbed my hand, hugged me, and wiped away my tears. 

It was like she knew what I needed before I did. I was so grateful to be telling someone else about my struggles, and I realized that the more I talked about it, the easier it became. I had my new friends, my auntie, and my therapist, but the one person who I knew that I could confide in was gone. He was gone, and it was all my fault.

“I've realized that I… do have feelings for Stephen, but my fears and doubts have kept me from exploring them. However, I don't think I'll ever get the chance. I messed up pretty badly.”

“I don't know Stephen, but you said that he's given you so much. He doesn't seem like the type to just give up. Have you been keeping up with your tasks as Rachel has suggested?”

“Yes, I have,” I sighed. “He hasn't responded to any of my texts. I just want him to know that I'm thinking about him, that I…”

“You what?” Her smile was radiant as she looked into my eyes. “Oh, Colin. Do you love Stephen?”

“I… I don't know, Carly. I owe Stephen my life, do you understand? He saved me and has given me so much. How could I ever repay him?” My heart ached. I wanted my Sir to be here with me. I swallowed.

“You are in therapy, and you're abiding by your contract, though the trust has been broken. But, by doing those things, he will eventually see that you are starting to heal and that you are sorry. I'm… glad that you've found someone, Colin.”

“Thank you, Carly.”

We hugged, and I felt my entire body relax. Carly and I had bonded over our traumas, and I was starting to feel better. Dr. Rogers had given me mantras to repeat to myself. I hoped that focusing on changing my detrimental thoughts would help me feel whole again. I just needed one person to complete me: my Sir. I needed Stephen. The sound of a throat startled us, and we pulled apart, giggling.

“Are y'all ready to party?”


Chapter Forty-Three

Stephen

I'm sitting on a bed, and I’m holding someone. I breathe in the scent, and I smile. It’s Colin, and he's naked. I run my fingertips over his skin, and he whimpers softly as I continue to caress his body. Something's wrong. He needs me. Then he sobs uncontrollably, screaming that it hurts. 

I lift him and hold his body against my chest, and little by little his screams fade. I reach to stroke his hair, but there's no head. Then it is my turn to cry out as I smell smoke. His body is burning, but I refuse to let go. One by one, his arms and legs disappear, demolished by the fire.

I cling to what's left of him, shaking and crying. I'm holding on for dear life, but little by little, Colin is being burned to a crisp. I am left holding nothing but air. I shriek as I wake.

“Stephen! Stephen! Wake up!” 

Who is that? 

“It's Ryan, man. Wake up.”

I bolted upright, moving my head from side to side. What the fuck? That dream felt… so… real. I pressed a hand to my racing heart, breathing in and out to calm myself. A hand rested on my arm. The television in the corner was on, and a man was talking about Jesus. It was Sunday. Fuck! Colin wasn't with me, but Ryan was. He had insisted on staying for the weekend.

“Are you okay? I came out of the bathroom and heard you screaming. It seems like you were having a nightmare. You were shouting Colin's name.”

“Yeah,” I mumbled, rubbing my forehead. “I… I can't… he was…” A lump formed in my throat, and tears sprang to my eyes. Dammit! “I was holding him, and he was burning. What the fuck does that mean? Why?”

“They say that when you dream about someone, the other person is thinking about you. Maybe he was dreaming of you, too.” Ryan sat next to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Do you need anything?”

“Just… water.” I steadied my breathing and pressed my thumbs into my temples. “I'm sorry I scared you. It just felt…”

“So real, I know.” Ryan stood, and I could smell my Ivory Spring soap. “I'll be right back.”

“And can you make me a bagel with strawberry cream cheese? Please, I just…”

“Say no more. It will be done.”

I opened my mouth to scold him for interrupting me, but I clamped it shut as the realization struck. He wasn't Colin. He belonged to Jeff, who I had met on Friday. He was a quiet man with a booming voice, and his love for Ryan was obvious. I smiled as I remembered the shared kiss between the lovers. 

What I wouldn't give to feel Colin's lips against mine. I needed to feel that. I needed him. I reached for the remote and turned up the church service. I had grown accustomed to watching this on Sunday mornings. My mom and dad and I would sit on the couch together, eating breakfast and basking in the word of God. 

Now more than ever, I needed Him to point me in the right direction, though my instincts were never wrong. I just hated every second of what my decision was costing me. I wondered what Colin was doing, if he was taking care of himself, if he was alone. The smell of the toasted bagel wafter toward me, and I reached out.

“I hope this will help you feel better. I'm going to finish getting ready. Jeff will be calling soon. Need anything else?” Ryan wasn't my boy, but he was my friend. I knew that he was a submissive, and he had taken care of the cleaning and cooking without me asking. One last thing wouldn't hurt.

“Could you run me a bath? I like the vanilla bubble bath and Epsom.”

“Sure thing, man. Enjoy your breakfast.”

I smiled as his footsteps retreated down the hall. He seemed to have relaxed over the last week after Clyde's threat. Jeff had gone easy on him due to the circumstances, but Ryan still worried about losing his job. 

I, on the other hand, worked extra hard Thursday and Friday trying to keep the peace at work. Clyde didn't acknowledge my efforts, though, and I should've been upset, but for a friend I would do whatever I could to help.

I bit into the bagel and hummed with appreciation. Ryan had put just the right amount of cream cheese on, and I was so grateful for his help. This was my first official weekend without Colin, and with Ryan around, it wasn't so bad. 

However, there was a profound loss that I felt throughout my entire body, and I didn't know how I would cope once he left. I needed to somehow move on with my life, though my boy was miles away without me. As long as Dennis didn't show up, I would be fine. I couldn't handle anything else.
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I sat in the bath, allowing the bubble bath and Epsom salt to calm me. Ryan had left a few minutes ago, his Dom thanking me for being such a great friend. I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to wander. What was Colin doing now? Was he thinking of me? Was he alone?

“I miss you, boy.”

Since his absence, I’d realized that I couldn't live without him and didn't want to. His scent, voice, and warmth surrounded me, and I didn't want to let go of anything that reminded me of him. I wanted him as my submissive, but also as something more. 

I longed to wake up next to him in our bed, my body wrapped around his, to pass him in the kitchen while he cooked, squeeze his ass, and hear his adorable giggle. I wanted to sneak in kisses while we cuddled on the couch. I craved his kisses, so soft, warm, and full of need. My heart ached, and I swallowed. I grabbed my soap and began to wash my body, trying not to think about Colin. He's okay. He's fine. 

Stepping out of the tub, I wrapped a towel around my body and walked into my room. TobyMac played from my Bluetooth speakers, and I bounced my body to the beat. As I dressed, I decided that my bed was exactly what I needed. I would read and relax and try to keep my mind free of my boy.

I was slowly getting through Fifty Shades of Grey. This book wasn't piquing my interest like other BDSM novels had. However, I wanted to see it through to the end, and I recalled my mom telling me not to judge a book by its cover. I liked Christian well enough and found his personality interesting. 

I didn't know how long I had been lying there, but when a knock sounded at my front door, I bookmarked my spot and dashed into the living room. I wasn't expecting anyone, but I was anxious to see who was on the other side.

“Hello, Stephen.”

“Dennis? What do you want?” I knew I sounded harsh, but we had nothing to say to one another.

“How are you? I just wanted…”

“You lost the right to ask about how I’m doing when you talked shit about me as a Dom!” I snapped, stepping away from him. “If you’re here to tell me how I need to stay away from Colin, save your breath.”

“I came to apologize, Stephen. Please.” He sounded sincere, but I was tired of his know-it-all attitude. From upsetting Colin to stalking him, I had had enough.

“I don't want to hear your apologies, Dennis. I am in no mood to deal with you right now, so get the hell out of here before I call…”

“You don't wanna do that.” His voice was no longer calm. “I have information that you might want, and if you kick me out, you'll never know what your precious boy is doing right now.” 

What the hell? I lunged for him, my hands around his neck. He was still stalking Colin.

“What the fuck do you know about Colin? I thought I told you to stay away from him, dammit!” I gritted out. His hands attempted to pry mine off of him, but I wasn't budging. “Tell me, or else you'll be meeting your maker tonight.”

“Okay,” he gasped, and I lowered my hands. He inhaled and exhaled a few times before he continued. “I just saw him with Caleb and the people from the club. He's drinking, smoking, and dancing with another man. How do you feel about that? Your precious boy, dancing with another…”

I reacted before the logical part of my brain could stop me. Our bodies flew out into the frigid November air, my fingernails digging into Dennis's neck. He was trying to get me riled up, I was sure of it. Colin wouldn't be with someone else. Would he? No, no. He wouldn't.

“Shut the fuck up! You know nothing about Colin, you fuckin’ bastard!” I said through gritted teeth.

“I saw him, Stephen. I wouldn't lie.”

“You would! I don't know if you're jealous or what, but I told you if you go near him again, there would be consequences. Why won't you leave him alone?”

“From where I'm sitting,” Dennis said as he attempted to sit up. “He's not your boy. Oh, did something happen? Did you come on too strong? See, I told you…”

I pressed the heels of my hands into his throat, and I heard him struggling to breathe. I trained my face toward his and smiled.

“You will pay, Dennis. Colin is no longer your responsibility. He belongs to me, not you. So whatever fantasy you've concocted in your little head, let it go. I am Colin's Dominant, not you! Do you understand?” I enunciated the last three words. I needed him to know that I wasn't playing around.

“He's not here,” he said slowly, his voice raspy from the lack of oxygen. “He’s not your boy, and… I will make sure it stays that way. You are just a… wannabe who needs men to take care… of you because you're blind and… you want them to feel sorry for you.”

I froze, my brain barely registering the words that poured from Dennis's lips. I was a Dominant through and through, and my blindness had nothing to do with it. Why would Dennis say that? My head spun, thinking of all the scenes that I had participated in before meeting Colin. 

Don't let him get to you. I removed my hands from his throat and placed them around his cheeks, bringing my face so close that I could feel his breath.

“If you ever say anything like that to me again, I will take care of you myself. I don't need you. Stay away from me and stay away from Colin.” I stood, wiped off my pants, and stared down at him. “As a matter of fact, I will make sure you do. Goodbye, Dennis.”

I calmly walked back inside, slamming the door behind me. As floored and upset as I was by Dennis's statement, there was something that I needed to do. Colin needed to be protected, and though we weren't together right now, I could do this for him. My boy, mine. I walked into my bedroom, grabbed my phone, and dialed my dad's number.

“Hello, son. How are you?” He sounded excited to hear from me, but I couldn't match his mood.

“Dad, I need your help. Colin's in trouble.”


Chapter Forty- Four

Colin

I hugged Carly as we stood outside of my apartment. It was Sunday, and the weekend had been spent with my new friends, getting drunk, high, and eating good food. I was so grateful for them because they helped me, even for just two days, to forget about my feelings and doubts surrounding Stephen. Now I would be left alone to figure out everything.

“I had such a good time this weekend. Thank you for everything, Colin.” I smiled at Carly and nodded.

“Your friends know how to throw a party, that’s for sure. I had fun, too.” I laughed as I pulled away from her. “And thanks for letting me tell my story. It meant so much.”

“No, thank you for keeping my secret. I'll tell everyone before Friday's play party. Will you be in attendance? If not, I can come over, and we can talk, smoke, or do whatever. As long as it doesn’t involve BDSM.”

I heard her statement, but my heart dropped at the mention of BDSM. Weekends were usually spent with Stephen, and since we weren't on speaking terms right now, I wouldn't be doing anything related to BDSM anytime soon. I missed serving Sir, watching him eat, and the appreciative sighs when I ran his bath to his specifications. I swallowed, my eyes burning with pent-up tears. No! Not now! 

“I'd like that, Carly. Very much,” I said softly. The door opened behind us, and the rest of the group emerged from my apartment. I smiled at Rachel as she flung her arm around my shoulders.

“We enjoyed hanging with you, man. Thanks for everything.” Her eyes drifted off to the left, and she nudged me. “Um, there's a man watching you from across the parking lot. He's in that black cruiser over there.”

I followed her gaze, and sure enough, a tall man with a badge around his neck had his eyes on me. I had never seen him before, and my heart started to race. Who was he? What did he want? I looked between Rachel and Carly, my face hot. Could it be?

“Hey,” Rachel whispered into my ear. “I can go check him out if you want. He has a badge, so he can't be that intimidating.”

“Can I come with you?” I breathed, and she nodded, her hand finding mine.

We walked across the parking lot, my heart hammering in my chest. That couldn't be one of them, it just couldn't be. Would they risk showing up at my place of residence? As we approached the vehicle, the doors slid open, and I got a better view of the man. He was tall, muscular, and he wore an earring in his left ear. He was dressed in a polo shirt, black slacks, and a brown coat that went down to his upper thighs.

“Hello, are you Colin Jones?”

“Who's asking?” Rachel’s voice was firm, and I gave her a sideways glance.

“Y-Yes, I am. And you are?” The man extended his right hand and looked into my eyes.

“I'm Bill. A private security guard. I was hired to protect you until Mr. Brown is dealt with.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Mr. Brown? Dennis Brown?” 

The only Dennis I knew was… Oh my God! Has he been stalking me again? If he had, surely Stephen would've notified me. Under normal circumstances, he would’ve, but since we weren’t speaking… I glanced at Bill's badge.

Bill Summers. Private Security Guard.

Rachel was checking out the guy as well. Did Stephen do this? What had Dennis done now?

“So, you are here to watch over me?” I asked quietly.

“Yes, sir. I will not bother you, I promise. My goal is to keep you safe and to ensure that Mr. Brown doesn't come near you, your workplace or your home. You won't even know I'm here.”

“Who sent you?” Rachel asked, and I smiled at her. She was starting to become protective of me, and I had to admit that I liked it.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” He pressed a button on his dashboard, and I heard a click.

“Hello?”

My heart stopped, and I froze. Rachel wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and I focused on her touch. It was Stephen.

“Sir, I've got Mr. Jones here along with his friend.”

“Colin?”

I needed to make my mouth work, but hearing his voice reminded me of the feelings that I was still trying to wrap my head around. “Colin, are you there?”

“Yes, I'm here.”

“Hey, honey,” he said, and my heart shattered. I pressed a hand to my chest, and I felt Rachel's hand rubbing up and down on my upper back. Dennis has been watching you this entire weekend. He told me that you were… dancing, smoking, and drinking. Look, I don't want you to worry. I hired Bill to keep you safe. He won't bother you, I promise. His goal is to keep you safe since… I can't.”

I had to strain to hear his whispered words, and a lump formed in my throat. 

“Thank you, S-Sir.” I couldn't resist calling him by his preferred honorific. We were connected, whether he believed it or not. “I…”

“All I want is for you to be safe. I don't know what's gotten into Dennis, but we need to be on guard.” 

His voice was controlled as he spoke, but I heard a hint of fear, and ice clawed at my heart. Oh no!

“Colin, you are to keep your burner phone with you at all times. Use that phone to get in touch with Bill. If anything happens, you are to alert him or me. If you even suspect you're being followed, press the side button twice. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir.” This was serious. Bill was here to protect me. Stephen still cared for me, though I had been so stupid.

“Good. Stay safe, boy.” Then he was gone.

I needed to call him back and tell him how sorry I was. I wanted to run over to his house and fall to my knees in front of him and beg for his forgiveness. However, there was still a lot that I needed to do before I was completely healed. I swallowed, looked up at Bill, and smiled.

“Thank you, sir. I guess I'll see you tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, Mr. Jones,” he said, taking a sip from his thermos. “You start work at 8:00 a.m., right? I'll follow behind you to and from, and if you go out for lunch, Mr. Clarke wants me to be with you.”

“Understood. Have a good rest of your afternoon.”

“You too,” he said, and I heard the doors close as I turned around. Rachel's hand gripped mine, and we walked swiftly back toward the others.

“Who is Dennis again?” Rachel asked as we stopped.

“He was the guy who came with Stephen to Alabama. When we returned to Ohio, I stayed at his house, but then he lied about…" Shit!

“What did he lie about, Colin?” Cyrus spoke up, and I pressed a hand to my mouth. Fuck!

I turned around and opened my apartment door. I walked inside, and the group followed. As I stood in the center of the room, my heart hammered in my chest. The last thing I wanted to do was to show them the tattoo that reminded me of my trauma. 

Slowly, I turned, bent forward, and raised my shirt. Silence followed, and then I heard gasps. Whispers surrounded me, and I felt small as my back was examined. A strangled sob cut through the air, and I knew it was Carly. 

I heard the door open and close, and I righted myself, letting my shirt fall back into place. When I turned around, Caleb's arms surrounded me, tears streaming down his face. Rachel was on my right side, her face wet as well, and Cyrus's expression was somber as he flanked me on the left.

“Wow.” Rachel sniffled. “How could they… do that to you? How? Colin, I'm so sorry.”

“Me too, man,” Cyrus said, his hand on my shoulder. “This is awful.”

“Colin, I'm sorry, but we can't leave you alone tonight. I know that you want time to yourself, but after finding out about Dennis and now this, I can't… I need to call Josaiah.”

I watched his retreating back as he stepped outside, his shoulders shaking. I turned toward Cyrus and finished telling the story. When it was done, Cyrus's arm went around my shoulders.

“It sounds like Dennis is jealous of you and Stephen. How well do you know this guy?”

“I don't really. He's Sir… Stephen's friend.” I swallowed. 

“Okay, I'm going to run a background check on this dude. I wonder if he's stalked other play partners. Rachel, go get our things out of the trunk. Caleb is right. Colin can't be left alone tonight.”

I was so grateful because after hearing Stephen's voice earlier, I didn't want to be.
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I pulled my key out of the ignition and sighed. Another therapy session, and I was just hoping that today wouldn’t be so intense. My last few sessions had left me feeling unsettled, and as I climbed out of the car, I said a silent prayer that things went well. I smiled at Bill as he approached me.

“Hi, Colin,” he greeted me, extending his hand, and I shook it. I was starting to get used to him being around. As promised, he wasn't invasive, and for the most part, I didn't notice him. “Mr. Clarke has informed me of your situation. I hope that's okay.”

“It's fine, sir.”

“Very well. He wants me to walk with you to the door. Is that okay?”

“I… yes.”

I didn't know what to say. Stephen kept doing things to surprise me, which made me feel even worse. With Bill by my side, I knew that Stephen was with me too. Not to mention the play collar that I refused to take off. I reached up and ran my fingers over the leather. He was here. I could do this. I started the walk to the clinic, and when we approached the door, Bill smiled at me.

“See you in an hour, Mr. Jones. You have your burner phone, yes?”

“Yes, I do. Don't worry.”

I pulled open the door and walked up the carpeted stairs. I kept looking behind me, hoping that no one was lurking in the shadows. I could’ve had Bill waiting at the bottom of the stairs until I reached the top, but… Fuck! I hated this. Why did this have to be my life?

I sat and waited for my name to be called. I wondered what Dr. Rogers would bring up today. I needed to tell him the latest development. Dennis was still stalking me, and Stephen had made sure that I would have someone with me to keep me safe. I sighed as I felt an ache spread throughout my chest. I needed him so badly.

“Colin Jones.” I smiled and stood, following Dr. Rogers into his office. “How are you doing today?”

“Well, I could be better. You won't believe what has happened now.” I sighed as I sank into the chair across from him. He took a sip from his thermos and regarded me.

“Let's hear it.”

I filled him in, telling him about my weekend. Then I told him about everyone finding out about the tattoo and lastly, I broke the news about Dennis, and Stephen's actions.

“Wow. So, Stephen is still looking out for you, even though you aren't on speaking terms. How did it feel to hear his voice?”

“I… I wanted to run over to his house and apologize. I wanted… to tell him that I was wrong and that I… needed him.”

“Why didn't you?” he asked, folding his hands around his thermos.

“Because you told me that I needed to work on myself first, and I agree. I need to get better so that I can be what Stephen needs in a boy. He needs me whole, and I desperately want to be.”

“Good. Are the mantras helping?”

“Yes, they are,” I said with a small smile. “I can feel myself starting to believe… some of them.”

“Some of them? Are you still having doubts when it comes to your feelings about Stephen?” he asked, and I saw his concerned expression.

“Doc, I'm trying, okay?” I snapped, throwing my hands up in the air. “I was raped and drugged by men who seemed… friendly. Stephen…”

“Doesn't want to hurt you, Colin. From your description earlier of how you felt when you heard his voice, it sounds like you know that, but you're afraid to trust that fact. Am I right?”

I closed my eyes and thought about what Dr. Rogers was saying. When I was in Stephen's arms, I knew that I was safe and that he'd allow no harm to come to me. So then, why did I feel so afraid to be open about my feelings for him? I had gotten attached to Josaiah after a few nights of being together, and I had craved a connection the night I attended Flame of Fury so much that I let Luke kiss me. Stephen wouldn't hurt me, he wouldn't, but…

“I am scared to let him know how I feel,” I whispered, my eyes trained toward the floor. “He has given me so much. I hurt him. What if he doesn't want me back? What if he doesn't feel the same way?”

“How exactly do you feel about Stephen?” 

I wasn't prepared for his question, but I took a deep breath. I could do this.

“I… I care about him deeply. I need him. I want him. He makes life easier, bearable, and worth living. Dr. Rogers, I can't imagine my life without him.” I swallowed, the lump in my throat growing in size. I caressed the leather around my neck. “I want this collar to be mine forever. I never want to take it off.”

“You do know what a collar signifies, right?” His eyes never left mine.

“I am Stephen's, mind, body, and soul.” I shivered, realizing the extent of that statement. My body was his to do whatever he saw fit. He owned every inch of it. I recalled the night his hands roamed over my scarred area, and a sense of peace washed over me. That night, I felt… free.

“You shivered. Why?”

“He would own my body. I… I don't know how I feel about that. I mean, he wouldn't hurt me, but… I'm not ready for sex,” I said in a rush.

“Colin, Stephen has told you that sex is the furthest thing from his mind. If he owns your body, it doesn't mean that you have to have sex with him. It could be as simple as kneeling with your legs spread or with your hands behind your back. You and Stephen have built a foundation over the last month, right? He knows your boundaries and limits?”

“Yes.” Was I overthinking this?

“Would he ever cross them? Would he ever do something that you didn't want?”

“No,” I whispered. Dr. Rogers was right. Stephen had respected my boundaries and limits. He hadn't pushed me, but his erection, his admission of getting excited when we kissed, his hurt expression…

“So, we've established that Stephen won't hurt you or cross your boundaries. Have you had any more dreams about you two together?”

“No.” I sighed. As badly as I wanted to forget that dream, it still haunted me, and I wondered why. “Can we please talk about something else? Like the fact that I'm being stalked by Stephen's friend?”

“Yes, we can,” Dr. Rogers said with a smile. “Dennis took care of you right after your assault. How did he seem during that time?”

“Um, he was calm, quiet, reserved. He worked, took care of me, and was there when I needed him. He seemed fine then, just concerned about my physical and mental health.”

“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully, scratching his head. “You told me a while back that he and Stephen lied about the tattoo. You were angry with Dennis, but you opened up to Stephen. Why was that?”

“I… I'm not sure. Stephen and I had met before, and well, I felt… comfortable with him. Dennis was just a stranger, but… Stephen wouldn’t leave my side. Everywhere I turned, he was there, which was why I stayed with Dennis instead of him. I was afraid of my feelings getting in the way.”

“As they had with Josaiah?” 

I nodded. 

“I see. Now, Dennis is stalking you. Do you think that he has feelings for you?”

“Why would he? He just took care of me for a week. After a while, Stephen didn't want to talk about him, and when they were around each other, I could feel the tension, which was mostly coming from Dennis.” What was that all about?

“I wonder why. So, let’s switch gears for a second. Thanksgiving's coming up, are you spending it with your auntie?”

Holy hell! With everything going on, I had completely forgotten that a holiday would soon be upon us. I glanced at the calendar, and my mouth fell open. Two weeks!

“I think it will be just the two of us this year. I used to love this holiday with family getting together, eating dinner, and I had hoped…” I clamped my mouth shut as I thought about Stephen and I sitting around a table, our relatives talking and laughing together. I swallowed, inhaling deeply. It's okay. “I hoped that Stephen and I would be together, but…”

“Oh, Colin.” Dr. Rogers handed me a box of Kleenex, and I took two. “I'm sorry. I'm sure you both won't be far from each other's minds. How is your auntie, by the way?”

“Oh, she's fine,” I answered with a grin. “She calls to check up on me almost every weekend. Since finding out about my assault, she's been a bit overprotective, but I wouldn't have it any other way.”

“What about your mother? Have you given any more thought to visiting her?” And here it was, that dreaded subject that I wished to remain buried. I sighed as I stared at the wall behind Dr. Rogers's head.

“I haven't, and at this moment I can't think about that. Stephen and I aren’t together right now, and I… need him to be there when and if I decide that I want to visit her.”

“Okay, Colin.” He picked up his pen and scribbled something in his notebook. I sighed, wanting to get out of here. “So, tell me about this security guard Stephen hired for you?”

I was glad to get off the subject of Eleanor. I didn't want to talk nor think about her. I had enough to deal with now that I was being stalked, and my thoughts about Stephen were changing. I needed to go home and put all of my energy into figuring out how I felt. I knew what I wanted, and it didn't involve being alone for Christmas. I would get Stephen back, no matter the cost. I belonged to him, and he was my Sir. We needed each other.


Chapter Forty-Five

Stephen

I sat in front of my computer, a mug of hot chocolate in my left hand and my other hand hovering over the space bar. My JAWS software would alert me to an incoming Skype call from my therapist at any moment. I had been seeing Bradley Swanson since I was twenty-one, and I liked the man. 

He was friendly, understanding, and asked the tough questions, but I admired him. He helped me to see things in a different light, and being without Colin had me feeling depressed. The last few days had been hard. I found myself unable to eat or sleep. 

I just wanted my boy. My need to protect and care for Colin was consuming me. I needed him. I was brought back to the present as tinkling sounds came from my computer.

“Hello, Mr. Clarke. It's nice to see you again. I take it that you aren't doing so well. I can see it in your eyes.” His professionalism made me smile. He sounded just like my boss… sort of.

“No, Brad. I'm not doing well at all,” I admitted softly, scrubbing a hand over my face. I knew I probably looked like a hot mess, but I didn’t care. “It's Colin. He's… left me.”

“Oh my. What happened?”

I told my therapist everything, and he listened intently. Tears fell freely from my eyes as I talked about Colin's hurtful words, and I turned my face away from the camera. I hated that I was such an emotional wreck.

“Stephen, I'm so sorry that you're dealing with this. Based off of what you’ve said and the look in your eyes, I can tell you love Colin. You've given him so much, and now, you are trying to keep him safe while also keeping your distance. I understand why you’re choosing to stay away, but I can see that this is weighing on you heavily. Have you tried meditating or engaging in enjoyable activities?”

“No,” I sniffled. “I've been going to work, coming home, and sleeping mostly. A coworker of mine has been keeping me company, but he has a Dominant as well, and it reminds me… of… what I've lost. I miss him so fucking much. I know I'm supposed to be strong as his Dom, but I can't bottle up my feelings. I love him more than life itself.”

“And you can't tell him this because of his situation?” I had filled Brad in on Colin's assault. I felt it was safe to tell him, seeing as there was doctor-patient confidentiality.

“Exactly. I can't spring this on him, but it is killing me to be away from him. I don’t know if he's taking care of himself or if he's truly okay. I receive his texts every morning and afternoon, and Bill updates me daily. However, it's not the same.”

“Who is Bill? And he still completes his tasks? That's a promising sign.” He sounded hopeful, but I couldn't match his confidence.

I filled Brad in on Bill and Dennis's shenanigans. He sighed as I finished.

“I'm so proud of you for taking care of your boy, Stephen. However, I'd steer clear of Dennis. He sounds like he may be coming undone, and the end result doesn't look good. Have you thought about getting a restraining order against him?”

“I've weighed my options. If he tries to approach Colin again, Bill will let me know. I told Dennis that I would handle him myself.”

“And what did you mean by that?” His voice dropped as he asked the question.

“Colin is my boy, and I will do whatever needs to be done to protect him from my jealous ex-best friend,” I replied. I wasn't playing around. “He's watching Colin. I mean, doesn't that seem obsessive and creepy to you?”

“Yes, especially for someone that Dennis barely knows. When he was taking care of Colin, do you think that he developed feelings for him?”

What the fuck? I shook my head vigorously.

“If he had, he didn't…” I trailed off. I replayed Dennis's last few conversations and recalled his behavior at the park when he picked me and Colin up. First, he was angry, and it didn't seem like he was happy for me. Then, he made fun of my blindness and told me that I wasn't fit to be a Dom. Fuck! “Now that I think about it, his behavior became more erratic as Colin and I grew closer. He even went behind my back to give Colin something for his tattoo.”

“Wow, sounds like he wanted Colin all to himself. I find his behavior concerning.” He sighed, and I leaned back in my chair. “So, Thanksgiving's coming up. Do you have any plans?”

“No,” I answered simply. Thanksgiving and Christmas were my two favorite holidays, but there was nothing to be excited about this year. Colin and I weren’t together, so the holiday was meaningless. “I don't think I'm celebrating this year, man. It's too… hard. Without Colin, nothing feels right.”

“While I understand your pain, this holiday is about family. Have you talked to your parents?”

“Not really. My dad and I talked regarding Colin's safety, but besides that, no. I don't think I'm up for it this year.” I sighed, feeling the strong ache return in my chest. I had imagined Colin and I sitting around the table, our families talking and laughing, enjoying the day together, but now…

“Stephen, you don't want to be alone for Thanksgiving. You should be surrounded by family and friends, eating good food, and maybe having a drink or two. Will you consider talking to your parents about their plans?”

“I will, I promise.”

“Good. Stephen, have you been eating? Sleeping?”

I could hear the concern in his voice, and I turned away.

“Stephen, look at me. I know that you are in pain, and you miss your boy. However, you aren't doing anyone any favors by neglecting yourself.”

“I know… but everything I do reminds me of him,” I admitted, pressing a hand to my aching heart. Boy, I miss you. “I fall asleep, and I can smell his scent. I walk into my kitchen, and I'm reminded of him serving me breakfast in bed. I can't fucking win.” Tears fell freely from my eyes, and I pressed my fingers into them. I hated this.

“Stephen, breathe. Inhale, hold, that's it, exhale. Repeat until you feel calm. Good. Now, if you need me to, I can order you a meal or send groceries to your house. No matter what, you need to eat.”

“I can't… I don't want to,” I said simply. I knew that my therapist was trying to help, but his words grated against my eardrums.

“Stephen, listen to me. You are a Dominant. Remember that. If Colin wasn't eating or sleeping, what would you do?”

“I'd make him something to eat and sit there until I was sure his plate was clean. Then I'd… I'd… we'd… go to bed together.” That would never happen, though.

“Okay. Xavier would probably make me eat from a plate on the floor while he watched.” He laughed, and I smiled. Brad was a submissive who was also gay, and sometimes he talked about his Dom. “Regardless, I'm your therapist, and I will not sit idly by while you starve yourself. My husband is bringing you a meal, and before you protest, he's already on his way. When he arrives, we will watch you eat, and then I'll sign off. I'm sorry, Stephen, but you’ve forced my hand.”

“Thank you.” It was the only thing I could say. There was no point in arguing with him, and I closed my eyes. I was determined to find something to engage in that would bring me peace. I wasn’t fond of having two men watch me like a hawk, but they were doing it because I had failed to. Either way, I was grateful that Brad was looking out for me. The depression had set in, making it hard to care for myself, but I would somehow make it through. I had to.
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Food had never tasted so damn good. Water had been all I'd known for the last two days, and the plate of French fries and barbecue ribs with a can of Coke was divine. I could feel Xavier’s eyes on me as I ate, and he kept Bradley updated on my progress throughout the entire meal. After Xavier had exited my apartment, I decided to soak in a bubble bath, hoping it would relax me. 

While I bathed, thoughts tumbled through my mind, most of them relating to my boy. Bill had told me that Colin was now home, and he wasn't alone. A girl with blonde hair was with him, and I wondered who that could be. Regardless I was glad that he wasn't by himself.

After my bath, I dried off and dressed in pajamas. I leaned against my pillows, my phone pressed to my ear as I read. I was almost finished with Fifty Shades, and I was starting to get annoyed with Anastasia. 

Still, I wanted to finish the book, and I was excited to see what happened at the end. I refused to read any spoilers or believe what I had read on the Internet. I wanted to formulate my own opinion. As I swiped to the next page, I felt vibrations course through my hand. I answered the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey, son.” My mother's sweet voice filled my ears, and I smiled. Somehow, she must have sensed we’d spoken about her. “Are you free to talk right now?”

“I always have time for you, Mom. What's up?”

“I just wanted to see if you were coming home for Thanksgiving. Your aunts and uncles will be here. Cousin Cheyenne will be bringing her newborn baby, and…”

“Mom, I'm not sure if I'll be able to make it this year.” I swallowed. Don't cry, not now. 

“Oh, do you have plans with Colin? Honey, I understand if you want to be with your friend. He needs you right now.”

“Mom,” I breathed, and I couldn't stop the single tear that rolled down my cheek. “I won't be with Colin. We're… not talking.”

“Oh honey, what happened? Is he okay?”

“Mom, I love him so much. I… can't…” When did I get so damn soft? I bit my lower lip, but the tears wouldn't stop. Fuck!

“Stephen,” my dad's deep voice filled my ears. “What happened? Is he…?”

“He's fine, Dad. He just… needs to heal, and I can't help him. I…” I breathed in and out, attempting to calm myself. “I'm choosing to stay away so he can get the help that he needs. But it… it doesn't hurt any less.”

“I know, son. I know. Do you need anything? Food, alcohol, weed?”

I laughed at my father's statement. He always knew what to say.

“I'm fine, thanks. I just… need Colin. I'm sorry,” I said, clearing my throat and swiping a hand over my eyes and nose. “I shouldn't be crying like this.”

“Hey, never apologize for showing your emotions. We told you this over and over as a kid,” came my mother's reply. It was true, they had always encouraged me to show my emotions. “You love Colin, and you want to know that he’s safe. Your dad's talking to Bill right now.”

“Thanks. Um, I'm still not sure about Thanksgiving. It will be too hard without him.”

“We understand, sweetie. Maybe instead of the entire family coming over here, Dad and I could come to you, so you won't be alone.” My mom was always looking out for me, but I wouldn't ruin their holiday.

“No way! You and Dad enjoy your holiday. Listen, I will think about showing up, okay? I just can't make any promises.” I sniffled and stretched out on my bed, a wave of exhaustion washing over me.

“Okay, honey,” came my mother's sweet voice. “That's all that I ask. Now, please don't cry anymore. Get some rest. Your dad says that Colin's safe. Would you like to talk to him?”

“No, Mom,” I said softly, a yawn escaping my throat. “I think I'm going to sleep. I'll call you soon with an answer about the 24th, okay?”

“Yes, honey. We love you.”

“I love you, too. Goodnight.”

“Night, son.”

After ending the call, I attempted to focus on my book, but I could feel my eyes closing. I bookmarked my spot and plugged my phone in. I turned over and sighed. I hoped that sleep came easy tonight because, for the last week it had been interrupted by nightmares of Colin burning. I didn't understand what my subconscious was trying to tell me, but I was curious. I said a prayer for myself and Colin, and then I closed my eyes.


Chapter Forty-Six

Colin

Two weeks had passed. I’d gone to therapy and work, and on the weekends, hung out with my friends at All Access. I mostly helped out cleaning and checking people in, and I liked it. The work helped my mind to stay clear, but tonight, all I could do was think.

Tomorrow was Thanksgiving, and two people were occupying my mind: Stephen and Eleanor. Over the last two weeks, I hadn't been able to stop wondering what could have been with Stephen and me. What if I hadn't touched him? What if I had stayed and fought for us instead of running? What if I could trust Stephen? 

I wanted to, but now that I had fucked up, I doubted that he would accept me back into his life. He was taking care of me, ensuring that I was safe and not in harm's way. Why then, wasn't he here with me now? More than anything, I wanted to feel my Sir's arms surrounding me, smell the vanilla and pungent cologne, and hear his laugh. I missed his kisses too. Oh God!

Recently, when I thought about Stephen, I would feel my dick start to harden. Usually I attempted to ignore it by finding something to distract me, and eventually it would go away. Tonight though, all I wanted to do was pleasure myself and think about Stephen's lips on mine. I took a deep breath, realizing that it had been a long time since I had masturbated. 

After my assault, it was the furthest thing from my mind, and now that was all about to change. Pressing my palm against my rigid cock, I hissed, loving how warm my skin was to the touch. Then I slipped my hand into my boxers and gripped my erect dick. Fuck!

I started with slow strokes and squeezes. With my other hand, I rolled my testicles between my fingers, and I moaned softly, loving how good this felt. I closed my eyes and focused on bringing myself to orgasm. Normally I would finger my asshole, but… I wasn't ready for that yet. I squeezed and stroked my dick and balls, but there was something missing. I needed to finger myself. It would make my orgasm stronger. Could I?

“Yes, you can, boy.” It was Stephen's voice, but where was it coming from? In my head? “I'm right here, and I'm watching you. Now suck on your index finger, and once it's nice and wet, I want you to slowly stroke over your hole. Remember, I'm right here.”

I didn't dare speak for fear of ruining this moment. Slowly I did as instructed, sucking on my finger and holding it over my hole. I waited for Stephen's voice to guide me.

“You can do it, boy. Touch your hole.”

I exhaled as I touched my hole with my wet finger. The skin was now soaked with my saliva, and I recalled Stephen's instructions. I caressed my hole, and my heart rate accelerated. I was doing it and it felt… good. Electricity shot down my spine and into my balls. Holy hell!

“Don't stop, boy. And I want to hear you. Moan for me.”

I grabbed my dick and stroked it while working my fingers over my hole. God, it had been so long, and with Stephen guiding me like this, it felt… different.

“Now slowly slide a finger in. Let me hear you, Colin,” he said firmly, and I froze. Inside? “You can do this, boy. I'm so proud of you.”

I inhaled and exhaled five times before I did as instructed. I pressed a single digit into that ring of muscle and with my fingertip inside, I stilled. No! 

“Colin, focus on me. I'm so proud of you. You are my boy. You are doing so well. Now, ease it in slowly.”

I pushed past the ring of muscle, and I could feel my heart racing as my finger slipped deeper inside. I moved it in and out, and I could feel my dick hardening further. Soft moans fell from my lips as I added a second finger, and I smiled to myself. This was really happening.

“You sound wonderful, boy. Now deeper. I want to hear you fucking scream my name,” he growled, and I sucked in a breath. Oh God! His words were going to be what sent me over the edge.

I pushed deeper with both fingers, wanting to make Stephen proud. But most importantly, I needed to do this for myself. I felt ready to explode, and as my fingertips grazed over my prostate, I moaned loudly. Fuck!

“Keep going, boy. Don't stop.”

I felt a tingle in my balls, and I knew that my orgasm wasn't far behind. I was so close, so fucking close. I stroked over my prostate once more, and I squeezed my eyes shut as stars flashed behind them. Cum erupted from me, and I opened my mouth to utter the name that had brought me this far.

“Oh, Stephen! Stephen!”

“Oh, boy,” he moaned, and I floated on my own cloud of bliss as his moans filled my ears. I had made him come. He was proud of me. “Colin, oh God! Fuck!”

I lay there, listening to the sounds of my own breathing. That was… extraordinary. Wow! I didn't want to open my eyes, knowing that Stephen would be gone when I did. He had given me something special. I’d thought I would never masturbate again, but he had guided me, and the feeling was exquisite. I could do this as long as Stephen was with me. I needed him. 

Slowly I opened my eyes and laughed as I glanced down. Cum covered my chest, stomach, and abs, and I couldn't help the smile that spread across my face. I felt great, and I rose from the bed. I decided that I would carry this good mood into tomorrow. There was no time to be sad. I needed to remain strong for my Sir. I could do this.
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I sat in the tub enjoying the music coming from my phone. It was the playlist of contemporary Christian music that Stephen had created for me. The music was calming, the melodies smooth and filled with a message of pure love and devotion. I wondered if my auntie would listen to this with me. As I relaxed in the tub, I closed my eyes, allowing the music to wash over me. 

All I could see in my head was Stephen and I, sitting on the park bench with our heads reclined back. Nothing mattered in that moment, just us together as we enjoyed the stillness of the night. I wished to feel that again, that sense of peace and belonging. 

Stephen had been right there with me, and I felt safe and happy. I'd been feeling alone, scared, and uncertain. Stephen made all of those feelings go away, kept my demons at bay, and wrapped me in his arms, which promised me warmth, comfort, and security. I needed that.

I emerged from the bathtub, feeling more relaxed and calm. My auntie would be showing up with a boatload of food in an hour, and I couldn't wait to spend this time with her. Since my assault, she had texted at least once a day and insisted that we talk on the phone during the weekends. 

Recently, it had been hard with my new group of friends and I hanging out at All Access, but I managed. I knew that she was still unhappy about my decision to not press charges, but it was mine to make, and I told her so.

I dressed in sweatpants, a t-shirt, and wool socks. The temperature was twenty degrees, and inside the house, it wasn't any better. I walked into the living room, turned on ESPN, and sat on the couch to await my aunt's arrival. 

I spotted a brown paper bag on the end table and peered inside. The words ‘tattoo removal’ caught my attention. 

I was sure that I couldn't afford it, but curiosity got the best of me as I extracted the pamphlets from the bag. Most of the options required many sessions, and I knew I didn't want to go through that. The last option was surgical, and I looked closely at the text.

‘If the tattoo is small enough, the procedure could be done within one session.’

I placed the pamphlet on the couch and sighed. There was no way I'd be able to afford an $800 procedure. I received health insurance through my employer, but who knew if they would cover it? The tattoo needed to be small enough for the surgery, was the area too big? I made my way into the bathroom, turned on the light, and stood with my back to the mirror. I lifted my shirt, and with trembling fingers I ran them over my skin, tracing the letters that still haunted me in my nightmares. 

I watched my fingers travel over the disgusting word from one side to the other, and I shivered. I knew what I wanted, no, needed to help me move forward and heal completely, but how? How could I make this happen? I sighed as I dropped the hem of my shirt, realizing that my skin didn't burn when I touched it anymore, thank God! 

As I exited the bathroom, I heard the buzzer. I dashed into the living room, throwing the pamphlet back into the bag and onto the table. I rushed to the front door.

“Happy Thanksgiving, pumpkin!” My auntie stood there in a fur coat, her arms filled with wrapped pans and containers. “Well, are you going to let me in? It's freezing out here.”

I smiled and stood aside to let her in. After placing the food in the kitchen, she wrapped her arms around me, and I relaxed into her embrace.

“How are you, honey?”

“Glad to see you, Auntie,” I mumbled into her fur coat.

“You know what I mean, boy. How are you holding up without… your man?” I had told her about me and Stephen’s break. She had been angry, appalled, and sad.

“I'm doing okay, really. Now please tell me you brought your famous chocolate pie. I've been waiting on it for… well, a year.” She laughed as I pulled away.

“There’s a few things left in the car. Why don't you come help me bring them in?”

N

The table was set, beautiful pink roses as the centerpiece. My auntie and I held hands as we stood by the table, and I bowed my head, knowing the rule: always say grace before eating.

“Dear Heavenly Father,” Auntie started. “We thank You for allowing us to see another year. Lord, we ask that You continue to bless Colin and myself. We are so thankful for Your mercy and grace, and we ask that You continue to guide and watch over us. Thank You, Jesus. In Your name, I pray.” She squeezed my hand, and in unison, we uttered the word. “Amen.”

I lifted my head and smiled at my auntie, who smiled back and opened her arms for me. She held me against her warm body, and I lost track of time as the scent of home filled my nostrils: lavender perfume. Then my stomach growled, and we both laughed as we pulled apart.

“Let's eat, honey.”

I sat down and a plate was set in front of me piled high with greens, macaroni and cheese, turkey, rice, and mashed potatoes. My auntie filled my cup with red wine, and I took a sip, relishing the sweet taste. As soon as she sat down, I dug into the meal, humming appreciatively. Everything was just as perfect as last year, and I smiled at her.

“That smile must mean this is yummy. ‘Thank you, Auntie.’”

We laughed, and then the only sounds that could be heard were silverware scraping against china. I closed my eyes and inhaled as last night's masturbation session popped into my mind. I wondered what Stephen was doing right now, if he was with his family, if he was happy. 

I loved when he smiled, his straight white teeth showing, his shoulders shaking as he laughed. Finally, I sighed and opened my eyes, finding my auntie gazing at me.

“You're thinking about him, aren't you?”

I nodded, and she placed her fork on her plate.

“Why don't you call him? After all, it is Thanksgiving. He'd be happy to hear from you, even though I don't understand why he's not here with us right now. Why is he staying away? And who is that hot guy sitting in the parking lot of your building, watching you like a hawk?”

“Auntie!” I exclaimed, pressing a hand to my forehead. “God, don't ever say that he's hot again. Wow, um, okay. He's the security guard that Stephen hired. I'm being stalked by Dennis, his friend.”

“What?” Her eyebrows knitted together, and I rested my hand on hers. “Is he jealous of you and Stephen or something?”

“Yeah, that's what we're thinking. I don't want to talk about him or Bill. How are you? What's new in your world?”

“Oh, hottie has a name. Bill.” She said his name as if testing it out on her tongue. “Bill. He does have a don't-fuck-with-me look about him. Mmmm.”

“Auntie.” I laughed, snapping my fingers in her face to break her dirty thoughts. “Hey, your nephew's here trying to enjoy Thanksgiving with you.”

“Sorry, honey.” She giggled, and then her face clouded over. She sat back in her chair, and I did the same. “Colin, I don't want to ruin the mood, but… I went to see your mother today.”

Here it was again, the subject that I didn't want to think about: Eleanor. The woman who gave birth to me but didn’t raise me. My mother. I chewed on my bottom lip.

“Okay?”

“She asked about you and told me to tell you that she loves you.”

“Thanks.” It was all that I could say, because when I thought about my mother all I felt was pain. I wondered what she looked like now, if she still had long hair, if she still liked garlic mashed potatoes with bacon. I also pondered what I would say to her if I ever visited, and if I would be receptive to what she might have to say.

“Honey, have you ever thought about visiting her? The facility that she's in is pretty decent. She is safe there, and she's doing very well.”

“I… I don't know. There's so much anger inside of me, Auntie. And even though I'm angry and hurt… I love her. She’s… my mom.” I sniffled, and her hand grasped mine. “What would I say to her?”

“What's in your heart, honey? You could tell her how you feel. She knows that she left you vulnerable and scared, and that you were upset when you came to live with me. She apologizes for everything, but I'm sure you'd like to hear that from her.”

“Auntie,” I breathed, realizing that I had something that I needed to say. “Um… do you remember when I was younger? When you would try so hard to get me to open up, and I wouldn't budge?”

“Yes, honey.”

“Do you remember when you made cookies for me that day for my snack after school?”

“I do, honey,” she said, tears filling her eyes. “It was the day that we became a team.”

“You knew?” I whispered, my eyes locked with hers. Stephen was right.

“Yes, Colin. I felt your anger and sadness dissipate slowly. I knew that you were angry with me for taking you away from your mother, but I felt that it was safer for you to grow up in a healthy environment surrounded by love and happiness. However, I could also feel your pain. I knew that you missed your mom.” I held my breath, knowing that these next few words weren't going to be easy.

“What you don't know is that… I hated you. I did, and I'm so sorry. I was just… I missed my mom, and you took me away from her. You took me away from my only home, my mother, my life with her. I… didn't want to get close to you because being nice would have solidified the fact that my mom… was gone. Then we became a team, and I…”

Her arms surrounded me, pulling me onto her lap, and I buried my face into her neck. She was crying, and I felt my chest tighten. Oh no!

“I'm so glad you told me, honey. So glad. You do know that I wasn't trying to hurt you? On the contrary, I wanted to give you a better life away from the abuse and alcoholism. I would never try to replace your mom, you know that, right?”

“I do, but you are my mother. You raised me. You were who I cried for when I fell down, broke my ankle, and had my heart broken. You were who I went to when I broke the news about my sexuality. You are my mother.” I sniffled, feeling my shoulders relax. Stephen would be so proud of me.

“I raised you, yes. However, I didn't bring you into this world. Eleanor Jones did. And I think it's a good idea for you to visit her. Wouldn't Stephen agree?” I had to laugh. My auntie always knew how to make me smile, and poking fun at my weakness was the best way.

“He would, Auntie. He would.”

“Just think about it, honey. Please. Now,” she said as I righted myself. “Finish eating so we can cut into this pie and watch the OSU game. Then I'm going outside to talk to Mr. Hot Stuff and have a smoke.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

Stephen

The hardest part about Thanksgiving this year was being without Colin. I sat at the table surrounded by my adopted family, but all I wanted to do was cry. I had gathered the energy to attend Thanksgiving dinner so that my mom and dad wouldn't be disappointed, but I felt alone and sad.

Being blind always somehow made me feel like an outcast among my cousins. While they showed pictures to one another and raved about the latest TikTok videos, I sat with my uncles and discussed tech and sports.

“So, how's work going, son?” my uncle, Ronald, asked, and I shrugged.

“My boss has been riding my ass these last few weeks, but things are going well.” I knew the gay jokes were coming, and I normally welcomed them, but I wasn't in the mood today.

“Literally riding your ass?” Ronald's twin brother, Donald, joked and they doubled over, laughing loudly. I faked a smile and took a sip of the rum that I was nursing.

“On another note, Shaun tells us that you're seeing someone now. How's that going?”

I swear, my dad talks too damn much. I shook my head, feeling my chest tighten. Colin! I closed my eyes and focused on my image of him. I hoped that he was enjoying time with his auntie. I breathed in and out before answering.

“Things are going okay.”

“I hope we'll get to meet him soon. What's he like?” Ronald asked after he let out a loud belch. I sucked in a breath, exhaled, and downed the rest of the glass.

“Um, he's really smart, funny, kind. He loves nature…” I trailed off, and I closed my eyes once more as the memory of Colin and I sitting on the park bench a month ago surfaced. What a day that was!

“Hey, y'all good?” It was my dad's voice, and I smiled. Whether he knew it or not, his presence was welcome. “Stephen, are you okay? Want more rum?”

I pushed my chair away from the table and stood. I grabbed his elbow, and we walked through the house and into the kitchen. I placed my glass on the counter and turned toward my father, the man who had saved me from the ridicule and abuse.

“Thank you,” I said as my lips trembled. “I… they were asking about Colin.”

“I know, son. I know. I saw you struggling, and I had to save you.” Those words sent warmth spreading through every fiber of my being. He had saved me again. “Do you want to go home? I can pack you some food to take, and…”

“You know what I want right now besides Colin? To smoke a blunt with my dad and to… you know, talk. I need that.”

“Okay then.”

We sat on a bench in a wooded area behind our house. My dad and I were both already high, but the conversation was shifting, and I was grateful for it.

“So, do you think you and Colin will get married?” He snickered, and we erupted into fits of laughter.

“God, Dad,” I breathed after I recovered. “I would love to have Colin all to myself for the rest of my life. He makes me so happy.”

“Then why are you staying away?”

“Because he touched me while I was sleeping. I told him that sex could wait, and he took it upon… himself to… see how I would react to his touch. He needs to heal, Dad.”

“Sure, he needs to heal. He touched you while you were asleep. Were you hard from his touch?”

“Yes, but I thought I was dreaming. I…”

“You're telling me you don't think dirty thoughts about Colin?”

“Of course I do, but… he was raped and drugged two months ago. I don't think that we should be touching each other just yet, and I'm staying away because he needs to see that.”

“Son.” My father lowered his voice as his hand rested on my shoulder. “Colin needs you. You've given him so much, and for your influence to be ripped away from him like this, I mean… couldn't that damage him?”

“He's in therapy, Dad. He knows that I'm not going anywhere.” I sighed as I leaned back against the bench. I loved these talks with my father.

“Does he, though? You didn't try to stop him as he walked out of your apartment. You haven't been responding to his scheduled texts. He may feel like you've abandoned him.”

I closed my eyes and attempted to ponder over my dad's words. I had given Colin a lot, and I knew that he relied on me. Was I being a horrible Dominant by doing this? His healing was of utmost importance to me, but what he’d done had broken our trust. 

I needed Colin to be whole, not just for me, but for himself. Touching me proved that he wasn't there yet. My dad's words echoed in my head. I wanted that touch. Could Colin have really wanted me like he said?

“I just… don't want to rush things.” I sighed. “He still has a lot of work to do, and him telling me that he wanted to see how I'd react to him…”

“Proves that maybe he was trying to figure it out for himself. Son, the boy's been through hell, and you are the one constant in his life. You've been spending so much time together, and you’re obviously into each other. He may have needed to see your reaction, but he also may have needed to come to terms with his own feelings and reactions. Have you thought about it like that?”

My dad was smart. I knew that. Despite the fact that he was high and so was I, his words rang true. Colin had walked out on me, and I didn't try to run after him. I wanted to believe that what I was doing was the right thing, but what if it wasn't? What if my boy needs me?

“Just think about it, okay? Colin seems to make you happy, son, and I want to see that radiant smile light up your face again. Now, let's finish this blunt and get you home. Your mind must be racing, and I'm sorry for that. This was supposed to be…”

I threw my arms around my father and rested my head on his shoulder. I didn't care who walked by and saw. This man could be the reason I get Colin back. I smiled at him, and his hand rested on my upper back. I was so thankful for him and his advice. I just needed to figure out my next move.

N

Ryan knocked on my office door at exactly 9:00 a.m. Monday morning. I dropped the earbuds on the desk and turned to regard him. He always announced himself when he knocked… well, sometimes.

“Hey, I've got your hot chocolate, and I picked up a cheese Danish from Starbucks for you. I hope you enjoy it,” he said as he set the items on the left side of my computer. I smiled at him.

“Wow, what do I owe you?”

“Nothing. You’ve been an amazing friend to me. Jeff likes you, and I… just wanted to do something nice for you since you've been having a hard time lately. Have you spoken to Colin? How was your Thanksgiving?”

I filled my new friend in, and he pulled up a chair next to me on the right side. I bit into my cheese Danish, and I moaned. This was heavenly.

“You like it? I knew you would.” He sounded happy, and I couldn't help the grin that spread across my face. “You needed something different than Krispy Kreme doughnuts.”

“Aw, but Krispy Kreme is where it's at.” I laughed, and he did the same.

We ate in silence, and I was grateful. Today was the day that I planned to get my boy back. I needed Ryan’s help to ensure that everything went smoothly, and I was sure he wouldn't mind.

“I'm going to need your help,” I started after inhaling deeply. “I need to have a talk with Colin, and I hope that he's open to it, but I need to set the stage first. Could you order a dozen red roses and send them to Colin's workplace? Dresden High School.”

“Yes, I can do that. Do you want a note on the card? A box of chocolates?” I could hear the amusement in his voice, and I punched his arm.

“Let me think about it. Thanks for breakfast, Ryan. It was delicious,” I said, smacking my lips. He laughed as he stood, and I opened my arms for him. 

“I'll let you know when it's done,” he said as he pulled away. I heard the door close behind him, and I picked up the earbuds from my desk. Phase one, check!

Lunchtime came and went, and I was sure Colin had received the gift. So why hadn't he texted yet? I stood from my chair and paced. Was it too much? Was it too over-the-top?

“Hey.” Ryan's soft voice cut into my stream of thoughts. I hadn't even heard him come in. “Relax, Stephen. You did the right thing.”

“I hope so,” I said with a sigh as I flopped back into my chair.

“You have a visitor. It's a woman and she says she's family.” I pondered who it could be. My mom? I just saw her a few days ago. Was everything okay?

“Send her in.”

I closed my laptop after saving my work. My boss would be pissed that I was slacking, but he would get over it. I heard the door open, and I lifted my head.

“Oh, dear. You're even more beautiful than I've imagined.” The woman's voice was one that I hadn’t heard before. I stood from my chair.

“Hello. May I ask who you are?”

“Shoot! Where are my manners? Deidra Owens, Colin's aunt.”

I froze. Did I just hear her right? Was she here on Colin's behalf? I extended my right hand, and her warm hand gripped mine.

“You must be Stephen. It's really nice to put a face to the name. May I sit?”

“Yes, you may.” I sat down and faced the chair in which she now occupied. “Um, is Colin okay? Is he in trouble?”

“Oh no, honey,” she reassured me with a hand on my arm. “He's at work right now. I just wanted to meet you in person. You see, I raised Colin. His mother wasn't fit to take care of him, so I stepped in. I had never seen him with anyone for long, but during Thanksgiving I knew that he was missing you, no matter how hard he tried to hide it.”

“I miss him too,” I whispered, turning away from Colin's guardian. “I'm sorry if I have caused him any pain, ma'am. I just thought that I was doing the right thing by giving him space.”

“Honey, you have nothing to apologize for,” she whispered as she moved closer to me. “Colin is working on himself, and I owe it all to you. He seemed happier when I saw him on Thursday. You are the reason he's in therapy and willing to work as hard as he is. You are it for him.”

“What?” Had Colin told her this? My heart started to race.

“He didn't say anything to me, but I could tell. After his assault, you were the one constant in his life, and he hung on to that. Whether you know it or not, you both need each other.” Her hand rested on the arm of my chair, and silence followed for several seconds. “You haven't been taking things well, have you?”

She could see that I was in pain. I was right, aunties did have superpowers. I bit my lower lip to keep the tears at bay, but a single tear rolled down my cheek. Without saying a word, she wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and I relaxed.

“I know. You and Colin are better together than apart. He needs you, and it's obvious that you need him.” I wiped my eyes and gave Deidra a small smile.

“Thank you.” It was all I could say.

“Anytime. Now, I’d better be going. Your boss was giving me the stink eye when I was buzzed in.” She stood from her chair, and I did the same. “I hope you and Colin can work through this rough patch, and if you need anything, feel free to reach out. I left my card with that nice young man out there with the hazel eyes.” I bet she was talking about Ryan. I reached out my hand, but she pulled me into a hug, and I wrapped my arms around her thick frame.

As I settled back into my chair once more, I sighed in relief. Colin was okay. We were going to be okay. After work, I would make sure of it. He needed to know that I hadn't given up on him and that he was still mine. As I logged back onto my computer, I composed a quick text to Ryan telling him of the plan for after work. I was going to claim what was mine.


Chapter Forty-Eight

Colin

Now that Thanksgiving was over, school was back in session for another two weeks, and then we wouldn't return until January 9th. I was glad to be back at work, the constant moving and cleaning a distraction from my thoughts about Stephen. Before I left this morning, I had ordered flowers for delivery, hoping they would remind him that I was thinking of him. 

I texted him as usual from the burner phone, which I had planned to leave at home today. It wasn't like I needed it, but I recalled Stephen's warnings, and I couldn't defy him, even though we weren't on speaking terms right now.

I stood in the upstairs bathroom, mopping the floor. I hummed to myself as I worked, the sound filling the silence. I stopped to drop the mop into the solution, and I recalled my breakdown in this very spot when I was upset over Josaiah. I had come a long way since then, it seemed. Stephen hadn't given up on me even after my assault, and I prayed the daisies that I’d sent him were proof enough of my devotion. I missed my Sir.

I sat outside in the courtyard, enjoying my tuna sandwich and water. It was almost thirty degrees, but I wanted to be out in nature. Snow covered the ground in a thin layer, and I reached down to feel the wetness between my fingers. 

After devouring my sandwich, I sat back against the picnic table and closed my eyes. I heard the traffic far off, smelled the snow and trees, felt the crisp air on my face, and sighed. I could stay like this all day, just living in the moment. Then my favorite image popped into my head, and for the rest of my break, I held onto that image of peace and tranquility.

When I walked into DHS after my break, I spotted the principal, Todd Waterson, walking toward me. He smiled and I returned it.

“Mr. Jones, you have a package waiting for you in the office.”

“For me?” I asked in shock. Who could've sent me a package?

“Yep, and I bet they're very pretty too.”

I thanked him and dashed in the direction of the office. On the desk sat a vase, neatly wrapped in beautifully colored packaging. I couldn't wait until the end of the school day. I peeled off the paper. My breath caught in my throat as my eyes roamed over the twelve red roses. Stephen did this! Wow! I held back my tears as I pulled the card out of the vase.

 

My boy, my submissive. Just thinking of you and wanted to remind you who you belong to. Hope that these roses brighten your day and put a smile on your face.

x

Sir

 

I wiped my eyes as the door opened. The principal stood next to me, his eyes darting back and forth between my face and the flowers.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his eyebrows knitted together in a frown.

“I… I am,” I whispered. I placed the card in my pocket and turned toward him. “Would you mind keeping these in here until the end of the day? They're so beautiful. I promise I'll be back for them.”

“I'll keep them safe. They sure are beautiful.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took one last look at the roses. Then I turned and walked out of the office, my head spinning.

N

Stephen had sent me flowers. It was all I could think of for the rest of the day. I wanted to text him and thank him, but I knew if I did, I wouldn't be able to stop myself. I missed him so much, and I… wanted him. I yearned for his kisses, his hugs, his voice in my ear. I wanted to feel his warm body pressed against mine, hear his laugh, and see his smile. I wanted to kneel at his feet and be exactly what he needed: his beautiful boy. 

I sighed as I gathered up my supplies and walked toward the front entrance. A few staff members still lingered in the building, so as I pushed open the door, I kept my eyes forward. No one would try anything while it was daylight. I was safe. When I reached my car, I breathed a sigh of relief as I opened the trunk and placed the supplies inside.

As I turned to head back into the building, a car pulled up next to mine. It was silver and had tinted windows. The engine was cut, and I started to swiftly walk into the school, my heart hammering in my chest. I turned around and searched the parking lot for Bill's truck. I couldn't breathe. Where was he? Then I heard my name.

“Colin?” 

I swiveled my head to the left, and the breath left my body.

The man was tall, with black hair and… those eyes. Why did they seem so familiar? I closed my eyes and thought through every man I'd known with brown eyes. Then my eyes flew open as a memory surfaced of Luke when he had kissed me. My breathing quickened as I saw the gold chain around his neck, and I reached into my pocket, fumbling with the buttons on my phone. No! No!

“It's nice to see you again, honey. I…”

As fast as I could, I bolted toward the door of the school and gripped the handle. A hand came down on the back of my neck, and as I opened my mouth to scream, another clamped down over it.

“Don't scream. If you do, I will kill you. Do you understand?”

I couldn't die. No! My brain shut down, and I nodded. Where was Bill? I needed him. Luke removed his hand from around my mouth, and I felt my legs buckle underneath me. I felt dizzy, and I dropped my head in between my knees. How did they find me? What did they want?

“We are here to finish what we started. What? Did you think we wouldn’t come back for you?” 

I shivered. This couldn't be happening! I pressed the side button twice, the one that alerted Stephen and the cops. I needed them. 

“Are you ready to feel our cocks again? I promise we'll make it good for you, boy. Also, sorry about the gonorrhea, honey.”

“You won't touch me,” I yelled, my heart threatening to choke me with its heavy beating. “I'm not afraid of you anymore.”

“Oh, sure you aren't!” 

I felt a sharp pain sting the back of my neck, and I reached up to dull the ache. Luke's cold hand gripped mine. 

“Oh no. Don't touch. That's our job.”

“Bill!” I screamed, feeling my heart hammer in my chest as I wrenched my hand away from his. Luke’s words no longer mattered. If he was going to kill me, at least I wouldn’t go down without a fight. I had so much to live for, but first I needed to get out of here.

“You fucking bastard!” Luke's voice was harsh as he slapped me, and I felt dizzy from the pain. Then I was surrounded by other men as I was lifted off the ground. I flailed, kicked, and screamed, and someone's hand slapped over my mouth.

“Did you administer it?” The car door was opened, and I was tossed into the back onto the rubber mat. The world around me seemed to slowly fade in and out, and I closed my eyes. Administer what?

“Yep. Let's move.” Was that Matt's voice? I opened my mouth to scream again, but something was pushed inside, and no matter how hard I tried to resist, hands squeezed against my jaws. Another pair of hands tied my wrists together, and tears rolled down my cheeks, knowing that there was nothing that I could do now. I just hoped that the SOS went through.

“Shouldn't we check his pockets for his phone? We can't risk anyone…”

“Wayne, we don't have time.” Was that Luke? Voices were becoming harder to understand, and I sniffed the air, the scent of burning wood surrounding me. Were they going to burn me alive?

“Let's go.”

Doors slammed, and then the car was moving. I heard shouts, tires squealing, cursing, and I was knocked against the sides of the car as it jolted and rocked back and forth. Where were they taking me? What did they want? 

The smell of burning leaves became stronger, but I didn't see smoke or anything. They had… drugged me, right? I heard voices, small voices telling me that I needed to sleep, that I was going to be okay. Just sleep. Alcohol. I smelled alcohol. All of a sudden, I was too hot. Too damn hot. What had they given me? Oh God! My skin was burning, and I couldn't move. Stephen! I needed him.


Chapter Forty-Nine

Stephen

My boss chewed me out after Colin's aunt had left, saying that I needed to focus on my work and not socializing. So, I was doing just that when I felt vibrations near my left hand. I pressed the side button and continued working on the website. Within a few seconds, the same pattern of pulses started again, and I yanked the earbud from my left ear. I picked up my phone and unlocked it.

An SOS alert has been issued from 555-234-3320. We have alerted the authorities, and they are on their way to the dispatched location of the device.

I dropped my phone and jumped up from the desk. Running towards the door, I flung it open, my throat burning with tears.

“Ryan!” I howled as my body sagged against the doorframe. Footsteps hurried toward me.

“Stephen, are you okay?” 

I shook my head, fresh tears streaming down my face.

“We need to leave now! Colin's in trouble! There's no time to explain. Go get the car. We need to hurry!”

“Oh God!” 

I heard his footsteps as he ran down the hall, and I righted myself as I felt the presence of someone on my left side.

“Mr. Clarke, what's going on? You are disturbing your coworkers…”

“I don't give a damn!” I hurriedly stuffed everything into my laptop bag, picked up my cane, and unfolded it. “I need to leave now!”

“Um, I'm sorry, but you are scheduled to work until 5:00 p.m. today.” Mr. Vargas's professional tone was grating against my eardrums. I stepped in front of him.

“My friend's in trouble, dammit! I'm leaving this office today, and I won't be back until I'm sure that he's okay.”

“I see that you’re concerned for your friend. However, if you leave now, you won't have a job when you return.”

“What the fuck?” I heard Ryan's voice from behind our boss. “His friend could be in grave danger, and you want to fire him? What the hell?”

“This doesn't concern you, Mr. Meadows,” Mr. Vargas snapped. “Oh, are you leaving too? Well, looks like I'm firing you both. This is the second time I've witnessed you two sticking up for each other. Are you together?”

I couldn't believe what I was hearing, and I couldn't bear to listen to it any longer. Colin was in trouble, and my chest tightened. I needed to get to my boy. I pushed past my boss, and I grabbed Ryan's arm. I pulled him down the hall toward the double doors that I knew were there.

“I'll send your paychecks in the mail. I hope this is well worth it for you to lose your jobs.”

I shut down my brain, blocking out any stimuli. Ryan placed my hand on the door handle, and I climbed into the car. I pulled out my phone and handed it to Ryan when he climbed in.

“We need to move! Those fucking bastards must have found him, fuck! How? God, where is he?” I yelled as I fastened my seatbelt.

“In Pataskala. That's thirty miles from here,” he said as he started the engine, but not before he handed my phone back to me. “The cops are on their way, right?”

“Yes, now drive! I can't lose him, man. Oh God!” Fuck! If only I had left work earlier. If only I had texted him when I had received his flowers. He was in danger because of me.

“You won't. We're going to get to him in time.”

I had filled Ryan in on the bare minimum of Colin's situation. I didn't divulge too much, except that he was healing from a traumatic experience. 

I was so grateful that Ryan was here with me. But where in the hell was Bill? I dialed my dad’s number and waited for him to answer.

“Hello, son. Aren't you supposed to be working right now?”

“Dad, it's Colin. He's in danger. I need you to fucking find Bill immediately. Ryan's with me, and we're headed toward Pataskala.”

“Shit!” I heard something fall, and then my mother was on the other end.

“We are on our way. Send us his location, please. We will find him, honey.”

I hung up and told Ryan to send the information to my parents. He complied, and then he sighed.

“We will find him, Stephen. I promise.”
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It felt like an eternity before we finally stopped. My mind hadn't stopped racing, and neither had my heart. My boy was in trouble, and I couldn't help him. Was he okay? I needed to know!

“I see two cars here, Stephen. We're in front of a warehouse. I'll take pictures of both cars' license plates, and then we can go inside. We will find him.”

I exited the car, and the sounds of sirens pierced the air. I paced back and forth, and then hurried footsteps approached me.

“Let's go inside, son.” It was my dad, and I ran toward him, tears falling from my eyes. He held me, his hand rubbing up and down on my back. “It's okay. We're going to find him, son.”

We rushed toward the warehouse, and my dad attempted to pull open the door. I tried as well, but the door wouldn't budge. From inside I heard voices, and I listened intently.

“Hello, gentlemen. I'm Officer Braylen, and this is Officer Leroy.” Voices sounded from behind us, and we turned around to shake their hands. “We got the SOS text.”

“Please, get him out of there!” I cried, and my heart hammered in my chest as the police banged on the door.

“Police! Come out with your hands in the air!” Nothing happened for a while, and then the banging grew in intensity. I gripped my dad's elbow, hoping and praying that Colin was okay. “We're coming in!”

I heard a crack, and we rushed inside behind the officers. Where was he? My dad was by my side, his hand pressed into the small of my back.

“Hands up! All of you!” Officer Braylen bellowed, and I heard shuffling. “What is going on here?”

“Nothing, Officer. We were just…”

“Where is Colin?” I yelled, and my dad gripped my hand tightly.

“All of you, outside. Now!”

I heard the click of handcuffs, and my heart rate slowed slightly. My dad rested his hand on my shoulder. He rubbed it, and I leaned into his touch.

“We need an ambulance immediately. Hey, Colin. Can you hear us? You're going to be okay.” It was Officer Leroy’s voice, but I tuned out his words. Was my boy hurt?

“What's going on? Dad, I need to be with him!” I staggered forward, but my dad gripped my arm. “Dad, let me go! Colin, I'm here. Boy, I'm here.”

My legs buckled underneath me, and I collapsed onto the floor. What had they done to him? Was he breathing? Oh God! If only I had been here sooner. If only we had been talking, I could have saved him. I sobbed, and my dad's arms surrounded me. I buried my face into his neck, and he held me.

“Let's go outside, son. Then when the ambulance arrives, we can ride to the hospital to see what's going on. Come on.”

I rose from the ground with shaky legs. As we exited into the crisp November air, I pressed a hand to my aching heart. God, please let Colin be okay. He needs to live, so please, keep Your healing hand on him. I love him, I need him, in Jesus name I pray, amen.

N

I couldn't think straight. My boy, my love. He was hurting, and I couldn't be with him. We had talked with the police, and they told me that someone was holding Colin when we arrived. They described him, but I couldn't place him in my head. Ryan had taken pictures of the cars we had seen when we pulled up, and now, he and my dad sat next to me.

“Do you recognize this car? I saw it parked a few blocks away,” Ryan asked my dad.

“Holy hell! Son, I think we need to move forward with that restraining order. Dennis was there.”

Dennis? What in the hell was he doing there? Could he have been the guy holding Colin? Oh God! Anger surged through me, and I squeezed my eyes shut. This fucking bitch would get it! Where was Bill?

“Dad, can you check on Bill? He should've protected Colin. Where is he?”

The automatic doors opened, and I heard heavy breathing. I felt my father stand.

“Mr. Clarke, I'm so sorry!” Bill said. “I went to grab a coffee, and when I returned a staff member told me… I'm so sorry.”

“As long as you're not hurt, that's all that matters,” my father said, and I heard the weariness in his voice.

“You're fired,” I said. “My boy could have been raped tonight, and it would have been all your fault. Your job was to stay outside of Colin's workplace, watching for any fucking signs of trouble, and you failed!”

“Stephen, emotions are running high right now. We need him. Colin's far from being safe. The other guys are in custody, but we still have to deal with Dennis. Don't take your anger out on Bill.”

I knew that my father was right, but I didn't want to hear that shit. Where was the doctor? Was my boy going to be okay? I leaned back against the chair, and I felt Ryan wrap his arm around my shoulders.

“He's going to be okay,” he whispered into my ear. “He can feel your strength. He will wake up. Do you need anything?”

“No,” I said, resting my head on his shoulder. “I just need him to wake up.”

“Close your eyes,” he instructed, and I obliged. “Think of something happy and keep that thought with you while we wait. I'll be right here.”

I focused on Colin, his laugh, his lips on mine, his warmth. He needed me. Soon, boy, soon. There was nothing to do but wait.

I must have dozed off because I felt hands shaking me. I opened my eyes.

“Mr. Clarke, Colin is awake and asking for you. He told me that I could give you an update. I'm Dr. Rachelle, by the way.”

I nodded, waiting for her to continue.

“We are awaiting the results from the rape kit, but there were no signs of forced entry or trauma to his anus. He was drugged with ketamine via an injection. He's groggy and may be disoriented for the next twenty-four hours.”

“Isn't ketamine used during anesthesia?” Ryan asked.

“Yes, and too much of it can lead to a slowed heart rate. Some patients experience hallucinations, and I think Colin is through the worst of it now. Would you like to see him?”

I held onto the doctor's elbow as she guided me into the room. She placed my hand on a plastic chair next to his bed, and I fell into it. As she walked away, I rested my hand on the mattress. Warm fingers found mine, and I gripped his hand.

“You came?” His voice was hoarse, and I leaned over the bed. I pressed my hand to his warm cheek and my lips to his.

“You asked for me, and I’m here, boy. How do you feel? Any pain? Those bastards!” I growled, and Colin's hand squeezed mine.

“All I could think about when they had me, amongst strange things that were probably because of the drugs, was you, Sir. I needed you. I'm so sorry…” I pressed a finger to his lips.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. I'm the one who should be apologizing. I shouldn't have let you walk out. Colin, I can't live without you. I can't.”

“Me neither. I need to be serving you, sleeping next to you, kissing you.” His voice was low, and I smiled. We were thinking the same thing. “Luke told me that he was back to finish… what… he started. I told him that I was no longer afraid of him. I needed it to be true.”

“Wow. I’m so proud of you for sticking up to those fuckers. I'm sorry that I wasn't there.” I shook my head. “I'm pissed at Bill. He was supposed to be there. I almost fired him.” 

“You can't fire him, Sir. You can't.” I heard the fear in his voice, and I pulled my hand away from his to wrap my arms around him. “In my head, I swore I heard Dennis talking to me. He was saying that he wanted me… and that we… were supposed to be… together.”

“That was real, boy. Dennis was holding you when we arrived,” I replied, tightening my arms around him. “We're putting out a restraining order. This has gone too far.”

“Sir, please.” His lips pressed into my neck, and I shivered. Fuck! “I don't want to focus on Dennis right now. All I care about is you… you're here.”

“I am,” I whispered, pressing my lips to his once more. His arms held onto me like his life depended on it, and as our tongues found each other's, electricity shot up my spine. I missed this. I needed this.

“I'm sorry,” he reiterated, and I stroked his hair. “I know that… I'm still healing, but therapy in the last few weeks has been beneficial. Dr. Rogers is helping me to change my negative thought patterns into positive ones.”

“I see. Is it working?”

“I… I was actually on my way to your workplace to thank you for the flowers and… apologize… when…”

I pressed my hand to his chest, and he winced. I immediately removed it, and his fingers wrapped around mine.

“They… beat me. Punched… me in the chest, went over my back with a knife… or at least that’s what I think happened. The hallucinations were… so scary and had me feeling so… out of control. Everything hurts, Sir. Please, tell me we're going home once they release me. I need to be in your arms again.” I could hear his hopeful but pained tone, and I couldn't say no. I nodded.

“Yes, I'm taking you home to recover. And before you say anything, I'll be taking care of you. You can serve me when you're better, but let me do what I neglected to for the last three weeks. I'm never letting you out of my sight again.”

“Yes, Sir.” Those words sent warmth spreading through me, and I smiled at my boy. He was mine!


Chapter Fifty

Colin

I knew where I was and could feel Stephen’s warm body pressed up against mine. I didn’t want to open my eyes because I didn’t want this to turn out to be a dream. So, I lay there relishing in the feel of my Sir. Last night, I had met Stephen's dad and his friend, Ryan. I was exhausted and felt very dazed, but I knew where I was and who I was.

The drug that Luke had injected into my neck had me hallucinating. I saw colors, shapes, and creatures that I had never seen before. I heard voices and loud sounds, and I couldn't feel pain. 

At some point, I couldn't move. It was like I was paralyzed. The rape kit came back, and there were no signs of forced entry or that anything had happened. Thank God! I wondered how long I had been with them. I sighed as Stephen's arm tightened around my waist.

“What are you thinking about, honey?”

“I… Is this real? You here with me? Am I dreaming?”

“Colin, open your eyes,” he said softly, and I did as I was told. I saw the face of the man who I had been dreaming about for so long. I pressed my hand to his bare chest, and I could feel his heart beating. He was real.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, long and deep. I felt his hand at the back of my neck, and I sucked on his tongue, my cock hardening at his sweet moans. Fuck! I wanted him so badly, but would he be open to my suggestions? After all that I had done?

“Sir,” I breathed after we came up for air. “I… want this, want you. You are the reason that I'm still here, why I can look at myself in the mirror and not see my broken body. I am still working on myself, but I need you. Please, never leave me again.”

“Honey,” he said, his hand cupping my cheek. “I will never leave you. I'm just worried. Are you sure you want me? You said those same words, and then you walked out.”

“Yes, but I wasn't sure about my emotions and reactions,” I said slowly. “I… I was scared of my feelings for you, Stephen. I was scared of… my sexual reaction. I had gotten hard a few times when we kissed, but I was afraid of that and what would happen if I told you. I wondered what it would feel like to taste you, to hold you in my hands, to… feel… you… inside of me.” My breathing quickened, and Stephen's fingers were stroking my hair.

“Honey, there's no rush. I'm not going anywhere, I promise. Colin,” he said as he sat up, pulling me into his lap. “There's only one man for me, and that's you. When I found out that you were in Alabama, that was the moment I knew. Hell, I probably knew it before then. You are mine. I want to mark your body with my fingers, tongue, and eventually my dick, whenever you’re ready. You belong to me, boy.”

“All yours,” I whispered as I gazed into his green eyes. I saw the emotion there, but it didn't register. He wanted me… for me.

“I didn't want to rush anything, honey,” he continued as I rested my head on his shoulder. “I wanted to wait until you were completely healed. However, last night showed me that time is precious. I could've lost you, Colin.” I heard him sniffle, and I pressed my lips to his cheek.

“I'm here, Sir. I'm here. Please don't cry.”

“I just need you to know that… I love you, Colin. I love you.”

And there it was, the emotion I couldn't place. He loved me. I knew in my heart that I felt something for Stephen, and over these last few weeks, I had felt lost without him. Nothing mattered without Stephen, and I recalled the many people who had questioned my love for him. Caleb, Rachel, and Carly, just to name a few. My heart soared. He had given me so much, but this, this was the best thing.

“I… I love you too, Sir. I love you too. I didn't realize it until… recently. You saved me time and time again, and how could I ever repay you? I needed to trust you, to accept that you were the one constant in my life, that you wouldn't hurt me like Josaiah and those men had. I know that now, Sir. I know you've done all of this for me because you love me.”

I flung my arms around Stephen, and he held me. There was nothing better than being in his arms where I felt safe, secure, and warm. This was where I belonged, right here with my Sir.

“Are you hungry? When was the last time you ate?” There was my Dom, always ready to protect me. I sighed as I pulled away from his embrace.

“My last meal was… lunch… yesterday, Sir.” And just like that, I knew where I belonged. This man had brought me back from hell but being here with Sir was my heaven.

“Lie down, Colin.” 

I did as instructed, and I watched his face as he sat next to me. 

“I just want to touch you. Is that okay?”

Normally, I would have been panicked at Stephen's hands on my naked body. However, as he waited expectantly for me to answer, I couldn't look away from the man who had been my rock and my Dom for the last two months. I owed him my life.

“Yes, Sir.”

N

My auntie had rushed over after finding out that I was in the hospital once more. When she saw me, she burst into tears and demanded to know what had happened. Stephen gave us some privacy as I told her what I remembered, and we cried together, thinking of what could've happened. Now she sat next to me on Stephen's bed, holding my hand. I heard his footfalls as he returned and sat on my other side.

“Thank you, Stephen. Thank you so much.” My auntie’s voice was filled with pent-up tears as she addressed Sir.

“You're welcome, Ms. Owens. He needed me, and I was actually on my way to see him after our conversation, but…”

“Wait! What conversation?” I knew that I would be in trouble for interrupting Stephen, but I was curious about what he was referring to.

“Colin.” There was that warning tone, and I gave a half-smile. He was going to spank me, and a shiver coursed through my body.

“I went to see Stephen to remind him of what he was missing,” she laughed, but I kept my mouth shut. “I went to see if y'all could patch things up.”

“I'm glad you did, Ms. Owens.” He yawned, and I attempted to sit up. I felt a pair of hands push me back into the pillows, and I groaned.

“I'm hungry,” I whined. I had been monitored all day by Stephen to make sure that I didn’t fall or hurt myself, but I wanted to get up and move around.

“Dinner's being prepared, honey. We've got it,” my auntie said softly, and I sighed. With both her and Stephen surrounding me, I knew that I wouldn't be going anywhere anytime soon.

As they exited the room, I inhaled deeply, and the scent of bacon filled my nostrils. What could it be? Bacon cheeseburgers? Eggs and bacon? Loaded mashed potatoes with bacon? I closed my eyes and thought about earlier. My new friends had heard about the incident when Stephen had called Cyrus. 

It didn’t take long for them to arrive, and when they saw me, they swarmed around, asking questions and hugging me. It felt good to be in the company of great people.

After a while, the men went into the living room, and the girls stayed with me. They told me that Carly had broken the news of her exit from All Access, and as she had stated, they understood but were saddened by her decision.

“Dinner is served!” my auntie sang, and I maneuvered my body into an upright position. I felt tired, and my body ached, but spending the evening with wonderful people gave me hope that tomorrow, I would feel more like myself.

“Wow.” I breathed, inhaling the scent of bacon and fried potatoes. The tray held two plates filled with scrambled eggs with cheese, bacon, fried potatoes, and mugs of hot chocolate. “Thank you.”

“I'm going to let you two enjoy the rest of your night. Pumpkin,” she said, and I grimaced at the nickname. Why? “Please, call me tomorrow morning. Stephen, thank you again for taking care of my nephew. Thank you.”

Her arms went around me, and I buried my face into her neck. I breathed in the scent of her strong perfume, and I smiled. Then she pulled away, and I saw Stephen's tall frame as he stepped into my aunt's embrace. I was happy that they had met, and they seemed to be getting along just fine. After she exited the apartment, I breathed a sigh of relief as Stephen slid under the covers next to me.

“I'm tired, and I know you are too. Let's eat, and then how does cuddling until we fall asleep sound?”

A pang of guilt shot through my chest. He was exhausted because he was nursing me back to health. Stephen loves you. He's doing this because he loves you.

“Sounds good, Sir. Thank you for everything.”

“No need to thank me, boy.”


Chapter Fifty-One

Stephen

I couldn't tell him. As much as I wanted to take Deidra's advice, I just couldn't. Colin saw me as this strong, capable man who gave him the world. How could I give him that without a job? Colin needed to be saved, and that was all that was on my mind when I exited LTF. 

I didn't care about Mr. Vargas at that moment or the company. However, I worried about Ryan. He worked so hard to rebuild his life, and his Dom had helped him achieve success. Would he hate me for getting him fired? Would we still be friends once he told Jeff why he no longer had a job?

I sighed as I checked the time: 4:30 a.m. In three hours, I would have been getting ready for work, fuck! How was I going to explain this to Colin? He still had his job, but I was without mine. I had money saved up, and I would be receiving my paycheck soon, but I couldn't just sit around. I needed to be working, doing something that fulfilled me. I covered my face with my hands and closed my eyes.

“No! No! Stop!”

“Colin?” I opened my eyes and sat up. Was he having a nightmare? I reached out to touch him, and he was tossing and turning. “Colin! Wake up!”

“S… Sir? Oh God! My… back! Ahhhh!” 

Shit!

I reached for him, and he fell into my arms, loud sobs echoing around my room. I needed to take his pain away. He needed me. I pressed my lips to his neck, and he shook underneath my hands. I whispered encouraging words while rubbing his upper back.

“What do you need, honey?” I whispered into his ear.

“Make… the pain… stop. Sir, please.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please?” The plea that came from his lips was full of need and pain, and I slowly lifted his shirt. I ran my fingertips over the area, and he stiffened. “No, touch it. Your hand… press into it…”

I did as I was told, and I inhaled deeply, waiting for his breathing to return to normal. The skin was hot to the touch, and I rubbed my hand over the tattoo. My poor boy! He was in so much pain, and I knew that it was coming, but I was hoping that I'd have a little more time to prepare. I sighed as he coughed.

“Thank you,” he whispered, and I bent to kiss where my hand once resided. “Ahhh! Do it… again.”

Over and over, I kissed from one side of his lower back to the other. When I was finished, he was in my arms, his lips on mine, and he held me tightly. I took all of his pain, anger, and sadness into my own body. He needed someone to take it all, and I was ready to carry it because I loved him and had made a promise.

“How do you feel now, boy?” I asked as we came up for air.

“Like I never want to stop kissing you,” he breathed, and I pressed my lips to his cheek. “You make everything… better. How did you… do that?”

“Stop your pain? I'm not sure, but I guess,” I laughed as I held his face in my right palm, “I have superpowers too, just like your auntie. I’m a super Dom.”

“That you are, Sir. That you are.”

He pulled me down on top of him, and he claimed my mouth, his tongue sliding back and forth over mine. I ground my hips into his groin and felt his response. I moaned into his mouth, and he did the same as I gripped his chin. It was a small but beautiful sound, so full of need and want. I wanted him too.

“You are mine, Colin Jones!” I growled as I bit his lower lip.

“Mmm, Stephen. Oh God!”

I loved hearing his moans, his cries, his laughter. I loved waking up next to him and falling asleep with him. He was my boy, and I couldn't imagine another day without him. I would wait for as long as I needed to for him to be ready, because I knew that when we did finally have sex, it would be hot, heavy, and full of love.

N

I sat in front of my laptop, my hands hovering above the keyboard, but my head was miles away from the task that I had set out to do. I needed to find another job, but where did I start? I was on indeed.com, ready to type in the search box, but my fingers wouldn't move. What if the next job that I applied for had an employer that wasn't accommodating? What if I applied and didn’t get hired?

I huffed, threw down the earbuds, and stood from my chair. Even though I was against him returning so soon, Colin was at work. He promised that if anything felt off, he would return home immediately. I worried about him being all alone, cleaning and straightening up after he had been drugged again, but he needed to work to keep busy. We were alike in that way.

I held my phone in my hand, ready to call Mr. Vargas and beg for my job back. However, I didn't grovel. I was starting to dislike his attitude, and once he threatened Ryan, I knew that I couldn't work in such a toxic environment. 

Now I needed to find something that brought me great joy, like working at LaMoyer Tech, but what? I scrolled through my contacts until I came across Cyrus's number. Last night, he had mentioned that there was still a lot of work that needed to be done with their online presence, and with my heart hammering in my chest, I pressed the call button.

“Stephen, good morning.” He sounded surprised to hear from me. “Is everything okay with Colin?”

I was grateful that while Colin and I figured things out, he had friends to lean on. They seemed to really care about him, which he needed. I was glad to see that he had others to rely on.

“Colin's fine,” I replied, pacing back and forth in front of my computer. “I… um, when Colin was kidnapped, I walked out of my job, and my boss… he um, fired me and my friend.”

“That's awful, man. I'm sorry.” I could hear the sincerity in his voice, and I smiled.

“Thanks. Last night, though, you mentioned that there was still a lot of work to be done with your online presence for All Access. I was wondering… if I could help you out with that.” I held my breath. Please, say yes.

“Wow. With everything going on with Carly, we haven't even thought about our online presence. We just place ads on the BDSM sites. We cater to everyone, so we hit LGBTQ sites as well. However, we don't have our own website yet.” 

I let out the breath that I was holding.

“I worked at LaMoyer Tech Firm for almost four years. My job was to make sure that websites were coded properly and that the site was accessible for people using screen readers. If you need help, I could…”

“Wait! You know how to code? Do you know how to add alternative text in images so that the blind and visually impaired know what's going on in them?” I smiled at his excited tone.

“Yes, Cyrus. I know how to add alt text into images. However, that would require another person to sit with me to describe the image.” I hoped that if I got the job, I could put in a good word for Ryan as well. He needed a job just as bad.

“Okay. This is amazing. We'll need that website soon. Can we meet to discuss terms and find someone to help you with the visual parts?” My heart soared. Things were looking up.

“I actually know someone who could help me, and he worked at the same firm as I. He knows how to code also.”

We talked some more about Ryan and the timeline for the website. We agreed to meet the following Monday to discuss terms and paperwork, and when I hung up, I let out a whoop. Building their website shouldn't take long, but I wanted to do my best. 

I needed this to work out because I couldn't imagine living off of Colin's money. Fuck! Somehow, I still needed to tell Colin that I was without a job. Sighing, I walked into the kitchen to make myself a chicken wrap. I needed some brain food because I was sure that Colin would want to help once the truth came out.


Chapter Fifty-Two

Colin

I sat in the driveway, bobbing my head to the Daughtry song that blared through my speakers. Work went well today, and on Friday I had therapy. I couldn't wait to tell Dr. Rogers of the new romance budding between my Sir and me. As the song ended, I yanked the key from the ignition, grabbed my phone, and exited the car. I missed Stephen so much today, and all I could think about was him.

Pulling open the front door I looked around, but there was no sign of him. I saw his laptop on the table and, peeking in the kitchen, a paper towel on the counter. I walked down the hall and into Stephen's bedroom. There he was.

“Hi,” I said softly.

“Colin, you're home.” He exhaled, and I went to sit next to him. My eyes roamed over his face, and my heart started to beat. Something was wrong.

“Sir, are you okay? What's wrong?”

“Why don't you take a bath, and I'll be in to rub your feet?” His tone was somber, and I leaned over him. Tears pricked at the corners of his eyes, and I pressed a hand to his cheek.

“Sir, what is it? You know that you can tell me anything.”

“Colin, please. Do as you're told.” He sounded weary, and before I scrambled off to undress, I kissed his right cheek.

“Yes, Sir.”

As I settled into the warm bath with bubbles and Epsom salts, I stewed over Stephen's body language and tone. What could be wrong? When I left this morning, he was lecturing me about my health, but I knew that it was coming from a place of love. Love. Wow. I couldn't believe that we had come so far in just two months. I was happy now that Stephen was back in my life. Could that be it? Was he having second thoughts?

I heard the bathroom door open, and I kept my eyes down as he sat on the floor. His breathing was normal, and as he reached out his hand I leaned toward him, craving his touch. He stroked his fingertips through my hair, and I sighed.

“Colin, I don't want you to worry. We are going to be okay.” He sighed, and I grabbed his hand. What was happening?

“Sir, what do you mean, ‘we're going to be okay?’ Is something going on with work?”

“Honey, I lost… I lost my job.” I turned toward him, and his shoulders were slumped. He looked… lost.

“When? How?” My voice trembled as I spoke, and I swallowed.

“When you were kidnapped, my boss fired me and Ryan because we walked out of the office. Please…”

“I'm the reason you lost your job?” Tears sprang to my eyes as I dropped his hand. Oh my God!

“Colin, don't you dare!” he said harshly, and his fingernails dug into my chin as he gripped it. “I had a promise to keep. You needed me, and I wouldn't be able to live with… myself… if they… had hurt you again.”

He lost his job because of me. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and I knew I should have comforted him, but what would happen now? All because of me, he didn't have anywhere to go during the day while I was at work. What could I do?

“Colin, honey,” he said as he sniffled. “Stop thinking. You're giving me a headache. We are going to be okay, love. I promise.”

“How could you say that? If you hadn't saved me…”

“Dammit, Colin!” he yelled, and my heart dropped into my stomach. “You are my first priority, boy. Do you hear me? Yes, if I had stayed at work, I would still have a job. However, you come first. You are my boy, and I love you. I love you, Colin Jones, and I don't regret my decision. I lost my job, but I have you now. That's all I ever wanted… was you.”

Once again, Stephen was putting things into perspective for me. He had lost his job, but now he had me. He lost something and gained something more precious, but what about money? What about what we would need to survive?

“I talked to Cyrus today, and he offered… well, I offered him my services.” A smile lit up his face, and I sighed with relief.

“So, we're going to be okay?” I breathed, repeating his words. Stephen would always have me at the center of everything. I knew that now. He loved me.

“We will be, boy. Now let me massage your feet and wash your body. Is that okay?”

Stephen had touched me all over, except some of the no-go areas, and I shivered thinking of his hands roaming over my body with a washcloth. I wanted one thing to happen, though, and I raised my face to regard him.

“Yes, Sir. Um… I want you to… wash everything, including… my… cock and balls. Please?” 

His breath caught, and I couldn't look away from his shocked expression.

“Are you certain, honey?”

“Yes, Sir.” I pressed a wet hand to the back of his head and pulled him into a deep kiss. His tongue glided across mine, and I moaned into his mouth. I wanted more. I wanted to feel his lips wrapped around my cock like in my head when had I masturbated, but could I handle that?

N

I was so proud of Stephen. I just knew that he and Ryan would succeed at All Access. However, the new venture for my Sir had me questioning my own career. I liked working at DHS, but I knew for a fact that janitorial work was not my calling. 

I was good at cleaning, but more than anything I loved to cook and bake. Stephen had mentioned me becoming a chef, and I was starting to entertain the possibility of me owning my own restaurant one day. But first, I would need to enroll in some culinary arts courses.

I sat across from Dr. Rogers, who was glancing down at his notebook while his right hand rested on a thermos of coffee. He adjusted his glasses and picked up his pen.

“You seem in much better spirits this morning, Colin. What's going on?”

“Well, before I tell you the good news, I have to tell you… that…” I swallowed and averted my gaze. “Luke and his… buddies came back for me.”

“Oh my God! What happened?”

I filled him in on everything that I remembered. He sat with his arms folded on the desk, and I couldn't read his expression as I finished.

“How are you holding up after all of that?”

“I had a nightmare that resulted… in… the tattoo… burning.” I recalled the feeling I had experienced when Stephen pressed his hand to my burning flesh. “However, I got through it. Stephen was with me.”

“Oh, are you two back on track?”

I smiled at my therapist, giving him the thumbs-up sign.

I told him everything, and when I shared that Stephen and I had professed our love to each other, Dr. Rogers smiled at me.

“Colin, I knew that you had it in you. I knew that you could open up to your Dom. So, things are looking up for you both. That's amazing. Will you be spending Christmas with him?”

“Christmas? I… haven't even thought that far ahead yet.” I closed my eyes, and an image surfaced in my head of Stephen putting up a red and white tree. Wow. “I hope that we'll be together for Christmas.”

“How was Thanksgiving with your auntie?”

I sighed, realizing that in this office topics of my family would come up, and there was no way of avoiding them. I told him how everything went and filled him in on the heartfelt conversation my auntie and I shared. As I spoke about my mother, my heart ached. I knew what needed to be done, but right now I wasn't ready to face her. What would she look like? Would I recognize her?

“Your mother has been asking about you, reminding you of her love. Do you think that you'll visit her soon?”

“I want to, but I'm scared,” I answered as I pressed my chin into my palm. “My auntie says to tell her what's in my heart, but there's… a lot. I'm angry, sad, hurt, but most importantly, I… love her.” I felt the ache return, and I counted each breath to calm myself.

“I know you do. So, why don't you start with that first? Tell her of your love.” His voice was soft as he spoke, and I shrugged.

“Okay, but then what? I have so many things that I want to say, but a lot of it will… hurt her. I don't want to do that, but she has to know.” My tone was firm as I spoke. “She didn't care for me. My auntie did. She wasn't there for me when I fell down, had my first heartbreak, when I came out as gay, and when I broke my ankle and had to be on crutches. My auntie raised me to be the man I am today.”

“Your auntie and your grandmother, right? She was an influential person in your childhood until she died. Your grandmother's death is why your mother spiraled. Would it help if your mother apologized for abandoning you?”

“She was sick, Doc. She has nothing to apologize for.” 

I closed my eyes, and memories surfaced: of me playing on the football team, my auntie taking me out for ice cream afterwards, her scolding me when I would come home late, drunk and high as a kite, and her tears when I graduated from high school. 

Dr. Rogers waited in silence, and after I opened my eyes, I spoke.

“She could apologize, but it wouldn’t make a difference. She’s missed so much already.”

“What if there's a reason for her absence? You did say that she's been in and out of treatment for years. Maybe she was just trying to protect you?”

“Maybe, but she could've called, sent a card, something.”

I closed my eyes and thought about the last time I had seen my mother. She was in no shape to take care of anyone, let alone herself. If I had stayed with her, I would have been neglected and abused. 

My auntie did the right thing, but my mother left me to grow up in an unfamiliar home. I had to grapple with never seeing my mother again at seven years old. We were all grieving my grandmother, but my mother's grief went unnoticed until the day she punched me. My auntie tried to get her into treatment, but she refused the help. Why?

“Colin, why don't you do this? For your homework assignment, I want you to write a letter to your mother. In it, you can express your thoughts and feelings in whatever way you see fit. If you need to curse, so be it. If you have to write in list form, fine. Just get it out. Then I recommend throwing it away, ripping it to shreds, or burning it. Whatever will help you feel better afterwards. However, I think Stephen should be with you while you either write the letter or get rid of it.”

“But why?” I was sure I could handle the assignment, but…

“He has not given up on you. He has been the rock that you've relied on since your assault. During this exercise, I wouldn't want you to be alone, so why not rely on someone you love to catch you when you fall?”

I knew that Stephen would be right there, no matter what I needed. He wouldn't leave me to fend for myself, and at that moment, I knew that he would do anything for me. Even wait for me when it comes to sex.

“Okay, I'll… do it.”

“Good,” he said as he scratched his head. “Colin, if you decide to visit your mother, I would like to ask that Stephen, your aunt, and I be with you. You need all of the support that you can.”

“You'd be able to come, too?”

“Yes, if you wanted me there. I'm allowed to aid in times of need, and this situation calls for my services. Just think about it, okay?”

I didn't need to think about anything. I knew what I wanted, my auntie, my therapist, and my Sir by my side as I confronted Eleanor Jones. I would make them proud, no matter what words fell from my lips. This needed to be done. I had Stephen, and we were growing stronger every day. I needed this to feel whole again… and after that…

“Dr. Rogers, can we talk about the tattoo for a moment?”


Chapter Fifty-Three

Stephen

“He's going to love this tree, Stephen.” Ryan gushed as he climbed into the driver's side. “It's so pretty.”

“Thank you. I'm sure he will.”

As we drove home, I thought about my boy. How was therapy going? Was he okay? He seemed preoccupied this morning, and I wondered why. Despite everything, I was sure that this tree was going to brighten up his mood and mine. Sitting around the house was not ideal, and I was starting to feel depressed. However, I knew that soon, things would change, which was why I invited Ryan to hang out today.

“So, I have some news,” I started, rubbing my hands together. It was twenty degrees outside, and though the heat was blasting, my hands weren’t warm yet. “We may have a job soon.”

“What do you mean?” In his voice, I heard weariness as well as curiosity.

I filled him in on Cyrus's offer. Silence surrounded us as we stopped.

“So, I'd be helping you with the visuals for the website? Anything else?” Ryan was used to doing his own thing, and it would be a change for both of us to be working so closely with another person. However, I had faith we could make this work.

“We’re still working out the details. I’ll be meeting with Cyrus on Monday. Can you be there? I need you, Ryan.”

“Well, when you put it like that, how can I refuse? We are a great team, aren't we?” His tone was now filled with excitement, and I fist-bumped him as the car backed up. “Let's get this tree inside and put up. Then I can make lunch if you want?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

As we worked, I thought about Colin's reaction to the tree. I hoped that he was as excited as I was because I loved the Christmas colors, though I couldn't see them. I had also bought a box of ornaments and a gold star to put on top. The tree was about six feet tall, and I knew that laughing with Colin about me being the only one to reach the top was going to be epic. I couldn't wait for him to return home from work.

“It looks superb, Stephen. It just needs to be decorated now.”

“Which I will do when Colin returns home from work,” I said with a smile as I pulled a candy cane from the box on the floor. “Want one?”

He took one, and we sat on the couch tasting the delicious flavors. My favorite parts of decorating for Christmas were eating the Christmas cookies my mom baked and eating the candy canes my dad tried to hide every year. 

Christmas was always a joyous time of year for me. The music that played from the speakers in my family's living room always promised good cheer and was a reminder of the reason for the season. That was another tradition I couldn't wait to share with Colin.

“So, how are things going between you and your sub? How is he holding up?” Ryan asked between bites of his candy cane.

“There've been a few incidents, but otherwise, he seems to be getting back to himself. Well, what I think is himself.”

“Will I ever know the full story? Your willingness to drop everything, even get fired, shows me you really care for Colin. It also shows that he was in grave danger. Who were those guys? What did they want with Colin?”

“It's not my story to tell,” I said, turning toward Ryan and smiling. “However, you and Colin should sit down and talk. He may be willing to share it with you. He seems to be opening up more about what happened, and I'm so proud of him for it.”

“I'd love that.” He rose from the couch. “What do you want for lunch? I make a mean grilled cheese and potato wedges.”

“Fuck yes!” On cue my stomach growled, and we both laughed. “How about inviting your Sir over to join us?”

“Unfortunately, he's working today until 4:00 p.m. Maybe next time?” I smiled at him, knowing how fond of Jeff Ryan was. The man had saved him, just like I had saved Colin. I guess Jeff and I had something in common.
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Ryan had left twenty minutes ago, and I was sweeping the floor when three light knocks sounded. I leaned the broom against the wall and walked to the door, pulling it open. The familiar scent of lavender filled my nostrils. My boy. He stepped inside, and I closed the door. 

I heard shuffling, items falling, and then I felt the floor shift underneath my feet. Was he kneeling? I looked at my phone, and my heart started to beat rapidly. It was 3:30 p.m., why was he home so early? I sat down and reached out to touch him. 

Colin was lying on his stomach. His arms and legs were spread wide, and I closed my eyes. I had heard of this position before, but where? Was it at The Ranger in training? What did it mean? 

Then a word came to me: apology. 

How did Colin know this pose? I allowed my hands to roam over his clothed body, wondering what my boy was thinking. 

I removed my hands. “Sub, what have you done?” I asked in a controlled voice.

“Sir, I…” He paused, inhaled, and then continued. “I quit my job today.”

Holy hell! What the fuck? Big decisions like that needed to be discussed, and under normal circumstances, I would take him up by his hair and spank him while he counted out each one. Except these weren't normal circumstances, and he wasn't just a submissive. He was my boy. I placed my hand on his back, right above his tattoo.

“Can you tell me why?”

“I’ve realized I need to take a different path in life. While janitors are important, so are chefs. I enrolled in culinary arts school this morning, Sir.”

“That’s wonderful news! But what helped you come to this decision?”

“I want to make a difference and follow in my grandmother's footsteps. Also, I’ve noticed how unhappy you’ve been lately, and it killed me to know you were home alone while I was working at a job that didn’t fulfill me. With this change, we’ll be able to spend more time together.” 

This couldn't be happening! My boy was doing this because of me and for me. My happiness was his happiness, and he was showing me that through his actions. What did I say to his gesture of apology, though? He was doing a good thing.

“Colin, come here,” I whispered, and slowly, he moved into my arms. I held him and inhaled his scent as his heart beat against mine. I was so proud of him.

“So, you're not mad, Sir?”

“Not at all, honey. While I wish you would have talked to me first, I won’t fault you for choosing a better path for yourself. Colin, all I want to do is hold you and never let you go.” I stroked his hair. “I'm so proud of you, boy. You are so talented, smart, sexy, super sexy. I… am so lucky.”

As our lips found each other's, I buried my fingers into his hair, feeling the silky strands fall through them. Suddenly, I was lying on top of Colin and his kiss was slow and deep as he held me. He was pouring all of his love, fear, and doubt into it, and I was there to take it all. I rocked my hips against his, and I could feel his hard dick press against my leg.

“Sir… please.” His tone was needy, and I balanced myself on my elbows, my face trained toward his.

“What is it, Colin?”

“You… I want you… to…” He swallowed, and I brushed my fingers across his lips. Take your time, boy. “I want to feel your mouth on my cock. I need to feel it, please.”

Did he know what he was asking me to do? My dick strained against my sweatpants, and I shivered. This was happening! I rubbed my hand down Colin's chest, and I felt a tremor course through his body. He was serious. He wanted this. I lay on the floor beside him and pulled him into another deep kiss.

“Are you sure about this? I don't want to rush anything, honey.”

“Sir, please. Don't deny me. I've been dreaming about this for… a while,” he panted, and I smiled. He was desperate. “I need to try. I'm still working on myself, but I miss sex. I miss feeling a man taking me into the back of his throat. I miss… everything. Will you please… just suck my cock?”

“Dick,” I whispered as I slowly ran my hand down his body. I didn't want this moment to end. I was finally going to taste Colin, and I closed my eyes as I slipped my hand underneath his waistband. He shivered as I wrapped my hand around his hard dick.

“Fuck!” That was the most beautiful word I had heard all day. I was about to drive him wild.


Chapter Fifty-Four

Colin

My body buzzed with excitement as Stephen's face inched closer to my rigid cock. I couldn't look away as he kissed the tip, and I hissed. Adrenaline coursed through me, and as his tongue licked up and down my shaft, I couldn't help the moan that escaped my throat. Holy hell! I wasn’t going to last long.

“Sir…” I trailed off as Stephen sucked my cock into his mouth. Oh! My! God! “Aaaaaaah!”

He hummed, and I felt the vibrations in my balls. I could feel the familiar tingle, and I shook my head. No! His lips suctioned onto my head while his tongue licked the underside. I was already so close, and he hadn't taken me into his throat yet. As if he could read my mind, his mouth opened, and I pushed deeper until I felt his throat muscles. He was sooo good at this!

“Don't stop! Oh God!”

Stephen was making my head spin with his wetness, the sounds of his mouth working around my dick, and his expression of pure lust. He was in heaven, and so was I. The familiar tingle became stronger as he squeezed my balls, and I knew what needed to be done. However, this was so damn good, and I didn't want it to end.

“Sir,” I panted, attempting to hold off my orgasm. “I'm close. I can feel it, can I please…”

“Cum for me, boy. All down my throat. I'm taking all that you've got, you hear me?”

His mouth suctioned back onto my dick, and I replayed his feral tone in my head as I came, screaming his name. My body was flying as he swallowed every drop, and I forced my eyes open to watch his expression. 

As I came back to earth, I allowed myself to process the mind-blowing orgasm that had just wracked my body. Stephen's hands were stroking over my thighs, and I sighed. I felt a loss as he pulled his mouth away from my now limp dick.

“Wow, Colin,” he started. “Honey, that was exquisite. No, it was… there isn't a word to describe it. You are exceptional, boy.”

“Thank you, Sir,” I said with a wide grin. “You were fucking amazing yourself. Well, better than amazing. I've never… felt like that before.”

“I guess after such a long day, you needed this release. I'm so glad you trusted me to do this for you, boy.” His words meant everything to me, and I felt a sense of pride. I had allowed Stephen to do this, but he had once again given me something more. We were on our way to building a better relationship and dynamic, and it was because of both of us. I was learning to trust and believe in him. I loved him.

“Stephen, come here.” I opened my arms, and his lean body covered mine once more. We were a perfect fit.

N

“A Christmas tree? You got a tree?” I couldn't believe it. We were sitting on the couch after Stephen had sucked me off a second time, and I was feeling giddy.

“Yep. I went and picked it out today with Ryan. Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I exclaimed as I threw my arms around Stephen. “It's beautiful. Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” he said, and his smile lit up the entire room. “It is missing something, though. Are you up for decorating the tree with me?”

“Are you kidding me? I'd be delighted.” I bounced on the edge of the couch, and he laughed. Stephen was making me feel ten times better about the holiday.

“Okay, let me pee, and then we can get started. There are…”

“Candy canes!” I squealed as I spotted the box on the floor. “Oh my gosh! Sir, thank you! This is the best Christmas gift ever!”

As I ripped open a peppermint candy cane, I stared at the red and white Christmas tree. It was pretty, and I ran my hands over the tinsel and branches. It was tall, and as I looked up, I gasped. How in the hell would I reach the top?

“I bought a gold star for the top.” Stephen rested his hands on the back of my neck, and I sighed. “Guess who'll be putting that up?”

“Well, of course,” I pouted. “I can't reach the top.”

“The good thing is, you'll be able to look at it every day until January 1st,” he whispered in my ear, and I shivered. “This is my favorite time of year, boy, and I'm so glad I'll be spending it with the one I love.”

“Me too, Sir.” He wrapped his arms around me, and I leaned my head against his chest. “This is beautiful.”

“Just like you, sweetie. Just like you.”

Warmth spread through me like a roaring fire, and I felt my body respond to his words. He thought I was beautiful, even though I was still scarred. He loved me regardless of what had happened. He accepted me, flaws and all. He was everything to me.

“You… are my savior, Stephen. Thank you for everything you've done. I didn't know that I needed you until it was too late, and I'm so glad you haven’t given up on me. Thank you for saving me.”

“Honey, you are worth it. Everything I did was for you. You have been it for me since our first scene, and I will be damned if I let anything happen to you. Dennis tried to talk me down, but I knew in my heart that we were destined to be together. You were the miracle that I had been waiting for. You are mine, Colin Jones.” 

Tears filled my eyes as his declaration flowed through me, and I stared into his beautiful green eyes.

“You are my miracle, Stephen,” I sniffled as I rested my hand on his. “You give me structure, guidance, love, and discipline. You've given me so much, and I'm so grateful. I feel free when you touch me, when you kiss me, when you call me boy. You own me, Stephen. I'm yours, Sir.”
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The atmosphere in Stephen's house was warm and cozy. The tree was decorated with candy canes and colorful ornaments, and the most beautiful of them all was the gold star on top. The smell of baked cookies permeated the air, and Christmas music telling of the reason for the season played softly on the speakers. I relaxed on the couch in Stephen's arms, enjoying this moment.

“So, how was therapy today?” he asked as he stroked my hair. His fingers brought me comfort.

“Dr. Rogers and I talked about my mother today,” I said as I picked up another cookie from the plate on the end table. “He wants me to write a letter to her and burn it with you as a witness. It's supposed to help… I was thinking of visiting her soon.”

“Did you have a date in mind?”

“I haven't… decided yet. I need to get through writing the letter first.” I sighed, leaning my head back against his chest. “I don't know what I'm going to say.”

“Write what you feel,” he whispered. “I think you shouldn't waste any time. I'm right here. Would you like to do it tonight?”

“Now? This night is perfect, Sir. You bought me… us this amazing tree, you gave me the best damn blowjob ever, and I feel… free. I feel alive. I just… want to enjoy this.” I sighed as his arms tightened around me.

“Oh, we will fully enjoy the rest of the night, don't worry.” He chuckled softly, and I saw the gleam in his eye. “However, I want you to be free of worry and pain tonight. Tomorrow starts the regularly scheduled weekend where you serve me. I need you at your best.”

“Yes, Sir.” 

“I will make us some hot chocolate, and I want you to write that letter. When you're ready to get rid of it, I'll be right here. This will help you, boy.” His lips brushed against my neck and he stilled. “Colin, you haven't removed the play collar?”

“No.” I sat up and held his right hand. “I couldn't bear to take it off when we were apart. It always reminded me that you were near, that you were always with me. Now it means so much more.”

Suddenly, Stephen pulled me back again and tilted my chin up. Tears fell from his eyes. His warm, soft lips came in contact with mine, and I felt my body come alive at the small gesture.

“Colin, I love you so much.” He sniffled, and I smiled.

“I love you too, Sir. All yours.”

“I know. Now you've got a letter to write, honey. I'm not going anywhere.”

“I know,” I whispered as I held his hand. He wasn't going anywhere.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Stephen

I allowed For King and Country's “Silent Night” to surround me while I relaxed on the couch. It had been a wonderful day, and seeing Colin in this state of joy made my heart swell. He was getting better each day, and I thanked Dr. Rogers immensely. 

He hadn't given up on Colin, and neither had I. I wanted my boy to be the best that he could be, which was why I believed in his ability to write this letter and burn it. I would be by his side every step of the way.

I was shocked by his willingness to let me in earlier. His moans and cries meant everything to me, and his cum was sweet as it hit my tongue. My God! I wanted to taste more, to hear more, but after tonight's assignment, I wasn't sure if he'd be up for it. 

I took a chocolate chip cookie from the plate, and its warmth in my hand made me feel at peace. My boy had made them, and I wasn't disappointed as I stuffed the entire delicacy into my mouth. The center was warm and gooey, and the edges were a little burnt, just the way I liked it. 

He knew me so well, and yet, there was something that he didn't know. Something that I had been holding inside since I was a little boy. Tonight, he would know it all. The Dominant's Creed showed me that love and trust were vital in a BDSM dynamic, as well as open and honest communication, and I needed to set a good example for Colin. He needed me, but tonight I needed him. I closed my eyes and pondered what tonight's conversation would look like.

Time seemed to pass, and I opened my eyes. Chris Tomlin played from the speakers, and I sat up. I grabbed my phone from the end table and checked the time, 7:35 p.m. Colin had mentioned a fire for burning the letter, and my place wasn't equipped with a grill or fire pit. I knew who could help me out.

I called my dad.

“Son? How are you?”

“I'm well, Dad. Hey, I need to ask a favor.”

“Okay?”

I filled him in on Colin's assignment and a brief history between Colin, his auntie, and his mom. When I was finished, silence stretched between us.

“We have a grill,” he said softly. “I'll be by to pick you up in…”

“Dad, Colin has to finish writing, and I need to see if he'll even be ready to do this. He may need some time. Let me check with him, okay?”

“You're so good with him,” he commented. “You're always looking out for his safety, his well-being, and… well, I know seeing him go through this isn't easy for you, seeing as you lost your biological mother.” 

I swallowed.

“Yeah,” I whispered, placing my right hand over my heart. “I miss her every day. I'll… I'll talk to him and get back to you.”

“Okay, son. Call me if you need anything.”

He hung up, and I rested my head against the couch cushions. He only said what I was thinking, but all of a sudden, I felt sad. My adoptive parents had sat me down at ten years old and told me that my biological mother was young when she had me, about eighteen. 

She had some complications that made her childbirth difficult, and soon after she died. They didn't have any pictures of her, but they told me that my father didn't want anything to do with me, which was why I was bounced from home to home. If only she could have been saved, if only she’d had living relatives, maybe I would have grown up in a better situation. 

However, I was so grateful for my adoptive parents, for their love, their wisdom, their humor, and their grace. They had saved me, and I thanked God every day. I heard footsteps coming down the hall, and I sat up, scrubbing a hand over my face.

I felt the heat of Colin's body, and I reached out for him. I knew what he needed, and he climbed into my lap. The scent of lavender surrounded me as he wrapped his arms around my neck. I held him while he sobbed.

“I'm here, baby. I've got you. I know, Colin. I know.”

I held him through his tears, wiping and kissing them away. My heart ached, knowing that in just a few hours, I would tell him my own story of a childhood without a mother until I was six. He stayed in my arms even as his sobs subsided, but I didn't dare let him go.

“Thank you,” he whispered, and I had to strain to hear him.

“I told you that I would be here for you, honey. Whatever you need.” I slipped my hand into his shirt and caressed the buckle on the play collar that he refused to take off. “What are you thinking?”

“That… I… think I'm ready to let this go. It takes… so much energy to be angry and I shouldn't hate my mother. She was sick and grieving. I just… want to feel free from all of this pain. Could I have a relationship with her? I don't know, but I at least need to get some closure.” My brave boy.

“I understand,” I said, kissing his forehead. He was dealing with something that I couldn’t possibly understand, but the loss was there. I knew that. “Before we go, I need to tell you… something.”

I needed his warmth to surround me while I talked about my mother. I lay back on the couch and pulled him on top of me. Wrapping my arms around his stomach, I sighed. I needed to do this.

“When I was born, my mother… died.” I swallowed, and I heard Colin gasp. “She… died after giving birth to me. My father didn't want me, so I was placed in the foster system until I was six. I wasn't treated… well growing up because… of my blindness.”

“Did kids pick on you?” he asked as he rested his warm hand over mine.

“Yes, they did. My foster brother, Bobby, stabbed me when I was five. He talked about me being blind and how I wouldn't be able to stop him.” I laughed sardonically as I recalled the memory. “I didn't think he was going to do it. You know how kids are. Anyway, he did go through with it, and my foster sister attempted to patch me up, but she could only stop the bleeding. When my foster mother came home, she took me to the hospital, and I was better within a month. However, she said that I had probably done something to her son to deserve it. She didn't punish him or anything.”

“Wow,” Colin breathed. “So, a year later, you were adopted by your parents?”

“Yes, and they were my saviors. I don't know where I'd be without them, but… I’m telling you this because, while our stories are very different, I can relate to how you’re feeling.”

“Have you ever wondered about your biological relatives?” he asked as his fingertips skimmed down my cheek.

“My mother was alone, no parents of her own. She was staying with a friend when she went into labor, but that's all I know. And to answer your question, I've wondered what could be, but there's no point. My mother and father are Keisha and Shaun, and they have raised me to be the best version of myself. They were who I went to when I realized that I was gay in seventh grade. I am who I am today because of them, Colin. I don't want anything to change that.”

“I understand.” He sighed, and I pressed my lips to the side of his neck. “I… I think I'm ready to do this.”

“There's no rush, honey.”

“I… need to, Sir. Anger is good for no one. I realized that when I spoke with Josaiah and Caleb, you helped me see that. I'm sure.”

On cue, my phone vibrated, and I answered. The sound of the wind could be heard, and I knew that it was my dad.

“Hello?”

“Son, I'm outside.”

“Okay, we'll be right there.” I hung up and pressed my lips to Colin's. “Time to go.”
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My mother and father stood behind Colin as he held the letter in his hand. We were in the backyard of my parents’ home, and the heat from the barbecue grill warmed my face. 

“Are you sure this is safe?” His voice trembled, and I knew that he was nervous. My dad chuckled as he answered.

“Yes, Colin. This is one of the safest methods to burn paper.”

“Honey, do you need a minute?” my mother asked, and I smiled. She knew that this was hard for him and was trying her best to be supportive. I loved her so much for it.

Silence surrounded us. I closed my eyes and thought about me and Colin on the park bench. We've come a long way since then. I opened my eyes as ripping sounds filled my ears. I could hear small hiccups from Colin, and I willed my arms to stay put. He needed to do this. Loud sobs surrounded me, and I wrenched my hand away from my mother's, but my dad's voice me.

“Stephen, he has to feel through this. Let him be. It'll be okay.”

I knew that my dad was right, but damn, hearing Collin cry broke my heart. I waited, feeling helpless as his tears fell. I closed my eyes, and a memory surfaced of us throwing snowballs at one another and then his lips on mine. What a day that was! Then his voice filled my ears, and I slowly opened my eyes.

“You say that you love me, and I love you, too. However, you didn't love me enough to get better. You didn't love me enough to come visit me or check on me. I… missed you every day…” He was crying again. “And I'll never know if you missed me too, but I hated Auntie because of you. You were too… drunk to stop her from taking me away from our home. She was my mother and still is. You left me to feel like I was unloved and that you didn't care. At just seven years old. I will never forgive you for that.”

“He's holding the pieces of paper out in front of him,” my dad explained. “He's looking between the fire and the ripped letter. He has just dropped them into the fire. He's shaking now, son. He will be okay.”

“St… Stephen?” His voice sounded strangled as he called out for me, and my father guided me toward Colin. I needed to be by his side as I had been many times before.

He gripped my hand tightly as the papers burned, and I breathed in the scent of charcoal. He rested his head on my shoulder, and I sighed. I held onto the hand that had comforted me just an hour ago, and I squeezed. He squeezed back, and I knew through our unspoken communication that Colin was going to be okay.

“Thank you, Sir,” he whispered into my ear, and I couldn't help it. I turned and pressed my lips to his.

“Anytime, boy.”

“I feel… tired, but… like I can breathe a little easier now. I owe it all to you.”

“And Dr. Rogers too.” I smiled, and he laughed.

“Yes, him too.” He turned around, and I followed him. “Mr. and Mrs. Clarke, thank you for doing this for me. I am honored to call Stephen’s family my own, and I’m so grateful that you welcomed me into your home and heart. God bless you both.”

My mother swept Colin into a hug as she cried, and then it was my father's took over. When it was my turn, I held on for dear life, not wanting to let him go. He was mine, and I was so proud of the man he was becoming. I whispered into his ear as we walked back toward the house.

“I love you, boy.”

“I love you more, Sir.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

Colin

I was in awe of this beautiful Christmas tree. I stood in front of it and looked up at the gold star. This was our tree. I sighed as I plucked a candy cane from one of the branches. It was strawberry, and as Stephen came out of the kitchen, I bit off the handle.

“Are you eating another candy cane?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“You'll be going to the store and buying more if you keep eating. Speaking of, we need to go grocery shopping. We're all out of the necessities, including hot chocolate.”

“Oh, we can't forget the hot chocolate,” I laughed, and Stephen did too. “I'll get dressed, and then we can go.”

“Before you do, let’s talk. Take a seat on the couch.”

I followed his instructions. What did he want to talk about? This weekend had been great, bringing him food and drinks, massaging his feet, and the best part was the morning blowjob that I now was required to give. I was all too happy to oblige, as his cum was so sweet. Every drop felt like the first all over again.

“Firstly, I was shocked to see you in the apology position on Friday. Where did you learn that?” he asked as he pulled me into his arms.

“I looked it up. I thought that… you were going to be upset with me, and I found submissive positions online. Apology was one of them.”

“Well, I'm glad you did, because now we're going to learn new ones. Positions that show your submission fully, that allow me full access to your body, ones that will sink you lower into your headspace. What do you think about this?”

“Inspection,” I whispered the name of one of the poses I had seen. Oh my God! My hole clenched in anticipation, and I felt a sense of relief. I wasn't scared… but ready. “I think I like what you're proposing.”

“Good. I also want us to go back to All Access. I want to work our way up to having a scene at the club.” His tone was low and husky, and I knew he wanted this. I closed my eyes and thought about people watching us as he… spanked me? Then red letters popped into my mind, and I froze.

“Would… I have to be… naked?” My voice quivered, and I knew Stephen could hear it.

“Baby, you don't have to be. I know you're worried about people seeing your tattoo, and I would completely understand if you couldn't.“

“Sir, I want to make you proud. I am physically scarred but being able to walk by your side naked would be an honor. So would being able to wear your marks without worry or shame. I need to try.”

“Not if it's going to set you back, boy. You've been doing so well. I don't want you to close in on yourself. I need you whole.” I could hear the emotion in his voice, and I turned toward him, holding his chin in my right palm.

“When I'm with you, Sir, I feel whole. Can… we practice positions while I’m naked? Just you and me? Then maybe the girls can stop by and watch as well? I trust them, Sir. I feel comfortable around them. They know everything.” I knew that I was rambling, but I couldn't stand to lose Stephen over something that I could fix. I needed to try for him.

“If you're sure, boy.”

I threw my arms around him and pressed my lips to his. He opened for me, and I slid my tongue inside, feeling his warmth. This was heaven.

“Thank you.”

“You're most welcome, but there's something else,” he said as I rested my head on his chest. “When I found out that you were kidnapped, I vowed to get you back and I told myself that I wouldn’t hold in my feelings. Colin, I want to be your sun and moon. I want you to wake me up with my morning hot chocolate and put me to sleep with that beautiful mouth. I need you in my life.” Oh my God! Was he asking me to…?

“Stephen, are you asking me to move in?” His fingers rested on my bare neck, and I shivered. I missed the play collar, but he insisted I take it off so that it could be cleaned.

“Yes, I am.”

“I would love to share your home, Sir. I'd love to serve you full-time, to be here whenever you needed me. Sir, wow. How do I ever repay you for all you've given me?”

“You've given me your trust, love, and submission. I don't need anything else from you, Colin. I already have your heart. That's the most precious gift of all.”

I wrapped my arms around him and inhaled his warm vanilla scent. It was intoxicating, and I felt my head spin. I wanted to suck him off again, and I grazed my teeth over his skin. He hissed, and I continued to suck on his neck.

“Colin, we need to go before Cyrus. If you… keep doing that, I will have no choice… but to put you on your… back… and… aaaaaaah!” I bit his neck and then looked into his eyes. I saw the want there, and my hole clenched once more. Would he fuck me? “Colin, in the bedroom. Now. I'm going to show you what I mean when I say hurry.”

I scrambled off the couch, stripping off my clothes as I walked. My cock was hard, and I hoped that Stephen was going to take care of that. Footsteps sounded behind me, and I flung my body across the bed. The look of pure lust on his face was sexy as hell, and I licked my lips.

“You have a safeword, sub. What is it?”

“Icicle for slow down, fire for stop.” I breathed as I watched him climb on the bed.

“Good. Lift your legs, boy.”

Oh God! He was either going to fuck me or plug me, and my hole clenched as I did as I was told. I trusted Stephen.
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I awoke alone in my bed Monday morning. I looked at the clock and gasped. It was past 8:00 a.m., and I jumped from the bed. I’m late for work. I ran into the bathroom, grabbed my toothbrush, and started my morning routine. 

My reflection had changed over the last three months. My face was fuller, my eyes brighter, and I stood taller. I smiled as I thought about this past weekend serving Stephen, my mouth on his, and other body parts, his on my… Oh my God!

I showered and dressed and rechecked the time: 8:35 a.m. Fuck! I dashed out the door, grabbing my phone and keys. A text from Sir popped up as I climbed into my Jeep.

 

Hey love. Have a good day at therapy this morning. Haven't heard from you yet. Tell Dr. Rogers I say hello, and remember, Bill is back on duty this morning. Can't be too careful. Love you, 

x

Fuck! I was going to therapy today, not work. I had quit my job Friday and then apologized to Stephen in the best way. I sighed as I typed a response:

 

Hello, Sir. I'm running late, but thanks for reminding me that I wasn't going to work. This sucks! I see Bill's truck. Thank you for that also. I love you more.

xxx

 

I pulled out onto the street and turned up the rock song. Besides not having a job and the tattoo on my back, I was in a good mood. Stephen and I were doing great, I was thriving in therapy, and soon I would be doing what I really loved: cooking. As I stopped at a red light, I glanced over to the passenger's seat and spotted the bag that contained the tattoo removal pamphlets. 

I had discarded it there after Thanksgiving in an attempt to avoid thinking about my impending decision. Finally, I felt ready to talk about it, and Friday's assignment, with Dr. Rogers. 

A sense of peace washed over me as the pieces of the letter had burned, but I also felt that something was missing. I had made a decision about my mother, and I would discuss that with Dr. Rogers.

“So, tell me the latest, Colin. Did you complete the assignment from last week?”

“I did. Stephen and his parents were with me. I burned the letter in a grill, and afterward, I felt… liberated. However, I think I need to see her to get some closure. I need to know why she didn't reach out.”

“I think that's a great idea. Do you know when you are going to visit her?” Dr. Rogers sat with his arms folded.

“Sometime before Christmas,” I said with a wide grin.

“I’m glad you’re taking the initiative to gain closure. Do you have any plans for Christmas?”

“I want to spend it with Stephen. He bought us this amazing tree, man. It's so beautiful.”

“Us? Are you two moving in together?”

“Yes, we are. I just need to fill out the necessary paperwork and turn in my keys. My lease is up next month, so it works out perfectly.”

“Colin, that is great news. Things seem to be looking up for you,” he replied as he took a sip from his water bottle. “Is there anything else that we need to discuss before we address the tattoo?”

I told Dr. Rogers about us engaging in oral sex. I also told him about yesterday, how he had fingered me until I came, and how I had walked around Kroger with a small glass butt plug in my ass. It had felt amazing, and every time I moved, I could feel it hitting spots within me that I didn’t even know existed. By the time Stephen removed it, I wanted his dick to fill me, but I couldn't… not yet.

“Are you scared to have sex with Stephen?”

“No, not really. I know that he won't hurt me. I just… want it to be perfect. I had a dream… you remember with the roses and candles?”

“Yes,” he answered, his eyes locked with mine. “Is that the experience you want?”

“Maybe… I just want it to be perfect. I want the mood to be right, you know,” I said as I fidgeted in my chair. It was still weird to talk with my therapist about sexual topics.

“I understand. And he wants to go back to the club with you? That's a good sign. How are you feeling about that?”

“I'm nervous, but determined,” I said. “I guess I don't mind other people seeing me naked, but it's… my… tattoo that I'm worried about. What will people think? What will they say? My group of friends know, but…”

“Complete strangers make you nervous. I always find it helpful to focus on the person that you’re with. It's you and him in the moment. Close your eyes and focus only on the sensations that he's making you feel. He knows your lower back better than you, am I correct?”

“It seems that way, yes.” I shivered as I remembered his hands roaming over my tattoo, marking me with his touch. I felt like I was soaring as his hands took away every strip of ink and replaced it with fresh skin. If only…

“Last week, you mentioned that you had made a decision about the tattoo. What was that?”

“Dr. Rogers, I want to get the tattoo surgically removed. However, the cost is the problem.” I sighed, feeling my shoulders relax.

“Have you spoken to Stephen about your decision? Or your auntie?” He jotted something in his notebook.

“No one knows yet,” I answered as I lowered my head. “How am I going to afford it?”

“They are your biggest supporters and may be able to help you, Colin.” His voice was soft and full of understanding, but I shook my head. I couldn't ask them for money.

“I can't… Stephen has already given me so much, and so has my auntie.”

“Colin,” he whispered, and I lifted my head to meet his gaze. “This removal will make you feel like yourself again. I know you want that, and if Stephen and your aunt could help you, why not let them? They miss who you used to be, too.”

I knew that he was right, but…

“If you're worried about funds, remember that love outweighs anything money can buy. Money comes and goes, and so does love. However, this love that you're receiving is pure, undying, and unchanging. You need this, Colin. Let someone in for a change.”

Let someone in.

I opened my mouth to speak, but the vibrations coming from my pocket stopped me.

“It’s okay, you can answer it.”

I pulled out my phone and smiled as Auntie's picture flashed across the screen. I stood and walked toward the door as I answered.

“Hey, Auntie. I'm sorry, but I'm in therapy right now.”

“Oh good, put me on speakerphone, please.” What was going on? Turning to face Dr. Rogers, I pressed SPEAKER. “Hello, Colin's therapist.”

“Hello,” Dr. Rogers's deep voice rang out in the small office.

“Colin, I just came from visiting your mother. They’re allowing extended visiting hours today from 3:00 p.m. until 5:00 p.m. Honey,” she paused, and I held my breath as the question fell from her lips. “Would you like to see your mother today?”

“I… I…” I stammered as I felt my heart thumping in my chest. After seventeen years, I would get to see my mom. “Yes, I… I would like to see her, Auntie.”

“I can hear the quiver in your voice. Honey, the facility that she's staying in is nice. She's well cared for, and she looks healthy. I can send you their website, if that'll help?”

“Please,” I answered, my voice sounding small.

“Dr. Rogers, I'm hoping that you’ll help my nephew as he prepares for this evening?”

I heard cars passing in the background.

“Of course. We’ll also contact Stephen. Also, Mrs. Jones, I will be accompanying Colin to the visit.” I loved the way my therapist took charge and talked with such professionalism.

“I wouldn't have it any other way. Colin, baby, please don't worry. We'll be here to support you. I love you.”

“Love you too, Auntie,” I whispered as I hung up. My legs moved automatically as I walked toward the chair.

“Colin, what are you thinking? Your facial expression's changed, and so has your breathing.” Dr. Rogers stood from his chair and came to stand next to me. “Look at me.” 

I did as instructed.

“I'm… going to see my mother today. What do I say? Do I hug her? Do I let her speak first? Dr. Rogers, I'm not sure what to do. I haven't seen her in years. Will I recognize her?” My head was spinning, and I pressed my hands to my forehead.

“Focus on your breathing. In and out deeply, yes, that's it. Let's try some PMR. Tense all of your muscles in your body. Hold that position.”

My entire body was tense, and I held my breath. I knew that I was supposed to breathe, but I was in shock. I would be seeing Eleanor in a few hours. What would I say? 

As Dr. Rogers droned on with instructions, I attempted to remain focused, but images of my mother's face from when I was seven filled my mind. I growled as I saw her hand fly toward my face, and I bolted from the chair.

“Colin, what is it?” Dr. Rogers stood in front of me, his eyes on my face.

“She punched me. How in the hell can I walk in there and pretend like I don't hate her? What do I do?” I pressed my fingers into my eyes, feeling the tears there. I will not cry. I will not cry.

“There's no need to hide your emotions. I bet your mother is angry with herself, too. There’s no right or wrong way to feel. We'll be right there with you, Colin.” He walked around his desk and picked up his pen. 

What I needed to feel right now was Stephen’s arms holding me against his hard, lean body, and I closed my eyes as my favorite image flowed through my mind. If Stephen could be in the moment, so could I. I knew that my actions were a reflection of him, but I couldn't promise that I wouldn't lose it. He would understand, wouldn't he?

N

The brick building loomed in front of me, and the sign read Recovery For All. Once I passed through those first set of doors, I would come face-to-face with the woman who gave me life, who was there until I was seven, who was the reason my auntie had raised me. I inhaled deeply, and Dr. Rogers eyed me from the driver's seat.

“Colin, I believe in you. We've worked toward this since October. Are you ready to go in?” I shook my head.

“I… I want to wait for Stephen. I can't do this without him.” My chest tightened, and I closed my eyes and said a silent prayer for Stephen to show up soon. I needed him.

“Understandable. We'll wait then.”

As if God heard my prayer, a car pulled up next to Dr. Rogers's, and Bill wasn't far behind. My auntie's car was already here, and I knew she was inside coordinating everything. I was so thankful for her, and as the passenger side door opened, I unbuckled my seatbelt, climbed out of the car, and threw myself into Stephen's open arms.

“Hey, hey. It's okay, baby. I'm here, just like I said I would be. I've got you, and you've got this.” He rubbed my back as he spoke, and I hung onto him for dear life. Please, don't leave.

“I don't feel brave, Sir,” I whispered. “What if I don't know what to say?”

“Just remember what I told you… just say what's in your heart, boy.”

“Stephen.” Ryan stood near the car. “I'll wait for you out here.”

“Thanks, man. Honey, are you ready?”

“You're here.” I held my breath before letting it go. “I think so.”

Dr. Rogers and Stephen said hello and shook hands. I grinned like an idiot as he told my Sir how amazing he was and how much I was flourishing under his command. Then Dr. Rogers told us that it was time, and just like that, I felt sick.

Stephen's cold hand found mine, and I squeezed it as Dr. Rogers guided us toward the door. He pressed the buzzer, and after announcing his title, the doors slid open. A reception area greeted us with an older woman sitting behind the front desk. She wore glasses and a fur coat.

“Are you here to see Eleanor Jones? Deidra told me that you'd be stopping by to visit. Which one of you is Colin?”

“I am,” I said softly as I stepped forward.

“You'll go down the hallway when those doors open, and the visitors' room is at the end. You can't miss it.”

“Thank you, ma'am,” I spoke more clearly this time.

“Normally, we don't allow multiple visitors, but we'll make an exception, seeing as Dr. Rogers is here. Deidra will notify me if there are any issues, and if so, visiting hours will be over. Now, please check in with security over here.”

We each had to be searched by a tall man with an earring. He patted us down and checked our bags. He told us that you'd be surprised to know how many people show up with alcohol for their relatives. As Stephen grabbed my hand, I squeezed it once more. 

The doors slid open to reveal a well-lit hallway with rooms on either side. Dr. Rogers led the way, and I watched his feet, not daring to look up. I heard people talking and smelled antiseptic. We had reached the end of the hallway, and when my auntie's sweet voice reached my ears, we pushed open the door.

The room was dominated by a long table with six chairs. My auntie sat next to a vaguely familiar woman. We took our seats, Stephen and Dr. Rogers seated on either side of me. Across from me, the other woman raised her head.

“Oh my God. Colin, you came.”

I took the time to look at Eleanor. She had high cheekbones, short gray hair that was combed back, green eyes like mine, and she was plump. I stared into those green eyes. The same eyes I had stared into after her hand flew toward my face, and I shivered. What did I say?

“Hello, Mom.”

Dr. Rogers cleared his throat. “Hello, Ms. Eleanor Jones.” He stuck out his hand, and her small hand shook his. “I am Colin's therapist. I'm here to make sure that everything goes smoothly. It's nice to meet you.”

“You too.” Her voice was soft as she spoke. “And who is this young man?”

“Hi,” Stephen said as he reached across the table. “I'm Stephen, Colin's boyfriend.” Whoa! Hearing that title out loud gave me chills. I was his.

“Oh God,” Eleanor breathed. “You are the one who saved my son from those men. God bless you, young man. He knew what He was doing when He put you in my son's life.”

“Thank you, ma'am.” He smiled, but once again my stomach was turning. We needed to get this over with. Thank God for Dr. Rogers.

“Before we get started, I just want to say that Colin is here to get closure. If he is uncomfortable or upset, we will attempt to resolve the issue before calling the nurse. We want this to be a safe space, and we want you both to get everything out in the open. Can we accomplish this?”

“Yes,” Eleanor and I said in unison.

“Then Colin. The floor's all yours.”

Stephen gripped my hand underneath the table, and I locked eyes with Eleanor. My mind was empty as I gazed at the woman who I had called Mom, but when I opened my mouth, words tumbled out that I had kept inside for years.

“I've missed you, Mom. I've wondered what you looked like, what you sounded like, what you smelled like. Now I'm in front of you, and all I want to do is… cry.” I could feel the tears behind my eyes, and I didn't bother dashing them away as they rolled down my cheeks. “I love you. I do.” 

I stood, reached across the table, and hugged my mother. Tears were streaming down her face, and I buried my nose into her sweater, which smelled of lavender. Lavender reminded me of home, but she wasn’t safe for me as a child. Home was supposed to be filled with love, but Eleanor hadn’t provided that for me. I pulled away and sat down as my heart thumped in my chest.

“I love you too, son. I'm so sorry that I wasn't around for you when you were growing up. I just… I couldn't bring myself to see you after so much time had passed. And from what your aunt said, you were thriving. What kind of mother would I be if I disrupted your life?”

“What made you stay away?” I asked, looking into her eyes. Stephen's hand gripped mine as I spoke.

“Baby, I was grieving my mother. We all were, but I… I couldn't deal with losing her.” Tears fell from her eyes, and I wanted to reach out and wipe them away, but I didn't. “I tried to get help. I really did. I wanted to be a better mother for you, son. However…”

“The alcohol took precedence over your little boy,” I said, and the silence in the room was palpable.

“It was the grief, Colin.”

“I needed you. Do you know how much I hated Auntie for taking me away from you? How much I wanted to be back home with you, in my own bedroom, with the toy cars and crayons? I hated her.”

“No, Colin,” she said as she ran her fingers through her gray hair. “You were angry, but you didn't hate your auntie. She was only doing what was best for you.”

“Don't tell me how I was feeling,” I snapped. “I did hate her, but unlike you, we've talked about things. And yes, she did what was best for me. You didn’t even care to send a birthday card.”

“I’m your mom, sweetie. Of course, I care. Diedre’s kept me up to date.”

“You've stayed away for so fucking long, and since Auntie was the one who raised me, I now think of her as my mom.”

She recoiled as if I’d physically struck her, her face momentarily falling into that cold expression I remembered so clearly. “Colin, you don't mean that. Honey, you can't mean that. I gave birth to you. I was in labor with you for…”

“I don't fucking care, Eleanor.” I jumped up from the table, and Stephen's hand gripped mine tightly. “Auntie was there for me when I scraped my knee, when I failed my first spelling test, and when I told her I was gay. Not you!”

“Colin, I desperately wanted to be. I did. Things were so hard after Mom’s death. Every time I was starting to get better… it was the devil! Believe me, I tried. But I just…”

“Chose the fucking bottle over me. Stop making up excuses and call it what it is, Eleanor. You're an alcoholic and didn't care about me!” I couldn't breathe, and I knew that I was angry, but how could she not acknowledge what was happening here?

“Colin, face me now!”

I didn't register the voice until the hand holding mine squeezed so hard, I feared the bones would break. 

“Colin, now.” It was Stephen, and he had given me a command, but he couldn't be doing this right now in front of everyone. “One. Two.”

I stepped away from the table and faced the man who gave my life meaning. His expression was serious, and I knew that I was in trouble.

“Position one, Colin.”

What’s that again? I closed my eyes and thought about Saturday and Sunday with Stephen. He had mentioned positions that I would have to learn, and I recalled a few that we had tried, but they all went by names. Then something clicked, and I moved into the pose, placing my hands at my sides, spreading my legs, and keeping my eyes on Stephen.

“Yes, Sir,” I whispered softly. He stepped in front of me and checked my posture.

“You do remember why you're here, right?” he asked, and I shivered at his authoritative tone.

“Yes, Sir. To speak with my mother and get some closure,” I answered.

“Yes, now close your eyes. Inhale and exhale five times, and here’s my hand. When you’re finished, you will feel much calmer. Dr. Rogers, assist, please.”

Stephen wasn't playing around, and I had no choice but to comply. I closed my eyes as Dr. Rogers spoke softly into my ear, and I focused on my breathing. 

Slowly, my body relaxed, and as an extra precaution, I tensed my muscles and relaxed each muscular group. When I opened my eyes, Dr. Rogers and Stephen stood in front of me, and I sighed.

“Sub, how do you feel?” Stephen spoke softly, and I gazed into those luminous green eyes, the same ones that I stared into when I kissed his soft lips.

“Better, Sir. May I sit down now?”

“You may, sub.”

I sat down and faced Eleanor, who was looking between me and Stephen as if we were the most beautiful things on earth. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth hung open.

“Colin, I have been in here for the last year working on myself,” Eleanor started, and I sighed. “I've been meeting with a grief counselor to help with Mom's death and a psychologist to help with my depression. I'm on medication now, and what I want more than anything is a relationship with you. Is that possible?”

“Are you sober now?” The question fell from my lips, and I didn't feel bad when it did.

“Of course, I am. Otherwise, we wouldn't be sitting here right now. I've had a few setbacks, but I am working on myself. I'm just glad you agreed to finally see me. Son, I'm so proud of the man you've become, and Stephen, you're so good with him…”

“No, don't do that. Stephen's my boyfriend, not my fucking caregiver!” I snapped, slamming my hand down on the table. “He has been with me since my rape. He knows me inside and out, and at first, I wouldn't let him in. Then I ran away from him, and that's all because of you and Auntie, but we are much stronger now.”

“Your aunt was only doing what she thought was best for you at the time, sweetie. Don't hate her. If you need someone to hate…” She placed her hand over her mouth, and a strangled sob escaped her throat. “Hate me. You should be angry at me, not your auntie. I'm so sorry, Colin.”

“I do hate you,” I said as I locked eyes with her. “But I also… love you. I've waited so long to see you, and now that we're here, I'm just…”

“You want to punch me like I did you when you were seven, I understand. I know that you don't think of me as your mother, but I have and will always love you. Even before your grandmother died, I wasn't as great of a mother as I could've been. Your auntie and grandma were always better with you than I was, but I tried.” 

I closed my eyes and tried to picture my mother before I was five, but I couldn't. She had picked apples with Grandma and me, but she hung back while Grandma picked me up and helped me reach the higher branches. Had she even tried? Of course she had, until her mother died.

“I'm sorry that Grandma died, and you were left to take care of me.” The words slowly spilled from my mouth. “Auntie took the role and made it her own once you became an alcoholic, but I… missed you so much.” Tears stung my eyelids, and I sniffled. “I wanted to be in our home with you, Mom. I really did. I just… I loved you so much, but when I realized that you were never coming back for me, I knew that you didn't love me.”

“Oh God!” she sobbed, and my heart ached at hearing her cries. “I loved you, son. I really did. I was just in a lot of pain. My mom died, son. You were hurting too, but you were just a kid. You didn't understand…”

“I didn't understand what? That my fucking Grandma was gone? That we stopped going to church? That the baking stopped? What didn't I understand, Eleanor?” I bit the inside of my lip to calm myself.

“Colin, I'm your mother. Call me Mom, honey.”

I shook my head as the door opened behind us.

“Is everything okay in here?” A man's voice sounded from behind us, and Dr. Rogers stood from his chair. He walked out of the room with the man, and I turned back toward my mother.

“Colin, I don't want you to hate me, son,” she said as she reached for my hand. Her warm hand rested on top of mine, and I didn't attempt to move. “I want us to get along, to have a relationship. Can we do that?”

“I don't think so,” I said without hesitation. “My auntie, Stephen, and his family are all that I need. You've been absent from my life for the last seventeen years. I… I love you, but I think it's best if we keep our distance for now. Sir, can we go?”

“Colin, please, don't walk out on me like this. You're the reason I'm still alive. You are what keeps me going every day. I need you, son.”

I looked into my mother's eyes and still saw the woman who had punched me when I was seven staring back at me. How long had she been in here? She looked healthy, but had the alcohol fucked with her mind? I didn't see any way we could have a relationship, and right now, I needed to get the hell out of here. I rested my head on Stephen's shoulder.

Eleanor sniffled. “Colin, I love you.” Her voice was tinged with pain, and I gazed into her green eyes.

“I love you too, Mom.” I knew that I meant it, but for now, this would be the last time I would utter those words. None of what she said made sense, and she didn't even mention the fact that she had a problem. I was done.

“Colin, are you ready to go?” Dr. Rogers asked, and I nodded as we all stood. I gazed at the woman who had given birth to me, and I shook my head. I didn't even recognize her besides those green eyes.

“Goodbye, son,” she whispered, and I grabbed Stephen's hand as we turned toward the door.

“Goodbye, Eleanor,” I said as my voice shook.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Stephen

I knew that my boy was experiencing a lot of emotions right now, but his behavior reflected on me. Dr. Rogers had pulled me aside afterward and commended me on getting Colin to calm down, but he suggested that outside would have been better. He was probably correct, but right now, all I cared about was my boy. He was angry, sad, and hurt, and he needed me.

“Colin's not here yet,” Ryan said as he cut the engine. “Are you okay? You seem miles away.”

“Well, I kinda put Colin in his place while we visited his mother. It wasn't my best moment as a Dom, but he calmed down… for all of five minutes.” I couldn't help the laugh that escaped from my throat. He tried. I'd give him that.

“So, you told him to get into position in front of everyone, and he listened?” Ryan asked, and I heard the smile in his voice.

“Exactly, man. I was just as shocked as you, but I needed him to remember why he was there in the first place. His mom…” I shuddered as I thought about her circular way of communicating. “I think Colin knew that a relationship…” I stopped myself, realizing that I needed to talk to Colin about this, not my good friend.

“Do you want me to wait until he arrives?”

“Nah, man. I'll be fine. Thanks for the ride,” I said as I thumped him on the back.

“Anytime.”

Unlocking my front door, I smiled as I stepped inside. Home sweet home, and soon enough, it'd be Colin's too. I kicked off my boots, hung up my coat, and flopped onto the couch. The heat was on full blast, and I sighed as I waited for my boy to return to me. I hoped that he wasn't too embarrassed by my move, but he needed to control his emotions, and it was obvious that he was having a hard time doing so.

His interaction with his mother was hard to watch, and I wondered what was going through his head as he said goodbye. I could tell that he loved her, but even he could see right through her pretense. She seemed sincere about wanting a relationship, but Colin had to decide if it was what he wanted.

I must have dozed off because the key turning in the lock startled me awake, my heart racing as I jolted upright. The door opened and closed, and I heard shuffling. The floor beneath my feet shifted, and I knew my boy was kneeling in front of me.

“I would have apologized properly, but I'm too damn tired. Sir, I'm sorry for behaving the way that I did. I just…”

“Right now, I don’t want you to focus on what went wrong today. We will address that later. You need to feel my warmth surrounding you.” I smiled as I opened my arms for him, and within seconds, he was resting his head on my chest. “Isn't that better?”

“So much, Sir. I needed this.” He sighed, and I ruffled his hair.

“I know. How are you feeling after everything?”

“I don't think another visit is in order,” he said without hesitation. “She's my mother, but I can tell that she's not completely healed. She couldn't admit that she was an alcoholic. Sure, she admitted to her grief and pain and getting help for those, but she couldn't even say the words, Sir. I can't have that in my life.”

“Do you think that'll change, boy?”

“No, I don't think so. I meant what I said. You, your family, and Auntie are all that I need. I'm content with my little family.”

I kissed his forehead, and soon enough, his tongue was sliding into my mouth. So warm, so sweet, my boy, my love.

“Are you ready for dinner? We can order a pizza if you're not up for cooking,” I asked as I ran my fingertips across his lips.

“Sure, but can we move this little party to our bed? I just want you to hold me. And,” he asked as he rested my hand on his collarbone. “I think I've been without the play collar long enough. Can I please have it back?”

“Yes, tomorrow morning. I wouldn't dream of keeping you two apart.”

“Good, because if I was wearing it, maybe things would have been different tonight. I always felt in control, knowing you were with me. Tonight was… different. You were physically there, holding my hand, but…”

“Your mother pushed buttons and said things that you weren't expecting. I get it, sub, but you have to realize that you are in control of your emotions. No one can make you act a certain way, and I was there, yes, but I won't always physically be there to hold your hand. So, just remember that you have a choice when it comes to how you handle situations, with me, with your mother, with Dr. Rogers. With everyone.”

“I know, and I’m aware that I haven’t handled things the greatest when it comes to us. But I am working on myself, and I owe most of my progress to you. You've given me opportunities that, in the beginning, I couldn't have imagined being possible. Now I have friends, a wonderful boyfriend, and a home to call my own. Thank you for everything, Sir.”

I heard the sincerity in his voice, and I gripped his chin as I claimed his mouth.

“Sir…” He trailed off as he attempted to catch his breath. “I think… that I want to have my tattoo removed. And I want to start the process soon. I know that what is written on my back isn't who I am, and you've shown me that. I need the reminder of the past gone so I can move toward my future with you. However, I… don't have the money to pay for it.”

“Is money your only concern?” I felt him nod, and I gripped his hand tightly. “Baby, your auntie and I have you covered. I've got money saved up, and with the new job, I'm sure I'll be able to make it all back within a month. Please…”

“I'm sorry for interrupting you, but you got the job? When do you start? Why didn't you tell me?” He bounced up and down, and I laughed at his giddiness.

“I did get the job, and so did Ryan. We're going to be building All Access's website and handling anything that needs updating online. And I didn't tell you because your visit with your mother took precedence over my new job. You are my top priority, boy. So, what do you say? Will you allow us to help you remove that reminder?”

“I… I will. I trust you.” The thrill that ran through me was exhilarating. He was allowing us to help him, and he trusted me to save and take care of him once more. I lowered my face toward his.

“My miracle boy, I love you.” 

A shiver coursed through his body.

“My Dom, I love you.”
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I lay across the bed, listening to VoiceOver as it counted down the minutes on the timer that I had set. I had promised Colin a punishment, and he was standing in the corner of our bedroom with his hands on the wall and his head lowered. He was naked, and soon enough, a spanking would be in order. I was excited to see his reaction to the implements that I would use on him. Not to mention the new accessory that he would be required to wear for bed. 

By the time the timer went off, I felt restless and was itching to touch my boy. I knew that he had been crying, and all I wanted was to wipe away his tears. I rose from the bed and trailed my hands down his back to his beautiful ass. I squeezed each cheek, digging my nails in. He let out a yelp, and I laughed.

“Your punishment's far from over, honey.” I smacked my palm with the oak paddle, and he jumped. “Count with me, boy. What are your safewords?”

“Fire for stop. Icicle for slow down.”

I rubbed his cheeks, warming him up for my spanking. Then I lifted my hand away and brought it down softly. He didn't budge but counted one. Rubbing his left cheek, I repeated the action, and he continued with two. By the time we reached ten, my hands were starting to sting, and I picked up the paddle. I trailed my fingertips over his balls, and I heard him moan.

“You like that?” I asked as I repeated the action over and over. I held them in my hand and squeezed lightly. I reached forward and was excited to find his dick standing at attention. “Oh no, this won't do, boy. Not at all.”

I kept the intensity low as I spanked his perfect, round ass with the paddle. He counted each one, but as I intensified the smacks, his voice became softer.

“Colin, I can't hear you. What number are we on?”

“Nine… nineteen, Sir.”

Good boy.

“Yes. I want you to apologize after each smack. Say, 'I'm sorry, Sir.' You got that?”

“Yes, Sir.”

I wasted no time, and he followed through with the correct response. At twenty-five, however, I felt his knees buckle, and I dropped the paddle and hoisted him into my arms.

“Are you okay?” He buried his face into my neck, and tears fell from his eyes.

I held him as I lay across the bed and kissed his tears away. I rubbed his back up and down and pressed a hand to his tattoo. I was so proud of him for taking my punishment.

“You did so well, boy. All is forgiven, honey. I love you.”

His warm body rested on top of mine, and I felt his heart rate return to normal after a few minutes. I kept my hands on him, though, as he calmed down. I wanted him to know I was here and that I wasn't letting him go.

“Thank you, Sir.” His voice was soft, and I kissed his nose.

“Just remember that you have a choice, and I want you to keep that in mind when you’re angry, sad, or hurt. I'm always going to be here, honey. Always.”

“I will remember that, Sir.” He rested his hand on the back of my head, and I leaned forward to capture his lips. I breathed in his unique scent, and I knew that if I didn't finish his punishment, we would both be unable to keep our hands off of each other.

“Lie down, honey. I have one more thing to do before we retire for the night.”

He did as instructed, and I walked over to the chest of drawers. Grabbing the metal cock cage, I walked back to the bed and trailed my hand down his front. His dick was softening, and I unlocked the cage and slipped it around his penis and balls. He gasped, and I knew that he had seen.

“Stephen, no! You've got to be kidding me. Why?” He whined, and I laughed as I pinched his inner thigh.

“You need to know what it's like to have self-control. Not just over your emotions, but over your body as well. If you can withstand with this, you will be rewarded in the morning. However, if you keep talking back, the cage stays on longer. Are you ready for bed?”

“Yes, Sir. I… I'm sorry, Sir.”

“That's my boy,” I said after tucking the keys into my pillowcase. I opened my arms, and he groaned as he crawled over to me. “Problem?”

“No, Sir,” he answered as he wrapped his arms around my back.

We stayed that way for a while. The only sound that could be heard was our breathing. It was a peaceful silence, and I took the time to ponder over the day. Both of our lives were looking up, and I was beyond grateful for what God had done. I sighed as Colin rubbed his hand up and down my back.

“Sir?”

“Yes, boy?”

“I want to go to the club before my tattoo is removed. I know who I am, and I want us to have a scene in front of our friends. You'll be by my side, and if we continue training, I'm sure I'll be ready by Saturday… or whichever day you prefer.” My God! He told me what he wanted, and I was more than happy to oblige.

“Do you remember how time-consuming and taxing training was for the Halloween play party? Are you sure you're ready for that again?”

“Sir, I will put up with anything as long as you're by my side. That's what love is, right? Please?”

How could I say no? We both had endured a hard couple of months and, more than anything, I wanted to see my submissive light up again. I wanted to hear that eagerness in his voice when he answered me. I wanted to feel his body respond to my touch. My plan was coming together. It had been in the works since I had brought him home after the kidnapping, and Saturday would be the perfect day to put it into action. I planted a kiss on his forehead.

“Saturday it is, my sweet boy.”


Chapter Fifty-Eight

Colin

Stephen insisted that I have some alone time with my friends before the big night, so on Friday, the girls, excluding Carly, came over. They had brought weed and alcohol, and I knew that Sir would disapprove, but who knows what he and the guys were doing at his place?

“So, Cyrus told me that you and Stephen are going to have a scene tomorrow. Are you nervous?” Jenny asked, and I held the pen in my right hand as I watched the smoke billow in the air.

“I am, but it's good nerves,” I said with a giggle. “Stephen won’t hurt me. I know that now. I trust him. I'm just… worried about how people will perceive my tattoo.”

“We've seen it, honey,” Rachel chimed in. “It's hard to look at, but we love what's on the inside, and the more that you visit the club, the more others will see you for the sweet guy that you are. Have you thought about getting it removed?”

“I talked with Stephen on Monday, and he and my auntie have agreed to pay for it. I'm beyond grateful for them. I just want it gone.”

“We get it,” the girls said in unison, and I sighed. They were so kind.

“So, how's the job going?” Rachel asked, and I bit my lower lip. I hadn't disclosed my status yet, and she wasted no time asking. “What's wrong?”

“I… I quit my job.” I waited for a reaction, but nothing happened, so I continued. “I wasn't happy cleaning up vomit and spilled milk. I needed a change. However, I'm not sure what the future holds.”

“Well, what do you like to do?” Jenny asked, and a grin stretched across my face.

“Cooking and baking.”

“Wow. That's wonderful. Have you applied for culinary arts classes at Columbus State?” Rachel asked, and I nodded.

I watched the girls as they whispered to one another, and I smiled as my brain became foggy from the weed. I felt good, and I was surrounded by amazing women who understood me. I closed my eyes as my thoughts wandered. 

Was Stephen okay? Was he thinking of me? Was he smoking and drinking too? What would tomorrow bring? Would people ask questions about my tattoo? Would he leave marks on my ass?

“Colin, earth to Colin.” I opened my eyes and saw Rachel staring at me. “You didn't hear anything I said, did you? What positions has Stephen taught you? We can help you run through them if you need to practice.”

“You'd… do that… fo… for me?” My lips barely moved, and the girls burst into fits of laughter. “Stop laughing. I can't think…” I collapsed into a fit of laughter as well.

My sides ached as I attempted to catch my breath. Being high was so fun, and I hadn't smoked since… a few weeks ago? However, I needed to focus. How in the hell were two tipsy girls and a high dude going to practice submissive poses?

“I… think… I'm ready to practice poses,” I said, and I couldn't keep the grin from my face. We all erupted into another fit of laughter, but Rachel stood up, which got my attention.

“Okay, y'all. Let's get serious for a minute. Present, what's the position?”

I rolled my body up off the floor and attempted to focus on my posture as I knelt. My hands were palms up on my thighs, my head bowed, and my knees spread, but something was missing. I reached up and clutched the play collar that Stephen had placed around my neck after removing the cock cage. God, I hated that thing, but I was honored to wear it.

“Shoulders back,” Rachel ordered, and something clicked in my brain. That's right. “Good. Now. Apology.”

I knew that position all too well, and as I lowered my body to the floor with my arms out wide, I closed my eyes and remembered my first time using it. Stephen wasn't mad at me for quitting my job, and I was shocked by his understanding. I could feel Rachel's eyes roaming over my body, and I felt self-conscious.

“Good. Now, Attention.”

It felt like I was moving in slow motion as I got to my feet and lowered my hands to my sides. I dropped my head so that my eyes were looking at the floor, and Rachel snapped her fingers. I locked eyes with her.

“Eyes front and back straight.” I corrected my posture as she had instructed, and she smiled. “Nice. How about wait?”

As we ran through more positions, I felt my body relax. I was starting to believe that I could do this. My friends were encouraging and helpful, and I knew that tomorrow night, I would be ready. 

I didn't even notice the ache in my knees as I sat back on my heels, which proved that Sir was training me well. After eating Romeo's Pizza, playing a game of Scrabble, and drinking two glasses of wine, I was starting to feel tired.

“We brought a sleeping bag for you,” Jenny chirped, and I smiled. They were always thinking of me.

“Can we just sleep in your bed? It's too damn cold out here in the living room, and I don't want to run up your gas bill,” Rachel whined as she wrapped her arms around herself.

“Sure, why not?” I giggled as I led the way into my bedroom.

We all piled onto my bed, and the girls pulled the quilt over us. I shivered as the cold seeped through my t-shirt.

“Are you tired, Colin?” Jenny asked, and I shook my head. I keep forgetting she's blind.

“Just a little,” I answered with a smile.

“Normally, we talk about boys and sex during our sleepovers,” Rachel confessed, and I snickered. “Would you mind if we questioned you about Stephen? If things get too personal, just tell us…”

“Oh, stop it!” I exclaimed. “Ask away.”

“So, how big is his dick?” Rachel asked, and we all laughed once more.
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The girls had had their heads together all morning, and it didn't stop when we arrived at the club at noon. They had informed me that they usually came in early to set up, and since tonight was mine and Stephen's first scene, they wanted everything to be perfect. I watched as Jenny set out the Brailler and paper.

“Are there a lot of members who are blind?”

“A few, yes. Most of our members are in wheelchairs, deaf, or have disabilities that you can't see. I'm so happy to be working at the front desk to greet people.”

“Are you ever nervous about interacting with the general public? Are people normally patient with you?”

“Yes,” she said as she placed forms on the desk. “When I was told of my duties, I was worried sick. How would people react to a blind person working the front desk? Would they be rude? Would they take me seriously? What if I messed up?”

“I bet you're grateful for Rachel's help,” I said as I pushed in a chair.

“I am. She's my best friend, and she understands what I need. Not to mention that Cyrus's training her to be a Dom, so she loves her job even more now that she's a member.”

“Do you train submissives?” I asked. I was still learning about myself, but if anyone could teach me what it truly meant to submit, I wanted it to be Jenny.

“I've never thought about training anyone. Why? Are you interested?”

“I am.”

“Let me think about it. I would need to talk to my Dom, but I think it'd be cool to train you. However, you seemed to be doing well with your positions. Do you fear you're lacking in some areas?”

“Stephen always says that you can never have too much knowledge about the lifestyle. I just want to learn all that I can to be the best for him,” I admitted.

“Hey, chatterboxes. We have things to set up. Chop chop, let's move,” Rachel ordered, and I laughed at her tone. Cyrus was training her well.

After setting up tables, chairs, and cleaning the kitchen, I was exhausted. I was now checking every private playroom to see if they were well-stocked when Rachel poked her head into the room.

“Hey, man. You look exhausted. Why don't you rest in here? I will lend you this room for tonight if you think you might need it.” I snickered as I eyed her.

“Are you sure? Isn't there more work to be done?” I didn't want to leave my friends hanging when they needed me most.

“Yes, but the men will be here soon. And before you freak out, Stephen will be here later. He's getting ready for tonight, and you should rest up. I want to see your body glowing after your scene. Get some rest, Colin. If you need anything, just text me or Jenny.”

“Thank you,” I whispered as I made my way to the queen-sized bed in the center of the room.

I sank into the mattress and yawned as my head fell back onto the pillow. In a few hours, Stephen and I would be having our first public scene. I was excited, nervous, scared, and aroused all at once. I wondered what he would use on me, what he would do to my body. 

I pressed my fingers to the play collar that I refused to take off. He was with me now, and he always would be. I turned over and, curling my fingers around the leather, I drifted off to sleep, thinking only of Stephen and his beautiful mouth as he kissed me.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Stephen

Caleb parked the car, and I inhaled deeply. I wasn't supposed to be nervous. I had played with men in public before, but this… this was different. Last night, I had told the guys of my love for Colin and the plan that was already in motion. They had assured me that a celebration would happen after our scene. I rubbed my hands together and exhaled.

“Man, you have nothing to worry about. Colin can feel your love. This is just making it more official. Are you ready?”

“Yes,” I said, and we exited the car.

As he held open the door, I heard Rachel as she laughed. I walked with Caleb to the front desk, and Jenny helped me check in.

“I'm so happy for you and Colin,” she whispered as I rolled the Braille paper out of the machine. “Don't worry, we haven't said anything, but I'm so proud of how far he's come.”

“Me too, and I'm so glad that he has friends like you and Rachel to keep him in check. You two bring so much light into his life.” I smiled as Rachel appeared on my right side, her hand grazing mine.

“Your boy's waiting,” she sang, and I laughed as I took her elbow.

She pulled open the door, and a Taylor Swift song blared from the speakers. I smelled fried foods and heard people milling about and glasses clinking. Then a familiar scent mixed with sweet cologne had my mouth watering: Colin.

“Sir!” he squealed, and within a millisecond, he barreled toward me, almost knocking me to the floor. I held him, burying my nose into his neck.

“Hi, boy.” I kissed his neck, sucking and biting slightly. His moan was low enough for only me to hear, and my dick hardened. I bit harder, and he hissed. I knew that my teeth would leave a hickey, but I didn't care. By the end of the night, he would be wearing more than just a bite mark.

“Let me know when you're ready for your scene, and I'll lead you toward the St. Andrew's cross,” Rachel told me, and I nodded as I turned my attention back to the boy in my arms.

“Did you have fun last night?”

“I did, Sir. The girls are amazing. I practiced positions with them, ate pizza, drank wine…” He trailed off, and I knew that he was hiding something.

“Uh-oh, what else did you do?” I bit my lip to hide my amusement.

“We smoked too.” He laughed, and I held his chin in my hand.

I pressed my lips to his and my body relaxed. I had spent one night away from him and had missed him like crazy. His touch, his kisses, his laugh, his scent. I slid my tongue deeper into his mouth, and he held my head in place with one hand. He tasted of mint, and I licked my lips as I pulled away from him.

“Are you hungry? Thirsty?” he asked, and I knew that he was nervous. However, now was the time to start getting him in the mindset for play.

“Yes, actually,” I said as I held onto his elbow. “I need a couch, a Coke, and a plate of nachos.”

“Yes, Sir. Coming right up.”

As I sat on the couch, I tapped my foot to the beat of the Adele song. Closing my eyes, I thought about tonight and what lay ahead. Whenever I was ready, Colin and I would embark on our first scene as Dom and sub, but also as lovers. He would entrust me with his mind, body, and soul. 

He trusted me not to push past his boundaries and limits and take him to new heights. For my boy, I would do anything. My blindness didn't matter to him. I was just his Dom. With him, I could let go and be myself. I didn't have to worry or doubt myself because I knew what Colin wanted and needed. In a way, he had given me something too: freedom.

“Sir,” Collin said softly. I opened my eyes. I held out my hands, and he placed a tray into them. “May I sit on the couch and enjoy this with you?”

“I want you in position two. And don't worry, you won't go hungry. Because my hand will be the one that feeds you. Now, present.”

“Yes, Sir.” His soft whisper told me he was excited and ready to do my bidding.

His body didn't touch mine, and I smiled at his recall. I reached out with a chip in my hand, and I felt his warm breath on my fingers. I placed it into his mouth, and as I continued to feed him, I noticed the little things.

His teeth grazing the pads of my fingers, his tongue licking cheese sauce from in between them, his lips sucking away the salt. My dick was starting to fill, but it was too soon. I needed this to last as long as it could. I reached over to the table and took a few swigs from my Coke. He remembered that I didn't like ice, and my heart swelled. My boy.

“Lower your head and keep your eyes down,” I commanded softly as I picked up a chip covered in cheese sauce. “Close your eyes, and just feel. Listen to the sounds around you. Smell the scents, feel the vibrations. Focus on your surroundings, Colin.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I continued eating and drinking, all the while thinking about Colin. He had come so far since September, and he was still healing. However, I knew what needed to be done after tonight's scene, and I hoped to God that Colin would be just as excited. I wanted to mark his body with my hands, implements, tongue, and most importantly, my dick. 

We had engaged in oral sex and fingering over the last few weeks, but I knew that he wanted more, and I would be lying if I said that I didn't want that too. Tonight, everything would change for us, and I rested my hand on Colin's back as I said a silent prayer. God, if it is Your will for Colin and me to be together, then it shall be. Thy will be done.


Chapter Sixty

Colin

I counted each breath as I knelt on the floor, listening to the music that blared through the speakers. I tried to pick up on the conversations around me, but all I could feel was Stephen's protective hand on my upper back. I felt his strength, his warmth, and I knew that tonight would be special. 

I was entrusting my body to Stephen, and with him I knew that I was safe. He wouldn't hurt me or do anything that I wasn't comfortable with, and most importantly, he loved me. I was still healing, but together we would weather anything that came our way. Suddenly, his hand moved up my back, and he tugged on my collar. I gasped.

“Sub, stand and strip. Place your clothes in my arms, and then get into position one.”

“Yes, Sir,” I responded as I shakily stood. It was time. No looking back now, I could do this.

I held the hem of my shirt, and slowly, I removed it. The chilly air caressed my bare skin, and I shivered. I folded the clothing item and turned to place it in Stephen's raised arms. I kept my eyes down as I removed my pants, underwear, shoes, and socks. I shivered once more, realizing that I was completely naked except for my play collar, the symbol of ownership during a scene. 

Rachel bounded over, and she smiled at me, her thumbs up in the air. She whispered something to Stephen, and he whispered back. What were they talking about? Then she held my clothes in her arms as she walked away, and I felt Sir's hand on my bare back.

“Are you ready, boy?” His deep voice in my ear made my heart thump wildly in my chest, and I smiled.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Lead us to the cross. Eyes front, and remember I've got you. It's just you and me, Colin.”

“Yes, Sir,” I answered, and he held onto my elbow as I led the way.

As we walked toward the cross, I felt eyes on me, and I wanted to hide. A hush fell over the main area as we approached the cross, and I stepped back as Stephen stood next to me. Cyrus stepped onto the stage, and he picked up the microphone.

“I want to welcome you all back to All Access, and if you're new, thanks for joining us.” A round of applause filled my ears, and I smiled. “We have a special treat for you all tonight. We haven't done many live scenes, but tonight, we are happy to introduce Stephen Clarke and Colin Jones as our first volunteers.”

Another round of applause sounded, and I watched in amazement as Rachel guided Stephen onto the stage. Cyrus wrapped an arm around his shoulders, and I smiled at him. He seemed calm, and I attempted to mimic his movements.

“We promote inclusiveness at All Access, and Stephen just happens to be blind. His submissive is standing near the cross, and a few months ago he went through something unimaginable. This scene is special because Colin and Stephen have fought to hold it together while Colin endured therapy and the challenges that come with trauma. I will now let Stephen say a few words before we get to the scene.”

My eyes filled with tears as my Dom took the microphone. He kept turning his head in my direction, and I reached out my hand, which Rachel held tightly as Stephen began to speak.

“Thank you, Cyrus. My boy has shown me that having a disability doesn't have to hinder your ability to take control. We have weathered a nasty storm as we navigated Colin’s assault and the trauma that followed, but through it all, my boy was determined and strong. I learned how to be patient while I watched him struggle, and, for me, that was the hardest part. He…”

I heard him swallow, and I couldn't look away from his face as pain showed in his expression.

“He used to say that he was broken, but now, he knows his place. Isn't that right, boy?”

I opened my mouth, knowing what I needed to say.

“Yes, Sir.”

“This night is special for the both of us. You see, Colin has a reminder of the damage that was caused three months ago. Tonight, he is free and whole, and though that reminder is still there, it won't be for long. Colin, are you comfortable showing?”

I knew that Stephen wasn't doing this to show off the tattoo. He wanted to prove that I was now naked in front of everyone because I was healing and growing as a submissive and as a person. 

Slowly I removed my hand from Rachel's and bent over, holding my ankles. I heard gasps and hushed whispers and I knew I was being inspected. My genitals and ass were visible, but so was the one word that had kept me a prisoner of the past: CUNT.

“Colin, stand,” Stephen's voice reached my ears, and I did as instructed. Silence surrounded us as he continued. “I am so proud of Colin and all that he has accomplished and achieved. That's why tonight, he will wear my symbol of ownership.”

What was he talking about? I already wore his play collar, but as Rachel guided Stephen off the stage, I knew by the look in her eyes that something more was going on. He stood next to me now, and as he commanded me to turn, my breathing quickened. 

His hands went around my neck, and he unfastened the clasp that held my play collar in place. As it fell away, the loss resonated throughout my body. Then the scent of leather surrounded me, and I closed my eyes as cold metal rested against the back of my neck. I felt the ends clasp, and then Stephen's low voice rumbled in my ear.

“Turn around, boy.”

I did as I was told, and I lifted my head. A black leather collar rested around my throat, but the clasp looked different. I stared at Rachel, who was smiling so big that I thought her lips would fall off. Stephen held my hand, and Cyrus spoke into the microphone.

“Stephen Clarke and Colin Jones, everyone.” A loud round of applause filled the air, and I smiled as my Sir's arm wrapped around my shoulders.

“I want you to be my boy forever. This collar is not a play collar, but an eternity collar. Do you accept this symbol of ownership, Colin?”

He wasn't serious. Stephen had… gotten me a real collar? One that I could wear and never take off? One that when I reached up, I would know that my Dom was always with me. He was asking me to be his forever, and as I stared into those luminous green eyes, I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his warm, soft lips.

“Yes, Sir, I accept this symbol of ownership.” Tears filled my eyes. “I love you, Stephen.”

“I love you, Colin.”

Rachel and Jenny hugged me while Caleb and Cyrus hugged Stephen. The girls were crying, and I held them. My heart was so full that I couldn't imagine it expanding anymore. Then a hush fell over the room once more, and Stephen was back at my side.

“Turn and face the cross.”
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Handcuffs and ankle cuffs secured me to the cross. I was exposed, and silence surrounded us. I knew that everyone was watching us, but in my head all I saw was Stephen. His soft hands traveled up and down my back, calming me and bringing strength into my body. He cupped my ass, and I exhaled as he dug his fingernails into my skin. 

I closed my eyes and braced myself for the first smack. Time passed, and nothing happened. Where was he? My heart started to pound, and then I felt his hand connect with my bare ass. Thank God! It was just me and him, and as he spanked me, I felt my muscles relax. 

I opened my mouth to sigh, but his hand landed between my legs, and a moan fell from my lips. Laughter surrounded us, but all I could feel was Stephen's hands as he took me higher and higher. Then wood caressed my ass, and I knew he had brought my favorite paddle.

I stilled as the first strike registered, and I knew that I would be feeling this for at least a week. As the strikes intensified, I focused on my breathing as Dr. Rogers had taught me. I had lost count of what number we were on, and I prayed to God that he didn't ask. 

I squeezed my eyes shut as heat spread over my ass cheeks, and I willed myself to stay strong. I needed to endure this for Stephen. I tried to hold onto that thought, but as the heat traveled into my balls, the pain turned into pleasure. I wanted more, and I attempted to push my ass back into Stephen's hand. 

Everything felt amazing, and I rode that wave of pleasure until I could no longer feel his hand on my ass. Sights, smells, and sounds were heightened, and I heard my Sir's voice, but I couldn't understand what he was saying. Then I was enveloped in warmth.

“Boy, I'm so proud of you. I love you so much. Come back to me.”

The warmth was comforting and relaxing. I didn't want it to end. My body was growing accustomed it. I slowly opened my eyes to meet his beautiful green ones. I was in his arms.

“Sir?” I slurred, and he placed a kiss on my cheek.

“Baby, you did so well. I'm so proud of you. My beautiful boy.” I heard the adoration in his voice, and I couldn't help the lazy smile that crossed my face.

“You're so amazing, Colin.” Rachel stood next to us, holding out a cup of water. “Come on, let's get you two upstairs.”

Why upstairs? I closed my eyes as Stephen held me, and then I heard Rachel's voice in my head telling me that the room was ours if we happened to need it. Had she set this all up? What was she planning? As we ascended the stairs, I wrapped my arms around Stephen's neck as he carried me. Please, don't let me go. His warmth was comfort and safety. We stopped near a door, and Rachel smiled at both of us.

“Have fun, you two. We'll be downstairs to celebrate when you're ready.”

As she walked back down the hallway, I watched as Stephen pulled a key from his pocket. He trained his face toward mine.

“I have a surprise for you, boy. I need you to stand, though, so I can unlock the door.”

I held onto him as I slithered down his body, and I took the cup from him. I sipped the water and watched as he unlocked the door and pushed it open. He stepped inside and ushered me in. 

Closing the door behind me, I turned toward the center of the room… and gasped. This… wow! Oh my God! Candles flickered on a dresser to the right of the bed, and pink and red rose petals decorated the red sheets. I turned towards Stephen.

“Oh, Stephen. Did you do this for me?” I couldn't contain my emotions as tears dotted my eyelashes.

“For us, baby. Tonight starts the first night of the rest of our lives. I got the guys to help me, and the girls too. I hope this is…”

I reached for his chin, and our mouths met in a brutal kiss. Stephen had done this for us so that my first time would be memorable. He wanted me to be able to reminisce with fondness about my first time with him, and I couldn't tear my eyes away from my Dom.

“Sir, I am honored to be your sub. You've given me so much, and now, it all starts here. You are going to show me what real love feels like, not by the connection of our hearts, but by joining our bodies. Is there anything you wouldn't do to see me happy?”

“No, Colin, because from where I'm standing, you deserve the world and so much more. You are my miracle, my Christmas miracle. Tonight is all about you, baby. I'm going to make love to you, and then, when we get home, I'm going to do it again. You are everything to me, boy.” His tongue pressed against my parted lips, and I opened for him. He tasted so sweet, so unique, and I sighed as he pulled away. “Lie on the bed.”
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Stephen's hands roamed over my body, so slowly, so sensuously. I wanted him to touch my throbbing dick, but for now that would have to wait. He pressed his hand over my tattoo, and I felt a sense of peace as his fingertips danced over my lower back.

“You're mine, boy,” he whispered, and I smiled.

“I'm yours, Sir.”

One hand stayed on my lower back as I heard the cap of a bottle opening. My heart thumped in my chest, and I counted to ten. I was safe and secure. His wet fingers traveled down into my crease and over my hole, and I stilled.

“If anything feels off, use your safeword, and everything stops. Understand?”

“Yes, I do,” I answered breathlessly as his fingers traveled over my balls. “Oh God, Sir. Please.”

“What do you want, boy?”

“Aaaaaahhhh! Finger my hole, please.” I moaned, and he chuckled.

“Gladly, baby.”

As he slid a long finger into my tight hole, I pushed back, wanting more. He slid deeper, pulled all the way out, and then delved in again. Oh fuck! He added another after a while, and I moaned louder.

“Sir, please? Fill me with your dick.”

“On your knees, boy,” he growled, and I scrambled into position.

My dick was hard as hell, but that could wait. It had been so long since my tight hole was filled, and Stephen's dick was perfect for it. I pressed my face into the pillow and listened as he unzipped his pants. I felt the bed shift behind me, and he pushed his knee between my parted legs to spread me wider. His warm hands rested on my cheeks, and he rubbed his hand over my lower back.

“I love you.”

“You too,” I panted, and then I felt his hard dick at my entrance.

I held my breath as his hands gripped my shoulders, and he pushed in slightly. He stilled, and I knew that he was gauging my reaction. I breathed in and out, wanting more, needing more. I relaxed my muscles, and I felt him slide in even further.

“Fuck, boy! You're so fucking tight!”

He moved slowly, and I moaned as pleasure washed over me. This… was… wow. In and out. I felt his dick as he thrust deeper. My cock rose to meet my stomach, and I howled as Stephen snapped his hips forward. 

His moans and grunts told me that he wouldn't last much longer, and as badly as I wanted him to, I was eager to feel his seed fill my body. His fingernails dug into my shoulders as his meaty dick slammed into my prostate, and I howled. If he kept doing that, it wouldn't be long.

“Boy, I'm so close.”

His hand pumped my dick, and I could feel the tingling in my balls as he continued to pound my hole. He was making love to me, and this feeling was unlike any other. Josaiah hadn't made me feel this good, and neither had Dwayne. Stephen was the only one who could bring me back from something so horrible. He had saved me. 

The tingling in my balls grew stronger as he pulled at my cock. As he slammed his hips forward, I saw stars as jets of cum exploded from me. Stephen's voice sounded far away as he howled my name, and I felt him collapse onto my back, his arm curled around my shoulder. 

I focused on my senses, the smell of sweat and sex in the air, the sound of our breathing returning to normal, and the feel of my Sir's body pressed against mine. Nothing else mattered in this moment.

“Honey,” he whispered into my ear. “I love you so much.”

“Love you more.”

“I have never felt more alive than I do right now,” he said, and I smiled because I felt the same way.

“Me neither,” I mumbled. “Do we have to go downstairs? I just want to stay here with you all night.”

“I wish we could, but our friends are waiting for us. We have a lot to celebrate tonight, honey. Our new life, our first time together, your new job.”

“What new job?” I asked, my heart swelling. Stephen's hand rested on the back of my neck where my collar clasped.

“Oh shit! I shouldn't have said anything.”

He pulled me into his arms, and I turned my face to kiss his lips, the stench of us heady. I wanted more sex, more kisses, more touches. However, he had just let slip a new opportunity, and I wasn't about to wait around while he kept quiet. 

As his dick slipped from me, I felt the loss immediately, but I reached up and caressed the leather surrounding my throat. My Sir and I had come so far, and I couldn't wait to see what this Christmas would bring. In the later year, things had changed for the better, and I prayed to God for many more years to come with Stephen Clarke.


Epilogue

Dennis

I could only hope and pray that no one at All Access would recognize me with my hood pulled over my head, hiding my face. 

From my position overlooking the banister, there was a semi-clear path for me to see the festivities taking place at the bar. A black leather collar with a padlock nestled around Colin's neck. The owners of All Access surrounded him and Stephen, smiles lighting up their faces. I ground my teeth together, feeling a surge of rage course through me. 

He ended up with the wrong Dom. He was supposed to be mine, not Stephen's. I would've treated him better. Besides, how could a blind person care for another human being?

As I watched, Stephen took Colin by the back of his collar, and I groaned as he moved into the attention position. Rachel held an apron against her slender body, and I saw Cyrus's lips move as he addressed the crowd. Smiling faces and clapping hands blurred my vision, but I focused on the beautiful boy receiving the apron. 

Colin would look good in anything, but I wished that he was wearing my collar. Stephen's arm rested protectively around his shoulders, and their lips met in a passionate kiss. I pressed my fist into the side of my mouth, causing my teeth to dig into the soft flesh. I needed to feel something, anything, other than the growing ache in my chest. 

Suddenly, a door opened, and I was hit with a blast of frigid December air.

“Hey, what are you doing here?”

I turned around. I knew who he was by his accent, but there was no way he could recognize me with the layers of clothing and makeup. However, he had a job to do, and I was the only person who wasn’t joining in the festivities. The last thing I wanted to do was draw unwanted attention to myself. I kept my head down as I pushed past him, the man who had approached me at Colin's workplace before he was kidnapped… 

Bill.


Glossary

BDSM: is an acronym that encompasses a variety of activities used in sex or play. The letters stand for Bondage and Discipline, Dominance and Submission, and Sadism and Masochism.

Top: is the person who is performing the BDSM activities in a scene.

Bottom: is the person receiving the sensations and BDSM activities in a scene.

Dominant: is the person who has the authority in a BDSM relationship.

Submissive: is the person who has relinquished control in a BDSM relationship.

Scene: is when BDSM activities take place. Normally, scenes are planned out and can have a specific time limit, such as thirty minutes.

Negotiation: is a conversation between two consenting adults in a BDSM scene or relationship. It encompasses limits, rules, boundaries, and establishes consent between both partners.

Contract: is a written agreement between a Dominant and submissive that outlines how a BDSM relationship will be structured. This contract can encompass rules, protocols, expectations, punishments, safe words, etc.

Subspace: is the euphoric state that a submissive, slave, or bottom may experience during BDSM play.

SSC: Safe, Sane, and Consensual. This means that all activities are done safely, with a sound mind, and both parties’ consent or agree to the activities that are taking place.

RACK: Risk-aware Consensual Kink. This means that both parties are aware of the risks that are involved while participating in BDSM.

PRICK: Personal Responsibility, Informed, Consensual Kink. This means that each person involved with BDSM is responsible for learning about the activities that are going to take place and that they are informed of the risks.
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Claim Me, Love Me

The only way to fall in love is to take the first step.

For Caleb, that first step leads to fear, violence, and the death of the only boy he’s ever loved. He won’t—can’t—admit who he is to himself. How could he ever share his deepest secrets with someone else?

Josaiah has known he was gay since he was seven. He’s experienced in more ways than one—with sex, with other men, and as a Dominant. But love is something he can’t accept or give, and he’s walled himself off from any kind of affection.

Can Caleb confront his ghosts and learn to love himself and his new Dom? Will Josaiah remember how to love, and be loved in turn? As Caleb and Josaiah take the first few steps toward each other, their pasts threaten to overwhelm their future.

You can find Claim Me, Love Me in Audio, paperback, and eBook versions via the link below.

https://books2read.com/u/47YEX7
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