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Will wants to meet the perfect man, but it's easier said than done in
such a small town. His crush of over a year has no idea he even
exists, and ignoring his best friend’s advice has only made the
problem worse. Rather than limiting himself only to who's available
locally, Will turns to the digital world.

Cas is ready to move on after his last relationship ended in death.
Right away, he meets the perfect candidate through a new
anonymous chatting app, with only one problem—he quickly learns
his new friend’s identity in the real world. If this budding relationship
continues, it'll only be a matter of time before Cas is recognized for
who he is as well.

As Will and Cas steadily become closer, their attraction cannot be
denied. Nor their similarities. Cas embraces the darkness in Will like
no one ever has, creating a mutual obsession that needs to be
satisfied in the real world. Maybe Will has finally found the perfect
man for him—if he can look past Cas’s homicidal tendencies.
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Chapter one
Cas

None of these strangers can ever be you—because you're dead. Other people
continue on, living their lives around me, yet | have to remind myself you're no
longer one of them. Our time is over, Henri. Time for me to move on.

What does moving on look like in this day and age? Random encounters? Not going
to do it for me. | need to cultivate something with someone to be satisfied. We need
to have an emotional investment in each other first. So that by the time we actually
meet, we have more than attraction. We have a special connection. I’'m a romantic
like that.

Plenty of apps and websites | could use for this, but I'm looking for someone to
connect with on awhole other level. Hmm. Let’s see what the interweb has to offer.

After afew searches, the algorithm takes notice of my needs and suggests a new app.
Totaly random and anonymous messaging. All initial matches are timed. If you both
like each other by the end, you have the option to DM each other, forfurther
conversation in the app or taking it elsewhere—but only if you both match. This
could be fun for me.

After downloading the app, | click the chat icon and the screen loads. First message.
First time getting back out there. Let’s do this.

Purple Puppy:...



Purple Puppy:Ugh. | don’t know about you, but | would pay actual money just to be
able to choose a username instead of the randomly generated ones we get for each
new conversation.

Purple Puppy:Last person | talked to was Gold Cock. He hit the username goldmine.
Ah, either nervous or hyper. Almost like an actual puppy.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou know, not really thrilled with mine, either.

Purple Puppy:What the hell kind of color is that, and how did you get something
exotic?

Orchid Mantis:It's a shade of pink-purple. Also, an actua animal, like a Black
Mamba.

Purple Puppy:And I’ ve got username envy again.

Purple Puppy:And wasted at |east five minutes complaining about the app usernames.
Sorry about that.

Purple Puppy:Not even going to blame you for thumbs-downing me.

Orchid Mantis:I don’'t know. Two purples in a sea of colors are an interesting
coincidence.

Purple Puppy:...Y eah.
Ellipses kinda piss me off. | don't mean to bad-mouth my generation, but we use

them so damn much it can mean everything and nothing, but no one ever seems to
know which.



Purple Puppy:Not gonna lie, | downloaded this app today and I’'m already starting to
think it was a horrible mistake. I’m not made for this.

Purple Puppy:| don’t do the random and the anonymous stuff very well.

Purple Puppy:And I’ m talking too much again.

Kinda needy and even a tad insecure. | can work with that. He's already got me
smiling at my screen.

Orchid Mantis:| actualy downloaded it today too... and you're my first
conversation... | haven't tried to find anyone else since my boyfriend died.
Anonymous and random seemed an easier way to start over. Sorry to get heavy on
you.

Purple Puppy:Oh my gosh. No, that’ s fine.

Purple Puppy: That must be so hard.

Purple Puppy:Sorry. I’'m aburst texter. | can't help it.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou text like you' re young.

Purple Puppy:Isthat a bad thing?
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Orchid Mantis:Depends on how young. App is supposed to have an age limit, but |
don’t want to meet Chris Hansen.

Purple Puppy:Bahahahah

Purple Puppy:No, | completely understand and agree. Over 18. Not particularly
young but not old?

Purple Puppy:Also, not so sure if I’d be interested in someone significantly older.
Some silver foxes are like hot damn, but... yeah. No offense.

Orchid Mantis:Do | text like I'm that old?

Purple Puppy:Well, you use full sentences. Which is realy impressive. To me, at
least.

Purple Puppy:And... yeah. Y ou have that vibe.

Orchid Mantis:I’m not old yet. At least, | don’t think so. Neither was my boyfriend.
Orchid Mantis:Sorry, | didn’t mean to go there again.

Orchid Mantis:| understand what you mean about not being made for this. Maybe it
shouldn’'t feel embarrassing, but it does. Being out there and looking again after |

found someone. | don't know if | can put the real me out there to be judged yet.

And as atestament to my youth, | end with a sad emoji thistime.



Purple Puppy:Y eah, all the guys on apps only want to meet up and fuck.

Purple Puppy:Which isn’t an issue most of the time, but... it would be nice to find
someone who wants to talk. Get to know you. Form an actual connection.

Orchid Mantis:| feel the exact same way.

Maybe thirty seconds left on the timer, and he's still typing. He' s not fast enough and
the conversation grays. Then the pop-up prompts me to make my choice. | slam the
thumbs-up button so damn fast. He is exactly what | need right now. Questionable
self-esteem. Possibly dependent. Eager to please. And just so sweet.

Not even a minute later, the phone chimes to let me know it's a match. Puppy wants
to play with me. | smile at my screen. Maybe it’s beginner’s luck. Or maybe | already
found that special someone I’ m looking for—the one.

The next guy I’m going to kill.

Chapter two

Will

Sigh. Bailey Bee. So sweet. So sexy. | can stare at this man all day and still find new
things to obsess over. He has this way of smiling at people and instantly putting them
at ease. Oh, and his hair... rose gold. It's an actual hair color, and | even did an
Internet search just to figure out the name of his shade. Rose gold. And if that isn’t
enough, he's close to my age and built about the same, too. Not ripped like a
gladiator or perfectly lean, but the achievable kind of sexy with some muscle
definition and visible veins and... | need to stop there while in public. To put it more
concisaly, he is the Rocky to my Dr. Frank-N-Furter. If | were building myself the
perfect man, that would be Bailey.



Except Bailey doesn’'t know | exist, so every Sunday, | pine at a distance while
watching him work his stand at the farmer’s market. Sometimes | wonder if his name
isreally Bailey. Hislast name certainly isn’t Bee. Or isit?

“Just go talk to him and get it over with. Thisis getting kinda sad.”

“Fuck off, Jess,” | mutter without looking back.

| don’t even need to turn my head to know Jesse’s glaring at me. He gets so annoyed
by my pining a.k.a. slacking. I'll bet money that if | look right now, he's scowling at
my back and disturbing his black hair by scrubbing his scalp before stuffing his hands
in the pockets of his work sweatshirt. I’'m wearing mine too, with the name of the
farm on the back and my name embroidered on the front. Cold as hell in the early
morning thistime of year in Massachusetts, and my buzz cut doesn’t help.

“Can you at least help me unload the rest of this?’

| don’t so much as glance back at him, just lift my arm in his direction and give him
the middle finger. Shoppers will arrive soon, and then I’'ll have to focus on working.
He can handle unloading the last box when almost everything else has been done.

| don't expect Jess to understand. The idea of a classic romance with handwritten
love letters would probably make him break out into hives. He's a good friend and an
excellent co-worker. And regrettably, attractive to boot. Not romantic, though.

Jesse and | met working at the same farm. Not out in the fields or anything, but in the
little store that sells produce and sometimes other goods made by our boss's daughter,
Cheryl. I've worked there for a few years, but this is my second year selling for the
store at the farmer’s market. And Bailey Bee's Honey is only two stands down and
across from ours this year. Getting a space this close to him feels serendipitous.



“Don’t spend another year gazing at him from afar, then kicking yourself once the
market ends for the season in afew weeks.” Jesse sets a crate next to me and smacks
my arm. “And at least unpack while staring. Would ya?’

“You know, | don’'t heckle you for ogling women,” | grumble.
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Either he doesn’t hear me or chooses not to respond before he gets back to work.

| tear my eyes away from Bailey for maybe five seconds to unpack jars of jam for the
display. When | ook up again, he's walking over. No, not here. Oh, fuck, yes. Right
to our stand. And up to me.

“Hi,” he says with that perfect smile that could melt the coldest of hearts.

A somewhat pained sound escapes while | raise my hand in asmall wave. He watches
my hand move, but gestures at the display I’ m building.

“When did you guys start selling jam?”

When did we start selling jam? | have no idea. | know nothing anymore. Go ahead
and ask my name. | can't even tell you. After a short yet awkward silence of me
gawking at Bailey, Jess comes and saves me.

“Cheryl added it to the store earlier this year.”

And now Bailey seems disappointed | haven't responded to him. I’'m bombing this.
So badly. So very, very badly. | can’t help it. On-the-spot social interaction has never
been my strength. Not when the person is this attractive. Makes way more sense to
figure out everything about them first to ensure the conversation flows in the right
direction. How else are you supposed to say the right thing?

“Well... ah.” Bailey smiles and | should go to prison for the crime of thinking he
couldn’t get any cuter. Except he can. When nervous. “I guess... | just wanted to say



hello to you guys.” His eyes flick to me at the wordguys. “I better get back now.
Don’t have anyone to watch my stand.” He smiles one more time and turns to leave.

What's that saying? | hate to see him go, but | love watching him walk away. Jesse
gives me a look when he notices me craning my neck to watch Bailey. Sue me. The
guy has a succulent ass. How is one man so gorgeous? Bailey’s perfect in every way,
which iswhy my mind short-circuits around him.

“Dude,” Jesse says with a shake of hishead. “ That was painful to witness.”

“Great, because it was painful to experience.”

Jesse sighs and grabs the empty crate, then stores it under atable. “Y ou're not exactly
subtle, either.”

“1 can’t help it. Even thinking about talking to him makes my brain force restart.”

| take a deep sigh and look over at Bailey’'s stand, where he's talking with his first
customer. Cutest goddamn beekeeper in existence. Who could blame me?

“Thisis why I'm talking to that guy. To like, build up my social skillsso | don’t act
so much like me.”

Jesserolls hiseyes. “You talk to me just fine, thanks.”

“Duh, you're straight.”

Jesserolls his eyes again.

“And | dunno. This guy’s nice. Kinda lonely, too. | get this vibe that he's older. His
partner died, and he's trying to start all over, but al he finds are these guys who only



want aquick fuck.”

“That's actually redly sad.” Jesse frowns. “But taking up his time out of pity isn't
doing him any favors.”

| shrug. I'm not out searching for someone to be a glucose guardian, nor am |
soyoung that Mantis will disregard me. At least, | don't think so. Maybe for the right
guy... maybe certain stuff won’t matter as much when we already have a connection.
And there is something between us. | look forward to reading his messages and
texting him back... whoever he is. Who knows? Maybe we'll get to the point where
we want to share more and take this somewhere. I’'m not ready to discount him just
yet.

The rest of the workday passes quickly enough. Right after the market ends, but
before we load the truck and break down the displays, | get a notification ding.
Mantisand | are still messaging solely within the app. His choice, and | don’t mind.
Orchid Mantis:Having a good day?

Purple Puppy:Wéll, ah, that’s aloaded question. | want to say yes.

Purple Puppy:And really, not terrible right now. But dammit, am | ever awkward in
person.

Purple Puppy:Who am | kidding? I’ m awkward not in person, too.
Orchid Mantis:Y ou’ re exuberant. It s sweet.
Aww. Seg, this is exactly why | enjoy talking to Mantis. Even after the unfortunate

realization that the stupid app saves each randomized username when two people
match so you know who you're talking to without knowing who you're talking



to—which may be for the best since we haven't shared our personal info yet—he
makes the app worth keeping. Mantis is such a wholesome guy.

And really and truly, we've been texting daily for a week, and it’s nice to have
someone who wants to... talk. That’sit. Maybe | do need an older guy, since | clearly
have some dated expectations. Mantis strikes me as the type who would gladly woo
me.
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Orchid Mantis:| take it you have someone you like?
Oh, boy. This may get awkward.

Purple Puppy:Maybe? Doesn’'t feel right to say for certain when | don’t really know
him. | want toknow him. | also want to have an epic romance with someone.

Purple Puppy:Only he doesn’t know | exist. And I’ m starting to think maybe he never
will. I’ salost cause at this point.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou should talk to him.

Purple Puppy:Y ou sound like my best friend.

Orchid Mantis:Y our best friend sounds smart.

| look over at Jesse, texting away with a huge grin on his face. Probably hitting up
another girl he met at the store. At least he won't complain about me being on my

phone when he' staking a break to do the same.

Purple Puppy:!’ ve got to go for now, but I'll talk to you again when | get home. Still
wrapping it up here.

Orchid Mantis:I’m looking forward to it.

And | realize too late he could ve construed my last message as a slight innuendo, but
Mantis is not that kinda guy. He's really going to want to talk to me about mostly



normal things. | saymostlysince we have dipped into sexual conversations a bit, but
hey, that’s part of being responsible, too. And really, that’s what he seems like—an
actual adult. Whereas I’'m that dog in the burning room telling himself everything is
fine. | have no idea what in the hell I'm doing and I'm starting to believe I’ lInever
have my shit together. | can’t even imagine what a guy like Mantis seesin me.
Chapter three

Cas

The day has warmed significantly from late summer sunshine, but the leaves will be
changing any time now. I’m still outside and not yet in my house when my phone
dings again. Ahh, PP. You might not like your username, but | find it
entertaining—as much as | find you.

Purple Puppy:| should’ ve asked how your day was earlier.

Purple Puppy:So, how has your day been?

And asmiley. How sweet.

Orchid Mantis:I’ ve had better.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou'reright. Talking to guysis hard. Except maybe you. Less hard.
Purple Puppy:l make you less hard?

Orchid Mantis: That’ s yet to be determined.

Purple Puppy:Oh my gosh, | need to know how you imagine me.



Purple Puppy:Or a guess, at least. As vague or specific as you want to get.

Hmm. Time to cheat. The app lets you list as much or as little about yourself as you
want. Mine's blank. | prefer making people work for their tidbits. It builds trust and
makes them feel special when | do share. As for him, I've checked his user profile
before and not much of what he has on his page is helpful. I'm hoping to find
something | may have missed last time. Never know when something may jump out
at you.

He's near me. Doesn’'t say exactly where, but within the closest search radius. No
age. Average height and weight. No pictures. Not much of anything, realy. Well, | do
like a challenge.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou converse like you're young, like in your twenties, but the things
you talk about aren’t school or hookups but work and friends. You're fun, but you
want to be responsible. Like you don't think of yourself as area adult yet. Closer to
thirty than twenty, most likely.

Purple Puppy:...

Purple Puppy:| was expecting something alot more pervy.

Purple Puppy:And not quite that spot on.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou don't like pervy.
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Purple Puppy:Says who?
Orchid Mantis:Pervy isn't what you came here looking for.
Purple Puppy:Wéell, you got me there.
Purple Puppy:Do you want to know how | picture you?
Orchid Mantis:Actually, | redly do.
Purple Puppy:Not old... but older. Maybe forty or fifty. And | bet you're super fit
and health conscious, which means you're in better shape than me even though
you're older than me. Stone-cold fox with abs and starting to gray but it looks great
on you. Total silver fox.

Orchid Mantis:It’s cute how you're still convinced I’ m older.

Purple Puppy:Oh, come on. Don’'t be so modest about it. You're hot still and you
know it.

Ah, that gets me to chuckle.
Purple Puppy:So, how close was 1? 100%7? 110%7??
Orchid Mantis:Way off. Way, way off.

Orchid Mantis:Much younger, for starters. Not what | would consider super fit, but



still okay? Average, | guess?

Purple Puppy:Dad bod?

Orchid Mantis:No, haha. Maybe like one step up from that. Ahhh... brother’s best
friend, who' s nothing extraordinary but aways there. Started off as the boy next door.

Purple Puppy:Somehow, this has gotten much better than | ever imagined.

And the blushing emoji.

Purple Puppy:Okay, so maybe | was way off on the rest, but | know this much will be
right, so here goes. Y ou're most definitely a classic gentleman. The type who wants
to go on dates and appreciates someone holding the door for you. And if you sent me
flowers, | would not a all take offense since I'm a sap, too. I'd write you a
handwritten letter in exchange, saying how much | appreciate your gesture and our
relationship. Then include two more pages about my unbridled passions and
yearning. And you'd be so moved by the gesture, you'd tell me how sweet | am all
over again.

| was right. He' s the one. Sigh.

Orchid Mantis:Forget how far off the first guess was. That one was perfect.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou know what? | want you to call sometime.

Purple Puppy:I’m not so sure | want to pony up for a premium account.

Purple Puppy:Not that I’ m broke.

Purple Puppy:Okay, | am broke. But I'm also not trying to be flaky, nor am |



attempting to weasel any money out of you.

Orchid Mantis:No video-chatting nonsense. Normal, over the phone conversation. |
think it would be nice to hear your voice sometime. And audio calls in the app are
free, so you have no excuse.

Purple Puppy:...

Purple Puppy:... okay

Purple Puppy:For some reason I'm still waiting for you to turn out like other guys.
Like you say that you want to talk, but really you mean sex.

Orchid Mantis:Well, certainly not the first time we talk. You need to court me a bit
more if you want that out of me.

Purple Puppy:Ahaha. Okay.

Purple Puppy:Thisiswhy | like talking to you so much. Y ou have a great personality
and you're not afraid to use it.
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Thanks, babe. | made this one just for you.l smile to myself and sigh while staring at
the screen. He's aromantic, and he wants a fellow romantic.

Lucky for him, this is my favorite part. The gaps between men have always been
about holding out for that special someone and refusing to settle for availability or
convenience. | can and have waited much longer before, since | refuse to quit once |
set my sights on someone.

What | won’'t do is spend all my time and energy trying to get him to hook up with
me because | don’'t need to. I’'m going to make him want me. To come to me. To go
out of his mind trying to figure out what I’ m thinking and what his next move should
be. Heis going to pursue me like mad, and I’ m going to love every minute of it.

Orchid Mantis:I like talking to you, too. Which is why | expect you to message me
again soon. Not right now, though. | need to take care of the animals.

Purple Puppy:You said you didn’t have pets!

Orchid Mantis:| don’t. It's, well... essentially afarm. They’re working animals. But |
do care about them, which iswhy | care for them.

Purple Puppy:Oh! That's another thing we have in common. | work for a farm, too.
Not on the farm, though. Mostly stocking and running a register. But my boss is a

great guy and | like his goats.

Purple Puppy:Anyway, don’t mean to keep you! Until next time.



And asmiley.

Now that is a helpful kernel. Sure, we're in a rural area, but there are only so many
farms around me. Even less with farm stands or stores. And goats. Chickens and
cows are pretty common around here, not so much goats. Hmm. He made it sound
like a mom-and-pop general store, but goats can mean a shop with artisan crafts like

soap.
Well, as much as | want to spend more time on this, | have other responsibilities.
Chapter four

Will

Ican’t focus while at work the following Tuesday. More than likely, Bailey will be
the object of my desire forever, but after talking to Mantis the other day... | dunno. |
feel amost giddy. He has that effect on me. And I'm redly, really digging the
“brother’s best friend” comparison. Maybe he wants something more than chatting,
and | don’t mean sexting or even hooking up afew times, but an actual relationship...

and maybe I'll want it, too.

Jess comes in while I’'m stocking. And by that, | mean he catches me daydreaming
while manhandling corn cobs. Wait, no, not like that.

“What' s gotten into you?’ Jesse grins.

“1 think | really like Mantis,” | say with asmile and a sigh.

“You don't even know hisname,” he scoffs.

“l don’'t expect you to understand.” | shake my head and pile more produce on the



display.

“Oh, that’s right. | forgot how gay guys are. Anything lasting more than a couple of
hours, and he' sthe love of your life.”

“No,” | huff. “I don’t expect you to understandromance.”

“I can be romantic.” He smiles.

“Netflix and chill isn’t romantic just because you open a bottle of wine.”

“Okay, but... what happened to your Bailey obsession?’

| shrug. | still like Bailey. And | want to get to know Bailey. But right here, right
now... | have Mantis in front of me. And he’'s someone | can actually talk to. Even

someone | can see potentially liking me back.

“Anyway, | came to remind you that you need to help with the goats tomorrow. I'm
off and Lucy’ sthe only other one on the schedule,” Jesse says.

My face scrunches. “But you're our animal guy.”

“How? | got hired for the same job as you, yet you always make me go out there
while you get to stay inside and cover the register.”

“I don't liveon adairy farm.”
Technically, his mom and dad’ s farm beside acres of woods, but they can’t afford for

Jess to move out. He still helps out when he’'s not working here and puts part of his
paycheck toward paying the bills. All the kids do.
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Jesserolls hiseyes. “Come on. You love our goats. It's one day.”
“1 lovepettingour goats,” | correct.

“You can't ask the pregnant girl. She’ s going to pop any day now.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.” | grin. “ Switch shifts with me.”

Jesse sighs, but he doesn’'t refuse. He never does. Best coworker ever. “Did it ever
occur to you | might have plans already?’

“Not really, no. Do you?’

“Not anymore, it seems.”

“I’ll makeit uptoyou,” | say with my sweetest smile.

“Oh, yeah? Y ou'’ re going to be my hot date instead?’

| laugh mockingly. He thinks he’'s so cute and funny. “No. We both have Sunday
night off. We can hang out after work, with like pizza or beer or whatever at my

place. I'll buy.”

“I’'m glad you said so, because | wouldn’t be surprised if you asked me to pay.” He
breaks into a smile and chuckles.

“One time!” | laugh with him. “How many years of being friends and | forgot my



walletonetime?”’

“It also happened to be the first time we did anything outside of work. And | still
don’t believe that excuse. Y ou totally thought it was a date and expected me to pay.”

“No, | didnot.” And | laugh even harder.

Okay, maybe | had hoped somewhat. But | reallydidforget my wallet. And | might’ve
had a brief crush on Jess after | first got hired, but... that ended as soon as | found out
he dated the girl who | replaced at our job. | wasn't going to be that guy pining over
what never could or would be. | was aromantic—not into tragedies.

“Sunday after work, itis.” Jesse smiles one more time before going to punch out.
Before | know it, it's my turn to clock out, too. | aimost can’t wait to get home and
hear from Mantis. Then | don’t have to. A notification I’m dying to see flashes across
the screen of my phone while I’'m still in the breakroom.

Orchid Mantis:Evening. Did today treat you well?

Sigh. Mantis always asks the kinds of questions that prove he redly cares. He's so
genuine.

Purple Puppy:Actually, yeah. | got my friend to switch shifts with me tomorrow, and
now we' re going to hang out on Sunday after work.

Orchid Mantis:Is this the smart best friend or the guy who doesn’t notice you?

Damn, he really does pay attention.

Purple Puppy:The best friend. Guy who doesn’'t notice me... well, he doesn't get



many chances to notice me... or not notice me, | guess.

Purple Puppy:| doubt seeing him more would even change anything.

Orchid Mantis:I would notice you.

Purple Puppy:Y eah?

Orchid Mantis.Even in texts, you come across as unforgettable. An individual. |
would take notice if | were in aroom with you. He probably notices you, too.

Purple Puppy:Unfortunately, | am much less competent in person than | am online.

Orchid Mantis; Then talk to him online.

Purple Puppy:...
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Purple Puppy:Why didn’t | ever think of that?
Purple Puppy:Would that be weird to message him out of the blue?

Orchid Mantis:Not if he's someone you see regularly. Though | rescind my advice if
he' s a customer or something. That would be unprofessional.

Hmm... Well, | do know Bailey through work, but we aren’t exactly coworkers. Then
again, Jess actually is a coworker, and we hang out all the time. Maybe | can make up
some bullshit excuse about seeing him in my suggested friends on social media. It'sa
small town, after all.

Purple Puppy:! feel like you' re my wingman.

Orchid Mantis:Andl fedl like you won't figure out how you feel about this guy until
you talk to him. Who knows? Maybe you'll realize there’s no connection, and he's a
waste of your time.

Purple Puppy:Am | awaste of your time?

Yes, | know I'm needy. What of it? Mantis is the first guy to stroke my ego and
nothing else. Being wanted feels nice, even if it’s only by a name on a screen.

Orchid Mantis:Never. You make my days more fulfilling and | enjoy our
conversations. Plus, | think it's helping me to have someone to talk to. Even if we
stayed anon or just friends, I’ d be happy to have met you.



Purple Puppy:Would you... want more than that?

Orchid Mantis: The more we talk, the more that answer shifts toward yes. At the same
time, | enjoy what we have, and | don’t want to overanalyze it. | am open to seeing
where thisis headed.

Oh, deep breath. This is the nice part about being online. Mantis doesn’t have to see
me as flustered as a teenager and twice as awkward over his honesty. And if this guy
has me losing mental capacity, | mustreallylike him.

Purple Puppy:I think I would like that, too.

Purple Puppy:l don’t mean to run, but I'm leaving on a high note. I’ll message you
when | get back home.

Orchid Mantis:I’ [l be looking forward to it.

Orchid Mantis:But | need to check on the animals real quick. Want to see who
finishesfirst?

Any other man, and I’d say that’saline. Only, | know Mantisisn’t like that.

Purple Puppy:Y es. Race me.

Orchid Mantis:Okay, no cheating. I’'m going to my front door first and you should
head to your car or whatever.

Purple Puppy:Or what? V espa? Broom?

Orchid Mantis:'You said you're broke, and cars are expensive. Not judging if you
have to walk or use public transport.



Aww. I’'m looking more at my screen than where | place my feet while | walk across
the parking lot.

Orchid Mantis:Okay, I'm at my front door. Ready?

Purple Puppy:In my car. Key not yet in the ignition. Go!

| drop my phone onto the middle console and don’t even stop to fiddle with the radio
this time. After | flick on my headlights, | reverse out of my parking spot. Since |
closed tonight, | encounter little to no traffic on my way home. As soon as I'm
parked, | snatch up my phone again and type.

Purple Puppy:I win.

Orchid Mantis:Only counts if you'rein your house. Y our task was getting home.
Purple Puppy:Are you done with your animals?

Orchid Mantis:Almost. | still need to walk back to my place, too.

Ahh. | unbuckle my seatbelt and scramble out of the car. Within seconds, I’ ve got the
keysto my rental in my hand and I’ m shoving my door open. Officialy, home.
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Purple Puppy:In my house!
Orchid Mantis:Okay, okay. Y ou win.
And asmiley.

Orchid Mantis:Doesn’t feel like losing when you hustle like that just to talk to me,
though.

Oh. My heart. Currently pumping, not only from rushing into my house. Maybe |
should be embarrassed to be called out like that, but... | like that he noticed. And the
thought of him smiling at his screen, secretly pleased to have someone who cares so
much... makes my cock twitch. Jessisright. | don’t know what this guy looks like, or
even his name. And yet, if he wereto answer my call al out of breath from rushing to
get to his phone and then say how happy he is to hear from me... my hand would go
straight down my pants. How has this guy gotten such a hold on me already?

Chapter five
Cas

S0, an eager PP doesn’t need much time. | set my timer and about seven minutes is
al it took for him to get from the parking lot of his job to outside his house, and
another minute at most before he was inside. That helps me significantly. He lives
and works close to me. Which means even if | assume his drive bumps him outside
my radius, there are only so many farms within ten to fifteen miles of me. The
number shrinks even more once | eliminate the ones that don’t match what he’s told



me. I'm not looking for a chicken farm or dairy farm, but something with goats and a

store. May not sound distinct, but that could be enough to distinguish it from othersin

such asmall area.

My phone dings and | close the current screen with the maps app. Someone’s up late.

Purple Puppy:| know | already said I’m going to bed, but I’'min bed and | can’t sleep.

Orchid Mantis:I’m in bed, too. But I’'m not telling you the color of my underwear.

Purple Puppy:Oh no. Noooo. | didn’'t mean it like that.

Sure, you didn't.

Purple Puppy:1’m sorry. Y ou probably have work in the morning.

Orchid Mantis:It’s okay. Y ou can text me until one of us passes out.

Purple Puppy:Y eah?

Purple Puppy:Could | maybe... cal you?

Orchid Mantis:Are you going to wish me goodnight?

Purple Puppy:Yes.

And a smile emoji. How could anyone resist?

Orchid Mantis:Okay.

| include another variation of the smile emoji. An article | once read said each smiley



IS supposed to mean something different. I’m not sure how we as a society managed
to complicate this, but here we are. Emoji subtext is a thing | need to worry about
now.

My phone rings less than ten seconds later, and | accept the audio call through the
app, but | don’t say anything. Not yet.

1 Hi .H

And | was right. He doesn’t have that youthful lilt, but he still sounds young—only
more like my age and not a teenager.

“Hey,” | say back.

“1 did... not put enough thought into this.” He laughs, very obviously from nerves.

“How so?’

“1... want to say goodnight to you, but | technically don’t know your name.”

| roll over in bed, and | make sure he can hear me moving while he waits for my
response. “What do you normally call me?’
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“Mantis.” He pauses. “What do you call me?’
“PP.”

“Like piss?’ He'slaughing now, and it’s genuine.
“1 was thinking more like slang for penis.”

“Oh, my god.”

“What?’

He' s trying and horribly failing to stifle his laughter. “When | tell you my name, you
must remember this moment.”

“Oh, when?’

“Yes, when.” He takes adeep sigh. “Y ou won't have to tell me yours, though. Only if
you want.”

“1 like those terms.” Then | let out the most pleased sigh | can possibly muster. “And
| like talking to you.”

“Me, too. And um... | think | would like to call you at night again.” He gets quiet, but
when | don't fill the silence for him, he carries on. “Just to say goodnight, like this.”

“Okay,” | agree. “Goodnight.”



“Night. I'll talk to you tomorrow.”

And the call ends. Well, this is going along at a nice pace. Me being me, | want to
drag it out as long as possible, but that’s not very smart. Nothing good lasts forever.
Too bad. After | close the app, | start another internet search. | don’t actually have to
be upearly. | can spend all night on thisif | want. And | do. Figuring out who he is
before he tells me adds a certain thrill. And hewilltell me—sooner or later.

He winds up calling me every night that week, and he always asks first. So swest.
Also, probably horny. The whispery voice of a late-night phone call really seems to
turn his crank, even if we only talk about our day and wish each other goodnight.
WEell, for now. | know that won't last forever and | don’t want it to, but thisis a game
where most of my moves will be none at all. Pursuing the object of my desire offers
limited satisfaction, since what | want most is tobepursued.

After he gets home from work, he messages to ask me if he can call later. Of course, |
say yes. My phone rings while I’m in bed and | am so ready for this. Showtime.

“Hi.” He sounds a bit breathier than usual. Hmm.

“Hey.” Low, barely above a whisper. He likes the feigned intimacy, almost as if
we're lying in bed together. “What have you been doing?’

“Long day,” he sighs. “I have to be up early for work tomorrow, but I still wanted to
get achanceto call.”

“I'm glad you did. | like our little routine.” Which is true. “I like thinking about...”
And | purposely stop there.

“About?’ He believes my hesitancy.



“About what it would be like to be there. Just to see you while you're sleepy and in
bed, all done with the day and relaxing. Makes my night better.”

“Do... you really want to? See me?’

“You could send me a picture of your hand and I’ d be thinking about holding it.”

He chuckles but the sounds of him rustling around come across the phone. “Check
your messages.”

The shift in his voice takes me off guard. He normally speaks with the same gentle
tone: warm yet masculine and always casual. I’'m not sure I'd call this authoritative
but... a step in that direction. Well, then. | pull the phone away from my ear and...
fucking jackpot. Tattoos. Not some random body that could belong to any guy
anywhere. Better yet, not so many that the designs blend into each other, but enough
to make him extremely distinctive. | save that to my phone so damn fast because |
know I'm going to obsess over every pixel later in my search for an identifying
feature.

After the initial burst of excitement, | spend another moment taking in the rest of the
image. Shot from about the neck down. Decent body. Not that | really care either
way. A toned chest, but with the slightest tummy pouch. Clearly in bed, with his dark
sheets across his lap and... | see cock. Not full-on and out there. Only the tiniest bit
peeking out from behind the sheet on him. Enough to know what I’'m looking at while
still appearing unintentional .

If it were me, | would' ve done it on purpose. With him, my gut says no. Yet, I'm still
too busy processing the change in his demeanor to say for certain. Something that can

still somehow manage to take me by surprise makes my cock twitch.

“Send me something back.” His voice has the same quality as before, but this time |



hear the actual difference. He's dropped the sweetness. An inflection I’ve heard so
many times in so many good boys. Hell, I’ve done it too, depending on the guy I'm
trying to pull.

“You don't want to see me hard,” | softly chuckle. Not so much because | believe it,
but because he wants to hear me thinking that way. He wants the rush he'll get when |
ask if wereally should, and he'll have himself believinghe’ sthe one swayingme.
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“Yes, | do.” Hisinsistence leaves no room for doubt. “ Show me.”

And even harder now. No. This never happens to me. Well, notnever ever,more like
not this way, not so easily, not so suddenly. Fuck. | may as well use this to my
advantage. | take a breath and shove my tight black underwear down my hips. Not al
the way. Enough for a peek, though this will very likely come across as intentional.
But that’s exactly what | want this time.

He must be patiently awaiting a response because | don’t even have to say anything
after snapping a quick shot and sending it over. The change in his breathing tells me
exactly when he getsit. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

Now | have no doubt he's jerking off. And right about this time, I'm usually doing
something more interesting while making a show of breathing heavily and parroting
whatever the other person is saying. Most people enjoy phone sex by imagining the
other person: what they’re doing over there, or even better, that they’'re here and
doing it themselves. This aso happens to be what | don’t like about phone sex. | tell
myself | lack imagination, but really, so much of it doesn’t inherently appeal to me.
Can't get into phone sex. Until tonight, apparently.

“Touch your cock for me.” And he says this without even a “please” tacked on as an
afterthought.

“For you, huh?” Maybe | sound annoyed, but I’ m already whipping mine out.

“I’m not there to do it myself.” He sighs on his end. “Y ou have to do it for me, so |
can hear you.”



| don’'t even have to exaggerate my gasping because | am so turned on right now.
Maybe more than I’ve ever been. After a few slow strokes, I'm leaking and | take a
minute to play with my balls while | listen to the pleasured breaths coming through
the phone.

“Do you have anything to fuck yourself with?’

I’m about to tell him no when | redlize | do. I'll have to open multiple drawers, and
I’ll definitely have to move, but I’ ve got afew toys and lube stashed in my room. Still
not why I’m ready to say no. Just... no.

“1’d be prepping your tight hole by now. Do it.”

My skin shivers and what the fuck, now | actuallywantit. And if | want it, I’'m doing
it. He must hear me scrambling and that should be sufficient evidence I’'m on the
move. As soon as I’'m back in the middle of the bed, | rip my underwear al the way
down my legs and roll onto my side. After spreading the lube with my fingers, | dip
into myself ever so dlightly. When | moan alittle, he lets out a satisfied hum.

“Now, let me hear you taking my cock.”

Honestly, I’'m not even sure I’ve ever used thistoy. If | did, | can’t remember it. | pin
the phone to the side of my face with my shoulder, since I'm not wasting a hand for
that right now. Then | side the dildo in without hesitation, mostly from being more
desperate than I've ever been, but also because | feel certain that’s how he'd do
it—line up and just start fucking. And does that ever feel amazing.

More pleased humming on his end. “You're enjoying that as much as | hoped you
would, baby.”

And maybe for the first time ever, | actually am. I’m not faking the moans and sighs.



At this rate, he may even get me to come. I'm doing the work, but I'll go ahead and
give him the credit—he earned it.

When my breath quickens to panting, he starts to join me. He pauses only to say, “My
name’'s Will.”

And he doesn’'t have to tell me the rest. If this man gets me to come, you better
believe I'll scream his name while I'm doing it, if that's what he wants. As soon as |
gasp and say his name, he's moaning in my ear. My skin prickles while | listen,
intensifying the pleasure while I'm coming. As much as | want him to returnthe
favor, | have to remind myself not yet. Soon, but not yet. Slowly, our breathing
returns to normal.

“Willy,” | snicker when it occurs to me.

“Yes, of al the nicknames you could’ ve given me, you somehow managed to pick yet
another euphemism for a penis.” He laughs, and he's right back to sweet. “I’ll call
you again soon.”

“You better.”

We wish each other goodnight, then | hang up the call.

Chapter six

Will

Never bottoms, my ass—or his ass, | guess. Either way, that’s a crock of shit and |
called it. Taking to Mantis on the phone for the last week has been amazing,

especialy our conversation last night. He's got such a sexy voice—the low and
smooth kind, but not over-exaggerated like a bad porno. Taking to him never fails to



make my cock swell, but at the sametime | am avery visua guy. Most of us are.

Case in point, me resting my chin on my fist while staring at Bailey working his stand
while Jess not-so-subtly glares in my peripheral vision. He can judge al he wants—I
did most of the unpacking while he set up the displays earlier, just so he wouldn’t
complain at me for slacking later. Asif gazing at the sweetest specimen in existence
were somehow a waste of time. People spend hours gazing at art in museums and
Bailey’s not only living and breathing art, but a litera masterpiece. My personal
David, walking among us.

“For some reason, | hoped talking to Mantis more would also mean watching Bailey
less,” Jesse says from somewhere behind me.

“Fuck off, Jess,” | murmur. Of course, being my best friend means Jesse gets to hear
all about me pining for Mantis, too. “At least Mantis understands and doesn’t
discourage me. He's given me a lot of good ideas about starting a conversation and
approaching him.”

“And how long have | been telling you to go up to him and talk to him?’

| scoff. A technicality, and the most basic advice anyone can give.
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Much in the same way that Jess and | conversing isn’t pressing enough for me to tear
my eyes away from Bailey, he's sneaking a glance at his phone between customers at
his stand. Almost asif Bailey’ s texting someone.

Maybe Mantis is right. Maybe Bailey has been a lost cause from the start, but |
simply don’'t know it yet. He came over to our stand again today and spent the entire
time ignoring me and flirting with Jess. Another lost cause.

Then again, I’ve done a very... thorough search of the internet to learn more about
Bailey. He doesn't list himself asin arelationship on any of his social media profiles,
but that doesn’t mean anything. Aside from the most basic information, he doesn’t
put much out there. Not judging. I'm the same. Never can be too careful these days.
At the very least, I've learned his last name is not in fact Bee. The gimmick is still

cute, anyway.

“Watch the stand for aminute. I’ll be right back,” Jesse says as he'swalking away.
Y ep. You can count on me. The market will be over in less than ten minutes anyway,
so foot traffic has already dwindled significantly. As soon as Jess is out of sight, I’ve

got my phoneout and lowered enough to be obscured by the table in front of me.

Purple Puppy:I’m hanging out with my friend right after work, so | may not get to
call tonight.

| include the biggest frown emoji available.

Orchid Mantis:Get back to work.



Sent with a sassy wink.

Purple Puppy:How do you know I'm at work?

Orchid Mantis:Y ou told me yesterday that you had work in the morning.

Purple Puppy:Maybe I’m done for the day.

| grin at my screen. Teasing him isfun.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou' re not.

My skin prickles with that sense of being watched, but there aren’t any customers
waiting when | glance up from my screen.

Orchid Mantis:You aready told me you're hanging out with your friend right after
work. Therefore, you must still be at work.

Purple Puppy:...or | could be home and waiting for him to get here.

Orchid Mantis:No.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou’ re not.

Purple Puppy:And how would you know? Are you spying on me?

Orchid Mantis:If you had so much asfive free minutes, you’ d be calling me.

WEell, he’' s got me there. Fuck a duck, does he know me.

Orchid Mantis.Go be the responsible adult you’ re trying to become, and I’ll be doing



the same. I'll message you later.

| smile at my screen and put the phone back in the pocket of my jeans. Do | ever have
great timing, too. Jess returns within minutes while I'm responsibly packing
everything that needs to be loaded back into the truck.

“Arewe still on for tonight?’ Jesse asks once I’ m within earshot.

“Yeah, of course.” | smileright at him. “Best coworker and friend ever.”

Jesse smiles back and gets to work alongside me.

Really doesn’'t take much to keep Jess happy, which iswhat | like so much about him.
The man may not grasp the concept of romance, but a least he recognizes
appreciation, and he's always grateful.

A couple of hours later, everything's done back at the farm and we're finally at my
place. We're going to have a binge marathon: a season of a show, a case of cheap
beer, and a large pizza. Neither of us have work tomorrow since our boss aways
gives us Monday off to compensate for time and half on Sunday while working the
farmer’s market ourselves. Jess and | have beenworking for him long enough that he
trusts us to get a job done without micromanaging. Plus, he's getting kinda up there
in age and starting the slow process of leaving the business to Cheryl.

“Oh, please, no.” Jesse cringes at my selection. “Not makeup. | can’t watch that for a
whole evening.”



Page 13

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 4:02 pm

“Yes, you can. And it’s notmakeup,it’s an SFX makeup competition. The kind people
do in movies and stuff.”

And really, he shouldn’t complain when | could’ ve picked something much worse.
He's well aware that | have only one interest when it comes to television, and that’s
competition shows. Not quite game shows where the contestants are pitted against
each other, but the kind where the contestants have to display their skills to win:
baking, tattooing, or even forging weapons. Jess shouldn’t whine about something as
cool as specia effects makeup when | got him to watch an entire season of a
modeling competition with me the last time he came over. He bitched the whole first
episode, but by the finale he was yelling at the judges for sending home his favorite
contestant.

So, we've got eight episodes, about forty-five minutes each, and likely enough pizza
and beer to last us the six hours we' re about to kill on my couch. Let the binge begin.

The second to last episode, the challenge is anthropomorphic bugs. Jess and | both
have our pick of who we're hoping to make it to the finals. He s rooting for the guy
making a firefly, which | will admit looks ambitious and impressive. My favorite
contestant is a lady recreating a cockroach. | kinda admire how she chose something
common and ugly—while simultaneously terrifying at this scale.

The other two each pick something elegant: a dragonfly and a mantis. Admittedly, the
mantis stands out to me. | don't live under a rock. | know what a praying mantis is.
Never have | seen the orchid variety, which somehow appears flora—a perfect
mimicry of something beautiful. And that gets methinking about Mantis, to the point
I’m not focusing on the screen anymore. Jess notices.



“Isit weird | almost feel bad for not calling Mantis tonight? Like I’ m standing him up
or something.” I’'m half speaking my thoughts aloud and half asking Jesse’s opinion.

Jesse mutters something mostly to himself.

“What did you say?’

“Nothing,” he grumbles.

More and more, I’ ve noticed this when | bring Mantis up in conversation. | can’t tell
If he's sick of hearing about him or what. Even when | recounted to Jess what
happened last night, it’s not like | went over it in graphic detail. Maybe he’s not used
toit since | haven’t dated many guys since we became friends, or maybe someone has

some latent homophobia to unpack. Really hoping that’ s not the case, though.

“If he's as great a guy as you say he is, then he'll understand you're with your
friend,” Jesse says instead.

“Heisgreat.” | give him asweet smile. “He reminds me alot of you in some ways.”

“Only he’ sromantic.” Histone is all mocking, and he rolls his eyes.

“Well, yeah, that and... into guys.”

Jesse crosses his arms while he keeps his eyes forward, facing the television. His jaw
ticks and he sounds more annoyed than ever when he says, “Who said | wasn’t?’

Uh... what? My thoughts come to an end like a needle scratch and | whip my head
over to stareright at him.

“Did | eversayl was straight, or did you justassumel was?’



Maybe it's the beer, but | can’t remember if he did or didn't. “No, but you... you
dated the girl who quit before | got hired. Y ou told me yourself.”

“And before her, | was still trying to make long distance work with my boyfriend
from college. Thanks for the bi erasure.”

“No.” | don’t mean to scoff, but... he's not being funny right now. “Quit fucking with

me.

Jess grabs hold of my shirt and pulls me closer, bringing his lips to mine—not in a
peck, but an actual kiss. One where his tongue invades my mouth, and he ends up
taking my bottom lip into his teeth. Despite the heat between us, | suspect he's trying
to make a point more than anything else. And I’'m already horny. Making out with me
is only going to make me hornier. This feels more like gay chicken, except Iknow!’l|
win and I’m going to be pissed when | do.

The second Jess pulls away, | shove his head down toward my lap. Jess drops his
whole body lower onto the couch and starts undoing my jeans for me. Once my cock
Isin his mouth, I’'m starting to believe no one wants to win that badly—not if they’re
straight. | lift my hips and pry him back up so I can lean forward and push my pants
all the way down my legs. Then we're both tugging our shirts over our heads, but | go
back to yank his pants off him, too. Jess turns and leans back into the arm of the
couch so | can peel his unzipped jeans down his hips and toward me.

“Let me see how hard you really are,” | whisper right before freeing his cock. Once
again, amost to myself, while still asking him.

And the answer is incredibly hard. Fuck, my best friend has a nice cock, too. Jess
melts further back into the couch from passion, but | want him closer to me. | pull
him up and turn him to face the back of the couch, then kneel right behind him
instead. We can both hold the back for support while upright but for now I’ ve got his



hips while grinding against his ass and he twists his upper body enough to kiss me the
entire time. My precum leaves him slick enough to pop my fingers in and he gasps
against my mouth. Not taking my time and not fucking around.

“l bet you can take my cock, yeah?’ His hole clenches tighter around my fingers at
the mere mention, and that gets me to pant hard right in his ear. “Y ou can do that for
me. Can’'t you, Jess?’

Jess nods dlightly and | don't really give him a chance to respond more or less than
that. | spit on my hand and that’s all he's getting before | shove my cock all the way
inside him.

“Fucking asshole,” he chokes out.

Actually, yes, | am about to do that. Instead of being cheeky, | shush him and start to
thrust. “You can do it. You're already doing it, Jess.”

He makes the choked sound again, but his cock is fucking dripping when | reach a
hand around to jerk him off for encouragement.

“You're so tight, Jess,” | murmur right into his ear. “And I’ ve wanted to fuck you
since first saw you.”
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His body trembles against mine once I’'m slamming into him. Oh, he is going to
fucking feel this tomorrow. I’'m making sure of it.

“Will...”

His voice breaks when he says my name, so | switch my focus to stroking the length
of his cock more and shallow thrusting. It's not long before | can hear and feel him
approaching climax. As soon as his cock pulses, | stop holding back. I’m fucking him
hard and using his orgasm to help him ignore any pain. After he comes, he has
nothing. This also happens to be the part my fucked-up brain enjoys most. The
whines. The whimpers. The weeping.

“Almost done. I’'m so close, Jess.”

And with a few more rough strokes in him, he's gotten me there. Once I'm done, |
ease my wet cock out of him but stay close.

He's till shaking, and he hasn’'t said anything.

“You did such agood job. Thank you,” | whisper, running my hands up and down his
arms. See? Not a complete asshole. | get the concept of aftercare. Not to mention, |
know he enjoyed himself and | don’t hesitate to remind him. “Y ou came so hard for
me, Jess.”

“l... did.” And he amost sounds surprised by that fact.

As for me? Not so much. Usually, | can spot guys like him a mile away—which was



why it disappointed me all the more when | thought I'd never get a chance to fuck
him.

“What do you need now? You wanna shower with me and we can go to bed?’ |
nuzzle my face closer and kiss his neck once very sweetly.

Jesse nods again. When he sighs this time, he sounds relieved, and the tension leaves
his body.

“Okay. You can stay overnight, and I’ll take good care of you.”

| slide back off the couch and he slowly moves to follow me when | take his hand.
The walk to my bathroom isn’t very far and my bedroom is even closer. We get in the
shower together under the scalding water and he goes ahead and has a little emotional
breakdown.

“I’ve liked you for aredly long time, Will.” Not sobbing, but pretty damn close, with
araspy and shaky voice that matches his shivery body.

| run a hand through his dampening hair before leaning closer to kiss him. He goes
right back to melty for me as soon as | do. Ooey-gooey trust beneath my hands until
he' s nothing but relaxed mush. Then | get us both cleaned up like the responsible guy
| am, wrap him up tight in a towel so he won't get cold, and rub his hair mostly dry
before bringing him into my bedroom. Loaning someone a par of my clean
underwear may seem gross, but I’ ve decided it’ s significantly less gross when you've
fucked said person. We get all bedded down, and since | am such thenicest guy, |
snuggle him real close under my weighted blanket while | play with his hair. He
conks out within minutes.

The following morning, Jess wakes me by stirring next to me under the covers. The
sun’s hardly up, but he’s used to waking even earlier, I'm sure. | don’t feel amazing,



but | paced my drinking enough that I'm mostly okay. When | open my eyes, Jess
hasn’t moved away by an inch, and | smile right at him. Probably should not have
fucked Jess. He's a nice guy. A little too nice, even. And | feel somewhat dense for
not realizing he was head-over-heels for me, since | definitely would’ve refrained
from any sex last night had | known sooner.

He smiles back and looks at me asif he wants to talk to me.

| bring my face to his for a lazy, tender, morning kiss. Jess rolls right onto his back
with the gentlest push, where | can trap him under me. His breaths quicken while |
kiss down his body and he's rock hard by the time | grab the band of the underwear
and pull down. He looks at me again, amost as if he’s wondering what 1I’'m going to
do next. | lock my eyes on his for afew seconds before | gulp that nice cock of hisall
the way down my throat. Jess suddenly becomes too distracted moaning to speak, and
I’m yet again amazed at how inventive | can be to avoid a conversation | don’t want
to have.

Chapter seven

Cas

Iguessit’s like they say: where there' s awill, there’saway. And so far, Will has been
getting his way—though if it's more through sheer willpower or unmatched
willingness, I’'m still not sure. My initial impression of him isn’t unfounded. Will’s
proven to be somewhat needy and eager, yet | also had him pegged for anxious and
bashful. Now, I’m not so sure anymore. |I’'m starting to doubt. Not only my instincts
about him, but all of this. And alarge part of that is... | know who Will is.

When he sends over his photo initially, | don’'t take the time to study it closely.
Which is also why | make sure to save it so quickly, so | can go back and catalog
every minute detail for any clues. The picture showcases quite a few distinct tattoos,



enough to make his body unique. | intend to study his ink in the morning and see
which can be identified.

Before | can even head to bed, it clicks—Will. | know someone named Will, also
tattooed.

After opening my cameraroll, | scrutinize the tattoos specifically. The largest one, on
his chest, stands out right away:two anatomical hearts sewn together to make the
heart shape we more easily recognize. I’ve never seen Will shirtless, so on to the
next. Some text in different areas that | can't make out entirely—not helpful. A 3D
snake weaving in and out of the skin around his collarbone—a fairly generic piece
and therefore equally unhelpful at this point. What looks like two writhing snakes
coiling around each other to form a heart shape with their heads and tails runs the
length of his forearm—interesting, but | likely won’'t know for sure until | see himin
person again. Also, I'm somewhat in denial still and desperately trying to convince
myself that I'm wrong this time when | rarely am. Then, there it is, right at front and
center—The Lovers. Two embracing skeletons framed within the tarot card tattooed
on the back of his hand.

Extremely fucking distinct, and one I’ ve seen up close. One | recognize.

At the very least, I'll see him soon and I'll be able to know for certain. In the
meantime, I'll keep telling myself maybe I’'m wrong and there's two guys milling
around our small town with the exact same tattoo on their hand. Or maybe this Will
is... Will, the guy | know.

Sunday morning comes, I’'m at the farmer’s market and so is Will. No surprise there.
Perverse as it may seem, part of me almost hopes they are the same guy. | have been
interested in this Will for aongtime. At the same time, any connection to me also
means | absolutely need to back off immediately. And | don’t want that. At all.



| steal glances all day, and the more | look at him, the more | can believeit. The hand
tattoo, that’s hard to ignore. Then the afternoon warms while the chilly morning air of
late summer in New England recedes. Layers are essential during this time of year.
Will’s preoccupied and | happen to look over at the right moment. He pushes up the
sleeves of his black hoodie, exposingboth forearms and—the entwined snakes. | can't
even pretend they're two different guys now. Fuck. It's enough to get my eye to
twitch, that’s how hard I’m working not to lose my shit in public.

Needless to say, this may not work out now. | don’t know about killing someone |
know. Not that | really givea damn, but picking someone who can be traced back to
me at al is not asmart move on my part. And that gets me pissed off, because | don’t
like changing plans and | don’t like wasting my time and | absolutely donotlike when
| can’t have what | want. And | already want him.

When my phone dings late Monday morning, | glare a my screen above me while
lying down in bed. I'm still slightly annoyed that he never attempted to call me.
Again, not that | really give adamn if he does or not. It's more about making sure all
the pieces are moving in the right direction at the proper pace, and him losing interest
factors into my moves. Then again, maybe for the best. Maybe Will can make the
decision for me. | don't really like that possibility, either, but at least then it will be
out of my hands. Temptation won’t get the better of me.
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Purple Puppy:Sorry | never called you. | really wanted to, but my friend stayed over.
And he tacks on the sad begging eyes.

Orchid Mantis:Is this the smart best friend?

Purple Puppy:Mhmm

Purple Puppy:We... kinda sorta had sex...

Orchid Mantis:How does one kinda sorta have sex?

Purple Puppy:Very carefully.

And that gets a chuckle out of me. Smartass.

Purple Puppy:It wasn't exactly planned, and it’s never happened before.

Purple Puppy:l dunno where we stand.

My brow raises at his word choice: we. Asin us? Not likely, no. More like him and
hisfriend. Hmm. Not sure | like that any better.

Purple Puppy:l don't think this is going anywhere, but telling you still felt the most
responsible and I’ m attempting responsibility these days.

Mother fucker. He' sreally going there with me. Well, fuck. For the best, | guess.



Purple Puppy:Are you mad?

Orchid Mantis:Not particularly.

Purple Puppy:And what if | said thinking about you was what got me all riled up in
thefirst place?

| smile to myself. Still on the hook. Too bad | can't decide if that's a good or bad
thing. Uncertainty is something | don’t experience often. | keep waiting for him to
make his moves and decide for me. Changing courses still may be for the best, but
I’m not sureif | can.

Orchid Mantis:In that case, not at all.

Purple Puppy:1 think my cock didn’t like a change in routine and missed you.

He ends his sentence with a frowning emoji.

Orchid Mantis:Just how long have you been jerking off when we talk?

Purple Puppy:Hey, I’'m a gentleman.

Purple Puppy:1 waited until after we hung up.

Purple Puppy:Except for last time, but | would' ve stopped if you didn’'t get into it.
Which you did.

He's got me there. Dammit.

Orchid Mantis:Call me tonight.



Purple Puppy:Oh, yeah? Not in the doghouse?

Orchid Mantis:Call me tonight and find out.

And with that, | power my phone off. It's good for him to suffer alittle. It'Il keep him
on his toes.

It works. | go about my day as usual, doing all the mundane responsibilities all people
must endure—work, laundry, dishes, paying bills—but nothing particularly important
or thrilling. | keep busy and don’t miss my phone. When I’m in bed thatevening and
powering my phone back on, it rings amost instantly. Yet again, | find myself torn
between being pleased to see he's retained such interest and dreading what’s coming.
| still haven't made up my mind, and that’s not like me at all.
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“Hey,” | sigh.

“Someone’s been busy today.” Will’s voice aready sounds so thick and drippy. It's
hard for me to forget how sweet heis.

“l had alot to do.” My eyebrows scrunch and even now, on the phone, I'm not sure
what | should do about him. “Had a lot to think about, too.”

“Such as?’
| take a deep breath. Redlly, | care most about what | want. And | want him. He's
supposed to be the one. | also care about myself. Until now, what | want and what’s

in my best interest has never conflicted so much.

“1 think maybe you should try harder with that guy you like. Or even your friend.
Anyone but me.”

Will quiets and takes along pause before he says, “Why?’
“I"'m starting to doubt if thiswill be good for either of us.”
“1 pissed you off, didn't 1?7’ he concludes.

“No.”

“You never ignore me al day.” He stays level, but that forcefulness creeps back into
his voice. And I'm already enjoying it too much. “Even when you said you didn’t



mind, | couldn’t really believe you.”

“l really don’'t.” And | honestly don’'t. He can spend his final days sticking his dick
into whoever and whatever he wants.

“Clearly, you do.”

“No,” | say again. | can hear him gearing up to say more and with a sudden rush,
something | shouldn’t confess spillsout. “It’s... | know you.”

“Sure. You know mesowell,” he scoffs.

“l mean, | recognize you from the picture you sent me,” | clarify. “I know who you
are, Will.”

“Well, this is awkward.” He pauses enough to release a long sigh. “Let me guess.
Y ou don’t want me to figure out who you are, too.”

“Not really, no.”

“Isthislike abeing in the closet sort of thing?’

“No,” | admit. “It'smorelike... | don’t think | can keep moving forward now.”

“Have we met? Do you know me well?’

“I’m not telling you that.”

“Do you like me? In person?’

“I’m not telling you that, either.”



Will takes a deep sigh. “Okay. Sounds like bullshit, but okay.”

“It'snot.”

“Itis. You said you'd be okay with us never telling each other who we are. And |
agreed. Still do. It’s not my fault you found out who | am. Y ou’ re not obligated to tell
me who you are, you know?’

“1 know,” | quietly agree with him.

“So, what you really should' ve said is, ‘Will, I'm scared shitless you're going to
realize who | am’ because that’ s the real issue here.”

WEell, he’' sright. Only not for the reasons he thinks, whatever those may be.
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“I’m not going to try to find out who you are and how we know each other.” He's
trying to sound comforting, and | appreciate the genuine effort.

“You can't promise me that. If we keep this up, you'll recognize me. | can’t have that
happening.”

“Okay.” Nothing on his end but acceptance and another sigh. “Do me afavor?”
“Sure.”

“Don’t tell me goodbye. Tell me goodnight instead.”

| smileto myself. “Goodnight, Will.”

“Night.”

Then | hang up before anything else can tempt me into changing my mind.

Chapter eight

Will

I’m too passionate for my own good. What some may even consider obsessive.
Maybe they’reright. If | ever figure out how to control what | hyper-fixate on, I'll be

unstoppable. Until then, here we are. I’ve been going over my current conundrum
again and again, trying to make a decision from the three options laid before me.



Mantis: who | know | want. Who | can’'t get out of my mind. Who | now devote all
my waking moments to, trying to piece together what | already know about him with
the same fervor as a conspiracy theorist. | don’tneedto know who he is, but I'm not
sure what else to do now that he's essentially dumped me. Learning his identity may
be my only chance. Maybe then | can approach him in person while not letting on |
suspect anything. Even then, not good odds.

Bailey: who very likely doesn’t know who | am and who I’'m not so sure | can even
approach. | haven't tried. Maybe it’'ll be easier this time around, but my unfounded
devotion to him hasn’'t wavered, so maybe not. | haven't even mustered the ballsto
message him online yet. I'm still working on studying him every chance | get and
learning every bit of info | can uncover, usualy by scouring the internet. Where's he
from? Where's his business? Where does he even live? What interests does he have
that | can use to get my foot in the door conversation wise? What routines does he
have? How can | run into him across town? A lot of unknowns remain.

And then there’'s Jesse, my best friend. Dependable. Attractive. A sure thing. Also,
sweet. Maybe too sweet. Enough to give me atoothache.

Last Monday, Jess left my place right around sunrise without really saying much of
anything. Since then, I’ve only seen him in passing at work, which is the usual, but he
seems to be walking on eggshells. Not avoiding me or ignoring me, but visibly
unsure. Admittedly, I’ ve sort of left him in limbo. Between everything with him, then
Mantis, | can’t see the bigger picture until | take afew measured steps back, so | do.

By Sunday morning, Jess and | haven't really spoken, but we' re about to have alot of
one-on-one time together today. May as well address this now while we're together
and mostly alone. We're silently unloading everything from the truck, and no one but
the other vendors have arrived to start setting up their stands before the crowds arrive.

“Arewe okay?’ | finaly ask when | set down my crate.



Jesse whips his head over asif | asked him the stupidest question he's ever heard.
“Come hang out with me after work.”

“For what?’ Oh, he may be mad with a prickly voice like that.

“Hang out. Talk. Whatever.” | step closer and take both of his chilly hands in mine,
rubbing his knuckles and smiling at him. “I’m sorry. It's been a weird week and a
lot’s happened and... | needed to get my head screwed on straight.”

“Interesting word choice.”

| smilewider. “You're my best friend, Jess.”

“Yeah. Your friend.” Herolls his eyes.

“Maybe more. | dunno yet. Finding out is half the fun, though.” | step forward to
close the distance and Jesse meets me the rest of the way, parting his lips to let my
tongue in at my request. When | pull away enough to speak, his rapid breaths make
short bursts of clouds in the cold morning air.

“Come to my place after work,” | say again.

“Isit going to end like last time?”’

“With a sleepover? Hopefully.” And | peck one more kiss on hislips.

When | smile this time, Jesse smiles back at me. Until he stops, and | turn to glance
where he’ slooking. Bailey’s at our stand and he offers an awkward wave.

“Hi, Jesse.”
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Do they know each other outside of here? No, they can’'t. Can they? Why does he
aways seem to go for Jess? Probably because they’ ve had actual conversations. Ugh.

Bailey notices my reaction, or maybe alack of one. He struggles while he looks at me
next, saying nothing. He's so sweet. Clearly, he's trying to be polite, but he can't
seem to remember my name.

“Will,” 1 say. And then | realize that’s probably the most I've ever said to him.
Pathetic.

Bailey smiles again, and he's visibly lingering on me now. His eyes briefly meet
mine before flicking back to Jesse.

Too late, though. I’'m not the only one who noticed. Jesse leans closer to me and his
arm wraps around my back to hold my waist. “What’ s up, Bailey?”’

“I"'m sorry, | hate to ask this, but uh...” Yet again, he doesn’t seem sure where to let
his eyes land while addressing the both of us. “I got a new goods display... for my
stal... and | mayhave underestimated how awkward it would be for one person to
unload, and—"

“Sure.” Only after | agree does it occur to me that I've volunteered my services
before Bailey even gets the chance to finish asking his question. Jesse snaps his head

to look at me, but | shrug it off. “I don’t mind.”

“You'reredly sure?’ Bailey asks.



“Yeah.” | gesture to everything we've aready unloaded. Jess can start setting up
some displays without me.

“l can go if you'd prefer.” Jesse frames his offer as if he may be asking both Bailey
and me. Only he knows that | wouldn'’ tpreferletting him go instead.

“You stay.” Then | lean closer to whisper, “I want to be what wrecks your back
today.”

Jess smiles, and it seems I’ ve gotten myself out of trouble for the moment. He goes
one step further and pulls me in for a kiss. Which I’'m not expecting, but | go with it.
Once he releases me, | leave our stand to follow Bailey.

We walk around to the back of his pickup, still pulled up to unload, and | can see his
problem right away. The display doesn’'t appear to be particularly heavy and loading
it was likely a breeze for him. Yet the shape is awkward and somewhat bulky to
maneuver. Getting it out of the bed of his truck alone will only be easy if he doesn’t
give adamn about damaging it.

Bailey pulls himself into the back of his truck and dammit if | don’t lose all my
focus.Don't stare at his ass. Don't do it. Do not stare at it.Of course, | say all this to
myself while actively staring. Not my fault, | swear. Thankfully, he never notices,
and we begin moving the display together. Between the two of us, we get it unloaded,
and it even remains in one piece.

“1 should probably break it into smaller parts to transfer next time.”

Bailey’s brow knots as if he's trying to figure out how the hell to manage
disassembling and reassembling this thing once a week, and I’m thinking about him
wearing nothing but a tool belt. No! Not time for horny. This is the perfect
opportunity.



“Uh...” Even after Bailey looks at me, we spend additional time in silence while |
construct my reply. “I could help.”

“Oh, you're too sweet.” He dismisses me with a small chuckle and a wave. “You
have enough to do.”

“No, realy. I'm here every week and this didn’'t even take us ten minutes. You'd
spend longer unloading a bunch of pieces yourself, never mind putting it back
together.”

“That is a good point,” he mumbles. When he hits me with his Bailey smile that
shines right through my soul, | almost faint. “ Thanks.”

Fuck, he's so fucking cute. He's doing thatactively standingpose. One leg dlightly
bent and the opposite hip popped, all while one hand holds his other forearm.

“C'mere.” He swings his head for me to follow him and turns to walk a few feet
away.

Bailey squats again to pull a crate of jars toward him. Ah, what | wouldn’'t give to
slide a hand down the back of hisjeans. If | didn’t know any better, I’d say he's doing
all this bending and squatting for me on purpose. He pops back up with ajar of... |
don’t know. Something purple. He hands it right over to me with a shining grin and it
fitsright in the palm of my hand.

“Elderberry,” he says.

WEell, | have no idea what the hell he's talking about, but I’m still grateful, so | try to
appear very appreciative and not confused.

“It's... that’s why it’'s purple.” Then he becomes the sort of excited where people



stutter and ramble, and it is so sweet to see him launch into a subject he clearly loves.
“The bees... they eatthe elderberries on my property... but I’ve been infusing it also
to make it more concentrated.”

“lsn’t elderberry poisonous?’

“Yes.” His eyes light up and | can't believe he's impressed that | knew. “Makes
cyanide in the body. Not at this strength, though. It's got a lot of health benefits and
boosts the immune system.”

“Thanks,” | say. “That’sreally nice of you to give thisto me.”

Bailey shakes his head. “Inevergive away honey. Bees work too hard for me to do
that. You earned this.”
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“Now | feel bad,” | tease.
“No, keep it. Stay healthy. Don’t miss a Sunday.”

Bailey smiles at me before he gets back to work, and | float on back to our stand to do
the same. So maybe he' s not as much of alost cause as | thought.

Jess comes home with me after we're both done for the day, and it’s a routine | can
see myself falling into. Not sure if | can picture much more past that, but maybe. I'm
not ready to give up on any of my options yet, and at the very least, Jess and | can
fuck while we figure the rest out. And damn, | definitely want that.

| do not dance around or waste any time. As soon as we're inside, I'm tugging him in
the direction of my bedroom. He climbs right into my bed with me and loves every
second I'm lying on top of him and kissing him. When | sink my hips against his, he
thrusts back and sighs from the friction. Y et, the second my hands tug on his clothes,
Jess pulls his mouth away from mine.

“You said we would talk,” Jesse pants.

“Tak,” | murmur. I've already moved on to kissing his neck now that I've
successfully buried my hands under his shirt.

“What' s this?”’

“Fucking,” | softly cackle near his ear.



“No. Us. What are we doing?’

“Same answer.” | pull away to tear my shirt over my head then go back for his. When
| get to his pants, he tenses and shifts away.

“I haven't bottomed much,” he mumbles.

| crawl closer, so I'm hovering directly above him while still looking right down at
him. “But you will for me. Won't you, Jess?’

Jess gnaws on his lip but doesn’t say anything while he stares up at me with wide
eyes. He watches me closely when | kiss down his stomach before yanking his jeans
and underwear off at the same time. | shimmy the rest of the way out of my
remaining clothes before coming right back to him. He's panting and happy after his
cock’s in my mouth, but | pull off to suck afinger before stuffing it all the way into
him. His thighs shiver, and | amost think | can get him to come right now.

“Mmm,” | hum while | watch him squirm. “Y ou came so hard for me last time, Jess.
I’d love to see it again.” | remove my hand and lean over to look right at him. “You
think you can do that for me?’

“You think you can get lube?’ So sassy.

| smile back at him. “Anything for you.”

Jesse exhales when | crawl away to dig through my drawers, then | throw the bottle
down on the bed near him. | lie down next and lean him back against my chest. He's
so close | can kiss him, and | do exactly that while snapping the bottle of lube open.
After dumping a bunch in my hand, | start stroking his hard cock, slicking it more
with each pass of my hand. After | do the same for mine, | wipe the last bit into his
ass, my fingers grazing his hole. His entire body lifts to try to follow the path of my



touch. Probably should stretch him more, but he asked mefor lube, not more prep. |
hold his thighs and start to press my cock into him, but he flinches away with a soft

gasp.

“You cantakeit, Jess,” | whisper in hisear. “Y ou've already done this before.”

Jess shakes al over when | grab behind his knees. | sink him down onto my cock,
pushing al the way into him. His body clenches around my cock so tight, | almost
believe I’ll pass out. Against my chest, his lungs work overtime as he tries to breathe
through it.

“Giveit asecond.”

Despite what | say, I’m not waiting any longer. | thrust into him over and over until |
hear him approaching his breaking point, then | slow down and focus on pleasuring
him. | drop one of his legs and switch to shallow rocking. He relaxes back into me
and starts to moan, his slippery cock in my hand. After only a few passes more from
base to tip, his dick begins to pulse in my hand. | scoop his thigh up again so fast and
I’m back to fucking him as hard as | possibly can. As much as | love hearing him
climax, | love the sound he makes right after even more. The moment when he
realizes his pleasure is over and there' s nothing left for him to feel. He chokes out my
name over and over again until I'm finally coming in him.

Jesse trembles all over and his breathing stays erratic while he comes down. I’'m till
inside him, but also pressed against him: my lips on his neck and my hands stroking
up to his shoulders. Once he relaxes, | slowly ease out of him and nuzzle my mouth
to hisear. “You did great. Thank you so much, Jess.”

He takes a single deep breath and nods.

“Y ou wanna shower now?’



Jesse nods again.

Y et another scalding shower where we spend the first half with our tongues in each
other’s mouths, only this time after scrubbing us clean, | rub his back and shoulders
before we getout. We haven't eaten, and it’ s still too early to sleep, but | pull himinto
bed with me anyway, where he can get all snuggled up while | play with his hair. The
smaller television in my room is on and broadcasting the local evening news. I’ ve got
my phone in my hand and I’ m scrolling through our limited options for delivery.

“What do you want to eat, Jess?”’
He shrugs.

“C’mon you need to eat.”
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“1 want those dumplings you hate,” he murmurs.
“Okay.” | smile. “Anything for you.”

I’m tapping away on my phone to place our order when the news anchor on the
television launches into more local news.

“Police are still seeking leads in the case of a missing local man. Twenty-seven-year-
old Henri DeSantos was reported missing by his family earlier this month. DeSantos,
a local artist, was last seen leaving his studio sometime on the fifth. His current
whereabouts remain unknown. Police are asking anyone with any relevant

information to contact missing persons.”

Jess makes a sound beside me, almost like asigh, and | look up just in time to see the
photograph on the screen. Good-looking guy. Right about our age, too. Eerie.

“He looks familiar.”
“Can’t imagine how you' d know him,” Jesse says.
“You make it sound likeyouknow him.”

“We went on afew dates. Nothing serious,” he mumbles into my skin while he sinks
deeper against me.

“1 don’t remember hearing about that.”



“You didn’t even know I’ d been with men until aweek ago.”

Good point. | go back to typing away on my phone to finish placing our order. We
can chill out in bed together all night and Jess can help himself to as many gross
dumplings as he wants.

Chapter nine

Cas

WEeéll, | may have underestimated myself for the first timeever. Because when | saw
Will on Sunday, | kinda... lost it. Only internally, though. Externally, | remained
calm, but on the inside... yeah, | really don’t like not getting my way. And the
thought of him with another guy—even though | told him to do exactly that—nope,
don't like that. Witnessing him interact with someone else only drives the point

home. The planis back on. I'll be damned if | let anyone else have him.,

| wait a few days to message him, mostly to gather my thoughts and go over
everything in my mind multiple times. This can work. Thishasto work.

Orchid Mantis:| saw you the other day.

Purple Puppy:Oh yeah? Where? When?

Orchid Mantis:Not telling you.

Purple Puppy:What was | doing?

Orchid Mantis:Not telling you that, either.

Purple Puppy:So, what do you want to tell me? You must've messaged me for a



reason.

| take avery deep breath and carefully craft my reply.

Orchid Mantis:You saw me too, and you didn’t recognize me. Thought for sure my
voice would tip you off, but... no.

Purple Puppy:Y ou almost sound disappointed.

Orchid Mantis:I’'m not. I'm starting to think... maybe this can’t go in the direction |
wanted initially, but it can still go somewhere.

Purple Puppy:Such as?

Orchid Mantis:| don’'t know yet. We can wait and see.

Purple Puppy:You really are freaked out about this, huh?

Not going to respond to that.
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Purple Puppy:What do you think 1’'ll do if | figure out that you and someone else |
know are the same person? Are you worried about how I’ Il react?

Orchid Mantis:I’m not trying to find out.

Purple Puppy:So... do | get to see your cock, or will that give too much away?
And asmiley.

Orchid Mantis:I’d be impressed if you could identify anyone by that alone.
Purple Puppy:Wéell, we haven't been playing to my strengths.

Purple Puppy:Clearly, | couldn’t ever pick avoice out of alineup.

Purple Puppy:But | wholeheartedly believe | could a cock.

That gets me to chuckle.

Orchid Mantis:Here | am, thinking you' ll be happy to hear from me, but all you want
ISto see my dick.

Purple Puppy:1 am happy. | missed texting you. | missed talking to you. | missedyou.

Purple Puppy:And if you'd shown me more of your cock, | would ve missed that,
too.



Purple Puppy:I’ m calling you. Right now.

Right now? It is a bit late, but now? My phone rings and sure enough, Will’s calling.
Assoon as | answer, | hear him breathing heavily as if he had raced somewhere.

“Running a marathon?’ | tease.

“Yes,” Will sighs. “Straight to my bedroom to call you right away.”

“And why’ s that?’

“Because just thinking about that one picture you sent me got me hard as arock. And
| had to talk to you. At least hear your voice.”

Fuck. Again. Thirty seconds into a conversation and my cock’s swelling. | swear, if
he ever uses this voice out in public, I’ll be sporting an erection in an instant. That'll
certainly give something away.

“Baby, | need you to touch your cock for me.” Will pants into the phone and | don’t
doubt he's already started playing with his. “I’m so fucking hard and | have to hear

you.

And even harder. Again. I'm starting to believe last time wasn't a fluke. | rip my
pajama bottoms down my thighs then kick my underwear off next. Imagining Will
and being able to hear him only makes touching myself even better.

“Will you fuck yourself again for me?’
“Yes.” Considering I'm shoving a lubed finger in my ass before he even asks,

definitely yes. Back to crashing around in my drawers for atoy, and I’ve got it in me
within minutes.



“I love the sound of you taking my cock.” Will’s voice whispers right in my ear.
“Y ou think you can come that way for me?’

Normally, no. Not even if | play with my cock the whole time, or I’'m so close it feels
as if a sneeze could send me over the edge. This time, absolutely positively. It's
almost asif the moment he asks, my body answers with a resoundingyes.

I’m moaning his name in seconds, and | can hear the exact moment when he realizes
he’'s gotten me to come so fast and sohard. He shifts to unintelligible, but his voice
stays so clear | can amost picture him here in this room with me. Then we're both
quiet while trying to catch our breath.

“Baby—" he gasps.

“Cas,” | whisper to correct him.

Will remains quiet for a few seconds, only the sound of his uneven breaths breaking
the silence. “1 don’'t know anyone named Cas.”

“I know.”
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“Alias?’

“No, Cas is my real name,” | say even quieter. “The one you know is just another
name.”

“ And what name would that be?’ He softly snickers.
“I’'m not telling you,” | chuckle with him.

“You can’'t blame me for trying.” He sighs. “I swear, if | ever find you out in the
wild, I’'m going to fuck your beautiful brain out.”

That probably shouldn’t make me smile, but it does. “ Goodnight, Will.”
“Night, Cas.”

He hangs up the phone, but | can’t stop staring at the screen. I'm in deep fucking
trouble. In so many ways. | shouldn’'t have done that. | absolutely shouldn't have
done any of that. And the fact that | did means | can’t do this. | can’'t have him and
yet | know | haveto.

Until now, I've held off on doing a deep dive into Will’s background. | don’t need to
confirm who he is anymore, and rather than continue to dig, | attempted to cut and
run. Even more now than before, | need to know what I’'m dealing with and see all
the pieces laid out before me. Maybe then | can reconvince myself how stupid thisis
and my decision will stick thistime. Let’sdo this.



So, | know his name, obviously. And | know where he works. Not much else. When
we first started talking, he struck me as the type who gave too much away
unintentionally. | don’'t doubt | would’ ve learned his identity eventually based on the
info he gave me alone versus simply recognizing him. But what do | really know? We
talk alot and yet, | feel asif | don’t know him at all sometimes. What he's divulged
now seems carefully measured, something | would do.

Something | would do.

That makes me pause, if only for a moment. How similar are we, realy? No, I'm
being paranoid. | dismiss that idea as ridiculous and carry on.

Back to what | know. He works for Moonlit Meadow Farm. He lives very close to
work, only a couple of miles away. Not much in the way of houses and rentals in that
area. Asfor life before, that’s harder to find. He doesn’t seem to have any family in
this area and he didn’t graduate from the local high school. Hmm.

On to social media next. Lots of pictures and the screen feels more like a one-way
mirror where | can study him as much as | want without him ever noticing. Is
enjoying being able to stare at him weird? Probably. Don’'t care. So lovely to look at.

Buzzed hair, but not too short and still with a conscious sense of style. He has a bit of
a beard in some of his other pictures, and he's one of the lucky few who looks
excellent both clean shaven (like he is these days) and not. And such intense,
expressive eyes—the kind that burn so fiercely he could singe a hole right through
Someone.

| end up falling down a rabbit hole of clicking through years and years of photos:
selfies and shots with various friends, at work and a few that are likely in his home,
and plenty showing off his tattoos. While clicking through those, | can finaly see
what the text on his collarbone says, opposite the snake tattooed to look as if



threading in and out of his body. He's pulling theneck of his shirt down and to the
side to show off fresh ink still pink around the edges. It reads. memento mori.

Remember death. Ironic.

Chapter ten

Will

Thisis probably one of those socially unacceptable behaviors of mine, but oh well. |
struggle enough as is. Can’t be perfect. When | went to help Bailey unload his truck
last Sunday, | may have gotten a glimpse of his license plate. That kinda info opens
up alotmore doors in terms of how much you can find out about a person.

Bailey doesn’t have his home address listed for his business, but... he does have his
work truck registered. Searching the address helps confirm this is not a mailing
address but his actual property. And since Bailey doesn’'t have a store for me to pop
into, | may have gone out of my way to drive by his place while going to and from
work all week long. Not as if | intend to break into his house and hide in his closet
just—I don’t know. Get a better sense of him from the outside. Maybe even his daily
habits. That would be helpful.

Or maybe | should just message him like a normal person. | like to think | did okay
when we talked on Sunday. Not too horribly awkward. And | actually got words out.
Wholesentences, even. | wonder what he would say if | asked him out? Jess will
likely get pissed, but... oh well. After Sunday, I’m no longer content to give up on
Bailey. Jess has aways been right there in front of me, but unlike how | amost
abandoned the Bailey dream for Mantis—er, Cas—I’m not ready to throw in the
towel thistime. Maybe that says everything | need to know about how | feel for Jess
but don’t want to admit to myself yet.



Jess and | usually don't have to work Saturday nights since we have to be up early
Sunday morning, but Jess has a split shift and I’m covering for Lucy. The girl popped
out aten-pound baby yesterday and I'm just glad | wasn’'t here when her water broke
at work. That being said, | don't mind working evenings. Less interactive work and
more quiet tasks like straightening and rotating stock, only ringing occasionally when
someone comes in. And redlly, this place is small enough that | have a clear view of
the register even from the back of the store.

While | keep one eye on the front, Jess fights the price gun because | can never make
the damn thing work. I’'m only a few feet away, pulling all the overripe produce to
either go in our discount bin or compost—depending on how far goneitis.

“Hey, are you coming to my place Sunday after work?’

The store's currently empty and we're closing within the hour, so we're focusing
more on our tasks while idly chatting at times. | can hear the uneven click of the gun,
but he doesn’t say anything to me.

“Jess?’

“Yeah, I'm thinking,” he mumbles. When | look over, he finally slams a part back
into the right place and it’s no longer jammed.

“Areyou coming over?’ | ask again.

“What am | coming over for, exactly?’
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“What do you want?’
He doesn’'t seem to know how to respond to that and starts stickering jam jars.

“It's okay not to know. We can always just... hangout and whatever happens,
happens.”

Jess scoffs and finally looks over at me.
“What?’ | ask.
“1 have shit to do on Sunday,” he mutters.

“Fine. Sleep over tonight. We're both going to the same place in the morning,
anyway.

Jess stays quiet for a minute while stickering, and I’ ve already accepted he’ s going to
tell me to fuck off when he turns to me and smirks. “Are you going to buy me
dinner?’

“Anything for you.” And | smile back.
“Okay.” He goes back to stickering.
| turn to check one more time if the store is empty, which it is. We'rein the very back

anyway, and we'll hear anyone coming before they even see us. | sneak over to where
he's standing and wrap my arms around him from behind in a hug. Jess stops what



he’s doing and stays frozen in place until | kiss his neck. | should probably get back
to work and he’ s going to tell me exactly that.

Nope.

He whips around to face me and kisses me with the sort of ferocity | didn’t think he
was capable of. He almost backs me into some produce with the way he leans into
me. Hot damn. It’s going to be along final hour of our shift.

Nothing lasts forever, thankfully.

We close up, Jess comes home with me, and we' re al over each other within minutes.
My front door closes, and somehow my pants are coming off before my shoes. We're
still in the entryway and haven't even set foot in my living room yet.

Jess sinks to his knees in front of me, looking up at me with that wide-eyed
expression of his.

“Are you seriously going to blow me right here?’

Yes, heis. And actions speak louder than words. He swallows down my cock without
any hesitation and it quickly becomesapparent he’ s determined to finish me right here
and now. That doesn’t exactly factor into my plans for the evening, but after being
horny for close to an hour, | don’t have much willpower left. The hot, wet mouth of
my best friend offers too much temptation. His eyes flick up to mine once I'm close
and he doesn’t allow me to have second thoughts. He has me backed up against the
wall and seconds later I’m coming and he's swallowing down every last drop.

| let my head tip back against the wall while my breathing returns to normal.
“Fucking hell, Jess.”



He's smiling a me from the floor still when | peek at him. “You still buying me
dinner?’

“Didn’'t you just eat?” He makes aface and | can’'t help laughing. “1I’m only kidding.”

The rest of the evening turns out nice but feels very coupley. We order in and eat our
dinner while watching television on the couch, where we finish our evening
snuggling. We shouldn’'t stay up much later when we have to be on the road early
tomorrow. When the current episode we're on ends, we head off to my room and
crawl into bed. | can amost see myself doing this on repeat. It's not bad, but
something still feels either misplaced or missing atogether.

Even though we should really go to bed, my dick disagrees. | messaged Cas earlier to
let him know | won't be able to call, and he seemed okay with that, but... maybe |
have a harder time breaking routines than most people. We've already gotten comfy
under the weighted blanket, but | roll over to Jess for a kiss anyway, then end up
crawling on top of him. Jess responds with a breathy sigh, thrusting upward against
me. He' s already hard, and the friction makes my cock beg for more.

As soon as | move to yank my underwear down my legs, Jess says, “We don’'t have
time for a shower and all that.”

“WEe'll maketime,” | mutter back.

Maybe he has another argument, but that gets cut off quickly. The second my hand
dips down to touch the outline of his hard cock, his breathing picks up rapidly. He
starts pulling his underwear down himself and I’m more than happy to help. When he
moves against me this time, his shaky gasps only stop when | lean forward for
another kiss.

Once again, | can amost see mysealf doing this for real. Falling in love with Jess.



Being together. Having afuture. Almost—»but not quite. Not yet.

When | start to pull away to get on my knees, Jess tries to drag me back to him. Tries
and fails. Which | can understand, since | typically only want sex with as little
distance as physically possible from the other person.

| keep a hold on his thigh while | swipe my cock back and forth across his hole,
spreading precum. His skin shivers beneath my hand and he pants as if he's been
running.

“You... better... not...” Then the rest of the sentence never comes.
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When | spit in my hand, he jerks away at the sound, then not even a moment later
he's right back to moaning as usual when | slide a finger inside him. | pause only to
swipe lube from my nightstand, rubbing it along the length of my shaft and swiping
the last bit between his ass cheeks.

“You sound like you want more real bad, Jess,” | say. After | pull my finger out, | go
back to rubbing my hard cock against his hole but only ease the very tip inside. “Can
you take more for me?’

Jess' s whole body shakes, but with me, the answer’ s always been yes. Doesn’'t matter
what I’m asking. “Okay,” his voice warbles.

| push deeper, but not all the way, grabbing him by the hips and pulling his legs up
over my thighs. Jess has to throw a hand back onto the mattress to brace himself, but
as long as he keepshanging on to the back of my neck, he’s not going anywhere. He
relaxes when | pause to kiss him, then linger there. | let my lips hover right against
his mouth. “Y ou’ re going to take everything | give you. Won't you, Jess?’

With afinal thrust, | force my cock all the way into him. Jess pushes his hips away,
but I’'m aready in him and he can only go so far when I'm holding his ass to keep
him pinned against me. And Jessisjust slim enough | can watch my cock bulgein his
stomach when | thrust into him again and again. He whispers something that sounds
like achant of “I can't” once | start moving.

“l know you can,” | whisper back. “And you're going to come so hard while doing
it.”



His wet cock bumps against my skin while my hips continue to move against him and
gradually pick up speed. Even when his body shakes against mine, | don’'t quit. |
alternate between kissing him and pushing deeper while squeezing his ass. When he
starts to tremble this time, his hips lift for more friction and he starts to moan.

“That’sit, Jess. You can do it.”

And the harder he moans, the harder | fuck him, until he's caught between coming
and whimpering. His symphony of sounds gets me right to the brink, so the second
his orgasm hits, I'm chasing right after him. I’ve never come so hard and it quite
literally takes my breath away. | don’t move after. | hold on to him instead, so we're
chest to chest while | ruffle my hand through his hair.

“Will, do you even like me?’ Jess croaks.

“I like you so much, Jess,” | whisper before kissing the side of his head. “Thank you
for putting up with me.”

The next morning we're at the farmer’s market. The cold mornings have only gotten
colder while the leaves start to change and drop. Right around the time we set down
the last crate, Bailey wanders over with a smile and a wave. He looks so damn sweet
in his plain zipped fleece, and | swear even the sight of him clothed makes me harder
than most men can while naked. | awkwardly shift around in my jeans.

“Hi,” Bailey says. “Just wondering if you—"

“Yep, let’s go get it done right now.” Then | walk in the direction of his stand before
he can object or Jess can ask me what I’ m doing.

Jess not so subtly glares, anyway. | never actually told him my plan to keep helping
Bailey out and maybe even get to know him in the process. Considering how things



are with me and Jess, he'll likely be even less supportive now than he has been in the
past.

Bailey climbsinto the bed of his truck and the way his body flexes while he movesis
going to get me into so much trouble one day. Once again, we're done unloading
within minutes and Bailey is as appreciative as last time.

“Thanks so much,” he says.

“It's not a big deal.” Except it is. We're actually talking again today. Maybe we can
hang out or even go on a date sometime. | just need to find the balls to ask him first.

“Still, it's kind of you to do. You're a realy nice guy,” Bailey says while his eyes
meet mine.

“And you’ re sweeter than honey.”

The corner of his mouth twitches, but he rolls his lips in before smiling. “Not all
honey is sweet.”

“That’s like saying not all skies are blue.”

“Well, sounds like someone is neglecting to factor in sunrises and sunsets.” Bailey
drops to a squat again, and he’ s digging around among the tiny jars in awooden crate.
Watching his assbounce while he balances on the balls of his feet does all kinds of
things to me. He breaks the seal and holds it out to me. “Try.”

| move afinger toward the open jar but he pulls back with a smirk.

“Hold on, Pooh Bear. Don’'t go sticking your finger in there.” Thereisamini wooden
honey stick on the side, held on by an elastic band. He chuckles to himself while he



pullsit off and twirlsit around before offering the stick to me.

It's small enough that | can pop the whole thing into my mouth like a lollipop and
hold it there. The sweetness is there, but it’s more complex. More intense. Kinda like
what I’m seeing.

Bailey managed to drip some honey on his finger before handing it over, so | spend
far longer than socially acceptable watching him suck it off. Best part is, he sees|I'm
watching him and stares right back. His eyes don’t waver even to blink.

After | pull the stick out, | realize the difference in taste isn’t the wood. There is
smokiness to the honey and something el se—Ilike sea salt when paired with chocolate

or caramel. Still nothing like I’ ve ever tasted before. “How’d you make this?’

“Trade secret.” He shrugs. Then he puts the lid back on and offers the closed jar to
me. “Here.”

“You don’'t have to give me thisjust for helping you.”
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“Did you want something else?’
Fuck, al the blood rushes to my cock at that question and he's smiling not so

innocently at me thistime. “Y ou don’t need to give me anything,” | say ascamly as|
can manage.

“Good answer.” He nudges the jar at me again. “| already broke the seal. Y ou may as
well keep your earnings. Or if you prefer, I'll bill you later.”

Bailey chuckles and | laugh along with him before taking the small jar. The same
hand he licked brushes mine for a brief second and I’'m definitely jacking off with
that one tonight. I’mabout to pat myself on the back for a job well done when his
expression shifts and hetilts his head.

“Hey, can | ask you something?’ Bailey says.

And there goes my ability to speak. | nod.

“Areyou and Jesse... like...” He pauses and scrunches his brows. “ Sorry if thisis too
personal. I'm trying to ask if you two are... together.”

“Not too personal.” I’'m trying so hard not to freak out because my hopes are already
sky high with this line of questioning. “We're... something. Not quite together,

though.”

Bailey visibly exhales.



| just may drop to the ground and convulse. Can anticipation even do that to a
person?

“Sorry, | know he'syour friend and... | didn’t mean to make this awkward.”

“Not at all.”

Bailey lights up like a Christmas tree and my fucking guts feel as if they’re going to
fal out. “He and I... um... we're supposed to go out today after the market. | hope
you don’t mind.”

Ugh. This man. So damn sweet. Leave it to him to consider something like that when
most guys wouldn’t give a damn about fidelity—theirs or anyone else's. Even so, |
absolutely do mind. | don’'t want to share either of them with anyone, least of al step
to the side so Jess and Bailey can have each other. That's not how thisworksand I'm
going to have to remedy it immediately.

“It'sall good.” | smile at Bailey before | turn to leave. “ Thanks for the honey.”

Chapter eleven

Cas

Sunday has simultaneously become the best and worst day. I’ ve enjoyed the farmer’s
market ever since | started going, but Will’s presence has complicated the experience
for me. | look forward to seeing him. And yet, without fail, something happens that
makes me all twitchy inside and | have to work to hide it. When that one older guy
(who loves to flirt while his wife browses) stops to talk to him, | pause to glare
instead of continuing the task at hand. | don’t want him so much astalkingto other
people—because he should be doing that withme. And when his gaze lands
elsawhere, | have to fight the urge to make a scene. The kind where | gouge out



someone’s eyes so they can’t look back at Will again. Or the kind that’ [l make him
look in my direction, however briefly. When we're texting or on the phone, | get to
be his entire world. Out here, not so much. And it’s nothing short ofinfuriatingfor me.
My phone dings in my pocket after | leave the farmer’s market. | have plans to meet
someone at the coffee shop in town, but I’'mstill waiting for him to arrive. So, after a
quick look around, | decide to check my messages in the meantime.

Purple Puppy:I’ m having arough day.

Purple Puppy:Make it better.

And afrown.

Orchid Mantis:How do you propose | do that?

Purple Puppy:Send me a video of you fucking yourself.

And asmile. Asif the smiley somehow will tip the scales of my decision.

Orchid Mantis:No.

Purple Puppy:Too much?

Back to the frown.

Orchid Mantis:Simple logistics. | can’'t talk on the phone and record at the same time.,

Purple Puppy:Record it before | call you.
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Right back to the enthusiastic smile.

Orchid Mantis:Still no.

Purple Puppy:Why not?

Oh, and the pleading eyes. If only he knew that had no effect on me.

Orchid Mantis:Because | don’t ever fuck myself unless I’'m doing it for you. And if |
can’t hear you asking me, I'm not going to be able to get into it.

Purple Puppy:Fuck, that’s hot.

Purple Puppy:l’m going to have to figure out how to send audio messages in this app
or something because | literallyneedto see this before | die.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou plan on dying soon?

Purple Puppy:Y ou plan on meeting up with me anytime soon?

Orchid Mantis:No.

Purple Puppy:Then don’t tease me when I’ m already having a bad day.
And another distressed emoji.

Poor Will. | had a feeling he would react this way, but all the pieces must keep



moving in my direction. This is something | need to do to ensure it. Even if he's
looking at the board from a different angle, we' re in the same game.

Orchid Mantis:What’ s got you so down?

Purple Puppy:| don’t wannatalk about it. Hmph.

Orchid Mantis:Y es, you do. Y ou brought it up.

Purple Puppy:| did what you said about trying to see where things go with my friend.
But | think he's trying to see someone else. And that guy | like... progress has gone
nowhere with him.

Orchid Mantis:Are you upset your friend is getting involved with someone else?
Purple Puppy:No.

And a sweating smiley.

Purple Puppy:Uhh... how do | say this...

Purple Puppy:We haven't quite figured out where we stand yet. And until we do, |
want him all to myself.

Purple Puppy:1 can’t help myself from going all in, and even when I’'m not quite there
yet, I'm atad possessive. Is that bad?

Orchid Mantis:I'd argue self-awareness is healthier than denial. | like to think that |
deserve to take up al your attention and I'll gladly shove anyone in my way off a
bridge. So, | suppose that makes me a tad selfish, but at least I'm well aware of my
tendencies.



Purple Puppy:Oh, and that makes it healthy?

And alaughing emoji.

Orchid Mantis:Precisely. How else can you learn to control it if you won't even
acknowledge it? Denial will only harm you in the long run. Learn to embrace it.

| flick my eyesup just intime. He'swalking in.

Orchid Mantis:Gotta run.

Purple Puppy:Where?
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Orchid Mantis:Out.

Purple Puppy:Talk tonight?
Orchid Mantis:Probably.
Purple Puppy:Tease.

And awink.

That makes my heart pick up in pace. | can’t promise him | won't be busy tonight,
but really and truly, | don’t see this taking up my entire evening.

I’m right about my night being free. By the time | get home, the sky’s dark and the air
has begun to chill again. We're in the time of year where the days are on their way to
getting shorter and the temperatures drop with the sun. Autumn is right around
thecorner on the calendar, but it always arrives sooner the farther north you are.

Instead of going straight inside to escape the brisk air, | take a midnight stroll on my
property for no particular reason.

WEell, that’s not entirely true. | have areason, but | don’t want to admit it to myself. |
don’t change my mind often. Once I’'m set on something, | won't let it go—be it an
object, idea, or person. Right now, I'm set on Will. Any thoughts concerning
himshoul dbe about how I’'m going to kill him.

Normally, at this stage, I'm more focused on the idea than the person. I’'m planning



every step, factoring every detail, and even going so far as to walk my property while
imaging every step—one part daydream and one part dress rehearsal. And I’'m having
a hard time focusing when Will’ s starring in my fantasy. My mind goes... elsewhere.

A lot of the area around my house is wooded, giving the illusion of privacy aswell as
isolation. Amid the darkness, | don't rely on my eyes so much as the crunching of
leaves and small twigs that have blown their way over to my destination. Henri still
hasn't been moved to his final location. That's another thing | have to do sooner
rather than later. Can't be leaving him in the greenhouse al winter. Time to get to
work. The insects have about picked him clean, but the meat grinder in the basement
can take care of the rest. After that, well, calcium is very good for lawns and | have a
lot of property out here.

The wind blows right through me upon passing the greenhouse and | sink further into
my jacket, taking a breath while | stand in the dark. | haven’t devoted too much time
to Will, but | spent alot on Henri. Maybe longer than on any guyever. Still don’t miss
him, the person. The attention, the dance of growing obsession, and even how the
planning stage took over most of my mind and my time. When | try to insert Will into
that equation, it doesn’t feel as satisfying asit should.

Maybe | won't kill Will.

No, that feels too resolute. Maybe | won't kill himyet. A much more redlistic
compromise with myself. One that says I’'m allowed to change my mind, regardiess
of what happens next.

Chapter twelve

Will

Needless to say, I’'m not very happy with Jess. In hindsight, every time Bailey has



approached us at the farmer’s market, either he addresses Jess first or Jess talks to
him—never me. | suppose them getting together shouldn’t be as big a surprise as it
was. Fairly certain that this violates some kind of bro code, but as they say, al’s fair
in love and war. And fucking guys, we're the worst. That being said, as much as |
want to confront Jess about this... I'm not sure | can without losing my cool. Which
Is exactly why | can’'t do that. If it were me, I’d want to see him flipping a lid over
this. Remaining nonchalant will be the only way to hit him where it hurts.

We aways have Monday off, and with Lucy still out on leave, he's been mostly
closing while I’ve been opening. | don't really get a chance to speak to him until
Friday. Someone needed to switch shifts and the boss's daughter always comes and
opens on Friday, anyway. I’'m more than happy to help, like the nice guy | am. Not
only do | prefer closing, but Jess and | will be working together. We really do make a
good team.

After the small dinner rush, the store always winds down and we can chat while
working. Most of what we do doesn’'t require so much thought we can’t multitask.
Jess fights the sticker gun once again, since he remains the only one who can make it
cooperate, and I'm dealing with the basket of returns. We' ve maybe thirty minutes to
close.

“So, how did Sunday go?’

“What?" Jesslaughs asif I’m telling ajoke instead of asking a question.

“Sunday. You. Bailey. How'd that go?’

And he looks so pleased with himself when he shrugs. “It... went.”

| hum at such an excellent lack of an answer.



“Why do you ask?’

“Seemed like the polite thing to do.”

“1 probably should have said something to you.” Jesse pauses and focuses more on
the sticker gun than me for a moment. “Do you mind?’

“Not particularly.” When Cas gave me that answer, it drove me up a wall. | can
already seeit’s having the desired effect on Jess.

“Because you don't give adamn about me,” Jess says, his voice slightly rising.

“That’s not what | said.”
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“You'd careif | fucked Bailey.”

And | look at him asif | haven't the faintest idea what he means. “Y ou wouldn’'t do
that,” | say with a shrug.

“I did,” he scoffs.

“Sure, you did,” | chuckle.

“Why wouldn’'t |? Because we' re bestfriendsand | know how much you’ re obsessed
with him? That’ sexactlywhy | went out and fucked him.” He flushes pink with
frustration and damn if it isn’t cute on him.

“Honestly, it never even occurred to me that you two were meeting up for sex, which
iswhy | didn’t care. | know you don’t likehim. Y ou said you likedme. Guess not. Oh,
well.”

Jess lets out along sigh, visibly deflating. “We didn’'t,” he grumbles.

“Didn't what?’ | ask with awide smile aimed right at him.

“We chatted, mostly. He's thinking about getting some goats. You know, milk and
honey. Asked me if I'd be willing to help out short term since he's all aone up there

on hisfarm.”

“See? | had no reason to doubt you,andl was right. Has nothing to do with Bailey.”



Jess stays quiet while he finally slams the sticker gun and starts clicking tags. “Why
didn’t you tell me thatyouwere going to be helping him?’

“Uh... because | didn’t think you'd mind me sparing ten minutes to assist another
small business?’

“That’s not what | meant and you know it,” he grumbles.

“Well, why didn’t you tell me thatyoumade plans with him?”’

“To pissyou off,” he cackles. “Clearly, that backfired.”

“Oh, Jess.” | set my empty basket down and go over to him. “That’s only because |
trust you.”

When | reach him, Jess looks ssmultaneously relieved and embarrassed. He exhales,
but he keeps his eyes cast down to what he’ d been doing only a moment ago but has
since stopped. | tilt his chin up with a smile and bring him closer for a kiss. His lips
part and he wraps his free arm around me. We can’t stand here at the back of the store
and make out for the rest of our shift, tempting as it sounds. So | pull away, and Jess
laughs to himself before stickering my chest with a price tag.

“Damn. Y ou calling me cheap?’ | chuckle.

Jesse shrugs and laughs harder.

| pull him closer to me again. “ Say you' re coming to my place after work.”

“Yes.” Jess pecks akiss on my lips and smiles before going back to stickering.

The door dings as a customer enters, so | head to the front to cover the register. A girl



close to my age smiles back when | greet her, then resumes wandering around. She
loads up her basket with jam, then comes to the front only moments | ater.

I’m about to start ringing when she smiles up at me. “Do you happen to know when
Cheryl’ s opening the sugar shack this year?”’

“Uhhh... no, but I'll ask.”

| lean away from her and call for Jesse. He appears right away from the back of the
store, but before | can repeat the question about the boss' s daughter opening the sugar
shack for the season, my customer abandons me.

“JCI” She runs right over to Jess and flings her arms around him.

“Andrea. Didn’'t know you were back in town.” Oh, and right about now, Jess looks
like he wants to crawl into a hole and die.

“Gosh, when he said Jesse, | wasn't even expecting you. |’ ve known you as JC for so
long, | amost forgot that’s your name.” She chuckles, but Jess only laughs nervously
along with her.

“Do you remember how in high school, you tried getting everyone to start calling you
by your middle name?’ She pauses for another fit of giggles. “Cassius, like the

boxer.”

What.
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The.
Fuck.

Jess says something to her about not really remembering, but he's close to turning
scarlet. | can’t really focus on them, anyway. My head is spinning. There is no way.
None. And yet... alot of it adds up.

Cas regularly talks about caring for his animals and Jess still helps out on the family
dairy farm. I’ve mentioned Jess to Cas,but never by name. Cas always cals him
mysmart best friend—the very same friend Cas thinks | should reconsider dating
rather than pursuing anything with him. And whenever | fret about the guy who
doesn’'t notice me, Cas always assures me that he would notice if he knew me. Jess,
by his own admission, has liked me for avery long time, and | never realized. Maybe
that's the real reason why Cas stopped talking to me—he thought for sure | would
finaly notice what was right in front of me.

| figure Jess has got to be finding guys to hook up withsomewhere. So, he finds me
by chance, decides now’s the perfect time since he's always been too chicken shit to
make a move, makes me infatuated with this alternate persona, only to dump me...
just so he can swoop in and be the one to comfort me. Fuck, that is some evil genius
level shit. Because when push came to shove, | ran right to Jess. The person I've
known the longest.

Cas himself admitted he knows me—just not how well or if he likes me. And yet, he
seems to think 1'd recognize his voice... amost as if I've heard it a lot. People can
sound different on the phone but... | would know Jess, wouldn’t |7 Or should | say



Cassius... which can easily be shortened to Cas? The only part | can’t fully riddle out
Is Cas coming back, but that also coincides perfectly with Jess pulling back and
trying to make me jealous by going out with Bailey. Almost as if he's testing my
resolve or something. What. The. FUCK.

| glance over at Jess again, and he looks nothing short of uncomfortable. One could
argue that making out with your coworker and then getting bombarded by someone
from high school minutes later is enough to rattle anyone. Or it could be him
panicking that I know who he is now, which has been Cas's fear from the start. Or it
could even be me staring unabashedly at him while still reeling from being hit upside
the head with this truth sledgehammer. Looking as guilty as he doesisn’t helping.

My mind utterly devolves while ringing this lady out. By the time she leaves the
store, | reach two conclusions. One: more than likely, if Jessis Cas, he'll freak out if
he suspects that | recognize him. And two: if | confront Cas about this but guess
incorrectly, he will get so spooked he may disappear again, anyway. My only option
at this point is to say nothing at all andmaybel’ll show my hand when I’'m more
certain. In the meantime, I’'m going to try to get as much info from both of them as
possible and go from there.

The door dings again and Jess waves once to his friend, who holds it open for another
customer. We're never this busy at this time of night. Then again, our version of
slammed is dusting off the second register. The guy who just came in walks right past
the register on hisway to the back, but he pauses and smiles at us. It’s Bailey.

“Hey, Jess.” His eyes dart toward me. “Will.”

Not even a hello for me. | see how it is. | smile anyway. “What brings you out this
way, Bailey?’

“Oh... you know...”



No, | don’t. Spit it out, man.

“I’ve never seen you shop here.” Jess stands at the end of the register, where he
bagged for me while | rang out his friend. Why he’s still here eludes me until | notice
the glare he' s throwing.

“1 know.” Bailey’s eyes drift momentarily to the floor. “Long overdue to check this
place out, but I’m not exactly close by.”

Which is not at al true. The store is on the main road. If Balley wants to avoid
driving past us to get to the only chain grocery store in town, he has to take the back
roads going to and from his place. Not that | should even know any of that.

Bailey’s eyesflick up once more and land on me while he gnaws into hislower lip.

Jess notices. That, and how despite nothing being said between us, Bailey and |
continue to linger too long on oneanother: me with a burning hunger to lick the
sweetness from his skin and Bailey with apparent naiveté while he regards me.

Then Bailey’ s right back to focusing on Jess with a smile. “Anyway, it's nice seeing
you. I’m going to...” He points to the back of the store.

| really want to believe Bailey meant the plural version of you. Likely because | till
want to think he’s got some interest in me, but | can’t gauge him to save my life. Last
week, he's flirting with me and we' re eye-fucking; today, not even a greeting and he
can barely say a word to me. Whenever Jess is around, Bailey treats me like a ghost.
His eyes still instinctively shift to my presence, but he ailmost never acknowledges
me. | don’t get it.

Why Jess? Why pursue him and pretend to be shy around me? And yeah, sweet as it
IS, I'm sure it’s a routine. There's nothing bashful about the guy who held my gaze



last Sunday while sucking his finger. Fuck, and thinking aboutthatgets me hard at the
register. Thank fuck for the apron that’s part of our uniform.

Bailey comes back with a huge bag of garlic bulbs, which he promptly sets on the
counter.

“Vampires?’ | tease.

Jess, for whatever reason, still hasn't |eft the bagging area and snorts at my joke.

Bailey laughs aong, but his heart’s not in it. More the kind you do when you know
people are laughing at you and not with you, but you're too socially awkward to
ignore the cue of laughing along even when it’'s at your expense. He swipes his card
before | can even say the total. “No... um... garlic and honey... never mind,” he
mumbles.

Now, | don’t know who once told this precious ray of sunshine to shut up about his
special interests, but | want to knock their teeth in. So | try not to let my agitation be
misinterpreted. “If you're making dinner, don’'t get too detailed. We' ve got another
five minutes to close and we' re both starving.”

Bailey has that nervous trill to his laugh again, but when | smile at him, he shifts and
launches headfirst into an excited prattle the same as before. “No, you can ferment
the garlic in honey as a remedy. Lots of people use it like cough syrup. Honey is
naturally antibacterial.”

“Interesting,” | say, trying to sound genuine. “ Sounds better than mellified man, but
that’snot real. Isit?’

“The fuck isthat?’ Jesse asks.



Maybe I’ve made the conversation too morbid, but instead of recoiling at my
contribution, Bailey’ s mouth twitches slightly before he smiles again.
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“An ancient cure-all made by mummifying a cadaver in honey for a century. There's
still debate whether the ritual sacrifice existed or if the historical records are
fictitious,” Bailey saysto Jess despite keeping his eyes on me.

Bailey seemsintrigued by my general knowledge again, but | cheated this time. Since
he responded so well the first time, I’ ve been reading everything and anything honey
related to impress the world’ s sweetest beekeeper.

Jess clears his throat at the end of the register, and Bailey finally tears his eyes away
and looks over. “Town makes us charge for paper.”

“l can carry it. Thanks.” And Bailey pulls the mesh bag toward him before shoving
hiswallet back into his pockets. “ See you guys Sunday.”

The minute Bailey leaves, Jess checks the clock and locks the door behind him.
Officialy our last customer of the day. I pull the drawer out of the register and carry
the whole thing to the small office. Jess can finish in there, and I’ [l do everything else
out here. Keys still in hand, Jess opens the office door, and | set my drawer on the
desk. And then he's all over me.

His lips immediately seek mine, begging me for attention. Jess sighs against my
mouth while his fingers dig into my back toforce me even closer. With each returned
kiss, he leans more into me until his cock brushes mine through our jeans.

“We'll be at my housein thirty minutes or less,” | snicker.

“Too long.” Jess grabs my belt buckle and his hand’'s in my pants in an instant. He



certainly knows how to be persuasive.

When | don’t fight his suggestion but shift my clothes away instead, he’s nothing but
rushed movements. First whipping his cock out, then stroking ours together so the
entire length of his shaft rubs against mine. A soft pant escapes while his lips hover
against mine, but he's focusing less on my mouth and more on my eyes. When | drift
away, Jess calls me back.

“Look at me.” My gaze locking on to him pulls a moan from his depths. “I don’t want
you looking anywhere else.”

Fuck, if making him jealous gets this result, I'm doing it all the time. “What if
someone looks at me?’ | tease further.

“I"ll make sure he can’t again.” Not the sexiest sentence, unless said like a breathy
promise while on the brink of coming.

Instantly, I’'m reminded of what Cas told me earlier this week about shoving anyone
between me and him off a bridge. That thought, of someone matching my obsession
with their own darkness, gets me to come.

Chapter thirteen

Cas

I’ve come to the redlization that Will may actualy like me. Maybe even more
someday—Ilike love. Y et, what startles me the most about this is how badly | want all
of it. I want him to love me madly and to be the sole object of his desire until the day
he dies. And really, that’s something even | always considered unachievable. It’s how
my bad habit started. Meet the right guy. Feed our obsession. Then end things before
he loses interest. He stays mine forever that way.



But with Will, it's different. I'm still not sure how or even why, but usualy when a
guy I’ve fixated on wavers even dlightly, | get annoyed. Almost enraged, even. With
Will, the feeling builds in complexity. | start to fret. | never do that. Never before
have | given adamn aside from the waste of time and effort on my part. And yet, with
Will...

| feel myself dipping. Caring more than | should. Making idiotic decisions fueled by
emotion. And instead of being annoyed when he doesn’'t respond the way | want to
me jerking his chain, | become jealous of whatever distraction is breathingin the same
room as him. | want him—need him—focusing solely on me. Not having that just
may be what tips me over the edge.

When Will doesn’'t attempt to call on Friday night, my stomach churns. Not so much
from missing out on a good time or even wondering what he’s doing, but convincing
myself this is it. He's lost interest. Can’'t expect him to stay satisfied with our
exchanges forever. He's going to want more, eventually. That much is not only
natural and expected, but inevitable. Hewillwant more. And when he can’t have it,
he'll fade away. Maybe | really do need to move on sooner than | want.

My phone in my hands, my fingers hover above the screen while | consider my
words. Not that I’'m going to send anything past midnight, but | like drafting these
things ahead of time. Rehearsing conversations and interactions is something | often
need to do, which makes communication over a phone all the easier. My phone dings
in my hand.

Purple Puppy:I’m sorry | didn’'t call again.

Purple Puppy:And I’'m sorry | didn’t warn you ahead of time like | usually do.

Orchid Mantis:It’s okay.



Purple Puppy:Isit, really?

No, not really. Never going to admit that, though. Not to myself, nor to him.

Orchid Mantis:Everyone gets busy. Stuff slips their mind. It happens,

Purple Puppy:| didn’t forget. | could never forget something | look forward to all day.

Purple Puppy:Busy comes closer to what happened.

Orchid Mantis:Smart best friend, again?

Purple Puppy:Y eah...
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Purple Puppy:He's staying over. I'm hiding in the bathroom of my own home so |
can text you.

Purple Puppy:I’ m trying to do what you said, but... do you still want me to?
No, of course not.

Orchid Mantis:| want you to do what you want and have what you want.
Purple Puppy:In that case, how soon do you think you can be here?

And awinking emoji.

Purple Puppy:Don’t worry. I’'m mostly kidding.

Purple Puppy:Why don’t you tell me what it is you want to do and to have?

Oh, if only he knew. Nix that, if only | knew. | can’'t very well explain any of that to
him, especialy if | don’t even know anymore.

Orchid Mantis:| tend to want things | can’t have.
Purple Puppy:Like me?
Orchid Mantis:Especially you.

Purple Puppy:Name the time and place. Not even pretending to joke around this time.



Purple Puppy:l don’'t care who you turn out to be. | wantyouand wasting my time
with anyone else isn’'t working for me.

Purple Puppy:Have you ever even considered that maybe the only thing holding me
back from loving the version of you | already know is this one right here? Seems like
we're needlessly torturing ourselves.

Orchid Mantis:I don’t think you like the guy you know. Never mind love.

Purple Puppy:! bet | do.

Purple Puppy:No, scratch that. | bet | like the guy | know. Y ou're definitely sexy and
we've probably flirted plenty. And | bet | want more with that guy.Except you've
said yourself that’ s not you. Thereal you.

Purple Puppy:Thisis the real you, and | wantyouso fucking bad | can’t stand it.

Orchid Mantis: But what would you say to the other me?

Purple Puppy:STFUATTDLAGB

Orchid Mantis: Someone’s horny.

Purple Puppy:Yes.

Purple Puppy:I am.

Purple Puppy:Literally, just the thought of you gets me hard.

And even though I’d never been the type, same here. He wakes my cock up better
than anyone ever has. So even though | shouldn’t, yet again, | take a page out of his



book.

Orchid Mantis: Show me.

Purple Puppy:Gladly.

Not even thirty seconds later, the picture comes through and seeing the bulge in his
pajamas gets me from twitching with interest to rock hard.

Orchid Mantis: How quiet do you think you can be while hiding?
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Purple Puppy:Baby, don’t tease me this way.

| smile to myself and slam the call button. Sometimes, the best move is none at all.
Thisis not one of those times.

Will accepts my request, of course. Nothing more than a shaky gasp comes through
the line when he answers, but he can’'t speak as much as he wants right now.

“Sorry, but | need to get off right now and after seeing how hard you are, | couldn’t
leave you like that,” | whisper.

“Why’sthat?’

“Because you'd just go sticking your cock in your friend again,” | snicker. “Actualy,
you still might, but | want you replaying every second of this when you do.”

Will curses while he suppresses a groan. “Y ou’'re not evenhere. Why is it aways so
good with you?’

“1"m goodforyou. And you are for me. Talking with you never fails to get me hard.”
Which iswhy | happen to be stroking my cock as we speak. Most of the time | can’'t
even get off on my own, but with Will it’s different. The attraction flows freely with
him and it’s close to instant arousal every time. “Same reason | never bottom. | can’t
get into it.”

“Except we know that’s afucking lie.”



“It'snot. Unless |’ m talking to you, then | want nothing more than to fuck myself.”

“Yet, you’'re not now.”

| smile to myself. “Y ou haven’'t asked meto.”

“Cas, you'rekilling me.”

My cock jumps at his complaint and the sigh that escapes me sounds especidly...
pleased.

Even now, | can’t help thinking about it sometimes. The rest of the time, I’'m thinking
of him. Watching him. Taking to him. Being alone with him. And more than any of
the rest, doing this in person. Which, again, sex usualy isn't even in my top five
things that | think about day-to-day, but with him, everything has been feeling
different. I’ ve been different.

“You'd know if | were killing you.” My voice suddenly becomes raspy, and | am so
turned on.

“You are. I'd literaly do anything to meet you, Cas. | mean anything,” he whispers.
And that gets me closer to coming than anything sexual he could’ ve said. So much so
| whimper right into the phone while my whole body shudders. Will’ s been rendered
speechless, save for panting my name. The thought of his whispering lips and the
sound of my name in his voice never falls to get me to finish. From the sound of it, |
have the same effect on him.

“Anything?’ | ask once | catch my breath again.

“Maybe not cut off my cock. That would sorta defeat the purpose.” He snorts a laugh



and | join him only for a moment.

“I"d still fuck myself with it, if you did.”

Will curses at my teasing yet again. “Don’'t start. We'll be here al night.”

“Not a problem for me.”

“Some of us have work tomorrow.” He sighs. “Who am | fucking kidding? Like |
give adamn about that when I’m talking to you.”

How sweet. “Get some sleep. Call me tomorrow. Or else.”

“I wouldn’'t missit for the world.”

And | smileto myself when the call ends.

Chapter fourteen

Will

Cadling me is a ballsy move. A very unlike Cas move. Part of me wonders if I'll
manage to catch Jess awake and using his phone, then eliminate my suspicions. By

the time the thought of opening the door and checking if he's asleep crosses my mind,
everything's over and Cas hangs up before | can verify anything.
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After | leave the bathroom, I’'m still in my head, mentally comparing Jess to the one
picture Cas sent me weeks ago. It's no use, really. | can't rely on memory aone this
time. They aren’t built so differently that | can say for certain, nor can | rule out the
possibility entirely. | end up crawling into bed with more questions than answers. The
bed shifting must disturb Jess because he moves closer to me before wrapping an arm
around me with a contented sigh and kissing my shoulder. Not even while awake. He
really does stuff like that even in his seep, because that’s how sweet heis.

The next morning, Jess leaves early since he’'s opening. | see him only in passing at
work since I’'m closing again. More than likely, we'll head back to my house again on
Sunday evening, butwe haven’'t made any official plans. I'm thinking about that on
my way out, because as much as I’m looking forward to calling Cas tonight, I'm aso
dreading the thought of having to bail on him again when Jess stays over. I'd amost
rather talk all night with Cas than spend it fucking Jess, and that can’t be normal.

As soon as | turn right out of the parking lot of the store, my headlights illuminate a
truck pulled off on the side of the main road... and Bailey. Huh. After turning around

in the empty street, | park behind him, then step out of my car.

“You okay?' Not really sure what else to say, since his truck doesn’'t look as if it's
been in an accident and | don’t see aflat.

“Yeah...” Balley says. He throws his hands up, clearly frustrated, but doesn’t let it
break the surface. “I think it’s the transmission, but | have no idea.”

“Okay, hop inand I'll drive you home,” | say.



“You don't haveto...”

“How else are you getting home?”’

“Tow truck should be here soon and | need to be here. Thanks, though.”

“1 don’t mind waiting.”

“You just got out of work.”

“How do you know?’

Bailey swings an arm out and gestures to the dark building in the distance. Okay,
maybe he does know. With a sigh, he puts both hands in his pockets. Now that the

sun has gone down, the air has a dight chill again.

| pull my hoodie over my head and hand it over, but Bailey shakes his head. All while
he shivers from a sudden breeze. “It’sfall, dude. That’swhy | wore long sleeves.”

“Well, it was warm when | left this afternoon.” Bailey makes an exasperated sound,
but he takes my work sweatshirt from me and pulls it over himself.

“Do you have to stand out here for the tow truck?’

“l don’'t think so,” he says.

“Let’'swait inmy car. | don’t mind.”

“You have to be up early tomorrow.”

“Are we staying out all night? Because an hour or two won't make that big a



difference to me. | never go to bed when | should.”

“Me ether. | don't learn.” Bailey softly chuckles, then lets out a long sigh before
walking toward my car.

The door’s unlocked still, so he climbs into the passenger seat, unprompted. | join
him and turn the heat on low to take the chill out of the air.

“$S0...” Asmuch as | want to ask about him and Jess, | don’t let myself. “Long day
for you too, | take it?’

“You could say that.” He sighs. “Most days are. I’ ve got a lot going on and not much
time for anything else. Anyone else.”

WEell, that opens a door | shamelessly waltz through. “I figured as much, you know,
since you aren’'t seeing anyone... right?’

“Moreor less,” he says. “Why?’

| shrug. “I figured Jess would be the first to tell me otherwise.”

As much as I’m hoping to hear how he feels about Jesse, Bailey doesn’t take the bait.
He snickers but says nothing else on the subject. “Y ou two really are close, huh?”’

“Y eah, we met on the job. Maybe four years ago? It was right after | moved out here.
And Jess worked for the farm all through high school, then came back after college.

Once got hired, we became friendsreally fast.”

Bailey hums.
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“How about you?’

“Well... it's been about six for me. | always knew what | wanted to do, ever since |
was akid. First chance | got to make it happen... | did.”

“Huh. | always thought you were local,” | say.

“l grew up somewhere a lot like this place. Small-town guy from the start. Not like

you.
“What do you mean, not like me?’

Bailey rolls hislipsinward and bites back a smile.

“Oh, | get it. Openly gay guy with tattoosmustcome from the big city.”
“No,” he chuckles. “It's, um... yourR’s.”

“Areyou implying I’m a pirate now?’

Bailey finally givesin to laughter. “Y ou pronounce yourR’s. Out here, the only time
we' re not droppingR’ sfrom aword, it’s to put one where it doesn’t belong.”

Interesting. | suppose I’ ve been around the rural accent for so long that | don’t even
realy hear it anymore. Before | can ask more, | see lights approaching and the tow
truck turns off the road to park. Bailey hops out to go ahead and deal with that while |
fiddle with the radio, then get out my phone. I'm about to message Cas when | see he



sent one while | was at work.

Orchid Mantis:I’m sure | sound like a hypocrite, but | have no idea when I’m getting
home, and | don’t want to disappoint you if | don’t take your call.

| look up, and Bailey’s still talking with the guy from the towing company. He looks
so adorable, with his hands stuffed in the front pocket of my baggy sweatshirt. Not
that he’'s significantly smaller, but | like my sweatshirts oversized, so what’s |oose on

me amost swallows him. Bailey and the tow truck driver both walk to the other side
of thetruck, where | can't see. Lookslike | have time to respond.

Purple Puppy:Hot date?

Orchid Mantis;Of course.

And awink. Fucking tease.

Orchid Mantis:Just got caught up somewhere with afriend. Don’t know how long I'll
be.

Purple Puppy:lronicaly, | was just about to message you that I'm helping out aguy |
know and | still have to bring him home after this. | won't be calling at the usual
time, anyway.

Orchid Mantis:And now you won't bother?

Purple Puppy:| assumed you'd need sleep, but | can blow up your phone every five
minutes until you answer, if you prefer. You know. Once you're not busy with

yourfriend.

Orchid Mantis;Smartass.



Purple Puppy:You loveit.

Orchid Mantis:I’ve got to run. Don't be surprised if | don't answer. | won't be
offended if you don’t get a chance to call.

Orchid Mantis:And enjoy your hot date.

Purple Puppy:l thought you were the one on a hot date. I'm actually helping out a
friend.

Orchid Mantis:Sure you are.

Orchid Mantis:Friendly sex, only. Asfriends. | know how you operate.

| close my phone and ook up in time to see Bailey walking to my car while the tow
truck leaves with his pickup. He opens the door and climbs back into the passenger

seat, then shoots me a small smile.

After | start the car and pull out toward the road, Bailey becomes visibly
uncomfortable. “Where are you going?’

“Uh... bringing you home...?’
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“1 haven't told you whereto go.”

Oh, fuck. I nervously laugh and hope he doesn’t read too much into that. “Sorry, |
just assumed since your car was pulled onto this side of the road.”

“It's okay.” He exhales.

“Should | turn around?’

“No, you're... thisis actually right.”

“Okay, because | don’'t want to disappoint you when you need to tell me the rest.”
Bailey relaxes and laughs this time and does that ever sound sweet. He continues
giving me directions, which aren’t many since there are only so many roads and so
many turns one can take out here. Finally, he says, “Y ou can let me out here.”

| pull off the road and slow to a crawl, but don’t stop. “Long driveway,” | comment.
“It'sfine.”

Actually, it's not. This isn't his house. He lives across the street and one more
driveway down from us. He really is paranoid and while I'm normally so self-
involved that al | ever want to know is why someone won't trust me, thistime I'm

wondering what’ s got him so skittish—or who. Isit me? It can’t be me.

Once again, I’'m not even supposed to know, so | can’t let any of my internal conflict



show. | throw the car in park and politely wait for him to get out. Only he doesn’t
move after.

“Thanks,” Bailey says. The car’s dark, but his voice sounds light. That gives me an
ounce of hope.

“Don’'t mention it,” | mumble.

“1 still feel bad for taking up your time.” His voice drops to something slightly above
awhisper.

| exhale and turn dlightly toward him. “Don’t.”

“Is this the part where you say you didn’t have anything important going on?’ He
chuckles to himself.

“No,” | say. “I did. Well, | do. But I’ ve got time and, well, | couldn’t leave you on the
side of the road.”

“Why not?’

“We're... sort of friends.”

“Are we?’

Guess not. “1'd like us to be. We should get together more. And by more, | mean at
least once since we never have.”

Bailey seems conflicted by my suggestion.

“If it’ s about Jess...”



“It'snot,” he quietly interrupts.

“Isit me?”’

“Maybe,” he says even quieter.

“Hey, that's okay.” | drop my voice to match his when he doesn’'t say anything.
“Bailey, can | just—"

| don't get the rest out. All | want is honesty, but Bailey swoops in closer to me,
pausing before our lips meet as if second guessing himself. Ah, no. I’ve only been
obsessed with him for over ayear and a half now. If he thinks that’s what | want, then
I’m not ashamed to close the rest of the distance.

As soon as Bailey’ s mouth crashes on mine, all | can think of is him. My mind chants
his name over and over like a silent mantra, sending my urges into overdrive while |
pull himeven closer. | swear, | will fuck him right here and now, given the chance.
The way he pants into my mouth is not helping. Neither is how he smells
sogood—clean and dlightly sweet, ailmost citrusy—and... like me. The woody scent
of my body wash permeates my sweatshirt, which | never noticed until I’'m inhaling
the mixture of us on him.

Instead of having to beg for admittance to his mouth, Bailey sweeps his tongue across
my lips while trying and failing to crawl closer. When we separate with a soft smack
of lips, it's only for him to quickly unbuckle while | do the same before throwing up
the center console.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 4:03 pm

Right as I’'m starting to think my long-held Bailey fantasy may become a redlity, he
pulls away from me. Not all the way—more specifically, shifting hislower half out of
reach when | cup his gorgeous ass. Kinda heartbreaking, since I’ ve wanted nothing
more than to grab a handful for months, but | can adapt. My fingertips brush around
his hip toward the front, before | curve my hand between his legs. He enjoys that for
only a few seconds before pulling away entirely this time, breaking our kiss in the
process.

“I"'msorry.” | really don’t know what else to say when he went from almost in my lap
to backing so far away that | can’'t reach him.

“It's... okay.” He pauses and takes a deep breath.

And | really don't get it, since he sounds like he's trying to calm down more than
anything. “Did I... should | not have done that?’

“I"d prefer it if you didn’t.”

Weéll, then.

And yet, when Bailey moves again, it's not to open the door and leave. He scoots
back over to me, grasping my face and kissing me once again with a soft sigh. Which
| absolutely will not complain about, only I’'m suddenly at aloss for where to put my
hands. Not only that, I'm so hard I'm desperate for any sortof release and he's very

obviously into this, too. | don't get it. Maybe I’ m not meant to.

Bailey’s fingers drift down to curl towards the band of my jeans, tugging at the



button, then the zipper, before dliding his hand inside the small space. Just his hand
on my skin is enough to get me to gasp against his lips, then he frees my cock and
slowly strokes—enough to feel good without providing any relief. Maybe he
anticipates me wanting to return the gesture, since he throws himself backward again
after the slightest move from me.

| take a deep breath, but | do not complain. Bailey must expect me to demonstrate a
level of self-control | simply don’t possess. | try to remind myself thisisthe guy I've
fixated on for what feels like forever. With anyone else, | won't indulge any
hesitancy. | can dig deep and manifest patience for him.

So, imagine my surprise when | hear his belt tinkling while he fumbles in the dark.
Even though | can barely see, his breathing changes and | know he's touching
himself. He squirms back over to me, his hand still in his pants when he kisses me. |
fist my cock, steadily moving faster out of sheer desperation. It’s not long before I'm
thinking about how, realistically, it shouldn’t be that difficult for me to rip his jeans
the rest of the way down his legs or to turn him around so | can start thrusting into
him until 1 make him whimper.

When Bailey starts to move away, | hurriedly pull him back toward me rather than let
him panic again. Instead of pushing back, he flattens himself down so his head's
above my lap and then my cock’s in his mouth. Suddenly, this has gotten so much
better than | hoped. He hums with pleasure when | sink my hand into his loose
curls—just long enough for me to grab onto and therefore the perfect length.

That patience | manifested disappears. With a firm grip on his head, | thrust so hard
he gags, and then | keep going. His face feels wet against my skin, and I'd give
anything to stare into hiswatery eyes at this moment, were it not for the dark. At the
very least, | can listen. The more | slam my hips forward and force myself farther
back into his throat, the louder Bailey whines. Until his back arches while he's still
got my cock in his mouth and his whole mouth vibrates. Hearing his pleasure tips me



over the edge, and he gulps every last drop down before slowly rising again. His nose
brushes near mine before he leans forward and rolls his tongue in my mouth. Not at
al my kink, even in the dlightest. But the smirk on his lips when he kisses me
reignites that same mental record skip of his name. Bailey’s in my car. Bailey’'s
kissing me with the faint taste of my cum still in his mouth. Right after Bailey got off
from sucking my cock.Bailey, Bailey, Bailey.

He pulls away, for what really is the final time this evening, shifting his jeans around
and closing his belt. Then he movesto lift my hoodie over his head.

“Keep it for now. It's cold out there,” | say to him.

“Are... you sure?’

“1 have another. Besides, you can give it back to me tomorrow at the farmer’s market
if you really want.”

“What if | can't get there?” With a haughty smirk, he pulls the bottom hem back
down over hiswet stomach. Fuck, I’d love to pin him down and taste him.

“I’ll giveyou arideif you need one.”

“Y eah? What would Jess say about that?”’

Before | can say it’s not his call, | realize he must mean because I'm supposed to
behel pingJess. Doing my actual job. Not giving out rides.

“He'd say I'm the nicest guy he knows for helping you load your stuff in my car and
handing you the keys so you can get yourself there. So long as you drop me off at the
farm first, of course.”



Bailey snortsalaugh. “You're sweet.”

And don't | know it.

“l got a beater for emergencies, so you're off the hook.” Bailey sighs once more
before looking at me. “I guessI'll... see you tomorrow.”

After Bailey gets out, | put the car back in drive and turn to head back toward my
place. My headlights briefly illuminate him, standing by the side of the road and
watching—waiting—for me to leave before he heads toward his house. Considering
what just happened between us, | don't take it personally.

Chapter fifteen

Cas

Horny. Not something I’'m accustomed to, but there’s no denying that feeling. Now,
it'snot as if Ineverget aroused. It's more like most people get excited thinking about
sex and then they want... sex. Me, not so much. Sex has aways been my foreplay,
the lead up to the main event. Because when I’'m horny, I'm not thinking about sex.
And when | see someone who has that effect on me, I'm not imagining their
expression while getting fucked, but the look on their face when | strangle them.
Don’'t worry, I'm well aware that’ s not normal and I’ ve come to terms with it.

The very first time | saw Will, he instantly elicited that response from me. All | could
think about when gazing into his eyes was my version of the throes of passion:
basicaly someone fighting for their life. Luckily for him, | always go out of my way
to find people | don’'t know. After hovering around him for as long as | have, I've
never made amove.

After unintentionally picking him as my next target online, | should only be wanting



that evenmoreeach time | see him. Idon’t. Actualy, | find myself thinking of it less
and less with each interaction. | mean, the urge is still very much there, but... he just
may be the first and only person who can reliably get mesexuallyaroused. The
intensity of the urge has begun shifting to a different focus around him and, like a
greedy puppy, | only wantmore.
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So whenever | hear from Will, regardless of the hour or what I’m doing, | need to use
all my remaining focus to hide the fact that I’m dropping everything for this man. He
cannot have me thinking I’'ll be at his beck and call, even if it's realy looking that
way on my end.

Purple Puppy:I’m sorry, | know it’s late, but | couldn’t help myself.

Orchid Mantis:It’ s okay.

Purple Puppy:Redlly, really?

Orchid Mantis:Really and truly.

Orchid Mantis:Did you have agood time, at |east?

Purple Puppy:1 was helping a FRIEND.

Purple Puppy:And yes, | did. Not my fault he understands gratitude.

Orchid Mantis:Most of your friends seem to.

Purple Puppy:Appreciation is something I’ ve never complained abou.

And a smiley. Which makes my eye twitch again. Even if one of those friends he's

referring to is me, it's not Cas. Is it possible to be jealous of oneself? Because
irrational asit may seem, that’s exactly what I’ m feeling right now.



Purple Puppy:And redlly, it s only the two friends currently. And you. Who | actually
want the most and not only because | can’t have you.

Well, that helps pull me away from the edge just a bit.

Purple Puppy:l don’'t think anything could turn me off you at this point. Except for
you not being gay, but | highly doubt that.

Orchid Mantis:Funny you say that, actually.

Purple Puppy:Oh. Oh no.

Purple Puppy:Don’'t you do thisto me. My dick can't take it.

Purple Puppy:lI’'ve aways wanted to be someone’'s bisexual awakening, and
Ilknowyou’ ve had a boyfriend before. Don’t tease me.

Orchid Mantis:| have. A few, actually. Never really considered myselfgay, though.

Purple Puppy:Well, I’'m not biphobic or anything. Probably the exact opposite. | love
the idea of aguy choosing dick because it’s not even a choice for me.

Orchid Mantis:And why is that?

Purple Puppy:Dunno. I’'m a card-carrying gay with a lifelong membership. | don’t
mean to fetishize it, but the idea of converting someone who's sexually curiousis hot.
Judge me all you want.

Orchid Mantis:Interesting.

Purple Puppy:My turn to ask why.



Orchid Mantis:Not telling you.

Purple Puppy:l get it. You're judging. Go ahead. It's like you said. At least |
acknowledge it’ s kinda fucked up.

Orchid Mantis.That's not it.

Purple Puppy:lt is.

Orchid Mantis:It’ sreally not.

Purple Puppy:It’'sfine. | deserveit.
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Orchid Mantis:Fine. I'll tell you.

Orchid Mantis:I’ve never redly thought of myself as gay even though I've aways
preferred men.

(Killing men, also, but I'll leave that part out.)
Orchid Mantis:Mostly because even with men, | can’t get into sex normally.

Purple Puppy:Normally meaning there' re exceptions or meaning the sex has to be
abnormal?

Orchid Mantis:Probably abit of both, if we're being totally honest.

My phone starts to ring in my hand, so | hit the accept button. | can’t even manage a
greeting right now. Will hasn’t given me much and | need to gauge his response first.

Thankfully, Will skips the greeting and gets right to the point. “Cas, be honest with
me, okay? Am | an exception for you?’

“Yeah,” | admit.
Will bites off a hiss of obvious pleasure. “ That is so fuckinghot.”
“Doesn’t feel that way for me,” | huff.

“And whatdoesit feel like?’



“I don't know. A lot of things. Mildly frustrating. Isolating. Embarrassing. But also,
right somehow? Like there's no point in fighting what comes naturally. Feels that
way with you, too. Closest I’ ve ever come to normal, | suppose.”

Will pauses for too long, making my guts twist. “You do realize that's not totally
abnormal, right?’

“Um...” Not really, no. I’'m not so sure what normal should be, only that I'm not it.
“How... do you mean?’

“Okay, so, there’ s alot more nuance to sexuality and attraction than straight or gay.”

“Yeah, | know. You aready told me you're not biphobic, but that's not the case
here.”

“Cas, there’s nothing wrong with being asexual or whatever. Y ou don’t have to beat
around the bush.”

“I"'m... not?’

“Fucking hell,” he mutters. “Look, I’'m not trying to label you or anything. | just
don’t want you thinking you’ re alone. Other people are like this, too.”

“1t never occurred to me there was aword for it. Never mind that other people might
be the same way.”

“There are. Way back when | first began dating, my first serious boyfriend was
demisexual. It’s not completely unheard of.”

“And what is that, exactly?’



“They don’t experience sexual attraction unless they form an emotional connection.”

“That... uh... might explain afew things, actualy.”

“No wonder you can't get into fucking yourself without me, baby.” And despite the
lust dripping in his voice, he manages to stay so sweet somehow. “Do you remember
what | told you?’

“You'vetold mealot of things,” | chuckle.

“How I’'m a possessive freak who wants complete control over someone? And now
you're basically saying that aside from me, you're not able to muster any sort of
attraction to anyone.” Will takes a deep breath. “And you told me you want someone
entirely to yourself, so much so you' d do anything to keep them focused on you.”

His arousal makes his voice degp and gravelly and... | start paiming my swelling
cock. Happens every damn time. Every time with him, that is.

“S0, basicaly, | give you somethingonlylcan do for you, which means you'll have a
level of reliance on meonlyyoucan offer. You feed my fixation and it’ sexactlywhat
yours needs.”
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“Sounds toxic and codependent.”
“No, more like you and | were made for each other, baby.” Will softly sighs on his
end. “I don't think I’ll ever be able to enjoy sex again knowing you're out there.

Hope you' re happy.”

“Extremely,” | say, with awide smile. Suddenly, | feel thankful I’m the only one who
can see.

“Good. | like hearing youhappy.”

“You like hearing me moan your name,” | snicker.

“Fuck, yes, | do.” He pauses. “But what | like best is that it's you. | mean that. I'm
not going to give you an ultimatum, but Cas, you have got to know how much | want
you and no one else. No one. And I’'m not going to be satisfied until | have you.”

| groan into my phone and he cackles at me thistime.

“Thought you'd like that, but it's al true.” He takes a deep breath. “I’ ve been rock
hard since you picked up the phone. Even more now that I'm wondering if you can

even get it up without me.”

“l can, but not reliably. And even then, I'll lose interest unless | start fucking
something.”

“What about right now, Cas?’



“S0 hard that I’ ve been doing something about it.”

“Yeah?" Will purrs. “Can you get off on your own?’

“Not really. A lot of times | get really close and then nothing. Same goes for sex with
someone else. Made me a great top, though. So long as | had a cock ring, | could rail

aguy al night and not get tired.”

“Fuck,” Will gasps. “I think the only thing as sweet as knowing only | can make you
come will be turning you into a bottom.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Oh, it’s happening, baby. So at least |et me hear you fuck yourself in the meantime.”
After lots and lots of phone sex, | don’t need to scramble like | did the first few times.
All | need is him ushering me in that direction and | can start using everything that’s
ready and waiting. While | open the lube, | tease him further. “You won’t even give
me the chance to plow you?”’

“1 would. | wouldn’t enjoy it, but | would.”

“Now if that’s not true love, | don't know what is, sweetheart.” A pleased sigh
escapes while | play with my ass, but | quickly grow impatient. | need more and |
crave the fullness, but thinking of Will filling me instead builds my panting into a
moan.

“Cas,” he sighs. “We have to do thisin person sometime. Can’t you do that for me?”’

The corners of my mouth twitch. “I can.”



“Don’t break my heart. Only agreeif you mean it.”

“I do.”

“l don't need vows,” he chuckles to himself. After listening to me and responding
with along breath, he says, “Be honest, baby.”

That gets my heart to gallop like a fucking stallion, but the whimper that comes out of
me sounds downright pathetic. “1—"

“You can say no.” Will eases into that sensual yet unmistakably resolute voice of his.
“But | want to hear you screaming yes.”

My first yes may be unintelligible when the pleasure builds to a dangerous level, but
that doesn’'t stop me from repeating myself louder and louder while riding out my
orgasm. After making me come almost nightly, | can’t imagine how it continually
gets better, but it does. And right now, I’m coming harder than | ever have while Will
moans in my ear over the phone.

Once we both shift our breathing back to a steadier rate, al Will saysis, “When?’

13 %On.”

“I'll takeit.”
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Chapter sixteen
Will

Sunday, Sunday,Sunday. | can still remember the announcer in a commercial
booming that day to burn the event in our brain. Can't remember the event, but
mentally I’'m replaying the voice clip while | walk over to Bailey’'s stall.Sunday,
Sunday, Sunday.Most important day of the week for me. As soon as his eyes land on
me, a smile blossoms across his face. Instead of waiting for him to come ask for help,
| take some initiative and show up ready to help him unload. Only, I'm thinking of a
different kind of load 1'd love to help him with. He's wearing my hoodie and | about
double over like a horny teenager swooning at their crush.

“That’s a very nice hoodie you have there,” | tease.

“Thanks, this guy | really like gave it to me.” Bailey smiles even wider and my legs
almost melt away.

“Oh, hegaveit to you?’

Bailey shrugs. “Loaned, then. He can have it back when I’m done with it.”

“S0, never.”

“Now, | wouldn’t steal your work apparel, tempting as it may be. It was fricken’

freezing this morning, and this made the perfect top layer.” Then heliftsit away from
his chest before releasing it. “Plenty of room.”



“Keep it aslong as you need. | have another, as you can see.”

Bailey nods and turnsto his truck, climbing into the back as always. I’ m done helping
him in record time, which is amazing because I’ m fairly certain my hands are shaking
and not from the chilly morning air. Since | saw him last, I’ ve decided to ask Bailey
out. Ineedto see where this is headed. | am still fully committed to something with
Cas, but that possibility becoming more real has only made me want to do this even
more. My window of opportunity is closing and | need to take my chance at getting

Bailey out of my system while | still can.

“Hey, so, | wanted to ask you something.” | stuff my hands in my front pocket,
warming my fingers and hiding my nerves. “Do you... maybe... would you...”

Bailey watches me intently but he lets me struggle through my broken sentence, and
if I didn’t know any better, I'd say he enjoysit, too.

“Would you maybe want to go out tonight?”

“Out? Where?’

“Ah... my place? Or yours.”

Bailey considers this way too long for my liking, with a terrifyingly neutral
expression.

“Or anywhere you want, really.”

“What are we doing while we' reout?’ And he's smiling again. Phew.

“We can do something... normal.”



Bailey erupts into laughter. “Then you better pick the activity.”

“Okay.” | take a deep breath. “Dinner and a movie are very standard and very
normal.”

“S0, basically, adate,” he concludes.

“Yeah, | guess, but I'm okay with us going as friends, too. | meant it when | said |
wanted to spend some time with you just hanging out.”

Hislipsroll inward while he considers this, but his eyes lift to mine with the sweetest
expression, all longing and innocence and—nhe is so lucky we are in public right now.

“Sounds good to me.” Bailey’s cheeks flush before he flicks his eyes down again.
“1"d say text me, but | don’t even have your number.”

“Shit. Right, of course.” | pull my phone out and offer it to him. Bailey quickly types
his number, and | save his contact then text him so he has my number, too.

“Well, | should...” Bailey gestures at hisinventory.

“Of course. I'll see you tonight.”

With that | speed walk back to our stand, which is not very far. I’'m not sure how long
Jess has been watching, but he's standing stock still and glaring right at Bailey. He's

still staring even when | walk right up to him and his hands clench into fists at his
Sides.
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“Careto explain?’
“He s taking me out to dinner tonight,” | say with a shrug.

Hissing like a cobra really is only an expression, but damn if Jess doesn't come as
close as|’ve ever heard when hereleases asigh. “Why?’

“To thank me. His car broke down right on the main road near the farm, so | waited
for the tow truck with him and gave him aride home.”

“ And somehow that involved you leaving your clothes with him?’
“It was cold, and he had been waiting outside awhile.” | shrug again.

Jess furrows his brow, fighting between my sensible excuses and his emotions. “So
why wear it now?’

Because he wanted me to see him in it. The guy knows what he's doing, and he goes
about it the sweetest ways possible. Of course, | cannot say this to Jess.

“He probably wanted to make sure he didn’t forget to bring it, then threw it on over
his sweater thismorning. | don’t really know, but | don’t really care, either.”

Jess huffs and his eyes dip to the ground. He's out of ammo and not a great shot
against someone who spends every waking moment serpentining his way around
conversations.



“Hey, so, | was thinking. We both have Monday off. We should do something fun.
It's opening day for the fair, and it won't be too busy in the morning while most
people are at work.” Then | tilt his chin up so he can see my gaze fixed intently on
him.

“What would we do?’ His attempt to play coy doesn’t have the same effect as when
Bailey does it. With Jess, | always know what he wants and what he wants to hear.
Mostly because Jess wears his heart on his sleeve, and it’s the best and worst thing
about him. Bailey still keeps me on my toes and | fuckingloveit.

“We could get some fair food, visit the beer garden, maybe even check out the 4H
building and the midway.”

“How about rides?’

| lean in so close my lips brush hisear. “You'll have to wait until after for the ride.”

Jess looks back up at me, his eyes hooded with lust. He licks his lips while he stares
at my mouth. Just like that, he’ s too busy thinking of sex to be mad. Too easy.

Later that night, I'm in my car and back in front of the wrong house to pick up
Bailey, who's waiting at the end of the driveway. I'm not sure if | should be
impressed to see him so committed tothe lie or questioning his sanity. Who am |
kidding? The fact that | even know thisisn’t where he actually lives is a testament to
my loose grip.

Bailey climbs right in and shuts the car door, and | find it hard to tear my eyes away.
| can’t get over how good he looks, no matter what he wears, no matter what he's

doing, and no matter the lighting. I’ ve never met anyone else like that.

“Okay, | have aproposition for you,” | say before | throw my car back in drive.



“We haven't even had dinner and you're aready propositioning me?’ Bailey smiles
and | am starting to really enjoy him teasing me.

“We can get dinner. Anywhere you want in the surrounding area. And we can see a

movie at the cinema in the next town over either before or after. | checked and
they’ re doing showings past ten tonight, so we have plenty of time.”

“Okay...” Bailey says.

“Or, and | have a feeling you may object to this, you can take a chance and let me
surprise you.”

Bailey raises abrow. “Thisfeelslike a bait and switch.”

“Still dinner and a movie, honest. All I'll tell you iswe're likely going to be out late
and it’s much farther than the triplex is.”

“Bigger one with more options?’

11 NO.”

“One of those fancy theaters with leather couches and a liquor license?’

“Still no, but we can do that next time because | didn’t even know those existed.”

“Next time?’ Bailey smirks at me but continues before | can respond. “Okay, I'll take
the chance.”
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“Excellent,” | say, pulling into the street and heading in the opposite direction.
We arein the car for longer than | want, considering thisis adate, but it is so worth it
to see the sheer confusion on his face while he gazes at the neon restaurant sign when

| come to a stop and park. “Wow, Will, you really know how to make a guy feel
special.”

His hesitancy isn’t unwarranted since the place isn’t much to look at from the outside.
Chipping, off-white paint on a squat building that could just as easily be alaundromat
asit could be a place to eat, with nothing particularly memorable or even exceptional
to inspire someone to stop and check the place out. A true hole-in-the-wall, yet also a

hidden gem.

“1 don’'t fault you for failing to recognize such refined cuisine, but you will thank me
later.”

Bailey snorts.
“Do you have food alergies or diet limitations or anything?’
113 NO?’

“Excellent,” | say with wicked laughter. Then | lean in to peck his cheek. “You stay
here.”

“l don’t even get to come in?’



“Nope,” | say with awide grin. “Thisis part of the surprise.”

“Okay,” he sighs.

He doesn’t have to wait for me long, since someone as cultured as myself is familiar
with the menu and | know exactly what | wish to get in order for him to have the full
experience. I’m back within minutes and | leave the folded bag in the backseat before

pulling out of the parking lot.

“l see. You're going to make me smell it the rest of the ride as punishment for
guestioning you,” Bailey says.

“Baby, if | wanted to torture you, it wouldn’t be with food.” | turn to smile at him
before looking back at the road, not even pausing to watch his reaction. “Besides,
we're less than ten minutes from our final destination. And I’'m going to make you
close your eyes at the five-minute mark.”

“You'retoo good at this secretive stuff,” he chuckles.

“No, thisis called surprising someone, and it’' s supposed to be fun,” I laugh with him.

“Yeah,” Bailey says with a heavy exhale. I'm not watching him while driving, but his
voice sounds different. “I’m not so good with that.”

“1 may have noticed.”
“Is it disappointing? When | don’'t readily respond, he adds, “With me being so
friendly most of the time, some people get put-off. Even offended. It's not personal

though, I’'mjust...”

“It'sokay,” | say when he goes too long without finishing.



“It’snot you, but it'syou.” He groans. “ That sounds awful.”

“Not judging. Go ahead and try again.”

Bailey takes a deep breath. “I like you a lot. And I'm a bit... guarded... so even
admitting that much is a huge deal for me. It's nothing you’'ve done but... how |
respond is because of you... and how much I like you.”

This man, | swear. He's so sweet he could make a nun weep. “My turn.” With a
steadying exhale, | collect my thoughts. “I have to ask. Is this like a trauma thing?
Yesor noissufficient, | don’'t need details.”

“It doesn’t really matter how | got thisway.”

“In that case, allyouneed to know is| like you alot, too. And at the very least, I'd like
us to be friends. You set the pace and go ahead and yell at me if I'm skirting a
boundary, okay?’

“Okay,” he mumbles.

“Now close your eyes.” And | look over to confirm he has. “We're almost there.”

| take the turnoff, and the car jostles a bit while we drive across the lawn to an
available space. We got here early enough that there are plenty of great spots
available. After parking the car, | say, “Go ahead and take a peek.”

“Oh my god,” Bailey exclaims. And the smile... not the Bailey smile. Not the shining
and sweet expression |’ ve seen so much. He's so shocked, he doesn’'t take the time to
filter his reaction. His lips curve, but his mouth hangs open even as he turns to me.
“1’ve always wanted to go to adrive-in.”



Page 43

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 4:03 pm

“Excellent. Because I’ve got a 1950s date night at the drive-in theme going here.” |
reach into the back and grab the bag, still nice and hot, and lay the options out on the
dash. “We' ve got a split grilled hotdog, cheeseburger, hamburger, and grilled cheese.
Oh, and this entire bag is fries for sharing.”

“Quite the variety,” he chuckles.

“Anything for you, baby. | got you the entire menu,” | chuckle with him. “However,
what they lack in variety, | promise they make up for in taste.”

“And | can just pick whatever?’

“Yeah... that's kinda the point of me buying one of everything.”

“What if | want it all?”

“You'regoing to eat all thisyourself?” And | really can’t tell if he’steasing or not.
“Yup.” He smiles.

“Then I'll happily eat some concessions instead. This place sells popcorn and plenty
of other snacks. A wide variety of drinks, too.”

Bailey goes for the hamburger first and unfolds the tinfoil. “What are we seeing?’

“Double feature. Rom-com first, then a horror flick. But we can leave before the
second if you want.”



The sun has aready set, and the first movie should start in fifteen minutes or less. |
have no idea why | assume Bailey won't like scary movies, but very few people have
a neutral opinion of horror and he doesn’'t strike me as a fan. Then again, the idea of
him curling into me to hide appeals to me way too much.

Bailey takes his first bite, and he hums from the sheer deliciousness of his burger.
That’s the entire reason | chose the place—I felt certain he'd like it. Turns out all that
creeping on his social media paid off some.

“Worth being surprised, huh?’ | tease.

He nods along, happily chewing. And | have to say, seeing him so content right now
makes the entire evening for me. While chewing the last bite, he looks at the rest of
the food set on the dash. “What’ s your favorite thing to get from there?’

“Trying to decide what to eat next?’

Bailey cackles and nods while rolling the empty wrapper into aball.

“Cheeseburger.”

He shifts that closer to him. “ Second favorite?’

“Grilled cheese.”

He steals that next and looks at what’ s left. “That |eaves the hot dog.”

“1 will gladly eat the hot dog. Honestly, the whole menu is good.”

“And I’'m about to figure out how true that is since | will be eating all of this.” He
steals the hot dog, too. “ Starting with the cheeseburger.”



“You go right ahead.”

Bailey smiles again, and | recognize the smirk of being very pleased with himself. He
picks up the cheeseburger and teases it closer to me again.

“You realy can haveit.”

“Oh, | know. My turn to torment you.” He makes a show of unwrapping it slowly and
inhaling.

“Stuff yoursdlf, if that’s what makes you happy.”

“Normally, it doesn't.” He hands over the unwrapped cheeseburger and smiles so
sweetly. Bless him, the innuendo went right over his head. And | continue to think
this whilehe lovingly watches me take the first bite of my burger before leaning even
closer and flicking hiseyes up at me again. “I might likeit if you do it, though.”

He' s trying to kill me. Either | will be the first man to die from sexual frustration, or
he intended me to choke on that bite of burger. And that smile—nothing short of
wicked now. This is exactly how Bailey keeps me on my toes. | have no doubt he
knows exactly what he's doing, but for the first time, I’'m struggling to keep up with
someone... and | fucking loveit.
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Good thing we both thought to unbuckle shortly after parking, because the only thing
in my way now is the center console, which | slam up so fast, | just may break it. The
screen has begun playing ads, and it illuminates him just enough that | can watch
Bailey’s eyes widen when | grab hold of him. He panics at first, struggling in my
grasp before freezing and going limp while | drag him closer to me. We're ailmost
nose to nose yet his eyes, dilated in the low light, stay fixed on me.

“Bailey,” | whisper. “Take a breath, baby.”

He does exactly that, and once again, he sounds more aroused than anything else
when | comb a hand through his curls.

“1 want to stuff my cock in you and make you sit on it the whole movie.” When my
hand glides down his back to grab his ass, his hips reflexively swing away from my
touch but against my body more. Once pressed even closer to me, | can feel his cock
harden through his pants. “Think you can do that for me?’

Bailey doesn’'t say anything. He only takes another deep breath and drops his hands
to start undoing my pants. Maybe | should’ ve seen this coming, given how much he
loves to tease, but | had him pegged for the indecisive and squirmy type. After al, he
literally squirms whenever | try to touch him. My brain can’'t quite process what’'s
happening and I’m waiting for the moment when | call his bluff and he rescinds. He
doesn’'t. Heyanks my pants down just enough for my cock to spring out, then flicks
his eyes back to me.

And this is exactly why | keep a bottle of lube in my car. Don’t judge me. After |
move my seat all the way back and recline more, we both shift around in the limited



space. | end up scooping an arm under his knees and | ease his jeans down just
enough to stroke a finger between his cheeks while he's in my lap. Bailey’s back
leans more into my chest while his breaths come quicker.

“Relax, baby,” | whisper in his ear. “We have so much time to kill.”

Now, when it comes to sex, going slow is not at all something | enjoy. Unless I'm
doing that specifically to torment someone, which is the case right now. The coming
attractions begin, but | don’'t think Bailey even has his eyes open. So | take my time
with him, stroking his hole with more and more lube until | can ease afinger in. And
another. And another. | spend so long on fingering him, | have to pause afew timesto
stroke my cock for the dlightest bit of relief. By the time the opening credits of the
first movie finish, I’'m dripping precum and ready to start.

“I"'m not going to thrust,” | say, unsure if I’m trying to promise him or to remind
myself.

Bailey nods in acknowledgement, so | insert the tip of my cock and lower him onto
me, easing deeper inch by inch. What feels like an eternity later, I'm all the way in
and encased by his warmth. Bailey throws his head back, and | kiss the length of his
neck hard enough to leave marks. His breathing picks up again, so | speak right
against his skin.

“Watch the movie.”

As the minutes tick by, my cock starts to soften intermittently until the slightest jolt
from Bailey wakes it back up. Really, | can and will stay like this the entire time,
until he's either beggingme to fuck him or at least get him to come. Even though he

strugglesto relax, his squirming feels so fucking good.

By the time we're halfway through the movie, I’ ve stroked and sucked about every



inch of him in reach, while he basks in my undivided attention. I’ ve been working up
to his cock, and I’'m on the edge of my seat while | wait for the sound of frustrated
pleasure. The second my hand's close to his balls, Bailey throws his hips back and |
amost lose it between the sudden movement and the pitiful whine he lets out. | circle
my hand to the inside of his thighs instead, and after a few seconds of feeling his skin
shake before | try a second time, he slams his legs shut and jerks back again.

“Bailey.” | drag his name out. “Sit still, baby.”

“Or what?’

“Or I'll clamp down so hard on your floppy little cock you won’'t be getting off at all
tonight.” | slide my hands over the tops of his thighs, savoring the shudder the closer
| move to the inside of his legs to pry them apart. “Y ou're so tight that I’'m going to
come just from you wiggling around.”

“Good,” he huffs,

What?

Bailey grindsin my lap, slowly yet purposefully, and it feels so fucking amazing. My
fingers dig into the flesh of his thighs, but his soft whimpering only makes it all the
better for me. What the actual fuck.

“Bailey, | meanit. I’ll edge you all fucking night and never let you come.”

“l don't want to come.” And he jerks his hips back while he softly pants. “I
wantyouto come.”

Oh, fuck. | may do just that if he keeps it up. He anticipates my hands moving and
wraps his around my wrists, pinning my arms down at my side with ease. Oh, fuck.



Don't get me wrong, him holding me in place while he grinds on my cock feels
amazing,but I’'m not sure if it's enough—which means he succeeds in teasing me,
again. Finaly, | can't hold back the moan building in me and Bailey decides to
release me. My hands seek out skin again and he turns his neck as best he can to find
my lips and steal akiss before separating our mouths with awet smack.

“Make that sound for me again.” And in case he doesn’t know which one, | knead the
tops of histhighs.

He does, and it’s perfect. The whimper of frustration and pleasure, only not the sound
of someone whining to get off but begging for the pleasure to stop. My hands creep to
his hips, pushing myself deeper and rocking him harder. When his hands fly up to
stifle the sound that he makes—something that sounds dangerously close to a sob—I
fucking lose it. | became semi-aware of myself doing myBailey, Bailey, Baileychant
in his ear until his body clenches like a fist—and he' d love nothing more than to slug
me for getting him so close to coming on my cock.

“Comefor meg,” | rumblein hisear.

And he has the audacity to shake his head. | fucking loveit.

“Yes, baby.” | nip at his neck until his breathing becomes uneven and curve my
fingers down the perfect slope of his hips and stomach. Bailey slams backward into
me while my fingers curl and uncurl to stroke the trail of hair leading to what | want
most. “Do it for me.”

Bailey muffles himself so much al that escapes is a groan, but the rest is
unmistakable. His back arches just like last time and he throws his head back more
while he leans into me with twitching muscles. I'm really not so sure I’ ve ever made
anyone come so hard, and his continued whimpering while he literally rides out the
pleasure milks every drop out of my cock. | may even forget how to breathe for a



moment in favor of coming with him instead.

Fuck. With a deep sigh, | kiss his neck one more time. “That wassofucking good.
Have you ever gotten fucked that good in your life?’

Bailey shakes his head and pants, “1’ve never bottomed.”
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“Are al the bottoms fleeing to the city or something? Because there is a distinct
shortage in an already limited pool of options out here.”

Bailey snorts a laugh but says nothing more on the subject. Then the end credits for
the first movie begin to roll.

Chapter seventeen
Cas

WEell, then. Thisis not at all going according to plan. After coming to terms with the
idea that | will not be killing Will anytime soon, | need to go in search of an
immediate outlet for my base urges before | get sloppy. That’s what | carved out my
night to do. Sigh. What a mess.

I’ve seen him before at the farmer’s market and he's never been subtle. He loves to
flirt and has all but asked me out. So when | saw him by chance, sans wife, | took a
chance. | know a sure thing when | come acrossit.

It takes time, and it takes effort, but not so much that the reward becomes
overshadowed. One long shower later, I'm curled up in a nice clean outfit, including
ashirt | stole from Will. Asin, he likely doesn’t know | took it when | saw him, but it
smellsjust like him and | need something to keep me from going berserk.

After spending as much time with Will as | have, I've come to the redlization we
should not work. We are too similar. He likes to top. | like to top. Y et, when I’'m with
him, | findmyself bending to his will and | actually love it. He wants me al to



himself. | want him all to myself. Instead of our neurosis overcoming us, we rev each
other up and feed off it. And then, there's the part of him | glimpsed long ago but
readily dismissed. He's too much like me already, but | need to knowexactlyhow
much. I’'m hoping Cas can get the truth out of him.

Purple Puppy:I’ve missed you, baby.

Purple Puppy:And | need you.

Purple Puppy:When can soon be right now?

Orchid Mantis:When | fedl like it’s going to be a good decision on my part.

Purple Puppy:As opposed to?

Orchid Mantis:Reckless. Maybe dangerous.

Purple Puppy:Y ou make me seem so scary.

Oh, if only he knew.

Purple Puppy:| don’t scare you, do 1?

Orchid Mantis:No. Until now, we've been very compatible. What | need is
reassurance that’s going to extend to when we meet in person.

Purple Puppy:Okay. And what do | need to do to do that?

Orchid Mantis:Give me rea honesty. Tell me everything you think | need to know
and then some.



Purple Puppy:I’ m not typing this out.

I’m about to call him on his shit when the phone rings in my hand. He really is more
careful than | give him credit for sometimes.

“Hey,” he says when | answer. Surprisingly, he sounds normal, but |’ ve also never
spoken to him this early in the day. “If this is about who's going to bottom, | swear |

will if that’swhat it takes.”

“No.” | laugh. “This is more... | need you to give me a preview of what’s going to
happen.”

“Baby.” His voice unexpectedly softens, and that does something entirely new to me.
“I won't do anything you don’'t want. | can't make promises, but | will always
promise that much.”

“ And what will you do to me, consensually?’

“Idedly?

“Sure.”

“Everything you don’t want meto do.”

And fuck, that makes my hair stand on end.
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Will takes a deep breath and I'm starting to think the conversation aone is getting
him going.

“And you still expect me to trust you.” | try to sound irritated but hearing him even
remotely aroused always has the same effect on me.

“Yes.” Hisvoice goes back to light and friendly. “Y ou remember what you told me?”’

| chuckle at an argument he's made before and | give him the same answer. “1’ve told
you alot.”

“Let me put it thisway. | will fuck you bloody if that’s what | want. Is that messed
up? Probably. | don’t deny it, but | also don’t fight it. | know what | want and what |
want more thananythingis knowing that you're letting me do it.”

Good to know he's got some limits. Maybe even more than | can say for myself.
Thinking of this must keep me quiet for too long because he fills the silence.

“Cas, | mean it. I’'m probably always going to want to hurt you, but | would never do
anything without saying so first. Y ou got that, baby?’

“Yeah.” | take a deep breath of pleasure at the very thought, recalling the last time |
saw him. I’ve experienced enough to know he likes it rough, but that’s not really the
problem. Hell, | like killing guys, so I’m in no position to judge. What | need to know
isthat he can match what I’ ve mastered: self-control.

The last time | saw him, | spent the night at his house after our date. Admittedly,



being alone with him and in a situation | potentially can’t control always puts me on
edge. It's a stupid move on my part. And | can’'t stop making those. Even if my
decision-making ability has deteriorated, it's not as much of a problem as my self-
control waning. Because when | had him alone in his bed, as nervous and vulnerable
ashe got me, | didn't feel that way once | swung aleg over him and straddled his lap.
He gobbled up my kisses so greedily he either didn’t notice or didn't care when |
wrapped my hands around his neck, brushing my thumbs near his Adam’s apple. It
would’ ve been so easy for me.

Remembering is enough to get me hard, only | can't say for sure anymore what
excites me most—which is why | attempted to get one urge out of my system for
now. Icanalways kill someone else. It won't be as good as killing Will, but it will
satisfy me temporarily. Icannotenjoy sex with someone else. This has been a tried-
and-true fact long before Will and | evenmet. Keeping him around solely for that
reason seems to make more and more sense every day, but in the back of my mind,
the promise | made to myself keeps resurfacing. Icankill him still. Just not yet. Not
yet.

Soon.

Chapter eighteen

Will

I’ ve been spoiled lately between an amazing night with Bailey on Sunday, followed
by a sleepover with Jess on Monday. I’ ve spoken to Cas every night since then and
I’m dying for the moment he decides to take a leap of faith with me. Since I’ ve got
work early in the morning, | attempt to go to sleep early, but it’s not happening when

| keep thinking of Cas.

Nothing good is ever on TV this late. | grab my phone instead, and the local forum



for our small town has shared another article about another missing person, Jason
Wilton. Not a local, but more than likely a second-homer who liked coming up for
leaf peeping. I’'ve seen him at the farmer's market before. Total closet case and
obviously looking for a May-December romance. Comes with his wife, who either
doesn’t know or doesn’t care that he stares at just about every young guy he crosses
paths with while shopping. Probably skipped town with the first man he found who
wanted a silver-haired Daddy. The guy wasn't terrible looking, so | doubt he had
much of an issue.

I’'m still staring at the photograph attached to the article when my phone vibrates in
my hand. I’ ve got an in-app message and I’'m pleasantly surprised that Cas is awake
still, too.

Orchid Mantis:Remember how | said soon?

Orchid Mantis:Soon is right now.

Purple Puppy:Please believe that in no way do | want to refuse, but is there any way |
can get you to wait alittle over twelve hours?

Orchid Mantis:Y ou don’'t have anything going on after work?

Purple Puppy:1 do.

Purple Puppy:A date.

Orchid Mantis;With who?

Purple Puppy:Not going to tell you that.

And | add a smiley so he can see I’'m only teasing.



Purple Puppy:He' s anice guy. Hewon't mind if | reschedule.

Orchid Mantis:Cancdl.

Well, that wakes my cock right the fuck up. | press my pam into the swelling bulge
at the front of my boxers and watch the texting dots reappear.

Orchid MantisWill you do that? Tell him you're never going out with him again
because there’ s someone else.

Purple Puppy:Yes. Of course, | would.
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Orchid Mantis:Then do it.
Purple Puppy:Consider it done, baby.
| click off the screen and set my phone down on the mattress and roll over to sleep.

The next morning at the farmer’s market is wicked cold. All the leaves changing into
reds, oranges, and browns are proof enough that we don’t have many mornings left at
the market before we' re done for the season. | head over to Bailey’ s stand as soon as |
can, mostly because | know we need to talk. It's not the ideal time or place, but |
don’t want to wait until the last minute. He lights up when he sees me, but | struggle
to return his enthusiasm. As soon as we're done unloading, | pull him off to the side
and around his truck so we're not in the direct line of sight of anyone.

“l need to talk to you.” | can’t find the willpower to drop his hands, so | keep holding
onto him while he gazes adoringly at me. Ugh. So sweet. So much so | almost don’t
think | can go through with this.

“What's up?’ Bailey chirps.

“1 need to cancel tonight.”

“Okay.” He shrugs it off and his smile has yet to falter. “ Something come up?”’
“Yeah, you could say that.” Between deep breaths and reprimanding myself, |

manage to get the rest out. “Listen, Bailey, | like you. Ireallylike you. Like I’ve had a
crush on you since we met last year, but...”



“But...” And the shineisfading. Oh, my fucking heart.

“There’ sthis guy I’ ve been talking to for awhile now and... | think he wants to go all
in. And if he does, | want it too.”

Bailey’s eyes turn down as he considers this, but otherwise his expression remains
neutral. “You love him?’

“Yeah, | think maybe | do.”

“How about me?’

| can only shrug. “I don’t know. | could see it happening with us too, but this guy...
I’ve wanted something with him for a while now. Maybe it works out with me and
him, maybe it doesn’t. I’'m not going to string you along in the meantime.”

“So, it's not like... me and my...” He doesn’t bother to finish, but | don't give him
the chance.

| move my hands to cup his face instead, bringing his lips to mine. My heart races in
my chest whenever Bailey’s involved, but Cas... | need to know if what | feel with
Cas extends to the real world.

When | break our kiss, | keep my face close so | can stare into his eyes while stroking
his cheeks. “No, baby. Probably the hardest thing I've ever had to do, but I’'m not
going to hurt you that way.”

Bailey grins ever so dightly before | let him go.

| take a few steps away, then turn back with one last question for him. “If | fuck
things up with this guy, would you ever give me a second chance?’



“Don’t fuck it up.” And he smiles a Bailey smile this time before turning to continue
working.

| walk back to the farm stand, where Jess is aready setting up the first display. My
stomach sinks so far, it could be below my knees. | want to believe | didn’t just make
the biggest mistake of my life by walking away from a guy that | still want so very
badly, and only because | want Cas. But what if Cas really is Jess? Are my emotions
going to shift immediately? Because | do care about Jess, but | can see myself getting
bored quickly and only hurting him in the long run.

“Hey, what are you doing tonight after the market ends?’ Jess doesn’'t even look
away from the jars he' s stacking.

“I'm... I’ll be seeing someone tonight.”

“You'refucking Bailey, aren’t you?’

“No. Well, | have, but no. It's not Bailey.”

“Don’t lieto me.” And his voice gets extra prickly.

“I'mnot. |... uh, actualy, | just told him that we couldn’t go out again. Until I know
where | stand. And | should probably say the same to you. | think that guy | met
online is going to want more.”

“1 want more,” Jess says with extra emphasis.

“l know.” Fuck, thisis the worst conversation to have at the start of a shift. “That’s

my point exactly. | need to want it, too. And until | meet this other guy and we figure
things out, I’'m not going to know what | want.”
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“Because you want him.”

“Yeah,” | say with a sigh. “I have for a long time. | know you want us to have
something, Jess, and sometimes | do, too. I'm aways going to care about you and
we're aways going to be friends. | just... | need to know where things are headed
with this other guy first. Otherwise, | won't be able to make any decisions.”

“Wow. You almost sound like a responsible adult.”
“Only almost?’ | tease.

Jess resumes his task and doesn’t look at me when he huffs to himself. “Get back to
work.”

The day passes quickly while we work, so | only have time to stop and think once
most of the hustle and bustle of shoppers winds down. After everything's packed up,
I’ ve got my phone out while | wait for Jess to be ready to leave. May as well message
Cas and let him know I’ m done so we can figure out the when and where.

Once | open the app, | see that he messaged me. What the fuck? | don’t remember
getting any notifications. When | check the timestamp, | realize he messaged me
early this morning. | must have passed out with the app open, so the messages went
through and | never got a notification badge.

Orchid Mantis:Y ou don't really have to. Saying you would is enough.

Orchid Mantis:And I’'m actually busy tonight so we'll have to reschedule. I'll be



seeing you real soon.

Purple Puppy:Too late.

And | tack on a displeased and sassy emoji because that’'s exactly how I'm feeling
right now.

Purple Puppy:I’ m starting to think all you really want isto fuck with me, dude.

Purple Puppy:lI’m sure you don’'t give a damn, but I’ ve had a crush on this other guy
longer than I’ve even known you. And | dropped him like a hotpotato, maybe even
hurt his feelings in the process. Just for a chance to be with you.

Purple Puppy:And | know I'm ranting now, but too bad. You asked me to do
something. | did it. Now it’s time for you to put up or shut up. | cut off the only other
people who have given a damn about me. Either we are giving thisatry, or I'll fuck
right off and stop wasting your time.

With a huff, | close the app and shove my phone back in my pocket. This guy. He
gets under my skin too easily. Enough for meto roll over and show my belly, if that’s
what’ll appease him. It's not me. But | can’t figure out how to pull back now. I'm in
too deep and I’m willing to do too much just to have him.

By the time I’'m home, I'm less pissy once | remove my shoes and walk to the living
room so | can collapse on the couch. Let's see if Cas has decided to beg for my
forgiveness. | doubt it. He's got me by the balls and he knows it. Fucker.

Once the app loads, | click on my messages and... our conversation is gone. Welird.
Some kind of glitch? Maybe | |eft the screen open again and accidentally cleared out
my messages. |’ ve deleted whole apps before when | forgot to turn on the screen lock
before pocketing my phone.



No reason to fret. All the usernames get randomly generated for each and every
conversation. Meaning there is likely more than one Orchid Mantis floating around in
the app at any given time. However, the developers were not entirely irresponsible in
terms of anonymity. Every user also gets a numbered user ID upon joining, and that’s
listed on your profile for safety reasons—Iike in case you need to block someone or
report a user or something. And | happen to have Cas's memorized in case of this
exact instance. | enter his number in the friend search and...

User not found.

WEell, obviously, | typed too quickly. | punch the number in the search bar again
and...

User not found.

Okay, maybe it’s time to panic a little. Cas and | never messaged outside the app at
his insistence. | have no other way of getting a hold of him. Time to take this up a
notch on the creeper level. Dig around for my tablet. Download the app. Register
under a different email. Brand spanking new user 1D. Good luck with blocking me
now, asshole. We're too close to the finish line for you to walk away on me like this,
Surely, he got pissed off after my tirade and blocked me. Once | apologize, al will be
well.

After | enter his user number in the search, I'm already crafting the perfect apology
while the little spinning wheel takes itstimeto load and...

User not found.

| can't believe it. | can’t believe after al that he'd cut and run. No. That's not how
thisworks.



Now, everyone reacts to rejection differently. Some people want to devour a pint of
ice cream and a comfort movie while in their pgjamas. Or a shoulder to cry on, who
will lend an ear to their woes. | am the type who decides the night is young, and |
have plenty of rage to release once | find someone to spite fuck. So, I’'ll go and do
just that.

Chapter nineteen

Cas

Not soon. Tonight.

Chapter twenty
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Will

Can't exactly go clubbing in asmall town. And we're so small, we don’t even have a
bar—never mind a gay bar. We do have a bowling alley the next town over and a
steakhouse, both of which the local barflies frequent to get their fix. | consider the
steakhouse since | haven't had dinner, but going to a restaurant aone is too damn
depressing. At the very least, the bowling alley has other entertainment that’s less
pathetic to be seen doing solo.

Jess winds up texting me before | step out the door, saying if | get stood up, he'll
come over. Too sweet. Not in a good way. A tooth-achingly sweet gesture that's
about as pathetic as drinking at a bowling aley after demolishing three separate
prospects in rapid succession. That’s got to be some kind of record.

Not only that, but Cas has done exactly this to me before. And every time Jess
swoops in to save the day. I’'m not falling for it again. Even if Jessisn't Cas... fuck, |
suppose I’ Il never know now.

As soon as | open the heavy glass door, the sound of cracking pins and some kind of
techno pop blasts over the speakers. All the lights are out except a few flashing
colored ones. Sunday night laser bowling. How could | forget? Ugh.

| head to the bar on the other side of the lanes and grab an empty seat on a vinyl stool
with padding as flat as a pancake. The noise carries over from the bowling area, but
it'snot asif the bartender needs to hear much. Only a couple of beers are on draft and
she can easily figure out what | want to order from me simply pointing at the menu.



Stupid fucking laser bowling. All the teens come out, which means the bar is next to
empty, and the adults who drift over this way don’t stay. Instead, they head back to
their dates or friends or whatever. I’'m crinkling the greasy wax paper into a ball and
accepting that | should’ve gone to the steakhouse instead of spending money to sit
alone and drink shitty beer while eating an overpriced fry basket when—a hand on
my back. | turn. It's Bailey. He' s flashing his smile while keeping a hand on me, but |
can't hear a damn thing he's saying while his lips move. | gesture to my ear and he
dlides his hand down to my arm, then tugs me toward the closest exit. Uh, okay.

I’ve already paid my hill, so | throw atip on the counter and spring to my feet. The
second we're outside, my hot breath hits the cold air and makes a perfect cloud while
| exhale in annoyance at myself.

“1 thought you had a date?’ Y ep, he goes there.

“Sodidl.”

“I"'m sorry.” Bailey frowns and takes a step closer.

“It's okay.” | take another breath, only much shakier this time. Thisis not okay. I'm
not okay with this. It's only when | have to explain it to Bailey that the truth smacks
me upside the head. “I may have overreacted and... well, he changed his mind.”
“He'll come around, I'm sure.”

“No.” My bitter laugh sounds more like an unhinged cackle. “He, uh, basically, he
cut all ties with me and | have no other way of getting in contact with him. We were

supposed to meet in person today, but instead, | scared him off. For good thistime.”

“Thistime?”



“Yeah. He's... well, you might get this. He's really private, and he immediately
backed off once he figured out who | was, because he worried | would do the same,
eventualy.”

“But you didn’t?’

“Hardly fucking matters now, does it?” | throw my hands up. “I'll never get to
know.”

“You'rereally torn up about this,” Bailey says, another frown marring his features.
“Yeah.” | hold his gaze. “I really liked you. For even longer than | liked this other
guy. But... | don’t know. Feels like I’ve been holding out for this guy for weeks and
hefinallydecided what he wanted, and we were going to give it ago in the real world.
You were like... something | never expected to happen. | spent the better part of the
year thinking you didn’t even know my name. So when | finally had the opportunity
to get closer, | jumped at the chance. But | never meant for things to play out this
way, Bailey. And | feel like shit after you put yourself out there for me.”

“It'sokay.” He smiles, only barely. “I take it you don’t have any plans?’

13 NO.”

“Well, just so happens my date canceled on me, too.” My face flushes and he
snickers. “Let’'s get out of here.”

“And go where?’

“Movie?’

| pull out my phone to look at the clock, then quickly check the showtimes online.



“The next one isn't for another forty-five minutes or so. We'll have to hang around
and wait a bit.”

“Come back to my place.”

| a@most think | don’t hear him right.

“I"ve got all the good streaming apps,” he says, getting quieter with each word.

“Sure. Yes. Of course,” | babble. “And listen, | meant what | said about wanting to be

friends. | know | haven't been very...friendly, but if one good thing can come out of
thismess, | want that to be us becoming friends. Okay?’
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“Sounds good to me.”

After we both walk to our vehicles, | follow Bailey out to his place. I've never
actually seen the house aside from pictures. That's how far back from the road his
home is set on the property. After a dlightly bumpy and twisty ride down a driveway
long enough to be a private road, we reach our destination. He parks in the pebble
driveway near the front porch and there’'s more than enough space to leave my
vehicle beside his.

“Nice place,” | say upon exiting my car. He's got a two-story farmhouse that’s
definitely older than both of us combined, but in great shape still.

Bailey thanks me and | do not mention the whole “you had me drop you at adifferent
address last time” bit. Bringing me hereis clearly a huge leap of faith on his part, and
I’m not going to make him even more nervous. We climb creaking wooden steps to a
screen door and Bailey walks right in to an open floor plan. He's got a modern
farmhouse meets log cabin interior. Except the furnishing appears more logical and
less homey, asif intentionally following a stylish trend.

“Didn’t realize the honey business was so lucrative,” | mumble.

“It’ s not. Paysthe hills, though.” Bailey takes his coat off and hangsit by the door.

“That’ s such arich person thing to say.”

“Not rich. I'm—"



“1 swear, if you say comfortable, I'm slugging you.” | laugh and he chuckles with me.
“Okay. I'll be upfront. | got lucky. A young couple bit off more than they could
chew, and halfway through renovations they moved back to the city. Bank foreclosed
and | got this place for a steal. But | also worked my ass off from the time | was
thirteen and hoarded about every penny of it for thisto happen.”

| hum and take off my shoes by the door and follow him over to a couch set in front
of awide flatscreen. “ So, what do you want to watch?’ Bailey asks while he grabs the
remote.

“There’'s a new thriller streaming that | wanted to see.” Actually, horror, but I’'m not
sure he will agree if | say so. We spent the entirety of the last one making out, so |
never got to enjoy him curling into me out of fear. I’m despicable, | know.

“Okay,” Bailey readily agrees.

“And I’ ve got another one of those ideas,” | say with a smile, eyeing all the furniture
he has to divide the space.

“Oh?’ Bailey chuckles. “Am | allowed to know this time, or do | have to endure
another surprise?’

“Was the last one so bad?’

“No.” He smiles. “I trust you.”

“Good, but I'll tell you anyway, because I'll need help.” | take his hand in mine.
“Any chance you’ d want to build a blanket fort?’

Bailey suppresses his surprise and still fails terribly to convince me when he says,



“What... uh... what makes you think I’d want to do something like that?’

“Fortsare fun.” | shrug. “Not to mention cozy. And sometimes romantic.”

“ And make popcorn?”’

“Sure! Why not?’ | thread our fingers together while gazing into his eyes, and he
lights up brighter than a galaxy of stars. | don’t think I'll ever get tired of seeing
Bailey happy. Likereally and truly happy and not just a charismatic and charming
customer-service type fagade he puts on all the time. The kind of happiness where he
doesn’t stop to think about it or how he should react.

Over the next hour, we get building. Bailey drags out a mattress pad for the floor and
uses some extra thick blankets for even more padding. He gives me a whole stack of
sheets and clips to construct the sides and roofing. Soon we've got an excellent fort
made, with enough space for both of us to comfortably sit or even lie down if we
prefer. Bailey goes to the kitchen to make popcorn on the stove with real butter while
| lean back against some pillows we brought inside our cozy hideaway and flick
through the new releases. The only light comes from the television until Bailey’'s
silhouette cuts across the screen. He sets a large bowl down first, then crawls in the
fort to snuggle beside me. Oh boy. | hand over the remote and he presses play without
any reservations before tossing it down between us.

Maybe thirty minutes into the movie, when it’s undeniable we're watching a horror
flick, | get the reaction from him that I'd hoped for. Bailey’s arm coils around my
waist while he presses himself into me, not hiding his face but burying himself closer
for security. | dip a hand beneath the hem of his shirt, comforting him while gently
tracing his spine with my fingers. A small sigh escapes and he stays relaxed, which is
a pleasant surprise, considering he's proved himself to be hit or miss with physical
contact. Or maybe | should say, he can’'t always decide if he wants to agree with his
body or keep fighting the pleasure he' s feeling. And tonight, he's agreeable.



Bailey eases into my touch and sinks closer and closer until his lips brush my neck.
Maybe he redlly is hiding now. I’m about to ask him if he's okay when | realize how
close my hand is to the gap at the back of his jeans. I'm expecting a whimper whenl
plunge my hand inside. His body snaps closer to me as usual, except he's rock hard
now and the sound he emits is more of a groan of sexual frustration than anything
else. His hips rock against me again, and he sighs right in my ear from the friction,
making my cock swell, too.

Without an exchange of words, Bailey pivots and swings a leg over me. His hips roll
against me with sudden urgency while he brings his lips to mine. All of that feels
impossibly good: having him so close, his tongue probing my mouth, and my cock
grinding at the rigid bulge at the front of his jeans. The desire igniting in him plays
out like the stuff of my fantasies.

Bailey gets harder with each thrust of his pelvis against me until he works himself up
so much he pants into the sliver of space between our lips. Hisfingers creep up to my
nape, curling inward when he finds nothing to grab then settling on either side of my
neck. A thumb strokes up my throat from my clavicle, and all of a sudden, I’ ve never
wanted anything as badly as I’ ve wanted to fuck Bailey. He whimpers in the way |
love so much when | grab a tight fistful of his hair, sending shivers of excitement
through us both. He' s always had that effect on me. And now that | have this much of
him, | only want more. Maybe Bailey has wanted more, too.

Bailey tears at my clothes and I’'m more than happy to oblige, as is he when I'm
fumbling with his belt. I’'m about to ask if we should head to the bedroom when |
decide | can't even wait that long. Floor will do.

As soon as | get his jeans off, | nudge him back onto the padding and blankets
beneath us, then bury my face between his thighs. His back instantly arches in
response, but he keeps his legs open for me this time. | want to lick every bit of him
and then some, until he's writhing for more. His thighs jump when | wrap a hand



around each one, amost the way someone does when ticklish. Instead of more
squirming, he settlesmomentarily before releasing a sharp breath when | drag my
tongue across his hole.

Just when I'm internally lamenting a lack of lube potentially limiting our options,
Bailey claws toward his pants then gives up and frantically points. | take the hint and
reach his jeans for him and—would you look at that. Travel size lube stashed in a
front pocket. Someone wants to getfucked, and he came prepared.
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Once I'm shoving fingers in him, he's eerily quiet. Not protesting, but only barely
panting the entire time. 1’ve never taken so much time fingering someone, and it's
only because | want him collapsing into pleasure instead of fighting it. My finger
grazes the most sensitive areas inside him, but he doesn’t give me more than a needy
whine. Okay, not going to worry about that. Can’t expect everyone to be a screamer,
and the times we’ ve been together he' s never been loud.

“Can | fuck you, Bailey?’ | am really hoping the answer is yes, considering the point
we're at.

“Yes,” hewhispers. “Please.”

Normally, I'd just fuckinggo. Fuck him to the point of tears and then some. But it's
Bailey. So I’'m doing everything in my power to suppress the urge to push him past
his limits, because that’s aimost always what | want. Instead, | try to be... gentler.
Not gentle per se, but my equivaent: going slower and moving more carefully. His
soft panting picks up while | tease him with the tip of my cock, but there are no
complaints when | ease past the resistance of his body. Slowly, | bury my shaft all the
way into him inch by inch while he's gasping. Everything seems good until a few
thrusts in when | lower myself down against him. Bailey bucks his hips and squirms
against me like he wants to get away. And I'm starting to worry he’s not into it. But
fuck me and my fucked-up brain, because him struggling so much under me only
makes it better for me.

“Bailey, breathe—" | whisper.

But | don't get a chance to spit the rest of my comforting words out. Bailey’s about



the same size as me—so not huge but not lacking muscle either—and yet, damn me
for underestimating him still. He clamps down on me and throws us sideways. Before
| can even register what he's doing, Bailey wrestles me onto my back and sits with
his legs on either side of me. I've never really had the tables turned on me, and the
unexpected outcome is araging fear boner.

Despite the arousal, | react close to the same way as he did, thrashing to get out from
under him while he sits on me like an expert bull rider refusing to be thrown. Until
Bailey tires of my fighting, and swings his hand back to smack me across the face so
hard my ears ring and... that really shouldn’t excite me even more, but does it ever
send white-hot desire through my veins. I’'m too stunned to do anything more than
stare up at him. Bailey ssmply smirks down a me, only one half of his face
illuminated by the soft glow of the television.

His hand moves back to stroke my shaft with one tortuously slow pull before lining
up and shifting backward onto my cock again. My mouth is still hanging open once
he's riding me like our lives depend on it. Then both his hands slide up my chest,
reuniting near my neck before his thumbs simultaneously graze my throat again.
Bailey’ s panting builds harder and faster than ever before while he hovers above me
until he moves one hand to drop his weight. He leans his face down to mine, kissing
me frantically and then...

A single soft moan glips past his lips and right into my ear like he’s planting it there.
I’ve never heard him moan before. And that’s all | need for the realization | should’ ve
had long ago to come crashing into me.

It's him.

“Oh, fuck. Cas,” | gasp.

He moans harder at the sound of his name, and that’s all the confirmation | need.



With renewed fervor, | kiss his shaking lips until he pulls away and sits upright again.
Clearly, we need to work on a compromise. | don’'t want him so far away from me
and he obvioudly doesn’'t want to be under me. We can and will make this work, so
help me.

With my hands on his hips, | shift him back farther and sit up, then throw him off my
lap altogether. He comes right back, but doesn’t fight when | clamp onto his arm and
twist to get him to turn his back to my chest. Cas hooks an arm around the back of my
neck and squats back on top of me, and | wrap my free hand under his thigh to keep
him there. We're pressed so close his entire body drags against mine when he moves,
and | can kiss him the entire time. My other hand no longer needs to pin him in place,
so | brush across his torso, since I’'m content to let him treat me like a warm dildo.
He' s so into this and for once, that’s all | need.

So much so, when | hear the telltale moans of him getting close to coming, my cock
recognizes a sound it knows all too well and twitches while still in him. Our mouths
break apart while we're breathing hard but | still manage to whisper, “I’m so close.
Take me with you.”

And if that isn't the most beautiful sight I've ever seen: him glistening dightly from
beads of sweat and in sheer bliss while fucking himself with my cock—and moaning
my name the entire time. When his hole clenches down on my cock, he's got me
groaning his name on repeat, too.

Right when my orgasm hits, his head throws all the way back and spurts of cum erupt
from his cock to cover him. Does it ever feel amazing to have my pulsing cock in
him, and to see him come so hard from a good, rough fuck and nothing more. Best of
al, the man leaning back against me is most certainly Cas.

“You sneaky fucker,” | say, setting his leg down and moving to ruffle my hand
through his perfect hair.



“Are you surprised?’ His ragged breathing interrupts his question and | can’'t believe
| didn’t hear the similarity sooner.

“l don’'t know,” | say. “All | know isit feels too good to be true.”

He snorts.

“Baby, you don’t evenknow. | was obsessed with a guy who didn’t even notice me,
until I found the perfect guy and moved on, only to pull my crush finally and... now

they’re literally the same person.”

“1 noticed you.” His thick voice drips across me while he speaks right in my ear.
“And | wanted you.”

“Then why didn’t you...” | can’t finish that thought when the question seems foolish
when spoken. Between what he’s told me and what I’ ve witnessed firsthand, | can see

how dating may be an issue for him.

“Even after you admitted you likedme, | wasn’t so sure you likedBailey. | thought so,
but | wasn’'t completely sureand | don’t like unknowns,” he says.

“That’s another thing,” | exclaim. “How the hell does one get Cas out of Bailey? It's
almost as bad as getting Dick out of Richard.”

“Well, that... uh...” He blushes a bit. “Bailey is my middle name and what | use
professionally. Casper is my legal first name.”

“Well, Bailey Beedoeshave a certain ring to it.” | sigh. “And | wouldn’t blame you
for not wanting to be totally honest right away.”

“Everything | told you has been true.” He shifts to rest his head on my shoulder while



still holding on to me. “But there' s still alot you don’t know.”

“That’s okay,” | whisper, kissing his head. “Plenty of time to figure more out.”
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“Isthere?’ He snorts again.
Something about his attitude irks me, so | ease him back onto the floor and swiftly
pin him under me so we're nose to nose. “I mean it. There’ s no getting rid of me now.
Not when | finally have what | want. Y ou’ remine, baby.”
“Sounds like someone' sfallenin love,” he says with a smirk.
“No. Y ou fucking came along and tripped me.”
| claim his lips in a kiss again, savoring the sound of him moaning into my mouth.
Seems like now that | know who he is, he’s not bothering to hold back. Neither am I,
With him right where | want him, | kiss down his neck and leave a trail of marks, all
while slowly grinding my hips into his so our cocks brush. He reacts better to the
friction than he ever has to being touched, but | still pull that sweet, tortured sound
out of him.
“Fuck,” he whimpers.
Y ep. Perfect. Almost asif he were made for me.
Chapter twenty-one

Cas

Itell myself the night is young. There is still time. | can change my mind. Never
before have | felt the need to talk myself into what | think | want. Now all | need to



do isadmit to myself what | want has changed.

Going on that first date with Will is a mistake | can’'t take back. | know—nhindsight
and all that. For some reason, | convince myself that because I’'m not normal, | really
can get someone out of my system. And for the past few weeks, all I’ ve been thinking
about is meeting Will so he can dick me down. Once that happens, I'll be able to
decideif it wasn't so great that | need to keep him around, or that once is enough for
me. And | am incredibly wrong about both.

Twelve hours after bringing him home, and we've done little more than have sex
repeatedly then sleep, only to wake and start all over again. We haven't even left the
fort, but sleeping on the floor isn’t bad at all with the thin mattress and thick blankets
beneath us. | still don’t think | can pry myself upright after lying down for so long.
My body feels as if moss and grass have grownover me and | don’t have the strength
to rip up the roots of the overgrowth just so | can move. | am sore, and exhausted, and
| tell myself those two things are what's kept Will aive. | can't be bothered to do
anything more than lie here right now.

“1 have the whole day off,” Will whispers before planting a kiss on my temple. His
fingers curl at the lowest point of my back, then he smirks when | groan and sink
further down next to him.

“1 should get up though,” | grumble.

“Should. Not must,” he teases.

Will’sright. | check the bees twice a day, literaly just walk the property and look for
any potential problems around the hives. And this time of year, | make sure everyone
has fresh water and something to eat, just in case. The bees aren’t going to know or
care if |1 go out later, and really, I'm alot more attentive than necessary. Most hives
can go up to two weeks without any human interference.



“How about a compromise, hmm?’ Will rolls and takes one of my handsin his. “We
get up. We bathe. I'll feed you. Y ou get to feel productive.”

“How isthat a compromise?’

“ After that, you're allmine.”

| roll my eyes, but he’'s managed to make me smile. Which is weird, because
normally that’s a practiced gesture, but | don’t even have to think about it this time.
So much falsinto place naturally with Will and | don’t get it.

Will’s unabashedly staring at my cock while his hand glides down the trail of hair
below my navel. Try as | may, | end up twitching and he stops, stroking upward to

my abs instead.

“You really don’t like that, hun?” Will mumbles. He' s watching me but also seems to
be deep in thought while speaking.

“Not really, no.”

“Why?’

| shrug, since | can’'t realy say. Maybe I’'ve got fucked-up nerve endings, or it's
something psychological, or I’'m truly abnormal in every sense.

“You realy like being touched, though.” He runs a hand through my hair as if to
prove his point and fuck him, because | move my head to follow the path of his hand
as he does. “And you definitely enjoy friction on your cock. | bet you'd get off from a
good frot.”

“Maybe.” | won't hold my breath, but he’s made miracles happen before.



“What don’t you like about it?’

“It's... you know how sometimes a light touch is pleasant, and other times it tickles
and makes you shiver? It' s like that, only | get the overstimulated feeling most of the
time. And it doesn’t bother me when I’'m doing the touching because it's more like
trying to tickle myself. The downside being, it doesn’'t often feel good enough to
orgasm, either. I’ve got to be really turned on, preferably fucking something. Or
someone. Still no guarantee.”

“Mmmmmm, then you must’ ve been extremely turned on last night.”
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Yes. Not saying it aloud, but yes, | don’t think I’ve ever been as horny in my entire
life as | was last night. | literally had Will right where | wanted him, when what |
wanted changed for the first time ever. All the soreness and grogginess today is so
worth it because until I met Will, I had given up on enjoying sex, never mind coming
multiple timesin asingle night.

“And you thought being bored out of your mind made you a good top.” Will moves
on to tracing up my throat to my chin. “1 did say I’d turn you into a bottom even if it
killed me.”

| roll my eyes. Maybe he's onto something here, but this feels like the gay statement
all over again. Not sure it countsif I’ve never considered it before and | never would
again. Not for anyone elsg, that is.

“Y ou get what you get.”

“I've never met anyone so committed to coming hands free. Makes you
theperfectbottom.” Hislips curl into a mischievous smile.

| throw aleg over him and trap him closer to me. When he moves to set his hand on
my thigh, | smack him away.

“And a bratty bottom, too. | should start calling you BB instead of baby.”
“You are soridiculous,” | laugh.

“Coming from the man who called me PP. At least | made it cute.” He pulls my chin



to his face and plants akiss on my lips.

“Y ou’ re making me sound obnoxious.”

“You kind of are.” He creeps his hand up my leg, al while staring at me. “You're so
defiant, you' d rather deny yourself what you want, so long as it means not giving me
what | want, too.”

That may be accurate, but we're not going there right now. “What do you think |
want right now?’

“Doesn’'t matter,” Will teases. He runs his hand along my side and smiles when my
skin shudders. “I can tell you what’ s going to happen, though.”

“What' s that, then?”’

“We are going to keep doing this thing and be together. Andyouare going to
givemeeverything | want.”

“Someone sounds confident,” | chuckle. And I'll admit, it's somewhat endearing
when | could choke the life right out of him if | could be bothered to try. | just don't
want to yet.

“I’ve already won, baby. | got you.” He's got a sly grin while he speaks, bringing his
lips only a breath away from mine. “ Just a matter of time before | get the rest.”

We actually manage to leave the fort later that morning. Not right away, because Will
is forever determined to love on me and | don’t hate it. If anything, | like it so much
more than I’d ever want to admit. Not only the kissing, but the constant petting and
holding on to one part of me or another. The man constantly overwhelms me in every
sense of the word.



And maybe that’s because the dlightest wave of astonishment washes over me when
what | want changes again. Will unknowingly calms me right down and | tell myself
what | have been for the last few weeks. | can change my mind at any time in either
direction. Except, the last few times that urge appeared, | didn’twantWill. Going this
long has left me as desperate as when you're so horny you're about ready to fuck
anyone, but you still havesomeset of preferences. Y et even when Will isright in front
of me, and | feel myself itching to give his throat a hand necklace, my brain skips
over theidea asif I’ve somehow lost interest. Maybe | have. llikehow Will treats me
like no one else exists in his world. Maybe even more so than my default method for
achieving that feeling in the past. What the fuck.

We head to my bathroom right after and Will lets out a low whistle that echoes off
the walls. Okay, | admit, it's areally nice bathroom. I’'m weirdly specific about alot,
and this is one of those things. | made sure when | remodeled that | started with the
bathroom because if | ran out of money | wanted this done even more than the
kitchen or bedrooms.

Giant shower, with multiple shower heads to accommodate standing or sitting. Giant
window that takes up the entire wall because it's my fucking property. No one's
seeing me naked but the wildlife and they don’'t give a damn. A large square tub
made of natural stone running the length of the window and encased in the plank
floor, making it accessible with a set of stairs.

“Nice onsen.”

Clearly, I make some kind of expression because Will scoffs at me.

“What? | told you I’'m cultured. | know an onsen when | see one.”

“Yeah, | just, uh...” And | don’'t even know how to communicate that | honestly
believed he wouldn’t have the dlightest clue what | was going for here, never mind



the actual word.

“l getit. You think I'm stupid.”

“No,” | quickly disagree.

“It's okay. It’s the good looks. Doesn’'t seem fair to be this attractive and intelligent.”
He winks.

Fucking tease.

| start the water for the tub first, then we rinse off all the yuck of sweat and sex in the
shower before walking over, still dripping and cool, to climb into the scalding hot
water. So nice. And of course, because it's Will, he hardly has a hand off me the
entire time. And because it's me, | bask in the constant attention.
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“Hell yes, the water is lava,” Will says when he climbs in after me. He lets out a
pleased sigh. “I swear, you only get more perfect with each passing moment.”

| snort and shake my head. Oh, if only he knew. And he never will. Until | change my
mind, and then it will be too late for him, anyway.

“C’ mere, baby.” Will opens up his arms and | slosh through the water over to him.
“It’s cute how you get impressed so easily.”

“I’m not impressed,” | grumble. Maybe a smidge. Not admitting it.

“Then impress me. Tell me something.”

“ About what?’

“Anything. Any kind of weird little trivia that comes to mind. Maybe some quirky
shit from when you were a kid. Like right upuntil | was a preteen, | used to find a
way to peel everything | ate.”

| shrug.

“Aw, ¢’'mon.”

“I... don’t know.”

“How do you not know?’



I’d repeat myself, but rather than risking an infinite loop of questions, | give him the
best answer | can. “It’s sort of ... not there.”

“Like, you can’t remember your childhood?’

| shrug again. “That implies | forgot. It feels more like it never happened. It's just...
blank.”

“Shit,” he mumbles. After a minute or so of holding onto me and stroking my arm, he
changes the subject. “Tell me something about bees.”

“You don’'t want to hear that,” | chuckle to myself.

“Yes, | do.”

“No, you—"

“1 do,” he says with the forceful voice that never fails to send a shiver through me. “I
like how excited you get about the stuff that interests you.”

WEell, that’ s embarrassing enough for me to keep my mouth shui.

“Anything.” He softens right back to a whisper before kissing my neck once and
resuming his affectionate stroking up to my shoulders.

“Okay.” Probably going to regret this. No one cares to hear about this shit. Ever. |
suppose Will is the type who needs to learn the hard way. “Nothing keeps farmed

bees in manmade hives. They chooseto stay.”

“Why isthat?’



“No one redly knows. They could leave and make their own hive, but they don't.
Maybe they realize that if they are willing tomake a sacrifice, they can stay
somewhere safer. Someone will take care of them. You'relike... their god.”

“1 can see why that might appeal to someone.”

| huff.

“What? | can barely motivate myself enough to pay my bills on time. I’d make a
shitty higher entity to the legion who depended on me. You're clearly more
responsible.”

“You make it sound as if I'm the only thing standing between life and death for
mostly self-sufficient animals. | think you could handleit.”

“Nope. I've only got enough in me to take care of one other person, but do arealy,
really good job at it.” And if there were any doubt at all in my mind what he meant,
he kisses the top of my head.

Okay. Well. That was kind of sweet, but | can’'t be fawning all over him and
maintaining this level of interest. | need to pull back some. If | continue being
nothing but honest with him, I'll risk telling him everything.
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Chapter twenty-two

Will

“What?’ Cas huffs.

He does a great job of acting displeased. But he has tells. And | am finding more and
more each time I’'m with him. | kinda love it. Both that | can see through him and
how much he enjoys himself around me.

“You look so cute right now,” | sigh.

He squints asif I’m a crazy person, and maybe | sortaam, but | can’'t help it. | am so
fucking in over my head with this man and | would do anything for him.

“I’m only eating pancakes, Will.”

“1 know. But you're so cute while you do it. Especially since | made those pancakes
just for you.”

Cas smirks and stabs another piece. “You just like seeing me stuff my mouth with
something of yours.” And then he does just that, shoving the fork past hislips.

Fuck. Me.

Perfect man. I’d make him my sugar daddy, only we've established he’'s younger.
He's clearly better off, though. Mr.Comfortable lives in a half-a-million-dollar home,



which is worth six times that when taking into account all the other buildings and
property. | know, because I’ ve seen his home estimate on real estate websites, and the
surrounding houses.

And he has got a nice fucking kitchen but with like nothing in it. Someoneisclearly a
minimalist and doesn’t cook for shit, either. Likely he can, since he made the
popcorn. Y et so much of the house seems barren. Where the fuck are the spices, my
dude?

Thankfully, dutifully caring for my man includes impressing him with my abilities.
Not that I'm a stellar chef, but when you're broke as fuck and everything you can
afford tastes like shit, you learn really fast how to make it taste as good as possible
while still coming in under budget.

Unsurprisingly, Cas has a lot more of one item that | consider humanly necessary.
Honey. Very obviously made by him and not only here for storage. He says he mostly
uses this area as a test kitchen for the various new products he imagines, so whileit’s
all technically edible, it's meant for various purposes.

And then, there's the honey shrine. | don't know what else to cal it. It's not a
flickering candle with dripping wax and a creepy portrait at the center kind of shrine.
I’m not sure what else to call a shelf with rows of perfectly spaced and individually
labeled jars. All honey and nothing else.

“Honey never goes bad. Not if you take care of it.”
Cas has caught me staring and the poor guy struggles enough as it is. | don't want
him to think it's weird. Eccentric? Sure. But | stand by what | said. Anyone who

makes someone el se feal bad about their interests is an asshole.

“Kindalike relationships.” | catch his eye and he smiles.



“1 suppose.” His temporary amusement fades and he starts pushing his food around.
“That's also why | don’t justgivehoney away. Though | do make specia ones,
sometimes.”

“Like the ones you gave me?’

“No.” He sighs. “Not premium batches. More like intentionally crafted. Each one for
a specific person.”

“Someone you care about?’

“Yeah.” And his eyesflick over to his honey shrine, then back to me.

“Where's my custom honey?’

He chuckles at my wide smile and shakes his head. “None for you.”

“Rude. | earned it.”

“Not yet.” He breathes an even deeper sigh and | can't tell if he'sirritated with me or
what. “Will, where do you think all these hypothetical people are now?’

| shrug.

“They’re not here, are they?”’

“Cas,” | say when the realization hits me.
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He takes another heavy sigh and goes back to stabbing his food. “If you fuck me
over, I'll make somein your honor. Kinda hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

“It won't.”
And herolls his eyes.

“I"'m telling you. | wasn’'t kidding when | said you’ re mine now. If you want to get rid
of me, you're going to have to kill me. Until then, lownyou, baby.”

Now,thatmakes him smile.

At the sametime, | can’t help thinking about one of the first things he told me. “What
happened to your last boyfriend?’

“He died.”

“I know. How?’

“Henri was murdered.”

Well, shit. Don’t | feel like the biggest asshole now, especialy after the joke | just
made. So even though | want to ask when andwhere and all sorts of details, | keep my

trap shut. No wonder the poor guy is so paranoid about letting peoplein.

| gesture for him to come here and he does, straddling my lap with his feet on the
floor. Cas reminds me of an animal that got hit one too many times, who'’ll bump up



against your hand for affection then flinch from the contact if you move too suddenly.
He eases into my touch when | wrap my arms around him, and | have to say, gaining
his trust bit by bit feels so much more rewarding. There's still the whine and the
automatic roll of his hips when | plunge my hand down the back of his shorts, but the
rest of him doesn’t pull away. He buries himself deeper against me, panting against
my lips while our faces almost touch until he can’t take me rubbing and grabbing his
ass anymore. Cas steals a kiss, humming with pleasure against my mouth. His lips
taste so sweet from breakfast. AlImost as sweet as him.

| get to spend the entire day with Cas, which is amazing. Is that too much too soon?
Probably. But I'm a possessive fuck who wants to dominate everything about him,
including histime, and he loves the attention. Like | said, we' re made for each other.

After breakfast, we retreat to his bedroom, which is as impressive as the rest of his
house. Even more impressive is how | resist pinning him to the bed and fucking him
the minute we enter, because all | can think about is the nights he took my calls while
in this very room. Most impressive is how he winds up being the one to climb on top
of me the second he gets me on his bed.

Getting me horny is a dangerous thing. And while I'm sure the state he’s in isn't
unbearable, he's got to be sore today. The last thing | should do is fuck him, least of
al the way | wantto. However, | very much get the sense he'll let me if | try. The
reason being, it's not what he wants theleast. The last thing he wants is me touching
his cock, so guess what we'll be doing?

With Cas still perched on top of me, | wrap my hands around his hips, which snap in
my direction. Seeing a guy get turned on is always sexy, but with Cas, knowing that’s

wholly dependent on me and nothing else makes my cock swell.

“What have you got for toys?’ | whisper.



“Why?" Cas sounds amused, but he's also not jumping off my lap and running.

“I"ve got an idea.” Herolls his eyes, but before he can say more, | cut him off. “Trust
me.”

Cas shifts begrudgingly, but he points to the nightstand, anyway. | can reach from
here. Good to know he'll let me rifle around in his drawers. Not that | really need to
because the guy isorganized, which really doesn’t come as a huge surprise but it’s
still funny to think of someone being that anal.

There isn’t much in here but | don’t need variety. | know what I’m looking for and |
find it. First, lube. Cas raises a brow, and he's laughing at me when | drizzle it down
his shaft like I'm saucing a hotdog. And since he's plopped back down to perch on
top of me, | drip quite abit onto myself. A small sacrifice.

“How turned on are you?’ | ask him.

“Enough.” Such a brat.

“Enough to fuck something?’ And before he can respond, | slide the fleshy tube over
his cock and hold it there.

It appears I've taken him off guard, but still in a good way. Cas gasps from the
immediate pleasure, bucking back to the few slow strokes I’ ve given him. | figure the
toy would be a good compromise, since he can’'t feel my hand on him even if I'm the
one holding it. He leans even more into me while he thrusts forward, simultaneously
letting his head roll back.

“Doesit fedl good, baby?’ | ask, despite knowing the obvious answer.

Cas ssimply nods, and he' s already begun moaning.



“Then let me stick minein, too.”

His head snaps back forward, visually digesting what I’ ve said.

“You'll only feel my cock on yours,” | whisper. “Can you do that for me, baby?’

Cas drops down lower and smirks with his face right above mine. “I’m not moving
from here.”
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“You will if I want you to.” | take his chin and pull him closer for a kiss. “But |
don’t.”

His only response is another moan when | slam the toy back toward his pelvis before
pulling it forward again and lining up my cock. As soon as | push into the tight space
with him, his hips lift completely off me for the briefest moment, but he stays put
otherwise. Which means | get to enjoy his legs shaking so hard he's practically
vibrating atop me—all while he pants.

Cas swoops down again, bringing his mouth to mine and wasting no time at all. His
tongue slides along my lips and | let him right in, so he's dipping into my mouth as
soon as he starts thrusting. And since he's enjoying this way more than | could’ve
hoped, | push back with the toy and glide against our cocks together. Cas shivers and
whines to the point it's almost impossible to tell if he's enjoying himself or not. |
make the next stroke tortuously slow for me, but Cas moans hard before claiming my
mouth again.

All | have to do next is grab a fistful of his hair in my other hand for his muscles to
begin to twitch. He' s so close already. With afew more strokes, his moans shift into a
groan... then a growl. He stops moving and plunks his head down beside mine with
an aggravated sigh. Someone's not happy. | pull his face back to mine and whisper
his name. He looks right at me.

“I’m supposed to be the one who gets to edge you, brat. Stop stealing my job,” |
tease.

He snorts, but he smiles before he hangs his head back down.



Uh, nope. | rip his face right back up and I’ [l hold him there if that’s what it takes to
get him to look at me. | swear, this man has tapped into awell of patience | couldn’t
have even begun to fathom going this deep. Most people get off so easily, so | don’'t
feel bad at all about getting my way. With Cas, I’m tormenting him theentiretime and
| know it. Yet without me, there’s no relief either. It's an insane amount of control to
have over a person.

| thrust up against him rather than move my hand. “That feels so good, baby,” |
whisper. “Your cock against mine. Just like | wanted.”

Cas pants and his rigid shaft brushes even more against mine.

“Move with me. Now.”

Goosebumps erupt across his skin and he moans hard from my next thrust, which
brings me dangerously close to the edge. Still, he rocks with me. Slowly at first, then
faster while actually thrusting. Once he gets shaky again, | start Ssamming the toy
back over our cocks and he lets out that whimper my fucked-up brain adores.

“Cas, look at me,” | say. As soon as his gaze focuses on me again, he shudders and |
gasp in return. “Do you want it, baby?’

“Yes, please,” he chokes.

“Then | don’t careif you don't likeit.”

And just in case he doesn’'t know what 1 mean, | move my hand even faster. Cas
immediately whines and lifts, receding from the pleasure like one would from pain.
Maybe | should keep a hand in his hair, but instead | take the chance and caress the
length of his body to his hip, then circle back to trace his spine. Cas leans into my
touch, but when | cup his ass, he whimpers enough to make me regret not fucking



him. | dig my hand into his skin andcling tight, pulling him even more toward me
with each thrust, just like when we're fucking, which is exactly what I’m thinking
about while using the toy.

| can feel myself right there, and it’s taking more out of me to hold back than let go
right now, but | don’t want to give. Maybe that makes me stubborn, too. Rather than
get off, | want to see Cas give me what | want and I’m prepared to keep at it al night
if that’swhat it takes. Thank fuck it doesn't.

Cas shifts to a moan so suddenly, | think even he's taken by surprise. Mere seconds
later, his cock pulses against mine and | am done for. He's groaning so hard, anyone
might think 1I’'m killing him—almost like how laughing and sobbing can sound
indistinguishable if there's no context. He drops his head down by my shoulder right
after, and he stays put, yet he also can’t seem tostopmoving while his body shivers.
Definitely an intense experience for the both of us.

| wrap my arm around him while | hug him close to me, and I'm rewarded with that
feeling of him tunneling himself even closer while my fingers play with the hair at
the back of his head.

“You did so good, baby,” | whisper.

Then | plant a kiss on his temple. Normally, | pet him too, but I’m not so sure he can
handle that right now, so I'm not risking it. Instead, | slide the toy toward myself as
gently as possible and off us entirely, then set it down. With my other hand free, | can
hug him properly, and his lower haf steadily drops down until he's resting
completely against me.

“1 love you so much.” | sigh against his skin before my next kiss. “Y ou know that?’

Cas nods.



“Good.”

Lots of people are into shit like spanking, or choking, or even much heavier stuff,
but... | figured out long ago there’'s more than one way to skin a cat. And if you
happen to enjoy hurtingsomeone—and | meanreallyhurting them—qgiving them a
good smack feels unimaginative at best. After all, bruises heal and go away.

If you want toreallydo some damage to someone, you' re going to kick around in the
darkest corners of their mind. And | may have indulged this desire... on occasion...
but | don’'t think I’ ve ever come as close to mentally snapping someone as | did Cas.
Holy hell, | hope | haven't left him permanently traumatized. Maybe | go about this
irresponsibly, but | never claimed to be otherwise. Actualy, I’'m usually saying the
exact opposite.

Cas stays perched on me for so long, | assume he fell asleep until his face moves
away from where he's buried himself in my neck. His lips graze my ear while he
says, “I redlly liked that.”

“Metoo,” | say.

“Even how you did whateveryouwanted with me.”

WEell, then. | curl my fingersinto his hair and kiss him. Not much | can say to that.

“1 don’'t normally like anything out of my grasp.”
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“Baby,” | say with a deep sigh. “I meant what | said before. | don’t care if you
don’ tlikesomething, but you’ ve gottawantit.”

Cas dlides his hand over to my neck, almost holding my jaw, but mostly stroking my
throat affectionately with his fingertips. “lI want it,” he whispers. He sounds so
relaxed and pleased. “1 want you, too. But I’m used to wanting what | can’'t have.”

“You don't have to worry about that much being out of your grasp.” | sigh and hold
him tighter. “Y ou’ve got agrip on me.”

“Yeah?' His lips brush my neck when he smiles before kissing me there. “You're
never going to be out of reach?’

“Not if | can helpit.”

Needless to say, | have anamazingday with Cas at Bailey’s house—er, Cas's house.
Still working on mentally fusing those two. Anyway, a great time is had by all, but
since a full workweek is ahead of me and I’ m still opening quite a bit while Lucy’s
on leave, | need to be somewhat responsible. | head home Monday night and get to
the farm bright and early Tuesday morning. Since my evening will be free, Cas and |
will meet up for dinner after | punch out.

Cas is much, much needier than he'd like me to believe and | fucking love it. Still,
whenever I'm with him, | get this sense that he doesn’t fully trust me. Almost as if
he's waiting for me to pull the rug out from under him. He's done a great job
ofconvincingme he trusts me, and he keeps doing and saying all the right things, but |
still get the sense he' s holding back. That’'s okay. I’ ve pushed him quite a bit over the



last twenty-four hours | spent with him. | want the man bending, not breaking. Well,
not beyond repair, at least.

A few hours after opening, who should appear but Jess. Fuck. | haven’t spoken to him
since Sunday evening and, as far as he knows, I’'m till lovesick from my date being
canceled. He comes right up to my register and smiles.

“Aren’t you closing?’ | ask.

“Yeah, well, today is the only day Cheryl isn't opening with you and she knows you
won’'t do animals.”

| roll my eyes.

“S0, | agreed to do a split shift. All the goats are fed and happy now.” Jess pauses and
looks around, but the store is empty. Has been since the breakfast rush ended and will
be until afew peopletrickle in around lunch. “How... are you?’

“Fine.”

Jess smiles and circles around the counter to step closer and whisper, “We're both
closing again Friday.”

“Y eah, Jess, |—"

“Except | don’t know if | can wait until Friday.” Jess leans forward, but | turn and put
my hands on his shoulders.

“ Jess, we should probably... not.”

He scrunches his face. “Why?’



“I told you why.”

“Y eah, and he ditched you,” Jess scoffs. “ So much forwanting more.”

“It's—I'll explain more to you Friday.”

“QOr... we can hang out tonight.”

“1’m kinda busy tonight.”

“Fucking Bailey.”

Wéll, yes, | am. Or rather, | will be. But I’'m not sure exactly how to say that right
now. If we weren’'t at work, maybe | wouldn’t feel the need to choose my words so
carefully. Just when | think I’'m saved by the bell, | look over and see exactly why
Jess said what he did.

Cas is coming into the store. And those hickeys | left all over him have not faded in
the dlightest. Not that anyone can see each and every one while he's
wearingmyhoodie, but | notice enough from here. And if the look Jess gives me is
any indication, he can, too.

Chapter twenty-three

Cas

Do | need to come in right now, today? Of course not. But when | spot Jesse's truck
in the parking lot, | decide | must go shoppingpreciselyat this moment. I'm well
aware | look like I’ve been worked over and | want to rub Jesse’'s nose in it. Again,

the old me wouldn’t care, but thisis the new me. I’m trying to diverge from my usual
path. | can officially say | have never been this invested in someone or for this long,



and the fact that Will’ s still breathing speaks to just how much | am.

Will looks especially pleased to see me when | waltz through the door. Jesse does
not. Perfect.
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“Hey, Jesse,” | say with my most dazzling smile. I'm petty, | know. “Will.”

Jesse’s still got a hand on Will and that makes me a bit twitchy, but for some reason
that continues to elude me, | am not mad at Will for this. Instead, | want nothing more
than to prune Jesse's fingers off him with a pair of shears, then stuff each one down
his throat. Not going to do that in public, though.

“What brings you all the way out to my neck of the woods, baby?” Will smiles back
at me like the cat who ate the canary.

Now, Will telling Jesse about us isn't part of the plan, but a lovely surprise for me,
nonetheless. Mostly because Will does it himself. Maybe that shouldn’t be so
surprising given how he goes out of his way to stake his claim at every given

opportunity, but his eyes stay locked on me like nothing and no one else exists.

Jesse snaps his head over to Will, questioning whether he hears that right. Yes, you
do.

“Just had to grab something real quick,” | say to Will.

“Shoot, here | was hoping you wanted to run into me at work.” Will smiles wider
while he teases me.

“1 don't need to when you're due back at my place in...” | look at my wristwatch.
“Less than four hours.”

Will looks even more pleased by this, Jesse still does not, and | head to the back of



the store for a believable impromptu purchase. Jesse remains in the bagging area
when | return, and the fact that Will either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care that his best
friend looks seconds away from a rampage brings me intense joy. As soon as my
card’s back in my wallet, but before I’ve grabbed my bag, Will walks around the
counter with adreamy smile and smooches me.

“Have a good day. I'll see you tonight, baby,” he says right before kissing me yet
again.

And what the fuck, because that wasnice. So much so that my face warms and | can
feel myself smiling without thinking about it yet again. Jesse about throws my bag of
groceries at me on my way out, but | don’t give adamn.

Will gets out in the afternoon and will be here right after work, but that’s still not
soon enough for my liking. Any amount of time away seems too long. He's become
something of an addiction and one | don’t think I’ll break easily. That's because |
often tire of people, but not my obsessions. People have aways let me down, so
people continually lose my attention, eventualy. Bees? Never. Any other special
interests of mine? Not a chance. Hobbies offer the comfort of structure and
familiarity. People? Rarely.

Yet, | amost feel that way when it comes to Will. He's not as predictable as I’ d like,
but | do find myself easing into comfort more and more around him. He's been
ingrained in my daily routine since long before we even met and now that we have, |
feel more out of sorts by his absence than | ever have been by his presence.

That being said, we have a lot in common. Maybe even too much, considering our
overlapping traits. And maybe that should scare me, since it probably would any
normal person, but it doesn’'t. He doesn’t. Will excites me in more ways than one, and
| suspect | do the same for him. He reminds me of a caged animal systematically
testing the walls of their enclosure for any weak spots. Only, I'm what’ s keeping him



contained and those weaknesses he finds are what he'll use to bury his way under my
skin. And this man, he's got me fighting the urge to be pressed against the window
the minute | hear the tires of his car in my gravel driveway.

Will knocks on my screen door, and | try to act as if | haven’'t been waiting by the
door for the last ten minutes or like I’ ve known he was here since before he parked.
He smileswhen | open the door for him.

“Honey, I’'m home.”

| roll my eyes, mostly disgusted that yet again he's successfully made me respond not
only positively but involuntarily. I’'m beaming from ear to ear and | can fedl it.

Before anything can be said by me, Will scoops me up and throws me over his
shoulder. Then I’ m too stunned to address anything but the subject at hand. “What are
you doing?’ | ask while the front door recedes from view.

“Abducting you,” Will cackles.

“I live here,” | laugh with him.

“The term can also apply to holding someone against their will.” And even though |
can't see, | can hear him kicking the door to my bedroom open. “Like | keep telling
you, baby. You're mine.” And he literallythrowsme back onto my bed. “I’'m starting
to think you enjoy making me jealous.”

“Oh, | do?’

“Yeah, youdo.” Will grabs my hips and yanks me closer, hurriedly undoing the

buckle. “Y ou always look so damn cute wearing my clothes, then you had to go and
ruin it by talking to Jess before me.” And he moves on to undoing my jeans next.



“Luckily for you, | very much enjoy reminding you that lownyou, baby.”

My breath hitches when his fingers graze my thighs and he looks especially wicked
when he rips my jeans down my legs. He's got me stripped in seconds and he only
needs a few more to undress himself, too.

“I’d love nothing more than to fuck you right now,” Will whispers as he drags me
across the bed toward him, his fingers gripping my hips while he pulls me right into
his lap so we' re facing each other.

“You can.” My chest rises and falls even more rapidly at the very thought.

“1 know | can,” he says with another smile. “But I’'m not letting you off that easily.”

Will’ s hands move toward my ass, kneading the flesh and only gripping harder when
| jolt away in response. My body shudders from the mixture of discomfort and
arousal in my response, which only makes his cock swell. He presses me closer
against him and that's when the alarm in my head always seems to go off. | don’t
even know why, only that | don’tlikefeeling asif I’m not in control. As soon as| lose
that sense of the situation, | revert to immediate panic.

“Cas.” He's said my name afew times already but only now does it register. “Look at

me.

My eyesflick up to meet his.



Page 60

Source Creation Date: July 12, 2025, 4:03 pm

“Breathe, baby,” he purrs.

Instead of rapid, shallow panting, | take a few purposeful breaths while his grip on
me tightens. And even if it really shouldn't be enjoyable for me when he starts
grinding me against him, suddenly it is. Maybe even because I've heard his low,
commanding voice so often over the phone that even in person, he affects me. My
shoulders drop with afinal sigh that quickly transforms into a pleasured pant.

“That's it,” he says, stroking up my spine at the same speed he drags his sentence.
“Remember how I'd always ask you to touch your cock for me?”’

My hips roll forward with his touch, and when | let my head tilt while releasing
another pleased sigh, he'sright there. Lips on my neck, to my jaw, then pausing right
by my ear.

“Do you think you can do that for me now?’

Normally, that’s an instant no, but... | amost want to try with Will. Almost. His hand
mMoves up my spine again, this time traveling up my neck and landing in my hair. |
raise my hand, but | still can’'t get myself to commit. And then | get pissed at myself
because this shouldn’t be so difficult. | really rather him fucking me however hard he
wants.

“1 wasn’t kidding when | said | want to make you do everything you don’t.” Then he
kisses my neck before wrenching my face back toward his. “We'll work up to it,
baby.”



| nod, but every part of me is shaking. Oddly enough, not scared or nervous. Not
exactly looking forward to this either, but when | dip my eyes down for a moment, |
can see the sticky trail of precum I’ ve left on my stomach.

Will sighs and dlides his hands back down to clench my ass. “We are both so fucking
hard we could cut steel, but I’'m not moving my hands from right here.” Then he
kneads into my flesh to drive home his point.

Now, touching him? Not at al a problem. If anything, I’ ve always preferred someone
who could sit down and shut up, because | had little to no interest in what they
offered me, anyway. Sex has always been a means to an end, to what actually brought
me fulfillment.

| fist Will’s cock, stroking down to the tip while he lets out a pleasured hiss. Will’s
fingers dig into my skin, but he doesn’t move otherwise—save for his lips parting to
pant. As soon as | lean forward for another delicious taste of his mouth, he meets me
the rest of the way. With every sweep of my tongue and stroke of his cock, his grip
hardens until I’m certain he's bruising me. And | kind of love the idea that he's not
afraid to hurt me, even if he's fighting his other urges for me. Fuck, does that make
my cock ache.

Asif he can read my mind, Will whispers, “I want to feel you against me so badly.”

My eyes flick back up to him while | shift around atop his thighs. He immediately
presses me closer, and the feeling of friction on my cock is about as good as the
sensation of his rubbing against my skin. As soon as | move my hand back into the
space between us, his breathing picks up from the anticipation alone. Fuck, | can
understand why, too. With bothour cocks in my hand, the feeling is more of him on
me than me doing anything to myself. After giving myself a second, | stroke the
lengths of our shafts. Our tips brush together in my palm and that almost feels like
too much, but still better than anything I’ ve managed with anyone else. My whole



body squirms in response and | can’t hold back the whine that feeling always pulls
from me.

Will’s next breath turns into a groan, and | just know he's close. Weeks of sex over
the phone mean |I’'ve heard it numerous times now. Something about that response
helps everything else click into place. Suddenly, it's more like when we would talk,
and | would be able to let go only at hisinsistence. All those nights spent alone in this
room while imagining him. And now he'sreally here. | move my hand faster without
thinking about what it's doing. Instead, I'm remembering how much he fucked me
last night and how | loved every second of it. That gets my moaning to start.

“That’sit, baby,” Will says. “Go ahead and come.”

And | want to, but that isn't something | can do on demand. Things would be so
much simpler if | could.

“Cas.” He's got that gravelly voice | love so much, but it’s different now. His tone
reminds me of the night at the drive-in when he tried giving me an ultimatum and |
called his bluff. His nose brushes against mine, then across my cheek as he makes his
way to my ear. “Come for me, or else I'll grab your cock and make you come
myself.”

And that’s probably the last thing | want, which means it’s at the top of hislist. Yet
his soft threat has an unexpected effect. Well, unexpected to me. My body jerks
forward with the sudden rush of unanticipated and overwhelming pleasure of an
orgasm. Once I’'m moaning Will’s name, he thrusts against my fist a few more times
before his cock pulses, too.

Only then does his hand slide up my spine and neck before settling in my hair, where
he cradles my scalp and gently rubs his fingers. “That felt so fucking good,” he
whispers before kissing my temple.



Agreed. Actualy felt good, but I'm not telling him. Even if he somehow manages to
have any doubts, I’m not setting the bar high for myself.

“1 find it interesting how all the times I’ve gotten you off, a lot of those happened
after | threatened you,” Will says with a smirk, followed by another kiss.

“Did not.”

“Yeah, | did.” He sighs right in my ear. “Not with bodily harm, of course, but
somehow | doubt that would rattle you.”

| huff to myself. He's right about that much. Not to mention, if | so desired, | could
kill Will. Easily. He' s only slightly bigger but not at all stronger and he has no reason
to suspect me, so he leaves himself wide open, frequently. Maybe | shouldn’t find
comfort in those thoughts, but relaxing happens more naturally when | have the upper
hand.

With awide grin aimed right at him, | say, “I don’t think you could rattle me.”

“Isthat achallenge?’ He laughs.

“No.” | sigh and relax more into him. “Regardless of what you do, I'm always going
to feel acertain level of comfort around you.”

“1 think that’ s the sweetest thing you’' ve ever said to me.”

Chapter twenty-four

Will
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Cas and | end up seeing each other nightly, which may be too much too soon, but
we're not the type of people to hold back. He gets adorably impatient in between my
visits, and apparently, the only remedy is my cock every evening. This also means
I’ ve spent more time at his place than mine this entire week. I’ve got to close with
Jess tonight, so | spent the night with Cas just so we could have al morning together.
| gotta say, waking up next to him is nothing short of spectacular. He's one of those
clingy deepers who threads his whole body with mine, so we always wake up still
tangled together.

Cas sighs into my ear the moment he stirs, then he's already on me, lapping at my
mouth with his tongue. As if waking up rock hard weren’t enough, he starts playing
with my cock, too. We've been working up to the whole me touching him thing, but
even if it never were to happen, | wouldn't mind. Everyone has their limits. Cas
doesn’'t seem abnormal to me, despite his claims otherwise. This is another one of
those things about him that keeps me interested, fucked up as that may seem.

| dip my hand down between us, brushing against his hand when | grip the base of my
hard shaft. Cas's lips part against my mouth with a soft pant while his fingers recede
across my skin to hold his cock instead. Pulling my foreskin over the head of his cock
has been a good touching-without-touching compromise. It’s a shame so many guys
are clipped because does docking ever feel fucking good. Cas becomes a shaky mess
of pleasure until | decide I’ ve tormented him enough for now.

“l can't wait until Sunday,” | sigh against his lips. “We'll have al night and then all
day Monday.”

“And you can fuck me as much as you want?’ Cas snickers.



“I aready can. You'remine,” | remind him with anip of hislip.

Cas lets out an extremely pleased sigh and melts even more against me. He'll never
admit it, I’'m sure, but the only thing he loves more than me being so possessive is me
constantly reminding him of it.

“I'll do whatever | want to you.” | comb my fingers through his hair, gripping a
handful on the way. “Becauseyou'reaready everything | want. And everything |
need.”

His breaths come even more rapidly while he coils his limbs around me tighter.
“You're the only thing that matters to me.”

Cas whines and | have to say, there is an unmatched pleasure to ramping him up. His
hard cock digs into my thigh, and feeling him grind his lower half into me while he
seeks some kind of release does all kinds of thingsto me.

“1 want to feel you in me,” Cas whispers.

“How much of me?’ | tease.

“More than you’ ve ever given me.”

And with that one ragged sentence, my brain about explodes. Oh, we are so doing
this. | know exactly what to give him and he’s going toloveit. | grab the lube from the
nightstand and toss it on the bed. I’m notoriously stingy with it, because my fucked-
up brain loves nothing more than my cock destroying someone’s insides. But this is

one of those instances where even | know we absolutely have to use lube, otherwise
thiswill al be awaste of time and effort on my part.



Cas sinks further into the mattress while | kiss down his body, pausing right at the
base of his cock. | lick at the air as a sort of warning before flicking my tongue at his
swollen head. With Cas, there is a very fine line between not enough and too much,
and that line seems to move by the minute. What makes him buckle with pleasure one
minute can make him sguirm the next and | have to say—I fucking love the nonstop
challenge.

His whole body shivers when | lick down his shaft, but he’'s leaning hard into the
pleasure by the time | get to his balls. This is much closer to the safe zone, in the
sense of what’s reliably enjoyable. Unlike the first time | rimmed him, he crumbles
with pleasure when | drag my tongue across his hole. His cock twitches for arelease,
but we're just getting started. | grab behind his knees and fold him all the way
backward, so his legs rest on either side of his head while his ass is in the air. My
hands grip his firm ass while | trace my tongue across his hole only once before
stopping and looking down at his shiny cock right near his face.

“Lick your cock for me, baby,” | prompt.

With his eyeslidded from lust, he laps at the tip with minimal squirming.

“Again.”

When he does, | drag my tongue across his hole in time with him. | stop and smirk
down at him, but | don't need to ask this time. He licks at his own cock and sighs
from the relief of me teasing his hole, too.

Grabbing the lube, | dather his ass and go right back with my tongue while stuffing a
finger into him. And then another. Andanother. And one more. His whole body

shivers when | pull my hand away, watching him lick the precum seeping from his
dlit.



“Do you still want it, baby?’ | say.

“Yes,” Cas chokes. “Please, yes.”

With a nip to his ass, | smile, then jerk him back down onto the mattress. | continue
to smirk while I bend my fingers like a duckbill and push my way into him. There is
some resistance, of course, but not a struggle. Cas embraces it fully with more shaky
breaths until I’ve made afist all the way in him and he shifts right into a hard moan.

“That’sit, baby. Good boy,” | whisper. His abdomen swells where | knock inside him
and the sight alone is enough for my swollen cock to leak.

As predicted, Cas loses his fucking mind within minutes. His back arches and his
cock pulses while he comes. The literal second he starts, I’m extracting my hand from
inside him, so by the time he’s finishing I’ ve yanked him the rest of the way toward
me by his thighs. After taking something so much bigger, there’ s no resistance when |
slam inside him with one stroke. | don’t need much, anyway. Hell, I’'m so turned on |
probably could’ ve gotten off from the visual alone. A couple of thrusts are al | need
to blow my load inside him.

After | sink back down beside Cas, he traps me there against him once more. Hislips
immediately find mine and he kisses me the entire time he quivers from the residual
pleasure.

“1 love you so much,” | whisper down to him.

His breaths quicken at the words but he says nothing. I’ ve told him quite a few times
by now, but he still hasn’t said it back to me. Not going to push that, nor will | rush
him, but if the way he wraps tighter around me is any indication, he doesn’'t have to
say the words.
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I’m anticipating a very awkward shift with Jesse. We haven't spoken at all sincel last
saw him a few days ago, when Cas came to visit me at work and Jess left shortly
after. He's probably pissed at me, which | can understand, because | just went
through the trouble of telling him | wasn't ready to commit to anyone until | got
things straightened out with Mantis, and then | showed up a couple of days later with
Bailey as my new boyfriend out of the blue. We get lucky in the sense that there's a
Friday rush that keeps us busy from lunch to dinner. Once the crowd trickles out, it's
just me and Jess.

The store’'s quiet aside from the clicking of the sticker gun, and we haven't seen a
customer for the last hour. When he approaches the front where I’ m straightening by
the register, | figure now is as good atime as any.

“S0, you'll never guess what happened to me,” | say.

Jess scoffs and he' s opening up the sticker gun to change the tape.

“Listen, | didn’t just drop you and jump into bed with Bailey.”

“Realy now?’ Jess slams the gun back together. “ Could’ ve fooled me.”

“The guy | had been talking to... well, it was Bailey. This whole time. That’s why
we're... together.”

Jess hums, and the doubt in hisvoiceis evident.

“I'msorry.” | sigh. “I feel likeadick and | really didn’t mean for this to happen.”



“It'sfine,” he mutters,

“| still care about you. A lot.”

“l said it's fine,” Jess says again. He pauses to take a shaky breath. “I know you’'ve
liked Bailey for awhile. And if he's reallythe same guy as the one you were talking
to, | never really stood a chance. Y eah?’

“Jess,” | say with afrown.

“It's okay.” He takes another deep breath. “It’ s not like you weren’t honest with me. |
knew and took a chance anyway.”

“I still want us to be friends, Jess.”

“Yeah, me too.” He looks down at the sticker gun and laughs to himself before
sticking a price on me. “1 might need alittle time, though. To get back to the point we
were at.”

“| get that. It's okay.” And | smileat him.

“I’m sure you're busy tonight.” Even if he's trying not to sound bitter, it doesn’t
come across that way. “So, see you Sunday, | guess?’

“Yeah,” | agree. “Sunday.”

Sunday arrives, and it feels like the dawn of a new era. | unload the truck with Jess,
same as aways, while the crisp and damp air fills my lungs. Right about the time we
finish, Cas comes strolling over, adorably anxious as soon as he gets within afew feet
of us.



“Hey, baby.” | smile with my phone in my hand and swirl my thumb on the screen to
crank a dia all the way up. Before he dropped me off at the farm this morning, |
shoved a vibrating plug in him and told him he better not take it out until we're back
home. I'm evil, | know.

Cas smiles back and closes his eyes briefly before looking at me again. He keeps his
eyes locked on me thistime.

“You need some help, baby?’ And | turn it back down with my phone.

“Yeah,” he says with asmall sigh.

“I"ll help you, Bailey. Will seems to be too busy playing with his phone.” Jess puts
his crate down and jabs me with an elbow before he walks over to help without being

asked.

| crank the dia all the way back up again, so much so Cas trembles, then plays it off
as being cold by rubbing hisarms. “That’s okay.”

Good boy. Back down.

“Oh, comeon. | insist,” Jess says.

And all the way back up again.

Cas looks at me with an almost pleading look in his eyes, but he can’'t expect me to

save him from every interaction. Either he figures it out himself or he deals with the
consequences.
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“Do you mind?’ Jess asks me all of a sudden.

“Of course not.” | smile. If it were possible to crank the settings any higher, |
would' ve.

“1, um...” Cas fumbles before he manages to get even one sentence out. “I actually
have something. For Will. That | need to give him.”

Very good boy. | crank it al the way down and put my phone in my pocket as a sign
of good will. “Let’ s go, then.”

Cas waits in place until | throw an arm around him and then we walk over to where
he parks his truck. Instead of climbing into the bed, he leads me around to the
passenger side door and pulls me toward him for a frantic kiss.

“Fuck me,” he whimpers.

“Now?’ | chuckle.

He nods.

“Here?’

He nods again.

“You just want me to pull that plug out of you.” | snicker into his neck before
planting a kiss there.



Cas shakes his head. “Fuck me.”

“And what if Jess hears?’

“1 hope he does.”

WEell, damn. He just won his case. | fumble with my zipper and | can hear him doing
the same, dliding hisjeans down just enough to expose his ass, still mostly covered by
his sweatshirt. Well, my sweatshirt.

Cas braces his hands against the car door and | tug the plug right out of him before
popping my hard cock in place instead. He's stretched out some, but not so much he
can't feel it. He' s got the car window rolled down for easy access while unloading, so
| toss it down on the seat before leaning all the way against him.

The residual lube from putting the plug in earlier gives just enough glide once | start
moving my hips against him. Either all the teasing, or the thrill of being outside
where more vendors are due to arrive at any time, has his heart racing. He bends his
body to kiss me over his shoulder and after only afew thrusts, he's quaking so hard |
think hislegs may give out.

With a hurried and shaking movement, Cas whips his cock out right before he
splatters the door of histruck while he comes. He' s not going to be totally devoid of a
mess in his pants, though. Within a few more thrusts, his clenching ass has me
finishing in him. | hurriedly pull out as soon as I’'m done and reach back into the car,
grabbing the plug and shoving it back in him like a cork.

Cas whimpers from the sensation of instantly being filled once more, but | can only
snicker in his ear. “Where else would you have me put it?’

Herolls his shoulders into me, a half-assed shrug.



| stay pressed behind him while | pull our clothes back in place. With a kiss to his
neck, | drag my lipsto hisear. “Y ou going to be a good boy today?’

He nods.

“I'll be watching, baby. Better be al business or else I'll have you wetting your
pants.”

Cas leans further into me, panting as if he's about to come all over again. In spite of
this, he nods his head asif it's on a spring.

“1 can’t wait to get you home and fuck you until you can’'t walk straight.”

“Is that the punishment or the reward?’ Cas quietly laughs, his hard breaths making
cloudsin the cold air around us.

“Both.” No point in denying it. With my hands on his hips, | hug him to me. “You're
mine. | get to do with you what | want and with any luck, you'll enjoy it.”

Cas cranes his head back for one more kiss before | release him, and we both get back
to work.

Chapter twenty-five

Cas
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Ilhave never had this much sex in my life. Hell, I’ ve never spent this muchtimewith
anyonein my life. And the best part is, | don’t have to be all needy and awkward and
ask Will if maybe he'd like to come over on a daily basis. No. This motherfucker
tellsmehe’ll be here as soon as he's out of work and | better be ready, then proceeds
to spend the rest of his waking hours devoted to me.

Usually we have lunch or dinner or whatever, and he spends the entire time lavishing
me with contact. Kissing me, and holding me, and touching meconstantlyso he's
always on me. And always, aways at some point, he winds up dragging me to the
bedroom where he fucks me senseless. Until | don’t think | can move anymore and |
don’t even want to try. And | kind of fucking love it. | really fucking loveit. | love
how he treats me like he owns me and | love waking up every day covered in bite
marks and bruises from him spending the night claiming me and | even love how the
soreness lingers like a memory, so even when he's not there, I’'m instantly brought
back to the nightbefore and him panting right in my ear how much he adores me.
Maybe to some it’s like being chewed up and spit out, but Will consumes my body
entirely and I’ve never had anyone who did that before. Never had anyone | wanted
to giveit over to, either.

This also means, as much as | belong to Will, he belongs to me. Now, I'm not the
possessive type like him. More the petty type. | want to grab every man around him
and shove their nose into our relationship until they recoil and maintain their distance.
Those that don't will be dealt with in other ways. Part of my daily routine over the
last month has become driving past the farm and popping in just to say hello and be
adorable and remind Will exactly what’s waiting for him when he' s done working.

Only this morning, there's another car parked at the back of the lot where Cheryl and



the other employees always leave their vehicles. Huh. Maybe Jesse got a new car. No
way Lucy is done with maternity leave yet. Cheryl, being the sweetheart she is, gave
Lucy double the amount of time most women get. Still probably not long enough and
maybe even why we have a whole generation of fucked-up kids that are now milling
around as fucked-up adults, but that’s beside the point. It's still better than Lucy
would get working anywhere else in town.

The bell jingles when | open the door, iced coffee for Will in hand. And who should |
see standing at the register right beside my boyfriend, but some fresh-faced platinum-

blond teenybopper in skinny jeans.

“Hi, welcome to Moonlight Meadow Farm. Shit. Moonlit Meadow Farm. Fuck, | just
said shit, didn’'t 1?7’

Will snorts. “Y ou picked the right person to fuck that up on.” Then he turns right to
me with awarm smile. “ Afternoon, baby.”

| wordlessly offer the iced coffee to Will, which he accepts with an even wider smile
before taking a sip, then gesturing to me.

“Riley, thisis my boyfriend. Boyfriend, this is the new hire to fill in while Lucy’s on
leave.”

Lovely.

Will snickers at my prickly attitude and pulls me across the counter to plant a kiss on
my lips. “Couldn’t stay away?’

“Never can,” | say with asigh.

“Good. Because | can't wait to see you later.”



Sigh. Well, that quells my insides. For now.

“You guys are a really cute couple,” Riley chimes in. “You're going to have to
introduce me to some people. | don’t really know anyone yet except Will.”

And there goes my good mood. I’'m all twitchy again.

“Yes, young Riley is new to the area and already well aware of how small the pool of
available options is out here,” Will says.

“What about Jesse?’ | ask with awide smile.

“Ah... yeah... that could work. Maybe. | guess.” Will forces a laugh. “You’'ll meet
him eventually, anyway. He works here, too.”

Riley does that happy little clap, and it’s enough to make me want to vomit. | suppose
the one comforting thing is Will showing no interest in who's right beside him. He
really does have eyes only for me and he hasn’t taken them off me yet.

Will pulls me back for one more kiss, one that can make me weak in my knees, then
smiles at me. “Until tonight, baby.”

WEell, that puts me in a good enough mood that | may just make it out of here without
losing my shit publicly. Instead, | imagine what would’ ve happened had Riley been
brash enough to hit onme,and that makes me smile to myself before | leave.

Will gets out of work only afew hours later, and by now I’'m used to the routine. He
comes into the house, we plan our evening, then we conclude with him ravaging me
senseless. It's agood routine, not only because it’s predictable, but because it requires
very little effort on my part. When Will arrives that evening, instead of our cute and
domestic song-and-dance, he scoops me right up with agrin.



“1’ve been thinking of you all day,” he whispers against my mouth, pulling my lower
lip in between his teeth.

“Yeah?' | hum.

“After you left, that twink went out of his way to tell me how cute he thought you
were. All | could think about the rest of my shift was bending you over the counter
and fucking you right in front of him.”

That gets me to smile.

“Oh, you like that, huh?” Will’s nose grazes near my ear while he nips at my neck.
“Good, because | have a surprise for you.”

“Am | going to likeit?’ | snicker.

“Probably not at first,” he says. “But you will.”
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Oh, that makes my cock twitch. Will pulls at my thighs and | jump into his arms,
wrapping my legs around his waist while gazing down at him.

“You'’ve been such a good boy,” he purrsin my ear. “We need to put that to the test
for my amusement.”

My whole body shakes from excitement while Will hikes to the bedroom, so by the
time he throws me down, my cock is thick and swollen. I’ ve concluded Will redlly is
the magic element of this formula. Even after sitting down and watching porn, nada.
With Will, I'm aways rock hard in seconds and the guy goes a me until I'm
coming—whether | like it or not.

We peel our clothes off and Will’s got me flipped on my back in seconds. My body
jumps with anticipation as he works his way down my chest, licking and sucking,
kissing and biting. My skin breaks out with goosebumps by the time he reaches my
navel. He' s been consistently pushing me. Not impatiently, but more in a manner that
says he's determined to break down my hesitancy and | really will be al his, forever
tethered to hiswhims,

Will gazes back at me while his tongue traces down to my cock. His hands move up
to the insides of my thighs, gripping me hard despite being delicate with his mouth.
His tongue licks softly atthe head, lapping at a small bead of precum at the dlit. When
his mouth wraps around the tip, my pelvis lifts automatically but he slams me back
down into the mattress with his hands.

It's not like it doesn't feel good. If anything, it feels too good. By the time the
overstimulation stops, it doesn’t feel like much of anything. Will’s hot breath hits my



wet skin, and he wraps his lips around the head of my cock again. He holds it there,
suckling just the tip, slowly and gently. Not a proper blowjob by any means, but it’'s
what works for me, and the last time he got me to come within minutes.

When Will pulls himself up more and pops off, | let out an involuntary whimper that
makes him chuckle. He's got the lube, which is promising, but after stroking a finger
outside my hole repeatedly, he cracks a smile and | know he's merely teasing me yet
again. He ends up dumping a bunch on the tip of my cock, and now I'm just
confused.

“Hold your cock for me,” he says with athroaty whisper.

| do as he asks, and he settles back into the space between my legs. Then he'sgot a...
| don't know. | honestly have no idea what he’'s going for here and not knowing
makes my heart race in my chest.

“What isthat?’ | squawk.

“What does it look like?” Will smiles.

WEell, it looks like athin metal rod. Maybe titanium or surgical steel. Smooth in some
areas, bumpy and twisty in others.

“Where is it going?’ | ask, not even bothering to mask the alarm in my voice. No
point. It's not like that will dissuade him in the slightest. If anything, I’m egging him
on by responding this way.

“Where do you think?" Will asks right back.

“You're going to shove that in my cock, aren’'t you?”’



| don't think it’s possible for him to smile any wider, and yet he manages it. “When
have | ever not been gentle?’

The very notion gets me to snort. Will has a very contrary sort of gentleness about
him. On one hand, he'll fuck someone raw and not even bat an eye, but he also knows
that won't bother me nearly as much as plenty of other things he could do. He's been
consistently testing my limits, but he has also been accommodating since the
beginning, so much so we've done things | never even thought would be physically
possible for me to enjoy. Maybe because, despiteit all, he has kept his promise to me.
He' s never done anything without telling me first.

Will swirls the rod against the tip of my cock, only barely grazing the skin of the head
before coming in contact with the dlit. Ever so dightly he pushes, so the rod goes
inside and... it's immediately pleasurable in a way |I've never experienced. When |
moan, Will pulls back dightly only to push deeper.

“Good job, baby.” He sounds nothing short of pleased, but | can't say how he looks
when |’ ve got my head thrown back and my eyes closed.

Likely grinning ear to ear as he repeats the process of gliding the rod in and out
gently, so the bumps and twists in the metal graze the inside of my cock with every
pass. It's unlike anything I’ ve ever felt before, and maybe the newness lends to the
absolute pleasure. There's no negative association, no discomfort, nothing but sheer
pleasure that’s matched only by the fullness I’ ve come to crave—only thistime it's
my cock being stuffed.

My legs shiver so hard they vibrate, and my balls tingle with the promise that | am
going to get off from this. The pleasure keeps smacking me hard, so much so | can’t
even stop to think about what 1I’'m doing or how | must sound. My cock pulses and
Will must sense it somehow because he swerves right back into praise.



“That’sit, baby. Good boy. Very good boy.”

And his voice shoves me right past the edge, as usual. Only this is not the sexy
gasping orgasms he usualy pulls out of me. | come hard and I moan harder, with a
climax that lasts so long | almost believe it won't stop. Then it's over, and Will does
his damndest to move slowly and gently while everything's still so sensitive. Only
after the last of the rod comes out do | register his other hand holding on to my cock,
too. Oh my god, | think he actually jerked me off while he had therod inand | didn’t
even redlize it.

Before | can even begin to process that, and while still in my post-orgasm haze, he
rolls me over and swipes some lube across my hole with hisfingers.

“Go ahead,” | pant. | know exactly what he wants and he can have it. It's not even
that | don’t care. | want him to have what he wants. To take it.

“Areyou sure?” Will murmurs down at me.

| nod. “I want it,” | croak.

“Oh, baby,” he coosin my ear.

Will lines up his cock, slamming into me all at once, then dropping his weight down
to pin me in place. | normally do not like the trapped feeling, but | know | can get
him off me. | don’t want to this time. | want him groaning in my ear, and one of his

hands fisting my hair so he can rip my head back right where he wantsiit.

“1 love you so much. Y ou’'re so perfect, baby.” He gasps right in my ear.
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Before | can even adjust to the sensation of being filled so quickly, he's going deeper
with each thrust. His pelvis pushing me down against the mattress almost becomes
too much, especially with my spent cock rubbing against the sheets beneath me.
Lifting my hips only does so much and his pleasured breaths drown out my whines of
protest.

“You're doing so good. It feels so fucking good using your hole however | want.”
Will briefly shivers atop me and he starts moving even faster while my body screams
at me.

He's been right about one thing. It doesn’'t matter if | don't like it. Even when he
knows, he doesn’'t care. He wants it. All that matters to him is me wanting it, too.
Except,he’ swhat | want, and I’ m starting to see that now.

Will pushes harder against me, making every thrust rougher while his desire builds.
Even after | force myself to relax, | can’t stop the intermittent whimpers coming out
of me.

“That’s my good boy,” he rasps in my ear. “You're such a good boy, Cas. Almost
done, baby.”

Will continues to pant his encouragement and after a certain period the white-hot pain
dulls, and pleasure starts to creep back in at an uncomfortable rate. Will notices, and

shifts over to shallow and steady thrusting while kissing bruises into my neck.

“Tell me what you want, baby,” he sighsinto my skin. “Let me hear it, again.”



“Fuck—" | croak.

Will pounds harder against me again, not only forcing his cock deeper into me but
also the air from my lungs.

“That's my boy. Say it for me.”

The rest happens strangely on its own, asif someone else doesit for me. | can feel my
body breaking down into minuscule pieces, yet | have never felt more loved in my
life. Cared for. With a trembling voice that matches my quivering body, | say, “Fuck
me, Daddy.”

Will halts so aggressively, | amost think he intends to stop. He doesn’t. He picks
back up and fucks me so mercilessly | can’'t believe I'm not making more noise.
Maybe | am. | really can't do more than gasp when | can hardly breathe. The lack of
air makes my head swim and hyperventilating beneath him only makes it worse. His
fingers press into my flesh with an iron grip and reliefcomes in the form of a pulsing
cock while his warm cum fills me. Will kisses down from my neck to my shoulder
while he holds on to me securely.

“1 love you. | mean it. | love you and you’re going to be mine forever, baby. Like it
or not.”

| likeit.

Chapter twenty-six

Will

Well, fuck. New kink unlocked. Cas got so into the sensation of sounding, he didn’t
even notice me touching him and | finally got to stroke his hard cock until he started



coming in my hand. Which I’d sorta hoped for, but it still went way better than | ever
could’ ve expected. Especially the sex after. Good goddamn. Unfortunately, Cas and |
cannot spend every waking moment of the day fucking. | have to be at work, like a
responsible adult, generating income. Ugh. At least I’'m getting training pay for
having to babysit the new hire, who's about as yappy and excitable as a gay Jack
Russel terrier. Don’t get me wrong, Riley’s cute as a button and not the sharpest tool
in the shed, which any guy should love to snap right up. Hell, six months ago | sure
as shit would’ ve. Not anymore.

The next time | see Jess, I'm making a point to sell this guy to him asif I'm a used
car salesman. Fuck, I'll even smack Riley’s ass like the hood of a car and say, “This
baby can fit so many dicksinit,” if that will make any difference. Ultimately, | go for

amore subtle approach.

Jess shows up to take Riley off my hands and teach him all about the goats. | flourish
my hands around our new coworker like Vanna White.

“Riley,” | simply say, with asmirk aimed at Jess.

Riley turns at the sound of his name, and | offer a warm smile instead. “This is Jess.
He' s my best friend, and he' s worked here the longest.”

Riley smiles politely and feignsinterest in Jess' s friendly nod. Fack.

“He' s the guy my boyfriend mentioned,” | say.

Riley cocks his head at me, and Jess raises a brow.

“Will, can | talk to you for asec?’ Jess says.

“Of course.” Riley is competent enough to watch the register for five minutes. | hope.



Jess pulls me toward the office and drops his voice down to a hiss. “What the fuck are
you doing?’

“What?’ | ask with an innocent smile.

“Why does it sound as if Bailey’ s trying to pawn that kid off on me, and why are you
going along with it?’

| roll my eyes. “It’s not that extreme. He's new. And lonely. He needs friends.”
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“So be hisfriend.”

“Allow me to emphasizelonely, again. He knows no one in the area and half the gay
population of thistown is standing in this room right now.”

“He'sabarely legal airhead.” Jessrolls his eyes again, but he's starting to smile.
“Exactly! Those are the best ones, Jess. No expectations. No basis of comparison.
You can mold him into whatever you want. He's like a gay blank slate waiting for
you to draw in cum all over him.”

“You're despicable.” Jess s mouth quirks up at the corners.

“Yes, | am,” | say with awide smile. “All I’'m saying is, maybe don’t be afraid to put
yourself out there just because he's so young. Give him a chance. Worst-case
scenario, nothing comes of it. Best case, you' re getting your dick wet.”

“Okay,” Jess huffs.

“Attaboy,” | say.

Jess follows me back to the front and takes Riley outside for some bonding—er,
training—and 1I'm really hoping Jess moves fast because | cannot handle Riley
fawning all over my boyfriend every shift that we re working together. They come

back in the early afternoon, and Jess leaves until the start of his closing shift tonight.

I’m hoping to see Riley infatuated when he bounces back over to me at the front



register. No such luck. Not that | can tell, anyway.

“$0, you have fun playing with the goats?’ | tease.

“Yeah, it wasn't as bad as you made it sound,” Riley says. “And Jessis anice guy.”

“Heis,” | agree with awide smile.

“He, um, he told me that you used to date.” Riley flicks his baby blues up at me.

“Oh, no, we're friends now. Er, still. It didn’t really get serious. Or last long.”

“Because you met your boyfriend,” Riley says with a winning smile. “But you
haven't been togetherthatlong. Isn’t that right?”’

Oh. Oh no. Thisis not how thisis supposed to go.

“Sorry,” Riley saysimmediately after. “It’sjust that... Y ou've been really nice to me,
too, Will.”

“No, it's okay. He and I... we met last year at the farmer’s market and we've liked
each other the entire time. So, no, it’s not exactly recent. Kindalike how | was friends
with Jess for years before we ever dated.”

Riley nods along at this information and |I'm starting to think this is going to be the
end of it. Crisis averted.

Someone comes by with a return shortly after, and that’s the perfect opportunity to
teach him. Returns are few and far between and I'd like him to do it at least twice
before running the register solo. Riley hovers right beside me the entire time,
gradually leaning closer until he' s resting his chin on my shoulder while he watches. |



stop talking to look over at him and he gives me the adoring smile once again. | can
practically see the little heartsin his eyes. Fucking fuck.

Of course, the only thing that can make this awkward as hell moment even worse is
the sound of someone clearing their throat. Cas smiles back at me and seeing him
flushed shoots desire through my veins from my heart all the way to my cock.

“Baby,” | say with asmile.

| walk around the counter and scoop him up, then plop him right back down on the
counter so he's perfectly level with me. Genuine happiness reaches the surface and
Cas hands me an iced coffee that he must’ ve already set on the counter for me while |
was distracted. Perfect fucking man. | don’t know what | did to deserve him.

“Having agood day?’ Cas asks.

“Now | am.” And | comb a hand through his hair just in case he has any doubt
exactly what | mean.

Cas shifts his eyes over to Riley, literally looking down his nose a him while
swinging his legs. “Wish you would’ve told me Riley was working with you again. |
would’ ve brought a coffee for him, too.”

“You'retoo sweet,” | say with akissto his cheek.

Cas looks especially pleased, but he's not focusing on me. “How’d it go with Jess?’

“Oh, ah, he's very nice,” Riley flounders. “We don’t have any overlapping time off
thisweek, but uh... maybe next week. Once the new schedule comes out.”
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“You shouldn’t have to wait that long, cutie pie,” Cas says with afrown.
What... what the fuck is happening?

“I'll take you out. There are some guys | can introduce you to who live right outside
town.” Then Cas turns his head to me and beams.

“Uh... when?’ Riley asks.

“Tomorrow,” Cas chirps. “Will hasto close and I' [l be al aone and bored, anyway.”
Oh, no. No, no. No fucking way.

“Baby,” | say.

“Simmer down. I'm not taking him to a rave or anything,” Cas chuckles. He reaches
up and pets my buzzed head with pure affection in his eyes. “Works out perfectly.
You're closing with Jess and it's beenagessince you've seen him. And I’ve got a
meeting in the city with a potential investor the next day. You can stay home and
hang out with Jess, and I'll get aroom out there and stay overnight.”

“What about Riley?’ | stammer.

“1 can catch arideshare back. I'm abig boy,” Riley argues.

Cas smiles and fans his hand out, very pleased with his handiwork.



“I still don't likeit,” | say.

Cas wraps his arms around me for atight hug, his lips right by my ear while he barely
breathes out a whisper. “Just think how tight I'll get after a night away. You can
wreck my ass al over again, Daddy.”

| raise a brow at Cas when he pulls away, dliding himself off the counter so he bumps
into me slightly once he' s back on his feet.

“You'reright,” | say to Cas. Man aways knows how to win because he's not afraid
to play dirty. “It is a good chance for me to catch up with Jess and you won’'t have to
be up before sunrise the next day to get to your meeting.” | peck him on the lips to
show him my sincerity.

“Wow. You guys have such a mature relationship. Like adults and shit,” Riley
admires from the register.

That's us. Responsible fricken’ adults and shit.

The next day comes and goes. Riley opens with Cheryl, but there is an overlapping
hour where al of us are working together. Cas makes plans with Riley about meeting
up that night, and Riley floats out the door at the end of his shift with the promise of
being dicked down on the horizon. Jess seems shocked that Cas is okay with us
hanging out, and honestly, | am too.

Then again, Cas knows I'm not interested in Jess and he very clearly does not
approve of Riley being around me. He's probably hoping getting railed will have the
same effect on Riley as it would a dog in heat, and maybe he'll cam the fuck down
and stop sniffing around me. Again, not interested in Riley either and it’s kinda cute
how he thinks he has a chance. His crush on me, and his interest in Cas, is mostly
annoying. While | don't like the idea of Riley around my boy unsupervised, Cas is



undeniably doing me a favor by taking him out to meet someone else after pawning
him off on Jesse didn’t go as well as planned.

The next day, I'm closing again. Jess |l open and tend to the goats. | get to show up a
few hours later before the lunch rush. And since Riley is supposed to be learning to
close, he'll take over the register, then get to duck out an hour early while | lock up
alone. Or, at least, he's supposed to. He's not at the registerwhen | get there, but |
dismiss it, thinking he must be outside with Jess longer than he was supposed to be.
Cheryl doesn’'t seem too bothered since I'm here, so she hands over the keys and
heads to the office before she leaves. About an hour goes by and... still no Riley.
What the fuck?

Cas shows up around the same time as usual with afternoon caffeine. Best boyfriend
ever. He even brings a second one for Riley like he said he would. He frowns when
he sees me alone at the register.

“1 thought Riley was working with you tonight?’

“So did |. Starting to think he’'s no-showed,” | say. “I can’t imagine he's still outside
with Jess, and Cheryl didn’t say he called out.”

Not even a minute later, Jess comes into the store and looks at the two of us. “Where
thefuck isRiley?’

“He’s not out there with you?”’

“No,” Jess growls. Cas offers him the spare iced coffee, and he begrudgingly accepts.
Hopefully that puts him in a better mood.

“He’ s probably hungover,” | say before looking to Cas for confirmation.



“Don’'t look at me. | poured him into a rideshare before he could turn into a
pumpkin,” Cas says with a shrug.

“You let him go aone?’ Jess asks.

“No, of course not.” Cas sighs. “He met some guy, and they |eft together.”
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“What guy?’ Jess asks.
Cas shrugs. “Riley was going straight home anyway, so | didn’t see the harm. It was
kinda the whole point of taking him out somewhere with a wider pool of options. He

had fun.”

“Then he's probably passed out at home and forgot to call in before his shift,” Jess
agrees. With asigh, he looks at me. “Y ou okay closing alone?’

“Yeah, of course. Get the hell out of here,” | say with asmile.
Cas puts a hand out, offering to take Jess' s trash for him.

Jess smiles back at both of us and hands over his mostly empty cup, filled only with
ice and the essence of coffee. “ Thanks for the coffee, Bailey.”

“No prob.”

As soon as Jess is out of earshot, | smirk at Cas and stroke some hair behind his ear.
“Look at you, playing nice with the other boys.”

Cas shrugs, looking extremely pleased with himself while he grins.
“You'restill mineg,” | remind him.

“I’'myours,” he parrots with awider grin.



“Mybottom,” | tease.

Casrolls his eyes.

“What? You're mine. You're never having sex with anyone else ever again. Ergo,
you're officially a bottom. My bottom. And my good boy.”

With that, | pull him in for a smooch and kick him out of the store before | get myself
in trouble being unsupervised around him.

Chapter twenty-seven

Cas

What Will thinks happened yesterday:

Stop at the farm with coffee. Find Riley in the parking lot. Head a few towns over to
the city. Meet up with some friends of mine. Enjoy nightlife. Get Riley a vehicle
before he can get himself in too much trouble. Send him home shitfaced with
someone who'll fuck his brains out. Go to my hotel. Stay the night. Meet with
investors in the morning. Come back home. Stop by the farm around my usual time
with iced coffee, equally confused as everyone el se about what went wrong.

What actually happened yesterday:

Stop at the farm with coffee. Meet Riley there. Ask if he still wants to carpool
tonight. Pick him up at his place close to nightfall. Detour to my house real quick,
since | forgot my phone at home. I'm so scatterbrained, hahahah. He's impressed by
the house. Pretend to check my phone. Aw, shoot. The meeting that | completely
made up got canceled. Frown. So very saddened by this fake news.



Riley saysit’'s okay. We don’t have to leave town to have funtogether. Perfect. Let’s
pregame at my house. We start with shots. He's a lightweight. He starts to flirt with
me. Flirt right back. Be open to him making a move so he thinks it’s okay. Take him
to bed.

Wring his little fucking neck until he stops fighting, then give it a satisfying snap just
for good measure. Won't be resting that head again onanyoneanytime soon.

Drag Riley out of bed. Strip the sheets and put dirty linens right in the washer. Scald
the shit out of everything. Everything. Top to bottom. Every room. Every surface.
Everything he might’ve touched and even stuff he definitely didn’t, just to be safe.
Load up Riley in a leftover painting tarp from the remodel. He spends the night
wrapped up outside in the barn. Scald the shit out of myself. Make bed again.
Bedtime. Sleep great.

Wake up the next day. Lie low at home for the morning. Stop by the farm at my usual
time with coffee. Give spare coffee to Jesse. Smile. I’m such a nice guy. Offer to take
his trash. Heart-melting kisses from the boyfriend before he sends me on my way. Go
home. Put on my snow tires. Same tires Jesse happens to have on his truck. Load up
Riley. Sun sets early. Around twilight, arrive at a wooded area conveniently located a
couple of miles from where Jesse and his family lives. Dump Riley. Shake the shit
out of the coffee straw around Riley’s face and mouth. Thanks for the free DNA,
Jesse. Do a half-assed job burying Riley like an amateur. Take the tarp with me for
now. Go home. Wash truck. Scald self again and put all clothes in the washer. All
done with everything in time to welcome home my horny boyfriend. Lots of sex.
Sleep even better than last night with him wrapped up with me.

A week passes. No one has any idea what happened to Riley. And by that | mean, no
one's come across his body in the pitifully shallow grave | left him in. Eh. Just a
matter of time. The farmer’s market has officially come to a close for the season. Will
and | have been going strong, and he practically lives with me. Jesse has backed right



the fuck off, so I’ ve been able to tolerate Will’ s best friend like the good boyfriend |
am.

The remaining leaves are frosted every morning. Snow has started falling regularly,
though it rarely sticks. The whole season is cozy and lovely. Sex in front of the
roaring fireplace, Hallmark holiday-type romance. | am extremely happy for perhaps
the first time in my life, so much so | am content with day-to-day normalcy. Mostly
because Will smothers me with love and affection, and | adore the constant attention.
He really doesn’'t give afuck about anyone or anything outside of me.

Since neither Will nor | have family obligations, and since the farm will be closed for
the long weekend due to the holiday, we have decided to go away. It's going to be
just me and him, in the middie of nowhere in the mountains, spending the entire time
cuddling and drinking cocoa between rounds of screwing. Sure, we could’ ve done all
that at my house, but the snowy mountain backdrop is something we both want to
experience. Will has to close tonight, but he's going to sleepover and then first thing
tomorrow we're driving out to the rental for our vacation. Like the good boyfriend |
am, | pop by in the afternoon with his caffeine fix. Leave it to him to suck down iced
coffeein astore that isn’t heated very well.

| am basking in sweet nothings and promises of all the things Will is going to do to
me over the weekend when Jesse comes by to drop off his keys. | wordlessly pass a
hot coffee over to him, since he probably needs it from being outside and I’'m in such
agood mood even his presence can't take that from me.

“Thanks, Bailey,” Jesse chirps.
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| hum aresponse and don’'t even really bother to look in his direction.

“I"ll seeyou guys... wow, won't be until Tuesday. Have a good Thanksgiving,” Jesse
says.

“Youtoo,” | say with apolite smile.

“Y ou doing something with the family?” Will asks.

“Yeah, al the relatives are coming out to the farm for the weekend and Mom’s
cooking a turkey. The whole shebang,” Jesse sighs. “I suppose you guys are staying

close to home?’

“Mm, no,” Will says. He pauses to slurp his coffee, then sets the plastic cup on the
counter. “We're going away.”

“You're... going away?’ Jesse says, clearly confused.

“Yeah,” | chuckle. “We rented a place in the mountains a couple of hours from here.
Just us two for four whole days before coming back to reality.”

“You didn't tell me you're going away,” Jesse says quieter.

“Shit, dude. | guess | forgot. We kinda decided last minute since we have nothing else
going on, anyway.” Will laughs. “It’s okay to be jealous. | would be, too.”

“Yeah,” Jesse nervously laughs along. “Fuck you both. I'll be trapped with over a



dozen people | only see a couple of times a year, and every single one has an opinion
about my sex life.”

“ Sometimes being the black sheep of the family instead of the good son has perks,”
Will teases.

“Well, have agood holiday and I’ [l be seeing you soon.” Jesse waves and |eaves.

“l better head out, too,” | say. “I'm going to get everything packed tonight, so
tomorrow we can just grab our coffee and go.”

“You're the best.”

Will gives me a kiss goodbye and | run a bunch of last-minute errands before coming
home right before dinner. | park in front of my house, and Will should be home soon
also since the store's closing early. Keys in hand, | shove my door open. Thisisn’t
thekind of area where people lock their doors. | don’t really believe in that, except it
looks worse to be the one weirdo who doesn’t trust their neighbors. And besides,
what the fuck do | haveto be afraid of?

Assoon as | close the door behind me, and while my keys are still in my hand, a click
gets my attention. Jesse’ s standing off to the side in my living area.

“What are you doing in my house?’ | ask.

“You know,” Jesse says.

“I"'m calling Will.” The second | shift to grab my phone in my pocket, he raises his
arm. He really has some nerve to draw a gun on mein my own house. Rude.

“Do you think I'm fucking stupid?’ Jesse hisses.



A hit, yeah. Not going to say that, though.

“Iknowyou did something to Riley. You looked at that kid like he was shit under your
shoe, and you expect me to believe after one night of being all buddy-buddy with
you, he mysterioudly dropped off the face of the planet?’

“Of course, | didn’t like him. That was kind of the point of me taking him out to meet
people,” | say. “He needed a boyfriend, and | didn’t want him to keep hitting on mine
in the meantime.”

“Right. And you took care of that, I’'m sure.”

“Jesse, you're being paranoid,” | laugh.

“Maybe | am. All | know is,someone’ sbeen picking off guys around here over the last
year. And if you expect me to sit back and let you take my friend to the middle of
nowhere for four days when the last guy you went out with is still missing, you must
think I’ m fucking stupid.”

Fuck. Fuck. FUCK. Timeto dig deep. | swallow hard repeatedly and blink, letting my
eyes water until the corners sting. After | let out that first sob, Jesse drops his arm
ever so dlightly.

“I’m sorry,” | choke.

“You did do something, didn't you?’ Jesse says.
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| shake my head. “I know you think | stole Will from you.”
“That has nothing to do with this.”

“Of course it does. But you should know Will and | really did like each other for a
long time. | even asked Will first if anything was going on between you two, because
| didn’t want to ruin your relationship. And just when | finaly think we're all in a
good place, where you' ve forgiven Will and he and | are happy together... you saw
the way Riley looked at him. Yeah, | took him out and pawned him off on the first
guy who showed an interest in him because | was jealous. And now he's probably
been trafficked or something, al because | couldn’t handle him flirting with my
boyfriend.”

“Shit, Bailey, I...”

“It's al my fault. | never should ve let him leave, but it’s not like he was aone with
the guy. He was taking a rideshare to his house. | thought he would be okay.” | let the
sobs wrack my entire body, and Jesse frowns.

Pro tip: 97% of the population will become uncomfortable around someone crying
and immediately want to flee or comfort them. That’s assuming they have any sense
of empathy. The 3% that don’'t are probably like me. Jesse is in the 97% and he
immediately lowers hisarm all the way.

“Fuck, | don't know what | was thinking,” Jesse says. “I’m so sorry. None of thisis
your fault. | didn’t even know you felt so bad about al this.”



Jesse takes a step closer. Wide open. Grab arm. Twist. Knee to the gut. Gun is mine
now.

“Bailey, fuck, I’'m sorry,” Jesse says with one hand up and the other where | kicked
him.

“1 know.” And with a deep breath, | cut those tears off as if | ssmply turned off a
faucet.

Jesse notices and tilts his head to the side, scrutinizing me as he should’ ve from the
start.

“Did you believe that?’

His only response is his eyes widening.

“Pretty good, huh? I’ ve been practicing that for a while now.”

“You fucker. You realy did kill Riley, and now you' re going to do the same to Will.”

| scoff. “Of course not. Will’s my boyfriend.”

And because he's proven to me over the past few weeks that I’ m only a menace while
topping.

“As for you, you're my boyfriend's best friend. And that’s kept you alive until now.
Not so much anymore.” | shrug.

While Jesse' s frozen in place, | tilt the gun and make sure the safety’ s off. | don’t like
guns. Too messy. But if I’ve aways been one thing, it’ s adaptable.



Chapter twenty-eight

Will

Welird. As| walk to the front door to enter the house, | aimost think | can hear voices.
And nonsensical as it may be, temporary rage flashes through me. Who the fuck is
here? Withmyboyfriend. The answer should be no one. | whip the door open without
knocking and...

“Jess?’ | bark.

“Oh, thank fuck,” Jess exclaims with apparent relief. “Will, your boyfriend is fucking
nuts.”

| turn to Cas, who's standing right in the foyer with a handgun hanging in his hand.
He' s all shivery when he zips over and buries himself against me. Only when | wrap
an arm around him and hug him to my side does he cam down some. “Whose gun is
that, baby?’

“Jesse’'s.” He squishes into my side even more. “He was in the house when | came
home and he's been saying a bunch of stuff about me that doesn’t make any sense. |
managed to get it away from him, but | have no ideawhat’ s going on.”

“Jess, what the fuck?’ | bark.

“No. Do not fall for that shit. He' s playing you like afiddle,” Jess yells back.

“Seewhat I'm talking about?’ Cas whispers.

“He killed Riley, and he's going to do something to you next.” Jess gestures in the
direction of Caswhile he screams.
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Casflicks the safety back on and nudges my hand with the gun. “Takeit. | don’'t even
want to hold it,” he says to me with asmall frown.

“Sure thing, baby.” | tilt his head closer for a kiss and double-check the safety. Then |
turn back to Jess. “ So, let me get this straight. Y ou broke into my boyfriend's house
and pulled a gun on him, becausehe’ sunhinged. Not you.”

“He's manipulating you.” Jess stares at us like we' ve got two heads each. “Ask him
what happened to Riley. Go ahead.”

| wordlessly look down at Cas, who takes a shaky breath before he swallows hard.
“Promise you won't be mad,” he croaks.

“Of course not, baby. You can tell me anything,” | say while hugging him even
tighter to my side.

“Riley and I|... we never left town.” He pauses for another shivery breath. “My
meeting got canceled, so we decided to stick around here. Right before we were
supposed to head out together, he told me never mind. He' d been texting Jesse while
we pregamed at the house, and since Jesse was already done hanging out with you
and we'd never |eft town, Riley said they were going to meet up at his place. | really
did make sure he |eft here in one piece, but that was the last time | saw him.”

“Why didn’t you tell meanyof this?’ | ask.

“ Jesse was right there when you asked me and | didn’t know what to say, so | lied. |
didn’t want to assume the worst then, but I'm really starting to think he did something



to Riley,” Cas says while worrying his lower lip. “I’m so sorry. | should’'ve said
something sooner, but... Jesse's your best friend. | thought maybe he was just
embarrassed and didn’t want you to know.l didn’t want to accuse him of anything or
get him in trouble. When he acted like he didn't know what happened to Riley, |
panicked and lied.”

“That is not what happened. At al. Go ahead and check my phone,” Jess screams.

“Of course, because he's probably deleted all the messages by now,” Cas whispers
beside me.

“Jess, this is pretty fucked. | know you don’t like him, but to try to accuse my
boyfriend of something you know he couldn’t have done? That’s pretty extreme,” |
yell a him. “Did you think you could get rid of him and have me all to yourself or
something?’

“What? No,” Jess snaps. “I literally had no reason to kill Riley.”

“And that's the other thing. He keeps talking about Riley beingdeadwhen he's
onlymissing,” Cas whispers beside me.

“Jess.” My whole body deflates when | exhale.

“Fuck, | didn't do anything. Y ou’ ve got to believe me,” Jess screams and steps closer
to me.

Cas recoils but sticks by my side, so | wrap my arm even tighter around him.

“Unreal. The both of you.” Jess takes afew more steps forward.

“Jess, back the fuck up. Serioudly,” | say.



Jesse doesn't listen. He comes right for me, trying to wrestle his handgun away from
me. | don’'t think he'll use it on me, but | also never thought him capable of murder.
Now I'm not so sure on either count, and I'm not taking the chance. Not with Cas
right here. Then the moment comes when it's wrenched from my hand and the safety
clicks while being turned off. | look at Jess. He looks at me. And he's got his gun
pointed right at me.

That is, for all of half a second. Cas wraps an arm around Jesse' s neck from behind in
a firm chokehold. | smack thegun out of Jess's hand the second it's pointed away
from me. Cas wrestles Jess to the ground, and | have a moment where | wonder how
long until he's considered subdued. Jess keeps fighting, but Cas stays expertly
perched atop him, riding him like a rodeo cowboy who refuses to be thrown off a
bucking bronco. Exactly the same way he managed to stay on me the one time he
wrestled me to the ground. | don’t move. | just watch. And then Jess isn't moving
either.

“Ishe...?

Cas shivers al over and releases a small hiccup while he looks at me, tears streaming
down hisface.

“Oh, baby,” | say while | rush over to him. | bend down to scoop him right up, and he
wraps his legs around my waist while he clings to me. He' s shivering all over and so
scared and so... hard. Hard as a fucking rock as his hands cradle my face and he
kisses me furioudly.

“It's okay,” | whisper. “I got you.”

“You own me,” he corrects. “Completely.”

“1 do.” | rake his hair back with my fingers and his legs squeeze me even tighter. Jess



iIswrong. Cas cares about me. | know he does.

The Jess Incident, as | shall forevermore mentally refer to it, gets handled by Cas.
Mostly because, uh, that's my best friend. Well,wasmy best friend. And the less |
know, the better. | can legitimately claim ignorance on the matter. Not that I'll ever
be telling anyone about this. Y eah, my boyfriend may have flipped out and strangled
my best friend in a panic. Said best friend may have pulled a gun on him first and
even pointed it at me while loaded. Mistakes were made.

We go away as scheduled, mostly because we agree it would be more suspicious to
suddenly stay home instead. The next four days are spent disassociating and
repressing the memory. Not that | blame Cas. Fight or flight in a life-or-death
situation and all that. It's not as if | can even claim | would've done differently if
someone threatened him. And if it had been an open and shut case of self-defense, |
wouldn’'t have even stopped to think of the consequences. But it's not. And I’'m not
letting my boyfriend go to jail over bullshit that’s not his fault.

A month passes. Everything feels chillingly normal despite the obvious differences.
Cas is the same. | am the same. Our relationship, the same. Ironclad obsession,
unwavering on both ends. Only difference is no Jess, and that kinda hurts but can’t be
helped. His absence is noticed right away, of course. His family has reported him
missing, but that was the end of it. No twenty-four-hour news coverage and search
parties for amissing queer man. Definitely not in this town.

Right before Christmas, | get called down to the police station. Admittedly, |
internally panic, but it makes sense they want to talk to me. It's well known that Jess
and | are not only coworkers, but friends. Some people maybe even know we briefly
dated, since neither of us were subtle about it. So, here | am, sitting in an interview
room and cooperating in good faith, meaning | can leave at any time if shit gets too
personal.
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“Thanks again for coming down. I’m Detective Sax,” he says as he takes a seat. “And
you're Mr.—"

“Will. Will isfing,” | interrupt.

“Would you like adrink? Soda? Coffee?’

“No, thanks.” I've seen SVU, dude.

“Thenlet’'sget right toit. | take it you know what thisis about,” he says.
“My best friend is missing.”

“And by that you mean...” He pauses to check afile. “ Jesse Miller.”
“Yeah,” | say with adeep exhale.

“Before we get to that, | wanted to ask you about something else while I’ ve got you
down here.”

“Anything to help,” | agree.
“Excellent,” Detective Sax says. He opens a file folder and lays out a row of
photographs. “I was wondering if you could tell me what these men all have in

common.”

Jesse. Riley. Jason. Henri.



All missing guys. Half of which are ones we know. Knew. Oh, fuck.

“All them fuck other dudes,” | say with a cocky grin. “Actually, that’s not fair to say.
At least one of them was a strict bottom.”

The detective sputters a bit, yet doesn’t waver otherwise. “That is... insightful. May |
ask how you came to that conclusion?’

“Easy. | fuck other dudes.” And | smile.

“You're saying you slept with al of these men?’

“Of course not,” | scoff. | point at Jesse's photo. “Jess is my best friend. We kinda
dated before | got serious about my boyfriend.”

| point a Riley next. “Riley worked with us. He was new and Jess was newly
available, so they were supposed to go out at some point. Then Riley no-cal, no-
showed one day and we never saw him again. It can be kinda awkward working with
someone after hooking up, so | wasn't too surprised he quit without notice.”

On to Jason. “I don’t actually know this guy. | only recognize him from the farmer’s
market. He used to flirt with al the guys whenever he came with his wife. He may

have gone out with some guys in town, but | can’t say for certain.”

Henri. “And | don’t know this guy, either. Never even met him. But Jess told me one
night they went out afew times after we saw a news report about him.”

The detective opens his folder and adds one more picture to the pile. Cas. Fuck.

“And that’s my boyfriend,” | plainly state. “We met at the farmer’s market a couple
of years ago and started dating this fall.”



“What if | told you that we've known for a while someone has been targeting gay
men?’ The detective folds his hands onto the table.

“Jessisbisexual,” | interrupt.

“Is that important?’

“Uh, yeah? It'swhy | said all these guys have sex with other guys. Saying they’re all
gay would be too much of an assumption.”

“Understood,” Detective Sax says. “We ve known about this problem for awhile. It's
a small town. Not a large gay community. When people start disappearing, and a
pattern develops, it’s easy to assume we' ve stumbled onto a serial killer.”

| frown.
“Now, your boyfriend,” he says while moving his hand from Cas's picture to Jess,

then Riley, and Jason. “Also happens to know these three men, either from the
farmer’s market or the farm where you work. Which is a big coincidence.”
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“Small town. Like you said. Anyone who worked at the farmer’s market last year
could say the same.”

“Jason, we almost missed, since he's not a year-round resident. And the bit about
Henri, that’s news to us. Bailey didn’t recognize him, and Henri’s the only piece of
the puzzle that we couldn’t fit so far.”

Three major things happen simultaneoudly at this very moment. Not only do | realize
how easily all of this could alsobe tied to me, but that the police have already spoken
to Cas. Which means | have to stop myself from blurting that Cas's last boyfriend,
who he told me wasmurdered, happened to be named Henri. How the fuck did that
dlip past me until now?

The detective studies me quietly, but there isn’t anything to say without being asked a
guestion. “Y ou seem pretty distraught by this.”

“My best friend is missing and you' re telling me a serial killer is picking off guyslike
us. How should | be?’

“That’s understandable, Will.” Detective Sax crosses his arms while staring at me.
“Let metell you what | know, followed by what | think.”

“Go right ahead,” | say with a sweeping gesture.
“As of right now, Henri DeSantos and Jason Wilton are still missing. We found Riley

Snyder’s body in the woods yesterday afternoon, only a couple of miles from the
dairy farm run by Jesse’s family.”



“Oh, my god.” | sit up straighter and lean forward. Riley’s dead. Actually dead. “And
you're sure it’s him?’

“Yes, despite decomposition we were able to make a positive identification. We're
also working on collecting some DNA.” When | don't say anything more, he adds,
“What are you thinking, Will?’

“I"'m thinking, | didn’t know Riley long or well, but... | can't believe he's actually
dead.”

“Now that you know what | know, I'll let you know what | think.” Detective Sax
leans closer to the table and continues. “Henri and Jason both vanished without a
trace. Whatever happened to them would’ ve been calculated. Practiced. Controlled.
Asfor Riley...”

He pauses and slides a crime scene photo in front of me. Fuck me, that’s gross and |
can’'t help recoiling.

“Riley pissed someone off, which means his case isn't like the other two. This was
angry, and it was sloppy. And | think he knew it, and he panicked, so he left town
before we caught up with him.”

“I"'m sorry, who?’

“Jesse.” Detective Sax takes the crime scene photo and places it back in the folder.
“You'reright when you say it’s easy to connect most of these men to multiple people.
Bailey, for example. Even to you. But given some evidence we found at the crime
scene and the location of Riley’s body, and his disappearance coinciding with Jesse’s,
we have reason to believe Jesse had been involved.”

“Jesse did this?”



“1 understand he's your best friend, but if you know something about this, now is the
timetotell us”

“l... | don’t even know what to say.”

And | really don’t. Holy shit. Until today, Cas has been right al along. Hasn't he? |
don’t want to believe Jess did any of this. | don't really like the aternative, either;
that Cas somehow managed to get away with four murders.

Even while | conscioudly try to suppress that idea, one thought keeps resurfacing: Cas
pointing out to me how Jesse kept referring to Riley asdeadwhen he was onlymissing.
That dip of the tongue seemed so damning then. And just now, the detective said
Henri is still missing. Not murdered. Missing. Maybe Cas simply assumed the worst,
but it's enough to make me stop and think. And question. And doubt. Only one other
person fits into this puzzle perfectly, one who even Jesse said has been lying through
his teeth to me.

“Has Jesse tried to contact you in any way?’

“No, he... our friendship really wasn't the same after | started dating my boyfriend,”
| mutter.

“Bailey,” Detective Sax clarifies. “So far, you're telling us almost everything he
already did. Except, Bailey was well aware that Jess didn’t like him very much.”

“Yes, things were tense for a bit. | was sort’ ve seeing them both for a short period of
time but they knew about it. | ended up with my boyfriend. Jess and | agreed to
remain friends.”

The detective hums. “Then you're both lucky to be alive. Henri and Jason
disappeared some time over the last twelve months. Best we can tell, Riley was last



seen leaving work on the twentieth of last month, and as you said, he didn’t show for
work the next day. Can you recall what you were doing the night before?’

“I'msorry... thisisal just...”

“Its fine. Take your time. The twentieth of November. The week before
Thanksgiving.”

“What day of the week was that?’ | ask while rubbing my brow. Fuck me. Fuck me.
Fuck me. | already know and | think I’m going to be sick.

“Friday. It was a Friday.”
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| need a deep breath before | can continue. | take it all back. About Riley. About Jess.
About Cas. About everything. Finally, | have the perfect fucking man. Literally made
for me. And there’savery real possibility he's slightly homicidal. What the fuck does
that say about me?

“Will?" Detective Sax prompts.

“1 always close Fridays. | remember Riley telling me before his shift ended that he
had plansto go out that night. He left the farm afew hours before closing.”

| pause and take a deep breath. Am | really going to do this? Can | do this? It's so
fucked, but Jess is already gone and | can't lose them both. | can’t. | won't. | exhale
and let the rest spill out as calmly as possible.

“Jesse closed with me, then we both left for the evening. | went to my boyfriend’s
place since | always spend the weekend with him. We were together all night.”

“That coincides with what Bailey told us earlier. We have reason to believe that after
Jesse |eft work, he met with Riley that night.”

Fucking hell, Cas. You knew. You made sure you knew where everyone would be.
You knew that | would remember where Jesse really was that night. And you knew
I’d cover for you, anyway. Y ou probably even knew that I'd catch the lie as soon as |
heard it, and you till took the chance. Fuck you, dude. Killed my best friend and
pinned everything on him. | tent my nose and let out asigh.

“Are you okay, Will?’



“Yeah, it'sjust... alot. Totakein. All thisshit... about Jess.” About Cas.

“l understand,” Detective Sax says. He begins putting the rest of the photos back in
the folder. “If he attempts to contact you at all, please let us know immediately.”

“I will,” | say with a shaky breath.

And with that, I’'m free to leave.

Chapter twenty-nine

Cas

There is what | hope Will does, what | think he'll do, and what he actually ended up
doing. All three of these scenarios may have different answers, and not knowing
which one he chose leaves me uneasy. lhopehe'll be smart like | know he is.
Ithinkhe'll stay loyal to me above all else. | can’tknowfor certain. | don’t like not
knowing things.

Will comes by the house that afternoon, and I'm caught between acting as if
everything is normal and holding back some until | can gauge the situation. When he
walks into the house, he smiles yet looks sad when he wraps his arms around me.
He's not a very emotiona person. | wouldn't say totally devoid. But then again,
neither am |. We' re both merely below average in that area.

“I loveyou,” he murmursin my ear.

“1...” | don’'t know. | feel things for Will that I’ ve never felt for anyone else. The fact
that | feel anything at all for him speaks for itself, but that’s not love.

“It's okay,” he says while shushing me. “You don’'t have to say it back. | know how



you feel.”

“You do?

“Yeah,” he says with a sniffle. When he pulls back and combs a hand through my
hair, he looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. “And | know what you did, baby.”

| don't really know how to respond to that, so | don't respond at all. No point in
lying. Still, it feels as if I've disappointed him and for the first time ever, that's
something that bothers me.

“What am | supposed to do about that, huh?’

“Whatever you want,” | camly say.

“Cas...”

“I"'myours,” | remind him. “Y ou get to do whatever you want to me.”

Will pulls me closer again, threading with me while | squeeze my arms around his
waist. He kisses the top of my head and holds me close enough to suffocate me. | do
care about Will. | do. | still care about myself more. Most. Always have. Always will.
Sometimes, self-preservation means doing hard things. And | have to do this.

“Come to the greenhouse with me,” | whisper into his chest.

“Now?’
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| nod.

“Why?’

“Comewith me,” | repest.

Will takes a deep breath. “Okay.”

We trudge through the fresh snow to my massive greenhouse further back on the
property. This is a place I've wanted to bring him for a long time now. Only | kept
telling myself, not yet. Soon. Not yet. Just a bit longer. Not yet.

Here we are.

The warm air hits as soon as | open the first door, making sureit’'s closed all the way
before | open the second set. The beesswarm the room, even at the door. It's a
massive colony and they’re all thrumming in unison.

“Comeon,” | say, tugging his hand.

Will hesitates. “Don’'t we need a suit?’

“Not for these. They don’t sting.”

“Can’'t or won't?’ Despite his question and some hesitation, he follows me into the
warm room and shuts the door behind him.



“Can’'t. They can bite, but they will die if they do. Therefore, they won't. They're
peaceful creatures so long as you don’'t swat at them or something,” | say.

“They... don’t look like normal bees.” One lands on his shoulder and | put my hand
out for it to crawl on meinstead.

“They’'renot.” | watch the little creature buzzing around my hand. These are not your
typical cute and fluffy bumblebees, but lean, bright red and black creatures like
something out of a nightmare. “Sometimes ugly things are harmless. And sometimes
beautiful things are deadly.”

“Things like you?’

| flick my eyes over to him. “Only sometimes.”

Will releases along sigh before he looks away, but | can see he gets what I’ m saying.
He's never swatted at me. I’ve had ample opportunities and... | don’'t want to. He's
never given me areason, and | no longer have the desire. | never will with him. Not
anymore.

“Do you remember what | told you about the domestic bees?’ | ask.

“They choose to stay,” Will says, sadness still in his eyes when he looks back at me.

“That's right.” | smirk. “They’re self-sufficient. They don’'t need the comfort of
domestication. They can come and go as they please. Kind of like you.”

“Then why are these locked up?’

“Easy. Imported.” Another lands on my arm and | move my hand for it to crawl there
instead. “I could let them out, but they’re not meant for such a cold climate. And



since they can never leave to feed themselves, they’d die without me. | own them.
Completely.”

| offer my hand to Will, and he puts his palm out for a little buzzing friend. That
warms my cold heart a bit. Enough for meto really smile.

“These are vulture bees.” | flick my eyes up to him and hold his gaze. “They produce
asavory honey because they only eat one thing. Carrion.”

Impressive what they can do to a corpse, too.

Will closes his eyes and lets out a long sigh, but he doesn’'t say anything for even
longer. When he does break his silence, all he asks is, “Why did you bring me here,
Cas?”’

“You say you know how | feel about you. You don’t. You can’'t. | don't feel things
like a normal person should.” | let out a measured sigh until he looks at me again and
| stare right into his eyes with an unwavering gaze. “Thisis my limit and | won't ever
care more, no matter how much you want me to. Go ahead and love me, own me,
fuck me however you want. I'll be yoursand | promise that won't ever change. But if
you fuckwithme, with the trust | put in you, | will choke the life out of you and let
them pick your body clean.”

“Do you really think | would do that?’

“You wouldn't be standing right here if | did.” | turn and gently wrap my arms
around him. Even now, he doesn’'t have his guard up. I’ve realized it makes it easier
for me to let mine down, too. “I don’t want to hurt you. Ever. What | want is for you
to keep loving me the way you do and, in exchange, you get total control over me.
Forever.”



Will stares down at me and | can only gulp while my heart thrums from uncertainty. |
hate this feeling and | aways havebut for once | want to believe I've found the
person who won't let me down. Not like everyone else aways has.
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“And you’'ll be agood boy?” Will finally asks me.

“1 can be. | have what | need now. | have you.”

Half his mouth raisesin asmile. “Really? Almost sounds asif you'vefalenin love.”
“You tripped me.” And | shineasmile up at him.

Will pulls me closer for akissthat | sigh right into like easing into warm water. Self-
preservation is hard. Sometimes difficult choices must be made. Even stupid ones.

Trusting Will is not smart. But he finally has what he's always wanted: someone
who's completely and irreversibly dependent on him. He treasures that too much to
throw it away. And we both know it.

He owns me so completely, | more than want him in return. Ineedhim. Which means
he gets to be the only thing that comes close to how much | care about myself.

Without him, thereis no me.

The End



