
        
            
                
            
        

    To Lex Valentine, for helping me choose the title. 
 To Hide, for teaching me to make better pots. No snowflake ever fell in the wrong place. —Zen proverb 

Chapter One

D
EPUTYKENITOgave a soft groan as someone put a cup against his split lip. It bled as he pursed it. Hurt. Every part of his five-foot-seven-inch frame felt bruised; his forearms and hands burned, shredded from being dragged over sand and rock.

He shook his head, trying to turn away, but a gentle hand was implacable, holding him steady, lifting him so he could swallow without choking.

The water felt like life, cool and soothing. He licked his lips and then drank thirstily.
 Life. Bring me back to life.
 His body, his thoughts were weighed down like a rock resting on a note with his name on it. He couldn’t shift the stone to read the writing, to grasp…. Why was he hurting? Where was he?
 So hot…. His hands and feet were swollen from the fever, so they felt huge and pulsing. When the shadow caring for him eased him back onto a hard pallet, Ken groaned at the pain from his bruised ribs creaking together like shredded rattan.
 A hand as easy on his flesh as the water he’d tasted smoothed over his bare chest. “Sleep,” a voice ordered him. “You sleep.”
 Before his eyes closed, Ken felt the brush of something silken against his lips. Long black hair that smelled like cedar-wood smoke.

K
ENdreamed. At first he dreamed he was in his studio, creamy porcelain clay foaming under his hands as the wheel turned. Although at heart he was a craftsman, a simple potter, he had taken the job as a county deputy to support himself and he liked being of service to others. Doing the work wasn’t especially demanding since the part of Washington State he patrolled was pretty deserted, yet not long after he’d begun doing his circuits of the lonely stretch of woods on his route, he’d heard of several people who had disappeared in the area over a ten-year period.

So there was a mystery.
 Cracked asphalt and cedar and fir trees and tall grass flashed past him in a cop’s vigil, the yellow line blurring the many days he’d mulled over this mystery. After talking to people in the two small towns connected by Forest Grove Road, he’d discovered that the missing people had all hitchhiked. Excepting the case of one woman three weeks ago, teacher Andrea Harper, who left her vehicle because it ran out of gas. Presumably she’d tried to walk back to town, but no one knew for sure as she’d not been seen since.
 After talking to her sister at the diner in April Falls, Ken wanted more than ever to find her. He’d taken to driving extra hours on his patrol, stopping places near where Andrea’s Buick Regal had been found.
NOWhe shifted, uneasy, and the dream shifted with him, like an hourglass tilting…. Dizzy…. Yet he could hear the regular drum of a heartbeat against his cheek. When he flicked his tongue, he tasted firm skin. A hand in his hair, stroking him…. Reassured, he floated back to his studio in the woods, pressing down with his thumbs, forming a pot, watching it rise like yeast making bread rise, elemental magic…. His studio door was open, and the cool spring air came inside like a draft of clean pine-needle incense, and he was focused and serene.
 Safe.
 But then he saw her. He shook, sick, chilled by the vision. Andrea Harper, it had to be. Just twenty-three years old. Her body in gravel and thick clay mud, set in a shallow grave, pale, bloated face, white skull, blond hair wet against rock. Please bring her home to me, Deputy Ito, Andrea’s sister Karen Harper had pleaded, reaching out to grip his hand over the Formica diner table. I know she’s dead, she has to be dead, but I need to bring her home.
 Heart thudding, primal awareness tickling his back like a sodden feather, because he could almost feel the miasma of the killer lingering like oily smoke at the scene. Grief moved in his gut as he crouched beside her body. Ken had to fight to remain composed—he’d dealt with his fair share of the aftermath of accidents, but this was different.
 Someone had murdered Andrea.
 He had to call it in, so he reached for his radio, catching the crunch of rock behind him, turning his head—
 “Stop.”
 Ken’s eyelids lifted, heavy, like they were weighted down by fast-moving flood water. He licked cracked lips, feeling as if his body had been burned to ash in the heart of his kiln. His skin actually ached. “Ummmm.”
 “Sleep,” the voice commanded him again.
 Ken frowned, remembering hearing that voice before. A man’s voice, soft and almost guttural, as if he had difficulty speaking English. It reminded him vaguely of his parents, who were first-generation Japanese Americans. Some words they cut off like a knife slicing through fresh salmon.
 “No, I must…” Duty. He had to….
 Blue eyes blazed at him as he was shoved back onto something soft and warm. Ken blinked at the alien feel against his bare skin. It felt like….
 He tried to sit up again and was shoved back.
 Okay, then. He wasn’t going anywhere.
 Panting, weak, he stared into the shadows at his keeper. He could make out the swing of long dark hair, and his gaze fell to a lean brown hand lying possessively on his chest, holding him in place.
 “Fur…. I’m sleeping on furs?” he croaked. He could hear a dripping sound and feel the hush of cooler air over the parts of his nude body free of covers. It felt good, refreshing; it felt too cold, so he had goose bumps.
 “Sheepskin,” the voice corrected, as if it were obvious. “Not fur.”
 “Oh.” Ken blinked. He was getting hazy again, could feel himself drifting like an abandoned canoe on a river. “Why aren’t I in a hospital?”
 “Because I found you.”
 That didn’t make sense, did it? His head hurt. He closed his eyes.
THEhand of his protector lifted some kind of stew to his lips, prodding him with the crude wooden spoon. Ken stared at it, oddly mesmerized. It looked like something he might see at one of the craft fairs where he purchased tables to sell his pottery. Like something carved by hand. Primitive, beautiful.
 “Eat,” the voice ordered, implacable. “You eat now.”
 Ken obediently opened his mouth, chewing gently since his jaw felt sore, lumpy. His cheeks were bruised, so he felt it when they stretched.
 As he ate something creamy and warm that tasted like roots and fish and honey, he hazily remembered doing this before, off and on. Only sometimes it was water instead of stew he was ordered to drink.
 Sober blue eyes regarded him, and Ken held their gaze, seeing as they dropped to his bare chest. When stew dripped from the spoon to splash him there, dark hair touched him, and then lips and then a tongue, licking away the waste.
 Ken gasped.
 When he opened his eyes, the blue gaze was fixed on his face, the strange man’s lips shiny from… from kissing Ken’s chest? No, it hadn’t been a kiss. The stranger had merely licked away some spilled stew.
 After he ate to the satisfaction of his caregiver, the man turned away, breaking roots and honeycomb over a crude cup resting on a tiny fire. The flames lit the space but provided little warmth from the damp, and for the first time since he’d been awake, Ken recognized he was in a cave.
 His eyes widened in wonder. How…?
 The long hair of his caregiver brushed his skin again, his nipples, and Ken shivered at the primal sensation. He’d never been with a man with long hair. He stared at the offering stupidly until the stranger nudged him again.
 “Tea,” he was informed.
 Tea. Ken closed his eyes on sudden tears.
 “You… okay?” An odd monotone, as if the speaker didn’t know or care how he sounded. Information without inflection.
 “I nearly died,” Ken whispered. He was shaking, so the tea dripped in sympathy like tears onto his chest, hot, stinging. A sob lodged under his ribs. He couldn’t remember….
 No, he could. Flashes. Some of them slowed down now so he could touch them, grapple with them. Finding a body he was sure was Andrea’s in a ditch beside the road not far from where her car had been discovered. Someone had buried her there, but this spring they’d had a record amount of rain, so he’d spotted something as he drove past, spotted something and stopped.
 And now this long-haired young man with his bronzed skin and burning jewel blue eyes was caring for him. How was that possible? Ken felt as if he’d entered a strange world, like one of those stories where a mortal man fell asleep in a fey’s woods.
 He studied his caregiver. The man’s arms were scratched, and there was a streak of mud on one lean cheek. His hair was pushed back from his face by a soft deerskin band that reminded Ken vaguely of a Native American headband. It was a practical design, lacking any embellishment.
 “Safe now,” the stranger said in his flat voice. “Mine now.”
 A tear rolled down Ken’s face. He squeezed his eyes shut, embarrassed by his lack of control. He took a deep breath, but his body betrayed him, shivering in spasms.
 The man growled at him, as if he were displeased. And then he curled his muscled body behind Ken’s smaller one, spooning him, one palm flat on Ken’s bare belly. The stranger held him as he struggled to compose himself.
 Ken’s muscles slowly relaxed, though hot moisture continued to well from his eyes and drip from his chin.
 “I almost died, didn’t I?” he repeated a long time later.
 His caregiver only licked his neck, tasting Ken’s tears.

H
E WOKEup again because he was cold except where his wild man was pressed against him, his front against Ken’s back, one thigh thrown over Ken’s legs, as if to keep him close, under control. The sheepskin had fallen away, and his tears had dried and coated his skin, making him feel like he wore an old cocoon of his past self.

He wasn’t sure what roused the young man—a change in Ken’s breathing, the restless shift of his thigh.
 He was still so weak, though he didn’t feel like something that had been shattered like a dropped eggshell on granite anymore.
 He was healing.
 His guardian’s hand was cupped over Ken’s sleeping sex.
 He turned his head and in the yellow light from the fire, he met those lake blue eyes. He remembered his caregiver’s words: safe, mine.
 The stranger sat up, shoving back his long hair. He studied Ken from under his brows, as if assessing whether this time he’d stay awake.
 Helpless to do anything more than lie there, Ken studied the young man in return, seeing he had stripped off his leather shirt and leggings and was wearing nothing but a loincloth, also made of the soft leather. It cupped his penis, which was hard, the plummy head poking out to the side like a rebellious stalk of rhubarb.
 Ken smiled faintly at the thought. He’d grown rhubarb in his garden as a child when his family had lived in the prairies.
 The young man reached for the same cup he’d offered previously, resting again on the coals. He leaned down and tasted it and then he held it with dirty hands for Ken to drink.
 “Tea,” he said. His flat tone said, drink it now.
 “Arigatou gozaimasu,” Ken said, for some reason using the Japanese of his childhood. It seemed appropriate when being given tea.
 But the young man frowned, dark brows lowered so that despite his dark hair, he suddenly reminded Ken of a young god Thor from Norse mythology. A displeased Thor. Ken remembered then he didn’t seem very handy with English. “Thank you very much,” he repeated very slowly.
 The frown wasn’t lifted. “Not stupid.”
 “No!” Ken shook his head. “You took care of me.” He cleared his throat, meaning to raise the subject again of why he wasn’t in a hospital….
 The stranger grunted and gestured peremptorily with the tea. Drink, his actions mimed. Stop talking and drink now.
 Ken obediently sipped, tasting root and honey and something that tasted like tree. He could see a swollen lump on the back of one hand holding the little cup, which might explain the source of the honey. His benefactor had been stung. Raiding a beehive? There was also the faint aftertaste of fish. The pot was the same one used to cook the stew. It was wooden, charred on one side, crudely carved like the single spoon.
 Ken drank, nourished by the warm liquid. After he finished the contents, he was lowered back to the sheepskin bed, and then the young man caressed his hair, as if bestowing approval on a pet.
 “What’s your name?” Ken asked. Finally the fog had lifted and he felt more like himself, though his emotions seemed as fragmented by his close call as his body did.
 “Wylde.”
 Ken raised his brows. “Appropriate,” he murmured.
 The expression didn’t change on his caregiver’s face. He simply watched Ken, seemingly oblivious to the thread of humor.
 Ken cleared his throat. “I am Ken Ito. Deputy Ito.”
 Still the expression didn’t change, as if this young man felt no disquiet about having a law enforcement officer lying nude and helpless on his forest bed.
 “That’s not you.”
 Ken frowned. “What do you mean?”
 “When you dream….” Wylde cocked his head.
 Ken’s eyes widened as enlightenment struck. “Oh. My Japanese name is Kakumi. Only my parents call me that.” Color heated his cheeks. He wasn’t sure why, but saying his real name seemed significant, as if it had a kind of power.
 Wylde frowned. “Ka-coom.”
 “Ka-koom-ee,” Ken repeated.
 “Ka-koom-ee.”
 Ken’s lids were already heavy, and he had the sudden thought that maybe the tea had more than honey. Some kind of natural pain reliever?
 “What are you?” he asked. How was it this young man was living in a cave, sleeping on sheepskin? There was nothing here that he could see from the modern world, not even Ken’s uniform, radio, gun…. He frowned. “Uh.”
 “Sleep.” The callused palm against his chest, between his nipples.
 This time Wylde didn’t spoon him, but removed his loincloth and then partially covered Ken, bare skin to bare skin. His erection was hard and hot between them. Wylde wrapped his arms around Ken, protective, and Ken closed his eyes.



Chapter Two

W
YLDE stood under the moonlight outside of his cave, shoving his hair back impatiently as he gave himself a moment to think while Ken was sleeping.

Why had he reverted to his wild persona as soon as he’d spotted Ken? Although he’d come here to his sanctuary for some precious time alone to commune with nature, he’d lived among people for a few years now. He had an education. He even owned a company.

But when he’d found Ken bruised and bleeding, all he’d wanted was to take him back to his cave. He’d looked at the fine bones of Ken’s face, at the black marks marring his golden skin, and he’d needed to keep him safe.

Wylde knelt, picking up fresh kindling for his small fire from the forest floor. His first years had been ordinary, boring. He’d been Steven Butler, who lived with his grandfather high on a mountain in the dense woods of the Pacific Northwest. The old man had been something of a recluse, so he’d kept Steven isolated; but they’d had a good life, and he’d been taught how to fish, what berries in season were safe to eat, how to live off the land.

Then one terrible day the old man had grabbed his arm, falling… and Steven was too young, too alone to process his death. The only other world he knew was the woods, so he’d run there, gotten lost. Somehow he’d managed to survive those first harsh weeks, to feed himself, to build a shelter. Years passed and he became Wylde, the young man who haunted the forest.

He squeezed his eyes shut.
 Or maybe he should call it the way it was—he’d become some kind of freak, someone who could never completely blend in no matter how hard he tried.
 And he had tried after he’d been rescued by some of the people who lived on his mountain. Deputy Alec Danvers and Jade Hollis had given him a home, fed him, clothed him, made sure he went to school.
 Of course, it didn’t help that his first crush had been on Alec, a straight man deeply in love with his fiancée.
 Wylde made a disgusted sound. Maybe that explained why he’d instantly connected with Ken, wanted to protect him. He wore the same uniform as Alec, after all.

Y
ET if he thought about it logically, the fact was that someone had hurt Ken, and Wylde didn’t know who it was. If Ken went to a hospital or clinic, couldn’t the same person find him, hurt him again?

He rubbed his eyes, the two parts of his personality clashing. The civilized part told him he should do the “right” thing, the “normal” thing, and take Ken back to his world. But the primitive man wanted Ken safe. The primitive man had already decided Ken was his mate, from his scent, from the way he seemed to accept Wylde’s touch.

It was like Ken’s body was whispering to his, telling him he belonged to Wylde.
KENroused when it was still dark, the fire so low now, only the coals lit a tiny pool of lemon flickering light. Sparks rose in a sudden burst, making the light waver in patterns on the uneven walls, and again he felt as if he was lost in another world, like one of those romances his mother used to read about the woman captured by a hunky Native American guy and taken to his village. Except in Ken’s case, he’d always wanted to be the guy captured by the hunky hero.

He blinked, thinking he hadn’t had that kind of fanciful thought in years. Although he worked with clay, he didn’t consider himself an artist, but a craftsman. Throwing a Raku piece required chemistry, physics, experience… and, okay, a bit of imagination, but his hands intuitively had always seemed to know how to shape the clay. Now he sifted through his recent experiences, trying to remember where he was… and with whom.

Because he’d never slept the night with another man, but Wylde was… different. He’d just woken up with him, nude and in his care, like the captive in his mother’s romances. It was a role Ken had not remotely thought he’d ever live.

Now Wylde was lying partially on top of him, his stiff penis against Ken’s inner thigh. Ken shifted instinctively, and their cocks lined up, touching.

Ken hissed in a breath, feeling unbearably sensitive, as if he had been reborn, as if this were the first man, the only man to touch him.

And Wylde’s blue eyes snapped open.
WYLDE had never slept this way until Ken, pressed up against another man, but it was what he wanted. It was perfect. He woke when he felt Ken squirm and gave him a look so he’d know if he tried to get up, Wylde would shove him back on the bed.

Ken didn’t seem to understand that he belonged to Wylde now. Wylde had found him, brought him here to his cave, cared for him.

Wylde frowned, struggling with the two warring parts of his soul. No…. No, that wasn’t right. He couldn’t just claim Ken. He had to…. They had to talk first. Ken would want to learn more about him. There were things they had to do before Wylde could simply mount the other man.

His best friend, Josh Atherton, had a girlfriend. Wylde had observed them covertly sometimes, trying to figure out how to behave with a mate, because he ached for one. He just had to remember some of the stuff Josh did. The talking was good…. If only he knew what to say.

But conversation flew from his head as he lifted himself up on his palms over Ken’s narrow, golden-skinned body, revealing to his gaze the thin line of hair leading down from Ken’s flat belly to his stiffening penis. Wylde was excited by the feel, scent, and touch of his mate.

He thrust against Ken, seeing the brown almond-shaped eyes widen, the pink lips part. Ken had a ghost of a beard shadow outlining his lips and dusting over his chin. Wylde liked it and his silken black hair, cut short. He was smaller than Wylde, and more subtly muscular. Wylde wanted to purr whenever he rubbed himself against the other man’s smooth, firm chest. And his skin… his golden skin had a faint cinnamon scent, as if Ken used that variety of soap.

Wylde wanted to scratch his mark into Ken’s skin. At last. Someone for him.
 Ken gave a long groan, but it didn’t sound like the pain noises he sometimes made as his bruised body healed. His neck fell back, and he lifted his hips so their cocks brushed again.
 Wylde shuddered, and then his hands captured Ken’s hips. Panting, he stared into his wide dark eyes. “Stay still,” he warned. “I have to think… of stuff to talk about with you.”
 “Talk?” Ken looked confused, but then he gasped when Wylde rubbed against him again. “We… we shouldn’t. We barely know each other. This place—it’s a dream!”
 Wylde licked Ken’s shoulder, wanting to bite it but also wanting to be gentle. Confused by his mixed impulses, he thrust against the other man again.
 Ken made a husky sound, and then Wylde was rutting against him, holding him fast and feeling Ken’s crisp pubic hair against his prick.
 Good, so good, the pounding in his ears of his blood. He needed this, needed it. So long. So long he’d watched and yearned from the shadows, but there had been no one to touch, no one for him.

W
YLDE pressed his lips against the skin next to Ken’s mouth, a kind of pecking, as if he’d observed kissing but never participated himself.

Ken knew he shouldn’t do this; it was insane to be carrying on with a stranger like a piece of driftwood carried away by an early tide. Wylde was still an enigma. Why did he live like this? How had he found Ken?

Ken knew he was almost prim in the management of his sexual entanglements. He was never impulsive. He never let anyone get too close, preferring his solitary life.

But heat sparked between them like a trail of dry pine needles, suddenly incandescent, and he needed this, needed to feel alive and crushed under Wylde.

Unbearably aroused, Ken dug his hands into Wylde’s hard round shoulders, feeling warm, healthy skin, not the cold stone of death that had brushed his life. When Wylde nuzzled him, Ken licked Wylde’s bottom lip, wanting to instruct him. Apparently he didn’t know how to kiss.

Wylde made a rough sound and ground his mouth against Ken’s as he was doing his hips where heat radiated out, where they barely moved apart now, a lumpy, awkward organism needing to come, only to come….

“ KISS,” Ken whispered. “Kiss me, Wylde.”
 Wylde blinked heavy-lidded blue eyes. “Don’t know….” “You don’t know how?” Ken brushed Wylde’s mouth
 with his fingertips. “I will teach you.” Ken touched his lips, parting them and then licking him again.
 “Teach me,” Wylde muttered.
 Wylde crushed him into the sheepskin, and his tongue penetrated Ken’s mouth, claiming him. He tasted of honey and tea. His body covering Ken was perfect. Ken wanted him inside him, pounding into him. He clung to Wylde, his cock aching for release, his heart thudding like a wild stallion broken free…. Wylde’s blue eyes mesmerized him, the pupils enlarged and hungry, as if he were half man, half beast.
 He reached down and squeezed Ken’s prick gently, exploring him, but it was too much…. After coming so close to death, Ken needed….
 “Uhhhhh!” The cave ceiling revolved in slow spirals as if Ken had had too much to drink. His heart was pounding; his head was pounding. He came back to himself, sticky with Wylde’s come, with his own relief, warm and liquid between their bodies.
 His throat tightened. Oddly, he felt as if the simple act of spilling together was something more significant. It was crazy, of course.
 “How did that happen?” Ken asked, deeply sated. A better question to ask himself might be why he ached to lie under Wylde again, passive, and let him have his way with him.
 Wylde licked his neck like an animal pleased with its mate. Ken shivered at the aftershock of pleasure, grappling again with the fateful sense that this was as new and powerful for him as it seemed to be to Wylde.
 Feeling oddly protective in light of Wylde’s innocence, the way he didn’t try to cover up how he’d been moved by their encounter, so his eyes were soft and dazed like wet blue velvet as he looked at Ken, Ken stroked Wylde’s back gently until his hand grew sleepy like his body.
 He was badly bruised, he’d nearly died, and he’d woken up in a cave, cared for by this strange young man. Being with Wylde seemed like a fairy tale, nothing like the calm shelves of Ken’s ordered life. But when Wylde whispered, “I want you,” Ken found himself smiling faintly. No one had ever needed him in this way, as if his body were food and water.
 “Tired,” he said. He’d think about this in the morning, how he had to get out of here, get back to his life, how he shouldn’t like the way Wylde possessed him, taking him, pleasuring him.
 Wylde was already snoring softly, oblivious to Ken’s worries, spooning his body, one thigh tangled with Ken’s, as if they were wool knitting into something new.

K
ENgrimaced. “Sticky,” he said in disgust, summing up the morning and the state of his body. Man, he needed to get clean. Living in a cave might be romantic in the middle of the night when his captor brought him to climax, but the morning after….

Wylde had finished pulling on his leggings while sitting on the sandy floor across from their shared bed. He bent over Ken a moment later.

“ What…?” Ken exclaimed in shock when Wylde hefted him in his arms. “Wait!”
 Wylde paused, blue eyes drilling into Ken’s. He lifted a brow.
 “I’m… I can’t go out there naked!” Ken said primly.
 “Why?”
 “What do you mean, why?” He felt hot color rise in his cheeks as Wylde’s gaze swept over him. He was hard. He tried to tell himself it was just natural morning wood, not Wylde’s proximity.
 His body wasn’t buying it.
 Wylde’s long hair was loose, tangled over his shoulders like a cape of wet seaweed. His blue eyes were large and expressive, and his lean tanned face reminded Ken again faintly of that of a Native American.
 Still staring at his wild man, Ken almost didn’t catch his nod as he lowered Ken closer to their bedding. When he did, Ken got the silent message and wasted no time in snagging a sheepskin to cover the essentials.
 “Thanks,” he muttered.
 For a reply, Wylde nuzzled his neck as he carried him from the cave.
 Ken shivered in reaction.
 “I can walk,” he felt obliged to point out, hands clenching in Wylde’s broad shoulders as his legs dangled almost to the embankment.
 Wylde ignored him, picking his way down a gravel slope toward a meadow. The May sunshine was out, bright and warm, like a gift on his body. Ken sighed, seeing wildflowers dotting the landscape. Stands of purple foxglove and daisies.
 His wild man lived in a paradise.
 Wylde carried him as if Ken belonged in his arms. It made Ken’s stomach tighten. He felt again like he was lost in a captive-captor romance novel, in one of the books he’d taken in secret from his mother and read for the hero, not that he’d wanted her or anyone to know.
 It was his shameful fantasy.
ANDlike something out of his reading, Wylde took him to a waterfall. He put Ken down on his feet, and Ken’s legs trembled like a birch tree in a harsh wind; he was still embarrassingly weak.
 “Sit here,” Wylde directed, maneuvering him carefully so he was seated on a sun-warmed boulder, smooth and a little chalky against his bare ass. Wylde retrieved the sheepskin, blue eyes glinting when Ken’s erection was exposed again. Kneeling at Ken’s feet, he reached up and cupped his cheek. “Shy….”
 “I’m not…!” Ken huffed, annoyed. He’d been with a few guys. But he found himself not wanting to mention it aloud to Wylde, as if he’d be going back to that other life, the one he’d lived before he’d woken in a cave.
 Wylde’s lips quirked.
 “So you can smile,” Ken said, watching as Wylde picked up some accessories waiting on a mossy patch of ground. It reminded Ken of that old Herbal Essences advertisement. A rough gray linen towel—hinting that Wylde had to visit civilization sometimes—and… soap?
 “Oh,” Ken murmured. He wanted to kiss Wylde for producing what he’d most longed for. Maybe after another orgasm, not that he would be admitting that.
 He primmed his mouth, determined to wean himself of Wylde’s allure. Soon he’d be back in his ordered existence. There would be no fanciful encounters, no being claimed in the middle of the night.
 Wylde wet the soap in the stream and then sat behind Ken, patiently using it in his hair, taking clumps and massaging so Ken wanted to close his eyes and purr. Wow, Wylde was really good at this.
 But again he was moved to prick the balloon of this fantasy. “I can wash myself.”
 “I want to touch,” Wylde said, as if that was all that mattered.
 Ken’s eyelashes fell, concealing his eyes. He knew he was blushing again, but Wylde’s hands felt wonderful, scrubbing gently, working up lather after he dipped the soap.
 “Sandalwood!” Ken exclaimed, catching the scent. It was a favorite of his.
 Wylde nodded. It was only a thin sliver, maybe not enough left for both of them to use, but Wylde had chosen to gift it to his guest.
 “I don’t like being dirty.” Ken found himself admitting in light of Wylde’s sacrifice.
 “Fastidious.”
 Ken blinked. Wylde knew that word? He’d seemed some kind of strange mountain man, living apart from civilization in his cave.
 “Do you know where my uniform is? My radio and gun?” Ken prodded. He was still healing, but he needed to get back to his life, needed to find the person who had beaten him, left him for dead.
 Sometimes Ken could almost see his face, like shards trying to become a whole picture again. His gut twisted. What if it had been someone he knew? The odds said it was likely, given he patrolled two small towns.
 Wylde shook his head. “You were… this way,” he gestured at Ken’s nudity, “When I found you. Someone had dug a pit for your body.”
 Ken’s eyes widened. “Shit! The killer was going to finish me off, bury me. But you found me?”
 Wylde nodded. “I took you, hid you with me.”
 Water dripped from Wylde’s fingertips in a sound like wind chimes as he lifted them to massage Ken’s shoulders. It felt like visiting the special seaside onsen, the Japanese spa Ken had treated himself to on his last trip there. Their natural surroundings had the same soothing effect, taking Ken away from his more rigid existence.
 “You’re safe now,” Wylde assured him. “I won’t let him hurt you.”
 “Him. Wylde, you saw him?” Ken swung around to regard his caregiver.
 “Not… not too close,” Wylde said. “He had a baseball cap on, a lumberjack coat.”
 “I have to stop him,” Ken whispered. “He has been responsible for hurting others.”
 Wylde avoided his gaze, focused on scrubbing Ken’s back. It felt…. Ken’s penis stiffened, and he imagined what it would be like if Wylde touched him again, made him come…. He swallowed. No. He had to get his life back. This wasn’t real.
 “Will you take me back to the place you found me?”
 Wylde’s lips tightened. He was smoothing a hand over Ken’s collarbone, a sweep of sensation that made Ken’s skin sing. The water was cool, the soap slick, Wylde’s callused fingers running over him, brushing his nipples, making his head fall back so he rested it against Wylde’s chest, surrounded by the other man.
 “Yes,” Wylde agreed, his tone grudging. “I will.”



Chapter Three

W
YLDEadjusted the sheepskin around Ken’s hips, sitting back on his heels to admire him. Shortly after he’d bathed him, while Wylde was rinsing himself off under the waterfall, he’d looked over his shoulder to discover Ken had fallen asleep in the warm grass, his dark silken head pillowed on his arms.

Bruises smudged his golden skin, on his jaw, over one closed eye and his sides, but the swelling had subsided, so Ken didn’t look as bad to Wylde’s concerned eyes.

Protect. He had to protect this man.
 Tilting his head, Wylde stroked the center of Ken’s chest with a gentle finger, tracing the slight wisps of hair. The pattern was beautiful, so Wylde wanted to rub his face against Ken’s chest, his armpits, and between his legs… especially between his legs.
 He took a deep breath.
 He wanted more than anything to have more time alone with him, but Ken wanted Wylde to take him back to the place where he’d nearly died.

W
YLDEsat on a fallen cedar, keeping watch on the cabin and renovated garage in the stand of cedar trees below. This part of Washington State was close to the border of Oregon, so it was a little drier than the woods where Wylde had grown up. He appreciated that now as he waited, yellowed grass from last summer blown by the wind off the ocean scraping against his handmade leggings.

He brushed that leather, remembering his grandfather, half-Cheyenne, had taught him the basics of tanning and cutting deerskin to make clothing. They’d even read a book together on basket weaving once, but Wylde had never mastered making them.

After a while, his patience was rewarded when a man with dark almond-shaped eyes that resembled Ken’s, and white hair but an otherwise youthful appearance, pulled up at the cottage, getting out of his Dodge truck and walking around the driveway, as if in search of someone.

Wylde chewed his lip, feeling reluctant empathy as he watched the man use a key to let himself into the cabin.
 He knew just who was missing, who the man was looking for.
 His BlackBerry vibrated. He pulled it out of the pouch he’d sewn for it in his leggings, opening it and waiting in his typical fashion.
 An exasperated voice said, “Wylde, I know you’re there. Can’t you ever learn to say ‘hello’ like a normal guy?”
 Seventeen-year-old Josh Matthews, Wylde’s best friend. He smiled.
 “And I know you’re smiling right now, bastard. What’s up with leaving me a message? I thought you were going to be on one of your alone-time deals for a while, avoiding evil and bewildering civilization.”
 “I met someone,” Wylde admitted, finding it difficult to speak of Ken. His bond to the other man lodged in his throat and his body, a part of him.
 “Shit!” Josh paused for a moment. “I know you’ve been really lonely. I know it sucked when Alec…. You know he cares about you, right? He couldn’t help it that you, um, kind of liked him for a while.”
 Wylde quirked a rueful brow at that idea. “I was so dumb. I didn’t understand when he was nice to me, he didn’t mean…. Shit.”
 “That was ages ago and he’s forgotten it. I only hope you can forgive yourself for being, you know, kind of all new and dorky.” Josh said.
 “He wasn’t for me,” Wylde said. It didn’t hurt as much now, how he’d screwed up the two previous times he’d tried to find a boyfriend. Not now that he’d held Ken, kissed him, pleasured him. “It’s okay, Josh.”
 “You’ve been looking for something as long as I’ve known you,” Josh contradicted. “Is this ‘someone’ you’ve met the right guy?”
 “When you take Veronica on a date… there are things you do. Like conversation.”
 He could hear the smile back in Josh’s voice as he said, “So your urgent message was for dating advice? Oh man.”

“M
Y…STUDIO?”Ken asked as Wylde carried him through the stand of trees that shielded the small garage he’d converted into a pottery workspace. He’d left the cedar natural since it was harmonious, blending in with the cabin and the surrounding woods. There was a fountain outside his sanctuary, squashed brown clay plates, burbling water. The daffodil he’d floated in it when he’d last been home had turned brown. “How is this possible? I thought we were lost in the wilderness!”

“Not so lost, turns out,” Wylde said, lips quirking. He put Ken down as they reached the building.
 “Okay, I knew you had to have some kind of connection to civilization because… soap, a towel…. But you knew exactly how to find my place.” Ken leaned against the log wall, his thumb moving over a familiar knot in the wood he’d contemplated sometimes when he was spacey from creating pots, plates and vessels for a show in Seattle or Portland. “How is that possible?”
 Faint color touched Wylde’s tanned cheeks. “I watched you,” he confessed very softly. “Sometimes.”
 “Watched me,” Ken repeated, drawing a blank. “You mean… making pottery?”
 “You,” Wylde said.
 Now Ken blushed. “Oh!” He cleared his throat. “So your cave, your waterfall, are only a short walk from where I live?”
 Wylde nodded. “It is quiet around here, and sometimes I need…. I bought the land some time ago.”
 “And you, um, have been here before, watching me….”
 “Yes.”
 “A normal person would have made his presence known,” Ken said, hearing the disapproval in his voice.
 “I’m not….” Now Wylde’s gaze fell to the ground. “I’m a freak.”
 Ken felt bad. Wylde was different, but he had helped Ken, returned Ken to his home, even though Ken sensed it was the last thing the other man wanted to do.
 “Will you take me to the place you found me?” he prodded again. “I have to find out who beat me, left me for dead….”
 Wylde’s head lifted, like a deer detecting the sound of a hunter. “I said,” he assured Ken in a distracted tone. He was backing away, leaving Ken by his studio to fade back into the trees.
 “Wylde…!” Ken called.
 “Kakumi!” Hearing his Japanese name in a familiar voice, Ken swung around to see his father running from the cabin toward him, white hair in his eyes, which were welling with tears.
 “Papa….” He was crushed in his father’s arms.
 “You’ve been missing, son! Your official vehicle was found by the road,” Makoto Ito rasped. “The other deputy, Marty Grimble, came by to tell us. We thought you were dead.”
 “I’m so sorry,” Ken whispered, knowing that since his mother was ill lately, suffering from memory problems, his father already shouldered a painful burden. “But I’m fine, Papa.”
 Makoto pulled away, sharp almond eyes running over Ken’s bruised body. Wylde had lent him a pair of deerskin leggings when he’d woken up, thank goodness, or he’d be nude. “I think you need to get checked out at the local clinic,” Makoto said. “Come on. I’ll drive you. How is it you are back home, Kakumi?”
 Weary, Ken nevertheless let his father take some of his weight as they headed for Makoto’s truck. He licked his lips, lips that still felt the imprint of hard, impassioned kisses from his wild man.
 He looked over his shoulder at the forest. No sign of Wylde, but Ken felt him, knew that he was watching.
 “Someone found me, Papa, took care of me.”
 “I’m very grateful, son,” Makoto said, helping Ken carefully into his truck. “I was concerned about your obsession with solving the mystery of those disappearances.” His father paused, looking at the leggings. “Strange apparel.”
 “Can you grab me something from the cabin, Papa?” Ken asked. “After I see a doctor, I’d really like to wear something a little less….” He shrugged. “Distinctive.”
 “Of course,” Makoto said. “I’ll be right back.” He took a deep breath, looking at Ken. “I will also call your mother, tell her you’re all right.”
 Ken nodded in gratitude. After he’d gone to the clinic with his father, he’d better go by his parents’ house, even though he felt like shit. They needed this, needed to see him after their scare. He was their only child.
 When Makoto was gone, Ken pushed open the door of his truck and poked his head out, looking again over his shoulder at the woods. Still no sign of his rescuer.
 “Thank you, Wylde,” he said, knowing somehow Wylde would hear him. “Thank you for taking care of me, and thank you for getting me home for my family.”



Chapter Four

H
E LEANED the blood-spattered baseball bat against a tree and then ghosted closer to the cabin. Deputy Ken Ito was in there, his face lumpy with bruises. He was washing plates in his kitchen, but he paused, his dark eyes going to the trees on the rise above, as if searching for someone.

The little slanty-eyed prick! He should have left well enough alone, not gone digging around in business no other cop had ever cared about before.

W
YLDEsat up in his cave, wide-eyed, panting.
 His heart was pounding with fear, as if someone,
 something had chased him through the woods…. Still disorientated from the depressed sleep he’d fallen
 into after forcing himself to leave Ken behind at his home, he
 reached a shaking hand toward Ken’s place on their bed, but
 his palm touched cool sheepskin, not warm, firm body. I had to let him go.
 Once, maybe when Josh and the others had first found
 him living alone in the woods, he might have kept Ken, made
 him stay with him, but he knew better now. He had to try to
 be civilized, not be such a freak.
 He put his head on his knees, trembling.
 Wylde’s sanctuary smelled of Ken. The bowl he used for
 tea reminded Wylde of how he’d first nursed him, holding
 him when he’d been frightened, making him drink stew and
 water to keep hydrated.
 But saving him, touching, and pleasuring him probably
 meant nothing to Ken. In order to woo him, he was supposed
 to do normal shit like talk easily to him, charm him. But no
 matter how hard he tried, Wylde couldn’t be normal, as
 much as he ached to be that way for Ken.
 Wylde suddenly grabbed his crudely carved teacup and
 threw it against the cave wall. It shattered, and he stared at
 the splinters dully.

K
ENrubbed the back of his neck, pacing his spartan cabin restlessly. Everything was neat and in order, exactly as he’d left it, yet he couldn’t seem to lie still, relax. His mind picked up different thoughts, like pebbles from a stream. His body was sore and he was exhausted. This insomnia wasn’t helping!

After he’d been checked out by a doctor, he’d talked to his fellow deputy, Marty Grimble, who had covered his patrol when he’d disappeared. The man had been so relieved Ken had returned relatively unharmed, yet he hadn’t seemed that interested in Ken’s theory his attack was linked to the disappearances of people on his patrol route. It was frustrating! The cops out here seemed content to do their jobs, take care of things under their noses, and not stir the pot.

Of course when Ken had been missing, there had been a search for him, but Ken had been safe in Wylde’s cave, oblivious, healing.

Safe….
 Ken frowned, wondering why he felt so uncomfortable in his home. Every time he closed his eyes and tried to let go, he experienced fear. When it happened with Wylde, the other man had soothed him—or plain ordered him—to sleep. And it had worked, lying in muscled arms, lost, far away from the real world.
 He’d felt almost the way he did when he lost himself for hours creating something in his studio.
 Ken closed his eyes, taking a deep breath and trying to understand the source of his disquiet. He couldn’t go back and hide in Wylde’s cave. He had to get his life back. He knew that despite the reluctance he’d sensed in the enigmatic Wylde at setting him free, even he’d understood that.
 Now Ken walked into the hallway between his open living room and his kitchen. He kept his eyes closed and reached out with his senses the way he did sometimes while creating his clay sculptures, large vessels, light fixtures….
 A dark note, almost like a discordant thrum from a tuning fork….
 It was the same feeling Ken had experienced when he’d found Andrea’s body—which was missing again. Someone had removed it from where Ken had stumbled on it while Ken had been recovering from his attack.
 His eyes snapped open.
 The killer, the man who had beaten him… he’d been here in Ken’s cabin. Ken was sure of it! If he’d cleaned up the scene where Ken had found Andrea, the next step would have been to come here.
 Ken felt icy threads trickle down his spine as he stared, wide-eyed, at his living room. The killer must have come looking for Ken when he’d disappeared with Wylde, trying to find out where he was….
 So he could finish what he started?

B
ANG! Bang!
 Ken jumped. His jaw ticked, and he took a deep breath.
 He was a cop, for God’s sake!
 But he picked up his spare handgun from a drawer in a
 Japanese altar table, and he carried it as he went to answer
 the knock at his kitchen door.
 Long black hair and a creased forehead. Worried blue
 eyes.
 Wylde, staring through the screen at him.
 He unlatched the door, and he wasn’t sure if he moved
 or Wylde moved or—
 Pressed safe against hard muscle. He made a sound,
 breathy, a little embarrassing.
 He forced himself to pull away. “I thought….” He
 swallowed, trying to get a grip. Knowing someone had been
 in his cabin had really shaken him. “I thought you’d gone.” “He could come back,” Wylde said flatly.
 “I know,” Ken agreed.
 Wylde pulled him back into his arms, and Ken rested
 the gun on the kitchen counter and laid his head against
 Wylde’s shoulder. He kissed it fervently. They’d only been apart a short time, but it felt like something had been torn
 away.
 “Don’t go away again,” he whispered.
 “You… want me?” Wylde seemed more hesitant than he
 had when they’d been together previously.
 “Yes,” Ken found himself admitting, sensing at some
 level that Wylde needed reassurance. “I want you.” “I will stay,” Wylde promised.

KENtook Wylde to his studio. He unlocked the door, holding Wylde’s gaze as if he wanted him to understand something, and then left it open to the dusk mountain air.

Wylde followed Ken inside, feeling as if there was something going on… some kind of significance to Ken inviting him into the workshop. He wished he could call Josh and ask him. Josh had advised him that telling Ken he’d watched him in the past would probably not go over well, but it had been too late. Wylde had already told him. But wasn’t he supposed to be honest with his mate?

Anyway, Ken hadn’t seemed to mind, other than being startled by Wylde’s confession, and the truth was Wylde was too shy to have ever approached him. He’d only caught glimpses of him sometimes when he’d been coming back from bathing or fishing.

There were skylights in the cedar peaked roof and a squat kiln at the very back of the space. Two long wooden tables, the maple bleached in white and brown smears crouched in the center of the studio.

Wylde pushed aside the green branches of a large potted plant and stepped farther into Ken’s room, watching as the other man took a deep breath, looking around.

“ He wasn’t here. I can’t feel him.”
 Wylde knew Ken meant the man who had attacked him. Ken looked over his shoulder at Wylde, his serious

almond-shaped eyes seeming more contemplative, calmer, as if being here was a good thing. He looked as he had in the cave, receptive.
 Wylde pulled out a stool and sat down. “You don’t talk much, do you?” Ken noted, amusement in his tone.
 “No,” Wylde said. He’d have to ask Josh what to talk about, maybe memorize some things so he could sound like a normal person.
 “I like it,” Ken said, opening a plastic crate and pulling out a wrapped package of white clay. Wylde watched with interest as he cut off some part of it and then kneaded it on the white-stained wooden table. It looked like a big wedge of bread dough to Wylde’s eyes, reminding him of Alec teaching him and Josh how to make bread from scratch.
 He felt an odd pang. He… missed Josh and Alec and Jade. He wanted to spend a day with them, knowing they understood him.
 He wanted to ask them how to be someone’s boyfriend. They all had someone. He never had.
 Meanwhile, Ken had finished working the clay. His face was still, pure, so he looked like a calm Samurai warrior from a painted scroll to Wylde, like what he might find in Seattle’s Asian neighborhood. Wylde wanted to move closer, put his hand on Ken’s skin, make him gasp….
 Ken cleared his throat, giving Wylde a shy look under his eyelashes, as if he could read the sudden heat. “I occasionally take students,” he said. Then he lifted one white-stained palm. “Come here.”
 Wylde hesitated. How was he supposed to act? He had figured out how to behave in school and in most places, like the grocery store, memorizing the scripts in his head, but he had no script for Ken or Ken’s studio.
 Ken’s voice softened, like afternoon-sun-softened honey, “Come here, gorgeous.”
 Wylde was up from his stool and next to Ken in about two seconds.
 Ken laughed, reaching up to touch Wylde’s cheeks where they burned, then his lips so that Wylde parted them, closing his eyes to savor the imprint of fingertips where he was sensitive.
 “God, you’re sexy.”
 Wylde’s eyes flared open. “I am?” He swallowed. “Good.”
 Ken lifted some of the loose hair snaking over Wylde’s bare chest, pressing it to his face and closing his eyes. “Cedar. Smells like cedar.”
 “I burn it in the cave,” Wylde said, shrugging. He didn’t see why it was sexy, but it was good Ken thought so. Wylde wanted to be sexy for Ken.
 “When I first woke up, I thought I was lost in one of my mother’s captive-and-captor romances. Have you ever read one of those?” Ken asked, flushing. He looked timid but also like he wanted to reach out. Wylde wanted to take his claysmeared hand and put it over his swollen cock. But it seemed Ken wanted to talk first.
 He shook his head. “I couldn’t read. Only… small words.” Words he remembered his grandfather had taught him when he’d been a child. Josh had patiently tutored him so he’d caught up and been able to get his GED.
 “Wylde, how is it you were camped out in a cave? You’re a mystery to me.”
 Wylde’s head dropped. Ken did think he was strange, a freak. It was just like when he’d had a crush on that football player back in Sullivan, the town where his friends lived. He’d bought him wildflowers after a game one night, tonguetied, and the athlete had laughed at Wylde.
 “I spent a long time….” Wylde let out a huff of breath. “A long time alone in the woods.” He felt the ache of that time in his chest, but he had no fancy words to express it.

K
EN reached up, as if seeing Wylde needed contact, reassurance. He cupped Wylde’s cheek, and Wylde closed his eyes, pushing his face into the caress and giving a soft groan.

“You’re so responsive. Primal. When I touch you, it’s like you give yourself to me completely, like you are on the edge of coming,” Ken breathed.

Wylde’s eyes opened. He couldn’t speak since his heart was pounding in his ears. Coming? If Ken kept stroking his hair, that would be all it would take. Because he was Ken.
 “Why were you alone in the woods?” Ken asked in the same gentle tone, as if he knew Wylde was feeling gun-shy. “Grandpa…. His arm hurt and he grabbed it, and then he fell down. He didn’t get back up. I waited…. When he was cold, I went into the woods.”

“Oh my God…!” Ken’s eyes widened. “Your grandfather had a heart attack?”
 Wylde nodded, feeling the wrench of losing him again.
 “How old were you?”
 “Small.”
 “And no one helped you, found you? You just… lived in the woods?”
 “At first I was lost… for a long time, so I helped me,” Wylde said, not wanting Ken to feel bad. “Then I met friends and I lived with them.”
 “Wylde, I’m so sorry! My family is everything to me,” Ken said. He pulled Wylde into a hug. “I’m sorry, baby.”
 It was stupid, but the little boy who’d run away into the forest felt those words like a touch where he was hungry and scared and lonely. “My name is Steven,” he shared. “Steven Butler. Wylde is….” He shrugged.
 “A nickname?” Ken pulled away to smile at him faintly, but his eyes were still so sad. “It suits you.”
 “If I brought you wildflowers, would you like that?” Wylde swallowed thickly, remembering the laughter of the jock and his friends. Remembering how Josh had put an arm around him and explained that the guy was someone who didn’t appreciate other men. Wylde was so stupid, he hadn’t guessed.
 “If you brought me wildflowers?” Ken blinked. “No one’s ever done that, Wylde.”
 Wylde looked away.
 But Ken went on, “But hey, I have plenty of containers for them. I just completed a big order for some ikebana vessels. That’s Japanese flower arranging. So I….” He cleared his throat. “You can bring flowers anytime to, you know, brighten up the studio….”
 “Show me?” Wylde asked, playing with Ken’s fingers.
 “You really want to see?” Ken gave a rueful laugh. “Lately my work is getting some attention in shows, but a lot of people find pottery boring. It’s not part of our instantgratification world. It takes time, and not every piece works out.” Ken looked around, his face contemplative as he studied the rows of pieces lining up the walls in brown and red and white clay. “But I like that every piece is different, unique. To me, that makes them beautiful.”
 “Different can be beautiful?” Wylde asked.
 Ken stared at him, swallowing. “Oh yes.”
 “Show me everything. I want everything, Ken,” Wylde said very simply.



Chapter Five
 “OKAY, try to relax,” Ken whispered. Wylde widened his eyes in disbelief at Ken. He was supposed to relax when Ken was behind him, his groin snug against Wylde’s ass, his arms around him?

His gaze fell to Ken’s mouth, and he imagined leaning closer, tasting….
 “Stop that!” Ken chided. “Do you want me to be your teacher or not?”
 Wylde swallowed thickly. “Teach me,” he rasped. He wasn’t thinking of pottery, though.
 Ken’s hands cupped his, cool and damp from the clay. They both leaned forward, and the wheel began to turn. Wylde stared at the white lump in the center, trying to think of something other than Ken’s scent, Ken’s body.
 “This could be that scene in Ghost, you know…?”
 “Is that a movie?” Wylde asked, turning his face so he could stare into Ken’s eyes. His irises had amber tones, like leaves yellowing into brown. He liked how they were shaped. He wanted to open his lips and touch them against the uptilted corners.
 “Yes. Guess you were too busy finding food and shelter to see many movies growing up,” Ken said. His face was flushed, perspiring, and he was hard. Wylde could feel him against his rear end. He wanted to push back, rub himself against that hardness.
 “Ken?” Wylde growled.
 “Okay,” Ken huffed. “One kiss. Only we just can’t keep doing this, and I wanted to get to know you a little better and hear more about your family and talk about things, share things, and… why can’t I resist you? Why can’t I sleep without you anymore? I never had any trouble sleeping alone before. I prefer it.”
 Wylde didn’t bother to answer. He pressed his mouth to Ken’s. Oh, nice. Ken licked his bottom lip and then sucked it inside his mouth so that Wylde was trembling.
 Panting, they separated slowly, the hump of clay going round and round while the candles Ken had lit flickered from the night breeze coming through the open studio door. Wylde could feel his heart beating in his cock. All Ken would have to do was just brush his fingers there, and Wylde would come.
 “Wylde, this can’t be real,” Ken said primly, looking troubled. “My sexual interactions have always been… orderly.”
 Wylde licked Ken under his ear, and Ken shuddered.
 “Mine,” Wylde said.

CLAYrose easy as milk creaming under his hands. Wylde watched, wide-eyed, and Ken laughed from behind him, nuzzling him as his hands covered Wylde’s, guiding him as they made a pot together.

“Lay your hand down like this,” Ken directed, his slick fingers covering Wylde’s in a closed fist. The water and motion and suction and touching made Wylde’s face flush, his chest rise and fall more rapidly. This touching… this making something together….

Rings formed in the revolving creation, and he laughed too, watching as the column under their joined fingers flattened, becoming a white plate.
 “Magic,” he whispered, awed. Ken lifted their hands away from the piece, and Wylde looked at him. In candlelight the bruising was softened, and his golden skin seemed heightened, soft like peach fuzz to the touch, the wisps of a beard beginning around his lips. “I’ve never shared this with anyone. You aren’t very good, Wylde.” A grin touched Ken’s lips. “But I feel like you’re inside me, like you understand this isn’t a hobby.”
 “It’s passion,” Wylde agreed. “Kiss?” 
 “If I kiss you, I don’t think I can stop. Not until we….” Ken blushed, eyes sweeping down. Wylde wanted to heft Ken over his shoulder and drag him back to his cave. Then there would be no more talk about what they shouldn’t do. When they touched, they burned…. Ken had to touch him. Wylde only felt human, like a man and not an animal, in his arms. If Ken didn’t want him, Wylde knew he’d run away into his woods again.

“Come with me,” Ken said, getting up and grimacing a little as if his erection was as full and aching as Wylde’s.
 “More talk?” Wylde asked. If he had to do it, he guessed he could. Ken was his mate, and he had to please him.
 Ken shook his head. “I wish to invite you to my bedroom,” he said formally.
 Wylde grabbed Ken close, and they strained together in a kiss. “Hurry, Ken. Hurry.”
 “You’re hurting, baby?” Ken asked, his eyes heavylidded. “I’ll take care of you. I promise.”
 Wylde lifted him high in his arms so his feet dangled. “Wylde!” Ken gasped, laughing.
 “Your bedroom, Ken. Hurry!”

K
EN’Sbedroom wasn’t like any other room Wylde had been in since coming out of the forest. He knew it was different when Ken said, “Take off your shoes, please,” just outside a wood-and-paper sliding door. Ken saw his interest. “It’s a shoji screen made with cedar and mulberry. The rest of the cabin I left simple, western, but here I wanted to feel Japanese.”

Wylde slipped off his handmade moccasins, kneeling at Ken’s feet. He couldn’t resist leaning forward and kissing his thigh, a feeling inside him like a balloon so full it would explode any moment. “Ken,” he whispered. Ken’s taste. Ken’s scent. Ken’s arms coming around him, pulling him close.
 He was Ken’s. 
WYLDEstared at the bathtub, hot water pouring in from a freestanding wooden spigot. He cocked his head. “It’s an ofuro, a Japanese-style soaker tub crafted of hinoki,” Ken explained. “I renovated the bathroom with my father’s help. I wanted something deep that I could really immerse myself in.”

“Tight fit,” Wylde commented. There was one bench, which ran along the elliptical side. The tub was surrounded by large round stones, which felt warm to the feet. One piece of driftwood arched between the bath and the window looking out at some tall lacy ferns.

“I’ve never shared it with anyone, so I wouldn’t know.” Again the hint of color in Ken’s cheeks. He reached for a blue container and struggled to open it.

Wylde took it and put some muscle into it. He returned it with a cocked brow.
 “I swear it was childproof or something!” Ken growled. “I’m a very capable deputy, you know.” Using a seashell, he cast some salts in the tub, and they sizzled, sending out an ocean-and-flower scent. Seeing Wylde’s quizzical look, he added, “It’s Kama Sutra bath salts. I have, um, a whole kit given to me at Christmas by my papa a couple of years ago. He was hoping I’d meet a nice boy, settle down.”
 Wylde noticed the jar was full, so it didn’t look like Ken had opened it before. Ken went to him, his hands and Wylde’s hands colliding on Wylde’s leggings as they pulled them open. His penis fell out, unsubtle, hard and thrusting to the side.
 Ken welcomed it into his palms, stroking gently.
 “Ken!” It hurt now. He needed….
 “It’s okay, sweetheart,” Ken whispered. “I’ll take care of you. You’re so innocent, so beautiful.”
 Panting, breaking out in a sweat on his forehead and his upper lip, Wylde nodded. He trusted Ken. He’d given himself to Ken.
 He watched as Ken pulled off his T-shirt and let his jeans drop. He was wearing boxers with orchids on them, and then he wasn’t. Then he was golden skin, lightly muscled, flexible….
 Ken’s penis was longer than Wylde’s and looked more elegantly formed to him, like a beautiful mushroom he might find in the woods. He couldn’t resist reaching out to touch, threading his finger gently through the oval of pubic hair.
 Ken gasped, and Wylde lifted him again in his arms so that Ken’s legs and arms were around him.
 “Now you’re like a seme,” Ken whispered. “Taking me.”
 Wylde stepped into the tub, settling onto the wooden bench with Ken sitting on him. Their cocks were lined up so the movement of the running water made them rub together as naturally as seaweed in the tide.
 “Wait!” Ken rasped, groping on the low counter beside the tub. He pulled out another jar of something and then lifted himself higher, on his knees. Wylde watched him, riveted. “It’s waterproof lubricant.”
 The brush of his body against Wylde’s made him groan, teasing him. He was going to come!
 Ken took a big scoop of the emollient, and his hand disappeared behind him. His expression tightened. He chewed his pink bottom lip. “Hold on, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I know you’re hurting.”
 Next, Ken rolled a condom onto Wylde’s cock. He stroked Wylde once he was encased, up and down his shaft until Wylde’s hands gripped Ken’s narrow hips, and he looked up into heavy almond-shaped eyes, and then Ken shifted down, and he held Wylde’s penis tall and—
 Ken’s head fell back. He gasped.
 Wylde’s hands dug into his ass. His prick was being squeezed by something hotter than the water and slick, welcoming him as he lodged home without hesitation….
 He stood up in the tub, and Ken fell over so he was half in and half out, water sloshing, his legs spread wide. Wylde hammered between them, eyes going blind, his balls, his nipples, his body seeming to roar like a black bear in the woods, ascendant.
 One hand went around Ken’s neck like a collar. His moment hit him, and he needed Ken open for him, needed Ken like this forever, needed him to spread his legs and let Wylde inside his wonderful body—
 “Uhhhhhh!” He trembled and hit the rim of the tub like a felled Douglas fir, half in, half out of Ken, who winced.
 Wylde sat down on the tub shelf again with a thud, pulling Ken over his lap. Ken winced again, but his arms curved around Wylde’s neck. “Did you like that?” he asked very softly.
 Wylde had no words…. He put his face against Ken’s neck and growled.

K
EN got out of the tub gingerly. His body ached as if someone had shoved something up his ass, which was exactly what had happened. His penis was still hard, but when he looked at Wylde, he took in the slack face, the glazed eyes.

Compassionate, Ken took his hand, tugging him from the water. “Come on. You can’t sleep in there.”
 “Mmmmm.” Wylde didn’t react as Ken patted him dry.
 “I can’t believe I almost forgot the condom before I let you…. I mean, I’m clean, but—Oh God, Wylde, who am I with you? I’m not myself. I should… I should wipe the floor.”
 He was trembling.
 Wylde pulled him close and nuzzled his neck.
 Ken shivered in response.
 Wylde took his offered hand like a child, and Ken led him into the bedroom, leaving water on the floor along with a crumpled linen bath sheet, which was most unlike him.
 He pulled back the quilt on his platform bed, making room for Wylde, fluffing a pillow for Wylde, but then Wylde climbed on top of him.
 A moment later, Wylde snored.
 Ken listened to him, stroking his back. His ass was sore and he was unfulfilled, but if Wylde had wanted to ram into him again, he would have opened himself.
 “I love you,” he whispered his secret.
 His answer was another snore, Wylde’s bigger body crushing him into the bedding, one hairy leg thrown possessively over Ken’s, his long hair covering them both like a silken blanket. It was just like it had been in the cave. He’d been possessed again.
 Lost in that hair, in those muscled arms, Ken closed his eyes. He could hear the slight sounds of his cabin settling, the breeze off the ocean making the wood flex, water dripping from the roof…. Now he would sleep.



Chapter Six

K
ENdrove his official vehicle onto a gravel shoulder in the middle of a desolate stretch of his patrol route. His heart was pounding. He gripped the steering wheel and looked at Wylde, who was sitting beside him, who had in fact insisted on accompanying him this morning on his first day back on the job.

Sweat ran down the channel of his spine. He cleared his throat. “Here. It was here I found her.”
 Wylde’s blue eyes were troubled. His hair was pulled back in a charcoal ribbon, one that Ken had lying on his bamboo dresser, almost as if he’d bought it as the perfect accessory for Wylde.
 He remembered how they’d woken up together and they both had been too shy to talk about the night before… and he’d taken out a comb and stroked it through Wylde’s long hair, holding his gaze… and then they were kissing, and they’d have done more than that, but Ken had to get back to work.
 “Yes. I found you here. You were cold, bruised.” Wylde swallowed and his eyes flashed. “I used to watch you. I thought you were cute, but you’d never….” He shrugged. “And then I found you inside a pit dug in the ground, halffull of water.”
 “Wylde,” Ken breathed. So it wasn’t just a nightmare for him, coming back here, it was also difficult for his new friend.
 “You cried when I lifted you in my arms.” Wylde closed his eyes tightly. “I had to make you safe.”
 Heart pounding, Ken bowed his head. “It was raining that day, heavily. I could have drowned. He beat me and then he left me to die.”
 Wylde’s fingers covered Ken’s on the steering wheel.
 “Just… give me a moment.” Ken wiped a hand over his chin. “It’s a cliché when the cop returns to the scene where he nearly died, and….” His voice cracked. “And it’s all macho action movie from then on, you know?”
 “I don’t know,” Wylde said.
 Ken laughed. “No, you wouldn’t. And you don’t have expectations I’m supposed to live up to. I don’t have to be a macho cop or a serene Asian man.”
 “You’re serene?” Wylde’s brow rose, since Ken had fussed before leaving his cabin that morning, cleaning the bathroom, making the bed… but Wylde hadn’t commented, as if he understood the ritual was grounding.
 He’d sat on Ken’s bed and watched him dust and straighten things around him. Ken felt stupid thinking about it now, but it had felt like his house was out of order. In fact, he knew it was because he’d taken a lover into his bedroom for the first time.
 Wylde was what was out of order.
 Wylde got out of Ken’s marked SUV and came around to the driver’s side. He stood there, looking in gravely at Ken, and Ken had the feeling he’d wait there all day. He was truly here for Ken, solid.
 Swallowing the lump in his throat, Ken climbed out of his SUV, brushing a crease in his khaki uniform. “What do you do? In the real world, I mean,” he asked. “I shouldn’t make assumptions that you are merely a mountain man or something.”
 “I own a spa,” Wylde said. “Called Wylde Man.”
 Ken blinked. “Oh, wow.”
 “I had money from my grandpa’s estate. My friend Alec helped me invest it, set it up.”
 “So let me guess. Getting in touch with your primal self? Mud baths and forest hikes?”
 Wylde looked a little uncomfortable, and Ken felt bad. He was delaying returning to the scene. He had to do it, but he sure didn’t want to. But Wylde wouldn’t know he was teasing.
 “It is what I know,” Wylde said. “Alec said I had to make a living in the real world, and all I knew was being in the forest… and also how to feel good, like using hot springs or mud on my skin. I took classes in massage therapy.”
 Ken reached out and cupped his cheek. “I remember you gave me the most awesome massage! Wylde, really, I think it sounds amazing. When this is all… done, I’d like to sign up for something.”
 “I have you down for Cave 101,” Wylde said, his lips curling into a tiny smile. “You don’t get to come out until I give you an A plus.”
 “See, you do have a sense of humor under the stoic wild-man thing.”
 Wylde put his arm around Ken, and Ken’s shoulders loosened. He let out a breath. “Okay. Let’s take a look. I’ll need you to tell me everything you remember, and I’m going to write it down. I have to prevent this person from hurting anyone else.”
 “You will,” Wylde said.

T
HEditch where Wylde found him was still there, the ground disturbed, torn up by a combination of the weather and the killer. Sick, Ken stared into it, thinking that without Wylde, he would be buried there now and his parents might never have known what had happened to him.

Wylde was crouched by the trench, frowning as he touched some smeared grooves in the gravel. “Something heavy dragged here….”

“From when you rescued me?”
 Wylde cocked a brow. “I carried you, so no.”
 Ken shook his head, briefly amused. “Of course you did.

What was I thinking?” He sobered. “Maybe that was left when the killer removed Andrea’s body from the scene. I really wanted to bring her home to her sister.” His throat tightened as he thought again of how her sister had begged him to make that happen.

“She’s important like family, Ken?” Wylde cocked his head. He was still working to understand him, Ken knew, the same way Ken struggled sometimes to understand Wylde.

“Yes, she’s important like family,” Ken confessed. “And more. It would have helped me get some support out here in tracking this guy down. I haven’t had a lot of luck interesting anyone in this case. The disappearances were too strung apart over the years, so there is skepticism from law enforcement.”

“I can find her,” Wylde offered, eyes riveted to Ken’s face as he came to his feet in one graceful move.
 Ken felt that cold feather run down his back. “Wylde, no! This guy almost killed me. I couldn’t bear anything to happen to you….”
 Wylde smiled at him gently and then lifted Ken by the arms, as he had done in Ken’s bathroom, so they were at the same height. He leaned his forehead against Ken’s.
 “Put me down! You can’t just do things like this!” Ken huffed. His breath caught in his throat because whenever they touched…. “It’s my job to handle this. I know you spent a lot of time alone growing up, but you have to…. Wylde, you have to try being like everyone else.”
 “Why?” Wylde pushed him against a cedar tree and pressed his lips against Ken’s as if he was imprinting his soul into Ken…. “You said you liked different. That it was… beautiful,” Wylde whispered.
 Huffing, almost dizzy, Ken stared blankly at the forest around him.
 Just a moment before, he’d had a leg curled around Wylde’s as Wylde’s tongue slid against his. He’d made that soft whimpering sound that made Wylde growl in reaction, claim his mouth.

HISbody was still warm, throbbing. But Wylde was gone. K
ENthought he was a different, maybe not just a freak. Wylde took a deep breath, pausing as he knelt beside
 some mushy tracks on the faint trail he was following. The
 killer had dragged the body through the rain and then
 paused here where there were some imprints in the ground
 that made Wylde think he’d had some garbage bags stashed,
 waiting, weighed down by spring puddles. The man had put
 the body in the bags and then alternately dragged and
 carried it.
 He spotted a bit of green plastic and something else, one
 of those elastic silk hair things women wore. It had been a
 bright color before it had been soiled.
 Wylde didn’t touch it. He would bring Ken here; he
 would show it to him. He knew Ken needed to do this right,
 according to his law-enforcement rules.
 He ran deeper into the woods, looking for traces of daysold tracks.

A
FTERtaking pictures and doing all he could at the scene, Ken forced himself to continue his patrol. There had been no sign of Wylde, and his gut was eating him with fear for his friend.

What if Wylde actually found the killer? God, he hoped he’d have enough sense to come to Ken, to let Ken handle this appropriately! Wylde had such strange, primeval ideas, almost like a caveman who wanted to protect his mate.

Then it struck Ken that he might have a way of getting in touch with his missing lover. As he reinflated a tire on a kid’s bicycle and then watched the boy head safely down the branch of road toward where he lived, Ken looked up the Wylde Man spa on his BlackBerry. He found a listing in Sullivan, a small town farther north.

He listened to the advertisement for the spa in Wylde’s raspy voice. Get in touch with your primal self. To make an appointment, leave a message….

Color stung Ken’s cheeks as he remembered getting fucked on the side of his tub. Wylde was certainly the guy who knew how to get in touch with the primal self!

“Wylde,” Ken said. “Call me, please. You need to let law enforcement handle this.” Then the formality of the cop fell away and he continued, “I’m frightened this man will hurt you.”

K
EN arrived home hours later to see a light on in his kitchen. His heart started pounding, even as he remembered he hadn’t given Wylde a key. He slammed the door of his SUV closed and carried in the groceries he’d picked up on the way home.

Wylde…. He was still a little sore from last night, but he wanted it to happen again. He wanted Wylde’s cock inside him, he wanted to be pounded, taken… and yeah, he wanted to come this time. He just had to teach his lover to slow down a little, to touch him. Maybe this time Ken would ride him, look down into those burning blue eyes and see how he was pleasuring his man—

His father waved from the window above the sink, and Ken let out a breath, a little embarrassed he was hard after thinking about Wylde. He missed him! He was worried about him. And it was getting dark, damn it, and Ken had brought enough California rolls for Wylde. If he’d only get his gorgeous ass back here!

“Hey, Papa,” Ken said, putting down the plastic bag on the kitchen counter. His father hugged him, and Ken patted his shoulder. “I have sushi.”

“I can’t stay long, Kakumi,” Makoto Ito said, shaking his white head. “But thank you for your invitation. Your mother was taking a nap, so I took the time to do some grocery shopping of my own and then stop by here to see how you are doing. I also wondered if you had more of the ikebana vessels so I can put some irises by your mother’s favorite chair. You know she loves fresh flowers.”

“I’m fine,” Ken reassured, knowing his father was still frightened for him. “The bruising is fading fast. And of course you can take however many vases you want. I have some rough brown clay pieces with feldspar from Japan that would be an excellent contrast for an iris flower—”

“I’m so grateful you are feeling better. I wish I could thank this mysterious rescuer of yours,” Makoto said, leaning against the counter and watching Ken put his food away. The sushi he left out because he was hungry and planned to eat as soon as his father was gone.

Ken cleared his throat.
 “Oho!” Makoto said, raising his eyebrows as a warm wash of color flooded Ken’s cheeks. “He is not like the others you meet at that disco you visit. He is someone special.”
 Remembering his whispered words of love last night, Ken avoided his father’s sharp gaze. “He went after the killer! I couldn’t stop him,” he said, exposing the fear that had tormented him all day.
 “He is protective of you,” Makoto noted.
 “It’s my job to do the protecting; I’m the cop,” Ken griped.
 “Well, maybe you should tell him that yourself,” Makoto nodded to the screen door, and Ken’s eyes widened. Wylde stood there, soaked by the downpour that had begun shortly after Ken had arrived home.
 His hair was snaked across his muscular chest, and there was a smear of fresh mud across one lean brown cheek.
 He was also naked.



Chapter Seven
 “WAIThere, Dad,” Ken said. He grabbed a dish towel and headed out the door. Makoto followed, grinning with his eyebrows raised as he stared at the tall nude stranger standing in the rain with his hands on his hips.

“Wylde, what are you…?” Ken handed Wylde the dishcloth.
 Wylde took it, blinking at it.
 Ken growled in his throat but then hugged him. “You didn’t call me back, you big lug,” he said. “Oh God, I’m glad you’re okay.”
 “I couldn’t call you back, Ken,” Wylde said. He frowned at the dishcloth. “What’s this for?”
 “Cover yourself,” Ken whispered, conscious of his interested parent watching their byplay.
 “You didn’t want me to cover myself last night.” Wylde looked down at himself. “Besides… too small. Now.”
 “Oh, it is a little small, but….” It would hang like a cloth on a peg. “My father’s here,” Ken warned.
 Wylde looked through the screen door at the familiar white-haired man who was watching, waiting. “Ken’s nice. You must be proud.”
WEARINGKen’s bathrobe, Wylde sat across from Makoto and Ken at Ken’s worn maple kitchen table, the wood scraped and spare, a clean surface like the rest of Ken’s house. The older man was staring at Wylde. Sometimes he smiled.
 Ken was braiding his hair. He said it was wet and Wylde would get a cold if they just left it that way, but Ken’s face had softened as he worked. It was like the dusting, Wylde thought. Ken liked to make things a certain way.
 Makoto took a sip of the Japanese beer Ken had served with the sushi they’d divided between them. “I’m glad my neighbor, Mrs. Simpson, could stay with my wife,” he said. “I wouldn’t have missed meeting you, young man.”
 “I am happy to meet you too, Mr. Ito,” Wylde said. “I want to give your son wildflowers. All right?”
 Makoto’s eyes widened, and he covered his mouth as if hiding another smile. “Yes, it is fine with me. Better than that disco Ken visits. I don’t think he met many nice men there.”
 Wylde frowned and looked over his shoulder at Ken, but Ken avoided his eyes.
 “Should I get those ikebana vessels for you so you can go home to Mom?” Ken asked, looking like he wanted to get his father to leave though Wylde wasn’t in any rush. He was learning more about Ken from Makoto.
 “If you like.”
 Wylde didn’t want to get sidetracked. “Where is this disco Ken visits?”
 “Wylde….” Ken shifted in his kitchen chair. “You wouldn’t like it.”
 Wylde looked over his shoulder again. “I want to do what your other boyfriends do.”
 Ken shook his head. “You can’t.”
 Wylde felt his gut knot the way it had when he’d been so dumb, made that mistake about giving another guy flowers. “Why not?”
 “Because you’re nothing like them,” Ken said softly.

I
NKEN’S studio, Wylde watched as Ken and his father shifted around the pottery so Makoto could find the right vase for his wife.

Makoto finally chose a couple, and Ken wrapped them in newspaper. He looked over at Wylde. “I’m sorry to take up so much of my son’s time.”

“Why?” Wylde leaned against one of the tables. “Ken doesn’t mind.”
 “This will mean a lot to his mother, waking up tomorrow to fresh irises in a vase made by her son.”
 “So flowers are a good thing?” Wylde lowered his voice to confide in Makoto. He was as useful as Josh when it came to dating tips, it turned out.
 Makoto smiled again. “Yes. You will continue taking care of my son? I could see you were… what is the term? An alpha male from the first time I saw you.”
 “I don’t need Wylde to take care of me, Papa,” Ken denied, sounding annoyed. “And Wylde was, uh, seriously clothing challenged the first time you saw him.”
 Makoto’s eyes reflected amusement. “He didn’t seem too concerned. Remember your promise, Kakumi.”
 Ken made another growling sound, glaring at the newspaper he was making into a protective ball for his father’s vases.
 “Yes,” Wylde said. “I will take care of Ken.”

“ WHATis this?” Wylde touched a cranberry silk pouch with a feather on top of it sitting on Ken’s bed. It was the only thing that seemed out of place in his neat home… other than Wylde himself, of course.

Ken’s cheeks burned with fresh color. “It’s more of the stuff my Dad got me. He made me promise when you were out back getting the beer from my SUV that I’d, um, use it.”

“I liked the stuff last night.”
 “Yeah, ah, we weren’t in the bathtub very long.” Ken looked hesitant and his cheeks flushed brighter. “I was hoping we could take more time tonight.”
 Wylde’s heart began beating harder, and he pushed the bathrobe off when he hardened. It fell to his feet, and he saw Ken’s gaze go to his cock.
 Ken licked his lips. “Beautiful.” He reached out and touched Wylde, and Wylde groaned, thrusting into his palm.
 Wylde pushed Ken back. “Naked, Ken,” he prodded. “Now.”
 Ken laughed. “Damn, you are not a subtle guy!”
 Wylde gave a cry that sounded so exactly like a mountain lion on the hunt that Ken shivered. “Shit!”
 “On Halloween my first year living with people….” Wylde swallowed.
 “Yes?” Ken stood there, dark eyes glistening with empathy. He was a good mate.
 “I made the big cat sound, and all the parents took their kids back inside their homes. I… ruined Halloween.”
 “Oh, Wylde.” Ken shook his head. “It’s kind of funny.” He kissed Wylde, winding his arms around him. “You didn’t mean it.”
 “Ken, I want to eat you,” Wylde said.
 “You mean you want to taste me?” Ken clarified.
 “Taste your cock. You feed it to me… I swallow it….”
 “Shit! Okay.”

“I
WANTyou to touch me.” Ken let his kimono fall open, and then his head fell back when Wylde’s warm lips touched his throat. Again he felt the captive as he had in their cave, ravished by his captor.

Of course, that was strictly fantasy. He had to get some things straight with Wylde about boundaries and about who was the cop in their relationship… and there was the bathroom that had to be kept neat, and the bed should be made a certain way, and….

Wylde was on his knees, pressing his open mouth to Ken’s penis. “I want to do this all the time. I wanted to do it when we were eating dinner.”

“Wylde…. You’re such a bad boy.” Ken couldn’t stop himself from thrusting into Wylde’s mouth.
 Wylde moaned and took him deeper. Then he leaned his cheek against Ken’s prick, huffing. He looked up at Ken, and Ken experienced that belly-flop moment. “I’m glad you didn’t find trouble today. I was going out of my mind.”
 “Followed his trail. Stuff to show you tomorrow,” Wylde admitted. “I couldn’t call you back because I think he was out there, watching for me.”
 Ken’s breath caught and his hands tightened on Wylde’s shoulders. “You own a spa. I’m the cop. We have to do things correctly.”
 “Yes, Ken.”
 “Grrrr. Don’t think I’m buying you placating me.” Ken gave Wylde’s solid, muscular shoulder a little shove.
 “A mate must be kept happy.” Wylde hefted Ken into his arms.
 Ken looked into Wylde’s eyes. “Is that what I am to you, a ‘mate’?”
 “Yes.” Wylde watched him, as if expecting him to disagree.
 Ken bit his lip but didn’t say anything, and Wylde looked smug.

WYLDEwatched as Ken opened the pouch and used the little feather-duster thing to catch some of the contents. “Lean back,” Ken ordered in a raspy tone, and Wylde did, his legs spread as he sat on one side of the bed, his prick full and aching…. Ken used the feathers on his chest, drawing a line in the center and then lightly dancing over his nipples.

“ Ken!” Wylde spread his legs wider, his hand going down to roll his balls as the tip of his penis and his nipples prickled with sensation.

“I’m going to write a kanji on your skin. That is a Japanese symbol. If you guess the word, I’ll kiss you… somewhere.” Ken’s eyes were sparkling. Wylde loved this part of him, like when he’d been inside him, thrusting, and Ken had scratched the side of the tub.

“Okay.” He would let his mate do whatever he wanted. “And Wylde… I, uh, want to go slow, okay?” Ken’s eyelashes covered his eyes so Wylde couldn’t read his expression.
 “Slow,” Wylde repeated. His brow furrowed. “But last night….”
 “It was great but I… didn’t come,” Ken admitted.
 Wylde swallowed, reaching for the long braid Ken had made of his hair. His face heated. “The men from the disco made you come?”
 “Wylde, hey, I told you it was different.”
 Wylde pulled his knees up. The stuff on the bed was no longer fun, though he was still hard. He was always hard when Ken was close by.
 “You’ve never been with anyone before, right?” Ken asked very gently. He sat down next to Wylde, encompassing him in his arms, kissing the side of his face.
 Wylde shook his head. “But I dreamed.” He looked at Ken. “All the time I was alone in the woods….”
 “I hope it was special for you.” Ken combed back some wisps of hair from Wylde’s forehead. His almond-shaped eyes were soft and shining.
 “It was you, Ken,” Wylde said. “But I didn’t satisfy you. I don’t know how.”
 “Sure you do,” Ken disagreed. He pulled Wylde’s hand away from where he had it clenched around his knee. He knitted their fingers together and rubbed his thumb soothingly over Wylde’s palm.
 “Smells like berry,” Wylde finally said.
 “It’s the powder I dusted on you. It’s raspberry flavored.”
 Wylde raised a brow. “Your father wanted us to…?”
 “He thinks you’re an alpha male, like in Mom’s books,” Ken said, humor and exasperation in his eyes. “You reminded me of that kind of guy too.”
 Suddenly Wylde rolled them both so that Ken was flat on the bed, putting a possessive thigh over Ken’s the way he had in the cave.
 “What…?”
 Wylde reached for the raspberry powder. He used the feather duster to sprinkle some on one of Ken’s dark copper nipples. Then he licked it, lavishing it with attention.
 Ken gasped, his body arching on the bed. “Shit, I’m sensitive there! Wylde, what are you doing?”
 “You like that?” Wylde spilled more raspberry on the other nipple, his lips gleaming as he homed in and tasted, his eyelashes closed and quivering over his eyes…. Ken’s body pushed up toward him, flexible, trembling, their cocks brushing together as Wylde’s heavy balls rubbed against Ken’s leg.
 “Love….” Ken said.
 “Kanji?” Wylde asked.
 Ken puffed. “Um. Okay.” He raised a finger and traced a sign in the air. “That’s love, ai.”
 Wylde used the feather to write the symbol over Ken’s lower belly, just above his straining cock. He took his time tasting the trail of powder. “Slow,” he whispered. “Slow for Ken?”
 “Oh God…. Yes! Yes, very good, Wylde.”

K
ENwrithed, the pattern of lips and tongue on his flesh feeling like the trail of a fuse about to light off. “Now let me do you,” he said, getting into their game.

He thought for a moment, picking up the pouch, and then he wrote two symbols on Wylde’s chest. Wylde shivered in reaction. “More love?” he asked.

“No,” Ken said, looking at him. “Yuuki , courage. Because leaving your woods and trying to live in the world can’t be easy.”

Wylde feathered his hand through Ken’s short hair. Ken leaned close and abandoned the powder, and they kissed. This time, despite the throbbing ache in their cocks, gently—
 Booooooom! The windows rattled, gravel, chunks of wood, striking the house.
 Wylde was up, shoving Ken behind him as he lifted a forearm over his eyes to protect them from the piercing white glare.
 “Wylde!” Ken yelled.
 “It’s your studio,” Wylde rasped. “It’s on fire!”



Chapter Eight

K
EN shoved Wylde aside, going to the window. Flames spiked above the mossy roof of his studio. A window exploded, smoke roiling out like angry dragon’s breath.

“ No…” he whispered, tears pricking his eyes. “Ken—”
 Oblivious to Wylde, Ken grabbed for his BlackBerry. “I

need to call….” He stared at it.
 Wylde snatched it from him, calling 911.
 Ken yanked open his bamboo dresser and pulled out

some jeans, stepping into them without underwear. He snatched a T-shirt and finally his Glock, jaw tight. “Stay here,” he rasped.
 “No,” Wylde said, reaching for the bundle of deerskin clothing he’d left in Ken’s bedroom. He had his leggings on and was tying the drawstring.
 “Wylde, don’t fuck with me!” Ken growled. “I need you safe.”
 He sprinted from the room, but he could hear Wylde running behind him, and he wanted to yell at him or fucking tie him up. Jesus, anything to keep him from getting hurt, but his studio was on fire, and—
 The screen door banged against the outside wall as he barreled outside, moving fast in case someone was watching for him. He checked out the line of sight carefully, even though his gut was sick with the need to go to his special sanctuary, save what he could.
 It could be the man he was hunting would know that, would take advantage. Again Ken was struck by a haunting feeling of familiarity, as if his stalker knew him.
 Wylde ghosted past him, a bowie knife upright and gleaming in his hand.
 “Wylde!” Ken hissed.
 Wylde looked at him, his face hard, dangerous, his long hair a silken cloak around his muscular shoulders. “I’m going into the woods, Ken. If he’s there….”
 Ken’s chest constricted. He couldn’t bear to find Wylde still, cold, and pale in a ditch by the roadside. But before he could bark at him to get his ass back in the cabin, Wylde had faded into the trees, disappearing like evaporating mist.
 “Goddammit!” Ken cursed. He took a deep breath. He couldn’t lose his focus. He had to check out the scene. Backup was coming along with the fire department, but he lived in a remote part of the county, so it was on him.
 Gun up, he swung around the corner of the cabin, his back scraping against the chunky logs as he cast a sharp eye to the woods that stepped above his land. The smoke was choking him, and his throat tightened when he thought of his work, of the irreplaceable tools he had crafted himself or been gifted by potters on a special trips he’d taken to Japan.
 Focus. He felt the cold feather touch his spine. He was here, the killer, watching. Ken could feel him.
 Ken sprinted to the other side of his house, crouching to make a smaller target, studying the landscape. There was a bluff of granite about thirty yards above the cabin. He knew from going up there to eat picnics on sunny days it provided an ideal lookout over his studio and cottage. He would bet the man he was looking for was up there….
 Ken caught a brown blur out of the corner of his eye, like a deer jumping a fallen log. Wylde. His lover had had the same idea, and he was closing in. “Shit, Wylde, I’m going to spank that gorgeous ass….” Ken whispered as he pounded across the open space… into the trees… slowing, trying to catch his breath, skin prickling with chills.
 A mountain lion roared challenge, and Ken jumped, sweat running freely from his hairline. Wylde! Was he trying to flush out the killer with the uncanny sound he’d mimicked once for Ken?
 Ken charged up the hill, ducking his head and hoping he wouldn’t catch a rifle bullet. Grit spattered like hard rain, and he flinched. Someone above him… running…?
 Puffing, Ken came to the top of the rise at last, gun ready, his bruises aching in sympathy with the hard beating of his heart, reminding him that this man he was hunting had nearly taken his life.
 In the bright moonlight, brush still trembled ahead, signaling someone’s passage. The meadow was silent, making the perspiration on Ken’s back ice as he moved forward.
 Wylde’s long black hair swung from side to side as he ran above Ken, in pursuit of someone!
 Ken powered up the incline, Glock gripped in his damp hand. He’d never fired in anger at another human being, but if he had to protect Wylde, protect himself….
 A branch stung his cheek. Smoke wisped through the trees, rising like a terrible incense from his studio below. He heard his labored breath, caught another flash of Wylde’s moccassined foot, dirt spitting from above.
 Keep him safe. Keep him safe. His running footfalls were a tattooed prayer.
 And then he was up on the dirt road above his cabin, trembling, hair sticking to his skull, dripping sweat, gun high and ready….
 Taillights, gravel spattering under an SUV’s wheels as it fishtailed ahead. Wylde ran after it, and Ken wanted to call him back, tell him to just… give up….
 The license plate was covered with mud. He couldn’t make it out. All he knew was it was blue, a Toyota.
 A lot of men drove them in the county. Shit.
 He crouched, breathing hard, gun limp in his hand.

H
E REBOOTEDwhen Wylde put a gentle arm around him. “Ken, I can hear sirens,” Wylde said.
 Ken looked at him, aware that a tear spilled down his

cheek, hot against his damp skin. “I’m afraid to see what’s left,” he admitted in a raw voice, the words feeling as if they burned his throat. “My studio…. It’s the place I dream.”

Wylde took his hand and lifted it against his chest and sketched out the kanji for love.
 Ken closed his smoke-burned eyes, pain lodged in his throat. But he kept his palm pressed against Wylde’s bare chest, feeling that steady heart beat.
THEfire truck was just pulling in behind a deputy’s SUV. Ken waited in the driveway, waving wearily. Behind him half the structure of his studio had collapsed. Wylde had held him when it happened, but then Ken had jerked away, needing a moment, needing to be composed to meet with people on the job.
 The first person to find him at the scene was Marty Grimble, his fellow deputy. He squeezed Ken’s shoulder in sympathy. Ken filled him in, watching through dazed eyes as Wylde carefully carried out Ken’s giant ficus plant, which he’d had since he was a teen. It was from a cutting in his grandmother’s greenhouse, cherished since it made him think of her. The green leaves were singed, some curling, but it looked like most of the plant had survived.
 The firemen joined Wylde with shovels, and pretty soon Ken’s beloved studio was smoldering white ash, the roof collapsed to one side, some timbers standing up like blackened Greek ruins. He stared at it, rubbing his short hair back and forth under his palm.
 He was glad his father had those ikebana vases. Who knew how long it would be until he could make something again? His workspace was charred, unsafe.
 Jim Hollander, a guy he knew from the clubs as well as on the job as a firefighter, came over and ducked his head to give Ken a sympathetic look with his kind green eyes. They’d been together a few times, so Ken felt comfortable with him. “Looks like he used gasoline as an accelerant. Your studio reeks of it.” Jim shook his head since he’d visited Ken previously for dinner and peeked into his pottery shop. “I’m sorry, buddy. I know how much mucking around in there meant to you.”
 “Yeah,” Ken rasped. Now that most of the guys were leaving, he felt numb.
 Jim looked around and then ducked close to brush his lips over Ken’s. Ken stiffened.
 “I can stay,” Jim whispered.
 Ken remembered the last time they’d been together had been right off duty, so he’d pulled open Jim’s uniform while Jim tugged off his, and they’d done it half-dressed. It had been living the cop-fireman fantasy.
 A growling sound from the remains of the studio made Jim take a step back. Wylde stood there, grimy, his hands blistered from pulling out as much as he could salvage. Some of Ken’s finer tools were gripped in one big fist, which he curled as he glared at Jim.
 “Jim, I, uh….” How to explain Wylde? Ken felt a little spacey, as if life were moving past him at warp speed and he were standing still.
 “Oh.” Jim watched as Wylde dropped the rescued items and pulled Ken against him, his back to Wylde’s front.
 “Wylde, it’s okay,” Ken began, covering one of Wylde’s blackened hands, stroking it, seeing that he had cut himself trying to rescue Ken’s work.
 In response, Wylde ran a palm over Ken’s T-shirt, straying deliberately over his nipples. Ken’s eyes widened. He felt gutted, but his body responded to the dance of sexual magic against his skin. He was too emotionally played out to fight it, even when Wylde reached down and cupped his burgeoning erection through his jeans, holding Jim’s gaze in a clear message. Mine.
 Jim licked his lips, looking more turned on than dismayed. “Um, be seeing you.” He hesitated. “Say, Ken, if you ever want to—”
 Knowing what Jim was about to suggest, Ken shook his head vehemently. Wylde would never go for a threesome. He probably wouldn’t even understand it.
 Wylde pulled Ken closer, breathing against his neck, his hair covering his face, touching Ken’s exposed skin and sending a hot shivery sensation down his spine, warming him from the chill he felt deep inside.
 Panting now, Ken scolded, “You shouldn’t have done that in front of Jim!”
 But Wylde only turned Ken to face him, and Ken gripped his head and brought his mouth down, lifting up, kissing….
 When they broke apart, Ken rubbed himself wantonly against Wylde’s thigh. He needed, God, he needed. “Take me,” he whispered.
 As the fire truck disappeared over the ridge, Wylde hefted Ken in his arms. Ken wound his arms tightly around his neck. He wanted what they’d had in the cave. He’d felt safe there, and he wanted Wylde’s nude body covering him, owning him.
 But when Wylde lowered him gently onto the picnic bench outside his cabin, Ken blinked up at his lover, confused by the delay. “Soon, Ken,” Wylde said before disappearing into the cottage.
 Ken avoided looking at his studio. He would deal with it tomorrow, along with finding the man who was targeting him. Now….
 Wylde reappeared with a bundle made of one of Ken’s dish towels. Without speaking, he handed it to Ken and then lifted Ken back into his arms.
 Ken leaned his head against Wylde’s chest, hearing his heartbeat, content to go wherever Wylde would take him.
 But he thought he knew just where that would be.

H
E WASkissing Wylde’s neck, unable to stop himself from touching, tasting. He had felt so desolated, and now his body and soul were thirsty for touch.

When he bit Wylde, the bigger man paused. They were in sight now of the meadow below Wylde’s cave. “Now, Ken?”
 “Yes, now!” Ken cupped Wylde’s sex when he was lowered to the ground, appreciating the length. He didn’t care if it was rough again, like the night before. He needed that cock inside him.
 Wylde opened Ken’s jeans and shoved them down before turning Ken to face a cedar tree. Ass in the air, legs apart, Ken looked over his shoulder with heavy eyes as Wylde pulled out lube and a condom from the sack he’d brought from the cabin.
 Wylde hesitated. “I don’t….”
 “I’ll put it on you, sugar,” Ken said, turning around to take the plastic disc. He leaned down and licked Wylde’s cock, and Wylde’s hands tightened around Ken’s skull.
 He rolled the condom on expertly and then turned around to face the tree again. He was going to be taken, fucked in the wild. Frankly, the idea turned him on, and he was through resisting it.
 “Two fingers and, uh, you better use a lot of lube.” Ken raised his brows at Wylde’s thickness.
 Wylde braced one hand on Ken’s hip while putting two fingers up him.
 Ken grunted, caught between the burn and the need to be open, so he could take it, what he needed.
 Wylde stroked him, watching his face as if trying to decipher what Ken liked. His hands were still marked up from trying to salvage Ken’s pottery. Ken’s throat tightened.
 Seeing that, he knew Wylde loved him.
 His shoulders relaxed, and he felt a tired peace replace the gutted feeling. He didn’t know what happened next. He had no idea where Wylde lived when he wasn’t in his cave. And he’d lost his studio. And there was someone hunting him. But here with Wylde, he felt it would all work out somehow….
 Wylde held his prick in one hand and pushed against Ken’s dimple, holding his gaze as he breached Ken, slower this time, as if remembering what Ken had asked for before they’d been interrupted.
 Slow….
 And then the bulbous head stretched Ken, making his hands clench into the bark of the tree as he offered his ass, sweat breaking out on his forehead. And then Wylde was lodged deep inside him.



Chapter Nine

“ UHHHHH!” Ken’s head fell back as Wylde pulled out and then thrust back in. Wylde’s hands went above their heads to cover Ken’s, and Ken turned his palms around so they were holding hands as Wylde fucked him.

Wylde was trembling, sweat on his forehead and upper lip, which was streaked with ash. He looked like some kind of barbarian warrior from the past, claiming what was his.

Ken smiled a little, remembering how Wylde had cupped his prick in front of Jim. He’d probably put Ken in chains before he’d share him with another man, and that was a kinky thought.

“Ken….” Wylde’s lips glanced against Ken’s, his grip holding Ken securely as his cock slammed inside him. Ken could tell he was already on the verge, lit so fast!

“Touch me, baby,” Ken pleaded. “Touch and stroke me.” Wylde let one hand fall and wrapped it tentatively around Ken, studying his face. Seeing his lover needed visual cues, Ken let what he was feeling live in his eyes. “That feels so good.”

“Mine,” Wylde said.
 “Well….”
 Wylde tugged a little harder, and Ken gasped, pushing
 back to take more of Wylde. “I want to be yours,” he whispered. Wylde’s hand reached down to play with Ken’s balls, stroking and rolling them gently, so Ken’s throat tightened again. He felt cherished, impaled, taken. Wylde wanted desperately to please him.
 “Mine because I found you,” Wylde said. Ken shifted, lifting one foot so it was on the side of the tree, and the angle of penetration changed. “Oh! Oh, Wylde….”

Wylde thrust harder, his breath hitting hot against Ken’s skin. “Ken.” Saying Ken’s name, his body stiffened, and he bit down on junction of Ken’s neck and shoulder, marking him as he filled the condom.

Ken flashed back to how he’d felt when Wylde was stroking his cock in front of another man, like he was a prize of conquest. He really shouldn’t…. Not politically correct…. He came hard, spurting against the bark, Wylde’s willing captive.

T
HEYwent back to the stream where Wylde had first cared for him. This time when Wylde walked under the water, Ken joined him, lifting his face up and letting the chill wipe away the miasma of smoke and loss. He had to duck out quickly, laughing at how cold he was. Wylde soaped him up with a new sandalwood bar taken from Ken’s cabin.

Ken watched, content, as Wylde took his time, kneeling at Ken’s feet, doing a thorough job, as if Ken were something he owned and he was going to take care of him. He stretched out his arms, and Wylde did them and then his hands, almost fondling his fingers as he watched Ken with sexdazed eyes. It made Ken harden again, so he was reluctant to take another icy shower against his stimulated body.

Wylde took the decision from him, swinging him off his feet and ducking them both underwater.
 Ken spat out some, sputtering, “You didn’t let me do you!” as Wylde sprang back from the falls.
 “Sometime I make you do me,” Wylde said, and Ken’s mouth went dry as he pictured himself on his knees like a concubine, soaping Wylde. Oh yeah.
 Wylde picked up their supplies and then put Ken over his shoulder. When Ken laughed in shocked surprise, he smacked his butt.
 In response, Ken rubbed his erection against Wylde.
 When they got to the cave, Wylde started the fire and lit a small lamp that Ken had previously missed seeing. It might have been his first clue he wasn’t the captive of a true mountain man.
 As Ken sat on the bed, nude, skin still glistening with moisture, Wylde made his tea, though for some reason he used a tin cup and not the crudely made one that Ken had admired previously. Ken remembered drinking Wylde’s tea when he’d been so weak. It had felt almost like a ceremony, welcoming him back to life.
 “You’re safe,” Wylde said in soft voice. “He won’t look for you here.”
 “Wylde, I can’t hide forever,” Ken growled. “He has to live around here. It’s just… two small towns connected by one road.”
 Wylde lifted a brow. “Then the road is the connection.”
 “I know.” Ken finished his tea and put it back near the fire.
 Wylde spread Ken’s legs and pulled out the lube and another condom, one palm flat on Ken’s lower belly, above his straining cock. Ken’s eyes widened.
 “Oh,” he murmured.
 Wylde rolled the condom on himself this time, obviously having learned from Ken doing it previously. Then he touched some lube on it, and then he mounted Ken.
 Ken spread his legs wider.
 “Warm you up,” Wylde said.
 “Oh yeah,” Ken agreed, digging his hands into Wylde’s ass.

“ HOWare we going to catch him?” Ken mumbled sleepily a thousand years later. He was a little sore, but the discomfort only made him semihard, reliving how full he’d been, how wanton.

He’d always been so controlling with his partners, even slightly prim, calling the shots. But that didn’t work with Wylde, from the first moment his big palm had shoved Ken back on the bed, commanding him to rest because he needed to rest.
 Only from Wylde would Ken accept such bossy behavior. “You said ‘we’,” Wylde said, his chin resting on top of Ken’s head, his arms wrapped around him. Ken blinked. Oh shit. Then he looked at Wylde. “One of the fellas who worked the fire this evening said he knows an Alec Danvers, a deputy in Sullivan. You know cops… we talk.”

“Um.” Wylde’s expression remained impassive. “I lived with him and his fiancée. They tried to teach me how not to be a freak.”

“I called him while you were helping with the fire in my studio,” Ken confessed. “He said you can handle yourself. Did he give you the bowie knife?”

Wylde sat up, his long hair snaking over his nude body like a seductive merman who’d left the sea for his lover. “He made me promise never to use it in anger, Ken. Only to protect myself, to keep safe when I camp out here.”

“You had a thing for him, didn’t you?”
 Wylde flushed, looking shamed.
 “That must have hurt, liking someone who was

straight.”
 “I was so dumb,” Wylde whispered.
 “No, baby. I’ve done it too, and I didn’t grow up in the

woods. I’ve pined for a few guys….” Ken sighed.
 “No more pining, Ken!” Wylde sounded jealous. “No more,” Ken promised. Then he chewed his lip.

“Look, if you can show me what you found earlier, I need to see it. Just understand that I have to take him down in the proper way.” He swallowed thickly, remembering his bruises, the pain and fear, his studio…. “I have to.”

Wylde cupped Ken’s cheek. “All right, but I will be there, Ken.”
 “Okay,” Ken said. “I love you.”
 Wylde grunted something against his armpit, pulling the sheepskin over both of them, but Ken smiled. He didn’t need the words. He felt it against his skin.
NEXTmorning Ken was treated sleepily to honey and early berries on a slab of bark. He drank Wylde’s tea, thinking he might grow to like it as he leaned against the larger man. Wylde had an arm around him.
 When Ken had eaten his fill, Wylde produced one of his leather laces from his pants. Ken watched, a little dazed as Wylde used it to tie his wrists together. “Hey!”
 But then Wylde pushed Ken on his hands and knees, and Ken felt slippery fingers, very gentle, at his entrance.
 It was a love game, but he knew to Wylde, it was also a statement—that he would tie Ken’s wrists and that Ken would accept it.
 “Uhhhh.” Wylde was…. Ken sweated through two heartbeats of adjustment. Wylde was solid, inside and over him. He fisted one hand in Ken’s spiky hair.
 “Kennnn.” When he began to move, Ken pushed back, white hot, mating hot. They slammed together, and then Ken trembled, coming, and Wylde pushed his head down and used him, deep, until he stiffened and cried out.

M
UCH later, they were sitting in Ken’s official SUV, Ken tapping the wheel while Wylde watched him, seeming okay with waiting all day while Ken mulled. “I looked at the mailman, but he’s married with two grandkids living at home. He was home having a barbecue when Andrea went missing. I looked at the local library guy who delivers books along this stretch. He has another part-time job farther south. He travels a lot to Europe to take photographs….”
 “Not them,” Wylde said. Ken chewed his bottom lip. “No.” He took a deep breath, readying himself. “Okay, show me what you found.”
 They got out of Ken’s SUV, and Ken followed Wylde down a rough deer track off his patrol route.

S
ICK, Ken used a pen to poke through the plastic bag, which held some women’s clothing. It was spattered with brown stains. Blood. His eyes pricked with tears as he imagined Andrea’s last moments. He’d been lucky. She hadn’t.

“This will help, Ken?” Wylde asked, kneeling nearby but not too close, since Ken had asked him to stay back.
 “It should finally bring other law enforcement in,” Ken said. “They can’t ignore it anymore, say it’s random.”
 “Why did no one look into it before?” Wylde asked, raising a brow. “Strange.”
 “The guy who had the route before me, Marty Grimble, he was more into fishing and hiking, I guess. He used to tell me to let it go, to just enjoy having such an easy patrol.” Ken stilled and looked up at Wylde, his stomach doing a sick flop. “Oh.”
 Ken came to his feet, rubbing his belly. Cold sweat coated his back, the same as it had when he’d first found Andrea and felt a residue of the killer. “I never looked at one of us. He beat me and he left me…. He works part-time now, so he was just starting his shift that day. He must have had some kind of call to answer that interrupted him before he could finish the job,” Ken theorized. “But he was coming back for me….”
 “I found you.” Wylde looked frustrated, like he wanted to come to his mate but was blocked by Ken’s imperative about protecting the evidence.
 “Do you think there is any chance you can find Andrea for me again?” Ken asked. “I promised her sister I’d try to bring her home.”
 “I can try. The trail goes deeper into the woods. Last time, I ran out of daylight.”
 “Wylde.” Ken watched his lover fading into the trees. “Please don’t take any risks. You said he was watching you last time.”
 Wylde pulled his long hair back, tied it with leather cording. His face was still and grim, and Ken was reminded that this man had grown up in the forest. Somehow he’d survived, found shelter, food…. He didn’t think the way Ken did. He was impatient with social niceties. He went his own way. He was basic, pared down.
 He was a hunter.
 “I want him to watch me, Ken,” Wylde said. “Then I know he’s not following you.”



Chapter Ten

WYLDEwove himself into the cool breath of the forest. He could almost feel Ken’s concern like a gentle net around his skin, feel how that made him different, changed inside. The last time he’d been truly loved had been when his grandpa was alive.

But it was because of Ken he had to do this, lose himself again.
 He thought of the bruising on Ken’s face and body and, despite the way he was standing up, how restless he still was in his sleep. Ken was an orderly man, like his row of neat pots drying before he glazed them.
 Wylde knew that he would never be someone neat, orderly, who fit in. He hoped Ken could make room for him in his bed. If he did not, Wylde would sleep outside on the pine needles until Ken was ready.

KENstiffened with shock. As if he were a dark genie who had been raised by Ken’s thoughts, Deputy Marty Gimble was leaning against Ken’s official SUV, waiting for him, a high-powered rifle cradled in his arms.

Heart thudding in his throat, Ken stared at the man who he was sure had beaten him, intended to kill him, leave him in an anonymous grave somewhere. The friend and coworker who had been stalking and killing people on this stretch of road for over ten years if Ken was right.

“I got a call from Alice at dispatch that you’d found something, Ken,” Marty said in a calm voice. “So I had to come out here, make sure you had backup.”

So they would play it that way? Swallowing thickly, aware that the other man could shoot him at any time, Ken headed up the slope from the ditch. Anger burned in his blood when he thought of how scared he’d been, of how much he’d hurt…. He’d trusted this man. When he’d first taken the job, he’d deferred to him. Frankly he’d secondguessed himself about his theory of a stalker because Marty had laughed it off.

“I might have found something,” Ken said noncommittally.
 “I know I haven’t been the most supportive of your wild ideas about a killer on this stretch of road.” Marty shrugged, pushing back his thinning brown hair. “But it was my territory, you know? Seemed like you were a hot newbie cop burning to prove yourself.”
 Ken came up beside Marty, feeling a weird sense of dislocation as he talked to both his friend and would-be killer. He leaned against the SUV, giving Marty a mild look. “I really am not burning to prove myself,” he said. “I would rather make pots all day, and one day I hope to be able to do that.”
 “I’m sorry about your studio, Ken,” Marty said.
 Shit. He sounded like he meant it.
 He took a deep breath and gave a curt nod. He didn’t trust himself to speak. He remembered Wylde’s burned hands. The roof collapsing, shattered shards of pots he’d made in Japan that he’d planned never to sell. But mostly he remembered Wylde rescuing whatever he could.
 “Have you considered it could be your lifestyle behind the attacks on you?” Marty went on. “It’s a pretty common motivation, and you haven’t exactly been discreet.”
 Ken frowned, thrown. “My lifestyle?”
 “You’re a gay man.”
 Ken’s jaw ticked.
 “Come on, don’t be like that, Ken! I mean, even the pottery was a little….” Marty widened his eyes. “It’s not exactly what most cops do in their spare time.”
 Ken’s face was impassive as he prodded quietly, “Why are you really out here, Mart?”
 Marty blinked, as if he hadn’t expected Ken to ignore the red flag of his gay-harassment theory. Maybe he’d thought Ken would be defensive about it. Fuck that. He’d grown up reading yaoi. He’d never pushed his orientation, but his parents hadn’t needed to be told.
 “I decided you were right all along about some shady character haunting this road,” Marty surprised him by admitting. “Happy now?”
 “Why the gun?” Marty had it pointing toward the cracked asphalt, but Ken sensed a buried eagerness in his fellow deputy, as if he couldn’t wait to use it.
 “I’m going hunting and figured you’d want in.” Marty smiled at Ken’s confused look. “There’s a vagrant around, long black hair, blue eyes, lives in a cave…. Doesn’t that sound like the sort of guy who could have been hurting folks, maybe off his meds?”
 “How do you know about him?” Ken rasped. God! Wylde could innocently rejoin them at any time. And Marty would shoot him. The sick thing was, his story was plausible. Law enforcement was more likely to look at someone like Wylde, who lived an unconventional life, than Marty, a deputy with twenty years on the job.
 “You been giving him handouts, Ken?” Marty moved closer, shifting the gun in his arms. “Being queer, I guess you have a soft heart, but he’s our guy, and I’ve already called for backup to help me hunt him down.”
 Ken’s heart jumped. “No,” he whispered. Wylde had saved his life, risked himself. Now Marty meant to use the resources Ken had been asking for to hunt him.
 “I thought you wanted to take down the mysterious stalker!” Marty pushed, hard brown gaze holding Ken’s. “You sure as fuck wouldn’t leave it alone.”
 “I do,” Ken said, straightening. “You know, the day I was beaten, left for dead, I called my location into dispatch before I left my truck.”
 “Uh-huh.” Marty moved away from the SUV, checking his rifle. “You always were anal about that.”
 “That’s how you knew where to find me, how you got the drop on me, you son of a bitch.” Ken’s Glock was in his hand. There was a ringing in his ears. He was going to die now. Marty would kill him, but Wylde would be safe.
 “That’s crazy, Ken!” Marty made a disgusted sound. “You’re obviously upset over losing your studio. I’m sorry I insulted you about the gay thing. It’s this vagrant we gotta look out for, hunt down.”
 Ken shook his head. “That’s not true and you know it! Drop the rifle, Marty. If I’m wrong, it won’t take long to prove it.”
 Marty smiled, leveling his rifle on Ken. “You’re not wrong.”

W
YLDEfound what he thought was a shallow grave half a mile into the woods. He backed away, knowing that Ken would not want him disturbing the evidence. As he did, a cedar branch brushed his hair and Wylde had a sudden wrong feeling.

The burial hadn’t been so hard to find, not with the clothes almost an arrow pointing in this direction.
 For some reason, Deputy Marty Grimble wanted to make it easy. Why?
 Wylde could think of only one reason.

MARTY was unimpressed. “Have you ever even fired that thing outside a range?” Ken’s jaw bunched. He knew he was going to die, absolutely. But he wouldn’t let this man take advantage of his innocence again. In retrospect, he couldn’t believe he hadn’t looked at Marty. “You may shoot me, but I’m also going to shoot you, and I might get lucky.” His hands were steady, holding the gun. He’d hit Marty in the middle of the body. It wouldn’t stop him, but he would be too wounded to hurt Wylde. Ken only hoped he’d hold on long enough to call off the manhunt for an innocent man.

Marty looked annoyed. “You couldn’t leave it alone! You’re a potter, for Christ’s sake. You shouldn’t be doing this job.”

“But it is my job, and I will perform it,” Ken countered. “Too bad, samurai.”
 Marty fired.

H
E WASrunning through the woods.
 Never had he run so fast, certainty singing through his
 blood.
 His mate was in trouble, needed him.
 The body being so easy to find meant the killer wanted
 to point the finger at someone, and Wylde figured it had to
 be him. He was different. Sometimes that was enough to
 make people turn away, to hate you.
 But honorable Ken would never allow that. He’d try to
 protect Wylde.
 And it would get him killed.
 “FUCK!” Marty missed. He had a hand on his temple, blood running freely…. “What the fuck is this?” He looked around wildly, and both he and Ken saw a nearby bush swaying….

Wylde tackled him from behind, arm around his throat. “You hurt him. You put bruises on his body!” Wylde growled.
 Gun up and ready, Ken used his free hand to tug away Marty’s rifle. His hands were shaking. He wanted to hit Marty.
 “Step away from him, Wylde. I’ve got him,” Ken ordered. He hated seeing his Wylde anywhere near the guy. Wylde’s hand tightened on Marty’s throat. His blue eyes were dark cobalt, narrowed.
 “Wylde… Steven,” Ken whispered, needing to reach his lover. “Please let me do my job; let me finish this.”
 Wylde held his gaze, feral, long hair in his eyes. His muddy hand tightened, and then he stepped back, and Ken wrestled Marty around to handcuff him.
 “Ow, what did you hit me with, you fucking hippie?” Marty growled at Wylde.
 Wylde shrugged, looking serene now that Ken had Marty in custody. “Used my slingshot.”

T
WOweeks later, Ken parked his SUV after a long shift. His body ached with tiredness as he slammed the vehicle door behind him, looking around hopefully for Wylde.

His lover came and went, but somehow Ken never slept alone anymore. Sometimes he woke up in the morning and found wildflowers on the pillow beside him. Sometimes he found some high-priced Seattle tea on his counter. Wylde was a mix of primeval and uptown, it turned out, and Ken loved discovering that.

His heart picked up when he saw his lover’s tall, muscled form up on a ladder. He was drawing a tarp taut near the old site of Ken’s studio. Ken came to a halt as he saw Wylde was also not alone. His father Makoto was there; Josh, Wylde’s young best friend; and Alec, Ken’s fellow deputy whom Wylde had once been attracted to.

Josh and Alec had come by for sushi soon after Wylde began living with Ken full-time. He liked both men, and he could see that the darkly handsome Alec was relieved Wylde had found someone because he seemed to truly care about him.

Now Josh flashed a smile, a good-looking kid with ash blond hair and gray eyes, before he went back to placing debris into a wheelbarrow from the ruins of the studio.

“What is going on, Wylde?” Ken asked as he came up behind his lover, putting a hand in the back pocket of his jeans and discreetly squeezing his ass.
 “Gave you time, Ken, but you haven’t made any pots,” Wylde said. His blue gaze was serious, intent on Ken’s face. K
EN’Seyes burned, as he remembered everything that had happened over the past weeks. “It was just intense. Marty, poor Andrea. I was grateful for the support you’ve given me.”

“Marty’s in jail, and you gave Andrea back to her sister,” Wylde said, stepping down the ladder and then turning to face Ken. “It’s time to make stuff again.”

Belatedly Ken took in more details, such as Josh’s truck had an open trailer to take away the ruins of his old workspace, making room to… rebuild? And there was a footoperated wheel, a long table, and his supplies sitting on the pine-needle floor stretching between two Douglas fir trees under the tarp Wylde had just finished putting up.

A place to work over the summer.
 “Wylde….” Ken looked away, swallowing thickly. Wylde put an arm around him, insistent. “Time to make
 new stuff, Ken.” 
 Ken took a deep breath, holding concerned blue eyes. “Okay,” he said. M
UCHlater when they were alone again, Ken lit candles, and Wylde brought sake and a warmed carafe and cups thrown by Ken’s hands. The spring night was warm, and around them were the soft sounds of nesting birds and bright dots of flowers pushing through the forest floor.

Ken sat at his potter’s wheel, and Wylde fitted himself behind him, arms around his waist.
 Ken’s heart picked up to a slow, heavy beat, and his cock filled as Wylde tasted the skin of his neck, biting down to leave a possessive mark. Yet they had time; there was no rush. He knew Wylde just wanted to be a part of this, Ken’s reawakening to his craft, as he had once brought Ken’s body back to life.
 Porcelain clay bubbled up in his hands as if he’d never spent any time away from the wheel. It was drier now than it had been the last time he’d created, because the air was drier in later spring, so he used more water, compensating, letting it rise, and then another pair of hands tentatively overlaid Ken’s—Wylde wanting to experience making a pot with him.
 “Ken, Josh said I should tell you I love you,” Wylde said. “He said if I tell you we’re friends or that I care, that’s a copout.”
 Clay skittered as Ken’s hands gave a little jump.
 “Oops,” Wylde said.
 Ken turned around, facing Wylde as the wheel behind him wound down to gentle circuits, the botched piece forgotten.
 Wylde lifted Ken’s legs up, and Ken wrapped them around Wylde’s hips. Ken put his wet clay hands on Wylde’s cheeks, and Wylde laughed at the chilly feel. “Marking me, Ken?”
 “You bet,” Ken said.
 “What is the kanji for dream, Ken?” Wylde asked.
 Ken’s throat tightened as he caught Wylde’s drift. He sketched it out in the air, and Wylde copied it on Ken’s chest, over his heart.
 “Time to dream again, Ken.”
 “I suppose I’ve been a little fussy,” Ken admitted. He’d been restoring the hardwood floors in the cabin, the work filling the hours, making him feel like he was doing something productive.
 Wylde shrugged. “You need to be fussy sometimes.”
 Ken gave a shy smile. “You make the bed perfectly now, and I know you don’t care about that kind of thing.”
 “But you do.”
 Ken kissed him, and the candles guttered in a sudden gust of sea wind, the moment perfect. Wylde reached down and freed his cock from behind the laces of his leggings. Ken reached over to the table where he’d placed a stash of supplies as well as their sushi.
 He covered Wylde with a condom, licking his lips. And then Wylde stood up with Ken wrapped around him as he leaned Ken into one of the trees that held the tarp.
 Ken arched up wantonly. He watched their shadows thrown by candlelight on the pine-needle floor, Wylde’s larger one merging with his as he felt Wylde pressing against him, wanting inside as always.
 “Ken, my mate….” Wylde whispered as he filled Ken. He nuzzled him affectionately. “You let me in; you always let me in.”
 Ken’s head fell back, and he breathed out as he adjusted to Wylde’s thickness. “I love you in,” he admitted softly.
 “Deeper, Ken?” Wylde’s muscles bulged as he lifted Ken higher so he could fuck him at an angle they both enjoyed.
 Ken made a hoarse sound, feeling the secret part of himself coming out to play. He was Wylde’s captive again, the mate he crushed under him, mounted and took and pleasured…. Wylde was slamming in and out of him, the wheel was still turning, the candles flickering. His body impacted where it gave him the most pleasure, Ken climaxed.
 Wylde kissed him as if he wanted to breathe in that sound of satisfaction.
 Ken felt serene, almost protective as Wylde stiffened, his blue eyes moist with emotion as he held Ken’s gaze… and gave himself to Ken.
 “Not such a freak….” Wylde huffed. “You like me, Ken. Like me in you.”
 Knowing this was something that haunted his lover, Ken summed it up as best as he could. “You’re different, Wylde….” He paused, trying to think of the most romantic way he could put it for his wild man, and then he just knew. “Different-beautiful, like the pots I make.”
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